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Prologue
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Eleven-year-old Mackenzie Murphy curled up under her Mickey Mouse bedclothes that were far too babyish for her, and prayed that the screaming would stop. She pressed her hands over her ears, trying to block out the noise. 

Her step dad Ray had come home drunk again. Furniture smashed against the wall, while her mother screamed at him. 

“Please make it stop, please,” Mackenzie whispered repeatedly, clutching at her neck for the gold heart necklace, that her mother had given her for her birthday last month. It was her mother’s necklace really. Her dad had given it to her mum before he left her. 

The day before her birthday, Ray had given her mother two black eyes for being late with dinner. She couldn’t go outside in case that nosy old bat Mrs. Preston saw and called the police again, so she had given Mackenzie the necklace as her present. 

Mackenzie knew that before morning, her mother would be in the hospital with a broken nose or jaw and if he hadn’t passed out, Ray would start beating on her, just because he could. In the last few months Ray had cracked two ribs and broken her wrist. Her right arm still sported a brace. She could be sure it would never stop, simply because her mother was too afraid to press charges. 

Mackenzie hated having to wear long sleeves, even in the summer, to hide the bruises, so many questions to answer or avoid.

“I took you and that rotten kid of yours in off the street,” Ray yelled.

“Go away. Why can’t you just leave and never come back,” Mackenzie chanted, “Just go away.”

A strange hissing noise filled the room, like gas escaping from a pipe. Mackenzie slowly slid the blankets back and looked out. A sliver of moonlight shone through the gap in the curtains, leaving the room in shadowy darkness. She could make out the outlines of her dresser and wardrobe. 

“Hello?” she said.

She knew that no one could be in her room. She was alone but she could feel a presence and it didn’t feel friendly. 

“Is somebody there?” she asked, her voice a high-pitched squeak.

Loud whispering filled the room growing louder and more insistent. She couldn’t make out the words, but they sounded strange, nothing she’d heard before. Maybe they weren’t even words. Her heart knocked against her ribs, leaving her mouth dry.

“Stop it,” she moaned as tears slid down her cheeks. The whispering ceased.

Eyes wide, she watched in horrified fascination as one of the shadows in the room separated from the rest and began to creep towards her. There was no escape. The wall was to her left, the shadow approaching on the right. She whimpered and backed up against the headboard as far as she could go, her feet slipping on the blankets. First Ray, and now this—it was too much. It was going to get her. Her bladder suddenly felt full and she was afraid she’d wet herself.

Please don’t let it touch me. She wanted to call out to her mother, but that would only draw Ray’s attention and he would make them both pay for it. His rule numero uno, as he was fond of saying, was children were neither seen nor heard.

“What do you want?” she whispered, her voice catching in her throat.

“What is it that you want?” the shadow hissed the words, definitely in English this time.

Her mother let out a shriek downstairs, followed by the sound of breaking glass.

“I want it to stop,” Mackenzie said. The shadow drifted towards the door and oozed through it.

Mackenzie sat frozen in fear waiting for it to come back. This is a nightmare. A really bad nightmare.  Her mom would wake her up any minute and tell her it was time for school. Wouldn’t she?

“What are you doing?” Ray yelled. Screams of terror filled Mackenzie’s head. She slapped her hands over her ears. Abruptly, the scream cut off, leaving a thick, cloying silence behind. It was over. 

Gathering her courage, Mackenzie slipped out of bed and tiptoed to the door. Taking a deep breath she turned the handle pulling it open a crack and peering out into the hallway. She saw nothing. Moving like a sleepwalker, she descended the stairs, her breath coming in short, quick gasps. The house was too quiet. Even the ticking from the huge clock that sat on the mantle in the living room, which sometimes drove her crazy with the noise, seemed muted now. 

At the kitchen doorway, Mackenzie called out to her mother. It came out in a straggled croak and she called again.

Why wasn’t she answering? The door was ajar, light spilling out into the hallway. She pushed the door open, the light temporarily blinding her after being in the dark hall. When her vision cleared she saw the blood first. So much blood. Thick red puddles of it pooled on the linoleum covered floor, crawling toward her as though Ray’s bodily fluids were still intent on harming her. He lay on his back, the hilt of a kitchen knife protruding from his chest. His eyes stared vacantly at the ceiling. There was blood and spittle on his chin. 

Her mother lay propped against the counter, eyes closed, but she was breathing. Her mother appeared unharmed and Mackenzie rushed toward her. She caught a movement from the corner of her eye and looked up. The Shadow hovered above her. On her knees in front of her mother, she watched as it crept toward the window, slipped under the frame and out into the darkness. She turned back to her mother, laying her hand on her mother’s arm. She had gotten her wish. It had stopped. But did her mother stab Ray, or had the Shadow caused his death?
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Chapter 1
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Ten Years Later

Mackenzie prowled the backstreets of downtown Los Angeles searching for her mark. 

Johnny Beckman was the name her boss had given her, but he usually went by Ace, because he always seemed to be able to pull one out of his sleeve when the stakes were high. Unfortunately, his luck had taken a turn for the worse lately and he owed her boss over ten grand. Money that Mackenzie was going to collect.

She had spent most of the night talking to people, trying to track him down. Rumor had it that he liked to hang out in a bar called Pot Luck. 

The club closed at two, so she loitered outside waiting for Johnny. She stood against a wall trying to look casual, staring at the reflection of the neon green Pot Luck sign in a nearby puddle.

“Hey there sweetness, why don’t we go back to my place?” A bald drunk leered at her as he left the club. He tried to cop a feel, but before he could touch her she grabbed his wrist and twisted it up his back. He cried out, trying to wrench his arm away.

“Keep your hands to yourself,” she said. She let go of his wrist and he hurried away, calling her a few choice names as he went. Nothing she hadn’t heard before. She had fended off more than a few unwanted admirers in her line of work. At five foot ten, she towered over a few them, and that intimidated them. 

Although some of them looked past that to the curly black hair, green eyes and a body with curves in all the right places.

A half hour later, Johnny finally staggered out. He was shorter than her by three inches. Dressed in a sports jacket which he wore over a checked shirt, he bumped into one of the bouncers at the door. He was loaded.

“Watch it,” the bouncer growled. 

“Drop dead,” Johnny muttered, not loud enough for the bouncer to hear, but she heard it.  She kept her distance until he was away from the club. The stench of urine in the alleyway was overpowering. Breathing through her mouth, she crept along behind him. There was little light, so Johnny wouldn’t see her until she was right up on him.

She passed a pile of blankets tucked between two trash cans. Pausing, she checked to make sure they were empty. She didn’t need some homeless person as a witness. 

Johnny stopped to light a cigarette and Mackenzie closed the distance between them.

“Hey, Johnny, how’s your luck been?” she said, in a friendly tone. 

He turned around, the lit match still in his hand. Weariness lined his pudgy face. Running a hand through his greasy black hair, he eyed her through small, bleary dark eyes. He reminded her of a pig. And not the cute one from the film.

“Who’s asking?” His tone was guarded but his body was relaxed. He didn’t view her as a threat and she found that insulting.

“Mr. Clayton is wondering about his money,” she replied.

That got a reaction. She didn’t relax her stance. Things could turn ugly in a moment’s notice and as they said in her kickboxing class, ‘Never let your guard down.’

“You tell Clayton that if he doesn’t have the decency to send his heavies for the money, then he can wait for it. Seriously, how old are you, sweetheart?” He was right up in her face now and she could smell his stinking breath. 

Ever since she’d been a kid, she hated when people invaded her personal space. It made her edgy and more than ready to do whatever she needed to get them to back off.

“Old enough to do this,” she said. She brought her knee up into his groin. He let out a muffled grunt of pain as he doubled over. Grabbing the back of his head, she slammed her knee into his forehead. He cried out again and fell to the ground, clutching his balls and head simultaneously. 

“Mr. Clayton wants his money by midnight tomorrow or...” she left the sentence unfinished. Leaning over him, she checked his pockets and found over a grand tucked away. He was still earning his nickname.

“I’ll take this as a down payment.”

Eager to get out of the alleyway and away from the stench, she turned away.

“You fucking cunt,” Johnny yelled. He shoved her hard from behind and she fell to her knees. Something wet soaked through the left leg of her jeans. I really hope that’s rain water. From behind her she heard the distinct click of a blade.

“That was a big mistake,” he said, pointing it at her, “How about I send Clayton a message in the form of your dead body.”

“A little help here,” Mackenzie said. She whispered a few words in Latin.

The streetlight above them blinked out, as Mackenzie climbed to her feet.

A cold wind swirled around them. A trashcan tipped over, spilling its contents over the ground. The smell of rotting food filled the air.

“What the hell is going on?” Johnny said, his eyes wild with fear. He backed away from her, his eyes darting back and forth. The knife flicked out of his hand and bounced away.

Mackenzie saw the Shadow move in behind Johnny, flipping him off his feet. He hit the ground, smacking his chin on the concrete.

As the Shadow moved over him, she knew what was coming next.

“Subsitso,” Mackenzie barked. The Shadow halted, poised in anticipation, waiting for further instructions.

She looked at Johnny whimpering on the ground, “Excedo,” she commanded.

The Shadow sank slowly into the ground and disappeared. 

“Get the money Johnny,” she said.

Breathing hard, she walked away, angry that Johnny had gotten the jump on her. She hated having to call the Shadow for help when she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. 

It had appeared a few times over the last ten years, especially as she had a knack for getting into trouble. At first, she had been terrified and convinced she was going crazy. When it appeared, it would whisper to her in Latin. Once she figured out it was Latin, she memorized a few simple commands, which it seemed to prefer to English. 

Constantly moving as a child meant she never had anyone to confide in about the strange and sometimes scary phenomenon. She had tried telling Suzie in the children’s home about it, but that had been a mistake. Suzie had laughed in her face and shoved her down, calling her a nut job. Unwittingly, Mackenzie had summoned the Shadow and Suzie ended up in the hospital with stitches in her head.  This Shadow thing craved violence and Mackenzie knew it would have loved to have killed Johnny, but it followed her orders without question. At least so far. Over the years, it had become a kind of guardian for her, but considering the outcome of its last visit, that night with Ramone, she had sworn she would never call for it again. Calling it was a mistake, but sometimes she did it without thinking.

Still, she had what she came for. As she left the alley, she felt a prickling sensation on the back of her neck as if she was being watched. She stopped, searching the area, but saw nothing. There were shouts in the distance, more drunks no doubt. Crossing the street, she glanced over her shoulder.

There was definitely someone watching her. She looked up and found him, standing on a fire escape on the building opposite. He was tall, wearing a long coat, which flapped around him in the wind, but that was about all she could see. She couldn’t see his face but she knew he was staring right at her. Something about the man sent chills down her spine. She turned and hurried away. She’d had enough surprises for one night.

Blue Moon was the club Mr. Clayton owned. Its usual cliental consisted of the dregs of society or out-of-towners who didn’t know about its reputation. They played mostly dance music, which personally Mackenzie hated, but she had learned to drown it out over the last couple of years. She let herself in the back door hoping to leave the money and go, but a few people were still up, including Clayton.

“Johnny sent you a little present, Mr. Clayton,” Mackenzie said, dropping the money on the table in front of a blonde woman in her late forties. Two bodyguards stood on either side of her. 

Her ice blue eyes gave nothing away. She was dressed in a simple blue calf length dress, but Mackenzie was sure the woman could make sack cloth look classy.

“You gave him my message?” Mr. Clayton asked.

“Yes, he’ll pay,” Mackenzie, replied.

“He’d better,” the woman replied. Mr. Clayton was in fact Greta Clayton. She had taken over from her husband after he was shot two years ago. Even though he was dead, his name still meant something among the locals. Since he was rarely seen, Greta kept up the pretense that he was still alive. Mackenzie knew that if the locals knew a woman ran the show, there would be chaos. 

Mackenzie worked odd jobs for her, usually bartending and deliveries but more recently ‘collections.’ Greta had seen her take down a couple of drunks a few weeks earlier and decided that she was worth promoting. She didn’t argue when her promotion came, especially since it tripled her salary.

“Any trouble?” Greta asked, counting the money.

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she replied.

Greta smiled, transforming her face, “Good girl. Your payment will be ready in the morning.” 

Mackenzie never asked, but Greta had a presence about her. Mackenzie often wondered if she had been an actress back in the day. It seemed every young girl who came here wanted to be one. A few lucky ones got their big break. A lot more got swallowed by the city. The appeal of acting was lost on her.  It was hard enough making ends meet.

Mackenzie left the way she came in. In the ally, she climbed onto her motorbike. Some people said that in a city this size you needed a car, but she preferred her Ducati. Back tire squealing, she headed home.

As she drove over the crest of a hill, someone stepped into the road. She slowed slightly, wondering what someone would be doing out this late, on such a deserted stretch of road.

Flames erupted in front of her. Mackenzie braked hard, jerking the bike to the left. A wave of heat hit her. The bike went out from under her, straight over the cliff edge. She skidded on her back a few feet and came to a stop inches from the flames. Heat tinged her face like a lover’s kiss.

Unable to catch her breath, she lay motionless. A man stepped through the flames, unaffected by the heat. He loomed over her, face hidden in shadow. Could this be the same guy from the roof? He was about the same size. Her heart jack-hammered in her chest, leaving her breathless.  A medallion in the shape of an eagle hung around his neck.

“Consider this a warning,” he hissed, “Stop messing with things you don’t understand.”

Without another word, he turned and disappeared into the flames, leaving her speechless and suddenly very afraid.

Mackenzie struggled into a sitting position, the flames dying around her. Her back burned and she was sure her leather jacket was a write off, as was her motorbike. She wasn’t sure what had just happened, but somehow knew, this wasn’t the end.

The man was gone. He had vanished into the flames as though he’d never existed. 

Son of a bitch. 

Apparently, Johnny was better connected than she thought. Or someone was. Greta had a lot of enemies and since no one could get near her, it made sense they would go after her employees. 

Checking herself over, she was relieved to find that she wasn’t badly hurt, just a few scrapes and bruises. She started the long walk home, already plotting her revenge.

Nervously, Mackenzie tapped her foot, waiting for her mother to appear. She shifted in the hard plastic chair trying to get comfortable. She hated this place with the cold stares from the inmates and the prison guards watching her every move. She hated the smell of body odor and disinfectant, and the way the sunlight played against gray, dingy walls. Mostly, she hated the fact that her mother had to be here for the next twenty years.

Annie, her mother, had no memory of the night Ray died. When the police arrived, she had been lying next to Ray. She’d not said one word to Mackenzie in the half hour it took for the ambulance and police to arrive. 

The police had asked her over and over how could she have stabbed Ray fourteen times and not remember the act. She hadn’t answered them either.

Her lawyer had called it self-defense, the judge had called it murder one. All Mackenzie knew was that Ray had gotten exactly what he deserved and her mother was being punished for it. 

Annie finally appeared, her face pale and drawn. Her blonde hair, so different from Mackenzie’s own dark curls, hung limp and unwashed. There were dark circles under her eyes and her cheekbones jutted out, making her face appear hollow and gaunt. She moved like a woman twice her age, although she was only thirty-nine. Shuffling towards the table, her eyes lit up when she saw Mackenzie. 

“Baby, how are you?” she said, clutching her hand.

“I’m fine, are you okay? Do you need anything?” 

“No, I have everything I need,” her mother, replied. She stared at Mackenzie, drinking in the sight of her daughter.

“Mom, don’t do the staring thing.” 

“You look great. How’s school?” she asked.

“School’s great,” Mackenzie replied. At least it was the last time she rode past it. She had tried the school thing for about half a semester, but it hadn’t worked out. She just pretended she was still there to keep her mother happy. 

“Do you have a boyfriend yet?” 

“No. I’m concentrating on school.” It bothered her sometimes how easily she could lie and how convincing she could be. It was a useful skill at work, but she hated lying to her mother.

“Good, that’s good,” Annie said, patting her hand. “What’s that?” her mother asked, pulling back her sleeve to reveal a scrape she gotten when her motorcycle went out from under her. 

“It’s nothing.” Mackenzie said, pulling her arm away.

“Did someone do that to you?” 

“No, I had an accident. I came off my motorbike.”

“Motorbike? Your daddy used to ride a motorbike,” she said.

“He did?” Her mother never went into any detail about her father. Her mom didn’t know she was pregnant until after he was gone.

When Mackenzie was younger, Annie would lament about their summer together but she never gave any useful information. All she knew was that her father’s name was Sebastian King. She had done a few searches online for him but had never found any matches.

“Yes. I remember he was fixing it when we first met. It broke down outside the bakery, where I worked. He was so handsome.” 

“Why did he leave you?” Mackenzie asked. In the past when she would ask questions, her mother would shut down and refuse to answer. Lately, though, she seemed to have trouble discerning fantasy from reality and she was talking more and more about him.

“He was in trouble. He was only in town to visit Mr. Black”

“Mr. Black?” Mackenzie said, trying not to push.

“He owned a pawn store. Sebastian was only planning to stay for a couple of days, but he was there for three months.” Her mother’s eyes clouded over, caught up in the memory.

That was more information than Mackenzie had ever heard. She wondered if this Mr. Black knew where her father was. She had often thought about him over the years, where he was now, whether he even knew about her. 

“The bakery you worked in, was that in your home town?”

Her mother nodded, “Yeah, it’s this tiny little town. When I was younger all I wanted to do was come to Los Angeles, but now not a day goes by that I don’t wish I was back in East Falls.”

East Falls. She finally had a name, somewhere to start.

“Maybe we can go back there when you get out,” Mackenzie said.

Her mother realized what she had said, “You wouldn’t want to go there honey, it’s nothing like LA and I know you. You’re a city girl.”

“I wouldn’t mind roughing it for a few days,” she replied.

“No, Mac. The past is the past. Leave it where it is.”
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Chapter 2
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Mackenzie caught the bus back to the club to pick up her money. Rick, the bouncer, let her in the back door. 

“Hi Rick, how’s tricks?” she asked.

He put one of his huge fingers to his lips. “The cops are here,” he said.

“Why?”

He shrugged, “I’m not sure but O’ Donnelly’s here.”

That was not good. Justin O’ Donnelly was a homicide detective who had been after Greta for years. He was a pit bull, but so far, he hadn’t been able to pin anything on her. The question was though—who had died? Mackenzie moved to the doorway to listen in. O’ Donnelly was standing in front of Greta’s table. He was six foot three and cut an opposing figure. His hair was cut short, framing a long face with penetrating blue eyes, which no doubt broke many a suspect in interrogation.

Mackenzie could make out a well-defined chest under his navy, tailor-made suit.

His partner was a small, dumpy looking woman in her forties in an ill-fitting burgundy pants suit that made her pasty white face even paler. Her red hair was tied back in a tight, but sloppy pony tail, pulling her face in an unattractive grimace. 

“You really out did yourself this time. There was hardly enough body parts left to identify him,” he said.

“I assure you Detective, I have no idea what you are talking about,” Greta replied.

“You’ve had feelers out on Beckman for days. We found his head in a dumpster, one arm turned up in an elementary school playground, and who knows where the rest of him might be. What kind of psycho do you have working for you now?”

Mackenzie felt sick. Johnny was dead? Ripped apart like that? Sure, he was a jerk, but no one deserved to die that way. She immediately thought of the Shadow. Did it kill him? She was under the impression she had it under control but what if it was acting on its own? What had she been thinking? It was getting too easy to call on the Shadow to take care of her problems. She had to stop.

O’Donnelly and his partner left with threats that they would return. Mackenzie stepped out of the back. 

“Murphy, here’s your pay,” Greta said, handing her an envelope. She seemed shaken but was doing her best not to show it.

“Thanks. I heard what O‘Donnelly said,” she admitted.

“Murphy, when you left Beckman last night...”

“He was alive,” she replied, adamantly. 

“Good. I believe you, but it might be a good idea if you were to get out of town for a few days. Put some distance between yourself and this situation.

“Yeah, I can go and stay with a friend,” Mackenzie said. 

“Sure, take the rest of the week then. I‘ll call if anything changes.”

“Okay,” she replied.

Returning home, she packed a few things into a bag and called her friend Rhonda in San Francisco. 

“Hey, girlfriend, what’s happening?” she said in greeting.

“What’s wrong?” Rhonda replied. 

Mackenzie pictured her, bleach blonde hair, puffing away on a cigarette. 

“Why do you think there’s something wrong?” Mackenzie said. 

“You’re too cheery. Are you knocked up?” 

“No, of course not. I just need a place to crash for a few days.”

“That depends. What kind of shit are you bringing my way?”

“None, I promise. I would never put the kids in harm’s way. I just need to get away from here for a while. I can explain when I get there.” Rhonda used to work in another one of Greta’s clubs as a lap dancer. When Mackenzie first met her she was addicted to crack and when she wasn’t going home with some jerk-off from the club, she slept on the floor of a dingy motel.

“Okay, Angel, I’ll be waiting for you then,” Rhonda said. 

Mackenzie hated the moniker, but it was something that had stuck after she helped Rhonda get through rehab and the court case to get her kids, Valerie and Peter, back. 

“I appreciate it, see you soon.” 

After she hung up, Mackenzie went downstairs to check her mail. Mrs. Bainbridge, the building supervisor, was sorting through boxes from the cupboard she used as storage under the stairs.

“There you are, I found a box of yours under here. What do you want me to do with it?” Mrs. Bainbridge asked. She pointed to the biggest box at the foot of the stairs. Mackenzie looked inside and found all her old law textbooks. Once upon a time, she had ambitions of becoming a lawyer, and doing what no other lawyer had been able to do. Get her mother acquitted. She understood the work but as the months went on, she ran out of money.  It was a fool’s dream anyway. There was nothing she could do to get her mother out. Three failed appeals proved that.

“Bin it,” she told Mrs. Bainbridge.

“If you say so,” Mrs. Bainbridge said, dusting off her housecoat. 

There were a couple of fast food flyers and a letter in her mailbox, mailed locally, the address handwritten in a shaky scrawl. She turned it over for a return address but there was none. At least it didn’t look like a bill. That made a nice change.

“I’m going to be leaving town for a few days,” she said.

“Don’t forget your rent is due,” Mrs. Bainbridge warned. 

Mackenzie considered skipping out and paying when she got back but knowing Mrs. Bainbridge, she would probably rent her room out to someone else the second she left. Sighing, she counted off some bills from her pay and handed them to her. Mrs. Bainbridge made sure to check it in front of her. The woman was insufferable. 

Mackenzie shook her head and went back upstairs. Her one bedroom apartment was hardly a palace but it was nice enough compared to some of the dives she’d been in. The living room/kitchenette/ dining room took up most of the apartment. The bedroom and bathroom finished up the rest. She had decorated it in warm reds and terracotta. Having an actual home of her own was still a new concept to her.  

Mackenzie used her ivory handled switchblade to open the letter. She sat down at the kitchen table to read it.

Dear Mackenzie:

It has been years since we last spoke, I hope you are well. We parted on bad terms and I know that it was mostly my fault. I want to see you one last time to make amends. I am very sick—dying and I hope you will grant me my last wish. My phone number is below; I would really like to see you,

Love Dad.

Mackenzie stared at the letter, rereading it again and again. Bile rose up in her throat and her hands began to shake with rage. How could he? After all this time, he had the balls to write asking for forgiveness. And he signed it, dad. Henry Ellis was not her father. He was the scum who fostered her when she was fourteen. He was so much like Ray it was scary, with the drinking and the arguing. His wife Wendy didn’t want children; they only took her in for the money. Henry’s vice was more than just hitting her. He would burn her arms with cigarettes. 

Just before her fifteenth birthday, when Wendy was out getting loaded somewhere, Henry had called her into the garage. He was sitting at his workbench, playing with a switchblade, flicking it open and shut. She had been wary, watching for the lit cigarette. She could have called the Shadow on him, maybe she should have. If anyone deserved it, it was him, but something stopped her. Rage built up inside her. After being pushed around all her life, she was sick of feeling weak. There was something about Henry’s fat face that made her stay silent. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. 

“You know, you’ve been leeching off us for nearly a year now,” he said, staring at her as she moved into the room. “Don’t you think it’s time you started giving something back? Earning your keep.”

Wondering where he was going with this, she said, “I can do more chores.” Despite the fact, she did them all already.

“I’m not talking about chores. You do the chores for your mother, but what do you do for me?” 

Even at fourteen, she knew this conversation wasn’t leading anywhere good. 

“I think you could do some special chores for me. Couldn’t you?”

She shrugged not knowing how to respond.

“Come over here,” he said, patting his knee.

“I should get back to cleaning the dishes,” she said, edging towards the door.

“No. You come over here now,” he snapped. He slammed the knife into the desk for emphasis. He wasn’t kidding around. 

Moving forward one step at a time, she tried desperately to think of a way out of this. If she ran, she could get out the door before he caught her, but where would she go? He would simply call the police and they would bring her back here. It was time to stop him once and for all. Make him believe he couldn’t harm her again.

As she came closer, he lowered the knife onto the table. He put a hand out, touching the hem of her skirt. He didn’t see her grab the knife. 

“We’re going to have a lot of fun,” he whispered, his sweaty hand creeping up her leg.

Flicking open the knife, she pressed it into his fat throat. He actually laughed at her.

“What are you going to do, Mac? Kill me? You don’t have the balls, little girl.”

She slashed the knife across his cheek, not deep enough to cause any lasting damage but enough to draw blood.

“Trust me,” she said, “I do. If you ever touch me again, I will cut your throat. And when I’m done I’ll go to the cops and I’ll tell them everything you’ve done to me.”

“You don’t scare me,” he said, wincing as the blade dug in.

“Yes, I do. I’m going to leave now and you’re not going to stop me. You’re going to contact Social Services and tell them you don’t want to foster me any longer. Do you understand?”

He glared at her, “I wouldn’t want a psycho bitch like you living in my home anyway,” he spat. Like all bullies, he was a coward at heart. He would never risk going to prison.

Mackenzie backed up, keeping the knife between them. She got to the door and ran, never looking back. She took the knife with her. For her, it was her reward and symbol for finally having the guts to stand up for herself.

She crumpled the letter and threw it across the room. It landed in the wastepaper basket she kept in the kitchen. What the hell was he thinking? Twisted, son of a bitch. Masquerading as her dad, meanwhile her real father was out there somewhere. 

Grabbing her bag, she went to the door, but hesitated before opening it. What if someone in East Falls knew her dad? Or at least where he was?

There was no harm in visiting the town. If Mr. Black was still around, he might have a forwarding address. The remark her mother made about them being alike had gotten to her. Here was an opportunity to find a family of her own. A connection. She couldn’t turn down that chance.
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Chapter 3
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East Falls was just as her mother had described. Small, rural and devoid of anything remotely 21st Century, with a population of just eleven hundred. There wasn’t even  a Starbucks for crying out loud. 

The Taurus she rented had eaten into her pay but she didn’t have a choice. Her bike was in the shop and would be indefinitely, until she could come up with the money to fix it. She drove slowly down Main Street. 

Before leaving Los Angeles, she had called Rhonda and told her she would be delayed. If this didn’t pan out, she would head on to San Francisco. 

She didn’t see a pawn store anywhere as she circled the town centre. She pulled over outside a diner called Sal’s and put the car in park.

“What am I doing here?” she sighed. It had been twenty years since her father had lived here. Even if she found Black, it didn’t mean he knew where her dad was, or that he would tell her if he did. She should be back in LA tracking down that guy with the amulet. She started the car again, and then switched off the ignition. She was here now, she might as well ask around.

Sal’s was brightly lit with a retro feel to it. It had red vinyl booths and a jukebox in the corner playing a Buddy Holly song. It was past noon and still the place was full and every one of them looked up when she entered. She suddenly regretted the leather pants and the AC/DC shirt she had put on this morning.

Ignoring the stares, she went up to the counter.

A waitress, Florence, according to her name tag looked to be in her fifties.  She sported a bad haircut and even worse red henna dye job. Her large, horse-like teeth snapped a wad of gum as though her life depended on it. She flipped open her notepad, “What can I get you?”

“Actually, I’m looking for someone. Mr. Black? He owns a pawn store.”

“Ed Black?” She paused, her jaws resting a moment to study Mackenzie. Deciding she didn’t look like a mass murderer, Florence said, “He still lives in town but he hasn’t owned the pawn store in about twenty years. Not since the fire.” 

“Fire?” 

“The whole store went up. Ed was in it at the time. He was badly burnt.”

“That’s terrible. Do you know where I can find him?” she asked.

Florence, her jaws working the gum again, took another look at her. “Why you asking about Ed?” 

“I’m, uh, I’m trying to find a relative and someone said Mr. Black might know something about them.”

“I see,” Florence said, giving her one last calculating look. “Yeah, he lives up Creek Road. I’ll draw you a map.”

“That’s great. Thank you.”

Mackenzie waited while Florence painstakingly drew a crude map. She handed it to MacKenzie, then said, “I don’t know if he’ll talk to you or not. Since the fire, he don’t get out much.”

MacKenzie wondered if the fire had anything to do with her father. The time frame fit. She hoped not though or Ed Black might not be willing to help her.

“Stupid phone,” she heard someone mutter. She glanced up to find a young man with blonde hair, dressed in a black business suit that looked like he had slept in it. He was cursing at the cell phone in his hand, while stabbing buttons on it. He tossed it onto the counter and sighed.

He saw her looking and blushed, “Sorry the thing has been driving me crazy all day.” He grinned at her and she couldn’t help but smile back. He was hot. His smile was contagious and she couldn’t help but return it. About her age, nice hair, white teeth, pleasant face. With that tan, he would have been better placed on a beach somewhere, not in a suit. His ice blue eyes seemed to look right through her. 

She reached into her pocket and handed him her own cell phone.

“You can use mine if you like.”

“Really? You don’t mind? I’m kind of on a deadline and I need to check something with my boss.”

“Knock yourself out,” she said. He took the phone and moved away to make his call.

Florence offered her a coffee and she accepted.

“Think you can find Mr. Black from that map I drew you?”

“I think so, thanks. Just out of curiosity you haven’t heard of a man called Sebastian King, have you?” 

Florence frowned, “The name sounds vaguely familiar but I can’t place it. Sorry.”

Mackenzie nodded and turned back to the hottie with her phone. He finished his call and handed it back to her.

“Thanks you’re a life saver. I’m Luke by the way.”

“Mackenzie. No problem.” She slipped the phone into her pocket along with the map.

“Can I buy you another coffee to say thank you?” Luke said.

“I would love to, but I actually have an errand to run.”

“That’s okay, if you’re around later on, say around six, maybe we could get one then?”

“Yeah, maybe. Bye Luke.”

She glanced back as she left and was pleased to see that he was watching her. East Falls had something to offer after all. 

She checked into a small motel and changed her clothes to jeans and a plain t-shirt, to look more approachable to Ed. She tied her hair back in a ponytail and checked her reflection. Completely non threatening. Exactly what she was going for.

Florence’s map turned out to be easy to follow. Ed’s house was little more than a shack surrounded by an overgrown lawn, strewn with car parts. The screen door hung off its hinges and paint peeled off the walls. A red truck was up on ramps in the driveway, its wheels long gone. Ed is in need of an extreme makeover, Mackenzie thought.

She maneuvered around the debris up to the front door and knocked. After a few minutes she tried again. Cupping her hands, she stepped close to the window, peering in, but it was too dark inside to see anything.

When no one answered, she went around back. Sitting in a rocking chair on the back porch, was a man with a Yankees baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. He was staring out at the empty field beyond his house.

“Mr. Black?” Mackenzie called.

“Get lost,” he snapped, not looking up.

“Mr. Black, I need to speak to you.”

“Are you deaf? Get off my property.”  

“Look, I’m sorry to bother you but I really need to ask you something.”

He leapt up out of the chair and turned to face her. Mackenzie gasped before she could stop herself. His face was badly scarred and one of his eyes was so damaged that it was completely white. 

“That’s right, take a good look,” he snapped.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to...”

“Get out of here.”

“Please, I just need to know if you know where a man called Sebastian King is.”

He narrowed his eyes, “Who’s asking?”

“I’m his daughter.”

“Bullshit, he never had a kid.”

“He doesn’t know about me. Annie Murphy is my mother.”

“She left town years ago.”

“I know, she was pregnant with me at the time.”

“That must have been after the fire. I don’t remember much from that time.” He turned away from her cursing under his breath.

“Do you know where my father is?”

“No. Stupid bastard should have been more careful,” he muttered.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means there are some people put on this earth aren’t supposed to procreate and he was one of them.”

“Do you know where he is or not?”

“He’s dead. In the same fire that did this,” he pointed at his own grotesque face. “Now get off my property.”

Disappointment flooded through Mackenzie. After all the years, all the daydreaming about one day finding her real dad, only to find out he was dead. She walked around town trying to clear her head. 

She had no reason to stay around now, she should keep going to San Francisco. Back at the motel she picked up her things. She was heading for her car when someone called out to her.

Two men were standing behind her. One was short and bald with glasses; the other wasn’t much older than she was with spiked dark hair, dark eyes and a venomous look on his face. Their clothes were odd and out of place. A lot of leather for the younger one. The older one looked like some kind of urban cowboy.

“Do I know you?” she asked, keeping her distance.

“No, but we have someone in common—Sebastian King. We heard you were looking for him.”

“Never heard of him.” 

“We’re looking for him too. If you tell us what you know, we’ll tell you what we know.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that Sebastian King was dead, that he was wasting his time but instead she said, “You first. What do you know about him?”

He smiled, “Not out in the open my dear, let’s go inside. We have a room.”

She followed them at a distance and once inside stood by the open door. 

“We wish you no harm, I assure you,” the bald man said, sitting on one of the single beds. The other, who was obviously the muscle, stood watching her.

“My name is Cray by the way, this is Taryn.” 

“Cut to the chase. What do you know about King?” Mackenzie snapped.

“Very well. King has been off the radar for a number of years now. No one from our side can track him down. The last place anyone saw him was here, in this town. I’m surprised they would send someone so young or did they hope you would entice him into the open?” 

Mackenzie stayed silent and let him draw his own conclusions. Their side? She didn’t like the sound of that. Could he have been a career criminal, mob connected? 

“The bounty on his head is substantial, if you have any information, we could cut you in,” Cray said. He thought her interest was financial. 

“Look, I’m not about to give you anything without something in return. You want to share, you go first.”

Cray glanced up at Taryn who tensed, as if he was ready to attack. His face seemed to be set in a permanent scowl. He had a scar above his left eyebrow, she noticed. 

“Well, if you have nothing to say, guess I’ll be going.” She turned to leave.

“A lot of people have looked for King over the years. Every one of them gave up. I didn’t. What he did, betraying his kind—he deserves to die. I don’t care about the bounty; I want King’s head on a platter. 

“What he did was before my time. I’ve heard stories, but it sounds like you were there,” Mackenzie said.

“There was a time I considered him...a friend. But he always had a weakness for humans.”

“As opposed to...” What had she gotten herself into? His kind, weakness for humans? What the hell was going on here?

“His own kind. Demons are a dying breed and he would have happily wiped us all out,” Cray spat.

Okay, the train has officially arrived at crazy town, Mackenzie thought. Obviously, this guy had just escaped from an asylum somewhere. Demons? Was Cray telling her that her father was a demon? Good God, she thought, what does that make me? The shadow that came when she called—was that also a demon protecting its own? She couldn’t wrap her mind around what Cray was saying. He had to be a religious nut. The kind that stood outside bus station with signs that read, ‘Repent Now.’ He could not be talking about a real live demon. And her father, no less.

“Yeah, I should get going. I’m busy. Good luck with whatever,” she backed out of the room as quickly as possible.

Cray looked at Taryn. Taryn vanished in a red mist before her eyes. Before she could react, someone grabbed her arms from behind. It was Taryn.

“How the hell did you do that?” she blurted. He held her steady. This day had turned into her worse nightmare, full of terrifying monsters and tricks of magic. Because that’s the only thing that made sense.

“It’s your turn to share, young lady,” Cray said.

She considered screaming but it was doubtful anyone would come to her aide. 

“You know more than me. Let me go.”

“What kind of demon are you?” Cray asked.

Demon? Sweat trickled down her ribcage. She’d come here to find her dad and now she was being detained by men who thought she was a demon. Her mind scrambled to keep up with the weird turn of events. Play along, she thought, unable to process what was happening. “Release me or you’ll find out,” she threatened.

“Bring her inside,” Cray said. If they got her inside, she might not come out again. She brought her head back smashing it into Taryn’s nose. He let go of her arms and she drove an elbow into his gut, sending him sprawling.

Without waiting to see what damage she’d done, she spun and took off running across the parking lot.

Taryn appeared in front of her and they collided with each other.

Before she could react, he’d grabbed her arm, flinging her onto the pavement. He threw his body across hers, trying to pin her down. She dug her nails into his face. Blood from his nose, splattered her shirt, but she refused to quit. They struggled together until Cray caught up. 

“Can’t you contain one little girl?” he cried. 

Taryn grabbed her by the wrists, “Enough!” he commanded, speaking for the first time. 

She opened her mouth to call the Shadow when a guest at the motel came out of his room.

“What’s going on out there?” he called.

“Nothing to trouble yourself with, sir,” Cray called back, “My children had a disagreement. You know what teenagers are like.”

The man muttered something about respect and went back inside. Mackenzie pulled her hand free and punched Taryn in the face. He fell away from her and she scrambled to her feet, making it to her car before they caught up. Her hands shook as she unlocked the car and climbed in. It took two tries to get the key in the ignition, but she made it.

Pedal to the floor, she screeched out of the parking lot. She expected Taryn to do his magic act and appear in the car with her, but he didn’t. Hopefully he was unconscious. 

Her hand hurt from connecting with Taryn’s cheekbone. She flexed her hand and discovered an imprint on her hand. In the fight, she must have grabbed the necklace she’d noticed him wearing. She stared at her hand, the impression of an eagle bright red against her palm.
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Chapter 4
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At a truck stop a few miles outside East Falls, Mackenzie stopped, taking a minute to get her bearings. Not one thing about what just happened made any sense to her. Why would Taryn and Cray think she and her dad were demons? What the hell was a demon anyway? A real live one from the depths of hell? Or a nickname the mob or whoever he worked for used? She shook her head, unable to make sense of it.

She had planned on driving straight back to LA and forgetting the whole thing but seeing the eagle emblem had stopped her. Taryn was the one who had set fire to the road and caused her to wreck her bike, probably on Cray’s orders, yet neither of them seemed to know who she was. Were they after her because she had asked questions about her dad? 

It didn’t make any sense and she wasn’t too eager to go up against them after Taryn’s little magic act. She had to admit he was good, but not good enough to make her believe they were actual demons. That was ludicrous. Says the girl who can summon a psychotic Shadow, she thought, dryly.

She bought a cup of coffee and sat in the back to formulate a plan. Caffeine helped her focus although she was hyperactive enough without it. Her dad was dead, but she still wanted to know what happened to him. Why were they looking for him? And how long before they figured out that she was his daughter? Now that they knew about her, they’d be after her for answers she didn’t have. She had two choices—leave or stay.

Either way, they knew she lived in LA. Better to deal with this now than to have to look over her shoulder at home, wondering when they’d appear.

Back in town she parked her car behind a dumpster near the town hall, Mackenzie found a baseball cap under the back seat from whomever had the car before her. She put it on. It wasn’t much of a disguise but she had to work with what she had. 

As she walked the streets she tried to act like she belonged, stopping to look in store windows while keeping an eye out for Cray and Taryn. She checked out the local businesses. If one of them was long standing, then the owner might remember her dad and the fire. In a town this small she was sure most of the businesses were family owned. She tried a hardware store first called Brannigan’s and Son.

The man behind the counter was balding and slightly overweight. His round cheeks were red, his deep set eyes curious. He wore a plaid shirt and an apron with the store name printed on it.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“Hi, I’m a journalism student from up state.” The lie came easy to her lips. “I’m doing a paper on East Falls’ history and I was looking for information on the fire that happened here twenty years ago.”

He raised an eyebrow, “You’re doing a paper on this town? I can’t tell you much more about the fire than what was in the papers. The owner, Ed, was in the store late one night doing inventory. Apparently, an oil lamp fell and started the fire. The store was full of old furniture so it went up pretty fast.”

“Was Ed the only one in the store? I was speaking to someone earlier who said he had a man staying with him.”

“That Sebastian kid? No, he left town a few days earlier. Strange kid. Didn’t say much to anyone, although he had a soft spot for Annie Murphy. She left town too but I don’t think they left together. Saw her moping around town for a while. I think he broke her heart.”

“Have you ever seen him since?”

“No, I haven’t.” 

“Thanks. That will help with my paper.”

“Shouldn’t you write it down?” he asked.

“No, that’s okay. Photographic memory,” she tapped her head.

Outside the store, she paused, thinking over what she’d just learned. So, her dad was gone when the fire started. Gone or dead? Lost in thought she almost didn’t see Cray heading towards her. At the last minute, she caught a glimpse and ducked into a store doorway. Cray passed on by, talking on his cell. She strained to listen to what he was saying but she only caught a few words—‘still looking, more time.’ Looking for what? Her? Something or someone else? Either way she needed to be more careful. She didn’t need another run in with those two.

“Hey kid, no loitering. Buy something or leave,” the owner barked. She could hear a faint Irish accent from him. He put a tray of rolls into the oven behind the counter. Wiping sweat from his brow, he stood by the cash register waiting for her to order.

The smell made her mouth water. Stepping up to the counter she stared at the pastries on display, trying to get her head on straight. A tall woman, with short grey hair, walked out of the back. She glanced at Mackenzie, then did a double take. 

“Oh my God,” she gasped, crossing herself. Painfully thin, the woman’s face and care-worn gray eyes revealed years of worry and sadness.

“Mary? What’s wrong?” 

“Patrick, look,” she pointed at Mackenzie, “She looks just like Annie.”

“Annie? Annie Murphy?” Mackenzie asked.

“Yes, how do you know Annie?” Mary asked.

“She’s my mother.”

Mary’s eyes widened, “Her daughter?” she looked at her husband, who had gone pale.

“Yes. Who are you?” Well over six feet he stood ramrod straight. With his close-cropped gray hair,  Mackenzie guessed a military background.

“Annie’s parents. I guess, your grandparents,” Mary said.

Information overload. Her mother never mentioned grandparents so she just assumed they were dead. Mary came out from behind the counter and hugged her tightly. Patrick still looked shocked.

“Mary, can I speak to you?” he said. 

“Look at you. You’re so beautiful,” Mary cooed. Mackenzie smiled uneasily. 

“Mary. A word.” Patrick said, sternly.

Mary did as she was told and followed him into the back, giving Mackenzie a chance to catch her breath. She had grandparents. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She and her mother had been alone for so long, no family, no connections anywhere that Mackenzie knew about. Her attention went back to the two talking heatedly, heads close together. Patrick didn’t look happy and Mary was trying to calm him down. Finally, they came back out.

“I don’t mean to be rude but do you have any proof that you are Annie’s daughter?” Patrick said.

“I, um, I have a driver’s license with my name on it?” She pulled it out of her jeans and handed it to him. It was all she could think of. He scrutinized it before heaving a sigh.

“She was pregnant when she left town,” he showed the license with her date of birth on it to Mary.

“You knew about me then?” Mackenzie said.

“We haven’t spoken to Annie in a long time, not since she left. We heard rumors that she had a child. Where is she now?” he asked.

“She’s in prison.”

“What?” Mary cried. She noticed that Patrick didn’t look very surprised. 

“Why?” he asked.

“She was accused of murder.”

Mary swayed on the spot. Patrick put a hand on her shoulder.

“It was self-defence,” Mackenzie insisted. 

“I don’t believe this,” Mary said.

Mackenzie felt closed in, suffocated. She couldn’t deal with this right now. First she learned her dad was probably dead and now to find grandparents she didn’t know existed was more than she could take in. 

“I have to go,” she muttered. 

She went back to the motel room and locked the door. She put a chair against it for good measure. Lying down on the bed, she tried to process this new development. Grandparents? There could be aunts, uncles, cousins and God knows who else. For all she knew there could be even more family members out there that she didn’t even know about.

Exhausted, she closed her eyes. Maybe it was the fight. Or she had a concussion from head butting Taryn. There had to be some explanation for all this confusion—this strangeness. A brain tumor that Taryn had shook loose? Some kind of drug someone had slipped her? She put her hands over her eyes. Could it be the town itself? Whatever it was, she was in over her head.

When she woke up it was dark outside.  She shook the cramp out of her arm and stretching she sat up to find a message had been left for her on the wall. Or rather burnt into it. 

Get out of town. 

Subtle. Also, worrying considering the chair was still in place. With cautious steps, she checked each window to find them securely locked. So, whoever burnt the message in the wall got in some other way.

Her eyes searched the room. Her bag was where she’d left it on the back of the chair. Crossing the floor, she grabbed it up and pawed through it. Everything seemed to be there, including her switchblade. 

It was after nine o’clock and she considered going back to see her grandparents, but it was obvious Patrick didn’t want her there. All these years and he hadn’t bothered to check on his daughter, to see that she was all right or to make amends. What kind of father would turn his back on a child—even a grown one—when he knew she was pregnant and in trouble? Yet neither grandparent ever tried to see Mackenzie. She drug her thoughts away from them. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t miss what she never had and now was not the time to try for any kind of relationship.

Right now, she needed to speak to her mother. In the morning she would phone the prison to get some answers, for now she didn’t want to stay in this motel room. She grabbed her stuff and went out to her car. Driving out of town, she pulled into a lay-by for the night.
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Chapter 5
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“Mom, I need to know about my father. I need to know why he came to East Falls in the first place,” Mackenzie said. She’d awoken early and with no destination in mind, she was on her cell as the countryside flashed by.

There was silence on the other end of the phone and for a moment, she thought her mother had hung up.

“Mom?”

“You don’t need to know. Just leave it,” she finally said.

“Mom, my whole life you have been evasive when it comes to dad. I know he was running from something now what was it?”

“I can’t tell you. You just have to trust me, it’s dangerous.”

She tried another tactic, “I just want to know what he was like. You said he rode a motorbike, right?”

“It was an old Harley. He loved that bike. He took me for a ride on it the first day I met him,” she said dreamily.

“Why didn’t he stick around?”

“He couldn’t baby. They would have found him.”

“Who?”

She wasn’t expecting an answer but she got one. “His family. He took something from them that they wanted badly. They would have killed to get it back.”

“What did Mr. Black have to do with it?”

“He was helping him with it. I don’t know what it was but it was old and Mr. Black was an expert on old.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about my grandparents?”

“You know you have grandparents?”

“Yes, but the way you talked about them, I thought they were dead.”

“You’ve seen them? Where are you, Mackenzie?” she said, her voice rising.

“East Falls. I met them yesterday in their bakery. They weren’t too friendly.”

“When I left my father told me not to come back. We had a huge argument. I haven’t spoken to him since. Just stay away Mackenzie. We don’t need them. It’s always been you and me.” Her voice took on a pleading tone.

Mackenzie took the phone away from her ear, swallowing back a bitter retort. It was just the two of us, before you took up with that bastard Ray, and then you were gone. 

She was left to grow up in foster homes. Her mother had been all she had and then, there was no one she could rely on. Maybe if the Murphy’s had known about her they would have taken her in. It would have meant having a proper home, not a bunch of temporary ones. Her mother lived in a fantasy world, she knew that, but sometimes she grew tired of being the adult in their relationship.

When she put the phone back to her ear, her mother was reminiscing about her dad again. She didn’t need this. She’d heard it all before. She was about to hang up when she heard her mother say, “The things he could do. Impossible things almost like magic.”

“Like what?” 

“One minute he was there and then he would disappear so fast.”

Kind of like Taryn.

“Did he ever mention someone called Cray?”

“His brother?”

Mackenzie froze. Brother? God, no.

“His brother’s name was Cray?”

“Yes, he was older than Seb, they never really got on. I never met him.”

It was a coincidence. It had to be. It wasn’t impossible that there were two people called Cray. But she was kidding herself and she knew it. The thought of being related to Cray made her stomach churn. 

She hung up the phone with a muttered goodbye. Every time she got an answer, she ended up with more questions. 

Screw it, time to go to the source.

Mackenzie hid behind a wall waiting for Taryn. She had been looking for Cray all day but Taryn had been the only one she’d seen and he was all over town. He marched by, head bent. A man on a mission, it would seem.

Staying at a distance, she followed him out to a water tower in the middle of a field, on the edge of town. It became harder for her to find a hiding place where Taryn wouldn’t see her. Sparse vegetation, with nothing to mask her movements, she dropped back a bit, hoping he wouldn’t see her. Ducking behind a lone rusty barrel, she watched as Taryn searched the ground around the water tower. After ten minutes or so, he pulled out a cell phone and dialed a number. 

His voice was clear, “It’s not here. I’m not picking anything up.”

After listening to the response, he hung up. While he had been talking, Mackenzie snuck up on him from behind.

She kicked him hard in the spine and he went down. Before he could get up, she grabbed his arm and handcuffed him to a pipe on the water tower. The handcuffs were courtesy of her ex-boyfriend Mike.

“You?” he snarled.

“Yeah me. Call that payback for yesterday. Now I want answers.”

“Get fucked,” he spat.

She aimed a foot at his thigh, “Why did you knock me off my bike back in LA?”

“I’ve never been to LA.”

“Don’t lie to me, I saw your medallion.”

“I don’t care what you saw, I’ve never been in LA,” he snapped.

She expected him to deny it, “Why are you and Cray after Sebastian King?”

“The same reason you are. We all want the talisman.”

Talisman? What kind of talisman? For lack of answers, she decided to just go with it. “It’s been years, why are you looking now?”

“We’ve seen portents that he’s returned. Some of the lower demons are being controlled. Only he had that power.” 

“Do you really think you can get me to buy this demon crap? If you’re a demon then I’m sure handcuffs wouldn’t hold you.”

He chuckled, “No, they wouldn’t.”

He yanked hard on the cuffs and they snapped clean through. Mackenzie jumped back out of his reach. 

“What’s your theory now? Defective handcuffs?” He advanced on her.

She backed away slowly, perhaps they were defective. Taryn had a lot of muscle. He could have broken them without a supernatural explanation.

“Relax, I have my orders. I’m not allowed to touch you until Cray finds out who you are.”

“And you always follow orders like a good little boy?” she blurted.

“Most of the time,” he threatened, “You know you could save everyone a lot of time and tell me who you are and who you work for.”

“You’re right I could. But I’m not going to.” Taking a chance, she turned her back to him and walked away.

“You’ll never find it,” he called after her, “King was no fool, it’s hidden well and protected by spells you’ve never even heard of. Give up now.”

She kept walking.  
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Black’s Pawn and Loan was now an abandoned building. The fire had caused structural damage, so it seemed no one had ever opened it up again. There were two other stores on either side. Both were abandoned too.

Mackenzie circled the boarded up building looking for an entry point. She didn’t have high hopes of finding anything useful inside but it didn’t hurt to look.

A window in the back had a loose board covering it. She pulled it off and boosted herself inside. She could still smell the faint aroma of charred wood. The floorboards were rotted and soft. She moved slowly testing the boards as she went.

Sunlight filtered through chinks in the walls lighting her way. Most of the debris had been removed but there were still some pieces of charred furniture lying around, mostly chairs and bookshelves. An antique rocking horse sat near the window, it’s once white body now charred and blackened. Mackenzie put her hand out and gently pushed it. It still rocked. She remembered when she was about four or five, her mother had taken her to a toy store. There had been a similar horse there and her mother had let her play on it for over an hour. They didn’t have much money, still living in that tiny one bedroom apartment at the time. They could never afford any of the toys, but her mother let her play with them for as long as possible before the clerk moved them along. It was only when she bored of it and went looking for her mother that she found her talking to a man. She was laughing and flipping her hair. She had never seen her mother act like that. Curious, she moved closer. 

“Hey there, cutie. What’s your name?” he said, smiling kindly at her. 

“Mac,” she had said, shyly. He invited them both out to lunch. He seemed so nice. It just proved the old adage, don’t judge a book by the cover. Ray waited a whole two months before he started beating them. By that time her mother was completely dependent on him.

She turned away from the horse.

There were rooms upstairs but the stairs were half demolished so she decided to give it a miss. The main counter was still intact, as was the old-fashioned cash register that sat on top of it. She pressed the button to open the register drawer but the metal was slightly warped from the heat and it stuck.

Mackenzie pulled out her switchblade and tried to jimmy it open. It moved a couple of inches to reveal some quarters. She felt around inside the drawer for anything else and came up with a large silver key. For a safe, maybe?

She searched behind the counter and the wall for a hidden safe but there was no sign of one. She moved to the main floor kicking debris aside with her foot. She covered the whole floor. Still nothing. Which meant the safe was probably upstairs, out of reach.

A floorboard creaked across the room and her breath caught in her throat. Someone else was in the store with her. She moved back behind the counter searching the shadows for any movement. Another creak. She reached for the switchblade, which was still sitting beside the register. There was nowhere to hide and no exit, so confrontation was the only option.

“Who’s there?” 

She could feel them watching her.

“What do you want?”

A flash of light flew towards her and exploded over her head. She threw her hands up to protect herself, as sparks rained down. A beam collapsed, falling on top of her.

When she came to, Mackenzie found herself pinned under the beam. It had landed on her legs, trapping them. The brunt of it was taken by the counter. A gaping hole in the ceiling above her, revealed a bed that was perched precariously on the edge. If it came down it would probably kill her. She tried wriggling her toes and was relieved when they moved. That probably meant there was no lasting damage. She grabbed the edge of the wooden beam and tried to lift it off her but it was too heavy and she couldn’t get a grip on it.

“Great,” she muttered. 

Not to sound like a damsel in distress but, “HELP!”

She yelled for help until her throat hurt, but no one came. They would probably find her here months from now eaten by rats. She was about to summon the Shadow for help, against her better judgment, when someone said, “Hello? Is someone in there?” A man’s voice. A familiar one. 

“Yes, help please, I’m trapped.”

She heard a thump as the man climbed through the window and stumbled over the debris.

“Where are you?”

“Over here, the beam fell on me,” she called.

She was surprised to find it was Luke from the diner. 

“You? What are you doing here?” 

“Apparently saving you. What the hell happened?”

“Don’t ask. Can you lift the beam?”

He grabbed the beam and heaved upwards. The beam lifted about an inch. He looked embarrassed, “Weight lifting isn’t exactly my thing.”

“Okay, I’ll push, you pull.” Together they managed to move the beam enough for her to pull her legs free.

“Is anything broken?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” she said. She moved her legs about testing them. So far so good. Now to try standing.

She got to her feet, her legs hurt like hell but they supported her.

“I think it’s okay. Thanks for your help.”

“No problem,” he said.

“Did you see anyone leaving the building before you got here?”

“No, I heard you yelling and tried to find a way in. There was no one outside. Did someone attack you?”

“I think so. I didn’t see them but I think they threw some kind of explosive device, it brought the beam down.”

“What the hell are you involved in?” he asked, looking worried.

“Nothing. I don’t know why I was attacked,” she lied.

“Why are you in here anyway? It’s dangerous.”

“Tell me about it. I was just curious, my mom used to live in town and she knew the owner.”

“Next time, don’t give in to curiosity. We should get out of here before the rest of the building comes down.”

When they were outside Luke took her back to Sal’s. They took a seat in the back. A couple of locals glanced in their direction. Mackenzie realized she was covered in dust. She tried her best to wipe it off.

“How’s the legs?” Luke asked.

“Sore, but I’ll be fine. Did you sort everything out with work?”

“Yeah, I got an extension on my deadline.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a writer. I’m supposed to be doing a travel piece on rural getaways. It’s all pretty boring. Do you have relatives here?”

“Not really, I just wanted to see where my mother grew up.”

“That’s a pity. I was hoping you could tell me about the local hotspots,” he grinned at her.

“Sorry, I wish I did know about them. My advice though, avoid abandoned, fire damaged buildings.”

“Don’t you think you should go to the police after what happened?” 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. I was trespassing at the time,” she lowered her voice.

“I think attempted murder, trumps trespassing.”

“I’d rather just forget it happened.”

He looked at her as if she was insane. She didn’t blame him but the police couldn’t help her. She didn’t need them looking into her background and it was doubtful they could help with Cray and Taryn. She had no idea what was going on with them. One minute they were attacking her then Taryn let her walk away unscathed and now this? It was crazy and getting more dangerous by the minute. 

“Luke, it was nice meeting you again really and thank you for rescuing me, but I think I’m going to leave town.”

“You’re running out on me again?” He dug around in his pocket, “Here, at least take one of my cards this time. Maybe you could give me a call sometime.”

She smiled and took the card, “Maybe I will.”

Leaving town wasn’t as easy as she thought. When she got back to the car, she found that the tires were slashed. It was a good thing she took the insurance from the rental company.

“Mackenzie, is it?” She turned to find Mary standing behind her.

“Yeah,” she said.

“You never came back.”

“I didn’t think I was welcome.”

“I know Patrick can be a little cold at times but he was just shocked. We both were. He’s not home right now; do you want to come in for some tea? We can talk.”

“I need to phone the rental company,”

“You can use our phone.”

Mackenzie followed her into the bakery and upstairs to their apartment. It was small but clean and tidy. The furniture was old but well kept. Mary led her to the kitchen where she took a seat at the kitchen table.

“The phone’s on the wall.”

Mackenzie phoned the rental company about the car. When she was done, she paced the kitchen.

Mary made her a cup of tea.

“Please sit down,” she said.

Mackenzie took a seat opposite her.

“You look like you want to say something. So go ahead,” Mary said, sipping her tea.

“Why didn’t you ever contact my mom? She couldn’t have been too hard to find,” she asked.

“When she left, she made it very clear she never wanted to speak to us again.”

“But you knew about me. Didn’t you ever want to see me?”

Mary looked down at her lap, “Don’t tell Patrick this, but I did contact Annie about three years after she left. She wouldn’t let me go see her, I could hear you in the background but when I asked about you, she hung up on me. Life with Annie was difficult. She was highly strung and had a tendency to get caught up in things or people. She met a man called Sebastian. She fell for him fast, he was trouble, and when he broke up with her she fell to pieces. She was never the same after that.

“Who did she kill?” Mary seemed to have trouble asking the question.

“My step-father.”

Mary bit her bottom lip, her face pale.

“He was violent. He beat us both. She had no choice.”

Even though Mary nodded her head in understanding, the words didn’t seem to comfort her much.  

“Sebastian is your father?” Mary finally asked.

“Yeah, at least according to mom. I came here to find out more about him.”

“What is it you wanted to know?”

“Everything. I’ve heard so many different stories since I got here and none of it was good.”

“He isn’t the only family you have,” Annie said.

“I can only deal with one family member at a time. Don’t take offence, but I don’t know if I even want you in my life. My father either, but I need to find out where I come from.”

“Hold on,” Mary said, she turned her face away as she got up, but Mackenzie saw the pain there. She left the room and returned a few minutes later with a shoebox.

“What’s this?”

Setting it down in front of her, she said, “Some of your mother’s things. She left them behind after that last fight. There’s a journal and some other mementos. I don’t want you to get the wrong impression of Patrick. It really hurt him when Annie left. Before she did, he confronted Sebastian. He was older than Annie and Patrick worried about her. Sebastian hit him. When we told Annie, she went berserk, called her dad a liar. It was an awful fight. When Sebastian left town, she blamed us. A week later, she was gone. I know it’s important to know where you come from but just because he was trouble doesn’t mean you are too.”

Mackenzie gave her a wry grin, “I wouldn’t be so sure.”
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Mackenzie took the box to her motel room and went through the contents. There wasn’t much, a few pieces of jewelry, including a silver Claddagh ring and a gold cross necklace, some pictures, none of Sebastian unfortunately, and a journal.

Mackenzie ran her hand over the cracked brown leather cover. Her mother had written down all her secrets, her dreams from back then. She never got the chance to live out any of them. Mackenzie had tried keeping a diary when she was twelve, but Bobby Draper had found it and read it aloud to everyone. She didn’t bother with the Shadow that time either, she punched him herself. Everyone seemed to think that because her mother was in prison that eventually she would end up there too. She didn’t do much to convince them otherwise with her temper. She opened the journal. 

The first entry was from Annie’s seventeenth birthday, when she was given the journal as a gift from her mother.

May 16th

Mum gave me a diary for my birthday. It’s just like her to choose something so boring. I wanted a new miniskirt but she told me it wasn’t practical. Whatever that means. I told her there wasn’t much point in giving me the diary since I have nothing to write in it. This town sucks. Nothing exciting ever happens. I can’t wait until I graduate then I’m moving to Los Angeles. 

The diary continued like that for several weeks, mostly Annie complaining about her parents—the usual teenage drama. July 2nd was when it started to get interesting. The first meeting between her mother and father.

July 2nd

Oh, my God I cannot believe what is happening. I’ve met the most amazing man. I was on my way to work, late as usual, when I saw him. He was right outside the bakery on his motorbike. He is so good looking with that curly black hair and the most amazing green eyes I have ever seen. His bike wasn’t working so I asked him if I could help. Not that I know anything about engines.

We started talking he told me he was in college and doing research in town. Can you believe it? I offered to buy him lunch and he said yes. We spent the whole afternoon talking. He knows so much about everything—books, music and he’s so funny. He kept cracking jokes and making me laugh. He doesn’t talk much about himself; he likes to listen to me talk mostly. We’re going out again tomorrow. This is it. I can feel it. This is when my life starts to change for the better.

Mackenzie scanned the rest. Her mother wrote down everything about their dates. For two months, it seemed to be going well. 

August 23rd

Seb and I made love tonight. He wanted to wait but I told him I was ready. God, I hope my mother never reads this, she would kill me. We went to his room at the motel. It was amazing. We lay for hours afterwards, talking about all the places we were going to go. Now I just need to work up the courage to tell my parents. They’ll be mad, but once they see how in love we are, they’ll understand. Seb and I belong together.

That must have been the night she was conceived, it worked in with her birthday. He gave her the necklace that night. At the beginning of September, things started to go wrong.

September 3rd

I cannot believe Sebastian said those things to me. He was so cruel. We were up by the lake and we started talking about the future. I told him I wanted to leave town with him, leave school. He got mad and said I was being stupid, that we had no future. He said what we had was just a fling. We ended up screaming at each other then he walked off and left me. I know why he’s upset though. His brother is coming to town. Seb’s in a lot of trouble. I know he’s only pushing me away because he doesn’t want me caught in the middle of it. But it still hurts. 

The final entry was dated on September 23rd.

He’s gone. He left me. I never thought he would go. It’s my dad’s fault I know it. He’s been making up terrible lies about Seb. My parents won’t let me live my life, they want me to be like them and spend the rest of my life in this shitty town working in their stupid bakery. I won’t stay here any longer. There’s nothing for me now that he’s gone. I’ll go to LA. Once I have some money I can look for Seb. The thought of being without him makes me feel sick. I heard Mr. Black’s store caught fire. He was inside at the time. I hope Seb had nothing to do with it. Where is he? 

Once again nothing concrete on her father. Apart from her mother there was only one other person in town who knew her father. It was time he started talking.

Ed Black was working on his truck when Mackenzie arrived at his house. “Mr. Black?”

“You again? Get lost kid,” he growled. He threw down his wrench and tried to start the truck. It sputtered a few times but wouldn’t start. Mackenzie took a look in the engine. 

“It sounds like the alternator and no, I won’t. I want some answers and you are going to give them to me. I’m not leaving until you do,” she demanded.

“Is that right?”

“Yes, it is. I’m sick of getting dicked around. Ever since I got here, I have been chased, had a beam dropped on me and had my tires slashed. I want to know everything you know about Sebastian King. Now.”

“God, you are just like him. You really are his kid aren’t you?”

She nodded.

He sighed, “Fine, come inside.”

She followed him inside the house. It was in as much disrepair inside, as it was outside. Wallpaper hung off the walls, the carpet was threadbare. The living room was overflowing with books. They were piled all over the room amongst some antique furniture. A bookcase rang the length of the far wall; the shelves were bending under the weight of the contents. She didn’t recognize any of the titles, although most of them were in Latin.

Mackenzie lifted a pile of books off an armchair and took a seat. Ed sat down opposite her on the sofa.

“King came to town wanting me to look at a talisman,” he said.

“What is this talisman?”

“It’s hundreds of years old and the myth that goes with it says it can amplify power.”

“Power like?”

“If you were strong enough to lift a car you could lift ten if you had the talisman.”

“Why did he bring it to you?”

“He wanted to know more about it, how to activate it.”

“This is going to sound crazy but what do you know about demons?” She felt stupid even asking him.

“Sebastian King was one. He had a rare gift to control lower level demons. With the talisman, he could control all demons. You can see why they would want it back.”

Mackenzie stood up, “Demons? Seriously? What does that make me?”

“A half demon. I’m curious what did you inherit?”

She considered his question, “I think I can control demons too. They appear like shadows.”

“Some base demons don’t have form. It sounds like you have a watered down version of King’s power. For a half demon, it can be difficult to access your abilities.”

“I don’t understand any of this.”

He left the room and returned a few minutes later carrying a large leather bound tome. Putting it on the table for her to see, she moved in for a closer look. He had it opened at a coat of arms but not like one she had seen before. Two serpents coiled around a throne where a gold crown rested.

“Demons work inside a hierarchy depending on the type of power they have. There are three main clans in this country. The Kings who like to think they are in charge. They are arrogant dictators. The Dukes are soldier assassins; they all wear gold eagle medallions.”

“I’ve seen one. Taryn. He works for Cray. He’s a King isn’t he?”

A dark look crossed his face, “Cray is, yeah. There were rumors that he took a young Duke in who had defected. They’re used to following orders. He’ll do whatever Cray wants him to do.”

“Okay, who’s the third family?”

“The third are the worst. You don’t want to cross them. They’re called the Pariah. Vicious bastards, they would rip you apart as soon as look at you. They don’t care about order or taking over, they just want to cause as much chaos as they can. They will come for the coin though because having it means they can get rid of the Kings and Dukes.”

“If they’re demons, then how come they look human?”

“Most of them can pass as human. Physically they aren’t much different, especially the Kings and Dukes. The Pariahs find it harder to pass. They have certain animalistic features.”

“Like what?”

“Sharp teeth, black eyes, maybe some talons.”

“Great, can’t wait to meet one of them.”

“Trust me if one of them gets to town, we’re all in big trouble. If you see one—run.”

Ed turned the page to a picture of a small gold coin engraved with arcane symbols.

“This is the talisman,” he said, “If you want to survive then you had better find it first.”

“What do I do with it then?”

“It needs to be destroyed. It’s the only way to stop it falling into the wrong hands.”
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Mackenzie took the Taurus to a garage to replace the tires. The insurance just about covered it. She had to wait a few hours until it was done so she sat in the middle of the square to wait. It had plenty of exit points and there were a lot of people around. She kept her head down just in case. A few kids were playing on the grass nearby, with a soccer ball.

“I thought you were leaving town?” Luke said. She looked up to find him standing over her. He had changed out of his suit into a shirt and slacks. 

“Hey, yeah I tried to but someone slashed my tires.”

“Someone really has it in for you. Are you okay?” he seemed genuinely concerned. Not something she was used to.

“I’m fine, thanks.” 

“You look stressed. Can I help with anything?” He sat down beside her on the bench. He put a hand on her arm.

“It’s just been a long day.”

“I’ll tell you what. I have a few errands to run but why don’t we get some dinner? My treat.”

Mackenzie smiled, “That sounds great. I have a couple of hours to spare.”

“I’ll meet you back here in an hour.”

“I’ll be here.”

This was crazy. She should be hiding out not going on a date. But in a few hours, she would be gone and she might never see him again. 

She had no motel room to go back to so she went to the restroom at a gas station to freshen up. She didn’t have any clothes to wear on a date. If it was a date? He was buying her dinner but maybe it was only because he felt sorry for her. Or he was looking for an interesting angle for his story. 

She sighed. It was so much easier dating bikers. She changed into a clean t-shirt and jeans and headed back to the square. She was early by fifteen minutes and so was Luke. 

“Hi, you look great,” he said.

“Thanks, where are we going to eat?”

“Well, after extensive research I have concluded that the only place to eat around here is a little restaurant called O’Malley’s.”

“Sounds great, let’s go.” 

He led the way down Main Street past Sal’s and her grandparent’s bakery. It was shut for the night.  O’Malley’s was nestled in a corner, a red neon sign hung in the window. Inside was dimly lit with candles on every table. It was definitely a date. Otherwise he would have taken her to Sal’s. 

“I really feel under dressed for this,” she said.

“Nonsense you look fine. The place is practically empty anyway. No one cares how we’re dressed.”

He pulled out the chair for her at the table. The last act of chivalry she had witnessed was when Mike held her beer for her while she threw up at a party.  

A waiter brought them their menus.

“Order whatever you like,” Luke said.

She checked the menu. Despite the name, it served mostly French food. She ordered her meal while Luke got a bottle of wine. 

“So what do you do when you’re not evading would be assassins and falling beams?” Luke asked.

Mackenzie laughed, “I work in a bar. The pay’s not bad, it covers the rent anyway.”

“I thought you had that look about you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she said, warily.

“Hot bartender,” he grinned.

She raised an eyebrow. “That’s a look, is it?” 

“Well so far, I’ve only seen one person pull it off.”

“Who’s that?”

“You.”

“Smooth. Usually I get the old classic pick up lines like, ‘Did it hurt when you fell from heaven?’ You get points for originality.”

“I’m going to be graded? Damn, I should have studied beforehand.”

“What can I say, I don’t make it easy.”

They talked through dinner about their jobs, the town.  Mackenzie tried to avoid questions about her family. Especially after what she had found out over the last couple of days. Suddenly having a mother in prison wasn’t the biggest problem she had. 

The hours flew by as they continued to talk. Luke told her how he worked for his father, who owned several newspapers.

“You’re father owns several businesses and you work as a travel reporter?” Mackenzie said.

“My dad believes in his sons starting from the ground up. If we want to take over from him someday we have to work for it.”

“I guess that’s a good thing. Better that than you turning out as some spoiled rich kid,” she teased.

“No, I make my own fortune in life.”

“I get that. If you want to get anywhere you have to be able to stand on your own two feet.”

“I take it you don’t want to be a bartender all your life, even a hot one?”

She smiled, “No, I wanted to be a lawyer once.”

“A hot lawyer? Definite step up.”

“Not so much, I had to drop out of school.”

“You could always go back. If it’s something you want to do, don’t give up on it.”

“Are you sure you’re not an advice columnist for your paper?” she joked.

“Only part time, cutbacks.”

Mackenzie laughed loudly. She got a dirty look from the waiter. It was only then that she realized they were the only diners in the restaurant. 

“This place isn’t too popular,” she commented. 

“That might have something to do with the fact that it is closing time,” Luke said.

“It is?” she checked her watch. It was late.

“We should go,” she said. 

They left the restaurant together.

“I’ll walk you back to your motel room,” Luke offered.

She hesitated She didn’t have a motel room. She should have picked her car up hours ago. The garage would be closed by now.

“You really don’t have to,” she said. 

“You’re right, that was a little sexist. Do you want to walk me to mine instead?” 

Mackenzie looked at the ground, her cheeks flushed, “I don’t know if that is a good idea. We only just met,” she said.

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean it like that. I actually do want you to walk me back. Like I said, I’m not exactly big on the violence, but you seem to be able to take care of yourself.”

She couldn’t decide if he was serious or not, so she played along.

“I wouldn’t want you to be attacked.”

She walked with him to the motel, listening while he cracked jokes.

“This is me,” he said, stopping outside room 17.

“Thanks for getting me here safely.”

“Is this the part where I promise to call you?”

“Only if you mean it, ‘cause I don’t want to have to sit by the phone for days.”

“You’re crazy, you know that?”

“It’s all part of my charm.” He leaned in towards her and kissed her.

“A plus for kissing,” she said.

“Excellent, what did I score overall?”

“C plus. Definite room for improvement.”

“I’ll try harder next time, assuming there is a next time?”

“I’m actually going to head to San Francisco,” she said, “I’m supposed to see a friend there.”

“As luck would have it, I live in San Francisco.” He checked his pocket and pulled out a business card.

“Take my number, I’ll be heading back soon, we could have dinner.”

She took the card, “I’d like that.”

They said goodnight and Luke went inside. Mackenzie walked away, smiling to herself.

Arms encircled her from behind, almost jerking her off her feet. She struggled as she was dragged towards an old Mustang. Images of the Pariah filled her mind, but her attacker didn’t have talons that she could see. She was sick of being dragged around. She threw all her weight forward breaking the hold. She staggered forwards ready to run but blinding pain exploded behind her eyes. Before she blacked out, she caught sight of her attacker. Taryn. Guess their truce was over.

Mackenzie felt as though her head had been split in two. She cautiously opened one eye, then closed it quickly, the bright light blinding her. When she was finally able to open both eyes, she found herself roped to a chair in Cray’s hotel room. 

“I’m never going to catch a break,” she muttered.

“Good, you’re awake,” Cray said.

She glared at him. Taryn was posted at the door standing guard. It was daylight outside. She had been here all night.

“Wish I could say it’s good to see you,” she said.

“Who are you?”

“The Queen of England,” she said darkly. 

“Enough crap. Who do you work for? Are you a Duke?”

“No, I’m not.”

“We’ve been watching you, we saw you go into that shack out on the road. There are powerful spells around it yet you walked right through them. Now who the hell are you?”

She couldn’t tell him she was Sebastian’s daughter, he’d kill her for sure. The spells must have been put in place so no one could question Ed about the talisman. If her father put them there then maybe that was why she could pass through them.

“Persuade her, Taryn.”

Taryn moved towards her. She began incanting in Latin, calling for the Shadow. She had no choice. It seeped out of the vent above the bed and oozed down the wall like black sludge. She gave the command for it to attack and Taryn was thrown backwards into the door. He hit it with a grunt and fell to the floor. She turned it on Cray but he was ready for it. He incanted a few words of  his own and the Shadow evaporated. 

He was breathing hard, his face red, “That’s impossible. You controlled it just like he could. Who are you? Tell me!” he screamed, grabbing her hair and pulling her head back.

“Stop, I’ll tell you,” she gasped.

“Tell me.”

“I’m his daughter,” she cried. 

The anger in his face changed to confusion. He let go of her hair and walked to the window.

Taryn was out cold on the floor. Cray was silent as he digested the information. Mackenzie struggled against the ropes trying to get her arms free. She had no idea what was at stake here, but knew that if she didn’t find a way to defend herself, it was possible he would make her evaporate—or worse.

Why couldn’t she have inherited something useful like flame throwers for fingers? Finally, Cray turned to face her. She expected anger but was shocked to see sadness instead.

“Did Seb know about you?” he asked.

She shook her head. He kicked Taryn in the leg and he jerked awake.

“Untie her.”

“What? Why?”

“Untie my—niece.”

“How long was I out?” Taryn said, confused by the turn of events. He obediently crossed the room to Mackenzie. 

“You’re letting me go?” she asked. 

“I’m untying you. We need to talk.”

Before Taryn could reach her, the window exploded inwards showering Cray with glass. Hands elongated with claws at the end grabbed at him, pulling him backward through the shattered glass.

Taryn reached for Cray, doing his best to break the hold those monstrous hands had on him. She heard him shout, ‘Pariah,’ followed by cries of horror and explosions.

“Help,” she screamed. 

The door crashed open as Taryn fell through it.

“Untie me, Taryn.” Mackenzie yelled, rocking the chair back and forth in a desperate attempt to loosen her bonds. He got to his feet.

“Don’t leave me here,” she cried. Panic ripped through her. She didn’t want to die here, ripped apart by goddamn demons.

Taryn hesitated halfway to the door. He swore, turned and snapped the ropes, freeing her. Mackenzie froze as one of the Pariah entered the room. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. She thought she’d seen strange things in her life, what with the shadow at her beck and call, but this—this was beyond any human comprehension. It’s form resembled a woman but it had a mouth full of razor sharp teeth with black saliva dripping from them and tribal markings across its face.

It gnashed its teeth and lunged for them.

“Taryn,” Mackenzie cried. 

He grabbed her around the waist and spun her out of the thing’s reach. The world turned red then black and Mackenzie found herself standing outside in the parking lot. The ground dipped below her and she would have fallen if Taryn hadn’t been holding her.

She looked to him for answers but he had a stricken look on his face. She followed his gaze to Cray. His body lay on the ground almost torn apart. One of the Pariah was hunched over the body, chewing on his flesh. His chest had been ripped open, blood covered the ground. Mackenzie turned away, bile rising in her throat. 

The Pariah had realized their prey had escaped and were advancing on them. There were two of them. The other one was male with black eyes, fangs and more of the tribal markings.

“We need to leave now,” Mackenzie said. “Taryn?”

He was still staring at Cray. She grabbed his arm and pulled him away. 

“Do you have the keys to the car or can you do your little disappearing act?”

“Not over long distances. The keys are in Cray‘s pocket.”

“I can hotwire it, come on.”

They raced across the parking lot to the Mustang. The door was unlocked. Taryn ripped off the cover on the steering column to get at the wires. Mackenzie got in the passenger seat and set to work hotwiring it. The Pariah closing in, but they didn’t move very fast. Their movements were slow, more like an ape. The male climbed over cars rather than walking around them.

“Hurry up,” he urged.

“I am,” she snapped.

The male leapt onto the front of the car, pressing his horrible face against the glass.

The car roared to life. Taryn slammed it into reverse and the male tumbled backwards onto the asphalt. Taryn accelerated, leaving them behind.

They covered about three miles before Mackenzie took a breath. She was trembling so badly, her hands jerked in her lap.

Once they were outside of town Taryn slammed on the brakes. Mackenzie grabbed the dash for support.

“What the hell?” she yelled.

“Get out,” Taryn said.

“What?”

“Cray asked me to get you away from the Pariah. I did my job, now get out. You’re on your own.”

“You can’t do this. I don’t know what I’m up against, I’m not a demon.”

“I don’t care.” He leaned across her and opened the car door.

“Cray was my uncle. He would want you to help me.” A long shot, but worth a try.

She saw him tense, “When it comes to the Kings and their brotherhood, think fraternity not family. Cray hated Sebastian. End of story.”

She climbed out of the car, “You’re a bastard,” she said slamming the car door.

He drove off leaving her standing in the middle of a tree-lined road with no idea of what to do next.

Mackenzie sat down on the ground and put her head in her hands. It was all too much. She couldn’t handle it. She should have left it alone, stayed in LA. There was no one to help her now.

Even if she had to hitchhike, she was getting the hell out of town.
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Mackenzie walked along the hard shoulder with her thumb out. A truck drove by, honked at her and kept on going. It was the third vehicle to pass her in the last hour.

A cool breeze touched her face in spite of the hot sun directly overhead. She felt exposed out here on the road, the only weapon she had was a switchblade but she didn’t exactly want to get that close to a Pariah to use it. 

She hoped one of them caught up with Taryn and ripped his face off for leaving her. Another car came along, a dark blue sedan. This one slowed down.  The car stopped a few feet ahead of her. She jogged up to it.

“Luke?”

“Mackenzie, thank God you’re okay. Get in.”
She climbed into the car, “How did you know to look for me?”
“I heard the car screech off in the parking lot, I went back to check on you and you were gone. I was worried so I’ve been driving around looking for you.”

“I’m okay. Thank you for finding me.”

“I’m just glad you’re okay. Do you want to tell me what happened? Are you involved with a gang? Is that why all the secrecy?”

Mackenzie laughed at the thought, “No, I’m not in a gang.”

“You can tell me, you know,” he said. 

“Can we put some distance between us and East Falls first? I’ll tell you what’s going on.”

He started the car and they drove back to the truck stop she had been at earlier. They parked at the back of the building. Luke went inside and got them some food and coffee.

While they were eating, Mackenzie told him the edited version of what had happened. She told him she came looking for her father, that he was in trouble with his family and they were looking for him. Beyond that, she was at a loss. She couldn’t exactly tell him demons were after her.

“I don’t get it. Why are these guys chasing you? Do they think you have whatever it was your dad took?”

“Whatever my dad took is long gone. It was in the shop when it burned. My dad was in it too. He died.”

“I’m so sorry.”

She shrugged, “I didn’t know him so...” 

“Still, it’s a hard thing to hear. I don’t really speak to my family, my brother especially, but if something happened to them, I know I would be upset.”

He finished his food and tossed the wrappers in a trashcan.

“So, what do you want to do now?” 

“Honestly? I just want to go home.”

“LA? Well, I’ll tell you what. I have to do some things but when I’m finished I’ll drive you home.”

“Sounds great.” 

“I’m just going to make a phone call. Be right back,” he said. She watched him walk into the truck stop. Could she trust him? She didn’t know and that was the problem. So much had happened in the last few days and in this town, she wasn’t sure she could trust anyone. But one thing she did know for sure, she hadn’t told Luke where she was from. The second he was out of sight, she got out of the car and took off into the woods. 

Once in the woods though, she became lost in a matter of minutes. She really was a city girl. 

“Mackenzie,” Luke shouted. He was closer than she would have liked. He didn’t sound angry though, just worried. 

She walked deeper into the woods. The trees became thicker and it was hard to get past them. Brambles caught at her clothes.

“Mackenzie?”

He had caught up with her.

“Luke, I thought I saw something out here and I got kind of turned around.”

“The car’s this way.” He gave her a curious look.

“How did you know I was from LA?” she blurted.

“What?”

“Just answer the question.”

“The license plate on your car. It was from LA, I just assumed you were too.”

She could have slapped herself, “Right, of course.”

“Mackenzie what is going on?”

She saw a movement from the corner of her eye and moved out of the way just in time as a Pariah took a swipe at her.

It was the female from before. 

“Oh my God, what is that?” Luke cried.

“Run, Luke.”

They tore through the woods, stumbling and tripping over tree roots. MacKenzie felt a limb rake her face. The Pariah was close behind. Any second Mackenzie expected the thing to grab her. She leapt over a tree log but landed badly on her ankle and she went down, engulfed in a pile of dead leaves.

Luke saw her fall and skidded to a halt. He turned back to her and pulled her up, “Keep moving,” he ordered. Ignoring the throbbing in her ankle, she held onto his hand as they ran.

They made it to the car, but as Mackenzie pulled open the car the Pariah grabbed her. Sharp claws dug painfully into her arm as she was thrown to the ground. She scrambled backward, trying to stay out of its reach while grabbing for her knife. It launched itself at her, its sharp teeth going for her throat.

Mackenzie opened her eyes. Lying on the concrete parking lot, vision blurred, she realized someone was working on her arm. She remembered blocking the Pariah’s teeth and the excruciating pain that had precipitated the black out.

With a painful twist of her head, she located the Pariah a few feet away, curled in a fetal position, its eyes fixed and staring. 

Turning her head back, she realized it was Taryn working on her arm and she tried to jerk away. “What’s going on?” she mumbled.

“Stay still,” Taryn ordered.

Her eyes scanned the parking lot. Luke was leaning against the car with his arms crossed. Something was wrong. Luke was far too relaxed. Taryn wouldn’t even look in his direction; he busied himself packing items into a medical kit.

“You can sit up now,” Taryn said.

“Is it dead?” she asked.

“Yes, an iron knife is the only way to kill them,” Taryn said.

Luke snorted and Taryn shot him a dangerous glare.

“Private joke?” Mackenzie asked climbing to her feet. The ground shifted beneath her. Taryn and Luke both took a hold of her arms to steady her.

“I’m good,” she said, shaking them off, “Somebody want to clue me in here?”

Neither of them spoke. 

“Fine, what do we do about that?” she asked pointing at the Pariah.

“We need to bury it,” Luke said.

Taryn went to the trunk of his car and pulled out a shovel. He tossed it to Luke who caught it with one hand. Taryn lifted the body and flung it over his shoulder. They walked into the woods and Mackenzie followed them. They were lucky no one had seen what had happened.

A couple of hundred yards in, Taryn tossed the body onto the ground where it landed with a squelch. Mackenzie avoided looking at it. When Luke made no move to dig Taryn grabbed the shovel and started digging himself.

Mackenzie caught Luke’s eye. She gave him a ‘what the hell’ gesture. They stepped away from Taryn, out of earshot.

“Who are you really?”

“My name isn’t Luke. It’s Lucien Duke,” he admitted.

“You’re a Duke? And you know Taryn how?”

“He’s my wayward little brother. And a traitor to the Duke name.”

Mackenzie stared at Taryn as he dug furiously in the dirt. Brothers? 

“So, you were playing me?”

“No,” Luke or Lucien said. He put a hand on her cheek and she found it hard to look away from his eyes. “I wasn’t playing you. You’re caught up in something that you don’t understand. I just want to make sure you’re safe.”

She wanted to believe him. He seemed sincere, and he did come back to help her. Unlike  Taryn. 

“Are you going to help me or not?” Taryn snapped.

Lucien sighed; he moved over to the hole and tipped the body into it, hitting Taryn in the process. He climbed out of the hole and shoved Lucien into a tree. They stood facing each other, eyes blazing and fists clenched. They were definitely brothers.

“God, you two are pathetic.” 

She winced as pain ripped through her arm. She was going to have a killer scar when it healed. A nasty thought crossed her mind.

“Pariah aren’t poisonous are they?”

They broke their deadlock stare, “No, they’re not poisonous.” Taryn said. He set to work covering the body.

“I’m sorry about that. I told you we don’t get on,” Lucien said. He pulled a knife from a sheath at his back. 

“Here, you should take this. It has an iron blade.”

She took it and tucked it into her belt of her jeans.

“We should get out of here. If the other one tracks the scent, it’ll be looking for us.” Taryn stalked ahead of them out of the trees. They took his car. 

Taryn drove for about an hour before stopping.  A few hundred yards off the highway nestled in a secluded copse of trees, sat a squat dilapidated shack. The windows were covered in boards, weeds were growing wild around it and the door was barely on its hinges. 

Their shoes crunched loudly on the dead leaves as they walked through what once had been a yard. Hardly the Hilton, Mackenzie thought. The only things that had lived here recently were wild animals. She hoped they had long since moved on to better accommodations. 

“We’ll stay here for tonight,” Taryn announced.

“Here? It doesn’t look too secure,” Mackenzie said.

“It’s a demon hideaway. Trust me it’s more secure than it looks. There are places like it all over the country,” Lucien said.

They went inside to find a few pieces of broken furniture and an old furnace. Lucien set to work lighting it. Something with a lot of legs skittered across the dusty floor and into a dark corner. Whatever it was, it had better stay in that corner, Mackenzie thought. 

Chinks of light shone through the dirty windows. It smelled musty with an under-lying odor of rotten meat. Something had died in here, probably recently. Mackenzie suppressed a shudder.

“What if someone sees the smoke?” Mackenzie asked.

“This place is spelled. Most people drive right past it and don’t even see it,” Lucien said.

Mackenzie leaned down and righted a chair in the middle of the room. Dusting it off, she gingerly tested it for strength, then sat down. It groaned under her weight. 

Taryn pulled out a map and spread it out on the table. He lit a candle and took out a knife of his own.

“Give me your hand,” he ordered Mackenzie.

“What? Why?”

“What are you doing?” Lucien asked.

“Now we know she’s related to Sebastian we can use her blood to find the talisman.”

Mackenzie looked to Lucien but she could see he was intrigued by the idea.

“And then what? What happens if we find it?”

“We use it,” Taryn said.

“We destroy it,” Lucien said, at the same time.

“You expect me to believe you would give up all that power?” Taryn sneered.

“That talisman has caused nothing but trouble. Think about it, at the end of the day we won’t get the talisman anyway. Father will. Do you really want him to have it? It would be chaos.”

“I agree with Lucien. If it hasn’t been destroyed already then we need to do it.”

Taryn looked like he wanted to argue, instead, he said, “We still have to find it first. Hand.”

She gave him her good hand. The sharp blade made a thin line across her palm that immediately welled with a strip of blood. She hissed in pain. He closed her hand into a fist and held it over the map, watching as blood dripped onto the paper, his words of a Latin incantation in a soft whisper in the abandoned shack. As her blood dried on the page, the drops began to glow in a fluorescent yellow, changing to oranges, then red. Moving across the paper as if it had a mind of its own, it converged in one spot. Taryn leaned in to see where it was.

“The pawn store. It’s been there all along. We leave at first light.”

As she and Lucian curled up on the floor in front of the fire to wait, his arm went around her shoulders. 

Chapter 10

The night was a long one. Neither brother trusted the other enough to sleep. Taryn sat near the door in a chair watching their every move. Lucien and Mackenzie sat up, but didn’t leave the warmth of the fire.

“Do you think he’ll try to stop us from destroying it?” she asked Lucien softly.

“Count on it,” he whispered back, “Just ignore him.”

She turned away from him and faced Lucien.

“So I hear you’re like an assassin. Is that true?”

He laughed softly, “Do I look like an assassin?”

She shook her head.

“Don’t believe everything you hear. Yes, there are assassins, my father’s foot soldiers, but I’m not one of them. I’m sure you imagine hell fire and torture chambers when you think of demons. I live in San Francisco. I have a studio apartment; I really do work at a newspaper.”  

“So why are you here?”

“My father sent me to check what Cray and Taryn were up to. He knew Cray was obsessed with the talisman; he was worried he had found it. I’m sorry I lied to you.”

She gave him a small smile, “I guess you couldn’t exactly open with ‘hi, I’m a demon.’”

“Guess not. You should try and get some sleep.”

“I’m not tired.” Even as she said it, she felt her eyes closing. All the adrenaline from the day had worn off and she was exhausted. She leaned her head against Lucien’s shoulder and closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, sunlight speared a gap in a board to the east. Lucien had his head on his knees, sleeping. Taryn’s head was on his chest, asleep as well. 

She stretched stiff legs and got up, stomping them to get feeling back. The wound in her arm was a dull ache and she glanced down. The bandage would need changed soon. She looked out the boarded up windows. Quiet. Nothing moved. The sun rose over the treetops across the road, a red-yellow ball of fire. A light breeze was blowing, but there was no sign of life anywhere. She shivered. 

She was trying to think of a way to get the talisman before Taryn. He was strong but it was two against one. She would need some kind of distraction when they found it. Then she and Lucien could run for it. 

“You can’t trust him, you know,” Taryn said in her ear, making her jump.

“And I’m supposed to trust you?” she retorted.

“No, you’re not. Our families have killed each other for centuries to get that talisman, Lucien is no different.” 

“Thanks for the advice. You’ll forgive me if I don’t take any of it.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Lucien stirred, “What time is it?”

“Dawn. We’re leaving now,” Taryn said.

Lucien gave her a curious look; she shook her head to show it was nothing.

They drove back to East Falls. Mackenzie sat in the back seat, leaving Lucien the front seat to keep an eye on Taryn.

They were approaching a mile marker outside of town, when Taryn slammed on the brakes.

“Why did you do that?” Mackenzie cried.

“Look,” he said, pointing at the road ahead of them. She leaned forward in her seat for a better look.

“I don’t see anything,” she said.

“Look carefully,” Lucien, said, “Do you see the way the air seems to ripple?”

She squinted at the road. She could see the ripples like steam rising off the road.

“What is it?”

“An early warning system. It lets the Pariah know we’ve entered the town,” Taryn said.

“Can’t you wave a magic wand or something to get us through?”

They both stared at her with the same incredulous expression. She could see the family resemblance now.

“We can’t go through, but we might be able to go around. It stretches into the woods. Let’s find out how far,” Lucien suggested.

Taryn pulled the car over to the side of the road and they got out.

“Only walk where I walk,” Taryn ordered.

“Whatever you say, fearless leader,” Lucien replied sarcastically.

“Do you have a plan yet?” she asked him.

“We play along for now. Let him think he’s in charge. There’s probably spells on the talisman that you can see through, otherwise he would have ditched us already.”

“Maybe we should ditch him. If he can’t get to the talisman without me then we should go.”

“You don’t know my brother. He’ll find a way around it. It’s better we find it first.”

“So we can destroy it?” she said, just to be sure.

“Of course.”

He saw her frown, “Mac, I want rid of that thing just as much as you do. It’s the only way we’ll all be safe. No one should have that kind of power.”

For over an hour, they searched for a gap where they could enter without warning the Pariah of their coming. Finally Taryn halted.

“Do you see that?” he said to Lucien.

“A weak spot. Can you get through it?”

“Yes, but it will take time.” He pulled some supplies from his bag and knelt on the ground to work.

Mackenzie leaned against a tree.

“It looks like Taryn picked up a lot from Cray. The Kings are the spell casters,” Lucien noted.

“And the Dukes?”

“We’re more—physical.” He grinned at her and led her around the tree, out of sight of Taryn.

“What do you see? When you look at the force field thing?” she asked.

“It looks like purple energy pulsing away. You can’t see it ’cause you’re a half blood.”

“And if we’ve learned anything from Harry Potter, that’s a bad thing,” she joked.

“No, it’s a good thing. It means you got to grow up in the regular world. Sometimes I wish I could stay in it and not be dragged back here.”

“What would you do, if you lived in the regular world all the time?”

“I don’t know. Maybe find a pretty girl, like you.”

He kissed her, moving closer until his body was pressed tight against her, pinning her against the tree. She wasn’t complaining, she loved the feel of his lips against hers. 

“I’m through,” Taryn called, a short while later.

Mackenzie and Lucien pulled apart. She fixed her clothes and moved over to the hole Taryn had created. He saw their red faces, disheveled appearance, and gave them a disgusted look.

“Let’s go.”
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Chapter 11
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Staying under cover as much as possible, it was a slow trip through town. They spotted a Pariah lurking in an alleyway on Cooper Street and they ducked behind a dumpster. The Pariah sniffed the air, its nostrils flared as it caught their scent. It opened its mouth, but before it could utter a sound, Taryn and Lucien rushed it, Taryn clamping a hand over its mouth. Lucien, without hesitation, ran the knife blade into the heart. They pulled it off with military precision, barely making a noise.  They hid the body in the dumpster. This was one Mackenzie hadn’t seen before. How many were lurking about waiting on them to make an appearance?

“Did someone send out an all demons beacon? Where are they coming from?” Mackenzie said. 

“Somebody obviously tipped them off; they’re not smart enough to figure it out on their own. We should keep moving,” Lucien replied. He took her hand, leading them out of the alley. 

To get to the Pawn store from Cooper Street, they would be exposed as they crossed a hundred feet of open space. Ducking behind a car, they discussed their options. 

“Do you see any Pariah?” Mackenzie asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean they’re not there,” Taryn said.

“I say we run for it,” Lucien said.

“Yeah right, and the second we break cover we’ll end up surrounded.”

“Fine, let’s sit here all day while you come up with a plan, mastermind,” Lucien said.

Mackenzie jumped up and ran towards the store, leaving them no choice but to follow. She made it to the window in the back, without encountering any Pariah. 

They caught up with her.

“That was stupid,” Taryn spat.

“Let’s just get this over with,” she climbed in the window.

As she stepped into the gloom, something rushed out of the darkness towards her. Before she could react, two taloned hands grabbed her.

“Lucien,” she screamed. She caught sight of two more outside before she hit the ground. Sharp nails dug into her calf and she cried out in pain. Digging nails into the floorboards she flipped on her back and lashed out with her other leg. Grunting, it let go, the long-fingered claws swiped at her face. Frantically, she dug for the knife Lucian had given her, slashing right and left, hoping to make contact. She felt it slice deep and the Pariah growled low in his chest. 

Enough of this crap, I face lowlifes and scumbags every day, this is nothing new. Although, she found herself missing scum like Johnny. 

She swung her legs up overhead, flipping over, and leapt to her feet. She got a better grip on the knife—waiting.

“Come on asshole,” she said.

It took a step towards her, still growling deep in its throat. It swung at her again. She blocked it and drove the knife into its chest, completely missing the heart. 

“Shit.” 

The thing was not happy. Looking down, it raised a taloned hand and ripped the knife out of its chest, flinging it aside.

Lucien tackled it to the ground, “Knife?” he yelled. Mackenzie skidded across the floor searching for it.

“Quick,” he said. 

Her fingers closed around the shaft and she tossed it to Lucien. He dispatched the Pariah just as Taryn climbed in the window breathing hard.

He stepped over Lucien’s supine body, scanning the floor with his eyes.

“We’re fine by the way,” Lucien said.

Taryn was busy staring at the floor near the counter. “Here,” he said.

Lucien rushed forward, but Taryn put up a hand as if to halt him and Lucien rebounded off what seemed to be an invisible wall.

“Don’t do this Taryn,” he barked.

Mackenzie reached out and touched the ‘wall.’ It sparked beneath her fingers. She jerked her hand back.

Taryn ripped up a false floorboard to reveal a safe. 

“You need a key for that,” Mackenzie said and she knew where it was.

Taryn glanced up at her then he tore the door clean off and tossed it aside.

“Or not,” she muttered.

“Is it there?” Lucien asked.

He kneeled down for a closer look, shifting through the contents. “It’s here,” he said.

“Is it spelled?” Lucien asked.

He lifted out a small silk pouch.

“No, it’s not.”

“Good,” Lucien grinned. Before Mackenzie could react, Lucien grabbed her and put the knife to her throat.

“What are you doing?” she cried.

“Shut up. Give me the talisman brother or she dies.”

Taryn rose slowly from the floor, “What makes you think I care?”

Lucien pressed the knife into her throat. She could feel it biting her flesh. She whimpered before she could stop herself.

“She’s a King and you’re a King bitch. I know you. You won’t let her die, not if she meant anything to Cray.”

Taryn’s face was expressionless. 

“Fuck you, he’s not going to help me,” Mackenzie said bitterly.

“Wait for it,” he whispered in her ear.

“How much of this, is your doing?” Taryn asked.

“Quite a bit, I may have tipped the Pariah off to get Cray out of the way. This one here was just a bonus. When I first saw you in LA, I thought you were just some dumb demon playing with spells but you have some real power.”

“You knocked me off my bike. You killed Johnny?”

“He saw too much. First rule—when it comes to demons never let humans find out the truth. I had no idea you were a King though, until you showed up here. And such a hot one,” he snaked a hand across her stomach.

She tried to pull away but it only made the knife dig in deeper.

“Last chance Taryn. I’d hate to have to slice her up.” His voice was calm and rational. He was crazy. Nuts. Psychotic. Whatever way you wanted to put it, it all meant the same thing. He was going to kill her.

“Fine, you can have it but just so you know, I’ll be coming to take it back,” said Taryn.

“I don’t doubt it. Toss it over here,” he ordered.

Taryn did as he was told. Lucien caught the bag awkwardly in his knife hand. He opened it to check that it was indeed the talisman.

“Finally. Oh, and just in case you get any ideas, you have two choices—stop me or save her.”

“What?” Mackenzie said.

Lucien took the knife away from her throat and plunged it into her back. The pain was white hot, and she screamed as the knife went in. She fell forward and Taryn dropped the barrier, catching her before she hit the ground. 

Black spots swan before her eyes, and then everything went black.
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Mackenzie opened her eyes, wondering if she was dead. If she was, she doubted the afterlife resembled an old log cabin with a roaring fire and a bed. She was lying on her stomach, covered to her waist with an animal skin throw. 

She tried to sit up but was pushed back down, “Don’t move. You’re not healed yet,” a woman said. From her accent, Mackenzie guessed she was from somewhere in the Pacific. She tried to crane her neck to get a look at the woman. About eighty; she walked hunched over and had a cane to support her. Her dark skin was like leather and she was dressed in a flowered dress that looked out of place on her, in this dreary cabin.

Speaking of clothes, Mackenzie noticed that her top was missing and she was naked from the waist up. She did her best to cover herself with her arms.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Madame Tula. She’s a healer,” Taryn said. Lifting her head, she found him sitting in a chair in the shadows a few feet from the bed. She suddenly felt very exposed. 

“Lucien?” she asked.

“He’s long gone. Just rest and let Madame Tula do her work.”

The old woman rubbed something cold on her back as she hummed to herself. Mackenzie inhaled sharply, as she felt the skin across her back stretch and pull. It felt like a million tiny needles stabbing into her skin. She pressed her face into the bed trying not to cry out. The bed smelt musty.  

“Give it some time and it will heal. You were very lucky,” Madame Tula said.

She laughed bitterly. Yeah, I’m real lucky.

She took slow deep breaths as the pain gradually eased. After a while she couldn’t take it anymore, she had to sit up.

“Can you turn away, please?” she asked Taryn. He stood and turned to face the fire. She struggled into a sitting position and pulled one of the throws around her. Madame Tula had a lot of animal’s skins around the place. Clearly, not a vegetarian.  There were weird hanging mobiles made from small animal bones, all around the ceiling. A table sat near the bed, laden with glass bottles and fresh herbs. 

Mackenzie felt the stretching sensation move to her arm. She ripped the bandage off and watched as the skin on her arm renewed itself, the wound from the Pariah closing over until there wasn’t a mark on her. She ran her fingers down her arm to check she wasn’t imagining it, that it wasn’t some optical illusion, but it was real. Lucien’s knife had most likely pierced her kidney but she didn’t feel any pain, so she hoped it worked on the inside as well as the out.

“What are we going to do? Lucien has the talisman,” she said finally.

Taryn turned around again. 

“Lucien thinks he has the talisman. Do you really think I would let him have it?”

“Well, if he doesn’t have it, then where is it?” she asked. It figures he wouldn’t have done anything to help her.

He put a hand out and lifted her necklace, “Sebastian wasn’t stupid. He never would have made the talisman so easy to find and he certainly wouldn’t have left it in a safe with no protection. He needed to hide it where no one would think to look.”

“He melted it down into a necklace...”

.“And gave it to someone no one would suspect of having it,” Taryn finished for her.

“My mother. Then she gave it to me.”

“When you followed me out to the water tower and started asking me questions I had no intention of answering them, but it was like I didn’t have a choice. That’s when I began to wonder.”

“I can control you?”

He raised an eyebrow, “No, not fully. You can get me to tell you things, but if you asked me to jump off a bridge, it wouldn’t work. Not until it’s fully activated.”

“Then, I can tell you to jump off a bridge?”

He shook his head and returned to his seat.

“So what was the deal with the map? My blood led us to the pawn store,” Mackenzie said.

“That was a smoke screen; I wanted to see how far Lucien would go.”

“Too far. How is it activated?”

“A ritual needs to take place on the night of a lunar eclipse.”

“I’m going to regret asking this but when is the eclipse?”

“A week from Friday.”

“Thank God, I thought you were going to say tonight.”

“We need to lay low until then.”

“I’m going home,” she said. She just wanted to be back in her own bed away from all the craziness. 

“Fine, “Taryn said, “I’ll come with you and protect you until it’s time to do the ritual.”

“Why doesn’t that fill me with confidence? Look, I know you want to get even with Lucien and right now I say go for it, but I don’t think I can give you the talisman.”

“I don’t want it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Under demon law I can’t kill my brother, it’s forbidden. There would be consequences. Which is why you are going to use the talisman and help me kill him.”

“What the hell happened to you?” Greta asked, when Mackenzie returned to work. She came in the back door to start her shift at the bar.

There were no wounds to see but she hadn’t slept in the last two days since she had returned to LA. Too much had happened.

“Just been partying hard, you know?”

Greta shook her head, “Well, go easy in future. I can’t lose my best bartender.” 

She nodded and headed behind the bar. The club was packed tonight. She greeted Kenny, the other bartender. He was dressed in his usual Hawaiian flare. She started taking orders, pouring drinks and for a while forgot about all the shit that had happened. That was until she spotted Taryn sitting at the bar. He was wearing his usual leather coat. Luckily, it was LA so no one batted an eyelid. She opened a beer and put it in front of him.

“You do drink?” she asked.

“If I didn’t, now would be a good time to start.”

“Do you have to sit at the bar? There are some nice booths in the back.”

“Sure, I’ll go and sit in one. In a crowded club like this, it would be real easy for Lucien to slit your throat in a matter of seconds. But don’t worry, I’m sure I can get across the room in time.” 

She leaned in, so he could hear her, “Word of advice. Sarcasm works better in shorter bursts.”

“Bite me.”

“Much better,” she grinned. Now that Taryn had mentioned the L word, she couldn’t help scanning the crowd for him. Every now and again, she would see someone the same height or with the same color hair and she would freeze.

She couldn’t believe she was such a sucker. She fell for it all—the charm, the good looks, the kissing. Especially the kissing. All to be stabbed in the back. Literally. Taryn wanted her help to kill Lucien and he definitely deserved it, but she didn’t know if she could go through with it. She was quick with her fists and she could defend herself, but to actually kill someone? Of course there was the added incentive that if she didn’t kill him he would definitely kill her. He had already tried once; she doubted she would be so lucky next time.

“Hey, who is that guy?” Kenny asked, jerking his head in Taryn’s direction.

“Just a friend,” she replied.

“Well, your friend keeps staring at you.”

“He’s really more of a stalker,” she replied, annoyed that he was being so obvious.

She headed into the back for another crate of beer. She had only been gone a few minutes, but when she returned, the music had stopped and a crowd had gathered around the bar. Two of the bouncers were attempting to restrain Taryn, who had a third bouncer in a headlock. 

Dropping the crate, she ran to intervene. 

“Let him go Taryn. Now,” she ordered. He automatically released the bouncer much to his annoyance. Apparently, she could make him do a little more than tell the truth. The bouncers grabbed his arms.

“It’s okay, he’s with me,” she insisted.

“You said he was stalking you,” Kenny said.

“I was kidding,” she exclaimed.

Greta came over to see what the fuss was about.

“If he’s bothering you we can get rid of him,” she said, her voice like steel.

“She said he was stalking her,” Kenny interjected.

“He’s not.” Nobody was listening to her. 

“Is he your boyfriend?” Greta asked.

“Yes. He’s my boyfriend,” she said. She’d tell them anything they wanted to hear to calm everything down.

“I don’t believe her,” Kenny said.

“For crying out loud,” she muttered. Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed Taryn on the lips, much to his horror. His entire body stiffened. 

For crying out loud I’m not contagious, she thought.

“There, see? Now can you let him go?” Satisfied, the bouncers released him. 

The crowd retreated. 

Taryn gripped her by the arm, “Don’t you ever do that again,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Wasn’t planning to.”
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Mackenzie was relieved to shut her front door at the end of the night. She tossed her clothes in the hamper and took a long hot bath. She lay back, glad to be able to relax at last. She closed her eyes. 

The bathroom door creaked open; Mackenzie opened her eyes to find Lucien coming towards her, carrying a knife. 

“What the hell? Ta...” He clamped her mouth before she could call out.

“Did you really think I would let you get away?” he asked. He ran the top of the blade along her cheek. She whimpered, not eager to feel the steel blade in her body again. “Tell Cray I said hi,” he grinned. He drew back the knife and slashed her throat.

Screaming loudly, she jumped up in the bath. The bathroom was empty. She was only dreaming. Lucien wasn’t here.

Taryn materialized in the bathroom, a knife of his own in his hand.

“What’s wrong?”

She screamed again and whipped a towel off the rail to cover herself.

“Get out,” she cried.

He stomped out into the living room. She got out of the bath and pulled on her robe. Taryn was staring out the window when she entered the room.

“Where did you come from?” she demanded.

“I was on the fire escape,” he replied.

“Why?”

“It’s easier to protect you if I’m close by,” he said it slowly, like he was talking to a small child.

“Yeah, well, there’s a motel just up the street that would be close enough.”

“Really, and what if Lucien burst through that door right now? What would you do? Ask him to wait while you phone me?”

“I can handle myself,” she said stubbornly.

He grabbed her wrist and bent it back almost to breaking point.

“Now what?” he asked.

She tried not to wince at the pain. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She tried to knee him in the groin but he blocked her. In anger, she head butted him instead, instantly regretting it. He let go of her arm, clutching at his nose. She rubbed at her forehead. That was a stupid move but when he pissed her off she felt the overwhelming need to retaliate. 

“You know if he does come through that door I’m extremely tempted to let him have you,” he growled.

Mackenzie dropped onto the sofa and sighed, still rubbing her forehead.

“If Lucien gets that close to you then you’re dead. He’s strong, a lot stronger than you are. Taking down a human is easy but a demon is something else entirely. He only used that knife because he wanted you to suffer.”

“Trust me, it worked.” 

“My point is, you need weapons training.”

“I need more than that. I need to know about demons, my own heritage. I want to know everything. It’s the only way I’ll be prepared.”

“I’ll do what I can. We’ll start tomorrow.”

Mackenzie relented and let Taryn prowl around on the fire escape. She lay for hours trying to sleep. Her dreams that night were filled with visions of Lucien. She was running through the woods when Lucien appeared in front of her, with the bloody knife in his hand. 

“Hey, Mac, how about you and me go back to my place,” he said. Her legs felt heavy as she ran from him. She could see a house up ahead; she knew she would be safe if she got inside.

Lucien began screaming her name repeatedly. She got inside the house and slammed the door. Taryn was inside, waiting for her.

“He’s here, Taryn, what do we do?” she cried. He walked up to her and grabbed her hair. Opening the door, he pushed her outside to Lucien. They began laughing as they took turns stabbing her. She awoke in a cold sweat.

In the morning, she got up and made herself some coffee. She opened the window on the fire escape to find Taryn hanging over the railing, looking down at the ground below.

“Is everything okay?” 

“Huh?” he said, distracted.

She climbed out the window to see what he was looking at. Mrs. Bainbridge was screaming at her teenage son, Kyle. 

“I told you no motorbikes,” she screeched. 

He desperately tried to get out of his mother’s reach as she started throwing things at him including one of her own slippers. 

“Are they at it again? She’s always yelling at him about something,” Mackenzie said.

“It’s strange hearing people arguing about normal things,” he said.

“I take it you don’t get on with your parents.”

“The last time I saw my father, he tried to kill me.”

“I’ll take that as a no then. What happened?”

He gripped the railing tightly, “I began to question my father, and he disowned me. Cray found me and he should have killed me. Instead he became my mentor.”

“Do you think he would have let me go? Back in the motel room,” she asked.

He turned to face her, “He asked me to save you, so yeah, I think he would have.”

“He really was my uncle?”

“Yes. They really were brothers.”

“I’m sorry that he died,” she said, and she meant it. Cray obviously meant a lot to him.

“We should start training,” Taryn said changing the subject.

“Moment over,” she muttered.
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Mackenzie walked slowly along the alleyway, trying not to make any noise as she went. Night had fallen and the only light came from a streetlight at the mouth of the alley. Every shadow made her jump. When she saw one, she stopped, waiting to see if it moved. When it didn’t, she walked on.

She had a broadsword pressed tight to her body in case anyone spotted her with it and called the police. She had been practicing with it all day, but she was nowhere near confident enough with it to face anyone. Taryn insisted on the practice.

She reached the end of the alley without being attacked and she started to relax. The feeling was short-lived.  Someone dropped from above and sent her flying into the side of a dumpster. Trying to right herself, she was pushed back to the ground again. She took a swipe at him with the sword. She thrust out wildly, but he easily moved out of the way. Getting to her feet, she readied herself for his next move. The Samurai sword in his hand looked twice as deadly as her cumbersome one. 

They circled each other looking for an opening. He swung his sword at her head. She ducked in time and spun out of the way. Their swords collided in mid air. For a moment, Mackenzie thought she had the upper hand, until he hooked onto her blade, jerking it out of her hand. He kicked her in the stomach and she went down on her knees, gasping for air. The tip of the sword was pressed into her collarbone, making her wince. Then he released her.

Taryn removed the mask and sighed, “That’s enough for tonight.” He pulled her up.

“I can’t do this,” she said.

“We’ll keep working on it.”

“No, I mean I can’t kill Lucien.”

“Don’t tell me you have feelings for him,” he sneered.

“Of course I don’t, I’m not an idiot, but I can’t kill someone.”

“He’s not a human, if that’s your problem. He’s a demon and he would kill you without hesitation.”

“I know that, but I’m not a soulless killer like you,” she retorted.

He grabbed her by the throat and pushed her against the wall, “Let’s get one thing straight here—the only reason I’m here is because I don’t have a choice. You’re going to kill my brother or I will leave and let him have you. You have a problem gutting the bastard then get inventive; because once we do that spell you’ll have complete control over him. You can throw him under a bus for all I care.”

“Get your hands off me or you’ll go under one with him,” she snapped.

“Anger’s good. That’s the demon part of you. It makes you strong. Tap into it and use it.”

He walked off, leaving her standing alone in the dark, dank alley. Her hand went to her throat. When she got back to her apartment, she could see Taryn pacing outside the window. 

In her bedroom, she stuffed a few clothes in a bag.   Tugging off the necklace, she left it lying on the bed. Peeking around the hallway corner, she checked to see if Taryn was looking her way. When she saw no sign of him, she opened the door and slipped out.

“Going somewhere?” Taryn said in her ear.

She walked back in and closed the door. Taryn did his little teleportation trick and went back to the fire escape. She paced the room. A pile of dusty books on the kitchen table caught her eye. Flicking through them, she found that they were books on demons.

She yanked up the window, “What are these?”

“You wanted to learn about demons, start reading.”

Slamming the window shut, she took a couple of the books into her room to read. Most of them were family trees from the Dukes family line but eventually she found one on the Kings.

Tiberius King was her biological grandfather. He took over as leader in 1894 after a battle with his own father for power. According to the family tree, Sebastian was the youngest child of three sons. Cray was the middle son and they had an older brother called Thaddeus. Apparently demons lived a lot longer than humans and they didn’t age the same way. Her mother knew Sebastian as a young man when she was a girl, but his family tree had his birth listed as 1924. 

Half demons were quite common up until Tiberius’ reign until he decided that it was to be outlawed. It was the one thing all the families agreed on. Sebastian broke the rules when it came to her mother. 

Most half demons didn’t inherit any abilities. Some had minor powers like enhanced strength.

Out of curiosity, Mackenzie looked up the Duke family tree. Alden Duke was the leader and Taryn’s father. Taryn was born in 1986. Alden had seven sons, Lucien was the middle child, Taryn the youngest. She noticed that through all the bloodlines there were no female children listed. Either demons only had full blood male offspring or they didn’t think daughters were worth mentioning. Some of the mother’s names were mentioned though. Lucien and three of his siblings had the same mother. Two had another mother and Taryn’s mother wasn’t listed at all. In one book, Taryn’s name had been struck off the tree altogether.

Wondering what he had done to earn that, she lay down and read until the early hours of the morning before falling asleep.

She was awakened by the ringing phone. Grabbing up the receiver, she groaned, “What?” 

“Miss Murphy?” a woman asked.

“Yeah?”

“I’m the warden at the prison where you mother is being held. I’m afraid your mother tried to kill herself last night.”

“What?” she cried springing up.

“She managed to get a hold of a razor blade and cut her wrists. We found her and she’s been taken to hospital.”

“What hospital?” The nurse told her and she hung up, quickly pulling on her boots. She knew her mother had been depressed lately, but she never expected this.

“Trying to run away again?” Taryn asked as she rushed out the door. She ignored him and ran downstairs. He caught up with her on the street. It was then that it occurred to her that she had no way of getting to the hospital. Her bike was still in the shop.

“I need your keys,” she said to Taryn.

“Where are you going?”

“Just give me the fucking keys,” she screeched. He handed them over obediently. 

“Wherever you’re going I’m coming with you.”

“I don’t care, I have to go now. My mom tried to kill herself.” Saying the words aloud made it sound so much worse. 

Taryn took the keys back, “I’ll drive.”
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Sitting by her mother’s bedside Mackenzie was struck by how frail she was. She looked like a frightened teenager trapped in an adult’s body. Which in most respects was exactly what she was. Mentally, her mother never grew up. The doctor had given her a sedative and she now slept. 

It was early and the hospital was quiet. Mackenzie couldn’t relax; she sat hunched in the chair watching her mother intently for any movement. She wanted to ask her why she had done it, why she had been so stupid but according to the doctor, she would be out until the evening. She didn’t like the fact that they had her handcuffed to the bed. She was no threat, not in this state.

A nurse came into the room to check the monitors, “You don’t have to stay here all day,” she said.

“Yes, I do.”

“Well, you won’t be alone; your husband is right outside.”

It had been a long day and that statement threw her completely, “My what?”

The nurse looked confused, “Your husband? Tall, dark hair, really good looking.” She pointed out the window to the hallway. Mackenzie stood to get a better look. Taryn was sitting on a chair, scowling.

“He is your husband, isn’t he?”

“Apparently so. Sorry my head is a bit fried after everything. We haven’t been married that long; I guess it’s weird hearing him being called my husband.”

The nurse gave her a sympathetic smile, “I know this all must be very stressful for you.”

The nurse left and Mackenzie waved Taryn into the room, mindful of the guard that was posted outside. Taryn came in and shut the door.

“So let me get this straight, you have a problem with me pretending you’re my boyfriend but you told the nurse you’re my husband?”

“They only let family in. We should go back to the apartment, it isn’t safe here.”

“You could have said you were my brother,” she said.

“Does it matter? Let’s go.”

“I’m not leaving my mother.”

“I have spells around the apartment but I can’t put them around here or they’ll be noticed. You’re vulnerable here.”

“My mother is vulnerable. I’m not leaving her.”

“You are one of the most argumentative brats I have ever met in my life,” he hissed, “I will drag you out of here.”

“Go ahead; I’m sure that cop won’t mind.”

Her mother stirred, muttering something.

“Mom?” she moved to her bedside and took her hand.

Her eyes fluttered open, “Baby?” she whispered.

“I’m here, mom. Why did you do it?”

“I’m so tired,” she said, her eyes closing again.

“If you stay here, you’ll put her in danger. Lucien wants you. He won’t attack here, it’s too public. She’ll be safe,” Taryn said. 

She knew he was probably right, but that didn’t make her feel any better. “I’m coming back later. I want to be here when she wakes up.”

He nodded, knowing it was useless to argue. 

“Sebastian?” Annie whispered.

“Mom?”

“He was here. I saw him.”

“You were dreaming.”

“No, I wasn’t. He was in my cell. He was asking about you and he was so angry.”

“Ssh, mom. Just rest.”

Murmuring something incoherent, she went back to sleep. When they left the room, O’Donnelly was waiting outside for her. “Detective,” Mackenzie said coldly.

“Miss...” he checked his notebook, “Murphy? I’ve been looking for you. I have some questions for you about a Mr. Beckman.”

“We’re in a hurry,” Taryn said, trying to steer her around him.

“And you are?” O’ Donnelly asked.

“Her brother.” Mackenzie kicked him.

“Boyfriend. Husband,” he stuttered. 

O’Donnelly raised an eyebrow, “Which is it?”

“Pick one,” Taryn replied.

They walked away, “Real smooth,” Mackenzie whispered.

“I’ll be in touch, Miss Murphy,” O’Donnelly called. He didn’t chase her which hopefully meant he had nothing on her. 

They drove back to the apartment in silence. Once inside Taryn collapsed onto the sofa. Mackenzie noticed the circles under his eyes, “When was the last time you slept?”

“I’m fine. I don’t need as much sleep as you.”

“Yeah, but still it has to be at least a couple of days.”

“I’ll sleep when all this is over.”

“You’re not going to be any good to me if you’re too tired to fight. Lie on the sofa for a while.”

“You won’t leave the apartment?” 

“No. I’ll wake you if anything happens,” she promised.

He sprawled out on the sofa and closed his eyes. While he slept, Mackenzie went over the books again but she found it difficult to concentrate.  She kept looking at the phone, terrified it would ring and it would be bad news about her mom. When it did ring she nearly leapt out of her seat. 

“Hello?”

“Hello? That’s all you have to say for yourself? I’m going crazy down here.”

“Rhonda? Oh, God I forgot to call you.”

“You were supposed to come here days ago. I’ve been ringing constantly,” she said.

“I’m sorry. I decided to take a detour to my mom’s hometown first, looking for my dad and so much has happened.”

“Your dad? Did you find him?”

She took the phone into the bedroom, out of earshot of Taryn.

“He’s dead.”

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry. Are you still coming here?”

“Not right now. I have to help someone out. It’s hard to explain but I’ll come visit when I get it all sorted out.”

“Jeez, Mac, if it’s not one thing with you it’s another. Don’t leave me in the dark again.”

“I won’t. Speak to you soon.” 

She was going to have to come up with an edited version to share with Rhonda. She returned to the table.

In one of the books, one thing caught her eye. There were tales of her father’s exploits. In the old days he was the apple of her grandfather’s eye. He led a war against the Duke’s and nearly decimated them. They rebuilt their ranks but between the three families they had nearly wiped each other out. Especially since ‘breeding’ with humans was no longer an option. That was what Cray meant by dying breed.

There was a knock at the door. She hurried to answer it, in case it woke Taryn. It was Kyle from downstairs. He was a skinny kid with long black hair and dark eyes. 

“Hi Mac, I wanted to give you back your tools,” he handed her a canvas bag, “Thanks for the loan.”

“No problem, did you get the bike working?”

“Yeah, but I’ll probably never get to ride it, now mom knows about it.”

“She’s just worried about you. Count yourself lucky that you have a mom to look out for you.”

He looked sheepish, “I guess. I’ll see you later.”

She watched him walk back downstairs feeling a pang of envy. He didn’t know how easy he had it. She stepped back inside and was about to close the door when Kyle yelled, “Get off me.”

Mackenzie looked over the railing to see what was wrong. Kyle was being held by a man with a wrestler’s body, tattoos up and down both arms. 

“Hey, let him go. I’m calling the police,” she threatened.

Kyle yelped as the thug tightened his grip around his throat.

Mackenzie ran downstairs to help him. The thug tossed Kyle aside as if he weighed nothing. She came to a halt, realizing too late that he was here for her. 

He reached out a huge hand towards her, but she danced out of his reach. She crouched, went in low and punched him in the stomach. It felt like punching solid steel. She backed off, panting with the effort. 

“Run Kyle,” she said.

He raced outside screaming for help. Mackenzie took advantage of the distraction and swung her foot at the wrestler’s kneecap. He staggered slightly. Buoyed by the slight advantage, she dropkicked him in the chest, knocking him against the wall. She turned and was halfway up the stairs when a hand closed around her ankle. Pitching forward, she struck her head on the step pain exploding in her head. The edges of her vision went back. 

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been out, but when she came to, the thug was dragging her down the stairs towards the exit. 

“Taryn,” she mumbled. She didn’t have enough strength to yell. Pain sliced through her head and she couldn’t think straight. Sirens screamed in the distance. Kyle must have gotten help. The wrestler heard them as well and dropped her leg. She sighed in relief until she saw the huge knife he drew from a sheath on his belt. She drew her foot back and kicked him in the groin. As he doubled over, she took a chance by pulling the knife out of his hand and plunging it into his throat. His body fell on top of her.
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The police patrolled the alley searching for Mackenzie. O’Donnelly was among them. Now she’d never get him off her back. She watched from the rooftop above along with Taryn. He had woken up in time to get her out of the building before the police came in. They would no doubt want to question her about the dead body. 

A wave of dizziness washed over her and she nearly pitched off the roof. Taryn caught her around the waist and led her away from the edge.

“I’m going to end up in a cell next to my mom,” she groaned.

“No you won’t,” Taryn said, unconvincingly. He was texting something on his phone. “We need to go see someone about the spell.” 

“Are you listening to me? I’m going to jail. And I‘m pretty sure I have brain damage from all the knocks to the head.”

“Doesn‘t stop you talking, does it,” he muttered, “Trust me, by morning there won’t be a body to find.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you really think the demon world would leave a body lying around and risk exposure?”

“I guess not,” she said, “Does that mean someone moved Cray’s body?”

“Yes, I did. Come on, we need to go.” He led them across rooftops away from the police.

“Where are we going?” 

“Downtown. Don’t worry we can steal a car.”

“And draw more attention to us? No, we’ll take the bus.”

“The what?”

“Bus. Big. Shiny. Runs on wheels.”

He scowled at her, “I know what a bus is.”

“Have you ever been on one?”

“Not exactly.”

“This will be an experience.”

She was supposed to be with her mother, not traipsing all over town avoiding the cops. What if her mother woke up and she wasn’t there? There were so many things she needed to ask her mother and if anything happened to her, she’d never find the answers.

They walked to the nearest bus stop. Mackenzie was glad to find she had enough change in her pocket, because she doubted Taryn carried any money. An old woman was seated on the bench, her bag in her lap. She glanced up at Mackenzie and smiled. Her gaze fell on Taryn and she quickly looked away.

“Can you at least try to blend in?” Mackenzie hissed. He was still wearing his long leather coat and one of his knives was showing on his belt. He covered it with his shirt.

When the bus arrived, they got on and sat in the back. Six punks, the seat of their pants hanging almost to their knees, covered with a over-long t-shirt, and rags around their heads, got on and started talking loudly and shouting insults at the bus driver. One of them sidled into the seat beside Mackenzie, grinning at her.

“Want to get with a real man baby?” he said.

“Yeah, sure, do you know one?” she retorted.

One of his friends laughed hysterically. 

“You little...” he never got to finish. Taryn moved so fast the punk never had time to react. One minute his leering face was in hers, the next, he was clutching a bloodied nose. The bus driver slammed on the brakes, “That’s it! All of you off now.”

Mackenzie stalked along the street while Taryn strolled behind her. She was so pissed at him. She whirled on him. “Why is it everywhere we go there’s always a fight? I’m really starting to see a pattern here. You could have just ignored him.”

He simply stared at her, with an amused look on his face. 

“New rule. If it’s demon, you deal with it. Human— I’ll handle it myself. Agreed.”

“Agreed.”

They walked downtown. The moonless night swallowed the heat of the day and she was freezing. She hadn’t had time to grab a coat and was wearing only a long sleeved top over a pair of jeans. 

As they approached a garage, Taryn stopped, “When we get in let me do the talking. Don’t stare at him. He doesn’t like being associated with his old life. So don‘t say it, no matter what.”

“Say what? Who is this guy?” 

“You’ll see.”

Mackenzie rolled her eyes. Was it somebody famous? Maybe it was Elvis. She snorted at the thought, and then wondered if it was possible. 

The garage was dimly lit and grungy. Weak fluorescent lights created distorted shadows on the concrete walls. A heavyset man in a biker’s vest was working on a Harley. The only other vehicle in the garage was an SUV, with what looked like bullet holes in the side. Nice neighborhood. 

“Klaus?” 

He turned around and Mackenzie was disappointed to see that it wasn’t Elvis. He was about sixty with a long grey beard. He had two tattoos up his arm, one was of a baby-faced cherub carrying a bow and arrow and the other was what looked like a meteor. They seemed a little strange on a biker. Of course, she could hardly talk; she did have Ramone’s initials on her shoulder blade. He had broken up with her a week after she had it done, so she had it changed into a pair of angel wings. A little hypocritical now considering what she was.

“Well, I’ll be. A Duke come to see little old me. What do you want?”

“I have a list,” Taryn replied, handing him a slip of paper. Klaus glanced at it then laughed.

“What makes you think I’m going to help you?” He said squaring up to him. Mackenzie took a step back, waiting for the fireworks to start. 

“Prague in ‘06?” 

“Never going to let me forget that are you, you bastard,” Klaus gave a rumbling laugh and clapped Taryn on the back, “How are you boy?”

Mackenzie relaxed. 

“Not great. I really need those things.”

Klaus looked at the list again, “No problem, I have most of it here. You’ll need to come back tomorrow for the rest.”

He glanced at Mackenzie, “Who’s the skirt?” 

“The skirt can speak for herself,” Mackenzie said. 

Taryn cleared his throat and shook his head at her. She glared at him, but closed her mouth. 

“Just ignore her,” he said. He pulled Klaus aside, so they could talk in private. 

Chauvinistic jerk, Mackenzie thought. 

She strolled to the other side of the garage. Strange noises emanated from behind a door. She craned her neck to see if the guys were paying any attention to her and when she saw they were not, she pushed open the door and peeked in. Behind the door was a pen full of hay and inside the pen was a fully grown, real life, reindeer.

“Oh. My. God.”
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“I don’t believe it. It was really him?” Mackenzie asked, for the tenth time since they had left the garage.

Taryn sighed, “Yes, it was him,” he said, his impatience beginning to show.

“He’s really real. Are all the legends true?”

“He’s a nature deity. For years he granted people wealth in return for a sacrifice.”

“A sacrifice?” she repeated, losing her smile, “I’m assuming you don’t mean a chicken.”

“No, he preferred first born children.”

“Stop. I don’t want to hear anymore. You have single handedly destroyed my childhood memories.”

“If it’s any consolation he tried to make up for it. In the late eighteen hundreds he visited poor children and gave them gifts.”

“Right before he ate them I suppose.”

“You did ask.”

Mackenzie fell silent lost in her own thoughts. A cold wind was blowing and she shivered. There was so much she didn’t know.

“Where are we supposed to go now?”

“I know somewhere we can go until morning.”

He led them to a warehouse district. They found one that had been abandoned and went inside. There was no heating, but at least they were sheltered from the wind. Taryn put up defensive spells to hide them for the night. Mackenzie sat on a crate with her arms around her knees watching him as he worked.

“So what was it like growing up with Lucien?” she asked, to fill the silence.

“I didn’t grow up with him. I lived with my mother until I was ten, and then my father took me from her. Lucien was a few years older, he wasn’t around much.”

“Where is your mother now?”

“She lives up state. Father provides her with an income and a house; in return she never contacts me.” 

“That must be hard. I was reading those books you left for me, they kind of skip over the women in your family.”

“Women are mostly just for breeding.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“You know what I mean. My mom tried to keep me away from everything, teach me to be a normal kid.”

“She obviously never taught you chivalry,” she muttered.

“Meaning?”

“A normal guy would have offered me his coat by now.”

“Then I would be cold,” he said, seeming genuinely confused.

Mackenzie rolled her eyes, and started lining up some cardboard boxes on the floor to lie on. She lay down trying to get comfortable and closed her eyes. A short while later Taryn covered her with his coat. She smiled and drifted off to sleep.

“Mackenzie wake up,” Taryn whispered in her ear.

“What?” she murmured.

“Ssh, check the left pocket of my coat,” he said.

She slipped her hand into the pocket and pulled out the dagger inside. He took it and moved off. 

Mackenzie didn’t know whether to move or not. She sat up waiting for any sign of trouble. When Taryn didn’t return right away she went looking for him. He was standing by a window in the back.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“Nothing, just a few drunks.”

She looked out the window to see three men stagger by, talking loudly to each other.

“Is it always going to be like this?” 

“Not if you kill Lucien. Once it’s done, you can go back to your life.”

“You’re forgetting the police.”

“I told you, the body will disappear, there won’t be any evidence. They can’t touch you.”

“You’re always so absolute aren’t you? There’s never any room for doubt. Well I have serious doubts about everything.”

She turned away from him and he shoved her in the back. She swung a right hook at his head. He raised an arm and blocked her.

“Where do you think that fighter’s instinct comes from? You say you can’t do it, that you’re not strong enough but you took down a Greco today. You’re not helpless.”

“What the hell is a Greco?” And I never said I was helpless,” she argued. 

“The demon you fought is called a Greco. Big and dumb, they are mostly used for their brute strength.” He paused waiting for her say something. 

“Trust me I know what I am capable of.  My last boyfriend, Ramone, found that out the hard way. One night we were drunk, got into an argument and I accidentally summoned the Shadow. It threw Ramone from a second story window. He ended up with a piece of glass embedded in his leg and he nearly bled to death. Needless to say our relationship was over. But despite that, even now when I’m in trouble my first instinct is to call the Shadow for help. What does that make me?”

“Resourceful. And it’s Shadows not Shadow. You wouldn’t call the same one every time.”

“Doesn’t matter, the end result is the same.”

He sighed, “We should get some sleep.”

They stretched out on the cardboard. Mackenzie curled up under his coat. She wondered if her mom was okay and when she would be able to see her again. Surely, they wouldn’t put her back in prison now. Not after a suicide attempt. They would probably put her in a psychiatric hospital for a while first. A hospital wouldn’t have as much security as a prison.

“Taryn?” 

“What?” he muttered.

“I’ll do it. I’ll stop Lucien, but I want something from you in return.”

“Like what? My undying gratitude?”

“I was thinking of something more along the lines of you helping me break my mother out so we can leave the country together. She won‘t survive prison much longer.”

He was silent while he considered it. She expected him to argue, to say it couldn’t be done.

“Okay.”

“That’s it? Just okay?”

“Kill Lucien, I’ll help your mother. It’s a deal.”
Mackenzie stood outside Klaus’ Garage while Taryn picked up the rest of the things Klaus was to get for him. He refused to let her come inside in case she said anything to upset the old man. She had plenty of things she would love to say. 

Being at the garage made her remember her bike. The last she heard it was going to cost her close to a grand to get it fixed. Maybe she could go down to the local maternity ward, snatch a couple of newborns and Klaus would do it for free, she thought bitterly.

Taryn walked out with a duffel bag over his shoulder.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“Can we stop somewhere and get some food? And maybe some clean clothes, although I don’t know from where since I have no money on me.”

“I don’t use money, demons usually want paid in something else.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. “But Cray said it was better to carry some just in case.”

Mackenzie took the money and counted it, “Some? Taryn there’s three thousand dollars here.” A couple walking by gave her a surprised look. She quickly hid the money in her pocket. It wasn’t a good idea to wave it about.

He shrugged, “Cray has more hidden all over the place. Knock yourself out.”

“I can have it?”

“If you want.”

“Great, then meet me back here in an hour,” she walked off.

“Kenzie?” Taryn called after her. It was the first time he had said her name or rather a nickname. Most people called her Mac, but she could live with Kenzie.

“Yeah?”

“Try to keep a low profile,” he warned.

She grinned at him.

Ninety minutes later, she drove up on her bike with a new leather jacket and fresh clothes. She tossed Taryn the spare helmet, “Hop on.”

“I’m not getting on that with you driving.”

“I’m a good driver.”

“Didn’t you total it?”

“No, your asshole brother did. I’m not walking everywhere, so get on.”

He relented, “Head west.” He climbed on the back. 

“You better hold on,” she called. He put his hands on her waist. With back tire squealing, she took off, causing him to grab her waist tighter. She weaved in and out of traffic opening up the throttle, finally feeling some of the tension leave her body.

They left the city. Mackenzie followed Taryn’s directions wondering where they would end up this time.  After driving for a couple of hours, Mackenzie stopped at a gas station. A silver Porsche was driving away as they pulled in. The gas station, surrounded by dense woods, reminded her of postcard pictures she’d seen of gas stations along Route 66. It wasn’t in bad shape now, just had the look of something old.

“Where exactly are we headed?” Mackenzie asked, climbing off the bike. She unscrewed the cap on the tank and filled it up. 

“I know someone who is willing to let us stay with them until Friday. An old...friend.”

“Okay, do they know what’s going on?”

“No, and they don’t need to.”

She finished filling the tank and went in to pay for it, grabbing some drinks for the both of them along the way. The gas station was quiet. The attendant, a man in his early thirties wore a navy shirt with the gas station logo on the left breast pocket, was slumped over the counter, probably hung over. 

She set the drinks in front of him, “Gas on pump three.”

He didn’t respond. His head was leaning on his hand and his eyes were closed. A thin trail of saliva was running down his stubble-covered chin.

“Hello? Dude, customer service,” she said loudly. Still no response. 

“What is wrong with you?” she snapped.  

She leaned in close. He wasn’t moving at all. He wasn’t even breathing. She pushed his shoulder with two fingers. He slumped forward onto the counter, his head hit it with a thump and then slid onto the floor.

Breathing hard, Mackenzie backed away from the counter. She was aware of how silent this place was. Deathly silent. She looked around waiting for an attack. Moving slowly away from the counter, her foot bumped into a shelving unit and she spun around to defend herself. There was no one there. 

She hurried outside, “Taryn, come quick,” she cried.

He was leaning against the bike and his head whipped up when she called. “What is it?” he said as he ran towards her.

“He’s dead. The gas station attendant, he’s just dead.”

Taryn went inside the store to look. 

I am not going back in there, she thought. No way. For the first time she noticed the crows, silent sentinels, soulless black beady eyes watching her every move. Without warning, they rose into the air, the flurry of black wings loud in the silence. In spite of her determination, being inside with Taryn and a dead man was better than being out here alone.

“Well?” she called to Taryn. He was bent down examining the body. 

Stepping up to the counter, she forced herself to look over. When Taryn stood up something crunched under his foot. He picked up a crushed lipstick from the floor. 

“Is that yours?” Mackenzie quipped. Now she wasn’t alone, she felt stupid for freaking out. 

“Shut up.” 

She snatched the lipstick out of his hand for a closer look. “Mystique,” she said reading the name. She pulled off the lid to find a dark purple lipstick.

“I take it our killer is a woman because it doesn‘t seem like his color,” she commented.

Taryn looked worried.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. We should go.”

Mackenzie pocketed the lipstick as she followed him out. She felt bad for the gas attendant but they couldn’t exactly call the police about it. Someone would find him eventually. As they crossed the forecourt to the bike she stopped walking.

“Wait. What about fingerprints?”

“What about them? I’m not in any database,” Taryn said.

“I am. Wait here.” She ran back inside and using her sleeve began wiping down the counter and anywhere else she had touched. Better safe than sorry, especially with O’Donnelly on her trail. Once she was satisfied she left, flipping the closed sign on the way out.

Another twenty miles took them to a set of wrought iron gates with carved gargoyle heads mounted on them. Mackenzie stopped the bike and Taryn got off to press the intercom button.

She couldn’t even see a house. The driveway, which curved around to the right, was lined with tall pine trees. 

Taryn announced himself and the heavy gate creaked open. Mackenzie walked the bike up the driveway. When they rounded the corner, she found a huge cabin built into the side of the hill. Windows surrounded the front, providing an excellent view of the driveway and the hills beyond. At any other time, the wrap-around front porch would have been cozy and inviting. There were two cars parked in the driveway. One was a black Range Rover and the other a silver Porsche.

A woman in her fifties with a heavily made up face was waiting at the front door for them. Her brown hair was pulled tightly in a bun, making the corners of her eyes turn up.

“Aunt Frances,” Taryn said.

“I thought you were dead, boy,” she said coldly.

“Apparently not.”

“I suppose you had better come inside.”

A young woman walked out of the house. She looked like a supermodel with olive skin, long dark hair and an impossibly tight green dress.

“Oh yes, your cousin is here,” Frances said.

The model stalked up to Taryn and slapped him in the face.

“Nice to see you too, Nadine.”
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Mackenzie sat in the living room sipping tea that the housekeeper had offered her. She could hear arguing from the other side of the house between Taryn, Frances and Nadine. Their family reunion wasn’t going as planned. Maybe she was better off without one.

She finished her tea. Bored, she looked around the room. The furniture was pricey, there was a fifty-inch plasma on the wall and the bookshelves were filled with foreign titles. Apparently none of the demons had to worry about money. This woman was obviously loaded.

She wondered what the slap had been about. Putting her ear to the door, she tried to hear what they were saying. She leapt back as the door opened. Nadine smirked at her with her dark purple lips.

“And who are you?” she drawled.

“An acquaintance of Taryn’s,” she replied.

Taryn appeared in the hallway, “Come on Kenzie, I’ll show you your room.”

Mackenzie brushed past her, “I think this belongs to you.” She tossed her the lipstick. Nadine caught it, an evil grin on her face. 

“She killed the gas attendant didn’t she?” she asked, when they were out of earshot.

“More than likely.” He opened a door to a large bedroom which contained a four poster bed and an en- suite bathroom. 

“What is she?”

“Not someone you want to mess with. Stay out of her way.”

“But what is she?” She sat down on the bed.

“Dangerous. In fact, I think you should stay in this room for now.”

She started to protest but he had already left. She opened a sliding door that led out onto a balcony. There wasn’t much of a view, mostly trees, but it was good to breathe fresh air after being in the city. Looking down over the driveway, she could see Nadine’s Porsche and for a second, she was tempted to drop something heavy on it. 

At dinnertime, the housekeeper brought her a tray of food but Nadine popped her head around the door.

“Don’t be silly, our guest can eat downstairs with us. Won’t you?” she tilted her head smiling broadly. Mackenzie got the feeling she was being mocked.

“Of course.”

Nadine took her arm and led her out of the room. She had changed out of her green dress into a slinky red one. 

I bet she doesn’t even own sweats. Mackenzie followed her downstairs. Nadine led the way to the dining room. A table large enough to seat sixteen graced the room, a crystal chandelier hung overhead. Frances and Taryn were already seated, deep in discussion. 

“Did I miss anything?” Nadine asked, taking a seat beside Taryn. He looked uncomfortable with her choice and leaned away from her.

“I hope it’s okay, Nadine said I could join you for dinner,” Mackenzie said.

“Yeah, it’s fine. Take a seat,” Taryn said.

Frances didn’t speak but her face spoke volumes. She didn’t want Mackenzie in her home.

The housekeeper served dinner of smoked salmon, salad and a vegetable Mackenzie had trouble identifying. They ate in awkward silence for a while. 

“And what is it that you do, Mackenzie?” Frances asked.

“I work in a bar,” she replied, knowing that any answer she gave would be met with distain.

“Yes, but what do you plan to do?”

Mackenzie shrugged, “I studied law at college but I had to drop out. I couldn’t afford to stay.”

Frances’ raised her eyebrows but said nothing.

“We can’t all be as lucky as you when it comes to money,” Mackenzie said. 

Frances’ jaw tightened.

“So, how did you and Taryn meet?” Nadine interrupted. 

Mackenzie glanced at Taryn unsure of how to answer.

“We’re working on a project together,” Taryn said. 

Nadine stared Mackenzie down, her eyes taking in everything, making her feel like a fly caught in a web. She tried to ignore her.

Finally, Nadine broke her death stare and draped herself over Taryn, whispering something in his ear. Mackenzie’s stomach turned over. At first, she thought it was anger but there was something else there as well. Jealousy? That was ridiculous. She dismissed it immediately.

She picked at her food, wishing dinner was over. It reminded her of meal times with her foster families, feeling like an outcast with small talk over the pot roast, discussing subjects she knew nothing about, and counting the minutes until she could retreat to her room away from them all.

Taryn shrugged Nadine off. 

As if reading her thoughts, Taryn said, “It’s getting late, maybe we should all call it a night,” He got up from the table. 

“Thanks for an incredibly awkward dinner,” Mackenzie said, getting up as well. She followed Taryn out into the hallway.

“I told you to stay in your room,” he hissed.

“I wish I had now. How long do we have to stay here?”

“Not long, just stay away from them.”

Mackenzie returned to her room. She had barely touched her meal and now she was starving. The housekeeper came in to turn down her bed.

“Would it be possible to get a sandwich or something to eat?” she asked.

“I’ll bring you something up,” she replied.

“Thanks. I didn’t get your name?”

The woman looked surprised to be asked, “Marta.”

“Thanks, Marta.”

While she waited for her food, Mackenzie checked the room for a phone. She wanted to call the hospital and check on her mother. There wasn’t a phone, but she knew Taryn had his cell phone. She had left her own in her apartment.

Marta returned with a sandwich.

“Is Taryn around?” she asked.

“He and Miss Nadine are ‘talking,’” she said.

By talking, Mackenzie assumed she meant arguing. The turkey sandwich was delicious but she had trouble enjoying it. She couldn’t sit still. She didn’t know what it was but since she arrived, she had been getting more and more restless. More than usual. She paced the room feeling hot, yet she’d heard no furnace click on.

Maybe Taryn knew what was going on. She wondered where he was now. It was after eleven, he might be in bed. She didn’t even know which room was his. The urge to go and find him though was overpowering. She opened the bedroom door and froze.

Across the hall, Nadine and Taryn were kissing passionately. Nadine had her arms wrapped around his neck. His shirt had been ripped open revealing his muscled torso. Soft moans filled the air. Nadine ran her long red nails down his back. She saw Mackenzie watching and grinned at her.

Mackenzie felt her stomach knot. She stepped back into the room and slammed the door.

Breathing hard, she went back to pacing. She could feel anger coursing through her but she didn’t know why.

So what if Taryn was kissing Nadine? Wasn’t she his cousin? Ew. That wasn’t the point. He could kiss whomever he liked. She had absolutely no interest in him, that way. But if that was true then why did she feel like this?

A cold shower was what she needed. The housekeeper had left a pair of flannel pajamas for her to sleep in. She picked them up and headed for the bathroom.

I bet Nadine doesn’t wear flannel pajamas. Stop it. I don’t care what she wears or does. Or who for that matter.

There was a knock at the door.

“Come in.” It was Taryn.

“Get out,” she replied.

“That wasn’t what it looked like, before with Nadine,” he protested.

“It kind of looked like you were making out with your cousin.”

“Cousin by marriage. Trust me I have no interest in her.”

“Really? Because it seemed like your tongue was taking a real interest in her throat,” she turned away from him in disgust.

“I understand why you feel this way.”

“Feel what way? I’m not interested in you,” she snapped, but now that he was right in front of her, she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to kiss him.

“You feel it don’t you,” he moved closer to her.

“I feel it.” He bent his head towards her.

“We have to resist it.”

“Resist what?”

“Nadine’s ability. She incites lust, it infects everyone around her.”

“Uh-huh,” Mackenzie mumbled. She was finding it hard to concentrate, with his body so close to hers. His shirt was still open, tribal symbols trialed down is chest, similar to the Pariah, but different.

“Tell me to stop,” Taryn said. His face was inches from hers now.

“Huh?”

“Order me to stop,” he whispered, his lips on her hers.

“Stop,” she said. Some part of her brain that was still functioning caught on to what he meant. She pushed him back, “Stop. You don’t want to do this.”

He relaxed; her ability obviously trumped Nadine’s. Unfortunately, she could still feel the effects.

“Now you know how the gas attendant died. Her ability is toxic to humans. She can kill one with a single kiss.”

“You should go,” she said, putting some distance between them. She couldn’t look him in the eye.

“She’ll be gone by morning.”

He was true to his word because a few hours later, Mackenzie felt the effects Nadine carried in her wake lift and she took a deep breath.

Oh, my God I nearly kissed Taryn. She pressed a pillow over her face and screamed into it. She felt better afterwards but she doubted she would ever be able to face him again.

She was up before dawn, watching the sunrise over the trees.

No one else seemed to be up, so she wandered downstairs. She was surprised to hear voices coming from the study. Pausing outside the door, she could hear Frances and Taryn inside.

“I’ve already said I can’t tell you what I’m doing,” Taryn was saying.

“Very well, don’t tell me, but why are you wasting time with that half breed? She should have been put down years ago. She’s an abomination.”

“She’s useful to me at the moment.”

“And when she stops being useful?”

“Don’t worry; when I’m done I’ll do what’s necessary. I’ll take care of it.”
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“You’re being uncharacteristically quiet,” Taryn said the next morning at breakfast. It was just the two of them; Frances hadn’t made an appearance yet. They ate in the kitchen. She’d stayed in her room the day before, pacing a hole in the carpet. After hearing the conversation between Taryn and Frances, she wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. 

“I’m fine,” she said stiffly. She wasn’t going to let him know she had heard him. He didn’t intend to help her or her mother. She had been an idiot to trust him. Of course, he was going to keep her alive, he needed her. He would probably promise her anything until she killed Lucien. Then he could take the talisman for himself and get rid of her. 

That’s what he thinks. Once the spell was completed, Taryn was going to join his brother. 

“I want to know how the spell works,” she said.

He looked up from his toast, “It’s complicated, I’ll take care of it.”

“You’ll take care of it, right. Like you’ll take care of me,” she blurted. She walked outside away from him. She really needed to learn to keep her mouth shut.

“What’s bothering you now,” he sighed, coming up behind her.

“Nothing,” she muttered. 

“If this is about night before last, just forget about it. We couldn’t control it. Trust me I am definitely not interested in you.”

Of course not, crazed, toxic succubae are your thing.

Mackenzie noticed a target practice area set up in a clearing.

“I thought you were going to teach me how to handle weapons?”

He seemed relieved that she had changed the subject. He picked up a set of throwing knives and handed them to her.

“I’ll set up the target.”

Mackenzie held one of the knives feeling the weight of it in her hand. Taryn had his back to her as he set the target up. It would be so easy to finish him off here and now. She raised the knife just as Taryn turned to face her.

“You’re holding it wrong,” he said. He stood behind her and raised her arm moving the knife up beside her ear.

“You need to extend your arm fully, then release,” he instructed. On her first attempt, the knife bounced of the top of the target. She tried to focus, but she was finding it difficult with Taryn so close. Even his presence irritated her.

She threw the next knife, which hit the outer edge of the target. 

Taryn moved away from her to get a better view. She took a breath and threw the next knife. It hit dead center, so did the next one and the next one, until they were all gone. “Not bad,” Taryn said, grudgingly. 

Her victory was short lived; knife throwing seemed to be her only skill. No matter what weapon they used, she couldn’t get the hang of it. They tried more sword fighting, staffs, and even crossbows. Mackenzie noticed Frances watching them from one of the second floor windows, after Taryn flipped her onto the ground for the third time.

She waved at her just to annoy her. She was sure Frances hated her because she was ‘contaminated’ with human blood. Which was exactly how she felt about the demon blood inside her. Contaminated. Unclean.

“I thought the women in your family had no real power. Frances seems to rule the roost around here.”

“She’s my father’s older sister. She tried to take over after my grandfather died. My father wants her dead, so she’s hiding out here.”

“How come you know where she is?”

“I was the one who helped her get away.”

“And Nadine?”

“She comes and goes as she pleases.”

Mackenzie could think of a couple of responses to that but she restrained herself.

“I mean, what was the slap about?”

There was a loud clang as something struck the front gate. Startled, Mackenzie and Taryn glanced at one another, then jogged toward the end of the driveway.

A blue Ford Mondeo had driven into the gate. Steam was escaping from the engine and Mackenzie could make out someone slumped over the wheel through the broken windscreen. 

“Call an ambulance,” she said, hurrying towards the car. Taryn pulled her back.

“Are you insane? It’s probably a trap.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, someone is hurt.”

“No human can see this house, it’s protected.”

“Maybe that’s why they crashed, they didn’t see the gate.”

“I’ll check it out, you stay on the property, do you understand?”

She nodded. He opened the gates and moved towards the car. 

“Hello? Are you okay?” he called. He tugged on the driver’s door handle but it wouldn’t budge.

Mackenzie stood with her toes against the property line. She wanted to go out and help but after everything that had happened lately it was too much of a risk. 

Taryn pulled the handle as hard as he could and the door opened with the sound of crunching metal. He leaned in to check for a pulse.

“Well?” Mackenzie called.

He straightened up and shook his head, “There’s no pulse.”

Mackenzie saw the movement but before she could shout a warning the body in the car lunged at him. It drove a Freddy Krueger style hand into his gut.

“Taryn,” Mackenzie screamed. He was so shocked, he didn’t even react right away, giving the Pariah plenty of time to remove the knives and drive them in again and again. Taryn’s knees buckled and he sank to the ground blood spraying over him.

Mackenzie slipped the knife out of the sheaf on her belt, running at the Pariah. Taryn was right about the spells. The Pariah didn’t even see her until she left the cover of the property. With the element of surprise on her side, she caught the Pariah in the neck with the blade. It lashed out with its clawed hand swiping at her. She leapt back but the claws ripped through her shirt and into the skin on her stomach. She cried out in pain. The knife hadn’t done enough damage; it stopped flailing and tried to finish Taryn off. 

The Pariah attempted to crawl away, but he was losing a lot of blood and he didn’t get very far.

“Hey!” Mackenzie screamed at it. It turned to look at her.

“Kill yourself,” she said, with enough force as she could muster. Its hand trembled as it tried to resist, then it swung the knife up, impaling its own face. It fell to the ground.

“Oh, my God, Taryn,” she cried dropping to her knees beside him. She pressed her hands on the wounds trying to stem the flow of blood.

“Help me,” she screamed towards the house. “Just hold on, you’ll be okay,” she said. 

Taryn tried to speak but only managed to spray blood over himself. His skin was grey.

Frances and her staff were running towards them.

“Help is coming,” she said. He gripped her arm; she took his hand and held it tightly. “Don’t die.”
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“Get him back inside,” Frances said, dragging him behind the gate. 

The staff lifted him and carried him to the house, laying him on the dining room table. He wasn’t moving.

“You have to do something,” Mackenzie said. The housekeeper ushered her out the door.

“Let them help him,” she said.

They stood in the kitchen together. The housekeeper handed her a damp cloth. At first, she didn’t know why and then she looked down at her bloody hands. She scrubbed it off in a frenzy.

“Are you injured?” the housekeeper asked.

Mackenzie lifted her shirt to find shallow claw marks in her stomach, but they were barely bleeding.

“I’m fine. Do you think he’ll be okay?”

The housekeeper shrugged. 

Thirty minutes later, a man came into the kitchen, wiping his hands on a black rubber apron. He was short, with thinning grey hair and round glasses. 

“Is Taryn going to be okay?” What she meant was, is he alive?

“He has lost a lot of blood. He’s going to need a transfusion.”

“So give him one.”

“We’ve discovered something of a problem, with his blood.”

“Does he need a relative?”

“No, any demon blood can be used to transfuse another demon. They are universal donors.”

“Then what’s the problem.”

“It appears Taryn is not a full demon.”

“Of course he is, I’ve seen his family tree. Trust me it’s all demons.”

“There was always doubt over the boy’s mother. From what I can see she was human.”

“No, that’s not possible. It’s against the rules.”

“Rules can be broken, you’re living proof.” 

“How did you know?” she sputtered.

“Your scent. It’s unmistakable,” he replied.

“You‘re wrong about Taryn,” Mackenzie said, shaking her head. The way Taryn spoke about her heritage, he couldn’t be half-human. Or he didn’t know he was. 

“Believe it or don’t believe it but right now you are the only one compatible for the transfusion.”

“And if he doesn’t get one?”

The doctor looked at her as if she was stupid, “He’ll die.”

She could see Frances in the hallway. Her face was cold and emotionless. She knew what Taryn was now. Any family loyalty she felt before was gone. So if she were to walk out the door and leave him to die, no one would stop her. She could get out, forget all this. If Lucien came looking for the talisman he could have it. That was all he wanted anyway. If the roles were reversed, he would let her die too. 

She looked in on him from the doorway. His skin was pale, his stomach covered in bandages. He was hooked up to a drip.

If he were standing here in her place, he wouldn’t care. That was the demon part of him she guessed. It was part of her too. But so was her mother’s blood.

She kneeled down beside him and whispered in his ear, “You owe me you bastard.”

The doctor began the transfusion. 

Exhausted after giving blood, Mackenzie was dozing in a chair. All she wanted to do was sleep for a days but she knew it was too risky. Frances might do something crazy. She lurched out of the chair grabbing the table for support. Taryn was still out. She shook him by the shoulders.

“Taryn wake up,” she said. She slapped his cheek.

He swiped a hand at her then it dropped with a thud onto the table. 

“Get up now,” she ordered. Taryn sat upright so fast she was sure he had torn his stitches.

“Can you walk?”

“I don’t know. What the hell happened?” he groaned.

“You were stabbed. You’ve had a transfusion. Demons heal fast though, right?”

“Yeah, they do,” he muttered. He was completely out of it. 

“Taryn focus. We need to leave right now. It’s not safe.”

He swung his legs off the table trying to stand. He tipped forward into Mackenzie’s arms. She struggled to hold him up. His skin was sweaty and she couldn’t get a grip on him.

“Move your ass, Taryn,” she ordered.

The door to the dining room opened. Frances came in, flanked by two bodyguards.

“He’s not going anywhere. Neither of you are. Grab them,” she said.

One of the bodyguards pinned Mackenzie’s arms behind her back while the other threw Taryn over his shoulder. They were taken downstairs to the basement and locked in a cell.

“What are you going to do with us?” Mackenzie said, slamming her hands into the bars.

“With you? You’re expendable. But my nephew here is worth something to his father. You’ll stay here for now, half breed, until I decide what to do with you.”

When they left the basement, Mackenzie began searching for another exit. The cell they were in had been dug out of the earth. Steel bars surrounded it and beyond that were stonewalls. The door was locked with a key. 

Taryn was unconscious, and of no use to her. She felt like giving up, just letting Frances do what she wanted; this was never going to end. She slid to the floor. She was just a half-breed. No matter what Taryn said, she had serious doubts that there was any demon in her.

But even though she felt like giving up, there was still a tiny stubborn part of her that wouldn’t let her. What was it that Taryn told her? Anger is the key?

She went to the door, trying to summon up whatever demon was in her. Bracing herself, she kicked the door as hard as she could. It didn’t even budge. She fell to the ground clutching her leg.

“Did that hurt?” Taryn said.

“I think I broke my ankle,” she moaned.

He laughed softly. Mackenzie propped herself up against the wall, massaging her ankle. 

“Why are we down here?” he said. He seemed dazed.

“Your aunt isn’t exactly happy with us.”

“She never is. What did she say?” He wasn’t even surprised to be locked up.

“Something about speaking to your father. Maybe she’s going to hold you for ransom.”

Using the wall as leverage, he got up.

“We need to get out of here.”

“Duh. Any ideas?” she said.

“One. It probably won’t work and we could both die.”

“A lot of your plans are like that. But since we’re going to be murdered anyway, let’s go for it.”

“I’m going to try and transport us outside the compound,” he said.

“Why don’t you just transport us out the door?”

“Because I can’t. Not with the spells on the place. You can’t get in, but you can get out. The only problem is I have never traveled that far before and I’m still weak.”

Mackenzie sighed, “Let’s do it.”

“You’re sure?”

“What choice do we have?”

“Hold on to me,” Taryn said.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and held on tight. The red mist enveloped them, but when it cleared, they were still in the cell.

“I can’t do it,” he gasped. He was shaking from the exertion.

“Yes, you can,” she ordered.

She squeezed her eyes shut, praying it would work. The ground disappeared under her feet. When she opened her eyes, she was relieved to find that they were outside. 

“You did it,” she said.

Taryn sputtered a mouthful of blood on her and passed out.
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Mackenzie half dragged Taryn along the side of the road. His legs kept buckling and she was having trouble holding onto him. A big rig appeared in the distance. Mackenzie started waving frantically to stop it. As she watched it, a black BMW roared past, coming at them fast. It had to be Lucien.

“Taryn, move, he’s here.” He tried to pick up the pace, but only succeeded in tripping over his own two feet. The black BMW screeched to a halt, close to Frances’ front gate. Lucien got out along with another Duke. This one looked barely old enough to shave. They looked around the spot where the gates were, but they didn’t seem to be able to see it. He looked in their direction and even from this distance, Mackenzie could see Lucien grin at her. He began walking towards her. She froze in fear, flashbacks of the knife in her back, filled her mind. The truck caught up to them. Taryn waved an arm, and the truck pulled up. Lucien started running.

Mackenzie yanked open the truck door to find a bearded man wearing a t-shirt with the slogan, ‘Jesus is my co-pilot.’

“Please sir, we’re being chased,” Mackenzie cried.

“Get on up in here. Quick,” he said. They climbed up into the truck and the man drove off. Lucien reached the truck as it was driving away. He slammed a fist into the side of it. 

Mackenzie watched him in the mirror, as he raced back to the car.

“Taryn,” Mackenzie whispered, shaking his arm. 

He began muttering under his breath. Mackenzie looked back in the mirror just in time to see the engine of Lucien’s car become engulfed in flames.

“Do you two want to tell me what is going on?” the truck driver asked.

“That man was chasing us. He attacked us and my friend was injured,” she indicated to Taryn.

“Do you know him? Why did he attack you?”

“He was trying to rob us. We only just got away.”

The truck driver looked shocked, “I’ll drive you two to the nearest police station.”

“We just want to put as much distance between us and him as possible. Please, just take us as far as you can.”

“We should at least get him to a hospital.”

“He’s fine. Aren’t you?” she said, thumping him in the arm.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he said, through gritted teeth.

“You’re sure?”

Mackenzie nodded, “We’re sure, sir.”

“Hank. What do I call you two?”

“I’m Sarah, this is John.”

Hank reached into the back of the cab and pulled out a red and black checked shirt. He handed it to Taryn, whose own shirt was in tatters and covered in blood.

“Thanks,” Taryn grunted. 

“It must get lonely on the road, Hank,” Mackenzie tried to make conversation, to draw attention away from Taryn’s wounds. 

“It’s not so bad, I meet some interesting people and I always have the Lord to keep me company.”

Mackenzie smiled, wishing she hadn’t opened her mouth. For the next hour, Hank proceeded to tell them about his life as a Christian. Eventually, he stopped in a town.

They climbed out of the truck. The town was called Brixton; a good distance from Frances’ house. Mackenzie didn’t know whether Frances would pursue them or not. Since she was in hiding herself, she probably wouldn’t try.

“Thanks for your help, Hank. We appreciate it,” Mackenzie said.

“You two take care,” he waved as he drove away.

Mackenzie had to support Taryn as they walked. 

He didn’t want them to check into a motel, he thought it was too obvious. It didn’t leave them many options. They stopped in a small park, where Taryn found a bench to rest.

“So why did Frances go crazy on me?” he asked.

“I don’t know, she didn’t really share before she locked us up.”

“I’m not surprised that she did it. Frances has always been temperamental. I just don’t get how she could go from giving me a transfusion to trying to kill us.”

“She didn’t...” Mackenzie closed her mouth before she said anymore.

“Didn’t what?”

“Nothing.” She almost told him that she gave him the transfusion. Then he would know that he was half-human. Not a conversation she wanted to be around for.

Once he could walk again, Taryn asked several locals about a place they could stay. They were directed to a secluded bed and breakfast, nestled in the woods.

“The Cupid Inn?” Mackenzie said, reading the sign by the gate, written in red stenciled letters, with a cherub posing with his bow and arrow. 

The inn itself was a two-story cabin. Cherry trees lined the driveway. Each cabin was painted different colors, with wooden cuts-outs of cherubs and curlicues around the doors and on the window shutters.

“At least it’s out of the way.”

“It’s a place for honeymooners.”

“Then smile and pretend to be head over heels in love with me,” he said.

“I played shepherd number two in my school nativity; I don’t think I can pull off an Oscar winning performance like that.”

“If I had the strength, I would hit you,” he muttered.

“Aw, our first fight,” she said, sarcastically, “Let’s go.”

A roaring fire was burning in the fireplace in reception. A small woman with white hair stood behind the counter, a huge smile on her face.

“Welcome to the Cupid Inn. I’m Maria. Do you have a reservation?”

“No, we don’t. We’re actually on our way to Vegas for our honeymoon. Our car broke down so we were looking for a room for the night. Someone told us this was the best place to stay,” Mackenzie said. Taryn swayed, she tried to steady him by putting an arm around his waist.

The woman looked them up and down, taking in their dirty clothes.

“We ended up in a ditch so our clothes got a little dirty,” she added.

“Well, we do have one room left but it’s two hundred fifty a night, I’m afraid,” she said.

Taryn handed her a wad of crumpled bills. She straightened them out, counting as she did.

“Here is the key to your room, Mr. and Mrs...”

“Black,” Taryn said.

“Jones,” Mackenzie said, at the same time.

The woman looked questioningly at them.

“He’s Mr. Black, I’m keeping my maiden name so I’m Mrs. Jones,” Mackenzie babbled.

“How very...modern of you,” she said.

She showed them to their room, pointing out some of the highlights along the way. Each room came with a king-size bed, a Jacuzzi, and their own fireplace.

“I hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us. If you want we could have your clothes cleaned for you.” 

“We don’t have anything else to wear. It was kind of a last minute trip.”

Maria left the room and returned a few minutes later with two oversized t-shirts.

“These are from the gift shop. I’ll add them to your bill.”

Mackenzie held up the pink t-shirt, which had ‘I heart the Cupid Inn’ stamped across it in red. 

“Great, thanks.” She went into the bathroom and changed into the t-shirt. Once Maria had their clothes, she left them alone. Taryn tossed his t-shirt aside when she left. He lay on the bed in his boxers. 

The room was spacious. A king-sized bed was covered in a bedspread of Pepto Bismol pink roses. Pictures of couples in romantic settings adorned the walls. A blond chest of drawers, directly across from the bed held a large vase of fresh white lilies. Heart shaped pillows graced the one chair in the corner. 

“You’ll catch a cold lying around like that.”

“I’m not wearing that t-shirt,” he replied.

“Suit yourself. I’m going to take a bath.”

She emerged an hour later ready to sleep for a week. Taryn was removing his bandages.

“How’s the wound?” she asked.

He pulled off the last of the bandages and threw them in the bin. The claw marks were raw and red but they were healing fast. 

“How come you can heal like that and I couldn’t without help?”

“Because I’m full demon.” 

“Right. Of course you are,” Mackenzie said, but she couldn’t keep the edge from her voice. She climbed into bed hoping he would ignore it. Why can’t I ever keep my foot out of my mouth?

“Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“No, nothing. I’m really tired.” She yawned and switched off the lamp.

He lay down on the other side of the bed, keeping a respectful distance. She could feel a brooding silence from him. She closed her eyes, enjoying being in a warm, comfortable bed. She drifted off to sleep. 

The sunlight woke her, shining through the window. She rolled over in bed to find Taryn staring at her, and she jumped.

“Don’t do that,” she warned.

He gripped her outstretched arm, “What’s this?” he asked.

She opened an eye to see what he was talking about. He was looking at the mark where the needle had been inserted for the transfusion.

“That’s nothing. I cut myself,” she pulled her arm away.

She got out of bed. Their clothes had been returned, so she pulled on her jeans. 

“It looks like your blood was used for the transfusion. But that’s impossible I would have to be given full demon blood.”

“If you say so, you’re the expert.”

“Have you been lying about who your parents are? Are you a full demon?”

Mackenzie sighed, he wasn’t exactly Caruso. 

“I didn’t lie about anything. You have been lied to your whole life. The doctor at the house told me you’re part human.”

She braced herself for the explosion, but he just laughed.

“You’re taking this well.”

“Nice try,” he said. 

“You don’t believe me.”

“No, I don’t. My father is Alden Duke he would never lower himself to breed with a human.”

“Lower himself? Lower himself!” She shoved him hard, “Do you even listen to yourself speak sometimes? Humans are so beneath you? Well this human saved your worthless ass. I could have walked away and left you to die. I should have left you.”

She stormed out the door, nearly colliding with Maria.

“Trouble in paradise?” she asked.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 22


[image: image]


Mackenzie sat on the back porch. She was feeling very violent right now and she didn’t want to be anywhere near Taryn. Unfortunately, he didn’t get the memo. He came out onto the porch, but at least had the sense to keep his distance.

“I need to go and see Klaus again. We left all the supplies at Frances’ house.” 

Mackenzie refused to even look at him.

“I’m going to go by myself. I’ll pick up the stuff and come back to get you. I’ll be back by the evening.”

“I’ll be counting the minutes,” she said, sarcastically.

When he was gone, she relaxed. A few hours away from him was exactly what she needed. She went back upstairs to use the phone. She didn’t know if demons used wire-tapping but she had to check on her mother.

A nurse answered the phone.

“Hello, my name is Janet Stevenson; I’m the warden at Valley State Prison. I’m ringing to enquire about the condition of a prisoner, Annie Murphy?”

“One moment, I’ll pull up her file.”

Mackenzie paced the room while she waited.

“She’s in stable condition. She should be ready to move to the Pine Hills psychiatric hospital in a day or two. Would you like to speak to her doctor?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you for your help.”

So far so good. They were going to commit her mother, exactly as she suspected. She wished she could be there with her. She must be so scared.

She wanted to be ready to go when Taryn returned. Dumping, the Cupid t-shirt she put her own back on. Checking the room, she tried to find something she could use as a weapon. She felt naked without anything to protect herself. The closest thing she could find was a safety razor. That didn’t rule out the rest of the cabin. They were bound to have a kitchen. She went downstairs for breakfast.

Several couples were gathered in the dining room, eating a breakfast buffet. Mackenzie filled a plate for herself, trying to avoid their sympathetic stares. It didn’t exactly bode well for any marriage, when the wife turns up at breakfast alone and the husband has disappeared. 

She decided to milk it. She sat down at the far end of the table with her plate. She kept her head down while she ate.

“Don’t you worry honey, he’ll come crawling back. They always do,” the blonde-haired woman, closest to her, said.

“It was our first fight,” Mackenzie simpered.

“And it won’t be the last, trust me,” the blonde-haired woman, said.

“I think I need a moment alone,” Mackenzie said. She used the opportunity to get into the kitchen. She saw the cook disappear out the back door, carrying a trash bag. Grabbing a knife from the counter she hid it in her boot. Stainless steel wouldn’t have the same effect, but it was better than nothing. She left the kitchen and headed into the reception area. She struck gold, there was an iron poker. 

Picking it up, she gave it a practice swing. She didn’t hear Maria come in behind her. 

“I wouldn’t blame you for wanting to kill him but you’re not doing it in my cabin. Take it outside,” Maria said. 

“Will do,” Mackenzie replied.

She took her weapons back up to her room. She flicked on the TV to occupy her while she waited. It was ten a.m. 

By two o’clock, Mackenzie was going stir crazy. She took a walk outside, after leaving a message at the front desk with Maria. She didn’t hold out much hope that Taryn would be back before her and she was right.

Night fell, and he still hadn’t returned. At eight o’clock, there was a knock at the door.

“Finally,” Mackenzie said, opening the door. It was Maria.

“Still no sign of him? I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to pay for another night. It’s past check out time,” Maria said.

“Of course, I’ll be down in a minute to pay you. I left the bath running,” Mackenzie said.

When Maria left, Mackenzie locked the door. Taryn had the money so she had no way of paying her. She couldn’t wait around any longer. If he wasn’t back by now then he wasn’t coming back. He was probably dead. 

If that was the case then she needed to find someone to help her do the spell. The only person who seemed to know a lot about the talisman was Ed Black. 

After scoping out the cars parked out back, she found a silver BMW with an unlocked door. She hotwired it.

Like it or not, she was going back to East Falls.

Abandoning the BMW a half mile from Ed’s place, Mackenzie set out on foot. If any of the Pariah were still watching the place, she wanted to be as quiet as possible in her approach. She kept the poker ready just in case.

It was late, there was no one around. The road out to Ed’s place was pitch black. 

A couple of times she heard a cry off in the distance. It didn’t sound like any animal she had ever heard before. She gripped the poker tightly, pausing to see if it got any closer. Something whipped past her head, wings fluttering rapidly. She barely stifled a scream, realizing instantly it was just a bat. She was used to dark alleys in the city, but out here, in the open, she was out of her element and fear rode her shoulders like a Pariah that wouldn’t let go. A rustling in the bushes to her right sent her heart into overdrive and she crouched, ready to swing the poker at anything that moved.

Despite wanting to kick his ass, she sort of wished Taryn were here with her. If nothing else, she could always use him as a shield. 

Relief flooded through her as she walked through the gate into Ed’s yard. A strange sensation coursed through her body, almost as if she was trying to walk through treacle. It only lasted a second but Mackenzie guessed it was some kind of spell on the place. If it was, it wasn’t a good one. She had walked right through it.

Stepping up onto the porch, she knocked on the door. It swung open at her touch. Never a good sign.

Mackenzie stepped inside.

“Hello? Mr. Black?”

The house was in its usual state of disarray, so it was hard to tell if it had been ransacked. 

“You shouldn’t have come back,” Ed said. He was hunched in the corner of the darkened room. He seemed to be waiting on her.

“I had nowhere else to go. I have the talisman but I need to know how to perform the spell to activate it.”

“And I told you that it needs to be destroyed. You just don’t get how dangerous this is, do you? This isn’t some fairytale where the heroine beats the bad guys and lives happily ever after. You are dealing with something you couldn’t begin to understand.” 

“Then help me. I’m not stupid, explain it to me. Show me the spell,” she yelled.

He went to a bookshelf and pulled out a book. He laid it out on the table in front of her. She noticed the stiff way he walked when he went to retrieve it. He was being controlled.

“You’re a demon,” she said.

He was breathing hard and he looked angry.  

“I guess that makes sense, why would a human know all about the talisman,” Mackenzie said. She lifted the book to check out the spell. Most of it was written in Latin so she only understood a few words of it.  

Ed moved to grab the book from her.

“Stop,” she said, holding up her hand. Ed froze mid step.

“Do you have any of these supplies?” she asked.

He glared at her.

“Answer me.”

“Yes, I have them,” he grunted.

“Good.” From what she could gather, the spell had to be performed outside. There was a list of ingredients, most of which she had never heard of and she had to add her own blood to the mix. It was used to anoint the talisman. The problem was the spell required two people.

“I want you to get the ingredients for me,” she said.

“I’ve had enough of this. Put the book down, sit down on that chair and don’t move,” he said.

Mackenzie was going to laugh at him but was alarmed when she dropped the book and moved to the chair. Once she was seated, she couldn’t move off the chair.

“It’s not nice is it? Being made to do something against your will?” Ed said.

“I don’t understand. How are you able to do that?”

He shook his head, “Think about it.”

There was only one explanation but it didn’t make any sense. It couldn’t be him.

“Dad?”
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“I don’t get how you can do this. Why won’t you help me?” Mackenzie said. She was still rooted to the chair.

Ed or Sebastian was pouring over his books.

“I am helping you, by destroying the talisman.”

He had it in his hand after he had torn it off her neck. Without it, she had no power over him. 

“How come everyone thinks you’re Ed Black? The people in town must know what he looked like.”

He pulled off his cap, scratching absently at his cheek. As she watched ‘Ed’s’ face melted away. The man revealed was younger with dark curly hair and green eyes. Her father. He still had some scars from the fire but not as extensive as before. 

“Cool trick. Can I do that too?”

“It’s a spell.”

“My mom had you all wrong. When I was a kid, she told me stories about you. How great a guy you were, how in love you were. I know my mother isn’t the best judge of character but I can see now that everything she told me about you was bullshit.”

“Your mother was a summer fling. You were never supposed to be born,” he snarled.

“Yeah? Well, fuck you, because I was. You are not going to get away with this. I’m working with someone and when he gets here...”

“He’ll what? Save the day? God, you sound just like her, always living in a daydream.”

“It’s not a daydream. I’m working with the Dukes.”

“No, you’re working with Taryn Duke. The last I heard he was working with Cray. He’s no threat to me. I would have credited you with more sense. If you were going to align yourself with anyone, it wouldn’t be him.”

“We’ve survived so far.”

“You were lucky. Once I destroy the talisman I’ll wipe your memory and you can return home and forget all this.”

There was a time when she would have let him wipe her memory, but too much had happened. She needed to figure a way out.

“I need to use the bathroom,” she said.

Sebastian looked up from his book, raising an eyebrow. It was worth a shot.

She began whispering in Latin calling the Shadow. From her position, she could see outside the window. She saw the Shadow form in a swirling black mass but it couldn’t go any further than the gate. 

She was trapped. Taryn was dead and her dad was going to mind wipe her.

“You’re right. The talisman should be destroyed. It’s what I wanted to do at the beginning.”

Sebastian was silent; the only sound came from the pages he was turning.

“Let me help, dad,” she said softly.

“I don’t need your help.”

“Then let me leave. I’m not a threat to you.”

“Be quiet,” he yelled.

It was definitely an order because Mackenzie couldn’t speak at all.

All she could do was watch helplessly as Sebastian looked for his spell.

Morning came. It was Friday, at last. The lunar eclipse would be happening in a matter of hours.

Sebastian had been making notes in a journal for most of the night. Now he rose from his seat.

“Stand up,” he said. She did as she was told but her legs were numb from sitting so long. They barely supported her.

“You may use the bathroom, but you will come straight back here when you’re done.”

Mackenzie obeyed. When she came back into the living room, Sebastian was waiting with a length of rope.

“I need to leave for a while. You’ll stay here, it’s safer.”

He still hadn’t given her permission to speak so she nodded.

“Sit.”

He tied her to the chair and left with his journal. Why would a demon that could control other demons need to tie her up? Surely, he would only have to tell her not to move.

If he had to tie her up then maybe, he wasn’t as powerful as she thought. He couldn’t control her if he wasn’t close by. And she had a knife in her boot.

Twenty minutes after Sebastian left, his will faded and she was able to move and talk. She tested it by screaming for help a few times. No one came, but it felt good to use her voice.

She wriggled against the ropes testing how tight they were. There was a little give in them. Her arms were tied at her sides so she needed to maneuver her arm down to her boot.

She could only move a little at a time so it took a while but she was eventually able to grab the handle of the knife. She managed to work it up to the ropes and began sawing through them. She kept listening for any sign that Sebastian was returning. 

Sawing through the ropes was agonizingly slow. Eventually she felt them give and she managed to get her arm out to undo the rest.

When she was free, she checked the desk for the talisman. It wasn’t there. Mackenzie wasn’t hanging around to look. 

The ’force field’ or whatever it was crackled as she passed through it but otherwise offered no resistance. The Shadow had dispersed. 

There was no way she was walking out of here. If Sebastian came back up the road, he would catch her easily. She checked out his garage for a car, instead she found a mint condition Harley. That she could use.

She found the keys on a hook on the wall. Sebastian had obviously spent a lot of time working on the bike, but would it work?

Mackenzie climbed on and started the ignition. The Harley choked and sputtered but didn’t catch. 

“Come on, please,” she begged.

It caught and she roared out of the garage. At a stop sign in town, she took a minute to think. She wasn’t sure where she was going. Why was that beginning to sound like the story of her life lately?

She had to go after her dad and get the damn talisman. 

From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of a speeding car, but couldn’t maneuver out of the way fast enough. The car clipped the Harley’s back tire, spinning it across the road. The bike, too heavy for her to hold up, tipped over on its side, pinning her leg beneath it.

When the world stopped spinning, Lucien was standing over her.

“There you are,” he grinned.
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“So, Mac, how you been?” Lucien asked. It might have sounded like a civil conversation, except for the fact that he was dragging her across the road by the hair, as he said it.

A man standing in a store doorway yelled, “Hey, what are you doing?”

“Help me,” Mackenzie screamed. He came jogging towards her.

Lucien pulled her up and threw her into the back of his car, turned and swung a fist at the guy. The poor man flew into a parked car with such force the windows shattered. Mackenzie watched his body slide to the ground. He was probably dead and he’d only tried to help her.

Lucien climbed in the front of the car and drove off. There was a wire grill in place to prevent Mackenzie from getting into the front and the doors only opened from the outside.

“You didn’t have to kill him,” she said. 

“Yes I did. He might have alerted the police. It’s your fault you know. If you had given me what I wanted when you first knew you had it, then he would be alive right now.”

“What do you want?” Mackenzie whispered, tears sliding down her cheeks.

“What do I want? Let me think about that. Oh yeah, how about the real fucking talisman,” he tossed the gold coin across the car. It struck the door and dropped under the seat.

“I don’t have it. Someone took it from me,” she said.

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you. No more games, Mac. I’m out of time and patience. You have maybe ten minutes to decide if you are going to tell me where it is. If not, well, where I’m taking you, you’ll talk soon enough.”

“I told you I don’t have it. I don’t know where it is.”

“Fine, we do this the hard way.”

He drove them to an abandoned dairy factory. 

“Last chance,” he offered. She glared at him.

He reached inside the car to grab her. She lashed out with her foot but he caught hold of it, pulling her out by the leg.

“I can drag you in if you want, but there’s a lot of broken glass about. Your choice.” 

The ground was overgrown with weeds and definitely a hangout for local teenagers judging by the broken beer bottles.

She reluctantly let him lead her into the building. The main building was empty of equipment, just dirty gray walls and a concrete floor. The windows were well above her head and of no use to her if she did escape. The only addition to the room was someone chained up by the wrists, suspended from the ceiling. 

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” she said, dryly. 

“You’ll make a nice addition.”

She noticed the second set of manacles hanging from the ceiling.

“I really don’t have the talisman,” she said.

“We’ll see, I have trouble believing that. One of you has the talisman or knows where it is.”

“One of us?”

He pulled her over to the man. She barely recognized him; his face was covered in blood, and his left eye swollen shut.

“Taryn?”

“I ran into my little bro here at a little secluded cabin. Very romantic place. All that was missing was the beautiful girl.”

“How did you know where to find him?”

“There’s nothing I don’t know.”

“You traced the call I made to the hospital.”

“I knew you’d check in on mommy sooner or later.”

“You stay away from her,” she hissed.

“I plan to. I have no interest in her. You on the other hand...”

Pulling her hands over her head, he locked first one then the other manacle around her wrist. Her body weight pulled the muscles in her arms so tightly, she almost screamed. When he let go, she realized she could only touch the floor with the tips of her shoes.

Lucien gave Taryn a couple of slaps to the face to wake him up. When he had their attention he said, “Here’s how it’s going to go. I ask you a question Taryn and if you don’t tell me what I want to know—she pays for it. And vice versa.”

“You assume I care what you do to her,” Taryn said.

“I’m counting on it. Where is the talisman?”

“I don’t know,” Taryn said. 

Lucien hit Mackenzie so hard in the stomach, air exploded from her. Her arms felt as though they were being pulled from their sockets. She gasped for air. 

“Mac, where’s the talisman?”

“I don’t have it,” she cried.

Lucien produced a stun gun and pressed it to Taryn’s thigh. He convulsed as the volts passed through him.

“Stop it,” Mackenzie screamed.

“Same question, Taryn.”

“Go to hell,” Taryn said.

Mackenzie’s head whipped back as she was struck in the jaw. Her teeth rattled from the impact and her mouth filled with blood. She spat out a mouthful of the coppery tasting liquid. Lucien wasn’t going to stop. He’d kill them if had to.

Mackenzie pulled hard on the chains, desperate to get away. They went through another round of the ‘game.’ The next time, Lucien took the stun gun to her.

She screamed in pain and terror. 

“Enough,” Taryn yelled.

Lucien took the stun gun away. He held inches from Taryn’s face.

“Ready to talk?”

Taryn closed his mouth and looked away. Lucien was smiling though.

“Be right back,” he said.

When he left the room, Mackenzie frantically pulled and twisted the chains but they wouldn’t budge.

“They’re iron. We can’t break them,” Taryn said. 

“What are we going to do? My father has the talisman.”

“Your father?”

“It’s a long story but Ed Black is Sebastian King. He’s going to destroy it.”

“No matter what happens don’t tell Lucien where it is.”

Lucien returned and he had brought a friend with him. A Pariah male. This one was more muscle than the others Mackenzie had seen. He had black eyes, a dirty mane of dark hair and tribal symbols etched on his forehead. This one seemed more reserved than the others. It made no move to attack Lucien.

“I’d like you both to meet Varken. Pay attention Taryn, if you don’t tell me where the talisman is, I’m going to let Varken loose on Mac. He likes to have fun with little girls, right before he tears them apart. He can do that while you watch.”

Taryn stared at him with his good eye. He didn’t say anything.

“Very well,” Lucien walked out, whistling to himself. He really was a psychopath. 

Varken advanced on her.

“Taryn.”

“Hey, asshole over here.”

Varken hissed at him. He stretched an arm out towards Mackenzie. She twisted away from him.

“I’m going to take my time with you,” he growled.

Taryn grunted with effort as he bucked out at Varken. When Varken turned on him, he swung his legs up, catching the Pariah around the neck. Before Varken could move, Taryn pinned his head and twisted sharply. A loud crack filled the room and Varken’s body crumpled to the floor.

“Thank you,” Mackenzie sighed.

“Don’t thank me yet. We have about five minutes before he gets up.”

“What? You killed him.”

“No, I stopped him temporarily.”

“What do we do?”

“I’m thinking.”

“Think faster.”

Varken’s body began twitching.

“He’s getting up.”

Taryn swore, “Whatever happens just keep your mouth shut.”

Varken sat up, jerking his neck back into place.

“All right!” Taryn yelled at the door.

Lucien came back in, “I knew you’d see sense. You better be careful brother. Your humanity is showing.”

Varken retreated to Lucien’s side. The eager dog.

“Of course that is only to be expected. You are contaminated, after all.”

Taryn spat at him.

“Now, now it’s not my fault mommy wasn’t full blood.”

“What do you know about my mother?”

“Mommy was a half breed too. Which I guess makes you, what? Three quarters demon? Dad certainly thought it was enough to bring you into the family but he could always smell the stink of humanity on you. When you defected, it gave him an excuse to finally get rid of his bastard son.”

Confusion and pain filled Taryn’s face.  He finally knew the truth and it hurt him more than he’d ever let anyone know.

“Do you have anything useful to offer me?” Lucien asked, his impatient beginning to show.

“I’ll give you the talisman,” Taryn said.

“Where is it?”

“Hidden. And you can’t get to it without my help.”

“Then take me to it.”

“On one condition. Let her go.”

“No, first you get me the talisman, then I’ll consider letting her go.”

They had no choice but to go along with it.

“And in case you get any ideas, an associate of mine will be watching Mac very closely. If I don’t get what I want—she’s dead.”
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“The bank? You hid a priceless talisman in a bank run by humans?” Lucien sneered.

“Would you have thought of looking here?” Taryn replied.

Lucien had one of his flunkies wait with Mackenzie while he went into the bank with Taryn.

Mackenzie didn’t know what Taryn’s plan was but it had better be a good one. The flunky was a fledgling Duke. He kept a tight grip on her arm. They waited outside near the entrance to the bank.

She considered screaming for help but the demon would most likely kill anyone who tried to intervene, followed shortly by her. There weren’t very many people around anyway. A woman passed by with her children. She couldn’t call out and risk someone’s life. 

“Keep still, you little bitch,” he hissed.

She hated being called a bitch. She kicked him in the shin, and then slammed the palm of her hand into his nose. Her wrist cracked. The demon wiped a trickle of blood from his nose and grinned at her.

“Is that the best you’ve got?” he asked.

“No, that was just a distraction,” she replied.

Too late, he tried to turn but Sebastian stabbed him in the base of the neck with an iron knife. He moved the body into an alcove and hid it behind potted plants.

Mackenzie checked to see if anyone had witnessed it. No one was looking in their direction but it wouldn’t be long before someone spotted the body. 

“You saved me,” Mackenzie said, still unable to process what had just happened. Even though she knew what he was, it almost felt for a moment that she had a loving father that would go to any lengths to rescue his beloved daughter. The warm fuzzies didn’t last long.

“Let’s go,” Sebastian said, ignoring her.

“No, we have to get Taryn first.”

“Leave him; we need to go before someone sees.”

“No,” she said.

“If you try to help, Lucien Duke will kill you. Come with me now,” he ordered. Her feet moved after him. Sebastian had his red pickup truck parked nearby.

He bundled her into the truck.

“Where’s the talisman?” she asked, when he got in.

“I have it,” he patted the breast pocket of his shirt. Mackenzie reached into his pocket and snatched it.

“Hey,” he yelled. She was out of the truck and running. She pressed her hands over her ears so she wouldn’t hear any commands.

Taryn came running out of the bank and they almost collided.

“This way,” Taryn grabbed her arm. They ducked off the street into an alley and kept running.

“How did you ditch Lucien?” she panted.

“Told the guard he had a bomb strapped to him.”

They turned a corner to find Sebastian parked at the curb. 

“Get in,” he barked.

“Kenzie, no,” Taryn said, but she was already climbing in the truck. He had no choice but to get in too.

“Before you ask we’re not giving you the talisman,” Taryn said, “And don’t even try that mind control crap on me. I’m immune.”

He said it with such confidence that Mackenzie almost believed him.

Sebastian gripped the wheel tightly, “I won’t help you do this.”

“We don’t need you to. I know the ritual.”

“Cray sharing family secrets?”

“The talisman doesn’t belong to the Kings. You just found it first.”

“My ancestors forged it. It belongs to a King.”

“It’s going to a King. Drop us off anywhere here.”

“No. If you’re going through with this I’m making sure it’s done properly.”

He drove back to Black’s house.

He wanted to go over the spell with Taryn. Mackenzie couldn’t settle so she kept watch at the window, even though no one could get through Sebastian’s spells.

“We’re going to do the spell in the old cemetery in a few hours,” Taryn told her.

“He’s not going to go along with this, you know that?”

“I know.”

The hours ticked by slowly. Sebastian and Taryn only communicated over the spell; otherwise, they kept their distance from each other. They were both on their guard waiting for the other to make a move.

Mackenzie kept staring at her father. She didn’t know what to make of him. He definitely wasn’t what she expected, not that she had ever had any illusions of a huge tearful reunion but her mom always spoke about how kind he was.

He was more than a bitter old man on the surface. He was only interested in the talisman just like the rest of them. She just wanted this to be over.

“What do I need to do? For the spell?” she asked Sebastian.

“You say this incantation,” he handed her a sheet of paper. “We’ll do the rest.”

She took the paper and read the incantation a few times.

“It might not work,” Sebastian said.

“We have to try.”

“No, I mean I don’t know what it will do to you. You’re not full demon, it could kill you.”

“What? Did you know that?” she said to Taryn.

“It’s a possibility but if the spell is done right, you’ll be fine,” he replied.

“Well, I’m glad you’re so calm about my potential death,” she snapped. 

“You’ll be fine.”

Now that she had that to worry about the hours flew. 

They picked the cemetery because it had plenty of exits if they were ambushed. Divided in half by a low stone wall, the far side contained recent graves. The side they were now on was much older and most of the graves were overgrown, tombstones crumbling. Mackenzie glanced at a few dates, surprised to see they went back as far as the early 1800s.

Taryn laid out some herbs on the ground while Sebastian lit candles, while Mackenzie shivered in the cold air.

The sky was clear and out here in the dark, she could see thousands of stars. The moon’s edge was beginning to darken as the sun moved into position. The eclipse was starting.

A cold breeze whipped through the cemetery. A dog howled in the distance making her jump.

“Stand in the circle, Kenzie,” Taryn said.

She moved forward, the knot in her stomach growing by the minute. Sebastian held out his arm, blocking her path.

“I’m doing it,” he said.

“What are you talking about?” Taryn said.

“I’m performing the ritual. Once I have the power I’ll make sure the Dukes leave you alone.”

“No, I don’t trust you. Kenzie is doing the spell,” Taryn argued.

“Okay,” Mackenzie said. 

“Kenzie...” Taryn said.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t want to do this. I never did.” He didn’t know what he was asking. She thought she could go through with it, but she couldn’t. If her dad was giving her an out, then she was going to take it.

Taryn turned away. He was pissed.

“It’s best for everyone,” Sebastian said. He stepped into the circle.

“Start the ritual,” he said to Taryn.

“Don’t do this Kenzie,” he said.

“I’m sorry.”

The eclipse was starting; he had to get the ritual done. Taryn began to read his part of the spell. He had the herbs ready and at the right moment Sebastian would add his blood and anoint the talisman.

Mackenzie stepped back, her leg bumping one of the tombstones. She glanced down at it and saw a blur moving fast on her right.

“Look out!” she cried, too late.

Lucien collided with Sebastian. He pitched forward, his head striking one of the tombstones. The talisman flew out of his hand. Mackenzie dived for it.

Lucien grabbed her by the hair and yanked her to her feet.

“I’ll be taking over from here. Keep reading or she dies.”

Mackenzie pulled away from him losing a handful of hair in the process. Taryn tackled him.

“Get in the circle,” Taryn yelled.

She looked at her father but he was out cold.

“Now Kenzie, we won’t get another chance,” Taryn said.

She got into the circle and picked up the incantation and began reading. 

Taryn recited his part while trying to keep Lucien pinned to the ground. Mackenzie struggled a bit with the Latin but she tried to read it as best as she could. She really hoped it was right; she didn’t want to burst into flames if not. 

She felt the talisman start to heat up in her hand but she held onto it tightly. Lucien was crawling towards her, reaching for the talisman. Taryn yanked him back.

“Keep going,” he said.

She kept reading. The eclipse was almost complete. The wind began to blow harder and harder. The sheet was ripped out of her hand and it blew away. It didn’t matter, she’d taken the time to memorize it while they waited for nightfall. Slicing open her palm, blood dripped the over the herbs. Rubbing the mixture over the talisman she completed the spell.

The talisman began to vibrate in her hand. It was almost too hot to hold. She gritted her teeth against the pain. The moon turned blood red and the vibration shot up her arm and through her whole body. She screamed as pain ripped through her. The chain on the talisman melted from the intense heat.

Taryn said the final words of his part of the spell and Mackenzie crumpled to the ground.
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When Mackenzie saw the moon again, the eclipse was over. She stretched out her hand to find the talisman had seared her hand. It was nothing more than a misshapen lump of gold now. She put it in her pocket.  

“Kenzie, are you okay?” Taryn called from nearby.

“What did you do?” Lucien screeched.

He lunged at her.

“Stop,” she said.

He stopped mid-stride. The spell was working, she could control him.

Mackenzie got up of the ground. Her body still felt like it was vibrating. 

“It worked. What do we do now?”

Taryn came over to her, “We need to make sure he doesn’t come after us again. I doubt he told our father, although you should ask him that.”

“Did you tell your father about the talisman or what you were doing?”

“No,” he said.

“Of course he didn’t. He wanted it for himself. He wanted to overthrow him. Isn’t that right?” 

“Answer him,” she ordered.

“Yes, I want the throne. I want it all,” he raged.

“That’s why he was using the Pariah to do his dirty work. So it doesn’t get back to him. Kill him.”

“I...how?” 

He tossed her the knife. 

“You won’t kill me, will you Mac?” Lucien said.

She hesitated. It was different killing the Pariah; they were more animal than anything. 

“If he wants me dead, let him do it himself.”

She looked at Taryn, “I can’t.”

“Tell her why. You would rather have her become a murderer just to save yourself. Scared of the curse, brother. You know it’s an old wives tale,” Lucien said.

“Do it now,” Taryn urged. 

The knife handle seared her palm. She couldn’t do it. Glancing at Taryn she caught a glint of what? Satisfaction? Or something more primal? Which one could she trust to tell her the truth? Taryn had been there for her while Lucien had turned on her; tried to kill her. She raised the knife.

An explosion ripped through the cemetery. Mackenzie felt her feet leave the ground and a startling sensation of flying through the air. When she came back to earth, her shoulder connected with a tombstone. A streak of pain jarred her entire body and the arm went numb.

With her good hand, she tried to support the injured limb as she struggled to her feet. Disoriented, she looked around, searching for Taryn and Lucien.

From the wooded area abutting the cemetery, Pariah swarmed forward. Even at this distance, she could smell them as they charged past the crumbling tombstones. Dropping behind the grave marker, she chanced a peek.

Taryn, fifteen feet away, wrestled with Lucien as the Pariah circled the two men. Without conscious thought, she surged to her feet. “Pariah! Stop!” It didn’t work. Apparently, she could only control one at a time.

She hurried toward them, grabbing the first one she came to. It looked around in surprise. “Kill all the other Pariah,” she said, her voice, to her surprise, was firm and steady.

Even more surprising, it hurried to do her bidding. Big hands and razor-sharp claws slashed at the fellow mates unlucky enough to be in the way.

Weaving her way to Taryn, she grabbed his arm, pulling him out of harm’s way. “Where’s Lucien?” she asked.

“Ran off. We need to get out of here.”

A few feet away, she spotted her father’s still form. She went over to him. “Sebastian?” she shook his shoulder. “Help me,” she said to Taryn. “Help me get him up.”

Taking an arm each, they dragged him toward the cemetery entrance and the truck waiting there for them.

Blinding pain exploded along her jaw. She found herself on the ground, taking Sebastian with her. Mumbling incoherently, Sebastian woke just as Lucien dived at her, knife in his upraised hand. Sebastian yelled, “No,” and threw himself in front of her.

Lucian couldn’t halt his forward momentum, driving the knife deep into Sebastian’s chest.

Taryn’s attack distracted Lucien and he turned to his brother, sucker punching him in the stomach. Turning, he disappeared into the night. 

“Oh God, Sebastian, it’s going to be okay,” she said. The knife had just missed his heart.

“I’m s-sorry,” he gasped.

“For what?” 

He put a hand on her cheek, “You should have never been born.”

His hand dropped to his side. He was gone. Mackenzie stared at the body in shock. How could he say that?

“Sebastian? Dad?” she cried, shaking him. He had to take it back. He couldn’t leave her now.

“Kenzie, stop,” Taryn said.

“Wake up,” she sobbed.

“He’s gone, Kenzie,” Taryn dragged her away from the body. 

She tried to stand but her body was practically convulsing now. Taryn picked her up and took her to Sebastian’s truck. The keys were still inside.

“What’s happening to me?” Mackenzie asked, as he put her in the truck.

“I don’t know. We need to go to Madame Tula’s; the spell might have gone wrong.”

“You think?” she said, through gritted teeth. The pulsing feeling was growing more intense. She felt like she was being torn apart from the inside.

They drove out onto the main road. As they reached town there was a thump on the roof of the truck. 

“What was that?” 

“I don’t know,” Taryn said, leaning forward to look out the windshield. The driver’s window imploded as a hand reached in grabbing at Taryn’s arm. As he fought off his attacker, the truck swerved dangerously into the oncoming lane. Mackenzie grabbed the wheel, too late, as the truck careened off the road and into the trees.

“Brake,” Mackenzie screamed. 

Taryn hit the brakes, throwing the attacker forward and into the scrub brush. 

“Was that Lucien?” 

“Yes, we need to get out of here,” he started the truck and began backing up. The wheels spun in the mud. 

“Come on,” he urged. 

Lucien charged out of the bushes, ripping the door off the passenger side. Reaching in, he jerked Mackenzie out of the vehicle.

“Get off me,” her blows to his face and chest were ineffectual. 

“I’m going to rip you apart,” he screeched.

Taryn grabbed Lucien, but blind fury made him impossible to hold on to. Mackenzie stumbled toward the tree line. Spots danced in front of her eyes. Blinking back the film at the edge of her vision, she fought to stay conscious. Falling on her knees, head down, she tried to stop the spinning earth.  She retched, her body expelling what little there was in her stomach.

Lucien kicked her in the stomach flipping her onto her back. He pinned her down and put his hands around her throat. 

“The power was supposed to be mine.”

“Take it,” she choked.

“It’s too late. The talisman can only be used once and it went to you. You pathetic half breed bitch.”

He pressed tighter on her throat as she desperately tried to suck in air. 

I am pathetic. I’m going to die in the middle of nowhere lying in my own vomit.

“S-st...” she tried to say stop but she was out of air and she was out of time. Darkness closed around her. She stared up at Lucien’s face, which was twisted in a hate-filled grimace. A shadow appeared over his shoulder and for a moment, she thought it was the Shadow, come to rescue her, but this one was carrying a knife. She watched as it was raised in the air and swung down into Lucien’s back. The look of shock and surprise on his face was almost funny. He let go of her neck and rolled onto his side.

Taryn stared back at him.

“Big mistake brother, now you’ll die too,” Lucien rasped. His head dropped onto the ground and he was gone.
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Mackenzie gasped, trying to fill her lungs with air. Her throat was raw and she could barely speak. “What did he mean?” she rasped.

“Nothing, can you stand?”

She nodded, her throat on fire. Taryn got her back to the truck and headed for Madame Tula’s.  

“I’m charging double for this,” she grunted in greeting, when she met them at the door.

Mackenzie lay on the bed and closed her eyes. She just wanted to sleep.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Lucien. She also activated the talisman,” Taryn admitted.

Madame Tula swore in a couple of different languages, “Where is it?”

“I don’t know,” Taryn replied.

“If you want to save her life, you better find me that damn talisman.”

Mackenzie reached into her pocket for it. She held it out and Madame Tula snatched it from her.

“It takes time for the talisman to reach full strength. Once that happens it becomes a useless piece of metal and the power will probably kill her.”

“What do we do?” Taryn sounded worried, which surprised Mackenzie.

“You do nothing. You’re done enough. I might be able to bind the power to the talisman.”

Mackenzie fell asleep to the sound of Madame Tula’s humming. She was so sore and exhausted she honestly didn’t care if she ever woke up.

Taryn was gone when she opened her eyes, but he had left a note. 

The Dukes won’t look for you and I have fixed things with the police. You’re in the clear. Taryn.

So, he wasn‘t going to help her get her mother out.

“Not even a thank you,” she whispered. 

“You wouldn’t get one from him,” Madame Tula said. She was sitting in a chair by the fire. 

Mackenzie put a hand to her throat. The bruising had gone down and it didn’t hurt as much. 

“Well, I’m capable of saying it. Thank you for your help.”

Madame Tula gave her a small smile; she stood and came over to the bed.

“Here,” she handed her the talisman.

“What do I do with it?” she asked.

“My advice?” Madame Tula replied, “Get rid of it, somewhere no one will find it.”

“What about the power, is it gone?”

“Yes, it is contained inside the necklace. You have three days to get rid of it. If you do that then you will be fine. You will be back to normal.”

“Whatever normal is.”

When she was strong enough, Mackenzie took the truck Taryn had left behind, and drove to Rhonda’s in San Francisco. When Rhonda opened the door, she took one look at her and embraced her.

“Oh, honey, what’s happened?” Rhonda asked.

“I can’t even tell you half of it,” she whispered.

“Come inside,” Rhonda ushered her in and made her some tea. Toys were scattered over the living room floor. There was no sign of the kids. She guessed they were in school.

“Sorry, I have nothing stronger,” she apologized. She wouldn’t have any alcohol in her house, not with her history.

“Don’t worry about it, this is fine.” She drank the tea, feeling slightly better.

“I found my father,” she said at last.

“You did? What is he like?” Rhonda asked, lighting a cigarette.

“He’s dead. I watched him die,” she said. She felt like she should be crying but the tears wouldn’t come.

“Mac, sweetie, I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t know what to do. I can’t tell my mom, it would send her over the edge.”

“You can stay here as long as you want, until you decide what to do.”

Mackenzie nodded, grateful to her. She couldn’t face going home just yet. 

“I just want to forget the whole thing ever happened.”
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It was early. The sun was barely up and a dense fog was rolling in off the water. Mackenzie left her car a half mile away and walked to the bridge. She was glad of the fog. The gray mist shrouded her movements, made her feel invisible from the dangers of the world. 

She could hear the water lapping on the shore, seagull’s overhead. Other than that there was no one else around that she could hear or see. 

She pulled the talisman out of her pocket. This one tiny piece of metal had taken so much from her. She wasn’t sure how the spell that Madame Tula had performed worked, but separation was the key. She was more than happy to get rid of it. 

Along with the talisman she had also bought a cash box. She placed the talisman inside. There were some stones lying around and she placed them next to the talisman for added weight. She locked the box and took it to the water’s edge. 

Her father’s words came back to haunt her, You should have never been born.

Maybe not, but she was here anyway. And she wasn’t going to waste another second thinking about him or anything else that had happened in East Falls.

She hurled the box into the water, as far out as she could get it. It sank below the water. 

Good riddance. 

Mackenzie swung the door open to her apartment bracing herself. She didn’t exactly know what she expected. According to Taryn she was safe, but after everything that had happened she wasn’t about to take chances.

She checked every room before she settled down on the sofa. At some point, she would have to go to work and beg Greta to let her keep her job. For now, though she was enjoying the quiet.

It didn’t last. The phone shrilled.

“Hello?”

“Is that Miss Murphy?” a woman asked.

“Yes, this is she.”

“I’m calling from Pine Hills. Could you please come down here?”

“Is something wrong with my mother?”

“No, she’s fine. It would be better if you could come here so we can explain.”

She took a cab to the institute. When she arrived two police officers, a man and a woman met her.

“What’s happened?”

“Nothing to be alarmed about. Your mother is fine,” the woman reassured her.

“I want to see her.”

She was taken into the day room where her mother was watching TV. She was wearing a bathrobe and seemed calm enough.

“Come with us,” the police officer said.

Once they were seated in the visitor room, the woman police officer said, “Last night we arrested a man who confessed to killing your step father.”

“What? It’s been over ten years why would someone come forward now?”

“He claimed to have an attack of conscious. He knew things about the crime scene, the weapon used.”

“What does this mean?” 

“It means your mother won’t be returning to prison.”

“Really?” she exclaimed.

“She will however need to stay here for psychiatric evaluation.”

Mackenzie nodded, “I understand. Does she know?”

“She’s been told but I don’t think she fully understood what we were telling her.”

“I’ll talk to her.”

She went back into the day room and sat down beside her mother.

“Mom?”

“Hey honey, have you seen this film? It’s so funny,” she said, her eyes never leaving the screen.

“Mom, I was talking to the police and they said that you don’t have to go back to prison.”

She burst into hysterical laughter at the TV.

“Mom.” 

She finally looked at her.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, of course I did honey. Are you staying for supper? Its mac and cheese tonight. That was always your favorite,” she replied. She turned back to the TV.

Mackenzie sighed. She assumed some part of her understood what was going on. One thing was sure, the man who had claimed responsibility didn’t have an attack of conscious. It had to be Taryn.

Leaving the institute, she returned to the Blue Moon club. Greta was at her table. She waved her men away, motioning for Mackenzie to take a seat.

“You missed three shifts. Under normal circumstances that would be grounds for dismissal. You better have a good excuse,” she said, coolly.

“You know, the usual story, found my long lost father, only to find out he was a complete and utter prick right before he died in my arms, killed by a guy I thought liked me, but he was just trying to kill me,” she said, before bursting into tears.

Greta had no response to that, strangely enough.

Mackenzie tried to compose herself; she didn’t want Greta seeing her like this. 

Greta sighed, “I need someone in to cover the seven o’clock shift. Do you think you can pull yourself together by then?”

Mackenzie nodded, “Yes, thank you.”

Greta left the table. Mackenzie headed into the bathroom to clean herself up. 

The bar was packed that night and she was rushed off her feet for most of it. As she was mixing a cocktail together, she got the sensation that someone was watching her.

She turned to find Taryn sitting at the bar. She finished the drink and brought him a beer.

“Thought I’d never see you again.”

“Yeah, well I just found out that my father has put a bounty on my head for Lucien’s murder. I have nowhere else to go.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. What are you going to do?”

He shrugged and drank his beer.

“Was it you who got my mother acquitted?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, looking down at his drink.

“Thank you,” she said.

“A deal’s a deal. Give me a whiskey to go with this.”

She put one up in front of him, “I didn’t exactly keep up my end of the bargain.”

“The end result was the same. That’s all that matters.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked again.

“Well, I was wondering if you could let me sleep on your sofa for a while?”

She considered it, “On one condition. Teach me to fight, properly. I don’t want to live in the demon world, but I want to know how to defend myself in future.”

“Okay.”

“Okay then.”

“Stop it,” he snapped.

“Stop what?” she asked.

He wasn’t looking at her, but staring into space.

“Taryn? You okay?” she waved a hand at him.

He blinked and looked at her, “I’m fine.”

He wasn’t fine. Was this the curse setting in? Lucien said it would kill him. If she could find out what it was, how the curse worked then maybe she could find a way to help him. After all, she owed him.
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