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Chapter 1



 

‘Would he have become a murderer anyway? Evie?’


Evie turned her head reluctantly away from the
fogged-up window and back to the classroom, suddenly aware of two dozen eyes
burning into her. Someone in the back row was sniggering. Her fingers tightened
instinctively around her pencil, which she was gripping in her fist as though
it was a switchblade. 


Mr Fielder, her English teacher, was standing with
his arms crossed over his chest, staring at her. ‘Evie, so nice of you to join
us,’ he said with a tight, sarcastic smile.


The sniggering grew louder. Evie forced her hand to
relax, laying it flat on the desk. 


‘I was asking about the three witches,’ Mr Fielder
went on. ‘Did they really foresee Macbeth becoming king? Or did they just plant
the idea in his head? Was it fate, or did he have free will? Would you care to
share your thoughts, Ms Tremain?’


Laughter bubbled in Evie’s chest. She choked it
down, her stomach muscles tensing with the effort, and focused on her hands,
folded on the desk before her – noting how the Mixen acid burns had faded
and now looked like freckles. 


‘Hello? Evie?’ Mr Fielder pressed.


The laughter inside her died abruptly, something
more savage taking its place. Before she could think it through she was on her
feet, knocking her chair over and sending the books on the desk behind flying.
She grabbed her bag from the empty seat beside her and strode towards the door.


A hushed awe descended over the room. As she flung
open the door she caught sight of Mr Fielder staring at her, his mouth opening
and closing in mute astonishment, and she noticed too her ex-boyfriend Tom,
sitting in the back row, frowning at her. 


Nothing
new there, she thought
to herself with a sigh before she walked out of the class.



 


 

Her pickup truck was parked in the far corner of
the lot. She headed straight for it, tossed her bag onto the passenger seat and
climbed in. Her hand was shaking so hard she couldn’t get the key in the
ignition, and eventually she just gave up and rested her forehead against the
steering wheel instead. 


That’s when it began, the sob erupting out of the
centre of her, as if it had been there all along, poised like a vicious dog,
waiting to get her alone. Evie clenched her teeth and tried to fight it, but it
tore free anyway. She thumped the dashboard and tried to get a grip, closing
her eyes and instantly confronting the image branded on the back of her eyelids
of Lucas – lying in her lap, grey eyes dilating black as the blood rushed
out of him in warm, sticky pulses. When would this picture stop being the only
thing she saw every time she closed her eyes?


When Evie finally lifted her head wearily from the
wheel she saw Tom standing in front of the pickup, his bag slung over his
shoulder and his hands thrust into the pockets of his jeans. She glared at him
for a full twenty seconds hoping to convince him to move out of the way. When
he didn’t budge she turned the key in the ignition and let the shriek of the
engine as her foot hit the floor do the encouraging for her. 


Tom merely tipped his head to the side and raised
his eyebrows in amusement. The engine started to whine. She took her foot off
the gas and, exhaling loudly, reached over and unlocked the passenger door. She
caught the smile that Tom tried to hide as he strolled around to the passenger
side and climbed in beside her.


‘So,’ Tom said, pushing her bag to the floor and
making himself comfortable, ‘that was an interesting reaction to Shakespeare.
Care to share?’


Evie knotted her hands around the wheel and kept
staring straight ahead. It had started to drizzle. She didn’t care to share. If
she told anyone about what had happened to her in the last three months they’d
commit her to the nearest mental institution. 


She could feel Tom looking at her and knew that, if
she turned her head she’d find his brown eyes filled with a mix of three parts
pity, one part frustration. She started to wonder why she’d unlocked the door
and let him in. She should just have driven over him.


‘Evie,’ Tom said, shifting in his seat so that he
was facing her, ‘what’s going on?’


‘Nothing,’ she answered flatly. 


His hand came to rest tentatively on her shoulder
and her body reacted instantly by stiffening, her breath catching painfully in
her throat as if she’d swallowed a fishing hook. Tom’s hand fell away. He
sighed loudly and cracked his knuckles – a classic Tom gesture of
frustration. 


‘If it’s nothing why were you just crying?’ he
asked.


‘I wasn’t crying.’


‘Right,’ said Tom softly. ‘Listen, Evie, I know
something went on with you and that guy Lucas, and you don’t need to tell me
what, but I figure you must have broken up or something because I haven’t seen
him around.’ He hesitated, possibly noting the way her jaw had locked and her
hands turned white-knuckled on the wheel. ‘But like … you know, that happens,’
he said with a small shrug, as if he didn’t get why she was making such a big
deal about it. She noticed the barely hidden tone of recrimination as he added,
‘I don’t remember you being the same way when we broke up.’


Evie shook her head at him in amazement. ‘You
cheated on me with my best friend and, if I recall correctly, I didn’t talk to
you for six months afterwards. And I’m starting to wonder why in fact I ever
did start talking to you again.’


‘OK, OK!’ Tom said, holding both hands up in
surrender. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. I just … I don’t understand, is all. I’ve
seen you angry, Evie. Hell, I’ve been on the receiving end enough times. And
I’ve seen you hurt too. But I’ve never seen you like this. I’m worried about
you.’ He paused a beat. ‘We all are.’


‘We?’ she asked, laughing under her breath. People
were gossiping about her, she knew that much. They definitely weren’t worrying
about her.


Tom looked away. ‘Well, you know what I mean,’ he
mumbled.


She didn’t, but she kept quiet. 


‘You’re going to flunk all your classes at this
rate. I don’t know what happened between you and this guy but is it worth
throwing away your future because of it?’


Evie’s eyes narrowed into slits. ‘Have you been
talking to my mother by any chance? Because it sure sounds like it.’


‘No!’ he said, flinching back in his seat. But the
way he said it – the slight fluctuation in his tone, the fact that he
still wouldn’t meet her eye – told her that he had, without a doubt, been
talking to her mother.


‘Look, if I want a lecture about my future,’ she
said through gritted teeth, ‘I’ll go and see the school guidance counsellor.’


‘Well, maybe you should,’ Tom shot back.


Evie’s mouth fell open. ‘What are you saying?’ 


Tom shrugged. ‘Nothing. But maybe it’s not such a
stupid idea. If you won’t talk to me and you won’t talk to your mum, then maybe
you should talk to the school guidance counsellor. That’s what she’s there
for.’


Evie almost laughed out loud. ‘Tom,’ she said,
feeling tears burning the back of her eyes, ‘it’s not that easy. I wish it was.
Believe me.’ 


His hand was suddenly there again, on her shoulder,
his fingertips brushing the nape of her neck. And she froze. Her spine went
rigid and her throat constricted as though he was strangling her.


‘Just go, Tom!’ she shouted, jerking away from his
touch. ‘Please … I just … I can’t do this.’ 


She needed to be alone. She couldn’t handle anyone
prying. She couldn’t stand anyone being nice to her. Not now. Not after
everything that had happened. 


Tom fell back in his seat but he didn’t try to
argue – he just fumbled with the door handle and jumped out of the car. 


‘You know,’ he said, the drizzle coating him in
seconds, dampening his hair across his forehead, ‘for the record, I think it’s
free will.’


She shot him a confused look, her foot already on
the gas, the engine straining against the handbrake.


‘It’s free will, not pre-destiny,’ he repeated.
‘Macbeth chose his destiny – he chose to kill the king. The witches
didn’t foretell it. They planted the idea in his head but he still chose to
kill the king. You could choose too, you know.’


‘What? To become king?’ 


‘No. To not be such a victim. Why do you care so
much about a guy who didn’t even deserve you?’


Evie’s heart kicked violently in her chest. She
reached over, grabbed the door handle and slammed the door shut on Tom, then
rammed her foot to the floor and tore out of the parking lot, managing to skid
across the road in a screech of tyres.


Blinded by rage and tears, she shot right through
the stop sign on Main Street, almost knocking Mrs Lewington, her mother’s
boarder, clean off her feet.


Ignoring the old woman’s protests and the stares of
several townsfolk, Evie kept driving as if she believed that by driving fast
enough she could somehow put enough distance between herself and the past. 







Chapter 2



 

As she tore up the road towards her house Tom’s words played on a loop
in her head. 


Everyone believed that Lucas had ditched her and
that’s why she was acting the way she was. As if she’d ever act this way over a
boy breaking up with her. Tom had no idea. None of them did. And she knew that
it was partly her fault – she hadn’t told them the truth. How could she?
What would she say? Oh, by the way I’m
actually a demon Hunter. Yeah, just like Buffy. But no, I can’t prove it
because we killed all the demons and saved the world, so you’ll just have to
take my word for it.


And Tom expected her to go and see the school
guidance counsellor! She laughed under her breath as she swung into her
driveway. And tell them what exactly? That she had issues because her boyfriend
had been stabbed to death right in front of her? That she dreamt every waking
moment, and every sleeping moment too, of finding the man who’d done it and of
killing him?


Should she tell them about Cyrus, a Hunter just
like her, who had sacrificed himself – taking her place – to end
the war no one had even known was raging all around them? Should she go all out
even, and admit that she had nightmares about Thirsters? And about demons with
razor-backed tails and ones with acid-coated skin? Should she admit that, when
she finally managed to get to sleep at night, it was only after taking pills
pilfered from her mother’s bathroom cabinet and that when she slept it was with
one hand under her pillow, her fingers locked tight around the hilt of a knife?
Should she tell them she was too scared to look in the mirror these days
because she didn’t recognise the girl staring back at her? 


Maybe when she was done telling the school
counsellor all about it, and if she wasn’t already locked up in a padded cell,
she could write an essay for her English teacher on the subject of fate. She
had so much personal experience to flavour it with. She could tell him all
about how she’d been told she was the fabled White Light, whose destiny was to
end the war between humans and unhumans. And how, like an idiot, she’d believed
it all, and it had turned out to be a lie.


There was no such thing as fate. There was only
life. And death. And, in between, only heartache and hurt.


She pulled up in front of the house and killed the
engine. Her mother was home. She could hear her upstairs, talking on the phone.
Evie’s senses had sharpened to needle points in the last eight weeks. She
didn’t know at what point they’d stop improving – when she could hear the
termites burrowing through the wooden stairs in the basement perhaps? She’d
learnt to drown background noises out until they became a fuzzy white noise in her
head, similar to the sound of the river rushing at the bottom of the orchard
behind the house.


She skirted around the house to the back veranda.
The leaves had almost all fallen. The trees were standing knobbly branched and
embarrassed almost as far as the eye could see. She looked away deliberately
before her eyes could fix on the tree she’d climbed with Lucas but it was too
late. Her feet had already paused, tripping on some tree roots buried beneath a
pile of leaves and her memory had already gone ahead and hit the replay button,
even though remembering that day felt like someone was prising her rib cage
open with rusty forceps and poking her heart with a blunt scalpel. 


She could see Lucas standing balanced in the fork
of the tree, reaching down with one hand and pulling her up as if she weighed
less than nothing. She shuddered a little in the cool air as she remembered how
he’d her caught around the waist when she’d lost her balance. How he’d smiled
and the sunlight had brushed his face, making shadows dance across his lips. 


A howl brought her out of her daydream. She spun
around. Lobo was standing on the top step of the veranda, nose to the air. He
started whining as she walked towards him. He’d stopped leaving the safety of
the veranda since he’d been attacked by a Mixen demon. Her mum was going crazy
at him for doing his business on the bottom step. 


‘Hey boy,’ Evie said, dropping to her knees and
burying her face in the husky dog’s fur. He licked the side of her face in
greeting. 


‘There are no monsters anymore, you hear?’ she
whispered. ‘They’re all gone. They can’t come back.’ She closed her eyes. ‘They
can’t come back,’ she repeated, feeling the serrated edge of her own words
ripping into her flesh.


‘Evie! Is that you?’


‘Uh-oh,’ Evie whispered, getting slowly to her
feet. ‘Better get behind me, boy.’ She shouldered her bag and reached with a
sinking feeling for the screen door. 


Her mother beat her to it. 


‘I’ve just got off the phone with your principal,’
she announced, yanking open the door. Evie was sure her mother had lost a few
pounds and gained several new worry lines around her mouth in the last two
months and the knowledge that she was responsible weighed heavily on her.


‘Well?’ her mother demanded when Evie said nothing.
‘Are you going to explain to me why you just walked out of your English class?
You can’t keep cutting school, Evie, storming out whenever you feel like it!’


Evie sighed loudly and felt Lobo inch himself forward
and rub himself against her leg. She reached a hand down absently and stroked
him. ‘Mum, do we have to do this now?’ The truth was she really didn’t have the
energy, not after the conversation she’d just had with Tom.


‘Now?’ her mother yelled. Evie looked up in shock.
Her mother never yelled. Not even after Evie had turned up at the crack of
dawn, after having gone missing with Lucas and walked like an ashen-faced
zombie to her room. Not even after she’d stayed there for four days, curled on
the bed, facing the wall, refusing to eat or talk or admit where she’d been. 


‘Yes, we are doing this now,’ her mother went on,
‘because there never seems to be a good time. I thought if I waited then maybe
things would eventually get better. But it’s been two months and you still
haven’t said a word about what happened to you. And what am I supposed to
think, Evie? Answer me that? You disappear for days with that boy …’


‘Lucas,’ Evie said through a clenched jaw. ‘His
name is Lucas.’


‘You disappear with him without so much as a
goodbye or a note, and the next thing I know I get a call that you’re in New
Mexico – that he’s abandoned you.’


‘He didn’t abandon me,’ Evie growled.


‘Well, what else am I supposed to think?’ Evie’s
mother sighed, her tone softening. ‘We’ve not seen hide nor hair of him since.
And then when I find you’re not even at the gas station where you said you’d be
– well …’ She shook her head, words apparently deserting her. ‘Can you
even imagine how worried I was? And you didn’t even think to call me and tell
me where you were?’


Evie glared at the ground, feeling her eyes tearing
up. She knew that her mother had a right to be mad at her, but there was so much
anger inside her own body that she couldn’t see past it enough to do anything
about her mother’s. Everything was so impossible, so tangled up. She wished she
could just fall into her mother’s arms and cry, and tell her everything and
have her soothe it all away, but even if she could open up about what had
happened, there were no words that could soothe it away anyway. 


‘Evie,’ her mother said more gently, using the same
pleading tone that Tom had tried in the car. ‘Please, talk to me.’


Her face was contorted with worry. And Evie knew
she was responsible, just as she was responsible for the pain and suffering of
dozens of other people – of Cyrus’s mother Margaret, and the rogue
Hunters Vero and Ash. And, of course, Lucas’s sister, Flic. If Evie had died
instead of Cyrus, instead of Risper, instead of Lucas, she wondered how much
less suffering there would be in the world? No one except her mother would miss
her. She felt a pang that twisted itself into the unbreakable knot of emotions
inside her. Steeling herself against the pain and her mother’s indignation,
Evie rushed past her, heading for the stairs, her chin tucked in tight to her
chest.


‘Evie!’ her mother called after her as she trudged
up them, ‘you can’t keep on behaving like this.’


Evie slunk into her bedroom and closed the door,
trying to block out both her mum’s shouts and the screaming voice of guilt in
her head. She crossed to her desk, which she’d swept clean of everything. All
her old magazines, term papers, essay notes and books were stashed in a
cardboard box inside her closet, already coated in dust. She’d taken down all
the photographs that had been stuck on the walls, as well as the list of
colleges she’d intended to apply to, and in their place she’d tacked up a sheet
of paper with a single word on it:



 

VICTOR



 

She stared at it for several minutes, then pulled open a drawer and took
out a piece of paper. On it were fragments of text, drawn from memory, as complete
as she could make it.



 

From two who remain a White Light will be
born 


A purebred Hunter fated to be the White
Light 


Standing alone in the final fight


To sever the realms by passing through
the light


Memories will rise, shadows will fade.



 

Facing an army from the realms


The sun, the giver of life and the light


Together will stand and fight


And one will sacrifice himself


Closing the Gateway by walking back
through


Crossing into the dark, memories will
fade and shadows fall



 

Evie dropped the sheet of paper back onto the desk. She didn’t know
why she kept looking at it. The thing was done. The prophecy had come true. She
had never been the White Light. It had been Cyrus all along. Anger ripped
through her every time she thought about it. The Sybll were worse than the
witches in Macbeth. At least the
witches got the right person. They hadn’t gone telling Macduff he was going to
be king.


She walked over to the bed and flopped down on it,
curling onto her side, her hands sliding beneath the pillow and pulling out a
crumpled T-shirt. She balled it up and held it against her face, breathing in
deeply and closing her eyes as the scent of Lucas overwhelmed her. It was
fading but she could still smell him – a trace of citrus and of late
summer days, hazy with smoke and horses.


Her mother was right about one thing, Evie thought
to herself as she lay there clutching the T-shirt to her lips – she
couldn’t keep on behaving like this. She needed to do something before she went
mad, before all the anger inside her erupted in a lethal, all-consuming
torrent. 


Her eyes flew open and settled on the piece of
paper above her desk.


Victor. Once she had found Victor – and
killed him – then she’d feel better. 







Chapter 3



 

Her mother was calling her down to dinner. Evie rolled off the bed,
putting one heavy foot in front of the other. She was so tired. She knew she
probably looked like a train wreck but she no longer cared. It had been weeks
since she’d looked in a mirror. She had covered the one in her room with a
scarf, and stood with her back to the basin every time she brushed her teeth to
avoid having to see her reflection in the bathroom cabinet. 


She forced herself down the stairs, wary at what
admonishments her mother might be dishing up alongside dinner. But when she
made it into the kitchen she saw her mother had regained her calm. 


‘Joe’s coming over later,’ her mum said, bustling
about the table, pouring Evie a glass of juice.


Evie raised her eyes. Her mum was keeping her own
gaze firmly fixed on the tabletop. She’d started humming. Evie smiled quietly
to herself as she watched the blush creep up her mother’s neck. There was one
thing to be glad of at least. Evie’s old boss, Joe, was a good man and her mum
deserved someone in her life who made her happy, seeing how Evie was failing
monumentally on that score.


‘You know, Joe said he’s holding your job for you,’
her mother told her, sitting down at the table. 


Evie picked up her fork and started toying with the
food on her plate.


‘What do you want me to tell him?’ her mother
asked. 


When Evie didn’t answer she hurried on. ‘Well,
maybe you could tell him yourself, later. I think it might be a good idea, you
know. The diner was always a good job. Much better than that silly boutique. I
told you it wouldn’t last a month and I was right.’


Evie placed her fork down carefully by the side of
her plate. 


‘I mean, what was that man thinking? Designer
dresses in a place like Riverview? Those price tags! And they’re all still
sitting in there, hanging on the rails. I had a look through the window the
other day. He just cleared off out of town without so much as a day’s notice.
What was his name again? Victor. Here one day, gone the next. If you ask me,
there was always something very suspicious about him.’ She lowered her voice,
‘I wouldn’t be surprised if it was all a front for some kind of
money-laundering operation.’


Evie looked down at the tabletop, her fingers
digging sharply into her thighs. She knew her mother was angling, trying to get
her to talk. The co-incidence of Victor disappearing from town on the exact
same night that Evie had run off with Lucas had had the whole town buzzing with
the scandal, rumours flying around like migrating birds. To her credit, her
mother hadn’t mentioned a word of it to her face, but Evie’s hearing was good
– better than good, it was supersonic these days – and she’d
overheard people talking at school as well as on the street. There were some
pretty good stories going around. According to a woman she’d overheard in the
drugstore, Evie (referred to only as that
Tremain girl) had stolen all the cash from the boutique and then gone on
the run with the good-looking boy who worked on Janet Del Rey’s ranch. 


She’d also heard Kaitlyn Rivers whispering to
someone in the cafeteria line at school, saying that she (referred to this time
as that skank) and Victor had been
having an affair and that Lucas had walked in on them, so they’d done away with
him and buried his body in the woods. Unfortunately Evie had only managed to
fuel that last rumour by slamming Kaitlyn against the wall and daring her to
say it one more time to her face.


‘So, what do you think?’


‘Huh?’ Evie looked up, startled.


Her mother shook her head in exasperation. ‘I was
asking about Joe’s offer to give you your old job back. I don’t want you to feel
like you need to work. Now Mrs Lewington’s back lodging with us and the
insurance company have finally paid out we’re doing fine, and this year is your
senior year. But it might be good for you – you know, to be out there,
meeting people, seeing your friends again …’


‘I don’t know,’ Evie mumbled into her potatoes. 


Her mother frowned, then decided to drop it. She
got up from the table and walked to the fridge. ‘Oh, I bumped into Jocelyn
today by the way,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘She was asking about you.’


Evie paused with a forkful of peas halfway to her
mouth. ‘Really?’ she asked, wondering what on earth Jocelyn was still doing in
town. There was no reason for her to still be in Riverview. Evie didn’t need
protection anymore. She was trained. She had her full Hunter powers now that
she’d killed her first unhuman. Not that any of that mattered because there
weren’t any more monsters to kill. But beyond all that, she thought she’d made
it pretty damn clear to Jocelyn just how much she disliked her. Jocelyn had
lied to her all along – she had known that Victor had murdered her
biological parents and had said nothing. And rather than protecting Evie as she
had sworn to do, she had let Victor use her. 


Evie stood up suddenly, pushing her plate aside.
She needed to get out, breathe fresh air. Being scrutinised all the time, like
she was a bug on a Petri dish, was more than she could bear.


‘Where are you going?’ her mother asked, looking up
at her in surprise.


‘For a walk,’ Evie mumbled, heading for the back
door.


‘But you’ve hardly touched your dinner,’ her mother
said to her back.


‘I’m not hungry,’ Evie answered.


Her mother called something after her but Evie
didn’t hear it, or rather she chose not to. She promised herself that when this
was all over she would find a way to apologise for everything, but until then
she just couldn’t find the words. 


She opened the door and walked out onto the
veranda, feeling the instant relief that being outside and away from people
brought her. 


The orchard was growing murky, the trees dissolving
into darkness and shadows. The moon was a pixelated blur sliding in and out of
black clouds. She sniffed the air and waited for her senses to kick in and
adjust to the onslaught of new sounds and smells. Her heartbeat slowed as soon
as she’d verified there were no other creatures besides Lobo lurking out there
in the dark. There were no more monsters, she reminded herself. She didn’t need
to be constantly scanning her surroundings trying to sense unhumans. 


She crunched through the leaves in the orchard,
hearing Lobo howling behind her as she stretched the distance between them. She
missed it, though, she realised as she reached the road. She missed feeling
him. That sense of heightened awareness whenever an unhuman was around was something
she had never thought she would miss. Not that she wanted to be surrounded ever
again by Thirsters and Mixen and Scorpio, just that she associated the feeling
unhumans evoked – the sweaty palms, racing heart and whoosh of adrenaline
– with Lucas. Being half Shadow Warrior he’d managed to confuse her
senses so that the danger signs, which should have kept her alive, had become
synonymous in her mind with him and with safety. And, yes, that had almost
killed her. But now she missed it. She missed Lucas more than she thought it
possible to miss anyone, so much that she thought she might die from it. And
not in any melodramatic way, but because sometimes she actually couldn’t
breathe; sometimes she woke up choking down air, dots dancing in front of her eyes,
as if her lungs had decided of their own accord to shut down while she slept. 


Of course, that could also be to do with the number
of sleeping pills she was popping.


She broke through into the tree line on the other
side of the road and started jogging. She didn’t understand. She would never
understand why fate had brought her down the path it had. Why it had so
entwined her path with Lucas’s, only to wrench them apart just at the point
they’d reached their destination. 


But maybe that was why. They had reached the
destination. Maybe the point was the journey.


Either way it wasn’t fair.


She swore at herself. As if she hadn’t learnt that
lesson about life already. 






Chapter 4



 

Evie stood on Jocelyn’s veranda staring at the door. She didn’t bother
knocking. She didn’t need to. She knew that Jocelyn – being a Hunter
– would have sensed her from half a mile away. And even as she stood
there hesitating, she could hear footsteps, slow and heavy, heading her way.


The door fell open. Jocelyn stood there, her face
rumpled and her clothing creased, as if she’d just been startled awake from a
nap. 


She stared at Evie for a beat and then nodded, as
though she’d been expecting her for a while.


Evie felt her nostrils flare in response. She sunk
her heels into the veranda to stop herself from swinging around and leaving.


‘Do you want to come in?’ Jocelyn asked her.


Evie didn’t. But now she’d come this far she
figured she might as well. She edged past the older woman, feeling a familiar
jolt, a buzzing in her sternum as if an invisible cord connected them. 


It was a connection she wished she could sever. It
made her jumpy. She hadn’t felt that jolt in a while now. Not since that day at
the Bradbury building when everything had ended. That had been the last time
she’d been around any Hunters. Because that’s what it was – that buzzing
feeling – it was what all Hunters felt around each other. Cyrus had
called it chemistry, had claimed it was part of an undeniable attraction she
and he had for one another. She’d told him that all he was feeling were the
tidal waves of irritation bouncing off her.


‘Would you like a drink of something?’ Jocelyn
asked.


‘Um, no, thank you,’ Evie answered, surprised by
how cold and official her voice sounded – like a cop come to deliver bad
news.


‘Are you sure?’ Jocelyn asked. She seemed nervous,
jittery almost, her hands refusing to settle in one place and her voice
ratcheted several notches too high. ‘I can make some fresh coffee. Or something
to eat? You look like you could use something to warm you up.’


Evie realised only then that her hair was plastered
to her skull and a cold trickle of water was worming its way down her spine.
How had she not noticed that it had been raining? Her clothes were stuck to her
body and her hands were chilled to the bone, the tips of her fingers red and
numb.


‘I didn’t come here for tea,’ Evie answered,
ignoring the chill and hoping the coldness of her body carried all the way to
her eyes. ‘I came here for information.’


Jocelyn pursed her lips and then, after a beat, nodded.
‘Let me at least get you something to dry your hair with,’ she said, moving
quickly past Evie to a closet at the end of the hallway. She pulled out a small
towel and handed it to her. 


Evie took it reluctantly and started absently
patting the ends of her hair. When she was done Jocelyn led the way into the
front room.


Two overstuffed sofas covered in knitted blankets
took up most of the space. Paintings of what appeared to be foreign landscapes
hung on the walls. Books filled the bookcases, but the mantelpiece was bare.
There were no photographs on display anywhere. Jocelyn had no family, a choice
she’d made which had once seemed tragic to Evie and which now seemed damn
sensible. 


‘Why are you still here?’ Evie asked, rounding
suddenly on Jocelyn. ‘I don’t need protecting anymore. There’s no reason for
you to stay in Riverview.’


Jocelyn seemed taken aback by the question. She
took a while to compose herself, staring at her hands, which were now clasped
in her lap. ‘You’re still my responsibility,’ she finally answered, looking up.


Evie rolled her eyes. ‘Oh please.’


‘Your parents …’ Jocelyn began.


‘Again, oh please,’ Evie shouted, cutting her off.
‘You betrayed them. Don’t you dare talk about them.’ 


‘I didn’t betray them,’ Jocelyn burst out, anger
sparking like flint and flaming across her face.


Evie grimaced. ‘Well, why didn’t you stop Victor
from killing them then? You said they were your friends.’


Jocelyn took a deep breath. ‘Evie, you of all
people should know that we can’t always protect the people we love. That
sometimes, despite our best efforts, we fail.’


Evie’s legs actually went from under her. One
moment she’d been standing in front of Jocelyn and the next she was sitting on
the sofa, staring at her knees, the room spinning wildly. 


‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ Jocelyn said, pulling a
blanket from off the back of the sofa and draping it over Evie’s shoulders. 


‘If you knew what Victor had done,’ Evie whispered,
gripping hold of the sofa arm, ‘how could you let him take me when I was a
baby, how could you let him come back and train me to be a Hunter?’


Jocelyn drew back. ‘Evie, please,’ she said. ‘I
asked you once to try to understand. I’m asking you again. I was barely
twenty-two. I’d seen what Victor was capable of. I was terrified of him.’ 


‘And you also wanted the way through closed,’ Evie
reminded her.


Jocelyn shrugged, her chin lifting. ‘Yes. I’m not
going to lie. I wanted the way through to close. We all did! The realms needed
to be severed – unhumans don’t belong in this realm. But believe me when
I say I had no idea that it would involve you getting hurt. If I had known
about the prophecy – if I had understood what it meant – I would
never have let Victor near you, I swear.’


‘You let him get away though. When Lucas and I left
him tied up in his store, you let him escape.’


‘No,’ Jocelyn interrupted. ‘He was already gone by
the time I got there. I had to take care of Risper’s body before it could be
found.’


Evie squeezed her eyes shut, trying to banish the
image that arose of Risper lying in bloodied, scattered pieces across the
alley. It didn’t make a jot of difference though. She could see it with her
eyes open and with them shut. 


‘I’m sorry,’ Jocelyn finally said. ‘I’m sorry for
my part. For making you believe that the White Light was you. I thought it was
true. And I’m sorry about Lucas – I know what he meant to you. And I know
…’


Evie shot Jocelyn a look so fierce that she fell
instantly silent. They stared at each other for a few seconds before Jocelyn
finally worked up the courage to speak again. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘that he
loved you and that he wanted this.’


‘Oh really?’ Evie shouted, leaping up from the
sofa, unsteady on her feet. ‘He wanted this, did he? He wanted to be dead?’


Jocelyn winced as if Evie had kicked her. ‘No,’ she
said quietly. ‘But he wanted you to
live. And he was prepared to die for that.’


Evie’s shoulders collapsed. Her vision blurred and
she whipped around so that Jocelyn wouldn’t see the tears that were threatening
to spill. 


For an instant it was as if she could feel Lucas’s
fingers biting into the flesh of her arms, holding her tight, trying to shake
some strength back into her. She shuddered away the thought. 


He’d promised her that everything was going to be
OK – that he wasn’t going to die. 


He’d lied. And now she was alone. She ground her
teeth. There was no point dwelling on what had happened. She couldn’t bring
Lucas back. She couldn’t bring her parents back. But she could get revenge for
their deaths.


Evie squared her shoulders and blinked away the
tears. Then she turned back to Jocelyn. 


This was why she’d come to see her, after all.






Chapter 5



 

Evie walked slowly home through the rain, letting it soak through her
clothes until her shirt was stuck to her like a second skin and her hair was
slicked around her neck in ropes. 


She felt the sting as the wind picked up and
started whipping the rain in needles against her arms and cheeks. But it felt
good – like all her indecision and stupor were being cleansed away. As
though the rain was sloughing off some of the dead weight of grief and forcing
her mind to focus once again.


Lobo was waiting for her as always by the back
door. He sniffed the air and howled as she sprung up the steps. She always had
the sense that the dog was looking over her shoulder for Lucas and was
eternally disappointed when he failed to appear. At the thought of Lucas she
felt another lurch in her gut. Every time, every single time she thought of him
she felt like she’d been sucker punched. 


Would it always be like this? She didn’t want it to
be but she didn’t want it not to be
either. The thing that scared her most was forgetting him, forgetting his smile
and his voice, forgetting the feel of his skin beneath her fingertips and the
filigree of scars that had felt as fine to the touch as silver strands. What if
she forgot the exact colour of his eyes and the tiny golden strikes at the
centres? What if she forgot the way it felt when he kissed her – as
though all the world had gone to hell around them but that it didn’t matter?
What if she forgot the way he made her feel?


She already had to some degree. She only recognised
it by its absence. She carried with her a constant unnerving feeling of being
unsafe. Even though she knew the way through was shut and that she was in no
more danger, something inside her stayed tensed in fear. Lucas was the only
thing that had kept that fear at bay. 



 


 

Her mother was sitting at the kitchen table waiting
for her. She jumped to her feet the moment Evie walked in and headed straight
towards her with a towel in her hands. 


‘Where have you been?’ she asked, taking in Evie’s
bedraggled appearance.


‘I’m sorry,’ Evie said. ‘I’m really sorry, mum.’ 


A movement over her mother’s shoulder caught Evie’s
eye and she looked up. It was Joe. He was standing by the sink, nursing a cup
of coffee. 


‘Evie,’ he said, smiling at her, though the
disappointment in his eyes was clear as day.


Evie’s shoulders slumped. Disappointment from every
side. It was getting difficult to manage it all alongside the crushing weight
of Lucas’s absence and still keep moving forward. 


‘Your mum’s been worried,’ he said. 


‘I know,’ Evie said, her voice cracking. ‘I went
for a walk. I’m sorry. I needed to clear my head.’


‘Well, you’re back now,’ her mother said with a
forced smile. ‘And you’re soaked to the skin. Why don’t you hop upstairs and
run a bath and I’ll bring you up some cocoa.’


Evie swallowed, feeling fresh tears well up.
‘Thanks,’ she said. 


She headed for the stairs, passing Joe on the way.
He gave her a warning look, a look that said, Stop doing this to your mother, I beg you. Evie looked away, heat
scoring up her neck. 


She wasn’t sure if it wasn’t already too late for
that.






Chapter 6



 

Evie glanced at the clock on her bedside table. It was almost four am
and still dark out. She climbed out of bed and started pulling on her clothes.
Grabbing a sweater from the back of her chair she crossed to the door, pausing
before she opened it to listen for the sound of her mum’s breathing. It was
slow and steady. She was fast asleep. Evie tuned into Mrs Lewington at the
other end of the hallway and heard the phlegm-filled rattle that signified the
old lady was also out for the count. 


Only then did she inch open her bedroom door and
creep out into the hall, tiptoeing towards the top of the stairs, hoping not to
wake Lobo. She made it to the kitchen and dropped to her knees, a finger
pressed to her lips as Lobo padded his way to the dog flap and peered warily
through at her. 


She unlocked the door and stepped out onto the
veranda. 


‘Hey boy, good boy,’ she whispered, crouching to
give the dog a pat. She slipped her sneakers on and then, with one last check
that she had the key Jocelyn had given her in her pocket, she started jogging.


She couldn’t risk taking her truck – the
sound of the engine turning over would wake up her mum. But that meant that she
would have to run the two miles into town. 


It took her six and a half minutes. She checked her
watch as she turned the corner onto Main Street and couldn’t help but smile to
herself. She was getting faster as well as stronger – all her abilities
improving, not just her hearing. She did a quick calculation. She needed to be
back before six am, before her mother could wake up and notice she wasn’t in
bed, which didn’t leave her much time. 


The streets were deserted at this hour. One or two
cars had cruised past her, their headlights alerting her from a distance,
giving her time to duck and hide behind bushes. She didn’t want to be seen. The
rumour mill was already going wild with stories of her misadventures. Being seen
out at the crack of dawn prowling the streets would only create more drama for
the knitting circle to get their needles into.


She had been avoiding this part of town for the
last two months, and when she stepped into the alleyway that ran parallel to
Main Street she remembered why. Waxy yellow lights illuminated the narrow
garbage-strewn entrance and created golden circles every twenty metres or so,
which the shadows lapped at. Evie hesitated, her heartbeat racing even faster
than when she’d been running. She willed herself to calm down and put one foot
in front of the other. There was nothing left here. Shula and the others
weren’t about to leap out from behind the trash containers and attack her. They
were all dead. With her own eyes she’d seen them die and vanish back to
whatever realm they came from. 


Taking a deep breath, she slinked past the spot
where Shula’s body had lain and skirted the area where Risper had died. Then
she upped her pace and started sprinting.


The back door to the boutique had a sign on it
warning trespassers that they would be shot. Evie pulled out the key Jocelyn
had given her and inserted it into the lock. 


She wasn’t sure what she was expecting to find but
a wave of disappointment almost knocked her to her knees the instant she stepped
inside. The room was completely empty. The walls had been stripped bare of
their target boards, the tables dismantled, and all the weapons that Victor had
once stashed there for training purposes were gone. Evie spun in a circle. The
holes in the walls looked like they’d been made by removing picture hooks, and
not by tugging out knives that had embedded themselves in the brickwork during
target practice. 


No one would ever be able to guess that this was
the room where Victor had taught her how to kill. 


Evie crossed straight to the door on the other side
of the room and opened it a crack. The store gave out onto Main Street and the
large window at the front meant that, if anyone happened to be walking by,
she’d be seen. But it was still early, so she took the risk and darted inside.
The clothing rails hadn’t been touched. All the stock she’d carefully hung
– the designer offerings that Victor had used as a ploy to stop anyone
from coming in while she was training – was still there, hanging
mournfully, gathering dust. She glanced at the rails only quickly. She had no
interest anymore in clothes. She couldn’t believe she ever had. The free
clothes that Victor had given her now felt like blood money – tainted.


She strode towards the cash desk. The till sat
gaping open. It looked like all the takings had been pilfered but Evie knew
that there had never been any takings to begin with. No one in Riverview could
afford a dress that cost more than their monthly paycheck. She pulled out the
drawer beneath the till and her pulse quickened. There was a stash of papers
inside. She snatched them and ducked quickly down behind the counter just as a
car’s headlights swept like a searchlight beam through the store. 


She scanned the papers quickly, using the light
from her phone: bills, junk mail, an old copy of The New Yorker still in its cellophane wrapper, and at the very
bottom of the pile an envelope with an LA postmark on it. Evie ripped it open.
Inside was some kind of rental agreement with Victor’s name stamped across the
top.


And there, at the very bottom in fine print, was an
address.






Chapter 7



 

It was a Saturday, which meant no school, and which also meant she had
two whole days ahead of her when she wasn’t the focal point of 282 teenagers
and 38 faculty members. 


It also meant she had two whole days in which to
figure out her next move. 


The Riverview library was small and, Evie guessed,
not a priority for funding if the three ancient, yellowing computers were
anything to go by. She pulled out a chair and switched one computer on and,
while she waited for it to boot up, she rummaged in her bag for the papers
she’d stolen from Victor’s store. Five minutes later she was staring at the
website of a business in LA. It looked like the kind of place people used to redirect
their mail or as a front for an office. 


Evie sighed back into her chair. She had been
hoping the address would lead straight to Victor. But it was a start. She would
just have to go there and see if she could find any more information on him. It
didn’t matter if it took her the rest of her life – she was going to find
Victor. And then she was going to do what she should have done two months ago. 


While she was waiting for the map to print she
rested her hands on the keyboard and stared at the blinking cursor. She thought
about it for a few seconds and then, before she could lose her nerve, she typed
the words Bradbury Building Fire into
the search bar.


Over four million hits came up. She hovered the
cursor over the first one. It was a newspaper article. She clicked on it.



 

Historic
Landmark Engulfed by Fire



 

Evie scanned the article. It quoted a fire investigator laying the blame
for the blaze on arsonists. There was a mention of the two policemen who’d
died, though no details of exactly how – nothing that hinted at how their
dismembered bodies had been discovered lying in a swamp of their own blood in
an elevator, nor that their throats had been ripped out by Thirsters. 


There was no mention either of the explosion in the
basement or of the piles of ash the police must have found down there, and not
a word about the arrows sunk into the lobby walls where Vero had nailed three
Thirsters. The article wrapped up by saying that the building was closed for
the foreseeable future while repairs were being carried out. The final line
mentioned that no arrests had yet been made.


‘Why are you looking that up?’ 


Evie spun around in her chair. Kaitlyn Rivers
– Tom’s new girlfriend – and another girl who she recognised from
the year below her in school, were standing behind her. She had been so
engrossed in the story she hadn’t felt them sneak up.


Her fingers clicked the header bar. ‘No reason,’
Evie said as the home page loaded. 


‘Ooh, have you heard about that?’ Kaitlyn asked,
pointing suddenly at the screen.


Evie turned back to the computer. The front page of
the paper had appeared. A headline running in bold print across the top
screamed:



 

Serial killer strikes again.



 

Evie felt a funny spasm in her gut, like a knife that had been
sticking in there since Lucas died had just been given a further twist. She
scanned the piece. 



 

Police
fear more than one killer at work



 

‘It’s like so totally scary,’ Kaitlyn was saying to her friend. ‘What
if they come here?’


‘To Riverview?’ her friend asked drolly. ‘Really?’


‘Well, it’s not like we don’t get our fair share of
mental cases,’ Kaitlyn said, jerking her head in Evie’s direction.


Evie stood up abruptly from her seat at the
computer, switched off the screen and snatched the piece of paper with the map
on it from the printer tray. 


‘No wonder he broke up with her,’ she heard Kaitlyn
whisper as she strode past them.



 


 

Evie shook off her anger as she walked to her
truck. Kaitlyn Rivers was not worth getting upset about. She had other things
– other, far worthier people – to focus her anger on. She threw her
bag into the back of the truck and turned over the engine. She needed to follow
the trail on Victor before it got cold and there was no longer any point in
hanging around in Riverview.


She had wanted to skip town even before Lucas
arrived, before Victor had shown up, long before she even knew she was a
Hunter. And she owed it to Lucas to find Victor. He would have done the same
for her. In fact, he probably would have already found Victor and killed him.
He wouldn’t have moped around for two months in a darkly fuelled depression,
half-comatose on sleeping pills. 


Her biological parents had tried to tell her,
through a cryptically worded message, that she could choose not to be a Hunter
– that she could choose to walk away. Yet here she was – she
glanced at the map on the seat next to her – hunting. Victor had been
right all along and they had been wrong. She couldn’t fight what she was. She
didn’t get to choose. She was a Hunter through and through. 


Though this time her prey wasn’t an unhuman. This
time it was one of her own. 






Chapter 8



 

Her mother was hosting the knitting circle. Today of all days, thought
Evie with a sigh as she climbed the steps to the back door. The clatter of
knitting needles and the bright murmur of voices stilled as Evie walked into
the kitchen. You could have heard a stitch drop. 


For an instant Evie was reminded of a picture she’d
once seen of the women who used to sit at the bottom of the guillotine knitting
while the nobles lined up to have their heads chopped off. It felt like the
knitting circle ladies were waiting for her to climb the steps and kneel down
before them.


She forced a smile onto her face and kept walking,
hearing the clitter-clatter of needles start up behind her like so many
gossiping tongues. 


‘How did your schoolwork go?’ her mother called as
she got to the door.


‘OK,’ Evie mumbled, jogging up the stairs. In her
hand was Mrs Lewington’s rolled-up newspaper which she’d taken from the kitchen
counter.


Once in her bedroom she threw her bag to the floor
and sat down on the bed, unfurling the paper and scanning it quickly. The
serial killer story was all over the front page. Two dozen people reported
dead; over a hundred reported missing in the last week alone. No witnesses;
extreme violence in every homicide. There was no pattern in terms of victims or
time of death, no robbery or apparent motives. The police were at a loss,
speculating only that it was the work of several perpetrators. 


Evie got up and started pacing, a storm of
adrenaline whipping up in her veins. She was shaking more than if she’d drunk
two litres of coffee, and her stomach felt like it was lined with rock. Running
her hands through her hair she crossed to the window trying to force herself to
think straight. 


The police were clueless because they had no idea
what they were fighting. It was Thirsters, Evie was sure of it. Or maybe even
Originals, the older Thirsters, the ones that made Thirsters look like fluffy,
toothless kittens. Evie had killed one back in the Bradbury building using a
shadow blade, the only thing that could make a dent in them. But what if more
of them had come through before the gateway had closed? It was possible, wasn’t
it?


For a brief moment Evie’s thoughts flew to Vero and
Ash, the last of the rogue Hunters. What were they doing now? Were they still
in LA? Were they still hunting unhumans? She didn’t know. She knew that Vero
had wanted out but she had no clue where the two of them might be now. She
hadn’t seen or heard from them since the day at the Bradbury building when
Cyrus and Lucas had died. 


There had been no love lost between the three of
them before and there certainly wasn’t now that Cyrus was dead. In their eyes
it should have been Evie who died. She wished she could tell them how much she
wished it had been her also, but it was too late for that. 


Evie paused, suddenly realising something. If Vero
and Ash weren’t fighting these monsters, who else would? The police weren’t
going to have a snowball’s chance in hell of stopping a single Thirster, and
not even an army could take on a handful of Originals. 


She started pacing her room. Surely there had to be
other Hunters out there. Ones that she didn’t know about perhaps – rogue
Hunters like Vero and Ash, Hunters who weren’t part of the official Hunter
clan, who weren’t purebloods like her. It couldn’t just be Cyrus who had led a
band of rogues. And surely, if there were others, they would know what was
going on, and would do something about it?


As she paced, Evie’s attention kept flicking between
the newspaper lying on the bed and the piece of paper tacked to the wall with
Victor’s name on it.



 


 

It was early evening by the time Evie judged it
safe to re-enter the kitchen. The last of the knitting circle had left and her
mother was clearing up after them. 


‘Do you want something to eat?’ she asked Evie. 


‘No, I’m good, thanks,’ Evie mumbled. 


She watched her mum out of the corner of her eye,
weighing the opportunity, and deciding to wait until the best teapot and
creamer were safely stowed on the sideboard before she began.


‘So, mum,’ she started, clearing her throat.


‘Yes, sweetheart?’ her mother answered, closing the
cabinet and turning to Evie. 


Evie saw the weight of expectation in her mother’s
eyes, the hope that Evie might be about to start explaining what had happened
eight weeks ago, and for a split second it almost all came tumbling out of her.



Lucas
died. She very nearly
said it. It was right there on the tip of her tongue, but she stopped herself
at the last moment. She winced and took a deep breath, letting the pain dull to
a savage ache inside. Her mother was still watching her expectantly, eyebrows
raised.


Evie opened her mouth to try again. She had
practised this in her bedroom. This time she wasn’t going to run off without
leaving a note. This time she was going to tell her mother to her face where
she was going.


‘I need to tell you something,’ she began.


Her mother’s face fell and her gaze flew to Evie’s
stomach. Evie groaned inwardly. She knew her mother was thinking, Pregnant, oh dear lord, she’s pregnant.
Perfect, Evie thought, that’s just what she needed her mother to believe. How
long would it take before the knitting circle started crocheting baby booties?


‘I …’ she hurried on, then stopped again, unable to
find the words.


Her mother waited. ‘You what?’ she asked after
several more seconds of silence. 


Evie could see the worry building, the panic
flaring behind her mother’s eyes, but just as she was about to tell her she was
heading to LA for a few days to see a friend, her attention was snatched by
something outside. Her hearing funnelled and her eyes flew to the back door. 


There was someone outside in the dark, hiding.
There – a footstep – so light it could have been mistaken for a
leaf falling. Then, almost simultaneously she became aware of a familiar
tugging sensation at her sternum. 


There was a Hunter outside. 


‘Evie?’


She blinked at her mother. ‘Huh?’


Her focus was fully on the footsteps, which were
growing more distant as they headed through the orchard and down towards the
river. She tried to calculate who it might be. It wasn’t Jocelyn. There was no
reason for Jocelyn to be skulking through the orchard at the back of the house
when she could just walk right in the door, no questions asked.


Vero and Ash didn’t know where she lived, as far as
she knew, and they weren’t likely to be paying a social call on her of all people. Which left only one
other Hunter she could think of. Victor. 


Evie brushed past her mother, already scanning the
counter top for a weapon and seeing only her mother’s best teapot. 


‘Where are you going?’ her mother shouted after
her.


‘I need to borrow a hammer,’ she called over her
shoulder as she made for the stairs to the basement.


‘That’s what you wanted to talk to me about? Why
didn’t you just say so?’ her mother huffed. ‘You know where your father keeps
his tools – kept his tools,’
she corrected herself a little angrily. ‘And what on earth do you need a hammer
for anyway?’


Evie was already halfway down the basement steps.
‘Um, there’s a floorboard that’s come loose in my room.’


‘I can get Joe to fix that,’ her mother shouted
down to her. ‘There’s no need for you to go hurting yourself with a hammer.’


‘I’m not going to hurt myself,’ Evie answered, her
gaze running anxiously over the tools hanging from nails along two walls. Her
hearing was still tuned to the outside. But she could no longer hear anything.
The tugging on her sternum had lessened too.


‘Suit yourself,’ her mother sighed loudly before
marching off. 


Evie jumped onto a wooden crate and quickly lifted
down her father’s hunting rifle from where it hung above the door. It had been
rusting up there until a few months back, but after Caleb had come looking for
her that time, Evie had taken it down and cleaned it, scrubbing the rust spots
off the barrel, oiling the firing mechanism and learning how to load it
one-handed in the dark. Now it was pristine. Already locked and loaded. She
hefted the gun to her shoulder and headed for the basement door, pocketing some
spare shells from the drawer on her way.


Once outside she crouched down in the shadows of
the stairwell, letting her eyes and senses adjust to the dark. There. She
caught the faint pull again, as though a fine strand of thread attached to her
clothing was snagged on a thorn bush. She jumped to her feet. If it was Victor
she needed to be fast. He was stronger than her, but she knew she was faster.
He was also a bigger target, so if she could slip through the trees and track
him, she might be able to take a shot. 


She sprang up the stairs and darted towards the
tree line, crouching low. Her breathing was coming quick and fast. He’d pick up
on that. She tried to rein it in, not wanting to show anything he could
misconstrue as fear. Her feet were crackling through the piles of leaves
despite her efforts to move silently. Evie paused, pressing her back against
the rough bark of a tree. She closed her eyes and willed her instincts to take
over.


She caught the scent of him first. Something musky
and, overlaid with it, something floral. It was familiar and unfamiliar at the
same time. She frowned, listening harder. There was a crunch, a heavy footfall,
and what sounded distinctly like a sigh. Evie’s eyes flashed open. She swung
out from behind the tree, the rifle at her shoulder and her finger already pressing
down on the trigger. 






Chapter 9



 

‘Don’t shoot!’ a male voice shouted.


‘Jesus, what are you doing?’ someone else yelled.
‘It’s us!’


Evie lowered the rifle slowly. Ash stepped forward
out of the shadows, his hands held up in a gesture of surrender. 


‘It’s only us,’ he repeated, as Vero appeared
scowling behind him.


‘You couldn’t just ring the doorbell?’ Evie asked,
her heart hammering wildly. ‘I almost killed you.’


‘We didn’t realise you’d be armed,’ muttered Ash,
frowning at the rifle.


‘Well, what are you doing sneaking around my
orchard in the dark? Who does that?’ Evie asked, anger taking over now the
adrenaline was draining away. 


Ash took a small step forward, bringing his arms
slowly to his sides. Evie saw that he was moving fine, as fluidly as ever
– with no trace of the injury he’d sustained in the fight at the Bradbury
two months back. 


‘We needed to talk to you,’ he said, ‘and Vero
figured showing up at your front door might not be such a good idea. What with
your mum being home.’


Evie studied him closely for a second, her eyes
flitting to Vero before returning to settle on Ash.


‘What do you want to talk to me about?’ she asked,
already feeling pangs of unease. 


Ash paused, his dark brown eyes glimmering in the
moonlight. ‘How are you?’ he asked. 


Evie shrugged in answer.


Ash nodded as though he understood what that little
gesture meant. ‘Any news of Victor?’ he asked. ‘Has he been back here?’


‘No,’ Evie answered. ‘But I’m going to find him.’


Ash shot her a questioning look, but then he nodded
once again. He understood the need for revenge. It was the one thing they all
had in common, other than grief. Cyrus had once claimed that revenge was what
made the world go round. Back then Evie had argued with him that it was love.
But now she knew better. 


‘Just ask her, Ash.’


Evie’s eyes flashed to Vero. She was wearing her
normal ensemble – Doc Marten boots with green laces, and a pretty floral
dress with a lace collar. Her wrists were bound with leather cuffs and her hair
was cut short and spiked upwards. In the moonlight, Evie could see the
piercings on her face glittering like shadow blades.


‘Ask me what?’ Evie asked, her stomach already
contracting tight in trepidation.


‘Have you been watching the news?’ Ash asked.


Evie drew a long breath. She’d known as soon as
she’d laid eyes on the two of them that that’s why they were here. She’d just
been praying that she was wrong.


‘I take it by your silence that you have. So you
know what’s happening, then?’


Evie paused a moment before nodding.


‘You know that it’s not a serial killer, right? You
know it’s unhumans?’


Evie nodded again. 


‘It’s the ones that got here before we closed the
way through,’ added Vero.


‘It’s not just Thirsters. We can handle those,’ Ash
carried on. ‘And the Mixen and Scorpio that came through seem to have gone to
ground.’ He held Evie’s gaze. ‘We think it must be Originals.’


A shiver of goosebumps ran up Evie’s arms. 


‘There must have been others, besides the one you
killed in the Bradbury. It’s more than we can handle alone,’ said Ash, fixing
her with a pointed stare.


‘You don’t say,’ Evie replied tersely. It had taken
five fully trained, heavily armed Hunters to stop just one Original. There was
no way on earth the two of them could stop one, let alone more than that.


‘That’s not the only problem,’ Vero added. ‘We
think they’re making more.’


Evie stared at her, the blood running cold in her
veins.


‘It would account for the number of people going
missing,’ Ash continued. ‘The police are keeping it all quiet. But the homicide
rate is up three hundred percent.’ 


‘The police couldn’t handle a stray dog,’ Vero
spat, ‘let alone this. It’s a good job there are still some Hunters around to
handle it for them.’


‘You’re still hunting, then?’ Evie asked.


Vero frowned at her as if she was stupid. ‘What
else are we going to do?’ she snapped.


Evie shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I just figured
that … I mean …’ She hesitated. ‘You wanted out, didn’t you?’


‘After it was over,’ Vero said. ‘And does it look
like it’s over to you?’ 


She strode towards Evie, her teeth flashing in the
darkness. She looked a little like a rabid Thirster, Evie thought, taking a
minute step backwards and gripping the gun tighter. She had learnt to be wary
of both Vero and her sister, Risper. Though Risper had turned out to be an ally
in the end, for a time Evie had been her target practice. And Vero and she had
never exactly bonded either.


‘There are still unhumans out there,’ Vero said
‘and we’re Hunters, unless you forgot. We can’t just stand by and let it
happen. This is our realm.’


‘We came here to see if you’d help,’ Ash
interrupted, stepping in front of Vero. ‘We figured you might join us.’ 


Evie saw the doubt flickering across his face as he
waited for her response. 


‘There are no other Hunters?’ she asked, her voice
uneven. ‘No one else who can help?’ 


‘No,’ Ash said. ‘There are no other Hunters who can
help. Don’t you think we’ve already thought of that? We’ve exhausted all other
options. That’s why we’re here.’


His words landed as hard as a slap. Evie didn’t say
anything.


Vero took Ash by the elbow. ‘I told you we
shouldn’t have bothered with her,’ she said, tugging him backwards. ‘Come on,
let’s go.’


‘No,’ Evie said, reaching out and grabbing Ash’s
arm. 


He turned back to her impatiently. 


‘It’s not that,’ she said. ‘I want to help.’ She
paused. ‘But …’


‘But what?’ he asked.


She hesitated, wondering what to tell him. ‘I need
to deal with something first.’


‘Listen,’ hissed Vero, rounding on Evie, ‘we gave
you time. And space. We kept away
these last eight weeks even though things were getting out of hand and we could
have used you. But we’re all dealing with stuff, you know. Not just you. We
need to end this,’ she growled. ‘We owe Risper that. We owe Cyrus that.’ A
pause. ‘You owe him that.’ 


Evie staggered back a step, reeling at her words.


‘Is it Victor?’ Ash suddenly asked. ‘Is that the
thing you need to deal with?’


‘Yes,’ Evie admitted.


‘OK,’ Ash said, nodding. ‘How about this? Come back
with us. We have weapons.’ He glanced at the hunting rifle in Evie’s hand.
‘You’re not going to get very far against Victor with that. You know how well
armed he is.’ 


Evie scowled at him. 


‘You help us get the situation under control
– help us wipe out all the Originals. And we’ll help you find Victor in
return. Is it a deal?’


Evie didn’t say anything. She just chewed it over
in her mind. She wasn’t going to be able to find Victor and kill him if she was
dead, which was what was most likely going to happen to her if she agreed to
this deal to hunt Originals.


‘Are you a Hunter or not?’ Vero asked, interrupting
her thoughts.


Evie studied them both, her mind whirring. ‘You
think the three of us can deal with Originals? You think we have any chance
– at all?’


Ash held her gaze. ‘I don’t know. But I do know one
thing – we have to try.’






Chapter 10



 

It took Evie two minutes to pack her stuff. Once she’d gathered her
things she threw her bag over her shoulder and scanned the room. She knew she
should go and tell her mother she was leaving but, unable to face the
disappointment in her mum’s face or yet another argument, she grabbed her
notebook instead and scribbled a few lines:



 

Dear mum, I have to go and help a friend
who’s in trouble. I’ll be away for a few days. I’m sorry. Evie x



 

She left the note on her bed and ran down the
stairs. Her mum had switched the radio on in the kitchen and didn’t even hear
her as she slipped out of the front door.


Ash and Vero were waiting in Cyrus’s car at the end
of the driveway. As she slid into the back, Ash glanced over his shoulder. ‘All
good?’ he asked.


Evie nodded and he pulled out onto the road. 


They travelled in silence, taking back streets out
of town until they made it to the freeway, at which point Evie turned her
attention back to Ash and Vero. ‘So, how many are there?’ she asked, her body
tensed for the answer.


She couldn’t stop thinking that the Originals were
supposed to have been massacred a thousand years ago, and yet here they now
were, alive and happy and multiplying in LA. 


‘About a dozen we think,’ said Ash, glancing at her
in the rear-view mirror. ‘Judging from what we’ve seen and the number of new
Thirsters on the street.’


‘If only they were
new Thirsters,’ Vero said under her breath. 


‘What do you mean?’ Evie asked, leaning forward.


Vero shifted in her seat so that she was looking
through the gap in the headrest at Evie. ‘You know how most Thirsters,
especially new-born ones, are young, dumb and full of …’ She stopped abruptly,
pulling a face. ‘Well, these ones are young and they’re blood-crazed and
they’re ten times stronger than a normal newbie.’ 


‘And they’re way more intelligent than your average
unhuman too,’ Ash added, grimacing as he drove. ‘The only thing they can’t do
is daywalk like Originals.’


Well, at least that was something, Evie thought
wryly. 


‘What about the revelation law?’ she asked.


‘Revelation law?’ Ash laughed. ‘What revelation
law? It doesn’t exist anymore.’


Evie slunk back in her seat and stared out of the
window. The revelation law was the rule passed by the Elders forbidding
unhumans to reveal themselves to humans in this realm. If there was no
revelation law controlling them, then it wouldn’t be long before every unhuman
in town – and there were still thousands – would start walking the
streets, whether they were green or had a tail or could shift into wild animals.
She didn’t want to imagine what kind of a bloodbath there would be.


She had thought that once the way through was
closed it would all be over and the world would just go back to normal –
that she could go back to being normal too. How much more naïve could she have
been?


‘Why are the Originals making more Thirsters? I
mean, what’s the point? Surely it just means more competition when it comes to
meal times?’ Evie asked.


‘We think they’re creating an army to do their
dirty work for them.’


The breath caught in Evie’s chest. ‘What dirty
work?’


‘Bringing them food, hunting for us …’


‘What?’ Evie choked. 


Ash glanced at her in the mirror. ‘They’re hunting
us. Think about it. They’re here, in our realm.
What are they going to do? Hide? Try to blend in?’ He shook his head, his eyes
now back on the road. ‘No. They don’t care about blending in. They don’t need
to blend in. Only animals that can get eaten need to learn how to camouflage
themselves. These guys are at the top of the food chain. They don’t need to
hide. They have nothing to fear from humans.’


He paused, as though to let Evie fully comprehend
what he was saying. ‘We’re their only
threat,’ he continued, ‘and when you colonise another realm you do that by
first ridding yourself of any threats to your own dominance in that realm’s
eco-system. That would be us. It’s
Darwinism. The strongest species wins.’


‘So what are you saying?’ Evie asked, leaning forward
between the two front seats. ‘They’re going to kill all the Hunters in this
realm? That’s their big plan? So they can what? Hang out here at the
all-you-can-eat-buffet for the rest of eternity?’


‘Yes,’ Ash nodded. 


Fear wrapped itself around her insides, but Evie
forced herself to ignore it. ‘So,’ she said, trying to sound a lot more
confident than she felt, ‘I guess we had better find them first. Any ideas
where they’re hanging out?’


‘No.’


‘But they feed right? Any patterns to the feeding?’


‘Up in the hills, along Mulholland and in Beverly
Hills. That’s where most of the killings have taken place.’


‘Expensive tastes,’ Evie remarked. ‘You think
they’re all hanging out together in some mansion feeding off the rich and
famous?’


‘Do the rich taste better, do you think?’ Vero
asked.


‘Must be all that organic food,’ Ash said, giving
her a sly smile.


‘More like all that blow,’ Vero fired back.
‘Probably gives them a hit, like passive smoking.’


‘We need shadow blades,’ Evie said almost under her
breath. The saw blade she’d thrown at the Original in the Bradbury building had
bounced clean off him, as ineffectual as a rubber band. But the shadow blade
had sliced through his throat as easy as a knife through butter frosting. ‘Do
you have any?’ she asked half-jokingly.


‘Yeah, we went to Walmart and bought their entire
stock of other-realm weapons,’ sneered Vero, twisting around to give Evie an
exasperated look. 


‘Hang on,’ Evie said, grabbing hold of a memory
that had surfaced somewhere in the back of her hazed-out mind. ‘Margaret
– didn’t she have one?’


‘What?’ both Vero and Ash exclaimed.


Evie nodded. ‘In her cabinet. I’m sure of it. When
we went to her office that time, Cyrus was playing with it and she told him to
put it back. I didn’t think about it when we were there but, yeah, I’m pretty
sure it was a shadow blade.’


Vero glanced at Ash across the front seat. He
turned to her and shrugged. ‘We may as well take a look,’ he said, and when she
frowned he reached a hand over and patted her on the knee. ‘I promise if we
can’t find a shadow blade you can try the grenade launcher.’






Chapter 11



 

Evie fell silent in the back of the car, thinking through everything
she’d just discovered. A small voice in a far recess of her brain – a
voice that she was duly trying to ignore – was urging her to reorganise
her priorities. With so many new Thirsters on the streets and a coven of
Originals to find and destroy, she knew she should think about parking the
Victor issue.


But what if she focused on this and he slipped
through her fingers? What if it was then too late for revenge? She couldn’t
just put it to one side. Not now.


She turned it over in her mind and then figured
that there was no harm in trying to do two things at once. She was a female of
the species, after all. And they were in LA. It wouldn’t hurt for them to
detour and try to discover what they could about Victor’s whereabouts. It would
only take an hour or so. She pulled the map out with the address on and thrust
it under Ash’s nose. 


He glared at her in the rear-view mirror then
exchanged a brief glance with Vero. Finally, barely suppressing the sigh, he
tapped the address into the GPS. 



 


 

Carter Holdings, the address on the letter she’d
found in the store, turned out to be a squat brick building with metal shutters
clamped over the windows. It was situated in an area so deserted and derelict
that Evie half expected the building to be cordoned off with yellow tape. The
street stank of urine and dead animal.


Evie crunched across a sidewalk littered with old
syringes and dog mess until she was standing in front of the door. She tried
the handle. There was no give. It appeared to be double bolted. 


‘Let’s try around the back,’ Ash suggested, heading
for the corner.


Evie followed him, Vero bringing up the
rear. They made their way down a stinking, garbage-strewn alley and found the
back door also double locked. To the side of it, though, was a window, which
looked just big enough for someone to squeeze through, if they contorted
themselves enough.


‘Stand back,’ Ash said. 


Evie ducked as he slung a brick straight through
the glass.


Straight away an alarm started blaring. Evie glared
at Ash. 


‘Better get a move on,’ Ash said, grinning at her
as he cleared the broken glass off the sill with his sleeve.


Evie paused for a fraction of a second, trying to
listen for any police sirens, but the noise of the alarm was deafening. Damn
it. They would only have this one shot. She placed her hands carefully on the
sill and squeezed herself through the narrow frame. 


She crunched down onto a carpet of broken glass and
blinked through the gloom. It was a sparsely furnished office: a couple of
desks were pressed against the wall on one side and opposite the door stood a
filing cabinet. She crossed straight to it and yanked the top drawer. It was
locked. 


‘Have you got your knife?’ she yelled to Ash, who
had wriggled through the window behind her. 


Ash nodded, slipping it out of its sheath on his
waist. Evie took it and slid it around the metal rim of the drawer, jimmying it
against the lock. She felt a slight buckle of resistance and smacked down
harder on the hilt with the heel of her hand until she felt the lock give.


She tossed the knife to Ash and pulled open the
drawer. It was jammed with brown manila folders. Holding her breath, Evie
rifled quickly through them, slowing when she got to L. 


It was there. Victor’s name, stamped in black ink
on the cover. With shaking fingers Evie dragged the folder free and stared at
it.


Lassonde,
Victor.


She was about to start rifling through it when Ash
snatched it out of her hands.


‘Hey,’ Evie yelled, lunging for it, ‘give that
back!’


‘Let’s just take it and get out of here,’ Ash said,
tilting his head in the direction of the street. Evie opened her mouth to
complain and then snapped it quickly shut. Over the noise of the alarm, she
could hear a siren screaming.


She nodded and raced Ash to the window.



 


 

Twenty minutes later they pulled up in front of a
house in West Hollywood. Set back from the road, almost completely hidden
behind a row of ornamental bushes, and with a trellis of pink roses trailing
around the front door, it didn’t look like the kind of place Victor would call
home, but then what did she really know about Victor, other than that he liked
to wear silk ties and that he was a lying, murdering psychopath? 


Ash parked a block down the street and killed the
engine. 


‘You two can wait here,’ Evie told Ash and Vero,
throwing open her door.


‘We’re coming with you,’ Ash answered, climbing out
of the car and blocking her path.


Evie glared at him and at Vero, who had come to
stand beside him. She didn’t want them being dragged into this. They had no
fight with Victor. But more than that, she had to admit, she wanted this
revenge all to herself. 


‘We’ve got your back, Evie. You’re not walking in
there alone,’ Ash told her quietly.


Evie thought about arguing some more, but finally
relented. Having backup probably wasn’t such a bad idea.


‘He’s all mine though,’ Evie muttered as she
shouldered her way past them.


‘Understood,’ Ash answered, striding past her and
around to the trunk. He popped it open and begun rifling through the contents
of a duffel bag. ‘What do you want?’ he asked. ‘You can’t go in there unarmed.
Here, take this.’ He offered her a semi-automatic pistol, threw Vero a knife
and pocketed some nunchuckers for himself. 


Evie stared down at the gun, feeling its dull
weight in the palm of her hand. Victor had once told her that guns weren’t
worth fighting with – that bullets ran out and you couldn’t trust a gun
to hit its target or not jam on you. He’d claimed that knives were better, that
they became an extension of yourself. He had once told her that if your intention
was true it would always strike home. 


He’d killed Lucas with a knife.


Evie reached into the trunk and took hold of the
longest blade that she could find. It was something she’d seen Ash fight with
once. An Oriental antique sword with intricate engravings wrought down the
length of the blade. It looked like it had been hewn with cruelty in mind and
it slid into her hand as if it belonged there. 


She caught the nervous glance Vero shot Ash as she
turned back around to face them, holding the blade at her side.


‘Ready?’ she asked, the lightness of her voice
belying her jangling nerves.


Ash nodded, closing the trunk. ‘Let’s get this over
with,’ he said, taking a deep breath.


They walked up the street, their footsteps ringing
in unison, and for a moment Evie had a sense of the brotherhood that Cyrus, Ash
and Vero had once shared. She felt as if her sides were protected, that she was
being looked out for. She hadn’t felt that since Lucas had died. 


She slowed almost to a standstill as she absorbed
that truth, falling out of stride with the others. They slowed too,
instinctively, and she quickly upped her pace, not wanting them to think she
was having second thoughts about what she was about to do.


As they approached the house, she felt the
atmosphere grow heavy around them. The house was completely, ominously, dark.
As silent and still as a graveyard.


‘He’ll have sensed us,’ Vero whispered, as they
made their way up the path.


Evie pushed the hood of her sweater down so she
could hear better. ‘Good,’ she said, scanning the front of the house. ‘I want
him to hear me coming. I want him to be ready. I want him to fight back.’


She caught the troubled sideways glance that Ash
gave her but ignored it and stepped forward, heading along the path that ran
down the side of the house. Breaking in through the back door would be less
conspicuous, she figured. She couldn’t afford to be interrupted by the police.


The back of the house was also sunk in darkness.
Evie crept slowly towards the door. Her senses were blazing. ‘Can you feel
anything?’ she asked the others.


‘No,’ Ash and Vero both answered simultaneously.


Evie scowled at the back door. Damn it. He wasn’t
here. Had he ever been? She tried to zone out all the other noises – the
hiss of cicadas and thrum of traffic in the distance – and focus on her
senses. 


Yes. It was the right house. He might not be here
now, but Victor had been here once. She could feel the trace of him in the air,
almost like a scent. 


‘Let’s take a look inside,’ Ash said. ‘We may as
well while we’re here.’ 


Evie didn’t need any further invitation. She
smashed her elbow into the glass panel in the back door and then pushed her
hand through and unlocked it from the inside.


They stepped over the broken glass and walked into
a kitchen – clean, modern, a coffee cup on the draining board, but no
other sign of life. 


Evie strode to a door straight ahead of them and
opened it. It led out into a narrow hallway. Her eyes fell immediately on a
pair of leather loafers sitting neatly by the front door. There was a coat
stand to the left. On it hung a suit jacket and a red silk cravat. Three swords
were sticking out of an umbrella stand beside it.


‘Well, we’ve definitely found him,’ Evie remarked,
feeling her heart rate almost double at the sight of the swords and cravat. 


She turned her head, scanning the hallway for the
best place to hide in order to get a clean strike the moment Victor walked in
the door.


‘Er, guys?’


Evie spun around. Vero was calling to them from
another room.


‘You might want to come and take a look at this,’
she shouted.


Evie’s stomach clenched. She followed Vero’s voice
down the hallway and into a front room, the hairs on her arms bristling.
Something wasn’t right about this house. 


She found Vero standing in the centre of an empty
room. She glanced around, unsure what she was supposed to be looking at. The
room was bare – there was no furniture, not even a lampshade. 


Then she saw it. What Evie had first dismissed as
wallpaper was actually a collage made of newspaper clippings, maps, sheets of
paper and large colour photographs. It covered the entire far wall of the room.



Evie took a faltering step forward, trying to take
it all in, trying to understand and make sense of the hideous mosaic that was
materialising in front of her. The pictures were crime scene images of bodies
and body parts.


‘What’s he doing?’ she murmured in horror.


‘He’s hunting them, just like we are,’ Ash answered
quietly.






Chapter 12



 

In the centre of the wall was a map of LA. It took Evie a while to
figure it was a map at all because the whole thing was covered in red pins that
obliterated most of the street names. 


Beside her, Ash was busy snapping pictures on his
phone, leaning in to take close-ups of the map, crouching down to make sure he
got all angles. A piece of paper stuck at the top of the wall, near to the
ceiling, had four words scrawled in large block letters on it.



 

BEVERLY HILLS


MULHOLLAND DRIVE



 

‘Do you think he’s trying to pinpoint their lair?’ Evie asked,
pointing at the piece of paper.


‘Maybe,’ Ash answered, his fingers starting to run
over the cluster of pins stuck into the map. ‘Look at how the pins are
grouped.’ 


There were two larger clusters of red on the map
around Beverly Hills, and another along Mulholland. Maybe that’s where Victor
was right this moment. Tracking them. Maybe he was planning on killing them
himself. Which was fine by her – she’d happily let him handle the
situation alone. The only thing that concerned her was that he might not make
it back alive so that she could then kill him. 


‘Hey guys,’ Vero suddenly said. ‘Check this out!’


Evie spun around.


Vero was standing in the doorway brandishing a
sword over her head. An enormous grin was splitting her face in two. Evie
glanced upwards, her gaze settling on the silvery blue blade shimmering in Vero’s
hands. 


‘No way,’ Ash whispered.


‘It’s a shadow blade,’ Evie said, pointing out the
obvious. 


Vero let the blade fall, hefting it lightly in her
palm and then running her finger along the flat. 


‘It’s his. I mean, I found it out in the hallway by
the coat stand. He must have taken it off a Shadow Warrior at some point.’


‘Well, it’s ours now,’ Evie said, brushing past
Vero and heading back into the hallway, wanting to check what other weapons
they might have overlooked. That’s when she heard the key turning in the lock.


Evie leapt backwards, swinging her sword up to
chest height. 


In the same second, Vero and Ash moved into
flanking positions, Vero brandishing the shadow blade, Ash the nunchuckers.


The door fell open. Evie drew in a breath, the
sword trembling in her hand. This was her moment. 


Victor pushed open the door and stepped inside.
There wasn’t even a ripple of surprise on his face at seeing them there. He
just gave them a curt nod. 


‘Good evening,’ he said, shrugging off his jacket.


The three of them were too stunned to say anything
in reply.


Victor pulled the blue silk scarf from around his
neck and shook it out. Evie’s focus fell to the thin pink scar running at a
diagonal across his throat and for a brief moment she pictured Lucas kneeling on
Victor’s chest, his blade pressed to his neck, about to slash through his
windpipe. He would have killed him that night if Evie hadn’t intervened. She
wished to hell she hadn’t.


She felt an elbow suddenly nudge her in the ribs
and realised that Ash and Vero were waiting on her cue. Startled, she lifted
her gaze from Victor’s neck and forced herself to meet his eyes. 


He smiled at her. ‘I knew you’d find me
eventually,’ he said. ‘I just wondered how long it would take. Longer than I
expected as it turned out.’


In the thousand different scenarios Evie had played
out in her head when she imagined this scene, she had always been the one doing
the talking while Victor cowered speechless in a corner. In her fantasies she’d
lifted her sword without any hesitation and swung it at him over and over. 


They were veering quickly off script.


‘You must be Ash,’ Victor said, his attention
switching from Evie. He held out a hand for Ash to shake.


Evie could feel the situation slipping rapidly out
of her grasp. ‘Shut up!’ she yelled. 


Victor turned to her with an amused smile. ‘I’m
assuming this little break-in and sword-waving routine is your attempt at
killing me?’


Blood roared loud as thunder in Evie’s ears and the
edges of her vision blurred.


‘So are you going to get on with it?’ he asked in a
bored voice. 


Evie clenched her hands around the hilt of the
sword and took a step forward. She wasn’t going to let him say another word. 


‘This is for Lucas,’ she hissed. ‘And for my
parents.’ She’d rehearsed these lines so many times, wanting their names to be
the last thing Victor ever heard. 


She brought the sword up over her head. This was
it. This was the moment she’d been dreaming of for months. It all came down to
this. Yet she couldn’t seem to gather the strength to swing. 


‘Oh, Evie,’ Victor sighed impatiently. ‘You’re not
going to kill me,’ he said. ‘Firstly, you don’t have it in you. And secondly,
you need me.’


Evie’s sword arm wavered. ‘Why would we need you?’
she asked, incredulous.


‘I should think that would be obvious,’ Victor
answered with a smile, gesturing to the room behind them – the one with
the horror wallpaper adorning it. ‘We’re all trying to achieve the same goal.
If you’re planning on killing all the Originals out there before they destroy
this realm, then you need my help.’


‘We don’t need your help.’


It was Vero who’d spoken, snatching the words right
out of Evie’s mouth. 


Victor smiled thinly at Vero. ‘What if I told you I
know where they live?’ 


‘I’d say, Congratulations,
now tell us before I let Evie slice you into cocktail wiener-sized pieces,’
Ash replied coolly, swinging the nunchuckers in his hand.


Evie noted the beads of sweat popping on Victor’s
temple. ‘Think about it,’ Victor blurted, a gratifying tremor entering his
voice. ‘There are only three of you. These are Originals – unlike anything you’ve ever dealt with before.’


‘Actually, I think you’ll find we dealt just fine,’
Ash answered, winking at Evie.


Victor’s eyes flashed wide in surprise. He hadn’t
known that Evie had killed one at the Bradbury and she felt a burst of triumph
as he did a quick double take, reassessing her in the light of this new
information.


Victor cleared his throat. ‘But against a dozen?’
he asked. ‘And all the other unhumans they’re gathering around them? I think
you’ll find you do need me.’


Evie had heard enough. She took a lightning fast
step towards him, switching the sword into her left hand at the last moment and
smashing her right fist into Victor’s jaw. She ignored the pain that burst
through her knuckles and slammed all the way up to her shoulder, and watched
Victor stagger backwards and topple into the coat stand. His gaze flew to the
umbrella stand containing the swords and he lunged for it, but in the same
instant Vero darted forward, kicking it out of his reach.


Evie felt a calm descend over her. The blood
rushing in her ears had dropped away, the adrenaline had crystallised inside
her, bringing a clarity of vision and focus. The sword felt like it was part of
her body, an extension of her arm – just like Victor had told her it
should. And if she wielded it with true intent …


Suddenly Victor moved, a knife flashed silver in
his palm as he dived straight at her. Evie spun sideways as the blade scythed
the air in front of her. She used the momentum to throw all her weight at
Victor, sending him slamming into the door. She followed it with a roundhouse
kick that sent the knife flying out of his hand.


Victor clutched his bruised fingers to his chest
and stared at her, breathing hard and fast, trying and failing to mask his fear.
Evie stepped towards him, her heart slamming into her ribs.


‘You asked me once, didn’t I want revenge?’ she said softly, breathing fast. ‘Well, can
you guess what the answer to that is now?’ 


She raised the sword once more. This time she was
going to do it. Victor shrank back further against the door, his eyes fixed on
the glistening edge of the blade.


Time slowed. Evie felt every pulse of blood
charging through her body, feeding the rush of adrenaline. She readied herself
for a final blow.


And then a hand circled her arm. 


‘Evie,’ Ash murmured in her ear.


She whipped around.


Ash shook his head at her slowly, his fingers
tightening even more around her arm, trying to tug it down. ‘Victor’s right. We
do need him.’


Evie glared at Ash but he didn’t let go. 


‘Evie, you deserve revenge,’ he said, ‘and I will
happily stand aside and let you have your revenge after this is over, but only after this is over. We have to
fight what’s out there first.’


Evie glanced at Victor as Ash spoke and saw the
relief wash across his face. 


‘We can find them without him,’ she hissed through
her teeth at Ash.


‘Yes, probably,’ he admitted. ‘But Victor’s right,
we can’t fight them all by ourselves.’


Evie took a deep breath, her whole body shaking
with pent-up rage. Did Ash have a point? She thought of the map in the other
room and of the photographs of all those dismembered bodies. She thought of all
the people who were missing children or brothers and sisters, and she thought
of all the innocent people who would die if they didn’t stop this army of
unhumans from wreaking havoc on the city.


Finally she dropped her arm. The blade smacked
against her side, its tip scraping the ground. Ash studied her for a beat,
warily, before he released his grip.


Victor straightened up, lifting his chin, a smile
creeping across his lips.


‘Just know,’ Evie said to him, anger boiling in her
veins, though her voice stayed icy cold and steady, ‘that one day I am going to
stand and watch you die.’ 






 Chapter 13



 

‘You’re still living here?’ Evie asked, as Ash pulled into the parking
garage of a seemingly abandoned warehouse building.


‘Yes, for the time being,’ Ash answered. ‘We’ve got
nowhere else to go.’ 


Evie climbed out of the car, taking in the echoing
vault-like space. She half-expected to see Cyrus striding towards her, a sword
in his hand and a smirk plastered across his face, but only ominous silence met
them. 



 


 

Cyrus’s playboy pad was exactly as it had been
eight weeks before. Evie glanced up at the ropes slung from the rafters and at
the punch bags dangling forlornly from the roof, tensed for an attack that was
never going to come. Her eyes tracked automatically to the weapons cabinet by
the door. Its doors were locked but she already knew what lay behind them. An
entire armoury – enough firepower and weapons to open a military museum.
And not a single one of them could subdue an Original.


The atmosphere was so tense between her and Ash
that not even the shadow blade Vero had stolen from Victor could have cut
through it. Evie avoided looking at them, instead crossing to the windows that
ran the whole length of the room. It felt strange being back here, in a place
so swimming with memories of both Cyrus and Lucas that Evie could feel their
presence thick as tar in the air. How did Vero and Ash stand it? 


In the window ahead of her she saw Ash walking
towards her, tentatively, as though approaching a coiled cobra. He hovered
behind her shoulder and their eyes met in the glass, Evie’s gaze laser beamed,
Ash’s steady and even.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said after a moment.


Evie wheeled around, unable to contain her rage any
longer. ‘I once asked you how many unhumans you needed to kill before you’d
feel like you had your revenge.’


Ash frowned but his frown quickly gave way to
comprehension as he remembered the conversation she was talking about. He and
Evie had been sitting together in Cyrus’s car just before they had gone hunting
for the first time all together.


‘And you didn’t answer me,’ Evie continued. ‘But I
know exactly how many unhumans I need to kill to get mine.’ She paused just a
beat. ‘None.’


Ash’s frown deepened.


‘I don’t need to kill a single unhuman,’ Evie
growled. ‘I just need to kill one human.’


‘I understand,’ Ash nodded, ‘and, like I said, I
won’t stand in your way once this is over. I’ll even help you, if you want or
need my help when the time comes. And so will Vero. But right now we need him.’


Evie glowered at him but he held her gaze, unfazed.
Finally, he walked away, following Vero down the hallway towards the bedrooms.


Evie turned angrily back to the window. She could
see herself reflected in the glass as clearly as if she was standing in front
of a full-length mirror. It was the first time she’d seen herself in two months
and she looked like a vengeful ghost hanging outside in the cold night air. Her
skin was deathly pale and she looked gaunt. Her pupils were two bottomless
black pits. It was no surprise people in Riverview had been whispering that she
was a drug addict. She looked completely strung out.


Unable to stand looking at herself for a moment
longer she walked over to the sofa and dropped down onto it, feeling exhaustion
claim her. Her body felt as solid and unwieldy as a punchbag, her skull sealed
in concrete. She hadn’t slept in almost twenty-four hours. Slowly, she hauled
her bag onto her lap and unzipped it, pulling out one of Lucas’s old T-shirts.
She brought it up to her cheek and then lay down, using it as a pillow, closing
her eyes and trying to breathe in the lingering scent of him.



 


 

The dream came swiftly, drawing her down, submerging
her. It was a dream she’d had before. She was at the bottom of the pond –
the one in the woods near her house – her limbs bound up with pondweed so
coffin-tight she quit struggling within seconds, knowing already what would
happen and deciding not to fight it. Ice-cold fingers of water plunged into her
ears and forced their way inside her mouth, caressing her eyelids and seeping
into her eye sockets. Her lungs were bursting – on fire from the inside.


‘Evie! Evie!’


She was being shaken, hard. Her eyes flashed open
and she spluttered, heaving in deep breaths of air, clutching at her throat
even as the tears streamed relentlessly down her cheeks. She rolled off the
sofa and tumbled onto her knees, pressing her head to the cool wood floor. 


Suddenly she became aware of Vero’s hand on her
back, patting her shoulder blade. ‘Are you OK?’ she asked. ‘It sounded like you
were drowning or something, like you couldn’t breathe.’


Evie gripped the edge of the table. Her clothes
were drenched with sweat, her skin felt clammy.


‘I’m fine,’ she mumbled, wiping a hand across her
forehead. She glanced up at Vero, hoping to reassure her. The last thing she
needed was Vero seeing her like this.


Vero stared at her sceptically, her eyebrows almost
merging with her hairline.


‘It was just a bad dream,’ Evie told her, resting
her fingers against her ragged pulse, trying to bring it under control.


Vero continued to stare at her for a few seconds
before she nodded. ‘I have those all the time,’ she said, dropping down onto
the sofa and taking a deep breath. ‘I keep dreaming about Risper – about
her dying. I’m just there. Watching it happen. And I can never do anything to
stop it.’


Evie’s throat tightened again. Was there an element
of blame in Vero’s voice? Evie had been there when Risper died. She and Lucas
hadn’t been able to help her or save her. The guilt of that ate away at her
every second of the day, along with the guilt of everything else. 


She cleared her throat, wanting to say something
– to apologise, explain, empathise – but before she could find the
words Vero started talking again. ‘When Risper died I wanted to kill every
single unhuman I could find.’


‘You did,’ Evie said, remembering how Vero had
acted like a woman possessed, on a vengeance mission no one could have stopped.
She had taken out every Thirster in her path without batting an eyelid, setting
fire to the Bradbury building in the process.


‘It was the same when Cyrus died,’ Vero said,
turning towards Evie. ‘But it doesn’t go away.’


‘What doesn’t?’ Evie asked, frowning.


‘The pain. It’s still there. Ash doesn’t realise it
either. He’s like you. He thinks that killing as many of them as he can will
bring his friend back, will somehow make up for the fact that Cyrus died.’ She
softened her tone. ‘It’s not going to fix anything, killing Victor. It’s not
going to bring Lucas back.’


Evie felt as though the ice-cold fingers from her
dream had torn open her ribcage and were now shredding her insides.


‘I can guarantee you’ll feel as empty as you do
now,’ Vero added. ‘Maybe even emptier.’


Evie stared at her, utterly speechless. What she
was saying couldn’t be true. It wasn’t possible to feel any emptier than she
did now. ‘No,’ she managed to say, ‘I won’t.’


A ghost of a smile flitted across Vero’s face. ‘The
one thing keeping you going right now, Evie, is the promise of that pain
disappearing. As if killing Victor is going to be like popping a magic pill.
But it won’t take away the ache. It’ll still be there afterwards. It will
always be there. I don’t think it ever goes away. It will get less though,’
Vero said. ‘Over time. I can promise you that much.’


Evie dropped her head into her hands and squeezed
her eyes shut. Vero was wrong about something, she thought to herself. She
didn’t want the pain to magically disappear, because if it did then it would be
as if she had forgotten Lucas ever existed. The pain was a part of her now,
just as much as he had been a part of her, and always would be. She didn’t know
who she would be without it – without him. And she didn’t want to find out.






Chapter 14



 

They parked outside the bookshop that Cyrus’s mother, Margaret, owned.


‘How’s she doing? Do you know?’ Evie asked.


‘No,’ said Ash. ‘We’ve only seen her once. She came
to the warehouse a week or so after it happened and collected a few of Cyrus’s
things. Told us we were welcome to stay there for a while if we needed a place
to live. But we haven’t seen her or heard from her since.’


‘She didn’t look so good though,’ Vero added,
almost redundantly.


Margaret had lost her only child. Evie could
imagine that Margaret was probably doing worse than she was, given that Cyrus
was her only child and she had spent her life trying to protect him from the
thing that had eventually killed him.


Evie cast a glance in the direction of the bookshop
that Margaret owned. It was bustling this weekend morning with young couples
and arty-looking types, all reading their papers while sipping their lattes at
the tables inside. Everyone was so oblivious, so unaware of what was going on
around them, of the fact that three Hunters were sitting in a car a few metres
away and that the city was being overrun with demons.


‘So are we going in, then?’ asked Evie finally,
trying to ignore the thrumming headache crashing against her skull and her
overwhelming tiredness.


Ash twisted around to look at her over his
shoulder, his dark eyes hooded by lack of sleep and maybe something else
– something that seemed more like an apology.


‘Maybe it’s better if you wait out here,’ he said,
avoiding looking at her directly.


An uncomfortable silence filled the car. Vero
started fidgeting with the door handle. 


‘I know why you’re saying that,’ Evie said in as
even a voice as she could summon, ‘but I want to come in.’


Ash studied her for a moment and then exhaled
loudly while mumbling something which sounded to Evie like, It’s your funeral.


They strolled through the café part of the shop,
dodging and weaving around outstretched legs, and had almost made it to the
door at the back of the store that led up to Margaret’s office when a waitress
– a tall girl with dark hair in braids – stepped in front of Evie
and let out an ear-splitting squeal. Her name was Darcy. Evie remembered her
from before. 


‘You! You’re one of Cyrus’s friends!’ the girl
screeched. ‘Were, I mean. Weren’t you
in his band?’


Evie’s gaze shifted to the muffin and coffee
sitting on the tray the girl was carrying. ‘Yeah, something like that,’ she
mumbled. 


‘It’s terrible, isn’t it?’ Darcy said, her voice
cracking and her eyes beginning to shine with tears. ‘So hard to believe. There
one minute, gone the next. Just crossing a street. I mean it’s just – it
could have happened to anyone.’


Evie felt the scream building inside her. For an
instant she entertained the idea of kicking the tray out of the girl’s hands
and watching it fly across the store. Her rage was simmering dangerously and
she fought to bring it back under control. It couldn’t have just happened to
anyone. That was the thing – that was what she was mad about. Cyrus had
given his life to save the world and no one even knew about his sacrifice. It
was so damn unfair. 


Suddenly she felt fingers squeezing her arm and
glancing down saw Vero’s hand circling her wrist, gripping it in warning. Evie
realised that her hands were fisted and her body tensed to spring. She took a
deep breath and forced a smile before walking around Darcy and pushing through
the door.


Even from a distance Evie could feel Margaret, that
familiar buzzing sensation hitting her right in the solar plexus. The three of
them hesitated for a moment in front of the door before Ash knocked
tentatively.


‘Mrs Locke?’ he called out. ‘It’s me, Ash. We’ve
come to talk to you. Can we come in?’ he asked.


They heard footsteps dragging towards the door, a
shuffling sound as the key was turned in the lock. Finally the door fell open
and Evie did an immediate double take. 


The woman standing in the doorway was a spectre, as
hollow-eyed as a skeleton, unrecognisable from the woman she’d been just two
months before. Margaret’s clothes hung off jutting bones and her short,
honey-coloured hair was greasy and uncombed. She stared glassy-eyed at Ash
before her gaze roved over Evie. She blinked then and Evie saw a trace of the
old Margaret in the flare of anger that gripped her face in the second before
her fingers curled around the door and she slammed it in their faces.


Ash slid his foot into the crack just in time. 


‘Mrs Locke,’ he said, wedging his shoulder against
the door and speaking through the gap, ‘we just came to ask you one thing and
then we’ll go. I promise. We’re not here to cause you any more grief.’


Margaret didn’t move her weight from the door.


‘Please?’ Ash tried again,. ‘It will only take a
moment.’


There was a pause and then the door flew suddenly
open, sending Ash stumbling into the room. Vero and Evie stepped gingerly over
the threshold.


Margaret had crossed to the window and was standing
there with her back to them. Her shoulders were stiff, her head held high. Evie
scanned the room quickly. Piles of books were spread across the desk and
stacked up on the surrounding floor area. She couldn’t read the titles from
where she was standing but they looked old and dusty, not exactly the latest Stephen
Kings and Jodi Picoults. The sight of all those books reminded Evie that
Margaret had once upon a time been researching the Hunter family tree. Evie
wondered what she was now studying and why she was even bothering.


‘What is it?’ Margaret asked in a hoarse voice as
if she’d spent the last two months crying. ‘What do you want?’


‘We think maybe you have something we could use,’
Vero said.


Evie watched Margaret’s shoulders tense as Vero
pressed on. ‘A shadow blade?’


Margaret whipped around, her eyes now bright and
alert. ‘Why do you want a shadow blade?’ she demanded.


‘Because we’re finishing what Cyrus started,’ Ash
answered calmly. ‘We’re going after the unhumans left in this realm. The ones
that came through before the gateway closed. There are more Originals than the
one we killed in the Bradbury and we can’t fight them with normal weapons. We
need shadow blades.’


Margaret’s expression darkened. ‘Why are you still
fighting them?’ she asked. 


Ash shrugged. ‘Someone’s got to.’


‘And if we don’t, then won’t Cyrus have died for
nothing?’ Vero added. ‘He died to end this thing. The least we can do is make
sure it really has ended.’


At the mention of Cyrus’s name, Margaret collapsed
backwards against the desk, grief taking over, her shoulders slumping in
defeat. Evie fought the instinct to reach forward and place her hand on the
woman’s shoulder and … and she didn’t know what exactly. She just knew that she
felt something of this woman’s pain and wanted her to know that she understood
it. 


She kept her hands glued to her sides though,
knowing that the last thing Margaret would want was her sympathy.


‘I know you wish it had been me,’ Evie said
quietly.


Margaret’s head instantly flew up.


‘I wish it had been me too,’ Evie continued,
faltering over the words. ‘And I want you to know that I’m going to kill Victor
once this is over. I promise you that.’


Margaret frowned at her for a moment before the
tension evaporated from her body. She hung her head. ‘I’m sorry I handed you
over to Victor,’ she said.


Evie blinked at her in astonishment. She hadn’t
expected that. ‘I understand,’ she said as the silence stretched on. ‘I would
have done the same.’


The two of them stared at each other for a few more
seconds, recognition and understanding passing between them, and Evie felt a
portion of the ache inside her ease a little. Margaret too seemed to pull
herself together. She strode to the cabinet on the wall and threw open the
doors, revealing an impressive display of weaponry – both antique and
modern. When she turned back towards them they could see that she was holding
something.


Evie stepped forward, her gaze dropping to the
slender blade lying across Margaret’s palms. It had a long hilt, and the blade
was shaped like a dagger. Evie tried to imagine an unknown warrior forging it
centuries ago in the dark desert of the Shadowlands. Margaret offered it to her
and her fingers closed greedily around the hilt. It was so light it practically
floated upwards out of Margaret’s hands as though normal laws of gravity didn’t
apply to it. The others pressed in on her for a look. The blade was as long as
Evie’s forearm and was glowing slightly, like a pearl under water.


‘Thank
you,’ Evie said, looking up, but Margaret had already turned away and was
standing with her back to them, staring out of the window at nothing.






Chapter 15



 

The shoes he’d stolen were more like slippers. Paper ones. Flimsy. His
feet were cold. His torso too. He crouched down behind a bush and waited for
the guard to amble past on his midnight round. 


He’d timed this from his window on the third floor.
He only had a few seconds before the people in white would notice he was gone
and sound the alarm. The seconds ticked by. Finally the guard appeared,
whistling as he walked. The moment the man was out of sight he darted towards
the wall and swung himself up into a tree that brushed up against it. He
scrambled along a branch until he was at the same height as the top of the wall
and then he hung over the side and jumped, landing in a crouch on the sidewalk
below. 


He stood up quickly, scanning the street. It was
eerily quiet. The avenue of trees spreading their thick branches overhead
buried him in shadows. Headlights suddenly swept across him. He bowed his head
and started walking, trying to look inconspicuous – which was hard given
that he was wearing only a pair of bright-green scrub trousers.


He knew he needed to find out where he was. But,
more importantly, he needed to figure out who
he was. Before the monsters with the fangs and the tails came after him.
Because, though he couldn’t remember much of anything else and didn’t even know
his own name, he did know that they were coming.


As he rounded the corner he saw the sign next to
the front gate of the place where he’d been locked up for what felt like years.
Gateways Hospital, it said. And
underneath, Community Mental Health
Centre.


He paused for a moment, the word Gateways stirring something in his
subconscious, but then he shrugged to himself and kept walking. It was just one
more thing he couldn’t remember. 


In the distance he heard a siren start to wail and
he upped his pace, breaking into a jog and then into a sprint, the green scrub
trousers he was wearing flapping uncomfortably. At the bottom of the hill he
turned onto a main thoroughfare, blinking in the sudden glare of shops and the
eye-shattering headlight beams of dozens of cars.


Nothing about this place looked familiar, but then
again it didn’t look unfamiliar
either. He wasn’t scared by the noise or the traffic or the cars weaving in and
out across four lanes. A sense settled over him that he belonged here. That
this had once upon a time been his city – his stomping ground. He knew
that if he gave in and trusted his instincts he’d figure it all out. In the
same way he knew that the monsters the doctors had dismissed as figments of his
psychotic mind were real. 


He was aware that he was drawing stares. People
were openly gawping at his dirt-streaked feet, naked chest and hospital
trousers. He should have taken a doctor’s coat but, hell, knocking out the
orderly and managing to pull his pants off him had been all he could manage in
the timeframe. 


He ran across the street, ignoring the angry honks
of oncoming traffic that had to swerve to avoid him. He kept moving, following
his gut instinct, letting it take him somewhere, though he didn’t know where.
He just kept running, dodging past late-night revellers, almost smacking into a
lamp post that he didn’t see coming, hearing the yells of people behind him and
a whistle blowing in the distance. 


He couldn’t let them take him back there and lock
him up. He couldn’t let them keep sticking needles in his arm and pumping him
full of drugs that made him pass out and the days drift into one long vivid
streak of nightmares. If they weren’t going to listen to him about what was
coming – about the monsters – then he was going to have to take
matters into his own hands before it was too late.


He ducked down a narrow alley running between two
buildings. It looked familiar, as though his feet were following a well-trodden
path. The sound of sirens faded into the background and he slowed his pace,
coming to a halt at the far end of the alley. 


He stepped out onto another street and scanned it.
The building over the way jarred something in his memory. It looked out of
place, like someone had transplanted it from another country, even from another
century. Its windows were blacked out, and yellow and black tape stretched
across the blackened doorway. It looked like it had been destroyed in a fire. A
car cruised past and he slunk backwards into the alley, sliding down a wall
behind a dumpster and resting on his haunches. Now he’d stopped running he had
started shivering. He wrapped his arms around his body and stared at the scars
marking his upper chest and arms. Most looked like knife injuries, though there
was one that looked like a burn on his right forearm. He had been in fights
– that much was obvious – but he couldn’t remember when or how or
against whom. 


The doctors had checked his fingerprints against
some police database but he had never been arrested. And no one had reported
him missing. Which was strange, because somewhere in the fogged-up recesses of
his brain he could remember someone.


He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes,
trying to stir up something, anything at all from the muddled images resembling
a Dali painting in his head. With the drugs still heavy in his system he was
having trouble trying to piece everything together. There was a tall blond guy
in his memory. And he was coming at him, attacking him, but a girl with long
dark hair and eyes the blue of a summer sky stepped between them. The girl
haunted his dreams – with her dark lashes and fierce gaze. He had no idea
who she was but he knew he had to find her.


Find her before the monsters did.


He didn’t know what they were but he knew they were
bad. Vampires. The doctors had called them that after he described them but he
had argued with them. That wasn’t what they were called. They weren’t the
black-caped, pale-faced creatures portrayed in films and in books – they
were something else entirely. They were something real. As were the things with
tails. 


The scar on his back – it wasn’t a knife
wound as the nurse had guessed. It had been made by a tail. He was sure of it.
And the mark on his arm, where the skin was tanned darker, was a burn, though
from what he didn’t know. Creatures shifted into animals in his dreams, things
flew, hands burnt, voices whispered and none of it, none of it, made sense.


He leant out from behind the dumpster and peered
out into the street. There was something about that building. His feet, his
instinct, whatever you wanted to call it, had brought him here for a reason.
Did he know something about the fire? How many weeks ago had it been? How long
ago had he been brought into the hospital?


He slunk back against the wall suddenly, his
hearing pricking. He seemed to be able to hear more than other people. He knew
the doctors hadn’t meant for him to listen in on their whispered diagnoses in
the corridor outside his cell – all the heated debates about upping his
doses and scheduling him for shock therapy – but he had. He’d been able
to hear the nurses too, chatting at their station at the far end of the
corridor, giggling about the good-looking patient with no name and a body to
die for, pulling straws to see who got to bed bath him. Fortunately for him it
had always been the blonde one with the spectacular chest.


Right now he could hear footsteps heading towards
him and all of a sudden his heart was beating strong enough to burst clean
through his ribcage. He rested the flat of his hand over it, panicking that
maybe it was the result of missing his meds. His palms were sweating too. He
wiped them on his scrubs and tried to heave himself upright. The adrenaline
rushed through him, making him light-headed and spinning him out when he stood.


Over the street across from him he could make out
four shapes. He already knew that they weren’t people. He didn’t know how. He
just knew these were the monsters that haunted his dreams. 


On automatic, without stopping to think about what
he was doing, he stepped out of his hiding place in the alley and into a patch
of light cast by a streetlamp.


Four heads flew up, four bloodshot sets of eyes
staring right back at him. And then, there – the glint of razor sharp
teeth.


Well,
what do you know, he
thought triumphantly. I was right.
Monsters do exist.






Chapter 16



 

Ash was piling weapons onto the coffee table and Vero was checking
their sharpness and firing mechanisms before packing each blade and gun into a
canvas duffel. Evie meanwhile was taking out her frustration on the punch bag,
imagining it was Victor’s face.


‘I told you we couldn’t trust him,’ she said,
whacking the bag so hard her fist almost tore a hole right through it. ‘He’s
probably halfway to Panama by now. No way he’s going to stick around now he
knows I’m out to kill him.’


‘Victor’s not going anywhere,’ Vero remarked. ‘He
might be a total mentalist, but at the end of the day he’s a Hunter all the
way. It’s his life. He’s going to stay around until the last unhuman is
dusted.’ She zipped up the duffel and walked over to Evie. ‘He said he’d get in
touch in a day or two, once he’s found the lair. And besides, we need to hit
the streets downtown and do some cleaning up.’


Evie cracked her knuckles. Her shoulders were
aching. Sleeping on the sofa hadn’t done her back much good. But punching the
bag had eased some of her frustrations. 


‘Here,’ Vero said, tossing something at her. 


Evie caught it left-handed. It was a bottle of
lighter fluid.


‘Let’s go have ourselves a little party,’ Vero said
to her with a grim smile.



 

They drove through the streets of downtown in
silence. Evie toyed with the shadow blade on her lap even as her thoughts
strayed to her mother back in Riverview. She reached into her pocket and
reluctantly pulled out her cell phone. She had had over a dozen messages from
her mum so far and several hundred missed calls. Guilt was starting to feel
very much like taking a bath in Mixen acid. She tapped out a perfunctory reply
saying she was fine and not to worry, hit send and then switched off her phone
and put it back in her pocket.


Through the gap in the front seats she watched Ash
lean across and kiss Vero’s neck, before resting his hand on her knee. Evie’s
stomach twisted and tears burnt hot and unwelcome behind her eyes. She turned
her head away and locked eyes with her reflection in the side window. How could
she be jealous of Vero? Vero, who had lost her sister and Cyrus? She should be
glad that Vero had Ash to take care of her – not jealous because it threw
her own loneliness into relief. But god, she missed Lucas in that moment.
Missed the feel of his hand curling around the nape of her neck. Missed his
lips, feverish and cool at the same time, sending every cell in her body into a
state of shock.


Lost in thought, she didn’t at first notice the
Bradbury building up ahead. When she did, her knee, which had been bouncing up
and down, stilled instantly and all thoughts of Lucas trailed away. She leant forward,
her senses buzzing as though she’d been tasered and her heart rate amplifying.


‘Mixen and Thirsters,’ she said, pointing towards
the sidewalk in front of the building, where a group of them stood. 


‘And a half-naked homeless guy,’ Ash added,
pointing to the other side of the street.


Vero screeched to a stop, swerving halfway across
the road. Evie flung open her door, a rip tide of adrenaline cranking through
her system. She had assessed the entire scenario in the second it took for all
four unhumans on the sidewalk to turn their heads towards them. 


There were two Mixen demons – obvious because
of the green colour of their skin – and two Thirsters. The half-naked
homeless guy seemed to have made the sensible decision to scram.


Evie felt Vero and Ash flanking her. She glanced
sideways quickly at Ash, who had a flame-thrower on his shoulder like a machine
gun, and then at Vero, who was wielding Victor’s shadow blade like an Olympic
torch. Evie felt the beautifully light heft of her own shadow blade and smiled.
This was going to be fun.



 


 

The three of them strode across the road. The
unhumans watched them, intrigued, and then moved – spacing themselves out
– grins spreading across their faces. Ash was right about the suspension
of the revelation law. These guys didn’t care who saw them. Evie caught the wet
glint of incisors, still dripping with blood, and a thrill ran through her. She
upped her pace till she was almost running to meet them.


On the bright side there was no traffic –
thanks to all the murders people were choosing to stay home at night. Which
meant no witnesses to the massacre that was about to take place. Evie shifted
her focus to the Mixen in front of her. 


‘You guys take the Thirsters,’ she murmured to Ash
and Vero. ‘Let me handle the acid freaks.’


‘With pleasure,’ Ash answered, peeling away to the
right. 


Evie stopped a few paces away from the Mixen,
rolled her neck to loosen up her muscles and readied herself. She expected them
to come straight for her, trying to get an early hit in – it’s what she
would do in their position. But as she got closer the one nearest to her
faltered, lost her confident stance and went hopping backwards, grabbing her
companion by the arm.


‘It’s her – it’s the girl,’ she hissed, her
eyes brightening with fear. ‘The White Light.’ 


Then, without a second’s warning, the Mixen took
off, running down the street, heels flapping. Evie paused mid-step. That was
unexpected to say the least. 


Out of the corner of her eye she saw the silver
light trail as Vero’s blade sliced through the air and then a high-powered roar
as Ash started raking the sidewalk with flames. A hissing pop followed by
high-pitched squealing told her all she needed to know about how that fight was
going.


Evie turned to focus on the remaining Mixen who was
still standing there, staring at her. Evie lunged fast, swinging the blade low,
aiming to cut his legs out from under him but the Mixen leapt backwards out of
reach just in time. She stalked him, forcing him into a stumbling retreat until
she had him boxed into the charred doorway of the Bradbury. He cowered low,
holding his hands up, begging for mercy. 


Evie hesitated. She was used to unhumans fighting
back. What was the protocol when they tried to surrender? Should she just kill
it anyway? 


In the split second she stood there pondering it,
the Mixen dived towards her. His hand closed around her wrist and she let out a
scream, feeling the acid sinking through the skin and muscle until it stripped
through the nerve.


Without thinking she raised the blade she was
holding in her hand and swiped blindly, hearing a yell and a hiss as the Mixen
released her wrist and went tumbling to a heap on the ground. His hand flew
straight to his shoulder where she’d slashed him through his sweater. Evie
stood over him, grimacing as she nursed her wrist. He whimpered up at her
pitifully.


‘Go on then,’ she growled. ‘Get out of here, and
tell your friends and whoever else that if they come out to play with any
humans, if they flout the revelation law, that the rogue Hunters are going to
finish them. If I see you again, I swear to God I will kill you.’


The Mixen stared at her wide-eyed and then,
gathering his wits, he got to his feet and started edging away from her with
his back to the wall.


Evie watched him run and then turned back to the
others. Vero had sliced the head clean off one Thirster and its body was now
lying in pieces in the middle of the road. The second one she’d backed into a
corner. He was limping, and his eyes were wide red oceans as Ash raked him with
fire. He went up as if he had gasoline in his veins. Evie staggered backwards,
throwing her arm over her face to block the heat.


‘Watch out!’ she heard someone yell right behind
her. 


She spun around in confusion just as her blade was
whipped from her hand. She made out only a greenish blur in front of her face
and then in the next second there was a Mixen lying at her feet.


It was the same one she’d given a free pass to. He
had sneaked up behind her. Goddamn. What had she been thinking, letting him go?
As she watched, the body vanished, leaving only a pile of torn and dirty
clothes on the sidewalk.


Evie turned her head in shock towards the person
who’d snatched her blade from her hand and saved her life. He was standing with
his back to her, still clutching the shadow blade, which was dripping dark
spots of blood onto the white paper slippers he was wearing. It was the
homeless guy in the green scrub trousers she’d seen earlier. 


What the hell? Evie pushed the hair out of her eyes
and stepped forward ready to thank him, but the words died instantly on her
lips at the sight of the long scar running up his back. 


And then he turned slowly towards her and she
caught sight of his face, and her heart burst like a storm cloud in her chest.






Chapter 17



 

It was the same girl. The girl from his dreams. The girl who looked
like she’d escaped from a Klimt painting and gone wandering into the Dali-esque
nightmare. Her skin was paler, her face thinner and her eyes duller than they
were in his dream, but it was her. He’d recognise those eyes anywhere. And from
the way she was staring at him now, with her jaw hanging slack, he took a wild
stab in the dark that she knew him too.


‘Cyrus?’ she said. 


Her voice was hoarse. He shook his head slightly as
if to say maybe?


‘Cyrus,’ she said again, louder this time, his name
almost choking out of her.


And then the other two, the dark-haired guy with
the flamethrower and the girl in the army-style boots, were shouting this name
too while running towards him and suddenly he found himself buried under a hail
of arms and hands and someone’s wet cheek was pressed against his shoulder. But
the girl with the dark-brown hair and the bluer-than-blue eyes was standing
apart from the others. And through the tangle of arms he was buried in, he saw
her staring at him as if he was a ghost. 


‘Jesus, man, what the hell are you doing here?’ 


It was the guy. He was gripping his shoulders and
his eyes were shining brightly. Cyrus stared back at him blankly.


‘Cyrus, where have you been, man?’ he asked again,
shaking him by the arms and grinning like a maniac. ‘We thought you were dead.
How did you make it back?’


‘Back from where?’ he asked.


The three of them exchanged a brief look.


‘What’s with the outfit?’ the other girl, the one
with the spiky short hair, asked, pulling back an inch to look at him, her
expression wary.


He cleared his throat, not sure whether he should
say anything about his recent escape. But these people seemed to know him and
for some reason, which he couldn’t believe was just co-incidence, his instincts
had brought him to this place, and these people seemed to be fighting the
monsters too, so surely he could trust them? 


‘I’ve been in hospital,’ he said simply.


‘Yeah, I can see that,’ the girl said, taking hold
of his hand, her eyes still wide and marvelling. ‘Jesus, you’re freezing. Come
on, let’s get you in the car. You can’t walk around the streets like that.
You’re going to get arrested and taken to the funny farm.’


The girl with the blue eyes cleared her throat. ‘I
think that might be where he’s come from,’ she said. Her voice was husky and
tinged with an emotion he couldn’t quite guess – something more than
sadness, greater than relief.


He turned. She was still standing on the sidewalk.
The others looked to where she was pointing. He tried to crick his neck far
enough to see. And there, stamped on the back of his scrub trousers in large
stencilled letters, he read:



 

GATEWAYS
MENTAL HEALTH CENTRE



 

The three of them looked at each other the way the doctors had looked
at each other when he told them about the things with the tails. 


‘Cyrus, dude, what were you doing in a mental
hospital?’ the guy asked.


They were treating him as if he was dangerous now,
edging away from him. The girl with the short dark hair narrowed her eyes and
tipped her head in confusion. Then the other girl stepped between them all. She
put her hand, the one that monster had hurt, on the guy’s arm. 


‘Ash’, she said, ‘let’s forget the questions for
the moment and just get out of here before more of them come.’


He stared at her, feeling grateful and something
else too – something had stirred in him when he saw her put her hand on
Ash’s arm. He wasn’t sure what it was. It didn’t feel like jealousy, but it
certainly wasn’t happiness either, not that he was too sure he’d recognise
either emotion. Ash nodded and started off towards the car, which was still
parked haphazardly across the road with its doors flung open. The girl with
short hair hovered by his side, shooting him nervous glances that were making
him feel frustrated. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t remember who he was or who
they were.


He turned back to the girl with blue eyes. ‘What
happened to that thing?’ he asked, pointing to the pile of clothes on the
ground. ‘Where did it go?’


The girl stared at him in silence, her lips parted
slightly, and he wondered if she had heard him right. ‘It vanished,’ he added
for clarity’s sake. ‘I saw it disappear right in front of my eyes. What was it?
Where did it go?’


The girl swallowed nervously. ‘I think you need to
get in the car,’ was all she said.


He glanced up the street. What if it was a trap?
What if he wasn’t friends with these people at all? They were strangers. And a
voice in his head was urging him not to trust strangers. Though, he reasoned,
he wasn’t a stranger to them. They had seemed genuinely happy to see him. And
there was something familiar about the way they had said his name and had
thrown their arms around him. As familiar to him as the sword had felt when he
took it in his hand and used it to kill that monster. 


The girl was waiting. And the other girl just
behind him was hopping from foot to foot. She felt her tug on his elbow.
‘Cyrus,’ she said in a soft voice, ‘come with us. We’ll explain everything on
the way.’


‘The way to where?’ he asked, letting her pull him
backwards towards the car, which the guy was revving.


‘To your apartment,’ she said, unable to keep the
incredulous tone out of her voice. 


His apartment? He had an apartment. And a name. And
he knew how to wield a sword. And this girl was still looking at him as if he
was a ghost but that’s because they’d thought he was dead. Which explained why
no one had come looking for him or reported him missing. He was finally getting
answers to some of the questions he’d had running around in his head the last
few weeks. And, most importantly, he knew now he really wasn’t crazy. The
doctors could stick that in their pipe and smoke it.


He gazed around the interior of the car. It felt
familiar too. The girl with blue eyes was wedged into the corner of the back
seat, beside him. She hadn’t stopped staring at him since they’d got in, though
it felt like an invisible force field lay between them, a divide he couldn’t
cross. He looked at her, feeling nervous all of a sudden. She was nursing her
wounded arm, holding it against her chest as if she was a bird with a broken
wing, though she hadn’t complained or said a word about it. 


He felt an overwhelming urge to make it better
somehow, but there was that barrier between them and a general wariness in her
gaze, so he kept his distance. Were they just friends? Or were they something
more? And what about the girl up front? The one with the spiky hair and the
piercings? Was she with the guy? 


The guy was driving in silence. There was a weird
tension in the car as if they were all holding a collective breath. He stared
between them, wondering if he should say something to break the ice.


‘Do you know who I am?’ the girl next to him asked
before he could figure out what to say.


He frowned at her. He did know who she was. In some
part of his brain he knew – he just couldn’t locate the information right
now. 


He shook his head. ‘I know I know you. I just don’t
know who you are or why I know you. But I’ve seen you … in my dreams.’ He
stopped abruptly, noting the look on her face. ‘I mean,’ he went on in a hurry,
‘I kept seeing you and some monsters, like the ones we just killed. But
everything’s messed up – nothing’s clear.’


‘Do you know my name?’ she asked.


He noticed the very tip of her left ear was
missing.


‘No,’ he admitted.


Up front the guy shifted gear noisily. 


‘What is your name?’ he asked.


‘Evie,’ she answered.


Evie, he repeated silently. That made sense.
It slotted into place, felt comfortable on the tip of his tongue as if he’d
used it a lot. It felt as if another layer, gossamer thin, had floated off the
top of the fog in his head.


‘And that’s Vero and Ash,’ she said, pointing to
the two up front. 


He nodded in greeting and tried to smile.


‘Do you know your
name?’ Evie asked. 


He noticed that her tone was overly genial, forced
almost, like the voices the nurses had used in the hospital when they’d first
brought him in. 


‘I’m guessing it’s Cyrus,’ he said, giving her a
half-smile. ‘And I’m guessing that those things you were fighting back there
are part of the reason why I can’t remember anything. Would that be right?’


The girl’s eyes suddenly filled up with tears.
‘Something like that,’ she whispered. 






Chapter 18



 

He looked like Cyrus again now he was showered and
wearing his old clothes. Only his hair looked different, lying wet and tousled.
The old Cyrus had precision styled his hair with enough product to turn him
into a walking fire hazard. 


When Evie watched him saunter across the wooden
floorboards of the warehouse towards them she thought she caught a glimmer of
his old arrogance in the way his body moved and the confidence in his stride.
But when her eyes tracked up his body to his face she felt her uncertainty
return. The mocking smile Cyrus used to wear all the time was gone and the
spark in his eyes had been replaced with a wariness and a seriousness she
didn’t recognise. The only thing that was really familiar about this new Cyrus
was the slice of dark amber cutting through the iris of his left pupil, marring
the greeny-blue colour of his eyes. No, she corrected herself, not marring,
more like defining. 


Her gaze fell to his lips and she inhaled softly,
remembering all of a sudden how he’d kissed her just before he walked through
the gateway. She’d been surprised by how soft and gentle that kiss had been. If
she’d stopped to think about it before – which she never had – she
would have assumed Cyrus’s kisses would be rough and demanding, just like he
was. But that kiss had felt like it had contained his entire soul. It had been
the kiss of a dying man, filled with passion and remorse and pain and enough
desire to burn up hell.


Evie felt herself flushing at the memory. She
looked away, flustered, as Cyrus came to stand by her side. He kept glancing at
her with this curious expression on his face, and it made her fidget with the
bandage on her wrist that she’d  put
over the Mixen burn. She crossed to the sofa, as far away from him as possible
and sat down, bringing her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around
them.


Ash sat opposite, his elbows resting on his knees,
while Vero perched on the arm of the sofa beside him. They were both staring at
Cyrus as if they couldn’t work out whether he was really Cyrus or in fact a
cyborg.


‘This is my place?’ Cyrus asked, looking around,
his eyes scanning the rafters. He seemed to be finding that part the hardest to
get his head around.


‘Yeah,’ Ash answered, not taking his eyes off
Cyrus.


‘And I was a Hunter. I – I mean we – fought these monsters?’


‘Unhumans,’ Vero cut in. ‘And we’re still fighting
them.’


Cyrus frowned at her. ‘Unhumans,’ he said, testing
the word out. ‘And they’re from other realms, you say?’ 


Vero and Ash nodded at him.


Cyrus chewed his lip for a bit. ‘There are ones
with tails, aren’t there?’ he asked finally.


‘Yes,’ Ash nodded.


Cyrus snorted through his nose. ‘I told them. I
kept telling them.’


‘Telling who?’ Evie asked.


‘The doctors. All the people who kept trying to
keep me in that place.’


‘Yeah, that was probably not the best thing to tell
the people doing your psych evaluation.’


‘What do you remember?’ Ash interrupted, leaning
across the coffee table, a sense of urgency in his voice.


Cyrus shook his head. ‘Not much.’ He turned slowly
to face Evie. ‘I remember you and I remember seeing this blinding white light
and the next thing I can recall is walking naked down a street holding a knife
or a sword or something – I barely remember. A cop car pulled me over.
Then they took me to the hospital and locked me up – pumped me full of
drugs. They kept asking me the same questions again and again until I thought
they were actually trying to drive me crazy.’ He looked over at Ash. ‘How long
have I been away?’ he asked.


‘The last time we saw you was almost nine weeks
ago.’ 


Cyrus frowned, his gaze falling to his lap. He
started pulling at a loose thread on his T-shirt.


‘Where did they pick you up? The police. Where were
you?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t remember. It was all a haze.
There were big houses, though, huge lawns. I remember lying down on one –
I thought it was a carpet. And gates – lots of gates. But that’s all.’


Evie exchanged a brief look with Vero and Ash. It
sounded somewhere expensive – somewhere like Bel Air or Beverly Hills.
Nowhere near downtown.


‘So let me get this straight,’ Cyrus said. ‘We were
all Hunters and we were trying to close this way through gateway thing –
to stop any more of these unhumans from getting here?’


Evie nodded.


‘And the way through was in that building –
the one we were just outside?’


‘Yes. There was a big fight. We fought our way
inside. I think that’s what you remember when you say you saw a blond guy and
Evie stepping between you. It was an Original. They’re like Thirsters, only
worse. Evie killed it.’


Cyrus turned towards her, his turquoise eyes
piercing her as hard as any arrow. She felt herself squirm some more under his
scrutiny.


‘And I closed the way through? How?’ he asked.


There was a heavy silence. 


‘You walked through it,’ Vero eventually said.


‘Did I know what was going to happen to me? Did I
know I was going to end up …’ he hesitated, ‘like this?’


‘No,’ Vero said. ‘You thought you were going to
die. That’s what we all thought the prophecy meant. That’s what we were told.
That the White Light would die closing the way through.’


Cyrus’s expression turned to one of stunned
amazement and then a soft smile crept across his face as if he was secretly
kind of impressed with himself. 


‘It said something about memories fading,’ Evie
suddenly said. ‘The prophecy.’ She shook her head, trying to remember the exact
words. ‘And shadows falling.’ She couldn’t stop the catch in her voice.


Silence descended. She could feel the others
watching her. She looked up. Cyrus was studying her intently.


‘I was supposed to be the one to walk through,’ she
told him, lifting her chin, ‘but you stopped me. Right at the last moment. You
pushed me out of the way.’ She avoided telling him the part about the kiss.


Confusion rode in waves over his face. The question
in his eyes was one she didn’t know the answer to either. Why had he done that?


She shrugged silently and looked away.



 


 

They let Cyrus sleep. It seemed the drugs were
still loaded in his system. Hopefully, when they cleared out, some of his
memory might return and he might be able to remember more.


Evie was huddled on the sofa with Ash and Vero,
talking softly in the half-light of dawn so that they wouldn’t wake him.


‘He seems different somehow,’ Vero said in a low
voice.


‘He’s drugged to the eyeballs.’


‘No, I mean, there’s something different besides
that. It’s like someone else is wearing his skin.’


‘No, it’s him,’ Evie said firmly. She’d seen the
glimmer of the old Cyrus not just in the underlying swagger as he walked, but
in the way he’d reacted so fast when he killed the Mixen. And in the smile that
sometimes tugged at the corner of his mouth as if he was laughing at a private
joke. 


‘He’s just lost his memory, that’s all,’ Ash said.


‘Do you think he can still fight? Will he remember
how?’


‘Did you see him kill that Mixen?’ Evie asked.
‘He’s not forgotten how to fight. And his instincts brought him right back
there. To the Bradbury building.’ 


‘We have to take him to Margaret first thing in the
morning,’ Vero said.


‘Shame she wasn’t answering her phone,’ Ash
grinned. ‘That’s going to be one joyful reunion.’


Evie’s fingers dug into the spaces between her
ribs. She winced at herself. First she’d been jealous of what Ash and Vero had,
and now she was jealous of Margaret being reunited with Cyrus. It was wrong to
resent any of that. But she couldn’t help it. When she’d seen the long scar
running up Cyrus’s back the wind had been knocked out of her, and when Cyrus
had turned to face her, joy had blasted through her – a joy that she
hadn’t felt in months. But then the happiness had been pricked by a needling
disappointment that had slowly drained away the joy. 


Disappointment that it was Cyrus and not Lucas. 


She hated herself for feeling it, even more for
admitting it, but it was true. Why couldn’t it have been Lucas to come back
from the dead? To find her against the odds, like that?


‘Evie? What do you think?’


She tuned back in. Vero was looking at her
expectantly.


‘About what?’ she asked.


‘Why didn’t Cyrus die? Didn’t the prophecy say the
White Light had to die?’ 


‘Yeah,’ she shrugged. ‘I mean, it said something
about sacrificing everything, I’m not sure how else you can read that.’


‘Well, he did sacrifice himself. It didn’t actual
mention the word dying,’ Ash added.
‘Maybe we just all misunderstood what it really meant.’


‘What if Cyrus isn’t the White Light after all?’
Ash suddenly asked. 


Evie felt her stomach squeeze into a fist-sized
ball as she remembered the Mixen on the street who’d recognised her, called her
the White Light and then run off.


There was a moment’s awful silence and then Vero
looked at Evie, understanding and horror dawning on her face simultaneously. 


‘But wouldn’t that mean the way through is still
open?’ she asked.






Chapter 19



 

They were standing, all four of them, on the sidewalk where the night
before the Thirsters had gone up in flames. The scorch marks on the ground were
still evident. 


Across the road teams of workmen in hard hats were
walking in and out of the Bradbury building, carrying ladders and buckets. The
fact that the workmen were coming and going and the place had no security
around it pretty much told them the gateway wasn’t open. If it were open, then
there would be a media circus surrounding the building, or men in dark suits
with ear pieces standing around trying to look inconspicuous in a Roswell type
of way. Still, they were here now, so they ought to check.


‘How are we going to get inside?’ Vero asked.


‘Time-honoured diversion tactics?’ Ash suggested.
‘I don’t mind doing the honours but what if it is still open? Wouldn’t it be
better if all of us went in?’


‘We can’t exactly breeze in there with arrows and
swords,’ Evie pointed out. ‘It’s broad daylight.’


‘There can’t be anyone in there – unhumans, I
mean. I’m not feeling anything. Are you?’ Vero asked.


They all shook their heads. Cyrus looked puzzled as
he studied the outside of the building. 


‘So it’s probably safe for three of us to go in and
take a look – check that it is actually shut while one of us stays
outside and creates a diversion, and acts as a lookout. Agreed?’ 


They all nodded. 


‘OK, then,’ said Ash. ‘Good luck!’ And with that,
he strolled off towards the entrance. As he approached the first of the
workmen’s vans parked just outside he spun and kicked the side of it with the
heel of his shoe. An alarm started shrieking. Ash kept walking, doing the same
to the second van and then to the two cars parked behind. 


‘Come on,’ Vero said, pulling Evie by the hand
across the street as a dozen workmen came dashing out of the building. Everyone
on the street was standing and staring at the blaring vans and cars. Ash
meanwhile had vanished.


The three of them raced up the steps and into the
cool atrium of the building, jumping over sacks of concrete mix and leaping
over the power cords trailing across the floor. Evie shivered despite the
sunlight streaming through the tall glass ceiling, remembering the last time
they’d been there. 


‘Let’s just hurry up,’ she said, running towards
the curving staircase that led down into the basement, avoiding even looking in
the direction of the elevators where the bodies of the cops had been found. 


Cyrus was hot on her heels. She could feel him
breathing down her neck. If the gateway was open then did that mean it was her
after all? No. She stopped herself from even thinking it, concentrating instead
on not losing her footing as she skidded off the bottom step. 


They hit the basement room where they’d fought off
a group of Thirsters, a Mixen and a Scorpio. And there straight ahead of them
lay the gap in the wall where once a doorway had stood shielding the gateway
from public view.


‘You did that,’ Evie told Cyrus, pointing.


He appraised his handiwork as they stepped through.


‘Grenade?’ he asked, admiring the twisted metal
remains of the door.


‘Kind of,’ she answered, thinking of the Mixen he’d
propped against the door and then blown up.


She was holding her breath, she realised. But there
was no need to worry. Just as she’d thought, the way through was shut. There
was no streaming wall of light. There was only a brick wall standing in front
of them. 


‘That’s where it was,’ Vero said to Cyrus,
pointing. ‘That’s the last place we saw you.’


They stared at the wall. Then Cyrus walked over,
placed his hands flat against it and pushed.


‘It wasn’t like a door,’ Vero added, seeing the
confusion on his face. ‘It was like a really bright light.’


Cyrus stepped back. ‘Well, I’d say it was closed,
right?’ he asked with a half-smile.


Evie smiled back, relief making her feel
light-headed. ‘Yeah, I’d say so.’


They walked back up the stairs into the atrium, all
of them grinning with relief.


‘Hey!’ someone yelled.


Evie froze. A man in a hard hat was marching
towards them. ‘What the hell are you doing in here?’ he demanded, his moustache
bristling. ‘This is a construction site. Get the hell out!’


‘No hablo
Inglés,’ Cyrus said, stepping quickly in front of Evie. ‘Estamos turistas. Estamos perdidas.’


He took Evie by the hand and they made a run for it
towards the door, Vero sprinting behind them. The man was still yelling after
them as they ducked down the steps and ran across the street towards Ash.


‘So?’ he asked, coming to meet them.


‘Closed,’ Vero answered, throwing her arms around
his neck. 


A rare smile cracked on Ash’s face.


‘What was that? Spanish? How do you speak Spanish?’
Evie asked Cyrus, letting her hand slide from his. 


‘I don’t know,’ Cyrus shrugged, his gaze dropping
to her hand for an instant. ‘Guess I’m just a linguistic genius.’


Evie arched an eyebrow and bit back a smile. The
old Cyrus was making a comeback. She wasn’t sure she wanted to encourage it
though.






Chapter 20



 

‘Oh. My. God.’


Evie should have prepared herself. Should have
prepared Cyrus for this. 


The waitress Darcy – the tall, skinny one
with the braids – was standing in the middle of the café, with a heavily
laden tray balanced precariously on one hand, staring at Cyrus as if, well, as
if he was Lazarus risen from the dead.


‘Cyrus!’ the waitress screeched, launching herself
towards them, the coffee on her tray splashing all over the floor and a
customer’s lap.


‘Do I know her?’ Cyrus murmured under his breath.


‘Yes,’ Evie said.


‘What’s her name?’ Cyrus asked, masking the
question behind a cough.


‘Darcy. But don’t worry, you never remembered it
anyway.’


‘Oh my god, you’re alive! You’re alive!’ Darcy
said, dropping her tray on the nearest table and throwing herself on Cyrus.


Evie glanced around at the customers who were all
now staring at them.


‘Your mother said that you’d been in an accident,’
Darcy spluttered.


Evie stepped quickly between them, breaking Darcy’s
grip on Cyrus. ‘Yeah, well, it was all a mistake. He’s actually alive as you
can see,’ she said.


Darcy looked between them, the cogs turning slowly,
ever so slowly. ‘Does she know?’ she suddenly gasped. ‘Your mum? Oh my god, you
so have to tell her!’


Vero rolled her eyes. ‘Good idea, we hadn’t thought of that.’


Darcy frowned at her, and Evie took the opportunity
to tug Cyrus towards the door at the back of the store.


‘So, um, do you like, maybe want to get together
later?’ Darcy shouted after them.


Cyrus stopped and turned to the girl. He looked
awkward, like he didn’t know what he was supposed to say, ‘Er, he began,
shooting a nervous, pleading glance Evie’s way. 


Evie shrugged as nonchalantly as possible. 


‘Maybe?’ Cyrus said. ‘I’ll call you? I have your
number, right?’


‘Yeah, like I messaged you maybe a thousand times.’


‘Great,’ Cyrus said through a fixed grin. ‘Speak to
you later then.’


He turned back to Evie. ‘Did I date her?’ he asked
under his breath.


‘If you want to call it that,’ Evie answered,
holding the door to the stairwell open for him.


They climbed the stairs and knocked. And waited. It
was the same as the day before. They heard a slow, shuffling gait on the other
side. The door cracked open an inch and Margaret’s tired face appeared in the
gap. She stared at them vacantly, her eyes passing over Cyrus and fixing on
Evie before she did a double take and tracked back to Cyrus. Her jaw dropped
and the door fell open.


‘Mum?’ Cyrus asked, cutting his eyes in Evie’s
direction to check that this was indeed his mother.


Evie nodded. Margaret gaped at Cyrus, her bottom
lip trembling. She looked like she was on the verge of collapsing and Evie
inched forward just in case she needed to catch her. 


‘Mum,’ Cyrus said again, taking a step towards her,
‘it’s me.’


Margaret stared at him as if she wasn’t sure she
wasn’t dreaming or imagining it and was too scared to move in case she
shattered the illusion and he vanished.


‘Cyrus?’ she finally croaked. 


He nodded. 


Her face crumpled and she threw her arms around his
neck with a sob, hugging him so fiercely that Cyrus looked in danger of
toppling on top of her. Before he could right himself, she grabbed his face in
her hands and started smothering him in kisses. Evie noticed Cyrus stiffen, his
hands splayed at his side. He lifted one and gently patted Margaret on the
back. Evie watched with a mixture of amusement and pity. 


It had to be weird having a strange woman act
hysterical over him. Someone needed to tell Margaret about his memory loss. She
cleared her throat but Margaret didn’t notice. She was gazing rapt at Cyrus
now, still clutching him, tears streaming down her face. 


‘You’re alive,’ she kept repeating.


Evie cleared her throat again. ‘Mrs Locke,’ she
said. 


Margaret looked up startled. ‘Mrs Locke,’ Evie
continued, ‘Cyrus has kind of lost his memory.’


Margaret blinked, confusion dulling her smile. The
tears dried up. She switched her attention to Cyrus.


‘You don’t know who I am?’ she asked in a shaking
voice.


Cyrus shook his head at her slowly. ‘I know you’re
my mother. They told me you were.’ 


Margaret shot a glance over his shoulder at Evie.
‘Where did you find him? Where? How? Where’s he been all this time?’ 


‘We found him wandering near the Bradbury building.
He’s been in hospital. But we’ve no idea what actually happened to him.’


Margaret’s hands slowly slipped from Cyrus’s arms. 


‘You came back,’ she said in a whisper. ‘How did
you come back?’


He shrugged in answer. 


‘We thought you might have an idea,’ Ash said from
his position leaning against the wall. ‘We’re getting nothing from him.’


Margaret stared at Ash blankly for a few seconds
but then her gaze swept towards the pile of books on her desk. It was only a
brief glance before she turned back to Ash. 


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Is the way through still
shut? Did you check?’


‘Yes, we just went to the Bradbury building. It’s
definitely closed.’ 


‘So maybe the prophecy was wrong?’ Vero added, her
voice bright with hope. ‘Maybe it never meant that the White Light was going to
die. Maybe it was just interpreted wrong?’


Margaret shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


‘Maybe?’ Evie asked, her eyes narrowing. ‘That
suggests you have an alternative theory.’


Margaret looked up at her, suddenly flustered. ‘No,
I don’t. I can’t think why. But I’m not going to question it either. My son’s
back. That’s all I care about.’ Her attention returned to Cyrus. 


‘Er, mum?’ Cyrus said, obviously finding the word
strange to use on this woman he’d just met. ‘It’s not exactly over. There are
more of these monsters – I mean unhumans – out there. These guys
are trying to fight them.’


Margaret slumped against the desk, the happiness
draining out of her like an arterial bleed. ‘Please no,’ she said simply.


Cyrus scanned the room. ‘But isn’t that what we
are? Isn’t that what I was? A Hunter? Didn’t I do that? I don’t get what …’


‘I lost you once,’ Margaret said, taking hold of
his hand, her voice breaking. ‘I can’t go through that again. I won’t.’


Cyrus stopped talking and bit his lip instead. 


Evie stared between them. She hadn’t foreseen this
and felt suddenly stupid. She wondered if she should intervene and say
something but then she felt Vero nudging her in the ribs.


‘Come on, let’s go,’ she said. 


Evie frowned at her. What? She looked back at
Cyrus, who was busy scowling at the floor and at Margaret who was stroking his
hair off his forehead and gazing at him in adoration, and she realised with a
shock that Vero was right. Of course they needed to leave Cyrus here. What had
she been thinking? They had no right to ask Cyrus to join them. Cyrus had given
his life – or as good as. He couldn’t be expected to join them again in
the fight. And neither did Margaret deserve to lose him for a second time. Not
now she’d just got him back.


Evie nodded to Vero and the two of them backed off
towards the door where Ash was already waiting. At the top of the stairs, Evie
cast one quick glance back over her shoulder. Margaret had pulled Cyrus into
another fierce hug and this time he was hugging her back.


‘Bye,’ Evie whispered, her throat burning.



 


 

They were in the car, pulling into traffic when a
fist landed hard on the hood. Vero slammed on the brakes. A car behind them
honked. 


Cyrus stood panting, hunched over the front of the
car, glaring at them. He raced around to the back passenger side, yanked the
door open and piled in beside Evie.


‘I’m coming with you,’ he told them, breathlessly. 


The three of them exchanged a glance and then,
without a word but with a big grin on her face, Vero stepped on the gas and
sped off.






Chapter 21



 

Evie slunk out of the living room and made her way to the room she’d
shared for a night with Lucas. She’d been trying to avoid it, but she really
didn’t want to sleep on the sofa again.


She stood a while in the doorway trying to conjure
the ghost of Lucas – squinting through her lashes to see if she could
picture him lying on the bed, one leg bent sideways, the scars on his chest
catching silver in the moonlight. But no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t
make him appear. The images in her head were fragmenting, fading away. 


She trudged to the bed and lay down, recalling for
just one perfect second how it had felt when she had lain there with her head
on Lucas’s chest and listened as he told her all about his family. She wondered
idly how Flic was doing before pushing the thought away. Thinking about Flic
and what she must be going through only made her feel even worse. It sapped all
her strength, and she needed whatever strength she could summon in order to get
through the coming days.


Without being aware of it she had started counting
the notches on the bedpost. Cyrus, the old Cyrus, had made them. It made her
squirm on the sheets, hoping he’d washed them. Though she hated to admit it,
and she was trying not to think of how Margaret must be feeling, she was
secretly glad that Cyrus had come back with them. 


It was strange. Cyrus seemed different in so many
ways. His conversation was no longer ninety percent sexual innuendo, and he
wasn’t constantly trying to get her to sleep with him – but the one thing
that was the same was his obsession with being a Hunter. For him it had always
been about something other than revenge. And Evie had never fully understood it
until he’d explained to them that he was just following his instincts. They’d
led him to the Bradbury building, so who was she to argue? Maybe, Evie puzzled,
instinct was just another word for
describing the tug and pull of fate. And following your instincts merely meant
taking the path that fate had plotted out for you. But that brought her full
circle. She no longer believed in fate – did she?


With a sigh she rolled over and pressed her face
into the pillow. For as long as she lived she’d remember Lucas telling her that
life took you down a path, and that sometimes it took you past bad stuff, but
that it always took you to exactly the place you were supposed to be.


She wished he was here right now so that she could
punch him. It was such a load of crap. This place she was in right now, lying
in this bed, alone and lonely, with her heart torn in two, was not where she
was supposed to be. And if it was, then she hated fate. 


There was a cough from the doorway. She rolled
over. Cyrus was leaning against the door jamb.


‘Can I come in?’ he asked.


She frowned at him. She’d had to barricade the door
to stop the old Cyrus from waltzing in whenever he felt like it. Now he was
asking her permission? He’d evidently lost his memory and found some manners. Small
blessings. As she sat up she wondered if the softer, less in-your-face version
of Cyrus was going to be permanent or whether it would vanish the moment his
memory returned. If it returned.


‘Sure,’ she told him, sitting up.


Cyrus entered the room and looked around, taking in
the bunk beds with a sceptical, slightly perplexed expression on his face.


‘Did I make those?’ he asked, pointing at the
notches in the bedpost.


Evie twisted her head to look and then nodded at
him. ‘Yeah.’


He walked closer, obviously trying to count them,
but after a few seconds surrendering to defeat. He shook his head in what
seemed like amazement, though she couldn’t tell if it was that or something
more like awe.


‘But you made that, didn’t you?’ he said, pointing
at the massive crack running up one of the posts and frowning. ‘You were pissed
at something.’


Evie nodded. ‘You’re starting to remember things.’


Cyrus dropped down onto the bed beside her. ‘Yeah,
though not anything useful,’ he sighed.


Evie drew her knees up to her chest and leant her
chin on them, watching him, wondering why he was really in her room. 


Cyrus turned to her then, drawing a short breath, a
flare of embarrassment heating his face. He looked down at his hands. Evie
stared at him, trying not to smile. Seeing Cyrus blush and lost for words was a
first. 


He swallowed loudly. ‘Did we ever … er …’ He broke
off, the blush growing deeper.


‘Did we ever what?’ Evie asked, confused.


‘You know,’ he said, jerking his head towards the
notches.


Evie took a second to process. ‘No!’ she
half-blurted, half-yelled.


‘Really?’ he asked, frowning hard at her as if he
thought she might be lying, ‘because I …’


‘Really,’ she repeated more emphatically, jumping
up off the bed. 


He looked up at her, frowning still, his turquoise
eyes darkening.


‘You didn’t like me much, did you?’ he asked.


She opened her mouth and then shut it again. ‘I
didn’t not like you,’ she said with a
sigh, sitting back down. ‘It’s just your ego kind of had its own solar system.’


‘Huh,’ he said, his eyes running over the bedposts.
He smiled to himself a little ruefully. ‘But I was good, right?’


Evie’s mouth fell open. Did she need to make it any
clearer that none of those notches was her? That they’d never slept together?
How would she know if he was good or not? Though judging from Darcy’s thousand
SMS messages and the squeals she emitted every time she saw him, she had to
concede, grudgingly, that he probably was.


‘I mean at fighting,’ Cyrus added quickly, seeing
her expression. ‘Was I good at fighting?’ 


He looked a little like a lost child and Evie had a
sudden and unwanted urge to brush his dark-blonde hair back off his face. It
was odd hearing Cyrus ask for reassurance. She was tempted to withhold her
answer, as she would have done with the old Cyrus, to say something sarcastic
just to annoy him. But she couldn’t, not when he was looking at her with such a
stricken expression on his face.


‘Yeah,’ she said softly, ‘you were good. You saved
my life. I never got to thank you.’


His eyes narrowed. He was looking at her again as
if she was some kind of puzzle, or an object whose value he couldn’t quite work
out. She wondered what he was thinking. 


‘You’re welcome,’ he finally said. Then after a
beat, ‘Do you know why I did it?’


Evie shook her head. ‘No. I’ve been wondering about
it for all this time, wishing I could ask you. And now I get the chance, you
don’t even remember.’ She shrugged helplessly.


The cheeky grin was back. ‘I thought maybe it was
because we …’


‘No,’ she said, cutting him off again, at the same
time trying to fight a smile, something she found herself doing more and more
around him. 


They sat in silence for a moment, Cyrus frowning at
his lap as if trying to remember the night at the Bradbury and what his
motivation might have been. 


‘Just before you did it you told me that chivalry
wasn’t dead,’ Evie said.


Cyrus looked up. ‘That’s kind of cool.’


‘And your last words were, I’ve led a charmed life.’


‘Shakespeare.’


Evie shot him a quizzical look. ‘You remember?’


‘No, I just know the quote. Macbeth, right? I bear a charmed life.’


She stared at him in amazement.


He shrugged. ‘I can remember random stuff like that
– quotes and things I learnt at school. Like I remember my Spanish. I
just can’t remember other stuff. The stuff that matters …’ He paused, scowling,
‘Like who I was.’


‘I can’t remember who I was either,’ Evie said
after a pause, thinking of how much she’d changed in just a few short weeks. ‘I
think that’s OK though. We change. People change. But the core of who you are
stays the same. You’re still Cyrus. There are things you do which remind me of
the old you.’


‘Like what?’ he asked.


‘Like the way you smile,’ she said turning to him,
‘and the way you walk.’ And the way you
look at me like I’m some kind of prize, she added silently. Though the old
Cyrus had looked at her as some kind of prize to conquer, or a steak he
wouldn’t mind grilling and eating, and now he looked at her as if he couldn’t
figure out if she was the loser’s prize or not. ‘And you still know how to
fight,’ she added because he was still watching her, expectantly.


He didn’t speak for a while, his brow furrowed.
Then he said, ‘You miss him.’ 


‘I’m sorry?’ she asked, thrown by the question.


‘Lucas,’ Cyrus said. ‘Vero and Ash told me about
him. About what happened. I’m sorry.’


She had to look away. She chose a spot on the far
wall and focused on it, trying to breathe through the fizzing pain shooting
through her insides. 


‘Did you love him?’ Cyrus asked.


Evie bit her tongue, fighting her instinct to lash
out at him, reminding herself that it wasn’t the old Cyrus asking. She’d
already had this conversation with him months back, had tried and quickly given
up explaining the concept of love to him – to someone who’s understanding
of love involved a one-night stand with a waitress whose name he couldn’t even
remember the morning after.


‘Yes,’ she said, the pain of loss taking another
savage bite out of her. ‘I loved him. I still love him. I’m never going to stop
loving him.’


She dropped her head into her hands and tried to
obliterate the image that had appeared in her mind’s eye of Lucas lying in her
lap, his hand tracing her lips and then falling away, vanishing forever.


She startled suddenly, feeling a hand come to rest
gently, almost tentatively, on her back. For a moment she tensed at Cyrus’s
touch. And then the loneliness and the emptiness got the better of her and she
dropped her head onto his shoulder.


‘It’s OK,’ Cyrus whispered, his lips grazing her
ear. ‘It’s going to be OK.’






Chapter 22



 

Lucas was standing in front of her, bare chested, in jeans, staring at
her with smouldering grey eyes. Evie gasped. 


He took a step forward and wrapped his arms around
her, pulling her hard against him, so that she could feel the flat of his
washboard stomach against her ribs. He was alive. He was real. And he was here!
She couldn’t begin to understand it but he was here. She closed her eyes and
felt the scorch as his lips touched hers and every thought in her head
evaporated. It didn’t matter why he was here. 


His hand slid under her T-shirt, searing hot
against her stomach and his other hand traced up her back. Then he lifted her.
She wrapped her legs around his waist and drew in a sharp breath as he started
kissing up the bare length of her neck. Her fingers started pulling at his
shirt, desperate to feel his skin against hers. His kisses grew more frantic,
sending shivers down her spine, and then all of a sudden he stopped, pulled
back.


Evie opened her eyes, ready to urge him on, and
found him staring at her, his expression solemn. ‘Wake up, Evie,’ he said, in a
voice layered with both sadness and urgency. ‘Wake up.’



 


 

Evie shot upright in bed, slamming her head into
the top bunk.


‘Ow!’ she yelled.


‘Wake up!’ someone hissed, pulling her by the hand,
dragging her from the bed.


She started to protest, to yell, but stopped
herself, realising that it was Cyrus who had woken her, who was now pulling her
towards the bedroom door.


‘What? What is it?’ she cried, already feeling the
surge of adrenaline pumping through her body. 


‘They’re outside,’ Cyrus whispered, throwing a pair
of jeans at her.


‘Who’s outside?’ she asked, her head snapping up.


‘Them, those things … unhumans.’


Even before he said it Evie’s senses came screaming
to the fore and a bolt of nausea made her head spin. Her heart seemed to be hammering
a thousand beats a minute all of a sudden. Her hands started to shake as she
fumbled with her jeans, trying to button them. Cyrus had his back to her, was
waiting by the door.


‘Come on,’ he said, glancing over his shoulder.
‘Hurry!’


‘Where are the others?’ she asked as she knelt
quickly to pull on her shoes.


‘They’re grabbing whatever weapons they can.’


‘What time is it?’ 


‘Just gone midnight,’ Cyrus answered. 


‘How did they find us?’ Evie asked, grabbing her
bag off the chair and strapping her blade to her waist.


‘We’ll figure that out later. Come on, out!’


Vero and Ash came sprinting from the other end of
the hallway, clutching several swords and the flamethrower. 


‘They’re almost through!’ Ash yelled as they heard
an almighty crash coming from the direction of the elevator. It sounded like a
dozen people were trying to tear through the metal grille with their bare
hands.


‘They’re in the elevator?’ Evie asked. ‘How are we
going to get down?’


Cyrus pulled her towards the far end of the
corridor. ‘This way.’


Vero and Ash were right behind them as they tore
into the bathroom adjacent to Cyrus’s bedroom. 


‘What are we doing in here?’ Evie yelled, spinning around
to Cyrus. ‘I hate to tell you, but hiding out in the bathroom isn’t going to
fool these things.’


Had he lost his mind? Yes, she remembered too late
that he had. Crap, and now they were going to die. She headed for the bathroom
cabinet – maybe they could make some weapons out of all the hair products
and a lighter. But Cyrus grabbed her by the arm and pulled her towards the
bath.


‘This way,’ he grunted, climbing on the rim of the
tub and pushing his palms against a skylight set in the roof above. The glass
flew open and Cyrus heaved himself quickly up and through the gap. A second
later, his head reappeared. He reached a hand down. ‘Move!’ he shouted to them.



Evie pushed Vero towards the bath. ‘Drop them,’ she
shouted as Vero glanced up at the window and then at the swords in her arms. 


Cursing, Vero dropped the swords into the bath and
reached her hand towards Cyrus. He grabbed her by the forearm and hauled her
through the window.


‘Ash,’ Evie called as she stepped onto the edge of
the bath, ready to follow Vero, ‘get over here.’ He was standing guard by the
door, the flamethrower in his arms.


She felt Cyrus’s hands close around her wrists and
she swore through gritted teeth as the Mixen burn under her bandage caught
fire. From below she heard the sound of the elevator grille crashing open into
Cyrus’s apartment and footsteps thundering down the corridor towards the
bathroom. 


Cyrus pulled her through the gap and she rolled,
scrambling to her feet as he bent for a final time to haul Ash through. They
were on the roof of the building. Evie sprinted over to Vero who was standing
on the edge and peered down at the alley running between the warehouse and the
building opposite. There were at least twenty Thirsters and what looked like
some Scorpio and Mixen on the ground, covering all the exits.


‘Are they Originals?’ Vero whispered.


‘I don’t know,’ Evie whispered back, pulling her
blade close. ‘I don’t think so, though.’ If they had been Originals then they
wouldn’t have taken so long to break through the elevator grille.


Cyrus appeared just then behind them. He slipped
his hand into Evie’s. 


‘This way,’ he said.


‘Where are we going?’ she asked.


‘Just trust me,’ Cyrus answered. 


She glanced sideways at him. Was he grinning? 


They reached the opposite edge and Evie’s stomach
plummeted the four floors to the ground below. She had been right. They were
surrounded and trapped. More Mixen and Scorpio paced the alley below them. She
glanced up at the sky. Unless Cyrus had a helicopter or a stealth jet hovering
overhead ready to rescue them they were screwed.


‘Take hold of this,’ Cyrus ordered, suddenly
thrusting something into her hands. 


Evie barely had time to glance at it before he
shoved her hard in the back and she went flying forward off the roof. It took a
second of heart-stopping terror before she realised that she was attached to
some kind of zip line. She cut off the scream before it burst free, drew her
knees up to her chest as the opposite roof came hurtling towards her and braced
for the collision. She cleared the ledge and threw herself forward, scrambling
quickly to her knees. The other three were standing, silhouetted, on the far
roof. She grabbed hold of the handle bar contraption and with all her might
sent it whipping back along the line. 


Vero was next, a small, dark shape that barrelled
towards Evie’s outstretched arms. Twenty seconds later Ash landed in a crouch
beside them, the flamethrower slung across his back.


‘Shit!’ Vero hissed.


Evie glanced up. Three unhumans now stood on the
roof opposite and more were climbing through the skylight. Cyrus had turned to
face them. 


‘He’s not going to try and fight them, is he?’ Evie
asked nervously, as they began to edge towards him. That would be so like him,
to think he could handle that many on his own.


He looked like he might be considering it and Evie
was about to yell across at him to move his ass, when he grabbed hold of the
wire with his left hand and took a running leap off the roof, swinging his
blade over his head as he jumped.


They watched in horror as the zip line was severed
and Cyrus, clinging one handed to the end of it, smashed into the wall of the
building on their side. He braced himself, taking the hit against his forearm
and the side of his body. The Thirsters and Mixen below and on the opposite
roof started howling and yelling as Cyrus started climbing, scrambling up the
wire towards them. 


Evie remembered all the ropes hanging in the loft
and how she’d once watched him shimmy up them like a spider monkey. Was that
what he’d been preparing for? This eventuality?


Cyrus heaved himself over the ledge, collapsing in
a heap and grinning up at them. Ash offered him a hand and he took it, jumping
to his feet.


‘There’s a part two to this escape plan, right?’
Evie asked, shouting to be heard over the screams from below.


Cyrus stared at her, his face paling. ‘Yeah, but
I’ve forgotten it,’ he said.


Panic started to claw at Evie’s throat. Great. The
amnesiac had got them this far, and now they were just as screwed.


‘Just kidding,’ Cyrus smirked, elbowing her in the
ribs. ‘I told you to trust me, didn’t I?’


She stared after him in irritation as he held the
door to the fire exit open for her. ‘After you,’ he grinned.


She brushed past him, glaring, and felt his hand
coming to rest in the small of her back as he followed her down the stairs,
urging her on. She upped her pace, leaping down the stairs three at a time behind
Vero and Ash.


At the bottom, Cyrus shouldered his way past them
and smashed through a heavy door into a garage. It was empty except for two
gleaming black and red motorbikes, parked facing a set of double doors.


‘What are these doing here?’ Vero asked, turning to
look at Cyrus in astonishment.


‘Waiting for an emergency like this one,’ Cyrus
murmured, running over to the furthest one. ‘I seem to remember I left the keys
in the ignitions.’


Vero straddled the one closer and jerked her head
at Ash. ‘Get on,’ she yelled.


‘You planned all this?’ Evie asked as Cyrus swung
his leg over the second bike.


‘Yeah. Not just a pretty face, huh?’ he said,
giving her an all-too-familiar grin and holding his hand out to help her on
behind him.


She grimaced at him, trying not to smile back. It
might encourage more of the old Cyrus to come out and she was getting to like
the new one – sort of. She settled behind him, careful not to press
herself too close, but his hand closed around hers anyway, pulling it around
his waist and pressing it there, hard against his stomach. 


‘Ready?’ Cyrus called.


‘Ready,’ Ash answered, revving his engine, blowing
exhaust fumes all around them. 


Cyrus hit a button on a remote and the garage doors
started to rise. 


‘Hold on,’ Cyrus said over his shoulder as he
gunned the engine and they went tearing out of the warehouse.






Chapter 23



 

Cyrus felt Evie grab on tighter as he accelerated down the alley. He
managed to cut between two Thirsters, ramming the back wheel into one and
bringing him down with a satisfyingly painful scream.


Evie let out a yell and he grabbed for her wrist,
thinking she was about to topple off the bike, but she was fine, clinging onto
him with both hands now, her face pressed against his shoulder blade. That
could be a dangerous distraction, he thought, as he gunned the bike through the
next alley, putting as much distance as he could between them and the small
army of unhumans chasing them.


The warehouse was clearly a no-go zone from now on.
He wasn’t sure he minded that much. It had felt like living in a playboy
mansion – one that had been decorated by a pre-pubescent boy. Though,
granted, the notches in the bedpost had been kind of impressive. He just wished
he could remember any of the actual notching. It was Murphy’s law that he could
remember details about exit routes, Spanish tourist phrases and where he’d left
his keys, but he couldn’t remember anything he might want to remember, like
notching. 


He couldn’t remember any girls. Except for Evie.
She was the only person who appeared clearly in the swamp fog that was his
brain. Despite what she’d said to him last night he knew something had happened
between them. Her lips looked just too damn tempting, but more than that, he
could remember exactly how they’d felt – exactly how she tasted.


‘Cyrus.’


He turned his head slightly and the bike swerved.


‘Cyrus,’ Evie said again. ‘Slow down. We’re clear.’


He eased off on the gas and slowed the bike,
marvelling at how it moved so fluidly beneath him. He really knew how to ride a bike. He was glad he could remember that
at least, even if he couldn’t remember the same experience with a girl. 


He came to a stop at the side of a road and put the
kickstand down, helping Evie off. She fell forward, against his chest and for a
split second he held her there, feeling a rush of something that was way more
than the adrenaline dissipating through his body. But before he could savour it
she snatched her hands away as if he’d burnt her and crossed instead to Ash and
Vero who’d parked behind them. 


He couldn’t figure Evie out. One minute she was so
vulnerable and broken – like she had been last night when she’d talked
about Lucas – and the next moment she was about as approachable as a
scorpion. 


When he’d rushed in to wake her she’d been totally
out of it. Her hair pasted across her face, her body warm and floppy. He’d had
to shake her hard, and her head had fallen backwards exposing a pale stretch of
neck and flushed cheeks. She’d been smiling in her sleep, and the look of her,
the total tempting sultriness of her had almost made him forget why he was
coming in there to wake her up. But as soon as she snapped awake, the softness
vanished, the sultriness went completely AWOL and she was all business as
usual. Though, he had to admit, she couldn’t stop being sexy if she tried.


The only problem was that she was clearly still in
love with the dead guy. So why then did he remember kissing her? And why did it
feel so good when she wrapped her arms around his waist like she had done just
now? Hell, he’d wanted to keep driving all night. And why – this was
really the crux of it – why had he given his life for her? Well, not
given his life, because he was still alive, thank god, but he had intended to,
and that was what counted. He’d been ready to die for this girl. Had he really
done that for someone who didn’t give a rat’s ass about him? It was possible,
he supposed. But it didn’t sound like he’d been that sort of guy.


‘I cannot believe you had that escape route
planned. You could have shared it, you know,’ Ash said to him as he joined
them. ‘I mean, what if you’d never come back. What if they’d attacked when we
were there alone? It would have been good to know there was an exit route.’


‘I don’t remember,’ Cyrus said, shrugging
apologetically. 


Vero grinned at him. ‘Nice bikes, by the way.’


‘How did they find us?’ Evie asked, glancing back
up the street in the direction they’d just come from.


‘Guess they followed one of us,’ he shrugged, ‘or
maybe they just lucked out.’


The four of them stood there in silence for a few
seconds, thinking about how close they’d just come to being wiped out.


‘Where are we going to go now?’ Vero suddenly
asked, wrapping her arms tight around herself. She was wearing only a thin
T-shirt over skimpy pyjama shorts and her bootlaces were undone. 


‘We can’t go back,’ Cyrus said, pointing out the
obvious. 


‘We lost all the weapons,’ Ash added grimly.


‘Except the blades,’ Vero said, holding hers up in
its sheath, and pointing at Evie’s. ‘Could be worse.’


Cyrus turned to look at Evie. She was clutching her
bag close to her chest as if it contained her soul or something equally
precious.


‘What about going to your mum’s?’


Vero was talking to him. It took him a few seconds
to process. To his mum’s? ‘Do you know where she lives?’ he asked her, ‘because
I don’t have a clue.’


‘No,’ Vero shook her head. ‘I only know the store.’


Cyrus glanced at Evie who was busy scowling at the
sidewalk. She was wearing a man’s T-shirt which, baggy though it was, still
couldn’t disguise the hotness of her body. Her hair was a windswept mess, her
eyes two blue streaks in the pale oval of her face. 


‘Does anyone have any money?’ he asked.


‘You’re the one who had all the money,’ Ash
answered, wryly.


‘I did?’ Huh. He guessed that made sense, accounted
for the car and the bikes and the impressive wardrobe and the display of
grooming products in the bathroom. He didn’t have a wallet though anymore,
guessed it must have vanished into the ether along with his clothes on the
night whatever happened to him happened. But it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.
It wasn’t like he would have remembered the PIN.


‘I’ve got some money if we can get to an ATM,’ Evie
said suddenly. ‘It’s not much but it’ll pay for a motel for the night until we
figure out what we’re going to do.’


‘What about Victor?’ Ash asked suddenly. ‘What if
they’ve found him too?’ 


Cyrus stared at them all. Vero had explained to him
all about this other Hunter guy called Victor and what he’d done to Evie and
Lucas as well as to his own mum, and Cyrus had made a silent promise to himself
that, when Evie decided the time had come to kill Victor, he’d be right by her
side.


‘He has weapons too,’ Vero said quietly, ‘and we’re
all out.’


Cyrus stole a glance at Evie. Her body was pulsing
with anger; it was radiating off her in waves. He could hear her heartbeat
banging against her ribs hard enough to crack them. Having to see Victor and
collaborate with him – given all he’d done to her – must be killing
her. 


Cyrus was on the point of suggesting that they
forget about checking on Victor and head to a motel as Evie had suggested, when
she huffed loudly and stormed over to the bike.


‘Fine,’ she growled. ‘Let’s just check he’s alive
and tool up.’


Cyrus paused before walking over to join her. He
swung his leg over the seat and when she wrapped her arms around his waist he
felt the same thrill rush through his body as before. He revved the engine,
taking off down the street so fast that he heard her inhale sharply and press
herself closer against his back. 






Chapter 24


 


Ash knocked on Victor’s door.


Evie was standing behind the others, her hand
clasped around the knife she was holding. It would be so easy to shove them
aside and plunge the tip of the blade into his chest the moment Victor appeared
in the doorway. She eased forward, pushing her way between Vero and Ash so that
she’d be in a better position to strike but, as if he could read her mind,
Cyrus turned around to face her, blocking the doorway with his broad shoulders.



His gaze fell to her hand – the one clutching
the knife – then lifted slowly to her face. She glared back at him
defiantly.


‘If he’s alive you’re not going to kill him, are
you?’ Cyrus asked.


She didn’t answer him.


‘I think Ash is right about us needing him,’ Cyrus
went on. ‘Can we try to work around that? When we’re done using him then I’m
right with the others. I’ll load your gun, I’ll sharpen your sword, I’ll hold
him down while you beat him to death, I’ll stand to one side and film it …
whatever you want, but right now I think we need to hold off.’


Evie chewed the inside of her cheek while he
continued giving her that look, the same look her principal had given her when
she was called to his office after she’d slammed Kaitlyn Rivers into the wall.
A look that said: You know I’m right.
Don’t even try to argue with me. Finally, Evie rolled her eyes, sighed and
made a loud and ostentatious show of sheathing the knife. 


The door swung open just as she did this and Cyrus
turned around, keeping his eyes on Evie for as long as he could, making sure
she wasn’t calling his bluff. His hand hovered close to her waist, as if he
didn’t trust her not to make a move.


She edged around him, squaring her shoulders, and
did a double take when she saw that it wasn’t Victor standing in the doorway at
all – it was just some kid. 


Evie blinked at him in shock. Who was he? And what
was he doing in Victor’s house? A sinking feeling in her stomach and a chemical
buzz flying through her bloodstream told her that she already knew the answer
to both questions.


‘Hey,’ the kid drawled in a bored voice, ‘you must
be the rogue Hunters.’


Evie’s eyebrows shot up another inch. 


‘I’m RJ,’ he said. ‘Victor said you guys might show
up.’


‘Is he here?’ Ash asked, trying to peer over the
kid’s shoulder.


‘No, he’s out. On a mission. He told me to invite
you in if you came by.’ He stepped aside, letting the door swing open. ‘You’d
better come on in,’ he told them.


The four of them exchanged glances. Then,
shrugging, Ash and Vero walked into the house. Cyrus hung back, letting Evie go
ahead of him. She stomped over the threshold.


‘Yo, Selena,’ RJ bellowed up the stairs. ‘Come meet
the other dudes.’


Dudes? Evie looked the kid up and down. If she had
to peg him with a stereotype she’d say stoner. Baggy jeans, long-sleeved,
over-sized T-shirt with some surfing brand name stamped across it, dopey smile,
longish hair hanging in his face, bloodshot eyes. 


‘Where did Victor find you?’ she asked.


RJ turned to her, smiling goofily. ‘In the arcade.
I was totally besting my score, and this dude turned up and …’


‘OK, I get it,’ Evie interrupted. She turned to the
others. ‘Victor’s recruiting new Hunters to the cause.’


It looked like the others had already figured it
out as well.


‘Who the hell are they?’ 


Evie looked up. A girl had appeared at the top of
the stairs, and was now sauntering down them, heavy lidded and pouting. She was
wearing a bandana, in what looked like gang colours, over her hair and Evie saw
a tattoo snaking across her abdomen where her top was riding up over her jeans.
Evie would place a bet that when the girl turned around they’d get an eyeful of
butt cleavage and thong.


‘They’re those rogue Hunters Victor was telling us
about – remember?’ RJ told her.


The girl sniffed, giving them all a once-over, her
gaze lingering on Cyrus just a moment longer than was necessary. She licked her
lips, which were so smothered in gloss, Evie wondered how her tongue didn’t get
stuck.


‘What’s your problem?’ the girl asked, rolling her
shoulders and placing her hands on her hips.


Evie realised the girl was talking to her. 


I’m
just pondering the terrifying fact that we share genetic code, Evie thought to herself.


‘Nothing,’ she said, eyeing the girl darkly. 


‘So you two are the only two Victor’s recruited?’
Cyrus asked.


‘Yeah, though he said he was going to try to find
more tonight.’


‘Did he tell you why?’ Evie asked.


Selena glared at her. ‘What’s it to you?’


Evie studied her for a moment. ‘Nothing,’ she
answered with a shrug. ‘What do I care if two untrained fools go marching into
a fight with some unhumans and get themselves killed? So long as you don’t have
my back.’


‘Hey,’ the guy RJ spoke up, ‘we’re not untrained.
We’ve been like totally training the last two days.’


‘Have you ever actually been in a fight before?
With an unhuman, that is?’ Evie asked, casting a glance sideways at Selena. For
sure she’d been in fights before with a mouth that big, though Evie doubted
with an unhuman, because if the girl couldn’t see that Evie was in a dangerous
mood, then her instincts were clearly faulty.


‘How hard can it be if your pussy ass is still alive?’


Evie dropped her gaze to the ground. She sighed.
Really? She had to deal with this on top of Victor and everything else? 


‘You might want to think twice before you speak
like that to her again.’


Evie looked up sharply. It was Cyrus who was
talking.


‘Why? You going to stop me?’ Selena asked, her eyes
taunting and inviting at the same time. 


‘No,’ Cyrus answered calmly. ‘Just that that pussy
ass could whip you into next week. And I, for one, don’t enjoy watching fools
get whipped.’


The girl’s glossed mouth fell open for a moment
before she drew her lips together and sucked air noisily through her teeth. She
tossed her head back as if she couldn’t care less but Evie saw the spark of
wariness in her expression as she glanced in her direction.


‘Is Victor going to be back any time soon?’ Cyrus
asked.


RJ shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


‘Let’s just take his weapons,’ Evie said, moving
towards the two swords in the umbrella stand. ‘That’s what we came here for,
isn’t it? Let’s take everything and go. We don’t need him. And we certainly
don’t need these guys.’ She gestured at Selena and RJ. 


‘But where are we going to go?’ Vero asked as Evie
passed her a sword.


‘That’s like totally not cool, dude,’ RJ said,
darting in front of the umbrella stand. ‘You can’t just come here and like
steal stuff. Victor’ll be really pissed.’ 


Evie ignored him, drawing out the second sword.


‘I think we should stay here tonight. It’s only a
few hours until morning anyway,’ Vero said with a shrug. ‘And we may as well
find out what Victor’s discovered about them.’ Seeing Evie’s death stare she
added, ‘Two swords aren’t going to get us very far. He must have another stash
of weapons somewhere.’


‘Well, you can stay,’ Evie said, suppressing the
surge of irritation, ‘but I’m leaving. Call me when you have a plan that
doesn’t involve working with Victor or these two.’


‘We shouldn’t split up. We need to stay together,’
Vero urged, dropping her voice. ‘They’re looking for us. We have more of a
chance if we stick together.’


Evie tried to step past her to the door, but Cyrus
was already there, blocking it. ‘Where are you going to go?’ he asked.


‘I’ll be fine,’ Evie mumbled, pushing right past
him and out of the door. She started striding down the path towards the street.


‘Evie!’ Vero called after her.


‘Pussy,’ Selena hissed.


Evie kept walking, trying to put as much distance
as she could between herself and the house, but Cyrus caught up with her before
she’d even gone fifty metres.


‘Hold up,’ he said, catching her by the arm and
pulling her around to face him. ‘I’ll come with you,’ he said.


She couldn’t hide her surprise.


‘Why not?’ he responded, registering it. ‘Staying
in a house with thong girl and Butthead frankly scares the crap out of me.’


‘As if you’re scared of anyone,’ Evie said, with a
grudging smile.


‘Like you wouldn’t believe,’ Cyrus smiled back.
‘She has talons. And a cruel line in put-downs. You pussy ass.’


Evie punched him playfully on the arm. ‘I think you
should stay. Vero and Ash need you.’


Hurt flickered across his face, though he hid it
quickly. Was he hurt that she hadn’t said that she needed him? Evie shrugged off the thought. This new–old
version of Cyrus was starting to confuse her.


‘Where are you going to go?’ he asked.


‘I know some people,’ she answered vaguely.


He glared at her, suspicion lighting his eyes.


‘I’ll be fine. Really,’ she said. ‘I’ll call you in
the morning. I just can’t stay here.’


He was scowling now but then he let out a loud
sigh. ‘Be careful, OK?’ he said. ‘And call me if you run into any trouble.’


He hesitated for a moment and she was convinced he
was about to pull her into his arms for a farewell hug. Something inside her
froze – whether in anticipation or fear she wasn’t sure and didn’t want
to analyse. But then he seemed to think better of it anyway and, turning, ran back
to the house.






Chapter 25



 

He had had to force himself to let her go. For a split second he’d
wanted to pull her straight into his arms and … kiss her? Maybe. Well, hell,
yeah, he wanted to kiss her. That was pretty much all he wanted to do when he
was around her. Well, not all. But
just then he hadn’t wanted so much to kiss her as to just hold her and take
some of that damn hurt away. It was those eyes of hers, ocean deep, dangerous
rip tides running just beneath the surface, which he knew he could get swept
away in if he wasn’t careful.


She’s in love with another guy, he told himself for
the hundredth time. A dead guy, the
voice in his head piped up. She’s in love
with the memory of a dead guy. 


‘She’s gone?’ Ash asked as soon as he walked back
into the house.


‘Yeah,’ Cyrus nodded, feeling like he’d failed in
some way to prevent it. As if stopping Evie from doing what she wanted ever
seemed to be an option.


‘Where did she say she was going?’


‘She didn’t. She said she was going to stay with
some friends. Didn’t say who.’


‘Look, let’s just wait and see what Victor says,
make a plan and then call her,’ Vero said.


‘Speak of the devil,’ Ash murmured, glancing over
Cyrus’s shoulder.


Cyrus had already felt someone approaching. His gut
was pulling in a strange way, a shudder running up his spine as though a great
white shark was circling him from behind. He spun around.


Victor was standing in the doorway. Cyrus took him
in. He was enormous – broad shouldered, all muscle, not an ounce of fat
on him even though he had to be in his late thirties, maybe even early forties.
He had sharp, intelligent eyes and the corner of his mouth was curled up in a
snide smile. There was definitely something familiar about him, something that
pierced the layers of fog, and not in a pleasant way. The memory was sharp and
needling – acid tipped. 


It was pretty damn satisfying to see the guy’s face
as he registered who was standing in his hallway. The smile crumpled instantly.


‘Surprise!’ Cyrus grinned, working it some more, enjoying
the look of astonishment on Victor’s face. He was frozen midstride, half in the
house, half out, and he was carrying a long sword, the tip of which scraped the
ground. A red silk cravat was wound around his neck and on first glance it
looked like his carotid artery had been severed and was spurting a geyser of
blood down his front.


Cyrus’s gaze flew quickly over the rest of him,
assessing him, weighing him as an opponent. He’d killed two Shadow Warriors
apparently. Cyrus pondered whether Evie could take him all by herself. She was
so slight in comparison. He mentally renewed his promise to be by her side when
she decided the time had come to exact her vengeance. 


‘Wh… what are you doing here?’ Victor finally
managed to stutter.


‘It’s a good question and one we’re looking into,’
Cyrus answered as flippantly as he could muster.


Victor took a step towards him. Then, tentatively,
looking like he wanted to reach out and touch him but was restraining himself:
‘How’s this possible?’ he asked, his voice tinged with wonder.


‘Maybe I’m like a cat, maybe I’ve got nine lives.’


Victor shook his head. ‘That doesn’t make sense.
The prophecy …’ He broke off, still too shocked to form a complete sentence.


‘It was vague, wasn’t it? I mean it never actually
said anything about dying. You just interpreted it that way,’ Vero interrupted.


Victor glanced quickly at Vero before turning back
to Cyrus, still shaking his head. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’


Yeah, Cyrus thought, and what does make sense?
Since finding himself naked walking down a street holding a sword, not very
much had made any sense at all to him, but he was learning to go with the flow.


‘They turned up like about ten minutes ago,’ the
guy RJ suddenly interrupted. ‘You said to invite them in, so I did.’


Victor barely glanced at the kid.


‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, directing the
question at Vero and Ash.


‘A bunch of unhumans found us,’ Vero answered.
‘Came to our hideout. It’ll only be a matter of time before they find you guys
too.’


Cyrus noted snarly thong girl and Butthead giving
each other alarmed glances. Victor seemed less bothered by the news though, as
if he’d already factored it into his plans.


‘Where’s Evie?’ was all he asked.


Cyrus’s head shot up. ‘Not here,’ he answered
quickly. It earned him an interested glance.


‘The girl’s a pussy,’ the girl sneered.


Cyrus crossed the hallway, leapt the step and
backed her against the banister before she had time to finish her sentence. ‘I
hear you use that word one more time,’ he said, noting the gratifying bulge of
her eyeballs as he pressed close into her, ‘I’m going to …’


‘You’re going to what?’ she snapped, cocking one
pierced eyebrow at him.


He bit his bottom lip, considering ideas but
finding his memory disconcertingly short of them. ‘Well,’ he said after a beat,
‘let’s just say it’s not going to be pleasant.’


She pouted, ‘Mmm, sounds fun,’ she answered back,
her gaze lingering on his lips. ‘Any time, baby, you and me. I can take it.’


‘Just ignore her.’ It was Ash. 


Cyrus gave the girl one last warning glare and spun
around. ‘Where are you finding these people?’ he demanded of Victor.


‘We need reserves,’ Victor said eying him
watchfully.


‘You mean cannon fodder?’


‘What are you talking about?’ 


It was the boy RJ. ‘What is he talking about?’ he
repeated, aiming the question at Victor.


‘You’re the forlorn hope,’ Cyrus told him,
simultaneously wondering how the hell he remembered random bits of military
history but was still drawing a blank on his own conquests. 


‘What the hell does that mean? The forlorn hope?’
RJ asked, his voice high as a little girl’s.


‘That was the soldiers they threw ahead of the army
in the old days to take all the enemy fire. Can you guess why it was called
forlorn? Yeah,’ Cyrus continued, before RJ could even hazard a guess, ‘that’s
right, because none of them ever survived.’



‘Is he joking?’ The boy stared pleadingly up at
Victor for reassurance.


‘No, I’m not joking,’ Cyrus said, wanting to scare
the kid. Evie was right. There was no way these two were going to be of any
help when it came to fighting. They were only going to get in the way and get
themselves killed, or worse, get one of the others killed.


‘Yes, he’s joking,’ Victor told the kid. ‘He’s
trying to scare you.’


‘You should
be scared,’ Cyrus spat through a clenched jaw.


‘It isn’t right, taking kids off the street,’ Vero
murmured, ‘getting them involved in this.’


‘I’m not a kid,’ RJ protested.


‘We’re outnumbered,’ Victor hissed. ‘I’ll take what
I can find. I took you and your sister off the street and you didn’t have a
problem with that.’ 


Vero scowled at him, eyes flashing venom.


‘What are you saying? That I can’t fight as good as
you?’ the mouthy girl suddenly asked, throwing herself towards Cyrus as if
angling to start something.


‘Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying,’ Cyrus
laughed.


RJ collapsed onto the bottom step. ‘I’m not sure I
want to do this anymore,’ he said, looking up nervously at Victor. ‘When you
said it was going to be like a video game I didn’t think you meant anyone would
actually get hurt for like real.’


Cyrus crouched down by his side. ‘These things are
not two-dimensional video game monsters.’ He pointed at Vero. ‘This girl’s
sister died fighting them. Ash’s best friend? Also dead.’ He rolled up his
sleeve. ‘You see these?’ he asked, thrusting his forearm in the kid’s face, showing
him the scars criss-crossing his arm. ‘These aren’t paper cuts, my friend.
They’re from tails, they’re from
acid, they’re from knives.’


‘Well, I’m in,’ the girl said from her position on
the stairs. ‘I’m not scared of nobody. I’ve been shot once already, and some
bitch did this to me with a knife.’ She pulled down the strap of her tank top,
showing an ugly fat worm of a scar coiling around her collarbone. ‘You best
believe she needed more stitches than me when I was done with her.’


Cyrus stood up slowly. He wanted to bang his head
against the wall. These two kids were Victor’s big plan to rid the world of
unhumans?


‘You’re a Hunter,’ Victor said to the kid on the
step in an evangelical, hellfire-and-brimstone voice. ‘You were born to do
this. It’s your destiny.’


‘Oh, quit it on the destiny stuff and just tell us
what you’ve found out,’ Cyrus cut in. He was done with hanging around here. He
just wanted whatever information the guy had so that he could then go and find
Evie. He was starting to side with her on the issue. Did they really need him?


Victor glared at him for a second but then strode
into the front room. Cyrus followed him, ready to lay into him with his fists
if necessary to get the guy to answer. He found Victor standing in front of a
giant map spread across the far wall of the room. Cyrus stepped closer and saw
that the map was covered in small red pins and then he reeled backwards as he
made out the detail in the photographs lining the map. 


‘I found their lair,’ Victor said, pointing to a
place on the map. ‘It’s here.’






Chapter 26



 

Evie ran. And as she ran she tried to wipe the image of Cyrus clean
from her mind. Why was he being so damn nice to her? She didn’t want niceness.
Or concern. She didn’t want to feel better. She didn’t deserve to. 


She had wanted more than anything to stay wrapped
up in a cocoon of hatred and anger. It made everything easier that way. But
last night, when Cyrus had put his arm around her and she’d caved in and leant
on him, for just a second she’d felt the anger lessen. It still hovered there,
like a dog waiting to pounce, but it had backed off into a corner, allowing
room for the sadness to come. And that was far worse than the anger. If anger
was rocky ground, sadness was the quicksand beneath, waiting to drag her down.
Only if she was angry could she keep going, keep moving forward. 


Where was the old Cyrus when you needed to keep
your anger honed and focused? He would have managed to keep her fury levels
constant with every damn comment that came out of his mouth. But this new,
sensitive, enlightened Cyrus model was going to be her undoing. Because not
only was she losing her grip on her anger, but she was also feeling twinges of
something else, another type of feeling that she was on familiar and
uncomfortable terms with – guilt. 


Guilt that she had let another guy comfort her.
Guilt that she had felt safe in his arms. Guilt because she didn’t want to feel
that way about anyone but Lucas.


So why then was she wishing that Cyrus had come
with her? Why was she thinking of him even now as she ran? 


Because
Lucas is dead, the
voice in her head screamed. He’s dead!


But that didn’t matter. She still loved him.


But
how long can you stay in love with a dead person? the voice in her head yelled at her.


Yes, she would always love him, but could you be in love with someone who was dead? 



 


 

She slowed up as she got closer to the building,
coming to a stop just outside and looking up at the curtained windows. She
shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t have come. But she had suddenly, desperately,
needed to see them. 


When she knocked on the door she caught a fleeting
image of Lucas leaning nonchalantly against the wall, a roguish smile on his
lips. She closed her eyes and leant her fist against the wall to steady
herself.


At the sound of the lock easing back her eyes flew
open. Lucas’s sister Flic was standing in front of her, shock plastered across
her face. For a moment Evie thought she was going to slam the door shut on her,
but she didn’t. After a long beat Flic stepped aside and let her pass.


‘Who are you running from this time?’ Flic asked,
one dark eyebrow arching as she shut the door behind her.


Evie didn’t say anything. It was hard, much harder,
seeing Flic than she’d thought it would be. She looked so like Lucas with her
straight dark eyebrows, sharp cheekbones, and full, overly sensuous mouth. Even
the faint husky drawl of her voice was a reminder. She was torn between wanting
to stare at her and needing to look away. 


‘I’m sorry …’ she stuttered, her hand reaching
behind her for the door handle, suddenly overcome. 


She shouldn’t have just turned up out of the blue
like this. Why had she? She wasn’t even sure. It had been a stupid idea. 


‘What are you sorry about this time?’ Flic snapped.
‘For waking me up in the middle of the night yet again? For turning up
unannounced? Isn’t this normally the part where you ask me for my help? That’s
the usual routine, isn’t it?’


‘No,’ Evie said, shaking her head. She didn’t need
Flic’s help. Did she? She frowned to herself. Was that in fact why she’d come?


‘I just wanted to see you,’ she mumbled, realising
how lame that sounded.


Flic studied her more closely, her arms crossed
over her chest, as though waiting for the punchline to the joke. 


‘I miss him,’ Evie blurted.


Flic’s mouth opened, then quickly shut as she
swallowed down whatever she’d been about to say. ‘It’s not your fault, you
know,’ she finally said.


Evie’s head flew up. Those were the last words
she’d expected to hear from Flic. She’d expected Flic to yell, scream, fight,
hiss. To shove her against the wall and punch the living crap out of her. 


And suddenly, just like that, Evie figured out why
she had come. She had wanted Flic to lash out at her. She had wanted to feel
Flic’s anger, hoping – no, praying – that it might feed her own. 


‘You tried,’ Flic said softly.


‘It was my fault though,’ Evie argued. ‘I should
have let Lucas kill Victor when he had the chance. But I stopped him. It would
all have been different if I had just let him, back when we had the chance.’


Flic closed her eyes and Evie noticed the dark
circles under them for the first time. ‘Maybe. Maybe not,’ she said. ‘No one
could stop Lucas from doing what he wanted to do. That was the problem. We all
tried. We all failed. There’s just one person to blame – that murdering
son of a bitch Victor, who one day I’m going to find and I’m going to …’


‘I know where he is,’ Evie whispered.


‘What?’ Flic asked, her eyes flashing open.


‘I know where he is.’


‘Tell me that you know where he is,’ Flic answered
in a low, menacing voice, ‘because you left a marker over the shallow grave
where you dumped his body.’


Evie shook her head. ‘No.’ She clenched her jaw
shut, feeling the muscles pulse angrily.


Flic prowled towards her, her hands closing into
fists. Evie lifted her head, turning it slightly so that her cheekbone would
take the hit. ‘I am going to kill him,’ she told Flic in a hoarse voice. 


‘Not unless I get there first,’ Flic hissed. ‘Where
is he? If you’re too chicken I’ll do it myself.’


Evie laughed under her breath. How many times was
she going to get called a chicken tonight? Maybe they were right though. Maybe
both Flic and that arrogant new Hunter were totally on the money. Maybe that’s
why she’d run halfway across the city in the middle of the night – to
hear Flic say it too. She was a coward. Why else hadn’t she killed Victor
already? 


‘Where is he?’ Flic demanded, taking Evie by the
shoulders and shaking her so hard her head banged against the wall. ‘Tell me!’


‘You can’t kill him,’ Evie said. ‘They won’t let
you.’


‘Who won’t let me? You think I need permission?
What the hell’s stopped you?’


Cowardice, Evie thought. Because maybe I actually
don’t have it in me, just like Victor said.


But instead of admitting this to Flic, all she said
was: ‘There are more unhumans out there. Some Originals that got here before
the way through closed. They’re up to something. And the Thirsters are
multiplying. There are too many of them for us to handle. The others think we
need Victor if we’re going to have any chance of fighting them and winning.’
She couldn’t hold Flic’s gaze. ‘They’re working with him. To destroy them.’ 


Flic’s hands fell from her shoulders. ‘You’re
working with him?’ she asked in a flat voice.


Evie swallowed. She lifted her gaze briefly to meet
Flic’s. ‘I’m not. The others are. Vero and Ash. And they won’t let me kill him
until after this is done.’


Flic stared at her in disgust. Evie drank it up.
She deserved it. She wished Flic would just start laying into her with the
punches.


‘Well, I didn’t make any such deal,’ Flic said, her
mouth set in a grim line. ‘So where is he?’ she demanded again.


‘Flic, you can’t go marching in there. He’s in a
house with half a dozen Hunters. You’ll only get killed.’


Flic rounded on her, her dark hair flying like a
cape, forcing Evie to shrink back against the wall. ‘You’re forgetting what I
am,’ she said, her lip curling.


‘I’m not forgetting, Flic,’ Evie answered quietly,
‘but this guy killed Lucas. And he killed my parents and your parents.’ 


‘Exactly!’ Flic spat. ‘And you’re working with him.’ 


‘I’m not working with him,’ Evie protested. ‘I’m
letting him live so that he can lead us to their lair. And then I’m going to
kill him.’ Was she? Yes. This was why she’d come here – to see Flic. To
have someone twist the knife back in her gut. But just as it seemed she was
about to, Flic suddenly flopped back against the wall, her fists dangling
useless at her sides and her shoulders slumping. 


‘How are you going to fight them?’ she asked.
‘These Originals? What’s the plan?’


Evie shook her head. ‘I don’t know. They’re strong.
And we don’t have many weapons. Not that weapons are any use. Only shadow
blades work against them.’


‘I’ve got a shadow blade,’ Flic said. 


‘Can we have it?’ Evie asked jokingly, knowing
there was no way Flic would ever agree.


Flic ignored the question. ‘Why are you doing
this?’ she asked instead.


‘You mean, doing what I was born to do?’ Evie asked
wryly. She realised that Flic would never understand. She was part unhuman.
They were natural-born enemies. ‘Flic,’ she sighed, ‘I have no fight with you.
I have no fight with Jamieson or any Shifter. But these ones, they’re coming
after us. Tracking Hunters and trying to kill us. Ash thinks the Originals are
trying to rid themselves of any threat so that they can make this realm their
own. It makes sense.’ She paused for a second trying to gather the right words
and make a coherent sentence out of them. ‘I tried so hard to run away from it,
but I’m a Hunter. That’s who I am, and you can’t run away from who you are any
more than you can run away from fate. That’s what I learnt. You have to stand
and fight eventually.’ 


Flic didn’t say anything for a while but then she
spoke. ‘I’ve been hearing stories. Rumours. There are more unhumans around than
there were before the gateway shut. Or so it seems. It’s crazy.’


‘Talking of crazy, there’s something you should
know,’ Evie said.


‘What?’ Flic asked, suspicion instantly clouding
her face.


‘Cyrus is back.’


‘From the dead?’


‘Yeah.’


It took a while for Flic to absorb the news. She
blinked a few times. ‘Explain,’ she eventually said.


‘I can’t. He can’t. He doesn’t know where he was.
He was found wandering naked around Bel Air or some place.’ 


Flic’s eyebrows shot up. ‘When?’ 


‘I’m not sure. They locked him up in a mental
hospital. He escaped.’


‘The drama never ends with you, does it?’ Flic
said, shaking her head.


Evie didn’t answer. They stood for another ten
seconds in silence, Evie’s back still pressed against the wall of the narrow
corridor. Suddenly Flic, who was still leaning against the opposite wall, slid
down it into a sitting position, drawing her knees to her chest.


‘I miss him too,’ she said, and Evie heard the
tremble in her voice.


She stared at Flic for a few seconds in silence,
and then she too slid down the wall and sat cross-legged on the floor facing
her. 


‘I dream about him sometimes,’ she admitted. ‘It’s
like I can’t let him go. He feels so real, so alive in my dreams. Sometimes I
wish I could just stay asleep forever.’ 


She risked a glance up at Flic, half-expecting to
see her sneering, but she wasn’t; she was listening intensely. ‘I keep wishing
that it was him and not Cyrus that came back,’ Evie mumbled, ‘and that’s so
unfair and so wrong of me.’


‘You know,’ Flic said after a pause, ‘I hated Lucas
for choosing you over the rest of us. Hell, for choosing to die.’ She frowned
to herself as if she’d been puzzling over this for a long time. ‘But with Lucas
everything was about instinct. That’s what made him such an incredible fighter.
All the time I thought he was just being stupid and stubborn for wanting to
save you, to protect you when it was impossible, he wasn’t. He was just going
with his instincts. So how could he have been wrong?’ Flic asked.


‘He’s dead,’ Evie pointed out.


Flic winced, then shook her head hard. ‘But he
can’t have died for nothing. I don’t believe it.’


‘Well, what did he die for?’ Evie asked. From where
she was sitting, the reasons were pretty non-existent. 


‘I don’t know,’ Flic answered, levelling her eyes
at Evie. ‘But I choose to believe it was for something worthwhile.’


‘Where’s Jamieson?’ Evie suddenly asked, both to
change the subject but also because she’d just become aware of the rapid
heartbeat of a Shapeshifter somewhere nearby.


‘He’s sleeping,’ Flic said, nodding towards a door
at the end of the corridor.


Evie smiled. She liked Jamieson, Flic’s boyfriend.
‘And Issa?’ she asked, more out of politeness than because she really wanted to
know. She didn’t like Issa, Lucas’s ex-girlfriend, quite as much as she liked
Jamieson.


Flic shrugged. ‘I don’t know. She disappeared about
eight weeks ago. A few days after Lucas …’ She paused, her voice wavering. ‘She
was pretty cut up about it.’


She broke off at the sound of footsteps. Evie
turned her head.


Jamieson had appeared in the doorway, rubbing sleep
out of his eyes. He was in his usual shift, his sandy-brown hair sticking up
all over the place. When he saw Evie, his face split into a wide grin. 


Evie jumped to her feet and walked over to him,
smiling ruefully. He pulled her instantly into a bear hug.


‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.


‘Evie’s in trouble,’ Flic sighed. ‘Again.’


‘And there I was thinking this was a personal
call,’ Jamieson laughed, giving her shoulders a squeeze. ‘You’re looking thin.
I’m going to have to update my shift.’ 


Evie grinned back at him, the muscles in her cheeks
feeling tight and unused to the action. Seeing Jamieson shift into a replica of
herself had been one of the weirder moments of her life. And that was saying
something.


‘What’s going on?’ Jamieson asked, looking at Flic.



‘We’re just discussing how we’re going to kill a
group of Originals who are slaying half the population. And,’ she paused,
glancing sideways at Evie, ‘after that, how we’re going to kill Victor.’


Evie’s head flew up. We? She narrowed her eyes at Flic, a smile slowly forming on her
lips.


Flic huffed loudly, and got to her feet. ‘You gotta
stand and fight, right?’






Chapter 27



 

He was
crouched down in the abandoned shop, wedged between two narrow bookcases. The sunlight
streaming through the slatted windows was dissecting the floor, casting prison
bar shadows. He lifted his arm up slowly and extended it, letting his hand fall
into a shaft of light. He drew it back quickly, as if he’d been burnt and
rested his head back against the wall, shutting his eyes – and seeing her,
as always. 


Why was he still here? It didn’t make sense. Why
couldn’t he fade back? As a child he’d been knocked unconscious and found
himself in the Shadowlands for the longest minute of his life before he’d
returned to the human realm. Why couldn’t he do that now? Maybe he’d been
unconscious too long. Or maybe as a kid he’d only dreamt it. Or maybe this was
all a dream. He didn’t know. He couldn’t fathom it.


The door, boarded over and pushed just to, was
kicked ajar from the outside. His eyes flew open and he faded back into the gap
between the bookcases, his hand reaching silently for his blade, which lay on
the floor by his feet.


But it was only Issa. She ducked inside and quickly
closed the door behind her, then stood letting her eyes adjust to the gloom.
She stepped forward into a ribbon of light and pulled back her hood, sending
the dust motes into a blizzard-like fury around her.


‘Lucas?’ she whispered, her eyes on the bookcases
and their piles of forgotten, mould-coated books.


He rose from his silent crouch and stood, then
stepped gingerly forward into the light. She smiled as soon as she saw him, the
relief palpable on her face.


‘What did you find?’ Lucas asked.


‘I brought some food.’


‘But did you find anything – anyone? Are
there any Shifters left?’ he asked, unable to keep the edge out of his voice.


Issa studied him, her disc-like eyes seeming to
illuminate the whole room. ‘No,’ she answered finally. 


Lucas drew in a breath, pressing back against the
bookshelf. They were in the Shifter realm but so far they’d not seen a single
Shifter. Only Mixen, Thirsters and Scorpio. And he’d felt a few Shadow
Warriors, though not seen them. The realms had all, with the exception of the
Sybll realm and the Shadowlands, been overrun. The Elders were no longer in
control. The Originals had risen up, and with their army of Mixen and Scorpio
had decided to take things into their own hands, starting with controlling the
gateways between realms.


‘Were there many out there?’ Lucas asked.


‘Enough to make it difficult to avoid them.’ Issa
said, dropping to her knees and opening her bag. She took out some supplies
– food that she’d managed to pilfer from somewhere.


‘What are they still doing here?’ Lucas asked.
There was no more food source, for the Thirsters at least. That’s why most were
heading through to the human realm.


‘Moving in?’ Issa shrugged. ‘Looting –
partying by the sounds of it.’


Lucas exhaled loudly, running a hand through his
hair. He began pacing. ‘I can’t keep hiding in here like a fugitive. I need to
get back.’ The frustration was killing him. ‘We need to find a way through,
Issa.’


‘You are a fugitive, Lucas, or had you
forgotten?’ Issa asked, standing and thrusting something towards him. It was a
hunk of bread. It felt like a lump of volcanic rock in his hand. He was tempted
to lob it at the wall.


‘You
managed to make it through,’ he grunted.


Issa glared at him. ‘That was before they knew the
gateway had opened up again, before they started guarding it. Now there’s no
way back. We’re stuck here.’


Lucas grimaced, gesturing at the damp and dusty
bookstore. ‘We can’t stay here, Issa, living like rats in the wreckage, waiting
for a group of Thirsters to slip through your visions and finish us off.’


‘I’ve already told you,’ Issa answered, her head
down, still rummaging through her bag. ‘We should head to the Sybll lands.
They’re the only safe place to be right now.’


Lucas took a deep breath in, trying to stay calm.
They’d already argued over Issa’s inexact visions. She claimed she couldn’t see
all that was going to happen, but she had also been adamant about one thing
– that the human realm was done for and that pretty soon it was going to
be a desolate wasteland much like the Shifter realm, with a rampant Thirster
population running wild. 


Lucas twisted away, angry and frustrated. He bent
to pick up his bag.


‘Ow!’ he sucked air in sharply and winced, his hand
flying to his wounded side, pressing against the bandage that covered his stab
wound.


‘Careful.’ Issa was right there, in front of him,
her hair falling in front of her face like a shield, her hands moving straight
to his side, lifting his shirt.


‘I’m OK. I’m OK,’ Lucas said, backing away from
her, holding his hand to the light to see if there was any blood on the palm.


‘If it tears open again,’ Issa said, flicking her
hair out of her face, ‘I’m not sure I can fix it.’ She didn’t mention the
obvious, that the Thirsters out there would smell it and come running. ‘You
need to rest, give it time to heal,’ she said.


Lucas sighed. The stitches had torn twice already,
both times when he’d tried to wield a sword before Issa had claimed he was
ready to even get back on his feet. But he was back on his feet now, the
stitches seemed to be holding, and he’d finally fought off the infection. He
couldn’t wait any longer. ‘I need to get back.’


Issa stared at him defiantly. ‘You’re not going to
be able to fight all of them, Lucas. There are too many, even for you.’


Lucas tried to stand straight, to ignore the flames
shooting through his abdomen. ‘Issa, don’t start this again. I’m always being
told what I can and can’t do by Sybll and you’ve been wrong on every count. I’m
still alive. Evie’s still alive.’


At the mention of Evie’s name Issa’s mouth puckered
tightly. ‘I didn't come back to find you, to save you, just to watch you throw
your life away again, Lucas,’ Issa snapped.


They stared at each other, her expression fierce
and uncompromising, his own guilt ridden. What could he say? She had found him.
In the midst of the Shadowlands. Which, given the vague nature of her visions,
was something of a miracle. And she had saved him. The truth was, he wouldn’t
have lasted even one more night, maybe not even another hour, if Issa hadn’t
found him when she had. 


He was rotten meat, his wound festering, infected,
thick with pus, the skin around it puckered and shiny, when Issa had reached
him. His brow was so hot to the touch she’d whipped her hand away as if he was
a Mixen. He was long past sweating at that stage, past shivering too. He had
been a corpse, hanging by the slenderest thread, half-flesh, half-ghost, waxing
and waning. 


For what felt like weeks, but Issa had told him had
only been days, he’d lain, feverish, curled in a makeshift shelter of rocks,
where he’d managed to drag himself. He had thought he was going to die out
there in the wastelands. No water. No food. No way back. Fever-spiked dreams
the only thing keeping him tethered to any realm – dreams of Evie, dreams
where he could touch her and taste her, where his naked body wasn’t lying
against rocks, coated in dirt and sweat but was lying against her warm, soft
skin, melting into her.


He still had those dreams, but now they were stolen
moments where he shut his eyes and tried to picture her. Occasionally they came
at night – she would be there, flesh and blood, as real as his own hand
in front of his face. And he would be reaching out to her, trying to make her
understand that he was still alive, that he was coming back to her. Though her
eyes – those dark ocean eyes – were always blank with sadness. She
thought he was dead. And he couldn’t make her see otherwise.


Thousands of times a day, with every single breath
he took, he tried to imagine where she was. What she was doing. Praying like
hell that she was in Riverview and that she was safe. Praying even harder that
she hadn’t got it into her head to hunt down Victor and kill him. Whatever Evie
might think, whatever dark place she was in right now, he knew she would never
be what he was – a cold-blooded killer.


He pressed a fist against the shuttered window and
peered through a small gap. Outside it was early evening. The time when they
started to come – those that hadn’t crossed through yet into the human
realm. At night they scavenged in this realm, looking for fresh meat, though
the last of the Shifters had long ago been killed or had crossed through the
gateway seeking safety in the human realm. 


‘How long will it take them, do you think’ he asked
Issa quietly, ‘to overrun the human realm, just as they’ve done with this
place? A week? A month? A year?’ He turned away from the window. Issa was
glaring at him. ‘I’m not going to sit here or in the Sybll lands, and let it
happen. That’s my sister on the other side, and Evie. That’s my family we’re
talking about. I won’t just give up on them. I’m going back tonight. The way
through is open. We don’t know why. But I do know that my life is on the other
side.’


‘We do know why the way through is open,’ Issa said
softly, holding his gaze. ‘It’s open because the White Light didn’t shut it.
Cyrus did.’


Lucas turned his back on Issa so that she wouldn’t
see the stricken look on his face. What she’d said had struck a note of fear in
him. It was the real reason he was pushing so hard for them to make it through
the gateway. Soon enough the Originals would figure out that Evie hadn’t died
– that the White Light was still alive and the prophecy wasn’t fulfilled,
and they would try to find her. 


The only thing that frightened him more was that
Evie would discover that the way through was open as well, and that she would
try once again to close it.






Chapter 28



 

Evie was still on Cyrus’s mind in the morning as he rode his bike over
to his mum’s store. She was weighing on him like a hangover, except without the
fun memories from the night before that would make it all worthwhile. He had a
headache and was feeling groggy but he tried to tell himself that it was due to
going cold turkey on his meds and nothing whatsoever to do with the fact he’d
been awake all night worrying about her. 


She’d told him she was still in love with Lucas.
That she would always love him. But really? Would she always? Wouldn’t she at
some point need her needs met, so to speak, and in a way that a dead man
couldn’t manage? He paused for a couple of minutes, his imagination getting the
better of him. 


Man, he needed to get a grip. He’d obviously had
his pick of women if the notches in the bedpost were anything to go by, so why
was he fixating on this one? If he wanted to check all his parts were still in
working order – that the amnesia hadn’t spread to the furthest reaches of
his body – then he could call Darcy or whatever her name was and ask her
if she fancied taking him for a road test. 


He thought about the waitress. She was pretty, he
supposed. And he’d tasted that cupcake before. But he had no desire to taste it
again. Damn it. He thought about it some more. Nope. No desire. Because he was
fixated on someone else. He had to be in love with a girl with armour-plated
emotions who was obsessed with a ghost and likely would be for the foreseeable
future. Whoa. He slowed up on the
bike, almost swerving into the kerb. Where had the L-word come from? He tried it out in his head again, testing it on
the tip of his tongue, and this time almost swerved into oncoming traffic.


Crap. No. That wasn’t possible. Or was it? Maybe he
had been in love with her. Why else had he chosen to die in her place? Had he
been that kind of guy though? Even now, still not knowing who the hell he
really was or had been, he knew he wasn’t the kind of guy who tossed the love word around. Just as he would have
known straight off the bat if someone had tried to dress him in a button-down
shirt and chinos, or take him to Chariots Roman Spa, that he wasn’t that kind
of guy either.


He parked outside his mum’s store. Yeah, it still
felt weird using that word too. Mum.
She was young to be a mum. But Vero had told him she’d been a kid, younger than
he was now, when she got pregnant and ran from that guy Victor and the rest of
the Hunters. The thought made him kick the bike stand harder than he’d
intended, tearing a chunk out of the asphalt. 


He tried to peer through the glass and beyond, at
the display of books in the window to see if Darcy was inside the store. He’d
rather avoid her if he could. Making small talk when he could no longer
remember topics to talk small about was problematic. And he didn’t want to have
to make any more excuses about why he hadn’t called her. As if amnesia wasn’t
enough of an excuse.


But it was early, the store was still shut, the
lights dimmed. His mum had told him to come, so he guessed she must be inside
in her office. When he tried the door, he saw it was only on the latch. He
stepped inside, checking his surroundings, feeling the low voltage charge he
felt around the other Hunters – it was dimmer around his mum, most
amplified when he was around Evie. 


His mum wasn’t in her office. She was sitting at a
table by the counter with a tiny espresso cup by her elbow and a pile of books
stacked neatly in front of her. She looked up at him and smiled wanly.


‘You need a shave,’ was the first thing she said.


Cyrus dropped into the chair opposite her with a
sigh. ‘I’ve been kind of busy.’


It was only then that he noticed the slim silver
blade leaning against the leg of her chair. 


‘Expecting someone?’ he asked, nodding in its
direction.


‘Something,’
his mother stated drily. ‘They’ll be coming.’ As she said it she took a sip of
her coffee.


‘Is that what you wanted to see me about?’ he
asked, eyeing the red and silver coffee maker behind her. Caffeine would be
good right now, might help cut through the sludge of his mind and help him
locate some clarity.


‘I need to tell you something,’ his mother said.


He switched his attention back to her, feeling his
headache expand into his frontal lobe.


‘I think it’s open.’


He knew she wasn’t talking about the store. ‘You mean
the way through?’ he asked, standing and heading behind the counter to the
coffee machine. He flicked a switch. The levers and buttons looked familiar to
him. ‘I told you, we checked it,’ he said, glancing over at his mother. ‘It was
closed. I closed it.’ 


The coffee began to spring forth from the machine,
dripping viscous into his cup. It was like driving a car. He knew what buttons
to press to make coffee! It gave him hope for when he got together with Evie
– he checked himself – with a
girl – that he’d know what buttons to press then too.


His mum waited until he’d stopped frothing the milk
for his macchiato. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I don’t think you did close it.’


He set the tiny cup down on the tiny saucer and
looked up at her.


‘We went back to that Bradbury place and checked.
It was shut.’


She shook her head. Her face looked grey. ‘I know.
It did shut. It just opened up someplace else though. Like plugging a hole in a
dam, the water burst through somewhere else. Another gateway opened up as soon
as the one in the Bradbury building closed.’ She saw the look Cyrus was giving
her and hurried on. ‘It would explain a few things’, she said. ‘How you’re here
for one. And why there seem to be even more unhumans around than there were
before. It can’t all be down to the Originals making more.’


Cyrus picked up his coffee and swallowed it in one
gulp, feeling the bitter burn as the liquid hit the back of his throat. He
walked back to the table. 


‘OK, back up,’ he said, focusing on his mum,
registering the instant burst of clarity as the caffeine hit his bloodstream.
‘You made me come all the way across town to ply me with conjecture? Do you
have any proof? This whole dam theory
doesn’t seem like it holds water. No pun intended.’ 


She pushed a sheet of paper towards him across the
table, giving him an iron-clad stare. It was a print-out of an internet news
piece. 



 

NAKED MAN FOUND WANDERING
IN BEVERLY HILLS



 

A man in his early twenties was found naked, wandering the streets in
the early hours of the morning. The man, who was carrying no ID, was in possession
of a two-foot long sword.



 

Nice
euphemism, Cyrus mused,
feeling a momentary stab of disappointment that there was no photo to accompany
the piece. 


‘I was naked. Where were they expecting me to carry
ID?’ he asked, tossing the article back to his mum.


‘Check the date,’ his mother answered, her face
serious.


‘What about it?’ he asked, glancing down again.


She stabbed the top of the page with her index
finger. ‘That’s the morning after the fight, after you walked through the
gateway and we thought you’d died. Just a few hours later.’


He studied the headline once more, trying to manage
the thoughts flying around his newly fired-up brain. The fact he’d been found
wandering brandishing a sword, or two swords to be precise, was irrelevant,
wasn’t it? But she had him on the number of unhumans still on the streets. 


He sighed, ‘OK, just say I’m going with you on
this, for conjecture’s sake, why
wouldn’t it close properly? Tell me that. The prophecy said the way through
would be closed didn’t it? So why would it not be?’


Margaret’s voice was calm when she spoke. ‘That’s
easy. The way through wasn’t closed, the realms weren’t severed – because
you’re not the White Light. You never were.’


He frowned at her. Hard. ‘So what are you saying?
That it was Evie all along? That I sacrificed myself for nothing?’ He couldn’t
keep the anger out of his voice. 


‘No,’ his mum answered quickly. ‘It’s not her
either.’


An immediate rush of relief punctured Cyrus’s anger.
He was glad. It wasn’t Evie. That’s all he could think. It wasn’t him either
– which was annoying, given he’d gone through all that self-sacrifice and
then spent eight weeks in a mental hospital wearing basically what amounted to
a dress and paper slippers. But it wasn’t Evie either – that was good.


He took a deep breath. ‘So who is it, then?’ he
demanded, standing suddenly. ‘Are we supposed to wait around for this White
Light person to show up, and just hope they know that that’s who they are and
hope they also come fully armed with an instruction manual on how to shut this
thing?’ He took a few steps backwards. ‘We don’t have the time for that. There
are unhumans walking around trying to kill us all off. How long’s it going to
take for this White Light to show up? Because the clock’s ticking.’


‘A while.’


‘How do you know?’


His mother weighed him up for a second, and then
she flipped open the book nearest to her. It fell open as if the page was well
read. She turned it around so it was facing him.


The whole page was covered in what looked like
ancient hieroglyphs. 


‘What is this?’ Cyrus asked, peering closer. ‘It
looks like a game of Pictionary.’


‘It’s not. It’s the prophecy. The original in its
complete form. I only just found it. After you were … gone, I thought that
maybe there would be a way to open the gateway again. I had this idea that
maybe you were still alive, you see. That you were stuck on the other side. So
I started researching. I re-read all the books I had collected over the years.’
She swallowed, her eyes darting nervously to the page.


Cyrus glanced down again at the squares and
triangles and splots covering the paper. 


‘Is there a CliffsNotes version? Or a translation?’


His mum thrust something across the table towards
him. It was a piece of paper with writing scrawled on it. ‘The funny thing is
that the Hunters had the prophecy in its entirety the whole time,’ she said.
‘It’s just the order of the verses that we had wrong.’


Cyrus frowned at her, not understanding. Then
looked down and read.



 

Confronting an army drawn from the
realms, 


The sun, the giver of life and the light 


Together will stand and together fight 


One sacrificing all to close the way 



 

Passing through the light and into the
dark


Memories will fade, shadows fall on this
day



 

Of two who remain a child will be born, 


A purebred warrior, the fated White Light


Standing alone in the eventual fight


Severing the realms and closing the way



 

Passing through the light and into the
dark


Memories will rise, shadows fade on this
day



 

‘That’s you three,’ his mother said, pointing to the first verse,
‘You, Evie and Lucas. The sun, the giver of life and the light. This verse
here,’ she pointed to the first verse, ‘we thought it came after the White
Light was born. But it doesn’t. It comes before. Evie isn’t the White Light. The
White Light is a child that will be born to the two that remain.’


Cyrus read it again. Then he read it once more just
to be sure he was getting it. He looked up finally, meeting his mother’s eye.
She was studying him, waiting for him to figure it out.


‘Her child. Evie’s child is going to be the White
Light. Is that what you’re saying? Is that what it means?’


Margaret nodded. 


Cyrus took a deep breath in and stared down at the
piece of paper in his hand, the ground tilting beneath his feet.


‘Of two who remain?’ he asked, hearing the weird
strain in his voice. ‘You’re saying …?’


‘Yes,’ his mother answered.


‘Evie’s the only girl. And Lucas is dead.’ 


‘Which leaves only you.’


Cyrus shook his head and pressed his hands to his
temples, reading it once more. 


Of
two who remain a child will be born. 


He sank down into his seat. ‘This is … I’m kind of
...’ He broke off, trying his hardest not to hyperventilate. ‘I need another
coffee. Actually,’ he shook his head, ‘scratch that. I need something
stronger.’






Chapter 29



 

Evie woke with the sensation that Lucas was in the room with her. Not
just in the room – that he was in the bed with her, with his arms wrapped
tight around her waist. She stayed absolutely still, keeping her eyes scrunched
shut. If she lay just so, with the pillow wedged against her back, she could
pretend she was pressed against his chest. A blinding somersault of butterflies
took flight in her stomach for a blissful moment, before voices from the other
room pricked her waking dream and it burst.


She swung her legs heavily off the bed and sat up,
stretching out her limbs. She didn’t know how to let Lucas go. It was as simple
as that. Even if she’d wanted to, she didn’t know how.


Jamieson and Flic were busy making breakfast when
she wandered through into the kitchen. She noticed the time. It was late
morning. Damn. She pulled her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans. A
dozen missed calls. Eight from Cyrus – most in the last hour. There were
several messages too, all from her mother. She opened the last one. An angry
demand to know when she was thinking of coming home. She couldn’t think about
replying yet. Instead, with a shaking hand she called Cyrus’s phone.


He picked up on the first ring. ‘Where are you?’ he
demanded.


‘Are you OK?’ she asked at the same time.


He hesitated, ‘Kind of. We’re fine. Nothing’s
happened. I just … I need to see you. Now.’


‘OK,’ Evie said, pausing a second. ‘I’m staying
with Lucas’s sister and her boyfriend.’


There was a brief pause on the end of the phone,
then: ‘OK, I’ll come to you.’ 


She gave him the address.


‘I’ll be there in ten,’ he said before hanging up.



 


 

Cyrus was there in eight minutes. She felt the buzz
from him competing with the caffeine in her veins and jumped instantly off the
kitchen stool, getting to the front door before he could knock.


‘Hey,’ she said, looking up at him. He hadn’t
shaved. Darkish blonde stubble was shadowing his jaw. 


‘Hey,’ he said back, raking a hand through his
unkempt hair. His cheeks were flushed. 


‘You want to come in?’ she asked, stepping aside.
This was weird. He seemed embarrassed to see her – awkward – as
though he didn’t know where to look. 


‘Sure,’ Cyrus mumbled, his eyes darting over her
shoulder.


She could sense his reticence, his hyper-alertness
as they walked down the hallway towards the living room. His body was
responding to Flic and Jamieson’s presence. 


Evie was more accustomed to the sensation, having
been around Lucas so long and so intimately, but Cyrus’s instincts were putting
him on full alert: his heart was beating faster, his breathing running
shallower. He was scanning the hallway, looking for exits, his fingers flying
instinctively to his waist, checking his weapon. For an instant Evie wanted to
take his hand and tell him to relax, but then again she quite enjoyed seeing
Cyrus out of his comfort zone. It happened so rarely. 


Flic and Jamieson fell silent as they walked into
the living room.


Evie took a deep breath. ‘Cyrus,’ she said, ‘this
is Flic and Jamieson.’


‘Shifter?’ Cyrus asked, looking at Jamieson.


Evie arched an eyebrow. Good introduction, way to go, she thought. But then, she didn’t
know why she was surprised. The old Cyrus hadn’t exactly been a fan of
unhumans.


‘Yeah,’ Jamieson said, getting up slowly from the
sofa and extending a hand towards Cyrus, his expression wary but also
half-amused.


Evie watched carefully, wondering what Cyrus’s
reaction would be. Before, his only physical contact with unhumans had been
when he ran a sword through one. 


He shook Jamieson’s hand though, appraising him, as
though he half expected Jamieson to shift there and then. 


Flic stood up and offered her hand too. 


Cyrus shook it.


‘Has Evie told you we’re joining your little army?’
Flic asked.


An instant frown. ‘No, she’s not said anything,’
Cyrus said, shooting Evie a brief look before turning back to Flic. ‘But if you
fight anything like I hear your brother did then I’m glad to have you on our
side.’


Flic smiled, a little taken aback, and Cyrus turned
to Evie. He cleared his throat and looked at the ground. ‘I need to talk to
you,’ he said, then added quickly, ‘in private.’


Evie hesitated. Why was he acting so weird? And was
he actually blushing? She could feel Flic and Jamieson staring at her,
undoubtedly with raised eyebrows. As if she
knew what Cyrus wanted. And it wasn’t like that. Hell. As if.


She took Cyrus by the arm and pulled him out into
the corridor. ‘Let’s go outside,’ she muttered. ‘Shadow Warriors have got good
hearing.’



 


 

‘What? What is it?’ Evie asked, the moment they
were outside. 


Cyrus swallowed, looked away, exhaled loudly. 


Evie braced herself to hear the worst, for him to
tell her something had happened to Vero or Ash.


‘Why did I do it?’ Cyrus suddenly asked.


Evie shook her head, completely thrown. ‘Excuse
me?’ 


‘Was I in love with you?’


‘What?’ Evie spluttered.


‘Why else did I sacrifice myself,’ Cyrus asked, ‘unless
I was in love with you?’


Evie laughed so loud it came out as a snort through
her nose. When she’d recovered she straightened her face and tried to figure a
way of putting it nicely. ‘The old Cyrus didn’t know what love was.’


He frowned at her. ‘Then why else did I do it?’


Why was he asking her? What did she know of Cyrus’s
feelings? ‘Chivalry?’ she suggested, hoping he’d accept that and move on. 


He shook his head though. ‘It sounds like I didn’t
know what chivalry was either.’


She didn’t answer, just wrapped her arms tighter
around herself. 


He took a half-step towards her. ‘I feel something
when I’m around you,’ he said. 


Evie stood fixated for a second by the brown slash
across his iris. ‘You feel that around all Hunters – it’s normal,’ she
finally managed to say. ‘It’s confusing at first, until you get used to it.’


Cyrus shook his head defiantly. ‘Well, I don’t feel
it around Ash. Or Vero. Or any of the others.’


And suddenly he was right there, pressing her
against the wall and Evie could feel the pressure building, the need for air
growing, but she couldn’t look away.


‘I know you’re still messed up,’ he said, almost
whispering, their faces so close their lips were almost brushing, ‘and I’m not
expecting you to give me anything. I’m just trying to understand what my
feelings were.’


She drew in a breath, trying to force her heartbeat
back under control. ‘Believe me, you weren’t in love with me. You wanted to
sleep with me, yes, but you definitely weren’t in love with me.’


He fell back as if she’d pushed him, looking at her
as if he didn’t fully believe her. 


But seriously. Love?
Cyrus? The two words were oxymoronic.
She’d had to explain to him what love was. God, she’d practically needed flash
cards, the concept was so impossible for him to get his head around. 


‘Was that it?’ she asked. ‘Was that why you came
all the way here? To ask me if you were in love with me?’


‘Um, yeah,’ he said, still frowning at the
sidewalk. 


‘But we cleared it up, right?’ she asked, edging
around him and heading back to the door. Honestly, this was not a conversation
she’d ever expected to have with Cyrus of all people.


‘Yeah, we cleared it up,’ he said, raising his head
and looking at her. ‘No love. Got it.’ 


‘So, we’re, um, good then?’ she asked, yanking open
the door and heading back inside.


‘Yeah, we’re good,’ he mumbled to her back.






Chapter 30



 

He might not have been in love with her then – he’d never know
for certain – but he sure as hell was in love with her now. He just
couldn’t get her out of his mind. Even being within an inch of her was driving
him crazy. Not being able to touch her, to reach out, link his fingers through
hers and pull her towards him. Not being able to kiss her. And it wasn’t just
that. It wasn’t just the desperate, driving desire he had to … well, to do
things to her he doubted any man, or Shadow Warrior, had ever done to her
before. 


He wasn’t sure whether what his mother had told him
was fuelling this crazy surge of possession and obsession that he was feeling,
or whether she had revealed it to him, like a piece of dirt washed under water
that suddenly glinted and revealed itself to be gold. Maybe he’d always felt
this way about Evie and had just never realised. 


He focused. Evie was holding the door open for him,
looking at him like she had done back when he’d escaped from the hospital and
they’d found him wearing only those green pants and unable to recall who anyone
was. She couldn’t wait to get inside and away from him.


He followed after her, watching her stride up the
stairs, taking them two at a time, her dark hair whipping behind her, her arms
still coated in goosebumps.


It was weird. Frankly, if you’d told him a day ago
that he’d be having a baby with this girl at some point in the future –
because there was a little way to go before she consented to anything
resembling baby making – he’d have run screaming for the hills, goddamn
the Originals taking over town. But now something – everything in fact –
had changed. When he looked at this girl, mainly at her butt it had to be said
at this second in time, as she stormed up the stairs ahead of him, he knew
there was nothing he wouldn’t do to protect her.


And their unborn kid.


OK, that was weird. He appreciated that was weird,
even if only spoken in his head. And he hadn’t even fully started to analyse
the weirdness of knowing his child was going to be the White Light. Would that
be what they wrote on the birth certificate? He shook off the thought –
it was a trip, the kind he didn’t want to take right now. The main thing
troubling him was why he’d bring a child into the world knowing that that kid
would have to face the kind of crap he was having to face. If there was ever an
argument for using protection and not getting caught up in the moment … 


He watched as Evie slammed through the fire escape
on the landing, her expression set, her cheeks flushed. Hell, he could see how
accidents happened.


Man, how was he supposed to handle this one? He
couldn’t tell her, that much he knew for sure. She couldn’t ever find out. Or
at least, not now. Not yet. Nor about the fact the way through was still open.


He needed to focus. His mum had thrown him for a
ten-mile loop. But he needed to concentrate on later and the recce they were
doing around Beverly Hills with Victor. They needed to figure out how to
decimate these things, properly this time, without leaving any alive like they
had done a thousand years ago. Good move, Elders. 


If his mum was right and the way through was still
open then they were in big trouble. Goddamn it to hell. That was the last time
he tried to be a hero. It all made sense. Why he had been found wandering
completely out of it in Beverly Hills – of all the places for a portal to
other realms to open up. It also explained the spate of killings in the same
area. The Originals were staying close, guarding it. He wondered if Victor had
discovered it yet. He hoped not. Not given what had happened last time. Evie
wouldn’t be safe if he had. 


Cyrus stopped abruptly in his tracks, something that
had been niggling at him, slotting into place and making a ripple of laughter
rise up his throat. The prophecy had been right so far, hadn’t it? So that
meant the rest of it was also likely to be right. Which meant that no matter
what went on in the next week, or even the next nine months plus a bit (though
who knew how much of a bit), both he and Evie were going to live long enough to
make a baby. 


He was grinning as he pushed open the door.



Chapter 31



 

Evie pulled the hood of her sweater up, sinking into the darkness that
shielded her face, wishing that like Lucas or Flic she could fade and become
completely invisible. She didn’t much feel like talking. Flic kept shooting her
nervous glances out of the corner of her eye as they travelled along in the back
seat of the taxi.


Cyrus’s words kept spinning around her head and she
wanted to erase them. Thinking about it made her feel all sorts of complicated
things she didn’t want to feel. It was taking her focus away from what she
needed to focus on. Now when she closed her eyes, she wasn’t seeing Lucas, she
was seeing Cyrus. 


‘What did Cyrus have to say? What was the big
secret?’ Flic asked.


Evie felt her cheeks flush. ‘Nothing,’ she said, a
little too quickly. ‘No secret. He was just letting me know the plan for
today.’


Flic’s eyes – dark mahogany brown today with
the natural yellow forming a narrow halo around the edge – narrowed
suspiciously. 


‘So Victor is going to be there?’


‘Yes,’ Evie said.


Flic turned her head and looked out of the side
window.


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Evie whispered, so
that the driver couldn’t hear, ‘but you can’t. Not tonight.’


‘Fine,’ Flic muttered, but Evie noticed the way her
hand was caressing the handle of her blade.


She took her own in her palm and gently slid it out
of its sheath. Tonight was just a recce, but better safe than sorry. 


The taxi driver deposited them on the corner of
North Crescent Drive staring at Jamieson out of the corner of his eye. As
Jamieson got out, the driver wound down his window and thrust a pen and piece
of paper at him. ‘Would you mind signing this for my daughter?’ he asked.


Evie smirked as she stepped out of the car.
Jamieson had thought it wise to don a disguise for the recce and had shifted
into an up-and-coming young Hollywood actor, renowned for his quiffy hair and
pout. Evie couldn’t remember his name. She could see Jamieson was enjoying the
notoriety though, by the way he signed with a big flourish and tipped the cab
driver extra large.


Flic rolled her eyes. ‘Sometimes I think it would
be much easier to date a human,’ she sighed, looking sideways at Evie. ‘You
know, you might want to consider it too.’


Evie’s head whipped around. What was she talking
about?


Flic shrugged. ‘You can’t hold onto a memory for
the rest of your life,’ she said softly. Then her mouth split into a wide smile
as Jamieson came over and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. 


‘Ladies?’ he said, offering Evie his other arm.


Evie took it, sliding her hand into the crook of
his elbow, while frowning at Flic. Was Flic serious? Did she really think that
nine weeks was all the time it would take to forget Lucas and move on? 


‘Where are we meeting the others?’ Jamieson asked
as they strode down the street. 


‘Just up ahead,’ Flic answered, looking up from her
Houses of the Stars map.


‘What are you doing with that thing?’ Jamieson
hissed. ‘You’re with me. Why would I be going on a tour of famous people’s
houses when I am one?’


‘Which do you think is less conspicuous – you
pretending to be the guy from that lame movie, or us all pretending to be
tourists come to ogle the houses of the rich and famous? If we’re not careful
you’re going to get mobbed. And I for one am not happy with my role of fan
girl. I’d rather be lost tourist.’ 


Jamieson frowned. Evie suppressed a laugh. She’d
been quite enjoying the fan girl identity but Flic had a point. With a sigh
Jamieson exploded into a ball of golden shimmer and then reappeared half a
second later as himself.


‘And that wasn’t the slightest bit conspicuous,’
Flic remarked drily.


‘Do you ever stop complaining?’ Jamieson asked.


Flic elbowed him in the ribs and strolled off,
holding the map up high. They walked on in silence, their senses taking over,
scanning the houses they walked by, trying to pick up the scent of unhuman. It
was difficult with two unhumans beside her for Evie to sense anything beyond
them. And the houses were all set far back from the road – huge mansions
rearing up behind twenty-foot high walls and wrought iron gates.


‘Hunters approaching,’ Jamieson said suddenly,
sniffing the air like a bloodhound.


‘It’s Ash and Vero,’ Evie murmured, as the two of
them rounded the corner up ahead. Cyrus followed just a few paces behind them.
Their eyes caught for a few seconds and held before the sight of Victor
distracted her. 


Evie heard Flic suck in a sharp breath beside her,
and then let forth a stream of colourful swear words. 


‘Flic, cool it,’ Jamieson murmured to her. 


‘No,’ Flic spat. ‘I want to kill the bastard.’ 


Evie wrapped her hand around Flic’s arm, hauling
her to a stop. ‘Flic,’ she said, turning to her, ‘I know how you feel, but we
need to do this. I gave them my word – no revenge until after this is
over. And if you take out your blade and start flashing it on these streets
it’ll be just seconds before we have private security on our backs, not to
mention the cops. We can’t afford to draw attention. Not right now. Afterwards,
I don’t care if we have an audience.’


Flic glared at Evie, her body vibrating like a
tuning fork. Then she took a deep breath. ‘I can’t do this,’ she finally said,
her voice breaking. ‘If I go anywhere near him, I’m going to kill him.’


Evie nodded in understanding, thinking again how
stupid it was to have brought Flic along. But Cyrus had insisted, thinking that
having some unhumans with them would help mask their scent.


‘You both stay here until you’re needed,’ Evie
said. ‘I’ll go.’


She headed down the street towards the others,
keeping her eyes on Cyrus and fighting the temptation to look at Victor,
knowing that if she did she’d only lose it like Flic had. 


When she got close she saw the two new Hunters
hovering behind Victor. The boy looked like he was high on something, which
Evie hoped was sugar, and nothing that might dampen his senses, and the girl
Selena was still eyeballing her like she was something she’d stepped in. 


Evie’s stomach clenched in response. How easy it
would be to put her in her place but what a total waste of energy.


‘You brought them?’ Evie asked Victor, nodding her
head in Selena and RJ’s direction.


‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘They need to see what they’re
up against.’


Evie failed to see how that was going to do
anything other than scare the crap out of them. Her own training had consisted
of being blindfolded and sent into a cornfield unarmed against three
weapon-toting Hunters, so she knew Victor’s training techniques were a little
extreme, but even so ...


‘I wanna see these mothers,’ Selena said, spitting
a glob of saliva onto the sidewalk.


‘Let’s hope they don’t see you first,’ Cyrus
answered her.


‘Are they like – unhumans?’ RJ asked, pointing
down the street at Flic and Jamieson.


‘Yes, they’re unhumans,’ Victor grimaced.


Anger raced like lava through her veins. Without
thinking, Evie brought her blade up to chest height and took a step towards
Victor, silently urging him to make a move for his gun so that she’d have the
excuse she needed to go for him.


But Cyrus was suddenly in the way, pushing his
chest into Victor’s.


‘Back off,’ he ordered. ‘These guys are helping us.
Every single person here, other than these two who are clueless,’ he jerked his
head in the direction of RJ and the girl, ‘wants to see you dead. The only
reason you’re still alive is because we might need you.’ He forced Victor back
a step. ‘And when I say might that’s
because it’s still up for debate. If you want to pick a fight with any of us,
there won’t be a debate. Neither should you debate who will win. Because it
will be me.’


Victor waited for him to finish, then he rolled his
shoulders back casually, revealing the gun holstered under his arm and the hilt
of a knife protruding from a sheath slung around his waist. ‘I have fifteen
years on you,’ he snarled.


‘Which makes you old,’ Cyrus answered, smiling
pleasantly. He paused, leaning into Victor and lowering his voice. ‘And even if
you were young and able, you’d still never beat me.’


‘Some day soon, your arrogance is going to get you
killed,’ Victor said, smiling back.


‘It already did,’ Cyrus laughed. ‘Didn’t you hear?
I’m still alive!’ 


‘Like, hello?’


Evie dragged her attention from Victor to RJ. 


‘I thought you said unhumans were the bad guys. I
thought we were supposed to kill them all. Why are these guys on our side?’ RJ
asked, jerking his head in Flic and Jamieson’s direction.


‘Don’t worry yourself about the details, just be
glad they are,’ Cyrus told him.


‘What are they?’ Selena asked, squinting.


‘He’s a Shifter and she’s half Shadow Warrior,’
Victor answered. His eyes darted to Evie, a sly smile spreading across his
face. ‘But they’re easy enough to kill.’


Cyrus’s fingers closed instantly around Evie’s
wrist, the one holding the knife, just in time to stop her throwing it. With
his arm locked diagonally across her chest, Cyrus pressed all his body weight
against her, pushing her back. Evie fought him, glaring over her shoulder at
Victor who was smiling at her, taunting her.


She bared her teeth, a growl building in her
throat. But all of a sudden Cyrus’s hand was under her chin, distracting her,
forcing her to look at him. She scowled up at him, angry, still fighting his
hold of her. But he only smiled softly in response, his fingers gently stroking
up her jaw, his expression warm and so tender she felt her pulse quicken and
leap beneath his fingertips. 


Evie frowned as she felt the anger dissipating just
as fast as it had come, confusion taking its place. Cyrus nodded at her, his
fingers still cupping her face. With one hand he stroked a stray strand of hair
out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear, then finally, he let her go.


He spun around to face Victor, all business again,
the smile nowhere in sight. ‘So tell us where you think the coven is,’ he
demanded.


‘Down the street,’ Victor answered. ‘Three hundred
metres. Left-hand side.’


‘Do you know how many there are?’ Cyrus asked.


‘Best estimate ten. I haven’t been able to get
close enough to confirm.’


Cyrus nodded, pulling out a map from his back
pocket. ‘OK, so Vero and Ash, go with Victor. Come at the house from the
south.’ He pointed to a spot on the map where he wanted them to go. ‘Ash, can
you create another diversion?’


‘How are we going to get near? Ash asked, looking
around nervously. ‘They’ll sense us. They’ve probably already sensed us.’ 


‘Use that to your advantage. Be ready to run. The
bikes are parked here.’ He pointed to a point on the map a good four hundred
metres from the house. ‘We’ll meet back at Victor’s.’


‘What are you going to do?’ Evie asked.


‘I’ll head with Jamieson and Flic around the side
of the house, wait until they’re distracted, then see if I can get a visual.
Hopefully Jamieson and Flic will mask my scent.’ He stopped talking and started
folding up the map.


Evie stared at him with her hands on her hips.
‘What about me?’


He kept folding the map, avoiding eye contact. ‘I
want you to stay here and keep an eye on these two,’ he said, nodding his head
at RJ and Selena. ‘Make sure they don’t get into trouble.’


‘You’re kidding?’ Evie spluttered. That wasn’t why
she was here – to be a glorified babysitter to two idiot kids.


Cyrus pushed the map into his pocket and strode forward,
edging her back towards the kerb, away from the others. ‘Evie,’ he said,
looking down on her, his hand hovering by her waist, ‘please, do as I ask.’


She looked up into his sea-coloured eyes and saw
the expression in them – the same expression he’d worn a few seconds ago
when he’d stroked his thumb along her jaw – and it made her fall
instantly silent. 


There was an echo in the way he was staring at her.
It reminded her of the way Lucas had once looked at her, his gaze white-hot,
possessive, but also full of tenderness and…No. She pulled herself up short and
took a sharp step backwards. He couldn’t be in love with her. Could he?


As though he had heard the silent question she was
asking, Cyrus nodded at her, almost imperceptibly, and then he turned and started
jogging down the street with Flic and Jamieson.






Chapter 32



 

‘You’re armed?’ Cyrus asked in a whisper as they ran.


‘No, I always choose to bare-knuckle fight with
Originals,’ Flic hissed back. ‘Of course I’m armed.’ She drew her jacket aside and he caught sight of a bluish
streak of metal at her hip. 


‘Nice,’ he said. ‘I think I had one of those when
they found me.’


‘When they found you naked and wandering the
streets, you mean?’


He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. ‘You
read the newspapers?’


‘I like to do my research,’ Flic answered, scanning
the street ahead.


Cyrus grinned at her as she moved past him. She was
fast, lithe, sleek as a panther – wearing tight black jeans and a black
tank top that caressed every contour. If he could shake Evie from out of his
head he might have even given Flic a second glance but unfortunately Evie was in his head, had taken up permanent
residence there, so he just admired Flic’s animal grace and tried to keep up. 


He glanced over his shoulder at Evie, waiting at
the far end of the street. She’d better stay exactly where he’d left her. She
was standing with one hip jutted forward, hands on her hips, staring after
them, radiating fury, and maybe something else. He’d thought he’d seen a
flicker of confusion cross her face before, and when he’d stroked her jaw he’d
definitely felt her pulse speed up. 


He hoped he hadn’t been too obvious when he told
her to do as he asked. He didn’t want to come over all controlling and
possessive but at the same time he didn’t want to put the mother of his child
in any danger. He mentally punched himself. Man, this whole thing was such a
headscrew. He focused back on Flic’s lithe form to distract himself.


‘Let’s come at it through this house,’ Cyrus said,
indicating the white-porticoed mansion they were just passing.


‘That’s going to be subtle,’ Flic hissed, tipping
her head at the security gate and the warning sign with a frothing Rottweiler
drawn on it.


‘I doubt very much the owners are home,’ Cyrus
answered, sliding his hand up the wall, looking for purchase. 


Flic blinked at him. ‘You think they got eaten?’
she asked, her eyes growing round.


Cyrus shrugged. ‘We’ll soon find out.’ He braced
himself to climb.


‘What if someone sees? It’s broad daylight.’


‘Well, you’d better hurry up and get your ass over
this wall then,’ Cyrus answered.


‘Hang on,’ said Jamieson, vanishing in a dazzling
golden spray. A monkey appeared on the sidewalk in front of them.


‘No, that’s
subtle,’ Cyrus remarked. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Wait,’ Flic shushed him.


In the next instant Jamieson – or rather the
monkey - had swung himself up onto the top of the wall. It then shimmered and
Jamieson reappeared, straddling the top of the wall, grinning at them
lopsidedly. 


‘That was fun,’ he said, reaching a hand down to
Flic. She took it and he hauled her up.


Cyrus scaled the wall without help, his hands
finding grips as though he was born to climb sheer rock faces. He grinned
smugly as he joined them. Flic rolled her eyes at him, though Jamieson looked
ready to shoot him a high-five.


The three of them dropped in silence to the
flowerbed on the other side of the wall and started edging along the perimeter
of a garden.


‘Will they scent you, do you think?’ Jamieson asked
Cyrus.


‘Better start praying not,’ Cyrus whispered back,
all his senses prickling as though ice cubes were sliding over his skin. ‘What
you going to shift into,’ he asked Jamieson, ‘if they see us?’


‘Something that can run very fast,’ Jamieson
answered. ‘A cheetah probably.’


‘Go with a falcon. Originals can run but they sure
as hell can’t fly.’


If only they all had the flying option, Cyrus
thought to himself. These things were fast. If they sensed him beneath Flic and
Jamieson’s unhuman scent, he was in trouble. They were all in trouble. Even
monkey boy. Flic looked like she could handle herself and he’d heard she was a
good fighter, plus she had the whole invisibility thing working for her, but
against however many unhumans there were on the other side of the wall?


His plan, however, wasn’t to count them, wasn’t
even to go near them. That was all a ruse. Really he was here to verify what
his mum had said was true – that a new gateway had sprung up in the
garden of a mansion in Beverly Hills. Because if that was the case, then the
shit storm they thought they were facing was more like a shit hurricane.


And if that psycho Victor found out about the
gateway still being open for business he would undoubtedly leap to the
conclusion it was because Evie hadn’t been the one to walk through it, and that
would just create even more hassle for him to deal with. Which was why he’d
sent Victor to the front of the house with Vero and Ash.


He, Flic and Jamieson reached the far perimeter
wall and ducked behind some bushes.


‘We’re just doing a headcount, right?’ Jamieson
asked, looking as nervous as a suicide bomber.


‘Yeah, just a headcount,’ Cyrus reassured him.
‘Then we run.’ 


‘If they want a fight, they got one,’ Flic
muttered.


Cyrus twisted to look at her. ‘If they want a
fight, you run, do you hear me?’ 


She gave him a look. 


‘I mean it.’


Flic stared at him stonily, her eyes softly
calculating.


‘No heroics, Flic,’ Jamieson said. ‘Listen to the
man.’


Flic turned abruptly away. Cyrus stared at her
back, at the well-worked muscles running down her lean arms. Damn it, he
thought, another girl who never listened. 


‘What are we waiting for?’ Jamieson asked, eyeing
the wall. 


‘That,’ Cyrus answered as a gunshot rang out,
blasting through the silence.


Another shot swiftly followed. 


‘What’s happening?’ Flic asked. ‘Who’s firing?’


‘Ash. He’s drawing them out.’


‘He’s going to have the police here in thirty
seconds,’ Flic hissed.


‘That’s all the time we need,’ Cyrus said, his
hands already finding grip on the wall and scooting up it. ‘Give me a boost,’
he whispered.


A strong shove sent him flying over the wall. He
tumbled to the soft grass on the other side, his blade in his hand. Jamieson
– in wolf form – landed softly beside him in the next second and
Flic followed behind, landing in a crouch, her blade outstretched. 


The three of them froze where they were, their
attention drawn instantly to the blinding white light emanating from the far
side of the beautifully manicured lawn.


‘What the hell is that?’ Flic asked in a shaking
voice, her blade falling limply to her side.


Cyrus grimaced. His mum had been right after all.






Chapter 33



 

Lucas was sweating by the time they made it across the city. On foot
it had taken them nearly three hours, Issa stopping every fifty metres or so to
look ahead, her eyes filming over while Lucas stood guard. It was daylight, the
Thirsters gone to ground, sleeping in the sewage tunnels beneath the city
according to Issa, but groups of Mixen and Scorpio were out roaming the streets
as if they owned the place – which he guessed they did now. 


It made Lucas wonder if there were any resisters.
Where had all the Shifters gone? Some must have escaped out of the city –
surely? They couldn’t all be dead. He struggled, trying to remember what lay
beyond the city limits. Wasn’t it just water? Weren’t all the realms just
versions of the human world crossed with an environmental disaster? The
Shadowlands a lunar wasteland, the Shifter realm covered ninety-nine percent in
water, the Thirster world sunk in as much darkness and cloud as a nuclear
winter, the Mixen and Scorpio realms competing for position of fewest natural
resources. Only the Sybll had a realm worth living in. The only reason the
Originals had chosen the human realm to move into next was the food source. It
helped when your prey couldn’t see you coming. But that realm too would succumb
eventually. 


‘It’s just up ahead,’ Issa said as they rounded a
street corner. 


Things here were familiar and unfamiliar at the
same time. The sidewalks were almost identical to sidewalks in LA –
cracked paving slabs, weeds sprouting in the gaps – but when you stopped
to look more closely, you noticed something was off with the picture, like one
of those spot-the-difference quizzes that appeared in trashy magazines and
kid’s colouring books. It took a while before you saw it. The sidewalks were
wider and the roads were narrower. There were no cars in this realm –
people shifted into faster-moving animals or birds if they wanted to get
somewhere. And there were signs everywhere along the street but not the usual
traffic signs or pedestrian crossing signs. These signs had pictures of animals
on them and were designed to show where shifting was permitted and where it
wasn’t. All across the city were warning signs forbidding shifts into any
animal deemed a danger to the public, or at least that’s what Lucas figured the
picture of a lion with a red line bluntly crossed through it meant.


Issa ducked into the shadow of an apartment
building, pulling him with her. They stared across a wide, empty plaza at a
building that looked a little like a courthouse – sandstone-coloured
bricks, Grecian-style columns and well-worn stone steps leading to an ornate
double door. It was the only building on the street still in one piece, without
boarded-up windows or broken glass or scorched patches of sidewalk outside it.


‘That’s where the gateway opens up?’ Lucas asked,
frowning at the incongruity of it.


‘Yes,’ Issa answered. 


‘How many inside?’ Lucas asked, his gaze taking in
the windows and roof, trying to figure out the best way in.


Issa’s eyes whited over. Lucas waited. 


‘Three Mixen and a Shadow Warrior.’


‘And on the other side of the gateway?’


He waited while Issa read the situation. A frown
line deepened between her eyes and then they suddenly flashed open, filled with
horror. She gasped as though surfacing from freezing water, her hands clawing
desperately at his arm. 


‘What is it? Issa? What?’ Lucas asked, grabbing her
by the shoulders, feeling her panic invading his own body.


‘It’s Flic. And Jamieson,’ Issa choked, her voice a
ragged whisper. ‘They’re right on the other side. You need to go. Now!’ Her
face was a mask of terror. 


Lucas didn’t stop for a moment to think. He just
ran, leaving Issa standing there. 


He faded as he sprinted across the open square in
front of the building, drawing his blade as he ran, ignoring the sharp
throbbing in his side from his stab wound and the blood pounding against his
skull like an anvil. All his focus was on the building up ahead.


He leapt up the steps and threw his weight against
the door, smashing through it with a splintering crash. Straight away he found
himself in a high-ceilinged lobby. The three Mixen on sentry duty flew to their
feet in panic, spinning in wild, confused circles as they tried to see him. They
jabbed at the air in front of them with their blades. 


Lucas moved fast. He slid on his knees beneath the
whirling arms of the first Mixen and sliced him pelvis to throat, before
leaping to his feet to finish off the second with a single slash across the
jugular. She went down in a spray of red. Droplets landed on Lucas’s hands and
he felt the sting as the acid burrowed through the flesh. He ignored it, kept
going, his eyes on the third Mixen who was standing in front of a doorway, his
head flying from left to right, a whimper bursting from his throat. 


Lucas materialised in front of him without warning.
The Mixen let out a yelp and cowered backwards against the door. ‘Please, don’t
kill me,’ he cried.


‘You’re in the way,’ Lucas hissed through gritted
teeth. 


The Mixen squealed as Lucas touched the tip of the
blade to his chest.


‘Move,’ Lucas said.


The Mixen blinked at Lucas in surprise, then
gathered himself, sprinting for the front door and darting down the steps
towards the plaza.


Lucas put his hand on the door. Already his gut was
twisting in anticipation, his blood pulsing with the knowledge that a Shadow
Warrior stood on the other side. He had only one shot at this. And he had to be
fast. He threw open the door, readying himself for an attack. But it didn’t
come.


Lucas stood on the threshold, his eyes adjusting to
the scorching white light, blazing bright as a prison floodlight.


Suddenly his senses reeled sharply and he spun. A
shadow flew across the light and came barrelling towards him at speed. Lucas
threw up his blade reflexively. It caught and clanged against another shadow
blade, showering him in blue sparks. The vibration shook him to the core. He
grunted and strained against his attacker, trying to push him back and break
his hold, and it was only then, with his face pressed so close to his
attacker’s he could smell his sweat, that Lucas realised who it was that he was
fighting. 


‘Tristan,’ he stammered, staggering backwards,
staring in shock at the man who had once upon a time led the Brotherhood. The
man who had trained him to be a killer. The man he’d once respected, whose
orders he’d followed without question. 


The man he had ultimately betrayed.


Tristan seemed just as surprised to see him. He
took a step back, panting heavily. The two of them eyed each other, their
blades still half raised, poised and uncertain.


The blood drained instantly from Tristan’s face.
‘You’re alive,’ was all he said.


‘So are you,’ Lucas answered. ‘What are you doing
here?’ 


‘What does it look like I’m doing here,’ Tristan
spat, his expression dark as thunder. ‘I’m guarding the way through.’ 


Before Lucas could ask anything else, Tristan took
a darting step forward, slashing his blade in a savage thrust at Lucas’s face.
Lucas darted back but not quite fast enough. The edge of the blade nicked his
chin and a warm trickle of blood ran down his neck. 


Lucas swiped at the cut with his cuff as the two of
them began circling each other. 


‘You betrayed the Brotherhood, Lucas,’ Tristan
spat. ‘For a Hunter.’ Lucas saw the
rage rippling beneath the surface of his skin, contorting his face. There would
be no point in trying to explain anything to Tristan, Lucas realised. And
besides that, he was never going to apologise for choosing Evie over the
Brotherhood.


Tristan stepped quickly forward, hissing through
his teeth. ‘You should have stayed dead.’


Lucas locked eyes with him. He needed to make a
move. Either way, he needed to do something and fast before something happened
to Flic. The thought of his sister seeded another wave of panic through him.
His gaze flickered towards the gateway. Tristan saw and stepped in front of it.


Lucas switched his attention back to Tristan. Could
he kill him? Is that what he was going to have to do in order to get past him?
Could he kill the man he’d already betrayed once? The answer was simple. Yes.
If the choice was between Tristan and Flic, there was no choice. His eyes
skipped over Tristan’s shoulder to the gateway once again. If only he could get
past the man, it wouldn’t need to come to that. The wave of panic was rising.
Flic was in trouble. He could feel it now. 


‘Why are you fighting on their side?’ he asked
Tristan.


‘Their side?’ Tristan sneered. ‘You think there are
sides in this? There are no sides,
Lucas, in this battle. It’s been decided. The Originals have won.’ Spittle had
appeared at the corner of his mouth; he was so angry his whole body was
shaking. 


‘Nothing’s
been decided,’ Lucas answered.


Tristan laughed, a harsh braying sound. ‘You think
that Hunter you so willingly betrayed us for and what’s left of the rest of
them stand any chance against what’s on the other side of this gateway?’


Lucas didn’t answer.


‘The human realm is as finished as this one. It’s
over, Lucas.’


‘No, it’s not.’ 


‘I’m not going to let you walk through there.’


‘Why not?’ Lucas shrugged, circling Tristan,
inching himself closer to the light. ‘According to you it’s instant death
anyway. There’s no hope. So why not let me go?’ He took another step, dropping
his voice to an intimate whisper. ‘Or is it that you want to make me pay for
what happened to the others? For what happened to you?’


Tristan’s yellow eyes darkened. 


Lucas took another step towards Tristan. ‘Or do you
want to let me go through there and try to put a stop to this?’


‘You can’t put a stop to it,’ said Tristan,
sidestepping and blocking Lucas’s path one more time.


‘I’m going to try,’ Lucas said softly, squaring his
shoulders. 


And if it meant killing Tristan, then so be it.


He lifted his blade and swung.






Chapter 34



 

Evie watched Cyrus, Flic and Jamieson climb the wall into the adjacent
garden. For several endless seconds fear completely paralysed her. She couldn’t
seem to move or breathe or even hold a thought in her head. She just kept
staring at the wall.


Behind her she could hear Selena and RJ bickering.
She tried to block them out so that she could focus and think. All her senses
were screaming. Her nerves felt raw and exposed as though the skin had been
stripped clean off her body. She glanced up the street. Everything was so quiet
but there was an undercurrent, a low-level humming that felt like someone
strumming chords on her bloodied nerves. 


Cyrus had told her to stay put, but she couldn’t
just stand here and wait, not knowing what was going on. Should she ditch these
two and follow him? What if he needed her help?


‘Goddamn it, shut up. I’m trying to think,’ she
hissed.


RJ and Selena stared at her as if she’d slapped
them.


‘What are you even doing here?’ Evie asked them,
exasperation causing her to snap. If they couldn’t feel the gnawing buzz in the
pit of their stomachs that signalled trouble, if they couldn’t sense the danger
that was so thick in the air it was making it hard to breathe, then they were
going to be picked off as easily as cherries from an overhanging branch.


‘We’re here to fight,’ Selena answered back coolly.


‘We’re Hunters,’ RJ said quietly. ‘Same as you. We
read the papers, you know. We can see what’s coming. Someone’s got to try to
stop them.’ 


When Evie didn’t respond he carried on. ‘You think
I’m just going to walk away, hang out with my buddies, order a pizza and get
baked, now I know what’s really going on out here?’


Evie clenched her jaw. She didn’t know what to say.
Yes? Yes, do that. Pretend its not
happening. Hide. Get baked. But she couldn’t because she knew he was right.
At some point this had become a fight that she too had no choice but to get
involved in because, just as RJ said, the alternative – doing nothing
– was even more terrifying to contemplate. 


‘What’s your beef with Victor anyway?’


Evie pondered her answer but RJ was clearly
oblivious to the look she was giving him because he carried on. ‘He seems like
a cool guy.’


‘What’s my beef
with him?’ she spat. ‘Try he killed my
parents and my boyfriend.’


RJ’s mouth flapped open and then shut.


‘And you’re like partners with him now?’ Selena
asked, incredulous. 


Heat rushed up Evie’s neck and bloomed across her
cheeks. ‘It’s none of your business,’ she growled, turning away.


‘Someone did that to my man, to my family, you best
believe I’d be putting a bullet in him. What you waiting for?’


Evie took a deep breath, bristling dangerously,
trying to rein in her anger and guilt and self-loathing before she took it out
on Selena, when a loud shot shattered the heavy silence on the street. 


‘What the hell was that?’ asked RJ, alarmed,
spinning around.


‘It was Ash,’ said Evie, fully focused now. ‘That’s
the diversion.’


‘I think we should follow Cyrus. What if he’s in
trouble?’ Selena piped up. 


‘I think we should do what the guy said and stay
put,’ RJ said, looking to Evie for backup.


‘He’s not in charge. Victor didn’t tell us to stay
put,’ Selena argued. ‘So I’m going to find out what’s going on.’ And before
Evie could stop her she was off, jogging up the street.



 


 

By the time Evie caught up with her, Selena was
standing in front of the wall Cyrus, Flic and Jamieson had just climbed.


‘Give me a boost,’ Selena said without even looking
in Evie’s direction. 


Evie swore under her breath, glancing back at RJ
who was still standing on the sidewalk looking terrified. The wailing rise and
fall of sirens could be heard in the distance. 


‘If you don’t, we’re gonna get arrested,’ Selena
taunted, dangling her gun in Evie’s face.


Evie frowned at the weapon. Victor had armed them
with guns? Oh, dear god. She glanced once more over her shoulder. RJ was now
jogging towards them. The sirens were getting closer, and Selena was right. The
police would take one look at the three of them and pull them over for
questioning, and then they’d find the guns and Evie would be screwed.


Swearing some more, she put her hands together and
boosted Selena up and over the wall. Then she pushed RJ to the ground and stood
on his knee to pull herself up and over. 


‘Hide in those bushes,’ she hissed down to RJ,
pointing to some rhododendron bushes further down the street, ‘and if you see
an unhuman, run and don’t look back.’


RJ nodded, looking only too pleased to obey.


Evie dropped to a crouch on the other side of the
wall beside Selena. They were in the grounds of some mega-mansion that seemed
abandoned judging by the toppled garden furniture, overgrown grass and dirty
windows. Could be the recession had forced the owners into foreclosure. Could
be they’d been eaten. She didn’t want to think about it.


‘Stay behind me,’ she ordered Selena as they began
skirting the perimeter wall. Her pulse was racing, every sound amplified,
including her own breathing. She felt dizzy and nauseous. The fresh injection
of adrenaline pounding through her bloodstream was making her body shake.


There were unhumans – lots of them –
close by. She could feel them. That’s what her body was reacting to.


She wiped the sweat from her palms as she ducked
through undergrowth and came up on the side wall that divided the property from
the house where the Originals were hiding out. Footprints in the soil showed
her where Cyrus and Flic had stopped to climb the wall.


Selena took hold of a thick low-hanging branch and
hoisted herself up into a tree that brushed against the wall. Evie followed
behind, not wanting Selena to get too far ahead. She was just swinging her way
onto a second, higher branch when she heard Selena draw in a breath and gasp ‘Carajo!’






Chapter 35



 

White noise roared in Lucas’s ears. Static shocks needled his skin. He
swayed on the edge of the gateway beneath a shower of light. One step was all
it had taken to walk from one realm into the next but it felt like he’d just
taken a plunge off a thousand-foot cliff. 


He blinked, squinting against the light,
registering two things simultaneously: that he was standing in a garden and
that a wolf was baring its teeth not fifty metres away from where he stood.


Behind the wolf he saw Flic, blade out, in a
fighting stance. The wolf was Jamieson, no doubt about it. He was slunk low to
the ground in a defensive posture, ears flat to his head and teeth bared,
growling at three figures standing unmoving as statues before them. They had
their backs to him, but Lucas knew what they were. 


From behind they looked like humans. Two men and a
girl. All tall, powerfully built, wearing clothes that wouldn’t have been out
of place on any street in LA – the girl in a pair of cut-off denim shorts
and a cropped T-shirt, the one on her left wearing jeans and a shirt, and the
one on her right looking only slightly strange in a suit. The three of them
were unnaturally still, not even the breeze seemed to ruffle a hair on their
heads. They seemed to be waiting for some kind of signal to move. 


Lucas took a silent step forward. Flic hadn’t seen
him. Her focus was locked on the Originals, her hand shaking slightly as she
readied her blade and raised it to chest height. Lucas could see the fierce
determination on her face barely masking the fear. He forced himself to bite
his tongue, keep quiet, when all he wanted to do was yell at her to get the
hell out of there. What was she thinking trying to fight these things? He felt
suddenly furious at her for being there. For putting herself in so much danger.


Just then the girl in the shorts – the Original in the shorts – twitched.
Her chin jerked upwards and her head turned fractionally in his direction.
She’d sensed him. Damn. He needed to distract them and draw them away before it
was too late – give Flic and Jamieson a chance to get out but there
wasn’t time to figure out a plan. He opened his mouth to yell, to distract
them, but Jamieson moved at exactly that moment – lunging at the one in
the suit with snapping jaws. 


Everything blurred. Lucas registered only the sound
– a deadening thump, a crack of bones; and then he saw Jamieson flying
through the air – a ball of fur. He smacked into the far fence and it
splintered under the force. With a whimper the wolf dissolved in a ball of
shimmer and Jamieson appeared – his body crumpled at an odd angle, his
face pressed to the dirt. A trickle of blood oozed down his temple.


Flic let out a guttural scream – not of fear
but of anger and rage – and threw herself forward, her blade dicing and
swinging, her face a snarl.


Lucas sprinted towards her letting out a yell of
his own. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the girl in the shorts spin
around, see him and throw herself towards him, but at the last moment she
faltered, spun, turned away from him and launched herself at someone else.
Lucas kept moving towards Flic, only conscious that there was someone else in
the fight but with no time to figure out who.


Lucas launched himself at the one stalking his
sister – the one in the suit – his blade hacking through the stone
hard flesh of the Original’s shoulder. The Original paused, glanced over his shoulder
at the tear in his suit and then, with a furious bellow, swung his fist at
Lucas. 


Lucas darted out of range, but the thing was on him
instantly – a blur, teeth sharp as hypodermic needles smashing and
gnashing in his face, driving him backwards. Lucas stumbled and the thing launched
himself at him - a tonne weight, as heavy as a marble statue crashing down on
top of him. In the split second before he was crushed beneath it, Lucas rolled,
drawing his blade in a wide arc above him, feeling it slide through flesh. 


The thing paused for just a moment, a hand pressed
to its neck, buying Lucas enough time to scoot backwards out of reach. But then
it was on him again, stalking towards him across the lawn. Lucas kicked his way
backwards, willing himself to time things right. He would have only one shot.


The thing stopped, looming over him and Lucas
forced himself to hold steady, to not panic. But then the thing suddenly
pitched forward and a waterfall of cold blood cascaded over Lucas, drenching
him from head to toe. 


He was on his feet in the next instant, gripping
the hilt of his blade in both hands, ignoring the blood dripping into his eyes
and mouth. He spun and with one blow slashed his knife across the Original’s
throat. 


The severed head rolled halfway across the lawn
even as the body sagged in a heap to the ground. 


Lucas leapt over the body and started sprinting
towards Flic. His brain registered that someone else was fighting alongside her
at just the same moment that he saw a flash of pink flying at him. 


The one in shorts came at him from nowhere –
blindsiding him. Lucas barely managed to somersault out of the way before she
was on him again, snarling and panting. The two of them circled each other
warily, her gaze falling to his blood-slicked blade then to the body of her
friend lying headless on the lawn. She showed barely a trace of emotion. She
didn’t look much older than twenty, though Lucas knew he shouldn’t let that
fool him. She had a good thousand years on him. 


There was only one way to play this, Lucas thought.
He stopped circling and tilted his head to the side, exposing the length of his
neck, feeling his pulse jerking frantically beneath the skin.


It worked. The Original’s focus snapped straight to
his neck. Her lips parted, her gaze clouded over and she lunged, coming at him
with the speed of a freight train. Lucas waited until the split second before
she was on him before he brought his hand up, holding the blade in his fist
like a dagger. She hurled herself onto him. Lucas staggered backwards under her
weight, feeling his blade pierce the granite-hard surface of her skin before
sliding slick and smooth into her heart. 


She gave out a small gasp of surprise, and then looked
down at the hilt of the knife embedded in her chest. She collapsed to the
ground, her hands tugging at the blade, trying to pull it free. Lucas drove his
boot into her chest, pinning her to the ground and yanked the blade out. With
his spare hand he reached for the paraffin in his bag, pulling off the lid with
his teeth and dousing the girl even as she struggled beneath his boot. She
spluttered and screamed as he sprayed the rest of the contents across the lawn,
tossing the bottle towards the body of the other Original.


Then he took off, running, throwing his lighter
over his shoulder and watching the blue flame ripple out with a whoosh,
igniting the girl in a ball of shrieking flame, before snaking across the
grass, sending great black clouds of smoke into the air. 


Lucas dodged the wall of flame and dived towards
Flic.






Chapter 36



 

A scream from the street made Evie freeze. She was halfway up the
tree, scrambling up to see what it was Selena had seen on the other side of the
wall. But at the sound of the scream her attention flew back to the street. 


‘RJ,’ Selena whispered from the branch above before
jumping to the mulchy ground and instantly breaking into a sprint.


Evie caught up with her, grabbing her by the arm
and yanking her backwards into the undergrowth.


‘No,’ she hissed, ‘it could be a trap.’


Something didn’t feel right. 


And just then the howling wail of sirens suddenly
cut off with an almighty screech of brakes followed by the rip of metal and
smashing glass. From the other side of the wall, Evie could now hear the roar
of flames and someone – or something
– shrieking. Oh please, dear god,
don’t let it be any of them, was all she could think.


She turned back in the direction of the house,
fighting every instinct in her body to go and join the fight. She needed to
make a decision. If she was on her own she wouldn’t be standing here, she’d be
over the wall already. But she had Selena with her, and RJ might be in trouble,
and for good or bad she couldn’t just leave them, no matter how tempting it might
be. 


‘What did you see? What was on the other side of
the wall?’ she demanded, shaking Selena by the shoulders. ‘Did you see Cyrus?’


Selena shook her head, mute, the whites of her eyes
gleaming in the darkness of the undergrowth. The fear on her face was enough to
make Evie’s own stomach clench into knots. Gone was the tough girl with
attitude and in her place a scared child, looking to Evie for help. She
couldn’t just leave her there.


‘Damn,’ Evie swore. She hauled Selena to standing.
‘Come on, let’s go.’


She would drag her somewhere safe and then go back
to help the others. They hadn’t gone two yards though when a foot suddenly
crunched through a pile of leaves close by them. They froze, Selena gripping
her hand so tight Evie felt the bones crunch.


She ignored the pain shooting up her arm and focused
her senses on that one area, twenty metres or so to their right. Something was
stalking them. 


‘Run!’ she hissed, pushing Selena away from whoever
was approaching.


For a split second Selena stood there like a rabbit
caught in headlights before she started running blindly, jumping over roots and
bouncing off trees.


Evie darted out from the cover of the trees and
onto the lawn, making herself a visible target, yelling, calling attention to
herself, praying it gave Selena enough time to get away.


It worked. Evie blinked and suddenly it appeared.
Right in front of her. An Original. Male. Over six feet tall, wearing jeans, a
crisp white shirt and a pair of deck shoes – an outfit that seemed so
incongruous with what it was that Evie blinked, trying to clear her head. It
was only the red stain spattered across the shirt that gave her a reality
check.


Her stomach turned somersaults. Her pulse spiked,
announcing itself like a siren call. She started backing away, towards the
house, in the opposite direction to the way Selena had run. She couldn’t run
herself. It would take her down in a split second, in a heartbeat. She cast a
quick glance over its shoulder.


Where were the others? Were they even alive any
more? She couldn’t feel them, couldn’t feel anything but this raging fear
blocking out everything.


The Original strolled slowly towards her, pausing
to pick some yellow gristle out of his teeth before advancing some more.


‘So it’s true, then,’ he said in a voice that reverberated
like a gong inside her skull. ‘The White Light lives.’ He tipped his head and
smiled. ‘At least for a few more seconds.’


Evie held her blade out in front of her trying not
to let it shake. Suddenly it seemed as ineffective as a toothpick. 


The Original paused for a nanosecond, smiling in
amusement at the sight, before he began circling her in light steps as if the
two of them were dancing a waltz.


‘Did you come here to try again?’ he asked.


His voice swirled like fog, confusing her. She
struggled to make sense of the words. What did he mean, try again?


All of a sudden she heard Lucas in her head, his
voice, low and calm, ordering her to stop retreating and start attacking. Her
hand immediately stopped shaking, her breathing steadied. Without pausing she
lunged, feinting right, and rolling to her left, coming up under the Original’s
arm, her blade slicing the air as he dodged the strike. 


Don’t
lose the advantage. Surprise him again. It was Lucas talking in her head and his voice
was so good to hear, so real, that she obeyed without thinking, darting forward,
aiming straight for the heart. The Original was surprised once more, but still
managed to sidestep her attack. 


‘That the best you can do?’ she asked, growing in
confidence.


His lips curled into a grimace. And this time he
came at her. Fast. A blur. Evie threw herself to the ground, rolling onto her
side. He went sailing past. She was on her feet spinning around trying to see
him in the next second but he’d vanished. She spun the other way. And something
metallic closed around her neck, gripping vice-tight. 


Evie choked, fear and panic igniting every cell of
her body. Her toes scraped the ground as she was lifted by the throat, and her
vision began to cloud. 


Fight
back! she heard Lucas yell. 


Dots danced in front of her eyes and then, without
warning, just as she was starting to lose all sensation in her body, an arrow
of pain shot down her neck and acid flushed through her veins. She was on fire
from the inside out, black flames licking around her, devouring every cell,
every muscle, every nerve. Somewhere in the dark someone was screaming –
a terrible, ricocheting noise that spiralled through her skull like a drill. 


It was her, she realised – she was the one
screaming. The sound terrified her but then it cut off abruptly and blood
rushed into her mouth. He was draining her. She was going to die here, in this
garden, without having killed Victor, without having got her revenge. 


Fight
back goddamn it! Don’t give up. It was Lucas, his voice a whisper pushing through the enclosing
gloom.


With one final effort she squeezed her fingers
together, tightening them around the slippery hilt of the blade. She brought
her arm up, feeling the weight of the shadow blade, no longer light as air but
heavy as steel. And then, with a final gargled yell, she slashed with all that
remained of her strength.


The pain eased in her neck. She fell backwards into
soft velvet darkness. 


Get
up.


She couldn’t get up. She couldn’t move. She tried
to roll onto her front – tasted dirt mingling with blood. Her fingers
sank into earth. She tried to push herself onto her knees, but she was moving
so slowly and her head felt as if it had liquid sloshing around in it. She
opened her eyes. The world was upside down. She was kneeling on cloud, But then
she realised she was lying on her side and there was a thumping noise all
around her, coming from beneath her, as though the earth itself was a giant
drum. Only, the rhythm was slowing.


A boot appeared. A man’s boot, right in front of
her face. She twisted her head and squinted up at the figure silhouetted above
her, smiling. It was Lucas.


But then he moved and the sunlight fell on him and
she saw it wasn’t Lucas at all. It was the Original. He was holding one hand to
his shoulder and she could see the red seeping through the cotton of his shirt
and between his fingers. She’d done that. She grinned, biting back the wave of
pain and dizziness that followed.


He drew back his lips, stretching them over his
blood-spattered fangs and Evie squeezed her eyes shut and felt the trickle of a
tear slide down her cheek. 


A blood-curdling yell made her eyes flash open.


The Original was staggering backwards away from
her. And then he was on his knees and she watched – the drumbeat getting
fainter in her ears – as he burst into a ball of orange and blue flame,
the heat scoring her face. From behind him, as though he was walking through
the fire, Victor appeared. 


He dropped to his knees by her side and pressed his
fingers roughly against her neck. Evie rolled her head, trying to get away from
him, trying to shout, but it came out as a hissing, gargling sound. She tried
to raise herself onto her elbows, gritting her teeth at the sliver of pain that
shot down her neck. 


Victor pressed her back to the ground. He was
prodding at her, saying something, but she couldn’t make out the words over the
whooshing, thundering noise in her head.


She heard shouting in the distance and suddenly
Cyrus was beside her and he was yelling at Victor to back off, to get the hell
away from her and she felt such relief. And then Victor was gone.


Arms were cradling her instead, she was being
pulled gently upright, fingers were stroking back her hair, tracing along her
jaw, and her ear was pressed against another drum, this one louder and faster. 


‘Evie, Evie,’ Cyrus was saying over and over, each
cry like a slap.


She blinked and tried to focus. 


‘Can you hold on?’ Cyrus was asking.


She made some kind of noise. And then she felt
herself being lifted, and she was weightless and her head was banging against
Cyrus’s chest as he ran, but his arms were holding her steady and she knew she
was safe.


Her eyes were half-closed, she was feeling drowsy,
and then, just for an instant, in the trees at the side of the house she
thought she saw Lucas, standing there, watching her, his grey eyes haunted and
on fire. 


She lifted her arm to try to wave, but he had
vanished.






Chapter 37



 

White. White walls. White sky. White coats. Whiteness everywhere. And
a cold so deep and crushing she thought she might be buried beneath snow.


A jolt of pain in her arm. Then shooting fire tracing
spirals down her neck. 


Evie fought to keep her eyes open, struggling to
turn her head, but it seemed to weigh five thousand pounds. Where was he? Where
was Lucas? Someone had hold of her right hand, was stroking the palm. It felt
good. She worried that if whoever it was let go the cold might sneak up on her
and make her fall again into darkness, and she didn’t want that to happen. She
wanted to stay awake. She wanted to see Lucas again. He was here. He was real.
He was alive. 


Wasn’t he?


Her fingers tightened around the hand. She couldn’t
let it go. Voices were shouting over her, people were running, her shirt was
being ripped off and she felt hard, cold metal pressed against her bare skin
and shivered some more. 


Through the noise and shouting she made out a
familiar voice.


‘Please, help her.’


It was Cyrus but his voice was broken, husky,
desperate sounding.


‘What happened? What’s your name?’ Someone was
asking him a question.


‘Forget my name,’ he yelled. ‘Do something for her,
she’s losing blood. Do something!’


‘What happened?’ a doctor or a nurse –
someone in white – was asking. Their faces were all out of focus. 


‘It’s another neck wound,’ a woman said, loud in
her ear.


Another,
the word registered
somewhere in the depths of her mind.


‘She had an accident,’ she heard Cyrus say.


Hands forcing their way under her, pressing into
the small of her back and then she was lifted, shunted, dropped down onto
another bed, this one softer. A mask was put over her face.


‘5mg Valium,’ someone said.


No,
no, no drugs. She
couldn’t afford to be drugged. She twisted her head and tried to bat away the
hands in front of her. Someone grabbed her arm and forced it to the bed. She
heard Cyrus shushing her. Then she felt a sting in her hand. A few seconds
later the room ebbed away as if she was being pulled out to sea on a current.
The voices that had been shouting now sounded a mile away; she felt like she
was floating on the waves, drifting off.


A man’s voice cut through the daze. ‘Can you come
this way, sir?’


‘No,’ she heard Cyrus say roughly. ‘I’m staying
with her.’ 


She tried to grasp for him. He couldn’t leave her.
She didn’t want to be alone. Someone forced her back down, pushing her
shoulders onto the bed. A machine right by her ear was beeping faster and
faster.


‘Who are you? Are you a relation?’ 


Please
let him stay.


‘No,’ he hesitated, ‘I’m – I’m her
boyfriend.’ 


‘Only relatives are allowed any further I’m
afraid.’


‘Please. I need to be with her.’


‘Sorry, you need to wait here. Do you have a number
for her parents? Someone we could call?’


She was being jolted around. The bed was moving.
She tried to turn her head but she was paralysed and then his fingers were torn
from her hand and she was back on the waves.


NO, she tried to scream but no sound came
out. 


Doors banged, a breeze stirred the thin cotton gown
they’d thrown over her. She was cold. And she was alone. And she was afraid.
And then she was gone.



 


 

Some time later she tried to open her eyes but it
felt like they’d been sewn shut. She could hear someone groaning nearby. Then
it stopped all of a sudden. Had it been her?


It’s
OK, it’s OK.


It was his voice again. It was Lucas. She forced
her eyes open. She was in an empty room. There was a faint beep beep beep
somewhere by her head and the light was bright – dazzlingly bright. Her
breathing was so loud in her ears it sounded like surf crashing onto a beach.
She tried to move her hand so that she could pull at the oxygen mask covering
her mouth and nose, but a warm hand closed over her own and pushed it back down
to the bed.


Shhh.


She turned her head. She wanted to see him. She
could feel the sob building in her chest. She could actually feel his fingers
stroking her cheek, pushing back a strand of hair, lingering on the tip of her
torn ear. It wasn’t real. It was a dream. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she
felt him press his thumb against one. She squeezed her eyes shut.


Lucas
is dead. 


And she was still alive. That’s what the beeping
meant. 


It couldn’t be him in the room, stroking her hair.
It had to be Cyrus. The Valium had made her foggy. She was seeing things,
confusing things. They must have let Cyrus back into the room. How much time
had passed?


‘Cyrus?’ she croaked.


Nothing. No answer. Just silence. A breeze, as if a
fan was blowing directly on her, and then she heard the sound of the door
clicking shut.


She turned her head, wincing at the stabbing pain
that shot up her neck.


The room was empty. The corridor outside was
blurred by opaque glass.


What had happened to the others? What about Flic
and Jamieson and the girl and RJ? What had happened to them? And to Victor? 


Victor. She remembered him standing there now.
In the garden. He’d saved her. He’d killed that Original. The only reason she was
alive was because of him. Her breathing was hiking, the mask was fogging up,
the machine by her head was beeping so loud she wanted to rip the wires out of
it and make it stop.


The door suddenly flew open. She twisted her head
to see. Victor was standing in the doorway. His black suit was stained with
dark blotches.


He stepped into the room and shut the door behind
him. Evie’s fingers fumbled along the edge of the bed, trying desperately to
locate the call button. She wished she could breathe freely; she wished she
could sit up. 


She finally tugged her hand free, feeling the rip
of flesh as the IV in her wrist tore out. She snatched off the oxygen mask.


‘Get out,’ she hissed, falling back onto the
pillow. 


‘I came to see if you were OK.’


‘I’m fine,’ she panted. ‘Now get out.’


Victor paused by the side of her bed, studying her.
Then he nodded. Why was he here? Why had he saved her? He knew that she was
only going to try to kill him as soon as she was on her feet again.


Victor stared at her for a few more seconds before
he turned and walked back to the door.


‘I don’t owe you,’ Evie called to his departing
back, hauling herself onto one elbow.


Victor turned slowly to face her. ‘I know.’


She fell backwards onto her pillow again,
struggling for breath. The room had started spinning. Suddenly he was standing
over her, looking down on her. He lifted her oxygen mask and placed it gently
over her mouth and she tried frantically to twist her head away, convinced that
he was trying to suffocate her.


He moved back away from the bed and her breathing
settled, though the machine was beeping fast enough to make her think she was
about to have a heart attack. 


The door burst open again.


‘What the hell are you doing in here? Get out!’


It was Cyrus. He strode the two paces to the bed
and planted himself between her and Victor. ‘I said, get out,’ he repeated. ‘Or
you’re going to be the one needing the hospital bed and the transfusion. Do you
understand me?’


Victor stared at him for a few seconds, then turned
and strolled out of the door.


Cyrus spun to face her, his face pale but the
relief at seeing her awake clear in his expression.


‘How are you feeling?’ he asked, his voice soft all
of a sudden, his eyes searching her face.


Evie dragged the oxygen mask off. ‘Like I got
bitten by an Original and lost eight pints of blood.’


‘You did. I thought …’ His voice cracked and she
noticed his hands gripping the bed rail as though it was the only thing holding
him up. ‘I thought for a moment I’d lost you.’


Lost her? She hadn’t known that he’d ever found her.


‘Where are the others?’ she asked through cracked
lips.


Cyrus crossed to the table and poured her a glass
of water. He brought it back to her and, sliding one arm under her shoulders,
gently lifted her head so that he could tip the glass against her lips.


‘Flic and Jamieson are downstairs. We’re all trying
to avoid the cops.’


‘The cops?’ Evie spluttered, water splashing down
her chin.


Cyrus nodded at two dark shapes that had
materialised out of nowhere on the other side of the door. He laid her gently
back down on the pillow. ‘I snuck in. The doctors told me only relatives could
see you.’


‘Didn’t you tell them something about being my
boyfriend?’ she asked.


Cyrus looked away. ‘I, er, thought they might let
me stay with you if they thought we were, you know, together.’


‘You couldn’t have gone with brother? They might
have actually let you stay if you’d said that.’


He frowned at her, then shrugged.


Evie pushed herself suddenly up onto her elbows.
‘Get me out of here,’ she said. 


‘You’re not going anywhere.’ Cyrus smiled and shook
his head ruefully.


‘There are cops outside the door. They’re going to
start asking questions soon, Cyrus. Won’t they have your prints from before?
You’re an escapee from a mental hospital.’ 


Cyrus frowned. ‘I’m not leaving you.’ But
simultaneously he seemed to be realising that he couldn’t stay either.


‘Then take me.’ She sat fully upright, trying not
to sway at the sight of the red IV bag hanging over her. ‘I’m feeling better.
They’ve put enough blood in me to tank up a dozen Thirsters.’ She swung her
legs off the side of the bed, noticing for the first time she was wearing only
an oversized hospital gown. Her legs were bare. In fact - she did a quick check
– she was completely naked beneath the gown, bar some fetching paper
underwear. Cyrus, she noticed, was staring openly at her legs.


‘I don’t want to stay in here,’ she said, pushing
herself off the bed and yanking a handful of wires off her chest. The machine
flatlined behind her. ‘They might come looking for me. I mean, I would, if I
were one of them. I’d come straight here and finish the job.’


Cyrus shook his head. ‘They won’t.’


She saw the uneasy way he swallowed though and
glanced at the door.


‘You don’t know that,’ she said. ‘Were there
others? How many did we kill?’


‘A few.’


She paused. ‘It’s too dangerous and I hate
hospitals. If you don’t take me I’m going to leave anyway.’


‘I’d like to see you try,’ Cyrus said, his eyebrows
raised, but she could see him glancing again between her and the door, as if
weighing the options. 


‘I will,’ she said, staggering slightly against the
side of the bed as she started looking for her clothes. She could only find her
shoes, which had been stuffed in the locker beside her bed. She knelt to put
them on, feeling the ground rushing up to meet her.


Cyrus looked down at her. ‘OK, OK, I believe you.
Man, you’re stubborn. Give me two minutes, OK?’


‘What are you going to do?’


‘I’m going to break you out of here.’ He pulled off
his sweater. It was V-necked, navy, cashmere-soft. ‘Here, put this on,’ he
said, throwing it at her.


‘What about your jeans?’ she asked, trying not to
smile. It hurt to use too many facial muscles.


‘They won’t fit,’ he answered, grinning. ‘Otherwise
they’d be off already. Chivalry, remember? That’s my thing.’


He was out of the door before she could say a word.


She watched his silhouette on the other side of the
glass. He seemed to be stopping to talk to the policemen. She held her breath,
praying he didn’t get himself arrested. But then the shadows melted and she heard
footsteps running off down the corridor. The door yanked open again and Cyrus
stuck his head around it, grinning.


‘Come on,’ he said, holding his hand out towards
her. ‘It’s clear.’


She pulled the sweater on over her hospital gown.
It barely reached the top of her thighs.


‘What did you tell them?’ she asked as Cyrus
wrapped his arm around her and started half-carrying her down the corridor.


‘Never mind,’ he whispered, pulling her closer.






Chapter 38



 

She was going to be OK. Lucas shut his eyes and took a deep breath,
feeling the ache in his side expand and, instead of dissipating, spread
further, taking up residence somewhere even deeper inside him. 


He opened his eyes, but he still couldn’t strike
the image of Evie lying there, whiter than the sheet they’d shrouded her in,
her neck torn open and bandaged up, blood seeping like red moss through the
gauze. She was criss-crossed with wires and IV tubes, an oxygen mask covering
her nose and mouth. She had looked dead. Only the beeping of the machine and
the wheeze of the oxygen pump had convinced him that she was actually alive.
And then she’d stirred, her eyes flying open as if she had sensed him in the
room. 


But even though she’d stared right at him, she’d
looked right through him and hadn’t seen him. 


For so long Evie had been right there, in the
forefront of his mind, a memory he’d fought with every ounce of strength to
hold on to and now – now that he’d actually come face to face with her
again, had touched her – she’d slipped from his grasp and was gone.


He’d feared it when he’d seen Cyrus gathering her
in his arms and running with her towards the street. He hadn’t seen the attack,
had been too busy fighting the one in the shorts, then making sure all of the
Originals were burning, he had only surmised what had happened from the wound
in her neck.


He’d seen the fear he himself was feeling –
the agonising wrench of it –written clear on Cyrus’s face. He’d followed
them all here to the hospital, had stood motionless in the corridor, frozen
with terror, as the doctors worked on her, trying to stem the blood flow. He’d
watched and urged Evie to live, though another man was holding her hand and
willing it too. 


He’d heard Cyrus telling the doctor that he was
Evie’s boyfriend. But even then he might not have believed it. Even at that
point he’d been fighting the urge to slam Cyrus against the wall and force his
way to Evie’s side. But then, in her room, when he’d slipped inside, and his
fingers had traced up her cheek, stroked back her hair, she’d called his name. Cyrus’s name. And at that point he finally
recognised that he was too late.


For a second time he had failed her. For the second
time Cyrus had been the one to save her.


At first Lucas couldn’t believe that the Hunter was
alive. How was that even possible? He hadn’t been able to process it during the
fight – that the person fighting alongside Flic had been Cyrus, because
in his mind Cyrus had been dead. But now, here he was, back from the dead, very
much alive – and with Evie.


Of course he was. He’d always wanted her, as if she
was a possession he could own, another girl to add to his collection. 


Lucas felt frozen cold all of a sudden, as if he
was lying back in the Shadowlands, out in the open, far from shelter. A harsh
laugh burst out of his chest. What had he expected? That he’d find a way back
– back to Evie – and that it would be just as it had been? And how
had that been exactly? It wasn’t like what they’d had was what you would term a relationship. He’d been sent to kill
her. They were sworn enemies. They’d never been on a date. They’d been running,
hiding, fighting. Hardly the kinds of memories to build a relationship on. Yet
the two hours they’d spent together, that afternoon that he couldn’t forget,
when she’d given herself to him completely and with such trust- when they’d
been able to miraculously shut out the whole world and everything in it just
through their touch and words alone, wasn’t easy to forget. He could spend a
lifetime trying to. But he knew that one act had sealed something in him
– his heart belonged to her. His soul too. 


He stepped out of the harsh strip lights at the
hospital entrance, through the heated noise and chaos of ambulances and
paramedics. Was this why Issa had been so vague about Evie? Was this why she’d
tried to stop him coming through the gateway? Because she’d seen this? Because
she knew that Evie had moved on?


The blood ran cold in his veins. He needed to get
out of here. He started walking blindly but then he stopped, his feet frozen to
the sidewalk, his eyes fixed on the man who’d just exited through the sliding
doors opposite. 


It took Lucas more than a few seconds to understand
that it really was Victor. That it wasn’t some mirage, that it was in fact the
very same man who’d killed his parents and tried and almost succeeded in
killing him. 


Lucas was half-way across the street, striding to
meet him, his blade halfway out of its sheath, when two policemen came storming
out of the exit, grabbed hold of Victor by his arms and hauled him back onto
the sidewalk.


For a second time Lucas froze, this time in the
middle of the street. What were the cops arresting Victor for?


Evie. It had to be Evie. He’d done something to
her. What other reason would he be here for? 


Lucas started running, flying past Victor and
bursting through the crowded emergency bay, pushing past trolleys and doctors
and bleeding patients strapped to gurneys. He was sprinting down the corridor
to the emergency stairs, his heart pounding in his throat, when the door flew
open ahead of him and Evie appeared.


Cyrus was half carrying her. She was wearing his
sweater, the arms trailing loosely over her hands. Her legs were bare, her hair
hanging lank over her face which was shining with sweat. He flung himself
immediately into the shadows behind a door, pressing himself there, breathing
heavily. She was OK. She was OK. She was alive. 


So what was Victor doing here? And why had the cops
stopped him? Had he tried to harm her? Was that why she was, from the looks of
it, escaping?


Lucas watched as Cyrus pushed open an emergency
exit door at the end of the corridor. Wedging it open with his shoulder he
reached down and scooped Evie up into his arms. 


The door banged shut behind them. 


Lucas stood there, fading in and out, staring at
the empty corridor, something crumbling irrevocably inside of him.






Chapter 39



 

The back of the taxi was dark, the leather seats worn and springy.
Evie could feel her heart fluttering in her chest as though it was still
learning to beat. She felt woozy all of a sudden, her head still spinning
wildly. She brushed the back of her hand against her forehead. It felt clammy,
though her legs were coated in goose bumps. 


‘Where are we going?’ she asked Cyrus.


‘I know somewhere safe,’ he said, his gaze skirting
up her legs. She folded them beneath her self-consciously.


Cyrus sat back as the cab drove off and lifted his
arm. She hesitated for a moment, then gave in and leant back against his
shoulder, letting him wrap his arm around her. For a second his hand wavered,
deciding where to go, before settling tentatively on her shoulder.


He felt warm. She breathed him in, feeling the
dizziness subside. Maybe leaving the hospital hadn’t been such a great idea.
But then again, being attached to all those machines had felt a little like
being bound with pondweed, the oxygen mask over her face as suffocating as ice water.



‘What happened?’ she asked after a few minutes of
silence.


Cyrus took a deep breath. She felt the muscles in
his shoulder and across his chest tense beneath her cheek. 


‘There were four of them,’ Cyrus said in a hushed
voice, his eyes locked on the back of the driver’s head.


‘Did we kill them all?’ Evie asked, trying to push
herself up so that she could look at him.


Cyrus’s fingers tightened on her shoulder, holding
her in place.


‘They’re all dead. Someone – I think maybe
Victor – came back and … I don’t know. Flic and I killed one. When we
turned around the other two were on fire. But I didn’t hang around to figure it
out. I heard you – I mean, I felt you.’


‘You felt me?’


Cyrus hesitated and Evie could feel his heart
racing. ‘I told you,’ he whispered into her hair, ‘there’s a connection between
us.’


She froze, staring at her fingers lying loosely in
her lap. 


‘I felt you,’ he repeated. ‘I knew you were in
trouble.’


Evie kept her head lowered, unable to look at him
for reasons she didn’t fully understand. ‘But the others – what about
them? Is everyone alright?’


‘They’re fine,’ he answered quickly.


‘Jamieson? Flic? Ash and Vero? They’re all OK?’


‘Yes. They’re all fine. Jamieson’s broken his arm
and a few ribs but he’ll be OK, I think. You came out worst. I warned you not
to come after me.’


‘It was those two. Selena and RJ. She followed
after you – I couldn’t just leave her.’ Evie paused, sitting upright.
‘Did she make it?’ she asked, remembering the last she’d seen of Selena was her
running helter-skelter across the garden.


‘She’s fine,’ Cyrus answered. His fingers had
started tracing circles over her shoulder blade, along her collar bone, almost
absently, grazing the bare skin at the nape of her neck and making her draw in
a tight breath.


She felt a slight tingle in her belly – a
response she wasn’t sure how to interpret. She put it down to the Valium and
tried to focus on the words coming out of his mouth and not his touch.


Cyrus suddenly pulled his arm free and leant
forward, tapping on the glass separating them from the driver. ‘Can you pull
over?’ he asked.


Evie frowned, twisting her head to look out of the
window. They were outside Margaret’s store.


‘What are we doing here?’ she asked, surprised.


‘Just wait,’ Cyrus answered, getting out of the cab
and walking quickly around to open the door for her. He handed the driver some
cash and then offered his hand to Evie to help her out of the cab. 


She pushed him away, wanting to stand by herself.
His touch was making her stomach churn with unwanted emotions. It made her
remember Lucas and how she’d felt with him – namely safe. But she didn’t
want to feel that way with Cyrus. Or with anyone. Safety led to complacency.


Cyrus shrugged and turned away but she noticed a
shadow of hurt flit across his face. 


‘You remembered your ATM number then?’ she asked,
as he pushed his wallet back into the pocket of his jeans.


‘No, I just swiped some money from my mum earlier,’
he said. ‘We needed a change of clothes. Looks like you could have used the
shopping trip as well.’


Evie smiled ruefully. It was true; she had nothing
to wear other than a hospital gown, some paper underwear and a borrowed
sweater.


Cyrus fished some keys out of his pocket and
unlocked the front door of the store, opening it to let her through. She passed
ahead of him into the darkened space. What time was it? It had to be around
midnight she guessed. She’d been in the hospital a while, but it was all a fog.


Cyrus strode past, catching her by the hand and
pulling her towards the café section of the store.


‘You need to eat something, get some sugar into
your bloodstream.’


‘I’m not feeling hungry.’


‘I don’t care,’ he answered, his hands busy
rummaging under the counter. ‘You need to get your strength back.’


She watched him pull out a plate, then slide back
the glass on the refrigerated display shelf. She needed to get her strength
back for round two. That’s what he was saying. She closed her eyes, feeling the
ground somersault its way towards her.


‘Cupcake?’


‘OK,’ she whispered.


Cyrus grabbed a couple and set them on a plate.
Then he opened the fridge. ‘Milk? Juice?’ he asked over his shoulder.


‘Water,’ Evie answered. ‘Do you do this often?’


‘What?’ Cyrus asked, grabbing a bottle of water
from the fridge.


‘Bring girls back to your mum’s store and woo them
with day-old cupcakes?’


‘Yeah, then I read them quotes from Milan Kundera,
occasionally some Rilke, you know, if I think it might help.’


‘Help?’


‘You know, get them into bed.’


Evie opened her mouth to yell at him.


He burst out laughing. ‘I’m kidding. I don’t know,’
he shrugged. ‘Maybe I used to. I don’t remember.’


She glared at him for a moment and then suddenly
she was laughing too. 


‘Come on,’ Cyrus said, still grinning, picking up
the plate with the cupcakes and the water. ‘This I do remember.’ 


She followed him towards the door at the back of
the store that opened into the stairwell. They went past Margaret’s office and
up another flight. Cyrus pushed open the door to an attic room with skylights
set into the flat roof. There were two sofas and a couple of bean bags, a stash
of magazines piled messily in one corner, heaps of books – some with
their spines bent back as if whoever was here had just been disturbed mid-way
through reading a chapter. 


‘What is this place?’


‘I used to hang out here when I was younger,’ Cyrus
said, setting the cupcakes and the water down, ‘when my mum was working. You
know, after school.’


Evie stood in the centre of the room and looked
around. 


‘Did you bring girls here?’


‘Why are you so interested?’ Cyrus asked, flashing
her an amused look.


She glanced away hastily and bent down to read the
spine of one of the open books. Tolstoy.
She found herself smiling despite herself.


‘I don’t think I did bring any girls though.’


Evie glanced up.


Cyrus waved a tattered copy of Hustler magazine in her face. ‘Judging from my magazine collection,
I think this was a male-only space.’ He dropped it back down onto the pile.


‘Well, I guess I’m honoured then,’ Evie said.


Cyrus straightened the patchwork blanket draped
over the back of one of the sofas and pointed at it. ‘You should sit down.’


Evie considered the sofa. It looked way more
inviting than a hospital bed. She had a sudden urge to lie down and let him
wrap her up in the blanket. And, as if he had read her mind, that’s exactly
what he did. As soon as she’d sat down, he lifted her legs and gently laid them
out, pulling the blanket up to her waist and tucking it in.


‘Thanks,’ she mumbled.


He was crouched awkwardly beside her head, his hand
still resting on her waist where he’d pulled the blanket up. She noted the
golden stubble across his jaw, the fullness of his bottom lip and the streak of
dried blood, probably hers, just under his chin.


‘Do you need anything?’ he asked.


She paused, chewing the inside of her cheek. She
didn’t want him to go. But she didn’t want to give him the wrong idea either.
She liked him being near to her. That was all. 


‘Can you stay?’ she asked, swallowing nervously.
Her heart had started to beat more rapidly. She could feel the pulse of it in
her neck, making her stitches stretch and sting. ‘I mean … I just …’


He smiled. ‘I’ll stay. I’m not going anywhere.
Here, lift up.’ 


She frowned, then realised what he was doing and
lifted her head off the cushion so that he could slide onto the sofa. She
lowered her head onto his lap and felt his arm come down, his hand resting
lightly on her hip. There was a moment of pure awkwardness where she could feel
him tense, could feel her own breath stuck in her throat and then he placed his
other hand gently on her head and started stroking her hair. She closed her
eyes and felt the sigh rush out of her. 


It felt good, lying here. It felt like peace, with
his fingers pressing warmth back into her body. She felt herself sinking into
the sofa even as the butterflies in her stomach started to test their wings.


With her eyes half-closed, she could almost imagine
it was Lucas who was holding her, stroking her hair. At the thought she felt
something stir deep inside her, something she’d not felt in months – a
hunger that sent the butterflies into a flurry. If she lay really still and
tried not to breathe she could pretend it was Lucas’s hand moving slowly up her
hip and now caressing her waist, softly, very softly.


She made a noise, a low moan escaping from her lips
before she could stop it. Cyrus paused, his hand instantly stilling. Evie’s
eyes flew open and then, before she knew what was happening, she was on her
knees facing Cyrus, his lips an inch from her own. He had stopped breathing,
was staring at her, watching her carefully. She shut her eyes, then leant
forward and kissed him, feeling the heat of his lips, the softness of them as
he kissed her back, carefully at first as though he was scared she might break.
And then the hunger took over.


Her hands were weaving through his hair, she was
pressing herself against him and his arms were wrapped around her, pulling her
closer, forward and down so that now she was lying on top of him. His hand had
slid up under the blanket, found its way expertly under the sweater and was
running over the flat of her back, sending sparks all the way to her toes.


His belt buckle was digging into her stomach and
she could feel his desire like white heat burning through the layers of their
clothing. He tasted of cupcakes and cinnamon and as the kiss deepened she could
feel his own hunger matching her own. 


His touch, which had started tentative, was now
demanding more. A lot more. Her fingers slid under his T-shirt, inviting it,
feeling the washboard muscles of his stomach, the ridges of scars, and wanting
to feel more.


His hands were cupping her face now, his fingers
smoother than she was used to. Not like Lucas’s fingers, which had been rough
and tender at the same time. She pulled away sharply at the contrast. But he
had started kissing her throat now, his fingers holding her gently, careful of
the bandage on her neck. His other hand had moved under the sweater again, was
tracing her stomach, her rib cage, moving upwards. She drew in a long, deep
breath, trying to suppress the shudder that followed it.


Lucas.



Cyrus’s hand instantly stopped moving beneath the
sweater. His lips stopped kissing her neck. Evie froze, her eyes flashed open.
Already she could feel the blood that had been spiralling out of control
through her body redirecting to her cheeks.


Had she said that out loud? She’d been lost –
imagining, pretending it was Lucas who was kissing her, who was sending shocks
through her body, waking up parts of her she’d thought were permanently
dormant. Oh, holy crap.


Cyrus sat up slowly, his arms sliding out from
under the blanket. Evie brushed the hair out of her face and sat back, her
heart stuttering. She couldn’t look at him. She edged to the other end of the
sofa, pulling the blanket around herself. This was beyond embarrassing. 


Cyrus didn’t say a word. 


After what felt like minutes of stultifying,
electrically charged silence during which she could feel him trying to get
control of himself, to cool down, he stood up. 


She waited for him to leave. He didn’t. Instead he
dropped to a crouch right in front of her, looking up directly into her face.


‘Next time,’ he said, when he was sure he had her
full attention, ‘it’ll be me you’re thinking of.’


And with that he stood up and walked out.






Chapter 40



 

Lucas had followed them. He had tried to tell himself he just wanted
to keep her safe, but really he had needed to know for certain whether Cyrus
and Evie were a couple. 


But now he was wishing he hadn’t come. He stood on
the roof of the bookstore clutching his hand to his side, grimacing at the
image seared now on his mind of Cyrus’s hands running all over Evie’s body. 


He should have burst in when he saw Cyrus pick up
the copy of Hustler and indicate Evie
to lie down on the sofa. Or when he’d started stroking her hair. But then Evie
had been the one to sit up and he’d seen the desire on her face – he knew
that look – and she’d kissed Cyrus. It hadn’t been the other way around. 


Lucas had seen enough at that point. Had torn his
eyes away and stepped back, towards the edge of the roof. They hadn’t even
sensed him. That’s how completely wrapped up in each other they were. Evie
hadn’t even felt him – though he was feeling her right now, could feel
her heart racing, an echo in his own chest. He was even picking up a faint trace
of her scent – mint and lavender and something sweeter like vanilla,
though it was masked by the acrid fumes of blood and by Cyrus’s stronger scent.



Lucas’s hands were curled into fists by his side.
He had an overwhelming desire to burst in right now, drop through the skylight
and smash Cyrus’s arrogant face into the wall. He took a deep breath. Hurting
Cyrus, appealing as that was, wasn’t going to achieve anything. Evie needed
protecting. This realm needed protecting. Even if protecting Evie was something
Cyrus clearly felt he could do better if he first removed her clothes. 


Anger leapt like quicksilver through his veins. He
needed to get off this roof before he did something. 


And there was only one place he could think of
going.



 


 

‘Oh my god!’


Flic staggered back several steps, clutching at the
wall to stay upright, a hand covering her mouth.


‘Lucas,’ she whispered through splayed fingers. It
came out as a question. 


He nodded, realising a little too late that he
should have first changed his bloodstained clothing and tried to rinse more of
the Original’s blood out of his hair.


Flic reached out a shaking hand, and with tentative
fingers poked his arm through his sweater. When she was convinced he was solid
she let out a wracking sob. 


Lucas stepped inside the apartment and wrapped his
arms around her, letting her cry. They stayed like that for a long while, Flic
clutching onto him until she finally pulled back sharply. He saw she was no
longer crying. Now she was glaring at him. And punching him in the arm. 


‘Where the hell have you been?’ she yelled. ‘I
thought you were dead!’


‘Good to see you too,’ Lucas managed to say,
rubbing at his arm.


Her hands flew to her mouth again. ‘I’m sorry, I’m
sorry,’ she said, clutching him by the other arm and steering him towards the
living room. ‘I can’t believe you’re here. I can’t believe you’re real. What
happened? How are you alive? You vanished. I saw it happen.’ Her words were a
rush, tumbling out of her.


He dropped onto the sofa, glad all of a sudden to
be sitting down – realising it was the first comfortable place he’d
rested in a long time. Flic sat next to him, still clutching his hand. ‘What
happened?’ she demanded. ‘You look like shit.’


He laughed bitterly. ‘Yeah, well two months in the
Shadowlands will do that to a person.’


Flic shook her head at him, her eyes wide, not
understanding.


Lucas took a deep breath. ‘Issa found me.’


Flic’s jaw went slack. ‘Issa?’


He nodded. ‘Yes. She had visions of me. She saw the
way through hadn’t shut and came and found me.’


‘So it really is open then,’ Flic murmured, her
gaze somewhere off in the middle distance. ‘I saw it, but I didn’t want to
believe it was true.’ She stared at him in wonder again. ‘But oh god, I’m so
glad it is now.’ She grinned at him, before punching him one more time on the
arm.


‘Yeah,’ Lucas sighed. ‘It’s open. Issa saw it.
Somehow, I don’t know how, she found me. I was practically dead by the time she
got there. She fixed me up. Got me back here. The Shifter realm hadn’t been
overrun when she came through it looking for me, so it was easier than it was
on the way back.’


‘Overrun?’ Flic cut in. ‘What do you mean? What are
you talking about?’


Lucas shifted awkwardly on the sofa. ‘The Shifter
realm – it’s destroyed,’ he said quietly. ‘There’s no one left.’


Flic blinked at him, speechless. Lucas looked
around. ‘Jamieson’s here, isn’t he? I can feel him.’


Flic nodded.


‘I need to tell him. Does he have family there?’


Flic nodded again. Her lips had turned white. ‘He’s
sleeping,’ she said. ‘They dosed him up on painkillers at the hospital. He
broke his arm,’ she trailed off. 


In the morning then, Lucas decided. They’d tell him
then.


‘What about the Elders?’ Flic asked. ‘Why didn’t
they stop it from happening?’


‘The Elders are gone, Flic,’ he told her. ‘The
Originals are leading some kind of rebellion. They want this realm and every
realm for themselves.’


Flic buried her head in her hands. Lucas put his
hand on her back but no words would come to comfort her. How could he reassure
her that it was all going to be OK? He’d seen what had been done to the Shifter
realm. 


Flic suddenly looked up at him, her dark hair
falling in curtains either side of her face, her eyes blazing. ‘We’re going to
stop them, you know. They’re not getting this realm. No way.’


Lucas frowned at her. ‘Is that what you were doing
there this afternoon? Trying to stop them?’


She sat back. ‘You were there?’


‘Yes.’


‘It was you!’
Flic exhaled sharply, shaking her head at him in disbelief. ‘It was you. I knew I sensed something. I
thought I saw you but then you were gone.’ She shook her head at him. ‘You
killed those two Originals.’


Lucas nodded. ‘What were you trying to do, Flic?
What were you thinking, taking them on by yourself?’


‘It was a recce – we didn’t go in there to
fight them.’ She stopped abruptly. ‘Does Evie know you’re here, that you’re
alive? 


Lucas shook his head, feeling the ache in his side
as though an animal were burrowing into him with claws and sharp rodent teeth.


Flic was on her feet. ‘You need to go – you
need to see her. She’ll …’


He cut her off. ‘She’s busy.’


Flic shook her head. ‘She’s in the hospital. An
Original almost killed her. She’s going to be OK though,’ she added quickly.


Lucas stared up at her. ‘I know. She’s more than
OK.’


Flic frowned. ‘What do you mean?’


He pressed his lips together, trying not to let the
image of Evie lying on top of Cyrus cloud his mind. ‘Let’s just say she’s not
in the hospital any more. Cyrus is taking care of her.’


He could tell from Flic’s expression that she had
finally understood.


‘Oh,’ was all she said.


‘Yeah.’ 


He got up from the sofa and crossed to the window.
He didn’t want to see Flic’s pity. He wanted to … he didn’t know what he wanted
actually. A part of him wanted to punch the living crap out of Cyrus. Another
part of him, the bruised-ego part of him, wanted to confront Evie. And yet
another part of him, a large part of him, wanted to find Evie and not talk, but
instead take her in his arms, scoop her up and show her exactly what Cyrus
couldn’t give her. But none of those ideas seemed like the right thing to do.
He needed to get a hold of himself, cool down, and figure out his next move.


‘Lucas …’ Flic’s hand was on his shoulder. 


He shrugged her off. ‘Don’t. I’m OK.’


He stared at his reflection in the darkened glass.
He looked like a dark-souled ghost, the shadows slashing his face, his eyes a
low glimmer, his jaw set. Flic, standing behind him, one uncertain hand
hovering above his shoulder, looked like one of those girls from a horror movie
– the one you yell silently at to run before the monster gets her.


Eventually she spoke. ‘She thinks you’re dead,
Lucas. Don’t be angry with her.’ 


‘I’m not angry with her,’ he answered. And he
wasn’t. Hurt, betrayed, confused. But not angry. She had moved on. Should he be
angry? It had been over two months. He didn’t know if that was a long time or a
short time – or just enough time to get over someone you thought was
dead. Would he have done the same? No. He knew he wouldn’t. Evie was a part of
him. Even lost to him she was still a part of him. She still owned his soul.
The betrayal bit deep. 


‘She’s still in love with you,’ Flic said softly.


He couldn’t help the bitter laugh that burst out.
He wasn’t sure how to explain it to Flic without having to go there in his head
and picture it all over again. You didn’t make out like that with a guy if you
were in love with someone else. He spun around to face Flic. ‘Maybe once. Not
any more.’


Flic was standing now with her hands on her hips.
‘There’s this thing called a rebound …’, she cut herself off before she could
finish, cleared her throat and tried again, ‘relationship.’


‘Evie’s not like that,’ he answered.


Flic shrugged lightly, her eyebrows shooting up.


He brushed past her. ‘You should have seen them,
Flic.’


‘You saw them?’


He sunk down onto the sofa and leant forward over
his knees. ‘I needed to be sure,’ he swallowed, ‘that she felt the same way he
obviously did.’


‘And?’


He looked up at Flic and held her gaze. ‘She does.’



End
of conversation. Let’s move on.


But Flic wouldn’t drop it. ‘Don’t act like you
don’t care,’ she said, still standing in front of him. ‘You were ready to die
for her.’


He stared at the rug, feeling Flic’s words pierce
him more deeply than any blade ever had. Flic was right. He would have died for
Evie, without hesitation. And now everything he’d believed in for so long,
everything he’d fought for, had been revealed as nothing more substantial than
a trace of smoke, quickly dismissed, easily brushed away. ‘Well, I guess I was
wrong after all. I guess you were right.’


Flic shook her head hard. ‘I wasn’t right.’


He looked up at her, giving her a sardonic smile.
That was the first time Flic had ever claimed not to be right about anything.
She ignored his smile and dropped down onto her knees in front of him.


‘Listen to me, Lucas,’ she said. ‘Whatever you saw,
whatever you might think right now, I know for a fact how she feels about you.’


His smile twisted into a scowl.


Flic carried on, undaunted. ‘She was here the other
night – she came to find me. She loves you. You should have seen her
– she was a mess. She looked like she hadn’t eaten or slept in months.
God, Lucas, none of us have. I thought you were dead too. I still can’t believe
you’re here.’


He frowned at her. Why was Flic doing this?


‘I’ll admit I wasn’t her biggest fan when you first
showed up here,’ she carried on. ‘But, I don’t know, Lucas – there’s
something about her – about the way you were when you were with her. Like
you two were meant for each other. I see that now.’ 


Lucas stood up. Back when it was the two of them
against half the realms, back when Evie needed him, before she’d made her first
kill, back when they thought she was the White Light, he might have believed
so, but now she had someone else fighting alongside her, someone who was doing
a far better job of keeping her safe than he ever had.


‘You have to tell her,’ Flic urged. ‘You have to
let her know you’re alive, at the very least. Let her decide.’


Lucas felt his shoulders tense beneath his shirt.
‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m not going to tell her.’ 


Truthfully he didn’t think he could see her, be
that close to her and have her tell him to his face that she was with Cyrus,
hear the excuses fall from her lips. 


He shook his head. ‘She can’t know, Flic. Not about
me or about the way through being open. If she thinks it is, she might try to
do something stupid, like last time.’


Flic’s mouth suddenly fell open, as she realised
what he was saying. ‘What if that’s why it’s still open though, Lucas?’ she
said in a rush. ‘What if it never shut because Evie should have been the one to
shut it? Oh my god, I hadn’t even …’


‘No,’ he said loudly, cutting her off. ‘We’re not
going through all that again. I’m done believing in prophecies. We deal with
the Originals and then we’ll figure out what to do about closing the way
through. But I refuse to believe in fate anymore.’


How had he ever believed that fate had brought them
together for a reason or a purpose? ‘Evie’s been through enough.’


‘What are you going to do, then?’ Flic asked
quietly.


He shrugged, keeping his back to her. ‘I don’t know.’


‘We need your help, Lucas.’ 


He frowned at the door just in front of him. He
heard Flic. And he would help. But first he needed to deal with something.


‘Where are you going?’ Flic asked as he took a step
towards the door. 


He turned his head to look over his shoulder. ‘I
saw Victor at the hospital. He and I need to have a few words.’


Flic’s eyes flew to the shadow blade hanging at his
waist, then to his face. ‘Words?’


‘I’ll start there.’


‘Lucas,’ her hand was suddenly on his arm. ‘He’s
working with them. That’s why he was at the hospital. The rogues – they
banded up with him to destroy those things. There aren’t so many Hunters left
these days. They didn’t have much choice.’


He studied her. ‘You mean Evie … she’s … they’re …’
He shook his head, not understanding, not able to finish the sentence.


‘No,’ Flic said quickly. ‘It’s not like that. The
others wouldn’t let her kill him. She wanted to. You know, she’s the one who
found him. Evie hunted him down. She was going to kill him … We’re still going to kill him. We’re
going to get revenge. Believe me,’ she said, grimacing, ‘he’s dying.’


‘Flic,’ Lucas said softly, waiting until she looked
him in the eye, ‘he’s mine.’


He crossed to the door but Flic beat him to it,
pushing it shut and leaning heavily against it.


‘Lucas, don’t you think maybe they have a point?
Listen, I hate Victor as much as you do but what if you go and fight him and
you both end up wounded? What if neither of you is able to fight anymore? What
will happen to the rest of us? To Evie?’ She paused. ‘There’s something bigger
than revenge to deal with right now.’ He tried to turn away but she grabbed
hold of his wrist and held him there. ‘We need you, Lucas. Victor I couldn’t
care less about, but he did save Evie tonight.’


‘He did what?’ 


‘Victor saved her. That’s what Cyrus said. He
killed the Original that was feeding on her. If we’re going to fight these
things, we need all the help we can get. Even if that help’s a murdering son of
a bitch who deserves to die.’


Lucas prised his hand out of Flic’s grip, the ice
flowing once more through his veins, chilling him to the core. 


‘If he saved her,’ he said, ‘it’s because he knows
about the way through being open and thinks she’s the White Light. He kept her
alive for a reason, Flic.’


He watched as Flic absorbed this last bit of truth
and comprehension dawned.


‘You still think we need his help?’ he asked.






Chapter 41



 

His mum found him sleeping in her chair, feet up on her desk.


‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, swiping his
legs off a stash of papers. ‘Is everything OK?’


Cyrus rubbed his face, blinking the sleep out of
his eyes. He needed a shave, badly. What time was it? Man, it was early. He
really needed more sleep.


Margaret sat a cup of coffee down on the desk in
front of him. He picked it up and took a quick gulp, burning his tongue and his
fingers as he set it back down on the desk.


‘That was mine,’ his mum sighed.


‘What’s yours is mine, right?’ Cyrus answered.
‘Isn’t that how the mother–son thing works? Forgive me, I’m a little hazy
on the dynamics.’


He stood and stretched, feeling the ache of muscles
across his shoulders from the night before. He felt stiff as a corpse. Damn.
Evie. She was sleeping upstairs. Or at least he hoped she was still up there.
He smarted at the memory. Last night hadn’t exactly gone to plan. Not that he’d
had a plan. She’d jumped him. And, boy, could that girl kiss like the devil. In
fact it was a good thing he already had amnesia because that girl could make
him forget everything. He smiled despite himself; then the smile vanished from his
face. Right now he could have been waking up next to her, seeing her face, not
his mum’s. Pressing himself against her warm skin, holding her tight and
breathing her in. He wouldn’t need a coffee if he’d woken up next to her. He
struck the thought from his mind instantly, grimacing. Nothing so easy at
deflating a man right at the point he needs to be most inflated than uttering
another man’s name.


He’d meant what he’d said to her though. The next
time Evie kissed him she’d be thinking of him. Guaranteed. Until then he’d just
have to keep her guessing as to what the rest of the night might have been like
if she’d only had her mind on him.


‘What are you doing here?’


He turned to his mum, trying to focus.


‘Oh my god! What happened?’ his mother suddenly
squawked. Were you in a fight?’ Her hands suddenly grabbed hold of his jaw and
twisted it towards the light. She started swiping at something under his chin. 


He wrenched backwards out of her hands. ‘Ahh, get
off, mum! It’s just dried blood.’


‘You were in a fight? With them?’ she asked, her
mouth pursing. ‘What happened?’


‘Well, you were right about the way through being
open,’ Cyrus said with a sigh, leaning against the desk.


Margaret sank down into her chair. ‘You saw it?’


‘Yeah. And you were right about them guarding it as
well.’


‘Oh my god, you got close to them?’


‘It’s OK. We killed four of them. That makes only
seven left. We didn’t see the others though. It was a crazy fight. And we
weren’t prepared.’ He frowned. That had been his fault. So much for trying to
recce the place. ‘Evie got hurt badly. But she’s OK,’ he added quickly.


‘Where is she now?’ Margaret asked.


He winced. His mum wasn’t going to like the answer.
‘Sleeping,’ he said, avoiding eye contact.


‘Does Victor know?’


‘Does Victor know what?’ 


He noticed the distaste curling his mum’s lip. He’d
told her the other day about the deal they’d struck with him – that
they’d joined forces with him temporarily, before they let Evie go all Kill Bill on him. 


‘Does Victor know about the way through being
open?’ his mum snapped. 


‘I didn’t tell him if that’s what you mean. And I’m
not sure he saw it – I sent him around the front, with Ash and Vero. But
I haven’t seen him or the others since …’


‘Since when?’


He cleared his throat and looked away. ‘Since last
night.’


Cyrus picked a paperweight up off the desk and
started playing with it. The problem was trying to keep it from Victor now. And
from Evie. The secrets were piling up and somehow he had to figure out a way of
protecting her and trying to gain control of the way through. Because that’s
what it came down to. Ownership. Border control. At least for the moment.


He ran over the plan in his head: kill the rest of
the Originals, clean up LA of all other unhumans except for Flic and Jamieson who’d
proved themselves fairly useful, let Evie have her revenge on Victor, manage
the way through to stop other unhumans deciding to holiday here in the future,
kiss Evie again and a whole lot more besides, hear her call out his name, impregnate her. Though that
last one hopefully a few years into the future. 


‘Cyrus?’ 


He realised he was staring at the wall, zoning out,
and that his mother was yelling at him.


‘Huh?’


Margaret spread out the newspaper.


‘The death toll’s rising,’ she said, stabbing her
finger at the headline in the left-hand column that shrieked LA
MURDER CAPITAL OF WORLD.



Cyrus didn’t notice. He was staring at the column
to the right.



 

LATEST VICTIM DISCOVERED IN BEVERLY HILLS



 

He scanned the article.



 

LAPD officers, called to investigate gunshots reported by several
residents, discovered the body of an as yet unidentified male in his late teens
or early twenties. Initial reports suggest that the victim was eviscerated.
However, no weapon has been found and police refuse to speculate on the apparently
motiveless crime.


A witness claims to have seen several people
running from the scene, which lends weight to the theory that a gang is
responsible for the recent spate of homicides in the city.



 

Cyrus fumbled in his pocket for his cell phone. He tugged it out and
with a shaking hand hit his speed dial, calling Ash. Pick up. Pick up.


Five rings, six rings. On the seventh someone
picked up. ‘Mmm.’


‘Ash?’


‘Mmm, what’s up? Are you at the hospital? Is Evie
OK?’’


‘She’s fine. But is there something you forgot to
tell me last night?’


A pause on the other end of the line.


‘RJ,’ Ash sighed. ‘He didn’t make it.’ 


Cyrus stared at the newspaper in front of him. ‘I
know. I just read about it. Why didn’t you tell me last night?’


‘You were preoccupied. We didn’t see how it would
help.’


When Cyrus didn’t say anything Ash carried on. ‘That
girl, Selena, she’s all over the place, won’t stop crying. I think we lost both
new recruits. Victor’s already talking about trying to find some new ones.’


‘Jesus,’ Cyrus swore. ‘What’s he thinking?’


‘I don’t know what Jesus is thinking. But Victor’s
thinking we’re screwed – excuse my French – unless we have more
people to fight with us.’


‘No,’ Cyrus almost shouted. ‘Those new Hunters he
picks up from the street – they’re a liability, untrained, undisciplined.
Evie almost died trying to protect Selena. Tell Victor from me – no more
new Hunters. We’ll figure out a way to handle this on our own.’


Ash didn’t say a word.


‘Ash,’ Cyrus said, registering the silence. ‘We
killed four of them last night. We can do this.’


The humming silence continued on the other end of
the phone.


‘I’ll be around later, OK? We’ll figure something
out then.’


‘OK,’ Ash mumbled.


When he hung up he found his mother staring at him
darkly. 


‘What?’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Is this a mum–son talk where you ask what
I’m doing with my life and whether I’ve considered college? Because I have a
sense we may have covered this ground before and that maybe I’m blocking it
from my memory for a reason?’


‘Cyrus,’ she sighed sadly.


He felt bad. He must have given her some grief
before. She looked exhausted. Had he caused the dark circles under her eyes and
the deeply ploughed furrow between her eyebrows?


‘It’ll be fine,’ he grinned at her. But inside he
could feel the twist of his guts. ‘We need to sort out these Original things
before we can start tackling the Thirsters running riot out there.’ He paused.
‘Are you going to be OK here? They’re hunting Hunters. This might not be the
safest place to hang out.’


‘Don’t worry about me,’ his mum smiled grimly.
‘I’ve been looking after myself longer than you’ve been alive. I don’t think
I’m on their radar.’


A footstep on the stairs made him spin around. He
glanced sideways at his mum. She was holding a gun in her hands. He hadn’t even
seen her unholster it. He put his hand over the barrel and pushed it down.


‘Whoa, mum, chillax.’


The door pushed open and Evie appeared. She looked
pale still, though not as pale as last night and her cheeks flushed as soon as
she saw him.


‘Hey,’ she said.


‘Hi,’ he murmured, crossing to the door, trying to
block his mum’s view of her bare legs.


When he turned back to his mum she was staring at
him furiously. He pulled a face at her, then ushered Evie out into the hallway.
‘We’ve got to haul ass,’ he said to his mum over his shoulder.


His mum had switched into full-on scowl mode now,
her mouth puckered into a disapproving line that aged her at least forty years.



‘Be careful,’ she shouted to his back. 


He grimaced, knowing she wasn’t referring only to
the Originals.






Chapter 42



 

‘Sorry,’ Evie mumbled as they walked down the stairs.


‘About last night or about giving my mum the wrong
idea?’


Evie didn’t answer. He turned to look at her over
his shoulder, smiling what he hoped was a rueful but charming smile. He wasn’t
going to let on to her how pissed he actually was about last night.


‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.


She couldn’t look him in the eye. ‘OK,’ she
mumbled, ‘tired.’


He pushed open the door to the bookstore and let
her pass, his gaze falling naturally to the long, bare length of her legs. Man,
did she look hot in just his sweater. He wondered if she was still wearing the
paper underwear or if she was going commando.


He pushed the thought away. Now was not the time.
The café was starting to fill up with early morning customers. Evie darted
between them, self-consciously tugging at the bottom of the sweater, trying
futilely to get it to cover more than just the tops of her thighs.


‘Cyrus!’


He pulled up sharply, wincing.


‘Darcy,’ he said, turning around slowly to confront
that waitress girl from before. 


She was looking at him almost as accusingly as his
mother. ‘You didn’t call,’ she pouted.


Was she going to cry? Oh god. He wasn’t sure he
could deal with that. ‘Yeah, um,’ he stuttered, ‘you know. I’ve been kind of
busy.’


Darcy’s eyes went wide at that point. She was
staring at something over his shoulder. He turned to see what she was looking
at. Evie was standing by the door, waiting for him. Her hair was mussed up. Her
lips were chapped and the colour of crushed rose petals. She was, of course,
wearing only his sweater. She looked like she had been fully and completely
ravished. Which she had. Only Darcy didn’t know it hadn’t been by him, or at
least not so completely by him, but by a thousand-year-old bloodsucker. He
turned slowly back to Darcy, the waitress. 


‘I can see just how busy you’ve been,’ Darcy said,
before he could say anything. She slapped on a fake bright smile, then spun on
her heel and headed back to the cash desk.


Cyrus sighed. Was anyone going to cut him a break
today? He turned back to the door. Evie smiled quickly, apologetically at him.
He ignored her, and walked out onto the street to hail a cab.



 


 

‘I need to go to Flic’s. I need a change of
clothes.’ Evie said as they settled inside the cab, both of them squeezed
against opposing doors, the faux leather of the seats practically igniting with
the tension. 


She leant forward and gave the driver the address.


‘I lost my blade,’ she said when she sat back. ‘Do
you know what happened to it?’


He shook his head. ‘Victor might have taken it.’ 


He could tell by the way Evie was staring out of
the window, shooting death stares at the street, that she was pissed off. It
was OK. If Victor refused to part with it, he’d make him.


After a few minutes of awkward silence she cleared
her throat. ‘Have you heard from the others? Are they OK?’


Cyrus studied her, not sure whether she was ready
to hear the news about RJ. She had bruise-coloured shadows under her eyes that
on anyone else would have looked awful but on her only managed to accentuate
the blue of her eyes. The bandage on her throat made her look more vulnerable
than he knew she was. He had a sudden flashback to the night before, when his
fingers had traced up her throat, had felt the silky warm skin at the base of
her neck and the smooth flat of her stomach. 


‘They’re fine,’ he said, his voice hoarse.


‘You never did tell me, by the way, how you managed
to break us out of the hospital.’


He smiled to himself, ‘I told them that Victor had
just bared all.’


‘That he what?’


‘Exposed himself, gave you an eyeful of his magic
wand.’


Evie searched his face for evidence he was joking.
‘Are you serious?’ 


He shrugged in answer. Evie suddenly burst out
laughing. It was such an unexpected sound that he couldn’t help but stare at
her. It was the first time he’d actually ever seen her laugh – look
relaxed and not like she had the burdens of the realms weighing on her
shoulders. His heart practically burst in his chest at the sight.


But then it was back. The haunted, hollowed-out
expression she usually wore, as though she didn’t really believe life would
ever deal her anything other than a bad hand. Her eyes lost their shine. And he
wanted nothing more than to reach over to her in that instant, pull her against
his side and tell her that everything was going to be OK – that he was
going to make it so.






Chapter 43



 

Evie felt light-headed as she walked down the corridor towards Flic’s
front door, her feet dragging. Her whole body was hurting as if she’d been run
over by a bulldozer. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever be back to fighting fitness
and definitely not by later today.


Cyrus had dropped her at Flic’s and gone on to meet
the others at Victor’s, apparently sensing her need to be alone, or possibly
– more likely – because he didn’t want to be anywhere near her ever
again. 


She wished she could take it all back, rewind time.
Never kiss him. What had she been thinking? She’d been awake most of the night
replaying it over and over in her head. Though this morning Cyrus had seemed
back to his normal nonchalant, sardonically smiling self. Maybe she had just
been another notch for him after all. Maybe the hurt look in his eyes the night
before wasn’t from a bruised heart but from a bruised ego. But, she paused,
replaying it yet again. The way he’d kissed her, the tenderness she’d felt in
his touch and the intensity in the way he looked at her, suggested otherwise. 


Which made things even worse. 


She’d been betrayed before – by Tom –
so she knew how it felt to be on the receiving end. But Cyrus’s ego had
probably never suffered any kind of knocks before. It was titanium plated. 


She knocked lightly on Flic’s door, resting her
forehead against her fist.


Flic must have felt her coming because the door
opened almost immediately. She looked hurriedly over her shoulder as if
surprised to see Evie standing there.


‘What is it?’ Evie asked, checking around to see
who else Flic might have been expecting.


‘Nothing, nothing,’ Flic said quickly. ‘I just …
you didn’t see anybody just now, did you?’


Evie stared at her, puzzled, ‘Like who? The
mailman?’


Flic shook her head, ushering her inside. ‘Come in,
come on in.’


She followed Evie into the living room. ‘Where did
you go last night? You left the hospital.’


Evie swallowed and crossed to the sofa. Let the lies begin.


‘Um, Cyrus took me somewhere. The police were
around and …’


‘Yeah, they were asking lots of questions of us
too,’ Flic broke in. She seemed agitated, jumpier than normal, though her eyes
were shining. Maybe it was just the residual effects of the fight last night.


‘The police were all over that hospital,’ she
carried on. ‘The ER could barely keep up. You weren’t the only neck wound that
they brought in. Burns too. It’s hard to believe. I mean, there are Mixen and
Scorpio walking around in broad daylight. The Times is starting to sound like the National Enquirer.’ She threw a copy at Evie across the coffee
table.


Evie scanned the front page, words jumping out at
her: 



 

Full-scale panic


Massacre     


               MONSTERS!


Killing 


                                    Green skin creatures



 

She could barely focus enough to read the article through. Flic jabbed
her finger at a smaller block of text at the bottom of the page. Evie read a
few lines then looked up, her gut tightening, nausea welling up her throat.


‘RJ? Are they talking about RJ?’ she spluttered.
‘Was it him? Did he die?’


She remembered the scream she’d heard from the
street, the noise that had distracted her from whatever Selena had seen on the
other side of the wall. 


She saw from Flic’s expression that she was right.


‘I thought Cyrus would have told you,’ Flic said.


Evie swore, throwing the paper across the table and
standing up, a sob fighting its way up her throat. ‘I told Victor. Goddamn him.
I told him they weren’t ready.’ 


He was dead. He was just a kid. He should never
even have been there. 


Flic studied her for a second and then walked out
of the room. Evie followed her into the kitchen.


Neither of them spoke as Flic made coffee. Evie leant
against the counter, watching her, unable to shake the memory of RJ standing on
the sidewalk with a look of utter terror on his face. What a way to die.


‘So, you and Cyrus?’ Flic suddenly asked, making
Evie startle.


‘Cyrus what?’ Evie asked, her mouth suddenly drier
than a desert. 


Flic raised her eyebrows suggestively. ‘You and he
…?’


‘No! No, what are you talking about?’ Evie burst
out. How had Flic known? 


Flic’s laser-gaze swept Evie from top to toe.
‘Well, you’re wearing his sweater, and not a whole lot else. It’s kind of a
giveaway.’


Evie took a deep breath. ‘It’s not what you think.’


‘So you didn’t kiss him. then?’ Flic asked. 


Evie swallowed. She should have tried to get some
new clothes before coming here. ‘I … er, yeah, OK, I kissed him. I mean, we
kissed.’ She could feel the tears building, the panic fluttering in her chest.
She realised it was because standing here in front of Flic felt like standing
in front of Lucas, having to justify her betrayal. 


‘Do you like him?’ Flic asked.


‘No!’ Evie burst out. ‘I mean, yes, I like him,
he’s different now. But that’s not why I kissed him.’


Flic smiled sadly. ‘You know, Evie, it’s OK. You
don’t need to feel guilty.’ She turned around and started pouring hot water
into mugs.


‘You want to know the truth?’ Evie asked after a
beat. ‘I was thinking about Lucas the whole time. That’s why I kissed him.
Because I miss Lucas. Because I wanted to feel safe again and protected, and
for a moment I got carried away. I wanted it to be him. So, of course I feel
guilty. I feel guilty for betraying Lucas.’ She pressed her fists into her
thighs. ‘And I feel guilty for hurting Cyrus. It was stupid and I shouldn’t
have done it.’ 


She shook her head and stared at the ground, her
voice dropping to a whisper. ‘I can’t give Cyrus what he wants – whatever
that is. I’m never going to feel the way I feel about Lucas ever again.’ She
took a deep, racking breath, which left her body in a shudder. ‘I just wanted
to feel something other than this constant ache that I feel all the goddamn
time.’


She looked up expecting to see Flic glaring daggers
at her, but instead she found she was grinning at her slyly.


‘I’ll get you some clothes,’ was all she said.
Forgetting all about the coffee, she yanked Evie into the hallway. ‘Come on. We
need to get to Victor’s.’






Chapter 44



 

Cyrus stood in the centre of the room, his gaze sweeping the
photographs on the wall. The red pins in the map obliterated any street names.
Another thirty murders last night. Soon the wall was going to be one big red
blot. 


No one in the room was talking. The girl Selena was
slunk in the corner with her arms wrapped around her knees. Her eyes were
red-rimmed. She’d been crying all night over RJ. 


Ash and Vero were leaning against the other wall,
Ash with his arm around Vero. The two of them looked exhausted.


Victor on the other hand looked like he hadn’t given
RJ a second thought. He appeared well slept and was wearing a cleanly pressed
suit and shiny cravat thing around his neck. For a moment Cyrus considered
grabbing it and twisting it garrotte style. But he didn’t. He just processed
for a little longer what Victor had just said to him.


‘My mum?’ he finally asked. ‘You want my mum to
join us?’


‘She’s a Hunter.’ Victor answered, the ripple of a
shrug visible beneath his suit.


Cyrus frowned at him. ‘Can she fight? I mean, isn’t
she too old?’


Truth be told, it was less about the age factor and
more about the mum factor. Even though he was still hazy on the filial bond
stuff, she was his mother and what kind of son let his mother fight his battles
for him? 


‘She was pretty good in the fight at the Bradbury.’
This from Ash. 


‘I don’t know,’ Cyrus said, shaking his head. ‘I
don’t think we should involve her.’


‘There are six of us now. Jamieson’s out.’ 


‘I want in.’


He started in surprise. Selena had lifted her head
from her knees. 


‘I want in,’ she said again. 


‘I don’t think so,’ Cyrus told her.


She stood up, shakily, using the wall for support.


‘I ran, I know. But not next time. Next time I’m
going to show those things just how we fight in my world.’


He recognised the emotion, the shaky defiance in
her voice. This was about regaining face, about proving herself. As if this was
some gang and she’d failed the initiation test and was begging for a retry. 


‘No,’ Cyrus repeated, even more firmly. ‘I’m not
going to be responsible for another untrained Hunter dying.’


‘I’m not asking you to be. And I’m not asking you
for permission either.’


Cyrus took a deep breath, meeting her dark eyes for
a full ten seconds before looking away with an exasperated sigh.


‘There’s seven of them left, not to mention the
Mixen and Scorpio on the streets,’ Ash interrupted. ‘And we forfeited the
surprise element. So they’re expecting us.


‘What about all the Thirsters they’ve turned?’ Vero
asked, looking between Cyrus and Victor. 


‘They can’t go out in daylight. So we attack in
daytime,’ Cyrus said. 


‘Isn’t it going to be suspicious having a fight
with seven supernatural bloodsucking monsters in broad daylight?’


‘Have you seen the papers? I don’t think this would
even make the front page any more. But, if you’re worried, we can always rig up
a camera and some lights and pretend we’re filming a Twilight remake.’


‘The police are crawling all over the area as
well,’ Victor said, crossing to the map strewn with red pins.


‘Aren’t they too busy with all the other homicides
they’re having to deal with?’


Everyone fell quiet for a moment, as they all
contemplated which of the red pins that Victor had stuck in the wall
represented RJ. 


Selena was the first to break the silence. ‘What
about that great big patch of bling in the garden. What was it?’


Victor turned to her quickly, his eyes narrowing.
‘What are you talking about?’ 


‘Nothing,’ Cyrus interrupted quickly, clearing his
throat. ‘Must have been a sword, catching the light.’


‘No,’ Selena said, insistent now. ‘There was a
great big wall of light. I saw it, I’m not blind. I saw a wolf too. Are you
going to tell me I hallucinated that as well? You were there – all of
you!’ She pointed at Cyrus. ‘You must have seen it.’


‘The wolf was Jamieson.’


‘The way through. It sounds like you’re describing
the way through.’


Damn
it. Cyrus spun towards
Victor. 


‘It’s open,’ Victor said. ‘That must be what
they’re guarding.’ He shook his head in amazement, then his eyes flashed to
Cyrus. ‘Did you see it?’


Cyrus was aware of Vero and Ash eyeballing him as
well. 


He shook his head, held the guy’s bad-cop stare.
‘Nope.’


Victor didn’t buy it. ‘Where’s Evie?’ he demanded.


‘She didn’t see it either.’ He moved to block the
doorway.


‘So you did see something?’ Victor smiled
victoriously. 


Cyrus cursed himself. ‘She’s not the White Light.
If that’s what you’re thinking.’


Victor’s eyebrows shot up. ‘How are you so sure? If
it’s still open that certainly explains a few things. Like you being alive.’


‘I know she’s not it,’ Cyrus growled, feeling anger
swirling electric in his bloodstream. ‘And you can either take my word on it
and back the hell off or we can go outside right now and I can kick your ass
until you back off.’


He could practically feel Victor’s eyes drilling
through his skull and right into his frontal lobe, digging for information. He
kept his face blank – trying not to think about what his mum had said
about the White Light being his and Evie’s child. 


‘They’re looking for her still.’ Victor exhaled,
his eyes taking on a maniacal gleam, as if little fires had been lit all along
his optical nerves. 


‘Let me be clear,’ Cyrus said, stepping right up
into Victor’s face. ‘She’s not it. And if you get any idea into that psychotic
Hannibal Lecter head of yours of trying something, say something that involves
kidnapping Evie again and dragging her off like some lamb to be slaughtered, I
will kill you myself.’ He lowered his voice. ‘And I will make what Flic and
Evie have planned for you look like a teddy bear’s picnic. Do you hear me?’


Victor made no sign of having heard him. 


‘We need to destroy these things,’ Cyrus said,
turning away from Victor, ‘before they can do any more damage.’ And before they find Evie. Even if the
prophecy was right, he didn’t want to unnecessarily tempt fate.


‘How are we going to destroy them?’ Selena asked.
‘They’re invincible.’


Her defiance seemed to have vanished. She was
collapsed on the floor again, leaning up against the wall.


‘No. They’re not invincible. They can die. We got
four of them already.’ He twisted to Ash and Vero: ‘Thanks to you guys.’


They stared at him blankly. ‘It wasn’t us. We
weren’t even there.’


‘What?’


‘You told us to create a diversion, then get the
hell out, so we did.’ Ash pulled a sorry face.


‘But Flic and I only killed one. Someone else took
out the other two in the garden. I turned around and they were on fire.’ Cyrus
cast around the room, looking for an explanation, but Ash and Vero were just
shaking their heads at him, looking just as confused as he was. 


Victor frowned. ‘What are you saying?’


‘They spontaneously combusted?’ Vero suggested.


Cyrus shook his head, ‘No. I saw one of you –
I saw someone – fighting them …’ He paused, trying to recall what exactly
he’d seen but he couldn’t seem to dredge the image from his memory. 


Story of his life.
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Evie felt a little more together after showering and eating the food
Flic had forced on her. She’d carefully removed the gauze covering the two
puncture wounds on her neck. The stitched-up holes had scabbed over already,
but there was a livid purple bruise running up her throat, yellowing at the
edges, making it look as if someone had tried to strangle her. She had washed
her hair and then left it down, to cover both the bruise and her ripped ear. 


Flic had lent her some clothes – a sweater
dress to be precise, which on Flic was probably just a sweater. As it was, it
fell to mid-thigh on Evie and she kept having to hitch it down as she walked to
stop it riding up over her underwear, which, silver lining, was no longer the
paper kind.


A headache was threatening to break like a storm
cloud over her but she’d refused the drugs Flic had offered, not wanting her
instincts any more dulled than they were. The sugar and caffeine high from the
coffee and the food was spinning her out enough as it was. When they hit the
street she felt a rush of light-headedness, and almost ran smack into Flic’s
back. 


She heard Flic exclaim and her hand went straight
for her weapon before she realised she was weaponless.


‘Issa!’ Flic shrieked.


Evie stepped out from behind Flic. Issa was
standing there on the sidewalk, wearing a hooded sweater and panting hard, as
if she’d just run several blocks.


‘Is he here? Am I in time?’ she gasped.


‘Jamieson’s upstairs,’ Flic said in an overly loud
voice, squeezing Issa’s arm in a vicious-looking grip. ‘And no, you’re not in
time, he’s got a fractured rib and a broken arm.’


Issa shook her head, barely even glancing in Evie’s
direction. ‘Come on, we need to go!’ she shouted, and started pulling at Flic’s
arm.


‘What? Why?’ Flic started to ask, but Issa was
already striding ahead.


‘We need to get to Victor’s. Now!’ she shouted over
her shoulder.


‘Why?’ Evie asked, the sluggishness in her veins
swept away instantly.


Issa didn’t even glance at her. She spoke to Flic,
‘They’re in trouble.’


She didn’t have time to finish her sentence. Flic
was already running towards a beaten-up Ford Cortina parked up the street. 


‘Come on!’ she yelled at them both.


Evie threw open the passenger door and slid in
beside Flic as she revved the engine and swerved out into oncoming traffic. 


‘What did you see?’ Evie asked, leaning over the
seat to look at Issa, who was still catching her breath in the back.


‘Mixen and Scorpio – attacking the house
– he’s walking right into it.’ 


‘Who?’ Evie asked. Was she talking about Cyrus?


‘Are we going to make it?’ Flic demanded, cutting
Evie off.


Issa’s eyes clouded over. ‘I don’t know. It’s
happening too fast. Too many variables.’


Evie almost kicked the dash in frustration. What
use were the damn Sybll? She turned to Flic instead. ‘We don’t have any
weapons. I don’t have my blade.’


‘I’ve got mine,’ Flic answered, patting her side.
‘Try the glove compartment.’


Evie leant forward and opened it. A gun tumbled
straight into her lap. 


‘Who keeps a gun in their glove box?’ she asked,
staring at Flic in amazement.


Flic shrugged, spinning the wheel and tearing
around a corner. ‘Me. I got held up six months ago. By a human. Next time it
happens I plan to blow their head off.’ 


Evie checked the chamber. ‘Eight rounds.’


Flic glanced at her. ‘Well, you’d better make them
all count, then.’
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Vero felt them first. She spun away from Ash, her hand moving straight
for her blade.


Cyrus felt them next. He ran to the window and
yanked back the curtain.


Ash was at his side in the next second. ‘How many?’
he asked, scanning the yard over Cyrus’s shoulder.


‘Enough,’ Cyrus murmured, spying a flash of
movement in the bushes at the front of the house. A pathway led up to the house
from the sidewalk, bushes providing a screen of cover between the house and the
street. 


‘What? What is it?’ Selena asked, raising herself
unsteadily from the ground. ‘Is it them? Have they found us?’


‘Mixen and Scorpio,’ Cyrus said turning to face the
others. ‘Let’s go.’ He took hold of Selena by the arm and whisked her towards
the door. ‘Now!’


Victor had beaten them to it. He was in the hallway
already loading up on weapons. He threw a sword to Cyrus. He caught it and
passed it to Selena, then reached for the second sword Victor tossed at him.


At a sign from Cyrus, Ash pulled open the door,
only to slam it shut straight away. ‘We’re surrounded,’ he announced.


‘Damn,’ Cyrus kicked the stair. 


How had he let this happen? He should have known
they would track them here eventually. He stared at the sword in his hand,
trying to assess options. 


‘We’re sitting ducks in here. We have to fight our
way out.’


It was Victor speaking. He was the only one of them
who didn’t seem nonplussed by the situation. He was standing casually by the
door, testing the keenness of his blade against his thumb. He looked up at
Cyrus and their eyes met.


Cyrus nodded at him almost imperceptibly.


‘Are there any Originals out there?’ Selena
stammered.


‘No,’ Cyrus answered. He would have felt them if
there were.


‘They’ll leave this to their army of unhumans,’
Victor added. ‘They’re more interested in guarding the gateway.’


A sudden scream made them all jump. It cut off
unexpectedly, replaced by a wet gurgling noise. 


‘We need to get out there,’ Cyrus said, elbowing
Ash aside. 


He threw open the door and bounded down the steps
onto the lawn. Something flew at him. He jerked hard to the left, diving to the
ground, bringing his sword up as he fell, feeling it slice easily through flesh
and jar against bone. A scream and a hot spatter of blood sprayed his face. He
rolled and was on his feet, thrusting and cutting at the next unhuman in his
way. 


He was yelling, the battle raging inside him as
well as all around. The others had joined in. Cyrus caught sight of Ash,
grunting as he landed blow after blow on a Scorpio’s tail. Victor was fighting
three Mixen at once. Cyrus paused an instant before going to help him, coming
up behind and running his sword through the neck of the nearest one. It
vanished with a little shriek of outrage. Victor finished the second with a
short thrust up through the rib cage. The third one backed out onto the
sidewalk, her head twisting left to right in panic as she tried to figure where
to run to. 


A car screeched to a sudden stop in front of her.
The door flew open with a bang and the head of the Mixen exploded like a detonating
mine. 


Cyrus ducked, shielding his face, feeling the burn
as acid blood spattered over his forearms and the backs of his hands. He hissed
through his teeth at the pain, lifting his eyes and squinting through the red
mist that hung in the air. 


Evie was standing in front of him, holding a gun.
She strode past him, still firing. 


He stared after her, grinning in wonder. A girl who
could shoot. And look fiercely hot while she did it. And then he felt the cut.
His arm was suddenly on fire, hot liquid sluicing down his sleeve, soaking his
T-shirt and the waistband of his jeans. He glanced at his left shoulder and saw
the blood pouring in waves down his arm, and then out of the corner of his eye
he saw a tail arching above him. 


He dropped to his knees and rolled instinctively,
his head smacking the concrete path, his hand losing a grip of his blade. He
looked straight up, seeing the dark coiling shape of a Scorpio tail lashing
down, heading straight for his face, the razor-sharp edge glinting, and then he
heard a whooshing sound and the Scorpio, a guy in a long trench coat and a
Clash T-shirt, went spinning backwards, a dark stain spreading over the Clash,
his mouth a gaping pit. 


He disappeared a second after he hit the ground and
Cyrus stayed staring up at the sky, blinking at the clouds. Someone had saved
him. He rolled to his knees, his hand going to his shoulder, feeling the flesh
flapping free, his fingers soaked in warm wetness. He had a brief moment of
dizziness when he staggered to his feet and looked around. 


There were piles of bloodstained clothing,
discarded shoes, a few swords lying glinting in the grass. They had to have
killed three dozen or more of the things. How had they managed to survive this?



Ash and Vero were standing back to back, their
weapons still raised, breathing hard and fast. Vero was covered head to toe in
blood, like she’d taken a shower in the stuff, though the fact she was still
standing told Cyrus it wasn’t her own. 


Selena was on her knees, panting. There was no sign
of the Mixen she’d been fighting off. Victor was grunting as he tried to tug
his sword out of the writhing body of another Mixen. He pulled it free with a
shout and rammed it through the its chest, finishing it off.


Flic stood on the other side of the garden, wiping
sweat from her brow as Evie fired her last bullet into the head of a Scorpio
lying on the ground still groaning. For a brief moment, as he watched them
both, Cyrus pondered the sheer luck that the two of them had shown up just when
they had.


He was distracted from the thought by the sight of
Evie’s legs. She was wearing a dress and her legs were all he could focus on
– the lithe, pale length of them, the point where they disappeared under
the skirt … but then little black dots started to dance in front of his eyes. 


Evie turned just then, bringing the gun slowly down
to her side. For a second he saw the worry in her face. 


And then he pitched forward and fell into
blackness.
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Evie dropped to her knees in front of him, catching him before he
could land face flat. 


‘Cyrus!’ she called, her hands immediately coated
in blood from his shoulder wound.


He groaned in response, mumbled her name. She took
the corner of his T-shirt in her hands and ripped it clean off his back. 


‘If you want me naked, you only need to ask,’ he
hissed between gritted teeth. 


‘Ha ha,’ she answered as she started binding the
scrap of material tight around his arm. 


When she was done she looked up at him. He was
staring at her. His face was drawn, his jaw clenched, but his eyes were still
glimmering with amusement.


‘It’s going to need stitches,’ she said.


‘It’ll be fine,’ he answered, his gaze holding
hers. ‘Thanks,’ he added.


She stood up and held out a hand to help him up. He
staggered to his feet with a grunt, trying not to show just how much his arm
hurt. 


Victor was helping Selena off the ground. She
shrugged off Victor’s hand though and tossed her chin in the air, her eyes
darting to the pile of clothing in front of her. She grinned as Victor slapped
her on the back. 


She must have made her first kill, Evie thought.
That changed things ,she supposed, evened things out a little. She watched
Victor disappear inside the house.


Ash was holding onto Vero. She was completely
drenched in blood and for a moment Evie’s legs threatened to give way until she
realised, from the way Vero was smiling and had started kissing Ash, that it
wasn’t either of theirs. 


Flic was busy scanning the garden, checking there
were no more unhumans around.


The sound of a zipper made Evie whip around. Cyrus
was fumbling with his one good hand inside his boxer shorts.


‘What are you doing?’ she shrieked.


‘You got any better suggestions?’ Cyrus asked,
taking hold of himself. ‘These burns are stinging like – well, like acid
rain. I either piss on them or you can.’


‘Here. Use this.’


It was Victor. He handed Cyrus a jar of bicarbonate
of soda mixed with water. Evie smiled as Cyrus did up his zipper. 


‘That got you off the hook,’ he grinned at Evie as
he took the jar from Victor and started pouring it liberally over his arms and
hands.


Evie winced in sympathy. She knew exactly how Mixen
burns felt. 


In the distance the high-pitched wail of sirens
brought her reeling back to the moment.


‘Let’s go.’


It was Victor. He tipped his head at Selena who was
still standing on the veranda staring at the spot where the Mixen had vanished.
‘Come on.’


‘Where to?’ Cyrus asked.


Victor paused, thinking it through. ‘The Getty.’


‘Yeah,’ Cyrus scoffed, ‘because a visit to an art
gallery is just what we need right now.’


‘It’s open air, in direct sunlight and we can find
somewhere to talk that’s out of the way. And, besides, it’s the last place any
Mixen or Scorpio would think of going.’


Cyrus pulled a face at him.


‘He’s right. They won’t follow you there.’


They all spun around to stare at Issa who had
climbed out of the car and silently appeared between them. Evie had almost
forgotten she’d been with them. 


‘Who are you?’ Cyrus demanded.


‘I’m Issa,’ Issa answered. ‘We have met but you
don’t remember.’ She nodded curtly at Cyrus’s arm. ‘You need stitches and
antibiotics; otherwise that arm’s going to get infected.’


Cyrus glared at her. ‘You’re a Sybll?’


Issa nodded. 


‘And we really know each other?’ He looked to Evie
for confirmation. She nodded.


‘How well do we know each other?’ he asked, cocking
his chin and giving Issa a once-over.


Evie let out an exasperated sigh.


‘What?’ Cyrus asked, shrugging at her. ‘I’m only
asking.’


‘You didn’t know her like that. She helped us break into the Bradbury building before.’


Cyrus turned and studied Issa. ‘Well, this is great
timing. Where have you been the last couple of months though? We could have
used your help.’


‘Look, are we going to get out of here or what?’
Flic suddenly demanded.


The sirens were getting louder.


‘Come on, she’s right. Let’s go,’ Vero said,
running to one of the bikes.


Evie strode to the car and threw open the door.
‘Cyrus, get in,’ she ordered.
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‘We should all have guns.’


Evie stared around at the almost deserted space
they were gathered in. It was a wide, open-air terrace with fountains,
surrounded on all sides by futuristic-looking white buildings that apparently
housed a world-famous art collection. Not that they’d checked out any of the
art. 


Close by, a toddler was shrieking and running in
and out of a fountain while its mother sat on a nearby bench, smiling and
cooing, as if this wasn’t a city where the murder rate was topping over forty
people a day and where sightings of creatures with tails and green skin weren’t
all over the news. 


Here in this world, looking out over the
smog-choked city, people wandered as if in happy exile, arm in arm, enjoying
the warm October sunshine, laughing and joking, taking photos of the view,
posing by the fountain, stopping occasionally to check their guide books before
heading off to see more art. 


Evie edged into the sunlight and glanced over at
the table where the others were sitting. Vero had been to the bathroom and
rinsed her face and hair and was wearing Ash’s jacket over her dress to hide
the worst of the bloodstains. Issa was beside Cyrus, and the two of them were
locked in close conversation. He was wearing a T-shirt they’d bought him in the
gift shop. It had a Klimt print of two people kissing on the front, though
Cyrus had taken one look at it and turned it inside out, protesting at its
girliness. Blood had seeped through the makeshift bandage and stained the arm
of it. That needed seeing to. Cyrus hadn’t said anything but she could tell by
the tension around his eyes that he was in pain.


‘I repeat, cabron,
we should all have guns.’


It was Selena talking. Since the fight her
feistiness and aggressive tendencies had trebled. 


‘Guns are no use for fighting in close combat,’
Victor answered her. ‘You’d probably shoot one of us by accident.’


Selena scowled at him.


‘Guns won’t work on Thirsters or Originals either,’
Ash added quietly, picking at the remains of a sandwich.


‘Well, what are we going to do?’


Evie marched over. ‘We’re going to get Cyrus to the
hospital and get his wound stitched up before we do anything.’


‘It can wait,’ Cyrus said quickly.


‘That’s not what Issa says.’


‘OK, boss,’ he said, squinting at her through the
bright sunlight, ‘but first we need to strategise.’


Evie sighed, and looked over at Flic, sitting apart
from the others on a neighbouring table. Her feet were up on the chair in front
and she was resting her elbows on her knees. She hadn’t said a word since
they’d got there. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Victor either. She’d just sat
there, her eyes glittering, fixing him with a predator stare.


‘We retaliate before nightfall,’ Evie said.


‘How?’ Vero asked. ‘You’re not up to full strength.
Cyrus is wounded. We’re all tired. How are we going to fight more of these
things?’


‘Why do they want to protect this thing so much
anyway?’ Selena asked. ‘This way through thing you keep talking about? What is
it anyway? A door? Where does it lead?’


‘Shhh!’ Cyrus yelled, trying to drown her out.


It was too late though. Evie had already heard.
‘What?’ she asked, hearing the tremor in her voice.


No one looked at her. Instead everyone seemed to be
sharing an oh shit moment. Even Flic
had taken her eyes off Victor and was biting her bottom lip.


‘What is she talking about?’ Evie stammered. ‘The
way through? What about it?’


‘It’s open.’ 


Evie glanced at Victor. ‘What do you mean, it’s open?’ she asked. ‘How can it be
open? We checked. We went to the Bradbury. It’s shut.’


‘No,’ said Cyrus, eyeing her warily as he took a
careful step towards her. ‘It reopened. That’s what they’re guarding.’


The world tipped and spun beneath Evie’s feet.
Thunder filled her ears and her heart bounded into her mouth making her want to
gag.


She looked around the group for some kind of sign
that Cyrus was joking. Ash and Vero glanced at her guiltily before quickly
looking away. Flic was staring at the ground. Selena was looking to Victor, who
was shrugging at her. Cyrus was the only one who met her gaze unflinching.


‘Why didn’t you tell me? You all knew? And you
didn’t say anything? Even you, Flic?’


Flic bowed her head. ‘I was asked not to tell you.’


‘Evie, we didn’t want to worry you until we were
certain.’


Her mouth fell open but no words would come out. It
was open. How was it still open? 


Cyrus grabbed her suddenly by the arm and hauled
her away from the others.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said once they were out of earshot.
‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kept it from you, but I wasn’t sure what you would
do if you knew. I know last time you got it into your head to try to close it.’



The world slung itself to a grinding halt. Evie
swayed on her feet. It felt like she was teetering on the edge of a bottomless
abyss. Oh god. What did it mean? Why was it still open? She shook her head, a
laugh bubbling on her lips. She remembered the Mixen outside the Bradbury who’d
called her the White Light and then run off. 


She looked up at Cyrus, everything falling into
place with dizzying clarity. ‘It’s me, isn’t it? It’s me. That’s why it’s still
open. You tried to shut it and it didn’t work. Which must mean I’m still the
White Light. Goddamn it.’


She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or scream. 


‘Evie,’ Cyrus said calmly, resting his hands on her
shoulders and forcing her to look at him, ‘you are not the White Light. Do you
hear me?’


He shook her, and with a start Evie realised that
he was afraid. His voice gave him away, as did the force of his fingers,
squeezing her arms. 


‘I mean it, Evie. It’s not you. I swear to you. And
if you get any idea into your head to try and close the way through I’m going
to kick your ass. You gotta swear to me on Lucas’s memory, or your mum’s life,
on whatever is sacred to you, you gotta swear you won’t get it into your head
to be a hero. Because it won’t close. You’ll only end up walking around naked
in Malibu or somewhere without a clue how you got there.’ He paused, smiled.
‘Not that I’d complain. About the naked part at least.’


Evie stared at him, trying to take it all in. He’d
tried telling her before that she wasn’t the White Light. But what did he know
that she didn’t? How could he be so sure?


She closed her eyes so that she wouldn’t have to see
the expression on his face, the fear, the hope, the doubt all waging war there.
What if he was lying to her because he simply didn’t want it to be true?


‘How do you know for sure that it isn’t me?’ she
finally asked.


He drew in a long, unsteady breath. ‘Do you trust
me?’ he asked.


She opened her eyes and nodded. ‘Yes.’ Because the
truth was, she did. Somewhere along the way Cyrus had gone from being a really
annoying Hunter who was far too full of himself to being someone she would
trust with her life.


‘Really?’ he asked, looking surprised.


She nodded again. ‘Yes, I trust you.’ 


‘So, trust me,’ he said, his voice softer, tender
as a kiss, ‘when I tell you that it’s not you. It was never you. Nor me.’ 


‘Well, who is it then?’ she demanded, putting her
hands on her hips. ‘And how do you know all this all of a sudden?’


He took another deep breath. ‘Would you believe me
if I told you my mum seems to be quite the expert on Hunter lore?’


She considered it for a moment. ‘Yeah, I would. She
has all those books. She told me once she was doing research on us.’


‘Well, she figured out the prophecy.’


Evie blinked a few times in amazement. ‘Well, if
it’s not me, who is it then?’


Cyrus chewed his bottom lip for a few seconds
before speaking. ‘She didn’t say who
it was, just that it’s definitely neither of us.’ He dropped his gaze to the
floor and started fidgeting. ‘They probably haven’t even been born yet.’


Evie frowned at him. If they hadn’t even been born
yet then how the hell were they ever going to end this war? Even though she
trusted him, what if Margaret was wrong? She’d been wrong before, after all.


‘Evie,’ Cyrus said quietly, his hands slipping
behind her neck, forcing her head up so that she was looking him in the eye. ‘I
swear it to you. On my life. On everything I hold dear.’ He paused. ‘I swear it
on your life. It isn’t you.’ 


The amber in his eye glinted. Something surged
electric and alive inside her as he held her. She wanted to live, she realised.
She wanted it with a desire and a desperation she had thought she’d lost. Lucas
might not be there with her but that didn’t mean she had to stop living. She
owed it to him to live enough for the both of them. It was time to stop holding
onto memories and start living again.


‘OK,’ she murmured after a long beat. ‘I believe
you.’ 



 


 

Cyrus led her back over to the others who were all
sitting in stony silence. 


‘OK, let’s talk tactics,’ he said, staring straight
at Victor. ‘Firstly, no one’s getting it into their head to try to shut the way
through. Are we clear?’


Victor grunted non-committally, a slight smirk
playing on his lips. Evie narrowed her eyes at him. She wasn’t totally sure she
was buying what Cyrus was selling – she still needed more time to think
it all through. But the sight of Victor eyeing her like a crocodile, with
unblinking reptilian eyes, only made her dig her heels in. No way was she going
to let this man decide her fate.


 ‘How
are we going to fight them?’ asked Vero. ‘We don’t have enough blades. We’ve
got three at the last count. So only three of us can actually land any sort of
killing blow.’


‘You’re the Sybll,’ Cyrus said, turning to Issa.
‘Can’t you tell us how to win? Isn’t that what you people do? Predict things?’


Issa looked around the group and shrugged feebly.
‘I can’t help you on this one. The Originals are almost impossible to read in
terms of precognition. They move too fast, think too fast, act too fast. They’re
entirely unpredictable. I can’t see what will happen. There are seven of them.’
She shook her head. ‘It’s impossible to know.’


‘Fire works,’ Evie suggested.


‘But they’re fast,’ Cyrus sighed. ‘We can’t just
aim a flamethrower at them. They’re not going to stand still and allow us to
flame grill them to barbecued perfection.’


‘We need to draw them out,’ Selena interrupted.
‘Get them all in one place, focused on one thing.’


‘What though?’ Cyrus snapped. ‘A big juicy steak? A
bleeding cow? Five bare-throated virgins? And we don’t have the weapons to kill
them even if we could draw them out,’ he muttered.


‘He’s right,’ Vero said. ‘We need more weapons. We
don’t have any sort of plan until we find ourselves some more weapons. Ones
that actually work against them.’


‘Yeah, well,’ said Cyrus, ‘the only way of getting
more weapons is by sending a delegation to the Shadowlands and begging some friendly
Shadow Warriors to lend us their blades.’


Vero gave him a dark look. ‘Sarcasm is not helping
right now, Cyrus.’


They stared at one another in silence. Even Victor
wasn’t saying a word. He was just studying her in a way that made goosebumps
ride unpleasantly up her spine. 


Suddenly Issa cleared her throat. ‘I think I might
know where we can find some more shadow blades,’ she said quietly, glancing in
Flic’s direction.






Chapter 49



 

It hurt like hell but Cyrus wasn’t about to let on. He’d turned down
the offer of anaesthetic in case it took the edge off his instincts but now he
was having second thoughts as the needle poked like a Thirster fang through the
flesh.


The Scorpio tail had cut almost to the bone. He
could tell by Evie’s queasy expression that it wasn’t a pretty sight, so he
kept his eyes on her instead because she was. She noticed and gave him what he
guessed was aiming to be a reassuring smile.


‘How’d you do this to yourself?’ the nurse asked.


‘Accident with a hedge strimmer,’ he said through a
clenched jaw. 


‘Well, next time you need to be more careful,’ the
nurse giggled.


Evie rolled her eyes. Hmm, was she jealous? Cyrus
smiled at the nurse, who got flustered and jabbed the needle into the open
wound, skewering what felt like a nerve.


He suppressed the scream just barely.


‘It looks like you and your girlfriend have been in
the wars,’ the nurse said, nodding at Evie whose bruised neck was clearly on
display, despite her attempts to camouflage it with her hair. 


‘Like you wouldn’t believe,’ Cyrus answered,
exchanging a glance with Evie as the nurse placed a gauze bandage over his arm.


When she was done, she picked up her tray of
bloodied cotton and implements and walked to the door. ‘If you pop your shirt
back on and come to the desk we’ll deal with the paperwork.’


Cyrus jumped down off the bed and crossed towards
Evie, leaning past her for his T-shirt, which was slung over the back of the
chair and taking care to brush against her. He felt the way she jumped and
smiled to himself. Even covered in blood, with a bandaged arm, he still had it.
And they still had a spark. There was definitely something between them. He
just needed her to focus on the present and the future and take her eyes off
the past.


He pulled the stupid Klimt T-shirt on awkwardly,
trying not to move his arm. He didn’t want Evie to guess how much it was
hurting nor see how worried he was about what this might mean for the odds. He
wasn’t going to be up to strength by tonight. Hell, he wouldn’t be up to
strength for at least a fortnight. But there was no point worrying the others
about it.


When he glanced at Evie he saw her eyes were fixed
on his other arm. He turned it around and stared at the tattoo on the inside of
his wrist. ‘An owl,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Yet another mystery. Of all
the scary badass creatures out there to choose from, I chose an owl. What was
that all about?’


Evie smiled. ‘It’s a night hunter. It portends
death. You told me that once.’


Cyrus looked up at her, his eyes dancing. ‘I did?
Huh, well there you go. That’s pretty badass I guess.’ 


They walked to the door. Evie moved to open it but,
before she could, Cyrus put his hand over hers, holding it in place on the door
handle. They were pressed chest to chest and her lips were dangerously,
tantalisingly, close.


She wasn’t trying to pull away, he thought with
relief. Her breathing had hitched a fraction and her gaze had slipped to his
lips.


‘I know you loved him,’ he said. ‘But I think you
have feelings for me too.’ 


She opened her mouth ready to protest. ‘I …’ she
stammered.


‘Shhh’, he put a finger against her lips, cutting
off whatever she was about to say. 


‘I just want you to know that I’ll wait until
you’re ready.’


He paused, watching as his words hit home.


‘You’ll wait?’ she asked, frowning at him.


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘Because you’re worth waiting for.’


She swallowed, her gaze falling once again to his
lips. She was thinking about it. He knew she was and he held himself back. He
wasn’t going to kiss her, not until he knew she was his. Completely his.


Finally, after what felt like minutes, she spoke,
the words almost incoherent, mumbled to the floor. ‘I’m not promising anything,
Cyrus.’


He let go of her hand and gently stroked back a
strand of hair that had fallen in front of her eyes.


‘That’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’m not asking you to, yet.’






Chapter 50



 

Flic found him up on the roof of her apartment building. He knew she
would find him eventually. She’d seen him at Victor’s. In the midst of all that
fighting, she’d been the only one who had seen him or felt him. Even though
he’d been in touching distance of Evie she hadn’t sensed him. She’d been too
busy making sure Cyrus was OK to even notice he was standing right beside her
– admittedly invisible. 


Whatever Flic thought about Evie and Cyrus, she was
clearly wrong. 


Lucas had walked straight into the fight. He’d been
coming for Victor and it was just lucky for Victor that an army of unhumans had
chosen the very same moment to attack. Otherwise he’d be lying on a mortuary
slab right now in pieces. 


Lucas still wasn’t sure why he’d saved Cyrus from
that Scorpio, except that no matter how much he didn’t want to be on Cyrus’s
side, he was. 


As he pondered it all, he sensed Flic coming up
behind him.


‘You’re not about to jump, are you?’ she asked.
‘Because I’m not really a Samaritan kind of girl, so don’t expect me to talk
you down.’


He stepped away from the edge and turned to her
with a smile that didn’t make it past his lips.


‘Nice fighting by the way,’ Flic said. ‘I saw that
move you pulled on the Scorpio. You saved Cyrus’s life. Shame you can’t claim
the credit for it.’


Lucas said nothing. 


‘Shame you missed your shot at Victor too.’


Still he said nothing.


‘You know, you need to take that shot,’ Flic said,
‘before he can try anything with Evie. He knows about the way through, Lucas.
You remember his strategy for closing the way through before, right? I don’t
think he’s revised it much.’ 


‘I’m more worried about Evie doing something. She’s
not going to try anything stupid, is she?’ he asked Flic.


Flic shook her head, surprising him. ‘No, I don’t
think so. Cyrus managed to convince her she wasn’t it …’ She stopped abruptly
realising she’d probably said the wrong thing.


Lucas laughed bitterly. So Cyrus had succeeded
where he had failed yet again. Evie had walked away from him, been prepared to
sacrifice herself despite his pleas. But for Cyrus she would stay.


‘You know, Lucas,’ Flic carried on, ‘you’re wrong
about her and Cyrus. I asked her and she doesn’t …’ 


‘Stop it!’ he shouted, surprising them both. ‘I
don’t want to hear it.’ He started off towards the fire exit.


‘You need to let her see you’re alive,’ Flic called
after him.


‘No,’ he said, opening the door. ‘It’s not up for
debate, Flic. I don’t want her to know. And I’ll deal with Victor before he
becomes a problem.’


‘Whatever you say,’ Flic answered under her breath.
She followed him down the stairs. ‘Listen, Issa’s downstairs,’ she told him. ‘I
guess you saw her at Victor’s. Anyway she has some idea that you might know
where we can find some shadow blades to slice and dice these Originals with.
Tell me she’s right.’


Lucas frowned at her. Then he smiled, realisation
dawning. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I have something that’ll work.’



 


 

Lucas crossed straight to Issa who was standing in
the centre of Flic’s living room, and pulled her against his chest. ‘I’m sorry
for leaving you,’ he murmured into her ear.


‘It’s OK,’ she whispered back, clutching onto him
tightly. 


‘How did you get through?’ he asked, pulling away.


‘Precognition, Lucas. Remember. Sometimes it
actually works.’


‘Did you see Tristan? He was there. He was guarding
the gateway. He almost didn’t let me pass.’ Lucas shook his head, still
confused by why Tristan had stood aside in the end and let him pass through the
gateway unharmed.


‘No,’ said Issa. ‘He’s gone. Back to the
Shadowlands.’


A shuffling noise made them all turn towards the
hallway. Jamieson appeared a moment later in the doorway. His face was drawn
and his eyes were hollow and red-rimmed. One arm was wrapped in a cast and
bound in a sling. From his expression, Lucas guessed that Flic had told him
what had gone down in the Shifter realm.


‘Jamieson,’ Lucas said, crossing straight to him
and pulling him into a one-armed embrace.


Jamieson hugged him back. ‘Good to see you’re
alive,’ he said in a husky voice. ‘How are you doing? You look like hell.’


‘You should have seen me when Issa found me,’ Lucas
smiled. ‘And you can’t talk.’


‘He only needs a shower and a shave,’ Flic
interrupted. ‘You know where the bathroom is, right, Lucas?’ The hint was heavy
in her voice.


‘First things first,’ Lucas said, dropping to his
knees and rummaging in his bag. He pulled out the few items of clothing that he
and Issa had worn for two months, the spare bandages and dressings that Issa
had brought with her and stolen along the way from looted stores. At the bottom
of the bag was  a package. Lucas
pulled it out and laid it on the table. It was a bundle of cloth bound tight
with string. He cut through the knots with his blade and unfurled the cloth,
laying out the contents on the table before them. Twelve arrow tips made from
shadow blade. 


‘Five spare,’ he said grinning up at the others.


‘Where did you get these?’ Flic asked, dropping to
her knees and picking one up to admire it.


‘The fight at the Bradbury. I took out a Shadow
Warrior on the roof. She was carrying these in a sheath on her back. I had them
on me when …’ He broke off.


Flic threw her arms around his neck. ‘You may have
just saved the day, Lucas.’



 


 

Lucas stood in front of the mirror holding onto the
basin. Jamieson’s assessment was on point. He looked like hell. He ran his hand
over his jaw, feeling the roughness of week-old stubble. His hair needed a cut
too, was hanging over his collar. His cheekbones were more pronounced, his eyes
a dark charcoal grey, ringed with shadows. He pulled off his shirt. 


He was still in shape. He’d forced himself to start
exercising when they were on the run, knowing that one day it all might come
down to how fit he was, how able he was to fight. 


He looked more muscled than he had been before,
though perhaps it just appeared that way because he was leaner. He pressed his
hand to the coarse home-made stitches that Issa had given him using a ball of
twine and an embroidery needle. They seemed to have finally done the trick. The
skin had finally closed over, leaving a silver scar as thick as his finger. He
pressed his fingertips against his side. It wasn’t so tender anymore. The ache
was buried much deeper inside him instead.


She
loves you.


That’s what Flic had told him. Except it didn’t
look that way.


Flic had tried to force Issa to tell him that Cyrus
wasn’t in Evie’s future, that he was
instead. But judging from the stuttering reply Issa had given him, she’d seen
no such thing. He’d left the room at that point. 


Once he would have fought and died for Evie –
and, despite everything, he knew he still would. Without hesitation. She wasn’t
his anymore, but he was still hers.


As he stared at himself in the mirror, deep down,
where the ache resided, right in the heart of him, he knew that it was better
this way, that Cyrus was better for her. He could protect her – that much
he’d proved. He seemed to love her, though he wasn’t sure if love and lust were
the same thing for Cyrus. And if he hurt her in any way he might just have to
kill him. But most of all, Cyrus was fully human. He wouldn’t ever fade and
abandon her. 


Despite his feelings about Cyrus – despite
the anger he could feel like a horse kick to the stomach every time he thought
of Cyrus laying his hands on her and kissing her – he also recognised
that Cyrus was the only man other than himself who could protect Evie from
Victor. Yes, she was stronger now, but she was also wounded. The need he had to
protect her was part of his DNA, buried deeper even than the ache he felt every
time he thought of her.



 


 

When he came out of the bathroom Flic did a double
take, grinning at him. ‘Hot stuff, my brother,’ she said. ‘How can any woman,
unhuman or otherwise, resist that face?’


He scowled at her.


‘Even that face,’ she pouted. ‘It’s pure lady lust
material.’


‘Listen,’ he said, ignoring Flic. ‘I’ll stay. I’ll
fight with you guys. I’m going to kill Victor. But then I’m gone. And Evie
won’t ever need to know. Understood?’


Flic squinted up at him, her jaw pulsing and a hurt
expression on her face. ‘Where will you go?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know – I guess now the Elders are no
more I’m no longer being hunted. Which means I’m free to go wherever I want.’
The truth of that made his head spin. Where was home? It had been a place once.
Now it was a person. He shook off that thought. It didn’t help matters.


‘First things first,’ he said, ‘let’s focus on
getting through tonight.’






Chapter 51



 

Cyrus was huddled over the kitchen counter with Victor, Ash and Vero,
drawing up the plan for that evening. The sight of Victor and Cyrus standing so
close together made Evie’s skin crawl. They’d come back to Victor’s to regroup
before the attack and sort out the weapon situation. It didn’t seem like a
great idea to Evie, but Issa had told them it was safe for the moment. 


In the background a television played on mute. Evie
watched a blonde CNN reporter with a sombre expression reporting to camera. She
was standing on a street somewhere. There was yellow tape in the background,
and several chalk outlines were drawn over the blood-spattered sidewalk. The
picture switched to another reporter, on another street corner. This time in
the background Evie could make out a gathering of people in front of a
makeshift shrine. Statistics ticker-taped across the bottom of the screen.
iPhone footage of some Mixen filled the top right-hand corner. Evie stared in
horror. How was this happening? How was any of this real?


The screen went suddenly blank. Issa had pulled the
plug. Evie looked hurriedly away, back towards the others. Over Cyrus’s
shoulder she counted the arrowheads he’d spread out on the counter. There were
twelve, made from shadow steel, strong enough to cut through thousand-year old
Original skin. Strong enough to cut through anything in fact. They required
delicate handling unless you wanted to lose a finger. Issa had just turned up
with them. She wouldn’t say how she’d come across them but ultimately, who
cared? 


Evie watched Vero pick up one of the arrows with a
pair of pliers and fix it carefully onto a thin shaft, before sliding it into
the sheaf she usually carried with her on hunts. She did this with eight of the
arrow heads, then she took the crossbow Victor handed her without a word and
hefted it against her shoulder, looking down the sights and squinting. Vero was
the best shooter they had. Evie felt better knowing that she would be armed
with arrows that wouldn’t just bounce right off Original flesh. 


Vero placed the crossbow down carefully on the side
and asked Ash for his sword. He handed over the curved blade and watched as she
started binding the arrow to its tip with some electrical tape.


When she was done Ash picked up his sword and
weighed it in his hand. He slashed the air around him, leaving light trails
hanging like the ghosts of fireworks in the air and Evie grinned along with him.



She hadn’t wanted to point out the obvious before
– that going out there with a normal sword was a little like trying to
fight these things with plastic cutlery. But now, with a minor adjustment, Ash
and the others would each be armed with something lethal. 


‘Shame we can’t melt this down and make bullets out
of it,’ Selena said, picking up one of the remaining arrows.


‘Impossible to melt. Nothing in this realm will
make a dent in this thing,’ Victor murmured, fixing an arrowhead to his own
shorter dagger.


‘Other than an Original’s head we hope,’ Vero
muttered.


Evie took a moment to watch Vero as she worked on
attaching the arrowhead in her hand to Selena’s stubby broadsword. 


A hand on her shoulder made her jump.


‘You ready?’ Cyrus asked. ‘Jamieson’s going to go
ahead. You clear on the rest?’


Evie nodded. ‘Yes.’


She looked over at the others strapping on their
weapons.


‘I called my mum earlier,’ Evie suddenly said.


Cyrus frowned at her. ‘What did you tell her?’


‘That the end of the world was nigh and that I was
about to do battle with some ancient bad guys armed only with a knife, but not
to worry.’


A smile twitched at the edge of his mouth.


‘OK, I’m kidding, I told her that everything was
cool and that I’d see her tomorrow. She’s been reading about all these murders
and all the sightings. She’s paranoid I’m going to get killed if I stay in LA.’
She paused. ‘What could I tell her? That she was right to worry?’


Truthfully, her mother had been hysterical on the
other end of the phone. She was now convinced that Evie was, in the best-case
scenario a drug addict, in the worst-case scenario a pregnant drug addict, and
Evie hadn’t had the energy to refute either scenario with any conviction. She
was almost dreading her return to Riverview more than she was dreading tonight.
Maybe she would never have to return though. The odds, despite the new weapons,
weren’t exactly in their favour.


‘You will see her tomorrow. I guarantee it,’ Cyrus
said softly as though he’d read her mind.


‘Don’t make guarantees you can’t keep.’ 


The smile died on his lips. ‘I’m not. I know it.
And I will look after you out there. I won’t let anyone hurt you.’


She sucked in a breath and tried not to show how
much his words stung. She’d heard the exact same thing from Lucas once. And
look how that had ended.


‘It’s not getting hurt that I’m scared about,’ she
whispered. ‘It’s everyone else. It’s losing even more people that I care about
that frightens me.’


His eyes narrowed and he took a minuscule step
towards her, ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ he said gently.


‘Who said I was talking about you?’ she fired back,
trying and failing not to smile. 


Behind her, someone cleared their throat. Evie
whipped around. Victor stood over them.


‘You should have this,’ he said, offering her the
shadow blade he’d taken from her the day before.


Evie glanced down at it. The hilt was facing
towards her. The point of it, glowing eerily, was pointed directly at Victor’s
stomach. Evie reached for it with trembling fingers. It would only take one
quick motion – a simple thrust of the wrist. She could do it now, right
now, and it would all be over. She would have her revenge and she wouldn’t have
to look over her shoulder any longer either.


She glanced up at Victor.


His eyes were blazing with the challenge and she
realised with a start that that was why he was giving her the blade, here, now,
in full view of everyone. 


He was giving her the chance for revenge, daring
her to exact it here, with all of them as witnesses. Or was he simply taunting
her? Believing that she wouldn’t do it? Whichever it was, her hand froze, the
blade stiff and poised between them. 


Evie could feel all eyes glued to her, the
atmosphere in the room buzzing. After ten long seconds Victor slowly backed
away, smiling victoriously.


She felt completely undone. The blade fell limply
to her side. She had betrayed Lucas – let him down. She hadn’t been able
to do it. Tears welled behind her eyes. Why hadn’t she been able to do it? What
had stopped her? The only thing she was grateful for was that Flic wasn’t there
and hadn’t seen. What would she say? What would she think?


She suddenly wished Lucas was there. She wished she
could speak to him and explain – beg for his forgiveness. She was losing
him and it felt like a punishment. He was fading from her memory. The way he
felt and the way he smelt, the huskiness of his voice – everything about
him was turning indistinct, disintegrating into ashes and dust. She hadn’t dreamt
of him last night either. She hadn’t dreamt of him since Cyrus had kissed her.


She ground her teeth at the memory of all that
she’d let happen. Cyrus’s kiss had completely erased the memory of Lucas.
That’s what had done it. And that was the biggest betrayal of all. 


‘Evie.’


It was Cyrus. His hand brushed the nape of her
neck. It was an intimate gesture, one of ownership, even if she knew he hadn’t
really meant it that way. She pulled harshly away, jerking out of his reach,
then she squared her shoulders and walked out of the kitchen, heading towards
the door.






Chapter 52



 

Cyrus watched her walk away with her head held high. For a moment back
then he had thought she was going to kill Victor. And he wouldn’t have done a
thing to stop her. 


Victor had a list of crimes against his name which
needed accounting for. And not in any court of law. And besides, he was still a
danger. Despite all the warnings he’d given Victor, he knew Victor still couldn’t
be trusted. It was a risk – a huge risk letting him come with them.


Cyrus turned to look at him now and found the man
staring straight back at him, testing him, studying him. There was a darkness
to Victor that frightened him. OK, maybe not frightened – that was too
strong – because nothing frightened him other than perhaps losing Evie. Maybe
a better word would be disturbed.
Victor’s absolutism to the Hunter cause – his complete lack of empathy or
guilt or anything remotely resembling a human emotion – was disturbing in
the extreme. He was a textbook sociopath, Cyrus thought, as the two locked
eyes. There were Mixens out there with more human traits than this man, and yet
Victor couldn’t see the irony of his wanting to destroy all unhumans. 


It took all Cyrus’s will not to march over to him,
grab him by that ridiculous necktie he was wearing and shove him head first
through the back door. The thing that stopped Evie – that little thing
called a conscience – wasn’t something Cyrus was so bothered by. Victor
was no better than a Thirster or a Mixen. Unless Victor attacked Evie first,
came at her ready to kill her, then Evie would never do it. She would only ever
kill in defence of herself or people she cared about. So maybe, Cyrus mused, he
should do it for her. It was that amused look on Victor’s face that was
needling him. The smug smile he’d tossed at Evie as he’d walked away. Yes, they
probably did need Victor, but on the other hand now they had Shadowlands
weapons … 


Cyrus slid his sword from its sheath almost without
thinking and took a step towards Victor. But suddenly Issa was in the way, standing
there with her hands on her hips, arching her eyebrows at him. 


Cyrus tried to dodge around her, but she blocked
him easily. Damn Sybll. And now Victor had left the room and it was too late.
But then he did a double take and drew back. Had she seen what he was about to
do? Would he have killed Victor? He frowned at the slip of a Sybll in front of
him.


‘I’d have won though, right?’ he asked her.


‘We need him,’ Issa answered tiredly, but he could
tell by the very slight twitch at the corner of her mouth that, yes, he would
have won.


Cyrus suppressed the victory fist pump, reminding
himself it didn’t actually count if it was only in a Sybll vision that he’d
killed Victor and not in real life.


Issa frowned at him. She had lilac-coloured shadows
under her eyes and he remembered that Flic had mentioned that Issa had had some
kind of past with Lucas. What was it with him and hot girls falling at his
feet? She wore the same worn-down, hurt look that he saw in Evie and it rankled
him. 


‘Do you believe in the prophecy?’ he suddenly asked
her. 


Issa looked taken aback. ‘Yes,’ she stammered, ‘I
believe in the prophecy. Of course. It’s marked.’


‘But if you say things can swivel on a dime, that
suggests we have free will – that each and every moment is ours to
choose. You just stopped me from killing Victor. You saw it happening. Yet at
the same time you’re trying to tell me things are foretold.’


‘The Sybll believe that some things, not
everything, but some things are
fated, destined, meant to be. The marked prophecies are among those things that
are fated. They will happen,’ she said with a sigh, ‘no matter how hard we
fight against them.’ 


‘So you still think it’s Evie, then? That she’s the
White Light? That it won’t end until she closes the way through?’


Issa sighed more loudly. ‘I don’t know anymore,’
she admitted, shrugging her slender shoulders. ‘We did. We all did. It made
sense. She’s the last pureblood Hunter. Well, apart from you. And it wasn’t
you.’ She tipped her head to one side. ‘So who knows? Everything with Evie
tends to be a blur. Her future is never clear.’


‘Why?’ Cyrus asked.


‘Because she’s always making choices that change
things.’ Her tone seemed to suggest that she had issues with those choices.
‘She chose. She fell in love with Lucas and chose not to kill him. And she
chose just now not to kill Victor. She chose to leave Riverview and come back
here. She’s choosing to stand here and fight as you all are when she could have
just buried her head in the sand. Most people follow the path of least
resistance, do what’s expected of them – follow the crowd. That’s why
it’s easy to see their futures. But not Evie. She never chooses the easy path.
She constantly veers from it, and that makes it hard to see the destination
she’s headed in.’


Cyrus laughed under his breath. ‘She does what she
thinks is right. That’s why. Not what she thinks will be best for her but what
she thinks will be best for other people.’


Issa didn’t say anything. She just continued
staring at him with those freakishly big eyes of hers, which made it hard to
guess exactly what she was thinking. Was she shooting him a disbelieving look
or was that just her normal face?


He frowned at her, wondering. ‘So you can’t see her
future then? At all?’ 


‘No,’ she answered firmly. 


‘Or mine?’ he asked hopefully, aware that he
probably looked pathetic and needy, and wondering whether he should just man up
and ask her straight out whether she saw him getting together with Evie and
whether any of her visions included a kid with his colour hair and Evie’s eyes.
He shook his head, trying to shake some sense back into it. No way was any of
that coming out of his mouth. 


Issa arched a pale blonde eyebrow at him. She knew
exactly what he was getting at and he squirmed beneath her stare.


‘You want me to tell you whether there’s a happy
ever after?’ she asked drily, ‘whether she’ll get over Lucas and be yours one
day?’ 


She laughed – a harsh braying sound that made
a flush of anger scorch his cheeks.


‘I don’t know,’ she said over her shoulder as she
walked away. ‘Ask me again later tonight.’
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They were ready, all of them lined up along the perimeter wall. The
Originals must have felt them from a mile away. They may as well have attached
sirens to themselves and blue flashing lights. 


Evie glanced over at Cyrus. He hadn’t said a word
for several minutes, which had to be a record. The ribbons of muscle along his
shoulders and running up the nape of his neck were taut as steel cables, his
lips corpse-white. He was working hard to give an appearance of calm, but she
could hear his heart beating double time. Her own was keeping pace. Sweat was
snaking trails down her back and she was having to force herself to hold
steady. Crossing the wall felt like declaring war. A war she didn’t know if any
of them would survive. 


Jamieson had shifted into a squirrel and climbed
the wall to provide a visual. On his cue, Cyrus boosted Evie up the wall. She
grabbed hold of the top and hauled herself up, dropping to the ground on the
other side, blade in her hand. Cyrus landed in a silent crouch beside her half
a second later. The others appeared spaced out at fifteen-metre intervals, all
except Vero, who was perched instead on top of the wall with her crossbow fixed
to her shoulder, and Jamieson, who sat beside her, shifted back now into human
form. Evie worried about him. He couldn’t shift into a bird any more to escape,
not with a broken arm, but he’d insisted on coming along anyway.


She didn’t stop to think about it for long. Her
gaze was drawn immediately to the way through. It stood as a solid curtain of
fire between the trees. She blinked at the brightness, at the strangeness of it
hanging there, as though a shooting star had fallen from the sky and embedded
itself into the lawn, its tail still blazing.


For a moment she considered Cyrus’s words to her,
his absolute conviction that she wasn’t the White Light. Should she ignore him
and try to close it anyway? What if … She didn’t have a chance to follow the
thought anywhere.


They’d appeared. As though magicked out of thin
air. Seven of them – three males and four females, striding across the lawn
to meet them. Their pace was measured, almost rehearsed. They didn’t come at
them in a whirling blaze of movement and rage. And in a way that made it more
sinister. Every hair on Evie’s body stood on end. It felt like the world had
just drawn a breath and was pausing before a final exhalation.


It wasn’t their clothes that Evie noticed – a
random selection of garments, most probably culled from the wardrobe of the
house they were squatting in, nor their absolute stillness. It was the lack of
any expression on their faces. They were as blank as runway models – the
hard glint of their eyes the only evidence that something was going on behind
the stone facades. And maybe she was imagining it but all their eyes seemed to
be focusing on just one thing – her.



 


 

The Originals stopped in a line, ranged across from
them,  though the strongest and
tallest of them seemed to have positioned themselves opposite her. 


A couple stood back, posting themselves in front of
the way through, silhouetted against it. Was it that important to them to keep
it open? Why? Hadn’t they slaughtered everyone in all the other realms? Evie’s
mind skittered over these thoughts, unable to focus on anything now, other than
the unhumans standing opposite. What were they waiting for? 


Evie locked eyes with the one opposite her. She
looked to be barely out of her teens, with a mop of curly blonde hair and big
blue eyes, and Evie had to remind herself that even though she looked like
Taylor Swift this girl would sooner
rip her head off than sing her a song about a broken heart. 


She squeezed the hilt of her blade and said a
silent prayer as a whisper of wind shot past her ear.


The Original standing in front of Flic, a girl with
flaming red hair who looked like she belonged in a pre-Raphaelite painting,
flew backwards with a sickening scream, the tip of an arrow embedded in her
chest. 


Thank
you, Vero.


Vero let loose a second arrow, this time aiming at
the male standing opposite Ash.


The man’s hand flew up so fast it was a blur. Evie
blinked, trying to compute. He’d caught the arrow between his fingers and was
now studying it curiously, as though trying to figure out what it was made of.
Then, quicker than lightning he twirled it in his fingers and whipped it
straight back in Vero’s direction.


Evie heard Vero scream and turned in time to see
her fall in a tangle of limbs, landing with a thud on the ground. The arrow tip
was sticking out of her arm, near her shoulder. Evie paused, half-twisted
towards Vero, wanting to run to her, seeing Ash out of the corner of her eye
thinking the same. But they weren’t given the chance.


On some unspoken cue the Originals ran at them.
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Before he knew what was happening the really tall one who’d been
standing opposite him was on top of him. It felt like he’d been floored by a
steamroller. Hands – or what felt like talons – were clawing at his
jaw, trying to twist his head to the side. Cyrus pushed with all his might
against the weight on his chest, feeling the stitches in his arm rip open. He
gritted his teeth against the pain, as blood began spurting down his arm and
soaking into his shirt.


The struggle stopped instantly. The Original let go
of his head and sat up, straddling him, her thighs gripping his waist. In any
other circumstance it might have been pleasurable. She looked a little like
Angelina Jolie, Cyrus thought randomly, and then cursed himself that his mind
was so one track even when facing death. 


This close he could see the starbursts of red in
her eyes, could make out the pupils expanding like balloons, could see her
fangs, the needle points of them getting closer, and he knew what was coming
next. He didn’t have time to even lift his blade before her teeth bit straight
through his T-shirt, ripping aside what was left of the bandage, and then sank
into the torn flesh of his arm. The pain shot through him like a million shards
of acid-coated glass shredding his nerves. There was no way of containing it
– he let out an agonised scream, trying at the same time to roll out from
under her, to wrench his arm free from her teeth, but it was hopeless. It was
like being mauled by a lion.


He tried to focus even as his heart started to
burst supernova style and stars flew across his vision. He was giving up
without a fight. That was not how he was going to die. Hadn’t he promised Evie
he was going to protect her? Gritting his teeth, he forced his numb fingers to
grip hold of the blade, which was slipping from them. Then, grunting, he forced
his free arm to lift. His vision was darkening. Something was banging slowly
against his skull, loud and insistent, and he realised it was his heart
refusing to give up but slowing nonetheless as the blood flowed out of him. 


With a final effort, he brought the blade up high,
blocking out the guzzling sound, and then, feeling teeth gnash with abandon
against nerve and bone he slashed the blade down as hard as he could.


The girl let out a gasp as the blade slid through
her spinal cord, not even snagging on the nerves bundled inside. Before she
could collapse down on him Cyrus rolled, freeing himself. 


He climbed to his feet, swaying wildly, his mangled
arm dangling uselessly at his side, and scanned the garden, trying to spot
Evie, panic and adrenaline and blood loss making the lawn tilt vertical.


He kept turning in frantic, unsteady circles, the
others only vaguely registering on his consciousness, the grunts and yells and
cries drowned out by his own silent screams, and then he saw her – on her
knees, by Vero’s side. She had the crossbow on her shoulder and was trying frantically
to load an arrow, while an Original strode towards them.
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Evie had shot the blonde Original that came at her. The bullet had hit
its eye, temporarily blinding it, giving enough time for Selena to get close
and douse it with flames. 


In the heat and rush and chaos that had erupted
she’d not seen what had happened to Ash. All she’d registered was that Vero was
struggling to her feet, trying to drag the crossbow up to her wounded shoulder
and an Original was stalking her way. Evie had dived towards Vero and snatched
the crossbow from her hands. But it wouldn’t load. She couldn’t fit the arrow.


Finally, she managed to slot the damn thing into
the groove. She hit the trigger in the same second. The arrow went wide,
nicking the Original in the arm, making him pause just briefly to examine the
wound with a slightly curious expression. 


Evie flung the crossbow to her feet, stepped in
front of Vero and drew her blade but before she could even bring it up to chest
height the Original crumpled right in front of where they were standing. Evie
looked around, her heart hammering. Who had finished him off? In the next
instant the body exploded as Selena trained the flamethrower at him. Evie threw
herself backwards out of the way of the flames.


She tried to scan the scene in front of her but she
couldn’t make anything out – everything was moving too fast, flames
licking the ground in front of her, and the roar of the flamethrower and the
screams of the others filling her ears. 


Jamieson had appeared suddenly by Vero’s side, was
helping her to stand.


‘Get out of here!’ Evie yelled at them.


Through the flames and the black smoke, she saw
Cyrus. He had blood pouring in rivers down his arm and was swaying, veering
towards her at a run. 


Just behind him she caught sight of Flic, barely
visible, a dark shadow, haloed by light, feinting and thrusting with her blade,
blue sparks showering down over her. She was fighting one of the two Originals
left guarding the gateway. Ash was fighting the other. Evie started sprinting
towards them, snatching the crossbow from the ground as she went. 


She raised it to her shoulder as she ran, took aim
and let an arrow fly. It tore through the neck of the Original fighting Flic.
She watched Flic expertly slice through the flap of skin still keeping the head
attached to the body, even as she kept running, swerving towards Ash who had
been forced almost back against the perimeter wall. Evie was almost by his side
when she came to a slamming stop, her feet kicking up turf.


Through the thick black smoke she saw him.


She saw Lucas. 


He was only a trace. An outline against the flames,
no more, and a part of her brain knew it couldn’t really be him, that it had to
be a figment of her imagination. But it was enough to make her pause, to make
all the noise and the panic drop away, as though she’d just plunged off a cliff
and was freefalling through space.


It was
Lucas. No one else moved like that. So fluidly, so full of grace. And she could
feel him, could sense him now, her stomach tightening and her heart rate
upping, her blood fizzing and bubbling as though magnetised.


And then he turned and looked straight at her. She
noticed every single detail of him in that one second – the streak of
dirt across his cheek, the scratch above his eye, the shirt he was wearing, the
thinness of his face.


He was staring at her fiercely, his shoulders
heaving up and down, sweat running down his face. And she couldn’t move. She
was frozen to the spot. The air exploded out of her lungs in one big rush. 


He was here. He was alive.
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Lucas had taken out the girl opposite Evie first. An easy kill, one
that had made him believe that they could win. Evie had shot her through the
eye and he’d finished her off with a stabbing thrust through the back of the
ribs that pierced her heart. The lighter was in his other hand. She’d been a
ball of flames before the new Hunter with the flamethrower had even started
smoking up the place. 


Distracted by that, he’d lost sight of Evie for a
split second, had whipped around just in time to see her, crouched beside Vero,
firing an arrow at the Original advancing on them. It flew wide, hit him in the
arm, only slowing him for a second. Lucas had reached him just as he closed in
on Evie and had finished him off with a blade across the back of his neck, severing
his spinal cord. 


He’d meant to stay close to her and Vero after
that, but the sound of Flic screaming had forced him back into the fight.
Through a blanket of smoke he had caught sight of her weaving and darting out
of the way as an Original came at her – fangs bared. Lucas sprinted
towards her, leaping rivers of flame and scorched ground, ducking beneath Ash’s
flying sword, sliding onto his knees and drawing his blade across the
Original’s hamstrings, sending him crumpling to the ground. 


Before he could finish him off an arrow went
slashing past his head, just an inch from his ear, and drove straight through
the Original’s neck.


Flic’s eyes fell on Lucas and she grinned at him
before she finished it off with a final blade thrust through the neck. Then she
turned and ran towards Ash, blade raised, screaming death. Lucas spun at the
same time, searching for Evie. 


His eyes fell on her instantly. She was standing
frozen in the middle of the lawn, flames leaping around her and smoke billowing
in curtains. She was staring at him as though she was seeing a dead person
rising from the grave – her face alabaster pale, her lips parted, his
name brushing the edge of them. The noise of the battle faded, time seemed to
slow to microseconds, whole lifetimes lived in the space between them.


Flic’s scream pierced through it all, shattering
the stillness and bringing the world stampeding back in. Lucas spun around. Flic
had fallen – was lying on the ground – and an Original was kneeling
over her, about to tear her throat out.


With a roar Lucas brought his blade up and charged
towards them.
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It came out of nowhere – a hard punch to the stomach that
blasted Evie off her feet. She slammed into the ground, the crossbow flying out
of her hands. She clutched her abdomen, feeling fire, trying to suck in a
breath through the flames. Gritting her teeth she tried to pull her blade free
but she was lying on top of it and before she could roll or get her breath back
a hand fisted in her hair and she was being dragged across the ground.


She grunted, her fingernails snagging in the dirt,
her mouth filling with grass and soil. Her eyes were watering so badly she
couldn’t see. She was suddenly yanked to standing and it was only then she
realised it wasn’t an Original who had hold of her. It was Victor. His arm was
wrapped around her neck, cutting off her screams, choking her airway. 


Her eyes flashed wildly but the others were just a
vague blur in the distance, shrouded by smoke. Her gurgled cries were muted by
the roar of the flamethrower as Victor pulled her the last few metres towards
the gateway, left unguarded as the others fought.


She should have killed him when she had the chance.
That was the only thought she could muster. She’d known Victor would try
something and yet she hadn’t quite believed he would. And she didn’t even know
yet if Lucas was real. A blistering rage took hold of her. No. No way. She
wasn’t ready. She wasn’t going to do this. Not against her will and not like
this, with everyone fighting around her, possibly even dying.


She twisted, breaking Victor’s grip, feeling a
chunk of hair rip clean out of her scalp.


Victor swore and lunged at her. She dodged him, and
landed a punch to his jaw which did nothing to stop him. He kept coming at her.
She saw a blur at the edge of her vision and realised too late it was his foot.



The kick spun her 180 degrees. A second punch to
her back sent her sprawling. The light was suddenly in her face, blinding her,
rushing up at her. She was falling into the gateway, could feel the sparks of
heat licking at her face.


Her arm practically tore out of its socket as she
jerked to a stop. She opened her eyes slowly, squinting against the brightness.
She was hanging suspended, leaning towards the gateway, the side of her face
burning from the electric heat of it. Someone had her by the wrist, was pulling
her upright.


The ground was tilting. And then she was standing.
And Lucas was in front of her. And there was a dark shape on the ground behind
him that had to be Victor, but she wasn’t even capable of figuring it all out.
It was all she could do to just focus on what was in front of her.


It wasn’t possible. She blinked again. How could he
be real? 


But she could feel his hand, warm against the
underside of her wrist. She could see the thin scar running across his temple
and the strikes of amber gold at the edge of his irises. He looked more worn,
tired; his hair was longer, his face harder somehow, but it was Lucas. The
electric current she was feeling, the way her heart had started flying in her
ribcage, batting to escape, was enough to convince her that what was in front
of her, standing there, holding onto her, was not some figment of her
imagination. He was real.


‘Lucas,’ she managed to say his name, her voice
cracking.


‘Watch out!’


Lucas spun around, pulling her behind his back,
shielding her. Victor was on his feet, was standing in front of him, a gun in
his hand. The air stilled around them, thickened like tar. A scream filled
Evie’s head.


When the shot came it tore through the stillness,
shattering it like an earthquake. The ground shook, the noise of the impact
echoing through every cell in Evie’s body. 


Her knees went out from under her. She clutched at
Lucas with deadened fingers, a sob welling in her chest as she grabbed his
shoulders to keep him from falling – to stop him from fading. Not again.
Please not again.


But he didn’t fade. He didn’t fall. He stayed solid
beneath her fingertips. She drew a breath – so sharp it hurt, aware only
of the tightening grip of Lucas’s hands on her own as he unlatched her fingers
from his shoulders and pulled her around to his side. 


It was only then, when she saw Victor lying on the
ground before them, that her brain put together the jumbled pieces. Lucas
wasn’t hurt. Neither of them had been shot. She stared in shock at Victor’s
body for several seconds.


His limbs were splayed and his mouth was gaping
open. He was staring up at the sky, a trickle of blood oozing lazily down his
face. A smooth round hole was stamped like indelible ink on his right cheek. 


Evie raised her eyes to the person standing over
him. Selena was contemplating the body with a satisfied expression. In her
hands she held a shiny semi-automatic. The flamethrower lay discarded at her
feet. She reholstered the gun, then turned to Evie.


‘Guess Victor was wrong about bullets and guns,’ she
said with a smirk. ‘Aren’t you going to at least thank me for saving your
chicken ass?’


Evie could only stare at her in shock. 


‘The guy was loco,’ Selena said with a dismissive
shrug, ‘and that’s what we do with crazies where I come from.’ She threw an arm
wide, gesturing at the smoking lawn. ‘We’re all done here. Seven dead
Originals. One dead psychopath.’


Evie glanced around, seeing the smoking heaps on
the lawn and hearing the whoops from Flic and the others, but not really
noticing them. She turned back to Lucas who was still standing opposite her,
staring at her, waiting.


For half a minute she just stood there, staring,
then she threw herself against him, running her hands desperately over his
chest, pressing against his neck, feeling the smoothness of his jaw, her
fingers tracing the curve of his lips. Her hands were in a hurry to slide under
his T-shirt, feel the warmth of him, press against his heart, feel the beat, know
with absolute certainty that he was alive. 


But then she drew back, realisation slowly dawning.
He wasn’t smiling. His hands were hanging loosely at his sides, one still
gripping his shadow blade. And his eyes – that was the worst of it –
they were flat and cold and a million miles distant from here, staring right
through her.


Her hands fell at once to her sides.


‘You’re alive,’ she said, feeling tears start to
roll down her cheeks. ‘You’re alive.’
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She was crying. 


‘You’re alive,’ she repeated, her voice hoarse and
broken.


Lucas nodded. 


‘You came back.’ 


Her bottom lip was trembling and he wanted to reach
out and still it. He wanted to. But he couldn’t. Instead he just nodded. She
looked like she might collapse. She was staring at him in amazement but now he
saw confusion at his silence. He didn’t know what to do. Her fingers just then,
tracing his lips, had lit a fragile hope in him that she did still feel
something for him. 


But he couldn’t forget the image of her lying on
top of Cyrus. 


‘I came back,’ he whispered softly, raising his
hand and wiping away the tears that were sliding down her cheek without
stopping to think about what he was doing. 


She caught his hand in her own and brought it
against her lips, kissing the palm so softly that he took a sharp breath in, as
the ache in his chest sprang upwards and released. She looked up at him then
and he felt the electricity coursing in currents between them. 


He closed the distance, taking her face in his
hands, and kissed her as he’d imagined kissing her every second of every day
he’d been apart from her. He kissed her as if he’d once been a dead man and she
had brought him back to life. He kissed her until he felt her legs give way and
he had to pull her even tighter against his chest, until the air around them
was sparking with static. And he kept kissing her even when Flic coughed loudly
beside him.


And when he finally opened his eyes and looked into
the deep, blazing blue of Evie’s he smiled, already knowing the answer, the
truth of what she was feeling, of what he still was to her, seeing it reflected
in her eyes. 


There was no loss. There was only belonging.
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‘Screw fate.’


Cyrus felt the sword hanging heavy in his hand.
Around him were piles of chargrilled Original. And Victor. Blood was still
flowing down his arm and he thought he might be swaying still. Either that or
the world was spinning extremely fast.


But he barely noticed. All he saw was her. Evie.
Kissing the guy who needed a hair cut.


Lucas. 


He knew it was Lucas, even though he couldn’t
recall seeing him before. He looked like Flic. And Evie was kissing him as if
…, well, as if he was someone who she’d thought was dead but who’d just waltzed
back into her life. 


‘It has to be fate. Because no matter what other people
throw at them they always end up back with each other.’


He turned to Issa, ready to push her backwards into
a steaming pile of Original. Only the look of sadness on her face pulled him up
short. 


He looked back at Evie and Lucas still kissing, as
if the rest of them weren’t standing there picking up the pieces and wondering
what to do about Victor’s body, and felt a shard of hot metal stab him in the
heart. It made the pain in his arm fade away to almost nothing. 


She’d almost been his. She would have been his if
Mister Shadow Warrior with the haunted expression and the cheekbones you could
sharpen knives on hadn’t shown up. And Evie was falling for this? He kicked the
ground. 


‘You’re going to be fine.’


It was Issa. Again.


Fine? He was going to be fine? He didn’t want to
feel fine. He wanted to take this raging anger that was building inside him and
go and project it onto something. He wanted to tear up the streets, finding
every unhuman he could and project it onto them. That might do it. Might, just
maybe, make him feel less angry. 


Though probably not. 


It was him she should be kissing. He had been so
close. She had been considering it. It would have taken a few more months
maybe, but she would have been his. They would have worked on creating prophecy
babies. Practising till they had it perfect. 


He watched as they finally broke apart for air.
Flic and Jamieson stood by them, grinning. Not that the two of them noticed.
They were oblivious to anything but each other. 


And Lucas was stroking her cheek, tipping up her
chin. And Cyrus had to look away. He had never experienced loss before. Never,
he realised. Because this hollowing out, this rage and this sadness were
completely new to him. Even with his amnesia, he knew he would have recognised
this feeling. He guessed that’s what love did to you. And it sucked. Love
sucked balls.


‘What are you going to do?’ Issa asked.


‘Aren’t you supposed to be the one telling me
that?’ he snapped.


Issa fell silent at his side.


He took a deep breath. What was he going to do now?
He didn’t know. How was he supposed to let her go? Forget about her? Maybe he
should jump through the gateway again and take a second round of amnesia.


He glanced to his left where Vero and Ash were
locked in a tight embrace. Her arm was bandaged up with a scrap of cloth. He
guessed that those two were done with all this. Vero wanted out. She deserved
out. Behind them Flic had her tongue shoved half way down that Shifter’s
throat. For god’s sake, what was this, junior prom?


He stared up at the white-porticoed mansion fifty
or so metres behind him. Then he frowned, looking down at the sword in his
hand. What was he going to do? 


He turned to Issa. ‘I guess I’m going to do the
only thing I know how to do,’ he said. ‘Fight these things. There’s a whole
city to clean up.’


‘Well, if it makes you feel any better,’ Issa said
with a sly smile, ‘I can see you living in luxury while you do it.’ She nodded
her head at the house behind them.


He narrowed his eyes at her suspiciously. ‘This
place?’


‘Mmm,’ Issa said, grinning now. ‘The owners are
somewhat dead.’


He shrugged at her, turning and considering the
house, checking with her that she wasn’t pulling some kind of Sybll idea of a
joke. She could really see that? 


‘Well, someone does need to guard the gateway until
the White Light decides to be born,’ he said, admiring the three floors of
windows and the turquoise glint of a pool through the trees.


‘To be born?’ Issa asked, her voice hitching in
surprise.


Cyrus gave her a wry smile. ‘You really need to get
your vision tested, Issa. Maybe you need glasses or something.’


She frowned at him, her clear blue eyes widening to
the size of dinner plates. Then her head whipped around and she stared at Evie
and Lucas, her eyes turning the colour of slushy snow. When they cleared, after
just a few seconds, he could see she had seen it. Her mouth was gaping open
almost as wide as her eyes. The Sybll hadn’t seen that one coming. Surprise,
surprise.


So his mother had been right, then. He couldn’t
wait to tell her. He could just imagine how relieved she’d be when he told her
she wasn’t going to be a grandma.


‘You’re going to need help.’


He looked over his shoulder. Selena was standing
there, bandana freshly tied, smears of dirt smudging her cheek, eyes ablaze,
looking a little like Rambo, only less ladylike.


Cyrus rolled his eyes. This day was just getting
better and better. ‘No way,’ he answered flatly. 


‘Yes way, pendejo,’
Selena answered, flashing a grin at him and revealing several gold-capped teeth
in the process.


With a grimace, Cyrus recognised the rush she was
having – the newbie, brain-blowing high of having dealt some serious
punishment to some serious unhuman ass. 


‘Did you see what I did to Victor?’ Selena asked,
her voice brightening. ‘I popped his ass. You want me to do the same to you?’ 


Cyrus ran through several answers in his head.


‘Nah,’ she cut in before he could select the best
one. ‘I think you’re best off with me on your side.’ She laughed. ‘If you like,
I’ll let you take a turn on the flamethrower once in a while.’


He sighed inwardly. 


‘I call dibs on the master bedroom,’ she said,
sashaying across the lawn towards the house.


‘Hey,’ he called to her back. ‘Just so you know,
I’m the boss.’


‘Yeah, you keep telling yourself that,’ she shouted
back.






Chapter 60



 

Evie rolled over in the bed, letting her hand trail over Lucas’s
chest. She traced the edges of the knife scar cutting across his stomach,
before placing her palm over his heart. She couldn’t tear her eyes off his
face, or stop her hands from tracing every inch of him. 


He was the same with her, his gaze hungry, his
hands more so, yet so full of tenderness at the same time that she ached to lie
with him all night and through into the next day and the next. She didn’t ever
want to sleep again just in case he disappeared. She couldn’t quite believe he
was still there, despite all the evidence to the contrary.


‘I love you,’ she murmured, her lips pressed to his
scar.


‘I love you too.’


His hands traced the livid purple bruise on her rib
cage where Victor had kicked her. A small frown line creased between his eyes.


She cleared her throat. She’d been waiting for the
right time. The memory of Cyrus – of both the kiss she’d shared with him
and the expression on his face when he’d seen her with Lucas a few hours ago
– had been nudging at her. The guilt she was feeling for him –
about him – was sliding like a knife under the surface of her happiness,
threatening to puncture it. Cyrus she would need to confront eventually face to
face, but Lucas she had to deal with right now. She had to come clean.


She took a deep breath. ‘Lucas,’ she said, ‘I need
to tell you something.’


He paused, his hand on her stomach. ‘No. It’s OK,’
he said softly, shaking his head. ‘You don’t need to tell me. I know.’ And
then, after a beat, ‘I understand.’


She tensed. He knew? He’d seen? Of course he had,
that’s why he’d been so cold with her at first, so distant. 


‘I missed you so much,’ she began, her voice
faltering as the excuses started tumbling desperately from her lips. ‘I thought
that I would never be the same again. I lost a part of myself the day you died.
Or the day I thought you’d died.’


‘You have me back,’ he said, taking her face in his
hands, holding her there until she raised her eyes to meet his. ‘I’m yours now
for ever,’ he said. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’


‘Unless my mum kills you,’ Evie said, swiping at a
tear. ‘She thinks you abandoned me in New Mexico. And now she thinks I’m a drug
addict. A pregnant one. And that you’re to blame.’


‘Well, maybe one day I’ll be to blame for the last
part.’


Evie felt her cheeks blazing red.


‘Don’t worry,’ Lucas said, smoothing a strand of
hair out of her eyes. ‘Enough people have tried to kill me. And I’m still here.
I’ll take my chances with your mum. I’m not leaving your side ever again.’


She kissed him and then, laughing, fell back
against the pillow.


He leant up on one elbow to look at her. ‘What?
What is it?’ he asked.


‘Just that you were right.’ 


‘About what?’


‘You said once that life takes us down a path, that
it leads us places that sometimes we don’t want to go.’ 


He smiled, his fingers stroking along her
cheekbone. ‘But it always, always brings us to exactly the point where we’re
supposed to be,’ he murmured, leaning down and kissing her.
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