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Chapter One

 


 


I remember the first time I saw a demon. Who
would forget that, right? It’s actually easier to forget than you
might think.

I was crouched behind a dumpster outside of
my office as it, the demon, laughed like a maniac while the place
burned to the ground. It was pretty much exactly as one might
imagine a demon to be: spiky horns, leathery skin, smoke billowing
out of its nostrils.

My boss at the time, the Dragon Lady (Not her
real name, of course, but protecting the not-so-innocent and all
that), didn’t see it. Too busy cussing out the firemen who also
didn’t see it.

Of course, that was all before I was attacked
by a vampire, died, then came back to life with super powers, so I
sort of blew the whole thing off. Hello? Would you want to admit,
even to yourself, that you’d just watched a seven foot tall demon
that looked something like a giant fire-breathing horny toad burn
your office down?

I think not. Talk about a one way ticket to
the Funny Farm.

The thing about demons was that most people
couldn’t see them. Not because they were invisible or anything, but
because people didn’t want to see them. Seeing them would
mean admitting the monsters were real.

Granted, there were plenty of demons out
there that people could see just fine. That was because they looked
exactly like you and me. Only one tiny difference: they had no
souls. They looked human, but underneath there was nothing human at
all. Most of the world’s most infamous serial killers were actually
demons. Word was, Jack the Ripper was a demon. Which was probably
why there was a very specific sub-type of demon named after
him.

That was the type of demon I was hunting
tonight, a Ripper demon. Which kind of sucked. Easy to track a
giant red guy with horns and a forked tail, not so easy to track a
guy who looked just like every other guy. Until he started
killing.

This particular demon had the bad habit of
seducing women and then eating them for lunch. Not all of them.
Just the juicy bits. He’d left a trail of disembowelled corpses
across most of Canada. The Canadian authorities were not pleased,
but there wasn’t a whole lot they could do about it. He was on my
turf, now.

I’d just entered an alleyway down in one of
the dingier areas of Portland when my leg started vibrating. I
snaked my phone out of my pocket.

“What?” I hissed. I had no idea how good the
demon’s hearing was. I wasn’t about to tip him off because somebody
wanted to chat.

“How’s the hunt going?” Inigo Jones, my best
friend’s cousin and the bane of my existence. OK, not really, but I
had been avoiding him due to libido issues. That and some weird
hinky stuff that had been going down between us. I didn’t like
stuff I couldn’t explain. And, yes, I knew how ridiculous that
sounded coming from a badass monster hunter like me.

“It’s going fine.” I would have snarled but
that would have made too much noise. I edged my way along the wall
of the building where Kabita’s government contacts had told her the
demon was nesting. Unlike vampires, many types of demons liked
sunlight and this one had gone straight to the top. I was planning
to hit the fire escape if Inigo would get off the phone and let me
do my job. “What do you want, Inigo?”

“Touchy, touchy,” he laughed.

I hated it when he laughed. It did things to
me. Things that made my insides feel like butterflies were having a
disco.

“I’m kind of busy here.”

“I just thought you might want a little
help,” he said.

Help? From Inigo? In the middle of the day?
My eyes narrowed. “It’s broad daylight. Why are you even out of
bed?” My fingers touched cold steel. The fire escape was all the
way down. Somebody up there had me on her nice list.

“Couldn’t sleep. Besides, this demon hunting
thing is usually Kabita’s gig, not yours; thought you might want
some help.” His voice wasn’t particularly deep, but it had this
slightly edgy quality which reminded me of rock anthems and
tiramisu with lots of rum. Shivers danced up and down my spine and
into lower places which I firmly ignored.

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’ve got it covered.”
I turned off the phone and shoved it in my pocket.

He was right, of course. Kabita was the demon
girl. I was more into vamps. And Sunwalkers. But that was a whole
lot of weird I didn’t want to think about. Hunting demons was a
good way to take your mind off things. Things like super sexy
Sunwalkers who used to be Templar Knights. Like Jackson Keel, the
other bane of my existence.

I shoved the thought of Jack aside and pulled
myself up onto the first rung of the fire escape. No mean feat
since it was one of those old metal ladder things bolted to the
side of the building. Technically, the first rung was supposed to
be a good eight or ten feet off the ground, but someone had
obviously screwed up the specs since this one was only about five
feet up. That meant I could reach it, but barely. It took some
doing, but I got there.

I worked my way up, my rubber soled boots
silent on the metal rungs. I made sure nothing metallic scraped
against the ladder. The last thing I needed to do was alert the
demon that he was about to become puppy chow.

I carefully poked my head up over the wall
and scanned the roof. No demon, but there was a small square
structure next to the door leading from the roof. It looked like
some kind of storage shed. Bingo.

I hauled myself up over the lip of the wall
and onto the roof itself. I actually managed not to sprawl face
first. Points to me.

A gentle wind teased strands of silky red
hair across my face and the sun stabbed hot rays into my eyes. I
squinted against the glare wishing I’d remembered to bring my
sunglasses. I was always forgetting those things.

I tested the doorknob on the shack door. It
turned. Obviously the demon thought he was safe enough on the top
of a twenty story building.

I pulled a machete from its sheath across my
back. I’d replaced my favored sword for the more demon un-friendly
machete. It might not be pretty, but it got the job done. Sometimes
you forget about being pretty and just go with what works.

The door opened easily. Not a single squeak
from the well-oiled hinges. He might leave a royal mess behind him,
but this demon knew how to keep house. Then the smell hit me.

“Holy crap. What the heck is that?” I tried
holding my breath, but the smell was everywhere, the cloying stench
of rotting flesh and punctured bowels. I tried to breathe through
my mouth to avoid the worst of the smell.

Yep, I’d found the Ripper’s nest all right.
There were human rib cages decorating the walls and the floor was
smeared with dried blood. Leg bones dangled from the ceiling like
macabre Christmas ornaments and skulls lined shelves, bits of flesh
still clinging in places. “Nasty.”

I’d like to be able to say I was sick to my
stomach or grossed out or something because that would make me
sound normal, but after three years hunting vampires and other
monsters my life was anything but normal. I’d seen just as bad and
smelled worse.

It was the rattle of a pebble against the
roof that alerted me. I didn’t turn. I hit the floor. Then I
turned. Good thing or my head would have been added to the decor as
what looked like the building’s fire axe smacked into the doorjamb
where my head had been a moment before.

He looked human, all right. Probably would
have been considered handsome, too, if not for the blood soaking
his clothes and the other bits of goo on his shoes. That and the
fact that his jaw had unhinged like a snake’s, revealing rows of
razor sharp teeth. So not attractive.

I rolled to the side, jumping to my feet as
he ripped the axe out of the doorjamb. He hissed at me, long
threads of pink saliva dripping from his teeth.

The pink was blood. He’d eaten recently.
Hopefully, it would slow him down.

He rushed me, axe in one hand, massive claws
sprouting from the other. Shit, just what I needed. I darted to the
side to avoid both axe and claws, at the same time slashing him
across the back with my machete.

Black blood seeped from the shallow cut. His
skin was thicker than I’d thought. His hiss told me I’d pissed him
off more than anything.

We danced around the roof, hacking and
chopping at each other. I could barely keep up and I was
tiring.

Then he caught me right in the stomach.
Fortunately it was backhanded so he didn’t pierce skin, but I went
flying across the rooftop, smashed into the brick wall and slid
down into a heap. I hadn’t felt pain like that since that night
three years ago. The night I died.

I struggled to get to my feet, but my body
refused to cooperate. “Gods dammit,” I hissed, clutching my right
side. I’d bet anything I’d cracked a rib or two.

Then the Ripper demon was standing over me,
axe raised above his head. This was it. I was going to die right
here on top of this building, my bones decoration for a demon’s
lair. Brilliant.

I closed my eyes and willed myself to find
one last drop of strength. Instead, I found the Darkness.

It roared up from somewhere inside me,
rolling in waves through my entire body. It was broad daylight. No
darkness to channel, but I could feel the burst of energy as Morgan
Bailey ceased to exist and became simply a vessel for the
Darkness.

It screamed, and the demon’s eyes widened,
suddenly realizing I wasn’t alone in my skin. There was Something
in there with me.

That hesitation was enough. With the Darkness
riding me, I rolled away just as he brought the axe down, burying
it in the roof.

Before he could yank the axe free, I jumped
to a crouch and slashed up and out with my machete. It caught him
in the midriff. Talk about spilling your guts.

Black blood poured out of the wound to join
the human blood on his T-shirt. He screamed, but it was a gurgling
sound which meant I’d hit a lung. More points to me.

I rolled to the side and with a quick hack of
the blade took out his Achilles. The minute he collapsed onto the
rooftop, I shoved my machete straight through his heart, burying it
up to the hilt. Then I hit him full-blast with an aerosol can full
of holy water.

Good thing we were twenty stories up because
I was pretty sure his shrieking would deafen the most hardy of
souls. It was not a pretty sound and it sent chills down my
spine.

The Darkness was another matter. It loved
that sound and I felt it throw my head back and scream for joy
right along with the dying demon.

His skin shrivelled and blackened, then began
to bubble and melt. Holy water didn’t work on vamps, but it was
like battery acid to demons. I gave him another good spray and
watched him scream and gurgle while he sizzled away to nothing.

When all that was left was a gooey stain, I
closed my eyes and willed the Darkness back. It didn’t want to go,
but I’d gotten better at controlling it so it finally faded back
into that place inside me where it lived.

I pulled out my phone and hit speed dial
before sinking down onto the roof. With the Darkness gone I could
feel every ache and bruise. Shit, I was tired.

“Yeah.” Kabita was her usual brusque
self.

“It’s finished. Better send a crew, though.
He left a mess.”

She was silent a moment. “Done. Now get back
here. We have some things to discuss.”

“Yes, ma’am.” My voice was ever just so
slight snarky.

I thought for half a second about taking the
elevator down, but one look at myself convinced me otherwise. I was
splattered with demon goo and streaked with blood. Not a good idea
to upset the natives. I headed for the fire escape instead, my ribs
protesting all the way down. The Darkness had healed any cracks,
but they were still plenty sore.

Back on terra firma, I turned the car toward
the office. I probably should have cleaned up first, but Kabita had
sounded like sooner would be a lot better than later. She’d just
have to deal with the goo.

 


***

 


“You’re dripping blood on my carpet.
Again.”

“Well, at least this time it’s black. That’s
a change,” I said, pulling my shirt out away from my body and
eyeballing the damage. Demon blood was often black or green. No
idea why.

Kabita glared at me before tossing me a box
of wet wipes. “Yes.” Her voice was dry as dust. “That’s such an
improvement.”

I shrugged and threw her a cheeky grin. “I do
my best.”

“Maybe you should buy yourself a tiara.”
Kabita smirked at me, but there was something odd behind her eyes.
Maybe I was just imagining it, but something felt off.

“Very funny,” I snapped back with my fiercest
glare. “Just because you’re my best friend doesn’t mean I’m not
perfectly capable of murdering you in your sleep.”

Kabita Jones wasn’t just my best friend, she
was also my boss at the private investigative firm where we both
worked. Of course it wasn’t a real private investigation firm. The
whole PI thing was actually a front for our true work: hunting and
killing vampires, demon spawn, and the other monsters that liked to
snack on poor, innocent humans. Like the Ripper demon I’d just
hunted down.

Murdering her was probably a bad idea since
it would leave me out of a job. Plus there was that whole illegal
factor. I was pretty sure our government liaison, Trevor Daly,
would be less than thrilled, not that I cared too terribly much
what he thought. Maybe thumping her over the head would be a good
substitute.

“Don’t even think about it.”

Damn, I hated it when she read my mind. I
settled for the Glare of Death instead of physical violence. I
curled one foot under me and sank back into the buttery soft faux
leather chair with a slight wince as my ribs protested. I leaned
back carefully, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Do you have to put your boots on my chair?
They’re probably covered in something incredibly disgusting.”

She was right, of course. More than likely I
had demon goo on my boots, but I shrugged and glared some more. I
knew she hated it when I put my feet on her chairs, but damned if I
was moving an inch. She deserved it for all the flack she’d given
me lately about the whole royal princess business. Was it my fault
I was supposedly the descendent of some ancient Atlantean
prince?

“You’re the one who sent me demon hunting, so
deal. Besides, I’m royal. I can do what I want.” I couldn’t help
teasing her just a bit.

She rolled her eyes and propped her elbow on
the wide mahogany desk, chin in hand. “So, you really are some sort
of princess? I mean, this is for real?“

“Yeah, looks like it’s true,” I admitted. I
wasn’t too thrilled about it either. As if my life wasn’t
complicated enough.

“You’re a descendant of a prince. Of
Atlantis. As in the lost city of?” Her voice matched her expression
— sceptical. “That’s about the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard. And
I’ve heard some weird stuff.”

“Well, I’m of the Royal Bloodline anyway, or
so Jack says, and I guess he would know.” Jackson Keel was our
resident Sunwalker and former Templar Knight. Emphasis on the
‘former.’ As in nine hundred years former, give or take a
century.

According to him I was not only a descendent
of the Royal Bloodline of Atlantis, but also a
quite-possibly-immortal Sunwalker. I wasn’t entirely sure I bought
the whole thing, but whatever. When someone insisted you were a
Royal Princess, best thing to do was just humor the crazy
person.

“I am not calling you ‘your majesty’. I don’t
care how royal you are.” The sarcasm was back in her voice, but the
shadows still lurked in her eyes.

“Call me ‘your majesty’ and I’ll show you
just what a royal pain in the ass I can be.” Not that I needed to
work that hard at it, mind you.

She snorted. “Well, if you can spare a minute
for us peasants, I’ve got a job for you.”

“I might be able to work something out,” I
said with an airy wave of my hand. “But you know we royals are just
so busy what with throwing people in dungeons and the daily
floggings. Not to mention the weekly beheadings.”

Kabita snorted. “Yeah, whatever. Listen.” She
shoved a file across the desk. “Trevor Daly was in this morning and
brought me this.”

I rolled my eyes. Trevor, despite being
seriously gorgeous, was a royal pain in the ass if I ever met one,
but I took the file anyway. That was the deal. The government paid
us big bucks, we did what they wanted. Mostly.

“There’s a Keres loose in the neighborhood,”
she continued.

My eyebrows went up. “No kidding?” Keres were
death spirits. Incredibly rare and incredibly difficult to kill. It
usually took a witch. A witch like Kabita.

“Why me? That one’s more up your alley.”

Kabita shook her head. “Not this time. I have
some things I need to take care of.” Again that flash of something
in her eyes. There for a moment, then quickly hidden.

I eyed her over the file. Fine lines between
her eyes told me there was something going on. Something wrong.
“Tell me.”

She sighed. “My cousin. I haven’t seen her in
several years, but we were close as children. I got a call from my
brother Dex last night. She was murdered two days ago.”

“Shit, Kabita, I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “These things happen sometimes.
She knew the risks.” It sounded cold, but I knew better. Kabita
kept her pain to herself. It was just her way.

I frowned. “The risks? Was she into drugs or
something?”

She gave me The Look. “Don’t be daft, Morgan.
She was MI8.”

Well slap me with a wet noodle. MI8 was the
British intelligence agency responsible for handling paranormal
activity, mythical creatures, and things that go bump in the night.
MI8 had “officially” ceased operations after World War II, but they
continued their work in secret though they didn’t have the power
they once did. They were the ones that locked my ass up back in the
day to see if I would turn after my attack. I guess that explained
why Kabita was able to get me out of MI8 custody. Go Kabita.

“Double shit. Vamp? Demon?” MI8 agents didn’t
get murdered by normal people. Mostly because normal people didn’t
even know MI8 existed.

“I don’t know, but Dex asked me to come.” Her
face turned hard and cold, which was sort of spooky on a face made
for laughter and smiles. “I’m going to kill the son of a bitch who
hurt my family.”

Oh, yeah, this was serious. Kabita never
swore. “Fine. Sounds like a plan. I’m going with you. Give me two
hours. I’ll do this hunt while you make the arrangements. You are
not doing this thing alone.”

Her smile was tight and her eyes hard and
sharp as flint. “Thanks.”

I shook my head. “That’s what friends are
for.”

“I know what this might cost you.”

She meant going back. Returning to London
where I’d died. Or not-died. Or whatever. But she was wrong. I
loved London. Always had. I was drawn to it.

Plus the vampire that had killed me was still
out there. It was time for a little payback, not just for Kabita’s
cousin, but for me.

“You’re wrong Kabita.” I stood up and headed
for the supply room. I’d need some salt and a few other bits and
pieces if I was going to hunt down a Keres. At the door I turned
back. “It won’t cost me a thing. I plan on collecting on an old
debt.” I could feel the smile stretching across my face. It wasn’t
a happy smile.

For the first time Kabita looked just a
little bit scared. I wasn’t sure if she was scared of me or for me.
Then she smiled back. “Two hours.”

And her smile was fearsome.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Two hours wasn’t much time to take care of a
Keres, especially since I wasn’t a witch. So I made a quick phone
call.

“Majicks and Potions. Eddie here.” Eddie
Mulligan ran an occult shop in Portland and had helped me out on
more than one occasion. It had been Eddie who’d taught me what he
knew about the Darkness and how to control it. More or less.

“Hi, Eddie, it’s Morgan. I need your
help.”

“Morgan!” his voice boomed cheerfully through
my earpiece. “So good to hear from you. What do you need? Love
potion? Banishing spell? Three pronged crossbow arrows?”

“Three pronged crossbow arrows? You’ve got
those?”

“Of course!” His chuckled warmed my heart.
Eddie had a way of making a person feel good, even when the
proverbial shit was hitting the fan. “Shall I set some aside for
you?”

“Now that you mention it, sure. But that’s
not what I called about. Do you know how to kill a Keres?”

“A death spirit? Good lords above. Are you
sure it’s a Keres?”

“That’s what Kabita says,” I assured him.

“Well, then.” I heard him clear his throat.
His tone was serious. “You’ve got a problem. You can’t kill
a Keres. A Keres is a spirit and spirits, as you know, are
non-corporeal by their very essence. They only turn corporeal when
they are about to feed.”

“Um, yeah, I sort of got that. So, if I can’t
kill it, what do I do?”

“Banish it, of course.” His voice had
returned to its natural state of jubilance. I swear Eddie couldn’t
be solemn for more than five minutes if his life depended on it.
“It’s really very simple. First you need to call the Darkness.”

 


***

 


Simple it may have been, but I was so not
looking forward to the banishing. Without the natural magic of a
witch, there was only one way to call a Keres, according to Eddie.
Keres were attracted to death, the more violent the death the
better. Since I wasn’t about to kill myself just to trap a Keres, I
used the only other weapon in my arsenal.

I really tried to avoid using the Darkness.
The more I used it, the more it felt like it was trying to take
over. Gods only knew what would happen if it did. Unfortunately, if
I wanted to banish the death spirit, I didn’t have much of a
choice.

So I drove to the parking lot near the top of
Rocky Butte, a large hill overlooking Portland, and then hiked up
the short distance to the lookout. It was pretty much the highest
natural area in the city. Or at least the one with the best view.
It was dinner time, so I had the place to myself, which was good.
Last thing I needed was an audience.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I
focused deep down to that place inside where the Darkness lived. A
few months ago I hadn’t even known it was there, but now it seemed
I no longer needed to channel the darkness outside. Now it writhed
and seethed and was a living thing trapped inside me, waiting to
get out. Sometimes it got out on its own. Like earlier with the
Ripper demon. Now it was time to let it loose deliberately.

I visualized holding on to the Darkness like
one might hold a dog on a leash. Then holding fast to the end of
the leash, I let the dog run. The Darkness heaved its way out of me
with a scream of relief, snapping my head back and nearly knocking
me off my feet. It rushed through me, the pressure building until I
wanted to scream. That’s when I heard it, the death cry of the
Keres.

My eyes popped open, but it was like looking
up through a dark, swirling well. I could see the Keres wheeling in
the sky above me, black wings stretched against the dying rays of
the sun. She screamed at me, hungry for the Darkness that lived
inside me.

The Darkness screamed back.

 


***

 


The Keres swooped down, bone white fangs
dripping with venom, eyes blood red in a skull like face. I
shuddered. Fear mixed with exhilaration streaked through me as the
Darkness boiled and raged, reaching for its prey.

Before the Darkness could take over, I shoved
it down. It reared and snapped, but I wasn’t about to allow it to
control me, so I shoved harder. It retreated almost sullenly into
that deep place within me.

The Keres swooped in, claws extended. I
reached into my pocket and came out with a handful of salt. Not
that stupid table salt, either, but nice, big chunks of rock salt.
I tossed it straight into her face.

She shrieked as the salt sizzled against her
skin, and went tumbling ass over teakettle across the top of Rocky
Butte. I pulled out another handful of salt and as I threw it over
her I yelled:

“Thuraze Keres, ouk eni
Anthesteria!”

Which is apparently something along the lines
of “Keres, I banish you!” in Greek. Granted it sounds a lot cooler
in Greek.

The ground under the Keres cracked open, and
with a final angry shriek, she disappeared into the earth. Totally
cool and much easier than I’d imagined. Thank goodness Kabita had
taught me that spell.

The Darkness heaved up, making one last
effort to escape. I slammed the metaphorical lid down on it.

I wondered if some day I wouldn’t be able to
close that lid, but I shoved that thought aside. I had more
important things to do than worry about some day.

 


***

 


I sank into the roomy leather seat with a
sigh of relief. That was one thing about being a Hunter. I’d never
have to fly coach again.

I made sure my portable weapons locker was
locked and stowed safely under my seat. The UK had strict weapons
laws, not to mention the rules about weapons on board a plane.
Fortunately I had a nifty little license that allowed me to carry
anywhere.

I wiggled a little so the leather squeaked
under my butt. Yeah, this was living. I wondered if they’d serve
lobster. Not that I liked lobster. In fact, I loathed seafood, but
it was the thought of it that counted.

“Don’t worry, there’s no lobster.” Kabita
dropped into the seat next to me. “It’s salmon.”

I must have turned pale because she burst out
laughing. Of all the fish in all the world, salmon was the rankest.
And being from the Pacific Northwest I’d been around the best there
was. Didn’t matter. I still thought the stuff was vile.

“Don’t worry,” she chuckled, “I ordered the
vegetarian meal for you.”

“Thank the gods. I will love you forever,” I
said rather more fervently than strictly necessary.

She shook her head as she settled back into
the plush seat and pulled out a stack of files. All work and no
play made for a very dull life indeed, so I snagged a book out of
my carry on and settled in. It was probably weird that I was
addicted to paranormal romances seeing as how I dealt with
paranormal crap every day. You’d think I’d want to read something
different. But my uncle was a cop and he read crime novels, so it
couldn’t be that weird.

I barely noticed the plane ramming down the
runway and lifting into the sky, I was so deep into the story.
There were a handful of authors who made the paranormal fun, even
to someone who spent her life steeped in it. L.M. Pruitt knew her
stuff, all right. I wondered vaguely if maybe Pruitt was more than
just a writer of the paranormal. Another Hunter maybe?

Naw. Probably not. Surely the government
wouldn’t let a Hunter get away with writing about the things they
hunted. Then again, there was that Stargate episode where
the Air Force encouraged the making of a sci fi TV show to hide
rumors of the “real” Stargate program. I might sound like a
conspiracy nut, but I’d bet my last dollar the government would
totally do something like that. Trevor Daly certainly would be
capable of pulling something that sneaky. The rat bastard.

Thoughts of Trevor led me to thoughts of Jack
and the weirdness that had become our relationship. Or lack
thereof.

Something had been developing between us, I’d
no doubt of that. There’d definitely been some steamy hot moments.
Being with him had been amazing. And then everything had gone to
hell in a hand basket, and Jack had gotten all weird on me.

For a whole week after we’d discovered I was
not only a descendent of Atlantis but actually a member of the
Royal Bloodline, Jack had pretty much refused to talk to me except
over the phone in a professional capacity. So I finally did what I
do best: I hunted him down and cornered him.

“Listen, Jack, this is bullshit. You’ve got
to talk to me. What the hell is going on?” I’d actually broken into
his house and waited for him to come home one night. Yeah, totally
stalker, but it was the only way I was going to get him to
talk.

“My lady ... ”

“Don’t you ‘my lady’ me,” I snarled, poking
my finger into his chest. It was very satisfying, poking a man
nearly twice my size, and an ancient, immortal Templar Knight to
boot. “I am tired of this crap. One minute we’re all hot and heavy
and the next minute you’re bowing and scraping and acting like I’ve
got rabies or something.”

I was pretty sure he smirked a little, but he
schooled his features so fast it was hard to tell. Jack wasn’t
exactly expressive even in the best of times. That sounded all
romantic and shit, like a proper Mr. Darcy, but in real life, it
was annoying as hell.

He heaved a sigh. “Listen Morgan.” He plopped
down onto his chocolate chenille sofa so I curled into the
overstuffed matching chair opposite him. Jack had the comfiest
living room furniture ever. “Things have changed. When I thought
you were just another one of us ... ” He waved his hand around as
though trying to grasp inspiration from the ethos.

One of us. I knew what he meant. He meant
Sunwalkers. Humans with Atlantean DNA who’d been infected by
vampirism. The Atlantean DNA forced the sickness to mutate so that
instead of becoming vampires, they became powerful, nearly immortal
creatures who could walk in the sun. Jack seemed to think I was one
of them. Frankly, I thought he was bloody nuts. At least, I hoped
he was.

“So, what, you can date another Sunwalker,
but not me?” I couldn’t help it if my voice was just this side of
testy.

“I’m the Guardian, Morgan.”

“Yeah, of the amulet. And the amulet found
its owner, so you can stop worrying about the stupid thing. It’s my
problem now.” As the last of the Royal Bloodline, the amulet had
bonded to me. I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant other than it
possibly having something to do with waking the Darkness in me, but
I did know that essentially the amulet was mine.

He smiled a little. “That’s true. The amulet
is now yours to protect, but the Guardian’s job doesn’t end with
the amulet. It merely transfers to the one who holds the
amulet.”

I blinked a little. “Say what?” Call me slow,
but I wasn’t liking where this was heading.

“I am now your Guardian, Morgan
Bailey. It is my sworn duty to protect you, Keeper of the Key of
Atlantis.”

Oh, bloody hell. I now had my own personal
body guard. Fantastic.

“Right, OK,” I said with a nod, trying to be
all reasonable. “I’m the Keeper, you’re the Guardian, fine. I still
don’t see the problem.”

His features were drawn and tight and he
looked more tired than I’d ever seen him, his ocean colored eyes
shadowed, golden skin paler than usual. The delicate skin under his
eyes was so deeply purple it looked like a bruise. Frankly, he
looked like crap.

“The problem is that if I get involved with
you ... romantically, I can’t do my job. That is why the Guardian
is forbidden to have a ... relationship with the Keeper.”

“Oh, that is bullshit,” I snapped, at the end
of my patience. “That’s some stupid crappy rule from what, ten
thousand years ago? This is the twenty-first century, for crying
out loud.”

“And the logic still applies.” His voice was
firm. “If a warrior grows too close to his charge, it becomes
impossible for him to execute his duty.” He sounded like he was
quoting from a rule book. He probably was. Do’s and Don’ts for
the Single Templar or something equally ridiculous.

“So get someone else to play Guardian. You
can be like … the assistant Guardian or something.”

“I can’t, Morgan. The amulet chose me.
There’s nothing I can do to change that. I wouldn’t even if I
could.”

There really hadn’t been much to say after
that. He wasn’t budging and neither was I. But you can’t force
someone to want to be with you and short of smacking him upside the
head with a frying pan, I wasn’t going to get him to see things my
way. OK, probably I wouldn’t get him to see things my way even
with the frying pan, but it sure would have made me feel
better.

So, I left, and I hadn’t seen him since,
though I knew he was there in the background, keeping an eye on me.
He’d step in if I really needed him. So far I hadn’t. I guess it
gave me some comfort to know he was there, letting me do my thing,
but still there just in case I needed protecting.

Stupid man. I really hated it when he went
all noble. He was impossible to move. Must be a throw back to his
Templar days.

I sighed. He was going to be seriously pissed
when he figured out I’d flown to London without him.

 


***

 


Heathrow was just as mental as I remembered
it. In some ways it was actually rather beautiful, all gleaming
marble and shiny steel with loads and loads of highly polished
glass. In other ways it was a total nightmare: people running
everywhere, noise and light and complete craziness. It was a great
place to people watch, though, and I smiled as long separated
friends and relatives embraced each other with unbridled
enthusiasm.

“Come on.” Kabita motioned toward the huge
bank of elevators just outside the exit doors. “Dex is meeting us
outside Departures.”

That meant we had to go down one floor and
out the sky bridge. I hoped Kabita’s brother wasn’t late. I was
exhausted and felt like I hadn’t had a bath in a year. A shower was
definitely in order.

As we headed toward the lifts, a young woman
coming the other way brushed past us. I wouldn’t have paid her any
attention except that when she saw Kabita, she got the oddest look
on her face. A strange mix of surprise, anger and glee. Then she
was gone. Weird.

“Um, Kabita, did you see that girl?”

She turned and one silky black brow went up.
“What girl?”

“The one that just passed us.” I jerked my
head in the direction she’d disappeared.

She shook her head and kept walking. “Wasn’t
paying that much attention. Why?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. She acted like
maybe she knew you or recognized you or something. It was
weird.”

“What did she look like?” She propped herself
against the wall of the lift and waited for it to descend to the
ground floor before ascending to the first floor and Departures.
The elevators in Terminal Five were all automated and ran in a
particular cycle. I’d seen more than one tourist standing around
looking absolutely baffled trying to figure out where the call
button was.

“Really short platinum blond hair. Kind of
spiky. Brown eyes. About my height. Looked like she had a tattoo on
her arm, but I didn’t catch what it was.” She also moved just like
a Hunter, but I didn’t mention that. London, after all, was full of
Hunters. In a city of over eight million people, there was plenty
of work for them. I ought to know.

Kabita shook her head, frowning. “Doesn’t
ring any bells. I guess I’ve just got one of those faces.”

I burst out laughing. “Yeah, as if. You so do
not have one of those faces.” And she didn’t. There may have been
some people who had bland, ordinary looks. People who blended into
the crowd, but Kabita Jones wasn’t one of those people. With her
cloud of waist length jet black hair and cinnamon skin, she stood
out anywhere, even in a multicultural city like London.

Kabita’s brother had gotten a spot right near
the sky bridge. Brownie points to him. At least we didn’t have to
trudge all over creation just to find the car.

Dexter Jones looked nothing like his sister.
Granted, he had the same black hair and cinnamon skin, but the
similarities ended there.

While Kabita was actually a couple inches
shorter than my own five foot five, Dex towered over both of us at
a good six foot two. Also, while Kabita had her mother’s more
exotic Indian features, Dex’s were pure Anglo, right down to his
gray eyes and slightly Romanesque nose. Dex must take after their
father. And while Kabita’s accent still held the music of her
Malaysian childhood, despite twenty years living in England and
another three in the United States, Dex’s accent was pure London.
The posh side of London.

What I knew about Kabita’s family could fill
a thimble. She didn’t like talking about them. All I knew was that
while her mother’s family came from India, her father was some sort
of English mucky muck. His family had a lot of power and influence
in the British government, especially with agencies like MI8, the
supposedly disbanded agency for the study of the paranormal and
supernatural. How he’d ended up married to an Indian woman from a
tiny village in Malaysia was most likely an interesting tale,
though I’d never heard it. In any case, he did and Kabita and her
brothers were all raised in the same village until they were old
enough to attend University. Then they’d all hit the UK. And
stayed.

Inigo was her cousin on her dad’s side. I
knew her dad had never left the UK other than for brief visits to
his wife and kids in Malaysia. And now I knew she had a cousin in
MI8. Or rather, who had formerly been with MI8 and now lay dead in
the morgue somewhere. And that was all I knew about the family of
Kabita Jones, my best friend and boss.

Maybe it was odd I’d never pressed her about
her family, but I’d always been of the opinion that for the most
part, people will share their personal stuff when they’re good and
ready. There was no need to be all up in each other’s business all
the time.

Once we were settled in the car with Dex in
the driver’s seat, Kabita said, “Tell me.”

Dex was quiet as he steered the car out into
traffic. When he finally spoke, his voice was tight. “I think it
best if you wait to talk to Dad.”

Personally, I would have pushed him for more
info and I expected Kabita to do the same. I guess she knew her
brother better than that. She just sighed. “Fine. When does he want
to meet?”

“Tonight. Eight o’clock. The Cinnamon Club.”
He glanced at her. “Missed you, K.” She smiled and reached over to
squeeze his arm.

Man of few words, I guess. But I was excited
about the meeting place. The Cinnamon Club was quite possibly the
poshest Indian restaurant in the whole of London. The food was
supposed to be beyond amazing. When I’d lived in London I’d never
been able to afford a place like The Cinnamon Club.

“Fine,” Kabita said. “I’ll wait. But you know
I don’t like this.”

Dex just shrugged.

I wondered about her relationship with her
family. Granted, my mother and grandmother drove me nuts pretty
much on a daily basis, but Kabita seemed unusually distant with
hers. Except maybe Dex. There was genuine warmth there, if a little
strained.

Not my business. I stared out the window
enjoying the sights of the city that had once been my home. I felt
a sharp stab of nostalgia.

“I’ll pick you up at fifteen to eight,” Dex
was saying.

Kabita didn’t answer, but he obviously took
her silence as consent. I caught his eye in the rear view mirror
and the smile he gave me was a little sad around the edges.

I wondered if the sadness was because of the
death of their cousin, or the strain in the relationship with his
sister. Maybe it was a little of both. I smiled back. It was all I
had to give.


Chapter Three

 


 


The Cinnamon Club stood on Great Smith Street
in Westminster. It was a gorgeous red brick building which once
housed the old Westminster Library back when libraries were all
mellow wood and dim lamps instead of bright beacons of glass and
steel.

Dex pulled the car up to the curb and turned
off the engine. “Ready?” he asked Kabita. She nodded, every line of
her body screaming the exact opposite.

Curiouser and curiouser.

He escorted us inside the restaurant. It was
even more beautiful than the outside. Crystal and silver sparkled
in the candlelight while old wood gleamed gently, lending the place
an atmosphere of sophisticated elegance.

I felt only slightly out of place. I didn’t
really do elegant dining. I usually ended up feeling like a bull in
a china shop. Fortunately, I was also really good at hiding my
insecurities.

The air was redolent with the scent of Indian
cooking spices: cinnamon, cardamom, turmeric, chilies and curry
leaves. Gods, I’d missed this. The little hole in the wall Indian
dive Kabita and I frequented back in Portland was good, but it had
nothing on the kind of Indian you could find in the restaurants of
London.

Dex led us to a secluded table off to one
side. Its sole occupant stood to greet us.

He was tall, nearly as tall as Dex. His
charcoal suit was beautifully cut and perfectly tailored to show
off a lean physique. Despite his silver hair and icy gray eyes,
there was no doubt at all that Dex was his son. Kabita, on the
other hand, looked nothing like her father.

“Dad.” Kabita’s voice, always calm and cool,
held zero emotion. Her face was devoid of expression. “This is my
friend, Morgan Bailey.”

My friend. Not my colleague. Not my fellow
Hunter. My friend. Interesting.

Apparently Dad thought so, too. His perfectly
groomed left eyebrow went up. Oh, yeah, now I knew where
Kabita got it.

“Morgan Bailey. At last we meet. I’ve heard
much about you from my friends at the SRA. As I’m sure you must
know, I’m Alister Jones. Welcome back to London.” His handshake was
firm, voice the utterly polished and carefully modulated upper
class English gentleman.

I wondered who at the Supernatural Regulatory
Agency had been talking about me, but I wasn’t going to ask.
Instead, I smiled and resisted the urge to tell him that while he
may have heard about me, I’d heard nothing about him. Didn’t think
Kabita would appreciate me getting all snarky with her dad.

“Thank you. It’s good to be back.” I meant
it. Portland might be my home and the city of my birth, but London
was still in my blood. I didn’t think it would ever come out.

“Where are Adler and Adam?” Kabita’s voice
was still very nearly expressionless as she settled into her chair.
The cold front between her and her dad was nearly palpable. What
was with this family? Seriously, they were taking the whole British
stiff upper lip thing way too far.

I took my own seat, assisted by Dex. Kabita
was starting to worry me. Her manner wasn’t the only thing that had
changed since we’d arrived in London. She’d altered her appearance,
as well. For dinner, she’d dressed in a sleek navy blue dress and
put her hair up in an elegant bun thing like a ballerina. Every
little wisp of hair perfectly in place. Worst of all, she was
wearing pearls like freaking Donna Reed. Creepy.

She must have noticed me gawking at her, as
she suddenly started toying with the creamy pearl bracelet on her
left wrist. A sure sign she felt uncomfortable.

“The twins are on assignment.” Alister
Jones’s voice was as cool as his daughter’s. “They don’t know about
your cousin yet.” Something moved behind his eyes, something hard
and very, very angry. Contrary to outward appearances, he was
pissed as hell. I found it odd he’d referred to the dead girl not
as his niece, but as Kabita’s cousin. I wasn’t sure if his anger
was due to his niece’s death, or the fact that his sons weren’t
there to share in the family tragedy. Possibly it was something
else altogether. All I knew was it completely creeped me out.

I probably shouldn’t butt in to family
business, but this was no ordinary family, and I was no ordinary
friend.

I looked Alister Jones straight in the eye
and said, “What was her name?”

He didn’t pretend not to know what I was
talking about. “Alison. Her name was Alison.”

“Alison Jones?”

He quirked his lips a little at that. “No.
She was my sister’s child. It was Alison Reynolds.” He took out his
wallet and pulled a photograph from it. He held onto it for a
moment, his face void of expression, before handing it to me.

Alison Reynolds had been beautiful. No doubt
about that. Golden ringlets surrounded a heart shaped face, framing
the biggest blue eyes I’d ever seen and pouty pink lips that would
make Angelina Jolie pea green with envy. Her smile held no hint
that she spent her life dealing with monsters and the carnage they
left behind.

I wondered how she could do her job and still
look so damn sunny. I guessed when the monsters actually looked
like monsters it was easier to deal with than the human beings who
did monstrous things. I should know. I lived my life among the
monsters. I understood them. Sometimes I thought I understood them
just a little too well.

I shoved that thought aside very quickly. I
didn’t have time to think about the weirdness that had become my
life or the Darkness that now lurked constantly just beyond my
sight. Waiting. Always waiting.

I shook my head slightly to clear my
thoughts. “How did she die?” Might as well get right down to
it.

Alister motioned me to wait as a bevy of
waiters approached the table loaded down with steaming platters and
bowls. The smell wafting off those dishes was so gorgeous it set my
stomach rumbling.

“I took the liberty of ordering for us all. I
thought we’d share.” For just a moment Alister’s smile was genuine
and warm. It reminded me of Kabita’s. Perhaps she was her father’s
daughter, after all.

Kabita and Dex murmured their approval, while
I tried hard not to salivate. I helped myself to a piece of naan
lightly brushed with butter. Perfect.

As we dug in, Alister told us about the death
of Alison Reynolds. His voice was calm, detached, as though he was
talking about a stranger instead of his own niece. I guess we all
dealt with grief in different ways.

“Like most of our family, Alison started
working for MI8 as soon as soon as she left University,” Alister
began.

I gave Kabita a look out of the corner of my
eye, but her expression remained bland. I knew for a fact that
Kabita had never worked for MI8, though it seemed to be the family
business. Interesting.

“Alison’s specialty was research. And she was
particularly good at it. She had a knack for uncovering the truth.
More than one life was saved over the years because of her
instincts and her unwavering dedication to doing what she believed
was right.” There was an interesting edge to his voice at that. One
that told me he hadn’t quite approved of Alison’s dedication to
truth. I filed it away for future reference.

“Unwavering dedication to the truth is a good
way to get yourself killed,” I pointed out. “Truth is usually
hidden for a reason.” Though not always a good one.

Alister nodded in agreement. “That was
Alison’s downfall. She didn’t know when to back down and turn her
research over to someone more qualified. The very focus that made
her good at her job, also made her tempting to kill. Obviously
someone finally gave into temptation.”

Kabita scowled slightly, but didn’t disagree.
I had the feeling she’d admired Alison’s tenacity far more than her
father did. I was all for girls kicking ass but could see his
point. Alison hadn’t been trained the way Kabita and I had. She
hadn’t had the skills to protect herself.

Determination was always attractive, but
there was a fine line between determination and stupidity. From the
sounds of things, Alison had stepped over that line one too many
times and now she was dead. Didn’t make it right, just made it a
fact.

“What was she working on?” Kabita asked.

“Nothing official,” Alister said. “But for
the past year she’d been working on her own project. She didn’t say
much about it, but I got the impression that whatever it was, it
was something big.”

Dex agreed, “I got the same impression. I
know she was spending a lot of time in the oldest sections of the
MI8 archives. I also know she’d been in contact with several police
departments around the world regarding some of their cases.”

Now that was interesting. “Cases involving
what?”

Dex shook his head. “No idea. Alison had a
lot of autonomy and she wasn’t interested in sharing. We found
nothing on her work computers and her personal laptop is
missing.”

“So, whatever it was she was working on, you
think she was killed because of it?” It made sense.

“It is likely, yes,” Alister said. I had the
feeling he knew more than he was telling. There was just something
about his expression, this sort of shifty look in his eyes, that
didn’t sit well with me. “She could have been killed either because
of something she found, or something she was about to find.”

“How was she killed?”

Alister shook his head and took a deep draft
of wine. You weren’t supposed to gulp wine like that, and Alister
struck me as the kind of guy with proper table manners, so I
figured he was either a lot more upset about his niece’s death than
he was letting on, or there was something else bothering him. It
was Dex who finally told me.

“When she didn’t show up for work, her
supervisor rang me. I popped over to her flat and found her … ” His
voice went a little hoarse and he had to cough to clear it. “I
won’t show you the photos here, but she was ripped open, neck to
groin. Three slashes. Her chest cavity looked as though someone had
torn her rib cage apart like a pea pod.” He hand shook a little as
he raised his water glass.

My mouth went a little dry. “Was it one
continuous movement? Or a lots of smaller motions?”

“One continuous.” Dex had gone a little
pale.

Kabita was unusually silent, eating her way
through her dinner almost like she was on auto pilot, so I kept up
with the questions. I only knew of one creature strong enough to
slash someone from stem to stern and crack open a pair of ribs with
a single slash. “Were any of her organs missing?”

Dex looked a little pale. “Yeah. Her
heart.”

I frowned at that. There should be more
missing than just the heart. A lot more. Otherwise, it didn’t fit.
“Was anything left behind?”

Dex nodded as Alister took something from his
pocket and placed it on the table. It was about the size and shape
of an oyster, but flat and paper thin. In the dim light of the
restaurant it shimmered blue and green and gold with just a hint of
pink. Like abalone shell, but with more vibrant colors.

I picked it up and turned it over in my
hands, running my fingers along the subtle ridges. I expected it to
be cool to the touch, but it was strangely warm. My hands tingled
slightly as though I’d received a slight electric shock except it
wasn’t the type of material to hold static electricity. Odd.

I tried to snap it between my fingers, but it
didn’t give even a fraction despite its delicate appearance. I took
out one of my knives. I tried to cut the disc, but the blade didn’t
even scratch the surface.

It was no shell. A shell would have broken
into pieces. It definitely would have scratched under the blade,
probably shattered. This was something else entirely. But the
pieces still didn’t fit. Not quite.

“Are you sure only her heart was
missing?”

Dex and Alister both nodded the
affirmative.

I gave Kabita a look and saw she was
frowning, too. The same thought was running through both our minds
and we both were struggling because it didn’t make sense, and yet
it was the only thing that did.

“What is it?” Alister leaned forward. “You
know something. What is it?”

“I suspect something,” I admitted. “But I
can’t be sure. Some of the facts don’t add up.”

He leaned forward in his chair, food and wine
completely forgotten. “Tell me.”

“The slashes, the opened rib cage, the
missing heart, even this scale.” I held it up. Because that’s what
it was. A scale. Armor plating. Natural armor plating for something
really, really big. “They could only mean one thing. The problem is
the rest of the organs. She should have been hollowed out,
everything taken, not just the heart. But other than that, it all
fits.”

“What fits? What killed my niece?” He was
angry now. Impatient. But there was an eagerness there, too.
Definitely odd.

I sighed. This was not a good time to be
right. If I was wrong about this, I would create some temporary
chaos. Piss some people off. But if I was right? Then I could start
a war. The gods help us all.

“I could be wrong, but from the looks of
things, Alison was killed by something that’s not even supposed to
exist anymore.”

“What?” he practically snarled at me.

I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. This
was not going to go down well. “It looks like Alison was killed by
a Dragon.”


Chapter Four

 


 


Alister and Dex stared at me as though I’d
suddenly grown a second head. I got that. It wasn’t every day
someone blamed a murder on a dragon. Especially since dragons had
supposedly died out centuries ago.

“Did you just say ‘dragon’?” Dex
repeated.

“Yeah, I did.” I slammed the scale down hard
on the edge of the table. It gave a dull ‘thunk’ but was otherwise
unaffected. “This isn’t metal or stone. If this were just about
anything else, it would have broken. It doesn’t scratch, either.
I’ll bet if we try and melt it we’ll find it’s resistant to fire.
And look,” I tilted toward the light, “it shimmers, changes color
like abalone. I’ve read up a bit on dragons, and their scales fit
the bill perfectly.”

“This is a dragon scale.” Kabita sounded
gobsmacked. I couldn’t blame her. It was pretty cool.

“You’re sure?” Alister’s voice still had that
strange edge of eagerness. It made me uncomfortable, though I
couldn’t put my finger on why. My Spidey senses didn’t really work
with humans.

“Yes, I believe so.” I ran my thumb over the
warm surface and felt a little thrill run through me. I was holding
a real dragon scale. “Interesting, though, since dragons are
supposed to be extinct.”

Alister didn’t comment and Kabita narrowed
her eyes at him. “According to the Hunter records dragons were
hunted to extinction nearly four hundred years ago. You have
anything to add to that? Dad?” Her voice dripped with
sarcasm. Kabita was really good at sarcasm.

Alister gave her a look before calmly
returning to his curry. “Not here, Kabita.”

I glanced around at the other diners. They
looked harmless enough in their Saville Row suits and Manolo
Blahnick heels. Plus we were sitting pretty far away from anyone
else. He was right, though. Too many eyes and ears. Very cloak and
dagger, but anyone could be hiding in the crowd.

Even if the restaurant was spy-free, there
were still plenty of innocent, ordinary citizens who’d be none too
thrilled to hear there were dragons on the loose. If there were
dragons on the loose. Murder wasn’t exactly dragon style. Full out
mayhem, certainly, but not murder.

I turned the scale over in my hands again,
for once completely distracted from my dinner. What I held was
something akin to a scroll from the lost Library of Alexandria. If
I weren’t actually holding the thing in my hands, gliding my
fingertips over its smooth surface, I would have never believed it
was real.

I glanced back up at Alister. “You want to
find out who killed your niece? We’d better get some answers.
Soon.”

He gave me a regal nod that was just a tad
too theatrical. “Soon,” he agreed. “Soon.”

I glanced at Kabita. Her expression was stony
as she focused on the plate in front of her. She didn’t want to
rock the boat? Fine. But this was a boat that needed to be rocked.
I was starting to get tired of all the non-answers. Kabita’s dad or
not, I was going to have to get bitchy.

It wasn’t the British way to get all up in
someone’s face, but I’d been away from London too long and this was
too important to play the game of being civil. Because if I was
right, a lot of lives were in danger.

“By soon, I mean today. You don’t want to
talk here? Fine, I get that. I can’t speak for Kabita, but if you
want me involved in this thing, and trust me you do, you’d better
get us somewhere you can talk. Now.”

I didn’t know who was more surprised. Kabita,
because someone finally talked back to her dad, or Alister himself
because someone had the cojones to call his bullshit.

“What’ll it be, Alister?” I let the dragon
scale catch the light, reminding him of what was at stake.

I’m not sure what he saw in my eyes, but
whatever it was must have convinced him that I was one hundred
percent serious. And I was. Between Trevor Daly’s obnoxious
meddling, the crap with Jack and the Atlantis thing, I’d had my
fill of secrets and lies. I wanted the truth and Alister Jones
could either give it to me, or he could shove off.

“Fine.” His voice was rife with irritation.
“Dex, go get the car.”

I smiled as I slipped the scale into my
purse. No way was I handing it back to Alister Jones. I didn’t
trust the man. Not by half. Something about him didn’t add up.

Dex, looking somewhat bemused, tossed his
napkin on the table and headed for the front door while Alister
glanced at the head waiter. Within minutes the bill had been paid
and we were on our way out the door. I guess that was the kind of
service you got when you dined Michelin.

Kabita hopped into the front with her
brother, so I settled myself in the back with Alister. I started to
speak, but he held up his hand. “Not here. One never knows who is
listening. Dex, head for the Bridge.”

I could deal with that. I settled back into
the plush leather seats, determined to enjoy the ride as we headed
down Embankment, the wide street that ran alongside the River
Thames.

It wasn’t a long ride. Fifteen minutes later,
Dex was pulling into St. Katherine’s Dock and Alister was ushering
us from the car. I’d always enjoyed St. Katherine’s Dock. Best view
of the Tower Bridge in London. Tourists usually thought it was the
London Bridge because it was the fanciest one, but it was named
after the London Tower which lurked at the base of the bridge.

“We’re all right here?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yes. We should be fine.” He
sighed. “I suppose I should tell you about the dragons, first.”

“Yeah, that would be a good place to start.”
I leaned my elbows against the cold metal railing and let my gaze
wander out across the Thames. I still didn’t entirely trust the
man, but I wanted to hear what he had to say.

“Very well, I shall go back to the
beginning.” He leaned next to me while Kabita and Dex sat on a
bench nearby, chatting quietly while keeping watch.

I nodded. “Also a good place to start.
Where’s the beginning?”

“About seventeen hundred years ago.”

“So, not a short story, then?” I let a thread
of amusement color my voice.

“Not really, no.” Alister smiled, but there
was an edge of tension to it. I was beginning to realize that
Alister was not a very comfortable man. “Let me try to hit the
important bits.”

He was quiet for a moment, staring out over
the water, gathering his thoughts. “About two thousand years ago
this country was being ravaged by dragons. Most of the world, in
fact, lived in fear of the creatures. It had been going on for
millennia. Between the dragons’ monstrous appetites for flesh, both
human and animal, and their vast intellect, our somewhat primitive
ancestors didn’t stand a chance.”

Not really something one learned in history
class. “Something obviously changed,” I prompted. “Or we wouldn’t
be here.”

He nodded, silver hair gleaming in the dim
orange light from a nearby street lamp. That was one thing it had
taken me a while to get used to when I first moved to London.
Street lamps in the UK were dim orange instead of bright yellow or
white. Energy saving or something. “Yes. Something did change. The
first Dragon Hunter was born,” Alister said.

I blinked. I liked to read and the histories
of the Hunters made for some interesting reading, but I’d never
heard of a Dragon Hunter. I opened my mouth to say so, but Alister
held up his hand.

“I realize you’ve never heard of Dragon
Hunters before. There were reasons they were expunged from history.
I’ll explain later. First, let me tell the tale in my own way.”

I nodded in agreement. Patience wasn’t
exactly a virtue of mine, but I figured I’d better start exercising
it.

“The first Dragon Hunter was born to a poor
family in Athens in the year 311 AD. His name was Georgos.”

No freaking way. “You mean, Saint
George? I thought he wasn’t around until the Middle Ages.”

Alister shrugged. “Every legend has its roots
in reality. Even the legend of Saint George and the Dragon, which
was based on a real man born nearly 800 years earlier.”

“So, George was real and he was a Dragon
Hunter?” Weirder and weirder.

Alister gazed up at the bridge, but I wasn’t
sure he was seeing it. “Yes, he was real. Born at a time when it
seemed the human race was doomed to extinction. To this day we
don’t know where the dragons came from. It’s possible they may have
evolved here on earth, but how they existed for so long without
annihilating everything … we just don’t know. They were so
incredibly destructive.

“In any case, when Georgos was a small boy,
his village was razed by dragons, his entire family killed. The
local monastery took him in along with a few other boys who
survived, but it wasn’t long before they discovered he was
different. Much different.

“One particular monk had been trained as a
Vampire Hunter. He recognized the signs of another Hunter, so he
began to train Georgos. The boy was a quick study. By the time he
was fourteen, he’d surpassed his teacher.

“One day Georgos came running into the chapel
while the monks were at prayers, screaming at everyone to hide in
the cellars. The monastery was under attack by a dragon. Then he
took up a sword and ran to the courtyard of the monastery. There,
within the shadow of the chapel walls, he fought and killed his
first dragon.”

“Surely people had killed dragons before.” I
wasn’t gullible enough to believe Saint George was the only person
who’d ever killed a dragon prior to that day.

“True. Others had killed dragons before, but
never a single man. Always it had taken whole villages or large
numbers of heavily armed militia to take down one of the beasts.
Never a man hardly more than a child armed with nothing but a
sword. And there was something else.” He hesitated, but I already
knew.

“He could feel them. The dragons,” I said.
“He felt it coming, that’s how he was able to warn the monks.” Just
like I could feel vampires. The thought made me shiver.

“Yes. That’s what he told the abbot. Despite
his bravery and the fact that he’d saved the entire monastery, he
was cast out along with his teacher. The monks claimed his gift was
evil, from the devil. Ridiculous, of course, but from then on the
two of them wandered Europe together killing dragons.”

“You said he was the first Dragon Hunter.” I
pointed out. “There were others?” I glanced back at Kabita and Dex.
They had moved closer in order to hear the story. From the look on
Dex’s face, I could tell he’d heard it before. Kabita looked as
surprised as I felt.

“Yes, of course. Just as there are Demon
Hunters and Vampire Hunters and so on today, back then there were
also Dragon Hunters. Most Hunters were ordinary men specially
trained and well armed, but there were a few true Dragon Hunters,
like Georgos, who were born with a little something extra.
Something which made them nearly invincible. For the first time,
people weren’t sitting around waiting for the dragons to attack so
they could defend themselves.”

“They took the war to the dragons,” I
guessed.

He nodded. “Yes. And within a few
generations, they’d nearly wiped the dragons out.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Nearly?”

“Georgos had a son, also a Dragon Hunter. He
had a son and so on down the line. Every male in his line was born
with the same ability to sense the dragons. Each was a formidable
Hunter, and each in his turn became leader of the Dragon
Hunters.

“Sometime around 525 AD, the Dragon King
approached the lead Hunter under a flag of truce. By that time the
dragons were nearly extinct. If the slaughter continued, they would
cease to exist. Like any creature, the dragons wanted to survive,
to ensure their children would survive. So, they made a pact with
the Dragon Hunters. They would stop killing, remove themselves to
the most remote places of the earth, vanish from the world of
humans. In return, the Hunters agreed to stop hunting them and act
simply as guardians.”

“They agreed to guard the dragons? Were they
insane?”

Alister shook his head. “It was a tactical
move. Many human lives had been lost in the wars. So many towns
laid waste. The fighting had to stop before both sides were
destroyed.

“The dragons surprisingly kept their word.
They vanished. After centuries, the Dragon Hunters finally
withdrew, no longer needed. It’s been over four hundred years and
no one has seen nor heard from a dragon in all that time. We’d
assumed they had finally died off, there were so few left.”

I thought for a moment. Things were beginning
to click into place. “The records were altered to protect the
dragons that remained.”

“Yes. About a century later. By then it was
felt that genocide would be … wrong.” Again, there was something
odd in his voice. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something
felt off.

“Unusual for the time. What happened to the
Dragon Hunters?”

“Most of them were assimilated into the other
Hunter groups,” he said. I had a feeling there was more.

“And the others?” I prompted.

He stared out the window for a moment then
heaved a sigh. “The ones who were like Georgos, the ones who were
born to hunt the dragons, they didn’t adjust quite as well.”

“They went bonkers. Didn’t they?” I knew it
deep down inside where the part of me that sensed the vamps lived.
If I had no vamps to hunt, to kill, I’d probably end up mad as a
hatter, too. Fortunately for me, there seemed to be a never ending
supply of the suckers.

“Yes.” His voice was quiet, restrained, as if
he felt the pain of men who’d died over hundreds of years ago.
“Some of them made Jack the Ripper look like a joke. They had to be
eliminated. The others, the ones who weren’t quite as bad, were
locked away so they couldn’t hurt themselves or anyone else.
Eventually, whatever it was that made them the way they were, it
vanished from the gene pool. There hasn’t been a Dragon Hunter born
since the Crusades. The historical records were altered, deleting
any reference to the Dragon Hunters. Only a single copy was kept
and only those at the highest levels could access the original
documents.”

I shook my head. “More lies.”

“It was necessary, Morgan. Not only to
protect the dragons, but to avoid panic. The last thing we needed
was a panic over dragons, or worse, another witch hunt. This time
against the Dragon Hunters.”

I sighed and tipped my head back to catch a
glimpse of the stars. I couldn’t. The lights under Tower Bridge
were far too bright. That was the problem with living in a city.
You could never see the stars. Not really.

Alister was right. Things hadn’t much changed
in the past few hundred years. People were still afraid of what
they didn’t understand. And what they feared, they tended to
destroy. What a frigging mess.

“I assume you’ve read the real records.
That’s how you know all this.”

“Yes, of course. I am the head of MI8. It is
my job to know such things. The dragons withdrew behind Hadrian’s
Wall and vanished.”

“Hadrian’s Wall. No kidding?”

“You don’t think the Romans built that thing
just to keep the Celts out, do you?” There was laughter in his
voice.

I grinned back. “No, I suppose not.”

“The dragons? You’re sure no one’s heard from
them?” It seemed incredible the huge beasts had just simply
vanished.

“As I said, not since the last guardian was
withdrawn from Hadrian’s Wall over three hundred years ago.”

I lifted the scale to the dim light from the
streetlamp, turning it back and forth, letting the warmth trickle
down my skin. “Well, Alister, they’re talking now.”


Chapter Five

 


 


Alister sighed as he stepped back from the
railing. “I’m afraid you may be right.”

“Damn skippy.”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. I
had that effect on people. “Never the less, it is not what I wanted
to hear.”

I shrugged. What else was there to say?

He turned and we both walked over to the
bench. Alister looked at Kabita who had been studiously avoiding
him. “Will you see this through?”

Her voice held just a hint of frost. “Of
course. Alison was my cousin. I won’t let this stand.”

Boy, I’d have hated to be the person
responsible for Alison’s death just then. Kabita sounded downright
scary.

He nodded. “Very good. Well, ladies, I
appreciate your time. If you don’t mind, I have a few things to
take care of tonight so Dex will see you back to the hotel.” So
formal, I had to refrain from smirking.

“What about you, Dad? Are you sure I can’t
drop you somewhere?” I couldn’t tell if Dex was just being polite
or if he was actually concerned about his father. The whole family
dynamic was just plain odd. Alister was the oddest of all.

“Thank you, no. I fancy a walk.”

Dex nodded and motioned us toward the parking
lot. As we headed to the car I cast a quick glance back. Alister
stood at the rail, staring over the water. I didn’t think I’d ever
seen anyone so alone.

 


***

 


“I think I’m going to head over to the old
neighborhood.”

Kabita paused in the midst of hanging up her
jacket. “Do you think that’s wise?” She carefully closed the
wardrobe door as I leaned up against the door jamb between our
connecting hotel rooms.

We’d invited Dex to join us for a drink, but
he’d politely refused. Probably for the best. Jet lag was starting
to take its toll. Still, I knew I wouldn’t sleep. Not yet.

“Probably not,” I admitted. “But it’s
something I have to do.” She didn’t say anything, so I told her. “I
dream about it sometimes.”

She sighed as she sank down onto the edge of
the bed. “I’m not surprised. That’s not the sort of thing a person
can forget.”

No. It wasn’t. You generally didn’t forget
the day you died. I changed the subject. “You hear from Inigo?” I’d
been surprised he hadn’t made the trip with us. Alison was his
cousin, too.

Kabita kicked off her shoes and left them
where they fell. Funny. I was usually the messy one

She shook her head. “It’s still early back
home and you know how he is.” She ran her fingers through her hair
and her hand shook just a little.

“You OK?” It was obvious seeing her father
again hadn’t been an easy thing, though I’d no idea why. She and
Dex had seemed OK, though. I was glad about that. For her sake.

She waved me off. “I’ll be fine. I’d just
like to be alone for a while. We’ll talk tomorrow, all right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, OK.” I turned and started to
shut the door behind me, but her voice stopped me.

“You be careful out there.”

“I’m always careful.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s what I’m afraid
of.”

 


***

 


I had the cab driver drop me off at the top
of the street. This was it. This used to be my street. A
couple minutes walk and I’d be home, back in my flat at the top of
the old Edwardian with the tall wooden sash windows that rattled
constantly in the wind.

Except that I didn’t live there anymore. Not
since that night three years ago. After I’d recovered from the
attack, Kabita had moved me into her place for a while so she could
train me properly. Shortly after that we’d moved to America and I’d
bought my first house. The little flat in Northwest London was
nothing but a memory.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The
air was heavy with damp. It was autumn and a tiny chill wormed its
way beneath my jacket. It had been cold then, too. October and the
leaves had crunched under my feet.

As I started down the street, memories came
flooding back. The scent of hearth fires mingling with dry leaves,
the kiss of the wind on my cheeks, the sound of my footsteps sharp
on the pavement.

Something heavy slammed into my left side.
I flew through the air, smashing into my neighbor’s stonework wall.
I actually heard my own ribs snap. The pain made me gag.

I paused. My hands were shaking slightly and
my breath came in quick gasps as pain lanced through my side. It
was like I was living it all over again. I pressed my hand to my
side and the phantom pain dissipated.

I realized I was standing next to that very
stone wall, the same one that had snapped my ribs when I crashed
into it. I couldn’t help myself. I reached out and placed my palm
against the cold stone. Memories flooded back.

My mind struggled to make sense of the
fact that I was now lying on the freezing cold ground feeling like
I’d been rammed by a truck. Making a little mewling sound in my
throat, I groped for my handbag. Everything had spilled out across
the pavement. My fingers skittered through lipstick tubes and pens.
My phone. Where was it? I needed to call … someone.

I gripped the top of the wall so hard I
nearly broke a nail. It was a memory. Just a memory, but I couldn’t
stop it.

I felt the fangs go right into the jugular.
It hurt more than anything. The pain ripped through me worse than
the broken ribs or the head trauma. I would have screamed, but I
had no breath. My hands fluttered against him, trying to beat him
off, but I had no strength. His clawed hands squeezed my throat
shut, and he slammed my head into the wall again.

The world went black and there was no more
pain and no more blood and no more fear. There was only the sound
of my heart beating slower and slower and slower. Then it
stopped.

I sucked in a deep breath of cold night air,
shoving back the memories and the pain that came with them. As I
did I caught the faintest whiff of something underneath the normal
scents of the city.

The truth was that vampires smelled no
different than people. They retained the same scent in undeath as
they carried in life and my lovely super powers allowed me to
detect those odors most people would miss. On top of that was the
more metaphysical thing that went along with my other fun Spidey
senses. A sort of psychic aroma marking each vamp.

I took another deep breath. There it was
again. Very faint, but I knew that scent. I’d never forget it. It
was the scent of the vampire who’d killed me.

Still shaking, I made my way further down the
street, following that faint odor trail. After three years, there
wouldn’t be any sign of my attacker left. It would have been washed
away long ago, which meant he’d been here recently. Hunting.

Only I was a Hunter now, too. A smile
stretched across my face. Deep inside me the Darkness began to
laugh.

I snaked my mobile out of my pocket and
dialed Kabita. “Yes?”

“I’m on the hunt. Just thought you should
know.”

She hesitated. “Morgan … ”

“I have to do this.” I hung up then switched
off the phone. I wanted nothing to interfere with this hunt.

As I moved further down the street, I
mentally did a weapons check. I had only one blade. It was strapped
to my right ankle. No gun. I did have a garrotte hidden in my belt
for emergencies. It was the sort that could decapitate a vamp, but
it meant I’d have to get in close.

Then there was the special aerosol can. It
held an experimental liquid. Part holy water, part silver particles
and part salt, meant to work against both demons and vamps. I’d
never tried it before but now was as good a time as any.

I paused in the shadows of the next tree. I
could still catch his scent teasing at my nose like a trail of
cigarette smoke. Decidedly unpleasant, but also unmistakeable. I
couldn’t feel that itching at the base of my skull, so I knew he
wasn’t close, but he had been.

I paused in front of the giant wrought iron
gates leading into the park. Of course over here they called it a
“Recreation Commons.” Which was pretty much a snazzy way of saying
“park.”

The gates were locked since it was well past
sunset. I glanced up and down the shadowy street. The houses were
mostly dark, the occasional shaft of light spilling from an open
window. I didn’t see anyone around, though I could hear the faint
click click of high heels on pavement from further up the street.
The sounds were fading, so I figured it was as safe as it was going
to get.

The gate was one of those double sided things
that arched up in the middle and then curved down lower at the
sides so that it was only a little higher than my head. I gave a
little hop and grabbed the crossbar at the top of the gate closest
to the wall. Using the brick wall for leverage, I scrambled up and
onto the top of the gate.

I managed to turn around and lower myself
down the other side without falling on my head. I leaned up against
the wall for a minute to make sure no one had seen me before
heading into the park.

I’d never been in the park at night. Even
though, vampires aside, the neighborhood a safe one, it just wasn’t
something a smart girl like me did. I’d had no idea there wasn’t
any lighting. It just wasn’t something I’d noticed.

I did now. The deeper I moved into the park,
the darker it got. Especially around the pathways where there were
large clusters of trees. Still, I couldn’t sense any vampires so I
kept moving, following the faint scent of my killer.

It felt a little weird referring to him like
that, seeing as I was up and moving around just fine and obviously
not dead. But that’s exactly what he was: my killer.

About halfway through the park, just as I
passed the tennis courts, the scent trail grew a little stronger. I
paused to take a deeper breath. Yeah, definitely stronger, but
still not a recent trail. It was as though he used this part of the
park more often and left his imprint on it.

My palms grew warm and began to itch and
tingle. That same feeling of electricity I’d had when I touched the
dragon scale. I rubbed them against my jeans, trying to get rid of
the strange sensation. It didn’t work, so I ignored it and moved
on.

Hoops swayed slightly in the breeze sending
eerie shadows dancing across the abandoned basketball court. The
chains made the faintest chink chink as the wind tangled
them together. I’d never much liked this part of the park. There’d
always been lots of teenage boys around with their saggy jeans and
hoodies and aggressive behavior. Maybe it was a stereotype, but
like I said, no sense taking chances.

Of course these days I faced much worse than
gangs of teenaged hoodies with foul mouths and chips on their
shoulders. Not to mention, I carried bigger knives.

Up on my right was the entrance to the
cemetery. Back home, cemeteries tended to be huge affairs covering
several acres. They had posh on-site mortuary services and full
time grounds keepers. In London, cemeteries were usually small,
comprising an acre or less. There were no full time grounds keepers
and mortuary services were usually done in a storefront in town.
There were exceptions, of course, like Highgate Cemetery, but
generally the rule held.

This was an older cemetery, so it was nearly
full. There were only a few empty places up near the road where the
grounds keeper’s building loomed up out of the darkness.

I’d cut through this particular cemetery more
than once back when I lived in London. Though the locals tended to
steer clear of the place, it was a great shortcut and I actually
quite liked cemeteries. They were peaceful and empty, except for
the odd necromage. And they were pretty much harmless guys in robes
who had lots of creative ideas about death and magic and very
little actual power.

I placed my hand atop one of the granite
markers. I knew from memory that most of the markers here were from
the eighteen hundreds. I wondered vaguely who was buried here, but
the vampire’s faint scent trail swirled around me. I had no time
for reverie.

I approached the grounds keeper’s building
half expecting to find the trail stopped there, but it continued
through the archway that ran through the building and into the
courtyard out front. The gravel crunched under my feet as I
followed the scent trail across the courtyard and out the front
gates of the cemetery.

I found myself standing on the pavement
staring up and down the street. I inhaled, trying to catch the
scent again. Damn, it was gone.

I back tracked into the courtyard until I
picked it up again. It was there, near the throughway. I stepped
left. Nothing. Right and I caught it. It led me right to the small
fenced enclosure which held a riding mower and a beat up hearse.
The trail stopped there.

That could only mean one thing. The vamp had
a ride. There was no way I could track him. He could be anywhere in
the city.

Snarling a couple of curses under my breath,
I pulled my mobile out of my pocket. It was late and I needed
sleep. The hunt would have to wait. For now. But I promised myself
I wouldn’t leave London again until I finished it.

 


***

 


I was so glad to get back to my hotel room, I
collapsed on the bed fully clothed. It was well past midnight and
jet lag was kicking my ass in a big way.

I managed to kick off my boots and shrug out
of my jacket but that was about as far as I got. I snapped off the
bedside lamp and curled up in a ball. I was nearly out when my
phone went.

“What?” I snarled at whoever was on the other
end.

“Where are you?” Shit. It was Jack. That was
all I needed. My brain was far too tired to deal with Jack and
whatever his deal was. We’d barely spoken since our aborted attempt
at a relationship and I wasn’t about to start now.

“I’m in bed.”

“At four in the afternoon?”

I sighed. “I’m in London.”

A pause. I could hear the slight hiss and
crackle of background noise. “As in England?” His voice was deadly
quiet.

“Yes, Jack, as in England. Did you need
something?”

“Morgan,” there was anger now, “you should
not have left without telling me.”

“You’re not my dad, Jack. I don’t need your
permission.” That sounded like a whiny teenager, but frankly I
didn’t care.

He gave a sigh of exasperation. I could
almost see him pinching the bridge of his nose. He did that
sometimes when he was trying not to kill me. “If I am to do my job
as Guardian, I must know where you are. I must be able to protect
you.”

I wasn’t even going to touch that one.

“You should have at least taken the amulet
with you.”

Jack had wanted me to wear the damn thing
ever since I’d activated it, though he wouldn’t say why. I, on the
other hand, was not about to run around with a piece of ancient
Atlantean technology hanging around my neck. Gods knew what it
would do to me. It had already messed my life up enough.

“Jack, I need some sleep. We can talk about
this later.” Yeah, as in never. This was not an argument I was
interested in having.

I hung up before he could say anything else,
then I switched the power off. This hanging up on people was
turning into a bad habit.


Chapter Six

 


 


Slowly the world shifted from black to white.
I realized I had my face smooshed into my pillow and someone was
banging on my door. I made one of those embarrassing snorting
sounds people sometimes make when they first wake up. There were
times I was so grateful I slept alone.

I managed to haul myself out of bed and
stagger to the door. The security lock baffled me for a minute, but
I managed to get it open. Thank the gods I was still fully dressed.
That could have been embarrassing.

“You look like crap.” Kabita eyed me up and
down.

“Gee, thanks.” I staggered into the bathroom
and, sure enough. I looked like crap.

My skin was pasty, my eyes bloodshot and my
hair looked like a rat had slept in it. As if that weren’t bad
enough, I hadn’t taken off my makeup before going to bed. I had all
the sex appeal of a zombie raccoon.

“I need a shower. Can you wait?”

She shrugged and sat down at the desk.
“Better make it quick if you want breakfast. Dex is picking us up
for the funeral in an hour.”

Damn. I’d forgotten about the funeral.
Sometimes I was the worst friend. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

It was more like twenty, but I managed to
shower, slap on some makeup and blow dry my hair. A couple minutes
after that I was in clean clothes and we were out the door.

I’d brought a black dress for Alison’s
funeral. It was what people did in England. They did not show up in
jeans and T-shirts. I wasn’t a big fan of dresses, but sometimes
you had to go with what was right, not what was comfortable. Even
when it came to fashion. Though I refused to wear one of those
ridiculous hats women were so fond of wearing to such
occasions.

It was a simple wrap dress with mid-length
sleeves and a hemline that hit just below the knees. I had to admit
it showed off my curves really well, but was still modest enough I
wouldn’t look like I was trawling at the funeral. In concession to
being a Hunter and the weather, I’d kept my knee high boots and the
few weapons I could hide. I doubted we’d have any trouble of the
supernatural variety at the funeral, but one can never be too
careful.

Kabita was wearing a form fitting black dress
with a black bolero jacket over the top. It looked good on her.
Unlike me, she’d bowed to convention with a pair of high heels.
Kabita’s feelings on high heels were similar to mine. She must have
caught me staring at them because she gave me a little smile.
“Silver alloy knives inside the heels.”

“Nice. Did Tessalah work those up?” Tessalah
was a freaking genius when it came to weaponry. I got all my
weapons from her and was always happy to give her a hand by trying
out prototypes.

“Of course. She’s got a really nice line of
heels now. You should have a look. There’s a killer pair of purple
stiletto gladiators.”

I practically salivated at that. Again, I was
so not a fan of heels, but I would totally make an exception for
purple stiletto gladiators. Who wouldn’t?

Dex was waiting out front with the car, so we
both slid into the back. “Hey Dex,” I said with a little smile. I
was tempted to make some kind of stupid joke about him chauffeuring
us but figured it was inappropriate.

“Good morning, ladies. You’re both looking
lovely today.” Dex smiled at us in the rear view mirror as he
pulled into London traffic.

The ride was a quiet one. I guess we all had
things to think about. I imagined Dex and Kabita were thinking
about their cousin. I was thinking about Alison, too, but for a
different reason.

Thanks to the vast number of crime shows on
TV these days, it was a pretty well known fact that murderers often
showed up at the funerals of their murder victims. Sometimes it was
out of guilt, sometimes because they liked to see the damage they’d
caused.

I ran my fingers over the smooth scale I’d
tucked into the pocket of my dress. If the murderer was really a
dragon, did that change things? It wasn’t like a dragon could show
up at a funeral in broad daylight. Someone was bound notice. I gave
a wry smile at the thought of a giant lizard with wings suddenly
appearing in the middle of London.

I still wasn’t entirely convinced Alison had
been murdered by dragons. Things just didn’t add up. I only hoped
Alister didn’t go all Exterminator. He had seemed perfectly happy
to blame the dragons until I pointed out the little flaws in his
theory. Even then, I wasn’t sure he’d given up on the dragon angle
entirely.

Dragons. I still couldn’t believe they
actually still existed. Maybe. It was nuts.

More nuts than a perfectly normal human
getting killed by a vampire and waking up with superpowers? my
own mind taunted. I ignored that inner voice and went back to
rubbing the warmth of the dragon scale between my fingers and
staring out the window. I preferred dealing with the weirdness
around me to the weirdness inside me. It was easier that way.

 


***

 


I recognized the cemetery immediately. No
way. “Alison is being buried in Highgate?”

“Of course,” Dex said from the front seat.
“MI8 always buries their operatives in Highgate. Our family has
vaults here, too.”

Maybe it was macabre of me, but I’d always
thought the Circle Vaults of Highgate Cemetery were incredibly
cool. I’d meant to come on a tour one day, but had never gotten
around to it before I left London. It sucked that the only reason
I’d made it this time was because someone had died. There was
probably a lesson in that.

I turned to Kabita. “You OK?” Stupid
question. We were about to attend her cousin’s funeral. How could
anything be OK?

She shrugged. “It’s strange. We were so close
as children, but I haven’t seen or spoken to her in years. I feel
like I’m attending the funeral of a stranger. As if the Alison I
knew and loved died decades ago.”

As we got out of the car I looped my left arm
through her right one. I knew we were both armed, but while she
could fight equally well with either hand, I was very right
handed.

“We’ve got some time before the service. Why
don’t we take a stroll?” I suggested. I figured a walk through the
tranquillity of the grounds would do us both some good and Kabita
always enjoyed a good walk.

We strolled into the cemetery arm in arm. It
was a beautiful place full of trees and winding paths, stone
archways and vine covered grave markers. We strolled up the
Egyptian Avenue, its tall columns glowing golden in the late
morning sun. It felt like we should be entering a temple at Karnack
instead of a cemetery in London.

The light dimmed as we passed under the
archway into the long passageway. Though opened to the sky, the
passage was lined with trees which partially blocked the sun only
allowing a little light to trickle through the leaves.

We kept walking, passing weeping angels
wrapped in ivy, vaults cracked with time, crosses lost in
vegetation. Highgate Cemetery was old and it felt every minute of
its age. I absolutely loved it.

“So, tell me about your family.” When in
doubt, blunt worked.

Kabita’s arm tensed in mine. Then she
shrugged and heaved a sigh. “You probably noticed Dad and I don’t
exactly get along.”

“Yeah.” My tone was wry. “I definitely
noticed that. Has it always been that way with you two?”

“Pretty much. I mean, it was OK when I was
younger. I didn’t see much of him. Mom hated London. Still does.
So, she stayed in Malaysia and raised us while Dad stayed in
London. He’d come out two or three times a year to visit. Bring us
presents and tell us stories of his adventures with MI8.”

“Your mom knew about MI8 and all the monster
stuff?” I asked in amazement. It wasn’t something that got tossed
about much. My mom definitely didn’t know about the monster stuff
and I planned on keeping it that way. The very thought of her
finding out made me shudder in horror.

“Yeah. Her family and Dad’s have been tied
together for generations. My mother is a Gupta. Gupta, in Hindi,
means ‘protector.’”

Seriously cool. “Your mother’s family are
Hunters?”

“That is one of their functions, yes. My
mother’s family moved from India to Malaysia when the native
Hunters were wiped out during a plague. The islands needed new
Hunters and the Guptas were the best.”

“And your father? How did he and your mother
end up together?”

She paused in front of grave marker. The
marble had been carved to look like a woman sleeping on plush
cushions, her beautiful face peaceful. Age had worn the edges soft,
making her look almost real.

“They had a sort of arranged marriage.
Unusual for an Englishman, I know, but I guess they hoped that a
Jones and a Gupta would create a super Hunter of sorts so the two
families agreed.”

I must have looked surprised because she
laughed. “I know. It’s ridiculous, but that’s what they were
hoping.”

“Well, you’re damn good at hunting, but I
wouldn’t have pegged you as a super Hunter. What about your
brothers?”

She shook her head. “No. None of us are super
anything. My brothers hunt, but none of them are natural born. And
me ... ” her voice trailed off.

I frowned. “What about you?” I knew she
wasn’t a Hunter the same way I was. Though she was damn good at
hunting down demons.

“It backfired. I was born a natural, but not
a natural Hunter. I was born a natural Witch.”

I already knew she was a natural Witch so
that didn’t come as a surprise, but her comment about the backfire
sure did. “What do you mean? Don’t Witches run in your family?”
That was the usual way. It was rare for a natural Witch to be born
to a non-Witch family.

Her face hardened and she continued down the
path, pulling me along with her. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. What I
do know is that the Jones’s were instrumental during the Witch
Trials and pushed for so many of the Witches to be hanged or
burned. They were the ones who set up the charter preventing
witches, whether natural born or religious, from joining MI8. And
they’re still trying to persecute Witches today. My father is their
driving force.”

Holy crap. “But there are loads of witches in
the UK,” I pointed out.

“Wiccans, not true Witches. They follow a
religion, a spiritual path. They are not born with the power of a
natural Witch. True Witches are very rare. I only started showing
the signs after I turned thirteen. Everything changed with my
father after that.”

Interesting. I hadn’t known that. “So, your
father hates what you are.” It was harsh, but it was what it
was.

“Yes.”

“Shit. That sucks.” I’d seen how cold Alister
had been toward her, so I wasn’t entirely surprised.

Her smile was wry. “Oh, yes. Big time.”

I squeezed her arm and drew her further down
the path. “Well, I love you and I think you’re amazing.”

She grinned. “I love you, too, but let’s not
get too mushy, all right?”

I laughed at that.

The sun shining through the branches of the
trees dappled our skin and warmed our heads. It was so warm, I
almost wished I’d worn sandals instead of boots.

“Anyway, Mom wasn’t about to let Dad haul me
off and lock me up or have me exorcised or something, so she sent
me to live with my aunt in London. She is a very powerful member of
the board of directors of MI8 and she doesn’t have the Jones
prejudice against Witches. She hasn’t been active in years, but she
trained me, taught me everything she knows. She couldn’t get me
into MI8, but she made sure I had everything I needed to do my job
and become respected in my own right.”

“I take it she was the one who helped you get
me out of MI8 custody?”

“Yes.” Kabita nodded. “She’s an amazing
woman.”

“What’s your aunt’s name? I’d like to thank
her.”

She smiled a little at that. “I’m sure she’d
love to meet you. She’ll be there today. Her name is Angeline
Reynolds. She’s Alison’s mother.”

 


***

 


After a leisurely walk, we finally arrived at
the Jones family vault where Alison would be buried. Or interred or
whatever the proper term was.

I guess I’d always had a hard time respecting
death. Maybe because I lived with it every day. Maybe because I’d
been dead. Or maybe because to me death wasn’t the end, but a
transition. At least, that’s what it had always felt like.

Even before my attack when everything
changed, I viewed death more as a temporary state than something
real and lasting. Probably not the healthiest attitude for a
teenage girl, but what can you do. I’d never exactly been
normal.

There were about a dozen people standing in
front of the vault. Of course I recognized Alister and Dex Jones
straightaway. There were two other men, younger than Dex but nearly
identical to him. It was pretty obvious they were Kabita’s other
brothers, Adam and Adler.

The twins greeted us with warm hugs. It was
obvious they didn’t share their father’s prejudice against
Kabita.

There were also a couple of desk jockey
types, a man and a woman, looking a little nervous around the Jones
family. Kabita pointed them out as Alison’s co-workers at MI8. I
eyed them both. They had worked in the same office as Alison which
meant they could have some idea about whatever it was Alison had
stumbled across. And that meant they were suspects despite the
dragon scale in my pocket that might say otherwise.

The man was thin and tall with that slight
hunch that tall people sometimes had, like they were embarrassed of
how tall they were. His thin brown hair was badly in need of a
trim, and his white dress shirt and black trousers were a little
rumpled like maybe he’d been working all night and hadn’t
changed.

The woman, on the other hand, was neat as a
pin. If she’d worn her hair down it probably would have been a
thick, frizzy mass, but she wore it pinned into a severe bun almost
hiding the fact that it was just this side of ginger. Her nose was
a little too long and her face a little too narrow to be pretty,
but she was interesting. The round wire rimmed glasses perched on
her nose were several years out of date and, combined with her
neatly pressed black skirt suit, made her look like a librarian or
a schoolmarm.

Frankly, they both looked harmless, but I’d
learned over the years that looks could be very deceiving. I
wouldn’t write those two off the suspect list quite yet. Besides,
they worked for MI8 and when spooks were involved, even desk
jockeys could be dangerous.

Kabita led me over to another woman standing
by herself at the front of the little group. She was slightly built
and on the short side, but she stood ramrod straight, her blond bob
topped with a chic little black hat, a wisp of netting partially
covering her face.

It was a pretty face. She reminded me a lot
of the picture I’d seen of Alison, but older.

“Aunt Angeline, this is my friend Morgan
Bailey. She’s the Hunter you helped me save.”

“I remember.” Angeline Reynolds held out a
dainty hand. My hands were not big, but they dwarfed those of
Kabita’s aunt. Her skin was warm and soft and there was strength in
her.

“Mrs. Reynolds, I’m very sorry for your
loss.”

She gave me a gracious nod. “Thank you, Miss
Bailey. Welcome back to London.” Her voice was cultured, her
clothes expensive and the very faint whiff of her perfume
exquisite. This was one classy lady. She didn’t deserve the kind of
sorrow I saw etched into her face. No one deserved to suffer the
loss of a child. Especially not like this. And especially not the
woman who’d made sure I’d had a second chance at life.

I kept hold of her hand and stepped a little
closer than was entirely polite. Lowering my voice, I whispered, “I
want to assure you, Mrs. Reynolds, that I will bring Alison’s
killer to justice. I don’t care who or what that killer may be. I
will not stop until it is done. Do you understand what I’m
saying?”

Her blue eyes, identical to her daughter’s,
gazed at me from underneath the black netting of her hat. For a
long moment she said nothing. And then all she said was, “Thank
you.”


Chapter Seven

 


 


As funerals went, it was a pleasant enough
one. The Anglican priest read some scriptures and said a few
prayers, the usual fare about ashes to ashes and so forth. Alister
made a short speech and Alison’s female co-worker said some nice
things about how Alison had been a good person and lovely to work
with, stuff like that. There were several hankies out. Alison
Reynolds may not have been close to a lot of people, but she
obviously mattered to those who counted her a friend.

At the end of the service, her mother stepped
forward and laid a pink rose on the coffin. She stood there quietly
for a moment, as though she could communicate with her daughter.
Maybe she could. I’d seen weirder things.

One by one all the other attendees took a
pink rose from a nearby vase and laid it on the coffin. Except for
the tall man who’d been Alison’s co-worker. He waited until
everyone was done, then instead of a rose he laid a single black
eyed Susan on top the roses.

When he looked up, I caught his eye. There
was such loss there that for a moment, it took my breath away. Then
he moved on, shoulders slumped. I realized then that he wasn’t
ashamed of his height. He was simply weighed down by sadness. “He
loved her,” I whispered to Kabita. “He really loved her.”

Kabita looked down at the solitary orange
flower amongst the sea of pink. The colors clashed, but strangely
it worked.

“Susans were her favorite, you know. She told
me once they made her think of sunshine and summer. You’re right,
he must have loved her. I wonder if he ever told her?”

The thought that he might not have made me
feel incredibly sad. I’d be the first to admit that life was short,
at least for most people. And while my love life was certainly no
shining example, at least I had no regrets.

Well, maybe one. But Inigo was a matter for
another time.

As we turned to follow the others back to the
car park, something flickered at the corner of my vision. I turned
my head. Nothing. I frowned. I was sure I’d seen something.

I grabbed Kabita’s arm and pulled her back
into the shadow of a large tree. “I think someone’s watching
us.”

Both of us scanned the grounds. “There,” she
whispered, “over by that vault with the giant cross on top.”

Sure enough, someone was hiding behind the
vault. I could just see part of the person’s head and a flutter of
cloth from a jacket or something. “I think it’s the woman from the
airport. You know, the one who looked at you funny?”

“How on earth can you tell that from this
distance?” She squinted a little as if to see better, but the woman
had dodged back behind the vault.

“Spiky platinum blonde hair. Right height.
Right shape. Definitely a woman and definitely an unusual hair
color.” I slid around to the other side of the tree so I’d be out
of the woman’s direct line of vision. “I’m going after her. I want
to find out what she wants.”

“OK. I’ll keep her attention on me.” Kabita
peered around the tree making herself just obvious enough to be
seen by the other woman, but hopefully not so obvious our little
spy would catch on.

I nodded and moved out quietly from the tree.
From this angle the woman couldn’t see me as the large stone vault
with its oversized cross blocked her view. Unfortunately that meant
I couldn’t see her either.

I made my way as quickly and quietly as I
could toward the vault, but I must not have been quiet enough. As I
rounded the vault, the woman started. I got a good look at her face
before she took off running. It was definitely the woman from the
airport. What on earth was she doing here at the cemetery?

“Hey, stop!” I took off after her. She darted
down one of the pathways which led deeper into the grounds. This
part of the grounds was particularly overgrown and the woman kept
disappearing from view only to reappear farther down the path.

Silently urging my feet to go faster, I
followed her down a particularly overrun path. No such luck.
Instead of going faster, I tripped on an exposed root and nearly
went sprawling face first into the dirt path. I managed to catch
myself, but the woman had vanished.

Leaning up against a nearby tree, I paused to
catch my breath, see if I could spot her. There was a flash of
silvery white through the trees. I took off running again this time
keeping a closer eye out for sneaky roots.

I rounded a bend in the path just in time to
see the blond woman exit the parklands and hop into a waiting car.
It took off with a squeal of tires, leaving streaks of black behind
it. Show off.

With a groan, I bent over to catch my breath.
As I did, I caught a familiar scent. It was the same one I’d caught
the night before. The scent of the vampire who’d killed me.

I straightened, inhaling deeply. There it was
again. I moved along the path a little farther until it forked. The
smell was stronger down the left fork, which led deeper into the
parklands of the cemetery, disappearing inside a large grove of
trees. Left it was.

Color me suspicious, but I found it strange
that the vampire scent had shown up in the same place as the
mysterious woman from the airport. I didn’t know what that meant,
but I sure as heck meant to find out.

The smell got stronger as I moved along the
path, so strong I almost gagged. He was here. He had to be. There
was no way the scent could be that strong without the vampire being
very close by.

I picked up my pace, jogging past rows of
grave stones tilted at crazy angles and statues spattered with bird
droppings. Something niggled at me. I couldn’t sense the vampire. I
could smell him, but that was a physical thing. My abilities had
nothing to do with the physical. I couldn’t understand why I could
smell him so strongly, but I couldn’t feel him. If he was so
close, I should have that whole tingly scalp pressure thing going
on. Maybe my vamp radar was on the fritz.

I shoved the thought aside and kept going,
following the scent trail through the park, under trees and beneath
archways. It led me straight to The Circle Vaults.

I hurried down the wide steps to the sub
ground level. The Circle Vaults reminded me a little of the
catacombs under the ruins of the Colosseum in Rome. All those
little rooms on either side of a wide hallway exposed to the
elements. I could almost imagine there had once been a floor above
them now rotted away, but they’d been built like that. It was an
odd place for a vampire to hide. Unless he’d made it into a
vault.

The scent led me past door after ancient door
before dead ending in front of one marked ‘Sanford.’ The door was
thick oak bound with iron and older than dirt. I tried the door,
but it didn’t budge. It was locked up tight.

“Shit!” Probably not an appropriate sentiment
for a cemetery, but I was pissed off. He was in there. Even though
I still couldn’t feel him, he had to be in there. I couldn’t
think of any other explanation.

I yanked at the door again. As though that
would do any good. It didn’t. I could feel the anger and annoyance
boiling just below the surface; fortunately I had a good grip on
the Darkness, but my hands felt itchy and tight. I let out a scream
of frustration and slapped my palm against the wood.

Then I jumped back with a yelp as the door
burst into flame.

I staggered back, mouth hanging open. I must
have looked like a fish. Real attractive. But honestly, it wasn’t
every day you saw a door burst into flame for no apparent
reason.

Except, perhaps, that I touched it.

The fire ate at the hard oak, blackening the
wood and sending thick smoke spiralling skyward. Shouting in the
distance told me it was time to make myself scarce. I was pretty
sure I’d get the blame and how on earth was I going to explain the
fact that I’d just set a door on fire without the aid of matches or
a lighter?

No, that was ridiculous. It couldn’t have
been me. I couldn’t have set the door on fire with nothing more
than my touch. The very idea was absurd.

As absurd as a woman who could channel the
power of Darkness.

Still, I could hardly deny the fact that the
door hadn’t caught fire until after I touched the wood. I’d
been so frustrated, so angry.

Something sparked in the back of my mind. A
conversation I’d once had with Eddie Mulligan back in his shop in
Portland. We’d been talking about my ability to channel Darkness
and he’d mentioned how once there had been people who could channel
other elements.

Elements like fire.

“Oh, crap,” I whispered. “Oh, this is not
good.”

I hurried back down the path toward where I’d
left Kabita. She was still there, leaning against a tree. “No
joy?”

“No. She had a car waiting.” I rubbed my
palms against my thighs, trying to keep them from trembling.

She sighed. “Too bad. I wonder what she
wanted.”

“Couldn’t have been good, her spying on us
like that.”

She shrugged and headed toward the parking
lot. “Don’t jump to conclusions. There were more than a couple MI8
agents at the funeral today. She might have been watching any one
of them.”

But I knew she was wrong. That woman had been
there to watch us. Or more likely, based on what I’d seen at the
airport, she’d been there to watch Kabita.

“Dad’s throwing a wake back at his flat in
Belgravia. I figured we could pop in for a while.” I couldn’t tell
from her tone whether she had any interest in attending or not.

I shook my head. “I really need to head back
to the hotel, do some research. And I need to call Eddie.”

Kabita gave me a look. “It’s four thirty in
the morning back home. I don’t think he’d appreciate you calling
that time of morning.”

Good point. I hadn’t even thought about the
eight hour time difference. I sighed. “Fine. I really do need to do
some research, though, so I don’t want to stay too long.”

“Don’t worry.” Kabita gave me one of her
mysterious smiles. “You’ll be amazed at how much research you can
get done at one of these things.”

 


***

 


“Morgan, this is Sandra Fuentes, dragon
artist.” Kabita grinned at me like a lunatic as she led me out onto
the terrace. Which meant she was about to introduce me to some
nutter and she secretly thought it was hilarious. Just great.

“Dragon artist?”

The woman in front of me was willow thin and
ghostly pale. Even her gray eyes were pale to the point of nearly
being colorless. The only bit of color was her hair. The straight,
silky mass fell nearly to her waist and shone rich blue black in
the sun.

Her grip, as she shook my hand, was
surprisingly strong. Her skin, as it touched mine, gave off a
slight spark. That static electricity again. I was feeling way too
much of it lately.

“Morgan Bailey, lovely to meet you at last.
My sister has told me so much about you.”

I glanced from Sandra to Kabita. “Your
sister?”

“Sandra is Cordelia Nightwing’s twin sister,”
Kabita told me with a grin.

I must have looked absolutely gobsmacked
because Sandra let out a belly laugh. “She didn’t tell you a thing
about me, did she? Isn’t that just like Cordy? The woman always did
live halfway in another world.” Her accent was definitely American,
though she slipped a few Britishisms in here and there, much like
I’d done when I lived here. Heck, I still did it. I got no end of
grief about it from Inigo.

“Um, no. No she didn’t. It’s nice to meet you
Sandra.”

“I see Adam. Listen, I’ll leave you two to
chat. Enjoy.” Kabita headed off to catch up with her brother as
Sandra waved me toward a couple of chairs overlooking the communal
gardens.

“So, what exactly is a dragon artist?” OK,
stupid question, but it was the first thing that popped into my
head. I never said I was a scintillating conversationalist.

“I make dragons.” She graciously ignored my
idiocy. “Surprising amount of money in dragons. People like them.
Little clay ones are the most popular. Great for desks and such.
Sell a ton of those. Though I make a pretty penny off big stone
ones for the garden. Unbelievable how many people want a dragon in
their back garden. Bizarre, if you ask me, but it takes all sorts,
doesn’t it.”

“So, you’re a sculptor.”

She smiled. “Well, yes, you could say that.
Sculptor, yes. I like that.”

I blinked. Good lord, the woman was odd. “So,
how long have you been sculpting dragons?” I took a sip of the cold
lemonade I’d been handed when we arrived. It tasted more like
Sprite, but that was British lemonade for you.

“Oh, all my life,” she said with an airy wave
of her hand. “I just found it came so naturally to me.”

Huh. Right. Weirdo. Then again, I supposed
that was like the pot calling the kettle black. “You didn’t go to
art school or something? Maybe get a set of sculpting tools when
you were a kid?”

She looked surprised. “Why, no. Why would I
use tools?”

“Um, because that’s how you make a statue
from clay or stone,” I said it slowly like I was talking to someone
really thick.

“Oh, goodness me,” she laughed. “I don’t need
tools for that. Here, watch!” She leaned over and grabbed a smooth
stone about the size of my palm from the planter next to us and
placed it on the table, her palm lightly covering the stone. She
closed her eyes and whispered something under her breath, then
lifted her hand.

“Oh, my gods.” Sitting on the table where the
rock had been was a perfectly carved statuette of a dragon
midflight. Every little detail was intricately etched right down to
its slightly irregular scales and the veins running through its
wings. I might have thought it was real if I didn’t know it was
stone.

“I know, isn’t it cool!” Her voice held more
than just a hint of laughter. I think maybe she was laughing at
me.


Chapter Eight

 


 


“I think we have much to talk about, don’t
you?” Sandra leaned forward and placed her hand gently over mine.
Her skin was warm, much warmer than it should have been. I wondered
if she was running a temperature or something. Then there was that
zing again. That almost electrical spark of energy.

“Yeah. Yeah, we do.” I sounded just a little
breathless. Heck, I felt a little breathless.

She leaned back in her seat, the sun picking
out the blue highlights in her hair. “Then why don’t you come visit
me at my shop tomorrow? We can talk more freely then.” She fished
around in her handbag and brought out a business card which was
slightly worse for wear. “I’m over in Soho. Such a delightful
place, don’t you think? Quite a lot of tourists, but the atmosphere
makes up for it.”

I’d been to Soho a few times back when I
lived in London. She was right. It was a fantastic place full of
life and vibrancy. It was also quite an eye opener. Soho was like a
mini San Francisco with a side order of Amsterdam thrown in for
good measure.

I took the card she offered. “Tomorrow. Sure.
I’ll be there.”

“Very good.” She gathered her things and
stood up. “Well, I’m off. It was lovely to meet you Morgan. I’ll be
seeing you tomorrow.” The corners of her eyes crinkled as she
smiled.

I couldn’t help but smile back even though I
was feeling a bit Alice in Wonderland at the moment. A woman who
could turn stone into dragons with the touch of a hand? Talk about
one giant rabbit hole.

I stared at her retreating form, bemused, as
she disappeared behind the other mourners milling about on the
terrace. Every time I thought I had things figured out, they got
weirder.

“Come on.” Kabita popped out of nowhere.
“I’ve called a cab. I need a pub.”

“I’ll second that.”

 


***

 


The black cab dropped us off at a pub not far
from our hotel. The Audley was a classic British pub just blocks
from the American Embassy; it had a long polished wood bar, heavy
oak beamed ceilings and antique plate glass windows. Kabita ordered
drinks at the bar and we settled in at one of the little tables
looking out onto Mount Street.

It was a weekday and just after the lunch
hour rush, so the pub was dim and quiet. Suited me fine.

“So, what do you think of Sandra?” Kabita
grinned.

“She’s ... odd. Do you know what she can do
with a rock?” I took a big gulp of pear cider.

She nodded. “Yeah. I did a background on
Cordelia when you first met her and discovered she had a sister
here in London. The report said she had some magical talent. It did
not say that she used that talent to make dragon statues.”
She shook her head. “Can you imagine the guys at MI8 trying to
figure out that one?”

I laughed. “Bet that baffled them for a day
or two. Why didn’t you mention Cordy had a sister?”

She shrugged. “It didn’t seem important at
the time. I assumed she would tell you. But when this whole dragon
thing came up, I looked her up. I figured she might be able to
help.”

I hoped she was right about that. We could
use all the help we could get. “Can I ask you something? It’s kind
of personal.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “Hello, Morgan.
We’re friends. You can ask me anything.”

“Why won’t MI8 let Witches join? I mean, I
know you said your family had a lot to do with that. But why do
they hate them so much? And why, in the twenty-first freaking
century are they still such bigots? For goodness sake, MI8 is as
much about protecting supernaturals from extinction as they are
about protecting the human population. The Witch thing seems a
little odd.”

She sighed, fingers toying with the straw in
her glass. “You know as well as I do that there’s still a lot of
prejudice in the world. Particularly when it comes to bureaucracy,
and Europe is a lot worse about that than the Americas.”

“Yeah, OK. So?”

“So, MI8 is convinced that witches,
particularly natural Witches, are dangerous and prone to go over to
‘the dark side’ for lack of a better term. They’ve seen a lot of
Witches go bad, wanting more and more power until they drown in it.
It’s not the power itself that is bad any more than a gun is
inherently bad. It’s what it does to the user. You know what they
say about power.”

Of course I did. Everyone did. “Power
corrupts. And absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Trite but
true.

Kabita took a sip of her drink. “Exactly. Now
imagine you not only are already naturally powerful, but have the
ability to grow your power exponentially. By pulling power from the
earth, the universe, or even other people you can actually have the
power over life and death. So much power you’re drunk with it.
Imagine what that could do to a person.”

I felt the muscles in my shoulders go tight.
I didn’t have to imagine. I knew. The Darkness shifted inside me,
wanting out, and beside it I felt something new. Something hot and
bright and hungry. My hands started doing that tingly thing
again.

I shoved the Darkness down along with
whatever that new thing was, slamming the metaphorical lid on it as
fast as I could. My hands clenched my glass until my knuckles
turned white. No, I didn’t have to imagine at all.

“It would take a very strong person to resist
the pull of that power,” she continued. “And most of us just aren’t
that strong. That sort of power exploits every fear, every
weakness. After awhile it can’t be controlled anymore. Even a good
witch goes bad eventually.” She took another sip of her drink
before placing it carefully back on the scarred wood table. “At
least, that’s what MI8 says.”

“Is that what your father told them?”

She nodded. “Yes. It’s what his family has
believed for generations. I come from a long line of witch
hunters.”

I shook my head. “I still can’t get over
that.”

“Ironic, isn’t it? The very first Jones,
Jonas, was an orphan, raised by the Church. Originally they raised
him to be an ordinary hunter, but things changed by the time he
came of age.” She took another long drink.

Kabita, the Witch, descended from witch
hunters. Irony wasn’t the half of it.

“The Church was having problems maintaining
their control over England at the time,” she continued. “All these
pesky women trying to get the locals to think rather than
blindly accept whatever the Church told them. So, instead of
sending Jonas to fight demonspawn and vampires and whatnot, they
sent him to hunt down and murder witches.”

My eyes must have been as big as saucers. I
took a big gulp of my drink. “Hooo, boy. That’s a bit out there.
Can’t say I’m surprised, though.”

“No,” she agreed. “The Church has a lot of
sins to answer for.”

“And Jonas? What happened to him?”

“He was good at his job. Really good. The
Church wanted him to marry, produce heirs to be raised as witch
hunters like their sire. The Witches, on the other hand, wanted no
such thing. They knew that Jonas’s ability to hunt was more than
just a matter of good training. His ability was more in the realm
of the supernatural.”

“He was a natural born Hunter?” I asked.

She nodded the affirmative. “Probably a Demon
Hunter or something similar. It would explain why my brothers and I
are so good at it, but the Church refused to acknowledge it. They
retrained him to use his abilities against Witches. Something the
Witches figured out. So, they sent one of their own, a young woman
named Ysoria, to pose as a virtuous young woman of the Church and
seduce him.”

“I’m guessing it worked.” Damn. This was like
something out of a really bad scifi movie.

“Yeah,” she said. “It worked. She was
supposed to kill any children they had so there would be no one for
the church to train. There would be other people, but a true Hunter
is rare and that’s what they were worried about. Especially since
the church had its claws in Jonas.”

“She obviously didn’t do it or you wouldn’t
be sitting here today, Kabita Jones.”

“She’d just had her third child when the
witches discovered her deceit. They killed the older children, but
she hid the baby. When Jonas discovered that she was a Witch and
that her coven had murdered their children, he killed her.”

“Shit.”

“I know.” Her smile was a bit weak. “Jonas
took the baby to the Church for the monks to raise and then
disappeared. Some say he killed himself. Some that he became a
monk. Nobody knows because he was never seen again.”

“And he never told the Church his wife was a
Witch?”

“No. Can you imagine?”

“So, how do you know all this?”

“When the baby was grown, he became a witch
hunter like his father. One day he was about to slaughter an old
woman, but before he did she told him everything. She claimed she’d
belonged to his mother’s coven. He wouldn’t have believed her
except he had begun manifesting Witching abilities.

“He killed the woman anyway and returned to
the Church. He never told them of his heritage, but spent the rest
of his life trying to purge himself of ‘sin’ as he called it.” Her
voice dripped with disdain. “He trained his own children to hate
and fear Witches and to ignore any abilities that might crop up.
Each generation followed suit, denying their heritage and decrying
it as evil.”

I leaned back against the hard bench,
shifting to get comfortable. Shit. That was fucked up. “Until
you.”

“Yes, until me. My mother’s people do not
share European views on Witches. Quite the opposite, in fact. My
mother refused to allow my father to repress me or my abilities.
Instead, she had me properly trained.”

“And so the witch hunter’s son has a Witch
for a daughter.” I snorted, “Ah, the irony.”

“Trust me, the irony is not lost on my
father, he simply isn’t amused by it.”

I downed the last of my drink. “Obviously the
man needs to work on his sense of humor.”

She laughed. “Obviously.”

We were headed out the door when I stopped
abruptly causing Kabita to crash into me. “What the ... ” she said,
but I shushed her.

“Look. It’s her! The woman from the airport.”
I pointed down the street. A woman with spiky platinum blond hair
was striding along the pavement, her black leather boots making a
clicking sound that echoed off the old brick buildings on either
side of the street.

“Morgan,” Kabita started to say something,
but I ignored her. I was going to catch that woman and make her
tell me why she was following us.

I took off down the street at a dead run. She
must have heard me coming, but she didn’t turn, instead she kept
walking, her hips doing that little sashay thing women do when
they’re wearing heels.

I grabbed her by the arm, spinning her
around. She shrieked, pulling away from me. “Get away from me! Stop
or I’ll scream!” She held her handbag in front of her like a
shield.

“Oh, gods, I’m sorry. I thought you were
someone else.” I lifted my hands up and backed slowly away. It
wasn’t her. This girl was much younger than the woman from the
airport. She looked like she was still in her teens, and had a
bright pink streak through her bangs. She was shorter, too, up
close. She’d had her earbuds in which was why she hadn’t heard me.
“I’m really, really sorry.”

She scurried off, casting a frightened look
behind her. Poor kid would probably be scarred for life. Crap.

“Good one, Morgan.” I hadn’t heard Kabita
come up behind me.

“Hey, I thought it was her, OK? Sure looked
like it from behind.”

“You are taking this thing way too far. It’s
like you’re obsessed with this woman from the airport. Between that
and this business with the vampire, I think you’re starting to
imagine things.”

Her attitude pissed me off, but there wasn’t
a whole lot I could say. It wasn’t like I’d had much luck finding
either of the people in question. Instead I turned and, without a
word, headed for the hotel, Kabita trailing behind.

 


***

 


By the time we got back to the hotel it was
late enough to call Eddie. I used my mobile since Inigo, the
techno-genius, had rigged them so they couldn’t be bugged or
traced. Eddie’s phone rang twice before he snatched it up.

“Hey, Eddie.”

“Morgan Bailey! I knew it must be you. How is
London? Have you seen the Queen? What about Prince William? Isn’t
he a handsome one? I did so love his mother ... ”

“Eddie!” I broke in. He’d go on like that for
an hour if I’d let him. “No, no Queen, no Prince. I haven’t seen
any famous people at all.”

“Ah, well. One can dream. So I imagine you
didn’t call to give me a status report on the Royals?”

I laughed at that. “Uh, no. I rang because,
well ... ” How to say it? I mean it sounded so crazy, even to
me.

“Morgan, what’s wrong?”

So I told him everything. I told him about
Alison and her murder, the blond woman from the airport and the
cemetery. Then I told him about scenting the vampire, my murderer
of sorts, and about following him. Finally I told him about the
fire.

He was quiet for a moment. “Morgan, this
isn’t good. I mean, chasing that vampire around the city like a
lunatic. And that woman.”

“Eddie, I get it. I sound like a basket case.
But I’m a little more concerned about this fire business. I mean, I
set a freaking door on fire!”

“Yes, yes, I know. It is worrying.”

“Yeah, worrying would be the word for it. I’m
spouting flames out my fingertips.” I started pacing back and forth
across my room. There wasn’t much space, so it was a short
walk.

“First it was the Kissing Darkness business
and now fire. It’s just so strange. Have you come into contact with
anything unusual recently?”

“Now you mention it.” I rubbed my fingers
across the dragon’s scale that was still in my pocket. Once again I
noticed it felt strangely warm to the touch. “I was given a
dragon’s scale.”

He let out a little squeak. “A dragon’s
scale? Oh, my goodness! But, they’re extinct.”

“Apparently not. I think someone is trying to
frame them for Alison Reynolds’s murder.” I hadn’t put that thought
into words until just then, but it made sense.

“And someone gave you a dragon scale? As in,
you touched it? Physically?”

“Yes,” I told him. “I’m holding it right
now.”

“Oh, my. Oh, my, my. Well, that explains
it.”

“Explains what exactly?”

“Well, it sort of explains it.”

“Eddie!”

“My dear, dragons are creatures of fire,” he
said, as though that explained everything.

Sure. I knew that. Everybody knew that.
Dragons breathe fire. All the fairy tales said so. “OK. What does
that have to do with anything?”

“Well, coming into contact with the Atlantean
amulet woke up your affinity with Darkness, but it woke other
things up, too. I think perhaps coming into contact with the dragon
scale may have, I don’t know, activated your fire affinity.”

“Are you talking,” I hissed, “about Kissing
Fire? Like in the book?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“Oh, sweet lords above. Jack is going to kill
me.” I hesitated. “Eddie, do not tell Jack. I don’t want him
knowing about this. He will freak out and he’s already mental
enough at the moment. I don’t need him breathing down my neck over
this.”

“Morgan, you will be careful won’t you?”

“Of course Eddie. When am I not?”

It was probably a good thing he didn’t answer
that.


Chapter Nine

 


 


The spray of salty water lashed my face, ice
cold soaking through the thin cloth of my dress. I hadn’t bothered
to grab my cloak. The rage had been too much, blinding me to all
else.

Below me the sea crashed against the rocks,
sending another icy spray over me. Still it did nothing to dispel
the rage burning through me, turning my bones to fire.

“Fina! Fina!”

His voice called to me, even against the roar
of the ocean. I turned. He stood, kissed by moonlight, glowing like
a messenger of the gods. “Stop, Iah. Stop.”

“Fina, please,” he begged. So beautiful in
the moonlight, his golden hair like spun silver dancing across a
face that would make a sculptor weep. So beautiful he made my heart
ache. “Fina, please don’t do this. There has to be another
way.”

“There isn’t.” My heart was breaking, but
there was no other choice. I’d become a danger to everyone and
everything I loved. “I cannot control myself any longer. The Fire
... it burns, Iah. It wants to burn everything.” The tears that
dripped down my face were scalding hot mixed with the cold spray of
the ocean.

“Please, Fina, please.” But his tone told
me he’d already given up. He knew I was right.

My heart wept. Now at the last I couldn’t
even hold him, though my fingers ached to caress his moon-touched
skin one last time. Iah, the first male in our history born with
the power of the Moon. There hadn’t even been a name for him in our
language. The priests had searched the scrolls for months to find a
suitable name for him in the language of the ancients.

“Iah,” I breathed.

Tears trickled down his face. I’d never seen
him cry before. My heart would have broken then if it hadn’t
already been shattered to pieces.

“I love you, Iah. With all that I am and
all that I will ever be. I swear this, one day, in another life, we
will be together.”

I turned back to the sea far beneath me.
Perhaps the Fire would be quenched in her chilly depths. Pain
screamed through me, and I swayed. Only sheer determination kept me
upright. “From Fire I was born and to Fire I return.”

I looked behind me one last time. Iah had
sunk to his knees, his body wracked with sobs. But I had no choice.
If I didn’t do this now, the Fire would burn through me and take
everyone with it. It was the curse of the Fire Kissed.

The sea beckoned, so before I could talk
myself out of it, I threw myself from the cliff. The Fire within me
screamed and burned, angry that I’d denied it, but I would soon be
free. Wind streamed past my face, tearing my eyes. The water loomed
closer.

A great beast swooped from the shadows.
“Dracona,” I breathed. My lifelong friend and companion. The water
would not take me after all.

“Fire Bringer,” she whispered
back.

For just one moment, I saw in her eyes
infinite sorrow and then her mighty jaw opened. Flame shot from her
throat.

I burned.

 


***

 


I came awake with a start, thrashing at the
duvet, barely holding back a scream. It took me a minute to figure
out I wasn’t on fire, though I was drenched in sweat and stinking
of nightmares.

I pressed my palm against my chest willing my
heart to slow. The palm of my hand was hot, and I jerked it away
from my skin leaving a pink print behind on my chest.

Shakily, I stumbled out of bed and into the
bathroom and splashed water on my face trying to shake the horrific
dream. “Gods, what the hell was that?”

It had been weeks since I’d had one of my
dreams. I’d thought that with the whole discovery of the amulet and
me being the Key of Atlantis thing, the dreams would have stopped.
Apparently not. The amulet must have decided it had more to tell
me, despite the fact I was several thousand miles away.

I checked the time. Three a.m. It was still
early evening back home, so I dialed Eddie. If anyone would know
what the dream meant, it would be him.

He picked up on the third ring.

“Eddie, it’s me.”

“Morgan, twice in one day. To what do I owe
the pleasure?” His voice was as jolly as ever.

I told him about my dream, leaving nothing
out. He was quiet for a moment. His silence made me nervous.
“So?”

“Well, remember how I told you about the
Elemental Mages?”

Of course I remembered. How could I forget?
The Elemental Mages had been descendents of the ancient Atlanteans,
able to channel the elements.

“It sounds like you were dreaming about a
Fire Mage.”

“A Fire Mage? Oh, goodie.” Fina would have
been the Fire Mage which would have left Iah, what? I had no idea
what the Moon represented, but somehow it just didn’t seem that
important at the moment.

“Well, it would make sense. It seems you are
starting to channel Fire, so perhaps the dreams are trying to tell
you something.”

“What about the dragon calling her a Fire
Bringer?”

I heard the sound of pages turning. “Is that
the book, Eddie?” I would never admit it to anyone, but Eddie’s
sentient book kind of freaked me out. Not something a badass
vampire hunter wanted the world to know.

“Naturally. Let me see ... ah, yes, here it
is.” He cleared his throat. “Nothing here about a Fire Bringer, but
as I told you before, the Elemental Mages chose a particular
element to worship and learned to channel that element as a form of
power. A very few were so good at it, so powerful, they went mad
and had to be killed. Perhaps that’s what you were seeing.”

I shook my head then realized Eddie couldn’t
see me. Oh the joys of jet lag. “No, I don’t think so. I mean, not
exactly. These people were very young, and I got the feeling that
they hadn’t chosen the elements so much as been born with them. The
woman kept thinking of the man as, I don’t know, a Moon Child, for
lack of a better term. He was the first male on record to be born
with affinity for the moon. They didn’t even have a male name for
him. Don’t know what that was about.”

“What were their names?”

“He called her Fina. His name was Iah.”

“Ah, yes. Fina, short for Sarafina. She was a
fire goddess. Iah was a moon god, thousands of years older. They
must have been named for the Elements they chose.”

“Or chose them,” I reminded him.

“It is possible that the truth of the matter
has been lost to time,” Eddie admitted. “There could have been some
who were born already channeling their power.”

“It seemed like it. They were too young to
have spent the number of years in practice the book indicated. But
let me tell you, the woman was freaked. She killed herself, Eddie.
She kept saying, or thinking, that she couldn’t control the Fire.
There was such ... rage in her, such hunger. To burn. To destroy.”
That was what really freaked me out.

Eddie sighed. “It sounds like she was burning
out. If she was born with the power, she should have had better
control over it, but from what you’ve described it seems she
didn’t. She killed herself to save those she loved.”

“In other words, she was about to go
critical?”

“Yes, indeed.”

Great. That was all I needed. As if the
Darkness weren’t hard enough to deal with, I was now channeling a
power that might make me blow up and take a city with it. Just
dandy.

“But what about this Moon guy? That’s not an
element.”

“Oh, yes, that’s an interesting one.” Eddie
had his lecturer voice on. “The Moon is often associated with
nature worship. Artemis was both moon goddess and nature goddess,
goddess of the hunt. This Iah was most likely able to channel
Earth.”

“That would make sense. So, he was an Earth
Mage and she was a Fire Mage who fed herself to a dragon. And
that’s another thing. She seemed to be friends with the dragon,
despite the fact it killed her. Not exactly the same picture of
dragons Alister painted.”

“Hmm, interesting, let’s see.” More page
flipping. “Ah, yes. It appears that Elemental Mages often had
affinity with supernatural creatures of their element. Dragons are
of Fire, therefore it would make sense for a Fire Mage to befriend
a dragon. Odd choice for friendship, but there you go.”

“So the dragon burned her out of
friendship?”

“Yes, of course.” He seemed surprised I would
doubt it. “The water most likely would not have destroyed her power
permanently. Dampened it maybe, but not destroyed it. You’ve heard
the saying ‘fight fire with fire.’”

Fantastic. I was going to wind up eaten by a
dragon. Then a thought occurred.

“Eddie, I have an affinity with vampires.
They’re not my friends, but ... ” I couldn’t finish the
thought.

“You’re wondering if that affinity has
something to do with the Darkness?”

“Yes.” My voice was small. I didn’t like how
weak and helpless all this Elemental stuff made me feel.

“It’s possible of course, but not necessarily
so. After all, you are a Hunter. Hunters often have affinity of
some nature with their prey. That’s what makes them good at their
jobs.” His voice was hearty and cheering. It made me smile. Eddie
always tried to make me feel better, no matter how bad the news. He
was like a wonderful, crazy uncle with bad fashion sense. I decided
then and there I was going to bring him back something
breathtakingly tacky to wear. Like Union Jack boxer shorts. He’d
love them.

“I really think you ought to talk to Jack, my
dear,” Eddie’s voice grew quieter. “If anyone would know how to
help you, it would be him. He hasn’t seen nine hundred years for
nothing.”

By “help” I knew he really meant “save.” I
must be in a hell of a lot more trouble than I realized. Freaking
fantastic.

“Thanks Eddie. I knew I could count on
you.”

“Always my dear.” I heard the sadness in his
voice under the false bravado. Right then I felt more scared and
alone than I’d ever been. Even on the night I died.

 


***

 


I didn’t sleep much the rest of the night.
The idea of having another nightmare combined with the very real
possibility this stupid Fire thing could kill me was enough to keep
anyone awake. Naturally Kabita noticed.

“You look like crap,” she said over the rim
of her coffee mug.

“Gee, thanks. If you don’t stop with the
flattery I might get a big head.” I slapped some butter on a
croissant and took a bite.

“Too late.”

I flipped her off and took another bite of
croissant. My stomach wasn’t feeling pleased this morning. I knew
I’d be hungry in an hour, but bread was the only thing that didn’t
make me feel like hurling.

“Didn’t sleep well?” Her voice held a bit
more sympathy.

“Not so much, no. I had another dream.” I’d
told Kabita about the dreams. She didn’t take them quite as
seriously as I did, but then she wasn’t the one having them. Nor
was she the one channeling weird mystical energies. Or whatever.
Which was something I hadn’t told her.

“You talked to Eddie?”

“Yeah, of course. He was quite helpful.” I
paused. “He wants me to talk to Jack.”

She raised a brow. “Then why don’t you? I
thought the two of you had some kind of thing going on. This
incredible chemistry or whatever.”

“We did.” I couldn’t quite help the sadness
that crept in. “We had amazing chemistry. I really thought we were
going somewhere and then this stupid Atlantean Royal Bloodline
thing and he freaks out and heads for the hills.”

“You want me to show him my ninja junk punch
skills?”

I laughed at that. “Thanks, but no. I’m
trying to make him see sense, not scare the daylights out of him.
Though he was a Templar Knight, so I doubt he’d be all that
scared.”

“He should be.” Her face was calm, her voice
expressionless. She kind of scared me when she did that.

“Well, I’ll keep it in mind should my powers
of persuasion not work.” Which so far they hadn’t. I might need her
NJP skills after all.

“Good.” She set down her cup. “What’s on the
agenda for today?”

“Sandra Fuentes invited me to her shop in
Soho, so I thought I’d head over there. I’ve a feeling that woman
knows a lot more than she’s saying. It would be good to have a
longer chat with her.” I tossed the remainder of my croissant onto
my plate. My appetite just wasn’t there.

Kabita nodded. “Good idea. She’s definitely
got more up her sleeve than she’s showing and she appeared to like
you. Goddess knows why.”

I chucked a croissant at her. “How about
you?”

“I was thinking of heading over to Alison’s
place. See if there’s anything useful MI8 missed. I’ve got a
meeting with an old client first, though, so I’ll head over after
lunch.”

“Why don’t I go with you? We can meet up
after you do your meeting thing and my visit with Sandra.” I really
didn’t want her going there alone. She was putting on a brave face,
but I knew her well enough to know this was really hard for her. It
would be hard for anyone.

She looked relieved. “Yeah, that sounds good.
I’ll text you her address and we’ll meet there at two.”

I nodded and headed for the lobby. I still
felt shaky and disoriented from the dream. “Pull yourself together,
Morgan,” I muttered under my breath. “This is no time to fall
apart.”

Not sure the pep talk worked, but as I
stepped out into the sun I felt a little better. I might not know
yet what to do about my fabulous new superpowers, but at least I
was doing something for Alison. Maybe in finding her answers, I’d
find some of my own.


Chapter Ten

 


 


Sometimes when you haven’t lived in a place
for a long time, you forgot the little things that annoyed you.
Hordes of tourists were one of those things.

As I dodged yet another couple stopped dead
in the middle of the pavement to gawp at something or other, I
tried to rein in my temper. Honestly some people didn’t have the
brains the gods gave a turnip.

It was a gorgeous sunny day and Carnaby
Street was packed. It shouldn’t have surprised me. Carnaby was such
a cute little street, crammed with beautiful little shops filled
with all kinds of treasures. Then I saw something that stopped me
in my tracks.

Just ahead of me, headed my way, were two
men. They were tall and well built, but not overly muscular. They
were holding hands, but that was nothing unusual. Soho was known as
the gay Mecca of London, so two men holding hands was pretty much
par for the course. The thing that stopped me was their faces.

Their almost too handsome faces kept
shifting. One minute they wore one face and the next time you
looked they had a different one, their faces moulding and changing
from one incarnation to the next.

No one else seemed to notice, but I did. I’d
seen that phenomenon before. They were sidhe.

The two men drew closer and, as they passed
me, they nodded at me in unison. My heart froze then started
pounding double time. They’d noticed me. For the second time in a
matter of months the sidhe had not only noticed me, they’d
acknowledged my presence with something almost like respect. I
shuddered with the thought. I had no idea why the sidhe were
suddenly taking such a keen interest in me and I didn’t like
it.

It was never a good thing to come to the
attention of the sidhe. They had a way of making life very
difficult. Even if they liked you. They were more likely to dislike
you, and then you were in deep shit.

The sidhe disappeared around a corner.
Suddenly I could breathe easier.

I darted left up Ganton Street and finally
found Sandra’s shop tucked in between a men’s tailor and a shoe
shop. Honestly, you couldn’t miss it. The trim around the front
window was painted a bright golden yellow while the door was a hot,
fiery orange. Orange letters picked out in gold across the window
proclaimed “The Dragon’s Den.” Cute, real cute.

The best thing about the shop had to be the
enormous paper-mâché dragon taking up the entire front window. It
was painted fire engine red with gold and orange accents and yellow
jewels for eyes. It was incredibly impressive and I wondered if
this was another result of Sandra’s own particular brand of magic,
or if she’d actually made it by hand.

A little bell above the door tinkled as I
entered the store, reminding me of Eddie’s shop back in Portland. I
suffered a tiny pang of homesickness. How could a person be
homesick for two different places?

“Morgan Bailey! Welcome to my shop. I’m so
thrilled you’ve come.” Sandra came bustling out from behind the
counter, wrapping me in a perfume scented hug. She might look
nothing like her sister, but she was just as effusive and had the
same sense of drama if her outfit was anything to go by.

Sandra was dressed in a flowing white gown
with a scooped neck and long bell sleeves like something out of a
tale of Camelot. She must have been wearing some seriously good
underwear because her chest was boosted to the sky showing an
enormous amount of cleavage. Gold cords were wrapped around her
waist in Grecian style to match her gold sandals and she was
wearing a crimson cloak, of all things.

A multitude of gold bracelets jangled on her
arm as she waved to indicate the rows upon rows of dragon
paraphernalia. “Isn’t it marvelous? I dreamed about a shop like
this for such a long time. Then my third husband died and left me
quite a lot of money. Voila! The Dragon’s Den was born.”

It was quite something. I didn’t think I’d
ever seen so many items to do with dragons in one place in my life.
There were dragon statuettes, paper-mâché dragons, dragon
paperweights and paintings of dragons. An entire wall was devoted
to shelves of books about dragons. There was even a glass case with
a sign that claimed the artifacts inside the case were dragon
artifacts, though it mostly looked like a bunch of old bones and
bits of leather to me.

“It’s great, Sandra. Really amazing.”

She beamed at me. “Why thank you. It really
was a labor of love.”

“Do you sell many dragons?”

“Oh, much more online than in the shop, of
course. But you never know when a person will need a dragon.”

“No, I suppose not,” I murmured. I wondered
what sort of emergency would require a person to hit the streets of
London searching out dragon statues. I also wondered vaguely how to
broach the subject of her abilities.

“I suppose,” she said, leaning against the
counter, “you’re wondering how to broach the subject of my
magic.”

I must have looked startled because she let
out a laugh very much like Cordelia’s. “It was written all over
your face. You’ve a very expressive face, Morgan. You show the
world everything you’re feeling.”

Great. And here I thought I was a badass
vampire hunter with endless emotional fortitude. And calm. Heh.

“Since you mention it, yes, I would like to
know more about your ability. How long have you been able to do ...
what you do?”

“Oh, all my life,” she said. “I was still an
infant when I turned my rattle dragon shaped.”

I found that difficult to believe, but I kept
my face still, trying not to show my doubt. It didn’t work.

“You don’t believe me, of course,” she said
with a smile. “I don’t blame you. It’s not as though I could prove
it. My mother was there, but my mother was a bit unstable so no one
believed her, either.”

This was the first I’d heard of Cordy’s
mother being nuts, but then again it wasn’t something you just
brought up in conversation generally. Cordelia and I hadn’t known
each other that long.

“Cordy didn’t tell you?”

“Uh, no.”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure she understood.
We were both very young when Mother died. Still, the fact remains
that my ability has always been with me. I did it again when I was
three, turned a teaspoon into a figure of a dragon. I remember it
clearly. We were at the dinner table and father was furious because
they were silver spoons. Even worse his mother was there and she
was not a fan.”

“Of magic?”

“That. And my mother. Considered her a bad
influence on my father.” She laughed again and it was light and
bright like Cordy’s. “Trust me. My father needed a bad influence in
his life. Anyway,” she continued, “here it is all these years later
and I’m still turning things into dragons.”

“Why?”

She looked a bit confused by that. “What do
you mean, why?”

“Why dragons, specifically? I mean, why not
monkeys or elephants or mermaids?”

“Oh, yes, it is rather odd, isn’t it?” She
shrugged. “I don’t really know why dragons. They’re just in my
head. All the time. I suppose you could say I’m obsessed.”

I gazed around the shop. Obsessed was a good
word for it.

“Of course, my husband thinks I’m a bit
bonkers. But what does he know? He’s a TechMage, after all. Not
exactly normal, if you ask me.”

“I thought you said your husband was
dead?”

“Oh, that was husband number three, dear.
This is husband four. He’s quite lovely, number four.”

I wondered vaguely if Four had a name. Maybe
Sandra had gone through so many husbands she’d given up learning
their names and started calling them by numbers. The thought made
me grin.

“I was hoping you could tell me more about
dragons,” I said, bringing her back to the subject at hand. “I see
you have some dragon artifacts.”

“Oh, those are just for the tourists. They’re
nothing of interest. The real stuff is back here.” She motioned me
to follow her through a wrought iron gate into the back room.

The back room looked pretty much like the one
at Majicks and Potions, just a bit less dusty and much more
orderly. Several metal shelving units held boxes of goods meant for
sale and paperwork meant for filing. A state of the art laptop sat
squarely in the middle of a neatly organized desk and a file
cabinet stood sentry by the door.

Sandra beckoned me behind one of the shelving
units to a space not visible from the door. There sat a large metal
foot locker, locked tight with a padlock. Sandra took a chain from
around her neck. The chain held a single key which she inserted
into the lock.

The lid opened with a slight creak. Inside
were several parcels and pouches. Sandra pulled one from the chest
and laid it on the floor. Carefully, she untied the bindings and
unfolded the dark fabric.

Lying against the cloth was a dragon scale
nearly twice the size of the one I had, the one that had been found
with Alison’s body. I couldn’t help but gasp at the size of the
thing. “Where did you find this?”

“I didn’t,” she said. “It was a gift.”

“A gift? Who gave it to you?”

Sandra smiled. “Why, a dragon, of
course.”


Chapter Eleven

 


 


I wondered if I looked as shocked as I felt.
Probably. “A dragon gave it to you.”

“Yes, of course. Where else would I get a
dragon scale? It’s not like they’re just lying about waiting to be
picked up.” She began carefully wrapping it back up.

“So the dragons really do exist.”

“They do. There aren’t as many as there once
were, but they’re still out there.” She pulled another parcel from
the trunk, unwrapping it slowly.

“Is that a dragon claw?”

“Yes,” she said quietly, running a finger
over the enormous ivory claw. “It was taken by a Hunter after he
killed the dragon it came from. He wore it around his neck as a
token of his bravery.” There was bitterness in her voice now, and
anger.

I noticed the hole drilled at the base of the
claw. Someone had definitely turned it into jewelry and from the
looks of things it wasn’t recent. “You took it back.”

“It did not belong to him. For a thousand
years, his descendents desecrated the memory of that beautiful
creature; I simply freed it. When the time is right, I will return
it to its rightful place.”

“With the dragons?”

She gave me a look. “Yes.”

“Sandra, what would you say about this?” I
pulled the warm dragon scale from Alison’s crime scene from my
pocket and handed it to her. The scale gave me a slight zing as it
left my hand. Weird.

She turned it over, running her fingers
across its surface. Her face glowed with wonder. “Where did you
find it?”

“I didn’t. MI8 found it on a dead body. A
body that had been clawed to death.”

“Alison Reynolds.”

I nodded.

She shook her head. “No, that cannot be. If a
dragon did kill someone, he wouldn’t leave a scale behind. Not to
mention there wouldn’t be much left of the person. Someone planted
this.” The tone of her voice was one of absolute certainty.

The scale was cool when she handed it back,
but the minute it touched my skin, it began to warm. It was just
too freaking weird.

“That’s what I thought. There simply wasn’t
enough damage to Alison’s body for the killer to have been a
dragon. Unfortunately, MI8 isn’t exactly listening. They’re working
off the premise that Alison was killed by a dragon and they’re not
listening to reason.” I watched her closely as I shared my
information, not terribly surprised as a look of horror swept
across her face.

“You must stop them, Morgan. You must. They
are innocent. The dragons did not do this! If you don’t stop it,
there’s going to be another hunt.” She twisted her hands in her
lap. “It will be genocide.”

“I know Sandra.” I reached over and took her
hands in mine, stilling them. “I don’t want that to happen any more
than you do. They’ve left us unharmed for centuries. If they wanted
to hurt us, they’d have done so long before now.”

“You believe me? But you are a Hunter.” Her
tone told me she held Hunters in about the same regard as sewer
rats.

I smiled at her and gave her hands a squeeze.
“Apparently I’m not your normal run of the mill Hunter. I’ve been
accused of being too open minded for my own good.”

She gave me a watery grin. “So what are you
going to do?”

“The only thing I can do. Find out who really
did kill Alison.” I released her hands and sat back. “Who would
have the most to gain from framing a dragon for murder?”

It was rhetorical, but she answered, “Why a
Dragon Hunter, of course.”

I shook my head. “Hunters like me don’t even
know about dragons and there hasn’t been a true Dragon Hunter born
in over a century.”

She held my gaze for a moment as though
deciding if I were trustworthy. Apparently the decision was in my
favor. “That isn’t true.”

“What do you mean?” Alister had been very
clear that Dragon Hunters no longer existed. They weren’t
needed.

“A true Dragon Hunter was born twenty three
years ago right here in London.”

 


***

 


I was late getting to Alison’s flat, my head
still buzzing with the information I’d learned from Sandra. She
hadn’t known the identity of the Dragon Hunter, but if she was
right and Dragon Hunters still existed, then either Alister was
lying or he was sorely misinformed. Either way it didn’t look good.
After all, if he had such a blind hatred of Witches, he could very
well feel the same about other supernatural beings. And if that
were true, what lengths would he be willing to go to destroy them?
Would he actually be willing to commit genocide?

I shrugged it off and rapped on the door. It
swung open to reveal Kabita and The Look.

“Don’t give me that look,” I said, giving her
one of my own as I stepped passed her into the hall.

“You’re late.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Believe me it was
worth it.” I quickly told her what I’d learned from Sandra.
Kabita’s jaw tightened.

“So, my father is probably hiding something.
No surprise there. He always did let his own personal bigotry get
in the way.”

“Generally how bigotry works.”

She ignored me and headed down the hall
toward what I assumed was the main living space. I was right. The
hall emptied into a large American style open plan living area. A
kitchen lay to the left, living room to the right and dining area
down the middle. In front of it all was a wall of glass with an
unobstructed view of the city.

“Freaking fantastic,” I breathed. “I had no
idea MI8 paid this well.”

“They don’t. Not to peons like Alison. Her
grandfather Reynolds came from money. Left her a load when he
died.” Kabita nodded to the right. “I’ve cleared the living room.
Nothing exciting there. I’ll check out the bedroom, you get the
kitchen.”

“Roger that.”

The kitchen was large by London standards,
with all the accoutrements of a modern kitchen such as garbage
disposal and a dishwasher. Luxuries I hadn’t been able to afford
back when I lived here. I could now.

I rummaged through the freezer. Classic
hiding place of the unimaginative. Nothing. I guess Alison either
had an imagination, or hadn’t had anything to hide. The fridge,
oven and cupboards also revealed nothing. I even went through all
the bottles of cleaning products under the sink. Then a thought
struck me.

It wasn’t a particularly unique hiding place,
but not everyone thought of it first thing. I opened one of the
cupboards and pulled down a large plastic container filled with
flour. I’d seen this in a movie once. I peeled off the lid and
stuck my hand into the powdery stuff, swishing around. Nothing.

I pulled down another container. A cookie jar
this time. I felt around until my fingers snagged a plastic bag. I
yanked it out of the cookies, spilling crumbs everywhere.

Inside the large sealed bag was a leather
bound journal, each page covered in neat little letters. As I
flipped through a photo fell out onto the floor. I scooped it up.
It was a picture of Alison with a big smile stretching across her
face. Next to her stood a tall man, one arm wrapped around her
shoulders and such a look of adoration on his face it made my heart
ache.

It was Alison’s colleague from the
funeral.

“Kabita! I found Alison’s journal.”

She hurried out from the bedroom. “Good
work.” She peered at the pages. “It’s all a bunch of gibberish. She
must have written it in code.”

“That would make sense. She was obviously
worried about being discovered. She hid the thing in a cookie jar.
She also hid this.” I held out the photo.

“He worked with Alison. I think his name is
Landry. Something like that.”

I nodded. “I had a feeling he had a thing for
Alison. Do you think it was mutual?”

“Looks that way.”

“That’s just sad,” I sighed and tucked the
picture back between the pages of the journal. “Do you know how to
crack the code?”

She shook her head in the negative. “My
brother Adam’s good with codes, though. I’ll let him give it a try.
Maybe he can do something with it.”

“Here’s hoping. I have a feeling there’s
something important in there.”

“I agree.” She led the way toward the front
door. “I think that’s all we’re going to find here. I could use a
drink. You?”

“Sure, why not. I saw a pub just up the
road.”

We headed up the street in companionable
silence. We’d known each other long enough we didn’t always need
words. I could tell something was eating at Kabita, but I figured
she’d share it when the time was right.

It was early yet and the pub was mostly
empty, so we had our choice of tables. I sank down at one near the
back and took a sip of pear cider. I’ve never been a fan of beer,
and wine made me sleepy. I’d found cider to be a nice alternate.
“Boy, I needed that. This has been a crazy couple of days.” It was
nice to relax in the dark coziness of the pub.

Kabita smiled and sipped at her wine, but her
face was strained. I frowned. “OK, what is it?”

She sighed. “I’m worried about you,
Morgan.”

I blinked. “Worried about me? Why?”

“This whole dragon thing. I know you think
the dragons are innocent, but I’m not so sure. Dad obviously thinks
they’re involved.”

“Right. And your father is the pinnacle of
fairness and honesty.” My voice dripped with sarcasm.

Her jaw tightened. It made me feel bad. Just
a little. It was obvious her father only told the truth when it
suited him. He hated everything his daughter was, for crying out
loud. Yet here she was getting all upset at me calling a spade a
spade. Then again, I supposed I’d be protective of my family,
too.

“I’m sorry, Kabita, but come on. Alister
hasn’t been entirely forthcoming. About anything. He had to have
known the Dragon Hunters were still around and yet he conveniently
didn’t tell us. In fact, he out right told us they were gone.”

“It isn’t just the dragons, Morgan. You’re
obsessed.”

“With what?” My temper was rapidly
fraying.

“With the vampire that killed you,” said a
voice from behind me.

I knew that voice. I turned slowly in my
seat. “Jack. What the hell are you doing here?”

Jack stood behind me. His beautifully
sculpted face was stoic, but his sea blue eyes burned with fire. He
was mad. Really mad. “You left Portland without saying goodbye. You
didn’t take the amulet with you. And now you’re chasing all over
the city of London after a vampire you think killed you three years
ago.”

“I know he’s the one that killed me.
I’ll never forget the smell of him.” My lip curled at the memory.
They may have thought I was crazy, but I knew that vamp was
following me. I knew it in my very bones.

“Maybe so, but it’s not just the vampire,
it’s the dragons, too.” I hadn’t noticed the second man standing a
little behind Jack until he spoke.

“Trevor Daly. Fancy meeting you here. Is
there some reason you think what I do is your business?”

He sat down at the table and leaned toward
me, his brown eyes flashing with anger. “You work for Kabita and
Kabita works for me, therefore everything you do is my
business.”

“Bullshit. I’m on my own time.” I took a deep
gulp of cider. “What I do in my own time is my business.”

“Except you’re not on your own time anymore.
This is now an official joint investigation.” The look he gave me
was just a little too smug for my liking.

“Excuse me? Don’t you think you’re a little
out of your jurisdiction?”

“MI8 invited him.” Kabita’s voice was quiet,
calm. She probably knew I was about to turn into Vesuvius.

“MI8? Why?” I couldn’t imagine Alister would
enjoy having the Americans on his turf. They had no beef with the
dragons and might not accept everything he said blindly.

“They had no choice. I’m the American Dragon
Liaison.” Yep. His smile was definitely too smug.

I snorted. “American Dragon Liaison? Are you
kidding me?”

He shrugged. “Granted, I haven’t had anything
to do until now, but the US government has always had an official
liaison. Just in case.”

I blew out a deep breath. “Well, I guess
‘just in case’ finally happened. I suppose you want to blow the
dragons to bits, too. Never mind what the evidence says.”

“No, Morgan.” Trevor shook his head. He
placed his hand over mine, his mocha skin rich against the pale
alabaster of my own. He had broad, strong hands. They reminded me
of my father, the pictures I’d seen of him.

I jerked my hand away. “Isn’t that what all
you bureaucratic types like to do? Shoot first, ask questions
later.”

He laughed at that. “I think you’ve got me
mixed up with the military.” He leaned forward again, eyes intense.
“I promise you, Morgan. I will do this right. I will not rest until
I find the truth. I will make my decision based on facts, not fear
or ignorance.”

I believed him. Somehow I believed him.

“Morgan.” Jack spoke for the first time, his
voice a little more gravelly than I remembered but no less sexy.
“We need to talk.” He held out his hand.

I hesitated. There was so much that was
screwed up between us and I couldn’t help that deep down I felt
hurt. Rejected.

I reluctantly placed my hand in his and the
electricity went zinging up and down my spine. Just like always.
The chemistry between us hadn’t changed no matter how Jack tried to
hide it. Bloody stubborn man.

I followed him out of the pub while Kabita
and Trevor remained, chatting in low voices. I imagined they were
discussing the case and our role in it. I hoped I wasn’t being an
idiot trusting Trevor Daly. If he screwed me over, there’d be hell
to pay.


Chapter Twelve

 


 


“Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving?”
Jack’s voice was quiet, calm, but I could hear something else
simmering underneath. I wasn’t sure if it was hurt or anger. Maybe
a little of both. Not that I cared much. He’d hurt me plenty.

“There wasn’t time.” I dodged a tourist
snapping a picture of some random building. Honestly, sometimes I
really wished I had a cattle prod.

Jack gave me a look that said he didn’t buy
my excuse.

“Fine.” I heaved a sigh. “I knew you’d freak
out and I didn’t want to deal with it.”

“Freak out?” His voice was mild, but he
didn’t fool me.

“You know what I mean. You’d give me some
lecture on how you couldn’t protect me if I went traipsing off into
the wilds of London, yada yada. I can protect myself, you know. I’m
a Hunter, for crying out loud.”

He smiled at that. “You know me well.”

“Not as well as I’d like to.” Crap. Did I say
that out loud?

“Morgan.” It was his turn to sigh.

“I’m sorry Jack.” I stopped in the middle of
the pavement just like a bloody tourist and propped my fists on my
hips. “I just don’t get it. One minute you’re on me like white on
rice and the next I’m untouchable. All because of a piece of
jewelry. You really know how to make a girl feel good.”

His features were tight, every inch of him
strung taut with frustration. “I’ve told you Morgan. It’s my duty
... ”

“Fuck your duty.”

The shock on his face was priceless.

“You’ve given, what, nine hundred years of
your life to duty? To protecting the amulet. To some dream of a
Royal Bloodline and saving Atlantis and whatever else comes with
the territory. Hell, I don’t even know what it is you think you’re
going to do with that thing. I think it’s time you do something for
yourself for a change.”

For us.

“You should at least have brought the amulet
with you,” he said, completely ignoring the point.

“You’re trying to change the subject, Jack.
It isn’t going to work.” I turned on my heel and marched down the
street, fury strumming through me. Gods, the man could piss me off
like nobody else.

The guards in front of the American Embassy
gave me leery looks as though they half expected me to go ballistic
at any minute. The thought almost made me laugh. Almost. I kept
walking.

Jack finally caught up to me. “I am not going
to discuss this with you Morgan,” he said, jaw clenched. “You know
what I must do. I will not shirk my duty.”

I rolled my eyes. “Good lord. You’d think we
were still in the Dark Ages. Fine, you don’t want to talk about it,
I’ll give you a pass. For now. But we will talk about it.
Soon.”

He said nothing to that. I shrugged. A girl
could only do so much. “As for the amulet, it doesn’t go with my
wardrobe.”

“Morgan Bailey.” His voice was practically a
growl.

“Listen, I am not walking around with some
big clunky thing on my neck. Especially some big clunky thing that
turns me into a supernatural superconductor. I have enough problems
in my life as it is.”

“Eddie told me.”

My breath came out in a hiss. “I told Eddie
not to tell you.” I glared at another tourist and she scrambled out
of the way like I’d pointed a gun at her. Maybe I didn’t need a
cattle prod, after all.

“Eddie decided that you setting a door on
fire was something I needed to know about.” He led me across the
road to Hyde Park and down one of the tree lined paths. It was
nearly dark, but there were still plenty of people about.

“I would have told you.”

“When?”

I shrugged. “Eventually.”

“Morgan.” His voice was filled with
frustration. “This is not something to mess with. It’s dangerous.
You could die.” His voice seemed to catch a little on that last
part.

“I know that. Don’t you think I know that?
But what can I do? This amulet of yours has decided it wants to
download all these stupid abilities into me and there’s nothing I
can do to stop it.”

“Morgan ... ”

“Listen, I don’t want to talk about it right
now.” My turn to be uncooperative. “Unless you have something
useful to tell me like what this new ability or whatever is, or how
to get rid of it?”

Silence.

“Fine. I’m done talking about it. When you
decide you’re ready to talk about us, then I’ll talk about this.
Maybe.”

He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets and
shook his head, frustration in every line of his body. I knew I was
driving him insane and part of me was glad. After all, he’d been
driving me crazy for months with his stupid duty and honor
stuff.

“Kabita told me about Sandra.”

Goodie. Subject change.

“Yeah. She seems to know an awful lot about
dragons. And then there’s her ability. I’ve never seen anything
like it.”

“Can she turn objects into anything other
than dragons?” he asked.

“No. Just dragons.”

“Interesting. She may be a Dragon Child.”

I stopped dead in the middle of the footpath.
“A what?”

“They’re rare. I’ve only met one before and
that was nearly five hundred years ago. You know how you have an
affinity with vampires?”

“Uh, yeah. If by affinity you mean I can
track and kill them better than normal people.”

“Dragon Children are human children born with
an affinity with dragons. Unlike Hunters, they are born of peace,
not violence. In ancient times, before they disappeared from
history, the dragons often used Dragon Children as go-betweens with
humans.”

I frowned at the thought of being born of
violence. In my case, it had been more like being reborn in
violence. Then another thought struck me. “I thought the dragons
just wanted to eat us?”

He laughed, but it wasn’t an amused laugh. “I
bet Alister Jones told you that.”

“Yeah. You know him?”

“We’ve met.” His tone didn’t invite further
questioning. It wasn’t important, so I didn’t press.

“You think Sandra Fuentes is one of these
Dragon Children?” I asked.

“Yes, I do. It would explain the way her
magic manifests, the reason she can manipulate objects, but only in
a very specific way.”

“It would also explain her rather passionate
defense of the dragons. She doesn’t think they murdered Alison any
more than I do.” I continued down the path, Jack following
suit.

“I believe she is correct. A Dragon Child may
be a soul of peace, but she would never lie to protect the guilty.
It would not be in her nature.”

“You seem very sure of that,” I said.

“As I said, I’ve met a Dragon Child before.”
Again, his tone implied he wasn’t interested in talking about it. I
imagined that after nine hundred years he held a lot of secrets and
Jack wasn’t the type of man to give up his secrets easily. A fact
which frustrated me no end.

“So, Alister lied about the dragons. About
them killing everyone.”

“Let’s just say that it’s in Alister’s best
interest to blur the lines of truth.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I get that about him. Sort
of like the whole thing with him and his ancestors and
Witches.”

“Yes, something like that.”

“OK.” I stopped again, this time at a fork in
the path. “I’m heading back to my hotel. Alone. I need time to
think.”

“Morgan ... ” he started, but I cut him
off.

“Hyde Park is perfectly safe.” He looked
doubtful so I reached out and gave his shoulder a little squeeze.
“Stop worrying Jack. I’ll be fine.”

After a moment he nodded reluctantly. “I’ll
head back to the pub. Trevor has made the arrangements for our
stay. I’ll see you tomorrow?” There was just a hint of something in
his voice that gave me hope. Maybe he wasn’t quite the unmoveable
rock he seemed.

“Fine.” I stood on tiptoe and kissed his
cheek, inhaling the scent of him. It had been too long since I
touched him, tasted him. I drew back before I ended up a puddle of
jelly. “See you tomorrow.” I turned my back and headed across the
park.

 


***

 


As I strolled through the park, enjoying the
cold night air, my phone chimed indicating a text message. I pulled
my phone out. It was from Kabita.

Ben Landry. Alison’s co-worker. Meeting
tomorrow 10am.

I sent her a text back. OK. C U at
breakfast. Kabita never used text speak and she hated it when I
did. Not that it stopped me.

I wondered just exactly what Ben and Alison’s
relationship had been. Had he told her he loved her? Had she loved
him back? I wasn’t sure which was worse, losing the person you
loved, or having them there in front of you but totally
unreachable.

Not that I was in love with Jack of course.
It was just a hormone thing. Honest. Besides, he hadn’t given me a
chance.

It was then I caught the scent. That same
scent that had been taunting me for days, but this time that
tingling in the back of my skull came with it. The vampire was
close.

I took off at a dead run, following the scent
trail that grew stronger with every footstep. He was close, really
close.

And then what felt like a Mack truck hit me
in the side and sent me tumbling across the grass until I landed in
a breathless heap. I staggered to my feet, the stench of vampire
drowning out everything else. This time, though, I could smell the
reek of a second vamp underneath the original scent trail.
Something hinky was definitely going on.

The shadows shifted as I scanned the park. I
could barely make out the dim shape of what had to be the
vampire.

I slipped out my knife. I was going to have
to get in close without getting myself killed. I didn’t have my
larger weapons with me and I was loath to use the Darkness again so
soon.

I braced myself as the vamp stepped closer
and a shaft of moonlight lit his face. It was not what I expected
to see. “You’re not the one. You didn’t kill me.”

“Maybe not,” he snarled, putrid breath
hitting me full in the face. “But I’m going to kill you now.”

He lunged into me, grabbing me around the
throat and throwing me to the ground. There was no way I could stab
him through the chest in this position, so I went for the kidneys.
Contrary to popular belief, you didn’t need to stab a vamp through
the heart. Technically massive blood loss could do it, though it
usually wasn’t fast enough.

The knife went through his back, slicing
tissue and muscle and sliding into organs, the silver tip burning
him like acid. Cold blood spilled over my hand. The vamp screamed
loud enough to make my ears ring.

I ripped the knife back out, causing as much
damage as I could on the way through. Then as the vamp reared back
I sliced backward across his throat. More blood cascaded from the
wound, drenching me. I turned my face to avoid getting the vile
stuff in my mouth.

I twisted, heaving the dying vamp off me. I
knelt on him, the tip of the blade over his heart. “Who sent you?”
I hissed at him.

Underneath his own scent, I could still smell
the scent of the vampire that killed me. His jacket looked lumpy so
I fished around and pulled out a dirty old T-shirt. It stank of
vampire. Not this dying vampire, but the one I was looking for.

“Where is he?” I thrust the T-shirt under his
nose. “Where is he?”

He laughed, blood burbling out of the neck
wound. “You will never find him.”

“Tell me and I’ll end you quickly.”

“Go to hell.” It came out more as a gurgle,
but I got the message.

With a grin, I thrust the knife home. “You
first.”


Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Fortunately I wasn’t far from the hotel, so I
didn’t need the tube. I could only imagine what would happen if I
walked into the tube station covered in blood. I avoided taking a
taxi for the same reason. Unfortunately, I couldn’t avoid Francois,
the hotel concierge.

“Oh, my, my,” he gasped in his heavy French
accent, “Mademoiselle Bailey! What has happened to you? You are all
over blood!” He rushed across the lobby of the hotel exuding
distress and flapping his hands wildly. Well, rushed might be
overstating it. It was more like he minced swiftly.

“I’m fine, Francois. There was an accident,
but ... ”

A string of French interrupted me,
accompanied by more wild hand gestures. To say Francois was
flamboyant was an understatement. “Mademoiselle Bailey, I am the
manager of this hotel! What has happened, it is a travesty!
Something must be done! This is no good! I will take care of
everything!” Every word was punctuated with exclamation. I swear
the man made me exhausted just watching him.

“I thought you were the concierge.”

“Pardon?”

“The concierge.”

“Well.” He clapped his hands together and
looked grim. “That is true. I was concierge. But now I am night
manager!”

Huh. I wondered when that had happened. Who
in their right mind decided to give Francois that kind of
responsibility? The thought made me shudder. He was lovely, but
completely mad. “Right. Well, I sort of need to go get cleaned
up.”

“But of course, of course.” He shooed me
toward the elevator. “You must clean up right away! If there is
anything you need, anything at all, I am here. For you.” He clasped
his hands together dramatically.

“Thanks. I’ll remember that.” Fortunately the
elevator doors slid shut before he could get any more carried
away.

As soon as I got in my room, I stripped off
my clothes. Most likely ruined, though I hoped the jacket could be
saved.

I had just stepped out of the shower when
someone knocked on my door. I frowned and grabbed my towel. Most
likely Francois with a fruit basket or some such ridiculous thing.
I wouldn’t mind a bottle of alcohol, though.

It wasn’t Francois.

“Morgan.” Jack stood on the other side of the
door, his long lean body looking way more tasty than it should.
Gods, what I’d give to nibble on those luscious lips of his. I gave
my libido a mental bitch slap.

Jack must have read something of what I was
thinking, because his ocean colored eyes grew dark and hooded and
his tongue darted out to flick against his lips. I bit back a
groan.

“It’s late. Can’t this wait until
morning?”

He ran a hand through his thick hair. It was
a little longer than I remembered. I wondered if he was growing it
out. Knowing Jack, he probably just forgot to get it cut.

“No it can’t. We need to talk. Now.”

I frowned. I hated it when he got all bossy,
but I was too tired to argue so I stood back and waved him in.

“I’ve missed you, Morgan.”

I froze in place for half a second, eyes
closed, before blowing out a breath and slowly turning to face him.
I admit I’d been conflicted, was still conflicted. What had
happened between us, and then his reaction. The whole, “I’m a holy
warrior with a sacred duty so I can’t fuck you” shit. It so didn’t
go down with me. Especially since it was rather like closing the
barn door behind the horse.

Then there was Inigo. Hardly more than a boy,
really, but he made me burn in ways that would make a hooker
blush.

“Your choice, Jack. You’re the one who’s so
hell bent on placing your duty above anything we could have
together.”

“Maybe I’ve changed my mind.” His voice was
so low I wasn’t sure I’d heard him.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Screw duty. You’re right. It’s
been over 900 years. It’s time for a change.” He reached out and
snagged my towel. It fell to the floor leaving me standing in front
of him naked and feeling more than a little vulnerable.

“Jack ... ” I wanted to believe him. I did.
Fool me once and all that.

“Shh.” He placed his finger over my lips.
“Just let me look at you.” His eyes traveled my body. I watched him
harden. He sucked in a breath. “You are a wonder, Morgan
Bailey.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d told me that. I
felt my own body grow languid and full, heat pooling between my
thighs. Whatever had gone on between us, I wanted him. I always
wanted him.

I held out my hand and he came, bent his head
and kissed me. His tongue swirled through my mouth, tasting of
spice and musk and man. Of Jack.

He groaned as I slid my hand along his chest,
down over his stomach until it rested over the thick erection
straining at his jeans. I smiled against his mouth. I knew in that
moment I held all the power. I admit I liked it.

I reached up and began unbuttoning his shirt,
slowly revealing inch after inch of beautifully bronzed skin. On
each little inch I laid a kiss.

Jack’s hands slid around to my ass, molding,
squeezing, shaping. I grew more and more aroused, until I had no
more patience and ripped the rest of his shirt off. His jeans came
next and I paused just long enough to take in the beauty of his
body.

The first time we’d been together, I hadn’t
had the chance to notice his scars. There were plenty. Ancient
slash marks across ribs, stomach and arms. Battle scars of a
Templar Knight.

I traced one that cut across his left
pectoral, right above his heart. I pressed my mouth to it, feeling
the strong beat of his heart beneath.

“Enough,” he groaned. “You are driving me to
madness.”

“Oh, goodie,” I whispered, voice huskier than
usual, “I always wanted to do that.”

With a laugh, he grabbed me and threw me back
on the bed, following me down. Legs and arms and mouths tangled
together. Hot, so hot I was burning alive.

I traced the line of his back until I found
his ass and did some squeezing of my own. “I want you, Jack.
Now.”

I felt him at my entrance and then he was
inside me, all that hot, hard length of him. My body tightened
around him as I arched off the bed. Gods, it felt good.

He began to move inside me, every stroke
driving me mad, pushing me closer and closer to the edge until he
pushed me up and over. I came with his name on my lips and fire in
my eyes.

 


***

 


“Welcome Hunter.”

I blinked. The voice was so deep it rumbled
in my chest like stereo bass turned up too loud. Problem was I
couldn’t find a person to go with the voice.

I glanced about and felt my heart lodge
itself in my throat. I was standing on top a rock wall with a sheer
drop hundreds of feet to the valley below. Fortunately, the wall
was wide enough I could take a step back from the edge.

Cold wind tugged at my clothes and hair, just
a hint of snow in its breath. The sun struggled weakly against
clouds heavy with impending rain. Below, the valley stretched for
miles until it became a forest thick with trees. Not the enormous
evergreens of home, but the shorter aspens and birch of Northern
England and Scotland. They were naked now, the trees, but would be
beautiful in the spring, furred with pale green leaf buds.

To my right was a giant tree, bare of leaves,
but I knew it to be an oak. It grew right up through the middle of
the ancient stone wall.

“Wait a minute.” My voice filled with
wonder. “This is Hadrian’s Wall.”

“Correct, Hunter. This wall has been
standing for nearly two thousand years and will most likely stand
for two thousand yet. You stand on history.”

He wasn’t kidding, but I still couldn’t spot
the owner of the voice. “Yes, it’s very cool. But why am I
here?”

“Because, Hunter, we brought you here.
There are things which need to be said. Truths which need to be
told. Lies which need undoing.”

“OK.” I turned around still trying to find
the speaker. No luck. The wind blew strands of violet red hair
across my eyes. I impatiently brushed them out of the way before
turning back to the view of the valley. Even with winter
approaching, it was a beautiful valley, green and lush with tiny
little white sheep dotting the landscape. “You want to talk? Let’s
talk. But first, I want to see you. It’s kind of hard to hold a
conversation with air.”

A chuckle so deep it made the wall itself
vibrate. “Ever the Hunter. Always you want evidence. Never can you
take a thing on faith.”

“Faith? What does this have to do with
faith?”

“Everything. Nothing.”

I growled under my breath. “Listen, mister,
whoever you are, I don’t like riddles. I want to know who you are
and what I’m doing here.”

“You are here because I bid you here. You
need to know the truth.”

“And what is the truth?” My voice was just
this side of a snarl.

“The truth.” The voice moved closer though
I still couldn’t see anyone, just a windswept vista from the top of
the wall. Hot breath puffed against my ear. “The truth is that we
did not do this thing of which we are accused. We would never do
this thing, despite the lies told about our kind. This you must
know and this you must prove.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Confusion sent my mind into turmoil. What “thing” was he talking
about? What had he been accused of and who had accused him? And
while we were at it, who the heck was “we”?

“This.” The word was a sibilant hiss,
strung out on a breath. As the word ended, a picture appeared
before me. A beautiful young woman, blond hair spread across a
pillow. Eyes closed as though in peaceful sleep.

Yet her too white body lay in a pool of
crimson blood. Skin slashed from breast to pubic bone, organs
exposed, spilling from the wound. The stench of blood and death
assaulted me. I gagged and placed a shaking hand across my mouth.
I’d seen worse, smelled worse, but I hadn’t had time to brace
myself. Besides which, I knew the face that lay on that pillow.

“What is this?” I demanded.

“You know.”

“Alison.”

“Yes.” The sibilance was back in the
rumbling voice, a wisp of smoke chasing away the smell of
death.

“Who are you?” The vision of Alison
shimmered and shifted until before me stood a horror of another
kind.

“I am Dragon.”

 


***

 


I came awake with a start, the scent of blood
and smoke still lingering in my nose. The dream had been as real as
the others, but one thing was different. In this dream, I’d been
myself. Not a knight or a priest. Not a mage or a princess. Just
me.

I turned to find Jack already awake and
pulling on his jeans. I frowned. “What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving.” His voice was grim.

My heart stuttered to a halt. “Excuse
me?”

White lines bracketed his mouth and he sank
down on the bed, burying his face in his hands. “You heard me. This
was a mistake. We should never have done this.” With a shake of his
head, he stood up and pulled his shirt on, every line of his body
weary.

Anger burned through me, closely followed by
pain. “Guilt. You feel guilty again, don’t you?”

He said nothing which infuriated me even
more.

“This is bullshit, Jack.” I hauled ass out of
bed. I didn’t even care that I was buck naked. “You can’t do this
to me again. You can’t just come in here, give me some sweet talk
and a fuck and then go back to your high and mighty duty like
nothing happened.”

“I’m sorry, Morgan. This is the way it has to
be. I shouldn’t have come.” His eyes were wells of agony, but
frankly I didn’t give a shit. I was tired of him treating me like a
booty call and then pulling the duty and honor card afterward.

I yanked the sheet off the bed and wrapped
myself in it then stormed to the door and flung it open. “Get
out.”

“Morgan ... ”

My voice was quiet. “Get. Out.”

There was sadness in every line of him, but I
felt no pity. Only fury. I was tired of being thrown away whenever
it was inconvenient. If Jack wanted to have issues with our being
together, fine. But I was done playing the game.

He hesitated in the doorway. “I’m sorry,
Morgan, I ... ”

“I don’t give a crap. I’m done.” And I
slammed the door in his face. This time I meant it. I didn’t care
if he was the Guardian of Atlantis or the freaking Tooth Fairy, I
was done with Jackson Keel.


Chapter Fourteen

 


 


I was seething with fury. Even a shower
didn’t cool me down, so I threw on some clothes and headed for Hyde
Park. I hoped a good, fast walk would burn some of the edge off the
anger and hopefully allow the hotel maid time to get rid of the
evidence.

Gods, I was such an idiot. I’d let Jack do
this to me not once, but twice. I guess this time it really was
fool me twice.

Under all the anger, though, was pain. I
really didn’t want to look at that pain, but it was there, burning
through my gut like acid. Anger was so much easier to deal with
than heartache, but heartache would eat you alive if you let
it.

I managed to get a short way into the park
before the anger burned out and I dropped onto a park bench. I
swallowed hard, willing myself not to cry. Bad ass Vampire Hunters
did not cry. Especially not over a stupid man without the sense the
gods gave a turnip.

Hot tears trickled down my cheeks. I swiped
them away, but that didn’t stop them from coming. It was a good
thing I hadn’t bothered with makeup.

I don’t know how long I sat there, collar
turned against the chill wind, wrapped in my own misery. Kabita
found me a little while later. She sat down beside me, stretching
her legs out in front of her and crossing her ankles, looking for
all the world like she was about to take a morning nap. For a long
time neither of us said anything.

“Jack is an asshole.”

That startled a bark of laughter from me.
“Preach it.” I shifted so I could see her face. “You know what
happened?”

“Of course I know. Your room is next to mine.
I wouldn’t say I heard everything, but I certainly heard
enough.”

I felt myself blushing. Freaking
fantastic.

“I was worried. After last time.” She meant
when I touched the Atlantis amulet and discovered I was the Key,
the Royal Bloodline. When Jack freaked out and declared duty more
important that whatever it was that had been growing between
us.

“You were right to be worried.”

“Listen Morgan.” She still didn’t touch me,
but her presence was like a warm blanket wrapping around my heart,
smoothing away the anger and the hurt. “Jack is messed up. You know
that, I know that. Apparently 900 years doesn’t cure a person of
testosterone poisoning.”

That made me smile. “Guess not.” And Jack had
more than most. He’d been a Templar Knight, for crying out loud.
Not exactly the sitting by the fire with a good book type.

“He’s scared, you know. He’s a warrior,
always has been, and the last woman he loved was murdered. He
couldn’t save her, for all his skills, and now he’s got you and he
doesn’t know how to deal with it.”

“Yeah, life is shit, but wallowing in it
doesn’t do anyone any good.” I stared at the toes of my boots.

“You’re right about that. Life is for living
and it’s the bad stuff that makes the good stuff so good. We know
that, but Jack’s forgotten it. Nearly a thousand years of living
sort of takes the immediacy out of things. He thinks he’s got all
the time in the world to deal with this. To deal with you.”

I didn’t tell her that he might be right.
That I might be a Sunwalker, too. I hadn’t even admitted it to
myself yet, I wasn’t about to admit it to Kabita no matter she was
my best friend. “That still doesn’t change the fact that he ripped
my heart out and stomped on it. Again.”

A little girl with sunshine hair tripped by,
holding her mother with one pudgy hand and a bright red lolly with
the other. She beamed at me and I couldn’t help but smile back
despite the pain in my heart. I wondered if I’d have kids one day.
Hard to imagine with my life and job not to mention the whole
Sunwalker and Key of Atlantis thing, but weirder things had
happened.

Kabita stood up. “Yeah, and he’ll keep doing
it if you let him. I don’t think he knows if he’s coming or going.
He wants you, but he can’t deal with the guilt so he’ll keep coming
back and then freaking out. You’ve got to be the big brave adult
and tell him to step off until he gets his act together.”

“I did.”

“Then you’ve got to mean it.”

I thought about it and realized I did mean
it. It was time to stop dancing around with Jack and move on. He
would probably never be entirely out of my life, what with all this
Atlantean weirdness, but he could be out of my heart. He just
wasn’t good for me. Like those candies that are lovely and sweet at
first and then hit you with a center full of sourness.

I stood up, too. “Enough about Jack. I’ll get
over it, and him. We’ve got more important things to worry
about.”

Kabita nodded and we began walking along the
wide path. The park was starting to fill up. It was the weekend,
after all. A couple of pre-teens zoomed by on roller skates
followed by an older man on a bike. A young couple pushing a
stroller passed us, eyes glued on each other and still glazed with
love. Part of me wanted to coo, but the other part wanted to growl
out of sheer jealousy.

“Anything else new?” Kabita asked.

I was happy to get off the subject of Jack,
so I told her about my dream of the dragon. “It was really strange.
It felt real, almost more like a memory than a dream, but I haven’t
been to Hadrian’s Wall in years and I’ve certainly never met a
dragon.”

Kabita paused, a funny look on her face.

“Kabita, are you OK?”

She waved me off. “Yes, yes, I’m fine. I was
just thinking of something else. Listen, you haven’t forgotten our
appointment with Ben Landry today, have you?”

I blinked at the sudden change of topic.
“No.” I totally had. “Of course not. He might know something
important. Maybe something about Alison’s research.”

“Exactly. It’s nearly ten. He should be at
home now.”

I followed her to the taxi stand wondering
what was going on in that head of hers. As usual with Kabita, she’d
tell me when she was good and ready, but I was starting to get the
feeling there was something she wasn’t telling me.

 


***

 


Ben Landry lived in a fifth floor flat in one
of the slightly dodgier parts of town. There was no elevator, so we
took the stairs. Good thing I stayed in shape or I might have died.
Well, not literally, of course.

The air inside the stairwell was close and
stuffy, reeking of garlic and curry spices and stale urine. There
were a few bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling, but they weren’t on
and I didn’t see a switch. Only a tiny grime covered window on each
landing shed a bit of light. It was also a good thing I had
excellent night vision or I could have wound up falling on my
ass.

Kabita rapped on Ben’s door. We heard
shuffling on the other side and then, “Who is it?” His voice was a
bit hoarse like he’d been asleep. Or crying.

“Kabita Jones. Alison’s cousin.”

I heard a chain rattle, then a slide of the
deadbolt and the door swung open. Ben Landry was just as tall and
slender as I remembered. Up close, I discovered he was better
looking that I’d realized. Cute in a kind of geeky way, with really
pretty gray eyes and ridiculously thick black lashes, but his eyes
were rimmed in red. Crying, then.

Drinking, too, by the smell of him. Though he
seemed sober enough.

He smiled at us, and there was sadness behind
the smile. “Come in, please.” He stepped back so we could
enter.

Ben’s flat was pretty much what I expected of
a single guy, but a lot cleaner. Spartan furnishings and zero
decoration. Surprisingly, there was no TV. The only things he
appeared to have spent money on were a bank of computers along one
wall and a really snazzy desk chair.

“Welcome. Can I get you some tea?
Coffee?”

We each murmured our thanks and asked for
coffee. He waved us to the kitchen table while he tinkered with the
kettle.

“Listen, Ben, I’m going to cut to the chase
here.” Kabita’s tone was calm, no-nonsense. “What was your
relationship with Alison?”

A spoon clunked against the side of a mug as
though she’d caught him off guard. “I promised her I wouldn’t say
anything. She didn’t want people to know.”

“She’s dead, Ben.” I kept my tone soft and
comforting. I guess we were playing good cop, firm cop. “Whatever
you tell us can’t hurt her anymore.”

He closed his eyes and his shoulders slumped
even more. I hadn’t known that was possible. With a sigh, he picked
up the tray of drinks and brought it to the table. There were only
two chairs, so he wheeled over his computer chair and sat.

I held back a smile as he handed me a mug. It
had a bright red background with a white crown and the words “Keep
Calm and Carry On.” One of my favorite Briticisms, it never ceased
to amuse me.

“Alison and I ... ” His voice broke a little.
“We’d been seeing each other for about six months. We were in
love.” The last he said a little defensively as though he thought
we wouldn’t believe him.

“And?” Kabita prompted.

“She made me promise to keep it a secret.” He
shrugged and took a sip of his coffee. “I couldn’t blame her. With
what was going on at MI8, even being friends with me was a bad
idea.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

His jaw clenched. “Ever since I heard about
MI8, I’ve wanted to join. It’s all I ever wanted to do, but I knew
I’d have to hide my true self if I wanted to work there.”

“Why?” I had a feeling I knew.

“I’m a Witch.”

I watched Kabita’s knuckles turn white as she
clenched her mug. Her voice was a little hoarse as she asked her
next question. “How did you get away with it?”

“I’m essentially latent. I have almost zero
power. I can cast a minor finding spell, but that’s about it. It
was easy enough to bury it since I rarely use it anyway. The only
thing truly Witch-like about me is my religion, and they can’t ask
about that. So, I don’t tell. I keep it hidden.”

“Someone found out?” she prodded.

“They must have. We’d just started seeing
each other when Alison found a memo from her uncle ordering MI8’s
internal investigators to open a case on me. She was afraid if Mr.
Jones discovered we were seeing each other, it would be worse.” He
stared into his cup, swallowing hard. “She also thought that as
long as nobody knew we were together, she’d have a better chance
protecting me.”

“Did it work?” she asked.

“It must have. Now she’s gone, I’m on
suspension pending investigation.”

The irony of an agency devoted to studying
and understanding the supernatural refusing to allow admittance to
Witches did not escape me. There was something hinky about
Alister’s obsession with Witches, especially in light of his own
daughter’s heritage. As far as I was concerned, being descended
from a witch hunter wasn’t a good enough reason.

“Do you know what Alison was working on
before she died?” I changed the subject. While it sucked what
Alister was doing, it wasn’t what we were here for.

Ben shook his head. “No idea. She wouldn’t
talk about it. She’d just write everything in that little notebook
of hers. She assured me that once she had proof, she’d tell me
everything, but she didn’t want to put me in danger.” He heaved a
sigh. “As if I wasn’t screwed already.”

“We found the notebook, but it’s in code. Do
you know how to read it? This could be really important.”

“No idea, I’m afraid. All she said was that
it was written in a language older than time, the language of
fire.” He gave a little laugh. “I have no clue what she was talking
about.”

I was afraid I did. Kabita and I exchanged
looks. There was only one language I knew of that was sometimes
referred to as the “language of fire.” It was the ancient tongue of
the dragons.


Chapter Fifteen

 


 


“You know anyone who speaks dragon?”

We were standing outside Ben Landry’s
building. I didn’t know about Kabita, but I was certainly feeling a
little shell shocked. I gave her a slightly wobbly grin. “Strangely
enough, I do.”

She grinned back. “Well, then, let’s call the
lady.”

Sandra answered on the third ring. “The
Dragon’s Den. How may I help you?” her voice rang out cheerily.

“Hey, Sandra. It’s Morgan Bailey. I have a
small favor.”

“Of course, Morgan. How can I help you?”

“I don’t suppose you know anyone who can read
dragon tongue?”

The pause was what one might refer to as
lengthy. “Sandra?”

“I’m still here.”

“Can you help us? It’s important.”

“Will this help you keep your promise?” Her
voice held a slight edge of demand. Not pushy, just reminding me
I’d given my word.

“Yes.”

“I can’t read it,” she admitted. “But I might
know someone who can help. I’ll call you later, all right?”

“OK, thanks. I appreciate this, Sandra.”

“I take it she can help?” Kabita started
walking toward the tube station and I followed.

“Yeah, sounds like she knows somebody.”

“If she’s anything like Cordelia I have no
doubt of it.”

We both smirked at each other. Cordelia was a
wonderful person, but she knew some really strange people. Then
again, so did I.

We split up outside the tube station at
Oxford Circus. Kabita wanted to do some shopping and I’d rather
give myself a paper cut and pour lemon juice on it. I hated
shopping even in the best of times, and Oxford Street was far from
the best with its crowded sidewalks and hordes of gawking tourists.
Sharp elbows were pretty much a requirement.

Instead, I decided to head over to the
British Museum. I’d always loved it there. My favorite was the
Egyptian Room. Unfortunately, unless you hit it either first thing
in the morning or last thing at night, it was an absolute nightmare
of screaming school children and photographer wannabes.

Instead, I wormed my way through the crowd
around the Rosetta Stone and into the Greek wing. Parts of the
Greek exhibition were popular, but the sheer number of artifacts on
display meant that visitors rarely got much further than a cursory
view of the initial items, leaving many areas tourist free, quiet
and cool. Especially since it was off-season.

I found one such area and sank down onto the
nearest bench. The marble underfoot was slick and cool, the bench
perfectly carved to suit my height. A couple of artist types had
their camp chairs set up in front of a fresco and were sketching
away, but I didn’t mind. They were quiet. I stretched out and let
my eyes fall on a particularly hideous statue of some Greek deity
or other. I’d look like I was contemplating the artwork instead of
zoning out. Frankly, I needed a break.

My phone vibrated in my front pocket. I
pulled it out and hit the call button. “Hello?” I kept my voice
low, even though I was in a museum, not a library. No use pissing
off the artists. It wasn’t like I had a badge I could flash. Kabita
had been trying to get Trevor to give us badges, but the
Environmental Protection Agency wasn’t buying it. We were private
citizens as far as they were concerned.

“Morgan? Why are you whispering?” Inigo. My
palms got a little sweaty and my heart picked up speed, thumping
away in my chest. Why oh why did my libido insist on going into
overdrive every time I heard his voice?

“I’m in a museum.”

“Uh. Okay. Listen, Kabita told me about your
dream.”

Shit. What was with people sharing my
business all over the place? First Eddie tattling on me to Jack and
now Kabita over sharing with Inigo. And why would Kabita be sharing
my dreams with Inigo, anyway? It wasn’t like she ever had
before.

“It was just a dream. No biggie.” I tilted my
head back and stared at the frescoed ceiling. I wondered vaguely
who thought up the whole idea of decorating a ceiling. I sort of
got it for a bedroom, but otherwise?

“I think maybe it’s more than a dream.” There
was an odd edge to his voice which made me sit up straighter.

I was quiet for a minute. Sometimes Inigo
knew stuff. Stuff he shouldn’t in the normal scheme of things. “OK,
what do you think it is?”

He sighed, and I could almost see him raking
his long artist’s fingers through his golden hair. My libido did a
happy dance and I slid lower on the bench, crossing my legs a
little tighter.

“I think it’s a warning.”

“Like a psychic thing?”

“Maybe. Or it might be a subconscious thing.
I think maybe your mind is trying to tell you something you already
know.”

“Like what?” I forgot I was supposed to be
keeping it down and raised my voice. The artists turned and glared
at me. A museum guard peered around the statue, a frown on his wide
face. I mouthed “sorry.” The guard shook his head, clearly
exasperated. At least he didn’t kick me out.

“Like the fact the dragons had nothing to do
with Alison’s death, but her death had something to do with them
... ”

Which made sense in a warped and twisted way
because someone sure as hell wanted it to look like dragons were
responsible; I just couldn’t figure out why. I had a feeling once
we answered the why, we’d figure out the who.

“It also happens,” he continued,” that I
think this Dragon Hunter Sandra told you about has something to do
with it. You need to find out more.”

“It just so happens I agree with you. Now I
gotta go before they throw me out of here.”

“Fine. Morgan?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful.”

I grinned. “Always.”

There was laughter in his voice. “Liar.”

I pressed end and slid the phone back into my
pocket, frowning at the ugly statue. It was time to have a chat
with Alister Jones. This time the gloves were coming off.

 


***

 


MI8 Headquarters was located in an innocuous
looking building near Hyde Park Corner. In fact, it looked just
like the dozens of other Georgian buildings lining both sides of
the street. Some were private homes or discrete boutique hotels,
while others housed the consulates and embassies of smaller
nations. I’d been in more than a few of them while on business back
in the day.

“You sure you want to do this? I can go in on
my own. He can’t get mad at you if I’m the one up in his face.”

Kabita shook her head. “No. I’m never going
to be what Dad wants. It’s time I stop pretending otherwise.” She
squared her shoulders and headed up the wide steps. “And it’s time
he told the truth.”

I certainly agreed with that. I followed her
through the front door, noting the discreetly placed security
cameras and the neatly disguised fingerprint scanner. It may have
looked like any other building, but the place was wrapped up nearly
as tight as the Crown Jewels.

The lobby wasn’t much to get excited about.
It looked more or less like the entryway in any nice house of the
era. The floor was a simple black and white check with a small hall
table in dark wood topped by a vase of exotic flowers. A carved
wood staircase stretched up to the next floor and closed doors
bracketed either side of the entrance. I couldn’t see any
additional cameras, but I’d bet the bank they were there.

We didn’t bother trying the doors or
attempting to climb the staircase. Instead we waited quietly, if
not calmly.

Five minutes later, the door to the left
swung open and Kabita’s eldest brother stepped out. “Hello girls.
Nice to see you again.” He gave Kabita a quick hug and me a kiss on
the cheek.

“Dex, we’re here to see Dad.”

“Yeah. Figured. You’ve got that determined
look. Come on up.” He led the way up the stairs and down a short
hall to what looked like an ordinary door. He fiddled with what I
assumed was a light switch but turned out to be a keypad complete
with retina scanner. Damn, these people were serious about
security.

The rest of the house looked like any classic
Georgian home with beautiful moldings and modest chandeliers, but
what lay on the other side of that door was a computer geek’s wet
dream.

Everything in the room was sleek, slick and
modern. Every desk had a top of the line computer kitted out with
every whistle and bell you could imagine. Giant screens lined the
walls showing maps and photos and stats. It was like walking into
NASA’s control center. Insane.

We passed through the open area to another
security door, this one without the camouflage. Another scan,
another password and we were following Dex down yet another hall to
a plain white door on the end marked A. Jones.

Show time.

Alister was just as suave as ever. He stood
to greet us, holding out his hand. I shook, Kabita didn’t. Alister
didn’t even flinch.

“Ladies, to what do I owe this pleasure?” The
way he said it made clear that this was anything but a
pleasure.

I glanced at Kabita. She nodded.

“We’re here for the truth.”

An eyebrow went up. “The truth? About what,
exactly?”

“About Dragon Hunters, exactly,” Kabita
snapped. “You told us there weren’t any more.”

He leaned back in his chair, calmly folding
his hands on the wide desk in front of him. “Yes, that is so. There
hasn’t been a Dragon Hunter born in generations.”

Kabita leaned forward, her face a mask of
fury. “You lie.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” she hissed. “Why are you
lying?”

He leaned forward, face hard. “I don’t care
what you think about me, but let me make one thing clear. There are
no Dragon Hunters.”

I opened my mouth, but Kabita shook her head.
She clearly thought we’d have no luck with Alister. She was
probably right.

“No Dragon Hunters, huh?” I kept my voice
light.

“No.” The smile he gave me was just this side
of smarmy.

“Fine. Tell me this. Why are you persecuting
Ben Landry?” I had to admit I felt a bit smug at the startled look
on his face. He obviously hadn’t expected us to go there.

His jaw went tight. “MI8’s investigation of
Mr. Landry is none of your concern.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Kabita’s voice
was just as hard as her father’s. “I’m making it my business. You
screwed up my life. I’ll be damned if I let you screw up his.”

I wanted to give her a standing ovation.
Instead, I crossed my arms over my chest and watched. I figured
that wasn’t going to go down well with Alister. I was right.

“Get out,” his voice was ice.

Kabita placed both palms flat on her father’s
desk and leaned forward. “Let me make this very clear, Dad.
I will not stop until I know the truth. And once I know the truth I
will make it my life’s goal to ensure everyone else knows it,
too.”

He began shuffling paperwork, completely
ignoring the fact we were both in the room. I placed my hand on her
shoulder, urging her away. I could feel her body trembling with
rage, her face white.

As we left his office, I could feel her fury
like a living thing. The Darkness in me roared to the surface. It
liked the anger and it wanted out to play. It took some doing to
stuff it back down into the little corner that had become its
home.

My palms burned. I rubbed them up and down my
pant legs. Kabita needed to calm down and calm down now before my
wonderful newfound abilities went on the fritz.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to worry about it.
Dex met us in the hallway. “Follow me.”

He led us back through the noisy room with
the computers, out through the security door, and into the hall.
Before we got to the stairs, he opened a door on the right which
led into the world’s smallest office. I actually had to stand in
the doorway since there wasn’t enough room for the three of us.

This room was nothing like the sleek offices
behind the security door, all shining and slick. A metal desk that
had seen far better days was crammed up against one wall and
occupied by a computer that looked older than I did. The rest of
the space, what there was of it, was overrun by two enormous filing
cabinets. Stacks of books and files were everywhere.

Dex opened the bottom drawer of his desk,
pulled out a bottle of whiskey and splashed two fingers into the
bottom of a coffee mug. Silently, he handed it to Kabita. She
swallowed it in one gulp. My throat burned in sympathy.

“I take it things didn’t go well with
Dad.”

“You take that right.” It was practically a
snarl.

I leaned against the wall while Kabita
attempted to pace the room. I wished her luck. She had all of about
two steps to go in any direction.

Dex sighed and ran his fingers through thick,
black hair. “Listen, K, I don’t know how much I can help, but I’ll
do what I can. We all will. Adam and Adler are itching to help.
What do you want us to do?”

I wondered what it would be like to have
brothers to protect and look after me. Would my life have been
different if I’d had siblings? It was hard to imagine having that
kind of relationship with anyone. Though a tiny piece of me wished
I did. No use crying over what couldn’t be, right?

“What about the archives?” I piped up.

“Good idea. Alison was supposedly going
through the archives, looking at old files before she died. Can you
get us in, Dex?”

He rolled his eyes. “You don’t ask much, do
you? I can get you in, but it won’t be easy.”

Kabita was quiet for a moment. “Listen, Dex,
you don’t have to do this. I know Dad’s life-long obsession with
destroying the supernatural has gone into overdrive. If he catches
you, you’re in deep shit.”

“You worry about yourself, K. I’ll be fine.
I’m going to attempt damage control, but right now Dad’s got the
power of MI8 behind him. There’s only so much I can do. I’ll do
what I can, though. You’re my sister.” The finality in his voice
told me end of story. Dex would help as much as he could, no matter
what problems it might cause him.

I watched a little enviously as Dex and
Kabita hugged and did the cheek kissy thing. Then she and I slipped
out of MI8 and down the street. I didn’t relax until we were out of
sight of the building and even then, I felt itchy all over. Like I
was being watched.

I glanced at the nearest CCTV camera. They
were all over the city. It made London safer, but it also meant
that doing my job was a heck of a lot harder. Fortunately, I knew
where the blind spots were.

“Do you think he’s watching us?” I asked
Kabita.

She didn’t pretend not to know who I was
talking about. “What do you think?”

“Then how on earth are we going to get into
that building without your Father catching us?” And locking us up
for good, no doubt.

The smile she gave me was just a little
creepy. “Trust me, he’ll never know we were there.” Looked like
Kabita had decided to play dirty. Go girl.


Chapter Sixteen

 


 


The phone call came shortly after
midnight.

“Yeah. Uh huh. Got it.” Kabita switched off
her phone. “That was Dex. Adam and Adler are going to hack into the
system so we can get in the door. After that, we’re going to have
to bullshit our way.”

I glanced up at the Georgian building. Mostly
empty now, there were only a couple of windows still lit. “Looks
like your dad’s still in there.”

She frowned. “Yeah. Probably best we avoid
him.”

You think? I gave her an eye roll and
tugged my cap lower over my eyes.

Dex had stopped by the hotel earlier and
dropped off a couple of outfits and a plastic key card. It wasn’t
an official MI8 key card since those were all accounted for, but it
would allow Adam and Adler to get us into the building
remotely.

We strolled across the street. To any
watching eyes, we looked like a couple of maintenance types taking
a leisurely evening stroll. The baggy coveralls and ball caps
turned us into unisex non-entities.

Nobody looked twice at the cleaners.

I dug the card Dex had given us out of my
pocket and swiped it across the sensor. Nothing.

I glanced at Kabita. She shrugged.

I blew out a breath. If this didn’t work, we
were back to square one. I swiped the card again.

This time there was a small clunk sound as
the door lock released. Adam and Adler had come through. We pushed
out way into the lobby.

We strode to the door on the right and I
waved my card over the next sensor. Moving like you had every right
to be there was the key to not getting caught breaking and
entering. If the door didn’t open, we were going to have problems.
I couldn’t see any security, but I knew they were watching.

This time the door popped open without
hesitation. The hall on the other side of the door was short and
carpeted in an ugly gray.

“Last door on the left,” Kabita said under
her breath.

I gave a slight nod and we proceeded down the
hall. The last door on the left was unlocked and proved to be
nothing more exciting than your average, ordinary maintenance
closet stacked to the ceiling with rolls of toilet paper and
bottles of cleaning products.

The room was too small for both of us to
enter at one time, so Kabita wheeled the cleaning cart into the
hallway and we both started loading it up. We used our trips into
the closet to hide our conversation as much as possible.

“Dex said the door to the archives is at the
other end of the building, basement level. There aren’t any gaps in
security there, so we’re going to have to figure something
out.”

“Okay,” I whispered back. “I have an idea.
I’ll see if it will work when we get there.”

“Fine. But it will look suspicious if we go
straight to that part of the building.”

“So, we start at this end. There are only a
couple of rooms.”

She nodded, so I slowly wheeled the cart to
the first door. I angled my body slightly so anyone watching us on
CCTV couldn’t see the card as I swiped it. I shouldn’t have
worried. The door opened immediately. Obviously, the twins had
gotten the hang of things.

We made quick work of the two rooms. The
cleaning company was probably going to get complaints. We moved out
into the lobby.

“Evening, ladies. New, aren’t you?” The
security guard looked like he should be in the WWE. Thick muscles
strained at his polyester uniform and he walked with that strut men
had when they knew they could beat the ever living crap out of just
about anyone they came across.

If I opened my mouth, we were goners. There
were plenty of Americans in London, but the coincidence would be a
little too much. Fortunately, Kabita spoke up.

“Hello, yes we are very, very new.”

It was all I could do not to wet myself
laughing. She’d put on the heaviest Indian accent I’d ever heard.
The guard didn’t even bat an eyelash.

“Your friend doesn’t talk much.”

“Oh, she be not speaking English. I try to
teach her, but it be taking time, you know.” She bobbled her head
from side to side. Damn, she was good.

“Really. Damn foreigners. Ought to learn
English if they want to live here.” He glared at me.

I pretended to look intimidated. In
actuality, I was furious. I’d have liked nothing more than to punch
the bigot right in his smug face.

Kabita edged us across the lobby, keeping up
the cheerful immigrant act. “You are right, sir. Of course! That is
why I teach her.”

She hurried us up to the door on the right
hand side of the lobby. The door popped open and we slid through as
she gave the security guard a little wave.

We both sucked in a deep breath, but we
weren’t out of the woods yet. I pushed the cart to the end of the
hall while Kabita kept up her ridiculous impression routine.

The door to the basement archives was dead
ahead in clear view of the CCTV camera. Fortunately, there was a
door perpendicular to it, which led into the women’s bathroom.

I angled the cart in front of the women’s
room so that it blocked the view of anyone coming or going from the
bathroom. If, that was, the person was crawling. Which is exactly
what I planned to do.

Kabita propped open the bathroom door as I
grabbed an armload of toilet paper rolls. Inside the bathroom, I
dropped the rolls and handed her the key card.

“OK, here’s my plan. You walk out there and
stand at the cart. Rustle around like you can’t find something and
make sure your body is blocking the archive door. I’ll crawl to the
door and you use the swipe card to let me in. Then you can clean
the bathroom while I see what I can find in the archives. Security
will think I’m still in there.”

“OK, fine. How about I give you fifteen
minutes then I’ll do it again so you can crawl out.”

Fifteen minutes wasn’t a lot of time, but
there wasn’t much we could do about it. Muscle Head knew where we
were, and I’d just bet he was watching us nice and close. Any more
than fifteen minutes and he’d be down wanting to know what we were
up to.

Our plan went off flawlessly and five minutes
later, I was in the belly of the whale. So to speak.

Honestly, I had no idea where to begin. The
archives were a mess. Sure, there were plenty of shelves with
neatly labeled boxes, but the labels made no sense. On top of that,
there were additional unlabeled boxes stacked haphazardly around
the room and topped with stacks of files and papers. There was a
single long table obviously meant for sorting through the archive
boxes, but it too was covered with dusty files.

“Crap.” Where to start? I only had fifteen
minutes to figure out what Alison had been researching down
here.

My mind cranked over, running through the
possibilities. Alison had been a smart woman. She wouldn’t have
just left her research for anyone to find. Not that anyone would be
able to find anything around here.

I headed to the back of the large room,
darting quickly through the shelves and around more piles of boxes.
There were a couple of desks shoved up against the far wall and
piled just as high with paperwork as the front table had been.
Seemed like the perfect place to hide an ongoing investigation.

I scanned the files and papers noticing that
one stack had significantly less dust than the others. Good place
to start.

The top file was still a bit dusty, so I
ignored it and pulled one from the middle of a stack on the desk
and flipped it open. Bingo. Inside the file was a hot pink sticky
note with some writing on it. I didn’t bother to read any more. I
couldn’t imagine too many MI8 agents using hot pink sticky notes.
The note was Alison’s. I was sure of it.

A quick scan through the rest of the pile
yielded no results, so I unzipped my coverall and stuffed the file
down into the top of my jeans. The coverall was loose, but not
loose enough to stand up to close examination.

I checked my watch. Nearly out of time. I
scurried back up the steps just as Kabita opened the door so I
could crawl back to the bathroom.

“Did you find anything?”

“Yeah.” I unzipped my coverall enough so she
could see the file.

“What’s in the file?”

“Didn’t have time to look. What next?”

“We need to get out of here without tipping
off the asshat.”

I snorted with laughter at that. “Any
ideas?”

She gave me an evil grin. I had a feeling I
wasn’t going to like this.

 


***

 


“Where are you two going? You haven’t
finished yet.” Muscle Head stormed down the stairs, buttons ready
to pop, suspicion written all over his face.

“It is my friend. It is Ingrid. She is
ill.”

Ingrid? Seriously?

I sagged a little more against Kabita. She
grunted under my weight and gave me a look that told me I was going
to pay for it later.

The guard took a step back. “What’s she
got?”

“I not be knowing. One minute she is fine.
The next,” she made a sound like somebody throwing up.

Muscle Head frowned. “You have to be
joking.”

“Oh, no, I not be joking, sir. I need to be
getting her home. Here.” She thrust me at the guard where I sagged
tragically in his arms.

“I be right back, sir. Need to be putting
this away.” She waved at the cleaning cart before disappearing
through the door.

The guard must have gotten a whiff of me.
“Jesus, you stink.” He made a face and shoved me down onto the
first step. “You better not be contagious.”

I made a gagging sound like I was about to
throw up. Muscle Head jumped back about a foot, swearing up a
storm. It was all I could do not to bust up laughing.

The thing about making a lie convincing is to
cover all your bases. Most people are good at thinking about sound
and sight, but they forget smell. Nothing will get a guy like
Muscle Head to back off like the smell of puke.

I am not an advocate for self-induced
vomiting. It’s a waste of perfectly good food. But as a disguise,
it totally worked.

Kabita came bustling back through the door,
heaved me off my feet (I made a few gasping sounds, just for
effect.) and got me out the front door of MI8 pronto. “Not to
worry, sir!” she shouted at Muscle Head, “we be sending someone to
finish cleaning. Not to worry.”

And we disappeared into the night with Muscle
Head staring after us, looking slightly green around the gills.
Points to us.

 


***

 


The first thing I did when we got back to the
hotel was brush my teeth. The second thing I did was gargle with
mouthwash. Twice. The third thing I did was to ask Kabita about the
file. She’d hidden it in her own coverall so Muscle Head wouldn’t
feel it when she threw me at him.

She flipped through the pages as I collapsed
on the bed. “Looks like we’ve got the information we were looking
for. These are the birth records of a Dragon Hunter.”

“Let me see that.” She handed me the file.
“So, Sandra was right. There is a Dragon Hunter on the loose and
MI8 is covering it up.” And apparently Alison had found out about
it.

“I don’t think MI8 are the ones covering it
up. I think it’s my father behind the cover up. It’s his
style.”

“But why?” There was so much crazy going on,
the possibilities were endless.

“No idea. What do the files say exactly?”

I leaned back against the pillows as I
scanned the documents. “This one is a birth certificate. It looks
like a girl was born on the first of June twenty-three years ago
right here in London. She was given the name Dara Boyd. No father’s
name and the mother’s name is redacted.”

“Excuse me? Redacted?”

“Yep. As is pretty much everything else. I
seriously doubt Boyd is her real name.”

She thought for a moment. “I doubt she uses
Dara anymore. She most likely has an entirely new identity. What
else?”

“It looks like MI8 kept pretty close tabs on
her. There are school records, names and addresses of foster
families, even medical and dental records.” I scrutinized the
documents, filing everything away in my brain for future reference.
“There are notes on her friends. She didn’t have many. No
boyfriends. One girlfriend.” I squinted at the pink sticky note. An
address. I’d bet anything it was the girlfriend’s.

“Maybe she knows something,” Kabita
suggested.

I shrugged. “Maybe, though from what we know
of Hunters, Dara may not have been aware of her nature. At least
until she was older. Even then I doubt she knew exactly what she
was.”

“Unless someone told her.”

There was that. I flipped to the last page of
the file. “Huh. The records end shortly after her eighteenth
birthday.”

“They stopped tracking her?”

“No.” I shook my head. “It looks like they
lost her. She disappeared off the grid.”

“Impossible.” She snagged the file out of my
hands, sinking down onto the desk chair to peruse it. She bit her
lower lip as she read. “She had help.”

“How do you know? Maybe she just moved or
something.”

“No. MI8 knew what she was and they were
keeping very close tabs on her. It wasn’t just a matter of
surveillance. They had her tagged.”

“What? Like on those wildlife shows where
they stick a GPS in the ear of a rabbit or something?”

She grimaced. “Pretty much. Any suspected
Hunter born on British soil is tracked that way from birth. Those
that show promise as Hunters are recruited. Those that don’t are
still kept under surveillance. Permanently.”

“Geez. Glad I wasn’t born here.” I touched my
ear. “Uh, they didn’t put a chip in me when I was in the hospital,
did they?”

She gave me an eye roll. “Don’t be
ridiculous.” She went back to reading the file.

“I’m serious, Kabita. Did they chip me?”

She was quiet a moment. “My father wanted to,
but you’re American and Americans don’t chip their Hunters.”

“Like that would stop Alister.”

She snorted. “It didn’t. Aunt Angeline
did.”

Ah. The aunt who’d saved me from MI8’s tender
mercies. “Thank the gods for Aunt Angeline.”

She grinned at that before returning to the
file. “They’d have never just let Dara Boyd go. Not unless … ” She
flipped through the file, a frown forming. “It looks like the
system was shut down for routine maintenance, only the backup
didn’t kick in. By the time it came back online, she was gone.
Somebody definitely helped her.”

“MI8 didn’t try to find her?”

Her face was grim. “No they didn’t. Look.”
She handed the file back, open to a yellow duplicate page.

It was a simple document ordering that the
search for Dara Boyd be terminated and her file destroyed. It was
signed by one Alister Jones.

“Damn.”

 


***

 


Breakfast the next morning was a tense one —
each of us lost in our own thoughts and each of us still pissed off
about Alister. I was pretty grateful he wasn’t my father right
about then. Honestly, the more I learned about him, the less I
liked him.

What I really wanted to know was exactly what
game he was playing at and why. Between his crazy witch hunting
obsession and his lying about there being a Dragon Hunter on the
loose, there was definitely something up.

After breakfast, we both needed to burn off
some energy, so we took a walk through the streets of Mayfair. The
pretty brick buildings with their arched and curlicue facades
turned that part of London from an ordinary city into something out
of a fairy tale. Or maybe Mary Poppins.

The American Embassy was mere blocks away,
but we didn’t go there. Instead, we wound up in the little park
just in front of it. Grosvenor Square was a mini playground for the
office drones in the area to picnic and catch some rays, or zzz’s
for that matter, during lunch. At that time of day it was nearly
empty.

“He’ll never tell the truth you know.” It was
the first Kabita had spoken since we left the hotel. The first time
we’d discussed what we’d found in the files since the previous
night.

“Nope,” I agreed. “We can hound him from here
to eternity and he won’t tell us anything. We’re going to have to
figure this out on our own.”

“And then what?” Her voice was unusually
dull.

“Then we do what we have to.”

She nodded. “OK.”

What else was there to say, really?

“Next step?”

She shook her head as though to clear it. “We
need to track this girl. Find out where she is, what she’s calling
herself, get a description. I think I should have a chat with her
girlfriend. What was her name?”

I pulled up the memory of the hot pink sticky
note. “Simone Williams. According to Alison’s notes, she was the
last person to see Dara before her disappearance. Her last known
address is in Willesden Junction, but she could be anywhere by
now.”

“I’ll get Adam to track her down. I’m going
to have a little chat with Simone. She might know something, have
seen something. Even if she didn’t, she should be able to give me
the names of some of the other people in Dara’s life.”

“Great, while you do that … ” I was cut off
by the ring tone on my mobile. It was Sandra.

“Morgan, can you come to my shop this
afternoon?”

“Sure,” I said. “What’s up?”

“I’ve found someone who might be able to
translate the diary.”


Chapter Seventeen

 


 


This time on my way through Soho there wasn’t
a sidhe in sight, which was something of a relief. Thank the gods
for small favors. My life was complicated enough without the
sidhe.

Sandra’s shop was shut, the closed sign
dangling in the window. I rapped once and the door swung open.
Sandra waved me in, her eyes darting up and down the street as
though she was afraid someone was spying on us. I couldn’t imagine
what she had to be nervous about. Unless her translator was some
kind of criminal or something.

“Thank you for coming so quickly, Morgan.
It’s not good for … my guest to be out among people for very
long.”

Oh, boy. “Of course. Thanks for helping me. I
really appreciate it.”

She gave me a look that reminded me there was
backbone underneath the sometimes loony exterior. “I’m not doing it
for you. I’m doing it for my friends.”

What could I say? I nodded and followed her
into the back room.

I didn’t know what I was expecting. Maybe a
cerebral professor type complete with tweed jacket and smoking
pipe. The man lounging in Sandra’s desk chair was pretty much the
exact opposite.

He was big. Really big, with broad shoulders
straining at a battered black leather biker jacket. What looked
like size sixteen combat boots were propped up on her desk, massive
arms crossed over his chest. He made Muscle Head the security guard
look undernourished.

He was handsome, I’d give him that. His
cheekbones would make a romance cover model weep with envy.
Sapphire blue eyes ringed with ink black lashes the same color as
his shoulder length hair swept over me and dismissed me all in one
go.

Oh, no he didn’t. Nobody dismissed Morgan
Bailey like some kind of bug. Especially since I knew exactly what
he was. I’d had no idea until that moment that dragons could take
human form and I wasn’t sure I liked the idea.

“So, you’re the one who can translate dragon
tongue.” I sniffed the air. “Barbecue any sheep lately?”

He was out of the chair with a snarl before I
could blink. I probably should have backed down, but there wasn’t
anything that irritated me more than a man who treated a woman as
inferior. Even if he could, quite literally, eat her in one
gulp.

Then his eyes shifted, turned silvery gold,
pupils elongating. I realized that it wasn’t a gender bias. It was
one species treating another as inferior. Much like a human might
view a dog. I swallowed hard, but stood my ground.

“Drago, please.” Sandra laid a calming hand
on his arm. He didn’t budge. Not just any dragon, then, but a
dragon king.

“Drago is your title.” I made it a comment,
not a question. Meanwhile I held his eyes with mine. They were
familiar, those eyes. Not his specifically, but something about
them. My mind tried to catch the thought, but it slid away.

“Yes.” His voice was deep and grumbly. I knew
that voice.

“Do you often play with the dreams of
humans?”

Just a hint of a smile played around his
mouth. I noted his lips were full and sensual. In human form he was
definitely sexy, but he honestly did nothing for me. It wasn’t
because he was a dragon, either. Like with Trevor Daly, I could see
the sexy but I wasn’t into it.

“Sometimes I find it is the best way to
communicate. Little humans are prone to fits of hysteria when faced
with such as I.” His voice rose and fell in the odd cadence I
remembered from the dream. His speech patterns felt more formal,
which I supposed made sense seeing how English wasn’t necessarily
his first language. Not modern English, anyway.

“Well, next time could you knock first?”

His smile grew wider and he inclined his
head, his eyes slipping back into their human shape. Sandra
breathed a sigh of relief. If I were honest, so did I.

“You have something which needs
translating?”

“Yeah.” I sat down on the folding chair
Sandra had pulled out of gods knew where. I slid the diary out of
my pocket and laid it on the desk. “This diary was written by a
woman called Alison Jones.”

He nodded and propped a pair of reading
glasses on his nose. I gave him a look. “Seriously? You wear
glasses?”

He smirked at me. “We all have our
weaknesses, little human. Best not to forget it.”

“I never do. Believe me.”

He flipped through the pages of the diary.
“This woman, Alison. She was human?”

“Yes, she worked for MI8.”

“Ah, that explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“See, here.” He leaned forward his finger
pointed at a symbol in the diary. His scent caught me by surprise.
He smelled like a s’more. I loved s’mores.

Thinking of s’mores reminded me of Inigo.
Thinking of Inigo got me more than a little hot under the collar. I
cleared my throat and squirmed a little in my chair. “Yeah. What
about it?”

“It’s very old. We don’t use it anymore
except, perhaps, in very formal situations.” He frowned, flipping
through the pages. “This isn’t in dragon tongue.”

I gave him a doubtful look. “Come on. Those
are dragon symbols. Even I know that.”

“Yes,” he admitted. “They are symbols of the
dragon tongue, but this diary is written in English. The dragon
symbols are simply a code of sorts.”

“You mean she substituted dragon tongue
symbols for English words?”

“More like she used the symbols to represent
similar English sounds. Many of the symbols are very old and have
fallen out of use in the centuries of our exile beyond the Wall. My
guess would be Alison Jones had access to some type of dictionary
of symbols most likely stored at MI8. She used it as you might use
hieroglyphs or Morse code, to protect her findings.”

He leaned back again. Gods he smelled good.
And he was making me hungry. I had the sudden desire to visit
Paul’s Patisserie for something ridiculously gooey and
chocolaty.

“So, can you translate it or not?”

He peered at me over his glasses. “Oh, I can
translate it. It may not be exactly as written, but close
enough.”

“Fine. Can you tell me what Alison was
working on before she was murdered?”

“Of course,” he said with a shrug. “That is
easy. She was trying to find the dragons.”

I swear my mouth dropped open like an
idiot.

“Tea anyone?” Sandra popped her head into the
room. We both nodded. She smiled and popped back to wherever she’d
been. I could hear the clinking of china and the slosh of water as
she busied herself in what was obviously a kitchen area.

“Does it say why?” I couldn’t imagine why
Alison had cared about finding dragons. After all, nobody believed
they were real anymore, and those that did thought they were all
dead.

“It appears she accidently discovered the
truth about our race. When she brought the facts to the attention
of her superiors, she was shut down, ordered to keep silent.” His
finger traced the pages. “Instead she kept investigating quietly.
She came to believe that someone within the organization was using
MI8 to further his or her own ends.”

“What does that have to do with your
people?”

“It is not clear. However, she also
determined that the Dragon Hunters were not extinct, but that there
was at least one in existence.” He shook his head, strands of inky
silken hair sliding over his shoulders. “I do not see how this is
possible. Even worse, instead of being trained as a Hunter, this
one had been spirited away to live in the United States.”

Sandra bustled out with a tea tray piled with
the requisite tea things and a load of tea biscuits. Drago smiled
when he saw the cookies and helped himself to a large handful. I
had a weakness for the biscuits myself, so I didn’t blame him. They
were just so moreish.

“The U.S.?” I picked up the conversation.
“You’re kidding. Talk about small world. But why was that a bad
thing? And what’s not possible?”

He stared at me for several moments, as
though trying to determine if I was worthy of knowledge. I tried to
look studious or innocent or something. I was not sure it
worked.

“You’ve no doubt been told that the Dragon
Hunter ability is genetic and that it appeared out of nowhere.”

I nodded. That was exactly what I’d been
told. What Alister Jones himself had told me.

“It isn’t genetic. It can’t be passed from
one generation to the next. Each Dragon Hunter must be
created.”

I stared at him for a full minute. “Excuse
me? Created by whom?”

“Centuries ago, the first Rogue dragon began
slaughtering humans by the hundreds. Horrified, the Clans tried to
restrain him, but they could not and so thousands of humans
died.”

I frowned. “So far it sounds exactly like the
story I was told. I still don’t understand who created the Dragon
Hunters.”

He held up a hand. “Patience.”

“Sorry. Go on. Please.” My voice was just a
little tart.

He smiled a little at that. “The only result
of such carnage would, of course, have been war. And war meant the
death of millions, possibly even genocide. Faced with such a
horror, the Drago, my grandfather, created a new creature: Dragon
Hunter.”

The dragons had created Dragon Hunters? My
mind stuttered to a halt over that one. How was it even possible?
Before I could go any deeper with that thought, Drago pulled me
back.

“But the Dragon Hunters did not stop at
killing Rogue dragons. Their insatiable lust for death drove them
to kill even the innocent, and so the Human/Dragon conflict began
after all. When faced with annihilation, there was only one thing
left to do. We built the Wall and then withdrew behind it.”

He watched me closely. Did he expect me to go
ballistic or something? I was just too confused by the whole
thing.

“The dragons built the Wall? Not
Hadrian?”

“Oh, please.” He waved his hand. “As though
the Roman Empire ever told the truth about anything. Talk about the
world’s biggest propaganda machine.”

If what he was telling me was true, then
nothing in the history books was right. Well, the history books
that included dragons. Or Romans, for that matter.

“When the Dragon Hunters finished killing
Rogues and started killing the other dragons, my grandfather
stopped making Dragon Hunters. They eventually died out.”

“And that’s why there haven’t been any Dragon
Hunters born over the last few centuries,” I concluded.

“Correct. This Dragon Hunter you speak of
wasn’t made by me. I don’t know who and I don’t know how they
discovered the secret, but someone else made her.”

“Shit.” I had a bad feeling I knew who’d been
playing at god. And he just happened to be my best friend’s
father.

“Exactly.”

I sighed and slumped in my chair and took a
bite of tea biscuit. The sweet vanilla filled my mouth. “Why on
earth would anyone let a Dragon Hunter run loose like that?”

He gave me a pointed look. “Must I spell it
out for you?”

“No. No, not really.” There was only one
reason to let a Dragon Hunter loose. To hunt dragons. “What about
Alison’s murder? You really think someone was trying to stir things
up by framing the dragons? Start another war?” Another war which
would most likely end in the complete annihilation of the dragon
race. Not to mention that some pretty bad shit would happen to my
own human race.

He laid the diary on the table and leaned
back in his chair. Those sapphire eyes of his caught mine, asking,
demanding. “That would be my guess. What I want to know, Morgan
Bailey, is how you are going to play this.”

“Like I always play it,” I told him. “On the
side of truth.”

“No matter the cost? No matter who gets in
your way?”

I stood up and snagged the diary off the
desk. “The way I look at it, Drago, is that anybody who pulls this
kind of bullshit deserves whatever they get.” I wasn’t about to
mention my suspicions just yet. I didn’t know the Drago, but if it
had been me, I’d be out for blood. “We’re talking attempted
genocide. Not to mention the murder of an innocent woman. That is
so not OK.” Understatement of the year, but there you go.

A slow smile spread across his too handsome
face. “That’s what I like to hear. Perhaps we can work with you,
after all.” He stood and held out his hand.

As I took it, he pulled me in close, his
sweet chocolate and marshmallow scent wafting over me, swamping my
senses. Heat ripped through my body, and it was just this side of
painful. I so wasn’t comfortable with the proximity, but he was too
strong for me.

His lips brushed against my ear sending
shivers down my spine. And they weren’t happy shivers. “Remember,
Hunter. The Fire is a gift. Do no refuse it lest it eat you.”

His voice was rough coals and his hand
wrapped around mine wasn’t warm, it was hot, sending flames
shooting up my arm and into my body. But I wasn’t turned on. There
wasn’t much in this world I was afraid of anymore, but the
man/dragon in front of me wasn’t exactly your ordinary monster. I
was scared.

Me. The badass vampire hunter. Scared.

I jerked my hand back and swallowed hard.
With a nod, I turned and strode quickly from the shop. I refused to
let fear, or the dragon king, get the better of me.

Behind me, Drago laughed.

 


***

 


Darkness had fallen by the time I left The
Dragon’s Den. The streetlamps cast their mellow orange glow over
the cobbled streets of Soho as a drunk couple staggered past me,
arms wrapped around each other. I wrinkled my nose. I could smell
the reek of alcohol on them.

Laughing, one of the men slammed the other up
against a shop wall. I braced myself for action before realizing it
wasn’t aggression. At least not in a bad way, if the kissing was
anything to go by.

I tucked my hands into my jacket pockets and
tried not to stare too much as I passed them. An unexpected ping of
jealousy hit me out of nowhere. Why couldn’t my love life be that
simple? A little too much wine and some hot groping on a street
corner sounded pretty good to me.

I’d just turned the corner when that tingle
gripped the back of my skull, stopping me in my tracks. Vampire. I
knelt down as though to tie my shoelace and carefully slid my blade
from its ankle sheath.

“So, little Hunter, we meet again. At
last.”

He stood a few feet away, wrapped in shadow.
I couldn’t see his features, but I could smell him with that odd
sense I had, and I’d never forget that voice. “You’ve led me on a
merry chase these last few days, Bob.”

“Bob?” he sounded amused.

I shrugged. “Sounds good to me.”

Fangs flashed in the dim light and a chuckle
followed. “You Americans are such an odd bunch. I suppose it comes
from living in the wilderness of the Colonies all these years”

Was he serious? “Whatever, Bob. You didn’t
answer my question.”

“You didn’t ask a question.”

Point to Bob. “Why have you been following
me, Bob?”

He sighed. “You are amazingly thick for a
Hunter. Very disappointing. Especially considering I’m essentially
your sire.”

“Excuse me?”

This time his smile chilled me to the bones.
He took one step closer. “I made you. Without me you would be
languishing in the ordinary. I made you extraordinary.”

He was actually trying to take the credit for
me becoming a Hunter. As if that made him killing me OK. “If you’re
waiting for me to thank you, you’re going to be waiting one hell of
a long time.”

He shrugged as if to say he had plenty of
time. He wouldn’t if I could help it. I adjusted my grip on the
knife handle. “Answer me.”

“Very well. I was paid to lead you around
London. Distract you. Just for a few days, you understand.”

“You ran me all around London for
money? ”

He examined his nails before buffing them on
the lapel of his snazzy wool coat. “Living takes money, you know.
And I’ve lived a very long time.”

“Well, then, let me fix that for you.”

I called it. Without a second’s hesitation, I
called the Darkness and it came in a rush, ramming through me like
an ocean wave. The edges of my vision bled black. It shrieked with
glee and it wasn’t just the Darkness shrieking, it was me.

“Holy goddess.” Bob had blanched white. Well,
as white as a vampire can blanch.

“The goddess can’t help you now, Bob. No one
can.” The voice that came out of my mouth was mine and yet not
mine. It held the weight of a thousand tombs. I let loose the
Darkness.

Apparently he decided he wasn’t going to sit
there and wait to get turned into dog meat. He ran at me. The
Darkness laughed and I was across the street and on him faster than
a heartbeat.

Bob grabbed a handful of my jacket and used
my momentum to swing me around and into the wall. I landed so hard
it rattled my teeth. I’d no doubt have some lovely bruises.

He went for my throat, fangs flashing in the
dim light, but I brought up one arm and with strength born of
Darkness broke his grip. With my other hand I got a good grip on
his throat. He snarled and I snarled back, lifting the knife and
driving it home right into his kidneys.

Only problem is vampires don’t really use
their kidneys so stabbing one is no big deal unless you had time to
let them bleed to death. I didn’t have that kind of time.

Bob picked me up and threw me. I flew a good
twenty feet before crashing down on the pavement. Something snapped
and pain flooded my body, but the Darkness snarled and shoved it
back. I felt nothing but the bliss of Darkness.

The Darkness wasn’t all power, it was
cunning, too. I lay, waiting, catching my breath until Bob was
within arm’s reach. Then I reach out and grabbed his ankle,
flipping him into the air and unto his back. He landed with enough
force that if vampires could breathe, it would have knocked the
wind out of him.

In a flash, I was on top of him, straddling
his chest, knife at his throat. “Who paid you, Bob?” I could barely
hiss out the words past the Darkness that was growing stronger and
stronger inside me. “Who wants me dead?” Because that’s what it
was. A hit. Whoever hired Bob had to have known that he would try
to finish what he started. What they didn’t know was that I was no
longer easy to kill.

“If I tell you, will you let me go?”

The Darkness smiled with my mouth. “Of
course, Bob.”

“Swear it.”

“We swear it. On everything we hold dear. If
you tell us who hired you, we will let you go.” My voice had a
weird double echo. Deep inside I felt a thrill of terror.

“Fine. It was a woman called Jade. A Hunter,
but not like you.”

“Very good, Bob,” the Darkness said with my
mouth, my voice. “Thank you for telling us.” The blade bit into his
neck, spilling a thin trickle of blood.

Fear flashed across a face that might have
once been handsome. “You promised.”

“Of course we did, Bob. And we keep our
promises. We will let you go back to the dust which made you,” the
Darkness hissed.

“No! Please!”

“Sorry, Bob.” Without warning the Darkness
was gone and in its place was Fire. Fire so hot it burned, turning
my very bones to dust. “Ashes to ashes ... ” the Fire whispered in
the vampire’s ear.

I placed my palm in the center of his chest.
One second later, he was flame. He screamed in agony, but though I
still straddled him, the flames didn’t hurt me. I watched in awe as
they danced along my skin, leaving it unmarred.

And then I knelt alone on a pile of ash. Deep
inside, the Darkness laughed and a tiny crimson flame danced.


Chapter Eighteen

 


 


I don’t remember how I got back to the hotel.
One minute I was on that dark street kneeling in a pile of ash and
the next I was standing in the hotel lobby with Francois fussing
over me.

“Mademoiselle Bailey! Where have you been?
Mademoiselle Jones has been most upset! Most upset. Is
everything OK? You look most distressed!” He talked at about ninety
miles an hour, arms waving in the air. Every other sentence came
out an exclamation. Honestly, he was exhausting.

“I’m fine, Francois. My meeting just went a
bit longer than I expected.”

“But Mademoiselle ... ”

“I’m fine,” I cut him off, voice firm.
“Goodnight, Francois.”

He was still muttering and wringing his hands
when I turned my back on him and headed for the elevator.

Inside, I slumped against the wall. I tried
desperately to dredge up any memory of the trip, but no matter how
hard I tried it was a no go. The last thing I could remember was
Bob doing a great ash pile impersonation.

“Shit.” I ran a hand through my hair and
realized it was shaking. I was not doing my reputation as a badass
Vampire Hunter any good. I stepped off the elevator and headed for
Kabita’s room.

The door swung open at my knock. “What on
earth happened to you? You look like you’ve been rolling around in
a dustbin.”

“Pretty much,” I said, stepping past her into
the room. “I dusted Bob.”

“Who?”

“The vamp that killed me three years
ago.”

Kabita sat down abruptly on the edge of the
bed. Her mouth worked as though she was trying to say something but
couldn’t quite figure out what. Finally, “His name was Bob?” She
sounded incredulous. I didn’t blame her.

“Not exactly. He didn’t tell me his name, so
I figured I’d give him one.”

She smirked. “So, what happened?”

“We had a chat. I dusted him. Simple as that.
One thing, though. He said someone hired him to follow me around.
You know what that means?”

She frowned. “It was a hit. No way he’d just
follow you and not try to kill you again once he learned you
survived. Nothing pisses a vamp off like learning a kill didn’t
die.”

“Or in this case did, but lived to tell the
tale,” I pointed out.

“Why would someone want to kill you? Other
than the fact you’re annoying, of course.” She leaned back crossing
one leg over the other and gave me a cool look. I very maturely
stuck out my tongue.

“I have no idea in this particular instance.
He said the woman’s name was Jade.”

Kabita sat up abruptly. “Did you say
Jade?”

“Uh, yeah. Why?”

She hurried over to the desk and riffled
through some paperwork. “I had a little chat with Simone Williams
today. She didn’t know anything, but she did have an email Dara
sent her after she disappeared. Adam traced down the IP address. I
did a little digging. Here.” She waved some sort of official
looking document at me. “Jade Vincent. Otherwise known as Dara
Boyd.”

I snatched the paper from her. “No frigging
way. Bob said the Jade that hired him was a Hunter, but not like
me.”

“Obviously the same Jade. I don’t imagine
there’s another Jade who is also a Hunter running around.”

I scanned the document. It was an application
for Miami University for a girl named Jade Vincent from Miami. The
age was right, but that didn’t mean anything. Dara Boyd had last
been seen in London. Miami was a long way away. “How do you know
this is Dara?”

She sighed and handed me another piece of
paper. This one was a personal letter addressed to someone named
William Rhodes. It looked innocent enough until I got to the second
paragraph. “Holy crap. This is a request for witness protection. A
personal request.”

“Signed by my father. William Rhodes was head
of the agency responsible at the time. They were friends. My father
often visited the Rhodes home. In Miami.”

Of all the crazy insane things, this I hadn’t
expected. “So, your father asked his buddy to hide Dara inside the
American system. Not only that, he wanted her close enough so
Rhodes could keep an eye on her.”

Her voice was grim, “William Rhodes has a
sister named Ann Vincent. Jade Vincent is her adopted daughter. My
father circumvented MI8 and all the safeguards to hide a dangerous
woman in another country. And now she’s back.”

“And she wants me dead.”

“Apparently.”

“Fantastic.” This really wasn’t my day.

“What did Sandra’s friend have to say?”

I sighed and flopped down onto the bed Kabita
had vacated. I quickly told her about Alison’s diary and what Drago
had told me, including the fact that the dragons hadn’t made Jade
Vincent, a.k.a. Dara Boyd. I knew she’d figure out the connotations
of that all on her own.

“Drago’s fairly certain that whoever let the
Dragon Hunter loose and murdered Alison is trying to start a race
war between humans and dragons again, most likely in an attempt at
genocide. Gods, can this day get any better?” You could have cut
the sarcasm with a knife.

Kabita didn’t say anything. She just swung
open the mini bar and took out a tiny bottle of tequila. The liquor
disappeared in one swallow. “You want something?” She waved at the
rest of the selection.

“Hell, yes. Make it a double.”

 


***

 


I sat on the edge of my bed staring at the
photograph I kept with me everywhere I went. It was late and I
needed sleep, but the photo had caught my eye and so I sat staring
at it like somehow I could reach into the past and unlock it.

My mom had given me the photo on my twelfth
birthday. I’d always known my father died when I was a baby, but
mom never talked about it.

She talked about him plenty. How brave he
was, how strong and smart. When I was being particularly stubborn
she’d tell me I was just like him. It always made me proud to be
told I was like him. Even when it wasn’t exactly a compliment.

Then she’d given me the photo. It was the
first time I’d ever seen his face. Mom said it was the only one she
had of him, but it was right for me to have it.

In the photo, Dad was standing next to
another man, slightly older. Dad was young, maybe twenty-five, with
wavy brown hair and one of those ridiculous moustaches popular back
in the seventies. Still, he was a handsome guy and confidence oozed
out of every pore, even in the photograph.

Around his neck hung a medallion on a short
cord. I’d always thought it was pretty cool, that medallion. It was
a starburst sun with the rays in wavy lines. No idea what it meant,
but I always felt like I should know it. Like it was connected to
me in a way.

But as I stared at the photo, it wasn’t my
father who drew my eye. It was the man standing next to him. The
man with the thick, dark hair and the neatly trimmed sideburns. I
knew that man.

Why was my father in a picture with Alister
Jones? And why hadn’t Alister said anything about knowing my
father?

My jaw grew tight and I rolled my shoulders
to try to release some tension. Somehow I needed to find out,
though I doubted Alister would ever tell the truth. Maybe Mom knew
something. I’d never thought to ask before. Then again, I’d never
met Alister Jones before.

A pounding on my door drew me out of my
reverie. I sighed when I saw who it was. “Trevor Daly. What the
heck are you doing here?” I turned back to the room, assuming he’d
follow.

“I thought you might want to know Jack’s
gone.” A wry smile spread across his handsome face. “He caught a
flight this morning. He asked me to tell you, figured you wouldn’t
be interested in seeing him.”

“He got that right.” I stalked toward the
desk to turn on the kettle. I suddenly felt the need for a hot
chocolate. As I shooed him out of the way, I noticed something.
Something I hadn’t noticed before. He was wearing a medallion
identical to my father’s.

I reached out and grabbed it so quick he
didn’t have time to move. “Where did you get that?” I snarled.

“It was given to me.” He tried to place his
hand over mine, but I snatched it away. He was hiding something. I
could tell.

“That’s my father’s medallion. What the hell
are you doing with it?”

He swallowed, “Listen, Morgan ... ”

“Don’t you ‘listen Morgan’ me,” my voice
rose. “I want to know what you’re doing with that medallion and I
want to know now.” I knew I was acting like a spoiled
teenager, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“It was given to me.” I could feel the
tension radiating off his body.

“Who gave it to you?”

“Your father.”

I swallowed. Hard. “Liar,” I meant it to be
loud and forceful, but it came out barely a whisper. “My father is
dead.”

“I know, Morgan.” This time he did place his
hand over mine and even though I tried to shrug him off, he held
on. “He gave it to me before he died.”

I shook my head. “That’s impossible. He died
when I was a baby. You couldn’t have been much older than that. Why
would my father give you a gold medallion? That’s ridiculous.”

“I’m sorry, Morgan. This isn’t how I wanted
to tell you.” Trevor’s voice was a little strained, his mocha latte
skin glistening with fine sheen of sweat. He was obviously nervous,
which was kind of freaking me out.

Anger surged through me so hard and fast it
nearly knocked me over. “Tell me the truth, Trevor. Now!”

“Your father didn’t die when you were a
baby.”

“What are you talking about? Of course he
did.” My mom had told me so and she wouldn’t lie about something
like that. “He was a salesman and he died in a car accident.”

He shook his head. “No, the sales job? That
was something he told your mother because he couldn’t tell her the
truth. And his death? That was a lie, too. To protect her, and you.
He worked for the government. For the Supernatural Regulatory
Agency, just like I do. He died, but not until years later. He was
investigating something he shouldn’t and he got too close.”

“Did you kill him, Trevor?” I didn’t know why
that thought crossed my mind, but I had to be sure.

“Not me, Morgan.” He squeezed my hand as if
willing me to understand. But I didn’t understand. I didn’t
understand any of it. “The government had him killed. He was too
dangerous. They thought he was too dangerous.”

I looked down at the photo of my father
standing side by side with Alister Jones. “Why? Why did they think
he was dangerous?”

“Partly because of the investigation and
partly ...” he hesitated. I looked up. Whatever he saw in my face
pushed him forward. “ ... and partly because he wasn’t entirely
human.”

If he expected me to be surprised, he was
disappointed. I already knew the freaky weirdness about my DNA. My
Atlantean genes had to come from somewhere.

I gave Trevor a good hard look. He worked for
them. For the government that killed my father. It didn’t matter
that his hand hadn’t held the knife or the gun or whatever they’d
used. It mattered that he worked for an agency that killed people
just because their DNA wasn’t entirely human.

My right hand clenched into a fist. “So, I
guess that means I’m a threat, too, huh? Daughter of a monster. I
guess that puts a price on my head then, seeing as how I work for
the same government.” Probably not the best idea to taunt a
government agent, but what the heck.

His voice was so quiet that I almost didn’t
hear. “Well, then I’m a monster, too, and there’s a death price on
my head.”

It took a minute for his words to sink in,
and even then I wasn’t sure I understood what he was saying. Wasn’t
sure I grasped the entire picture. “What did you say?”

His chocolate brown eyes stared directly into
my mossy green ones. “He was my father, too, Morgan.”

“Get the fuck out.” I searched his face, his
features, but there was nothing familiar. Nothing like mine. I was
sure of it. “You’re a liar.” It came out a lot less confident than
I was aiming for.

“No. I’m not. And you know it.” He pulled the
cord up and flashed the pendant. The same pendant my father wore in
the picture my mom had given me. “This is the sun symbol of the
Atlantean Royal Bloodline passed down from father to son for
generations. I’m your brother, Morgan.”

As though from a distance I watched him take
my hand, his dark skin a sharp contrast to my pale skin. For the
first time I realized we had the same shaped hands. Hands like my
father’s. Like our father’s.

My brother. Trevor Daly was my brother.

I needed something a lot stronger than hot
chocolate.

I let go of his hand and backed away. It was
all too much, but before I could say anything my cell phone rang.
“Yeah?”

“Morgan, I think I’m in trouble.”

“Inigo? What’s wrong?”

There was a crackling on the other end of the
line. “I’m being stalked. Someone wants me dead.”

“Shit. What happened? Where are you?”

“I’m at home. I’m safe for now, but Morgan,
hurry. Please! There isn’t much time.”

The phone went dead.


Chapter Nineteen

 


 


I slid a look at Trevor out of the corner of
my eye. Kabita had opted to take a seat in another aisle of the
plane so Trevor and I could “talk.” I made a mental note to “thank”
her later. The good thing about flying first class was that there
was enough space between us and the rest of the passengers we could
have a decent conversation without anyone overhearing.

I hadn’t told Kabita yet about Trevor and me.
It was all too weird and I was trying to get used to the idea
before I told anyone else, even my best friend. Still, she’d had
that look that told me she knew something was going on.

A low chuckle escaped him. “You don’t have to
be subtle, you know. If you want to stare, go ahead. We’re family,
remember.”

Family. Until now, family had been my mom, my
grandma and various aunts, uncles and cousins. My dad had been a
bedtime story and siblings hadn’t even factored into things. Now I
had a brother. A freaking brother. Dear gods. My mother was going
to blow a gasket.

“Um, so obviously we don’t have the same
mom.” I winced. Way to go, Captain Obvious. Fortunately Trevor
appeared to have something of a sense of humor after all.

“No. My mother’s name is Anita. She married
our father when she was just eighteen. Dad was twenty. They married
because she was pregnant.”

“With you?”

He nodded. “Yes. I’m an only child.” He
glanced at me and smiled. “Was an only child. You can imagine the
scandal at the time, an interracial couple pregnant out of wedlock.
It wasn’t easy for either of them.”

“No, I imagine it wasn’t. Did they love each
other?”

He gave me a smile that was held a hint of
sadness and maybe a little pity. I ignored the pity. “Yeah, they
did. They were crazy about each other. At least, for a while. Then
Dad discovered what he was.”

I cleared my throat. “The Atlantean
gene?”

He nodded. “Not just that, but the Royal
Bloodline. His dad was ill, dying, so he gave him the amulet along
with the story. That’s how it’s done.”

Would have been nice if someone had bothered
to tell me the story. “So, what happened? How did he meet my mom? I
mean, I know how they met. They ran into each other in a grocery
store, literally.”

He grinned. “Yeah, Dad told me about
that.”

I was surprised. “He did?” I couldn’t imagine
a man telling his son about the other woman in his life. Then
again, what I knew about my dad could fill a thimble.

“Yeah, he told me a lot of things.” He leaned
back in his chair, hands folded over his stomach. I could tell the
memories were making him sad, but I needed to know. “I think he
knew they were going to kill him, that it was only a matter of
time. So, he passed the amulet to me when I was fifteen.

“He told me about your mom, then. How he was
sent to Portland on a mission. How they met, fell in love. By then
my parent’s marriage had fallen apart. They barely spoke to each
other. It was ... ” He shook his head.

I don’t know what made me do it, but I
reached out and laid my hand over his like he’d done with me back
at the hotel. Family. Solidarity. I think I kind of got it. It was
so weird, though. I was used to being on my own.

He shook his head as though to clear it. “It
was love at first sight with your mom. She got pregnant with you
right away. I don’t know what he planned to do, if he planned to
leave us or what. In the end it didn’t matter.”

“Why?” I frowned.

He turned his head and looked me straight in
the eye. “Because the minute you were born he knew what you
were.”

I was truly baffled over that one. “What does
that mean?”

“Morgan, I have a single Atlantean lineage
from the Royal Bloodline passed to me through my father. You,
however, have two bloodlines, both Royal.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your mother is Atlantean, too.”

I gaped at him, mouth open like a fish. “Are
you nuts? My mother? The woman who obsesses over my love life and
spends her time playing gin rummy with my grandmother?”

“That’s the one.” He grinned.

“Nuts.” Yeah, my mother would definitely
freak.

He laughed. It was good to see him relaxing.
Damn, why was I all protective of him all of a sudden?

“Anyway, he had to leave you and your mother
in order to keep you safe, prevent the government from finding out
about you. He did a damn good job of it, too. They never knew he
had a second child.

“After he left, he had a friend contact your
mother telling her he’d been killed in a car accident. He went back
to my mother and they had several more years of being miserable
together. He never regretted it either. Hiding my lineage was one
thing; he faked the tests so it looked like I hadn’t inherited the
gene, but hiding yours was another thing altogether. Especially
with your Hunter abilities, though they were latent.”

“But surely they know about you, the
government? If they knew about Dad. They must have retested you
when you joined.”

He shook his head. “Daly is my mother’s
maiden name. I use it so no one suspects who my father was. And I
have friends who help to keep my true identity hidden. Didn’t your
mother ever tell you Dad’s name?”

“No. She left it blank on my birth
certificate. She just always called him my dad.”

He nodded. “Probably he asked her to do that.
Again, to keep you both safe. Our father’s name was Alexander
Morgan.”

I swallowed hard. “Mom named me after
Dad?”

The smile on his face was warm and genuine.
“Yeah. She did. Dad told me that, too.”

“Why did he tell you about me? Surely he must
have known it would upset you, to know he’d loved someone besides
your mother. That he had this whole other family out there.” I knew
it hurt me, even though part of me was thrilled to know I had a
brother.

“I guess it did, at first.” He tilted his
head back, thoughtful. “But Dad told me you’d need me. That I
needed to find you, protect you. He made me promise. So, that’s
what I did. I joined the agency under my mother’s name so I could
use their records to find you, and when I did, I made sure I was
put in charge of your team.”

I blinked back tears. All this time he’d been
watching out for me as best as he could. “Why didn’t you tell me
before?”

He shook his head. “The time never seemed
right. And for a long time, you were just another Hunter. You were
safe. All that’s changed now.”

I tucked my hand back in my lap. “This is
weird. Sorry, but I’m sort of ... wigged out a little. I mean, it’s
cool. I always wanted a brother, but ... ”

“But this isn’t quite how you pictured it?”
His grin was wry.

“No, not exactly.” I grinned back.

“That’s OK. You’ll get used to it. We both
will. I’m not going anywhere.”

That actually made me feel good. This whole
brother thing might be okay after all.

I decided it was time to change the subject.
“So, tell me, big bro, do you have any idea what’s happening with
Inigo? You are the government man extraordinaire, after all.” I
knew I came off a bit flippant, but I was really worried about
Inigo. I’d tried to ring several times, but no luck. It kept going
straight to voicemail. I couldn’t seem to help the edge of panic
lurking inside me at the thought of him being in danger.

“I think it has to do with his heritage.”

“Excuse me? How does being English put him in
danger? It’s not like we’re at war or anything.”

He sighed. “There’s more to it than that, but
I’m sorry, I can’t tell you. I took an oath.”

I blinked. An oath? What could be so secret
about Inigo that he had to take an oath? “If it’s about his
clairvoyance, I already know about that.”

“You really should talk to Kabita about it.
I’m sorry.”

That just made me more worried. And a little
mad. What hadn’t they told me? What could possibly have put Inigo
in danger? I could only hope we weren’t too late.

I leaned my head back against the seat. I was
a little surprised at just how worried I was about Inigo. I mean,
sure, it’s normal to worry about a friend, but this was more than
that.

Jack. I’d been fascinated by Jack from the
beginning. He was hella sexy. Exotic. Different. And nine-hundred
years of experience made him damn good in bed. But beyond that?

I had to admit there wasn’t much. Just a
whole lot of frustration. And hurt.

Inigo, on the other hand. I heaved a sigh.
Inigo was different. He’d always been different. Special. It
sounded completely stupid, but he made my heart sing.

Yeah, how cheesy could I get?

I squeezed my eyes closed. If we were too
late, I didn’t think I could bear it.

 


***

 


Inigo’s place was a wreck. Either he’d had a
really bad day or there’d been an almighty fight. Unfortunately, I
knew in my bones it was the latter.

The thought drove my earlier chat with Trevor
right out of my head. All I could think about was the fact that
Inigo might be hurt. Or worse.

Trevor had dropped us off before heading to a
meeting. He wouldn’t say why or with whom, but I figured it had
something to do with Inigo and tried not to get annoyed. I liked
things clear and up front. And no, the irony of that statement, in
light of the things I was hiding from my best friend and my new
brother, was not lost on me.

Kabita prowled the living room, her face a
mask. I could feel the anger rolling off her in waves, but
underneath the anger was something else. She blamed herself.

“This wasn’t your fault, Kabita.”

“I should have been here, protecting him. Not
off playing detective.” She picked up a picture frame and carefully
swept the shattered glass away from the photo inside. It was a
picture of the three of us taken the day Kabita opened the
detective agency. We all had cheesy grins and big glasses of
champagne.

Inigo had insisted on champagne even though I
didn’t like it. He’d said a celebration without champagne was like
cake without chocolate. That had been a good day.

Gently, I took the photo out of her hands and
placed it on the mantle. I’d buy him a new frame. “What kind of
trouble is he in?” My voice was quiet, but firm. It was time for
answers and the only way I could get past the terror of Inigo being
hurt was to face this head on. Logically. Go Mr. Spock.

“It’s hard to say,” she sighed. “Inigo is ...
different. Some people don’t like different. Some people exploit
different.”

I figured she wasn’t talking about his
clairvoyance, though there were plenty who’d be happy to exploit
that. Something under the edge of a couch cushion caught my eye and
I crouched down. On the floor underneath the cushion was a stain.
The coppery scent hit my nose. Blood.

“Kabita.”

The minute she spotted the blood, her face
went white. She sat down abruptly on the cushion less couch. “Oh,
Goddess.”

“Hey.” I reached over and squeezed her knee.
“We don’t know this is his blood. He could have hurt his attacker.”
I refused to let my own fear show in my face. This was one time
when the power of positive thinking was the only way to go. At
least until we had proof otherwise.

My cell rang. Trevor. “Yeah.”

“Just had a meeting with my informant. A
woman was seen downtown at the old Hung Far Low building. She had a
man with her matching Inigo’s description. She had him restrained
and was apparently holding him at gunpoint. My informant says
they’re inside the building.”

“How long?”

“Twenty minutes.”

There might still be time. “Where are
you?”

“I’m headed there now. Be there in five.”

“OK, we’re on the way, but we’ll be a bit
longer,” I told him.

“I’ll check things out while I wait for you.
If I need to, I’m going in,” he said.

“Good. Turn your phone on vibrate. I’ll text
when we get there.” I hung up the phone and turned to Kabita.
“Trevor found Inigo.”

“He’s alive?” Her face flooded with
relief.

“He was twenty minutes ago. He better still
be that way, or whoever hurt him isn’t going to live to regret it.”
I felt the Darkness swirl inside me, wanting out. This time I
shoved it back down. The Darkness had enjoyed dusting Bob the vamp
and it wanted to kill whoever took Inigo. It enjoyed killing,
period. What scared me was that I might enjoy it too.

I pushed that thought aside. I didn’t have
time for introspection.

On the way downtown, I was finally able to
focus on what I learned during my chat with Trevor. I tried to get
information out of Kabita, but she wasn’t budging. All she would
say was, “I took an oath.” Seriously, there was way too much of
this oath taking shit going around. The lack of info was rapidly
fraying my temper. How was I supposed to help my friends if they
wouldn’t tell me the truth? And, yes. I know. Irony thy name is
Morgan.

I pressed down harder on the accelerator,
barely making it through a yellow light. I headed over the Burnside
Bridge which spit us out into downtown. To the right lay Chinatown
and the former home of Hung Far Low. The Chinese restaurant was
famous throughout Portland for its rather creative name.

I turned up 4th Street and found a place to
park not far from the former restaurant. Rumor had it they were
turning the place into upscale lofts, but then rumor said a lot of
things. For now it was an empty shell.

I sent Trevor a quick text. An instant later,
he responded and Kabita and I hustled down the block to meet
him.

“Is it Inigo?” Kabita demanded.

“Yes, it’s definitely him. He’s still alive,
but not for much longer. I don’t like doing this without backup,
but they’re still twenty minutes out. We need to go in now or he’s
not going to make it.” His gun was already out.

I didn’t carry weapons deadly to humans.
Other than my blades, that is. A little flame sparked inside me
reminding me I carried a weapon deadly to everyone but myself. I
damped it down. The Fire wasn’t for humans, either, as far as I was
concerned. I didn’t care what it wanted.

Instead I slid my dagger from its sheath.
There’d been no time to head home from the airport, so that was the
best I had.

I glanced over at Kabita. She had a gun, too.
Damn, where’d these people get guns all of a sudden?

Trevor moved to the door which swung open
quietly. I raised a questioning eyebrow. “Already picked it,” he
explained in a hushed voice.

“Is that legal?” I hissed back.

“Why? You going to report me?” The smirk he
gave me was enough to set my blood boiling. I glared at him.

We stepped through the door into what had
once been a large dining room. It was empty now, save for a broken
chair sagging against one wall and a crappy poster with curling
corners lying on the floor.

“Kitchen,” Trevor hissed.

Fortunately, the kitchen doors were those
swinging kind with the little round portholes. I peered through
then sort of wished I hadn’t. Inigo was next to the stove, his arms
stretched up above his head, chained to a support beam in the
ceiling. Additional lengths of heavy chain wrapped around his
ankles and padlocked to the stove.

He sagged against the chains, his face
bruised and swollen, hair matted with blood. I gasped in horror as
a young woman with short blond hair whispered something in his ear
then hauled off with a baseball bat and hit him in the stomach.
Inigo doubled over, or at a least as far over as the chains would
let him. Trevor had to hold me back from busting through that
door.

“Wait, Morgan, we need to go together. And
someone needs to block that back way.”

“She’s going to kill him.” In fact, I was
surprised he wasn’t dead already. I had to fight to keep the tears
out of my voice. “That bitch is going to kill him if we don’t stop
her now.” I didn’t know how any human being could survive a
blow like that. I probably could, but I wasn’t exactly human
anymore.

“I’ll go.” Kabita’s voice was colder and
harder than I’d ever heard it, her face grim with determination. In
her eyes I saw murder and wondered if she could see the same in
mine. Inigo was ours. And we protected what was ours.

Trevor gave her a brief nod and she
disappeared out the front door. It would take her a moment to get
around back, so we had to wait. Meanwhile the bitch inside was
going at him with that bat. Worse, I could hear her laughing.

Seriously, she was going to die.

My palms burned with heat and I struggled to
shove the Fire back down. It didn’t want to go, it wanted out and
if I were honest, I wanted to let it out. I closed my eyes, took a
deep breath and focused. Reluctantly the Fire withdrew back to
wherever it lived.

“You OK?” Concern laced Trevor’s voice. I
must have looked like a crazy person.

“Yeah, fine. Just, you know, preparing.”

“Huh.” He didn’t look convinced. “On the
count of three. One, two, three ... ”


Chapter Twenty

 


 


We burst into the kitchen. The girl wheeled
around, dropping the bat and pulling out a gun so fast it made my
eyes go wonky. She was too fast for human. Then my brain caught up
with me.

“That’s her,” I whispered to Trevor. “That’s
the girl from the airport, the one who’s been following me around.
She sicced Bob on me.”

One eyebrow went up. Damn, the eyebrow thing
obviously wasn’t genetic after all. “Bob?”

“You know, the vamp that killed me three
years ago.”

“Ah, yeah.” He turned his attention back to
bat girl. “Federal agent. You are under arrest. Drop your
weapon.”

The girl sneered. “Drop yours, agent.”
She said agent like it was a dirty word. “I’m faster and far
more deadly than you could ever hope to be.”

“That may be true,” I spoke up, “but you’re
not faster than me.”

One minute I was standing next to Trevor, the
next I was across the kitchen with my knife at her throat. It
wasn’t because of the Hunter thing, either. The Darkness had risen
unbidden.

Swifter than the eye could see, she had the
gun pressed to my temple. Shit. Not good.

With a heave the Darkness surged up out of
me. It reached out with my hand and slapped her hand back, sending
the gun flying. With a shriek of rage, she was on me, her own knife
drawn.

We went down in a tangle of limbs and blades.
She was small, but she was strong. Really strong. Stronger than me
except for one thing: the Darkness evened the odds. Hell, it blew
the odds clean out of the water.

I grabbed her by the throat and flipped her
over, smashing her head against the floor. Hard. If she’d have been
an ordinary human, she’d have been dead. As it was, it stunned her
long enough for me to snap her wrist. Her knife fell with a clank
to the floor. She screamed with pain, but it didn’t stop her
grappling for my knife.

Using her legs for leverage she flipped us
both over so she was on top, digging into my knife arm with her
good hand. I threw a punch at her face with my left hand, but she
saw my fist coming and dodged. Her hand pressed harder on mine,
bringing the knife closer and closer to my throat.

The Darkness screamed in anger and for a
moment I pushed back harder, but the angle was wrong. I couldn’t
get the leverage I needed. The blade kept coming closer. I suddenly
realized that Darkness or not, there was no way I was winning this
fight. Unless I was willing to let loose the Fire.

“Stop right now, bitch, or I’ll blow your
head off.” Kabita’s voice was stone cold. Her gun was pressed up
nice and tight against the back of the girl’s head.

The blonde froze, but her eyes still burned
with hatred. Slowly she raised her hands. Kabita backed away just
far enough to let her get up off me. The Darkness had other
ideas.

With a snarl I flipped the girl back under
me. My right hand burned. I glanced down to find it glowing white
hot, fingers cherry red. Fire danced at the tips of my fingers. I
glanced back at the girl and raised my hand. The sneer left her
face and for the first time she looked truly afraid. I lowered my
hand toward her chest as the Fire roared inside me.

“Morgan, stop!” Inigo’s voice cut through the
haze in my head. I glanced at him, confused. “Morgan, we need her.
OK? You have to stop.”

He knew. Inigo knew about the Fire. How did
he know? I glanced back down at the girl under me. She suddenly
looked incredibly young and scared. The glow in my hand dimmed to
orange, then red, and finally turned normal, the Fire slowly
receding as my anger ebbed.

I glanced back up. Kabita was getting Inigo
out of the chains and Trevor had a pair of handcuffs out. He
motioned me to get up.

Dazed, I climbed off her and let him do his
agent thing. She didn’t even struggle, as he snapped the cuffs
around her wrists. I felt like I’d just woken from a dream,
everything felt so out of focus and confused.

I ignored Trevor and his prisoner and headed
over to where Inigo had sunk to the floor. I was pretty sure the
only thing holding him up was the stove. Kabita had found a first
aid kit somewhere and was trying to clean him up.

“Here, let me.” I knelt beside them and took
the kit from her. She gave me a strange look, but nodded and moved
back. I pulled an antiseptic pad from the kit and gently swiped it
over a cut above his eye. He hissed as the medicine went to work
cleansing the wound. “You really ought to see a doctor. She beat
you up pretty good.” Not to mention there were chain shaped burn
marks on his wrist and across his throat. Weird.

“No doctor.” His voice was rough. “She didn’t
do any damage that won’t heal.”

“Excuse me? She hit you in the stomach with a
bat. You could have internal bleeding, you stubborn man.”

“No doctor.” His voice was firm.

I clenched my jaw. I didn’t care what he
said, he needed a freaking doctor. Sooner rather than later. “How’d
she get you in the first place?” I knew from experience Inigo was
not an easy person to sneak up on. His clairvoyance probably had
something to do with it.

“She’s a Hunter. She caught me off
guard.”

“I’m a Hunter and I can’t sneak up on you
like that.”

“She’s different.” He caught my eye and gave
me a look as though willing me to understand. “Her skill set is
different than yours. She’s a Dragon Hunter.”

I whirled and gave the girl a hard look.
“Jade?”

Her head snapped up. “How do you know my
name?”

I stood up and stalked toward her, leaving
Kabita to finish fixing up Inigo. “You’re Jade Vincent, originally
named Dara Boyd. Born in London, England. Disappeared five years
ago.”

“My name is Jade.” Her voice was stubborn
with just a hint of petulance. There was still a lot of the child
about Jade Vincent.

“Fine. Jade.” I squatted down to her eye
level. “You know Alister Jones.”

She shrugged. “Yeah. He’s like, my godfather
or something.”

Kabita and I exchanged looks. She obviously
hadn’t known about this godfather business. Must have been part of
Alister’s cover.

I nodded. “He sent you to live with the
Vincents as soon as you turned eighteen.”

A nod. “Yeah, how’d you know?”

My turn to shrug. “I have my ways. So, tell
me, Jade, why’d you go back to London? Let me guess. You wanted to
help out your godfather, Alister.”

She smirked.

A light bulb went off. “You killed Alison
Reynolds.”

Jade settled herself more comfortably on the
dirty floor, though I couldn’t imagine it was too comfortable with
her hands cuffed behind her back. “Bravo. Got it in one. Alison
knew too much. And when she started calling police departments
asking questions, she had to go.”

“What sorts of questions?”

She shrugged. “Unsolved murders. Little
favors I did for my godfather.”

“So Alister brought you out of hiding to take
care of his problem. Cover his ass.” Fury was riding me, but I beat
it back. I needed to think clearly. “How did you do it? Slice her
open like that?” It would have taken some doing to mimic a dragon
claw.

“Trade secret.”

The bitch just smiled at me. Gods, how I
wanted to slap that smug look off her face.

“Why did you frame the dragons?” Trevor
interrupted.

She gave him a bland look. “Hello! It wasn’t
Alison’s fault she had to die. Her death shouldn’t be without
meaning. What better way to die than to die serving your country
and bringing down our enemies, restoring MI8 to its rightful
place.”

It made sense. While the other agencies
carried on officially, MI8 languished in obscurity. So part of it,
at least, was Alister’s driving need for power. He wanted MI8 back
at the top of the intelligence food chain. Unfettered by ethics and
laws. A race war with the dragons would do that, hurried along by
the fears of a nation. Fears fueled by lies.

I shuddered at the thought of it. If Alister
had accomplished his mission, he’d have no doubt been given
complete power over all the supernatural races. Gods knew what
Alister would do with that kind of power, but I’d bet my life it
was nothing good.

“Dragons are evil,” Jade hissed at me. “They
need to be destroyed before they destroy us.”

“Did Alister tell you that?” Inigo snarled.
“The dragons have been the guardians of human kind, not the enemy.
That’s Alister’s twisted reality, not the truth.”

Something slid through Jade Vincent’s eyes.
Something not quite human and very definitely crazy. “The stories
are true, then.” My voice was quiet. “Without the Rogues to Hunt,
the Dragon Hunters went insane.”

“We were bred to kill dragons,” she hissed.
“And we will not rest until every last dragon is dead.”

“Yet you are the last of the Dragon Hunters.
It’s over, Jade.”

“It’s never over. Alister will finish what we
started.”

Trevor gave her a grim smile. “Alister’s days
are numbered. He won’t be in power for much longer. Even as we
speak, the authorities are moving in.”

I cast a quick glance at Kabita. She was
lounging against the stove, relaxed now that we’d found Inigo. She
nodded. “Dex has been appointed lead investigator. He’ll do what’s
necessary.”

Wow. Go Dex.

“Good.” I turned back to Jade. “What about
Bob?”

“Bob?” She gave me a blank look.

“The vampire. The one that killed me three
years ago? And that other one that attacked me in Hyde Park?”

“Oh.” Her laughter was a light tinkle, so at
odds with her bag full of crazy. “That was just a distraction. I
figured they’d keep you busy or kill you. Either way worked for me.
It would keep her out of my hair,” she nodded at Kabita. “Plus, I
figured if anyone could track me it would be another Hunter.” She
gave me a scalding look. “Never figured you were so slow.”

I ignored the insult. “What about Inigo?” I
demanded. “Why him?”

Her laugh held an edge of that crazy. “God
you’re thick, aren’t you? Just like Alister said. We were going to
use him to call out the dragons, but then Alison got her nose stuck
in where it didn’t belong and we had to kill her.”

“Why did you take her heart?” The thing that
had clued me in. The thing that didn’t fit. I found it hard to
believe after all that planning, she’d screw up so
phenomenally.

“What are you? Some kind of idiot? Everyone
knows that when a Hunter eats the heart of her prey, she takes on
the prey’s power. It’s an honor.”

It was so bizarre it took a few seconds for
it to click. Ew. Gross. I was pretty sure my face mirrored
the look of horror on Kabita’s.

Jade frowned. “Her death was supposed to do
the same thing, stir up fear, blah blah. But it didn’t work, thanks
to you. So, I had to go back to the original plan.”

“I still don’t understand what this has to do
with Inigo.” I tried to get my brain back on track. Erase the
horrific image she’d put in my mind.

She rolled her eyes. “He had to die just like
the others. Inigo Jones is a freaking dragon.”

I blinked. Then I started laughing. I
couldn’t help it. It was just so damned ridiculous. “OK, fine, you
don’t want to answer me. Whatever.”

“I think it’s time I take the bitch to jail,”
Trevor interjected.

“You think a jail’s going to hold her?” I
couldn’t quite keep the disbelief out of my voice.

He smiled. “A regular jail? No. But I’ve got
something special lined up for our VIP.”

Huh. I guess sometimes it did pay to have a
brother in high places.

Trevor’s backup had finally arrived and they
hustled Jade out to a waiting van. The thing looked more like an
armored truck than any sort of regular transport. It made me feel
better somehow. The crazy bitch was going away for good.

Trevor and I hugged each other and said a
quick goodbye before he hopped into the front seat and headed out
with his team. He didn’t say anything about meeting up, but I
figured we’d see each other soon enough. We were family.

“What, you guys are all cozy all of a
sudden?” Kabita sounded less than pleased. Apparently his help
hadn’t appeased her one iota.

“Yeah, well, we sort of have to get along
now. He’s my brother.”

Two pair of eyes, one blue and one brown,
stared at me like I’d just grown a second head. “Excuse me? But did
you say Trevor Daly is your brother?”

I could hardly blame them for their
shock.

I told them the whole story, or at least what
Trevor had told me. I imagined there was still more to it.
Especially the part about our father’s murder.

“Oh, my,” was all Kabita managed to say.

“Holy crap.” Inigo was a succinct as
ever.

“Damn, am I glad you’re OK.” I gave him a big
hug. I decided to forget all about our weird incident from a few
weeks ago. I knew he’d never hurt me and whatever had happened,
we’d figure it out later.

“Easy.” His breath was warm against my ear.
“I just got beat up by a girl.”

I giggled like a moron and snuggled into the
warmth of him. Gods he smelled good. Like campfires and autumn and
hot chocolate.

My mind stuttered to a halt, remembering the
smell of the Drago. He, too, had smelled of campfires and
chocolate. S’mores in his case. My brain simply didn’t want to deal
with how those numbers stacked up. Coincidence. Had to be.

Except Jade had said Inigo was a dragon. And
while she might be crazy, she was still a Dragon Hunter. Oh,
gods.

“That poor girl really did go nuts, huh?” My
words were muffled against Inigo’s chest, his arms still wrapped
around me as if he wasn’t quite ready to let me go. I didn’t mind.
Neither did my hormones. They were very happy indeed. For once, I
didn’t even care that Kabita might figure out I had the hots for
her cousin.

“What do you mean?” His voice was a little
rough.

I pulled back a little. “Oh, come on. That
crack about you being a dragon? I mean, how ridiculous.” I waited,
praying he’d tell me what I wanted to hear. That it was a mix up. A
joke. Anything but the truth I feared it was.

He and Kabita exchanged a look. “Yeah, it was
a pretty stupid comment.”

“See.” I tried to snuggled back in, but his
next words froze me into place.

“I’m only half dragon.”

 


***

 


I scooted back out of Inigo’s arms and
staggered to my feet, my gaze dodging wildly between him and
Kabita. “Stop messing with me.”

He pulled himself up, too, using the stove as
a crutch. “I’m telling you the truth. My father was a dragon. My
mother was human. I am a Halfling.”

My eyes wide, I searched his face. He seemed
sincere, but it was all too mad. I turned to Kabita.

“It’s true.”

I shook my head. “You said he was your
cousin.”

“He is. Of a sort. My many times
great-grandfather had a sister. She was raped by a Rogue dragon in
human form. When Inigo was born, it was clear that he wasn’t
entirely human. It was also clear she had to hide his true
nature.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Dragons kill Halflings.” Inigo’s voice was
hard. “Especially those sired by Rogues. We are considered impure
and a threat to the continuation of the race. My mother and her
family hid me from the dragons. They’ve been protecting me ever
since.”

I was trying really hard not to
hyperventilate, but it was all too much. “How ... um, how old are
you?” Gods, this was like Jack all over again only worse. At least
I’d known what Jack was from the beginning.

“Only four hundred years.”

“Four hundred.” It came out a mere
squeak.

“I’m sorry that I lied to you, Morgan.”
Kabita stepped toward me. “But I had to. As Inigo’s protector, I
was sworn to secrecy. As was each protector before me. To keep him
safe from the dragons, everyone had to believe he was human. That’s
my job. I didn’t want you in danger. And knowing the truth would
have put you in danger.”

I swallowed hard. The truth was that I did
believe them. I just didn’t want to. “Too late. Alister saw to
that. How did he find out?”

“He’s always known. He’s family,” Kabita
said. “Obviously he was just biding his time until he could use our
secret.”

And he had. To try and start a war.

Inigo heaved a deep sigh. “It’s time, Kabita.
What she knows can’t be unknown. I might as well show her.”

Her face was strained, but she nodded. “I’ll
give you some space.”

I just stood there feeling lost and alone as
she exited the kitchen. My best friend had been lying to me for
three years. Inigo had been lying to me. Gods, I didn’t know which
was worse. I completely ignored the fact that I’d been lying to
them, too.

He reached out and cupped my face in his
hands. “Morgan.” His voice was warm and smoky and held just a hint
of pleading. It wrapped around my heart, begging me to understand.
“I’ve wanted to tell you for so long. Since the moment I set eyes
on you I’ve wanted you to know who I really am. What I really
am.”

His pupils slowly elongated, his irises
morphing from blue to gold. I sucked in a breath. I’d seen those
eyes before.

“That night. The one I can’t remember. Your
eyes did that.”

“Yeah.” His voice was a sigh. “I can usually
control the shift, but something about you ... I can’t always
control myself.” His laugh held an edge of wildness.

I swallowed hard. “Do you remember that
night? What we did?”

He leaned his forehead against mine and the
world went away. It was just the two of us wrapped in the scent of
campfires and hot chocolate and the gold glow of Inigo’s eyes.
“No,” he whispered. “I wish I did, but I don’t. I remember nothing
after the kiss.” His lips brushed my, velvet soft. “After that all
I remember is heat. Then darkness. Then nothing at all.”

“So you don’t know if we ... ” My voice
trailed off. I wasn’t sure what I wanted the answer to be.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I hope we
didn’t. I want to remember our first time together.”

I blushed. “Oh, OK.” I felt like a frigging
teenager on her first date.

His thumbs caressed my cheeks, his breath
warm as he touched his lips to mine. “Stand back and watch
carefully.”

I did as he told me. I felt cold without his
warmth, so I wrapped my arms around myself. My mind was having
trouble grasping on to the situation and I wasn’t sure if I should
be hurt or angry or what. All I felt was confused.

I watched as Inigo’s skin began to shimmer
and glow, turning a golden hue. His body shifted, elongated, the
glow growing brighter and brighter until it hurt my eyes. Then
suddenly, in the middle of that dingy kitchen, stood a dragon the
size of a large horse. My mouth dropped open.

He looked exactly like the dragons in
fairytale books with a long spiked tail and wings kind of like a
giant bat. Except that Inigo’s wings were cerulean dusted with gold
and looked as soft as brushed silk.

His scales were similar to the one I still
had in my pocket. Only his had the rich blue, green and purple hues
of New Zealand abalone. He was incredibly beautiful.

“You can touch me if you want.”
Inigo’s voice jarred me out of my shock. Except I wasn’t hearing
him with my ears; his voice was inside my head. “I don’t much
like people touching me, but you’re different.”

I admit to being a little nervous as I
approached him. He brought his head down to my eye level, his gold
eyes boring into mine. “Hey,” it came out a little croaky and I
swear I saw him smile.

He gave me a gentle head butt, so I reached
out and stroked my hand down his side. His scales were smooth and
hard, but suppler than the one I had. That made sense. Like skin
which was soft and elastic when alive, but grew hard and tough when
dead.

He butted me again, and a laugh escaped me. I
rubbed his nose which was surprisingly soft and he let out a sound
that was very close to a purr. “You really are beautiful, you
know,” I whispered to him, all my anger and hurt and confusion
forgotten. “I wish you’d have shown me sooner.”

My hand gently brushed his wing. It was
softer than silk, unbelievably so. I ran my fingers over it again.
He shuddered and rubbed his cheek against me.

“I’ve dreamed of this, you know.”

I caught Inigo’s face between my palms,
leaning my forehead against his, much as he’d done to me earlier.
“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been in love with you since the day
I met you.”

I cleared my throat, beating back another
blush. “Is that so?”

He huffed.

I laughed. “Of course it is, and I know it.
I’ve always known it, haven’t I? But I’m such a stupid girl
sometimes. I’m completely nuts about you, too. I’ve just been too
stubborn to admit it.”

“There’s nothing I’ve wanted more than to
show you my true self. To have you accept me for who I am. All I
am.”

I nodded. My throat was so tight I couldn’t
speak. My heart was thumping hard against my ribs and I was afraid
I might cry. Everything was just so overwhelming.

I cleared my throat, but my voice was still a
little wobbly. “I take it your clairvoyance comes from being a
dragon.”

He nodded his big dragon head. “Yes. Along
with the ability to manipulate human minds. It’s a dragon thing.
With you it seems to go a bit wonky, like you’re partially immune
or something. I think that’s what happened ... that night we were
together.”

I felt myself flushing again and pressed my
cheek tighter against Inigo’s smooth scales. He made a little
grumbling sound but didn’t pull away.

“So, now you know the truth, the whole
truth.”

“Trevor knows?”

“Yes, he had to. He’s the liaison between
the dragons and the U.S. government. Not that he’s ever had to do
much. No one’s heard from them for years until now. Still, he
figured it out.”

“That’s what he’s got on you and Kabita.”

“Yeah.”

“Sounds like Trevor and I need to have a
talk.”

“He’s just doing his job, Morgan. Don’t go
all Ninja on his ass.”

I snorted. “I’ll try and restrain myself.” I
stroked Inigo’s nose again. “Can you change back?”

He stared at me out of golden eyes then
slowly nodded his head. He nudged me a little, and I stepped back.
This time I watched the shimmer with interest and fascination. It
was really kind of cool. Pretty too.

The simmering stopped and Inigo stood there
in human form. I couldn’t help myself. I walked over, wrapped my
arms around his neck and kissed him. There were definitely tongues
involved.

“Ah, Morgan, I’m sorry,” he said when finally
came up for air. “I wanted to tell you. I wanted ... ”

“Shh.” And I kissed him again. Best way to
shut a man up ever.


Chapter Twenty-One

 


 


“All right, so why didn’t you just shift and
go all dragon on the crazy bi ... ” I broke off as Kabita glared at
me. Not a fan of the “b” word, Kabita. “Uh, the crazy lady.” We
were headed to the car, moving slowly for Inigo’s sake.

Inigo snorted with laughter. “And start
another war between dragons and humans? I think not. That would
have given her exactly what she wanted. Besides, she was using
silver chains. I can’t shift when silver is touching me.”

“What like werewolves?”

He rolled his eyes at me. “I’m nothing like a
werewolf, but yes. The principle is the same.”

“How’d she get a drop on you anyway?” Kabita
interjected.

He shrugged and wrapped his arm around my
shoulders, hugging me to his side. “I knew she was tracking me,
which was why I called you. No way I could fight her on my own. If
I was full dragon, that’d be one thing, but I’m not strong enough.
I figured I’d just stay out of her way until you got here.

“It worked for a while. But then the bi ...
uh, Hunter, got sneaky. She coated my front doorknob with
Nightshade extract.”

I must have looked confused because Kabita
translated. “Nightshade acts as a strong sedative for dragons when
they are in human form, even through the skin. It would have
knocked him out in seconds.”

“By the time I came to, she had me chained
and a gun to my head. I tried to fight, but the chains...” He
shrugged. “What was I going to do but follow her here? Fortunately,
I knew you wouldn’t be far behind.” I was glad someone had so much
faith in our super powers.

“Come on, let’s get out of here.” Kabita
started for the door. “This place creeps me out.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

 


***

 


I was glad to be home. Really glad.
Everything was exactly as I left it right down to my steampunk
style boots lying in the middle of the floor and my bed piled high
with unfolded laundry.

Jet lag was creeping in, draining the energy
from my body. I felt wasted. Even worse, I felt gross. Like I
hadn’t showered in days.

I left my suitcase in front of the bedroom
door and headed for the shower. I’m sure I’ve said it before, but
the restorative powers of a hot shower are vastly underrated.

I didn’t even bother to dry my hair, though I
did manage to towel off. I just staggered from the shower to my
bed, shoved the laundry to the floor and climbed in. Lights
out.

 


***

 


I was back on top the Wall overlooking the
valley. Cold wind slapped into my face, carrying a few snowflakes
with it.

“You’ve done well, Hunter. We are
grateful.”

I turned. A smile tugged at the corner of my
mouth. He was in human form, his inky black hair dancing in the
wind.

The wind carried away my laugh. “Hey, Drago.
I was just doing my job.”

“More. You did not do only your job. You
also did what was right. As you promised. Justice has been
served.”

I shook my head sending brilliant red strands
flying. “Not enough. Not yet. Alister Jones is still in power and
gods know what kind of crazy he’s up to.”

“’Tis true. Alister Jones has yet a part
to play, but for now, he is no longer a threat.”

I frowned, the light was dimming and it was
hard to see his features clearly. “What do you mean?”

“You shall know soon enough. See you soon,
Hunter.” He opened his mouth and flame engulfed me.

 


***

 


“Dammit!” The swearing followed an almighty
thump which woke me from dead sleep.

What the hell? “Inigo? Is that you?” I’d know
his voice anywhere.

“Who else? Did you have to leave your bloody
suitcase in the middle of the bloody doorway?” His British accent
was heavier than usual.

I grinned in the dark. “I figured it would
discourage trespassers.”

“Smart ass.” He sank down on the bed next to
me. “Morgan, I need to ask you about Jack.”

“What about him?”

“I know the two of you had a ... thing.”

I almost laughed at that. A thing. Yeah, you
could call it that. “That’s over, Inigo. Well and truly over.”

“You’re sure?”

I slid my hand up his thigh. “Never been more
sure of anything in my life. When I knew you were in trouble ...” I
shook my head. I couldn’t finish the thought.

His hand unerringly went to the back of my
skull, digging into my hair. He tugged me gently forward.

His lips were as I remembered. Velvet soft
and tasting of campfires and hot chocolate. It was a little weird,
but good weird.

Heat unfurled inside me, swirling through my
body into all the places I hadn’t realized were so cold. My fingers
dug into the softness of his T-shirt, the heat of him underneath
like a living flame.

I skimmed my hands under his T-shirt so I
could feel his skin. Without a second thought I pulled it up and
over his head and tossed it on the floor. My own T-shirt followed
close behind.

I felt his tongue flick across my nipple
before pulling it into his mouth and pleasure speared through me,
my panties growing damp from want. I arched up into him and he
grinned as he took my other nipple into his mouth.

I threaded my fingers through the silk of his
hair, pulling him up so I could kiss him. Our tongues and breaths
tangled together as fire surged through my veins. I went from damp
to wet in a heartbeat.

Inigo moaned, his hands slipping under the
waistband of my pajama pants. They found what they were looking
for, his fingers slipping through my wet folds. Pleasure stabbed
through me. I arched up again and made a noise low in my throat
that sounded suspiciously like begging. His fingers swirled around
my clit until I thought I’d come right then and there.

“Inigo,” I pleaded.

He kissed me again as he slipped one finger
inside me, thrusting against my sensitive flesh. The pressure
built, winding me tighter and tighter. I writhed against his hand
as he pushed me up and over the edge. For a second, I forgot to
breathe. I let the orgasm take me.

He pulled back and his eyes had gone gold.
Like the night I couldn’t remember.

“Inigo?” This time fear. I didn’t want to
forget.

“Shh ... ” He kissed me, more gently this
time, as he slid his hand out of my pants. “We’ll remember.”

I nodded as I helped him get me first out of
my pants and then him out of his jeans. Finally we were both naked,
our bodies dimly outlined by the faint moonlight. I ran my hands
across his smooth chest and down his stomach, the thin line of
silken hair leading down to ...

“Holy gods.”

He smirked a little at that, but there was
pride, too. Believe me, he had plenty to be proud of.

I ran my fingers lightly over the length of
him. He shivered and his eyes drifted closed, shutting off the gold
glow. My fist barely closed around the thickness of him and I gave
him a quick pump. Then a second. I loved the hard velvet feel of
him.

“For the sake of all that is holy, Morgan,”
he hissed at me. “If I don’t get inside you right this second ...
”

His scent hit me hard, the smoky chocolate
teasing my senses and sending heat pooling between my thighs. I
ached to feel him inside me.

“Then we better do something about that.” My
voice was low and breathy. Nothing like I usually sounded.

I lay back, pulling him down with me. I could
feel the thick head of his shaft, the tip just touching my core.
“Now, Inigo. I want you right now.”

In one thrust he was inside me, the thickness
of him filling and stretching me almost past bearing. I grabbed his
butt, holding him still for a minute so I could adjust. His jaw was
clenched tight and beads of sweat popped out on his forehead, but
he held it.

Then I moved.

A slight roll of my hips and we were both
goners. All I knew was the thrust of him inside me, the feel of his
skin, the golden glow of his eyes, the taste of his tongue and his
smoky chocolate smell that mixed with my own arousal and wrapped
around us growing stronger.

Then in one final thrust he sent us both
over, the pleasure so intense I’m pretty sure my eyes rolled back
in my head. But not before I got to see the look on Inigo’s face as
he came inside me.

I cherished that image as he sank down half
on the mattress and half on top me, his skin slick with sweat and
his heart hammering hard against my own. He was still inside me,
our limbs still tangled together. We stayed that way until our
hearts calmed, our bodies cooled, and his eyes slowly faded from
gold to blue.

 


***

 


“Mmm ... you smell good.” We were still
curled up naked together, my face buried against Inigo’s throat.
That sweet spot where the neck and shoulder meet.

He rubbed his cheek against my hair and gave
my butt a little squeeze. “What are you talking about?”

“You smell like a campfire.” I squirmed
around so I could see his face better. “And chocolate.”

He raised a brow. “Interesting.”

“Come on, admit it. It’s a dragon thing,
isn’t it?”

He rolled over onto his back, taking me with
him so I ended up sprawled across his chest. The insecure girly
part of me that still lurked somewhere inside the badass vampire
hunter tried to freak out that I was too heavy. I told her to shut
it.

After all, Inigo was a freaking dragon. He
could take my weight. Besides, he looked way too cozy. “So ... ” I
prompted.

“So, yeah. It’s a dragon thing. Kind of like
human pheromones, but a lot stronger. The way a dragon smells lets
members of the opposite sex know if they’re compatible. Apparently
it works on humans, too.” He gave me a smug look.

I nipped him with my teeth. Just enough to
sting.

“Hey, ow! Morgan!” But there was laughter in
his voice.

I just batted my eyelashes at him and feigned
innocence.

“So, every dragon smells different?” I was
still thinking about Drago and how similar he smelled to Inigo.

“No, we all smell different, but dragons of
the same sex who share a sire will have a very similar scent.”

It couldn’t be. Could it?

“That means if you had a brother, he might
smell chocolaty, too?”

He shrugged. “I guess. But I don’t have a
brother.”

“How do you know? “

His expression grew bleak. “Because if I did,
he’d have hunted me down and killed me by now. Removed the stain to
his family’s honor.”

“That’s bullshit.” I’d met Drago. He didn’t
seem like the brother murdering type.

“It’s the way it is, Morgan. Dragons believe
that Halflings are a scourge. A stain on the purity and honor of
the race.”

I frowned. “If that’s true, I don’t think I
like dragons very much.”

He grinned at that and kissed me. Hard. “I
think maybe I love you, Morgan Bailey.”

My heart went into overdrive. I stared at him
like an idiot. Did he just say he maybe loved me? Holy freaking
hells bells.

“Um, was that a joke?” It came out a lot more
whispery than I’d planned. “Or did you mean it?”

He sat up slowly, taking me with him. His
expression was grave as he gently tucked a lock of hair behind my
ear.

“I mean it, Morgan. I’ve been in love with
you since the first day I laid eyes on you.”

I licked lips suddenly gone dry. “Why didn’t
you tell me then?”

“Your life was in chaos back then.” His voice
was low and warm, his hand gliding gently up and down my back.
Soothing me. Apparently he thought I might just go flying off the
proverbial handle. He was probably right.

“You had barely survived a vampire attack.
Hell, you’d actually been dead. You were training to be a Hunter,
moved thousands of miles, given up your life in London. Your whole
life had just been turned upside down and the last thing you wanted
or needed was for some young idiot to go stomping into your heart
like a bull in a china shop.”

“So, you thought you’d what? Do the friend
thing?”

He sighed. “I guess so. I thought I’d give
you time. Time to adjust, get used to your new life. Get used to
me. Except it didn’t quite work the way I planned.”

Yeah, I’d thought he was too young for me. I
guess the joke was on me. Then there’d been Jack and the Atlantis
thing. Not to mention that I’d thought he was Kabita’s cousin and I
didn’t want her killing me for playing Me and Mrs. Jones.

“I wish you’d have told me. About what you
are.” I hated that I sounded so plaintive and whiny.

He pulled me hard into his arms, nearly
squeezing the breath out of me. “Anyone who knows the truth about
me is in danger, and I could not risk your life like that.”

I frowned, but cuddled into him anyway. “But
I risk my life every day. It’s what I am.”

“I know. But at least this way it wasn’t me
putting you in danger.”

Stupid man. I thought about being pissed off
at him for a minute then decided against it. In his thick headed
male way, he’d tried to do the right thing. I couldn’t blame him
for that.

I pulled back slightly and poked him in the
chest with my forefinger. “From now on, I want the truth, got it?
No more hiding shit from me, OK?”

“OK.” His answering grin held plenty of
relief. “Deal.”

“Oh, and Inigo?”

“Yeah?” His eyes flashed with hints of gold
as I leaned forward to give him a quick kiss.

“I think I might love you, too.”

 


***

 


The first thing I saw when I woke up the next
morning was a very nice male backside headed toward my bathroom. It
took me a minute, but it finally registered that half that backside
was covered with a very odd tattoo.

“Inigo?” I couldn’t take my eyes off the
tattoo.

An exact replica of his dragon form’s scale
pattern was tattooed in shimmering ink from his right hip, all
across his right butt cheek, and down over his right thigh. It was
breathtakingly beautiful, but also incredibly odd. It was the first
time I’d seen it as it was also the first time I’d seen Inigo
entirely naked in daylight.

“Just going to take a quick shower. Wanna
come?” He turned around and leered at me.

“You bet!” I practically flung myself out of
bed. Overeager idiot. “But I was kind of wondering about your tat.
It looks just like your scales.”

His hand went self consciously to his hip.
“It’s not a tat. It’s a birthmark.”

I stepped up to him, running my own hand
along his hip and over his backside. His skin was just as smooth as
I remembered. “It’s the most unusual birthmark I’ve ever seen.”

“Full dragons have the pattern all over their
bodies when in human form. It mimics their scales in dragon form.
They’re able to hide them with glamour if they want to.”

“You’re not?”

He shook his head. He looked a little
uncomfortable. “No. I’m a Halfling, so my glamour isn’t strong
enough. Besides, I’ve only got the pattern in this one spot so ...”
He shrugged.

“You hide it. Well, I think it’s beautiful.”
And I did.

The smile that broke across his face warmed
my heart. Inigo may have been a four hundred year old half dragon,
but apparently his heart was as vulnerable as mine. What a pair we
made.

“Come on, Dragon Boy,” I said, smacking him
on the backside. “There’s a hot shower with our names on it and I
expect you to make me come at least twice before breakfast.”

He made it three.


Chapter Twenty-Two

 


 


I admit I felt ever so slightly awkward as I
placed two cups of coffee on the table along with some toast and
eggs. Inigo and I had finally, finally slept together. It changed
everything. The thought of what that might mean made me
nervous.

“Hey.” Warm hands grabbed my hips and pulled
me down onto an equally warm lap. Inigo’s lips met mine, lush and
delicious. I sighed and leaned into him, soaking up his warmth.

He pulled away slightly, his blue eyes
serious. “You’re right, this changes things. But it changes them
for the better, OK?”

“Dammit, did you read my mind?”

He smirked and just like that I relaxed.
Everything was going to be OK. Well, maybe. I still had to tell him
about the Darkness and the Fire.

He handled it amazingly well. “We’ll figure
it out, Morgan.” He squeezed my hand. “I promise. I’m just glad
it’s keeping you safe.”

He made a good point. It was, in a weird way.
The Darkness made me stronger, faster, and harder to kill. The Fire
gave me a weapon like no other. Which was a good thing in my line
of work.

We were halfway through breakfast when the
phone rang. I checked the caller ID. Kabita.

“Morning.”

“Is Inigo still there?”

I could feel myself flushing bright red. “Uh,
yeah, how did you know?”

“Oh, please, Morgan.”

I could visualize her rolling her eyes at me.
It was very clear. I passed the phone to Inigo.

“Yeah.” There was a pause followed by a
series of “uh huhs” and “OKs” before he hung up and handed the
phone back to me. “We need to fly back to the UK.”

“What, like now? I just got back.”

He smiled, but it was a little strained
around the edges. It was pretty clear he wasn’t looking forward to
the trip. “There’s a Conclave tonight at midnight. Drago has asked
for you to be there.”

I got up from the table and went to wash my
dishes. “A Conclave?”

“Yeah.” He joined me at the sink. “A Conclave
of Dragons. It’s sort of like the Senate convening or something.
It’s a rare event, but it’s very important.”

“Why would Drago ask for me?” Granted, he’d
seemed to like me well enough. For a human. But there was a
difference between finding a person amusing and inviting them to
your species’ most important government session.

“When Drago asks, you don’t ask why. You just
do it.”

I turned to face him, leaning my back against
the cupboard and crossing my arms over my chest. “Why would you?
What have the dragons ever done for you besides threaten your
life?”

He winced at that. “They never actually
threatened me. They never knew I existed.”

“What?” Kabita had made it pretty clear that
his life had been in danger from day one. That was why the Jones
family had worked so hard to protect him. Well, until Alister,
anyway.

He sighed as he wrapped his hands around my
hips, pulling me against him. I wanted answers, but I let him wrap
himself around me. I couldn’t help it. I liked it too much. Inigo
had always been touchy feely, but I was seeing a whole new side of
him. A side that needed both to give and receive comfort and
strength. I liked this side.

I ran my palms up and down his back, the heat
of him soaking into me, warming me. I felt the Fire inside flicker
to life, but not in an angry way like it usually did. This was more
like it recognized kindred. Like it hungered for another like it. I
let it out, but kept it low. It seemed satisfied enough with
Inigo’s touch.

“My mother was raped by a Rogue dragon. She
was lucky she survived. It wasn’t an act of love or commitment. It
was one time and he disappeared. She never saw nor heard from him
again. He and his clan would have had no way of knowing he’d sired
a child.” His voice was low and a little raspy.

It must be hell to know you’d been fathered
by a man like that. “So, she hid you not because of any specific
threat, but because she was afraid of what might
happen.”

I could feel him nod, his head still resting
against mine. “And not just because of the dragons. Humans were a
threat, too. Back then, people were afraid of what they didn’t
understand. Hell, they’re still afraid of what they don’t
understand. But four hundred years ago that could get you
dead.”

“And the dragons? Would they still try to
kill you?”

He shrugged and stepped back a little. The
Fire didn’t like it and tried to flare up, but I smacked it down. I
was getting better with this whole control thing.

“I don’t know. Most likely. Halflings have
been under a death sentence since ancient times. Granted, the
dragons have been off the grid for centuries, but I don’t see that
their edicts would have changed much.”

I frowned. “Humans have changed. Why wouldn’t
dragons?”

“Dragons can live for millennia. They tend to
take the long view of things. Change comes a lot more slowly.”

“Fine.” I nodded. “I’ll fly over with Kabita
and you can stay here. Now that Jade’s locked up, you should be
safe enough. Alister can’t possibly have another Dragon Hunter up
his sleeve. Though I don’t know how they expect us to make it by
midnight. It’s six pm over there and it’ll take at least fifteen
hours.”

He shook his head, blond hair catching the
morning sunlight and turning to molten gold. “Kabita’s not going.
She’s going to be coordinating Alister’s takedown with MI8. I’m
going with you.”

“Oh, hell no. If there’s a death sentence for
Halflings, I’m not letting you anywhere near the dragons.”

“Kabita assures me Drago has promised safe
passage.”

“But I thought they didn’t know about
you.”

“Apparently, they do now. Besides, I’m not
just going with you, I’m taking you.”

“Taking me?”

He grinned and this time it was the old cocky
Inigo. “Yeah, I’m a dragon, remember? I can fly a lot faster than a
747.”

I swallowed hard. “You expect me to fly on
your back all the way to London.”

“Nope,” he laughed, scooping me up off my
feet like I weighed nothing and hauling me toward the bedroom.
“You’re going to ride on my back all the way to Hadrian’s
Wall.”

 


***

 


If watching Inigo shift from his human form
into his dragon form had been cool, riding a flying dragon from
Portland to the Northern edge of England was a hundred times
cooler. And I wasn’t just talking about the temperature, though
believe me, that was plenty cold. Thank goodness for my newfound
Fire affinity. It was a challenge keeping it harnessed, but it kept
me warm.

Inigo had shown me a sort of complicated
saddle thing which I’d had to put on him while he was in dragon
form. It was made of soft, supple leather and a padded cushion and
essentially involved me tying myself onto his back, closing my
eyes, and praying to every god in the pantheon that I wouldn’t
plummet to earth and die a horrible death.

As we flew, I realized that while he was too
busy concentrating to speak to my mind, I could feel what Inigo was
feeling. I could feel the thrill of flying, the joy of having me on
his back.

Alongside that were the physical sensations:
the cold wind against my face, the smooth scales under my palms. I
could feel Inigo’s heat and the vibration of his flight even
through the saddle. The sensations were incredibly erotic.

I wondered if he could feel what I was
feeling the same way I sensed his emotions. The answer that came
was a resounding Yes!

A laugh burst from my throat. I forgot my
fear and gave myself over to the pure joy of flying through the
night on the back of my lover.

Inigo was right. Dragons, even half dragons,
could fly a heck of a lot faster than a 747. I don’t know how he
did it without killing me in the process, some kind of magic I
suppose, but we made it just in time. Midnight struck as my feet
touched the top of Hadrian’s Wall.

Moonlight bathed the Wall and the valley
below coating everything in shades of silver. I gazed around and
sucked in a breath. On every side were the hulking shapes of
dragons quietly watching me out of glowing golden eyes. I held back
a shiver.

Inigo, still in dragon form, nudged me gently
from behind. I felt a sudden wave of warmth and security and
realized he was using his mental gifts to give me courage. I rubbed
his forehead, grateful for the support, though most of my fear was
for him.

“So, Halfling, you debase yourself to a
mortal. Allow yourself to be treated as a brainless farm animal.
Typical.” The low grumbling voice was familiar.

“Hello, Drago.” My voice was just ever so
slightly tart. It wouldn’t pay to piss off the king of dragons, but
I wasn’t about to let him insult my boyfriend. Lover. Whatever. “Is
this the sort of hospitality I can expect from your kind?”

He was in human form, but I swear he suddenly
grew bigger. “Pardon?”

“I am your guest, here at your behest, and
yet you insult me.” Oh, look at me with the big words.

“Insult I may have given, but it was not
meant for you, Morgan Bailey.”

“And yet your very inference that I am less
than your equal is an insult. Not to mention, any insult to Inigo
is an insult to me. Remember, it was a mere human who saved your
asses.” He could stick that in his pipe and smoke it.

Drago inclined his head, his bearing regal.
“The point is well taken, Morgan Bailey. I beg pardon for the
insult to you and your ... friend.”

“Thank you. Apology accepted.” I turned to
Inigo. “You should go now. You can pick me up later.” I so did not
want to tempt fate, despite Drago’s promise that Inigo would be
safe.

“There is no need,” Drago spoke up. “He is
perfectly safe here.”

I raised both brows at that. “From what I
hear you have a penchant for murdering Halflings.”

Drago snorted at that, a little wisp of smoke
escaping his nostrils. “It has been many human generations since we
ceased such barbaric practices. Even without my promised safe
passage, he would never come to harm among us.”

I believed him. Or, to be more accurate, the
Fire inside me believed him. It knew he told the truth the way I
knew when a vampire was near. I tried really hard not to freak out
then and there. Instead I turned to the matter at hand. “Now, may I
ask why I have been invited to your Conclave?”

“Of course.” Drago smiled and took my arm,
eliciting a tiny grumble from Inigo.

I shot Inigo an annoyed look over my shoulder
and he quieted. Inigo jealous was a weird concept.

“First, let me introduce you to my other
guests.” Drago drew me further down the wall to where two human men
stood. I knew them both immediately. “These are the liaisons
between my people and yours. Dexter Jones and Trevor Daly.
Gentlemen, this is Morgan Bailey.”

They nodded politely and I followed suit,
though I was somewhat surprised to see Dex. I guess that meant
they’d arrested Alister, but apparently we were keeping our cards
close to our chests. I wasn’t sure why, if we were all friends, but
then I’d never been too good with political bullshit so what did I
know.

I stepped away from Drago to shake hands
first with my brother, then with Kabita’s brother. As we shook, Dex
whispered, “Dad got wind of the investigation and disappeared.”

“Shit.”

“No kidding,” he sounded tired.

“So, you’re in charge?”

“Yeah. Not that I wanted this.”

I squeezed his hand. “That’s why you’ll be so
good at it.”

“Hope you’re right.”

“And you, of course, know our dear friend.”
Drago turned me slightly to face the large oak that grew up from
the center of the Wall. A woman wrapped in a white cloak stepped
from the shadows.

“Sandra!”

She smiled her winsome smile. “Hello, Morgan.
Lovely to see you again. I’m so glad you could make it.”

“Yeah, great. Now will someone please be so
kind as to tell me why I’m here?” I’d never had much patience and
mine was rapidly running thin.

“We invited you here,” Drago said, “to honor
you, Morgan.”

I turned to him, surprised. “Honor me?
Why?”

“Two reasons. First and foremost by your
faith and your action, you have saved our people from genocide at
the hands of a madman.”

I wasn’t sure about the madman part. Alister
Jones had seemed frightfully sane. “And second?”

“Second,” his mouth curled into a smile and
his campfire/s’mores scent curled around me as he placed his right
palm over my heart. The heat was intense and before I could stop
it, the Fire inside me rushed out, across his hand and up his
arm.

“We honor you, Morgan Bailey,” his voice
boomed across the valley, “as Fire Bringer.”

Hundreds of dragons launched themselves into
the air, fire gushing from their mouths. The shrieks and cries were
deafening, but I could only stand and stare as the fire within me
engulfed the king of the dragons.

 


***

 


“You OK?” Trevor plopped down beside me,
dangling his long legs over the Wall.

“I just saw a man burn to death. By my hand.
So, no. Not OK.”

“He’s a dragon, Morgan. He’s not just any
dragon, he’s the Drago. He didn’t burn.”

I glared at him. “Like that’s supposed to
make me feel any better? It creeps me out even more.”

Which was true. The Fire that had come from
inside me to engulf Drago had left him completely unharmed. In
fact, he’d seemed to enjoy it. Which hadn’t pleased Inigo terribly
much, not that I could blame him. It hadn’t exactly pleased me,
either.

Apparently tradition indicated that a Fire
Bringer was property of the Drago. And not just any property.
Sexual property. Like that was going to happen. I didn’t care if he
did smell like a frigging s’more.

Trevor took my hand. It felt good to have a
brother. “Hey, at least things are looking up. With Dex the head of
MI8, the edict against Witches has been rescinded.”

I brightened at that. “They’re giving Ben his
job back?”

He laughed. “Ben Landry is now a very rich
man. Alison left him everything.”

“Awesome.” I was really glad things were
turning out well for Ben. Though losing Alison wasn’t something
he’d ever get over.

“He pretty much told MI8 where to stick it.
He’s opening up his own consulting firm and charging triple for his
services. Dex is furious, but Ben’s the best there is so he’s going
to have to grin and bear it, thanks to Alister.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Daly. Might I have a word
with Morgan?” Sandra’s musical voice broke into my thoughts.

“Of course, Ms. Fuentes.” He stood and gave
my shoulder a squeeze. I was definitely starting to get used to
this whole big brother thing.

Sandra took his place in a flurry of robes.
She should have looked ridiculous, but instead she looked
wonderfully ethereal. I had a feeling she’d spent a lot of time
living between two worlds.

“So, you and the Halfling, hmm?”

I clenched my fist, anger coursing through
me. How dare everyone treat him like some kind of freak. “His name
is Inigo.”

“Yes, of course. I do apologize. I meant no
offense.” She drew her knees up under her chin and let out a sigh.
“That’s simply what the dragons call them. I forget sometimes that
humans are more sensitive about such things.”

“What? About insults?”

She gave me a surprised look. “It’s not an
insult, Morgan.”

I gave her a look of sheer disbelief.
“Halflings are under order of execution. Or they were, anyway. How
can it be anything but an insult?”

Her eyes grew wide. “Execution? Oh, my dear
girl. That may have been true centuries ago, but not for a long
time now. Halfling children are treasured just as dearly as dragon
children. They are no less; they are equal.”

“But Inigo’s family, they had to protect him
... ” Except that the truth was the dragons had never known about
him. What if his family had been wrong?

She shook her head. “Old superstitions. You
can’t blame them. How would they know? Humans and dragons haven’t
mixed in over a millennia.”

“So, he’s been hiding the last four hundred
years for nothing?”

She shrugged. I burst out laughing. It was
all so ridiculous. All this wasted time hiding. An entire family
giving up their lives to protect their own. For nothing. Inigo
hadn’t needed protecting. He would have been a cherished member of
his clan.

“Gods. That’s bat shit crazy.”

“Indeed. But I think everything will turn out
all right in the end. Things have a way of working out the way
they’re supposed to.”

I didn’t know that I had her faith. But I
hoped for Inigo’s sake she was right. I wanted him to have some
peace about his past. About his family. He deserved that.

“I’m not Drago’s property,” I blurted.

“You mean the Fire Bringer thing?” She looked
surprised. “Of course not. That’s just another one of the Old Ways.
Fire Bringer is an honorary title now. Very revered by the Clans,
but nothing more.”

“What is it?” It was obviously a major honor
from the way the dragons were acting, but I didn’t have a clue. I’d
just gone along with it, bowing and thanking everyone.

“Put your hand in mine. Palm up.” She held
her hand, so I did as she asked. “Now watch,” she said softly.

As I watched, the center of my palm began to
glow orange, then flames danced just above, swirling into a
circular pattern. I could feel the Fire inside me being pulled up
through my hand ever so gently, but it was as though someone else
controlled it.

“This is the Fire that now lives inside you.”
Her voice was low, rhythmic.

I felt my eyelids grow heavy and my eyes lose
focus as I stared into the swirling flames dancing above the palm
of my hand. Sandra’s voice was hypnotic, pulling me deeper and
deeper.

“Millennia ago,” she continued, “the tribes
of man first met with the Clans. Surprised by their wit and
intelligence, the Clans swore never to harm the tribes of man. To
cement their new friendship, the Drago of the Clans gifted one of
the humans with the ability to channel Fire.

“This human was called Fire Bringer by the
Clans, though her people called her a Fire Mage. She became the
Drago’s lover and the intermediary between the Clans and the tribes
of man. Her presence could soothe even the raging anger of a
dragon.”

Somewhere in a distant corner of my brain, I
remembered Eddie telling me about the Fire Mages. “Atlantis,” I
whispered.

“Yes.” Sandra’s voice stayed low and even.
“The first Fire Bringer was of Atlantis and every Fire Bringer
thereafter was one of her descendents. But the Fire Bringers began
mating with ordinary humans and each generation grew less powerful
until one day, there were no more Fire Bringers. Thus was born the
first Rogue.”

I frowned. Drago had told me a little of the
Rogues. My mind tried to grab hold and connect the dots, but the
flames above my palm brightened and swirled and I was dragged under
again.

“Without a Fire Bringer, the Clans could not
ease the troubled mind of the Rogue, not even with the help of a
Dragon Child. And so thousands of humans died.

“Over the centuries with the ability to
create Fire Bingers lost, dragons have gone Rogue in greater and
greater numbers. And without the Dragon Hunters, the Drago has been
forced to kill his own time and again. The only chance for survival
of the race was to find another Fire Bringer. You, Morgan, are the
last human able to channel fire. And so you are the Fire
Bringer.”

She sat back and released my hand. Suddenly I
could think again.

“So, I’m some kind of peace maker?”

“For dragons, yes. Now that you’ve infused
the Drago with your Fire, the effect will trickle down to all the
Clans. Hopefully, it will prevent future Rogues. At least for a
while. In the human world, it is only a weapon.”

Yeah, I had that figured out already. Crap.
Could my life get any more complicated?

“So, he doesn’t expect me to, uh, you know
... ”

She laughed. “I think his wife might have
something to say about that.”

I blinked. “He’s married? Then why does he
keep doing that scent thing?”

She raised a brow. “Well, he is the
Drago. It’s a power display.”

“Men,” I huffed. She just laughed.

We were quiet for a minute, our eyes on the
dark valley. A few dragons still wheeled against the night sky, the
occasional spat of fire giving away their presence.

“It’s weird, though. Inigo and Drago smell a
lot alike.”

Both brows went up this time. “Are you sure?
The human sense of smell isn’t as keen as a dragon’s.”

I didn’t bother to tell her that I was a
little more than an ordinary human, Fire Bringer business aside.
“I’m sure.”

“Oh, dear,” she sighed. “That can only mean
one thing.”

I glanced over at her. I knew exactly what
she was thinking. “Should we tell them?”

We both turned to look at Inigo, still in
dragon form, and Drago in his human form. They were doing the male
staring contest thing. The testosterone could have killed an
elephant at forty paces.

“Oh, hell, no!” we both said at the same
time. Then we laughed.

Sometimes it was better to let the boys
figure things out for themselves.

“You know, Alister Jones is still out there,
free to do this all over again,” she said quietly.

Freaking fantastic. “I know. Dex told
me.”

She gave me a long look. Finally she spoke
and her words sent chills racing through me.

"So, Fire Bringer, what are you going to do
about it?”

 


 


* * *
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