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      Standing at the back of the crowd that was gathered around the open grave, I listened as the final words were spoken over Graham’s casket.

      I could have moved through the crowd and taken my place near the front with the other members of the Elite but no matter how much I wished to lift my foot and take the first step, I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      I didn’t belong here. Not when I was the reason Graham was dead.

      That wasn’t strictly true of course; I hadn’t murdered him in cold blood. No, that had been the delightful work of my father. Not that I could prove it.

      But I didn’t need to. I knew he was the one responsible.

      And that knowledge caused a deep enduring ache that reverberated through my chest.

      Life was getting more complicated by the second.

      The poignant squeak of the winch that lowered Graham into the ground was drowned out by the sound of music. It was better that way. Listening to the sound of a coffin being lowered into the cold earth was too lonely a sound to suffer.

      A hand clasped my shoulder and I stiffened, the response automatic. Turning, I came face to face with Nic—or at least face to chest. Tilting my head up, I met his unwavering gaze.

      “I thought you’d be up there with the others.” His voice was gentle.

      “I couldn’t face it,” I said. “Every time I’m around them, I feel the weight of their accusations.”

      “You don’t think they believe you’re responsible for his death, do you?”

      I shrugged. I had no way of knowing for certain if the others thought I was responsible for or not but I knew of at least one member of the Elite who was convinced I was to blame.

      As I thought of Jon, I twisted my neck and found him there at the head of the crowd—hands clasped in front of his body as though deep in prayer. It was the kind of thing he was good at—blending in—pretending he was just like everyone else and that his grief was as legitimate as theirs. It was a lie. There had been no love lost between him and Graham. Part of me even wondered if Jon was secretly happy that Graham was dead. It had certainly bolstered his flagging career.

      I dragged my gaze away. He hadn’t seen me yet—thankfully—but he would find me if I hung around here.

      “We should go,” I said, as the prayers came to an end and the mourners began to break up.

      “You have every right to be here, Amber,” Nic murmured against my hair.

      It was strange to feel his arms around me. We hadn’t spoken about the events in Fortune. Nor had he mentioned Alastor. He was treating the entire thing as though it hadn’t happened at all. Which we both knew wasn’t true. We would have to talk about it at some point. But even with his arms securely wrapped around my waist, I still felt as though there was a wall between us. An emotional barrier that kept us apart, despite the proximity of our bodies.

      “Just because I have the right doesn’t mean I should exercise it.” I slipped free of his hold and started to pick my way through the cemetery.

      Nic fell silently into step next to me but his unspoken questions buzzed around me like flies on a corpse.

      “Just say it,” I said, quietly.

      “What?” He raised his face, surprise twisting his expression.

      “Whatever it is that’s eating at you,” I said. “I can feel it. And you not spitting it out is worse than anything else.”

      “I just—”

      “Amber, just the woman I wanted to see.” Jon’s interruption set my teeth on edge. I paused at the gateway and turned to see him hurrying through the graves. Rather than choosing to go around them, he walked straight over them as though the people buried beneath the ground were somehow undeserving of his respect.

      “What can I do for you, Jon?” I balled my hands into fists at my sides and sucked a deep breath in through my nose in an attempt to quell my rising temper.

      The rage was always there now. Lurking just beneath the surface of my skin—or so it seemed—ever since I’d agreed to tie myself to Alastor. As though his very nature was slowly seeping into me, tainting who I was.

      “Well now that the funeral is over and done with, I think it’s high time you and I had a bit of a sit-down chat. Don’t you?”

      “What about?”

      I already had a pretty good idea about what Jon wanted to talk to me about. He knew what I was. Or if he didn’t know exactly what I was, he had a damn good idea. All he lacked was the proof to put me down for good.

      “For a start, your future at the Elite.”

      Shock rooted me to the spot. “What about my future?”

      “Well, that’s for a private discussion. We don’t want to go airing dirty laundry out here in the open. It wouldn’t help anyone.”

      “Perhaps you should—” Nic took a menacing step forward. I placed a placating hand on his arm, cutting him off mid-sentence.

      “What was that, Nicholas?” Jon’s smile was vicious.

      I squeezed Nic’s arm and shook my head as he glanced back at me. As satisfying as it would be to watch Nic lay Jon out across the graves he’d so carelessly trodden over, I couldn’t let him do that, not on my behalf anyway. Jon was goading him, that much was clear, and I wouldn’t let Nic wade into a battle that wasn’t his to wage.

      “When do you want to see me?”

      “Tomorrow morning, nine am sharp should be just fine.”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I nodded. “Fine. I’ll see you then.”

      Jon’s smiled beatifically at us both and strode past me. His shoulder jostled mine, knocking me into Nic’s solid body.

      Jon halted in the gateway of the cemetery and surveyed the mourners as they trooped past him.

      “It’s a shame Graham didn’t take my advice. Perhaps if he hadn’t put his misguided trust in the wrong people he would still be alive. Don’t you think?”

      Rage washed through me, sliding up from my chest and into my throat like lava. It took everything in my power not to turn on Jon then and there. But that was what he wanted me to do, what he expected of me. And if I turned on him, he would simply use it as another stick to beat me with.

      “Nine a.m,” I said tightly, frustration weighing me down as I struggled to keep my voice neutral.

      The curve of Jon’s smile told me I’d failed at even that small task.

      He disappeared into the growing crowd.

      “That insufferable bastard,” I said, only half beneath my breath.

      Nic caught my elbow and tugged me into the shade of a tall weeping willow, out of the view of prying eyes.

      “Amber, your hand,” he said, clasping my arm gently. He lifted my hand into the light and tenderly unfurled my fingers, revealing half-moon indentations dotted with crimson blood across my palms.

      “You should have let me knock him on his insufferable ass,” he said, the ghost of a smile hovering on his lips.

      Taking back my hand, I tried to return his smile with one of my own but my lips refused to cooperate and I ended up grimacing at him instead.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t be making jokes right now.”

      I shook my head. “It’s fine. I appreciate the effort.” I dropped my gaze to the grass beneath my feet. “I’m just tired.”

      “You’re still not sleeping?”

      “No.” I sighed. Every time I closed my eyes, my mind decided to replay my foolish attempt at resurrecting Graham—with one important difference. When dream Graham wrapped his hands around my throat and began to choke the life from me, his face changed, shifting and reshaping until it was no longer Graham poised above me but my father.

      I raised my hand to my throat and brushed my fingers against my skin. I’d long since healed—the benefit of striking a deal with a literal demon—but as I rubbed my finger over the spot where Graham’s nails had dug into my flesh it was as though I could still feel the wounds.

      “You don’t have to worry about Graham coming back,” Nic said. “Jason dealt with the body.”

      When Nic said they’d ‘dealt with the body’, what he really meant was they’d salted the corpse and anointed it in holy oils from the Saga Venatione before burning him.

      “So all that’s in the casket is a pile of ashes?” It was strange to think of Graham—the vitally alive man that he had been—reduced to nothing more than a pile of ash.

      Nic ducked his head, as though he couldn’t meet my gaze and it set alarm bells off in my head.

      “Nic, what the hell did they just bury?”

      “Nothing.”

      I stared at him. Had I heard him correctly? Had he really just informed me there was nothing in the casket?

      “Excuse me?”

      “They couldn’t risk putting anything in the casket,” he said. “Jason is having it sent back to the Vatican.”

      “I don’t understand. You said yourself that they dealt with the body. Why would they need to send his ashes back to the Vatican?”

      “I should get you home,” Nic said, changing the subject. “It looks like it’s going to rain.”

      “Don’t you dare fob me off,” I said. “Tell me what the Vatican could possibly want with Graham’s ashes.”

      Nic glanced up at me, his expression unreadable. “Amber, there are no ashes.”

      I took a step backwards and almost tipped myself over the curb. “You said he was dealt with. There have to be ashes, otherwise…”

      Nic shook his head and glanced in the direction of the cemetery caretakers who were at that moment rolling up the fake ever-green grass they’d laid out around Graham’s grave.

      “They burned the body. Jason dealt with it personally; he still has that much power at least.” Nic said the last part with a significant amount of bitterness. Whatever Jon had told the Elite about the Saga Venatione had severely curtailed their freedom in terms of ongoing investigations.

      “But the body wouldn’t burn.”

      I sucked a sharp breath in through my teeth. “You’re not making any sense.”

      “I’m not sure what else I can say, Amber. Jason tried to burn the body but it wouldn’t burn.”

      “And the oil? Did that burn?”

      Nic nodded. “Of course the oil burned, it’s oil. But once the fire went out, the body was left intact.”

      A pit opened up in the middle of my stomach and my heart dropped into it.

      “Why wouldn’t it burn?”

      Nic shrugged. “There are a few possibilities,” he said.

      “And they are?”

      “You’re not going to like them. Maybe we should just forget about it and—”

      “Nic, for Christ’s sake, tell me already.”

      “Fine. There have been cases of reanimation that resulted in an inability to destroy the corpse even after the entity that had inhabited the body departed.” He sighed.

      “You mean demonic possessions.”

      “Yeah.” His expression was grave. “And they haven’t seen anything like it since the Shadow Sorcerers died out. Nobody alive has ever seen this kind of phenomenon.”

      “Shit,” I said.

      “Yeah. That’s what I said too.”

      “What will they do with him now?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know.” Nic pushed his hands back through his hair.

      “Could he—” I cut off, unsure of what I was asking him.

      “Could he come back to life?” Nic finished for me.

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yeah, could he reanimate?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine on all of this. It’s so far above my pay-grade. The only reason I know as much as I do is because they want me to escort the body.”

      For one terrible second the ground rolled beneath my feet.

      “You’re leaving?”

      “It’s not forever. I’ll be a couple of days. A week max.”

      I could already feel the loss of him; an empty void that swelled in the centre of my chest.

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Tonight,” he said.

      “And when do you leave?”

      He looked away and I knew the answer without him even having to open his mouth.

      “You’re going tonight?”

      “I have to, Amber. This is important.”

      “I know that,” I said, turning away to pace back and forth on the path. The sound of an engine roaring to life dragged me back from the precipice of my thoughts and I paused my pacing long enough to watch the large yellow digger amble toward the pile of dirt next to Graham’s grave.

      “It was bad enough thinking he was going to be in there, lying beneath all that dirt. But...” I trailed off. I wouldn’t even be able to visit his grave. It would be nothing but a marker. I had taken even that from him with my stupidity and arrogance.

      “I’ll take good care of him. I promise.”

      Nic would look after Graham. I didn’t doubt him for a second.

      Nic continued to speak. “Listen, there’s something else I need to talk to you about. Something—”

      But I cut him off, my thoughts spiraling dangerously out of control. What would happen to Nic when he got to the Vatican?

      I paused in front of him. “Is doing this going to put you in danger?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, are they going to find out about what you did to save me?”

      “Not unless I tell them and I’m not going to do that.” He cupped my face with his hands and tilted it up to his. “Amber, I’ll be fine and I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Swallowing back the unease that was slowly growing in the pit of my stomach, I nodded. “Okay. I just, I worry, you know?”

      He smiled. “It’s kind of nice.”

      “What, my worrying about your ass is nice?”

      He grinned. “Well come on, a guy has to get affection wherever he can.”

      I raised my fist to punch him in the arm but Nic caught my hand easily and tugged me closer.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      A flicker of unease passed through Nic’s eyes but it was gone as quickly as it had arrived.

      “How about we go back to yours and spend some time together before tonight? We can talk there.” A promise of things to come was held in his eyes. He brushed his thumb over my skin and my senses were heightened by the connection between us.

      Heat coiled in the pit of my stomach, chasing away the unease I’d felt just moments before.

      Without thinking, I pushed up onto my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his. His heat seared into me as he returned my embrace with a passion that threatened to steal any rational thought I might have had in my mind.

      The first raindrops fell from the sky, splashing onto my feverish skin.

      Nic broke away first, laughing as he dragged me further beneath the tree and out of the sudden deluge.

      “I told you it was going to rain,” he said, the warmth of his smile lighting up his face so that one of his dimples appeared. “You see, there are some things I know.”

      As the rain began to fall harder and faster, I let him hold me beneath the tree and I found myself wishing I could believe him. But the unease I’d thought had fled was still there.

      What if he was wrong?
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      Standing at the back of the crowd that was gathered around the open grave, I listened as the final words were spoken over Graham’s casket.

      I could have moved through the crowd and taken my place near the front with the other members of the Elite but no matter how much I wished to lift my foot and take the first step, I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      I didn’t belong here. Not when I was the reason Graham was dead.

      That wasn’t strictly true of course; I hadn’t murdered him in cold blood. No, that had been the delightful work of my father. Not that I could prove it.

      But I didn’t need to. I knew he was the one responsible.

      And that knowledge caused a deep enduring ache that reverberated through my chest.

      Life was getting more complicated by the second.

      The poignant squeak of the winch that lowered Graham into the ground was drowned out by the sound of music. It was better that way. Listening to the sound of a coffin being lowered into the cold earth was too lonely a sound to suffer.

      A hand clasped my shoulder and I stiffened, the response automatic. Turning, I came face to face with Nic—or at least face to chest. Tilting my head up, I met his unwavering gaze.

      “I thought you’d be up there with the others.” His voice was gentle.

      “I couldn’t face it,” I said. “Every time I’m around them, I feel the weight of their accusations.”

      “You don’t think they believe you’re responsible for his death, do you?”

      I shrugged. I had no way of knowing for certain if the others thought I was responsible for or not but I knew of at least one member of the Elite who was convinced I was to blame.

      As I thought of Jon, I twisted my neck and found him there at the head of the crowd—hands clasped in front of his body as though deep in prayer. It was the kind of thing he was good at—blending in—pretending he was just like everyone else and that his grief was as legitimate as theirs. It was a lie. There had been no love lost between him and Graham. Part of me even wondered if Jon was secretly happy that Graham was dead. It had certainly bolstered his flagging career.

      I dragged my gaze away. He hadn’t seen me yet—thankfully—but he would find me if I hung around here.

      “We should go,” I said, as the prayers came to an end and the mourners began to break up.

      “You have every right to be here, Amber,” Nic murmured against my hair.

      It was strange to feel his arms around me. We hadn’t spoken about the events in Fortune. Nor had he mentioned Alastor. He was treating the entire thing as though it hadn’t happened at all. Which we both knew wasn’t true. We would have to talk about it at some point. But even with his arms securely wrapped around my waist, I still felt as though there was a wall between us. An emotional barrier that kept us apart, despite the proximity of our bodies.

      “Just because I have the right doesn’t mean I should exercise it.” I slipped free of his hold and started to pick my way through the cemetery.

      Nic fell silently into step next to me but his unspoken questions buzzed around me like flies on a corpse.

      “Just say it,” I said, quietly.

      “What?” He raised his face, surprise twisting his expression.

      “Whatever it is that’s eating at you,” I said. “I can feel it. And you not spitting it out is worse than anything else.”

      “I just—”

      “Amber, just the woman I wanted to see.” Jon’s interruption set my teeth on edge. I paused at the gateway and turned to see him hurrying through the graves. Rather than choosing to go around them, he walked straight over them as though the people buried beneath the ground were somehow undeserving of his respect.

      “What can I do for you, Jon?” I balled my hands into fists at my sides and sucked a deep breath in through my nose in an attempt to quell my rising temper.

      The rage was always there now. Lurking just beneath the surface of my skin—or so it seemed—ever since I’d agreed to tie myself to Alastor. As though his very nature was slowly seeping into me, tainting who I was.

      “Well now that the funeral is over and done with, I think it’s high time you and I had a bit of a sit-down chat. Don’t you?”

      “What about?”

      I already had a pretty good idea about what Jon wanted to talk to me about. He knew what I was. Or if he didn’t know exactly what I was, he had a damn good idea. All he lacked was the proof to put me down for good.

      “For a start, your future at the Elite.”

      Shock rooted me to the spot. “What about my future?”

      “Well, that’s for a private discussion. We don’t want to go airing dirty laundry out here in the open. It wouldn’t help anyone.”

      “Perhaps you should—” Nic took a menacing step forward. I placed a placating hand on his arm, cutting him off mid-sentence.

      “What was that, Nicholas?” Jon’s smile was vicious.

      I squeezed Nic’s arm and shook my head as he glanced back at me. As satisfying as it would be to watch Nic lay Jon out across the graves he’d so carelessly trodden over, I couldn’t let him do that, not on my behalf anyway. Jon was goading him, that much was clear, and I wouldn’t let Nic wade into a battle that wasn’t his to wage.

      “When do you want to see me?”

      “Tomorrow morning, nine am sharp should be just fine.”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I nodded. “Fine. I’ll see you then.”

      Jon’s smiled beatifically at us both and strode past me. His shoulder jostled mine, knocking me into Nic’s solid body.

      Jon halted in the gateway of the cemetery and surveyed the mourners as they trooped past him.

      “It’s a shame Graham didn’t take my advice. Perhaps if he hadn’t put his misguided trust in the wrong people he would still be alive. Don’t you think?”

      Rage washed through me, sliding up from my chest and into my throat like lava. It took everything in my power not to turn on Jon then and there. But that was what he wanted me to do, what he expected of me. And if I turned on him, he would simply use it as another stick to beat me with.

      “Nine a.m,” I said tightly, frustration weighing me down as I struggled to keep my voice neutral.

      The curve of Jon’s smile told me I’d failed at even that small task.

      He disappeared into the growing crowd.

      “That insufferable bastard,” I said, only half beneath my breath.

      Nic caught my elbow and tugged me into the shade of a tall weeping willow, out of the view of prying eyes.

      “Amber, your hand,” he said, clasping my arm gently. He lifted my hand into the light and tenderly unfurled my fingers, revealing half-moon indentations dotted with crimson blood across my palms.

      “You should have let me knock him on his insufferable ass,” he said, the ghost of a smile hovering on his lips.

      Taking back my hand, I tried to return his smile with one of my own but my lips refused to cooperate and I ended up grimacing at him instead.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t be making jokes right now.”

      I shook my head. “It’s fine. I appreciate the effort.” I dropped my gaze to the grass beneath my feet. “I’m just tired.”

      “You’re still not sleeping?”

      “No.” I sighed. Every time I closed my eyes, my mind decided to replay my foolish attempt at resurrecting Graham—with one important difference. When dream Graham wrapped his hands around my throat and began to choke the life from me, his face changed, shifting and reshaping until it was no longer Graham poised above me but my father.

      I raised my hand to my throat and brushed my fingers against my skin. I’d long since healed—the benefit of striking a deal with a literal demon—but as I rubbed my finger over the spot where Graham’s nails had dug into my flesh it was as though I could still feel the wounds.

      “You don’t have to worry about Graham coming back,” Nic said. “Jason dealt with the body.”

      When Nic said they’d ‘dealt with the body’, what he really meant was they’d salted the corpse and anointed it in holy oils from the Saga Venatione before burning him.

      “So all that’s in the casket is a pile of ashes?” It was strange to think of Graham—the vitally alive man that he had been—reduced to nothing more than a pile of ash.

      Nic ducked his head, as though he couldn’t meet my gaze and it set alarm bells off in my head.

      “Nic, what the hell did they just bury?”

      “Nothing.”

      I stared at him. Had I heard him correctly? Had he really just informed me there was nothing in the casket?

      “Excuse me?”

      “They couldn’t risk putting anything in the casket,” he said. “Jason is having it sent back to the Vatican.”

      “I don’t understand. You said yourself that they dealt with the body. Why would they need to send his ashes back to the Vatican?”

      “I should get you home,” Nic said, changing the subject. “It looks like it’s going to rain.”

      “Don’t you dare fob me off,” I said. “Tell me what the Vatican could possibly want with Graham’s ashes.”

      Nic glanced up at me, his expression unreadable. “Amber, there are no ashes.”

      I took a step backwards and almost tipped myself over the curb. “You said he was dealt with. There have to be ashes, otherwise…”

      Nic shook his head and glanced in the direction of the cemetery caretakers who were at that moment rolling up the fake ever-green grass they’d laid out around Graham’s grave.

      “They burned the body. Jason dealt with it personally; he still has that much power at least.” Nic said the last part with a significant amount of bitterness. Whatever Jon had told the Elite about the Saga Venatione had severely curtailed their freedom in terms of ongoing investigations.

      “But the body wouldn’t burn.”

      I sucked a sharp breath in through my teeth. “You’re not making any sense.”

      “I’m not sure what else I can say, Amber. Jason tried to burn the body but it wouldn’t burn.”

      “And the oil? Did that burn?”

      Nic nodded. “Of course the oil burned, it’s oil. But once the fire went out, the body was left intact.”

      A pit opened up in the middle of my stomach and my heart dropped into it.

      “Why wouldn’t it burn?”

      Nic shrugged. “There are a few possibilities,” he said.

      “And they are?”

      “You’re not going to like them. Maybe we should just forget about it and—”

      “Nic, for Christ’s sake, tell me already.”

      “Fine. There have been cases of reanimation that resulted in an inability to destroy the corpse even after the entity that had inhabited the body departed.” He sighed.

      “You mean demonic possessions.”

      “Yeah.” His expression was grave. “And they haven’t seen anything like it since the Shadow Sorcerers died out. Nobody alive has ever seen this kind of phenomenon.”

      “Shit,” I said.

      “Yeah. That’s what I said too.”

      “What will they do with him now?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know.” Nic pushed his hands back through his hair.

      “Could he—” I cut off, unsure of what I was asking him.

      “Could he come back to life?” Nic finished for me.

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yeah, could he reanimate?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine on all of this. It’s so far above my pay-grade. The only reason I know as much as I do is because they want me to escort the body.”

      For one terrible second the ground rolled beneath my feet.

      “You’re leaving?”

      “It’s not forever. I’ll be a couple of days. A week max.”

      I could already feel the loss of him; an empty void that swelled in the centre of my chest.

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Tonight,” he said.

      “And when do you leave?”

      He looked away and I knew the answer without him even having to open his mouth.

      “You’re going tonight?”

      “I have to, Amber. This is important.”

      “I know that,” I said, turning away to pace back and forth on the path. The sound of an engine roaring to life dragged me back from the precipice of my thoughts and I paused my pacing long enough to watch the large yellow digger amble toward the pile of dirt next to Graham’s grave.

      “It was bad enough thinking he was going to be in there, lying beneath all that dirt. But...” I trailed off. I wouldn’t even be able to visit his grave. It would be nothing but a marker. I had taken even that from him with my stupidity and arrogance.

      “I’ll take good care of him. I promise.”

      Nic would look after Graham. I didn’t doubt him for a second.

      Nic continued to speak. “Listen, there’s something else I need to talk to you about. Something—”

      But I cut him off, my thoughts spiraling dangerously out of control. What would happen to Nic when he got to the Vatican?

      I paused in front of him. “Is doing this going to put you in danger?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, are they going to find out about what you did to save me?”

      “Not unless I tell them and I’m not going to do that.” He cupped my face with his hands and tilted it up to his. “Amber, I’ll be fine and I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Swallowing back the unease that was slowly growing in the pit of my stomach, I nodded. “Okay. I just, I worry, you know?”

      He smiled. “It’s kind of nice.”

      “What, my worrying about your ass is nice?”

      He grinned. “Well come on, a guy has to get affection wherever he can.”

      I raised my fist to punch him in the arm but Nic caught my hand easily and tugged me closer.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      A flicker of unease passed through Nic’s eyes but it was gone as quickly as it had arrived.

      “How about we go back to yours and spend some time together before tonight? We can talk there.” A promise of things to come was held in his eyes. He brushed his thumb over my skin and my senses were heightened by the connection between us.

      Heat coiled in the pit of my stomach, chasing away the unease I’d felt just moments before.

      Without thinking, I pushed up onto my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his. His heat seared into me as he returned my embrace with a passion that threatened to steal any rational thought I might have had in my mind.

      The first raindrops fell from the sky, splashing onto my feverish skin.

      Nic broke away first, laughing as he dragged me further beneath the tree and out of the sudden deluge.

      “I told you it was going to rain,” he said, the warmth of his smile lighting up his face so that one of his dimples appeared. “You see, there are some things I know.”

      As the rain began to fall harder and faster, I let him hold me beneath the tree and I found myself wishing I could believe him. But the unease I’d thought had fled was still there.

      What if he was wrong?
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      I pushed open the front door and Nic turned me around to face him, forcing me to walk backwards into the apartment as he cupped my face. His lips found mine.

      His hands slid beneath my jacket, pushing it off my shoulders. I shrugged free of it, discarding it on the floor as I pulled him closer, deepening the kiss.

      Nic’s left hand slipped between the soft fabric of my t-shirt and my skin. The palm of his hand was cool against my fiery skin as he trailed his fingers up and over my ribcage. His touch drew a moan from my lips but Nic swallowed it down as his tongue slipped into my mouth.

      “Don’t mind me,” Alastor said.

      Nic froze, his muscles rigid beneath my touch as I clung to him. It was like holding onto a statue. Not that I could blame him.

      I broke the kiss and glanced over Nic’s shoulder into the living room where Alastor lay sprawled over the couch.

      His azure gaze met mine and the grin that crept across his face was practically sinful.

      “Please,” he said. “Carry on. I’m quite enjoying the show. I didn’t think the old witch hunter had so much passion in him.”

      Nic jerked stiffly away from me and spun around to face Alastor.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Nic said, the veins in his neck standing to attention as he balled his hands into fists.

      Alastor slid gracefully to his feet. His powder blue T-shirt clung to his sculpted body like it had been poured on.

      “Why are you here?” I croaked, sliding my own shirt back down to cover my body. My actions drew a raised eyebrow from Alastor but the smile he wore never once faltered.

      “I am your demon,” he said. “Where else would I be?” Every word that left his mouth was done to cause maximum damage.

      Nic’s power blew across my skin and it was like being submerged in a vat of boiling oil. The energy pulsing from him scalded me as it slid down my throat making it impossible for me to draw breath.

      Alastor’s smile disappeared, his azure eyes disappearing beneath the blackness of his demonic energy. He rolled his neck and cracked his knuckles.

      “Bring it, witch-hunter,” he said. His words were like a red rag to a bull and Nic charged at him.

      He lunged over the back of the couch, ramming his shoulder in against the demon’s chest in a powerful tackle that any football player would have been proud of.

      Alastor grunted as Nic struck him before he drove his elbow down into Nic’s vulnerable spine.

      Without wasting a second, Alastor wrapped his arms around Nic’s waist and hoisted him into the air. Nic’s feet left the floor and he fought to cling onto the demon who now held him aloft. Alastor’s smile returned as he drove Nic’s head toward the ground.

      Power bloomed in the room, driving me to my knees. Alastor lurched, his smile disappearing as he took the full brunt of Nic’s power.

      He dropped Nic and staggered backwards.

      Nic recovered quickly and landed a powerful blow to the demon’s solar plexus.

      I doubled over. Bile raced up the back of my throat. My chest burned as if I’d been the one who’d been struck instead of Alastor.

      As I struggled to draw breath, blood flooded my mouth as my head snapped to the side and pain blossomed along the side of my jaw. I raised my gaze long enough to see Nic kick Alastor in the stomach. It was a good kick and I slammed into the wall.

      “You think I’m the one who will hurt her.” Alastor gritted the words out as he took Nic’s kick as though it were nothing more than an inconvenience.

      “Shut up.” Nic kicked him again and my vision ran in red streamers as my vision blurred with tears.

      “You’re the one killing her witch-hunter,” Alastor said.

      I waited for the next blow but it never came.

      “Jesus Christ, Amber,” Nic’s voice penetrated the fog rapidly filling my head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

      Opening my eyes, I met his gaze. Tentatively, he touched my face and I winced as the pain lanced through me once more.

      “How is this possible?” he said.

      “We’re linked,” Alastor answered as he climbed to his feet once more. “If you kill me, you kill her. It’s that simple.”

      There was no denying the barely contained rage that swam in Nic’s eyes but it was tempered by his concern as I tried to get up off the floor.

      “Let me help,” he said, sliding an arm under mine.

      “I can manage.” It hurt to talk, it hurt to think.

      Pulling free of Nic’s touch, I tried to ignore the look of betrayal that flitted across his face. I didn’t want to hurt him but I also had my own issues to deal with.

      “I’ll go.” Nic searched my face.

      “I think that’s best.” There was a smugness to Alastor’s voice that I wanted to slap out of him.

      “No, wait. I—”

      Nic shook his head. “I’ve got to leave soon anyway and you’ve got your hands full here.”

      “Nic, we need to talk about this.”

      He smiled at me but it wasn’t the same as it had been earlier in the cemetery. Now when he smiled, it was tinged with a sadness I’d never seen in him before.

      “What is there to talk about, Amber? You tied yourself to a demon. It’s my job to hunt down demons and send them back to Hell and now I can’t even do that.”

      “Nic, I had no choice. You know that.”

      “You had a choice, Amber. There’s always a choice and you chose to let that thing inside.”

      “Hey!” Alastor folded his arms over his broad chest. “I resent being called a thing. Spawn of Hell is much more fitting.”

      “Not helping,” I gritted out through my teeth.

      “Wasn’t trying to.”

      Nic made it to the front door before I could catch up to him. Touching the sleeve of his jacket, I brought him up short.

      “I don’t want you to go,” I said.

      “And I don’t really want to leave, but I don’t have a choice, Amber. If I stay, I’m only going to end up hurting you worse than I already have and I don’t want to risk that. I can’t risk that.”

      “I’ll make him leave,” I said, hating the desperation in my voice. Part of me that knew that if he walked out of the door, we might not find our way back to each other. Not to mention the fact that he was going back to the Vatican. I couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving like this and something happening to him.

      “I’ll see you when I come back,” he said. “Maybe then, things will be a little clearer.” He glanced back into the living room and grimaced.

      “Nic, please don’t go.”

      Whatever he heard in my voice caused him to hesitate.

      “Why should I stay?”

      “Because I’m asking...”

      He glanced back at the demon who stood in the centre of the living room. I didn’t need to turn around to see the look on Alastor’s face, I could feel his glower just fine.

      “Don’t look at him, look at me.” I cupped his cheek and Nic leaned into the palm of my hand, drawing in a deep breath as he pressed his nose to my wrist.

      “I love you,” he said. His voice so soft that for a moment I wasn’t sure I’d even heard him properly.

      “Excuse me?” My breath caught in the back of my throat.

      “I said I love you.” There was a pause as Nic closed his eyes. “But I can’t stay here with you,” he said, letting go of a deep bone shaking sigh. “Not when he’s here. Just standing in the room with him is like having every fibre of my being slowly ripped asunder.”

      “I can make him leave,” I said.

      Nic’s lips quirked upwards into a small smile. “Now that is something I would pay to see.”

      I started to turn but he caught my hand in his and pulled me back against him. His lips found mine, his kiss sealing my words inside my mouth with the intensity of his passion. Butterflies skittered in my stomach as his hands slid around my waist and he cupped me against his solid body.

      It had been too long.

      And then just as suddenly as he had grabbed me he let me go. My knees shook and it took everything I had to stay on my feet.

      Nic pressed his forehead to mine, his breathing ragged as he stood before me. I looked up at him but his eyes were closed.

      “I have to go,” he said, and my heart sank. “Not because I want to. Not even because of that thing in there.” The bitterness was back in his voice. “But because if I don’t leave now I’m not sure I’ll be able to go at all.” He opened his eyes once more and pinned me in place with his gaze.

      “I’m sorry we wasted so much time. I’m sorry I was such an ass and I promise that when I come back, we will sort this mess out.” He sucked in a deep breath. “But I need to do this. I need to make sure you’re safe and I can’t be certain you are without dealing with Graham’s corpse.”

      “I love you too,” I said.

      Nic’s gaze softened as his lips brushed softly against mine. He pushed a bundle of yellowed note papers into my hands and then he was gone.

      The subtle click of the front door as it slid shut after him echoed in my head.

      Turning away from the door with the papers in hand I found myself face to face with Alastor who was once again draped over the couch, only this time he had the remains of a block of cheese in his hands.

      “Honestly, when are you going to get something better to eat in this flea pit? There are dumpsters in Hell with better scraps than what’s in your fridge.”

      Pinching my thumb and index finger over the bridge of my nose I sucked in a deep breath. The day was definitely going from bad to worse.
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      “Well you know where the door is, don’t let it hit you on the ass on your way out,” I said, striding toward the bedroom. I rifled through the papers as I made it to the door. The symbols seemed somewhat familiar but I couldn’t quite put my finger on where I’d seen them before.

      My vision swam with exhaustion and I folded the papers up once more.

      I was tired. Tired of always having to put my own life on hold. All I wanted to do at that moment was crawl beneath the covers and hide.

      Really, it was just my way of feeling sorry for myself. Not that I would ever admit that to anyone.

      I slammed the bedroom door shut, locking it behind me. With a demon in the apartment you couldn’t be too careful. Knowing what Alastor was like, I’d probably wake up to find him in the bed next to me.

      Dumping the bundle of papers onto the bed, I crawled beneath the covers.

      Closing my eyes, I listened to the thoughts that crowded into the front of my mind. Just what did Jon have planned for me? Where he was concerned it would be nothing good. How was I supposed to deal with him?

      “I know something is bothering you,” Alastor said, his voice carrying through the locked door. Ignoring him, I rolled over in the bed, taking my pillow with me and crushing it down over my head.

      “Really? I’m in your head, Amber. The pillow isn’t going to cut it.”

      Groaning with frustration I flopped onto my back. The mattress dipped and I opened my eyes a crack to find Alastor grinning at me from the bottom of the bed.

      “Locks aren’t really made to keep demons out either,” he said, his smug smile made my palms itch to strike him.

      “What do you want?”

      He pouted, his full lips curling down in a moue of displeasure. “I thought that was obvious?”

      “Well pretend I’m an idiot then and explain it to me?”

      “Neither of us are particularly satisfied by this half-baked bond we’ve got going,” he said.

      “You mean, you’re not happy with it.”

      “It’s the same thing, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not in the mood for these stupid games, Alastor. I want you gone.”

      “You know, you asked me to pretend you were an idiot. I didn’t realise you were going to make it so easy for me.”

      Power curled in the pit of my stomach, warming me from the inside out as my anger spiked.

      “I said, I want you out of here.” There was an echo to my voice. It would be so easy just to take my frustrations out on the demon sitting on the end of my bed.

      “You know he’s not going to stop coming for you.” Alastor’s words acted like a bucket of ice water, dousing my rage and leaving me with an emptiness in the pit of my stomach.

      “I know that.” My voice was quiet in the silence of the room.

      Alastor sighed. “We need a plan and—”

      His voice trailed off but I ignored him. “I have more power now. If I have to fight, I can defend myself against—”

      “Where did you get this?” Alastor’s voice was low and unease crawled down my spine.

      “Where did I get what?” As I sat up, I realised he was holding the bundle of papers Nic had shoved into my hand before he left. “Nic gave them to me.”

      “And where did he get them?”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t exactly tell me what it was, I just—” I cut off, noting the stillness in Alastor’s body as he studied the pages held in his grip. “What is it?”

      “These come from a text I’d thought lost.”

      I waited for him to say something else but he didn’t. His gaze was riveted to the page and I reached over and snatched the top leaf from his grip.

      “So what does it mean?”

      “It’s a set of instructions for separating a witch from her demon.”

      Ice slid down my spine. “But that would—”

      Alastor nodded. “Kill them?” He met my gaze and I was discomforted to find his eyes had lost their human appearance and instead what peered out at me was his demonic counterpart. “Once bonded, a demon and his witch cannot be parted. Not even in death.”

      I swallowed hard. Alastor’s words weren’t exactly comforting. Sure it was great to know I was harder to kill now that we shared a bond. But what the hell was Nic doing with this?

      “There has to be something else,” I said. “There’s something we’re missing. Nic doesn’t want to hurt me. He loves me.”

      Alastor let his eyes drop to the papers gripped in his hands. “If he doesn’t wish to harm you then why are you still sporting the evidence of his wrath?”

      I touched my face self-consciously. I hadn’t bothered to look in the mirror after Nic had left. And while I knew my injuries would heal faster than any normal human had a right to heal, I could still taste blood in my mouth.

      “He wasn’t trying to hurt me.” The words sounded pathetic even to my ears and I wasn’t surprised when Alastor lifted his gaze and snorted in derision.

      “Now you’re not even trying to hide your idiocy.”

      “That’s not fair. He didn’t know I would bear the brunt of the injuries.” I narrowed my gaze as Alastor refused to meet my eyes. “Speaking of that, why did I bear the brunt of your fight?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “I have no idea. Perhaps it is a side-effect of your refusal to complete the bond we share.”

      Climbing from the bed I paced up and down the small space between the bed and the door. “Bullshit, Alastor. You wanted to teach Nic a lesson and you used me to do it.”

      There was nothing friendly about the smile that hovered around his lips.

      “You cheated because you knew you couldn’t beat him.”

      “I’m a demon, Amber. I don’t have to play fair.” There was an edge of boredom to his voice as he lay back on the bed, stretching his body so that his t-shirt deliberately rode up to expose his hard, muscular stomach. He caught me staring and cocked an eyebrow at me suggestively.

      Tearing my eyes away from him, I scanned the page I’d snatched from his hands. It was mostly written in Latin and another language I didn’t recognise.

      “What language is this?” I asked, holding out the sheet to Alastor.

      He sat up with a sigh and ran his gaze down over the yellowed page. “It’s Saga Venatione,” he said. “I can’t read it, personally.”

      “So how can you be sure it’s Saga Venatione?”

      “Because the last time I was sent back to Hell it was a witch hunter who did the deed and I remember the words he used. It’s similar to the ones here.” He jabbed a long finger into the centre of the page.

      “You were banished to Hell before?”

      He nodded. “A long time ago. Long before you were so much as a twinkle in your daddy’s eye.”

      “You mean back when there were still shadow sorcerers around?”

      “They hadn’t become shadow sorcerers then,” he said. “They were still just witches.”

      I flopped down onto the edge of the bed. We were definitely missing something. Nic didn’t want to hurt me, that much I was certain of. But I couldn’t escape the fact that the instructions written on the pages didn’t exactly look good for him.

      “Maybe he thought this was a way to help me,” I said more to myself than Alastor.

      Alastor rolled his eyes.

      “I’m serious, Alastor. If he wanted to kill me--if he planned to separate us and send us both to Hell--then why would he have given me the ritual to do it in the first place? It doesn’t make any sense. If he wanted me dead he wouldn’t have given this to me at all.”

      “Maybe he’s an idiot too?” Alastor supplied helpfully.

      “We need to find someone who can read this.”

      Alastor sat bolt upright on the bed and glowered at me. “No. We are not taking this to another witch hunter.”

      “I didn’t say I’d take it to a witch hunter. Just someone who could read it.”

      “And what, you happen to know someone who can read that?”

      “I can’t be certain but it’s worth a try.”

      “Who is it?”

      “My sister.”

      Alastor’s smile returned. “And why would she know how to read this?”

      “Because she’s like me,” I said with a sigh. “Another shadow sorceress. And she knows a lot more about all of this than I do.”

      “She had a coven to teach her?”

      I nodded. My own mother hadn’t taught me how to manage my powers. She’d thought she could save me from them by binding me but all she’d really done was ensure I was left vulnerable. With no real knowledge of my power, of my heritage I was flying blind. But Lily had at least some of the answers.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” Alastor said. “Where is she?”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “That’s the hard part. She’s in prison.”

      Alastor’s eyes widened. “You mean they know what she is?”

      The memory of the last time I’d seen her popped into my mind unbidden. She’d killed the nurse who had attempted to sedate her with her powers. I couldn’t exactly blame her for her actions.

      “Yeah. They definitely know what she is.”
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      Despite the exhaustion threatening to cripple me, I couldn’t wait to find out what Lily knew about the papers Nic had given to me.

      Grabbing my phone from the bedside locker, I scrolled quickly through the available numbers until I found the one I was looking for.

      I tapped nervously on the scarred wooden top of the dresser as the ringtone echoed in my ears. Jason wouldn’t have been my first choice of someone to spend the evening with. But if I was to stand any chance of getting into the prison where they were keeping Lily then I needed his blessing.

      He picked up after the fifth ring, his gruff voice causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand to attention.

      “What do you want?”

      “Nice to know we’re keeping things friendly between us,” I said, not bothering to hide the caustic edge to my voice. He’d been the one to cross the line, not me. So if he thought he was going to play the injured the party in all of this then he was sorely mistaken.

      “You made it perfectly clear that friendly was not how you wanted things to go between us.”

      “No. I made it perfectly clear that I don’t want to get into bed with you, Jason. I never said we couldn’t be friends.”

      His laughter was bitter as it slid down the line to me. “I forgot how much you like to twist the truth to suit your own narrative. I suppose I should thank you really for cutting me loose. God knows it would be too easy to get tripped up in your web.”

      “Cut your crap, Jason, I—”

      “I don’t know why you bothered calling me anyway. You made it perfectly clear that you wanted nothing more to do with me. That you wanted me gone.”

      “Are you going to get over your wounded pride or not?” Exasperation made me curt.

      Jason sighed on the other end of the line.

      “What do you want?”

      “I need to see Lily.”

      Silence greeted me on the other end of the line and I could practically see the cogs in his head as they sluggishly began to turn.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      “I shit you not.”

      “Quit flirting.” Alastor’s voice slithered through my mind and I stuck my tongue out at him as he rolled his eyes.

      “The last time I let you in there, she killed a nurse.”

      “That wasn’t my fault,” I said. “That was because of the way they’re treating her in there. She was just defending herself and—”

      “She’s a monster, Amber,” Jason said, his voice utterly devoid of emotion as though he were talking about a chair or a lamp and not another human being.

      “If she is then so are we all.”

      He went quiet once more and only the sound of his breathing told me he was still on the line.

      “Jason’s she’s my sister. I need to see her.”

      “Why?”

      I’d been expecting the question but I still found it difficult to think of the right words. I couldn’t exactly tell him the real reason I wanted to see her. He and Nic didn’t see eye to eye on anything, me included. And I had a feeling if he saw the opportunity to screw his brother over he would take it, no matter how petty it might seem.

      Lying seemed like the only real path to take.

      “I suppose Nic told you my father isn’t really dead?” I already knew the answer. Nic had told me he was going to inform Jason. That protocol dictated he let the other Saga Venatione in the city know about the impending threat. And I’d agreed because it had been easier to go along with it rather than fight him.

      “Yeah he said you had reasonable intel to suggest he wasn’t in Hell.”

      I swallowed past the bitter lump in the back of my throat. I’d spent my entire life grieving the loss of a man who had never truly cared for me—spent my whole life carrying the guilty knowledge that I had murdered him.

      And even though he was back, there was still no getting over the truth. I had sent him to Hell in the first place. Lily’s bitterness toward me over the loss of her father was justified in that respect; I was the reason she’d grown up without him.

      “I need to know what Lily has to say about it all.”

      “You think she knew he was back?”

      “Nothing would surprise me.”

      There was a protracted pause before Jason sighed. “Fine, I’ll have them put your name on the visitor log for tomorrow.”

      “I’d prefer tonight.”

      “Amber, come on. This is already going to be an administrative nightmare to get you on the books. Asking to let you in tonight would be flouting the rules entirely and I’m already in hot water.”

      I thought of a snappy answer but swallowed it back. My mother had always said you could catch more flies with honey instead of vinegar.

      “But you could do it.” There was a wheedling note in my voice and I hated it. I glanced over at Alastor and he shot me a double thumbs-up.

      If ever I needed a morality compass I could always use Alastor. Anything a demon thought was a good idea was pretty much guaranteed to be a terrible idea. But beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      “Fine. I’ll give them a call. But if the answer is a flat no then I’m not going to push it.”

      “Understood,” I said.

      “And, Amber, if I get you this then you owe me.” There was no escaping the edge in Jason’s voice as he said the words.

      “Jason, I—”

      “Do we have an agreement or not?”

      Balling my free hand into a fist, I dug my fingernails into the palm of my hand. “We have a deal.”

      I half expected him to say something else. Instead the line went dead and I was left staring down at the bright screen of my iPhone.

      “Looks like I’m not the only devil you’ve been making deals with.” Alastor’s smug smile sent a shiver of revulsion skittering over my skin.

      But he wasn’t wrong.

      “Well shit,” I said, more to myself than Alastor.
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      Jason was as good as his word and an hour later I was sitting behind the wheel of one of the Elite’s SUVs. We pulled into the parking lot connected to the state of the art prison where they kept the preternaturals under lock and key.

      Alastor lounged across the passenger seat, one booted foot propped on the dashboard in front of him. As my headlights swept over the entrance to the prison office, my heart sank as Jason was illuminated in the brilliant white light.

      “Shit.” Reflexively I hit the brakes and the SUV juddered beneath me.

      “This will be interesting,” Alastor said quietly, his eyes fixed on the hunter awaiting our arrival.

      “Maybe I should go in on my own,” I said.

      “Like Hell you will,” Alastor sat bolt upright in his seat and fixed me with his azure gaze. “I’m not afraid of some witch-hunting scum. If he has a problem with me then we can deal with it.”

      “When you say deal with it, do you mean you’ll let him beat the shit out of you so that I end up feeling the brunt of his wrath like you did with Nic?”

      Alastor shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “I’m going to go ahead right now and veto that plan.”

      “Then what do you suggest?”

      “That you wait here while I try and—”

      Alastor was already out of the car and striding toward Jason before I could finish my sentence.

      “Great,” I muttered as I parked the car and slid out from behind the wheel.

      As I caught up to the two men I could see the muscle in Jason’s jaw doing overtime as he squared off against the demon. The blue from Alastor’s eyes was gone, swallowed by the darkness that swirled inside him. But his insufferable grin was plastered across his face.

      “Who’s your new friend?” Jason asked, his voice tight with barely constrained rage as he turned his attention to me.

      “It’s a long story,” I said. “I didn’t think you would be here.”

      “Is that your excuse for bringing a demon to a prison full of preternatural criminals?”

      “I don’t need an excuse,” I said. “Are we going to go in or—”

      Jason’s bark of laughter cut me off before I could get the words out.

      “Jesus you’re serious, aren’t you?” He sobered quickly and his appraising gaze moved between Alastor and me. “Does Nic know what you’re slumming it with now?”

      “They’ve met,” I said wryly.

      “Alastor. Nice to meet you.” The demon next to me stuck his hand out in Jason’s direction.

      The hunter stared down at it with an almost comical expression on his face, as though Alastor’s hand was about to jump up and strangle him.

      Jason grabbed my elbow and towed me away from the entrance to the prison and into the grassy surround that lined the pathway.

      “Have you lost your mind, Amber? You can’t just bring a demon into a place like this. If the others get a whiff of what he is, they’ll—”

      “Wait, why aren’t you overreacting about this?” I shook free of his grip and stared up into his dark gaze. There wasn’t the slightest hint of his Saga power to be seen which surprised me. I’d seen Jason lose his mind over much less. Putting a pureblood demon in front of him should have been enough to send him off the deep end. And yet…

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You haven’t hulked out over Alastor,” I said. “How come?”

      Jason opened his mouth to say something and then paused. He shot a considering look in Alastor’s direction before returning his attention to me once more.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little odd considering what he is?” Unease spread through my gut. I’d learned long ago not to ignore those kinds of feelings, that to do so would only lead to catastrophe.

      “What does Nic think of him?”

      “He—” I paused. Just what did Nic think of Alastor? He definitely wasn’t a fan of the demon; that much was certain. But for all of his power, Nic had shown great restraint around the pureblood demon. Not to mention the fact that the first time they’d met, Nic hadn’t even known about Alastor’s presence until he’d entered my apartment. Before I’d opened the door he’d been completely ignorant.

      “He doesn’t like him but I can’t say he’s behaving entirely the way I thought he would.”

      The fact that Nic could stand to be in Alastor’s presence at all spoke volumes. There had been a time when he’d tried to kill me at every turn. If I so much as allowed a glimmer of my power to surface he wouldn’t have hesitated in killing me.

      And then it had all changed.

      “Nic shared a piece of his soul with me,” I said.

      Jason’s face twisted in horror as he glanced back at the demon.

      “You don’t think that has anything to do with this, do you?”

      I shrugged. “Can you think of a better reason? I mean before he did it, he nearly killed me. You had to stop him.”

      Jason nodded. “I remember.” There was an odd gruffness to his voice and he was suddenly incapable of meeting my gaze.

      “And now…”

      “I get it,” Jason snapped. “But how can that possibly have anything to do with this?” He gestured to Alastor, who raised his hand and waggled his fingers suggestively in Jason’s direction. “It’s an abomination.”

      I sighed and pinched my fingers against the bridge of my nose. “I’m not going to argue with you there. But he’s my abomination.” Had I really just defended Alastor? I glanced up half expecting to see pigs streaking across the rapidly darkening sky above. “I suppose it makes sense in a warped kind of way. Nic sharing his soul with me protects me from his power and I share a bond with Alastor.” I shrugged. “I don’t really have a better way of explaining it.”

      “This is a mess. It’s bad enough a shadow sorceress being protected from our abilities but a demon too. The Saga Venatione will flip when they hear about it.”

      “You can’t tell them, Jason,” I said. Panic dug wicked claws into my insides as I saw him hesitate. “You’ll kill him, Jason. You know that. If they find out they will kill Nic.”

      “You’ve put me in an impossible situation.”

      “I didn’t choose this.” I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “What’s done is done, Jason. And as much as you seem to hate your brother. Could you really live with yourself if you were the reason he was killed?”

      Jason shook his head. “I won’t see him dead.” Relief washed over me, quelling the panic that had threatened to turn my insides to jelly. “But this is too important to keep a secret, Amber. They need to know they’re not protected against demonic attack.”

      “And we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” I glanced back at Alastor. “He has no interest in attacking the hunters. Neither of us do.”

      Jason scrubbed his hands over his face. “Fine. I’ll keep this to myself.”

      “Are we going to go in or dawdle here all night?” Alastor’s voice cut through the air. “I’m all for procrastination when the time calls for it but we’ve got more pressing matters to attend to.”

      “He’s not going in there,” Jason reiterated.

      Alastor flashed him a grin. “Are you going to stop me?”

      Jason’s shoulders tightened and I groaned inwardly.

      Goddess save me from testosterone fuelled macho men.
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      Jason grumbled to himself as we made our way through the metal detectors in the main foyer of the facility. I emptied my pockets quickly and slid my gun into the lockable metal tray provided by the guard manning the station.

      “What am I supposed to put him down as?” Jason jabbed a finger in Alastor’s direction as he moved through the metal detector. Despite there being no alarm, the guard still gestured for Alastor to step to the side and submit to being patted down.

      It seemed that even when Alastor was being on his very best behavior, there was still something about him that set humans on edge.

      “Just mark him down as an associate,” I said, peering over Jason’s shoulder at the sign-in sheet gripped in the guard’s hand.

      He huffed out an unhappy sigh but did as I’d suggested.

      I fiddled with the visitor tag as we progressed deeper into the prison, needing something to do with my hands in order to conceal the slight tremor I could feel running through me. Chancing a glance up at Alastor, I noted the way his lips had thinned and the flinching around his eyes as a scream ripped through the corridor.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, nudging him with my elbow.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” His answer was a little too quick for it to be honest and I quirked an eyebrow at him in response.

      “This place smells like desperation is all,” he said, turning his face away so I couldn’t read the expression in his eyes.

      “I’d have thought a demon would be at home with something like this.”

      “There are some demons who relish the sadistic torture of other souls but I am not one of them.”

      “I thought all demons were the same; blood-thirsty bastards,” Jason piped up without turning around to look at us.

      “Well what you know could fit on the back of a postage stamp,” Alastor fired back.

      Jason’s steps faltered and I swerved to avoid stepping on him as he swung around to face Alastor.

      “You really want to keep up the snide remarks?” Jason asked, colour blooming on his cheekbones.

      “Tit-for-tat.” Alastor folded his heavily muscled arms in front of his chest and proceeded to peer down his nose at Jason like he was examining some new species of bug.

      “Enough of this bullshit,” I whispered beneath my breath, mindful of the cameras that were at that moment turning in our direction. “We’ve got a job to do. The last thing any of us needs right now is to draw the wrong kind of attention to ourselves.”

      Jason sucked in a breath and I half expected him to argue with me. Instead, he let the breath out in a long whoosh and shrugged.

      “Fine. Just keep that thing on a leash, Amber.” He turned and continued to saunter down the corridor.

      Alastor, on the other hand, bristled and opened his mouth to answer before I clamped my fingers down on his arm.

      “Stick a pin in it,” I said, inclining my head in the direction of the cameras. “We’re already drawing way too much attention to ourselves. I don’t want to get stuck in here and I’m pretty sure you don’t either.”

      He glanced up and spotted the flickering red lights from the cameras that were trained on us.

      “Fine,” he said, leaning down so I could hear his barely audible whisper. “But if I ever have the chance to shove that hunter’s head up his ass, I will take it.”

      I shot him a tight smile and released the grip I had on his arm before I followed Jason down the hallway to Lily’s cell.
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      The guard standing outside her cell scrutinised us as we approached. As soon as Jason came to a halt next to the reinforced door, the armed guard stepped forward and blocked his approach.

      “And where are you going?” he asked, the barely veiled hostility in his voice took me by surprise.

      “I’m here to speak with the prisoner.” Jason made to move past the guard but the other man shook his head and mirrored Jason’s movements so he remained between him and the doorway.

      “She doesn’t want to see anyone right now.”

      “And since when did prisoners start giving orders?” Jason asked, narrowing his gaze at the other man.

      The guard was tall, his blocky body made all the wider by the special tactical armour he wore. No doubt to keep him safe if the inmates became a little rowdy. The pupils of his green eyes were dilated and tiny beads of sweat stood out in relief against his forehead beneath the black helmet covering his head.

      My gaze slid down to the pulse that hopped in his throat and I felt my chest constrict. It was too fast.

      My eyes shot back up to his face and something akin to terror slid through his gaze as he peered over Jason’s shoulder in my direction.

      “Jason,” I said, grabbing the witch hunter’s leather jacket in an attempt to tug him backwards and away from the man blocking the door.

      “It’s fine, Amber,” he said impatiently.

      It would be all too easy to leave him to his fate. To let the guard—or whatever was now controlling him—teach Jason a lesson in vigilance. But that would mean the guard would inevitably perish and I couldn’t stand by and just let it happen.

      “Jason,” I said again, this time a little more forcefully.

      “What is it?” He started to turn and the guard—or the thing controlling him—saw an opening.

      He tugged the baton from his belt faster than my eyes could follow. He brought it up in an arc and then swept his arm downwards, forcing the baton to extend with an audible snap.

      I shoved Jason into the wall and out of the way of the blow that was obviously intended to cave his skull in. I dived forward, getting as close to the guard as I possibly could. The length of his arm reach meant the baton passed harmlessly over my head. Snapping my arm up, I jammed my elbow into the guard’s arm with enough force to drive his wrist into the cement wall. His bones crunched and it should have been enough to make him drop the baton but whoever was in control of his body had other ideas.

      He brought his arm around and grabbed the baton with his other hand. I had just a second to register the crackle of electricity that flowed through the baton before he swept it toward my face. I rolled out of the way but it wasn’t enough and he jammed the tip of the weapon in against my collarbone.

      Pain ripped through me as the voltage from the baton coursed through my body. My teeth chattered in my head and the smell of singed skin and hair poured up my nose.

      Power exploded through my chest, the force of it emptying my lungs of air. With my left hand, I grabbed the guard’s throat and drove him back against the wall as I caught the baton with my right and jerked it away from my throat.

      The power growing in my chest sucked the electrical charge down like it was the first droplet of rain at the end of a drought.

      “Help me!” the guard’s lips twisted the words out as I slammed him into the wall a second time and his helmet rattled to the shining tile floor beneath my boots.

      “Eicio!” The word ripped from my lips but it wasn’t my voice but Alastor’s that rumbled through my throat.

      The guard slumped in my grip, his green eyes rolling back in his head as he lost consciousness and slid to the floor.

      “What the fuck was that?” Jason said as the sound of running feet echoed in my ears.

      There was a ringing in my ears and I set my hand on the wall to steady myself as the tiles seemed to shift beneath my feet.

      “He was possessed,” I said. “Or at the very least something was controlling him.”

      Jason bent down and grabbed the keys from the guard’s belt. He wasted no time in jamming them into the lock and stood back as the door swung open to reveal the brilliant white interior of Lily’s cell.

      She lay on the floor at the back of the room, her ankles crossed and her hands clasped together over her stomach. For a moment the breath I’d started to draw in jammed in the back of my throat as I found myself wondering if she was actually breathing or not.

      Lily’s head rolled to the side and she opened her eyes, pinning me in place with her inscrutable stare.

      “Hey, sis, so nice of you to drop by.”

      Fluidly, she rolled up into a sitting position so that her back was against the padded wall behind her and her legs were crossed in front of her body. I half expected her to close her eyes again and start meditating but she didn’t.

      The sound of boots hitting the floor grew louder and I was aware of the shouts of the guards who had come to their fallen comrade’s aid as they drew closer. The world shifted again and I closed my eyes, drawing a deep breath in through my nose as Alastor’s hand brushed against the collar of my jacket.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, as he tugged the jacket open and peeled back the collar.

      “That’s going to hurt for a while,” he said softly and I glanced down to see the round, blackened mark left on my flesh from the guard’s electrical baton.

      “It’s not my fault!” Lily wailed.

      I jerked away from Alastor’s touch and discovered that Jason had pinned Lily to the back wall of her cell, his large hand wrapped around her throat. Her feet bicycled in the air as he lifted her clear of the floor.

      “If it wasn’t you, then who was it?” he said, his voice betraying his anger.

      Lily’s eyes bulged in her head as she scrabbled at the hand cutting off her air supply.

      “Jason, stop!” I said, reluctantly moving away from the safety of the wall. My legs felt like they were made of jelly as I stepped into the cell. Of course, it could have been worse. There was a time when something like that would have put me on my ass, maybe even the hospital. Apparently creating a bond with a demon had its perks after all.

      I reached Jason as he shook Lily so that her emaciated form rattled against the wall. She was so much thinner than I remembered. Her face was gaunt, her cheeks hollowed out,  her eyes sunken in her head.

      “It wasn’t her,” I said, grabbing his arm.

      He released her and shrugged away from me, his actions knocking me back a few paces as he rolled his shoulders and paced the small cell.

      Lily hit the floor with barely any sound and proceeded to wrap her arms around her knees as she curled into a ball.

      “Really? You just had to be that asshole.” I turned away from Jason in disgust and crouched down next to Lily.

      “Lily, are you hurt?” She turned her face up toward me, her eyes shining with excitement.

      I tried to take a step back but she had the element of surprise as she lunged toward me. We went backwards, her body riding me to the floor as she planted one knee below my diaphragm, making it impossible for me to draw in a deep breath.

      Sharp nails scored down over my cheek and I turned my head aside so that she missed my right eye. She did so, but only by a couple of inches.

      I called my power to me and it gathered in my chest but I couldn’t feel it. Couldn’t touch it. Everything felt like it was behind a wall of glass. In my mind I could see it churning inside me but no matter how hard I reached for it, there was nothing for me to grab onto.

      “Frustrating isn’t it?” Lily spat the words at me. Her dark hair hung in lank strands around her face and her eyes were wild. “They put wards in the walls after I killed the witch to stop me from using my power again.”

      Her fist barreled toward my face but I knocked her arm aside and punched her in the face. Stunned, she reeled away from me and I locked my legs around her waist before rolling her off me.

      It took only a second to get her on the floor with my arm pinned across her throat. I kept the pressure light; she felt so fragile beneath me that I worried if I pressed her too hard she would shatter.

      Her laughter bounced off the walls of the cell and it held an edge of hysteria that made me wonder if perhaps she had completely lost her mind in here.

      “Who was controlling the guard?” I said as the first of the guards arrived into the cell.

      It was unnerving to feel the weight of their guns trained on me as I held Lily down.

      “How would I know?” she smiled up at me, blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. Her small, pink tongue darted out to lick at it.

      “Because I think I know who it was,” I said, meeting her gaze head on and letting the weight of my suspicions flood my eyes.

      Lily’s eyes widened. “You mean—”

      A siren split the air and the inside of the cell lit up with the flash of red lights that danced in the hall.

      “What is that?” I shouted to Jason over the noise.

      The spots of colour that had moments before sat high on his cheeks was now gone. In fact all the colour from his face had drained away.

      “There’s been a breach.”

      “Excuse me?” I said, unsure if I’d heard him above the noise of the sirens wailing.

      “The prison has been breached,” he said, his voice a little stronger now.

      “Someone is breaking out?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing can break out, Amber. The siren means someone has broken in.”

      Lily wriggled excitedly beneath me. “He came for me. I always knew he’d come for me!”

      Alastor’s eyes had bled to demon black as he met my gaze from across the room. Fear curled in the pit of my stomach.

      This wasn’t going to end well.
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      “How can there be a breach? I thought this place was impenetrable.” I released my hold on Lily and pushed up onto my feet.

      A few of the guards in the hall were already conferring with one another in hushed tones and the muffled voices and static from their radios told me they were in communication with a higher authority in charge of the prison.

      “You,” I gestured to the guard nearest to us. The gun he held was still trained on me but I could tell from the nervous glances he was darting between Lily and the door that he wanted nothing more than to get out of the room. Evidently Lily’s reputation proceeded her. “What can you tell me about the breach?”

      His lip curled up in a sneer and he shook his head. “I don’t answer to you.”

      “But the Saga Venatione do still have jurisdiction here,” Jason interjected.

      “You were seen assaulting one of our own,” the guard said. “The orders are to take you all into custody.”

      “Not a chance,” Jason said, drawing himself up to his full height.

      “We didn’t assault the guard,” I said, casting a sideways glance into the hall at the guard who still lay on the ground. “There was something controlling him.”

      “Not possible,” the young man in front of us said. His finger trembled as it hovered over the trigger.

      Just what we needed. A terrified guard with an itchy trigger finger.

      “We’re telling you the truth,” I tried again, holding my hands placatingly out in front of me in a gesture of surrender. “It’s probably all connected to this breach you’ve got going on. Something managed to take control of your guard and now something is trying to break through your defenses.”

      The guard opened his mouth to speak.

      “Come on, it’s too much of a coincidence otherwise.” I didn’t believe in coincidences. Whatever was going on here was planned. There was no doubt about it.

      The guard studied me but before he could answer his radio crackled to life.

      “Code black, I repeat we have a code black—” The radio cut out but not before the gurgled scream of someone’s throat being ripped out crossed the airwaves.

      “Jason, what’s a code black?”

      “Someone is trying to access the release panel for the cells in the pit.” Jason was pale beneath the usual golden tan he had.

      “Do I want to know what the pit is?”

      “Probably not,” he said, his voice tight. He turned his attention back to the guards in the room. “You heard them over the radio we have a code black. We need to secure the prisoners in this wing and then—”

      “We can’t take orders from you.” The guard tried again and I couldn’t help but admire the guy’s tenacity. He was determined to stick to his orders no matter what happened.

      “Look,” I said with a sigh. “I get it. You’re scared. But we don’t have time for this bullshit. Something is coming and it’s going to rip your heart right out of your chest if we don’t get this place locked down. Now you can work with us or get the hell out of our way.”

      He sucked a deep breath in through his nose before he lowered the gun.

      “Fine,” he said, gesturing to the others around him to do the same thing.

      Lily sat in the corner of the room with a wide grin on her face.

      “I knew he’d come for me. I knew he wouldn’t let me down.”

      “How could you possibly know?” I turned my attention back to my sister. She grinned at me and held her finger against her lips in an overblown shushing gesture. Just what had they done to her in here? The Lily who had handed my ass to me on more than one occasion certainly wasn’t the same Lily who was now perched in the corner of her bare cell grinning at me like a maniac.

      “What makes you think he’ll let you live through this?” I tried again. There had to be some way to reach her. Something I could say that would cause her to snap out of whatever this new state of being she was in.

      “Because he loves me.” The words were nothing more than a whisper but I heard them anyway. “But does he love you, Amber?”

      Jason finished barking orders at the guards in the hall and he turned his attention to Alastor and me. “We need to move out of here.”

      “Is that wise? We’re not armed and we have no way of knowing what’s going out there.”

      “The pit is below us,” Jason said. “If we stay here we’ll be overrun anyway.”

      “What is the pit?”

      “You really want to know?”

      “Not really but what choice do I have. If I’m going to stand a chance of getting out of this alive then I need to know what we’re up against.”

      Jason nodded. “Fine. The pit is where they send the most dangerous of the preternaturals.”

      “Seriously?” I glanced back in Lily’s direction.  “And she didn’t warrant a cell in the pit?”

      “No.” He stared at Lily for a moment, an array of complex emotions playing across his face. When he returned his attention back to me they were gone. Buried beneath the facade he preferred to present to the world.

      “Once a shadow sorceress is neutralised they’re no longer considered such a threat.”

      Bile crept up the back of my throat at his mention of the word neutralised. Just what did that mean?

      “When you say neutralized…”

      Unable to meet my gaze, Jason shifted uneasily. “Her power still exists but the methods employed here have ensured her compliance.”

      “That doesn’t sound any better,” I said, anger causing my voice to rise. “Just spit out what you mean.”

      “We don’t have time for this, Amber,” he said. “If we don’t move we’re just sitting ducks.”

      “And Lily?” I asked. “What happens to her in all of this?”

      “It’ll be over quickly for her.”

      I took a step backwards, my chest constricting as the meaning of his words sank in.

      “You’re going to leave her here to die.”

      “Nobody has any use for a broken witch,” he hissed. “She’s as good as useless.”

      This wasn’t right. It was all wrong. Just because she was a shadow sorceress he was willing to leave to let her die?

      “She’s a human being,” I said. “Having powers doesn’t stop that from being true, no matter how much you might want it to.”

      “She’s a monster.” His jaw was set and I could tell from the way he squared his shoulders that he had no intention of backing down.

      “I’m not willing to leave her behind,” I said.

      “Do you realise what you’re saying?” Jason exploded. “She’s in here for a reason.”

      I swallowed back my unease. “I’m aware of that. I helped put her here after all. But I can’t sit back and let this happen. I won’t.” Folding my arms over my chest, I planted my feet on the floor. If he wanted to stop me then I was prepared to do whatever it took.

      “You’re as crazy as she is,” Jason said softly. He glanced back over his shoulder in the direction of the guards who remained in the hall. “They’re not going to just let you walk out of her. You have to know that.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      “And I can’t let you take her with you.”

      There it was, the truth. Despite the fact that I’d been expecting it, there was some part of me that was still surprised by it all. He’d accepted Alastor. It had taken a little persuading but it had happened.

      But this was clearly a bridge too far for him.

      “I know that too.”

      Jason sighed. “I didn’t want to do this.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, waiting for him to make his move. I had no weapons but I could still--

      Jason took one step backwards, taking him out of the cell. I darted forward as the cell door began to close and reached it as it slammed shut.

      I pressed the palms of my hands into the door. “Don’t do this. Don’t be a coward.”

      Despite the thick steel that lay between us I could still feel Jason on the other side of the door. A grate dropped open in the doorway and I was face to face with him once more.

      “I’m not a coward,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “You are if you just walk away and leave us here to die. At least have the decency to fight.”

      He smiled and his gaze slid to Alastor. “I know my limitations, Amber. There is nothing cowardly in that.”

      The grate slid shut and I could hear Jason barking orders out to his men in the hall.

      Turning to face Lily and Alastor, I shook my head. We were definitely screwed.
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      The padding that covered the walls of the cell muffled the noise from the alarms blaring throughout the prison.

      The ground beneath our feet shuddered violently. Dust from the roof dislodged and floated down, coating my face as another wave of seismic activity rumbled around us.

      “Can you use your power at all?” Alastor asked, pushing away from where he’d been leaning against the wall.

      “I can feel it but it’s like it’s locked behind a glass wall. I just can’t reach it.”

      He nodded, running his hand over the wall next to him. “The wards are strong but I don’t think they’re strong enough to withstand the two of us together.”

      “What have you got in mind?”

      He held his hand out to me. “How much do you trust me?”

      “Not at all.” I reached for him.

      Alastor’s lips curled into a wicked smile. “Good.”

      He lashed out lightning fast. Something sharp bit into my wrist and blood splattered across the brilliantly white floor and walls.

      “Shit,” I said. “That hurt.” I cradled my hand in against my chest as blood welled in the three deep gouge marks he’d made.

      “It was supposed to,” he said, biting into his own wrist.

      His obsidian blood was thick as it sluggishly trickled from the wound. He held his hand out to me once more and I stared at him distrustfully.

      “We need to make a circle,” he said. “You walk counter-clockwise to me, spilling your blood on the ground.”

      Alastor began to move, letting the thick gobbets of blood hit the floor as he began to walk the circle’s perimeter.

      I did as he asked, squeezing my arm so the blood trickled out a little faster. We worked quickly, the splatter of blood on the floor the only sound in the room.

      Before we closed the circle, Alastor stepped inside and gestured for me to do the same.

      “What about Lily?” She was still crouched in the corner, her knees drawn into her chest, but her eyes darted back and forth as she watched every move we made.

      “She’ll get over it,” Alastor said.

      Stepping into the circle, Alastor roughly grabbed my arm and pressed his bloodied wrist to mine.

      His blood seared into my skin like acid and I bit my lip to keep from crying out.

      When he turned to face me, his eyes were opaque with the darkness that dwelled within him.

      “This part we have to do together,” he said. “Like a mirror image of each other.”

      He dipped his fingers into the wound on his arm and raised two fingers before my face. I followed suit and pressed my bloody fingers to his face as he did the same, copying him through the feel of the patterns he made on my skin.

      Finally, he pressed the palm of his hand against my chest and gestured for me to do the same.

      “Reach for your power now,” he growled.

      Images flickered at the corners of my vision but when I tried to look at them, they disappeared.

      I did as he asked and found my power within, coiled and waiting. It slid up through the inside of my body, pressing against the inside of my skin like the silken coat of a great beast intent on escape.

      Heat collected on the surface of my skin and the flickering images at the corners of my vision grew a little clearer.

      “I can see the wards,” I said softly, reaching out with my power to tentatively brush against it. The second I touched it the ward snapped against my skin reminding me of the feel of the electric baton from earlier.

      My power recoiled and I met Alastor’s gaze.

      “How do I break them?”

      He smiled down at me. “You don’t break them, Amber. You eat them.”

      “I don’t understand. How do I do that?”

      “Stop thinking so much. You need to just let it happen. You are the mistress of your power. Don’t let it rule you.”

      He may as well have been speaking double-dutch for all the meaning I could glean from his words.

      The floor beneath us rolled again, this time more violently than before and I fell against Alastor as a large crack appeared in the tiles beneath our feet.

      “We don’t have time, Amber,” he said, wrapping his arm around my waist and drawing me close. “Close your eyes.”

      I did as he suggested and the wards on the walls became crystal clear. Sucking a breath in through my teeth I reached out to the nearest one and felt the same snap of electricity as my power brushed over it. This time I didn’t shy away from it. Gritting my teeth I forced my power to wash over the ward.

      The prickling electricity intensified until it bit at my skin like thousands of angry hornets intent on driving me away from their nest.

      “Try harder,” Alastor whispered against my ear and I became acutely aware of his hand pressed over my heart. I could feel the pad of his fingers as they brushed my skin and beneath my own palm came the echoing beat of his heart.

      It was then that I realised the electric snap of the wards had become pleasurable.

      They couldn’t hold me. Wouldn’t hold me.

      The power inside me pressed against the inside of my skin and I stopped holding it back.

      I threw my head back reveling in the flood of my magic that devoured the nearest ward. I fed from it, using it to fuel me as I reached for another ward. The next one went down a little easier, my hunger insatiable as I swallowed each colourful ward that decorated the walls of the cell.

      My power found Lily crouched on the floor in the corner and I was gratified to find her cower from me.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw Alastor peering down at me with his opaque gaze. The longing I saw reflected there brought heat flooding into my cheeks and the magic still riding me made me wonder how it would feel to press my body against his.

      The floor beneath our feet separated, cracking the circle we’d created. The power we’d conjured slipped away as a chunk of plaster fell from the ceiling and crashed to the floor next to where we stood.

      “We need to go,” I said, my voice shaky. I withdrew my palm from Alastor’s feverish skin but even though I wasn’t touching him anymore I could still feel him tingling against my skin as though I had done a lot more than just touch my hand to his chest.

      “One day soon we will finish this,” he said, his voice barely human. He pulled away from me and turned to the door. With one well placed kick, the door broke free of its moorings and flopped out into the hallway.

      I crossed the floor to where Lily was still sitting and held my hand out to her.

      “I’m getting you out of here.”

      She shook her head. “He’s coming for me. I know he’s coming for me.”

      “Lily,” I said, crouching down next to her. “He’s not coming. He’s more interested in whatever they’ve been keeping in the Pit. If you stay you will die.”

      She shook her head defiantly. “No. I don’t want to. I know he’ll--“

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I get it. But we have to go.”

      Alastor groaned and grabbed Lily’s wrist. “We don’t have time for this.”

      He jerked her to her feet despite her cry of surprise.

      Lily lashed out and power prickled the air as she attempted to strike him in the face.

      Alastor caught her arm as he laughed. “Feisty little thing isn’t she?”

      Without waiting for me to answer, he hoisted her onto his shoulder and strode for the door.

      There was another rumble in the building and the ceiling above our heads started to break apart, larger chunks of plaster dropping into the cell around us.

      “Are you coming?” Alastor paused in the door long enough to glance back at me.

      With a nod I followed him out into the hall as the walls around us shuddered violently. Whatever my father wanted out of the pit was obviously worth destroying an entire prison for.

      Of course, not all the preternaturals within would perish. Enough would escape to wreak havoc upon the unsuspecting populace.

      Someone needed to warn them before it was too late.
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      We followed the same path out that we’d taken to get into the prison. Lily fought Alastor every step of the way until finally exhaustion overtook her and she fell silent in his grip.

      As we reached the main foyer of the prison, I spotted Jason as he fought back a rogue bear shifter who was mid-shift.

      Our gaze met across the room and Jason’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly. The bear shifter took his lapse in attention as its opportunity to strike, hitting Jason in the centre of his chest and sending him crashing backwards into the wall.

      “Amber, come on!” Alastor said, holding the door open for me.

      The half-bear, half-man ambled over to Jason who lay prone in a pile of broken brick and plaster. Come on, come on wake up.

      “Amber!” There was no ignoring the frustration in Alastor’s voice as he followed my gaze and spotted Jason. “Leave him. He left you, remember?.”

      He was right, of course. Jason had left me behind to perish. I started to follow Alastor but Jason’s scream of agony cut the air and I paused mid-step.

      Glancing back over my shoulder, I watched as the bear shifter clamped his huge jaws over Jason’s arm and lifted him into the air as though he weighed nothing at all. He shook Jason, the kind of movement a dog might do with a toy and Jason screamed again.

      “Amber!”

      “It’s going to kill him,” I said, crossing the room in the direction of Jason and the shifter.

      I scooped up a shotgun from the ground where it had been dropped and aimed it at the bear shifter.

      The sound of the gun as it went off was deafening and I braced my shoulder against the recoil.

      If it had been a man holding Jason instead of a bear, the damage would have been devastating. As it was, the bear released its hold on Jason and he dropped to the ground like a broken puppet whose strings had been cut.

      The bear’s roar of rage was even louder than the gun and he turned to face me. Bloodshot eyes blazing with pain and rage. The bear leaped toward me—a move no bear in the wild could ever manage—I raised the shotgun and aimed into his chest. Without hesitation I pulled the trigger once, twice, three times.

      The bear crashed into me his weight crushing down over my body as he took us both to the ground.

      My head slammed against the floor and starbursts exploded behind my eyes. With the weight of the bear pinning me down I couldn’t angle the shotgun safely into his body. He raised his head, his open jaws raining blood and saliva down over my face.

      My arms were pinned and I struggled to free them but they were held fast.

      The light in the bear’s eyes faded and his body shrunk in on itself, fur swallowed by the man’s skin as he shifted back into his human form.

      He slumped over me and I felt his still-warm blood soaking in through my clothes.

      Bracing my arms beneath his body I tried to roll him off me but he was a dead weight and despite no longer being a huge brown bear he was still a sizeable man.

      Sweat broke out across my forehead as I struggled to lift him clear.

      The sound of boots crossing the cement floor caught my attention and I stilled my struggle. The last thing I needed to do was draw the attention of another predator loose in the prison. Being trapped here meant I was nothing more than a sitting duck.

      The feel of someone watching me prickled over my skin and I craned my neck in an attempt to see the other doors. My head ached and my vision was blurred from where my skull had cracked into the hard floor. And the weight of the body on top of me was rapidly making it difficult for me to draw sufficient air into my lungs.

      “Such a waste...”

      The blood in my veins froze. I’d have known his voice anywhere. There had been a time when I was a child when I would have given anything to hear my father’s voice again.

      But not now. Now it was different.

      Now I knew what he truly was.

      Something crept across the room toward me. Its presence felt like a stain on the earth and one word came to mind. Abomination.

      I fought against the weight pinning me down harder, panic crawling up through my throat as the footsteps drew closer.

      A pair of bare feet came into view and I tilted my head back to get a better look a the slender young man who stood a couple of feet away from me.

      He wore a pair of dirty beige shorts but the upper portion of his body was naked, exposing the extensive scarring that marred his chest.

      Some of the scars were new, the blood still crusting on his sallow skin. But there were many scars that were older, paler where his body had healed the inflicted wounds.

      He cocked his head to one side making me think of a bird of prey. His brown eyes locked onto me as I struggled beneath the weight of the man lying over me.

      For all intents and purposes, he looked utterly harmless. But he carried with him the taste of madness and death and his bland observation of my predicament caused the hairs to stand on the back of my neck.

      “Come now, Caleb.” My father’s voice was closer and came from the direction the young man had appeared out of but I still couldn’t see him.

      Caleb watched me, his pink snake-like tongue slipping from between his lips. It took me a moment to realise what he was doing as he shuffled toward me. But when realization came, revulsion churned my stomach. He was scenting the air. Or, more accurately, he was scenting me.

      He crept closer still and from within my core, I drew my power. It came willingly.

      Caleb smiled then and shuffled across the floor to me, his movements made me think of a spider intent on its prey.

      He reached one hand out toward me and instinct told me I never wanted to let him touch me.

      Lashing out with my power, I imagined his hand engulfed in fire. Flames licked over his fingers, spreading quickly up onto his hand and arm.

      He withdrew his hand and studied the flesh as it blackened beneath the fire that had now engulfed the lower portion of his arm. The scent of burning flesh drifted toward me and I cringed as Caleb glanced down at me once more.

      His gaze was no longer bland; now it was furious.

      He pursed his lips and the first couple of notes of a song I couldn’t quite place trickled from him in a whistle.

      “Caleb!” The young man shrank back from me as though something had struck him and I found myself wondering if maybe my father had some way of controlling him.

      “Leave her be.”

      Caleb shot one last look at me--the rage in his eyes enough to cause even the most courageous opponent to wither--before he slunk away.

      The notes he’d whistled echoed in my head like the beginnings of a song I knew but couldn’t quite place. My chest ached as though some great weight had come to rest on it and a cough tore from my lips as my eyes streamed.

      But what was the tune?

      “Amber!”

      Alastor’s voice cut through the noise in my head. Smoke curled around me and I began to cough in earnest. Each time I tried to draw a deep breath my lungs burned.

      What the hell had happened?

      Glancing around, I realised the room was engulfed in flames. They hadn’t been there before and unease curled in the pit of my stomach. I’d been so engrossed in the tune I hadn’t noticed the fire spreading insidiously around me.

      “Amber!”

      “I’m here,” I said, as I fought again to dislodge the bear-shifter’s body from mine.

      “Shit.” Alastor’s muttered curse might have been funny at another time but with the flames creeping ever closer to where I lay I found myself having a severe sense of humour failure.

      It seemed that for the second time that night I’d been left to die. It had been bad enough when it was Jason doing but to know my own father had deserted me to my fate stung.

      The weight of the body and the debris that had fallen on top of me disappeared and Alastor held his hand out to me. His face and hair were streaked with soot and plaster dust and there was an open wound above his left eye that sluggishly leaked black blood onto his face.

      “You look like Hell,” I said, taking his offer of help gratefully.

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. “We need to go. The whole place has gone up.”

      “He was here,” I said. “My father I mean. He was here and he left me to die.”

      Alastor nodded. “I’m surprised he didn’t try to end you himself.”

      “He had more pressing matters to attend to,” I said, clamping my sleeve over my mouth to block out the worst of the smoke.

      Scanning the room, I spotted Jason in the corner he’d managed to drag himself into before passing out.

      “Help me,” I said, ignoring the look of incredulity Alastor shot me.

      “We don’t have time. We need to go before it all--“

      “Please. If I don’t get him out of here now, then staying behind to help him will have been a complete waste of time.”

      “Fine.” Alastor stomped across the room and I followed closely behind. The rumble of something cracking above our heads caused me to glance up in time to see a large chunk of plaster and cement dislodge from the roof and drop into the centre of the hall.

      “There’s more than just a fire at work here,” I said. “Something is ripping this place apart.”

      Alastor reached Jason first and nodded. “When I left Lily outside I spotted two guys weaving some kind of spell in the parking lot. I don’t think your father wants anything of the prison left standing before he’s finished.”

      “Great,” I muttered.

      Alastor grabbed Jason’s arm and dragged him upright before he slung the other man over his shoulder in much the same way he had done with Lily. I stared at him, my mouth hanging open as he handled Jason’s deadweight just as easily as he’d managed Lily’s.

      “What?” Anger darkened his eyes.

      “I thought you might want some help to move him,” I said.

      Alastor’s laughter cut through the tension and he shook his head. “I’m a demon, remember? And this meat sack isn’t that heavy.”

      I said nothing as we started to pick our way back out through the falling debris around us. The fire had begun to pick up its pace but it was like no fire I’d ever witnessed before.

      We passed close by the flames and I braced myself for the furnace like heat to wash over me. Instead, goose-bumps broke out over my body as the fire chilled me to the bone.

      “It isn’t hot,” I said, mesmerised as the fire quickly consumed a concrete pillar in the centre of the room.

      “Wizard fire,” Alastor said, as he jerked his head in the direction of the door. “Now move it. I don’t want to have to carry you out of here too.”

      I did as he suggested as the floor beneath our feet rumbled and quaked once more.

      As though it could sense our presence the fire seemed to lean in towards us everywhere we passed close by and the scent of singed hair tickled my nose more than once before we made it to the main exit doors.

      Crashing out into the night, I sucked down the fresh clean air and scrubbed my hands over my eyes to clear the tears gathered there.

      “Get down,” Alastor whispered, crouching over behind the tall shrubs that lined the pathway into the prison. Glancing through the bushes, I spotted the two men he’d mentioned earlier. The sound of their chanting sent frissons of energy racing over my skin.

      The building behind us groaned and I turned to see it sag in the centre before the walls nearest us began to crumble inwards.

      “Run.” Alastor’s voice echoed in my head as I turned tail and did as he suggested.
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      Dust billowed into the night sky as the ground ceased its seismic activity and what had once been a prison for the preternaturals was engulfed in flames.

      The screams of those still trapped within tore at the air, filling my head with their anguish as they fought to escape what had now become their tomb.

      Collapsing between Jason’s car and mine, Alastor laid the injured witch hunter out on the ground between us.

      “Where’s Lily?” I asked, glancing around at the parking lot, half expecting to see her curled up against the wheel of a car.

      “I put her in the trunk,” Alastor said, sounding utterly nonplussed. “She wouldn’t stop making a fuss so I thought it was the best place for her.”

      Jason groaned and stirred on the ground. Despite us sitting in the shadow of the car I could still see the dark bruising that was beginning to blossom across the side of his face.

      He moved again and this time there was no ignoring the pain in his voice when he tried to shift his arm.

      The dark jacket he wore hid the worst of his injuries but I couldn’t forget the way the bear shifter had picked him up by the arm and shook him as though he were a rag doll.

      “We need to look at his arm,” I said. “We need to strap it up or he’s going to bleed out.”

      Alastor pinched his fingers against the bridge of his nose and let out a long-suffering sigh.

      “Seriously, why are you so intent on saving this asshole?”

      “Because if I just let him die when I could have done something to save him then I’m as good as one of the monsters I spent so long trying to prove to him and Nic that I wasn’t.”

      He glared at me but said nothing else.

      “Will you hold him down while I try and cut this off him?”

      Alastor grabbed Jason and pinned him onto the ground as I climbed slowly to my feet and tugged open the back door of my car. Fishing around in the dark I pulled my first aid kit free and grabbed my go bag from the floor. Opening it up I pulled out a short blade and before settling on the ground next to Jason and Alastor once more.

      “What happened?” Jason’s voice was faint and his eyes were a little unfocussed but he was at least awake which was more than he’d been ten minutes earlier.

      “You were an asshole and then karma bit you in the ass,” I said, through gritted teeth as I began to work the blade underneath the sleeve of his jacket.

      “What are you doing?” He fought to sit up and I waited while Alastor subdued him before I continued to cut away the leather.

      “Your arm is torn up. I need to examine the injury and bind it before you bleed to death.”

      Jason groaned and let his head drop back onto the asphalt.

      The minutes ticked by before I successfully cut through the fabric and exposed his arm. The flesh was shredded, in a couple of places the bone glistened wetly in the half light thrown from the streetlamp over head.

      I sucked a breath in through my teeth as I tentatively tried to patch it up.

      “It was a bear,” he said softly.

      “Yeah.”

      “You saved me.” He raised his head and met my gaze. Even through the shock and disorientation I could see reflected in his eyes there was also no denying the surprise.

      “Of course I did,” I said. “I’m not a monster.”

      Jason groaned and his eyes rolled in his head as I sprayed the open wounds with the healing agent the Elite had issued. The blood flow grew sluggish and I set to work on wrapping the wounds.

      “You could take it easy,” he said, his voice sounding a little stronger as I tied off the bandages.

      “I don’t know how to straighten the bones,” I said gently. “When they get you into the hospital they’ll probably have to re-break the arm because of your accelerated healing.”

      He nodded and bit his lip.

      “I can set it,” Alastor said, glancing between us both.

      “I don’t want a demon setting my arm.” Jason glared up at Alastor.

      “Do it.” I smiled down at Jason who started to struggle against Alastor’s hold. “Call it payback for leaving us to die in there.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t a monster,” Jason said, panic causing his voice to rise.

      I shrugged. “Haven’t made my mind up yet.” I bit back a smile as he shot a terrified glance at Alastor.

      “Do it.”

      Jason struggled to pull away but his injuries slowed him down and Alastor pinned him easily on the ground with one knee. With both hands, he grabbed Jason’s arm and with one brutal jerk straightened it.

      Jason grunted and his eyes rolled back in his head as he lost consciousness.

      Alastor’s smug grin drew a smile to my lips. “I’m more used to breaking arms than setting them. That wasn’t half bad.”

      “Are you telling me you’re feeling a sudden rush of heroism?”

      “Hell no,” he said with a small burst of laughter. “I guess I just never realised you could inflict just as much pain healing people as hurting them.”

      He pushed up onto his feet and dusted his jeans off.

      The sound of sirens started up in the distance, drawing a sigh from me. Within minutes we would be overrun. Not that we could hang around, we had Lily to think about and I couldn’t imagine the Elite officers who would show would be particularly pleased to know we were helping to jailbreak.

      Jason groaned again, which told me he was starting to wake up.

      “We need to go,” I said. “I don’t think we want to be here when they arrive.”

      “Want me to dump in the trunk along with the other?”

      I shook my head. “No. I think leaving him here for the others to find will work. At least he can fill them in on everything that went down.”

      “You just don’t want to fill in the paperwork for this,” Jason said groggily.

      “True,” I said. “It’s definitely an upside.”

      He rolled his shoulder and flexed his fingers before he sat up. “Fine.” He glanced up at Alastor before he slowly climbed to his feet. “He didn’t do such a bad job.”

      “He has his uses.”

      “He has a name,” Alastor grumbled. “We need to go.” He gestured to the glow that lit up the night sky as the cavalry arrived.

      Scooping my bag up off the ground, I stuffed everything into the back of the car as Jason propped himself against his car.

      “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” I asked. He was pale, just how much blood loss could a Saga Venatione suffer before it was fatal?

      Jason waved me away. “Just go. I’ll be fine.”

      I didn’t wait for him to say anything else. He was a big boy now and if he said he was then I would believe him.
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      I put my foot down on the accelerator and the tires fought to stay on the road as I swerved to avoid the oncoming cars piling into the prison’s parking lot.

      Alastor lounged in the passenger seat seemingly unaffected by the way the car fishtailed awkwardly across the asphalt. There was an audible yelp from the trunk as we took a bend a little too sharply. Clearly Lily was awake and unimpressed with our plan to escape.

      The noise from the trunk increased. If she continued to beat herself against the inside of the car the way she currently was she was going to end up hurting herself.

      I cast a sideways glance at Alastor but he just sat there oblivious to the death threats drifting through from the back of the car.

      Once we were safely away from the parking lot, I pulled over to the side of the road.

      “We need to get here out of there,” I said.

      “Why? She can’t hurt anyone in there.”

      “But she can hurt herself,” I said. “She’s practically screaming blue murder and if we get stuck at a stop light when we get to the city, people are going to notice.”

      “I could knock her out,” Alastor suggested helpfully.

      I contemplated asking him if he was serious but then remembered he was a demon. Of course he was serious.

      “No,” I said a little more certain than I truly felt. “We let her out of there. She has to see sense.”

      “Actually,” Alastor said. “She doesn’t have to see anything your way. She was the one who wanted to stay in the prison so Daddy Dearest could come to the rescue. You screwed that up for her.”

      “He wasn’t going to save her.” Exasperation crept into my voice.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. The place was coming down around our ears. He had no intention of dropping by Lily’s cell and whisking her out of there before it collapsed on her head.”

      Alastor opened his mouth to argue further and I glared at him. “If you say one more thing about this…”

      “I’m just playing devil’s advocate here, Amber. You’ve got to see this from her perspective. As far as your sister is concerned you’ve screwed her chances at the reunion of the century.”

      I sighed. He had a point and I hated it. How the hell was it fair that a demon could be more empathetic to a situation than I was? Did demons even have feelings like that? I contemplated asking him and then brushed that notion aside. There were more pressing matters at hand than wondering whether my pet demon had more mushy feelings than I did.

      “I get it,” I said, covering my face with my hands. I sighed and let my shoulders drop. “But we still need to let her get out of there. It’s too cruel to leave her trapped.”

      Alastor shrugged. “Well, when we both wind up in Hell, I’ll be sure to say I told you so.”

      Rolling my eyes at him, I hopped out of the car and made my way around to the trunk. The hammering and banging had stopped as soon as I’d quit driving and I was certain Lily had heard every word we’d said since then. Halting at the back door, I popped it open and grabbed a can of pepper spray from my bag. There weren’t many preternatural creatures it would work on but Lily was still human.

      Dragging the front of my jumper up over my nose and mouth I lamented the fact that I didn’t have any protective goggles to wear. Note to self make sure to add protective eyewear to the go bag in future.

      Moving around to the back of the trunk, I tugged it open half expecting Lily to launch herself out into the night at my face.

      The red brake lights from the SUV lit up the interior of the trunk space. Lily was curled in the back corner, her eyes wide and defiant as she stared out at me.

      “I’m going to let you out if you promise you’ll be good.”

      She scoffed and scooted toward the lip of the trunk.

      “I should kill you and be done with this charade.” Her voice was hoarse as though she’d spent a long time screaming. But her eyes glittered with an intelligence that hadn’t been there when we had still been trapped in the room with the wards.

      “If you could have, you would have already.” I tightened my grip on the pepper spray as she slung her legs out over the edge of the trunk and straightened up so that she was sitting on the lip of it. It struck me then just how vulnerable she looked.

      There was bruising down her neck and up and down her arms. I recognised some of the bruising as having come from someone handling her a little too roughly. Of course, I had probably caused some of the bruising myself and Alastor was more than likely responsible for a little more but the rest of it.

      “I’m sorry they hurt you in there,” I said softly.

      She scoffed again but when I met her gaze this time Lily’s eyes shone with unshed tears. She turned her face away from me and stared past me into the night.

      “I don’t need your pity, Amber.”

      “And I’m not giving it to you. You’re a murderer but you didn’t deserve whatever they did to you in that place.”

      “You gave me over to them. What did you think was going to happen?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I thought—”

      “You thought what?” There was an edge to her voice that made me cringe. She was right; I had known what would happen once I handed her over to the Saga Venatione and the prison. Hell, I’d spent the last year trying to ensure I never ended up in that place myself.

      And the last time I’d been there, she had begged me not to leave her to their mercy. Yet I had walked away.

      “I didn’t know it would be that bad,” I said lamely, feeling utterly ridiculous.

      She shook her head. “You didn’t care that it would be so bad just so long as I was off the streets of your precious city.”

      Anger spread up through my chest then but I crushed it down. “You can sit in the back seat,” I said, clenching and unclenching my fists.

      “Do you want to hurt me too?” Lily asked, sliding off the back of the SUV with a little hop. She moved closer, trying to invade my personal space as she peered into my face. “Is that it, Amber? Do you want to beat me just like they did? Do you want to see me cower in fear and beg for mercy like they made me do?”

      “That’s not what I want. I want you to sit in the backseat so we can get home and—”

      She started to laugh then, a high tinkling sound like broken glass.

      “If you think letting me crash at your place is going to make things all right between us, you’ve got another think coming.”

      “I don’t think it will make anything all right between us,” I said finally. “But it’s all we’ve got right now until we figure out just what that crazy asshole is up to.”

      Lily narrowed her eyes at me. “You saw him, didn’t you?”

      “Get in the car, Lily.”

      She shook her head and folded her arms over her chest as she stuck her bottom lip out like a petulant child. “Not until you tell me.”

      “Just get in the goddamned car already. We’ve got to get out of here before something from that prison catches up to us.”

      There was a glint in her eye and I knew what she was going to do a split second before she opened her mouth.

      My power slapped into her, sealing her lips—with the scream she’d been about to loose on our surroundings—behind her lips. Her eyes widened and she raised her hands to her face, sliding her fingers across the smooth space where her mouth had been just a moment before. Panic slithered through her eyes like a dark shadow and I felt the stirrings of guilt deep in my stomach.

      I’d only intended to silence her scream, not make her entire mouth disappear.

      The magic I’d used stretched between us like a thin strand of spider silk. I cut it off and her mouth reappeared.

      “Get in the car,” I said again, pleased that my voice at least had remained steady.

      “How did you do that?”

      “Long story.” It was a lie. It was an incredibly short story and the answer was painfully simple. I had no clue. The only thing I did know was that ever since I had tied myself to Alastor my power had been growing. Not only that but it seemed to only work when it wanted to. Fear wasn’t half as good a motivator to my power as anger was. And Lily’s taunting of me had truly pissed me off.

      Enough that I had not just stolen her voice, I’d stolen her mouth. It was a sobering thought. Just what else was I capable of stealing from her?

      I rattled the can of pepper spray in her direction. “Back seat.”

      She didn’t say anything, just turned away and made her way to the back door. Standing to one side of her I pulled it open and grabbed the kit from the back seat before gesturing for her to climb in.

      Without a word she did as I asked and I watched as Alastor crawled back between the front seats.

      “Having fun ladies?” He presented a pair of handcuffs and I had half a mind to ask him where they had come from but I bit my tongue instead. Where Alastor was concerned there were some questions that didn’t need answers.

      Lily said nothing but her expression said it all. She held her hands out in front of her body but Alastor shook his head.

      “Too easy to get off.”

      She sighed and turned so that her hands were behind her back and I watched Alastor fasten them quickly into place.

      “These can’t hold me you know,” she said defiantly. “You can’t hold me. Sooner or later your attention will slip and when it does I’m going to be waiting.”

      I shrugged. “So be it.”

      Lily’s expression shifted to one of surprise and I slammed the car door in her face. Dropping the can of pepper spray back inside my go-bag, I carried it around to the driver’s door and tossed it into the passenger seat as I climbed in behind the wheel. From the back of the car came the low murmuring of Alastor’s voice as he spoke to Lily.

      “What are you two muttering about back there?” I turned in time to see the colour drain from Lily’s face.

      Alastor on the other hand turned his best hundred watt smile on me, instantly making me suspicious. A smiling demon was never a good sign.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I was just trying to get to know your sister a little better.”

      “Horseshit.” Lily’s expression was mutinous as she stared out the side window. I contemplated trying to coax the truth out of her but judging by the set of her jaw and the tightening in her shoulders, I would have had better luck getting an answer out of a plank of wood.

      I started the car once more. It was going to be one hell of a long night.
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      Parking the car across the road from my apartment, I scanned the street for any signs of life. All I needed was some well-meaning neighbour reporting me for dragging Lily into my apartment in handcuffs.

      Satisfied that there was no one about I climbed out of the car as Alastor helped Lily from the backseat.

      She winced but caught me watching her and quickly wiped the expression from her face. “What’s wrong?”

      Lily arched an eyebrow at me but remained silent. Glancing down it was then I noticed her bare feet. She curled her toes involuntarily as she caught me staring.

      How hadn’t I noticed she was barefoot?

      “You’ll have to carry her,” I said to Alastor.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. You’re going to have to carry her. We can’t let her wander around the streets in her bare feet or she’ll end up cutting herself up.”

      He gave a long suffering sigh but I was pleased to find he didn’t try to argue further with me. Instead, he caught Lily and swung her unceremoniously over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift.

      She let out a pained grunt as he jostled her into a more comfortable position.

      “I’m not a sack of potatoes,” she complained loudly as Alastor started across the road at a trot.

      “You just don’t know when to be grateful,” Alastor growled as he reached the double doors leading into my apartment complex.

      “Wait,” I said. “I’ll go first and get the elevator—” But Alastor was already ahead of me. He strode into the lobby with Lily over his shoulder as though it were the most natural thing in the world.

      Inwardly groaning I trotted after him and reached the lift a second before he did. The place was deserted. Thank you goddess for small mercies.

      “You can put her down now,” I said as we stepped into the elevator and I selected the correct floor.

      Alastor shrugged. “It’s faster this way.”

      A couple of hair raising moments later and we safely ensconced within my apartment. Alastor set Lily down on the couch.

      “Stay.” He patted her on the head and Lily’s cheeks burned with indignation.

      “Do you really have to be so patronising?”

      “It’s all just part of my charm.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I tried to keep my temper under control. Every inch of my body ached from my tussle with a bear shifter. Not to mention all the magic I’d used in the prison to break us out of there.

      Alastor’s gaze weighed heavily on me as he scanned my face. “You need to eat and rest.”

      “This is all very touching,” Lily said from the couch. “But what exactly are you two maniacs planning to do with me?” She turned to face us. The handcuffs she’d been wearing were no longer securely fastened around her wrists. Now they dangled from her upturned middle finger.

      Alastor began to laugh, the sound so abrupt and sudden that I flinched involuntarily.

      “Bravo,” he said. “You didn’t say she was a little houdini.”

      “Lily has many talents,” I said dryly.

      “Well? I’ve proven you can’t keep me in cuffs. Which means you have no means of securing me and—”

      “I wouldn’t say we have no way of securing you,” Alastor said, his voice dropping to a low purr. “If your sister here wants you to stay in this apartment then that’s what’s going to happen.”

      Grabbing him by the elbow I steered him into the corner.

      “Just how are we supposed to keep her here if restraints don’t work?”

      Alastor’s smile was withering as he stared at me. “I keep forgetting how much you have to learn.” He sighed. “Look. You’re a shadow sorceress. It’s pretty much a licence to do whatever in hell you want to and if you want her to stay then stay she will.”

      “But how?”

      “Well you made her mouth disappear back on the side of the road,” he said. “You could do that again.”

      It was my turn to sigh. “That’s not going to keep her from running and anyway, I don’t even know how I made that happen.”

      Alastor began to laugh again and when I didn’t join in he cut off abruptly. “Oh, you’re serious.”

      “Yes, I’m serious. I have all this power and I don’t know how to use it. My mother wasn’t exactly forthcoming on the whole ‘this is how you use your magic thing’. And my father, well he’s trying to kill us.”

      “I’m here so she’s not going anywhere while I’m on her tail,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to wink lasciviously in Lily’s direction.

      “And when you’re not here?”

      He glanced around at the apartment. “You know you really need to improve security on this place.”

      “Focus, Alastor. How am I supposed to keep another shadow sorceress trapped in my apartment?”

      “You could do what the sorcerers of old used to do,” he said.

      “No way!” Lily hopped to her feet and made it three steps toward us before Alastor was there to stop her.

      He caught her arm and dragged it back behind her body, forcing her to double up so that she was staring at the floor instead of me. The first stirrings of Lily’s power breathed through the room and my throat constricted in response.

      “What did the sorcerers of old do?” Lily’s power was beginning to build and sweat beaded on Alastor’s forehead as he forced her onto her knees and then all the way onto the floor so she was prone on the bare boards.

      “They called it a blood hex. You make it so that any harm she tries to do to you—magical or physical—is visited upon her threefold.”

      “And how do I do it?”

      “Tell her about the consequences of the spell,” Lily said, sounding more than a little panicked as Alastor kept her pinned to the ground.

      “There aren’t any consequences,” he said. “At least there won’t be for Amber.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Unease curled in the pit of my stomach.

      “Because you and I are bound.”

      Lily’s struggling ceased the moment he said those words aloud. You could have dropped a pin in the room and everyone would have heard it, and not just because they had preternatural hearing.

      “You bound yourself to a demon?” When she finally spoke, there was no denying the shock that registered in her voice.

      “Yeah. I did it to save a town.”

      She began to laugh then and the sound sent a shiver of fear crawling down over my spine.

      “I can’t believe you of all people bound yourself to a demon. You were supposed to be the good daughter. The white sorcerer to balance my blood magic.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “I just can’t believe it,” she said, repeating the phrase over. The air in the room felt stuffy and it had nothing to do with Lily’s growing power.

      “Let her up,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” Alastor raised a skeptical eyebrow in my direction.

      “I said let her up, damn it.”

      His eyes darkened for just a moment. If I’d blinked, I might have missed it but I didn’t. I caught the look and it instantly reminded me of what I was dealing with.

      Alastor relaxed his hold on Lily and bounced easily to his feet. “You’re making a mistake listening to the ramblings of a bitter witch who wants nothing more than to see you dead.”

      Lily climbed to her feet, much slower than Alastor had but the look of joy on her face as she faced him took me by surprise.

      “I might wish to see her rot, demon, but I am not a liar.”

      “Oh, so you’re an honest witch?” The azure in his eyes quickly bled to black as he faced her head on.

      “The truth is always so much more satisfying than a lie,” she said. “I find it does far more damage than any untruth ever could.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I’d seen the effect the truth could have on people first hand. Watching Graham struggle to come to grips with what his daughter had become had been painful. And then there was Victoria’s declaration that she could no longer trust me.

      No, Lily was right. The truth had the potential to wound in ways a lie never could.

      “What did you mean when you said I was supposed to be the white witch to your blood magic?”

      Lily shrugged. “I come from a long line of black witches,” she said. “You, on the other hand, come from a line of white magic. I can’t be anything other than what I am, no more than you can. And yet you just told me that you’ve bound yourself to a demon. White witches don’t cross over, Amber. There are always consequences.”

      “Is this true?” I turned my attention to Alastor, who had developed a sudden and intense interest in his fingernails.

      “Alastor, is that true?”

      “It might be,” he said. “I don’t know what kinds of rules you witches come up with. I’m just a demon. I do what I have to in order to survive.”

      “What kind of consequences are we talking about?” An image of Graham’s body refusing to burn beneath the holy oil sprang into my mind. I struggled to push it aside.

      Lily grinned. “Oh, you know, the usual. Death and destruction. The fracturing of magic. Full-on apocalypse stuff.”

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach and I flopped back against the wall.

      “This can’t be happening.”

      “The only thing I don’t quite understand is why it hasn’t all gone to shit already. You seem to still be an annoying goody-two-shoes. Why aren’t you all fire and brimstone yet?”

      “Maybe you’re wrong,” I suggested hopefully. “Maybe they got it wrong when they thought a white witch couldn’t bind herself to a demon,”

      “Oh, they didn’t get this wrong,” she said. “How do you think the line of shadow sorcerers came to an end the last time?”

      “The Saga Venatione wiped them out.” I brushed my hands over my face. “They murdered them all.”

      “Wrong!” Lily said, making the noise of a buzzer the kind you’d hear on a game show. “One shadow sorcerer came to power during the last years of the sorcerers. She--like you--was a white witch and she bound herself to a demon. Something about thinking it would save her people. Yada yada yada. The usual white witch crap if you ask me.”

      “Get to the point,” I said.

      “She set in motion something called the Midnight Hex. My mother wasn’t too clear on the details of what that was but it wasn’t good.”

      “Do you know what it is?” I turned to Alastor.

      He shrugged. “Haven’t got a clue.” His face was unreadable. Even if he was lying to me I couldn’t tell.

      “How come I haven’t heard of this?” I said. “How come the Saga Venatione haven’t mentioned it?”

      “They like the story as it is. They want witches afraid of them. They want people to believe that they’re monsters capable of great and terrible things. Without that fear, witches would rise up and well the world would be a very different place to the one it is now.”

      I couldn’t argue with the point she was making. The Saga Venatione certainly relied heavily on their fearsome reputations.

      “What do you know about the Midnight Hex then?”

      “Not a whole lot I’m afraid. I know there were a bunch of seals that needed to break. It leads to the breakdown between the nations but I don’t know exactly what they are.”

      “Great, so as long as I don’t accidentally break a bunch of unknown seals everything will be just fine?”

      “Maybe.”

      Glancing over at the clock on the wall I groaned. Five am. Jon wanted me in the office in less than four hours.

      “Do you need to be somewhere?” Lily asked, the glint in her eye told me she meant to cause trouble.

      “I need sleep.” I sucked in a deep breath. “But in failing that strong coffee.”

      Her expression shifted subtly to one of intense longing.

      “Do you want some?”

      I could see her indecision as it hung over her but she eventually folded her arms over her chest and shook her head. “No. You’d probably just drug it or something.”

      “Or something.” Alastor muttered darkly beneath his breath as I headed for the kitchen.

      “You two play nice,” I said.

      Leaving them alone together in a room was probably a bad idea but I was too tired to care. Coffee was at the top of my agenda. Extra-strong coffee. I was going to need all the help I could get if I was going to face Jon alone.

      He didn’t frighten me, he infuriated me. Being stuck in close quarters with an asshole like that wasn’t how I would have chosen to start my morning.

      Filling the machine with coffee, I set it to work before returning to the living room.

      Alastor was draped over the armchair but what was truly surprising was Lily. She lay on the couch, her legs tucked up toward her chest and her arm beneath her head. Her breathing was even and her eyes were closed, leading me to believe she had fallen asleep.

      “I asked you two to play nice. I didn’t say you should knock out our guest,” I whispered turning my suspicions on Alastor.

      “I didn’t. She said she was tired and lay down on the couch.”

      It seemed to good to be true and if there was one thing I had learned since I had found out I was a shadow sorcerer, it was if something seems too good to be true it probably is.

      “You can get some sleep if you want,” Alastor said. “I can make sure she goes nowhere.”

      “Don’t hurt her.”

      He slapped a palm to his chest in mock hurt. “I would never.”

      Rolling my eyes at him, I headed for the bedroom. The coffee could wait. It would still be hot in an hours time and sleep sounded really good.

      Curling up beneath the covers I thought of Nic. Was he safe? Would he be safe once he made it to the Vatican?

      He was capable of taking care of himself but he’d taken a huge risk in healing me and I couldn’t help but feel somewhat responsible for that. If anything happened to him because of me…

      Pushing the thoughts aside, I closed my eyes. Sleep came easy and the last thing I was aware of was the scent of coffee as it drifted through the apartment.
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      Light streamed across my face and I jolted awake. Fumbling across the night stand next to my bed, I searched for my cell phone but came up empty.

      “Shit.”

      Stumbling out of the bed, I grabbed my jacket from the chair I’d dumped it over the night before and fished the phone out.

      The little notification icon blinked accusingly up at me. Fifteen missed calls. And if I didn’t get my ass in gear, I was going to be late for my appointment with Jon.

      Flicking through the calls, I felt my heart drop when I discovered that none of them were from Nic. But then maybe in this case, no news was good news.

      Several of the calls were from Victoria. Setting the phone down on the counter, I pressed redial and tied my hair up in a high ponytail as I waited for the call to connect.

      She answered on the second ring.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Well hello to you too,” I said, sarcastically.

      “The preternatural prison was attacked last night,” she said. “Hundreds are unaccounted for, including your sister.”

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat as I thought of Lily lying on my couch.

      “Do they know what happened?” I dug my fingernails into the palms of my hands. I hated lying to her. Victoria had been right when she’d said she couldn’t trust me but if I told her, she would try to take Lily in herself and right now, I couldn’t let that happen.

      “There was a breach,” she said. “I’ve heard of people trying to break out of prison but never of someone trying to break in.”

      I laughed but the sound was fake and hollow to my ears. “That’s weird. Do they know who they broke out of the pit?”

      “How did you know about that?” There was no denying the suspicion in Victoria’s voice and I cursed myself inwardly for being so stupid.

      “Well it seems the only likely reason they would break in, right? I mean. What else would they want to break into a prison for preternaturals for?”

      “I guess,” she said, not sounding entirely convinced. “They haven’t said who or what was broken out but it’s something big. The way they keep dancing around this thing, you’d swear it was Lucifer himself had escaped. When are you getting down here?”

      “I’ll be on my way over soon. I’ve got a meeting with Jon.”

      “What does that asshole want?”

      I started to shrug and then realised Victoria couldn’t see me. “He wants to discuss my future in the Elite.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “You’re telling me. Look, as soon as I’m done with him I’ll swing by your location.” I paused. “Wait, where are you?”

      “At one of the smaller malls on the outskirts of the city. It’s the one nearest the prison. By the looks of things here, several preternaturals cleared this place out.”

      “Anyone hurt?”

      “Three dead guards and a teenager who was closing up for the night. She’s in the hospital. I haven’t heard what condition she’s in but judging by the mess here, I can’t see it being good.”

      Ice slid down my spine. This was all because of my father. Was it some kind of revenge for being sent to Hell all those years ago? Was he taking his rage at me out on this unsuspecting city?

      “Amber, are you listening to me?” Victoria said, jolting me out of my thoughts.

      “Sorry, I was miles away.”

      “Look, get here when you can. One of the others is going to walk the scene and I’m hoping they’ll find something that will let us go on a proper hunt. So be sure to bring weapons and ammo.”

      “You got everything you need?”

      Victoria’s husky laugh trailed down the line to me. If it had been anyone else I might have found the sound unnerving but I knew she had her sights set on the rampaging preternaturals.

      “I’ve got everything I need.” Clearly being a changeling had its perks.

      The call disconnected and I was left staring down at the dead phone in my hands. Three dead already and the prison breach had only happened a few hours ago. The kind of damage rogue preternaturals could do in that amount of time was huge. But if that were true, why weren’t there more reports of supernatural deaths?

      Hurrying out of the bathroom, I headed for the living room and grabbed the remote from the small coffee table. Flicking on the TV, I surfed the channels until I found one that was broadcasting local news.

      The thin red banner at the bottom of the screen mentioned the prison breach but the story hadn’t made the headlines. Instead, the newscaster droned on about some sort of conclave taking place near the city tomorrow.

      “What are you looking for?” Alastor’s voice seemed to come out of nowhere and I nearly let the remote control crash to the floor.

      “Shit, don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “I didn’t.” He peered into my face. “What has you all jumpy?”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd that there aren’t more dead?”

      Alastor pursed his lips.

      Lily groaned into the couch cushion. “Can you two shut up, I’m trying to sleep here.”

      “Well don’t you?”

      “Why would I think it was odd?”

      “Because you’ve got a bunch of preternaturals let loose in the city. We’re talking rogue shifters, werewolves, blood witches, trolls, ogres, powerful fae, not to mention whatever in Hell my father broke out. Why aren’t they killing people? Why aren’t we seeing huge numbers of casualties as they hit the city streets?”

      “How much coffee have you drunk?” Alastor asked as he propped his shoulder against the door jamb.

      “None. Now answer my question.”

      “Well I don’t think it’s weird,” he said. “But then I also don’t care if it is weird or not.”

      “What if my father—” Lily cleared her throat dramatically. “Our father has some sort of plan for them? What if he’s keeping them all in check and we’re not hearing about it because he wants to fly under the radar for some reason?”

      “But what reason?” Alastor asked. “There are far too many variables. The only thing we know for certain is that he wants you dead and it seems he doesn’t care one way or another if Lily survives or not.”

      “That’s not true,” she said defensively. “He needs me.”

      “He left you there while he tore the place apart. How much more of a hint do you need?” I couldn’t keep the impatience from my voice and instantly felt like dirt when Lily’s expression crumpled.

      “You could be right though,” Alastor said. “I mean. Why go to all that trouble?”

      “We need to know what he broke out of the pit. And the only one who knows the answer to that is Jason.”

      “Or your boss,” Alastor supplied helpfully.

      I glanced down at the phone still in my hand. “Shit. I’ve got to go.”

      “Wait what am I supposed to do with her?” Alastor asked, jerking his thumb in Lily’s direction.

      “Keep her safe.”

      His expression soured. “I’m not a babysitter.”

      “For now you are.”

      I slammed the door in his face as I frantically dragged on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt from my wardrobe. A shower would have set me up for the day but as it was I was already going to be late for my meeting.

      I grabbed my shoulder holster from the end of the bed and slipped into it, securing my gun in place before I tugged my jacket on to conceal it.

      Scrambling around in the bottom of the wardrobe I dragged out the large wooden chest half buried beneath my clothes. Fishing out my athame and a couple of other blades I’d acquired over my time with the Elite, I filled a hold-all with my weapons and slung it over my shoulder.

      The other guns for the hunt I would find in the armoury. Fishing my Kevlar vest off the hangar it was draped over I shoved it into the bag too. It wouldn’t do much against a tenacious vampire but in a fight against a rogue shifter it would provide a little more difficulty for them than my t-shirt and jacket would.

      Of course, if I was that close to a rogue shifter, my chances of staying alive were pretty much zero. Not that I would give up without a fight.

      Sliding out of the bedroom, I glanced longingly in the direction of the coffee machine before sighing. There would be no life-saving elixir before I faced the boss from Hell. Could this day get any worse?
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      A few minutes later I was pulling into the underground parking lot below the Elite building. Heading in through the doors to the main building, I was stunned to find the place crawling with officers I didn’t recognise. It seemed that with the prison breach they were anticipating trouble and had called in every available Elite officer who had ever signed up. I just couldn’t understand why we hadn’t seen any of the expected trouble yet.

      The elevator was crowded so I opted to take the stairs. That would at least give me a chance to clear my head.

      I took the steps two at a time, smiling and nodding my head at the other Elite officers who clearly had the same idea as me and had elected to eschew the elevator. Finally, I pulled open the door to the main office floor and stepped inside. The sound of phones ringing off the hook and the clamour of voices within the room was immense.

      Picking my way through the desks laden with papers and files, I made it as far as my own desk without drawing anyone’s attention.

      I kept my gaze trained on the desk as I shuffled through the papers there in an attempt to appear busy. Not that I really cared what anyone thought of me. I hadn’t been back here since the morning after Graham’s death and despite the amount of time that had passed, every time I drew in a deep enough breath I could swear the scent of blood and death still permeated the air.

      “Amber!” Jon’s voice jolted me out of my reverie and I jerked in my chair.

      Turning toward the main doors, I expected to see him waiting for me in the hall beyond but he wasn’t there.

      “Who are you looking for?” His voice came from next to my elbow and I glanced up to see him standing next to my desk. “Why didn’t you come straight in?” He gestured in the direction of what had once been Graham’s office and my heart sank in my chest.

      Of course he wouldn’t have kept his makeshift office set-up.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realise you were already here.”

      “I’ve been here since seven,” he said. Perhaps he wanted me to tell him what a wonderful job he was doing.

      “I heard about the prison,” I said. “Victoria told me.”

      “She shouldn’t have done that.”

      I raised both brows in surprise. “And why not? She’s my partner and I’m still a member of the Elite.”

      “Why don’t you step into my office and we can discuss everything.”

      “Are you firing me?”

      “Nothing so crass,” he said archly. “But we have a few little things we need to clarify.”

      He headed for the office. “Come on.” The smile that curled his lips made my skin crawl.

      Getting up from the desk, I followed him reluctantly into the office. Upon reaching the door, I paused. Nausea rose in the back of my throat.

      “You didn’t get the carpet changed?” My voice sounded half strangled and tears blurred my vision.

      Someone had obviously tried to clean the carpet. There were patches of bleach stains scattered amongst the much darker rust-coloured stains.

      “They’re coming next week to have the place refitted,” he said. “A little blood doesn’t bother me. I didn’t think it would be a problem for you.”

      A short bark of laughter escaped my throat, the sound reminding me of someone suffering from hysteria.

      “He died here and you didn’t think it would bother me? Come on, Jon, neither of us are fools. You knew exactly what it would do to me.”

      He dropped down into his executive chair and shrugged. That, at least, hadn’t belonged to Graham.

      “Shut the door behind you.”

      I took a tentative step onto the carpet. It crunched under the weight of my boots. Closing my eyes, I swallowed past the lump in my throat and I could imagine the squish beneath my feet as I crossed the floor.

      “Take a seat.”

      I contemplated being awkward and refusing a chair but at least if I was sitting, I could keep my boots somewhat clear of the bloody carpet.

      Taking the offered chair, I struggled to school my features into a more neutral expression. From the look on Jon’s face he was enjoying this far too much and if there was one thing I never wanted to give this man it was any kind of satisfaction.

      “Now. The investigation into Graham’s death is far from over but we have some other, more pressing, matters to attend to.”

      “You mean the prison breach?”

      “Amongst others,” he said somewhat cryptically. Yeah, he was definitely enjoying this far too much.

      “Have you made any progress into Graham’s murder?”

      “I can’t discuss that with you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re one of the suspects.”

      I felt my jaw drop. “You think I killed him?”

      “You were covered in his blood and as we all now know the Saga Venatione are compromised by their complicated feelings for your kind.”

      He made it sound like I was some kind of an insect he’d caught in a jar.

      “I would never hurt Graham.”

      “So you said. But we’re not here to discuss that. We’re here to look at your future in the Elite.”

      “You can’t just get rid of me. I deserve a fair hearing and—”

      Jon slammed his hands down onto the desk. “Really? You think you deserve a fair hearing? You’re a fucking sorcerer. You’re the very thing this office was created to destroy and you have tainted it with your very presence.”

      His vitriol took me by surprise and I caught myself before I cringed away from the venom in his voice. It would be a cold day in Hell before I would ever cower before something like him.

      “You have no proof,” I said calmly.

      “I have the testimony of a Saga Venatione,” he said, sounding smug. “They’re willing to testify that you are, in fact, a shadow sorcerer.”

      “Bullshit.” Sweat slid down my spine. He was bluffing. He had to be bluffing.

      “Being a bitch never did suit you,” he said. “You need to learn when you are well and truly beaten, Amber.”

      “If that’s true then why am I here and not in cuffs?”

      Jon gave a dramatic sigh. “Because as much as I detest you I can’t help but think you might have your uses.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Aren’t you afraid I might turn you into a toad or something?”

      “You can try,” he said. “But if anything were to happen to me I’ve got a contingency plan. Something your old pal Graham never had.”

      It was a low blow but I kept my face deliberately impassive so he wouldn’t get the satisfaction of knowing his words had hurt.

      “Do your worst, Jon. I’m not afraid of you. I never have been.” I stood and leaned over the desk toward him. The pulse in his throat began to jump and sweat beaded on his upper lip but there was an eagerness in his eyes that unnerved me. It was almost as though he wanted me to hurt him. But why would he want that?

      “I know you’re not but what if I told you that leaking your little secret wouldn’t only bring you down but others too?”

      I paused. “Go on.”

      “The changeling knows the truth about what you are. If it becomes public knowledge that you are, in fact, a shadow sorcerer I will ensure that those in power know that she was in league with you.”

      “That’s not fair. Victoria had never done anything wrong. This isn’t her fight, it’s between you and me.”

      “Ah but you see there’s the beauty in all of this, Amber. I don’t have to make this a fair fight. The very fact that you have magical powers makes a fair fight is impossible.”

      “Leave her out of it.”

      “Do you know what they will do to something like her when they find out she was helping a shadow sorcerer?” There was a note of cruelty in his voice.

      “Threatening her won’t make this better for you.”

      He reached out and caught a strand of my hair in his fingers. I tried to pull away but he held fast, tangling his hand up into my hair until he had a proper grip on my head.

      “Threatening her means I have the perfect leash with which to bring you to heel.” He jerked my head down savagely so that my face was almost pinned to the table.

      “Do you think I forgot what you cost me?” His breath was hot against my face and power crept up into my chest.

      “Did you think I could just let it go?”

      I brought my hand up and pressed the tip of my blade to his throat. Rolling my eyes up so that I could see into his face, I lowered my voice to a whisper.

      “Get your hands off me before I open you up.”

      Jon started to laugh, the sound echoing around the office. “So predictable,” he said and pressed something hard and cold against my chest.

      Agony tore through my body as he pushed it into my flesh. I opened my mouth to scream but I found myself unable to draw breath. Cold fire spread through my limbs and my teeth chattered violently in my head.

      “Put the knife down.” He pushed his weapon against my chest to emphasise his words and I let the athame go.

      The pain was all consuming, making the world run in streaks of violent colour. I felt as though I was being burned alive.

      “With this, I can make you do whatever I want.”

      He released his hold on me and I slumped down from the desk and onto the floor.

      Drawing a deep ragged breath, I stared down at the star-shaped scar of blackened skin in the centre of my chest. The smell of my own singed flesh stung my nose and poured the taste of vomit into my mouth.

      Jon’s shiny shoes appeared around the side of the desk and this time, I didn’t stop myself from shrinking away from him. In his hand, he held the object he’d used to paralyze me. He thrust it out toward me as though he would press it to my body once more.

      “Do you know they used these on the original shadow sorcerers?” he said, turning it over in his hands. It looked like a small iron bar but the top of it was carved with a star.

      From where I sat on the floor it didn’t look particularly powerful but I had felt its bite and I was damn sure I wasn’t going to let him touch me with it again.

      “I’ll bet they had a lot of fun with them. I mean, I only pressed that against your chest; imagine if I used it elsewhere?”

      I scrambled backwards, not caring about the bloodied carpet anymore.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to use it on you again, Amber. So long as you do as you’re told.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Well for a start, I want you to use your powers to get this little preternatural issue in the city cleared up.”

      “You mean round up the escaped prisoners?”

      “Not just them,” he said. “I want you to pinpoint the location of every last preternatural creature on the streets so we can arrest them.”

      “You can’t do that,” I said, swiping the back of my hand over my face. My hand came away wet with my tears and in that moment I knew I hated Jon. He had reduced me to the very thing I swore I would never be.

      “Of course I can,” he said. “I’ve got the backing of head office. They don’t like how things have been run. They don’t like that the Elite has been co-opted by your kind. King City is just the beginning. People are going to learn that you can’t break the law here and get away with it. We’re in for a little shake-up and it starts with a crackdown on the preternaturals.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      He waggled the iron bar in his hand. “Then I start applying a little pressure.”

      I pushed up onto my feet. “I’m never going to let you come near me again with that thing,” I said defiantly as I backed away to the door. “And the other officers aren’t going to stand by and let you do this. They won’t stand for you rounding up innocent preternaturals. You’ve clearly lost your mind on this one, Jon, if you think it’s going to fly.”

      He grinned at me. “And again, that’s where you’re wrong. Didn’t you notice all the new faces out there?”

      I paused and felt my breath constrict in my chest.

      “All those new fresh faced recruits. Human. Not a preternatural among them.”

      “They still won’t stand idly by while you turn this city inside out. You’re going to kill hundreds, maybe thousands of people if you do this.”

      Jon shrugged. “Fine.”

      I felt for the handle and tugged the door open behind me before I spilled out into the office.

      Strong rough hands grabbed me by the shoulders and forced me back into the office. “Watch out, she’s got a nasty right hook.” The unadulterated joy in Jon’s voice turned my stomach.

      I twisted and managed to free my right arm. Turning my body, I brought my foot down on the instep of the man on my right. But instead of reacting in pain, he punched me square in the jaw. Streamers erupted behind my eyeballs as the room tilted violently. Something struck me across the back of my head, driving me to my knees. Vomit washed up into my throat and it took all of my control not to lose consciousness. My head lolled back onto my shoulders as my knees buckled and I stared up into the white eyes of the two Saga Venatione holding me.

      Except these two were different to any witch hunter I’d seen before. Their heads were shaved and every inch of their pale skin was covered with writhing, vine-like tattoos. The same kinds of tattoos both Nic and Jason had.

      The hunter on my right grabbed my arm again and twisted it up behind my back. The move forced my upper body forward. It was either that or let them snap my arm in half.

      Jon raked his hands through my hair, scooping it forward and exposing the back of my neck. The scrabbling sensation of his fingers made me struggle but the hunters holding me wouldn’t budge. Something clicked into place around my throat and I went still.

      The metal hummed against my skin, sending an unpleasant vibration coursing through my nervous system.

      “There. You’ll find your new piece of jewelry makes you very amenable to my requests,” Jon said.

      The hunters let me go and I dropped on to my hands and knees. Tentatively, I lifted my hands to my throat and pressed my finger tips against the cold metal collar I now wore.

      “What’s this?” My voice was hoarse as though I’d spent the last hour screaming.

      “A little insurance,” Jon said pleasantly. “Anything I ask of you, you will do. Or—”

      I glanced up at him and watched as he waved the iron bar in front of me once more.

      “And in case there was any confusion, Amber.” He stalked back over to his desk and pulled a poppet out of the top drawer.

      “This was not part of the agreement.” The low rumbling voice of the Saga Venatione behind me caused the hairs to rise on the back of my neck.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Jon said. “I’ll keep my end of the bargain so long as you keep yours.”

      “What bargain?” I asked, glancing back at the hunter behind me.

      He expression was impassive and he stared through me rather than at me.

      “I said what bargain?”

      “It does not talk,” he said.

      “Unless it is spoken to.” The other hunter finished.

      From the corner of my eye I could see Jon wrapping the strands of my hair he’d pulled out earlier around the poppet.

      “You can’t let him do that,” I said, panic lending an unpleasant note to my voice. “That magic isn’t sanctioned. You can’t—” My voice cut off as white hot agony tore through my stomach and spread upwards into my chest. I gagged on my words as I dropped back onto the floor.

      It was just as bad as it had been before, and the collar around my neck began to heat as my power struggled to rise to the surface.

      “There’s nothing you can do, Amber.” Jon’s voice came from far away as I floated in a fog of misery. “The more you try to use your power, the worse it will get.”

      He was right. There was nothing I could do to stop it.

      Darkness ate at the corners of my vision and as much as I wanted to stay alert and fight my human body could only take so much.

      I sank into oblivion, my scream silenced beneath Jon’s torment.
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      When I came to, I was upright and in the same chair I’d been sitting in when I’d been in Jon’s office. My head felt like someone had started up a pneumatic drill inside my skull and my heart threatened to beat out of my chest.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I whipped my head up and shot a terrified look around the office.

      The hunters were gone but Jon was still there. He was back behind the desk, the poppet--with my hair wrapped around its body--rested on top of a pile of files that hadn’t been there before.

      “I was wondering when you’d wake up,” he said, sounding quietly pleased with himself. “Now. Are we done with the demonstrations for the day?” As he spoke he held the iron bar above the poppet.

      I nodded, my dry tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth.

      “Good,” he said, setting the two items aside. “Now that we’re both on the same page I want you to start by getting me the locations of the preternaturals.”

      “And the other thing you want me for?”

      “That’s a little more complicated.”

      “Spit it out.”

      “Your little stunt in Fortune has created quite a mess.”

      “I saved the town.”

      “The town was expendable,” he said. “The treaty between the humans and the fae is not and your destroying the night wings has created somewhat of a rift between us and them.”

      I stared at him uncomprehendingly. Had I just heard him correctly? Had he really just suggested I should have allowed the night wings to destroy the inhabitants of an entire town?

      “What am I supposed to do about that?” I asked.

      “There is going to be a meeting between the fae and the human government. You are to be a gesture of good will for the fae,” he said.

      Cold dread coiled in the pit of my stomach. My mind instantly conjured the image of Fionn and a shudder of revulsion raced through me. I wouldn’t go back there. I wouldn’t be their prisoner. Jon would have to kill me first.

      “I won’t do it.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” he said smartly, reaching for the iron bar once more.

      “I don’t care what you do to me but I am not going to be handed over to them. I would rather die.”

      Jon paused and met my gaze. “You still don’t get it, do you?”

      I bit my tongue in an effort to keep from giving him a smart-ass reply. The thought of feeling the pain that tiny piece of iron could deliver was enough to stifle my typical responses.

      He sighed. “You will go to the fae whether you like it or not. Any kind of subordination will have consequences.”

      “Yeah I get it. You’ll use that thing on me. But I don’t care. I just told you I would rather die.”

      He shook his head. “Have you ever heard of a whipping boy?”

      I stared blankly at him. What the hell did an early European form of corporeal punishment for royalty have to do with me.

      “A whipping boy was typically someone used as a stand-in who would suffer the punishment intended for their royal counterpart. And while you are not royalty, it’s still a perfectly acceptable explanation for what will happen if you reject your duty. In this instance, I think Victoria would be a suitable whipping boy.”

      “Do you really think hurting her will go over all that well with the fae?”

      “Actually,” he said, with a smirk, “I think it will go over perfectly with them. Changelings are not welcome creatures in Faerie.”

      “She wouldn’t let you hurt her. She’s stronger than you think.”

      “And a collar will soon make her compliant.”

      I couldn’t see a way out of this. If I didn’t acquiesce, he would kill Victoria, I had no doubt about that. And if I did, then I would be at the mercy of the fae once more.

      “I’ll take my chances with the fae,” I said, quietly.

      “That’s a good girl.” The patronization in Jon’s voice set my teeth on edge and I curled my fingers into the palms of my hands to stop from lunging across the table and pounding his face into a fine paste.

      “I have one condition.”

      Jon quirked an eyebrow at me. “You’re not exactly in a position to bargain.”

      “No but I figure you’ll let me have this.”

      He steepled his fingers in front of his face. “What is it?”

      “I need a few hours to round up the locations of the preternaturals.”

      “You can do it here.”

      I shook my head. “No. I need my own supplies. If this is what you want then you need to let me do it my way.”

      He leaned back in his chair. “Fine. I’ll give you two hours.”

      “Five.”

      “Three.”

      “Done.” I smiled sweetly at him but Jon didn’t smile back.

      As I got to my feet and headed for the door, the uncomfortable hum of the collar seemed to intensify.

      “Oh, and Amber?”

      I placed one hand on the door handle and turned to face Jon.

      “No matter where you go, so long as you are wearing the collar, I can reach you.” As though to emphasise his words he brushed the iron bar down the front of the poppet. Gritting my teeth, it took all of my strength just to stay on my feet but I managed it and when the pain dissipated, I gave him a tight smile.

      “I understand.” And it was true. So long as I was wearing the collar I was little more than his puppet. He could do whatever he wanted and there was nothing I could do to stop him.

      Pulling open the office door, I stepped out into the office. The few remaining Elite officers paused in whatever they were doing to watch me make my way to the exit. Every step I took, I could feel their gazes pressing against my skin as though they had reached out with their hands to touch me.

      How had he managed all of this in such a short amount of time? It seemed impossible and yet…

      Picking up my pace I practically started to run and the collar around my neck only seemed to grow heavier with every step I took.
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      Victoria’s answering machine picked up for the third time and I groaned in frustration. Why wasn’t she answering the goddamned phone?

      I parked the car haphazardly in front of my apartment building and climbed out as the beep sounded.

      “Victoria, where are you. I need you to call me. It’s urgent.”

      I hung up and immediately regretted leaving the message. Jon probably had our numbers tapped. It certainly wouldn’t surprise me. He seemed to have everything else tied up nice and neat.

      For what felt like the millionth time I adjusted the collar around my neck. It was radiating heat and my skin prickled with the discomfort of wearing it. Where had they gotten the collar from? And who the hell were the new Saga Venatione guys?

      Scrolling through the numbers in my phone I called Nic and listened as it rang out. What were they doing to him?

      Glancing down at the phone, I weighed up the pros and cons of calling Jason. He had left me to die the night before. But then again, he was the only other witch hunter I knew in town who might have some idea about what was going on. Doesn’t mean he has to tell you, the little voice in the back of my mind piped up.

      But what else did I have to lose?

      Dialing his number, I held my breath as I waited for him to answer. It seemed like an eternity but finally, the call picked up.

      “What do you want?” There was no mistaking the hostility in his voice.

      “I need your help.”

      Silence travelled down the line and I found myself checking to make sure he hadn’t actually hung up on me.

      “Jason, are you there?”

      “What do you need?”

      I filled him on the details as quickly as I could and he listened without saying a word. When I’d finished, he sucked in a deep breath. “Where are you now?”

      “At my apartment.”

      “I’ll be there in five.”

      The line went dead. Had calling him been the right choice? I needed answers; the kinds of answers I could only get from the witch-hunters themselves and yet… A feeling of trepidation washed over me. What if I was wrong? What if last night, when he’d locked me in that room, had been just the tip of the betrayal iceberg? What if he was now on his way over with a bunch of his friends and they were going to—

      I shook my head, forcing myself to draw in a deep calming breath. There was no point in allowing my mind to work overtime on this. He was on his way over and there was nothing I could do but wait and see how all of this panned out.

      Pushing open my apartment door, I was surprised to find the place still intact. At least Alastor and Lily hadn’t killed each other yet.

      However, the place was ominously silent as I dumped my bag on the floor and made my way into the living room.

      A noise from the bathroom caused me to freeze and cautiously I pulled my gun from its holster. At least Jon hadn’t thought to take that from me.

      “Hello?” I called out and the bathroom door flopped open to reveal Lily looking tired and panicked.

      “Where have you been? There’s something wrong with your demon and I didn’t know how to contact you.”

      “What do you mean something wrong with—” I glanced past her and caught sight of Alastor on the bathroom floor.

      Dark blood crusted around his nose and a trickle of dark fluid leaked from his black eyes. He shuddered and his human skin bulged and split as though there was something much larger and nastier inside trying to escape. Of course there was something larger and nastier inside him. He was a pure blood demon and the handsome blond haired stranger who had attacked me in my apartment that first night was not his true form.

      “How long has he been like this?” I asked, sliding my gun back into the holster and crossing to the bathroom.

      Lily absentmindedly scrubbed her hand over her forehead and into her dark hair, leaving a blackened smudge of Alastor’s blood on her face. “A while. It started shortly after you left. At first I thought he was joking around. You know, trying to intimidate me. But he went into the bathroom and I heard a crash. When I came running in, he was already down.”

      I fingered the collar around my throat and Alastor groaned on the floor his black eyes rolling in his head as his spine bowed upwards. The sound of his skin rupturing set my teeth on edge and when I released the collar he dropped back down onto the rug.

      “I think it has something to do with this,” I said, gesturing to the metal ring around my throat.

      “What is it?” Lily leaned in toward me and then leaped backward, her back slamming into the door jamb as she scrambled to get away from me. “What the fuck? Why are you wearing that?”

      “You’ve seen one of these things before?”

      “Jason threatened to collar me in the prison if I didn’t behave but he never actually did it.” Her eyes widened in surprise. “Did he do this to you?”

      I shook my head. “No, my boss did it.”

      Lily stared at me for a moment before she erupted into laughter. “Oh this is too good,” she said between bouts of giggles. “You--little Miss Goody-Two-Shoes--gets collared by the Elite. This has made my day. It really has.”

      Biting back the resentment that threatened to spill out of me I waited for her to stop laughing before I continued.

      “This isn’t the only toy he has. He has some kind of iron bar with a star on the top of it.” I pulled down the neck of my T-shirt, exposing the burn mark in the centre of my chest.

      “Holy shit,” she said, eyeing it.

      “Something like that,” I said. “Jon says it belonged to the witch-hunters, that they used to use it on Shadow Sorcerers in the old days.”

      Lily chewed her lip. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Well count yourself lucky. That sucker packs a serious punch. When he used it on me, I went down hard and there was nothing I could do about it.”

      A soft knock on the front door made us both jump. Alastor squirmed on the floor and rolled onto his side before his body went limp.

      Bending down next to him, I pressed my fingers against his neck and searched for a pulse. It beat steadily beneath my touch and I let go of some of the tension I was carrying in my shoulders. Being unconscious was probably the best thing for him right now. As I pulled my hand away he shuddered, his skin sliding over his body as though it were made of something more fluid. It came to a juddering halt and he went still once more.

      If I couldn’t get the collar off, then he was going to die and if he died, then I was a goner too.

      Straightening up, I headed for the front door.

      “You’d better make yourself scarce,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m pretty sure that’s Jason at the door.”

      Lily’s expression grew troubled and I left her in the bathroom with Alastor. Pulling open the front door, I found Jason looking shifty on the step. His arm was in a sling and his face was drawn and ashen.

      His gaze automatically went to the collar around my throat and I took a step forward as he reached out toward me.

      “Shit, Amber.” His fingers bumped against the brushed steel of the collar, sending a frisson of unpleasant energy tinkling through my body.

      “Don’t,” I said, drawing away from him. The collar was uncomfortable enough without him disturbing the energy of it.

      “It’s beginning to burn you,” he said, nodding in the direction of my throat but thankfully he heeded my request and didn’t reach out to touch the collar again. “The more power you posses the worse the symptoms. Can I come in?”

      I said nothing, just stepped aside to let him into the hall.

      “If I’d known this was going to happen, I would have—”

      “You would have what?” I arched an eyebrow at him. “Would you have warned me? Or would you have left me to die like you did last night.”

      “Last night was different. I couldn’t just agree to letting a known sorcerer out of the prison. They would have branded me a traitor.”

      “So leaving us to die in there was a better option?”

      He sighed and scrubbed his hand over his face. When he looked back at me once more, the dark circles under his eyes stood out in stark relief against his grey complexion. He looked as exhausted as I felt.

      “I knew you’d find a way out.”

      “Oh really,” I said, incapable of hiding the sarcasm in my voice. “Did you know Jon was planning this?”

      “No.”

      “Somehow I find that hard to believe when it was your witch hunter buddies who helped him get the collar on me in the first place.”

      I didn’t think it was possible but Jason’s face paled further. “There are others here in King city?”

      “Yeah, big burly bald dudes with a serious tattoo addiction. They damn near ripped my arm off just holding me down so Jon could get the collar on.”

      “Knights…”

      “Excuse me?”

      “They’re not just witch hunters like me, they’re what we call knights.”

      “And what’s so great about these knights?”

      “They’re stronger,” he said. “They dedicate their lives to the order and in return it gives them a power boost. For a while I thought maybe Nic was heading down the route but then you two seemed to be getting cozy again.”

      “Have you heard from Nic?”

      Jason shook his head. “No, but that’s nothing new; I’m the last person he would want to contact.”

      “I’m worried about him.”

      “You should be worried about yourself. You’re the one wearing a collar.” His eyes darkened as he stared at me and before I could stop him he’d caught the edge of my t-shirt and jerked the collar down.

      “Son of a bitch. He used the Star of Torment on you. I’m going to rip his head off and—”

      “I don’t need you to wade in there and make this worse, Jason. I need you to help me get it off. It’s killing Alastor and—”

      “So all of this--you calling me over here and asking for my help--was just to save your pet demon?” He sighed. “Typical, just bloody typical. I thought we were over all of this? I don’t care about what happens to demons or—”

      “Me?” I finished for him.

      “No, I care about what happens to you. I just—”

      “If he dies, then I die.”

      Jason fell silent and began to pace up and down the hall.

      “Come on, you know this is wrong. Jon plans to round up every preternatural in King City and do goddess knows what to them. Even if you don’t want to help Alastor, think about all of the innocents who are going to get hurt--or worse, killed--in this stupidity.”

      He stopped his pacing. “If I could help you get the collar off I would but there are two ways that thing comes off. Either you find someone strong enough magically to do it or—”

      “Or?”

      “Or we lop your head off and the collar will pop right off your neck.”

      Crossing to the couch, I slumped down into the seat. Things were definitely going from bad to worse.

      “If he hands me over to the fae and I’m wearing this...” I flicked the collar and a shudder raced over my skin.

      “Wait, you’re going to be the peace offering?” Jason’s eyes widened and he crouched down in front of me. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “Sorry, among the million other things going wrong with my day, that part slipped my mind.”

      “You don’t need to get sarcastic with me, Amber. I’m trying to help.”

      Swallowing down the ball of self-pity building in the back of my throat I nodded. “What can you tell me about this meeting then?”

      “The fae are sending a party to negotiate over the peace treaty with the humans. The humans had promised to give a sign of good faith. A peace offering of sorts.”

      “And I’m it.”

      He nodded. “Aside from that I’ve been kept out of the loop on most things.”

      “What about the prison breach. Do you have any idea what my father wanted from the pit?”

      “Best we can tell, only one prisoner escaped from the pit. Thank God or this town would have a serious shit show on its hands.”

      “There was a strange man with him last night.” Jason cocked his head to the side and sat next to me on the couch. “After I shot the bear shifter, this guy came over and stared at me. I was trapped so I couldn’t move but when he approached me, I felt this kind of sickness. Like his very presence made me feel ill.”

      “Did he do anything else?”

      I scrunched my face up, struggling to remember what else the stranger had done but my brain refused to cooperate. “I don’t know. I think so…” Closing my eyes I fought to conjure the memory of the night before. The way he had smiled at me, his body covered in scars. “He whistled,” I said. “I don’t know what the tune was but he—”

      “He did what?” Jason’s voice was icy but I would have recognised the note of it fear in it anywhere.

      Opening my eyes, I met his gaze. “He whistled. He tried to touch me and I didn’t want him to, so I tried to set him alight. And then he started to whistle.”

      Jason shifted on the couch, turning his upped body completely toward me as he gripped my face gently in his large hands.

      “This is very important, Amber. Are you sure it was a whistle?”

      I struggled to free myself from his grip but despite the tenderness in his touch, his hands were vice like and I couldn’t shake free of his hold.

      “Let me go. Of course I’m sure he whistled. I’m not an idiot. He started to whistle and then my father called him away.”

      “And you don’t remember the tune?”

      “I think maybe it was—”

      Jason clamped a beefy hand over my mouth and I squeaked in protest.

      “Don’t. Don’t whistle it out loud. Don’t ever repeat the sound.” He sighed. “I’m going to let you go now but if you think I shouldn’t, then shake your head.”

      I glared up at him and he slowly removed his hand from my mouth.

      “What the hell was that about?” I asked, indignation causing my voice to rise. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Nearly,” he said. “From what you’re describing, Amber, your father released a creature called the Whistler.”

      “Wow, you really broke the imagination bank for that one didn’t you?” I scooted down the soft, putting a little distance between us. If he was going to lash out again and clamp his hand over my mouth then I was going to see him coming.

      He gave me a rueful smile. “This is serious. The whistler hasn’t been loose among humans in four centuries.”

      “No, you’re wrong. He was a young man. Younger than I am.”

      “No one actually knows how old he is other than they think he crawled straight out of Hell itself.”

      “Well what does he do?”

      “He whistles,” Jason said, his voice matter of fact as though that one simple statement explained everything.

      “No shit, Sherlock. What else does he do? Why was he locked in the pit?”

      “I’m serious. He was down there because of his whistling.” Seeing the look of incomprehension on my face, Jason sighed. “You’ve heard of an ear worm right?”

      I nodded. Everyone knew what an ear worm was. Some ridiculous song that you just couldn’t shake, no matter how hard you tried.

      “Well that’s what he does. The tunes he whistles are basically ear worms but instead of quietly driving you a little loopy because you can’t remember all the lyrics, these actually drive people mad. We’re talking zombie rage virus mad.”

      “Shit…”

      “That’s not the worst of it,” Jason said. “It spreads like a virus too. That’s why I couldn’t let you repeat the tune for me. The infected infect others by whistling the tune aloud. When they initially had him locked away he kept driving all the jailers mad so in the end they stuck him down in the pit. It was the only way to protect everyone from his power.”

      “How do we stop him?”

      Jason shook his head. “Nobody knows. Locking him up was the best the Saga Venatione could do the last time he was on the loose.”

      “Great.”

      My cell phone chose that moment to start ringing and I practically ripped it out of my pocket.

      “Hello?”

      “Amber, I got your messages. What’s up?” I never thought I’d be so happy to hear Victoria’s voice as I was in that moment.

      “Are you still at the mall?”

      “Yeah, I thought you’d be here already.”

      “Look, I’m on my way there now. Please don’t go anywhere. I’ll tell you everything once I get there.”

      “Okay.” Victoria was never good at hiding her true emotions and this time was no exception. The skepticism in her voice was palpable.

      I hung up and glanced up at Jason. “Want to do a little hunting?”

      He raised his injured arm still wrapped up in a sling and I half expected him to turn me down. “I guess I need to start working this arm or it’ll stiffen up on me.”

      Nodding, I climbed to my feet. “I need to do something first.”

      Leaving him alone in the living room I went back to the bathroom. Alastor still lay on the bathroom floor but he was propped up now and he was awake.

      “What’s happening to me?” His voice was low and sounded more like his demon counterpart than his human half.

      “It’s the collar,” I said, directing his gaze to the metal ring around my throat. “It’s a long story but I’m working on a plan to get it off and get you back on your feet.” I kept my voice light and bright and for a moment I thought he’d actually bought it.

      “You can’t lie to me, Amber, I am your demon.” He coughed into his hand and black spittle coated his lips. He drew in a deep shuddering breath, the noise rattling in his lungs. “I am dying.”

      “I’m not going to let that happen.”

      He started to shrug and then seemed to think better of it. “We don’t always get a choice in these things. I know I am dying but there is still hope for you.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      “You could sever your tie with me. We are not fully bonded and if you broke it now you might still live when I am taken back to Hell.”

      “You said it was impossible.”

      He grinned up at me, his teeth blackened from the blood in his mouth. “I wanted you to need me, Amber. I am your demon. I need you far more than you need me.”

      Closing my eyes, I pressed my hands to my face. “Look, just get up off the bathroom floor and go into my bedroom. That way you’ll be a little more comfortable.”

      “And what about what I said? Are you going to sever our bond?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He nodded. “Well if you choose to, please don’t tell me.”

      “You’d prefer it to be a surprise?”

      “I would rather not know the moment of my death, yes.”

      “Lily, help me get him up.” She was perched on the edge of the bath tub watching with keen interest our back and forth discussion.

      I expected her to protest but instead she crouched down next to Alastor and slid her hands beneath his arms. I took the other side and between us we just about managed to get him on his feet. Getting to the bedroom was another story.

      Staggering from the bathroom, I collided with the wall as Alastor’s entire weight shifted over to my side.

      “Keep him balanced.” Gritting my teeth, I slipped his arm around my neck, careful to keep him away from the collar.

      “Need a hand?” Jason appeared in the hallway ahead of us.

      “I didn’t think you’d want to help.”

      “I’m already up to my neck in shit. Making sure you don’t break your neck trying to shift his weighty ass around your apartment is a minor infraction.”

      He glanced at Lily and for a split second, I could see a softening in his gaze but it was gone as quickly as it had arrived. Jason reached over and Lily shrank away from his touch. She moved so quickly that I was left holding Alastor upright.

      His legs collapsed beneath him and I slammed into the wall again, leaving an indentation in the plaster.

      “Why are you so heavy?” I muttered more to myself than anyone else.

      “My demon form is much bigger. It makes this shape denser because I carry more mass.”

      “Well could you try and get your legs under your giant mass a little better please, you’re going to crush me.”

      His weight disappeared as Jason slid into Lily’s spot and took most of the burden. Alastor hung between us and despite the wheeze in his lungs I was sure I could hear him chuckling.

      “You know there was a time when I wanted to crush you,” he said. “There was a time when I would have gladly ripped your spine out through your chest and sucked the marrow from your bones.”

      “Now is not really the best time to tell me this,” I said. “You’re kind of at my mercy here.”

      “I know,” he said softly, glancing over in my direction. His demon black eyes were unnerving but I was finding it easier to meet his gaze with every moment that passed. Almost as though I was growing used to them. Could you grow used to a demon, was it possible?

      It hit me then. If anything happened to him, I would actually miss his smart ass. It was a sobering thought. Not too long ago, I was wishing he had never entered my life and now here I was wishing he wouldn’t leave.

      We hoisted him into the bedroom and carefully laid him out on the bed.

      “I’m going to fix this,” I promised.

      “I know you will.” He grinned up at me before his smile slid away and was replaced by a grimace. “I’m sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “I was supposed to help you. Not the other way around.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      He shook his head. “Who will keep your sister in check?”

      I glanced back at Lily, who was propped against the door jamb. “Nothing I guess.”

      Lily met my gaze head on. “You won’t try to stop me from leaving?”

      I sighed. “I’ve got bigger fish to fry right now. Our father is out there somewhere with the Whistler and my boss wants to use me as a means to broker a peace treaty with the fae. Not to mention the collar and the fact that my demon is dying. So no, I won’t be trying to stop you, Lily. Go if you have to.”

      She shrugged. “I guess I could stick around here, I’ve got nothing better to do.”

      I stared at her incredulously. “Seriously? After everything you’re just going to stay?”

      “Well where else would I go?”

      “Last night you couldn’t wait to get back into our father’s good books. You were convinced he was going to swoop in and rescue you at any moment.”

      There was a flash of bitterness in her eyes. “But as you so aptly pointed out, he left me to die in that prison. Why would I go looking for him after he did that?”

      I was at a loss for words. It was exactly the point I’d been trying to make all along. But her sudden change of heart didn’t make any sense.

      Glancing down at the time on phone I swore silently. Only two hours until Jon’s deadline and I still had to meet up with Victoria and get her somewhere safe.

      “Stay if you want to,” I said. “But I’ll try not to be surprised if I come home and find you gone.”

      She shrugged.

      “We need to go I’m kind of on the clock here,” I said, turning to Jason.

      Before I could move away from the bed, Alastor’s hand found mine. “I always knew I’d get into your bed,” he said with a smile.

      I gave his hand a gentle squeeze as I rolled my eyes at him. “You never quit do you?”

      “Plenty of time for that when I’m dead.”

      Pulling away from him, I left Lily with him as I followed Jason to the door. Giving up a silent prayer to the Goddess for Alastor’s survival—which seemed ironic enough—I grabbed my kit bag and slammed the door behind me. Would I come home to find him dead?

      Would I come home at all?
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      Pulling into the mall’s parking lot, I parked behind the yellow tape that cordoned off the area from the public. The rest of the parking lot was empty. A couple of abandoned shopping carts drifted in the middle of the space, making me think of the last zombie movie I’d watched.

      Locking the car, I led the way toward the main doors. Jason fell into step behind me.

      “Amber!” Victoria’s shout brought me up short and I pirouetted in the direction of her voice.

      She wore her midnight black hair high in a ponytail and it swung in the gentle breeze as she jogged over to us.

      “I thought you’d have been here hours ago,” she said, not sounding the least bit out of breath as she came to a halt next to me. “The others went on ahead to scout the area but I said I’d hang back here and wait for you.”

      She peered into my face and her gaze dropped to the metal collar. “What’s that thing?” Her shoulders stiffened and she subtly leaned away from me as though she could sense the magic it exuded. And maybe she could. She was after all a changeling. She could do a lot of things a normal human couldn’t.

      “It’s my new collar,” I said bitterly. “Jon’s got me on a leash now.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means he can control everything I do.” Victoria’s eyebrows practically disappeared into her hairline.

      “Is this his way of punishing you for what you are?”

      “Something like that. It gets worse,” I said and quickly filled her in on how Jon planned to use her in order to bend me to his will.

      “Like hell I’ll be his whipping boy,” she said indignantly. She started to pace. “The arrogance. Who does he think he is? I could snap him in half with one hand.”

      “He’s got the powers-that-be on his side, not to mention the Saga knights.” I cast a wary glance in Jason’s direction.

      “I have heard of them before,” she said. “But I’ve never had the privilege of meeting one.”

      “Count yourself lucky.”

      Victoria nodded. “He’s right about one thing, though.”

      “And that is?”

      “Faerie does not care for changelings. If he chooses to make a move against me, I will not have the support of the fae. They will gladly throw me under the bus. They’ll probably even enjoy it,” she said wryly.

      “Well I’m not going to give him that chance to move against you. If I have to go and play nice with the fae then I will.”

      “They won’t just want you to play nice, Amber,” she said kindly. “Fionn was not the only faerie with an interest in cross-breeding powerful humans with the fae.”

      A cold sweat broke out across my skin and I curled my fists. “Then I will kill them just like I did Fionn.”

      Victoria shook her head sadly. “I do not doubt that you would try but with that thing around your neck, you are vulnerable. And I have no doubt that whatever fae will be present at these peace talks will be powerful. Perhaps even more powerful than the Father of the Hunt himself.”

      “Well let’s just cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said uneasily. The last thing I wanted to spend my time doing was discussing the fact that within a few short hours I would be at the mercy of some fae who only wanted me for my power and my ability to have a child. “In the meantime,” I said. “We need to get you somewhere safe where Jon can’t—”

      “I’m not going to run and hide, Amber.” Victoria straightened so that she towered over me. “I’m sorry but I won’t hide, not even for you.”

      “But if he gets his hands on you—”

      “Then I will fight. But you cannot ask me to behave like a coward.”

      I groaned inwardly. “I’m not asking you to—”

      The sound of screaming erupted from within the mall causing the three of us to start.

      “Who’s in there?” I said, pulling my gun from my holster.

      “We left two of the men behind as guards—”

      I glanced up as the sound of shattering glass exploded over our heads. The screaming intensified and I had just enough time to see the rolling eyes and frothing mouth of the man who had propelled himself out of the third story window before I dived out of the way.

      He hit the ground with a sickening, meaty thud, the sound of his bones crushing within his body turning my stomach.

      He gurgled incoherently on the asphalt, bloody bubbles escaping from his nose and mouth as he struggled to move. It took a moment for him to grow still and the light in his eyes to fade as his spirit left his body.

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered, glancing back up at where he had come from, half expecting to see the second man hurl himself to his death too.

      “Do you think that was the work of the whistler?”

      “I don’t know,” Jason said honestly, crouching down next to the body. “I can’t see any external wounds aside from the obvious trauma. It’s impossible to tell if this was the whistler’s work.”

      “The what now?” Victoria interjected.

      “The whistler,” I said. “It’s what escaped from the pit. Or I should say, it’s what my father let out of the pit.”

      “Your father was behind the jailbreak?” Victoria gave a low whistle. “Why am I not surprised. I suppose Lily is out then too?”

      “Yeah but not because of him…” I chewed my lip nervously. Victoria was definitely going to hate this. “I took Lily with me. She’s back at my apartment.”

      “You what?” Victoria exploded, her pale skin taking on a mottled hue. “Have you lost your mind? Have you forgotten all of the things she has done? How could you have allowed this?” Victoria turned on Jason who stood watching the back and forth with a bemused expression on his face.

      “I didn’t allow anything. Amber made her own choices.”

      “I had no choice. She was going to die if I left here there and—”

      “So what if she was going to die? It’s no more than the crazy cow deserves.”

      I shook my head. “I know she deserves to be punished for what she has done but—”

      “Have you forgotten what she did to Graham? How she used him to get to you?”

      I stiffened. I hadn’t forgotten the way she had used Graham. However, what she had done had also saved him. She had done what I couldn’t and I wouldn’t forget that.

      “She will be brought to justice, Victoria, but it won’t be served up by my father.” I sighed. “Look, I think she might be useful. My father obviously left her behind for a reason and I’d like to know what that was.”

      “He’s probably manipulating you too, just like she was.”

      “Guys, we really don’t have time for this,” Jason interjected. “We’ve got a body here and a guard unaccounted for. Do you think you could put your bickering aside for five minutes while we do our god-damned jobs?”

      Victoria bristled under the censure but she clamped her lips together in a tight line.

      “We should go in there,” I said, gesturing to the mall. “If it is the Whistler in there then we need to find him and stop him.”

      “And how are we supposed to do that?”

      “I don’t know, Jason,” I said smartly. “Do you have a better idea?”

      The sound of gunfire broke out behind the mall.

      “I’m going after them,” Victoria said, as she started to run in the direction of the gunfire. Jason followed on her heel leaving me to stand staring down at the body of the fallen Elite officer.

      The hairs on the back of my neck slowly prickled and stood to attention as though someone or something was watching me. I slowly turned in a circle, my gaze scanning my surroundings for signs of anything untoward but there was nothing. The parking lot was too open and exposed for anyone to hide within. So why the hell couldn’t I shake the feeling?

      Years ago, I’d heard my mother describe the same feeling as someone walking over your grave. At the time I’d thought it was strange. How could you have a grave if you weren’t yet dead? But as I stood and surveyed my surroundings, I couldn’t help but agree with her analysis. That was exactly what it felt like.

      “Are you coming?” Jason shouted back to me from the corner of the mall and I nodded as I drew my gun and jogged after him.
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      The rear of the mall was made up of loading areas so the shops within could have their goods easily delivered. It was surrounded on all sides by rough scrubland.

      “One of the doors back here has been ripped open.” Victoria’s voice carried over the gentle breeze that swayed the long grass.

      “They went this way,” Jason said, directing our attention to a track of footprints that led directly onto the scrub.

      Gunfire erupted again but it sounded further away than the last time. Despite getting thrown around like a rag doll the night before, Jason was on his feet and running before the rapid fire had ceased. I was hot on his heels, the air burning in my lungs as I struggled to keep up with his long strides.

      When this was over, I was going back to training. It had been far too long and this chase proved I was letting myself get out of shape.

      Victoria easily passed me and then Jason, her lithe body built for speed as she crossed the uneven terrain.

      The sound of screaming reached back to me and my body went cold. These were not the same kinds of screams as the guard who’d thrown himself out of the window had made.

      Cresting a dip in the ground, I came upon the scene and my heart leaped into my mouth.

      Four rogue shifters had our team pinned down. The screams were coming from one of the officers, who lay on the ground beneath the clawed foot of the largest wolf shifter I had ever seen.

      The wolf shifter dipped his head down, his elongated jaws disappearing into the abdomen of the officer who writhed beneath him. The screaming grew wetter and it dawned on me that the poor man was being eaten alive.

      Bile raced up the back of my throat. I took aim with my gun and fired, the shot ringing out in the open space. I hit my target and the screaming stopped.

      For a split second there wasn’t an ounce of movement as everyone in the area froze. Then, as if someone had hit the fast forward button on a remote control, everything seemed to speed up and move at once.

      The shifter’s gaze picked me out on the small hill upon which I stood, his yellow eyes rolling in his head as his long red tongue lolled from the side of his mouth. Throwing his head back, he howled into the air as I took aim with my gun again. Not that my bullets would do much to hurt him even if I managed to hit him.

      I fired again but he was already on the move, dodging this way and that as he crossed the space toward me.

      Power tickled the back of my throat as Jason’s magic slammed into the shifter, knocking him off his feet. He went down hard, his chest rapidly rising and falling as he struggled to drink in enough air. But one side of his ribcage was crushed as though he’d been hit by a truck..

      Victoria had waded into the fray along with the other shifters and the Elite officers who were still left standing. From where I stood, we seemed to be winning the battle.

      Unease settled in the pit of my stomach as I became acutely aware of the same feeling I’d had in the prison. Something crept closer and even the earth seemed to shrink away from its presence.

      Caleb, as my father had called him, appeared on the opposite side of the field. He was no longer wearing the dirty torn shorts he’d been wearing in the prison. Now, he looked like any typical young man. He wore faded blue jeans that still had the creases in them from the hangar they’d been taken from and a crisp white shirt that covered up the worst of the scars that criss-crossed his young body. The down-turned collar revealed a particularly nasty scar that trailed up the side of his neck.

      His face was clean, devoid of the dirt and dust he’d been covered in the night before, and his hair gleamed wetly in the sunlight.

      Despite the distance between us, he smiled at me and spread his arms wide as though inviting me to take a shot. But he was too far away from my gun to be of any use and he knew it as well as I did.

      Had he planned this?

      “Whistler!” I screamed that one word into the raging battle and Jason’s steps faltered as he glanced in the same direction I was. “Cover your ears!”

      The whistler shook his head at me and pursed his lips. My reaction was automatic and I clamped my hands over my ears in an attempt to block out whatever he was about to do.

      “Run!” Jason shouted, his voice penetrating my mind. But I was frozen as the whistler’s power blew across the scrubland.

      If I’d thought the shifters were rogue before the whistler had arrived, the sound of his ear worm drove them completely over the edge. They tore at their heads as though they thought they could dig the sound out of their own skulls. If they carried on like this they would kill themselves.

      One of the Elite officers managed to get a shot off in Caleb’s direction before the sound of his power slammed into him too and turned his gun on the others in his group.

      Red bloomed in the front of Caleb’s t-shirt and for a moment he stared down in bewilderment at his chest. But as quickly as the blood had appeared it began to shrink as though time itself was slowly rewinding to the moment before he had been shot.

      It disappeared completely and he was once again whole.

      Caleb’s lips moved but with my hands over my ears I couldn’t hear him. Tentatively I pulled my hands from my head.

      “Your father says he will see you soon, sorcerer. A change is coming, you need to decide what side you’re really on.”

      “Amber!” Victoria grabbed my arm. “We need to go.”

      Facing her I noted the strain in her face as her eyes shifted back and forth.

      “You heard him, didn’t you?”

      “Just a note of it but I’ll be fine, I can fight it off.” Her body shuddered and her skin rippled as her changeling form erupted and spread. It was followed by her human glamour and so began a dizzying display.

      From the corner of my eye, I watched as the whistler sucked in a deep breath as something landed at my feet. I glanced down at it a second before the world disappeared in a blast of blinding light and deafening sound.

      I came to on the ground, the ringing in my ears deafening as I climbed unsteadily to my feet.

      Victoria was already on her feet and she gestured to the spent flash bang canister on the ground.

      Jason mouthed something at us before he started to run back toward the mall.

      And before I followed him I took one last look back at the whistler but he was gone and only the devastation of those who had been infected by his tune remained.
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      By the time we made it back to the mall, my hearing was beginning to return and the screams of those who had been infected by the whistler grew clearer. Glancing over my shoulder, it took me only a second to realise why we were running. We were being followed.

      Victoria went in through the ripped-open door of the mall first and I quickly followed her as Jason brought up the rear.

      We raced through the warehouse storage and up a flight of stairs before finding the door that led into the mall itself. Locking the door behind us it wasn’t long before the sound of those who had chased us echoed from the other side.

      “Here,” Jason said, holding out a ripped open packet of earplugs in my direction.

      “Where did you get these?”

      He gestured to the pharmacy rack in the store front next door as I popped the first plug into my ear.

      “We need to kill them,” he said before I stuck the other one in. “They’re too dangerous to allow out into the public.”

      “But what if they can be saved.”

      “Amber, I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “Well we could try. If we trap them in here somewhere then maybe we can do something to help them.”

      “They’ve gone mad,” Victoria said. “I could feel it tugging at me.”

      “Are you all right now?”

      She nodded but glanced nervously back toward the door. “You don’t think he’ll follow us, do you?”

      “I think he’s gone.”

      “Good.”

      The sound of wood splintering reached us as the door between us and the other elite officers who had been infected began to buckle beneath their weight.

      “We have no choice, Amber,” Jason said. “We have to put them down.”

      “He’s right,” Victoria said.

      “My power, I can trap them with my power. Help me make a circle…”

      Jason shot me a skeptical glance. “But you’re wearing a collar won’t it suppress your power?”

      “This won’t take much power to build.”

      “Fine. We’ll try it.”

      Racing down the corridor, I found a health food shop. Victoria jerked the shutters up.

      “I need salt.” She nodded and began scanning the shelves on one side of the shop. I followed suit and spotted a jar of frankincense on the top shelf.

      “Got it,” Victoria said and I turned to see her carrying a large sack of sea salt. “What’s that for?”

      “My mother always used it in her circles, she said it was for protection and I read somewhere that they used to use it in exorcisms. I figure it can’t hurt.”

      “Hurry up, guys! They’re about to get through.” Jason called to us from the front of the shop.

      “Out here,” I said, directing Victoria back out into the main floor of the mall. “Start the circle but don’t complete it.”

      She did as I asked and left a break in the ring. Taking the frankincense I marked the floor with runes for protection and containment before straightening up.

      “Earplugs in,” Jason said as the door at the end of the hall buckled and the elite officers spilled into the space.

      I nodded and popped in the second plug, plunging myself into silence. The echoing beat of my heart rang in my head as I surveyed the officers who raced toward us.

      White froth coated their lips and their eyes were wide and bulging. The moment they started to cross the circle, I called the corners as my mother had. Power rose in my chest and the collar around my throat heated up in response.

      The scent of burning flesh tickled my nose and I glanced down to see the collar glowing red. The pain was excruciating but I gritted my teeth and with the last of the salt I closed the circle.

      The woman who had been leading the charge—I remembered her from the office and the raids we’d gone out on together and knew her name was Rosemary—charged toward me. She slammed into the rings outer edge and my power blossomed driving her backwards.

      Opening her mouth, she screamed in frustration and charged once more but I watched it all as if it were some kind of silent movie, the earplugs blocking out the howls of frustration coming from those within the ring.

      Victoria tapped my arm and gestured toward the doors. Nodding, I started to follow her but movement at the end of the corridor caught my attention.

      Rosemary and the others turned in unison toward the bloodied man who limped down the corridor toward us. His lips were moving but I couldn’t hear anything he said as he waved his hands frantically at us.

      “Stay away from the circle,” I said. But with the earplugs in, I wasn’t sure if I’d whispered or shouted the words at him.

      Whichever I’d done, it was too late. He was too close and as his upper body swayed over the edge, Rosemary grabbed him, jerking him entirely over the line.

      I expected her to rip into him but instead she began to purse her lips just as the whistler had.

      The man’s eyes widened in fright as he stared into her face and then Victoria ripped him away from Rosemary’s hold.

      She practically carried him from the mall and once we were outside, I ripped the ear plugs from my ears.

      “Did she do anything to you?” The frightened man shook his head.

      “No, you grabbed me before she could hurt me.”

      “But did she whistle at you?” Jason said. If it had been any other time his question would have made me laugh but I hadn’t forgotten what he’d said the whistler’s victims were capable of.

      “No. She didn’t get the chance.”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding onto.

      “I was in there when they attacked. I got knocked out by one of the shifters and when I came to you guys were there.”

      “You were incredibly lucky,” Jason said.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Randy,” he said. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along. I thought I was going to die…” He wobbled on his feet and Victoria steadied him.

      “Where are you hurt?”

      “My leg, I think one of the shifters bit me…”

      I swallowed hard. Shifters had the ability to turn humans with a bite.

      “Are you sure it was a shifter, Randy?”

      He nodded sadly. “I know what it means but it’ll take time for the shift to happen if it does at all.”

      “We need to get you into a hospital or—”

      Pain ripped through my body, the same white-hot agony I’d suffered at Jon’s hands. The air in my lungs whooshed out of me as it drove me to my knees. My back arched as I choked on my inability to even draw breath.

      A few minutes later I came to on the asphalt.

      “What happened?” Jason peered down at me, concern etched into every line in his face.

      “Jon happened,” I said hoarsely. Jason reached out to help me up but I shook my head. Every nerve-ending in my body was still alight and I was afraid that if he touched me now it would trigger another round of pain.

      “I guess my time is up,” I said, as I sat up.

      The pain slammed into me again and the world went dark.
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      Icy water splashed over me and I sucked in a shocked breath as I sat bolt upright. I recognised the training room in the Elite building instantly. There had been a time when I was intimately familiar with the scent of the rubber mats on the floor because I spent so much time having my face ground into them by the stronger and better recruits during our sparring matches. That was until I’d learned to defend myself.

      “That last one was a doozy wasn’t it?” Jon’s voice cut through the last of the fog in my head.

      I started to get up but found my hands bound behind my back.

      “It’s a precaution really,” Jon said. “I heard that despite the collar you were still able to use your power.”

      “You didn’t trust me to come back then,” I said bitterly, eyeing up the two Saga Venatione knights who flanked him. Even if I managed to get the bonds off my hands, I wouldn’t stand a chance against them. At least not while I was wearing the collar.

      “I trusted you just fine,” Jon said. “But I got bored and the timeline has been moved up so here we are.”

      “This is where the meeting is taking place?” I stared at the sparse space in disgust.

      “God, no,” he said. “The others are already upstairs in the hall. No we’re waiting for the right moment to present you to the fae.”

      “I thought you wanted me to find the locations of the preternaturals in the city.” I hated the note of desperation that tinged my voice.

      Jon’s chuckle sent a sliver of ice down my spine. “But you already did,” he said, giving a small nod toward the doors.

      Saga knights poured into the room--seven in total--and my heart lurched in my chest as I realised who they were dragging between them.

      Lily struggled against the two bald, tattooed men holding her. Her eyes were wild with terror as they dragged her into the middle of the room and forced her to her knees. The shackles she wore were covered in runes and strange carvings that I didn’t recognise but I had a sinking feeling that they were there to keep her power bound.

      Their other prisoner wasn’t even conscious as they dragged him into the room. Alastor’s head lolled back on his shoulders. Black blood congealed on one side of his face and his right eye was swollen shut.

      “What did you do?”

      “The demon tried to fight,” Jon said. “Brave really considering who he was up against.

      The dropped Alastor with a thud onto the floor next to Lily and he lay there limply.

      “He was already hurt,” I said. “You didn’t need to beat him.”

      Jon’s smile faded and he crossed the floor in my direction. He came to stop in front of me and glared down furiously into my upturned face.

      “He’s a demon! Don’t you realise? You’re an Elite officer. It’s your job to remove that scum from this world and yet you allowed it into your bed.”

      “Is that what this is all about?” I asked, my voice dripped with venom. “You’re jealous that I would prefer a demon in my bed than a pathetic excuse for a man like you?”

      Jon’s punch was swift and without my hands to break my fall, I hit the rubber mat with a dull thud. Lights exploded behind my closed eyelids and the taste of blood filled my mouth. Fire filled my stomach as he kicked me. The laughter that escaped me caused him to pause mid strike. I stared up at him and the confused expression on his face made me laugh even harder until tears leaked from the corners of my eyes and ran into my damp hair.

      “Why are you laughing?” He demanded.

      “I’ve always known you were pathetic but I just didn’t realise how much. You couldn’t beat me in a fair match so you collar me and chain me before taking your revenge. Quite the man aren’t you?”

      His face was puce. “I’ll show you how much of man I am,” he said grabbing me by the hair and jerking me upright. I kept the smile on my face as he raised his fist to strike me again.

      “Enough!” Jason’s familiar voice filled the room and relief washed through me.

      “She needs to be taught some humility,” Jon pleaded.

      “I said enough. She is not a toy here for your amusement.” There was a coldness in Jason’s voice that turned my blood to ice.

      Jon stepped aside and Jason came into view. His head had been freshly shaved and the new tattoos that wound their way up his neck stood out against his skin. My stomach twisted painfully.

      “You’re the witch hunter Jon told me about. You’re with them.” Shock reduced my voice to a whisper.

      “Give us the room,” he said to Jon. Turning to the other nights he nodded in the direction of Lily and Alastor take them up to the pyre.

      My chest felt like someone had wrapped it in a vice, my breathing was shallow and my heartbeat rang in my head.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      “Where are you taking them?”

      “They will pay the ultimate penalty for their crimes,” he said quietly. “A witch must burn for her crimes.”

      Lily’s eyes met mine across the room. The hurt and betrayal I saw there tore into me.

      “No!” She screamed and writhed violently against her shackles. “No, you can’t do this! You can’t burn me!” Panic and terror caused her voice to climb and her screams echoed in the corridor as the Saga Knights carried her out.

      And then we were alone. Jason approached me and crouched in front of me.

      “I would have given it all up for you,” he said, reaching out to smooth my hair back behind my ear.

      I spat in his face and he closed his eyes. My bloody spittle dotted his face before he wiped it away with one hand and met my gaze once more.

      “You’ve done this to yourself, Amber. You chose them over me.”

      “And Nic? What about him?”

      “He is the Vatican’s problem now.”

      “He’s your brother,” I said, my voice a hoarse whisper.

      “He’s a traitor.”

      “What will they do to him?” Tears burned the back of my throat but I managed to get the words out.

      “They will take his last confession from him, whether he is willing to give it or not. And then he will be hung drawn and quartered as is befitting his crime.”

      “You know I will kill you,” I said, rage making my voice calm. The emotion settled over me like a well worn mantle and I embraced it willingly. It made my mind clearer, sharper.

      “There is no way out, Amber. I hold all the cards now.” He reached down and with one rough tug jerked me to my feet.

      “I promise you this, Jason. I will see you dead before the sun sets.” Power coiling my chest and despite the collar around my throat that burned my flesh there was a hollow ring of finality to my words.

      He pressed the iron bar he’d called the Star of Torment against my neck and my body went rigid. Pain like a white-hot blaze ripped my cells apart before knitting them back together once more.

      When I came to, I was slumped in Jason’s arms. He cradled me tenderly and stroked his hands up and down my back as he murmured against my hair.

      “Don’t make me use it on you again, Amber. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “No, you just want to hand me over to the fae so they can rape and torture me,” I spat the words at him and writhed in his grip.

      With a sigh he released me and gripped my shackled hands, giving them a firm and painful jerk before he pushed me toward the doors.

      “Our audience awaits.”

      “What do you get out of all of this?” I asked, before we reached the doors. “What’s worth the life of your brother and friends?”

      “I’m a knight now. Accepted and welcomed despite my prior failings. It’s all I ever wanted… before I met you.”

      “There’s still time to stop this,” I said, digging my heels into the floor in an attempt to slow down our progress.

      “It’s done, Amber,” he said wearily. “Accept defeat when it’s staring you in the face.”

      We made it to the door and he paused, turning me back to face him.

      “I wish things could have been different.”

      “Don’t do this, Jason. You’re a good man, I know there’s good in you.”

      He shook his head. “I know I’m good,” he said with a sad smile. “It’s you who’s wrong.”

      With one violent shove, he pushed me backward, out through the doors.
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      Jason ignored everything I said to him as we headed to the hall. Apart from roughly pushing me every time I slowed my pace—anything to postpone our arrival.

      The clamor of voices grew louder as we approached the main hall and the panicked knot in the centre of my chest grew in intensity. Was this really it?

      Jason pushed the doors inwards with a dramatic flourish and pulled me along next to him as we swept into the room.

      Unfamiliar faces stared back at me--some human, some definitely not human--and the panic in my chest threatened to crawl out through my ribcage, taking my heart with it.

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted Victoria who was also shackled in the corner of the room. Next to her stood the young man we’d saved from the mall.

      A scream ripped the jovial atmosphere apart and I craned my neck in the direction the sound had come from.

      At the opposite side of the room, Lily leaned against a metal spike. Her arms were stretched high above her head and the shackles she wore had been connected to a ring on the spike. She struggled against the shackles and screamed again, a long terrified howl of anguish that rattled the metal grate below her feet.

      Next to her, Alastor was chained in a similar manner. He was awake and his one good eye met mine through the crowd. Resignation lurked in his azure gaze and I felt my heart sink.

      If we were going to get out of this, any help wouldn’t come from him.

      Jason jerked my arm and I stumbled as I struggled to keep up with his pace. The crowd parted around us as he led me up to a long table set upon a dais at the top of the room.

      “I thought you said this was a peace talk. It looks more like a party to me,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Some view it as a time to celebrate. Cutting the shadow sorcerers off before they have the chance to gain a foothold in our world once more.”

      A small group of men and women were gathered on the dais and as Jason started up the steps they turned to face us.

      My breath caught in the back of my throat as my eyes fell on the tall, thin man at the end of the table. He was older, his hair grey beneath the harsh lights of the room but his eyes were the same. The same eyes I’d watched fill with pain and terror as the demon I’d summoned dragged him to Hell all those years ago.

      “It can’t be—” My voice was choked as he locked onto me and smiled.

      My knees buckled and I went to the floor, forcing Jason to miss a step and stumble. He growled his frustration as he dragged me upright.

      “I thought you were better than this, Amber. At least face your fate with a little dignity.”

      “That’s my—”

      The man I knew as my father shook his head almost imperceptibly and brushed his finger against his lips in a hushing motion.

      How was it possible that he was here? How did they not know who he was?

      “Ladies and gentlemen this is Amber Morgan. Not just a mere witch but a Shadow Sorcerer.” He pushed me toward them and the three women in the group took a concerned step backward as though he’d just thrown a poisonous snake at them.

      “She doesn’t look like much.” The owner of the voice stepped forward. He wasn’t much taller than I was, his willowy frame clad in an expensive Armani suit that hugged his body. But it was his violet eyes that instantly gave him away. Fae.

      “Untie her,” he said gesturing impatiently to the bonds around my wrists.

      Jason did as he asked and I rubbed my raw wrists in an attempt to get the blood flowing in them again.

      The fae brushed a long slender finger down my cheek and I cringed away from his touch, waves of revulsion coursing through my body causing me to break out in goose-bumps. His sudden delighted laugh sounded like the tinkling of tiny bells inside my head. “She’s very responsive though. Look at this.” He beckoned a blue haired woman forward who stepped up next to him.

      The fae yanked my arm and twisted it up into the light so that she could see the pebbling on my skin.

      “Won’t that make her particularly fragile?” she quirked a blue eyebrow at him.

      “Shadow Sorcerers are strong. Their healing abilities are capable of rivaling our own.”

      “But she is hurt now, why hasn’t she healed?” The female fae leaned in to peer into my face. Her thin fingers caught my chin and twisted my head up so that she could inspect me a little closer, her razor sharp fingernails digging painfully into my flesh.

      “You see the collar around her throat,” Jason said, moving closer. “It’s there to keep her magic in check. Suppress the more dangerous aspects of it.”

      The blue haired fae clucked her tongue in disapproval. “We don’t need her to wear a collar to keep her in check. We are more than capable of doing it ourselves.”

      “Ah but the last fae who thought like that is dead,” Jason said.

      The fae shrank back from me and a collective hush fell of the room.

      “This is why we must rid the world of these creatures.” Another voice piped up and a rotund man with a shiny red face broke out of the group. “These things will be the downfall of our great nation if we allow them to walk among us.”

      There was a tittered agreement as the man—and he was just a man—moved around me slowly.

      “You see how they disguise themselves? Pretty packages to lure us into a false sense of security. Allowing us to think that we are safe around them and yet you heard the Knight, they kill human and fae alike. No one is safe from their fickle whimsy.”

      “I killed him because he tried to hurt me, to kill me.”

      “You hear its lies?” The man turned to the fae gathered on the stage. “We the humans bear your kind no ill will. For centuries we have worked alongside one another until this abomination disrupted the hard won peace by killing your creatures in Fortune.”

      One of the other fae—her green hair resembled leaves and it took me a second to realise her hair was actually made of leaves—moved up next to the two nearest me. “Why would you kill our night wings?

      “I had no choice. They were going to wipe out an entire town. I was only doing my job.”

      “But you knew you had no right to touch them.”

      “I didn’t want to hurt them but I had no choice.”

      “There is always a choice, child,” she said, her voice gentle. “The creatures you murdered were the last of their kind.”

      “And I’m sorry about that but should I have stood by and let them slaughter so many innocents? Children.”

      She shrugged. “Death is an integral part of the human life. It would not have been so terrible. Children can be replaced.”

      There was a collective gasp among the humans gathered in the room.

      “Night wings, however, are rare and beautiful creatures.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you there,” I said, carefully. “I did not want to hurt them but I was charged with protecting the people of Fortune. I know an oath is very important to your people, is it not?”

      She cocked her head to one side and inclined her head in subtle acknowledgment.

      “I had an oath to uphold and I did so by protecting those weaker than me. You must understand that.”

      She pursed her lips reminding me of the whistler and I cast a sideways glance in my father’s direction. What was his plan here? What was he hoping to achieve?

      “I can understand that,” she said. “If it were true. Those who are here said you acted without their consent and therefore all your talk of an oath is nothing but a fabrication.”

      Shaking my head, I sucked in a deep breath. “I have no reason to lie to you about this. I—”

      “You have every reason to lie,” the ruddy cheeked man said. “You’re just trying to save your own skin. We did not bind you to an oath. You were sent to Fortune on good faith and you repaid that faith by murdering those creatures in cold blood.”

      I opened my mouth to answer but he raised his hand and shook his head. “I’ve heard enough. I don’t need to know anymore. Do you?” He directed his question to the fae who in turn shook their heads. “Do you accept this as our peace offering? You are free to do with her as you please but if she sets foot in the human realm after today she will face the full wrath of our law.”

      “We accept your terms,” the male fae said a small smile curling his lips.

      “Wonderful.” The man next to me clapped his hands gleefully. “Now we can begin the real festivities with our—”

      “They’re trying to trick you,” I blurted out.

      The fae halted their movements. It was unnerving to see them standing so still and I wasn’t even sure if they were breathing as their eyes locked onto me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “They plan to burn another shadow sorcerer and a demon,” I said, my words tumbling out of my mouth so fast they tripped over themselves. “The demon is mine. I have claimed him.”

      “What does it matter if we burn a demon?” The man who had struck the deal said.

      “It matters because our fates our bound to one another,” I said, watching as my father’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly. “Burn him and I die too.”

      My declaration had the desired effect on the proceedings and everyone started to talk at once.

      A commotion broke out at the back of the room and I raised my head in time to see the young man we’d taken from the mall grab a man and hurl him across the space. His eyes rolled in his head as he clawed at his face. White froth coated his lips as he grabbed a woman in a sequin dress and dragged her in close as though he was about to tell her a secret.

      She lurched away from him, looking utterly disorientated before she collapsed to the ground unconscious.

      The whistler had infected him. But when?

      “Shit,” Jason muttered as he started to usher the guests from the stage.

      “You all really should stay around for the main event,” my father said as he blocked the exit from the stage.

      “Sir, please if you would just—” Jason cut off as a low whistle whispered through the crowd.

      I clapped my hands over my ears a second too late, the ear worm sliding into my head just as it had that first time.

      What was the tune?

      The collar around my throat grew uncomfortable as the heating metal burned into my skin and I came to with a jerk.

      Jason was halfway across the room, grappling with the whistler. Small pockets of guests were tearing each other apart in the middle of the room. And in one corner I could see Victoria had shifted to her changeling form and was holding one of the Saga Knights up against the wall.

      When had everyone moved?

      “It takes a little getting used to,” my father said from next to me.

      I spun around and found myself face to face with the man I’d killed.

      “You were dead,” I said, my voice barely able to form the words.

      “I was but now I’m not.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “You opened the gates of Hell, Amber, and I took my chance.” He reached out to me and tucked a stray strand of my hair back behind my ear just as he used to when I was little. “I’d thought you were a failure. I’d thought you were like your mother.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “She was always so concerned with right and wrong. Protecting the balance at all costs, she couldn’t see what I could.”

      “Don’t you talk about her like that,” I said. “Don’t you dare talk about her. You destroyed our family and she was the one who was there to pick up the pieces.”

      He laughed then and the sound broke my heart. For so long I had longed to hear him laugh just like he used to. And now here he was—as though I had plucked him straight from my memory.

      “Come with me, Amber. There’s a new world order coming and you can help me usher it in.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. There was a time when I would have done anything he asked of me. When I would have willingly put my trust in his… But not now. Too much had changed.

      “So you can use me like you used Lily?”

      He recoiled as though I had slapped him. “She was weak. She couldn’t keep up and she is going to pay the price for her stupidity.” He smiled then. “They both will.” He nodded his head in the direction of the pyres and I turned in time to see the first flames lick up around Lily and Alastor’s feet.

      “It’s too late for them. Come with me.”

      Turning away from him, I hopped from the stage and raced through the crowd as Lily’s terrified screams pierced the air.

      Alastor squirmed away from the flames as they sought to get a grip on him but the flames were slowly winning.

      The leg of Lily’s trousers had already caught fire when I reached her and I grabbed the fire extinguisher from the wall.

      She lifted her petrified gaze to my face and then looked past me to something over my shoulder.

      The hairs lifted on the back of my neck as someone’s hot breath tickled my ear. The whistler’s tune swept through me electrifying every nerve ending until I felt like I was the one who was on fire.

      He turned me slowly and whistled again until my head felt like it would explode.

      Something warm and wet trickled from my ears and down my face.

      The rage I had felt earlier was ignited and my power rose unbidden. It spilled up my throat and pressed against my skin, the collar around my throat keeping it inside where it could do no harm and still the whistler’s tune taunted me.

      The fire extinguisher hit the ground as I dropped to my knees. I grabbed my head and screamed as the whistler’s voice whispered to me of all the things we could do, should do.

      Reaching for the fire extinguisher once more I imagined how it would feel to cave Alastor’s skull in.

      “I’m dying, Amber. Release me or we will both perish here.” Alastor’s voice echoed in my head, a deafening shout that drowned out the whistler’s whispers for a moment.

      And then the whistler was back again. Urging me to end my sister.

      “I know you hear me. We don’t need to both die here. The fire is killing me anyway. I release you from your bond, Amber Morgan.”

      There was a wrenching pain in the shoulder that held the demon mark, as though the symbol was trying to untangle itself from me.

      Climbing to my feet, I turned to face him, fire extinguisher in hand.

      I stepped up onto the dais next to him, the flames curled up around my legs as it struggled to consume us both. And still in my head the whistler’s tune had become a deafening scream.

      Gritting my teeth as the fire bit into me I stared up into Alastor’s eyes. “You won’t be rid of me that easily.”

      Leaning up on tip toe I kissed him.

      I kissed him as I had done that day in Fortune only this time I held nothing back.

      “I bind myself to you, demon. From this day forth you are mine and I am yours…” Acrid smoke burned my eyes. “Body and soul.”

      The power that had been blossoming inside me burst out through my skin like a shock wave.

      Silence rang in my ears as I stared up at Alastor.

      His eyes turned black as he shed his human glamour and towered over me as his true demonic self.

      Something curled around my ankle and slid up my leg and I glanced down to see a long black tail with a tipped with a razor sharp point.

      The fire that had moments before eaten at my flesh was extinguished and thick black smoke billowed around us.

      I stepped off the pyre with Alastor at my back as my body healed. Something hard and metallic clanged onto the ground and I looked down and saw the collar I’d been wearing on the ground. The ring had been split in the middle and the two tips still smoldered with a red and orange glow.

      The whistler’s tune echoed in the air again and I raised my gaze to him. I thought of silencing him and his mouth vanished, just as Lily’s had when we’d left the prison.

      His eyes widened and he scrabbled at the place where his mouth had been.

      I lifted my hand and the collar rose up from the floor. With a flick of my wrist, I sent it flying toward the whister, securing it around his throat.

      Despite the fact that the whistler’s magic was now trapped by the collar, those who had heard his tune continued to self-destruct all around me. The fae on the dais who had agreed to accept me as their peace offering were slowly ripping bloody chunks out of one another.

      With the collar now suppressing his magic, I gave the whistler his mouth back. His voice was now harmless.

      My gaze scanned the room and came to rest on Jon. He was in the corner, white froth spilling down onto his chin as he pinned Victoria to the floor and repeatedly jammed the Star of Torment into her chest.

      White hot rage rushed in my veins.

      “See the abomination and let it know true agony!” My voice intoned with raw power and Jon dropped the Star of Torment.

      He rose from the floor and turned to the pyre from which I had freed Alastor. With his eyes wide and staring and his jaw slack, he moved over to the pyre and stood up on the grate. Realisation flooded his eyes and he met my gaze as the first of the flames licked up out of the ground and curled around him.

      “I can’t move,” he said. “Why can’t I move?”

      The flames intensified and he opened his mouth and screamed. Lily, who was still stood on the other pyre, turned frightened eyes on me. The shackles above her head clicked open and I turned back to face the whistler as Jon’s screams echoed in my head.

      I crossed the floor to where the whistler stood.

      “Why would you help him?”

      “He freed me,” he said flatly. “I owed him a debt.”

      “And these people here?” I gestured to the others who had completely lost their minds.

      “They will burn out and die. There is nothing that can be done to stop it.”

      “Could you stop it?”

      He curled his lip in contempt. “I could but I won’t.”

      “Then I have no use for you,” I said.

      He opened his mouth to speak but before he could form the words, I thrust my fist into his chest. I’d seen enough shifters and vampires do it during my time as an Elite officer but it wasn’t as I’d imagined it would be.

      I grabbed his heart and ripped it back out through his chest. For a moment it beat in my grip and I met his gaze as he opened and closed his mouth. The action reminded me of a goldfish. I could feel the beginnings of a smile curl up the corner of my mouth.

      “His power will be yours if you eat his heart,” Alastor said.

      “I don’t need his power,” I said. “I have my own.”

      I tossed the heart to Alastor as the whistler dropped to his knees, the light in his eyes fading as he slumped onto his side and grew still.

      As soon as the life left his body, the others in the room stilled their insanity-fuelled rampage.

      Power slammed into me, sending me careening into the wall. I hit the bricks and collapsed to the ground in a tangled heap.

      The metallic taste of blood which had become all too familiar filled my mouth.

      “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” Jason’s voice carried the full weight of his power and I struggled to regain my footing.

      “I never did like that bible verse,” I said as I sucked in a deep breath.

      Groaning, I heaved up onto my hands and knees despite his power weighing mw down. Jason took the opportunity to land a kick in my solar plexus, pushing the air from my lungs.

      He reached down and lifted me from the ground, his hand wrapped around my throat as he hoisted me up the wall.

      “Why did you have to go and ruin everything?” His eyes were completely white, lost to the magic that pulsed inside him.

      “I didn’t ruin this. You did. I didn’t want you and you couldn’t take it.”

      He squeezed my throat a little tighter, constricting my airflow and in that moment, as he held me suspended, I could see his power, the flame that burned in his core.

      “Why did you have to want him more than me?”

      His words conjured an image of Nic in my head. My Nic. They would kill him and it was all because of Jason’s jealousy.

      “I told you I would see you dead before the sun set,” I choked the words out as he tightened his grip. Stars danced in my vision.

      I reached out to him then with my own power, channeling it through the flame that burned inside him. It stuttered as I wrapped him in a blanket of my power, starving it of his desires, cutting him off from the power of his own faith.

      His strength faltered and he let me go. I hit the ground, my knees buckling so that I hit the floor in a crouch and still I forced my magic through him.

      “What are you doing?” The white of his power receded from his gaze. The tiny capillaries burst giving him bloodshot eyes and still I channeled my magic into him.

      Pushing up onto my feet, I closed the distance between us.

      “Please, Amber, whatever you’re doing… Stop it!”

      The other Saga Knights hit the ground as though through their connection with Jason, they too suffered the same pain.

      Blood trickled from the corners of his eyes and then his ears.

      “Nic wouldn’t want you to do this,” he said.

      “Nic won’t want anything at all because you took him from me,” I said bitterly. Rage fuelled my power as I placed my hands either side of Jason’s face.

      Tilting his head up I met his gaze. “I said I would see you dead. I keep my promises, Jason.”

      With one final thrust of my power his eyes filled with blood. He coughed and blood spluttered from his mouth, splattering down the front of my T-shirt. His eyes rolled back in his head and his body went limp.

      Exhausted, I released him and let his body hit the ground with a dull thud. Pain thumped in the back of my skull, making it hard to concentrate, and I slumped back against the wall and slid down into a sitting position, cradling my face in my arms as tears blurred my vision.

      It was over and there was no going back.
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      A couple of hours and a change of clothes later, I stood in the airport with my bag packed and at my feet.

      “Are you sure this is the best idea?” Victoria asked. She’d healed almost all of the wounds Jon had inflicted on her but there was still some bruising around her throat.

      “I don’t have a choice. I can’t let them kill Nic. I won’t let them kill him.”

      “But what if they kill you both? I mean, I know you took out a bunch of Saga Knights back there but just think how many more there’ll be in the Vatican. That place is going to be crawling with them.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t care. I love him…”

      She dropped her gaze to the ground. “And him?” She jerked her thumb in Alastor’s direction who was at that moment chatting up one of the air-hostesses.

      I shrugged. “He’s my demon. Where I go, he goes.”

      “I don’t mean it like that,” she said. “That oath you took, it almost sounded like you two got married.”

      “Hey, how do you know that? Weren’t you getting choked out by Jon at the time?”

      “Amber, please. Everyone in that room heard you declare yourself to the demon.”

      “I had to do it. I couldn’t let him die.”

      “You could have. He’s a demon.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t understand.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you said already. He’s your demon. Whatever that means.” She sucked in a breath and squared her shoulders. “How are you feeling after all of that anyway? You did some pretty heavy shit back there.”

      “Actually, I feel great.” A small white lie wasn’t going to hurt. I felt like crap. Everything hurt and the headache I’d developed after channeling my power through Jason hadn’t subsided at all.

      Victoria narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re not lying to me are you?”

      “Nope.” I grinned at her but it felt weak and Victoria sighed.

      “What am I supposed to do with Lily?”

      “Keep an eye on her I guess.”

      “She’s a shadow sorcerer, how am I supposed to do that?”

      “I don’t think she’s going to cause you any trouble. She’s pretty badly shook up after her near burning at the stake moment.”

      Victoria grimaced. “It reminded me of the old trials.”

      “You were there?”

      She nodded. “Mostly they murdered women who weren’t witches at all, just suspected witches. I thought we were passed all of that.”

      “Well clearly the Elite didn’t get that memo.”

      “What do you think will happen with the Elite now?”

      “Don’t know and don’t care.”

      Victoria stared at me in surprise. “You’re not going to work for them anymore?”

      “I don’t know what ‘almost public execution’ you were at but no, I won’t be working for them anymore. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, they know the truth about me now. I’m a wanted witch.”

      She nodded and chewed her lip thoughtfully.

      “Flight 676 to Rome Ciampino Airport is now boarding.”

      “That’s us,” I said as I bent down to grab my bag. Alastor’s hand closed over the handle of it before I could reach it and he hoisted it onto his shoulder.

      “I’ve got this.”

      “You don’t have to keep doing stuff for me you know,” I said sourly.

      “I’m your demon, it’s my job,” he said altogether too cheerfully.

      “He’s never going to stop saying that is he?”

      Victoria shook her head. “I guess not…”

      We paused awkwardly until finally I reached out to her. “I’m sorry for everything you know?”

      She nodded but wouldn’t take the embrace I was offering. “I know you are.”

      “We’re still not good, eh?”

      “I don’t trust easily, Amber. And when I gave it to you, you broke it. So no, we’re not ‘good’ as you put it.”

      I nodded. “I can understand that.” It hurt to admit it but I’d known she wouldn’t forgive me for everything that had happened. She hadn’t trusted me since that day in the cemetery when I’d almost drained her and I couldn’t blame her for that.

      “But you did save my life,” she said. “If you need my help you know where I am.”

      Smiling at her, I let my hands drop to my sides. “Thanks for that.”

      “Go before you miss your flight.”

      Turning away from her, I trailed after Alastor who moved swiftly through the crowds.

      “Make sure you bring that asshole hunter home,” Victoria called after me and I turned back to wave but she was already gone.

      With one last look at the airport I headed for my flight with trepidation churning in my stomach. Nic would hate me once he found out what I had done to his brother. He would never understand that I had no choice. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t bring myself to feel bad.

      Jason had deserved to die.

      But I had killed Jon as though it were nothing at all and that frightened me. Not because I had done it but because it had been so easy.

      No, Jason’s betrayal would not be fulfilled. I would make sure Nic survived. No matter the consequences. Because if he didn’t survive--if I failed to rescue the man I loved--then I wasn’t sure what would stop me from completely giving into the powerful rage that churned inside me.
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