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Sometimes you have to fight fire, with Hellfire.

 

I didn’t have a choice. If I hadn’t done what I did, Reaper would’ve set in motion a chain of events that would’ve consumed London and everyone in it in unholy, demonic flames. With Levi, Mason, and the Eyes stretched to breaking point, I have to push one more time to try and put an end to the chaos that fell over my life the moment that book made it into my hands, but a visit from a ghost throws a spanner in the works that threatens to send me into madness before I can complete my mission. Worse, if I’m not careful, I could become an even bigger threat to the innocent people around me than Reaper ever could be.

 

I should’ve died in those tunnels, but I didn’t, and now I’m the only one who can stop Reaper before he sets the world on fire… but I’m running out of time. 
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“That’s six Brutes for me, and only five for you,” I said, putting on the smuggest of grins, “You’re getting a little slow in your old age.” 

Shannon spun around, her fiery red braid whipping across the back of her neck to rest on her other shoulder. She was taller than I was by at least a foot, and her look was much more intense; a Valkyrie’s look. I watched her wipe the edge of her blade clean with her gloved hand and then slip it into the sheath at her waist. 

“That’s only because I gave you the last one,” she said.

“Oh really? I distinctly recall you being a little too busy with the one you had.” 

“Duh, I was being deliberately slow. But if that’s how you’re gonna be about it, don’t worry, there will be more of these fuckers for us to deal with. I won’t hold back for you next time.” 

“Why do you do that, anyway?”

“Do what?”

“Wipe your blade clean.”

She shrugged. “It’s just a ritual I have. For good luck, I guess. You know, I’d never really thought about it until now.” Shannon turned her eyes up. We were in a dark stairwell. All the lights were out, the only illumination available to us coming from small windows capable of letting a little moonlight in. “We should probably keep moving up.”

“Do you know what floor we’re heading to? What state he’s in?”

“Fifth…” she said, “He’s hurt but not dying. That’s what the last intel I got told me.” 

“So, we have time.” 

“Not much. C’mon.”

She headed up the stairs ahead of me, the specially designed rubber soles of her jumpsuit making her footfalls as silent as owl’s flight. I was wearing a suit to match hers, skin tight, black, and non-reflective. Arranged around it was a tactical harness covered in clips and pouches strapped to my waist, my thighs, my shoulders, able to hold each and every one of our tricks of the trade—knives, bullets, holy water. This thing was a demon hunter’s best friend, and it hadn’t come cheap.

I tightened the ponytail I was keeping my hair held up in and moved behind Shannon, my own footsteps also rendered completely inaudible by the special rubber soles of my suit. The air grew colder with each riser I climbed, puffs of steam forming with my breaths. At the top of the landing ahead of me there was a window, that was quickly starting to frost over. Webs of ice were forming in real-time, stretching across the glass pane a lot faster than they should’ve been—especially considering we were in the middle of July.

I didn’t have to alert Shannon to this strangeness, she’d already stopped and was examining the environment. 

“You feel that too, right?” I asked.

“I do,” she said, “Stay close, something’s happening.” 

“Something like what?”

The question didn’t need to be asked, but I asked it anyway, and I received my answer immediately. A clicking sound had started to rise from the stairwell beneath me, a sound which told me a single Brute was coming up the stairs. I readied myself, tightening my grip around my combat knife and holding it in such a way that I’d be able to strike at a heartbeat’s notice. Then I watched a long, spindly, pointed leg streak across the stairs and embed itself into the concrete wall, and I knew, the thing that was down there wasn’t a Brute. 

“Shit,” Shannon cursed, pulling her sword from her waist. “Get behind me.”

From the stairwell below, another impossibly long leg came into view, this one reaching for the railing and curling around it so as to pull the body attached to it through. Another set of black, chitinous legs followed the first two, and then I saw its head, small, black, and covered in eyes that glowed red against the darkness. It had a set of large, pointed fangs that were dripping with slick, black venom, thousands of bristly hairs poking out of its armored carapace, and everywhere this went, upon everything it touched, it spread cold and frost. 

“What the fuck is that?” I yelled.

“It’s a demon.” 

“That’s not a demon, Shannon, that’s a fucking spider.”

“It’s both, now move!” 

I turned on my heel and started running up the stairs. The spider reeled, hissed, and started moving too, its long legs curling around railings, others pushing it along at a speed that would see it catch up with me in no time at all. Then there was that god-awful clicking sound, much deeper and more menacing than the sound the Brutes made. Brutes, at least, were stupid even if they had some cunning to them. This thing’s eyes, all eight of them, bristled with intelligence, and the closer it got, the more I could almost hear its powerful mind whirring, churning, cogs ticking, anticipating our next moves and preparing to launch itself ahead of us.

It wasn’t until I reached the next floor up that I realized, Shannon wasn’t keeping pace with me. 

“Shannon!” I yelled.

“Just keep moving,” she called back, “I’ll keep it busy.”

“For fucks sake, Shannon!”

As the older sister, Shannon was always the one taking the risks to protect me. Between the two of us, she was the better hunter but that just made me want to prove myself even more. I could see the spider crawling rapidly up the stairs, and Shannon standing at the foot of the landing, her sword in her hand, the blade drinking in the moonlight. Readying myself, I placed one foot on the railing between the stairs and climbed on it. As the spider approached, and Shannon raised her sword, I prepared what I expected would be the most suicidal thing I would ever do. 

The spider moved into position, its bulbous back was huge, and black, and it had a glowing red pattern on it that gave light to the darkness around it. Using that as a target, I angled my body just so, and let myself slip through the gap, landing with my feet on the spider’s back, but the spider was moving, and its back was slippery. I slipped, unable to find purchase, and slid down the spider’s back and onto its head just as it raised its front legs to strike at Shannon. 

Clumsily it lashed out, its right front leg striking at my sister, the other flying wild off its target. Shannon swirled to the side, avoiding the attack, then brought her sword down hard on the spider’s leg, slicing it clean at the joint. The spider screeched, a sound that was difficult to listen to; the kind that burrowed past your ears and went into your brain, rattling the back of your teeth. Black ichor spilled from the wound, coating the stairs and walls.

The spider retreated, its powerful back legs pulling it down the stairwell and away from Shannon so fast it almost knocked me off its head. I had to struggle to hold on, because if I didn’t the thing would throw me off its back and then bite into me with those massive fangs. As long as I was busy trying to ride the bull, though, I couldn’t stab it in the eyes with my knife, which is what I wanted to do.

Though, if it was a demon, then it knew that.

“Hailey!” Shannon yelled. “What are you doing?” 

“I don’t know!” I called out. “Trying to kill it, I think.”

“Then kill it!” 

The spider clicked and bucked, trying to shake me off. Then it stopped, crouched, and all I had to do was glance at the solid concrete ceiling above me to know, with a sense of dread filling my stomach, what was going to happen next. Oh shit! I dug my knife into the spider’s side, then slipped down and held onto it, wrapping my legs around the spider’s abdomen just as it launched itself against the ceiling. The impact delivered a loud crack I could feel all the way in my chest, and left a huge dent in the ceiling. 

Bits of stone and concrete fell from the crater, slamming against the spider’s back and falling all around me. It staggered, falling back a few steps as it tried to recover, and I used the moment to climb around the creature’s side and position myself onto its back again, getting a face full of spider-hair as I moved. It tried to grab me with its legs as I scrambled up and along its side, but I was lucky to be wearing a rubbery, skin-tight suit it couldn’t grab onto. 

Shannon came into view at the top of the stairs. The spider hissed and launched its front left foot at her, the tip shining like a knife in the dark. She pulled away from the attack, slinking off to the side and disappearing again. I saw my chance and took it, slamming my knife into one of its eyes. The blade bit deep, and cold, black blood spurted out, frosting the parts of the wall it touched. 

I attacked it again, and again, and each time the spider shrieked and wailed, but it was falling, its legs losing the strength to keep it upright. By the sixth blow, the beast had fallen and had stopped moving except to breathe, its abdomen heaving, ice now spreading across the stairs, the railings, and climbing along my suit. I had to move quickly to avoid getting stuck to the dying creature, but the suit’s insulation had started to give way to such penetrating cold. I only made it off because Shannon had reached for me and pulled me off it; she’d then dragged me up the stairs, where it was at least a little warmer. 

“Hailey, Jesus, your lips are blue. Are you okay?” 

“I’m f-f-f-f-fine,” I said, stuttering the word. My hand was covered in freezing cold black blood. Shannon wrenched my knife out of it and tossed it aside.

“I told you to stay ahead of me,” she said, scowling.

“Really? I’m d-d-d-d-dying here and you’re gonna s-s-s-scold me?” 

She pulled a gun from a holster strapped around her thigh, aimed it along the stairwell, and squeezed the trigger. The gun made a whimper of a sound, but the bullet that flew out of its muzzle struck the spider square in the center of its head. The creature stiffened, then relaxed. A moment later, the cold started to recede.

“You’re not dying,” she said, “But someone will have heard the racket this spider just made. We need to go, and we need to go right now.”

I rubbed my hands together, trying to get them warm again. “Really? Can’t take a five-minute break?”

“Rub your chest, not your hands. Survival 101.” She straightened up. “And no. We have a job to do, and no amount of spider-demons are gonna stop us.”

She extended her hand, and I took it, standing beside her. Her determination and willpower never ceased to amaze me. Shannon was an accomplished hunter, we both were, but I had cracked before while she always kept her cool. She was always one step ahead of her toughest enemies, and miles ahead of the run-of-the-mill bad guys. I didn’t want to be like her, I wanted to be her. She was the kind of person who didn’t take shit from anyone, always stood by her morals, and always knew what to say when things got difficult. 

She was a warrior, but also vulnerable, and soft. At least with me, anyway. Individually we had our weaknesses; she was perhaps a little hot headed, while I was too competitive. But we also had our strengths; she was a much more powerful Warlock than I was, while I’d studied in six different forms of martial arts—both armed, and unarmed. Together we were among the best demon hunters in America, but whenever anyone spoke about us, or wanted to hire us, it was always Shannon they meant, or wanted to hire. Sometimes, when life got tough as it had a habit of doing, I felt like I was living under her shadow. Most of the time, though? That adoration and awe was all I felt toward her.

That, and a healthy bit of sibling rivalry; the kind that left a warm feeling in my chest after, say, successfully defeating a spider-demon pretty much on my own.

By the time we reached the fifth floor, the cold had all but left my system. The window at the top of the stairs wasn’t frosty, either; that meant the demon-spider in the stairwell was well and truly dead, and thank the Gods for that. If I had to see another one in my lifetime, it would be too soon. At the top of the stairs there was a fire door, the kind that only opened from the other side by pushing on a long bar.

“You’re up,” Shannon said. 

I nodded and walked up to it, combat knife gripped tightly. Drawing on my grit and sucking in a deep breath, I drove the tip of the knife into the palm of my other hand, digging into the skin beneath. There was a burst of sharp, sudden pain, and then blood began to trickle around my palm and drip to the floor. Around me, magic started to coalesce, familiar vibrations filling my body as my power began to sing a song encouraged by my pain, my sacrifice. 

Without waiting, I pressed the palm of my hand against the door, smearing the blood before the wound could close as they always did when I inflicted them myself; inhumanly fast. I then took a few steps back, flexing my hand, turning it into a ball and then releasing it, the pain subsiding. I stretched my open palm toward the door, narrowed my eyes, and readied myself, looking over at Shannon. 

She nodded, giving me her assent, and with the psychic link I had created between myself and the door, I used the power of my mind to rip it off its hinges and send it flying into the wall behind us with a metallic clang that reverberated through the stairwell as if a bell had been struck. The room beyond it was dark, save for a swirling, green glow that seemed to pulsate and throb lazily. It was because of this green glow that the forms of hulking, lanky Brutes became apparent, standing in stark contrast against the darkness.

“You were right,” I said, “More Brutes.”

“I’m always right,” Shannon said, grinning, and without wasting a second, this warrior, this Valkyrie, threw herself into the room, her sword swinging in wild arcs and ringing out as it sliced through the air. With her hands she guided the sword’s deadly strikes toward one Brute, while with her eyes she focused blasts of pure, psychic energy at another, causing its brain to explode and black blood to gurgle out of its mouth.

I followed her in, then, dragging the side of my knife against the palm I had drawn blood from and coating it with what was left. When the blade drank of my blood, it started to glow in a low, red hue. A Brute came charging at me, its mouth open, that horrible clicking sound emanating from its throat, and my knife shot out of my hand and went through its open mouth like a bullet, zipping out of the back of its head and returning to me like a boomerang; a bloody one, covered in gore and viscera. 

Seven, I thought.

Another Brute decided to try its luck with me, this time getting close enough to swipe at my face with its razor-sharp claws, but I spun out of its path and buried the tip of my knife in the side of its head. The Brute stiffened, its muscles tensing, then it went limp and fell to the floor where it quickly started to evaporate into the dark surroundings.

That’s eight. 

“How are you doing over there, sis?” I called out.

I heard a sword cut through flesh at high speed, an unmistakable wet swishing sound, followed by the thud of a head hitting the floor. “I’m at eight,” she said.

“Then we’re tied! You’re gonna have to—”

A sound like the roar of a lion ripped through the room, followed by a sudden and rapid burst of green light so intense I had to turn away and shield my eyes from it to avoid being blinded. Windows shattered, cracks started ripping along the walls, and my weight alone wasn’t enough to keep me standing. I fell back at least ten feet, landing on my shoulder and rolling away from the source of what could only be described as an explosion.

Tiny dots of green light emerged all over the room, some flickering like candles, others like campfires. The air was thick with the misty remains of Brutes, their large, hairless bodies transforming into black clouds only moments after their deaths. Shannon was nearby, already starting to push herself back onto her feet, but there was also somebody else in the room, crumpled over like a discarded piece of tissue paper in the corner.

“H-Hailey?” Shannon called out, “Are you okay?” 

“I’m good,” I croaked. My whole body was in pain, but I wasn’t about to let her know that. “You?”

She sighed as she got to her feet. “Never better.” 

Offering me her hand, she helped me get up. I dusted myself off. “That was intense. Where’d the explosion come from?” 

“I don’t know, but the fires are dying down, look.”

All around there were tiny pockets of flame, but Shannon was right, they were dying down to almost nothing; burning scorch marks on the ground that left no smoke in the air. That was how I found the source. There was a pentagram burning in the center of the room, now only a trail of green embers. As I approached, I could almost hear whispering coming from it, voices speaking to me from within—or beyond. I’d dealt with Hell Holes before, and was used to feeling this kind of thing when I got close to them, but Hell Holes were always underground—this thing was on the fifth floor of a condemned building and looked manmade. 

Across from where I stood was the other person, lying in the fetal position. I rushed over to him, the prisoner we’d been sent to rescue, and flipped him onto his back. I checked his pulse, couldn’t find it, then checked his breathing. He wasn’t. 

“We need a light over here,” I called out. I wasn’t sure if she’d heard me, so I yelled again. “Shannon, bring your flashlight.” 

I pulled the collar of his jacket open to release his windpipe, then checked his mouth. Still no breathing, and no pulse, but his face was warm. Fuck. I pinned his nose shut, pressed my mouth to his, and blew air into his lungs. His chest heaved, then I went to it, hands interlocked and placed on his breastbone. I had done this before, I knew exactly how much pressure I needed to place, and that for this to work I needed to crack the cartilage of his ribs and sternum. 

Life over limbs, I thought, and I pushed my weight against him, his bones giving under the pressure and popping beneath my fingers. 

My pulsing was steady, four beats per second, pausing every eight seconds to deliver more air into his lungs. His mouth was warm, his breath was warm, but he wasn’t conscious or responding to what I was doing. By now I had forgotten where I was, where Shannon was, and what we had done to get here. There was only this man, the person we’d come to rescue, and his imminent death. 

In the dark I couldn’t see his face, I could only tell where his features were by touching them—nose, cheeks, mouth. I pulsed against his chest again, then pinched his nose and delivered another blast of air into his lungs, only this time when I returned to his chest, he gasped for air, taking a deep lungful of it; he then rolled onto his side and started coughing. 

“That’s it,” I said, “It’s okay, you’re alright.” 

The guy kept coughing and hacking, almost to the point of retching. I heard Shannon say something, but I hadn’t caught exactly what. I was too concentrated on the man in front of me, the reason we were here in the first place. Shannon had been the one to accept the contract, she had been the one to handle the time-sensitive details of what we were supposed to do tonight, but I’d been filled in well enough. 

His name was Michael, and about twelve hours ago, he’d been ambushed and captured by demons. The demon that had captured him had demanded a ridiculous ransom be paid by dawn, or else Michael would be tossed into a Hell Hole to become food for the things lying in wait on the other side. Whether those things could actually eat a live human being was up for debate, but as someone who studied the demonic, I knew, you did not want to get crammed into a Hell Hole and thrown to the wolves; they may not eat you, but you’ll never come back, and you’d probably wish you were dead.

Thinking about this made me wonder, though… where was the demon? Was it the spider we’d killed on the way up? Something told me no; that spider was a guardian, just like the Brutes were. The thing that had drawn that pentagram, had summoned those other creatures, that thing was still out there somewhere; maybe even in this room.

“Where is it?” Shannon’s voice finally came through clearly; it was like my ears had popped. 

I turned my head to look at her. “Where’s what?” I asked, though I had a feeling I knew what she meant because I’d just had the same thought.

“The fucking demon! Where’s the demon?” 

A chill worked its way up my spine. Something about this didn’t feel right anymore. The fires around me had died to nothing, rendering the room almost entirely black save for a few spots of soft green, where that demonic fire was still burning what it could, clinging to this realm as creatures of that realm longed to do. The Brutes had all gone, returned to the place they had come from to reform and lick their wounds before being summoned again. We had also saved Michael from death, so why did something not feel right?

“We need to get out of here, right now,” Shannon said.

I looked at Michael and tried to shake him into activity, but he was still too busy catching his breath. “We’re leaving him behind?” 

“No, but we need to—Hailey!” 

Her voice climbed three octaves, going from speech to ear-splitting screech in an instant. I had been looking at her, watching her as she paced around the room, not noticing the blue glow growing on her face as she spoke to me until her eyes widened and sparkled with light. I turned around, then, to find not only Michael’s eyes producing that pale blue light, but also his left hand. 

My heart lodged itself in my throat, and I froze. I couldn’t think, couldn’t act. He pointed his index finger at my head and I saw, right at the very tip of it, a tiny star be birthed into existence. It was beautiful. The most wonderful, amazing thing I had ever seen in my life; a light so intense, so primordial, yet so small, it was almost ridiculous. I couldn’t understand what was happening, my panicked mind unable to untie the knot that would’ve been so easy to untangle if I had been thinking straight. 

It all happened in an instant. 

The light at the edge of Michael’s index finger burst open like a flower in bloom. Shannon grabbed my shoulder and pulled me aside, she’d been screaming my name but I hadn’t heard her. I heard her now, my senses returning to me in a flood of fear and panic, but it was too late. By the time I realized what was going on, Shannon had shoved me aside and I had fallen flat on my back a few feet away.

There then came a bright photoflash, I watched an arrow of light shoot out of Michael’s fingertip and hit Shannon squarely between the eyes before exiting the back of her head. She toppled over, falling flat on her back with a thud, and then the darkness returned. I couldn’t see, my retinas temporarily scarred by the searing bright light I had been staring at, but the image of her being shot played in front of my eyes perfectly.

“Shannon?” I yelled, my heart pounding, “Shannon!” 

I heard a shuffling sound and I scrambled away from it, kicking my feet and moving my hands as fast as they’d take me, moving blindly until I hit a wall. My eyesight was returning, darkness now encroaching on the massive bright circle in the center of my field of vision, but it wasn’t fast enough. Whether I shut my eyes or not I didn’t know, the view was the same. Hurrying, concentrating, I surrounded myself with magic, my body vibrating in response to the energies now descending upon me. 

There was nothing magically I could do about my eyesight; the retinas would heal when they healed. I did, however, have four other senses I could use, and I pushed a trickle of magic into every single one of them, opening my hearing, my smell, my taste and touch as far as they would go and more, quickening my brain’s response time to match. Though I couldn’t see, my surroundings became as clear to me as if I had the ability to see. 

It wasn’t Shannon that had shuffled, but the man. He was standing, now, and dusting himself off.  

“That had been meant for you first.” His midwestern accent was one that belonged to a two pack a day smoker. Shannon was laying on the ground, completely still, and while I could hear his breathing and heartbeat, I couldn’t hear hers.

“What did you do to my sister!” I asked, trying my best to keep my voice from cracking. 

“She’s dead,” he said, “And you’re next.” 

“No,” I shook my head, “No, no, no! Shannon!” 

I woke up calling out my sister’s name, with my heart lodged in my throat and my temples pounding. My neck was slick with sweat, as were the pillow and the t-shirt I was wearing. The hotel room was dark, and quiet, but Shannon’s name still rang in the air like an echo. It was only a dream, but I couldn’t shake it, couldn’t feel the relief that came with waking from a nightmare to find yourself safe and comfortable in your own bed, with no monsters or ghosts in your room. Safe, and alone in the one-bedroom room I’d moved into after my intimate night with Levi.

Only I wasn’t alone.

There was… something… in the room with me. I wasn’t sure if it was a shadow, a trick of the light, or just a figment of my own overstimulated mind, but in the corner of the room, near the window but just behind any light falling in from outside, someone was standing. My heart kicked into overdrive, pulsing not only against the walls of my throat, but also my temples, my fingertips, the tips of my toes. 

Just like in the dream, I was frozen, unable to move, or think, or even act. I could only stare on at the figure that, as time passed and my eyes adjusted to the darkness, started looking… female. It was the posture, the curves, the way one hand was placed at an angle, just above the hip. The figure moved, a flick of the neck that pulled a long braid of hair from over one shoulder to the other. 

“S-Shannon…?” I tried, my voice weak and low.

The curtain moved as if blown by a phantom wind, then the shadow was gone, and I was alone again with my rapid heartbeat and my nerves. I thought maybe I was still dreaming; caught in some kind of dream aftershock. But as the seconds ticked over, and I started hearing the sounds of footsteps and rolling suitcases moving past my hotel room door, I knew, I was very much awake.

Summoning the courage to do so, I stepped out of bed and walked over to the spot where I had seen the shadow. It was cold there, colder than it was anywhere else in the room, but that wasn’t all. The window was closed; there was no way that curtain could’ve moved the way it did. I took a shaky breath and ran my fingers through my hair, trying to calm myself down. 

I hadn’t just seen Shannon’s ghost. 

I hadn’t. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Breakfast time rolled along, and the dream I’d had was still fresh in my mind, playing like a video stuck on repeat. It wasn’t just a dream, it was more like I was living through a piece of my memory, not walking through it but being dragged through it by my hair. I would never have opened that box again if I’d had a chance, it had taken me months to purge the sound my sister’s body had made when it hit the ground.

Thud.

It was like a period point. Final. The end. I had dreamt about that night since, here and there. Sure, I had. But the dreams were never as vivid as this one had been, they were never as accurate, or as clear. The details were usually muddled, my mind taking creative liberties with some of the events that had occurred that night because it was easier to do that when caught in the midst of a dream, than reference an actual truth about the incident. 

This time, everything that had happened that night had been shown to me in high definition, and I didn’t think there was a damn thing I could do to shake it off. Then there was what had happened after, that figure in my room, the shadow, the flutter of the curtain. Haunting, came to mind, though not in the way you might think; not in the ghost way. Haunting in the, that shit will stay with me for a long time, kind of way.

I sat in silence, surrounded by people but feeling entirely alone. It amazed me how someone could feel lonely in a crowded room. That was a paradox, wasn’t it? Although, maybe there was some truth to it. The people buzzing around me like bees were strangers, mostly tourists, each of them going about the business of collecting toast from the toaster, or loading their plates with sausages, eggs, bacon, or pouring themselves cups of tea or coffee. These people meant nothing to me, so I was alone, but that was how I had wanted to be. I’d had a chance to call any of the others staying in the hotel with me, but I’d decided to come downstairs on my own to mull things over in my own head. I thought maybe a little food would help. 

It didn’t.

In fact, I’d barely touched what I’d put on my plate. My appetite was gone, vanished as quickly and as suddenly as my sister’s specter. I pushed the plate away from me and stood, deciding then it would probably be a good idea to go and talk to Morpheus, or even Mason; find out how they were doing. It had been Morpheus’ task to cram as much processing power as he could into as small and as portable a space as he could, and he hadn’t had much sleep since, I knew, but I also wanted to ask him something.

I thought I caught a glimpse of Levi stepping out of the elevator just as I took to the stairs, probably on his way to breakfast. I didn’t stop him, not because I didn’t want to talk, but only because we hadn’t really talked since that night, and I didn’t have the energy to go into it right now. Instead, I headed through the door and climbed up two floors to get to Morpheus’ room, all the while trying to fight off the image of the spider-demon that had attacked us the night Shannon had died, the night Reaper had murdered her.

That had been meant for you first, he’d said. He’d wanted to make her watch me die before he killed her. That son of a bitch. I waited at the door to the floor where Morpheus was staying, breathing to fight the tightening in my chest, gripping the door handle with my right hand and pressing my forehead against it. 

I shut my eyes, counting the seconds, trying to force the images and sounds out of my head. Reaper, Shannon, the spider, the Brutes, all of it, but it was useless. My brain had taken them and was chewing on them like a dog with a fresh piece of meat, growling at anyone who dared try and take it from the bitch. 

“Get it together,” I said, keeping my voice soft, and low. “Get it together, Hailey. There’s shit to be done, and it was just a dream.” 

“Was it?” A voice, a woman’s voice, tickled my ear and almost made me jump out of my skin. My grip tightened around the door handle and I jerked against the door itself, turning my head around, eyes wide, ready to back-hand whoever was standing behind me, but the stairwell was empty. 

My eyes darted to the left, to the right, scanning the stairs going down, then those going up. There was no one here, no one but me, and yet the voice had come through as clear as day. Someone had whispered against my ear, and not only that, I’d felt their breath against my skin. That was what had made me jump, what had given the voice that urgency, that threat. 

“Who said that?” I asked into the empty stairwell, but the stairwell didn’t reply. 

I rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand, blinked hard, and allowed myself a moment to come down from cloud panic before pushing through the door and heading down the hall. I shook my head as I walked and fussed with my hair, shaking it out a little and breathing through the moment. By the time I reached the door, I was feeling more like myself, though my heartrate hadn’t slowed down yet.

I gave it another second before knocking on the door. 

Morpheus answered after a moment, staring at me, narrow eyed, from the other side. “Hailey… is everything okay?” 

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” I lied, “I just thought I’d… come and say hi.”

“Oh… could you give me a sec?” 

“Are you naked in there?”

“No, but I also just got out of bed, so, I’m not dressed.”

He shut the door, and true to his word, he wasn’t long. When he opened the door again he was wearing a t-shirt and a pair of grey sweat pants. Mason, who had been sleeping on the bed next to Morpheus’ was sitting up and rubbing his eyes. He scratched the back of his head when he saw me and checked his watch.

“What the fuck time is it?” he asked.

“I think the better question is, why are you two still asleep?” was my question.

“We were up late working with Nerve,” Morpheus said, “Getting this whole set-up operational has been a nightmare, protecting it with magic has been harder. At least we don’t have a Technomancer to deal with, too.” 

“Thank the Gods for small blessings, huh?” 

Morpheus nodded. “Did you come here to check it out?” 

“Do I need to give you an itemized list of my reasons for coming here?”

“Hey, I’m not about to question your motives,” Mason said, “Waking up to the sight of you is never a bad thing.” 

“Here,” Morpheus opened one of two laptops he had sitting on the table in the room. When the laptop booted up, it asked him to place his face in front of the camera mounted atop the laptop in order to verify his identity. Morpheus sat there and waited for the laptop to recognize him; as soon as it did, the second laptop sprang to life. Both were covered in tiny command prompt windows with scrolling lines of text, all of them moving too fast for me to catch. 

“What am I looking at?” I asked.

“This is Nerve,” Morpheus said, making a sweeping gesture across both laptops, an artist proud of his work.

“You managed to compact it into two laptops?”

“What? Fuck no. There isn’t a single laptop in existence that could come close to the processing power of even a small server tower.”

I watched him flick between tabs, some monitoring working cameras, others running what looked like logic processes, but I couldn’t be sure. “Then how is this possible?” 

“The answer was pretty simple, when I gave it a good think. Remote access. The servers are still doing all the work, I’m just accessing them from here.”

“We’re banking on Reaper not paying Nerve a visit and trying to burn it down,” Mason put in, “But that’s why we set up a couple of wards around the place. If he shows up and tries to break in, we’ll at least know about it, whether he’s successful or not.”

“That’s impressive, guys,” I said, “Good job. So, we can use Nerve to do… whatever we could normally do?”

“We can,” Morpheus said, “And I’ve already been working on some of the stuff you asked me, too.” He opened another tab and showed me a document entitled Hellfire, and what we know about it. 

“You wrote this yourself?” 

“I’ve started to, anyway. There’s not a lot of information available on this. Magipedia has an entry, but it’s bare bones, and I think it’s incorrect anyway. All of this I’ve been able to piece together from obscure sources.”

“You mean you ran a program and had Nerve piece it together?” Mason said, smirking from across the room.

“Yeah, okay,” Morpheus said, “But I invented the program; give me credit for that, at least.” 

“I think you deserve a big ol’ cup of credit, Morph,” I said, patting him on the shoulder, “This is really good. Could you print that out for me?”

His eyes lit up, then deflated. “Ah… no, that I can’t do. Unless you wanna use the printer down at reception, but we probably don’t wanna be printing this kind of thing there. I’ll send it to your phone, instead.”

I fished my phone out of my pocket and unlocked it in anticipation of Morpheus sending the file, when there was a knock on the door. I turned my head to look at it, almost reflexively, my paranoia clearly keeping me on edge, but I wasn’t the only one whose attention had been stolen by that sound. Morpheus had perked up too, his neck stretched like a meerkat. Mason, likewise, was already slipping out of bed but keeping his footing light so he wouldn’t be heard.

“Expecting anyone?” I whispered.

Morpheus shrugged, shook his head. “Don’t think so.”

I gave Mason the signal to stand down and walked over to the bedroom door, keeping a slow, silent pace. When I checked through the peep hole, both relief and dread filled me, each emotion crashing into me like waves hitting from both sides. It was Levi. He must have known someone was at the door because he seemed to almost look right at me. 

I almost didn’t open it. Levi and I hadn’t had a problem or anything, in fact that night we’d spent together had been… necessary. I couldn’t remember the last time I had gotten out of bed with another man next to me and felt quite as refreshed, even if my mind wasn’t exactly relaxed. We had told each other it wouldn’t be weird, that we both knew what was going on—knew what we each expected from each other.

I wasn’t sure who was more wrong, him or me, but the end result was a layer of frost between us that seemed to permeate our interactions. 

“It’s Levi,” I said, calling out to the other two guys in the room with me, then I opened the door and smiled brightly, though inside I didn’t feel like smiling. 

“Hey,” I said, flicking my hair the way my sister did. “What’s up?” 

“Oh… Hailey, wasn’t expecting you,” he said, “Is… are the others up?”

“They’re in here, having a slumber party. It’s really cute.”

Levi chuckled. “Just wanted to find out if anyone was going to breakfast. I went down there but I didn’t wanna eat on my own, so I thought I’d check.”

“Boys?” I called out, “You going for breakfast?”

“I could eat,” Mason said. 

“Me too,” Morpheus added. “Give us a second and we’ll head down.”

Levi nodded. “And you?” he asked.

“I’ve eaten,” I only half-lied—I had eaten, though not much. “But you boys have fun.” 

I went to move past him, but we did the left-right dance in the hall, each moving in a way to match the other’s footsteps by accident, until we realized what we were doing and straightened out. I kept walking down the hall without so much as a second glance in his direction. Up ahead, a door opened, and Ivy half stepped out of her room, her eyebrow cocked. 

“I thought I heard you out here,” she said, beckoning me. 

I walked up to her, shrugging. “It’s a pretty quiet hotel. What’s up?”

“Listen, I was going to come and talk to you when you’d woken up. I have something for you.”

“For me?” I followed her into her room, where she and Cassandra were holed up. It was clear to see what side of the room belonged to Ivy and which belonged to the Seer. On one side of the room, there was chaos; clothes crumpled on the foot of an unkempt bed, a suitcase half-opened with stuff hanging out of it, boots tossed aside and left there. On the other side, however, the bed was perfectly made, there was no suitcase to be seen, and no random bits of clothing lying around. Cassandra looked like the perfect roommate—or, at least, she was that for some. 

I could imagine some people seeing living with such a clean person as a nightmare; myself included.

Ivy handed me a folded note. “It’s from Cassandra,” she said, “She asked me to give this to you and to not open it under any circumstances.”

“Did you?”

“No, but I wanted to, let me tell you. Good job I’ve only had it on me for about twenty minutes.” 

I looked around the room. “Where’s Cassandra now?”

“I don’t know. She gave me the note, asked me to give it to you, and left…” 

“And you let her?”

“She said she’d be fine, said she’d seen the future and saw herself returning to this hotel room without any injuries… I can’t argue with that.”

Sighing, I unfolded the note. “Yes, you can. But whatever, I’m sure she’s fine.”

The writing was neat, curt, to the point, and the note itself was short. It was a simple instruction; to meet Cassandra at Convent Garden as soon as I read the note, to not tell anyone where I was going, and to go alone. I checked the back, but it was blank. I then checked the front again, wondering if I’d missed something, but I hadn’t. That was all there was to it.

I crumpled the note up in my hand. “Okay…” I said, my voice trailing off.

“What was all that about?” Ivy asked, tilting her head to the side.

“I have to go and do something,” I said, “You promise you haven’t read this note?”

“Cross my heart.”

“Good. Don’t follow me, okay?” 

“Don’t…” she narrowed her eyes, “You know how I feel about secrets.”

“I know, but this time I’m not using magic on you to keep you from following me…”

“Too fucking right, that was a dick move.”

I lowered my head. “I know. I’m sorry. I just need to go and do something, and I need to do it now. If anyone asks where I’ve gone, tell them I’ve got my phone and they can call.” 

I turned around and headed for the door. “Cassandra’s seen something, hasn’t she?” Ivy called out.

“I think so… I’ll be back.”

Leaving Ivy’s hotel room, I quickly rushed to mine, opened the door, slipped inside, and grabbed my sword from the closet. I hadn’t touched it since the night of the Hellfire, but I didn’t have to touch it to know its power was still there, pulsing gently beneath its steel folds. The sword was magic, it had tasted the blood of a Shade, and it had the power to make me entirely invisible; all I had to do, was pay the price.

A little bit of blood…

I closed my palm against the edge of the sword and dragged it across, wincing as the blade bit into my skin. It came away red, lightly coated in my blood. The pain was exquisite, sharp, cold, but it disappeared soon after I was done. The sword hummed in my hand, vibrating with magic. I asked it to hide me, and its magic leapt out and surrounded me, cloaking me from sight. I disappeared from view, my reflection literally dropping out of sight right in front of my eyes. That I’d have no reflection either was something I’d have to consider later on, but right now, it was a moot point. I slipped the sword into its sheath around my back, but as long as I willed it, the magic kept me hidden from sight. 

Without considering the gravity of Cassandra’s message, I left the hotel and made my way across the street to the Underground. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Convent Garden was only a few tube stops away from where I was staying, and with my sword’s magic active and keeping me hidden, I felt like a ghost as I walked through it. It was a place where street performers went to make their money, a place where indie merchants could peddle their wares alongside big brand stores, a place where you could meet an old friend for a coffee and watch the world roll by. I didn’t know why Cassandra wanted me here, or why she’d been cryptic about the way in which she’d delivered the message, but if she’d seen something through her magic, then I had better be on my toes. 

Having nowhere in particular to go, no point of reference other than go to Convent Garden, I decided to walk around and circle the marketplace in the center of the square where all the smaller indie shops were. From soaps, to hand lotions, to t-shirts, to paintings, you could find just about anything here, and if you got hungry, there were plenty of places to eat. 

Outside of the marketplace I spotted a couple of entertainers doing their thing. One man dressed in a white button-down shirt and black pants held up by black suspenders was holding on to a unicycle that looked way too tall to ride safely. He wasn’t riding it yet, but he was telling the large crowd he had gathered he was going to and assuring them it would be even funnier if he actually managed to do it successfully, which got plenty of laughs from the people around him. 

On another spot, a little further down, I spotted two men dancing to a beat floating off a single set of speakers. They were wearing colorful jester suits, complete with tinkling bells and masks to cover their eyes. The most interesting about them, though, was the fire. They weren’t just jesters horsing around, they were fire breathers, each taking it in turn to drink something from a flask and breathe it onto a torch with a flaming end.

This wasn’t a place where any random person off the street could come and perform, it wasn’t a place where vagrants could beg for money—these people were real entertainers who had acquired permission to do what they did, and that made things a little more interesting for the people watching because it meant the shows were good.

I ignored the entertainers and made my way into the marketplace, following the sound of music and pushing through the many tourists moving through the area to get to it. From a level below the one I was standing on, in the middle of a café seating area where people were enjoying a coffee and a croissant, someone was singing a beautiful aria. 

His voice floated out of the pit and sailed upwards, past me, and all the way to heaven, if such a place existed. I couldn’t see him, there were too many people lined up across the railings, watching him from above, but hearing that voice was doing things to my chest, and causing my skin to prickle over the way it does when you hear a song that really resonates with you.

There were children here, with their parents. Old people, young people, couples, singles, people who didn’t speak the local language at all, people who had come here from all over the world. It was a hub of culture, and language, and life, but something wasn’t right. As I walked around the pit, the aria’s tone started to shift. It wasn’t that the music had changed, or that the singer had purposefully tweaked his voice; it was almost as if there had been a melody playing in the background all along, a quiet one I hadn’t been able to hear but was quickly growing in volume and making the aria sound… sinister, unwelcomed—threatening. 

The skin on the nape of my neck began to tingle, and I spun around on the spot, checking quickly for the source of the feeling. I thought I caught a flash of a familiar face, but the crowd quickly swallowed it up and left me searching, like a startled cat, head bobbing from left to right. Shannon? No, it couldn’t have been her. What the fuck is going on with me? I asked myself, blinking hard and tapping my cheek. 

A round of applause pulled me out of my thoughts. The aria had ceased, the moment of high tension had passed, and while I hadn’t been able to find the person I thought I’d seen in the crowd, things were at least returning to normal. I took a breath to center myself, letting my shoulder rest against a wall and pinching the bridge of my nose. The feeling that something wasn’t right stayed with me, but I was starting to wonder if what I was feeling was pointing at some external wrongness, or something wrong with me.

Isn’t it obvious? 

I’d taken the Hellfire into myself, had watched the snapping, whipping coil of fire and lightning plunge into my mouth and tear through my insides. It had taken me, it had saved me, and while I hadn’t dared summon it, I knew it was coursing through me, bubbling beneath the skin like lava, waiting to blow. I could sense it, not unlike someone might sense the beginnings of a cold. It was like that tickle in the throat, only with me, that tickle was more of a psychosis. 

At least that’s what it was starting to feel like.

I heard a scream before I saw the flash of light and ensuing explosion. The ground rocked, windows shattered, and more screaming followed; a whole choir of it erupting around me like a flash-opera. I tucked my head into my chest and threw my arms around myself, protecting my head from people as they pushed past me, completely unaware that I was there. It was like being caught in a stampede. I had to fight with every ounce of strength I had in me to keep myself standing, to not fall over, because if I fell, I was done.

I hooked around the corner of the marketplace when an opening presented itself to me, then I rushed around the outside, sprinting toward the source of the explosion, my heart pounding inside of my chest, arms and legs pumping hard. Already I could see the fire rising, and unlike the fire those entertainers were playing with, this one was red—blood red. Hellfire. 

Reaper.

“Oh fuck,” I said, stopping in my tracks as I turned the corner. One side of the marketplace was on ablaze with red flames, licking and clawing their way up the side of the building, clambering over a balcony and reaching in through the windows beyond it. People were fleeing from the fire, their eyes turned away from it, their hands thrown up and over their heads. 

Moving against the crowd, I pushed toward the fire, trying not to let the mesmerizing color and the way it seemed to swirl and lash out distract me too much. As I approached, I watched a tall, writhing tendril of flame almost pull away from the building and float over to where I was standing, and from inside of me, I felt a magnetic force draw me to it.

My fingers were buzzing, my chest tightening, and under my skin, something was sizzling, bubbling, frothing like a rabid animal. The Hellfire inside of me was responding to the cone of fire now stretching a clear seven or eight feet away from its base and licking the air in front of me like a snake. I was invisible to the people around me, sure, but not to the Hellfire. 

Part of me wanted to reach out and touch, and my hand moved against my own panicked commands, to do just that, fingertips fluttering slightly as if I was about to stroke a beautiful horse. There were lights inside of that crimson inferno, glittering white balls that danced around like dandelions caught in a breeze that didn’t know which way to go. I saw myself stretching to touch one, then with a loud grunt regained control of my body and drew my arm away.

The Hellfire hissed, the cone of flame withdrawing and coiling like a snake about to strike. I knew what I had to do, but I knew that doing it came at a price. I hadn’t touched the Hellfire since it became a part of me, hadn’t given that darkness any room to grow. Without a shadow of a doubt, though, I understood, the moment I touched it, it would grow, and like any fire, I would need to be ready to fight it.

That was when I saw him. Reaper. I wasn’t sure how he had gotten up there, but he was standing on top of a large building across from the marketplace, a king on top of a gable supported by four marble columns. He was pleased with himself, watching the fire consume the side of the Convent Garden marketplace, listening to the sounds of panicked civilians and exulting in the sound. The bastard.

I didn’t have a choice. I stretched both of my hands out and drew on that same infernal magic, tapping into that darkness I had allowed into myself and waking it up from its slumber. And like a sleeping dragon, the Hellfire woke up, opened its mouth, and roared its displeasure. Waves of power pushed out of me and smashed against the blaze clinging onto the side of the building, snuffing the Hellfire out in its entirety and leaving nothing but scorch marks and broken windows as a reminder of its presence. 

I turned my eyes to Reaper again. He had been smiling until a moment ago, but his smile was deflating now, like a balloon that was being steadily emptied of its air. He balled his hands into fists and cursed, the veins on his neck popping, spittle flying out of his mouth. He hadn’t expected the flames to die. He was a conductor, and the Hellfire was his orchestra, but the orchestra had failed to perform—the strings on the harps and violins had been cut, corks had been shoved into the trumpets and trombones, and drum kits had all been sliced into and ripped up with knives. 

The second thing, and probably the most obvious thing, was that he couldn’t see me. The magic of the sword at my back was keeping me invisible, hidden from his sight. Whether he knew another mage with the power of Hellfire was capable of quelling it once it had been summoned was up for debate—I hadn’t seen Reaper exactly read the entirety of Cerberus’ Grimoire before he took the magic for himself. But he must have known something was up, and the fact that he couldn’t figure out where everything had gone wrong was plainly written on his face. 

I made a move to race over to where he was standing, my heart hammering inside of my head, my mind already trying to work out the quickest route to get to the top of that building, when someone grabbed my left arm and spun me around. Startled, I balled my right hand into a fist and swung it with my momentum, aiming for where I thought this person’s face would be, but another hand intercepted my fist, deflecting my attack and rapidly springing toward my neck, pinching my esophagus closed. 

Cassandra stood in front of me, her eyes pointed and deadly, one hand wrapped around my arm, another clenched around my throat, pinching tightly with three fingers and her thumb—an advanced martial art move. With little effort she pulled me out of view and pushed me against a wall. “That’s enough,” she growled, her voice low, and threatening. 

She released my throat and my arm, and though my instinct was to set her alight, douse her in Hellfire, teach that bitch who was boss—Jesus, what the fuck is happening to me—, I kept my composure and massaged my neck. “Fuck, Cassandra,” I said, “Why did you do that?”

“I had to stop you from doing something stupid.” 

“But Reaper—”

“—is gone. You wouldn’t have caught him. Today isn’t the day the two of you fight.” 

“Then why the hell am I here?”

She pointed at the building behind me. “To do exactly as you’ve done.”

I glanced to my right. The fire had only just started curling around the side of the building, so the scorching on this side was minimal, but still present. I looked at her again. “You knew…” I said.

Cassandra nodded slowly. “I did.” 

“Why didn’t you say anything?” 

“Because it was not my place to speak up, only predict, adapt, and act as I needed to.”

I rubbed my neck again. “Wait, did you know Reaper would be down here? Does that mean you’re able to see him?”

“No, I can’t see him, but I saw you battling with Hellfire today, on this courtyard. The vision came to me while I slept, and it was so strong, I couldn’t ignore it. I had to leave you the note.”

“You couldn’t have told me sooner? We may have caught him.”

“That’s not how visions work. I only knew you would arrive at exactly the moment you needed to, as long as I told you to come. I wasn’t expecting to see what I saw when you got here, but the moment I saw him, I knew, you would not be fighting today.” 

“Let me guess, spotting me was pretty easy?” 

She eyed the sword sheathed at my back. “The sword’s magic is powerful, but no stronger than any Shade’s. Detecting you while we were near each other was easy. You should not rely on the sword to keep you hidden from Reaper; the Hellfire knows, his will call to yours, and he will eventually see you.” 

“Good advice.” I looked around me at the people gathering to stare at the black marks scrawled on the side of the building like an angry child’s chicken scrawl drawn on with a crayon. Some were pointing their phones at it, others looked bewildered and confused. By now, whatever force existed in the world designed to right reality after an event like this was at work in the minds of every human present, fabricating justifications for what they had just seen, what had just happened.

A gas leak, an accident with one of the fire dancers, a possible terrorist attack—though that story wouldn’t hold water and would quickly crumble. Everyone’s witness account would be a little different, and eventually the story itself would fade out of the public’s minds. Even the people hired to clean and re-paint the building wouldn’t be talking about how it actually happened. 

Whatever this force was that kept the magic world hidden from humans, it was powerful, and possibly even intelligent. 

“I do not understand Hellfire,” Cassandra said, drawing my attention back to her. “I do not understand demons the way you do, have not studied them, hunted them, but I can sense a darkness in you that I hadn’t sensed before, and it worries me.”

“I have it under control,” I said, my voice a little too sharp.

“I’m sure you do, but in case you don’t, it would be better if I understood as much of this as I could, considering I am the only other person who knows, don’t you think?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “You want me to teach you what I know about Hellfire?”

“Yes, I do. If it came down to it, I don’t think I would have the ability to stop you from hurting yourself, but I may be able to stop you from hurting others.”

I took a deep breath just as a cold wash worked through me, one not caused by the cold, London air. “You think I’m going to hurt other people…” I said—not a question, but a statement—in a low voice. 

“What I am sensing in you isn’t just a darkness, it is almost as if… there is something else there with you, another entity, urging your emotions, encouraging you to behave in ways you normally wouldn’t. I have seen this before.”

“I thought you said you didn’t know anything about Hellfire.”

“I don’t, but I have come across people whose bodies were being used by foreign beings. I know what it looks like from the outside, and I can see it now. We should both be careful.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I guess I’m not about to argue with that.” Looking around. “We should probably get out of here, though… especially if there’s no chance at catching Reaper.”

“We don’t have a chance, not from here, not today, but this was only his first attempt. I am sure there will be more, and I will do my best to predict them so we can be ready… in order to do that, however, I must be allowed to look at your future.”

“Mine?”

“Your path is closely linked with Reaper’s. Though I cannot say when or where, I can see that your path will cross with his again. I would like to be able to predict the next event with more clarity, but in order to do that, I will need you to consent to my use of magic.”

I sighed and wrapped my hand around the hilt of my sword. “I guess I consent,” I said, drawing whatever magic was left in the sword from the blood I had given it and wrapping it around myself like a cloak. Cassandra touching me had broken the spell, but with a little concentration, I was able to bring it up again. We wouldn’t talk the rest of the way home, but we would at least be able to walk side by side, both of us quietly reflecting on everything that had just happened and been said, and the Gods knew there was plenty of material to chew through.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

I spent the rest of my day like I spent most of my time after the night of the Hellfire; alone with my thoughts and the document Morpheus had sent me. It was an interesting read, to be sure—there was talk of Brutes, and spiders, Hellhounds and Hellbats; some things I had encountered before, others I had never come across, and didn’t want to. 

Despite this fact, though, I didn’t think I’d gotten much real thinking done at all. Mostly my brain went around in circles, going over the same few things, then moving to another group of already gone-through things. It was like I was in a loop, waiting for something to come and break me out of it, only what that was, I didn’t know.

Right now, as I sat on my bed with my feet up, watching a baking show on TV but not really paying attention to it, Levi was the focus of my thinking. We’d barely exchanged words today, but I could still feel the charge between us when we had interacted. What we’d done the other night, we probably shouldn’t have done. Sex had a funny way of making everything more complicated; in this case, it looked like we had ruined a friendship that had been otherwise so vital to our day-to-day existences. 

I missed it.

Levi was the most unexpected person I ever thought I’d meet, but at the same time he was also the exact person I thought I’d meet, at least back when my life consisted of waking up in the morning, having a hurried breakfast—sometimes—and going to work at a library. He was every bit like most of the students I saw going into and out of that library, but also a little bit different in some fundamental ways.

It was those small differences that had made me notice him in a way that led to sex. 

He was cocky, but kind. Playful and flirty in just the right ways. He was intelligent, and could effortlessly hold a conversation with me, which was way more important than the way he looked. Of course, he was pretty easy on the eyes, which helped. He was also a powerful mage, and while I had only watched him use his magic a handful of times—something that wasn’t uncommon to Elemancers since their magic was so… destructive—I knew he possessed the power of a titan, and the heart of a leader. 

The hairs on the nape of my neck stood up, sending ripples of emotion crawling along the length of my spine, across my chest, my arms. I stiffened up and took a deep breath in through the nose, scanning the room and muting the TV. All was quiet, save for the distant sounds of London below, life passing in the night. 

Another pulse of cold, a series of tingles that felt like thousands of tiny spiders scuttling over my body. I stood up, sliding out of bed feet first and deciding in an instant whether to go for my sword or my phone. My phone was closer, but by the time I contacted someone to come over, it may be too late. I eyed my sword up and made a move toward it, when I heard a light shuffling sound coming from the bathroom. 

I turned to it, my entire body as taut as the rope under a circus performer’s feet. The bathroom light was on, which I didn’t like because I knew I’d turned it off the last time I’d been in there, washing my face after the incident in Convent Garden. When I heard the faucet start to hiss, it was like I had been doused in icy water, and then impaled with a massive icicle and rooted to the spot. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even breathe. 

There was someone in there, but there couldn’t have been. Who could have come into my room, without me noticing, and then gone into the bathroom? In a world of Shades and Warlocks and demons, something like that wasn’t impossible, but it was incredibly unlikely that a Shade would’ve snuck into my room and then gone to the bathroom.

Did they need to take a piss before killing me?

I went for my sword, then, dashing for it and grabbing it in less than three seconds. But by the time I turned around to face the bathroom again, the light was off, and the hissing had stopped. My heart was pounding against my throat, pulsing against my temples. I thought about heading for the door and getting out of here, getting as far away from all that as possible, but that wasn’t the way Hailey Matthews did things. Fuck no.

I stepped toward the bathroom door, my sword clutched tightly in one hand, cocked and ready to strike. With the other hand I reached for the door handle, turned it, and yanked the door open. The bathroom was quiet, the light was off, and the faucets were still; dripping, but still. I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror, and I hurled my sword at it, grunting from the effort. 

The sword smashed into the mirror, tip first, with enough force to bury itself against the wall behind it and shattering the mirror itself into hundreds of tiny shards. The sword wobbled as the glass fell around it, some pieces falling into the sink where they broke apart into smaller pieces, others falling like little droplets of rain against the floor. 

“Waste of a perfectly good mirror,” came a voice from behind.

My entire body tightened again, as if it could any further, every last one of my muscles tensing. Shannon. That voice belongs to Shannon. I blinked, then blinked again, this time with meaning. When I opened my eyes, the mirror in the dark bathroom was intact, and I still had my sword in my hand. I hadn’t thrown it, that hadn’t happened, but the presence in the room was still very much there.

“Turn around, Hailey,” she said. “I want to see your face.”

I don’t. 

If this was Shannon, if it really was her, then the last thing I wanted to do was look at her face. She’d been dead for almost two years, I had no illusion of what she might look like right now. In my mind, an image of a corpse broken down all the way to the bone flashed into existence. She still had all her teeth, but her joints were dry, and cracked. Her eyes were sockets, sunken all the way to the back. Around her skull, only a thin, wrinkled layer of skin remained, stretched so far it could only barely hold onto the skeleton beneath it. But her red hair… that was all still there, as flush, as full, and as vibrant as it had always been. 

I shut my eyes and clenched my jaw. “You’re not real,” I said aloud.

“Turn around and find out,” she said, her voice soft and low.

“You’re not real!” I yelled, my voice rising, angry heat filling me. 

A moment passed, then another, and another. Slowly, my heart returned to normal, and my body unwound itself. The presence seemed to have disappeared, the weight of it lifting from my shoulders. Keeping my movements slow, I turned around, craning my head over my shoulder. Somebody was silently baking a gingerbread house on the TV, while other people watched, and judged, salivating for a taste. 

“Better?” Shannon’s voice sent me into high alert again, but this time there was no avoiding her. She was right there, standing by the window and gazing across London from our high vantage point. I stared at her like she was… well, a ghost, my eyes wide, my heart hammering again, my skin crawling, but she didn’t look like she had in that flash I’d received; she looked every bit like the Shannon I knew.

In fact, she looked exactly as she had the night she died, right down to the long braid she’d kept her hair in. 

She glanced over at me, her expression light, and almost a little arrogant. “Jesus, you’d think you’d be happy to see me,” she said.

“You’re… you’re not real…” was all I could say, the only words I seemed to be able to conjure.

She rolled her eyes. “You’ve said that, but I’m still here.”

I swallowed hard, fighting a well of emotions filling inside me, one about to burst. “H… How?”

Shannon shrugged. “Is that really important?” 

“But you’re—”

“—dead, yes. I know. I still am.”

“So, then, I mean… what am I looking at?”

Another shrug. “When did you start overthinking everything?” 

“I… I don’t know. I…” 

The words weren’t coming anymore. The faucet had shut. Shannon was there, I couldn’t just see her and hear her, but I could smell her, too. She always smelled like cherry blossoms, and the scent was heavy in the air, now, making my eyes well up, but it was also pulling something else out of me, too.

My hands clenched into tight balls. “This is a trick,” I said, “Someone’s fucking with my head, and I’m going to find out who.”

“I’ll make it easy for you,” she said, “I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t know what I am. Maybe I’m a ghost, maybe I’m a puppet someone’s controlling with strings, maybe I’m a figment of your ridiculous imagination, but I know one thing… you need me.”

“I need you?” 

She nodded. “I know what you’re gonna say. You needed me before, where was I then, why wait until now?” Shannon waved her hand at me. “I can’t answer those questions, but I know you well enough, I like to think, so we’re gonna work on this together and figure out what this is all about.”

I shut my eyes hard, trying to will the specter away. If it was a ghost, or an apparition, then this was what any researcher worth their salt would tell a person to do if confronted with one. Close your eyes tight, and tell them to leave with your mind. Most of the time, it works. Right now, though, it didn’t. Shannon stared at me from the window, an eyebrow cocked. 

“That’s not how this is gonna work,” she said, pushing off the wall and walking over to me.

I stepped back, an instinct telling me to keep my distance, and Shannon stopped moving, but said nothing. 

“Alright,” she continued, putting her hands up, “I won’t get close to you. How do you feel about me standing over here?”

I swallowed, and nodded. “There’s good…”

“I understand. You need to take your time, take a breath, process everything. That’s how this is gonna start. With you breathing, and processing. Use that powerful brain of yours. I’ve seen you use it enough. Figure out what’s wrong, and beat the problem down. Isn’t that what we always used to do?”

“I… I guess so.”

“Good.” She started walking toward the bedroom door, but stopped when she reached it and turned her head. “You look good, y’know,” she said. “You’re keeping well.”

I couldn’t say anything in reply. The words just wouldn’t come. Shannon opened the bedroom door and left, and when it shut, finally the words fell out. “I miss you.” 

My eyes started to sting, a catch caught in my throat, and I thought I was going to cry, but instead I sat on the bed, holding my head between my hands, breathing through the tightening in my chest that just wouldn’t let go. I had to shake myself to give the anxiety somewhere to go, finally sucking in a deep breath of air and opening my eyes once the tightness had gone.

I was on my bed, with my feet kicked up, and the TV on with the volume up. My eyes felt heavy, my mouth dry from the air conditioning, like I’d just woken up from a nap. The room was dim, the only illumination coming from the TV and a small light installed in the headboard above the bed. Groggily I glanced over at the bathroom door. It was closed, and the light wasn’t on.

I blinked rapidly, breathing deeply to wake up a little faster, stretching to allow my bones and muscles to relax. Shannon wasn’t there with me, she wasn’t standing in the corner of the room behind the curtain, she wasn’t in the bathroom, and she wasn’t in the corridor. Did I just dream all that? 

I went for my phone, now, ignoring the dizziness taking over. Shakily I unlocked the screen, pressed the button to dial for Levi, and placed the phone against my ear. He picked up in less than three seconds. 

“Hailey,” he said, “What is it?”

“Can… can you come?” was all I managed.

“I’ll be right there.” 

He hung up, and I let the phone slide off my face and fall to the bed. I slid my legs off the bed and stood, running my fingers through my hair again, fixing my hair a little and huffing the frustration and the tension out of my body as best I could. By the time Levi knocked on my bedroom door, I was done with my hair and walking across the room, putting on the best ‘I’m not really shaken up’ face I could fashion.

I pulled it open and smiled. “Hey,” I said, “Thanks for coming.”

“Are you okay?” he asked. He was concerned, I could see it worn on his chest like a badge. 

“I’m fine… I think. I guess I’m just a little bored. Wanna hang out?”

“Hang…” he narrowed his eyes. “I’m sorry, it’s just, we’ve barely spoken in days and now you want to hang out?”

My smile died down. “Oh… well, I mean, if you’re gonna be that way about it—”

I went to shut the door on him, something I’d later think about and wonder why I even went there; I wasn’t that kind of person, not really. But he stuck his hand out and stopped me from shutting the door on his face. “I didn’t mean it that way,” he said, “I just mean, I don’t know what’s going on with you, this just caught me by surprise, that’s all. Of course, I want to hang.”

I stared at him, then, sizing him up trying to figure out if I wanted to invite him in after that. It didn’t take me long to realize I did want him to come in. What had just happened, whether it had been real or a dream, had royally messed with my head, and I couldn’t deal with the thought of being on my own right now. Maybe, thinking about it, I was using him for his company, but I didn’t think so. We needed to talk, anyway, needed to spend some time together, especially considering how things were after the other night.

I opened the door and let him through, then I shut it behind him and walked over to the bed. Levi, however, didn’t make a move toward it; instead he walked to the center of the room and stood there. I looked up at him, then patted the spot beside me. “Don’t just stand around,” I said, “You’ll make me nervous. Get comfortable.”

Levi nodded, pulled his shoes off, and walked around the bed to sit down next to me. A couple of days ago we had been sharing an apartment and being close to each other wasn’t a problem. Now, though, you could cut the tension between us with a butter knife. Levi sat down beside me, kicked his feet up onto the bed, and folded his arms, then his eyes went straight to the TV. 

I tried to rest my back against the headboard, but I kept shifting uncomfortably; it was like I’d forgotten how to sit.

“This is weird, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Weird?” he asked, turning his head. “No, it’s not weird at all…” 

Right away I could tell he was doing his awkward, polite thing. “You don’t have to lie to me, I know this is weird and you do too. How about we just talk about it?”

“You… want to talk about it?” 

“I just asked, didn’t I?” 

Levi kept his head turned and his eyes on me. Light from the TV bathed one side of his face in a cobalt glow that made his eyes almost sparkle. One of them, anyway. “Okay,” he said, taking a breath, “Let’s have a chat. Where do you want to start?”

“Why don’t we start at the top? We had sex, and now everything’s different.” 

He didn’t say anything for a time, maybe even a whole minute, it was difficult to keep track of time when all I was doing was looking at him. “Yes… it got weird…” 

“Good, I’m glad you agree.”

“Why did it get weird?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because… I don’t know.”

He narrowed his eyes. “It looked like you were going to say something, there, but then stopped yourself…” 

Being this close to him again, in such an intimate setting, brought back a wave of feelings that I had been trying to suppress in vain. I wanted him. And I wanted him to want me just as bad. Maybe that was what was missing, maybe that was the thing keeping us from being normal around each other. Maybe we’d just done it wrong the first time, hadn’t really worked it out of our systems. Maybe it was time for round two? Maybe, if I could just run my tongue up and down his—I shook my head, trying to battle thoughts I was starting to wonder were my own, but I failed. 

My heart was hammering, now. Pounding. I reached for his hand, slowly at first, then more decisively as my fingertips made contact with his skin. He looked at my hand, then at me, and tilting his head to the side, his eyes narrow. “Hailey?” he asked, “What are you doing?” 

“Just shut up,” I growled, and in one quick move, I was straddling him, my hands around his collar, my lips crushed against his. 

Levi participated in the kiss, his hands settling around my waist, his lips parting to receive mine; lost in the moment, caught in the current. But then he started to push me away, while at the same time angling his head to the side and breaking the kiss. I watched the side of his face, my chest heaving. The only thought in my mind was consume, and it pulsed there, keeping time with the rapid beating of my heart. 

“What is it?” I asked, going in to kiss him again. 

“No, we can’t,” he said, “This is what got us here in the first place.”

I kissed his cheek again, this time drawing my tongue from the corner of his mouth all the way to his ear. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like it?” I purred.

“Hailey!” Levi pushed me with enough concussive force that I fell on my back and toppled off the bed, landing on the floor a few feet away. Lightning struck outside, rolling thunder followed. Slowly, he got up and, with his hands outstretched, tried to approach. “Oh, fuck, Hailey, I’m so sorry…” 

I planted my palms against the floor but failed miserably at pushing myself up. “Get out,” I growled.

“Shit… shit, shit, Hailey, are you hurt?”

Turning my eyes up at him I could feel the venom burning in my throat, bursting to break free. “I said get out!” 

Levi grabbed his shoes and left the room, slamming the door shut as he left. I didn’t get up, I couldn’t. Instead I let my head sink and shut my eyes to fight the sting. I slammed the ball of my fist against the floor. “Shit!” I screamed, and I hit it again, this time hard enough that I felt the pain all the way to my shoulder.

Outside, rain had started to fall. A rising crescendo of sound to drown my thoughts, and maybe my shame, too.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

It was late, and I was out in the middle of London, on my own, and looking for trouble. Unfortunately, I was in London, and London wasn’t New York. There was a reason why NYC is called the city that never sleeps; no matter what time of the day or night it is, you can always find something to do, whether that’s a bar, somewhere to eat, or a hooker; not that I’d ever partaken, but just like I knew it rained one out of every three days in New York, I also knew that hookers were just as prevalent as fast food places. 

But I wasn’t looking for hookers, and I hadn’t had an appetite all day, so what I was looking for was a bar. It wasn’t too much to ask to find one open at two in the morning in the heart of England, but damn if I had a hard time finding one near where I was staying. I may have had more luck on a Friday or Saturday night, but it was a Tuesday, and at this time of night even the busy West End of London, tourist central, was a ghost town. 

I was lucky to find one of the last still open pubs on a side-street between Leicester Square and Piccadilly Circus. The Three Brothers. Seemed like a small enough place, but there was music floating out from inside, and a rowdy crowd smoking cigarettes outside; not one of them was vaping, which meant I’d come to the right place if I was looking for a way to vent my frustration, a vessel into which to pour my guilt, and shame.

I walked past the men gathered outside to cat-calls, wolf whistles, and even an outright offer of a shag in the alley back there. It was a charming proposition, but I wasn’t ready just yet. I needed a little Dutch courage in me first, so I headed inside, shouldered my way through the busy bar, and pulled up a stool. When the barman pulled up, informing me this was last call, I asked for an amoretto, straight—make that a double.

The barman nodded and got to work, and I got to work surveilling the scene. The environment was a little cramped in here; the entire place looked like it had once been someone’s house, old black beams of wood rising from columns scattered around the floor and stretching across the roof. Everything was wooden, everything smelled smoky, and old—authentic was the word I was looking for. 

Last call was busy. There were women here, and men, groups of them talking over each other to try and be heard, their voices easily rising over the music which had been turned down low enough that it could be heard from the street, but not enough that it’d bother the rest of the neighborhood. My drink arrived, and I paid the barman, then I finished my drink in a single go. Before my glass had a chance to hit the counter, there was another double amaretto waiting for me. On the house; apparently, I looked like I needed it. 

I took my time with this one, sipping it slowly while my eyes scanned for prey. My target was a man sitting on his own on the other side of the bar, with one hand around a bottle of beer, and another hand in a bowl of peanuts. I didn’t want to have to tell him just how nasty it was to eat peanuts from a bowl at a bar, but being the good Samaritan that I was, I figured I would scoop up my amaretto go and do just that. 

He didn’t turn his eyes to me when I slid in beside him; already I could sense his sadness. His mind was turning something over, something painful. A breakup? A death? No, he’d been fired from his job today, a job he loved and had been doing for some time. I felt for him, I really did. Part of me wanted to tell him it was okay to be upset, and then soothe the hurt with my magic. The other wanted to drag him into the bathroom and bang him in one of the stalls—if this place even had stalls.

He must have been in his early thirties, on the high side of five foot, and physically in pretty good shape. He had short, brown hair, stubble growing on his cheek and chin, and hazel eyes, though it was difficult to tell in this light. I wasn’t sure what had drawn me to him, exactly. There were plenty of other men in here who would’ve given me exactly what I had just thought of doing to him; one man had already offered to scratch the itch. 

“This seat taken?” I asked, uttering a line that had been said a thousand, thousand times. 

The guy looked across at me, then double took. “Not at all,” he said, shaking his head. He was British, and he was wearing a black Metallica hoody. When he reached for his beer, his sleeve rolled up and I noticed the makings of a tattoo around his wrist. Something inside of me was telling me I had come in here looking for trouble and had instead found a pet. 

That would do.

I sipped my drink, then set it down on the counter before giving him my attention. “What’s your name?” I asked.

He looked at me like I was a puzzle piece he’d pulled out of a box that totally didn’t belong there. “What?” he asked.

“Your name,” I said, “If we’re gonna be drinking together, I’d like to know what to call you.”

“Oh… it’s Ben.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Hailey.” 

Ben angled his body to the side a little so he could give me his hand. I took it, shook, and offered my most flattering smile. 

I watched his eyes brighten, saw him blink a series of thoughts away, then exhale a tense breath before letting go of my hand. “American?” he asked.

“Yep,” I said.

“On holiday?” 

“No. I work here.”

“Do you?” 

“Yeah, at a library.”

He chuckled into his beer. “That’s funny.”

“Why’s that funny?”

Ben looked at me, eyeing me up and down. “Well, it’s just every single librarian I’ve ever met has been an older, chubbier woman. I’ve never seen one like you before.”

“Let me guess—I’m the one you hear about but never see?” 

“Hear about?” 

“You know, the librarian; the stickler for the rules who turns into a fucking animal when the lights go out.” 

“Well… if you put it that way, I guess, yes. That’s what I’m getting at.”

I smiled and licked my lips. Slowly. “Can I tell you a secret, Ben?” 

He narrowed his eyes. “Sure?” he said, treading carefully.

I leaned closer to him, pressing my cheek against his, my lips reaching for his ear, hand sliding across his lap. My heart was pounding, my skin tingling, and inside of me, something was exulting in the feeling, reveling in it. “Tonight’s your night, Ben, because I’m exactly that kind of librarian.” 

I suckled on his earlobe, pulling it with my lips and flicking it with my tongue, then releasing it again. When I retreated from his face, Ben looked like he’d just stared into the eyes of Medusa and was waiting to be turned to stone. Grinning, I squeezed his lap and let my hair fall around my face, turning my eyes up at him and biting my lower lip. 

“Holy… shit…” he struggled.

“Not quite holy… maybe something else.” 

“Hailey, what are you doing?” came a voice, and I made a sound I had never before in my entire life made. It was a growl, but it sounded—and felt—as if two throats had produced that sound, one much deeper and lower than the other; like I’d swallowed a lion. Already I could feel magic building around me, the vibrations left by its passing surrounding me, enveloping me. I was ready to lash out at the asshole who had just spoken my name, but I stopped myself, because it was Levi.

Levi.

I stared at him, my eyes fixed on his, and as the seconds passed it was as if a thin layer of red had started to fall across my field of vision, with Levi appearing brighter, and standing out in sharper contrast than everything and everyone else. The urge to lash out at him was intense, and difficult to control. My hand tightened around Ben’s lap, fingernails digging into his jeans. He made a sound, and I turned my attention to him.

The moment I saw pain on his face, I let him go, and the rush of anger receded like the tide. “Oh… Jesus, I’m so sorry,” I said, pulling my now shaky hand away from his lap. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” he said, looking down at his leg. He then glanced up at me, and in his eyes, I saw fear; something about me had spooked him to the core. It wasn’t just the squeeze, though that had come as a shock. It was as if he were reacting to some other, deeper, more primal instinct to want to get away from me. 

Levi offered me his hand. “We should go,” he said.

“I… I don’t want to,” I tried to protest, but there wasn’t any conviction in my voice.

“Now, Hailey.” 

He grabbed my elbow, and then Ben’s expression changed. He placed his hand on Levi’s shoulder, scowling. “Listen, mate,” Ben said, “You shouldn’t put your hand on a woman like that.”

“Don’t involve yourself in this, alright? You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“If she doesn’t want to go, she doesn’t want to go.”

“Look, I need you to pipe down. She’s my friend, and I need to take her home.”

Ben stood up, now, and turned Levi to look at him. His cheeks were full of blood, the vein on his neck was pulsing, and his eyes were locked on Levi. “I said leave her alone,” Ben said, he wound back his arm and threw a fist into Levi’s face. 

Levi hadn’t seen it coming. Ben’s attack connected with Levi’s left cheek with enough force to send Levi staggering and into the back of another man, who tumbled forward, spilling his last drink and the drinks of the other guys he was with. The group of men turned to Levi, one of them went to take a swing at him, but Levi—miraculously—was able to duck beneath the fist, which went sailing across the bar and into Ben’s chin. Ben lifted a few feet off the floor and came slamming down on a nearby table, glasses smashing, alcohol spilling everywhere.

Mayhem had erupted around me, and inside, somewhere deep, there was a part of me that was happy about this. Part of me which, if it had a face, would be grinning, and snickering, reveling in the chaos it had caused. It had done this. When I saw an opening, I pushed myself away from the bar, grabbed Levi’s hand, and pulled him out of the pub, avoiding wayward punches and making a couple of my own to help clear the path. 

Soon enough, we were outside and running down Leicester Square. When we’d gotten far enough away from the pub that we were certain no one would’ve followed us, we stopped to catch our breaths, Levi panting with his hands behind his head, me doubled over and holding onto my knees. 

“What… the fuck?” Levi asked, huffing the words out.

I straightened up to look at him, breathing deeply as I went. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“You’re sorry? You flee the hotel in the middle of the night and head to a pub, then you hit on a stranger, and you shout at me for trying to talk sense into you—what the fuck, Hailey? This isn’t like you!”

“Don’t you think I don’t know that?” My voice cracked, then, and Levi noticed.

His expression softened, all the anger evaporated from his face. “Hailey…” he trailed off. 

“Something’s happening to me, Levi.”

“Okay…”

“No! It’s not okay!” I tried to take a breath to calm down, but the night air was way too cold, and my breathing came in ragged, and difficult. “Sometimes I feel like I’m losing my fucking mind,” I said, “Other times I feel like my mind isn’t even mine anymore.”

A pause. “What are you talking about?”

Running my fingers through my hair, I looked at him. “There’s something I haven’t told you… and I don’t know how to fucking tell you, because if I tell you now, you’re just gonna hate me or something.”

“Hate you? Why would I hate you?”

“Because I’ve been lying to all of you!” 

I hadn’t meant to scream, but my voice had rung out throughout Leicester Square, startling a flock of pigeons perched on a nearby ledge and causing them to take flight. Maybe it was the sound that had sent them running, or maybe they had sensed something about me that had caused them to flee in a hurry. It didn’t matter which it was; I was radiating this vibe, sending it out into the world. It was only a matter of time before everyone wanted to get away from me, and I couldn’t blame them, knowing what I was carrying around with me.

But Levi didn’t try to get away from me, didn’t move from where he was for a good while, in fact, and when he did, it was to come closer to me. He reached for my hand, and my instinct was to pull it away, but I didn’t. I allowed him to take it, and let him pull me into an embrace. I rested my cheek against his chest as he wrapped one arm around my waist and the other around the back of my head. 

“It’s okay,” he said, “Whatever’s going on, we’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t know if we can,” I said, trying to keep my voice from breaking any further, trying to keep the tears from coming. These emotions, they’re just all over the place.

“I’ll get us a cab, we can go and get something to eat, and then you can tell me what’s happening.”

“I can’t…”

“You can. I’m not going anywhere, and I want to help you. I’m sure if you told the others, they’d want to help you, too.”

I shook my head. “What if this is too big?” 

Levi paused. I could tell he had pulled his phone out of his pocket and was making arrangements for the cab to get here as fast as possible. When he was done, he slipped his phone back into his pocket and held me tightly again. “You’re Hailey,” he said, “Everything about you, from the day we met, was too big.” 

I looked up at him, frowning. “What do you mean?”

He smiled, though he wasn’t looking at me—he was smiling at a memory. “You were cocky, and arrogant—”

“—I could say the same for you.” 

“No, let me finish… you were cocky, and arrogant. A know-it-all. You didn’t trust me, you were loud, you always wanted to be first, be on top, be ahead. It’s like everything was a competition to you. Worst of all, you were American.”

“Hey!” I slapped his chest, outraged.

Levi laughed. “I never thought I’d like an American woman… I always thought the cultural differences would be too big. But here we are…” 

“And where’s here?”

“In Leicester Square, at near three in the morning, standing in the freezing cold and waiting for a cab, with our arms around each other… my point is, through all of this, we’re both still here. Whatever you did, whatever’s going on, I don’t think there’s anything you could say to make me hate you or want to get away from you.” 

I pulled away from him, uncoupling myself from his arms, then I took a few steps away and paced back and forth, not looking at him, but looking at my feet. “Before I tell you this,” I said, “I need you to know…” 

“Know what?”

I shook my head. There was no time for prefacing. I could already feel the lies coming up, simmering underneath my subconscious mind. The more I tried to get the words out, the more I could sense these lies rising to the occasion. There existed part of me that didn’t want to tell anyone what I had done, didn’t want to reveal the truth about what had happened that night with Reaper, and I was starting to understand, that part of me was the Hellfire itself. 

It wasn’t just a power, it wasn’t just magic; it was a thing, a thinking thing, that had coiled itself inside of me like a snake and was whispering to me from behind my own mind. The worst part about it all was, I didn’t know if there was anything I could do to stop it from influencing me, not without magic… so, I decided to try it.

I got down onto one knee, rolled up my jeans, and pulled out the knife I kept strapped to my ankle at all times. 

“Hailey?” Levi said, “What are you doing?” 

I took a breath, flexing my left palm to prepare it for the pain I was about to inflict upon myself, then I pricked the skin with the tip of the knife until a little pool of blood spilled out. Magic fell around me, empowered by my sacrifice, setting my skin alight with vibrations that seemed to tickle each of my nerve endings. 

Shutting my eyes, I drew that magic into myself and used it to build a wall of psychic energy around my mind, around my emotional core. Already I could feel it, whatever it was, lashing at the bastion of magic I was creating—and it was strong. The bulwark I had set up wouldn’t last, I knew it wouldn’t, but the urge to lie fell away. 

I had my chance.

“Levi,” I said, turning my eyes up at him, “That night with Reaper… I should’ve died, but I didn’t.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Should’ve died? What do you mean?”

 “He got me… like, he really got me.” I pointed at my stomach. “Right here, he pushed his knife into me and twisted the wound open. It was fatal. I should’ve died, but I didn’t… because when Reaper took the Hellfire for himself, I followed him and did the same.”

Levi swallowed, his Adam’s apple working hard. “Hailey… tell me you didn’t.”

I shook my head. “He had started fires, it was the only way I could be sure they’d stop. I knew I was dead, so I thought if I took the Hellfire for myself, I could at least stop the fire before… before I died.” 

“But… you didn’t die.”

“No. I don’t know why, but the Hellfire saved my life. I remember feeling it burrowing into me, I remember seeing what it did to the wound in my stomach, but then I blacked out and woke up in bed, back at Nerve. When you told me there were no fires, I knew I had put them out. That was something, at least, but now this thing is in me and I… it’s doing things to me, and I don’t know if I can control it.” 

Levi stared at me from where he stood, his eyebrows furrowed, his expression as tough as stone. Then he approached and extended his hand. I took it, and he helped me up. “Okay,” he said.

“Okay?” I asked, “Just okay?” 

He nodded. “We’re gonna head back, and you’re gonna tell me everything. Then we’re gonna figure this out.” 

“You really mean that? After what I did to you earlier? I feel like a dick.”

“Don’t mention it again. You don’t have to. It’s in the past.”

He hugged me again, and this time he kissed me on the cheek. His lips were warm against my skin, a welcome sensation considering we were out in the cold. The cab arrived while we were still hugging. Levi and I decoupled again and got inside without saying another word.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“Wait a second,” Levi said, “You’re seeing your dead sister?” 

“Not just seeing her, but talking to her.”  

Levi lowered his eyes and looked at the table between us, on which sat two large, open newspapers covered in grease, inside of which sat the remnants of the fish and chips we’d just eaten. I hadn’t had an appetite all day, but talking to Levi about Shannon and the Hellfire seemed to have done it for me. I could still smell the vinegar in the air, the tartare sauce, the garlic mayonnaise. I plucked one of the last remaining fries up, dipped it in tartare, and ate it like we were having the most casual conversation in the world.

Only one of us felt that way right now.

“Okay,” Levi said, clasping his hands together, “So, either this is actually happening to you and what you’re seeing is a… a…” 

“Ghost?” 

“Ghost, right, or you are in fact going insane, which, considering you have the power to set fires that’ll never go out isn’t a good thing. Neither of these things are good things.” 

“I know… really, I do. What choice did I have, though?”

He shook his head. “I can’t fault you for what you did. I’d have done the same. Most of us would’ve. Whether we’d have succeeded or not, I don’t know. You said Cerberus’ arm looked like it was being eaten up by piranhas… why didn’t that happen to you or to Reaper?” 

“That I don’t know. I don’t even know what the prerequisites to be able to wield the Hellfire are. I mean, do I have to be some kind of asshole to use it? And if Reaper and I could use it, but Cerberus couldn’t, does that mean I’m just as big of an asshole as Reaper is? Because that would totally fucking suck.”

“I wish I could tell you. Hell, I wish I had any kind of input here at all. I feel about as useless as… that little pot of ketchup there. I mean, who has ketchup on their fish and chips?”

“Plenty of people, probably?” 

“Whatever, you get the point. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, here.” 

I reached for his hand. “Maybe… just listen.”

He looked at me, then, and nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m making this all about me when it’s got nothing to do with me.”

“No, it does have something to do with you because you’re involved, we’re… involved. I just, I get it. I know what you’re going through. What I want to know is what the hell am I going through? Am I going insane, or has my sister come back from the grave to talk to me?”

“And if so, why… because you know that’s the whole thing about ghost stories—they’ve always got some kind of unfinished business.” 

I scoffed. “I could think of a few people Shannon could’ve come back to lay the smack down on, but she hasn’t come here for that; at least, that’s not the impression I get.”

Levi sighed through his nose, pushing the air out. “Does anyone else know? About the Hellfire?”

“Cassandra knows. I didn’t tell her, she just knew.”

“Right… do you think she knows about what’s happening right here, right now?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. She can’t see everything that happens to everyone, only some things that happen to some people. Shannon’s so real, when she comes… it’s like, I can even smell her.” 

Levi looked around. “Is she here right now?”

“No… I don’t think so. I doubt if she’d show up when I’m with company, whether she’s a ghost or not. Thing is, the last time I saw her, it was like I woke up after she was gone. I remembered muting the TV when I thought I heard someone shuffling around in the bathroom, and it stayed muted while we talked… but then it wasn’t, and I was in bed, so I wasn’t sure if I was asleep or awake.” 

“As weird as they can be, it’s times like these I wish I knew a Spirimancer. Then at least we’d know if you’re getting visions or visits.”

“Does it matter which they are? I mean, I see her, she wants to tell me something—maybe something important... I don’t know.” 

The corner of Levi’s mouth tugged into a faint smile. “You thought I’d hate you.”

“It was a legitimate fear. I’ve done something really awful, Levi… like, I can feel it in here.” I rubbed my stomach. “Whatever I did, I opened up to something, and now it’s sitting inside of me, whispering to me, influencing me, because you’re right—I haven’t been myself. I’ve been lying, I’ve been angry, I’ve been acting on my own instead of trying to get the rest of the group involved.”

“Right, it was crazy and you shouldn’t have done it… but I understand why you did.” 

“I know it was crazy, but at the time it felt like the right thing to do… Reaper has Hellfire, which makes him even more dangerous than he’s ever been. I’m the only one who can fight him, the only one with a chance of winning. If any of you walked into his path…” 

“He’d kill us,” Levi finished the thought, “But you’ve gotta understand, and you probably already do, mages… we know our time is short. We know there’s a good chance we’re going to go down doing battle with another mage, or a demon, or some other fucked up creature hiding in the bowels of the earth. We’re not meant to grow old and die in our beds… Nathaniel was lucky to have reached his age.” 

“That doesn’t mean I don’t want to protect the people I can.”

“Okay, but you shouldn’t try and take the world on your shoulders, otherwise you’ll die, and Reaper will live, and guess what—we’re all next.”

Sighing, I let my head hang and rubbed my temples. He was right. He was usually right. I’d never tell him that, though. Better to let him think he was only right sometimes. Still, what he’d said made me question some of the decisions I’d made. Yes, I’d made them for the good of… well, everyone, but I had very nearly been killed on at least a few occasions. Maybe it was time to start trusting other people to do what they know how to do, instead of hide them all behind me because Cassandra’s vision said they’d all die otherwise.

Maybe in her telling me they’d all die, that would change whatever future she’d looked at.

“Thank you,” I said, “I know I’ve said it before, but thank you for not going ballistic over this. I think we should probably tell everyone else, just so they’re on the level.”

“I think you’re right, but that can probably wait until tomorrow.” 

I glanced out the window and scanned the sky. It wasn’t dark anymore; the black of night had started to become the pale blue of morning. “I hate to break it to you,” I said, “But it already is tomorrow.”

Levi rubbed his eyes with his knuckles. “Fuck. We should go.”

I nodded, stood, and started collecting the remnants of our food—wrapping the newspapers up and crumpling them into balls—when I heard a sound that set every single alarm bell in my nervous system twinkling. Somewhere behind me, one of the large windows of the fast-food joint we were at had exploded. Glass rained everywhere, some of the staff started screaming, the couple in the booth near the one we were at added their voices to the cacophony before fleeing the building with the staff.

It sounded like a car had driven into the storefront window. But it wasn’t a car I saw, prowling between booths and the arrangement of chairs. At first, I’d thought it was a Brute; the thing I could only just see across the tops of tables was entirely hairless, and had wrinkled skin just like them, but the color of this beast’s skin was more like dried leather, deep brown and run through with red marks. The way it moved reminded me of a large cat, or a dog, its shoulders pulling and pushing as it stalked around the bend. The creature growled, low and menacing, and when it came into view I saw it wasn’t a Brute at all, but something else, something possibly way more dangerous. 

“Levi…” I said, watching the beast prowl toward me. 

It was huge, easily larger than any dog or wolf I had ever seen in my life. It had a long snout, its nose was as black as obsidian, but also cracked like the rest of its skin, and from inside those cracks came a deep, red glow. It snarled, baring its formidable, yellow teeth, each one easily as big as a knife. As it signaled its intent to me, the intent to kill, its eyes began to glow bright and red, leaving a swirling, misty miasma of floating red light as it moved.

“Oh shit!” he yelped, “What the fuck is that?” 

“Hellhound. Be quiet.”

“Hellhound?!” he caught himself, slapping his hand against his mouth to stifle more words from spilling out, for all the good that would do. 

I had read about these things in the document Morpheus had sent me, and had heard about them before then from stories Shannon had told me, but I had never encountered one before. My dealings with the demonic were limited to Brutes, demons, and that one incident with the spider the night my sister died. That there were other creatures from beyond capable of entering this world, sure, I could deal with that. But that one of those creatures I’d never encountered before was here, right now, exactly where I was—that was a harder pill to swallow.

“What do we do?” Levi asked. 

I backed away from the Hellhound, but it kept pace with me. “We have to kill it,” I said, “It isn’t here for anyone else, it’s here for me.” 

“You? Why you!” 

“Because I’ve got Hellfire inside of me, which makes me food.”  

The Hellhound’s snarl intensified, it opened its mouth and growled, its tongue slavering across its lips, and then it charged; it had clearly had enough of us talking. 

I ducked to the left, throwing myself into a roll just as the Hellhound went to pounce on me. The beast was huge, and when it landed, its enormous body tore through the booth, reducing it to rubble. Levi and I split, then, he going right, me going left, but the Hellhound ignored him—it was going for me, and only me. It would ignore Levi as long as Levi didn’t make himself more of a threat. I had no way of knowing this other than my dealings with Brutes; they were stupid, but cunning like that.

Recovering quickly from my roll, I burst into a sprint, leaping onto the tables and crossing the distance between them with a short jump instead of running around them. I was headed for the kitchen, where I could smell burning grease and oil. Without my sword on me, I would have to rely on other, more mundane methods of killing these things.

Death by deep-fryer seemed like a fun thing to try.

“Hailey!” Levi called out, and just as I turned my attention to him there was another violent smash which sent shards of glass flying in every direction. Another Hellhound had entered the fray, and this one wasn’t pausing for theatric effect. It staggered, trying to right itself from having landed rough on the slick restaurant floor, but then it came for me, fangs bared, mouth dripping with saliva, eyes glowing red and leaving a trail of dizzying, red ephemera as it moved.

I didn’t have time to coordinate with Levi. Instead, I jumped off the table I had been standing on and made a bee-line for the counters in front of the kitchen, hopping over them with ease and then dashing into the back. The air was thick with the smell of cooking fish and fries, some of which was now over-cooking and starting to smoke. Behind me I could hear one of the Hellhounds mounting the counter and vaulting over it, without thinking I grabbed one of the nearest fry baskets and spun around with it in my hand, slamming the beast on the snout.

Contact.

The still dripping basket smacked the Hellhound so hard the handle snapped off in my hand. The beast staggered, stumbling over itself, and collapsed into a hard, metallic counter. With the advantage being mine, I reached for the dagger strapped to my ankle, drew it, and stabbed the Hellhound in one of its glowing, red eyes. The beast screamed, snarled, shook, and retreated, but somehow, the blow hadn’t been fatal. Even though I had impaled this thing in the head with a knife, it was still moving, still pawing at the blade, trying to remove it. 

These things aren’t like Brutes at all! 

“Levi, we’ve gotta—” the other Hellhound pounced over the counter, stopping my words as they tried to form in my throat. 

The beast snarled at me, and I could feel the heat radiating from its mouth, saw the heat haze around its snout. Its breath turned the air putrid, making me want to turn away from it and gag, but I didn’t. Instead I stared it down and roared at it, because I didn’t know what else to do in that moment. I had no weapon, no magic I thought could affect it except for Hellfire, and I wasn’t touching that if I could help it, and no way out except through.

The Hellhound reared, pushing itself up on its hind legs and then launching itself at me, but instead of moving forward, the beast went flying brutally to the right as if a massive, invisible hand had yanked it across mid-flight. It slammed into a concrete wall with a sickening crack, yelping as it fell to the floor. Behind it was Levi, his hand stretched, his eyes filled with the light of a thousand lightning storms. From above came the sound of rolling thunder, and then the rain started to fall. 

“You okay?” he called out.

“Yeah…” I said, noticing how my entire body had started tingling. “I’m great.” 

“Good.” 

He turned to face the downed Hellhound, marched toward it with his hand outstretched, and as I watched, the beast’s limbs began to twist and crack. One paw crumpled like it had been hit with a crowbar. Another snapped in half, the bone jutting out of the Hellhound’s hide at a nasty angle, covered in blood that was so hot it created its own heat haze. 

From immediately to my left I heard a shuffling sound, then the clang of metal hitting the floor. The Hellhound I had attacked with my knife was staring at me, snarling as black blood spilled from the hole I had gouged on its face. The blood dripped down its snout and trickled to the floor, where it started bubbling and steaming. 

The Hellhound’s snarl widened, bringing its teeth into full view. Without giving it much thought, because time was short, I reached into that dark part of myself and tapped it awake, feeling the heat begin to rise through my stomach, into my chest, my throat. The beast charged, its legs skidding slightly on the slick floors, but before it could reach me, I spat a ball of Hellfire at its feet and watched it explode into tiny, burning fragments.

This killed the Hellhound’s charge. It stopped, dead in its tracks, and started licking the floor, its tongue slavering away at each tiny mote of blood-red flame. With the Hellfire still burning in my throat, I pulled magic into myself and used it as a conduit to affect the beast’s brain, creating a psychic link between myself and this hungry, infernal, hairless wolf. 

It was like throwing a lasso around a raging bull on a hair trigger. As soon as my magic touched the Hellhound’s brain, it turned its attention back to me, huffed forcefully through its snout, and prepared to attack. I had only seconds to do something I had never done before in my life with a normal animal, much less whatever the hell this thing was. 

I was like a spider frantically spinning a parachute web to stop it from falling to its death. The Hellfire inside of myself resisted my magic, the Hellhound’s own infernal brain resisted my magic. Quickly, I knew, I was failing, but then the magic took, and the beast stopped snarling. It shook its head once, twice. I watched it paw at its face as if something was bothering it, then it turned, walked across to the other side of the room, smashed its snout against the wall and then gave me its attention again.

It couldn’t speak, but I knew from its body language and from the link I had created between us, I had it; I was its alpha.

I had just tamed a Hellhound.

Levi walked over to the counter, peered behind it, and saw the beast looking at me, but not attacking. “Little service?” he asked, pretending to be a customer. “I’ve been waiting all night.”

I turned to look at him. “You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Dying for a drink, though. Medium, please; couple of chips, too.” 

I rolled my eyes. “You’re fine. Did you see if anyone else was injured?”

“I don’t think they were. They all got out pretty quick, and you were right, these things had come for you.” 

The Hellhound Levi had dealt with was beginning to dissipate the same way Brutes did. They at least had that in common. “Okay, good. We should get the hell out of here before the cops arrive.”

Levi cocked an eyebrow. “I take it since we haven’t killed it, this little beastie’s coming with us?” 

“It is,” I said, hopping across the counter. The Hellhound followed, clumsily jumping onto the counter and then hopping over to the other side. “It’s going to lead us to Reaper.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

It wasn’t common to see people walking their dogs on this side of London, not in the more commercial areas of the West End; even less common to catch someone walking a hairless wolf-demon the size of a motorcycle. Without Ivy with us, or even my sword, though, there was no getting around it. The beast was compliant enough, at least, and as long as we kept to the back streets we had a chance of getting where we needed to get to without being discovered.

Only problem was the Hellhound was more of a compass than a map, so I had no idea when we would get to where we needed to go. For all I knew, Reaper was hiding in France somewhere, and that’s where this thing was taking us. That was a problem not only because there was no way I was about to walk to France, but also because in a few short hours the sun would start to rise, and while the streets were quiet and empty now, they wouldn’t be for long.

“Ivy’s awake,” Levi said, “She’s gonna grab the others and come down to meet us. Where should I tell them to go?”

“We’ll know when we get to the place,” I said, following the Hellhound as it stalked across the sidewalk, its shoulders hunched, its powerful muscles rippling beneath that leathery skin. Though the air was cold, this creature left a trail of heat in its wake that kept me warm as I followed it.

“You don’t want to wait for them to get to us?”

“Every second we wait is another second where Reaper gets away from us.”

“And you know that because?”

“Hellhounds aren’t summoned, they pull themselves through Hellholes in places where Hellfire is present. They go hunting the mages who use it, whoever they are, and don’t stop until they’re dead or they’ve had their fill. If they went for me, then I’m willing to put my last dollar down and bet they’ve paid Reaper a visit, too.” 

“Don’t think he’ll have just killed them?”

“Sure, but these things aren’t going to stop hunting him down… which means they won’t stop hunting me, either. We’ll kill them, and more will come.” 

“You sound strangely comfortable with that knowledge.”

“That’s because I am… my plan is to find Reaper, kill him, and then shut down the Hellhole to sever my link with it.” 

Levi looked over at me. “Won’t that be dangerous for you?” 

I shrugged. “Maybe. But Reaper needs to go, and so does the Hellhole. If I’m a casualty too, well…” 

What I’d said hung in the air, like a snowflake too light to keep falling. Levi didn’t pick it up, though I could sense it had rattled him. I was glad for him not to say anything. It meant he understood me, knew what I was about. There weren’t any words he could use to make me change my mind. I would go as far as ending my own life if it meant closing that Hellhole and nipping London’s demon problem before it got any bigger, and he knew it.

“So…” Levi ventured, “What are we gonna call it?” 

“Call it?” I asked.

“Him… is it a him, actually?”

“You wanna lift its tail up and check?” 

“No. Have you seen the size of it? I’d rather not go anywhere near it, if I can help it.”

“Why? Scared it’ll be bigger than yours?”

Levi’s cheeks reddened. “Yeah, laugh it up. I didn’t hear any complaints.”

I stared at him, my eyes wide, my mouth agape. “James Levingston, that is no way to talk to a lady.”

“Ah, so you can dish it but you can’t take it. I see how it is.”

“I didn’t say I couldn’t take it, I just didn’t expect that from you.”

The Hellhound slowed to a halt, stiffened, and started to sniff the air. I stopped moving, too, stretching my hand out in front of Levi and keeping him from going any further. The beast did nothing besides sniff for a long moment, then it craned its head to the side, staring down an alley, and started prowling through it. 

I looked at Levi, saw the concerned look on his face, and nodded. “He must be close,” I said.

“Unless someone else has Hellfire and we don’t know about it?” Levi asked.

“I never thought I’d say this, but I hope it’s Reaper. I couldn’t deal with some random right now.”

He walked up beside me, and together we kept pace with the Hellhound, which became increasingly more difficult as the seconds passed. It had caught a scent, and its prowl was becoming a quick stalk. I reeled it in with my mind, stressing the command through our psychic link, and the beast slowed, but only enough to allow us to catch up to it before it left the alley and turned the corner. 

When we finally reached the other side of the alley, the Hellhound sniffed the sidewalk floor, then turned its neck up and growled. It was looking at a low-rise, brown building on the corner of a block. This district was near the river, and the air was heavy with the Thames’ unique smell. The building itself looked like a hotel at first glance, but I didn’t see a name on the side. All the lights were out, except for the one on the top floor.

That was the one the Hellhound was staring at; that was the place Reaper was staying in. 

The skin on my arms went crazy. “Shit,” I said, “This is it…”

“You’re sure?” Levi asked.

“I’m not, but it seems to have found food. Who else could it be?”

Levi looked around at the quiet street, no cars, no people, not even stray animals. “We should wait for the others… if I call them, they could be here in—”

“—twenty minutes? Maybe? We can’t wait that long.”

“We can, and we should. What if he’s in there?”

“Then we fight him. We have a Hellhound with us.”

“If I could take one out, then I’m sure Reaper could take out a whole pack of them. Why not wait for the others?”

“Because, one,” I checked items off with my fingers, “We’re here now, and the sooner we do this the better. Two, I don’t know how long I can keep this thing on a leash, and if I can’t keep it controlled then we lose our only way of finding Reaper. And three, we’re already here. You really want me to wait when I’m so close to finally killing this bastard?”

Levi frowned. “Correct me if I’m wrong, and I’m not trying to be insensitive, but the last few times you’ve gone up against him, he’s beaten you. This guy is no joke, Hailey. Maybe you can’t take him out on your own.”

I flashed a wicked grin and patted him on the shoulder. “That’s why I have you here with me.”

Without waiting for Levi’s response, I quickly dashed across the street with the Hellhound—Bugsy, I’m calling him Bugsy—trotting by my side and easily keeping up with me. The closer I got to the building’s front door, which sat facing the corner of two streets and the River Thames, I realized it wasn’t a hotel at all, but a residential building with an intercom system. Many of the nameplates were gone, but some still had name cards inserted into them, most of them bearing a first initial and a last name. The highest number, 26, didn’t have a nameplate attached to it at all, and the button had been ripped out, leaving a hole and two exposed wires where it had been.

I beckoned Levi over. “I need you to unlock this,” I whispered. 

Levi walked up to me, his hands in his pockets. “Breaking and entering, too?” he asked.

“We’re doing everyone a favor. Unlock the door for us.”

He shook his head, but he moved toward the door and pressed his palm against it. “I really don’t like this… let the record show that I really don’t like this.”

“And so shall the record reflect.” 

Distant thunder grumbled from above, I heard a click, and then Levi pushed the door open. The lobby beyond it was dimly lit, but in a deliberate way. The floor was polished marble, on the far wall the letterboxes didn’t look like they’d been vandalized at all, I even spotted a vase with what looked like living, healthy flowers inside sitting on a counter. This place looked swanky and clean, and when I noticed the camera in the corner of the room, I added the words usually secure to my list of descriptors.

“Stairs or lift?” Levi asked.

“Elevator,” I said, correcting him, a playful grin across my lips, “You should get a message to Morpheus, give him our address, and let him know there’s a security system here. Find out if he can hack it and delete the footage we’re leaving right now.”

Levi nodded, fished his phone from his pocket, and walked up to the elevator. I pressed the call button and waited, Bugsy by my side, his breathing so ragged and guttural it sounded like he had bubbles in his throat; bubbles, or pockets of magma. The elevator dinged open, and I’d be damned if my heart almost leapt into my throat. I thought there was someone in there, but it was only my reflection in the mirror-like wall on the other side of it. 

I stepped in, eyeing up the 1600kg maximum weight label above the buttons. I knew how much I weighed, and I could guess Levi’s weight. Bugsy, on the other hand… but the elevator didn’t dip as we stepped inside, and despite his size, all three of us were able to fit, even if we were a little cramped. Levi hit the button for the top floor, then looked at me, pressed against him as I was.

His eyes moved over to Bugsy. “You know you can’t keep him, right?” 

“I know.”

“Do you? Because I can already feel the attachment.” 

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 

He looked at me again, then gave me a stern look. “Hailey.” He had a voice like a dad.

“What? I know the deal, okay? A Hellhound’s forever, not just for Christmas. I’ll take care of him.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s a good thing we aren’t sharing a flat any more, otherwise you’d have me picking up its shit.” 

“That’s unfair… we don’t know what its crap is like. For all you know, they’re hot, molten pellets that’ll just eat right through hardwood floors.” 

“Oh, well, that’s even better, isn’t it?” 

I gave him another smirk and watched him struggle not to smile. Even though Bugsy smelled like a backed-up sewer filled with discarded cigarettes floating in cold, dead, coppery blood—among other things—and we were literally seconds away from where Reaper was staying, it was good to find a moment for humor; good to make light out of a dark situation.

As I looked at him, examining the shape of his face, his eyes, I realized there was no one I’d rather be with moments before entering a life-threatening situation.

“Really?” came a disjointed, ephemeral voice, “No one?” 

My heart leapt into my throat, the hairs on the nape of my neck and along my arms stood on end, and my stomach twisted into a knot. I craned my neck around, looking for Shannon, but she wasn’t in the elevator with us. Levi noticed my sudden movement and tilted his head to the side, questioning me without speaking, but before I could say anything, the elevator dinged, and the doors opened. 

Bugsy was the first to stalk out of the elevator, slowly prowling along the carpeted corridor, leaving huge, paw-shaped impressions on the carpet as its own internal heat singed the material wherever it walked. I followed the Hellhound, shaking my head, shaking Shannon away. Levi didn’t waste a moment in coming after me. 

“Traps?” he asked.

He’d had a good point. I slowed, extending my psychic senses around myself and scanning for traps I could detect with my own brand of magic. There were none. Levi also couldn’t pick any up. Reaper was a Scion, so if he’d set any magical traps up, we only stood a small chance of detecting it before it went off, but he was just enough of an arrogant asshole that he wouldn’t have set any traps up so close to his own apartment—assuming that’s who we were on the verge of finding just beyond the door at the end of the hall.

26, read the number on the plaque above the door, but that was the only marking on it. There was no nameplate, nothing to identify a real name or to indicate the person who lived here wasn’t the man who had murdered my sister in cold blood. Was I expecting a neon sign? No, but I’m not saying it wouldn’t have helped.

Bugsy stopped just shy of the door and growled lowly at it. It sensed Hellfire somewhere on the other side, sensed food, and already that was making me incredibly nervous. 

Levi cocked one of his eyebrows at me and gave me a tentative nod, showing me the palm of his hand and turning it to face the door. He was going to unlock it, and he wanted my go-ahead before doing so. Licking my lips and drawing my knife from its sheath in my boot, I nodded back at him and watched him place the palm of his hand against the door and bring magic into the world.

The thunderclap his magic drew down was so powerful, I could feel the growl of its rolling thunder in my chest, like the earth itself was trembling from it, cowering. The lock on the door gave way, and without sparing another thought, Levi opened it and pushed it open. Bugsy leapt through first, charging blindly into the apartment, its massive paws making way too much sound as it pushed deeper into the dimly lit room. 

I had been expecting immediate retaliation, had been expecting to have magic hurled at me, or maybe bullets—Reaper was the type to carry guns, so bullets were a possibility. But instead of that, there was… nothing. The living room was quiet, one of the windows was open, a white curtain billowing in the cold, night breeze. 

Bugsy went over to the window and started snarling at the night, its paws up on the window’s ledge, its body taut and stretched. Levi made a sweep of the bedroom, the bathroom, the kitchen. The entire apartment was clear; Reaper was nowhere to be found. I, however, had found something that drew my interest in more than the open window, more than Bugsy’s snarling, more than searching the other rooms for Shannon’s killer. 

Instead of a TV, an entire wall in the living room had been turned into something out of a detective movie. A series of corkboards filled the length of it, each of them connected by red threads intersecting around thumbtacks pinning down photos, newspaper clippings, and cut up printouts. It was a spider’s web of red thread, lines crossing and crisscrossing, and where they met, I was hard-pressed to find an item that didn’t reference me in some way; a picture, a snippet with my name scribbled onto it.

“What the… fuck?” I asked no one. 

Levi moved out of the bathroom. “He’s not here,” he said. “Where the hell is he?” 

Dreamily, without paying attention, I pointed at the window. “I think he’s gone…” 

He raced over to the window, where Bugsy was still growling. “Gone? How can he be gone?”

“I don’t know…” 

“Did he know we were coming?” 

“Levi—”

“—I mean, this thing knew he was here a second before we opened the door; how could he have gotten out so fast?” 

“Levi!” 

He stopped talking and looked at me. “What?” 

“Look at this.” 

Taking a moment to simmer down, Levi walked over to the wall and stared at it. “What is all of this?” 

“I could take a guess, and I’d be pretty accurate if I was to say he’d been collecting information about me for a very long time.” 

I plucked a picture out from under a thumb-tack. It had a timestamp on it from seven months ago, and while from a distance it had looked like a picture of me crossing the street, on closer inspection, it wasn’t me. Underneath the picture, a post-it had the word “NEGATIVE” written on it in red marker. Moving along the wall, there were more pictures like this one of other women, all which were marked the same way. Except one.

I walked over to it and traced the spiderweb halo of red string around it. The picture in the center of the web was me, but I had blond hair, and was wearing the beautiful red dress Mason had bought me. It was a candid shot of me talking to… Cerberus. This must have been after the auction, when Cerberus had pulled me aside to question the reason why I hadn’t bid against Mason, but I had bid against him. Looking at the angle, the picture had been taken from inside the same room.

“Reaper was there,” I said, under my breath.

“Where?” Levi asked.

Arranged around me I saw pictures of Cerberus, of Cassandra, of Giovanni. I saw a picture of the book Mason had won, the one Cerberus had won. There were notes, bits of information scribbled under Cerberus, Cassandra… he had been there that night, he had seen me, and after I’d had my altercation with Cerberus, he had approached him and weaseled his way into his employ… all to get to me.

“Makes sense, doesn’t it?” 

That wasn’t Levi.

My breath caught in my throat, my skin reacting by tightening as if a ghost had walked through me, but I didn’t turn my head to look at her. Didn’t acknowledge her presence. 

“Jesus,” Levi said, “He’s been tracking you down for ages.”

“Because he’s obsessed,” Shannon put in. Levi hadn’t heard her.

I shut my eyes hard, pinching the bridge of my nose and breathing deeply. 

“Are you alright?” Levi asked, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. 

I didn’t reply. Instead I kept my mouth shut and continued to breathe, hoping she’d go away. We had a job to do here. Reaper had left, but he couldn’t be far. I needed to concentrate and get back on his tail.

Shannon, however, had other ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Really screwed the pooch on this one, huh?” Shannon asked, her voice sending chills crawling up my spine.

I clenched my jaw, my teeth grinding against each other. “Go away,” I muttered under my breath.

“Hailey?” Levi asked. 

Though I couldn’t see her, I could sense her walking around me even if I couldn’t hear her in that specially designed catsuit she was wearing. It was as if the temperature in the room had suddenly dropped a further ten degrees, which considering the window was wide open, letting in the cold, London air, meant my entire body was damn near freezing.

“Cute dog,” Shannon said, “I don’t agree with the decision to keep it, but that was a clever move, using the dog to help you find him. Too bad it didn’t work.” 

“Fuck…” I mumbled. “Fuck, fuck.”

Levi squeezed my shoulder, returning a little feeling to my body other than the intense chill running through me. “Hailey, you’re starting to—wait… it’s her, isn’t it?”

I nodded, not speaking.

“Where is she?” Levi asked.

“Right here, lover boy,” Shannon said, “Oh, right, he can’t see me.” 

“She’s talking to me,” I said.

“Talking to you? What’s she saying?” 

With my eyes still shut and my head pressed against the corkboard, I bit my lip hoping a little pain would snap me out of this. It didn’t. “You’re sure you can’t see her?” I asked.

“Hailey, there’s no one here but us.” 

I sighed, releasing some of the tension in my chest, then I straightened up, opened my eyes, and stared around the room. Shannon wasn’t there. “I’m going mad, Levi,” I said, “I don’t know how else to describe it, but if you can’t see her… then she must be in my head.”

“Where is she right now?”

I shook my head. “Not here right now. She was, a second ago, but she’s gone… I don’t know what she wants or why she’s haunting me, only that whatever it is, can’t be good.” 

Levi nodded. “Well… Reaper isn’t here either, so we should probably get out of here… just in case.”

“In case what?” 

“In case he comes back…” 

“If he comes back then we just do what we came here to do.”

His eyes narrowed. “You want to stay?” 

I turned around and faced the long wall of Hailey at my back. “There’s a lot here I want to go through… look at this, I mean, he’s been snapping pictures of people who look like me, then investigating them and moving onto the next when he realized that person wasn’t me. What did he do to them when he was done surveilling them? Do you really think this bastard left them alone?”

Levi faced the wall with me. “Do you think he’d be the kind of person to ex them out just like that? Out of frustration, or rage?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know anymore. Maybe? And maybe he’s kept stuff that belongs to these people right here, in this apartment. Like… a trophy, or something.” 

“Okay, I obviously don’t know Reaper nearly as well as you do, but I checked every room and the place looks virtually unlived in, except for an unmade bed, a whole bunch of duffel bags underneath it, and the wall with all those pictures on it. We should be out there trying to catch his tail, trying to figure out how he disappeared like that. Even Bugsy hasn’t made a move, which means whatever Reaper’s done is magical and we’re running out of time.”

“Bugsy?” Levi asked. “I didn’t know you’d called it Bugsy.” 

“Tick tock,” came Shannon’s voice from across the room, and now I saw her, walking casually across, her skin-tight suit clinging to her every curve, her tactical harness loaded with weapons and tools of death. She stopped in the center of the room and turned to look at me, her red braid flicking around the back of her head. “He’s right, you know,” she said, “But…” 

“But?” I asked, surprising even myself. I wasn’t trembling this time, I wasn’t so shocked to see her I couldn’t formulate a word. Her presence in the room was no less upsetting or strange than Levi’s.

He, however, did find my sudden question strange, because it wasn’t directed at him. I could see him in my periphery, trying to find the point in the room where Shannon may have been standing, but he couldn’t see her. Whether Shannon was a real ghost or just in my head was irrelevant, I was the only person who would be able to see her no matter what.

“Well… I mean, this is where Reaper lives,” Shannon said, “Forget that he may have kept trophies of his victims hidden around this apartment, I think it’s time you got back at him for taking away everything that belonged to you.” 

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Hailey… he took away your job, your house, your normal life… took it all away from you.”

“The book did that, not Reaper.” 

“No, he did that, and what about back in America, Hailey? He killed me, remember? You had a home, you had a job, you had a normal life there. We were hunters, and we were fucking good at it. All this time you’ve wanted a normal life, but that was your normal life. You were happy.” 

“Fuck do you know about happy?”

Shannon frowned and raised a hand to her heart. “That hurts… it really does. I’m trying to help you understand something.”

“Understand what? That I was happy when I was hunting? Maybe I was, maybe those were the best years of my life, but when I moved here I realized that wasn’t what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. I didn’t want to hunt until something killed me, or you, and in the end, something did kill you, and you know what happened after that? I had a hard-fucking-time trying to find out what it was all for. I mean, it wasn’t like we’d made a dent in the demonic population, it wasn’t like America was any better off for our efforts. The end result was, you were dead, I had nothing, and we had accomplished nothing. We were irrelevant, and we wasted not only the best years of our lives, but I also had to bury you.” 

My heart was pounding against my chest, my hands had balled into fists, and tears were stinging my eyes. Shannon, however, stood indifferently across from me. Her expression hadn’t changed, hadn’t softened to match mine; there was nothing there, only hard lines and pressed lips, and then a frown.

“That’s really great,” she said, “Let’s make this all about you, shall we? I’m the one who got killed, but that’s okay, we’ll just turn this into the Hailey show. Fuck Shannon, who gave her life up for you. No, let’s talk about how all of this has turned Hailey’s life upside down.” 

I could tell Levi was having trouble keeping track of the conversation, but I could imagine what it looked like. Back in New York, I’d seen plenty of people talking to themselves; and not just people you’d consider insane, either. I’d be going for a run in the morning, and on any given street I’d be unlucky to catch someone giving themselves affirmations, or a pep-talk, or even just having a one-sided conversation about something stuck in their heads. 

I looked bat-shit insane, and not only because I was talking to the room, but because I was raising my voice, and getting angry at the empty space where I was directing my voice. Levi didn’t know what to do with himself, didn’t know whether to comfort me, intervene, or remain quiet. Still, he tried, resting a hand on my shoulder and trying to comfort me with words I wasn’t exactly listening to. I couldn’t. Shannon was here, and her presence was pushing the world around us away, far away, so there was only us left in it.

“Why are you here?” I growled, “Why the hell have you come back?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” she said, “You clearly can’t take care of yourself, so I’ve come back to make sure you get back on the right track, otherwise you’ll be joining me underground and I don’t think you want to do that.”  

“What do you know about what I want or need?”

“You forget that I knew you, know you, better than anyone else does. Better than you know yourself, I think. I also know what you have to do next, not just for me, not only to get vengeance for what he did to me, but also for your own satisfaction.”

“And what’s that?”

Shannon dipped her head. “Burn it,” she said, “Burn it down. All of it. Show Reaper he isn’t safe from you, turn him into the hunted.” 

“Burn…” Her voice was different, but I wasn’t registering the shift in her tone, or the way her speech seemed to vibrate against my chest. What I was noticing was the change in her attitude. When she had first come to me, she had seemed so much like the Shannon I knew and had grown up with, but this seemed strangely out of character for her… and yet, she was making sense. 

Reaper had taken away from me all of the things I loved. He had taken Shannon, he had taken my life in America, and by extension, by being the catalyst that made me take up this life here, in London, he had been responsible for me losing that, too. Maybe she was right. Maybe it was time to turn the tables on him.

“Hailey?” Levi asked, “What do you mean, burn? I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Could we please do something to shut him up?” Shannon asked, “He’s not gonna be on board with this. He doesn’t understand.” 

“He doesn’t,” I agreed, my own voice coming out soft and low, now, like I was caught in a trance. “You need to go,” I said to Levi.

“Go?” he asked, he had moved around in front of me now. “Go where?”

“I don’t know… but you need to leave.” 

“Hailey, I’m not just about to—”

“—I said go!” 

Bugsy, responding to my psychic will, started stalking around the room to where Levi was standing. He stared at the Hellhound, then wide-eyed, he looked over at me. “What are you doing?” 

“Levi, I don’t want to hurt you, but I need to do this.”

“This? What’s this?” He moved around to the other side of the couch, moving through Shannon. Bugsy followed, its powerful shoulders pulling up and down as it prowled. 

“I have to take this all down… it has to go. The apartment has to burn.” 

“Hailey, what the fuck? There are people living here! You can’t just set fire to the place.”

“I can, and I have to.” I turned around and faced the cork-board wall. “Reaper has to know it’s he that isn’t safe anymore. I have to send a message… have to…” 

“Just do it,” Shannon said, her voice so close to my ear now it was like she was whispering. “Call it out, use your new power, make it all burn.” 

The sound of Shannon’s voice lingered in the back of my mind, and inside of me, the sleeping dragon opened its eyes and turned them upwards. Already I could feel it stirring within me, the darkness, the Hellfire. The dragon had stirred, awoken, and now it was hungry to destroy… everything, to consume everything. From its lair deep within my soul, the dragon opened its mouth, and I opened mine to match its motions, and then the Hellfire started to rise.

Bugsy exulted in the rush, its acute senses picking up the sudden emergence of its food of preference. It snarled and slavered, moving quickly to my side, eager to lap the flames up when they came, but a sudden concussive force struck me in the chest and sent me hurtling into the wall directly behind me, twisting me around just as I was about to strike the wall. I had to put my hands out to protect myself, but it wasn’t enough—I slammed into it with my chest and the side of my face, the corkboard snapping under the pressure. 

I tried to move, but it was as if there was a weight pushing against my back, my limbs, keeping me pinned against the wall. I couldn’t just feel this weight affecting my muscles and bones, I could feel it inside me, too, my body reacting to the powerful vibrations pushing through me. This was magic at work, and it wasn’t Reaper, it wasn’t a trap—it was Levi.

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” Levi warned, “But I can’t let you do it.”

“Levi…” the word was hard to say with my face pressed against the wall, “Let… me… go…”

“I can’t. You’re going to do something reckless, and I can’t. If you’d just come with me, we’ll sort this out.”

“You know what to do,” Shannon said, and at the sound of her voice, my eyes moved to Bugsy. With a slight, psychic tug, the Hellhound turned its attention toward Levi, snarled at him, and then vaulted over the couch to attack him. Immediately I felt the pressure from Levi’s magic release me, and I fell to the floor on top of pieces of broken cork and wood. 

I could hear them struggling, Levi and the Hellhound, fighting around the apartment. The lamp smashed, plunging the room into darkness except for the pale, silvery light slipping through the open window and the glowing red marks covering the Hellhound’s thick, leathery hide. In my mind I could hear myself screaming against everything that was happening right now, but even though my body was my own, it was almost as if I was watching everything unfold from the passenger’s seat. 

Shannon reached for my hand to help me get up, and I took it, rising just in time to watch Levi twist his hands in the air. Bugsy’s neck snapped with a wet crack, it yelped, then fell to the floor with a hard thud, limp, and dead. Levi then turned his attention to me, three lines of fresh blood etched into the side of his face. 

“You… you killed Bugsy,” I said, glaring at him.

“Hailey,” he warned, stretching his palms out toward me, his eyes filling with light, “This isn’t you… I don’t know what’s going on, but this isn’t you. You need to stop this right now before someone gets hurt.”

“You bastard… you bastard!” 

I lunged at him, knife poised for an attack, springing off the couch the way the Hellhound did. When Levi directed a bolt of telekinetic magic at me, I twisted in the air to avoid it, feeling it go careening past me and smash into the ceiling with a splintering crash the downstairs neighbors wouldn’t only have heard, they’d have felt, too. 

I landed just to the side of him. As he went to turn to face me, I grabbed his arm, pulled him toward me, and pinned him up against the wall with enough force to push the air out of his lungs. He groaned, struggling, but I drew his arm up behind his back and pulled it hard enough to make him groan even louder. 

“Good,” Shannon said, “Now, finish him off, and let’s get started on this apartment. It must burn, little sister. It must.” 

I pressed the knife against the spot where I knew Levi’s kidney would be. “You shouldn’t have killed Bugsy like that,” I said, growling into his ear. “You should’ve just let him kill you. It’d be less painful than what I’m gonna put you through.” 

“Hailey… stop!” His voice cracked, then, broke under the weight of what was happening, and something inside me broke, too; the cage I was in.

It was like having an out of body experience. I could see myself pinning Levi to the wall, my knife seconds away from delivering a killing blow to a man who had only ever done good by me. I could also see Bugsy, dead on the floor, its neck facing the wrong way, tongue laying slack outside of its mouth. Then there was Shannon, watching coldly from the side of the room, egging me on, but something about her wasn’t right. 

Though she looked like Shannon, she had around her a strange, almost red aura that looked a little like heat haze, looked a little like Bugsy’s aura.

I had never in my life experienced anything like this before. Time moved a little more slowly than it did in real life. I could hear the things I was telling Levi, the threats I was making, but there was hesitation in my voice, the conviction driven out of it. The me pinning him to the wall was… stalling… and Shannon was starting to get visibly more agitated, the veins on her neck and forehead popping as she started yelling for me to do it, just kill him! 

I didn’t know what to do, but I had to act. Without thinking about it, I ran over to Levi and grabbed my hand, pulling the knife away from Levi’s torso and then yanking me off him. 

“Knock me out!” I screamed, and the me that had been pinning him down echoed my words. 

Levi looked confused, but his own fight or flight instinct had taken over his body, I could see it on his face. Spinning around, he delivered a back-handed smash to my arm which was so charged with telekinetic magic it cracked the bone and sent me hurtling into the far wall. When my consciousness slipped away, I slipped away with it. The last thing I saw was Shannon screaming her frustration, and Levi, mortified at what he had just done.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

It was dark, and I didn’t know where I was, but I wasn’t alone. Consciousness happened like a gunshot, and I shot bolt-upright, trying to get my bearings. A cold breeze circled around me, and for a moment I thought I was stuck inside a freezer, the climate control system pumping frozen air only to the spot where I was sitting. 

I remembered how Levi had hit me with his magic so hard, it had caused my arm to break. The pain had been intense, worse than anything I had ever experienced before, and I had been stabbed in the gut—twice. But it was gone, now; I couldn’t feel a thing, and maybe that was the problem. I couldn’t feel a damn thing except the cold, couldn’t see anyone or anything, not even the hands waving in front of my face, and yet, I knew I wasn’t alone.

“Levi?” I called out.

“Not quite,” came Shannon’s voice.

“Shannon… where am I?” 

“Think I’m in any position to be answering questions?” 

“I… don’t know—”

“—well, I’m not. You just had to go and fuck everything up for us, didn’t you?” 

“What are you talking about? Where’s Levi?” 

Maybe my eyes had started to adjust to the darkness, or maybe someone had turned on the moon, but silvery light was starting to filter into my surroundings, illuminating them with its soft caress. I could see my feet, then my hands, my legs, then across from me I saw the body of a large dog, quickly decomposing into fine, black mist, and beyond it, the crumpled form of a human being on its side, facing away from me. 

“Please…” I whispered, “Please, no…”

“I had no choice,” Shannon said. 

“No… no, no. That’s not Levi, you didn’t kill him!” 

“I did, because you’re pathetic, and weak, and somebody had to.” 

I still couldn’t see her. I tried turning my head around, scanning the darkness, but that’s all there was; more darkness. Shannon’s voice seemed to be coming from everywhere, as if I were sitting in the point of convergence between four loudspeakers, with the bass setting turned up a little more than it should’ve been. I could almost feel her speech rattling against my rib cage. 

“You’re lying,” I yelled, “You’re lying!” 

“Did you ever love me, Hailey?” Shannon asked, the question seemingly coming from out of nowhere. 

“I… I…” the question was so powerful, it seemed to come with an imperative to answer it, even though I didn’t want to. 

“Well?” she insisted.

“Of course I loved you. I still love you. Why would you ask me that now?”

“Because if you’d loved me, you’d have done what I asked instead of fucking everything up for us.”

“Fucking it… what? What are you talking about?”

Shannon finally came into view, striding across the room and standing in front of me, towering over me. “Turning this room into a damn bonfire! What the hell else?”

“But the other people living—”

“—forget them! I asked you to do something for me, and instead of doing it, you pussied out. You’re pathetic. You’re weak. You’re nothing, and you never loved me.” 

My chest was starting to tighten. “Why… are you doing this to me?” 

“Because someone has to put you in your place! You’re a disgusting little shit, a poor excuse for a Warlock, and you not only let yourself down today when you couldn’t catch Reaper while he was in his own apartment, you let me down when you couldn’t follow a simple instruction. But that was the thing about you, wasn’t it? That’s what got me killed, isn’t it? Little Hailey can’t follow a fucking order, she does whatever the hell she wants, and fuck everyone else.”

“Shannon…” my hands had started to tremble, her words painful to hear. “Shannon, I didn’t mean to—”

“—didn’t mean to, didn’t mean to; listen to yourself! Sniffling little brat, can’t even stand up for your own convictions. No wonder you’ll never kill Reaper. You’re nothing, worthless, and you deserve to become maggot food just like I did. I can’t believe I ever let you go hunting with me.”

I pressed my palm against the floor and tried to push myself up, but a massive pain shot through me so suddenly and violently, I thought my arm was going to split in half again. I toppled over like a house of cards, landing hard on my elbow. In the back of my mind I thought I could hear people talking, I thought maybe… Tank was in there? Only, I didn’t know what he was saying. 

Maybe he was calling out to me? Maybe he was asking someone to hold me down. I wasn’t sure.

“Can’t even stand upright,” Shannon said, scowling. “He’s gonna kill you, you know, and when he does, I’m gonna be there, watching. You’d better fucking believe that.”

I couldn’t understand why she was doing this, but I needed to get away from her. 

Scrambling, I kicked my feet to push myself in the opposite direction, but Shannon advanced on me, reached for my broken arm, and dug her fingernails into it. I opened my mouth to scream, but could only manage a series of faint, disbelieving whimpers. The pain was too much, too intense, too much of a shock to my system. I shook my head to loosen the emotions rushing over me, all the anger, the sadness, the hurt, and when I opened my eyes again, it wasn’t Shannon that was holding me down, but Tank.

“Woah, easy now,” Tank said, “Keep still or this won’t work.”

I stared at him for a long moment, wide eyed and terrified, then looked at what he was doing to my arm. He had it held with both of his hands, twisting one hand in one direction and the other in the opposite direction. It looked like he was giving me a Chinese burn like the one’s kids would give themselves in playgrounds, but he was moving his hands slowly, I couldn’t feel any pain—only a comfortable warmth—and every time they lifted slightly, I’d catch sight of a light green glow. 

He wasn’t trying to hurt me, he was trying to heal me.

I blinked hard, shaking off the grogginess of unconsciousness. “What… what’s going on? Where am I?” 

“Back in your hotel room,” Mason said, pushing himself away from a wall. “You’ve gotta stop passing out like that, otherwise that’s gonna become a whole thing.” 

“I’m not doing it by choice, trust me. What… happened?”

“That’s a pretty long story, apparently. Levi told some of it this morning, but—”

“—this morning? What time is it?”

Mason checked his watch. “Middle of the afternoon, give or take a few minutes. You’ve been here for hours.” 

“Hours? But…” 

“I’ve been working on this for as long, too,” Tank said, “Levi really did a number on your arm, an’ healing magic isn’t exactly my strong suit.”

“Don’t hurt your brain trying to figure it out, okay? You were with Levi, something happened, he called Ivy and she went to get you two. When you got back, he told us a little about what happened and then we told him to get some sleep. He looked like shit and smelled far worse.”

“Where is he now?”

“Still sleeping. Don’t worry, everyone’s safe, you can just relax, okay?” 

Now that the mantle of sleep had been lifted, I could see I was in my room, surrounded by my things, my sword propped up against the table on which the TV sat. I let a breath fall out of my mouth and allowed my head to fall against the pillow, which was blessedly cool against the back of my neck. 

“Holy fuck,” I sighed, “This has been one hell of a night.” 

“You’re telling us. We get a text message from you in the early hours of the morning telling us you’re going to find Reaper’s apartment and that you’re going in. The next thing we know, we’re getting a text from Levi saying you’re badly hurt, and that Ivy should come and get you as quickly as possible.”

A smile drifted across my face like a lazy cloud. “Were you worried, Mace?” I asked.

He folded his arms and cocked an eyebrow. “I was not. You’re a big girl, you can handle yourself better than most can.” 

“Thanks, Mace.”

“Don’t mention it.” 

Tank let go of my arm, then started slowly squeezing my bicep in different places. “Tell me if any of this hurts,” he said.

It did, but not more than expected considering Tank had big fingers and a strong grip. “No, it’s fine… wow, you did a pretty good job considering I thought Levi had clean cut it in half.”

“He did, on the inside anyway. The bones were shattered.”

“And you healed them?” 

“They’ll probably be sore for a few days, but yeah, I fixed ‘em.” 

I gave him my hand, and he clasped it. “Thanks… I really appreciate you patching me up like that. I feel like you do that a lot.”

“You’re not wrong, mate. Good thing I like making myself useful.” 

“Feeling better?” Mason asked.

I nodded, sitting up with Tank’s help. “I think so.”

“Good, because we’re all waiting to know what happened to the two of you last night.”

“Alright… we should get the others, then, and maybe Levi, too.” 

“I’ll go wake him up. Tank; grab the others and bring them here will you?” 

Tank stood, then headed for the door and left my room with Mason beside him, leaving me alone with my thoughts, and that dream I’d just had. Only it wasn’t a dream, not really. Dreams only came to people who were sleeping, and I hadn’t slept—I’d been unconscious. Memories of how I’d wound up in that state came flooding back; Bugsy, Levi, the out-of-body experience. It had been the longest night I’d had since my freshman year of college.

My phone buzzed, and I picked it up. A message from Levi.

Glad you’re up… hope you’re ok.

I replied. I’m fine. I hope you are too. Get here please, I can’t do this by myself. 

It was only a few minutes before the others started showing up at my room. Luckily, Shannon hadn’t appeared with them, thank the Gods for small favors. Levi was the last to show up, and I waited for him, making sure to appease the others, reassuring them I was in fact fine and in good health, thanks to Tank. When Levi arrived, he moved over to the bed where I was sitting and stood behind me.

Then, with the rest of the Eyes arranged around my small hotel room, I started talking. I’d had this plan in my mind as to how I was going to approach this very sensitive issue; had in the time I’d spent alone come up with a couple of dot points I thought would help better paint a picture as to what I had done, why I had done it, and what I aimed to do with it now. 

None of that made a lick of difference when I opened my mouth.

“I stole the Hellfire,” I said, the words spilling out of my mouth.

Stunned silence. 

“I guess I should’ve started at the beginning,” I said, “But I don’t feel like we have a lot of time, so I think it’s best if I just cut to the chase and tell you… the other night, when I was battling with Reaper in the Underground, he got the drop on me and stabbed me again. I would’ve died down there, I really thought I was going to, but I didn’t. I read from the book, took the Hellfire for myself, and it saved my life. Why, I don’t know… now it’s in me, and as long as I have it, I’m the only one who can stop Reaper from setting London on fire, which I think he’ll do if he doesn’t get what he wants.” 

More silence.

“Isn’t anyone gonna say anything?” I asked.

Ivy finally exhaled, then inhaled again. “You lied to us…” she said, her words hanging in the air.

“I did, and I’m sorry.” 

“Why didn’t you tell us the truth?” 

“Because I didn’t know how you’d react… I need you to understand, I didn’t do this out of some sick, twisted want for more power. I did this because at the time I thought it was the best thing I could do to stop Reaper. He’d already taken it for himself, he’d started a fire in the Underground, if I hadn’t read from the Grimoire and done what he did, that fire would still be burning right now and only the Gods know what kind of damage that would’ve done to London.” 

“She’s right,” Morpheus put in, “I’ve been doing some research, and the Hellfire is one of the most powerful things known to our kind. A fire that never stops burning, it can melt rock if given enough time, can sear flesh right off the bones. That stuff is dangerous.”

“And now… it’s in you,” Ivy said, staring at me like I’d just pissed all over her car. Her expression softened, suddenly. “I get it.” 

“You get it?” I asked.

“It makes sense. You’ve been acting totally weird since that night and I couldn’t understand why. I get it, now… Hailey, you should’ve said something sooner.”

“I didn’t think I could. I know what I’ve done, I’m not stupid. I knew then what I was doing, I just thought… I thought it was going to kill me. Since I was gonna die anyway, I figured I’d shut Reaper’s Hellfire down before I kicked it.” 

Silence descended on the room once more. I could see it on their faces. They were trying to figure out how it was I had come out alive from all of that, some of them were probably wondering if I had become a demon, in full or in part. I didn’t know how to tell them they would only be half wrong in thinking that. 

I also didn’t know how to tell them about Shannon. Levi and I hadn’t exactly discussed how far I should go with the truth. There was also the burning imperative inside of me to lie about her, a feeling I knew wasn’t mine, but hers. Or it’s, whatever it was. I decided to keep quiet for now, and just look around at the faces trying to size me up.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I said, “It was wrong, I only did it to try and protect you.”

“I believe you,” Morpheus said, “I really do. For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing… you thought you were gonna die, so you tried to save as many people as you could before you went. That’s… more than most people will ever do.”

“Thanks, Morph,” I said.

“Of course, if you’d asked me first, I’d have given you an alternative.” 

I tilted my head. “What?” 

Everybody looked at him, then, like he’d just been handed the talking stick. Morpheus pressed his glasses up against his nose. “Okay, the timeline isn’t right because I didn’t have this information then, I was just trying to be clever.”

“Morph, spill it out,” Ivy said.

“Right… so, Nerve has been digging while you’ve been gone, and I’ve learned another couple of things about Hellfire, one thing in particular which… well, now that you’ve told us all this could be the answer to our problems.” He took a breath. “So, from what I’ve read, the power of Hellfire comes from… let’s call it Hell, shall we? Even though it’s nothing like what you think. Anyway, because this is the case, the Hell Hole acts as a conduit, allowing the mage to use it from here. I haven’t seen this confirmed anywhere, but if you were to shut down the Hell Hole from which the Hellfire was taken, the person who took it just… loses it. In taking the Hellfire, Reaper has become dependent on that conduit… you too.” 

A sharp pain shot into my temples, causing me to rub the sides of my head. “This… this would’ve been useful knowledge then,” I said, shutting my eyes against the pain. 

“Everything ok, Hailey?” Mason’s voice sounded distant, and muted, as if he were talking to me from the other side of a door. When I opened my eyes and turned my head up, there was one more person in front of me, standing with her back against the wall, her arms crossed in front of her chest, her red braid resting over her left shoulder.

“Yeah, that would’ve been useful,” Shannon said, “But shutting the Hell Hole down won’t work with me.” 

I blinked hard, but didn’t say anything.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, “Thought I wouldn’t dare show my face with so many people present? I’m here to stay, better get used to me.” 

Levi placed a hand on my shoulder and I jumped at the feel of his touch, my heart leaping into a sprint. “Jesus, Levi, could you give a little fucking warning next time?” 

He frowned, then looked around the room, and back at me. “It’s her, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Her?” Ivy asked, though I wasn’t looking at her. I wanted to turn my attention back to Shannon, tried to, but Levi took hold of my jaw and turned me to look at him. 

“Keep your eyes on me,” he said, “Don’t listen to her.” 

“Dude, who are you talking about?” Mason jumped in, now. 

Levi kept his eyes locked with mine. “Breathe,” he whispered, and I followed his instructions, taking a deep breath in through the nose, and letting it out through the mouth. “Better?” he asked.

“She’s here,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“I know… we have to tell them. As long as she’s around, you won’t be yourself, won’t think straight. Maybe telling them will help.” 

I nodded. “Okay… I’ll do it.” 

“You’d better not,” Shannon warned, “If you tell them anything, I’m going to finish what I came here to do and then everything is gonna burn.” 

Levi released my chin, and I turned my attention to Shannon, who had pulled away from the wall and was now standing in the middle of the room. No one else could see her, their eyes were on me, waiting patiently for me to tell them something, anything. I swallowed hard, took another deep breath, and with Shannon watching me, her face twisted into a scowl, I told them everything. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

The idea had been Tank’s, which came as a surprise because he was a Primal, and not a Warlock. The moment I had started talking about Shannon in front of the others, she disappeared, and it was like a foggy veil had been lifted from my mind. I could see more clearly, heard everything with a little more sharpness, and could think for a change. At first, they hadn’t been sure what to make of Shannon, though Mason understood more than most what seeing her—whether she was real or a figment of my mind—must have been doing to me. But the idea that I wasn’t just seeing her, but experiencing her, took root, and then Tank came up with a theory, and a possible solution.

“Any of you ever been fat before?” he’d asked.

The question seemed to have come from out of nowhere. Morpheus half-raised his hand. “I mean, fat probably doesn’t describe all of this,” he pinched a roll of his stomach, “But I don’t look like you, if that qualifies?”

He shook his head. “I used to be fat in school. I mean, proper fat. Used to get bullied a lot growing up.”

Mason’s eyebrows went up. “I can’t see it.”

“Trust me, mate, it was rough. Especially where I used to live. Those bullies didn’t hold back, and if you tried to argue with them, they’d be likely to shank ya’.” 

“Jesus, was that school or the Hunger Games?” 

“When you grow up poor, it’s both. I grew up poor. Not poor enough I couldn’t eat, mind you—I obviously ate a lot—but poor enough that my parents couldn’t afford to live anywhere better. They had a council flat and didn’t pay much rent on it, so moving was never on the cards for them. Anyway, I grew up as a big lad and that meant I didn’t have a lot of luck with the girls, or with friends, or with my parents—they were always fighting, didn’t have much time for me. I also wasn’t any good at school, I’m not exactly the sharpest pencil in the pencil case.”

“I grew up on council estates too,” Ivy said, “I know what that’s like. I was the troublemaker, though, and probably the bully, too. I had to be. It was the only way to survive, especially as a young girl in the foster system.” 

Tank nodded. “Being a girl in your situation is worse than being a fat guy; at least you can shed weight off, and I did, which is where my point is going. Being fat is all in the mind, it’s a demon, and demons can be fought, and killed.” 

“You’re suggesting… Shannon is a demon I can kill?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Ever seen any fat Warlocks? No, because they can go into their minds and kill those demons if they want to. Shannon’s all the shame and guilt you feel from the day she died turned into some demon thing living inside you. So, go into yours, find it, and kill it.” 

His words sent a warm, tingly sensation rushing through me, like listening to a song that sets your emotions on fire. I was always a good hunter, always a good fighter, but Shannon was always the better Warlock, and Cerberus had shown me I was miles behind him as far as my magic went. I still had a great deal to learn about my own powers, let alone the powers of other mages, or even the Hellfire. What Tank was saying, though, struck a chord of truth within me; as if the part of my soul which contained every single secret my magic had to offer, was agreeing with him.

 “Okay…” I said, “I’ll try it.”

“Good,” Shannon said, her sudden presence setting my skin on fire. She was sitting on the bed with me, I hadn’t even noticed her show up. Seeing her startled me, but Levi was there to hold onto my shoulder and ground me again. I stared at her, and she stared back, a smirk planted across her face. “Come in here and join me,” she taunted, “And if you fuck this up, I get to keep your body all for myself. Won’t that be fun for everyone?” 

I grit my teeth against the fear bubbling up inside of me. She was telling the truth, I knew she was. That same chord of truth had been struck again, making me intimately aware of the gamble, the risk, but it was one I had to take. I didn’t have a choice. Shannon, whatever this thing was, had to go. 

“I’m gonna do this,” I said aloud, “But if something happens, if I’m not me when I wake up, you guys have to be ready to do what you have to do.”

Without skipping a beat, Ivy walked over to my sword, unsheathed it, and held it tightly in one hand. “I’ll do it,” she said, “If I have to, I will.” 

I nodded. “I really hope you don’t have to.”

“Yeah… me too. So, kick this thing’s arse so we can move on to the bigger threat, yeah?” 

Slowly I let myself lay back down on the bed. Levi sat down next to me. I reached for his hand and held it. 

“It’s gonna be okay,” he said. “You’ve got this.”

“I wish I had your optimism,” I said, and after taking a series of breaths, I let my eyes slip closed. 

Surrounding myself with magic was easy, drawing it into my mind to empower me, to help me think faster and more clearly, was easy too. Opening the door to wherever this Shannon demon lived, though, wasn’t. It was like being submerged underwater, but without the feel of the water on the skin, without the feel of your hair lifting, floating. The world around me fell away to nothing, all sounds blurring into themselves before eventually disappearing. When I opened my eyes again, I was alone, in the dark, and so incredibly cold.

I wrapped my arms around myself and rubbed my shoulders, my chest. I was shivering, my breaths puffing out of my mouth in little clouds. “Shannon?” I called out. 

Rolling thunder replied, clouds high above lighting up slightly, shedding a little illumination on my surroundings. I was in a room with walls, but no ceiling, laying on a small, single bed that was so run through with holes, the coils were digging into my skin. I went to stand, using my hands to pull myself up, but one of the coils sprang through the palm of my hand and pierced the skin with a wet crunch. 

Wincing from the pain, I pulled my hand up and cradled it against my chest. It was bleeding, the pain was bright, and sharp, but it had brought a little more clarity to my senses, and now I could see where I was. I recognized this room. It was the first apartment Shannon and I had ever moved into; a real roach motel. The landlord was an alcoholic prick with a history of misogyny and abuse toward women, the hot water would barely function at all most days, and the electricity would just cut out sometimes, leaving Shannon and I in the dark and the cold, cuddling each other for warmth. 

It had been a terrible place to live in, but it had been our place—our first place—which meant there was nowhere else to go but up.

I tried her name again. “Shannon?” Thunder grumbled again, faint, distant lightning igniting the clouds from within. 

I went to stand, and no coils sprang up to attack me this time. The room was dark, but I was able to navigate by memory, moving around the bed and heading toward the bedroom door. There was more darkness on the other side, but my eyes were adjusting, and I was able to identify some of the furnishings of our old living room; the small TV, the beer—or possibly blood—stained couch, the weirdly crooked lamp, a modern fixture in a late eighties’ throwback. This room had a ceiling to it, a spinning fan hanging from the center, inert as it always was because who the hell needed to use a ceiling fan in the middle of Brooklyn? 

There was one thing about this picture that wasn’t right, though, and that was the front door to the apartment. I remembered it as a plain, grey slab; sturdy enough, but ugly as all hell and covered in locks. This one seemed oddly large, almost reaching the ceiling. It was black, cracked, and from within those cracks came a soft, red glow, pulsating in the dark. 

The whispers started as I approached the door, which had no locks on it, only an old, brass handle. I couldn’t understand the voices, there were too many of them for me to focus on any one voice, but I could tell Shannon’s was in there, loudest among them though still impossible to understand. I wondered if she was speaking a different language, maybe, or speaking backwards. 

Steeling myself against the voices, I reached for the handle and placed my fingers against it. The entire door started to tremble, then a bright light shone out of the keyhole, and an instant later, that light started to grow and intensify, expand, pulse, and strobe. A phantom wind kicked up around me, though the wind seemed to be pulling toward the keyhole, and going through it, until slowly, like a serpent, a tongue of red fire pushed its way through, coiling, spinning, twirling and rising up to meet me. 

I tried to pull my arm away from the handle, but I couldn’t; my brain wasn’t processing the command I was giving it. 

The Hellfire continued to pull itself through the keyhole, and as it did so, it started to coil around my arm, the head of the snake dipping and spinning around it, weaving fire everywhere it went. I stared, frozen, rooted to the spot, and watched as the Hellfire started stripping the skin from my fingers as it had done to Cerberus. 

At first there was no pain, as the Hellfire burned the nerve endings in my fingers to nothing before the signal could reach my brain, but as the rest of the flames began to crawl along my arm, tearing the flesh from my bones as it went, the pain I felt was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before in my life; it was like what I imagined dipping my arm into a vat of acid would feel like—like nothing, and then like death itself would be preferable to another second of that. 

I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t. Not because I was physically unable to, but because Cerberus hadn’t screamed. He had channeled his psychic might into creating a bulwark against the pain, and I followed in his footsteps, pulling up a wall of power to shut the pain off and keep it from hurting me. It worked, but it wasn’t enough. Though the pain simmered down, it still felt like I was having hot oil straight from the fryer being poured over my bare skin. 

I bit my lip to fight the pain away, hoping I could divert my brain away from the pain in my arm, which was slowly starting to become nothing more than bone. 

When I screamed, it was Shannon’s name that spilled out of my mouth, and the room plunged into darkness again. The Hellfire was gone, the light had disappeared, and the whispers had ended, too. I was left only with the residual memory of pain I had been almost overwhelmed by a moment ago. My arm, however, was very much intact, and the door in front of me lay open.

I took a breath to recover, filling my lungs with the air from this dreamscape, then releasing it to draw the tension out of my body. Then, when I felt like I was ready to face the next part of this trial, I  stepped through the open door, expecting to find a corridor, but finding myself outdoors instead. The moon was high in the sky, the ground was gravelly and rough, and all around me were the ruined shells of buildings that had once stood tall—buildings I recognized as belonging to New York. They were all destroyed, each one of them nothing but a black, charred husk that had toppled into itself, and across from me, there was Shannon.

A gust of wind passed between us, lifting small clouds of dust that sailed above the cracked, gravelly floor. 

“You made it,” she said. Lightning split the sky above us, and thunder rolled. “I’m glad you did, little sister.”

“Don’t,” I warned.

She tilted her head. “Don’t what?” 

“Don’t pretend to be her. You can drop the act. I know you’re not her.”

“Took you long enough to figure it out, didn’t it?” 

I balled my hands into fists. “What are you?” 

Shannon’s eyes narrowed. “I’m you… and I’m not. I’m a demon, and I’m also the part of you that you don’t like letting out, but is always there; the guilt, the shame, the pain that eats at you from the inside, rotting you through like a cancer. But does that matter? I’m here now, and I like it here, so you’re going to have to bleed if you want to rip me out.” 

I tilted my head to the side. “Haven’t you heard? I use blood magic; I’m not scared of spilling my own blood.”

She angled her head down, and in the gloom her eyes took on a red sheen. “It won’t be a little,” she growled, and then she roared and lunged, dashing at me from across the way, her braid swinging with her stride, arms pumping at her sides. 

I readied myself for her, sliding my right foot back and digging it into the gravel for support. Shannon angled her body to the side as she arrived, twisting her torso and throwing a roundhouse kick at me with her momentum, but I was ready for it. I blocked the attack with my forearm, forcing her leg harmlessly away from me and then taking the opening to deliver a punch to her gut. 

Shannon doubled over, groaning from the force of the impact, and for a moment my heart clenched like it was under a vice-grip. This thing pretending to be Shannon wasn’t her, but it looked and sounded like her, and no amount of rationality, of logical thought, could protect me from the pain of hurting her, of hurting my sister. 

I hesitated, then, and Shannon threw a right hook across the side of my face that collided with my cheek with a crack. I saw stars, staggered back a few paces, trying desperately to recover, but Shannon came at me again, this time with a roundhouse kick that connected with my chest and sent me flying to the floor. 

Grey dust kicked up around me, dust I soon realized was the ash which had once been the many millions of people who were, in this world, dead. I shook my head, scrambling to get back to my feet. This wasn’t Shannon I was fighting; Shannon wasn’t a better fighter than I was. I was fighting myself in here, and that meant I was equally matched with this mirror image, this doppelganger. 

“You think you can come in here and beat me?” Shannon asked, as she towered over me. “This is my domain, my playground; in here, I’m the king, and soon enough I’ll be the king out there, too.”

“You’re not the king of anything,” I snarled, “You’re a parasite, and you’re about to leave my body for good.” 

“Oh really? Because it looks to me like you came in here without a plan on how to beat me. That was always your weakness, though, wasn’t it, little sister? Leaping without thinking? It’s what got me killed that night. You’re what got me killed.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I didn’t get Shannon killed; Shannon gave up her life to save me because she loved me. We both knew one day our targets would get to us. We were both ready for death.” 

“Now you’re just lying to yourself, and it’s pathetic. My death set your world on fire, and now you’re here, about to keel over to the darkness, and when I get out, I’m killing your little boyfriend first.” 

A smile flashed across my lips as I thought about Shannon, the real Shannon. She’d been so beautiful, I always thought she was the prettier of the two of us, but she’d tell me I was wrong, that I’d been the one to take our mom’s looks while she’d been stuck with our dad’s square chin. I started laughing, then, because Shannon didn’t have a square chin at all, she was just… insecure, like I was. And strong, like I was. She knew what her faults were, she knew who she was, and she had accepted her lot in life, while I was always unhappy with it, whether I knew it or not.

The parasite in front of me planted her foot against my stomach, knocking the air out of my lungs. I started coughing, but also kept laughing. It frowned at me. “What the fuck are you laughing at?” it asked. 

“That’s it,” I said, “It’s time for you to go.”

“Go? I’m not going anywhere except out there, wearing your skin for a suit, do you hear me?”

I shook my head. “No… you aren’t.” 

Thunder rolled above, but this time, the sky started to clear, the clouds themselves parting to reveal the sun shining behind them. It had always been there, I just couldn’t see it through the grim darkness of those choking clouds. The parasite turned its head up and stared at the sun, but then it hissed, released its hold on my chest, and retreated a few steps. I sprang up, dusting my hands off on my jeans and taking a deep breath of air which was slowly starting to freshen. 

“I’m finished with you,” I said, tightening my grip around a knife I hadn’t been holding a second ago. 

Shannon glowered at me, now, her eyes shining bright red under the light of the sun. I charged, throwing all of my weight into a powerful, back-handed attack, digging the knife squarely into her chest. The parasite screamed, a sound so high-pitched it was difficult to listen to. I shut my eyes almost on instinct, as if that would somehow mute the sound, dull it, lessen the impact it was having on my ears. 

It didn’t, but the sound abated soon enough, and when I opened my eyes, Shannon was gone—replaced by a fine, black mist swirling in the breeze. I took a deep breath and let the knife fall to the floor, my fingers shaking slightly. This time, I’d been the one to kill Shannon, not Reaper. Even though I knew it wasn’t really her, the weight of what I’d done pushed hard against my shoulders, a weight that was so powerful it could, if I allowed it to, keep me trapped in my own mind, drag me under forever.

Before that could happen, and without paying the scene unfolding in front of me any more attention, I headed for the door that had brought me here, opened it, and stepped through—into consciousness, and the tip of a sword.

“Wait,” Levi said, as Ivy tightened her two-handed grip on the sword dangling above my chest. “Hailey?” 

“It’s me,” I said, though my voice was croaky. “How long was I out?” 

“Two hours… what—what happened?”

“I killed it… it’s gone.”

“That’s exactly what it would say,” Ivy said, “How do we know you won’t try to kill us all the moment I take this thing away from you?” 

“You don’t… but she does.” I looked over at Cassandra, who hadn’t said a word throughout this entire ordeal. 

She stepped forward, reached for my hand, and squeezed it. Smiled. “Welcome home,” she said.

Ivy breathed a sigh of relief and pulled the sword away from me. “Well, thank fuck for that.” 

“You truly are a warrior,” Cassandra said. “How do you feel?”  

“Ready,” I said. “I feel ready.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

As I made my way across the city, hidden from sight thanks to the power in my sword, the gravity of the situation hit me; I was on my way to fight Reaper, one last time. This time, either he would kill me, or I would kill him. Cassandra had tried to look into the future, but she had seen only fire, and clouds. I didn’t have to be a Seer to see a future where I was possibly heading for the ass-kicking of the century, but I was heading there with my head held high, and with a new-found acceptance that this was, in fact, my life. My normal life. The one I had never really wanted, but accepted anyway.

If today was the day I died, then I would at least die as Shannon did; comfortable with her decision to stare death in the face, play chicken with it every single day, and know that one day she would blink before it did. 

Reaper wasn’t going to be easy to find, and with Bugsy dead, there was only one other choice which I wouldn’t have known about had I not gone to his apartment and seen the wall of Hailey he’d been cultivating for a while. Reaper was obsessed with me, obsessed with finishing the job he’d been hired to do two years ago, and that meant if I wanted him to come to me, all I had to do was ask, and he would come. 

I emerged from the busy Underground station to an even busier street which sat across from the River Thames. From where I was I had a good view of the London Eye, but the spot I was headed to was directly behind me. Big Ben. London’s most iconic landmark. It always looked smaller in pictures than it actually was because compared to the Palace of Westminster to which it was attached, Big Ben was small. The Palace of Westminster was an incredibly massive structure, a truly magnificent piece of architecture that had stood for centuries, had survived bombings, crooked politicians, and plagues. I’d come here many times, simply to sit and stare at it, maybe try and count the rooms, listen out for Big Ben’s chimes. It never ceased to take my breath away, and today, I was going to set fire to it.

I quickly moved across the street, toward the Palace. With my magic intact, I knew I wouldn’t be spotted by any random person on the street, but my instincts told me to be careful, still, and make my way toward Big Ben with caution. Getting to the clock wasn’t difficult, neither was breaking in or climbing the many, many stairs to the top; the clock was empty right now, no staff members performing general maintenance inside. Lucky me.

When I reached the top, I navigated the bell tower’s interior walkways until I reached an arch that oversaw the street below. Up here, the air was colder than it was on the street. Not by much, but enough for it to be noticeable. The wind picked up my hair and tugged it wildly in all directions, so before I did anything else, I collected it all with my hands and pulled it into a ponytail, fastening it securely into place where it wouldn’t bother me when the time came.

The wind howled up here, went whooshing past my ears. I could hear the sounds of cars below, their engines grumbling, their horns honking. I could see people passing by; some of them had stopped on the bridge directly across from the clock to snap shots of it. Behind me, Big Ben’s massive bells sat inert, waiting to chime when called upon.

I stepped up to the ledge, but could only go as far as the wrought iron bars keeping the arches from being used as suicide perches. Beneath me was the clock’s front face. Its larger hand ticked once, closer to the hour mark, and I felt the anxiety build in the pit of my stomach. Stretching my right hand out, I took a deep breath, concentrated, and reached within myself to find the Hellfire, the dragon, sleeping within me, and I woke it up.

My hand burst into blood flame. It coalesced around my fingers, twirling between them, snaking up my arm and then back down. While the breeze was pushing and to the left, the Hellfire seemed completely immune to its flow, burning upwards, but only because it wanted to, not because it was being pushed to do so. I knelt and touched the clock’s cold floor, and the Hellfire climbed from my hand and began to slowly spread across its surface until, after a moment or so, the arch I was standing in had become a beacon of demonic power.

Okay, maybe saying I was going to set Big Ben on fire was a bit of an exaggeration, but the idea was there. All I wanted to do was pull enough of it into the world that Reaper would notice and come to meet me, lighting the signal-flame as it were, and hoping he would take the bait. I was using his obsession against him, giving him a chance to take me out once and for all… and hoping he wouldn’t do it from two hundred yards away with a sniper rifle. 

That would suck.

A moment passed, then another. I was able to keep the Hellfire in check, keep it burning only where I wanted it to with my willpower alone. The fire burned hot, but not hot enough to easily chew through Big Ben’s outer shell. Given enough time, though, even the relatively small flame I had summoned would consume the entire planet. I couldn’t keep this up forever.

There was also another time constraint to consider; I was alone up here because the others were on their own mission, and if they completed it before Reaper showed up, then he probably never would, and I would lose him again until, one random day in the future, I end up on the wrong end of his gun and eat a bullet with my name on it.

That would, in fact, also suck; but I knew he would show up, he had—“Well, now,” Reaper’s voice startled me out of my own thoughts. “Look what we have here.”

I turned around to look at him, the Hellfire burning around me like a halo. “I was starting to think you wouldn’t show,” I said, staring at him from across the way. Outside, I was as cool as ever; my face stone, my breathing slow and calm, my mind working hard to process every bit of information being presented to it without being slowed down by emotions, like fear. 

Inside, though, my heart was a runaway train, and I wanted to run away with it. Every single encounter I’d ever had with Reaper had gone his way except for our first. The night he killed Shannon, he’d had to retreat from me. The memories came rushing back, now. I could see myself fighting him like there was nothing left for me to live for, fighting to the death, slashing, and stabbing, and punching, and kicking, until Reaper had no choice but to flee. I had plenty to live for, now, but if my time was up, then my time was up.

I was going to stare death down just the same way Shannon did, and see if it blinked first. 

“And, now, why would I choose to ignore what is very obviously a call for me?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Got better things to do, I guess?”

“Better things to do than killing you? I don’t think so.” He flexed his hand, closing and opening it, and a ball of Hellfire burst into existence around his fingers, sparks and embers flying outward and catching on the floor where they started to burn.

“You really think you’re making it out of here alive, don’t you?” 

He shook his head. “And you think I care whether I live or die… but that’s where you’re wrong. The only thing I care about is making sure I turn you to ash.”

“And then what?”

Reaper scowled, his face darkening, the lines becoming deeper, more sinister. He raised his hand toward me, fingers extended and glowing, not blue, but red. “Enough bullshit. It’s time to end this.”

I drew my sword from its sheath, and with a thought caused the blade to ignite with red Hellfire. Reaper moved to the left, and I hopped down from the ledge I was on, circling around him to the right. His eyes were on mine, but I knew he was watching my feet, too, watching my form as I danced with him. Above us I could hear pigeons cooing, I could still hear the wind gushing up along the side of the clocktower, then I heard the large hand tick over, and Reaper moved in for an attack.

He planted his left foot forward and swung his hand in my direction, throwing a bolt of Hellfire at me. I was ready for his move, so I ducked to the left, swinging my sword at the ball of flame and striking it out of the tower before it could hit anything vital. Reaper then reached into a holster wrapped around his thigh, drew a pistol with his other hand, and fired it off in my direction, but I had been ready for that, too. The gun kicked off, but the bullet sailed past my face, striking a stone column with a light clap and a cough of dust. 

He’s using hollow points. 

I had to be careful. If even one of those bullets hit me it would send a whole bunch of shards of burning brass ripping through my organs which I wouldn’t be able to get out without medical attention, and that was in short supply up here. Before he could get another shot off, I swung my sword at him, hoping it would bite into his arm and maybe even take it off, but even though Reaper was slower than usual right now, he was still fast enough to get out of the sword’s sweeping arc. 

We broke apart again and started circling each other once more, eyes locked. 

“You really think you can kill me,” he said. “You haven’t been able to kill me yet, what makes you think this time will be any different?”

“You’re slower this time,” I said, “What’s the matter? Didn’t get a good night’s sleep?” 

Reaper frowned. “This trash talking is boring me.” 

“Then why don’t you hurry up and kill me?”

“With pleasure.” 

This time when Reaper went to attack me, he made a feint to the left but threw a ball of Hellfire across my right. I was lucky this time to be able to spin out of its path, but I hadn’t been able to bat it away from the clock’s internal mechanisms, some of which caught on fire very quickly. My attention was twisted, now, split in half—on one hand, Reaper was trying to kill me, on the other hand Big Ben was really on fire right now, and I was the only one who could kill those flames before they did some serious damage. 

I leapt out of sight just as Reaper lined up another shot and took it, the bullet clipping the column I had thrown myself behind. Another bullet struck the column, and now I pushed myself away from it, ran across to the other side of the tower, where the flames were at their worst, and hid behind another column. A bullet smashed against this one, too, the dust and bits of broken stone from the impact exploding a little too close to my face. 

But I was here, now, in range of the fires burning within the clock’s guts, and with a concentrated thought, I snuffed them all out, leaving only the smell of singed wood in the air.

“That’s a good trick,” Reaper said, “But can you really kill every single fire I start?” 

“I’m gonna fucking try.” 

“Let’s put that to the test, shall we?” 

As I peeked around the corner, I saw Reaper raise his hands in a grand, sweeping gesture, and a huge column of fire erupted into existence, rising from the floor and reaching the very top of the tower. The force was explosive, carrying enough strength to push me away from the pillar I had been standing behind and throw me to the floor. 

I turned around, sat up, and found myself staring at a giant beast of red flame, tongues lashing out in every direction, searching for anything they could devour and reduce to ash. I stretched my hands towards it, and concentrated, beating the fire into submission with my mind. The beast lashed and flailed, but succumbed, quietened, and in its place was Reaper, towering above me as Shannon had in my dreamspace, his hands glowing red with hellish light, fingers pointed at my head. 

“You had every chance to pick the territory we would battle on,” he said, “And you chose this place. Why bring me here? You obviously seem to care more about protecting it than killing me, why shoot yourself in the leg like that?” 

“Don’t…” I whimpered, “Please, don’t… not yet.”

“Don’t kill you? After all this, you expect you can just beg your way out of your own death? Pathetic. At least your sister didn’t beg.” 

I angled my head to the side, and grinned. “Who said I was talking to you?” 

Reaper looked stunned. “What?” 

“Now!” 

Lightning snapped in the grey sky, and thunder roared across the city of London. Reaper turned his head in time to spot Levi charging into the room we were in. His eyes were filled with the light of a thousand burning suns, his face was twisted with rage, and his feet weren’t touching the floor—he was flying. 

Reaper’s gun hand came up and it clapped once, twice, but the bullets stopped just short of Levi as if they’d hit an invisible, steel wall and smashed into tiny fragments. Levi then made a sweeping gesture with his hand and sent Reaper hurtling into the side of one of the columns. I got to my feet and raced over to him, my sword ready to strike, but Reaper recovered much faster than I had anticipated. 

His hand flashed alight again, red flames coruscating around his fingers… and then the flames guttered, and died, as did the fire surrounding my sword. Reaper stared at his hand, and at my sword, and then at me. “What did you do!” he screamed.

“Holy shit, it worked!” I said, for a moment forgetting where I was.

Reaper fought to get to his feet. “What. Did. You. Do!?” 

“Hailey, your sword,” Levi yelled, and just as we’d discussed, I wound back my sword arm, aimed the blade as accurately as I could, and I hurled it at Reaper. 

Levi’s magic then picked the sword up and accelerated it to the speed of a bullet. The sword struck Reaper in the chest with enough force to pin him against the stone column at his back. Reaper grunted, coughed, and blood spilled from his lips. Snarling, shaking, he tried to grasp the sword with his bare hands and pull the thing out of him, but it was buried deep, and he only succeeded in shedding more blood on its hungry edge. It was his turn, now, to feel cold steel pierce his flesh and draw the life out of his body, one trickle at a time.

Levi landed at my side, his feet softly touching the ground just as thunder grumbled above and all around us. “They did it,” he said, panting. 

“Did… what…?” Reaper coughed, more blood spilling from his mouth.

“This is why it pays to have friends,” I said, “But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“You think you… won,” he hacked blood, then smiled, “But you haven’t won shit. Killing me won’t bring her back.” 

“No, I know that, and I’m okay with that… and I’m okay with you dying. The world’s gonna be a little better off without assholes like you in it.” 

“I don’t know if you got the memo, but the world is in no short supply of assholes like me.”

A smirk swept across my face. “Good thing I’m back in the hunting biz, then, huh?” 

His smile deflated, then disappeared. “Fuck you,” he spat blood at my feet, “I may die now, but I die feeling nothing. You’ve gotta live with yourself the rest of your life. I think I got the better deal.” 

My smirk turned dark, my heart started pumping hard against my chest, and my hand started trembling. “Is that so?” I asked, walking up to him. 

“Hailey, careful,” Levi said.

Reaper turned his head up to me, challenging me without saying anything, and I pushed my hands out at him, clasping both sides of his head and pressing deep with my fingers. Screaming, I drew magic into myself and then channeled all my anger, my rage, and my pain through our physical connection, pouring gallons of hurt into the part of him that was completely devoid of emotion, the part of him I had touched once before and had found as barren as Mars itself.

His eyes widened, first, then his breathing started to shorten, quicken, his chest heaving despite the sword embedded in his ribcage. When his mouth opened, he didn’t scream, didn’t sob, instead he whimpered with each rapid breath he took, his eyes darting from side to side as images of Shannon beamed into his mind.

He hadn’t felt a thing when he killed Shannon, nor had he flinched when he murdered members of his own team in cold blood, or when he killed the many countless number of people he’d killed in his time as a hitman. He felt now, I made sure of that, and his mind wasn’t equipped to handle it. He would die before he went mad, and even if it would only take him minutes for the blood loss to finally take him, those were minutes he’d spend in a kind of personal hell that would make the place he was going to seem like a walk in the park on a warm, summer’s day. 

“I’m… sorry…” he mumbled, almost gargling his words, “I’m… s-sorry…” 

I said nothing in return. Instead I watched the light go out of his eyes, and then I cracked, tears falling down my cheeks, my legs turning to jelly beneath me. Levi quickly caught me, scooped me up, and held me in an embrace. Quietly, I sobbed against his chest, letting go of everything that had just happened to me, letting go of the past, of Reaper, of Cerberus, even Shannon.

It was over.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Levi unzipped one of the duffel bags and showed its contents to Mason, who let out a long whistle. “Jesus,” he said, “There has to be easily a quarter of a million in there.”

We were at Nerve. Reaper and our incident at Big Ben had become a memory—a recent one, but still a memory—and life had taken on some of that normal quality I’d been looking for over the past couple of years, but I’d realized I didn’t want normal; I wanted excitement, danger, the hunt for knowledge; and maybe sometimes demons.

“There are seven more of these,” Levi said, pointing at the other duffel bags he’d retrieved from Reaper’s apartment. “We want you to have six of those.” 

He grinned. “Six, huh? Who keeps the other two?” Levi was about to answer, but Mason stuck his hand out. “I’m kidding, buddy. You can totally keep them.” 

Levi nodded and shook Mason’s hand. “It’s the last we can do. If not for you, we wouldn’t have gotten this far, I don’t think.” 

“I’d say it was one hell of a team effort. I feel kinda bad keeping all this.”

“To be fair, mate,” Levi said, “You spent how many millions on a book we just ended up tossing into a Hell Hole before we shut it down. This isn’t much compared to what you put in, but it’s a start.” 

“I’ll be sure to invest it wisely… and by invest, I mean launder the shit out of.” 

“We’ll invest,” Ivy corrected him.

“Sorry, we. I forgot you were coming with me.” 

“Already? We’re off to a good start, eh?” 

“I’m just not used to company, that’s all.” 

I walked over to Ivy and placed my hands on her shoulders. “I still can’t believe you’re going with this loser,” I said, mocking Mason with a playful smirk. “You sure you’ve thought this through?” 

“I have. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep easily knowing more of what just happened to us could be happening to other people right now. You’ve taught me a lot about demons, I should take what I know and put it to good use.”

“Yeah, but what about London?” 

“We shut the Hell Hole here down, right? So, at least for now, London is safe enough from demons. I’ve also always wanted to go to the US, just never had the chance.” 

I smiled. “Fair enough. I’m not gonna talk to you about passports and visas because I’m not immigration, and I’m sure Mason has a plan on how to deal with all that.” 

“I’ve got a forgery guy,” Mason said, “And a portal guy… who I can now call, fuck yes! I thought I was going to have to do this the hard way.” He fished his phone from his pocket and moved off to the side to make a phone call. Levi, meanwhile, zipped the bag closed again and left it on top of the stack with the other bags Mason would be taking with him across, back to the United States. Back home.

 Cassandra came walking down the stairs, fixing her already tidy black hair into a tight ponytail and, for the first time since I’d met her, she was smiling. It was a full smile, the kind of smile a person gets when all is right with the world, when they’re feeling totally safe and comfortable; emotions I could sense coming off her in spades. 

“I’m leaving also,” she announced, catching me a little off guard. Ivy, I’d almost expected she’d want to leave. Not because she didn’t like London, or because she didn’t like the Eyes, but because she had the heart of a hunter, and she wasn’t going to get much hunting done here. At least, she wouldn’t be able to cut her teeth on a couple of demons, which was what I could tell she wanted to do.

Cassandra, on the other hand, I’d expected she’d want to maybe retire somewhere quiet, where she can read a good book with a glass of wine every night and not be bothered with visions of great doom. That was all she’d get in the US. Seers there were always in short supply, always in high demand, and constantly being bombarded with terrible visions and prophecies, some which came true, others which didn’t come true quite as they’d seen but came close enough to be significant.

“You, too?” I asked. “Why?”

She shrugged. “I feel like I should go with them. I don’t have a reason for this, but part of me thinks I should stay close to Ivy, at least for a while.”

“Stay close to me?” Ivy asked, “Why, am I in danger?”

Cassandra shrugged. “We’ll find out when we get there, won’t we?”

“You’re meant to be a Seer; can’t you figure it out before we step through the portal?” 

“We could… but where would the fun in that be?” 

“Well… damn,” I said. 

Morpheus buzzed between us, stepping out of the basement and heading into the kitchen. “I’m making tea for the others, you want tea?” 

“No, thanks. Levi and I are… wait, where the hell is Levi? He was just here.” 

Morpheus shrugged. “I don’t know, I’m busy training the new guys, remember?” 

“Oh yeah, how’s that going?” 

“Pretty good. I don’t know if I’m cut out for this business of leading, but these new mages have a good set of heads on their shoulders. I think they’ll be okay.” 

“They will, because they have an excellent teacher. The Eyes are in good hands.”

“We’ll see about that!” 

Morpheus disappeared into the kitchen, and I turned to look at Ivy and Cassandra again. “Anyway, I’m definitely gonna miss you guys,” I said. “Keep in touch, yes?”

Ivy nodded and hugged me. “I will,” she said. 

Cassandra did the same. “I would say we’ll text you when we land, but…” 

“Yeah, let me know you made it through to the other side okay, at least.” 

“Pretty sure my portal guy will get us there in one piece,” Mason said, “Or… three pieces. Yeah, getting us there in one piece would be a bad thing.” 

“You’d need a new portal guy, at least.”

“I’ll take care of them, don’t worry.” 

I threw my arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. “Thank you,” I said into his ear, “I know it’s been said, but I really don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t stayed.”

Mason wrapped his hands around my waist. “Don’t mention it, princess.” 

I pulled away from him and pointed at his face. I was about to say something, when he cut me off. 

“Yeah, yeah. Alright.” He let me go. “Guess I’ll be seeing you around.”

“You will… you never know when I might decide to come over there.” 

“Here’s hoping it’s soon.” 

Levi came back into view, stuffing his phone into his pocket. He had a backpack thrown over his shoulder, and another one in his hand. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey, ready to go?” 

“Yup, all packed. We need to be on the road in the next five minutes.” 

“Do you guys even know where you’re going?” 

“Not a damn clue. We’re gonna figure it out when we get to the airport.” 

Levi trundled down the stairs with a suitcase, then he hurried back up and returned with a second one, leaving them both in the corridor near where I was standing. “Cheers for lending a hand with those,” he said.

“Oh, you’re totally welcome,” I said, grinning.

“We should probably say our goodbyes and get out of here, no? Cab will be here soon.” 

I nodded, then I gave Ivy, Cassandra, and Mason another hug. Tank followed, then Morpheus who was sipping on his cup of tea in the kitchen. Levi did the same, making the rounds after me and then joining me on the porch. This time, I carried the suitcases out, because I wasn’t an asshole like that. 

“So, you’re still not sure where you want to go?” he asked.

“Not really… you?” 

He thought about it. “I was thinking maybe somewhere in the Mediterranean?” 

I screwed up my face. “Y’know, I had a dream we went to Prague… but Italy could be a nice place to start a new life?” 

The black cab pulled up alongside the house, beeping when it came to a halt. Levi moved his suitcase around the back of the cab and the driver helped him load it in. He then grabbed mine and did the same before settling into the backseat with his backpack on his lap. I entered behind him and sat down.

“Going to Heathrow, yeah?” the cabbie asked.

“That’s right, mate, cheers.” 

A moment later, the cab started down the street. Levi slipped an arm around my back, and I settled in beside him, taking a deep breath and exhaling, satisfied. 

“Italy could be nice,” Levi agreed. 

“I think so… lots of catacombs in Italy.”

“Hailey…” 

“That the Vatican is in Italy… which means there’s probably lots of—” I whispered, “—demons in Italy.”    

“We talked about this.” 

“I know, I’m only messing with you… a little.” 

Levi grinned. “You know, we can go to Prague if you want. I actually don’t care where we go… I only have one condition.”

I turned my head up at him. “What’s that?”

He shrugged. “Wherever we go, I get to have that date I asked for.”

I pinched his chin with my thumb and forefinger and drew his face down to mine, searching for his lips with my own. I kissed him, then, caressing his cheek at the same time as our tongues gently danced together. When the kiss broke, I smiled against his mouth. 

“What?” he asked.

“You’re a silly man, James. We’re gonna have a lot of dates.” 

“I should hope so.” 

A pause. “We’re also gonna hunt lots of demons.” 

“Alright, c’mon now.” 

I kissed him again, giggling against his lips “So many demons. It’s gonna be great… you’ll see.”
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