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      Agent Caitlin Parish had only ascended two flights of stairs on her way up to the Third Species Control Division’s headquarters when she heard the scuff of boots against concrete heading down towards her.

      ‘Morgan, I just picked up your email,’ she said, as she came face-to-face with her boss on the stairwell. ‘We need to talk.’

      ‘Not right now.’ He could barely look her in the eye as he skimmed past her. ‘I’ll find you later.’

      Caitlin turned on her heels, pursuing him down the steps regardless. ‘Why are you questioning my decision?’

      ‘I’m questioning your decision because we have eight dead humans and I need some answers, Caitlin. And as Caleb Dehain is currently our only link to those murders, I have every right to question why, three days into the case, you still haven’t brought him in for interrogation.’

      He yanked open the door and stepped out into the car park, Caitlin close on his heels.

      ‘And as I keep telling you, it’s not him.’

      ‘How can you be so sure?’ Morgan asked, turning to face her.

      ‘It’s obvious to anyone who knows how Caleb operates. Even one of the Curfew Enforcement Officers questioned his involvement when I presented the case to them a couple of days ago. That was just from examining the photographic evidence.’

      ‘Eden Reece, wasn’t it? Yes, I heard. He’s always been a law unto himself.’

      ‘He’s also one of the best officers the CEU have.’

      ‘He’s nothing to do with this case. Nor is he the one who has to deal with the fallout.’

      ‘I’m telling you there is nothing substantial linking Caleb Dehain to those murders other than the unsubstantiated attempt on his and his brother’s life.’

      Caleb Dehain ruled the west side of Blackthorn with the same zero tolerance as Kane Malloy ruled the east. It meant he was going to come up against enemies – those who were reckless or stupid enough to try to knock him off his pedestal. If the rumours were true of an assassination attempt against him, it was logical he would try and track down the perpetrators. But Caitlin had had Kane’s assurance – Kane’s vehement assurance – that Caleb was not involved in those murders.

      Morgan took a step closer towards her and lowered his voice, only too aware of how voices echoed in the vast but dense space of the enclosed car park. ‘Or is someone letting you in on inside information? Covering his buddy’s back, maybe?’

      The spark of accusation in her ex-partner’s eyes created an even greater sense of isolation than she already felt. Having the rest of the department despise her for exposing the TSCD’s corruption in their attempt to bring down Kane Malloy was a given. Morgan, on the other hand, was her only ally. ‘Are you questioning my loyalty?’

      ‘I’m asking you to look me in the eye and tell me that Kane has said nothing to you about this.’

      Her silence seemed confirmation enough.

      ‘I knew it,’ he said.

      ‘Yes, I asked him about it, but I’ve been asking questions of anyone who’s anyone in Blackthorn. And so far there is nothing to link Caleb to those killings other than rumour and speculation.’

      ‘And right now rumour and speculation are all we have. You need to bring him in. I can get it agreed for him to be shadow read if needs be. Once you get inside his thoughts and memories, you may even uncover enough to make sure he stays inside.’

      ‘Without preliminary evidence? Since when was that permissible?’

      He closed the remaining gap between them and lowered his voice even more. ‘Do you know how it looks that you won’t?’

      ‘Is that what this is about – how it looks?’

      ‘As you very well know, for the next few months everything about how the TSCD operates is going to be about how it looks.’

      ‘Which is why we cannot bring in one of the most respected vampires in Blackthorn without justification.’

      ‘Respected by his own maybe. He might be smart enough to keep under the radar, but I’ve got enough on him that could more than justify questions being asked.’ He sighed, the accusation in his voice easing. His eyes softened. ‘I’m watching your back, Caitlin. Right now, I’m the only one who is. I know how tough they’re already making it for you out there. They’re not going to ease up. You don’t put their own behind bars, sleep with the vampire they were hunting in the process, and just move on.’

      ‘Matt, you know me,’ she said, hoping her statement would be reinforced by opting out of the official protocol of using surnames. ‘We’ve worked together long enough … were partners long enough. You know I’m not going to let them get to me. I’m not going to be bullied out of my job. I can handle it.’

      ‘Which is why you look like you haven’t slept? You’ve only been back three days. You don’t have to prove yourself by working yourself into the ground, Caitlin.’

      ‘I’m not trying to prove myself. I’m trying to find out who’s responsible for those murders – and it’s not Caleb.’

      He glanced over his shoulder as a car screeched towards the exit. ‘I really don’t have time for this right now,’ he said, turning on his heels again. ‘Like I said, we’ll talk later.’

      ‘I know that look.’ Caitlin picked up pace to shunt in front of him. She plastered her palm firmly to his chest to bring him to a halt. ‘Please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you are?’ Her heart raced as she waited for him to deny it. He didn’t. ‘You promised me.’

      ‘I’m sorry but I have no choice. The TSCD is still in the wake of the trial. We need results on this one. A public failure could destroy us. That’s why we have to keep this investigation as low-key as possible.’

      ‘I’m the last one to shout my mouth off. You know that.’

      ‘And before Caleb’s name came into the equation, I wouldn’t have even been considering this.’

      As Morgan’s true concern became apparent, Caitlin instinctively took a step back. ‘You can’t be serious.’

      ‘Caitlin,’ he said, his tone far too placating her liking, ‘I can’t have you involved in a case with another lead vampire in this district – not so soon after Kane. It’s going to cause too much attention. Attention means even less room for failure.’

      ‘So because this might involve Caleb, you want to pull me off the case?’

      ‘You know what his reputation is like.’

      ‘And I’ve got a type, right? Have you any idea how insulting that is?’

      ‘And if you’re furious with me for even thinking it, how are you going to handle people saying it to your face? Fellow VCU agents? Others in the TSCD? People on the street? The press? They’re going to have a field day. I’m not willing to do it to you.’

      ‘And less than three weeks into your temporary promotion, you don’t want to be seen making a mistake.’

      Morgan frowned at her retaliation. ‘Bring Dehain in or I’ll have no choice but to withdraw you and hand this case to someone else. If you’re so convinced he’s innocent, prove it.’

      ‘And I’m telling you that the third species community loathe us enough for what came out in that trial. If I bring Caleb in, any thin thread of what we have with them will be severed.’

      ‘And the thread you have with Kane?’

      ‘This is nothing to do with him.’ She looked him in the eyes as she lied. Because her reluctance to bring Caleb in had everything to do with Kane. It had everything to do with him promising her Caleb was not involved, as well as his insistence she stay out of it. That meant Kane knew something. That meant if anyone else took over the case in the interim, trails could lead to him.

      She closed the gap between them. ‘Matt, if you pull me off this case, I’m finished at the TSCD.’

      ‘Shadow read him. See the evidence with your own eyes. Rule him out, that’s all you have to do.’

      And get up close and personal with the one vampire Kane had told her to stay the hell away from.

      Morgan turned on his heels and strode past the parked cars.

      ‘Give me a little more time,’ she said, catching up with his strides and keeping pace as she marched alongside him. ‘I’ll get a lead in the next couple of days.’

      If anything, it could give Kane no choice but to let her in on what he knew.

      Morgan glanced across at her before taking a left as a couple more cars screeched out of the car park. ‘Caitlin, I really don’t have time for this now.’

      It wasn’t just the activity surging around them; it was the urgency in his eyes, in his composure, as he picked up pace towards his car that incited Caitlin to quicken her footing to match his.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      He passed her the small, handheld screen as they kept walking. ‘This footage came in twenty minutes ago.’

      Caitlin had to study the image closer to confirm what she was looking at: a pile of what could only be described as white flab.

      ‘It was discovered on the east side of Blackthorn less than half an hour ago.’ The car’s amber lights flashed, the beep simultaneously echoing around the enclosed concrete tomb. Morgan headed around to the driver’s side. ‘One of the Curfew Enforcement Officers discovered it in one of the back alleys.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘We don’t know,’ Morgan said, meeting her gaze across the car roof. ‘But it has a heart beat.’ He held his hand out across the roof for Caitlin to hand the device back, but instead she opened the passenger door. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘We can talk more on the way,’ she declared, securing her passenger seat belt one-handed.

      ‘Caitlin, this doesn’t concern you.’ Morgan slid into the driver’s seat alongside her. ‘Whatever it is, it isn’t a vampire. This is one for the Demon Control Unit, more likely.’

      She relooked at the digital picture. ‘You said this is in an alley? It looks like it fills the entire breadth of it.’

      ‘And spans twenty-foot high.’

      ‘Any limbs?’

      ‘None that are visible.’ He held out his hand to get his device back. ‘You’re not coming with me, Caitlin.’

      ‘Are you going to kick me out? Come on, we can talk about Caleb on the way. Two jobs done at once.’ Her gaze lingered on his as she waited for his approval. She didn’t get it. More tyres screeched in the distance. ‘Sounds like you don’t have time to sit here arguing with me, Morgan.’

      He took the device from her hand and shoved it in the space beneath the stereo. ‘I’m your boss now,’ he reminded her. ‘Not the other way around.’

      ‘Which I respect,’ she said, ‘as long as you respect me enough in return to trust me on this one.’

      Caitlin glanced over her shoulder to see another TSCD car skidded into view behind theirs as Morgan sped out of the car park, taking a sharp right onto the main road. She looked out of the passenger side window at the blurred buildings of Lowtown as they left the Third Species Control Division behind.

      Morgan stared pensively ahead, awkward silence filling the cabin of the car. ‘Then fess up,’ he said. ‘Are you still with him, Caitlin?’ He glanced across at her, holding her gaze a second longer than was safe considering he was behind the wheel.

      Kane had told her to deny their relationship at all costs. He’d told her that confirmation of their being together would both worsen things for her at the TSCD and complicate what he needed to do. She knew he was right about the former. As for the latter, she still had no idea what it was that he needed to do. But she’d known the moment she had been visited by Sirius Throme, head of the Global Council, that denial had been the best option.

      ‘What makes you so sure I can even find Kane again to pass your message on?’ she’d asked Sirius as he’d sat in her armchair after breaking into her apartment.

      Sirius had remained poised, his gaze steady on hers. ‘Kane could have killed you at any point, Caitlin. The fact you’re still alive tells me you remain useful to him. So, yes, I think you’re the perfect person to pass my message on. Tell him to give himself up. Tell him he does not want to face the alternative.’

      She’d known she’d need to buy Kane as much time as possible. ‘I can’t guarantee how long it will take me.’

      Sirius had leaned forward again. ‘And I can’t guarantee how long it will be before I lose my patience. Best not drag your heels, Caitlin. Like I said, the clock is ticking.’

      ‘Well?’ Morgan asked, the blurred images that had passed her those few seconds ago now coming back into focus and reminding her where she was. She’d barely registered that they had pulled up at the district’s border and were being permitted, without question, into Blackthorn.

      ‘No,’ she said, her gaze still out of the window as she scanned the thirty-foot-high concrete wall that permanently marked the border into third-species territory. ‘We’re not together.’

      Silence filled the car again.

      Caitlin folded her arms. ‘He didn’t like me coming back to the Vampire Control Unit. I guess it was never going to work. And if you must know, this whole thing has been humiliating enough without needing to go over it.’ She looked across at Morgan. She’d seen the brief fleck of uncertainty in Sirius’s eyes when she’d claimed the same, but she’d worked with Morgan too long. ‘So I most certainly have no plans to jump straight into bed with another vampire – least of all Caleb Dehain.’

      Morgan took a left and then a right, splashing through the puddles that lingered as evidence of the thunderstorm the night before. It had struck in the early hours, waking Caitlin at her desk, her face stuck to paper, her coffee cold beside her. It had ignited the sky enough for her to turn to face the window, to see Blackthorn being backlit before being cast into darkness again.

      Morgan had moved her out of the main office, from the maze of cubicles, to give her a break from the glares. She never had a problem with concentration, but her return to the Unit had left her more drained than even she wanted to admit to. Her new office was a cupboard, but at least she could close the door. At least she could get her head down and work without her every move being watched and her every phone call being monitored as others hung on her every action, ready to pounce.

      Morgan had been good to her. She could only hope she could persuade him to continue to be good to her, because if he did take her off the case, the fire would most definitely be fanned. If he did take her off the case, she may as well quit.

      They pulled up outside the cordoned-off alley. Fortunately, with it being mid-morning, the streets were quiet. Clearly they’d managed to keep the discovery under wraps.

      ‘Wait here,’ Morgan said, before easing out. The car juddered slightly as he slammed the door.

      Caitlin strained to hear the muffled voices beyond the glass, relying more on the gestures and facial expressions of both Morgan and the officer who had greeted him from behind the yellow tape.

      Figures head-to-foot in white jumpsuits and masks milled around at the bottom of the alley in the distance, the officer addressing Morgan pointing to them several times in between resting his hands on his hips and running his hand back through his hair. From what she could gather as another came to join them, this one bearing the blue logo of the Unidentified Species Unit, his shrugs and head shakes told her they were no further forward in identifying the blob.

      The urge to leave the car and head down the alley to investigate for herself was overwhelming. Caitlin remained rooted as she had been told though, not wanting to give Morgan any further cause to reconsider her position.

      She chewed her bottom lip, tightened her folded arms and looked down to where Morgan had tucked the phone beneath the stereo. She reached for it and examined the image again. She tapped it against her lips a couple of times, watching Morgan as he headed down the alley towards where the creature was tucked out of sight.

      She squinted through the glint of sunlight that bounced off the wet paving, leaned forward to look up at the tops of the buildings, wondering if she could maybe sneak up there for an aerial view.

      Until her attention snapped to the end of the alley.

      Even within the vacuum of the car, she heard the yells, the simultaneous scuffle beyond causing her to snatch back a breath.

      One of the officers at the end was there one minute and gone the next. As she stared ahead wide-eyed, two more vanished in quick succession, what looked like giant white suckers shooting out from the shadows and snatching them up.

      The others ran back down the alley towards her.

      Heart pounding, adrenaline kicking in, Caitlin pulled her gun from her holster. She shoved the car door open, the morning breeze cool against her perspiring forehead as she braced herself.

      As its body filled the end of the alley, its roar reverberating out onto the street where Caitlin stood, she stopped breathing. A second later, it spun towards her like a limbed snowball, its myriad of elongated suckers clamping to the walls either side of it as if to control its momentum as it grabbed officers who were trying to escape.

      Caitlin held her gun poised, despite not knowing where to shoot first. Others fired regardless, Caitlin joining in as the frenzy of bodies shoved and ploughed past her.

      But it didn’t stop, the gunfire only seeming to infuriate it more.

      Caitlin slid back over the bonnet of Morgan’s car to create a shield, but the vehicle was cast aside seconds later, smashing to the ground forty feet away. A sucker snagged her calf, yanked her to the ground, her chin hitting tarmac. She lost her gun and desperately clutched for it as she was dragged towards the alley entrance, the creature having stopped there as if sensing the threat of open space beyond.

      She snapped her head to the right, saw one of her fellow agents, his gun poised in his hand as he held it at the creature, firing with no effect, before looking down to notice her.

      ‘Shoot it!’ she yelled, pointing at the sucker that gripped her leg.

      But he just stared at her somewhere between blank and pensive.

      At first she thought it was shock, maybe even panic. She held out her hand. ‘Give me your gun!’

      But then she saw it in his eyes, in his expression, as she was yanked past him.

      He had no intention of helping her.

      Caitlin clawed concrete, ripping her nails as she clutched onto a pothole. As the creature yanked again, she twisted onto her back, kicking at the sucker with her free foot.

      She thought of Kane. Thought of not seeing him again, and kicked with more fervency as she glared up at the now thirty-foot-high monster bearing down on her.

      Morgan was behind her a second later, clutching her arms, struggling to hold her back as another agent was grabbed, and another.

      Caitlin continued to try and kick the tentacle away as Morgan nestled in behind her, being dragged along with her as he shot at the sucker, further ammunition firing off around them.

      There was a spark of light, a distant crack. Caitlin shielded her eyes, only looking back when she felt the tension had left her leg.

      Everything fell silent.

      She stared back at the empty alley, still panting as Morgan did the same against her back.

      ‘What the…?’ Morgan muttered under his breath, his confusion matching her own.

      ‘Where did it go?’ Caitlin asked. ‘Is it gone?’

      His breaths were heavy in her ear. ‘It looks like it.’

      She snatched her gaze back to the agent who had abstained from helping her. Despite the pain in her calf, she overrode the shock of the past few minutes and struggled to her feet. She lunged at him seconds later.

      To her frustration, Morgan had pre-empted her and was right behind her, dragging her away from giving the agent a face full of fist.

      ‘I know,’ Morgan whispered in her ear. ‘I saw. But back down – this isn’t going to help.’

      She reluctantly conceded, Morgan only then letting her go.

      She limped down the alley, wiping the back of her trembling hand across her dry mouth before glaring over her shoulder to see Morgan jabbing the infuriated officer in the chest. She looked around at the eyes watching her, still too startled from the onslaught to notice the reprimand, to notice anything but their own gratitude for having survived.

      She rested her hands on her hips as she finished catching her breath and stared down at what lay just a few feet away.

      Caitlin stepped up to the long, slender piece of wood, the aluminum arrowhead glinting in the morning light. She crouched down, her heart pounding as she recognised the navy-blue fletchings. Fletchings that matched the colour of his eyes.

      She looked across her shoulder up at where the sunlight, dull though it was, blocked her vision to the roof of the building above.

      ‘Who the hell uses a bow and arrow these days?’ Morgan asked, stepping in behind her.

      She stood up, her gaze locking back on the arrow.

      Her pulse raced. She had to hide her smile.

      Because she knew exactly who.
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      Kane Malloy held the bowstring back to anchor point, the arrow aimed directly at the back of the agent’s neck. Two centimetres higher and he could kill him outright. Two centimetres lower and he could leave him paralysed from the neck down. He pulled the string a little tauter, his hands as steady as his gaze on his target as he ran his tongue slowly and contemplatively down his elongated incisor.

      The bastard deserved to die after what he’d just done to Caitlin. He knew it was a mistake her returning to the TSCD and this was proof. No one had her back, no one but Morgan. But letting that arrow go would have confirmed too much. It would have exposed that there was still something between them. It would have led to Caitlin being hated even more than she already was.

      Hidden by the sun in just the right place, a trick he had learned and perfected as a child when he had first picked up his weapon of choice those centuries before, he lowered his bow, removed the arrow and reluctantly placed it back in the quiver on his back.

      He looked down the alley at Caitlin, at where she stared up at the building, her hand a visor to shield her eyes from the sun.

      As soon as she sensed Morgan behind her, she dropped her gaze, avoiding drawing attention to his presence – further proof she knew it was him.

      She’d been looking through his myriad of glass cabinets some days before and had come across his bow standing proud and central in one of them. Highly polished with aluminum carved tips, it worked in perfect unity with the matching collection of arrows by its side. She’d taken it out to handle it, and he’d rested his shoulder against the arched doorway as her eyes had met his – eyes that had ignited with intrigue.

      ‘It’s surprisingly heavy,’ she’d declared.

      ‘Have you ever used one?’

      She’d shaken her head.

      He’d stepped in behind her, guiding one hand to the shaft and the other to the bowstring as he helped her slowly stretch it. ‘It’s as much about posture as pressure,’ he’d told her, her body distractingly warm and soft against his. ‘And a steady hand,’ he’d declared, his breath teasing her ear.

      ‘Are you any good?’

      His laugh had been brief, deep. ‘Yeah, I’m good.’

      ‘Show me.’

      She’d eased away from him, reached for a piece of paper discarded on the nearby table. She scrunched it up into a ball and held it in her open palm. ‘How far away could you shoot this from my hand?’

      He’d glanced over his shoulder, through the open-arched rooms. He looked back at Caitlin, her eyes glinting with excitement in the muted light.

      He’d eased her back against the wall, holding her paper-holding hand out to the right and guiding the flat of her hand to the wall to her left. ‘You mustn’t move.’

      She’d nodded, trying to suppress the glimmer of apprehension in her expression.

      He’d wandered through the arch to three rooms away – the furthest distance he could get to in the confinement of the place.

      And he’d drawn back his bow.

      Contrary to what she’d expected, he hadn’t aimed at the ball of paper. Instead he’d aimed at the tiny space between her ring finger and little finger as she’d held her palm flat to the wall. He’d nestled the arrowhead side on between them, her gaze saying it all as he sauntered back through the rooms to join her.

      ‘You missed,’ she’d declared teasingly.

      He’d placed his palm flat beside her head, pulled the arrow from the wall before raking its tip slowly across her bare collarbone. ‘You know better than that.’

      As his eyes had met hers again, her breathing had picked up a notch, her lips slightly parted in a way that had become impossibly tempting.

      He’d had her in his domain for nine days at that point – the time they’d spent together inconsequential beyond their own needs. After the intensity of the three days they’d first been together, back when he’d been hell-bent on seeing his original plan for revenge through, he’d finally learned to relax with her. Instead of the gameplay, the escalating battle with his own conscience amidst his reluctantly developing feelings for her, he’d finally been able to enjoy her – physically and mentally. It had been a much-needed and much-welcomed relief.

      Until she’d talked about returning to the Vampire Control Unit.

      Until he had felt his heart being ripped out.

      In his domain she was safe. In his domain, no one could touch her.

      In his domain, she was also a caged bird. A caged bird who, with time, however long they had left of it, would come to resent his over-protectiveness. And he had never felt it more than those few days as they’d built up to her return, when he’d found it hard to conceal his resentment, his anxiety, his frustration.

      But despite knowing she was back on the job, she’d still been the last one he’d expected to step out of the car outside that alley.

      He’d been on a ten-hour stint looking for Jask Tao’s young. The lycan pack’s young had been snatched straight out of the compound days before, leading to a hunt across Blackthorn. He’d got a call a couple of hours after dawn to say that they were all back safely, all except one – Tuly Saylen, the daughter of Jask’s beta, Corbin, was still missing.

      He’d been heading over to the lycan compound when he’d got the call about the nilkim having been found in the alley. Docile most of the time, a maniacal rampant killer the rest, he knew he had to get to the fourth species quickly before it woke. It would have been over swiftly and quietly if the TSCD hadn’t interfered.

      Lucky for them, the minute he’d seen Caitlin emerge from the car, every protective instinct had kicked in. It had taken seconds too long for him to home in exactly where he needed to shoot the nilkim, it closing in on Caitlin adding to the pressure of him needing to be accurate first time. He’d had to wait for the creature to rotate for the third time before its ear was exposed again. When it had, he’d hit it with precision. With his arrowhead smeared in a mixture of salt, ash of bay leaves and a touch of basil, it had sent the fourth species right back to where it had come from. Though what the fuck it was doing appearing in Blackthorn, in this dimension, in the first place was the question he wanted answered most.

      The medics were now treating Caitlin, checking her leg as she gestured she was fine in typical Caitlin style. It made him smile. A lot of what she did made him smile. As he watched her, he thought back to all those years when he had hated her and had planned her demise along with those she loved. Those who had murdered his sister.

      Now he couldn’t imagine being without her. As heavy the weight of responsibility it brought with it was, the warmth she sparked in him as he looked at her made up for it. The laceration in his chest as he saw the nilkim spiral towards her confirmed what he’d already come to acknowledge – being with Caitlin was the only good to have come out of what had happened to his sister, Arana.

      If only being with her wasn’t now the biggest chink in his armour. Which is why he had to keep his distance from her – in public at least.

      Kane sauntered back across the rooftop. He placed a cigarette between his lips and cupped his hands to light up.

      As he felt the vibration in his back pocket, he removed his phone to receive the call. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Kane, it’s Corbin.’

      Kane came to a standstill, exhaled a stream of smoke into the morning air as he glanced up at the now-muted light as heavy clouds masked the sun. ‘I was on my way to see you.’

      ‘Good. Because we have an unexpected visitor.’

      Kane’s chest tightened at the tension in the lycan’s voice.

      ‘Caleb Dehain,’ Corbin declared. There was a moment’s silence. ‘Caleb Dehain has just turned up at the compound.’
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      ‘What the fuck is he doing there?’ Kane asked.

      ‘He brought Tuly back.’

      Despite the great news that the last one of the stolen young was now back safely, there was still tension in her father’s voice.

      ‘Is she okay?’ Kane asked.

      ‘She’s fine. A little shell-shocked, but fine. She’d escaped from the south with the rest but she got lost. One of Caleb’s men found her in a back alley.’

      ‘Has he come alone?’

      ‘The pack has checked out the periphery; he’s alone,’ Corbin declared. And for the pack’s beta to have been the one making the call, there was no need to guess where their leader was. ‘We’ve kept lookouts. No one will get within a mile of the compound without us knowing.’

      ‘Jask is with him?’

      ‘He’s keeping him in the outer room.’

      ‘Phia?’ Kane asked.

      The last thing Jask’s pack needed, the last thing anyone in Blackthorn needed, was Caleb discovering that the woman he had spent the last few days hunting – the woman who had been a part of an assassination attempt on both him and his brother Jake – was hidden in lycan territory. Worse, that Jask was sharing his bed with her – with a serryn, a rare witch deadly to vampires.

      ‘She hasn’t got a clue he’s here,’ Corbin said. The moment of silence was painful. ‘I wish I could say the same for Caleb. He knows we’ve got her, Kane.’

      Kane dropped his cigarette-holding hand to his side, his relaxant now feeling numb in his fingers.

      ‘Tuly told him,’ Corbin added.

      Fuck, Kane mouthed as he closed his eyes, tilted his head up to the sky.

      ‘There was a girl at Caleb’s club. Tuly opened her mouth without thinking. She didn’t know any better, Kane. She said she looked like Phia, smelt like Phia …’

      ‘Leila?’

      ‘No, their younger sister, Alisha. Kane, if Caleb knows we have Phia why has he handed Tuly over without bargaining?’

      It was anyone’s guess. Caleb wasn’t just a closed book; he was closed library.

      ‘What has he said?’ Kane asked.

      ‘Practically nothing, that’s the thing. He’s just sat waiting.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For you. He said he wants you to join him and Jask.’

      Kane’s spine prickled.

      Caleb Dehain was daring to summon him.

      And Caleb knew he’d have no fucking option but to respond.

      He exhaled a stream of smoke into the polluted Blackthorn air as he looked across the street, the muted sunlight glinting off the broken glass of the building opposite. An eerie quiet surrounded him to the point he could hear his own intermittent breathing, the cool breeze refreshing on his skin.

      ‘Is Jask okay?’ Kane asked.

      He knew Corbin understood what he meant by that.

      ‘It’s fucking tense in there, Kane. But, yeah, you know Jask: he’s playing it cool.’

      ‘Do what you can to keep it that way,’ Kane said as he headed towards the edge of the roof.

      Despite it having crossed his mind that Caitlin may try to get up there to see him, that he could spare a few minutes to at least check on her, the latter was no longer an option. With yet another complication adding to an increasing list already needing his attention, his responsibilities to Blackthorn were taking over. Since Sirius’s threat, things were moving fast with no sign of abating.

      Caitlin was going to have to come second.

      He scanned Morgan’s car some forty feet away, still lying on its roof. The milling bodies below were increasing in numbers. In the distance, he could hear the emergency vehicles approaching. He’d be able to merge with the crowd easily enough.

      ‘I’m on my way,’ Kane added as he turned on his heels to head towards the section of caved-in roof. ‘I’ll take the tunnels. I’ll be with you in thirty minutes.’
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      Caitlin knew, for the creature to have appeared from nowhere and then disappear into nothing again, it had to have been of the same ilk as the soul ripper – the soul ripper that had killed her parents and had once been coming for her. That meant, whatever the creature was, it was fourth species – and Kane had either killed it or sent it hurtling back to the fourth dimension where it belonged.

      The only thing that had prevented Morgan challenging her about the owner of the arrow was the urgency of dealing with the aftermath first. And now that the medics had finished tending to her, Morgan’s distraction as well as the distraction of everyone around her granted her the opportunity to sneak into the building from which Kane had shot the creature.

      Logic told her he’d be long gone, not least because of the threat of increased TSCD presence – that and the deep-rooted feeling in her gut telling her, despite him saving her life, all was still not forgiven.

      The growing distance between them, especially since her return to the VCU, had almost taken them back to the start. From the second she’d told him, Kane had closed in on himself. He’d been angry with her for not specifying that was her intention. She’d been upset over his assumption that she wouldn’t return to work. The truth was they’d both got caught up in each other in the days that had followed the court-case; the two weeks they’d spent alone together in his underground haven both avoiding the day they’d have to face reality again.

      And the reality was that he was still the VCU’s most-wanted vampire and she was still one of their agents.

      She’d convinced herself she could do it: that she could be with him and be an agent. Convincing him, however, that her return to the organisation that had murdered his sister was not throwing everything back in his face, was another matter.

      It hadn’t helped that less than thirty-six hours back into the job, she’d crossed the line of keeping business and pleasure separate by turning up to question him about Caleb Dehain. Her punishment had been the look in Kane’s eyes that she had dared ask.

      She hadn’t seen him since.

      Now, Caitlin shouldered her way through the corrugated iron gap into the abandoned building. She waited a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the muted light of the boarded-up factory, warily assessing the unsettling array of skeletal machinery remains that were dotted around the room like discarded robotic mannequins, their backdrop the muted voices and footsteps echoing from beyond the wall of opaque glass behind her.

      She removed her work phone from her jacket pocket and placed it on the worktop nearest the door. Whether she was being tracked by her own or not was irrelevant, she wasn’t taking any chances of being followed.

      Gun poised, she cautiously made her way forward; her heart already applauding and her stomach flipping at the slight chance he was still there. The chill of the dusty room was offset by the warmth that rushed into her chest amidst thoughts of the prospect.

      Seeing the central metal steps in the distance, she checked over her shoulder again. Her heart pounded a little harder, a coating of perspiration breaking out in her palms.

      She edged closer to the steps, one foot silent after the other. The rusty creak as she ascended the first step froze her for a second, her grip tightening on her poised gun. But there was no responsive movement in the shadows. No sound.

      She ascended towards the exposed level above, warily scanning an unnerving array of objects to hide behind. Because whether she liked to admit it or not, the shock of the incident with the creature was still dominating her thoughts.

      As her foot reached the first-level floorboards, she flinched at the almost-silent thunk in the distance.

      She calmed her breathing and assumed the full defensive position with her gun as she approached the room the sound had travelled from.

      Catching sight of the shadow inside, her finger tightened on the trigger, her lips parting in preparation for the routine warning.

      But her heart pounded for all the right reasons as the daylight from the gap in the roof exposed him.

      Kane held his arrow at anchor-point in her direction, his legs spread in a confident and poised stance.

      The impact of seeing him again, those navy eyes locking on hers, stunned her to silence.

      ‘Still running haplessly and unassisted into dangerous buildings, Agent Parish?’

      The rasp in his familiar voice made the hairs on her arms prickle to attention, her pulse race.

      She instantly lowered her gun. ‘And still lurking in dark corners, Kane Malloy?’

      He offered her a semi-smile that made her heart jolt as he placed the arrow back in his quiver.

      Closing the gap between them, he gently knocked her chin upwards with his knuckle so he could examine the graze. ‘No permanent damage?’

      The show of concern warmed her in a way she hadn’t felt for too long.

      Fortunately her arms had broken most of the fall. She shook her head, the tenderness of his touch triggering the deepest need for him to hold her. But it was still there: that distance in his eyes, even amidst the fleeting demonstration of affection. ‘Unless you include Morgan suspecting that the arrow belonged to you.’

      ‘A bit of fallout was unavoidable.’

      ‘What the hell was it?’ she asked.

      ‘A nilkim. Fourth species.’

      ‘What did you do to it?’

      ‘Sent it back where it belongs.’

      ‘I’ve never seen anything of that scale before.’

      ‘They’re rare.’

      ‘Then what was it doing here?’

      ‘A glitch in the system maybe.’

      ‘So there could be more of them?’

      ‘Fuck knows. Let’s hope not. They consume at a rate of knots once they get going.’

      He cast a vigilant glance over her shoulder – but she knew it was about more than the threat of another fourth species.

      ‘Thanks for saving me,’ she said, needing to open the dialogue.

      Because he had saved her. And she was going to cling to it amidst his increasing indifference.

      His eyes met hers again. ‘I couldn’t let it loose on the streets, could I?’

      The look, coupled with the dismissive words, tore through her. Her chest knotted; a response failed her.

      ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said, brushing past her.
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      ‘Wait.’ Caitlin caught his wrist as he drew level with her, her eyes snapping to his across her shoulder. ‘Don’t do this, Kane.’

      He could hear her heart pounding. He sensed the urgency in her grip.

      ‘I need to see you,’ she added. ‘Properly.’

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this, and seeing her up close reinforced it. Worse, it reinforced a sense of guilt he wasn’t used to feeling. Master vampires were meant to be alone; that was how it was. And this was the reason why.

      He could see in her eyes that the strain was taking a hold. There were dark circles forming beneath them. The tension in her neck and shoulders, in her whole composure, was equally telling. Sometimes he forgot she was human, that unlike the occasional handful of hours sleep his kind needed, a lack of it eventually took its toll. Clearly she’d barely slept since Sirius had made his threat; and he had no doubt it wasn’t helping that he was still keeping her in the dark as to what he was doing about it.

      It wasn’t fair to her. None of it was fair to her.

      But he had no choice. He couldn’t risk Sirius finding out that, despite it looking on the surface like he was doing nothing about his threat, beneath ground word was spreading amongst his most trusted. Deep in the underbelly of the east and north of Blackthorn, there was already a hive of activity. Even in those past two days, small communities were being rounded up and were already becoming familiar with the tunnel systems he had assigned them having distributed maps to his key links. There were going to be two types: hideaways for the more vulnerable; and battle routes for those who were going to retaliate when the time came.

      Given more days, Kane could guarantee turning most of Blackthorn into a ghost town in less than fifteen minutes of the alarm being raised. He was working towards it but, with no guarantee of when Sirius would strike, in the interim they needed to remain focused on saving or preparing as many as they could. That needed to remain his priority.

      And Caitlin could have been a part of it. Instead, she’d gone back to them.

      Despite thinking he’d understood her, the evidence of that choice had proved that things went on behind those eyes that he could never predict – even now. And their first-ever encounter would always be with him, nagging away at the back of his mind: that split-second when he’d used her gun to shoot Morgan and had felt the unexpected backstab of the hemlock she’d laced it with. He’d let his guard down, he hadn’t seen it coming; he’d underestimated her. He’d fucked up once around her. And now, more than ever, he couldn’t afford to fuck up again.

      Because he didn’t know what Sirius had said to her whilst he’d laid down his threat. He didn’t know what threats Sirius had made to her, what deals he had laid out, or what he still had planned for her.

      Furthermore, seeing her there, back on the job, back in her “uniform”, reminded him that he wasn’t enough for her; or that she didn’t trust him enough to think she was enough for him. Caitlin had put him – had put their relationship – second to her job the minute she had returned to the VCU. Now, since Sirius’s threat, he had even greater reason to do the same. Because although it should have been a unifying cause, just like the soul-ripper had been, neither could ignore that, ultimately, she worked for Throme. Ultimately everyone she was surrounded by worked for Throme.

      ‘We need to talk,’ she added.

      He looked down at where her grip barely encompassed his wrist, her knuckles pale, a slight tremor in her hand. But when he looked back into her eyes, her gaze and her resolve were steady. The dichotomy was there again: the vulnerable with the tenaciousness and the plea with the command.

      But she didn’t call the shots. She’d lost that right when she’d thrown him the curveball of her return. More to the point, with a potential lycan and west-side vampire war to prevent, let alone Phia – the serryn and potential key to the vampire prophecy – on the cusp of falling into Caleb’s hands, sitting around discussing his and Caitlin’s relationship was indulgent.

      Negligent.

      But he knew, at some point, he was going to have to face it head on and deal with it. They were both going to have to face up to the reality that this wasn’t going to work without one of them making a sacrifice neither was willing to make.

      Until then, he had to keep a distance. He wasn’t ready to push her away but neither could he afford to fall deeper – especially if she was playing him.

      She had put them both in that position.

      She had made that choice.

      She was going to have to revoke it if things were going to change.

      ‘I have things to do,’ he said, moving to pull away, reinforcing the renewed distance between them that was more painful in practice than in thought.

      But her grip tightened. ‘Like you had things to do last night when I came to see you?’

      Last night, he’d been out looking for the lycan young. Last night, he’d still been reeling over her turning up on his doorstep seeking leads as to whether Caleb was responsible for The Alliance murders.

      He freed his wrist in one easy twist before turning to face her, ensuring his guard still remained on the steps, vigilant to the prospect of company.

      If she wanted to beg for his time, she could get in line.

      ‘About?’ he asked.

      She raised her eyebrows at his aloofness, but it did nothing to deter her. ‘Morgan’s going to be caught up for the next couple of hours; no one will notice my absence.’

      ‘I told you: I’m busy right now.’

      ‘Then make time,’ she said.

      Coming from someone who was now occupied for the best part of sixteen hours in every twenty-four, his hackles rose at the instruction.

      He exhaled tersely as he tongued his incisor. He folded his arms as he stared deep into her eyes. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘I thought we were in this together.’

      ‘You chose to go back, Caitlin.’

      ‘As opposed to what? Kane, I’ve tried to explain. I told you I can’t do the “kept woman” thing – sitting at home waiting for you to come back each morning or each night or whenever it is after you’ve done whatever it is you do, because I still don’t know what that is, do I? Just as I still have no idea what you’re doing about Sirius’s threat.’

      ‘Leave,’ he said. ‘Leave the VCU and we can talk.’

      It was the first time he’d laid down the ultimatum.

      It was bad enough that she was back on the streets where he could watch her less than ever, but her brush with death with the nilkim exacerbated how needlessly selfish she was being putting herself at risk again. If he hadn’t had the heads-up it had been spotted, he would have seen her death on the news or heard it in a rumour on the streets.

      She shook her head. ‘That’s not fair.’

      ‘No, Caitlin, it isn’t. But I made it clear to you from the outset, from the moment you made your decision that there are certain things that would have to remain closed to you if you returned to work there.’

      ‘But I didn’t sign up for this secrecy between us, Kane.’

      ‘Then what did you sign up for? My heart on my sleeve? Dispelling vampire secrets to you? You know I have to draw the line somewhere, Caitlin. You knew this was going to be tough.’

      ‘What’s tough is that you don’t let me in at all. That you don’t trust me enough to let me in even a little bit.’

      ‘You know why. I don’t trust Sirius. I can’t trust he won’t use you to get to me.’

      ‘I won’t let that happen. I won’t betray you.’

      ‘He was willing to put you on the line to prove his theory about soul transference. He was willing to stand back and let me capture you for that very reason. Do you really think he would have exposed his plans to you if he didn’t intend on continuing to use you?’

      ‘Then I’ll go straight to the Global Council. I’ll report his threats. I could have them search The Facility – to find out if there is unlawful research going on.’

      ‘And they’d believe you? The one who brought the authority in this locale into disrepute in the first place? Expose that you’re still fighting my corner when our link is supposed to be severed in order to protect us both? We don’t know how deep this corruption permeates. For all we know, Sirius is just the face of it.’

      ‘Sirius who looked me in the eye as he talked about my family like they were a commodity, that what happened to them, what nearly happened to me, was a stroke of luck. He watched my family being ripped apart and, for him, it was all about gain. This is happening because of us. Sirius is invading Blackthorn because we showed him the soul transference can be done. But I am not going to be used in his fight against you and I am not taking this lying down, Kane. Being at the TSCD is the best place for me to be to keep my ears open and protect you, to protect this district. Please, don’t underestimate me.’

      ‘I’m not. But I’ve been on the receiving end of the TSCD’s methods for gaining information, remember? It might not be a choice whether you speak or not.’

      ‘So you keep me in the dark.’

      ‘You want the best of both worlds, Caitlin, and you can’t have it. You chose to put yourself back in the middle and I accepted it. You said having your own life was important to you and I’m dealing with that. Now deal with the fact that I have responsibilities too and that there are parts of my life where the further you are away from them, the better.’
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      Her legs turned leaden, the ache in her chest permeating deep into her heart. She felt her heart rip at the detachment in his eyes.

      In those seconds, she thought he was about to tell her that it wasn’t working out. The sickness formed in her stomach, her heart pounding to the point the blood had rushed too fast from her head. She could have sworn the room swayed a little at the prospect of life without Kane, of losing him.

      After everything they had been through.

      After all she had done for him.

      Her defenses instantly kicked in.

      ‘Like your master vampire role here, whatever that is? Because even if I wasn’t with the VCU, that’s a part of you you’ll never share with me, isn’t it?’

      She hadn’t wanted to be on the cusp of losing her temper, but frustration burned through her at her inability to get through to him, at the distance between them. And with the cold wall between them being reinforced by the second, that frustration was impossible to quell. Worse was that she couldn’t ask him to simply take her in his arms and assure her that they were going to be okay.

      That everything was going to be okay.

      Because it wasn’t.

      Kane was planning something – everything she knew about him dictated that. If Kane chose to strike first, or strike back, the fallout was going to be unthinkable. So for more than her own sake, she couldn’t lose that connection. At the heart of it, she still had an obligation to her own. If a war was coming, that meant the very locale she was supposed to protect was at risk – and that was even more reason why she couldn’t roll over and play the dutiful lover, simply doing what Kane said just because he told her so.

      But whether she liked it or not, keeping that connection was on his terms now. With a team around him stronger than ever since Sirius’s threat, she wouldn’t get within fifty feet of him without his consent.

      She pulled on her only reserve – the one guaranteed way to ensure he had no choice but to face her.

      ‘I’m trying to save your arse here,’ she reminded him. ‘More to the point, your buddy’s.’

      His eyes narrowed at the mention of Caleb. ‘We have a rule.’

      A rule she was more than aware of, but she had a job to do. She had a responsibility to the families who had lost loved ones to do whatever she could to prevent more of the same. She wouldn’t have gone to him if she hadn’t reached stalemate.

      As soon as Morgan had assigned the case to her on her first day back, she’d laboured over the evidence that had already been compiled. Interviews with a couple of the deceased’s family members and friends indicated a possible link between the eight murdered humans as potentially belonging to some clandestine vigilante group. Further questioning out in Blackthorn had resulted in whispers of assassination attempts on key third-species figures in the district – and that some kind of covert group was involved. The coincidence was too great, but there was no proof. Amidst that, there had been only one lead: two witnesses claiming there had been a failed assassination attempt against the Dehains and that the murders had started around the same time. Knowing there could be more murders in the forthcoming days, the pressure had been mounting.

      ‘I came to you that night without wanting any special favours, Kane, but you’re the one who asked me to back off from Dehain, remember?’

      Kane’s gaze remained steady but there was tension in his forearms. It was another stark reminder that they were very much on opposing sides when it came to vampire affairs in Blackthorn. He was still the master vampire conducting his elusive business and she was still the agent investigating his kind.

      ‘Morgan’s turning up the heat,’ she added. ‘If you’re so adamant of Caleb’s innocence, you have to give me something to work with or I’m going to be left with no choice.’

      ‘No choice but what?’

      ‘To bring him in. There are circumstances when an early shadow reading can be approved. Logic alone dictates it’ll be the best way to get answers. With me in charge of the case, it will inevitably fall to me to do it.’

      His frown deepened, making her aware of the darkness surrounding them both. ‘You can’t shadow read without some kind of evidence. Isn’t that your precious law?’

      ‘In most circumstances. But either I bring him in, or I’m off the case. And someone else won’t hesitate. Questions are already being asked as to why I’m so reticent. On top of that, it’s only prompting Morgan to have even more reason to suspect there is still something between us. I’m doing the best I can here, but you’re not helping me.’ And it wasn’t a threat when she said it. ‘Either you talk to me or I’ll have no choice but to talk to Caleb myself.’

      Despite his unflinching gaze, there was a minor up-curl in the corners of his mouth that she knew wasn’t amusement at the suggestion.

      A split-second later, he’d backed her up against the lockers behind her. Palm flat beside her shoulder, he leaned close enough to kiss her.
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      The very thought of her in a room alone with Caleb sent a chill down his spine. The very thought of the vampire renowned as much for his charm as well as his looks playing power games with his Caitlin evoked his hackles to rise.

      ‘Your only link between Caleb and those murders is this so-called assassination attempt,’ he said, ‘and I’ll tell you again: the basic lores of vampire physiology dictate that if any of these rumours were true, if Jake had drunk a girl to death, he wouldn’t still be breathing, would he? Sounds to me like you’ve got fuck all to go on, Agent Parish. And if you go around there flashing your VCU badge, making false allegations against the west’s most powerful and respected vampire, you’re going to be doing the TSCD a worse disservice than you have already.’

      ‘Meaning?’

      ‘Meaning I will tell you again that those killings are not Caleb’s style. If he was killing people off, you wouldn’t even be finding their DNA let alone their messed-up bodies. I’ve seen the footage in the media. It doesn’t take Caleb twenty minutes to get information out of people. He’s not that patient.’

      ‘Have you spoken to him?’

      ‘It’s not him, Caitlin.’

      ‘Do you know who is responsible? Are you protecting them?’

      Hearing movement, his attention snapped to the gaps in the floorboards as he focused thirty feet away. He drew an arrow from his quiver. Caitlin’s grip snapped around his wrist again. She shook her head, her frown deep, a clear enough message that she could get rid of them.

      He followed her gaze. The grey coat confirmed who it was.

      Morgan.

      Kane guided her silently around the back of the abandoned lockers so that they would be out of view from the steps in the distance. If Morgan found them, if he caught even a glimpse, they both knew he would have no choice but to kill the agent to retain their secret.

      Sensing the tension coursing through her, he looked back into her eyes. Her warning for him to behave only sparked the temptation for a little playtime, for a small reminder of his opinion of the side she had chosen to rejoin. But that would steal more precious time – time that he’d already lost enough of.

      Instead, as he heard her boss’s footsteps betrayed by the squeak of rusty metal, he gently cupped her jaw.

      Her persistence in going after Caleb was one step too far. He’d seen the tenacity in her eyes, heard the sincerity in her voice when she’d said she wanted answers. The potential consequences for him being seen to side with the VCU over his own, and for her to be pushing Caleb’s unstable buttons, were too great.

      If Caleb touched her, he’d kill him. A fraction between east and west would be born at a time they needed to be united.

      For her sake, for Blackthorn’s, they were going to have the conversation that afternoon. If she loved him, she’d choose him.

      ‘Three o’clock,’ he whispered. ‘At the club. We’ll talk.’
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      As Kane disappeared into the shadows, Caitlin rested her head back against the lockers and stared up at the iron girders for a moment.

      She had to somehow get through to him. She had to somehow convince him she wasn’t the traitor he thought she was. She might have seen the detachment in his eyes, she might have heard the coldness in his words, both had imploded deep inside her, but he hadn’t been able to hide the affection in his touch.

      Despite his resentment, he still felt something for her. And there was no way she was walking away from that while there was a fighting chance.

      Taking a steadying breath, she slid her gun from her holster and spun out from behind the lockers. She held it less than three feet away from Morgan’s chest as he did the same to her.

      His startled eyes instantly narrowed.

      Caitlin lowered her gun. ‘I’ve checked every recess. It’s clear.’

      She moved to step past him but he blocked her way by handing her back her phone.

      Beneath his disapproving frown, Morgan’s eyes were laced with skepticism. He swiftly assessed the darkness behind her. ‘You should have it on you at all times,’ he reminded her as his eyes locked squarely on hers again.

      ‘And risk having it go off and wake another of those things?’ she said, accepting it from him. She shoved it in her back pocket before returning her gun to its shoulder holster as she moved to step past him again.

      Morgan caught her upper arm. ‘There are guardian angels,’ he said quietly, ‘and then there are monsters with wings. I thought you were smarter than this.’

      She calmly met his glare. ‘Last thing I knew, Kane was a vampire, not a psychic, which he would have had to have been to know I was going to turn up here. If it was him, that was about protecting Blackthorn from whatever that was.’ She pulled her arm free. ‘Like I said, the building is clear.’

      She only got as far as the steps.

      ‘I want you to head straight back to headquarters,’ Morgan called after her. ‘When I said I wanted to talk to you later, it wasn’t just about the Dehain case.’

      Hand poised on the rail, she looked back at him.

      ‘There’s something you need to know,’ he added.

      And from the look in his eyes, she guessed she wasn’t going to like it.
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      Kane swept through the east side of Blackthorn under the cover of the back alleys, moving in swift silence between the shadows and the tepid morning light before taking to the tunnels as he headed north to the compound.

      It had been exactly two days since the one and only time he’d met with Caleb – face to face with the only other vampire in Blackthorn who matched him in status and reputation. Until then, his and Caleb’s paths had never crossed. They’d never needed to. Kane ran the east. Caleb ran the west. And, like him, Caleb did so with an iron first, building impenetrable walls of defense through reputation alone. The vampire was notorious for his zero-tolerance – both in reality and in reputation. Cons would be suicidal to go there, anyone trying to take Caleb’s ground even more so.

      Fortunately, neither of them did anything to warrant one or the other instigating any kind of conflict. Both seemed to have a similar attitude and outlook. Up to that point, Blackthorn had been big enough for both of them.

      That morning two days ago, Kane had headed west to test if that still applied.

      The meeting between them had taken place after Caitlin had turned up at the club just after dawn with news of Sirius’s ultimatum: either Kane gave himself up or an invasion of Blackthorn was imminent. When Caitlin had mentioned Sirius’s claim he’d used the lycans as an example, Kane had gone straight to the compound. He’d discovered the aftermath of an attack on the pack: nine of the lycan young stolen, the greenhouse burned down, several of Jask’s pack dead.

      To add to the devastation, he’d come face-to-face with the last thing he’d expected to find there: a serryn. And, according to the prophecy, if the serryn had finally appeared in Blackthorn then so had the pending vampire leader – right in the middle of Sirius’s threat. To avoid catastrophe, Kane had to ensure that Phia and the pending vampire leader – prophesied to be one of the Higher Order – didn’t meet. Easier said than done with Phia already being pursued by the HO’s once most proficient serryn hunter: Caleb Dehain.

      He had to get Caleb to abandon his hunt. Even more so because of Caleb’s rumoured illicit relationship with a Higher Order vampire named Feinith. Kane knew that Feinith had already been leaking secrets about the serryn’s role in the prophecy to the now ex-head of the TSCD, Xavier Carter. And if she’d leaked secrets to Xavier, there was every chance she’d leaked those same secrets to Caleb.

      The urge to tackle him head-on about what he knew had been overwhelming. But if Caleb was in the dark about the serryn role, even an inkling of Kane’s concern could evoke questions. Only one reassurance remained: Caleb had had Phia’s older sister, Leila, from whom the serryn line had jumped. For some reason, Caleb had let Leila go. If Caleb had any inclination of the serryn role in the prophecies, Leila would have surely already been in Higher Order hands.

      So the plan had been simple: for now, just get Caleb to back off from Phia without raising his suspicion.

      Any other vampire and he’d simply give an instruction. Unfortunately, Caleb gave about as much of a fuck about master-vampire ranking as he did the royal status of the Higher Order.

      Kane had crossed the street and took the alley to the right, down to where he knew the fire exit was – the back door where Caleb traded away from the main street. Locating the camera concealed in the brickwork to the left of the door, he’d pressed the intercom and stared directly down the lens.

      Caleb’s curiosity had been evoked enough for him to answer his own door.

      Instead of even a glint of anxiety in his eyes at coming face-to-face with a master of their species, Caleb had looked him straight in the eye, the vibrant green of his not dulled by the muted light.

      ‘We’ve got a problem, Caleb,’ Kane had told him, getting straight to the point.

      He’d not planned on being there a second longer than he’d needed to be. Feinith had had a call out for him for months. Feinith who had yet to work out he gave as much of a fuck about their status as Caleb did.

      ‘More to the point, Blackthorn has a problem,’ Kane had added. ‘The north was attacked in the early hours of this morning. The lycan compound was invaded.’

      Caleb had raised his eyebrows slightly as he’d rested his shoulder against the doorway. He’d folded his arms. ‘Someone with a death wish?’

      ‘It was a military operation. They were uniformed. Strategic. They took them by surprise; invaded when Jask wasn’t there. Almost thirty of Jask’s pack were slaughtered. Rone, Jask’s son, was amongst the deaths. Some of the young have been taken. We don’t know where.’

      He’d frowned. ‘They took the kids?’

      ‘Nine of them, including Corbin’s. And they burned their greenhouse to the ground.’

      He’d seen in Caleb’s eyes that no further explanation was needed of the gravity of it. Sirius had purposely burned down all of the lycans’ medicinal reserves to stop them morphing: the herbs and spices that they couldn’t replace in time for the pending blue moon. The lack of concoction to control their condition would kill most of them. Those that survived would be out-of-control killers. That was Sirius’s back-up plan for a justified invasion. That was the timeframe Sirius had put on Kane’s surrender.

      Caleb had stepped back, indicating for Kane to enter.

      Kane had given a curt shake of his head despite knowing turning down the offer would do little to forge an allegiance.

      But Caleb had seemingly accepted the decline with little offense. Instead he’d refolded his arms and leaned against the doorframe again. ‘Do you know who’s responsible?’

      ‘Sirius Throme.’

      Caleb’s eyes had flared. ‘The Global Council have turned on the lycans?’

      ‘I don’t know if it’s the entire Global Council or if Throme is rogue. Either way, it’s about more than just the lycans. I’ve heard there was an attempt on yours and Jake’s lives a few days ago too.’

      Caleb’s eyes had narrowed slightly as he’d waited for Kane to continue.

      Kane had had no intention of disclosing that Feinith’s betrothed, Jarin, may have been involved too. If Caleb found out, Blackthorn was not going to be a pretty place. Because as strategic and smart as he was, Caleb had a dark side to rival even Kane’s. A dark side that could take over at the flick of a switch. And nobody in Blackthorn wanted that switch to be flicked. No one anywhere wanted that switch to be flicked. It was crucial for Blackthorn’s survival that Caleb was kept calm and focused.

      ‘I’ve got no confirmation that both are related, but I’m suspicious,’ Kane had declared. ‘You know the TSCD want me. Now Sirius has threatened an invasion if I don’t surrender. Based on what happened to Jask and what happened to you, I’m guessing he’s trying to take down my potential allies first – those with enough power to form an effective defense or attack against him. I think he wants Blackthorn floundering. I have no intention of letting that happen. If anything kicks off, I want you on side. More specifically, I want you on the outside.’

      He’d frowned. ‘Outside of what?’

      ‘I know you’re pursuing those you think are responsible for the assassination attempt.’

      Caleb’s eyes had turned guarded. ‘You really do have your finger on the pulse, don’t you, Kane?’

      ‘Are you the one killing them off?’

      A hint of a smile had revealed a glimpse of Caleb’s incisors. ‘The reports on the news? Not my style, Kane. It seems to me that someone else is doing my job for me – and I’m guessing it’s not out of loyalty.’

      It was one of the reasons Kane respected Caleb: because he took little at face value. Caleb had a suspicious mind, a paranoid mind, and both lead to effective survival in that place.

      ‘Why do you say that?’ Kane had asked.

      Removing a cigarette from his shirt pocket, an amber flame had ignited Caleb’s green eyes further as he’d flicked open his lighter, turning the end of his cigarette molten for a second. He’d stepped out into the early morning air, his wary but subtle assessment of the alley not going unnoticed before he’d looked Kane squarely in the eyes. ‘Because it looks to me like those vigilantes were out of their depth. That whoever wanted me and Jake dead is covering their tracks. Now you’re telling me that might be Throme?’

      ‘I’m saying it’s a possibility. Either way, whoever it is, they’re going to be happy for you to take the fall for those murders. You’ve got a call out on one girl in particular. She goes by the name of Sophia – or Phia to you. Pursuing her is making you look guilty, Caleb. It’s giving them what they want. And like I said, I want you on the outside.’

      He’d hoped it had been a good enough argument – unless Caleb had known more all along. Unless Caleb already knew that the entire future of his kind rested on him finding that girl.

      And Caleb’s gaze hadn’t flinched as he’d exhaled a controlled stream of smoke into the cool air.

      ‘Redirect your resources,’ Kane had said. ‘I could do with you focusing your attention on having your ears to the ground for the lycan kids. If anything happens to them, that pack going on the rampage is only going to fuel Sirius’s bid to invade this place. I’m asking for a couple of days.’

      Enough time to get Phia in contact with her sister Leila again so they could find out exactly what Caleb knew about the prophecies and the risk his knowledge posed.

      Enough time to try and find a replacement supply of what the lycans so desperately needed to stop them morphing in a few days time.

      ‘Asking or telling?’ Caleb had asked.

      Kane had held his gaze steadily on Caleb’s, reminding him of his status. ‘Whichever gets the result I want.’

      Now, two days later, it was time for round two. Except, this time, Caleb was potentially holding the ace.

      Corbin was already waiting outside the compound on his arrival, so there was no need for him to knock.

      ‘Everyone still intact?’ Kane asked, heading down the stretch of tunnel-like corridor alongside him, the florescent lights buzzing subtly overhead.

      ‘So far.’

      ‘Has he said anything else?’

      ‘He’s not so much as flinched.’

      As soon as Corbin opened the door to the outer room, the tension descended on Kane like a weighted blanket.

      Jask was sat cross-armed on the left side of the round table that lay central to the room. His stoic face, his composure as his legs were crossed at the ankle, spoke of a lycan accustomed to staring down his opponent.

      Caleb sat to the right, directly opposite Jask. His legs were parted casually, one arm resting on the back of the chair, his other hand flipping an unlit cigarette over and over in his hand as he intermittently and rhythmically tapped it on the table.

      His composure may have been relaxed but, as his green eyes met Kane’s, Kane could sense every iota of rebuke.

      Caleb had pieced things together.

      And Caleb was now one extremely disgruntled vampire.
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      Kane took the only other available seat at the round table.

      Jask met Kane’s gaze only fleetingly in a silent exchange before returning his attention to Caleb. The lycan leader was, in fact, remaining unnervingly quiet despite radiating a glare in Caleb’s direction that lay the unspoken ground rules of whose patch they were on.

      Fortunately, when it came to self-control, Jask was refined.

      At least he was for now.

      And Kane needed to make sure Jask stayed that way because Caleb may have turned up alone, but if he didn’t get back to the west, an army would be on Jask’s doorstep in no time – a battle that would manoeuver them all right into Sirius’s hands.

      ‘This is cosy,’ Caleb said breaking the silence, his green eyes boring deep into Kane’s.

      But Kane was far from in the mood for games.

      ‘We know Tuly told you Phia’s here,’ Kane said, ‘so get to the point, Caleb.’

      ‘If only you’d been as direct when you came to see me two days ago.’

      ‘And have you try some crazy move like turning up here?’

      Caleb smiled – a fleeting and unnerving smile. He placed his cigarette between his lips and lit up before sliding the packet to Kane.

      He felt Jask tense beside him at the provocation, but he was thankfully too smart to bite.

      ‘I wish I’d done it years ago,’ Caleb declared. ‘Jask’s hospitality has been second to none.’ He exhaled a controlled stream of smoke as he met the lycan’s glare with a hint of a taunting smile.

      Jask smiled back but there was just enough glimpse of canines to remind Caleb who he was dealing with.

      ‘As it has been for the serryn by the sounds of it.’ Caleb playfully flicked his lighter on, his gaze momentarily drawn to the flame before he snapped the case shut. ‘Though I’m a little more difficult to get into bed,’ he added, sending Jask a playful wink.

      There was an almost undetectable upcurling of Jask’s upper lip that was never a good sign. Jask may have been playing the game, but the lack of the concoction needed to control his lycanthropy was bound to be taking its toll. Because even amidst the relief that, now all the young were back, they could move out of the compound, his pack was still facing an internal risk beyond their control. In less than three days time, they were going to be on the cusp of morphing.

      Caleb returned his attention to Kane. ‘You do know he’s fucking the witch?’

      Jask’s hands clenched in his folded arms, something that didn’t go unnoticed by Caleb either.

      He exhaled another stream of smoke, this one more pensively. ‘Or maybe it’s more than that,’ he added, leaning back in his seat. ‘Shame. That might add to the complication.’

      ‘Of what?’ Kane asked.

      ‘Of you making out that you were protecting my back when instead you were protecting Jask’s here. I had you down as a lot of things, Kane Malloy, but not deceitful.’

      ‘I’m afraid that’s the downside of being uncertain of where someone’s loyalty truly lies, Caleb. You are still bedding Feinith, right? Their rule does still stand that all serryns are to be handed directly to the Higher Order?’

      ‘Guilt by association, huh?’

      ‘Does Feinith know Phia’s here?’ Kane asked.

      ‘Feinith’s nothing to do with me anymore. What is to do with me though is you knowing there’s a serryn in this compound; you knowing the devastation one of those poisonous bitches can wreak if let loose in Blackthorn. Yet here you are protecting her. From me. What the fuck is that all about, Kane?’

      The steadiness of the vampire’s glare as he dared to challenge him caused the hairs on the back of Kane’s neck to stiffen more than his summons in the first place. ‘Careful,’ he warned softly.

      ‘Me be careful?’ Caleb said. ‘No.’ He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. ‘You’re the one who needs to be careful, Kane. I know you and Jask here have some kind of special bond, some kind of loyalty thing going on, but this is just disturbing – and you know how broad my spectrum is on what constitutes that.’

      It was Kane’s turn to lean forward. He stared deep into Caleb’s eyes, searching for any clue of what he might know. ‘I’ve looked her in the eye; I’ve been in the same room as her. What I’d like to know, considering you haven’t got close to her yet, is how you know what Phia is, Caleb?’

      Caleb tongued the cusp of his incisor through his partial smile. He leaned back again. He flicked his lighter open and shut as he dropped his gaze, Kane taking the hint there were no answers coming his way any time soon.

      ‘Tell me, Kane, was there some ulterior motive behind the warning to back off?’ Caleb’s gaze snapped back to his. ‘Such as you protecting your little agent girl from me now that she’s hunting my arse instead of yours?’

      Jask tensed beside him. He felt his gaze burning into his at the lack of disclosure.

      The same tension coursed through his own body at Caitlin already being on Caleb’s radar. Her questioning had clearly leaked through the Blackthorn grapevine.

      The knot of protectiveness hardened in his chest. He wanted nothing more than to knock Caleb’s chair from under him and slam him to the floor for even hinting at a threat.

      ‘Caitlin’s nothing to do with me anymore,’ Kane said, his gaze and tone steady as he echoed Caleb’s words.

      ‘Then I suggest you do something about that,’ Caleb declared. ‘Especially for the sake of Jask here.’

      Kane’s eyes narrowed. ‘Meaning what, exactly?’

      ‘Meaning I want the exact dates, times and locations of all killings I’m being accused of – the kind of information that isn’t public knowledge. It appears I might need to organise some alibis, or a little bit of mind-raping from your girlfriend and we both know they’ll find a way to keep me in one way or another. Unfortunately for you, Jask,’ he said, ‘that also means she’ll see everything else I now know about your pack’s situation.’

      Jask’s glower intensified on Caleb as the shared understanding silently bounced between all three of them. If Caitlin informed the LCU that the pack was on the cusp of morphing, they’d take Jask in, they’d cage the lot of them, leaving Phia exposed.

      And Blackthorn would be left two pivotal leaders down.

      Worse, if Caleb did know anything about the serryn’s role in the prophecy, Caitlin would then know that too. She’d know a serryn was the key. She’d know there was a way to stop it happening. The entire TSCD would be looking for Phia.

      She’d also know Kane knew.

      Caleb reached into his jacket pocket and threw a handful of clear plastic packets into the centre of the table. He looked at Jask. ‘There are enough supplies there to stop your young morphing as of now. I have enough for the rest of your pack too.’

      Kane stared at the packets before his attention snapped to Jask, the relief over the existence of the supplies nonetheless overshadowed by the accompanying threat.

      Jask’s gaze raked from the packets up to Caleb’s steady gaze as the vampire leaned back in his chair, his elbow casually resting on the back of it again. ‘You don’t know what we need,’ Jask said.

      ‘Thanks to Tuly, I do. That’s one smart kid you’ve got there, Jask. Inquisitive by all accounts. Nothing much gets past her, does it?’

      Jask’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’ve searched the whole of Blackthorn. All the contacts there are in Lowtown. There are no more supplies.’

      ‘My contacts aren’t going to talk to you; my contacts deal only with me. If your soulmate here gets me the information I need before his girlfriend comes for me, you’ll get two-thirds of the remaining amount. If I’m still out in forty-eight hours time, we can further negotiate the rest. By then that’ll give you –’ he checked his watch ‘– less than a day before you morph.’

      How the hell Jask was keeping his composure, Kane had no idea.

      ‘Why would you have access to all of that, Caleb?’ Kane asked. ‘You have no need.’

      ‘Like now, you mean? Always be at least three steps ahead on the board, Kane. Mixing vampires with lycans in every core is about more than behaviour management, whatever the Global Council claim. If the GC ever wanted to turn on us, they knew they just had to take the lycan supplies from them and they’d have all the justification they needed. Why make the meds optional, otherwise? Why not just insist on them taking it intravenously if they’re really that worried about the threat? The lycans are perfect landmines to them.’

      ‘So you know our predicament,’ Jask said, ‘yet still you’re not going to hand the supplies over.’

      His gaze snapped back to Jask. ‘In the name of solidarity?’ The accusation over their shared lack of disclosure emanated from his eyes. ‘I would have. Gladly. I’m all for fucking the system any way possible but, unfortunately for you, you now have something I want. Be grateful I’m meeting you halfway, Jask. Actually, two-thirds of the way for now. I think that’s more than generous.’

      ‘And when the time comes, I give you Phia for the rest of it?’

      ‘We’ll discuss that in due course.’

      Jask leaned forward, looking Caleb square in the eye. ‘If you want Phia so badly, why give Tuly back to us so easily?’

      ‘Because I don’t use kids as bargaining tools, Jask. Even I have limits. What I’m offering is a fair trade. After all, what good is Phia to you? Or should I say, what good is she to you more than those supplies are to your entire pack?’

      ‘You think it’s smart, Caleb, coming in here and letting me know you have what I need?’

      Caleb exhaled a curt stream of smoke off the back of a partial smile. ‘Do you think you have a chance of getting to any of it without me? And before you start thinking of some return bargaining, we don’t want a civil war on our hands, do we?’

      The rhetorical question rebounded around the room like an explosion of glass.

      ‘No,’ Kane cut in, ‘we don’t. And I don’t appreciate the threat.’

      ‘I’m not threatening you, Kane,’ Caleb declared, that gaze unrelentingly steady. ‘I’m not threatening either of you. I’m simply making it clear what will happen if Jask here decides his pack is better off morphing or dying than taking the logical option of accepting my offer.’

      ‘And does it mean nothing to you that you might be on the cusp of inciting exactly what Throme wants?’

      Caleb offered a small shrug. ‘According to Parish.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m assuming Throme didn’t come to see you personally? So my guess is that it was Agent Parish who paid you a visit to pass on the news. The agent who works under Throme.’

      Kane heard Jask shift in his seat.

      ‘Because I sure as hell know what I’d do if I was Throme,’ Caleb added. ‘If he really wants you, why come in here all guns blazing when he can slip in the back door? Keep your friends close, keep your enemies closer. Isn’t that right, Jask? It must have crossed your mind too – considering it’s your pack that’s on the line. Considering Kane here already did you over once for Caitlin.’

      Kane knotted his hands out of sight behind his back, the only way he could flex his fingers before fisting them into balls without Caleb seeing. ‘You’re out of order, Caleb.’

      ‘Am I?’ Caleb asked, meeting his gaze before reverting his attention to Jask. ‘Have you ever seen a serryn in action, Jask? Have you ever seen the venom leaking from their eyes? Have you ever seen a grown male cry for mercy at the hands of one? A three-year-old tortured and gutted alive just for the sheer pleasure of it? You fell for the wrong girl, but I know you’ll make the right choice for the sake of your pack. I know you’ll persuade Kane here to get me what I need. After all, from what I hear, he does owe you.’ He reached for his pack of cigarettes and tucked them in his shirt pocket as he stood. ‘Midday tomorrow at the latest. Information in exchange for the next batch. I can’t be fairer than that.’

      Silence descended.

      A silence that lingered even after Caleb’s exit.

      Kane let out a steady exhale as he forced himself not to pursue.

      Jask wasn’t quite as willing to remain tempered. He stood, and then kicked the nearest chair across the room so that it buckled against the wall.

      ‘How long has Caitlin been hunting him?’ he asked, turning to face Kane again.

      ‘Since she returned to the VCU.’

      ‘And you didn’t tell me? You didn’t tell me that the vampire who is hunting Phia is being hunted by the TSCD? If Caitlin gets even a sniff of my situation and the LCU find out …’

      ‘She hasn’t and she won’t.’

      ‘So you say. But like Caleb said, this is my pack on the line.’

      Kane could see it in Jask’s eyes: there was more to his agitation.

      ‘Tell me you didn’t know he was coming here,’ Jask demanded.

      ‘What?’

      Jask’s rested his fists on the table and looked Kane square in the eyes. ‘It’s a simple question: did you know?’

      ‘Like fuck I did. Why would I?’

      Jask rested his hands low on his hips as he stepped away again.

      ‘Jask?’

      ‘Then there’s something I need to show you,’ Jask declared. ‘That’s why I called you earlier. There’s something you’re going to want, going to need to see before you decide what to do next.’
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      The raucous laughter descended the corridor towards Caitlin. That was uncommon enough, but more so was the female laughter amidst it.

      Caitlin frowned in curiosity as she stared up into the open-plan office.

      There was more laughter. There were smiles.

      The woman stood amongst her colleagues at her old desk. They were smiling at her – more to the point, with her. She was stroking the arm of one of them; a colleague Caitlin had only ever got barely a grunt out of.

      The woman looked across her shoulder to catch Caitlin looking, and immediately gave the guys the brush off before heading up towards her.

      With a pencil skirt that skimmed over her small waist, her shapely hips, and sat just below the knee, she was sexy as well as classy. And even in elegant four-inch heels, she walked with grace and ease.

      Caitlin glanced down at her own footwear – at her scuffed rustic brown, round-toed, sensible two-inch block heel boots splattered in evidence of mud she kept telling herself she would clean off one day.

      As the woman closed in on her, Caitlin immediately took in the immaculate shine of the woman’s blunt-cut auburn bob and instinctively tucked a couple of stray strands from her messy bun behind her ear.

      ‘Hey,’ the woman said. Her smile was broad, as captivating as her vibrant blue eyes.

      She was flawless.

      ‘Agent Parish?’ The woman held out a finely manicured hand, short, neat, shiny nails to match her shiny smile, her shiny hair and her shiny shoes. A hand that was as soft and untainted as her complexion. The woman took the lead and grabbed a hold of Caitlin’s hand first. ‘I have heard so much about you.’

      A cliché. At least she had one flaw.

      Caitlin politely shook her hand. ‘And you’re Agent Yale, I assume? My replacement on the Malloy case?’

      ‘Meghan. I wasn’t sure if Matt had had a chance to speak to you yet.’

      Matt. Familiar with the boss already.

      ‘Yes,’ Caitlin said. ‘He told me.’

      She wouldn’t have blamed Meghan for batting away the sudden thick atmosphere between them.

      ‘I’m a couple of hours early,’ Meghan added, ‘but who counts hours in this job, huh? I couldn’t wait to get started. I’ve spent the last couple of hours on your files, have been getting to know the team …’ she glanced over her shoulder, no doubt flashing another smile in their direction.

      ‘You’re not from this locale?’ was all Caitlin could muster.

      ‘They thought it was best under the circumstances. Don’t worry, though; I’m more than adept with cases like these. I have an A-rating across the board, a ninety-five per cent success rate for those I take to legal proceedings, ninety per cent detainment rate. I’ve done my time these last six years since I joined and …’

      … and she was young and beautiful and sexy and confident – all the traits Caitlin had never thought bore any relevance to effectiveness in the role, until then.

      If she had any doubt her replacement on Kane’s case hadn’t been handpicked, it was now blown out of the water. And if Sirius had anything to do with the choice, he was clearly intending to up the ante from behind closed doors. He was planning on playing dirty with Kane. Her Kane. Or he was playing dirty with her.

      ‘I have work to do,’ Caitlin cut in, unable to ignore the churning in her stomach.

      ‘Oh, sure,’ Meghan said, her eyes flaring slightly that she’d been cut short mid-accolade citing. She checked her watch. ‘So we’ll catch up later?’

      ‘I’m a bit full on today.’

      ‘Oh,’ Meghan said, a frown rippling her flawless forehead. ‘Matt assured me we’d talk as soon as possible. It would be really beneficial to find out more about those three days you spent with Malloy. I’ve read your account but it’s not the same as being able to question someone directly. It’ll really help me complete my case notes. Matt said you’d be more than happy to support me.’

      Suddenly there was a change in Meghan’s composure. It was subtle, but it was definitely there. Her steady, almost-invasive gaze told Caitlin this was far from an option, however she was presenting it. She wasn’t being asked for her co-operation, she was being told to give it. And unless she wanted to look like she was protecting Kane, Caitlin had no option but to comply.

      ‘And I am,’ Caitlin said through partially gritted teeth, just about mustering a smile. ‘Later.’

      The relaxed Meghan was back as she reached out and rubbed Caitlin’s upper arm in a move that was more patronizing than pally. ‘Great,’ she said, spinning on her elegant heels.

      ‘I’ll let you know when,’ Caitlin remarked.

      Meghan glanced back over her shoulder.

      This time, Caitlin chose to turn away.

      Silence emanated from behind her for a moment.

      ‘Hey!’ Caitlin then heard her call out ahead. ‘Out of my chair, Denver! Don’t make me come in there and spank you!’

      There was more raucous laughter, some jeers.

      She glanced across her shoulder to see Meghan giving one of her colleagues a playful shove with her hip.

      Caitlin’s spine prickled. Because this agent was not afraid to play the game Caitlin had never been willing to play. And that meant Agent Meghan Yale was going to be a problem that – now more than ever amidst her and Kane’s fracturing relationship – she could certainly do without.

      [image: ]

      Kane stood in the small side room of the lock-up nestled away next to Pummel’s now burned-down row, the scent of the blackened remnants of what was once the empire of the south’s most-notorious con lingering in the air.

      Jask remained leaning against the doorway behind him as Kane strolled around the tomb-like enclosure. Despite the glimmer of heat from the few candles at his feet, the chill was all encompassing. Every hair stood on the back of his neck, on his arms, his spine tingling. This was a concentration of energy, a place where ley lines crossed. This was where the physical and incorporeal merged – an epicentre.

      The walls moved slightly as if they were inside a living creature’s lungs. Shadows flitted around the place that had nothing to do with the flames of the candles. Whispers that were probably inaudible to anyone else filled the air as if nothing more than a gentle breeze through a crack in a door. They made no sense, but then they weren’t supposed to. The language they whispered was ancient – more ancient than the master vampire race to which he belonged. It wasn’t intended for his ears despite him being receptive to it.

      Kane studied every inch of the mural drawn on the walls, a mural that told a story – revealed the prophecy.

      So much of it replicated everything that he knew was to come, except it also reflected an even-greater darkness – the darkness he had been awaiting for decades; that he had come to Blackthorn to prevent.

      ‘And you’re telling me that Throme has seen this? That he sent this Eden Reece in to collect Jessie – the envoi who drew this – so he could have her shadow read?’

      ‘The vampire leader is his greatest opposition according to this prophecy and now he knows it. If he finds out who it is, he can kill him before he becomes this Tryan and rises. Blackthorn is Sirius’s chessboard, Kane. You already know he’s been mulling over his strategy for years. Now you’ve shown him soul transference can happen, he has even more reason to take out the leader.’

      And do Kane’s job for him.

      Kane cupped the back of his neck as he stood braced. The second wall was the most unnerving. That wasn’t part of the prophecy he knew of – where it looked as though the fourth dimension was leaking into theirs.

      Unease coiled deeper in his chest on recollecting the rare nilkim having appeared that morning.

      Jask stepped up along side him. ‘But something has gone wrong. Tuly talked about seeing monsters: one in the cellar that looked like a child and then she said there was another in one of the alleys. Eden and Jessie told me Pummel’s row was overrun with creatures. The fourth species are leaking into Blackthorn, Kane. According to Jessie, it’s because the process between the leader and the serryn has been started but wasn’t finished. It’s blown open a hole between our dimension and the fourth. The only way to close it again is to conclude what has begun: for one to kill the other. If anything happens to either of them in the meantime, we’re all screwed. Forget Sirius, we’re all going to be wiped out if that dimension isn’t closed.’

      Kane’s attention snapped back to the beginning of the story – to the two entwined bodies – before locking back on Jask’s troubled gaze. ‘You’re telling me the serryn and the pending Tryan have already met?’

      ‘Jessie says this prophecy took a new direction a matter of days ago – a new direction triggered by a non-prophesied course of action.’

      But they had the serryn. Jask had assured him Phia had only just turned. Turned when Leila lost her serrynity to Caleb...

      Kane’s gaze snapped back at the drawing of the entwined couple. ‘You have got to be fucking kidding me.’

      ‘Caleb might be the one, Kane. We might have just had the pending Tryan at my compound.’
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      ‘But the chosen one has to be a Higher Order vampire,’ Kane said. ‘It’s the one thing the prophecy is clear on. It’s the one thing that can’t be changed. It can’t be Caleb.’

      ‘So all of this is coincidence?’

      ‘If it is Caleb, why is Leila still alive?’ Kane asked, turning to face him. ‘If it is Caleb and he had a serryn right there, why didn’t he kill her when he had the chance? What stopped him? Why let her go?’

      ‘Maybe he doesn’t know what he is. Or maybe he doesn’t know about the process. You said yourself it’s one of the most closely guarded secrets. If he’s not amongst the Higher Order for them to disclose any of this, maybe he’s clueless. Maybe he is just pursuing Phia because of the assassination attempt, fuelled even more by the fact she’s a serryn. Until we get our hands on Leila, we’re not going to know. Until then, you can’t go after him. You can’t be the one to kill him anymore, Kane.’

      Kane hissed before he stepped away. He raked his hands back through his hair before grasping the back of his neck.

      ‘And if it is Caleb, Kane, and if he gets taken in over these murders and gets read by Caitlin, she could discover she has the pending vampire leader locked up in one of her cells. If she tells Sirius…’

      Kane raked his hands down his face before slamming his hands against the wall, leaving his palms melding with concrete. ‘Fuck,’ he hissed again.

      ‘We have to keep Caleb out of there until we know for sure. You have to get that information to him. He has to get those alibis, Kane.’

      And use Caitlin to do so; be the hypocrite crossing the very line he’d given her a hard time for crossing; have reason to keep her in the organisation he had already resolved to give her a final ultimatum to leave.

      ‘Either that or bring Caitlin in,’ Jask suggested. ‘Get her to read Jessie so we find out that way. But then you’ll know what you’ll have to do.’

      Kane turned his head so he looked Jask square in the eyes.

      He knew exactly what Jask meant.

      ‘And while I’m at it, why don’t I kill Phia too?’ Kane remarked. ‘No serryn, no Tryan. Let’s both cut our losses.’

      Jask’s glower could have melted steel. He stepped away from Kane to bite back his own protective instincts before turning to face him again. ‘The difference is I love Phia. And Phia loves me. And we are going to make the best of this situation in any way we can. Are you telling me you feel the same about Caitlin? Do you love her, Kane? If you do, then tell me, because that changes things. Because then maybe I’d understand.’

      Kane broke from Jask’s penetrative gaze – a gaze that was forcing him to answer questions he didn’t even want to ask himself.

      ‘More to the point, does she love you? Because however you feel about her, you have to ask yourself that question. This isn’t just about your kind; this is about all of us. This is about the whole of Blackthorn. You know, the Blackthorn you claim you’re here to protect? Are you really going to put that agent before your own kind? Again? I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again – I don’t trust her. You heard what Caleb said – he sees it too. She’s the only one who can get close to you.’

      ‘I didn’t appreciate it from him. I appreciate it from you even less.’

      ‘Why? Because I’m questioning you? Your judgment? I’m entitled to, Kane. Sirius will stop at nothing to get to you, and that includes using Caitlin. She’s one of their best agents for a reason and she well and truly has her hooks in you if you’re even considering her over your own.

      ‘Her family, her loved ones, murdered your sister, Kane. You don’t even know if they’re locked away. You don’t even know if it was just a publicity stunt to save their lives. They could be hauled up in some fancy apartment in Summerton waiting our demise. The way I see it, she got everything she wanted – she saved her family, she ruined our plans, she got you to release her, she killed the soul ripper, she got her job back. And what did you get Kane? Not the justice Arana deserved. The justice my pack deserved.’

      ‘Which is why I’m still not done.’

      ‘Does she know that? What’s she going to do once she realises you’re not just seeking revenge but planning to bring the entire system down?’ Jask licked his lower lip as he scanned the room. Hands planted low on his hips, he looked back at Kane. ‘She’s a risk, Kane. A massive risk at a time when we need to keep them to a minimum.’

      ‘Until she’s useful for alibis.’

      ‘We have no choice. But then you’re going to have to cut your losses before it’s too late – now more than ever.’

      Kane walked away and paced the room. Cutting his losses with Caitlin was his choice. And it sure as hell didn’t include killing her.

      ‘Did she tell you I threatened her?’ Jask asked.

      Kane’s glare snapped across his shoulder.

      Jask stared him down, his arms folded again. ‘Outside the courtrooms, after I had no choice but to give evidence. I told her either you finished her or I would.’

      Kane knew why Jask was telling him. He knew he was testing his feelings. He knew he was reading his reactions.

      And he knew, with it, he was proving a point.

      ‘It looks to me like she didn’t,’ Jask concluded. ‘Why would she not tell you that? What else is she holding back from you?’

      ‘This is not the time for us to be playing our own mind games, Jask.’

      ‘Exactly. I’m heading through the tunnels, Kane, and I’m taking Phia with me. Now that Tuly is back safe, Corbin’s ready to step into my position while I’m gone. We made contact with Leila last night. She won’t disclose anything over the phone, but she’s waiting for us. We’re going to bring her back here and we’re going to find out what went on between her and Caleb. And if he is the pending Tryan, we’re going to make sure she finishes the job and kills him. Then we’re going to bring down Sirius.’

      ‘You’re taking the tunnels to Summerton? And you’re planning on doing this when exactly?’

      ‘In the next few hours.’

      ‘This afternoon? And what about the small matter of you morphing in less than three days, Jask? You’re going to need to be contained in less than forty-eight hours. It’s going to take you anything up to eighteen hours to navigate those tunnels through to Summerton on foot, the same to get back. That’s if you don’t get lost. And that’s moving at a lycan pace.’

      ‘Which is why I need that exchange done by the time I get back.’

      ‘I’m the only one who has ever attempted those tunnels that far, Jask. Before you even get out of Lowtown, it’s a maze. Some of those routes are lethal.’

      ‘Jessie, Eden and a couple of my pack are coming with me in case I need back up. I need you to draw the route for me, Kane. If you want us to work together, let’s really –’

      But Jask sensed it a split-second before he did.

      A sensation Kane hadn’t felt since the soul ripper.

      He could feel it in the gentle vibrations beneath his feet. The air suddenly felt thicker. Amidst the silence was a distant, subtle thrum.

      They locked gazes simultaneously, Kane giving Jask the nod that he sensed it too. They stepped alongside each other in the open doorway into the neighbouring room.

      It was stood in the shadows of the top far right-hand corner, by the only exit to the outer room. Masked by a dark cloak, seven-foot tall, what was visible of its vertical grasshopper-like legs beneath its covering spoke of a creature that knew how to leap. Its arms were held semi-aloft, its lengthy talons playing the air like a piano having already sensed their movement.

      ‘Vibrations,’ Kane mouthed to Jask. ‘It locates through vibrations.’

      Vybers were vicious bastards and far more hardcore than a nilkim, primarily because they were smart, strategic, and never worked alone.

      Kane switched his attention to the bottom left-hand corner of the room where he located the second vyber less than twenty feet away from them. In the other left hand corner, equidistant between the other two, was the third.

      Kane licked his incisor as he braced himself.

      The vybers were waiting for them to make a move. They liked to wait – in the shadows, in the dark, notorious for catching their prey by surprise.

      ‘Wood through the lung,’ Kane mouthed to Jask. He pointed above his right hip to indicate where, before cocking his head towards the discarded pool cues on the floor ahead.

      Jask gave a single nod of understanding.

      Their head movements had caught their predators’ attention, each of the vybers easing just a couple of inches in their direction.

      ‘Vigilant fuckers,’ Kane mouthed to Jask.

      He cocked his head again for Jask to follow.

      Three footsteps towards the pool table and the vybers were already crouching in perfect succession.

      Kane glanced back across at Jask. Jask had the same understanding that they were going to have to make this quick. Against three, they both knew they were going to have to have each other’s backs as much as their own.

      They turned back to back, both having picked their target – Kane the one by the door, Jask the one in the bottom left-hand corner. They’d both have an eye on the middle one. They needed to be swift, precise and brutal – things neither of them were averse to.

      They lunged forward simultaneously, Kane grabbing the broken cue nearest him, Jask snapping the other over his knee a split-second later.

      The vybers leapt and descended.

      But Kane was too precise. Already braced with the cue pulled back, as soon as the vyber’s cloak blew back revealing the part of its abdomen that he needed, Kane thrust. The cue penetrated with some effort, the vyber’s talons swinging at Kane, brushing just above the hairs on his head as Kane ducked. Adding more pressure, he forced the cue deeper through the tough, reptilian skin.

      He twisted the cue hard before he felt the blow to his back, the middle vyber attempting to pin him to the floor with the strength in its hind legs.

      Kane cursed in frustration as he just about retained his balance, only grateful that the other one had finally slumped to the floor. He swung his elbow back with all his strength, offsetting the vyber enough to make him topple.

      Jask was a blur in the distance, the other vyber pinned beneath him, his boot on its throat, the other on its groin as he staked it two and then three times above its hip.

      Kane lunged forward for the stake embedded in the first dead vyber, using all his strength to yank it out. But the middle vyber was back behind him a second later, its talons raking through his jacket, to the shirt beneath, skimming his skin.

      Kane spun to face it.

      He rammed the cue above its thigh as he simultaneously felt the vyber jolt forward.

      The cue penetrating through the vyber’s back stopped an inch short of Kane’s chest as Jask rammed it in the exact same time as Kane had ploughed his cue into its lung.

      Their eyes met past the creature’s shoulder as Kane twisted, and twisted hard, his teeth gritted, before the vyber slumped to the floor.

      Jask stepped back, rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth.

      Kane exhaled slowly, his hands then low on his hips.

      ‘We’re losing time, Kane,’ Jask said, catching his breath, the evidence at his feet. ‘If this continues, if this escalates, this district is fucked. We have to stop this. Use Parish. Help Caleb get those alibis.’
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      It was the third time Caitlin had used their system.

      Kane had kept the ball in his court from the moment she’d returned to the VCU.  He’d given her a phone with one outgoing number should she need him in an emergency (and he’d stressed emergency), otherwise he either came to her or she met him at the club.

      After the metal shutter had been drawn back from the door and she’d had the quick once over from the eyes behind it, she’d been permitted to step over the threshold. If he wasn’t at the club, she’d be relocated to whichever of Kane’s dens he was occupying at the time. If she was followed, the trail would fall cold.

      It was easy enough to do. His hang-outs were selected because of their warren-like set-up – impossible to get through without the warning message traveling towards him like falling dominoes, or certainly not in time for Kane not to have escaped through any numerous exit points. As well as him relying on his intimate knowledge of the area, the crowds were his barriers – a willing wall of defense, of denial, of protection as much about loyalty towards him as a loathing of the establishment trying to snag him. He subsequently moved like a silent force through Blackthorn – and never more so since Sirius’s threat.

      Stepping inside the dark corridor, Caitlin was met by a broad-set vampire who dominated her by at least a foot in height. As on the previous two occasions, she was asked to hand over her gun and any other weapons, a further reminder that her return to the VCU had resulted in a severance of trust. It was another lashing for her desire to return to as normal a life as she could have mustered.

      She was led towards the back of the establishment, taken left and then right down further dark corridors before her escort banged on a metal door at the far end. The viewing window slid open and closed just as rapidly before the door clunked open from the other side. The same thing happened a further twenty-feet along.

      She was led left and right down two further corridors until she wasn’t even sure if she was in the same building anymore. One thing she did know: she wasn’t getting back the way she came without someone else’s say so.

      Her escort finally came to a standstill outside the only door on the left. He knocked, a viewing window sliding open again, the door opening seconds later.

      The night she’d gone to talk to Kane about Caleb, she’d been led to a warehouse-type room to find Kane there with three other males, all gathered around a table. They had been in the process of leaving; Kane in the process of folding up whatever large pieces of paper had been spread across the table. But, this time, work seemed to be the last thing on Kane’s mind.

      She stepped into what felt like a private nightclub, instantly feeling dowdy in her plain pastel shirt and ignore-me jeans as she was left hovering whilst her escort moved through the dimly lit, smoky room to locate Kane.

      She assessed the spiked, chrome heels of the woman who slipped past her, the long sleeves of her sparkling silver dress clinging to her slender arms, the fabric tight across her chest, revealing the bralessness that was confirmed by the low back.

      Caitlin self-consciously adjusted her blazer-style jacket that could have been mistaken for masculine had it not been slightly nipped in at the waist. She touched her messy bun of hair, drawn back from her face for practicality.

      More than ever she needed a reminder of the two weeks they’d had together because being back in his territory, his real territory, reinforced that this was not her world; it would never be her world. This was Kane’s world. This was what happened while she was tucked away at work. It reinforced how little she truly knew about him – how clueless she was about this side of him as she was about those who mingled around her.

      And when her gaze followed the escort’s path, those insecurities were exacerbated.

      Kane was sat engrossed in conversation with a male who sat on the sofa opposite. But it was the female curled into the chair between them that captured her attention.

      She was the type Caitlin had always imagined Kane to be with: sophisticated, elegant, with the added edge of unashamed sexuality – and not to forget stunning. They looked right together, not least from the way Kane leaned forward, his arm resting on the arm of her chair, his hand hovering above her thighs with an intimate edge of familiarity as they all laughed together.

      Harder to take was how comfortable they looked in each other’s company. There, Kane could be himself, a fact confirmed by him exhaling cigarette smoke into the dim surroundings as he relaxed amongst his own.

      And it knotted Caitlin’s stomach in a way she knew it shouldn’t have.

      The female looked in her direction just as the escort interrupted them, and met Caitlin’s gaze with a mutually curious assessment. The female took a mouthful of drink from her glass, playing it over her painted lower lip as she gave Caitlin a steady once over, before resting her head of long, thick black curls back against the chair.

      But the minute Caitlin’s eyes locked on Kane’s a familiar bolt of excitement shot through her. Instantly it was as if there was no one else; that it was just her and Kane, and the crowd around them didn’t exist.

      Caitlin withdrew her hands from her jeans pockets, watchful as he grabbed his jacket, his beer from the table. He placed his cigarette back between his lips, and headed towards her.

      He cocked his head for her to follow him out of the room.

      They had a rule from the outset: no show of affection, no public show of any relationship beyond the official, and that even included amongst his most trusted who made it into those back rooms. But what she had just witnessed made that rule feel tougher than ever.

      As she followed him down the length of the dark corridor, his proximity made her spine tingle, a rush of heat coating her chest. Her gaze wandered the breadth of his shoulders within his grey T-shirt, traced down the sleeves clinging to his biceps, back up to his short, dark hair, and she wanted only to touch him.

      Instead she gripped her bag strap as he led her left.

      It was a small room – slightly musty, just a hint of weak three-o’clock-daylight streaming through the elongated window tucked in the far right hand corner of the room.

      Stepping over to the table, Kane extinguished his cigarette in the ashtray. He never smoked around her anymore, unless they were in the open air. He didn’t explain why, but she knew: the smoke had no side effects on him, but he knew the effects on her. To her, it was another sign he cared. The fact it wasn’t even open for discussion even more so.

      And the fact he still stuck to his self-inflicted rule was the only reassurance he offered her amidst his otherwise almost-frosty reception.

      She slipped off her coat, hanging it over the back of the chair along with her bag and her empty shoulder holster, before she pulled out a chair and sat down.

      ‘Present for you.’ He placed the little pot of ointment on the table as he turned his head to exhale the last of the smoke away from her. ‘It’ll help with the war wounds.’

      Choosing the chair opposite, he rested his foot on the crossbar of hers in a possessive move that had her pulse racing more than she needed right then. And as his eyes met hers square on, she felt the breath snag in her throat, her heart skip a beat.

      Taking a momentary break from the intensity, she reached for the pot and unscrewed the lid, hints of tea tree escaping. ‘Was it just the arrow that worked this morning or was it laced with something else?’ She looked back up at him as she resealed the lid. ‘Because clearly you knew how to tackle it.’

      ‘Still on the clock, Parish?’

      She instantly regretted her ice-breaker question. ‘Just curious.’

      He rested his forearm on the table, his hand, inches from hers, a major distraction. A hand that had explored almost every inch of her; fingers that had caressed and stroked and teased and taunted, exploring in a manner as unashamed as their owner. Those sexy short-nailed fingers that had been deep inside her, bringing her so much pleasure and arousal those past two weeks.

      She wanted to reach out for his hand, to run her fingers over his. But the formality of the table added to the distance, the empty holster behind her a reminder. The truth was, aside from him saving her life and the little pot of ointment, there was no reassurance for her to make any kind of move.

      ‘It is kind of my job,’ he said. ‘Though I don’t usually have to perform under so much pressure.’ His gaze lingered on hers. ‘Or with so much at stake.’

      Her heart skipped a beat at the inference, as if it had been shocked back to life.

      ‘I was a bastard to you this morning, Caitlin. I know I was out of order.’

      Just hearing him say her name, let alone the unexpected warmth in his words was enough to make her hold his gaze, to hold on to that moment however long it lasted.

      ‘I’m going to have to give evidence against you,’ she declared, not meaning to bring it up so abruptly. But right then, it was all she had to offer him as she grabbed hold of what she guessed was his white flag. ‘They want me to recount what happened between us those three days you held me. They don’t know anything about the last couple of weeks, of course. They suspect, but…’

      She reached into her jacket for the photograph she’d printed from the system.

      ‘They’ve got someone new assigned to your case. I’ve met her. Her name is Meghan Yale. She was handpicked from another locale. Very successful, very efficient, very focused. Pretty too.’ She handed him the photo. ‘In case you want to watch your back.’

      She waited for his reaction to the photo but, with nothing more than an impassive glance, he cast it aside on the table.

      ‘I know a part of you doesn’t trust my reasoning for returning to the VCU and I get it,’ she added. ‘But this stuff with Yale is a prime example of how being at the VCU can be as much about looking out for you as doing my job. I just wish I could convince you so we don’t have to go through this body search each time I come to see you; so you don’t look at me with an edge of suspicion every time I ask you a question about what’s going on. My return to the VCU wasn’t a rejection, Kane, any more than it was a lack of faith in us being able to make this work. If you hadn’t closed down on me, we could have talked about it.’

      Kane folded his arms. ‘We did talk about it.’

      ‘For all of five minutes before you got defensive and shut down.’

      ‘There was nothing more to discuss. You’d made your choice.’

      ‘Because I couldn’t stay in that bubble, Kane. At some point I had to return to the real world.’

      ‘So you said.’

      ‘Those two weeks with you were the best of my life, but what if in another two weeks time, another month, or six months, two years, we find out we can’t be together, or you change your mind? You could stay in the life you know and I’d be left with nothing.’

      ‘So you risk what we have now because you’re preoccupied with a future that might not happen.’

      ‘I have to safeguard against the possibility, Kane. I would be crazy not to. What if something happened to you? You lead a dangerous life. You’re not some accountant in Summerton. And you’re still the TSCD’s most-wanted vampire.’

      ‘So you bailed to get the best of both worlds.’

      ‘Like you’re thinking of bailing because I won’t do what you order me to do?’

      The hint of Kane’s smile was back but there was also mild rebuke in his eyes, a hint of defensiveness in the tension in his arms.

      Worse, he did nothing to deny her accusation.

      It sparked something inside of her.

      ‘I know I’m not easy to get close to,’ she said. ‘We both knew we were coming into this damaged. But I have given more of myself to you in these past two weeks than I have ever given to anyone. So don’t you fucking dare sit there with your arms folded like you’re the only injured party in this. This was not an easy decision but I had to do it.’

      He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table, his eyes penetrating deep into hers. ‘What’s the real reason?’

      She pressed her lips together as she breathed steadily through her nose, breaking from the intensity of his gaze for a few moments.

      ‘Come on, Caitlin – let’s hear it. Why did you really go back to the bastards who murdered my sister? Why would you want to work for an organisation like that, let alone with shit pay and a crappy apartment and no hope of any prospects now you’ve been between the sheets with me?’

      She looked back at him. ‘Have you not been listening? It’s about more than that.’

      He leaned back in his chair, his arms folded again. ‘That’s right – it’s about your independence and your self-respect. That’s why you work for them. That’s why you went back even after Sirius laid down his threat. That’s why you rushed back there the same day.’

      She stabbed the tabletop with her index finger as she leaned forward. ‘Because if I hadn’t, it would have convinced Sirius there was something between us. I did it to protect what we have. Like you asked me to.’

      ‘And set yourself up in the firing line because you care that much about me.’

      ‘Because caring leads to tough decisions, Kane.’

      His eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t fucking patronise me about tough decisions, little girl.’

      Something inside her took over rational thought, her own walls for self-preservation springing up again. ‘The clichéd four-hundred-year-old-vampire card, huh? Seriously?’ She shook her head as she stood. ‘I came here to try and sort this, but I can’t talk to you when you’re like this. And I’m not going to say something I’ll regret. Find me when you’re ready to discuss this properly.’

      She grabbed her coat, her holster and her bag and marched to the door.

      She yanked it open, stepping out into the corridor. She looked down towards the noise, forgetting in the heat of the moment that there was no way back through the doors and corridors beyond that. She looked left at the end of the corridor to the boarded-up window, nothing but a staircase to the left.

      ‘Fuck,’ she hissed under her breath.

      She turned around to face the room again.

      Kane remained sat in his chair, his arms still folded, his eyes glinting with triumph that infuriated her.

      She took a steady breath before she stepped back inside.

      To regain some sense of control, she took it upon herself to approach the table. She draped her belongings back on the chair and resumed her seat.

      ‘Okay,’ she said perching on the edge of the chair, her arms folded on the table as she looked him square in the eye.

      Knowing then was as good a time as any, she’d hit him with the reality that had haunted her for near-on two weeks; that whatever they had started with had developed into something that even she hadn’t anticipated. That she’d fallen deep in those past few days – deep enough for it to be terrifying. Because the truth of what he was, what she was, the differences between them, the most basic genetic differences, was something no amount of love for him could overcome.

      ‘You think I don’t want to spend as much time with you as I can?’ she asked. ‘You think I could have given so much of myself to you if that wasn’t the case? Every iota of common sense told me not to come back to you, but I did anyway. I spent years making sure no one would have the opportunity to make me feel vulnerable again – and then I go and give myself to you.

      ‘But look at what you are, Kane. You’re vampire. I’m human. You may not be immortal but fifty years from now, you won’t look more than mid-forties. I’ll be eighty – and it’ll show.’ She clenched her hands, the words even harder to face out loud than in her head. ‘That scene I just witnessed down in that room, that’s one that will play on for you decades after I’ve gone. Your whole reality is a stark reminder of my own mortality. And I never minded being what I was, Kane; I never even thought about it – until I met you.’

      Because she may have spent seven years waiting for the soul ripper to come for her and have survived, but she knew their relationship wasn’t going to survive this sentence over them – Sirius’s threat or not.

      A time would come when one of them would have to walk away. That the very nature of her physiology would have her pushing him away for her own self-esteem, pride, of not wanting him to see her decay as he remained as stunning as he was right then. Because she knew there would plenty more out there vying for his attention – beautiful, nubile young females, even his own kind, who he could have more fun and games with while her skin wrinkled and her stature shrunk and her bones began to ache.

      She’d never let it get that far. She wouldn’t do it to him. She wouldn’t force him to make that choice.

      She didn’t want to have to face that choice herself – to face up to her own mortality. But that’s what she faced every time she looked at him, getting closer to him only worsening the inevitable punishment. That was why the fear of knowing they would one day have to part ways had become a wall between them that wouldn’t crumble away. It was why, no matter how she felt about him, she’d have to retain a small iota of self-protection.

      ‘And where do we go then? Will it be the same with all that it will entail? Would I even want that? I don’t know. And that’s what I’m saying. That’s why I have to be out there living my own life and not cocooned in yours. For the first time in seven years, I’m no longer staring death in the face. I have to try and build on that. I’ve always stood on my own two feet and it’s a part of me I don’t want to lose. But neither do I want to lose you by keeping back that element of self-preservation. That’s a tough decision, Kane.’

      His eyes narrowed slightly again, but his gaze didn’t flinch.

      ‘And for you to make me feel guilty for it shows just how detached you are from the human condition,’ she added. ‘So how about you cut me a little slack rather than looking at me like I betrayed you when I did it because I care more than I should.’

      As his frown deepened, it did nothing to abate the tightness in her own throat. She quickly brushed away the tear that escaped from her eye, frustrated by its presence.

      Kane licked his lower lip, the sudden silence consuming as he lowered his gaze. When his eyes re-met hers, something in his had softened.

      ‘I’m more than aware of your human limitations, Caitlin, but right now none of us know if we’ll survive the next few days let alone the next few years. You’re worrying about some future that might never happen. It’s what happens now that counts. It’s us being together for those moments that matter. Whatever we are, whatever happens, nothing can take those away from us.’

      ‘Then why spoil them? You were a bastard to me this morning, Kane, and I don’t deserve it. I feel like we’re some married couple and I’ve been accused of having an affair. It’s not fair. I need to make it clear right now that I am not going to fight for us if it’s something you don’t want. If it’s all gotten too complicated, tell me. If the novelty’s worn off or you’ve been using me –’

      ‘If I’ve been using you?’

      ‘You’re not the only one with doubts, Kane. And I get them even more when you treat me like this.’ Determined to remain composed, she interlaced her hands on the table. ‘All I want is for you to be honest with me. I’ve spent the last fourteen years immersed in others’ deceit. Your honesty is more important than anything to me.’

      The seconds ticked by amidst his silence to the point she was ready to pull away again.

      But her heart jolted as Kane slid his hand forward to rub his cool, relaxed fingers over her clenched ones, his thumb gliding deep into the recess between her two crossed thumbs.

      The tenderness of his touch, the fact he was reaching out to her, made her pulse race.

      ‘I don’t do this relationship shit, Caitlin. But I see you because I want to see you; I’m with you because I want to be with you. That’s the truth.’

      She frowned. It was a question she had never asked: ‘How many relationships have you had?’

      ‘Not as many as the number of females I’ve slept with. Let’s just say a lot less. I don’t “date”, Caitlin. I would have thought you’d worked that out.’

      ‘So what’s this?’

      ‘Me not being able to walk away any more than you can.’

      Caitlin let out a shaky breath, her throat constricted at his confession. But she had to ask the question. ‘And the female I saw you sat with?’

      He exhaled tersely. He tongued his incisor as he broke from her gaze for a moment. He looked back at her, his eyes laced with sincerity. ‘I’ve been with no one else since I’ve been with you. I’m not weak like that, Caitlin. Just as I’m loyal to those who are loyal to me.’

      ‘Then you have to learn to trust me, Kane. You have to have more faith in me.’

      ‘Like you trust me implicitly?’

      ‘I’m trying.’

      ‘Then maybe we both need to try harder.’ He stood up and held out his hand for her to take.

      She looked from his hand up to his eyes. A shiver of excitement washed through her.

      He held his open palm an inch closer. ‘A couple of hours. Just me and you. I think it’s long overdue, don’t you?’
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      Kane led her by the hand towards the boarded-up window, the dark wood adding to the claustrophobia of the narrow corridor, exacerbated by the blue shabby walls poorly lit by an insufficient bulb.

      He took a left up the equally narrow graffiti-emblazoned doglegged stairs, up to another corridor of doors. He passed two before taking the one on the left. Letting go of her hand, he indicated for her to enter first.

      Caitlin stepped into the shadowed corridor of what was a small apartment – a bedroom to her left, a bathroom to her right, and what looked like an open-plan living space ahead. Beneath the very floor they were standing, she could hear the low thrum of music.

      He closed the front door behind them, before placing his hand on the small of her back and guiding her into the bedroom.

      The bed was shoved up against the only window opposite, a sash window that sat partially open, letting in the cool breeze through the closed curtains. Fitted wardrobes spanned the wall to her left, just a single chest of drawers and a wooden chair to her right.

      Closing the bedroom door behind them, Kane stepped over to the chest of drawers. Opening the top one, he removed what looked like strips of fabric.

      Her pulse picked up a notch as she watched him crouch at the foot of the bed to tie the fabric around the base beneath the mattress, each of the two strips three-feet apart. Moving onto the bed, he knelt at the metal headboard, doing the same with a further two strips of fabric, casually preparing the pending restraints before he laid a couple of spares on the bedcovers.

      Unnerving gruff laughter echoed up through the floorboards as he turned to face her from a few feet away, the bed then his backdrop.

      Her mouth turned dry. Her heart raced to the point there was no determinate beats, like a butterfly trapped in a small glass jar fighting for its survival. As he looked her square in the eyes, her stomach flipped. ‘A bit early in the day, isn’t it?’

      He sat on the edge of the bed facing her, his feet a foot apart. He leaned back, his arms braced, nothing but ease in his own composure. But there was a renewed intensity in his eyes not dissimilar to what she’d seen glints of when they’d first been together. ‘After our two weeks together? Since when did that apply?’

      But it was different now. It felt different stood there in her work clothes, during working hours, time owing or not. But it wasn’t just the oppression of work guilt. The flutter in her stomach wasn’t like the ones she’d have back then, when he’d gone out for a couple of hours and she’d spend all that time getting ready for him; when she’d been prepared.

      Because she was anything but prepared for what he was proposing. Even during their two weeks together, they’d never reached that point: that point of her total surrender those restraints indicated.

      ‘Don’t look so worried, Caitlin. I’m not asking you to give me your soul this time – just your body. And your trust.’

      The playfulness in his eyes, in his tone, was the only thing that eased the tension. ‘So this is a test?’

      ‘You said I needed have more faith in you. I think it works both ways. And participation is optional, by the way.’

      The inferred undertones, the glint in his eyes as he said it, made her heart skip another beat. Because it wasn’t simply a game: it was a challenge.

      He didn’t need the restraints; he could overpower her any time he chose. But he was asking her to voluntarily put herself in that position; consenting to be utterly helpless. From the position of the restraints, this was about being fully spread in an offering to him.

      She knew she was breathing heavier than she should have been, but she had no control over it. She tried so hard to suppress the thoughts, but they were there embedded deep in the darkest parts of the back of her mind: how much she truly trusted him.

      It had been over four days since they’d last been intimate. With him still reeling from her showing no sign of abating over returning to the VCU, the sex had felt more like a post-argument make-up but with neither really having forgiven the other. It had been quick; he’d been rougher than usual. He hadn’t held her when it was over as he’d done the last few times. And, angered with herself that she had created the situation, she hadn’t been entirely sure she’d wanted to be held anyway. But it had left her feeling even more insecure that their fragile bond had been severed.

      That maybe the Kane who had once hated her was back.

      ‘Or we can sit and chat if you’d prefer,’ he said. ‘Maybe discuss the weather. Or you can walk back out of the door.’

      But the anxiety driving her to opt for the latter was clouded by some greater need building deep in the pit of her abdomen. The beat seeping up from below was almost hypnotic, securing her in the moment. Because she wanted him – that was the basis of her wavering on the spot. She wanted to remind herself what it felt like being that close to him. She wanted to feel his touch, relish in the escapism of his full attention, feel that bond again.

      Because she’d missed him.

      And because she wanted to remind herself that it was all worth it.

      She pulled the fastener from her hair, her fingers already trembling with something between anxiety and anticipation. Because she knew her consent wasn’t solely about proving something to him, it was just as much about proving something to herself.

      [image: ]

      Kane watched as Caitlin unzipped her boots and removed her socks, discarding them before she moved onto the bed behind him.

      By the time he stood and turned to face her, she was laying on her back, both her legs slightly bent, the one nearest him higher than the other, her hands lax beside her shoulders, the breeze from beneath the closed curtains beside her playing with wisps of her hair.

      He hardened in his jeans simply from looking at her in the submissive pose, the touch of anxiety lacing her eyes adding to the edge.

      He’d tried to coax her into it before but she’d always shown reluctance, never willing to go that final step of total submission that would prove the extent of her trust. Caitlin always had to ultimately hold something back. Somewhere deep in her core, there was still a fear of who he was – or maybe what he was. And that barrier was risky – as risky as her being an agent was to him.

      Because that fragment of doubt would always be there: that all vampires were ultimately predators. It was in her very nature, her most implicit sense of self-preservation, to fear their basic difference.

      In many ways, she wasn’t wrong. By his very nature he wanted to control her, to dominate her, to play predator toying with his prey. It was the most raw and instinctive part of him. When it came to sex, he wanted to be in charge. And whether she was ready to admit it or not, she preferred it that way. But she’d relax into it so much easier if she could get over that last hurdle of trust, for her to know that although laying herself open for potential pain, humiliation and degradation, he would do nothing to her that didn’t turn her on as much as it did him. That he was experienced enough to sense that line. That he could control himself not to cross it.

      That he cared enough not to cross it.

      That he cared more than he should.

      And that was why the snag of guilt lingered despite him trying to ignore it. He knew gaining her trust was as much about testing ground for what he needed to do – for the information he needed to ask of her. If what she had said to him down in that room was true, then he could risk it.

      But if she had lied in her heartfelt speech, one that had got to him more than he was ready to acknowledge, if those glossy eyes staring back at him across the table had been laced with deceit, he’d know by the time he was done. If there were an inkling of truth in Jask and Caleb’s suspicions about her intentions and motives, he’d know.

      Stepping around to the foot of the bed, Kane met her gaze, her chest rising and falling a notch faster than it should. And he let her linger in that anticipation for a few moments before he moved onto the bed, nudged between her thighs, spreading them each side of his knees.

      Leaning over her, he rested his palms either side of her shoulders. Her scent filled his senses: the familiar scent of magnolia and cedar wood that she always wore, laced with the subtle undertones of musk and vanilla. It reminded him of when he took her from her bed. It reminded him of how far they’d come since.

      He lifted one wrist to one side of her head and secured it to the headboard, before gently spreading her arm to bind the other.

      He looked back into her eyes, at the tension in her jaw. And he winked.

      She broke a smile as he’d hoped, but her pupils dilated, her breathing more rapid despite her trying hard to contain it.

      Bracing himself on one arm, he slowly unfastened one button after the other on her shirt before brushing it aside to expose her lacy balconette bra, the subtle upthrust of her pert breasts within.

      Despite the very sight hardening him further in his jeans, he ignored the front fastening for now. Instead, he ran the palm of his hand across her collarbone, before gliding down across the upward curve of her breasts, enjoying the softness of her skin, relishing in the warmth of her human body.

      There was a time when he had to go so steady with her, curbing his own frustration so as not to incite her to fend him off. But she’d come a long way since then; and he was going to take her further still.

      Hooking his thumb into the upper lace of one cup, he eased down the delicate fabric, freeing her nipple to him. It enticingly hardened further under the exposure, caressed by the breeze.

      She shuddered, her hands clenching as he lowered his mouth to her breast, licked lightly and tauntingly across the very tip before circling his tongue clockwise and then anticlockwise around her areola.

      By the time he looked back into her eyes, her pupils were fully dilated, her breaths ragged.

      But she didn’t tell him to stop.

      He felt himself stiffen further, his heart equally softening just a touch at her compliance.

      She flexed her fingers as he sat back on his haunches.

      Sliding his fingers down her firm, concave stomach, past her belly button, he reached the buttons on her jeans. Unfastening each in turn, he kissed once and then twice around the periphery of her exposed belly button before catching hold of the waistband of her jeans. He smoothly eased them down over the curve of her behind, partially taking her lacy cream underwear with them, before casting the denim aside.

      He fastened her left ankle to the bed before reaching for the right, his fingers brushing the ankle bracelet he had given her.

      He’d spent two days trying to work out a gift. Whilst she’d been sleeping, he’d wandered into Arana’s room. He’d run his fingers through the dust of her dressing table and had wondered what she would think of Caitlin in his bed. But as he’d looked at his sister’s picture and seen that smile, he’d known he’d got one over on her killers more than if he’d done the terrible things he had planned: he had won Caitlin’s heart.

      He’d removed the lid off the trinket box and had taken out the ankle bracelet.

      Caitlin had wanted to be with him despite the things he’d done. She’d looked beneath the surface and saw what he had once been. She’d put his sister first. She’d sacrificed her own family, her own reputation to see justice for Arana in a way he never could. They were principles that couldn’t be bought, that couldn’t be traded, that couldn’t be repaid.

      Back then, he had believed in her.

      Back then, when he hadn’t known just how close the darkness of the prophecy had encroached, he’d resolved to do whatever he could to hold the future back for as long as he could so he could remain locked in the present as long as possible with Caitlin.

      Until that time had been snatched away by Sirius.

      A lack of time that should have already been calling an end to them.

      But touching her again, being close to her again, he knew it was about more than needing information. Caitlin had become his inexplicable addiction. She had become his release. She fed a part of him that nothing else could reach. And that danger, that edge of unpredictability about her, fulfilled a part of him that surged at the scent of risk.

      And being close to Caitlin was the ultimate risk.

      Being close to Caitlin was the ultimate high.

      Letting her close to him, despite the gamble, was the ultimate “fuck you” to Sirius.

      And he’d remind himself of that whenever he felt the pang like he did then – that she really had become much more to him.

      And that, at some point, he was going to pay the price for it.

      But not yet.

      He reached for the strip of fabric to tie her with the final restraint.

      If she was going to back out, it would be then.
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      Kane tore his T-shirt over his head, saw Caitlin’s eyes flare before they wandered over his shoulders, his pecs and down his abdomen. And it was a look that was as powerful as any touch; a look that assured him of the intensity of her physical attraction to him.

      And it was a look that only added to the invitation as she lay there secured, her legs spread apart, the flimsy lace still covering her sex but skimming enticingly low on her slender hips.

      He knelt on the bed between her spread thighs. Slowly he slid his palm up between her breasts to her throat where he grasped her gently, reminding her of her vulnerability before sliding his hand back down again, relishing in the warmth of her smooth, flawless skin.

      He’d almost forgotten how good she felt, how right touching her felt. How different it was being with a human compared to one of his own. How much her rapid breathing, her pounding heart, the heat of her flesh, turned him on. How much the way she looked at him – as only she could look at him – turned him on.

      She wanted him.

      She wanted him as much as he wanted her.

      ‘It’s been too long,’ he said, gliding his hands down the inside of her thighs, relishing in the subtle flinch of her anticipation. He slid his hands back up under the hip-bands of her knickers, easing the fabric from her mound whilst making it tighten against her sex with the motion.

      She held her breath. Her whole body tensed as she parted her lips further.

      Keeping his fingers spread across her groin, spanning over her hips, he slid both thumbs simultaneously down over her sex, down through the moistness that betrayed her arousal.

      His erection stiffened painfully as Caitlin gasped and instinctively arched her back. Her eyes widened before she squeezed them shut. When she opened them a split second later, he offered her a hint of a smile; a knowing smile that clearly they had both waited far too long.

      Hooking the crotch of her knickers aside, he gazed at the beauty of the flesh he was caressing for his pleasure as much as hers, his thumb finding her clit, encircling the nub before applying just enough pressure to make her involuntarily whimper.

      He met her gaze again to see her dewy eyes locked on his, her whole body trembling.

      Placing his palm back beside her shoulder, he leaned over her again, his thumb still working her sex.

      He knew what she was expecting. And he could feel in her subtle hip movements, from her instinctive hint of pressure against his hand, she would take him into her willingly.

      But he was going to make her wait.

      Her hands clenched again as he gently removed his hand and straddled her hips before reaching for one of the spare strips of fabric.

      But as he lowered it to her eyes, Caitlin snatched back a breath and turned her head away.

      He clutched the headboard for balance as he leaned over her. He caught her jaw, encouraging her to meet his gaze, hers now laced with anxiety.

      She’d never been able to handle the pitch black. He’d managed to get it out of her that it had been since her parents’ deaths. She’d had countless nightmares those past seven years of something being stood beside her, watching her, waiting for her, and being helpless to strike back. And the tension in her body only reinforced how true and how deep her fear was of losing one of her core senses, the one that gave her the greatest sense of control.

      ‘Nothing will touch you,’ he said, rubbing his thumb across her lips. ‘Not with me here.’

      ‘I don’t like it,’ she said, and he could hear how hard her pulse raced to confirm it.

      ‘You’ve never tried it.’

      She swallowed hard. She was wavering. If she wasn’t, she would have demanded he got the hell off her.

      ‘Try it,’ he said, gliding his thumb along her jawline. ‘If you ask, I’ll take it off.’

      Her eyes lingered for a moment.

      He needed her to say yes. He so desperately wanted her to say yes.

      ‘Promise?’

      He couldn’t help but smile at the innocence lacing her request for assurance.

      ‘Promise,’ he said.

      To his relief, instead of having a battle on his hands, she gave a small nod.

      He wrapped the blindfold around her, careful not to knot it in her hair.

      Unable to ignore the way the new sensation made her lips part slightly, Kane traced his index finger over the silky softness of her upper lip and then her lower lip, circling over both before sliding the tip of it into her mouth.

      At first she was hesitant, snatching back another breath. But as he withdrew his finger slowly over the tip of her tongue, over her lower teeth, before entering it again, she finally accepted it. More than that, she closed her lips around it so he could feel the wet warmth of the inside of her mouth. Holding his own breath, he pushed his finger deeper, Caitlin taking him to his first knuckle and then his second before he swapped his index finger for his thumb, encouraging her to take it fully as his fingers spanned her jaw.

      Her breath hitched, and it only incited him more.

      His thighs spread either side of her hips to balance himself, he slid his free hand down over her concealed breast before pulling the cup of that one down too, this time exposing her breast fully before taking her in his mouth.

      Her groan against his other hand caused his rock-hard erection to jolt, his need becoming overwhelming. But he would prolong it as much as he could, ratcheting up the intensity when the time came. When he’d let her come.

      Already she was losing her sense of anxiety about the blindfold. Already he could see she was losing herself. Already she was forgetting the world outside, just like he’d worked so hard to achieve in those past two weeks. When she forgot her external self, she became who she truly was. That was when he felt he could get close to her: when it was simply him and Caitlin.

      And he needed to remind himself that his Caitlin was still in there. He needed to convince himself that she could leave that agent persona at the door completely.

      In turn, he could to flip his middle finger up at anyone who thought they could use her against him. Caitlin belonged to him. If they saw her like he did then, they’d know it.

      He squeezed her breast as he tongued her nipple, could feel his incisors elongating at the feel of the delicate flesh they could so easily sink into. Instead, he licked and sucked as he encouraged her to do the same to his thumb, until he withdrew. Leaving her breast glistening, he freed the clasp at the front of her bra, letting the fabric part naturally before he brushed both cups aside.

      He knew she’d be aware of his gaze tracing over every inch of her. He knew the exposure would be heightened by her blindfolded state. He slid both of his hands down her ribcage, to the inward curve of her waist, his thumbs stopping just inches away from each other either side of her belly button before he slid his hands back up again.

      Taking a firm breast in each hand, his thumbs worked her nipples simultaneously until he watched her knuckles turn white, until her back arched as she relished the firm tenderness of his blatant caress.

      When she wetted her lips, it was too much to resist.

      He tore open the buttons on his jeans, freeing himself of the constriction of his jeans and shorts. Taunting himself further with a couple of strokes along his length, his hardness switched to agony as he rubbed the pre-cum across his tip whilst watching her trembling like the kind of bait that appealed to the darkest, most instinctive part of the vampire in him.

      He’d had way too much experience to be responding so quickly, but this was with Caitlin – and with Caitlin it always felt like the first time.

      Tensing his thighs to remain braced above her, he clutched the headboard for balance as he took himself fully in his hand and guided the tip of his erection to her mouth.

      Though startled at first, she accepted. She accepted enough for him to ease in a couple of inches. He reluctantly closed his eyes to help contain himself as he slid deeper into the warmth of her pliable mouth.

      He knew the limitations of her gag reflex – a reflex he had been working on. Her next notch of confidence would come when she instigated oral sex for herself. Because she still underestimated what she did to him. She had no idea how instinctively good she was.

      But she’d get there.

      In carefully controlled moves, he slid in and out of her open mouth, pushing an inch further each time, her lips having finally closed willingly around him.

      And as her tongue finally worked him, he stretched his neck back, clutching the top of the headboard with both hands. He bit into his bottom lip, the temptation to thrust overwhelming.

      Because he knew he could come then – make her swallow the very essence of him, let it trickle down her throat, binding him to her even further.

      But instead, he withdrew. He’d had four days without her, without being able to get that close to her, and he was going to linger over every second of having her back.

      Taking a steadying breath that he hoped was undetectable to her, he reached for the last piece of fabric and gagged her, completing the effect before easing off the bed.
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      Aside from the distant music that could belong to another world, Caitlin could hear nothing but her own breathing. Even as she held her breath, there was no sound of movement.

      But she could smell his presence – that woody, musky scent that always evoked a reaction in her.

      Or she was convincing herself that was what she could smell.

      The quiet was enough to chill her, enough to make her second guess what Kane was doing. Insecurities ratcheted through her again, making her aware of the ache in her arms, the numbness forming in her lower legs. She trembled, and not just from the subtle breeze making its way through the gap in window alongside her.

      Lingers of a threat crept through her again – thoughts she dismissed no sooner than they had entered her head. Because Kane wouldn’t do it. Kane wouldn’t do anything to risk her, to hurt her, to do anything to cause further doubt between them. He was doing it to build the bond, not break it.

      But she’d never taken him like that before. Never had she taken him while being so under his command. The recollection had her wriggling her hips slightly, trying to ease the tension between her legs. She could still taste him, exacerbated by the gag. The image was strong in her head: the vision of him straddling her as he ploughed into her mouth. And she’d tried to take him deeper but the angle had made it awkward. The last thing she’d wanted to do was start choking on him, to do anything to kill the mood.

      Now she had no idea where he was. If she hadn’t been gagged, she wouldn’t have been able to hold back from calling out his name. Instead, she twisted her wrists in the restraints.

      ‘Wriggling like that doesn’t help your cause,’ he said.

      Jolts shot to her stomach at the sound of his rasp, as instant a response as always to him.

      He was at the foot of the bed.

      Maybe even sat on the chair she’d seen.

      Watching her.

      And she told herself she could handle it – that she could go with whatever he was going to do. That she could relish in the experience of his control; that she wasn’t scared because she could trust him.

      [image: ]

      Kane wandered back around the side of the bed, his arms folded as he watched her shallow and erratic breaths, as he examined every inch of the work of art that she was. She trembled as much with the cold as her arousal, but he wasn’t going to close the window. He liked the shimmer of goosebumps on the perfectly smooth flesh of her breasts, to see her hardened nipples. He liked the breeze gently blowing wisps of her hair, and he liked the feel of the Blackthorn night air on his own naked skin.

      He’d lingered on the length of her slender throat, the upward curve of her breasts, the subtle concave of her stomach, before gliding his gaze down the length of her shapely thighs.

      Moving back to the foot of the bed, his straining erection was almost unbearable.

      He could have come in the time he made her wait, relieving himself in the other room or there as he watched her. But holding back was going to make the moment even more powerful. He’d pushed her to the edge of her adrenaline, as much as an aphrodisiac as the situation he had created.

      If he could have kept her in that room forever at that point, he would have. Whatever her protests, he would have kept her there safe and enclosed and his. He would have forgotten all the problems beyond the door and lost himself in her.

      Because if he’d wanted to test her trust in him, she had already passed. Everything about her submission told him that, despite the setbacks of the past few days, she was still willing to give herself to him. To give herself to the elusive bastard who, because of his own fragilities and those of the world beyond, couldn’t do the same.

      Finally, she may have accepted that fact.

      [image: ]

      Caitlin’s heart skipped a beat as she felt his cool fingers at the hip-band of her knickers before they were gently slid down over her behind, along the length of her thighs, and down her calves.

      Kane unbound one ankle, still holding it as he slid her knickers over her foot before securing it again.

      She felt his palms slide up her inner thighs as her legs were parted again.

      The feel of Kane’s incisors scraping against her fragile flesh had her gasping against her gag, her whole body tensing as they approached her sex. But it was the softness of his tongue that met her sensitive nub in a move that was both agony and bliss.

      She cried out against her gag without restraint. Sparkles of white light glinted behind her blindfold, her ears numb to the sound of anything but her own beating heart. The sheer escapism of being lost on the cusp of her own orgasm was a bliss that she realised, only then, just how much she missed.

      As he pushed his tongue inside her, as he simultaneously worked her clit with his thumb, her sex throbbed, her thighs trembling as the arousal travelled up from her toes. Anxiety was replaced with sheer desire, her trepidation with need. As he teased her to the point of agony, she swore against her gag, arched her back, not caring what he did next, wanting him only to ease the ache, spreading her legs just that little bit further in the hope he would finally relent.

      But again he withdrew, as if sensing every single time when she was drawing close.

      As the bed sank beside her, she turned her head towards him, wishing she could give him a mouthful of her frustration, sensing without needing to see that his eyes would be glinting with triumph.

      She could feel his breath on her cheek as he leaned over her, breath that traced down her throat betraying that he was looking in the direction of what he was about to do.

      As his finger slid into her sex, she coiled her fingers into fists.

      Shooting pains of pleasure erupted up her spine as he lowered his mouth to her breast again, the feel of his tongue on her nipple excruciating; his tongue that soon worked in perfect unison with his fingers caressing her sex, connecting the two parts of her body so that every nerve ending fired, until she could focus on nothing else.

      As he replaced one finger with two, she could barely breathe, her breasts aching, her legs quivering.

      She knew she was on the edge of coming, knew that he knew that too.

      ‘Clench,’ he said, his breath caressing her ear. ‘No matter how deep I go, no matter how hard I push, I want to feel you clenching.’

      The sound of his familiar rasp against her ear almost had her coming there and then. She did as he asked. She closed her thighs as she did so, creating a whole new sensation.

      Her breaths became rapid as he pushed seemingly as far as he could go. Keeping them there, his thumb working her clit, the excruciating ripples shot through her.

      And she knew she was finally coming – coming in a way only Kane could incite.

      She cried out against her gag, his fingers buried deep inside her as she came and came hard.

      And he withdrew.

      The mattress lifted beside her again.

      Still reeling mid-orgasm, she heard him move to the foot of the bed.

      ‘Open your legs,’ he said. ‘I’m not done.’

      She parted her knees, no longer caring that he’d be stood there watching her.

      The feel of his hardness, his thickness, his length, finally breaking into her was excruciating bliss. Caitlin arched her back to him all over again, knowing her screams would have been ricocheting around the entire building had they not been suppressed by her gag.

      Palms pressing into the bed either side of her shoulders, his penetration was slow, deep, hard as if he planned to make her linger in her orgasm for as long as he could as she came and came and came again. Because the feel of him inside her was enough to set off a chain reaction, one that escalated as she felt his mouth on her breast again, on her neck.

      And all she could see was images of them. She could see her legs spread for him, her arms tied above her head, his hungry mouth on her breasts, his strong, firm, tattooed back glistening in the dim light. She could see the strength and power of his biceps flexing as he kept himself braced above her, those slender, muscular thighs controlling the power of his thrusts, his bare, rounded, muscular behind pounding into her.

      She couldn’t breath as another orgasm erupted, one like she had never felt, an orgasm that wouldn’t stop coming, tears trickling down her cheeks behind her blindfold.

      She wanted him to bite. She wanted to feel his incisors break into the flesh of her neck without anesthetic. She wanted him to take everything, draw every iota of energy as only a master vampire could.

      She wanted him to want her that much.

      Just thinking of it, the sensations erupted through her body in an explosion, her body jolting under the force, bound only by the restraints as she felt herself hurtle through a million stars as she felt Kane empty inside her.
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      ‘Do you ever wonder what it would have been like, Kane, if the regulations had never been put into place? If the third species had simply been accepted on face-value?’

      He lay behind her, both wrapped naked in the sheet, facing the window. Caitlin mindlessly drew a small heart in the condensation on the glass, the gap having not yet dispelled it.

      Right then he would have given anything to make the reality beyond that window go away.

      ‘That was never going to happen,’ he said.

      She rubbed out the heart as if realising what she was doing. Instead she drew a hash sign, and placed a circle in the centre. ‘Because of the prophecy?’

      The agent, it seemed, was still never fully off duty.

      ‘Because your species are so predictable.’ He drew a cross in the top right-hand corner.

      ‘Or is it because yours are?’ She sent him a playful glance across her shoulder before turning her attention back to the window to draw a circle adjacent to both their symbols. ‘Why did you really come here, Kane? To Blackthorn? Why did you pick this place? You told me in your garage it was for pleasure. I don’t believe you.’

      ‘Do you remember everything I tell you?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      He ended her row with a cross before adding them left and right and in the bottom-hand left of the hash.

      ‘Cheat,’ she said.

      He smiled against her ear. ‘And you ask too many questions.’

      She swiped her hand through the game and slid the window up a fraction more so she could hold her hand outside and feel the smatters of rain. ‘But if it had transpired that way, I wonder how different things would be.’

      ‘You would have been out of a job for a start. We probably would never have met.’

      ‘Do you regret it?’ Her question was abrupt. Without hesitation.

      She turned her hand and cupped it to catch the raindrops in her palm as she avoided his gaze pending his response.

      ‘Sometimes whilst watched you sleeping, I’ve wished I’d never come to Blackthorn,’ he said. ‘That your family had never made the choices they did. That you could have had an uncomplicated, untainted and peaceful life where you didn’t even know I existed. Sometimes I’ve wished it for myself too: for a life where I had never met you so I wouldn’t have to make the choices I do now. Where I wouldn’t have to consider making myself vulnerable by trusting the one person who can tear me apart in so many ways and leave me with a nothing, a nothing that will be made all the more intense because now I remember what it’s like to feel something.’

      She rolled onto her back to meet his gaze, to study his eyes for a moment as if assessing their sincerity. ‘I wouldn’t do that to you.’

      It was moments like that he wanted to open up to her – to tell her everything that was going on. To reassure her that he was handling everything the best way he could whilst minimizing as much risk as possible in the process.

      Because in those moments, even greater than the fear of the war was the fear of losing her. Of what he would be without her.

      Worse was knowing he’d leave her feeling that he’d walked out on her because it had got tough, exactly as Rob had left her for the same reason.

      But he couldn’t promise her he wouldn’t. He couldn’t promise her he could put her first.

      He rested his temple on his knuckles. ‘So you say, but you keep asking me to share things that could make me weak at a time when I need to be strong. That’s the truth, Caitlin. There are parts of me that you have to accept.’

      ‘And if I can’t?’

      Not liking the panic in her eyes, not wanting to follow the line of thought she was racing ahead with, he shrugged. ‘I’ll have no choice.’ He paused. ‘I’ll have to drug and kidnap you again. And find some dark room to lock you in until your mind is no longer your own.’

      She laughed.

      She laughed not knowing how often it had crossed his mind since her return. But her eyes turned grave again. ‘Does it ever bother you – what they say about you? The rumours? The lies?’

      ‘Assumptions about others are nothing more than reflections of yourself. Fortunately I don’t give a fuck either way.’

      She smiled again but this one barely had time to meet her eyes. ‘Why don’t you get away from here, Kane? Why don’t you leave Blackthorn, this locale? If there’s any truth in those secret tunnels, why don’t you use them?’

      He hoped Caitlin didn’t feel the tension wash through him at the suggestion, at how tempting, during moments like that, the prospect was.

      ‘You’re the key to this plan Sirius has,’ she added. ‘It all rests on you. If you escape now you can prevent him getting to you.’

      ‘You think that would stop him?’

      ‘Without you, he has no way of knowing how the soul transference can be performed. Without you in the equation, he’ll have no choice but to back off.’

      ‘And what about you, Caitlin? If I left this place, would you come with me? Or for all the reasons you gave me downstairs, would you not risk it?’

      ‘Right now, in this moment, I’d come with you.’

      As her lingering gaze oozed earnestness, it was the perfect opportunity to call her bluff. It was the perfect time to ask her again to leave the VCU just as he’d intended – to give it up for him. To stand by her words and prove it.

      He could so easily escape with her – take her far away from there, through to some other locale where they could hide before starting again. But soon there would be nowhere to hide. Soon the darkness would spread its tendrils through every locale if he didn’t stop the Tryan from rising, if he now didn’t stop Sirius too.

      Because there would be nowhere for any of them to hide once the invasion begun – once the Tryan believed the only way to succeed was to fight back.

      The cool breeze on his neck reminded him of the freedom he would never know, that he had no right to contemplate. A sheriff of the vampire lores, of the vampire world, his responsibility would always be to keep the peace by whatever means: to maintain the balance and stop an all-out bloody war.

      Now that the war was coming, it was not the time to be hightailing through the underground passages to his own temporary freedom.

      ‘You know Sirius won’t stop there, Caitlin. We both do.’

      ‘Which is why you can’t tell me you’re not planning to do something about it. Because you are, aren’t you?’

      ‘I’m waiting for Sirius to make his next move.’

      Because they weren’t going to strike first. They weren’t going to give Sirius the satisfaction. They were smarter than that. Winning the war was not about acting on impulse but was about second-guessing the opposition – the greatest strategy of all.

      And his plan was far greater.

      ‘And in the interim?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m warning those who need to know.’

      ‘Like Caleb?’

      ‘Caleb could be a powerful ally, Caitlin.’

      He knew if he didn’t ask then, he was going to lose the moment.

      He hoped she wasn’t going to completely freak out at the suggestion; that he’d gone some way to bridge the gap.

      ‘Which is why I want you to do something for me,’ he added.
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      It was rare that she ever saw Kane hesitate. It only added to the churning in her stomach.

      ‘I need the dates and times and locations of all the murders – things that haven’t been made public knowledge,’ he finally said.

      Caitlin’s heart pounded, increasing the discomfort lodged in her chest. ‘What? Why?’

      ‘Because I need to make sure that Caleb has alibis.’

      She recoiled, sitting upright, clutching the sheet to her chest as she faced him. ‘Is this a joke?’

      He slowly sat up. Bracing himself back on his arms, his gaze held steadily on hers. ‘Anything but.’

      Her grip on the sheet tightened as she remained waiting for the punchline. ‘You want me to give you crucial evidence to cover for a potential murderer?’

      ‘Someone’s trying to set him up, Caitlin. Someone wants him on the inside at a time when I need him on the outside.’

      Clearly there was no punchline. Nor was there anything but seriousness in Kane’s eyes.

      She rubbed her fingers across her dry mouth. ‘Do you realise what you’re asking me?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘To put my job on the line.’

      ‘I know. But you yourself know you have found no evidence of Caleb’s involvement.’

      ‘And I have no evidence of his innocence either.’ She glanced at the ceiling before looking back at him. ‘We agreed we wouldn’t do this. That we wouldn’t put each other in this situation.’

      ‘You’re the one who came to me about him.’

      ‘As part of routine questioning.’ She moved to clamber past him. ‘What you’re asking me to do is way over the line.’

      He caught hold of her, pulling her back between his legs, her back against his chest.

      She instinctively tried to fend him off but he gently caught both her wrists, crossing her arms over her chest, his grip immoveable.

      ‘I’m asking for your help,’ he said against her ear. ‘I’m trusting you enough to ask for your help.’

      She stilled at the prospect of it.

      She didn’t want to fight. She had neither the energy nor the inclination. But she did need an answer.

      ‘And I know what that must be taking for you to do so. Why, Kane? Why is Caleb so important to you?’

      ‘I think he’s being set up. I think Sirius knows how much of a powerful ally he could be. All I know is that Caleb’s innocent. I’m asking you to trust me enough to do this for me.’

      ‘Without knowing more?’

      His silence was his inevitable response.

      Caitlin pressed her lips together. Suddenly she didn’t feel quite so at ease in her own skin. Suddenly his arms felt more oppressive than reassuring.

      Suddenly she felt used.

      The need to shower became overwhelming.

      She shook her head slightly. ‘You’ve got a bloody cheek, Malloy,’ she said, finally breaking free, knowing how persuasive his proximity, his touch, was.

      She ploughed into the bathroom opposite, slamming the door behind her.

      She stepped into the cracked bath and yanked the ripped shower curtain across behind her. She turned the mottled chrome handle that operated the showerhead, the water spitting at her but at least allowing her a quick rinse off.

      If Morgan hadn’t been the one to give her the case following her insistence that she wanted to be straight back out on the job, if they hadn’t all been clueless that Caleb would be a suspect, she could have almost believed she was perfectly and intentionally positioned for Kane’s own ends.

      In the absence of a towel, she used the sheet she’d been wrapped in to dry off before crossing the hallway again.

      Kane was sat on the edge of the bed, his shorts and jeans back on, his elbows resting on his knees as he leaned forward.

      She pulled on her knickers under the sheet before reaching for her bra cast aside on the floor. Once her underwear was back in position, she tugged on her jeans and shirt.

      ‘I guess you’re glad I didn’t leave the VCU now?’ she remarked, insecurity making her bite despite not wanting to.

      ‘I wouldn’t ask you if I had an alternative.’

      ‘It’s whether you need him so much that you mask his crimes for him – and make me a party to that.’

      ‘I told you– ’

      ‘He’s innocent, yeah.’ She perched on the chair as she slipped on her socks and zipped up her boots one after the other. Crossing the room, she stood with her back to the door, her hands low on her hips. ‘Is this why you agreed to see me? Did you already know you were going to ask?’

      Her throat clogged at the prospect. She felt a small pang of anger at the mind games in the bedroom whilst he knew his intention all along.

      When he didn’t deny it, she shook her head and turned away. She crossed the threshold, headed to the outer door, her heart pounding for the wrong reason this time.

      ‘I wanted to see you.’ He flattened his palm to the door as she reached for the handle. ‘That’s the truth,’ he said, stood behind her.

      ‘And for all the inside benefits that come with me?’ she remarked, unable to look at him.

      She reached for the handle again.

      ‘Wait,’ he said.

      ‘I have to get back to work.’

      ‘Not yet. Don’t leave it like this.’

      ‘I need to,’ she said, knowing she couldn’t suppress her upset any longer as it burned her throat. ‘I really need to.’

      ‘Then come back to me later.’

      The insistence of his palm against the door was compelling, the rare hint of a plea in his tone even more so.

      ‘You wanted me to show trust,’ he added, ‘then realise how much of a risk it is for me to ask you for those dates, exposing that I’m trying to protect Caleb, potentially giving Sirius even more of a reason to want him inside. You asked me to trust you, Caitlin, and that’s why I’ve told you what I want. And I’m not going to pressure you about it, but I am asking you to come back to me again.’

      Her grip tightened on the handle. ‘Then let me walk away.’

      In the silence, he finally stepped back.

      She headed down the stairs before her legs gave way beneath her.

      Stepping back into the room they’d spoken in, Caitlin pulled on her shoulder holster and her jacket before slipping the strap of her bag across her body.

      ‘I have something for you,’ Kane said, stepping over to his own jacket.

      He pulled out two drawstring pouches. Opening her jacket, he tucked the pouches into the inside pocket. ‘One is full of grains. It’s a good distractor for most fourth species if you drop them on the floor. It’ll give you a chance to get away. If you don’t get away, the other pouch contains ash dust. It’ll repel most. Keep them with you at all times,’ he said, gently clutching the lapels on her jacket as he tugged her close. ‘It won’t work against everything, but short of locking you up here, it’s all I can do.’

      ‘You are expecting others.’

      ‘I always find it’s better to expect anything. Of course, if you come up against a big bastard like you did this morning use the best survival technique there is.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘Run like fuck.’

      She broke a smile.

      ‘Please, Caitlin,’ he said, his grip back on the lapels of her jacket, his mouth dangerously close to hers. ‘Come back to me tonight.’
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      Caitlin sat cross-legged on her chair, her boots abandoned on her office floor, notes spread around her desk as she pensively and rhythmically tapped her pen on the list of all the dates and times and locations of murders.

      ‘He’s far from done with you,’ Sirius had declared on his way out of the door in the wake of his threat that morning two days before. ‘You’re alive because he wants you alive. You can get to him because he wants you to get to him, just like that night you pursued him into the club. And when he’s done, he will spit you out.

      ‘Open your eyes, Caitlin. Is your entire unit wrong? Kane uses people. It’s what he does. And you’re letting him do it. You don’t have to believe me. I don’t expect you to. But however you feel about me is irrelevant. Whatever you think of your father, of Rob, of Max, of Xavier … they’re not evil. They did what they had to because they understood what they were up against. People, good people, do terrible things at times of war. It doesn’t make them bad – it makes them survivors. The question is: how many of them are you willing to take down with you before Kane’s done?’

      Sirius hadn’t seen what had happened between them though. He hadn’t been there in that last crucial moment when she’d seen Kane for who he truly was. At a time when he could have so easily played the hero by killing the soul ripper for her and left her indebted to him, he’d instead given her a chance to save herself. He had ultimately sacrificed his own vengeance to allow her hers. And in doing so, he had severed the ties between them. He had been the one to walk away. He had given her the option to be freed from him.

      Except she had pursued him.

      Her thumb mindlessly rubbed the chain that now permanently graced her ankle since the day Kane had given it to her.

      She’d woken to find him lying next to her, backlit by the bedside lamp in his subterranean haven. Bare-chested and in nothing but sweat pants, he’d rested up on his elbow, watching her.

      He’d smiled at her in a way that had made her tingle, her stomach clench as she’d gazed into his eyes. Eyes that lingered on hers with an easy confidence she had always loved about him.

      ‘Happy birthday, Caitlin,’ he’d said, his jaw resting on his knuckles.

      Seven years of not expecting to ever see her thirtieth birthday, she’d expected to wake in Kane Malloy’s bed on the day even less.

      ‘So,’ he’d said, ‘shall we fuck now or later?’

      She’d lifted her head off the pillow and swept back her hair so she could look him in the eyes.

      And as she’d been greeted with that same entrancing hint of a smile, the same mischievous glint, it had been hard to suppress her own smile.

      She’d reached out to shove at his chest. ‘You are so crass.’

      ‘I’ll take that as a “now”,’ he’d said, his smile broadening.

      He’d pulled her beneath him, fending of her playful struggles with ease as her smile had matched his. And she’d chuckled as he’d eased back on his haunches to take hold of her ankles.

      ‘Keep still,’ he’d said as he’d rested her left foot on his thigh.

      The small chain had glinted silver in the dim lamp light, though she had no doubt it was platinum.

      He’d fastened it around her ankle, its coldness caressing her warm skin as much as the vampire fingers that had placed it there. It slid into place, the small pendant skimming her anklebone.

      He’d laid down on top of her, between her thighs, his jaw back on his knuckles as he used his elbow to hold himself up so he could look in her eyes.

      ‘Family heirloom,’ he’d declared.

      At first her breath had caught in her throat. Then she’d laughed.

      Until she’d seen the sincerity in his eyes.

      It had been one of those moments that had changed things, even though she still didn’t know if he’d been joking. His humour was so dark, so wry sometimes that she still struggled to read it. But what ultimately mattered wasn’t just that he knew it was her birthday, it was that he’d chosen to give her something to mark it. What mattered was that she knew she’d have no intention of ever taking it off again.

      He’d caught her wrists, gently pinned them either side of her head, his lips having trailed down her throat, across her collarbone up to her ear. ‘Now are you ready for your present?’

      ‘That wasn’t it?’

      ‘Oh, how very materialistic of you, Caitlin Parish,’ he’d said, his raspy whisper against her ear having sent tingles down her spine. ‘You know me far better than that.’

      Caitlin flinched as she caught the shadow in the corner of her eye, her feet instantly dropping to the floor, her thoughts snapping back to reality, to the here and now.

      ‘I owe you an apology,’ Meghan declared from the doorway as she held two steaming mugs of coffee.

      Caitlin dropped her gaze back to her work, hoping she didn’t look too flushed. ‘What for?’

      ‘Me leaping on you like that this morning after what you’d just been through. I had no idea. Not your average morning, huh?’ she said, tagging on an attempt at a placating smile.

      And not exactly the average afternoon either.

      Meghan indicated towards the only other chair in the tiny space. ‘May I?’

      Caitlin reluctantly held out a hand towards it by way of agreement, knowing she wasn’t going to get to opt out without appearing any more mardy than she already had.

      ‘The reason I’m here is because I want you to know I’m on your side,’ Meghan added, handing her one of the coffees. ‘I understand it must be difficult someone else taking over the case after you worked so intensely and committedly on it for so many years. You are the resident Kane Malloy expert. You know him better than anyone else in this division. Even before you spent those three days with him, you knew everything there was to know about him. I’ve read your files. They’re impressively detailed.’ She half expected Meghan to add on to the point of obsession. ‘I know the others didn’t give you an easy time taking it on and I know–’

      ‘And I appreciate your empathy,’ Caitlin interjected, ‘but that’s all it is: a case. You’re making it sound like you’re remarrying my husband after I’ve divorced him. It’s not that big a deal. Everyone else is making it that big a deal. It’s not to me.’

      Even though that was exactly what it was, the extent of her territorial and protective instincts surprising even her.

      Meghan pushed her lips out like the brightest student in class being corrected by the teacher. She tongued the imaginary lipstick from her upper teeth. ‘So it really is over then?’

      ‘There was nothing between us beyond a couple of intense days that got out of hand. We both got what we wanted and we moved on. That’s it.’

      ‘And the last couple of weeks …’

      ‘When I was asked to take time off after the court case until the attention died down? Disappearing like they wanted me to?’

      ‘But you came back. I have to say, that took courage after what you’d done. If you don’t mind me adding though, you’re lucky to still have a job.’

      ‘I’m sure it’s only because they had no choice – at least for now. The person who had exposed the corruption simultaneously being sacked wasn’t exactly going to look good for public relations.’

      Meghan frowned. ‘Look, I know you’ve got enough on your plate with your latest case and I know revisiting this is the last thing you need, so maybe we could get this chat of ours over and done with now to get it out of the way.’

      In a sinkhole with no excuse-trampoline to bounce her out of this one, Caitlin knew she had no option but to concede. ‘Sure,’ she said with a dismissive shrug as she threw down her pen and reached for the much-needed caffeine fix.

      Meghan returned promptly with a leather-bound folder before closing the door behind her. She attempted to turn the chair more towards Caitlin but finally resigned to its still slightly awkward angle, a glimmer of frustration on her face at it not working quite as she’d intended. Sitting with a subtly impatient sigh, she set her notes to the right hand side of the folder, smoothed her hand over the new ream of paper to the left and clicked her pen in preparation. ‘Shall I fire away?’

      ‘Feel free.’

      Meghan slid out a photograph from amidst her paperwork and laid it out directly in front of Caitlin. ‘My aims are both to predict Malloy’s next course of action as well as learn a little more about how he operates one-to-one.’

      Caitlin took a mouthful of coffee and swallowed harder than she would have liked as she stared down into those navy eyes. He looked so harsh, so predatory in the picture, his eyes darkly threatening.

      ‘And you,’ Meghan said, her gaze as steady and confident as she’d seen on any agent, ‘thank goodness, are in the prime position to give me clues as to both.’ She flashed a smile. ‘Firstly, I’d like to recap quickly on what happened in the lead-up to those three days you spent with him, if that’s okay? I’d like to be sure I have it clear in my head.’

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘I don’t know if Matt’s told you, but I’ve been made fully aware of the confidential elements of the situation.’

      Caitlin’s pulse raced a little faster. ‘Meaning?’

      ‘Meaning I know about the soul ripper.’

      ‘The court decided that should be kept classified. That any references to the soul ripper remained classified.’

      ‘It was felt important that considering I was taking over Kane’s case, I understood the background to the fullest extent.’

      ‘What exactly have you been told?’

      ‘That following the TSCD being forced to release Kane because of your illegal apprehension, Xavier Carter allocated a secret assignment to you. Due to you surviving Kane once, they suspected he had some purpose for you, that you may be a part of a bigger plot, so he asked you if you would accept an assignment to catch Kane in the act that could convict him once and for all. Of course, Xavier didn’t know that you had a personal motivation to take him up on his offer: you needed Kane to help you identify the fourth species creature that killed your family, that was coming for you within a matter of days. Basically Kane was your last shot to find out how to kill it, hence your somewhat precarious behaviour pursuing him in the first place.’

      ‘Precarious to you, maybe. I had nothing to lose.’

      ‘So you planned on killing it. Or die trying?’

      ‘It took my family from me. It took them to a living hell.’

      ‘The creature was merely summoned. Arana Malloy, Kane’s sister, took your family from you. She was the one who set the curse – the reason you were destined to die at its hands.’

      Because her father, her soon-to-be stepfather, and her ex had all been roped in by the then head of the TSCD, Xavier Carter, to murder her.

      ‘Because they tied her to a post in an abandoned warehouse and let her be slaughtered by lycans in a bid to cause fractions in Blackthorn,’ Caitlin remarked, defensively. ‘Because up until that point, despite the rumours, there was nothing concrete against convicting Kane.’

      Now they were all in jail thanks to her – all except her father who had died at the hands of the soul ripper days after Arana had set her vengeful curse. What Arana had actually done was leave a trail for Kane. A trail he had followed until he worked out exactly who had been involved that night.

      Xavier’s plan had failed. There had been no outbreak between the lycans and the vampires because Jask had been smarter and had got to Kane first. But Xavier and the others had believed Kane would never link it back to them.

      They had been wrong.

      ‘And for his revenge, Kane wanted you,’ Meghan said. ‘More to the point, he needed you, more specifically your soul – the very thing the soul ripper was coming for – to make it do his bidding. Because what he intended was poetic justice: to turn that soul ripper on Xavier, Rob and Max so they met the same fate as your father; that everyone who had been involved in the murder of Arana met that fate.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So Kane sat back and waited for this soul-ripper to return to sate its compulsion by taking the last family member, namely you. You were the key commodity upon which his elaborate plan hung.’ She puffed out her lips again. ‘Cold and calculated, not to say patient – controlled even – doesn’t even begin to describe his actions, does it?’

      Except behind closed doors, he hadn’t been quite so able to retain the monstrous reputation.

      ‘There was no other way for him to get what he wanted, what he needed,’ Caitlin said.

      Meghan’s gaze lingered for a moment. ‘You feel for him.’

      ‘What happened to Arana was despicable. Gut-wrenching.’

      ‘Yet whereas Kane wanted them dead, you saw to it that those responsible were prosecuted. In fact, you saved their lives. You saved those responsible.’

      Caitlin frowned. ‘I wanted justice.’

      ‘For who? Arana? Kane? Yourself?’

      ‘Vampires have their lores; we have our legal system. Which is why I did what I could to persuade Kane from his original course of action and enable conviction of those responsible instead.’

      Meghan’s eyes narrowed. ‘And you believe this?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘You really believe this is over for him? That the convictions by a system he doesn’t believe, which in fact he scorns, is sufficient for the brutal murder of his sister in their attempts to detain him? Do you truly think his vengeance has been fulfilled?’

      Meghan’s stare was intrusive, as if burying deep into the chasm where every iota of insecurity Caitlin had about Kane’s intentions was hiding, and was cruelly dragging them out for her to confront.

      But Caitlin stared her down. She gave her the only honest answer she could. ‘Isn’t that your job to work out now, not mine?’

      Meghan’s eyes were unnervingly unreadable. ‘Okay,’ she said, reverting to flashing Caitlin a friendly smile as she glanced back down at her folder. ‘I think I’m clear, so let’s get back to those three days you spent with him.’ She skimmed her notes. ‘I’d really like to get under Malloy’s skin, understand more about how he operates one-to-one. There could be vital clues behind Malloy’s psychology in his treatment of you.’ She looked Caitlin square in the eyes. ‘How long did it take him to seduce you, Caitlin?’

      The breath caught at the back of Caitlin’s throat at the directness, let alone the clinical edge to Meghan’s question. ‘Sorry?’

      Meghan’s blue eyes were calm, fixed, expectant. ‘He needed to seduce you in order to access your soul, isn’t that right?’

      ‘Yes. Though, at the time, I didn’t know why he wanted it. I knew nothing about the links between what had happened with Arana and my family. I assumed he could use any shadow reader.’

      ‘But still, he made his intentions clear from the outset. That was risky, or maybe simply arrogant, telling you he wanted to bed you for his own selfish ends. But it worked.’ Meghan’s gaze flashed with mild rebuke. ‘Did you respect that he didn’t attempt to deceive you?’

      ‘I’m not sure respect is the right word. But it gave me something to bargain with. I told him I’d give him my soul if he killed the soul ripper. I saw us both needing each other. It became about us both getting what we wanted.’

      ‘Team work,’ she said with a flippant smile.

      ‘Survival,’ Caitlin reminded her.

      ‘All the same, that’s quite a game of cat and mouse to be playing with a brutal killer.’

      ‘The clock was ticking, Meghan. Clearly you’ve never stared death in the face or you wouldn’t even be questioning it.’

      ‘But ironically, as it turns out, it’s the very fact your soul can’t be taken against your will which was how you killed the soul ripper when it tried to remove it.’ Meghan’s eyes glinted with suspicion. ‘It was a shame you never worked that out for yourself.’

      ‘The fourth species are a law unto themselves. I didn’t realise the same rules would apply to them. I wouldn’t have gone after Kane if I did. I would have waited at home and killed it for myself.’

      ‘But did Kane know? Did he know you weren’t at risk of the soul ripper?’

      She hesitated for a moment. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Yet he let the threat remain because he knew his plan would fall apart if you did find out. He needed you to need him. He needed that inter-dependency; that bond. In fact, rather than be completely upfront, he remained selective in what he told you so he could keep using you.’

      Meghan purposefully left the comment to linger as she looked back down at her notes.

      And it lingered bitterly, leaving a nasty aftertaste in light of those past three days.

      ‘So how soon were you intimate?’ Meghan asked as she re-examined her notes.

      ‘Within the first day.’

      Meghan scribbled away. ‘Who instigated?’

      ‘He did.’

      ‘And did he always instigate?’

      ‘Mostly.’

      ‘Did you prefer that?’ she asked as she continued to make notes as if simply asking for a list of ailments, her questioning as cold and impersonal as her lack of eye-contact.

      Caitlin felt herself flush at the recollection of that afternoon. ‘I’m not sure what my preferences have to do with anything.’

      ‘It’ll help me understand more about him from how he was with you. If you were reluctant, I’d like to know if he got off on it.’

      ‘That would hardly constitute seduction.’

      ‘So it was always consensual?’

      Caitlin frowned. ‘Yes.’

      Meghan met her gaze again. ‘You were attracted to him.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Did you ever say no to him?’

      ‘There were two occasions when I asked him to stop. And he did.’

      ‘And those occasions were…?’

      ‘Near the beginning. Before I had time to adjust to accepting my attraction towards him.’

      She continued to scribble. ‘And did he stop straight away?’

      Her response was instant. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Because he couldn’t risk alienating you?’

      Caitlin’s hackles instantly rose. She placed her mug on the desk to conceal her hands in her lap.

      Her silence prompted Meghan to look back up at her. Clinical eyes that belonged to a clinical mind that had come to the simplest, the most logical and the most obvious conclusion: of course he would have had to have held back.

      For a moment, Caitlin lost focus as Meghan reminded her of her own thought at the time.

      ‘Because Kane doesn’t have a problem with self-restraint,’ Caitlin corrected her, ‘even under pressure, even when he has to override his most-basic instincts. You might want to add that to the case file.’

      ‘Especially when there’s something in it for him,’ Meghan remarked.

      And because he wasn’t like that; he wasn’t the monster they claimed him to be.

      Because he was capable of feeling something.

      Because he felt something for her.

      ‘In one of your reports, Caitlin, you wrote Kane is capable of having intimate relations with someone he isn’t attracted to for personal gain, entertainment, sport and even revenge. Do you still believe that?’

      Caitlin wanted a mouthful of coffee to ease her dry mouth, but couldn’t risk Meghan detecting the tremor in her hands. ‘I think the potential is always there.’

      ‘How many of those do you think applied to you?’

      Caitlin’s jaw locked. In her lap, her interlaced hands clenched.

      Meghan clutched the edge of her folder as her gaze rested invasively on Caitlin’s. ‘Or do you think there was the possibility of an attraction on his part too?’

      Caitlin forced herself to remember her and Kane’s agreement, as much as her inner pride fought to proclaim – to convince herself – to the contrary. ‘I wouldn’t know.’

      ‘He didn’t even tried to make it appear that way?’ Her eyes narrowed in suspicion again. ‘It would have been very remiss if not. It’s basic psychology that we feel more attracted to those who find us attractive. We find excuses to like them, in fact. Surely it would have been part of his plan to lead you to believe it was mutual?’

      Caitlin could feel the light coating of perspiration at the nape of her neck; a sickness rising.

      ‘Did he ever give any indications of guilt? Did he ever show any signs of empathy? Compassion even?’ Meghan paused. ‘Do you think that at any point he ever felt sorry for you?’

      Prickles of defensiveness kicked in. ‘He had no reason to.’

      Meghan’s gaze didn’t flinch. ‘Even though he drugged you, kidnapped you, kept you in solitary confinement away from everything you knew in order to seduce you whilst simultaneously disclosing things about his past to manipulate you into empathising with him. For master manipulator – as you once described him – he’d know it’s very easy to transfer from the villain to the hero if their intentions match your own; that the skills that made him capable of being an effective killer for you also turned him into your protector, your saviour from the fear that had plagued you for years. Amidst your hopelessness, you latched your sole hope on him. That would have been an interesting dynamic in itself but then you find out about what happened to his sister, what your family did, and all the lines blur. Not only do you develop a sense of empathy with him, you feel there’s a connection.’

      This time, Caitlin did reach for her coffee, taking a larger mouthful than she’d intended. ‘Stockholm syndrome would be a very lazy diagnosis under the circumstances, not to say inept.’

      Meghan’s eyes glinted coldly at being so bluntly challenged. ‘Do you think you’re a good judge of character, Caitlin?’

      ‘Reasonably.’

      ‘But after you discovered the truth about your father, your stepfather, your lover even, it must have created a certain sense of insecurity in you. To have not picked up on all of it must have been difficult for you to take, to deal with. It must have created elements of self-doubt.’

      ‘Of course it did.’

      ‘Do you think Kane liked you, Caitlin?’

      The silence descended between them. Caitlin’s heart pounded to the point she could hear the blood pump in her ears.

      ‘Do you think Kane was even capable of liking you?’ Meghan added, not giving her time to respond, to even process how she felt about her own hesitation over the question. ‘Knowing what your family did to his?’ The pause was purely theatrical, Meghan seemingly making the most of the moment. ‘Or do you think he could still sleep with you, hating you, as long as it got him what he wanted in the end?’

      Caitlin surprised even herself with the power with which her defense mechanisms intensified – over her ability with her job, her aptitude as a woman, her feelings over Kane. ‘The fact is that I needed to get close to him to survive which I did. I killed what was coming for me and I survived. I saved my family and saw justice was done. If you’re looking for a victim, look elsewhere.’

      ‘Unless this was part of his plan all along. That maybe he didn’t intend to kill them yet. That he used it as a way to get closer to you instead. For want of a better term, maybe refer to it as “part one”?’

      Caitlin’s heart skipped a beat at hearing her more or less echo Sirius’s words; at what now seemed clearer than ever as far more than a new agent becoming familiar with a case.

      Meghan was screwing with her head.

      And, in part, it was working.

      ‘You’ve seen him since the court case was over,’ Meghan declared. ‘Matt told me you’d gone to him as part of routine questioning over the Caleb Dehain case.’

      ‘I spoke to everyone in the know.’

      ‘No other agent can get access to Kane Malloy.’

      ‘He happened to be in the right place at the right time. Perhaps he was enjoying knowing I couldn’t take him in. That if there was any sign of back-up, I wouldn’t have got near him at all.’

      ‘Perhaps. Or from what you know of Kane Malloy, would you have said it was possible for him to have a bigger plan than the one he initially presented to you? That he intended to let you go all along, knowing you would come back to him? That this vampire capable of being intelligent, strategic, manipulative, could still have a vendetta against this division? That maybe that’s why you’ve still got access to him?’

      The tension became palpable, oppressive, Meghan’s gaze the equivalent of match-winning strike.

      Without a lie slipping from her lips, Caitlin uttered, ‘It’s possible.’

      ‘Brilliant.’ Meghan closed her folder. The pleasant smile was back. ‘This has been extremely useful. I have tonnes to work with. Thanks so much for your time, Caitlin.’

      Caitlin stared at her slack-jawed as the agent exited with a renewed bounce in her steps, not even bothering to close the door behind her.

      Elbows on her desk, Caitlin stared back down at the dates and times.

      She buried her face in her hands, not even sure what exactly she had agreed to, even what had happened.

      ‘Are you okay, Caitlin?’

      Her gaze snapped back to the doorway.

      ‘Lunch,’ Morgan said, holding up a couple of packs of sandwiches. ‘Something that should have happened over six hours ago.’

      It was the last thing she needed.

      Morgan, let alone food, was the very last thing she needed.
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      Morgan stepped into her office and dropped one of the packs on her desk. ‘I’m guessing you haven’t had any?’

      She looked down at the sandwiches. She had even less of an appetite now than she’d had twenty-four hours ago but she accepted them out of courtesy. ‘Thanks.’

      He closed the door and assumed the seat without asking. He opened his own pack of sandwiches, taking a large bite.

      ‘It seems I’m not the only negligent one,’ she remarked.

      ‘It’s been one of those days. I passed Yale in the corridor. Did everything go okay?’

      She shrugged as she opened her own sandwiches. ‘Yeah.’ She met his gaze fleetingly.

      Unless he counted the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      He frowned. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘It was fine.’

      ‘She’s not replacing you, you know. No one can replace you, Caitlin.’

      She met his gaze fleetingly again. ‘I’m fine with it. Honestly.’

      ‘Good. Because I was hard on you earlier about it. I’m sorry.’

      ‘You’re under a lot of pressure, Matt, and I know I don’t help sometimes.’

      ‘Would you like to have dinner at mine tonight?’

      She nearly choked, coughing as she squinted at him through her watery gaze.

      ‘Not like a date or anything,’ he cut in. ‘Shit, Caitlin. That’s not a come-on. I’ve got to cook for the girls and I thought you might like to join us.’

      She held his gaze for a moment before sweeping away some imaginary crumbs from her jeans as she struggled for an unoffending get-out.

      ‘With my boss on my tail?’ she said. ‘Sorry, Matt, I’ve got a lot to do. He’s already giving me a tough time.’

      Morgan’s fleeting smile that seeped from his lips as he took another mouthful assured her he at least still had some semblance of a sense of humour.

      ‘Matt, I’d like you to grant me some more time,’ she said, knowing then was as good as time as any to divert. ‘Another twenty-four hours. And then I think I should interview Caleb at the club, not bring him in.’

      Morgan stopped mid-chew to stare at her before swallowing. He shook his head. ‘You know procedure. We do that only with preliminary enquiries. We’re a little beyond that.’

      ‘Technically we’re not. You yourself said it was important to keep this low key. If we had proof that Jake had killed that girl, you know I wouldn’t hesitate, but we still have nothing. And if Caleb is innocent, then us bringing him in will cause even more discord out there. You keep saying we have to get this right, then that’s what I’m focusing on. I’ll talk to Caleb. I’ll tell him we have witnesses from that night and take it from there.’

      ‘And if he works out we’re on to him and we lose him?’

      ‘Caleb isn’t the type to run and hide.’

      ‘So you’re an expert on him now like you were on Kane?’

      It was a low blow, but one she was willing to take to get what she wanted, what she needed, until she made her mind up about what the hell she was going to do about the information Kane requested.

      Fortunately, Morgan was instantly awkward about his accusation, making her even more glad that she chose not to retaliate.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Considering I’m tied up with enough other crap right now, I’ll give you until tomorrow afternoon.’ He took his last mouthful of sandwich. ‘But only if you do something for me.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘See if you can find out a bit more about Yale.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Put it down to an uneasy feeling. She asks a lot of questions. I want to make sure there isn’t some internal investigation stuff going on here since the trial.’

      ‘You think they’d do that?’

      ‘If you watch my back, I’ll watch yours. She’s keen to get out into Blackthorn tonight. She wants to check out Kane’s territory and get familiar with it. How about a couple of hours overtime?’

      ‘You want me to go with her?’

      ‘No one knows the east side like you do. Besides, it’s her first night and…’

      ‘And what?’

      But she knew what he was insinuating.

      ‘She’ll be safer with me?’ Caitlin asked, uttering the words for him.

      ‘Caitlin, I’m not going to challenge you about it anymore. You say you’re done with Kane, then you’re done. But there are still people out there, especially those on the east side, who won’t dare touch you because of your associations with him. I’m asking you to turn it to our advantage for one night before her agent status is exposed. Do this for me. An hour tops. I’ll even let you off dinner. For now.’

      He dropped his empty packet in her bin before standing.

      ‘Oh, and another thing,’ he said. ‘That arrow came back from the labs. There were traces of three substances on it. Whoever fired it knew what they were doing. I want you to keep this to yourself, but we’ve come across two more cases. The con row owned by Pummel burned down in the early hours of the morning. The cons are talking of being overrun by evil little kids.’

      ‘Kids? In Blackthorn?’

      ‘Exactly. And another creature was found less than half a mile away. Something is going on out there, Caitlin. And if you know what it is…’

      ‘If I know?’

      ‘Whoever intervened this morning knew how to do it. And if you know anything at all that can help us then I’m asking you to share it with me off the record.’

      ‘So first you believe I’m done with him, and now you’re saying what exactly?’

      ‘The fourth species know no boundaries, we all know that. I’m saying I don’t want any of those things turning up in my little girls’ bedroom. I’m simply throwing it out there that if you do know, or if you can find out, then you can trust me with that information.’

      ‘First this division hunts him down and now it wants his help.’

      ‘I want your help, Caitlin,’ Morgan said. ‘Some people are saying this is the start of the prophecy. I’m not sure I believe that, but I am willing to swallow my pride to protect this locale. I’m saying our official conversations about Kane are over. Strictly between you and me, just do what you have to.’

      ‘Matt,’ she said as he reached the door. ‘I don’t know for sure, but I remember hearing something about grains being a good distractor for some fourth species. Maybe your girls should have a jar or a pouch near them – just to help you sleep at night.’

      His gaze lingered on hers. He cast a glance at the floor as he pressed his lips together before he looked back at her.

      She knew he needed no further confirmation.

      He nodded and stepped back out into the corridor.
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      They’d been stood by the speakers for so long that Caitlin wasn’t sure her eardrums would ever return to normal.

      Even though Meghan led the way to a quieter spot, the vibrations still made her feet throb – it was either that or the three-inch heels stilettos in which she’d been dragged to and from bars.

      She’d quickly learned that Meghan was as shameless outside the office as she was in it. At least fifty per cent of her drinks had come free already from a barrage of reciprocal flirting.

      Meghan was equally not shy about being tactile with Caitlin, taking her by the hand and leading her wherever she wanted her to go – this time over to a booth and thankfully away from the speakers at last.

      ‘Why did you join the VCU?’ Meghan asked her. ‘Knowing about the soul ripper coming after you, I mean. If you were so convinced you weren’t going to make it, why waste those last years doing that job? Why not give yourself an easier life?’

      ‘Stick to shadow reading?’

      ‘Not that that’s easier but, yes, why not?’

      ‘Because, at the time, I wanted more.’

      ‘Morgan was your partner when you worked the Malloy case, wasn’t he?’

      ‘In some field work, yes.’

      ‘And now he’s your boss.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And is that the full story?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Is there anything between you?’

      ‘Me and Matt? No! Heck, no.’

      ‘So nothing’s ever happened?’

      ‘It’s not like that between us.’

      ‘Why not?’

      Caitlin knocked back a mouthful of her drink. ‘Why should it be?’

      ‘Because am I the only one to notice he’s hot? A little straight, yeah, but hot. He seems like a nice guy, good at his job, dependable, smart. And I’ve had a tease of his guns. He seriously works out.’

      ‘He also lost his wife only three years ago and has two little girls he’s bringing up alone.’

      ‘Wow,’ Meghan said, her eyes wide, her hand over her heart, a smirk on her lips. ‘Gorgeous, successful and a committed family man with a tragic background. I’m already falling in love.’

      Caitlin shook her head. ‘That’s not even funny.’

      ‘Lighten up,’ Meghan said. She knocked back a mouthful of her drink. ‘I’m serious though, Caitlin, it wouldn’t bother you if I made a move?’

      ‘He’s your boss.’

      ‘I wouldn’t do it in the office,’ she said with a playful wink.

      ‘All the same, I think he’s got enough on his plate.’

      ‘I promise I’ll be gentle with him.’

      And Matt was big enough to take care of himself. Matt who had asked her for a favour when she knew she owed him more than one.

      ‘So what about you?’ Caitlin asked. ‘Why the move here, Meghan?’

      ‘I’ve always liked to keep an eye on high-profile cases across locales. When all of this went to court, it captured my attention. When word was out that they didn’t want to fill the position internally and a call was put out to agents from other locales, my boss approached me. I jumped at the chance – not too dissimilar to how you did. But for very different reasons, obviously.’

      ‘And what are yours?’

      ‘Catching Malloy would make for major career progression. I want to head up my own unit one day. Then there’s the personal – the thrill of the chase, the impossible catch. I think we have that in common, don’t we?’

      ‘Do we?’

      ‘Is that not a big part of what it is with Kane for you? The thrill of the chase?’ She knocked back another mouthful, her playful gaze glinting. ‘That must have been quite the buzz when you finally caught him. Especially achieving what none of your colleagues had. You must have loved rubbing it in their faces.’

      ‘I would gladly feel more smug about it if he hadn’t been there waiting for me.’

      ‘He still wanted you, Caitlin. You got his attention. Come on, just between us, is he really that good?’

      But there had been more than one too many probing questions from her that day; too many attempts to test where things lay between her and Kane. If Sirius wanted to know if she could be used in some way against him, Meghan was the prime candidate to get answers.

      ‘He knows what he’s doing,’ Caitlin declared before knocking back a mouthful of drink, grateful that the darkness would hide the heat flooding her cheeks at recollections of that afternoon.

      ‘I know I gave you a hard time back in the office, but I was only playing devil’s advocate. I’m not immune to seeing the appeal. Not that I’m stupid enough to do anything about it.’ Her eyes flared, her palm held up as a peace offering. ‘No offense.’

      Caitlin flashed her a smile of feigned indifference before glancing back across at the dance floor. It was almost easy to forget Sirius’s threat even existed. Looking around the club, instead of any indication of looming disaster, it was a room of those making the best of a horrendous situation they’d been forced into. A room that had no idea that any time there could be an invasion of catastrophic proportions. An invasion she was more certain than ever Kane intended to do something about. Something she was potentially standing in the way of if she didn’t give him what he wanted – what he said he needed.

      But Meghan’s insinuations in that afternoon’s interview still felt raw. Like skin tingling after the plaster had been ripped off, those re-instilled doubts lingered. Doubts that had been made worse by Kane’s aloofness with her until he had wanted something.

      With that little snippet of contention gnawing away at her since, she knew that was part of the reason she was willing to do what Morgan asked and join Meghan for a drink. She knew she needed a distraction, something to stop her running straight to Kane – something that would stop him thinking she was at his beck and call.

      ‘So is that what it was like with Rob?’

      The mention of her ex made her heart jolt for all the wrong reasons. Her attention snapped back to Meghan. ‘What?’

      ‘The thrill of the chase. I told you, I read all the files. I spoke to Max and Rob about them holding Kane down in the cellar. Rob and I got talking.’ Meghan smirked conspiratorially. ‘From what he tells me, you lusted after him all through your teens.’

      The mere mention of Rob made her skin crawl, let alone the thought that he and Meghan had been sat talking about their personal relationship.

      Kane was one thing. The thought of Meghan prying into her private past, and that Rob had been willing to engage, was entirely another.

      ‘That’s what he told you?’

      ‘Didn’t you?’ Meghan’s eyes were playfully intrusive until distracted by a male watching from about ten feet away. Meghan flashed him a smile and he raised his glass in response.

      ‘You make it sound seedy. We didn’t do anything until I left college,’ Caitlin remarked, recapturing Meghan’s attention.

      ‘Who ended it?’

      ‘Does it matter?’

      ‘See, years of the chase and then I bet it all just fizzled.’

      ‘Actually he ended it, not me. If you must know, he was okay with me being a shadow reader but he didn’t want me transferring into the VCU. I dug my heels in.’

      And finally uttering it added to the queasiness that had plagued her since Meghan’s earlier interrogation.

      Just like Kane.

      ‘So you chose the VCU over Rob?’

      ‘That’s how he saw it.’ Just like Kane. ‘The truth was Rob had known about the soul ripper and he left me because he was scared. Because I was a lost cause.’

      ‘Just as you thought that anyone else you got involved with would run for the same reason.’ Meghan paused as she ran the rim of her glass pensively over her lower lip. ‘Except for Kane. Not only would Kane not run, he could slay your demon.’ She took another mouthful before lowering her glass again. ‘To be completely upfront with you, I think you’re more in control of this situation with Kane than a lot of people acknowledge, Caitlin. Like you pointed out to me earlier, you’re the one who survived and got the outcome you wanted, whatever Kane’s intentions. To be honest, I admire you. I bet you could snap your fingers right now and he’d be there.’

      ‘Is that what you’re hoping I’ll do?’

      Or what Sirius was hoping she’d do.

      ‘Either that or he’s going to fuck up before too long,’ Meghan said with a shrug. ‘The fact is, you still have access to Kane Malloy and I think you need to decide what you want out of that. If you ask me, you should be running this unit. The job’s going to be up for grabs soon, right? Once the dust settles. If you played this right, you could make a real difference out there.’

      ‘I have no intention of taking on that role.’

      ‘Why not? A woman heading up the VCU, or even the entire TSCD, in the most-notorious locale? Can you imagine how immense that would be?’

      Meghan glanced back over at the male who was still stood there. This time, she let her gaze linger to confirm she was definitely interested.

      ‘You should be careful,’ Caitlin reminded her.

      ‘I’m a big girl. And it’s your round,’ she said across her shoulder as she slid out of the booth. ‘Get them in.’

      Caitlin watched Meghan edge through the crowds, the confident sway to her hips complimenting her unashamed hand instantly sliding down the male’s behind as she guided him onto the dance floor.

      Caitlin had no intention of being parked in the booth alone. She knew how it worked, and a lone female was going to attract attention – linked with Kane Malloy or not.

      She eased her way through the crowds. At one point, like swimming against the current, she wasn’t even sure if she was moving or not despite the effort.

      Finally reaching her destination, she found a gap at the far end of the bar, slightly around the corner. She placed her clutch bag on the counter and tugged the front of her dress up a touch and smoothed down the back of her flared skirt as she waited to be served.

      The strapless, mid-thigh-length dress she felt painfully conspicuous in was just as much for Kane’s benefit as the only appropriate thing she had to wear on a night out. As Meghan had waited back in her apartment, Caitlin had pulled out the box nestled beneath all of her sweaters. Placing it on her bed, she’d opened it up, half expecting moths to fly out after almost three years of it remaining sealed. But the paper had kept it fresh, faultless.

      Even all those years ago when she’d bought it, as she’d examined herself from all angles in the dressing-room mirror, she’d wondered what Kane would think if he saw her in it. Now she’d ensure he would.

      But as much as the dress was laced with personal motivations, Morgan’s plea still occupied her thoughts. She had a responsibility to her locale, and clearly there was something going down out there or Kane wouldn’t have given her the pouches – pouches she’d left in her jacket pocket, her clutch bag too restrictive for anything other than her gun and her wallet. And if he was pre-empting more of those creatures, she needed to know why. She needed to know what was coming. She needed to know what could be done about it more than a few grains and some ash. And Meghan had been right: she did have the advantage. Now that, yet again, Kane needed something from her, she’d be a fool not to make the most of it. If he wanted information, then he was going to have to be willing to meet her halfway.

      One more round and then she’d make her excuses and leave.

      She stretched over the bar slightly as she strained to see where the bartender had got to, wondering if maybe that was why she’d been able to find a gap at the far end.

      ‘Business or pleasure, Parish?’ Kane asked, mirroring her as he rested both arms on the bar beside her.

      Despite her resolve to play it cool, the butterflies in her stomach instantly felt like they’d been let out of a claustrophobic jar.

      The bartender joined them a split-second later. Four shot glasses were placed in front of them.

      She refused to show she was impressed.

      ‘You’re being rather brazen talking to me here, Malloy,’ she said, despite knowing the busy club was ironically the perfect choice not to get spotted amidst the mask of smoke and bodies and movement. ‘I’m not alone.’

      ‘I know. Yale is being kept distracted on the dance floor thanks to one of my more persuasive associates. The two guys who followed you in here are well out of range, and I’ll know as soon as circumstances change.’

      Caitlin glanced over her shoulder, her spine prickling at the thought of being followed – proving, as she’d suspected, this was far from an innocent drink as far as Meghan was concerned.

      Kane knocked back his shot. ‘So since when did you start socializing with your colleagues?’ he added, meeting her gaze. ‘Especially when you’re supposed to be coming to see me.’

      ‘I do have other things to do in Blackthorn aside from just you, Kane.’

      His smile was fleeting.

      She flinched at the feel of his cool hand against the heat of the inside of her thigh as he turned to face her fully, his back to the crowd.

      His thumb slid over the top of her thigh holster before unclipping it, letting it fall to the floor as he removed the blade she had tucked there.

      ‘As long as the dress is for my benefit,’ he said, his rasp playing against her ear.

      Her heart skipped a beat.

      She met his gaze, her lips inches from his, her hips still facing the bar. ‘Possessive much?’

      ‘Of what’s mine, yes.’

      She flinched as he deftly, and surprisingly gently, brushed her sex, his thumb not breaking through the thin fabric that prevented skin on skin contact. She shuddered at the tenderness, the sensations coursing through her body, knowing her dampness was betraying her as much as her clenched knuckles.

      The crowd, the noise, the rhythmic beat and breathless huskiness of the female vocals echoing through the speakers, caused a distraction from reality to the point she was oblivious to anyone else but him. Anything but the music in her ears and the vibrations beneath her feet and the cool vampire hand that caressed her so unashamedly.

      The possessiveness of his touch – the intimacy of somewhere so public, something neither had afforded each other before – felt as intoxicating as their surroundings. All the same, his blatant disregard for anyone who could be watching reminded her of the old Kane – the Kane she had pursued, not the Kane whose bed she’d shared those past two weeks.

      Prickles crept up her spine again.

      She grabbed his wrist, forcing it an inch away from her. ‘You’re an arrogant bastard, Malloy.’

      He flashed her another fleeting smile. Withdrawing his hand, he knocked back the second shot. ‘With good reason,’ he said, his rasp teasing her ear again before he pulled away.

      The gap between them felt immense.

      Not sure how to stand to look less awkward, she leaned back a little as she searched the crowds for him.

      Eventually she spotted him stood with two other males less than fifteen feet away. Whatever they were talking about, they were engrossed.

      As she watched, her heart beat a little faster. Aside from when she’d seen him sat in the chair with Erica and the other guy, this was the closest she’d ever got to seeing Kane in action with his own. In all the years she’d followed him, she’d never got close enough. The photographs that had occasionally come through nowhere near reflected the intimacy with which he communicated with those around him as he did then. This wasn’t the sullen, aggressive and self-seeking Kane as reputation dictated. And it was the way his captive audience responded to him that made Caitlin watch on with intrigue; it was their equally relaxed composure around him. As one leaned into him, saying something in his ear that instantly made Kane laugh, Caitlin couldn’t help but smile to herself.

      But her glimmer of ease lapsed as she saw a female sidle up to him, her hand sliding up over his back to his shoulder. His hand instantly on the small of her back lacerated Caitlin somewhere deep, but not more so than as she saw his thumb meet the nape of the female’s neck as he leaned in to let her say something in his ear.

      Caitlin’s back instinctively straightened, her sense of possessiveness taking over again.

      But the female’s shrug was one of quiet resolve before she sloped back into the crowds.

      Her heart beat a little harder as Kane gave a nod to his companions, a slap on the back to the one closest to him, before he slipped away.

      She clutched her glass. She wasn’t going to follow. He expected her to, but she wasn’t going to.

      Not yet.

      She was not at his beck and call.

      She scanned the crowd again. There was still no sign of Meghan. There was still no sign of two other agents that Kane had claimed followed them in there.

      She reached for her bag to get the round in that she had gone there to order.

      And realised it had gone.

      She never ever let her guard down.

      She checked over her shoulder then back through the crowds.

      ‘Bastard,’ she hissed under her breath.

      She didn’t relish taking the bait, but neither did she relish the prospect of admitting to her new colleague that she’d been so incompetent, so naïve, as to lose her gun. Because she’d have to flag it up to Meghan. There was no way she could risk manoeuvering back across Blackthorn with nothing more lethal than heels.

      She knocked back the shot, the scorch hitting the back of her throat, the fumes leaking into her senses. She tapped the empty glass on the bar for a few moments.

      Pulse thrumming, she pulled away from the bar.

      Heading in the general direction she’d seen him go, Caitlin slipped through the crowd of gyrating bodies, past the pillars and various booths, before she felt a hand on her upper arm.

      She looked up at the vampire who didn’t make eye contact as he steered her through the crowds. She knew he worked for Kane. She knew that was where she was being led.

      Her escort had given the nod to at least four others on his way through to the less crowded part of the club, no doubt all on increased lookout now that agents were in the midst.

      The guy stopped outside a heavy floor-to-ceiling curtain and pulled it back.

      A leather horseshoe seat spanned the entire twenty-by-twenty foot periphery; a circular table with a few chairs around it lay central. The space was dimly lit by two muted overhead spotlights, supported only by the flashing images on the screens that sat left, right and directly ahead, reflecting the activities of the club at various magnifications.

      Thankfully Kane sat alone, leaning back in the middle of the deep seat to her left, his legs spread, one knee semi-drawn to his chest, his foot resting up on the edge.

      She stepped across the threshold as her escort dropped the heavy curtain back into place behind her, it bunching behind her ankles.

      Kane knocked back a mouthful of beer before resting his elbow on his raised knee. He wasted no time examining every inch of her body.

      And, as he met her gaze again, there was an unmistakable glint of mischief in his navy eyes.
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      Caitlin knew her walk was the most important part of her approach – that and her refusal to drop her gaze from his. And knowing from the look in his eyes that he liked what he saw as she’d hoped, it was easy to have the confidence for a minor strut.

      She stopped a couple of feet away from him – and wished he didn’t have to subtly lick the remnants of beer from his lips like he did then.

      ‘Kane, I’m working.’

      ‘New uniform?’ he asked, cocking his head to the side as he looked down at the black strappy heels that complimented her dress, the ties wrapping three times around her ankles. ‘I’d like to see you take down a vampire in those heels.’

      With a sigh she rested her hands on her hips. ‘Taking my weapons when I come to see you is one thing, right now you’re out of order. Give my gun back and you can have it later.’

      ‘Thanks for your permission.’

      ‘I’m serious, Kane.’

      He tilted his head to the side again as he traced the rim of his bottle up her outer thigh, following its path with his gaze as it lifted the hem of her dress. ‘And playing hard to get by the seems of it.’

      She took a step back and held out her hand. ‘Now, Kane.’

      He caught hold of her wrist, placed his bottle on the shelf behind and tugged her astride him.

      She knew it was pointless fighting him; pointless evoking conflict she didn’t want.

      ‘You’d rather be out there than in here?’ he asked, his hands sliding up her outer thighs beneath her dress to grasp her behind and ease her tighter against him.

      Her heart skipped a beat as she felt his hardness against her sex, as she looked back into his steady gaze. ‘I need to be out there.’

      ‘So this isn’t a ploy?’

      She raised her eyebrows. ‘A ploy?’

      ‘I’ve seen you in that dress before.’

      The shock of his revelation threw her off guard, because there was only one place she had ever worn it.

      ‘The New Year party at the TSCD HQ,’ he said, reaching for his drink again, one hand remaining holding her hip. ‘It was the only year I’d ever seen you there.’

      Her pulse raced as she tried to get one step ahead as to why he would even mention it. ‘You saw?’

      He knocked back a mouthful before resting his elbow on the back of the seat. ‘Call it a ritual. I used to observe from the rooftop opposite, watching everyone mindlessly celebrate their year’s achievements at keeping us third species in our place. It was an annual reminder of what I was planning to do. Then that night, you turned up in a taxi right outside. I had to look twice; I barely recognised you. I resolved someone’s luck was in that night.’ He tilted his head to the side slightly as his gaze skimmed her bare shoulders, her collarbone, the upward curve of her breasts beneath the bodice of her dress.

      ‘But you got halfway up the steps,’ he added, ‘and then you stopped. I thought at first that you might have sensed you were being watched. I remember moving a little closer to the edge of the building, daring you to look up and see me. But then I realised your nerve had gone. It was my first glimpse of the woman beneath the agent. The agent was always so in control, so focused so confident. But it was as if out of your jeans and a shirt, you were someone else – nothing more than a vulnerable, fragile girl who had the gall to go after me, to think you could hunt me down.’

      Her jaw tightened. It always had been and always would be the bone of contention with her: the ready assumptions in her male-dominated profession.

      Kane had made the most of teasing her about it that first time he’d pinned her to the wall in the corridor, letting her know he had overheard their whispers; letting her think he was of the same ilk in order to gauge an emotional response from her and make her drop that cool, calm and collected professional sheen.

      She hadn’t.

      And now, for some reason, he was playing that game again.

      ‘Back then, another three years seemed too long to wait when you were right there on that lonely, dark street,’ he added, running the lip of his bottle down her cleavage, the coolness of the glass making her breath hitch before it reached fabric, ‘all your comrades within screaming distance. I knew I could have been down there in minutes. It could have all been over in a couple of hours.’ He knocked back another mouthful before holding the bottle loose in his hand as he rested both elbows back on the shelf behind him. ‘So what’s the dress about tonight, Caitlin, as you turn up in my territory, armed and with back-up?’

      His paranoia scraped through her, irritating her that it made her feel uneasy. But out of sheer awkwardness of the intensity he had created, out of hoping he was winding her up, she smiled.

      She waited for him to smile back.

      He didn’t.

      This was Kane back in his king-of-the-east role. And she didn’t like it. In light of what had happened between them that afternoon, in light of her interview with Meghan, she didn’t like it at all.

      She shook her head slightly and glanced at the curtain to break momentarily from the tension, knowing only too well she was not getting beyond without his agreement.

      She looked back into his eyes.

      Because she had no intention of backing down by attempting to move.

      ‘So first I’m deceitful and disloyal,’ she said, ‘and now I’m stupid enough to walk in here armed with back-up in your territory where I know you have eyes everywhere? Or maybe you think this is a double-bluff? Is that how your paranoia works?’

      A hint of a smile returned to his eyes. ‘And as if I’m stupid enough to have hung around if I believed any of that.’

      ‘Then stop with the mind games, Kane. You asked me for help earlier – is this how you think you’re going to get it?’

      ‘I also asked you to keep those pouches on you at all times.’ He lifted the bottle to his lips. ‘Didn’t I?’

      The hint of his protectiveness hit deep, it making it harder for her to stay annoyed at his accusation – playful or not. And the opportunity not to make the most of it was too great. She reached for the bottle, taking it from his hand. ‘Why? Just how real is the threat out there, Kane?’

      ‘Are you asking in your official or unofficial capacity?’

      ‘You want information from me, I want information from you.’

      His raised his eyebrows slightly. ‘Are you here to trade, Parish?’

      Her heart skipped a beat at that playfulness intensifying behind his eyes. But it was a playfulness laced with a risk on her part – exposing that she was just as much there in her role as herself.

      But right then he looked like he could take it. And right then something deeper and darker was coiling in the pit of her abdomen as she felt the pressure against her sex, lingered on the intensity in his eyes, reminded herself of the attraction of the danger he exuded.

      ‘Too right I am.’

      He licked his incisor behind his smile. ‘Once an agent, always an agent.’

      ‘Once a vampire, always a vampire.’

      ‘Master vampire,’ he reminded her as he removed the bottle from her hand, chucking it aside. He slid both hands back up her thighs. His gaze brushed her throat, her shoulder, down to her ankle locked against his thigh as she remained on her haunches astride him. ‘Go on then,’ he said, his gaze snapping back to hers. ‘Trade.’
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      That minor flare in her eyes was as addictive as the heat of her flesh beneath his cool hands – the fact she was willing to play along. Because it had to stay playful. He had to play this one very carefully. And that started with suppressing his frustration that there was something in it for her, her intention to bargain far from a game.

      ‘You go first,’ she said, clearly intending to take control. ‘What’s going on out there, Kane?’

      ‘It doesn’t work like that. I asked for something first. Dates and times, Caitlin.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘And I’ll tell you what’s happening out there.’

      Once he’d worked out what low-risk fragment of information he could share.

      ‘Just like that?’

      He slid his hands into her knickers to cup her bare behind, to press her harder against his erection. Because the blood had rushed instantly to his groin the second he’d touched her, not helped by the sight of those bare shoulders, the dress that flattered her so perfectly, those slender and shapely legs looking silky smooth, the heels she wore emphasizing their length, their femininity. And there, beneath the crisscross laces that wrapped around her ankles and lower calves, was the ankle bracelet.

      The bracelet that had made her his.

      Seemingly the days had long passed since shadow readers simply did as they were told for their masters.

      ‘Unless you’re planning to get the information out of me another way?’ he remarked. ‘Trading with something else?’

      ‘Like what?’ she asked, her calm tone and faultlessly steady gaze not reflecting the increase in her pulse.

      She was toying with him.

      She was daring to toy with him.

      Because her eyes told him she knew exactly what he meant.

      She tilted her head to the side slightly. ‘Are you suggesting I offer you sex in exchange for information, Kane?’

      For once he struggled to read her. Either she was willing to play or he was about to get an almighty slap. He wasn’t entirely sure which was going to eventually result in more pleasure.

      He caressed the firmness of her behind with the equally firm massage of his thumbs. ‘Are you offering sex in exchange for information?’

      ‘You think I’d be willing to do that?’

      He could hear her heart pounding. As he looked at her throat, he could see the subtle throb of her pulse beneath her fragile skin. Tracing from her collarbone to the upper curves of her breasts, her breathing had enticingly picked up a notch. He glanced at her lips – her warm, soft, tender lips that he was seconds away from grazing with his own.

      He looked back into her eyes, which were anything but reluctant.

      Gliding his fingertips up her spine, up to the nape of her neck, he gently coiled his fingers into a fistful of hair, his lips inches from hers. ‘You come into my territory with the intention of trading with me, a beautiful woman like you, do you not think I’d have every intention of persuading you?’

      ‘Seducing me? Or coercing me?’

      ‘Depends on my mood.’

      ‘And what’s your mood right now, Kane?’

      ‘Impatient,’ he said. He tightened his grip on her hair, slid his other hand between her legs from behind, heard her breath hitch as his fingers found her sex.

      Her heat, her wetness coating his fingers, the glazing of her eyes, the parting of her mouth as he met her gaze incited that impatience further.

      She slammed one hand to his chest, her fingers clawing his T-shirt, her other hand clutching the seat behind him.

      ‘I reckon we can negotiate,’ he said against her ear, purposefully wasting no time in finding her clit, loving the way her body instantly shuddered, her eyes closing, her breath snagging.

      But instead of being impassive, she slid her hand from his shirt to his throat to press his head back against the wall behind. ‘You reckon?’ she asked breathily, her eyes hooded as they gazed down into his.

      Her attempt at a dominant move sparked his basic vampire instincts. He grabbed her wrist that held him, pressing it behind her back as he simultaneously spread his thighs, spreading hers with them. He eased his middle finger inside her, relishing in her flawless smoothness, her wet heat.

      She arched her back a little, exposing her neck to him in an act that was dangerously tempting as he locked on her throbbing artery.

      He sat upright, pressing his chest to hers. He let go of her wrist to grip the back of her neck, his lips then inches from hers as he pushed his finger deeper. ‘Oh yeah,’ he said. ‘I reckon.’

      He could feel her thighs trembling against his as his lips caressed her collarbone and back up her neck, the taste of her consuming every other sense.

      ‘The latest theory is that you’re still coming for the TSCD,’ she said against his ear. ‘That you never intended it to end with the soul ripper. That maybe that was a ploy.’

      His lips curled into a smile at the partial accuracy. ‘Is that right?’

      ‘I don’t know, Kane,’ she said, breathily. ‘Is it?’

      ‘So you’ve come for information and to bargain.’ He slid his tongue up her neck before nipping her earlobe. ‘Dangerous. And are you fucking me to get close to me, Caitlin? Are you planning to help Sirius get what he wants?’

      She tensed. ‘Is that truly what you believe?’

      ‘You’re not giving me an answer.’

      ‘Because I don’t want to believe it’s a serious question.’

      ‘It’s a serious question, Caitlin,’ he said, meeting her gaze.

      ‘You never give me straight answers, Kane,’ she said defiantly, holding her ground in a way that incited those vampires instincts further. How he didn’t slam her onto her back on the seat, he had no idea. ‘It works both ways.’

      ‘Then ask me a question,’ he said.

      ‘Are you using me?’

      It was still there – that small element of distrust that remained their biggest weakness, their greatest threat. He could feel her holding her breath. And he let the sensation linger.

      He frowned theatrically. ‘Apart from for sex, do you mean?’

      She exhaled sharply, her eyes narrowing defensively. ‘Like earlier?’

      ‘You know that’s not what it was about.’

      ‘But straight after you asked me to provide you with information to aid a suspect.’

      ‘And do you not think if I wanted those dates and times I couldn’t force them out of you? I know they’re all up there in your head. Now undo me,’ he said, his breath mingling with hers again.

      The feel of her warm, soft fingers beneath his T-shirt fumbling with the top button of his jeans intensified his ache.

      Releasing her neck, he loosened the side-zip on her bodice as she unfastened the last of his buttons.

      Glancing back into her eyes only briefly, he cupped his hand over her breast relishing in the hardness of her nipple already pressing through the lace of her strapless bra. He brushed it with her thumb, loving the way her lips parted – lips that had taken him that afternoon with a willingness that even now made his freed erection jolt.

      He thumbed her bra cup down, used his fingers still pressed against her sex to lift her to her knees to take her exposed breast in his mouth.

      Caitlin gasped off the back of a whispered curse, one hand gripping his upper arm, the other the back of his head, her nails digging deep as he rolled his tongue over her hard nipple, the shudder of her flesh escalating his impatience, his hunger for her.

      Feeling her hand fall from his neck to wrap around his erection, it was all the reinforcement he needed to widen his mouth over her breast, his tongue circling her nipple in one smooth rotation before sucking hard enough to make her gasp.

      And she squeezed him. She squeezed his base in equal retaliation, making him smile.

      ‘You’re getting brave,’ he remarked, briefly meeting her gaze, his hand sliding to the back of her neck again, using the other still between her legs to ease her knickers aside from behind.

      She glanced at the curtain before looking back at him.

      ‘No one will come in,’ he said.

      She subtly wetted her lips before looking back at him.

      ‘I promise,’ he added.

      ‘You promised to remove my blindfold if I didn’t like it. Then you gagged me so I wouldn’t have the chance.’

      He smiled. ‘Then we’d better do this before you change your mind.’

      Kane clutched her behind, digging his fingers deep into her flesh as he eased into her.

      She didn’t struggle, and he was glad of it. Because all he could focus on was her tight heat clenching him, sending ripples through every inch that longed to feel the rest of her, to bury deep inside her.

      He slid his hands up under her dress to grab her waist. He looked from her breathless lips, to her eyes. Eyes that locked on his. Eyes that he should never have allowed to penetrate so deep.

      She lowered her head, and he was grateful for it. Grateful of what might have slipped from his lips otherwise as he was reminded again of how it felt to be that close to her, to feel that connection he had never felt with any other.

      And it was forged even deeper as she seemed to be trying to lower her resistance, to relax into him, allowing him to push another couple of inches inside her.

      Using both hands she clutched the seat behind each of his shoulders.

      Coupled with her body relenting to him, her groan was intoxicating, sublime.

      He coiled one hand around her neck again, the other still on her waist. He could feel her shiver. He could feel the light coating of her perspiration beneath his palms.

      ‘All the way,’ he said against her ear. ‘Take me deep.’

      She lifted her head and looked back at him as she took him another inch, her bottom lip trembling, her eyes glazing.

      He cupped her neck with both hands.

      ‘All the way,’ he commanded, his breath mingling with hers, the tightness squeezing his erection making his groin ache with the desire to start thrusting.

      She lowered another inch and then another until finally she sighed as she took him fully into her, her head falling forward to his shoulder.

      The relief of it was immense – as much for him as he could feel it was for her. The scent of her, the sound of her ragged breaths, the heat of her flesh against his thighs through his jeans, the softness of the hair he grasped in his hand, the silken feel of her sex clenching his erection as he buried it to her hilt, only incited him further.

      He tugged her dress down fully, her bra with it, exposing her to him, his gaze locked on her breasts as he thrust.

      She clutched his shirt at his chest as he tucked his hands under her dress again, back into her knickers, grabbing the bare flesh of her behind. He squeezed as he thrust harder, her gasps heavy, erratic.

      But his need was too great.

      His need to have total control.

      His need to avoid the compulsion to look in her eyes knowing there was a part of him that, for the greater good of Blackthorn, was using her.
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      She was so lost in her pending orgasm that Kane’s withdrawal came as a shock.

      He moved her off him with ease, but he was behind her a second later, placing the flat of her palms to the wall as he guided her from her haunches to kneel upright, the front of her thighs pressed against the seat where his back had been.

      He slid his hand along her upper arm, along her shoulder, caressing her shoulder blade with his thumb before sliding it up the back of her neck. He brushed her hair aside and forward over her shoulder, before he ran his hand over the upper curves of her breasts and back along her collarbone, reminding her of the first time he’d touched her back during those initial few hours they’d spent together in his den.

      She felt his soft, delicate cool kisses down the nape of her neck, along her shoulder and back along her bare back, the sensation ripping upwards through her body at his tenderness, her sex burning with pleasure. Light-headedness took over as if she was trapped in a dream she was about to break from at any point. His caressing kisses interchanging with gentle, taunting bites entrancing, his licks as his breath brushed her flesh causing her to flex her fingers against the wall.

      Sliding her hands together above her head, pinning them there with one of his, he bunched up the back of her dress with the other, exposing her lace underwear to him.

      ‘Spread your thighs,’ he said.

      She felt him ease her knickers aside again, the caress of his fingers as he did so making her gasp quietly. But not as much as when she felt his hardness nudge into her again.

      His hand tightened on her wrists, his other hand on her hip as he eased back inside her, his penetration dangerously and purposefully slow with each withdrawal and new thrust.

      The renewed feeling of him back inside her igniting every nerve ending, Caitlin tried to calm her breathing. But as he filled her, every time still felt like the first time.

      ‘Keep your hands on the wall,’ he said before she felt both his hands cusp the backs of her thighs right beneath the curve of her behind, Kane forcing her rounded flesh upwards with the pressure.

      As she felt his thumbs in the cleft either side of her sex, she pressed her forehead to the wall, the depth of his penetration making her light headed, making her dizzy.

      He thrust harder, freed one thigh to clutch her breast, his thumb brushing and then working her nipple with meticulous pressure as the rest of his hand squeezed her tender flesh.

      She arched her back against him, her hand reaching back to grab the bare flesh of his behind, Caitlin digging her nails deep as with the other she grabbed the hair at the nape of his neck.

      The bliss of her pending orgasm was agony, her fingers and the soles of her feet becoming numb.

      She could have told him the dates and times there and then. She would have told him anything there and then.

      She felt a tear trickle from her eye as she realised she’d do anything for him.

      She parted her lips, wanting to tell him that he could trust her.

      That he could trust her with his life.

      She slammed her hand back against the wall as he grinded harder against her, her orgasm building, knowing from his breaths against her ear that he was getting close too. Because it was so easy to find their rhythm, as if they had now perfected it.

      And this was the reminder amidst all the scrutiny back at the headquarters. This was exactly why she had given herself to Kane. Because in those moments, it was all that mattered – her and Kane.

      As she felt his lips parted against her neck, his incisors partially exposed, she knew a feed in a public place was more taboo than what they were doing right then. She knew any sign of marks on her neck and the VCU would be all over her.

      But she wanted that taboo.

      She wanted to show him he mattered enough for her not to care about the consequences.

      She tilted her head to the side to expose her neck to him, wanting to feel the freedom, the abandonment. She wanted to…

      She glanced up at the screen.

      Her heart skipped a beat.

      ‘Shit,’ she hissed as she instantly stilled.

      ‘They won’t get near here,’ he said, his teeth nipping her ear.

      He’d obviously seen them too. He’d seen Meghan closing in on them in the far left-hand corner of the enlarged image. Flashing her badge, she was clearly looking for her.

      Caitlin instantly tried to wriggle free, but Kane’s grip on her hip tightened.

      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

      ‘Kane…’

      ‘I told you: they won’t get anywhere near here.’

      ‘You don’t know that.’

      ‘You never did. I’ve been playing this game a long time, remember?’ he said, his mouth still close to her ear.

      But even as Kane’s lips caressed her neck, the tension coursed right through her body.

      ‘Please,’ she said. ‘I can’t do this. If they find us like this… please, Kane.’

      Suddenly, waiting to see if he would cross the line was the furthest thing from game play. Because she knew then that if he didn’t stop, he would lose any semblance of trust she had left, any semblance of respect for him.

      And there was no coming back from that.

      She held her breath as she waited for him to make his decision.

      As she heard his reluctant sigh, as she felt him gently withdraw, the relief pooled inside her amidst her own frustration at having to stop.

      She hurriedly pulled her bra back into position, and semi-zipped up her dress. By the time she turned around, he’d refastened a couple of buttons on his jeans and had snatched up his jacket.

      He caught hold of her hand, leading her across the room. He slid his hand down the back of the seat in the far corner of the room, pushed the seat inwards, a hidden doorway giving behind it.

      ‘You are kidding me,’ she said.

      She knew she shouldn’t have been surprised. She shouldn’t have been the slightest bit surprised as they entered the secret makeshift, plywood tunnel before.

      She looked down the three-foot-wide, twenty-five foot long tunnel as he shoved the door closed behind them. ‘Is there seriously nowhere in Blackthorn where you– ’

      He spun her around and pressed her face-first against the wall not unlike he had the first time.

      Her palms instantly flattened against the plywood, her breath catching in her throat. And she was instantly back there – back there in that corridor like the first time, his body pressed against hers, her team no distance away.

      He scraped her hair back over her shoulder, ran the back of his hand down her neck, her shoulder, down to her waist, not unlike he’d done with the gun back then. Except, this time, he used his fingers to tease the waistband of her knickers as he tucked his hand back up under the hem of her dress.

      ‘Feels like a long time ago now,’ he said, as he looped his thumb around the band. ‘Do you remember how it felt from the outset? Like it was just you and me? How it didn’t matter that they were closing in on us?’

      ‘How could I forget?’

      Because she’d never forget that moment. She’d never forget how many times she’d replayed it in her head.

      ‘I knew from the minute I pinned you to that wall that the spark was there. It took so much control to hold back from seeing just how far you would let me go.’

      Her nails clawed the wall before he rested his palm over her one hand, interlacing their fingers. She wetted the inside of her mouth. It was something she had always wanted to know: ‘How far would you have gone?’

      ‘The way you were responding to me? If time hadn’t been so short? I think you would have had an awakening that night, shadow reader.’

      ‘How about one tonight, instead?’ she suggested breathily. ‘Show me what you would have done, Kane – how far you would have gone had I not resisted.’

      This time, there was no playful stroke along the band of her underwear. This time, he tore her knickers off of her. She felt him tug his jeans open.

      Pushing both hands together above her head, leaving no gap between her and the wall, there was no slow penetration, no need to build to the moment. It was hard, it was deep, and it was exquisite.

      Caitlin cried out against the wall, knowing no one could hear her over the noise of the club beyond, her gasps reverberating back against her.

      And he withdrew only to turn her around to face him, to clutch her rib cage as he pinned her back to the wall, his thumbs beneath the under-curves of her breasts. Lips inches from hers, he brushed his thumbs over her nipples through her dress, through her bra, before he grabbed her upper arms, then her behind, lifting her. Caitlin instantly locked her thighs around his waist as he slammed her against the wall, entering her again.

      He lowered his mouth to the upper curves of her breasts with a hunger that had her grasping the back of his head to keep him against her, relishing in his primal consumption.

      Holding her by her elbows, he kept her trapped there, her thighs spread around his hips, her heels flat against the wall opposite as he met her gaze, as he thrust deeper, his lips less than an inch from hers, their panting intermingling. The ache deep inside her became overwhelming, his ferocity telling her he was getting closer to the edge sooner than he wanted to.

      ‘Kane…’

      But he was unreachable, silent apart from his breathing reaching almost human rates.

      His detachment only adding to it, she could feel the telling sensation working up her legs, her abdomen clenching, losing herself as her body’s needs took over.

      She could think only of the pulses reverberating deep in her sex, the depth and thickness of him inside her. Holding her tight enough to bruise her, he came hard.

      She cried out, her groans echoing down the narrow passage as Kane erupted inside her, coming as powerfully fast as she was.

      She slumped breathlessly against the wall, Kane against her, his stance the only thing keeping her from collapsing to the floor.
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      Caitlin adjusted her dress and drew her knees to her chest as she rested her head back against the partition wall.

      Beyond the door, a scream of laughter made her flinch. Then there was nothing.

      Sat beside her, Kane had pulled his jeans back into position. The knee furthest away from her bent, his forearm resting on it, he stared at the wall opposite.

      If she could have reached for his wrist, for his pulse, or placed her palm over his slow-beating heart and shadow read him right then, she would have.

      ‘I had that interview with Yale earlier. Apparently I have some kind of Stockholm-type empathy with you,’ she declared.

      He rested his head back and raised his booted foot against the wall opposite. ‘Someone gets paid to come up with that shit?’

      She knew if she didn’t confess to it then, she never would. ‘What you said about me hesitating going in to the party, it wasn’t solely nerves that stopped me – it was the last place I wanted to be. I had a pile of paperwork on my desk all about you. Since five o’clock that morning I’d been reading report after report, and I couldn’t get you out of my head. Even as I got dressed to go out, I was thinking of you. Even when I was buying this dress, I wondered what you’d think if you saw me in it. Although it was three years away, I was already counting down the months I had left until that thing came from me. When I called that taxi to take me home, I thought about telling it to take me to the border of Blackthorn instead. I thought about walking into one of the clubs where I knew you hung around, a club just like this one. And my choice was nothing to do with the soul ripper; it was nothing to do with catching you – it was about me. It was about what I wanted. And I wanted you. I’ve always wanted you.’

      She looked across at him as he kept his attention on the wall ahead, his expression unreadable.

      ‘There is someone under the uniform, Kane. You’ve spent two weeks with her and she hasn’t gone anywhere. And I know that because I spent this afternoon being brutally quizzed about what went on between us and trust me when I say when it comes from someone else’s mouth, it doesn’t look good for you. But there’s still a big enough part of me that knows there is a part of you that is trying to do the right thing.’

      Amidst his sustained silence, his jaw tightened.

      ‘I’ve got your back, Kane. I’ve got your back more than you know. In that porch, I told you you’d be okay with me and I meant it.’ She rubbed her thumb across her knuckles, her heart pounding painfully, but knew she needed to come out with it. ‘But I can’t keep doing this.’

      Finally his gaze met hers, a frown furrowing his brow.

      ‘When it was just about the sex, I could handle it,’ she continued. ‘But it’s more than that for me now. I’ve been upfront with you about that, whether you believe me or not. I can’t do this without trust though, Kane. I cannot have you see me as someone capable of deceiving you, of being disloyal, of betraying you. That’s not who I am. It’s not who I’ve ever been.’

      ‘Did you come here tonight intending to give me what I asked for?’

      ‘I need to know more, Kane. I have to know I’m not making a mistake.’

      ‘Which is what the trade was about.’

      ‘You can’t blame me, Kane.’

      Met with his silence, the unease in her chest intensified. It should have come naturally after what they’d just shared yet again, but it had changed nothing. It had changed nothing for him at least.

      And she wasn’t going to do it. She wasn’t going to give more of herself than he was willing to reciprocate, whatever his reasons. Not after that.

      ‘Then I need to get back in there.’ She moved to stand, frightened what it would mean if he let her. ‘I’ll face a barrage of questions tomorrow if I don’t. If you could get whoever took my bag …’

      His hand was instantly on hers.

      He didn’t meet her gaze, but he interlaced his fingers with hers.

      And Caitlin stilled.

      ‘You’re my addiction, Caitlin, keeping me sane at the same time as driving me crazy.’ His eyes met hers again with an intensity that took her breath away, the walls around them melting away and, with it, any sense of the world beyond. ‘I keep taking you to my bed, making you a bigger and bigger part of me when I promised myself that I would never again let anyone close, that I wouldn’t care that much again, that I would never risk let happening to anyone else what happened to Arana. That’s how I feel. I might be rough with you at times, I might be blunt and coarse, but I am real when I’m with you. And I like that feeling. But I can’t make you promises, Caitlin, other than for any time we’ve got together I’ll make you feel as alive as I can. I’ll make your pulse race and your heart beat so fast that it hurts. And it works both ways. That’s how it is.’

      She let his words be absorbed deep into her system, the sincerity of his eyes, his tone, as he said it. ‘But we’re nothing without trust, Kane – without faith in each other. Because we have moments like what just happened and then afterwards nothing changes. It’s not enough. I’ve tried to convince myself it is, but it’s not. It’s stalemate – and I don’t know what else to do about it.’

      She waited in the silence for him to offer her the solution.

      But nothing came from his lips.

      Caitlin freed her hand from his grip. To her heart-wrenching disappointment, he let her.

      She’d told him she wasn’t going to fight if it wasn’t what he wanted. She needed to stand by that. For her own self-respect, she needed him to do the chasing for once.

      And she needed out of there before her tears stopped snagging in the back of her throat.

      She turned her back on him, and took what felt like the longest walk of her life to the door at the far end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          16

        

      

    

    
      ‘Caitlin, wait!’

      She was less than ten feet from the end of the alley by the time he joined her.

      She turned to face him from six feet away, the disappointment of his reluctance still lingering in her eyes. Accompanying it, frustratingly, there was still that unmistakable look of Caitlin digging her heels in.

      He sent a wary glance to the alley opening behind her, knowing he needed to stay vigilant to the agents lurking around the area.

      ‘Not here,’ he said, cocking his head towards the far end of the alley, the dark end, where they wouldn’t be spotted.

      He could lead her away from them. He could keep her talking. He could lead her too far away to justify her walking back. He could take her somewhere for the night as he continued to work on her. Because she wasn’t going to give him anything right then, not unless he gave her something back.

      But it was about more than keeping her on side for what he needed, for the time pressures around getting that information. A bigger part of him wasn’t willing to allow her to turn her back on him.

      ‘What for?’ she asked.

      ‘We’ll talk.’

      ‘You’ll tell me everything?’

      He cast another wary glance towards the alley opening before looking her square in the eyes again. He closed the gap by a couple of feet, the dense cloudy sky holding back the moonlight so they were both primarily in shadow. ‘You’re completely unarmed,’ he reminded her. ‘You’re smarter than this.’

      ‘If you were that worried, you’d give me my gun back.’

      ‘You don’t need it while you’re with me.’

      ‘If I’m with you.’

      ‘Don’t make me put you over my shoulder, Caitlin.’

      She raised her eyebrows slightly.

      If it could have gained anything, he would have done so regardless. Instead, he stepped side-on to her, his hand held out in the direction of the depths of the alley behind. ‘I’m asking nicely.’

      Arms folded in defiance, she held his gaze. But she didn’t move.

      He glanced once more at the alley opening. ‘When I told you Caleb is innocent of those murders, I wasn’t lying to you,’ he said, looking back at her, lowered his voice even more. ‘The vigilante group that are rumoured to be responsible – someone was pulling their strings. Someone who funded the operation to go after the Dehains.’

      Her frown deepened. She looked back at his hand still outheld.

      With a reluctant sigh, she followed.

      The back alley was dark, but the reemergence of the moon helped cast them both in a tepid grey light. Few ventured back there and he’d have enough warning if anyone did. He knew no one would overhear, but he still kept his voice low as he led her into the maze.

      ‘I’ve been given a name,’ he said. ‘Jarin. He’s a Higher Order vampire.’

      Her eyes flared. ‘You’re telling me that the Higher Order went after their own?’

      ‘Jarin and Caleb have history. Caleb’s older brother, Seth, once worked for Jarin as his bodyguard. To protect his own arse, Jarin accused Seth of negligence – had him thrown out. Disgraced him. Recently, Jarin became bethrothed to Feinith.’

      ‘Diplomat Feinith? The same one Xavier mentioned in the warehouse that night?’

      ‘Believe me, there’s only one Feinith. She’s been embroiled with Caleb for decades, in and outside of the bedroom. Jarin knows the rumours and he can’t have Feinith bedding Caleb if he’s to maintain his status with the Higher Order. He has every reason to want Caleb dead. But Jarin’s a coward, especially when it comes to Caleb. It doesn’t surprise me that he had someone else do his dirty work for him – and tried to clean up the mess when it went wrong.’

      ‘Jarin’s the one whose been killing off the vigilantes so Caleb doesn’t find out that he was behind the assassination?’

      ‘Too fucking right Jarin’s going to want to make sure he doesn’t find out.’

      ‘How do you know this?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter how I know it.’

      She stopped. ‘Why couldn’t you tell me this right at the beginning?’

      He turned to face her. ‘Because you would have overlooked the fact that the Higher Order are killing people simply because I told you to? I couldn’t risk it, Caitlin. Bringing Jarin in would open a whole can of worms that the Higher Order aren’t going to take too well to and I didn’t want you in the firing line. Besides, imagine what the effect will be on this district if word gets out to Blackthorn that the Higher Order are hiring humans to take out the likes of Caleb. And if Caleb got word of it, it would have been him going after Jarin personally. We’d have the anarchy Sirius wants. We’d give him a reason to invade, which is why I wouldn’t put it past Sirius to be in the equation somewhere. If you’d taken Jarin in you would have put Blackthorn at more risk than you can imagine.’

      She shook her head off the back of an unsteady sigh before looking back into his eyes again. ‘Kane, how can I help you if I don’t know things like this?’

      ‘I’m telling you now.’

      ‘So Caleb does know about Sirius’s threat?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And you are preparing a retaliation, aren’t you?’

      ‘I’m preparing to defend my territory, Caitlin.’

      ‘Is that why you won’t let me in on this? Are you worried I’ll warn the authorities?’

      ‘You asked me why I came here. Part of my job is to protect this place. Just like your job is the same.’

      She frowned. ‘The prophecy has always talked about an uprising.’ She hesitated for a moment, her eyes suddenly flashing with concern. ‘Kane, tell me it’s not you. Tell me you’re not this leader.’

      ‘It’s not me but I am doing what I can to stop Sirius.’

      ‘Then let us work together on this,’ she said, her hands reaching for his hips. ‘You have to let me in.’

      ‘And you’ll give me …’

      The tic-tics were subtle, too subtle for Caitlin to hear, but they echoed towards his sensitive ears deep from the darkness to his left.

      It had noticed them first, the revelatory sound prompting Kane to pick out its human-type form plastered perpendicular to the wall twenty-five feet away. From its pregnant-like convex stomach, it had already feasted – whatever victim it had found paralysed before being rolled into a ball, their bones crushed whilst still alive and fed directly into the abdominal cavity that would have opened like a toothless mouth.

      Now it was relishing in the digestion as its stomach acids went to work.

      But a stasher was always ready for another.

      Its greatest strength was not just in the physical but in its round, piercing red eyes in its mouthless face. Because once its victim looked into those eyes, that was when the paralysis began for which there was no cure. And they would be stashed in some crevice somewhere, waiting for its return.

      Blackthorn was its ideal playground for storing its human and third species victims. And cloaked in a pregnant form, it would attract more than enough attention in a district where pregnancies were rare and, as such, lucrative.

      The one advantage was that stashers were lone attackers and fiercely defensive of their territory – a territory that they had just walked right into in that dense dark alley.

      Caitlin frowned, searching Kane’s eyes as she waited for him to finish his sentence. But then she sensed something was wrong. Her eyes flared slightly. Her instincts kicked in for her to search the shadows behind but he clamped his hands on her neck, his thumbs on her jaw as he locked his gaze on hers.

      ‘Don’t move,’ he said softly.

      And he could only hope with every inch of him that Caitlin would listen.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Fourth species,’ he said.

      Her eyes flared again.

      His back ran cold, every instinct sparking. ‘Now twenty feet to your right and closing in. Don’t flinch,’ Kane said, his hands still clamped to her neck and jaw in case the urge overtook her. ‘Don’t look, just do as I say.’

      Because if she didn’t, he’d lost her.

      ‘Close your eyes,’ he said.

      He could see the panic, the need to look one of the most overpowering human instincts – to at least see the pending threat. She opened her mouth to protest.

      ‘Please, Caitlin,’ he said, his grip on her tightening. ‘If you look at it, it’ll paralyse you. Just trust me. I’ve got this.’

      Her could hear her pulse race, knew he had to say more.

      He knew what he was asking of her.

      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You did it on the bed this afternoon. Didn’t I tell you then nothing would touch you?’ He sent another anxious glance down the alley to the creature fifteen feet away and closing.

      To his surprise, she did as he asked.

      He kept the hand nearest the creature to her neck as he slowly moved the other. He reached into the inside of his jacket pocket, taking out the whisky flask. Only there was no whisky inside the container – just salt.

      The movement snagged the creature’s interest enough to make it move a little faster exactly as he’d anticipated, but he’d had no choice. He knew he’d need to be quick. It didn’t have to be an exact circle but the two ends needed to meet if he was to keep it out. Carefully he passed the flask around the back of her, the trail of salt hitting the floor.

      And the creature knew exactly what Kane was doing – and it lunged.

      Kane closed the circle with a split second to spare, dropping the canister just as the creature landed an inch from the barrier.

      Caitlin’s eyes flew open at the sound of the canister falling but Kane caught her jaw with both hands again.

      ‘Keep looking at me,’ Kane said, his gaze locked on hers. ‘Whatever you do, do not look at it. Right now it can’t touch us, but if you make eye-contact there’s nothing I can do.’

      ‘What the hell is it, Kane?’

      ‘It’s nicknamed a stasher. I’ll spare you the gory details.’

      Seeing it move around the corner of his eye and around the back of him, he could feel her trembling against him, her skin cold, shivering as much from the fear no doubt as the breeze that flowed down the wind tunnel of the alley nestled between back-to-back houses. Kane glanced down at the salt, pleading that it wouldn’t move.

      He gritted his jaw and scanned the shadows of the alley, looking for something he could use. He needed wood. Ash in the throat, its only vulnerable part, killed it outright. But with the chances of finding a convenient piece of ash pretty much impossible, the best he could hope for was to knock it senseless and then find something to decapitate it with.

      He glanced back down at the ring of salt as the creature circled slowly, trying to snag eye contact. Caitlin’s breaths had turned heavier now that she could see glimpses of it in the corner of her eye, now that she could feel it inches from her back. There was a tremor in her lower lip and in the hands that gripped the belt loop of his jeans.

      He rested his forehead against hers.

      She took a steadying breath. ‘Please tell me it’s going to get bored of circling.’

      ‘Only if it has a better offer.’

      He tightened his grip on Caitlin a little more as he caught a glimpse of its shallow nostrils flaring above its mouth-less leathery chin as it took in the scent of its prey.

      A flare that also meant it was starting to get impatient.

      And then there was laughter. From some distant alley, there were shouts, the kick of a bottle, a cheer.

      Its head twitched in the direction, sensing more than two victims to add to its stash.

      It stepped past them.

      ‘It’s going?’ Caitlin asked.

      He gave her a single nod.

      ‘We have to warn them,’ she said.

      He looked right to where the stasher was already disappearing around the corner. He looked back at Caitlin, back into her eyes. Her grip snapped from his belt loops to his forearms.

      ‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘Don’t you dare, Kane.’

      He could see deep in her eyes, from the tension in her jaw, from what he felt in her grip, it wasn’t fear of him leaving her there alone – she was worried about him.

      And he wasn’t sure how it made him feel.

      ‘I can’t have it loose,’ he said. He eased his arms away. ‘You stay in the circle. Do you understand me?’

      Her frown deepened.

      ‘Promise me,’ he said, gripping her jaw.

      There was a shroud of glossiness over her eyes.

      And if ever he’d doubted she cared, in that moment it was obliterated.

      Her hands tightened on his forearms, her reluctance to let him go as transparent as it echoing in her eyes. ‘Two are better than one. I can help.’

      ‘If you’re in the equation distracting me it could be fatal for us both,’ he insisted. ‘I know what I’m doing.’ He rested his forehead against hers. ‘Just don’t ever accuse me of dull dates.’

      He kissed her gently on the lips, and stepped out of the circle.

      He grabbed the length of wood from the pile of debris, checking its weight in its hand, the strength of the grip he could muster around its base. The couple of rusty nails that remained in it would give him added edge.

      He couldn’t look back at her; he had to focus on what lay ahead around the corner. And he had taken down bigger and worse than stashers in his time.

      As he stepped into the mouth of the alley, the stasher almost having reached the far end, it immediately sensed his presence.

      Potential prey was one thing, but a vampire stood right behind it, less than forty feet away, was temptation too much.

      It looked over its shoulder.

      Avoiding its direct gaze, Kane removed his jacket, letting it fall to the floor. He tightened his grip on the wood and swung it from hand to hand for effect, just to ensure he had its full attention, just to play with it, because it was about as welcome in his side of Blackthorn as any of the other fourth species who thought they were going to get a free pass into his territory.

      And if he failed, it would come back for Caitlin. And he wasn’t having that.

      It turned to face him fully.

      Its fingers uncoiled one after the other before flexing, revealing the nails several inches long that were exposed during combat.

      Its tic-tic returned at the sheer excitement of prey within its grasp.

      As it took a step towards him, Kane’s grip settled onto the wood he held. A swift close of his eyes and a steadying breath later, he opened his eyes in full battle mode.
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      Caitlin wasn’t just trembling; she was shaking. The cold had got into her bones, the fear deep into every nerve. Carried on the breeze, the full-fledged combat in the distance was her only assurance that Kane was alive. He was still having the hell beaten out of him though if the longevity of the fight was anything to go by, because the creature sure wasn’t going down easy.

      She fisted her hands by her sides as she stared at the salt-trail surrounding her before looking back towards the alley opening, towards the darkness.

      And she tried to be compliant. For the reason Kane had given her, she tried to stand there and do as he asked.

      But he should have known he was asking too much.

      Just as she knew there was no way she was staying cooped up safely when he was fighting for his life.

      She stepped out of the circle. She picked up the nearest stake of wood like he had, unfastened her sandals and kicked them aside, taking her chances amidst the debris as she marched to the corner of the alley.

      Despite the additional weight the creature held in its abdomen, it was still agile and fast, its nails slicing the air at Kane in retaliation to his blows.

      As the creature wrong-footed Kane, sending a blow to the back of his head before slamming him against the wall, her grip on the wood tightened.

      Her legs may have been leaden with fear, but the anger and adrenaline overwhelmed it. She’d been in enough situations she didn’t want to face. She’d been outnumbered more than once. And she’d been pinned to the bonnet of the car by a soul ripper.

      More than anything else, it looked like Kane needed a breather. There was no way she was letting that creature lay into him more than it already had.

      She closed in on them, Kane’s eyes only having a chance to meet hers for a second before Caitlin swung back and struck the creature hard and fast across the back of the head.

      The creature stumbled sideways, Kane subsequently falling onto the debris at his feet.

      Keeping her attention on the stasher, she swung again and again and again, hitting its left side then its right and then its left side again, reminding herself not to meet its gaze.

      As it failed to lose its balance, she relied more on her combat training, sending quick, powerful and nimble blows to its chest, its back, its legs.

      But her kick to its stomach caught her off guard, it having more give that she’d anticipated. Like catching someone in the mouth, the toothless void gave a little, her foot sinking into its mulchy interior, throwing her off balance.

      She hit the ground, struggled to yank her foot free of the crevice, but the stasher already had her other foot, dragging her towards it before falling on top of her.

      But Kane was there a second later, right behind it, the barbed wire wrapped around the stasher’s throat as he yanked it back off her with a shocking amount of strength.

      Caitlin scrambled back before struggling to her feet, catching her breath as Kane slammed his foot into the base of its spine, pinning it onto its bloated front.

      He jammed his other foot against the back of its shoulder as he fisted the wire around his hands before tugging back like some macabre sleigh ride.

      She didn’t know whether to be in awe or unnerved by what she saw, the sheer ferocity in Kane’s strength coupled with the coldness in his eyes stilling her for a second. But she struggled to her feet, ready should the creature fight back.

      It didn’t though, its hands just slammed against the concrete like a dominated wrestler begging for mercy. All the while Kane’s grip on the wire tightened, his biceps flexing into a solid mass of muscle under the strain, his jaw clenched, his body leaning back slightly as he showed no sign of mercy.

      Black blood poured from the creature onto the concrete as Kane grated through its skin until it cut clean through his throat to bone.

      Shifting his footing, one still on its shoulder but the other now on the back of its upper thigh, Kane reached down to clutch its torn throat. With one final yank, he ripped the skull along with part of the creature’s spine out through its back.

      And then he let go.

      He stumbled back just a touch.

      He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

      And his gaze met hers.
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      Kane led her up the stairs, those descending stopping and moving out of the way with curious glances, or plastering themselves against the wall to clear a path for them both.

      He pushed open the first door at the top, Caitlin following him inside.

      Unlike the dark and shady room he’d led her into last time, this room was beautiful in its original Georgian splendor. Her gaze was drawn immediately to the ornate mahogany four-poster that rested against the left hand wall, heavy red drapes trailing from the frame down behind the pillows in a blood-like waterfall. An outward-facing sofa sat at the foot of it, a winged-back chair offset against the bedside table on the nearside. A door to a bathroom lay in the distance.

      Kane grabbed the bottle of clear alcohol from the table and made his way into the bathroom.

      Caitlin stood at the threshold behind him, watching as he unbuttoned his torn and bloodied shirt, dropping it on the floor before standing in front of the mirror to examine his wounds.

      He’d taken a nasty laceration to his chest and shoulder, as well as the creature having caught him across the cheek.

      Grabbing a towel, Kane spilled a heavy dose of the alcohol onto it before washing it over his wounds.

      Seeing him flinch and grit his teeth reminded her of when she’d found him in Max’s cellar – tortured, wounded, refusing to reveal secrets about the soul ripper to them; refusing to be baited into giving them anything they wanted. More and more she saw the trait in him. It was in his very nature to go down fighting. And now he looked every bit the wounded warrior.

      He wasn’t going to be left with a scar, not having treated himself that quickly, but it wouldn’t have looked wrong on him, it wouldn’t have detracted one bit from who he was.

      She stepped in alongside him, turned so her behind was against the countertop. ‘This is what you do, isn’t it? Every day. Every night. You’re out there fighting monsters – real and metaphorical. You lied when you said you were here on vacation; but you didn’t lie when you said you wanted to protect this district.’

      He met her gaze briefly before he cast the towel aside.

      ‘Kane Malloy, the reluctant hero,’ she said.

      He turned on the tap and scooped up a mouthful of water before drying his mouth with the back of his hand.

      ‘Don’t try and romanticise it, Caitlin.’

      ‘But that is what you are: a hero.’

      ‘I’m anything but.’

      ‘A hero steps forward when others step back. You could have stepped back tonight. You could step back from all of this.’

      He met her gaze again.

      Caitlin slipped into the gap his step back had created.

      As their gazes locked, she reached out to run her hand down his bare chest, tracing her fingers with her gaze down the cobra tattoo over his heart, rising out of black smoke – an analogy she understood since knowing what had happened to his family.

      She ran her fingertips over his wounds.

      ‘And a hero, a real hero, doesn’t have shining armour. Only those who shy away from the battle can gleam. A real soldier, a real knight, their armour is battered, dented, damaged.’ She met his gaze. ‘They have bruises no one can see.’

      ‘You should know,’ he said, reaching up to gently rub his thumb across the graze on her jaw. ‘You could have stepped back tonight too.’

      She slid her fingers along the front of the waistband of his jeans. ‘And have lost you? Have had Blackthorn lose you? Fuck that.’

      He broke a hint of a smile.

      And it was a smile that confirmed it.

      She couldn’t remember a time when she ever wanted him more, when she wanted him with so few questions, so little reservation.

      She didn’t want to say anything else, and she didn’t want him to say anything else.

      Her mouth dry in anticipation, he looked back into his eyes as she wetted her lips. She lowered her head to lick his chest, just above his wound, feeling the alcohol sting her tongue, before doing the same to the wound on his shoulder, her hands sliding down his tensed arms, feeling every contour, every inch of solid, masculine strength.

      She placed feather-light kisses up his throat, Kane leaning his head back slightly to allow her to do so, to allow her to kiss up to his ear where she snagged his earlobe between her teeth, making him catch his breath in a way that only exacerbated the heat between her already damp inner-thighs.

      She slid off her dress, letting it fall to the floor before unfastening the top button of his jeans, slowly tugging another couple open.

      Tucking her hand inside his shorts, she coiled her palm around his cool erection, Kane instantly jolting in her hand in response. She kept it tender, a few light strokes as she relished in the feel of his silky hardness, her thumb gently caressing his tip as she lifted her lips to his, kissing him once, then twice.

      As desire laced his eyes enough to make her pulse race, she eased down onto her knees, the tiles buffered by her fallen dress.

      Heat rushed between her legs as she glided her hands up the softness of his low-slung jeans, feeling the strength beneath before she opened the rest of the buttons. Tugging them down to the floor, she did the same with his shorts.

      Glancing in the floor-length mirror behind, seeing him braced naked there as she knelt in front of him, the sword tattoo that ran the length of his spine exposed, she felt her own jolt of arousal. Arousal that escalated as she returned her attention to his rigid length.

      Wrapping her hand back around him, she guided him to his mouth. The clench of his thighs, the sharp intake of his breath as her lips closed over him only fuelled her desire for him more. His sigh was exquisite, the taste of his pre-cum intoxicating, the hitch in his breath enough to want her to take him deeper as she slid her hand up to clutch his behind.

      Wanting the same, he edged himself deeper into her mouth, entwining his fingers in the hair on the back of her head. And taking him deeper only intensified the sensation as she felt him pulsate in her mouth, his hand clenching on the back of her neck as he worked with her, guided her hand with his, showing her how to work him with her fingers as much as her mouth; showing her what he wanted and how, his firmness with himself more than she would have dared attempt.

      And the firmer his grip, the hungrier he became for her, the more controlling he became. She knew then that she may have started it, but Kane was going to finish it. He was going to remain in her mouth for as long as he chose to, and the prospect sent a spark to her deepest core.

      As she heard his breathing become more ragged, felt his tension as he braced himself, her thoughts were only of bringing him to the edge, wanting him to come in her mouth.

      But she almost fell back as he released her, and would have done had he not pulled her to her feet, pressed her bare behind back against the counter.

      Hands then cupping her jaw, he subtly licked his incisor behind slightly parted lips, his eyes still hooded with desire. But there was something more.

      As he closed his lips over hers, her heart skipped a beat. Because the kiss wasn’t so much hungry as tender. The clever workings of his lips, his teeth and his tongue all manipulating hers in perfect synchrony had her clutching the counter behind her for the passing moments. And as he flicked the clasp on the back of her strapless bra, as he tugged it away to leave no further barrier between them, his gentle cupping of her flesh had her sighing with pleasure. His cool mouth lowered to her breast, his tongue caressing her hardened nipple had her raking her nails down his back, down his hip, down his behind.

      And as he lifted her up onto the edge of the counter, her thighs parting around his without hesitation, she tugged him closer still so that there was no space between them, so that she could slide her hands down to clutch his bare behind fully, to feel its strength beneath her palms as his kiss deepened.

      She pressed her hand to his chest, encouraging him to stop, something he did despite his frown being laced with impatience.

      And it was that impatience that she liked more than anything.

      Right then, Kane wanted her. Kane really wanted her.

      She knew she was trembling, but this time it was nothing to do with anxiety and, from the heat emanating from her skin, it was nothing to do with cold.

      Without allowing herself to think about it, she eased back on the deep vanity unit so she was sat against the wall.

      Gracefully as she could, she drew up her legs to her chest, the heels an inch from the edge of the counter. And in a move more blatant than she had ever dared, her eyes still locked on Kane’s, she slid her legs open for him.

      There was a small flare in his eyes that was dangerously satisfying, eyes that snapped to between her parted thighs, that unashamedly lingered before meeting her gaze again. From the tension in his jaw, in his shoulders, she had got to him in a big way.

      And it was intoxicating.

      Her stomach clenched as he turned his head sideways slightly, giving him that predatory quality that only made her arousal soar. Because his eyes glistened with intent, his body as dangerously still and steady as his gaze.

      The prospect of what he might do next was as invigorating as being sat there fully exposed to him. And his patience, the torturous seconds that passed as he raked his gaze across her shoulders, down over her bare breasts, to between her legs again, added to the anticipation.

      ‘I love it when you tremble like that,’ he said.

      As he took himself in his hand, she bit back a breath. Just seeing his hand wrapped around his own erection sent her pulse racing, let alone the fact he was so relaxed, so unashamed as he tightened his grip, as he rhythmically stroked himself whilst taking in every inch of her down to her ankles.

      ‘I love hearing your heart race,’ he added. ‘When you can barely breathe.’

      When his eyes met hers again, her heart skipped a beat.

      ‘You’re beautiful, Caitlin,’ he said. ‘Everything about you is beautiful.’

      Her lips parted, but words failed her.

      Everything fell away as she saw only him, as she saw only the depths in his eyes.

      She barely noticed that his hands were then sliding up over her feet to grasp her ankles. He spread her legs even further before gliding his hands around the backs of her calves, the coolness, the tenderness of his caress causing her to press her head back against the wall, to close her eyes for just a second to relish in it.

      His kiss was slow, intimate, exploratory, indulgent as he licked the underside of her teeth before wrapping his tongue around hers, delving deep enough for her to press her head back further against the wall, to catch his upper arms, to dig her nails into solid muscle.

      Grasping her behind, he slid her towards him to ease her down onto her back. But from the look in his eyes, from the steadiness of his kiss, she knew it was going to be different this time.

      She arched her back just a little, balanced only by his firm grip on her behind, his thighs nestled between hers. And those eyes, the look in those deep navy eyes, could have held her in suspended animation for an eternity because she knew another connection had been forged. Something deeper was happening between them. She relaxed as he looped his arms beneath her spread thighs, raising her knees slightly with the position as he gripped the insides of her elbows, pinning them to the vanity unit.

      Right then, she knew she would have done anything for him. She would have let him do anything to her.

      As he eased into her just an inch, her skin prickled, a cold heat sweeping over her, the soreness from his rough penetration a couple of hours before eased only by how wet she was for him.

      The fact he was silent, the fact their gazes remained locked, only heightened the sensation. The fact his penetration was so mindfully slow eased his entry more as she adjusted to accommodate him again as he pushed deeper still until he finally entered her fully.

      She arched her back and snapped back a breath, knowing that nothing could ever feel better than his hardness buried deep inside her, that ultimate connection with him.

      With the male she loved.

      Deeply. Unforgivably.

      Withdrawing his mouth from hers, both hands then releasing her elbows to lock on her hips, she watched the expression in his eyes – the desire, the warmth – as he stood fully upright to watch his penetration. She traced down to his lips that were now parted, his incisors extending as he filled her again and again, his eyes as thick with intent as hers no doubt were too as he thrust deeper, harder, the tension building deep in the pit of her clenching abdomen.

      And as those eyes met hers again, she knew what he wanted, she knew what he needed, she knew what he was intending.

      Gently withdrawing, he carried her through to the bedroom, her thighs still wrapped around his as he lay her down on the covers.

      He met her gaze only once more, his incisors then fully extended, before he lowered his head to her inner thigh: the place no one would notice.

      She braced herself.

      He licked her slowly, letting the anesthetic take hold. But she still felt his incisors break deep into her sensitive flesh, only the sting being removed, but not the sensation.

      She reached down and clenched her nails in his short hair as he fed, spreading her legs further for him. And as his thumb simultaneously worked her sex, she shuddered, her hands balling into fists before she slammed them behind her head, gripping the covers until she lost all sensation. As he applied pressure to her clit, as his thumb then found the depths of her sex, she knew she was coming.

      And she came as he fed, as he kept feeding, as he kept her thighs parted around his shoulders, as his thumb worked something inside her that she didn’t even know existed, her light-headedness creating sparks behind her eyes.

      As he moved back on top of her, as he thrust back inside her in one sharp move, she reached up to clasp his neck, licked the taste of her blood from his lips. His bloodied lips that he lowered to hers, that hungrily consumed hers again as he drew from the energy of her orgasm as much as he had from her blood.

      And as those sparks behind her eyes exploded, sending her into a white chasm where she could no longer see anything. Finally, eventually, with a guttural masculine groan of sated pleasure, he climaxed inside her.
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      Caitlin didn’t know which part of her ached more as she soaped herself down in the shower, even the soft flow of the water making her skin tingle and the bite marks on her inner thigh sting.

      Kane rinsed off beside her, the soapsuds sliding down his sculpted abdomen, his behind, down his impressive length even in its depleting state.

      It felt so comfortable being there beside him, in a place that was neither his home nor hers. But anywhere with him now felt like home, like she belonged, like it was where she needed to be.

      As he rinsed the last of the soap from his eyes, he smiled as he caught her admiring linger; a smile that warmed her somewhere deep.

      ‘Are you perving on me again, Parish?’

      She smiled. ‘That’s what you get for having a lot to perve on.’

      His laugh was fleeting, deep, masculine. As he caught her lips in another kiss, she knew her smile had remained for the entirety of it.

      I love you, she almost said. I’ve always loved you, Kane Malloy.

      But as if sensing she was about to say something, Kane pulled away, stepping out of the shower.

      Now that the adrenaline had eased, now that she’d had a least a couple of hours sleep, all she could think about was what would have happened if she had lost him there in that alley, the pain of the prospect so great as to make her chest ache.

      Kane had been right to tell her it was about those moments. That whatever was inevitable was just that. And she wanted more of those moments, whatever the consequences. Any option of ever walking away was now gone.

      He tossed her a towel as she opened the door. She wrapped it around herself before stepping in front of the mirror, using the end of the oversized fabric to dry her hair.

      Her stomach flipped as Kane stepped in behind her. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he rested his temple against hers as he met her gaze in the mirror. The affection was so unnecessary, a fact that intensified it more. And as his gaze held hers, he didn’t have to say anything for her to know. She just did.

      He may not have confessed undying love, he may not have told her he loved her at all since their time in the porch, but she’d felt it in the way he’d held her in that circle. Just as, despite the overwhelming desire to look, she’d trusted him. More than anything, despite the creature circling inches away, she’d felt safe with Kane.

      She’d had total faith in him in a way she’d never had faith in anyone. But she’d always had faith in Kane – that’s what she’d come to realise. From the moment she’d known he was the only one who could help her defeat the soul ripper, she’d believed in him being capable of anything.

      And no one was going to change that.

      He kissed her tenderly on the temple. He gathered up his clothes and made his way back into the bedroom.

      She watched Kane’s reflection in the bedroom as he dressed himself.

      She refastened her bra and zipped up her dress, her mind made up.
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      Caitlin emerged from the bathroom, dressed again but her hair still damp about her shoulders.

      ‘I need to get home,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to be up in a few hours.’

      She held his gaze as if she was about to say something momentous and it burned deep inside him; something unnerving about the prospect.

      ‘Look me in the eye,’ she said, ‘and promise me once more that Caleb has nothing to do with those killings. That he’s completely innocent.’

      ‘He’s completely innocent of those killings, Caitlin.’

      She broke away to approach the table. Sitting down, she grabbed the notepad and pen.

      He realised a moment later what she was doing. He saw the times, the dates, the locations in one long list of eight, Caitlin recalling them as easily as he knew she would.

      Her leap of faith knotted his throat and made his heart ache. Her leap of faith as she no longer asked for anything in return.

      For now.

      ‘Don’t let me down, Kane,’ she said, holding her solemn gaze on his. ‘Please. I’m going to have to interview Caleb tomorrow, but I’ll hold on as long as I can. Make sure he has his alibis by then.’

      She brushed past him but he caught her hand.

      Now that he had what he needed, the temptation to keep her there was immense. He knew his hand had tightened as he played the prospect through his head. The temptation to lock her away where she would be as safe as he could make her overwhelmed him. With so many dens he had many options. With what was potentially crawling the streets, he almost could have done it whether she wanted him to or not – rewarding her leap of faith by taking the one thing she’d wanted to retain: her freedom.

      ‘Leave them,’ he said. ‘Leave the VCU, Caitlin.’

      Her gaze dropped. She shook her head before looking back into his eyes. ‘I can’t.’

      He wanted to push her away. Instead, he brushed her hair back from her face. He kissed her slowly, tenderly, her jaw in his hands, her lips willing.

      He saw to following her home, despite her reluctance. He saw to it personally despite returning her bag, her gun and knife to her. But she’d still left the pouches at home – something he warned her never to do again. The fact she didn’t look over her shoulder once told him how reassuring his presence was. She knew he had her back. That he had her back all the way to her apartment.

      He watched as her light went on.

      That was when it was at its most difficult: watching her go back home alone when all he wanted to do was pull her close, to have her warm body next to his through the night and when he awoke the next day again – something he had missed more than he wanted to admit to since her return to the VCU; one of the reasons why he hadn’t returned to his own bed in his haven at all. The whole place felt empty without her.

      The confirmation of her reluctance to leave the VCU was the perfect time to finish it and give his full attention to Blackthorn – especially now that he had what he wanted, what he needed.

      But she’d been right: this was far more than sex now; this was far more than mutual convenience. It wasn’t just love; this was different. This was something more intense. He’d known it the first time he’d gone out and felt that shot of excitement, of comfort, of returning not to his empty haven, but finding her there waiting; that very thing that had turned his base into his home again.

      He had to acknowledge it at least to himself: Caitlin Parish had got to him. The one who could do him more damage than any other was the one he had fallen for. He could feel it right in the pit of his gut: she had got into the darkest depths of him and had created a spark of light – something warm, something insuppressible.

      He wondered if he’d told her there and then that there was a way for them to be together, if the fears that forced her to keep a safe distance were unfounded, whether that would have changed things. But that was a secret far too sacred for someone still unwilling to relent.

      He had to move on.

      But addictions brought their own punishments.

      And addictions mixed with love were the most potent of all.

      Kane lit up his cigarette and exhaled a steady stream of smoke into the night air. He waited for her light to go out, waited a little while longer before stepping away and taking the long and solitary walk back to Blackthorn.
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      Caitlin shoved her way through the door to HQ and marched up the stairs two at a time, her boots switching from echoing down the extensive corridor to becoming silent as she burst through the next set of doors to reach carpet.

      Morgan had left her two messages on her home answering machine – one at five, less than half an hour after she’d got home, and one again at half six when she was probably deep in REM sleep. She never slept through calls, the exhaustion clearly having got to her more than she thought.

      When she’d got to the TSCD, to her office, she’d found four messages on her work mobile – messages that had escalated with impatience. None of them had told her what it was about. All of them told her to see him as soon as she got in. She had no doubt running out on Meghan was going to be top of the agenda let alone being late and having been non-contactable, but then she found a note on her desk: Conference Room B, written in Morgan’s handwriting.

      Conference Room B was only ever used for press conferences or emergency meetings. The prospect of either had her heart palpitating faster than knowing she was already knee-deep in it.

      She calmed her breathing before pushing open the side door to the already hushed room. She slid into the empty seat at the end of a row – six rows in total containing maybe thirty people. She didn’t recognise any sign of the press. This was an internal meeting – an emergency internal meeting.

      Morgan met her gaze from where he stood behind the stand, the screen on pause behind him.

      He didn’t need to sustain eye contact for her to know he was far from impressed.

      ‘… discovered yesterday in the back alleys near the east side of Blackthorn,’ he continued, already mid-flow with the attentive audience. On the screen behind him was stilled footage of the nilkim, as Kane had called it. ‘It was out of control within minutes. We lost two agents. Nine more were injured, three seriously. The only thing that prevented complete onslaught was the firing of a single arrow. The creature evaporated before it reached the alley opening.’

      ‘Evaporated?’

      ‘Vanished. What we don’t know was whether the disappearance is permanent or temporary.’

      There were a few mumbles as the audience talked amongst themselves.

      ‘Do you know who sent the arrow?’ an agent called out.

      Morgan briefly met Caitlin’s eyes in the crowd, Caitlin subconsciously rubbing the bite marks still tingling on her inner thigh, before he reverted his attention to the agent who had asked the question.

      ‘As yet, no,’ Morgan said. ‘What is relevant though is that trace substances were found on the arrowhead that we believe were integral in the creature vanishing. It’s integral because it demonstrated to us that it is possible to defeat these things if you know how. And therein lies our task ahead. Because what is of significant concern is that it wasn’t an isolated incident.’

      There were even more murmurs, a shuffling in seats to accompany it.

      ‘Another creature was found on the south side during the course of yesterday afternoon,’ Morgan declared.

      He flashed up the image on the screen.

      It lay on the ground – a rubbery, bug-like creature with hooked feet. Whoever had killed it had done so brutally, but it looked like it had been quite the battle.

      ‘There was also an incident less than half a mile from where this creature was found. Almost an entire con row was burned down. Witnesses are claiming there was an attack of child-like creatures. Over thirty bodies were found in the aftermath. Analysis will begin in due course.’

      ‘Is it happening anywhere else?’ another agent called out.

      ‘As far as we know, no,’ Morgan continued. ‘For some reason, this locale appears to be an epicentre for the activity. What has happened might have been it, but there’s a risk there could be more. Something is happening out there.’

      ‘The prophecy?’

      ‘At the moment, the aim is to keep panic to a minimum. All we know is that we were unequipped to deal with it. Our objective first and foremost is to find out what we can about these fourth species, gathering as much information as we can, with the aim of compiling a glossary of as many of these things as possible. More importantly, how to combat them.’

      ‘When we have no resources?’ a voice from the crowd called out. ‘No money?’

      ‘The Global Council was made aware of the situation early this morning. I met with our locale’s representative. Dr Sirius Throme has pledged whatever support we need to create this task force.’

      Caitlin’s heart pounded at the mention of his name – and Morgan having no idea of Sirius’s furtive, rancid plan.

      ‘I bet he has,’ another voice called out. ‘It’s surprising how the money can be found when there’s the possibility of something leaking across the borders. I wonder if he would be pledging funding if this was a crisis limited to Blackthorn or Lowtown?’

      ‘It’s not a crisis …’ Morgan insisted.

      ‘And where is this information going to come from anyway?’ yet another voice called out. ‘We’re the third species control division, not fourth. Up until you put this on the screen as far as any of us were concerned this fourth-dimension rumour was nothing but a fairytale.’

      ‘All eight registered interpreters from Midtown and Summerton are in the process of being brought to Conference Room A, as well as fifteen from our neighbouring locales. Their books are being temporarily confiscated to be gathered with the ones our libraries contain. We know for a fact that therein lie details of these fourth species and how to tackle them.’

      ‘What about the practising witches? Can they not be of use?’

      ‘If they haven’t started it in the first place,’ another muttered. ‘After banishing them to Blackthorn, I hardly think they’re going to be voluntarily saving our arses.’

      ‘We don’t need them as yet,’ Morgan cut in. ‘Just as we need word to leak out even less as to what we’re doing. As a result, Conference Room A will be manned twenty-four hours a day until we get all the intel we need. Once we have our glossary together, the task force will become equipped and operational.’

      ‘Consisting of who?’

      ‘A selection of our VCU, LCU and DCU agents will be transferred to support the Unidentified Species Unit. We will have to use our CEOs to help pick up the slack.’

      The mutters turned to grumbles.

      ‘And what about the day-to-day management of Blackthorn and Lowtown?’ This time the agent stood up as he called out. ‘We’re already thin on the ground out there. You’re putting those left out there on the streets at even more risk.’

      ‘Which is why we will pull on our Curfew Enforcement Unit and extend their hours. As I have said, this might have been a freak incident that will come to nothing more. This is merely an initial course of action – a safeguarding. Now that we know the fourth dimension exists, it’s the perfect time to act should this ever occur again. In the meantime, what we don’t need is chaos. We certainly don’t need any further lack of faith in our system at this time. I’ll have another update in a few hours.’

      How he avoided looking in her direction, Caitlin didn’t know.

      As Morgan closed the conference to a hum of voices, Caitlin followed his directed nod to accompany him into the side-office.

      She closed the door behind herself as she followed him inside.

      ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you,’ he said. ‘And you’re late.’

      ‘I overslept, I’m sorry.’

      ‘Your work phone was in your desk, Caitlin. You know someone of your position is to keep it on you at all times, especially in the middle of a case. I’ve noticed this has become a habit of yours since returning.’

      She knew she could offer no explanation beyond the obvious, so she didn’t even try.

      And she knew just by the look in his eyes that he understood the situation only too well.

      ‘I said I’m sorry.’

      ‘I’ve been worried sick. Where did you go last night? Yale reported you as missing.’

      ‘I got a couple of leads. I lost her in the crowds so I headed home.’

      ‘You’ve heard what I’m up against out there. I don’t need this, Caitlin. I don’t need to be worrying about you.’

      ‘And this was a closed conference, Matt. Why did you want me there?’

      ‘Because you’re one of the agents I’m going to transfer.’

      Her heart skipped a beat. ‘Me? Why?’

      ‘Because we’re going to be able to close the Dehain case. We had a witness come forward last night.’

      Her heart hammered against her chest.

      ‘Someone who has shed further light on the murders,’ he added.

      Caitlin’s stomach flipped as a chill washed over her. ‘Who?’

      ‘Her name is Abby Sommes. She claims to have headed up a vigilante group called The Alliance. She’s been in hiding but decided to come forward in exchange for both immunity and transference to another locale.’

      The chill turned icy. She lost the sensation in everything except her leaden legs. ‘What kind of information?’

      ‘She’s placed Caleb Dehain at the scene of one of the murders. It’s good news, Caitlin. It looks like we have the breakthrough we need.’
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      Kane leaned on the bonnet of his car, his arms folded. He cast a wary glance outside as Caleb pulled into the abandoned garage alongside him. As much as he trusted the gentleman’s agreement between them, he wasn’t stupid enough to let his guard down any more than Caleb was.

      He stood to face Caleb as he stepped out onto the concrete floor of the warehouse. Heading around to the boot of the car, Caleb opened it up to confirm the bags of herbs and spices nestled within.

      Kane looked into his eyes – into the eyes of the possible pending Tryan who should have already been dead by his hands.

      Either the prophecy was wrong, had thrown a curveball, or there was something unrevealed about Caleb’s background, about his lineage. In any other circumstances, Kane would have got the truth out of him, but this required tact more than anything. His issues with Caleb could be revisited – when he knew precisely what was going on.

      Kane handed him a piece of paper he had handwritten himself, having copied it from Caitlin’s original list.

      Caleb examined it briefly.

      ‘Now that Jask isn’t present to hear, I want you to know if there is anything underhand in this and I find out, the issue will be purely between us,’ Kane warned him.

      ‘When I give my word, I keep to it, Kane,’ Caleb declared, assuredly meeting his gaze. ‘And you know it or you wouldn’t be here now.’

      ‘He’s not going to give you Phia, Caleb. You must know that. You’re holding the remainder of those supplies back for another reason. What is it?’

      ‘We all have to keep our secrets, Kane. You know that better than anyone.’ He tucked the paper into his back pocket and folded his arms as he leaned back against the boot. ‘Do you want to load your car or not?’

      Kane dropped his cigarette to the floor, extinguishing it beneath his boot before meeting Caleb’s gaze again. He stepped up to him, Caleb not even flinching.

      ‘Just between us,’ Kane said. ‘Take some friendly advice on damage limitation. If or when Caitlin comes for you, behave yourself. I might be done with her, but she still came good for Jask and for me. You so much as touch her, and I’ll know. And I’ll fucking kill you – do you understand me?’

      Caleb stood upright, his steady gaze not leaving Kane’s. ‘The advice works both ways, Kane. I want that serryn alive. She may be with Jask, but she’s vampire business and, for that, I’m holding you accountable for her well-being. Me and her have unfinished business that I need to see through. I’m relying on you to make sure she stays in one piece.’

      Phone vibrating in his pocket, Kane lifted it to his ear as he backed up a little out of Caleb’s sensitive earshot. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Kane, it’s Corbin.’

      ‘I’m collecting the supplies as we speak,’ Kane said, just as Caleb dropped the two holdalls on the concrete floor.

      ‘Pleased to hear it because Jask called. Kane, Leila wasn’t there.’

      Kane’s attention snapped back to Caleb as he slammed the boot of his car before heading back around to the driver’s side.

      Caleb cast a swift glance in his direction, his green eyes glinting in the muted light.

      ‘They don’t know where she is,’ Corbin added.
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      Caitlin looked through the two-way mirror at the woman sat at the interview room table. She was clutching a plastic cup, taking tentative sips. She was maybe in her mid-thirties, broad-set. Her chin-length fine brown hair partially masking her face.

      Morgan stepped up to the monitor poised on the workbench that ran the length of the mirror. He pressed one of the keys and indicated for Caitlin to join him as he played back the initial interview.

      ‘You claim you know who is responsible for the recent spate of murders,’ Morgan said.

      Abby nodded. ‘Caleb. It’s Caleb Dehain.’

      Caitlin’s heart skipped a beat. She sent a sideways glance at Morgan’s grave expression, before she returned her full attention to the screen.

      ‘And you believe this because … ?’

      Abby pressed her lips together as she lowered her gaze. ‘Because we tried to kill him.’ She looked sheepishly up at Morgan. ‘Him and his brother.’

      ‘Who is “we”, Miss Sommes?’

      ‘The Alliance.’

      ‘Tell me about The Alliance.’

      ‘We are –’ She swallowed hard. ‘Sorry, we were a collective of people who believed the law weren’t doing enough to protect humans in Blackthorn. We… we decided to take out the key players responsible for corruption in Blackthorn.’

      ‘You deemed Caleb Dehain as one of those key players.’

      ‘There’s no “deem” about it. He’s as poisonous as –’

      Caitlin knew exactly what she was going to say, but the woman didn’t finish.

      ‘Miss Sommes, you have secured protection for coming forward. You will be moved out of the area locale to an undisclosed district. You know you have nothing to worry about.’

      ‘I wouldn’t exactly say that.’

      ‘You claim you tried to kill him.’

      ‘Assassinate – for the good of Blackthorn, for the good of this locale. Doing what your lot should have been doing.’

      ‘But you failed.’

      ‘We came up against a problem.’

      ‘Which was?’

      ‘The plan was to get them both to feed to death. Jake took the bait but Caleb didn’t.’

      ‘Jake Dehain is still alive.’

      ‘He wasn’t.’

      ‘You’re telling me that Jake Dehain attempted to drink someone to death?’

      ‘There was no “attempt” about it. I’m telling you he killed her. Which is why you need to bring him in.’

      Feeling light-headed, Caitlin rested her hip against the counter as she cast another glance at Abby before trying to refocus on the interview playback.

      ‘The girl wishing to kill herself? Trudy Lawrence?’

      ‘She wasn’t going to live more than a few months. I’m sure you’re more than aware of the medical support for Lowtown residents in this place. She wanted to go out with a purpose.’

      ‘Taking down the corruption.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘You have proof of this night?’

      ‘I did have,’ Abby said. ‘I made a recording, but I lost it. I watched from the van outside. I saw it happen. Me and two others.’

      Caitlin’s heart skipped another beat, the churning in her stomach impossible to ignore.

      ‘This footage might show your assassination attempt, Miss Sommes, but that only implicates you in attempted murder. And it only implicates Jake Dehain. It doesn’t implicate Caleb Dehain in a retaliation.’

      ‘He found out about us. I’m telling you he did. I got around as many of the members as I could to warn them. I arrived at one of the places …’ She hesitated again and took another large sip of coffee, her hand trembling. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Take your time.’

      ‘I found one of my colleagues. He was barely alive. He told me it was him. That Caleb had been there. That Caleb had been the one to do it to him. Andy tried to warn me so I could warn the others.’

      Caitlin wasn’t fully aware she was doing it but she reached for the nearest seat and sat down. Abby spoke so vehemently; looked so convincing. But if it was true …

      ‘Your colleague didn’t make it?’

      ‘He died within minutes of me getting there. Agent Morgan, I think Caleb wanted us to know he was coming for us.’

      ‘I’m afraid that’s speculation.’

      ‘I know what Andy told me,’ she snapped. ‘I am willing to swear to it on oath if I have to. And if you find Phia and the others, they’ll tell you what they witnessed that night too. She was there in the van with me as was Dan. They’ll corroborate what I saw. Jake died that night and Caleb is coming after us, I swear.’

      As the room closed in on her, as Caitlin could hear only a distant thrum in her ears, Morgan pressed pause before folding his arms, his attention still on the screen.

      ‘She claims The Alliance was her brainchild,’ Morgan said. ‘She’s been in hiding but, as you can see, now she’s running scared.’

      Caitlin looked back at Abby through the one-way glass. ‘Are there other survivors? Anyone who can corroborate that she is who she says she is?’

      ‘We can confirm that Trudy Lawrence was terminally ill and had been missing for several months. She gave me a full list of names of Alliance members. They all work under nicknames and pseudonyms. She was the only one with access to their true identities. We cross-referenced those names with our missing persons’ unit and they confirmed that they were all registered months ago. She has named Daniel West, Rachel Cordell and Sophia McKay, the one she referred to as Phia, as still missing. As far as we know, none of them have reappeared at home. If she’s lying or is fabricating the truth, then she’s done her research – and has accessed things no one else has.’

      ‘But placing Caleb at the scene is a second-hand eyewitness testimony. If this is all we have it’ll never stand up in court.’

      ‘That’s why we need to turn the attention to that night. If we can prove the assassination attempt happened, it gives weight to a motivation for Caleb. Even if it doesn’t, we have a potential murder and cover up for a murder to work with. We need to find those other witnesses she mentioned. Abby has named The Alliance hideouts. I want you to check them out.’ He handed the list across to her. ‘I want you to –’

      She looked down at the list of addresses. ‘Did you ask who funded them?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Accommodation, let alone all that equipment she was referring to … who’s paying for it all? Did you ask that?’

      ‘Where are you going with this?’

      She knew exactly where she was going with it, but she wasn’t going to let on to Morgan.

      ‘I need to talk to her about it,’ Caitlin said.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘That kind of operation isn’t cheap, Matt. Can I have a few minutes with her?’

      He sighed heavily before looking back at her. ‘I did the interview not just because I couldn’t get hold of you, but because she specifically asked that you went nowhere near her. She’d caught glimpses of the news reports – that you were seen at one of the scenes of the crimes. She wasn’t willing to talk to you because of your history with Kane. She was worried about word getting back to him. It put me in a difficult situation, Caitlin.’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘I’ve already sent in a team to get the Dehains. They’re on their way back now.’

      Caitlin’s pulse raced to the point of flatlining. ‘What?’

      ‘I had no choice. Now was the best time if this is to stay low-key. I can’t do it in front of a club full of people. If those murders are down to Caleb, we’re going to face a lot of questions – questions that are going to ask why we stalled. I’m going to have a hard time enough explaining why we didn’t bring him in twenty-four hours ago.’

      ‘But he’s alive: Jake is alive. This charge is going to sound ludicrous.’

      ‘Which is why we’re keeping the focus on The Alliance murders. They clearly think they’re going to walk in forty-eight hours and we need to keep it that way.’

      And Caleb certainly would believe that now he was armed with alibis she had allowed him to prepare.

      ‘In the meantime, we need to ascertain how the hell they did it,’ Morgan added. ‘We need to gather as much evidence as we can before I’m forced to let them go. You’re the best investigative agent I have,’ he added. ‘Go out there and work it out.’

      She stepped outside, the sick feeling returning as she closed the door behind her.

      What she needed was for Sommes to be proved a liar. Instead, she had the gut-wrenching feeling her world was about to come tumbling down.
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      The basement door opened. Shiver’s guardian stooped to look through a doorway that was too low for someone of a five-and-a-half-foot frame, let alone the seven-foot that Duke was.

      His grey eyes squinted down at Kane from under white tufts that constituted eyebrows beneath a mop of silvery hair.

      Kane had never quite worked out what rare third species Duke was in the three times he had been there over those past forty years. And it seemed it was going to stay that way as, unvocal as ever, Duke silently stepped back to allow Kane inside. Very few got through that door, but Kane’s master vampire status granted him automatic access.

      Duke’s lanky and stooped frame led Kane down the maze of corridors, through various doors of warped shapes and sizes, down declines and up inclines, before reaching the depths of the terrace of adjoining subterranean basements.

      When the final door was opened to him, Kane stepped into the poorly lit room, a musty, damp smell overwhelming his nostrils amidst the scent of paper from the library extending in rows beyond view.

      In the centre of the room, the small female worked busily at her desk, a quill in her hand, books laying open around her. Her white-blonde hair cascaded down her child-like body onto the chair and desk. Her small face looked up with almond eyes almost too big for her elfin face.

      ‘Hey, Shiver,’ Kane said.

      She blinked – one that was slower than the blink of any other species he knew. But then, like Duke, no one truly knew what her origins were, only that she had been there from the beginning, the very beginning, having remained hidden during the regulations and since.

      ‘Kane Malloy,’ she said, her shrill voice childlike but overlaid with the softer tones of something ancient. ‘It’s been a long time.’

      ‘There’s something I need to know.’

      She placed down her quill. And held out her hand.

      Kane wandered over to her desk and dropped the four marbles into her tiny palm.

      Shiver’s eyes widened in delight, enraptured by the small, glass spheres, the bright colours that lay trapped within like injections of paint. After her eyes darted hungrily over the contents of each, she coiled her lengthy, thin fingers around them before hurriedly stashing them away from view in the drawer of her desk.

      ‘Speak,’ she directed.

      ‘There’s a fragmentation between this dimension and the fourth.’

      ‘I know. There’s been a change. I can feel it.’

      ‘I hear the prophecy has been messed with. The fragmentation is the result. I need to know how to reclose the fourth dimension.’

      She lowered herself from her creaky wooden chair, and disappeared behind a row of books.

      Kane followed behind her, his height dominating hers.

      At least it did at first.

      As she weaved her way through the rows, he saw a tail disappear ahead, before hearing the footsteps of a much larger creature beyond. It was soon followed by a scampering of feet, before evolving into the sliding of something heavy and svelte. Between each transformation, he could feel the subtle vibration in the air as she shifted shape.

      By the time he met her around the bookcase where she had come to a standstill, she matched him in height, her slender frame draped in a sheer, black mesh dress. Her now-wavy dark hair fell to the backs of her thighs, her pointed ears exposed, her long fingers flicking through the pages of a large book that she balanced on her finger tips as if it were a single sheet of weightless paper.

      What he saw was a blank book. It was what anyone would see if they flicked through any of the books in that place. What she saw with eyes that now glowed white in the darkness were secrets few had access to.

      Secrets that were fiercely protected as they always had been, always would be.

      ‘Possible,’ she said. ‘But unlikely.’

      ‘Go on.’

      She slammed the book shut with one hand, slotting it back into place before swaying ahead past the books, the train of her dress trailing behind.

      By the time she was back at her desk, she was the large-eyed, white-haired, child-like nymph again.

      ‘There is a way,’ she said. ‘Find those responsible.’

      It was nothing he didn’t already know. ‘If I can’t?’

      ‘Only those who caused the damage can mend it.’

      ‘That’s it?’ Kane asked. ‘That’s my only option?’

      Shiver turned back to her paperwork. ‘The only option.’

      She never had been one for small talk.

      Kane turned and stepped away.

      ‘She’s not going to make it.’

      Kane stopped. Every part of him told him not to turn back around, not to ask more. Instead, he turned as if his feet were in quick-drying cement. ‘Who?’

      ‘The one you love.’ Shiver looked up at him, the honesty in her eyes chilling him. ‘She’s not going to make it to the end. Grieve now because the others will need you at the time. Your role is to protect, not to love. Remember that.’

      His heart pounded at an uncharacteristically human rate. A rare perspiration lingered in his palms. Something deep inside him felt cold.

      Dangerously cold.

      One request. One request was the rule. One visit to Shiver meant one request only. He’d already pushed his luck.

      Regardless, his lips parted to ask her how to stop it.

      She held up her hand, her eyes flaring in warning.

      He was getting nothing more – not without putting his life on the line to achieve nothing. He begrudgingly turned away.

      Guided by Duke, he made his way back through the basement rooms, barely able to feel his own feet.

      He stepped back outside. The door closed behind him. He didn’t know which way to turn. He wasn’t even sure where to go.

      His eyes shouldn’t have been blurring. The prospect of being without her shouldn’t have made his chest ache.

      He marched around the corner out of sight, kicking three bins and several crates out of the way in the process.

      Finding a dark recess, he leaned back against the wall, his thumb and forefinger clutching the bridge of his nose as he fought back the glossiness that masked his eyes, the sky above now a glistening, misty mass.

      Chest heavy, legs weak beneath him, he sank down the wall.
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      The bedsit was empty, dust-motes floating in the air over the unmade bed and through the thin fabric of the closed curtains.

      The team was already underway dusting for prints as Caitlin stepped over to the small, round table that sat central to the room. She pulled her gloves on.

      The forensics team was laying thin sheets of plastic over the fingerprint scanner, removing strands of hair from the pillows, and rooting around in the tiny, windowless shower room. One opened a drawer near the kitchenette sink, taking out a phone. The place had been empty for a few days but if Sophia McKay had lived there, they’d know.

      Laying central to the table was a mass of photographs. From what she could tell, they seemed to be of the Dehains’ club, several focusing on Jake. The one that lay aside from the others had him with a girl. The pretty blonde was laughing as she gazed up at him on the dance floor. According to the digital read-out on the bottom right-hand corner, it was taken the night after the alleged assassination attempt.

      She’d had a quick background read on all the names on Abby’s list on the way over there. West and Cordell were residents of Midtown. Both had been on the missing persons list for over fourteen months. Sophia McKay, a resident of Summerton, had been missing for just under a year.

      So far, Abby’s story did indeed seem valid.

      From her research, Caitlin had also learned Sophia had two sisters – an older sister, Leila, and a younger one, Alisha. She’d seen photographs of both on the system, which was why she frowned at the picture of the blonde in the photograph with Jake.

      She indicated for Tyrell to join her as she placed her laptop beside it. She swiped through to bring up Alisha’s picture. ‘Does that look like the same woman to you?’

      He tilted his head to the side slightly, his gaze flitting between the two images. ‘It’s hard to be sure but I’d say so.’

      A photograph of Alisha gazing up into Jake’s eyes as they were hip-tight on the dance floor.

      She tucked the photograph in a plastic evidence bag, handing it across to one of forensics, along with a couple more that seemed to show the same woman. ‘Are you able to run these through the face-recognition when we get back?’

      The forensics girl shrugged. ‘Sure.’

      ‘If I gave you a name, would it help?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      ‘Make a note of Alisha McKay.’

      The forensics girl nodded and stepped away, taking the pack of photographs with her.

      Caitlin reached for another photograph in the pile, and frowned as she saw the hint of something on Alisha’s neck. Her first instincts had been she was part of the set-up; now her gut wasn’t so sure.

      ‘Hang on a sec,’ Caitlin called after her, ‘can I borrow your magnifier?’

      Caitlin placed the translucent screen over the top of the photograph and homed in on the small mark.

      It was unmistakable.

      ‘We’ve got a match,’ one of the team announced, interrupting her thoughts and handing Caitlin the screen where the thin film with the fingerprint had been laid.

      Her heart flipped. Her stomach lurched.

      The confirmation was undeniable: Sophia Mckay’s fingerprints were all over the bedsit. One way or another, she’d been there. She had no doubt the clothes would quickly be attributed as hers, along with the hairs on the bed.

      ‘That’s not all,’ the forensics guy said. He switched films and handed the scanner back to her.

      The screen took a moment to adjust but the confirmation came through loud and clear.

      ‘It seems West was here too,’ he declared. ‘And from the state of the bed, I’m guessing those two were pretty involved.’

      ‘Keep going,’ Caitlin said as she headed out onto the stairwell, still gripping the photograph she had homed in on.

      She sat down on the step and swiped her laptop back into activity.

      So much of it was a hunch – one of the ones that had her solving so many cases over the years, pieces of a puzzle forming in her head, knowing they joined together despite no clear vision of the end picture.

      She re-read everything about the two sisters twice, before turning her attention back to the third sister, Leila.

      It hadn’t clicked on the way over there in the car, her attention too fixed on finding out whatever she could about Sophia. But now those pieces were rapidly falling into place, her gut instinct telling her that maybe it wasn’t just two sisters who were somehow involved but that, more significantly, Leila – interpreter Leila – was too.

      Hand trembling, she speed-dialed the TSCD, asking to be connected to Conference Room A.

      ‘Coles,’ came the abrupt response.

      ‘Coles, it’s Parish.’

      ‘I’m privileged.’

      ‘Coles, do you have Leila McKay on your list of interpreters?’

      ‘Better than that, I have her at her desk. What’s up?’

      ‘Describe her,’ she said, looking down at the official Summerton ID photograph.

      ‘Long russet hair. Slim. Maybe five foot five. In need of some sun. Sound like her?’

      The intensifying tremor in her hand was irritating. ‘Can you keep a close eye on her for me?’

      ‘Something I should know?’

      ‘No. I may just want to run a couple of things by her later.’

      After Coles hung up, Caitlin held her phone against her mouth for a moment.

      There was a time when the discovery should have brought a sense of elation. There would have been a time when she would have bounded back to Max’s office, waving whatever bit of vital evidence she had uncovered.

      She slammed her laptop shut and placed it on the step. Standing, she clutched the handrail as she took a couple of deep breaths, staring down the gap to the terracotta floor-tiles below. Despite her best efforts to keep her hand steady, it still trembled as she held her stomach.

      If she was right, if it was all right, Kane was either as much a victim of deception as she had been or, as was more likely, he’d lied to her to protect Caleb.

      Niggles of doubt about his intentions flooded her, the darkest and hardest to face that Kane had mindfully deceived her. That he had put Caleb before her.

      That maybe Kane had looked her in the eye and lied to her.

      Worse – that he had used her.
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      Kane wasn’t sure how long he’d stayed there before he’d forced himself to stand and make his way back out onto the street.

      He’d returned to the east side within the hour, most of his journey there a blur.

      He always knew it couldn’t end well, but he had never envisaged that he would lose her completely.

      The thought clawed at his chest, ripping open old wounds, the deepest gut-wrenching sense of sickness overwhelming.

      A world without Caitlin felt like no world at all.

      His deepest instincts were to pull her closer, to shield her, to lock her away once and for all. But he’d have to tell her why. He’d have to tell her the time bomb was ticking for her again, just as it had been with the soul ripper. Except this time, he had no idea how to fight her monster because he didn’t even know what that monster was.

      He crossed the near-empty club, headed down corridor after corridor, shoving doors open before making it into the VIP area. He barely acknowledged Erica sat on one of the sofas as he grabbed a six-pack of beer from the table. He marched to the room at the back, slamming the door behind himself.

      He grabbed a chair and dropped it in front of the tall and narrow sash-window in the far left hand corner of the dim and empty room.

      Sliding the window up, he let in the breeze as he lined up all six bottles on the windowsill.

      He sat back in the chair, a beer in hand, knocking back its contents as he looked out at where the shadows fought the afternoon glow, the latter casting the rubble with subtle amber hues.

      Once his bottle was empty he tossed it sideways across the room, shattering it against the wall before he reached for the next in the line-up. He knocked it back even quicker than the last before more splintered glass rained down like hail on the dusty wooden floor.

      When he grabbed the third, he leaned forward, lowered his head, resting the bottle loosely between his parted thighs.

      Hearing the click of heels stop outside, he didn’t need to glance over his shoulder to know who it was as he heard the door open. He’d known the rhythm of those footsteps for the last thirty years.

      Erica pulled up a chair and rested its back against the wall beside the window so she was facing him.

      He glanced at her silver sandals glinting in the light, at the distinguishing feature of the long-stemmed flower tattoo entwined around her ankle and creeping up the back of her calve to lick around the front just below her knee. It matched the one that he knew was concealed beneath her left breast, the one on her inner thigh inches from her sex, and the one that snaked from her behind up the small of her back. He’d seen her body enough times over the years to know every inch.

      ‘How long has it been?’ Erica asked.

      He glanced up at her. ‘How long has what been?’

      ‘That you’ve felt this way about her.’

      He reverted his attention out of the window as he sank back in the chair, Erica vocalising it making the darkness in the room even more intense.

      ‘Is that why you haven’t been around as much these past couple of weeks?’ she asked, when he didn’t answer. ‘Have you been with her?’

      ‘I’ve had a lot to deal with as you know.’

      ‘I saw the way you looked at her when she came in the room yesterday, Kane. I saw the way she looked at you. I could almost feel the spark between you, let alone see it. You’re in dangerous territory.’

      He looked across at her, into her big brown eyes that were glistening with concern.

      ‘You’re straddling two worlds, Kane, at a time when we need both your feet firmly in ours.’ She glanced across at the shattered glass. ‘If you love her, let her go. No good can come of this.’

      He took another mouthful of beer to burn away the lump that was reforming in his throat. It had been a long time since he’d cried in front of anyone. Erica may even have been the last. The closest friend Arana had, she’d been as devastated as him about losing her.

      And now he was on the cusp of facing that pain again. The pain he’s promised himself he’d never allow himself to feel again. And the lack of control terrified him; it infuriated him.

      His only way of regaining that control was to shove Caitlin away.

      Erica eased off the chair and moved onto her knees between his, her hands flat on his thighs. ‘If she won’t give up the VCU for you, Kane, you have to ask yourself why you would give up your master vampire status for her. Because that’s what it’ll take, just like it did with your father. You can’t have the best of both worlds. It’s negligent for you even to try. You protect your kind or you protect the woman you love. You can’t do both, especially not now. Your father’s sword has passed to you. You can’t wage war with that in one hand whilst you hold hers in the other. You have to hold it with both hands.’

      Kane looked into her eyes – deep into her big, dark brown eyes, her dusky skin and long black curls backlit by the depleting light.

      And he dared to let his gaze linger in that which was familiar. That which was safe. That which was simple.

      ‘If I lost you like I lost Arana,’ she said, reaching up to cup his face, ‘I don’t know what I’d do. I don’t know what any of us would do.’

      ‘You’re not going to lose me.’

      ‘You’re sleeping with the enemy, Kane. You are taking risks every time you take her to your bed. You know where her loyalty ultimately lies, where her devotion lies. When she knows the truth of what you’re going to do, she will run scared or she will take you down or, at the very least, she will hate you. There is no future for you. Why put yourself through any of it?’

      She ran her hand around the back of his neck as she edged closer, as she slid the empty bottle from his hand, letting it clunk to the floor.

      As she straddled him, he let her. As she slid her hands up his chest, around his neck, he didn’t stop her.

      She dropped the spaghetti straps on her dress, took him by the wrist, pressed his hand over her bare breast before she leaned in to caress his neck with delicate kisses.

      It was always such sweet pleasure with Erica. They both knew each other’s bodies so well. Most of the time they didn’t even need to speak. She came to him when she needed him and he came to her when he needed the simple pleasure of sex with someone he trusted.

      Her palm glided down his chest as she eased a little closer, her breasts inches from his mouth as she edged forward and brushed her full soft lips up behind his ear.

      For a while, it would make it all go away.

      For a while, he could forget everything.

      When Caitlin was long gone, Erica would still be there. Erica, who he wouldn’t have to lose anything for … give anything up for.

      He stretched his neck back for a moment and looked up at the shadows cast on the ceiling.

      It would feel so good inside her.

      But he would feel nothing like what he felt when he was with Caitlin. Nothing like what he felt when he gazed down into Caitlin’s eyes whilst he was inside her. That feeling of them belonging together – like they’d always belonged; like she was a part of him and he of her.

      His thoughts wandered to her walking through the door and seeing him with Erica astride him; how it would make her feel, the hurt it could cause her.

      He wanted to be able to carry on regardless – to prove Caitlin didn’t really matter, that he could go back to how it was. That he could to prove to himself that he was in control – of Blackthorn’s fate, of his fate, of his feelings. That he was in control of the way he felt. That he could pick and choose.

      That he could walk away now that he had reason.

      Now that he didn’t stand a chance of keeping her.

      But he couldn’t.

      Falling for Caitlin wasn’t a choice. It had never been a choice.

      And rejecting Erica was too easy as a result.

      He slid her straps back over her shoulders to cover her, saw the disappointment of rejection in Erica’s eyes. Worse, he knew he was confirming her worst fears.

      And he was confirming his own.

      He was going to go and get Caitlin. He was going to tell her she no longer had a choice: she was going to be cocooned by him whether she liked it or not.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Erica said, taking it as her hint to leave, ‘for you both.’

      As his phone vibrated, he removed it from his jeans pocket at the same time Erica kissed him on the forehead before moving off him.

      He was already halfway across the threshold behind her when he stopped abruptly.

      Caleb and Jake have been taken in, read the text from one of his many scouts.

      ‘Kane?’

      ‘What?’ he snapped, turning to face the source of the tentative male voice.

      Charlie eyed him warily for a moment, the vampire seemingly not knowing where to put himself.

      An uneasy feeling quickly formed in Kane’s chest that it was more than his curt manner that had caused apprehension in the vampire.

      An uneasy feeling that intensified as he looked across the room to see Caitlin, her arms folded, her workbag across her body, her gaze leaking condemnation as it locked on his.
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      Caitlin’s glare could have melted steel as Erica emerged from the room in front of him – no doubt a by-product of Erica still readjusting the spaghetti straps on her dress.

      Kane felt an uncharacteristic jab of awkwardness but even that couldn’t relinquish his preoccupation with what the text had said – his head too busy formulating conclusions.

      Caitlin had given him the dates and times but, in the process, got out of him why he needed them. The very next morning, they’d taken Caleb in before he’d barely had time to do anything to construct the alibis the information was intended for. Yet there was nothing contrite in her composure. In fact, as that glare snapped back to his, she jutted her chin up just a little, her jaw tight.

      For all he knew, she’d already read Caleb.

      For all he knew, she knew everything.

      And, for the first time ever, he didn’t know what the hell to do next.

      She was the one to close the gap between them. That act in itself grasped the attention of the ten or so people in the room.

      ‘I want to talk to you,’ she said, her voice low. ‘Outside. Now.’

      Kane’s jaw clenched at her directive, especially amidst her possible betrayal.

      An awkward, shocked hush swamped the room.

      He narrowed his eyes. ‘Everyone out,’ he instructed the room a second later, reclaiming control as he refused to take his eyes off hers.

      All around them there was silent movement towards the door until it finally closed, leaving them alone.

      She stepped over to the coffee table and pulled her bag from across her body. She sat down and cleared the surface. Not even waiting for him to join her, she took out photographs and several pieces of paper and slammed them down in succession as if the table were some kind of pinboard.

      Curiosity abounding, the unease in his chest intensifying, he joined her, taking the seat directly opposite hers.

      There was a photograph of Sophia, though her hair was a shade far lighter than the dye she currently wore. There was a photograph of a young blonde female. There were phone records and travel records and other official looking papers. And there amongst it all was a photograph of a woman with russet hair.

      His gaze snapped back to Caitlin as she stared a little too calmly back at him. But her breathing was rapid despite clearly trying to control it; he could hear her heart pounding.

      He wanted to convince himself it wasn’t possible she had pieced it all together but the evidence spread in front of him told a story he didn’t want to hear.

      ‘What do you know about The Alliance, Kane?’

      The fact she even knew the name told him things had rapidly gone wrong.

      She fixed her expectant gaze on his as she awaited his response; as she awaited his justification despite knowing he justified himself to no one.

      ‘You took him in,’ was all he was willing to say, his annoyance cresting beneath the uncharacteristic disquiet flooding his veins.

      The stare he got back told him she was in no mood to justify herself either.

      It irked more than he wanted – more than he could allow her to see.

      ‘To save wasting both of our time,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you who they are – or were. They were a secret vigilante group consisting of humans who weren’t happy with the way things are evolving in Blackthorn under the control of pivotal third species leaders such as yourself, Jask and Caleb, so they decided to assassinate as many of you as they could. They’re the ones whose murders I’ve been investigating.

      ‘In the early hours of this morning, the head of The Alliance gave herself up. She confessed they sent in two honeytraps in the hope Caleb and Jake would drink the girls to death, killing themselves in the process. She claimed she watched Jake kill one of them; then she watched Caleb dispose of the body to cover it up. Jake did murder Trudy Lawrence, just as Caleb covered it up to protect him. And you knew this, didn’t you? You asked me to give Caleb the chance to get alibis knowing what he had been involved in.’

      Kane’s chest tightened under the intensity of the condemnation in her eyes – a condemnation he was unwilling to entertain. ‘To ensure he didn’t go in for something he hadn’t done. Because Caleb is not responsible for what happened to the rest of The Alliance members, Caitlin.’

      Her breathing became terser. ‘And you’re sticking by that?’

      ‘Because it’s the truth.’

      ‘That same witness identified Caleb as having been at one of the scenes of the murders,’ she added. ‘She spoke to the survivor – for as long as he was alive.’

      ‘That’s a lie.’

      He knew it was.

      It had to be.

      ‘You really believe Caleb would let one live?’ he added, needing to convince himself. ‘Or that he’s that sloppy?’

      ‘The witness gave us names. She gave us addresses.’ She pointed to one of the photographs. ‘One of those names was Sophia McKay, known as Phia on the street. She’s a resident of Summerton. She’s been on the missing person’s list for almost a year. I visited her bedsit the witness claimed was funded by The Alliance. The place is littered with her fingerprints. Forensics show she was there as little as a few days ago. Other fingerprints there confirm at least one other name the witness gave us. That’s one heck of coincidence, especially as he too is registered as missing.’

      She pointed to another of the photographs, showing the blonde woman with Jake Dehain. ‘I found this photograph in Sophia’s bedsit. It was taken less than twenty-four hours after the assassination attempt. Her name Alisha McKay. She’s Sophia’s younger sister. At first I thought she might have been in on it – maybe a honeytrap like the others, going back in for seconds. Then I noticed this on her neck.’

      She moved the paperwork around to pull out a close-up photograph of a tattoo.

      ‘It’s the Dehain symbol,’ she said. ‘But I’m guessing you already know that. It signifies ownership, or “protection” as the more romantic may claim. Others would say it’s a cattle brand. From what I know, it’s rare. They don’t just hand those out. And that tells me either Jake is naïve enough to have been reeled in by this girl over quite some time, or there’s a committed thing going on between those two. I’m opting for the latter, especially on Alisha’s part considering she’d find it tough getting back across the border into Summerton with that gracing her neck. She must really like Jake to give up all that luxury and security for him.

      ‘That’s not the most interesting part of all of this though,’ she added, pulling the other headshot into clear view. ‘There’s another sister. The eldest. Leila McKay. She too is a lifelong resident of Summerton. She keeps her head down, holds down a good job at the local library in the archives department. Thirty-two years old, and she’d never ventured beyond Midtown. It’s hardly surprising as she’s quite the anti-vampire-equality protester – she even wears the rings by all accounts. But considering her own mother was killed by a rogue vampire, which she witnessed, it’s understandable.

      ‘Yet just over a week ago, not only did she venture out of Summerton but beyond Midtown too. In fact, I have evidence – travel records and even glimpses of CCTV footage – that show her venturing as far as the very border of Lowtown. I had to ask why, so I checked her incoming personal phone records. She’d received a call that night. She left within the hour, almost as if it was some kind of emergency.

      ‘And that’s where this gets really interesting. Leila may be an archivist, but she’s also an interpreter. She was registered at the age of five which also makes her an extremely talented interpreter; some might safe gifted. If anyone is going to know how to cast a spell, it’s her – which is yet another interesting thing. As I’m sure you know, anything crossing Summerton’s border has to be declared. That means I also happen to know she took a book with her that night as well as a miscellaneous box, both of which she claimed she was taking to a buyer in Midtown. She returned to Summerton without them – but more than two days later. And all of this happened around the time of the assassination attempt.’

      And there she was: the agent laid bare. This was Caitlin Parish at her best.

      Kane rubbed his hand across his stubbled jaw as the accusation leaked from Caitlin’s eyes. Worse, the disappointment and distress behind them created an even more formidable barrier than his own irritation at the consequences of her discovery, let alone her subsequent actions. His own irritation at the gut-wrenching implications of Caleb’s secret being out; that she already knew and was waiting for him to say it.

      But she didn’t need him for answers her shadow reading could provide. If her trust in him was as fragmented as it appeared to be, she wasn’t stupid enough to go to confront him without backup. This was a personal quest for Caitlin – a deeply personal quest betrayed by the fact her right leg was trembling a little, her hands the same. He hadn’t seen that look in her eyes since she’d been told the truth of what her family had done and had finally accepted it. And now she looked at him the same way – but as if he had committed an even worse betrayal.

      Worse than her having betrayed him by taking the Dehains right out from under him.

      ‘I don’t know what Alisha said to get Leila to Blackthorn that night, but she did,’ Caitlin declared. ‘Like everyone else, I’ve always believed it impossible to cure a vampire who has drunk dying blood, but it looks as though it simply takes an extremely powerful witch with the right tools. My question is, how long have you known? And what is it between you and Caleb that is so much more important than what we have that you would protect him, that you would get me to put my job on the line by enabling the alibis he needs? Why are you really so desperate to keep him outside? I think its time you told me what the fuck is really going on here, Kane, don’t you?’
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      Kane’s silence sparked something in Caitlin that only ever appeared when she knew she had nothing to lose.

      Everything pointed to it: Leila McKay had been there that night. Leila McKay had been in the Dehain brothers’ club.

      Jake Dehain was alive because of Leila.

      That was the missing link.

      And if she was right, confirmation of Caleb’s potential guilt for The Alliance murders was slapping her in the face.

      Kane had looked her in the eye and had assured her Caleb was innocent.

      Had promised her.

      He dropped his gaze contemplatively. There was no shock, no defensiveness and, worse, no denial.

      But he was going to justify himself to her because if he had known about any of it, he was going to have to come up with some momentous reason for his deceit – that he hadn’t done so out of choice, but because of a total lack of it.

      Caught between her job and giving Kane just one more chance to let her in on it, she knew she was wavering on the edge of things being about to go horribly wrong. But for the sake of any semblance of trust left in their relationship, she had no choice.

      It hit her in a mass of disjointed images, from the second he first pinned her to the wall in the corridor the night they first met, to him following her home last night. The feeling now felt so cruel in its lie: the feeling when she’d got into bed in the early hours of that morning that he cared, truly cared. The feeling that she had found everything she had ever wanted; that all of it up to that point had somehow been worth it. As she’d lain in bed running her hand over the cold sheet beside her, she’d resolved that he was worth it. She was going to walk away from the VCU, her life there, kiss goodbye to any prospect of normality, take the leap of faith and be with him. Because every minute with him felt precious, no matter how few those minutes were eventually going to be.

      But then the spears of truth had pierced.

      Her right leg trembled at the prospect of finally facing what she was in the midst of – let alone the truth of Kane himself. She squeezed the tips of her left-hand fingers in her right palm until they turned numb as she waited for him to speak.

      ‘When did you work this out?’ he asked.

      ‘Does it matter?’

      ‘Fuck yeah, it matters. Did you know last night? When you came to me?’

      She knew exactly what his train of thought was and there was no way she was willing to let him throw even one accusation in her direction. ‘I didn’t work it out until today. The witness came in during the night when I was with you. The Dehains were already being brought in by the time I got to work this morning. As were Alisha and Hade, also at the club, as witnesses.’

      ‘And Leila?’

      Caitlin’s heart skipped a beat that he mentioned Leila but not Sophia. More so, there was a look in his eyes as he asked it – a look that had darkened with suspicion. He knew exactly what she was talking about, revealed by him being worried enough to ask about Leila. He knew exactly what the implications were: if she was right, Caleb was never getting out of that place again.

      ‘I haven’t spoken to her yet, but I will. And the way I see it, I don’t think it’s going to take much to get her to talk when I tell her what I know. Especially when she’s facing prosecution for breaking her interpreter declaration by having practiced, let alone charges for covering up a murder of a human and abetting the vampire responsible. A murder her youngest sister was also responsible for abetting, as well as the other sister being wanted for attempted murder. If I offer all three of them immunity in exchange for confessions, my bet is she’ll jump at the chance – particularly considering I believe she went there under duress. And if Leila doesn’t play ball, I’ll send in forensics and dust the Dehains’ place for her fingerprints. If she was in the building, I’ll know.’

      Kane exhaled tersely. He removed a cigarette from his pocket and placed it between his lips.

      ‘Do you have Leila or not?’ he asked.

      ‘I want answers, Kane, not more questions.’

      For the first time in almost three weeks, he lit up in front of her. He exhaled a steady stream of smoke as he coolly met her gaze.

      ‘Just tell me there’s more to this,’ she said, her throat constricting. ‘Tell me you wouldn’t have done this to me, to us, if there wasn’t. I almost want it to be something momentous. Maybe even something to do with the prophecy. How bad is that? I need you to talk to me, Kane. If there is more to this … if you’re in some kind of trouble …’

      He exhaled a terse stream of smoke and stood up. Worse, he sauntered away.

      ‘Kane, I’m the only thing standing between you and them.’

      ‘Why?’ he asked, turning to face her. ‘Why are you standing between us?’

      Heat flooding her veins, she sprung to her feet. ‘Because I care, Kane! Because I’m here in a last-ditch attempt to salvage whatever it is that we might have! So for fuck’s sake look me in the eye and finally have the balls to be honest with me! You are well and truly fucked if you don’t!’
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      Jask was the only other one to have raised his voice to him, and that was nothing like this.

      Worse, Caitlin glowered him down without an iota of fear or repentance in her eyes. He could believe her capable of anything at that point. He could feel her capable of telling him to go and fuck himself once and for all.

      Not that she was leaving that room.

      ‘Please, Kane – treat me with some dignity and respect! An iota of trust! Prove that this hasn’t been one massive mistake! That I didn’t take a leap of faith on you whilst you never had any intention of taking one on me! I gave you those alibis because I believed in you; because I believed you were trying to do the right thing.’

      ‘I am trying to do the right thing!’ he shouted back, the first time he’d ever raised his voice in anger at her.

      It showed.

      Caitlin was silent for a moment. But the fearlessness and the grit determination still resounded in her eyes. ‘Then tell me what it is. Do you still trust me so little? Is your opinion of me so low after all we’ve been through?’

      He exhaled another terse stream of smoke as he broke from the hurt in her eyes. But he couldn’t shift the nagging doubt that she wasn’t there because she cared. A confession could have been what she had been sent there to garner. She could even have been working independently to get it, especially now their trust was fractured. And it would only get worse because the truth remained that he had used her to get those alibis. He couldn’t look her in the eyes and lie about that. Just as she wouldn’t be able to deny that Leila had been taken during the course of the night – she would’ve had to have been in order for Jask to have already been on his way back. That meant Caitlin had already been suspicious of all of this when she’d turned up in Blackthorn the night before. When she’d turned up in her honeytrap outfit; when she’d persuaded him to expose who he truly believed was responsible for The Alliance killings.

      ‘When did you take Leila in?’ he asked.

      Her gaze rested steadily on his. ‘Why?’

      ‘Caitlin …’

      ‘What? You want more from me, is that it? More from me and fuck all from you? Isn’t that how this works? Not any more, Kane.’

      He moved back around the sofa and closed the gap between them, Caitlin not even flinching from the spot. She either no longer believed him capable of hurting her, or she’d gone past caring. He knew which worried him most. ‘If you want to save lives, thousands of lives, you’d better tell me what you know.’

      Her frown deepened. ‘This is about the prophecy, isn’t it? And Caleb’s something to do with it.’

      She hadn’t read him. If she’d read Caleb, she’d be brimming with even more rage than she was now.

      ‘Leila disappeared last night, before you came to me. You knew all of this then, didn’t you?’ he said. ‘You came to me asking me to let you in but you were holding back too.’

      Her eyes flared. ‘Don’t you dare,’ she said, her tone dangerously steady. ‘Don’t you dare turn this around as me deceiving you. I didn’t take Leila in. All of the interpreters in this locale have been rounded up as part of a new task force to combat the fourth species. They’re hoping the interpreters can help work out how to defeat them. So as I said, not even Leila has a clue what I know.’

      As he studied her gaze, she stared straight back into his eyes, no hint of a lie behind her proclamation.

      Above all else, her claim made sense. It made unnervingly perfect sense.

      ‘Then who have you told?’

      ‘No one,’ she said, her glare steady. ‘Absolutely no one. That’s what loyalty does, Kane.’

      And it was a statement that stabbed deep.

      ‘You think you have the perfect evidence to keep Caleb and Jake in yet you expect me to believe you’ve kept it to yourself?’

      ‘Why ask the question if you’re not going to believe me?’

      ‘Because you have to know you’re not getting back out of here again.’

      ‘I have a scheduled email with all that evidence just waiting to pop up in all the necessary inboxes should I not get back in the next couple of hours to stop it.’

      And there it was: the loaded gun again, and his finger poised on the trigger – this time pointing right at his own head.

      Cornered by Caleb and now cornered by Caitlin.

      His hands clenched to fists by his sides.

      The seconds scraped by like minutes.

      ‘This is your last chance to let me in, Kane.’

      ‘And you plan to get it by threatening me?’

      ‘That email is about me safeguarding myself – not a threat.’

      ‘Because you truly do trust me that much.’

      ‘Because you have left me with no choice. I told you back in that club that I can’t do this anymore if you won’t let me in. I thought something had changed since, but it hasn’t has it? There will always be us and then the rest of your world – a world you have no intention of me seeing. I have put everything on the line for you, Kane. Everything. And now I am here because somewhere inside of me, for some reason I can’t even comprehend, I still have some belief in you – and I am trying to make sure I don’t make the biggest mistake possible by blowing this up. If I have been a fool, then at least have the balls to tell me because I am sick of people wearing masks to their own ends. Tonight it has taken everything of me to believe you’re not one of them. Tell me the truth,’ she said, ‘or I will report everything I’ve worked out, just as I’ll tell them about the falsified alibis, and I’ll hand in my resignation in the process.’

      His chest tightened. He stared deep into her eyes – the eyes that echoed more than a threat, but an ultimatum that he had no doubt she had every intention of carrying out.

      ‘Even now, you can’t do it, can you?’ she said, her tone painfully definitive. ‘With everything on the line, with us on the line, you still can’t let me in.’

      Entrust her with the greatest secret right when she had Caleb in her grasp and him being able to do fuck all about it without either disclosing or confirming the truth of what Caleb might be. Disclose or confirm that she held the potential vampire leader in the palm of her hands, and hand over to her the entire fate of his kind when the trust between them was more fragile than ever. Because more than ever it was no longer about them: it was about the devastating consequences of both their actions from that point.

      She instantly broke away. She shoved all her papers back in her bag. She lifted it across her body as she headed back across to the door.

      As soon as she reached for the handle, Kane slammed it shut before grabbing her upper arms and turning her to face him.

      Her breathing hitched up a notch as she stared back into his eyes. There was still no fear behind them though, just resolution.

      Sad and tired resolution.

      She was going to leave. She was going to leave him. And if she was telling the truth about the email, he had no choice but to let her.

      He needed to know there was still something left he could appeal to.

      Some truth in what she had said about her loyalty.

      He ran his fingers across her lips, down to clasp the back of her neck, lowered his lips to hers.

      But she turned away. For the first time since their two weeks together, she rejected him.

      A rejection that proved more than he wanted. Because a smart agent on a job would have taken that kiss. A smart agent would have used it to draw him back in for the answers she wanted.

      But Caitlin was genuinely hurt. Too hurt to let him in anymore. Caitlin was closing down on him. Caitlin was considering leaving him at a time when he needed her most.

      At a time when she needed his protection most.

      He cusped her jaw with both hands, forcing her to look back at him. ‘A few hours, Caitlin,’ he said. ‘Just give me a few more hours.’

      ‘For what?’

      To think. To rationalise. To work out how the fuck he was going to turn it all around.

      ‘I’m not asking you to do it for me,’ he said. ‘Just a few more hours or the implications will be horrific for us all.’

      Her glossy eyes flared. ‘Why?’

      She studied his gaze in the passing seconds.

      ‘Caitlin …’

      ‘So once more I take yet another leap of faith?’

      She exhaled tersely. She reached for the handle. She turned around. She opened the door and slipped back outside.

      Kane slammed it shut behind her. He flattened his forearm against it, rested his forehead against the back of his hand and punched the wood with the other.

      [image: ]

      It felt so sincere. Whilst he stared deep into her eyes, she could feel the subtlest of tremors in his hands – something she’d never felt before. And even with the evidence in front of her, she had looked into his eyes and believed he was in an impossible place.

      They had been right, all of them were right – her judgment was screwed. She couldn’t be around him. She couldn’t do her job properly around him. She was not an agent in that room – she was someone far too emotionally tied up with Kane Malloy. She was far too attracted to Kane Malloy. It was a response she had no control over – had never had any control over when it came to him.

      She’d nearly let herself be swallowed by him. She’d nearly gone with his kiss just to feel close to him again – to feel his reassurance, his control, for it to be like it had those two weeks before, where it was just the two of them, no outside influences, in their cocoon, not enslaved by reality. Where she could pretend to be in a world where there was no division between the species, where she could love who she chose to love, be with who she chose to be with without question and discrimination. Where it was her choice and her choice alone. Where society didn’t dictate what was right and wrong for her.

      A world where she could be herself with him. With Kane. With the only one she’d ever truly wanted. Where she felt enveloped in the safety of his arms. A world where she could trust him because there were no alternative motives. Where he wasn’t being pursued and hunted.

      Where he wasn’t the deceiver, the pariah, the outlaw. Where she wasn’t an agent. Where he wasn’t a vampire. Where it was just the two of them: Kane and Caitlin.

      But that wasn’t how it was.

      It would never be how it was. And she needed to accept that. She needed to face it and accept it.

      She’d needed out of there. She’d needed out of the claustrophobia of the room, to feel the breeze, to breathe in air – not be submerged in the consuming density of his world.

      One he was never going to let her in on.

      Pulling away had been the hardest choice yet. Her heart had ached as she’d forced her head to overrule.

      If he didn’t pursue her before she left the building, if he didn’t call her back in the next couple of hours, she knew she was on her own.

      Completely and utterly alone.
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      The breeze whipped around the compound green as Kane held Jask’s gaze, both approaching each other at equal pace. Less than five minutes after Caitlin had left, Kane had received the call.

      ‘Leila’s at the TSCD,’ Kane said as they drew eye-to-eye. ‘They’ve created a task force to combat the fourth species and they’ve pulled in all interpreters in the locale to help.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘Because Caitlin told me. But she knows, Jask. She’s worked out everything that happened that night.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Because apparently the head of The Alliance has given herself up. Either she’s running scared from the murders or someone’s given her a shove. I don’t know which it is but what matters is that they led Caitlin to Phia and it didn’t take Caitlin long to work out the rest.’

      ‘Shit,’ Jask hissed.

      His azure eyes were already laced with enough disconcertment not to need anything more added to it, but Kane knew he had no choice.

      ‘Caleb’s at the TSCD, too. He was taken in in the early hours of the morning. Obviously they had good cause to, now they have an eyewitness saying she saw what happened. It also makes the alibis defunct. Suspicion of covering up a murder after an illegal feed is more than enough to charge him. I need to talk to Phia.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Eden too.’

      ‘Eden’s out the back with some of the pack. Phia’s not in a good way, Kane. She’s convinced Leila going missing is her fault.’

      ‘You didn’t tell her I was on my way over?’

      ‘Not until I knew what you were going to tell me.’

      ‘Let me talk to her.’

      Jask cocked his head for Kane to follow.

      As they marched across the quadrant and up the steps, Kane surveyed the faces of the few male lycans dotted around. Their stances were strained, tentative, echoing the disconcertment amidst the pack pending the blue moon, the weight of it only adding to the oppressive atmosphere as they packed the last of all their belongings to leave the compound.

      No longer held up by waiting to find their young, a number of the pack had already been transferred into safety over on the east side.

      ‘Corbin said he’d start distribution straight away,’ Kane remarked.

      ‘We have. All of the young have been treated along with over half of the adults,’ Jask declared. ‘Some have elected to enter the containment rooms in the next few hours until we get the remainder of what we need. The rest of us have opted for half-dosages to maximise distribution until then. It’ll at least take the edge off.’

      ‘The rest of us?’ Kane stopped at the top of the steps. ‘Tell me you and Corbin have taken the full dose?’

      ‘Corbin has.’

      ‘And you?’

      Jask’s silence said enough as he moved to step forward again.

      Kane exhaled tersely and grabbed his arm. ‘You have to take it. You have no choice.’

      ‘In place of one of them?’

      ‘For the sake of your pack.’

      ‘That’s why I have a beta,’ Jask reminded him.

      ‘You’re supposed to be safeguarding Phia.’

      ‘And I am,’ Jask declared, freeing himself from Kane’s grip. ‘But I’m also the only one in this pack who stands a chance of managing the change without taking anything at all. Knowing that, I cannot subject one of my pack to it in place of me.’

      ‘It’s been decades since you’ve had to control it. You don’t even know if you still can.’

      ‘And I’m going to get the rest of those supplies so it won’t even be an issue.’

      He headed through the porch.

      Kane shook his head as he followed behind him. ‘Sometimes your pack protocol sucks, do you know that?’

      ‘Everything about this sucks,’ Jask said, leading the way through the entrance hall, past the stairs and through the open double doors on the right.

      Usually the dining area would be a hive of activity, now it sat like an empty church, or a school after the end of day bell had long finished.

      There, at one of the middle tables, hands cradled around a mug, head bowed as she gaze down into it, sat Sophia.

      Kane closed his eyes and shrugged off the sensation that crawled up his spine. Jask wouldn’t have felt it like he did. None of the pack would have. Even in those past three days the blood pumping through her had become more potent. And when she looked up from her mug as if detecting a vampire presence by a second sense, his jaw tightened as her gaze locked instantly on his.

      Every instinct pleaded with him to kill her. As the chosen serryn, every iota of common sense told him to end her life while he still could. But he could feel Jask’s gaze burning into him – the lycan who he had now come to call a friend.

      ‘She’s getting stronger, Jask.’

      ‘So she tells me. Are you sure this is a good idea?’

      ‘I’ll be a couple of minutes,’ Kane said, meeting his gaze fleetingly.

      Kane pulled up the chair opposite Sophia, her large brown eyes meeting his. She was paler than the last time he’d seen her. She’d lost a few pounds, and she didn’t have much to lose in the first place. Her fingers around her mug were tense, but those eyes still held the same gritty determination, the pupils of which constricted as she held his gaze.

      Jask – her first line of defense – sat beside her, his arm over the back of her chair. ‘Leila’s safe,’ Jask told her. ‘She was taken in as part of some kind of researcher in a combat group against the four species. Caitlin told Kane.’

      Phia’s attention snapped back to Kane. ‘She knows about Leila?’

      ‘She knows everything,’ Kane said, ‘but she hasn’t told anyone else.’

      ‘You know that for sure?’ Jask asked.

      ‘I do.’ He sure as hell hoped he did. Kane returned his attention to Phia. ‘You said some of The Alliance had survived – you, Dan, and maybe a couple more.’

      ‘That we know of.’

      ‘You said you were there watching that night when Jake killed Trudy.’

      She frowned. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And Dan.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Who else was with you?’

      ‘Just Abby.’

      ‘The one who headed you up?’

      ‘Yeah? Why?’

      ‘You’ve not heard anything more from her?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘But she could have made it? Be an eyewitness to what happened with Jake? With Caleb?’

      Jask leaned back in his chair almost with a semi-slump.

      Sophia looked across her shoulder at Jask before her troubled gaze met Kane’s.

      ‘And she’d know your real name?’ Kane asked. ‘And where you were staying whilst you served with The Alliance? There could be fingerprints to prove your identity? Where you’re from. Other members of your family?’

      Jask shook his head slightly as he stared up at the ceiling, his teeth clenched.

      Phia’s uncharacteristic silence said it all.

      Kane shoved back his chair and marched back out of the dining area, leaving behind the rapid firing of Phia’s questions in Jask’s direction, the distress and panic clear in her tone as Kane headed out to the green at the back.

      The training session was in full progress, the collection of pack members ploughing back and forth along the pitch with a speed and agility that Kane only ever witnessed in lycans. They were the best free-runners in Blackthorn. The cohesion of the team to the point where they second-guessed each other like a sixth sense also made them a lethal concoction. He’d seen them play for fun as much as training, but this had an edge to it, a dense atmosphere that meant they knew they were amidst a threat. The freshly dug graves in the quadrant were no doubt their reminder. Lycans never went down without a fight but, luckily for them all, Jask was as smart as he was powerful and therein lay his greatest strength and his greatest strategy. Jask and his pack were ready – they were simply waiting for the right time.

      As he scanned the pitch, it didn’t take Kane long to spot the newcomer.

      He was maybe mid-thirties, his dark cropped hair ruffled by the wind. His well-honed physique stood its own ground as he ploughed up and down the field amidst the lycans. Despite the graveness of those around him, Eden Reece seemed to be bringing an edge of playfulness, of humour, to the practice. Taunting as much as he was playing, he compensated for the former by the fact that, for a human, he played damn well.

      But he wasn’t just human. The glow around him was too subtle to the naked eye of even the lycans, but unmistakable to a master vampire. It was a glow confirmed by what Jask had already told him about Jessie having saved his life by feeding him her angel tears – tears that would create in him an edge that would equate him in strength, speed and agility with his third species counterparts. Tears that would improve his self-healing as well as resistance to both illness and injury, even slow his aging.

      It was the elusive permanent and non-retractable cure the humans had been seeking – the cure the Higher Order promised existed; the cure only Kane and the angels themselves knew of. Until Sirius had worked it out somehow.

      He’d only ever seen a human consume angel tears once. It hadn’t ended well. But from what he’d heard, the sacrilegious act never did. Jessie must have been desperate.

      Or she had no idea of the consequences.

      ‘As you can see, he has all the basics,’ Jask said as he stepped alongside Kane. ‘He’s quick, strong, agile and fearless. Most importantly, he’s smart and he thinks fast on his feet. We’ll continue to hone his skills. It won’t take much.’ He recaptured Kane’s attention, the concern clear in his eyes. ‘But you can see why if Sirius does have an army of them, this is going to get tough, Kane.’

      Kane looked back across the pitch. A team of unknown quantity demonstrating what Eden did right then, except loaded with destructive intentions, was almost unthinkable.

      He was distracted from the action only by a figure on the other side of the pitch, her vibrant glow standing out against the landscape.

      Her lack of wings was proof enough that Jessie wasn’t a high class of angel. This girl was definitely an envoi. Envois were the librarians amongst the soldiers – a mere messenger and bottom of the pecking order as far as a race that judged physical power and prowess over knowledge was concerned.

      Except this one had also been judged as doing something incredibly wrong for her to have been banished by her parliament – her memory erased, a bind placed around her neck that would kill her if it were ever destroyed. A bind that meant she was enslaved to the person who owned it or the location it was held, given freedom to move and be herself only if she had possession of it.

      ‘And Jessie?’ Kane asked. ‘How’s she in combat?’

      If she had survived fifty years trapped in the most notorious row in Blackthorn, she had to have something about her. These were an interesting addition to Jask’s pack and, potentially, their side.

      ‘She’s rusty but, again, it’s all there.’

      Spotting them, Eden headed over to Jask’s summons, Jessie not far behind.

      Pulling level, Eden squarely met Kane’s gaze before giving him a swift once over with an easy confidence.

      The guy certainly had balls.

      ‘You’re ex-TSCD,’ Kane said, reciprocating Eden’s swift assessment, ‘but Jask tells me you’re okay which is the only reason we’re talking right now.’

      There was a subtle upward curl to Eden’s lips. ‘And there was me thinking you were planning on asking me for the first dance.’

      Balls indeed.

      Kane frowned. ‘Say something funny next time and maybe you’ll manage to dig out my sense of humour.’

      ‘Then clearly I’d best come up with something hilarious. And an extra-deep shovel.’

      Eden’s smile hinged the side of cocky, but the glint in his eyes was anything but confrontational. His fearlessness was as likable as the honesty his eyes emanated.

      Kane looked to Jask stood beside him. ‘Does he use this smart mouth on you?’

      ‘He uses his smart mouth on everyone,’ Jessie said. ‘It’s good to meet you, Kane.’

      Her eye contact was direct but she didn’t have that air of aloofness or arrogance that usually came hand-in-hand with her race. More to the point, if this angel was offering to help them, she was clearly far different to everything he had come across in her kind before.

      He already had the feeling he was going to like her as a result.

      ‘You too,’ he said before re-addressing Eden, someone else he had the feeling he was going to like. Maybe. ‘We need to talk. Inside.’
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      Caitlin sat at her desk with the door closed. The paperwork spread out in front of her.

      She clutched the phone that Kane had given her, her thumb hovering on the call button.

      But she wasn’t going to be tempted. Neither was she going to sit there and do nothing.

      Caitlin tucked her phone into the inside pocket of her jacket, which hung on the back of her chair. She stood up. She grabbed the most significant pieces of paper before shoving the rest in her drawer.

      Morgan could tell her off later about overstepping the mark. For now, she needed to get to the conference room. Leila knew what had happened that night. More to the point, Leila could know if, and how, Kane was involved.

      She could maybe even know what Kane meant about the risk of keeping Caleb inside.

      Meghan knocked and peered around the door. ‘Have you got a few minutes?’

      Caitlin gathered the papers she’d need into a pile. ‘It’s not a good time, Meghan.’

      ‘I’ll be really quick.’

      Caitlin slumped back in her chair by way of conceding.

      Meghan re-closed the door behind her, creating the sense of intimacy she was clearly hoping to obtain. She eased comfortably into the seat as if Caitlin’s room was simply an extension to her own office, and placed the laptop onto the desk.

      ‘By the way, thanks for bailing on me last night,’ she said as she lifted the lid and scrolled through, seemingly too preoccupied to dwell despite the intended sarcasm. ‘I want to run something by you.’ She turned her laptop to face Caitlin. ‘It’s a testimony from a young woman called Bea Coombes. She came in a week ago apparently. After seeing cuts on her back, her mother insisted she come in to the point of bringing her here herself. I won’t make you sit through it all – just a short section.’

      ‘What has this got to do with me?’

      ‘Bea worked at an oddities store in Blackthorn under the employment of a witch called Tamara – an associate of Kane Malloy. Malloy visited the store on the night in question.’

      Meghan pressed the enter key and the still image switched into action.

      The young woman’s eyes were red raw, a tissue scrunched in her hand as she used it to wipe her nose.

      ‘What were you doing at the time he came in?’ the female voice echoed over the speaker.

      ‘I was doing some cleaning. Polishing the talismans that Tamara sold. Kane asked for her. I called for her on the phone and got back to what I was doing.’ Bea took a deep and unsteady breath. ‘I felt uncomfortable straight away. I knew who he was. I mean everyone knows who Kane Malloy is. He was looking at me …’ she hesitated, looking at the interviewer as if for reassurance ‘… inappropriately, you know?’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘Just staring at me. I was relieved when Tamara came out.’

      ‘What happened then?’

      ‘They disappeared into the back room. I’m not proud of it, but I crept down the hallway to hear what was going on. I guess I was anxious. I overheard him ask about me; asking Tamara if I was a feeder.’ Her eyes widened. ‘I’m not. I never have been. But I heard Tamara say he could try if he wanted to. She …’ she hesitated again. ‘She said she’d like to watch.’

      Caitlin’s heart skipped a beat, her attention flitting from the screen only to see Meghan’s somber expression. Her gaze was lowered as she listened.

      ‘What did you do then?’ the female voice asked.

      ‘I panicked. I got my stuff together. I wanted to leave straight away.’ Bea rubbed her tissue under her nose again. ‘But by the time I’d got to the door, he blocked my way. It was like he came from nowhere.’

      Bea became jittery, her eyes darting around the room as if mid-recollection.

      ‘It’s okay,’ the voice said over the speaker. ‘Take your time.’

      Caitlin squeezed her pen a little tighter in her lap.

      ‘The things he said to me … they were just …’ Bea sighed. ‘I’d rather write them down.’

      ‘That’s fine, Bea. Whatever makes you more comfortable.’

      ‘He wouldn’t let me leave. I told him I wasn’t interested. I didn’t come on to him or anything. I told him to leave me alone but he wanted me to do things. When I refused, he got nasty.’

      Caitlin looked away for a moment before forcing herself to reface the screen. She knew she was looking for every little nuance that Bea was lying. And she hated herself for it.

      ‘He …’ She wiped the tissue under her nose again. ‘I passed out. When I woke up, I was on the floor. I could hear him and Tamara. He was doing things with her in the other room. I used my chance to escape. I ran all the way home.’

      Meghan leaned forward. Despite the continuation of voices over the screen, she closed the lid.

      Caitlin’s palms were damp. She couldn’t bring herself to meet Meghan’s gaze. Not yet. Because what she heard on that screen was not the Kane she knew. The Kane she heard of on the screen was the Kane of the numerous reports; the numerous unsubstantiated reports.

      And it was yet another blow her heart could do without.

      ‘This is Bea’s full statement of what happened that night,’ Meghan said solemnly as she laid the sheet of paper down in front of her.

      Caitlin skimmed it. She knew which key words she was looking for. The sickness intensified in her stomach at seeing them.

      She took a moment before she looked down the bottom of the page at the location of the incident.

      And her stomach wrenched.

      ‘Like with so many accounts, it’s her word against his,’ Meghan said. ‘What we do have though is her claim this happened on the day Kane first took you, Caitlin. It would really help if you could recall if he disappeared at any point those first few hours – maybe long enough to have gone to the shop? From where you were located at the time, it could have been just a couple of hours. Did he leave you alone at any point?’

      According to the address on the statement, Tamara’s shop wasn’t all that far from the den Kane had kept her in. The entire incident could easily have taken place in those couple of hours before he returned to her after he’d pinned her down on the bed. After she had goaded him. But he hadn’t been able to take his frustration out on her because, just like Meghan had said, when it came to her, he’d had to be on his best behaviour.

      The sickness in the pit of her stomach swelled to the point she could taste bile at the back of her throat.

      ‘Caitlin? Did he leave you alone?’

      Caitlin forced herself to meet her gaze. She felt as though the insides of her head had turned to mulch.

      ‘Yes,’ she eventually said, as if some other voice had said it for her. ‘Yes, he did.’

      Meghan nodded. She hesitated for a moment. ‘Caitlin, did he mention anything to you about this? Did he make any reference to it at all?’

      After he’d returned so nonchalantly, bringing her food before tinkering with his bike.

      She frowned. ‘No.’ She shook her head as if to shake some sense into herself. ‘No, he didn’t.’

      It was Meghan’s turn to frown as she studied Caitlin pensively. ‘Caitlin,’ she said, her voice quiet, soft, her eyes brimming with concern. ‘Did he show any signs of such aggression to you?’

      Caitlin felt her hackles rise, her defenses kick in. ‘No,’ she said firmly.

      ‘Did he ever hurt you in a similar way?’

      Caitlin snatched back a breath. ‘No.’

      ‘Even though you previously mentioned there were a couple of occasions when you had to ask him to stop?’

      ‘It wasn’t like that. They were different.’

      The concern in Meghan’s eyes intensified. ‘Different, how?’

      Because she had asked him to bite with the intention of using it against him, of using it as a way out. She had been the one who’d nearly got carried away in the moment.

      She had goaded him on the bed.

      ‘I …’ And even as the words played through her head, alarm bells started ringing at a painful volume. ‘I provoked him.’

      ‘You provoked him?’

      She exhaled steadily. She closed her eyes for a moment before looking back at Meghan. ‘It’s not how it sounds. Have you spoken to Tamara? Have you got a statement from her?’

      ‘We spoke to her, yes. Caitlin, do you think Bea’s lying? Was that your first instinct? That this is yet another in a long line of lies and elaborate set-ups in order to convict him?’

      It was like a fist to Caitlin’s stomach. She swallowed hard against her tight throat. She looked down to see her hand was trembling, her knuckles white.

      ‘Caitlin,’ Meghan said softly, recapturing her gaze. ‘I’m on your side. I want you to know that. I want you to know that I get it. I’ve seen where he held you. I felt the claustrophobia, the windows boarded up, affecting your sense of time. It would have created quite the intense situation. In such an intimate space, emotions become heightened. He was your only contact. Was the only voice you heard. Victims talk about it all the time. You lose sense of perspective. Three days can feel like three months especially when there’s only two of you, especially when there is an attraction. I know the time you spent with Kane Malloy is the most contact you’ve had with anyone in years– ’

      ‘I do not fucking have Stockholm Syndrome!’

      Meghan’s eyes flared. She recoiled a couple of inches. ‘And when denial is your greatest defense it becomes his greatest defense too,’ she eventually remarked softly.

      And she’d spent so many years using lack of prosecutable evidence to reinforce her beliefs of multiple conspiracy theories surrounding him. Her justifications had been reinforced as she’d seen the other side of him those two weeks: the playful side, the gentle and attentive side.

      Except now tendrils squeezed the life-breath out of her. Because if Bea had been telling the truth, that side of Kane that she had seen was a lie – just like the glimpses he’d given her to get her to surrender her soul had been. Another two weeks was nothing for someone who had waited fourteen years.

      Caitlin swallowed harder than she would have liked. ‘If we’re done …?’

      Meghan held her gaze for a few moments before dropping it to gather up the laptop. She stood, tucking it under her arm. ‘If it’s okay, I’ll get something together to the effect that Kane left you alone in the property. Would you be willing to sign it? It might never make it to court, but it would help Bea if it did. You know yourself, there is so little corroboration out there to support some of Kane’s victims. Anything will help.’

      Reluctantly, Caitlin nodded.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Meghan said as she gripped the handle on her way out. She looked over her shoulder. ‘I genuinely didn’t mean to upset you. Thanks for your help.’

      And she left.

      Caitlin turned her head towards the window, her trembling fingers held to her lips. The tears couldn’t stay back any longer. Instead, they trickled down her cheeks, leaving a taste of salt on her lips.

      She didn’t know what was worse: the prospect that she had got him so wrong or that her tears clearly meant she could believe him even capable of something so horrific. Because that’s what Bea’s written report had been: horrific.

      She flinched as she glanced across her shoulder to see Tyrell standing in the doorway.

      She swept away her tears but as she met his gaze, the palpitations came hard and fast as he seemed to be struggling with what to say.

      ‘I’m sorry, Caitlin. I guess the message already got through?’

      She wasn’t aware her mouth had turned dry until she tried to swallow and couldn’t.

      Her insides twisted and coiled at the look in Tyrell’s eyes.

      ‘What message?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          28

        

      

    

    
      Eden sat slouched in the chair, his arms folded as he flipped the mint in his mouth. ‘I must attract suicide missions.’

      ‘Can you get in there or not?’ Kane asked.

      ‘They don’t bat an eyelid at CEOs wandering around.’

      ‘But?’ Kane asked, sensing there was a problem.

      ‘But I’d need my curfew enforcement uniform. Besides, that helmet could prove useful considering we don’t know if Sirius has put a call out for me. The problem is, my uniform is in my apartment in the CEO complex. The code to that changes every few days. It’s not exactly Fort Knox, but they take measures.’

      ‘Is there anyone you can trust to get you in there? Anyone you can call?’ Kane asked.

      ‘I have someone I’d trust with my life – a partner in crime so to speak. He knows I’m usually neck-deep in some kind of self-created shit. He’s bailed me out plenty. I can also find out from him if I have got a price on my head. I doubt Sirius wants the attention drawn to me, but we’d be better playing it safe.’

      Kane sensed yet another “but”.

      ‘Even if I have got the uniform that only gets me through the main door to the processing area. Us CEO boys are just the hunter and delivery guys. If Caleb and Leila have already been through questioning, they’ll be in the detainment cells themselves. That area is well above my pay grade as far as access goes.’

      ‘Who can get in there?’ Jask asked.

      But Kane already knew the answer. He knew from Eden’s glance in his direction.

      ‘Your girl can.’

      As he felt both Eden and Jask’s eyes boring into him, Kane let out an exhale of unease.

      ‘Not even she can get into the cells without the guard’s say-so though,’ Eden tagged on. ‘They’re all individually coded too. And even if we got the codes, our biggest problem is time. I’d still have to talk to Leila, to take her to Caleb, to get her to do the deed – and get her and her sister back out again. Someone else can walk into that place at any time so we can’t take out the guard. One inkling of a breach and the game is over, especially as there’s only one way in and one way out.’

      ‘So you’re saying it’s impossible,’ Kane said.

      ‘Alone, yes. But if I had someone handling Caleb and Leila while I distracted the guard, it could be possible.’

      ‘We can’t risk you,’ Jask said, turning his attention to Kane.

      ‘Nor you,’ Kane said. ‘And I’m sure as hell not risking letting Sophia in the building.’

      ‘Nor Jessie,’ Eden said. ‘There’s no way I’m having her in the firing line. And we certainly can’t risk Sirius getting in hands on her. I’m telling you, Caitlin’s the prime person to help us. The guard won’t question it.’

      ‘Or she can raise the alarm,’ Jask said, turning his attention back to Kane. ‘If she hasn’t already.’

      ‘Does she know what we suspect about Caleb?’

      ‘No,’ Kane said.

      ‘Then can I throw into the mix that we still don’t know for sure that Caleb is the one? It could all be a waste of time. If you ask me, the smartest move is to get Caitlin to read Jessie before we go any further.’

      Kane exchanged a knowing glance with Jask.

      Eden rested his forearms on the table and leaned forward. ‘The way I see it, either you take a punt on her or this district is in the shit even deeper than it already is. Get her to read Jessie – let her see for herself. She’s going to want to help. She’s going to have to help.’

      Kane pushed back his chair and stepped over to the window. Bracing his arms on either side of it, he stared through the misted glass.

      As the silence lingered, Eden broke it again. ‘Why are you both treating this like it’s more complicated than it is.’

      ‘Because it’s our fucking species on the line,’ Kane said.

      ‘In case you’re forgetting, we’re all on the fucking line with this one. That’s why I’m willing to take a chance on her.’

      Eden’s fervency lacerated deep – the way he spoke as if it was that simple, as if trusting Caitlin was that straightforward. And he had to question if Eden was seeing something he wasn’t. Worse, if his own deeper issues were the problem, misting his vision as much as the glass he struggled to see out of and impeding progress as a result.

      ‘I get that her family’s got history,’ Eden added. ‘But take the cross off her back and give her a chance to stand up straight and show you what she’s made of. There are few I’d trust with my back out there – but her, every time. Not only is Caitlin a good agent, she works hard against the tide in that place to do what she can and it sure isn’t for an easy life. She knows her own mind. She knows her own convictions. And she is trying to some good out there. Look what she did for Arana, Kane. Do you think she did that for any reason other than it was the right thing?’

      Kane turned to face him as Eden echoed his own thoughts from just a few days before.

      ‘She already knows about Sirius’s threat,’ Eden added. ‘Do you seriously think she’s going to jeopardise thousands, hundreds of thousands of her own? Because I sure don’t.’

      He said it with such conviction – a conviction that, right then, Kane envied the simplicity of.

      ‘We need her on the team, Kane – and you know it. The way I look at it, we’re screwed if we don’t – especially if the heat turns to Leila in the meantime and she decides to squeal. I think you should be more worried about her disclosing who Caleb is more than Caitlin. Time is of the essence, guys, and I’m telling you that unless you want a full-on raid of that place, Caitlin is the best chance we’ve got of pulling this off.’
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      Caitlin sat in the small side-room. It was a tiny infirmary for emergencies only, on-site ones as a rule, when there wasn’t enough time, or need, to get to the hospital. She clutched her cooling coffee though she could barely feel it, her hands numb despite the heat blasting out from the wall-mounted heater.

      As soon as Tyrell had told her, Caitlin had bounded down there like a ball in a pinball machine, avoiding the occasional blur of a body, using the walls to help support her and to keep her momentum going as she barged through doors, reverberating off others as she ploughed into them. The corridors had swayed around her, her legs leaden to the point she could have sworn she wasn’t moving anywhere near fast enough, like pummeling a treadmill with the goal forever a mile away.

      She’d pelted around the corner to come to an abrupt standstill as she’d seen Morgan in the distance. Behind him, she’d seen the sheet over the body on the trolley, the two medical staff in somber conversation with Morgan as Caitlin trudged towards them.

      Shaking, she’d reached out to grab Morgan as he closed the gap between them, only to feel if he was real, if any of it was real, if she was about to wake up from one of a multitude of nightmares that plagued her darkest hours.

      But it was real. Morgan was real. The look in his eyes as he’d stepped in to be a barrier between her and the body was real.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he’d said, his hand cupping her neck. ‘Caitlin, I’m so very sorry. Max has gone, Caitlin. He’s gone.’

      Even now, half an hour later, her head still felt heavy, her body distant.

      And there was that ache – that unmistakable ache of irretrievable loss.

      The last of her family gone.

      Not once had she been to see Max since the trial. Not once had she gone to hear his explanation or to allow him the chance to offload. Her own family and she had simply been carrying on with Kane, oblivious or uncaring of the clear sense of guilt, or even fear, her stepfather had been facing.

      Outside were muffled voices, the door left only fractionally ajar. Twice she’d caught Morgan’s concerned glance inside. He’d insisted he was going to take her straight home as soon as he’d tied up the couple of obligatory aspects of red tape first.

      Morgan who, right then, felt like the only friend she had. Who had brought her coffee and had held her when she’d needed to be held. Who had understood how utterly, utterly terrifying the fragility of the human condition was. And she’d held on to him as if he was her only hope in a desolate sea.

      ‘How did he do it?’ she’d asked.

      Morgan had hesitated before answering. ‘He’d used the cutlery, the knife, from lunch.’

      ‘That wouldn’t have taken some determination.’ She’d barely been able to say it. ‘Some … hacking.’ She’d wetted her arid lips. ‘How long did it take?’

      ‘They’re saying less than three minutes.’

      ‘Three minutes is a long time feeling yourself die.’

      ‘He would have lost consciousness quickly.’

      The plant in the corner of the room needed watering, that was all she could focus on now. It didn’t have much natural light in the room as it was, so lack of water wasn’t going to do it any favours, especially not under that heat. She couldn’t imagine being in there every day with that blasting out. She was already feeling claustrophobic. She was already struggling to breathe. Her chest was hurting. And that feeling was growing – the sensation of pain that was taking root.

      She dropped her gaze to the small central table and the magazines that lay spread there. One lifestyle magazine displayed a house just like the ones in Midtown where she grew up. The grass was green, the house painted white – the type of house she could have been living in now if things hadn’t turned out the way they had with her parents, if she hadn’t joined the VCU, if she hadn’t dug her heels in and Rob had stuck around. They could have created their own home with the same kind of garden, the same kind of pleasant residential area, where the papers were delivered and sprinklers worked on hot days, and people had cars and, importantly, a purpose. People who acknowledged each other with polite smiles instead of suspicious stares.

      And that alternative life was a simple life. A normal life with a husband and a job and a purpose and growing old together. Maybe even a family and all those normal things that went with being human.

      The blessed side of being human.

      A blissful life where she’d never found out the truth of what her family had done. Or a life where her family had never got involved with the Malloys in the first place.

      Morgan pushed the door open. In his hand he held her jacket which someone had collected. ‘Let’s get you out of here.’

      She didn’t remember much of the journey back to the car – just what felt like vaguely familiar corridors and doors as Morgan led her to the car park via the most discreet route.

      Despite the chill as they exited into the concrete tomb, Caitlin still wasn’t tempted to pull her jacket on. As they took a left across the car park towards where he was parked, Caitlin stopped equidistant between both their vehicles. She had no intention of going home. She knew exactly where she needed to go.

      She knew now, more than ever, that she needed to finish this.

      For her own sanity, she needed to finish it.

      ‘Matt, I can sort myself from here,’ Caitlin said. ‘You need to get back in there.’

      His eyes furrowed with concern. ‘And leave you alone? I don’t think so.’

      ‘I’m fine. Really. I just need a few hours to myself.’

      ‘Then you can have a few hours to yourself back at mine. I’ve already cleared everything here.’

      She’d only been to his home once – for the funeral. She’d gone to pay her respects to her colleague’s wife. Phoebe had been ill for a number of months but no one had expected her to go so quickly.

      Caitlin had spent most of the two hours stood awkwardly in the corner of the room, near the wall, her untouched plate in her hand. She was bad enough in any social environment, let alone that one. Worse, it had brought back memories of her father’s funeral … her mother’s.

      The loss had felt all the more real stood in what she constituted a home – a proper home just like the one on the front of the magazine, unlike the shell she had resided in as she’d counted down the days until the soul ripper came for her. Morgan’s home had been invested in, thought about, cared for – even the furnishings had matched. The garden beyond had been scattered with various colourful creatures: fairies and frogs and odd-shaped pebbles, no doubt picked by the girls. The path had wound off to a summerhouse in the distance, a slide and swings on route as well as bikes left lying on the ground as in some suspended animation of a life that had once been good. And there were photos, so many family photos of the girls, of Matt, of Phoebe, of all of them together in a life brimming with laughter and normality. The perfect family.

      Until Phoebe had been taken from them, leaving behind two little girls in their little black puffball dresses with pink sashes – their young mother’s favourite colour.

      The eldest, seven-year-old Daisy, had cried profusely through most of the service. But it was the youngest that had worried Caitlin the most. Chloe had been silent the entire time. Some had said she was too young to understand but as she sat perched on the edge of the sofa with her legs not touching the floor, those big blue eyes had taken in everything. That little girl was troublingly a sponge of the emotion around her.

      And Caitlin had nearly taken both her parents from her. That first moment with Kane in the corridor had nearly cost Morgan his life too. Her stupidity, her persistence for what now felt like nothing had almost further torn that little girl’s life apart.

      Just like hers had been.

      How many of them are you willing to take down with you?

      She knew she should have secured the Dehains’ fate. She should have told Morgan about her suspicions and about the evidence she had gathered, but Caleb was going nowhere for at least the next twelve hours.

      She had to do something else first.

      ‘You’ve had a horrendous shock,’ Morgan said, closing the gap to gently clutch her upper arms. ‘I know you, Caitlin – you coil in on yourself, but not this time.’ He sighed as he rubbed his hands down the full length of her arms. He wrapped his arm across her shoulders as he guided her towards his car again. ‘What you need is a warm blanket, a hot mug of sugary coffee, a few hours in front of the TV and your amazing boss for company.’

      She couldn’t help but break a smile. ‘Amazing, huh?’

      He glanced down at her with a playful frown. ‘You disagree?’

      ‘No, but if we’re introducing self-appraisals into the job, I’d like to include “capable of looking after herself” in mine,’ she declared, sending him a placating smile.

      She stopped. Eased his arm from around her shoulder.

      She took both his hands in hers. ‘I know you’re looking out for me, and I appreciate it.’

      Just as she appreciated the warmth of his hands, the security of his hug; she’d appreciated that he’d done everything he could have possibly done in the passing hour or so.

      She gazed up into his eyes that gazed back into hers.

      He freed one hand to gently brush the wisps of hair back from her face, the breeze blowing in through the mesh gateway, the shards of rain pounding the tarmac of the road beyond. ‘Caitlin, you do know this isn’t your fault, don’t you?’

      ‘Considering I was the one who put Max in there?’

      He shook his head. ‘You mustn’t blame yourself.’ He cupped her face in a way only Kane ever had. ‘Do you hear me? You are not responsible for his decisions. For anyone’s decisions. You carry too much on these shoulders.’

      He slid his hands back down over her shoulders to her upper arms. But then he slid them back up again more slowly. This time, the touch was different. This time, it echoed a caress. This time, his gaze was warier as he looked back into her eyes.

      She felt the heat rush to her cheeks, the awkwardness of the exchange prompting her to drop her gaze. She glanced around the car park. ‘Careful, you’ll get yourself into trouble fraternizing with your employees.’

      ‘Colleague,’ he said. ‘And I don’t really care what anyone else thinks. I’d be proud to be seen with you, Caitlin. Who wouldn’t be?’

      Her gaze snapped back to his at the proclamation.

      He edged closer.

      And closer still until they were as close as they had been that very first she had waited outside the club to corner Kane, feigning a lover’s kiss with Morgan.

      Close like he had been to her when he’d bravely pulled her back from the nilkim, putting his life on the line for her.

      She was uncertain what the feeling in her chest intimated. Her first instinct was that she didn’t like it, to shrug him away. But her head pleaded to grant herself the moment.

      It should have felt easy with someone she knew so well. Someone she trusted. Someone good. Someone uncomplicated.

      Someone human.

      A part of her yearned for the simplicity of it; the security of it.

      Of no ulterior motives.

      For a second, just a split second, the prospect of feeling his warmth felt enticingly normal, enticingly safe.

      Morgan’s lips met hers a second later. Soft lips. Warm lips. He pulled away only to search her eyes to know if it was okay. And when she didn’t recoil, his hand slid around the back of her neck with a feather-light tenderness, his kiss smooth, tender, slow.

      But it felt so horribly wrong.

      So disconnected.

      She flinched and broke from his kiss, turning her head away as if someone else had taken the helm of her senses.

      For a moment he looked startled. Then his gaze dropped.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, retracting.

      She shook her head, her heart pounding in regret – not at stopping him, but having even considered letting him kiss her in the first place. ‘No. No, I’m sorry. It’s been a long couple of days. We’re both tired.’

      A frown masked his brow. ‘That’s not why I did it.’ His sigh was heavy. ‘But it was bad timing. Really bad timing.’ He glanced around the car park before looking back at her. ‘Especially with my lack of fangs, huh?’

      Whether said in light-hearted jest or not, the jibe hit her deeper than she would have thought, the barrier between them re-forged. ‘That’s not what this is about.’

      He exhaled tersely, his shoulders reflecting his despondency. ‘No?’

      She frowned. ‘No.’

      But it was. She knew it was. No matter the gut-wrenching disappointment she felt about Kane’s lack of contact, at the events exposed surrounding Bea, at the loss of her stepfather, she couldn’t even throw herself into the arms of the most logical choice.

      Because there was no other choice but Kane.

      And they most certainly had unfinished business now.

      ‘Your denial is as transparent as that kiss was, Caitlin. And that’s why I’m going to overstep the mark on our agreement by telling you one and for all that he’s not right for you. I’m no saint, far from it. I’ve had my moments over the years. That’s why I want you to know that not all relationships have to be like that.’

      The back of her neck prickled. ‘Like what?’

      ‘Where it’s all about taking. You deserve better. The problem is, I don’t think you believe it anymore. Pretending it’s more than what it is doesn’t change the reality. You’re like a kid hiding under the covers, refusing to see the monster, because for as long as you’re in denial, you can convince yourself that you’re safe. Only your monster is right under the covers with you. At some point you’re going to have to roll over and face it.’

      Caitlin frowned at the concern in his eyes. Queasiness spread deep in her gut. ‘Why do I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me?’

      He shook his head as he dropped his gaze for a moment. ‘Caitlin, you don’t need all of this right now. I’m bang out of order. You’ve got enough to deal with. If you need some time to yourself, take it. I can call you in a little while.’

      She grabbed his arm as he moved to step away. ‘Matt, if there’s something I should know …’

      He glanced around the car park again as if worried about someone overhearing. ‘I’m just telling you that you can get back to how things were. That this will all blow over. Don’t let him spoil it for you. Don’t let him rip opportunities away from you; everything you have worked for. You can have a life away from Malloy. You can free yourself from whatever he has over you.’ He pressed his lips together as he hesitated. ‘And because I probably won’t have the courage to say it to your face again, I want you to know now that you do have other options. Someone who won’t mess you around. Someone who won’t hurt you.’ He paused. His gaze lingered. ‘I’ll call you later.’ He brushed her hair from her cheek once more, and placed another kiss on her cheek. ‘Get some rest.’

      Caitlin stood in the empty chill of the concrete tomb, alone amongst the lifeless vehicles as she watched Morgan walk away.

      She watched him disappear through the door into the stairwell.

      She watched the door slam shut behind him.

      She reached into her jacket pocket for her phone.

      Kane still hadn’t tried to call.

      [image: ]

      Kane watched from the recess across the street, his cupped hand shielding the amber glow of his cigarette as he held it by his side.

      He exhaled an unsteady stream of smoke as she stepped into her car, as she sat there in the passing minutes between the shadows and the glow of the overhead florescent lights.

      His heart pounded at an almost-human rate and, for once, he felt he had no control over it – just as he had no control over the pain that had embedded deep inside him.

      The kiss had lacerated through him like lightning, leaving a blazing path in its wake that still burned long after Morgan had gone. The heat of possessiveness soared through his veins at the recollection of Morgan’s lips against Caitlin’s. That she had shared something so intimate as that – something he knew was an immense thing to Caitlin – with another male.

      That Caitlin could have wanted Morgan more than she wanted him.

      Whether it was their first kiss or one of many, he had no way to know. Either way, the pain was no different. The betrayal had been in front of his eyes. Betrayal with the boss who shared her case, who had time with her in her office; the good guy, the hero, the one who had taken her back to the VCU. The one with his pleasant Midtown life and his family and his opportunities. The one who could give Caitlin everything she needed amidst his own neglect of her. Maybe even everything she wanted when he himself, in turn, could offer her so little.

      It was a rare feeling but one he recognised. The feeling that coiled through his chest was that sense of self-pity. A sense he abhorred. A pathetic sense reserved for those willing to brood instead of act.

      This was his punishment for keeping her at arm’s length.

      Or this was his punishment for trusting her in the first place. Because right then the woman in the car felt like a stranger.

      A stranger who, right then, he couldn’t believe hadn’t shared all she had suspected with Morgan.

      As Caitlin ignited her engine to life, reversed and drove into the gated opening, he stepped back into the darkness. He cast his cigarette into the puddle as he watched her take a right and pull up at the traffic lights.

      Whatever was between them, whether real or not on her part, it was lost.
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      Caitlin turned off her engine and her lights, flooding herself with the unnerving quiet of her surroundings as she tuned in to the smatters of rain against her windscreen and roof. In the distance, the mist was encroaching on the dark buildings. Only one street lamp was working, the moon unable to assist through the dense storm clouds.

      She scanned the emptiness of the backstreet before focusing on the shop on the corner. The rain didn’t account for the blackened glass of Tamara’s curiosity store though. Night was a prime selling time for any shop in Blackthorn, yet here there was no sign of life inside.

      Caitlin knew she shouldn’t be there – the main reason for her remaining in the car for so long. But she needed to know the truth before she decided on her next course of action, especially as she believed his warning over the implications of disclosure. Just as she believed the second she revealed the leads to Morgan, the snowball would be unstoppable.

      So first she’d find the truth from Tamara. She would find out what happened with Bea.

      Stepping out of the car, she crossed the street, the chill in the air and the cold rain smattering against her shirt.

      Caitlin stepped up to the door nestled between two bay windows, both reinforced by iron bars. The blind was down over the door, the ‘closed’ sign displayed. She rapped her knuckles on the glass.

      And waited.

      After a few seconds, she took enough steps back to examine the windows above.

      Nothing stirred.

      She stepped back into the alcove and rapped her knuckles against the glass twice and then in a louder succession.

      With silence remaining persistent, Caitlin backed up onto the street again, checking over both shoulders that she hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention.

      She rubbed her fingers across her cold lips as she kept her attention fixed on the windows above, looking for any sign of movement.

      Nothing.

      With another check over both shoulders, she headed around the corner of the building. The rusted balustrade sat parallel to the building, the sharp decline of the narrow stone steps descending to the basement.

      With another wary glance around, Caitlin cautiously headed down.

      She tapped on the door, and it instantly opened of its own accord. Unleashing her gun from its holster, she stepped into the catacomb of a hallway before finding herself in a larger living space.

      The aroma of a well-used open fire lingered in the air, the sense of warmth exacerbated by the large sunken sofas, the array of opulent fabrics draped over walls and furniture in the cluttered but homely room.

      Candlelight flickered in the hallway beyond, reassuring Caitlin that at least someone was home.

      ‘Hello?’ Caitlin called out as she edged forward, knowing she was already bang out of order entering the property without just cause. ‘VCU.’

      Silence echoed back.

      ‘Tamara?’ she called out again.

      She directed her gun down the narrow doglegged staircase that veered down to yet another level.

      ‘Tamara, there is no need to be alarmed but I am armed. Please show yourself.’

      Met with nothing but darkness and silence looming back from the pit of the house she made her way further down the hallway.

      The source of light was revealed in the chunky candle that nestled in its wall sconce ahead to her right, the wax tide cascading down what was left of its cylindrical body. The solid mess on the floor beneath betrayed that then, or at some point previously, it had been left burning for hours, if not a day at least.

      She persisted onwards through the amalgamation of flickering amber light and shadows caught in their own private battle. Five feet ahead, outside an open door to her left, another candle sat in a molten mass in its own sconce, this one having burned down to defunctness. Another flicker of amber light echoed back from within the room.

      ‘Hello?’ Caitlin called out again. ‘Tamara?’

      Composing herself, casting another wary glance over her shoulder, she reached the threshold.

      She stopped breathing.

      She remained rooted to the spot.

      The woman lay naked and supine on the bed, her face turned to the ceiling, her arms strapped by her sides by ropes across her midriff.

      Her arms were tipped with bloodsoaked bandages where her hands should have been. Both her feet jutted out at obscure angles, her ankles having been broken. Blood stained her neck, her swollen face, her mutilated chest, her bruised thighs.

      ‘Tamara?’ Caitlin said on a whisper.

      The woman didn’t move.

      Gun still poised, Caitlin kept her back to the wall as she crept into the room, as she warily scanned the shadows of its periphery. She crouched to tilt her head to check under the empty bed; she cautiously opened the wardrobe that sat behind her.

      She placed her gun back in her holster to free both hands and fell to her knees at the bed to check for any sign of a pulse.

      A second later, she felt a strong, masculine hand over her mouth.

      She felt herself being lifted a foot off the ground, and torn three feet backwards from the edge of the bed.
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      ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ Kane had said as Arana had swept past him on her way down the hallway.

      ‘I’ll be back by dawn,’ his sister had called out over her shoulder.

      ‘You’ll be back right now!’

      ‘Sorry! Places to go. People to see. Parties to have.’

      ‘Arana!’ he’d said firmly. ‘Get your arse back here now!’

      She’d sighed curtly and turned around, marching back up towards him.

      He’d opened his mouth ready in full lecture mode only to have her sweep past him again.

      ‘Forgot my lipstick,’ she’d said, gliding back into her room.

      He’d braced his arms on the doorway as Arana searched her dressing table, working her way through the clutter of trinkets and jewellery before finding what she wanted. She’d tucked it in her bag before heading back to the door where he’d blocked her way.

      ‘Arana, you cannot keep doing this.’

      ‘What? Enjoying myself? Or thinking my big brother is getting too old before his time?’

      ‘You cannot keep relying on announcing who you are to protect you. There are still some out there who don’t give a shit who I am.’

      ‘Like who? Come on, Kane, everyone in Blackthorn knows who you are and everybody adores you. If not, they’re too scared shitless to say.’

      She’d moved to step past him but he’d kept his arms braced on the doorway.

      She’d stepped back, folding hers with a sigh.

      ‘One day you’re going to mess with the wrong vampires, or lycans, or you’re going to run into a gang of cons …’ he’d warned her.

      ‘Or I could just be out there having a good time instead of sitting on high alert waiting for this so-called Tryan to rise.’ She’d closed the gap between them. ‘You don’t even know if the Tryan is due to rise here in this Blackthorn. Or what if the symbol had been misread? What if you playing sheriff is just one big waste of time?’

      ‘I’m doing my job.’

      ‘Your job is to be out there making some gorgeous female very happy in the back of some steamy club and renewing her will to live in these shitty times. Erica’s got her eye on you, you know.’ She’d pushed herself up onto tiptoes to cup his face and pecked him gently on the cheek. ‘I love you, Kane, but you take things a little too seriously sometimes. You have brought me up to know how to look after myself and I’ve done a damn good job so far. And as well as playing sheriff, your job is just as much about showing our kind that they might be trapped in these walls, but it doesn’t mean they have to feel trapped on the inside. Now, how about you let your little sister go and find someone fun to play with and I promise to break his balls swiftly and efficiently if he steps out of line.’ She’d held his jaw. ‘No one will touch me, Kane. I don’t think anyone would dare reap the aftermath.’

      The following day, Kane had been led to her body lying alone on the cold, rough concrete in the warehouse, her heart torn from her body.

      And now there was Tamara.

      His friend. His loyal friend: something he couldn’t afford to have for the very reason that now lay in front of him.

      All he could hear was the palpitations of Caitlin’s heart as he held her tight in his arms, his hand muffling her protests, his grip amidst his shock, his horror, no doubt stifling her.

      He’d known something was wrong the minute he’d surveyed the darkened building. There was always a glow beyond the shop windows at night. In the twenty years he’d known Tamara, ever since she’d been ousted from Midtown when she’d be found to be selling illegal herb concoctions – medicinal illegal herb concoctions – she’d kept that business going.

      Back then, he’d sauntered in out of curiosity; he’d had come across a couple of cons cornering her at the counter, getting heavy-handed quickly.

      She’d been a twenty-year-old with fight in her eyes but without the physical prowess to match. He made up for the latter that night and the cons never touched her again. No one ever touched her again.

      Until then.

      With logic sensing a trap, he’d been wary about entering. But he’d been even more wary about Caitlin’s purpose for being there – why she had any business going to Tamara at all. He’d never even spoken of her and that in itself evoked his curiosity to painful levels. More worrying had been the darkness echoing back at him from within.

      The moment he’d entered the building and picked up on the metallic scent, nothing had been able to stop him ploughing towards the source, the lingering sense of betrayal replaced with gut-wrenching dread of what he was going to find.

      Never had he been more grateful to hear Caitlin’s pulse, to feel her heart beat, to feel her ragged breaths against the palm of his hand.

      But Caitlin’s wasn’t the only pulse he detected.

      Kane slipped the gun from Caitlin’s holster and tucked it into the back of his jeans before he released her, before he dropped to Tamara’s side.

      He gently cupped Tamara’s face as she forced her non-swollen eye open, mascara masking her cheeks almost as much as the blood.

      But it was only as she opened her mouth to speak to him, that he saw the even greater extent of the cruelty – that her tongue, like her hands, had been removed.

      They’d made sure she couldn’t run. They’d made sure she couldn’t tell anyone what had happened to her. But they’d ensured by bandaging the worst of her wounds that she wouldn’t bleed out too quickly. They’d intended on keeping her alive for as long as possible so she would lay there contemplating her death, immersed in recollections of whatever had happened to her in the last hours of her life.

      And as he looked down at the nature of the wounds, whoever was responsible had intended far greater than just the physical damage.

      His chest burned. With hands trembling with fury, he unknotted the rope from the bedframe, loosening its bind around her waist. He reached for the nearest throw and lay it over her to grant her whatever bit of dignity he could. He gently stroked her cold cheek with his hand.

      ‘Bea,’ she said, the pronunciation managed despite the lack of her tongue.

      His spine may as well have been ripped through his back.

      In Tamara’s eye there was no accusation, just relief that he knew what she meant.

      He knew exactly what she meant.

      Those things that had been inflicted on her had been inflicted because of him. Those horrific things had happened to garner information from her.

      Bea had reported him. Bea had to have mentioned the book he had gone to collect. Somehow word had got back to Sirius. Sirius who was watching everything.

      He lowered his head, battling the inner demons that raged, that inflamed him to do an about turn, to descend on the TSCD and rip it apart, to free Caleb, to allow him to incite his rage.

      To just let it all burn.

      He’d use what he already had. He’d give Sirius the war he wanted. He’d let Caleb become what that prophecy dictated.

      But he’d worked too hard for it. He’d waited too long for it. They all had. If he went after them now, he’d win nothing. It would change nothing. Arana, Tamara and Rone would have died for nothing.

      It would fuel his determination to fight. He would let it be his ammunition. He would bring the fuckers down with Jask just like he had promised.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, rubbing his thumb along her cheek as he shook his head. ‘Tamara, I’m so sorry.’

      She gave a nod before her face scrunched up in the agony of the recollection. Then she shook her head in response, a trail of her own tears making paths through the dried blood down to her ears.

      ‘Does he know?’

      She shook her head.

      Tears hazed his eyes at what she had endured yet had still remained silent, belligerent, loyal. His constricted throat clogged.

      ‘You always were a stubborn one, Wilkes,’ he said as he brushed her matted hair back from her forehead, behind her ear.

      And his fingertips brushed paper.

      He removed the small scroll rolled up like a cigarette.

      He uncoiled it: You fucked with my girl, now I’ve fucked with yours.

      And there was a heart – a mocking, hand-drawn heart – next to it.

      For the second time that night, his heart pounded to a human rate.

      Because he knew the writing.

      Beyond the clues in the message itself, he recognised the handwriting. He could recall it from the cards he’d seen in Caitlin’s apartment that night he’d broken in. As he lifted the paper slightly to his nose, the rancid scent, though weak, was confirmation enough.

      Rob Doyle.

      Rob who was supposed to have put behind bars … who was supposed to be locked up serving his time with the other two who had been party to murdering Arana.

      And this was confirmation of his deepest fear: that justice hadn’t been served.

      The chill engulfed him, a paradox to the blood burning through his veins.

      His insides coiled into a knot of rage.

      He looked over his shoulder at where Caitlin remained behind him. Tears swamped her eyes – whether from shock and horror at the sight before her, or fear. Right then, he didn’t know which. He’d show her the piece of paper soon enough. He’d see the look in her eyes when she read it – when she read the message from her ex.

      ‘You don’t even know if they’re locked away,’ Jask had said. ‘You don’t even know if it was just a publicity stunt to save their lives. They could be hauled up in some fancy apartment in Summerton waiting our demise.’

      He needed to see it. He needed to see shock. He needed to know she knew nothing about Rob being out.

      But right then, he refused to make that his main focus.

      Kane returned his attention to Tamara, her breathing laboured – breaths that would most likely remain laboured for hours. Rob had seen to that. Just as he had seen to it that there was no coming back from the damage that had been inflicted on her. If she would even want to come back from it.

      The resoluteness in the way she looked at him tore his heart wide open.

      She gave a small nod, the plea in her eyes unmistakable amidst the pain that was no doubt coursing through every nerve.

      He leaned over her. ‘I’ll get him,’ he whispered, something he had never been able to say to Arana. ‘I promise.’

      He kissed her on the forehead again, her attempt at a smile ratcheting the pain to unbearable levels in his chest.

      He reached for the pillow.

      He’d give her that one iota of power – the only thing he could give her.

      He held the pillow down over her face.

      ‘No!’ Caitlin lunged forward.

      But Kane held up his hand, a hand that turned into a pointed finger in a silent but stern warning for her to stay away.

      He knew it must have said enough because she took a step back.

      He returned his attention to Tamara.

      Kane held her still, comforting her in the only way he could. He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes as he felt the last of her weak fight beneath him, his tears dampening the pillow that formed a barrier between them.

      After the seconds had passed, after her body had completely stilled, he moved the pillow away.

      He lifted the throw over her head.

      He sat for a moment, his hands braced on his knees, his head lowered.

      A split-second later, he stepped up to the wall opposite and punched his fist clean through the plasterboard.

      And turned to face Caitlin.
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      Kane stopped less than a foot away from her. He held up the note.

      Her breath snagged. Her pulse raced. The ground no longer felt solid beneath her.

      Rob.

      Rob was involved again.

      The room swayed with the prospect. She stared back at the bloodied throw. Arana wasn’t a one-off; a mistake. She had shared a bed with a monster. Both the men she had shared a bed with were potentially monsters.

      ‘Did you know?’ he demanded.

      Caitlin searched Kane’s reddened eyes that brimmed with rage like she’d never seen.

      If ever she had seen Kane wounded, it was then.

      If ever she had believed there was a whole other side to Kane, it was then.

      If she should ever have feared Kane, it was then.

      But for some reason, she couldn’t. Even though her head was still haunted with Bea’s accusation, even after what she had just witnessed, she couldn’t.

      Maybe she had stopped feeling at all.

      ‘Did you know he was out?’ Kane repeated, his tone dangerously low.

      Perspiration coated her palms. Her head throbbed. Her chest ached. Her heart pounded harder.

      ‘Did you?’ he snapped.

      She shook her head, Kane even having to ask the question telling her any semblance of trust they once had was now lost on both sides.

      Her heart ached at the realisation that, finally, they were broken.

      ‘No,’ she said, it coming out more as a gasp.

      He stared her down for a few seconds longer.

      Grabbing her upper arms, he pinned her back against the wall. ‘What about the others?’ he demanded. ‘Xavier? Max?’

      She slammed his hands away; pushed him away. ‘Xavier, I don’t know. But Max is dead.’

      Kane’s eyes flared, the coldness in his eyes chilling her further.

      ‘He killed himself in his cell just a few hours ago,’ she added, the only thing she could to do defend her stepfather as she bit back the tears that threatened to surface.

      For a split second, his eyes changed, even softened. For just a split-second, she could have sworn she detected a glint of sympathy. But it vanished before it solidified. He stepped away, his hands clenched around his neck.

      ‘Who is she to you, Kane? Why did Rob do this?’

      ‘She’s the one I got the book from. The book that held your soul.’

      Sirius.

      She stared back at the bed. At the form that lay beneath the throw. She clasped her throat, finding it hard to breathe.

      Kane turned to face her again. ‘What are you doing here, Caitlin?’

      She wasn’t even sure she knew how to explain, or if he’d even want to hear it; if she could bear to mention Bea’s accusation as his eyes leaked such distress.

      He had cared about Tamara, and not in some superficial sense – he had really cared about her.

      As her gaze lingered on his as she struggled for the words, he closed the gap between them. ‘I asked you a question!’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded.

      His eyes narrowed. For a moment he seemed to be trying to second-guess her but swiftly relented.

      He turned away abruptly. He marched over to the wardrobe and yanked it open. He tugged an oversized sweatshirt off a hanger. Clenching it in his hand, he reached for Caitlin’s lower arm.

      She recoiled, snatching her arm away before he had a chance to get a grip, but Kane’s reflexes second time around were no match. His vice-like grip locked around her upper arm. He tugged her back towards the door, along the corridor and into the hallway.

      ‘Kane, what are you doing?’

      As he reached the dog-legged steps and descended the first couple, she tried to pull back.

      ‘Where are you taking me?’

      She tried not to stumble as he moved swiftly down the stairs. He took a left and stopped at a bookcase. He yanked it away from the wall, the books splaying on the floor as it fell against the wall opposite. He opened the concealed door inwards, revealing an abyss.

      He switched on the torch on his phone, igniting what she could only assume was some kind of basement. She scanned the thick darkness beyond before Kane stopped at another door opposite. Taking the key off the hook beside it, he unlocked it before leading them up stone steps and out into an alleyway.

      Tunneled by brick walls and an array of dilapidated gates either side, he took a left and then a right before he stopped outside one. He reached over the gate and drew back the bolt. Entering the small courtyard, he gave the paint-peeled back door a shove with his shoulder.

      Caitlin stumbled into the musty room behind him, his grip on her arm unrelenting. She scanned the old sink and broken cabinets as she followed him across to another door ahead. The click of a door latch broke the silence.

      ‘Watch your footing,’ he warned as he pulled the door open to reveal wooden steps masked by the darkness beyond.

      Crossing the basement to where a mattress rested against the wall to the left, Kane pulled it away from the wall. As it bounced to the floor, he reached for the makeshift handle on the plyboard panel. Sliding it sideways, he revealed a knocked-through gap in the wall.

      Another dark abyss screamed silently back at them.

      As he shone the phone light into the gaping black mouth, she caught a glint of the metal ladder. She looked back at him. But she wasn’t going to suffer the indignity of trying to fight back because, either way, she knew Kane would get her down there. She’d seen that look too many times.

      And she also knew if he wanted her dead, she’d be dead already.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Somewhere we can talk. Properly.’

      He cocked his head towards the ladder.

      Caitlin put her foot on the first tread. Her hands clenched the icy rungs, her feet eager to reach solid ground as she descended swiftly, scanning the narrow tunnel that spanned either side.

      Kane followed behind her; used the handle on the inside of the plyboard door to reclose it behind them.

      He handed her his phone light and indicated to the left. The eight-foot-high arched bricked tunnel stretched ahead, a silent dankness echoing back towards her. Not wide enough for them to walk side-by-side, Kane clearly intended Caitlin to lead the way.

      Her ears struggled to adjust to the all-consuming silence as well as the change in pressure. The drop in temperature was noticeable as was the slight decline underfoot, the roof descending with it. Pipes ran the length of the floor left and right, disappearing into further darkness in the tunnel beyond.

      She checked the ignited screen, noting the absence of reception down there. There was no way of being traced or tracked – which was no doubt why he wanted to talk down there. This was one of them: one of the multitudes of maze-like tunnels that were a legend in Blackthorn. This was what they were going to use when the time came, if Sirius invaded. It would be their greatest advantage because whoever survived down there survived by their instincts alone – instincts that were far superior in the third species.

      Reaching a point where the tunnel split left and right, she glanced over her shoulder.

      ‘Left,’ he said, the echo of his voice in the enclosed space sounding haunting. ‘Then a right and then another left.’

      ‘How far are we going?’

      ‘Far enough.’

      As they came up against a steel door, Kane slipped past her, his body brushing against hers as he pulled the metal lever sideways to open it.

      She stared left into further darkness before looking back at him, his palm flat beside her shoulder, his body masking the way back.

      He indicated for her to continue.

      She headed down the next tunnel, the chill wrapped around her even more, her hand numb as she held the phone light ahead.

      As they passed through another steel door, the space opened into a twenty-by-twenty foot cavern.

      Caitlin spun the phone up to scan the domed ceiling fifteen feet above at its pinnacle, the small shelf-like recess to her left five feet off the ground. To her right were what looked like old water tanks and some kind of generator. As the phone light ignited a third steel door ahead, she heard Kane lock the one behind them.

      She turned to face him as he leaned back against the ledge, his arms folded. She guessed, for now, this was the furthest they were going.

      A few feet away from him, she semi-perched on the box-like container of the low generator and placed the phone beside her to at least partially ignited the room. Mirroring him, she folded her arms. This time she wasn’t going to be the first to speak.

      ‘What were you doing there, Caitlin?’

      She exhaled tersely as she shook her head. She looked him square in the eyes. ‘No more bullshit. No more lies. No more cover-ups. I want to know who you are. I want to know what you’re doing here. I want to know what’s really going on out there. For fuck’s sake, Kane, a woman is dead because she got caught up in this.’

      Kane grasped the back of his neck as he paced in front of her. But it was a pace that was slow, purposeful, intense in its pensive execution.

      ‘What are you in the middle of, Kane? What am I in the middle of?’

      ‘Why did you go to Tamara?’

      ‘Why does it matter?’ The shaking in her right leg was beyond controllable. ‘Just tell me, Kane.’ She swallowed back the clogging in her throat. ‘You may as well. It’s not as though you’re planning on letting me back out again, is it? Not this time.’

      His lack of protest against her last statement twisted the knife-edge that was deepening by the second.

      ‘Who are you, Caitlin?’ he asked.

      She exhaled tersely. ‘Who am I?’

      His eyes darkened. ‘I saw you with Morgan.’

      The thought of what he had seen wrenched her stomach, because the look in his eyes told her he’d seen it all. It was the only thing that motivated her to justify herself. ‘I’d just learned about Max.’

      He didn’t flinch. ‘And that’s your excuse?’

      The calmness in his tone, the indifference, was a further twist of the knife that impaled her heart. ‘It’s not an excuse. I don’t owe you an excuse.’

      ‘How long has it been going on?’

      She let out an unsteady breath. She didn’t know why she bothered to say it, but she did. ‘There’s nothing going on.’

      ‘Like there was nothing going on between us?’

      She looked at the tension in his hands, his fingers bent at the knuckles as he grasped the shelf behind him again.

      This mattered to him: whether personally or because he’d believed he’d been made a fool of. But she’d had enough of explaining herself. She’d had enough of justifying herself, of laying her heart out in front of him for it to be trampled on and abused in the name of his unknown cause.

      ‘Okay, I played you,’ she said, her defenses kicking in. ‘Is that what you want to hear? My job wasn’t done in bringing you in. Everything I did was for show. Because I work for Sirius. I fucked you for my job. I screwed you for information. I’ve been on the cusp of bringing you down the second you didn’t suspect it, just like I did in that corridor the first time. That’s who I am, Kane. Your turn.’

      His glare lingered on hers. ‘Don’t make a mockery of my question.’

      ‘You asked a question and I gave you an answer. Does it really matter if it’s a truth or a lie? I’m still alive which begs the question what is it you need me for now, Kane, huh? What’s my next purpose?’

      He shook his head and lowered his gaze.

      ‘What happened with Morgan was about us,’ she said as she took a step towards him, shocked by the calmness in her tone, in her volume, despite the tremor in her voice. ‘It was about me and you, not him and me.’ She could barely get the words out, each catching in her dry throat. ‘It’s about who we are now. What we’ve become. He was there, Kane. I’d just found out all that was left of my family was dead: my stepfather who I’d put away. And Matt was there for me. And he held me. And he kissed me. And he understood. He got it. And I did it because he is kind and he is gentle, and he’s loyal and dependable, and uncomplicated – so very, very uncomplicated. But it was the first time – and it’s the only time.’

      ‘Did you feel anything when he kissed you?’

      And that was it: the question that proved this was about more than disloyalty; about more than him believing her capable of double-crossing him.

      ‘Did I like it? Did I want to go further? Did I realise he was the one for me all along?’

      ‘Did you did think about being with him?’

      ‘Of course I did! The same as I thought how easy it would be to be with someone like him and without all of this drama and angst; to have an easier life, security, more chance of longevity than we’ll ever have, where I can grow old with someone and there are none of these complications, none of this inevitable heartbreak. And who knows, maybe even a family of my own one day.’

      His frown deepened. For the first time in a long time, she was certain his eyes were laced with hurt. And she couldn’t sustain it.

      ‘But do you want to know what I felt, Kane? I felt nothing but uncomfortable. I felt the lack of spark. Worse, it felt wrong. Wrong with the right guy as opposed to right with the wrong guy. Because with you is the only time it ever feels right. The first time you and I kissed, I knew. I can’t help that I feel what I do for you. And I have tried so hard not to. I’ve even tried to convince myself it’s just about the sex as if that makes it more justifiable than actually having fallen for someone who lies to me, who uses me, who deceives me, who might, beneath all that he says and does, even hate me. But if I could explain it, if I could define it, then I guess it wouldn’t be real.’ She paused only for a second. ‘I went to Tamara because I didn’t know what else to do, because I was too scared, too angry, to come and find you first.’

      ‘Too scared and angry about what?’

      ‘About what you did to Bea. I needed her to tell me it wasn’t true. I needed someone, anyone, to tell me you I didn’t feel this way about a monster.’

      [image: ]

      Caitlin’s gaze dropped. The colour drained from her already pale complexion. Her jaw was clenched, her body trembling.

      This was no act – this was distress about more than her knowing she was cornered, beyond her having worked out that he wasn’t letting her go again. This was distress about more than a guilty mind, of someone who had played him and was now caught.

      More troublingly, she should have relished in calling him a monster, in further enforcing her despise of him. Thinking he was a monster shouldn’t have led to her having to hold back tears.

      It proved it made a difference to her what she thought of him. And whatever she thought of him right now, it was bad – a whole other kind of bad.

      He frowned. ‘What is it you think I did to her?’

      ‘Why don’t you tell me what you did?’

      ‘Bea was a walking bite-fest waiting to happen,’ he said, resenting his need to justify anything, ‘or, worse, con bait. She was out of her depth. My advice would have fallen on deaf ears, so I gave her a reality check instead. It was the only thing that was going to save her life.’

      ‘Threatening her? Cutting her? Raping her?’

      He could home in on only one word, the lie slicing through his chest, the sheer distaste of the accusation sickening him to his core. ‘Raped her? That kid? That’s what she said?’ But the false accusation wasn’t the cause of the pain in his chest; he’d faced enough of them across the decades. He had to acknowledge that wasn’t what hurt. ‘That’s what you believe me capable of?’

      ‘According to the timings, it happened not long after I’d woken in your den. Do you remember that? I do. I remember exactly how you were with me on that bed.’

      Whatever Caitlin had been told, she’d soaked it up, and it lacerated his heart more than he was comfortable to allow.

      ‘Oh, that’s right,’ he said. ‘When I barely even touched you. When I pulled back.’

      ‘Because you had to. Because you needed me. Did letting steam off with her make it easier to behave yourself around me?’

      The insult incited a spark of anger.

      Never could even he have predicted the consequence of just one fleeting act all those days ago: where he had been driven by as much irritation at the young girl’s ignorance as that innate sense to do something about it. And it had come back to bite him at the worst time.

      He closed the gap between them.

      Her eyes flared at his proximity, her pulse picking up a notch – a pulse he could hear in the silence as distinctly as he could hear her breathing.

      ‘Whatever that girl told you,’ he said, ‘I’m telling you the worst I did was feed and cut her. Okay, so it was far from chivalrous but I’m fucking sick of girls like her clinging onto some the dark romantic fantasy and making a mockery of the system we are forced to live in whilst they have the luxury of treating Blackthorn like a playground or fairground ride. She was on a downward spiral she couldn’t even see, starting by trying to come on to me. I probably saved her life. And now Tamara is dead because of it.’

      Her glossy eyes compelled him to reach out to her but he’d resolved – he’d promised himself – the second he’d felt the pain in his chest as he’d seen Morgan kiss her, the line had to finally be drawn.

      Blackthorn had to come first, and his feelings for her right then were the greatest risk to Blackthorn’s future.

      ‘I’ll ask you once more: did you know Rob was out?’

      He heard the breath snag at the back of her throat. He felt the reproach like a cool breeze, the hairs on his forearms standing on end as her eyes brimmed with indignation.

      ‘You seriously believe that?’ she asked. ‘After all I just said?’

      He wanted to believe her. His deepest instincts were to believe her. No matter how much suspicion flooded his veins at the prospect of her having deceived him for all that time, maybe since the beginning; no matter how raw seeing her kiss Morgan still felt; no matter how incensed he felt that she may have known about Rob being free, those instincts continued to berate him.

      ‘You think I assaulted that girl. It looks like our opinions of each other are just stellar.’

      ‘I knew nothing about Rob,’ she said, meeting his gaze square-on. ‘It makes me feel physically sick to know that he is out. I kissed Morgan because I was a mess, because I needed to be held. Because I’ve never felt lonelier in my entire life than I did when I believed that I no longer knew you – and I can assure you I’ve had some pretty fucking lonely nights over the years as a basis for comparison.

      ‘You asked me who I am; well, I know what I’m not. I’m not the one hiding anything. I came back to you as me. I’ve been with you as me. I’m talking to you now as me. Believe me or don’t believe me, Caleb is still inside. And if you’re thinking of using me as leverage to get him out, you’ll only flag up just how important he is to you. And you need to know I mean nothing to them, just as I know I mean nothing to you. So that’s it, Kane. I’m defunct. What are you going to do now?’
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      He’d made her strip down in the tunnels, leaving everything behind in place of the sweatshirt he’d taken from Tamara’s wardrobe. He’d run his fingers through her hair and behind her ears checking for any sign that she’d been bugged. But Kane’s over-caution about being traced, despite being unforgiveable, finally made sense.

      The last time she’d been in the corridor, she’d been carried there by one of Jask’s pack – presented to their leader like some kind of trespasser.

      The last time she’d been in the outer room, she’d barely been able to stand, her foot ripped with glass and her heart ripped with pain as Jask had disclosed the truth of what her family had done.

      She’d never got further than that room, but now Caitlin walked alongside Kane as they passed through the gates, past the barbed-wire-topped chainlink fences, through a tunnel and out into the quadrant beyond.

      Unease tightened further in her chest as she surveyed the grave-sized molehills standing out amidst the damp grass ahead.

      ‘What’s that about?’ she asked, despite not knowing if she’d be graced with a response.

      ‘Sirius broke into the compound the morning you came to inform me about his threat. He killed thirty. He burned down their greenhouse and their supplies with it.’

      Her gut wrenched as she surveyed the fresh mounds, some no bigger than the size of a small child. Her gaze snapped back to Kane. ‘Why?’

      Kane kept his gaze ahead as he led the way across the quadrant towards the tunnel to the right. ‘Because if the lycans turn, Sirius has yet another excuse to invade.’

      Queasiness added to her already light-headedness. She looked over her shoulder to where Jask was heading down the broad stone steps of the once grand hotel, a female by his side.

      As Caitlin locked gazes with her from a distance, though her hair had been cut to chin length and looked like it had the remains of black dye working its way out of it, she recognised her instantly from the photograph: Sophia.

      Alliance member Sophia in the compound.

      And following behind Sophia, stopping three steps down, was another face that she recognised.

      Her breath snagged in her throat.

      Like Alice landing in Wonderland, or Lucy burrowing through coats to find a whole other world beyond, she felt like she’d stepped into her own surreal Narnia – some parallel existence carrying on without her.

      Eden Reece descended the last of the three steps behind Jask. Eden Reece who didn’t reflect the same shock at seeing her in his midst. More worryingly, he didn’t show any sign of alarm at being spotted by one of his colleagues.

      Emerging through the tunnel on the other side, Caitlin looked across at the remnants of the burned-out greenhouse. Smatters of rain hit the paving slabs around them, catching on the branches on the oak tree as she surveyed the devastation. It was all the evidence she needed to back Kane’s claim. Together with the horror of the graves and seeing Tamara’s mutilated body on the bed, it curbed her anger at his deceit and replaced it with the deepest sense of foreboding she had ever felt.

      She looked across at him, at the steadiness in his gaze as they headed towards the single-storey stone outbuilding, the brickwork masked with lifeless vines that echoed what was now seemingly dead between them.

      But it wasn’t dead for her. As much as she then wanted it to be, as much as she needed it to be for her own self-preservation, she knew a part of her queasiness was because she still cared.

      Whatever had been happening those last few days, the impact had never been more apparent than when Kane had driven his fist clean through the wall. His act of rage had distressed her not out of fear, but out of the overwhelming need, yet inability, to comfort him. Because more significantly than their relationship being broken, she’d seen in that moment that Kane himself was close to breaking. Whatever was happening, Sirius was starting to win.

      The thought of the devil and the deep blue sea spiraled her into the darkest depths of her own vacillation.

      Pushing through the front door, Kane led her to the room to the left of a handful of steps, the latter leading down into a shadowed corridor.

      He indicated for her to take a chair at the six-seater table, the sole furniture in the empty room.

      She did so, keeping her back to the wall, the door directly ahead.

      ‘I’ll be back in ten,’ he said. ‘Wait here.’
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      Sirius Throme stood at the smear-free floor-to-ceiling glass window, casting his gaze across the hills towards the lake that glinted in the moonlight. He’d had a hearty stroll that afternoon and could still feel the benefits circulating in his seventy-year-old lungs, his health mirroring that of someone twenty years his junior.

      The regular transfusions of Higher Order vampire blood had helped, of course – just tiny amounts, enough to ward off the ailments that aging naturally would have inevitably brought with it. Until the longevity tests had finished being conducted on the angel blood, proceeding with caution was the only sensible option. In time he planned that not even that would be a necessity for the elite – those who could replace cloned body after cloned body when soul transference became as routine as a medical health check.

      Then the angel blood would become a carrot available for the high achievers, for accomplishments that deemed them worthy.

      As for angel tears, the physical advantage they created would remain useful, specifically for the army that would rule the new locales under martial law. The army would be infallible. There would be no threat of uprising then. They would wipe out all third species except for the angels. And finally it would become a peaceful world, an ordered world, a renewed world.

      ‘You believe we have cause for concern?’ Cameron said from behind him, recapturing his attention.

      ‘I believe we have abject cause for concern,’ Sirius stated, turning to face the vice-head of the Global Council, their mutual advisor sat opposite him.

      Cameron and Hill exchanged glances.

      ‘I’m not saying we mount a strike yet,’ Sirius added. ‘Goodness knows none of us want that. I am merely asking that we conduct a vote as soon as possible so that should the need arise, we will not have to waste time doing this then.’

      ‘You’re asking for permission to move into position – to vote on a pre-emptive course of action while we still have no idea of the level of strike that will be required. You’re asking us to give the nod now for something that could turn into a mass slaughter,’ Cameron remarked. ‘There are still humans residing in Blackthorn, let alone Lowtown.’

      ‘Which is why we cannot be lax in having some form of response,’ Sirius said, not even bothering to conceal his edge of impatience. ‘You have seen the photographs of the drawings agents in the south side of Blackthorn found. If they are a correct representation, then whatever is happening with the fourth species in that district right now could be a sign that the prophecy is coming into fruition. My combat unit is ready. I am merely asking that the council advocate immediate full military control of my locale to me. So, yes, I am asking that we move it to a vote. Tonight.’

      Cameron rested his elbow on the table, his mouth in his hand as he stared down pensively.

      Sirius let the silence linger for a moment.

      He pulled out a chair to sit equidistant between both Global Council members.

      ‘I brought those photographs to the Global Council because I believed in their legitimacy,’ Sirius said. ‘I believed they were the proof we had been seeking, yet dreading: that the prophecy is real. Very real. Today, getting word of these fourth species attacks only validates it further. It cannot be a coincidence. We would be painfully naïve to believe that for one moment. And we would be painfully naïve, undeniably negligent, to sit back and not act to this warning. You talk about the risk to lives if we strike, but you know what the prophecy talks of as well as I do – you know the vampires will wreak global devastation. And they are destined to win. We have to listen to what one of their own is saying. We have to trust Feinith, the Higher Order, when they say they too are trying to prevent this. We are the only ones who can stop that. If not, then we are looking at thousands, if not tens of thousands, of human lives lost. The Global Council has to do something about it.

      ‘Was it not the very reason we were formed?’ Sirius added. ‘We knew if the time ever came that this wasn’t going to be an easy decision, but neither can we let ourselves be cornered. We either come out fighting or their ideals will rule. And you know what those ideals are, should this leader rise and succeed. We are talking about this very system we created to protect us being turned against us. We are talking about becoming slaves held in the cores as nothing more than their blood bags, their pleasure, their entertainment. Is that what you want, Cameron? Do you want your teenage daughters living in some impoverished back-alley hovel in Blackthorn, waiting for the next vampire to stroll into her home and take what he fancies?’

      ‘Like we inflict on some of our own now, you mean?’ Cameron asked, his eyes meeting and challenging Sirius square-on.

      ‘Nothing is perfect, Cameron. We are all aware of the flaws in the system. But look at the other side of it. Summerton and Midtown, to use this locale as just one example, are thriving. Those people who have earned the right no longer have to live in fear of murder, of assault, of theft, of abuse, of ignorance, of hate crimes. They live in peace and harmony, where they can walk the streets at night feeling safe, where mutual respect is in abundance just as they deserve. They can contribute to our great society without constantly looking over their shoulder in fear of someone taking what they have worked so hard for. The intellectually, physically, morally or artistically gifted are prospering in ways they never have before, and we must allow them to continue to be able to contribute.

      ‘This is no longer the time of the lazy, the indifferent, the ignorant, the aggressive, the selfish; those who believe they are entitled when they do nothing to earn it. Those who keep breeding and spawning their hatred in a self-perpetuating cycle of sucking resources dry and giving nothing back. Is that okay? I don’t think so. Humanity is no longer on the downward slide. Humanity is on the way up, and I am willing to fight to keep what we have worked so hard to achieve. And we are going to lose all of that if we do not act now.’

      Sirius bit back the frustration flowing through his veins at Cameron’s persistent wavering.

      ‘These images of the fourth species are real,’ Sirius added, pressing his index finger down on the photographs he had laid in front of him. ‘And according to those photographs taken of the prophecy drawings on the south side of Blackthorn, it is destined to get worse. It could be within weeks, within days or within hours. These creatures know no boundaries. We are all under threat. We have a responsibility to contain the situation. I will not move my army in there unless I absolutely have to. I will not have the blood of a single innocent life on my hands unless it is utterly unavoidable. But I am asking for the Global Council’s backing. I am asking for their agreement. I am asking you to allow me to do this in the name of peace, of justice and of freedom; in the name of basic human rights. I am asking you to allow me to do what I need to do to prevent this devastation from happening.’

      Cameron and Hall exchanged glances again.

      Cameron eventually nodded, resting both palms on the table. ‘I’ll put out the summons,’ he said. ‘You can present your case.’

      Cameron pushed back his chair and stood, exiting the room, shutting the soft-closing door behind him.

      Sirius’s eyes met Hall’s.

      ‘You make an art form out of turning others’ misfortune to your benefit,’ she remarked.

      ‘I have no choice,’ he said. ‘It’s silent on the ground. Not one whisper of a retaliation being formed against my threat; not one iota of evidence. Nothing I can present to show the uprising.’

      ‘Because Kane is smart, Sirius. I warned you he would second-guess you. But I take it this course of action means you are close to detaining him?’

      ‘I have it on good advice that Caitlin is already doubting Malloy’s intentions. Between Bea’s excellent acting skills and Max’s timely demise, I’m giving it another twenty-four hours maximum. If we don’t get a result by then, I’m bringing her in.’

      ‘When you still remain unconvinced if Malloy feels anything for her at all? That’s a long-shot, Sirius, one hell of a risk.’

      ‘So was letting him go in the first place, but did it not prove effective? Are we not now on the cusp of the greatest leap humanity has ever taken?’

      ‘You’re still sailing close to the wind having done what you did to the lycans. You created a timescale we don’t need.’

      ‘And should the Global Council turn down my request, they’re the back-up plan we need. I’m not sitting around any longer, Jasmine. Besides, the invasion of the compound proved an effective training exercise. The unhesitant slaying of males, females and children has proven that each solider has been picked effectively. Rob has done me proud. They’re ready for action.’

      ‘But what about the envoi or Reece? Do you have any news on them? We need to know who that leader is, Sirius.’

      ‘I will find them.’

      ‘Really? I’m starting to wonder whether you’ve got a good a handle on this as you claim you have. I for one am getting to the point of needing more than just your assurances to keep investing my money to fund this project. And what if Malloy gets caught in this crossfire and it was all for nothing?’

      ‘Soul transference may be the master plan, but we still have the angels. Whether we get Malloy or not, we still have the prospect of becoming more powerful than we ever imagined. One way or another, this limbo will end and end soon. Either way, in the aftermath, we will have a new ideal. And it starts with you doing whatever you can do in there to help me secure the approval we need.’
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      Kane paced the room as he let each of them tell their story in turn – Jask, Sophia, Eden and Jessie putting together the pieces as Caitlin sat there unnervingly still, absorbing every last detail.

      In the end he knew he had no choice: the raid was inevitable. What he needed to know was that he wasn’t needlessly inciting the war. He needed to know Caleb was the one; that the sacrifice was worth it.

      What he needed, what they all needed, was for Caitlin to shadow read Jessie so they knew for sure. And a shadow read was something none of them could force her to do.

      As the disclosure finished, as silence descended whilst Caitlin was left to process everything she had been told, the atmosphere around the table was as weighted as the night sky beyond.

      He leaned back against the windowsill, his arms folded.

      Parts of her may have hated him then, but if she was the Caitlin he had fallen for – the Caitlin who had stood up for his sister, for him, who had exposed the corruption in the TSCD simply because it was the right thing to do – she would feel compelled to help them. If she understood just how deep that pending darkness over Blackthorn could penetrate, she would have to help them.

      And he finally had no choice but to let her in.

      ‘So you all think Caleb is the prophesied vampire leader – that he’s the chosen one.’ Her gaze rested on Jessie. ‘And you’re the envoi who can confirm it, which is why Sirius sent Eden here to find you.’ She turned her head to Eden. ‘And you now have angel blood in you because of Jessie here which, incidentally, is what you think is fuelling Sirius’s secret army which had a practice run on Jask’s pack.’ She looked at Jask. ‘Your pack is at risk of starting to morph in the next thirty-six hours if you don’t get the supplies from Caleb while, at the same time, you’re sleeping with an Alliance member who tried to kill him and his brother.’ Her attention switched to Sophia. ‘An Alliance member who also happens to be the serryn that is needed for Caleb to finish his transformation. The serryn who acquired that serrynity because it transferred from her sister who may or may not have fallen in love with Caleb, which may or may not be how Leila lost it in the first place.’ She looked across the room at Kane. ‘And all this time, you’ve been intent on stopping this vampire leader rising to supremacy because you knew about this pending devastation for which you now believe Sirius is the catalyst.’ She glanced around the table again. ‘But first you’re all trying to stop this fourth species apocalypse that will signify the end of the world as we know it regardless of whether the Tryan rises or not.’

      Eden shrugged. ‘Never a dull moment in Team Blackthorn.’

      ‘And you want me to read Jessie and confirm whether it is Caleb. If it is him, then what?’

      ‘Leila needs to kill Caleb,’ Jask said. ‘It’s the only way to close the dimension.’

      Caitlin cast a glance around the table again before her eyes locked on Kane. ‘You want to bring them together?’ Her attention snapped back to Eden. ‘Which is why you’re involved.’

      ‘We have to do this, Caitlin,’ Eden said.

      She looked back at Kane. ‘And you’re seriously okay with your pending leader being killed off before he’s even begun?’

      ‘We have no choice,’ Kane said.

      She sank back in her chair. She folded her arms, her head lowered.

      ‘My sisters are in that building,’ Sophia said. ‘All I have left of my family. And Leila could be right down the corridor from the vampire intending to kill her, to kill me, to kill as many humans as he can. Sirius is no better. In fact, he’s worse. He doesn’t even have respect for the lives of his own. You know his plans. You know we have to stop him. But we have to close this dimension first – and there is only one way to do that.’

      ‘Why the hell didn’t you take Caleb in while you had a chance?’ Caitlin asked. ‘Before the TSCD even got to him.’

      ‘And incite a civil war and give Sirius exactly what he wanted?’ Jask remarked.

      ‘But if any of this is true, why did Caleb let Leila go in the first place?’

      ‘We don’t know,’ Kane said. ‘We were hoping to bring her back so we could find out. But there is a chance that even he doesn’t know what he is.’

      As her gaze lingered on his, he saw her understanding of the brevity of it all. More, he saw her finally understanding him – about what he had been caught in the midst of. And he saw no anger, no resentment, just a glimmer of pain that he’d never been able to trust her enough.

      And though he didn’t want to confront it, the hurt he saw in her hurt him. She had been right: she could have done no more. The fact that they had been left in ruin was down to him.

      She dropped her gaze to the table. With a heavy sigh she looked back up. ‘Not wanting to insult anyone here but can I ask what happens if Leila doesn’t want to kill Caleb?’

      ‘She knows he’s pursuing me,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m not saying it’s going to be easy but I know she’ll do whatever it takes to protect me and Alisha. Whatever happened between her and Caleb, her loathing for vampires still runs deep. She lost our mother to one. She isn’t going to lose all she has left of her family to another. And if she knows of the wider consequences, like you do now, she’ll do what it takes – I guarantee it.’

      Caitlin held the knuckles of her right hand tight to her lips, her head lowered. Eventually she nodded. ‘Okay.’

      Kane felt a surge from somewhere deep within his chest – a surge of relief, of pride in her resolve. He had to force his head to overrule his heart’s need to rush over and take her in his arms.

      Because she was not part of the team: she was the peripheral necessity.

      And the surge of regret overwhelmed the relief because, once she read Jessie, there would be no going back. By helping them, she was sealing her own fate.

      She would know what it was to hate him – and he was going to have to allow it to happen.

      ‘But we’ll need to go somewhere quiet,’ she said, looking to Jessie. ‘Alone. I won’t be able to concentrate with anyone watching me.’

      ‘You’ll see a symbol,’ Kane said. ‘I’ll want you to draw it for me when you’re done.’

      Her gaze snapped once more to his … eyes that penetrated right to his core. ‘To prove I’m telling the truth?’

      ‘Why else?’ came his painfully curt reply.

      [image: ]

      Caitlin stared at her, though she tried not to. She couldn’t help it. It was more than the vibrancy of Jessie’s violet eyes; there was something so different about her compared to those she usually read.

      ‘Your kind has always been heralded as one of the myths,’ Caitlin said.

      ‘And now you know why our camouflage has remained so important.’

      ‘But Sirius has discovered you.’

      ‘And we’ll find out how.’

      Caitlin scanned the dim, cell-like room, a glimmer of moonlight barely igniting the only high window six-feet away, a single candle to her right giving off a subtle amber glow. ‘Have you been shadow read before?’ she asked, meeting Jessie’s gaze again.

      ‘Not that I know of.’

      ‘But you know how it works?’

      ‘Kane explained.’

      ‘It’s invasive, Jessie. There are things I’ll see and things I’ll know.’

      ‘I have nothing to hide.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘But I was in con territory for a long time. There are things I saw …’

      ‘I’m an effective skimmer. It’s how I do my job well. I don’t get absorbed or diverted. I don’t pry and I don’t linger. Think of it like walking through a crowd and focusing on only one person ahead of you. You’ve given me enough clues of what I’m looking for to keep things linear in there. The biggest advantage is that the visions were recent. That means they should be at the forefront of your thoughts so I shouldn’t need to venture too far. As soon as I’ve seen what I need, I’m out, okay?’

      Jessie nodded.

      ‘Just to warn you though that sometimes it can take a while to find my way around at first,’ Caitlin added. ‘It’ll feel a little like having someone stood next to you while you’re dreaming. It might be unsettling but the more you relax, the quicker it can be.’

      ‘Will you be able to give me answers about what happened to me before I was bound? Why I was bound?’

      ‘I don’t know. From what you explained, if your memory was wiped, then no. I can only access what you do remember, what’s there in your conscious mind as well as your subconscious mind. But if I do come across something, will you want to know?’

      ‘Too right I want to know.’

      Caitlin broke a smile. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Are you ready?’

      Jessie nodded. ‘Let’s do this.’

      Sat on their haunches, knee to knee, Caitlin took hold of Jessie’s wrists, her thumbs immediately locating her pulse points. She steadied her breathing as she always did before a reading. Closing her eyes for a few moments, she focused on the coolness of Jessie’s skin beneath her own.

      The second Jessie’s pulse arrived, the sensation enveloped her like a warm tide. She opened her eyes to look into Jessie’s, could feel the drag of the current beneath her fingers.

      It was usually a battle with those who didn’t want to be read, but the transition was surprisingly smooth with a willing participant.

      Like walking amidst a myriad of film snippets on screens all around her, Caitlin began to wander up and down stairs, through doorways, arriving on various levels, searching for images of Leila, the one certainty in the prophecy – if they were right.

      The most recent images were of Eden – intimate images that Caitlin brushed past and sidestepped. Others carried darker hues, some startling her as figures appeared from behind others – cons, no doubt, from the markings on their arms. There was a van, a corrugated floor, noise, explosions, the ground vibrating beneath her.

      The dark corridors were always the worst: the memories that were kept tucked away in recesses or behind closed doors. And there were plenty of those for Jessie.

      But then she saw Leila running past. And, with her, she brought a tirade of fragmented information that Caitlin would have to try and meld together into some semblance of order.

      She saw Leila sat on a stone table, her toes coiling over the seat, wearing only a dress, or maybe a negligee.

      Red.

      But one thing kept appearing: some kind of symbol, flashing up between images like some 3D stamp coming towards her – a symbol through the rain, through battles, through flames, screams and cries the backdrop so loud that Caitlin wanted to retract just so she could cover her ears from the pain.

      There were creatures, indefinable creatures large and small dominating everywhere she looked, trampling and tearing and destroying. Burning buildings lay vacant and decaying beneath a black smoke sky. Chain-link fences were flattened, potholes larger than cars filled the street. There was a child’s shoe at her feet: a small, pink shoe laying in a murky puddle. A dark mist was creeping towards it: a dark mist that was encompassing everything.

      And the darkness became intense, blinding.

      Amidst a black mist, she saw the back of a male figure.

      She saw Leila on her knees at his feet.

      She saw the mark on his shoulder.

      She approached tentatively to get a closer look. To get as close as she dared.

      The symbol started to blaze: the orb crossed with a sword, both entwined in thorny black vines.

      But there was something stood beside the male figure that distracted her – a shadow of something, or someone that chilled Caitlin even more.

      A shadow that felt strangely familiar.

      She felt a shiver of unease.

      Caleb’s attention snapped over his shoulder to hers as if sensing her presence.

      As his green eyes locked on hers, the impact was like being punched in the chest, such was her breathlessness. Caitlin flinched, jolted back, releasing Jessie.

      She felt Jessie grabbing her arms to stop her falling.

      ‘Caitlin?’

      Her voice was distant, despite her proximity.

      ‘Caitlin?’ she asked again, sounding closer. ‘Caitlin, are you okay?’

      And she was back. Back in the room. Back in the present.

      ‘Caitlin?’ Jessie asked again.

      Caitlin nodded. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘Did you see him? Did you see who it was?’

      ‘Yes,’ Caitlin said. ‘I know who it is.’
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      Caitlin glanced over her shoulder as she heard familiar footsteps behind her. Kane didn’t close the door behind himself but his presence pulled the room inwards anyway.

      She folded her arms as she turned to face him, the blood-curdling images she had witnessed inside of Jessie’s shadow remaining the cause of the tension in her chest. ‘How much do you know?’ she asked. ‘How much of that prophecy are you aware of?’

      ‘I know more than I care to,’ he said, handing her the pencil and paper.

      ‘Kane, it’s horrendous.’

      The look in his eyes negated the need for words.

      ‘For how long?’ she asked. ‘How long have you known?’

      For the second time in as many days, she saw him hesitate. ‘We’re born with it. It’s our job to know everything about our kind.’

      The urge to reach for him almost overwhelmed her, but she made herself hold back. Everything in his composure told her this was official business, and he was there to conclude it.

      ‘When you said reading you would kill me, it wasn’t just so I wouldn’t know about the cure, it was so I wouldn’t see the prophecy too, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Reading me without my consent will kill you, Caitlin. I never lied about that. A master vampire equally has to obey our lores to keep as much as possible to ourselves.’

      ‘You prod the tip of the snow and the avalanche comes with it, right?’

      ‘Something like that.’

      She wandered over to the wall and sat down against it, drew her knees to her chest so she could rest the paper on them. ‘They never talked about you being a master vampire in the TSCD,’ she remarked, drawing the orb. ‘Your kind were always proclaimed so rare, even a myth like the angels. I mentioned it to Max once and he dismissed it like it was irrelevant, but they knew, didn’t they?’ She looked back up at him. ‘They all knew. They just refused to put you on that pedestal.’

      ‘None of that matters now.’

      But it did matter. With what she was building up to suggesting to him, it mattered deeply.

      Caitlin drew the sword across the orb. ‘Who else knows what this symbol means?’

      ‘Only the Higher Order. Or that’s the way it should have been.’

      ‘So no one can imitate it?’

      ‘So as not to waste time on false prophets. Only the chosen one, the selected one, can lead them to victory. That’s how prophecies work. A false chosen one wouldn’t be able to guarantee a win. And there would be no second chances in the face of failure, not the way this system is set up.’

      She drew the black thorny vine entwined around it before handing the completed symbol to him.

      His subtle sigh told her it was confirmation enough that she’d seen the truth.

      ‘They’re blackthorn thorns on the symbol, aren’t they?’ she said. ‘That’s why you came here.’

      He folded the piece of paper in half, tucking it into his back pocket.

      ‘But this can’t be the only Blackthorn globally,’ she said, ‘so how did you know here was the right place?’

      ‘I didn’t. I’m not the only master vampire, Caitlin. We might be rare, but there are enough of us to cover all bases. I replaced the one who had been here before me. The rest is down to the luck of the draw.’

      ‘You didn’t choose to come here?’

      ‘Like I said, I’m no hero. So is it him, Caitlin? Is it Caleb?’

      Her gaze lingered on his. She knew the consequences of the truth. She knew the implications if she couldn’t persuade him to act otherwise.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s Caleb.’

      Without another word he crossed the room to the door.

      ‘If I’d left the VCU, would you have let me in?’ she called after him.

      He stopped. He glanced over his shoulder at her. ‘Honestly? I don’t know.’

      ‘We never really stood a chance, did we, Kane? The division, the suspicion, was always going to be there.’

      He kept his head lowered for a moment before finally glancing over his shoulder again. ‘We tried though, huh?’

      The conclusiveness in his tone was enough to necessitate her to blink away tears. Her pulse raced as it always would for him, but this time her heart’s beats felt more like gasps in desperate need of its survival.

      She hesitated before saying it. ‘I just wish we’d been strong enough together that you could have confided in me. So I would have understood. So I could have been there.’

      He turned to face her side-on. ‘I didn’t need you to be there, Caitlin.’ He said it with vehemence, but his eyes reflected a contradictory truth before he stepped back over to the door.

      ‘You need me now though. More than ever,’ she said.

      He rubbed his hand across his jaw before turning to face her again.

      ‘You’d be a fool to raid the TSCD, to start this war, and you know it, Kane. Whereas I can get Leila to Caleb with minimal suspicion raised.’

      His smile was fleeting. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said, his tone definitive.

      As he turned away, Caitlin stood.

      ‘So you lock me in here instead? You throw away the key to the only one who can find out from Caleb where the rest of the supplies for Jask’s pack are? Time is ticking for them, Kane. For your friend. That half-dosage might be curbing things for now but it isn’t going to be enough once that moon is full force.’

      Kane’s hand tightened on the door.

      ‘Not only can I find out about the supplies, Kane, I know where Leila is. I can explain everything to her without anyone suspecting. I can get her to Caleb. And I can get her and Alisha out with a good enough plan and some back up.’

      Turning to face her fully this time, brow furrowed, he folded his arms before he raked her swiftly with his gaze.

      ‘If I present to Caleb everything I presented to you about what I believe happened that night of the assassination,’ she added, ‘let alone if I tell him that I have Leila in the building, he’s going to know he’s screwed. He’s counting on walking free in the next twenty-four hours – I’m the one who can change that.’

      ‘You’re suggesting you threaten Caleb Dehain?’

      ‘I’m suggesting I bargain with him: I keep my mouth shut if he tells me the location of the supplies. I certainly think he’ll believe me more than capable of shadow reading him for their location if not. And if he does have any inkling of what he is, I’m guessing a shadow read is something he’s going to want to avoid at all costs.’

      Kane studied hers in the passing seconds. ‘And why would you do any of this?’

      ‘After what I’ve just seen? After two encounters with the fourth species in as many days?’

      Kane shook his head slightly. He rested his hands low on his hips. ‘So you’re suggesting I let you back in there with all you now know?’

      ‘I’m your best chance, Kane. I’m no use trapped in these four walls.’

      He tongued his incisor as he stepped up to her. ‘So what’s this in exchange for? Your freedom?’

      ‘Whatever you think of me, Kane, whatever has happened between us, I care about this locale. I exposed the TSCD because I care about this locale. How we feel about each other is irrelevant. What matters is that I believe you. I believe them. And I believe the only way we’re going to stop this is by working together. If you want to save Blackthorn, let me help.’
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      The night air washed over Kane as he sauntered around the circumference of the building. He leaned back against it and gazed ahead at Lowtown through the chainlink fence before sinking to the ground.

      ‘Hi.’

      Kane looked across his shoulder to see Tuly stood hovering at the corner.

      ‘Hi back at you,’ he said, before looking back ahead. He stubbed out the cigarette he’d been smoking. ‘No telling,’ he said, giving her a wink.

      She smiled, flashing him her lycan canines. ‘If I can smell it, they can smell it. That’s how I found you.’

      She sat beside him, her knees drawn loosely to her chest, mirroring him, the breeze blowing wisps of fair hair from her face as she looked ahead for a few moments.

      She dropped her knees so her legs were crossed and, in her lap, opened the book she’d carried under her arm.

      Kane glanced down at the picture. ‘Your work?’

      She nodded. ‘This is Corbin,’ she said. ‘Solstice.’ She pointed to the other pictures in unison with the end of her colouring pencil. ‘Me. Jask. Phia. Eden. Jessie.’

      ‘Eden and Jessie, huh?’

      ‘They’re our family now. They helped me and the others.’

      ‘So I hear.’

      She looked up at him. ‘And did you hear that I helped kill a fourth species?’

      ‘Sure did,’ he said, holding his fist towards her.

      She bumped her tiny fist against his.

      ‘You’ve got warrior blood in you, kid.’

      She smiled as she continued colouring. ‘I know.’

      ‘So you’re going to grow up to be a great lycan leader one day, huh?’

      ‘If we make it.’

      Kane felt a snag in his chest at the solemnity of her words – at a weight too heavy for someone so young to be carrying. ‘Who’s your father?’

      She squinted up at him, her confusion clear. ‘Corbin.’

      ‘So there’s no question you’ll make it, right?’

      She smiled.

      ‘Anybody who tells you otherwise is talking bull –’ He stopped himself abruptly. ‘Crap.’

      She bit into her bottom lip as she suppressed her smile. ‘I know what you were going to say. They’re just words.’

      ‘Yeah, well, tell your parents that.’

      ‘Phia swears all the time. Then she always adds on “sorry” every time I’m stood there. She makes me laugh.’

      ‘You like her?’

      Tuly nodded as she continued to colour. ‘So does Jask.’ She puffed out her lips. ‘A lot,’ she added, her eyes theatrically wide as she met Kane’s gaze briefly. She turned back to her colouring. ‘She makes him smile. When she’s not making him scowl.’

      ‘That’s what happens when you care about someone,’ he said, resting his head back against the wall. ‘They drive you crazy.’

      He could feel her eyes burning into him.

      ‘I can draw you in it too, if you like,’ she said.

      Kane exhaled tersely. ‘No, it’s all right, kid. My family days are over.’

      ‘Then why are you here?’ she asked.

      She held her inquisitive and probing gaze steadily on his as she awaited his response.

      ‘Wow,’ he said, just about managing to break away. ‘They should have you heading up an inquisition.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘For you, a gift by the seems of it.’

      ‘So you don’t have a mate?’

      ‘Not one as nosey as you are, Tuly Saylen,’ Jask said, leaning against the wall. ‘You’re giving Solstice a heart attack. Back to her, please. You’ve got a couple more things to pack before you go.’

      Tuly sighed and got to her feet. She sent Kane a smile over her shoulder before she disappeared around the corner.

      ‘Inquisitive kid,’ Kane said, maintaining his seated position.

      ‘Like you wouldn’t believe.’ Jask looked down at the cigarette. ‘Are you polluting my territory, Malloy?’

      ‘You either want me to be useful or perfect. I can’t be both.’ Pulling his knees up, Kane scooped up a handful of stones, opening his palm towards Jask as he came to sit alongside him where Tuly had been. He threw a stone through the chain-link fence, it skimming clean through the gap before the next one rebounded back at him.

      Jask grabbed a few, following suit. Chucking them at the holes, he cleared them every time.

      Kane exhaled tersely off the back of a smile as he fleetingly met Jask’s triumphant gaze.

      Jask shrugged. ‘Comes from being the superior race,’ he declared with a playful taunt.

      Kane flashed him another smile before he looked up at the dense sky, at the moon trying so hard to break through a matting of ominous clouds.

      ‘So I assume from your somewhat solemn expression that it is him?’ Jask asked.

      ‘It’s him,’ Kane said as he removed the paper from his back pocket and handed the sketch of the symbol to Jask.

      Jask gave out a heavy sigh as he rested his head back against the wall. ‘At least we know. What now?’

      ‘She’s offered to help.’

      ‘Caitlin?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Help how?’

      Kane looked ahead again as he threw another stone through the fence. ‘By threatening Caleb to find out where the supplies for you are. By getting Leila and Alisha out of there.’

      Kane knew the silence echoed the same chain of thought in Jask that he’d had the second Caitlin had suggested it.

      ‘But you’re not considering this?’ Jask asked.

      ‘Put this entire fucking district in her hands at a time when she trusts me least? Now that she knows everything?’

      Met with Jask’s silence, Kane threw another stone through the fence and then another.

      ‘But?’ Jask asked.

      Kane chucked another stone through the fence, this time with a little more force. ‘The only alternative is to invade and give Sirius what he wants.’

      He felt Jask’s gaze linger even after he’d looked away. ‘There’s more to this. What’s getting to you?’

      Kane stood up, stepped up to the chain-link fence, wrapped his fingers through it. There was a mist lingering over Lowtown, fuelled by the pollution that sometimes moved on it. It gave the district a stoic air, the threat of rain darkening its summit, the blackened windows glinting in the distance.

      ‘It’s not just about the risk of what she can do,’ Kane explained, ‘it’s about being the one to send her in there. When I went to see Shiver, she didn’t only tell me there was no other way to close the dimension, she told me Caitlin wasn’t going to make it to the end of this.’

      ‘To the end of what?’

      ‘She didn’t specify. But she said when the time comes, my kind are going to need me; that I was better cutting my losses now. That means it’s before everything kicks off which sounds fairly fucking imminent to me. So what if by involving Caitlin, I put her in the firing line? What if she dies because of me, just like Arana did?’ He rested his forehead against the cold metal. ‘What do I do, Jask? How do I make this decision? How do I choose between Blackthorn and her?’

      ‘Do you love her, Kane?’

      Yes felt like the easiest, most natural word to fall from his lips.

      But he couldn’t say it.

      The silence lingered.

      ‘I saw her kissing Morgan tonight.’

      ‘You think there’s something going on?’

      ‘I think I wouldn’t blame her. She’s spent so much of our relationship being in the dark. I fob her off. I’m selective with what I tell her. I give her no reason to think I believe in her at all. Caitlin needs that intimacy. She needs that trust.’

      ‘You’re justifying her kissing another guy?’

      ‘No. But Morgan was there for her. He was there when I wasn’t. Because that’s how it is: I can’t be there for her. I can’t be with her and do what I need to do here. But I can’t let her go either, Jask.’ He looked across his shoulder at him. ‘So you tell me, because I’ve never been in love before: is that what love is?’

      ‘You see her kissing another guy and you’re still intent on protecting her, of putting her before your own? Sorry, buddy, but it sounds like you’ve got it bad to me.’

      Kane tore his gaze from the view in the distance to look back at Jask.

      ‘And what if I’m wrong about her? What if you were right at the beginning? What if she is playing me? I’m talking about the entire district, Jask. My entire race. Yours.’

      ‘Kane, you read people better than anyone else I know.’

      ‘I didn’t that night in the corridor. I didn’t see myself being pumped with hemlock. I didn’t see her as being one step ahead then.’

      ‘Maybe she is playing you, Kane. Or maybe she’s giving us the best chance of stopping the vampire uprising, of closing that dimension, without Sirius knowing a thing. Whatever decision you come to,’ Jask said, stepping up alongside him, following his gaze to the district beyond. ‘I’ll back you. But we don’t have long. If we’re going to raid, we need to get a plan together. Now.’
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      Kane returned to the chamber to find Caitlin in the same position, her knees to her chest, her arms wrapped around them. She looked up as, this time, he closed the door behind him.

      He sat beside her, the leg nearest to her outstretched, the other slightly bent as he rested his forearm on it.

      He let the awkward silence consume the short distance between them for only a few moments.

      ‘I should have said I’m sorry about Max. I know he was all you had left of your family, Caitlin.’

      She met his gaze only fleetingly before she brushed imaginary threads from the edge of the sweater he had given her. Tamara’s sweater. ‘And I’m sorry what happened to Tamara.’

      As he met her gaze and held it, he had no doubt she meant it. ‘We’ve all lost people in this, Caitlin.’

      ‘And now we’ve lost each other.’

      As she looked deep into his eyes, he tried so hard not to break away first but her eyes burned too deep, the intensity behind them reaching depths he’d once thought he’d lost access to.

      A time before her.

      Before Caitlin.

      And his heart ached with that same intensity as the look in her eyes as she awaited his confirmation.

      ‘You were right,’ he said, ‘about us not standing a chance.’

      ‘Did you care, Kane?’ she asked, her eyes glossing. ‘Was any of it true?’

      This time he met her gaze and he held it. ‘It was all true.’

      ‘Just not worth the fight, huh?’

      ‘Just not enough of a priority,’ he declared.

      She bit into her bottom lip as she fought back the tears; as she looked away so he wouldn’t see.

      ‘Master vampires are supposed to be free to conduct their duties,’ he said as he watched her brush a tear from her cheek, her head still turned away from him. ‘I was pushing my luck taking you back to mine that night after we spoke in the porch.’

      ‘Then why did you?’ she asked, her curtness betraying the hurt, her head snapping across her shoulder so she could look him square in the eyes.

      ‘If I’d known then about how close the prophecy was, I probably wouldn’t have.’

      Her eyes narrowed. ‘You told me you loved me.’

      ‘If I did, I would have let you go.’

      She frowned and shook her head slightly as she looked to the floor ahead before looking back at him.

      ‘Still sure you want to help my cause?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s all of our cause, Kane. When I said I can get what Jask and his pack needs, I meant it. And when I said I can get Leila and Alisha out, I meant that too. I want this dimension closed as much as you do. Why would I not?’

      ‘So you have a plan?’

      ‘Of course I have a plan.’

      He knew she wouldn’t have been sitting there panicking or wallowing. After what she’d seen, Caitlin would have spent every spare second working a way out.

      A massive part of him wished she hadn’t; a massive part of him that didn’t want his feelings on the line any more than they already were. Because it was easier to hate her. It was loving her that was tough.

      And it was loving her, a selfish love, that had him saying what he shouldn’t have said.

      ‘There’s something you need to know if you’re considering going back in there,’ he said. ‘Something you have a right to know.’
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      Caitlin didn’t like the way Kane dropped his gaze. She liked the way he exhaled even less.

      ‘When I was trying to find other ways to close this dimension,’ Kane said. ‘I was told you weren’t going to make it to the end of this.’

      As his navy eyes locked back on hers, her pulse raced, a light perspiration coating the back of her neck, a light-headedness sweeping over her at the gravity in his voice, more so at the sorrow in his eyes.

      If ever she doubted it, it was there.

      He cared. He did care.

      Suddenly growing old didn’t seem so scary. Suddenly the prospect of any of those extra moments with Kane seemed even more precious.

      ‘The end of what?’

      ‘This war. Whatever is coming. There’s no future in it for you, Caitlin,’ he said, the gloss in his eyes making her bite back her own tears. ‘I think you have a right to know there’s nothing for you to gain out of this.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this?’

      ‘I told you: you have a right to know.’

      She frowned. ‘You’re considering letting me do this. But you’re hoping I’ll back out.’

      He tongued his incisor beneath his closed lips as he looked away again.

      Caitlin knelt up to face him. She caught hold of his jaw, forcing him to look at her. His gaze was steady, resolute. ‘You know I can do this so why?’ she asked. ‘Why are you hoping I won’t?’

      Kane caught her wrist, removing her hand. But he kept a hold of her, his gaze buried deep in hers.

      ‘I know it hurt,’ she said, ‘me believing the things that were said about you. What I think about you matters to you, doesn’t it, Kane?’

      ‘And you were right to try and get some semblance of a normal life,’ he added. ‘You knew it wouldn’t last. We both did. But I don’t regret a second. And I wish I did because that would make this easier, but I don’t regret one moment we had together, even the bad ones. Better a bad moment with you than a good one without you. I wasn’t kidding when I said that ankle bracelet was a family heirloom. It belonged to my mother. My father gave it to her. It was one of the only things I had left of her. I retrieved it from the aftermath of the fire. I wanted Arana to have something to remember her by. She treasured it.’ He paused. ‘I know you think I’ve used you, but in those two weeks we had together I was more myself with you than I’ve allowed myself to be with anyone. That’s why I gave it to you. All I regret is what it’s doing to you now. But I have to put Blackthorn first. I’ll always put what I am first. That’s why I can’t be with you. So decide if you still want to go through with this,’ he said, as he stood again. ‘And find me when you’ve made your mind up.’

      She breathed in the claustrophobia of the chamber, accepting feelings she had no intention of suppressing.

      She stood up abruptly. ‘You know I’ve made my mind up. Nothing will change it.’

      He stopped a couple of feet from the door.

      ‘Even if you didn’t care what I think,’ she added, ‘even if you weren’t stood there now hoping I’d say no so you can keep me here, I’d still do this. I know who you are, Kane. I don’t need anything but my instincts to know. So you can stand there with your dark armour all bashed and battered, I know what lies beneath. All I regret is that I ever doubted it. That’s why I love you, Kane. I’ve always loved you.’ She said it before she could allow herself to hesitate. ‘So don’t break the habit of a lifetime now. Don’t you dare do the decent thing and walk out of here. Don’t let Morgan’s lips be the last I might ever feel.’

      He turned to face her in the shadows of the room.

      Her heart pounded as he closed the gap between them seconds later. He toyed with the hair at her shoulder for a moment, his gaze downturned before he pushed the strands behind her. He cupped her neck, slid his cool hand up to her jaw, brushed his thumb across her lips as he met her gaze. His touch was mesmerizing. The absorption took over. The pain was intense at the sense of inevitable loss, exacerbated by that touch – the fatal reminder of how it felt when it felt so right. But she wasn’t going to step away – she was going to live that moment to the last.

      Possibly the last time she would be with him.

      As he slid his other hand down her arm to her hip, as he pressed her back against the wall, her abdomen clenched as it always did in response to his touch.

      His lips met her more lightly than they ever had – once, twice and then three times tilted at various angles as if he was tasting every part of her before he slid his hand up to the nape of her neck. He coiled his fingers lightly in her hair as he closed his lips over hers more firmly, applying just enough pressure to cause her to catch her breath as his slow and controlled kiss switched to deep and consuming, no air left between them as he pressed his hard body to hers.

      And as his lips caressed her neck, she pressed her hands to his chest, the power beneath it only inciting her most basic needs further as if some tiny concealed switch had been flicked.

      Her heart skipped a beat at the intensity behind his eyes as he looked back at her. The possessiveness leaking into them only stirred even deeper feelings in her darkest depths.
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      Her breaths were ragged, her heart pounding.

      All he knew was that he needed to feel close to her, he needed the reassurance of her body against his.

      Making love to her would have been easy, except that was when the thought of losing her hurt the most: when he was reminded of how he felt afterwards. Because that was always the difference with her. It wasn’t just that the sex with her felt like sex with no other – it was the lingering warmth in his chest when it was all over that made it so unique with her, so special. It was that sense of intimacy beyond the physical. It was that completeness he felt inside. It was the way that, instead of simply being sated, he wanted to grab hold of her and pull her close, make her smile, laugh even, make her feel wanted, to make her know what she meant to him.

      And that last time they had been together, when she’d let him feed, had been perfect. The perfect final time. And he didn’t want anything to spoil it.

      His hands relished in the inward curve of the small of her back, the faultless curve of her behind, the smoothness of her skin heated against his cool hand as his hand encompassed the delicacy of her throat as he held her back against the wall.

      And he closed his eyes at the sheer bliss as he closed his lips over hers again. He entwined his hand in her hair again as he forced her to look him in the eyes.

      Because he needed her to know, he needed her to understand even if it was still unspoken between them. He needed her to believe what she meant to him.

      As she pressed her lips to his, his heart skipped a beat. It took all his strength not to speak. Because he knew it had to be the last time he tasted her, the last time he felt her warmth. And the pain of it, right then, rendered too much of him numb.

      He brushed his lips over her ear as he longed to say it. It felt like the most natural thing to say it. He’d already said it so many times in his head on so many occasions. Three simple words that came from somewhere deep, somewhere uncontrived, inside him.

      Three simple words that, like the uttering of a spell, would finally bind them in an irrevocable way.

      The fact she’d never asked him to tell her since that time in the porch, had no expectation of him telling her, didn’t seem to need him to tell her, only made his need to do so greater.

      But he couldn’t. Even as the intensity spilled out of him, he couldn’t do it.

      Instead, he whispered I love you inside his own head before he pulled away.
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      Caitlin marched down TSCD corridors, taking a left and then a right towards the elevators. With no time to lose, she burst through the door into the stairwell, descending the four levels towards the detainment unit.

      Kane had taken her on the back of his bike back to her car. There hadn’t been any parting words. She knew as much as he did that there was nothing more to say. He hadn’t even dismounted the bike. She waited a moment to see if he would, but he’d seemingly had no intention. A sick sense of loss had consumed her as she’d got into the driver’s seat, as if it truly was going to be the last time she ever saw him.

      As she’d switched on the engine, he’d done the same.

      She’d made a three-point turn in the road before looking in the rear view mirror as she came to standstill again, her foot poised on the accelerator.

      Kane had offered a simple and subtle salute: two fingers flicked outwardly a couple of inches from his forehead.

      Caitlin smiled at the gesture born out of knights lifting their visor to reveal their eyes and let their enemy know they were going to fight fairly. The battle was still on, and Kane was putting their best chances in her hands.

      As such, he’d made her a part of the team, the only team she’d ever felt a part of, and she wasn’t going to let him down. She wasn’t going to let them down.

      She wasn’t going to let her locale down.

      He’d driven off first, spinning on his back wheel before disappearing into Blackthorn’s night air.

      For a while, she’d cried. But when she’d arrived back at her apartment where she’d got changed before heading back to the TSCD, she’d adopted the steady resolve she knew she needed to see it through.

      Passing the first sign for the detainment unit, Caitlin checked her watch. Keeping to as close a time as she could was going to be essential, granting Eden enough time to get what he needed.

      She slid her card through all the respective doors on her way to the front desk of the detainment unit.

      Looking through the glass, she faced the back of Simon Hodge’s head. Her card swiping would have alerted him that she was coming but clearly whatever TV show he was watching, whatever had created the accompanying deep belly laugh, was more commanding than her presence.

      She rapped on the glass with her knuckles, only for him to reluctantly look over his shoulder at her. Even more reluctantly, he pulled himself from his chair.

      He was never in a hurry for anything. Never had been. He sauntered his way across his office, his shoes squeaking on the high-polish. He rested his elbows on the counter like he was the gatekeeper to Aladdin’s Cave.

      ‘I’m here to see Caleb Dehain,’ she declared.

      He placed the clipboard in front of her.

      ‘And I’d like him on lock-down before I enter, please,’ she added, signing the form before signing the section for lock-down too.

      ‘You’re questioning him alone?’

      ‘I hear he doesn’t cope well with an audience.’

      She slid the board back to him.

      Caitlin followed Hodges down the slight decline as they passed two empty cells before passing four closed doors.

      She saw Hade’s name on the left, Jake’s on the right. Alisha was in the cell next to Jake and then, finally, there was Caleb’s.

      Hodges slid open the viewing door. ‘Into lockdown position please, Dehain.’

      It was common practice in the cells before anyone entered alone. They’d move into the sole chair to the left or right of the wall. They’d place their ankles against the chair clamps before lifting their hands above their head to the wall-mounted cuffs. All four would be operated from outside the door. The guard would then check the security of it before letting anyone into the cell.

      Hodges keyed in the four-digit code; Caitlin memorised the number.

      He disappeared inside and, a few seconds later, exited again.

      ‘All yours,’ he said, before wandering back down the corridor to watch it all on the silent screen, if he didn’t get distracted by whatever TV show he’d been watching before she’d interrupted.

      She’d met with too many big players over the years to feel that anxious, but Caleb Dehain was something different – and now she knew it more than ever.

      She placed the chair directly opposite his.

      She met his gaze.

      And he looked far from happy to see her.

      With his strong, stubbled jaw and bangs of dark hair skimming those vibrant green eyes, he looked more the predator than Kane ever did. Despite rumours dictating he and Kane were of the same ilk, Caleb most definitely had something about him that just edged that side of unhinged. She was grateful his wrists were secured by cuffs, his ankles to the floor, because in Caleb she sensed a true darkness. Kane used his when he had to; Caleb struck her as someone who had experienced the darkness taking a hold of him. If she was to shadow read him, if she didn’t have a choice not to, it was going to be one hell of a ride in there.

      She reminded herself to focus on her breathing, to keep herself as steady as she could. The vampire would sense some level of stress, but she had to give away the bare minimum. She licked her upper teeth to reduce her lip sticking to them as his eyes penetrated hers.

      Eyes that belonged to the vampire leader.

      ‘Caleb Dehain, my name is Agent Caitlin Parish, but you already know that. You have been made aware that you have been formally arrested under section 2.3 of the Vampire Disciplinary Clause – but that’s not why I’m here.’

      His eyes narrowed slightly, laced with curiosity.

      ‘I’m going to get straight to the point,’ she said. ‘You know they believe you’re responsible for The Alliance murders. You think you and Jake are going to walk in the next twenty-four hours because nothing can stick. And considering I gave you the means to find alibis, you’re practically home and dry if you keep this silence up.’

      It was subtle, but she saw the hint of a flare in his eyes at her confession.

      She leaned forward. ‘Except I have a motivation for what you did, Caleb. Because the assassination attempt did happen. Jake did kill Trudy Lawrence, and you covered it up. Your whole case rests on it being impossible that your brother would still be alive if it’s true.’ She paused. ‘Unless, of course, you summoned a witch that night. A very powerful witch.’

      This time his eyes flared for sure, his pupils constricting slightly.

      ‘I know what happened, Caleb. More relevantly, I have Leila here in this very building. And, as you already know, I have Alisha too. How long do you think it will take me to persuade them to talk?’

      Caleb lowered his gaze, before those deadly green eyes snapped back up to hers.

      ‘Or we can make a deal,’ she said. ‘None of my team know any of this and it can stay that way. But in exchange for my silence, I want the whereabouts of the rest of the supplies for the lycans.’

      Caleb smiled, but it didn’t reflect in his eyes. ‘You’re working for Malloy?’

      ‘We both have a vested interest in preventing the lycans from changing. The question is, do you have enough vested interest to get you and your brother out of here? You give me what I want and, in less than twenty-four hours, you’ll walk.’

      ‘I’m supposed to believe you?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter if you do or you don’t. We both know this is me asking politely. This is as close as I’m allowed to get to you without raising the guard’s alarm. But even if I do cross the line, it’ll take at least two minutes for Hodges to get down here – when he eventually notices. I can get a lot of shadow reading done in two minutes. So you either tell me what I want to know, or I’m going to take it from you. The supplies, Caleb: where are they?’
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      Kane stood in the shadows on top of the building opposite, his arms folded as he looked down at the chain-linked entrance to the TSCD car park.

      He glanced up at the polluted night sky, the lack of moonlight helping mask their surroundings as much as the increasing thickness of the fog.

      Jask leaned against the wall beside him, one foot resting back against it. On the far side of him, Phia paced in the darkness.

      Kane had insisted it was a bad idea bringing her – the distraction of it was one sure thing he could do without. But Phia had consistently reminded Jask it was her sisters in there and had insisted she wanted to be there when they got out. Her presence also meant they could afford to bring an extra bike since Jask had taught her how to ride. That meant with Eden included, they could all get out of there promptly with no need to take anyone else from Jask’s pack.

      But because Phia had insisted on coming, so had Jessie. She’d equally contended that if anyone hurt Eden, she’d bring the whole building to its knees. Kane had seen enough of her kind in action to know she meant literally.

      They hadn’t told Caitlin they would be there.

      He checked his watch. She should have already been in with Caleb if all had gone well. Trusting Eden to get all three girls out of the back way was a big enough leap of faith, but leaving Caitlin going it alone up to that point was a whole other matter.

      Alone in Caleb’s cell, trying to force the truth out of him.

      It was his turn to pace, to run his hands back through his hair as he braced himself.

      And Rob could be in there – somewhere in that building.

      ‘Ease up,’ Jask said from behind. ‘I can feel your tension from here.’

      Kane checked his watch again.

      She’d aimed to have it done within the hour, two hours maximum depending how long Leila took to persuade. He wanted them all to be back at the compound by dawn.

      He’d never put that much faith in anyone. He guessed he’d soon find out if he was ever going to do it again.
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      Caitlin took a left and then a right before coming to the glass doors at the far end.

      She pushed them open, the gentle brushing sound as they closed behind her exacerbating the sense of hush in the room.

      The largest conference room in the building was awash with quiet activity, the rows and rows of tables filled with books making it look more like a library. The scent of old paper lingered in the air, the turning of pages echoing intermittently between hushed voices. The interpreters worked away speedily, agents wandering amongst them, information being logged and recorded.

      She glanced at the map of the locale on the wall to the right, the crosses no doubt indicating where the attacks had happened – at least the ones they knew of so far – before she looked across to the far corner of the room, where Coles summoned her over.

      She crossed through the tables, nudging one table as she avoided the other as she headed towards Coles.

      ‘I’m looking for Leila McKay.’

      He indicated over towards the empty desk. ‘Probably in the bathroom again. That woman goes more than anyone else I know.’

      ‘I need a quick word,’ she said.

      ‘Shall I send someone to get her?’

      ‘No, no, I can do it. I’ll take her to one of the side rooms. We might be a little while.’

      She made her way back out through the doors, heading down the corridor towards the toilets.

      Placing her bag on the floor and releasing her gun from her holster, she pushed open the first cubicle door and then the next, each vacant in turn. She stepped up to the final one, next to the window.

      The breeze swept beneath the door, the subtle sound of glass scraping against metal.

      Caitlin examined the window beside her – at the array of horizontal glass slats embedded in metallic strips secured by screws. She ran her forefinger over the heavily painted screw heads that would be easy enough to remove with the right object to turn them.

      Seemingly Leila wasn’t planning on hanging around for long – and the set-up couldn’t have been more perfect.

      Caitlin rested her hip against the windowsill, placed her gun back in her holster, and folded her arms as she stared at the cubicle door. ‘It might only be a twenty foot drop onto the roof, Leila, but they’re notoriously badly constructed. You’ll go straight through the tarpaulin. Or you could come out here and talk to me about how we’re going to get you out of here safely – you and Alisha. She was arrested in the early hours of yesterday morning. I know you know why.’

      There was silence inside.

      ‘My name’s Caitlin Parish. If you watch the news – and you strike me as the type who does – you’ll know who I am.’

      The cubicle door clicked open. She was met with wary but curious hazel eyes.

      Leila was slighter in build than Caitlin but about the same height, her russet hair falling over her shoulders in kinks. She looked like she’d had an even rougher few days that Caitlin had.

      ‘We really need to talk,’ Caitlin said. ‘Please don’t try anything stupid.’

      Leila frowned and glanced past her, seemingly uncertain as to whether she was doing the right thing or not.

      ‘I know everything, Leila. I know you saved Jake Dehain’s life. I know it brought you together with Caleb. I know what he is. I know that you were a serryn. I know that something happened between you and Caleb that caused the split in the fourth dimension, the very problem you have been brought here to solve.’

      Her pallor, pale enough to begin with, turned ashen. Leila’s frown deepened. ‘How?’

      ‘It’s a long story and one we don’t have time for. Sophia is safe. She knows I’m helping. She’s waiting for you. I have someone who’s going to take you to her. You and Alisha. I can get you into the detainment unit where Alisha is. We have Caleb too, Leila.’

      Her eyes flared, her cheeks flushed. ‘Caleb? Caleb’s here? In this building?’

      ‘Yes. In the cell right opposite the one your sister is in. I know what you have to do. I know the only way that dimension can be closed is for you to finish what you started. I have a way you can do that.’
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      Caitlin crossed the foyer with a polite nod towards the guard outside the door to the conference room.

      Sliding her card through the reader, she made a partial exit to subtly place the magnetic tape Eden had given her over the door lock. Backing up again, she let the door slam as she double-backed on herself and headed over to the guard. Pushing through the conference room door, she dropped her papers at the threshold, the guard instantly reaching down to help her.

      ‘Sorry. Long night,’ she said.

      He offered a hint of a smile as he helped gather the papers together, his back to the foyer as she had hoped.

      Leila promptly exited the toilets, the heels Caitlin had given her wrapped in her hands as she hurried across to the door and slipped straight through.

      ‘I was going to let Coles know I’m done with McKay,’ Caitlin remarked. ‘Can you do it for me?’

      ‘Is she still in there?’

      ‘She is. She was somewhat tearful. I might need her again later. I’ll leave you to it.’

      Caitlin headed back across the foyer, glanced across her shoulder to see the guard had headed inside. She discreetly ripped the tape off as she went and letting the door slam behind her.

      The rush of adrenaline washed over her as she checked her watch.

      ‘This has to work like clockwork,’ Caitlin said, as Leila slipped into the heels Caitlin had given her, Phia having contributed to getting the size right.

      Caitlin handed her the pile of folders to add to her look of authenticity, and rested the stopwatch on top of the folders.

      Leila smoothed down the pencil skirt they’d pulled together as well as the blouse. Caitlin fixed the fake tag Eden seemingly had an abundance of in his apartment. Close examination would cause a problem, but it would serve its purpose from a distance. She also handed Leila an inactive card to slide through the already open doors to maintain the illusion – because there was only one route out of the conference area, and it was the most closely monitored area in the entire HQ.

      ‘I’ll put tape on each door,’ Caitlin remarked. ‘But make sure you rip it off each time. And follow the map if you lose me. Try and keep about 30 seconds behind so it’s not obvious we’re both taking the same route.’

      Leila nodded, glancing down at the map on top of a pile of folders in the crook of her arm.

      ‘I’ll have to leave you at level three so as not to be implicated. If anything goes wrong, I’m the only plan B. Look out for the guy in the full CEO uniform: black leathers, helmet. His name’s Eden. He’ll have a vampire with him, a female, slim, mocha skin, long black curls. Follow him from there using the same system.’

      Eden had to have a vampire with him to justify his presence in the detainment area – someone who could have broken the Lowtown-Blackthorn curfew laws.

      ‘Once you’re inside the detainment area, ask to see Alisha,’ she said. ‘Declare yourself as Agent Meghan Yale – luckily you’re both redheads, similar builds and height. We’re counting on Hodges having not met her yet, but if he suspects, leave Eden to deal with it. He’ll ask you to sign a clipboard. It’s normal protocol. If he asks if you want lock-down, say no – you just have a couple of simple queries. The guard will key you in. Whatever you do, make sure you curb Alisha’s reaction. Eden will join you as soon as possible. He’ll trick Caleb into a lock-down. If it doesn’t work, he’ll restrain him. The code to his door is 7737. Do what you have to.’ Caitlin slipped the knife in amongst the paperwork. She clutched Leila’s cold and trembling hand. ‘I know this is going to be hard, Leila, but you have no choice. None of us do. We have maybe a maximum of ten minutes before the alarm is raised back here. We have to have got you through the main thoroughfare and to the detainment cells by then. Are we good to go?’

      Leila nodded, her hazel eyes wide.

      Caitlin tried to keep her pace steady as she followed the route she and Eden had planned, not checking over her shoulder to ensure Leila was following but remaining vigilant to any possible signs of problems.

      The closer she got to level two, the faster her pulse raced, the harder her heart pounded. She subtly checked her watch. Four minutes had passed. With the two minutes it had taken to spurt instructions at Leila that left only another four minutes to clear the main thoroughfare.

      Door after door, she swiped and taped locks, those who passed through after her not even stopping to notice that the green light was inactive.

      Passing through the busy foyer on level two, she took a left through the next set of doors and up the stairs.

      ‘Level three,’ she said into her earpiece.

      ‘Glad to hear it,’ Eden answered.

      ‘Make sure you let me know as soon as you’re on level three,’ he’d said. ‘Walk at sixty paces a minute and we should time it right.’

      Caitlin made her way through the first set of stairs on level three and then the second. She took a right across the foyer, sweeping past Eden and Erica on her way through to the corridor that led to the canteen.

      ‘Smoothly done, Robin,’ she heard Eden say into her earpiece and she smiled to herself.

      ‘Who made you Batman?’ she quipped back.

      She heard him chuckle.

      But they’d agreed minimum contact in the unlikely event the frequency was picked up.

      She checked her watch again.

      She took the back route to the stairwell that didn’t need all the locking system doors, via all the minor cameras Eden had already disconnected.

      The silence was painful as she listened through her earpiece on her way to their meeting point, the emergence of voices finally a welcome relief as she overheard Eden smooth-talking Hodges, his laughter resonating down the earpiece.

      Caitlin sat on the top step. No one used the back block whilst it awaited refurbishments. The outer door had been triple padlocked but that hadn’t prevented Eden preparing it as an exit. It was partially hidden by the undergrowth; the camera hadn’t been replaced on the new loop pending that section’s demolition. Less than fifty feet beyond was a curl in the chainlink fence – an electric fence that Eden had managed to disengage. At some point someone would notice during routine maintenance, but it was far from under regular scrutiny. Only those who knew the building inside out knew it was there. Those who made a point of knowing the building inside out like Eden seemingly did. Even better, it was a clear run straight into the back alleys of Lowtown.

      ‘Agent Meghan Yale, here to see Alisha McKay,’ she heard a faint female voice proclaim in the distance.

      Caitlin pressed the earpiece deeper into her ear, her heart pounding.

      She strained to listen to the muffled voices.

      Caitlin heard Eden’s laughter, more muffled exchanges from Hodges.

      ‘Can you give me a sec?’ she heard Hodges say.

      ‘Sure,’ Eden replied.

      She heard Hodges footsteps in the distance.

      ‘So far, so good,’ she heard Eden whisper.

      ‘Do not tempt fate,’ Caitlin warned him.

      She chewed her thumbnail as she heard Hodges rejoin Eden. She folded arms clenched on her knees she shook her head, smiled even at Eden’s banter as the plan to distract seemed to be working.

      She checked her watch again as the minutes passed.

      They had allowed for less than ten minutes from the point Eden distracted Hodges until they all got out. It was no time at all for what Leila had to do but it was all the time they could afford before they increased the chances of someone turning up there.

      ‘Shit,’ she heard Eden hiss.

      Caitlin’s heart skipped a beat. Caitlin shot sharply to her feet. ‘What?’ she demanded.

      There was a thunk.

      Hopefully it was Hodges.

      But it was six minutes earlier than they had planned.

      And from Eden’s curse, something had already gone wrong.

      ‘Eden?’ she said. ‘Eden what’s going on?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Bear with me.’

      There was footfall. Fast footfall.

      ‘Bear with you?’ Caitlin remarked, her hand plastered to her forehead.

      ‘Fuck,’ she heard him hiss again. ‘We’re out of here, Parish.’

      ‘Eden, what the hell is happening?’

      ‘Caleb’s cell is empty. MST is written on the board.’

      MST: Maximum Security Transfer.

      Maximum Security was right at the back of the Division Headquarters. Only those thought an extreme threat were held there. It meant no one went in there unnoticed. It was on total lock-down of codes, cards and thumbprints.

      And it meant a drastic change of plan. Her mind already raced ahead.

      Despite anticipating the doors opening minutes later, Caitlin still flinched.

      Alisha flew through the door first, Leila close behind her, Eden behind them followed by Erica.

      Caitlin looked from one sister to the other, then at Eden. ‘What the hell has happened?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Eden said.

      ‘But I saw him a little over an hour ago,’ Caitlin declared, frantically trying to think what could have happened in the interim. She’d cleared the sheets off her desk. But if someone had wanted to check out her paper trail on her computer …

      ‘Shit,’ she hissed to herself.

      ‘What?’ Eden demanded.

      ‘You’ve got to get Leila and Alisha out of here now.’

      ‘But I need to get to Caleb,’ Leila said, her eyes widening again. ‘I have to get to Caleb.’

      ‘Leila, I cannot get you through maximum security, ‘Caitlin declared. ‘There’s no way. I’ll stay behind. I’ll try and find out what’s happened.’

      ‘If I go back without you, Kane will kill me,’ Eden said. ‘And I’m not talking figuratively. I was under express instructions.’

      ‘And they’ll already know I’ve been in the building and have spoken to Caleb and Leila. If I disappear now, I may as well never come back. You’ve got to get them out of here, Eden. Tell Kane and Jask that Caleb said to go to Reynolds for the supplies. He said they’d know who that was. Tell them the password is Titan.’

      He nodded. He cocked his head towards the doorway. ‘Let’s move,’ he said to Leila and Alisha.

      ‘I can’t,’ Leila said, grabbing Caitlin’s wrist. ‘I have to see him. He has to know I came back like I said I would. I cannot tell you how important it is. He has to believe that I haven’t let him down; that I was true to my word.’

      ‘Why is it so important?’

      ‘Because otherwise I’m another treacherous serryn in a long line, and you have no idea of the good it will undo, the damage it will do. He will have even more excuse to go after Phia…’

      ‘Leila, he’s still inside. He won’t get anywhere near her.’

      But the look in her eyes told Caitlin too much.

      ‘You weren’t going to kill him, were you?’ Caitlin said.

      ‘He needs to know I came back. He needs to know I’ve found a way like I promised I would.’

      Caitlin’s heart pounded a little harder. ‘To close the dimension?’

      ‘I don’t need Caleb for that.’

      Caitlin’s gaze locked back on Eden’s. ‘Get them out of here now,’ she said firmly, as she handed him her earpiece. ‘I’ll track you down later.’
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      Shielded from the darkness, they waited by their bikes.

      Stood beside Kane, Jask was silent, his hand gripping Phia’s, their fingers interlaced to the point that her knuckles were white. She still hadn’t taken her eyes from across the street either. Her head was resting against Jask’s shoulder, Jask releasing the hand she was gripping to lay it across her shoulder to gently caress her hair.

      It was still odd seeing that side of Jask. He’d never been short of compassion, but it had been a long time since he’d seen Jask show that level of affection for a female – and he never thought he’d see the day it was for one outside of his pack. Whatever Jask felt for Phia, it was obvious in his touch, in the way he looked at her, that it was real. That it was as real as the burning sensation in Kane’s chest at Caitlin’s absence.

      And at that point he envied him. Having a mate made Jask stronger, both in himself, to his pack and to the outside world. Kane having a mate made him weaker, made him vulnerable, and helplessly waiting for Caitlin’s return only reinforced it.

      The tension in his chest was becoming painful.

      Jessie clearly felt the same, her gaze fixed ahead, her arms tightly folded.

      A split second later, Phia pinged from Jask like she’d been released from a spring.

      Kane snapped his gaze across his shoulder.

      They were running towards them: the one girl’s russet hair blowing in the breeze, the blonde next to her, Eden and Erica close behind.

      Phia nearly fell over her own feet as she pelted forward. He was surprised he didn’t hear the thunk from the impact as the three sisters collided, as each attempted to pull the others in closer than was physically possible unless they wanted to meld completely.

      Jessie fled across the street behind them before throwing herself up into Eden’s arms, her legs wrapped around his waist as he spun her, his head buried in her neck.

      Strolling towards them, Kane looked past the huddle, past Jessie and Eden, past Erica, his eyes flitting between them and the alley.

      Emptiness echoed back.

      Eden placed Jessie on the floor, his gaze meeting Kane’s.

      A gaze that said it all.

      ‘Where is she?’ Kane asked as he drew level, his throat tight. ‘Where’s Caitlin?’

      ‘She’s still in there.’

      Kane gripped Eden’s T-shirt instantly at the collar. ‘You had a job to do, now where the fuck is she?’ he asked more quietly.

      As Eden windmilled his arms away, Kane instantly felt Jask’s arm across his chest, his shoulders, holding him back.

      ‘Easy, Kane,’ Jask said calmly.

      ‘There was a problem,’ Eden explained, his gaze impressively steady. ‘Caleb wasn’t there. He’s been moved to maximum security. But there’s something you need to hear.’

      [image: ]

      Caitlin headed down the corridor, through the door into the stairwell before ascending up to the VCU offices.

      She knew she needed to take deep breaths. She knew she needed to come across as unflustered as she could. She also knew she needed to come up with some excuse to find out, as quickly as possible, why the transfer had happened.

      She resolved to head straight to Morgan and suggest the next round of interviews.

      She padded along the carpet towards Morgan’s office. Unusually, the blinds were down, the door shut.

      She almost double-backed, but she knew she needed answers as soon as possible.

      Caitlin tapped once before stepping inside.

      Her gaze instantly fell on an ice-blue gaze, the female’s cropped fair hair almost white in the light.

      Caitlin felt her insides coil – because they may never have met, but she knew exactly who the vampire was.

      ‘Agent Parish,’ Morgan said, in full-official mode as he stood from the central table. ‘Let me introduce you to Feinith, our diplomatic representative from the Higher Order.’ He turned his attention back on Feinith. ‘As you know, Caitlin has been heading up the Dehain case.’

      Feinith’s appraisal was slow, curious. ‘Absolutely.’ Her stony gaze locked on Caitlin’s. ‘I’m more than aware of Agent Parish’s work.’

      ‘Take a seat,’ Morgan said to Caitlin. ‘You may as well be a part of this.’
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      ‘Caleb will refuse to speak under this roof,’ Feinith declared, ‘no matter what you present him with. He has a fervent hatred of your system and nothing will make him confess. Unfortunately though, as I’ve already explained, a shadow reading would not be advisable. I’m sure you’re more than aware of the implications. Should you move to prosecution, any shadow reading will obviously have to be declared in open media. Vampires despise your use of it as it is. You shadow read Caleb Dehain to get your conviction and you will have a riot on your hands. I am trying to safeguard you. I am trying to safeguard this district. For the sake of the community in Blackthorn …’

      ‘Since when have you had them at the forefront of your mind?’ Caitlin cut in.

      She felt Morgan tense from his seat adjacent to her, but it had to be said. She knew enough about how the Higher Order operated even before she’d got to know Kane: the HO only ever got involved when there was something in it for them.

      Just once had she ever known an assailant transferred to maximum security. It only ever happened if the Higher Order’s diplomatic service became involved. Maximum security was, ironically, neutral territory that blocked any further contact with the assailant other than with the HO representative and the authority pinnacle in the division.

      Caleb was well and truly out of bounds the second Feinith showed an interest. If Kane had been right about Feinith’s affair with Caleb though, her motivations were even more of a concern. And if Feinith intended to get Caleb out, the consequences didn’t bare thinking about.

      Feinith didn’t even bother to acknowledge Caitlin’s statement. Instead she kept her attention fixed on Morgan, an act of dismissal that further aggravated her.

      ‘You know the damage this could do if word gets out exactly what this is about,’ Feinith said. ‘Humans hunting out vampires under your jurisdiction; Caleb standing up to them. You’ll make a martyr of him. Think about how this will be portrayed. It was humans who were in the wrong here – taking things into their own hands, making you look incompetent. And we both know incompetency is the last thing you need right now. By prosecuting either brother you will perpetuate the belief that you are human-orientated first and foremost, not justice orientated. It’s the worst thing you could do. It could provoke an uprising.’

      Which was exactly what Sirius wanted.

      ‘We have evidence building against both brothers,’ Morgan said. ‘We will find it difficult not to justify continuing.’

      ‘Evidence that points to the victim being willing by all accounts – which is exactly what even your witness will testify to. This woman was not an innocent plucked off the street – she was an assassin. She went in there on a suicide mission to commit murder.’

      ‘Not that Jake knew that,’ Morgan reminded her.

      ‘Which is irrelevant. What is relevant is how messy this could become for you. What kind of girl would take such desperate measures? What kind of system leads to a woman once of Midtown and of a good family reduced to Lowtown and to turning to such acts of violence? So let down by that system through no fault of her own that she would end up voluntarily committing suicide in the depths of Blackthorn? How will that make other residents of Midtown feel? Those with daughters of their own? You will be flagging up that this can happen to anyone. You will heighten concern. What they’ll see is a terminally ill young woman abandoned by the system that is there to protect her, willing to die to make changes. That’ll be the headline – not that you’ve prosecuted yet another vampire.’

      ‘Caleb covered up that murder,’ Morgan stated.

      ‘Their home was invaded. Caleb disposed of the woman’s body to protect his brother rather than face-up to the authorities already exposed as being rife with corruption.’

      Morgan’s expression remained stoic, his hands interlaced as they rested on the table. ‘Nine humans have been murdered in little over a week, all linked to that same vigilante group. Someone is responsible.’

      But seemingly Feinith had no intention of implicating her betrothed, which begged the question why she’d want Caleb out at all.

      Unless she knew. Unless Caleb had told her.

      But she couldn’t tell Morgan. She couldn’t reveal what he was without blowing everything. Her heart pounded a little harder as she tried to think.

      Feinith leaned forward. ‘I am here in a neutral capacity but I do have to remind you that certain laws in the management of our kind were attributed to the Higher Order in order for us to do our jobs in helping you to maintain discipline. I am telling you that prosecuting either of the Dehains would cause significant difficulties. Please do not underestimate Caleb’s power or influence. Believe me when I say the Higher Order has your best interests at heart.’

      ‘So you’re suggesting we let them go?’

      ‘We respect your concerns. We also have our own ways of ascertaining the truth. We have our own way of dealing with those who do not respect your laws and bring us into disrepute as a result. We will detain Jake in our own facility –’

      ‘The Pit,’ Caitlin cut in.

      Feinith’s eyes narrowed on Caitlin but the subtle curve of her lips remained. ‘For Jake. I propose a kind of community service, for want of a better term, for Caleb.’

      Caitlin’s stomach churned.

      Setting him free was exactly what she intended.

      ‘Like what?’ Morgan asked, his eyes sparking with curiosity.

      Like inciting the vampire uprising.

      ‘I think it best we discuss that between us,’ Feinith said, focusing her full attention on Morgan.

      Kane.

      Her heart pounding was matched by the adrenaline pumping through her veins. Feinith had something planned for Kane. She was game playing – every instinct told Caitlin that. And she knew as much as Feinith did that there was nothing she could do to protest.

      ‘Feinith, I understand your concerns,’ Morgan said. ‘I understand what you are presenting and –’

      The knock on the door was swift.

      At first dismissive of the interruption, Morgan reluctantly joined the officer outside.

      ‘I’m afraid there’s a situation I’m going to need to deal with,’ Morgan said, tucking his head back around the door.

      And there was no guessing what.

      ‘Caitlin, I’d like you to wait down in your office for me. I need to speak to you shortly. Feinith, I can’t apologise enough. We’ll resume as soon as possible.’

      Caitlin knew an instruction when she heard one, just as she knew why he’d left the door wide open behind him. He wanted her as far away from Feinith as possible before she dared to put her foot in it.

      As she stood, Caitlin’s glare locked on Feinith. And she could see by the indignation in the vampire’s eyes that being looked at in such a manner wasn’t something she was used to.

      But Feinith retained her composure, her smug smile. ‘Fret not, my dear, Caleb is in very capable hands now.’

      ‘I’ll be doing what I can to keep him inside,’ Caitlin said. ‘I want you to know that.’

      Inside where they could reformulate a plan. She had to talk to Morgan and at least get him to delay.

      ‘Ahh,’ Feinith said. ‘Now I see it.’

      Caitlin pushed her chair under, trying hard not to indulge her. But her curiosity was too great. ‘See what?’ she asked, clutching the back of the chair.

      ‘Why Kane has had so much fun with you. He’s an interesting one, that lover of yours, isn’t he?’ She cocked her head to the side slightly. ‘Very …’ she pondered over her words before staring down her nose at Caitlin with hooded eyes. ‘Persistent.’ Her full lips curled up slightly in one corner as she held Caitlin’s gaze partially in triumph and partially in distain. ‘In every facet.’ She leaned closer. ‘He’s talked about you. He’s let me in on all the little details.’ She smirked. ‘Those two cute little freckles on that pert derrière of yours. He loves those.’

      Caitlin’s heart thudded, a cool perspiration sweeping over her.

      ‘So like I said – don’t you worry, Agent Parish,’ she said with another flash of a smile. ‘Everything is in hand. We know exactly what we’re doing.’
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      ‘You can reseal the break in the dimensions without Caleb?’ Kane asked.

      Leila nodded. ‘Yes. Temporarily.’

      ‘How temporarily?’

      ‘A few days at least.’ Despite being huddled between her two sisters, she shivered in her damp blouse, the mist casting a dewy hue over her face and hair. ‘Long enough to sort the permanent solution.’

      ‘Does Caleb know what he is?’ Kane asked.

      ‘I suggest we talk about Caleb when this is done,’ Leila said, ‘because for every hour that passes, more fourth dimension creatures get in.’

      ‘How many would have already got through?’

      ‘I don’t know. It’s impossible to tell. The break could be a miles wide by now. Imagine it looking like an infinity symbol.’ Ironically the symbol of new order, of a new creation. ‘And having an electrical charge, constantly self-generating magnetic power and getting stronger and bigger each time, drawing more and more from the fourth dimension through the loops and into ours. What we have to do is cause a block – a bit like putting a peg on a wire.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘By spilling my blood, just as the prophecy wants.’

      ‘Why do I suddenly not like the sound of this?’ Phia remarked.

      ‘A small amount,’ Leila reassured her. ‘Just enough to activate the spell. There’s an epicentre somewhere in Blackthorn. I think it’s on the south side because according to the maps in the TSCD, that’s where the localised activity is. That’s where it needs to be done.’

      ‘Where I drew my visions,’ Jessie remarked, echoing Kane’s thoughts.

      ‘You can take me there?’ Leila asked.

      Kane nodded. ‘Yes. Are you all we need?’

      ‘Not quite. I’m going to need angel blood too. It’s the only thing more powerful than Caleb’s blood for the temporary closure. And it’ll also help to have angel presence to mask the break’s existence back in the fourth dimension whilst I close it.’

      ‘Like in the cellar,’ Jessie said to Eden. ‘The aura I emanate,’ she said to the others, ‘the light of it blinds them. I used it back when I rescued the lycan young.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Leila said.

      ‘So we’re good to go?’ Kane asked.

      ‘We have Jessie but I’m afraid I’m going to need a male angel too. It’s the Yin and Yang rule: masculine and feminine. For this to work, we need both. Can any of you get your hands on a male angel? Quickly?’
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      Morgan stepped inside Caitlin’s office and closed the door.

      The queasy feeling after Feinith’s proclamation was bad enough without the gravity on Morgan’s face exacerbating it.

      She wasn’t going to believe it. What Feinith said was some kind of cruel lie or a manipulative trick. She wasn’t going to fall for it. She wasn’t going to doubt Kane again.

      But the comment, the detail of it, was so deeply personal. No one other than someone she had been intimate with would know it. No one but Kane. No one but Rob.

      Rob who she now knew to be out. But there was no possible link between Feinith and Rob. Rob would never disclose such things, let alone to a vampire. He would never have any reason to disclose such things.

      But Meghan had said she’d spoken to Rob. That Rob had disclosed things about their relationship. If Meghan was linked to Sirius and Sirius was linked to Feinith …

      Morgan placed the overfilled cardboard folder he’d brought with him on the floor. He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees.

      Something was wrong. From the way he looked down at the floor for a few moments, something was badly wrong.

      ‘You went to see Dehain a couple of hours ago,’ he said. His gaze snapped back to hers. ‘Why?’

      ‘I wanted to check a few basic facts.’

      ‘I didn’t even know you were back in the office.’

      ‘I don’t usually have to report my presence.’

      Morgan leaned back in his seat. ‘A little over an hour ago Alisha McKay was taken out of her cell by someone posing as Meghan,’ he said, his eyes laced with disappointment as much as suspicion as he looked back at her. ‘Her sister, an interpreter, has been reported missing from the conference room – twenty minutes after you also spoke to her.’

      ‘Leila?’

      ‘Yes, Leila,’ he said, his eyes darkening a little. ‘What did you talk to her about?’

      Caitlin knew she had to give him something. ‘Whilst I was researching Sophia on the system, I worked out Alisha was related to her, which also led me to Leila. I wanted to find out when she’d last heard from Sophia. With Sophia being a key witness –’

      ‘You didn’t think to tell me this link before proceeding?’

      ‘You told me to go out there and investigate, Matt – to do what I do best. I was trying to get something concrete first.’

      ‘You were supposed to be home resting.’

      ‘And I couldn’t sleep. But what’s new? So I came here to do something about it.’

      ‘So you flagged up to Leila that her sister was in this building? In detainment?’

      ‘She was under guard in the conference area. I told them to keep a close eye on her. How the hell did she get into the detainment area anyway? I take it you’ve got some of the team out looking? They couldn’t have got that far. ’

      His eyes narrowed with suspicion again. ‘A CEO helped.’

      ‘Which CEO?’

      ‘Hodges said it was Eden Reece.’

      Caitlin feigned what realistic surprise she could. ‘What has Reece got to do with the McKays?’

      Morgan leaned forward again. He pinched the top of his nose between his thumb and forefinger as he took a steady breath. ‘After you left earlier tonight, I asked Caleb to account for where he was during the murders. Tyrell has been checking out what he said.’ He looked back across at her. ‘So far he’s got alibis for every single one.’

      Her heart barely contained itself in her chest. ‘Okay …’

      ‘Okay? That’s what you have to say?’

      ‘What more can I say?’

      ‘Caitlin,’ he said, the strain of annoyance clear in his voice. ‘Do not play games with me. I’m finding it hard enough to contain my temper over what is already going through my head. Caleb must have had access to the dates and times of all those murders.’

      ‘Or he genuinely is innocent –’

      Morgan’s face reddened. ‘Stop!’ he snapped. ‘Just stop, Caitlin.’

      ‘You don’t think its suspicious that Feinith showed up here? When does she ever show an interest in our detainees? And now she’s trying to get Caleb out? We need to keep him here for further …’

      ‘You passed that information on to Kane, didn’t you?’

      She held her gaze as steadily as she could on Morgan. But she couldn’t lie. She couldn’t look her friend in the eye and lie.

      As silence reigned between them, she heard him exhale with unease, with barely contained temper.

      ‘Why?’ he demanded quietly.

      ‘Because I don’t think he’s responsible for The Alliance murders. Focusing on him was distracting from whoever the real culprit is.’

      Because she trusted Kane. She believed in Kane. He’d been so convincing about the Higher Order’s involvement …

      Feinith and Kane.

      Feinith and Kane were working together.

      She forced the thought out of her head the second it invaded again, Feinith’s words still too raw.

      ‘Oh, fucking genius,’ he said. She didn’t need the sarcasm in his tone to exacerbate the look in his eyes. ‘Even if I did say no to Feinith now, one inkling of this and our entire case would be thrown out whether we could find them guilty of Trudy Lawrence or not. They’d both walk. This entire unit would be ruined.’ He rested his head in his hands. ‘I can’t believe this. I can’t believe you’ve been so negligent, so naïve, so stupid.’ He stared back at her. ‘You let Kane Malloy cover his buddy’s back. You let him use you. I warned you …’

      He stood and turned away.

      And that was exactly what they could do if Morgan didn’t play ball: they’d threaten more exposure of internal corruption.

      It was inevitable Caleb would be taken in – but using her meant they’d be sure to get him back out.

      ‘You think I don’t know where you were last night when I was trying to get hold of you?’ Morgan added. ‘Or should I say I know who you were with. The same as I know you don’t take your work phone with you for fear of being tracked. You’re an investigative agent through and through, the best I’ve ever worked with. Yet you cannot see through him and I wish I knew why. He has used you from the outset. This is why he has kept the contact with you: little snippets of information here and there, protecting his own. And because you prefer to focus on fucking him than concentrating on the well-being of this locale,’ he said, the harshness of his tone, the curtness of his words taking her aback, ‘he might have just succeeded in getting the second-most-dangerous vampire in this district off without so much as a warning. Is that what less than three weeks with him does? Is he that good between the sheets?’

      ‘Don’t,’ she said quietly.

      ‘Because you don’t want to hear it? You don’t want to hear the truth? But I don’t know how else to get through to you. Your family murdered his sister in the most cruel and despicable way. You think incarceration in the very system he loathes is anywhere near enough to placate him? Do you think that it is wrapped up and done? You’re smart, Caitlin. You’ve never been anyone’s fool. But he’s got to you somehow. You walk around convincing yourself that your eyes are wide open but you can’t see the blinkers. And I’m scared for you. As your boss, but more as your friend, I’m scared of his potential around you. I gave you a chance here when no one else wanted me to. And this is why. This is why …’

      His voice trailed off.

      Morgan lowered his gaze, his lips mashed together as he sank back into the chair. He rested his head in his hands before dragging them down his face as he looked up at the ceiling. Picking up the thick cardboard folder from the floor, he chucked it onto the desk in front of Caitlin, it landing with a definitive thunk.

      ‘I want you to take a look at that,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t be showing it to you, but I’m doing it because I care. I’m doing it because I think you need to read this more than ever.’

      Her pulse raced at the concern in Morgan’s gaze. ‘What is it?’

      ‘It’s a file from the vault – a top-secret file on Malloy. It’s confidential enough that no copies have ever been made; they’re all originals. It must not leave this office. I can only give you a few hours with it. I’m putting my job on the line even sharing its existence with you. It contains sensitive information about several agents from this division over the decades, in most cases their families too. It spans over fifty years. Because of its restrictive access, only Xavier previously had access to it. With him and Max not replaced, I’ve had a few more leniencies put my way. Caitlin, I want you to read it because I think you have a right to know everything. This is the full profile.’ He paused for a moment. ‘I think Xavier let this slip to Max, to Rob, and to your father. I think this was their real motivation as to why they got involved with Kane Malloy.’

      Her stomach flipped.

      ‘In exchange for these testimonies, those involved were assured it wouldn’t be made public knowledge. You’ll see why. Caitlin, you need to know that Kane had a vendetta against the TSCD long before what happened to Arana. He simply turned the entire thing with her to his advantage. He has always despised us. He has always wanted to bring the entire law-enforcement system down.’

      The room spun a little, the edges of it blurring as all she could hear was the thrumming of blood in her ears.

      ‘You’re not the first, Caitlin. You’re just one in a long line, but you’re most definitely his most-successful accomplishment to date considering the corruption you brought to the forefront. He has used you. He has always used you. I don’t know what he’s ultimately planning, Caitlin, I’m not sure any of us will until it happens, but there’s a bigger picture here and he’s using this unit as his personal playground. But one thing we know for sure is that once he’s done, he’s done. That folder contains the truth that he won’t ever want you to see. I want you to open your eyes before it’s too late.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          46

        

      

    

    
      Fortunately daylight was always the best time to catch an angel – always had been.

      They mainly moved around when there was less chance of their glows being picked out by the third species. The only other clear indicator from a distance was their rucksacks – the backs taken out, their sheath-like wings folded inside.

      The biggest risk was a mugging, mainly from the cons. But if a con got close enough to look, that said con wasn’t going to survive long. The wings indicated two things above all else: the carrier was not only tough but merciless.

      Angels were also the most intrinsically selfish of the third species, doing whatever they could to guard the secret of their blood and tears – that their blood had temporary healing qualities just like that of the Higher Order, and that their tears created super-humans. So, since the regulations, they’d kept themselves to themselves more than ever, laying low to protect themselves whilst casting their eye over the rest of the third species’s plight with a cold and indifferent eye.

      And their wealth allowed it. The angels had a lot of wealth. Unfortunately, even that couldn’t pave their way permanently out of Blackthorn or Lowtown (and their equivalents in other locales) without them subsequently risking exposure. But the fact they needed no one or anything to survive made them an even more awkward and uncooperative clan.

      Ziel was his best bet though. They’d had a couple of run-ins in the past. As a rogue, no one had his back. Once you were ousted from the parliament, you were ousted – unless you still served some purpose. Ziel was a runner when they wanted him to be. The rest of the time he mooched around Blackthorn alone.

      Kane sat perched on the roof ledge, his feet dangling over the edge as he exhaled a pensive stream of smoke, watching from the flat roof opposite the run-down apartment-block opposite. Ziel lived in the attic space, coming out only occasionally for supplies.

      And he was just leaving.

      His rucksack was plastered to his back, his one functional wing folded and stuffed inside. He’d had the other cut off by his parliament, his power and strength reduced with it. Ziel had overstepped the mark somewhere along the line, but Kane had never managed to get out of him how.

      As Ziel headed down the alley, Kane cast his cigarette aside and exited the roof via the external fire escape. He crossed the street and closed in to fifteen feet behind Ziel until the angel clocked him.

      Ziel kept going at a steady pace for a moment.

      Then he ran.

      As well as selfish, aloof and intolerant bastards, angels were also, unfortunately, nimble, fast and extremely quick thinkers.

      Kane hissed under his breath, before breaking into a sprint behind him.

      Ziel navigated the back alleys like the familiar territory it was to him. He knew he had no chance of circling around back up to his apartment, his warded apartment, before Kane got to him, so he was taking his chances.

      And he was running for his life.

      The bins, the discarded rubbish, the metal frames of long-rusted and abandoned objects were all easy hurdles for him – his speed one thing that hadn’t been slowed down by his semi wing loss. If he’d been fully functional, Kane would have had his work cut out. Contrary to legend, they couldn’t technically fly but gliding was an art form to them. For the most adept, their speed and mid-air acrobatics could be lethal to anyone caught in the crossfire.

      But Ziel no longer had that advantage. So instead of heading upwards, onwards was his only option.

      Kane simply needed a clean shot and Ziel knew it, which is why he zig-zagged with perfection, taking corners and getting as many obstacles in the way as possible.

      For the sake of inevitable delay, it was an option Kane hadn’t wanted to take or he would have fired from the rooftop. Now he had no choice. He pulled the bow from his back; slid an arrow from his quiver.

      Running targets were one thing, but running targets whilst running yourself was a whole other skill-set. But, like when faced with the nilkim, he couldn’t afford to fuck up.

      They were approaching a straight stretch, something Ziel knew by his increase in pace. He was going to dive through the nearest doorway, that much was obvious.

      Kane drew back his bow and shot.

      The arrow skimmed Ziel’s shoulder the split-second he rammed sideways into the doorway.

      Kane cursed under his breath and picked up pace again.

      Except he didn’t pursue through the building. He turned on his heels and circled the outside. Each alley he passed he caught a glimpse of Ziel a second ahead.

      It was a punt but a calculated one. If Ziel had any sense, he too would have double-backed on himself, or hidden, but that required not letting survival instincts take over. Ziel had one key weakness beyond his reduced physical strength: when cornered, he panicked.

      Kane broke out into the fastest speed he could muster. He skidded into position at the open end of the alley. He removed the second arrow from his quiver, drew it back to anchor point and braced himself.

      Ziel burst into the alley. He looked across his shoulder to clock Kane stood braced. His eyes flared.

      ‘Sorry, buddy,’ Kane whispered.

      The arrow hurtled through the air, caught Ziel clean in the thigh and took him to ground instantly.

      Kane hooked his bow back into place as he marched down towards the angel. Ziel was already weakening, the concoction Kane had coated the arrow with bringing on a state of delirium.

      ‘What the fuck, Kane …?’ Ziel hissed, just as Kane looped his arms under his, dragging him back into the building.

      ‘You should know by now not to run,’ Kane declared. ‘It never ends well.’

      ‘I haven’t done anything.’

      Kane pulled him back against the rotten sofa. ‘I didn’t say you have. But I need you for something.’

      ‘Not again.’

      Kane bent down on one knee in front of him and held up the small vial. ‘This will take the edge off. We can get this over quickly or we can wait until you’re too delirious to care.’

      Ziel sighed with impatience. ‘What?’ he snapped.

      ‘I’ve got a job for you.’

      ‘It always makes me uneasy when you say that, Kane.’

      ‘This is a simple one,’ Kane said. ‘Just a little blood-letting.’

      ‘Voluntary blood letting?’

      ‘You bleed willingly or I make you bleed,’ Kane said, with a shrug. ‘That’s the contract.’

      ‘Good to see your negotiation skills are as adept as always.’

      ‘Only because we don’t have time for this.’

      ‘And what exactly is this in relation to? I take it I’m allowed to ask that much?’

      ‘Closing the fourth dimension.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t picked up on the fourth species activity.’

      ‘Hardly our problem, Kane.’

      ‘But it could get that way. It’s going to get that way.’

      ‘You know I’m supposed to have nothing to do with you. If the parliament find out …’

      ‘They won’t.’

      ‘They find out everything. A wingless angel in Blackthorn? That’s what I’ll become. Come on, Kane, don’t do this to me.’
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      Kane led Ziel through to the back of the lock-up. He knew more than ever what Leila meant by the epicentre. The air felt even more charged than the last time. This time, a static crackling was detectable even beyond the tomb-like enclosure where the prophecy was drawn.

      The corpses of the vybers still lay dead on the floor. If they weren’t sent back to the fourth dimension they rotted in their corporeal state. The stench was already pungent.

      ‘Did they not want to bleed voluntarily either?’ Ziel asked, stepping over a limp limb.

      Kane sent him a fleeting glance before looking back ahead. ‘What is it with people trying to be funny today?’

      Leila, Jessie, Jask and Eden turned to face them as they joined them in the darkened space of the inner room.

      As soon as Jessie and Ziel locked gazes, his eyes flared. Whatever it was, it was a glint of recognition. Even more interestingly, his eyes flashed with anxiety. But it was that he froze – as if he didn’t know what to do with himself – that was even more troubling.

      Jessie frowned. She took a step towards him. ‘You know me,’ she said quietly.

      Ziel dropped his gaze. ‘No,’ he said, a little too sheepishly for Kane’s liking, and seemingly for Jessie’s too.

      Eden’s eyes narrowed as he stepped alongside Jessie, his lips parted to confront him.

      But Kane stepped between them. ‘Not now,’ he said, already feeling the intensity of the vibrations through the soles of his boots. ‘We sort it later.’

      When he would get the truth out of Ziel.

      Seemingly as keen to press on, Leila knelt down in the centre of the concrete floor, crawling to various parts of it, her hands locating the vibrations too.

      ‘It’s strong here,’ she said, standing again. She removed the chunk of chalk from her pocket. ‘Just to warn you, there might be a bit of opposition.’

      Kane frowned. ‘Specify “opposition”.’

      ‘Once the locking spell has begun,’ she said, drawing the first of the markings on the floor, ‘there will be some still on their way through – trapped in the tunnel so to speak. As they feel the dimension closing, they’ll try to run for it.’ She looked back up at Kane, at Jask, finally at Eden. ‘In this direction. Once the spell is underway, us three won’t have a clue what’s going on. We’ll be in the eye of the storm. That means it’s down to you three until it’s closed.’

      Kane exchanged glances with Jask, with Eden.

      They both nodded back at him.

      Leila knelt at the core of where she had drawn the five-foot wide infinity symbol, markings etched all around it. She indicated for Jessie to kneel at the outer loop to her right, Ziel to her left.

      She looked back up at Kane. ‘Ready?’ she asked.

      He nodded, removing an arrow from his quiver as he stepped into position to protect Leila. Jask stepped into position to guard Ziel. Eden flipped open his knife as he took Jessie’s back, but not before he’d placed a tender kiss on her forehead.

      Leila handed the knife to Jessie first. Without hesitation, she did exactly as Leila had explained, slicing through both palms before handing the knife to Ziel.

      It took Ziel a few deep breaths, but eventually he did the same before handing the knife back to Leila.

      Leila looked once more up at Kane. ‘Here we go.’

      She took her own steady breath, closing her eyes before slicing through her own palms, wincing as she did so, her jaw clenched. She held her palms over where they were going to be placed, Jessie and Ziel following suit.

      ‘We go on three,’ she said to them, meeting their gazes in succession, ‘and you don’t remove them until I say. Whatever happens, you don’t remove your hands.’

      Jessie nodded, Ziel reluctantly doing the same.

      ‘Worst-case scenario?’ he asked.

      Leila met his gaze. ‘If you retract too soon, it reverses, and we get sucked in.’

      ‘So keep those hands grounded,’ Kane warned him.

      Ziel exhaled tersely. ‘Believe me, I’ve got the hint.’

      Leila took a slow and steady breath. ‘On three …’ she said. She looked from Jessie to Ziel. ‘One … two … three!’

      Their bloodied palms all hit the concrete simultaneously.

      [image: ]

      Caitlin sat at her desk, opting for the glow of the lamp rather than the harsh overhead light. She stared at the folder as the minutes scraped by, her fingers locked around the elastic band that contained the Pandora’s box laid in front of her.

      But she couldn’t open it. Like sensing that monster in her bed that Morgan had described, she needed to keep the sheet over her head and pretend nothing was there.

      She needed a reason not to look. A reason to not want to know.

      She wanted the confidence to push it aside like it didn’t matter.

      Fingertips on her chin, her elbow on the arm rest, the queasy sensation in her stomach intensified as she looked up at where the rain smattered against the window, the transparent rivulets glistening against the night sky.

      She could hear it breathing: that metaphorical monster laying beside her. She could feel the pressure of its presence. She could feel it watching her, waiting for her next move.

      She closed her eyes.

      She needed to turn her head.

      She needed to finally look it fully in the eyes – whatever the outcome.

      She reached for the folder. She held it as if it was a fragile piece of glass. She stared at the CONFIDENTIAL emblazoned across the front of it. ORIGINALS. NO COPIES PERMITTED.

      She removed the elastic band that bound it all. She pinged back the additional elastic on each corner.

      And opened the folder.
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      At first there was nothing.

      Kane stood braced as he warily watched his surroundings. Amidst Leila’s mutterings and the static charge in the air, the vibrations were now pulsating beneath his feet as if Leila’s presence alone was generating an escalation of energy.

      He sent a wary glance across his shoulder at Jask, at Eden. Jask sent a shrug back. Eden didn’t lose a second of vigilance.

      At first it was subtle. The walls were pulsating, breathing almost, something crawling through them like subterranean worms.

      Kane held an arrow in position in his bow but kept it lowered, confident he could hit whatever target he needed to within a split second if anything came at any of them.

      Leila’s spell continued, all three blood-letters knelt there with their heads lowered.

      Whatever it took, he’d make sure she’d succeed. Whatever he had to do, that dimension was going to be closed before they left. He knew as much as he had seen it confirmed in Leila’s eyes: this was their one chance.

      The crack from beyond the door nearly threw him, Jask and Eden off their feet, the ground thundering and shuddering like a tonne weight had been dropped through the roof.

      All three regained their balance in quick succession.

      ‘Keep watching them,’ he directed over his shoulder as he lifted his bow and arrow into position and approached the gaping doorway.

      Beyond, a sinkhole had swallowed the pool table as well as one of the dead vybers. Smoke erupted from the pit – a cyclone of smoke that burst up through the splintered roof.

      ‘Shit,’ Kane hissed slowly, his gaze snapping from the damage above down to the abyss below.

      Deathly silence rained down.

      He kept his bow and arrow poised as he scanned the room, waiting for something, anything, to appear.

      The cyclone eased, dissipated, leaving nothing but a low, grey mist lingering on the ground.

      Kane took a few cautious steps forward, the mist coiling around his feet and ankles, subtle hints of sulphur lingering in the air. Attention switching between the sinkhole and remaining guarded of the room around him, he pulled his arrow back to anchor point.

      This time the ground jolted like an earthquake, throwing Kane clean off his feet onto his back the arrow hitting the ground.

      The creature burst up from within the sinkhole, splitting the ground around it upwards at a forty-five degree angle, its head stopping less than a couple of feet from the gaping ceiling of the lock-up.

      It let out an ear-piercing screech, necessitating Kane to slam his hands over his ears to protect his refined eardrums.

      As more ceiling fell down around the creature, Kane pulled himself into a partial abdominal crunch and tugged a fresh arrow from his quiver. Holding himself in position, he drew the arrow back to anchor-point. Having no idea what the hell it was, how to tackle it, he went with the safest option and pointed it at the creature’s head – and released his arrow.

      The creature grunted at the impact before batting the arrow away.

      It stilled.

      It looked downwards.

      Behind folds of dense, wrinkled, charcoal skin, its amber eyes locked instantly on Kane.

      ‘Ah, fuck,’ Kane cursed.

      From within the sinkhole, tens of little creatures scampered out of the abyss, all making a bee-line for the vybers’ corpses, ripping at their rotting flesh with territorial fervency.

      As arms coiled out from beneath the creature’s skin, its eyes still locked on Kane, Kane clambered backwards, before getting to his feet.

      Jask was behind him, the door held open ready.

      As Kane cleared the threshold, they simultaneously slammed the door shut behind him.

      But it was immediately shunted open.

      Eden flew forward to slam his back against the door alongside them.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Jask hissed.

      The door was shunted again.

      Kane put his full weight side-on to the door, Jask doing the same as Eden retained his back flat against it.

      Their boots scraped against concrete, the strain clear in both Eden and Jask’s clenched jaws.

      ‘I think it might know we’re in here,’ Eden exclaimed, his boots sliding another foot forward before he retraced his steps again with fervent determination.

      Kane looked across at Leila, Jessie and Ziel sat on their haunches on the floor, Leila still uttering the spell, Jessie and Ziel’s eyes squeezed shut.

      Kane looked back at Eden. ‘You think?’

      Eden flashed him a smile. ‘I never miss a trick.’

      And, this time, Kane couldn’t help but smile back.

      The creature, or whatever else was trying to get in, shoved the door forward again.

      ‘Can we take it?’ Jask asked him, ramming his shoulder back against the door.

      ‘If I had a fucking clue what it is,’ Kane said, slamming his whole body weight back against the door as it was jolted forward yet again.

      ‘Three of us, one of it,’ Jask said. ‘Even if they close the dimension, that bastard’s here to stay unless we do something about it. And it is the only way out.’

      Adrenaline pumping, jaw clenched, determination focused, Kane looked back at Jask and Eden. ‘We hit it anywhere the fuck we can – agreed?’

      Jask and Eden gave a single sharp nod.

      ‘From five, four, three, two …’

      And there was silence.

      Kane’s gaze snapped to Jask, to Eden, before he looked across at Leila.

      She lifted her palms from the floor, eased back on her haunches, looking dazed, but coming round.

      Jessie and Ziel sat back too.

      Beyond the door was stillness.

      Beyond the door was silence.

      Cautiously Eden pulled back the door to peer outside.

      Whatever the creature was, it now lay face down on its front.

      The air had turned putrid.

      Kane replaced an arrow in his bow. Keeping it fixed on the creature, he edged closer to the sinkhole.

      Except it wasn’t a sinkhole anymore. Now it was no more than ten-foot deep basin. Whatever the creature was, it had been cut off at the abdomen as the dimension had closed, leaving half of it there, and half of it back in the fourth.

      Kane looked over his shoulder to where they all stood around, taking in the state of the floor, of the roof, at the little creatures that still worked their way through the corpses – those that hadn’t scurried off elsewhere.

      He hooked his bow over his shoulder, placed a cigarette between his lips and ignited the tip before exhaling a steady stream of smoke.

      ‘One problem down, two to go,’ he said as he stepped over the corpses on his way across to the door. ‘I swear this job doesn’t get any easier.’
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      There were at least forty reports over a fifty-year time span.

      Caitlin spread out all of the pieces of paper; papers whose hues varied in colour: the dated ones more yellowed and dog-eared than the newer.

      Tears blurred her eyes, her hands numb as she turned the pages on the teenage girl’s account dating back to over thirty years before. Her father had been an agent, assigned to Kane. According to the report, Kane had warned the agent to stay out of his business. He’d refused. The girl, only eighteen at the time, had been found three weeks later after a passer-by had seen her fingers clawing through the slats in an abandoned house in Blackthorn, her screams having reduced to nothing more than raspy, pitiful sobs. The girl had needed external and internal surgery that she’d never fully recover from. The psychological damage had been worse. With Kane on the loose and with her having two younger sisters, her father hadn’t been willing to take the risk. He’d left the VCU. He’d shared the account on the grounds it remained confidential for the sake of his daughter’s dignity, and that the entire family were subsequently transferred to another locale. Their names had been changed to prevent them ever being traced.

      A sense of disassociation made her feel as if she was looking over someone else’s shoulder whilst reading account after account of similar tales. Each of the victims was a female counterpart of the male Kane had a vendetta against – whether a daughter, wife, sister, girlfriend. Some spoke of Kane charming them for days or weeks before. Some spoke of him taking them straight off the street or out of their homes. The one thing they all had in common though was that none of the women came out of it the way they had been before. The question remained as to whether those that had survived truly were the lucky ones.

      Xavier’s words echoed in the back of her mind: ‘He’s done some damnable things, Cailtin. Some of the worst crimes I’ve ever come across. Sadistic. Cruel. Twisted.’

      Max came through even louder, clearer: ‘Too many people have been reeled in by him, Caitlin. Behind those looks and that charm he is dangerous and he is vicious and he will do whatever it takes to get what he wants.’

      She reached for the report from only nine years before, this one from the wife of another agent. She was young, attractive, and top of her career in financing. Bile formed in the back of her throat as the woman’s statement echoed her own. She’d been taken off the street after visiting her husband at the VCU. She’d been drugged and trapped in a small apartment-type place. Kane had fed her, clothed her. They’d had sex – countless times. In her account, she’d fervently denied any kind of coercion or being forced, but the medical reports that accompanied it, along with the more in-depth psychological reports, spoke of a very different tale. Despite extensive counselling, the young woman had continued to dismiss the bruises as foreplay and the internal damage as something she’d been willing to endure. Caitlin wiped tears from her cheeks as the reports further showed the young woman had been a few weeks pregnant with her first child before she’d been taken in by Kane. She wasn’t pregnant when she came back out. She’d said in her account that it was for the best. She no longer loved her husband anyway. Kane was the love of her life. She’d taken an overdose and killed herself three weeks later.

      Caitlin cupped her trembling hands over her face. A shudder quaked through her.

      ‘I’ve seen enough females first-hand who thought it would be a challenge to slip between his sheets,’ Rob had said, back in her apartment that night. ‘You don’t come out the same person. He’s sick. He’s twisted. He doesn’t have limits. And you will end up doing whatever he wants you to do. And he’ll get so far in your head, you’ll actually believe you want it.’

      Pushing back her chair, Caitlin swept her arm across the desk. The papers floated around her like a slow-motion paper storm, the computer mouse, hanging by its wire, clacked against the desk leg like a ticking time bomb.

      She braced her arms on the surface, forcing herself to take deep breaths. But breathing suddenly felt like an alien sensation. The sense of being sullied crept over and through her like the soul ripper’s tendrils had.

      She tried to remember; she tried to recall all the facts of what had actually happened between her and Kane. But recollecting was like reaching for an object at the bottom of a pool while being wrapped in plastic sheet. She was suffocating under the pressure of it, everything too opaque as she tried to see the truth from the lies as she fought her own wall of self-defense against the horrifying truth of the vampire she loved.

      Deeply loved with every breath of her body.

      Breath that was now being pummeled out of her.

      She trampled over strewn pieces of paper as she fought through the tiny space towards the door. She walked into the corner of her desk in her plight but barely felt the pain. She stumbled out into the corridor, the stretch of it swaying, the voices at the far end like underwater echoes. She used the walls to help keep her upright, the high-pitched whistling in her ears overwhelming every other sense. A coldness had set deep in her bones despite her palms feeling wet as she pushed them against the toilet door.

      She shoved open the first cubicle and fell to her knees. She vomited into the toilet bowl until she had nothing left to heave up.

      Like a repressed dream, it flashed in front of her eyes. The sword she’d seen on Caleb’s symbol had matched the one on Kane’s back. She knew she’d recognised it. She’d known the hilt was familiar. Caleb was the regal orb and Kane the sword – both entwined within Blackthorn.

      There was meaning behind it – there had to be.

      The shadow beside Caleb in the vision – it was Kane. He had been by his side, watching over him.

      That was why Kane hadn’t wanted to be read.

      Kane wasn’t Caleb’s enemy; he was his protector.

      She’d helped them get Leila out. And once she’d closed the dimension, it would render her defunct.

      And now they were in the process of freeing their leader.

      Clutching her aching chest, her heart pounding against her clenched hand, her throat scorched dry, she choked on her tears as she gasped for breath, her whole body trembling, her weak legs lax against the cubicle wall opposite. She sobbed until her eyes burned, until her breathing eased, until she cared enough to wipe her nose and the saliva from her mouth. She drew her knees to her chest, rested her head on them, wrapped herself up in her own arms.

      Because that monster she had finally turned to face had slammed his fist clean into her chest and torn out her heart. Ironically when her life had finally stretched out before her again, she felt dead on the inside.

      ‘Caitlin?’

      Meghan stood in the open doorway of the cubicle, her eyes wide and troubled as she crouched beside her. She gently rested her hand on Caitlin’s upper arm. ‘Shit, Caitlin, are you okay?’

      Too numb to care what state Meghan saw her in, Caitlin gave a small nod – one more out of acknowledgement than truth.

      ‘I heard about Max,’ Meghan said, her voice soft. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      Caitlin forced herself to her feet. She wiped her tender eyes and tingling cheeks as she brushed past Meghan on her way across to the sink. She gulped water from the tap, spitting it out and hoping the lingering bitter taste would leave with it.

      Clutching the edge of the basin, she took a swift look at herself – at the tired, worn thirty-year-old that had spent seven years fighting for survival to be left with nothing.

      Worse, her survival had achieved nothing but to fuel Sirius’s diabolical plan, to endanger thousands, to have been used by Kane to ensure the vampire uprising stood the best chance of coming into fruition.

      ‘No one wants you here, Parish. So why don’t you go and shuffle your papers like some good little secretary and leave the real work to the men who know how to give it to the vampires, not roll over and take it.’

      ‘I get it,’ Meghan said. ‘The guilt’s a killer, isn’t it?’

      Meghan may as well have drawn back the sword and impaled her on it.

      Meghan stepped alongside her. ‘But you mustn’t let it consume you.’ She leaned back against the neighbouring sink with a heavy sigh and folded her arms. ‘I swear, I’m going to bring that bastard in.’ She was met with furrowed blue eyes. ‘This has to stop, Caitlin. It has to.’

      The knock on the door was the only thing to break the silence, Morgan peering around it a second later.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Meghan said, rubbing Caitlin lightly on the arm again before exiting.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said the second they were alone. ‘I’m sorry I lost my temper. I’m sorry you had to read all of that. I didn’t know how else to get you to understand.’

      She clutched the sink behind her. ‘How long have you known all of this?’

      He sighed with unease. ‘A week maybe.’

      ‘You knew even before I came back?’

      He dropped his gaze.

      ‘You should have shown me sooner, Matt.’ She stood upright and took a step towards him. ‘We could have stopped all of this. I could have …’

      Not put herself in the situation she had. She could have done her job. She could have kept Leila in. She could have prevented Feinith intervening.

      She could have stopped herself falling even deeper for Kane and saving all the self-inflicted pain.

      She exhaled tersely before turning her back on him. She walked away. She stopped. She clutched her face in her hands.

      She turned to face him again. ‘You should have told me,’ she said as she stabbed her finger towards the floor. ‘If we were friends, you would have told me.’

      ‘I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if you were still involved with him, what you might say to him. My girls, Caitlin. If anything happened to my girls …’ He cupped his mouth, fighting back the distress in his own eyes before he met her gaze again. He lowered his hand and took a steady breath. ‘Since taking on this job, I have someone monitor my babies twenty-four hours a day. The second I read those reports …’

      The guilt stabbed hard at the distress in his eyes.

      She put her arms around him a second later as they accepted each other’s hugs.

      It felt warm, it felt safe … it felt easy.

      She wanted to tell him everything would be okay. She wanted to tell him, as she would have done only a day before, that Kane would never be capable of that. But the truth was, she no longer knew. She no longer knew what he was capable of.

      She couldn’t know Kane because she didn’t even know herself anymore.

      But she knew what she had to do.
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      Caitlin stood to face the aftermath, Morgan tight behind her as he closed her office door.

      She’d clear up the papers and then she’d find a cardboard box from somewhere. She’d load it with her belongings: a few notebooks, her pens, the stapler she’d had since she was a kid. Then there were a couple of her coffee mugs. One had been bought for her in the secret santa a few years before. It had one word emblazoned on the side: Mug. It was supposed to be ironic, funny even. There had been a few sniggers as she’d opened it – and it wasn’t with the intention of laughing with her. She’d held it together until she’d had a timely excuse to go to the bathroom.

      She should have smashed it to pieces but she’d kept it and had drunk out of it most days. Unbeknownst to them, it had become her secret chalice because every day she drank out of it was a reminder of another day she had survived the pressure to leave. It was a reminder that she had no intention, had never had any intention, of running away.

      Until then.

      Until the word mug had never seemed truer.

      Rubbing the back of her hand across her nose, the heel of her hand against her red-raw eyes, Caitlin moved around to the far side of the desk.

      Morgan started to help clear up the mess, until Caitlin signaled that she’d rather do it herself.

      ‘I know what you’re thinking, but you can’t leave, Caitlin,’ he said, taking the chair on the far side of the desk. ‘I won’t let you.’

      ‘And when word of this leaks out?’

      ‘It doesn’t have to. Feinith has someone in mind: a reoccurring offender who can take the drop for this one, who –’

      Caitlin’s gaze snapped back to his as she rested her palms on the desk. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘I have no choice. Resources are stretched. We have a whole other situation we are fighting out there. I had to come to some kind of agreement.’

      She gathered the papers into a neat pile.

      ‘Caitlin, you’ve never run away before. You –’

      ‘It’s not about that, Matt.’

      ‘Then what?’

      She placed her palms on the desk again, this time for support. ‘It’s about my self-respect. It’s about the fact I compromised. It’s about the fact I fucked up.’

      ‘And no one needs to know.’ He shuffled to the end of his seat. ‘I told you, we have it covered.’

      She exhaled tersely. ‘Just like Xavier had it covered last time? Max, Rob, my father? For years I wanted to be him, Matt,’ she said, surprisingly herself as the tears welled up again. She bit them back. ‘Now I don’t want to be anything like him.’ She grabbed a few more pieces of paper.

      ‘And what about Kane?’

      Just hearing his name mentioned caused her throat to tighten. ‘What about Kane?’ she said dismissively.

      ‘We need to talk about protecting you.’

      She exhaled tersely again.

      Because she’d handle Kane. She’d deal with Kane. This had become far more personal.

      Even more than the situation with the soul ripper, she now truly had absolutely nothing to lose.

      Before then, she had to tell Morgan about Caleb. She had to do whatever she could to stop them releasing him. If she could only find where to start …

      She gathered up the papers on her desk before lifting the mouse still hanging from its chord back to its place on her desk.

      The motion reignited the screen.

      She reached for the two rogue sheets of paper that rested against the screen, their transparency now ignited.

      She stilled.

      She felt as though someone had placed a hook on the back of her shirt and was yanking her backwards through an endless tunnel.

      ‘I know you feel bad right now, but it’s not your fault,’ Morgan said. ‘He’s clever, Caitlin. Manipulative. He pretends to be your friend, plays on your vulnerabilities, makes you think he cares. But he’s all about revenge. That’s all he’s about. I’m just glad you see it now.’

      The pressure of a time bomb on the verge of exploding pressed down on her. Because never had a truer word been spoken.

      She removed the two pieces of paper from the screen, her hand trembling at the shadowy truth that had shone through.

      She looked back across at her mug – the three letters starring cruelly back at her.

      Her gaze snapped back to Morgan.

      ‘Me too,’ she said, the deadness inside taking its first lightning bolt of renewal, her heart jolting back to life. It took her a few moments to say it, her mind racing ahead at a rate of knots. ‘I can trust you, Matt, can’t I?’

      His frown deepened. ‘Of course you can.’

      ‘I mean it, Matt. I need to know. I need to know I have one person in my life that I can trust.’

      He frowned. ‘Caitlin, you know I’m there for you.’

      She licked the outer-side of her front teeth, surprised at how dry her mouth was. She took a steady breath. She uttered the words she never thought she’d hear herself say. ‘I want you to help me catch Kane.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Just me and you,’ she said. ‘That’s why I have to know I can trust you. I need to end this, Matt. We have to bring this to an end.’

      ‘You want to bring him in?’

      ‘No. No, I can’t.’

      He frowned again. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘There are things going on, Matt. Things I can’t even begin to explain right now. But the corruption I exposed here is just a fraction. It runs deep into the depths of this locale’s management. Our Global Representative, Sirius Throme, has plans, dangerous plans that he has exposed to me. If he has his way, it’s going to affect everything we know. He wants Kane and, if he gets his hands on him, the consequences are going to be dire. Kane knows things that Sirius wants to know. That’s why there’s been a no-kill policy on him. That’s how Kane got released that day I brought him in despite all the evidence, despite him shooting you, despite everything. Sirius let him go because he needed to. Now I have to make sure he doesn’t get him but, at the same time, we have to know what Kane is planning. I’m asking you to help me.’

      ‘What are you suggesting?’

      ‘I can arrange to meet with Kane. I can pick somewhere where his defenses will be down, somewhere with plenty of escape routes so he doesn’t bring an army of backup. We need to sedate him and take him somewhere. Somewhere no one will find him.’

      ‘And then what?’

      ‘I shadow read him. We find out the truth once and for all.’

      He slumped back in his chair.

      ‘You said it yourself, Matt: we won’t know what he’s going to do until he does it. I say we get ahead of that. I say we stop him dead in his tracks.’ She moved around the table to kneel on the floor in front of him. ‘But it has to be just us. It is so important we keep this to ourselves. If there is anyone else there, even a hint, he will know and we will lose him for good. Any sign of a set-up and I’ll never get close to him again; we’ll never get this chance again. He’ll be gone.’

      ‘Caitlin, I don’t know. It’s one hell of a risk.’

      ‘He won’t see it coming, I swear. Please. Do it for me. This is my bow out. Let me end it this way. After all these years, all this work, don’t let it all flitter away. I can do this. You know I can do this. I need to do this. I took this job on to protect this locale and that’s what I’m going to do. I’m asking you one last time to trust me.’

      ‘But if you can get close to him, can’t you take him out without me? Aren’t you better off raising no suspicion at all?’

      ‘I can’t get near him armed with anything. I need someone else.’

      Morgan leaned forward, rested his elbows resting on his knees, his head in his hands. He let his arms drop lax onto his thighs as he looked back at her. ‘I don’t know.’

      She reached forward and grabbed his hands. ‘We could be saving hundreds, if not thousands, of lives. We can do it between us: partners again. Me and you, Matt.’

      He stared down at the floor and then looked back at her. ‘Tell me your plan first. In full.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          51

        

      

    

    
      Feinith’s heels clicked along the path nestled between the twenty-foot-high metal containers, the storage grounds the perfect maze for them to meet.

      Kane waited in the shadows as she approached.

      She stopped a few feet away, jutted one hip higher than that other, her hands poised on her slender hips. She raised an eyebrow as she assessed her surroundings, her sneer expressing her impression of the site he had summoned her to on the east side.

      ‘At last we get to meet,’ Feinith said. ‘Though this is far from my usual choice of rendezvous.’

      He wasn’t going to be there any longer than he needed to be. The less contact time he had with her the better.

      ‘You’ve been exposing vampire secrets to the TSCD,’ he said.

      ‘Ah.’ She folded her arms. ‘I wondered when you’d finally be ready to discuss that with me.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Things were getting intense, Kane. The Global Council has got more and more impatient waiting for the cure – the cure you continue to refuse to share knowledge of. The Higher Order were on the verge of being ousted from Midtown, and it is in all of our best interests for the Higher Order to remain in some position of influence.’

      ‘So you did a deal with Carter. You were the one who exposed what I am and what I know to the TSCD.’

      ‘They wanted to kill you, Kane. I told them they needed to keep you alive. So, yes, I told them you were the only one who knew of the cure. That only master vampires knew.’

      ‘Why tell Carter about the serryn’s role in the prophecy?’

      ‘Fourteen years ago, Sirius Throme upped the pressure on Carter to bring you in. It was Throme’s idea to use your sister. But, of course, it didn’t go according to plan. After Rick Parish’s suspicious death, Throme rarely left Carter’s side, and never more so than when the same happened to Rick’s wife. After that, Throme had a private arrangement with Carter not to bring you in. He never explained why.’

      Because Sirius had worked out about the soul ripper – and he had bigger plans than just the cure.

      ‘When Caitlin showed an interest in your case, it was Throme who insisted she be allowed to head it up,’ Feinith added. ‘Carter wasn’t happy about it, for obvious reasons. As far as they were concerned, you knew nothing about the TSCD’s involvement in Arana’s death but putting Caitlin in the mix could somehow draw threads together. Throme dismissed it. He explained them as needing to be seen to be doing something to bring you in but that Caitlin, being so new, would inevitably fail. She was the perfect mask.’

      And it was the perfect way to ensure their paths eventually crossed.

      ‘Not long after that, Carter arranged to meet me,’ Feinith continued. ‘He wanted to know what else you had to hide aside from the cure that would explain Sirius’s motivation for delaying any capture. He became suspicious that you were this prophesied vampire leader and that Throme was somehow embroiled with the Higher Order. He threatened exposure. He threatened to go direct to the vice head of the Global Council. It would have meant a mass hunt for you and even more reason to remove the HO from Midtown. To reassure them that the uprising was coming no time soon, I told Carter that the presence of a serryn in Blackthorn would be the sign they needed to look for. He’s been cross-referencing vampire deaths ever since.’

      ‘And by doing so you increased the chance of the TSCD killing her to prevent the Tryan rising? How was that a good idea?’

      ‘I told him the truth. I told him the death of the serryn brought about the prophesy; that she needed to stay alive.’

      ‘Very clever.’

      ‘I knew we stood a better chance of finding her if we had the TSCD inadvertently working to help us. We were maximising our chances of finding one by having Carter involved.’

      ‘And if he did get her?’

      ‘I would have got her somehow.’

      ‘But Carter told me you and he had big plans. He talked about us forming an alliance. About me being left to rule Blackthorn in peace.’

      ‘He knew Throme had his own plans for you. Frustrated by being out of the loop, he knew his best allegiance would be with me. He wanted to find that cure and he knew it was in both our best interests to get it. I told him it was the only way we could was for him to strike a deal with you. I knew he’d eventually double-cross us, but that was irrelevant. I have been trying to find you, Kane, to tell you. But you have ignored my requests.’

      Kane shortened the gap between them whilst remaining at arm’s length. He stared deep into her eyes, her pupils flaring then constricting rapidly.

      ‘I find out you’ve been exposing sacred vampire secrets to the one responsible for the murder of my sister and you expect me to respond to your summons?’

      ‘I’ve been working for us, Kane. For all of us.’

      ‘Is that why you put Caleb inside?’

      Her eyes flared but they didn’t waver.

      ‘Oh, come on, Feinith, at least take the credit for it. I know you met Leila at Caleb’s place. I know you know she was a serryn, just as you know she lost it. She’s told me all about your visit.’

      Feinith’s frown deepened.

      ‘You’re as aware of what’s been going on with the fourth species as much as I have been,’ Kane added, ‘which means you have put two and two together the same as I have. You’ve worked out what Caleb is, haven’t you?’

      She laughed lightly as she glanced around. ‘And what would that be, Kane?’ she asked, her laugh abruptly depleting as her eyes met his again, a lethal gravity creeping into them.

      ‘What’s the bet that you’ve taken some kind of blood sample whilst he’s inside so you can assure yourself there’s Higher Order blood running through his veins; that he’s the real deal?’

      ‘You have a very suspicious mind, Kane Malloy.’

      ‘And you’re a power hungry bitch who now has way too much to gain to not be making plans to have Caleb exactly where you want him. You put him away only to rescue him, didn’t you? You ran one hell of a fucking risk, Feinith.’

      ‘I had to bring him in before he found out about Jarin.’

      ‘How did you find out?’

      ‘Actually, it was my lovely assistant, Hess, who drew the link when I asked her to find out about Leila’s family – to find out if there were sisters. Sophia’s details had already been tapped into. Hess followed an electronic trail from that. We found out Jarin had been tapping into several accounts that matched the victims that appeared in the media. I confronted him. He confessed. He got his hands on Abby for me. I removed any proof that she had other than a little hearsay – just enough to bring Caleb in.’

      ‘But not enough to keep him in.’ Kane folded his arms. He tongued his incisor pensively as he held her gaze.

      ‘Just enough to let him stew for a few hours. Just enough for him to know I’d done all I could to get him out.’

      ‘If he finds out about Jarin and that you knew, he’s going to kill you. Both of you.’

      ‘And neither of us want that, do we, Kane?’

      Kane took a step towards her, her smugness, her recklessness grating.

      She smiled. ‘What are you going to do, Kane? We both know there are as many eyes on you right now as there are on me. We may as well sign a suicide pact if either of us makes the wrong move. The thing is, there are plenty willing to step into my shoes. Who have you got lined up to step into yours?’

      ‘You’re making a mistake, Feinith.’

      ‘Am I? I have him, Kane. I already have Caleb right where I want him. The TSCD bringing Leila in was the greatest blessing I could have asked for. There was me all ready to collect her and now, as far as Caleb is concerned, the devious little bitch went there to drop him in it. And oh does he hate her right now. Humans rule. Vampires lie in wait. Choose your side, Kane, but choose wisely. There’s only going to be one winner. Knowing Caleb, I know where to place my odds. Speak soon, sweetie,’ she said with a wink, before turning her back on him.

      Kane glanced up at the containers either side of him where he had his own backup waiting; where he knew hers were waiting.

      As Feinith sauntered back into the fog in the distance, he looked up at the heavy sky, his jaw clenched, his self-control taking every semblance of strength.

      Until his phone vibrated.
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      Caitlin waited in the shadows of the wings. The abandoned school stage was littered with piled-up tables and chairs, too small to be of any use to the adult-dominated Blackthorn population.

      It was chilly backstage, but it was the icy feeling on the inside that affected her more.

      She peered around the curtain and looked up towards the flyover across the school hall where the spotlights were once contained and controlled. It had perfect visibility to the stage. She couldn’t see Morgan, but she knew he’d be up there by now. She knew he’d be able to see her. It meant, once Caitlin was ready, once she led Kane into position, Morgan would have a clean shot.

      ‘How about a casual stroll?’ Morgan whispered into her earpiece.

      She stepped out onto the stage. She scanned the hall ignited by the weak moonlight, the floor-to-ceiling windows stripped of the curtains that would have once matched their length. The rhombus glows ignited the dusty floor amidst the discarded and buckled chairs. The remnants of what looked like the aftermath of a party littered the floor – a party held there long after it had been shut down, after the small feet that once occupied the room had been swept from Blackthorn into safer districts as part of the regulations some eighty years before.

      ‘Perfect,’ Morgan said. ‘When you lead him out, get him to where you are now. I can get a clean shot but it’ll give me time to get a second and maybe even a third if I need it.’

      Disappearing back behind the only remaining curtain, she perched on the table tucked against the wall. She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She rested her head back against the wall, the scent of musty fabric, rotting wood and burned-out electrics consuming her nostrils. She checked her watch in the partial light as she licked the inside of her dry mouth. She was going to need to stay sharp and calm. She couldn’t afford to give a single thing away.
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      Sirius sat at his place at the circular formation of tables, the beech wood a light contrast to the earth-brown carpet exposed in the round.

      There were thirty places in total, each councilor a representative of their own collective of locales. Cameron sat to his right as the vice-head. Hall sat to his left. And the places were slowly filling.

      Emergency gatherings were rarely called, so there was already something of a buzz in the room. From overheard conversations, many were already suspecting it was something to do with the photographs of the prophecy he had shown them weeks before. Now they glanced warily at the screen that had been prepped to give them a visual treat of the fourth species carcass they had found in the alley, let alone the footage of the blob-like creature in full force. Then there was the burned-out row and all the blackened bodies that would churn the most stable of stomachs. Impact was essential, the subsequent result he wanted even more so.

      The result he needed.

      Because he may have been the Head of the Global Council; that locale may have been his; his specialist area of responsibility may have been all the Third Species Control Divisions, but he still needed a support majority before legally being able to act.

      He tidied the corners of his papers and ensured they sat neatly on the leather-bound folder from which he’d withdrawn them. The speech was already clear in his head. His lungs were already filling with the prospect of their undivided attention as he spoke of the pending horrors should they not bring the situation under control.

      And it was more imperative now than ever – now that they were truly on the brink.

      ‘We’ve got her,’ Morgan had said down the phone less than three hours before.

      Simply hearing the words had had Sirius turning his head to the side slightly, like a bird of prey sensing something running in the undergrowth.

      ‘Those reports you gave me finally threw her,’ Morgan had remarked.

      ‘As long as it got the effect we wanted.’

      ‘It’s even better than what you intended though,’ Morgan had added. ‘She’s come up with a plan – a plan she’s asked me to be in on.’

      Morgan had been perfect for the job.

      That night Caitlin had gone bounding into the building after Kane, Max had sent Morgan and Brovin in after her. The shot had sealed Morgan’s fate – and his future purpose.

      Manipulation had been easy. For Max it hadn’t been about the team at that point – it had been about putting his family first, about protecting his stepdaughter.

      As a result, Morgan’s two daughters nearly lost their father. He had no relatives to take them in. It was a big commitment for friends. The money from his will, from the sale of the property would only go so far. He could hope for adoption for them before it ran out or before the funded orphanage places ran out.

      So when Morgan had awoken in his bed, Sirius had been there to pass on his praise for Morgan’s bravery. He had sat in the chair beside Morgan’s bed, one leg crossed over the other, his palms flat on the armrests.

      ‘I have a proposition for you, Agent Morgan,’ he’d said. ‘One I would like you to listen very carefully to. A proposition that means that you and your little girls need never worry again. As part of that proposition, I would like to offer you the temporary position of Head of the TSCD in Lowtown.’

      And now that proposition had finally paid off.

      ‘You secure him and you secure her,’ Sirius had told Morgan as soon as the latter had finished divulging Caitlin’s course of action. ‘Remember we need them both.’

      ‘It won’t be a problem,’ Morgan had said. ‘But there’s to be no backup. We can’t risk him suspecting.’

      ‘And you can’t risk losing the glory for the capture.’

      ‘What we can’t risk is losing Malloy in what might be the only chance we get.’

      But despite what Morgan had said, Sirius had had no intention of not making the best of his resources.

      He checked his watch. There were three more seats to fill, not accounting for those who, not able to get across the globe in time, were present via interactive screens.

      He leaned across to Hall. ‘Remind me to redefine “emergency meeting” for those dragging their heels,’ he said into her ear.

      ‘Be grateful you managed to call this at all,’ Hall whispered back. ‘You’d better milk this for all it’s worth, Sirius, or you’re going to make us look like fools. You have one shot.’
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      Kane headed through the east side of Blackthorn, navigating the icy fog that had thickened in density and now fully taken hold on the district.

      As he skirted the periphery of the hub, the dense fog shrouded all of the usual landmarks, the silhouette he knew so intricately now ethereal in its haziness.

      But he knew the abandoned cinema lay ahead, the theatre and the church. And beyond that, to the left, was the derelict school – a building that was now a carcass compared to the hope and prospects that once filled the young minds that played and studied in its walls. Ironically, some of their descendants were now contained by new walls intent on squeezing those very hopes and prospects out of those within.

      It was still there though: the hope of something better. And his job was to see to it that that remained.

      But as he drew closer and closer to the location, there was a sick feeling in his gut that was hard to ignore; an uneasy feeling that was impossible to suppress.

      His need to see her was too overwhelming though.

      His need to see Caitlin, to know she was okay, let alone to find out what the hell was happening with Caleb, pushed him onwards against his better judgment.
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      Morgan ran his fingers across his brow. He rarely perspired but his forehead was damp despite the chill in the air. Even the padded mats he knelt on were starting to lose their effect.

      He checked his watch. The twenty-minute timeframe Caitlin gave him had long passed. Either Kane had been delayed or he wasn’t coming.

      He flexed his shoulders and readjusted his rifle-style sedative gun back to its perfect view of the stage.

      He checked the tracer on her phone. She was still there – still behind the curtain. And he could hear her breathing through his earpiece.

      He didn’t dare risk talking to her again but the minutes were scraping by. He blinked his eyes to try and rid them of their dryness before resting his gaze back on the viewfinder.

      Everything was so still.

      So silent.

      He warily looked over his shoulder, his gut already telling him something was wrong – that maybe Kane hadn’t fallen for it, that maybe he’d sensed a trap.

      He blew out a steady breath.

      Thirty-five minutes.

      He couldn’t hold back any longer.

      ‘I think we got a no-show,’ he whispered.

      But there was nothing.

      ‘Caitlin?’

      He could still hear her breathing.

      His heart pounded.

      ‘Caitlin, are you okay?’

      There hadn’t been a hint of a voice, of movement, of a scuffle.

      He took his eye off the viewfinder to check his earpiece and adjust it in his ear.

      ‘Caitlin?’ he asked again.

      A trickle of perspiration leaked into his eye.

      The call was not part of the plan. Making a call was far from the plan, but the alternative was to sit there and wait.

      He lifted his phone to his ear.

      Hers rang.

      Even up there in lighting box, he could hear it vibrate, exacerbated by the purposefully designed hall acoustics.

      ‘Shit,’ he hissed.

      Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

      Morgan lowered his rifle and switched to his hand-held tranquiliser gun before running swiftly and stealthily across the flyover to the spiral stairs. He gripped onto the balustrade so as not to trip, to break his neck, which could be so easily done at the pace he was going.

      ‘Caitlin,’ he whispered into his earpiece.

      He headed down the corridor, keeping a watchful and wary look into the shadows ahead and behind, before flattening his back against the open doorway that led to the side of the stage.

      He spun around the corner, his gun poised up the four steps into the darkness.

      He ascended slowly, quietly, listening for any sound of movement – because he could still hear her: he could hear Caitlin’s breathing though it seemed unnaturally loud now.

      Reaching the top step, he cast his gaze over the solid balustrade to see the desk.

      He backed up to the table as he kept a watchful eye on the shadows. He picked up the phone with the pre-recorded breathing, her combined mouth and earpiece having been left next to it.

      And there on the table were two sheets of paper.

      [image: ]

      Jeffry Hansell was escorted to his seat, the last to arrive.

      Sirius aligned his papers once more, then indicated for the lights to be lowered slightly as silence descended on the room.

      He loved theatrics to set the mood. There would be plenty of sleepless nights that night, he would see to that. By the time he had finished, he would have a one-hundred per cent majority. He would have them all signing on the dotted line. He would …

      The silence was sufficient that even he glanced over his shoulder as the heavy door swept open behind him.

      Whoever was scurrying across the shadows of the room, it was enough for him to have to restrain himself from barking at the interruption. But the young man stopped at Cameron, leaning into the far side from Sirius so that even he couldn’t hear the whisper.

      ‘Sorry, ladies and gentlemen, Dr Throme,’ Cameron remarked, pushing back his chair and standing. ‘I will be back as quickly as possible.’

      Sirius turned to try and catch him, to try and find out what the hell was more urgent than the vote. But he knew he had to stay calm. He had to stay composed.

      The lights lifted, whispers falling instantly into full-volume conversation.

      As if he needed another interruption, Sirius’s phone vibrated in his pocket.

      ‘She’s gone,’ Morgan said breathily as soon as Sirius answered. ‘Caitlin’s gone.’

      Sirius cast a frustrated glance in Hall’s direction before he headed outside. Polished shoes padding on the plush carpet, he found a quieter part of the corridor. ‘What do you mean “gone”?’ he demanded in a whisper. ‘Where the fuck is Malloy?’

      ‘There was a no-show, at least as far as I know.’

      The heat in Sirius’s veins pooled into his face. ‘As far as you know? Has he taken her? Has he taken her right from under you?’

      Morgan hesitated on the end of the phone. ‘I don’t know what’s happened.’

      Sirius looked back down the far end of the corridor where Cameron was emerging out of the office to the right, his head lowered slightly as he continued speaking to the same young man who had led him out in the first place.

      ‘This is not what I want to hear,’ Sirius said firmly and quietly.

      ‘Sirius, she’s left a couple of pages from the file I gave her. She’s circled words in the middle of both. I don’t know what it means. I can’t work it out. I don’t know if it’s some kind of message or …’

      ‘Then work it out,’ Sirius snapped, slamming his phone shut. He redialed. He had time to leave only a brief message as he saw the young man approaching him.

      ‘The rabbit is running,’ he said into his phone. ‘Fucking catch it.’

      ‘Dr Throme,’ the young man said, pulling level. ‘Please come with me.’
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      ‘Take a seat, Sirius,’ Cameron said.

      Sirius looked down at the papers spread over his desk – papers he recognised, except each had a hand-drawn circle marking the middle of the sheet.

      Exactly the same as how Morgan had described.

      Sirius felt his internal thermostat hitch up a notch.

      If she had sussed it, if she had worked it out …

      ‘Cameron, what is this about?’ Sirius demanded curtly. ‘We have an entire conference room waiting in there.’

      ‘And they can continue to wait just a little longer,’ Cameron declared. ‘Take a seat. Please.’

      Sirius took hold of the fabric at the tops of his thighs and tugged his trousers up just a little before sitting. He crossed one leg over the other and leaned back, knowing that, whatever was coming, he wasn’t going to like it.

      ‘This arrived fifteen minutes ago,’ Cameron remarked, throwing a pile of papers on the edge of the desk in front of Sirius. ‘It has your locale printed all over it. Every document is in relation to Kane Malloy, dating back fifty years. This is the first time I’ve seen it, Sirius.’

      Sirius pressed his lips together.

      Someone had fucked up. Someone had seriously fucked up.

      ‘That’s highly classified information for good reason, Cameron.’

      ‘What reason?’

      ‘We had to protect the interests of those who made statements.’

      ‘Sirius, this paints Malloy in a far worse light than you have ever presented to us. This paints him as a ritualistic, murderous psychopath. These reports are sickening. This should have been disclosed years ago. There should have been an entire task force out hunting for this vampire, not some no-kill policy on him. What the hell were you thinking, cure or not? More to the point, what the hell were you thinking putting Caitlin Parish in charge of his case all those years ago knowing this?’

      ‘Really, Cameron? Your sexism surprises me.’

      ‘It’s not sexism; it’s common sense. You’re lucky she’s still alive.’

      ‘I’ve had everything in hand.’

      ‘In hand? You’ve been irresponsible, negligent, dangerous –’

      ‘I have acted in the best interests of my locale.’

      ‘By letting Malloy continue to roam the streets of Blackthorn? Why didn’t you reveal this in court when your entire TSCD was being hauled over the coals? If you’d exposed this, we may not be in the publicity mess we are now. At least then people would have known what kind of person your agents were hunting; why they went to such extreme measures to bring him in. You could have saved their reputation, as despicable as it was what they did, people would have understood. You could have had reinforcements, backup. Why are you safeguarding him?’

      ‘Safeguarding him? Don’t be ridiculous.’

      ‘Ridiculous? I’m going to postpone the vote tonight.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You heard me. Your judgment is clearly flawed, Sirius.’

      ‘I am your senior, Cameron. I don’t want to pull rank on you here, but what you are doing by delaying this vote is putting my locale at risk and every neighbouring locale in the area.’

      ‘Why now, Sirius? What is this call for martial law really about?’

      ‘It is about saving this locale. But if you think otherwise, if you want of all this exposed, then expose it. Let the council make their choice,’ he said, marching to the door.

      ‘You forgot about the watermarks,’ Cameron said, just as Sirius reached for the handle.

      Sirius turned around to see Cameron holding up a piece of paper, the circled watermark ignited by the lamplight behind it.

      ‘If you’re going to fake reports, Sirius, at least use the paper that denotes the appropriate decade, even if not the year.’
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      By keeping Morgan in position, by tricking him into thinking she was still sat there waiting, Caitlin knew she’d given herself at least a ten-minute head start before he realised and pursued.

      Those faked reports were all they had left: their last-ditch attempt to turn her against Kane and get her on side. There was nothing more they could do after that. And that meant the countdown had started.

      Either she convinced Morgan there and then that their plan had finally worked or she was to become the involuntary honeytrap, the latter meaning there was no way she was getting out of the building that night. It was the only course of action they had left: they would use her as bait for Kane.

      So like an animal cornered by a predator, she knew that the only way to survive was to play dead for just a few hours – and then wriggle free and run just as the predator’s guard was lowered. And to get that guard down, she needed them all to taste victory. Sirius had probably been salivating when she’d managed to trick Morgan into thinking they were finally going to get their hands on Kane.

      Caitlin hurried through the props area via the stage hatch. She pushed past the discarded piano, the torn backdrops, the musty children’s costumes, and the array of unearthly looking puppets dominating the shadows as she’d headed towards the defunct boiler room.

      As she’d gone through the plans of the school building earlier with Morgan, she’d been as much indicating where Kane would most likely come in as working out how she could escape.

      Ducking in and around what was left of the extensive pipework, she finally burst through the boiler-room escape exit, preparing herself for the worst. She’d insisted Morgan come alone but she knew there was no guarantee. She’d checked her clothing for bugs, for any tracking devices as she’d waited on the side of the stage but there was no guarantee they didn’t have some other plan. One way or another, they weren’t going to let her go easily.

      But there was no way she was going to allow herself to be used anymore to get to him.

      She’d find somewhere to hide, clothes to change into, ensure she was untraceable. And then she’d find Kane.

      Using the knocked-over bins and then the bike shed for cover, she ducked through the buckled and torn chain-link fence, down the alley of the row of once residential houses that backed onto the play area and out onto the foggy streets of Blackthorn.

      By now the sample of fake reports from the folder should have arrived at the Global Council. She’d sent them from the internal postal system, sneaking down once Morgan’s defenses were lowered. With the official looking stamp from the TSCD, it should have been rapidly passed to the right department.

      Either it worked, or it didn’t. It could have been falling on deaf ears, but she had to try. Kane was innocent. He was innocent of so much that they had accused him of and she needed to show the extent Sirius would go to in order to prove to the contrary.

      She’d circled the watermarks that would reveal the reports as forgeries: the watermarks that had stood out as they’d been backlit by the computer screen.

      For years, she’d studied every single piece of paper ever written about Kane. She’d lain on her bed or on the sofa with the paperwork backlit too many times for her not to know that the stationary changed every few years, and the watermarks with it. Her attention to detail wouldn’t miss even what appeared to have the most superfluous of relevance, such as watermarks.

      What Cameron chose to do about it was up to him. If he was in on it, or if he shoved it in a vault somewhere, they were no worse off. But if there was an iota of decency in Cameron, at least he would know that they were lies. More to the point, he would know that Sirius had lied. It would raise questions that she had no doubt Sirius could probably do without at a time when he needed to stay under the radar in order to see his horrific plan through.

      Whatever the outcome, Sirius would soon know that she had sussed his mind games. Even now, resentment coiled through her that Meghan had almost been too obvious as the real magic went on behind the scenes with Morgan being the one to come at her from behind.

      By now she hoped Morgan found the two pieces of paper: both with circles on the front so he could make the comparison between the genuine report and the forgery. In addition, she hoped he would turn the paper over to see the “fuck” penciled on one sheet and the “you” on the other. If he got them in the right order, he should have got the gist of her official resignation letter.

      Because she was done.

      She was done with them all.

      She was done with them using her to get to Kane. Kane who …

      She fell onto her back with a thunk as the figure appeared from the fog in front of her and shoved her backwards.

      She was on her feet seconds later only to be slammed face-first against the alley wall, her arm wrenched up behind her back.

      She could have mistaken him for a vampire, his strength was so great, until she heard, ‘Hey, baby,’ in her ear.

      Like when she’d heard his voice over the telecom almost three weeks ago, she froze.

      Her nails clawed concrete. She could barely say it. ‘Rob,’ she whispered.

      [image: ]

      ‘Why, Sirius?’ Cameron asked. ‘Why fake them?’

      Sirius’s jaw involuntarily clenched. The very act of being questioned by his subordinate, having to justify his actions, caused his chest to tighten to the point of inconvenient discomfort.

      ‘I need to know, Sirius,’ Cameron added.

      ‘Because we need Malloy,’ Sirius reminded him. ‘For the cure, remember?’

      ‘And this helps how?’

      ‘How do you think?’

      Cameron frowned. ‘Who were these intended for?’

      ‘Come now, Cameron – even you can work that out.’

      ‘Parish.’

      His silence, he hoped, confirmed enough.

      ‘You’re using Parish as bait?’ Cameron clarified. ‘That’s why you fought so hard for her to return to the VCU when we wanted her transferred to another locale. All this bullshit about it being better for the media profile … you planned to use her all along.’

      ‘Agent Parish is exactly that,’ Sirius reminded him. ‘An agent. She signed up to fight for the greater good of this locale. It is my job to bring Malloy in and I am bringing him in the safest way I can.’

      Cameron grabbed a handful of paper and held them up. ‘By psychologically manipulating one of your employees?’

      ‘I am using the resources I have.’

      ‘And what if whoever sent me these has also distributed them to the press?’ Cameron demanded, his condemnatory tone grating on Sirius even further. ‘Did you give thought to the catastrophic nail in the coffin not only for your locale but for the reputation of the TSCD globally?’

      ‘More reason to act now. You postpone this vote and you will regret it, Cameron.’

      Cameron shook his head. ‘There is more to this. I’m going to hold back on a vote until a full enquiry is completed. I’m going to go in there and ask for a temporary vote of no-confidence in you, Sirius. I’m going to take over as head of the Global Council in the interim.’

      Sirius stood abruptly. ‘You –’

      ‘What?’ Cameron demanded, mirroring him as he stood and slammed his hands on the desk.

      ‘You are making a serious error of judgment.’

      ‘No,’ Cameron said, his gaze locked steadily on Sirius’s. ‘You’ve made a serious error of judgment – and I’m going to find out exactly what’s been going on.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          58

        

      

    

    
      Caitlin thrust back against Rob only to have him slam her harder against the wall, his thighs pressed against hers to hold her steady.

      She bit into her bottom lip with the impact. She’d been trained to take down bigger and stronger than her ex, but he was unmovable. And now she knew why.

      ‘Go steady, my darling,’ he said, ‘I don’t know my own strength lately, and you’re too precious to hurt just yet.’

      He yanked her from the wall and wrapped both arms around her as he carried her further down the alley towards the open corrugated door.

      ‘The rabbit is snared,’ she heard him say, no doubt into an earpiece. ‘Get a vehicle over on West Street. I’m heading through.’

      As he carried her into the abandoned building and across the room, she lashed the heels of her boots against his calves, against his thighs, frustrated at the lack of impact.

      But as he reached the door, she swung her legs forward, snagging it and slamming it shut.

      The second he was forced to free one hand to reach for the handle, she did the same, and rammed her elbow back into his jaw.

      She stunned him enough to unravel from his grip so that he only had a hold on her wrist. Getting behind him, she slammed her foot hard into the back of his knee, enough to make him buckle, to nearly lose his balance. From sheer reflex, he let her wrist go. As he turned around, she swung a high swivel kick, catching him hard in the side of the head.

      It threw him off balance, Rob falling back against the door.

      She lifted her leg in a sidekick to knock him out cold, but he caught her ankle and shoved, Caitlin losing her footing.

      Her palms hit the floor before her face did, giving her the perfect position to spark into sprint.

      She bounded across the room, bursting back out into the alley. She took a left and then a right, running in the opposite direction to West Street, leading him away from his support.

      She nimbly cleared obstacles whilst Rob merely ploughed through them. Taking another left and then another right, she scaled the wall ahead, landing on all fours on the other side before picking up speed again.

      She’d always outrun him. Always. Even back when she used to talk about joining the VCU, when she used to join him on his training sessions, she’d always held her own on his training grounds. He’d won hands down in strength and speed but, in agility, he’d lagged behind. He’d never been a match for her on the assault courses.

      That was then though.

      Now Rob was hot on her heels, ploughing through as much as she was hightailing over.

      And when he finally caught her again, he caught her with a ferocity that knocked the breath out of her as he spun her and shoved her through the first available door into the derelict house. She hit the ground backwards, her head cracking against the splintered wood.

      Fuelled by adrenaline, she struggled to her feet only to have him grab her by her jacket and slam her forward over the kitchen countertop.

      She shoved her foot backwards, catching him in the shins and then the kneecap, thrust her elbow into his side, before smacking her knuckles back against his temple.

      She slipped out from the gap her retaliation had created before spinning to face him as he squared-up to her again.

      ‘Come on, Caitlin,’ he said, his eyes colder than she’d ever seen them, his pupils unnervingly dilated. There was something different about his expression – something upsettingly primal. Whoever was stood in front her was no longer the Rob she knew. Whatever was now behind his eyes had sapped any sense of soul from them. ‘You can’t win this one. Play ball because, one way or another, you’re coming with me.’

      ‘As bait for Kane? I don’t think so. I know what Sirius is planning. He couldn’t get me to bring him in so now I’m nothing but hung meat.’

      ‘So what are you going to do, Caitlin? Keep fighting me until you exhaust yourself?’

      Caitlin took another wary step back as he took a step towards her. She narrowed her eyes on him. ‘I know what you did to Tamara, Rob.’

      He smiled.

      And it grated through every inch of her.

      ‘She was another one who couldn’t do what she was told,’ Rob remarked. ‘Just like Arana. But if you put that clever head of yours on, Caitlin, you’ll learn from their mistakes.’

      ‘How did I ever love you? How did I share a bed with you?’

      ‘As opposed to your vampire lover?’

      ‘Oh, you’re in a whole different league,’ she said. ‘Kane would never do what you’ve done. Even when he hated me, even when he had every reason, he still couldn’t bring himself to do to me what you did to her. That’s the difference.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. I think we can bring it out of him when he finds you strapped to the post in the same warehouse where we took Arana. When his wolfy friend Jask is unleashed on you. He wanted poetic justice by setting the soul ripper on me? Well, I know all about poetry.’

      Fury coursed through her. ‘You’d do that to me?’

      ‘You’ve left Sirius with no choice. That’s what you get, Caitlin, for choosing Kane over every innocent here you were being paid to protect. Your father will be turning in his grave – your mother too. When I think how hard he fought to protect you, to stand up for what was right. He was like a father to me and still you dare to sully his name.’

      ‘You all did that for yourselves.’

      ‘No, you did it the second you laid eyes on Kane. I hope it was worth it because so many are going to pay for your mistake. You sided with the wrong team, Caitlin. Blackthorn’s going down and you’re going down with it. Before you know it, this place is going to be under martial law with all the rights we need to defend the safety of the residents of Midtown and Summerton.’

      ‘That’s the story, is it?’

      ‘That’s a fact. And I’m going to lead it.’

      ‘But you still need me to draw him out, don’t you? Do you think I’m going to let that happen?’

      ‘You don’t have a choice.’

      But she did.

      And she would do what she had to if she had no other alternative.

      She would die before she let them do that to Kane.

      She turned on her heels and ran, bursting through the back door. She fell to her knees in the courtyard before bursting out through the gate and into another alley.

      Rob was soon behind her but she ran with all she was worth, clearing the debris laying in her way.

      She felt a blow to the small of her back, it winding her and sending her to her knees again.

      She looked up as Rob circled her.

      She forced herself onto her feet again but his moves were fast and accurate, his strike to her face, her chest, followed by his sharp kick to her knee, sending her to the floor again.

      She spat the blood from her mouth as she blinked the tears from her eyes from the impact of his blows.

      ‘Come on, Caitlin,’ he said, standing over her. ‘Keep going.’ He grabbed her by the back of her jacket and pulled her to her feet again. ‘Let’s see if you pass out before you manage to fight to the death as you clearly intend to.’

      She drew back her fist but he saw it coming and caught it. But he didn’t anticipate her knee rising full force into his groin. She grabbed the back of his head as he bent double. She rammed her knee into his face once and then twice, before stepping back and swivel-kicking him in the head.

      Every muscle and nerve ending ached as she clutched her wrenched shoulder from the fall, as she stumbled on her twisted ankle from the last blow.

      This time he ran at her, knocking her clean to the floor again against the mound of discarded rubbish.

      She gasped as she felt the pain spear her side, not unlike a wasp sting.

      Her hand reached down to feel the length of metal that pierced her side.

      ‘Ouch,’ Rob said, standing over her again. ‘That’s got to hurt.’

      Gripping the end of whatever it was, she rolled onto her side. She could already feel the heat of her own blood seeping from the wound, a chill flooding her.

      She glared up into his eyes.

      He knew as well as she did what yanking it out could do, that the loss of blood if it had pierced a major organ as she suspected, could be lethal.

      ‘Who are you trying to kid, Caitlin?’ he said, kicking her hand away before standing on it. He crouched down over her. ‘Give up, Caitlin. Retain some dignity.’

      After a few seconds she closed her eyes. She let her hands fall lax.

      Grabbing her by the lapels of her jacket, Rob pulled her to her feet.

      It was all she needed.

      She reached inside her jacket.

      She slammed the now open drawstring pouch of ash in his face.

      The ash that Kane had given her.

      Rob released her. He stumbled backwards, his hands to his eyes as he was temporarily blinded.

      Caitlin staggered to her feet, clutching her side. There was no way she’d be able to keep fighting him.

      She could not let them take her.

      She would not let them take her.

      The blood from her split lip trickled down her throat, the metallic taste of it filling her mouth, fuelling her belligerence. Because she didn’t know how Kane felt about her and, for that moment, she didn’t care. What mattered was that she loved him and that there was no way she would ever allow him to go through what he did with Arana again.

      She gasped for breath as pain crippled her left side, the numbness already setting into her leg.

      She knew the only option she had was to get away as far as she could; to lay low long enough for them to be too late.

      With all the strength she had left, she tugged the metal shard from her side, crying out as agony dominated every sense.

      She rammed the makeshift spear into Rob’s back, right into one of his kidneys before she stumbled away.

      She discarded her jacket, clutched her side, stemming the blood flow as she staggered further down the alley. She took a left, trying to orientate herself, trying to find somewhere to hide. The walls swayed, the sky suddenly becoming oppressive. She tripped over an abandoned tin of paint, barely catching herself before she fell back against the wall.

      She collapsed to her knees, one hand holding her up as she coughed up blood.

      Struggling to her feet she used the wall for support as she zigzagged deeper into the alley.

      She had to keep going.

      Her side became numb, her hand that clutched it no longer recognisable as her own. She felt the perspiration trickling down her head despite an icy chill consuming her.

      She fell to her knees.

      Seeing the metal sliding door ahead, she tried to crawl towards it, but she was too weak even for that.

      She fell against the wall again. She rested her head back against it.

      Because all she wanted to do was rest.

      Her eyes grew heavy.

      Maybe to sleep.

      She felt a hand on her collar, felt herself being lifted roughly from the ground, but she didn’t have the strength to fight back.

      ‘You don’t get away that easily.’

      Her knees scraped on concrete as she was dragged towards the metal door. It was slid open, ratcheting back on old runners.

      The room he led her into was darker, but there was a faint glow of light beyond.

      Rob dragged her through another set of metal doors and into another room, the wooden doors beyond hanging off their hinges.

      Her face hit concrete.

      She rolled onto her back, scanned the beams above that throbbed as erratically as the pressure in her skull.

      She tried to fend Rob off as he tied a makeshift tourniquet around her waist before stepping away. She frantically tried to undo the knot with her numb fingers.

      ‘The garage on Beaumont street,’ she heard Rob say as he stepped away. ‘And get a medic. Don’t drag your heels or we’re going to lose her. And you can be the one to tell –’

      But he fell silent.

      She craned her neck to see him stood behind her less than eight feet away.

      She rolled her head to the side to see what had snagged his attention.

      Through blurry eyes, in the open doorway, she saw a shadow.
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      Rarely had Kane used it. Originally it had been intended for his own peace of mind – his preparation for the day when he’d have to let Caitlin wander beyond the safe confines of his haven.

      It had never taken on more relevance than when she’d rejoined the VCU. And never had it proved more useful than for times like finding her in the club, at Tamara’s place, and times like then when he had become frustrated by the wait; when he had become increasingly anxious having not heard from her in hours.

      Caitlin, however, knew nothing about the chip he’d had installed in her ankle bracelet: that the tiny pendant that hung off it had never been a part of the original design.

      Watching her running had set off the alarm bells. Seeing her stall, even more so.

      But though he had run across Blackthorn at full speed, again he hadn’t got there in time.

      From fifteen feet away, the metallic scent of her blood consumed the air.

      Just like with Arana, Caitlin lay there on the cold concrete floor, her blood fresh on the hands of the same monster.

      Except Caitlin was still alive.

      From hearing her heartbeat though, her troubling pulse rate and her shallow breaths, it wasn’t good; he knew it wasn’t looking good at all.

      Without taking his attention off Rob, Kane closed the gap between himself and Caitlin. He lowered to one knee to gently cup her neck, to brush his thumb along her jawline, to make sure she knew he was there. He glanced down at the wet patch of dark blood at her side; looked back at her pale, perspiring complexion.

      ‘Go,’ she said firmly, her eyes locking on his. But the lack of pressure behind her hand as she pushed against his chest was even more worrying.

      His glare snapped to Rob’s – Rob who he already saw that same subtle glow around that he’d seen around Eden, except Rob’s glow had a fetidness about it. His smirk, the accompanying glint of triumph in his eyes, triggered something primitive in Kane.

      ‘Oh, this is better than perfect,’ Rob declared. ‘There’s me worrying that I’ve killed the bait and you turn up in the nick of time. How long has she got?’ he asked, mockingly craning his neck to look down at her. ‘Your sort can tell, can’t they? Isn’t that how you know when to pull back during the feed before it gets to that lethal dying-blood stage? I give her less than fifteen minutes maybe. Arana, then Tamara, now Caitlin too.’ He tutted. ‘You really suck at this hero lark, don’t you, Kane?’

      Kane fisted his free hand against the concrete floor.

      Rob looked down at it and smiled. ‘Exactly. Here I am, Kane,’ he said, palms outheld as he took a few steps back, summoning Kane to join him. ‘So come on: how about we finish this?’

      Finish it with Rob whilst leaving Caitlin to die alone on the cold concrete floor just like Arana had.

      His fist tightened.

      ‘No,’ Caitlin said, her weak grip tugging his shirt. ‘Go!’ she demanded.

      And he knew why. He knew Rob was far from alone. Or that he wouldn’t be soon enough.

      He knew a trap when he saw one.

      If Rob had been human, he would have smashed him out cold in a second. But Rob wasn’t human. The battle would be timely.

      And if he tried to get away with Caitlin, Rob was going to come for him – Kane disadvantaged by having her in his arms.

      ‘She’s a goner anyway, Kane. I’m right here. This is your one chance for payback before backup arrives.’ He held up both hands. ‘I’m unarmed. There’s something honourable about the old-fashioned way, right?’

      Kane glanced back down at Caitlin. She choked on something deep in the back of her throat, her glossy eyes glazed as she lay there shivering.

      He pulled off his coat, laying it over her before taking the hand nearest to him and interlacing their fingers.

      He was not going to lose her. There was no way he was going to lose her.

      And there was no way he was leaving her alone.

      There was no way he was choosing anything over her this time.

      Not even his vengeance.

      But the seconds were passing quickly, which Rob no doubt knew.

      ‘Oh, my heart breaks,’ Rob declared. ‘Even in her dying minutes you’re still pretending you give a fuck. We both know what she was to you, Kane. Let her die knowing the truth. At least give her that dignity.’

      Kane squeezed Caitlin’s hand, silently assuring her of Rob’s lies as he refused to take his glare off him.

      ‘You’re wasting time, Kane,’ Rob warned. ‘She’s a lost cause. This is your one window of opportunity before my team get here.’

      ‘And your opportunity to be the hero. To be the one to bring down Kane Malloy alone,’ Kane said. ‘Isn’t that right, Rob?’

      Rob smiled. ‘I’m owed, Kane.’

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ Kane said, keeping his voice low and even. ‘You sure are.’

      ‘So do something about it. Or is your bitch there going to die knowing you’re a pussy, huh?’

      Kane clenched his jaw, his incisors involuntarily extending behind his closed lips as fury scorched his veins at the insult, at the unnecessary delay.

      ‘Just like Tamara did,’ Rob added. ‘I must be honest, I didn’t enjoy her very much. She was a little too slack in certain places for my tastes. Definitely way past her prime, that one. Not like Arana.’

      Numbness took over his hands.

      Numbness took over his heart.

      ‘Now that was prime viewing,’ Rob added. ‘But I’ve already told you that, haven’t I? Yeah, watching those lycan boys go at her like dogs on heat is still one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen.’

      He felt Caitlin’s weak grip tighten as he fixated his rage on Rob. Rob who dared to meet his gaze. Dared to grin as he did so.

      ‘It’s one of the favourite stories amongst the new team,’ Rob continued. ‘I tell you what, that footage has done the rounds more than anything else…’ He frowned. ‘I did tell you I filmed it? We’ve done voiceovers and everything.’

      The arm flew across Kane’s chest from behind, but he didn’t even flinch. He’d sensed him coming from the room behind. He knew his scent.

      ‘Two for one,’ Rob said, his glare intensifying. ‘Even better.’

      ‘My pack are holding them off but they’re closing in,’ Jask said in Kane’s ear. ‘I can handle this from here.’

      ‘No,’ Kane said firmly as he met Jask’s troubled gaze. ‘He’s mine.’

      Jask’s arm tensed. ‘Kane –’

      ‘But not yet,’ Kane added, as he peeled Jask’s arm off him, an unspoken understanding passing between them.

      Jask held Kane’s gaze and gave a single nod.

      Kane lifted Caitlin in his arms, meeting Rob’s incensed glare as he stood.

      ‘Are you fucking serious?’ Rob asked. ‘You’re running away with your tail between your legs? You’ve been hanging around with the lycans for too long, Malloy. Hey, Jask, you stay and play then. Let’s see if you go down as quick and easy as your pack did when I broke in with my boys. Those little pups of yours sure know how to take a bullet.’

      Jask’s glare snapped to Rob. His lips curled back in a way Kane rarely saw. As Jask stepped forward, Kane abruptly blocked him, handing him Caitlin to force him to accept the distraction.

      Kane turned to face Rob. He licked his incisor as he looked at Rob side-on. Only this time it wasn’t behind closed lips. This time, he ensured it was on display as he edged a few steps closer.

      Rob lowered his head, daring to glare up at him from beneath his eyebrows, to form something between a smile and a sneer as he braced himself for the fight.

      Kane held his gaze.

      Then put a sharp foot forward.

      Rob flinched just as he’d wanted him to.

      It gave Kane the psychological upper hand as he had hoped. And it was his turn to meet Rob’s glare with a smirk.

      From behind Rob, through the wooden doors, one, and then another, lycan entered the space.

      Rob glanced over his shoulder and exhaled tersely. ‘You are a pussy.’

      ‘No,’ Kane said. ‘It’s just your lucky night.’ He scooped Caitlin back out of Jask’s arms. ‘But watch over both shoulders, Doyle. Watch the alleys either side of you, the ground beneath you and rooftops above you – because when we do this next time, it’ll be on my terms.’

      Rob’s gritted teeth, his clenched hands, emanated his awareness that he was getting nowhere near Kane.

      ‘I want all fucking units here now,’ Rob said curtly into his mouthpiece. ‘Malloy is getting away. I repeat, Malloy is getting away.’

      ‘The car’s on its way,’ Jask said quietly to him. ‘Get underground.’

      ‘No stand-off,’ Kane said firmly. ‘You hear me? Not yet. As soon as we’re clear, disperse.’

      ‘That was my plan,’ Jask said. ‘The fog’s giving us the best advantage. Go!’ His eyes were laced with solemn sincerity. ‘I don’t want to be near you if that girl doesn’t make it.’

      Pulling Caitlin close against his chest, all that filled Kane’s ears was the sound of her erratic pulse, the terseness of her breaths. He could hear footfall battling on the corrugated roof above, the sound of engines roaring far in the distance as he hurried back across the concrete floor, through the first set of metal doors and then out into the alley outside.

      The click was subtle.

      He froze to the spot.

      He gave out an impatient sigh as he looked across his shoulder to where Morgan stood braced, his gun poised in Kane’s direction.

      ‘It’s like déjà vu,’ Morgan said.

      Kane squeezed his eyes shut for a second as he looked away before looking back across his shoulder at Morgan. ‘She’s dying,’ he said. ‘You let me go now, Morgan, or she’s not going to make it.’

      The car screeched up at the end of the alley ahead.

      Jessie pelted down towards him, but came to an abrupt standstill out of sight from Morgan as she saw Kane’s hand, still holding Caitlin, indicating for her to stay away.

      ‘You’re going to use her to guilt me?’ Morgan said. ‘The girl who got me shot? By you.’

      ‘Fine,’ Kane said firmly. ‘You want to do this, we’ll do this. Take me. But you let me hand her over to someone who can help her.’

      Morgan’s eyes twitched nervously towards the alley out of view.

      ‘No one moves,’ Morgan said firmly.

      Jessie held her hand up behind her, he guessed towards Eden waiting in the car.

      ‘Did you hear what I said?’ Kane asked through gritted teeth. ‘This is between us, Morgan.’

      He didn’t care that the tear leaked from his eye. He couldn’t help it amidst the tension in his body as he felt Caitlin waning in his arms.

      Morgan exhaled tersely. ‘Shit,’ he hissed quietly. ‘You really do care about her. Oh, Kane, you’re going to want her dead now. That’s one hell of a fucking chink in your armour exposed there.’

      Kane looked behind him to where Meghan Yale stepped into his view: another to contend with.

      ‘You need her alive, Morgan,’ Kane declared. ‘You all do.’

      ‘And why’s that, Kane? She’s served her purpose.’

      ‘I’m not sure I like the sound of that,’ Meghan said, pressing the barrel of her gun against the back of Morgan’s head.

      Morgan’s eyes flared. He snatched back a breath. ‘Yale? What the fuck are you doing?’

      ‘My job,’ she said calmly. ‘Now drop it.’

      ‘You’re making a mistake, Yale.’

      ‘As big a one as you’ve made? I don’t think so.’ She met Kane’s gaze. ‘Get her out of here.’

      His heart uncharacteristically skipped a beat. He frowned, not sure if he could trust her enough to move from the spot.

      ‘Hey,’ she said to Kane. ‘Me and you can sort our differences another time. The TSCD needs all the good agents it can muster. And she’s one of them.’

      He didn’t hesitate a second longer as he hurried down the alley towards the car, Caitlin tight against his chest, Jessie watching his back.

      ‘You’re finished, Yale,’ he heard Morgan claimed.

      ‘It’s looking more to me like you are, Morgan,’ he heard Yale respond. ‘So exactly how deep does this corruption run?’
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      Caitlin was conscious enough to know she was in a car.

      And she was conscious enough to know it was moving at a hell of a speed.

      She opened her eyes to the roof, to Kane whose arms she lay nestled in, his right hand clutching her side, the side he’d barely let go of as he tried to help stem the blood flow behind the saturated tourniquet.

      She could tell by the look on his face, by his wary glances over his shoulder out of the rear windscreen, that there was trouble.

      But there was also that grit in his jaw, let alone the determination in his eyes that told her it was far from over.

      They swerved corners, ascended and descended ramps, went through dark passages and tunnels before hitting intermittent streaks of light.

      She glanced up at long dark ringlets.

      ‘Swallow,’ she heard Kane say, the urgency clear in his tone. There was something warm and wet trickling against her lips, a female arm blurred above her. ‘It’s angel blood. Jessie’s. It’ll start to repair the damage.’

      She blinked away the tears in her eyes as she licked the warm, metallic sensation on her lips.

      As they swerved another corner, Kane kept a firm hold on her.

      ‘Left and a right then another left!’ she heard Kane say to whoever was driving.

      The car skidded and swayed.

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d passed out for, but she stirred to the cool breeze on her face.

      She felt herself in Kane’s arms again.

      He was striding. Fast.

      She heard the slamming of car doors echoing around some vast space.

      She felt herself being handed over, looked up to see familiar brown eyes gazing back down into hers.

      ‘You always were one for demanding attention,’ Eden said.

      But his smile was strained.

      She heard the grating of metal.

      Eden lowered to his knees. She felt herself being handed back into familiar arms.

      ‘Still with me?’ Kane asked, his navy eyes darkened with concern.

      ‘It hurts,’ was all she could muster, too numb, too delirious to feel any sense of panic.

      ‘You’ve got some serious damage in there, sweetheart,’ Kane said. ‘We’ve just got to give Jessie’s blood time to work.’

      It was dark down there. And cold.

      So cold.

      She could hear the echo of footsteps as she stared up at the low brick ceiling, at the narrow walls. She knew they were in some kind of underground tunnel. Pipes ran overhead as they descended the subtle decline, a door then another door grating open before slamming and locking behind them.

      She felt the floor beneath her as she was laid on something soft.

      She felt Kane’s arms braced either side of hers.

      ‘More blood, Jessie,’ she heard him say. ‘We need more blood now.’
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      Kane’s nails scraped against the concrete to the right of Caitlin’s shoulder.

      Jessie fell to her knees beside him. She pumped her hand, encouraging the blood flow from her wrist, but the concern still lingered in her eyes, confirming what she’d warned him about in the car: that her blood wouldn’t penetrate Caitlin’s system quick enough.

      And she certainly couldn’t garner enough tears in time.

      ‘She’s safe,’ Eden said, clutching Kane’s arm. ‘She’s with you.’

      Kane knew what he meant. He knew what he was intimating though neither he nor Jessie dared say it.

      And he didn’t want to hear it. He didn’t want to hear either of them state the inevitable.

      ‘Caitlin, you keep fighting,’ he said as he clutched the back of her head. ‘What would I do without you, huh? What would I do without my favourite stalker?’ Taking hold of the hand furthest away from him, he interlaced his fingers with hers. ‘I’m too good-looking to die celibate,’ he remarked, her faint smile evoking tears in his eyes. ‘There are ways,’ he said, leaning closer. ‘Keep fighting, Caitlin, because there is a way for us to be together. It doesn’t have to be like you think.’

      He slid her hand up under his T-shirt to lay it over his heart.

      She was going to be too weak to navigate independently, but he could take her there. He could take her deep into his shadow because some sacraments were made to be broken. He would do whatever it took for her to finally know, truly understand, see with her own eyes through his, what she had come to mean to him.

      He was not losing her without her knowing she had become everything in his world. That she didn’t skirt the periphery as she believed, but that she had become the very core of it. She would feel the extent to which he had come to love her in a way he could never express. And he would give her whatever hope and strength he could: the only thing he had left to give her.

      As he flattened her palm over his heart, laying his above hers, her eyes flared as she understood what he was doing.

      She tried to pull back her hand but he wouldn’t let the connection be broken.

      ‘Trust me,’ he said, holding her gaze. He bit into his thumb, his incisor piercing deep. He placed his thumb gently between her lips, ensuring his blood along with his consent, would allow her safe access. ‘Caitlin, trust me.’
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      Caitlin tried to focus on the warmth building beneath her palm as she waited for that heartbeat.

      As it finally came, it generated a pulse that rushed right through her.

      The floor beneath her shuddered as if her surroundings had, at the same time, generated a heartbeat of its own.

      This was the doorway – the doorway into Kane.

      As another heartbeat came, it wasn’t just the floor that shuddered, the whole tunnel she was laid in did.

      On the third beat, the high-pitched whistling became a distraction, by the fourth beat, it was as if a trapdoor had collapsed beneath her.

      She nearly yanked her hand away, but Kane kept it firm to his chest as she felt as though she’d been dropped into a pool of warm water.

      Engulfed, the blood thrummed in her ears as she felt as if she was being drawn full speed down a tunnel, the walls flitting past at breakneck speed. Things were coming at her: people, places, objects, events – the sensation of free-fall eased only by the solid feel of Kane’s body above hers until all she could hear was his heartbeat, his breathing.

      She was so used to controlling the shadow read, that it felt alien being led – because that’s what he was doing. This was Kane taking her on a tour through his life, his knowledge, his experiences, his memories, his dreams. Years, decades, four-centuries worth, all coming at her in a million flashing images, in a thousand voices.

      Every time she felt her will try to pull him one way, she’d feel him pull her another as he managed the pace, managed the direction, pushing memories and thoughts aside.

      She saw green fields, the muted sunlight catching on the roof of the solitary house in the distance. She saw the little girl, maybe no more than two years old, stumbling forward through the long grass, her arms outheld, her smile wide and broad, her long wavy black hair flowing behind her – and those eyes: those rich, navy eyes that were the image of her brother’s.

      She saw the little girl being swept up in a young boy’s arms, the distant call of Arana’s name. A woman and a man were heading down the garden path, their smiles as broad as Arana’s had been. And despite the breeze in the air, she could feel warmth on her back – the warmth, the comfort, the security, the door to the house a welcome sight.

      But then she jolted as the flames burst towards her.

      It was all around her – the fire. She heard the thuds above. She held the child in her arms, her hand clamped over her mouth so she wouldn’t cry, so she wouldn’t scream. She looked down into her large round eyes to see them gazing fearfully up through the gaps.

      And she covered those eyes. She whispered in her ear.

      And as she heard the sound of crashing wood, the cry, the droplets of blood falling through the gap in the floorboards and anointing her forehead, she felt the fear Kane had felt.

      She felt the anger.

      She was suddenly running – running through a tunnel, leaving behind the smell of smoke, of burning flesh, the sounds of laughter, the cracking and splintering of wood as she held Arana in one arm, something weighty, something metallic in the other.

      As she entered a room of blood-soaked bodies, she clenched Kane’s shirt with all the strength she had left.

      But it was no longer a boy’s hand holding the knife; nor was it a boy’s hand that drew back the bowstring, or wielded the sword. It was a fully-fledged male who traipsed through mud and shale and blood.

      She could hear music in her ears.

      She could feel the crowds around her.

      The mood changed. The atmosphere changed. She saw faces – smiling faces. And there was a beautiful young woman who smiled back her: Arana. Tall, slender, shapely, her dark hair then falling below her waist, she danced and played and laughed.

      And the warmth was back.

      Until there were crowds and jostling and outcries. Walls were being built. Chain-link fences were being erected. There were protests. There were fights.

      Dereliction.

      Dark rooms.

      Tunnels.

      Time elapsed at a mind-blowing rate amidst card games, clouds of cigarette smoke, meetings with countless nameless faces, laughter, sex, so much sex.

      She was holding a cold, limp body.

      Because the girl with the navy eyes wasn’t smiling anymore. She wasn’t laughing. Arana lay like a ragdoll in her arms, her clothes torn from her body, the blood masking her thighs, her chest ripped open to reveal the empty cavern where her thriving heart had once rested.

      The bloodied, beaten, abused body of that same little girl he had carried through the tunnels as nothing more than a boy himself.

      And she saw those female fingers being kissed. Fingers that were ripped bare of their nails in her struggle to survive; slender wrists red raw to reveal bone where flesh once was, the lengths she had gone to in order to free herself from her attackers.

      The blur of images came hard and fast: the buildings, the people, the tunnels, the drinks, the alleys, the clubs, the booths, the bars, the females, the naked flesh, the gasps, the cries, the smiles, the dark and sordid rooms, the bright lights that shone a multitude of colours.

      And the fights. The overturned tables. The grazed knuckles. The blood in the sink. The bloodied clothes.

      And then she saw herself.

      She saw herself looking in on herself. She saw his fingers run through her hair, his thumb brush her lips.

      And she felt it. She felt the heat inside him as he looked back at her.

      She felt the depths of it.

      She felt the tear trickle down her cheek as a result.

      And she smiled.
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      Kane held her hand firmly over his heart; her hand that now felt lax in his. But he wasn’t letting it go. Not for anything was he letting her go.

      He closed his eyes. He squeezed them shut. He squeezed as tight as he could to stop all the broken pieces inside of him from shattering to dust.

      But he could hear it in her pulse.

      He could feel it.

      She was growing colder.

      Weaker.

      He couldn’t believe he was crying. He couldn’t believe he was bent over her crying. And he didn’t care that she saw it. That Eden and Jessie saw it.

      He wanted Caitlin to see it. He wanted her to know. He wanted her to understand.

      ‘No,’ Kane said firmly, his grip on the back of her neck tightening. ‘Caitlin, don’t,’ was all he could muster. ‘Keep holding my hand. Don’t let go of my hand.’

      But her consciousness was lost. Jessie’s blood was taking effect, he could see it in the stemmed blood flow: something inside Caitlin was healing, but she wasn’t healing fast enough. He slammed his hand over her heart to feel what his ears could already detect: the lower ventricles of her heart were beating too fast and irregular.

      ‘She’s going into cardiac arrest,’ he said. ‘It’s not working quick enough. Fuck.’

      ‘Defib her,’ Eden said.

      Kane looked up to see Eden wasn’t addressing him – he was staring at Jessie.

      Kane’s attention flitted between the two as Eden and Jessie’s eyes locked as if in some unelaborated-upon understanding.

      ‘Defib her now!’ Eden said firmly. ‘Like you did with me in the lock-up.’

      ‘But that was in attack,’ Jessie declared. ‘I don’t know how to temper it. Caitlin’s too weak. It could kill her.’

      ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Kane demanded.

      ‘Jessie can generate static.’

      And Kane understood.

      He looked Jessie in the eyes. ‘Do it!’

      Her gaze was wary, uneasy. ‘Kane …’

      ‘Do it!’ he snapped.

      The first shock was the hardest to see. He clawed concrete, hating having to keep his distance, hating his own helplessness.

      He lowered his head when Jessie placed her hands over Caitlin’s heart for the second time, the white sparks igniting the dark space, Caitlin’s fragile body jolting from the force.

      But her heart wasn’t responding.

      Three, four, five times he saw Jessie make the attempt.

      He counted the seconds in between rests.

      Jessie looked across at Eden, the distress clear in her eyes.

      ‘You try again,’ Kane said firmly. ‘You don’t give up, you try again!’

      Moments later Jask skidded into position beside them. Kane could see it on his friend’s face as much as he could see it on Jessie’s, on Eden’s.

      Kane’s heart wouldn’t stop pounding. He looked down at Caitlin still laying unconscious, her beautiful head having fallen lax.

      His throat was tight. He could barely breathe.

      He’d shown her but he hadn’t told her.

      Jessie went for the sixth attempt.

      The seventh.

      He felt Jask grip his hand, his other hand squeezing his shoulder.

      He’d shown her but he hadn’t told her. He hadn’t told Caitlin he loved her.

      That he would always love her.

      He looked at Jessie’s cheeks wet with tears as she sank back on her haunches, as she looked from Eden to Jask for guidance.

      He felt his friend’s grip on his hand tighten.

      Everything fell to silence. Nothing moved.

      Kane stumbled forward and braced his arms above Caitlin’s soundless, lifeless body.

      Blink.

      All he wanted her to do was blink – the simplest of acts – but her glossy eyes stared into the distance, somewhere beyond him, somewhere beyond everything.

      Untouchable.

      Unreachable.

      He gently caught hold of her jaw. He looked down at her blue-tinged lips, his tears forming tiny droplets on them. He looked back into her rigid eyes.

      Something inside of him died.

      Even Jask shed a tear for their loss.
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      Kane sat alone in the winged-back armchair in the corner of the dusty room as he gazed out of the attic’s apex window.

      The bleak night sky intensified the fog that still hadn’t lifted across the east side of Blackthorn but, in the distance, he was sure he saw a twinkle of light high in the sky. It had been so long since he’d seen a star that he had to lean forward to be sure that’s what it was. But the dense clouds quickly masked it – all that may have glimmered lost again.

      He exhaled a steady stream of smoke through the open sash window as he sank back in the chair. He lifted his booted feet to rest the soles on the windowsill.

      In the distance, though he couldn’t see it, lay Caleb’s club, his empire.

      And in the floor beneath where he sat was the one thing Caleb needed: Sophia.

      The knock on the door was brief before it opened.

      Kane didn’t need to look across his shoulder – the rhythm of the footsteps was recognisable enough.

      Limited by the low slanted roof, Jask had no choice but to sit in the place he had chosen beside the window. He rested his back against the defunct radiator. ‘I know that look.’

      Kane exhaled another stream of smoke as he looked across at him. ‘And what look is that, Jask?’

      ‘That it’s far from over.’

      ‘It isn’t,’ Kane declared. He rested his head back against the chair as he looked out of the window.

      ‘They’re coming for Phia, aren’t they?’

      Kane met his gaze again. He nodded. ‘Yeah. And that’s why Caleb held back those final supplies – he wanted Leila first. If he gets Leila, he gets Phia. Or so he thinks.’

      ‘Do you think he’ll come for you?’

      ‘I don’t doubt it.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘I’m going to let him do the running.’

      ‘And Feinith?’

      ‘I’m not sure who will have who under their thumb between those two, but something tells me Caleb is going to have her right where he wants her. He’ll have the whole Higher Order right where he wants them.’

      ‘Leila’s still convinced she can get him on side. That he can be an ally not an adversary.’

      ‘Which is why your pack can’t take their eyes off those girls for a moment, and that includes Alisha. She’s the weakest of the links.’

      ‘I’ve assigned one of my pack to her and one to Leila. Two of my best. They go nowhere alone.’

      ‘And you?’ Kane asked. ‘How are you doing?’

      ‘Now that we’ve all had the full dose, we’re doing fine. She came good, Kane. Caitlin came real good.’

      His throat instantly tightened. But he hoped he’d managed to conceal it. ‘She did more than good.’

      Even in the hours that had passed since, he could still feel her limp, lifeless body in his arms, the colour lost from her cheeks, the breath from her lungs.

      And he would never forget.

      Ever.

      Jask chucked him the book. ‘Phia mentioned it to me a few days ago. We collected it when we went to get Leila. She had it hidden away. It’s her mother’s diary. She was a haematologist at The Facility. Phia’s convinced she knew furtive things were going on.’

      ‘Where’s her mother now?’

      ‘Dead. Lost her when she was a kid. Murdered by a vampire in Midtown.’

      ‘Midtown?’

      ‘Security from The Facility raided her house shortly after she’d died in order to remove any work she may have taken home with her. Phia remembers being told it was protocol. I’ve got the gut-feeling Mother McKay discovered she wasn’t supposed to and Sirius did something about it.’

      ‘What does Phia know about her mother’s work?’

      ‘Very little. Only what’s in there,’ Jask said, indicating at the book.

      ‘What about the other sisters? Do they know anything?’

      ‘Alisha was too young. Even Phia was just a little kid at the time. Leila witnessed the murder though. And survived. Of course, now we know why with her having been a serryn. Kane, I’m not sure I want Phia to know about this. Those impulses of hers are getting harder to control. She’s bad enough with Caleb being out there somewhere. If she finds out Sirius is the one who ruined her life in the first place, I’m going to have a hell of a struggle on my hands.’

      ‘I’m going to want to talk to Leila though.’

      Jask nodded. ‘You might also want to talk to Eden. Some girl he was dating, a doctor at The Facility, brought home some iridescent liquid one night. He didn’t know what it was at the time.’

      ‘Can he still get to her?’

      ‘I think he’d be willing to give it a try.’

      He glanced to the table. ‘Is that it?’ Jask asked, indicating at the long case on the table beside him. ‘May I?’

      Kane nodded. He exhaled a stream of smoke as Jask flicked the latches on the wooden case, revealing the navy velvet inside.

      Jask let out a small whistle. ‘That’s beautiful craftsmanship, Kane.’

      ‘Shame it’s defunct now.’

      ‘You could always teach Leila to use it.’

      Kane gave a small, curt exhale.

      Jask smiled as he closed the case. He turned to face him again, his eyes laced with solemnity. ‘I’ve never seen anyone fight harder for something than I witnessed in that tunnel, Kane. I’ve never seen anyone more defiant of the odds.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I’ve always been a stubborn bastard.’ He rested his head back against the chair and exhaled tersely before he batted away the emergence of tears that came with the recollection. He met his friend’s gaze regardless. ‘She was willing to die for me, Jask.’

      ‘One of the team. I was wrong to think of her as anything else,’ Jask said. ‘I was wrong about her.’

      He squeezed Kane’s shoulder before making his exit.

      ‘You asked me what love is,’ Jask said from the doorway. ‘I guess now you know.’

      He left Kane in the stillness of the shadows.

      In the stillness of his own thoughts.

      The next touch Kane felt on his shoulder was lighter, warmer.

      Slender arms came at him from around the back of the chair. Warm lips touched his temple.

      ‘So I finally have his approval?’

      ‘You’re supposed to be resting,’ Kane said, catching Caitlin’s wrist and guiding her around to sit on his lap. ‘Not eavesdropping.’

      He dropped his cigarette into the bottle beside him before he lifted her shirt to check the wound on her side. No doubt the blemishes would still be on her chest from the eighth attempt at Jessie saving her life.

      The eighth attempt he had demanded with more grit and fervency than he had ever demanded anything.

      The eighth attempt that had finally brought her back to him.

      She looked across her shoulder at the case Jask had opened. She would have recognised it. She would have seen it in his shadow. She would have known the sword had belonged to his race for centuries. That he had carried that it one hand and Arana in the other when he left the fire. That it was identical to the one he’d had tattooed on his back – the one that was duplicated in the symbol she would have seen on Caleb. She would have known it was intended for the Tryan.

      As she looked back at him, her warmth was as intoxicating as her breath against his lips, as the precious sound of her pulse, as those delicate lashes batting that life-confirming blink.

      ‘I cannot believe you were tracking me the entire time I was back at the VCU.’

      ‘No, I was able to track you whenever I wanted to. There’s a difference. Anyway, what do you expect, Parish?’ he said, sliding his hands up her bare thighs. ‘Old habits are hard to break.’

      She drew a horizontal eight over his heart, forging the infinity symbol there. ‘You saved my life.’

      ‘Even though you serve absolutely no purpose to me anymore.’

      She frowned playfully. ‘None?’ She traced her fingers down his chest towards the top button on his jeans. ‘Are you sure about that?’

      He caught her wrist. ‘Rest means rest.’

      She raised her eyebrows slightly. ‘Don’t you go getting all honourable on me now, Malloy.’

      He frowned playfully. ‘Honourable? Me?’

      ‘Come with me,’ she said, catching his hand as she eased off him.

      She led him into the adjoining room she had come from, past the mattress she should have been asleep on and across to the wooden ladder that led up to a raised platform.

      Feeling the breeze through the open skylight, he knew where she was going.

      He grabbed the nearest blanket as Caitlin disappeared outside.

      She was sat on the four-by-six-foot ledge as she scanned the sky, her ankles crossed, her knees drawn to her chest.

      ‘I want to show you something,’ she said, accepting the blanket off him as he wrapped it around her shoulders.

      As he sat alongside her, she lay back against the slant of roof tiles, her eyes still scanning the heavy sky.

      He lay alongside her, too distracted by her though to follow her gaze.

      ‘I know what it took for you to hold back from Rob,’ she said after a few seconds, her eyes still searching the darkness.

      ‘I wasn’t going to leave you, Caitlin. Not for anything.’

      And nothing was going to take her from him again – if fate had failed, so would everyone and everything else.

      She met his gaze fleetingly. Just being able to have her look back at him again, to see the soul behind her eyes, to see that subtle upward curve of her lips had been worth scaring the hell out of every other person in that tunnel whilst he’d demanded, ordered, they not give up on her either.

      As she glanced back at the sky, her breath snagged, her right hand grabbing his forearm with the fervency of a small child seeing a fairground for the first time, the index finger of her left hand thrust towards to sky. ‘Look! See it?’

      He knew what she had spotted. He guessed she had seen the rare sight too – that glint of starlight through the dense pollution clouds.

      But he couldn’t divert his gaze from her, not as he was still relishing her breathing beside him.

      ‘It’s got to be the North Star,’ she said, her eyes wide as she smiled up at it. ‘For it to have penetrated the smog, it must be. I’ve never seen it over Blackthorn before.’

      Met with his silence, she turned her head to meet his gaze again.

      She frowned. ‘Why are you staring at me?’

      ‘Because I’m trying to work out why I made something so simple so impossibly complex.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Loving you.’

      Undetectable as it would have been to anyone but him, he heard her breath snag in her throat again. She dropped her gaze. She pressed her lips together. She looked back at the sky.

      ‘I get it though.’ After a couple of seconds, she smiled to herself. A smile that converted to a full-on playful grin. ‘Oh, yeah, you’d better believe it, Malloy.’ She looked back at him with a glint in her eyes. ‘I know all your secrets now.’ She shrugged. ‘And yet I still love you.’

      He laughed – fleetingly, but deeply. It was his turn to look at the sky. ‘Then I guess we’d best make us official.’

      ‘Us?’

      He cupped his hand behind his head. ‘According to master vampire lore giving a family heirloom is the equivalent to a betrothal.’

      It was her turn to laugh. ‘You’re totally lying.’

      ‘You think so? You had me on bended knee that first night in the corridor.’

      ‘Only because I pumped you full of hemlock.’

      ‘I carried you across the threshold in your apartment.’

      ‘After you’d drugged me.’

      ‘We had our two-week honeymoon.’

      She smiled. ‘I’ll give you that one. So being official involves what exactly?’

      He shrugged. ‘Nothing really. Just no get-out clause once you agree.’

      He glanced at her and smirked.

      She laughed. But then her eyes glazed over with sobriety. ‘I’d make you make me a promise first.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘Not to do it.’

      He frowned. ‘Do what?’

      ‘What I saw.’

      She rolled on her side to face him. She placed her hand over his heart – feeling the heartbeats that he could control, that, if he chose, he could speed up, the centuries he had left diminishing with it.

      ‘Kane, I want you to promise you’d never reduce your lifespan to be with me.’ She met his gaze. ‘I want you to promise never to sacrifice that; to not change what you are.’

      ‘Every one of those beats would be dead anyway without you.’

      Her eyes flared. She dropped her gaze, her nails raking his chest slightly before she met his gaze again. ‘I mean it, Kane. Promise me.’

      He sighed pensively. He licked his incisor. ‘No,’ he said as he looked back at her. ‘Not going to happen.’

      She frowned. ‘And you accuse me of being stubborn?’

      He smiled to himself, but this time he pulled her into him so that she lay her head on his shoulder, her leg across his, her hand flat to his chest.

      He looked up to the night sky to where the clouds had dispersed a little again, that same glint capturing his attention.

      ‘This time next week,’ he said, ‘our entire world is going to be different.’

      ‘For the better,’ Caitlin added.

      He toyed with her hair, listened to the rhythmic beat of her heart, relished in the sublime warmth of her body nestled against his.

      He was fated to be alone. He was fated not to have that moment. But fate should have known better. Because he was indeed a stubborn bastard. As stubborn as they came. Which meant fate should have been starting to get the message that it wasn’t quite as powerful as it thought it was. And as he scanned the dark and foggy density of Blackthorn’s landscape, past Caleb’s empire and towards Sirius’s ivory tower, it was time fate wasn’t alone in accepting it.

      He looked back up at the star.

      Honourable would never be his thing. The problem with being a bright light in a dark world was that it made your movements predictable.

      Darkness, more than ever, would be the camouflage to ensure his enemies never saw him coming.
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      Sirius sat in the room as one by one the votes were cast around the table. Red card was held up after red card, his plan waning before his eyes.

      He felt the anger build inside, the rage even as the votes were being collated.

      They were less than halfway around, when yet another interruption ceased proceedings.

      But this time Cameron looked completely perplexed as he listened intently whilst things were whispered into his ear.

      A few moments later he stood. He disappeared out of the room again.

      ‘This is fucking ridiculous,’ Sirius hissed to Hall.

      ‘You’ll have to tell them,’ Hall whispered back. ‘You’ll have to tell them about the cure.’

      ‘And have the whole laboratory taken from my control?’

      ‘My apologies, ladies and gentlemen,’ Cameron said, stepping back inside. ‘Before we continue, something needs our immediate attention.’

      Sirius looked at the door as it opened, his jaw slackening as Feinith sauntered in.

      More demure than he was used to seeing her, she gave a respectful nod to the room before a chair was pulled into position for her.

      ‘I apologise for the interruption,’ she said, ‘but your gathering could not have come at a better time. I am afraid I have some very troubling news.’ She paused, and Sirius had the feeling it was for effect. ‘I am afraid to tell you that I have received word that the vampire leader has risen; that the prophecy has begun.’

      There were panicked whispers and conversations around the room.

      ‘I need a call to silence,’ Cameron said.

      Sirius sat more upright in his chair.

      Because not even he had seen this one coming.

      This was not part of their agreement.

      ‘I cannot stress enough the urgency of this matter,’ Feinith continued. ‘You have the Higher Order’s full support. We want this no more than you do. I’ve had word that a rebellion is being built in Blackthorn as we speak. You will need to move swiftly. I suggest you use whatever force you need to surround Blackthorn immediately.’

      Not part of their agreement, but seemingly proving effective from further mutterings around the room.

      Cameron glanced across at Sirius, his eyes laced with suspicion before he averted his attention back to Feinith. ‘Who? Who are you claiming this is?’

      ‘Kane Malloy,’ she said.

      Sirius’s heart leapt against his chest.

      ‘Malloy is the chosen leader.’ She looked at Sirius with a glimmer of triumph in her eyes. ‘You have to kill Kane Malloy. And I have the perfect hunter who is both willing and able to do it.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Letter from Lindsay

        

      

    

    
      I really hope you enjoyed visiting Kane and Caitlin as the Blackthorn story continues to unfold.  Please feel free to get in touch and let me know if you did – I love contact from readers.

      If you did enjoy Blood Dark, I’d also be grateful if you’d consider writing a review. It’s a great way to encourage new readers to try this series.

      If you’d like to be one of the first to hear about my latest books, you can sign up for e-mail updates at:

      
        
        Lindsay J. Pryor new releases eMail sign up

        

      

      And if you’re intrigued to know more about Blackthorn, please visit my website for all the inside information, including detailed insight into both the worldbuilding that underpins the series as well as the characters who inhabit it. 

      As for what happens next, Jask and Phia will be back in the next installment, Blood Instinct, as we draw ever-closer to the finale. 

      

      Lindsay

    

    
      Keep in touch!
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        @lindsayjpryor
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        lindsayjpryor.author
        

      

      
        www.lindsayjpryor.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Lindsay J. Pryor

        

      

    

    
      The Blackthorn series:

      

      1. Blood Shadows

      2. Blood Roses

      3. Blood Torn

      4. Blood Deep

      5. Blood Dark
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