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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    England 1887 
 
      
 
    Drawing his cloak around him tightly, Jeremiah Fleming walked along the dirt road at dusk as he had been instructed to do. The map he had been given was old and the markings on it were faded, making it almost impossible to know if he was heading in the right direction. He had been told to go alone and he had agreed at the time but now he wondered if he was walking into a trap. He was after all, a prominent figure, making him a good target for kidnapping.   
 
    The demon he was being sent to find, the Traveler wasn’t recorded in the journals. He was elusive and did not always reside in this plane. Tonight was one of the rare nights that he could be summoned and a deal could be struck. 
 
    Since being initiated the year before, Jeremiah had been pushing for this to happen. The old order had all died out and as the new leader he had complete control. There were always going to be naysayer’s but he would deal with them in time.  
 
    He came to the crossroads by the old oak and stopped. This was the spot.  
 
    Making sure he had his knife within reach, he settled under the tree to wait. It grew dark before long, the silence was interrupted occasionally by the call of an owl but otherwise all remained still. The long walk had tired him, the quiet night lulled him and he dozed. 
 
    A shrill scream jerked him awake. It didn’t sound human, more the primal screech of an animal. He quickly climbed to his feet, knife at the ready. A thin mist curled around his ankles and he squinted in the darkness to see what had awakened him.  
 
    “That knife won’t harm me,” a voice said.  
 
    Jeremiah turned to find to see a dark shape behind him. The dark cloaked figure moved and a cold chill ran along his spine. He knew he was in the presence of real evil. 
 
    “I’ve come to make a deal,” he said. 
 
    The Traveler gave a low chuckle, “Such a righteous man wants to make a deal with me? What could you possibly want?” 
 
    “Power. The kind only you can provide.” 
 
    “Many humans have come before, asking for the same thing. Why should I grant it to you?” 
 
    “The others weren’t worthy. I am,” he said with more confidence than he felt. He held himself still. To show fear would be his death. 
 
    The Traveler moved closer, almost gliding across the ground. Jeremiah stood firm, although the thought of this thing touching him made him nauseous.  
 
    From the blackness under its hood, Jeremiah swore he saw two red eyes staring back at him. When he blinked they disappeared. 
 
    The hand the Traveler held out was dark red in color, the fingers ending in pointed black claws. 
 
    Jeremiah realized he wanted his hand. With a slight shudder, he reluctantly gave it. 
 
    One of the claws snaked out, piercing the palm of his hand. Jeremiah hissed, more in surprise than pain, as a bead of blood blossomed. 
 
    Bending his head over the wound, Jeremiah first thought the Traveler was smelling it, but realized almost immediately that the demon was drinking it.  
 
    He jerked his hand away on instinct, but the grip around his wrist was like iron. He raised the knife in an instinctive gesture, but dropped it with a cry, his hand burning like fire.  
 
    Raising his head, the demon said, “Your blood is tainted. You have killed for your own gain, betrayed those who are loyal to you and will do anything for power. You are worthy.” 
 
    Jeremiah smiled through the pain of his burning hand. “So you will help me?” 
 
    “I will. You are aware of the sacrifice required?” 
 
    “I am. Do I need to sign a contract?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. The agreement is already made. You will need these ingredients,” he handed Jeremiah a piece of parchment. 
 
    “You will need seven for the sacrifice.” 
 
    “Seven? I only have four.” 
 
    “Seven are required. Do what is necessary to complete the ritual.”
The demon turned away. 
 
    “Wait. Do they have to be willing?” 
 
    “It’s not a requirement.” 
 
    “Good. It will be done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Taryn walked as silently as he could through the church, watching for any movement. He had an iron bladed knife in one hand and a small glass vial in the other. 
 
    There was a fluttering noise in the rafters above him. He scanned the ceiling of St. Patrick’s church. Light streamed through the stained glass windows, illuminating the pews, but the ceiling remained in shadow. He knew it was there though, he could feel it watching him. 
 
    As he turned slowly, he saw it, a leg suspended between the wall and the ceiling.  
 
    He moved towards it, hearing its ragged breathing and as he got closer, it growled softly. 
 
    “You know how this ends, Bartlus. Let’s stop playing games,” Taryn called. 
 
    With a bellow, it launched itself off the wall toward him. 
 
    Taryn threw himself forward as the demon launched itself toward him. Taryn hit the floor and the demon overshot, hit the floor and came instantly to its feet. Taryn spun to face it.  
 
    Mackenzie Murphy’s face stared back at him. Her full lips were twisted into a sneer; her normally green eyes were black. Ropey salvia oozed from her mouth onto the floor. She hunkered down preparing to pounce, looking more like an animal than a person. 
 
    “One way or another you are going back in this bottle,” Taryn said. 
 
    “You won’t hurt this body,” Bartlus said, in its guttural voice. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” he lied. 
 
    Bartlus grinned at him, the expression turning Taryn’s insides to water. He had to remain in control. If the demon realized he had one second’s doubt as to whether he could actually kill the demon that had possessed Mackenzie, it was all over.  
 
    “I can see her thoughts.” It tapped the side of Mackenzie’s head. “Her memories. You killed your own kin to save her. She’s still in here, screaming to get out.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving this church.”  
 
    It leapt at him, knocking him sprawling. He flipped over, pinning Mackenzie’s body underneath him. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” It asked, “Do you fantasize about this?” It wriggled suggestively. 
 
    Taryn held it down by the throat and put the vial under its nose, chanting the old incantation in Latin. It screamed, bringing Mackenzie’s knee up and connecting with his groin. Taryn groaned and loosened his grip as pain ripped through him. 
 
    Bartlus took the opportunity to get free. He pushed Taryn over and made a run for it. 
 
    Taryn tossed the knife. It struck the altar, and Bartlus skidded to a halt. The knife had missed by inches. Bartlus spun in the opposite direction and Taryn teleported in behind and flipped the demon onto the floor. This time he was sure to pin all of Mackenzie’s limbs. 
 
    As he finished the chant, black, oozing smoke poured out of her mouth and nose into the vial. When it was filled, Taryn sealed it. 
 
    Mackenzie choked and sputtered. 
 
    “You okay?” Taryn asked, sliding off her and onto the floor. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she moaned. 
 
    “Possessor demon. I warned you not to touch anything.” 
 
    “Well the bottle didn’t exactly come with a warning label, May cause possession when opened,” she snapped. 
 
    Taryn sighed. She was such a pain in the ass. 
 
    “Is it gone?” Father Jared asked as he crawled from under the pew where he had been hiding. He was sweating profusely, his dark hair plastered to his head. 
 
    “It’s back in the bottle.” Taryn tossed it to him. Father Jared fumbled it, his thin face losing even more color, leaving him looking like a ghost, but he got a grip and held on as though his life depended on it—which it did.  
 
    Taryn knew Father Jared had only just joined the church and was still learning about demons. He had a long way to go. What was the man thinking, leaving the bottle unguarded? 
 
    “I’ll lock this away,” Father Jared said, holding it at arm’s length. “Father Thomas will be back this evening. You can come and talk to him then. Alone.” 
 
    Mackenzie glared at him as she picked herself up off the floor. 
 
    “Good idea,” Taryn muttered.  
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose,” she argued.  
 
    “I know. Let’s just forget it, okay?” 
 
    He didn’t want to fight; he was in too much pain. They walked down the aisle to the door.  
 
    “So what do possessor demons do? Other than body jack you?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “Not much. They’re demons who have had their form taken from them.” 
 
    “Can they possess dead bodies?” 
 
    “Only the recently dead. They can keep bodily functions going temporarily but not for long. Once the body expires they return to their vessel. In this case, the bottle. They need living hosts.” 
 
    Mackenzie shivered and pulled a face, “Let’s go home. I need a bath after that.” 
 
    Taryn frowned. She said it so casually. Home. He had only been staying at her apartment for a few weeks, sleeping on the couch. Just because his father had a contract out on him didn’t mean it was permanent. He didn’t intend to stay much longer. It wasn’t like she was getting anything out of the arrangement anyway, other than a few fighting techniques and lessons about demon lore. Once he found a base somewhere, he decided, he was leaving. 
 
    As they walked down the front steps of the church, Taryn saw him. He froze. Across the street by a bus stop, he had caught a glimpse of Lucien. A car passed blocking Taryn’s view, and by the time the car moved away, Lucien had vanished. He scanned the street but it was as though he’d never been there. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    He shook his head, “Nothing.” 
 
    He had to have imagined it. It had been weeks since Lucien had died. If he hadn’t appeared by now then he wasn’t going to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie was relieved to be home, away from that church. After being invaded by Bartlus she needed to feel clean. She filled the bath, making the water as hot as she could stand. 
 
    Dumping her clothes on the bathroom floor, she lowered herself into the bubbles. The water felt good. She lay back and closed her eyes feeling her muscles relax. 
 
    Suddenly images popped into her brain that weren’t her own. Remnants of Bartlus’ invasion? She rubbed at her eyes, trying to drive the images away. They didn’t make sense. There were glimpses of people’s faces, different places and a glimpse of Taryn at the church. She realized they were memories. Bartlus’ memories? 
 
    “Please be temporary,” she whispered. 
 
    She had enough problems being in her own head space without someone else being in there too.  
 
    She had been conscious of what happened in the church. It was so strange, like she was a bystander in her own body. Taryn’s comment about hurting her to get Bartlus was something she would have believed once, but not now. He had killed his own brother to save her. And he had managed to get her mother out of prison. She was currently residing in Pine Hills Psychiatric Hospital. With her state of mind, it was the best place for her.  
 
    She owed Taryn a lot. And it was a debt she planned on repaying. Although she knew he had gotten something out of it too. He had wanted Lucien dead as much as she did, but he didn’t have to save her. She remembered Lucien’s hands around her throat and shuddered. She had really believed he was a good guy in the beginning. Story of her life. She must have inherited her mother’s ability to pick men. Look where that had gotten her. 
 
    When she emerged from the bathroom half an hour later, Taryn was sitting at the kitchen table with a pile of books in front of him. They were old and moldy looking, with most of the titles in Latin. Mackenzie was self-taught so she could read most of them. It seemed to be the default language of demons. 
 
    “Don’t you ever take a break?” she asked, settling herself on the couch to watch TV. 
 
    “Not when my father is trying to kill me,” he muttered.  
 
    “Isn’t he always trying to do that?” she replied, flicking through the channels. 
 
    “Him personally, yeah. But now he has every Duke looking for me too. Luckily he doesn’t know where I am but it’s just a matter of time. I’m sure all the crap in East Falls got his attention.” A swarm of demons would do that. 
 
    “So what is it you’re looking for?” 
 
    “I’m trying to find a law that will get me off the murder charge.” 
 
    That peaked her curiosity, “There’s a demon court?” 
 
    “Yes and my father is judge and jury.” 
 
    Mackenzie picked up one of his books and leafed through it. “You said it was illegal to kill your brother.” 
 
    “It is, but I’m sure there is some loophole I can exploit.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “There are some exceptional circumstances where it’s necessary.” 
 
    “He was trying to kill me at the time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Of course it doesn’t,” she muttered. “Hold on, if you aren’t allowed to kill each other, then how are demons executed?” 
 
    “We’re not the only demons out there. Plenty aren’t affiliated with any family and can be hired as executioners.” 
 
    “And the Kings and Dukes are the biggest families, right?” she said, trying to remember what she had learned from his lessons. 
 
    “In North America, yeah.” 
 
    The families were integrated everywhere. Most of them lived in human society. They had jobs, houses. No one would ever know what they were to look at them. 
 
    The door buzzer sounded. Mackenzie got up off the couch and pressed the intercom button.
“Hello?” she said. 
 
    “Mackenzie?” 
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    “I hoped by now you would call me grandma,” came the reply. 
 
    “Right, sorry. What are you doing here?”  
 
    “We were in town and we wanted to see you.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Your grandfather and me. Can we come up?” 
 
    They were her mother’s parents. She had met them when she had visited East Falls looking for her father. She never even knew they existed until she walked into the bakery they owned. 
 
    Mackenzie hesitated. Her grandparents were here? She didn’t like them showing up unexpected like this, but she couldn’t be rude. She buzzed them in. 
 
    Taryn started gathering his things. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Out,” he replied. 
 
    “You’re not going to leave me alone with them?” 
 
    “They’re your grandparents.” He vanished from the apartment. 
 
    Mackenzie opened the door before they could knock. Mary and Patrick Murphy, her mother’s parents, looked nervous. Well Mary did, Patrick looked hostile as usual. She didn’t think she had ever seen him smile. He was the reason her mother had run away from home. That and she had been trying to find Sebastian. Of course he was already masquerading as Ed Black by then and living right under their noses. If her mother had stayed in East Falls and she had been born there, she wondered if he would have revealed himself. Probably not. For the short time she had known him, he seemed to be like most demons—incapable of feeling anything. 
 
    “Come on in,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you. What a lovely little apartment,” Mary exclaimed. 
 
    Mackenzie didn’t like how she emphasized the word little. She had seen their place and it wasn’t much bigger.  
 
    “So what are you doing in town?” she asked. 
 
    “We were visiting a friend and thought we’d drop in.”  
 
    She wondered if that was a lie. Who would they know in LA besides her? 
 
    They took a seat and Mackenzie made tea, while desperately trying to think of a way to get them out. She had sort of left things up in the air the last time she had spoken to Mary. Obviously she had decided to get pro active. 
 
    “Do you plan on seeing my mom?” she asked, when they were settled with their tea. 
 
    They glanced at each other. Patrick cleared his throat, “We don’t think we would be very welcome.” 
 
    “So, you’re not even going to try?” 
 
    “Annie is difficult at the best of times,” he said. 
 
    “You tell me that like I don’t know already. She’s mentally ill. Right now, she’s in a psychiatric hospital. She needs support, not judgment,” Mackenzie snapped. 
 
    “I thought she was in prison?” Patrick said. 
 
    “Some new evidence came to light. She was acquitted.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes went wide, “Oh my God. She’s innocent?” 
 
    Mackenzie bit back a retort. She didn’t have to sound so shocked. Who wanted to believe their daughter was a murderer?  
 
    “She needs family around her. The question is—are you going to help her or not?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Taryn lingered on the fire escape, listening to Mackenzie and her grandparents argue. He knew she would win out in the end. She always did. Even without using her ability she was quite persuasive. He climbed down the fire escape into the alleyway below. 
 
    Father Thomas would be back by now. He had been consulting with him on how to go forward. He couldn’t avoid his father forever. At least at the moment no one would ever think of looking for him here. He had spells in place, learned by Cray, to ward off unwanted attention. 
 
    Father Thomas was a demonologist, he knew about the demon world. He was one of the few humans who were in on the secret. A bargain was struck long ago so that the demons could integrate into the human world; there were certain guardians in place to monitor their activities. If demons caused too much of a stir or too many bodies turned up they could alert hunters to take them out. There were very few demon hunters left in the world nowadays.  
 
    Taryn had managed to convince Father Thomas that he meant him no harm and he had agreed to offer him advice. He was still wary of him but he was cooperating so far. 
 
    When he went back inside the church, Father Thomas was praying. A woman dressed in a thick black veil, sat a few rows from the front, her head bent in silent prayer. 
 
    Taryn barely glanced at her as he passed. He waited a few feet away until Father Thomas was done.  
 
    He rose slowly and crossed himself. He was in his late fifties with salt and pepper hair. When he saw Taryn, he led him away from the woman. 
 
    “I got the message you left for me. I did some research. I understand you are one of the Duke’s heirs.” 
 
    “Not anymore. I was banished. My father wants my head. If I can’t find a way around it, I need to...retreat.” Even saying it out loud felt like a weakness.  
 
     “A Duke in hiding. Something you want to avoid?” 
 
    “Yes. I won’t run from my father but I want out. I don’t want to be affiliated with any family.” 
 
    “Rogue demons don’t last long. The families do not like the younger demons getting ideas. You’re taking an awful big risk.” 
 
    “It’s mine to take.” 
 
    “There are communities out there where demons can live freely. Some of them have been very successful. Powers would be prohibited but you would have the support of others like you.” 
 
    “I’ll do better on my own.” He had heard about those places. It was like being castrated. No matter what happened, he was not giving up his powers. 
 
    “I can give you access to my personal library,” Father Thomas offered. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “The young lady you were here with earlier? What is her role in all of this?” 
 
    “I assume Father Jared told you about the possession?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “She’s new to this world, a half human offspring. I’ll keep her away from here.” 
 
    “She is welcome in the house of God. Just make sure she keeps her hands to herself,” he gave a brief smile. 
 
    “I will,” he replied. 
 
    As Taryn was leaving, the old woman rose from her seat. He saw the blade from the corner of his eye. He dodged it but got nicked in the cheek. 
 
    She threw off the veil to reveal a Spiro demon beneath. Over six feet tall, with yellow skin and covered head to foot in spikes, it came at him again, raising the sword above its head.  
 
    Taryn didn’t move, he didn’t have to. Father Thomas incanted something in Latin and before the Spiro could swing the blade; it was hurled backwards out through the doors and onto the street. 
 
    Full blooded demons could enter a church, but any violence and they could be expelled. The Spiro found that out the hard way. It dropped its sword on the way out. Taryn scooped it up and ran outside, but it was gone. 
 
    He hated Spiro’s. They were rare but excellent hunters. They had almost become extinct two centuries ago when the families would ship them over from Europe and hunt them. Finally an agreement was made to preserve the last of them with strict monitoring on their breeding habits. This one had probably been sent by his father. Father Thomas followed him outside. 
 
    “Is it gone?” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “It was after you?”  
 
    “Well I doubt it came here to pray.” 
 
    He left the Father to it; he was safe inside the church, and headed back to the apartment. He saw no sign of the Spiro on way. When he reached the alley way below the fire escape, he removed a yellow powder from his pocket and sprinkled it on the ground. He began incanting a spell of his own, just in case the Spiro had followed him. The powder began to glow. He set a few traps too, drawing a line under the fire escape. If it tried to cross the line its flesh would melt. 
 
    He glanced up to see a bum watching him from the mouth of the alley. Taryn glared at him. 
 
    “Hey, to each his own, man,” the bum muttered before quickly moving on. 
 
    When he returned to the apartment, the lights were off. The Murphy’s were gone and Mackenzie had gone to bed. 
 
    He climbed through the window as quietly as he could. He jumped when he saw someone standing in the kitchen in the dark. 
 
    “I thought you were asleep,” he said, pulling off his jacket and tossing it over the chair. 
 
    The figure stepped into the light, moving slowly towards him. It wasn’t Mackenzie. 
 
    “Hello brother.” 
 
    “Lucien.”
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get why they felt the need to show up on my doorstep, without calling first,” Mackenzie moaned. She was still more than a little pissed that her grandparents had arrived unannounced. 
 
    Taryn threw a punch and caught her in the jaw. Her head snapped back, making her stumble across the mat. Her head vibrated from the hit. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Taryn asked, out of breath from their sparring. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, but she could taste blood. 
 
    “You should have been paying attention,” Taryn said, his dark hair dripping with sweat. 
 
    “Well I’m a little distracted right now.” 
 
    “Do you think that the next demon that attacks is going to care about your family issues? Now what are the key features of a Zyglon attack?” 
 
    “Didn’t they die out?” 
 
    “There are still some living in the Andes.” 
 
    “And when exactly am I supposed to run into one of them? Do they take vacations in California?” 
 
    He swung a fist again but she ducked. 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Before seeing a Zyglon, victims usually hear a hissing noise before becoming disorientated. The Zyglon can produce a mist from its body to conceal it. It uses a stinger to paralyze its prey before it eats them.”  
 
    “Good.” 
 
     “Not for its victim,” she said with a sigh. Can we stop and pick this up tomorrow?” 
 
    “No. We’ll stop when you can get my shoulders on the mat.” 
 
    The dojo was empty except for them. Taryn knew the owner, Wen, and he let them train there a couple of hours a day. 
 
    The first week they started training, Mackenzie was completely wrecked. It was intensive. Hand to hand, weapons and history lessons on demons. She did ask for it though. To be prepared was always the best course and she certainly wanted and needed to be prepared for whatever came her way these days. And as Taryn often reminded her, she wasn’t as strong as a lot of demons, so she had to either out-smart or out-maneuver them. 
 
    Taryn took another swing at her. She dodged it, spun and kicked him. Her foot connected with his hip, throwing him off balance. She swept his leg and he went down. 
 
    “We’re done,” she said. She grabbed her gym bag and headed for the changing room. 
 
    She noticed her lip was bleeding, but didn’t pay it much attention. It wasn’t the first time Taryn had hurt her while teaching her the finer points of fighting and she doubted it would be her last. A bloody lip was nothing, she’d been hurt worse. She headed for the shower. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Taryn stood under the hot water from the shower, pissed that Mackenzie had gotten the jump on him. In fact, she had surprised him with that last move. She was becoming a better fighter than he wanted to admit. 
 
    Right now sparring was a distraction after last night. Lucien had disappeared a second after he had spoken and Taryn had spent the better part of the night trying to convince himself it was an hallucination. His brother was dead, why couldn’t he stay that way? If he was here then Taryn knew his worst fears had come true. He had activated the curse. He had enough to deal with without adding Lucien to the mix. 
 
    “I’m not that easy to get rid of.” 
 
    Taryn turned to find Lucien behind him. He was leaning against a locker, a grin on his face. 
 
    “What do you want?” Taryn spat.  
 
    “You know how this works. You kill me, I haunt your ass.” 
 
    “You gave me no choice. I had to kill you.” 
 
    “Oh yes, to save that hot piece of ass, Mac. Took a little peek at her in the shower there and God do I wish I’d tapped that when I had the chance. What about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “Well I’m sure Mac was ever so grateful to her knight in shining armor. I’m sure she jumped straight into the sack with you.” 
 
    “Go to hell.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s like that is it? Is she playing hard to get? The Taryn I remember, before you grew a conscious, would have used her up and spat her out by now.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me Lucien.” 
 
    “Sure I do. It never crossed your mind? Why don’t you go take a look yourself and see what you’re missing?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie heard the door to the dojo slam shut, as she was getting dressed. Taryn was gone when she left the changing room. He was always disappearing without letting her know he was going. Looked like she was walking home. 
 
    There was still her grandparents to make a decision about. They were in a hotel at the moment, but she had no idea how long they intended to stay. How could they afford it? When she visited their bakery for the first time, it didn’t look like they were rolling in money. They had told her a cousin, Laura, was running the shop while they were gone. 
 
    They had argued about her mom for most of their visit. In the end, she gave them an ultimatum. If they wanted to be a part of her life, then they had to make things right with Annie first. They had left, promising to think about it. 
 
    She had a shift in Blue Moon tonight. After the debacle with Johnny Beckman, she was officially back on bartending duties. At least until O’ Donnelly got off their case. He showed up every few nights trying to catch them off guard and doing something illegal. Greta had to close down most of her side businesses, losing a lot of money and her temper in the process.  She hadn’t blamed Mackenzie directly. Yet. But that could change fast so she tried to keep a low profile. 
 
    The staff were setting up to open when she arrived.  
 
    The place looked different with all the lights on. Once the customers rolled in, they lowered them. It helped hide the flaws. Greta wasn’t interested in interior decorating, but the place was badly in need of a makeover.  
 
    Dark purple walls and wood paneling, booths covered in faded leather, and a floor that never lost the stickiness no matter how many times it was mopped. 
 
    Most of the people who came here didn’t care what it looked like as long as the drinks kept coming.  
 
    The faint odor of vomit met Mackenzie as she passed the bar. Someone hadn’t made it to the bathroom. She was glad she hadn’t been the one to clean it up. 
 
    Hanging her jacket up in the locker room, she tied on her apron and headed behind the bar. Her footsteps slowed as she watched her fellow bartender, Kenny. Usually he had music blaring and cracked jokes while he worked. Tonight he was polishing a glass, staring into space. She looked around. Something was wrong. The entire staff was subdued tonight. 
 
     “Jeez, who died?” she joked. 
 
    With a startled glance, Kenny said, “You didn’t hear?” 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “Kurt got made. He was arrested a few days ago for possession and he flipped on Greta in return for leniency.” 
 
    “That bastard.” That wasn’t good. For someone like Greta, a stool pigeon like Kurt could not only ruin her, but send her to prison for a long time. “What’s Greta going to do?” 
 
    “She already has Kurt. Grabbed him after he was let out on bail. He won’t be talking to O’ Donnelly anymore. There’s an opening for a bouncer, if you know anyone?” 
 
    The man must have a death wish to turn on Greta. In the year he’d worked for Greta, Mackenzie had talked to him some and he’d seemed like an okay guy. A little slow at times, but a good bouncer. She wondered what kind of deal O’Donnelly had offered to make him sign his own death warrant.  
 
    Mackenzie wondered if she had Kurt in the building. Greta wasn’t going to forgive this. Would she be stupid enough to kill Kurt with O’ Donnelly sniffing around? Maybe not stupid but certainly angry enough.  
 
    “Be right back,” Mackenzie said.  She took a walk to the back of the building. There was a room behind the barrel store that wasn’t easy to find. On the pretence of getting some more drinks, Mackenzie checked it out. She could see a light near the floor. There was definitely someone in there. This was crazy. If O’ Donnelly searched the place he would arrest all of them. She needed to talk some sense into Greta. 
 
    She headed for Greta’s office. The door was closed but Greta was yelling at someone.  
 
    “I don’t need this now. Its three days to the deadline, now handle this.” She paused. “Convince him to meet with me. Kurt is out of the picture.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good for Kurt and what deadline was she talking about? 
 
    When Greta yanked open the door, Mackenzie nearly fell in on top of her. 
 
    “Murphy? What are you doing?” Greta barked, her icy stare cutting like a knife. 
 
    “Sorry, I was going to knock. I wanted to tell you that...I have someone in mind for the bouncer position.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Taryn,” she blurted, “You’ve met him before.”
“Fine, tell him to come in on Friday and I’ll give him a trial run.” 
 
    “Great thanks, I’ll let him know.” 
 
    So much for her ability to lie under pressure. Greta was like kryptonite to her. She couldn’t put two sentences together in any coherent fashion when Greta pinned her with those ice blue eyes. And now she had to tell Taryn he had a job he didn’t ask for. That wasn’t going to be fun. Confronting Greta when she was in a mood was a mistake at the best of times but she really didn’t need that rage pointed at her right now.  
 
    Kurt was on his own. If he wasn’t dead already. 
 
    That night after her shift, Mackenzie noticed a black SUV creeping along behind her, following her. Considering she was on foot, that wasn’t hard. She never did see her motorbike again and she wasn’t at all eager to go and ask Francis for it back so unless Taryn offered her a ride, she was on foot.  
 
    Keeping her head down, she pretended not to notice the tail. She had a knife concealed at her waist and another in her boot. And to think she used to be worried about thieves or rapists, now she worried about killer demons. She had a feeling though that it wasn’t any of those on her tail. 
 
    The SUV pulled up beside her. 
 
    “Miss Murphy?” It was O’Donnelly. Justin O’Donnelly, detective and regular pain in the ass.  
 
    He had been after Greta for a while and Beckman’s death had definitely given him more ammunition although he couldn’t tie them to it. The way he went after Greta almost seemed personal. Maybe it was. Back when Greta and her husband had first come to town, Mackenzie had heard from Kenny that O’Donnelly had been in a gang in his younger days. One of the first things they did was weed out the ones who weren’t interested in dealing with them. She didn’t know the exact details but O’Donnelly had ended up in protective custody as his gang was rounded up. She guessed he had ratted them out to the police when they started working for Greta. It was a risky move but he was still here, and a cop to boot, so they must have never found out.  
 
     “Sorry I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,” she quipped. 
 
    “Well you may not know much about me but I know all about you. Let’s talk.” 
 
    “If you want to talk, you’ll have to make an appointment with my secretary like everyone else,” she walked faster. 
 
    “How about I forget the matter of a missing body from your apartment building and you let me drive you home?” 
 
    She stopped walking. She knew that was going to come back to bite her in the ass. The Greco demon she had killed had been found by the cops but since demons couldn’t risk exposure they had removed the body. A little thing like no evidence wasn’t going to put O’Donnelly off though. 
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    She was tempted to pull the knife. Instead she climbed in to the passenger seat. She prayed no one from the club saw her. If Greta thought she was a grass, she would end up like Kurt. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
    “No boyfriend tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Not tonight,” she muttered, “What is this all about?” 
 
    “I know that the two of you are up to something. And I’m willing to look the other way, if you help us get Greta.” 
 
    Mackenzie couldn’t help but smile, “In other words, you don’t have anything on her. I hate to disappoint you but I’m not going to grass anyone up. And if you had any evidence that me and Taryn were doing anything illegal then we would be in a jail cell by now.” 
 
    O’Donnelly’s jaw tensed. She had him and he knew it. 
 
    He stopped outside her apartment, “This is your one and only chance, Miss Murphy. Because when I do get the evidence I will arrest you both and with great pleasure.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” she said. She got out of the car and slammed the door behind her. 
 
    Watching him drive away, her feelings were conflicted. She was never going to give Greta up but could she really stand by and let Kurt die? If he got away and out of the country then O’Donnelly couldn’t get information from him and Greta couldn’t kill him.  
 
    With a deep sigh, she turned and headed back toward the club.  
 
    The place was in darkness when she arrived. She didn’t want to use the door and risk the alarm going off so she headed for the window to the store room. For some reason, they had failed to wire that window for an alarm and since the latch was broken, it was easy to pry it open. Forgetting a window like this could mean the difference between being suspected of crimes and actually getting caught. What if O’Donnelly found this window and made an illegal entry? Would it hold up in court to send Greta to prison? She didn’t know, but the window came in handy tonight and if she was careful, no one would ever know she’d used it. 
 
    Lowering herself into the room she stopped to listen for signs of life. She had no idea if anyone was still here and getting caught was not going to be something she could explain. 
 
    The building was eerily quiet and she was beginning to have second thoughts about this.  
 
    Get a grip. You can’t let him die. 
 
    The fact that she had doubts at all worried her. She was spending too much time around criminals. Or demons. Neither much better than the other. 
 
    The light was still on in the secret room. She crept to the door and put her ear against the panel, listening. It was as quiet as a tomb and she wished immediately she could take that thought back. Like the rest of the building, the room was quiet. Carefully, she turned the knob and opened the door, prepared for an attack from the other side. What she wasn’t expecting to find was an empty room. 
 
    There was an overturned chair and some rope, but little else. They had either moved him or killed him already. She was too late.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    When Taryn pulled off the road in the middle of the desert, Mackenzie knew she was up for another training session.  
 
    Endless sand stretched out ahead of them into the horizon. It looked so barren. What could they possibly do out here that they couldn’t in the city? 
 
    “I thought you said we were going on a road trip? What are we doing here? Let me guess. Sandworms? Graboids?” 
 
    “What the hell is a Graboid?” he asked.  
 
    “Forget it. So why are we here?” 
 
    “Spell casting.” 
 
    “Seriously? Me?” 
 
    “You’re a King aren’t you?” He swung his long legs out of the car. 
 
    “Actually I’m a Murphy,” she muttered. Apart from a few physical attributes she didn’t share anything with her dad. Sure she had performed the spell at the graveyard back in East Falls, but Taryn had helped her with that. And it had almost killed her so it wasn’t a great first try. 
 
    He pulled a bag from the trunk and walked into the desert. Mackenzie jogged after him wondering how long this was going to take. She worried that O’ Donnelly knew more than he was letting on. She had seen what prison was like for her mother and she didn’t want to end up there. 
 
    But then Greta had been getting away with stuff for years, she knew how to cover her tracks. She was sure she had her fair share of bodies buried. 
 
    “How far in are we going?” she called to Taryn. 
 
    “Just a couple of miles,” he said. 
 
    “Miles!” she cried. 
 
    Bright sunlight beat down on them and she knew that Taryn had to be dying in the leather jacket he still wore. 
 
    “Don’t you sweat?” she asked. She was wearing a t shirt and it was already soaked in sweat.  
 
    “Extreme temperatures don’t really affect me. I think I have Pyron blood in me.” 
 
    “They’re fire starters right?” 
 
    “You tell me, you’re supposed to be learning about them.” 
 
    God, he was so irritating. She was never going to make it out of this desert alive. If the heat didn’t get her, she was bound to blow herself up with a spell. 
 
    Taryn glanced back at her. He tossed her a bottle of water, which she caught. 
 
    “Thanks,” she muttered. She unscrewed the cap to take a drink. 
 
    “No, don’t drink it,” Taryn cried. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    He took the bottle from her, “Its paraffin for the fire.” 
 
    “Fire! You want to light a fire in this heat?” 
 
    “It gets cold out here at night.” 
 
    “How long are we going to be out here?” She had no intention of spending the night out here.  
 
    “Enough with the questions,” he said. 
 
    Nope, she definitely wasn’t going to survive this. 
 
    Nearly an hour later, Taryn stopped beside two large boulders protruding from the barren desert floor. 
 
    “This looks like a good spot.” 
 
    “Great,” she said, dropping onto the sand in the shadow of the boulders. She was so thirsty.  
 
    Unzipping his bag, Taryn removed supplies. She saw him take a sip from a canteen. 
 
    “You do have water,” she croaked, “Give me some.” 
 
    “I can’t. You need to be weakened before you can start your trial.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Young Kings must go through magical trials before they can cast spells. They have to prove themselves worthy and it can reveal how strong they are. Some don’t have any ability to cast spells.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you tell me this before we got here?”
“You wouldn’t have gone through with it.” 
 
    “Why do I have to?” 
 
    “You need every weapon you can get to use against the demons.” 
 
    With effort she struggled to her knees and leaned against one of the boulders. Being able to cast spells would be good. Maybe she could turn Taryn into a bug. 
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Right now, prepare yourself. We have to wait until nightfall to begin.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. How was she supposed to prepare for this? Deep breathing? She tried a little of that but it made her sleepy. She tried to imagine what the other Kings must feel as they learned, which led her to wonder what it would have been like if she was raised by both parents. She would have known about her heritage, been taught all this from an early age. What was it going to be like when she had her own kids? 
 
    Whoa, where did that thought come from? She had never given much thought to kids and the future. From what she had read in Taryn’s books, if she did have a kid with a human father then it was unlikely to have any abilities. Too diluted.  
 
    That was probably for the best. It would be safer for the kid.  
 
    As the hours passed, Mackenzie’s stomach began to growl. She was starving. 
 
    “I take it I’m not allowed food either,” she asked. 
 
    “No,” came the curt reply. 
 
    The harder she tried not to think of food, the more she thought about it. She was daydreaming about a big, juicy hamburger with extra onions, when Taryn shook her. 
 
    “I’m awake,” she said. 
 
    “The sun’s almost down. Time to begin.” 
 
    Following his directions, she sat cross-legged in front of the fire. As the sun set, he reached over and dabbed something wet and sticky to her forehead. 
 
    “What exactly is going to happen?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s different for everyone.” 
 
    As she waited, Taryn drew symbols in the sand around her. When he was done, he handed her a vial of liquid.  
 
    “More paraffin?” she joked. 
 
    “No, this will put you in a trance.” 
 
    “Oh. Is it safe?” 
 
    “Trust me.”  
 
    It was just a figure of speech but she hesitated. After a second she took the vial and knocked it back. It tasted worse than paraffin. 
 
    While she waited for the liquid to take effect, her eyes were drawn to the fire. As she watched the flickering flames, she began to feel lightheaded. Then her whole body went numb, until she couldn’t feel it anymore. She felt as though she was floating. Soon nothing was left but the crackling fire. 
 
    “Kenzie? Can you hear me?” His voice seemed to come from far away. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, her voice slurred. 
 
    “The first part is the hardest. You may see things but nothing can hurt you. You need to try and connect with the demon part of you.” 
 
    She wanted to ask him how but she didn’t seem to be able to move her lips anymore. 
 
    The fire became brighter and she closed her eyes against it. When she opened them she was alone in the desert.  
 
    Taryn and the fire were gone and she was standing in the darkness.  
 
    “Taryn?” she called. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Was this normal? God, she was looking for normal in her world? No chance. 
 
    Okay what did he say? Connect with her demon side. What a load of crap.  
 
    Alone in the desert was no place she wanted to be and she turned, picked a direction and started walking. Taryn was right about it being cold. She rubbed at her arms trying to warm herself up. 
 
    After an hour of wandering, she stopped. She’d get nowhere like this. Time to change tactics. 
 
    “Can we just get this over with!” she yelled into the night. 
 
    Silence. From far away came a rumbling sound that became louder as it got closer. Within seconds the ground was shaking hard enough to knock her off her feet. On shaky legs, she tried to stand but something grabbed her ankle. Screaming, she was pulled beneath the sand. 
 
    Lashing out blindly, she struggled to get to the surface before she suffocated. It was no use. She was being pulled deeper and deeper underneath the desert. 
 
    Without warning the sand disappeared and she was freefalling. With a painful grunt, the wind was knocked from her lungs as she hit the hard surface. So much for not being able to get hurt. Lying jerk. 
 
    Dazed, she rolled onto her back. Darkness surrounded her. It was as though she was in a void or black hole where no light could penetrate. Her heart banged against her ribcage. It was one thing to be a demon, but to be in this nothingness was more than she could handle. Slowly, she realized shapes were beginning to come into focus. It wasn’t totally bereft of light after all. Frantically she glanced around. A cave. She was in a cave of some kind. 
 
    She could feel something breathing on the side of her face and scrambled to her feet. It was still too dark to identify it, but there was a large shape standing beside her. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she said, backing away. 
 
    “Who’s there?” a voice replied. At first she thought it was an echo but the voice was different, more solid than hers, yet stilted as though not used to talking. 
 
    There were gaps in the walls of the cave that let in vague light. Mackenzie moved further back, and it followed her. When it crossed into the light, Mackenzie gasped. 
 
    She was looking at a mirror image of herself. Except she didn’t have black eyes last time she checked. 
 
    “What are you?” she asked. 
 
    “What are you?” her doppelganger replied, cocking her head to the side. 
 
    “Oh, I get it. You’re the demon part of me right? This is some mystical vision. So what are we supposed to do? Fight it out Superman style?” 
 
    Her demon self looked confused.  
 
    “Does nobody get my references?” 
 
    Her other self moved in closer and started sniffing her. 
 
    “Yeah this isn’t awkward,” she pushed her back.  
 
    Not daring to take her eyes off her mirror self for more than a few seconds, Mackenzie scanned the walls looking for a way out. Nothing large enough came into view to allow her to escape. 
 
    “Is there a way out?” she asked. 
 
    “You have to see.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    When she turned around the cave had changed into her bedroom at the old house, where she had lived with her mom and Ray.  
 
    “This isn’t good.” 
 
    “Mackenzie!” Ray yelled. The bedroom door crashed open and he swaggered into the room. He looked like he did the day he had died. 
 
    “Worthless little brat,” he spat, slapping her across the face. 
 
    As she fell to the floor she saw herself in the mirror across the room. She was her eleven year old self again. 
 
    “It’s time that you learned that no one wants you. Your daddy didn’t want you, your mom doesn’t want you and I can’t wait to see the back of you.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” she screamed. 
 
    “Oh I will. You can stay in here and rot.” 
 
    He left the room and slammed the door behind him. She heard the key turn in the lock. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “No, let me out,” she cried running out the door. She kicked at it repeatedly but it wouldn’t budge. How could this be happening? She couldn’t be back here. 
 
    This was where it all began. Where she saw the Shadow for the first time. Where Ray died. Where her mom was taken away from her. It was present in every nightmare. 
 
    “Taryn! Help!” she cried. She had a feeling though that wherever he was, he couldn’t hear her.  
 
    “Come on, Mac. You don’t need to be rescued. You can do this.” 
 
    Wherever she was, it wasn’t real. She paced the room. Taryn said she had to connect with her inner demon. But how? Use her abilities? 
 
    She tried calling the Shadow. Nothing happened. Okay, what was the demon part of her? 
 
    “Now you’re asking the right question.” 
 
    Her doppelganger was back. This time she was in the mirror.  
 
    “Care to share?” 
 
    “You still think of yourself as human. You have no idea what you are capable of.” 
 
    “I am part human.” 
 
    “You need to see.” 
 
    She let out a frustrated cry, “See what?” 
 
    Her doppelganger reached through the glass and pulled her closer. “See.” 
 
    The reflection disappeared to be replaced by a war zone. She saw demons tearing each other apart on the battlefield in utter carnage. And at the head of the army, she saw herself charging forward with a sword cutting down everything in her path. 
 
    “This is the final war.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean final?” 
 
    “This war will end the King and Duke feud forever.” 
 
    “Who wins?” 
 
    “Both, neither. It doesn’t matter. The question is: are you ready to accept your destiny?” 
 
    “Wait, you’re saying that I take on an entire army?” 
 
    “Only if you accept your demon side as part of you.” 
 
    “And what happens if I don’t?” 
 
    “You’ll die.” 
 
    “Great choices. Look I didn’t choose to be like this. And I got along fine before.” 
 
    “Without your demon side you can’t hope to protect yourself or your family.” 
 
    She thought of her mom and grandparents. Everything that Taryn was teaching her was to help take care of them. To learn to be a stronger demon. But she had seen what the others were like. Sebastian, Lucien even Taryn. She wasn’t going to turn into a monster like that. But she could still use the Shadow and learn to be a better fighter.  
 
    “Fine, okay. I’m a demon, I accept it,” she said, without much conviction.  Whatever her double wanted to hear. She had been using her ability her whole life, she knew what she was but she didn’t have to be happy about it. 
 
    Her doppelganger attempted to rejoin with her but was thrown back by some kind of invisible force.  
 
    “Something is blocking you. You need to deal with it or you will be vulnerable.” 
 
    “Kenzie!”  
 
    The room around her disappeared and she was back beside the fire. Taryn was shaking her. 
 
    Pushing him away she sat up. 
 
    “What the hell happened? I couldn’t wake you,” Taryn said. He actually looked worried, she was surprised to see. 
 
    “I have no idea. Can I have some water now?” 
 
    He handed her the canteen and she gulped it back.  
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “It was weird. My demon side told me that I’m going to start a war.” 
 
    “A war?” 
 
    “Yeah, between the Dukes and Kings and she called it the war that would end the fighting for good.” 
 
    “This was your demon side telling you this?” 
 
    She nodded and took another drink of water. “What do you think it meant?” she asked. 
 
    “It could have been a premonition.” 
 
    “Oh come on.” 
 
    “I told you it would show you how strong you were and what you could face in the future.” 
 
    “Strong enough to take on an army? Me?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “Let’s test your casting abilities.” 
 
    Mackenzie groaned. 
 
    Taryn reached out to the fire and muttered a spell. Then he plunged his hand into the flames. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” she cried, trying to pull his arm back. 
 
    He removed it himself and she was surprised to see no damage to his arm. She was more surprised to see the ball of fire he held in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Your turn.” 
 
    “What? No way.” 
 
    “Kenzie you have to try. Repeat after me,” he said, dousing the fireball. 
 
    She repeated the spell several times until she was sure she had it.  
 
    “Now reach into the fire.” 
 
    She reluctantly reached out toward the flames, her mind screaming at her, this is never going to work. 
 
    As her fingers brushed the flames she braced herself for the pain but it didn’t come. Her hand passed harmlessly through the fire. 
 
    “This is insane,” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Now grab a fireball.” 
 
    In trepidation, she cupped her hand around a flame and slowly removed her hand. 
 
    “I did it!” she cried, right before the ball sparked in her hand and burnt her palm. She let out a yell and Taryn doused her hand in water. 
 
    “How bad is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it just singed me, I’m fine.” 
 
    “What else happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Apparently there is something blocking my demon side.” 
 
    “Well you need to unblock it fast. Okay, so the spell casting needs work. Can you still call the Shadow?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Then do it,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “We need to know the extent of this. We don’t need any surprises if we are attacked.” 
 
    “What good will calling it do?” 
 
    “I want to see if you can control it. Stop being afraid of it.” 
 
    In Latin, she called the Shadow. The fire flickered, throwing shadows across the desert floor. One of them separated from the rest and hovered over the fire. 
 
    It was waiting for her orders.  
 
    Glancing at Taryn, she said, “What should I…?” Before she could finish, the Shadow flew at Taryn, knocking him on his back. 
 
    “No, stop,” she cried. 
 
    As though she hadn’t said a word, the Shadow dragged Taryn toward the fire by the leg. 
 
    Again, she muttered commands in Latin but it wasn’t working. Why wouldn’t it listen to her?  
 
    Taryn shouted something also in Latin and the Shadow dissipated. He sat up, dusting himself off. 
 
    “I guess that answers that question.” 
 
     “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know but you better figure it out fast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Taryn couldn’t sleep. Lucien was pacing the room, constantly talking. He hadn’t shown in the desert which was good but now he was back with a vengeance.  It wasn’t the only thing keeping him awake. The fact that Mackenzie couldn’t control her abilities was worrying but the vision she had was what really bothered him.  Wars were nothing new between the families but one so big that it would end the rivalry for good? It reminded him of the prophecy Cray had gone after. He had never gotten the opportunity to study it but Cray had told him about it. He had dismissed it, of course. Now though, he wondered if there was some truth to it. 
 
    “You know someone will find my body, sooner or later,” Lucien interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    “Trust me, when I buried you, I made sure the hole was real deep,” Taryn promised. 
 
    Lucien fell silent, brooding about that. Finally he said, “What do you think Father will do to you when he gets his hands on you?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, be thankful I did kill you. He wouldn’t have been as merciful as a knife to the back if he found out what you were up to.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. There isn’t a day of the week were one of our brothers isn’t plotting to overthrow him. The only reason he’s lasted this long is because he’s a devious bastard.” 
 
    “He has to be.” 
 
    “I only wanted what’s rightfully mine. Why the hell should he hold all the power? Duke leaders used to rule with no mercy. Everything was about the next battle. But him? He’s too busy with business lunches and parties. He’s weak.” 
 
    “If he is so weak then why didn’t you challenge him for leadership? Call him out?” 
 
    Lucien turned away. 
 
    “Because you knew he would wipe the floor with you. He may hide behind civility but he fights dirty and he would kill you in a heartbeat. If I hadn’t beat him to it.”  
 
    Lucien swore at him and Taryn laughed.  
 
    Mackenzie’s bedroom door opened and she looked out. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” she asked. 
 
    “No one, go back to sleep,” he replied. 
 
    Muttering something, she something and closed the door.  
 
    He needed to be more careful and learn to ignore Lucien. Pressing the pillow tight against his head, he tried to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “You’re telegraphing your punches,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    Taryn raised an eyebrow, “You’re giving me fighting tips?” 
 
    “Well you’re getting sloppy,” she replied, circling him. 
 
    Glaring at her, he lashed out. She easily dodged it, dropped and swept his legs from under him. He hit the mat, rolled back up and onto his feet.  
 
    “Losing your edge?”  
 
    “Shut up,” he muttered. He fought back a yawn as he grabbed his water bottle. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you lately?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I’m just tired.” 
 
    “The couch isn’t that bad is it?” 
 
    “Actually I find it difficult to sleep when I could be murdered at any minute.” 
 
    “Try sleeping pills,” she replied. 
 
    He grunted a reply. 
 
    “So do you think I’m ready to take on an army yet?”  
 
    “I don’t know why don’t we find one and test that theory.” 
 
    “What do you think it would be like?” 
 
    “Bloody and violent would be my guess,” he said, dropping onto the bench. 
 
    “No not the war. After. No more fighting.”
“There’ll always be fighting. Even if there were no Kings and Dukes there are other families. There is nothing that would ever unite them all. Except maybe death.” 
 
    “That’s real comforting, thanks.” He stood up, “Let’s go again.” 
 
    An hour later, Mackenzie headed back to her car. She glanced up and stopped short. Someone was standing fifty feet away, watching her. 
 
    He was close to seven feet tall, with bulging muscles, dark hair and a beard. He held a leash that was attached to the biggest dog Mackenzie had ever seen in her life. It looked like a cross between a Doberman and a tank. 
 
    It strained at its leash, thick saliva dripping from its lips to the sidewalk.  
 
    Mackenzie locked eyes with the man and he grinned to reveal a row of gold teeth. It was a frightening smile. Trying to appear nonchalant, she walked quickly to the car and climbed inside. 
 
    When she looked out the back window, the man hadn’t moved, but the dog was straining harder at the leash, salvia spraying everything around him. Even from inside the car she could hear the deep guttural noises it was making in its throat. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Taryn asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Creepy pimp guy and his dog. Guess I should be used to it living here.” 
 
    Taryn adjusted the mirror to get a look for himself. 
 
    “Shit.” He slammed the car into drive. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Bounty hunter,” he said, before he swerved straight out into traffic without checking first that it was clear. 
 
    Mackenzie screamed as a minivan bore down on them. At the last second, the driver, a frazzled looking woman in her forties, slammed on the brakes stopping a few inches away from Mackenzie’s side of the car. The woman blasted the horn in anger but Taryn had already sped off, weaving in and out of traffic. 
 
    “Taryn,” she cried, as he narrowly avoided a bike messenger. He took a hard right, straight through a stop sign. 
 
    “Damn it Taryn, he was on foot. He’s hardly going to catch up to us.” 
 
    “He won’t, but the dog will. It was a damn hellhound. They can track a scent for miles. I hope to God it didn’t get ours.” 
 
    “A hellhound? Hellhound? Sure, why not? Just another typical Tuesday. Do you have a plan?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. After another twenty blocks he took a sharp turn into an alley, stopping halfway and turned to look out the back window. 
 
    “What are we doing?” 
 
    “Waiting. If it didn’t get our scent then we’re okay, but if it did, then we can’t risk leading it home.” 
 
    They sat in silence; the only sound was their breathing as they waited to see if it appeared. The minutes ticked by. 
 
    “Okay, I think we got lu...” he stopped talking as the dog appeared at the mouth of the alley. It raised its head and sniffed the air hungrily. Then it looked right at them and Mackenzie swore she saw it smile. Taryn swore. 
 
    “Here’s the plan. I’m going to get out of the car. You get behind the wheel,” he said. 
 
    “You’re getting out? Are you crazy?” 
 
    The dog was slowly making its way towards the car, toying with them, trying to draw them out. 
 
    “Kenzie that thing could rip your head off without even breaking stride. For once, do as I say. I’ll lead it away, you get out of here.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she nodded as she glanced back at the dog. 
 
    When Taryn slipped out of the car, Mackenzie scrambled into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Hey Fido,” he called, “Come get me.”
He teleported in close to it. It snapped at him, but he teleported again, further down the alley. 
 
    The dog loped off after him. Ignoring Mackenzie it bumped the side of the car and she felt it rock. Once it was far enough away, Mackenzie put the car in reverse. She backed out of the alley. Just before she reached the street she slammed on the brakes. 
 
    “Screw it,” she sighed. She put it in drive and headed after Taryn.  
 
    The alley opened up onto an abandoned lot. Taryn teleported out of the dog’s reach. He glanced up when he heard the car approach and the hellhound took the opportunity to attack. Taryn fell under its weight, straining with every muscle in his body to hold the jaws as they snapped at his head.  
 
    Without a second thought, she tromped on the accelerator, blasting the horn as she careened toward them. The hellhound looked up and Taryn rolled out of the way. She hit it head on. Her head banged against the side of the door as the car made contact. With a lurch the car rolled over it, bouncing her around in the car like a rag doll.  
 
    “Are you okay?” She yelled as she slammed on the brakes and tore out of the car.  
 
     “Stop!” he said. 
 
    The sound of panic in his voice halted her mid-stride. A mass of blood and fur bathed the ground at her feet. As she stared, it began to move.  
 
    Taryn’s shirt was shredded and stained with blood but he struggled to his feet.  
 
    A growl emitted from the mass as it began to unfurl. It reformed, bones cracking back into place. She watched in horror as the thing rearranged itself and before she could blink was back to its original shape. With a deep growl, it launched itself at Mackenzie.  
 
    Taryn’s yell saved her life. She stumbled backward as Taryn launched himself at the hellhound’s legs and dragged it back. 
 
    “Go!” he screamed. 
 
    She took a step towards the car. Instead of firm ground, she stepped into a quagmire as a hole, swirling with smoke opened before her. Hot sulphurous wind blew upward pulling her toward the vortex. She threw herself onto the ground. Taryn was busy fighting with the hellhound, he couldn’t help her. She desperately tried to find something to grab hold of but there was nothing to stop her. She dug her fingers into the dirt.  
 
    As she reached the edge, Taryn heaved the hellhound the open hole. With a yelp, it was sucked in and instantly the hole closed. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she cried. 
 
    “A portal. To hell.” 
 
    His legs gave way and he collapsed on the ground. Mackenzie pulled him to his feet, helping him into the car. Silently she prayed the car would start. After hitting that massive form, she wasn’t sure it was drivable. The car started and seemed no worse for the wear. She just hoped no one had seen what had just transpired.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    They returned to the apartment building. Mrs. Bainbridge, the manager was in the hallway. 
 
    “I don’t want to know,” she said, going back inside her apartment. 
 
    Once they were up in the apartment, Mackenzie fetched the first aid kit.  
 
    Taryn took what was left of his shirt off, wincing at the sharp pain. These wounds wouldn’t heal as fast as his other wounds.  
 
    “You were supposed to leave,” Taryn said, when Mackenzie returned. She opened the kit and pulled out some gauze. 
 
    “If I had, that thing would have eaten you.” 
 
    She broke out the iodine and began cleaning the wounds. He stared at her face while she worked. He had seen full demons run screaming from a hellhound. Yet she had willingly headed towards it.  
 
    “Now she has your shirt off. Guess she got sick of waiting for you to make the first move. She’ll be inviting you into her bed next,” Lucien said. 
 
    Taryn was really getting sick of his brother. He closed his eyes.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Just tired.” 
 
    “Maybe you should rest. You can use my bed if you want.” 
 
     “Told you,” Lucien crowed. 
 
    “It’s fine, I’ll lie on the couch.” 
 
    She bandaged the wounds as best she could and he stretched out on the couch.  
 
    “What about the bounty hunter? Will he be able to track us down?” 
 
    “He found us at the dojo, he probably knows exactly where we are but he can’t get past the spells. That’s why I was so eager for you to learn magic. If you did, then you could set the perimeter spells yourself when I’m gone.” 
 
    “What do you mean gone?” 
 
    “You don’t expect me to stay here forever, do you? I’ll find a place to go eventually and you need to learn to fend for yourself.” 
 
    “Well I can try again. Teach me another spell.” 
 
    “I’m injured enough; I wouldn’t want to be blown up by you too.” 
 
    “Funny,” she said glaring at him. Next time I think I’ll just let Fido use you as a chew toy.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll show you something later. Let me rest for a while.” 
 
    She seemed content with that. Lucien stepped into view, a smug grin on his face.  
 
    “I wouldn’t get too comfortable.” 
 
    When Mackenzie headed into her room, Taryn asked, “What is your obsession with me and her? There is nothing between us.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I’m not blind.” 
 
    “No you’re just insane and psychotic.” 
 
    “Live in denial then.” 
 
    Taryn turned away from him and closed his eyes. He forced himself to block him out. 
 
    The next thing he knew, Mackenzie was shaking him awake. 
 
    “How long was I out?” he muttered. 
 
    “About an hour and a half but you kept thrashing around.” 
 
    He didn’t feel rested at all. His dreams had been filled with screams and blood. He didn’t know if that was courtesy of Lucien or just from being who he was. 
 
    “It’s time to set the perimeter spells,” she said. 
 
    With a nod, he stood up. She led the way down to the alley. Night had fallen outside and it was hard to see. They paused at the edge of the alley and Taryn began scattering powder along the ground. Mackenzie watched him work. She would glance over her shoulder every few seconds to check nothing was sneaking up on them. The alley was mostly in darkness, but he knew the spell was keeping any nasties at bay. 
 
     “Repeat after me,” he said. 
 
    He incanted in Latin and she copied him. The powder glowed and spread around the building.  
 
    “That’s it?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s one of the spells I use. It has to be reset every twelve hours but it will keep demons from finding the building. It’s like a cloaking device. It doesn’t work if they’ve already been here though.” 
 
    As quickly as he could, he showed her a few of the demons traps too. She caught on quick but he was still worried about her performing them by herself after what happened in the desert. 
 
    She had to be ready to look after herself. She was definitely getting stronger though.  
 
    He just had to hope she was ready by the time he left.
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “So who is this Taryn guy really?” Rhonda asked.  
 
    “Just someone I’m helping out. I owe him,” Mackenzie replied, taking a sip of her latte. They were seated in a food court at the mall. Being near a college campus, the place was crowded with students. 
 
    Rhonda had organized a shopping trip for the two of them but Mackenzie knew she was only using it as an excuse to find out what was going on. 
 
    She didn’t blame her, especially after she had shown up on Rhonda’s doorstep in the middle of a complete meltdown after everything that had happened in East Falls. Then she had stopped calling Rhonda to avoid questions. She hated lying so it was easier simply to stay away. 
 
    “I know about owing someone, honey and I don’t want you doing something that you don’t want to.” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that Rhonda; I’m just letting him crash on my couch.” 
 
    She raised a cynical eyebrow, “Is he hot?”  
 
    “He’s...I...I don’t think of him that way,” Mackenzie stuttered. 
 
    “That’s a yes then. Trust me Mac, the sooner you get this guy out of your life, the better.” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that,” Mackenzie said with a sigh. 
 
    It killed her to lie to Rhonda but what could she tell her? He’s helping me fight demons? 
 
    “Make it simple. Does he have something on you? Is that it?” 
 
    “No, he saved my life.” 
 
    That shocked Rhonda, “How? And why did your life need saving?” 
 
    “It’s a long story and it’s not as exciting as it sounds.” 
 
    A manicured hand reached out and gripped Mackenzie’s fingers. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I met this guy in East Falls.” 
 
    “Where your dad was?” 
 
    “Yeah. This guy was...let’s just say a little unstable. He got violent and Taryn got me away from him.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    The memory of the pain from the knife in her back flooded her mind and for a few seconds she didn’t say anything. Finally, she grinned. “Please, it’s me you’re talking to. I kicked his ass.” 
 
    “Then why did you need saving?” 
 
    “He caught me off guard. I didn’t get hurt but it was close.” 
 
    With trembling hands, Rhonda pulled a cigarette from her purse and tried to light it.  
 
    “You can’t smoke in here,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    Frustrated, Rhonda yanked the cigarette out of her mouth and tossed it onto the table, “Damn it, Mackenzie, I thought you were smarter than this. Why would you get involved with someone like that?” 
 
    “I didn’t know what he was like at first.” 
 
    “And Taryn? How does he fit into this little puzzle? He just happened to be riding by on his white horse at the time?” 
 
    “No, he’s the guy’s brother.” 
 
    “Great, crazy has a brother. Get him out of your apartment, Mac,” 
 
    “I will,” she promised. 
 
    When Mackenzie came home from shopping, she found Taryn sprawled out on the sofa watching talk shows. 
 
    “You’re watching TV?” she asked, incredulously. 
 
    “It’s a distraction,” he muttered. 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he grunted, his eyes never leaving the screen. She wondered if he was still recovering from the hellhound attack. His wounds had healed slower than they did after the Pariah attack but he said that was normal. 
 
    “God, after only a couple of hours in front of the idiot box, you’re already a zombie.” She dumped her bags on the counter. “You know instead of hanging around the apartment all day, you might consider getting a job.” 
 
    “A job? As what?” he scowled. 
 
    “There’s a job at the club—bouncer? I could put in a good word for you.” 
 
    “If you need money, I can get you money.” 
 
    “It’s not about the money. It would be a distraction for you.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    Well that was that. She would have to come up with a good excuse to tell Greta. 
 
    “Does your club always play that loud dance music?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you learn to tune it out.” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. Finally he said, “Yeah, okay. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Great, you start tonight.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Taryn sat opposite Greta in her office, as she sized him up. He had his own thoughts about her, a cold bitch to be sure, but he respected that. It was necessary in her line of work. 
 
    “Do you have any experience working as a bouncer? It can get bad in here some nights.” 
 
    “I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I remember.” She was silent for a moment, “Go see Frank. He’ll sort you out.” 
 
    Taryn rose from the chair to leave. 
 
    “One more thing. I expect discretion from my staff and loyalty. Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Taryn said with a forced smile.  
 
    Lucien was outside the office waiting for him.  
 
    “Loyalty? You don’t know the meaning of the word,” he sneered. 
 
    Taryn walked out into the club where the music blissfully drowned Lucien out. 
 
    Frank was over six feet, a burly man with a serious face and a bald head. He showed Taryn where his uniform was, and then spent the rest of the night demonstrating choke holds. 
 
    Taryn couldn’t hear half of what he was saying, so he just nodded along.  
 
    Once Lucien realized he couldn’t be heard, he moved over to the bar to Mackenzie. Lucien stood behind her as she set up drinks, looking over her shoulder at Taryn. He grinned and put his hands around her throat.  
 
    Taryn was across the room in seconds. He got to the bar and stopped when he remembered Lucien wasn’t corporal. He couldn’t hurt her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mackenzie asked, looking alarmed. 
 
    Enjoying himself, Lucien mimed hitting her.  
 
    “Taryn!” Mackenzie said, waving a hand in front of his face. 
 
    He shook his head, “Nothing.” 
 
    Frank gave him a curious look when he returned to the door.  
 
    “Hey man, I get wanting to be with your girl, but don’t get crazy on me,” he said. 
 
    “No, I just forgot to tell her that her mom called earlier,” he lied. 
 
    “Word of advice, never get into the middle of a mother/daughter argument.” 
 
    He went on to tell Taryn about the exploits of his wife and mother-in-law. 
 
    Taryn was still a little thrown by the ‘your girl’ comment. He had forgotten everyone here thought he and Mackenzie were dating. Everyone seemed to get that impression about them anyway. Personally he didn’t see it. A King and a Duke together? Never in a million years. But it was a good cover.  
 
     The only reason he had helped her was because Cray had asked him to. Plus he had needed her to kill Lucien.  
 
    It had been a shock finding Cray on the ground like that back in East Falls with the Pariah clawing at him. He really thought it would have taken a lot more than the Pariah to kill him. But then he was weak still from the battle with the Dukes. Taryn had helped him break into a Duke compound looking for some old text. The prophecy as it turned out, although Taryn didn’t know that at the time. They were made and it had taken everything Cray had to get them out of there. Cray had hidden the prophecy before he died and Taryn had no idea where it was. 
 
    The only way there would ever be an end to the war was if all the clans were wiped out. Hate was bred into them from birth. It had taken him a while to see past Cray’s King blood and to start trusting him. Kenzie’s too. 
 
    Cray’s last words to him had been ‘save her.’ 
 
    He guessed he had more than fulfilled the promise by now. But she had saved him too. In more ways than one. All this time on the run he had never thought much about the future. Now though, he realized he wanted a life of his own. Away from demons. He just had to find a way to get rid of Lucien, once and for all. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie felt a cold chill up her spine and turned to find its source. The bar was warm and there was no draft that she could feel. It had been happening all night. She kept getting the impression that there was someone behind her. 
 
    I’m just being paranoid, she thought, but she made a mental note to ask Taryn if there were invisible demons. Or ghosts. That thought freaked her out. There were plenty of people she would be happy to never to see again. What was Taryn up to anyway, running across the bar like that? If he screwed up this job it was bound to come back on her. 
 
    He was so twitchy lately. She had been checking the books but she still couldn’t find any information on the curse. She didn’t even know where to start.  
 
    Near closing time, a group of young men in their twenties came in. They were talking loudly and once they were seated they grew louder, heckling the staff. 
 
    At closing time, Mackenzie went up to tell them it was time to move on. 
 
    “How about a lap dance first?” the leader, some frat boy with all American looks said, slapping a twenty on the table. 
 
    “Even if this was a lap bar, which it isn’t, you couldn’t afford me,” Mackenzie said. She grabbed the twenty and slipped it into her pocket. “Thanks for the tip though.” 
 
    The new girl, Tiffany, a perky blonde, wearing an incredibly tight tank top, cleared their glasses. 
 
    The frat boy started flirting with her. When she tried to walk away he clamped a hand around her wrist. 
 
    “Ow, let go of me,” she cried.  
 
    Mackenzie hurried towards them to intervene.  
 
    Frank and Taryn beat her there and before anyone could say a word, Taryn had the frat boy in an arm lock. Tiffany moved away, rubbing at her wrist.  
 
    Taryn frog-walked the troublemaker out the door. When Taryn let him go, the kid screamed obscenities the whole way, threatening to sue all of them.  
 
    “What was that about?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Just a couple of dicks from the campus,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “Did you see the new guy, Taryn? He’s hot,” Tiffany simpered. 
 
     “You mean Mac’s boyfriend?” Kenny asked, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Huh?” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “Taryn’s your boyfriend?” Tiffany scowled. 
 
    “Oh, yes. He is,” she said. 
 
    “How long have you two been together?” Tiffany asked, a scowl on her face. 
 
    “Not long. But we live together,” she added. She had no idea why she had told Tiffany that. Probably to see the look on her face that she now wore. 
 
    Someone like Tiffany wouldn’t last long here. If she was lucky some rich guy would come along and snap her up. If she was unlucky, she would end up at one of Greta’s strip joints. And not as a waitress. She believed she could have any guy she wanted. Just because Mackenzie had told her Taryn was her boyfriend meant nothing to her. In fact she would probably try harder to get him.  
 
    Wait until she gets to know him, Mackenzie thought, that’ll scare her off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    On the walk home, Taryn noticed how quiet Mackenzie was, which was unusual for her. She was always complaining about something. It drove him crazy. 
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Apart from the fact that we’re being followed?” she said softly. 
 
    When Taryn reached for his knife, she grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Relax, it’s the human variety. O’Donnelly is following us.” 
 
    Surreptitiously, Taryn glanced back to see a black SUV idling down the street.  
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    “He thinks I’m the weak link when it comes to Greta.” 
 
    “We don’t need him hanging around. Especially with that Spiro still on the loose. And the bounty hunter. I’m sure he’s pissed about losing his pet.” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him nicely to leave us alone then?” Mackenzie said.               
 
    “Maybe I should. I can be persuasive too.” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it. He’ll give up eventually. We don’t need any more trouble right now.” 
 
    “When exactly did it become ‘we?’” Taryn said. He stopped walking and glared at her.  
 
    “You said it first,” Mackenzie said with a shrug.  
 
    They stared at each other in silence. 
 
    “Are we going to stand here all night and argue pronouns?” Mackenzie said. 
 
    They resumed walking.  
 
    O’Donnelly tailed them all the way back to the apartment then drove slowly away. He was trying to intimidate them. 
 
    Once inside, Mackenzie collapsed onto the couch and closed her eyes. She was exhausted.  
 
    She felt the couch dip as Taryn sat down beside her. She meant to get up and go into bed but she was too tired. After a few minutes, she was sound asleep. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie was in the hall outside the kitchen door. She had heard the crashing and the screaming. She knew that someone was hurt on the other side of the door and she suspected it was her mother.  
 
    Was today the day that he went too far? The day that Ray killed her? 
 
    Reaching for the door she hesitated. All her instincts told her to run. She knew what was on the other side. Yet she still pushed it open and stepped inside. 
 
    The kitchen was empty. Spotless. There was no body. No blood.  
 
    Once in the middle of the room she called, “Mom?”  
 
    The door creaked closed behind her. She turned slowly on the spot. 
 
    Ray stood behind her, covered in blood. He was dead, she could tell by the glazed look in his eyes and the flies that buzzed around his head.  
 
    With a smug look that she used to hate so much on his face, he walked toward her. 
 
    What do you want?” she snapped. 
 
    “I missed you Mac. Did you miss me?” 
 
    “Not for one second.” 
 
    “Oh I don’t believe that. He pouted. “I bet you thought about me a lot over the years. After all it was your fault that I died.” 
 
    She shook her head, “No, you died because you were a psychotic bastard. I was a kid.” 
 
    “Is that what you tell yourself? You were a helpless kid and it was all the big bad Shadow’s fault? You gave the order; it was just doing what it was told.”He was right and it was something she had thought about over the years. But she was a child. When she said she wanted it to stop she never meant it to kill him. She didn’t know what she meant.  
 
    He moved in close to her, “It’s been a long time Mac. I’ve had time to think about what you did to me that night. To plot my revenge.” 
 
    “And haunting my dreams is the best you can do?” 
 
    A slow smile spread across his face, making him look insane. 
 
    “No, I have something much, much worse in mind. I’m coming back, Mac. And when I’m flesh and blood again, I’m going to rip you apart.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes, willing herself to wake up. This was a dream and she needed to wake up. Now. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Taryn jerked awake. He had fallen asleep. He was still on the couch and Mackenzie was beside him asleep, her head on his shoulder. She mumbled something, then moaned softly. 
 
    “Well isn’t this sweet,” Lucien cooed. 
 
    “Piss off,” Taryn hissed. 
 
    “And miss this?”  
 
    He swung a foot towards Mackenzie’s head. Taryn tensed, before he remembered again that he was incorporeal. 
 
    “Always that instinct to protect her. It must be love.” 
 
    “Give it up already. I spent years listening to you and all your lies.” 
 
    “Ah, but there’s the rub. I can’t lie. Everything I say is the truth.” 
 
    “That’ll be a change.” Taryn never knew that. It was a pity no one else could see him. He could’ve made him tell their father the truth about his plan to overthrow him. Lucien always was the ambitious one in the family. Each one wanted the throne but for most of them it was so they wouldn’t have to follow orders any more. Lucien believed he could do so much more. When he was younger he would subject Taryn to his self-righteous bullshit schemes. Dreams of wiping out all other demons and making the Dukes the only family left standing. He didn’t care how he did it either. Which was why the talisman was such an attraction for him. Unlimited power—every demon’s dream.  
 
    Except for Mackenzie. She could have had complete power over all demons, she could have ruled them all with her ability but she didn’t want it. She only performed the spell because she had no choice. He hadn’t given her one, and it almost killed her. 
 
    Lucien disappeared into the ether. Taryn tried to extract himself from Mackenzie. He lowered her onto the couch. She mumbled something but didn’t wake up. He covered her with a blanket and settled into the armchair for the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie, hovering in the doorway of the day room, watched her mother, who was sitting at a table putting a jigsaw puzzle together. 
 
    The hospital weirded her out but it was a lot better than prison. She had Taryn to thank for that. She had no idea how he had convinced someone to confess to the murder, she was just relieved to have her mother out of that hellhole. Taryn had assured her the man who had gone to prison was wanted for other murders as well. One more wasn’t going to make a difference to his sentence. Mackenzie sometimes questioned how she could want to be a lawyer and be okay with things like that, but she had grown up and worked with criminals. She knew there were always two sides to everything and sometimes it was necessary to bend the rules. She didn’t believe in innocent people suffering though. Especially people like her mother.  
 
    The dream of Ray was still playing over and over in her head. God, she hated him.  
 
    She had awoken on the couch this morning to find that Taryn had vanished again. No matter how many times he denied it, something was definitely wrong with him. She would deal with that later. Right now she had problems of her own. 
 
    “Hi, Mom,” she said. 
 
    “Hi sweetheart,” Annie said glancing up at her. “Sit down; I’m just trying to put this blasted thing together.” 
 
    Dressed in pajamas and a robe, her blond hair hung over her face as she studied the jigsaw. Mackenzie avoided looking at her wrists where the scars were still visible from when her mother had tried to kill herself. She had said that Sebastian had appeared to her, yelling at her about finding out he was a father. At the time Mackenzie had thought she was dreaming or hallucinating but now she realized it really had been him. He had driven her to it. Just another in a long list of reasons to hate him.  
 
    “I was talking to the doctor. He says that the meds they’re giving you seem to be working.” Maybe if she had been on them all along she wouldn’t have done something so stupid. 
 
    “Dr. Rossiter? He’s a good doctor. He listens to me. I do feel better.” 
 
    She certainly seemed calmer, more stable. Mackenzie didn’t want to rock the boat, but she was going to anyway. 
 
    “Mom, there’s someone here to see you.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Now I don’t want you to get upset. I asked them to come and I would like you to hear them out, please.” 
 
    Annie raised an eyebrow, “Well don’t keep me in suspense. Who is it?” 
 
    “Your parents.” 
 
    Her demeanor changed in an instant. She became agitated. 
 
    “No, Mac. I can’t see them. Please I don’t want them to see me in here, looking like this,” she said, indicating her clothes. 
 
    “Mom, you look fine. They really want to see you.” 
 
    She shook her head vehemently.  
 
    “Annie?” Mary had appeared in the room. 
 
    Annie’s eyes grew bigger and she froze. 
 
    Mary took a hesitant step forward, “Oh, Annie. It’s been so long.” 
 
    Annie’s mouth opened and shut, she didn’t seem to know how to react. 
 
    “Where’s Patrick?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    He walked into the room, his face unreadable. 
 
    “Daddy?” Annie whispered. 
 
    “Maybe this was a bad idea,” Mackenzie said. It was Patrick who had told Annie not to come back when she walked out all those years ago. He moved forward like a sleepwalker. 
 
    He engulfed her in a bear hug and Mary burst into tears. 
 
    “I’ll wait outside,” Mackenzie said. Maybe it would be okay. 
 
     She sat out in the waiting area. 
 
    Within five minutes, the yelling started. Mackenzie rushed back into the room. Patrick and Annie were yelling at each other. 
 
    “You always were irresponsible. It’s a wonder Mackenzie turned out as well as she did,” Patrick snapped. 
 
    “Don’t you talk to me about my daughter. God, you haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    “Hey!” Mackenzie yelled. 
 
    They turned to look at her. 
 
    “Enough already. This is not why I brought you here. If you can’t get on or at least try then I don’t want any part of this so called family.” 
 
    Annie looked sheepish, “Sorry baby.” 
 
    “Sort it out.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “You know you’re taking an awful big risk coming here. Cray was a King. You shouldn’t even be getting his stuff,” the keeper said. He was a puny little runt dressed in leather. His arms were etched in tattoos that marked him as the King keeper. 
 
    “Just open the door,” Taryn said. He didn’t have time for this little weasel’s rules.  
 
    He had left the apartment early that morning and drove into the desert. The Locker, as it was known, was located underground. A bunker which was guarded by a keeper, one for each family. Usually a low level flunky. This one was as low level as they came.  
 
    He unlocked the cage door and Taryn stepped into the gloom. When a demon died, his belongings were retrieved and stored for the family to collect. That way, humans wouldn’t stumble across anything they shouldn’t. 
 
    Taryn doubted that anyone would come for Cray’s stuff. He was as much of a traitor as Taryn. He located the boxes in the back and started sorting through them. When Sebastian died, the first time, Cray had inherited his stuff. He seemed to have kept it here too. There were books, personal items.  
 
    Taryn wasn’t sure there was anything that Mackenzie would want of his, but she could make use of the money he had. He found the bank account details for both Sebastian and Cray. Since Cray had no children that Taryn knew of, he guessed Mackenzie should get that money too. At least some good would come of it. 
 
    He took a few of the spell books that would be useful too. He had shown Mackenzie one of the perimeter spells the day before. It seemed to work fine at first but lost its power after only a couple of minutes.  He knew she was capable of more. He was guessing the problem lay in what happened with Sebastian. Or maybe the spell. He wasn’t sure but that she was unconsciously blocking her ability. He could understand it. He had been denying his own human blood since he had found out about it. His mother was a half-blood too, which had really shocked him. He never believed his father would go anywhere near a half-blood, never mind have a child with one. Had he loved her? Was that why he had broken his own rule? He laughed at that. His father wasn’t capable of love. That much he knew. No doubt he had used her and Taryn was just the unfortunate mistake that followed. 
 
    At the bottom of one of the boxes, he discovered an old parchment. This was the prophecy that had nearly killed them and weakened Cray.  
 
    Unrolling it, he read the prophecy. It was partially faded and had to be translated from the original Latin but from what he could decipher it said, 
 
    The war will begin and Fate will be rewritten. When two families unite to end the fighting forever.  
 
    That didn’t even make sense. How could the two families unite and be at war? He didn’t put much stock in prophecies. They could be interpreted hundreds of different ways. If there was a war he wasn’t likely to be around to see it. But if Mackenzie was going to lead it then he could at least make sure she had a fighting chance. 
 
    He stared at the parchment a second longer before he tore it to pieces. It was the reason Cray had died. No one else needed to see it and come up with their own meaning.  
 
    He had what he came for.  
 
     The keeper was watching him as he left. Taryn hesitated at the threshold. The keeper came up behind him, “Something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied. He teleported in behind the keeper and snapped his neck. No point in letting him run to his father and tell him he was here.  
 
    He locked the door behind him as he left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    When Mackenzie returned home, she found Taryn seated at the table with college brochures in front of him. 
 
    “I thought I threw those away?” They were always sending them in the mail.  
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Are you thinking of enrolling?” 
 
    “No, I went to college.” 
 
    “Lucky you. What did you study? Advanced brooding? A Masters in being a total dick? ” 
 
    “I was in contact with some people who knew Cray,” he said, ignoring the comment. “It turns out your father left money to his next of kin.” 
 
    “I don’t want it. I don’t want anything to do with him.” 
 
    “You wanted to go back to college, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll find another way.” She busied herself starting dinner. 
 
     “You start back next semester,” Taryn said, handing her a letter. “Your tuition is paid in full. You have to attend an interview beforehand.” 
 
    “What?” she snatched the letter from him. It was confirmation of her place.  
 
    “How dare you? You can’t just go behind my back and do this.” 
 
    “You said you wanted to go back.” 
 
    “Yes, but on my own terms, with my own money. I don’t need a handout.” 
 
    “It’s not a handout. It’s your money.” 
 
    “Just forget it. You wouldn’t understand.” She stormed into the bedroom and slammed the door. 
 
    How could he do this? She didn’t want to be reminded of Sebastian. His dying words had been to tell her she never should have been born. And it had hurt. More than she cared to admit. She had no idea what had happened to his body after East Falls. She assumed Taryn had removed it. All her energy had gone into forgetting about him. Her mother may have loved him, believed he was a good man once but she had never seen it. 
 
    Then why did he jump in front of the knife?  A voice in the back of her mind asked. She didn’t have an answer to that and it wasn’t like she could ask him. 
 
    After an hour of seething, she finally emerged from her room.  
 
    Taryn was watching another talk show. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I know you were trying to do something nice,” she said. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. As she walked away she heard him mutter something. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Taryn?” 
 
    “I said you have daddy issues.” 
 
    “Me? What about you?” Mackenzie snapped. 
 
    “I admit I have daddy issues. You ignore it and pretend it didn’t happen. You’re in denial.” 
 
    Mackenzie raised an eyebrow and put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    Angry now, she snatched the remote out of his hand and turned the TV off. 
 
    “No more talk shows for you. And if I need a psychology lesson I’ll take a psych class.” 
 
    “Well thanks to your dad, you have that option.” 
 
    Before she could thing of a suitably scathing comeback, there was a knock at the door. Mackenzie hurried to answer it. 
 
    An old man stood in front of her. He was nearly bald, with white hair, painfully thin with sunken eyes. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Mac,” he rasped. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she breathed, “Henry.” 
 
    “I take it you didn’t get my letter?” 
 
    “I got it and I’m not interested,” she said, her nails digging into the door frame. She hated him so much. Even more than Ray. At least Ray never hid the fact that he was a bastard. Henry seemed to have deluded himself into believing he was a decent human being. 
 
    “Mac, please, just hear me out. You owe me that.” 
 
    “I owe you! I owe you! Are you fucking crazy?” Mackenzie screeched, “I owe you nothing!” 
 
    She tried to slam the door in his face but he blocked it with his foot. 
 
    Taryn came up behind her. He grabbed the door and yanked it open. Putting himself between the two of them, he backed Henry out the door. 
 
    “It’s pretty clear you’re not wanted here. Now get lost.” 
 
    “Is this how it is, Mac? Getting your boyfriend to fight your battles for you? I remember you used to have more balls than that.” 
 
    “What was the alternative? Let you abuse me?” 
 
    “What?” Taryn barked. He grabbed Henry by the throat and backed him up to the railing. He held him so he was tipped back over it. If he let go, Henry would fall over it. 
 
    For a moment, she was tempted to let Taryn do what he wanted to him. He certainly deserved it. And she couldn’t deny the satisfaction she would feel to see him hurt. 
 
    “Taryn stop,” she said. 
 
    Taryn tightened his grip instead. Henry’s face turned purple. 
 
    “Stop!” she commanded. 
 
    Taryn relaxed his grip. He had no choice. It looked like her abilities still worked on him.  
 
    “It’s okay, Taryn. Go back inside, I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Please.” She didn’t like forcing him to do things. To use her ability on him. 
 
    He stepped back into the apartment, but lingered near the door. She guessed her ability was still on the fritz.  
 
    “Thank you,” Henry wheezed. 
 
    “Don’t thank me because I am seriously considering pushing you myself. I don’t know what you hoped to gain, coming here. Forgiveness? Closure? Well, you aren’t getting either. You sicken me, but you did give me something. You were the catalyst that made me stand up for myself.” 
 
    She pulled the switchblade she had taken from him all those years ago. She held it out to him. 
 
    “Take it. And do what I did. Walk away and never come back. I’m only going to give you one chance.” 
 
    He reached out slowly and took the knife. She saw anger in his eyes. 
 
    “You’re alone. And you deserve to be. Now get out of my life.” 
 
    She went back inside and closed the door. She was trembling from the encounter. 
 
    “You should have let me kill him,” Taryn said. 
 
    “He’s not worth it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Taryn stood on the dock with two of Greta’s henchmen, waiting for the ship to arrive.  
 
    The Diamond Sea docked as Greta’s town car appeared. The blue dress clung to her curves and as she walked, the metal briefcase at her side brushed against the flowing hem. 
 
    Taryn had no idea what they were unloading. He was simply following orders. The dock was quiet; a cold wind was blowing in.  
 
    Greta met with the captain while they kept watch. Other bouncers kept O’Donnelly busy across town. Taryn was sure he would sell his soul for the chance to catch Greta in the act. 
 
    Lucien stood a few feet away, talking the usual nonsense. His mutterings had become nothing more than white noise and Taryn, working on autopilot, was too tired to listen or care. 
 
    The run in with Mackenzie’s ex-foster father had pissed him off. After Mackenzie told him the story, he wished she had snapped his miserable neck, even though she assured Taryn she had gotten out before anything happened. 
 
    It just showed that sometimes humans were as bad as demons. Sometimes worse. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw movement. Turning his head slightly, he noticed someone crouched on a container fifty feet away. With a non-chalance he didn’t feel, he moved closer. That’s when he saw the tail whipping above its head.  
 
    Not here. Not now.  It was the Spiro again. There was no doubt about it, it was definitely tracking him.  
 
    “I’m just going to check the perimeter,” he told the others. 
 
    By the time he reached the container, the Spiro was gone. Climbing on top he had a bird’s eye view of the area.  
 
    He caught a glimpse of it as it slithered across the dock. If anyone else saw it…there were rules to be followed. Demons couldn’t be revealed. If a human did see it, the Spiro would kill that person. It should know better than to get so close to humans. What was it playing at? 
 
    Before it could get too far away, Taryn climbed down and hurried after it. 
 
    The Spiro’s intent, it appeared, was getting on the ship. Being in the open and then in the confined spaces of the ship, someone was going to see it. 
 
    Greta had emerged from the cabin minus the briefcase. Apparently, the deal was concluded and he glanced over at her for instructions. 
 
    “There are three crates below. Bring them up and load them into the van,” she said. 
 
    He had no choice but to go. If the Spiro was in the ship, he had to find it. He climbed up onto the deck and down into the galley.  
 
    The other two guys followed. They took the first crate. Taryn told them he could manage the second by himself. They found that amusing until he lifted it off the ground. 
 
    Once they were out the door, he dropped the crate. The demon was here somewhere. If he didn’t find it and destroy it, there could be a blood bath. 
 
    The ship groaned as something darted past him in the shadows. He unsheathed his knife. 
 
    Lucien leapt out at him, “Boo!” 
 
    Taryn slashed at him on reflex. The blade passed harmlessly through him. 
 
    “Juvenile as always,” Taryn snapped. 
 
    Lucien laughed wickedly. 
 
    He caught a glimpse of the demon up ahead and hurried after it. 
 
    “He’s over here,” Lucien called. 
 
    “Shut up,” Taryn hissed.  
 
    “Why? It can’t hear me. Unfortunately.”  
 
    He didn’t need Lucien distracting him. Spiro’s were difficult enough to kill.  
 
    As he stepped around more crates, something cracked under his foot. He glanced down. The remains of a large egg shell had disintegrated beneath his foot. Kneeling down, he picked up a piece and dabbed a little of the white powder inside onto his tongue. Spitting it out immediately, he groaned. It was a Spiro egg. The powder was toxic to some demons and worked as a hallucinogenic on others. Was this why the Spiro was here? It had eggs on the ship? Then why had it attacked the other night? The eggs were supposed to be protected. 
 
    He heard the other men return. Tucking the knife away he helped them with the other crate. Once they got rid of the merchandise he could come back and look for the Spiro.  
 
    The crates were loaded into a van. 
 
    “Take them to the warehouse,” Greta ordered. 
 
    Whatever was inside was too incriminating to have at the club, Taryn thought. He went to the van with the others but Greta stopped him. 
 
    “You ride with me,” she said. 
 
    He got into the back seat of the car with her, wondering what she wanted. 
 
    She got straight to the point, “Murphy. I need to know if she can be trusted.” 
 
    “You’re asking me?” 
 
    “Yes, because if she can’t be trusted then I’m going to have a problem with her.” 
 
    “She’s never done anything to betray you.” 
 
    “I have sources that say she’s been spending a lot of time with O’Donnelly. She seemed pretty cozy with him.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think. O’Donnelly is after her for something else. It has nothing to do with the club and it won’t come back on you. She would never flip on you. She’s loyal.” 
 
    Greta was silent as she took in what he had told her, “I hope not. I’d hate to lose a perfectly good bartender.” 
 
    Without another word, she dropped him off a few blocks from the apartment. Once she was out of sight, he punched a nearby wall. This whole O’Donnelly situation was getting out of hand. He wouldn’t hesitate to kill Greta or O’Donnelly if it came to it, but he knew how much attention it would draw. Maybe he could pay O’Donnelly a little visit. He doubted he would be able to scare him off but maybe he could do something to discredit him.  
 
    He decided to keep what Greta had said from Mackenzie. If she knew she would be distracted and they had enough problems right now. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Should we be doing this?” Mackenzie asked, “We don’t know what kind of security he has.” 
 
    Taryn strolled into O’Donnelly’s apartment letting the door close on her. 
 
    “But apparently you don’t care,” she muttered.  
 
    O’Donnelly’s apartment was minimalist. It was like no one lived here, if you ignored the take out cartons lying around the kitchen. Mackenzie tried to ignore the stale smell of leftover Chinese food.  No family photos or anything personal were apparent. He really was the job. Mackenzie felt kind of bad for him now, apart from the he could send her to jail for life part of course. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” she asked.  
 
    “Files. Anything that might be incriminating.” 
 
    Switching on his laptop that was lying on the coffee table, Mackenzie adjusted her gloves. If O’Donnelly knew someone had been in here, she didn’t want to leave fingerprints for him to find. This was risky, but if there was a chance O’Donnelly wasn’t bluffing then they needed to know about it. 
 
    There were a lot of files on the laptop but they were all password protected. Most of them had case file numbers. One of them stood out. 
 
    “Do you know what the Claven is?” she asked Taryn. 
 
    In two steps, he was across the room beside her.  
 
    “Delete it,” he said. 
 
    “Why, what is it?” 
 
    “Just delete it.” 
 
    It asked for the password again when she clicked on it. “I can’t, it won’t let me.” 
 
    With a growl, Taryn ripped the hard drive out and smashed it onto the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she cried. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he said. 
 
    “What’s the Claven?” 
 
    “O’Donnelly knows a lot more than he’s saying.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said, hurrying after him out of the apartment. “Taryn just tell me what it is.” 
 
    His abrupt half made her stumble into him. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, regaining his balance. “I thought the Claven died out years ago, but if O’Donnelly was looking into them then it’s possible they are still around.” 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “A society of demon hunters.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, they were formed in the middle ages, kind of similar to the Knights Templar. Factions of them carried on the line until the early nineteen hundreds. Then they were all wiped out.” 
 
    “Let me guess, by demons.” 
 
    “No one knows. The bodies were discovered at their base but when the man who found them returned with help all the bodies were gone.” 
 
    “Okay, so why would O’Donnelly be looking for them?” 
 
    “There are still conspiracy theory nuts out there who post things on the internet about them. If he’s looking at stuff like that then he is actually considering demons as a viable theory. He could have more files at work.” 
 
    She doubted O’Donnelly would share this stuff willingly with his colleagues or risk looking like a nut job at work, “I don’t think so. Besides we can’t exactly break into the police station. Are we at risk with the Claven?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, I’m sure they are all dead.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As Jeremiah dressed in his robes he thought of the evening ahead. Five of the seven were present in the drawing room already and he was sure he could convince Miller to show. He was the last obstacle in the way of greatness.  
 
    It has been years since he had stood on that dirt road and made his pact and tonight he would complete the ritual. Seven souls and he would be on an even playing field with demons. No more group hunts, he could take them one on one. 
 
    He thought of all the wasted years in between. His closest ally, Jacob, had acted as his counsel and had advised him to test the spell before they used it on themselves. He had been reluctant to do it as it meant sharing power with someone outside the group but it was fortunate he had listened. The ingredients they used were not exactly as described on the parchment. One herb in particular proved extremely difficult to acquire. 
 
    The substitute caused some unfortunate side effects. Namely madness.  
 
    In the end they had to eliminate the man. 
 
    The door opened and she came in. He found himself smiling but quickly composed himself. She was a maid. Beneath him. Yet she had also made this possible. 
 
    The herb they had been searching for only grew in a certain part of Europe. Where she was originally from. She had written to her relatives and asked them to send the herb to them.  
 
    She was beautiful though. And if she had been someone of standing then he would have pursued her. He avoided looking at her as she completed her duties. 
 
    “Will that be all, sir?” she asked, keeping her gaze on the floor. A stray lock of blonde hair had escaped her cap.  
 
    “Yes, you may retire for the evening. We are not to be disturbed.” 
 
    She left the room.  
 
    Shouts from the drawing room drew his attention and he hurried to see what was happening. Miller had no doubt shown his face and was causing trouble already. 
 
    The doors to the drawing room crashed open before he could reach them. 
 
    Thomas ran from the room, “It’s Jacob. Call a doctor, he’s collapsed.” 
 
    Jeremiah ran into the room to find Jacob gasping on the floor. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I believe it is his heart,” Robert said.               
 
    Jacob stopped moving. Robert checked for a pulse then shook his head. 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    “NO!” Jeremiah raged. They couldn’t complete the ritual without him. They had everyone’s blood including Millers.  
 
    “We will have to postpone the ritual.” 
 
    “No! We can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    He caught movement in the doorway and looked up to see the maid. She had heard the noise and had come to find out what had happened. 
 
    Her eyes met his. He beckoned her into the room. They needed seven. He wasn’t wasting any more time on this. Tonight they ascended.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie took a seat at the table where her grandparents and mother had already gathered. It was supposed to be a quiet dinner but to Mackenzie it felt like the war table.  
 
    Her mother looked uncomfortable in the clothes Mary had brought her, a pale blue blouse and dark blue slacks. Going from prison to the psych ward meant she didn’t have much in the way of personal possessions. Mackenzie had been trying to change that. She had bought her books and jewelry, things that were just hers.  
 
    She was glad that her grandparents were making the effort though. They managed some polite small talk while they waited for their food to arrive. 
 
    “How are things back in East Falls,” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “Good, the bakery is doing well.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Annie said, “I can’t believe you still have that crappy store.” 
 
    “Excuse me, that crappy store was what helped feed and clothe you for seventeen years,” Patrick said.  
 
    Mackenzie could feel the tension start to rise again. Patrick and her mother rubbed each other the wrong way. She couldn’t imagine the arguments they had when Annie was growing up. She never got to the awkward teen faze with her mother. That time was spent in foster homes.  
 
    “Has the doctor said anything about when you can leave that place?” Mary asked. 
 
    “He says the meds are working,” Annie said, “and it shouldn’t be long before I can leave.” 
 
    “Where are you going to live?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “With Mac of course,” Annie replied. 
 
    Mackenzie choked slightly on her salad starter. She had never thought about that. 
 
    “She has a one bedroom apartment,” Patrick pointed out. 
 
    “We can look for another place. Won’t that be great Mac? The two of us with our own place?” 
 
     “I, uh, yeah, she said, swallowing hard. “Let’s not worry about that now. Just focus on getting better.” 
 
    “A strange thing happened after you left town,” Mary said, trying to steer the conversation in another direction. Mackenzie was glad of the distraction. Live together? It wasn’t something she had even considered. Putting aside the constant threat of demons, she didn’t want to live with her mother, then immediately felt guilty for thinking it. 
 
    “Oh? What was that?” Annie said. 
 
    “Ed Black disappeared. His house was abandoned and they found his truck in the ravine.” 
 
    “Ed Black?” Annie said, “That’s who Sebastian was working with, when he came to town.” 
 
    A sour expression crossed Patrick’s face, “Over twenty years ago, I doubt this had anything to do with him.” 
 
    Mackenzie saw the look on her mom’s face and wondered, not for the first time, if she should tell her about Sebastian’s death. But how would she explain it?  
 
    She didn’t think she could do it. Part of her mom was still that teenage girl, waiting for the love of her life to return and run off into the sunset with her. Why shatter that? She was right though, it had everything to do with him.  
 
    You should have never been born.  Those words still haunted her. She needed to wipe him from her mind. Better that he was the ghost he was before she found him than the one that haunted her now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Laptop on her knees, Mackenzie pulled up the search engine and typed in the Claven. There had to be some mention of them. 
 
     There weren’t a lot of hits but the site listed at the top was called A History of Demon Hunters - the Claven 1517-1910. 
 
    Clicking on the site she was treated to eerie music played on what sounded like a harpsichord. Curtains parted to reveal a sitemap. She clicked on ‘tragic beginnings.’ 
 
    Demons have walked the earth for millennia, predating humans. For centuries they feasted on humans. In 1514, a group of demons attacked a camp slaughtering men, women and children. In order to spread fear they left one man alive to tell others about what happened. They hoped this would cause nearby villagers to panic and flee from populated areas where, they too, could be slaughtered.  
 
    But unbeknownst to the demons, when they left the man alive, they were signing their own death warrants. Edvard Miller, gathered a small army and returned to take on the demons. A huge battle ensued and despite being outnumbered, they managed to kill half the demons and drive the rest away. The men left standing, in later years, formed the original Claven, a secret society with the aim of ridding the world of demons. 
 
    Okay, so dramatic, she thought. She went back to the main page and clicked on 1910, the year the Claven were wiped out. 
 
    It was actually a descendant of Edvard’s who discovered the bodies. The Claven had recruited him and on his first visit to their home in London, and he found them all dead around a large wooden table. When he returned with the police all the bodies had disappeared. 
 
    That didn’t mean they were dead though. Maybe they worried that the demons were getting too close and they had spread a rumor of their death so they could work in secret. Because let’s face it, for a secret society, a lot of people seemed to know about them. Including the site owner. 
 
    The contact page named the owner as Lord Claven. There was an email address.  
 
    Mackenzie sent a quick email to him, Hi, I was looking at your site and I would like to know more about the Claven. I found some old letters that explain what actually happened in 1910. Is it possible to meet? Mackenzie. 
 
    He probably wouldn’t reply but it was worth a shot. She decided not to mention it to Taryn until she knew more. He hadn’t reacted too well before. 
 
    She was surprised when there was a reply almost instantly. She opened the email, Greetings. I would be very interested in seeing these letters. It is important that we meet.  
 
    He included an address.  
 
    Okay, how was she going to do this? She spied all the junk Taryn had stacked on the table. Going through it she found some old parchment. It was in Latin but it would do. She doubted this guy could read Latin. If he asked what it said she would just have to make something up. 
 
    She emailed him back, One hour? 
 
    His reply was just as fast, I’ll be waiting. 
 
    Tucking the parchment into her jacket she grabbed the car keys, scribbled a note to Taryn saying she would be back soon and headed out. 
 
    When she arrived at the apartment she wasn’t surprised when the door was answered by an overweight guy in his twenties with thick glasses and a gaming microphone attached to his ear. 
 
    “Mackenzie?” he asked. 
 
    “Lord Claven?” she said. 
 
    He looked embarrassed, “It’s just a handle. I have to bail out.”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    He pointed to the microphone, “Because there’s a girl here. Yes, a real one.” 
 
    Pulling the microphone out, he stepped back to let her in.  
 
    She reluctantly stepped inside. It was geek nirvana. He had a fifty inch plasma hooked up to several gaming systems, along with a hard drive. Soda cans and fast food wrappers littered the place. 
 
    “Sorry about the mess,” he muttered. “Did you being the letters?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not going to hand them over unless I’m sure you are serious about this. If this is just some stupid fantasy website you have set up…” 
 
    “No, it isn’t I swear. Everything I have is the real deal. Hang on,” he said; disappearing into the other room which she assumed was the bedroom. 
 
    He returned with a box and set it on the table.  
 
    “I bought all this stuff at a garage sale two years ago. There’s letters, diaries and old trinkets from back in the late eighteen hundreds. This stuff belonged to the Claven. And they recorded everything about their encounters with demons.” 
 
    “A garage sale? Why would someone sell this stuff? It must have some historical value, be worth something.” 
 
    “The guy was an idiot. His grandmother died and he was just selling everything. I picked this lot up for five bucks.” 
 
    Lifting one of the diaries, Mackenzie leafed through it. There were details of demon encounters, fights, records of what they could do and the powers they had. 
 
    “Would you like, want a soda or anything?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah sure, do you mind if I look through this?” 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    While he was occupied she slipped one of the diaries into her pocket. She was tempted to make a run for it with the lot but he might have more information.  
 
    Back in the room, he handed her an open can. She took a sip and set it on the table. 
 
    “So you don’t actually believe that there were actual demons, do you?” she asked. 
 
    “Well yeah. There’s lore about demons throughout history. I think these guys were the real deal.” 
 
    She tried to stay neutral. If she pretended she was a non-believer he might throw her out. She glanced up to find him staring at her. 
 
    His face reddened, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare.” 
 
    It was probably the first time he had spoken to a girl who wasn’t his mom, so she let it slide. 
 
    She drank the rest of the soda as she went through the box. He was right about them keeping detailed files. She recognized some of the demons that were described.  
 
    “Is this everything you have?” she asked. As she turned she felt a wave of dizziness wash over her.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s everything.” 
 
    Wondering why she was dizzy, she pulled the chair out from the table and sat down. Was this some kind of after effect from the desert trip? 
 
    “I’m not feeling too great; can we do this another time?” 
 
    When she tried to stand up, her legs gave out. She crumpled to the floor.  
 
    “What’s happening?” she slurred. 
 
    He stood over her making no move to help her.  
 
    The soda? There was something in the… 
 
    She blacked out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    God, I’m so thirsty, Mackenzie thought. She needed water. Her eyes shot open. That creep had drugged her. 
 
    Head swimming, she tried to sit up. She needed to get out of here. Looking around her, she wondered where here might be. Her vision swam and she found it hard to focus. She was lying on some sort of cot in a different room. 
 
    Searching her pockets, she discovered her phone and the parchment were both gone.  
 
    Slowly, a sound reached her. Humming. In the far corner, where it was the darkest, Lord Claven sat in a chair, nervously humming, studying the parchment. 
 
    Is the room smaller? she thought. This definitely wasn’t the apartment she had just been in. There was a heavy duty door set in the wall with a deadbolt on it. There was no window, but light came from a lamp near the cot. 
 
    “Where am I?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re awake already? You must have a hell of a metabolism.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “For a start, the real letters. This appears to be a recipe for soup.” 
 
    “Good,” Mackenzie laughed. 
 
    “No, not good. You promised me letters. I need them. Where are they?” 
 
    “I’m not stupid enough to bring them with me. Let me go and I’ll go get them for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not stupid either. Get someone to bring them here.” 
 
    “Where is here exactly?” 
 
    “I built a panic room in my apartment. No one can get in here, it’s completely impenetrable.” 
 
    “Great. A paranoid geek.” 
 
    “You’d be paranoid too if you had read the stuff I have. Demons exist. It’s only a matter of time before one of them comes after me and this is my contingency plan.” 
 
    “What if they come after you outside the apartment?” 
 
    “I don’t leave. I can get everything delivered. Including those letters. Now who can bring them to me?” 
 
    Mackenzie heard her phone ring. He had it on the table beside him. He lifted it and checked the caller ID. 
 
    “Who’s Taryn?” 
 
    “My boyfriend. And he is going to be pissed if he finds out what you did to me.” 
 
     “Oh I’m scared,” he said with a smirk. He hit answer. 
 
    “Mackenzie can’t come to the phone right now. If you want to see her again then you need to bring me the letters.” 
 
    Mackenzie swore under her breath. Taryn had no idea what the guy was talking about. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb. Bring them to me.” 
 
    He listened to Taryn’s reply then sighed. 
 
    He brought the phone to her, “He wants proof that I have you.” 
 
    “Taryn?” 
 
    “Kenzie, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle. I’m totally going to kick his ass, just as soon as the drugs wear off.” 
 
    “What drugs? Where are you?” 
 
    Lord Claven took the phone away, “I want you to deliver the letters to a mail box within the hour. If you don’t you’ll never see her again.” 
 
    Taryn apparently agreed to his terms because he gave him the mail box number and hung up. 
 
    “How will you know if he delivered them?” 
 
    “I have a contact down there. He’ll let me know.” 
 
    She needed to keep him talking until the drugs wore off and she was able to stand.  
 
    “So what’s your theory on why they all died in 1910?” 
 
    “You said the letters explained what happened.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean it’s true. I want to hear your theory.”
He sat down on a stool, considering her question, “I think they ascended.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Ascension. Where a human can obtain powers and abilities. There was talk in the diaries about them trying to figure out how to do it. They wanted a fair fight when it came to demons.” 
 
    “How would they even do that?” she asked. She was starting to feel stronger although still woozy.  
 
    “There are complex spells but the final act is mass sacrifice.” 
 
    “You’re saying they all killed themselves?” 
 
    “Yeah, why do the letters say something else?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything.” 
 
    “I need to know. If he…” he stopped talking. 
 
    “He who?” 
 
    “No one. Forget it. Your boyfriend better hurry up.” 
 
    “Who are you working for?” 
 
    “I don’t work for anyone,” he snapped, “Just be quiet.” 
 
    She had struck a nerve. Who would be so interested in the letters? Someone who thought they could find the way to ascend as well? It sounded ridiculous even with everything she had seen. No wonder O’Donnelly didn’t tell anyone about it. He would be laughed out of the precinct. 
 
    About twenty minutes later the phone rang again.  
 
    “Is it done?” 
 
    A small TV sat on the desk and he reached over to switch it on. “Bullshit. You’re in my apartment. I can see you, I have cameras everywhere.” 
 
    Monitors showing the entire apartment made Mackenzie’s eyes widen. This guy was totally paranoid. She could see Taryn in the living room. While he was distracted, she tried to get to her feet. Staggering towards Lord Claven she took a swing but missed entirely and fell over. 
 
    “Your girlfriend is feisty. Maybe I’ll make her my girlfriend. How does that sound?” 
 
    He knelt beside her and trailed a hand across her cheek. 
 
    “Get off me,” she snapped, “Taryn, there’s a secret room!”  
 
    “Yeah and one he can’t get into no matter what he tries.” 
 
    He stood up as Taryn teleported in behind him. 
 
    “You hear that? You can’t get in.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Taryn asked. 
 
    Lord Claven’s eyes widened and he dropped the phone. When he turned Taryn punched him in the face. 
 
    “This is your new boyfriend?” Taryn asked. 
 
    “Shut up and help me up.”  
 
    “What did he give you?” 
 
    “I have no idea but the room is spinning.” 
 
    He sat her down in the chair and turned his attention back to the geek. “Who is he?” 
 
    “He said his name is Lord Claven,” Mackenzie said, then started laughing.  
 
    Taryn took his wallet, “Actually its Howard Cooper.” 
 
    Mackenzie found that even funnier.  
 
    Howard, prostrate on the floor, moaned and opened his eyes. “Urgh, what hit me.” 
 
    “I did,” Taryn said. 
 
     “How the hell did you get in here? Lord Claven whimpered as he scrabbled away. Oh God, you’re one of them aren’t you?” 
 
    “One of who?” Taryn ask advancing on Lord Claven, toying with him like a cat with a mouse.  
 
    “A demon.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. Demons don’t exist.” 
 
    With unexpected swiftness, Taryn leaned over and grabbed Howard by the shirt lifting him up off his feet. 
 
    “Please don’t kill me,” he choked. 
 
    “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Because…I’m not working alone. This guy is seriously psycho. He let me make the site for any information I get back. I already told him about the letters and he wants them.” 
 
     “There aren’t any letters,” Mackenzie said with a snigger. 
 
    Howard closed his eyes, “Then I’m dead.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Taryn said. 
 
    “No, Taryn. You can’t. O’Donnelly contacted him. If he finds him dead he’ll think it’s suspicious. He might start looking into demons.” 
 
    Dropping Lord Claven on the floor, Taryn kicked him in the face, knocking him unconscious. 
 
    “He can live just long enough for us to figure out who he works for. Let’s go.” 
 
    Pulling her to her feet he teleported them from the room. That made the spinning worse and she threw up on Howard’s carpet.  
 
    Taryn grabbed the box containing information on the Claven and left it by the door. He moved to Howard’s computer.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He held up a flash drive, “A little something for his hard drive.” He plugged it in and the computer screen went crazy. It began erasing all his files. 
 
    Taryn had to practically pick her up off the floor. He supported her and they left the apartment with the Claven info. 
 
    By the time they got back home, Mackenzie was out of it again. 
 
    “I think you need to sleep it off,” Taryn said.  
 
    She collapsed on the couch, “Good idea.” 
 
    “No, bed.” He lifted her up and carried her into the bedroom. 
 
    “Why are you being nice to me?” she asked. 
 
    “When have I ever been nice? I think of this more like a babysitting job. Except I’m not getting paid.” 
 
    “Jerk,” she muttered. 
 
    “See,” he said with a grin. “You sound better already. Go to sleep.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and drifted off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Taryn couldn’t help but watch her sleep for a few minutes. Even if he was getting paid for babysitting, it would never be enough. Once again she just ran head long into trouble and he had to wade in and save her. It was becoming a bad habit. How many times did he have to save her before he fulfilled his promise to Cray? 
 
    Back in the living room, he emptied the box of Claven junk on the table and shifted through it. Most of it was old journals that were almost indecipherable from age.  
 
    There were demon encounters and mention of someone called the Traveler. Why did that sound familiar? 
 
    He always thought of the Claven as a fairytale. Yet whoever Cooper worked for really wanted to know what happened in 1910. He knew of one person who might know the truth. Someone who was around back then, but he doubted the old man would be willing to talk to him. He had never liked him even when he was still part of the family. Now, he’d probably kill him on sight. But then most people seemed to have that attitude towards him. 
 
    He would wait and see if anyone contacted Cooper first before he went down that route.  
 
    Switching on the laptop, he pulled up a program. He had done more than just erase Cooper’s files; he had also bugged the place. 
 
    Cooper had recovered from the beating and was on the phone. 
 
    “It gone! All of it. I don’t know who she was but she lied about the letters.” 
 
    Taryn couldn’t hear the reply but Cooper continued to rant, “I panicked okay! She was going to leave and I thought it was the only way to get the letters. Then her prick of a boyfriend showed up. He just appeared in the room. I don’t know how he got in.” 
 
    The conversation took a bad turn, “I didn’t mean it. I can fix this. Please.” 
 
    The rest of the call was him pleading and whining. Whoever he worked for was serious but he didn’t use the guy’s name once. There had to be another way to figure out who this person was. It was probably another nut job. Once he ascertained the threat, he would deal with it. O’Donnelly wouldn’t be able to question it, because he would never find the bodies. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Murphy, I need a favor,” Greta said. 
 
    “Sure,” Mackenzie replied. You don’t say no to Greta. She had called her in before her shift and Mackenzie was sure that she was in trouble. Greta had been more frosty towards her than usual. How long before she decided that Mackenzie was no longer worth having around? 
 
    “I need you to work at Full Moon.” 
 
    “Oh. I kind of draw the line at stripping.” 
 
    “As a bartender, Murphy.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God. Sure, no problem.” 
 
    “Kurt had a girlfriend at the club. A dancer called Trixie. I need you to speak to her and see if Kurt told her anything about what he was involved in. Anything that could come back on me.” 
 
    “Do you want me to beat it out of her?” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary. Buddy up to her. If there is a leak then I want it plugged.” 
 
    “Okay, when do I start?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night.” 
 
    Mackenzie left the office. What kind of name was Trixie? Buddy up to her? How the hell was she going to that? 
 
    What the hell was she supposed to talk to her about? If she did know about the drugs, she wasn’t going to blab everything to her.  
 
    Taryn was putting out chairs in the bar. He was still pissed at her for what happened with Cooper. He had given her the silent treatment for a while. Not that she minded. 
 
    “Hey, I have to work at Full Moon for a few nights.” 
 
    At first he looked confused, then turned his head to look into the empty corner of the room. His head whipped back around, “You are not stripping!” he snapped. Loudly. 
 
    “I’m not! I’ll be working behind the bar.” 
 
    Several of the staff were watching their exchange.  
 
    Before he could say another word, Mackenzie grabbed his arm and dragged him out of the room. 
 
    “Look, good job on playing the jealous boyfriend, but dial it back a bit. I don’t want people thinking I’m dating a nut job.” 
 
    “Right, sorry. I’ll reel it in.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “You weren’t acting though. Were you?” Lucien smirked.  
 
    Taryn’s hand squeezed into fists. He would give anything for Lucien to be corporal again, so he could beat him to death. 
 
    Lucien kept insisting Taryn had feelings for Mackenzie but he was wrong. He was the one who had been all over her when he was alive. Making out with her in East Falls. Trying to seduce what he wanted from her.  
 
     He left the club through the side entrance into the alleyway. He needed some air, to think. 
 
    Kicking out at one of the dumpsters, he let out an angry cry. He needed to find a way to get rid of Lucien for good. And he had an idea of who would know how.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe I’m doing this, Taryn thought. He was supposed to be hiding from his father, yet here he was standing outside his mansion in Beverley Hills. The road was lined with mansions; each surrounded by high walls and locked gates. He was sure there were plenty of valuables to steal inside each of them, but he wasn’t here for that. 
 
    If anyone had a way to get rid of Lucien then it was his father. Plus he knew his father wasn’t here. He was staying at his home in the City at the moment. He still had a few spies who were willing to give him information for the right price. 
 
    The security measures his father had set up on the house could easily be bypassed. He had been there when most of them were installed.  
 
    Trying hard to look more human than demon, he’d dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt. He hoped anyone that saw him would think he was a gardener or handyman, and had left his car parked several blocks away.  
 
    Hopping the wall at the back of the property, he was sure that his father had anti-teleportation devices in place, especially when he had so much inside for Taryn to steal. 
 
    His father loved his luxuries and the house had a pool and sauna. There were never any staff in the house though, especially when he was away. A cleaning service would come by before he returned to make sure the place was set up for him. 
 
    The screen door at the back was locked but he was able to pick it in under a minute. It was good to know he had a future as a burglar.   
 
    Once the door opened, a beeping noise filled the house. Burglar alarm. 
 
    Pulling off the keypad, Taryn snipped a couple of wires. The beeping stopped and he replaced the cover.  
 
    That took care of the human security. Now to deal with the demon security. He moved through to the main hallway. A rumbling noise grew louder as a stone gargoyle in the shape of a griffin, lifted off its perch above the front door and flew at his head.   
 
    He didn’t think, he simply ducked and rolled but it circled and came back. 
 
    “Innit ert reste,” he commanded. The gargoyle returned to its perch becoming inanimate once more.  
 
    The study was down the end of the hallway. When Taryn opened the door he heard growling. Before he could close the door, a large claw caught hold of it and ripped it open.  
 
    He leapt back as a fully grown panther appeared. Great, his father had added a little something extra. 
 
    “Nice kitty,” he said, backing up slowly. 
 
    In attack mode, the panther stalked him, shoulders low, ready to leap. The growl escalated as it swiped a claw at Taryn. He tried to teleport, just in case, but couldn’t. Guess he had to rely on old fashioned methods. He ran. 
 
    Grabbing the banister, he swung himself up onto the stairs as the cat sprang at him. It quickly realized that its prey had escaped, turned almost in mid-air to face his adversary. Taryn, desperate to escape the sharp claws and vicious teeth had made it to the study, slamming the door behind him.  
 
    The entire wall shuddered as the panther hit the door. Furious at the missed prey, the growls grew louder as it scratched at the door.  
 
    Taryn was sure he had no more than a few minutes to do what he needed to do before the panther found a way inside. At the bookcase he had to pause for a second to remember exactly which book he had to pull to release the secret door. It had been so long. He remembered watching his father doing it years ago. There was another thump on the door. The panther was persistent. 
 
    Running a hand along the spines, he paused on a copy of Macbeth. His father did love the tragedies. He reached out and tugged the book down.  
 
    The bookcase slid aside to reveal his father’s vault. The room, a twelve by twelve square contained one item—a book placed on a podium in the middle of the floor.  
 
    Taryn pressed his palm to the cover and said, “Duke family curses.” 
 
    When he opened the book it contained every piece of information on curses. Who needed the Internet? Once you closed it, it went blank again.  
 
    Quickly, he flipped to the part about killing brothers.  
 
    At the turn of the fifth century, demons almost died out completely due to in fighting. Until Fate stepped in. A curse was put upon the families to ensure they wouldn’t wipe each other out. They could no longer kill their own kin without dying themselves. It was supposed to bring peace but as the demons could still kill other families they simply turned their hatred on each other, starting a war that has lasted for centuries. The Kings and Dukes were the worst affected and their battles are legendary.  
 
    Once the curse is triggered, the victim usually dies within a matter of weeks. The curse varies according to family and who was killed but the curse will always be fulfilled. The curse is absolute. 
 
    The book went on to recount tales of the curse and how it killed its victims. Taryn didn’t want to know so he closed the book. Letting out a long breath he considered what he’d read. Apparently there was nothing he could do to stop the curse.  
 
    On the other hand, he had to go sometime. Being a Duke he never thought he would have a long life anyway. 
 
    On a whim he put his hand back on the book, “The Claven.” 
 
    When he opened the book he was surprised to find that it was still blank. Surely they had some information on the Claven. According to the stuff they had taken from Cooper, the Claven had been around for centuries, and had killed thousands of demons. Didn’t that warrant at least a paragraph? He had been keeping an eye on Cooper’s apartment but ever since the phone call there had been no further contact.  
 
    Once again, he flipped through the pages. Nothing. It was as if their entire history had been erased. That would require some heavy duty spells. There was no time to dwell on it; he needed to get out of here. 
 
    Leaving the small room, he shoved the book back in place, and the bookcase slid closed. This had been a wasted trip. Now he just had to get the panther back in the room.  
 
    It had stopped scratching but he could hear its nails clicking on the floor outside. It was going to wait him out. He wondered if getting mauled by a panther would be better than what the curse would do. He wouldn’t give his father the satisfaction. 
 
    As he was coming up with a plan he heard the front door open. Crap.  
 
    He looked out the window to see a Jag parked outside. It wasn’t one of his father’s usual cars but it could be new. 
 
    “Dad?” It was Micah. Another brother. Footsteps came up the hallway. “Who let you out, Medusa?” Micah asked. 
 
    As much as he hated the idea, Taryn had no choice but to hide since he couldn’t use his abilities. He ducked behind the desk as Micah opened the door. Thankfully, Micah had apparently locked the panther in another room.  
 
    Micah’s mother was a chaos demon. When he lost control it was pure devastation. Some of his best work was chalked up to natural disasters.   
 
    He walked into the middle of the room and stopped. 
 
    Perfectly still, he waited a few seconds before leaving the room.  
 
    Overcoming his impulse to run, Taryn waited a little longer to make sure Micah had actually left. He needed to get out of here. 
 
    As he stood up he turned and came face to face with Micah who was crouched on the desk, his chin in his hands. 
 
    “Hey little brother,” he said. 
 
    “Micah, it’s been a while.” 
 
    He smiled at him, “Yes it has. What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Oh you know. This and that.” 
 
    “Breaking in to dad’s vault?” 
 
    “Like you haven’t done it before.” 
 
    “True but I’m not currently on his most wanted list. Tell me have you seen Lucien in your travels.” 
 
    Taryn resisted the urge to glance at Lucien who currently hovered behind Micah, trying to get his attention. 
 
    “Not lately. What’s the matter? Did you lose him?” 
 
    That smile again. If you didn’t know what was lurking under the surface you might be fooled by the angelic face. “He’s gone missing. Dad seems to think that you had something to do with it.” 
 
    “As much as I would love to put him in the ground, I haven’t seen him. But you know him, he’s probably off plotting world domination.” 
 
    Micah laughed, “God, I’ve missed this. Why did you have to piss off Dad?” 
 
    “You know me. Well it was great catching up. I’ll be going.” 
 
    Casually, he stepped around the desk and headed for the door. 
 
    “Can’t let you go kid. You know that.” 
 
    “I know,” Taryn said, pulling the knife from his belt.  
 
    Micah’s face changed as he leapt through the air. Horns sprouted from his head and his teeth elongated into fangs.  
 
    As their bodies connected, Taryn nailed him with the knife, driving it into his shoulder. All it did was anger him. The force of the assault carried them through the study door, splintering it on impact.  
 
    He knew he wasn’t strong enough to take his brother. Taryn rolled free and made a run for the back door. Before he could reach it, Medusa came bounding up the hallway. Looking from Taryn to Micah, she couldn’t decide which one to attack. When Micah stood she leapt at his back, digging her claws in. 
 
    He flung her across the room, both roaring in fury. Taryn picked up his pace. He crashed through the screen door and ran for the wall. 
 
    Micah was right on his tail. He glanced back to see his brother had morphed even more. His arms had grown and now ended in tentacles. He swung them out like a whip. They just missed him. 
 
    Taryn leapt onto the wall.  
 
    “Taryn!” Micah roared. He reached for him but Taryn launched himself off the wall and teleported. He appeared at the bottom of the drive, breathing hard. This had definitely been a bad idea. 
 
    He ran back to the car not really caring how he looked to the neighbors. Micah could easily level the entire block.  
 
    Once he reached the car, he scrambled in and drove away, checking the rear-view mirror every few seconds to see if Micah was following.  
 
    Ten blocks away, he ditched the car and picked up a new one from a long term parking place. Just in case. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “What about this one?” Annie asked. 
 
    Mackenzie gave it the thumbs down.  
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “It’s a little short,” Mackenzie said. 
 
     “Oh my God,” Annie laughed, “You sound like your grandmother. It’s supposed to be short.” 
 
    They were shopping together, Mackenzie thought it was time Annie had things of her own. She never knew about her mother’s terrible fashion sense. 
 
    She still wasn’t sure how to broach the subject of her mother moving in with her. She would never see her on the street, but living together? She wasn’t trying to be selfish but that’s what it was going to sound like. 
 
    Mackenzie grabbed another skirt, a longer one, and handed it to her. 
 
    Annie pulled a face, “I’ll try them both on.” 
 
    When she returned from the changing room, she put both skirts back on the rack.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “I forgot I’m not seventeen anymore,” she sighed. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. You look great.” 
 
    It didn’t cheer her up, “I’ve missed out on so much. So much has changed in the last ten years. Especially you.” 
 
    “Well I grew up Mom.” 
 
    “I know. I just…I want to know everything about you.” 
 
    “You will. We have time now.” 
 
    “It’ll be easier once we get our own place.”
“Yeah Mom, about that. I don’t think that us living together is a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s what we talked about. Oh I get it. It was easy to say it when you thought I wasn’t getting out.” 
 
    “No mom. It’s just not practical right now.” 
 
    “Practical?” she sputtered, “Oh my God, you’re so much like my mother.” 
 
    “Mom please…” 
 
    “Forget it. I know when I’m not wanted.” 
 
    She stormed out of the store. Mackenzie sighed and ran after her. She managed to lose her in the crowd.  
 
    This was a nightmare. She had to find her. Scanning the crowd she made a mental note to get her mother a cell phone. If she wasn’t back at the hospital by dinner Mackenzie would be in trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Full Moon was definitely a big step down from Blue Moon. The clientele here were disgusting. Mackenzie watched them as they sat at the edge of the stage drooling at the dancers, trying to draw their attention with crumpled dollar bills. 
 
    Whenever Mackenzie went out to take drink orders, they grabbed at her, and she had broken a few fingers already tonight. The sooner she spoke to Trixie, the sooner she could get the hell out of here. 
 
    Trixie hadn’t come on stage yet. She could probably corner her in the dressing room afterwards. 
 
    “Gentlemen, please welcome to the stage –Trixie!”  
 
    The blonde that came on stage wore a stars and stripes bikini that left nothing to the imagination. She began gyrating against the pole in the centre of the stage.  
 
    “Hey, give me a whiskey,” some guy said, clicking his fingers at Mackenzie. 
 
    “I will when you say please,” she replied. 
 
    “What did you say to me?” he said. 
 
    The other bartender, Julius, stepped in, “One whiskey, coming right up,” he said, shooting Mackenzie a glare. The song finished and Trixie made her exit. 
 
    “I’m taking my break,” Mackenzie said. She headed toward the dressing rooms. 
 
    The Full Moon décor was almost as disgusting as the clientele. Stained, dirty walls, paint peeling to reveal a drab military green, greeted her backstage. Trixie’s dressing room door had a faded red star painted on it and when Mackenzie knocked, the walls next to the door shuddered.  
 
    Naked except for the robe she left hanging open; Trixie was removing her makeup at a mirrored dressing table. Mackenzie focused her attention on the stripper’s face. 
 
    “Hi, Trixie. I’m Mac. I heard what happened to Kurt. That sucked, huh?” Wow, I suck at this, she thought. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Trixie asked. 
 
    “I work at the other club, so I knew Kurt. I just wanted to let you know if you need to talk about anything, let me know.” 
 
    “Yeah, listen sweetie, I don’t swing that way.” 
 
    “Neither do I. That’s not what I meant,” Mackenzie sputtered. 
 
    Trixie stood up, “Well then get to the point because I have another dance coming up.” 
 
    “Fine, did Kirk tell you anything before he was arrested? Anything that might get Greta into trouble?” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “It would be a bad idea to cross Greta.” 
 
    Trixie had the sense to look a little worried. She held out her hand. 
 
    “You want a bribe? I could kick your ass,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “Probably. But one scream and the bouncers will be in to kick you out. This is the easier option.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Mackenzie pulled a twenty from her pocket and handed it over. 
 
    “When Kirk was around we never really talked, if you know what I mean. I don’t know anything about Greta or her skeezy club.” 
 
    She thought Blue Moon was skeezy?  
 
    “That better be the truth. I’ve seen what happens to people who lie to her.” 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    As Mackenzie turned to leave Trixie asked, “What did they do to Kirk?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know. But I doubt it was good.” 
 
    Trixie’s face fell for about half a second then she shrugged it off. Mackenzie left her to it. 
 
    Returning to the bar, she walked past a guy in a suit who reached out and grabbed her ass. 
 
    On instinct, she turned, punching him in the face. He staggered back and fell over a barstool. 
 
     “Are you crazy?” Julius snapped, pulling her away. “Get your butt in the back for more mixers.” 
 
    Why was he having a go at her? Was she just supposed to let these creeps feel her up?  
 
    As she was returning with the mixers, she heard a hushed conversation in the hallway ahead of her. She paused when she recognized Trixie’s voice.  
 
    “What the hell do you mean she got the shipment? The deal ended the minute she took Kirk. If they find out what those drugs really are then we’re screwed.” 
 
    Was she talking about the stuff Taryn helped unload at the docks?  
 
    “No! Look I can get more but it will take time. I needed this shipment to pay for the next.” 
 
    Trixie was the supplier? Devious cow. She played the dumb blonde thing well. Mackenzie dumped the mixers on a rickety table balanced against the wall and rounded the doorway to confront her.  
 
    “I think I’d like my twenty bucks back,” she said. 
 
    Trixie sighed, “You again?” 
 
    She had changed into a new outfit, a leather bikini complete with a whip.  
 
    “I told you it was a bad idea to lie when it comes to Greta. What’s wrong with the drugs?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
     “I asked nicely,” Mackenzie said, “You won’t like what happens next. Now tell me.” 
 
    Trixie chuckled, “God, I love it when your kind try acting tough. It’s adorable.” 
 
    “My kind?” 
 
    Trixie moved closer until her face was inches away, “Yeah…humans.” 
 
    Mackenzie caught on a second too late. Trixie clocked her. She was thrown back five feet, crashing hard against the outside wall. Skidding across the floor she had time to register Trixie’s eyes gleamed yellow. 
 
    With a loud snap, Trixie popped the whip on the floor as she stalked toward Mackenzie. 
 
    Flipping herself to her feet, Mackenzie said, “Hate to break it to you but I’m a little more than human.” 
 
    Trixie swung at her. She dodged the fist which went straight through the wall behind her.  
 
    Shit, she’s strong, Mackenzie thought.  
 
    “What are you?” Trixie asked. 
 
    “Could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    At the last second, she ducked another blow. Trixie swung the whip around Mackenzie’s neck and pulled tight. Mackenzie gasped as the leather bit into her neck, cutting off her air supply. 
 
    “You’re fast. But I’m guessing pretty breakable too.” 
 
    If she didn’t do something fast, Trixie would choke her to death. She lashed out with a booted foot, catching Trixie in the gut. The whip loosened a fraction, but enough so Mackenzie could slip away. 
 
    “And what will trying to kill me get you? You know I can’t tell Greta about demons.” 
 
    “You think I’m scared of someone like Greta? I have a sweet gig here and I’m not going to let you ruin it for me.” 
 
    “You’re a stripper in a dive bar!” 
 
    “I’m a demon who feeds on desire and trust me, I rarely miss a meal.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wasn’t going to say anything but you totally look fat in that outfit.” 
 
    All that did was piss her off. She tackled Mackenzie and they crashed into the dressing room. A few other girls screamed at them as they rolled on the floor, each trying to find the advantage. 
 
    Grabbing for the dagger in her boot, Trixie caught her wrist and slammed it onto the hardwood floor. The dagger skidded out of reach. 
 
    “Take the lovers tiff somewhere else,” one of the girls in a school girl uniform snarled.  
 
    Mackenzie wasn’t going to get any help from them.  
 
    “Leave!” Trixie snarled. 
 
    The other girls weren’t happy about it but they did as ordered. Trixie checked to see if they were gone and when she turned back, Mackenzie swung her newly acquired weapon at her face, embedding it in Trixie’s eye. She let out a howl of pain, trying to pull the stiletto shoe free and collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    Mackenzie got to her feet, “Not such a bad ass after all,” she muttered. 
 
    Now what the hell was she supposed to do with the body? Damn it.  
 
    The girls had seen them fighting.  She needed to hide it and then contact Taryn. She was sure he was good at getting rid of bodies.  
 
    Dragging her into the hall she spied the trash chute. It would have to do. She heaved the body up and dropped her down the chute.  
 
    Once she had cleaned herself up, she went back into the bar. Making her way over to Julius, she said she wasn’t feeling well. He appeared relieved to see the back of her. She was sure she had driven away her fair share of customers on this night. 
 
    In the alley out back, she called Taryn. After quickly explaining her predicament he said he was on his way. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, he drove up. 
 
    “Where’s the body?” he asked, after he backed the car into the alley. 
 
    “There’s a trash chute that leads to a dumpster around the back. It was the only place I could find.” She led the way to the dumpster. The ground was littered with broken bottles. 
 
    “Did anyone see you?”  
 
    “No, I hope not. I heard her on the phone; she was the one supplying the drugs to Kirk. There’s something wrong with them. We have to warn Greta.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “If you tell her about Trixie she’s going to try and find her. Say nothing. Greta has the drugs, this ties up the loose ends. Don’t tell her a thing.” 
 
    “But what if something goes wrong with the drugs?” 
 
    “If the humans are stupid enough to take them then that’s their problem.” 
 
    When they checked the dumpster there was no sign of Trixie. 
 
    “Maybe she’s stuck in the chute.” 
 
    Taryn climbed up onto the dumpster to look, “She’s gone. Are you sure it was this chute?” 
 
    “There only is one.” 
 
    “Then she must be alive. Or someone removed the body.” 
 
    He jumped down off the dumpster and headed for the car. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Home. Grab your things and I’ll wait for you.” 
 
    “But what about Trixie?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do? Until she or her body shows up, there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    Mackenzie went back inside to grab her bag and jacket. She checked the dressing room but Trixie wasn’t there. When she passed the chute she spotted the bloody shoe on the ground below it. If someone had found a body there would be cops everywhere. Which meant that Trixie was still alive.  
 
    She needed to find Kirk, if he was still alive. But first she had to track down Trixie. Although she shouldn’t have been shocked to find out Trixie was a demon, it was still hard to take it all in. The woman—or demon was capable of anything and the last thing she and Taryn needed was another demon after them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Can I ask why you dropped out the first time?” Mrs. Rodgers, the Dean of the college, asked. 
 
    Mackenzie fussed with the white collared shirt. She thought if she looked like an average person, it might make it easier to get into college, she had chosen the white shirt and black skirt, along with sensible heels. It was a good idea, but the outfit was restricting and the collar felt like it was about to choke her to death.  
 
    “It was a money issue. I was supporting myself and I just couldn’t afford it.” 
 
    “And now?” Mrs. Rodgers asked. 
 
    “I was left some money by my late father and I decided to try again. If you’ll have me,” she added weakly. 
 
    “You had some very promising grades Miss Murphy. I am aware of your circumstances. Your mother for example.” 
 
    “Yes. She was wrongly accused but she was acquitted recently.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to hear it. And how does that affect you wanting to be a lawyer.” 
 
    “It actually makes me want to be one more. I want to help people. I wouldn’t want what happened to my mom to happen to some other innocent person.” 
 
    “That’s a good answer. Most people want to be a lawyer for the money. Well that concludes our interview.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. I, uh, how did I do?” 
 
    “I’ll see you at the start of term.” 
 
    With a grin, Mackenzie said, “Thank you. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Leaving the building she was happier than she had been in a while. She strolled around the campus remembering the last time she was here. That time she was sure she was going to become a lawyer and finally get her mother out of prison. It wasn’t something she had to worry about this time around. She had meant what she had said to the Dean. How many other innocent people had been sent to prison for something they hadn’t done?  
 
    She knew though, that now the truth had come out, every case she looked at she would wonder if demons had been involved. How many people did they kill on a daily basis?  
 
    “You look deep in thought,” someone said. She glanced up to see a guy with curly brown hair staring at her.  
 
    “Oh, yeah I was just taking a look around.” 
 
    “Let me guess—economics?” 
 
    “Law actually. I start back next semester.” 
 
    “Law, cool. Well if you’re between classes and you’re looking for a cup of coffee, you should try the kiosk over there.” 
 
    “It’s good?” 
 
    “No, but it’s better than the rest of the swill around here,” he said. 
 
     “Thanks for the tip,” Mackenzie said with a laugh. 
 
    “So are you single?”  
 
    “Wow you get straight to the point, don’t you?”  
 
    “I’m curious by nature.” 
 
    “You’re asking if I’m single but you don’t even know my name.” 
 
    “Ah but I do know your name. Mackenzie.” 
 
    A flutter of fear ran through her, “How do you know that? 
 
    “It’s on your application.” 
 
    She glanced down at the papers she was carrying. The application was facing out and it did have her name on it. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Did you think I was psychic or something?” 
 
    “Or something.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “Um, I’m in a complicated situation at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh, sounds complicated.” 
 
    Again, she laughed. He seemed nice but how was she going to explain the Taryn situation to anyone. Everyone she knew thought he was her boyfriend; he was always in her house and with his mercurial moods, she didn’t dare date anyone at the moment. 
 
    “Listen, I was only kidding around. But if your situation gets less complicated, I’m available.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “See you around.” 
 
    “Wait, you didn’t tell me your name.” 
 
    “It’s Micah. Catch you later Mac.” 
 
    She was still smiling when she got back to the apartment. Taryn was in the middle of doing pushups on the living room floor. 
 
    He barely glanced up as she came in. 
 
    “What are you looking so happy about?” he asked. 
 
    “I met a guy.” 
 
    “Remind me to send him my condolences.” 
 
    With a good-natured grin, she flipped him off. “It’s not like I can do anything. Not with you hanging around.” 
 
    “Invite him over; I’m sure it won’t be awkward at all.” Finished with his pushups he stood up.  
 
    “You make every situation awkward.” 
 
    “I try.” 
 
    “I’m going to head to the club and pick up my pay. I’m taking the car.” 
 
    “Knock yourself out; I’m going to take a shower.” 
 
    The club was closed when she arrived, but there was always someone inside. The bouncer who let her in didn’t question why she was there and she didn’t offer him an explanation. 
 
    When no one was looking, she slipped into Greta’s office. Heart pounding, she glanced around. Greta would kill her if she found Mackenzie in here alone. If Greta still had Kirk then she was most likely keeping him at one of her other properties. Mackenzie needed an address.  
 
    Greta’s office was immaculate. And cold. The only thing she possessed that gave the office any kind of warmth was a silver framed picture of her husband. He was sitting in a booth in the club. It must have been taken around the time they had opened the place.  
 
    Mackenzie had never met him. He died before she came to work. 
 
    The desk drawers were locked but she found a folder in the filing cabinet. It listed a warehouse downtown. She memorized the address and got out of the office.  
 
    On the way to the warehouse, she thought of ways she could get past any guards Greta had left. It probably wouldn’t be easy, but she had to find Kirk. Things were not as they appeared and she also hoped Kirk would know where Trixie would go.  
 
    It was easier than she had anticipated to sneak into the warehouse. A side door had been left unlocked and Mackenzie pitied the poor fool who had failed to lock it should Greta find out. Stopping inside the door, she listened for any sound that might tell her where Kirk might be. Silence greeted her. 
 
    She kept her knife at the ready just in case.  
 
    The crates Taryn had mentioned were stacked inside a cage secured by a large padlock. Stepping away from the cage, her foot landed in something sticky. She looked down to find a congealed mess on the floor. Kneeling down she took a closer look. It appeared to be mostly blood that someone had tried to wash away. Kirks? 
 
    She was too late. It had been a long shot anyway.  
 
    “Is that what’s left of him?”  
 
    Mackenzie leapt up, knife in hand. Guess the shoe hadn’t killed Trixie after all, but it had done some damage. She now wore an eye patch over the eye. 
 
    “Yes,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    Trixie’s eye glowed as she looked at her. “Good. One less loose end to tie up.” 
 
    “Are we seriously going for round two? I don’t care what you’re doing at the club.” 
 
    “I hate to get all Biblical, what with what I am, but an eye for an eye bitch. I take one of yours then we’re even.” 
 
    “Come and get it.”  
 
     With an enraged yell, Trixie launched herself at Mackenzie. She grabbed the cage, swung her legs up, catching Trixie in the gut. 
 
    When she doubled over, Mackenzie slashed her across the chest. Yowling with rage, Trixie’s one good eye changed to a bright yellow as she made another attempt to get Mackenzie. This time, she planted both feet in Trixie’s mid-section, following immediately with a plunge of the knife into her stomach. 
 
    Her moment of triumph quickly ended when she attempted to pull the knife back, but it was stuck fast. 
 
    In shock, the knife itself seemed to pull her forward. She let go and stumbled back against the cage. The knife disappeared into Trixie’s body that had begun to change shape around it. She was morphing into something else entirely.  
 
    The Trixie thing grew taller and her skin darkened, mouth stretching grotesquely. The eye patch snapped and fell to the ground to reveal an empty socket behind it. 
 
    Again, she launched herself at Mackenzie. Dodging, she barely got out of the way in time, as Trixie hit the cage door, breaking it open. 
 
    Following through, Mackenzie kicked her in the back, shoving her into one of the crates, smashing it open. Drugs spilled onto the floor, bursting open from Trixie’s weight, showering her with white powder. She sneezed violently and tried to stand.  
 
    Quickly looking around, Mackenzie found a metal bar, and brought it down across Trixie’s back, sending her face down into the powder. She snorted more of it. 
 
    Mackenzie brought her boot down on the back of her head. When she’d crashed into the crate, her body had reverted to normal and her muffled scream could barely be heard. Mackenzie lifted her foot, ready to bring the bar down on her head.  
 
    Trixie flipped over onto her back. Her face was white with powder. “What is this shit?” she asked, “Oh crap.” She sneezed again.  
 
    Raising the bar, Mackenzie readied herself to crush Trixie’s head. Before she could, Trixie began coughing violently. Black blood spluttered out of her mouth and her skin began to ripple and break out in blisters.  
 
    What the hell is that stuff? Mackenzie wondered, moving back as more blood erupted from Trixie’s mouth.  
 
    She appeared to be having some kind of allergic reaction. Her body bloated and expanded. Mackenzie wasn’t waiting around to see what happened next, she ran for it. As she reached the warehouse door, she heard a loud popping noise. Did Trixie explode? 
 
    With cautious steps, she went back to the cage, knowing she probably wasn’t going to like what she was about to see. She was right. 
 
    A puddle of black oozing blood and pus, surrounded by skin crawled across the floor.  
 
    “Gross,” she muttered. It was unrecognizable as a person. The place was a mess though. What the hell was Greta going to think when she saw this? 
 
    There was a drain in the floor nearby. Searching the place, she found a hose. It had probably been used to clean the place after they were done with Kirk. She used it to hose away Trixie’s remains and the spilled drugs, careful not to get too close. 
 
    There was nothing she could do about the crate or the broken door, but hopefully Greta would think it was just kids vandalizing the place. 
 
    At least she didn’t have to worry about Trixie anymore. What a way to go though. 
 
    Maybe demons reacted badly to drugs. That was an understatement. Trixie had said that there was something wrong with them. Guess she found that out the hard way.  
 
    As she headed for her car, an SUV drove up. She ducked behind the warehouse, daring a quick look. It was O’Donnelly. Shit. 
 
    He didn’t stop but cruised slowly past. What was he doing? 
 
    Taryn was constantly switching cars so she didn’t think he would recognize the one parked to the side of the building. She couldn’t bring it back to the apartment though. 
 
    Once she was sure O’Donnelly was out of sight, she made a run for the vehicle. In an abandoned parking lot four blocks away, she wiped her prints off every surface she even thought she might have touched and walked away. 
 
    Two blocks further down, she caught a bus back to the apartment. 
 
    Taryn looked up as she came in, “We need a new car.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Taryn stood in the doorway of Cooper’s apartment. The place had been cleaned out. He didn’t know whether Cooper had left willingly or if his boss had done something to him. He didn’t care. It was one less loose end to tie up.  
 
    He teleported into the safe room to double check. He almost gagged at the stench that met him. What was left of Cooper was spattered up the walls. Blood soaked into the carpet. There wasn’t anything discernible left, just pieces. 
 
    Pretty safe to say that his boss was not human. And he wasn’t too happy about Cooper giving away all the information.  
 
    Mackenzie couldn’t find out about this. She would only feel guilty and he didn’t need her emotional right now. It was bad enough her powers were glitching already; this could send her over the edge. 
 
    Someone would figure out that the room was here eventually. Sighing he began to clean the place up. Scrubbing the last of the blood away, he heard someone entering the apartment. 
 
    “Mr. Claven?” It was O’Donnelly.  
 
    Taryn turned on the monitor for the camera in the apartment. O’Donnelly was in civilian clothes so this wasn’t police business. He was following up on the demon angle. That wasn’t good. A thought crossed his mind. What if O’Donnelly was part of this? He didn’t smell demon from him but that didn’t rule him out. Either way he was too close to this whole situation. 
 
    Knife in hand, Taryn figured he should take care of him right now. What was a little more cleaning when it meant getting rid of this pain in the ass? 
 
    Effortlessly, he teleported back into the apartment. O’Donnelly had his back to him, sifting through papers that he had found under the coffee table. 
 
    “More demons,” he muttered, “What a bunch of crap.” 
 
    Taryn took a couple of steps closer. 
 
    O’Donnelly’s cell phone rang and Taryn hesitated. When he answered it and turned to leave, Taryn was already back in the other room. O’Donnelly got a pass today. 
 
    Before he left he checked if the camera was just for viewing or if it actually recorded anything. It was hooked up to a DVR but it only ran for twenty-four hours before it erased the data.  
 
    Patiently, Taryn scrolled through it hoping for a glimpse of the boss. At eleven a.m. the day before, Cooper answered the door. The man standing on the small front porch was dressed in a dark suit but he seemed to know about the camera because he kept his face pointed away. 
 
    “Who are you?” Taryn whispered. 
 
    With arms flailing, Cooper was apparently trying to explain what happened. When he turned his back, the man grabbed him and hurled him across the room. Definitely a demon.  
 
    He really needed to figure out who these guys were. With a sigh, he went back to the apartment. 
 
    “I need to go out of town for a while. I don’t know how long I will be,” Taryn said over dinner. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “That’s my business. I’ll set perimeter spells. Do you think you can try to stay out of trouble for one night?” 
 
    “I’ll try my best,” she replied.  
 
    Something had happened, Taryn knew, that she wasn’t sharing. She had ditched the car after a run in with Trixie. She wouldn’t go into details except to say that Trixie wouldn’t be a problem anymore. He was surprised she had been able to take her on, but it was a good thing. She was getting stronger.  
 
    He left after dinner and took the new car he had acquired. If he didn’t stop he could make it to the house and back by morning. That was assuming he wasn’t killed while there. 
 
    He almost turned the car around twice. A few months ago he would never have been this reckless. Cray had taught him the value of patience and it had helped him to survive.  
 
    He thought back to those few weeks after his father had him attacked and left for dead…               
 
    “Why are you keeping me here? Just kill me already,” he’d raged. He had awoken a few days before in a grungy room, chained to a bed. At first he believed it was a plan by the Kings to hold him hostage and ransom him back. Then the fog cleared and he remembered the attack. Duke guards had taken him by surprise, thrown an anti- teleportation device around his neck and almost beaten him to death. Then they left him near the King compound. He decided he had fallen out of favor with Father. 
 
    His captor had stayed in the shadows at first, but then revealed himself. A short, bald man with dark eyes.  
 
    “I know you,” Taryn said. He had seen him before, especially on wanted posters. He was Cray King. The heir. 
 
    “And I know you, so I guess introductions are unnecessary.” 
 
    “Let me go, or kill me,” Taryn snapped. 
 
    Cray had moved to the bed and undid the chains, “They were to prevent you attacking me. You are free to leave if you wish.” 
 
    He tried to sit up but pain had ripped through him, causing him collapse back on the bed.  
 
    “Rest up, regain your strength.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this? Why would a King help me?” 
 
    Cray’s lips curled in a slight smile, “What are you planning on doing once you are back on your feet?” 
 
    “Kill…him,” Taryn growled. 
 
    “Alden Duke is not easy to kill. A fact I’m sure you are aware of. If you’re lucky and as good as they say, you might make it into the same room as him. But he’ll kill you before you have the chance to strike.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure.” 
 
    “Do you know what your problem is?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m cursed with criminally good looks and a psychotic family.” 
 
    Cray chuckled, “I’m glad you can make jokes. And sure you could give it your best shot and maybe you would get him. But what if I could guarantee revenge?” 
 
    “Why? Do you have him in here too?” 
 
    “No but I know a way of increasing a demons powers to the point where they would be practically invincible.” 
 
    It was Taryn’s turn to laugh, “Oh God, you’re not seriously talking about the talisman are you?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “Everyone has, it’s a fairy tale.” 
 
    “Actually, its not. It’s very real, I’ve seen it.” 
 
    Despite what he believed, he had been intrigued, “Where?” 
 
    “Over twenty years ago, my brother got hold of it. He fled with it and a short time later he died. It wasn’t found in his personal belongings so I assumed that it was lost.” 
 
    “So why look for it now?” 
 
    “I have reason to believe that Sebastian faked his death. If he did, he was smart about it. He stopped using his powers so he couldn’t be tracked. Recently though I’ve heard of his ability being used.” 
 
    “Great story, what has it got to do with me?” 
 
    “Help me and I’ll make sure that Alden Duke dies.” 
 
    As good an offer as it was, it took a few more weeks for him to be convinced. Taryn spent the time recuperating and planning his next move. More than once he almost gone after his father but Cray stopped him, each time reminding him that he had to be patient. Revenge came with time and he wanted to get it right, because there wouldn’t be a second chance. 
 
    Cray was different from the other Kings. He spent most of his life collecting information on the families and researching prophecies and legends. He wasn’t interested in being the next leader.  
 
    The talisman certainly fell under the legends category. But it was real. It had almost killed Mackenzie. Taryn had given up on ‘ultimate power’ being the way to stop his father. He was ruthless, conniving and a murdering bastard. And Taryn was about to visit the reason why. 
 
    The mansion was set in the hills. He didn’t have much left in the way of staff but there were still a couple of bodyguards who hadn’t deserted him. 
 
    “State your business?” one of them snapped as he approached the gate. 
 
    “Personal. Tell him the traitor is here to see him. He’ll know who you mean.” 
 
    The guard eyed him suspiciously as he relayed the message. He looked surprised when Taryn was granted access. 
 
    He had to hand over his weapons at the door, but he was expecting that. What he wasn’t expecting was the sight of the old man. It had been a while but he seemed to have deteriorated. He lay in a bed, hooked up to a multitude of machines. One seemed to be pumping oxygen to him. 
 
    His skin was sallow and what was left of his hair was snow white. All things considered, he looked pretty good for a one hundred and eighty year old.  
 
    As Taryn approached the bed he opened his eyes, “So a man has to be dying to get his family to visit?” 
 
    “Hello, Grandfather.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Taryn stood patiently while the old man stared him down. Finally he waved a hand to the chair beside the bed. Taryn was relieved, the old man could easily have called for the guards but he knew his visit would intrigue him. Especially since he was cut off from the Duke life.  
 
    Once Alden took his place as the head of the family, he was no longer part of it. Alden could have easily killed him but he knew this would torture him more. 
 
    “If you came to me for help then you came to the wrong place. Right now you don’t rank any higher than me on my son’s list.” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m here. I wanted to ask you about something.” 
 
    His grandfather gave a wheezing laugh then began choking. Taryn waited until it subsided. He made no move to help him. He might look like a fragile old man but he was a psychotic monster. If he had been in any other state, Taryn might have reconsidered coming. But he was here now. 
 
    “Tell me about the Claven,” he said. 
 
    His grandfather raised an incredulous eyebrow, “This is what you are wasting your time on?” 
 
    “It’s mine to waste. What happened in 1910? I’m sure the Duke’s kept a close eye on them.” 
 
    He stared at him for a moment before looking away, “That was a long time ago. I don’t wish to discuss it.” 
 
    “So you do know something. I know you were in Calais at that time. What do you know?” 
 
    He sniffed indignantly, “Why would you think I would sully myself with those lowlifes‘?” 
 
    “Alden lost an heir.” 
 
    That made his eyes light up, “Which one?” 
 
    “Tell me what you know about the Claven.” 
 
    Taryn knew he wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation. “The Claven were always bothersome but they never became a real problem until 1888.” 
 
    “What happened in 1888?” 
 
    “Was it Tiberius? He was always so stupid. Strong, but stupid.” 
 
    “1888!” Taryn said. 
 
    “One of the members was in cahoots with a demon. He wanted power and he would have done anything to get it. They tested a spell on a vagrant living on the streets of London to see if the power was transferable. It was but so was a blood lust that drove the vagrant insane. He killed five women before the Claven tracked him down and destroyed him.” 
 
    “1888? Tell me he wasn’t…” 
 
    “Oh yes. The name came later. The Claven were good at covering up after demons.” 
 
    “So demon powers are transferable to humans? How?” That was news to him. He knew the two could mate but giving powers to a human?  
 
    “I don’t know the details, just that it was possible. The idea was sold to the rest of the Claven and they performed the ritual in 1910.” 
 
    “Why the gap?” 
 
    “Arguments, in fighting and hard to find ingredients. Eventually, Miller, I think his name was, left the group, refusing to ascend. He found the bodies.” 
 
    “And they disappeared.” 
 
    “For a while. But they soon resurfaced across the world. They had gained their powers and immortality.” 
 
    Taryn paced the room, “There are humans with demonic powers out there?” 
 
    “There were. Miller hunted most of them down and destroyed them. His descendents followed suit.” 
 
    The man who was giving Cooper orders must be a descendent then. He was still looking for the rest of them. 
 
    “I’ve done my part. Now tell me.” 
 
    “Oh. It was Lucien.” 
 
    The old man’s face drooped, “Damn, I had hopes for that kid. He was a lot like me.” 
 
    “Yeah and in a few months from now, you’ll be a lot like him. Dead.” 
 
    He couldn’t resist the dig.  
 
    It was met with a twisted grin, “So cocky boy. Well I know something that you don’t. You’re part human.”  
 
    Taryn stared back at his triumphant, gleeful face, “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    The smile faded, “What?” 
 
    “I know all about my mother. And I couldn’t care less.” That was a lie but this cruel old man didn’t need to know that. “See you around old man. Oh right, I won’t.” 
 
    Even with all the machines hooked up to him, he still had a strong voice as he screamed obscenities as Taryn left the room.  
 
    He expected to be stopped on the way out but the guards didn’t go near him.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A few minutes after Taryn left on his secret road trip, Mackenzie heard a faint sound in the hallway. Picking up her knife, she stood waiting, knowing whoever was out there wasn’t friendly.  
 
    The door slammed open. 
 
    Silhouetted in the doorway, a tall man wearing an expensive suit stepped into the room. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” she snapped. 
 
    “Miss Murphy? I believe you have some letters for me.” 
 
    “You’re the guy Howard works for.” 
 
    He gave a brief smile, “That’s one way of describing our relationship.” 
 
    “Well I hate to disappoint you but I don’t have any letters. Now get out before I call the police.” 
 
    “I don’t think you will. I know what you are,” he said. 
 
    For second, she hesitated, “Pissed off? Get out of my apartment.” 
 
    “Not until I get what I came for.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “My name is Miller. I was a member of…” 
 
    “The Claven,” she finished for him. 
 
    “Exactly. And I know that you are a demon.” 
 
    “Half-demon. I’m not a murderer like the rest of them. So leave.” 
 
    “I’m not after you. Yet. I’m looking for someone else. A man called Jeremiah Fleming. I know that he was last seen in LA.” 
 
    “And what? You assume because I’m a demon that I know him? That’s a little racist.” 
 
    “I’m here for the research you stole from Howard. It contains my notes and maps. I want it back.” 
 
    Mackenzie grabbed the box from the table and shoved it at him. He looked surprised. 
 
    “Take it. I’m not interested on being on the Claven’s radar. The only reason we know about you is because that idiot Howard was talking to a cop. We were worried it would lead back to us.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of Howard’s indiscretions. It won’t happen again. I know about the other demon who lives here too. A Duke. If either of you have information on the men from 1910, then I need to know about it.” 
 
    “I told you the letters don’t exist. And didn’t they all die back then?” 
 
    Another small smile, “I should be going.” 
 
    “You’re one of them aren’t you? Tell me what’s really going on,” she demanded. 
 
    His face lit up in surprise when he found himself answering her, “I was turned against my will. I have spent the last hundred years tracking down the other members and killing them. Jeremiah is the last one. They corrupted themselves by turning. They have to die.” 
 
    “So you’re a demon hunting demon.” 
 
    He strained against her will, succeeded, pulled a knife as he dropped the box and lunged at her. 
 
    “Stop,” she barked. He froze with the knife still raised. She hoped her spell would last until she could at least get him out of the apartment. 
 
    “Take your stuff and get out. Forget you were ever here.” 
 
    With reluctance, he returned the knife to his coat, grabbed the box and walked out.  
 
    She triple locked the door after him. She had no idea if her command would work or last but he was gone for now. 
 
    Taryn didn’t return until three a.m. She was still up, keeping watch in case Miller came back. 
 
    “Why are you still up?” he asked. 
 
    “We had a visitor. Man called Miller.” 
 
    “He’s a descendant of a Claven member.” 
 
    “No, he’s an original Claven member. They were all turned into demons and he was too. He’s trying to kill them all off.” 
 
    “What did he want with you?” 
 
    “He came looking for the letters.” 
 
    “You never should have sent that damn email.”
“I know that now!” 
 
    “Any history of the Claven was wiped from my family’s books. It’s like someone is trying to erase them completely.” 
 
    “Miller. Once he kills them off, it will be like they never existed. He says there is only one guy left. His name was Jeremiah Fleming. Ever heard of him?” 
 
    Taryn shook his head, “Doesn’t ring a bell.” 
 
     “Well hopefully he’ll be too busy hunting him down to worry about us.” 
 
    “Why did the perimeter spell fail?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He must know a way around them.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie was halfway through her Friday night shift when one of the clubbers freaked out. She was clearing glasses a few minutes before and noticed a college guy standing in the middle of the dance floor. He has his hand raised in front of him and was staring at it with a fascinated expression on his face. She shook her head in disgust; he was stoned out of his mind. 
 
    “Hey buddy, why don’t you head home,” she shouted over the music. 
 
    It took him a few minutes to acknowledge her. He grinned, swayed slightly then burst into hysterical laughter. 
 
    She left him to it. Hopefully he wasn’t on the drugs that Greta was supplying because she knew from experience that they could give you a really bad trip. 
 
    A few minutes later a scream filled the room. The DJ cut the music as a crowd gathered to watch. The college guy was staggering around clutching his head and screaming in pain.  
 
    Mackenzie hurried towards him. If he was going to lose it, they needed to get him outside and call an ambulance. 
 
    He began flailing around, lashing out at whoever was closest to him. He scratched at his own face. 
 
    “Little help,” she called to Taryn, who was standing by the door. 
 
    The college guy doubled over and began coughing. He spat a mouthful of spit and blood onto the floor. One girl gave a cry of disgust and jumped back out of the way. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, I think you need to go to the hospital,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    Wild-eyed, he shoved her hard and she staggered backwards, just managing to keep her balance. Taryn reached them and punched the college guy in the face. He went down and began convulsing on the floor. 
 
    “Taryn!” Mackenzie screeched. 
 
    Grabbing his arms, she dragged Taryn into the locker room, as the other bouncers moved in to help the guy. 
 
    “What are you doing? The guy could be dying and you punched him.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Taryn screamed. 
 
    Mackenzie moved away from him. He had lost it. He paced the room looking like he was going to kill someone.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?” she asked. 
 
    “Just stop asking me questions okay? Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Gladly,” she said, storming out of the room.  
 
    The bouncers had called the paramedics. Greta appeared from her office. 
 
    “What’s this?” she demanded. 
 
    “Bad reaction to drugs.” 
 
    Greta swore, “Get him out of here. Now.” 
 
    “Greta he’s in a bad way...” 
 
    The glare she shot Mackenzie quickly shut her up.  
 
    As she filled the bouncers in and they carried the comatose boy outside, she noticed a baggie lying on the floor and quickly scooped it up. 
 
    Someone bumped her from behind and the powder billowed up into her face. She sneezed and dropped the bag, heading for the bathroom at a run. Throwing water onto her face, she scrubbed at it to remove all trace of the drug. 
 
    Oh God, that was so stupid. She didn’t want to go the same way Trixie had. 
 
    In the mirror above the sink she saw her red face staring back at her. She didn’t think it had time to affect her and she’d only inhaled a tiny amount. Trixie had breathed in a lot, plus she was a full demon, which would cause different side effects than it would in Mackenzie. I’m okay, she thought, trying to get her breathing under control. 
 
    After ten minutes, she still felt no after effects of the drug so she returned to the floor. Someone had removed the baggie.  
 
    Taryn had disappeared, and maybe that was for the best. She knew if she saw him again tonight she would swing at him. That kid had needed help and Taryn had attacked him.  
 
    The bar emptied out after the incident and Mackenzie 
 
    was sent home early. She didn’t wait around for a ride with Taryn, if he was still here. A walk would definitely help her to cool down. 
 
    As she reached the final block before home, she heard footsteps behind her. He had better be coming to apologize, she thought. 
 
    She kept walking, letting him do the chasing. A hand closed around her arm. Before she could turn around she was shoved into an alleyway. 
 
    “Hey!” she cried, only to find it wasn’t Taryn. It was her ex-foster father, Henry. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” she spat. 
 
    “You think you can just talk to me like that? Saint Mac always the innocent little girl. Well I know different. There’s darkness in you.” 
 
    He had no idea. 
 
    She tried to walk away but he shoved her against the wall with more strength than she was expecting. He pulled out the knife and flicked it open. She flashed back to the day in the garage. It could have ended so differently. 
 
     He hesitated. 
 
    “Well? What are you waiting for?” she snapped, “Are you going to stab me, Henry?” Why am I challenging him? she wondered. But she knew why. After her speech the other day, she wasn’t going to show any fear. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll make you suffer first,” he hissed, moving in close. She could smell his rancid breath.  
 
    “Go for it, but you should probably know I have a cop following me around. What about it Henry? Do you want to spend what little time you have left in jail?” 
 
    “You’re bluffing.” 
 
    Tipping her head in the direction of the street, she held her breath as a cop car drove slowly by. It wasn’t O’Donnelly or anyone to do with her but it was enough to sell her story. Henry backed off.  
 
    Mackenzie took off. Her head felt fuzzy and she didn’t even remember the journey back to the apartment. 
 
     She was angry at herself. All that old fear had come back. Would there ever be a time when fear didn’t overpower her? The present was bad enough, but now the past had caught up and she wondered again if she would ever be free of him? Of any of them? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    She didn’t have to work the next day so she slept late. Exhaustion from last night weighed her down and she didn’t want to get out of bed. The headache dictated otherwise and she crawled out of bed and into the kitchen for painkillers.  
 
    “I booked the dojo for one,” Taryn said. Dark circles under his eyes gave him a menacing look as he knocked back a cup of coffee at the kitchen table. 
 
    “That’s it? No apology?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For being a complete asshole last night.” 
 
    He just stared at her. 
 
    “Yeah, why should I expect anything else from you?” 
 
    She flicked on the TV. 
 
    “...found dead in an alleyway early this morning. The man was identified as Henry Ellis. His neck was broken. It is unclear if the police have any leads at this time.” 
 
    Mackenzie’s knees went rubbery and she reached out and gripped the back of the chair to keep from falling. He was dead? It must have happened right after she had left. It was the same alleyway. Relief flooded her but she also felt sick. Someone broke his neck? Maybe someone had tried to rob him. 
 
    She turned slowly and looked over at Taryn. 
 
    “What time did you come home last night?” she asked. 
 
     “I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “Late.” 
 
    “Henry was murdered in an alleyway just down the street. Did you see anything?” 
 
    He shook his head, his gaze never leaving the table.  
 
    “Taryn, did you do this?” 
 
    His eyes flicked up to look at her. She didn’t like what she saw there. It reminded her of how he looked the first time they had met. 
 
    “Did you kill Henry?” she asked, not sure she even wanted to know anymore. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know? You either did or you didn’t.” 
 
    “I don’t remember coming home last night.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that you could have killed him? You just don’t remember.” 
 
    His shoulders lifted in another shrug. 
 
    Standing up, she stood still a moment, getting her equilibrium back. When she was steady, she left the room. He may have murdered someone and he didn’t care. In her bedroom, she flopped on the bed. Whatever was happening to him was getting worse. How long before he turned on her? Would he murder her in her sleep and not remember doing it? 
 
    It wasn’t worth the risk; she needed to get him to leave. She braced herself for a fight and headed back out. 
 
    The kitchen was empty as was the living room and bathroom. Where was he? She moved slowly, waiting on him to pounce on her. 
 
    At the far end of the table, her foot bumped against something. Taryn was sprawled out on the floor. The coffee mug lay beside him, its contents soaking into the rug.  
 
    “Taryn?” she shook him but he didn’t respond. She checked he was still breathing. He was and he didn’t seem to have any wounds. What the hell? 
 
    She rolled him over onto his back. 
 
    “Taryn? Wake up.” 
 
    She slapped him across the face and she wasn’t gentle about it. Still no response. 
 
    Grabbing the phone she debated who to call. If he was taken to the hospital they would do tests and they would realize he wasn’t human. That wasn’t something she could explain. 
 
    Instead she dialed the church.  
 
    “Father Thomas? I need your help.” 
 
    While she waited on him to arrive she dragged Taryn onto the couch. His pulse, when she checked, was erratic.  
 
    Father Thomas arrived twenty minutes later.  
 
    “Did you see what happened?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I left the room and when I came back he was lying on the floor. He hasn’t been sleeping lately.” 
 
    She didn’t tell him about the potential murderous blackouts because she wasn’t sure of that yet. Although he was definitely top of the suspect list. 
 
    “Can you wake him up?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Why hasn’t he been sleeping?” 
 
    Mackenzie sighed, “I don’t know exactly. He has a curse on him. He killed his brother.” 
 
    “He killed his own kin? That is very bad.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate? Because he won’t tell me anything,” she said, dropping into the armchair.  
 
    “Well it differs. I know of...” he stopped talking. He was looking at something behind Mackenzie. She glanced over her shoulder but there was nothing there. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing.” He began cleaning his glasses, “This brother of Taryn’s. Was he blonde?” 
 
    “Yes. How did you know that?” 
 
     “Because,” he said with a sigh, “he’s here in the room with us.” 
 
    Mackenzie leapt out of the chair her knife filling her hand before she even realized she had reached for it. She spun in a circle, searching for Lucien. 
 
    “Where is he?”  
 
    “Miss Murphy, calm down. I assure you he can’t hurt you.” 
 
    She felt a familiar twinge in her lower back from where the knife had went in. Even though it was healed completely she still felt phantom pains. Yes, Lucien could hurt her. And would, if given the chance. 
 
    “He’s supposed to be dead.” 
 
    “He is dead. There’s a reason I do what I do. I can see demons after they cross over.” 
 
    “So, he’s a ghost?” 
 
    “In a sense, yes.” 
 
    A shiver ran down her spine. She didn’t like the idea of him being here, so close. 
 
    “Why is he here?” 
 
    “It may actually explain what is happening to Taryn. There is a version of the curse where the subject is haunted by the demon he murdered. It torments him depriving him of sleep and effectively driving him mad.” 
 
    “Oh my God. How do we stop it?” 
 
    “There isn’t a way to stop it. The curse has to play out until it is fulfilled.” 
 
    “What’s the end result? He ends up in some psych ward somewhere?” 
 
    Maybe he could get a room next to her mom.  
 
    “I’m afraid madness is only a side effect. The curse is slowly sucking the life out of him. The end result is death.” 
 
    “And he knew this when he killed him?” 
 
    “They are taught it from a young age. Like I said there are a few versions but they all end the same.” 
 
    She didn’t know how to react to that. He was dying because he saved her life. And he had lied about it. 
 
    “He probably doesn’t have much time left.” 
 
    She began pacing, “No. There is a way to fix this and we’re going to find it. He’s not going to die because of me. Please you have to find a way. You’re an expert on demons.” 
 
    “I can look, but...” 
 
    “No buts. What do I do about him?” 
 
    “Let him sleep for now. I’ll call if I find anything.” 
 
    Alone again, Mackenzie cleaned the apartment just for something to do. It freaked her out that Lucien was probably watching her right now, enjoying the torment he was inflicting. This was all his damn fault.  
 
    “All right listen up, Lucien. I know you can hear me. You need to leave. Just go. You’ve had your revenge now leave Taryn alone. You got everything you deserved.” 
 
    Her voice broke. She thought this was over. That East Falls had been the end of it.  
 
    There was a knock at the door. She hastily wiped at her eyes and went to answer it. 
 
    “O’Donnelly?” she said.  
 
     “Miss Murphy,” he said with a grin. “May I come in?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for her reply, attempting to push the door open. With only a second to spare, she blocked the door with her foot.  
 
    “Now’s really not a good time. My boyfriend is asleep, he isn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “I’ll be really quiet,” he mocked. 
 
    She was no match for his strength and, catching her by surprise, he shoved the door open. Why did she even bother having one since everyone just let themselves in anyway? 
 
    “Nice place you have here,” he said, not bothering to lower his voice at all. He spotted Taryn on the couch. 
 
    “Mr. Duke? Was it?”  
 
    “He’s a deep sleeper and I told you he is sick. Can we talk out in the hallway?” 
 
    O’Donnelly wasn’t listening. He shook Taryn by the shoulder, before checked his pulse. 
 
    “Has he taken any drugs?” O’Donnelly asked. 
 
    “No. I told you, he’s sick. The flu.” 
 
    “Very sick from the look of it.” He pulled out a walkie, “I need an ambulance to West Franklyn. I have an unconscious male in his mid twenties, possible drug overdose.” 
 
    “He hasn’t taken any drugs,” Mackenzie cried. She knelt beside Taryn and started shaking him. He really needed to get up, like now. 
 
    “Be straight with me, Miss Murphy.” 
 
    “I am. Taryn please wake up,” she begged. 
 
    Limbs flailing, he jerked away. “What’s going on?” he muttered. 
 
    “See? He’s awake, now cancel the ambulance.” 
 
    “His pulse is irregular. It would be better if he got checked out.” 
 
    Taryn made a move to sit up. “What ambulance? Where did he come from?” 
 
    “Tell him you’ve been sick, but you’re fine now.” 
 
    He stood up then collapsed back on the couch. Way to sell it. 
 
    She could heard sirens approaching. Looks like they had no choice but to go to the hospital. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about Lucien?” Mackenzie snapped, as they waited for the doctor to return. He had taken blood samples from Taryn, who was currently lying on a gurney. He still looked terrible. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me again. Father Thomas saw him. This is part of the curse, isn’t it?” 
 
    He made a valiant effort to get off the gurney but she pushed him back. She refused to let him run away from this. 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” she said. No, ordered. She was done playing around. 
 
    He struggled against it but had to answer her in the end, “Yes, it’s the curse. Curse is the right word for it. If there was one person in the world I wouldn’t want haunting me—it’s him.” 
 
    “Is there a way to fix it? Before it kills you?” 
 
    Before he could answer, O’Donnelly returned. 
 
    “Feeling better, Mr. Duke?” 
 
    “Much, thanks. I’ll be going now.” 
 
    “Not so fast. The test results will be back soon so why don’t you do yourself a favor and tell me about the drugs.” 
 
    “What drugs?” Taryn asked. 
 
    “Fine, play the tough guy. You don’t care about yourself, I get that, but what about your girlfriend? If those tests come back positive, then she is going down as an accessory.” 
 
    “Then I better hope they don’t come back positive. We’re leaving.” 
 
    While Taryn was signing the discharge papers, Mackenzie waited by the elevator. A teenage boy was wheeled past on a gurney. He was screaming and practically frothing at the mouth. 
 
    “Get him strapped down,” one of the orderlies yelled. 
 
    A doctor rushed forward to help, “What’s the situation?” 
 
    “Nineteen year old male, drug overdose. He’s the third today.” 
 
    “Anyone know what he took?” 
 
    “They’re still doing tests.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” Taryn asked. 
 
    “It’s the drug again. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “It could be anything.” 
 
    They got into the elevator.  
 
    “You know what the drug is, don’t you?”
“Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Taryn, its hurting people. I inhaled it, last night.” 
 
    “What?” he looked alarmed, “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose. It was an accident. I don’t think it really affected me. But I know what it can do. It killed Trixie.” 
 
    “You’re lucky it didn’t kill you. It comes from Spiro eggs. It’s used as a hallucinogenic by demons but it can be lethal to them. I’ve never heard of it being used on humans before. They must have cut it with something else.” 
 
    “Spiro? Like the one that attacked you?” 
 
    “Trixie must have stolen the eggs to get the drugs and it followed her here. It probably zeroed in on me because it could smell demon.” 
 
    “I can’t take this anymore.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with the Spiro.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about. When are you going to stop lying to me?” 
 
    “There’s some stuff you don’t need to know.”  
 
    “I do need to know. Forget it, you wouldn’t understand. I keep treating you like a human when you’re clearly not.” 
 
    He went to reply but she held up her hand, “Shut up. I don’t want to hear another word from you.” 
 
    They drove back to the apartment in silence. Mackenzie couldn’t stay. She had to get out of the apartment and away from Taryn. She couldn’t even look at him. He had lied to her about everything. The thought of Lucien being in the apartment too, was creepy and disturbing. Dead or not she was sure that he was enjoying torturing Taryn. 
 
    She went to a nearby cafe and bought herself a coffee.  
 
    Settling into a chair outside, she wondered what her next move was going to be. Taryn needed to leave. If he left then hopefully most of his problems would go with him. Trixie was dead so she didn’t have her to worry about. The Spiro wanted Taryn and if the order on Miller held then she didn’t have him to worry about either. But she kept remembering the fact that he was only in this situation because of her. No, he wanted Lucien dead as much as she did. It was his stupid plan that caused all this. He was the one who wanted her to use the talisman, even though it would have killed her.  
 
    “I’m telling you, this is fate.”  
 
    She jumped at the voice so close to her. “Micah?” 
 
    He took a seat at her table, “I was just in the area, looking for a job and I see you. What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s that complicated situation I mentioned earlier.” 
 
    “Well, let me grab a coffee and you can tell me all about it.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    After Mackenzie stormed out of the apartment, Taryn followed her. He knew he owed her an explanation. As he reached the bottom of the stairs, Mrs. Bainbridge appeared. 
 
    “You know if Miss Murphy is allowing other tenants to stay in the apartment then I may have to charge her extra rent.” 
 
    He sighed and pulled out a wad of bills. He counted off a few and handed them to her.  
 
    With a satisfied smirk, she tucked them into her bra and returned to her room. 
 
    When Taryn left the building, Mackenzie was gone. Searching the streets, he debated on which way she would have gone. Deciding to turn left, he started walking. At the corner he turned left again, and spotted her across the road. She was at the cafe. And she was with a guy. 
 
    For a second, he hesitated; she wouldn’t forgive him for ruining her little date. Maybe this was a good thing. Now she was distracted she wouldn’t ask so many questions. 
 
    The guy moved to the counter for a drink then returned to the table. Taryn froze. Micah? 
 
    Mentally assessing what weapons he had, he crossed the road.  
 
    Mackenzie saw him approach, “What do you want?”  
 
    Pulling up a chair he sat down between them. 
 
    “Excuse me? Who invited you?” she snapped. 
 
    Micah was watching him with an amused expression.  
 
    “There are a lot of innocent people around here Micah. A lot of witnesses. What’s the play?” 
 
    “Wait, how do you know Micah?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    Taryn looked over at her, “He’s my brother.” 
 
    Her face went pale, “Great, another one.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid I was lying to you Mac,” Micah said, stirring his coffee. 
 
    “Come on, Micah. You and me, we never really had a problem. And I know you feel the same way about father as the rest of us. Just walk away.” 
 
     “You’re not wrong,” Micah said with a chuckle. “Do you remember that one Thanksgiving when Lucien was torturing you? You refused to come out of your room for hours. So I locked him in a room with me. He was crying so hard, it was hilarious. He left you alone for the rest of the holidays.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Mackenzie said. She tried to stand but Taryn clamped a hand around her wrist and pulled her back down, shaking his head. She didn’t dare provoke him. 
 
    Micah could kill them both in an instant, Taryn knew. The only thing stopping him were the witnesses but he doubted even they would be enough if Micah became enraged. 
 
    “So what is this between you two?” Micah asked. 
 
    Mackenzie got the message, “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “You two? Is it an alliance? Are you two involved?” 
 
    “No,” Mackenzie snapped. Taryn shot her a glare. 
 
    “No, we’re not together. We both had a run in with Lucien. It didn’t end in his favor, and right now we’re trying to stay off the radar.” 
 
    “What is she?” he asked. 
 
    “King half blood.” 
 
    “Guess that rule never mattered much to either family.” 
 
    Watching a mother and her two young sons, Micah sipped his coffee. The boys were shoving each other, until the mother yelled at them, breaking them apart, leaving them with sheepish looks on their faces. 
 
    “You know,” Micah said, “I never understood the fighting between the families. At the end of the day, we’re all the same. Maybe that’s what we need. Someone to tell us off.  
 
    Fata sure had a weird sense of humor.” 
 
    “Who’s Fata?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t know the story?”  
 
    Taryn shook his head. 
 
    “My God brother, have you taught her nothing? Fata was the mother of all demons.” 
 
    “She was bad ass?” 
 
    “No, I mean literally. She was our mother. Thousands of years ago, we were all killing each other. When she saw what her sons were doing she cursed them. Separated them into different families with her two favorites being the Kings and Dukes. She made sure that they couldn’t kill their own family and let them continue to fight. She believed her strongest children would win the war, then she would return for them. There are several versions of the story and sometimes Fata is confused with Fate. Each family has their own version. The Dukes say that she gave them battle skills to help them win the war. The Kings thinks she favored them by making them skilled at magic. It changes all the time.” 
 
    “What do you believe?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how it happened. There’s nothing we can do to change it.” 
 
    “There might be,” Taryn said. 
 
    “You don’t believe in that vision,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “What vision?” 
 
    “There’s a war coming. And Mackenzie is going to lead it.” 
 
    “She’s just a girl,” Micah said, his eyes widening in surprise.  
 
    “She’s more than that.” 
 
    Finishing off his coffee, Micah stretched.  
 
    Taryn was running attack scenarios in his head but each one ended the same. With both of them dead. 
 
    Micah rose.  
 
    “Now that was good coffee. I should be going.” 
 
     “What?” Taryn said, looking up at him, 
 
    “I have things to do. Walk me to my car, brother.” 
 
    Taryn stood up. Mackenzie went to follow, “Wait here.” 
 
    She slowly sat back down. 
 
    Taryn followed Micah down the street to the car parked on a deserted side road.  
 
    As they approached the car, Micah reached into his pocket. Taryn braced himself for what was coming next.  
 
    Removing his car keys, Micah unlocked the car. 
 
    “Relax. I’m not going to kill you, Taryn. Not today.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You activated the curse, didn’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Then I don’t need to do anything, do I?” 
 
    “And Mackenzie?” 
 
    “Nice girl. It’ll be interesting to see her in this war you say is coming.” 
 
    Why was Micah giving them a pass? 
 
    Once Micah had the car door open, he turned back to Taryn, “Answer me one question. I know you claim there’s nothing going on, but would you die for her?” 
 
    Taryn’s eyes bored into his, “I already am.” 
 
    With a grin, Micah said, “That’s what I thought. Goodbye Taryn. I hope for your sake that your death is quick.” 
 
    When Micah drove away, Taryn returned to the cafe.  
 
    “What happened?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “He left.” 
 
    “That’s it? He’s not going to kill us?” 
 
    “Not today,” he took a seat at the table. 
 
    “Why would he just let us go?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he’s curious about the war and he wants to see what happens.” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight in a war.” 
 
    “You already are. You were born into it.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “You’re seriously going to work, after everything that’s happened?” Mackenzie asked.  
 
    “I told you I’m fine.” 
 
    “Well that’s a lie,” she snapped.  He looked like death warmed over. He was ghostly white and the dark circles under his eyes looked like bruises. He parked the car in the alleyway behind Blue Moon. 
 
    “What about the blood samples? O’Donnelly is going to hound us.” 
 
    “The samples will come back clear. They’ve already been switched out. And O’Donnelly doesn’t want us, he wants Greta.” 
 
    They went inside the club, stopping at the locker room to drop off their things. 
 
    “If anything weird happens, or you feel like you’re going to collapse again then please go home.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. 
 
    Tiffany came in, looking for her cigarettes. “Hey, hot stuff,” she said to Taryn. 
 
    He had zoned out again and ignored her. 
 
    Mackenzie left them to it. She couldn’t understand how he could be so calm about the fact that he was dying. If it was her she would be freaking out and trying to find something to save herself. She still hadn’t heard back from Father Thomas and she didn’t know if that was good or bad. There had to be a spell or a potion somewhere that could fix him.  
 
    Now I’m back to helping him? she thought. He had probably killed Henry, although she had no way of proving it. She groaned, she couldn’t go through it all again in her head. It was driving her crazy.  
 
    “Murphy!” Greta barked, almost giving her a heart attack.  
 
    She was standing in the door to her office, beckoning Mackenzie inside.  
 
    What now? she thought.  
 
    She took a seat at the desk and waited. Greta probably had questions about Trixie. Her disappearing did nothing to verify Mackenzie’s story that she was clueless about the drugs. 
 
    “I hear your boyfriend had a trip to the emergency room.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. But he’s fine, it was nothing.” 
 
    “I also heard that O’Donnelly accompanied you.” 
 
    “He, it…” she stuttered, nothing she said was going to make this better. “He showed up and he called the ambulance for Taryn. I don’t know why he was there.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair, fiddling with a gold locket that hung around her neck. 
 
    “You know it wasn’t easy taking over my husband’s empire. When Jerry died, I thought his legacy died with him, but I learned a lot from him. How to run this place, how to gain respect. How to deal with people who betray me.” 
 
    “Greta, I swear I haven’t told him a thing. I would never betray you.” 
 
    “Then why is he hanging around?” 
 
    “Because he thinks that might change but it isn’t. I love my job here, I would never jeopardize it.” 
 
    Greta appeared amused, “You really think that just your job is at stake?” 
 
    “What do you want me to say? I’ve told you the truth Greta. If I had given O’Donnelly anything, you know he would have swooped down on this place by now.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s biding his time. Setting up a sting.” 
 
    “He isn’t. He’s just desperate and trying to find anything he can on you.” 
 
    “Then I think the time has come for you to prove your loyalty to me.” 
 
    Mackenzie felt her stomach knot, “What?” 
 
    “O’Donnelly is a pit-bull. He isn’t going to stop. Unless someone stops him. Sacrifices have to be made.” 
 
    “You want me to kill him?” Mackenzie snorted. 
 
    “I want you to do whatever you have to do to get him off my back.” 
 
    For a minute she stared at Greta waiting for the punch line that didn’t come.  
 
    “If something happens to him they’ll suspect you.” 
 
    “But I won’t have anything to do with it.” 
 
    “Greta, I am not a murderer.” 
 
    “What about Beckman?” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    The look Greta gave her suggested she didn’t believe her at all. The guy was ripped apart. What the hell did she think I was capable of? 
 
    “Bottom line, I want this matter dealt with. You have one week to sort it out.” 
 
    Mackenzie stood up, bumping the table in the process, knocking the picture of Greta’s husband to the floor. The glass shattered. 
 
    Greta snatched it off the floor, “Get out.”  
 
    With a heavy sigh, Mackenzie backed out of the room. She couldn’t kill O’Donnelly. Greta was insane. What the hell was she supposed to do? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
    When the room started to spin, Taryn knew things were getting worse. He headed for the bar for a glass of water. 
 
    “Everything okay, buddy?” Kenny asked. 
 
    As he stared at him, he began to ripple right before he changed into a Kelper demon. 
 
    Trying to shake the image away, Taryn closed his eyes. He had a migraine. When he opened them, Kenny had returned to normal. 
 
    “I need to lie down,” he said. He staggered into the locker room falling heavily on the wooden bench against the back wall. He knew hallucinations were one of the final stages of the curse. 
 
    The throbbing in his head eased and he tried to sit up. The room was still moving but it had definitely lessened.  
 
    The door opened and Mackenzie came in. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, just a headache.” 
 
    “Poor baby. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    He thought she was being sarcastic but she sounded sincere. 
 
    “I’m fine. I should get back to work.” 
 
    He stood up and felt his balance go. She put a hand on his chest to steady him. 
 
    “Easy. You know you should get some rest. I could take care of you.” She ran her hand across his chest. 
 
    “Huh?” Was this another illusion? 
 
    “Why are you trying to fight it? I know you want me as much as I want you.” 
 
    She leaned in close, her lips inches from his. He swallowed hard. 
 
    “I don’t...this is wrong.” 
 
    “Ssh, no one has to know.” 
 
    Her lips brushed his. He was dying anyway, so why not. He grabbed her and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, as he backed her up against the lockers. He lifted her so her legs were around his waist. 
 
    “I knew you wanted me too,” she moaned. 
 
    “Kenzie,” he whispered. 
 
    “What did you call me?” she pulled back. It wasn’t Mackenzie. It was Tiffany. He let her go and backed away horrified. It was another hallucination. 
 
    “You’re pretending I’m your girlfriend while cheating on her? That’s a new kind of weird.” She shrugged, “But okay.”  
 
    She came toward him again. 
 
    “Stop. This was a mistake. I’m not interested.” 
 
     “You were interested five seconds ago,” she said, crossing her arms in anger. 
 
    “Well I’m not now. Leave.” 
 
    Glaring at him she stalked towards the door. It opened as she approached it and Mackenzie came in. 
 
    “You’re welcome to him,” Tiffany snapped at her. 
 
    “Okay, what was that about?”  
 
    “Kenzie?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    It was her this time. 
 
    “What was going on with Tiffany?” 
 
    “Nothing. There’s nothing going on.” 
 
     “Protesting a little too much,” she said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    She was making a joke. Of course, she was. Because they weren’t an actual couple. She didn’t care who he made out with.  
 
    “I think I should go home,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, take the car. I can walk.” 
 
    He took the keys from her.  
 
    What had he been thinking? He really needed to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When they returned to the floor, they found O’Donnelly questioning Kenny.  
 
    “Damn it, what is he up to now?” Mackenzie said, “I’ll go warn Greta.” She headed down the hall to the boss’s office. This was going to convince her even more that O’Donnelly had something on her. 
 
    As she turned the corner to the office, she found Miller heading her way.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” she snapped. 
 
    “The same thing you are doing, I imagine. You found out Jeremiah is here, didn’t you? You were lying to me.” 
 
    “What? No? Why is he here?” 
 
    “Lie all you want but you are not going to interfere. He dies tonight.” 
 
    The office door opened and Greta stepped out into the hall.  
 
    “What is going on out here?” she snapped. 
 
    “Nothing. This guy was just looking for the bathroom.” 
 
    “Well it isn’t down here.” She turned to go back inside. 
 
    “Wait. I know you,” Miller said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Greta said, said without turning. Mackenzie could see her tense though. 
 
    “You worked at the house. You were a maid.” 
 
    Maid? Greta? Not a chance, she thought. 
 
    “Murphy, get rid of him,” she said. 
 
    “You need to leave,” she attempted to grab his arm but he shook her off. 
 
    “You were obsessed with Jeremiah. Did he turn you too?” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Mackenzie said. “Jerry? Your husband? Is he right?”  
 
    Glaring at her, Greta snapped, “Shut up, you worthless little brat.” 
 
    With determined steps, Miller backed Greta into the office, Mackenzie was right behind them. There had to be some logical explanation. She knew Greta. She wasn’t a demon. Sure she acted like one sometimes but this was impossible. 
 
    “Where is he?” Miller asked. 
 
    “Her husband is dead,” Mackenzie told him. “He died a few years ago.” 
 
    “Stop talking,” Greta screeched at her. 
 
    “Saves me the trouble. So you’re the last one.” 
 
    Before either woman could move, he grabbed Greta, thrusting at knife to her throat. 
 
    “Wait, she isn’t a Claven member. Why kill her?” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “Because they all have to die. It’s the only way I’ll be free.”
“Do something Murphy,” Greta hissed. 
 
    “I’m trying,” she snapped. 
 
    “Save your breath. She dies.” 
 
    “But what if she’s lying? What if Jerry is still alive? You need her to find him.” 
 
    He dug the knife into Greta’s neck, drawing blood. “Is that true? Is he really dead?” 
 
    “Go ahead. Do it,” Greta said. “He gave you a gift and you want to stick a knife in his back? You’re a fool. But if you think this will help you atone, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t exist. He messed with the balance of nature. Now where is he?” 
 
    Eyes wild, Greta elbowed him in the stomach, breaking free. She grabbed Mackenzie and pushed her into Miller and both went to the floor. 
 
    “You can’t hide,” Miller yelled. 
 
    “Oh I can. I’ve been doing it for years. Trust me, I’m a survivor.” 
 
    As she wrenched open the office door something whipped out at her face and she staggered back.  
 
    “Greta?” Mackenzie said. For a second, Mackenzie thought the woman was simply stunned, but as if in slow motion, her knees gave way and she fell onto the floor in a heap. Mackenzie stared in shock at the hole in Greta’s forehead.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God. Greta,” Mackenzie gasped. She untangled herself from Miller and crawled to Greta’s side. Was it a gunshot? She hadn’t heard a gun go off but it could have had a silencer. 
 
    A buzzing noise that reminded Mackenzie of a rattlesnake about the strike came from the doorway. Mackenzie glanced up to find the Spiro. 
 
    “Shit,” she breathed.  
 
    It drew back its tail to strike at her but Miller threw himself in front of the blow. It pierced his heart and he crashed to the floor. The Spiro ran off. 
 
    Mackenzie stared in horror at the body, remembering Sebastian.  
 
    Miller turned his head to look at her and she almost expected him to say the same thing her father had. Instead he said, “It’s over.” 
 
    As his eyes rolled up into his head, a demon dressed in a long hooded robe appeared from a cloud of smoke. It glided towards the two bodies.  
 
    Mackenzie inched backward, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might explode from her chest. It held out red hands that ended in long black claws toward the two on the floor. Wisps of smoke drifted from Greta and Miller’s mouths. The demon grasped them, tightening its grip to hold them.  
 
    Mackenzie’s breath caught in her throat as it turned to look at her. It glided towards her.  
 
    She was too scared to move.  
 
    “So you’re the one,” it said. 
 
    “What one?” she whispered. 
 
    Reaching out one of those horrible appendages, it touched her cheek and she cringed. 
 
    “I can offer you more power, if you are willing to make a deal.” 
 
    “I don’t want any power.” 
 
    It cocked its head to one side, “Suit yourself. But if you change your mind…” 
 
    Within seconds it had glided away, back into the smoke it had created and disappeared. 
 
    Of all the things she had seen lately that was by far and away the creepiest.  
 
    “Kenzie?” 
 
    Mackenzie couldn’t tear her eyes away from the bodies. More people dead because of her. When was it going to end? 
 
    “Kenzie?” Taryn said again. 
 
    “They’re dead,” she said.  
 
    “I can see that. We need to get out of here before O’Donnelly sees them.” 
 
    “Greta was a demon.” 
 
    Lance, Greta’s number two ran in. 
 
    “What’s going on? Greta? Oh my God.” He rushed forward to help her. 
 
    “She’s dead,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    “What did you do?” he cried. 
 
    “It wasn’t me. Someone killed them both.” 
 
    “Get out, both of you. Keep O’Donnelly away from here until I can figure out who did this.” 
 
    Making their way back to the bar, they watched as O’ Donnelly attempted to get past the bouncers.  
 
    “We need a distraction,” Mackenzie said.  
 
    A scream pierced the air. That would do. 
 
    It was coming from storage. O’Donnelly took off toward the noise with Taryn close behind. 
 
    Mackenzie grabbed at his arm, “Where are you going? We can’t give O’Donnelly any more ammunition against us.” 
 
    “Do you want him finding the Spiro?” 
 
    “Be careful,” she said. 
 
    With a last look at Taryn, she turned and went back to the office. Lance had moved Greta to the couch. 
 
    “You have to get her out of here.” 
 
    “How the hell do you expect me to do that? Carry her out through that crowd?” he snapped. 
 
    “O’Donnelly is in storage. Take her out the service entrance into the alley. Here’s her car keys,” she said, pressing them into his hand. 
 
    “I want to know who did this. I want to kill them with my bare hands.” 
 
    “You can’t do that if you’re locked up. Now go.” 
 
    “Check the hall is clear,” he said, lifting Greta’s body. 
 
    Carefully, she opened the door and stuck her head out, glancing both ways. A couple of the clubbers ran past in a panic and she closed the door softly as they passed by. Another quick check and she turned to Lance, “Coast is clear.”  
 
    Lance didn’t waste any time. By the time he was out the back door, Mackenzie was headed for storage to see what was happening there.  
 
    When she arrived, one of the barmaids was on the floor, sobbing and covered in blood. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    The girl let out a yelp and tried to crawl away. 
 
    “It’s okay; I’m not going to hurt you. What attacked you?” 
 
    “Not me,” she sobbed, “My boyfriend. It killed him.” 
 
    That’s when Mackenzie noticed the booted foot in the doorway to the storage room. She moved closer to find a man ripped open so grotesquely, she gagged and turned away.  
 
    “Get out of here,” she told the girl. “Move!” 
 
    The girl stumbled to her feet and took off toward the exit. Mackenzie considered calling the Shadow but she couldn’t trust it to behave and not create more chaos than there already was. 
 
    Moving as silently as possible she headed into the room. There was no sign of Taryn or O’Donnelly.  
 
    The room was trashed. Broken bottles and blood littered the floor, but thankfully, no more bodies were in evidence.  
 
    There was a flash of lightening outside and she could hear the rain. Mackenzie glanced at the open window set near the ceiling. She leapt onto a crate and looked outside and saw the Spiro run past. 
 
    Without giving it much thought, Mackenzie climbed out the window into the alley. The rain was coming down hard. From the light at the mouth of the alley, she could detect shadows, undulating in time to the rain. Whether it was simply shadows was the question of the day. 
 
    A noise she first thought was a pig grunting came from her left and she walked toward the sound. A lightning bolt lit the area in stark relief. Silver slashes of rain highlighted the Taryn and the Spiro. Apparently, Taryn was on the losing end. Although he was still on his feet, she could see him weaving. He swung and missed. The Spiro struck him across the face and Taryn was lifted off his feet, striking the alley wall and slipping slowly to the water soaked ground.  
 
    With a cry of outrage, Mackenzie pulled the knife from her boot. She rushed the Spiro, desperately trying to stab it in the back. The knife broke against the rough skin, bouncing off the Spiro’s spine.  
 
    “Uh-oh,” she said.  
 
    With a grunt of pain, it turned on her. The only defense she had was two inches of broken blade.  
 
    “Look out,” a voice shouted behind her. Dropping to the ground, she twisted her head to look up into O’Donnelly’s face. He pushed her aside with his foot and raised his gun. 
 
    “Hold it right there,” he ordered. The Spiro kept coming. 
 
    Emptying four rounds in its chest, he threw up his hands just before the Spiro reached him. The demon grasped O’Donnelly around the throat and hurled him into the side of a dumpster. O’Donnelly’s head struck it hard and he fell to the ground.  
 
    Turning its attention to Mackenzie, the tail lashed out striking her cheek. It was a glancing blow but it caused her to stagger back.  
 
    Before she could get completely out of the way, Taryn tackled it and they skidded across the garbage and water logged ground.  
 
    Searching frantically, she looked for another weapon. But if a blade wouldn’t penetrate its flesh, what would? It had Taryn pinned to the ground even though he was holding back its claws; no one had a defense against that tail. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
    Mackenzie rushed up behind it, grabbing its tail and twisted it around, stabbing the Spiro in the neck with its own weapon. 
 
    It let out a screech as the tail punctured a quarter-sized hole in its neck. Green blood spurted out, covering Taryn as it dropped away from him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked Taryn. He nodded but didn’t seem to be able to get up. 
 
    “I have to check on O’Donnelly.” 
 
    She was reluctant to move him after the way he had hit the dumpster but she needed to check him. She rolled him onto his back. 
 
    Blood ran down his face in rivulets, and with the rain splashing in his face, she couldn’t tell how bad off he was. He was breathing, but the head wound, from the amount of blood being washed away by the rain, she knew it was bad. 
 
    Sirens pierced the night. If they stayed here they would both be arrested and right now she had to figure out a way to help Taryn. He could be dead before they were even processed. No, nobody else was dying! 
 
    “Come on,” she said, pulling him up. 
 
    Getting him to his feet was no easy task, but finally he staggered up and forward. It wasn’t just the beating he’d taken that was causing this weakness.  
 
    She got him to the car and drove away seconds before the cops arrived. They could see to O’Donnelly. 
 
    Once they were safely away, she said, “Enough’s enough, Taryn. How do we stop this?” 
 
    He was slumped against the door, eyes barely open. He searched his pockets and came out with a piece of paper. 
 
    She took it from him.  
 
    “Natasha Donohoo? Can she help you?” 
 
    “We need to go there,” he said. 
 
    She read the address then headed for the freeway. She put her foot down. From the look of him, he didn’t have much time left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke as Mackenzie left the freeway. They had been driving most of the night and were getting close. Taryn had been sleeping for hours, and she was reluctant to wake him. This Donohoo woman must be a doctor. She had no idea what she could do but if there was a chance she could help Taryn, then they had to take it. 
 
    She pulled into the driveway. The house was expensive looking, covering about half an acre, with a huge front yard and an adjourning garage. 
 
    As she stopped the car, a dark haired woman in her late forties, dressed in a suit and carrying a briefcase appeared. She pressed a remote and the garage opened to reveal a black Mercedes inside. 
 
    She spotted Mackenzie and stopped. 
 
    Mackenzie got out of the car, “Natasha Donohoo?” 
 
    The woman nodded warily.  
 
    “I need your help. He’s dying and I need you to help break the curse.” 
 
    “Curse? What are you talking about?” 
 
    With a quick glance at the car, she froze and took a step forward. Leaning down she took a closer look. 
 
    “Taryn?” she gasped. 
 
    He got out of the car using the door for support.  
 
    “Hey, Mom.” 
 
    “What?” Mackenzie exclaimed. 
 
    Both women rushed to his side as he swayed. Mackenzie put his arm around her shoulders trying to support him. 
 
    “Let’s get him inside,” Natasha said, taking the other arm. It took both of them to support him enough to get him inside and to the couch. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Natasha asked. 
 
    “He killed his brother,” Mackenzie said. 
 
    Natasha’s face fell, “Let me guess. Lucien.” 
 
    “Do you know how to help him?”  
 
    “Kenzie,” Taryn said, “Can I speak to my mom alone?” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “I’ll be outside.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Natasha stood up and ran her hands through her hair.  
 
    “I don’t believe this. What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    He didn’t speak, just watched her. He hadn’t seen her in years. Contact was prohibited and even after he broke free of his dad he still didn’t have the nerve to find her. He didn’t know how he would react. Would he be angry when he saw her or relieved?  
 
    The past didn’t matter now. He just wanted the chance to talk to her one last time. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Your father may be able to fix this. If you go to him and beg him he might help you.” 
 
    “He’ll kill me and even if it would save me, I’d never go crawling back to him.” 
 
     “Taryn,” she said with a sigh. Why did you do it?” 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself as he glanced toward the front door. 
 
    “A girl? Oh my God, I thought you were smarter than that.” 
 
    “It’s not how it sounds. Lucien was trying to overthrow father. Look, that’s not why I came here.” As he tried to stand, he noticed a framed picture on the piano behind her. It showed a kid about fifteen with dark hair, in a soccer uniform.  
 
    “Then why did you come here? You know your father could have someone watching the house. You should go. If he finds out you were here...” 
 
    “Who’s this?” he asked, picking up the picture. 
 
    She visibly swallowed, “He’s…uh, a nephew.” 
 
    At that moment a young male voice called out as the kid in the photo walked into the room. “Hey Mom, did you see my phone.” He stopped when he saw Taryn. 
 
    Taryn spotted the phone on the coffee table. He picked it up and held it out to him. 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” the boy said, “Mom? Is everything okay, here?” 
 
    “It’s fine, sweetheart. Go with your friends, I’ll see you later.” 
 
    With a suspicious nod, he turned and left the room. 
 
    “You have another son,” Taryn said. One she didn’t give up. Abandon to a psychotic father. 
 
    “He doesn’t know about any of the demon stuff, his father is human. After your father took you, I tried my best to stay away from all of it.” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to gate crash your perfect little life. I’ll go.” 
 
    “It’s not like that. You’re my son too. But you know the rules.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I’m done following them. Goodbye Mother,” he said. 
 
    “Taryn?” she called. He looked back at her. Her eyes were brimming with tears but she made no move to come towards him. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mom,” he said softly. 
 
    As he left the house, he could hear her sobbing.  
 
    Mackenzie was waiting, leaning against the car door. 
 
    “You shit!” she cried. She thumped him in the back. The blow wasn’t hard but it drove him to his knees. 
 
    “You said she could help. What is wrong with you? Don’t you care that you’re going to die?” 
 
    Normally he would have fought back but he didn’t have enough energy to even stand. 
 
    “Let it go,” he said. 
 
    She was silent. He glanced up at her. Her jaw was set and he expected another blow. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head, “I’m not giving up that easy. Get in the car, we’re going to see Father Thomas and he’s going to find a way to save your worthless ass.” She helped him into the car and headed back to LA. 
 
    Taryn admired her determination but he could feel it getting closer. They weren’t going to make it in time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty Three 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mackenzie said, she slammed her hand into the horn repeatedly. A damn traffic jam. Typical. They were so close. 
 
    “Kenzie,” Taryn said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s money set up for you in a trust. I left the papers on the table.” 
 
    “Stop!” she snapped. “I told you, you’re not dying.” 
 
    He tried to smile, “This is one thing you can’t order me to do.” 
 
    “Look just talk to me, okay. Stay awake. Tell me what made you turn against your father.” 
 
    “Sit down and have a conversation with him one day and it’ll be obvious.” 
 
    “You said you disagreed with him about something?” 
 
    “He was consumed with gaining power. He couldn’t stand the Kings had all those spells at their disposal. So he sent me to steal them. When I broke into their vault I was confronted by guards. We fought and I managed to escape.” 
 
    “Did you get any spells?” 
 
    “A few but nothing useful. Father wasn’t satisfied. He sent me back again. This time I managed to get a different spell. He decided to test it out. On humans.” 
 
    “What did it do?” 
 
    “Incinerated them from the inside out. He murdered five people then went to dinner.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t a fan of humans. At least not then.” 
 
     “I guess my human blood disagreed when I saw what he had done. I questioned whether it was a good idea to use humans when it could draw the attention of the police. I guess he thought I was defending my own kind. The next mission I was sent on, I wasn’t supposed to survive.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I got the crap kicked out of me and I was left for dead. They made sure to leave me near a King compound. That way they could finish me off and it would be nice and neat. Cray was the one who found me.” 
 
    “Why do you think he helped you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I never will.” 
 
    His head slumped forward. 
 
    “Taryn!” she checked for a pulse. It was there but faint. 
 
    Swerving onto the shoulder, she sped around the traffic jam to the accompaniment of blaring horns. She made it back to the church within fifteen minutes. 
 
    She had to drag him inside. 
 
    “HELP!” she screamed. 
 
    Father Jared came running toward her, “What happened?” 
 
    “He’s dying. Where’s Father Thomas?” 
 
    “He’s visiting an old friend. He should be back soon.” 
 
    “There isn’t time. You have to find a way to break the curse. Now.” 
 
    “Father Thomas has checked. The curse has to play out. He has to die.” 
 
    At the altar, they lowered him to the floor. Taryn gasped, unable to draw air into his lungs.  
 
    “Taryn! Oh God, he can’t breathe. Do something.” 
 
    Titling his head back, she tried to clear his airway. 
 
    Father Jared put a hand on her shoulder, “Maybe you should just let him go. His time is up.” 
 
    She shook him off. Why wouldn’t Father Jared help him? Taryn gasped once then stopped breathing. 
 
    “No! Don’t do this.” 
 
    There had to be a way to save him. Her eyes lit on the collection of bottles and vials across the room. It was her only shot. 
 
    Desperately, she scrambled to her feet and reached the vials. Grabbing one, she took Father Jared’s arm, hurled the vial to the floor by Taryn’s body and pulled Father Jared down behind one of the pews. 
 
    The vial smashed and smoke escaped from it. It entered Taryn’s mouth and nose. 
 
    He rose from the floor into a standing position. His black eyes searched the room before stopping on them. Mackenzie stood up. 
 
    “Bartlus?” 
 
    “This body has expired,” it growled. 
 
    “Yes, but I need you to keep it alive a little longer.” 
 
    The doors to the church opened and the bounty hunter that had chased her earlier, strode in. 
 
    “You owe me a dog,” he said. 
 
    “You should try the pound, I hear they had a new shipment of hellhounds in,” she replied. 
 
    Grinning, he turned his attention to his target, “Taryn Duke,” he said.  
 
    Bartlus growled at him.  
 
    The bounty hunter raised an eyebrow in surprise.  
 
    “Taryn’s dead,” Mackenzie said.  
 
    “So it would appear. His father will be informed.” He turned to walk away. 
 
    “That’s it?” Mackenzie blurted. 
 
    “Like you said, he’s dead. My job is done. And I’m not touching that. Too messy. But I’m sure I will see you again soon.” 
 
    Bartlus made a move to escape. 
 
    “Wait,” Mackenzie said, stepping in front of him, “You won’t get far with his body. It’ll die and you won’t have anywhere to go. Help us and I’ll find you a body.” 
 
    “What?” Father Jared exclaimed. She shushed him. 
 
    Bartlus hesitated, “What do you want?” 
 
    “What is going on?” Father Thomas had entered without Mackenzie being aware of his presence. 
 
    “She released Bartlus,” Father Jared said.  
 
    Shooting him a glare they dared him to question her, she and Father Jared explained the situation. 
 
     “What do we do? Is Taryn even still here?” 
 
    Father Thomas nodded, “He’s right there. Along with his brother.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Taryn was aware and watched Mackenzie argue with the two priests. Why couldn’t she just let him go? 
 
    “She’s determined, I’ll give her that,” Lucien said. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “The curse is complete and now you and I are going to go on a little trip.” 
 
    Behind them a fiery portal opened. A hot wind rushed over them as they listened to otherworldly howling coming from within. 
 
    “Eternity in hell together brother,” Lucien said, clapping a hand on Taryn’s back, “How does that sound?” 
 
    “Taryn.” 
 
    He glanced back to see that Mackenzie was looking in his direction. She didn’t seem to be able to see him, but she knew he was there. 
 
    “Don’t go,” she pleaded. “You have to fight this.” 
 
    He wanted to but what could he do?  
 
    “God, you two are sickening. You should have confessed your undying love for each other before now.” 
 
    “You know the curse says that I have to die.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “It didn’t say I had to stay dead.”  
 
    Before Lucien could react, Taryn balled up his fist and hit Lucien with everything he had. His brother staggered toward the portal which widened as he stumbled closer as if to welcome him home. Lucien’s face filled with fear as he desperately tried to regain his footing and throw himself away from the portal behind him.  
 
    “No! You’re coming with me,” Lucien screamed.  
 
    In one last hopeless lunge, he grabbed Taryn’s ankle with vise-like fingers, hanging on as he was sucked toward the portal. 
 
    “Lucien. Go to hell.” Taryn drew back his foot and kicked his brother in the face. As his fingers slipped from Taryn’s ankle, his furious scream echoed back as he was snatched inside the fire-ridden doorway, filling the room with such torment, Taryn covered his ears. 
 
    Now to get his body back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    “Is he still here?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
    “Yes, he...oh.” 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    “He got away from his brother. He’s trying to get back in his body.” 
 
    Bartlus’s body jerked and twisted. 
 
    “What are you doing? Let him back in,” Mackenzie cried. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You won’t last in his body if he’s dead. Let him back in.” 
 
    “I can hold out until he’s dead. I’m not leaving this body to go back in the bottle.” 
 
    “Take mine,” she said. 
 
    “No!” Father Thomas cried. 
 
    “You would give your body willingly?” Bartlus asked. 
 
    “Yes, if you let him back in, you can take mine.” 
 
    “Miss Murphy, this is a bad idea,” Father Thomas said. 
 
    “Say, I give my body freely.” 
 
    “I give my body freely.” 
 
    Smoke rose from Taryn’s mouth and nose and slammed into Mackenzie. Then darkness. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “God, that hurt,” Mackenzie muttered. She opened her eyes to find she was on the couch in her apartment. She sat up and looked around. The apartment was in darkness but there was light from outside. 
 
    How did I get back here? 
 
    “Taryn?” 
 
    “He’s not here,” a strange voice said. She leapt up, searching the apartment for the intruder, to find him sitting in the armchair. 
 
    “Sebastian?” 
 
    “I was hoping you could call me Dad.” 
 
    “No, no, no. You’re dead. You can’t be sitting in my apartment.” 
 
    “This isn’t your apartment.” He nodded towards the windows. 
 
    Mackenzie drew back the curtains. Instead of the alleyway she could see a bus station. And the building appeared to be moving through it.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Sebastian moved up beside her, “That would be the view Bartlus has through your eyes. You’re trapped inside your own head.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “This is not happening,” Mackenzie said. Bartlus had her body and he could take it anywhere. Someone had to stop him. Where was Taryn? Oh, God did he even get back into his body? 
 
    She sat down on the couch and put her head between her legs. If she didn’t gain control of her emotions quickly, she was going to hyperventilate.  
 
    “Keep it together,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Shut up!” she snapped. 
 
    “I’m sensing some hostility.” 
 
    “You think! Why are you here? Are you haunting me like Lucien was with Taryn?”  
 
    “This is your head. You’re the one that brought me here. I’m little more than a memory.” 
 
    “Great, ’cause I have so many good memories of you. Like the time you held me hostage and the time you told me I should never have been born!”  
 
    She couldn’t stay in the same room with him. Opening the front door, she stopped in shock. The universe dropped away into a chasm of black nothing. Slamming it shut she closed her eyes and counted to five. Again she opened the door, but there simply wasn’t anything there but a black void as far as she could see. 
 
    “How do I get out of here?” she asked. 
 
    “There is no way out. You willingly gave up your body, now you’re trapped here.” 
 
    “There has to be a way out.” 
 
    Turning to the bedroom, she opened that door to see Lucien standing under a copse of trees. He had someone pinned to the ground.  
 
    It’s me, she thought. As she watched in fascinated horror, Taryn crept up behind him and drove the knife into his back. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Taryn’s memories. Figments of them anyway. You know that whole ‘life flashing before your eyes’ thing? This is what he saw before he died.” 
 
    Slamming the door, she tried to shut out the images. She didn’t need reminding of how it was her fault Lucien had died. By giving her body to Bartlus, she had doomed herself to a nightmare world where there was no escape. 
 
    “Hang on, if you’re a memory then how come you’re able to answer my questions?” She asked Sebastian. “If I don’t know the answers then how do you?” 
 
    “I have access to Bartlus and even Taryn’s memories. They’re all in here.” 
 
    “Do you know if Taryn’s still alive?” 
 
    “Unknown. Bartlus didn’t stick around.” 
 
    “If he’s alive he’ll rescue me.” 
 
    “Such faith. Maybe you should dig deeper and see if he is everything you think he is.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like I said, his memories are all here. As well as his...desires.” 
 
    He nodded to the door. 
 
    Mackenzie wasn’t sure she wanted to go there, but she opened the bedroom door again. This time it was her bedroom. Only the light from the streetlight outside her window lit the room, leaving most of it in shadow. Two moaning, tangled bodies on the bed, twisted on the sheets. She had time to recognize one as Taryn before she got the door closed. The girl, well, lots of people had curly black hair. And an angel wing tattoo? 
 
    “Stop playing games,” she snapped at Sebastian. 
 
    “I don’t control what you see.” 
 
    “Fine, then show me something useful. Like a way out of here.” 
 
    “I don’t control that either. All you can do is look and hope you find something useful.” 
 
    She really didn’t want to open the door again but it looked like she had no choice. Bracing herself, she turned the handle. Her bedroom had disappeared again to be replaced with a hallway.  
 
    A young boy with dark hair, maybe ten years old, cowered by the wall, his face twisted in fear as a man marched down the hall toward him. Dark hair and an expensive suit, he was every bit as imposing as Mackenzie imagined he was. It was Alden Duke. 
 
    “Good, you’ve arrived. Your room is at the top of the stairs. Dinner is at eight.” 
 
    He spoke like the boy was checking into a hotel. 
 
    “I want to go home,” the boy whispered. 
 
    “What?” the man asked. 
 
    “I want to go home,” he said more forcefully. 
 
    Anger flashed across the man’s face and like a striking snake back handed the boy across the face. 
 
    “Do not answer back. I am your father. This is your home now.” 
 
    Taryn lay on the floor sobbing.  
 
    She didn’t want to see this. She looked back for the bedroom door but it was gone. She was actually in the hallway. 
 
    Another door led off the hall and she went through it, arriving on a dock. It was summer time and she gazed at the water, wondering why she was here. 
 
    “Wait up,” a boy called. A blonde girl of about thirteen ran past Mackenzie to the end of the dock. She glanced back over her shoulder as she ran. Taryn used that distraction to teleport to the end of the dock. 
 
    The girl faced front again and stopped running. 
 
    “How did you...?” 
 
    “I win,” he said. He looked about thirteen himself. 
 
    The two of them sat on the end of the dock.  
 
    “Seriously, how did you do that?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Magic,” he replied.  
 
    “Yeah, right.” 
 
     “I’m not supposed to talk to you, she said with a furtive glance around, her body shivering in dread of being caught. Dad says your whole family is trouble.” 
 
     “He’s not wrong,” Taryn said with a chuckle. “You can go if you want to.” 
 
     “No, I like talking to you,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Before she could move, he leaned in to kiss her. As their lips met, Taryn’s body began to flicker as if he was stuck mid-teleport. The girl pulled back in horror. 
 
    “What the hell are you?” she cried. 
 
    “I don’t...it’s not my fault.” His face was flushed red as he fought to stop it. 
 
    She leapt up and ran. Halfway down the dock, her foot hit a patch of slippery water and she fell, striking her head on the side of the dock as she rolled into the water. 
 
    Taryn ran toward the spot where she had fallen in. He stopped and stared at the water, standing there helpless, not knowing what to do. The minutes ticked by but the girl didn’t resurface. She had to be dead and Mackenzie knew there was nothing he could do, as he stood there frozen. 
 
    With an anguished cry, Taryn snapped out of his trance. “HELP!” he yelled before attempting to dive in after her. 
 
    He was stopped by Lucien who grabbed his arms.  
 
    “Let go, I have to help her,” Taryn cried. 
 
    “She’s gone. Now let’s go before someone sees us,” Lucien said. His calm voice and distracted demeanor told Taryn that Lucien couldn’t care less a girl had just died.   
 
    “No, let me go,” Taryn cried, fighting Lucien every step of the way. Lucien bundled him into his car and they drove away. 
 
    Mackenzie could still hear him yelling as they drove away. She looked back at the smooth water. There had been no bubbles after she went in. She was already dead.  
 
    Wanting to leave this awful place, Mackenzie searched for another doorway. What must it had been like growing up with them? For the first time since she had met him, she felt sorry for Taryn. Thinking you were a murderer at such a young age. His father probably threw him a party when he found out. 
 
    An old oak tree stood near the shore. Its branches bent towards the water. Set in the wizened trunk, was a door. Mackenzie hurried through it. 
 
    She was back inside the apartment, Sebastian was waiting for her.  
 
    “Find anything?” he asked. 
 
    “Not a way out, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Why are you in such a hurry to leave? Don’t you want to spend some time with your old man?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Did you learn anything interesting about Taryn?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Don’t play coy. I know what you saw, remember I have all your memories and his too. He killed that girl.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t. She was dead before she went into the water. It wasn’t his fault.” 
 
    “You’re defending him?” He looked angry at this. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what it was like growing up with his family. I’m sure he’s done plenty over the years but he’s not like that now.” 
 
    “I guess it makes sense that you would defend him, you’re hardly lily-white yourself.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Henry Ellis?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    A long finger pointed to another door. She opened it and found herself in the alley from the other night, the one where Henry was found. 
 
    It played out as it had but a few minutes after she ran, she saw herself return. She was swaying back and forth as she appeared at the mouth of the alley. Henry was bent over coughing, oblivious to her approach. 
 
    In horror, Mackenzie watched herself grab him by the back of the coat and shove him to the ground, hitting him as he tried in vain to block the blows with his arm. 
 
    “What is this? I don’t remember this,” she said. 
 
    Henry crawled away and got to his feet. She went after him. 
 
    “Stop,” he cried. Without hesitation, she kicked him in the ribs, rolling him onto his back. She lashed out again and this time she heard the distinct snap of bones breaking. Fist balled at her side, her foot shot out and his head snapped backward.
“No, this never happened.” 
 
    Back in the living room of the apartment, she said, “I knew it, you’re playing me. That did not happen. When I left, he was alive.” 
 
    “You also inhaled drugs. Do you remember getting home?” 
 
    “This is crazy. I would remember that. I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be in here if it wasn’t one of your memories. Even one you buried.” 
 
    “You’re a liar.” 
 
    “Why do you hate me?” 
 
    “You know why! You told me I should have never been born.” 
 
    “Yes, and then I died from a knife wound meant for you.” 
 
    She sat down on the couch and put her head in her hands. 
 
    “Did you ever think that maybe I wasn’t finished? How do you know I wasn’t going to say, ‘You should have never been born...but I’m glad you were? Why jump in front of the knife?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t understand anything about you. You went against your family, you had a relationship with my mother then you disappeared. Why didn’t you try to find her?” 
 
    “You realize anything I tell you isn’t necessarily the truth. I’m not him. I’m just your memory of him. A ghost, if you will. 
 
     “Try.” 
 
    “The Kings thought I was dead. It made sense to stay hidden. Even if I had strong feelings for your mother, why would I put her in danger by showing up?” 
 
    She didn’t want to just gloss over everything like that. 
 
    “No matter what you do, you’re never going to have the chance to fix it. Your father was a demon but he still sacrificed himself for you. Henry and Ray were human and they would never do something like that. He cared about you. Take that and let everything else go.” 
 
    Tears slide down her face. She wanted to believe that with all her heart. Maybe he was right. They were all dead and to let them control her life would solve nothing and bring her no closer to understanding. Demon or human, it didn’t matter. They weren’t that different after all. She watched as Sebastian slowly faded away.  
 
    The Shadow appeared before her and morphed into her doppelganger, melding into her other self. Apparently, Taryn was right. She did have daddy issues after all.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty Five 
 
      
 
    Taryn turned the wheel sharply almost tipping the car over as he screeched around the corner. 
 
    “You know it would help the young lady more if we arrived alive,” Father Jared cried. 
 
    Ignoring him, Taryn was fuming. How could she be so stupid? He had awoken on the floor of the church to find the two Fathers standing over him and Mackenzie gone. Body jacked by Bartlus. Only it wasn’t just possession this time. She had given up control of her body to him. Stupid, stupid brat.  
 
    Impatiently, he blasted the horn at the car in front of him before swerving around it. Bartlus had a head start and Taryn could guess where he was heading. He would want to get out of the city as fast as possible. Mackenzie didn’t have a passport on her so his best guess was the bus station. But if he was wrong he could lose her forever. That wasn’t happening. He was going to save her ass then kick it for doing this.  
 
    “Do you have another vessel or not?” he snapped at Father Jared. 
 
    “I have a vessel but I don’t know if it will work.” He almost dropped the bottle he was holding as he turned another corner. 
 
    “It had better! If we don’t have somewhere for Bartlus to go then we can’t get him out of her.” 
 
    “She gave up her body willingly, the spell won’t work.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I may be new at this but yes I do.” 
 
    “We’ll force him out if we have to.” 
 
    “You could hurt or even kill the girl, if she’s even still alive.” 
 
    “She’s alive!” Taryn snapped. 
 
    Father Jared flinched. He fiddled with the bottle he held. “I understand that you have feelings for her but...” 
 
    Taryn braked hard almost sending Father Jared through the windscreen, “We’re here.” 
 
    Leaving the car, they raced inside. 
 
    The bus station was crowded even at this time of night. They split up to search for Mackenzie.  
 
    He swept the place twice but couldn’t see her anywhere. He spotted Father Jared across the room, who shook his head to show he hadn’t found her either. 
 
    Maybe he was wrong. Maybe Bartlus had gone to the train station instead or somewhere else entirely.  
 
    He was going to head back to the car when he spotted a girl in line for the ticket booth. She wore a baseball cap pulled low over her eyes but a stray dark curl had escaped. 
 
    Frantically, Taryn signaled to Father Jared and moved up beside her. 
 
    “Let’s talk,” he said, taking her by the arm and moving away from the crowd. 
 
    Bartlus let out a low growl. An old woman heard it and glanced their way. Taryn pulled Bartlus into an alcove. 
 
    “I’m not letting you leave.” 
 
    “This body is mine. No spells will work on me now,” he said, his black eyes glaring. 
 
    “Fine, then take my body instead.” 
 
     “I like this one better,” Bartlus said with a grin. 
 
    Taryn tightened his grip on its arm. 
 
    “Get out now.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you,” the demon replied, driving an elbow into Taryn’s face, then took off in a dead run as Taryn staggered backward.  
 
    “Now there’s an idea,” he said. He chased after Bartlus 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Kenzie!”  
 
    Mackenzie sat up on the couch, “Taryn?”  
 
    She ran to the window and pulled back the curtains. Taryn was staring back at her. He was alive. 
 
    “Taryn. I can hear you,” she cried. 
 
    “Kenzie, if you can hear me. Tell Bartlus to get out.” 
 
    Oh, yeah he’ll really do what I say... Even before she finished the thought she realized how dumb she was being. 
 
    “All right, listen up Bartlus. No more crap, Get out of my body right now!” 
 
    With a jerk, she felt herself falling. Before she hit the ground, she felt someone’s arms go around her. Opening her eyes, she stared into Taryn’s. 
 
    “I probably should have thought of that sooner, huh?” she asked. 
 
    For the first time in a long time he actually smiled, “It would have saved me the trouble of chasing you across the city.” 
 
    She looked around; they were still in the bus station. Father Jared stood nearby, red faced and panting. People were staring at her. 
 
    Taryn set her on her feet. 
 
    “So, you’re alive then?” 
 
    “Seem to be.” 
 
    “Is that it? Is the curse broken?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re finally free of Lucien.” 
 
    
“Good, now we just have to deal with the police.” 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty Six 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie sat in the interrogation room waiting on O’Donnelly. Two beat cops had been waiting at her apartment, bringing both her and Taryn in for questioning. Luckily they had gotten their story straight on the way back from the bus station because they were separated the second they entered the building.  
 
    The door opened and a woman in her forties entered the room. Her dark hair was tied back in a ponytail which gave the navy pants suit a more casual look. The file in her hand was more ominous. She smiled at Mackenzie which immediately sharpened her senses. 
 
    “Miss Murphy, I’m Detective Brady. Sorry to keep you waiting.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Is Detective O’Donnelly not going to do the interview?” 
 
    Detective Brady settled herself in the chair opposite before answering, “Detective O’Donnelly is currently in a coma. He was injured during the incident at your club. I’m now in charge of the investigation.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s terrible. I hope he’s going to be okay.” 
 
    At least he couldn’t tell anyone about what happened in the alleyway.  
 
    “That remains to be seen. Can you tell me what happened at the club earlier this evening?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. I was in the locker room, there was screaming, everyone panicking. We decided to get out of there.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “My boyfriend Taryn and me.” 
 
    She jotted something down in her notebook. 
 
    “How long have the two of you been together?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Detective Brady met her glare with a level stare. It was Mackenzie who looked away first. “A couple of months.” 
 
    “We did a background check on Mr. Duke and there isn’t much to find.” 
 
    “Am I in trouble or something? I don’t think skipping out on the end of my shift is arrest worthy.” 
 
    “Your boss Greta was murdered tonight. We found one of her employees trying to flee with the body.” 
 
    And there it was. Mackenzie tried her best to look shocked. “Wh-What happened to her?” 
 
    “At the moment it looks like she was shot. On top of that, I have reports from other people at the club claiming some kind of wild animal was on the loose. There have been two reported deaths and five people injured.” 
 
    “Who else was killed?” 
 
    “No one else you work with. Have you any idea who killed Greta?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sure she made a lot of enemies.” 
 
    “What about the drugs she was dealing in the club?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about them. I serve drinks. That’s it.” 
 
    Detective Brady wrote something else in her notebook. Mackenzie was beginning to get annoyed by the whole process. If she wasn’t in trouble then why was she being held here? 
 
    “Where did you and Taryn go after you left the club?” 
 
    “We went for a drive.” 
 
    “Romantic getaway?” 
 
    “More like an impromptu road trip, what does it have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Detective O’Donnelly has some interesting theories about what was going on at the club. And he seems to think that you and your boyfriend are in on it.” 
 
    “What kind of theories?” 
 
    With a sigh, Detective Brady closed her notebook, “We’ll save that for another time. You’re free to go Miss Murphy. I‘ll be in touch.” 
 
    Mackenzie left the room even more confused. What was her game? 
 
    Taryn was waiting for her. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” she said. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked on the drive. 
 
    She didn’t answer straight away.  
 
    “Kenzie?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I can’t process all this. Greta was a demon this whole time. And now she’s dead. I saw things, when I was trapped in my head. Memories. Mine, Bartlus, yours.” 
 
    “Look, anything that you saw...you know what I am. I’m not going to pretend that I’m innocent.” 
 
    “It’s not your memory that’s the problem. The night the drugs were in the club, when I accidentally inhaled some of it. I thought I was okay, but on the walk home I ran into Henry. He threatened me. I walked away, but what I don’t remember is that I came back. I’m the one who killed him.” 
 
    Taryn was silent for a minute, “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, I did, Taryn. I saw it happen. I kicked him in the head. I heard his neck snap.” 
 
    “He wasn’t dead, he was unconscious.” 
 
    “How could you know that?” 
 
    “Because he was coming to, when I found him. He went nuts and said he was going to make your life hell. He said he was going to the police. I couldn’t let him do that. There is enough heat on us at the moment.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you killed him?” 
 
    “I did what I had to.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’ve done it before. Why would you think otherwise?” 
 
    He was capable of it, of course but she knew he was lying. She was the one who had killed Henry. She was a murderer.  
 
    “He was wearing a white shirt. It was the alleyway north of Maple. I was about ten minutes behind you.” 
 
    “That’s...how did you know that?” 
 
    “Because I was there. You didn’t kill him. Let it go.” 
 
    “Taryn, you didn’t have to kill him.” 
 
    “He had weeks left to live. He was a monster and a threat. He could have revealed what we are. You know the rule. No humans can find out about us.” 
 
    He had to be lying. She stared at him as he drove. Part of her wanted to believe him but another part of her couldn’t. Maybe it was better not knowing.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty Seven 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie’s grandparents and Annie showed up the next day. Now it was her grandparents turn to play peace keepers. They hadn’t really spoken since their argument the other day.  
 
    Taryn didn’t get the chance to teleport as they came in so he disappeared into her bedroom instead.  
 
    “Who was that?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Uh, he’s a friend.” 
 
    Annie was standing with her hands jammed in her pockets.  
 
    “You still mad at me?” Mackenzie asked. 
 
     Mary and Patrick looked at each other, “We’ll let you two talk.” 
 
    Once they were gone, Mackenzie sighed, “Mom, I’m sorry about before. I wasn’t trying to hurt you.” 
 
    Annie broke into a grin, “Why didn’t you tell me? It all makes sense now. Of course you wouldn’t want me around.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Annie nodded towards the bedroom door. “You’re living with him. How awkward would that have been?” 
 
    “I…yeah, I didn’t know how to tell you,” she said. At least this was a way that wouldn’t hurt her feelings. 
 
    “He’s cute. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Taryn. Don’t say anything to Patrick and Mary. I doubt they would approve.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Annie laughed. “Look I understand that you have your own life. Mine hasn’t exactly been great, so I’ve decided to try and fix that. I’m going to go home for a while.” 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    “To East Falls. It’ll give me time to sort out what it is that I want.” 
 
    “East Falls? That’s so far away.” 
 
    “Not that far. You can visit me and I’ll come and see you.” Annie reached out and put a hand on Mackenzie’s cheek. “You know whatever you do, I’m proud of you. I want you to have a great life.” 
 
    Mackenzie was on the verge of tears. She didn’t want her mother to live so far away now that she had gotten her back. 
 
    “When are you leaving?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re catching a train back tonight.” 
 
    Mackenzie was shocked, “They’re letting you leave the hospital?” 
 
    “The doc thinks that I would recover better in a ‘stable environment’ as he put it.” 
 
    “Well then that’s what you need.” 
 
    As Annie hugged her tightly, the tears did come. It wasn’t just her mom; it was everything that had happened lately. 
 
    “On the other hand you could always ditch this guy and come with me.” 
 
     “Don’t tempt me,” Mackenzie said with a laugh. 
 
    Patrick and Mary returned and they said their goodbyes. Annie promised to call as soon as they got to East Falls. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “So you’re really leaving then,” Mackenzie said, watching as Taryn packed his bag. First her mother, now him. But that was fine. She was better on her own. 
 
    She had spent the previous night going over everything that had happened. Trying to figure out where to go next. 
 
    “Yeah, now that my father thinks I’m dead, I can start fresh. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet, but at least I have options now.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s great.” 
 
    “Look,” he said glancing up at her, “you have college to look forward to. There’s money in an account for you. I’ll leave you the books so you can continue learning about our world and Wen at the dojo will still let you train there. You don’t need me.” 
 
    Not knowing what to say, she simply nodded. College was definitely something to look forward to. She didn’t have a job anymore since the police had closed down the club, so she needed something to occupy her. 
 
    He zipped up the bag and shouldered it, heading for the door, where he paused and looked back at her. “You have my number. If there’s an attack, call me and I’ll come. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll just ask the demon to wait until you get here,” she joked. 
 
     “Goodbye, Kenzie,” he said, opening the door.  
 
    With a forced smile, she said, “Bye.” 
 
    Unable to stop him or control the situation, she watched him walk out and close the door behind him. It would be fine. Like he said she didn’t need him anymore. Lucien was gone for good and he had the chance to have his own life. And thanks to him she had a chance at a better one too. 
 
    Letting out a breath she pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed his number. She couldn’t let him go without knowing. She had seen what was in his head, but now she needed to see if it was true. If it was something he wanted. 
 
    He teleported into the apartment a moment later, knife drawn. 
 
    “What? What is it? I was gone less than a minute.” Seeing no immediate danger, he lowered the knife.  
 
    “I forgot to ask you something,” she said, heart thudding in her chest. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She moved closer, stood on tiptoe and kissed him. He didn’t resist or pull away.  
 
    “Stay?” 
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