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Chapter 1
 
   The great white shark attacked, massive jaws wide. The tuna jerked out of its reach and the jagged teeth snapped shut on water only. Momentum carried the large shark into the floating cage, rocking it violently. Its rough skin grated against steel as the fish rolled away, tail thrashing clear of the water as it strived to dive back into the depths. As the caudal fin slapped down, a great fountain of water splashed over the rack hanging from the back of the ship.
 
   A raucous cheer went up from the people gathered on the rack. They laughed and pointed to the still rocking cage, and called up to their fellows on the deck above, teasing them for being so far away from such a spectacular sight. One of the divers in the cage rose to the top and stuck a hand up through the gap. The signal he gave was a delighted thumbs up, eliciting another round of cheers.
 
   Tom Ellis, on the deck, waved back and hoisted in the rope he dangled over the side of the ship. The tuna head secured to the end came out of the water, tattered from the attempts of the sharks to snatch it. The guests encouraged him to hurl it back out, eager for another close encounter.
 
   Amaya leaned on the railing beside Tom, a tray of toasted snacks balanced on one hand. “You’d think they’d get tired of it after a while,” she mused, watching the excited people on the rack. “Especially after having their feet dunked in fifteen degree water over and over.”
 
   To illustrate her point, the ship rocked up and down. The rack, positioned so its base sat on the water surface, dipped knee deep into the chilly southern Indian Ocean. Like a horde of drunken revellers at a bucks party, the rack population cheered even this.
 
   Tom laughed. “If they ever got tired of it, we’d be out of jobs, Amaya. Did you ever think of it that way?”
 
   “Well, there is that,” she conceded.
 
   Tossing the tuna head back out into the water, Tom scanned the ocean for the tell-tale shadow of an approaching shark. The people not lucky enough to be on the rack or in the dive cages gathered at the railing around Amaya and Tom, staring intently. Tom’s job wasn’t to feed the sharks, but to lure them in to thrill the people on the ship. If a shark approached, he had to ensure it didn’t actually get the tuna.
 
   “And you have to admit, even after all the time you’ve been on the ship, you’re still fascinated by the sharks.” Tom glanced at her, expression slyly knowing.
 
   She picked up a toastie and shoved it in his mouth. “I’m here to cook, nothing more. Watch the water. You lose another bait and Nick’ll have your head on a rope, bobbing in the water.”
 
   He crunched on the toastie and contemptuously jerked the rope. The tuna head shot backwards through the water. The shark prowling by twisted lightning fast and lunged after it. Snout and teeth surging out of the water drew happy gasps from most people and cameras clicked madly.
 
   “Show off,” Amaya said and moved away.
 
   She spent a while taking the tray of snacks around the guests on the ship. To a person they were hyped up. Today was a record day. Eighteen individual great whites and it was barely lunch time. And the beasts were particularly playful. Both of the surface cages had been put out and every diver was desperate to get in and experience the great predators in their element.
 
   Finishing with the guests, Amaya made the rounds of the crew. Some were fishing off the bow, though it didn’t seem to be going so well. Amaya asked them to try for ocean whiting and promised to make lemon and herb crumbs if they succeeded. She left them with a zeal in their eyes for whiting. More were mid-decks operating the crane on the bottom cage, including Nick.
 
   Dr Nick Carson, one of the leading authorities on great white sharks in the world. When he wasn’t on the international lecture circuit, he was most often found at the Neptune Islands, cataloguing tagged sharks, tagging new ones and doing his best to dispel the ‘vicious killer’ myths around the beasts. It helped immensely that he was young, handsome and charming. But none of those traits were why Amaya was with him.
 
   For her it was something different, something deeper.
 
   And, yeah, it was just an added bonus that he had a cute arse.
 
   Amaya slid in beside him, her hand trailing over that arse lingeringly.
 
   “Hey, babe.” He leaned over the side of the ship, peering into the water. Dark hair flopped over his forehead and into his blue eyes. Amaya’s fingers itched with the need to brush it out of his way. He would just shake his head and back it would go.
 
   “Hungry?” she asked.
 
   “Nah.”
 
   She handed him a toastie anyway and he ate it, then reached for another one.
 
   “Problem?” she asked, looking over the side of the ship.
 
   “Nah.”
 
   The water was a deep blue in the shade of the ship. Amaya could just make out the shape of the bottom cage and the quick flitting fish around it.
 
   “Then what’s so interesting down there?”
 
   “Dunno. Just have a feeling, I guess. Like something bad is coming.” With visible effort he lifted his gaze to her face and smiled sheepishly. “Probably just hunger.”
 
   Giving in, Amaya fixed his hair. “Probably. Hot dogs for lunch today. How many do you want?”
 
   “Are they proper hot dogs? Or just saveloys rolled up in bread?”
 
   “I’ll never live that down, will I?”
 
   “Nope. Anyone would think you’d never seen a real hot dog before. And you being a chef and all.”
 
   Amaya offered him the last toastie. He took it and she batted him over the head with the empty tray. He caught her around the waist and kissed her hard.
 
   Dropping the tray, Amaya wrapped her arms around him and surrendered to the kiss. Heat threaded through her body from the lips down, coiling deep in her abdomen. He pushed her against the side of the ship, bent her back over the railing.
 
   “For Christ’s sake, get a cabin,” Saul muttered.
 
   Laughing, Nick released Amaya. She wobbled a bit, and it wasn’t from the rocking of the ship.
 
   Saul Baker, the ship’s engineer, scowled at them good naturedly.
 
   “I’d better go get lunch started.” Amaya picked up her tray and scurried away before Nick could catch her again.
 
   “Two,” Nick called out after her.
 
   She scrambled up the steps to the upper deck and into the door leading down to the galley. In her cramped kitchen, she hurriedly prepared lunch for the guests and crew. Graeme helped her dispense the hot dogs while they were warm, a caddy of sauces hung around his neck.
 
   When everyone was happily munching down, Amaya escaped to the mizzen deck with a cup of tea and a book. Leaning against the mizzen mast, Amaya surveyed the ship. She was the Renata Rose, a 1920s schooner out of Holland, her original masts still standing proud even though she’d had an engine installed in the forties. Refitted many times, she was as hardy as any modern built ship, but with an old world charm that drew many a person wishing to experience something unique. For some, the draw was in the sharks the Rose chased across the southern ocean. For others it was the sharks and the ship, passing over the other tour operations utilising pristine, sleek motor cruisers.
 
   For Amaya, it was Nick. His passion was great white sharks and he’d turned that passion into a business by opening up his research to the public. Of course, he charged them an arm and leg—hopefully not literally (so he said in his ship safety speech)—for the pleasure of helping him catalogue the shark population around the Neptune Islands off the coast of South Australia. And Nick was Amaya’s passion. She’d follow him anywhere.
 
   Under the warming sun of a southern, late spring day and to the ragged chorus of overjoyed shark enthusiasts, Amaya drifted into a shallow trance. It was a relaxed state where her body was able to recharge and the constraints on her thoughts eased.
 
   Her awareness spilled outward, a dam overrunning its banks. The minds on the ship chatted at her with wild insistence. Excited, overwhelmed thoughts crowded in around her. She pushed past them. If she wanted to hear what the guests had to say, she would have sat on the deck with them and listened with mundane ears. Instead she quested a bit further and dipped down into the water.
 
   Instincts were clearer to read than thoughts. They were simple and direct. The sharks were nothing but instinct. They swam and they looked for food, they swam and they looked for a mate. When they found either, they did what was necessary, then swam on. To do so, they had eight sensory methods. Not five, or if you wanted to stretch it, six. Eight. With that much information coming in, Amaya could understand why there was no time for pesky things like conscious thought.
 
   Life was so much easier when instinct ruled.
 
   She drifted with the circling sharks, filtering all the complex information of their senses into her own, trying to numb her mind to the screaming demands of human existence. She wanted to float, to be swayed by the currents, to answer to the call of hunger and lust only if she wanted to, not because someone else deemed it normal.
 
   Then, on the edges of her perceptions, came something big. It was primal, pure instinct, but its weight warped everything around it. Amaya had a moment only to touch it, to recognise it, before a bright, sharp lance of pain pulled her back onto the ship and into her body.
 
   Stunned, she looked at her hand, where she’d felt the pain. Nothing there.
 
   Nick.
 
   She was on her feet and clattering down the stairs from the mizzen deck without thought. Rushing back toward mid-deck brought her right to Nick and Saul, coming in the other direction. Saul had a hand under Nick’s arm, supporting him. Nick was bare-chested, holding the thick wad of his rolled up shirt to his right hand. His face was pale.
 
   “What happened?” Amaya took Nick from Saul.
 
   “It’s just a cut,” Nick muttered.
 
   “It’s nearly a severed hand.” Saul opened the door to the stern companionway.
 
   Grimacing, Nick said, “I guess this is the bad thing I sensed.”
 
   “Let’s hope so,” Amaya said.
 
   In Amaya and Nick’s cabin, Amaya unwound the blood soaked shirt while Nick tried not to show any pain. There was a deep slash right across the middle of his palm. The flap of skin between thumb and first finger was cut right through. When Amaya mopped away the blood, there were glints of white bone for a second before red welled once more.
 
   “How did it happen?” Amaya asked Saul.
 
   “We were pulling up the bottom cage when a line snapped. Took him right across the hand.”
 
   The lines were all steel wire an inch thick. It was a wonder Nick hadn’t lost fingers, let alone his whole hand.
 
   “Did the cage get up okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Everything’s fine, except for Captain Courageous there.”
 
   “Put a Band-Aid on and I’ll be fine.” Nick’s voice was stretched around the pain and sounded brittle.
 
   “It’ll need stitches,” Amaya said. “I’ll get Tom.” Tom doubled as their medic.
 
   “Stay and keep up the show for the guests,” Nick said, trying for stern and getting barely to firm.
 
   “I hardly think anyone’s going to care if they can’t –”
 
   “Amaya. It’s a record day. Keep them entertained and keep watching the tags. I can’t let this opportunity to mark as many sharks as possible slip by. Please?”
 
   It was the please that did it. He didn’t have to ask, but that he did meant something to her.
 
   Leaving Nick with Saul, Amaya went and told Tom what had happened. He immediately handed over the bait rope and went to tend Nick. Amaya wasn’t fond of teasing the sharks, but if Nick wanted it, then she would give it.
 
   Amaya climbed down the ladder to the rack.
 
   “Where’s Tom going?” Angelique, one of the American guests, asked. She was blond and bubbly, used the word ‘awesome’ far too much and had a big crush on Tom.
 
   “To help Nick,” Amaya said, moving to a corner of the rack. Though space on the rack was a highly coveted thing, they gave her room happily enough. Whosoever holds the tuna-rope is as God. “There was a small accident. Just a cut hand,” she added hastily when the guests got that OMG!-man-overboard! look.
 
   To a chorus of understanding ‘aahs’, Amaya stepped up onto the lower rung of the railing around the rack. Bracing her knees against the upper rung, she hauled in the tuna head. Like Pavlov’s dogs, the guests focused on the water at the signal of the tuna-rope.
 
   The men in the crew preferred to stand on the deck and be up high to look for the sharks. Amaya liked to be on the rack. Closer to the water meant she didn’t have to look for the sharks, she could just feel them.
 
   Easing into a near trance, Amaya let her senses fly into the water once more. Tuna-rope ready, she felt a shark approach and tossed the bait. The shark crashed out of the water and down on the bait, but she pulled it away in time. The guests oohed with appreciation and Amaya repeated it.
 
   She’d been at it for about fifteen minutes, chatting with two tourists from South Africa, when she felt it.
 
   It was that thick, primitive force she’d touched on the mizzen deck. It wasn’t a shark, it wasn’t a predator of the ocean at all. It was a dark, questing power created by grief and rage—two powerful emotions that weren’t about to be denied.
 
   There was a moment for her to think, ‘Oh no, not again’, and then it drove deep into her guts, digging in like a barbed hook. Gasping in pain, Amaya lost her balance and tipped forward. The ocean full of sharks rushed up to catch her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Six months ago, I took down one of the biggest, meanest supernatural beasties in the world. They’re called Primals and they’re the great-grandparents of the vampire race. Think mega-vampires that go out in sunlight and swap bodies the way we swap undies. Scary, huh? There’s seven of them, including the one I decapitated. She didn’t die. They’re so immortal nothing will ever get rid of them. I suspect if the Earth blew up, they’d still be there, floating amongst the debris, bickering about who got sucked into the black hole first. They’re that powerful. And I did for one of them in about as total a way as anyone could.
 
   With such a big credential stuffed down the front of my pants, I was sure to be in hot demand to dispense more supernatural arse kicking. Like a lawyer who wins the un-winnable case. Or the doctor who performs the one in a million operation. Or the mechanic who works out what that clunking noise in the back of your car is. Near god-like.
 
   So why was I head down, arse up, stuffed to my shoulders in some dusty, cobweb filled hole reaching around blindly for something the size of a rat?
 
   “Have you got it yet?”
 
   Mrs Arnold’s voice came to my ears very muffled. As it had to travel through thick shag pile carpet laid down in the seventies, on top of linoleum, which in turn sat on top of a layer of newspaper from the Mesozoic era, it’s not surprising that what I heard was ‘Ham moo moet?’ Luckily, I have ESP. Extra sensory presumption. It means I have this unbelievable talent for guessing and occasionally, I get it right.
 
   “Not yet,” I replied and didn’t bother wondering if she understood. In truth, I was trying pretty hard not to breathe. The crawl space under Mrs Arnold’s living room had not been crawled through by anything larger than a stunted mouse for a very long time.
 
   There was about half a foot of dust upon which time’s tidal ebb had left a mess of detritus. Said stunted mouse had died a while back and his skeleton curled in the corner by my head. There were rusted nails; scraps of newspaper; a dried out spider husk that might have very well been the thing that killed the mouse (either scaring it to death or by sitting on it); a coiled length of barbed wire that seemed too new to have been lost before the laying down of the geological strata of floor coverings, and things I couldn’t—or didn’t want to—recognise.
 
   My shoulders ached from having my arms stretched over my head and from being jammed in a hole Mrs Arnold wouldn’t let me expand because ‘this house is heritage listed, young man, have some respect for your cultural foundations’. There were twinges in my neck that were probably the start of muscle spasms. My right foot had gone to sleep, thanks to being squashed between the wall and China cabinet (which I was not allowed to touch either, ‘Wedgwood, young man!’). And my freakin’ torch decided at that moment to die.
 
   Between me, the floorboards, the corner foundation of the house and the ground, there wasn’t a lot of space left to shake the bastard thing, but shake I did. Hey, it always worked in the movies. And sure enough, a hard shake brought the light back on. Pity that it took a smack against my head to work. And then the bloody thing was pointed right in my eyes when it came on.
 
   “Argh.” My startled cry blew up a cloud of dust into my face, which I promptly sucked in.
 
   “Did you find it?” Mrs Arnold asked through my ESP.
 
   There aren’t letters to express the true cadence of my response, so we’ll leave it up to imagination. However Mrs Arnold’s imagination dealt with it, her entire response was something about getting a real pest man to come get rid of her problem. Ignoring her, I scanned the torch around the dark crawl space.
 
   The beam fell onto a big lump that was even more out of place than the barbed wire—or not, depending on what you expected to find in crawl spaces, which in turn probably depended on the type of movies you watched. I have a t-shirt that says ‘Attention ladies: I watched “The Notebook”’. (Okay, I haven’t—watched the movie that is—but I do have the shirt.) I’m firmly in the ‘fully expect to find ghastly things in the crawl space’ camp, but I don’t admit that on first dates.
 
   Mr Wibbles, a prize winning Burmese cat of remarkable proportions, was pretty much reduced to mincemeat. If you liked your mince to have fur and bones. I don’t and I’m guessing most folk don’t, but apparently imps do.
 
   The creature crouched amongst the bloody remains, cheeks bulging with, judging from the scraps it had yet to eat, liver. It was, from pointed head to barbed tail, about a foot long, humanoid in shape and covered in greyish-red, wrinkly skin. About the biggest feature on it, apart from the tail, was its nose, which jutted out from its face like Pinocchio at a sports-scandal press conference. It had a pair of stubby wings on its back.
 
   So far, the imp hadn’t noticed me. It just kept stuffing its face, humming to itself. Imps were even more totally self-absorbed than your average paparazzi-baiting tween starlet. It was hard to get their attention, and really, why would you want it? They were foot long garbage disposal machines with less intelligence than a brain-dead chicken. Still, they didn’t mix with human civilization too well. When their natural food source ran short, they took to scavenging. However, you didn’t find them head first in your knocked over garbage bin. Rather, you often caught fleeting glimpses of them while they were carting off your Chihuahua, or dragging your prize winning Burmese through a hole in the floorboards.
 
   Imps. Small demons but they make up for it in ‘eww’ factor.
 
   In the hand not holding the torch, I had a tiny tape player. I’d recieved a very strange look from the guy in the electronics shop when I’d rushed in and demanded one. He’d tried to sell me an MP3 player with speakers, and couldn’t understand why I thought that would be just a tad clunky. When I’d rushed next door to the music shop, they’d looked at me even more strangely when I asked for a cassette to play in my hard won tape player. Luckily, there are some people who still buy tapes, but probably owing to the personality type that would refuse to move into the digital age, the selection of tapes was thin.
 
   I hit the play button.
 
   I’m a big fan of music in general, and an ever bigger fan of good music in particular. And, as in everything in life, each to his own, right? Still, whoever had decided the world loved Irish folk songs enough to keep releasing them should never have sold the rights to whoever decided pan pipes were really cool.
 
   Haunting, breathy strains of ‘Danny Boy’ echoed in the crawl space. It was all at once a totally absurd and eerie sensation—like elevator music piped into your head after your brains have oozed out of your ears. Whatever I thought of it, it worked.
 
   Like a meerkat on look out, the imp sat up on its haunches and peered about. It saw me and tilted its head. Strings of livery flesh hung from its mouth, blood and gore splattered across its body. Slowly, it crept down from the mound of its meal and inched toward me. It came in hesitant bursts, rushing forward, stopping to look around for danger, then forward again, panicking and darting back.
 
   Music was the one thing guaranteed to hold an imp’s attention, other than its stomach, of course. The little demon scuttled forward, tail swishing, head cocked to locate the source of the music. It didn’t notice me putting down the torch. Heck, it probably didn’t even realise I was there at all.
 
   As soon as it got close enough, I made a grab for it. The imp realised too late and couldn’t evade me. I caught it around its scrawny neck and it squealed. The high pitched, eardrum-bursting cry drowned out the music. My teeth resonated in my head on a frequency set to crystal-shattering. The creature’s claws raked at my hand, its itty bitty teeth tried to dig in. Imps are stronger than their size would have you believe, and they’re fanatically ferocious, but the most they can down are your average household pets. It had no chance against me. Besides, I was wearing thick welding gloves.
 
   Wriggling backwards, I hauled my upper body and imp out of the hole. We came out in a burst of dust and cobwebs and fingernails-down-the-chalkboard wails. Mrs Arnold gave her own little scream, back peddled quickly, hit her floral-patterned recliner and sat down so hard the footrest popped out and shot her legs into the air. Eyeballs full of grit protected her from any impropriety on my part.
 
   Working blind, I groped about for the cat carrier I’d brought along. I found it and shoved the imp in and jerked my hand out a second before slamming the door and securing it. The demon cried some more, then stopped. A moment later, the sounds of eating emerged from the dark corner of the carrier.
 
   No, I hadn’t killed a poor defenceless animal for it to eat. It was cat food.
 
   “Oh my, oh my,” Mrs Arnold was saying when my ears recovered.
 
   “It’s okay, Mrs Arnold. I got it. It won’t be bothering you anymore.”
 
   She floundered for a moment, then managed to get the footrest down and the chair swung forward so she could look at me. Her eyes were wide and her hair pretty much stood on end. One hand fluttered at her chest.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” I hauled myself to my feet and went to check her pulse.
 
   She slapped my hand away hard enough to make me yelp.
 
   “Don’t you touch me, you pervert!”
 
   “I’m not a pervert, Mrs Arnold. Honestly.” I stepped back and held my hands up in unconditional surrender. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. I’m a trained paramedic.”
 
   Feisty old eyes narrowed. “And you sideline in pest control? I shouldn’t think so.”
 
   “Hardly pest control,” I muttered. I could show her the imp in the cage, and we could argue about it until the cows came home for a change of undies and went out again, but I had a face full of dust, an aching back and prickling foot. Arguing about whether or not demons existed probably wasn’t what someone in that position, with my history, should do with an octogenarian. For both our sakes. This once, I’d let it slide.
 
   “Now, did you see my Mr Wibbles down there? Is he all right?”
 
   “Ah, yes, Mr Wibbles is down there.”
 
   “Then back you go. Bring him up.”
 
   I cringed. “You might not want to be here for that.”
 
   “Why ever not?” Even as she asked, she understood. “Oh. No, I think I should be here.”
 
   My mouth was open to protest, but she cut me off.
 
   “Now, young man, I’m eighty-two years old. I’ve been around the block a time or two and I’ve probably seen some things to make you wet your pants. Mr Wibbles stuck with me when Mr Arnold passed and through my hip replacement. The least I can do is be here for him now.”
 
   Ten minutes later, I was back in the hole, fishing around with an old hockey stick, dragging the bits and pieces of Mr Wibbles into range of the bucket I had to put him in. I mean, I couldn’t have left the carcass down there to rot and stink out Mrs Arnold.
 
   I was scooping the last of Mr Wibbles into the bucket when I heard something. A little mewling sound. From the outside world, there came an answering cry from the imp.
 
   What the…?
 
   They poured out of the shadows of the crawl space like a red tide. Tiny, tiny little imps, screaming tiny, tiny little supersonic war-cries. I gurgled a surprised scream of my own and hurried out of the hole. They came flocking out, wings buzzing like a swarm of killer wasps. The full grown imp in the cage set to caterwauling once more. The result was a cyclone of bone-rattling sound pitched at the very upper end of the human compatibility range.
 
   I lay flat on my back, staring in disbelief at the baby imps spinning around the room. They weren’t terribly coordinated and they flew into walls and furniture with little thumps of impact. The figurines scattered throughout the room didn’t survive so well either. There was a tinkling crescendo of shattering porcelain.
 
   Mrs Arnold was back in her chair and copped a fair few of the baby demons in her hair. They thrashed about and got hopelessly tangled. She sat in open mouthed shock. By good luck or sheer bad aiming, none of the imps flew into her mouth. I didn’t want to have to explain to anyone that I’d had to perform the Heimlich manoeuvre in order to dislodge a demon.
 
   Thanks to the poor directional skills of the imps, it didn’t take long for them to batter themselves into unconsciousness. The last buzzed around the ceiling for a bit longer and then in a fit of panic, flung itself at the window. It smacked the glass hard and tumbled to the sill, where it sat and swayed before toppling over.
 
   The adult imp was still kicking up a fuss in the cage, so I gave it sharp boot and knocked the cage into the wall. The imp crashed against the hard plastic and fell, splot, face first into the dish of cat food.
 
   Sitting up, I surveyed the damage. A hasty count later, I pulled out my receipt book and started writing.
 
   “Right, Mrs Arnold. That’s sixty-four—” A twitter under the China cabinet caught my eye. “Sixty-five… pests. My initial estimate may have been a bit short.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Oh come on. Like I was actually going to charge her extra. I even threw in the removal of the unconscious imps for nothing. Of course, she had to give me Mr Wibbles’ old carrier to put the overflowing bodies in. All in all, it was a very tidy room I walked out of two hours later. A trifle bare of ornamentation, but demon free, and that’s always a plus.
 
   I shoved the two carriers full of slowly awakening imps into the boot of the Monaro and slammed it shut before they could deafen me. I selected some soothing music and the imps shut up for the trip home. It was heading toward sunset when I pulled into the driveway and clicked the garage door opener. I slid the black car in beside the Moto Guzzi and closed the garage.
 
   Inside, I set the carriers down beside the stereo, tuned them into a classical station and then checked messages.
 
   There were none. No missed calls, either. Not even a text. 
 
   It had to be faulty. Why else wouldn’t it record the many, many messages left by all the calls I’d sent to messages while I did an imp-ectomy on Mrs Arnold’s living room?
 
   I went into Mercy’s room and, ignoring the snoring lump in the middle of the bed, rummaged around in the dirty clothes on the floor for her mobile. I rang my mobile on it. I left a message and checked my phone.
 
   “You are a fun and considerate guy. Everyone loves you,” came through loud and clear. The up vibe of my message evened out the depression brought on by the fact nothing was faulty. It was true. No one had called.
 
   I wasn’t about to say business was bad, but, well, it was. Six months since I’d proven my brass balls on the Primal calling itself Heather Veilchen; six months since I’d started—and ended—a battle between two rival vampire clans. Six months since I’d had a decent job. There’d been the odd vampire slaying or two and a brief and dirty plague of sprites up the road at the Sunshine Coast. Of course, the imp population had been on the increase for a while. I didn’t want to get bogged down playing lullabies for piddly little demons though. There was little profit in it, and no need for me to cart Mercy around the countryside. She was getting lazy.
 
   Case in point, she was sleeping in a lot. The sun had set and she was still in bed. Once upon a time, she would have bounded out of bed with a spring in her step and blood lust in her eyes the moment the sun dropped over the horizon. Not so much these days.
 
   I went back into her room. “Mercy, time to get up.”
 
   The lump under the blankets shifted a bit and mumbled something.
 
   “Come on, up and at ‘em, girl. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.” Even my best drill sergeant voice got nothing more than a little white hand sneaking me the finger.
 
   I went into the cage and ripped the blanket off the bed. Mercy spluttered and hissed, moving into a crouch with liquid ease. Her dark eyes flashed silver.
 
   Hey, I don’t know about anyone else, but a girl not much over five feet, about as wide as my thigh, with a sweet heart-shaped face and bouncing curls of black hair isn’t that scary. Especially when she’s wearing PJs with My Little Pony on them.
 
   “Whatever. It’s time to get up.” I spun around and walked out of her room.
 
   In the kitchen, I made myself some lunner—think brunch but at the other end of the day. I was finishing off my bowl of cornflakes and grapes when Mercy slouched in. She’d showered and washed her hair. It was plastered down to her scalp and shoulders and dripped water onto her t-shirt (slogan—I’m Dressed and Out of Bed, What More Do You Want?) and track pants.
 
   “Evening.”
 
   She snarled at me and went to the cupboard hiding the blood fridge.
 
   “Grumpy. Maybe you didn’t get enough sleep.”
 
   Mercy had made leaps and bounds forward in learning to act human, but sarcasm was still a lost cause with her. She glared at me and then glared at the locked fridge.
 
   “I’m hungry,” she snapped.
 
   “You ate two nights ago.”
 
   “And now I’m hungry again.”
 
   “Why? You’ve done nothing. I checked your haemoglobin this morning. It was fine then, it’ll be fine now. You don’t need any blood.”
 
   She moaned and threw herself into a chair. “But I’m hungry.”
 
   “You only think you’re hungry.”
 
   Her head hit the heavy, wooden table with such force it jumped. I caught my bowl before it could shatter on the floor.
 
   “Be careful with the furniture, Merce. Please. We can’t afford to replace anything if you break it.”
 
   Her muttering was stifled by the table. I patted her head on the way to the sink.
 
   “Do that a couple more times while shouting ‘I’ll never get it, never’ and I might take some pity on you. Otherwise, earn your keep.”
 
   Dragging herself up with exaggerated weariness, she followed me into the living room. “But there’s nothing to do.”
 
   I showed her the imps. She got down on her hands and knees and peered into the cages. They woke from their music induced stupor and hissed at her. Mercy growled and the cages rocked backwards as the imps all piled up at the end furthest from her.
 
   “They’re really tiny,” she observed.
 
   “Babies. I figure the big one is mum or dad. Maybe both. I think I read somewhere demons are hermaphrodites. Or they reproduce asexually. Either way, they shouldn’t be here. Take them out and drown them.”
 
   In a lot of ways, Mercy was much like a teenager. She was turned when she was twenty-three, but her mental age was younger. In vampire years, she was barely a toddler. At two and bit years turned, she should have still been nothing more than a mouth on legs. Feeding was all that consumed a young vampire’s mind in the early years. Only when they reached the ripe old age of twenty or thirty did they start to slow down and learn a few words. At fifty, they could pass for a sulky adolescent. A lot of wild vampires didn’t make it that far. They were, relatively speaking, pretty fragile until they hit the half century. After that, it was a rapid incline until they could pass for human at a night club, then quickly on to making muster at a cocktail party. Around the 300th year, they could be in government and no one would know the difference.
 
   It seemed that with a well-planned diet and regimental training program, a vampire could roar through that process in no time at all. I’d stumbled on the process by accident while trying to help Mercy through the early stages of the transformation. The discovery, and Mercy’s subsequent awesomeness compared to other vampires her age, had drawn all sorts of nasty interest. The fight with the Primal Veilchen had been a result of that interest. And it was why I couldn’t quite understand why we hadn’t been inundated with avenging vampires since.
 
   Mercy sighed as if I’d just asked her to lop off a limb and offer it to a hungry dog. She picked up the carriers and trudged outside with them. I followed her as far as the back door and watched as she went to the end of the dock in the backyard. Our house backed onto a salt water canal. The neighbours all had sleek boats at the end of their docks. We had nothing, if you discounted the grouchy vampire on her belly, dunking cat carriers in the water.
 
   Demons don’t like salt. At least, imps don’t. It’s like Holy water for vampires. You dunk an imp in the ocean and you can almost hear the plaintive cries of ‘I’m melting’.
 
   The water boiled around the carriers and thankfully the imps were suffocated before they could start yodelling again. When the water calmed down, Mercy lifted up the carriers, drained them of sludge and brought them back inside.
 
   “Happy?” she demanded as she went past.
 
   “Immensely.”
 
   “Can I eat now?”
 
   I went and got her a bag of O pos and she took it into her room. Moments later, I could hear the opening of ‘Thor’. Since Mercy had discovered Chris Hemsworth, Will Smith hardly got a look in.
 
   Retreating to the office, I called Roberts.
 
   “Hey,” he answered. “I was about to call you.”
 
   “Yeah? Got a job for me?”
 
   “Nah. I saw Jacob today. He was wondering if you wanted to come in for a Black Books marathon.”
 
   I scowled. “Why couldn’t he call me himself?”
 
   “What am I? His secretary?”
 
   “No, you’re mine. And you’re not doing your job properly. How come I’ve got no work?”
 
   “What are you talking about? I gave you that job in The Gap.” There was a short pause. “Didn’t I?”
 
   “You did, and I finished it today. More imps. Lots more imps. How did you get my card to a senior citizen anyway? Have you moved out of the pubs and clubs and onto the bowling greens? RSLs?”
 
   Roberts was a rep for booze companies. He trawled the drunken rabble of the local watering holes with promotional gear and competitions to win, you guessed it, more alcohol. I’m not so great with crowds, so Roberts hands out my business cards whenever he overhears a conversation that might be of interest to me. It’s an agreement that works fairly well. Until now.
 
   “No,” he answered slowly. “I do have a life, unlike some people whom shall remain named as you. I met the old duck at the theatre.”
 
   I strangled back a laugh. “The theatre?”
 
   “Yes, Carla and I went to see The Phantom of the Opera.”
 
   “Hang on. Carla? What happened to Gale?”
 
   Roberts sighed. “Do you remember that trip you dragged me on, up to the Sunny Coast?”
 
   “The sprite invasion, sure.”
 
   “I missed Gale’s birthday.”
 
   The last serious relationship I had was at university with Halle, a girl with a sad Brad Pitt dependency. I’m now thirty-two. My memory might give out on me every now and then, but I still knew missing a birthday was a Big Deal.
 
   “Ah man, I’m sorry. If I’d known, I would never have asked you along.”
 
   “The sad thing was, she’d never told me it was her birthday. Apparently, I was just supposed to know.”
 
   I sucked in a sharp, wounded breath. “That’s tough.”
 
   “Yeah. But anyway, Carla’s better. Longer legs.”
 
   “When do I get to meet her?”
 
   Roberts snorted. “Never. Gale was ready to forget me an hour after meeting you.”
 
   “Hey, that’s not fair and good job changing the topic of conversation. Why don’t I have any work?”
 
   “Shit. Okay, here’s the reason. Mate, there is no work. I keep listening but no one’s talking.”
 
   “Are you shitting me?”
 
   “It’s the truth. Get your arse out of the house and come check it out yourself. No one’s got vampire problems, or troll issues, or ghoul troubles. I’m telling you, you must have cleaned up the town. There are no nasties out there for you to get all righteous on.”
 
   I sagged back in the chair. “Well, that hardly seems fair. I was just hitting my stride. And Mercy’s at a stage where I don’t have to constantly be watching her.”
 
   Me and my fat mouth.
 
   “Hawkins!” Someone began pounding on the front door.
 
   I lurched out of the chair. “I’ll call you back,” I snapped at the phone and hung up. Racing to the front door, I flung it open before Charles could knock it down.
 
   “What’s the deal, Charles?” I demanded.
 
   Charles was my neighbour. We didn’t get on so well. He thinks I’m weird. I don’t know where he’d get that idea.
 
   “That… that… girl is in your backyard.”
 
   Charles thinks I’m weird and he thinks Mercy’s retarded. He’s never quite come out and thought it openly, but he subconsciously believes I’m taking advantage of the poor, mentally deficient girl.
 
   How do I know this? Because Charles has a very open mind and I have psychic superpowers. I’ve lost count of the number of nights I’ve been woken up by his dreams. I do, however, know how many times I’ve been woken up by Charles and his wife Sue having sex. They’re both screamers, but their emotional screaming is what gets me. If I didn’t regard Charles with so much contempt, I would probably blush whenever I saw him.
 
   And right now, his stuttering words were matched by his stuttering mind. Flashes of Mercy in the backyard slapped me in the brain, along with Charles’ embarrassed lust.
 
   “Dear God,” I muttered and, leaving Charles at the door, I ran through to the back of the house and out onto the patio.
 
   There’s a narrow strip of grass between patio and canal. Mercy had put down a towel on the grass and was lying on it. The only thing she wore was a pair of sunglasses. The moonlight was like silk on her pale skin, caressing the curves and accentuating the peaks. She was flawless. You would never have guessed she’d almost died of severe wounds six months ago.
 
   “What are you doing?” I demanded.
 
   “Sunbathing.”
 
   I blinked several times. “Okay. As long as you’re doing it sensibly.”
 
   Charles was still at the door when I returned.
 
   “Is she still out there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Covered up?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What’s she doing?”
 
   “Sunbathing sensibly.”
 
   He gaped at me like a fish out of water.
 
   “Might I suggest,” I said as I turned him around and gave him a helpful shove toward home, “that you and Sue watch a movie tonight. Or play Scrabble. Or, if you want, look out the window at the naked girl and have some fun. Whatever. Goodbye, Charles.”
 
   I shut the door before he could splutter a reply. Think about it. It could have been worse. He could have seen her dunking two occupied cat carriers in the water.
 
   Of course, I wasn’t about to just let Mercy get away with it. In the kitchen, I got a bucket and filled it with water and all the ice in the freezer. I let it cool down and then went upstairs. I never go upstairs. I have no need to. Mercy and I have bedrooms on the ground floor. I have an en suite and she has a shower stall. The only need I have of a second storey is so I can dump several litres of freezing water on the naked vampire from the balcony.
 
   She squealed and I’m certain I heard a muffled, female laugh from next door.
 
   Mercy was in the living room when I came downstairs. Dripping, but otherwise none the worse for wear. Vampires run at a much higher operating temperature than humans. It would take drowning in Antarctic waters to affect them.
 
   Thankfully, the phone rang. Mercy knows that’s often a sign of business (at least, it used to be), so she didn’t kill me before I could answer it.
 
   “Night Call,” I said.
 
   “Matt Hawkins?”
 
   The voice sounded vaguely familiar. “Yeah. Who’s this?”
 
   “Ivan Vorel. From Sol Investigations.”
 
   Aah. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.” Ever again. His boss didn’t exactly like me. Pity. For a while there, his boss had been very much on my ‘like a lot’ list. Time—and no contact—had lessened that feeling.
 
   “I know,” Ivan said. “Listen, are you able to come into the office tomorrow? I would like to talk to you.”
 
   “Does Erin know you’re calling me?”
 
   There was a long pause. “No. She won’t be in tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll be in around ten. Is that all right?”
 
   “Yeah. Thanks. I really appreciate it.”
 
   He hung up and I stared at the phone for a while. What could it mean that Ivan was willing to risk Erin’s ire by contacting me?
 
   “Work?” Mercy asked.
 
   “Could be. And it’s possible that it’s something big.”
 
   Again, me and my fat mouth.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   I had never been to the offices of Sol Investigations before. Which seems strange. Erin McRea, the private investigator who runs the place, had thrown herself head long into my life during that little altercation six months ago. She’d been hired to track me down so Veilchen could then steal Mercy off me. Of course, Erin hadn’t known that at the start of the investigation. Finding out about Mercy and werewolves had been a bit rough on her. At the end of the ordeal, she’d told me in no uncertain terms I scared her and she couldn’t deal with that. I’d respected her wish to never see me again.
 
   It had been hard at first. Erin’s aura had been the first human one I’d ever touched. First and only. You can’t tell me that’s not significant, and for a long time, I thought I’d never forget it. Her flavour—for that’s how my brain deals with such things—had drenched my mouth every morning for weeks after our last meeting. I’d had a few dreams, too. Some nicely naughty and some terrifyingly awful. But over the last couple of months, she had drifted from my thoughts and subconscious, until I rarely thought about her at all.
 
   Not exactly a death defying love, huh?
 
   I like to think I’m a sensible person. Erin didn’t like me. She had vaguely threatened me with death. And she was married. All good points not to fall in love, or even lust. So I hadn’t. Simple.
 
   Tell me why, then, I stood outside the door to Sol Investigations and felt foolish.
 
   She wasn’t even in there. I wouldn’t be seeing her. Ivan was the one I was coming to talk to. Nothing to worry about.
 
   So, go in already.
 
   The phone rang. Thank God.
 
   I answered it. “Night Call.”
 
   “Oh great. I wasn’t sure I had the right number.” It was a man’s voice.
 
   “As long as you’re after Night Call, you have the right number,” I assured him. “How can I help you?”
 
   “Um, well, I was wondering if you dealt with ghosts.”
 
   I swallowed my excitement. “I haven’t had a great deal to do with ghosts.” None at all, actually. “But I’m more than willing to hear you out. If I don’t think I can help I can at least point you in the right direction.”
 
   “Oh, okay. So, next question. Do you do interstate jobs?”
 
   A second first in the same conversation. Roberts didn’t work outside of Brisbane, let alone outside of Queensland. Subsequently, neither did I.
 
   “I haven’t yet. Where are you?”
 
   “Adelaide.”
 
   I sucked in a breath. “That’s a long way to go. Tell me your problem and we’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “My name’s Nick Carson. Have you heard of me?”
 
   Ploughing through my memory banks scored me zilch. “No. Should I have?”
 
   “Probably not.” He sounded resigned. “Unless you’re a marine biologist or shark fancier.”
 
   “Sorry. I’m neither of those. I’m a biochemist and or paramedic by training. I get seasick.”
 
   “You have a science background.” Nick perked up. “Wow. That’s cool.”
 
   “I guess. So, you got shark ghosts or something?”
 
   “No.” And all the excitement fled him. “It’s my girlfriend.”
 
   That hit hard. “Jeez, man. I’m sorry. And now she’s haunting you?”
 
   “Sort of. It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “Try me.”
 
   He sighed. “A week ago, my expedition ship, the Renata Rose was anchored off the Neptune Islands, off the coast of South Australia. We were doing a great white shark expedition for eighteen guest divers. Amaya, my girlfriend, is the cook for the trips. Anyway, for one reason or another, Amaya was doing the shark baiting. She always does it from the rack, not the deck.”
 
   “The rack?”
 
   “The diving platform on the back of the ship. Where the divers get into and out of the floating cages. The people who aren’t diving can stand on it and get closer to the sharks as well.”
 
   “Okay. So, she was on this rack, doing what? Baiting sharks?”
 
   “We lure them in close to the ship with tuna carcasses. We do it so we can tag them or read existing tags and keep a database of shark movements. Having paying guests to help us watch the sharks is just a side bonus. And we don’t let them get the bait. The sharks that is, not the guests.”
 
   “I figured. So what happened?”
 
   “No one knows exactly. They say she was talking with a couple of people, and then for no reason, she just fell over and into the water.”
 
   I winced. “And there were sharks around?”
 
   “Yes, but that’s the strangest part. They didn’t get her.”
 
   “She survived?”
 
   “Well, no. At least, I don’t think so. The guys on the rack said she fell off and hit the water, but then she disappeared. There were divers in the cage. They didn’t see her sink. Of course, it’s most likely they just missed it. It’s cold down there so she was wearing a heavy coat. I think she just sank very fast.”
 
   Old Nick seemed a bit dry in his retelling. I wondered how close he and his girlfriend really were.
 
   “And why do you say that the sharks didn’t get her?”
 
   “No blood in the water,” he answered pragmatically. “Even if they got her on the bottom, the water’s not so deep we wouldn’t have seen some evidence. We put the bottom cage down and found nothing, as well.”
 
   I scratched my chin, thinking. “Now she’s haunting you?” Don’t know that I would blame her. He didn’t seem particularly cut up about it.
 
   “That depends. How solid can ghosts get?”
 
   Whoa. “Solid?”
 
   “She hit me. Broke my nose.”
 
   “Hang on. Back up. Fill in the blanks between her falling off the ship and breaking your nose.”
 
   “Well, we did all we could at the site, then called it in. The authorities told us we’d done sufficient, and to come in. We all had to give statements and it was deemed an accident. I went home then. And she was there.”
 
   “How long in between?”
 
   “Two days.” And finally, Nick showed some emotion. He got scared. “I couldn’t believe my eyes. I thought it was a ghost. I mean, it must have been, right? She’d drowned in the middle of the ocean. No way she could have got back to the mainland without the ship.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Well, she tried to hug me. I ran away. She chased me but I kept running. All the time, she’s yelling at me that it was all my fault she was there. I didn’t really listen. Too busy being really scared. Finally, she went away and I went home again. And she was there. That’s when she broke my nose. She was waiting by the door. I came in and wham.”
 
   For some reason, that struck me as funny. I repressed the laugh, though. Hardly a professional attitude. “Then what?”
 
   “Well, she’s just stuck around. Sits in the living room watching TV all day. At least she doesn’t talk to me anymore.”
 
   Hands down, the weirdest story I’d ever heard. I was almost willing to get on a plane to Adelaide just to see this corporeal ghost watching daytime TV.
 
   “How did you hear about Night Call?” I asked while trying to sort out if I could help this guy. Or his poor girlfriend.
 
   “Well, after Amaya set up her un-dead camp on my couch, I started looking up stuff about it on the internet. A couple of times Night Call was mentioned in relation to, you know, strange stuff. I left some messages around the place and this woman in Brisbane emailed me your number.”
 
   “Fair enough. What about your friends and family? What do they think about it?”
 
   He spluttered a laugh. “You think I’m going to tell them? They’ll cart me off to the mental ward.”
 
   “No one’s seen her apart from you?”
 
   “The postman saw her. He didn’t freak out, though. He doesn’t know she’s supposed to be dead.” The last was said loudly and significantly.
 
   I got a funny feeling. “Is she listening to this call?”
 
   “Yes,” a terse female voice said. “I am.”
 
   “She’s on the other handset,” Nick admitted guiltily.
 
   “Oh shit,” I muttered. “Amaya?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Are you or are you not dead?”
 
   She snorted. “I’m obviously very much alive.”
 
   “No you’re not,” Nick shouted. “You’re dead.”
 
   “Can you tell him from me,” Amaya said, presumably to me, “that he’s a –”
 
   The line went dead. I looked at the phone. No number. Damn. I was really intrigued now. I hoped nothing bad had happened to cause the cut off, like Nick trying to kill her all over again. I had Nick’s name at least, and his occupation. I should be able to track him down. I couldn’t pass this up. It was just too fascinating.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   I jumped about six feet and came down having a heart attack. Ivan—presumably—stood in the open door to Sol Investigations. He was a young man, about Mercy’s age, if you added on her years as a vampire. Slender without looking too thin, with dark, spiked hair. He wore business casual, dark pants and a white shirt open at the throat.
 
   “Ivan?” Had to make absolutely sure.
 
   “Yeah. Matt Hawkins. Come in.” He stepped back and ushered me in. “I saw you through the door.” Which was frosted glass with the business name stencilled over an Open/Closed sign. “When you didn’t come in, I began to wonder what you were doing.”
 
   I wandered in, waving the phone around. “Phone call. Business.”
 
   Ivan nodded and closed the door. “Thank you for coming.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   I looked around. It was a spacious office, with Ivan’s desk to one side, a couch and table with coffee machine and bar fridge on the other. There was the requisite ficus in the corner and a wall of glass between us and what must be Erin’s office. It was the same size as the outer office, with big desk complete with a leather blotter, sideboard at one end, bigger, comfier couch at the other and more floor to ceiling windows looking out over Brisbane CBD. It was funny, but I couldn’t see Erin sitting at that desk doing paperwork. She seemed so at home with a gun in her hand, facing down a werewolf, or stabbing a Primal in the back with a knife coated in Holy water.
 
   “Coffee?” Ivan asked, going to the machine.
 
   “No thanks. I’m hyper enough as it is. How have you been?”
 
   Ivan got himself a cup and sat down on the couch. He nodded to the seat beside him. I sat and waited. He sipped his drink, staring through the partially drawn blinds on the windows to the world beyond.
 
   My previous experience with Ivan had been a single phone conversation. I’d never met him during Erin’s investigation. He’d been drawn into Veilchen’s clutches all the same, though. She’d tortured him to get information about me. Kinda makes a guy feel something for him, even if it is only guilt. And that’s why Erin had threatened me, oh so subtly. She knew it hadn’t been my fault, but I’d been the reason, and that had almost been enough for her.
 
   “I’ve been good,” he said and I believed him. “I appreciated what you said on the phone that time. It helped.”
 
   “I’m glad. And I’m here because…?”
 
   “Yeah, sorry. I shouldn’t waste your time too much. You’re probably very busy.”
 
   I shrugged. Between Ivan and Nick Carson, I soon could be.
 
   Ivan carefully put his mug down on the table and faced me. “Did you hear about the murder at Geotech last week?”
 
   “Maybe. Refresh my memory.”
 
   “A physicist working on one of their projects was murdered in her lab. She didn’t work for them full time. She was just doing some contract work.”
 
   “I think I might have heard about it. Her husband did it?”
 
   “They have footage of him on the security cameras going into the lab, yeah. But he didn’t do it.” Ivan leaned closer. “This is really private. The police have clamped right down on all the details because they don’t want the press finding out about it.”
 
   “So how do you know?” I began to wonder if Erin was involved somehow. She used to be a police officer and perhaps she’d been brought in as a consultant. If that was the case, I would be telling Ivan thanks but no freakin’ way.
 
   “The woman who was killed, Geraldine Davis, was my partner’s cousin.”
 
   Phew. I nodded for him to continue.
 
   “Anyway, they have footage of Chris, her husband, going into the lab at the time of the murder, but he didn’t do it. And everyone knows it. You see, he was at work at the time.”
 
   “Where does he work?”
 
   “Police. He’s an officer. He was on the comms the night it happened. Dozens of witnesses. Recordings of the phone conversations he had. Images of him on their security cameras, as well.”
 
   “Ah, yeah. That’s a bit strange.”
 
   Ivan nodded. “Will you look into it?”
 
   I’m not an investigator. I’m a killer. If someone has trouble with vampires or a troll, or imps that like a little Chianti with their cat, then I’m more than willing to jump in feet first. Give me something I can put a bullet or several in or something I can toss Mercy at, then pig plus mud equals happy. Give me a mystery to solve and I’m more likely to wander around blindly until I accidentally run into something that bites back. Of course, before that little blunder with Veilchen, I was all sorts of confident. I thought I knew shit. Turns out, I didn’t. These days, I’m a trifle more wary about situations I know jack about.
 
   “I don’t know that it’s in my field exactly,” I said. “Making one person look like someone else is pretty easy in this day and age, and you don’t need something extraordinary to do it.”
 
   Ivan’s shoulders slumped, but he rallied with an earnest, “You investigate paranormal stuff, right?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say ‘investigate’, as such. More point and shoot.” Or, as Mrs Arnold would call it, pest removal.
 
   He raised a sceptical brow, as if even though he was after my ‘paranormal’ expertise he wasn’t quite ready to admit there was actually something there to shoot at.
 
   “You asked,” I said, a little heartlessly. I had been subjected to that whole ‘hey, help me with my weirdo thing but don’t expect me to believe you when you tell me the puddle of gloop on the floor is the remains of a vampire’ so many times I was, hopefully understandably, justified.
 
   Ivan studied the coffee mug in his hands for a good while, balancing up the ‘he’s loony’ and ‘how desperate am I?’ scales.
 
   “But,” he began hesitantly, “what if I said that forensics have found absolutely no trace of the murderer? If there wasn’t the security footage, and the account of the guy on the gate who let this pseudo-Chris in at Gerry’s instruction, they would have to say there was no one there apart from Gerry. But the biggest problem is that the person who killed Gerry never left the lab. He wasn’t in there when her body was found, but he was never seen leaving.”
 
   Not an impossible feat. Doctoring the video surveillance; a hidden exit; an invisibility cloak; a mutant with the power of camouflage. All right. I was intrigued. Why go to the trouble of looking like the victim’s husband if you planned on disappearing anyway?
 
   “So?” Ivan asked, not even trying to hide his eagerness.
 
   Before I could answer, the door opened and Erin walked in.
 
   Fantastic.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Erin blinked several times. She was deadly tired. She was seeing things. That wasn’t Matt Hawkins sitting on her couch with Ivan. It couldn’t be. She’d said she never wanted to see him again and he’d seemed to respect that. No matter what else she thought of him, she’d believed him to be honourable.
 
   Seemed she was wrong, because it was him. It was his lean face with casual stubble over his jaw, dark golden-blond hair tossed back over his forehead, wide hazel eyes. His left leg, with the bad knee, was stretched out straighter than the right.
 
   And he knew he wasn’t supposed to be there. There was a slightly startled look on his face. The silence of the room was very heavy.
 
   Beside him, Ivan stared resolutely at the carpet.
 
   “Ivan,” she said. “My office.”
 
   She stalked past them and into her office. Throwing her bag onto the desk, she went straight to the sideboard and grabbed down a decanter of scotch. Pouring a glass, she waited for Ivan to close the door, then offered him the glass. He took it a little hesitantly.
 
   “Drink. You’ll need it.” Then Erin chugged straight from the decanter. The heat spread through her, not exactly soothing her tense body, but at least giving her something else to concentrate on.
 
   Ivan sipped from his glass, more to appease her than out of desire. “I thought you weren’t coming in today.”
 
   “I have to finish that report for the Bracus Group.”
 
   “It’s not due until next week.”
 
   “But it still needs to be done.”
 
   She stoppered the decanter before she could get drunk. Even though she wanted to. God, she needed something. Hoping that immersing herself in work would distract her, she’d left the hospital and come to the office. She should have known better. When the world decided to dump on a person, it didn’t do it by halves.
 
   Putting his glass down, Ivan came to her side. Not wanting to upset him, she tolerated his closeness.
 
   “Erin, you don’t look so good. How’s William?”
 
   “Stable. He’s going to recover.”
 
   Ivan sighed. “Thank God. Wow, never would have thought a simple cold could be so bad.”
 
   “He’s got no immune system,” she said wearily. “It’s a miracle it didn’t kill him. He’s got to stay in until they’re sure it’s completely gone. A week they say.” 
 
   And in that time, he could die from the cancer in his bones. He might never come home again. Erin was too tired to cry. If she did she might break then and there and never be able to get up again. Instead, she glanced through the window to where Hawkins still sat. He studied the ficus with fake intensity, but at least he was giving them privacy.
 
   He could have left. That would have been better.
 
   “Why’s he here?” she asked Ivan.
 
   “I asked him here,” Ivan said. “He wouldn’t have come if he’d known you were going to show up. He knows how you feel.”
 
   She gave him a patient look that nevertheless said it had a short expiry.
 
   “I want him to look into Gerry’s death.”
 
   “Oh, Ivan. We’ve spoken about this.”
 
   “I know, but I can’t let it go. I know something strange is going on.”
 
   “Let the police—”
 
   “The police don’t know what to do. It’s been a week and what have they managed? To let Chris out on bail. They can’t even admit he’s innocent.”
 
   “Ivan, the police will sort it out.”
 
   He set his jaw and crossed his arms. “Brad’s taking it really hard. They won’t release her body for a funeral. She’s the only family he’s got left, Erin. They were really close. He won’t eat, he won’t sleep. I can’t keep watching him do this to himself. It’s killing me.”
 
   Erin could have hated Ivan in that moment. She loved him dearly. He was like a younger brother to her, which meant he knew her really well in return. Everything he’d just said had been shaped and aimed for maximum impact in her heart. Especially now.
 
   “Get out,” she said.
 
   His hard expression wavered, but then settled back down. “I’ll do whatever I want, Erin. I just hoped you would understand.” He slammed through the door, strode past Hawkins and went out of the office.
 
   Hawkins stared after him, half out of his chair to follow. Erin opened the door to her office.
 
   “Don’t follow him,” she said softly. “He needs to be alone. Come in.”
 
   He eyed her warily, then came in. She waved him into a seat and sat opposite.
 
   “He wants you to look into the Davis murder,” she began.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you going to?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet.”
 
   Erin straightened the diary on the blotter. “I don’t think it’s your sort of case at all.”
 
   An understanding smile curled his lips. “You think it’s more your sort, and you’re upset because he came to me instead of you.”
 
   “Of course not.” She’d modulated her voice, but still it sounded too defensive. Damn Hawkins and his stupid psychic abilities.
 
   The smile died. “I’m sorry, Erin. I might not be a trained investigator, but if I feel I can offer Ivan and his family something, then I will take the case. No matter how you feel about me, or about Ivan hiring me. I wouldn’t have come here today if he hadn’t assured me you wouldn’t be in. I respect your wishes in that regard, but beyond that, there’s nothing stopping me from having any dealings with Ivan. Least of all you.”
 
   Ivan had stabbed her and Hawkins twisted the knife. She wouldn’t go down without a fight though.
 
   “I might not be able to do anything as his boss,” she replied, tone icy. “But as his friend I can talk him out of it. You said it yourself, Hawkins. You’re too dangerous. I don’t want Ivan dragged into your world. He’ll get hurt and I won’t have that. Not again.”
 
   “My world is your world. It’s Ivan’s world. You just don’t accept it yet. After all you saw and went through, you at least should understand that.”
 
   The weariness in her limbs was quickly being replaced with tense anger. She curled her hands around the armrests on her chair. “I do understand. All too well. That’s why I don’t want Ivan involved. I lied to him about everything that happened six months ago. He knows you investigate paranormal events, but he doesn’t know it’s actually real. I couldn’t tell him a vampire tortured him or that a werewolf nearly killed me. It wouldn’t be fair on him. He doesn’t need to be put in that sort of danger.”
 
   “You don’t understand, Erin. This is what I’m trying to say. He’s already in danger from the freaks of the Old World, from the supernatural monsters that are only supposed to be myth and folklore. Everyone is in danger from them. Just because you don’t believe in them doesn’t mean they’re not there. They are, and they always have been. People just choose not to see it these days. If Ivan learns about them, then he can learn to protect himself. Right now, he could be getting bitten by a werewolf and his ignorance is not going to protect him from changing at the next full moon. You know that.”
 
   It hurt that he was right.
 
   Hawkins stood. “This conversation is going nowhere.” At the door, he stopped and faced her again. “Erin, despite it all, it was good to see you again. After that night, I worried about you.”
 
   She swallowed hard, refused to look at his face. He’d seen her at her lowest point, so far into the dark she hadn’t even known if she could, or even wanted to, get back out. That was part of why she hadn’t wanted to see him again. It would remind her of how close she’d come to giving up completely.
 
   “But,” he continued softly, “you’re a strong person. I knew you’d be all right. Your husband is lucky to have you.”
 
   Erin met his gaze. “I gave him a cold and he nearly died. He’s extremely lucky to have me.”
 
   It was in his face to come to her, to give her comfort. He’d been a paramedic once, fighting to save lives against the odds. She believed but for the accident that ruined his knee, he would still be doing it. In a way, he was, only now he fought vampires and werewolves instead of heart attacks and broken bones.
 
   For a traitorous moment, she wanted his comfort. He would understand how she felt, watching her husband slowly waste away in front of her eyes. He felt her pain. The comfort he could give would be honest, not the pretend comfort friends tried to offer her. They thought it was real, but they just didn’t know what it was like for her. He did.
 
   “Erin,” he whispered.
 
   All she had to do was nod her head, make a little affirmative noise, and he would be there.
 
   “Goodbye,” she said.
 
   He studied her, then nodded once. At Ivan’s desk, he wrote a note and left.
 
   She had the urge to go tear it up. Resisting was far too easy. The black tendrils of depression were reaching for her again. Time to force herself forward then. Throw herself into work and shake it off with movement. She pulled up the draft report for the Bracus Group and then picked up the phone.
 
   The number was dialled before she even thought about it.
 
   “Detective Courey.” The voice was gruff and curt.
 
   Erin had met Miles Courey the same time she’d met Matt Hawkins. He’d been a detective with the Ipswich police then, swearing he’d never give in and move to Brisbane. Three months later, when his daughter from his first marriage got divorced, he’d been bullied into transferring so he could be closer to her and his grandchildren. He pretended to hate it.
 
   “Courey, it’s McRea.”
 
   He snorted. “About time you called. My balls were starting to miss their daily busting.”
 
   “I hardly believe that. You’ve got rocks down there. Absolute boulders. Nothing I could do could hurt them.”
 
   “Aw. Compliments, McRea. What’s the matter?”
 
   A small smile crept onto her face. “I’m ready to collapse from tiredness. I always get nice when that weary.”
 
   “Darling, you need a holiday. We’ll go to Vegas and get married.”
 
   Courey proposed at least once a month. Erin was almost ready to accept just to see what he would do.
 
   “That appeals to me about as much as shaving my legs with a cheese grater,” she said instead. “Anything new on the Davis case?”
 
   Grunting, he said, “Not really. Forensics have gone over the lab again. They didn’t want to but the captain made them. I can see their frustration. The place is cleaner than clean. Their last two sweeps have got them nothing new. No reason to think it will this time.”
 
   “No progress on the research side? Nothing in what Davis was doing for Geotech that might have caught her some enemies?”
 
   “Not unless the exciting field of soil testing and geological surveys is a cut throat industry,” Courey said dryly. “And she didn’t work for them full time. She was only in doing some contract work to help them clear up some bugs in one of their systems. Otherwise, she’d been doing some self-funded research.”
 
   “No one knows what the home research was? The husband?”
 
   “Nope and nope. They’ve been separated four months. He’s got no idea and the only reason we know she was doing work at home is because she made mention of it in some emails. There’s nothing in the house to indicate any sort of research.”
 
   Erin jotted that down. “Strange.”
 
   “Yeah. So, has your assistant finally hired you onto the case?”
 
   Courey had a way of asking questions so bluntly they didn’t hurt. The same question from Hawkins had twisted her up inside. From Courey, it was just words.
 
   “No. And he won’t. He might bring in another consultant though. How do you feel about that?”
 
   “Love, you’re the only private eye I’ve ever taken a shine to. If your boy brings in someone else, they’re not going to get much leeway. Who’s he looking at?”
 
   Courey knew some things about Hawkins. Not everything, by far, and Erin was reluctant to tell him anything more.
 
   “Don’t know yet. Any word on when they might release the body to family?”
 
   There was a short silence. Courey knew she’d just lied to him. He let it pass. “No time soon, I’m afraid. They’ve got so little to go on they don’t want to give up what they do have. And she’s left a will saying she wants to be cremated. No exhumation order can reverse that.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks, Courey. We’ll have to do dinner some time.”
 
   “A couple of hours having to try to talk to you? My brain would melt.” And he hung up.
 
   Erin put the phone down as Ivan came back into the outer office. He didn’t look at her, sat at his desk and found Hawkins’ note. After reading it, he reached for the phone. Erin rushed out before he could finish dialling.
 
   “Ivan, please, can we talk?”
 
   He dropped the handset and nodded, gaze fixed on his computer screen.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “I have no right to tell you what to do in your private life. If you want to hire Hawkins, then that’s fine. I really hope he can help you and Brad.”
 
   “No, Erin. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said what I did. It was a low blow.” Ivan looked at her. “And I should never have brought him here. I should have met him somewhere else.”
 
   Erin waved that aside. “I should learn to not be such a princess. And I had said I wouldn’t be in today. I just spoke with Courey.”
 
   “And?” There was dreadful hopefulness in his voice.
 
   “Nothing new, sadly. Still no release date for Geraldine, either.”
 
   He sagged back in his chair. “Do you think Hawkins will take the case?”
 
   “I don’t know. He didn’t say either way, and I don’t know him well enough to judge it.”
 
   Except that she felt she did. She was one of very few people who knew pretty much everything about Matt Hawkins and his life. There was a niggling sensation in her stomach that said he would take Ivan’s case.
 
   “If he does take it,” she said, “and he finds he needs to talk to Courey, let me know. I can help with that.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Erin squeezed his shoulder. “Anything you or Brad need, let me know.”
 
   In her office, she sat at the computer and stared at the draft report. It didn’t make any sense. It looked like German to her. Her body felt about ready to fall into pieces. She hadn’t slept more than an hour at a time in three days. Sitting in an uncomfortable chair beside William’s bed for hours on end hadn’t been conducive to relaxing. Neither had watching doctors and nurses pumping bag after bag of antibiotics into her husband, a desperate bid to keep him alive just so the cancer could finish killing him.
 
   Coming to work had been a mistake in more than one way. She abandoned the computer for the couch. Lying down, she was asleep within moments.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   I stopped by Vogon Books on my way out of the city. It’s a dingy little place, long and narrow with ‘mood’ lighting. That is if the mood you’re going for is repressed maturity with a hint of sexual frustration. Which described the usual customers to a T, though they wouldn’t care to hear me think that. I’m sure their D&D circle thought they were very cool indeed.
 
   Yeah, that’s harsh but considering the meeting I’d just had, I figured it was fair enough. And hey, it’s not like I was saying it to their faces.
 
   Jacob, owner operator of Vogon Books, wasn’t frustrated sexually, however. For a very nearly middle-aged guy still living with his parents, he got lucky with statistical improbability. I wasn’t jealous one bit.
 
   “Hey, man,” he greeted me. As usual, he was leaning over the counter. It wasn’t an ‘illustrated’ novel that held his attention, though there were loads of bright, colourful pictures.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked before the suave, cool parts of my brain could override the less evolved lobes.
 
   “Collectibles catalogue. I’m thinking of expanding.”
 
   I peered at the pictures. “Are they really asking that much for a Spiderman figurine?”
 
   “It’s a pewter casting of an original model made for the first movie. Of course they’re asking that much. Did you come for a reason?”
 
   “Couple actually. Cleaned up about seventy imps yesterday, out at The Gap.”
 
   For the few of us in the supernatural know in Brisbane, Jacob is our archivist. He keeps track of all our encounters and looks for patterns we might miss. Since the fiasco with Veilchen, as a group, we’d been a little more dedicated to keeping in touch. It was tough going. Whether it’s a mental requirement to deal with the freaks of the Old World or just something that develops through experience, we’re a pretty reclusive mob. We didn’t have monthly meetings, but we had Jacob. We all liked him. Couldn’t say as much for the rest of us.
 
   Jacob shoved his glasses up his nose and wiped his hand over his bald head. “Seventy? That seems… exaggerated.”
 
   “I kid you not. Sixty-five to be exact, but I figure we can round it up without too much trouble.”
 
   He pulled out a black ledger and opened it to the next empty page. Pen in hand, he gave me one last chance to admit to the apparent lie. I just met his sceptical gaze. After a moment, he sighed and began writing.
 
   “How did you take down that many imps?” he asked.
 
   “It’s not like they’re any sort of heavy weights, is it. It wasn’t too hard.”
 
   “Mercy do it for you?”
 
   “It was in the day time, so no.”
 
   This time, he looked at me over the top of his glasses. Maybe it’s just me, but that sort of look terrifies me. Perhaps it’s the memories of my childhood when Granny would look at me over her half-moon glasses and, without having to say a word, pry confessions of boyhood mayhem out of me. I gave in and told him.
 
   When he’d finished laughing, he wrote down the incident. As he did so, I tried to read previous entries. I couldn’t help but wonder if someone else had been stealing the work out from under me. It was a long shot because I was the baddest, toughest anti-supernatural warrior in town. Okay, I was the only one. The rest were scholars and psychics and small-time enthusiasts.
 
   “Not a lot going on,” Jacob said. He had a touch of psychic talent, but not enough to read a mind. He just knew me. “No one’s reporting much of anything lately.”
 
   “Do you find that peculiar?”
 
   He shrugged. “Ambrose seems to think it’s natural. You know, sort of tidal. Which reminds me, he came up with a new theory about were-creatures. He’s on this whole tidal kick at the moment. The were-curse is tied to the phases of the moon, right? Well, he thinks that just as the moon influences tides, it might influence the flux of magical energy in the world. When the moon’s full, it’s kind of a king tide of mystical influence. Sounds good, eh?”
 
   “I suppose. He didn’t come up with a new way to kill them, though, did he? Silver might hurt them, but it doesn’t necessarily kill them, or even slow them down much.”
 
   “He didn’t say. But if this tidal influence is right, maybe you have to kill them at low tide.”
 
   “When they’re normal humans? For the police and forensics to look at like it’s a run of the mill murder case?”
 
   Jacob stared at me. “Um, yeah. I guess not.”
 
   “Disposing of monster bodies is easier, trust me. Right, while you have the book out, did anyone make any noises about the death of a physicist last week?”
 
   “Geraldine Davis?” Jacob’s eyes lit up. “Nothing about her. Why?”
 
   “I’m probably going to be working on the case.”
 
   “Cool, man. You’re turning into a regular PI. Like that chick last May.”
 
   I carefully ignored the reference to Erin. “Can you check and see if anything was recorded around the time of her death?”
 
   He flipped back a couple of pages. “Um, that was when Ambrose called me about his were-tide idea. Was it a were-creature?”
 
   Six months ago I would have scoffed at the thought. Now, I considered it seriously. In popular myth, people were bitten by a were-creature and then turned into said creature. In reality, it was a bit more complex than that. Animals could also be bitten and turned into were-creatures. Erin and I had faced down a dog that’d transformed into a werewolf. Oh yeah. Honest to God. A werewolf-dog. And it’d been a bastard to kill. It had been a very rude awakening to the sheer breadth and depth of the supernatural world. I’d had the last of the conceit knocked out of me with that one. So now, I was wondering if one person could be transformed through the were-virus into another human. Or… an animal into a human.
 
   Crap. I hadn’t even officially taken the case and I was hating the array of possibilities opening up before me.
 
   “Let’s not rule it out,” I said. “But if it was, it had to have a way of getting out of the lab without being seen. Anything else?”
 
   Jacob sped read the page. “Caroline had a dream. Her usual sort, all foggy and whimsical. Just some feeling of something big coming to town. Big and dark and powerful. Happened around the time we began noticing the lack of vampires about the place.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “You thinking it’s significant?” he asked.
 
   “It’s vague enough to either be nothing or something. But ‘big and dark and powerful’ doesn’t make me think it’s nice. As much as I’d like to think it’s a coincidence the vampires pulled up fangs and left at the same time, I’d be an idiot to believe it. But that was several months ago. The Davis murder only happened last week.”
 
   Jacob tapped his pen on the entry about Caroline’s dream. “So probably nothing to do with the murder. I only mentioned it because it’s the last entry I have. Hasn’t been much of anything for some time now. Not since the Mount Coot-tha schmozzle.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” I muttered bleakly.
 
   It was hard to think I’d made a big enough and tough enough rep for myself with the decapitation of Veilchen that all the other nasties cleared out of town. It was slightly easier to think that perhaps Aurum—the grandest of the vampire granddaddies and the master puppeteer of the Veilchen fiasco—had something to do with it. The whole deal had been his test of how brassy my balls actually were. So while it could be plausible he’d boosted my passing grade with an ‘exceeds expectations’, it was also a little scary.
 
   “Except for the imp issues,” Jacob said brightly. “But they’re hardly worth noting. Do you really think this Davis thing is your sort of trouble or are you desperate? So they didn’t catch the guy leaving. There could be any number of explanations, only a couple of them supernatural in nature.”
 
   “There’s also the fact the murderer looked just like the husband, but the husband has an alibi to rival any submarine.” Even as I said it, I realised leaving the note for Ivan had been a mistake. I’d pretty much said I would take the case and upon reflection, that decision might have been influenced, in a small measure, by Erin’s certainty that it wasn’t my sort of deal. Yeah, that touch of guilt I felt for Ivan suffering because of me played a part, too, but neither of them were sterling reasons for taking a case I should probably have left to the professionals.
 
   Shoving that conundrum to the side, I went onto the next potential disaster. “Who’s our local ghost expert?”
 
   Jacob whistled. “Imps, murders and ghosts. What aren’t you dipping your fingers in lately? Um, ghosts. Your best bet would be Tobias Waldbridge over at the St Lucia campus of UQ. In the history department. I’ll give him a call.”
 
   The ghost expert didn’t answer his phone and with little else to fill the rest of my day, I decided to spring a surprise visit on him.
 
   I boogied on over to St Lucia and the University of Queensland campus there, found the Michie Building and parked illegally as close as I could get to the front doors. There was no one manning the information desk, so I dinged the bell a couple of times and tried not flatten the poor thing.
 
   A minute or so later, a girl trundled out of a room and smiled at me. “Can I help you?”
 
   “I’m after Tobias Waldbridge. I need to talk to him.”
 
   Her smile turned a little vague. “Tobias…?”
 
   “Waldbridge. I was told he worked here. This is the history department, isn’t it?”
 
   “And philosophy, religions and classics, yes. But I don’t know any Professor Waldbridge.”
 
   I was going to throttle Jacob. “Maybe he’s new. Is there any way you can check for me?”
 
   “Give me a minute.” She went back into her room with more speed than which she’d left it. Her haste left the door open slightly and I could hear her talking. “Do we have a Tobias Waldbridge on staff?”
 
   Whoever else was in there with her didn’t speak very loud. I couldn’t make out any response.
 
   “There’s a man here looking for him.” A short pause. “I don’t know. Average. Bit cranky. Seems pretty anxious to find this person.” A longer pause. “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   There was a lot of silence for a long time. I started to think they’d brushed me off. About to go knock on the door, she spoke again.
 
   “Really? Wow, that’s strange. I’ll page him then.”
 
   After a moment, she trotted back out to me. “Found him for you. I just paged him. He shouldn’t be long.” She turned and went back into her room, closing the door completely this time.
 
   This day was shaping up to be about normal.
 
   Five minutes later, I sat down to wait. Five minutes after that, I pressed my face against a window to see if my car had been towed yet. Still there. Five minutes further and someone clattered down the stairs at the back of the foyer.
 
   Maybe I have high expectations or something, but when I’m sent to find an expert on a given subject at a university, I’m kind of inclined to think professor or PhD student or something. Tobias wasn’t any of those things. I knew because his name was stitched over the pocket on his dark-blue work overalls. He also carried a mop and a bucket.
 
   Tobias was probably my age, a bit heavier around the middle and completely unremarkable. Brown hair, brown eyes, round face. You’d look past him even in a crowd of fair haired, blue eyed people when you were looking specifically for dark hair and eyes.
 
   “You the guy looking for me?” He came to a stop well within my personal space.
 
   “I think so. You’re the ghost expert?”
 
   His face split into a wide, totally gleeful grin. “Sure am.” He juggled mop and bucket to free a hand. “Pleased to meet a fellow aficionado.”
 
   I took his hand. “Ah, not an aficionado. More like an interested novice. I’m Matt Hawkins.”
 
   Tobias goggled at me. “The Matt Hawkins? No joke?”
 
   “No joke.” Dear Lord. I was famous.
 
   “Hey, this is great. Afzal’s told me a bit about you.” He spun around with boundless energy and started away down a hall.
 
   Presuming I was to follow, I did so. “You know Kermit? I mean, Afzal.”
 
   He laughed. “He told me you called him Kermit. He doesn’t really understand the meaning, but he doesn’t like it all the same. Yeah, I met him couple of months back. I was doing some studies in the Dutton Park Cemetery and came across him. Neat fella. Knows a lot of stuff about ghosts.”
 
   Kermit, aka Afzal, was a ghoul. As far as ghouls go, he’s pretty decent. He’s only tried to kill me once, so that’s a tick in the pro column. As a species, ghouls are disgusting creatures. They eat rotting flesh and hence, love graveyards. Further hence, they stink of corrupting flesh and decay. Personality wise, they’re as varied as your average conniving, mercenary, low level scum can get. A ghoul convention would make Mos Eisley look like Disneyland. But, like I said, I can tolerate Kermit. If I’m in a good mood. Him talking about me to strangers didn’t really put me in a good mood.
 
   “You want to know about ghosts?” Tobias asked, leading me to certain doom amongst the endless seeming corridors of a university building.
 
   “Yeah. Specifically, how solid can they get?”
 
   “Solid? You mean, like poltergeists? Where they can affect their physical surrounds? That’s not really solid. They use a lot of psychic energy to do that, not physical.”
 
   “Could a poltergeist break a man’s nose?”
 
   We went up a set of narrow stairs about as steep as the slops on Mount Everest.
 
   “Sure. Poltergeists are well known for breaking things, bones amongst them. They’ve even been documented to pick people up and throw them out of windows.”
 
   “Cool.” Morbid, but you can’t deny that’s not cool. “And poltergeists are generally very angry, right?”
 
   “Generally. It takes a strong residual emotion after death to bring back a spirit with the ability to affect its physical environment. A lot of the strong emotions have negative connotations.”
 
   The stairs ended in another long corridor. But this one had a distinctive smell. Tobias hurried along and then stopped abruptly. He put down his bucket and began mopping with furious intent. I caught up just in time to get a glob of vomit on my shoe.
 
   “Sorry. Let me get that.” He mopped off my shoe. “Bloody kids. Go out drinking all night then think they can come to lectures. Where’s your poltergeist? Need me to come along and help with the banishment?”
 
   “It’s in Adelaide and I don’t know anything about banishments. I just wanted to find out if what this guy told me is even possible.” While Tobias mopped with surprising efficiency I related Nick Carson’s story.
 
   “Nick Carson? Wow. He’s really big in the shark world.” He finished and we were off and racing once more.
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be pleased you recognise him. Can you help him with his girlfriend?” I hadn’t done this much cardiac exercise in a long time. I’d need a nap when I got home.
 
   “Probably could. But I’ve never been to Adelaide. And it’s a really fascinating case. I’ve not heard of a ghost watching TV before.”
 
   “Me neither.” Not that that said much. “Perhaps you could talk to Nick personally. Maybe you can help him over the phone.”
 
   “That would be great. I can ask him about this book I read.” He stopped suddenly and looked wistful. “It’s about a giant, prehistoric shark that comes out of the Mariana Trench. I don’t think it could ever really happen.” Then he shook off the mood and rushed on. “What’s his number?”
 
   “I don’t have it. Our phone conversation was cut off abruptly. I’ll have to hunt down his contact details or wait for him to call back.”
 
   “The ghost cut off the phone?” he asked excitedly.
 
   “No, I think he did, to stop her from talking to me. Their relationship hasn’t been so crash hot since she died, I guess.”
 
   “She thinks she’s alive. If he’s calling her a liar, that’s got to be making her angry. Strange case, but fascinating.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly. Jacob gave me your number, but I’ll give you mine as well, in case you think of anything that might help.”
 
   Thankfully, he stopped to take my card and then bang, we were hurtling along at the speed of sound again. Tobias deposited me back in the foyer, said he’d wait for my call and sped off.
 
   A little shaky from the turbulence, I went back to my car and decided to go home for a rest.
 
   The phone rang.
 
   For someone who’d not so long ago been bitching about not getting any calls, I sure took this one with truckloads of grace.
 
   “What?” I snapped.
 
   “Matt? It’s Ivan.”
 
   “Sorry. Bad moment. How you doing?”
 
   “Better. Me and Erin had a talk. She’s going to cooperate. So, you’ll take my case?”
 
   Here was my chance. Bow out with a shred of grace. Admit I wasn’t the right person.
 
   But...
 
   I was honestly intrigued. Possible were-people-animals who can vanish into thin air?
 
   “Yeah. I’ll look into it. But remember, if at any time I feel it’s not in my field, I’ll back off. Then you’ll know it’s more Erin’s case than mine.”
 
   “Great. Can we meet tonight to talk with Gerry’s husband?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   We set up the meeting and I hung up. Back on the job.
 
   Whacko.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Amaya glared at Nick. He ignored her, sitting at his computer, looking for the email with the number for Night Call. Well, good luck to him. She’d deleted it.
 
   “I can’t believe you want to have me exorcised,” she muttered.
 
   He hunched his shoulders and leaned forward. His hair fell into his eyes. The only urge she had now was to rip his hair from his scalp. Arsehole. She’d disappeared for a couple of days and now he regarded her with disgust and fear.
 
   “This is all your fault,” she continued to his back. “I wouldn’t be here but for you. I had a life of my own before you, you know. I wasn’t a cook, that’s true, but I was my own person, that’s for sure. Went where I wanted, did what I wanted. Had sex when I wanted, not just when you felt like it.”
 
   That got a rise out of him. “Hey, we had sex all the time.”
 
   “Yes, because you wanted it.”
 
   He turned and stared at her from two yellow-rimmed eyes over a bruised nose. “I don’t remember you saying no.”
 
   “Once again, because you didn’t want me to say no.”
 
   “Oh my God. You think I’m some sort of slave master or something. I never forced you to do anything.”
 
   Amaya crossed her arms. “Didn’t you?”
 
   Nick waved his arms around, his right hand still heavily bandaged. She wished him an infection.
 
   “No, I didn’t. And if you think I did, then you’re the one with the problem. Hang on, what am I doing? I’m arguing with a ghost. I’m arguing with my memories of you. Great. I’m obviously fucked up from grief.”
 
   “Grief?” Amaya laughed. “You call this grief? You’ve done nothing but moan and complain about me being here, alive and well, and you expect me to believe this is how my death might affect you? If I ever did die, you better watch out, arsehole. What’s happening right now is nothing compared to how thoroughly and devastatingly I will haunt you if I do die.” She stalked into the kitchen. “At least then I really will be free to do whatever the hell I please.”
 
   He followed her in. “Did you ever stop to think that you’re not giving me any room to grieve properly? Huh? Maybe if you just nicked off I could get to missing you with all the pieces of my broken heart.”
 
   She pulled a banana from the bunch on the counter. “Is that a command, my lord? Do you command me to nick off?”
 
   “Jesus, Amaya. No. I don’t know.”
 
   The banana hit him on his still very tender nose.
 
   While he groaned and cradled his face, Amaya stalked past him and into the living room. Flopping down on the couch she turned on MasterChef. Not so long ago, she’d been addicted to the show. It was where she’d learned everything she knew about cooking. Nick assuming she knew it all didn’t actually mean she did.
 
   She flicked past it, found an old episode of MASH and wondered why she couldn’t be a feisty, slightly insane medic in some war a long way away from Nick Carson and his wants and desires.
 
   Nick clattered around in the kitchen for a while longer, swearing and cursing in a nasal twang. Good. Then he came out and sat warily on a chair as far away from her as possible and still be in the same room.
 
   “Can you turn that off?”
 
   “No. Hawkeye’s about rip into Frank for being a conceited, uptight, unmitigated twit. I need to learn how to do that with class.”
 
   “I never knew you were this bitter,” he said softly.
 
   She tried to ignore him. Hawkeye unleashed a beautiful string of insults on the flustered Frank and she missed every word of it. Nick sounded reasonable, like he might actually want to talk civilly. Not that she really wanted to, but if she could make him understand, then maybe he would let her go.
 
   “You never let me be bitter,” she answered.
 
   He sighed, then winced and touched his nose gingerly. “Amaya, I don’t understand this thing you’ve got going now. Why do you think I have this unparalleled control over you?”
 
   “Because you do. Or at least, you did. Now, you don’t so much control me as just have me trapped. My mind is free now, but my body isn’t. Otherwise, I’d be long gone.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re saying. Spell it out for me.”
 
   It was a command and last week, she would have patiently and methodically spelt out every word of the explanation for him. At least, as much as she could. He’d bound her about explanations as well.
 
   “Do you remember when we first met?” she asked instead.
 
   “Yeah. You visited my shark museum.”
 
   “And what did you say when you first saw me?”
 
   He tried for humour and got as far as sick trepidation. “Hubba hubba?”
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “Okay, I don’t remember the exact words. ‘Hello’ maybe?”
 
   “Not your first words to me, but the ones you said when you saw me. You were with Saul at the time.”
 
   “Saul? Um, well, it was probably rude then.”
 
   “Damn it. You said ‘I want that girl’.”
 
   “Those exact words?” Nick looked sceptical.
 
   “Those exact words,” she said between gritted teeth. “And guess what, you got me.”
 
   He sat back, jaw dropped. “You’re saying I made you come over and start talking to me?”
 
   “You made me come over, and you made me talk to you, and you made me go home with you. Have I gone anywhere you didn’t want me to go since?”
 
   Spluttering, it took him a while to get his brain and mouth working together. “Yes! The other day, on the ship. You went into the water when I didn’t want you to.”
 
   “But I was here when you got back, which you wanted.”
 
   He shot out of the chair, began pacing and flashing her scared looks again. “Yeah, I wanted it because I didn’t want to lose you. I will admit that I wished you would be here when I got home. But I never really expected it.” His voice rose. “Because you drowned off the Neptune Islands. Your body, lost at sea. You weren’t actually supposed to be here.”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” she hissed. “Do you want the neighbours to think you’re crazy and talking to your dead girlfriend?”
 
   “Aren’t I?”
 
   He had a point, and it wasn’t about the dead part.
 
   “Look, can you just tell me what happened on the ship?”
 
   They’d been down this road before, but he’d asked, so she had to answer. “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I… I just can’t.”
 
   “You don’t remember?”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “Then tell me!”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   Nick’s hands curled as if they would fit around her neck, but he forcefully put them back by his sides. “Why can’t you?”
 
   “Because someone with more power over me than you told me I couldn’t.”
 
   He let loose a wild, inarticulate shout and stalked from the room. Amaya let him go and watched the end of MASH. It all ended happy and she was still hungry, so she went back to the kitchen and made a sandwich.
 
   Just as she was putting the salmon back in the fridge, she felt it.
 
   The drawing sensation of the call. It was the same summoner as last time and his call knew her better now it’d had direct contact. The hook hit faster than it had the first time and set deep into her belly. This time, the driving emotions were calm and  calculated, but beneath the surface, seething with frustration.
 
   “Listen, Amaya,” Nick said as he walked into the kitchen.
 
   Then the hook pulled and she was swept out of the room. The look of stunned shock on Nick’s face stayed with her all the way. She was condensed down into a tight arrow of energy and shot along the beam of the summoning. It was a flight of a split second and then she was pouring out the far end, puddling on the floor before forming up without conscious thought.
 
   As she solidified, power was drawn out of her, siphoned from her spirit to mix with that of her summoner and create the barrier that would hold her prisoner. This summoner was good. Few people had the wherewithal to power a summoning circle, let alone know how to use one.
 
   It was her natural shape she’d formed upon entering the circle. Inside its power, she couldn’t do anything without a command, not even shape shift into another body. This body was her true form, but it felt alien now. She’d been Amaya, girlfriend to Nick Carson and Renata Rose’s cook—completely human—for two years. Her real body was too tall and muscular, the wings a weight on her back. Her hair flowed down to her knees and all she wore was a terribly brief kilt held on by a belt of glistening red, scaly leather. She’d made the belt from the skin of her first lover. Her own skin was a deep golden colour, her hair silver and her eyes, she knew, were a cold-burning blue.
 
   The room was bare of furniture and ornamentation and smelled faintly of fresh paint. It was the same place she’d been called to last week.
 
   Then, her summoner had been furious, almost speechless with anger. He’d been pacing when she appeared in the circle, his emotions whipping through the power of the circle, feeding into her. The gut deep pain of being ignored and betrayed had infected her and when he’d managed to explain what he’d wanted, she’d been all too eager, bound to do his will by command and passion.
 
   The physicist had cut the summoner deeply and from what Amaya had felt when she’d had her morphed hands around her neck, Geraldine Davis hadn’t even realised it.
 
   This time it was different. He wasn’t furious, wasn’t seething with emotional pain. There was no pacing, just a calm, dark-cloaked and hooded figure standing outside her circle. Externally, he was cool and collected but she felt the emotion feeding his contribution to the circle. There was anger, but it wasn’t a deep, passionate anger this time. It was frustrated anger.
 
   As before, his feelings bled into hers, mingled with her own frustrations with Nick and resulted in a very testy, “What now? I was in the middle of something.”
 
   “Patience, Amaymon. You know you have no power to question me.”
 
   Amaymon. Her true name. The easiest way for her to be summoned. There were other ways, but none quite so convenient. The emotional turmoil of her first summoning hadn’t allowed her the chance to find out how he’d discovered her name. It hadn’t allowed for much more than performing the task he’d given her.
 
   She scowled. “I can question. You just don’t have to answer.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “So, how did you discover my name? I’ve not made a spectacle of myself possessing poor nuns in the 1600s and I’ve not made bargains to find lost riches or give the summoner unparalleled sexual prowess. My name is unknown to the human realm.”
 
   He walked around her circle, slow and deliberate. She resisted the urge to watch him prowl. Nick had taught her how to dive and she’d been down in the cages with the sharks. She knew it was best, even with the steel bars between, to not take your focus off the gliding predators. You needed to know what they were doing, what their instincts made them do, in order to survive. Sharks very rarely came off second best in surprise encounters with humans. There was no way Amaya was going to afford this human the same respect she did the sharks.
 
   “You’re not the first demon I’ve summoned,” he said. “The first corporeal one, yes, but not the first by far. Some of those other spirits were very forthcoming with information and one in particular couldn’t say enough about Amaymon, the only demon to enter the human realm without the aid of a summoner. You’re famous in the demon realm. Or perhaps, infamous. I got the impression they’re none too happy with what you managed.”
 
   Amaya should have guessed. She hadn’t been well—‘loved’ was as far from the word she was looking for as it could get—respected before she left. For a demon, she’d been too thoughtful, too questioning. And if there was one thing a demon should not do it was question the order of things.  If you dared to have those thoughts, and if you dared to act on them, then there were punishments.
 
   If she wasn’t in a completely different realm from her family, then she might have been more concerned. Drawing a corporeal body across the boundaries between realms was very difficult. Sending one back to where it came from was equally difficult. This human wouldn’t be able to exorcise her, thus avoiding those demons who might want to mete out punishment for her fleeing would be relatively easy.
 
   Of course, with her true name known in the mortal realm now, the chances of being summoned and commanded increased a thousand fold. Which brought her back to her current situation.
 
   A fist on one hip, she asked, “Why am I here again? Is this anything to do with the last task you had for me? Because I did everything you asked me to.”
 
   “I know you did.” He stopped and stared at her from the shadows of his hood. It was deep enough she could make out little of his face. Just the shape of his nose and that he was clean shaven. Cloaked, his body was as much an enigma—average height, average size. “And I was very impressed, but now there are complications.”
 
   He lifted a hand from inside his robe and showed her the screen of a mobile phone. On it was a picture of a human male; tall, slender but well-muscled across the shoulders and through his chest. Dark blond hair worn a little too long in back and a narrow, stubbled face. He stood beside a black car, talking on a phone.
 
   “What’s his name?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What do you know?”
 
   Her summoner withdrew the phone. He knew she’d committed the picture to memory.
 
   “He goes under the guise of the Night Caller. The supernatural population of Brisbane is scared of him. I don’t know why.”
 
   The Night Caller? As in the man Nick had contacted to exorcise her? The mysterious Matt Hawkins of Night Call? Well, well. This was getting interesting. But she didn’t want to let her summoner know she knew this guy. That was one secret she would keep to herself—unless he commanded it out of her, that was.
 
   “And what is he to you, my master?”
 
   “He’s a hindrance. I had suspected he would be brought in to help on the case, but had hoped I could stop it from happening.”
 
   “The case?”
 
   “The case of Geraldine Davis’ murder. Her family has brought him in to help them discover her murderer.”
 
   Amaya sighed in frustration. “I thought it was safely pinned on the husband.”
 
   “It seems he went to work that night. He has a fool proof alibi.”
 
   “Why bother with this other guy? Why not just take out the husband?”
 
   “That would be pointless. Chris Davis is only to be punished, not killed. This Night Caller though, is a different matter. He’s big news amongst the Old World creatures here. I’ve no doubt he’s been called in because they suspect supernatural means in Geraldine’s death.”
 
   Rustling her feathered wings, Amaya nodded. “I take him out before he can find you.”
 
   “Yes. And once that’s done, I’ll have another job for you.” His hood turned toward her with a distinct air of forbearance. “Unless of course you have somewhere else to be.”
 
   She glared at him. “Actually, I don’t.”
 
   “Good. For a demon, you seem reasonable, Amaymon. Maybe we could come to some agreement once all this is done. Child of Asmodeus.”
 
   Amaya’s shoulders slumped. Brilliant. Once his murderous intent was done, his nasty little mind was reverting back to a pubescent state.
 
   And here, she’d thought she’d escaped the succubus tag a long time ago.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   In the elevator to Ivan and Brad’s apartment, I drilled Mercy about not doing anything strange. She took it with a bored shrug and studied the silver fingernail polish she’d spent all evening applying. I knew she was taking it all in, though, so I wasn’t too worried.
 
   Ivan answered the door. He was still in his work clothes and seemed really nervous.
 
   “Problem?” I asked.
 
   He looked Mercy over. I’d had some luck in moderating her outfit. Hot pink shorts, black stockings with steel-capped work boots and a tight t-shirt proudly saying ‘I’d Kill for a Nobel Peace Prize’.
 
   A while back, Mercy had been pretty popular around the local club scene. She’d fronted a band called Nasty Kitten. A lot of people didn’t remember her or the band now. Ivan and Brad were among the few who did and they’d recognised Mercy from a distance. I just hoped neither of them thought to bring up her past tonight. She remembered nothing of it, though I had told her once. It meant little to her. I didn’t know how she would react to someone asking her about it.
 
   “Hope not,” Ivan said, looking at me again. “Erin’s here.”
 
   Okay. I could deal with that. Again, not so sure about Mercy.
 
   “Give us a moment, please,” I said to Ivan and drew Mercy back down the hall  a bit. “Merce, Erin’s in there. Are you going to be okay with that?”
 
   Back when I’d liked Erin, Mercy had felt my emotions and been jealous of Erin. Or overly protective of me. Not sure which. Anyway, the poor kid had panicked, thinking I’d leave her for Erin. If I was lucky—hah!—maybe Mercy would have forgotten about it all.
 
   “Erin?” She shrugged. “Whatever.”
 
   Aw. The Terrible Teens. I supposed I wouldn’t get much sense out of her for another couple of months.
 
   “All right. Come on. Remember, act normal.” I thought for a second, then clarified, “Human normal. Not vampire normal.”
 
   She just stamped up to Ivan. “Hi, I’m Mercy.”
 
   He hesitated, then said, “Ivan.”
 
   “May I come in?”
 
   The old myth about vampires not being able to come in uninvited was false. I’d just instilled some manners in my girl.
 
   “Sure.” Ivan stepped back and waved her in. I followed. “I’m glad you came,” Ivan said to me as we walked through the entry hall. “Brad and Chris are really hoping you can help.”
 
   “I’ll do my best.” Which was as much for me as it was for him. I was going give this investigating lark a red hot go. Fingers, toes, knees and eyes crossed.
 
   Ahead of us, Mercy disappeared into a room off the hall. I could hear her announcing herself to all and sundry. I hurried in, just in time to see two men introducing themselves.
 
   A guy about Ivan’s age, blond and worn looking, introduced himself as Brad. An older man, perhaps a handful of years older than me, turned out to be Chris Davis. He was a portly guy, with touches of grey in his hair, and a sad, round face.
 
   Both of them seemed nonplussed with Mercy’s forthrightness.
 
   “Matt Hawkins,” I said to them. So far, no sign of Erin and Ivan hadn’t followed me in. 
 
   “Mr Hawkins.” Brad held my hand with desperate strength. “I’m happy you’ve agreed to help us.”
 
   “Yes,” Chris said softly. “Anything you can do would be appreciated.”
 
   “Matt, please, and like I told Ivan, I’ll do my best, but if I turn out to not be suited to the job, I will back out without hesitation.”
 
   They both nodded. Mercy stopped by my side to show me a picture of Ivan and Brad kissing in front of Luna Park in Melbourne. She frowned at it then looked at me askance.
 
   “Put it back, Mercy,” I whispered.
 
   “But they’re two men.”
 
   “So?”
 
   She frowned, at me, not the picture. “You only think about kissing girls, not boys. Does that mean there’s something wrong with you?”
 
   Dear God. I could feel Brad and Chris staring at us.
 
   “Just put it back.”
 
   She muttered something and returned the photo to the bookshelf. Brain damage was looking to be a good explanation.
 
   I’d considered, for all of about two seconds, leaving her at home. But if this was some sort of shape changing deal, she would be able to sniff out any supernatural influence easier and quicker than I could. If this Chris turned out to be something whacky, this case could be solved tonight.
 
   With that in mind, I sent a question down the private line to Mercy.
 
   “What do you sense about Chris?”
 
   Mercy’s silent hiss tickled my brain. “He smells like garlic.”
 
   I couldn’t smell anything but Mercy’s senses were sharper than mine. “Yeah, but what can you sense about him?”
 
   “Nothing but garlic.”
 
   As much as Mercy didn’t like garlic, it was a good result. At least Chris was good old human.
 
   Ivan and Erin came in. Ivan carried a tray of drinks and Erin a plate of biscuits. She very carefully didn’t look me in the eyes, but the moment she saw Mercy, she turned a stunned glare on me. I just shrugged.
 
   We settled down. Mercy tried to perch on the arm of my chair and I pushed her off. Lightning reflexes saw her land on her feet without a wobble. She snarled at me and dropped cross legged to the floor. The three men watched it all with politely curious expressions. Erin hid her face behind a weary hand.
 
   “She’s on medication,” I explained, patting Mercy’s head. “I can’t leave her alone when she’s like this.”
 
   “Sister?” Chris asked hopefully.
 
   “Ah, not really. More like a cousin. Her family didn’t want her so I ended up with her.”
 
   Mercy sent me a snippy little slap down the psychic link. I ignored it.
 
   “What a sad story.” Chris smiled at her. Then he twitched in his seat and dug around in a pocket. “Sorry, sorry,” he muttered as he pulled out a mobile phone. Glancing at the number, he added, “It’s Rufus. I have to take it.” Chris hurried out of the room, phone pressed to his ear. “I thought I said I didn’t want to be disturbed. Yes, at Brad’s. We’re talking to the man Ivan thinks can help us...” His voice faded as he moved off down the hall.
 
   “Rufus?” I asked the room in general.
 
   “His son,” Brad answered. “Not Gerry’s, though. Rufus is from a previous relationship. Chris and Merryl were young when she got pregnant. They kept putting off the wedding, though. Until Rufus was born, until they had enough money. Then Merryl’s car was hit head on by a truck. Rufus was seven. Merryl died instantly and Rufus suffered third degree burns.”
 
   “Poor kid,” Ivan said.
 
   “Jesus,” I whispered. “And now this.”
 
   Ivan was about to say something more when Chris returned.
 
   “I don’t know, Rufus. I’ll be home when I get there. And no I’m not going to see if Brad has the new Grand Theft Auto game. You’re grounded, remember? That means no games.” There was a short pause and Chris lowered his head, pinched the bridge of his nose. “Rufus, we’re not going to argue about this now. I’ll be home when I get home. Goodnight.” He hung up and pulled in a long breath.
 
   “Trouble?” Brad asked.
 
   Chris sighed. “Nothing unusual for a teenager, I guess. I found him smoking weed and he doesn’t seem to think there’s anything wrong with that. But, he’s not the issue tonight.” He sat down. “Shall we start?”
 
   “That’s up to you, Chris.” I left it open for him to start wherever he wanted.
 
   “It happened last Thursday,” he began, looking at his hands as they dangled between his knees. “She’d been contracted to do some troubleshooting work for Geotech. They’re a soil testing company and they do some geological surveying as well. They’d been having some issues with the calibrations on a laser they use to work out something in soil and rock or something. I don’t really understand it. She does… did very little contract work anymore. A couple of years back, she developed this means of directing a laser that cut out a lot of power wastage. I’m not sure on the specifics. I never could follow her when she spoke about her work.” He gave a little, tired laugh. “That’s why we ended up separating.”
 
   “You were separated at the time of the murder?”
 
   “Yeah. Had been for about four months. We still spoke a lot, though. A real lot. When we could talk about anything other than her work, that is.”
 
   “She was dedicated?”
 
   Chris smiled. “All physicists are. A lazy one doesn’t get very far, or much work. They’re all constantly striving for research positions and publishing papers. It doesn’t leave much time for family.”
 
   “We used to be very close when we were younger,” Brad said. “She almost raised me. But when she really got into her studies and then her doctorate, she didn’t visit very often at all.”
 
   “You said she hadn’t been taking much work lately,” I said to Chris. “Why’s that if it’s such a cut throat field?”
 
   “The process she’d developed to direct lasers,” he said patiently. “She sold it for fifteen million dollars.”
 
   “Whoa.” My thoughts took the track most travelled. “Were you separated when she got the money?”
 
   “No.” He knew where I was going. “That was two years ago. We didn’t know what to do with that much money. Some of it went to charity and cancer research. The rest, about nine million, went into a trust in Gerry’s name. We thought about living off the interest, doing some travelling, but she’s not that sort of person. She’s always thinking, always solving problems. She gave up the work with lasers and shifted back more fully into mathematics. I’d thought the money would give us a chance to get to know each other again. We’d been working full time for our entire marriage and the talk of kids had been forgotten. I just wanted to spend some time with her, but she couldn’t stop. Eventually, I gave up and went back to work as well. It didn’t take long for me to realise I meant less to her than her research, so I walked out. She didn’t miss me for three days.”
 
   I winced. “That’s tough. I hate to ask, but where’s the money now?”
 
   “In the trust fund still. It’s been frozen for the duration of the investigation. There’s only about five million left though. Gerry started going through it a while back.”
 
   “I’m hoping she bought big houses, fast cars and sexy yachts.”
 
   He smiled at my poor attempt at humour. “No. I don’t know what she did with it.”
 
   Mercy heaved a mightily bored sigh and flopped onto her back. She told me down the private line to wake her when something fun happened.
 
   “And once the funds are released?” I asked as if nothing had happened.
 
   “It comes to me,” Chris admitted. “Motive number one. Greed.”
 
   Unless he was a freakin’ ace actor, I didn’t believe he was that consumed with money to off his wife for it. The sense I was getting off him was purely grief and fear.
 
   “You were at work the night of the murder,” I said to him.
 
   “I wasn’t supposed to be, but a couple of the guys were sick so I was called in.”
 
   “We can assume that whoever did this didn’t know you had been called in. If they disguised themselves as you, they would have thought you wouldn’t have an alibi.” I glanced at Erin. “And the authorities have checked out everyone at Geotech?”
 
   “All clean,” Erin said. “And no motive. She was there to help them fix a vital part of their machinery. Killing her would have been counterproductive.”
 
   “Did she finish her work with them before she died?”
 
   Chris shook his head. “Nowhere near done. They still needed her.”
 
   “Courey mentioned self-funded research,” Erin said.
 
   “Who’s Courey?” I asked.
 
   “Miles Courey,” Ivan answered. “Detective. He likes Erin so he sneaks her out information.”
 
   Erin gave him a mild look of reproach. “He doesn’t sneak me information. He just tells me what he can.”
 
   I was more interested in the ‘likes’ part, but banished the thought. “Chris? Any idea what it was?”
 
   “No. I knew she was back into the heavy maths, though.”
 
   It almost sounded like the maths was a form of recreational drug. And perhaps it was for her. I’ve been down that dark path—drug addition, not work addiction. My stint on morphine hadn’t been too dangerous—fairly easily fixed with a few nasty threats from a canny doctor. The relapse in prison had nearly killed me though. Had Geraldine’s addiction gone so far it got her killed?
 
   “There were no signs of her research at the house,” Erin said. “Could she have been doing it elsewhere?”
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “Any thoughts on what she’d need for this research?” I asked him.
 
   “Several computers, phone lines, notebook. It was all theoretical.”
 
   “So she could have been doing it at the local library?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Chris said seriously. “Not unless the library has got hold of some pretty powerful computers. She would do some massive calculations on them that would eat up all the memory for days on end.”
 
   More than your average high school grade algebra then.
 
   “Whatever this personal research was, could it have been reason for someone in the same field to want her dead?” Erin asked.
 
   Chris looked a bit worried. “I guess so. I used to call her Pandora and joke about her opening boxes that might be dangerous. If Gerry had made progress where someone else hadn’t, they might get annoyed enough to do something about it.”
 
   “Which means they would have stolen her research.”
 
   “There was no break in at the house, though,” Chris said.
 
   “I don’t think she was keeping it there,” I muttered.
 
   Chris and Brad looked at me sceptically. “What makes you so sure?” Chris asked.
 
   “I’m not. Just a hunch.” I looked to Erin. “The cops have followed any paper trails?”
 
   She nodded. “Nothing. She wasn’t renting anywhere, hadn’t bought anything that might house her research. It was a blank.”
 
   “Receipts for the money from the trust fund?”
 
   “She withdrew it in hundred thousand lots. The receipts they have don’t add up to the whole amount. It’s about three million short.”
 
   I let out a long breath. “Okay, final avenue of questioning. The murderer’s escape from the lab where she was killed.”
 
   Ivan shot to the edge of his seat. “This is what made me think of you, Matt. It just seemed so impossible.”
 
   “Everything’s impossible until it isn’t. Will I be able to get into the lab?”
 
   Erin nodded. “I should be able to set it up with Courey. You’ll have to deal with me, though. He won’t let you go in on your own.”
 
   “Fine. It’ll have to be a night time visit,” I reminded her.
 
   Lips pursed, she didn’t look at Mercy and nodded.
 
   “Why night time?” Brad asked.
 
   “I have another job at the moment. I’ll be pretty busy with it tomorrow. After that, I should be free to work full time on your case.”
 
   Things wrapped up pretty quick. Chris and Brad thanked me all over again and Ivan explained the concept of fake flowers to Mercy. Don’t ask me how they got onto the topic, but it was weird enough for me to usher her out the door ASAP.
 
   Erin came out with us and even got into the same elevator.
 
   “I’m sorry for jumping down your throat earlier,” she said.
 
   “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m sure I deserved it.”
 
   Mercy gave me a like-there’s-any-doubt look.
 
   Erin stared at her, then at me. “I’m here to help them, not you. Just so we’re clear.”
 
   “As crystal.”
 
   A couple of floors went by in tense silence, then she muttered, “Thank you for helping Ivan and Brad.”
 
   Another couple floors, then I said, “I’m still a bit surprised he came to me over you.”
 
   Man, she looked haggard. There were deep hollows under her eyes, she seemed to have lost weight and her auburn hair was dull and straight.
 
   “I’m his friend,” she said. “I understand why he didn’t come to me. If something turns up that reflects badly on Chris or Brad, then at least I won’t have the chore of telling him.”
 
   Made sense. I should have thought it through before shooting my mouth off in her office.
 
   “What’s the other job you have?” Erin asked.
 
   “Ghost,” Mercy said. “Poltergeist.”
 
   Well, she seemed to be over her jealousy. For how long, I didn’t know. Being in the confined space with Erin was working against my cool. I could taste her aura—sweet melon and heady Moscato mixed with dark chocolate and bitter coffee beans. Though it was extra heavy on the sharp chocolate this time. Wonder what that meant.
 
   “Interesting,” Erin said.
 
   Even though her tone was flat, there was a spark of interest in her. I hid a smile. She didn’t deny ‘my world’ as much as she wanted to.
 
   I felt it a split second before Mercy tensed. A sensation that was completely unknown but at the same time, rooted somewhere deep inside Mercy like a long forgotten instinct suddenly awoken. It blazed up blindingly bright, wiping away every pretence at civilization Mercy had learned. Like a freight train it hit me through the link and that primal, savage part of my psyche I tried so hard to bury answered the challenge with a painful, needful roar.
 
   For a good part of my life, a berserker rage had been my greatest enemy. An anger so intense it emptied my head of anything but the desire to inflict pain. It had seen me in prison for a year and it had seen me nearly returned there several times.
 
   The darkness behind my tightly shut eyes tinged red in an instant. I could hear Mercy snarling, felt it like an accompanying rhythm to the beat of my berserker madness.
 
   Erin.
 
   A distant, screaming part of my barely functioning brain threw the name at me.
 
   A flood of images and emotions rode the wave of unthinking violence. Erin staring me down, like a predator, a competitor, a challenger; Erin, scared and angry, pointing a gun at me, screaming at me to get away; Erin, bruised and beaten, telling me to leave her behind, to survive.
 
   Her taste was all over me, sweet and dark and dangerous, trapped in the small, tight confines of the elevator.
 
   A light snapped on in the darkness. I could see her, in shades of silver and red, reflected a thousand times over, pushed back into the corner of the elevator, shoulders shuddering against the slick, polished metal surface. Her gun was in both hands, shifting back and forth between me and Mercy, uncertain of who the greater threat was.
 
   She was tired and weary, easy prey. A flick of my wrist and her gun wouldn’t be a problem. A silent command to Mercy and I wouldn’t have to worry about the gun at all.
 
   But she wasn’t the reason. No, there was something else, something bigger.
 
   That realisation cleared my head faster than anything else could have. The red haze dropped away and the too white light of the elevator bit into my eyes.
 
   “Merce,” I snapped as I shielded my eyes. “Quit it. Stand down.”
 
   Mercy growled and fought my command. The wild, vampire impulse to hunt and kill that was usually buried as deep as my berserker tendencies wasn’t as willing to be put aside. She only ever got this bad when she was hungry and I knew that wasn’t the case this time. This wasn’t internal. It was about as external as it could get.
 
   Something was here. Something that pushed all of Mercy’s buttons like a naughty child let loose in a button factory. Something vaguely… familiar.
 
   “Matt?” Erin was cautious, still holding her gun ready, but pointing it more at Mercy than at me.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, not taking my gaze off Mercy. “Mercy. De-vamp. Now!” Old habits die about as hard as some movie franchises and despite Mercy’s progress, I still carried a pen-needle of tranquiliser. My hand began to reach for it in the pocket of my jeans.
 
   Mercy saw it. Red lips peeled back from glistening white fangs. She vibrated with the battle to both resist and obey me. The dark thing inside me tried to break free again, moving in unsettling, sharp ways.
 
   I was losing.
 
   I hadn’t lost a battle of wills with Mercy in a long time.
 
   Ding.
 
   We’d hit ground floor.
 
   I lost the battle and Mercy just lost it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   The doors pulled back and Mercy, a blurred, snarling whirlwind, tore out of the elevator and arrowed for the angel waiting in the foyer.
 
   Wait. Angel?
 
   Well, I mean, it sure looked like an angel. Tall, golden skinned, feathery wing span close on twelve feet wide. And it was certainly my idea of an angel—very Amazonian and wearing little more than a scrap of material around her waist.
 
   “What the hell?” Erin muttered as vampire and angel clashed.
 
   The doors swished shut.
 
   “Shit.” I stabbed the door-open button while pulling my gun. Had no idea if it would be effective, but I was otherwise packing for vampire, and this was no vampire.
 
   Erin stabbed the door-closed button. “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I jabbed a finger onto the door-open button and kept it there.
 
   In retaliation, Erin punched as many of the floor buttons as she could. “What do you mean you don’t know? I thought you were an expert on this sort of stuff.”
 
   The poor elevator was as confused as I was. Its doors groaned in indecision. Beyond them, I could hear the furious battle taking place between vampire and… whatever it was. Maybe Erin had a point. I should probably know these things, right? Especially if it could take Mercy’s higher functions—and therefore mine—off line so quickly and thoroughly.
 
   I settled for muttering, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio…” and ran up against a possibility I wouldn’t have considered otherwise.
 
   “Not a great excuse, Hawkins,” Erin snapped, checking the mag of her Glock.
 
   “Not an excuse,” I said.
 
   “Then what—”
 
   “Shh.” I closed my eyes to block out Erin’s affronted glare.
 
   Heaven. Or perhaps... Hell. The thing in the foyer, the angelic looking thing, was responsible for Mercy’s flip-out and it had felt familiar, like a distilled, concentrated sensation I’d been aware of for a while now. Imps. Their small influence on my psychic senses hadn’t bothered me, or Mercy, before. This was no imp, but I was willing to bet it was the same family—demon.
 
   Opening my eyes, I took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m going to open the doors and when I do, you stay in here. Hopefully it’ll be safer.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I have to help Mercy.” I drew my Barretta Cougar and put a hand on the perhaps permanently closed doors.
 
   My fine control of my psychic abilities was getting better. Pity this didn’t call for fine control. I reached out with the ephemeral hand of my psyche and pushed it between the doors. Pouring as much strength as I could into it, I shoved outward.
 
   With an agonised squeal, the elevator doors opened. The moment I took my concentration away from it, the doors would close again, so I dived through as soon as it was wide enough. As I rolled and came to my feet, I saw Erin dart out between the rapidly narrowing doorway.
 
   “I said,” I began, but cut myself off as Erin—looking beyond me—suddenly dived to one side.
 
   Taking it on faith, I dived in the other direction. Something big and blue and suspiciously electrical looking smashed into the doors of the elevator. The thick metal doors buckled and smoked, burnt black in a neat circle right where I had been standing.
 
   Erin and I stared at it for perhaps a second, then scarpered for cover. I skidded in behind a plush couch, or at least, the remains of a plush couch. From memory, it had been a nice, burnt orange colour when I’d passed it on my way up to Ivan and Brad’s. Now, it was just burnt. Erin rolled behind the unmanned concierge desk. She was soon joined by Mercy, tossed there by the distressingly unharmed looking angel—eh, demon.
 
   The damage done in the few minutes it had taken me and Erin to argue was impressive. Not one piece of furniture was unscathed, not one potted plant would survive—a few in fact made very lovely burning torches—and one of the floor to ceiling glass panels along the front wall was shattered. Amidst the ruins was the demon; golden, glorious and worthy of all sorts of religious experiences.
 
   Maybe I’d got it wrong. Maybe she was an angel.
 
   Erin popped up from behind the concierge desk and unloaded a nine-mil at the demon.
 
   It hit in a spray of dark fluid, staggering the demon back a single step. Viciously fast, the demon caught her balance and flung a hand out. A bolt of blue light shot back at Erin. Throwing herself to the side let the bolt hit the wall and burn right through it.
 
   Holy freaking cow.
 
   Calm as you please, the demon lowered her hand and turned to face me. “Night Caller,” she said, her voice resonating with choral echoes.
 
   I looked around for someone else to blame, came up empty and so, on a whim, I stood and said, “Yeah? Who’s asking?”
 
   She tilted her fine face. “You hardly seem dangerous. Your female things have proven feistier.”
 
   To illustrate, Mercy rocketed back over the desk and straight for the demon. Moving like mercury, the demon sidestepped the charge and, wings snapping close to her back, followed with a roundhouse kick aimed to take Mercy’s head from her shoulders. If Mercy had been where she was supposed to be, that is.
 
   Mercy, perhaps a nano-second slower than the demon, flipped out of reach, then tumbled back in under the creature’s guard. She kicked at a knee with both booted feet and bones snapped. The demon crashed down.
 
   Mercy took full advantage of the situation. She flowed to her feet, put a foot on the demon’s belly, grabbed her unbroken leg and twisted hard and sharply. Cracking bones grated against each other, making my teeth ache. The demon lifted a hand, blue glow growing.
 
   “Merce!”
 
   The vampire spun into moonlight and vanished. Blue light seared through the space Mercy had just vacated, hit the roof and dropped a light fixture onto the demon. With a negligent motion, the light was tossed aside. The massive wings heaved and pounded against the floor. Then they lifted the demon up into the air, broken legs dangling uselessly. The beat of the wings created a gale force wind that knocked me to the ground. Trapped inside the relatively small—compared to that wing span, at least—space, the wind whipped back on her. She wouldn’t be able to hover in here long.
 
   The demon screamed. A high pitched, sharp sound that shattered the remaining glass front of the foyer. With a big beat of her wings, she moved out into the open night. I scrambled to my feet and raced out after her, Cougar held ready. Erin’s shot had hurt it. I had every hope mine would kill it.
 
   She rocketed upward faster than I could follow and vanished into the dark sky.
 
   Mercy materialised beside me. “It’s not gone.” Her maniacal rage was still there, partly relieved by the fight, enough at least to let some thoughts gather coherently in her head.
 
   “I figured.”
 
   She ground her teeth together. “Smelled like imp. Only worse.” Her control was slipping again, tugging at me through the link.
 
   “Demon.” It was all the confirmation I needed. Mercy’s senses were more acute than mine.
 
   She growled.
 
   Erin came out, dusting fine glass shards off her clothes. Eyeing Mercy warily, she asked me, “Any ideas what it was?”
 
   “We’re working on the hypothesis that it’s a demon.” I pulled out a suppressor and screwed it onto the Cougar. After raising an unholy ruckus by shooting round after endless round into the werewolf-dog, I’d invested in a suppressor. Not quite the best thing ever, but a damn fine invention.
 
   Erin stared me. “A demon?”
 
   “You sound shocked.”
 
   “Yeah, I know I shouldn’t be. But it looked… well, angelic.”
 
   “My thought exactly.” I gave up scanning the sky. If I saw it coming, it would be too late. “Mercy.”
 
   She didn’t need the encouragement. Unleashing her inner predator, eyes gilded in burnished silver, she swirled away.
 
   Erin shivered. “What happened in the elevator?”
 
   I swallowed at the thought of how close I’d come to hurting Erin, or letting Mercy hurt her—which amounted to the same thing. “I think it was the demon. It provoked Mercy into a killing rage.”
 
   “And you.”
 
   “And me,” I admitted tightly. “Where’s your car?”
 
   “That way.” She pointed in the opposite direction to which I’d parked.
 
   “I’ll walk you to your car. The demon’s still around. You should get away while you can.”
 
   Planting her feet, Erin produced her own suppressor. “You’re not shoving me off like that.”
 
   I nearly forgot the rampaging demon somewhere above us. “I thought you didn’t want to be a part of my world. And this thing’s clearly coming for me.”
 
   She stared back with grim determination. “It shot at me.”
 
   “Oh. Well, okay then.”
 
   She trotted along with me to my car. I pulled out my phone and opened the GPS program. It had been modified to track a tracer I’d put under Mercy’s skin. The dot signifying Mercy flashed about the screen, then narrowed down into a straight line.
 
   I grabbed Erin’s arm and simply let myself fall. A great bellow of wind helped us on the way down. We hit the footpath and the demon swept over us, clearing about three feet. Sheesh. Mercy was right behind it. She sailed in on a streak of silver light and planted both feet into its belly. They crashed together and rolled into the brick wall of the building. Dust and mortar rained down and the bricks groaned.
 
   Flipping to into a crouch, I aimed the Cougar and Mercy, surfing on my mental wave, flung herself out of the way. The gun barked softly and the demon jerked with the impact.
 
   After a couple of shots, the demon slumped against the wall, broken legs skewed, body oozing some black substance I was going to call blood. Her wings twitched but that was all. Head tilted to one side, once blazing eyes dull, jaw slack, chest unmoving. Dead.
 
   Right?
 
   Mercy wasn’t convinced. She charged in, irrational, and was met with an abruptly raised arm. Bones cracked in Mercy’s chest as she crumpled over the demon’s arm. With a contemptuous flick, Mercy was thrown aside.
 
   Echoes of Mercy’s pain spearing my chest, I shot the demon again and again. Erin joined me. Eyes alight with blue fire once more, the demon grinned at us and held her hands out to our weapons.
 
   The gun shifted in my hand. Erin gasped and suddenly, our guns were pulled from our grips and flew into the demon’s. She sat up, not at all weakened by the slugs already in her. A cruel smile curled her lips.
 
   “So easy.”
 
   And she fired both guns.
 
   Silver flashed before my eyes and Mercy dropped out of the mist. Her t-shirt was splashed with blood in two places. Two bullets wouldn’t keep her down and she stood up into the next barrage. I threw myself over Erin anyway and we huddled behind the vampire.
 
   The demon kept firing into Mercy. I cringed with each impact. I could feel them through the link, though what I sensed was nowhere near what Mercy suffered. And while Mercy was tough, much more of this and she’d be out for the count.
 
   The tension, the fear, the growing anger that this thing was trying to kill me, trying to kill Mercy, worked against my hard won control. The dark stirred and blossomed as a red sheen over my sight. It roared through my blood and emerged from my throat as a low, rumbling growl. Under me, Erin shook.
 
   Sure, the berserker rage had got me into trouble many times, but it had also saved my life more than once. Didn’t mean I could let it out uncontrolled, however.
 
   Unlike in the elevator, I was sort of prepared for the effect of the demon on Mercy and hence me. Thanks to my practice with the finer points of my psychic-coolness, I had learned to channel energy into them.
 
   I balled up all the rage and fear and red hot need to hurt something and shoved it deep into my chest. It consumed the well of energy already sitting there and I was suffused with a powerful tremble.
 
   Before it could explode out of me and flatten Erin, I lifted myself off her and faced the demon. A quick snap down the internal line and Mercy dropped to the ground. I slammed the power forward and it smashed into the demon, collecting the fired bullets on the way. It pulverised the bullets and hit the demon like a battering ram, shoving her into the wall. And I mean into the wall. It was like she melted into it.
 
   She screamed that bone weakening sound again and I pushed her head back into the bricks. Shut her up for good. All that stuck out was her legs and the outer half of each wing, which twitched and then stilled.
 
   Talk about a head rush. The world around me went hazy and spun in all directions all at once. I crashed down. Erin caught me. At least, she softened the impact and swore about it.
 
   Weakened, Mercy’s driving need to kill ebbed. She hauled herself up and crawled over, careful not to drip her toxic blood onto us.
 
   “Jesus,” Erin said and I wasn’t sure if it was a curse or a prayer.
 
   I said something. No idea what, and apparently no one else did either. They looked at me strangely.
 
   “It’s doing something,” Erin warned.
 
   I tried to struggle up and settled for rolling over so I could see. The bits of the demon still showing faded, then vanished. All that was left was a dint in the wall. The last of Mercy’s rage vanished along with the demon.
 
   We looked at the empty space, at each other, then back at the wall.
 
   “Think it’s dead?” Erin asked.
 
   Mercy tilted her head. “It’s not here anymore.”
 
   “And that’s about all I care about.” I let my head drop back to the ground. Nice, soft cement.
 
   The next thing I knew, I was in a car—a quick look around revealed it was mine—hurtling down the motorway toward home. Erin was driving and Mercy was in the back seat, an old blanket waded up over her wounds.
 
   “How?” I mumbled.
 
   “Mercy and I put you in the car. She’s too out of it to drive, so I am.”
 
   I checked out again for a while, came back in when we were pulling into the driveway.
 
   I had the wits to stagger into the house under Mercy and Erin’s steam. They tossed me on my bed and I gave Erin the blood fridge key and firm instructions for one bag only of O pos. Mercy sulked and trundled out after Erin.
 
   After that, it was sweet goodbye for Matt Hawkins.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Mercy took her bag of blood and mooched out of the kitchen. Erin followed her. She wasn’t willing to let herself think the vampire was back to normal—whatever normal was for Mercy. The other vampires Erin had been exposed to—opposing armies on top of Mount Coot-tha—had been more mindless machines than autonomous creatures. Mercy was different, which probably stemmed from the fact she was under Matt’s control.
 
   Or was it other way around?
 
   It had been clear in the elevator Mercy had been the first to succumb to whatever terrorising influence the demon had, and Matt had followed suit.
 
   She’d seen him go into a mindless rage twice before. Once, he’d been lost to it completely, going up against a 300 year old vampire strong enough to think for himself and smash Mercy around as if she was a bothersome fly. The second time, he’d come after her, a deadly, predator gleam in his eyes that spoke of emotionless, cold calculation. She had been nothing to him in that moment, a mere source of food for his vampire. For himself, in a twisted sense.
 
   But he’d come out of it, both then and now. Then, he may have subdued her so Mercy could feed, but he hadn’t let Mercy drain her of blood. Tonight, he’d pulled himself—and Mercy to an extent—back from hurting her in the elevator. Now the demon was gone, there was not a glimmer of wild killer in either of them.
 
   Still, Erin followed Mercy, wanting to keep her in view, be warned if she snapped again.
 
   Mercy, bag of blood dangling from one hand, paused in the doorway of a room in the middle of the house. “Yes?” she asked pointedly.
 
   Eyeing the vampire warily, struck by the contradictions between vicious supernatural creature and sweet faced girl, Erin asked, “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” Pale and watery blood bubbled out of a wound in her chest with each breath she took.
 
   “Do you need a hand with your wounds?”
 
   Mercy rolled her eyes. “No. Matt taught me how to pull out my own bullets.”
 
   Erin’s stomach quivered. “Okay then.”
 
   Mercy stepped back into the room and slammed the door.
 
   “Fine,” Erin muttered and then went back into Matt’s room.
 
   He was out of it again, half on the bed, half off it. She’d thought he would have at least fixed himself up before zonking. Considering just leaving him, she went over and tried to wake him up. He mumbled and pushed her away. Fending him off, she hauled him onto the bed properly and took off his boots. He didn’t make his bed and it was easy to pull the sheet out and toss it over him. All the while, he just slept on. Whatever he’d done had drained him.
 
   She left the bedroom before she could collapse. What he’d done… It had been terrifying. Almost as frightening as the demon. A blast of… something reaching from him to the demon. And six months ago, she’d seen him—or rather, not seen him—move as fast as Mercy in order to chop off Veilchen’s head. Neither feat something a human could accomplish. When she’d told him about the speed he’d used, he hadn’t realised he’d done it. She hadn’t stuck around to find out how that had affected him.
 
   Yet here she was, in his house.
 
   She pulled out her phone to call Ivan to see if he could come pick her up, but didn’t. He’d want to know how she ended up out here and her head wasn’t working enough to concoct a story to cover up the truth. She dialled a taxi company, then hung up before the automatic response could get too far. A fare would reach the lofty heights of a hundred dollars at the very least. Not officially on a case, she couldn’t write it off as an expense.
 
   All in all, it would be easier to stay until Matt woke up and took her back to her car.
 
   And then what? Try again to convince Ivan to drop Matt from the investigation? The last thing Ivan and Brad needed was some demon lurking around just because Hawkins was involved with them.
 
   A demon.
 
   Holy shit. Perhaps literally.
 
   Escaping from vampires aside, Erin hadn’t been to church since William got sick. Too many bad associations. From William’s family’s response to his illness to Erin’s bitter argument with the blind injustice of life in general, belief in God had begun to feel too hard—too much like they’d been betrayed by the one, uncompromising ally they were supposed to have.
 
   She’d almost made peace with the idea that God didn’t exist and that William’s cancer was just bad luck. Turn her back on religion and rile against fate instead. It was more understandable. God didn’t exist and life sucked.
 
   Except that now Hawkins was convinced the thing they’d seen tonight was a demon.
 
   Erin sank down onto the couch in the living room.              
 
   Vampires and werewolves. Fine. Those she could wrap her head around, sort of. But demons? Demons that looked like the traditional image of angels? What did it mean? Had she seen a fallen angel tonight? Had she shot a fallen angel?
 
   Unable to think straight, Erin dialled the hospital where William was. While it rang, she stood and wandered, unable to sit still while her thoughts tumbled one over the other. Finally, someone answered and, finding what might be an office, Erin identified herself, grateful it was a nurse she knew rather well.
 
   “Hey, Erin, we were wondering where you’d got to,” Nadine said in that soft voice all hospital workers seemed to adopt late at night.
 
   “Something unavoidable at work came up. How’s he doing?”
 
   “Really good. His latest blood culture came back negative.”
 
   Erin let out a long, painful sigh. Inexplicable tears stung her eyes. She fumbled her way into the chair at the desk.
 
   “Honey,” Nadine murmured, that sixth sense of nurses kicking in, “it’ll be okay. He’s strong, you know that. Another day or two and he’ll be ready to go home.”
 
   “Thank you, Nadine,” Erin said, forcing back the tears.
 
   “Get some sleep, and that’s an order from a medical professional.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Erin said and they made their goodbyes.
 
   Sitting back in the office chair, something eased inside Erin’s chest. Seems like they’d beaten the Devil—or God—once more. How many more times they could do it remained to be seen.
 
   The office was illuminated by soft moonlight coming in through the open curtains over the windows. It was small, crowded by the desk and bookshelves against all available wall space. Erin turned on a lamp and wandered around, looking at the spines of the books. Chemistry and biology text books, clinical pathology references, medical texts and journals, several shelves of dog-eared detective novels; some horror, though judging by the amount dust on them, she guessed Matt hadn’t read them in some time—probably not since his own life had turned into something of a horror story. His history on display.
 
   At last, she found the books that most reflected his life at the moment. Eight books about vampires, some of which looked very old, a couple on werewolves, a ‘field guide’ to supernatural creatures and a dozen, spiral bound notebooks. Pulling one out, Erin opened it to a page of neat handwriting.
 
   Under a date was a short, concise entry.
 
   Susan spoke today. She said she wanted to kill me and drink my blood. I asked her why she wanted to do that and she refused to speak again. A Pos given. She slept for twenty hours.
 
   Am I doing the right thing?
 
   He didn’t answer his own question and on the next line was another entry, detailing the effects of differing blood groups.
 
   Susan was Mercy’s true name. At least, the name of the human she had once been. The date showed the entry to be a couple of years old. Flicking through the journal, Erin noted that Matt began referring to her as Mercy not long later. It was clear that as the vampire emerged from the ruins of the human, she was not Susan Greyson anymore.
 
   Erin put the journal back on the shelf without reading any more. It felt wrong to pry into that part of their lives, especially when she wanted nothing to do with them.
 
   She returned to the couch, determined to stay awake throughout the remainder of the night. Someone needed to be on watch for mad vampires or demons.
 
   The next thing she knew was someone swearing.
 
   Sunlight peeked through the curtains opposite the couch. Erin sat up, blinked the sleep out of her eyes and winced at the twinge of pain in her lower back. Couch sleeping was for the young. The room came into slow focus and she remembered where she was.
 
   More muttered swearing came from somewhere behind her. She stood, realised she had to pee and dashed upstairs to the bathroom she’d found the night before. Relieved, she came back down and found Matt stalking past the bottom of the stairs. He only wore a pair of loose track pants.
 
   “Morning,” he groused.
 
   “You’re chipper.” She followed him into the kitchen, watching for signs of irrational rage—beyond the obvious, that was.
 
   “Blue screen of death. Cornflakes?”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   He pulled a box of cereal from a cupboard. “Do you want cornflakes for breakfast?”
 
   “No. And blue screen of death?”
 
   “On the computer. I’ve been meaning to upgrade the hard drive but you know how it is.” Matt poured himself a generous bowl of flakes and added grapes.
 
   “Busy with vampires and werewolves, yeah I know how it is.” Erin checked out the coffee situation. Which turned out to be that there wasn’t any. “No coffee?” She could hardly keep the fear out of her voice.
 
   He patted his admittedly taut abdominals. “I’m off caffeine. This body is now a temple.” Then he dumped half a tonne of sugar on his cornflakes. “And oddly, I haven’t been busy with vampires or weres or much of anything lately. I was referring more to the fact that when there is nothing to do, you can’t seem to do anything.”
 
   “I think the term is ennui and there’s Coke in the fridge.”
 
   “For emergencies only. You’re free to have some if you want. Ennui it might be but you can’t avoid the fact there is a distinct lack of supernatural bad guys around the place lately. Obvious exceptions excepted, of course.” He crunched a mouthful of cereal.
 
   “Of course.” Getting desperate, she asked plaintively, “Tea?”
 
   “In that cupboard.”
 
   Relaxing a bit, Erin made herself a cup of tea. “Your lazy boredom to the side, why aren’t there any vampires for you to kill? When I saw you that last time you seemed to think there was more than enough to keep you going.”
 
   He had, in fact, hinted that he might need help. She’d rejected him before it could grow from a hint into something more solid.
 
   “And there was, for a while at least. Then they all left. Well, most of them. A few hardy souls have stuck around, but they’re laying so low the worms are charging them rent.”
 
   Erin sat down opposite him. “Could it have anything to do with that demon?” It still felt a bit unreal to be talking about something used to scare her as a child.
 
   Matt poked at the dregs of his breakfast, hair falling across his brow in an untidy, just got out of bed, tumble. “I don’t think so. The vampires cleared out a couple of months back. If it had been here that long I’m sure I would have...” He shrugged and gave her a quick, rueful smile. “Felt it or something before now.”
 
   Erin swallowed a sip of scalding tea. “Or been affected by it.”
 
   He sighed and got up to put his bowl in the sink, with other such leavings. “I’m sorry about that. It caught me unawares.” Back to her, he gripped the kitchen bench and his shoulders tensed. “Merce went dark quicker than I’ve ever seen before. And she nearly took me down with her. It’s never, ever, been like that before. I can always resist and I can always control her.”
 
   “Always?” Erin couldn’t help herself. She asked before thinking twice, remembering the way he’d come after her, intent on making her dinner for Mercy.
 
   He flinched.
 
   Erin fought down the impulse to apologise and left the kitchen. She took her tea onto the back patio and stared at the water while she drank. How much could she blame him for what had happened? He hadn’t asked to have Mercy thrust onto him, to become so intimately linked with such an unfathomable creature. It wasn’t as if he chose to suffer the mindless rages that had shaped so much of his history. He hadn’t been the one to draw her into his life.
 
   Maybe she should ease up on him.
 
   Movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. A man stood on the patio of the house next door. About her age, hair thinning a bit on top and a little saggy in the middle, he held a mug but ignored it in favour of gaping at her.
 
   She could guess how it looked. A strange woman in rumpled clothes with dishevelled hair standing on his neighbour’s patio in the early morning.
 
   A treacherous part of her made her smile at him.
 
   Eyes widening, he dashed back inside his house.
 
   “I see you’ve met Charles,” Matt said, coming up beside her.
 
   “I’m going to hazard a guess and say he doesn’t like you.”
 
   “Thinks I’m odd, for some reason. I just wanted to apologise again, and thank you for driving last night. I really appreciate it.”
 
   “What else could I have done?”
 
   He shrugged. “Left us there.”
 
   She probably deserved that one. “You don’t pull punches, do you.”
 
   A hint of his devastating smile flashed across his face. “Neither do you. Besides, life’s too short to be polite. Tell it like it is and get over it.”
 
   “That’s your motto?”
 
   “More like a mantra. Mercy treat you okay last night?”
 
   Erin nodded, then thought to give him some of his own mantra. “No. She was sulky and uncommunicative.”
 
   “I would apologise for her, but then I would spend my entire day doing that if I started. In vampire terms, I think she’s a teenager.”
 
   Enough said. “In that case, bury her in the ground up to her neck and come back in a couple of years.”
 
   He laughed. “I’ll catch a shower and then take you back to your car.” Heading inside, he added, “There’s a shower upstairs if you want one. I can get you a towel.”
 
   She agreed and followed him in. He got a towel from a stack in his en suite, promised it was fresh, and loaded her up with liquid soap. Then he went into Mercy’s room and emerged a moment later with shampoo and conditioner.
 
   “She won’t mind?” Erin asked, not wanting a grumpy vampire hunting her down for something so trivial.
 
   “Nah.”
 
   She went upstairs, showered, shampooed, conditioned and made it back down before Matt emerged. When he did, he was wearing a Wolfmother shirt, jeans and a support around his knee. A quick hunt later found his sneakers and they were good to go.
 
   It felt strange to be in his car with him, intimate.  He was only a foot away and there was no escape. All of her worries flooded back in, overriding the decision to give him the benefit of the doubt.
 
   He drove with casual confidence, one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting on his thigh. The black car swept in and out of traffic on the motorway, sitting on the speed limit most of the time.
 
   “How have you been?”
 
   His question caught her off guard. She knew what he meant.
 
   “Okay.” It was easier to answer than to dodge.
 
   Matt glanced at her. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Erin pressed her lips together. This was part of why she hadn’t wanted him around.
 
   “Erin, you went through hell with Veilchen. Have you talked to anyone about it?”
 
   “Who could I talk to? No one would believe me.”
 
   She thought he would immediately promote himself to the role her councillor.
 
   “If you told Ivan everything, you two could have helped each other out.”
 
   “Not you?” It came out caustic.
 
   “I’m willing. I just didn’t think you would have accepted that.”
 
   Teeth grinding, she said, “After last night, I’m not likely to change my mind.”
 
   “Fair enough. But I have to ask. Are you always this stubborn or is it just me?” He sounded genuinely curious.
 
   She let out a short, twisted laugh. “What do you expect from me, Matt? Do you honestly think that just because you know a bit about vampires and werewolves that you’re the answer to every problem there is?”
 
   “No, of course not. And that’s not all I’m talking about. I don’t know what’s wrong with your husband, but I can see what you’re going through. I’ve seen it before. I can—”
 
   “You can leave him out of this, for starters. He has nothing to do with any of your shit.” She hated the way her voice cracked.
 
   “All right,” Matt said softly. “I don’t want to upset you.”
 
   It was a couple of kilometres down the road before she felt she could talk again without bursting into tears. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped.”
 
   “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have pushed.”
 
   Another distance along and Matt said, “So, am I going to have to move now that you know where I live?”
 
   “Afraid I’ll give away your final secret?”
 
   “More afraid of stalking, to be honest.”
 
   She snorted, he grinned and the tension eased.
 
   “Mind if we make a quick stop before going to your car? It’s on the way, sort of,” Matt asked as he took the motorway exit onto Kingsford Smith Drive.
 
   “Go for it.” Feeling a touch more comfortable, she decided it was now or never to broach the subject sitting between them like an elephant. “You’re certain it was a demon?”
 
   “I got the same sense off it as I get off imps and Mercy said it smelled like an imp. Imps are a form of demon, ergo, that thing last night was a demon.”
 
   “Imps?”
 
   “Yeah. Itty bitty demons. Cute if they’re not chowing down on prize winning Burmese cats.”
 
   Her expression must have told him she wasn’t in the mood, so he elaborated.
 
   “Lately, we seem to be suffering an infestation of imps. I don’t know where they came from. All I know is that most of my work the past couple of months has been catching the little bastards. Had no idea what they were at first, but one of Jacob’s contacts recognised them.”
 
   “Jacob?”
 
   “You’ll meet him. We’re going to his place now.”
 
   An associate of Matt’s. Fantastic. How did she end up here? She was only just coming to reluctant grips with Matt; now here she was, in his car, on her way to meet someone who knew someone who knew about demons.
 
   Why did everything associated with Hawkins feel like an avalanche? 
 
   “So,” she said, resigned to doing her best just to stay on top, “a demon. As in a fallen angel, Satan, opposing God, possessing poor little rich girls, demon. How do you manage to find all this trouble, Hawkins?”
 
   “Talent?”
 
   “How did you piss off a demon?”
 
   “Talent?” he tried again, then relented. “I have no idea. Maybe it doesn’t like me killing off the imps. I’m hoping Jacob’s heard something, or can find something out.”
 
   He pulled up at the east end of Edward Street.
 
   “I won’t be long if you want to wait here.”
 
   She just got out and waited for him to catch up. He grinned at her and lead the way into a shop called Vogon Books. A balding, middle-aged man was at the counter. He was bent over a book but his head shot up and his gaze arrowed in on Erin with frightful intensity.
 
   “Down boy,” Matt said, mockingly stern. “You know what a woman looks like.”
 
   “Yeah, but I had to wonder if you did. You don’t ever come in here with one.” He looked her over. “Oh, hey, I know you. The intrepid PI. I’m Jacob.” He held out a hand.
 
   He was nothing like she imagined an associate of Hawkins’ being. “Hello, Jacob. How do you know me?”
 
   Matt slouched over the counter and picked up Jacob’s book.
 
   “Saw you on the news in May, when Matt’s house was shot up.” Jacob tapped his head. “I never forget a pretty face.”
 
   “When did this get in?” Matt demanded, shoving the book at Jacob. “You know I wanted to read it ASAP.”
 
   Jacob snatched the book back. “It came in yesterday. I was going to call you today.”
 
   “I bet you were. Where’s my copy?” Matt ducked around the counter, shoving Jacob out of the way as he searched the stacks of books piled on the floor.
 
   “Um, Matt,” Erin said. “Will you have time to read?”
 
   “That’s not the issue.” “I’m sure it is,” Jacob said, sneaking a book off the last pile and handing it to Erin behind his back.
 
   Erin read the blurb. A hell-for-leather PI and trusty sidekick solving crimes. Nothing she shouldn’t have expected after seeing his study, but still. “Oh, please.”
 
   Matt stopped his furious search and glared at Erin. “Hey. They’re good books.”
 
   “I’m sure they are.” She tossed him the book.
 
   Matt grumbled and shoved the book in his back pocket. “Put it on my account. And get out the ledger. Got a new nasty for you.”
 
   Jacob went still, but his eyes flashed toward Erin meaningfully.
 
   “It was a demon apparently,” she said.
 
   “She’s in the know, Jacob,” Matt said. “Deal with it.”
 
   The little man pulled out a black ledger and opened it. The pages were full of neat, small hand writing.
 
   “Don’t tell me the Night Crawler here got you messed up in his troubles again?” Jacob asked her as he began writing.
 
   “Jacob,” Matt said, quiet but warningly.
 
   Jacob glanced at him and something a little scared went through his eyes. “Hey, just curious.”
 
   “Don’t be.” Then Matt cocked an eyebrow. “Night Crawler? How long you been waiting to use that one?”
 
   The moment was gone before Erin was certain it had even been there.
 
   Jacob smirked and said, “Not long. Only thought of it yesterday. So, demon, huh? Imp? Familiar?”
 
   Erin looked from one to the other, unsure of what to make of their relationship. They seemed friendly enough but there was history, something that made Jacob wary. The way Jacob had looked at Matt for an instant was how she’d looked at him a time or three. Had Matt’s berserker side touched everyone he knew?
 
   Matt made a dismissive sound. “Nothing that small. Jeez. This was a full on winged beast that tossed Mercy around like so much limp spaghetti.”
 
   “Winged beast?” Jacob asked sceptically.
 
   “It had wings.”
 
   “It did,” Erin said. The men were over the moment, so she may as well get over it too. “It looked angelic.”
 
   “Yeah,” Matt said, grinning. “Female angelic.”
 
   Jacob’s eyes lit up. “An angel? A fallen angel?”
 
   “I don’t know. That’s why I have you, Jacob. Or more specifically, your contacts. Can Creighton tell us about this demon like he did the imps? Is it affected by salt? Does music put it to sleep?”
 
   Jacob shrugged. “Not sure. Creighton said he only recognised the imp because he saw a picture of one killed in Mexico in the 1800s. He’s not a demonologist, you know.”
 
   “Well, do you know a demonologist?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Can you find one?”
 
   Jacob made a praying gesture and bowed, all of it sarcastic. “I’ll see what I can do, my master.” 
 
   “Good. Call me when you get something.”
 
   “He always treat you like that?” she asked Jacob as Matt headed out.
 
   “Nah. Some days, he’s cranky.” He grinned to take the sting out of his words. Seriously, he added, “Matt’s a rare one. A lot of folk don’t like the way he operates, and by that I mean they don’t like Mercy. But they respect him. He does the dirty stuff they’re too scared to do.” With a self-depreciating nod, he amended it to, “We’re too scared to do. It’s one thing to know what’s going on out there at night. It’s another thing entirely to actually go out there and do something about it. What makes him scary to everyone else, makes him suitable for what he does, so we deal with it.”
 
   Erin digested that with reluctant agreement.
 
   “And you know,” Jacob added with an unabashed grin, “he’s a fun guy when he’s had a decent sleep.”
 
   Erin smiled. “Thank you, Jacob. It was good to meet you.”
 
   She went back to the car and got in, mollified by Jacob’s words and more determined to treat Matt fairly.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Erin slid back into the car and I took off the moment her door was closed.
 
   “Got somewhere to be?” she asked.
 
   “Have to find an internet café or go to a library or something. I didn’t get the number of the guy for the poltergeist job so I have to track it down.”
 
   “What about your phone?”
 
   Slowing for a light, I winced. “Well, see… Remember how we were talking about that lack of work earlier?”
 
   She nodded, in that do-I-really-want-to-admit-this kind of way.
 
   “Now, keep in mind that I can’t even work out how to change the ring tone on my phone.”
 
   Erin sighed, in that oh-dear-I-think-I-see-where-this-is-going kind of way.
 
   “So… I got a bit bored one day and thought to ‘improve’ the tracking program on the phone. You know, just tweak it a bit so I could keep a closer eye on Mercy. I’d been after Roberts to do it for ages and he kept putting it off. The upshot of it is I screwed up something to do with the data package or roaming or wi-fi or whatever. Roberts got the tracking program working, but either can’t or won’t fix anything else. He’s very protective of his techno-gizmos and gets his vengeance on when someone dares fiddle with them.”
 
   “Vengeance?”
 
   “Call me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Call me.”
 
   Expression doubtful, Erin pulled out her phone and called mine.
 
   The woeful strains of ‘Achy Breaky Heart’ filled the car. Chipmunk style.
 
   Thankfully it was drowned out by Erin’s laughing. When she could breathe again without snorting on hilarity, she said, “Drop me at my car and then follow me to the office. You can use the computer there.”
 
   “And you’re going to explain why you’re in the same clothes as last night how?”
 
   That killed the humour at my expense issue. She frowned hard. “Good point. Any ideas?”
 
   “Here’s a radical concept. They call it the truth.”
 
   “Is this an extension of your ‘mantra’?”
 
   “You could look at it that way. Or you could just view it as the best policy.”
 
   In the end, we stopped by a little clothing store and Erin hurriedly bought a new blouse. I tsked and tutted and she scowled at me and told me to mind my own business. The sales assistant looked on with a knowing smile. Then we went by Ivan’s apartment building and Erin left me for her white BMW. I trailed her to the office building, pulling up outside while she drove into the underground car park.
 
   What it all amounted to in the end, was us still walking into the office at the same time.
 
   Ivan frowned and I had the mad urge to make some little, intimate gesture toward Erin—a hand on the small of her back, an oh so casual brush of my hip against hers—anything to make Erin’s position on the truth a bit more impractical. For her part, Erin simply swept past Ivan’s curiosity with a barrage of suggestions about a report they were preparing and into her office.
 
   “Matt, you can use my computer,” she continued. “I have some calls to make.”
 
   “Morning,” I said to Ivan on my way into Erin’s office.
 
   Ivan just stared at me.
 
   I settled into Erin’s chair at her desk and called up her web browser. She took her cordless phone and sat on the couch. The first call she made was to the hospital. I didn’t eavesdrop on purpose. It’s just that it wasn’t a terribly large office. I knew her husband was very ill. She didn’t expect him to survive. Except that it seemed against all odds, he was pushing on. I deliberately didn’t think about what that meant for Erin. Not after the little altercation in the car.
 
   So I searched for Nick Carson. Tobias had been right. Carson was some big wig in shark circles. Had the gift of the gab apparently and managed to con grant money out of all sorts of folks to fund his research into the great white. His latest venture, taking paying divers out on his ship while he tagged and monitored sharks was working wonders, if you ignored the minor inconvenience of losing a crew member overboard in shark infested waters. The media hadn’t made a great brouhaha about it, surprisingly. The few stories made no mention of the fact the ship’s cook was also Carson’s main squeeze.
 
   There was an email address on Carson’s website, so I shot off a quick message and then went looking at sites about poltergeists. I’ve never seen a ghost though I’d like to—if they existed, that is. I would like to think they did, because that would just be cool.
 
   I suppose most people would wonder why a psychic who hoons around with a vampire and battles demons doesn’t believe whole heartedly in ghosts, right?
 
   Look at it this way. I didn’t believe in vampires until one tried to rip my throat out. Still, I’ve never seen a chupacabra and yet I’m pretty certain they exist. Hey, I never said I was consistent. There’s just this thing about ghosts. I’ve seen vampires do some freaky shit—I’ve done some freaky shit—that science just doesn’t explain. Those things, at least, came from physical beings. They have a source I can see and feel and, if necessary, kick in the balls. Ghosts don’t have that solid basis, so until I actually see one and believe that it is a ghost, I’ll have my healthy scepticism.
 
   Reading about poltergeists, I found something I could believe in, though. Seemed a lot of recorded poltergeists weren’t your traditional ghosts. A lot of them have been manifestations of latent psychic abilities. Now that was something I could sink my teeth into. Though it seemed strange Carson would project a malevolent entity that drove him up the wall by watching his TV and leaving the lid off the Vegemite. And while some of them spoke and exhibited personality, I don’t think many of them had ever listened in on a phone conversation on the second handset.
 
   I jotted down a list of things to ask Carson when he got back in touch with me. Didn’t really have much hope of him answering in any way that would settle my mind about the matter of his girlfriend being a ghost, though. The more I read about such things, the less assured I was that Amaya was really dead.
 
   Of course, that just made her situation that much more peculiar.
 
   “Matt,” Erin said, coming back to the desk.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   She held the phone, one hand over the mouthpiece. “Seven thirty tonight okay?”
 
   “For…?”
 
   “The lab tour.” Erin enunciated each word as though English was my third, possibly fourth, language.
 
   “Oh, yeah. Better make it eight.”
 
   She nodded and walked away, talking quietly into the phone again.
 
   I checked my email and there was a frantic response from Carson. He listed about twelve numbers I could contact him on. I dialled the top one. The phone maybe thought about ringing before he answered.
 
   “She’s gone!”
 
   Erin looked over. Yes, Carson’s opening words were that loud.
 
   “What?” I held the phone away from my ear in anticipation.
 
   All I got was a weary groan. “She vanished again. I saw it this time. She just, I don’t know, man. She just got beamed up.”
 
   “Okay, when did this happen?”
 
   “Yesterday afternoon. She was in the kitchen making a sandwich. I went in to say I was sorry–”
 
   “Sorry? For what?”
 
   “We had this fight. She was annoyed that I’d called you. She took it as a personal insult or something.”
 
   I dropped my face into my hand. “Well, how else would she take it?”
 
   “She’s not supposed to take it any way! She’s not supposed to be here.”
 
   Fair enough. “You saw her vanish this time?”
 
   “It was really weird. She just kind of faded and then it was like she was pulled into a black-hole.”
 
   “Hmph.”
 
   “Hmph? What’s that mean?”
 
   “Nothing. Just thinking. I have a couple of questions for you.”
 
   We ran through my list of poltergeist making attributes. Amaya pretty much failed the requirements.
 
   “So, she’s not a ghost?” Carson sounded disappointed.
 
   “I don’t think so, mate.”
 
   “Then what is she?”
 
   I looked at the mass of negatives on the ghost list. “No idea. If she shows up again, let me know. In the meantime, I’m going to do some more research. Can you email a picture of her to me?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just in case.”
 
   I gave Carson my number with some hesitation. He struck me as the kind of fella who would be on the phone every half hour looking for updates. I’d no sooner hung up when the phone rang again. It was a private number and I considered not answering and then thought it might be a job. So I answered very professionally indeed.
 
   “Night Call. How may I direct your enquiry?”
 
   “I was hoping to talk with Matt Hawkins,” said a soft female voice. Nice.
 
   “You got him. How can I help?”
 
   “On the contrary, Mr Hawkins, I think it’s I who can help you. I understand you’re looking for a demonologist.”
 
   “I was?”
 
   “Weren’t you?”
 
   “I guess.” My brain kick started and began throwing out suggestions. “Did Jacob give you my number?”
 
   “Yes. I have time to meet with you today. For lunch in fact. Are you hungry?”
 
   Hadn’t really thought about it, but now she mentioned it… “Sure. Where should we meet?”
 
   “I’m already at the Japanese restaurant in the Queen Street mall. Are you able to join me?”
 
   Sol Investigations was only a couple of blocks away. “No problem. I’ll be there in fifteen.”
 
   “Good. I’ll be waiting.” And she hung up.
 
   It was a couple of seconds before I realised she hadn’t told me her name.
 
   Grumbling, I gathered up the information I’d printed and rushed out of Erin’s office.
 
   “You’re done?” Ivan asked.
 
   “Yeah, and now I’m late for a very important date.” I looked around. “Where did Erin go?”
 
   “To get lunch.”
 
   “Tell her I’ll call her later.”
 
   “Sure. Matt?”
 
   I skidded to a stop at the door. “Yeah?”
 
   “Do you happen to know anything about what happened in the foyer of my apartment building last night?”
 
   Damn Erin. She started this and then nicked off when the awkward questions started.
 
   “What happened?” See that. I haven’t actually lied… yet.
 
   “Someone smashed in the front windows and trashed the foyer.” He watched me very carefully.
 
   “Wow. Cops have any idea who might have done it?”
 
   “No. Nothing was stolen. The place was just trashed. And it happened right about the time you, Mercy and Erin left.”
 
   “Peculiar.”
 
   “Very.”
 
   He wasn’t buying it. And why would he? Despite Erin’s best efforts, Ivan would find out sooner or later. Sooner if Geraldine Davis’ death turned out to be funky.
 
   Screw it. Erin couldn’t stop me telling anyone anything I pleased.
 
   “Ivan, listen –”
 
   “I’m really glad you’re helping us with this, Matt,” Ivan said over me. “But I just want you to know that if you hurt Erin, you’ll regret it.”
 
   I stared at him. How had we got onto Erin? “I’m not going to hurt Erin.” Not by conscious choice, at least, the memory of last night said in the back of my head.
 
   “She left with you last night and you come in here with her this morning. She’s wearing the same jeans as last night and a brand new top.” He recited this with dull certainty. “She’s married, Matt. Maybe not happily, but lovingly. Don’t mess that up while she still has it.”
 
   Ah. And strangely, it made me happy to be getting this threat from Ivan. Erin needed someone to care that deeply for her.
 
   “It’s not my intention to hurt anyone,” I assured Ivan. “I’ll do my job and then be on my way.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Of course, I then met Erin at the elevator. She had bags of gorgeously smelling Chinese. My mouth watered.
 
   “Leaving?” she asked.
 
   “Jacob found me a demonologist. I’m meeting her for lunch.” She had duck in there somewhere. Dear Lord, please hold me back.
 
   “Want me to come?”
 
   “Nah. I can handle this one alone. Is that duck?”
 
   “And sweet and sour pork, chicken and cashews and –” she juggled a few bags “– extra prawn chips. You’re welcome to stay.”
 
   I’m sure I could rearrange the meeting. Chinese over Japanese? No competition. Then I remembered Ivan’s little warning. But, in the midst of all those aromas from the food, there was no way I was thinking naughty things about anything other than the duck.
 
   “I have to get to that meeting. I’ll call you later,” I said as I stepped into the elevator. “About tonight.”
 
   Whatever she might have said was cut off by the doors closing. Sadly, the elevator still smelled of the Chinese. Damn sweet and sour torture.
 
   I hot footed it over to the mall and made it to the designated restaurant about ten minutes late. Certain that the demonologist would be gone, I stood in the entrance and scanned the tables. There were only two people sitting alone and the little old man nodding over his plate could be cancelled out by his gender. Which left the elegant woman in silk. If this woman was the demonologist—and what I could see certainly matched the voice on the phone—than at least I wouldn’t mind so much that I hated Japanese food.
 
   “Mr Hawkins?” the man at the front desk asked.
 
   “Yeah. I’m supposed to be meeting someone.”
 
   The man smiled. “The woman in the corner.”
 
   Well well. “Are you sure?”
 
   “She did tell me a Mr Hawkins would be joining her.” He glanced pointedly at his watch. “You’re late. It’s a wonder she’s still here.”
 
   “Just lucky, I guess.” I headed over to the lady’s table.
 
   The demonologist had her head bowed over the menu and a long, straight fall of black hair curtained off her face. Long legs in black stockings exposed by a short skirt were tucked under her seat, crossed at the ankles. Her silk blouse was deep burgundy, the colour repeated to the precise shade on her long fingernails.
 
   “Hi,” I announced myself. “I’m Matt Hawkins.”
 
   She looked up and smiled.
 
   And I fell in love.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Okay, maybe not in love. Lust definitely. She was… beyond words to describe. Oh, I could wax lyrical about the pearly skin, the soft tilt to the edge of her eyes, the dark lashes that curled on forever, the cut-crystal blue of her irises, the sweet upward turn of the very end of her nose and the full, rose petal-pink lips and you’d get some idea of how she looked. But that didn’t explain her at all.
 
   Maybe it was the sheer grace in the way she lifted her hand and held it out to me. Or the way her lips wrapped around the sounds that made her name…
 
   “Lila Reyes.”
 
   Possibly it was the way she unwound herself from the chair and stood to kiss my cheek.
 
   Whatever. There was this… this… je ne sais quoi about her, and you know that’s drastic because it’s not often I’m at a loss for words.
 
   “Sit,” she said and I did. A bit too hard to be considered cool, or even voluntary, but who cared about such things?
 
   “Would you like something to drink?” the waiter asked.
 
   Waiter? What waiter? Oh, that waiter. Wait. When had the waiter arrived?
 
   “I’ll have a glass of water,” Lila said. “Mr Hawkins?”
 
   Quick, brain. Think! “Ah, same.”
 
   “Two waters,” muttered the waiter as he left.
 
   “I’m glad you could make it” she said as she unfolded her napkin. That lucky bastard of a white linen was caressed by her slender fingers and then laid over her lap.
 
   “Mr Hawkins?”
 
   “Please,” I mumbled and then realised what I’d said. Shaking my head, I said, “Sorry. I was a million miles away. Yes, I’m glad I could make it too. I’m sorry for having kept you waiting.”
 
   She smiled and oh Lord. All the fog I’d just cleared from my head came rushing back in.
 
   “I was very intrigued to meet you. It’s not often I find someone with the same interests as myself.”
 
   I dredged the depths of my mind for some dignity. “I can imagine demonology is not a growth field.”
 
   “You’d be surprised.”
 
   Our water arrived and the waiter asked if we were ready to order. I waved for Lila to order first. She skimmed the menu and then rattled off in perfect Japanese what she wanted.
 
   I reverted to single syllables again. “Same.”
 
   Lila smiled at me. “You speak Japanese?”
 
   “No. Well, a guy I went to school with taught me some swear words, but I’ve long since forgotten them.”
 
   Her laugh was a delightfully naughty giggle. “I could refresh your memory, if you wished, Mr Hawkins.”
 
   Parts of me were already refreshed. “I think we can skip the language lesson. And please, call me Matt.”
 
   “Lila,” she said again and again interesting things happened between her tongue and lips. “So, you’re interested in learning more about demons.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How much do you already know?”
 
   “Treat me like a dunce.”
 
   Her lips pursed into a deliciously evil smile. “If you wish.”
 
   Before my mind could get twisted up in that smile, it vanished and she got down to business.
 
   “Traditionally, demons are defined as subversive spirits with an interest in human affairs. The term demon is derived from the Greek, daimon, and means ‘replete with wisdom’. The Greek daimons weren’t the universally evil beings Christians turned them into. Daimons could be evil or good. In some cultures, demons are merely troublesome, but not evil per se. Their origin stories are just as convoluted. Judaism believes some demons were created by God on the Sabbath eve and he was unable to finish them, that’s why they’re just spirits. Other demons were born of Adam’s unions with female demons and therefore have bodies, while even more demons are created by the deaths of wicked people.” She sipped her water and gave me a significant look. “And that’s just the tip of Judaism. Beyond that, we have Christianity, the many eastern cultures all with their own beliefs and the ancient religions including but not limited to Babylonia, Persia and Egypt. So, Matt, is this a long term interest, or just a passing fancy?”
 
   In the face of all that, I really hoped it was just a passing fancy. Maybe demonology as a whole was something I could contemplate later, when I wasn’t being hunted by a demon.
 
   Lila sighed. “You weren’t expecting anything so complex, were you?”
 
   “To be honest, no. I had kind of hoped it would all be a bit more straightforward than that.”
 
   “What do you mean, straightforward?”
 
   “Well, vampires for instance. I mean there is a mountain load of lore out there about them, like the idea they have to sleep in the soil of their home every day, or their aversion to Holy objects and garlic, or that they can’t be seen in mirrors. Some things are true, others are complete codswallop. There are common truths buried beneath all the different beliefs about vampires, common truths that show us the reality behind the myths. I was kind of hoping you could just tell me the common truth behind all the demon propaganda.”
 
   Lila sat back, head tilted as she studied me. “Vampires?”
 
   Right about then I began to wonder if Jacob had sent the right person to me. He must have had to source her from outside his little circle of contacts. I’d met a few of the people he had dealings with and they all knew about me and Mercy. They all believed in vampires, werewolves and all manner of supernatural beings. None of them would have looked at me like I had sprouted tentacles out of my nose at the mention of vampires.
 
   “Do you actually believe in demons?” I asked.
 
   “Do you believe in vampires?” she countered.
 
   “I asked first.”
 
   “No, I don’t believe in demons, because they don’t exist.”
 
   “Forgive me, but a demonologist who doesn’t believe in demons? How does that work?”
 
   “I study the literature about demons, looking for connections between various cultural myths and beliefs. Looking for, not so much common truths, but rather the evolution of the demon myth. How western religions adapted their later ideals from earlier beliefs. Judaic demonologies were influenced by the ancient Persian religion of Zoroastrianism and Christianity demonised pagan gods and goddesses as it spread across the European continent. I do admit that the myths and stories have a basis in reality, but it’s a reality closely tied to the development and exploration of the human subconscious. It doesn’t mean that these things actually exist.”
 
   Thankfully, the food arrived and saved me from having to think of anything to say immediately. An array of dishes was laid out between us. I recognised sashimi (um, yeah, no), tempura (phew) and skewers of mystery meat sizzling away on a hot plate. Two tiny cups of what I guessed to be sake were the last things deposited and then the waiter vanished and my reprieve was over.
 
   “You believe in vampires?” Lila asked again, using her chopsticks to delicately pick up a piece of raw salmon.
 
   It was a difficult question to answer. Anyone else, I would have said ‘sure do’ and not worried about the long term repercussions. Let’s face it, me and long term repercussions weren’t exactly bunk mates lately. Got to have long term contact for there to be long term anything. But this was Lila. I wasn’t sure I wanted her to be short term.
 
   So, I went for the cop-out. “I believe that some people believe in them.”
 
   That bit of salmon went down with a fascinating little shiver in her throat. “That’s hardly an answer.” But there was a cheeky little quirk to her lips that said she forgave me.
 
   “You mentioned that the human subconscious is linked to demons, or at least the perception of demons,” I added when she cocked a fine eyebrow. “I’d like to hear more about that.” I picked up a piece of tempura and covered it in sauce. 
 
   Lila took her time with another piece of sashimi, all the while giving me the I-know-you’re-trying-to-distract-me-and-at-the-same-time-suck-up look. I returned it with a politely interested expression. And I was interested. Her mention of the subconscious had caught my attention. For obvious reasons, I was rather keen on the thought of exploring my subconscious. That was where my link to Mercy was embedded, as were my psychic abilities. And if that could help me against this demon, than all the better.
 
   “My belief,” Lila said, “is that the many incarnations of demons can be derived from the various approaches humans have explored in trying to determine the origin of their subconscious. Ancient Egyptians believed that Ra, their sun god, went each night to the underworld. Here, he entered the anus of Apophis and journeyed through the snake to emerge from its mouth refreshed and victorious against the evils within Apophis. The snake’s intestine is both good—in that it gives life and succour—and evil—for it is there that the wicked are punished. The Egyptians believed that their own life spirit went with Ra on this journey, to also be refreshed. But the spirit’s bizarre experiences return to the sleeper in the forms of dreams and visions. This allusion to an underworld full of strange and mysterious thoughts was their way of rationalising their subconscious.
 
   “This same pattern can be followed throughout history. For example, the Greeks had Hades, a place that was both symbolic and literal to them. The fact that these places of torture are beneath the ground is significant. Going down into the earth has long been symbolic of the search for one’s subconscious, where all the dark things we don’t like to admit to live. So, when the voice of your darkest desires speaks to you and convinces you do something socially abhorrent, you rationalise it away as being something foreign.”
 
   I nodded. “The voices in my head made me do it.”
 
   “Precisely. And thus a demon is born. This strange, driving force has come from somewhere deep inside you, therefore it must come ultimately from deep within the dark places of the earth. Let’s call that place the underworld, Hades, or Hell.”
 
   “And over the centuries, demon possession has been proven to be schizophrenia or bi-polar or whatever.”
 
   “Humans have an amazing ability to delude themselves. They construct fantastic stories to make excuses, to try to put logical, practical solutions to problems they can’t solve without admitting their culpability. Hence myths and religions are born.”
 
   We were quiet for a moment, contemplating that. Lila finished off her sashimi and I considered the plates of untouched food. She spoke a good fight. If I hadn’t nearly bitten the big one last night thanks to a creature of fairy-tale proportions, I would have walked away with a lot to chew over. As it was, I knew better.
 
   “I’m not saying you’re wrong,” I began.
 
   “But?”
 
   “But, isn’t there some evidence out there that demons could be something more than subconscious yearnings? Is it possible that they do exist?”
 
   Lila sipped her sake. “I’ve investigated hundreds of supposed possession cases. Ninety-eight percent of phenomenon involved in those cases were proven to be caused by things as mundane as rats in the ceiling, subsiding ground or, as you said, mental illness. Some of it was purely fraudulent. The other two percent… Well, it’s statistically insignificant.”
 
   “I often find that it’s the insignificant statistics that are the most interesting.”
 
   “Okay,” she said with a definite challenge in her voice. “Let’s talk insignificant statistics. What makes you believe in demons? And I want the truth.”
 
   The truth.
 
   It was like a slap in the face. A bucket of cold water over my head. A gentle but serious kick in the groin. If only Erin was here to see it. And just like that, my head cleared of the fog that had seemed to cloud it since sitting down. Lila was beyond sexy, and intelligent, and while something long term might be nice, I wasn’t here for that. I needed knowledge.
 
   “Remember, you asked for the truth,” I said and looked at Lila without the distraction of her sensuality.
 
   For a second there, she looked annoyed. Then it smoothed out and I doubted I’d seen it at all. “I did.”
 
   “The truth is I was attacked by a demon last night.”
 
   Lila licked her lips and it wasn’t a seductive thing. It was nervous. “How attacked? Spiritually or physically?”
 
   “Physically.”
 
   “You saw it then?”
 
   “Saw it, felt it, heard it. Shot it too.”
 
   Eyebrow raised, she murmured, “Shot it. Interesting. Describe it to me.”
 
   I did so and she nodded along as if was a regular description. Which made me a little more hopeful.
 
   “You say it looked angelic,” she said when I’d finished. “Why call it a demon then?”
 
   Since she seemed to have forgotten about my mention of vampires, I said, “It gave me the same heebie-jeebies as all the imps I’ve been encountering lately.”
 
   “Imps?”
 
   “Yeah, little demons. About as annoying as a possum in your roof, except they’re more likely to eat your cat than your papaya.”
 
   Lila sat back and stared at me.
 
   I chewed down the last of the tempura. “You asked.”
 
   “I did,” she repeated faintly, then shook herself. When she spoke again, it was with the same confidence as before. “The driving Christian belief about demons is that they’re fallen angels. Once again, how and why they fell is up for debate. Some say they refused to bow down to Adam, or that they lusted after human women, but the prevailing idea is that they fell due to the sin of pride. They discovered free will.”
 
   There was a bitter twist to her tone that intrigued me. “Responsibility for your own life is a tricky thing. Some people can’t handle it. Free will can be a bitch.”
 
   “Only to those who have it.”
 
   I agreed with a nod. “Any ideas about what it was I faced last night?”
 
   She drained her sake. “By continuing this conversation I am by no means trying to encourage your belief that these creatures are real.”
 
   “Standard procedure.”
 
   “There is a growing theory that all the various beings called demons throughout the ages do actually exist. Along with other, traditional mythological animals, such as unicorns, mermaids, faeries and so on. With the increasing talk in scientific areas about different dimensions running alongside each other, some people are suggesting that all the things of myth come from one or more of these other dimensions.
 
   “Demons can be summoned using magic, religious prayer or ritual. People used to think they were summoned from Hell. Perhaps they were actually being drawn through from their dimension to this one. There are scientists who think that we will be able to observe these other dimensions within the next several decades. And science has generally always been running second to nature. Who’s to say that people who’ve summoned demons in the past haven’t been opening portals between the dimensions?”
 
   I set down my fork. “Now that is an intriguing idea.”
 
   “It’s pure speculation.”
 
   “You’re only saying that because a demon hasn’t tried to blast you with blue lightning. How does one go about summoning a demon?”
 
   This time I didn’t imagine the annoyance. It narrowed her eyes and clenched her teeth, but for a moment only. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly and offered me a small, apologetic smile. “As I said before, magic, prayer or ritual are the most commonly recorded ways. But all agree that you must have a name to summon it by. There are many named demons on record.”
 
   “And that would hook me an angel type demon?”
 
   “I don’t know. Possibly. You’re the one claiming that there are also imps. Maybe that’s all you’d get. Then it’s likely you’ll only end up with the spirit of the creature and not the physical being. I would hazard a guess and say that it’s harder to bring a big, solid body through as opposed to a flimsy bit of spirit. That’s what most demons on record have been, a spirit possessing another’s body.”
 
   There wasn’t much else to say, apart from a short discussion over who paid the bill. We ended up splitting it and left the restaurant. Outside, we let our eyes adjust to the brightness.
 
   “I don’t know if I was much help to you, Matt.” In sunlight, her hair shimmered with blue highlights.
 
   “On the contrary, you’ve given me lots of stuff to think about.”
 
   Those full lips curled upward nicely. “And yet I feel as if I’ve been talking to a brick wall for an hour.”
 
   “Not the first time someone’s likened me to a brick wall.”
 
   She put her hand on my arm. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”
 
   “None taken.” Her skin against mine was very, very lovely.
 
   “I just meant that you’re so firm in your convictions nothing I could say would convince you otherwise.”
 
   I smiled, a touch bitterly. “Blue lightning. Not as easy to forget as you might think.”
 
   “I guess so. While I’m not convinced what you experienced last night was truly a demon, I would like to know how you handle it if you encounter it again.” Her hand slid up my arm, her fingers curling around my shoulder. “It might help me to expand my knowledge.”
 
   “Then you don’t think I’m crazy and projecting my subconscious fears into a being that seems physical to me?” I shifted without thought so we were closer together.
 
   Her laugh was husky and did interesting things to my chest region. “If you’re crazy, then it’s a charming crazy. I hope you don’t think I’m being too forward.”
 
   “Of course no–”
 
   She kissed me. And it wasn’t just a quick, friendly peck on the cheek like she’d greeted me with. Not at all. Her lips were soft but insistent, her tongue a fleeting pressure against my mouth and she tasted like sake. Before I was cognizant enough to realise what was happening, her body was moulded against mine like we were a matched set. Arms slipped around my shoulders.
 
   Forward?
 
   Who cared.
 
   I gave in and kissed her back.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   I opened her mouth and really tasted the sake. My hands found her hips and tugged them a little closer. Lila moaned and her fingers tightened around the back of my neck.
 
   Some indeterminate amount of time later, she broke the kiss. Panting, she leaned back in my arms and stared at me.
 
   “Well,” I muttered, unable to take my gaze off her lips.
 
   “Are you busy this afternoon?”
 
   Was I? Hell, I was having trouble remembering my name.
 
   “I’m being awfully aggressive,” she said, “but come home with me.”
 
   “That is awfully aggressive.”
 
   Lila ran her fingertips down my jaw, smiling at the tickle of the stubble I hadn’t shaved off that morning. Which made me think of Erin and how I’d been more than a little shocked to see her on my couch, to realise she was the reason I hadn’t woken up with my boots on and uncovered. Mercy didn’t think about things like that. If she was the one pouring me into bed, she rarely remembered to actually get me as far as the bed.
 
   “Too aggressive,” Lila murmured.
 
   I realised I’d pulled back from her, my hands only lightly resting on her hips. My heart beat a frantic Morse code on my ribs for ‘Are you mad?’ but I managed to ignore it.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, Lila. I like aggressiveness. Perhaps a little too much sometimes.”
 
   She caught her breath hopefully.
 
   “But,” I said it as gently as I could, “this is probably too fast.”
 
   Lila sighed. “I understand. But I will be checking up on your progress with the demon.”
 
   “I look forward to your check up.”
 
   She smiled with a mischievous glint in her blue eyes. “Be safe.”
 
   And she walked away.
 
   When I could pry my gaze off her amazingly displayed legs I looked around only to realise our little, eh, exchange had been witnessed.
 
   I’d been caught in worse situations in this very mall before. A few voyeurs to a very public display was nothing.
 
   Somehow, I made it back to my car, thought briefly about going up to the office of Sol Investigations and then just drove home. Spent the whole way remembering Lila’s kiss and alternating between cursing and congratulating myself for resisting her offer of more.
 
   It’d been a while. A long while. There’d been a couple of near misses in that time, but for whatever reason, both of those times had been tied very closely to circumstance not conducive to the continued wellbeing of my mortal self. I don’t know, maybe it’s something about me. So the offer of good old fashioned sex was a hard one to turn down. And here’s the million dollar question… why did I turn her down?
 
   Well? Why?
 
   I could have been wiling away the afternoon in consummate pleasure, learning if all of her skin was as soft as that of her face, if the grey lace bra came with matching knickers. I could have got lost in her. I could have broken the bad run. But no. I mooched around the house grumbling to myself, took a cold shower and shaved. I spent a while kicking the stuffing out of a punching bag. I massaged my left knee—shattered several years ago in a car accident, long story, not good. I cooked a mess of spaghetti and ate too much.
 
   Finally I was clear headed enough to sit on the back patio, watch the sunset creep up on the water in waves of orange, red and gold and think. Stomach percolating over the load of carbs, my mind made similar motions with what Lila had said.
 
   It was hard to steer clear of the obvious religious overtones connected with demons, and despite a desire to do just that, I found I couldn’t. Fallen angels or creatures from another dimension? Which would be preferable? Either one required a leap of faith and there was little I took on faith these days. Too many hard lessons in cold, merciless reality for me to quite believe in something I couldn’t see, touch or shoot. Just like ghosts.
 
   But I had shot it. Mercy had touched it. We’d wounded it and had been wounded in return. I did not for a moment believe it was dead. One fake out is more than enough for me to never trust to appearances again. But, Primals to the side, things that could be wounded could be killed. Imps weren’t partial to salt and I was willing to bet that this mega-demon wasn’t, either. Detouring down the religious track for a moment, salt was a major component of Holy water, and hence might be why Holy water was traditionally seen as a weapon against demons. It was something to work on, at least. I’d add the paintball rifle loaded with Holy water paintballs to my arsenal again.
 
   I was pretty certain I could fight this demon now. Bullets, Holy water slash salt and some old fashioned grit and determination. Knowing I could fight it didn’t answer the question of why I had to fight it, though. Was it my anti-imp antics of the past months that had sparked this attack? Or was this more along the lines of that saturation point Aurum had suggested? Aurum’s proud father act at the end of the Veilchen affair might have caused the local Old World creatures to skip town, but it might have also pushed me that last little distance across the line from annoyance to threat. Was the demon attack a hit job? If that were the case, I couldn’t rely on even Aurum’s half-arsed mentoring this time. I’d passed the test, got my bronze medal and now it was time to sink or swim.
 
   The other thing I’d learned back then was just because something seemed inconsequential, didn’t mean it was. A kid was killed because I’d paid him lip service instead of delivering a serious response to his concerns, all because I’d decided a 300 year old vampire firing pot shots at me was more important than a kid’s weird dog story. In light of the demon attack, of the very real, very dangerous threat it posed to me and Mercy, it would be easy for me to forget Carson’s girlfriend issues and the Davis murder.
 
   But I’d promised and I’d made a vow not to break any more promises.
 
   Well, at least try to not break them. Or most of them, anyway.
 
   Somewhat settled, I went and woke Mercy up.
 
   She groused and resisted until I hauled her out of bed and tossed her into the shower. She emerged awake and hissing. As a result, I had little say in her wardrobe choices.
 
   The jeans were new, but artfully torn in all the wrong places, and the top was little more than a bra. I tossed her a jacket and she snarled but put it on. Score one to me.
 
   Then, for some unknown reason, I grabbed the keys to the motorbike.
 
   Mercy cheered. “Can I drive?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I slung on a leather jacket over my usual attire of cargo pants and black t-shirt and we went for a ride.
 
   I love my car but the bike, a Moto Guzzi 1200 Sport, is something altogether different. You get to experience the speed first hand, feel the pressure of the wind resistance against your face, get up close and personal with the power roaring through the engine. There is a real appreciation of the weight of the machine and how that weight is used as a positive, not a negative, as it is in many cars. Trust me, you’ve never lived until you’ve leaned over so far into a corner that your knee has all but kissed the dirt and trusted to the speed of the bike to get you upright again.
 
   There is no environmental control, no recycled air-con to keep you cool and blissfully unaware of the world roaring past. You smell the diesel exhaust and the road-kill, but you also smell blossoming flowers, freshly cut grass, a bakery early in the morning. Rain is a thousand, fleeting kisses all at once and the wind is all of your own making. On a bike you get it in all senses, all on overload.
 
   Of course there’s the danger, the vulnerability, the exposure, the heart-stopping realisation that driver coming through the intersection hasn’t seen you. You have to have something of a reckless turn to your nature to embrace the danger, to welcome it as a release for the part of yourself you keep chained in the dark.
 
   But, what it comes down to in the end are two main things. One, it’s cheaper than a car, and two, watch any dog with its head hanging out a car window and you’ll be watching a sublimely happy dog.
 
   Of course, it did make answering the phone a bit tricky.
 
   The phone vibrated in the thigh pocket of my pants and I remembered that I’d promised to call Erin. And hadn’t.
 
   Mercy, perched casually on the back as if Newton’s Third Law didn’t exist in her own private world, leaned forward and reached into the pocket. She pulled out the phone and answered.
 
   How she or the caller heard anything I’ll never know, but after a moment, Mercy’s voice came into my head via the link.
 
   “You forgot to call Erin.”
 
   “I figured. What’s happening?”
 
   “We’re meeting her at the office.”
 
   Oops. Hope she didn’t want a ride.
 
   Thankfully, Erin’s BMW 530i was parked outside the office building when we got there. Erin stood on the footpath, mobile glued to her ear. She saw us pull up and waved for patience, then turned her back on us.
 
   “Hospital,” Mercy announced.
 
   “Don’t eavesdrop,” I chided.
 
   “I didn’t mean to.”
 
   I pulled off my helmet and waited while Erin finished her call. She hung up and took a few deep breaths, then faced us.
 
   “Ready?” she asked.
 
   “S’pose,” Mercy muttered.
 
   “Everything okay?” I asked Erin.
 
   “It’s all good.” Then she scowled at me. “You said you’d call.”
 
   “Sorry, got distracted.”
 
   “He got propositioned,” Mercy announced.
 
   Erin’s eyebrows shot off the top of her head. I’m hoping it was shock at Mercy’s lack of tact, and not sheer disbelief that someone might think I was sexy.
 
   “Mercy, we’re going to have to repeat that little talk we had about what’s appropriate and what’s not.”
 
   It was pretty dark and the footpath was only faintly illuminated by the lights of the building behind, but I thought there was a tinge of colour to Erin’s cheeks. She ducked her head and scrounged through her bag for car keys.
 
   “We should hurry. Courey won’t like to be kept waiting.”
 
   “Lead on,” I said gallantly.
 
   Erin got into her car and lead us out of the CBD and toward Toowong. 
 
   We ended up outside a large, fenced in building not far from Karawatha Forest. An unmarked car was already parked outside the gate, a lean, older man lounging against it. One look at him and I sent a silent request to Mercy. She complied by taking the Barretta Cougar from the back of my pants. Don’t know where she concealed it but I would bet this Detective Courey wouldn’t think to look there.
 
   I parked beside Erin and took my time taking off my helmet. Mercy followed my lead. We waited until Erin and Courey had greeted each other and had time for a few personals and then wandered over.
 
   “Miles, this is Matt Hawkins and Mercy Belique,” Erin said. “Guys, Detective Miles Courey.”
 
   Courey was a very fit looking guy in his early fifties and his handshake was aimed for crippling. I took it like a man and like to think I gave back as good as I got. He didn’t seem to notice. The detective looked Mercy over and then subjected her to the same handshake. She’d learned long ago to not shake back as hard as she was capable of.
 
   “The same Matt Hawkins who’s house got shot up six months ago.” Courey said it like there had never been any doubt.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Never did find out who was responsible.”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s a mystery. Not had any trouble since.”
 
   He looked me over again. “You carrying?”
 
   Bingo. “Sir, I have a conviction. I’m not eligible for any sort of firearm permit.”
 
   Courey lifted one eyebrow. “I am aware. But, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   For a moment I thought he was going to pat me down. I almost wished he would. For her part, Erin looked on with no expression.
 
   Courey grunted and turned to the gate. He dialled a number on his phone and said, “Courey here. We’re ready.”
 
   A moment later, a door opened in the building and a security guard walked out to meet us. He and Courey exchanged professional nods and we were let in.
 
   “You got an hour, max,” the guard said to Courey, politely ignoring Erin, Mercy and me. What he made of us I have no idea. Let’s face it, we weren’t exactly a professional looking mob.
 
   “No problem.” Courey dropped back to walk beside Erin. “Looking tired, McRea.”
 
   “It’s tough being this good all the time.”
 
   “Yeah, gets me down sometimes too.”
 
   The security guard let us into the building and returned to his desk. Courey led us down a long hallway.
 
   “The lab Davis was working in has been locked down,” Courey said. “It’s still classified as a crime scene, though, so you won’t be allowed to touch anything once inside.” The last was directed at me even though he didn’t look at me. Amazing ability that. “Just what sort of consulting do you do, Mr Hawkins?”
 
   “Fashion, usually, but I’m doing this as a favour to a friend.”
 
   Courey’s entire response was a quick glance at Mercy and a very eloquent grunt.
 
   “Best policy,” Erin murmured to me.
 
   “I consult in esoteric matters, Detective,” I said.
 
   “Do you understand the meaning of that word, son?”
 
   What is it with me and older gentlemen with that world weary been-there-heard-it-all-don’t-mess-with-me attitude?
 
   “Certainly do, sir.”
 
   We stopped outside of a door crisscrossed with crime scene tape. Courey flipped out a blade and sliced through it.
 
   “Then you’ll understand how you didn’t actually answer my question,” he said, opening the door.
 
   “Certainly do, sir. Mind if Mercy and I head in alone first? Wouldn’t want you and Erin interrupting the esoteric flow of the room.”
 
   This time Courey glanced at Erin for confirmation. She nodded and so he waved us in.
 
   Mercy and I entered the lab.
 
   Of all my truncated, properly professional working career most of it had been within one laboratory or another. They’d all been pathology labs and compared to research or development labs, they’re a different kettle of test tubes altogether. Whatever I’d been expecting of this lab, what I found was bank after bank of computers, a couple of server towers and in the far corner, a series of small laser mountings in sealed, plastic containers. There were no lasers in the housings, though. Perhaps the work hadn’t progressed to practical applications before Gerry Davis was murdered.
 
   “Getting anything?” I asked Mercy.
 
   She prowled close to my back, her usual position in unknown situations. “Feel something,” she said and moved past me.
 
   It was my turn to follow her and she took me to the opposite corner to the lasers, close to the entrance. As I got closer, I could start to feel it and right in the corner, it swamped me.
 
   Dark and bleak and roiling with fear. It clawed at my heart, desperate to be felt and understood and raged against. This was wrong, so wrong. Why was he doing this? It wasn’t him, it couldn’t be him.
 
   The image flashed before my eyes. Chris Davis’ sad, round face. He reached for me, curled his fingers around my neck. I pleaded with him, why, why, why? No. Stop, please. I love you. Why?
 
   There was no expression on his face, no hatred, no fear. Nothing to tell me why he was doing this.
 
   His hands closed, tighter, harder, stronger than I’d ever felt from him before. This was not the slightly clumsy lover who tended to fumble in the dark but with tender intentions. Nor were these the hands of an awarded marksman who’d never fired his gun in anything other than calm deliberation.
 
   My throat constricted, cutting off air. Darkness swirled at the edges of my sight.
 
   He was doing it. He was trying to kill me.
 
   But he wasn’t my husband.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Matt collapsed to the floor, choking. Erin shook off Courey’s restraining hand and ran into the lab. In the corner, Mercy moved faster than Erin could see and pulled Matt backwards, tossing him into the clear space between two benches. He hit the ground with a heavy thud and coughed.
 
   “Matt?” Erin skidded to a stop and knelt by him.
 
   Whatever seizure had held him was gone now. He lay on his back, dragging in great gulps of air. His hands pressed to his throat and his eyelids fluttered.
 
   Mercy crouched by his other side. She took his hands away from his throat and for a moment, Erin could see red finger marks on his tanned skin. The vampire held his straining hands in one of her own and passed the other over his eyes. He calmed immediately.
 
   “What happened?” Erin asked Mercy.
 
   Eyes flashing silver, the vampire glared at the corner. “The death lingers. It caught him.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” Courey demanded.
 
   Mercy looked up at him, and thankfully her eyes were normal brown.
 
   “Matt’s psychic,” Erin explained. “He felt the murder. I take it that corner was where she was found?”
 
   He nodded. “Psychic? Why couldn’t he just say that up front?”
 
   “He likes his mysteries.”
 
   “And you like destroying them,” Matt muttered.
 
   Erin sighed. “You all right?”
 
   He struggled to sit up. Mercy put one hand under his shoulder and lifted him easily.
 
   “What a head rush.” Matt shook his head as if trying to dislodge water from his ears. “Rather ride the rollercoaster though.”
 
   “Mercy said you got caught in the death,” Erin said, highly aware of Courey leaning over her.
 
   “Yeah. Big psychic scar in that corner. Very violent death.” He glanced at Courey. “She was strangled.”
 
   Erin shivered, recalling the impression of fingers on his neck.
 
   “In that corner,” the detective confirmed. “We hadn’t released that detail.”
 
   “The man who killed her looked like Chris Davis,” Matt continued, tone absent as he looked back at the corner in question. “But it wasn’t him. She knew it wasn’t him.”
 
   “How did she know?” Courey asked. If he doubted Matt’s experience it didn’t show in his voice.
 
   “The hands. They weren’t his hands. The face was his, the general body shape was his, but the hands weren’t. Whoever it was made an imperfect copy.”
 
   “They wore a false face, you mean,” Courey said.
 
   “There was no mask, Detective.”
 
   Erin glanced between Matt and Mercy. The vampire stood and popped the bones in her neck.
 
   “What do you mean?” Erin asked, dreading the answer.
 
   “I mean it was a shape-changer. Something that could look at a picture of Chris and then change physically to look like him.”
 
   Courey’s patience found its limit. He snorted and straightened. “A shape-changer?”
 
   “Psychics you can deal with but not shape-changers?” Matt hauled himself to his feet and faced the other man. “That’s a bit hypocritical, isn’t it?”
 
   “Not at all. I’m quite willing to admit that there are people who are particularly sensitive to certain things. Just as I’m willing to admit that what they feel is going to be right a certain percent of the time. But that’s people. I ain’t never seen someone ‘shape change’.”
 
   Mercy nudged Matt with enough force to threaten to knock him over again. “Ghosts.”
 
   “Ghosts now?” Courey threw his hands up.
 
   “No, Detective, no ghosts. Mercy’s just reminding me about my own thoughts regarding ghosts. I guess I can understand your position on shape-changers.” Matt turned to Erin. “We might want to get Chris somewhere safe. If something out there is walking around wearing his face, he could be in trouble.”
 
   Courey crossed his arms. “I think the police can handle protecting him.”
 
   Erin shook her head. “Not if they’re not willing to admit the nature of the threat.”
 
   “And you do, McRea?”
 
   It wasn’t just Courey waiting for a response. Matt raised his eyebrows at her as well. Whichever way she answered, she would disappoint one of these men.
 
   Courey she respected professionally, and he was a great source of help to her work. There was a hint of something more personal creeping into their working relationship, and friendships were rare enough in her life these days she didn’t want to ruin this one before it even had a chance.
 
   Then there was Matt, and to be honest, Mercy. The vampire was as much a part of Matt as his arm or leg. And it was a scary package. Matt was subject to fits of untempered rage and Mercy was, well, she was a vampire. Without Matt’s control she would be nothing more than a savage, ruthless predator. Their world was populated with werewolves, demons and who knew how many other untold terrors. Erin had been pulled into this nightmare against her will. She’d almost died, twice. She’d sworn off Matt and his adrenaline fuelled life.
 
   Yet here she was again.
 
   “I…” She glanced at Matt. “I’m willing to listen to him.”
 
   Courey sighed and shook his head. “Are you done in here, Hawkins?”
 
   “Not yet. I want to check for other things.”
 
   The detective stalked out to the corridor.
 
   Erin looked around the lab so she wouldn’t have look at Matt. “Do you want me to leave as well?”
 
   “No. You should be right for this. Mercy? Smell anything?”
 
   Mercy practically crawled around the room and it seemed she caught some scent by the door. This she followed directly across the room to a computer that was still lightly dusted with fingerprint powder. Courey watched from the doorway, arms crossed, frown etched on his brow. Matt stood back and let Mercy track. Erin stayed by him, not wanting to get in Mercy’s way.
 
   As they knew it must, the trail led to the corner where the murder had occurred. From there, Mercy crawled across the floor to an unremarkable spot between a bench and the wall and stopped.
 
   “Gone,” she hissed.
 
   “What’s gone?” Matt asked.
 
   Silver, glittering eyes regarded them. “Demon.”
 
   Erin swallowed hard and she found her hand drifting of its own accord to the gun she wore in a shoulder holster. Her gaze swept between Matt and Mercy and the rest of the room, dreading the appearance of a demon and what it might do to Matt’s control.
 
   “Big or small?” Matt asked, his tone as tight as Erin’s stomach felt.
 
   “Big. Same as last night.”
 
   “Same type? Or the exact same demon?”
 
   “Exact same demon.” Mercy stood and the prowling predator mien dropped from her like a discarded cloak. She shrugged casually. “Maybe.”
 
   Matt growled deep in his throat. “What do you mean, maybe?”
 
   “The scent is old,” Mercy snapped, her fangs flashing momentarily. “Stale. It’s probably the same one, but maybe not.”
 
   Relieved that the demon wasn’t nearby, Erin touched Matt’s arm before he could snarl back at Mercy. “Settle down.”
 
   Walking away, Matt rolled his shoulders and visibly relaxed.
 
   “Are you done now?” Erin asked them both.
 
   “Yeah,” Matt said. “I think we’ve got all we can from this place.”
 
   “What else did you discover?” Courey asked as they left the lab.
 
   “Do you really want to know?” Erin asked before Matt could.
 
   Courey chewed over that for a moment. “I assume that means it’s nothing I can take to my captain.”
 
   “That’s the gist of it,” Matt muttered.
 
   The security guard walked them out to the gate and locked it behind them. Matt and Mercy went to their bike and set about putting on helmets. Courey touched Erin’s arm and drew her toward his car.
 
   “Are you sure about this guy?” he asked gruffly.
 
   “You know I was investigating Hawkins earlier in the year. I know all about him.”
 
   “Fine. But do you know him?”
 
   Erin looked past Courey, into the dark night. “I trust him to save my life.”
 
   “I trust a lifesaver to keep me from drowning but I wouldn’t trust him with my beer. The girl?”
 
   “Psychic as well.”
 
   He sighed. “I’ll trust you for now, McRea. You’re a stubborn bitch and I think he’d have a tough time if he tried anything on you.”
 
   “You bet. Thanks for tonight, Courey. Ivan and Brad really appreciate it.”
 
   Courey nodded and got into his car. Erin went to her own car. Matt and Mercy were on the bike, waiting for her.
 
   “Is Chris staying with Ivan and Brad?” Matt asked.
 
   “No. He’s at home with Rufus.”
 
   “I really think we should get them somewhere else. A hotel, under a fake name if possible. Not Ivan’s. The demon knows his place.”
 
   “If it’s even the same demon. Can you be sure the two attacks are related?”
 
   Matt quirked an eyebrow at her. “Are you saying I’m not universally loved?”
 
   She shrugged, as if it could go either way.
 
   “There is a possibility, I guess,” he admitted. “But still, I think it’s safe to assume it’s all connected. Merce’s uncertainty about the similarities might be because of time or the fact the demon looked different. And having two demons in town at the same time for unrelated issues is even a bit far for my credulity to stretch.”
 
   “Which means the attack last night was directed at you taking the Davis case and not something personal.”
 
   “Yeah,” Matt said, and he didn’t sound too happy about it. “Guess this is my sort of case, after all.”
 
   A sinking feeling crept into Erin’s bones. Matt had been right. His world was her world. Demons had crawled into her life without his help. As Jacob had said, as scary as Matt and Mercy could be, at least they were there to stand between the baddies and the ignorant masses.
 
   Not that Erin was willing to rely on him for everything. She thought about the bottle of Holy water and crucifix in her car, both staples since her encounter with armies of vampires, and felt a bit safer.
 
   “Now we’ve just got to work out what Geraldine Davis did to make a demon kill her,” Matt said.
 
   Erin didn’t miss the ‘we’. “Did your demonologist shed any light on the subject? How to deal with these things? Where they come from?” Did God really exist?
 
   “Apparently demonology isn’t a straightforward matter. At least it’s not for demonologists who don’t believe in their chosen field.”
 
   Erin’s jaw dropped. “A demonologist who doesn’t believe in demons?”
 
   “It’s a purely academic pursuit for her. She’s more into the psychological and philosophical reason behind man’s need to create an evil creature to blame his mistakes on.”
 
   “Then she’s a psychologist not a demonologist.”
 
   “Not really. She could probably talk for hours about demons.” He winced. “Just not the sort of demons that are real.”
 
   Shaking her head, Erin muttered, “You need to find a new specialist. And soon. If many more of these things pop up, we’re going to be in serious trouble.”
 
   “We aren’t already?” He flashed that cheeky grin. “I’ll see what I can scrounge up in terms of a real demon resource. Get Chris and Rufus somewhere safe. Call you tomorrow.”
 
   She gave him an I’ll-believe-that-when-it-happens look and got into her car.
 
   Courey had yet to leave, so Erin gave him a pointed wave as she drove past. Matt kicked the bike into gear and took off in a spray of gravel. Only then did Courey start his car and pull out behind them. Erin headed back toward Greenslopes and home, while Matt and Mercy turned off to head north. Courey followed them. She doubted the detective actually had to go that way, but repressed a surge of indignation. She’d survived well enough before Courey had come along. Didn’t he understand that she would continue to do so?
 
   It was like Matt thinking he had a right to question her ability to deal with the events around Veilchen. So, she’d had a moment where she’d given into the thinking about the worst, thinking about how hard it was to struggle on. So what? Everyone had those thoughts every now and then. She’d got over it, didn’t need him—
 
   Something big hit the right side of the car. The airbag exploded into Erin’s chest and deflated in a second. The car slewed across two lanes of traffic and hit the railing, engine stalling as the car rocked back onto all four tyres.
 
   Mind reeling, eyes unfocused, ears roaring with pounding blood, Erin reached for the bottle in the cup holder. The car shuddered and intense blue light flared through the window. Shaking hands stilling on the water bottle, Erin squinted into the glare. A tall shadow stalked across the road toward her. It was bulky and misshapen, but as it reached the car, wings unfurled to either side, revealing the golden skinned demon from the night before. It regarded Erin through the crazily cracked glass, wings big enough to block out the entire world.
 
   There was absolutely nothing human in those eerily glowing eyes Erin could relate to. She’d looked into the eyes of rapists, killers and petty criminals and had always seen something she could understand, be it an abusive childhood, desperation so deep it didn’t allow for anything else, or even a cool, calculating understanding of how things could be manipulated and used. All of it she had been able to recognise as something all humans felt at one time or another, as emotions that could be fought against or given into. The demon’s eyes, however, were completely alien. Erin could find nothing in them she could understand, nothing to tell her just what this creature was thinking.
 
   As if it could hear her frantic, scared thoughts, the demon slowly and deliberately lifted a hand and curled it into a fist.
 
   It punched through the window.
 
   Erin blocked the blow with the hand holding the water bottle. At least, she tried to. The big, golden fist cracked against her arm and bones broke like chopsticks. The bottle flew out of Erin’s hand and bounced off the demon’s arm. Reflex saw the demon smack it aside so hard the plastic burst against the steering wheel. Water sprayed free and where it landed on the demon’s skin, smoke bloomed.
 
   Screeching, the demon pulled away from the window. Blinded by pain, Erin tried to get her gun out of the holster. It was under her left arm and it was her right that was broken to the extent of white bone poking through the torn flesh. Before she could get even an awkward grip on the Glock, the demon charged back in.
 
   It hit and the car lurched, slamming back into the cement barrier on the side of the road. The driver’s door crumpled in against Erin, smashing into her already tortured arm. Then the car was lifted up, levered against the barrier. As it tilted toward the left, Erin looked down and realised the demon had attacked her while she was on an overpass. Below her was another road.
 
   The demon gave a last shove and down Erin went.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Amaya’s summoner had been very clear.
 
   “Kill the Night Caller then return to your circle.”
 
   The barrier had dropped. She’d resisted the impulse for as long as she could. A whole three seconds later she’d been winging her way to where the summoner had told her she could find this Matt Hawkins.
 
   A pity the summoner hadn’t thought to warn her about the vampire.
 
   As a whole, vampires were little trouble. Most of those roaming the night were comparatively young and weak. A minor nuisance at most. This creature though, it was different. Its sense had been of a young one, but its strength and cognition had more in common with a vampire of a century or more. Odd. And never had Amaya heard of a vampire being sired by a human. Impossible, but that was how Hawkins and the vampire had felt to her. Creator and creation.
 
   Confused and hurting, she’d withdrawn from the field while they recuperated. Condensing her presence into a tight, easily concealed point, she’d watched from the roof of a building as the vampire and woman had dragged the insensible Hawkins away. None of them had sensed her. The vampire had even assured the others the demon was gone.
 
   Following them would have been difficult. Both legs broken, wings damaged from the blow that put her into the wall. Such a powerful telekinetic. Again, a heads up would have been appreciated. Perhaps her summoner knew little more than Hawkins’ game name.
 
   Which would mean that despite his assurances he was an experienced demon summoner, he didn’t really know as much as he thought he did.
 
   Amaya had let them go. She had their sense now. With a little bit of effort, tracking them would be easy enough. And after her first encounter with the Night Caller, things had changed.
 
   He wasn’t what she’d expected. The vampire was definitely unusual, as was the strength of his psychic talent. He had the potential to do what no one else could.
 
   He could send her home. Back to those who were upset with her, those who would want to punish her for fleeing.
 
   And that was something she didn’t want at all.
 
   ‘Kill the Night Caller,’ was the summoner’s command and it was one she might actually appreciate doing now she knew he was a threat to her personally.
 
   She perched on the scratched and chipped cement barrier. Below her, the white car had managed to land right side up. Though from here it looked more like a squashed beetle than a car. The wheels were splayed out to either side, three of the doors had popped open under the impact. The driver’s door was caved in and it would take the jaws of life to pry it open.
 
   That first encounter had shown her several things. That Hawkins could hurt her, and that killing him wouldn’t be easy, especially if he had the females with him. Watching the human woman go off alone had been a temptation Amaya had given in to happily. Divide and conquer.
 
   Amaya looked at her wounded arm. The skin was scorched black where the water had landed, the pain a dull ache she found all too easy to ignore. Pain was a constant for most demons. You either went mad or learned to desire it—or went mad because you learned to desire it too much.
 
   There was pain in the car below her too. The woman was still alive. Her heart was beating frantically fast, her breathing ragged and panicked. She was hurt and confused and scared.
 
   The Command rejoiced and Amaya grinned. It was what the bitch deserved for shooting her. Bullet wounds took much more effort to heal than did broken bones or even burns. Working on the tissues of her body was easier than something foreign embedded deep inside them.
 
   All that remained was to drop down there and finish her off. She wouldn’t be able to fight back now.
 
   Amaya spread her wings, her weight shifting forward, ready to plunge down and kill the woman.
 
   No! 
 
   She caught herself before she could fall.
 
   Go! screamed the Command. Finish the woman off. Get that one step closer to killing Matt Hawkins.
 
   Yes. Kill Hawkins, destroy the threat to her summoner’s plans and get rid of the person who could ruin her life by exorcising her back to the demon realm.
 
   But something held her back. Something fought the pressure of the Command.
 
   Guilt. It flooded through all the parts of Amaya the Command couldn’t touch. There wasn’t much left un-contaminated by the Command, but it was the part that reminded her about free will, about how she’d riled at Nick for keeping her a prisoner and that despite the pain she’d inflicted, this woman wasn’t any sort of threat to Amaya.
 
   The guilt twisted inside her, sickening and unsettling. It was a human emotion, one she should never suffer. At least not if she was still a true demon, and maybe she wasn’t anymore. Perhaps she never had been.
 
   Yet she could be summoned, bound and commanded like any other demon. She could be made to murder someone for a crime no worse than not listening to a warning. She could be made to kill a man because he might uncover something better left under a rock.
 
   Her summoner had commanded her to kill Hawkins only. To do that, she needed to separate him from his most powerful allies. It didn’t necessarily mean they also had to die. At least the human didn’t.
 
   And she wasn’t dead—yet.
 
   Light fanned over the rise in the road the BMW had landed on. It arced up and grew until its source crested. The truck wasn’t large, a medium sized removalist van, but it was coming very fast. The smashed car sat at the bottom of the decline, invisible until the truck began its downward hurtle, a trip that would take very little time.
 
   There was no hesitation this time. Amaya dropped from the overpass. Her wings flared and caught the air. She aimed for the BMW, to lift it out of the way.
 
   Red bodies streaked up from the trees alongside the road. They swarmed in on Amaya, piled into her like tiny bulldozers. They drove her upwards, away from rescuing the woman. The imps clung to her hair, her arms and legs. They burrowed their tiny clawed hands and feet into her wings and immobilised them. Amaya screamed at them, tried to dislodge them, but they clung on and, fleshy wings buzzing like a hundred buzz-saws, they pulled her over the edge of the overpass.
 
   The squeal of tyres braking too hard, followed by the crash of the truck hitting the BMW, tore through Amaya. She shrieked and grabbed at the lesser demons. For each one she pried free, another would take its place. They bit and scratched and their poison crept into her body.
 
   Individually, imps were nothing. They were ineffectual pests, something to be stood on if seen. But in swarms, they were the equal of any of the greater demons.
 
   Strength fading, Amaya cursed herself for not realising this might happen. She knew the imps were here, infesting dark corners and hidden holes. Though they usually avoided the greater demons, if provoked, they attacked mercilessly.
 
   As the world dimmed, Amaya wondered what she’d done to annoy the little bastards. Then everything went away…
 
   Her wings hurting was the first indication she was alive. One felt crushed and cramped. The other was held out awkwardly and tiny, bright sparks of pain punctuated the dull ache. She forced her eyes open. It was dim, wherever she was. The floor beneath her was hard, cold and dry, but her body was cushioned on the bulk of one wing. Rolling to her back to take the weight off the limb, she saw her other wing being held out by a horde of imps while others plucked feathers from it.
 
   Amaya hissed and they looked up, startled. She lunged for them weakly. The little pests scattered, though they were sure to keep hold of her feathers. Lesser demons believed if they possessed a part of a greater demon, it would protect them from that particular threat. It was a false belief Amaya would happily beat out of these blighters. As soon as the last of their poison was worked from her body and she had the strength to stand again.
 
   “Imps,” she muttered, falling to her back. “Summoned by amateurs and defeated by imps. Neither a feat to be proud of.”
 
   “Indeed not, my daughter.”
 
   The chilly, deep voice rolled over Amaya’s skin, leaving it prickled and her whole body trembling.
 
   Fear. An emotion demons knew all too well. They loved to inspire it, but hated to suffer it even more so. Being scared meant you’d been beaten and whatever had beaten you would not believe in mercy.
 
   Amaya twisted about and hauled herself into a sitting position. Her wings, heavy and uncooperative threatened to pull her over, but she managed to balance them out. Then she faced her father.
 
   “Asmodeus.” Her head bowed of its own accord. Even after all this time, her instinct to survive when in the presence of her lord was as strong as ever.
 
   “Amaymon,” he crooned. “It has been too long since I last saw your beauty. I have not been pleased these past years without you.”
 
   He sounded sincere. She snuck another glance at him from under her hanging hair.
 
   Asmodeus was glorious. Seven feet tall, broad shouldered and narrow hipped. His body was that of a swimmer, runner and warrior all blended into one, perfect sculpture of finely defined muscles, toned thighs and powerful arms. Dusky skin glistened with a silvery sheen, hair and wings so black there was no flaw in their colouring. They drank in the light around him, cloaking him in shadows even in the too bright atmosphere of their home realm. Like her, he only wore a kilt about his hips, his belted with braided strands of hair, Asmodeus’ trophy of choice from his conquests. Three strands of her own hair were amongst the thousands of others.
 
   “My child, look at what this place has done to you.” He knelt gracefully in front of her, wings closing around them both. “You have been compromised by these human emotions of guilt and regret. The flame that was once Amaymon, that once burned so brightly it blinded her enemies, has died in this miserable, dark place.”
 
   Being within his embrace again brought back a flood of memories. Of running into the circle of his wings as a child, of looking up at their gorgeous expanse and wanting nothing more than to touch them, to sink her fingers into their softness and strength, to feel them beat against her. Then as she grew and she’d learned the reality of those wings, of what it meant to have them around her, she grew to fear them. A perfectly normal reaction. Familial relations among demons did not last. As soon as a young one was capable of hunting down its own dinner, it was tossed from the nest and became an enemy.
 
   But to be Asmodeus’ enemy was to be the object of his desire.
 
   A feathery tip caressed her back. She shuddered in fear and this pleased him. A sensual smile curved his full lips and his reaction flooded back to her and turned her fear into delight.
 
   This wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be feeling this. It was his want, his craving, not hers—worse than the Command. This was what she’d fought to be free of, why she’d fled her home and come here. Being bound and commanded was rarely as bad as this.
 
   Amaya dredged the depths of her body and found the energy to lift her wings. She used them to batter his aside and then she rolled away from him. The last of her strength fled and she ended up in a corner, wings pulled in tight around her. She glared at him. He just smiled.
 
   He’d given her this act of defiance. Even at her full strength she was no match for him.
 
   “You were always the strange one,” he said, his voice soft and musing. “When you were born, you loved me with more passion than any of your brothers or sisters. When you grew, you hated me in the same way you loved me.”
 
   Asmodeus stood and stretched his wings out. They brushed the walls of the room, and it was a double car garage.
 
   “I’ll be no one’s slave,” she hissed.
 
   He tilted his head as he regarded her. “But you are. Enthralled to two masters, I believe. This is not the Amaymon that battled her way free of her siblings and came to this –” His wide shoulders shuddered elegantly, an action that extended to the tips of his wings, which he then folded tight about his body. “– place. This is some human’s plaything. A convenient body to fuck whenever he wants. A tool he can wield when he wants someone dead. Amaymon, this is not what you are. Come with me and leave all this behind.”
 
   There was the urge to crawl to him, to let him gather her up and make the Commands vanish and the human emotions along with them. It was a compulsion, but not like those laid on her by the humans who managed to bind her. This wasn’t Nick’s unconscious commanding and it wasn’t the summoner’s intentional demands. This was Asmodeus and his soft voice and his lovely blue eyes in his dark face. This wasn’t a forced compulsion to obey. She could reject him—if she wanted to.
 
   The problem was, she didn’t know if she wanted to.
 
   He sensed her confusion. His wings opened slightly and he took a step toward her. “My daughter, you have forgotten yourself. Come back to me. Come back to the one who loves you most.”
 
   Amaya snorted. “Love? What do you know of love?”
 
   His sensual smile returned and her body quivered in response.
 
   “Am I not the Lord of Lust?”
 
   “Love and lust are two different things.”
 
   Asmodeus chuckled. “A human affectation to let them think they are not animals.” He crouched before her again, touching her cheek with the long, fine fingers of one hand. “You loved me once.”
 
   “Then I learned the difference between love, lust and hate.” She jerked away from his touch. “Did you give my name to the one who summoned me? Is being bound and commanded my punishment for running away from you?”
 
   Asmodeus sat back on his heels, a hint of a playful smile on his mouth. “Oh, come, daughter. You know me better than that. This is not the sort of punishment I give. No, I have not revealed your name to any human.”
 
   “Then who?”
 
   He shrugged, a fluid, sensual motion. “You left behind many enemies when you fled.”
 
   “But none with the power to name me to a human.”
 
   There were laws as solid as the strongest chains in her realm. Amaya had learnt that very early in her life and it was why she’d fought so hard to get as high as she could. Only those above her had the ability to give her true name to a summoner. A weaker demon could name a stronger one, but only with explicit permission and under air-tight restrictions. Amaya had never allowed it so that left only a handful of options. A couple of highest ranked captains, the Demon Lords and... She shuddered hard and shied from thinking about the final candidate. It couldn’t be him. She was nothing to him.
 
   “And yet,” Asmodeus murmured, almost thoughtful in his tone and expression, “here we find ourselves, on opposite sides, competitors once again.”
 
   She stared at him. Amaya might be nothing to him, but Asmodeus, Demon Lord and most powerful general of the King’s army, was everything.
 
   If Asmodeus spoke the truth, if they were opponents, then the only being with the power, the will, to challenge Asmodeus would be the one to give her name to her summoner.
 
   Lucifer. The Demon King himself.
 
   If His Majesty had given Amaya up to her summoner, that meant this whole deal went beyond the death of a physicist and a vampire-wielding psychic—way beyond.
 
   “Why are you here?” she asked, her voice reduced to a whisper by growing fear. She had a sneaking suspicion about his motives, but with Asmodeus, it was best not to assume anything.
 
   “Join me, my daughter, and I will tell you.”
 
   Swallowing her dread, she said, “I’ll never join you.”
 
   He put his hand on her shoulder and, eyes glowing sapphire bright, he poured energy into her body. It rushed through her, driving the last of the imp venom from her blood and muscles. Warmth caressed her every inch, tingling in her arms, legs and wings and coiling like a tight spring in her abdomen.
 
   Asmodeus’ hand slipped around her shoulders, lifted her against his body. “And yet you came to me three times. I do not recall you protesting joining with me then.” His voice lowered into a husky baritone that shivered through her bones.
 
   Freed of the poison, it was a completely different inhibition that made speaking difficult now. There was still the fear, but it was a different fear now. Amaya battled the need to push herself closer against him. To surrender to him would mean he had won and she would be his again.
 
   Teeth gritted, she said, “Only because I needed something from you that had nothing to do with submission.”
 
   “I realise that now. You were very good, Amaymon. You made me truly believe I had conquered you each time. How clever of you.”
 
   “Or perhaps how stupid of you.”
 
   “Perhaps.” His warm tone turned chilly and his hold became more painful than pleasurable; though for Asmodeus, there was little difference. “What did you steal from me, Amaymon? I really wish to know.”
 
   He didn’t know? Amaya laughed in his face. “You really are dense, Asmodeus. How did you get here if you didn’t work out what I took?”
 
   Asmodeus growled. He closed one hand around her throat, the other fisted in the deep muscles of one wing and with a powerful heave, tossed her across the room. She hit the wall and it shook under the impact. Plaster cracked and wooden beams creaked. In a cloud of dust and falling fragments, she slumped to the floor, still laughing.
 
   “You’re not really here, you arsehole.” She scrambled to her feet, snapping her wings out to dislodge the debris. “I don’t know what Lucifer is so worried about. You can’t make it across the boundary. You don’t know how.”
 
   Asmodeus charged but she called up her spirit fire and shot it at him. Blue flames hit him in his guts. Momentum carried the body forward even as it broke up. Dozens of imps fell out of the meld and dropped to the floor, completely drained of life. The binding spirit of Asmodeus, an intense blue swirl of light, continued to rush at her. It rammed into her chest, a spear of pain that tore right through her.
 
   Amaya screamed and crashed back to the floor. Asmodeus’ spirit roared around her once more and then, because a demon spirit couldn’t last long outside of a body a flesh, the Demon Lord vanished.
 
   As much as Amaya might wish otherwise, he wasn’t dead. Instead, he was probably rushing back across the boundary to their realm, or back to whatever body he’d possessed in this one.
 
   Chest aching and exhausted once more, Amaya hoped he was back in the demon realm. Otherwise, even if he was in Siberia, he was too close for comfort. He might not have physically crossed into the human realm, but even in spirit form he was dangerous. His very nature was all about manipulation and taking power. He played games that had a distressing tendency to have ramifications far beyond winning or losing, stretching toward ends only he could see. Even Lucifer couldn’t keep the Lord of Lust constrained all of the time.
 
   With Asmodeus lurking around, things changed, and not for the better.
 
   Surveying the garage with its scattered rubbish of dead imps and the feathers they’d stolen from her wings, Amaya wondered what else could go wrong.
 
   She crawled around the room, collecting her feathers. Leaving them behind was a big risk. She piled them in a corner and ignited them with a short burst of spirit fire. It hurt to kill one part of herself with another, but it was necessary, especially if Asmodeus actually got a clue and worked out what she’d taken from him.
 
   If he ever discovered how she’d crossed the boundary from the demon realm to the human one, it would take a lot more than Lucifer to stop him.
 
   Suddenly, Amaya’s problems with the Night Caller seemed so much less immediate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   The phone rang about an hour after we’d got home. Mercy was watching one of those Thor movies (again!) and I was trawling through my library of supernatural knowledge for any mention of demons. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate Lila’s contribution, but you have to admit, it wasn’t the most helpful stuff.
 
   There were a few mentions of the lesser demon types—imps, familiars (which were really animals just possessed by demons, but there you go) etc etc. A few hardy souls even tried to justify why they believed vampires were actually demons, or parts of demons trapped within humans. Gotta give ‘em points for trying, eh?
 
   The mobile jangled and I answered it absently.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Matt Hawkins?”
 
   “Yes. Who’s this calling me at…” I looked at my watch. “Nearly midnight?”
 
   “My name’s Belinda Wright. I’m a nurse in the ED at the Greenslopes hospital. Do you know an Erin McRea?”
 
   I nearly dropped the phone. Cold whipped through my stomach. “Is she okay?”
 
   “There’s been an accident. She’s going to be fine,” the nurse added before I could reach through the phone and drag the words out of her.
 
   I swallowed the relief that balled up in my throat. “What happened?”
 
   “We’re not exactly sure. We think her car jumped a railing on an overpass and crashed onto the road below.”
 
   “What? That’s ridiculous. Was there another car involved?”
 
   “Only the truck that hit the car on the surface road.”
 
   My mind whited out for a moment. “The truck? It hit her car after it crashed off the overpass? And she’s going to be okay?”
 
   “She’s a very tough woman, Mr Hawkins. She managed to get out of her car before the truck hit. Paramedics found her on the side of the road.”
 
   Thank God. I could breathe again.
 
   “Are you a family member, Mr Hawkins?” Belinda asked.
 
   “No. Just a friend. A business acquaintance. What made you call me?”
 
   “We have her mobile phone here. There was no listing for anyone who seemed like a family member and yours was the last number called. It was called out of working hours so we assumed you might be a friend. If you’re only a business acquaint—”
 
   “I’m a friend. It’s okay. Thanks for calling. Is there an Ivan listed in the phone?”
 
   “I believe there is.”
 
   “Call him. He’s a friend too, and closer, travelling distance wise. I’m sure he’ll come in immediately.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you, Mr Hawkins. Will you be coming in at all?”
 
   Yes, I wanted to scream, but didn’t. “Tell Ivan, and Erin, that I’ll be there in the morning. She is being admitted?”
 
   “She’s still unconscious at the moment, and yes, she’s been admitted. She has a compound fracture in her right arm that needs surgery and a couple of broken ribs, but otherwise, she came out of it very well.”
 
   “Great. Or not. Tell her I’ll be there in the morning. If she wants. If she doesn’t want, then get Ivan to call me.”
 
   “Any other messages I can pass on for you, Mr Hawkins?” Her tone was very dry indeed.
 
   “No, that’s enough. Thanks.”
 
   “Goodbye.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   “What happened?” Mercy asked, prowling into the room.
 
   “Erin had a car accident on the way home.”
 
   Mercy’s eyes flashed silver. “Accident?”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t think so either.” I got up and grabbed my jacket. “Come on, we’re going out again.”
 
   She vanished in a bright streak and was waiting in the garage for me, jacket on and hot pink helmet poised over her head.
 
   “Car,” I said, unlocking the Monaro.
 
   Mercy grumbled but got in.
 
   It took nearly an hour to get back to where we’d parted ways with Erin after visiting Geotech earlier. She’d kept on the main road while me, Mercy and our shadow for the evening, one Detective Courey, took a circuitous route north. We didn’t actually manage to shake the good detective. In all honesty, I think he just gave up trying to catch us out. Once on the road Erin had taken, Mercy rolled down the window and sniffed out Erin’s trail.
 
   The scene of the accident was easy to identify. I stopped the car and we got out. While I checked out the sideways skid marks that ended against the railing, Mercy flitted about and when she came back to my side, her lips were peeled back in a snarl.
 
   “Demon.”
 
   My hands clenched. “Same one?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “You’re sure this time? The same one that ambushed us at Ivan’s place?”
 
   “Yes,” she snapped. “That one. And there were imps. Lots of them.”
 
   Lots of imps? I didn’t think they were social beasts. I’d only encountered them in ones or twos, excepting that last little job, of course, but that was different.
 
   “What were they doing here?”
 
   Mercy shrugged. “Their scent mingles with hers.”
 
   “Erin’s?”
 
   “The demon’s,” she said steadily.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I left it at that and checked out the drop to the road below. A good twenty-five feet at least. The car must have landed lucky for Erin to get out with as few injuries as she did. There was another set of long skid marks coming down the hill toward the overpass.
 
   Jesus. The truck had no chance to stop before cleaning up whatever had remained of the BMW. I jogged to the far side of the overpass and saw the wreckage trail ended another couple of hundred meters along. Truck and car had both been cleared away but I could see it clearly in my head.
 
   Dark things moved around inside me.
 
   This creature had gone after Erin. It had hurt her. It had meant to kill her.
 
   I could feel it coming, a red haze creeping in on the edges of my vision. It filled my limbs with a deadly need to move.
 
   “Mercy,” I said softly. Wherever she was, she would hear. “We’re going hunting.”
 
   I got back into the Monaro and turned on the tracking app in the phone. Mercy jumped to the top of the centre wall of the motorway and let her head drop back. Eyes closed, mouth open, she tasted the night. The few cars that passed slowed to look at her and I had no doubt one or two of them would call the cops and report a mad girl in the middle of the road. Didn’t matter. We wouldn’t be here for long. I gunned the engine of the car, an impatient gesture to which Mercy flipped the finger. She wasn’t too far from getting a stronger trail to follow, because a moment later, she blurred and vanished. I checked the phone, watched her spot jump from here to there and then steady up on a vaguely westerly heading.
 
   Tyres squealing, I took off after her.
 
   The imps led us straight to Rocklea and a brand spanking new estate of partially finished houses. Some were little more than wooden skeletons, waiting to be dressed in brick and mortar, some were complete and just waiting for a happy family to begin their modern, stainless steel, open plan life; most were somewhere in between. It was outside one of the complete houses that Mercy stopped.
 
   I pulled up on the street and got out. I slung the paintball rifle over one shoulder, drew my gun and snapped out my night stick. It had been blessed by an Anglican Father and worked nicely against vampires. I wasn’t sure if the blessing bit would have much effect against demons, but the solid metal bit definitely would.
 
   “In here,” Mercy sent. She stood outside the garage.
 
   “Can you open it?” I went to her side.
 
   Her response was to grab the bottom of the door and while it groaned in protest, lifted. Mechanisms inside meant to open and close the door snapped and the door flew up.
 
   Weak moonlight spilled into the garage. It took a moment for me to realise what I was seeing. Dead imps. They were everywhere. And not dead the way Mercy and I killed them. They weren’t sludge smouldering with a strong salt flavour. They were just dried up, dead little bodies.
 
   Mercy glanced at them, then at the deeper shadows of the garage. She tensed and hissed.
 
   I was ready for it this time. Mercy’s insane need to fight still hit like a cricket bat to the face, but I met it with a controlled burst of berserker-fuelled psychic whammy and managed to protect my higher thought processes. It was hard. Teeth gritting, gut clenching hard, but I managed it—for how long was another matter altogether. It wasn’t as strong as it had been the night before, which gave me some hope of surviving intact. This time it was diluted, as if the source of the disruption was further away or weakened.
 
   Mercy seethed under the restraints, clawing at me down the internal line. I did my best to ignore it and focus on the dark shape huddled in the far corner of the garage. I pointed the Cougar at it and Mercy snarled in eager anticipation.
 
   “Try whatever you want, Night Caller,” it said quietly. “I doubt you could kill me, even in this weak state.”
 
   Mercy growled.
 
   “Don’t fight,” I sent to her.
 
   “It’s weak,” she managed to send back, her predator teased by the admission of vulnerability. “Now is the time to fight.”
 
   “No. Now is the time to find out what the hell is going on.”
 
   “You can ask all the questions you want,” the demon said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I doubt I’ll be able to answer any of them.”
 
   The demon moved, a deliberate, slow action and the light came on. I was blinded for a moment, but it didn’t bother Mercy and she stepped in front of me.
 
   “I should have warned you, human. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I bet you are.” I blinked my eyes into focus.
 
   Apart from the dead imps and the very much alive demon, the garage was empty.
 
   She stood at the rear of the garage, or more precisely, leaned against the wall. Her appearance was still that of an angel, but tonight, she had definitely fallen. Those pearlescent wings hung limp and her body sagged.
 
   “I’m going out on a limb here,” I said, “but I think your clock just got cleaned.”
 
   She glared at me, then at the imps. “Blasted pests.”
 
   I laughed. “The imps? Well now, that is interesting to know.”
 
   The demon shifted and her wings fluttered. “I’m weak, human, but don’t think that grants you any right to superiority. If it weren’t for your mutant child there, even like this, I could kill you faster than you could blink.”
 
   Now, Mercy’s been called some interesting things before. Fiend of the night, blood sucking bitch, unholy terror—and that was just by me. A while back, another vampire had called her ‘crippled’. And now we had this added to the list.
 
   “Hear that, Merce? You’re a mutant now. Want me to get you some yellow spandex and sideburns?”
 
   Vampire and demon both snarled.
 
   “No? Okay then, let’s get on with the finding of some knowledge.”
 
   “I told you, human –”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I can ask all I want but you won’t answer.”
 
   The street was empty of residents. I didn’t bother with the suppressor.
 
   The bullet hit her in the kneecap.
 
   She must have been hurting already, because she went down like the proverbial. Her wings smacked about and kicked up a little gale. Whatever it was about her—aura, spirit, personality disorder—that worked against Mercy’s uber-cool flared and it stabbed into my head, slicing through the barriers I’d put up against the wild darkness within both me and Mercy, but it died as quickly as it had come, leaving the remaining influence even weaker.
 
   So her effect on Mercy was tied in with her own strength. If I could keep her weak, me and Merce might just escape without too much damage.
 
   “Good start,” she gasped. “But I can’t tell you anything.”
 
   “Oh, you thought that was supposed to be an incentive to talk? Sorry for the misunderstanding. No, that was just the start of what I’m going to do to you as payback for what you did to Erin.”
 
   The demon sighed. “The human woman.”
 
   “Yes, my dear. The human woman.”
 
   “I tried to save her.”
 
   My control slipped and Mercy lunged forward. She got in a few good kicks and before I could call her back. The demon toppled to the side, arms wrapped around her middle. There was another mild surge and bigger retreat. Theory holding water. Go me.
 
   “You tried to save her? After tossing her car off the overpass?” I put the barrel of the gun against my cheek. “Hmm, here’s a fun idea. Don’t try to kill a person, because then you don’t have to try to save them. It’s called logic. A human concept I know, but it seems to be catching on.”
 
   “You don’t understand,” the demon shouted. “I don’t have a choice in what I do!”
 
   “No? But didn’t you just admit to choosing to try to save Erin?”
 
   “That, yes, was my choice. As for pushing her off the overpass—”
 
   I put a bullet in her shoulder this time.
 
   “Stop,” she screamed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to.”
 
   It took a great deal of effort to pry my finger off the trigger. “You didn’t want to?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve been summoned, bound and commanded. I have no free will.”
 
   Summoned. I thought of what Lila had told me, that demons could be summoned from wherever it was they came from. She too had spoken about free will and what it meant to not have it.
 
   “You’ve been commanded to kill Erin?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “You only.”
 
   The Cougar trembled in my hold. “Then you hurt Erin voluntarily.”
 
   “I was commanded to kill you by any means. Last night showed me I couldn’t do that while the human woman was with you. Or while that—” She spat at Mercy. “—was with you. If I could get them away from you, or you away from them, then I would have no trouble.”
 
   “So you followed us tonight, saw Erin go off alone and decided to get her out of your way permanently.”
 
   “It wasn’t me. Not really.” She picked at the flesh around the bullet wound in her shoulder. “I tried to get her car away from the road before the truck hit, but the imp swarm caught me and carried me away.”
 
   I glanced at the imps. There were about a dozen of them, all fully grown. “I don’t believe this many imps could take you down so hard.”
 
   “They have a venom that works against the greater demons. Individually, they are nothing. In a swarm, they’re very dangerous.”
 
   Mercy kicked a couple of the dead imps at the demon.
 
   “How did you survive the poison?” I asked as Mercy’s small acts of rebellion tickled my leashed rage.
 
   The demon laughed. “I had help. That at least I can tell you. I’m not the worst thing you have to fear at the moment. There’s an even bigger demon than me hanging around.”
 
   “A bigger demon?”
 
   She nodded but before she could speak, her eyes widened and she stiffened. Mercy snarled.
 
   As the demon faded, she shouted, “Solomon,” and then she was funnelled very abruptly into nothing.
 
   “What the…?”
 
   Mercy, demon-induced rage fading, faced me. “I think she got summoned.”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   “Just before she disappeared a big, dark presence came here looking for her. It dug into her deep and then pulled her away.”
 
   I stared at where the demon had disappeared. “Fantastic. Now whoever summoned her is going to know she spoke to us.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And that means he and or she is probably going to want me deader even quicker.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Amaya slumped in the middle of her circle and dug at the bullet in her knee. Fingers of pain burrowed through her whole leg and echoed in her shoulder. So close to a visit from Asmodeus and she had a few issues trying to decide what hurt and what felt good. Either way, her alternating groans of pain and moans of pleasure were disturbing her summoner.
 
   “He found you?” he asked for surely the hundredth time.
 
   “What can I say?” Amaya muttered. “I’m a succubus. Any red blooded male and a few red blooded women would walk over flaming coals for me.”
 
   “He wasn’t supposed to find you. You were supposed to find him and kill him!”
 
   “I know that, moron. Best laid plans and all that rubbish.”
 
   She felt the bullet and ignoring the screaming nerves she brutalised in the process, got a grip on it and jerked it free. She flicked it against the barrier of the circle. It was worth the jolt of agony that rebounded on her to see him flinch.
 
   “You could have warned me about the tame vampire,” she said as she began work on her shoulder.
 
   That won her a moment or two of stunned silence.
 
   “Vampire?”
 
   “Yeah. You know, fanged beast of the night? Sucks the blood out of your neck. Hates garlic and so forth. Vampire. And Mr Night Caller has one fighting for him. If you’d bothered to summon me back last night, you would have seen the battered remains of what a vampire can do.”
 
   Her summoner sat down so abruptly he was in danger of exposing his face. Tugging at the hood, he said, “But vampires don’t like humans. They’re more likely to kill them than fight alongside them.”
 
   “True enough, but this one’s different. It’s… not normal.”
 
   “How so?” The disbelief was gone, replaced by a probing need to know more.
 
   “It’s relatively young, but has the powers of a creature much, much older. And it belongs to the human male. He is its master.”
 
   “Like I am yours.”
 
   “No. Vampires don’t have the mental capabilities of understanding free will.”
 
   If he caught the jab, it failed to dig deep. “I was assured you would be able to give me everything I wanted, but apparently even a young vampire is too much for you. I should summon the spirit who gave me your name and punish it.”
 
   Amaya had to laugh. The thought of this human punishing Lucifer was ludicrous. He obviously didn’t know who had given him her name. If he did, he wouldn’t have been making such claims. He probably wouldn’t have been able to form a coherent thought if he knew the Demon King had touched him, no matter how brief.
 
   “Stop it!” he shouted and she shut up so fast she bit her tongue. If it hadn’t been for the spark of uncontrolled rage that cracked his voice, she would have continued to smile at least.
 
   He didn’t like being laughed at. Hated it. It had the power to push him over the edge into rage.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Amaya said, surprised when she realised she meant it.
 
   “Not you’re not,” he snapped. “Demons aren’t sorry. They don’t care about us. They want only to use us to their own ends and then trample all over us when we’ve got nothing left to give.”
 
   A shiver stole down Amaya’s wings. “You’ve been possessed before?”
 
   “No. Not me.” He rolled his shoulders, as if throwing off an unpleasant memory. “But possession isn’t as bad as watching someone you respect give in to a bad influence of her own free will.”
 
   He might summon them and use them, but her summoner hated demons. Hated what they had done to Geraldine, what they had made Geraldine do.
 
   No. Not they. Him. Asmodeus. Lucifer had given her to this hurting, desperate man to be used against Asmodeus.
 
   “What did he make Geraldine do?” she asked softly. She was his to command, not the other way around and he didn’t have to answer, but she tried anyway. This wasn’t just about murder and covering it up anymore.
 
   “He didn’t make her do anything,” he whispered. “She could have stopped if she wanted.”
 
   “But she didn’t want to,” Amaya said.
 
   It all came down to want. Asmodeus was called the Lord of Lust and he definitely used sensuality as a weapon, but sex wasn’t what he dealt in. It was want and desire and need. Geraldine had wanted something and Asmodeus had helped her get it. But it was never a one way street with any demon, least of all Asmodeus. If he offered you the thing you wanted most, it wasn’t as a gift. There would be payment.
 
   What had been the price of Geraldine Davis’ want? And had she paid it before Amaya had killed her?
 
   “If you just told me everything I would be able to help you,” she said. “But I would need to be free to do it.”
 
   He spun around and lashed at the circle of power around her. Amaya flinched, expecting a flash of pain from his impact with the circle, but there was nothing. Even in his anger, he managed to pull himself back before he could be burnt by the energy trapping her.
 
   “As if I could trust a demon,” he snarled. “The only good demon is a bound  one. Besides, there’s nothing left to do but kill the Night Caller before he can expose me. If I gave you another chance, do you think you could do it this time?”
 
   She was saved from having to answer by a piece of bleak, electronic music sounding from beneath his robe.
 
   “Damn,” he hissed, pulling a phone from somewhere about his body. “I have to take this.” He left the room, slamming the door behind him.
 
   Amaya resumed picking at the bullet in her shoulder. So close after the first round of wounds, the imps and a visit from Asmodeus, it would take a lot of time and effort to heal. Since she suspected she wouldn’t get as much time as she needed, she had to get started as soon as she could.
 
   Finally, the bullet in her shoulder gave in and popped out. Staring at the two misshapen slugs covered in her dark blood and strands of tissue, she wrapped her wings around herself and concentrated on healing. And yet she found she couldn’t slip into a deep enough trance.
 
   Too many thoughts swirled around her mind, too many questions. It had been so much easier when she’d simply been after Hawkins. Even her guilt over the death of the human woman hadn’t been as bad as the confusion she now found herself in.
 
   Somehow she had to find out what Asmodeus was up to and stop him. But once the barrier on her circle dropped, the Command to kill Hawkins would override any other thoughts and desires.
 
   Pity, really. He had the strength to defeat her and that meant he had some chance against Asmodeus—well, more than the average human, at least.
 
   Between the vampire child and the lurking darkness of berserker rage she’d felt in him tonight, he was not something to be taken lightly. And he’d listened to her while she was in her true shape, not some human guise. He’d been willing to stop his harassment and hear what she had to say, what she could say. She’d shouted about free will and it had caught him, as she’d hoped it would.
 
   Now, if he managed to evade Amaya long enough to work out the clues she had given him, he might actually be of some use.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   She fell out of the minor trance she’d managed. “What?”
 
   Her summoner leaned close enough that a faint touch of his face was revealed. Again, just the shape of his nose and jaw, and perhaps something that might have been stubble.
 
   “You weren’t moving. Thought you might have died.”
 
   The anger was gone. He was back to his calm, in-control self and she wouldn’t be able to trick answers out of him like this. He didn’t trust her with his overall plan, or his reasons for why he was doing this.
 
   “I’m not that lucky,” she said, reverting to her bitter attitude. It was safe, neutral ground. “I was, in fact, trying to heal myself in preparation for being sent out on your bidding again.”
 
   “So, you think you are capable of actually killing the Night Caller?” It was a taunt, a provocation meant to goad her into proving him wrong.
 
   “I am capable of it.” She picked her words very carefully, not wanting him to add more emphasis to the existing Command. In the space of an hour she had gone from wanting to carry out the Command to desperately not wanting to. “But it’s going to take some time.”
 
   “How much time?”
 
   “I told you about his vampire. It will need to be disabled before I can reach him. And it’s very strong. I need to heal and recover my own strength before facing it.”
 
   “Why not go after him during the daytime?”
 
   Amaya glared at him. “I tried, but he rarely moves out of public areas during the day. So unless you want a very public, very messy murder to deal with, the vampire must go first.”
 
   He grunted. “Fine. Whatever. You have two nights to finish him.” With a casual wave of his hand—he was starting to get quite good—he dropped the circle. “Heal and then tomorrow night do your best to kill Hawkins.”
 
   Robe flaring, he swept from the room, pointedly locking the door behind him. Dork. Now she was out of the circle, locks wouldn’t stop her, but his commands would. He’d ordered her to heal, so she stretched out on the floor, all of her limbs outflung to their extremes. Thus she finally managed a healing trance.
 
   When she woke up, her body felt whole and strong. Standing and flexing her wings, she felt a little resistance in them still, but they would suffice for what she had planned for today.
 
   Pulling a cloak of reflective light around her, she left the room in the empty house and launched into the golden light of morning. Invisible to the human eyes all around her, she soared toward the sun. It was just warming up, but it was bright and glorious all the same.
 
   Her birth realm was an unforgivingly hot and unrelentingly bright place. There was no such thing as night and no shadows—except those Asmodeus dressed himself in. Here, there was always refuge from the light and Amaya enjoyed that most of all. But there were times when all she wanted was the glaring brilliance of home. Flying into the sun was as close as she could get, and considering her only other option, it was more than good enough.
 
   Amaya swam through the morning clouds, chilling herself delightfully. Then she exploded out above them and into the sunlight again. She coasted up there for a long while, soaking in the rays, feeling them reach into her very core and defrost the last vestiges of Asmodeus’ touch.
 
   At last she felt ready to face the rest of the world. She arched her back, folded her wings and dived back through the clouds. Falling toward the city, she let it rush up to meet her. As she made out the various antennas and dishes on the top of a tall building she flared her wings and pulled up into a sweeping curve that skimmed her over the top of the building.
 
   A flock of roosting doves scattered before her and she wasted a while giving playful chase. It was good to be flying again, unbound by slavery to the surface of the earth.
 
   She hadn’t been able to fly while with Nick. He hadn’t allowed her any time free of his bonds. How could he? His command over her was accidental. She knew that. He had no clue about what he’d done. Amaya supposed she shouldn’t have been so pissed with him, in that regard, but it was hard not to be, especially after her first summons to Brisbane had forced Nick to relax some of his hold over her.
 
   It was hard, now she was free, to think clearly about such things, to not be angry with the thoughtless regard he’d held for her. There had been no real appreciation in him for what she gave him—and unconscious understanding he didn’t actually have to work to keep her by his side. She was bound by his careless words the first night they’d spoken.
 
   The saddest part was, now she understood just how he’d bound her, she couldn’t tell him. If she could make him understand, he would be horrified by what he’d done. He was a good man. He would undo the last strings that bound her to him.
 
   Wouldn’t he?
 
   Did she really know him? Two years she’d been his doting thrall but in that time, his commands had kept her blinkered from really seeing the true him. On the ship, she’d heard the crew muttering about him behind his back, cursing his rash decisions about where to put the cages, how to bait the sharks, how many divers to take on each trip. Saul would often rant and rave about Nick’s inability to be reasoned with. And all the while, Amaya had just floated about oblivious to what it all meant. Nick had been her focus, her reason. Nothing else mattered.
 
   Would he understand? Or would he ignore the truth?
 
   But it was all academic. She couldn’t tell him what he’d done. That command was still in place and as firm as ever. He would have to ask her directly before she could say anything.
 
   Forcing Nick from her mind, Amaya left off chasing birds and lifted up higher where she could glide and let her mind wander further afield than down her own twisted paths.
 
   She hadn’t been able to follow Hawkins back to his home, but she did know it was somewhere to the north. So she cast her thoughts that way, drifting along behind them, searching for a familiar touch.
 
   Not long later, she found it.
 
   Roaring south along a major road. She focused on Hawkins and raced to meet him. He wasn’t exactly hard to miss. The black car she’d seen the first night slipped and slid through the morning traffic with wild grace. She dropped down to match its pace. The windows were tinted dark, but she could make him out through the window.
 
   He looked stern, much as he had when he’d confronted her in the empty house. Concentrating on something fiercely. Last night, it had been control of that dark, seething anger. Today, she had no idea. His mind was a blank. He’d dropped impressive seals over his thoughts. As he had yesterday when she’d sought him out.
 
   Strange. When they’d clashed at night time, she’d been able to touch his thoughts, even if only lightly. Yet during the day, she was blocked from his mind totally.
 
   He bypassed the city and continued south and finally pulled into a hospital car park.
 
   Ah. Amaya pulled back and soared up again. He was going to see his female friend.
 
   Guilt gnawed at her again. She didn’t like being reminded of what she’d done, so she fled the hospital and swore to pick him up when he left.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   I met Ivan on the way up to Erin’s room. He looked tired and worn out, but managed a small smile when the elevator doors opened and revealed me to him.
 
   “Morning,” he said, stepping out.
 
   A couple of people disembarked and others boarded. I drew Ivan to the side and plonked him down in a chair. I had a cup of coffee I’d given in and bought from the machine in the foyer. Handing it over wordlessly, Ivan took it like it was a bar of gold and took a big gulp.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem. You’ve been here all night?”
 
   “Yeah. She had surgery at about three a.m. Her arm’s going to be okay, but she’ll have a plate in there forever.”
 
   My guts twisted. This was all my fault.
 
   Ivan took a few more sips of coffee. “She said you’d been out at Geotech and that you’d found something out.”
 
   “Yeah. We know a few things now that we didn’t before.” I wondered what Erin thought I could tell him if she didn’t want him knowing about demons and vampires.
 
   “Erin wouldn’t tell me what.” He peered at me with bloodshot eyes. “You’re not going to tell me either, are you.”
 
   “Not yet. Besides, you’re tired. You aren’t driving home, are you?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’ll go over to the oncology ward to see William, Erin’s husband, then Brad’s picking me up. He’ll drop me home on his way to work.”
 
   “Her husband is here? Does he know she had an accident?”
 
   “No. And she’s made me swear not to tell him. He doesn’t need the added stress,” Ivan added when I cocked an eyebrow. He stood. “Thanks for the coffee. I’ll see you later.”
 
   He walked away and I went up to Erin’s room. She was drowsing when I stuck my head in, but woke when I tried to leave.
 
   “Get in here,” she mumbled.
 
   Going in like a kid about to be punished for a prank, I stood at the foot of her bed and hated myself.
 
   She was pale under the deep bruising around her right temple and cheek. There was a cut over her left eye closed with butterfly strips and her right arm was supported in a sling hung from a frame attached to the side of the bed.
 
   “Impressive, huh?”
 
   I did my best to shrug nonchalantly. “I’ve seen better. Hell, I’ve been in better… or should that be worse?”
 
   A little smile flittered across her lips. “Yeah, I guess you have. I only get one op on my arm. How many did you have on your knee?”
 
   “Four. And if anything starts to fall apart again in the future, I’ll be back in there.” I came to her side and sat down in a chair still warm from Ivan. “God, Erin. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.” She sighed. “You’ve warned me enough I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to help. If I was going to spend my time being scared of every little thing out there, then I would never leave the house.”
 
   “A demon isn’t a ‘little thing’, Erin. It’s a big, bad thing more than capable of killing you.” I waved at her arm and at the hospital around us in general. “You’re just very lucky she didn’t succeed this time.”
 
   Erin quirked an eyebrow. “She? You’re giving it pronouns now?”
 
   “Yeah, kind of happens when you speak to someone face to face.”
 
   Both eyebrows went skyward. “You spoke to it?”
 
   I quickly explained the hunt and results. “So, happily, I don’t believe you’re in any more danger.”
 
   “But you are?”
 
   “Yeah. I gather she’s been bound into this task of killing me. So in a sense, it isn’t her doing the killing. It’s whoever summoned her.”
 
   “That’s a fine point to put on it. When a vampire comes after you, you don’t stop to think that maybe you should target its creator instead, do you?”
 
   “No, but that’s different.”
 
   “How? They’re both inhuman, they’re both intent on killing you.”
 
   “But given a choice, this demon wouldn’t kill me. The vampire would.”
 
   Erin hit me with a pillow. “Idiot. The vampire’s ability to choose was also taken away from it by the monster that created it. One is either as blameless or guilty as the other.”
 
   I took the pillow away from her. “That’s a very hard line to draw.”
 
   And hey, I get the irony. Those very words I’d just uttered had been thrown at me a while back. At the time, I’d fobbed off the accusation, but since then, I’d started to think a bit more about where I stood in the grand scheme of things. Once upon a time, I’d thought all beasties of the supernatural world were B A D without chance of appeal. Some I could tolerate more than others, but when the shit began soaring toward the fan, you either came down as human or not in my books. Now, I had begun to question my methods of classifying monsters. Perhaps some of us… eh, them weren’t as irrevocably monstrous as others.
 
   Erin suffered the line better than I had. She actually took a moment to think about it.
 
   “I meant nothing against you, Matt,” she finally said.
 
   My eye twitched. “I didn’t think you did.”
 
   She gave me a patient look. “Yes, you did.”
 
   Oh my! Look at that subject change coming.
 
   “You saw the demon when she attacked you?” I asked.
 
   Erin considered me for a long moment. “I did. Matt, it’s not human. Not in the least. Sometimes when I look at Mercy, I can see the girl she once was. But that thing last night...” She stopped to gather herself, looking away and taking several deep breaths.
 
   She was scared, but there was something else there as well. Something that went beyond fear and into the realm of doubt.
 
   “Holy water hurt it,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, I thought it might. There’s salt in it and demons don’t like salt.”
 
   “Salt? What about faith, Matt? Couldn’t there be something besides chemistry at work here?”
 
   It was my turn to look away. “Faith is not something I have much faith in.”
 
   “You use Holy water against vampires. We saw a half dozen vampires die the moment they stepped into a church. Why did that happen if not because of the power of God?”
 
   I could feel her gaze boring into the side of my head, as if she could dig her way to the answers.
 
   “I don’t know exactly,” I said honestly. “I was raised Anglican and believed everything I was told about God and religion with all the unquestioning ignorance of children everywhere. But you start to question things when...”
 
   I couldn’t tell her the truth. I know I’m on this whole ‘best policy’ kick but I’d also sworn to uphold the promises I’d made, and before I could go blurting out old mistakes, a small, trembling voice whispered in my memory.
 
   “Don’t tell them,” she said through her tears, her little arms tight around my neck, the smell of blood drowning both of us. “Don’t tell anyone.”
 
   And I hadn’t. I’d taken my punishments and moved on, but that moment, that instant of heartbreaking terror had been the first cut on the threads tying me to my family. You start to question everything you believed when even your parents can’t look at you without flinching.
 
   So, very lamely, I finished with, “When you begin to learn about biology, chemistry and evolution.”
 
   Erin was looking at me like she knew I hadn’t told her everything. But as our gazes met and held, much like the first time we’d been face to face, I knew she wouldn’t press. There were things she kept hidden as well.
 
   But even if she didn’t push for the truth, it didn’t mean the topic was dropped.
 
   “I don’t accept that you haven’t questioned it since,” she said, gentle but determined, a tone she’d honed on damaged, reluctant witnesses during her years in the police force. “After everything you’ve seen and done, you have to start to wonder, surely.”
 
   “Of course I have. Why do I think Holy objects work on vampires? Because people believe they do. They might not fully believe in vampires, but they trust that if they did exist, then crucifixes and Holy water would hurt them. Call it a global psychic effect or call it faith, I just know it works.”
 
   She conceded with a faint nod and a quiet, “As long as it works that’s all that matters.”
 
   Except that it wasn’t. Not for Erin. I was the killer, she was the investigator. Point me at the bad thing and let me loose. Erin wasn’t like that. She asked questions, thought through all angles, upturned rocks and didn’t stop until she’d found all the answers. Anyone else hired to look for me would have stopped when they found me. Erin hadn’t and she’d managed to get past all the bad things I’d done in recent times to find out why. She wouldn’t stop this time either.
 
   I studied the brace holding her arm immobile. Something very similar had been the first thing I’d seen when they woke me up from the induced coma. I remember thinking, ‘Whoa. That means you’re in deep shit, Hawkins,’ and then passing out again.
 
   “The nurse said you hauled yourself out of the car after it fell off the overpass,” I said softly. “With a broken arm and cracked ribs. You got guts, McRea.”
 
   “It was either that or die,” she replied, also looking at the brace. “And I’m not ready for that yet.”
 
   It was as much of an admission as I was ever going to get. When I’d left her six months ago, after being held captive by Veilchen and then escaping vamp-ageddon on top of Mount Coot-tha, she hadn’t been suicidal, but she’d been about as close to it as I’d ever seen. I hadn’t wanted to leave her, but I had a severally wounded vampire in need of protection from the dawn and since the only shelter we had was a church, I had to leave. Erin wouldn’t come with me, wouldn’t let me ensure she would be all right. What I’d never told her was that as soon as I’d tucked Mercy into bed, I’d turned around and gone straight back to that church. All I’d found was a very confused Pastor staring at the broken doors of his church and running a finger through the ashy remains of combusted vampires.
 
   Hearing her assert her vote for continued life was very comforting. Maybe she wasn’t as unwilling to talk to me about these things as she claimed to be.
 
   Some might call it a false sense of security.
 
   They would be right.
 
   “Ivan said your husband is in this hospital as well,” I said. “And that you’re not going to tell him about the accident.”
 
   Her face closed down as fast as the borders of a small African country when the President’s just been relieved of his head. “He doesn’t need to know. He just needs to concentrate on his own health.”
 
   “He has a right to know.”
 
   “What makes you think you have any rights to an opinion on my relationship? It’s nothing to do with you. Keep your nose out of my private life.”
 
   “But it was all fine and dandy for you to go ferreting through my personals, was it? You dug until you’d unearthed all my dirty, dark secrets but when I try to help you, it’s not okay.”
 
   She glared at me. “That was different. It’s my job.”
 
   “Oh, so doing it for money is better than doing it out of pure human kindness? Now I get the secret of life. Thank you, Erin.”
 
   “You can be so irritating.”
 
   “And you can be intensely selfish. No wonder you won’t do anything to help Ivan protect himself.”
 
   All hail Matthew Hawkins, Lord of the Low Blow. Yes, he is unafraid of the truth. He will venture where others wouldn’t dare. Tact? You might want to go next door. We don’t stock that here.
 
   “Fuck it,” I muttered and stood up. “I’m sorry.”
 
   I couldn’t look at her. However she’d taken the comment, I wouldn’t be able to handle it. I was at the door when she spoke.
 
   “Hawkins.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Tell Ivan whatever you want. If it will help him avoid situations like last night, then tell him whatever you think he needs to know.”
 
   I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.
 
   “What are you going to do now?”
 
   So much for a hasty, guilty storm out.
 
   “I’m going to get a better demonologist. Someone told me the one I had was more a psychologist.”
 
   And I left.
 
   Back in the car, I took a personal moment to kick myself. With deep insights like that, Erin’s probably correct to refuse my advice or help. I’d probably push her over the edge and wave happily while she plummeted to the rocks.
 
   Eventually, I got myself under control again and made a phone call I should have probably made yesterday. It went straight to message bank.
 
   “Hello. You’ve reached the message bank of,” a bland, American voice said before breaking for a rasping, “Afzal,” then continued with, “They’re unable to take your call at the moment. Please leave a message after the beep.”
 
   “Call me, Kermit,” I said, as nicely as I could, hung up, waited a couple of minutes and didn’t get a return call.
 
   I dialled, sat through the painful message again and said, “I’m coming over. I don’t care what it is you’re doing that you can’t answer the phone. If you’re not waiting for me I’ll get a bobcat and dig you out.” I paused. “You know I mean it.”
 
   Resisting the urge to up the level of threat, I drove over to Dutton Park Cemetery. Kermit, aka Afzal, was a ghoul. They’re all long, lanky bones and ropey muscles covered in thick skin with a grey-green, decaying motif. Their faces are, well, ghoulish. Thin and cadaverous with a wide, lipless mouth and ears like giant Doritos curling up either side of their head. They’re subterranean dwellers and eat dead things well past their used by date. Cemeteries are like all you can eat buffets for them and that’s why you rarely find them outside of a graveyard. Due to their association with cemeteries, they tended to dress in rotting funeral garb—when they bothered to dress at all. Kermit was a particularly keen example of ghoul fashion most days, despite my vigorous protests.
 
   I’d been dealing with Kermit for a couple of years now. He was a snitch and about as trustworthy as a snitch is likely to get, but he had a weakness that could be exploited.
 
   A while back, he’d expressed a mild desire for my watch. He’d managed to wrangle it from me, but Mercy had twisted his arm—literally—until he gave it back. Since then, he’d been pestering me for all sorts of technology, hence the phone. Kermit might not be the funkiest dressed ghoul out there, but he was probably the most techno savvy.
 
   It took me twenty minutes to get to Dutton Park Cemetery, plenty of time for Kermit to have recieved my message and dug his way to the surface. Yet, it was an empty grove I walked into.
 
   “Kermit,” I called, looking around. The sneaky bastard occasionally liked to ambush me, though not so much since he’d tried to kill me a while back. He’d learned the hard way I didn’t appreciate those sorts of shenanigans. “Do I have to go get that bobcat?”
 
   My phone rang, his number flashing up on the screen.
 
   “Where are you?” I asked mildly when I answered.
 
   “Shhh!” he hissed. “Not so loud, huh? No need to announce to the world that I’m here.”
 
   “Most of the world knows you live here already. Why the paranoia?”
 
   “Not everyone knows, and I’d like to keep it that way, Night Caller. So, kindly get lost.”
 
   “Not until we’ve had a chat, face to face. I’m not talking to you on a phone when you’re only ten feet away.”
 
   There was a wicked pause, then he said, “Fine. Come on down.”
 
   An involuntary shiver went down my spine. I’d been in Kermit’s lair, against my will, stuffed into a coffin while Kermit and his pal, Saif, planned to sell me off to my enemies. If I had any say in the matter, I would never set foot in Kermit’s lair ever again.
 
   “I don’t have time for games,” I said, keeping my tone reasonable. “Besides, I’ve got something for you. You want it, you gotta come get it.”
 
   “What is it?” He didn’t quite keep the eager curiosity out of his voice.
 
   “What have you been pestering me about lately?”
 
   There was a startled, excited gasp on the other end of the phone. “Really?”
 
   “Come see.”
 
   He ground his teeth in indecision.
 
   I began to wonder what it was keeping him underground. Very little actually disturbed Kermit. Ghouls weren’t too discerning about most things, so it was only really, really bad things that scared them. Primals, a few of the older vampires and dentists were about it. Even though I’d tried my hardest, I couldn’t get Kermit to fear me. There might be something close to respect in the way he treated with me, but even that was stretching it. So what had him packing bricks?
 
   If it was the same thing that had sent most of the other supernatural freaks running, then at least I could get an answer on that little mystery.
 
   “You coming up or not?” I asked. “Trust me, it is worth the sun exposure.”
 
   He growled at me and hung up. I didn’t have time to wonder what that meant before the earth under my feet began to move.
 
   Ghouls don’t so much dig as they just ooze through the dirt. It was a camouflage technique. I mean think about it. Anyone finding dozens of holes or patches of disturbed dirt in a cemetery isn’t going to just ignore them. In the dim, dark past, the peasants would have cried ‘vampire’ and hunted the cause of the disturbances down. Not great for your average ghoul just trying to get by on rotting corpses.
 
   I stepped out of the way and tried not to look at Kermit slithering out of the ground, but couldn’t help myself. My guts churned as the grass rippled in outward flowing circles around the emerging ghoul.
 
   Ghouls might prefer food just this side of being classified as dirt, but that didn’t mean they didn’t eat fresher stuff as well. Stuff so fresh it was still kicking while they pulled it down into their underground lairs. Like Saif had pulled me down through the ground. What I could remember of the experience wasn’t a lot, but it was enough that the very thought of it gave me the willies. And watching Kermit arrive top side in the same manner I’d gone downward wasn’t a fun thing.
 
   “This really better be good, little man,” Kermit said when he was mostly free of the ground. One foot was stuck and he tugged on his leg as he spoke. “I haven’t been outside for two months. Haven’t even bothered with bothering the ghost tour.”
 
   “That is drastic,” I muttered as his foot burst out of the ground, a broken root dangling from between his huge toes.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Kermit said, picking the root up and flinging it into the scrub. “The trees are starting to think this is their ground again.” He stood and stretched with a series of cracking pops in his joints.
 
   Today, Kermit’s outfit consisted of a petticoat circa late nineteenth century tied around his chest with what could have been a string tie circa mid nineteen-eighties. It may have only reached mid-thigh on him, but his lower legs weren’t as bad as other things that could have been exposed, and had been in the past.
 
   “Okay, pay up.” He held his long, four fingered hand out to me. “I’m in all sorts of danger here. This better be worth it.”
 
   I reached into my back pocket and pulled out an iPod. Kermit’s big eyes widened and he snatched at the device. I jerked it out of his reach.
 
   “Not until we have that chat.”
 
   Kermit stared at the iPod, then glanced around the grove as if checking for hidden dangers.
 
   “What’s got you so spooked?” I asked, looking around as well.
 
   “Nothing, nothing,” he muttered, crossing his arms, trying to look casual and failing by several country miles. His foot began to tap nervously. “So, what did you want to chat about?”
 
   “Not a lot. Just everything you know about demons.”
 
   He lost all pretence at being casual. “Demons? That’s not worth an iPod.” And he dropped back to the ground and began digging.
 
   Well.
 
   At least I knew what had put the heebie-jeebies up him now.
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19
 
   I rushed over and grabbed Kermit’s leg before he could slither away completely. A muffled cry came through the earth. I couldn’t make out any words, but I could use my ESP to guess.
 
   “You aren’t going anywhere until we’ve finished talking.”
 
   Kermit either didn’t understand or didn’t care. I’m thinking the latter. He kept burrowing down. My boots skidded a few feet across the grass.
 
   “Give it up, Afzal,” I ground out between clenched teeth, even as I knew I was losing this fight. “I’ll get that bobcat, I swear I will, you bastard.”
 
   There was muffled yelling and Kermit put on an extra load of determination. His leg slipped through my hands until all I had hold of was his dirt encrusted foot. Kermit kicked and broke my hold. With a solid sounding thump, he disappeared into the ground and the unsettled grass shivered.
 
   “Damn you, Kermit.” I pulled out my phone and dialled him.
 
   “Go away,” he screamed and hung up.
 
   I kicked the dirt and ranted for a while, releasing some pent up tension. Thankfully, being an old cemetery, Dutton Park didn’t attract too many visitors so my tantrum went unnoticed. When I’d calmed down a bit, I managed to put two and two together and got a clue.
 
   Kermit was scared of demons and had spent the past two months entirely underground because of it. That meant the current demon issues hadn’t been a recent thing. Unless it was the imps that bugged him. No. It couldn’t be. Imps were nothing. Which gave strong evidence it was demons and not me sending the rest of the usual bad guys packing.
 
   A bit deflating, but otherwise cancelled out by the fact I could fully understand. I wasn’t too keen on the demon situation either.
 
   It also meant Kermit was my best bet at actually learning something useful.
 
   And I didn’t think I could get him topside again anytime soon.
 
   Crouching, I put my hand to the ground and focused some energy into the earth. “Kermit. I’ll come down, but only through a hole. Make one for me.”
 
   I stood and stepped back. The ground I’d touched shivered in that gut churning way, but this time, it began to fall away in neat slices and a very professional hole appeared.
 
   “I must be insane,” I muttered but sat down on the edge of the hole, dangling my legs into it. “Certifiably insane.”
 
   With a little push, I dropped down into Kermit’s lair.
 
   It hadn’t changed, except the coffin couch Mercy had broken on our last visit had been replaced and the dead body of Saif was no longer sprawled in a puddle of obliterated brains. I carefully didn’t think of Kermit burying his onetime buddy and then digging him up when his remaining innards were nicely liquefied.
 
   A shaft of diluted sunlight came down through my entry hole, but even as I was feeling terribly grateful for it, Kermit waved his hand and the hole sealed itself.
 
   “Hey,” I said. “Some of us need light to see by.”
 
   Kermit grumbled, there was a click and white light speared through the darkness.
 
   “Happy now?” he asked, kicking aside a pile of bones and dragging a coffin away from the wall. Sitting on it, he grandly offered me the ‘couch’.
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   The light was a handheld torch pushed into the dirt wall of the lair and I noticed a couple others about the place as well. Kermit certainly had become civilized.
 
   “You want to talk about demons,” Kermit said, his tone deadly serious. He knew what it meant for me to come back down here. “Why now? Why not three months ago when he first showed up here?”
 
   “He?”
 
   Kermit considered me while he picked at something between his teeth. “Yeah. Him. Isn’t he why you’re here?”
 
   The female demon had said there was another demon here. Was this the mysterious ‘he’ Kermit referred to?
 
   “I don’t know anything about a him,” I said, deciding to play dumb. “I’m more concerned with the her that’s been trying to kill me and my friends the last couple of nights.”
 
   I hadn’t thought it possible, but Kermit got even more nervous. He stood and began pacing.
 
   “Her? There’s another one? It’s a bloody invasion.”
 
   “How about we start from the beginning,” I suggested. “What exactly are demons?”
 
   “All demons are creatures that exist in another realm.”
 
   “And humans can touch this other realm,” I posited, thanking Lila for her reluctant offering of this theory.
 
   Kermit looked a little bit impressed. “In limited ways, for the most part, yes. It’s how humans came to know about demons and faeries in the first place.”
 
   “Faeries? They’re demons too?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “No. Faeries are faeries that live in the faerie realm. Demon realm, faerie realm, mortal realm.” He pointed to himself and me. “Get it?”
 
   Deciding that faerie discussions could wait, I nodded. “Okay, so these other realms are like parallel dimensions?”
 
   “No. A parallel dimension is a creation of the human mind. String theory and all that stuff. The demon and faerie realms are as real as this realm. All three of them exist in the same place at the same time. Sort of in the same way you can get a split screen on your telly.”
 
   “Cool.” Though I had to wonder at where Kermit got his techno-knowhow from. It wasn’t like he could just walk into a local Dick Smiths and bend the ear of the experts. “So what types of demons are there?”
 
   “Generally speaking, there are lesser and greater demons. The greater demons are all descended from the seven Lords and the lesser demons are irregulars that are rarely allowed to develop sentience. Like humans and animals, really.”
 
   “Right. Lords?”
 
   Kermit gave me an are-you-really-that-ignorant? look. “The seven Lords of Hell. I’m sure you’ve heard of them. Leviathan, Beelzebub, Amon.” He paused and eyed me with truckloads of significance. “Lucifer.”
 
   “Lucifer? As in the Christian fallen angel?”
 
   “Christianity certainly subverted the image of Lucifer for their own uses. Just like Christmas and Easter have pagan influences. Lucifer is the Demon King. The be all and end all of law and order in their realm. His six Lords are also his generals, when they aren’t bickering amongst themselves, that is. All trying to get the top position. Well, second to top, that is. None of them could ever knock Lucifer off his throne of skulls.” He shivered. “Lucifer is what the Demon Lords have nightmares about.”
 
   “And to further the Christianity influence, the greater demons look like the classic angel? Great bod and wings to put Draper’s Icarus to shame.”
 
   Kermit’s nervousness returned in full force. He jumped to his feet and snatched a femur from a pile by the wall, using it to poke at the walls.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Making sure there’s nothing to overhear us.” He jabbed at the packed dirt viciously. “Can’t take any chances. Not again.”
 
   Wow. Kermit was seriously packing. “What is it about demons that scares you so much? They’re tough, sure, but I’ve flattened this female once and a bunch of imps took her out last night. What’s your issue?”
 
   Kermit stalled in mid jab. Slowly, he turned to face me. The torch light slashed across his face, throwing his already stark features into a mosaic of sharp angles.
 
   “You mean you knocked about the body she was possessing, right.”
 
   There was no question in his words. It was desperate certainty that made it a statement of fact. He was so anxious I almost lied. Almost.
 
   “No. This was a full on, angelic shape. No hint of humanity about her at all.”
 
   Kermit stared at me, swallowed, then turned back to the dirt wall. He pushed into it with both hands. I ran over and grabbed his shoulders.
 
   “You are not disappearing on me again,” I growled. “I can’t follow you into solid dirt.”
 
   “No, and hopefully she won’t, either. I’m going to the Arctic. I hear it’s nice there this time of year. Very cold. Lust demons don’t like the cold.”
 
   He pulled a hand free of the wall and nearly sliced my face off with a razor sharp elbow. I got the message and backed off, but only far enough to pull my gun and slap the business end of it against his head.
 
   Bullets are little danger to a ghoul. They can take a whole clip and keep coming—unless you get one right in the brain pan, and that can be tricky. Skulls as thick as bricks. Bullets tend to bounce right off. You’ve got to be either a great shot and get one in through an eye or willing to get close enough to put the barrel of your gun in its mouth. Sad to say, I’ve done the latter. It wasn’t pleasant. Their general body odour isn’t that crash hot, but their breath is a hundred times worse. But even if it doesn’t kill you, pain can be a big detriment to a lot of people… and other things.
 
   Kermit froze. “Whoa! No need to get all Wesley Snipes on my arse. Come on, man. Put the piece away.”
 
   Lord, his pop culture references were as stale as his fashion sense.
 
   “I will if you’ll just quit this pussy footing around and tell me what’s got you so freaked.”
 
   He resisted for a moment and I pressed the barrel a bit harder. With an anguished grunt, he pulled his hands from the wall and stepped back.
 
   “Okay, okay. You’re dumb and brutish, but persistent, I’ll give you that.” One soil encrusted finger with a yellow nail stabbed the air between us. “But you will swear to not let on that I’m here. I mean it, Night Caller. I don’t want you leading those crazy demons to me.”
 
   “Of course not.” As a sign of goodwill, I put the Cougar away.
 
   Kermit began to pace. “You might have knocked this demon on her arse, but don’t go thinking for even a second you caused it any lasting damage. Demons might not be immortal, but they’re tougher to kill than flared jeans. Imps are the only known predator of the greater demons and even then, they rarely get lucky enough to take down a grown one.” He cut me a glare so pointed I nearly dodged. “Not even a Primal is guaranteed to take out a demon.”
 
   That gave me a little pause. “Not even Aurum?”
 
   “Not even. All seven Primals together might get the job done, but when’s that ever gonna happen, huh? Get more than one Primal in a room and they don’t care who else is there. Lucifer himself could be handing out cocktail franks and they wouldn’t even notice.”
 
   I swallowed that one with more than a little reluctance. “So they’re tough to kill, I get it.”
 
   Kermit snorted, an admirable feat when one doesn’t have a nose beyond two slits in the middle of one’s face. “No, you don’t get it. Killing them isn’t the issue. We Old World scum haven’t got a chance against demons so we don’t even try. The problem with demons is that when they show, it’s to cause chaos. You thought the Violet Primal and Martínez were trouble? The mischief they caused is nothing compared to what your average demon does before he brushes his teeth in the morning. And Asmodeus is as far from average as you can get.”
 
   Then, as if realising he’d just admitted to knowing Victoria’s secret, Kermit slapped both hands over his mouth and ducked behind the coffin couch.
 
   “Asmodeus?” I asked mildly.
 
   “Don’t say his name,” Kermit hissed. “Names have power. He can be summoned by his name and trust me, we don’t want him here.”
 
   “Right. So if we’re going to continue this conversation in such a manner that both of us survive it intact, what do we call him?”
 
   Two, large eyes peered at me from over the top coffin. “His title is Lord of Lust.”
 
   Lust.
 
   Oh goodie.
 
   “So he’s one of those Demon Lords you mentioned before.”
 
   Kermit scanned the lair and reluctantly got back to his feet. “Not just one of the Lords, the Lord. Second in command. Lucifer’s right hand man. Not someone to be trifled with.” He waggled a meaningful finger at me.
 
   As if I would... given a choice. Thing was, choices seemed a little thin on the ground lately.
 
   “Why are you happy enough to blather on about Lucifer and the other Lords but won’t let me say this geezer’s name?”
 
   “Sometimes,” Kermit mused to the wall, “I wonder how he makes it through the day, being as stupendously stupid as he is. Perhaps it’s all just an act. Play the buffoon and lull everyone into a false sense of security before whipping out his stealth ninja moves or cutting them emotionally with his precise, split a hair lengthways wit.”
 
   I let him carry on for a while. Seemed like he needed the release. All that pent up stress can’t be good, not even for things like Kermit. I mean, ulcers probably wouldn’t bother him so much, but the psychological symptoms could get ugly.
 
   When he’d exhausted his litany of mild insults, I said, “So?”
 
   Sighing, the ghoul said in a patient tone, “Lucifer is in his own realm. He can’t hear us talking about him, unless he really, really wants to. The Lord of Lust, however, is here. Ears like satellite dishes. Picks up anything of interest to him and he’s really, really interested in himself. Get it?”
 
   “Could you say it in simpler terms?” I muttered. “All right. So this As... Lord of Lust is here as well as the female.”
 
   Kermit gave me the stop-before-you-hurt-yourself hand. “No. If the Lord of Lust was here in physical form, you wouldn’t be here asking me about him. You’d probably be dead.”
 
   “He’d have to find me first.”
 
   “Oh, he wouldn’t have to come after you himself.” Kermit gave me a long, once over and narrowed his eyes. “Has Mercy been around this female demon?”
 
   Kapow. Hawkins goes down to the left hook he should have seen coming.
 
   “That’s why all the vampires have skipped town,” I said, kicking myself mentally.
 
   “Bingo. All the head honchos of the vampire clans sensed the Lord of Lust’s arrival and evaced their troops before the total, fangs out, all in war could start. The other Old World creatures cleared out not long after. When the vamps leave town, you know it’s going to be bad.”
 
   “Even though he’s not here physically?”
 
   “He might be just possessing some fool out there, but that’s more than enough. And if one of his children is in town, all corporeal, then it’s ten times worse.”
 
   For fear of being browbeaten with my stupidity again, I asked very tentatively, “One of his children?”
 
   “You described the female as angelic, feathery wings, hot boobs. She’d be a succubus, a lust demon, of the line of the Lord of Lust.”
 
   “Succubus. Interesting.” I couldn’t recall being overwhelmed with lust while in the presence of the she-demon. More like towering rage. “So, not all greater demons look the same?”
 
   “No. They look like the Lord that spawned them. Leviathan is reptilian, snaky. Beelzebub is Lord of Gluttony but he was originally known as Lord of the Flies. Guess what he looks like. Amon is the classical ‘devil’ appearance, red, leathery skin, bat wings, horns, forked tongue and spear-headed tail. It’s rumoured that he’s actually the father of the original imp, though he denies it. Still, his acknowledged children aren’t that bright, either.”
 
   This was good. I’d have to write it down before I forgot. Or get Kermit to write it. This was the straightforward information I’d asked Lila for. I couldn’t blame her for not knowing. She wasn’t the type of expert I’d wanted Jacob to find me and honestly, I should have thought of Kermit first. He claimed he was over two thousand years old and also claimed that there wasn’t much he didn’t know. I wasn’t convinced of either but there was certainly a skerrick of truth to them.
 
   Despite my Honesty Policy, I regretted telling Lila as much as I had. Perhaps Erin had the right of it. She didn’t want to upset Ivan by shining a light on the things that lurked in the shadows, and perhaps part of her motivation was that she didn’t want to alienate him. Until you’re slapped in the face by a troll, it’s a giant leap of faith to believe in someone telling you trolls huddled on the foundations of bridges, ready to knock them down if tribute wasn’t paid.
 
   If I’d kept my reality to myself perhaps there would be a future with Lila. She was sexy and smart, she wanted me (or at least she had) and what more could a man ask for?
 
   Pushing that question aside before my brain could attempt an answer, I said, “So, to recap. There’s a succubus in corporeal form who’s killed one person already and has been commanded to kill me before I can point the finger at her summoner. Then there’s her dad, in non-corporeal form, possessing a poor person. Is he here for the same thing? Are they working together?”
 
   Kermit shrugged. “It would be more likely than them on opposite sides. Demons might not get on so well with each other but they’re also very tightly bound by the rules of their society. Demons on one level can’t move up through the strata. They have to satisfy themselves with machinations amongst their own ranks. A Lord has complete control over his children and that order has never been upset. The six Lords can only ever battle each other for position of second in command, never for Lucifer’s position.” He grunted. “Though there have been attempts in the past.”
 
   After Kermit’s reaction to saying Asmodeus’ name, I was a bit wary, but had to ask. “And what does Solomon have to do with it all?”
 
   “Solomon? As in King Solomon of the Israelites?”
 
   “I guess so. The female demon didn’t say much beyond his name.” Shouted it in desperation, actually.
 
   Kermit picked at his ear thoughtfully. “Well, in all the history of the world there’s only been a handful of people who could summon corporeal demons into this realm and Solomon is generally regarded as the best of the lot. I think his total came to seventy-odd in the end. Put them to work building his temple and let me tell you, they weren’t too happy about being forced into menial labour.”
 
   “So the female demon was summoned here in corporeal form.”
 
   “Not in recent years, at least. She might be a left over from the last great summoner, Aleister Crowley. Right now, there’s only one person capable of bringing a corporeal demon across the boundary and I know for certain she didn’t do it.”
 
   “How can you be certain?”
 
   “Because that person is an eight month old baby in Ethiopia. Generally, when a human summons a demon, they get part of its spirit, nothing more. That spirit fragment only exists for a short amount of time if it’s not given a body to possess. Longer if the summoner uses a circle to contain it in.”
 
   A thought occurred to me and I could have kicked myself for not thinking of it earlier. “Imps are from the demon realm, and yet they seem to have no troubles coming across. At least lately they don’t.”
 
   “True. But you can’t summon imps. No higher mental functions to get a hold on. Natural fissures in the boundaries between realms can occur. If they’re only small fissures, than only small things would find them and be able to use them. And it would only take four or five imps getting through to breed up a swarm or two here. Worse than rabbits.”
 
   Memories of Mrs Arnold and Mr Wibbles flashed through my head. “Yeah, I figured. If it was a natural fissure, and a greater demon did find it, could she widen it and get through? Or if a human found it, could they widen it and draw her through?”
 
   “I guess so. Still take a shit load of power though.”
 
   “Could I do it?”
 
   Kermit snorted. “You ain’t that hot.”
 
   “Is there anyone in this region who could?”
 
   “Beats me.”
 
   I scowled. “You know about the kid in Ethiopia.”
 
   “Yeah, because she’s like a freakin’ star fallen to the earth. Not something those of us in close communion with the earth could miss.”
 
   “Could I summon the spirit part of a demon?”
 
   “Pretty much anyone could.”
 
   “How do I go about that?”
 
   Kermit grabbed my shirt front so fast he blurred in my vision. “Don’t. That’s how you go about it.” His breath washed over my face like someone opening the door of a fridge that lost power several days before.
 
   Trying not to breathe, I asked, “Why not?”
 
   “It’s too dangerous. Mercy wouldn’t be able to protect you from a demon spirit if you didn’t contain it properly. You’d most likely get possessed and there’s a happy thought. A Primal possessed by a demon. You couldn’t imagine the trouble a demon with those abilities at hand could cause.”
 
   I knocked him off me and stepped back, guts tensed. “I’m not a Primal.”
 
   Kermit looked at me sidelong. “Not yet.”
 
   I brushed dirt from his hands off my clothes. “You won’t tell me how to summon a demon?”
 
   “Not for any price. Get your gun and start shooting. I’ll even stand still for it.”
 
   I reached behind me and he didn’t flinch, didn’t even start sinking into the ground. Sighing, I grabbed the iPod and handed it over. From the other pocket, I took a set of big headphones.
 
   “I didn’t think the little earplugs would stay in your big flapping ears,” I explained. “There’s two thousand songs on there already. Let me know if you have any requests.”
 
   “Any Nasty Kitten?”
 
   “You know they never recorded anything.” I shrugged. “But there might be one or two bootleg songs on there.”
 
   “Cheers.”
 
   Kermit waved his hand and the hole I’d entered through opened up again, accompanied by a set of stairs growing out of the floor.
 
   One foot on the lowest step, I paused and faced Kermit again. “One last thing.”
 
   He looked up from the iPod. “Yes?”
 
   “Why are you so scared of demons?”
 
   Kermit focused on his new toy and was quiet so long I wondered if he was just going to ignore the question. When he did speak, it was in a tone so forlorn I was almost moved to sympathy.
 
   “When a demon possesses a human, they have a continual fight with the person’s soul for dominance and space within the body. When they possess animals and become familiars, it’s easier for them spiritually, but harder to get things done. Their ideal host is something more humanoid, without a soul.”
 
   I nodded. “Seeya later, Afzal.” This time I used his name as a show of my thanks.
 
   Walking up into the sunlight, I considered Kermit’s explanation. Apart from the physical differences between humans and the creatures of the Old World, the biggest defining feature was the soul. Humans had one, those of the Old World—ghouls, djinn, gorgons, chupacabra, etc—didn’t. Kermit’s extreme paranoia made more sense now.
 
   As much as I felt sorry Kermit had had to suffer through possession by demons, I was grateful for the information it had enabled him to gather. At long last, I was starting to think I might actually be able to solve this mystery now that I knew what I was facing.
 
   All I needed now was to work out how to summon a demon.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Toward that end, I decided to call Lila. I had the phone out before I realised she’d never given me her number. Damn all sexy, mysterious women. So I called the next best thing.
 
   “You got Tobias. I’m busy right now, leave a message.”
 
   “It’s Matt Hawkins. I’m in need of your expertise. Call me ASAP.”
 
   Then I rang Ivan. He answered very sleepily.
 
   “Sorry. Did I wake you up?”
 
   “Ugh. Yeah. S’okay, though. I should be working.”
 
   “Even if Erin’s not at the office?”
 
   “Yeah. Sadly. What do you need?” He perked up quickly. “It’s not Erin? She’s okay?”
 
   “She was when I left.” And the lie was out with little hindrance from my high ideals. “I haven’t heard any different. I was calling to see if she managed to talk to you about Chris Davis.”
 
   “She didn’t say anything about him. Why?”
 
   “We decided last night he should probably get somewhere safe. Get to a hotel under an alias. Just in case,” I added hastily when I heard Ivan draw in a sharp breath. “I don’t really think he’s in any danger. The murderer has been at large for over a week now and if Chris was a target he would have been killed before now.”
 
   “Then why move him?”
 
   “Just in case. Nothing much is making any sense about this case so far, so it’s probably better to take any and all precautions.”
 
   Ivan sighed. “I’ll call Brad. He’ll call Chris.”
 
   “Get Brad to give Chris my number. I forgot to pass it on the other night.”
 
   “Are you making any headway on the case?” There wasn’t any real hope in his voice. Perhaps it was just the tiredness.
 
   “Leaps and bounds, kid. Just waiting on another contact to get back to me so I can start on the next bit of the puzzle.”
 
   “Really?” Now there was oodles of interest.
 
   “I’m narrowing in on the murderer, but it’s become a bit complicated. There’s an accomplice who is probably more guilty than the one who did the actual strangling.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Ivan breathed. “How does that work?”
 
   “When I find out, I’ll let you know. Pass the message on and I’ll call back later for an update. Seeya.”
 
   I got into the car and headed over to St Lucia. I found a legal park at the uni campus this time and headed over to the Michie Building. About to ding the bell for help, my phone rang.
 
   “Night Call.”
 
   “Matt. It’s Tobias. You wanted to talk to me? Did you banish the poltergeist?”
 
   “Not exactly. Are you at work?”
 
   “Where else would I be?”
 
   “I’m in the foyer.”
 
   He didn’t even say goodbye, just hung up and five minutes later, he clattered into the foyer. His bucket was with him again, but the mop had been replaced by a window squeegee.
 
   “I hope we’re not going to be hanging off the third story cleaning windows,” I said. “I have a thing about heights.”
 
   He laughed. “I’ll do the front doors while we talk.”
 
   Going by our last meeting, I’d probably get out three words before he was done. However, I was pleasantly surprised when he started on the glass doors with slow, precise strokes.
 
   “How’s the haunting going?” he asked.
 
   “It’s not. The ‘poltergeist’ vanished.”
 
   “Wow. It didn’t need a banishment?”
 
   “Apparently not. Of course, there is the chance it might come back. But the poltergeist isn’t why I came.”
 
   Tobias frowned. “I don’t know much else that would be of interest to you, unless you want to know how to get a streak free finish on your windows.”
 
   “I thought God made it rain to clean windows. I’m working a second job at the moment. Did you hear about the physicist that was murdered at Geotech?”
 
   “Yeah. They never caught the guy, did they?”
 
   “They didn’t, but I might. What I need from you is the name of a physicist at the uni who might be willing to talk to me.”
 
   He thought for a moment. “Your best bet would probably be Dr Jones.”
 
   “Great. Where’s he?”
 
   “In the Physics Annex.”
 
   Like I should have known. “Where’s that?” “I’ll show you.” Bucket and squeegee in hand, Tobias launched.
 
   I scrambled after him. We rocketed along a path around the history building and into a wide open space.
 
   “This is the Great Court,” Tobias informed me.
 
   “Well, it certainly is great.” Man, I hoped we weren’t rushing all the way across it.
 
   Thankfully we veered toward a set of buildings on the right. Set behind two other buildings was a long, narrow one proudly proclaiming itself as the Physics Annex. Tobias hurried through the front entrance and straight up a set of stairs. I laboured along in his wake up three flights. Finally, we reached a door with the name Dr Long Jones stencilled on it.
 
   Tobias knocked. “Long, you in?”
 
   “Come in, Tobias.”
 
   I followed Tobias in and found a small, wizened Asian man straining on his tip toes to reach a top shelf.
 
   “Let me,” I offered and leaned over him to get the book.
 
   “Thank you,” the little doctor said as I handed it to him. He looked me over from behind thick, wire rimmed glasses. “Friend of Tobias’ are you?”
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “Doc, this is Matt Hawkins. He’s an expert in similar fields to me.” Tobias immediately set about cleaning the office windows.
 
   “Oh, Tobias, do stop that,” Jones muttered, hustling back around his desk. “You don’t work here. Put your gear down and take a rest.”
 
   Very reluctantly Tobias finished the window he’d started and sat down. I took a seat beside him, opposite Jones.
 
   “I presume, Tobias, that you’ve brought me this gentleman for a reason,” Dr Jones said even as he opened the book and began looking for something.
 
   “He’s looking into the death of that physicist last week.”
 
   Jones’ head snapped up and he stared at me. “Are you with the police?”
 
   “No. I’m a private consultant, working for Geraldine Davis’ family.”
 
   “And your field of expertise is in similar vein to Tobias’?”
 
   “In a sense. I’m a psychic.” And now we’ll wait for the science versus psych argument.
 
   “Interesting. And how does Gerry’s family think a psychic will be able to help them?”
 
   Okay. Maybe he was going to come at it from an oblique angle. Right at the moment, he sounded reasonable and intrigued.
 
   “No one else is having much luck.”
 
   Surprisingly, Jones grinned at me. It made his whole face crinkle up and swallow his eyes. “Too true. How can I aid you?”
 
   “I know she was doing contract work for Geotech when she was killed, but all signs are pointing toward some private research she was doing as well. It seems she either hid the research very well or it was stolen. Possibly it was the reason for her murder. I’m trying to get some idea about what she was working on.”
 
   “The field of physics is very wide and varied. It’s not like I can offer up a handful of subjects that would cover all possibilities. Now, had she been working with a grant or for a research company, I’m sure I could find out what she was doing, but with privately funded research, I have no idea. Gerry’s interests were always wide ranging, but once she found something that interested her, she worked at it until she was satisfied.”
 
   “You knew Gerry?”
 
   “I was her doctoral thesis adviser.”
 
   I looked askance at Tobias. He shrugged. So he hadn’t known Jones knew Geraldine before bringing me here.
 
   “You would have got pretty close to her during that time, wouldn’t you?” I asked Jones.
 
   “Pretty close, yes. I gave her away at her wedding.”
 
   “Then surely you can make an educated guess at what she’d been doing.” Before he could shake his head in denial, I added, “Chris said the research was mathematical in nature. Lots of big calculations on powerful computers. Theoretical, not practical. Any ideas at all?”
 
   Jones lifted his hands in a placating manner. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it might have been about. Since she sold the laser patent I’ve not had any contact with her or Chris.”
 
   “How about before that?”
 
   “Oh, we kept in near constant contact. Always discussing this or that theory, problems with laser technology. Many things.”
 
   I sat back, pondering that. “I guess money changes people.”
 
   Jones sighed. “Perhaps, but money had never been Gerry’s goal. She was always about the answers. There wasn’t a question she didn’t want to find the answer for. But I could be wrong. She may have changed.”
 
   “Not about wanting answers, though. Chris said he tried to get her to take a break from her work, but she couldn’t resist it. I suppose being self-funded, she thought she could be completely self-sufficient and that meant academically wise as well.”
 
   “You’re probably right about that.” Jones looked at his hands on the desk. “She much preferred working alone. I sometimes got the feeling she was just allowing an old man to offer her advice so he wouldn’t feel lonely.”
 
   I studied him for a moment. “Did you like her, Dr Jones?”
 
   “I gave her away at her wedding,” he answered immediately.
 
   “Yes, but did you like her?”
 
   Tobias kicked me. I ignored it, watching the physicist intently.
 
   Jones took off his glasses and cleaned them with a white cloth. “No. I didn’t like her. I respected her intelligence, her dedication to the field. Don’t get me wrong. I wanted to like her, but it was hard. She was obsessed. More so than any other student I’ve ever had. Her complete devotion to whatever she’d applied her mind was frightening. It was Chris who asked me to give her away. I’m sure Gerry hadn’t even given it a thought. I believe Chris organised the whole thing and she just had to be reminded to show up.”
 
   “It’s a miracle they met and fell in love,” I mused.
 
   “If anything is a miracle, that would be. Gerry got interested in ballistics and she threw herself into it whole heartedly, of course.” He smiled sadly. “She met Chris at the rifle range and he taught her how to shoot. It is highly likely the romance was entirely one sided and she simply went along with it because she was too distracted to end it.”
 
   I thought of Chris’ sad face and wondered if he might know that for a certainty. Poor bastard. But then I remembered the Geraldine I’d felt in the lab at Geotech. That had been a woman who knew her husband well enough to recognise his hands, to know him from an impostor. She knew without a doubt the cold, impersonal demon wasn’t Chris. That wasn’t a woman who was completely unaware of everything that wasn’t her work.
 
   And I got a deep insight into Geraldine right then. Everything said about her emphasised her intelligence. She had been a very smart woman. I was more than willing to bet she knew Chris loved her, and that she loved him in return. She simply operated on a level the rest of us couldn’t comprehend. Not even Chris. Not even her doctoral thesis adviser.
 
   Which didn’t leave much chance for me to nut out what she’d been doing.
 
   “Okay, doctor, I have one last question,” I said.
 
   “Ask.”
 
   “I’ve been led to believe the physics field can get pretty cut throat. Would stealing her research be a motive for killing Geraldine?”
 
   “It is entirely possible.”
 
   “Any idea who might be desperate enough to consider killing her?”
 
   “Not without a clue as to her research.”
 
   I nodded. “Thank you for everything, Dr Jones.”
 
   He stood with Tobias and I and came to the door. “I hope you can solve this mystery, Mr Hawkins. I will ask around the faculty and the local professional community to see if she’d been in touch with anyone else.”
 
   “I would appreciate that.” I gave him a card and Tobias and I left.
 
   “Wow,” Tobias said as we left the building, once more moving at a speed slightly slower than sound. “So that’s the glorious life of the Night Caller.”
 
   I grunted. “Well, that’s the daytime side of it.”
 
   “Hope your nights are a bit more exciting. Have you given up on the poltergeist job then?”
 
   I took a moment to make the conversation shift. “Not really. I just don’t see what can actually be done to help this guy.” Quickly ran him through the list of credentials Nick’s girlfriend failed to meet.
 
   “That’s not a ghost of any sort.”
 
   “Whatever Amaya is, or was, I don’t think we can do much more until she shows up again.”
 
   “If she shows up again.”
 
   “It’s a possibility. Thanks for taking me to Dr Jones. I appreciate it.”
 
   “No worries.” Tobias looked at his watch. “Now I’m going to have to rush to get everything done. Call me if Carson gets anything new.” And he hurried back into the history building.
 
   Wondering just how he could move any faster, I hiked to where I’d parked the car. Part way there, I got a call.
 
   “Matt, it’s Lila.”
 
   Like I needed her to tell me that. Her voice was more than enough.
 
   “Hey,” was all I could manage while my heart bounced around on a day time TV show host’s couch.
 
   “I just thought I’d check in on your demon problem.”
 
   “Ah, yes. Well, it’s still a problem. I’m glad you called. I was just thinking earlier I’d like to talk with you again.”
 
   “Mmm, really? I’m intrigued.”
 
   I couldn’t help the smile that crept over my face. “Intrigued enough to meet me for a late lunch?”
 
   “I’m afraid I’ve already eaten.”
 
   “You could always watch me eat.”
 
   She chuckled. “I suppose I could. Where shall we meet?”
 
   “How about at the amphitheatre at South Bank? I’m going past there on business. I can grab some drive thru and eat in the sunlight.”
 
   “I’ll meet you there.” And she hung up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Lila sat on a bench under a tree outside the Southbank amphitheatre, but the sun was slanted so it fell across her. Her glistening black hair was pulled back into a practical yet sexy as hell pony tail and she wore simple jeans and white tank top. Compared to the professional chic of yesterday, this was a relaxed look, but no less compelling.
 
   Perhaps in a desire to seem more favourable, I’d stopped at a deli and picked up a relatively healthy sub instead of a more convenient drive thru. I held up a second paper bag as I sat down beside her.
 
   “Gotcha a cookie,” I announced.
 
   Those red lips curled up nicely. “Thank you.” She took the bag and peered inside. “Chocolate chip. How predictable.”
 
   “You don’t like chocolate?”
 
   “There are better things in the world.” Still, she kissed my cheek swiftly. “The thought is lovely, though.”
 
   I unwrapped my sub. “It’s good to know. Just in case, if I do something to annoy you in the future, do you like flowers?”
 
   “In the future?” There was naughty teasing in her tone. “Seems I’m not the only aggressive one.”
 
   “Never said you were.” I grinned and took a big bite of roll.
 
   I knew I invited her to watch me eat, but I didn’t think she’d do it literally. Yet she did. She shifted on the bench so she could face me and study me while I chowed down.
 
   “You’re tired,” she said as I got to the last couple of bites.
 
   I felt tired. After clashing with the demon again last night, I hadn’t slept well, worried about Erin and trying to get all the little bits of information I’d gathered straight. Finishing off the sub, I leaned back on the bench and closed my eyes, relishing the hot sunlight.
 
   “A friend was involved in a car accident last night. I didn’t sleep much.”
 
   Lila gasped. “Is she okay?”
 
   “She will be. Luck was certainly on her side last night.”
 
   “Oh, Matt.” She touched my face, then pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry.”
 
   And she was. I felt the honesty in her words. More than I would have expected from anyone else I’d only met the day before.
 
   “You said on the phone you still had your demon problem. What’s happened?”
 
   I opened one eye to look at her and was momentarily struck dumb by how beautiful I found her. It wasn’t just the physicality. It was the way she leaned toward me, the genuine interest in her sapphire eyes, the way I felt her full attention like a pleasant weight.
 
   Still, I had to make sure I wasn’t just imagining it. “Are you sure you want to know? It will contradict what you believe.”
 
   Lila tilted her head. “Isn’t this why you wanted to talk to me?”
 
   “Not entirely. I mean, if you’re willing to listen to what happened and think openly about it, I’ll tell you. Otherwise, I’m more interested in what you were saying yesterday about summoning a demon.”
 
   “Summoning a demon,” she repeated, sitting back.
 
   Something in my words disappointed her. Whether it was my reluctance to tell her about the demon or my desire to summon a demon, I didn’t know. Or perhaps she wondered if I was only interested in her knowledge and nothing else. Did she think I was flirting just to get her to talk?
 
   Yesterday, she’d thrown herself at me. A bold, brazen move at a first meeting. Don’t get me wrong, I’d been with women less than an hour after exchanging names. But they had pretty much been all drunken ‘Do you?’, ‘Yeah, do you?’ type situations and no one had expected anything more. Lila, however, was something different. Had I gone with her yesterday I doubt we’d have been here today. However the sex would have turned out, I had a feeling that would have been it. I think that’s all she’d wanted, but I had changed the want by denying it.
 
   I just hoped I’d changed it to something better.
 
   Slipping a hand to the back of her neck, I drew her close for a soft kiss. She resisted at first, but I persisted and after a moment, she kissed me back.
 
   “I want to summon a demon,” I murmured. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want other things as well.”
 
   Lila rested her head against my shoulder. “More than you want my help in summoning a demon?”
 
   If the question had been ‘More than you want my help in buying a car?’, I wouldn’t have had trouble answering. As it was, I hesitated too long for Lila’s comfort. She sighed and sat back again.
 
   “Lila…”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said softly. “I understand. Tell me what happened.”
 
   I did, editing out Erin’s involvement. I liked Lila, a lot, but I didn’t feel this second meeting between us was the right time to divulge everything about my interest in demons. I didn’t even link it to Geraldine Davis’ murder. That this demon had been sent after me personally was enough for Lila. Even as I spoke around all the hidden truths, I could almost hear Erin laughing at me. Maybe it was time to kick the moral high ground. Erin was right, it was all or nothing.
 
   When I finished, Lila took her time thinking. She looked out over the Brisbane River while a few people walked along the path between us and the water.
 
   “How will summoning a demon help you?” she finally asked.
 
   “I figure I summon this demon that’s been sent after me and command her not to kill me and tell me who sent her. End of problem.”
 
   “Do you know this demon’s name?”
 
   “Not yet. I’m sure I’ll find it, though.”
 
   Her lips pursed in a manner more annoyed than seductive. “Matt, summoning a demon is a hard and very dangerous thing to do. You can’t just throw yourself into this thing without clear knowledge of what it is you do.”
 
   Unable to help myself, I said, “Even if it is just a figment of my subconscious?”
 
   “Yes, even if.” Her tone grew hard. “If you believe in it strongly enough, then your subconscious can produce just about anything you desire. Why did the Egyptians believe so completely in their gods and the underworld if their subconscious did not produce such vivid and solid seeming manifestations of it? Those beliefs killed countless innocents. You believe whole heartedly in this demon that’s been chasing you. If you reach to wherever you think it is in order to summon it, it is going to hurt you.”
 
   “What if I believe that it won’t hurt me?”
 
   “Why would you believe that? You said it yourself. It’s been sent to kill you. Surely you must fear that it will try to hurt you if you summon it.”
 
   “You sound a lot like my old shrink. He tried to tell me that all sorts of bogeymen were only in my head. Are you sure you’re not a psychologist?”
 
   Lila smiled tightly. “The human psyche is a very interesting subject. My interest is based on the psychology of mythology, yes.”
 
   “So, as a psychologist, would you advise against this experiment if I was absolutely certain this demon won’t hurt me?”
 
   “Yes. I don’t think you’re that certain. How could you be?”
 
   “Because she told me.”
 
   Lila’s mouth dropped open. “When? You didn’t mention that before.”
 
   “She didn’t come right out and say it. But by telling me that she was commanded to kill me, she let me know that I could in turn command her not to kill me. And I think that’s what she wants.”
 
   A shiver shook Lila’s shoulders and she rubbed her bare upper arms. “Why would she want that?”
 
   I drew Lila close and shared my soaked up warmth of the sun. “The demon realised a mistake she’d made last night. An uncaring, guiltless creature wouldn’t have done that.”
 
   Lila rested against me. She was quiet again for a long time. It was good, just sitting there and holding her. It had been so long since I’d had the chance to do something that simple and wonderful. This was what other, normal people had. The time to just sit and touch and be quiet with a person they cared about, to not be rushing from one crisis to the next, to be constantly wondering what might be lurking around the corner. It would be good if I could have this with Lila, even for a little while. For surely it couldn’t last. She was not as deep into my troubled life as other people—Roberts, Jacob, and even Erin—and if I drew this out beyond learning what I could of demons from her, then she would find herself hip deep in my special brand of shit.
 
   Could I do that to her? I’d done it with Erin and look how that ended up. Though, to be generous with the blame, Erin had burrowed her way into my life on her own. She’d tried to climb out and she would have been successful but for an unfortunate family connection. And Roberts had fared fairly well for his involvement with me and Mercy. If you ignored a few ruined suits, a couple of images no man should ever have to live with (the least of which being me in a backless hospital gown) and an insurance claim on his trashed apartment thanks to rampaging vampires. Jacob survived by dint of not partaking in the physical side of things. And Erin, well…
 
   I stirred and shifted Lila. “I can’t stay too long. I have to go see my friend in hospital.”
 
   Lila sighed. “I will find out everything I can about summoning demons.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I meant the kiss to be chaste and quick. She had other ideas. As had happened yesterday, I got wholly caught up in her taste and texture. It was sweet and rough all at once, a sensuous blend of innocence and wickedness, vulnerability and danger. I could have drowned in the contradictions of her, but Lila broke away just when all thoughts were beginning to fall from my mind.
 
   “You should go,” she said huskily. “Or I won’t be able to let you go.”
 
   I stood, marvelling that my legs still worked. “Call me.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Walking away was about the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, but I managed it with only a dozen or so looks over my shoulder. She didn’t look after me, instead turned back to face the river, lost in thought. Then, when I looked back one last time, she was gone.
 
   By the time I was back in the car and on my way to Greenslopes Hospital, my brain began to work again. I couldn’t drag Lila any further into my world. It would be dangerous for her and if there was one thing I didn’t want to do, it was hurt her. Of course, if I gave her the old brush off after she’d delivered the information I wanted, I’d only be confirming her first impression of me and that would hurt.
 
   I’m such a fool. I should have kept this professional. Like with Tobias. See how easy it was to keep him at arm’s length. Why couldn’t I do that with Lila? Because she was fun and intelligent and, nothing against Tobias, she was very, very desirable.
 
   No solution had presented itself by the time I reached the hospital, parked and hiked to the front doors. I was lost in a haze of pondering and therefore didn’t see the hand that clamped onto the front of my shirt and hauled me in an almost complete circle so that I slammed against a convenient wall.
 
   “What’s your game, Hawkins?” a voice growled in my ear as my assailant used his body to block any escape.
 
   My focus snapped to attention at long last. “Afternoon, Detective Courey,” I said as cheerily as I could while trying to reinflate my lungs. “How nice to see you here. Thought I’d lost you somewhere around Aspley last night.”
 
   “Don’t BS me, son. I’m not in the mood.”
 
   I looked him over as well as I could. There was no badge displayed. “You’re off duty?”
 
   Courey didn’t scowl or anything so primitive. He just stared at me, blank faced. “I’m off the clock, but there is a clause saying that any off duty officer can be called into immediate service if there is need.”
 
   Or he could just pummel me senseless like civilians had every right to do to each other.
 
   “Is there a need, sir?” I asked.
 
   I could break his hold and I’m guessing he knew that. All that kept us from taking this to the next level was the fact we were outside a hospital and a lot of people were walking by.
 
   “Make one.” He gave me an extra little shove into the bricks. “What did you do to Erin?”
 
   “It was an accident.” And even as I said it I knew that wasn’t what he’d been talking about.
 
   Courey gave a bitter bark a generous person might have called a tense laugh. At the moment I wasn’t feeling terribly generous toward the man. “I’m sure it was.” The space between the lines said ‘I know it wasn’t.’ “She’s already been hurt thanks to you. That shambles in May with the drive by and then that ludicrous story about the mad dog. I know you were involved with the dog deal and she covered for you. And this is how you repay her. As if broken bones weren’t enough of a punishment for helping you, then you have to go and upset her as well.” He twisted his hand in my shirt, which brought his fist very close to leaning heavily on my throat. “You’re lucky I don’t just smash you right now.”
 
   The physical assault was enough to stir the darkness within me, but when he just kept harping on about all the bad things Erin had suffered thanks to me, my control began to slip.
 
   “You don’t know enough about me to judge me, Courey,” I said and a very small part of me was shocked at the pure coldness in my tone. “I know Erin hasn’t told you anything about me or what happened in May. You just watched from afar and made your own assumptions.” The boiling rage inside me blissfully ignored that he’d jumped to all the right conclusions. “And here’s what stings you most, Detective. I know Erin better than you do.”
 
   Courey’s implacable mask cracked a fraction. He was good enough to fix it so fast anyone else would have missed it, but the sharp and painful spike in his anger stabbed right into me. I’d struck true. Didn’t mean he couldn’t give as good as he got though.
 
   “You might be right about that, Hawkins. But at least I don’t use my friendship to attack her.” He let me go and stepped back, straightening his clothes. “If you were going to see her again, to maybe insert another knife, don’t bother. She’s asleep, at last.”
 
   I let him walk away, even though every nerve in me itched to chase him down and smack the honesty out of him. Not so long ago, confronted like that, I probably wouldn’t have been able to hold back. Not so long ago, confrontations like that usually involved a vampire or ghoul, not a man simply defending his friend.
 
   If my enemies were anything to go by, I’d come a long way since not so long ago.
 
   I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing.
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22
 
   I was too wound up to go see Erin. I’d come to apologise for my earlier behaviour, but thanks to Courey, that would be nigh unto impossible now. Instead, I wanted to hit something and hit it hard. My control had been getting better these last couple of months. Not so many irrational urges to let the anger flow. (Okay, let’s just side-track here for a moment. Irrational? Is whaling on a vamp that’s trying to kill me irrational? I don’t particularly think so. To rephrase…) Not so many opportunities to let the anger flow. (Better.)
 
   I’d successfully finished my court required visits with a psychiatrist for anger management issues. Dr Campbell and I had parted on, if not friendly, then at least respectable terms. I respected that he had a job to do and he respected that I wasn’t ever going to be a lie down and take it kind of guy. He did, however, give me some good exercises for rechannelling my excess negative energy. The best had been the investment in a boxing bag. Still, by the time I could get home to where the bag was, I’d either have calmed down or blown the pressure valve and done something stupid.
 
   One of the less impressive techniques Campbell had given me was something called ‘primal scream therapy’. Supposedly, you go somewhere private—and remote or sound proofed—and scream and scream until all the anger goes away. Don’t know about anyone else, but when the blood is boiling, a good yodel does little more than get me in the freakin’ mood.
 
   So I did the next best and healthy thing. I repressed it.
 
   I was getting good at it. There had been a distinct lack of berserker tendencies over the last couple of days. That whole thing between Erin and the demon, I’d handled rationally. The first meeting with the demon, I’d used the energy in a more productive way. Now Courey’s little demonstration. A few hints of maniacal twitches, sure, but no broken bones or torn tendons. Neat.
 
   The phone rang just as I got into the car.
 
   “Night Call.” See that. Not even a snarly greeting.
 
   “Matt, it’s Chris Davis.”
 
   “I hope you’re calling from your hotel room,” I said, not liking the strained quality I heard in his voice.
 
   Chris sighed. “No, I’m not. I’m still at home.”
 
   “Chris, I know you’re probably in no danger, but I would really appreciate you doing this, just to ease my mind.”
 
   “Yes, yes, I understand. It’s not me. It’s Rufus. He refuses to go.”
 
   “And you’re calling me why?”
 
   “Well, I was hoping you might be able to persuade him to do this.” There was a short pause where I suppose he expected me to jump in and agree. When I didn’t, he continued hopefully. “Perhaps you could bring Mercy. I think Rufus would listen to her, if she could tell him why this is necessary.”
 
   “Mercy’s otherwise occupied today,” I said. “And I would really like to see you tucked away before she’s available.”
 
   “I still think Rufus might appreciate a visit from you. He’d probably listen to you more than he would me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you’re mysterious and cool and not his father.” The last was said with dry understatement.
 
   And Mercy was young and more appealing to a teenage boy than either a mysterious cool guy or his dad. Okay, I could see that.
 
   “Fine,” I muttered. “I’ll come and try.”
 
   Relieved, Chris gave me his address and I headed over. The Davises lived in Rocklea and only a couple of streets over from the new estate where we’d found the demon last night.
 
   Coincidence?
 
   Yeah, I didn’t think so either, but I didn’t have enough parts to make the connection yet.
 
   I was walking up the drive, trying to bridge the clue gap when the front door of the Davis’ house slammed open and a kid stalked out.
 
   Rufus Davis must have taken after his mother. He didn’t look much like his dad, that’s for sure. He was tall and lanky with a clumsy awkwardness that said he hadn’t finished growing even though he was well on his way to six feet already. His ratty jeans, thankfully, didn’t hang half way down his arse, and his long-sleeved t-shirt showed some promise by advertising a tour for Muse. A NY Mets cap was jammed so far down over his face that all I saw was a scowl of mighty teenage angst.
 
   “Rufus?”
 
   He pulled up short as if he hadn’t seen me, which he probably hadn’t. “Yeah?”
 
   I held out my hand. “I’m Matt Hawkins. I’m helping your dad with some things about your mum’s death.”
 
   The shadowed face tilted toward my hand but he made no move to haul one of his own out of a pocket to shake it. “She wasn’t my mum.”
 
   “I guess she wasn’t. Sorry.”
 
   “You’re here to try to make me go a hotel, aren’t you.”
 
   No point in trying to snooker the kid. “Your dad thinks you might listen to me.”
 
   “Why?” There was utter wonder in the single word.
 
   I struggled to recall my teenage years. There’d been all the usual mishaps—fights, girls, unauthorised parties, family arguments, family arguments that ended with someone in hospital and a close shave with charges for assault—but I don’t think I’d ever gone through that total rebellious stage. That was probably more to do with the fact I had an older brother with a firm grip on ‘right and wrong’, and an even firmer fist, than any excessive respect for the limits my parents tried to impose. I also had a younger sister and that kind of makes older brothers all righteous and protective so you tend to spend a lot of time on the lookout for incoming boyfriends and giving them a thorough going over. But that was a whole different kettle of sharks to a single child with a pretty rough history.
 
   In short, I was going to have less of a chance relating to Rufus than his father had.
 
   “My thought exactly,” I muttered.
 
   “Then why are you here?”
 
   “I told your dad I’d try.”
 
   “You tried, now you can go.”
 
   Rufus made to walk past me. I grabbed his arm, brought him up short.
 
   “Not until I’ve made something of an effort.”
 
   “Get your fucking hand off me, prick.” He tried to pull out of my hold, but his stubborn refusal to take his hands from his pockets hindered his attempt.
 
   “Gosh, you talk tough, kid. Let me quake in my boots for a moment.”
 
   I hauled him back in front of me. All his protests got him was a moment of shaky balance where it was either lift his arms to steady himself or fall over. He chose the former and I caught a glimpse of his left hand. It was scared across the back and missing three fingers. He had thumb and first finger only.
 
   That reminded me about his real mum. I couldn’t help the surge of pity for the kid, but I could help letting him see it. I knocked the hat from his head instead.
 
   Like his hand, his face was scared. All down his left cheek to his jaw line and back up over his ear—what remained of it—and a good way across the side of head. No hair grew on the puckered pink skin. There were more burn scars low on his neck, extending under his shirt on his left shoulder. I could guess that they went all the way down his arm to join up with his ravaged hand.
 
   Exposed, Rufus glared at me and faster than it had even happened with Erin, his aura reached out to touch me. Or should I say, slap me. My connection with Erin had been like the first strike in a sword duel, a testing thrust and parry, a (please excuse the inherent sexism) gentlemen’s agreement that here be equals.
 
   Rufus was nothing like that. He was all attack, show dominance, do not lose. His aura tasted of too sweet maple syrup starting to crystallise and oranges just this side of rottenness. Underlying the cloying sweetness was a current of dry heat that my brain translated into the same sensation you get from straight vodka.
 
   He had some power, this scarred kid. I could feel it weaving through his aura, a tidal ebb and flow of something skating on the edge of darkness but without the complexity to be considered malicious. It wasn’t psychic like my own power, nothing conscious or even subconscious. This thing just was. It was strange and strong in its own way, but it did little more than batter at me like a toddler going up against an adult. A lucky hit might do some temporary damage but I was pretty sure I could stand here and take it all day.
 
   “Got a good look?” Rufus snapped and broke me out of my shock.
 
   He didn’t know what he was doing. His attack had been an unconscious response.
 
   I pushed out with the well of energy in my chest, the telekinetic part of my power, and knocked aside his efforts.
 
   Rufus flinched as if a fly had buzzed straight at his face. His attack stopped and his aura retreated, but he rallied with a spiteful, “Want to see the rest? What are you? Some sort of perverted pervert?”
 
   I snorted. “You wish.”
 
   As hard as he tried to hide his scars, I was willing to bet Rufus banked on them a whole heap. He probably depended on the pity they would evoke in people, used them as an excuse for his behaviour. I could guess Chris felt pretty guilty about the accident that had left Rufus so severely burned and his mother dead. Just as I could guess Rufus rode that guilt as often and as far as he could. The phone conversation between them I’d overheard the other night showcased a father trying the hard line with a kid he knew he couldn’t control.
 
   Hey, I’ve seen all the movies. I know it takes a tough, uncompromising stranger to sort these types of damaged personalities out.
 
   Perhaps Chris had seen those movies too.
 
   “The thing is, kid, it’s just plain disrespectful to not to look at someone when they’re talking to you,” I said.
 
   “Respect needs to be earned,” he threw back at me.
 
   “Right. And you’re not doing a lot to earn mine.”
 
   “And you don’t need to earn mine?”
 
   “Sure. I’m just not that eager for it. Listen,” I snapped before he could grumble any more. “All your dad wants is to go to a hotel for a few days. Nothing big and something that might keep him safe. Keep you safe. Aren’t you worried about the fact your stepmother’s killer is still on the loose?”
 
   Rufus shoved his hands back in his pockets, eyes narrowed. Everything about him closed down and there wasn’t even a spark of aura as he grumbled, “What makes him think he’s in danger? Gerry wasn’t even living with us when it happened. Nothing she did had anything to do with us. She was barely even around when she was with us.”
 
   Dear Lord. There were abandonment issues as well? Guess I couldn’t exactly blame the kid.
 
   “So you think there’s nothing to worry about?” I asked, just to make it absolutely clear.
 
   “Of course not. It’s been more than a week since she died. If dad was important he would have been taken out before now.” Rufus glared at me. “And yet you think you’re some sort of high shit and now he’s all worked up, thinking we have to get to a ‘safe house’. A safe house? What the fuck am I supposed to do there? I’m barely allowed to live as it is. He’s always hanging over my shoulder, trying to be ‘pals’ or something.” He bent over and snatched up his cap. “Well, I’m sick of it. You can go be his friend, then, if he’s so desperate for one. Fuck knows, he’s got nothing else in his life. Drag him off to a hotel room, pervert, if you want, but I’m staying here.”
 
   Jamming the cap back over his head, covering his scars, he slouched across the yard and turned onto the street.
 
   I suppose I could have chased him down, hauled his smart mouth back, but I didn’t. Really, it wasn’t my place, no matter what Chris might think.
 
   Chris met me at the door to the house. From the apologetic, worried look on his face, I decided he’d witnessed the calm, rational discussion.
 
   “I tried,” I said in greeting.
 
   “Thanks. I just didn’t know what else to do.” He waved me into the house.
 
   There were two suitcases by the door, which Chris fussily tucked further into the wall as he passed them. He led me into the kitchen and poured two mugs of coffee without asking if I wanted one. To one of them, he added a good dollop of whiskey, and quirked an eyebrow at me while he waved the bottle over the other mug.
 
   “No thanks,” I said. “I’m off the coffee, even the Irish sort.”
 
   “I don’t usually drink this early in the day,” he said hurriedly, then he paused. “I don’t usually drink, to be honest. Things have just become…”
 
   “Hard,” I finished for him. “It’s okay. Most people would probably be leaving out the coffee right about now.”
 
   Chris gave me a grateful smile and sat down at the table. I sat as well and as I watched him he reverted to his Sad Sack resting state. Perhaps a little charged by the encounter with Rufus, my psychic senses twinged and I felt about him a touch of overripe oranges and off maple syrup. It wasn’t his own aura, but trails leashed around him loosely.
 
   So I wasn’t the only one Rufus lashed out at. I could understand it, I suppose. Rufus was upset and confused. He blamed the person closest to him. Everyone does it, just not in the same way Rufus did. As gently as I could, I pushed aside the leavings of Rufus’ anger and felt a shimmer of Chris’ aura.
 
   It wasn’t overwhelming as Erin’s had been, or aggressive like Rufus, but tidy and unassuming, sticking close to Chris’ body like a well groomed coat, flattened even more by his son’s attacks. The only hints of his flavour I got were milk and wheat crackers—only two of the most bland tastes known to mankind. No wonder Chris couldn’t keep his son under control.
 
   “Tell me about Rufus,” I said. “Has he always been like that, or just since Gerry died?”
 
   “Oh, I suppose he’s just a normal teenager.” Chris took a long drink, wincing at either the temperature or the taste. I was more inclined to go with the latter. He just didn’t have a hard-drinking look. “Can’t really blame him for it, can we? I mean, he’s always been different and it takes a lot for other kids to see past the scars.”
 
   I nodded. “So you try to be a friend to him.”
 
   He tried to get annoyed. He really did, but in the end he just sighed again and slumped over his mug. “I know I’m not supposed to be his friend. I’m his father, I should be firm with him, set the rules and make sure he keeps to them. And I try to. But sometimes… A lot of the time, I just can’t face the thought he might not like me. He’s so much like his mother. Do you have kids, Matt?”
 
   As usual, the question threw me off kilter for a moment. To be honest, I just didn’t feel old enough to have children. I know there are times when I’m certainly not mature enough. It still shocked me when I ran into someone I knew from uni or high school and they have a gaggle of kids squealing about lollies or Ben Ten or what have you. Shocks me and scares the freakin’ beejeebers out of me. I had my hands full with a vampire, thank you very much.
 
   So I had to laugh at Chris’ question. “My DNA mixed up and possibly running around as something worse than me? No thanks.”
 
   And I got the usual reaction from Chris as I got from most other folk. That tolerant, just-you-wait-until-the-madness-catches-you smile. Usually it’s followed by the ‘Oh, how they change your life… but for the better’ speech. Thankfully Chris bypassed that for the final weary head shake and quiet, knowing chuckle at my horrified expression.
 
   We needed to steer this conversation off me and back on track before he decided I needed the lecture anyway.
 
   “Was Rufus close to Gerry?”
 
   “Not really. It was hard to get close to Gerry. She didn’t treat him badly or anything,” he was quick to point out. “In truth, she was probably a better parent to him than I ever will be. She’d spent a lot of time with Brad when he was young. His parents travelled a lot with work so he was foisted off onto his aunt and cousins. Gerry was a surrogate mother to him, and she became one to Rufus as well. Made sure he did his homework, that he wasn’t slacking off, that he mowed the yard. All the things a parent’s supposed to do. But there was still that distance between them.”
 
   I could see him struggling for words to make it sound less cold, to make me understand it wasn’t a bad relationship, just different. So I offered up, “Like a teacher and student?”
 
   Relieved, he nodded. “Just like that.”
 
   “And how do you think he took her death?”
 
   “Harder than he lets on. He ran away for a couple of days.”
 
   “My God. You must have been so worried about him.”
 
   Chris swallowed hard. “At first we worried he’d been killed as well. Or kidnapped. But he just wandered home one morning and acted like nothing was wrong.”
 
   “He ever tell you where he went or why?”
 
   “No. There really hasn’t been time to get into it much.”
 
   Man. I didn’t even have kids and I could see the problem here from a mile away.
 
   “Chris, perhaps you need to make the time. Maybe that’s what got Rufus acting out.”
 
   “See,” he mumbled morosely. “You think I’m a bad parent. I have tried to talk to him about it, but he won’t sit still long enough. Always got to be out and away from home, or maybe away from me. I don’t know. At any other time, I would be able to work at him, get him to talk, eventually, but with Gerry… and the investigation, it’s been tough.”
 
   Open mouth. Remove foot. Proceed with caution.
 
   “Sorry, Chris. I didn’t mean it like that. Of course you’ve tried to talk to him.” I snorted. “I can certainly sympathise with the effort it takes.”
 
   “No, you’re right. I should have tried harder.” He polished off the last of his dosed coffee. No grimace this time, just grim determination. “Do you think I should go to the hotel anyway?”
 
   I sucked in a long breath. “Probably not. It was a bit of a knee jerk reaction I had to what we found at the lab last night. I’m sure you’re safe enough here.”
 
   “What did you find last night? Ivan wasn’t too forthcoming.”
 
   “Probably because I wasn’t too forthcoming with him, to be honest. I don’t have a very solid lead on it yet, but I do know the person at the lab wasn’t the only one involved, and most likely not the instigator.”
 
   “A hit?”
 
   “In a sense, yes. But I still don’t know why. You’ve not had any more thoughts about her research?”
 
   “None, but you might want to talk to her old thesis advisor.”
 
   “Dr Jones at UQ? Seen him already. He’s got the feelers out for me.”
 
   Chris stared at me, then nodded. “Of course. I never did have the mind to be a detective. My head’s too logical, I think. I can’t make those intuitive leaps. I work in the admin at the station.”
 
   “Don’t sell yourself short. It’s all problem solving.” I stood. “Let me know if Rufus doesn’t…” I’d been about to say ‘return’, but changed my mind in mid blunder. “Cooperate. And don’t hesitate to call for any reason. Even the smallest idea or memory could help.”
 
   He assured me he would and walked me out. I got into the car and drove away. At the corner I saw Rufus. At least he hadn’t gone too far. He sat in the gutter, a smouldering cigarette held awkwardly in one hand. He scowled at me as I slowed to take the corner. I waved jauntily. He returned it with the finger.
 
   Teenagers.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
   The day was heading toward night at a rapid pace as I decided my next move. I was in a calmer state and perhaps a little mellowed by the talk with Chris—perfect apologising mood but I figured visiting hours would be over and perhaps Courey was right. Erin could probably use some rest time before seeing me again. So I found a supermarket, got some supplies and waited until dusk. I made a phone call and three quarters of an hour later, the black Moto Guzzi roared up beside the Monaro and Mercy brought it to a rumbling stop.
 
   “I’m hungry,” she announced the moment she pulled her hot pink helmet off.
 
   While I was more than willing to trust Mercy with an unlocked cage, I wasn’t yet ready to hand over the keys to the blood fridge. During this time of sparse work and thus sparse exercise for the vampire, her biological need for blood had reduced. Didn’t mean her psychological need had lessened.
 
   “Did you do a haemoglobin level?” I asked.
 
   She grumbled and eventually admitted it was fine. “What are we doing out here anyway?”
 
   “We’re going on a stakeout.”
 
   Half an hour later, we were parked in the driveway of one of the finished homes in the new estate. While I unpacked my picnic of bad food and guarana rich drinks Mercy flitted off over rooftops to scout out the Davis residence. She found a perch in a tree across the road and sent back regular updates on the private line. From what she could see and hear, Rufus had returned home and he and Chris were suffering through an awkward dinner and evening TV.
 
   I grabbed my book from the car and settled down in the house to read. Barely through the first action packed chapter, the phone rang. I considered not answering for all of two or three seconds.
 
   “Night Call,” I finally mumbled into the phone, still reading.
 
   “Mr Hawkins, it’s Long Jones.”
 
   “Dr Jones. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”
 
   “I didn’t expect to be calling so soon. But I do have some news for you.”
 
   “That’s great, doc.”
 
   “Maybe, or maybe not.”
 
   My stomach plummeted. “Give it to me easy.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s not solid information about Gerry’s research,” Jones said. “But as I was calling around today, several separate people told me the same thing, so I’m certain it’s true. It seems Gerry did have a research partner, at least for a time.”
 
   And this might not be good news?
 
   “His name is Karl Roeben and he was a research fellow come from the UK. Apparently he and Gerry ran into each other several times in the last year and the word was that they’d started working on something together.”
 
   “You said ‘was’ a research fellow,” I pointed out, understanding now why Jones hadn’t proclaimed it as good news. “Please don’t tell me he’s dead as well.”
 
   “He’s not dead,” Jones said so fast I wondered if he was pulling my leg. “But I don’t think he’s going to be contributing much to the scientific community in the near future, if at all.”
 
   “What happened to him?” Did I really want to know?
 
   “No one’s sure. At the moment, they’re calling it a psychological episode. Apparently he tried to kill his wife.”
 
   “My God. He didn’t hurt her too bad?”
 
   “Slashed at her with a kitchen knife but collapsed before he could do any major damage. She’s not laying any charges against him and he’s currently in the Mentis Institute for observation and diagnosis.”
 
   “When did this happen?”
 
   “A day or two before Gerry died.”
 
   “He’s been in Mentis for over a week and they haven’t managed to diagnosis him yet?” That I found hard to believe. The brain doctors at Mentis were amongst the best in the country. About the only case that had baffled them in the past three decades had been a newly turned vampire, but I’d rescued them from Mercy’s strangeness before they could officially admit defeat.
 
   “I’m not sure. I only know what campus rumour knows.”
 
   He didn’t have much more to add so we said goodbye. I spent a while trying to fit Karl Roeben into the facts I already had. It was either a very easy fit, or a very hard one. Right at the moment, my facts were pretty few and far between. I rang the Mentis Institute, made sure of their visiting hours and gained the knowledge that Roeben was in the secure ward. It was the same ward Mercy had been in and only family members would be able to get in to see patients.
 
   Mercy checked in with no interesting information about the Davises so I told her about Karl Roeben. She had no insights, not even a flicker of recognition about Mentis. She had little memory about her first several months as a vampire, which in a sense was good, for her, but sometimes I wondered what I could learn if she had been capable of comparing the various stages of her transformation. I’d come to the conclusion the successive memory loss was a matter of survival. Moving from being a rational human to a creature with such alien needs and wants would be tough going on anyone’s sanity. Young vampires aren’t the most level headed things in the world to start with. Add on a good dose of honest to generic deity insanity and whacko, instant chaos.
 
   I’d grabbed a notebook and pen along with the nutritional supplies and wrote down all the various bits of information I had. Barely took up half a page. I was new to this super sleuth biz but for two solid days’ work, I felt I should have had more.
 
   Considering my lack of facts got me to thinking about Erin. In five days flat, she’d not only exposed the nastiest bits of my recent history, but she’d also managed to show up at a werewolf wrangling before me and get in the first shots. Now that was sleuthing on the super scale.
 
   Perhaps Ivan should have gone with Erin as the principle investigator. But if he’d done that, it was more than likely the demon side of the deal would have gone undetected. Erin was good, but she wasn’t yet ready to play in the night pen on her own—and if she’d suspected something ‘off’ about this case, she probably wouldn’t have called me.
 
   As if summoned by my thoughts, Erin walked in.
 
   She stood in the doorway to the living room, looking tired and sore and more than a little lost.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked, scrambling to my feet. She looked like she was about to fall over. “Or better yet, why are you out of hospital?”
 
   She looked at the bandage on her right arm and then felt the closed cut on her forehead. “I’m fine.”
 
   “You don’t look fine.” I put a hand on her back and steered her toward the blankets I’d piled up against one wall. “You look like you’re going to fall over any second now.”
 
   “You’re such a gentleman,” she said, but let me help her down. “So I’m a little weary. Otherwise, I’m okay.” She looked around, found my hasty notes and read them in the blink of an eye. “And I thought you could use some help.”
 
   I sat down beside her. “I won’t knock it, that’s for sure. The docs gave you the all clear of any head trauma?”
 
   Erin looked at me sidelong. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Um, you’re here. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I was a complete arsehole to you this morning. In my estimation I should have spent a good two weeks on my knees before you’d even talk to me without hurling heavy, blunt objects.”
 
   She just kept looking at me steadily.
 
   “I’m sorry, by the way,” I said when she didn’t fill the silence. “I was completely out of line.”
 
   “You were,” Erin said, finally turning her attention to my stock pile of chocolate and chips. “But I do understand you were coming from a place of concern.”
 
   “I was. I do. I am.” Okay, I was a little thrown. The last thing I’d expected tonight was happening.
 
   “But perhaps I should apologise as well.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   A small smile quirked her pale lips. “For being so obstinate. You’ve only tried to help me and I keep pushing you away.”
 
   If Erin showing up was the last thing I expected, this turn in conversation was completely off the planet. I didn’t know how to take it. So I popped the top of a can of energy drink and took a long pull.
 
   Silence, marred only by the nervous gulping of a man trapped in a situation he wasn’t prepared for, descended.
 
   “So,” Erin finally said when my drink was finished and I felt it would be ridiculous to reach for another one, leaving me open to discussion. “Am I too late?”
 
   “For?” I asked, acting intentionally dumb. Heck, the longer I could stall the better. I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact she was here.
 
   Her composure cracked. Her bottom lip trembled and her hands fluttered a bit in her lap.
 
   I was an idiot.
 
   How hard had it been for her to come here? Not so easy, I bet. Pride had been big part of what kept her from talking this far. Overcoming that was a major hurdle and when she finally came to the conclusion she needed to get some help, here I was, playing stupid all because it wasn’t a good time for me.
 
   I put aside the empty can and scooted closer to Erin. Slipping an arm around her shoulders, I said, “I’m sorry, again. Of course you’re not too late. Never too late.”
 
   She shifted slightly, the first moves to shake me off. I debated between tightening my hold or giving her space. Before I could decide, Erin settled down and leaned back against my arm.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   And so here we were. I’d been at her the past three days to start talking. So why did I suddenly feel scared?
 
   “How’s your husband?” I asked.
 
   A brave smile struggled on to her face. “He’s doing better. Much better. He should make a full recovery. Well, at least as full a recovery as he can make.”
 
   “That’s great.”
 
   “Yeah, he’ll be home soon and things will get back to normal.” Her breath hitched on the last word.
 
   I’d seen it so many times in my first years with the ambulance service. Transporting patients from home care to hospital when matters got to a point where the family carer couldn’t handle it any more. The guilt ridden faces of the patient’s family as we wheeled their ill husband, mother, child away. It was hard for people to accept they couldn’t do it all, that they couldn’t always be there. It was harder even for people to accept they had every right to feel relieved when we arrived.
 
   Without realising it, I was talking to her. Telling her about the families I’d met during that time, the heartache they’d gone through, the guilt they’d felt. I told her it was okay to get frustrated, to get angry, to resent her husband for making her go through this, to forgive him for being human and that it was more than okay to get lonely.
 
   Somewhere along the way, Erin cried and I hugged her. She didn’t interrupt, didn’t ask questions or try to justify herself. She just listened and shook and eventually fell asleep.
 
   I sat there for a long time, listening to her even, soft breathing. She was a warm weight against my side, her auburn hair tickling my chin when I looked down at the top of her head. It felt good. I mean, it was sad Erin was going through this, that she needed this sort of support and reassurance. Yet it was right we were here, talking about this and finally, at long last, getting it started.
 
   I smoothed stray strands of hair off her face and, like I had done back in May, when I’d knocked her senseless so Mercy could feed off her blood, I kissed her forehead.
 
   This time, Erin stirred. She woke and tilted her head back to look up at me. Those stormy grey eyes caught me as they had the first time we’d met. Then I’d held the gaze, determined to find out about this woman who was so close to tracking me down. I’d expected her to look away, but she hadn’t and something had passed between us. We’d never spoken about the moment, so I don’t know how it had affected her, but for my part, I’d touched her aura.
 
   As I stared into her eyes this time, I expected the same thing to happen. It didn’t. Erin broke the gaze before it could escalate, but she didn’t look away.
 
   She closed her eyes and kissed me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
   It was a soft, non-demanding kiss. Her lips moved minutely, enough to let the tip of her tongue touch my mouth for fleeting moments. One of her hands rested on my stomach, her fingers flexing in the material of my shirt. All in all, it was very enticing, very seductive. The only thing that kept me from responding in kind was surprise.
 
   Still, Erin ended the kiss naturally, as if my lack of reaction was expected.
 
   She pulled back enough so she could look at me again, but this time she avoided my eyes. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips slightly parted.
 
   I don’t know how many times I’d thought about kissing her, dreamed about it, in the past. At the time, I’d hadn’t known she was married—she didn’t wear a ring and the one time I’d asked, she’d sidestepped the question. Even after she’d let me know—after I’d discovered the fragile foundation within her psyche—I couldn’t help the subconscious yearning to know if she really tasted like honeydew and Moscato and dark chocolate. Yet she’d kept me at arm’s length, at more than arm’s length. She’d sent me away and in truth, it had been for the best.
 
   And I knew it would be best to stop this right here. She was married. I was the completely wrong type of guy for her… for anyone. Best thing to do would be to remove my arm from around her, offer her a Redbull and make two separate piles of blankets.
 
   Best thing for all.
 
   I removed my arm from her shoulders. Good, right? Maybe not. I moved it to her waist, pulled her against me and kissed her.
 
   I had to know. I wanted to drown in her sweet and bitter flavour once more.
 
   Unlike me, she didn’t hesitate. The hand on my stomach clenched up a bunch of my shirt while the fingers of the other wound through my hair. She was warm and soft and she pressed her body against mine without restraint.
 
   Was it better than I’d dreamed all those months ago? Well, yes and no. Yes because she was real and dynamic and my heart was rollicking around in my chest, alternatively shaking in fear and jumping for sheer joy. And no because I couldn’t taste her.
 
   In my dreams, I’d been swamped in her flavours. Here, no matter how I reached out to her through this very intimate contact, I couldn’t find that heady mixture of sugary sweetness and delicious bitterness. There was nothing—no taste, no scent, no substance. It was as if Erin was empty of all that made her… her.
 
   I sent one hand under her shirt. She was hot to the touch, her ribs heaving with what could easily be mistaken for passion. She murmured an appreciative something and pushed into my hand. I traced the base of her breasts, fingers exploring. They found only smooth skin that prickled under my fingertips.
 
   Breaking the kiss, I grabbed her shoulders and, before she could utter a word, shoved her backwards. Following her down I pinned her under my body, her hands held to the floor by mine. She smiled and did this thing with her hips that could have wiped every conscious thought from my head if I hadn’t already fallen hard from the fever high she’d induced.
 
   “Enough,” I said.
 
   She went still, eyes wide and injured. “What’s the matter? I thought you wanted this.”
 
   “The only thing I want right now is to know why you’re doing this.”
 
   She stared at me for a moment, then closed her eyes. When they opened again, they were their true colour—burning crystal blue.
 
   “What gave me away?” the demon asked in Erin’s voice from Erin’s body.
 
   “Same thing that let Geraldine Davis know you weren’t her husband. You’re a good copy, but not a perfect one.”
 
   The demon sighed irritably. “What did I forget?”
 
   “Two things. I don’t know about demons, but humans have an aura that’s unique to each of us. It might not mean much with your other disguises, but when you’re trying to fool a psychic, it’s kind of important.”
 
   Those alien eyes rolled. “And?”
 
   “The first I can forgive you for. This one, not so much. You threw Erin’s car off an overpass. That sort of event is going to cause more damage to a human body than a broken arm and a cut or two. Erin has broken ribs.”
 
   She growled, though it was one of those I’m-so-stupid growls, not a you-look-like-dinner one. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to mimic a specific person. I guess I’m a bit rusty.”
 
   “Oh trust me, you were very convincing,” I muttered.
 
   A little smile quirked her lips. It was an odd expression on Erin’s face. “But not convincing enough.”
 
   “Had it not become physical, I would have been none the wiser. Which brings me to an interesting point. How did you find out so much about Erin and my relationship with her?” My hands tightened around her wrists.
 
   She glanced at our hands, that little smile still in place. “I could break you in two. Don’t start thinking it’s you keeping us on the floor.” And she did that thing again, that thing with the hips that made me want to forget all recent history.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said with more confidence than I actually felt. “I know who’s in charge here. Now tell me about Erin.”
 
   “You’re not my summoner. I don’t have to answer your questions.”
 
   “You don’t have to, no. But I’m betting you want to.”
 
   The demon laughed, a sound of sour joy. “What do my wants matter? No one cares about them. All I am is a tool to be used and discarded until someone else wants something.”
 
   “Even if no one else has bothered to find out what you want, it doesn’t mean you don’t have them.” I relaxed my hold on her wrists, then let go. Getting off her, I crouched by the wall, ready to move if I had to. But something told me I would be safe… for the time being.
 
   She stayed on the floor, staring at the ceiling. “I didn’t hurt her.” It was said quietly but I believed it. “I just skimmed her surface thoughts while she was sleeping. She didn’t even know I was there.”
 
   “Why do it?”
 
   “So I could get close to you.”
 
   “To kill me?” I resisted reaching for the Cougar.
 
   “Not tonight. My summoner gave me two more nights. If you don’t stop me, I’ll have to kill you tomorrow night.” She sat up and gave me a very frank look. “Even now the Command is stirring. You’re here and your death is my purpose.”
 
   “You can resist it?”
 
   Eyes glinting, she smiled again, predatory and hungry. “For the time being.”
 
   Her words echoed my thoughts and sent a chill down my spine.
 
   “So, if not to kill me, why are you here?”
 
   “A command is a very binding thing,” she said, ignoring my question. “Tighter than any written contract, and far more comprehensive. My summoner commanded me to kill you, but it goes further than that. Not only does it drive me to end your life, it also stops me from doing anything that might, inadvertently, help you evade me. Did you find out about Solomon?”
 
   “King of the Israelites and perhaps the greatest demon summoner in history. Doesn’t mean much to this situation we find ourselves in, though. By the way, what do I call you?”
 
   She smiled, cold and brief. “Another part of the Command. A stronger summoner can break a binding placed by a weaker summoner, but the Command works to stop that. Even if I wanted you to have my name, I couldn’t give it to you.”
 
   “But someone knows it, obviously.”
 
   She scowled. “True.”
 
   “And I’m guessing you won’t tell me who that person is.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “That is one air tight command.”
 
   “That, and the fact he keeps his face hidden from me.”
 
   She seemed willing to talk, so I asked, “Anything else you could tell me?”
 
   Erin’s lips pursed as the demon thought. “He’s damaged. Someone, or something, hurt him very deeply in the past. What he’s doing now is driven by pain and betrayal.”
 
   “He told you that?”
 
   “He didn’t have to. A summoning is a highly intimate thing. It’s the deepest part of a human psyche reaching out and digging in deep to a demon’s spirit. That sort of connection is hard to fool.”
 
   “Just like you couldn’t fool me into thinking you really were Erin.”
 
   The demon leaned back, stretching so her breasts pushed against her top. Erin’s hair curled over her shoulders. She looked at me and a hint of mischievous naughtiness touched her lips, as if daring me to not appreciate the effort she’d gone to.
 
   Erin’s face and body; strange, inestimable eyes. It just wasn’t right.
 
   “Can you change out of that shape?” I was proud that my voice was even, not showing a smidge of the strain it took to keep from being very appreciative indeed. Lust demon. Oh yeah, I believed Kermit now.
 
   She pouted. “I could, but that would alert your pet vampire.”
 
   Jesus. I’d spent all this time so fixated on this not-Erin I’d forgotten Mercy completely. I sent a quick query down the line.
 
   “Nothing happening,” she replied, her sense bored.
 
   “Nothing there, sure. Hey, can you sense anyone in this house with me?”
 
   The link intensified for a moment and I felt her feeling about. Her snaky little thoughts coursed about the room, roaming all over me with familiarity. I felt them brush over the demon but there was no spark of reaction from Mercy.
 
   “Do you think you’re not alone?” she asked warily.
 
   “I know I’m not alone. Don’t worry, I’m not in danger,” I added before she could launch. “If things change, you’ll be the first to know.”
 
   She settled down, but I could feel her attention shift from the Davis household to this one.
 
   “It doesn’t know I’m here,” the demon said.
 
   My eyes narrowed. “It does now. Why can’t she sense you?”
 
   “We have the ability to condense our spirits. It’s how I’ve been following you around these last couple of days with you none the wiser.”
 
   Okay, that didn’t exactly make me feel so good. I thought of all the things I’d done, places I’d gone, people I’d spoken to over the past two days. All the people I’d unintentionally exposed to the demon. Jacob, Tobias, Dr Jones, Erin. And Lila.
 
   The anger began to rise again. I clamped it down before it got any stronger. This wasn’t the time or place to lose control. Not with the demon right here and Mercy not. Admittedly, she was only two streets away, a blink of time for a vampire, but I was sure that blink would be long enough for the demon to squish me against the floor.
 
   I forced myself to think about what she’d just said and a few thoughts clunked together in my head.
 
   “Your powers are condensed along with your spirit, aren’t they.” I didn’t make it a question. “That’s why you can’t change shape without alerting Mercy. And in this human form, the adverse reaction you have on vampires is gone. Apart from your eyes, you’re completely human right now.”
 
   She didn’t answer, didn’t change her expression.
 
   I like being right. Time to try it again. “I think it’s also an intentional move on your part.”
 
   Erin’s thin, pale brow arched. “Really?”
 
   “Really. You come to me like this and let me know you’re powerless. You want my help.”
 
   That bugged her. She shot to her feet and paced, hands clenching at her sides, very deliberately not looking at me. Wow. This had to be some sort of supernatural talent I was developing—the ability to piss women off with one or two sentences.
 
   “You don’t want to kill me,” I said. “You’ve said as much tonight. You told me I could stop you.”
 
   “No. I said if you didn’t stop me, then I would be forced to kill you.”
 
   I shrugged. “Same diff.”
 
   She stopped pacing and faced me, arms crossed. Now that was pure Erin. “How are you going to stop me, then?”
 
   “Well now, that would be telling, wouldn’t it.”
 
   “You can’t stop me.”
 
   Standing, I met her gaze straight on. “If I couldn’t stop you, you would have just killed me already. This isn’t you. You hate this.” I waved at her stolen body shape. “You’ve been following me around so you could judge me. Find out if I’m capable of doing what you want. If I would be willing.”
 
   The demon went absolutely still. “And what conclusion did I come to?”
 
   I took my time looking her over. “That I’m your only hope.”
 
   We stared at each other for a moment longer, then she changed. It began at the top of her head and rolled downward, like an old skin peeling away to reveal the new creature beneath. Her glorious wings burst forth and stretched like they’d been bound up. And perhaps they had been. I had no idea on the physics behind her ability to change shape.
 
   On the edge of my senses, Mercy blurred. Two breathes later, she was in the doorway behind the demon. Her eyes glinted silver and her lips pulled back from her fangs. The rising vampire tide threatened to swamp me, but I gritted my teeth and held both me and Mercy in check. It was tough going. Last night, the demon had been weak, her influence not so overwhelming. Tonight, it was like someone replaced the energy saving bulb with a high wattage spotlight.
 
   “You’d better hope you’re right,” the demon said as if Mercy wasn’t menacing at her back. “Twenty-four hours from now and we’ll find out if you are. Don’t disregard Solomon, and don’t forget your other case.”
 
   She began to fade.
 
   “My other case?” I demanded.
 
   That enigmatic smile curled her lips again and then, with a little pop of equalising pressure, she disappeared.
 
                 Perhaps it was surprise, but I relaxed my hold on Mercy a touch too soon.
 
   Mercy growled and swung a fist through the doorframe. I dodged flying plaster and shattered wood, but I couldn’t dodge the vampire flying at me, fangs bared. She hit me in the stomach and we went down with her on top and me not entirely convinced I would be able to breathe without pain ever again.
 
   “Mercy!” I shouted, equating volume with fear.
 
   It wasn’t the first time Mercy had attacked me, but it was the first time since we’d become so tightly bound together through the link. Even as I tried to fight her off, I could feel the irrational, animalistic need to hurt, to consume, to win, funnel down the link and into me. As in the elevator, it called to the darkness inside, a challenge that had to be answered.
 
   Her fangs slashed at my neck and I blocked her with a backhand fuelled by berserker rage. She put a hard knee into my groin and my world turned red.
 
   Roaring, I got my hands around her neck and squeezed. The vampire snarled and clawed at my face, willing to forgo air in favour of causing as much damage as she could. Things got very blurry then. We fought and rolled and kicked and all the while I could feel myself slipping further away, surrendering to the black nothingness of the frenzy, understanding that giving in was the only way I could win against a vampire.
 
   No.
 
   I wouldn’t do this. Not with Mercy, not because of some demon. I’d battled too hard and too long for control. This wouldn’t be how I lost it.
 
   As I hauled myself back from the pit, I lost whatever edge I might have had against Mercy. My realisation was tempered by her base instinct to kill and I couldn’t keep my head clear enough in order to channel my emotions into her. She wasn’t listening on the private link. She was gone so far her eyes were like two silver orbs—utterly alien, no spark of humanity in them at all.
 
   All my hard work, all the time spent trying to find Susan under the layers of Mercy, gone. Wiped away by a couple of seconds next to a demon.
 
   “No!”
 
   And I hit Mercy as hard as I could. Not physically. Psychically. Fear added strength to the blow. Not fear for myself this time, but for Mercy. Fear that she was too dangerous, too wild for me to control. Fear that she might break free once and for all and become nothing more than what she should have been—a violent, indiscriminate killing machine warranting nothing more than death. I was so scared of that prospect it broke Mercy’s hold on me and blew her across the room. Her little body smashed through a wall and tumbled into a heap on the bare dirt of the front yard.
 
   The remains of the darkness swirled through my veins, not exhausted, not even mildly satisfied. It was close to breaking free, it could taste the wild beyond its cage and it wanted out. Now.
 
   But I wasn’t that selfish. If I wouldn’t let Mercy out to play, I couldn’t give in to my inner demon. As I had with Courey, I forced it down, squashed into a ball and hid it away.
 
   Muscles zinging with the echo of the need to hurt something, I clambered to my feet, all the aches and pains of the fight easing past the retreating berserker rage to announce themselves. My face stung where Mercy’s nails had gouged my skin, my knuckles were raw and bruised, my neck ached from straining away from her fangs and my balls were a huge basket of misery I’d rather not contemplate.
 
   I staggered to the wall Mercy had blasted through and peered at her.
 
   She hadn’t moved, sprawled in a broken mess on the dirt. What little damage I’d managed to inflict on her was already closing up, so at least she was still alive. But the sheer stillness of her scared me.
 
   Had I saved her from one of my disabilities only to kill her with another?
 
   Hesitantly, I reached down the link. It seemed I had to go further than usual, but eventually, I touched her. Or at least, felt the blank wall of Mercy during the daytime, when her vampire mind retreated from the sunlight as her body could not, going so far back into itself it may as well have not been there at all.
 
   Somewhat relieved, I gathered up my stakeout gear and packed it into the car. It was pretty clear Chris and Rufus were safe for now. I was the main target of the demon and her summoner, and after what had just happened, I wanted nothing more than to go home and not deal with any of it ever again.
 
   Mercy, limp and completely unresponsive, was light enough for me to pick up and tuck into the passenger seat of the car and belt in. The Moto Guzzi, however...
 
   I settled for wheeling it into the garage of the house next door. The smashed front wall of this house would draw far too much attention in the daylight and finding a motorbike in the garage would be a big freaking clue as to who had caused it.
 
   Ready to go, I sat in the car beside my unconscious vampire and considered my next move. It was pretty easy to decide. A hot shower, antibiotic cream on the cuts and a good sleep.
 
   Then what?
 
   Turning the key, listening to the smooth purr of the engine with less than my usual amounts of appreciation, I knew that whatever my next step would be, I had to do it alone. Mercy was too much of a liability with the demon lurking about.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Erin flicked through the TV channels until she found the morning news, and while the sports presenter rattled off the footy scores, she lifted the cover on her breakfast. Two bits of toast, one burnt, one barely browned, scrambled eggs with watery edges and three very thin slices of tomato. None of it looked appetising so Erin pushed the tray aside. The nurses would bug her about it, but that was a problem fifteen minutes away.
 
   Settling back against the pillows, she breathed shallowly so as not to strain her ribs. There was a dull ache in her arm, but the ribs were the worst. Bandages bound her chest just beneath her breasts and took away some of the incidental discomfort, but something as innocent as a yawn could send piercing pain through her torso.
 
   Damn Hawkins. It was his fault. He was the one who attracted these strange and dangerous things into her life. In the months since they’d had their first, disastrous meeting, there had been nothing unusual in her life. All mundane, boring cases about cheating spouses, background checks and dubious accountants skimming the top off their employer’s profits. Home life had been normal. Caring for William, watching while he moved through the troughs and peaks of his illness and agonising over each set back—secretly and horribly wondering when it would all end.
 
   If it hadn’t been for Hawkins, that would still be her life.
 
   But, a traitorous little voice murmured in the back of her head, wasn’t he also right? The dark, violent things he exposed were always there. He didn’t make them, he just shone the torch on them. Even if Ivan had come to her directly regarding Geraldine Davis, that wouldn’t change the fact a demon had been involved. It would have just meant the truth behind the murder would have remained undiscovered. Would it have put her in hospital, though? Again?
 
   Who knew? How could she even begin to guess what might have been?
 
   So much easier to dwell on what was. Namely, Hawkins and his pesky ability to bypass all the social niceties and dig into the guts of a matter.
 
   What made him think she owed him anything? It was her life, her problems. He wasn’t a part of it.
 
   But maybe… just perhaps… if she gave him what he wanted, he would leave her alone.
 
   “Mornin’, darl.” A nurse came in, a cordless phone in hand and a twinkle in her eyes. “You have a phone call from a mystery man.”
 
   Erin scowled. Speaking of the devil? She held a hand out for the phone.
 
   “You haven’t touched your breakfast.” The nurse held the phone hostage.
 
   “I will, after I talk to this guy.”
 
   Lips pursed in disbelief, the nurse handed over the phone. “Just see you do.”
 
   Erin waited until the nurse had left, then snapped into the phone, “What now?”
 
   There was a short silence. “Sorry?”
 
   Bugger. Not Hawkins.
 
   “Hey, babe,” she said, forcing more joy into her voice. “Thought you were someone else.”
 
   William chuckled. “At least you weren’t happy to hear from this other man.”
 
   “Don’t get to thinking I’m very happy to hear from you, either. What are you doing calling me? You should be resting.”
 
   “And you shouldn’t be in hospital.” His tone hardened. “That’s my shtick.”
 
   “Drama hog. I can have a car accident whenever I want.”
 
   Her attempt at levity didn’t work.
 
   “And not tell me about it? I had to find out from Ivan.”
 
   Erin grimaced. “He’s been to see you again?”
 
   “No. He confessed yesterday morning. I thought I’d give you some time to tell me yourself.”
 
   “Remind me to dock his pay,” she muttered.
 
   “Erin.” The annoyance faded, replaced by same weary exasperation.
 
   “William,” she countered.
 
   “Don’t do this to me again.” He tried to sound angry and stern, but his intention was well masked under a thick layer of tiredness. It strained his voice and stole the hard edge.
 
   It stabbed Erin in the heart to hear it, to be reminded so keenly of what he’d been through. She’d gone home from a long week chasing leads in Sydney with a sniffle, completely unthinking of what she did. All she’d wanted was to go home and sit with William and moan about her job, complain about other people and let him reason her back to civility. She’d wanted to sit in her own tub full of steaming, bubbly water, to drag herself out and fall into her own bed and sleep until she’d caught up on every wink she’d missed. Instead, she’d come home only to argue with him about the time she’d spent away, to find him pushing himself by doing the gardening and cleaning the house. They’d argued and then they’d made up, sitting on the couch, kissing and touching as they hadn’t in a long, long time. William’s immune system, compromised by chemo and the underlying cancer, couldn’t fend off the weak little bug she passed to him.
 
   And at the same time, she got angry with him. She hurt, too. Did no one understand that?
 
   She couldn’t stop the thoughts. They were there intermingled with all the grief and anguish she felt for her husband, twined as intimately as lovers, one undistinguishable from the other. To feel sympathy for William, to understand his pain, she had to resent it as well.
 
   Sickened by herself, Erin asked, “Do what?”
 
   “Block me out. I don’t see you for two days, don’t hear from you. I had to find out from Ivan you’d been in an accident. And you’re not even on a case this time.”
 
   “This time?” she repeated numbly.
 
   “You don’t even realise you’ve done it. You didn’t last time. Or at least you felt you had your excuses.”
 
   “I still don’t understand. What other time?”
 
   “Six months ago. That deal with the case that saw you shot at, attacked by a mad dog and then disappearing mysteriously from the hospital. You refused to talk to me then as well.”
 
   “My cases are confidential.”
 
   “Doesn’t stop you usually. You don’t name names, sure, but you always come home and talk about the frustrating ones.”
 
   Erin scowled. “Not always, apparently.”
 
   “Yes, not always.” The underlying annoyance vanished, leaving nothing but the weariness. “What’s going on, Erin? Ivan said something about you helping another investigator. Don’t tell me everything, but please, just tell me something.”
 
   Damn Ivan.
 
   As if reading her mind, William said, “And don’t blame Ivan. He didn’t want to tell me anything either. I had to make some serious threats to get even that much out of him.”
 
   He was right. She had intentionally blocked him out of this mess. Hawkins was right, try as hard as she might, she knew she wouldn’t be able to shield Ivan from the supernatural world. But she could keep William out of it. He’d been horrified enough when she’d been dealing with drug dealers, wife bashers and child abusers. The last thing he needed was the added worry of things like vampires and demons.
 
   She’d never told William about Matt, not even the barest bones of his case. Back then, her only desire had been to forget him, to forget the dark, dangerous circles he moved in. How could she tell her husband anything now without it sounding like she’d been hiding something?
 
   “William,” she began.
 
   “No. Look, let’s not do this over the phone.” He sighed. “I have to go anyway. Nurse Ratchet is heading this way. If I don’t pretend I’m resting she’ll insist on something to help me sleep.”
 
   Horribly, Erin felt relieved. “Okay. Please, do rest.”
 
   William snorted. “I’ll cancel the bungee jumping trip, then. Come see me as soon as they let you, okay?”
 
   “I will,” she promised. “Love you.”
 
   “Me too.” And he was gone.
 
   Erin stared at the phone for a long time. She didn’t know what she was supposed to be feeling. Everything he’d said—accused her of—was true, and more besides. Why did keeping Matt Hawkins a secret feel like a betrayal?
 
   “Excuse me.”
 
   A woman stood in the door to her room. She wore a long, straight, dark grey skirt and white silk blouse, her frame tall and slender. Her hair was perfectly black and perfectly straight, falling almost to her waist. Erin didn’t know her.
 
   “Erin McRea?” she asked, taking a small step in.
 
   “Yes. How can I help you?”
 
   The woman smiled and came to the bedside, sinking into the chair and crossing her long legs gracefully. “I hope I’m not disturbing you. I waited until you’d finished your phone call.”
 
   Erin wondered how much this woman had overheard. “I’m hardly rushed off my feet,” she muttered, thinking of William’s dry comment about bungee jumping.
 
   A manicured hand was presented to her for shaking. “I’m Lila Reyes, a friend of Matthew Hawkins.”
 
   Erin eyed the proffered hand. “He’s not mentioned you to me, though that’s hardly surprising. He’s never been very forthcoming about a lot of things.”
 
   Neither Lila’s smile nor hand faltered. “Oh, we only met two days ago. And with your accident and his current jobs, I can’t imagine he’s had much time to tell you about me.”
 
   Because it seemed as if the woman wouldn’t get discouraged, Erin shook her hand, quick and perfunctory. “No, we haven’t had much time to talk.” Or much desire to after yesterday morning’s effort. Connections formed up in Erin’s head. “You’re the demon specialist.”
 
   Content with the abrupt shake, Lila nodded. “Though I don’t know if I’ve been much help to Matt. I’m afraid our views regarding the existence of demons differ somewhat.”
 
   Erin’s lips quirked up before she could think. “I understand your side of the argument, though.”
 
   “Well, thank you, but I think I’m going to have to rethink my position. Matt certainly believes they exist as corporeal beings. Do you?”
 
   The question caught her off guard. Erin was still trying to figure out what this woman was doing here.
 
   “Is that why you’re here, Ms Reyes? To ask me if I believe in demons?”
 
   Lila smiled ruefully—an expression that seemed almost naughty on her full lips. “Not exactly. I’ve actually come to ask a favour of you.”
 
   Erin motioned to her bandages and drip lines. “I hope you don’t expect too much.”
 
   “Oh no, don’t worry. It’s nothing taxing. I just have some questions.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “Matthew.”
 
   She should have expected it. “I don’t know that I can tell you too much about him. We’re not close personally and I won’t reveal anything I’ve found during my investigations.”
 
   Lila sat back, eyes wide. “Not close? I’m sorry. I thought you and he were friends. When he spoke about your accident he told me you were a friend. He was very concerned about you.”
 
   “I’m sure he was.” It was out before Erin could stop it. She gave Lila an apologetic shrug. “Friendship is a funny thing. Different people define it in different ways. What Hawkins and I have is… difficult to define.”
 
   “I can sympathise with that. He’s definitely different.”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   Erin found herself sharing a knowing smile with the other woman. The smile faded from her face but Lila’s remained.
 
   “What did you want to know?” Erin asked to pass over the moment.
 
   “It’s not any precise details I’m after. I don’t think you would betray either your… relationship with Matt, or your professional integrity. What I’m after is more your impression of him. As an investigator, I’d trust your instincts.” Lila sat forward and her voice lowered to a conspiratorial level. “Matt has asked me to do something for him. To other people, it might not seem like much, but to me, doing this for him means I must trust him implicitly.” She sighed. “I’ve known him two days, and while I feel we have a deep connection, I have to admit I don’t actually know him that well.”
 
   “So you want to know if I trust him.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Letting out a long, slow breath, conscious of her aching ribs, Erin contemplated the bandage on her right arm. Courey had asked her this two nights ago and she’d been unable to answer it. She didn’t think she’d get away with sidestepping it this time.
 
   “Can I ask what he wants you to do?” she asked Lila.
 
   “He wants to summon a demon.”
 
   “Summon a demon?” What the hell did he think he was going to do with a demon? Unless it wasn’t just any demon he was after.
 
   “You can see my dilemma,” Lila said, misinterpreting Erin’s shock. “If I tell him how to summon a demon, and if I’m right about demons being nothing more than constructs of the subconscious, then I’m helping him further his delusions and possibly harm his psyche. On the other hand, if he’s right about demons being corporeal beings and I tell him how to summon one, then I’m helping him trap a possibly innocent entity. I’d be helping him force a sentient mind into slavery. Summoning a demon is not a meeting of equals.”
 
   Erin listened with half an ear, her mind racing through the possible reasons Hawkins would want to summon a demon. When it came down to it, there was only one, truly plausible answer. If he summoned the demon that was after him, he could command it to stop, and tell him who the original summoner was.
 
   “I trust him,” she said when Lila finished.
 
   Lila was quiet for a moment. Then she slowly nodded. Erin might have imagined it, but for an instant, she thought Lila was disappointed. Then Lila smiled.
 
   “That’s good to know. I’m relieved you have a good opinion of him.” She stood and straightened out her skirt. “Thank you for your help.”
 
   “No worries. It was nice meeting you.”
 
   “Likewise.” Lila leaned forward and pressed her hand to Erin’s arm. “I hope you recover soon.”
 
   She left swiftly, closing the door gently behind her.
 
   Erin looked from the closed door to her arm, where Lila had touched her. It had been a strange gesture, not a hold and not a pat. And now it felt as if her arm was growing warm.
 
   Before Erin could begin to wonder what it might mean, darkness crept in on the edges of her vision and her body grew heavy. Her eyelids drooped and her head fell back against the pillow. She was suddenly so very tired…
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
   I trained it into Roma Street and from there to Rocklea. My bruised hands and torn face ensured I got plenty of room on the crowded morning commute—about the only good thing to come out of the previous night. I hadn’t slept well, or at all, if you want to be precise about it. Mercy hadn’t stirred but when the sun rose, there had been a little sigh and I’d felt her shift from unconsciousness into sleep. I chose to take it as a good sign.
 
   At the new estate, most of the work crews were congregated around several of the half-finished homes. Seems the hole in the wall warranted little concern, especially after the cops had gone. Crime scene tape crisscrossed the Mercy sized hole and the front yard, but no one remained for me to worry about. I got the Moto Guzzi from the garage next door, wheeled it as far down the road as I dared, then got on and roared away, heading for the Mentis Institute.
 
   Back when Brisbane had been little more than a flourishing colony town, John Spencer had bought a large block of land in the area that would eventually become the suburb of Auchenflower. He built a big house, had a big family and died a poor man. Too many kids and, probably due to the kids, a massive gambling problem. His kids sold the property to the Catholic Church and invested their money, hopefully, wisely. The Catholic Church turned the old house into a convent, stocked it with nuns and sold off the surrounding grounds.
 
   Around the 1940s, for reasons I’m not savvy with, the convent was closed down and remained empty until the seventies, when a psychiatrist, with a dream of a private hospital for difficult cases, leased the building from the Church. Thus the Mentis Institute was born.
 
   It gained a rep for a progressive, occasionally aggressive, treatment scheme for its patients. There were accusations of cruelty, of unorthodox methods, but in the end, they got results. Specialists came from around the world to observe the techniques employed at Mentis.
 
   When I’d arrived to rescue the staff from Mercy, the place had dated itself by its history. It looked like an old house turned into a convert turned into a psychiatric hospital. There was cheesy, checkerboard linoleum, ‘soothing’ institutional-green paint on the walls, an overabundance of fluorescent tubes and an air-conditioning system that left the place too cold in winter and too hot in summer.
 
   Thankfully, since then, things had changed. The Institute had moved from Auchenflower and into a purpose built building in Spring Hill. From a squat, red brick building lost amongst the bigger, newer buildings around it, they’d upgraded to a glass spire that reflected the city in near perfect images.
 
   I parked the bike and trotted up the stairs to the front door, practicing my English accent. Inside, the foyer was mostly empty, with only a small, plump, dark skinned woman at the front desk talking with one of the staff. The checkerboard linoleum was gone, replaced by dove-grey carpet, and the harsh fluorescents had been switched to soft lighting. Gentle, modern artwork decorated the walls and chairs and couches of cream leather were gathered here and there in cosy little groups around coffee tables artfully displaying pamphlets and information sheets.
 
   As I approached the front desk, the woman stepped back, as if her discussion could wait. I nodded my thanks and she gave me a wan, tired smile and began poking around in her bag.
 
   “Can I help you?” the young man behind the desk asked me.
 
   “I hope so.” My pretend accent didn’t sound too convincing to me, but the guy didn’t seem disturbed. “Apparently my brother has been admitted to this institute. I would like to visit him.”
 
   “Of course. Your brother’s name?”
 
   “Karl Roeben.”
 
   Two sets of eyebrows reached for the sky. The woman beside me stopped in mid rummage and looked between me and the staff member, who looked between me and the woman.
 
   Something was definitely wrong here.
 
   “Is there a problem?” I asked them both.
 
   “Well, for starters,” the little woman said, “your accent is atrocious.” She was qualified to judge, since her words came out on a cultured British accent. “And secondly, my husband doesn’t have any brothers.” Her frank, once over of myself added that if he did have brothers, they wouldn’t be pale and or tall and skinny.
 
   Oops. I suppose I should have known this ruse would have little chance of working the second time around.
 
   “Mrs Roeben, I presume,” I said to the woman.
 
   She merely cocked one brow and pursed her lips.
 
   “Just why are you here?” the man behind the counter asked, tone very close to hostile. Couldn’t blame him for that.
 
   “Perhaps I should talk privately with Mrs Roeben regarding that.”
 
   “Perhaps we could talk right here.” Mrs Roeben’s tone wasn’t hostile, but it was suspicious. “If you’re another bastard come sniffing after Karl’s research, then there’s nothing to hide. I’ll tell you what I’ve told all the others. That you can fu–”
 
   “I’m not after his research,” I blurted out.
 
   She clamped her mouth shut and eyed me all over again. “Then why are you trying to see my husband?”
 
   The guy stood and crossed his arms, silently letting me know that he too was very, very interested.
 
   There was nothing else for it. “I’ve been hired to look into Geraldine Davis’ death.”
 
   Mrs Roeben’s eyes narrowed. “Mr…?”
 
   “Hawkins, Matt.”
 
   “Mr Hawkins, as much as I am sorry that Gerry Davis is dead, my husband is not in a fit state to answer anyone’s questions. He’s…” She trailed off and waved her hand about.
 
   “He’s here,” I finished for her.
 
   “And you know what that means,” Mrs Roeben said pointedly.
 
   Meaning he was in such a state he was only allowed family members as visitors.
 
   I glanced at the guy. His arms were still crossed but he seemed more intrigued than incensed.
 
   “I was informed of your husband’s situation by Dr Long Jones,” I said to her.
 
   “Long told you he was here?”
 
   “Yes. Dr Jones is helping me with my investigation.”
 
   “Then you won’t mind if I call him to confirm that.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   There were two things I learned very quickly about Mrs Roeben. One, she was very thorough. She interrogated Dr Jones to the point of almost making him bend over and cough. Two, you didn’t want to get on the wrong side of her. She might look like a meek housewife, but I was willing to bet even her physicist husband couldn’t win an argument with her. Dr Jones definitely couldn’t and the guy behind the desk winced several times in sympathy as Mrs Roeben conducted her phone interview.
 
   In the end, she had a description of me from Dr Jones good enough to give to a composite artist and ensure I’d be picked up like that (finger snap), an almost word for word repetition of the discussion Dr Jones and I’d had and a detailed accounting of Tobias Waldbridge’s credentials.
 
   I’d like to say I weathered the wait while she confirmed my identity with all sorts of grace, but I’d be lying. I sweated buckets. Hey, I knew I was telling the truth but the way Mrs Roeben was digging, I wasn’t too sure she wouldn’t have my pants size and primary school grade average before she was done.
 
   Luckily, everything fell down in my favour and with an impatient nod, Mrs Roeben led me toward a cluster of chairs against the far wall under a series of pictures showing a broken landscape in sepia tones. Once seated, she took a moment longer to think, then turned to me.
 
   “Gerry’s husband hired you,” she began, stating a fact Dr Jones had spilled like a man undergoing Chinese water torture. “I thought he did it.”
 
   From the sounds of it, if it were up to her, Chris would be sentenced without benefit of a trial in the presence of his peers. There was something more going on here and I started to get an inkling Chris hadn’t told me everything. I decided to proceed with caution.
 
   “There’s… complications. He didn’t do anything to Gerry. Do you know Chris well?”
 
   “I met him briefly. It was enough. When I was told Gerry was murdered I immediately thought he did it.”
 
   That inkling pulled its shirt over its head and did a victory run through my head.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs Roeben, but Chris never mentioned you or your husband when I spoke to him. What happened that you would think he would kill his wife?”
 
   “I’m not surprised he didn’t tell you how we met. He shouldn’t be too proud of what he said and did.”
 
   Trying to imagine Chris Davis doing anything to leave this impression on Mrs Roeben did my head in. I needed it spelt out for me.
 
   “Please, start at the beginning,” I said to her. “Anything you know might help me get this mess sorted out.”
 
   Mrs Roeben shifted on her chair. “First, Long said you claimed to be a psychic. Is that true?”
 
   I knew she wasn’t doubting what Dr Jones had told her. This woman could get a job with any intelligence agency in the world on the merit of the single phone interview I’d witnessed her conduct. Her question was wholly pointed at me. Was I or wasn’t I a psychic?
 
   “I’m psychic,” I said in what I hoped was my firmest, most confident manner. Anything less and she would probably grab my ear and rush me out of the building, all the while telling me it wasn’t nice to tell lies.
 
   Mrs Roeben studied me for a long time. I returned her regard with all the honesty I’d been preaching about lately. At last, she sighed and looked away.
 
   “Psychic,” she whispered. “Have you discovered anything the police haven’t?”
 
   Seems I’d passed her test. “I can’t tell you that. It’s an ongoing investigation.” Okay, I’ll admit to a little bit of smugness in that comment. It was nice for once to be holding more cards than someone else.
 
   “If I tell you about Chris Davis, will you promise to do one thing for me?”
 
   “Sure.” It was out before I could think otherwise.
 
   “My husband will not be able to tell you anything,” she said, hands clutched so tightly together in her lap her fingernails made little dints in her flesh and I swallowed every wise-arse thought I’d had about this woman. She was hurting. She hid it well but like Erin, she had the grim chore of sitting back and watching someone she loved go through something horrific.
 
   “He’s in a stupor,” she continued. “The doctors tell me his brain functions are all fine. It’s just that he doesn’t respond to stimulus.”
 
   “I’m sorry. It must be hard on you.”
 
   “Once I’ve told you what happened with Chris, will you go to my husband and see if you can reach him?”
 
   For once, my mouth waited patiently for my brain to tell it what to do. Because my brain was stunned into immobility, all my mouth could do was hang open.
 
   This was the last thing I’d been expecting, but when you go about sprouting how you’re psychic, I guess this shouldn’t have been such a shock. A, because being a ‘psychic’ I should have seen it coming, and B, because this, I suppose, is what people think psychics do. Personally, I was never that keen on the label myself. It was convenient for folk like Courey who needed to put people in a box in order to deal with them, but in general, I didn’t think of myself as an actual psychic. Yet, here I was. Best policy and all that stuff.
 
   “Ma’am, I don’t know what I would be able to do for your husband,” I said. “I will certainly try, though.”
 
   “That’s all I can ask. Now, to Chris. I liked Gerry.”
 
   I suppose I looked a bit sceptical, because Mrs Roeben nodded firmly.
 
   “I did. It’s not hard to see how she could alienate people, though. She was very smart, but clever as well. I’ve come across a lot of supposedly smart people in my life, most through my husband’s work, and I can tell you this, Mr Hawkins. There is a big difference between being able to remember things so you appear smart and actually being able to apply that knowledge and use it. Gerry was one of the latter. Her mind never stopped working and she was never satisfied with what anyone else could tell her. She had to go back to basics and work it out for herself. When Karl met her I could tell that she was like him. He was simply that excited to find someone he could understand and who could understand him. They became very, very close.”
 
   “Can you define close?”
 
   Mrs Roeben chuckled, though it was a dry, brittle thing. “They weren’t having an affair. Though to outsiders, it could seem that way. They spent more hours together in a day than they did apart and when Karl came home, all he could do was talk about her in awe. As soon as he’d eaten and slept he’d be off again to see her and continue what they were doing.”
 
   “You must be very understanding of your husband to put up with that sort of devotion to another woman.”
 
   “Oh, it wasn’t devotion to Gerry. Far from it. It was devotion to the work they were doing. She had started this project and when she met Karl, she showed it to him and he too became obsessed with it.”
 
   “Still, this other woman had taken your husband away from you. How could you like a person who did that, for whatever reason?”
 
   Sighing, Mrs Roeben relaxed her hands. “Because it made Karl happy. He loved nothing more than being challenged. Even I don’t rate that high on his priorities. Oh, I’m up there in the top three, but I’ve long since known my place.”
 
   “Mrs Roeben,” I murmured, thinking of Chris’ sad loneliness.
 
   “It’s okay,” she assured me, though I caught a hint of ‘but’ in there. “I have my own work, my hobbies and my friends. And I love Karl. Or perhaps I love taking care of him.” She pulled herself together with admirable guts and continued, “So that’s why I liked Gerry. And the few times she stopped long enough to actually talk to me, I liked her as a person as well. She told me about Chris, how they were separated and how she didn’t know what she’d done wrong to make him leave. Everything she said about him led me to believe he was like me, understanding of our spouses’ nature and accepting of it. Which is why I was so shocked when Chris showed up one day, in a terrible temper, accusing Karl of having an affair with Gerry.”
 
   I had no reason to think Mrs Roeben would be lying to me. Until now, I hadn’t thought Chris had a reason to, either, but one of them clearly was. “When did this happen?”
 
   “The day Karl had his episode. Chris found us at the university campus and he attacked Karl. Punched him right in the face and accused him of sleeping with Gerry.”
 
   “Was Gerry there?”
 
   “No. She was at the rooms she and Karl were working out of. I rang her later and told her about it, before Karl’s episode. She was furious with Chris and said she’d talk to him. I guessed they’d argued and that’s why Chris killed her.”
 
   In a few short sentences I suddenly had more information than I’d got in the previous few days. It was starting to look like the pieces were falling into place.
 
   “Can you tell me about this place your husband and Gerry were working?”
 
   “It’s office space in a building in Hamilton. I never went there so I don’t know much more than that.”
 
   “Was it in Karl’s name? No one could find records of Gerry renting space anywhere.”
 
   Mrs Roeben pursed her lips. “If it was in Karl’s name he didn’t tell me, and we weren’t paying the rent, that’s for sure.”
 
   “I believe Gerry would have definitely been paying the rent.” She had the money to spare and putting it in Karl’s name had probably been a deliberate move to cover her tracks. “Do you have the address?”
 
   “Right here.” She opened her purse and dug around for a moment, finally pulling out a battered business card. It was a generic card for an office block with a hand written phone number on the back. “They’re on the sixth floor.”
 
   Tucking the card into a pocket, I felt a big surge of hope. Things were definitely moving forward.
 
   “And Karl’s episode? Can I ask what happened then?”
 
   “After Chris’ unwarranted attack, I took Karl to a doctor and got him cleaned up. Nothing broken, thankfully, but there was blood everywhere and a tooth was loosened. Then I took him home. All the time, he seemed a bit dazed and the doctor had said it was only to be expected.” She shivered a little bit. “But when we got home, it was like he woke up and got really scared. He didn’t know where he was or what had happened. The next thing I know, he’d got a knife from the kitchen and was trying to cut into himself.”
 
   “Dr Jones said he had attacked you with a knife.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. Just himself. Kept ranting that there was something inside him and he had to get it out.”
 
   “Dear God.”
 
   Mrs Roeben gave me a direct look. “No, Mr Hawkins. Not God. The Devil.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
   Perhaps taking his life into his own hands, Paul Angelshire, Karl Roeben’s doctor, refused Mrs Roeben’s request for me to see her husband. At least he resisted long enough to claim his own chance to check up on my credentials. Rather than interrogate some poor person I happened to cross paths with, the doc took the direct route of ushering me into his office and closing the door in Mrs Roeben’s face.
 
   Angelshire was tall and lean in that ascetic, academic way that reminded me of all the older, commanding, mentor-wanna-be figures in my past. His glasses were round and wire rimmed, perched firmly on an eagle-beak nose and under his white coat his suit was dark blue and sharper than a wonder knife that could cut through a shoe.
 
   “Did you win or lose?” he asked as he sat behind his desk and gestured for me to sit as well.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “You injuries. Does the other person look worse or better?”
 
   I winced. “Better, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t win.”
 
   He gave me a small smile then got down to business. “This is highly unusual. We don’t normally allow outside...” he glanced at me over his glasses, “specialists to see our patients.”
 
   “I understand that, sir. But I did promise Mrs Roeben I would try to help her husband.”
 
   A fleeting, knowing smile crossed his mouth. “Beatrice is not one to be trifled with, that’s for sure. But I have to ask, what do you think you can accomplish? Karl Roeben is in what we call a stupor. The patient shows no critical cognitive function and is unresponsive to external stimuli. From what we can gather, Karl isn’t predisposed to the state, so it is likely it was brought on by trauma.”
 
   “The fight with Chris Davis,” I supplied.
 
   “Though the response is hardly equal to the extent of the trauma. A punch to the face, even a powerful one, is rarely enough to cause such an extreme effect. No. There is something psychological underlying Karl’s state, encompassed in the reason why he was assaulted.”
 
   “That’s what I’m here to find out.”
 
   “How?”
 
   This was it, Hawkins. Best policy or admit you were wrong.
 
   I leaned forward in my chair. “I don’t know.” Best policy it was, then.
 
   Angelshire considered me a for a moment, then nodded for me carry on.
 
   “I don’t know how you feel about psychics as a medical professional, and truth to tell, I don’t know how I feel about it either. I’m not keen on the label psychic but it is convenient. I could tell you about some of the things I’ve done. I could even scrounge up a partial explanation of how I do it, but I can’t say exactly why I can do the things I can.”
 
   Beats me why I said so much, why I was that honest, but there was something about Angelshire that my old shrink, Doc Campbell, didn’t possess. Perhaps it was the way he said things straight up or the way he’d been firm yet understanding with Mrs Roeben. Or maybe it was because the whole psychic thing was already out there in the open. Campbell had been a decent therapist for someone dealing with anger issues, but I’d kept the more eccentric problems to myself. So maybe it had nothing to do with the doctors. Maybe it was all me. Campbell might have been able to understand me better if I’d been honest with him.
 
   “What you’ve just said describes a good portion of psychological disorders,” Angelshire said. “So contrary to what you were probably thinking, I can understand what you mean. When I was younger and more adventurous I worked with a  parapsychology research group. I won’t say my time with the group changed my overall world view, but it did show me that sometimes there is no clear explanation. In Karl Roeben’s case, however, I am more inclined to believe in an underlying psychological condition.”
 
   “You don’t agree with Mrs Roeben’s possession diagnosis?”
 
   “Not at all. Do you know much about possession, Mr Hawkins?”
 
   “Matt, please, and not much beyond what I learned from ‘The Exorcist’.”
 
   Angelshire stood and went to a bookcase, scanning the titles while he spoke. “As far as it goes, the movie isn’t a bad representation of the phenomenon. Ah, here it is.” With consummate care, he removed a book and brought it back to the table. “A left over from the days we operated out of a Catholic convent.”
 
   He opened the book and turned it to face me. There was a drawn picture of a woman in a nun’s habit contorted into a fantastic knot while a black clad priest stood over her holding a crucifix and reading from what I assumed to be a Bible.
 
   “True cases of possession are very rare,” Angelshire said as he turned pages, showing more drawings of people levitating, their faces screwed up by either pain or anger. “There are many criteria that have to be met before the church will declare possession. Levitation, superhuman strength, fits, convulsions, contortions, knowledge of the future, speaking in languages previously unknown to the person and revulsion to holy objects. Before his stupor Karl didn’t exhibit any of these symptoms. Beatrice has only done what family members always do. She’s latched onto something that is defined and, in her mind, curable. Believing an external force is to blame is easier than admitting she might not know everything about her husband.”
 
   I smiled tightly. “You sound like someone I was talking to the other day.” Mental note, don’t let Lila near Angelshire. She’d forget about me in a split second. “Thoughts of possession to the side, are you going to allow me a chance to see Karl?”
 
   “I will, but I do insist that you refrain from anything overt.”
 
   Wondering what his idea of ‘overt’ might be, I agreed and we went to see Karl.
 
   He was a small man, as short as his wife and about half her width. The bed swamped him and though he was dark skinned, the white sheets and lighting left him with a faint yellow tinge. He sat propped up on several pillows, face blank, eyes dull and staring toward the window that had a spectacular view of the city.
 
   Holding Angelshire’s hand in what had obviously become a familiar gesture over the past week, Mrs Roeben smiled at him. “Thank you for allowing me this one thing, Paul.”
 
   Paul Angelshire looked down at her with a tolerant expression. “This one thing, along with all the other one things.” But he patted her hand and stepped back. “I’ll be at the nurse’s station if you require me, Beatrice.”
 
   I waited until the doctor had reached the station before going into the room. Didn’t want to appear too eager to be about my disturbances and it gave Mrs Roeben a chance to go ahead and fuss at her unresponsive husband. She plumped his pillows, straightened the sheets and fixed his hands, draping them over his little pot belly. All the while she kept up a quick dialogue about what sort of day it was, what Aunt So and So had said the other day and how he had a special visitor and please be polite to him.
 
   She had told me she loved taking care of him and I witnessed it now. Except it wasn’t all consuming research that kept him from responding to her care this time. It dug a little pit in my stomach to hear the hitch in her voice, to see the slight tremble in her hands.
 
   The Devil. Karl said there’d been something else inside him and his wife firmly believed he’d been possessed, but that the devil had left him after Chris’ attack and taken her husband with it. While Angelshire was convinced it wasn’t the case, I wasn’t so sure. So far demons weren’t conforming to the traditional religious idea, so it didn’t seem impossible possession wasn’t always about pea soup and Tourette Syndrome.
 
   I went in and stood by the bed, opposite Mrs Roeben. She fell silent and looked at me with that same calm seriousness she’d had when we spoke. This lady had some serious strength and composure that couldn’t be dinted by a tank at ramming speed. I couldn’t help but admire her and hope desperately I didn’t piss her off.
 
   “I’ll do my best,” I whispered and she nodded.
 
   I took Karl’s left hand. It was cool and limp. His eyes were pointed at me but he looked right through me. There was a smudge of porridge on the corner of his mouth. It was a little unnerving.
 
   With absolutely no idea about what to do, I decided to start with a trick I knew I could do.
 
   There was a seat beside the bed which I pulled close and sat in so I could look Karl in the eyes without having to bend. His eyes were a rich brown so dark it was hard to distinguish between pupil and iris. The whites were bloodshot and there were dried tracks of tears glistening on his cheeks. Even as I watched, another drop of water welled, shimmered and rolled from the corner of his eye, down the side of his nose and onto his top lip. He never blinked.
 
   I got scared. This… this was awful. It was so far beyond my experience it was entirely plausible I could do something very wrong.
 
   Crap. Let’s face it. What more could I do? Something so horrible had happened to this man that instead of facing it, he was turned so completely inward the rest of the world just didn’t exist for him anymore. Something so horrible that even as he pushed it away as far as he could, he could still cry. That was already about as wrong as it could get.
 
   So I stared into his eyes and concentrated. Unlike your average vampire, who can’t wait to throw its aura at you like knickers at a Tom Jones concert, humans tend to hoard their auras, keep them close and guard them jealously. It takes work to touch their aura and it took a lot of work to reach Karl Roeben’s.
 
   At first it was just flickering touches—hints of pepper and mushroom on my tongue, a vague taste of lemon at the very back of my throat. I focused on those sensation while exploring the variations of colour in his eyes; dirt brown and flecks of black and paler tan. Then, all in a rush, the flavours burst into a full flood in my mouth.
 
   I pushed back, overwhelmed by the thick earthiness, the threads of tartness. But the sensation wrapped around my head and pulled me in. I fell forward and into those unseeing eyes, flailing helplessly, trying to fight clear of the sudden pressure drawing me in. Black pupils widened and expanded and I dropped right into them.
 
   Karl Roeben stood at a blackboard, his back to me, the chalk in his hand scratching over the board in hurried, frantic motions. Mathematic equations filled most of the space already, and to his left was a long line of blackboards already filled with senseless scribble. Well, senseless to me. To his right was another long line of boards stretching out into the distance, blank, waiting to be filled.
 
   The space around him and the boards was a featureless grey room. There were walls, a floor, a ceiling and yet the space felt limitless. When I didn’t look, I could see walls from the corners of my eyes. When I looked directly, all I could see was board after board after board.
 
   For myself, I was squashed into a ridiculously small seat with a flip down table over my lap, like something you’d find in a lecture hall if it was a uni that catered only to five year olds. I was jammed in pretty tight but was sure I could get out if I had to. Thing was, there was this really, really strong compulsion in me to not stand up.
 
   “Karl?” I called. “Karl Roeben. Can you hear me?”
 
   Karl bent down to scrawl the last of his equation into the very bottom of the board, his writing getting smaller and smaller until it was barely decipherable as numbers and letters, yet he ran out of room. He gave a wordless cry of frustration and stepped back. The board in front of him shifted to the left and a blank one replaced it. With a happy little sigh, he began all over, his writing big and clear.
 
   “Karl?” I yelled louder this time, with no apparent effect.
 
   Still compelled to remain where I was, I studied the boards filled with his work. While the nature of the maths remained completely unfathomable to me one thing jumped up and bitch slapped me.
 
   Every board was exactly the same. Karl began the same problem each time, in the same confident hand, but as he worked his way down the board, it became more cramped and scratchy, more upset. All of them ended the same way, with hurried, mashed up writing pushing up against the edge of the board, clearly unfinished.
 
   It was then I realised Karl was talking.
 
   He mumbled over and over as he scribbled, his free hand worrying at his hair and throat. I forced my way through the need to stay put and squeezed myself out of the chair. The air felt as thick as water, a pressure working against me but nothing I couldn’t get through. But as I got closer to Karl, it thickened and actively pushed at me, trying to keep me away. With each step I managed, though, Karl’s voice became clearer and with every syllable I caught, my determination to reach him increased.
 
   I can only imagine I looked like a miserable Marcel Marceau impersonator, but I persevered and eventually got to Karl’s side. Whatever had hindered my approach changed tactic then. I was there, it wasn’t going to get rid of me, so it gathered itself between us and wouldn’t let me touch him. For the moment, I was letting it have that victory, because I had what I wanted.
 
   “Two and two do not equal four. The maths is not enough. It never was. We were just too blind.” A nervous, scared giggle. “Blind. Blind. We were so blind but he opened our eyes. It was never about the math because two and two don’t equal four. Two D plus two D doesn’t equal four D. Nothing equals four D. Four is an impossible number for the blind but he opened our eyes, he let us perceive, showed us how to see, how to hear. Four divided by three equals one point three three three recurring, not one, but four into three is closer to one. Him. The observer. It’s all in our heads. In his head. From a three D spatial observational point in space, dimensionality is not a reality but a concept created by the observer, by us, by him. He opened our eyes but we’ll never see it because two plus two doesn’t equal four.”
 
   And I said looking at his blank, unresponsive face in the hospital had been scary. It was nothing compared to this mania.  Over and over he recited it. His hand never stopped writing, flashing in quick, jerky motions across the blackboard. I’d like to say I followed it but even sane physicists never made much sense to me. One thing that did ring clear though was his fear of him. The observer.
 
   “Karl. I’m here to help you. Can you hear me?”
 
   “The maths doesn’t explain it. Could never explain it. Pointless. Useless. It’s all about him. He watches and he showed us. He’s here. The maths doesn’t work. It used to work but he’s here and now it doesn’t add up!” He clawed at his face even as he kept writing.
 
   The change gave me a moment’s pause. I looked around, saw no one else and faced Karl again. “Who’s here, Karl?”
 
   “Why doesn’t it add up? It used to work. Two plus two doesn’t even equal three.”
 
   Perhaps that one hint was all I was going to get. He’s here. Who? The obvious answer was the thing his wife believed had possessed him. Which then begged the question—was it gone? It seemed Karl didn’t think so.
 
   I left Karl to his endless frustrations and began walking. Once more with the whole TARDIS wackiness. A wall that looked no further than a couple dozen feet away never got any closer and yet Karl and his boards shrank into the distance. The pressure that had tried to keep me from his side vanished and let me wander, so long as I didn’t try to get close to Karl again. Then it increased and while I knew I could get through it, I obeyed its silent command for now.
 
   Eventually, I ended up back at the row of blank blackboards. There was a fresh piece of white chalk and, really, who could resist that? I picked it up and drew a big happy face.
 
   When I woke up, I was back in my chair and Karl was at his endless trial. Whatever had happened, I’d been out for a while, because my happy face was scratched over with mad slashes of chalk and it was several places down the row of filled boards.
 
   “He will not let you help him.”
 
   I twisted around in my chair.
 
   The new comer stood somewhere behind me. I say somewhere, because he seemed to lean against the back wall, but he was close enough for me to see the faint sheen on his dusky skin, the shadows clinging to his black wings.
 
   “Asmodeus?” I hazarded.
 
   The Demon Lord nodded once so regally I nearly felt like falling to my knees. Nearly. Instead, I snorted and hauled myself out of the chair once more so I could face him, man to demon.
 
   “So, you’re the one keeping him trapped here?” I crossed my arms and spread my feet, showing him I meant business.
 
   Asmodeus’ lips twitched as he looked me over. “No. Karl has done this to himself. It is his defence against me. Keeping me trapped in here with him. He thinks he is protecting Gerry.”
 
   “You’ve possessed him then.”
 
   The demon pushed away from the wall and flicked his wings out.
 
   Holy crap.
 
   Shadows arced around his shoulders and in the darkness they cast, his eyes glowed with sapphire brightness. Then he pulled his wings in and the shadows folded about him like a cloak. With languid steps, he circled me.
 
   “I was, yes.”
 
   “Was? But here you are. Trapped with him in this place.” I did my best to keep the uneasiness out of my voice. There was a strange feeling deep in my gut I didn’t want to explore too much. I didn’t want to know just how this being was affecting me. It might detract from my manly robustness.
 
   Asmodeus’ laugh was almost enough to turn my knees to water. “Part of me. A very, very small part of me. It happens every time one of my kind possesses one of your kind. Once we are… evicted, a small part of ourselves lingers. It will fade, eventually.”
 
   And who was I to say otherwise?
 
   It was my turn to circle Asmodeus. My God. Those wings went all the way.
 
   “So, you possessed Karl Roeben, but it wasn’t until you left him that he went whacko. Usually it’s the other way around.”
 
   Asmodeus turned to watch me. “Only when that is the desire of the dominant demon.”
 
   “Your intention being?”
 
   The smile that curled his lips was the very personification of that’s-for-me-to-know-and-for-you-to-find-out...if-you-dare. I decided against pressing him on the matter.
 
   “And what’s left…” I waved at him carelessly. “Is like a bad smell. You’re the forgotten shoe left in the hotel room after the occupants have left, stinking up the place.”
 
   You know, I don’t believe the remains of the Lord of Lust appreciated my comparison. His eyes narrowed and those gigantic wings twitched restlessly.
 
   “So, where are you now?”
 
   “I am somewhere safe. Somewhere I can continue to do my work.”
 
   “Work? Causing chaos, sending poor physicists insane?”
 
   He smiled, but it wasn’t a nice expression. “You have seen too many movies. I am not here to cause trouble.”
 
   I pointed to Karl at the boards. “But you are sending people insane.”
 
   Asmodeus composed himself. “That was not my choice.”
 
   Things moved into place in my head. “Chris Davis attacking Karl forced you out of him.”
 
   “Strong emotional surges can dislodge my kind. Usually it is a resurgence of faith that does it. The up swell of soul repels us, pushes us out.”
 
   “And you had to find someone else to act as your personal chauffeur.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “So who’s the lucky bastard?”
 
   “Do you truly expect me to tell you that?”
 
   “Had to try. Now I’m just going to have to sniff you out.”
 
   “I look forward to our next meeting.”
 
   He snapped his wings out to full width and rushed me. Darkness enveloped me.
 
   When I woke up, once more, I was on a bed with a bright light shining in one eye.
 
   “Argh!”
 
   “Ah, Mr Hawkins. Awake at last.” The light disappeared and Dr Angelshire hauled himself into fuzzy focus. “I was starting to wonder if we had another patient on our hands.”
 
   I managed to sit up and look around. I was in a room much like Karl’s.
 
   “What happened?” Angelshire asked as he checked my pulse.
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine,” I said.
 
   “In that case, my guess is you fainted and took an unusually long time to wake up.”
 
   “There you go, then.”
 
   The doc stepped back and looked at me over his glasses. “In my experience, and I’ll divert long enough here to impress upon you that my experience is expansive, there’s usually a reason for fainting. Mrs Roeben said you were sitting by her husband’s bed, you went stiff and then you collapsed. Has this ever happened to you before?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “Not exactly?”
 
   I rolled off the bed, wobbled and caught the wall before I could betray my lack of balance by falling flat on my face. Didn’t really fool Angelshire but he left me alone. He was probably of the learn-from-your-mistakes school of doctoring. I’m sure if I’d actually fallen over, he would have stirred himself to help me.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I assured him. Which was true. My head was clearing and my legs stopped wobbling. If I sounded a bit shaky, that was probably because I could still feel the touch of feathers against my skin.
 
   “Did you accomplish anything with Karl Roeben?”
 
   Standing under my own steam, I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   Angelshire crossed his arms. “Have you any new thoughts about the possession claim?”
 
   “Do you really want to hear my answer?” I asked.
 
   He gave me the same, tolerable smile he gave Mrs Roeben. “The Mentis Institute started life as a psychiatric hospital funded by the Catholic Church.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. I once visited someone at the old place. You’ve moved up in the world.”
 
   “It’s definitely a step in the right direction. But do you know why we moved away from the church?”
 
   I glanced at the stylish furniture, pristine walls and distinct lack of religious overtones. “You mean this isn’t church funded?”
 
   Unlike Mercy, Angelshire got the sarcasm. “Hard to believe, I know. We worked for many years to become independent of the church, and it was all because of their interference in our treatment of patients. I told you before about the requirements to declare possession. In all my years, I’ve never seen one person fulfil every one of them, and yet I was constantly battling the priests over patients with schizophrenia. When I wouldn’t give them any leeway, they turned to the patient’s family. I saw too many people take their sick children out of here all because a priest did an exorcism and said they were better.”
 
   “I can sympathise with your position,” I said, and I could. Not every sixteen year old should have to listen to a priest tell him he’s evil. Not possessed by something evil. Just evil.
 
   “But?”
 
   All the pussyfooting about I’d been doing with Ivan and Lila, the ongoing arguments with Erin, was starting to bug me, so I said, “But Karl Roeben was possessed. The demon’s gone now, mostly. I think you’re right in saying a trauma has caused his stupor, just not the trauma you would choose to believe.”
 
   Angelshire took a deep breath, pushed his coat back and put his hands on his hips. “Possessed by a demon. And this is your opinion as a psychic?”
 
   Here it comes. He was all sugar and niceness when I wasn’t too outlandish in my claims. Now, I was probably skating very close to ending up in the room next to Karl’s.
 
   I shrugged. “It’s my opinion as someone who’s seen some pretty weird shit in his life.”
 
   The doc took his glasses off and cleaned them with a handkerchief. “I see,” he said, perhaps a little ironically. “You said before you didn’t know if you’d managed to accomplish anything with Karl. Well, whatever you may think, I think you made a difference.”
 
   His tone didn’t make it clear if it was a good or bad difference.
 
   “Karl’s awake?” I asked hopefully.
 
   “Nothing as miraculous as that, I’m afraid. But Mrs Roeben said that just before you collapsed, her husband smiled.”
 
   My heart gave a little jump. Had I done it? Had I reached him, even in a tiny little way? Perhaps my smiley face had done more than piss him off.
 
   “I did see some rather extraordinary things in my time with the parapsychology group,” Angelshire continued. “And because a voluntary reaction to whatever it was you did is a good sign, I’m not going to toss you out and declare you a fraud.”
 
   “Are you going to admit me instead?”
 
   He resisted the smile I knew was lurking in his stern expression. “I will, however, escort you out.”
 
   It was a good compromise, so we had a silent but not too uncomfortable elevator ride down to the foyer.
 
   As we crossed to the doors, Angelshire said, “You believe in demons.”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   Hand on the door, he gave me long, hard look. “I have to ask, Mr Hawkins, in a world full of incurable cancer, terrorism, poverty, corruption, why do you believe in these things? Isn’t this world full of enough troubles already?”
 
   I pulled my sunglasses out and slipped them on as we stepped outside. Immediately I felt it. I’d thought the female was bad the night before, a couple of seconds of her completely unleashed presence that sent Mercy into a murderous rage. This was inestimably worse. Mercy wasn’t anywhere near, wasn’t even cognitive, and yet it reached out to me and dug inside without so much as a by your leave.
 
   The darkness stirred and I let it turn me until I saw him.
 
   I pointed and said to Angelshire, “That is why I believe.”
 
   Under the trees in the park across the road, Asmodeus stood still and silent, big black wings drawn tight around him. He nodded his head to us in that regal manner before breaking up into a flock of imps that scattered into the deep shadows.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
   When Erin woke up sans sharp ache in her chest she asked the nurses if they’d given her more painkillers. They hadn’t. After a while of exploring her ribcage with growing panic, she checked her arm. Under the bandages, all signs of the surgery were gone. If she poked hard enough, she could feel the screws the surgeons had used to hold her bones together, but the skin was healed and there was no residual ache in her bones. Her face still bore the evidence of impact with the airbag and car door, but the most debilitating of her injuries were gone.
 
   Lila Reyes.
 
   Demonologist or…?
 
   Unable to sit still or think straight, she made her way over to the oncology ward to see William.
 
   He was sleeping. At least he was out of quarantine and in a regular room, but their near fatal mistake was close to the front of Erin’s mind. She stayed well back, watching the gentle rise and fall of his chest. For a wonder, there were no drips crowding his bedside. There was some colour in his face and he looked like an ordinary man taking a quick nap.
 
   If only that were true. If only this wasn’t just a reprieve from the usual pain and frustration.
 
   Erin touched her healed ribs.
 
   Leaving a note for William, she returned to her room, demanded a discharge, threatened the doctor with a law suit if he didn’t agree and then called Ivan. Half an hour later, she was putting on her blouse while Ivan faced the closed door.
 
   “I don’t think you should be doing this,” he said.
 
   “I feel fine.” She did up the buttons and tried to hide the trembling in her hands. Her head whirled with all sorts of confused thoughts that would need exploring before she could rest.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” he asked as she sat down to put on her shoes. “I ran into your doctor on the way in. He said to tell you he still protests you leaving and that if you end up back here, he has the biggest I-told-you-so on standby.”
 
   “I’m okay, Ivan. I just can’t sit in here all day. There’s work to do.”
 
   “We don’t have any active clients at the moment.”
 
   “There’s the investigation into Gerry’s death.”
 
   “Matt’s investigation. You helped him get into the lab and that was supposed to be it.”
 
   Ready to leave, Erin stopped and faced Ivan. If she told him the real reason why she was about to bully her way back into this investigation, then she’d have to admit to the truth. It was obvious Hawkins hadn’t told Ivan anything about demons and vampires and Erin wasn’t ready to be the person to have that discussion with him.
 
   “Hawkins is hardly a professional investigator,” she said instead. “He needs help still.” Help to stay out of the clutches of his impossibly sexy ‘demonologist’.
 
   “He seems to be doing okay,” Ivan insisted as he followed her out of the room.
 
   “Doesn’t mean he couldn’t be doing better.”
 
   Ivan knew when to shut up and they rode down to the ground floor in tense silence. In the car park, Erin expected to be lead toward Ivan’s old hatchback, but instead he steered her toward a brand new, white BMW. It was indistinguishable from the previous one.
 
   “Showed up about ten minutes before you called.” Ivan pulled a new mobile phone from a pocket and handed it over. “This was with it. I’ve already transferred the SIM card.”
 
   “There was nothing wrong with my old phone,” Erin muttered.
 
   “It did have some scratches on it.”
 
   Which was hardly professional. Between the phone, the car and the miracle of her healed bones, it was almost as if the accident had never happened. It was typical Sol. Make it like the hiccup never happened and that was that.
 
   “Sol didn’t call to say it was coming?”
 
   He gave her a withering look.
 
   She acknowledged the stupidity of her question with a weary nod and held her hand out for the keys. Ivan hesitated, then handed them over, sighing as he got into the passenger seat.
 
   “I’ll drop you at the office,” she said once out of the car park and on the road.
 
   “Why can’t I go with you?”
 
   “Someone needs to keep the office open. In case Sol springs anymore surprises.”
 
   Ivan grumbled a bit and then asked, “What’s the deal with Mercy?”
 
   Erin carefully didn’t run off the road. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, the other night she was acting strange. You know, almost mentally challenged.”
 
   “She’s not mentally challenged,” Erin snapped.
 
   “I didn’t say she was. Just that she was acting that way. Matt made a joke about drugs. Was it more than a joke?”
 
   Thinking fast, Erin said, “Remember when we were chasing down Hawkins and we spoke to the drummer from Mercy’s old band? She said then Mercy had been getting into some serious drugs.”
 
   That gave Ivan something to think about for a while and Erin didn’t feel too guilty. She hadn’t actually lied. Erin pulled the car into a park outside the office building and waited for Ivan to get out. He didn’t.
 
   “And now she just hangs around with him all the time?” he asked.
 
   “Well, not all the time. But she lives with him.”
 
   “And she’s psychic? Like Matt.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   Ivan cut her an intolerant glare. “I spoke to Detective Courey.”
 
   Stomach jumping, Erin could only think to say, “Oh.”
 
   “Yeah. Oh. You could have told me, Erin.”
 
   “Christ, Ivan, what did you expect when you hired Hawkins? Didn’t you want to go to him because the ordinary investigation wasn’t getting anywhere? If you didn’t think he’d bring a totally different perspective to the case, you would have just asked me to look into it.”
 
   “I thought of Matt because we knew he investigated weird shit. I’m the one who found out about Night Call, remember. What’s pissed me off is you knew about Mercy and didn’t think to tell me. You knew before they came to my place that night, don’t deny it.”
 
   Gripping the steering wheel hard to keep her hands occupied, Erin said, “Yes, I knew all about Mercy. I didn’t tell you anything about her because I had hoped she and Hawkins would be out of our lives forever.”
 
   “So, it’s my fault you lied to me?”
 
   “I never lied to you.”
 
   “Okay, but you do omit a lot of things. You don’t trust me.”
 
   “Of course I trust you. You’re being childish.”
 
   “Maybe, but I can’t help wondering what else you might be keeping to yourself.”
 
   She almost told him. The whole sordid story was on the end of her tongue, waiting for her to open her mouth and release it. Jaw clenched, she took a deep breath and banished the urge to tell all. She didn’t like hiding things from Ivan but this was too big, too strange for her to contemplate telling anyone else about. If she was the one listening to it, she wouldn’t believe it. The truth of Hawkins and Mercy was something that needed to be seen to be believed and if she could help it, Ivan would never be in a situation that required him to see it. Hawkins could rattle on about the ‘best policy’ all he liked. When it came to protecting the people she loved, there was no compromise.
 
   “Get out of the car, Ivan.”
 
   He did, closing the door a little harder than absolutely necessary.
 
   Pulling into the traffic, a small voice in the back of Erin’s head told her that sooner or later, Ivan would discover the truth for himself. When—not if—that happened, the argument they’d have then would blow this one out of the water.
 
   Pushing those thoughts aside, Erin made her way to the State Library. Walking in past the banner of leaves, she felt her tension ease. The cool, quiet peace of the huge, open space of the Knowledge Walk was always soothing. Climbing the steps to the reference section, she began to feel more like herself. This was what she was supposed to be doing. Researching, looking for answers, gaining information to help her solve the mystery. Within fifteen minutes of beginning her catalogue search, she had a pile of books and retreated to the panoramic Red Box to read.
 
   With a green tinted image of the Brisbane River in front of her, the cityscape across the way standing tall and sparkling in the undiluted daylight, she read about demons and fallen angels and magical rings that could force a demon to do the wielder’s bidding. Scattered throughout the religious connections and the stories of summoners, she saw hints of the reality she’d witnessed and Hawkins had spoken about.
 
   Head full of growing suspicions, Erin left the library and went to Vogon Books. Inside, Jacob was doing brisk trade with several customers. They all seemed to be bickering over the contents of the same book Hawkins had been having conniptions over. Anxiety warring with nervousness, Erin hung back, willing to wait. Jacob noticed her though and hurried his customers out of the store, still arguing.
 
   “Erin, how’s things?” He did a double take at her face and added, “What happened to you?”
 
   Trying not to blush under her bruising and cuts, Erin frowned. “Hawkins didn’t tell you about the accident?”
 
   “No. Accident? Matt’s not been in or called since the other morning. You’re okay?” His eyes widened. “Is he okay?”
 
   “Hawkins wasn’t involved in the accident. Just me.” She came to the counter and lowered her voice. “It was the demon. She decided her job would be easier with me out of the picture.” And then had second thoughts, apparently.
 
   “My God.” But even as he said it, he reached for his ledger.
 
   “I’m actually here to ask you about Lila Reyes, though.”
 
   Jacob paused in his flick through the black book. “Who?”
 
   “Lila Reyes. The demonologist you sent to Hawkins.”
 
   “I didn’t send a demonologist to Matt. Couldn’t find one willing to talk. Who said I knew this woman?”
 
   Erin sagged against the counter. There was a ghost of a pain in her ribs and a twisting in her guts. Jacob had been her only hope of finding some normalcy in what had happened to her.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She was shaking her head before reason could stop her. Before Jacob could come around the counter to help her, she straightened and smoothed out her face.
 
   “You’ve no idea where Hawkins is?” she asked.
 
   “None whatsoever. Is there anything I can help you with?”
 
   “No, but thanks. I’ll give him a call.”
 
   “What’s the deal with this demonologist?”
 
   “I’m not certain yet.” She handed over a business card. “But I’m going to find out. Let me know if Hawkins gets in touch with you.”
 
   She walked out without saying goodbye. In the car, she tried Hawkins. Of course he didn’t answer so she left a message, horrified at how her voice trembled as she spoke. That done, she headed back to the office. The look on her face kept Ivan’s mouth shut as she went into her office. Firing up the computer, she was greeted with emails that weren’t her own.
 
   “Damn it.”
 
   Hawkins had left her computer logged on to his own email. She was about to close the program when something caught her eye. The title of the email was ‘photo’ and it was from Nick Carson of Great White Experience. There was some babbling about when the photo was taken but what jumped out at Erin was the word ‘poltergeist’.
 
   So this was Hawkins’ other case. She clicked on the attachment. A photo popped up of a man and woman on a boat. Behind them was grey sky and greyer water. The couple were snuggled happily against each other, smiling at the camera. He was boyish with a face that would stay eternally young and a lean physique. She was… well, she was a big mess of trouble.
 
   Erin printed out the picture then scrounged out the hard copy of Hawkins’ old file. Slipping the photo into it, she left her office and stopped by Ivan’s desk.
 
   “I’m heading out again, probably for the rest of the day. You may as well go home.”
 
   “I’ve got this report to finish, remember. The one for the Bracus Group.” He kept his gaze on his computer screen, his tone even.
 
   “It’s not due until next week. Take the rest of the day off.”
 
   “I should man the phones in case Sol calls.”
 
   Erin clutched the file to her chest. “Ivan, I’m sorry about before. I don’t like us arguing, but you know there are things I can’t tell you.”
 
   Ivan stared at the computer, fingers tapping at the keys.
 
   “Leave when you’ve finished the report,” Erin muttered and left.
 
   All the way out to Redcliffe, Erin did her best to put the matter of Ivan to the side and concentrate on what she was doing. It was hard. Ivan was the closest thing to a friend she had these days. Leaving a job she loved for one she tolerated in order to earn more money had seen her leave behind her friends as well. William’s friends had slowly trickled away as his disease had progressed, unable to cope with the changes they saw in him or pushed away by the demands of his treatment. He still chatted with them over the phone or the net, but there were no more dinners with discussions lasting well into the night, no more trips to the coast to play at surfing and stand up paddle boarding. Erin knew more about William’s specialist’s life than she did about what her old friends were doing. Ivan was it.
 
   It was hard to distract her thoughts from Ivan because it was difficult to form any firm thoughts about what she was currently doing. There was a vague idea in the back of her head but she shied from thinking about it directly because she didn’t want to get her hopes up, or get so scared of where she was heading she backed off. All she could do was head in one direction and keep moving until she hit a dead end. The rebound would send her off in another direction and she’d follow that path until it got her to where she was going—wherever that was.
 
   She pulled into Matt’s driveway before she really comprehended she’d made it to Redcliffe. Intentionally not thinking about what she would say or do, she got out of the car and went to the front door. It didn’t look as if anyone was home. The front door was closed, the house silent. Of course, Mercy was in there, sleeping away the day, but she barely counted as an occupant while the sun was up.
 
   “He’s not home.” The voice came from the neighbour’s yard. A young woman, perhaps a couple of years younger than Erin, knelt in a patch of freshly turned dirt in a garden bed. She dusted off her thick gloves and stood, dirt clinging to her bare knees, exposed along with the vast majority of slender legs by a pair of tiny yellow shorts.
 
   “So I gathered,” Erin replied, walking toward the woman. “Do you know when he’ll be back?”
 
   “Not really. Matt keeps odd hours. Are you a friend of his?”
 
   “We’re business associates. What time did he leave this morning?”
 
   “Pretty early, around eight. Usually he doesn’t stir until closer to noon, probably because he’s out till the wee hours most nights. And he was walking, not driving. Went down to the bus stop.” She closed the last distance between them, hand held out. “I’m Sue. I didn’t think Matt had any business associates. We thought he didn’t work.”
 
   Erin pulled a card and offered it to Sue instead of her hand. “He does some consultancy work with my firm. I’m trying to track him down in relation to a job we’re working on at the moment.”
 
   Sue read the card, her eyebrows arching. “Private detective. Wow. Charles, that’s my husband, was convinced Matt was a bum, sponging off rich parents and partying to all hours with the girl who lives with him.”
 
   “As I said, Hawkins only does some consulting for me. Otherwise I’m not privy to his private life.”
 
   “Except the other night.” Instantly, Sue pressed her lips together and looked away. “I’m sorry. We’re not stickybeaks or anything, but Charles saw you with Matt the other morning.”
 
   “Just part of the job we’re on. Nothing personal. You don’t know when he might be home?”
 
   Sue shook her head. “Sorry.”
 
   “You have my number. If you see him come home, can you please call me?”
 
   “You don’t want me to tell him you came looking for him?”
 
   “I’d prefer it if you didn’t. I think he’s being intentionally hard to find. If he knows I’m actively after him, he’ll just go to ground.”
 
   A small, conspiratorial smile curled Sue’s lips. “Cool. It’s like a spy movie.”
 
   “Yes,” Erin murmured. “Just like one. It was nice to meet you, Sue. Thank you for your help.”
 
   Sue tucked the card into a pocket and waved as Erin left. At the intersection, Erin stopped and flipped open the file on Hawkins. He’d had a decoy house in Ipswich but she didn’t think he would have bothered keeping it after its address became known to the local vampires. It was most likely he was out investigating. She tried his mobile again and once again he didn’t answer. It wasn’t switched off, it just rang out and went to voice mail. Erin didn’t leave another message.
 
   A couple of pages into the file she saw an address that was familiar. It was a long shot, but she had to try.
 
   Time for a stakeout.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
   I frowned at my phone. Erin. Again. Calling from her mobile. The one message she’d left was a simple ‘Call me.’ Not very revealing. I mean, she could be either going to tell me about the miracle that saw her doctor release her early or she wanted to give me an ear bashing. I knew which one I’d prefer and I knew which one was more likely. They weren’t the same one.
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   I put the phone in my pocket and smiled at Lila. “No one. Didn’t even leave a message. Can’t have been important.”
 
   She pursed those lovely lips at me. “I don’t think it was ‘no one’. Your expression says it was someone.”
 
   “Okay, it was someone but someone I don’t particularly wish to speak to at the moment.” I pulled Lila close and kissed the tip of her nose. “I’m kinda busy right now.”
 
   Lila pushed me away and turned back to the papers she’d lain out on the table. “Busy learning how to send yourself insane.” She sighed. “And here I am, happily sending you on your way with a map and instructions.”
 
   I looked over the diagrams and lists she’d drawn up. “I’ll be okay, I promise you. And thank you again for agreeing to do this.” Pointing to the main picture of a hexagram within a circle decorated with a few symbols I had no idea about, I asked, “So I just need to draw that on the ground and the demon will be trapped?”
 
   “Very basically yes. It is the foundation of your cage. Anyone can draw this, summon a demon and it will be confined to the circle. What most people can’t do is hold the circle for very long, or aren’t strong enough to stop the demon from overcoming the barrier. Once the barrier drops, the demon is free. Then, if it has enough strength left, the demon can return to its own realm, or it can possess the nearest living creature capable of sustaining it.” She gave me a very frank look. “Usually the summoner. Or, if it’s expended most of its energy in breaking the cage, it will probably just dissipate.”
 
   “Because it’s usually just part of the demon’s spirit that’s been trapped, right?”
 
   “Right. The other thing to remember is the basic circle will draw the demon in only. To hold it for longer than a moment or two, you need to reinforce the circle with power.”
 
   “Psychic power?”
 
   “If that’s the label you want to put on it, yes. Faith is another label.”
 
   “And how do I go about putting this power into the circle?”
 
   “Blood.”
 
   Yeah, I should have known. It always came back to blood.
 
   “My blood or the demon’s?”
 
   Lila rolled her eyes. “Yours. A human’s power is closely tied to their blood. A demon’s is tied to its spirit. You put drops of your blood at each point of the hexagram and that will close the circle. Once the demon drops into it, these symbols will act to draw power from the demon to reinforce the barrier.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “The demon helps power the cage it’s in? That’s twisted.”
 
   “It certainly is. When the first warlocks and witches were working out how to trap demons, they realised some demons are much stronger than others. A weak summoner would have no chance of containing a powerful demon. So these sigils draw upon the demon’s own power to enforce the barrier. A strong demon’s power will create a barrier of equal strength, regardless of the summoner’s personal contribution. Problems arise because a weak summoner is more likely to be overwhelmed by the demon’s power and lose control.”
 
   There was a touch of something dark in Lila’s tone, but she continued before I could question it.
 
   “It has a second purpose as well. Anything created of the demon’s power is linked to its spirit. If the demon attacks the barrier, it will hurt itself along with the summoner. The threat of pain keeps the demon complacent. Mostly.”
 
   I swallowed the lump of unease in my throat. “Wild animals will chew off their own leg to get free of a trap.”
 
   “And humans will chop of a limb with a switchblade to do the same. That’s why I said ‘mostly’.”
 
   A jogger glanced at us curiously as he went past. We must have looked strange, in our casual attire, leaning over a picnic table at South Bank covered in papers sporting demon summoning instructions. Middle class Satan worshippers.
 
   To one side sat the remains of my, once again, late lunch and a half drunk skinny-mocha-vanilla-half-strength-latte with no foam and extra chocolate sprinkles—or something. The drink was there before we were, I swear.
 
   “Is there any way I can guarantee the demon won’t risk the pain and break free?”
 
   “Sure. Be stronger than it is. Simple.”
 
   Right. Simple. Kermit seemed to think I was a serious contender—his quip about the ‘Primal’ thing hadn’t wandered far from my thoughts—but he also said I wasn’t strong enough to manage this.
 
   Contemplating the papers and everything Lila just said, I was impressed. “I really appreciate this. You must have done a lot of research to get it all.”
 
   “Not as much as you’d think.” Lila sat down and smoothed out the paper with the diagram on it. The action looked nervous. “When do you plan to do this?”
 
   I stroked her hair. “I’ll be okay. I promise.”
 
   She glared at me. “You can’t promise me that. Let me be with you when you do it. If anything goes wrong, I might be able to help.”
 
   “Or get hurt. No, Lila. I’ve already said I don’t want you there.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Listen, I know you don’t believe me about this demon being real. You still think this is just a part of my overactive imagination.”
 
   She began to shake her head. I caught her face between my hands and stilled it.
 
   “This thing is very real. It’s already put one friend in hospital. I won’t risk you as well. Trust me, I have a failsafe of my own.”
 
   Sapphire eyes glimmering with tears, she nodded. “I trust that you do.”
 
   “Good. Now, is there anything else I need?”
 
   Lila took a moment to gather herself, then said, “The demon’s name.”
 
   “Check.”
 
   She grabbed my arm in a tight hold. “You know its name?”
 
   “I’ve got a name.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Heeding Kermit’s warning, I said, “Probably best I don’t mention it. Just in case.”
 
   “Why? You won’t let me be there with you. Why can’t I know who you’ll be summoning? And don’t go yabbering on about my safety. Why won’t you tell me?”
 
   Gone was the seductress. In her place was the fierce, liberated woman. Only one way to respond to that.
 
   I gathered up the drawings and rolled them into a tight tube. “Because.” I leaned down, kissed her angry lips and then made a strategic retreat. “Got an appointment, babe. Trust me. I’ll be fine.”
 
   She didn’t chase me down, which was a relief and a worry. I didn’t particularly feel like a public fight but a token curse or two would have let me know she cared.
 
   At the bike, I checked my phone again. No more calls from Erin. Definitely no message. I suppose I could have called her, but things concerning Erin were still a little weird. For me at least. My brain knew it had been the demon the night before, but there were other parts of me that could only recall Erin’s voice, her eyes, her lips, her… ah hem. Yes. So, things were still a touch uppity regarding all that. I didn’t trust myself to not make a fool of myself should I have to talk to her. Avoidance was a good thing.
 
   Instead, I rode on over to the north side of the river and to a relatively new building on the riverside at Hamilton. Planned as an all in one office, shopping and day care complex, the place hadn’t filled up as quickly as its investors would have liked and as a consequence, a lot of the office space was being offered at less than market value. Something I’m sure wouldn’t have bothered Gerry Davis much, since she was sitting on a minor mountain of cash. But the fact the building was largely empty probably played a big part.
 
   I’d called ahead and after several rings, the phone had diverted to the front desk. The building receptionist had all but jumped through the phone line the moment I mentioned my ‘investigation’, inviting me to come and view the offices whenever I wanted. Hardly professional, but lucky for me.
 
   “Let me guess, Matt Hawkins,” greeted me as I walked into the foyer.
 
   The speaker looked as if he would have to lie about his age to get into a nightclub. He could have been no more than seventeen years old, with several proud and defiant pimples on his chin and a mop of hair any emo worth their black boots would have been proud of. The faux security guard get up completed the ‘what’s wrong with this picture?’ picture.
 
   “Deiter?”
 
   Deiter grinned. “Yup.”
 
   “How did you know who I was?”
 
   “Dude!” Said with all the confidence of his age and the disbelief that there could possibly be any reason to question his certainty. “This place is like a crypt, man. We don’t get any visitors.”
 
   “You said I could look at the offices on the sixth floor.”
 
   “No problem. Look, I can’t leave my post.” He patted the top of the counter he sat behind. “I’ll buzz you up, though. Stay as long as you want and if you have any questions, just call down. I know everything that goes on in here. But if my uncle asks you what you’re doing, don’t let him know I’m helping your investigation. He’s not very cool like that.”
 
   “Your uncle?”
 
   “The building manager. He got me this job. If I screw up just once, he reckons he’s gonna kick me out.”
 
   “Yet you’re willing to let me into a closed office.”
 
   “Why not. Nothing else ever happens around here. The elevator will take you up to the sixth floor. I’ll watch you here.” He proudly showed off a bank of small screens showing black and white images of the building. He was right. The place looked empty. “When you’re at the door, I’ll buzz you in.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   A little concerned Deiter would be watching me, I took the elevator up to the sixth floor. The halls were deserted, humming with the soft whir of the air conditioning and faint music. Pan pipes. Sheesh.
 
   I found Gerry and Karl’s office and I’d done little more than pause before it when the lock clicked. Glancing over my shoulder revealed a black dome on the ceiling across the hall. I waved to Deiter and opened the door.
 
   Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be any cameras in the office space. And when I say office space, I mean a warren of tiny rooms linked by a random seeming placement of doors. Wandering through them revealed a tiny tea room, bar fridge still stocked with out of date yogurt, a wrinkled apple and a dribble of milk in the bottom of the bottle. The next three rooms were filled with towering servers, extra cooling units and a row of impressive looking computers. All of it seemed to be turned off, though one screen blinked through a generic screen saver of picturesque views from around the world. I nudged the mouse and the screen saver disappeared. The screen sat on the prompt for the C drive, cursor blinking next to a short message that simply read ‘no files available’.
 
   Most tellingly, the chair in front of the computer was knocked over and broken, like someone had stomped on it. Generally, only folks angry at finding no files brutalised office furniture.
 
   Someone had been here looking for Gerry’s research already. I wondered if I wasn’t the first person Deiter had let in on the sly.
 
   Moving past the computer, I entered the last room.
 
   Well, well. Fuck.
 
   Have to admit the last thing I expected to find was a life sized version of the circle Lila had just drawn for me. But there it was.
 
   The carpet had been pulled back to reveal the bare floor. The summoning circle was perfect, as I would expect from someone like Gerry. No messily drawn circle that was more oblong than round, no smudge marks, nothing to indicate this had been a hasty thing.
 
   Crouching down, I studied the circle in more detail. It had been drawn in blue chalk and at the points of the hexagram were brown, flaking stains. Dried blood.
 
   Great. Had Gerry and Karl summoned Asmodeus? If so, it had gone wrong and poor Karl suffered for it. Of course, now I had to find out why they would want to summon a Demon Lord. What could a pair of physicists want with a demon? Or perhaps they didn’t want a demon. Perhaps they just wanted to prove they could do it. The biggest prize in the scientific world—proving other dimensions existed alongside ours.
 
   “Holy cow,” I muttered.
 
   But even as I stood, I knew that wasn’t the whole answer. They may have accidentally let Karl get possessed, but why would someone else then summon another demon to kill Gerry? Apart from being drawn into Gerry and Karl’s circle, what was Asmodeus doing here? He could have left Karl at any time, but instead he had to be evicted against his will and even then, still hung around because he said he had stuff to do. What stuff? Was his summoning not purely a means to prove a theory?
 
   Argh!
 
   I’d hoped to find some definitive answers here, but all I got was a headache.
 
   Turning to leave, I spied something in the corner by the door. I picked it up and my guts churned.
 
   Headache with a side order of aneurism for Mr Hawkins.
 
   In the foyer I stopped by Deiter’s little domain.
 
   “Get what you need?” he asked cheerfully.
 
   “And a bit more besides.” I put my find on the counter in front of him. “Do you recognise this?”
 
   “It’s a Red Socks cap.”
 
   “Ever seen it before? Say on the head of someone going up to the offices on the sixth floor?”
 
   Deiter screwed up his face. “Maybe.”
 
   “Think, Deiter. You could blow my case wide open if you can remember who was wearing this cap.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t see his face. The cap was too low, right.”
 
   “Describe him.”
 
   “Skinny, ‘bout my height, maybe a bit taller, walked all hunched up and his hands in his pockets. Totally ignored me.”
 
   I took a calming breath. “When was this?”
 
   “’Round about a week ago.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Cap crushed in a death grip I left the building. Of course, the cap wearer could have been anyone, but odds were he wasn’t just anyone. A week ago was just after Gerry died. The time Chris said Rufus had gone missing.
 
   Shit.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30
 
   Chris wasn’t answering his phone. I roared on out to Rocklea and he wasn’t home, either. Neither was Rufus.
 
   I sat on the bike and tried to work out what the fuck was going on. Chris had lied to me. At least, he hadn’t told me everything. Rufus was keeping big fat facts to himself as well. None of that screamed complete innocence to me.
 
   I called Erin’s office.
 
   “Hello, Sol Investigations. Ivan speaking.”
 
   “Ivan, it’s Matt. You sound like shit.”
 
   Ivan sighed into the phone. “I feel like shit. Did Erin catch up with you?”
 
   “Not yet. What does she want?”
 
   “She thinks you’re incapable of finding out who killed Gerry.”
 
   I snorted. “Listen, I’m not after Erin. I’m trying to find Chris and Rufus. Chris isn’t answering his phone and neither of them are home. Any ideas?”
 
   “Um, not really. Brad might have a clue.”
 
   “Can you call Brad and get him to call me with any ideas he might have. This is important.”
 
   “Are they in trouble?”
 
   If I caught them they very well could be. “Maybe. Can you call Brad?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Good, if you could do that right now, I’d be really appreciative.”
 
   He said he would and I hung up. While I waited for the call, I considered my options. It was just after four, still three hours to full sunset. A whole heap of time I could be doing stuff before Mercy got up and could... What? Go bonkers and try to kill me again? Or worse?
 
   I had to stop thinking I could rely on Mercy at the moment. But the truth was, the vague plan forming up in the back of my head wouldn’t work without her. She was too integral to my thinking processes these days. Without her, Night Call would just be some idiot in a black car with high ideals about himself.
 
   Pushing aside thoughts of Mercy, I considered what it left me with. Not a lot, truth be told. Unless Brad could pinpoint his uncle and cousin I had little hope of finding them.
 
   Wow. Without Mercy, I was pretty useless. Scary thought.
 
   Of course, I could give in and deal with Erin. I had to eventually talk to her, didn’t I. Still, I didn’t feel like having the confrontation over the phone and I didn’t think I should just leave the Davis house unwatched. They could come home at any time and I wanted to be here. I settled in to wait.
 
   “About time,” I muttered when Brad finally called.
 
   “Sorry, but when Ivan said what you wanted, I did a bit of a search myself. Chris isn’t at home.”
 
   Glancing at the closed up house, I said, “I figured.”
 
   “And he’s not at work either. Rufus was at school today and left at three.”
 
   An hour for him to have got home, surely more than enough time. Curse rebellious teenagers.
 
   “Any places you can think of Rufus might go after school? A friend’s house, a park, anything?”
 
   “I’m not that close to Rufus,” Brad said. “But Chris does play lawn bowls.”
 
   I should have guessed. Brad gave me what he thought was the name of the greens where his uncle played. Wishing Roberts would just give in and fix my phone, I stopped at a convenience store and asked for directions. I lucked onto a lady who was quite the bowls enthusiast and left with several greens to check out within easy reach of Chris’ place. It took two hours to cover them all and make sure Chris wasn’t at any of them. By the time I’d ruled them out, I had resigned myself to not finding either of them on my own.
 
   Right now, my best bet was probably to continue with my original plan for the night. Tonight was, of course, the last night of leniency my personal demon had from her boss. Tonight, she would be after me with all of her determination.
 
   I called Roberts.
 
   “Long time,” he said in greeting. “Was starting to think some vamp had finally kicked your arse for you.”
 
   That one hit a little close for comfort, so I said in a derisive, totally compensating manner, “Not likely. Are you free tonight?”
 
   “Let me check my social calendar. Nope, nothing. What’s the fun planned for tonight? Should I wear galoshes?”
 
   “Don’t rule it out.”
 
   While he moaned and groaned I filled him in on what I wanted him to do. Once he found out, he agreed readily enough, on one condition.
 
   “If my car gets messed up you’re paying for a complete detailing.”
 
   “All you’re doing is picking up a few things for me. How’s your car going to get messed up? Oh, that’s right. You’ll be driving.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re real funny. And what will you be doing while I’m running your errands?”
 
   “I’ll be picking up a few other things.” I gave him the address for where we’d meet and hung up.
 
   By the time I reached Dutton Park Cemetery, it was close to full dark. I called Kermit from the entrance to the cemetery so he was waiting for me when I arrived at his clearing.
 
   “What now?” he demanded testily. “I was in the middle of dinner.”
 
   Somehow, he’d managed to get himself a hoodie, a fresh one, not one taken from some tragically hip dead body. He kept in the shadows of the scrub, looking around nervously, making sure his hood was pulled as far forward as possible. He looked like Batman, his ear tips making two pointed peaks on either side of his head.
 
   “Sorry to bother you,” I said, with unusual amounts of consideration. “We’re friends, right. The sort of friends who do favours for each other.”
 
   Kermit stopped searching the growing dark and settled for staring at me. “What do you want?”
 
   “Nothing much. Just wondering if you wanted to get out of the cemetery for a bit. You know, see some new sights, have ride on the Moto Guzzi, feel the wind in your... ears, maybe help me talk to a demon, get some take out, see the sights from Mount Coot-tha.”
 
   The ghoul took a startled step back. “Did you just... ask me out on a date?”
 
   I gaped at him. “Oh, fuck no. I need something, shit, I mean someone to put a demon spirit into while I talk to it. Jeez, Kermit.”
 
   “But what about the rest of it? The ride, the site seeing, the dinner. You weren’t actually going to go through with that if I agreed?”
 
   Doing my best not reach for my gun, I said, “If we did all those things, would you help with the other thing?”
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   I gritted my teeth against the need to growl. “Then why go on about it?”
 
   “To see how serious you were. And you are serious.” He held up a long, four fingered hand to keep me away. “After everything I said yesterday you have the nerve to come and ask me this.”
 
   “Listen, Afzal, I understand what it would mean for you to agree to do this. I wouldn’t ask unless I had no other option. And hey, you do this for me, and I’ll be so much closer to getting rid of these demons and you can go back to your usual life.” Not that I could see much difference in how he lived, unless being even more obnoxious counted. Which, I suppose, it did. At least I never had to treat him like a princess before.
 
   “No way, little man. Not on your willy.”
 
   I winced. “Nelly, Kermit. It’s not on your nelly.”
 
   “Well, not on that either. I don’t owe you anything.”
 
   “You don’t owe me anything?” I spluttered. “You tried to kill me!”
 
   “You’re still riding that old bike?” Kermit waved as if clearing the air. “That’s old news. Water under the bridge. A bone picked clean and sucked dry of marrow.”
 
   “Something like that, Kermy, something that threatens my very existence, tends to stick around.”
 
   “Oh, like being possessed by the Demon King and doing who knows what while he’s frolicking around in his borrowed ghoul body might stick around, huh? Like that, do you think?”
 
   I held up my hands. “Okay, you got me. You’ve been used and abused by these arseholes. I get it. But all I’m asking is a couple of minutes to talk to this thing, then it’s over. I banish it, you go free and it won’t be walking off with you, I promise.”
 
   Kermit narrowed his big eyes. “What will you give me for it? And just so you know, I don’t want a date, or any of that other shit you mentioned.”
 
   “What do you want then?” If he said flat screen TV the deal was off.
 
   He thought about it for, oh, maybe two seconds.
 
   “I want to see a movie.”
 
   “Sure. Merce has a big collection, if you’re into Norse gods.”
 
   “No. In a cinema. With popcorn and those ice creams with the chocolate on top.”
 
   “Deal.” Had absolutely no freaking idea how I would manage it, but the ugly bastard was actually twanging on something that might be attached to my pity.
 
   With a big sigh, he heaved himself up and stalked past me. “Let’s get this done, then.”
 
   I made him put on some pants. Contrary to popular belief, he actually had some. At the bike, I offered him Mercy’s helmet. Kermit was pretty savvy with his techno talk these days, but he didn’t understand that most male beings shouldn’t be so happy to get the hot pink helmet. Why all the protective gear for something that, if he fell off the bike at top speed, would probably survive? Because I didn’t want to be seen riding around with what could be mistaken for a half decayed corpse. Visually, he could be covered up fairly well, but the smell... All I can say is, thankfully he was behind me. Going so fast his stench didn’t have time to reach my nose was the only way I made it to Rocklea without passing out. Though we did nearly crash several times. Despite my warning about riding on the bike, he got too excited about pointing out things that caught his fancy along the way and nearly capsized us as he leaned toward them.
 
   By the time we’d reached the new estate, Kermit had had his fill of the world beyond his cemetery and he disappeared into the warren of skeletal houses with a vague promise to come back when I needed him. Inside the house where I’d hidden the bike the night before, I went about my preparations.
 
   My circle was nowhere near as perfect as Gerry’s but it was pretty darn close, even if I do say so myself. I’d just finished inscribing the symbols between the points of the hexagram when Roberts’ big four wheel drive rumbled into the driveway. As I was leaving the garage to help him unpack, a familiar sensation took my breath away.
 
   Roberts hopped down from the 4WD and from the passenger side, Mercy appeared, glaring at me.
 
   “I’m hungry.”
 
   I faced Roberts, who stood there looking far too un-guilty. “Why is she here? You were supposed to take her home once she’d done her part.”
 
   “Have you tried telling her no lately?” He stepped back. “Discuss it with her. I’m going to unload my car before any of those things wakes up.”
 
   “He wouldn’t give me any blood,” Mercy complained as she stamped up to me. Tonight’s wardrobe choice was sensible jeans, boots and a t-shirt that read ‘What if the HOKEY POKEY really is what it’s all about?’. “I had to run around catching all those stupid imps and now I’m hungry and he said I had to stay home but he wouldn’t give me anything to eat and I’m hungry, Matt.”
 
   I could feel it zinging down the private line. She was hungry and probably did require a feed. Things had been too hectic for me to check her haemoglobin this morning so I had no idea how low she might be.
 
   Roberts trooped past, carrying two cat carriers full of snoring imps.
 
   “Look, Merce,” I began, fishing in my pocket for my keys.
 
   Mercy watched Roberts put the carriers down and go back for more. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing that interests you.” I held up the keys to the Moto Guzzi. “If I give you the key to the blood fridge, will you promise to go home, have one bag and…”
 
   She wandered into the garage, leaving me talking to myself.
 
   “I may as well not even be here,” I muttered. “Come on, Mercy. You have to go home and eat. Get back here.”
 
   “What’s this?” she asked, pointing to the circle.
 
   “Matt’s latest madness,” Roberts said.
 
   “Will it hurt him?” she asked Roberts.
 
   “We can only hope.”
 
   “Shut up. You’re not helping,” I said to him as he went back past. “Mercy, enough. Please, if you’re so hungry, just go home. Two bags.”
 
   That caught her attention. “Two whole bags?”
 
   “Two whole bags.”
 
   She looked between the keys dangling from my hand and the circle.
 
   “Why can’t she stay?” Roberts asked in a low voice as he came back with a small, portable stereo. “Wouldn’t it be best to keep her around in case things go wrong? Hey, who am I kidding. I mean, when things go wrong.”
 
   “If she sticks around, things will go wrong quicker than usual.”
 
   For the first time he seemed to really look at me. “What’s with the face thing?”
 
   “That was things going wrong last night.”
 
   “Oh.” Then after a moment’s thought. “Ooh.” He marched into the garage. “Hey, kiddo. Better get on your bike, hey? Wouldn’t want to miss the main course of yummy blood.”
 
   That seemed to decide Mercy’s mind. She skipped out of the garage and swiped the keys from my hand in a blur of moonlight. As she got on the bike and picked up her helmet, her little nose wrinkled.
 
   “Ew! Smells like ghoul.”
 
   “Wear mine, then.”
 
   “And smell like you?” She hooked the helmet on the back and started the bike with a rev to wake the dead.
 
   “Put a helmet on,” I yelled as she backed out of the driveway. “And don’t just drop the bike when you get home. Put the kickstand down this time!”
 
   Helmetless, she waved, popped a wheelie and was gone. Roberts and I watched her go.
 
   “What a charming drive it was out here with her,” Roberts said dryly. “Tell me, are you really trying to starve the poor thing?”
 
   I glared at him. “Did she look underfed to you?”
 
   “Hmm, let me see. Rosy cheeks, red lips, a lovely shine to her hair. Not particularly, but the complaining says otherwise.”
 
   “Learn to ignore it. Makes your life much calmer.” I kept watch on the road, to make sure she didn’t come back. Behind us, Bach played on the stereo and soft mewling from the cages said it was doing its duty. “How many did you get?”
 
   “About two dozen. Some are pretty small though.” Roberts showed me a couple of tears in his black jacket. “Nasty little blighters, ain’t they?”
 
   “They’re not pleasant, that’s for sure.”
 
   “What are they for? Matter of fact, what is any of this for? And why did her helmet smell like ghoul?” He sniffed. “Why do you smell like ghoul?”
 
   Grimacing, I said, “Don’t ask.”
 
   “Oh, please do.”
 
   Both of us spun around.
 
   Erin stood in the garage, hands on hips, looking at the circle.
 
   Suffice to say she looked much as she had last night. Tired, a bit sore, but tonight had the added bonus of angry. My stomach ended up somewhere around my knees.
 
   “So, Lila came through with the goods, did she?”
 
   The question was so rhetorical I thought it best to not even acknowledge it. “How did you get here?”
 
   She glanced at me, at Roberts, then back at me. “It’s called investigating.”
 
   I hit Roberts on the arm. “She followed you.”
 
   “Don’t blame me for this,” he snapped. “You never said to look out for tails.”
 
   “I didn’t think it needed…” And right there, my brain caught up to my mouth, slightly out of breath, but with an actual clue.              
 
   It was only when the hard butt of my gun settled into my hand that I realised I’d reached for it. Still, my fingers closed around it and pulled it from the back of my pants before I could think twice.
 
   My arm snapped up at the same moment Erin’s did.
 
   Gulp.
 
   A Glock barrel looked like a fucking cannon when it’s that close to your face.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 31
 
   “What the fuck?” Roberts threw himself out of the line of fire.
 
   “What are you doing, Hawkins?” Erin demanded, her gun not wavering.
 
   “Things aren’t always what they seem. I never told you Lila’s name.”
 
   “No. She did, when she came to see me in the hospital today.” She titled her head the bare minimum needed to indicate the circle. “She came to see if you were trustworthy enough to summon a demon.”
 
   I swallowed my confusion. “She came to see you? But I never told her your name either. And why aren’t you still in hospital?”
 
   “I got better.”
 
   “You got better? So, no broken ribs? No broken arm? What about your face? Still cut up, I see.”
 
   She ground her teeth so hard I heard it clearly. “If you’d just put your gun down I could tell you what’s happened.”
 
   I smiled grimly. “Nice try. Show me.”
 
   This time her gun did waver, but she got it steady in quick order. “What?”
 
   “Show me your ribs.”
 
   Erin turned side on, presenting a smaller target. “I’m not showing you anything.”
 
   Roberts came a little closer. “Matt, what’s the deal?”
 
   “Last night I was ambushed by a demon wearing Erin’s body.”
 
   “What?” Stereo sound from Erin and Roberts.
 
   “I’m not a demon,” Erin stated as Roberts asked, “A demon?”
 
   “Look.” Erin moved to face me front on again and very slowly, she lowered her gun. “If I was the demon, would I do this?”
 
   “Probably. Bullets have little effect on her.”
 
   “Then put your gun away,” she said as she handed her Glock to Roberts. He took it and then hightailed it back to my side. Erin sighed.
 
   “I said little effect, not no effect.”
 
   “Fine.” Ignoring my weapon, Erin moved so she could lean against a wall. “I’m too tired to bother with this argument. What can I do to prove to you who I am?”
 
   “Tell me about the ribs.”
 
   She laughed wearily. “She healed my ribs, probably out of a sense of guilt for breaking them in the first place.”
 
   “The demon?”
 
   “Yes, the demon.”
 
   “I’m not exactly sure on why she would do that, but I’m open the fact she might.” I didn’t lower the Cougar. “Still not convinced though. I called her on the rib thing last night so perhaps this tale is a handy way of bypassing that matter this time.”
 
   “Whatever. Anything else I can do?”
 
   “Kiss me.”
 
   Erin gaped at me. Roberts too, but I didn’t care about his reaction.
 
   “Kiss you?” Erin shook her head. “Why?”
 
   “Humans have an aura demons can’t replicate.” I took a step toward her. “It would prove things one way or the other.”
 
   “And put you right in my arms if I am the demon,” Erin offered. “Easy squishing position.”
 
   “There is that,” I conceded and took another step toward Erin. “Come on, babe. Lay one on me.” I leaned forward. “You might not get another free offer.”
 
   Erin knocked my gun hand aside, grabbed my face and kissed me.
 
   It wasn’t a sweet, sensual kiss like last night. It wasn’t a greedy tongues and all thing either. She just pushed her lips to mine brutally hard, so I could feel the shape of her teeth.
 
   And then it all changed. Though I’m willing to bet it was all one sided. In an instant the hard kiss became desperate, scared and reckless. The emotions rocked into me on a wave of Erin’s unique flavour. The desperation was in the sweetness of the honeydew melon, the fear in the sharp tartness of the Moscato and the recklessness was bathed in all the rich, deep dark bitterness of chocolate and coffee.
 
   The sensation swamped me, damn near knocked my feet out from under me. When Erin let me go I had to grab onto her to keep upright, though she nearly crashed under the added strain.
 
   “Well?” she asked when we were stable.
 
   I cleared my throat, trying to wash down the lingering taste of Erin. “You’re you.”
 
   “Told you.”
 
   Then she sagged against the wall. I caught her before she could fall and helped her to the floor.
 
   “I had to make sure,” I said. “Tonight’s the deadline for the demon. She has to take me out.”
 
   Erin nodded, though she made a big effort to look anywhere but at me. “I understand. You’re prepared for her?”
 
   “As best I can be. I should start pretty soon, so I’m not ambushed again. Roberts, can you go call Kermit?”
 
   Roberts grunted and left the room.
 
   “Kermit?” Erin asked.
 
   “A ghoul. Nasty piece of work but he’s agreed to help me out. So, it’s true the demon came to you and healed your ribs?”
 
   “This morning. Matt, how well do you know Lila Reyes?”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “Why do you want to know?”
 
   Erin dug in a pocket on her jacket. She pulled out a printed photo. “Nick Carson sent you this photo of himself and his girlfriend, whom I’m presuming is your poltergeist.”
 
   Wondering where Erin was going with this, I took the picture, looked at it and fell on my arse.
 
   “How well do you know Lila Reyes?” Erin repeated. “Or should we call her Amaya?”
 
   My brain blanked out. All I could do was stare at the photo. The guy I guessed was Nick Carson. The woman, no doubt about it, was Lila. The same white skin, the same black hair, the faintly tilted eyes.
 
   “She visited me this morning.” Erin’s words entered my ears and I recognised them but it was hard to make sense of them. “She said she wanted to know if I trusted you because she didn’t know if she should help you summon a demon. Why would she even consider helping you, Matt? You’d only be using what she told you to capture her.”
 
   I shook my head. “Lila is Amaya, or looks extremely like her. Why jump to the conclusion that she’s the demon?”
 
   “She healed my ribs and arm. And Jacob knows nothing about her. He didn’t give her your number.”
 
   I wanted to deny Erin’s words. I really did but my mind was gearing back up and running through every moment of every meeting with Lila. She had called out of the blue, I’d been the one to mention Jacob and she’d agreed. She’d met with me in a public place and then tried to take me somewhere private—to screw me or kill me? Or both? All the expertly seductive things she’d performed for my pleasure. A succubus indeed.
 
   “Oh God,” I whispered. “She even told me. Or tried to tell me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Last night. She came here, looking like you and… and when I worked out who she was she pretty much told me she was linked to my other job. Of course, she couldn’t say it plainly but she dropped a giant hint and I forgot to pick it up. I’m such a fucking idiot.”
 
   “Not an idiot,” Erin said soothingly. “Just… a bit slow.”
 
   I managed a bitter chuckle.
 
   “And yet she’s helped you work out how to summon her.” Erin leaned against the wall, eyes narrowed in thought. “Why is that?”
 
   “That part, I think I know.” I tucked my hands into my arm pits, worried they’d tremble and reveal my complete and utter shock. “She doesn’t like what she’s being made to do. Hurting you, hunting me, killing people. I think she’s different to your average demon.”
 
   “Know a lot of demons, do you?”
 
   “One or two. Either way, she’s done her best, as both herself and as Lila to give me what I need to break the other summoner’s control over her. She even gave me her name.”
 
   “Which is? Lila or Amaya?”
 
   “Amaya. I think she’s not only bound to this summoner here, but also to Nick.”
 
   “But if Nick had summoned her, wouldn’t he know she was a demon? Wouldn’t he have told you that?”
 
   “And he wouldn’t have worried about her being eaten by sharks if he knew she was a demon. He doesn’t know. Perhaps he summoned her accidentally.”
 
   Erin snorted. “Is that possible?” She waved at my circle. “Hard to mistakenly draw that.”
 
   “I don’t know, but it would explain why Amaya ‘haunted’ him after being summoned away. If she was bound to be with him, she would have had to return to him once her job here was done.”
 
   “And when you poked your nose into Gerry’s death, the summoner found out and called her back to finish you off before you could solve the mystery.”
 
   “Exactly, Watson.”
 
   “I’m no man’s Watson,” Erin mumbled.
 
   “That’s right. You’re Batgirl.”
 
   Tactfully, Erin ignored that. “So, you’re going to summon her tonight, before she can come, intent on killing you.”
 
   “Not exactly. When I concocted this half-arsed plan, I didn’t know her name. Didn’t have my trusty Girl Friday to put the puzzle pieces together for me.” I looked at the picture again, trying to reconcile this deliriously happy woman with the Amaya who was bitter about her relationship with Nick. It didn’t quite mesh. “I’m a sucker for a pretty face.”
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up about that. Ninety-nine percent of men are. If you’re not summoning her, then who?”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   A gentle waft of ghoul proceeded Kermit’s entrance. Erin grimaced but I was used to the stench.
 
   “Are we getting this show on the road or what? Who’s the saucy wench?”
 
   Forgetting the smell, Erin gapped at Kermit. She pointed at him and turned to stare at me. “That… that’s the thing that shot at me in May at your place.”
 
   “No,” I muttered, “that was a different ghoul. He’s dead.”
 
   “Darn tasty too,” Kermit added not so helpfully. “Had him for dinner couple months back, actually. Nicely tender he was.”
 
   “Too much information, Kermit,” I said as Erin retched. “Yes, I’m ready. Let’s get this train wreak under way.”
 
   We set the cat carriers up around the circle and tied string to each latch. A quick jerk and the cages would open. While Roberts showed Erin the imps  and gave over several ends of strings, I hustled Kermit into the circle.
 
   “You’ve done this before,” I said more to be saying something than out of any real need to give instructions. He was, after all, the old hand and I was the apprentice. “Do whatever it is you need to do.”
 
   Kermit nodded and huddled down in the middle of the design. “I’ll be fine. You’re the weak link, human.”
 
   “Any advice?”
 
   “Pack up and take me home.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m hoping this goes wrong and the demon nicks off with you. Two trips with you in one night and I’ll never smell right again.”
 
   “Or maybe, you’ll screw up and the demon will nick off with you and I’ll take your bike home.”
 
   I patted his shoulder. “No you won’t. Mercy already took it.”
 
   The feeling crept up on me like a spider had got under the cuff of my jeans and was upward bound.
 
   Kermit, too, felt it. “She’s here,” he whispered, hunching down.
 
   “But not too close,” I added and went to the garage door, pulling it down.
 
   “No. The circle will keep her away. She won’t want to be accidentally caught.”
 
   Erin met my gaze with a doubtful frown. Getting caught might not be a big worry for Amaya... Lila. Crap. I hadn’t even started and I knew it was going to go belly up.
 
   “What happens now?” Roberts wound his strands of string around one hand. He still had Erin’s Glock and looked pretty comfortable with it.
 
   I gave Erin my Cougar and she exchanged it for her Glock.
 
   “I’ll do my voodoo thing,” I said as my guts began clenching in anticipation and nervousness. “If anything goes wrong, release the imps.”
 
   “How will we know if something goes wrong?” Erin asked.
 
   “Oh trust me,” Roberts said. “You’ll know. Matt doesn’t do things by halves.”
 
   “Can you tell where she is?” I asked Kermit.
 
   Kermit just rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. Great. Belly up and gutted before you could say ‘put your left leg in.’
 
   I read through Lila’s… Amaya’s list of instructions once more. It was fairly straight forward. Not much room for error, really. Still, this was me.
 
   I pulled my SAS knife from the sheath and drew the blade across the palm of my left hand. The pain came a second or two behind the welling blood. Being all manly and stuff, I didn’t wince and calmly collected some blood on the blade of the knife. At each point of the hexagram, I let one drop fall. Completed, I cleaned the knife and sheathed it.
 
   I closed my eyes and, thanks to all my practice, sank into a calm, near meditative state in a matter of seconds. Once upon a time, this had been a lot harder. I’ve likened my life and my psyche to a seesaw before. It’s a good analogy as I seemed to be constantly rocking from one extreme to another—at least I used to. These days, not so much. Well, if you took the demon factor out of the equation. The seesaw sat pretty comfortably balanced at the best of times and here, in this cool, quiet place, I could get it perfectly straight. When all things were even, whamo! Hello psychic goodness.
 
   A loud crack snapped me out of my half trance. Erin was on her arse, staring at the space between us. Roberts was still on his feet, but just as slack jawed.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “That seemed to work.”
 
   The circle was very definitely powered up. A flickering, possibly swirling, barrier grew from the circle and ascended into the ceiling. It was transparent and flashed with all different colours, giving the hint that the thing was in motion. Inside it, Kermit yawned.
 
   It was like a riptide tugging at my feet as I trod water. It drew on my strength steadily and at this rate I didn’t think I could hold it for five minutes, let alone long enough to interrogate a demon.
 
   “The longer you wait, the weaker you get,” Kermit reminded me.
 
   Nodding, I checked the instructions again. “Right. Let’s summon a demon.”
 
   “She’s moving,” Kermit told me. “Coming down.”
 
   “Get ready,” I said to everyone. “I think she’s going to be pissed.”
 
   I dropped the paper and, finding that inner seesaw again, intentionally tipped it all the way to the bad side. All the rage and anger I’d been bottling up the last couple of days roared into me. My vision turned red, my blood boiled and I snarled before I could stop myself.
 
   “Come to me,” I called out, my voice husky and dangerous. “I summon you. Asmodeus, Lord of Lust, I command you.”
 
   Did I say pissed?
 
   Let me rephrase that.
 
   All hell broke loose.
 
   Literally.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 32
 
   Erin’s finger jerked reflexively on the trigger, but it wasn’t enough to push past the safety. As her vision cleared, she wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.
 
   The female demon simply obliterated the garage door. Erin had never seen steel shatter before, but she witnessed it now. Thousands of white-hot metal shards exploded inward. The only thing that saved her and Roberts was the violently swirling barrier around the circle. The metal projectiles hit it and were pulverised.
 
   Matt, however.
 
   He was already down, blood staining his arms and face. Smoke rose from his body, the steel burning clothes and flesh.
 
   It took a second, maybe two.
 
   Then the demon strode into the garage. She was, in a word, furious. The night in Ivan and Brad’s building was nothing compared to this. The demon was bathed in her blue glow, eyes as bright as the flame of an oxy torch. Her wings were spread to full length, lips pulled back from her teeth.
 
   “You fool,” she screamed and her voice tested the foundations of the house. “I gave myself to you and you do this. Perhaps you aren’t the one to help me. Perhaps you deserve to die.”
 
   “Maybe I do,” Matt croaked, struggling up. “Or maybe this isn’t just about you, Amaya, Lila, whatever the fuck your name is. There are other lives involved, lives that could be more important than yours.”
 
   “Listen to him, my child. He speaks the truth.”
 
   The haze in the circle cleared and the ghoul stood tall, head thrown back imperiously.
 
   Amaya stared at the ghoul, then hissed. “You’re trapped, father. I don’t have to fear you in this.”
 
   Kermit’s lipless mouth curled into an impossibly smug smile. “Perhaps you do, daughter. I am now his to be commanded.”
 
   The noise that came from her throat was an inarticulate bellow of rage. She moved so fast Erin couldn’t see what happened, but the result was Matt falling backwards into the barrier.
 
   Matt screamed and Kermit grunted in pain. Jerking forward, Matt rolled off the barrier and lay in a huddle, gasping for breath.
 
   The demon stood over him, lips peeled back from her teeth, one foot lifted to crush his head.
 
   Then Mercy was there. She materialised out of a swirl of light and knocked the demon out of the garage. Eyes flashing silver, the vampire tore off after the female demon and they disappeared into the night.
 
   Erin dropped the strings and ran around the circle to him. “Matt. What happened?” She put her hand under his back to help him up and he yelped. “Sorry!”
 
   Taking his arms, she got him to sit up and then looked at his back. “Oh my God.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound good,” Matt whispered.
 
   “Holy mother of God,” Roberts breathed as he came to crouch behind Matt.
 
   “Not doing a lot to comfort me here.”
 
   “Don’t think sugar coating’s going to work this time.” Roberts carefully peeled back a stray strip of burned material.
 
   “Your back’s pretty badly burned,” Erin told him.
 
   Matt’s eyes, glazed with pain, tried to focus on her. “Now that’s what I call serious backlash.”
 
   “He put too much power into the barrier,” Kermit-but-not-Kermit said. “Touching it caused a ‘backlash’ proportional to the amount of power he put in.”
 
   “Thank you for the lesson,” Erin snapped at him, not entirely sure who she was talking to. “Either say something that will help or shut up.”
 
   The ghoul smirked and crossed his arms. He turned around, studying his prison.
 
   “We’ve got to get him to a hospital,” Roberts said.
 
   “No.” Matt struggled out of their hold. “Not going anywhere. Have to stay and finish this.” He looked around blearily. “Mercy’s here.”
 
   “Just in time to save you from the demon,” Roberts said. “Lucky for you she didn’t do as she was told.”
 
   “She’s gone after the other demon now.” Erin took his hands and held out his arms. They were lacerated from the exploded garage door. Whatever damage it had caused his back was covered up by angry red blotches and a few small spots of weeping, exposed raw skin.
 
   “Then we need to hurry before things go completely pear shaped.” Matt made as if to stand and gave up very quickly.
 
   “Haven’t you done enough?” Erin asked gently. “You could die from these wounds.”
 
   “Barely even started,” he whispered. “Have to find out why Asmodeus is here, why he possessed Karl Roeben, why…”
 
   “He’s not going to be coherent for much longer.” Roberts stood and pulled out his car keys. “Let’s get him up and into the car.”
 
   “And just leave me here?” the possessed ghoul asked mildly.
 
   “And we’re supposed to care?” she spat back at him.
 
   “I should think you would care.” Those big, round eyes bored into Erin. “You know what we can do. It is why you are here. Let me help him, and then perhaps, I can help you too.”
 
   “What’s it talking about?” Roberts asked warily.
 
   “Don’t listen to him,” Matt said, his voice gaining some strength.
 
   Erin made sure Roberts had Matt and then stood to face the ghoul. “Why should we trust you?”
 
   He grinned, exposing rows of needle teeth. “You do not have to trust me. You just need to command me.”
 
   “I can command you?”
 
   “No.” Matt grunted and hauled himself up, using Roberts as a support. “Only I can.”
 
   “Christ, man. Where do you find the strength?” Roberts gingerly held onto his friend’s arms, unable to hold him anywhere else.
 
   “Me and pain are friends from way back,” Matt said.
 
   Erin stared at him. Even as he spoke he did seem to gain stability and strength. His eyes had cleared but they’d also taken on a sharper, more intense colour. She swallowed hard, remembering the night six months ago, when he’d faced up to a super vampire and moved so fast he’d taken it by surprise. This was the Matt Hawkins she didn’t know and couldn’t fathom.
 
   “Time to answer some questions, Asmodeus.”
 
   The ghoul studied him for a moment. “You are more powerful than I initially thought. At first I wondered if you would be capable of doing what you set out to do.” That knowing, smug smile returned. “I am happy to be proven wrong.” He bowed, mocking and low. “Command me, master. I am your plaything.”
 
   Matt grimaced. “You look like a ghoul, Asmodeus. You couldn’t seduce a blind and dumb warthog. Stop trying.”
 
   “There are more ways to seduce a person than through sex, my master.” Asmodeus/Kermit faced Erin again. “A lot of the time, it is simply giving the person what they want.”
 
   Matt glanced at Erin. “Leave her out of this. It’s just you and me in this relationship.”
 
   “But there is something she wants so much. Perhaps more than you want the answers to your questions.”
 
   Asmodeus smiled and for a moment, he wasn’t the ghoul. He was William, healthy and vibrant. Erin’s breath caught in her throat.
 
   “Erin.” Matt faced her. “Perhaps you should leave.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Matt pulled out of Roberts’ hold and stood in front of her, closer than when she’d kissed him. “I don’t have time for this. I can’t hold him forever. He can tell me everything I need to know about Geraldine.”
 
   “Gerry’s dead.” It was out before Erin could stop it, so she ploughed on. “William’s not dead yet. He could heal him.”
 
   “Maybe he could. But we don’t know that for sure.”
 
   “The other one healed me.”
 
   “And maybe that’s the extent of their powers. Fixing a few broken bones. This isn’t just about who killed Gerry, Erin.” He leaned so close she almost had to hold him up, scared he was about to topple over on top of her. “Chris and Rufus are involved deeper than I initially thought. Another man is lying in a stupor because of this creature. His wife is contemplating a life of looking after what amounts to a vegetable. This is all about Brad’s family, Erin.”
 
   She shook her head, denying him the right to say what she thought he would say; what he did say.
 
   “It’s Ivan’s family, Erin. Can you take this chance away from them to end this all because a demon hints that he can heal your husband while he lies with the same breath?”
 
   “You bastard.” It was barely audible.
 
   “Kick me in the balls later.” He turned his ruined back to her and walked back to the circle. “Let’s start at the beginning, Asmodeus. Why are you here?”
 
   “You summoned me, master.”
 
   “You’re a clever prick. Why are you on this side of the boundary between our realms?”
 
   “I was summoned, master.”
 
   “By?”
 
   Erin sank back against the wall, empty of all need to care anymore. She’d bullied her way back in for one reason only and now Hawkins was going to deny her that. He could do whatever he pleased.
 
   “Rufus Davis.”
 
   Shock brought Erin upright. “Rufus?”
 
   “At the office Geraldine and Karl were working in?” Matt asked the demon.
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Asmodeus smiled. “Because they could. Geraldine and Karl had the knowledge, Rufus had the power. So they went fishing and look what they caught.” He spread his borrowed arms wide. “A Demon Lord. They were a little surprised, let me tell you. A little surprised and lot unprepared. Unlike you, my master. You have constructed quite a solid cage for me. I feel… very secure.”
 
   “So you broke the circle and possessed Karl Roeben.”
 
   “That is your presumption, master. For me to confirm or deny, you must question me.”
 
   “Did you break the circle and possess Karl?”
 
   “I did not.”
 
   Matt eyed the creature intently. “Then how did you come to possess Karl?”
 
   “He invited me in.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “He’s telling the truth,” Erin said.
 
   Matt faced her and the ghoul smiled at her.
 
   “How do you know that?” Matt asked her.
 
   “I did some reading today. A demon in a circle, asked a direct question, cannot lie.”
 
   “The lady speaks true,” Asmodeus said, giving her a small bow.
 
   Turning back to the circle, Matt asked him, “Why did you do it? Because you simply needed a body to possess before you dissolved? Or because you had some other motive?”
 
   “Bit of both, actually.”
 
   “Explain that to me. And that’s a command.”
 
   “Of course, master. I shall explain everything. But first, may I mention you are weakening. This impressive barrier is not going to last much longer.” Asmodeus reached out Kermit’s hand and touched the barrier.
 
   Matt grunted and doubled over. A truly ghoulish howl escaped the possessed creature and the flickering barrier failed to flicker for a second or two.
 
   Erin and Roberts reached Matt at the same time, catching him before he could fall. Asmodeus gained control of the ghoul again and laughed.
 
   “I don’t think the demon’s lying,” Roberts said.
 
   “He’s not.” Matt pulled in a lung full of air. “It’s going to drop very soon. Get ready with the imps.”
 
   “You’ll fall over if we leave you,” Roberts said.
 
   “So? Just do it.”
 
   Erin and Roberts lowered him to the floor instead of letting him drop. They scrambled about, gathering up the strings. Asmodeus watched them, highly bemused.
 
   “My dears, I am possessing a ghoul, immune to the venom of the imps. I need only take spirit form and the pitiful creatures will be mine to possess.”
 
   “What makes you think they’re here to poison you?” Matt demanded weakly.
 
   Something big landed on the roof of the house. The whole structure rattled and dust and broken plaster rained down.
 
   Matt grimaced. “Not how I had planned this to go, but it was always a possibility.”
 
   Asmodeus looked at the cracked ceiling. “My daughter is not very happy with you.”
 
   “No, she isn’t. So here’s a new command. Go catch her and bring her back to me.”
 
   Matt slowly toppled over sideways and the barrier dropped. Kermit convulsed and collapsed, leaving behind a blue mist where he’d stood.
 
   “Now!” Roberts yelled and he and Erin jerked back on the strings they’d gathered.
 
   Screeching at a pitch set to pierce eardrums, the imps launched themselves in a flock of red fury. They rushed for the blue mist and as they hit, their bodies seemed to melt and merge into one big form.
 
   Erin had her gun out and aimed without thought.
 
   Asmodeus was massive and all perfectly sculpted muscles and features. His black wings snapped out to full length and knocked her and Roberts over with the resultant gusts of wind.
 
   Hovering over the broken circle, Asmodeus howled. The tortured house groaned in response and the demon on the roof screamed another.
 
   In a furious flash of shadows, Asmodeus was gone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 33
 
   When the dust settled and the terrible roar of demons fighting had vanished into the distance, Erin was surprised to hear laughing. It was small and pitiful but it was laughter.
 
   “You mad bastard,” Roberts moaned.
 
   “That went about as well as I could have hoped.” Matt’s voice broke on the last word. “Fuck, I hurt.”
 
   “Not surprised. So how much of that was planned and how much was seat of the pants?”
 
   “At a rough guess, about thirty seventy. Merce showing up was about forty percent of that seventy.”
 
   Roberts’ response was enough to burn Erin’s ears.
 
   “Can, ah, someone help me here?”
 
   Grumbling the entire way, Roberts went to Matt and hauled him up. They staggered toward the door leading into the house.
 
   “Erin?” Matt stopped Roberts in the doorway. “You okay?”
 
   She couldn’t meet his gaze. “I’m fine.”
 
   “I’m sorry about what I said.”
 
   There was no way she could respond to that.
 
   “Don’t linger out here,” he said as Roberts urged him into the house. “I don’t know how long it will take Asmodeus to drag Amaya back here. Don’t be alone when they come in.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   The men went into the house and Erin remained where she was, looking out into the night. She couldn’t think, couldn’t comprehend what had just happened. This was what always happened when Hawkins was around. Things moved so fast and were so crazy she was left behind gasping for breath.
 
   In the remains of the circle, the ghoul stirred. It lifted its head, looked around, sighed and then curled up in a ball. Moments later, it was snoring.
 
   That right there was everything wrong with Hawkins’ world. What normal person had to watch a ghoul sleep?
 
   She couldn’t handle this. She was up and walking out of the garage, but not into the house. Outside, past Roberts’ Prado, to the street and turning toward her car.
 
   A dark shape stirred in the gutter. Erin reached for her Glock, and remembered it was on the floor of the garage only when her hand closed over the empty holster.
 
   “Erin.”
 
   Erin rushed to Mercy’s side. The vampire tried to pull herself up, but her arms shook and gave out. She hit the bitumen hard. Erin reached for her but the small woman jerked out of the way.
 
   “Don’t touch my blood,” she hissed. “Toxic.”
 
   Shrugging out of her jacket, Erin threw it around Mercy’s shoulders. Suitably covered, Mercy allowed Erin to help her up. The vampire’s clothes were torn and her skin was grazed and broken. The dark eyes flashed between normal and silver. A shiver rocked Erin’s shoulders. She remembered what those silver eyes meant.
 
   “Are the demons around? Are you going to go crazy on me?” Erin’s heart pounded frantically.
 
   “Yes.” Mercy bit her bottom lip, her fangs stark in the night.
 
   Erin took a fortifying breath. “Right now?”
 
   Mercy snapped a feral grin. “Not right now.”
 
   Body relaxing a little, Erin put her arm around Mercy. “Let’s get you back to Matt.”
 
   Slowly, they made their way back to the house. Mercy’s main problem seemed to be a giant rent in her left calf muscle which made walking unaided impossible. Once they reached the light of the house, Erin saw some of the smaller wounds no longer existed.
 
   Inside, Matt was on his stomach while Roberts wrung his hands over a vastly inadequate first aid kit.
 
   Mercy drew Erin straight to them and she sat down beside Matt, looking his wounds over curiously. Eventually, she sighed.
 
   “You do the worst things to yourself when I’m not around.”
 
   “I try,” he said, voice soft.
 
   “Want me to take care of it?”
 
   Roberts looked up sharply. “I thought you weren’t going to do that anymore.”
 
   “I’m not. Mercy, you’re not up to it. Why are you here? I told you to go home.”
 
   Mercy shrugged. “And if I had, you would be much worse.”
 
   “You’d be dead, actually,” Roberts said blandly.
 
   “Whatever. But Merce, you can’t be here. Not now. You know what they do to you.”
 
   She pouted. “But they hurt you.”
 
   “Baby, they hurt you more. You have to go home. I can’t risk you.”
 
   “Okay,” she said meekly. “I’ll go home.”
 
   “Roberts can take you.”
 
   Mercy and Roberts both protested. Matt stalled them with a weary sigh.
 
   “Roberts, I need her to get home and you can fit the bike in the back of your car. Mercy, give him the blood fridge key and he’ll give you two bags when you get home.”
 
   Grumbling, Roberts and Mercy agreed and slouched out of the house, equally bummed at being sent away. While Matt seemed to pass out, Erin went out with them and watched while Mercy lifted the big motorbike into the back of the 4WD. It fit, just.
 
   “Erin?” Roberts came to her side. “You okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Roberts didn’t look convinced. “Really?” he asked gently.
 
   “I don’t belong here,” she said while Mercy clambered into the Prado. “I should never have come in the first place. I’m sorry for following you.”
 
   “No one belongs here,” he said, tone dry. “But we’re here anyway. Shit happens and this is where you end up.”
 
   Shaking her head, Erin said, “But demons and ghouls? How do you deal with all this?”
 
   “Hard liquor, mostly. But you learn to trust Matt. Most of the time, he and Mercy get us out of the serious shit without too much blood loss.”
 
   “Most of the time?”
 
   “I added that on legal advice.”
 
   Erin smiled to show him she was grateful for his attempt at cheering her, not that it had worked.
 
   “Here’s another tip. When he says he doesn’t need a hospital, it means he really does. Get him to one ASAP, okay?”
 
   “I’ll do my best, but…”
 
   Roberts nodded his understanding, then got in the car. A moment later, he and Mercy were driving away, leaving Erin alone with a grievously injured man, a sleeping ghoul and two raging demons.
 
   She should have listened to her doctor.
 
   She went back to the garage and collected her dropped gun. The ghoul mumbled something and rolled over. Erin backed away, trying not to wake it.
 
   “All alone, my lady?”
 
   The warm caress of Asmodeus’ voice stopped her dead.
 
   Fighting the sudden weakness in her legs, Erin managed to say, “Just the way I like it.”
 
   He stepped out of the darkness beside the house. From one hand dangled the limp form of Amaya. Asmodeus let her drop and drew his great wings about himself, pulling in the deeper parts of the shadows.
 
   Roberts and Mercy had left just in time.
 
   “You do not belong in this world.” His deep blue eyes did not once leave her face. “You did not chose this. Not like the others. They had their chance to walk away but they chose not to.”
 
   Erin forced her gaze off him and to Amaya. The demon lay motionless, her wings skewed, limbs twisted at odd angles. Matt hadn’t specified Asmodeus bring her back alive.
 
   “I did not lie before. I can give you what you want.”
 
   “And what exactly do you think I want?”
 
   Asmodeus moved closer. Warmth radiated off him. “What you want,” he said, his voice low and intimate, “is for the pain to end.”
 
   Erin shook her head.
 
   “It is,” he whispered. “What you do not know, is how you want it to end.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Her voice was shaky.
 
   He smiled. “You want something I can give you.”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   “You are willing to let him die without doing every little thing you could to help him? Without trying even the most extreme measures?”
 
   The words stabbed in deep but Erin should have expected that from a demon.
 
   “What’s the point in discussing this? I can’t command you and Hawkins doesn’t think you can do anything to help my husband.”
 
   The smile became a grin. “You cannot command me, no. But you can negotiate.”
 
   Erin’s blood froze. “But Hawkins won’t…”
 
   “Unless he commands me not to, he cannot stop me.” Asmodeus leaned close and whispered in her ear. “How about we keep our business to ourselves?”
 
   “What… what would you want in return?”
 
   “Well, that is where the negotiation comes in.”
 
   “I won’t break any laws.”
 
   Asmodeus circled her, studying her, face pensive. His regard was like a soft touch, a hint of other things that happened in the dark and warmth. A shiver went down her spine and it was hard to tell if it was one of delight or disgust.
 
   “The laws of your world or mine?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “That does reduce the scope of our negotiations,” he mused. “This thing you want is not simple.”
 
   Erin turned to keep him in sight. “I might give up my soul but I won’t give up my morals.”
 
   “If I had a dollar for each time I heard that line. I thought you might at least be original.” He leaned in close. “And I am not interested in your soul.”
 
   “You’d be better off if he was.”
 
   Erin’s heart jumped. She spun and saw Kermit leaning against the wall not three feet away. From somewhere in his outfit, he’d pulled a cigarette and a lighter. He lit up and took a long suck on it before looking at them.
 
   “Asmodeus, you still pinch too hard.”
 
   “Afzal.”  Asmodeus nodded once in greeting. “I had not heard you had moved to Australia.”
 
   Blowing smoke rings, the ghoul shrugged. “Wasn’t my idea. Still, thought being here, keeping a low profile, might keep me safe from having to house your kind again. Especially you. I’m going to be walking odd for weeks.”
 
   Asmodeus laughed a laugh that was not at all amused. “Now, if you do not mind, the lady and I have some business to complete.”
 
   “Here’s the thing,” the ghoul continued as if Asmodeus hadn’t spoken. “I’ve got myself a nice home here now, good supply of food, I don’t get bothered by priests or sorcerers or bloody demons. But the saddest part is this one little fact. The reason I have a quiet life is mainly because of that man—” Kermit waved his cigarette in the general direction of Matt. “—lying in there. He’s a pain in the freaking arse, true enough, but he’s also protection for those of us who don’t cause trouble. He takes care of the big nasties before they can settle down here and disrupt the peace. Do you see where I’m going with this?”
 
   Asmodeus shifted his wings, the sound of soft feathers brushing together a hint of music in the night. “You need him.”
 
   “Not quite. I take advantage of him. But, thing is. He’s human. He’s touchy about things like mortality and his friends. The lady there is his friend. You screw with her and he’s not going to be happy.”
 
   “My problem, not yours.”
 
   Kermit dropped the cigarette, stubbed it out with his bare foot. “That’s where you’re wrong. Well, you’re right. It would be all your fault, but I can guarantee you this. Hawkins will make it my problem as well. I’ve seen him angry. Not a lot stands in his way and survives. In short, I can’t let you ‘deal’ with the wench.”
 
   “Afzal.” There was disappointment in the Demon Lord’s voice. “Cannot let me? You know there is nothing you can do against me.”
 
   “Once upon a time, maybe.” Kermit held up a hand. “Let me get ready first.”
 
   The ghoul straightened to his full seven feet, cracked his neck, shook out his legs, stretched his arms and then ran into the house.
 
   “Hawkins. Asmodeus is back,” he yodelled. “And he’s got the succubus with him.”
 
   “Curse the little weasel,” Asmodeus hissed a moment before Matt called out, “Get in here, Asmodeus.”
 
   Scowling, wings rustling like sandpaper on rock, the Demon Lord stalked past Erin, picked up the limp female and dragged her into the house.
 
   Erin sucked in a long, relieved breath. How close had she come to doing something stupid? How close had she come to maybe helping William?
 
   Erin went back inside. Matt was sitting up, but his face was scarily pale. Kermit was crumpled in a corner, looking like nothing more than a ragged pile of bones loosely covered in old, smelly leather, but for the big eyes. Amaya was on the floor, as carelessly tossed there as she had been dropped outside. Asmodeus stood behind her, legs spread, arms crossed, looking stormy.
 
   “Are you able to bind her so she won’t escape when she wakes up?” Matt asked Asmodeus.
 
   If she wakes up. Erin couldn’t see any signs of life in the fallen demon, though she didn’t really know what to look for.
 
   “I can,” Asmodeus said. Gone was the suave, accommodating creature of previous. He didn’t like having his business interrupted, it seemed.
 
   “Then do so.”
 
   Air thick with tension, Asmodeus waited a full ten seconds before complying. He knelt, rolled Amaya over and, taking a strand of hair from his head, wrapped it around her wrists.
 
   “I am her Lord and father,” he said, answering the unspoken question. “More than the physical hair will hold her.”
 
   “How do I free her?”
 
   Asmodeus’ face very briefly showed his surprise. “Cut the hair. You will be able to do so.”
 
   Matt nodded, but said, “I meant from the other person who has summoned and bound her.”
 
   “A bonding can only be broken by a second summoner of greater power. Or the original summoner must command the demon free of his or her control.”
 
   “And a demon can have two summoners at once?”
 
   “No. Only one person may summon a demon at a time. Should someone try to summon me presently, I will not answer their call. Unless they happen to be stronger than you. Then their summons will break yours and you will have no control of me anymore.”
 
   “But Amaya…” Matt trailed off as he sagged forward.
 
   Erin rushed over and caught him before he hit the floor. He was clammy and shaky, eyes unfocused.
 
   “You’re going into shock,” Erin whispered. “I have to get you out of here.”
 
   “Not yet,” he said. “Just give me a moment.”
 
   Asmodeus flexed his wings. “Your strength is waning.”
 
   “Watch him,” Kermit said from his corner, clearly meaning the Demon Lord. “He’ll test Matt’s strength. Try to break free.”
 
   “Damn you, Afzal,” Asmodeus spat.
 
   Before Erin could think the situation through, Asmodeus’ wings slammed out to their full width. The very tip of one caught Erin across her body. She fell backwards, away from Matt.
 
   Matt gurgled a scream and Asmodeus laughed.
 
   “You are strong, Night Caller, but undisciplined. You threw too much power into the circle. There is very little left to keep me bound.”
 
   Asmodeus pulled his wings in tight, lowered his head and stared at Matt intently. Matt tried to glare back, but he could barely breathe. Sweat glazed his face and his hands were clenched so hard his knuckles were white.
 
   Even as Matt faded, Asmodeus glowed. A blue light grew from his body, intensifying around his head and hands.
 
   Erin knew the moment Matt lost. She almost heard the breaking of the bonds between him and the demon. Something wild and primitive roared through the room.
 
   “This was not what I thought would happen,” Asmodeus said into the deathly silence that followed. “I did not think you would have the temerity to actually summon me. You were only supposed to find Amaymon’s summoner for me, Night Caller. Had you concentrated on that, all of this trouble—” He gestured to Matt’s weakened state. “—could have been avoided. Now I suppose I will have to find another way to discover Geraldine’s murderer.”
 
   The Demon Lord spun around to leave. His eyes narrowed as he saw Erin standing in the doorway. She’d crawled around him during his speech, her mind fixated on one thought only.
 
   “Move,” Asmodeus said. “Or I will leave through you.”
 
   “No.” Erin planted her feet. “Let’s deal.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 34
 
   Between Erin speaking and me waking up, a lot of shit had obviously gone down.
 
   The first thing I noticed was the demon, the girly one. Amaya, Lila, Princess of Lies, whatever the hell you wanted to call her. She was lying parallel to me, curled up on her side, looking about as miserable as a wet Persian cat. Her sapphire eyes stared at me but I wasn’t sure she saw me.
 
   The second thing I noticed was that my back didn’t hurt so much anymore. There was a faint itchiness about it but no deep, muscle tearing, brain splitting pain. Fuck it, I still ached like I’d gone up against half a dozen vampires with a toothpick, but I wasn’t in much true pain. Of course, with burns, that’s not great news. Either my nerves were shrivelled and dying, or…
 
   I pushed myself up on my arms. It was a shaky effort, but I got there. The demon’s gaze followed me so I guess she was with it after all. I sat up and very gingerly reached over my shoulder to touch my back.
 
   “He healed you,” Amaya said softly.
 
   My fingers found smooth skin. I looked at my arms. No wounds from the exploded door. Pokes at my face revealed similar results there. Curious, I stretched out my left leg and prodded my knee through my seen-much-better-days pants. Damn. Still wonky.
 
   “She only asked that he heal the most immediate threats to your health. He could probably mend your knee, if you bound and commanded him. Or paid him enough.”
 
   There was no one else in the room. Just us two.
 
   Paid him enough.
 
   Let’s deal.
 
   Fuck!
 
   I was on my feet and running before too many more thoughts clunked together in my head. The garage was a mess. Broken cat carriers, the smudged remains of the circle, cooled shards of metal, Kermit poking at dead imps.
 
   “Where?” I demanded, not even sure of what I was asking.
 
   Kermit, thankfully, seemed to know. He pointed.
 
   She sat in the middle of the dark road, cross-legged like she’d simply reached an arbitrary spot and crumpled down.
 
   At least Asmodeus didn’t have her.
 
   I approached her slowly, my legs weak from more than physical exhaustion. She didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge me, just looked at her hands resting in her lap.
 
   I sat down beside her.              “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   Not the response I had been expecting.
 
   “You didn’t have to—”
 
   “I did have to. I don’t think you understand how badly you were hurt. Your whole back was raw. Even if there hadn’t been any nerve damage, it was the sort of burn that wasn’t going to heal very well.”
 
   “But I would have healed.”
 
   “In six months, maybe eight, sure. And how many demons could come into town in that time? How many vampires like Martínez or Veilchen? The ghoul was right. You’re needed to keep the bad things away.”
 
   “Erin.” It was all I could think to say. Or rather, it was all I could say. I could think of a dozen other things but none of them would have been accepted very well.
 
   “He didn’t ask for much,” she said.
 
   But sometimes it was the littlest things that had the biggest consequences.
 
   “Just a favour to be called in at a later date.”
 
   “But that could be anything.”
 
   Erin looked at me, her lips twisted into a bitter smile. “But not anything illegal. Those terms we’d worked out earlier.”
 
   “Earlier?”
 
   “He can heal William. Get rid of his tumours and make him perfectly healthy.”
 
   A fist tightened around my heart. “Why didn’t you…?”
 
   “Because, I guess, when it comes down to it, I got scared. Healing you, while important, was relatively minor. He said it himself. Anything more, like completely ridding my husband of the cancer, wouldn’t have given me room to negotiate as much as I did. If I’d asked him to heal William, Asmodeus could have demanded anything of me in return. Anything.”
 
   “But William would be all right.”
 
   “And how would I face him after that if the price of it was an innocent life? Or two lives? Five, a dozen. Is William’s life worth more than someone else’s?” She pulled in a deep breath. “What if I’d done it and William found out? He’d hate me.”
 
   “Sweetheart,” I whispered and put my arm around her.
 
   Erin flinched when my hand rested on her left shoulder.
 
   “You’re hurt?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She pulled back the neck of her top and bared her shoulder.
 
   On the pale skin just under her collarbone was a dark bruise. She twisted to show me her shoulder blade. Four more.
 
   “His mark,” she said. “His fingerprints. It will let other demons know I’m beholden to him.”
 
   “Jesus Christ. Erin, this is too much. How could you do this?”
 
   She straightened her top. “I told you why.”
 
   “You don’t even like me.”
 
   “I like demons, vampires and werewolves even less. And I’m starting to think I don’t want to get to know any more ghouls.”
 
   Well, there wasn’t a lot I could say to that. Instead, I stood and offered her a hand. For a wonder, she took it and I helped her up.
 
   Inside, Kermit was on guard duty over Amaya, though Asmodeus seemed to have been telling the truth about the properties of his hair. She could move, but it was as if great weights were attached to each of her limbs, including her wings. When Erin walked past her, Amaya flinched. I settled Erin on the blankets, looked at the tattered rags that was once my shirt and resigned myself to going topless for the rest of the night. At least it wasn’t winter.
 
   “Time for some answers,” I announced. “Amaya.”
 
   The demon hauled herself into a sitting position. “Yes?”
 
   “Amaya of Nick and Amaya?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “As in Lila Reyes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   All too clearly I could remember the feel of her lips, the soft touch of her hands, the sweet way she had of leaning toward me, of looking me in eye when I spoke. Starting to think I shouldn’t have given Dr Campbell the flick. I could probably use some head shrinking when all this was done.
 
   “That first day in the restaurant. Did you mean to take me somewhere private to kill me?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “If you recall, you’re the one who refused.”
 
   I laughed. “Darling, you’re the succubus. I’m sure you didn’t bring your A game to the table in that regard.”
 
   Amaya rolled her eyes. “I’m a succubus, yes, but it was human minds that decided we’re only interested in sex. It’s humans who are ruled by sex. The children of Asmodeus are designed to give humans what they want, either when we’re bound or in trade. It just so happens a lot of humans only ever want sex.”
 
   “I’m human. I’m also a long way away from my last fulfilling sexual encounter. I think I might want some sex.”
 
   “But at the time, what you wanted more was information on demons.”
 
   She made sense. Didn’t mean I had to concur, though.
 
   “And the second time we met?”
 
   “Again, you wanted only what I could tell you, not what I could do to you. You surprised me, though. Even if people want something else, sex usually creeps in eventually.” Her tone turned ironic on the last words. “You, however. Totally focused on your goal.”
 
   That was a surprise to me. I’d spent plenty of time thinking about sex with Lila.
 
   “You’re very good at suppressing things,” Amaya continued. “I tried to touch your mind during the day. Completely closed. At night, you had this intense focus that wouldn’t allow anything else in. Then there’s other reasons you didn’t want to have sex with Lila.”
 
   “Being?”
 
   The demon smiled. “You’re not my summoner. I don’t have to answer that.”
 
   “Why not that, when you’ve answered everything else?”
 
   “A womanly prerogative?”
 
   I snorted. “Don’t push it. I’ll let it go, for now. We’ve sorted out my wants. How about yours? Tell me, Amaya, what do you want?”
 
   She stared at me. “I want to be free.”
 
   I left the living room and went into the garage. Picked up my SAS knife and went back in.
 
   “Promise me you won’t kill me,” I said as I knelt in front of her.
 
   Amaya moved her hands away from me. “I can’t. Tonight’s the deadline. You were supposed to summon me and break his binding.”
 
   “And then set you free?”
 
   “As well as helping me exorcise Asmodeus back to the demon realm.”
 
   I glanced at Kermit. He shrugged. Turning back to Amaya, I asked, “So, you and the Lord of Lust aren’t working together?”
 
   “Father and I have not agreed on anything in a very long time.”
 
   “What’s he doing in this realm?”
 
   Amaya shivered. “I don’t know exactly. It was something to do with Geraldine Davis. He gave her the means to do something she’d always wanted to do. I don’t know what the cost of it was, all I know is Lucifer didn’t like it, so he worked to get me here, to stop Asmodeus.”
 
   Kermit hissed a short, sharp breath of shock. “The King doesn’t stir himself for small things.”
 
   Amaya nodded in agreement. “Whatever Asmodeus is up to, he’s doing it without Lucifer’s blessing.”
 
   In a strange twist of morality, I found myself agreeing with the King of Hell. I didn’t know Asmodeus’ ultimate goal, but what I did know was a woman had been murdered, a man was skating close to insanity, Erin had nearly died and a young man with untamed powers was running loose, summoning very dangerous demons.
 
   “Why you?” Erin asked softly. “Why not another Demon Lord? Someone with the power to confront Asmodeus as an equal?”
 
   A fleeting smile crossed Amaya’s face, and it wasn’t a happy expression. “Because I’m the only corporeal demon in this realm.”
 
   “No. I don’t agree with that.” Erin seemed to come awake, throwing off the shock of what she’d done in order to save me. “Asmodeus can use the imps to create a body that has all the benefits of his corporeal one. Another Lord could have done the same thing.”
 
   “You don’t send a nuclear bomb to do the job of a heat seeking missile.”
 
   This time, all of us turned stunned expressions on Kermit. The ghoul crouched in a corner, picking at dry, flaking skin on his knees. 
 
   “Two Lords going at it wouldn’t leave much of this city standing. Demon society is a very strictly ordered thing. The Lords have complete control over their children, but mistakes happen and creatures like Amaymon are created.”
 
   Amaya swallowed hard. “What do you mean? Mistakes happen?”
 
   Kermit narrowed his eyes. “You know what I mean. You’re not like other demons. How many others do you know have defied their Lords? Lucifer chose you, not because you’re here, but because you’re the only one with a chance to oppose Asmodeus.”
 
   “No.” Amaya scrambled backwards awkwardly, true fear in her eyes. She kept going until she hit a wall and couldn’t go any further. “I don’t have that strength. Lucifer can’t even control him.”
 
   “Defy him, defeat him.” Kermit shrugged. “You had to do that much to get here in the first place.”
 
   I held a hand up to stop Kermit from saying anything more. She was properly scared and I could see her starting to retreat from the world. I’d had some experience with life altering revelations, not the least of which was learning that by forming a link with Mercy I was promoting myself to something akin to a vampire Primal. My confused, scared reaction had nearly killed me. If Amaya didn’t snap out of this growing panic, she might not survive against Asmodeus. She needed a distraction, something to keep her thinking and moving. So I asked the first thing that popped into my head.
 
   “What’s the deal with Nick?”
 
   She started, her leaden wings jerking and then sluggishly curling around her trembling body. “I’m bound to him, as well.”
 
   “But he didn’t summon you.”
 
   “No. He’s strong enough to not need to perform a summoning. He bound me accidentally.”
 
   “How does that work?”
 
   Amaya sighed. “It’s a very rare thing, not only because demons can rarely cross the boundary between our realms. A powerful enough human can bind a demon by looking them in the eyes and commanding them. That’s how Nick caught me. I walked into his shark museum one night when he was having a function. I was lost and needed directions. When Nick tells the story, he says we just happened to look across the room at each other at the same instant, and it was love at first sight. That’s partly right. We happened to make eye contact, he said he wanted me, and I was bound.”
 
   “Sucks to be you,” Erin muttered.
 
   “Tell me about it,” Amaya said. “From that moment on, I had to give him everything he wanted from me. He wanted a chef for his expedition ship, so I became a chef. He wanted a girlfriend, so I became his girlfriend. I never left his side and I was deliriously happy to be there because he wanted me to be. Somewhere inside, though, I knew I wasn’t there by choice.”
 
   Erin made a small, sympathetic sound.
 
   “But when you were summoned here, it didn’t break the bond with Nick,” I said.
 
   “Nick’s bond is entirely subconscious on his part. I’ve never experienced anything like it before. Because he’s not aware of it, neither am I, until I’m not under his direct influence. When I was summoned here the first time, I woke up, I guess. I realised what Nick had done to me. And when my summoner unbound me, that bond to Nick was still there. All he wanted was for me to come home.”
 
   “So you went and hence the story of the poltergeist.” I sat down, feeling a tad worn out. “Nick’s a strong psychic?”
 
   “No. It’s not psychic power that binds a demon. It’s something deeper, a remnant from a more primitive time. Nick feels a strong connection to sharks, a creature that’s been untouched by evolution for millions of years. Highly evolved but ancient. That’s the power a summoner sends out to catch a demon. It’s wild and dark and it calls to something inside of us. Nick’s is filled with his respect and awe for the sharks. It’s how he connects to me.”
 
   I didn’t want to ask, but had to. “And me?”
 
   “You’ve not summoned or bound me. I’ve not felt what it is about you that would catch me. But you got Asmodeus and that’s scary.”
 
   Kermit stirred. “Told you.”
 
   I glared at him.
 
   “What about the person who summoned you here?” Erin asked. “What’s their… connection to you?”
 
   “Pain. Anger. Resentment. Betrayal. It’s all mixed up in there. He’s not focused at all. A lot of raw power, very little refinement.”
 
   Sliding the knife through my fingers, I said, “And if I was to cut that hair around your wrists, that person’s power would make you kill me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Bind her,” Erin said to me. “It’s the only way. She told you how to do it.”
 
   “The wench is right,” Kermit said. “You screwed up summoning the other bastard. Fix it now, while you can.”
 
   Amaya didn’t make a motion either way. She just sat there, eyes lowered. I could understand why.
 
   They were right. To protect myself I had to bind her. Thing was, I was empty. I was tired and sore and more than a little upset. It’s not every day you find out the woman you’d spent three days tongue wrestling with was also the demon sent to kill you. That’s not something you can just deal with in a couple of hours. It’s also not every day another woman with whom you have a complicated relationship offers up her soul—or something very nearly as expensive—for you.
 
   Things were easier when you didn’t let people get close.
 
   Into the raw, open spaces of my mind, came a heavy, sharp weight.
 
   “No,” Amaya said, struggling against the hair around her wrists. “He’s summoning me.”
 
   It was just as she’d described. Angry, hurt, bitter. And it was familiar.
 
   The power struck Amaya. She gasped and, wide eyed, was drawn away.
 
   I pulled out my phone. “Anyone know what time it is in Adelaide?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 35
 
   It was midnight (really? Only midnight?) by the time we’d cleaned up the house as best we could. Hopefully, if the owners ever moved in, they’d think the cracks in the walls and ceiling were from shonky builders. Because she was the only one remaining with transport, Erin offered to take Kermit home. She said the firm could pay for the decontamination of the car. Perhaps a little more reluctantly, she let me come too.
 
   The drive to the cemetery was quiet. Kermit curled up in the backseat. I tried to see if he wanted to talk about the experience, but he just said it had been little different to any other possession. At the cemetery, Erin pulled up at the gates, Kermit checked to make sure the ghost tour had cleared out and then he scarpered into the trees.
 
   “Well,” Erin muttered. “Now I can add ghouls to my weird menagerie.”
 
   “Don’t forget the imps.”
 
   “I had, actually, but thank you for the reminder. So, what now?”
 
   “A couple of odour eaters for the backseat?”
 
   She gave me a thin lipped smile.
 
   “I guess I need to find somewhere secure for the rest of the night. Amaya’s out there and hot for me, again.”
 
   Erin put the car in gear and pulled out. “Right.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “My office. The building has a pretty upscale security system. Sol wouldn’t have anything less.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’ve gone over the security for the whole building myself,” she said. “Yes, I’m sure.”
 
   “No, I mean, are you sure you want to help me. Again.”
 
   “I made a substantial investment in you tonight. Would be stupid of me to throw you into the path of a marauding demon.”
 
   “When you put it that way.”
 
   Erin parked in the underground car park beneath the office building. It was only when the gate rattled closed behind the car I realised how tense I’d been. Having that barrier between me and Amaya was a relief. She could probably blow it apart as she had the garage door, but at least it would slow her down, maybe tucker her out a bit.
 
   It took a PIN to open the elevator and we rode it in silence to the twelfth floor and her office. Inside, Erin turned on the lights and went to Ivan’s desk. She pulled out a hidden drawer and showed me a bank of tiny TV screens. We had shots of the garage, the foyer, the elevator and the hall outside the office. With a push of a button, she cycled through several more views. The building was completely empty.
 
   “There’s motion sensors in the foyer and halls,” she said. “They’ll alert us if anyone gets inside.”
 
   “They didn’t go off when we came in?”
 
   “The PIN I put in downstairs sent a signal to the security company that monitors the building. They would have recognised me and cleared the alarm.”
 
   “You mean if Amaya does come here and gets inside, there’ll be witnesses?”
 
   “There’s always witnesses.”
 
   Nodding in complete agreement, I looked around speculatively. “Got a Niko?”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Added security.”
 
   Arms crossed, she dared me to keep being mysterious. I caved rather quickly and when I’d explained my idea, she grumbled about it but scrounged up a couple of thick nibbed pens. Between us, we drew hasty versions of the summoning ring on the main doors, the windows and every wall. Kermit had said Amaya wouldn’t come too close to the circle in case she accidentally got caught. My theory was it might keep her away if she found us here.
 
   When we were done, Erin walked into her office. I followed. She’d turned the lights off after our art project was done, but the blinds were open and the glow of the city at night sent soft, hazy light into the room. Erin took a bottle from the sideboard and two shot glasses. She held the scotch up in invitation.
 
   What the heck.
 
   I took a glass and she poured a quick nip into it. When she had hers, we clinked glasses and tossed back the scotch. Erin didn’t offer a refill, putting the bottle away and the glasses on the sideboard.
 
   “What now?” she asked, her voice quiet.
 
   The pale light suited her. It hid the weariness in her face, covered the bruises and caught fiery highlights in her hair. She looked up at me, looked me right in the eyes, and faster than ever, her aura reached out to me.
 
   It was all dark chocolate and rich coffee, with barely any hints of the sweeter parts. I wanted to kiss her again, to taste what emotion was fuelling this heady rush. Was it the same recklessness that saw her take a big chance on kissing me earlier? Was it something deeper? Something more in line with what had driven her to making a devil’s bargain with Asmodeus?
 
   I wanted to kiss her but I couldn’t. Whatever I felt for her, be it true attraction and not just some misguided desire for someone who had even a slim chance of understanding me in all my muddy glory, was not returned. If it had ever been there, perhaps a spark ignited by the first time we laid eyes on each other, before she knew who I was, it was gone, burned away by the flamethrower of my best-policy policy.
 
   What was there was understanding, honesty, a willingness to stand by me. She knew the breadth of the threat from the Old World, from other worlds; she knew it wasn’t going to go away just because she didn’t look it in the face. She would walk by my side into the night, to help me, to protect her friends and family from the things they didn’t know about, didn’t believe in, but when the dawn came, she would walk away from me. She would go home to the man she loved.
 
   I still wanted to kiss her.
 
   I leaned toward her, her grey eyes never leaving mine, accepting of whatever I chose to do. I kissed her, on the forehead, quickly so I wouldn’t have to discover the true emotion driving her dark aura, so I wouldn’t have to possibly discover everything I’d seen in her eyes was right—or wrong.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered.
 
   She smiled and we stepped away from each other at the same moment.
 
   Back in the outer office Erin fiddled with the coffee machine while I fell onto the couch and tried not to think about where we could have been at this moment if I had given in.
 
   “Coffee?” Erin asked, then added, “Sorry. You’re off it, aren’t you.”
 
   I contemplated that for a soul revealing moment. “Time to end the farce. Make mine a double.”
 
   She chuckled, weary but honest and the sound eased the tension in my chest. This was what we wouldn’t have had if I’d kissed her in any other way than I had. Not quite best friends, but not enemies either. Within moments the scent of rich, dark coffee did a good job of smothering the lingering odour of ghoul that, sadly, clung to us both.
 
   “Ewing Family of tumours,” Erin said as she passed me a mug of heaven.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   Sitting down, she blew on her steaming mug and stared into the middle distance. “William’s cancer. The tumours form around bones. Right at the moment, chemo and radiotherapy have managed to keep it localised to his left leg, but the doctors don’t hold much hope it won’t go metastatic soon. They even think it might have already, but the new tumours are too small for them to find.”
 
   “I’ve not heard of that type of cancer before. How did you find out he had it?”
 
   “He got electrocuted. He’s an electrician and was doing some work with another company when one of the apprentices didn’t switch off the power to the house they were working on. It wasn’t bad. He was out of hospital within a day with minor burns on his hands. Then his leg started hurting. His doctor said it was due to the electrocution and that it would go away.” Erin shrugged. “And it would go away, but then come back, worse, periodically. Finally they sent him for a bone scan.”
 
   I sipped the coffee, waiting to see if Erin would carry on. She lifted her mug to her lips but didn’t drink.
 
   “Does your family help out?” I asked.
 
   Erin snorted and lowered her untouched coffee. “I don’t have any family left. Aunts, uncles, cousins in England but my parents moved out here when they were first married. I was an only child and never got to meet the family in the ‘Old Country’. William’s family is in Melbourne and they don’t like me, or William much anymore, so they took a step back and left us to ourselves. His mother calls every now and then and his sister sends presents at Christmas, but that’s it.”
 
   Desperate for something good, I asked, “Friends?”
 
   Realising it was silly holding onto the mug, Erin put it on the table beside the coffee machine and leaned back, eyes closed, hands curled into fists on her thighs.
 
   “It’s tough keeping up with friends when every spare moment of your life is spent worrying about infections and illnesses and struggling through the next bout of chemo. Even when William’s feeling good, he can’t physically keep up with most people these days. He’s in near constant pain from the tumours, can’t walk long distances, run, ski, any of the things we used to do. Even going to dinner is hard because he can’t sit at a table for long periods.” She sighed. “It doesn’t feel worth it anymore.”
 
   “If there’s one thing I learned as a paramedic, it’s that this can’t be done alone. You need a support network and I can’t believe I just said support network seriously.”
 
   Erin gave me a tiny smile. “Neither can I.”
 
   “Whatever sort of jargon you want to use, it is true. When things get bad, you need someone you know you can rely on. But even more so, when things go good, you need to be able to share that as well. I know it can be hard maintaining a normal social life when your personal circumstances are troublesome, but you should try.”
 
   “Like you try?” she asked sarcastically.
 
   “My situation is different.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “William’s not likely to rip out someone’s throat when he’s hungry.” I said it flatly, trying not to let recent close calls tip me over into a screaming breakdown.
 
   Erin watched me and I could see things moving behind her eyes. The cool, considering evaluation of an investigator.
 
   “Your face?” she asked.
 
   “She didn’t mean it.” It sounded defensive, even to me.
 
   “Just like the demon didn’t mean this?” She waved at her own face.
 
   “Are we going to have this discussion again?” Please say no. The last time didn’t end so well.
 
   “I suppose not, Pot.”
 
   “Pot?”
 
   Erin held her hand out to me. “Hi, I’m Kettle.”
 
   “Oh, ha ha. Maybe we could be each other’s support network.”
 
   With an indelicate snort, Erin reached for her mug. She clicked our drinks and said, “Congratulations.”
 
   “Thanks. Now what’s it for?”
 
   “You’re close to wrapping your first case. You did well.” She shrugged. “For a beginner.”
 
   I gazed into my coffee. “Yeah, I’m not so sure. A lot of it just seemed to fall into my lap.” After a long swig, I had the bolstering to admit, “And I had a lot of help from… other parties.”
 
   “What do you think detecting is? It’s not the solitary gumshoe chain smoking and drinking his way through a series of fem fatales. Most of what I do is over the phone, calling sources in various places. I spend more time in that office going through mountains of paper than I do out on the streets.”
 
   “That shatters all my fantasies.”
 
   She patted my knee in a totally familiar, but platonic, way. “You’re tough, you’ll recover.”
 
   Beep.
 
   Both of us looked toward Ivan’s desk, then slowly looked back at each other.
 
   “It’s the security alarm,” Erin said, getting up and going to the desk.
 
   Beep.
 
   “Shit.” I followed, leaning over Erin as she cycled through the camera images.
 
    “She’s not inside.” Erin pointed to an external shot, over the front doors. “I think she was there, banging on the doors.”
 
   “How did she find us?”
 
   “How does she do anything she does?”
 
   “Fair enough.” I looked into Erin’s office. “The windows.”
 
   Those blinds were closed in record time and we retreated to reception. Erin turned off the lights and we crouched between the wall and Ivan’s desk, watching the cameras.
 
   Amaya was good. She never let herself be fully seen by the cameras, but she set off the alarms by testing each access to the building. About five minutes in, the phone on the desk rang and scared the living shit out of me.
 
   “Erin McRea,” Erin answered, breathless. She listened for a moment. “I’m just here doing some catch up work. I have no idea what’s going on outside the building.”
 
   It was about then I realised what it meant that we’d been caught on camera coming in. Catching up on work didn’t sound so convincing when you showed up with a shirtless man.
 
   Erin spent a while talking the security guys down. I agreed with her desire to keep them away. Amaya hadn’t started the night in a very happy mood. No telling what sort of rage her summoner had inspired her to now. Chances were she’d lost the sense of guilt hurting Erin had given her.
 
   “I don’t think they believed me,” Erin said. “Drunk teenagers just don’t make it as a cover story anymore.”
 
   “Hopefully Amaya will steer clear of them if they do decide to show up.”
 
   Yeah, Erin believed that one about as much as I did.
 
   “If she goes for them, we’ll have to distract her,” she said.
 
   “No question.”
 
   “At least she’s stopped testing the doors.”
 
   The alarms had fallen silent, which was worrying more than reassuring. Sure enough, a moment later, something dark moved outside the office window. It’s shadow could just be made out on the blinds. Indistinct but very few things of that size could hover outside a twelfth storey window. I stopped breathing. I think Erin did too.
 
   Erin reached up to the desk and felt around. A package tumbled down. I caught it before it could hit the floor. Erin and I stared at each other, eyes wide. Then we looked to the window. She was still there, doing what, we had no idea. Again, Erin reached for something and this time, found it. She scribbled something in the notebook and passed it over.
 
   ‘Can she sense us?’
 
   I shrugged. ‘Doomed if she can.’
 
   ‘Cheerful thought.’
 
   No matter the strength of the tempered glass, I was certain Amaya could have cracked it with a flick of one finger. That she didn’t was either testament to my summoning circle theory or she was the world’s biggest, meanest tease. The wait to find out which was true was agonising. Could she, couldn’t she? Would she, wouldn’t she? Did she sense us? Could she hear the frantic beating of my heart? I would have bitten my nails down to the quick if I hadn’t been busy passing notes.
 
   We tried to formulate a plan for if and or when the demon got sick of playing and attacked. Most of them were ridiculous and in the end we settled for simply running for it. I made the choice to avoid the elevators though, to which Erin agreed whole heartedly.
 
   Had to give Amaya points for stamina. It was four a.m. before she left. By that time, Erin was nodding off, leaning against my shoulder, presumably because I was a tad more comfortable than the desk.
 
   When I was certain Amaya was gone, I nudged Erin. “We made it,” I said gently. “She’s gone.”
 
   Erin rubbed her eyes. “Your idea worked.”
 
   “Must have because I think she’d be one hell of a hide and seek champion otherwise.”
 
   “My butt’s gone to sleep.”
 
   I resisted the urge to offer my assistance in waking it up.
 
   “What’s this?” she mumbled, picking up the package she’d knocked down. 
 
   Turning it over revealed a consignment note from a courier company and a giant CONFIDENTIAL sticker. It was addressed to Erin personally, not Sol Investigations. Erin tore open one end.
 
   Several external hard drives tumbled out, followed by a USB stick with ‘Play me’ written on it and a folded piece of paper.
 
   “What the…?”
 
   Erin picked up the paper and read it, her jaw dropping.
 
   “Something interesting?” I asked.
 
   “And sometimes,” she said as she handed over the note, “detecting is just plain, dumb luck.”
 
   I read, “Erin, you don’t know me, but Brad has told me a bit about you. I got the sense you’d be the best person to send this too. Of course, I hope you never have to read this, but if you do, then it’s because I’m dead. I gave strict instructions to the couriers to only deliver this if I didn’t call them at an appointed time. I hope that if you do receive this, you will be able to use it to help my family.
 
   “Regards, Geraldine Davis.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 36
 
   Geraldine Davis didn’t look like a physicist. Though I have to admit my preconceived image of female physicists came from those uptight-accademic-woman-learns-to-let-her-hair-out-of-that-tighter-than-tight-bun type movies. Either way, Geraldine looked like the Gerry people called her. She wasn’t classically gorgeous, but she was pretty in that low maintenance, wash my face, brush my hair and off I go way. Her face was clean of makeup and her hair was shoulder length, loose and touched in places with grey.
 
   She sat in the offices at Hamilton. Behind her were white boards of equations, much like I’d found in Karl Roeben’s head. It disturbed me a little, but not as much as what Gerry said into the camera.
 
   “Between the Many Worlds theory, String theory and the dozens of interpretations of these and other theories, scientists have spent decades trying to prove the existence of other worlds. Parallel dimensions, multi-verses, however you want to label them. I won’t go into the science behind what I, and Karl, were trying to do here. All that’s explained on the hard drives. It’s a backup of every equation, every supposition, every discussion, every argument…”
 
   Gerry sighed and leaned back in her chair. She looked tired, and perhaps a little scared.
 
   “It’s all there, anyway. Do with it what you please, but I urge you to be careful. Perhaps things would have been better if someone had shot this Pandora before she even thought about opening the box.” A wry smile twisted her lips. “But because I am what I am, I can’t see all this work go to waste. Maybe, with what we’ve accomplished here, someone else with more smarts than either myself or Karl can use our discoveries in a better way. Please, think carefully before passing this research on. Make sure it goes to someone with strong morals. Maybe Long. I always thought he was too soft for what he did, but perhaps that makes him the best person to deal with this.”
 
   She gave herself a little shake and sat forward again, face serious. “The purpose of this isn’t to talk about the science. Do you remember that discussion we had when we first met at the shooting range? My shot went wide and I couldn’t figure out why.” Gerry smiled and held up a hand. “No. I hadn’t yet figured out why. I would have eventually. You know, that’s the only time I haven’t pursued a problem through to a reason. All because you said sometimes shit happens. You said that sometimes, science can’t explain why things happen, or predict an exact outcome.” The smile faded. “Well, you were right. Long story short. We did it. Karl and I worked out how to reach across to another world. And I guess, shit happened.
 
   “The maths allows us to speculate that these other dimensions are out there, that they’re viable worlds separate from ours, but very intimately linked. To go to the next step and actually prove it takes more than math. You could call it a leap of faith. Trust that the parachute will open and jump. Karl was the one with the faith. It was his idea. He has this theory that perhaps myths and religion, or rather, what the various religions purport, aren’t of this world. What if these supernatural beings, the Christian God, Allah, Zeus, Ra, Odin, all of them, what if they’re real beings living in a parallel world? What if the human subconscious is able to sense these other worlds, in a sense see these beings and the fantastical things they can do in these strange places, and build a myth around them? That was Karl’s idea. I wasn’t convinced. I read the books he gave me to support his argument. Books by philosophers and psychologists, murky, convoluted sciences at best.”
 
   My stomach gave a little quiver as Gerry diverted into a one sided argument about why no one could trust psychology or philosophy. All I could think of was Lila’s explanation for demons. Then I got annoyed I was still thinking of Lila as a real person. But, as Gerry wound down, coming to perhaps, maybe, possibly admitting there might be, at a stretch, a vague truth behind what some psychologist had to say about the human subconscious, I felt a little bit better about what Lila had said. At least she hadn’t been lying to me.
 
   “Anyway,” Gerry said after a short pause to catch her breath, “this was Karl’s idea. Pursue this thought humans had been in contact, one way or another, with these other universes pretty much constantly since apes stood upright. It was Karl’s idea, but I found the means. This.”
 
   She held up a piece of paper to the camera. On it was the now familiar circle for summoning a demon.
 
   “I didn’t want you to ever find out about this, but shit happens. I was sorting out the washing one day and found this in Rufus’ jeans. When I asked him about it, he told me it was just something harmless. Something he did for fun. It wasn’t illegal and therefore you couldn’t come down on his back about it. He summons demons. Of course, I didn’t believe it at first, but as I kept reading the books Karl gave me, I began to see where Rufus’ demons were just another part of Karl’s theory.”
 
   Erin gave me a sick, horrified look. I nodded in total agreement. Any other parent would have been disgusted that their child—even step-child—was doing such a thing. But Gerry simply saw the means to an end.
 
   “Rufus came to our offices and showed us how he did it. It’s very simple. I even managed to summon a demon. It was a slimy little creature, consumed with hatred of all things. Of course, when I say ‘creature’ I mean entity. We never saw these demons as anything other than what Rufus called their spirit form. A coloured, gaseous substance. None of them lasted long. One said it was because their spirits are volatile in our atmosphere. To survive they need a host body.” Gerry put the paper down and twisted her hands, not looking at the camera. “We argued over this for ages. I didn’t want to do it but Karl did. He was fanatic about this new means of research. He wanted to offer a host to a demon of sufficient strength so it could remain in our world and tell us everything it knew about the different realms. In the end, Karl did it without me. He summoned the strongest demon he could and made his proposal. And that’s when the shit really happened.
 
   “The demon he summoned refused but gave him the name of another demon that would accept the offer. A demon who could not only tell us about the other realms but help us with our original research. The demon’s name was Asmodeus. None of us were strong enough to summon him, but he came voluntarily at Rufus’ call. Karl offered himself as a host and Asmodeus accepted. I only discovered this after the fact.
 
   “I didn’t want anything to do with it. It had gone too far. Karl assured me the ‘possession’ was voluntary, that Asmodeus did not influence him or control him. I spoke with Asmodeus and…” She shivered. “And he was charming and persuasive. I suppose I came to like him, after a while, after he proved he wasn’t here to cause havoc. He was interested in our work, fascinated with our theories on how we could bridge the boundary between our two realms. He’s very intelligent but his views of quantum physics are radically different to ours. And his knowledge of math…” Gerry trailed off with a dreamy little sigh.
 
   Erin and I exchanged worried frowns.
 
   On the tape, Gerry shook off the moment and continued. “It’s all about the numbers and angles, and having to encompass four dimensions. That’s what the summoning circle, the Ring of Solomon, is. It’s the result of a very long, very complex equation. I researched King Solomon. He wasn’t just the greatest summoner, but I think he may have been one of the first physicists. How he had the ability to discern and comprehend the very substance of the universe in his time is… is… impossible to understand. How he learned to manipulate it with words and symbols is beyond understanding.” With a tired shrug she concluded, “That mystery will have to go undiscovered, I’m afraid. However he discovered the ability to summon demons with the ring was irrelevant. What was relevant was taking that original equation, and expanding on it. Asmodeus challenged us. He wanted to know if our knowledge of physics was up to the task of making the circle bigger.
 
   “You know what I’m like when I’m presented with a problem to be solved, and I’m worse when it’s couched as a challenge. So I accepted and… and I guess I lost sight of the implications, forgot that Asmodeus wasn’t human and that his desires weren’t entirely clear.”
 
   Gerry put her face in her hands for a moment. When she looked at the camera again, she had tears in her eyes. “Rufus refused to have any more to do with it. He said Asmodeus was going too far. I agreed. But.” She swallowed hard. “But I was too caught up in what we were doing. It was like a drug. A hundred years of theories and finally, in the space of a couple of months, we’d blown them all out of the water. We had a means of opening a passage between two different worlds. How could I just walk away from that?
 
   “So we kept working. We didn’t need Rufus anymore, either way. Hadn’t needed his help since Asmodeus had come across. He would call every week or so, demand to know if we’d stopped. He got so angry with me, and I didn’t want to upset him, but I couldn’t stop. And in the end, I did it. I adjusted the equation to create a circle that was bigger. Much bigger. Asmodeus was pleased. Then, yesterday, you attacked Karl.”
 
   Gerry tried to look stern, but the unshed tears still glimmered in her eyes, stealing the severity from them. “It was totally uncalled for and pointless and ridiculous. I still haven’t forgiven you for not trusting me. What possessed you… Poor choice of words perhaps. What were you thinking? You know I love you. Besides, you’d left me. You shouldn’t have cared what I was doing. But, it was a wakeup call, in more than one way. You literally knocked Asmodeus out of Karl. I have no idea where the demon went but he left Karl and effectively left me as well. Without him here, I feel different. Less driven, less… comfortable with what we were doing. I looked around these offices and it was as if, for the first time, I saw what we were doing. I began looking through all our papers and I found this.”
 
   She held up several bits of paper. And again, they were familiar to me. I’d seen those equations before, on the blackboards in Karl’s mind. Here, though, his mad ramblings were interspersed throughout the numbers. Gerry had highlighted particular words. She kept the papers up long enough for us to read them.
 
   ‘He’s here. I rule. Big holes. Don’t trust. Bring them through. Can’t rule my world. He’s always here. Suffocating.’
 
   “I think this makes it clear that Asmodeus wasn’t honest with us. With me. He’d been suppressing Karl, I guess. Perhaps Karl could sense the real reason why Asmodeus wanted us to create a larger circle. Rufus was right. It was going too far and if it didn’t stop, Asmodeus was going to do something terrible with the developments we were making. So, I put a stop to it. Wherever Asmodeus is now, I don’t care. I won’t help him anymore and he won’t ever have access to the work we’ve done here. But I can’t destroy everything. The basis of our work, the new insights Asmodeus gave us, is on those hard drives. When he finds out, and I fully expect him to, he’s not going to be happy, which is why I’m taking this precaution. I’ve wiped the computers here. When he catches me, this copy—” She tapped her head. “—will be gone too. The only evidence will be with you, Chris. Please treat it carefully.
 
   “Love you.”
 
   The video ended. Dawn had occurred sometime and light peaked in through the closed blinds behind us. Erin and I stared at each other.
 
   Beep.
 
   Both of us scrambled to pull out the drawer of TV screens. Erin cycled through the images until we saw movement.
 
   “Holy crap,” I breathed as we watched a cleaner enter a PIN into the garage elevator keypad.
 
   Erin sagged back into Ivan’s chair. “Well, that answers some questions.”
 
   “The cleaner?”
 
   “No. The recording. Gerry knew she was in danger.”
 
   “Except it wasn’t Asmodeus who got her.” I leaned against the desk.
 
   “Don’t know if you remember, or if you were even conscious at the time, but when Asmodeus broke the bond between you two, he said he’d get someone else to find Gerry’s killer.”
 
   “I heard it.”
 
   Erin grabbed the notebook we’d used earlier. She tore off the pages of our hasty planning and taking up a pen, she began jotting down names and facts, much as I had done.
 
   “Maybe she read him wrong. Do you think Asmodeus wasn’t angry with her for tossing the research?” she asked as she considered her notes.
 
   “I think he is angry. It isn’t revenge for Gerry he wants.”
 
   Erin sighed. “You’re probably right. He doesn’t seem the sort to be concerned for a human life.”
 
   “He’s a demon.”
 
   “So’s Amaya.”
 
   I stalked to the table with the coffee machine. “Your point?”
 
   “My point is she at least has some redeeming qualities.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “She felt guilty about hurting me. She doesn’t want to do what other people force her to do.”
 
   “Other people,” I muttered.
 
   “Oh, get over yourself. You’re not the only one she fooled.”
 
   A half dozen or so responses lined up for rapid fire, but not one of them sounded even slightly mature, so I sent them packing and decided silence might work better for the time being.
 
   “Okay, so what do we know?” Erin began pacing. “Asmodeus voluntarily got caught in their circle. He negotiated his way into possessing this, what was his name? Karl. Who is he anyway?”
 
   “Karl Roeben.” I quickly filled her in on the whole sordid mess.
 
   When I was done, she made a few more notes, studied them and then nodded.
 
   “Asmodeus is in Chris Davis.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “It’s obvious. When Chris hit Karl, Asmodeus was forced out and he had to go somewhere quick or fizzle up.”
 
   “Karl’s wife was there too. Asmodeus could be in her.” Though I had a tough time imaging that. I doubted Mrs Roeben would have been a push over.
 
   “But that doesn’t fit the facts. Asmodeus said he’d have to get someone else to discover who murdered Gerry. That would indicate you were his first choice.”
 
   “It was Ivan who came to me, though. Not Chris.”
 
   Erin gave me a patient look. “And who put the idea in his head? Chris came here the day before Ivan called you. He came to find out if we knew anyone who might have a ‘different’ means of looking into the case.”
 
   She had a point. A very good, and probably correct, point. I carefully kept my mouth shut on the thought perhaps that was a big part of why she’d been grumpy with me that first day. Passed over right in her own office—twice.
 
   “So how did Asmodeus know about you, and how did he link you to this firm?”
 
   My hand shot into the air. “Oh, miss, I know this one.”
 
   Erin wasn’t as amused as she should have been. Arms crossed, eyebrows raised, she waited for my answer.
 
   “The supernatural community is as gossipy as a CWA meeting and Kermit is the biggest mouth around. All that stuff with Veilchen, Martínez and the werewolf was like verbal crack for a while there. You, me and Merce were legends. A few questions here and there and Asmodeus would have had all the information he needed.”
 
   Erin looked more than a trifle horrified.
 
   “And,” I continued, my brain kicking into high gear, “that would explain how he hid himself that night at Ivan and Brad’s.”
 
   “Hid himself?”
 
   “The whole reason I risked bringing Mercy was so she could sniff out any potential wackiness around Chris. All she got was garlic. Once Mercy got a whiff of that, she backed off. Didn’t get close enough to scent anything more.”
 
   “Even if there had been no personal connection between Gerry and Ivan, he would have come here.” She took a deep breath. “I’m not going to escape this madness… ever.”
 
   “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Me too,” she said with more than a touch of irony. “What now?” No irony there, just grim determination.
 
   I looked at my watch. “I’ve got an hour or so before I have to be at the airport. I’m thinking breakfast, a shirt and a taxi home. Not necessarily in that order.”
 
   “You can’t go home and get back to the airport in any amount of reasonable time. And just because the sun’s up doesn’t mean you’re protected from Amaya.” She grabbed the car keys and headed for the door. “Stay here. I’ll be back.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 37
 
   While Erin was gone, I made good use of her phone and the bathroom at the end of the hall. By the time she returned, I had a good portion of the day sorted out.
 
   “Eat,” Erin said, plonking a take away bag of hash browns and muffins in front of me. “Dress.” A pile of clothes was shoved into my arms. “And hurry. If we leave now we can beat the traffic to the airport.”
 
   I dressed first. Jeans that were about the right length but bigger in the waist than I was. There was a belt to fix that, thankfully. I’ve already been through the indignity of talking to police in a public arena sans pants. The ensemble was completed with a dark blue chambray work shirt. ‘Bill’s Electrical Services’ was embroidered over the pocket. The Ls were lightning bolts.
 
   Felt more than a little strange wearing Erin’s husband’s clothes, and to make it worse, Erin wouldn’t look at me for longer than a second or two at a time. The ride down to the car park was, understandably, tense. The drive to the airport was not so tense. Erin let me eat in the car and then demanded her half of everything.
 
   “We’re still missing something,” Erin said, licking hash brown crumbs off her fingertips.
 
   “Coffee?”
 
   “No. Information. What is it Asmodeus wants?”
 
   “The research. He wanted me to find out who killed Gerry because he thought that person was the most likely suspect to have stolen the research.” As I spoke I realised just what Erin was getting at. “But why did he help them in first place? He’s not an altruistic soul.”
 
   Erin twitched her left shoulder where his mark was. “Not in the least. What do we know about his past?”
 
   “He’s the Lord of Lust and... I’m tapped.”
 
   Glancing at me, Erin muttered, “Get yourself a library card. An hour of reading yesterday and I know more about your enemy than you do after three days.”
 
   “Okay, Ms Bigshot Detective, let’s hear it.”
 
   Bristling, she said, “The first knowledge of Asmodeus was in ancient Persia, where he was known as Aeshma. In Persia, he was one of their archangels. In Hebrew, he was part of the seraphim, the highest order of angels, before he fell from Heaven. When the Christians adopted him, he became the third deadly sin, lust. All in all, he was one nasty character, breaking up marriages, inspiring jealously and anger wherever he went. Then,” she said with storytelling amounts of portent, “Beelzebub betrayed him to King Solomon, who bound him and had him flogged and tortured.”
 
   Solomon. So that’s why Amaya kept harping on about him. He could draw demons into our realm bodily and when he’d had Asmodeus, he hadn’t treated him well.
 
   “He seems to have bounced back well,” I muttered.
 
   “Oh, there’s more. Solomon got cocky, going on about how powerful the demons under his command were, but that he, a mere man, was their master. Asmodeus tricked Solomon into releasing him and Asmodeus kicked Solomon so far out of Jerusalem it took him years to get back. While Solomon was trying to get home, Asmodeus ruled in his place.”
 
   Things clicked into place with resounding, fatal clunks. “That’s what he wants.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “To rule. Kermit said demons are bound by the hierarchical laws of their realm. Run of the mill demons don’t challenge the Lords, and the Lords don’t challenge the King. Asmodeus can’t go upward—”
 
   “So he goes sideways,” Erin finished, her fingers white around the steering wheel. “He’s here to take over the world.”
 
   On that happy note, we reached the airport and found Nick Carson waiting for us out the front. When I say waiting, I mean he was happily surrounded by a group of young girls, grinning and signing autographs.
 
   Erin and I watched for a moment. Then we checked the photo, certain this was some international mega super star, not a shark researcher. It was him.
 
   “Nick Carson?” I called out as we approached, just to make absolutely certain.
 
   “Hey, Matt, right?” He glanced at my chest. “Or is it Bill?”
 
   “It’s Matt. Borrowed shirt.”
 
   “Ah, right. Just a moment.” Nick said quick goodbyes to the girls, which included several hugs, and while they reluctantly left, he picked up his bag and looked around. “Which car?”
 
   Erin pointed to the BMW. He headed for it.
 
   “What a flight. I should travel at this time of day more often. Hardly anyone else on the plane. Got a whole row to myself. Never been to Brisbane before. Is it always this muggy so early? Should have packed more shorts.”
 
   “He’s babbling,” Erin noted, proving her credentials as an investigator.
 
   “I guess it’s not every day some guy rings you up to tell you your dead girlfriend is really a demon and you’re the only one who can stop her from going on a mad killing rampage.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Who were the girls?” I asked Carson as we piled into the car.
 
   “Shark groupies.”
 
   “Shark groupies?” From the tone of Erin’s voice, you could have been forgiven for thinking she hadn’t just spent the night in the company of a vampire, a ghoul and a couple of demons.
 
   “Yeah, you get them. Don’t know that they’re really into the sharks, though. More into the guys who are. You know, the danger aspect. It’s a real turn on for some.”
 
   And it probably didn’t hurt that Carson was good looking in a daredevil, boyish, roguish way with a strong hint of swashbuckling thrown in—the ship and all. At least, that was how Erin had described him. Not sure I saw it, personally.
 
   “So, you were saying on the phone that you’ve found Amaya,” Nick said, his tone casual. “She’s not dead, not a poltergeist and apparently a demon. I mean, she can get fired up sometimes, but I never would have gone so far as to say demonic.”
 
   Erin glanced at me as she stopped at a round-about. Her expression clearly said ‘denial.’ I grimaced in agreement.
 
   Needless to say, Nick and I argued. By the time Erin had turned off the Inner City Bypass she’d declared that if we didn’t shut up, she’d stop and we’d have to walk the rest of the way.
 
   At the Mentis Institute, Doc Angelshire was on the steps waiting for us. I introduced him to the others and he led us inside. It was well before visiting hours so we got a few strange looks from staff as we headed up to Karl’s room.
 
   “This is highly unusual,” Angelshire said to me. “I wouldn’t normally allow so many strangers in the room with the patient.”
 
   “I understand, doc.”
 
   He looked at Erin and Nick over his glasses. “Bodyguards. Indeed. I do trust that such a pair of thugs as yourselves will behave. We have many sensitive cases on this floor. Any undue fuss will upset their progress. Hmm?”
 
   My pair of thugs nodded. Erin looked amused, Nick a combination of confusion and resentment. He didn’t believe his presence would stop his girlfriend from ripping my head off. Of course, he was close to performing said deed himself. Whether he would stop her or cheer her on was a touch and go subject.
 
   Angelshire insisted on staying in the room with us.
 
   “I feel I must restate the fact that, even with Beatrice’s approval, I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I felt you hadn’t had a substantial effect last time,” he said as I settled into a chair by Karl’s bed.
 
   The last time I’d seen Angelshire, he’d been well on his way to rationalising away the image of a winged, loin-clothed man. Even though he retained his dry, academic tone as he spoke, there was a haunted touch around his eyes that said he hadn’t been successful. Still, he was steering clear of mentioning the D word and I would respect that.
 
   “Understood. I hope that, with what I learned last time, I’ll be able to have an even better effect this time.”
 
   “I do too. Proceed with your…” He waved vaguely. “Treatment.”
 
   “Treatment?” Nick hissed to Erin. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Shut up and watch,” she hissed back.
 
   Blocking them out, I concentrated on Karl. It was before breakfast today, so there was no porridge. No tears either. Maybe I had made a difference last time. Or perhaps I’d driven him so deep that tears were impossible. Here’s hoping for the former.
 
   I fell into Karl faster than before and found myself back in the time-space warp room. There was a couch this time, not a tight fitting lecture-hall chair. I lounged on the couch while Karl went on with his endless equations. The same resistance was there when I stood and headed toward him, though it felt weaker. I didn’t test it too far, veering toward the blank boards again. Thanks to the early morning phone call I’d put in to a sleepy Mrs Roeben, I had what I hoped was a better plan of attack this time.
 
   Picking a board a good distance down the line, I wrote out the words to ‘Yesterday’ by the Beatles. Between the lines of lyrics, I put in extra comments. Things like ‘He’s gone.’ ‘You’re safe.’ ‘I’ll kick his arse for you.’ ‘Beatrice says come home.’
 
   “I have already told you it will not work.”
 
   Oh yay. So far, the plan was working nicely. I finished off the song, put the chalk down and faced the remnant of Asmodeus.
 
   “Thing is,” I said, walking to meet him half way. At least I think it was half way. The room stretched and bent around us so I didn’t know exactly where we ended up, but it was away from Karl and the blackboards. “I don’t believe you. Why should I? Art thou not the father of lies?”
 
   Asmodeus smiled and it was a chilly little thing. “I think you are mistaking me for someone else.”
 
   “Really? Now who would that be? Oh, yes, of course. Lucifer. The Old Devil himself.” I looked Asmodeus over critically. “No, you’re not him, are you.”
 
   Muscles twitched in that impressive jaw. “No. He is my Lord and King and I am his loyal servant.”
 
   “Indeed you are. Right up there beside him.” I held up my hand up high. “Or at least, on the next step down.” I let my hand drop a bit, then a bit more. “That’s the scuttlebutt, anyway. Bet you worked hard to get there, right? Had to defeat your fellow Demon Lords, yeah? That’s just great. I mean, it’s so good to achieve your goals. Bet you’re not yet done gloating to the others. I wouldn’t be. Let me tell you about the time I took out a Primal vampire. Sliced her head right off her shoulders before she even saw the knife coming. What an achievement, right? I’m still using it to get free beers down the pub. You know what I’m talking about, don’tcha. Yeah, you do.”
 
   From the look on his face, no he didn’t.
 
   “Me? I’m not resting on my laurels, not at all. I’ve got this rep now as one kickarse monster slayer with a bad attitude. I figure, why not use it, eh? Gonna nail me a couple of demons, maybe take out some more were-creatures, already got a troll under my belt, or should that be bridge, eh? Get it?”
 
   Safe to say, once more, no he didn’t.
 
   “I’m heading for the top of the pile. Not going to stop until I’m sitting up where the air’s thin and the adulation echoes. What about you, huh? Got any more plans to move upwards?”
 
   I gave him, oh, perhaps a second to answer.
 
   “That’s right. You’re as high as you can get, aren’t you. No one, and I mean no one, can topple the old boy off his throne of skulls. Guess this is as far as you go, Asmodeus. Always the general, never the—”
 
   King. I had meant to finish on king. Instead, I finished up on the floor, on my face, which hurt from more than the impact with the floor. A bare foot found my ribs and I hurtled a good distance before stopping against a wall. No time to get my breath back before Asmodeus was leaning over me, grabbing me by shirt collar and belt, tossing me like so much bad trash.
 
   Funny thing about being in someone else’s head—a lot of you doesn’t make it in. Here, I just seemed to be Matt’s thoughts. No psychic whammy to draw on and, in this particular instant, no brain numbing berserker rage to fall back on.
 
   Still, I managed to find my feet before Asmodeus got to me this time. I met him with a good imitation war cry and got a fist in my gut as a reward. Got him a good one, though. I hit, or very nearly hit, the tip of his wing as I went down. He swept past me, or tried to. That wing I missed hitting, I was able to grab on and haul back. Unprepared, he came crashing down on top of me.
 
   From there on, it became a bit blurry. Okay, a lot blurry. There was kicking and punching and maybe a couple little bites here and there. And then, somehow, there was a moment of weightlessness, followed by a moment of hardness, completed by a moment of ‘oh shit’ as a half dozen blackboards collapsed on top of me.
 
   Man, I was out of it. Really out of my head. As I lay there, buried in blackboards and chalk, I could have sworn I heard John Lennon.
 
   Two of the blackboards went flying, revealing me to Asmodeus. I waved. He knocked my hand aside.
 
   “I may not have the pleasure of crushing your bones between my hands,” he said, and he seemed a bit happier than before. “But at least I will have the joy of knowing that when I swallow your soul here, all that will be left in the world is your empty, slowly dying husk.”
 
   No one had threatened to swallow me before.
 
   Asmodeus opened his mouth wide and then opened it even wider.
 
   Dear Lord. He meant it, literally.
 
   With a mighty roar, a little brown shape barrelled into Asmodeus. They went flying out of my field of view. Before I could scramble out of my nest of boards, everything began to fade. Within moments, there was nothing but the grey room, and then there was Karl.
 
   “Thank you,” he said.
 
   In his head, Karl was a bit taller than he really was, a bit beefier. He had a full head of hair with no grey. Other than that, he had no real delusions about himself.
 
   “My pleasure,” I replied. “Though I have to thank you for the final save. I was at the end of my plan and really just wasting time.”
 
   Karl smiled sadly. “Beatrice. She always knows how to reach me, even when I’m so lost in my own head I can’t find the way out.”
 
   “She misses you very much. You should go back to her.”
 
   “I will. Soon. I think I might stay here for a bit longer though. It’s nice and quiet, now that he’s gone. It will give me some time to think and come to terms with what we did, Gerry and me. So arrogant,” he murmured to himself.
 
   “It’s over now,” I said, unable to tell him about Gerry. That news might be better off coming from his wife. “At least, your part is over. I still have to finish kicking demon arse.”
 
   “Asmodeus kept me very well subdued,” Karl said frankly. “It was almost as if I was in a small room, locked away from everything. There was nothing I could do against him while I was in that room, but there were gaps so I could see and hear things.” He gripped my arm with desperate insistence. “He wasn’t here just to help us with our research.”
 
   “We figured that out. He’s here to be king.”
 
   Karl swallowed hard. “Not just king. He wants to be God. And he didn’t just want us to create a doorway for him, but one large enough to bring an army through.”
 
   As all incorporeal as I was, my mouth went dry and I had a sudden need for some Mylanta. It didn’t take a large or particularly active imagination to extrapolate the chaos caused by one, bound demon and guess the results of lots of unbound demons unleashed on the world.
 
   “I hope knowing that helps you.” Karl offered me his hand. “Good luck.”
 
   “I’ll need it.”
 
   “Now go. Leave me to my peace and quiet.”
 
   I opened my eyes. Karl was still on the bed before me, but his eyes were closed and his face was very relaxed.
 
   Across from me, Angelshire pulled out a stethoscope and listened to Karl’s chest. A few more checks and the doctor looked at me, eyes wide.
 
   “He’s in a deep sleep.”
 
   I smiled, realised how tired I was and slumped back in the chair.
 
   “You mean he’s going to be okay?” Erin asked from just over my shoulder.
 
   Angelshire nodded. “Against all odds, yes.”
 
   “He’s a tough customer,” I said. “Let him sleep. He’s had a trying day.”
 
   “I shall let him sleep a week if it means he will awake,” Angelshire said firmly. “You, however, look like you should also be asleep.”
 
   “At least I didn’t faint this time.”
 
   “There is that. I trust you’re taking him home now?” he asked Erin.
 
   “I wish I could say I was,” she said.
 
   “I just wish someone would tell me what the hell is going on,” Nick said.
 
   I hauled my arse out of the chair. “I tried to tell you in the car.”
 
   “That? That wasn’t an explanation. That was a fairy-tale. A movie of the week. A badly written airport paperback!”
 
   “Enough!” Angelshire had an ability to shout in a whisper. “I have a sick patient here, no matter how well he may be doing now. If you insist on bickering, then you will take it outside. All of you.”
 
   So we did. Erin, a long suffering expression on her face, herded us outside, but once there, Nick seemed reluctant to carry on. He crossed his arms and sulked while I basked in the beautiful morning sunlight.
 
   “Did you find anything out?” Erin asked.
 
   “Found out that the British really love the Beatles.”
 
   She waited patiently for the real answer.
 
   I sat down on the steps, weary from more than lack of sleep. “We were right. Asmodeus is pissed he’ll never rule Hell, or whatever they call their realm. He wants to be king, even if it’s not in his own realm.”
 
   “That’s what he wanted Gerry and Karl for. To make a bridge to allow him to come through in his physical form and not be beholden to a summoner. So he can rule here.”
 
   “Basically. But replace ‘king’ with ‘god’ and ‘him’ with ‘him and his army’.”
 
   Erin shuddered.
 
   “Holy fucking crap!”
 
   I shot to my feet and Erin spun, the Glock that had made it past Angelshire’s scrutiny coming to bear. Nick back-pedalled toward us, pointing a shaky finger upwards.
 
   Amaya dropped out of the sky in glorious, sun-bathed angelic form. In her hand was a sword. Oh yes. A sword of glowing blue light. She slashed the air with it and I swear I heard atoms splitting.
 
   “What the hell is that?” Nick demanded, scrambling past us for the doors to the building.
 
   “That’s what you’re here to protect me from.” 
 
   I grabbed his collar and used his own momentum to spin him around and all but throw him back down the stairs. He stumbled right into the furious demon’s path.
 
   “This’ll work, won’t it,” Erin said, breathless, gun not wavering from Amaya.
 
   “Fingers crossed.”
 
   She sighed and flexed her fingers around the grip of the Glock.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 38
 
   Amaya skidded to a stop before she could run into the man. The sword crafted of her spirit and anger lifted high to miss taking off an arm or two. She’d learned her lesson. Hawkins was her target, no one else. Did he really think he could deflect her by throwing innocents in her path?
 
   The man caught his balance and straightened.
 
   Her anger vanished. The sword dissolved. Wings fluttered once, twice, and then their weight disappeared from her back. Her hair shortened, turned black and the red demon-leather kilt expanded into a sensible pair of jeans and t-shirt.
 
   “Nick?”
 
   He stared at her as if he’d never seen her before. After a second, he wobbled.
 
   “What’s wrong?” She rushed forward to catch him. “Is it your hand? Has it got worse?”
 
   Nick shook his head and pushed her away. Turning, he stalked up the stairs to the man and woman waiting at the top. The woman had a gun, but it was lowering as Nick approached.
 
   “What is going on?” Nick demanded.
 
   Stairs?
 
   Amaya looked around. Driveway, parked cars. Trees and manicured gardens across the road. A building of pristine glass reflecting a city above her.
 
   Where was the Renata Rose? Where was she?
 
   Her legs were weak. She sank to the cement. What the hell was going on?
 
   “Amaya?” The woman with the gun crouched in front of her. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I don’t know. Where am I? Who are you?”
 
   “You’re in Brisbane and my name’s Erin. Don’t you remember how you got here?”
 
   She shook her head. “The last thing I remember I was on the Rose. Nick had hurt his hand and Tom had to go fix him up, so I was baiting the sharks.” A deep ache flared in her belly. “Then I was…”
 
   “Summoned.”
 
   Amaya jerked. “You know?”
 
   Erin nodded. “Yes. We know.”
 
   “Even Nick?”
 
   At the top of the stairs, Nick was arguing with the other man, who looked tired and familiar.
 
   “He does now,” Erin said dryly.
 
   “How? He has absolutely no idea what he did to me. It was a mistake. How could he find out?”
 
   “Stay! No, just stay there.” The tired man held a hand up to Nick like he was training a dog. “Just stand there and don’t do anything.”
 
   Nick’s mouth opened but the other man glared at him and his mouth closed. Scowling, Nick slumped down to sit on the top step. Satisfied, the other man trotted down the stairs. He crouched by Erin.
 
   “She doesn’t remember much of the last week or so,” she told him.
 
   “A week?” Amaya put her head between her knees. This wasn’t happening. The last time she’d been this confused, Nick had just bound her and she couldn’t comprehend why she was following him around like a love sick imp.
 
   “I didn’t think that would happen,” the man said. “My main hope was that Nick could reassert his control. This is completely unexpected.”
 
   Erin snorted. “Really? Are you that dense?”
 
   The man spluttered and Erin sighed.
 
   “If you were in Nick’s shoes, what would you want?”
 
   “Um, my girlfriend back. But he tried that already and it didn’t work.”
 
   “Exactly, so don’t you think that, unconsciously, he might want for the last week or so to never have happened?”
 
   The man was quiet for a moment, then he swore softly.
 
   “Men,” Erin muttered.
 
   “Hear, hear,” Amaya said, her voice muffled by her knees.
 
   “I’ll go tell Nick,” the man muttered.
 
   “You do that.”
 
   He left and Erin motioned after him.               “That was Matt. We know what you are, and what Nick’s done to you. The short version is you were summoned away from Nick, made to do some things you didn’t want to do and the only way we could get you to stop was by bringing Nick here to—”
 
   “To bind me again.” Amaya looked at the reflected city. “I hate this.”
 
   “I can appreciate that. It’s not nice being forced to do things against your better judgement.” There was true understanding in Erin’s tone.
 
   “Best tell me now,” Amaya said. “I don’t want to spend time imagining all the nasty things I might have done. What did I do?”
 
   Erin gave her a frank look. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You strangled a woman to death; threw my car, with me in it, off an overpass; pretended to be a demonologist to get close to Matt so you could kill him; beat up his vampire several times; healed my broken ribs; tried to get Matt to summon you so he could free you and you also destroyed a building’s lobby.”
 
   “All in a week?”
 
   “Or ten, eleven days.”
 
   “Okay. Not the worst I’ve been made to do. Matt has a vampire?”
 
   “Long story. At the moment, your summoner is very keen on you killing Matt. We’re very keen on you not killing him. Hence, Nick.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Matt said politely.
 
   They looked up. Matt and Nick had finished their argument and now stood at a respectful distance.
 
   “If you ladies would care to take your conversation to the car, I think it’s time we left.” Matt nodded to the top of the stairs. “Before we get a right old bum rush.”
 
   A doctor—going by his stethoscope and confident bearing—stood just outside the doors. Arms crossed, he frowned at them, foot tapping.
 
   “Right.” Erin stood and offered Amaya a hand. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   Everyone got into a white BMW. Erin and Matt in front, leaving Amaya in the backseat with Nick.
 
   “Where to now?” Erin asked Matt as she started the car.
 
   “Rocklea. We still have to find our errant boy summoner and his demonically possessed father.”
 
   Amaya glanced at Nick. He looked back, just as confused. That lock of nuisance hair fell in his eyes. Her hand reached out to push it back. He flinched.
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered, putting her hand in her lap.
 
   In front, Matt and Erin were having a quiet argument, though they probably called it a discussion. Amaya ignored them. They knew what she was and how to control her. That made them suspect, especially while she had no idea of the full extent of what was happening.
 
   “I’m sorry too.” Nick’s admission was soft, hesitant. “If I’d known what I was doing… What you were, I would never have—”
 
   “Wanted me? You would have tried to have me exorcised?”
 
   “I thought you were ghost! And I didn’t really want you exorcised. I just wanted—”
 
   “You mean you tried to exorcise me?”
 
   “No. Not really. I mean, we didn’t actually get to the point of priests and Latin. You disappeared again before I could organise anything.” He punched the leather seat between them. “Damn it, I thought you were dead. I wasn’t in my right mind, and you were the worst ghost ever. You broke my nose.”
 
   “It doesn’t look broken.”
 
   “You should have seen it last week. In fact, you did see it last week, when you broke it.”
 
   “Hey.” Matt peered at them from between the front seats. “No more broken noses back there. This is a new car, even if it does smell like ghoul.”
 
   Nick wrinkled his fine looking nose. “I thought a dog had puked in here.”
 
   “It’s ghoul,” Amaya muttered. “Though it is a little more tolerable than most ghoul stench.”
 
   “Kermit’s keen on personal hygiene,” Matt said. “Bathes at least once a year.”
 
   Nick was staring at her. “You know about ghouls?”
 
   “Filthy, smelly scavengers without a soul,” Amaya said. “The demon summoners’ favourite host for whoever they’re calling.”
 
   “What else do you know about?”
 
   “What else is there? Vampires, were-creatures, faeries, trolls, several types of demon, kraken, yeti—”
 
   “Stop.” Nick held up his hands. “I can’t take that much in. I’m still trying to deal with the whole my-girlfriend-is-a-demon part.”
 
   “Try dealing with my side of it. I’ve just realised I was happily playing the part of sex slave for two years.”
 
   “Sex slave? How can you say that? I—”
 
   “All right!”
 
   Erin swerved the car onto the side of the road and applied the brakes with more than necessary force. The back of the car fishtailed slightly but she controlled it well and they came to a hasty but safe stop.
 
   “I’ve had it up to here—” She jabbed a hand as high as she could in the car. “—with all these arguments. I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours, I have yet to work out how I’m going to live with a debt to a Demon Lord hanging over my head, I had to watch a friend nearly die last night and I haven’t washed my hair in three days! I have a headache and a gun. I will shoot the next person who picks a fight with someone else.” She glared at Matt. “And that includes you and any demons we might cross paths with, okay?”
 
   It wasn’t really a question but everyone answered with hasty nods and mumbles of agreement.
 
   “Good.”
 
   Erin put the car back in gear and calmly pulled back onto the road. The rest of the drive was silent, broken only by Matt’s directions to their destination.
 
   They all got out of the car and stood in front of a normal looking house on a normal looking street. There were kids playing in front yards, cars pulling out of driveways and dogs barking.
 
   “Who lives here?” Nick asked, risking Erin’s wrath.
 
   “Chris and Rufus Davis,” Erin said, not shooting anyone.
 
   “And Asmodeus,” Matt added.
 
   Amaya shivered. “Asmodeus is here?”
 
   “Yup. Remembering anything?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Nick? Care to help out with that?”
 
   Nick looked between them all. “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Amaya’s bound to you. It’s her job to give you anything you want. Before, you wanted the last week to have not happened, and now she can’t remember it. All you have to do is want her to remember it.”
 
   “How do I want something that I don’t even understand?”
 
   Amaya turned around. This street. It was familiar.
 
   Cloaking herself in light, she changed into her true form and sprang into the air.
 
   Leaving behind the confused exclamations of Nick and the others, she soared into the sky. It was a warm day, gloriously so, and bright. She found a current of warmer air rising over the black street. It lifted her higher and, resisting the urge to coast along on it in lazy sweeps, she scanned the street below. It was more familiar from this vantage point. She’d flown over it before.
 
   Banking, she searched the surrounding area, felt a faint tug on her spirit and followed it.
 
   She touched down in front of an empty house a couple of streets over. Resuming her human shape, she let the reflecting light go and walked up to the house.
 
   “Who are you?” a voice asked.
 
   A boy sat on the fence of the neighbouring yard. He wore torn jeans and a hoodie so it covered his face in shadows. A smouldering cigarette dangled between the fingers of his right hand.
 
   “My name’s Amaya. Who are you? Do you live here?” She knew he didn’t. No one lived here.
 
   He slipped off the fence, came a bit closer. “Amaya? That’s a… strange name.”
 
   “Strange or not, it is my name. What’s yours?”
 
   “Hey, do you want to see something really cool?” he asked instead of answering. Tossing aside the cigarette, he headed for the house. “It’s in here.”
 
   Amaya hesitated.
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s nothing dangerous. The house is empty. Come on, it’s really cool.”
 
   She followed him in, not quite sure why.
 
   He lead her into the family room, a large area bare of any furniture or decoration. The floor was tiled and on them was marked a summoning circle.
 
   “Get in the circle, Amaymon.”
 
   Amaya shook her head, willing her legs not to move even as every bone in her body tried to do as he said.
 
   “Amaymon.” He threw back the hood. “I command you to get into the circle.”
 
   The façade of her human shape faltered. Her wings struggled through and fell heavily from her back.
 
   Her summoner lifted his mutilated left hand and pointed to the circle, his burned face stern. “Get in there.”
 
   Amaya slunk into the circle and crumpled to her knees, the final elements of her disguise disappearing.
 
   He walked around the circle, dropping blood from a cut on his arm onto the six points. Power was wrenched from her spirit and the circle snapped closed.
 
   “What happened to you?” he demanded. “Did you get Hawkins or not?”
 
   Hawkins. Matt. Everything Erin had said about her missing memories was suddenly all there, fresh and bright in her head.
 
   “Answer your master!”
 
   “No. I didn’t get him. He had protection.”
 
   The young man growled. “How hard could it have been? My God, Amaymon, you’re a demon. He’s just a man—”
 
   “A man with more knowledge than you! Don’t you get it yet? You’re not some mighty demon summoner. You got lucky, that’s all. No, not lucky. You got very unlucky. Do you know who gave you my name? Lucifer. Demon King of Hell. You’re being used. You’re not in charge here. You’re the child who found a gun and thinks it’s a toy. You think you’ve got power when all you’ve got is a complex and a grudge.”
 
   Her summoner paced back and forth, hands clenching and unclenching. “A child,” he muttered. “She calls me a child when I’ve killed a person.”
 
   “You didn’t kill anyone. I did. You made me do it.”
 
   He screamed something unintelligible, then shouted, “No! I have killed someone. I killed my mother. I made her crash the car into a truck. Don’t you get it? I look like this because she wouldn’t get me the new PlayStation. I hated her and I made her hit that truck.” He shoved his ruined face so close to the barrier it sparked with the proximity of his wild power. “No one can look at me without being disgusted. Everyone is horrified or they pity me and they either can’t look at me or they can’t stop looking. Even my dad. Especially him. But not Gerry. She was the only one who didn’t care about this, but then I learned why she didn’t care about how I looked. It was because she didn’t care about me. I asked her to stop what she was doing, I pleaded with her. She didn’t though. She didn’t care enough to worry about what I wanted. She wouldn’t listen to me when I told her what Asmodeus really wanted so I made sure she couldn’t keep doing it.”
 
   His voice had quietened during his tirade and the last came out as a weary whisper. He stepped back from the circle, hands fidgeting at his sides, gaze roving around the room.
 
   “And now I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I didn’t think I’d miss her like this. I didn’t think I’d feel like this. I didn’t…”
 
   “Think, period.”
 
   A man stood in the doorway. He was short and round and had about the saddest face Amaya had ever seen. Her summoner turned to him.
 
   “Dad.” His back straightened. “How did you find me?”
 
   “I’m sure the whole neighbourhood knows you’re here, Rufus. What were you thinking, shouting like that? It’s a wonder Hawkins isn’t here right now taking you out.”
 
   Rufus scowled. “Brad and Ivan should never have brought him into this. Everything would be fine now if not for him.”
 
   “No, son, everything wouldn’t be all right. Your stepmother would still be dead and you would still be her murderer.”
 
   “I had to stop her.” A desperate pleading note entered Rufus’ voice. “She was going to destroy the world if she kept going. Don’t you understand that?”
 
   Chris Davis came further into the room. He glanced at Amaya and his eyes flashed intense blue, a small, intimately familiar smile curling his lips before he turned back to Rufus.
 
   “Rufus,” Amaya said. “Don’t listen to him. It’s not your father.” It was hers.
 
   Rufus looked between them even as he backed away from the advancing man. He was scared now, eyes wide, arms shaking.
 
   “She’s a demon, son. You can’t trust her. I am your father. And I’ll protect you from her and Hawkins.” Asmodeus lifted his stolen arms out to the boy. “Come with me and we’ll sort this all out.”
 
   “No,” Amaya shouted. “Don’t do it, Rufus.”
 
   Trembling, Rufus studied the man. All traces of Asmodeus were gone. He was just a small, worried father, trying to reach out to his son.
 
   Rufus took a step toward Asmodeus.
 
   “Stop!”
 
   Hawkins skidded to a stop just inside the room. Erin was a step behind, her gun out and trained on Asmodeus.
 
   Asmodeus snarled. “Damn you, Hawkins.”
 
   Chris fell to the floor, leaving behind the blue spirit of the Demon Lord. It twisted into a tight coil and sprang across the room at Hawkins.
 
   “Don’t,” Amaya yelled, but it was too late.
 
   Hawkins and Erin dodged to either side, losing precious seconds and sight of Asmodeus’ real target. The spirit changed trajectory in mid-flight and arrowed back for Rufus. The boy watched it come, stunned into immobility.
 
   “Move!” But again Amaya’s warning wasn’t fast enough.
 
   Asmodeus roared into Rufus. The boy convulsed, gurgling a scream. The blue spirit emerged from his back, trailing a multi-coloured mist which he enclosed in his own presence. Then the Demon Lord vanished.
 
   Rufus, slack jawed, collapsed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 39
 
   “He’s alive,” Erin announced. She knelt by Chris.
 
   “So’s Rufus,” I said, checking the boy’s neck for injuries before rolling him over. “Out cold, though.”
 
   “Not unconscious.” Amaya sat in the circle still, even though the power that had trapped her was gone.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “Asmodeus took him.”
 
   I looked at the boy on the floor.
 
   “His soul,” Amaya clarified softly. “Asmodeus took it.”
 
   “What?” Erin went horribly pale.
 
   “You interrupted him before he could kill Rufus, so he took his soul. They’ll be back in our realm now and Asmodeus will be torturing him. He’s done it before.”
 
   Nick leaned in the doorway. “My God.”
 
   “No closer,” I warned him. “I need Amaya clear headed now.”
 
   “She won’t try to kill you anymore?”
 
   From Nick’s tone, I wasn’t sure which way he was swinging on the answer.
 
   “The bond between me and Rufus was broken the moment he crossed into Hell, the demon realm,” Amaya said. “You’re the only one with any control of me now.”
 
   “Well, I don’t want it anymore. I can’t handle this. You’re free, Amaya. I’ll be in the car whenever you’re ready to go,” he said to Erin, deciding she must be about the most normal person present. “And if I could get a lift to the airport, I’d like to go home, too.”
 
   Nick left. In her corner, Amaya heaved a big sigh.
 
   “You’re really free?” I asked.
 
   “I think so. I’d have to get close to him again to be sure.”
 
   “No, ah, homicidal urges?”
 
   Amaya gave me a tight smile. “Not yet.”
 
   “What exactly happened here, Amaya?” I straightened out Rufus’ limbs, made sure there were no other injuries and then went to check Chris. Not that I didn’t trust Erin, but I had more medical training than she did. She sat back and let me do my stuff.
 
   “Rufus was my summoner,” Amaya said sadly.
 
   “We figured that one out. Did he say why he did it?”
 
   Amaya gave us an almost verbatim replay of what had happened when she left us outside the Davis house.
 
   “How did you find us?” she asked, coming out of the corner and shifting into her Lila appearance.
 
   A little uncomfortable, I stood and went to study the circle. It wasn’t an obvious avoidance, but I’m sure it wasn’t missed by anyone in the room—well, by anyone who was conscious.
 
   “I felt the power when he sparked the circle and followed it here.”
 
   “Sniffed you out like a hound dog,” Erin supplied. “Poor Rufus. Thinking he killed his mother.”
 
   “Maybe he did,” I said.
 
   Erin glared at me, reminding me of the day in the hospital when she’d almost pried one of the few secrets of my past she didn’t know out of me. Rufus had been the cause of the accident that killed his mother. He’d had to live with that knowledge for half of his life, bearing the results on his body and in his soul. I understood the rotten sourness of his aura now; and I had finally found something he and I could relate on.
 
   Erin’s glare dissipated as she watched me and not for the first time, I resented how well she knew me. How could a man remain mysterious and cool if someone knew all the worst bits of his dark soul?
 
   Doing what I could to distance myself from bad memories, I said, “All I’m saying is he’s got power. Might not be your classic psychic power but it’s something and it’s strong. Maybe he did influence his mother. He was a child, he would have had no idea of what he was doing or the consequences of it.”
 
   “He wasn’t a child when he commanded me to kill his stepmother, though,” Amaya said. “He was well aware of the consequences.”
 
   “I think in this case he probably believed the consequences were worth it. He was stopping Asmodeus from installing himself as Demon King of my realm.” Was that anger creeping into my voice? Given that I was getting a bit angry, I’d say so.
 
   “And that makes murder okay, does it?” Lila… Amaya stamped a foot so hard it was a wonder the tiles didn’t crack.
 
   “No it doesn’t, but I understand his reasoning and agree with his sentiment, if not his solution to the problem. Asmodeus needed stopping and Gerry didn’t realise that until it was too late. It was too late for Karl Roeben. He’s going to have to live for the rest of his life with the memory of having a demon in his head, controlling him.”
 
   “And I don’t have to live for another couple thousand years with the countless memories of various humans controlling me?”
 
   “This isn’t about you! It’s about that boy Asmodeus is torturing right now.”
 
   “That boy is a murderer.”
 
   “And your summoner. That’s what you’re most pissed about, isn’t it. That you were caught and bound by a sixteen year old kid with pimples and a fixation on emo rebellion.”
 
   “At least he had the balls to summon me,” Amaya snarled.
 
   “At least I didn’t pretend to be something I’m not!”
 
   “When will it get into your thick head? I had no choice. I had to do that.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. You only had to kill me. You didn’t have to seduce me. You didn’t have to give me anything I wanted or did you forget that I never bound you?”
 
   “I was trying to kill you but—”
 
   “You didn’t have to throw Erin off a fucking overpass.” It came out deadly quiet. I hadn’t meant to say it.
 
   Amaya hadn’t been expecting me to say it. She took it like a fist in the gut.
 
   The click-clack of Erin chambering a round was thunderous in the silence.
 
   “Did neither of you hear what I said in the car?” she asked, also threateningly soft. “Nothing has happened to alleviate my headache. Unless both of you want to be picking bullets out of your kneecaps, shut the hell up.”
 
   Amaya gave in first. She spun around and stalked out of the room.
 
   When she was out of the house, I let out a long, pent up breath. It didn’t do much to cool my head, but it fooled Erin at least.
 
   “Right.” Erin holstered her gun. “At the risk of sounding like a parrot with amnesia, what now?”
 
   “Get an ambulance here for these two,” I said. “Hopefully Chris will be okay. He wasn’t possessed as long as Karl. That can only work in his favour.”
 
   “And Rufus?”
 
   I crouched by the boy. Now that I was calming down, I could feel it. Or rather, not feel it. He wasn’t there. That rough aura I’d brushed the day I met him was gone.
 
   “You really understand why he did it?” Erin asked.
 
   “Yeah. He honestly thought he was doing something right.”
 
   “No. I meant about his mother.”
 
   “Don’t tell anyone,” whispered in my mind, and I wouldn’t break that promise. I wouldn’t tell anyone her part in it, at least.
 
   “When I was sixteen, my uncle did something I couldn’t…” I let out a long, steadying breath. “He did something bad. Very bad. I found him at it and I lost it. It wasn’t the first time I went berserk but it was the worst, at that point. You thought what I did at Kirby’s was bad, but this went beyond that.”
 
   Erin caught her breath and I could almost feel the progress we’d made this morning evaporating like the first drops of rain on a boiling hot road. I’d started and it wouldn’t stop, though.
 
   “He lived. My mum managed to talk my aunt out of pressing charges, but it split the family forever and even my parents couldn’t really forgive me.”
 
   “You didn’t tell them what he’d done?”
 
   “Don’t tell anyone.”
 
   “No. I’d done enough damage already. You want to know why I lost faith in God and religion? It wasn’t because of science. It was because after what happened with my uncle, our priest refused to have me in his church. He said I was evil. I didn’t even get the excuse of being possessed. I was evil, plain and simple. For a while I believed him.” Running a hand back through my hair, I shook off the bad memories and said, “That’s why I understand Rufus. He couldn’t control himself and something terrible resulted. Objectively, he wasn’t at fault, but it’s hard to look at something objectively when you’re slap damn in the middle of it.”
 
   Erin was quiet for a while, then she touched my shoulder quickly, lightly. “How do we get him back?”
 
   I let out a small, relieved sigh. She wasn’t running away, screaming ‘monster!’ Was that why I kept telling her things I shouldn’t? Because she could still see me beyond all these horrible truths?
 
   “I don’t know,” I said.
 
   “Would Kermit know?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Come on, Matt. Don’t give up now. You’ve spent the last day acting on impulse. What does your gut tell you to do now?”
 
   “Get out before anyone else gets hurt. Maybe Amaya’s right. Maybe Rufus deserves what Asmodeus might do to him.”
 
   “You don’t believe that.”
 
   “Might be easier to convince myself of that than fix this mess.” But even as I spoke, thoughts were moving in my head. I reached for my phone, pulled up a number and hit ‘call’. “Go find Amaya. See if she’ll forgive me long enough to help us.”
 
   Erin left and I spoke to Kermit. He wasn’t happy about being woken up and he was less than happy when I told him what I wanted. I let him grumble and carry on about how I wasn’t immortal like a Primal before I made him cough up the goods. I was just finishing up with him when Erin returned, a stiff backed Lila-shaped Amaya behind her.
 
   “What’s the plan?” Erin asked.
 
   “Mad, that’s what it is,” I said. “Amaya, will you help me try to rescue Rufus?”
 
   “That depends. What do you want?”
 
   “Knowledge. How did you cross the boundary?”
 
   Amaya hesitated. “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “Professional curiosity. Everything everyone’s said to me says it’s pretty much impossible without a super-duper powerful human doing the summoning. So?” I left it hanging for Amaya to fill in the blanks.
 
   “Natural fissures occur all the time. I found one and came through.”
 
   “Common belief has it that those fissures are really small. A little imp might get through but nothing else.”
 
   “Tell me why you want to know.”
 
   “Tell me why you don’t want to tell me.”
 
   Erin tapped the butt of her gun.
 
   Amaya sighed. “I don’t want you to know because it might spread and then we’ll have demons aplenty doing the same thing to get here. Neither of us wants that.”
 
   “You can trust us not to go blabbing.” I crossed my heart. “And hope to die. Erin?”
 
   “Who would I tell that would believe me?”
 
   “All right. It’s pretty simple, actually. You find a fissure, even a tiny one will do, so long as you can get a small object through. You have to have two of the objects, as identical you can, and they have to both be imbued with the same power. The more power the better. With one of them on either side of the rift, it’s an easy matter then of calling up the bond between the two objects. The power shift will open the rift wider for a second or two. You pass through and it closes.”
 
   I glanced at Erin. She gave me a you-are-mad-if-you-think-I-understand-that look.
 
   “Perhaps it has something to do with quantum physics,” I said.
 
   “Either way, it works,” Amaya said. “It’s easy, but it takes a lot of power. When I came through, I was very weak. So weak I spent forty years bonded to a very feeble sorcerer in a slum in Delhi. You do not want to know what he made me do.”
 
   “How long have you been here?” Erin asked.
 
   Amaya thought for a moment, doing the math. “A hundred and fifty six years. Now that you know, what do you plan to do?” she asked me.
 
   I told them.
 
   When I had finished, Amaya held her hand out to me and said, “It was interesting knowing you.”
 
   Erin’s expression said pretty much the same thing.
 
   I just shrugged. “Told you it was mad.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 40
 
   When the ambulances arrived, Erin distracted them with stories of high teenagers lashing out physically at small, sad fathers while Nick, Amaya and I pretended to be concerned citizens. The paramedics were closed mouthed about the condition of their two patients, but I knew it wasn’t good. If Chris didn’t wake up soon, he’d probably be passed over to Angelshire or one of his colleagues at Mentis. Rufus had absolutely no chance at waking up if I didn’t act quickly.
 
   As the ambulances sped off, wailing, Erin agreed to drop Nick off at the airport on the way out to my place. The drive was silent and tense, mostly I think because we were all lingering on the memory of a succubus doing loop-de-loops and laughing hysterically when she worked out she wasn’t Nick’s slave anymore. He got out of the car at the domestic terminal mumbling something that could have been mistaken for farewell and good luck.
 
   “He misses her,” Erin said as she pulled back into the traffic.
 
   “She only just left,” I said, recalling the long sigh Nick had let out when Amaya, still grinning, had vanished, heading off on her own part of my mad plan.
 
   “That’s not what I mean. He misses Amaya, not Amaymon. They were together for three years. He loves her.”
 
   “No. He commanded her.”
 
   Erin took her gaze off the road long enough to give me a pointed, and probably unintentionally honest, look. “Sometimes love can be very binding.”
 
   “Yeah,” I admitted slowly. “I guess.”
 
   It didn’t take us long to get out to the ‘Cliffe and I was surprised to see Roberts’ car still in the driveway. Erin pulled up beside it and we got out. Next door, Charles and Sue were in the garden, trowels and spades forgotten as they stared at us.
 
   “Great,” I muttered.
 
   “Hi, Erin,” Sue said brightly, waving a dirt streaked gardening glove. “How’s the investigation going?”
 
   Charles scowled at Sue and I scowled at Erin.
 
   “Fine, thanks, Sue,” Erin replied, stalking past me. “Found him.”
 
   “What was that all about?” I asked as I herded Erin inside.
 
   “Don’t be so suspicious,” she snapped. “It was nothing. Sue just agreed to call me if she saw you come home yesterday.”
 
   Whatever response I may have had was knocked on the head and stuffed under the bed when I saw what awaited me in the living room. Namely, Roberts. He was still dressed in the clothes he wore last night, hair skewed by a night on the couch. His arms were crossed, foot tapping and brows furrowed hard enough it was difficult to say if there were two of them or just the one, very angry brow.
 
   “What time do you call this?” he asked, deceptively casual.
 
   I didn’t bother looking at my watch. “Um, very late, dad?”
 
   Roberts pointed to his mobile phone, which sat in a prominent place on the coffee table. “Ever heard of a phone?”
 
   “Sure, but—”
 
   “But nothing, mister! I waited up all night—”
 
   “Well, not all night,” I said, pointing to the discarded blanket on the couch.
 
   “ALL night, worried sick about you. A back burned raw, two demons and no vampire protection. I had no idea if you were dead or alive. A simple phone call, Hawkins. Is it too hard?” Then, as if just realising what was standing right in front of him, he stepped back and eyed us both warily. “What’s he doing up and about? Shouldn’t he be in a hospital?” It was directed more at Erin than me.
 
   Not wanting Erin to have to explain, I said, “Asmodeus healed me. I’m fine and I’m sorry I didn’t call you. Did you ever think to call me, though?”
 
   “I tried,” Roberts said, not exactly calm but at least he had two eyebrows again. “Went straight to message bank.”
 
   When changing clothes I’d simply transferred my phone from one jeans pocket to another without looking at it too closely. I checked it now. Its screen was blank and wouldn’t respond to any amount of poking.
 
   “I think it’s fried,” I said. “Probably happened when Amaya pushed me into the circle barrier.”
 
   Roberts simmered, then snatched the phone out of my hand. “I’ll see what I can do.” Apart from being a booze-pusher and not a morning person, he was a techno-guru. “If the whole thing’s fucked we’ll have to put a new tracer on Mercy, you realise.”
 
   Yay! Not to the potentially fatal issue of putting a new subcutaneous tracker in the vampire, but to the potential new phone without a socially suicidal ring tone. I pretended to be bummed about it so Roberts wouldn’t get suspicious. “What fun. How is the kid?”
 
   “Snoring her little heart out. Ate and zonked.”
 
   “How much did you give her?” I asked, not because I didn’t trust Roberts, but because I knew the power of Mercy’s big, brown eyes and super-duper pout.
 
   Roberts concentrated on my phone, taking it apart like some over-excited US Marine dismantling his rifle in record time. “You said two, so I gave her two.”
 
   I headed for the kitchen. “And how many more did she con out of you?”
 
   “Oh, come on, man. She didn’t—” He followed me into the kitchen and saw me reach for the cupboard door that hid the blood fridge. “Three.”
 
   “Three total?” I let my hand linger on the door handle.
 
   “Three more,” he admitted and then muttered something about needing something from his car and disappeared.
 
   “Five whole bags.” I shook my head. All my good work at rationing the blood supply out the window.
 
   “Isn’t that good?” Erin asked from the doorway. “I mean, she’ll need to be strong for your plan.”
 
   I slipped past Erin and went into the garage where I keep my monster fighting equipment. Erin followed me.
 
   “Mercy’s not coming,” I said, checking my stock of paintballs. Enough for several cartridges for the paintball rifle.
 
   Erin sat down on a box and helped me fill the cartridges. “No offence, but your chances without Mercy aren’t that hot.”
 
   “My chances with her there are even colder. You saw her flip out last night. I’d have absolutely no chance of holding her back if she came with us.”
 
   “But isn’t that what you need? No holes bared? Aren’t you stronger when you go berserk?”
 
   “That’s different. Besides, Mercy nearly got whipped going up against one demon. Where we’re going, she’ll have no chance.”
 
   “And you’ll have any sort of chance without her?”
 
   I grimaced. “I’ll have Amaya.”
 
   Erin put down the full cartridge and faced me. “I trust her even less than I would trust Mercy in a mad killing rage. If you don’t bind Amaya, who knows what she’ll do once you get there.”
 
   Snapping a full cartridge to the top of the rifle I aimed at the side of a box and pulled the trigger. Red paint, Holy water and garlic exploded across the cardboard. It looked distressingly like blood dribbling down in a high-impact-splatter pattern. If it hadn’t smelt like garlic, it would have been more convincing.
 
   “I won’t bind Amaya,” I said. “She came here to escape the life of a demon. Nick’s bound her for long enough, I won’t continue it. Besides, I’d rather have her helping me because she wants to, not because she has to.”
 
   Erin sighed and nodded. “I’m not so sure how much she wants to help you, though. I think it’s more guilt than anything else.”
 
   “Hey, at least she has the free will to feel guilty.”
 
   “And you definitely won’t take Mercy?”
 
   I sucked it up and said honestly, “I can’t risk her. Not for something like this.”
 
   Lips pursed, Erin studied me. “And if you don’t come back?”
 
   Packing the filled cartridges into an Army Disposal store knapsack, I said as blandly and dryly as I could, “When she’s asleep through the day, stab her in the heart. It’ll be quick and she’ll never know.”
 
   Erin shook her head, mute with shock.
 
   “I can’t ask Roberts to do it. He’s... he talks tough but that’s all. Big softy. He could never do it.”
 
   “And I could?” she asked, trying for indignation and missing wide.
 
   I met her gaze, let her aura touch mine. She was all smooth chocolate and sweet Moscato. The recklessness was gone, replaced with grim realisation. I didn’t need to say it. She knew it and slowly, she nodded.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered.
 
   From her back pocket, she pulled a crucifix. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had need of this, but I’ve been carrying it around for the past couple of days. Usually it’s in my car with a bottle of Holy water for, well, vampire emergencies. I don’t know if it will work against demons, but you’re welcome to it.”
 
   She held it out. It was about as long as my hand, made of pewter and looked old. The Christ pinned to the cross looked peaceful. A loop at the top showed where it had once been worn on a necklace. It would have made an awkward pendant.
 
   I don’t know why I took it, but I did and Erin gave me a little smile.
 
   “I’ll bring it back,” I promised.
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you did. It was my mother’s.”
 
   In companionable silence, we finished getting together my weaponry—consisting of the paintball rifle and cartridges, spare mags for the Cougar and, from the kitchen, a measly bag of sea salt—and found Roberts tinkering with my phone in the living room.
 
   “What’s the prognosis?” I asked.
 
   “Not good. You’re going to need a new one. Happily, I’m prepared to deal.”
 
   “We’ll talk when I get back.”
 
   “Where are you going now?” he demanded.
 
   As if on cue, Amaya popped into existence a foot behind Roberts. He yelped and jumped a good meter to the left.
 
   “We,” she said grimly, “are going home.”
 
   “Home?” Roberts asked, looking from her to me to Erin.
 
   I swallowed the not so irrational urge to run away screaming. “Did you get it?”
 
   Expanding her wings slightly, she shook a shower of snow free of her shoulders and held up a midnight black feather. “Right where I left it.”
 
   Eyeing the quickly melting snow, Erin asked, “Which was?”
 
   “Under a rock on top of Mount Everest. I didn’t want to risk anyone finding it.”
 
   “And that’s going to get you home?” Erin wasn’t convinced.
 
   Me? I was absolutely convinced. Even from a couple meters back, I could feel the power in that single feather. It thrummed against my mind like a buzz saw, a deeper, harder resonance than that of Amaya.
 
   Asmodeus. It was almost like he was in the room with us.
 
   “I took it from him when his strength was at its peak,” Amaya said reverentially. “He was glorious, beautiful and terrifying. It was so difficult to remember why I was there, why I had succumbed to his wants. I couldn’t understand why it was wrong to let him do whatever he wanted to me. It was hard, but I managed it. Three times I went to him. Three times I let him use me.”
 
   I shivered at the utter coldness in her tone. “Three times? I thought you would only need two.”
 
   “I did, but imps stole the first feather while I was securing the second, so I had to go back for the third.”
 
   “Just how did you steal feathers from Asmodeus?” Erin asked, her voice strained.
 
   “I let him mistake pain for pleasure.”
 
   Erin stared at her. “Isn’t he your father?”
 
   “Yes, and?”
 
   “Never mind.” Erin backed out of the room and went to the kitchen.
 
   “So,” Roberts said, drawing out the single syllable. “When you say home…?”
 
   Amaya folded her wings around her body. “I mean, my home. The demon realm. Hell.”
 
   “You’re going home,” he said, then turned to me. “And you’re going with her?”
 
   “I have to get Rufus back,” I said.
 
   Roberts shoved his hands in his pockets, sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I always thought you’d end up in Hell. Just didn’t think it would happen quite this way.” He joined Erin in the other room.
 
   “You should listen to what they’re not saying,” Amaya said. “Don’t do this.”
 
   “I can’t let Asmodeus torture Rufus. Listen, Amaya, I’m very grateful you agreed to help me, but if once we’re on the other side, you want to go your own way, that’s fine with me. I know you don’t consider this your fight, so I won’t ask you to.”
 
   Amaya went to the window and parted the curtain a little so she could peer out. “You know there’s an easy way for you to get me to do what you want.”
 
   I sighed. “It’s not about what I want, or even what you want. It’s about what needs to be done, and who can do it.”
 
   Then I too walked out. I went to Mercy’s room and sat on the edge of her bed. She was sprawled on top of the covers, hair curling across the pillow, mouth open just enough to flash her fangs. There was a smudge of blood on the corner of her mouth and two empty blood bags on the floor.
 
   I brushed hair off her face. “Sleep tight, Merce. I’ll be back soon.”
 
   She didn’t stir.
 
   In my room, I took off William’s clothes and got into my familiar hunting gear: cargo pants, tough shirt and camo jacket. Erin’s mother’s crucifix went onto a chain and hung around my neck. Then I slipped out the back and sat on the old couch on the patio, looking out over the sun drenched canal. Somewhere deep inside, I was screaming desperate denial and I knew I should be listening to it and to Amaya and Roberts. It may have been the dumb ignorance of childhood that saw Rufus’ mother die, but it was the knowing, aware arrogance of near-adulthood that saw Geraldine Davis killed. Pre-meditated murder in no uncertain terms. Any jury would judge him harshly.
 
   Still, I didn’t think any sentence handed down by a judge would be as bad as having his soul tortured in Hell by a Demon Lord with a personal grudge.
 
   I closed my eyes and reached for the seesaw of my psyche. Events of the past eighteen hours combined with no sleep for thirty-six hours meant I was pretty much tapped. The psychic powers were still there, they just wouldn’t pack much of a punch. I didn’t think I’d really need them where we were going—all I foresaw was a lot of violence and name-calling—but I levelled out my Zen seesaw regardless. A calm head never hurt anyone.
 
   Well, except the victims of pre-meditated murder, I guess.
 
   Cool, calm and collected, I went back inside and found Amaya. “Let’s do this wild and crazy thing.”
 
   Amaya blurred into her Lila shape. “Let’s.”
 
   I didn’t bother saying goodbye to Roberts or Erin. They knew what was happening and seeing their disapproving faces would only weigh on one side of the seesaw and I had no extra-happy to balance it with. So human-Amaya and I left in the Monaro, but not before Charles and Sue did a little double take at the awesomely sexy woman I left with, who was not the one I’d arrived with. What do you know? Seems I would have had that extra-happy counterweight after all.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked Amaya.
 
   “To the jetty at Woody Point.”
 
   “There’s a rift there?”
 
   “A small one, but it’ll do for our purposes.”
 
   I snorted. Seems like the quiet old ‘Cliffe did have all the features of a big city.
 
   Woody Point was a quaint part of Redcliffe, on the south-east corner of the peninsula. There was a fairly equal combination of older and newer homes, a few boutique shops, a decent pub and a couple of nice restaurants. A new high-rise had just been completed on the water front and I parked in its shadow. We studied the jetty.
 
   “Couple of witnesses,” I noted, pointing out the folk fishing off the old structure.
 
   “I can hide us,” Amaya said.
 
   “Booyah,” I muttered and we got out.
 
   In a split second, Amaya shifted to demon shape and disappeared, then reappeared.
 
   “We’re both invisible now,” she said, stalking toward the jetty. “Keep up or you’ll fall out of the light shield.”
 
   I hurried along, hastily transferring some of the extra paintball rifle cartridges from the knapsack to my pockets as we went. Despite me being able to see them the fishermen didn’t even blink as we passed. Neat. Vampires of a certain age and strength could bend the light around them, blurring their movements, but you could still see them, if you were lucky. This was true invisibility it seemed.
 
   At the end of the jetty, I stopped. Amaya didn’t. She vaulted the railing in a smooth, easy motion and walked on air for another couple of meters.
 
   “It’s here,” she announced, pointing to a spot somewhere between her feet and the gently moving ocean.
 
   I looked and saw nothing.
 
   Amaya crouched and pulled Asmodeus’ feather from her belt. Slowly she lowered it point first toward the water. About a foot above the waves, its tip disappeared.
 
   Pulling it out again, Amaya looked at me. “Once I’ve opened the rift, you’ll have to move quickly. It won’t stay open for long. A couple of seconds at most.”
 
   I nodded. “Then we’ll have a hike to wherever Asmodeus is, right.”
 
   “No. When I call up the power in this feather, it will reach for the same power on the other side. The most concentrated mass of power it can find. It won’t lock onto the other feather I used to get here. We won’t have to find Asmodeus. The feather will do that for us.”
 
   I made a few, completely involuntary noises of understanding while my brain did its best to tip me all the way over into screaming panic. Seems I’d done too good a job of balancing up the various parts of my psyche. I didn’t run. I just clambered up onto the railing, pulled out the Cougar and paintball rifle and nodded to Amaya.
 
   “Right.” She sounded disappointed at my choice.
 
   Couldn’t blame her really. The sane parts of me were equally disappointed.
 
   Amaya began calling up her power. It hit me like a tidal wave and threatened to upset my seesaw like nothing else yet had. She began to glow a brilliant blue and somewhere far behind me, Mercy stirred. In Amaya’s hand, the black feather glistened like an oil slick. Power in lightning blue, electric purple and neon green rippled along its length, moving up and down, like a conductor building up a charge. As it increased in scintillating waves, so too did the disturbance I felt from Mercy. The link was flooded with energy feedback from the raw demon power. I could feel her, sunk deep into the dark of vampire sleep but struggling to wake up, a cognizant mind trapped in a paralysed body. I knew Erin was there, sitting against the wall outside the cage, my one good kitchen knife in her hand, watching the seemingly inert vampire on the bed. If Erin had had even a touch of psychic ability, she wouldn’t have been so complacent. A storm roiled beneath the calm surface, a manic need to tear, rend, fight, kill. If this went on for much longer, Mercy would wake up and she wouldn’t be polite about it. I hoped Erin had locked the cage door.
 
   Then it happened. The painfully bright light show reached its peak. I saw the waves of colour burst from the end of the incandescent feather and strike the air above the water. As the feather had, the streaks of energy disappeared into the rift and then the world tore apart.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 41
 
   A freaking hole in the fabric of the world appeared. It was black and edged in the green, blue and purple of Asmodeus’ power. Air rushed into it in a momentary gale and then bellowed backwards, bringing with it a foul stench. There was a tortured ringing in my ears, like a hundred primary school kids all blowing wrong notes on their recorders at once.
 
   “Now!” Amaya shouted and dropped into the hole.
 
   Without giving myself the chance to think once, let alone twice, I dived off the jetty and into the rift.
 
   I came down on something very soft. It moved and suddenly I was in the air again. Something caught me across the chest and my trajectory changed. Instead of going up, I went sideways and came down. This time on something hard and painfully unyielding, but all things considered, better than something soft and able to fight back.
 
   I rolled over and took a quick look around. We had landed in some sort of parlour. It was sculptured from marble—or something very much like it—and filled with nooks and crannies of all sizes and shapes. There were a variety of shallow and deep pits in the floor, all of them lined with furs and plump, comfy looking cushions. Coloured, shaded lamps lit the place in hazy, dim light. Lounging about the place were several succubi and incubi, in all the colours of the rainbow, and some in colours I had no name for. While they looked relaxed I could feel the charged atmosphere, the tense anticipation that generally preceded a big ol’ barny. Or perhaps it was just the overwhelming incense that charged the atmosphere. It was heavy, earthy, a little spicy and a lot intoxicating.
 
   Lord of Lust indeed.
 
   And speak of the devil...
 
   “This,” Asmodeus said as he stood in front of his plush throne, “is unexpected.”
 
   In full on corporeal form, Asmodeus looked much as he did in imp-moulded form, or in Karl’s-head form, but there was something extra, something… more about him here. A faint blue sheen played over his body, rippling like sunlight on water. His feathered wings shimmered with green and purple and blue; eyes like deep sapphires cut with diamonds. Yet shadows clung to him, draped from his shoulders like a perfectly tailored cloak. It made you think of warm, dark places and all the sorts of things that happened in warm, dark places; all the naughty things; all the socially taboo things that nevertheless felt so good; all the wicked things; all the bad things you could imagine and in that warm, dark place there would be no consequences other than those agreed upon.
 
   Asmodeus chuckled and that sound set into me, a hook piercing the top layer of skin and pulling me toward him. I stumbled a step forward before I realised what was happening.
 
   “No,” Amaya said.
 
   The single word burst the heady bubble around me. I pulled in a deep breath of the thick, scented air, tasting under the earthy pleasantness a sharp, bitter accent that stung the back of my throat. It cut into my mind like a blade and Asmodeus’ influence fell away.
 
   I stopped before I could take another step, shaking my head clear of the last of fog. The acrid quality of the air bit into my nose, burned on my tongue. I tried to swallow it, but it was back with the next breath I took. It wasn’t part of the incense, but something naturally in the air in this realm, in Hell. Not quite sulphurous but close enough to make the comparison worthwhile. Either way, it put a time limit on my stay. Right now, it was irritating, but much more of it, and I’d probably suffocate. On the plus side, it worked against whatever mojo Asmodeus was trying to spin.
 
   Clear headed—relatively—I focused on the room again. Amaya stood before Asmodeus, her wings half spread in a gesture that struck me as defiant. Head back, eyes blazing, she stared up at her father and Lord, chin definitely stubborn. Asmodeus’ throne was on a dais, elevated a good three feet above the floor. He looked down at her, mirroring her stance. The darkness around him had deepened while the glimmering lights on his wings had intensified.
 
   “I knew you would return to me,” he said, voice a soft contrast to the hardness of his body language.
 
   “I didn’t come for you,” she snapped. “We’re here for the boy.”
 
   “The boy?” Asmodeus waved a hand at a curtain on the far side of his dais. “This boy?”
 
   The curtain fluttered aside and revealed Rufus.
 
   Asmodeus may have only taken his soul from the human realm, but it was Rufus chained to the wall, naked, shivering, crying. I guessed Asmodeus had made a body of imps to house Rufus’ soul, and it was a perfect replica, at least as far as I could tell, even down to the burn scars. As I’d thought, the burns stretched from his head, down his neck and shoulder to his arm and all the way to his mangled hand. But they also curved around his skinny, hairless chest, obliterating his nipples, and down to his left hip.
 
   “Rufus,” I whispered and ran toward him.
 
   Asmodeus held up a hand and I slammed into an invisible barrier. Instinctively, I went sideways and came up against another wall. Backwards, another wall. Teeth gritted, I didn’t give Asmodeus the pleasure of seeing me test for the fourth wall.
 
   “I think you will find I have devised a perfect punishment for the boy,” Asmodeus murmured, immensely pleased with himself. “Watch.”
 
   And to my horror, I did.
 
   Rufus’ burn scars faded, leaving pink, fresh, smooth skin that grew to match the rest of his pale body. He had five fingers on his left hand, two ears, a symmetrical jaw. Hair grew on the left side of his head, his chest sprouted a few, sparse curls between his restored pectorals. For a moment, Rufus was whole and normal, but the boy sobbed and struggled, shaking his head.
 
   “No, no, no,” he panted. “I’m sorry. Please, no. No, not again.”
 
   A spark flared at the top of his head and Rufus screamed, his throat torn by the raw panic and pain. The fire crawled across the top of his head, slipping down the left side in slow, deliberate waves, eating away the new hair, melting the skin beneath. The ear blackened and vanished. Flames licked along his jaw and down his neck. Rufus tossed himself against the chains holding him to the wall, pleading for release, for an end. But there was no respite. The flames moved almost leisurely, seeming to caress him, stroke him even as it ate his skin and the boy got an erection. Horror was there in the panic and he slammed his body against the hard wall, smacking his head into the rock, but no matter his efforts, he couldn’t knock himself out and the fire continued down his body, leaving open, steaming wounds in its wake that slowly healed over in painful, tight scars.
 
   By the time his hand was reduced to two fingers and the fire guttered and died on his hip, Rufus was exhausted, hanging limp and whimpering.
 
   I swallowed the bile that had risen in my throat, wishing for the sulphurous toxin in large enough amounts it would sear the scent of roasting meat from my nose. Oh God. How long had I wasted today with waiting for ambulances, taking that insufferable idiot Carson to the airport, going home… All that time dicking around while Rufus was here, suffering this over and over. Things began tipping to the bad end of the seesaw.
 
   “This boy,” Asmodeus spat. “This murderer and thief. He summoned you, my daughter, bound you, forced you to act against your will. Have you come to punish him yourself?”
 
   Amaya looked from the pathetic image of Rufus—who had done all those things to her—to her father and I could see the struggle. Amaymon was a demon and saw nothing wrong in what Asmodeus was doing. It was a harsh, bloody life in Hell. Hurt or be hurt. If you manage to move up a rung, expect to fall three when your enemies catch up to you. Punishment might not fit the crime, but it satisfied the punisher and that was all that mattered.
 
   But. She wasn’t just Amaymon. She was Amaya as well and it was Amaya who gritted her teeth, who had tears in her eyes. There was nothing humane—nothing human—in what Asmodeus did here. It was torture for the sake of his pleasure, nothing more. This was not punishment. It was damnation.
 
   Amaya couldn’t answer Asmodeus, so I did.
 
   “We’re here to take him home,” I said, my voice rough from the air and effort to suppress the red, blinding need to hurt something. “He’ll be punished for his crimes by his own people.”
 
   Asmodeus cast me a sidelong glance. “For his crimes against your people, you mean. What about his crimes against me? He bound my daughter, made her his slave. He stole my research.”
 
   “Your research?” I asked sarcastically.
 
   “Of course it was my research. I am the master of arithmetic and geometry. It was I who gave Geraldine Anne Davis the solutions to her equations. I solved the riddle. Not her. It was my research and he stole it.”
 
   I shook my head and tsk tsk tsked. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, dude, but Rufus didn’t take the research, whosever it might be rightfully. You see, Gerry woke up to you. She wasn’t dumb enough to trust you completely. She worked out you’d taken over Karl and that you were there for more than the academic glory. Gerry stole your research. Not Rufus. And she destroyed it all, Asmodeus.” Want a cheap adrenaline rush? Try lying to a Demon Lord. I hurtled on before I could see if it worked or not. “You might know all about quantum physics and algebra and stuff, but you ain’t so smart. Thought you could fool Lucifer by making yourself King of my world and yet you couldn’t even pull the wool over the eyes of a couple of humans, one of them an emotionally stunted, self-consumed teenager.” I gave a derisive snort. “Sucks to be you, Ass-holeus.”
 
   Remember the way I goaded leftover-Asmodeus into a fight in Karl’s head? Well, this might be a bit surprising, but this subtle, razor-sharp witticism was aimed for the same result.
 
   Guess what.
 
   I got it.
 
   The invisible walls dropped and Asmodeus, quiet and deadly, sprang for me. The seesaw tipped and everything took on a red tinge at the same instant it all became stark and bright and crystal clear. Behind Asmodeus, the lounging demons burst into furious motion, striking for Amaya—except for one.
 
   As I twisted to face Asmodeus side on, rifle lifting to fire point-blank into his quickly oncoming face, I saw one incubus standing in the far corner of the room, arms crossed, wings folded, surveying the burgeoning chaos with a small, utterly bemused smile.
 
   What the…?
 
   But then Asmodeus was too close for comfort. I fired the rifle early and the balloon hit him in the chest. He barely noticed it. Smoke curled up but that was about it. I dived to the side, rolling and reaching for the bag of sea salt. Black wings snapped out and Asmodeus whipped around so fast I didn’t see it. I just knew he was facing me again, snarling. I aimed a kick for his gut, missed, staggered and accidentally fired into his wing. The paint bit into the delicate feathers, burning them away. Asmodeus howled and I managed to spray a handful of salt into his face. I followed it with an entire cartridge of paintballs. Even as he backed off, hissing, he managed to dodge most of my shots. Still, by the time he got a clue and folded his wings behind him, they had more than a few smoking holes in them.
 
   The rifle clicked dry and I switched to the Cougar. Bullets pounded into Asmodeus with about as much effect as they’d had on Amaya, but he kept backing up and I followed, growling. Deep below the raging, red part of my mind that was presently in the driving seat, I knew it was a trap, but the gleeful berserker didn’t care. He was getting to hurt the bad thing. This was Fun.
 
   Asmodeus reached one of the pits in the floor. He stepped back one last time and stopped. Damaged wings snapped out wide and he gave a deep throated, wordless roar.
 
   Plump, tasselled cushions exploded out of the pit, torn to smithereens as imps—dozens of imps—broke free and raced for me. I shot at them but they were small, fast moving targets and very hard to hit. Several of them rammed me at once and down I went.
 
   I recall saying once ‘imps schmimps’.
 
   Never again.
 
   The little blighters clawed and bit and struck so fast I couldn’t catch any of them. The thick material of my pants and shirt kept most of their attacks from breaking skin, but my hands suffered. I pushed at them, grabbed at legs and wings, trying to toss them away. Claws and teeth scored my hands and wrists. I could feel them along my legs, scratching and gnashing. Kicking dislodged one or two, but the rest held on like the biggest bastard ticks you ever saw. Blood slicked my hands from open wounds, making holding anything harder. It hurt, too. Deep aching, stinging pain that quickly cramped my fingers and wrists. Made grabbing the dropped Cougar very difficult, but when I had it, and several more imps gnawing on my stomach, I put the barrel against the head of the nearest one and pulled the trigger.
 
   Well. I wanted to pull the trigger, at least. Not a lot happened, despite the urgent commands from my brain. My finger just wouldn’t move. Growling in raging frustration, I settled for beating the little shit over the head with the heavy gun. It squealed and backed off, slashing at me as it went.
 
   Using my arms as blunt force instruments, I managed to clear a few off my chest. Down at my feet, which were starting to feel a bit numb thanks to some lucky shots by the imps, one tiny critter, not much larger than my bare foot, sat on my ankle and meticulously picked at the knotted shoelace of my boot, tongue poked out the side of its mouth in concentration. I threw the Cougar and collected it in the side of the head, knocking it flying. Fucker.
 
   At my knee, another industrious bastard was chewing on a bulging pocket. It broke through the material and its teeth clacked against the plastic of a paintball cartridge. With a grunt of effort, it cracked the cartridge and several paintballs popped in its mouth. Gurgling a terrified scream, the imp fell over backwards, mouth melting under a coating of green paint.
 
   A giant imp, probably close on twenty kilos and the size of an average cattle dog, launched itself at my face. I roared a roar of red rage and raised a hand to block it, knowing I wasn’t moving fast enough.
 
   Then everything stopped.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 42
 
   The imp flying at my face and the imp at my hips with a claw about two inches from making me piss sitting down for the rest of my life. All of it just stopped in mid swing, snarl and bite. It took a moment longer for me to catch up to current events, my war cry dying in slow, surprised degrees, leaving an eerily silent echo.
 
   Then there was an incubus standing over me, looking at the frozen motif of fury surrounding me. He was coloured a grey that seemed to shift between silver and blue with wings that blurred somewhere on the extreme outer edge of the colour palette, never settling on any one or two shades but being all of them all at once and none of them at all.
 
   “Interesting,” he said and his voice was so urbane I was surprised there wasn’t a Martini in one of his hands and a casino chip in the other. “Let’s get you out of there.”
 
   We couldn’t actually move the stiff imps, so I had to wiggle and squirm my way out of the cage they’d created around me. A few clung to my shirt and between me and the odd incubus, we extracted the material out of their claws with only a few rips. When I was completely free, I stepped back from the incubus and while keeping one eye on him, took a look around the rest of the place.
 
   Nothing and no one moved. A 3D painting or perhaps Madame Tussaud’s wackiest exhibition ever. On the far side of the room, Amaya was caught in mid leap, her wings half spread, long hair streaming behind like a banner, fingers curled like talons reaching for the neck of the red-shaded incubus crouching beneath her. There were several rents in her hide, black demon blood stark against her golden colouring, but she looked strong and fierce, a faint blue glow surrounding her. She was snarling but at the same time, beautiful, as if this was what she was supposed to be doing, what she was made for. The red demon she was aimed for was half turned away, as if ready to run, face bleak with the realisation he didn’t have long to live. Another demon was poised to spring off the floor at Amaya while a third was either full on running away or trying to flank her.
 
   Behind Amaya was the slumped and broken shape of a pale succubus, its head twisted so far around I knew it was dead. Half lying beside the succubus was an incubus, its wings broken and throat slashed. Holding itself up by weakening arms, the incubus gaped at the torrent of black blood pouring from his neck.
 
   Above Amaya was a dark coloured incubus, wings extended to full length, body bowed with the strength of the blow he was about to deliver to Amaya’s unprotected back. He had a blue glowing sword like the one Amaya had come marauding with at Mentis. If the blow ever fell, the sword would take off one of Amaya’s wings.
 
   Asmodeus, perhaps too good to get dirty doing any of the actual fighting, was stalking toward Rufus, two of his children at his back, an honour guard or rear guard or perhaps just there to hold his gloves while he did polite torture, I don’t know. Rufus was in mid burn, his head and shoulder ravaged to weeping, raw meat, his face twisted in agony and fear as he watched the Demon Lord approach.
 
   The worst of my berserker fit seemed as frozen as everything else, but simple, honest fury was still there and it moved me toward Asmodeus, hands curling into fists.
 
   “Not so fast,” the strange incubus said, a hand on my shoulder.
 
   That touch didn’t quite freeze me but it did stop me in my tracks.
 
   “I didn’t do this so you could have free reign on Asmodeus,” he said.
 
   “Then why did you do it?” And perhaps just as pertinent, “Who are you?”
 
   The impossibly perfectly handsome face smirked. “I’ll give you some thinking music.”
 
   From somewhere and nowhere music started up. It was actual thinking music, the same sort they used to use in game shows of the eighties. The incubus tapped his foot to the tune, a thoughtful expression on his face while he pinched his chin in contemplation. After thirty seconds or so, the music stopped with a reverberating gong.
 
   “Time’s up,” Mr Hilarious said brightly. “What’s your answer, Mr Hawkins?”
 
   “Lucifer,” I said with the same sinking feeling you get when you realise the pretty, glittering thing in the fog is an iceberg.
 
   “Bingo,” he said, and I swear there was a sparkle on his teeth as he gave me a big game-show grin.
 
   So. This winged pretty boy with the out of date humour was Lucifer. King and all round Grand Poobah of Hell. Can’t say I wasn’t expecting something more.
 
   “This isn’t my usual appearance,” he said as if reading my mind. “I just dressed up so I could sneak in and watch the show. When you go to all the trouble of setting up the dominos, you have to be there to see the grand finale, don’t you.”
 
   “I suppose.” I took a wary step back.
 
   Lucifer wandered over to Asmodeus, peering into his general’s grim face. “It’s my fault, really. I knew he would try something like this, I just didn’t expect it so soon or to actually get close to working. Got you to thank for stopping him though, so that’s just marvellous. Champion effort, Mr Hawkins.”
 
   “What about Amaya? Didn’t you manipulate Rufus to get her to Brisbane to stop Asmodeus?”
 
   The Demon King waved dismissively. “Amaymon was born for one reason alone. To oppose Asmodeus. I might have put her in his path, but she did the rest. It’s her nature to fight him, to fight her own nature, in fact. She had no choice in the matter. You, on the other hand.”
 
   He left Asmodeus and came back toward me. As he walked, though, he changed. Just as Amaya had morphed from her Erin-shape into her true form, so did Lucifer. His incubus guise peeled downward, revealing a blazing, incandescent white light. I cringed, squeezing my eyes shut and shading my face when the first proved ineffective. The light burned magnesium bright even through my hands, a flare set off in my face.
 
   “So sorry,” Lucifer said and the light dimmed and finally died. “I forget sometimes. I hope this is better.”
 
   Tentatively, I peered at him through my fingers. A normal man stood where the burning pillar had been moments before. Blinking away the last of the tears, I focused on...
 
   “Dr Angelshire?”
 
   He smiled. “No. I merely picked this shape because it’s one you find unthreatening and respectful.”
 
   Phew. I don’t know how comforting it would have been if Lucifer really was a psychiatrist.
 
   “Where was I? Oh yes. Free will.”
 
   Okay. Things were a little muddled and charging full bore toward the straight jacket end of the weirdo scales, sure, but I’m not sure I could have followed his conversational logistics on a good day. I guess my confusion showed because Lucifer slung an entirely too familiar arm around my shoulders and steered me to where Amaya hung suspended.
 
   “As much as she denies it, she is a demon.” Lucifer stroked her immobile wing. “An extraordinary demon, but demon nevertheless. Bound by the constraints of our kind, a slave to our natures.”
 
   “But you just said she fights her nature.”
 
   “And her nature is to fight her nature. I mean look at this image. Asmodeus’ children attack because he ordered them to. They’re dying because he willed it. And yet they fight one of their own kind. If this incubus,” he indicated Red Boy, who was either seconds away from escape or death, “took a moment to think for himself, he might just realise what is happening here. Amaymon may have no choice in fighting Asmodeus, but this incubus does. He’s witnessing one of his own kind oppose their Lord. He knows it can be done now. So why is he fighting a clearly superior foe when he has the knowledge he doesn’t have to?”
 
   “Because all good soldiers follow orders.”
 
   “No. Mediocre soldiers follow orders. Good soldiers question them. Look at his face, look at the fear, the understanding that he is going die. Do you think he agrees with Asmodeus’ orders?”
 
   “Maybe he’s a mediocre soldier.”
 
   Lucifer/Angelshire smiled. “Maybe. Or perhaps he doesn’t have the capacity to question. Asmodeus says jump, he says how high. Asmodeus says kill, he says with pleasure. Asmodeus says stop, he says—”
 
   “Collaborate and listen?”
 
   The Demon King laughed, slapping me on the back. “Very good. But you get the idea.”
 
   “The incubus has no free will.”
 
   Lucifer shrugged. “More that he has no choice. Amaymon likes to fool herself into thinking escaping to your realm was her choice, but she could never have done anything different. She is as bound by her nature as the rest of us demons. You, however, always have a choice.”
 
   I deliberately didn’t look at Rufus’ half ravaged body. “Not always.”
 
   “Yes, always. You might think there was no other option but to come here after the boy, but you had the choice to leave him here if you wanted.”
 
   If I wanted. It all came down to want. “Free will’s a bitch,” I muttered.
 
   “No. Free will’s an illusion.” Lucifer wandered over to Rufus. “There are always boundaries we can’t cross. You might want to beat up the arsehole who cut you off in traffic, but you don’t do it. Why not? Because it’s not acceptable. You might be happily married and still want to screw your personal trainer, but you don’t.” He touched the tip of a finger to a frozen flame and jerked back, sticking the finger in his mouth. “Still hot. And you might want to kill your mother for refusing to buy you a toy, but you don’t. At least, you don’t if you know all about the boundaries. Yet, when you do learn about the boundaries and those you can and can’t cross, still you want to kill the woman who won’t listen to you, who was so selfishly wrapped up in her own wants she failed to see your needs. If you kill her, you cross a boundary and you think this is free will, but what you fail to see is that there are always boundaries. Cross one and there will be another one.”
 
   Sighing, Lucifer stepped back and held out his hand. An hourglass shaped, clear container appeared on his palm, about half a foot tall. It was flawless with no obvious openings. Holding it before Rufus’ anguished face, Lucifer murmured something I didn’t even try to hear and a colourful swirl of light blossomed out of Rufus’ chest. It flowed into the glass container until it was full. As the last of Rufus’ soul left it, the constructed body broke up into a dozen dead imps. They fell to the floor in a lifeless pile at Lucifer’s feet. He shook his head sadly and came back to me.
 
   “Free will does not exist,” he said as he handed over the soul, “but at least you have the ability to choose to cross the boundaries. He chose badly.”
 
   The container was cool and light, the soul within swirling in nauseating patterns. I got a faint hint of Rufus through the glass, the sour-sweet rottenness and dry heat.
 
   Lucifer’s mellow mood lifted with another game-show-host quality smile. “Don’t thank me. It’s the least I could do to repay you for stopping… what did you call him? Ass-holeus? I will have to remember that one. Now, you have what you came for, I have what I wanted, seems like the only thing left to do is get you out of here.”
 
   “Um, yeah,” I said, still awfully unsure of what was actually going on here. I didn’t think the King of Hell was usually this helpful. “Can you send us back?”
 
   “I’m afraid that is all up to you. But perhaps,” he mused and waved a hand through the air beside us.
 
   With no fanfare, a rift opened up and I looked through it to see Mercy’s room from above. She was still asleep, settled once Amaya and I had crossed into the demon realm. Erin still sat outside the cage, knife by her side, puffy, sleep deprived eyes loosing focus as her head nodded forward.
 
   Lucifer reached through the rift and touched Mercy’s forehead. She was awake instantly and I winced at the onslaught of her demon-maddened rage.
 
   Yeah. There was nothing. Well, except for mild curiosity from Mercy, who peered up at us with a little frown.
 
   “Do you know why vampires hate demons?” Lucifer asked me.
 
   “Vampires are very territorial. Any threatening power that comes into their vicinity is attacked.” But even as I said it I knew it wasn’t true, or at least incomplete.
 
   Lucifer gave me a come-back-to-me-when-you’ve-done-your-homework look. “There are vampire traits that are beneficial. Their longevity of life, their hardiness, their instinctual territorialism,” he said with a nod to me. “Then there are those traits that are something of a bother. Their ineffectiveness in daylight hours, a hungry vampire is a dumb vampire, the fact that they take so long to mature into useful tools.”
 
   “The fact that they spend all their pocket money on clothes,” I added.
 
   “Oh, the worst by far. But hating demons, that isn’t an inbred trait.” He held out his hand to Mercy and she reached up and took it. “It’s something more, something deeper than biology.”
 
   With an effortless jerk, he pulled Mercy—rainbow PJs and all—into the demon realm.
 
   Surely now, here, in this place saturated with demon scent, Mercy would lose it. She didn’t. Instead, she straightened her PJs, looked around and then considered Lucifer with a who-are-you-that-I-should-be-impressed? expression.
 
   Lucifer stepped back and gave me a stately nod. “Consider her immune. She won’t flip out around my kind anymore.” As he began to fade, he winked and said, “Where you’re going, you’ll need a level head.”
 
   Mercy took in the room with a quick glance. “Fight?”
 
   “Amaya is on our side, the rest are free game.”
 
   She nodded then, with two steps, she launched herself bare feet first at the demon poised to strike Amaya’s back with his sword of spirit-blue. The instant before she hit the immobile creature, Lucifer vanished completely and everything burst back into loud, hectic, blurry motion.
 
   The incubus with the sword hit the far wall with a bone crunching crack and Mercy landed in a crouch with cat like grace. Amaya hit the cowering red incubus, slammed him to the ground while she thrust one arm out to catch the succubus coming in from the side. Mercy crash tackled the other incubus and they tumbled across the floor. The imps all toppled into the space I had been occupying.
 
   An inarticulate, grinding howl signified Asmodeus’ discovery of the empty alcove.
 
   I hastily stuffed the Rufus-in-a-bottle into my knapsack and slapped a new cartridge onto the paintball gun. With an imperious gesture, Asmodeus commanded his entourage to attack.
 
   I’d like to say what followed was brave and manly and all things Chuck Norris-esk, but it wasn’t. What it was, was a lot of me running and ducking and firing blindly at pretty much anything moving faster than me. I got lucky with two well-aimed paintballs in the face of a yellow-tinged incubus swooping in from the side. He went down in a screaming pile, thrashing wings tangling up the second demon. Then the imps hit. They hadn’t become any easier to grab a hold of, but that didn’t mean they liked getting the heavy butt of a rifle in their face, either.
 
   All the while, I was highly aware of the soul I carried in my backpack. I had no idea what sort of vessel Lucifer had given me, but it looked like glass, so I treated it like it. When a nasty little imp landed on my back I took great pains to not smash him into a wall. Instead, I shoved the Cougar over my shoulder, and being as dumb as it was, the imp grabbed it and tried to eat it. He got two bullets right down the gullet and didn’t bother me again.
 
   I tried a bit of telekinesis and got nothing more than a quick tickle on the ribs of the incubus lunging for my throat. Still, it surprised the demon and I managed to plant the paintball rifle in his neck and melt enough muscle and flesh his head half fell off. I got my feet under his dying weight, ready to push him off, when the body was jerked up and tossed aside—revealing Asmodeus.
 
   “Where is the thief?” he demanded, grabbing me by the shirt front and hauling me upright. My feet dangled a good foot off the floor.
 
   “I don’t know,” I snapped as I pressed the rifle into his chest. “Where did you leave him?” And I pulled the trigger.
 
   The rifle clicked on empty.
 
   Asmodeus’ incredibly pretty face twisted into a truly ugly mask and the hands in my shirt morphed into scaly paws, claws cutting through the material.
 
   Gulp.
 
   Right about then would be a nice time for Mercy to show up.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   I risked reaching for her. All I got was a screaming ball of fury, and while it was scarily deep, it wasn’t the complete abandonment of demon-influence. She was just doing what she did best—fighting so ferociously little would be left standing when she was done. I took comfort in the fact she was alive and fighting. Where? No clue, but she was around, at least.
 
   Still, didn’t help me much.
 
   Asmodeus snarled almost as if he knew what I’d just done. “Your vampire is impressive. I am quite enthralled by her. Perhaps I will keep her as well. She should survive for a while at least. Long enough for me to dissect why she is so different, I am sure.”
 
   Don’t give in, Matt. He’s intentionally goading you. Dissect? Did he think I was dumb enough to fall for such an obvious taunt?
 
   “Then perhaps I will find something juicy to do with that favour Erin Allyson McRea owes me.”
 
   Red dropped over my vision.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 43
 
   Usually, when I go berserk, that’s it. Goodbye Mr Rational Thinking, hello Sir Crazy-a-lot. This time, however, while the heat and the pressure built in my veins, something held me back from full tilt wacko. Whether it was the same tiredness that stopped me from using my psychic abilities, or some effect of the poison air, I managed to stave off the worst of the rage. What it left me with was a clear thought ringing through my head and the hyped up vision and hearing.
 
   It felt like everything slowed down into clean, crisp images. Asmodeus released one set of claws from my shirt, arm lifting back in preparation to punch his fist through my face. Behind him, Amaya, bloody, ragged and very dangerous looking, loomed up, torn wings unfurling like dawn after the storm of the century. His killing blow would hit me before Amaya hit him. My rifle was empty, I couldn’t reach a pocket for a cartridge of salt-spiced paintballs and the Cougar was pretty much pointless. I was as good as dead.
 
   Then, as if I was still in the hospital room with Erin, I heard her say, “What about faith, Matt? Couldn’t there be something besides chemistry at work here?”
 
   Asmodeus’ claws curled into a fist. I reached into the shredded remains of my shirt and found the crucifix. The pewter seemed to burn in the charged atmosphere. Asmodeus saw it and his eyes widened.
 
   I plunged the long end of the crucifix into his eye.
 
   The Demon Lord screamed and let me go. I hit the floor just as Amaya slammed into him from behind. They flew over me and hit the ground so hard the marble-like substance cracked. I rolled out of the way of their fight.
 
   It didn’t last long. Half blinded, Asmodeus was barely an adequate opponent. Amaya broke one of his wings, then wrenched his head around so hard bones snapped. She threw him onto his back and landed on his stomach so hard a gout of black blood spurted from his mouth. Not happy with that, she grabbed a handful of hair and slammed his head against the floor over and over. Bone crunched, wings twitched and the Lord of Lust’s head took a on a definite football shape. His wings spasmed once, twice, then fell limp. Amaya smashed his head down a couple more times, then as if his corpse burned her, she dropped him and leaped backwards.
 
   Damaged wings pressed to the wall, she stared at her dead father like she didn’t recognise him.
 
   “Amaya,” I whispered.
 
   Her throat convulsed. Tears sprang to her eyes. She didn’t acknowledge me.
 
   “Amaymon,” I tried.
 
   Oxy-torch eyes found me. The glow crept over her body, growing in intensity as she stared unblinking.
 
   “Get out of here.”
 
   Her voice was soft, but dreadful, full of pain and grief and something so cold and distant I knew without a doubt Lucifer had been right. Amaya could pretend all she wanted, but she was a demon. She was bound by her nature, a slave to it, and yet she had just crossed the greatest boundary she knew.
 
   I got out of there.
 
   “Mercy,” I sent down the private line.
 
   “Here,” she replied and I looked to see a small hand rise out of a deep depression in the floor. Shedding cushion stuffing and tossing aside dead imps, Mercy crawled out of the hole and stood. Her PJs would be given to the garbage man but for the most part, she seemed rather unscathed. Me? I was dripping human blood and demon gore and was crusted here and there with drying paint.
 
   Behind me, Amaya’s blue glow exploded into a gushing torrent. I glimpsed her from the corner of my eye as she pounced onto Asmodeus’ body and then they both disappeared into a seething column of her spirit light.
 
   Whatever that meant, I didn’t want to stick around for the end result.
 
   “We gotta go,” I said to Mercy.
 
   “How?”
 
   The rifts Amaya and Lucifer had opened were gone. Now that I had more than a split second to think, I could feel the toll the alien air was having on me. I couldn’t catch my breath, my thoughts were going fuzzy on the edges and the berserker rage had left me quicker than usual. Lucifer had said it was up to me to get us out of Hell.
 
   Panic started low in my sore stomach.
 
   Mercy tilted her head and her curious thoughts cruised down the link until she touched on something I had all but forgotten.
 
   Rufus.
 
   Two objects as similar as you could get, imbued with the same power. Amaya’s secret to crossing the boundary. But what if you had two halves of the same thing? It was our only chance.
 
   Mercy hopped into my arms, and legs wrapped around my waist, she pulled Rufus’ bottle out of my backpack. Cradling it between us, I put my hand on the bottle.
 
   As I concentrated, banishing the acrid taste of the air, the insistent blue light growing all around us, Rufus’ aura flooded us. Hot, dry vodka, the overripe oranges and crystallising syrup. Mixed in with the flavours were his emotions—terror, pain, twisted, horrible desire and beneath it all, a faint touch of regret and grief.
 
   Mercy put her forehead to mine and the channels between us opened fully. Our strength rushed together and swelled. We reached out, using Rufus’ soul as a guide. It seemed we reached and reached forever. We were close to the limit of our capabilities when we felt it—an echoing of the power between us. Latching on to it, we threw ourselves into the flow.
 
   It was another hard landing. This time I got elbows in my face and knees in my groin. The impact knocked the air from my lungs, but when reflex pulled in a sharp breath, it was of cool, sterile air.
 
   Mercy rolled off me, clutching the bottle. I coughed and curled up around my pain, grateful to be choking on nothing but proper air.
 
   “What are you doing in here?” a strident voice demanded. “What the hell happened to you two?”
 
   The bottle landed on my stomach and there was a rush of displaced air as Mercy moved. With a yelp, the speaker was propelled out of the room and the door slammed shut in her face.
 
   “Good work.” Dear Lord, my voice was a six-pack-a-day croak. “Where did we end up?”
 
   “Hospital.”
 
   Mercy took the bottle off me again, helped me up and turned me to face the bed.
 
   Rufus was pale and on a respirator. Without a soul his body had started to shut down.
 
   “What do we do?” Mercy asked.
 
   “No idea.”
 
   Mercy held up the bottle, looked between it and the boy on the bed. With a shrug, she dropped the bottle.
 
   Glass or not, the thing shattered in a spectacular array of shards. The trapped soul expanded and then contracted. As the last tinkles faded away, the coloured cloud settled to the floor and made no moves to go home.
 
   Someone started banging on the door. Mercy went and leaned on it. That’d keep them out for a while longer.
 
   I contemplated the soul lurking under the bed. I sat down so I was level with it. Him, I suppose. Although I felt like lying on the beach would be too much of an effort, I summoned up the dregs of my strength and reached out toward the soul. It flinched and flung the fear and hurt at me. I hit back with my own pain, the memory of everything I’d gone through to save the ungrateful little wretch. I followed it with a good dose of compassion and understanding, tinged with the fact that while there would be punishment, there would also be sympathy.
 
   And that was me finished. I pulled back and Mercy hauled me up again.
 
   I don’t remember much of getting out of the hospital. I do recall a blur of faces and then the flickering spears of brightness of streetlamps passing at speed. Then I was slumped against a phone box and Mercy was talking to someone.
 
   Next thing I knew, I was in my bed, every bone aching so hard I could barely move. Lying still was torture. Voices came from somewhere, muffled but light-hearted. Things must have been okay so I took a vacation from reality again.
 
   The rumbling of my stomach woke me the next time. That and the enticing smell of bacon sizzling.
 
   It was an effort of epic proportions, but I managed to fall out of bed and land on my feet, sort of. My left knee didn’t want to cooperate, but I bullied it into action and hobbled out to the kitchen.
 
   “Hey, it’s awake.” Roberts presided over the divine alter of the stove top.
 
   I made it to a chair and had a little nap while he finished making the food. Two rounds of butter saturated toast, a veritable mountain of scrambled eggs and about three pigs worth of bacon revived me enough to drink every drop of orange juice in the house.
 
   “Feeling better?”
 
   “Ugh.”
 
   “That’s nice. You’ll be pleased to know that Mercy’s gone through the last of your blood stock. If you didn’t wake up today, she was going to have to move on to take out.”
 
   “How many days?”
 
   “Only two. You were both pretty beat up when we found you, though. The kid’s doing fine. Watched that bloody movie twice last night. Kept me up with her swooning and sighs.”
 
   Not that I was looking forward to the answer, I asked, “Chris and Rufus?”
 
   “Chris is fine. They released him yesterday. He’s got some amnesia and some pretty heavy medications to help him sleep, but he’ll be okay.” Roberts sucked in a long breath. “Rufus isn’t so good. I gather that not long after you and Merce made your escape from the hospital, he woke up. Damn near screamed the place down, apparently. He’s been sedated and they’re transferring him to Mentis.”
 
   “Under Dr Angelshire?”
 
   “That might be the guy they mentioned.”
 
   I went back to bed for a while, got up around mid-afternoon, showered and convinced Roberts I was fine. He left reluctantly and I called Erin.
 
   We met at Pelican Park on the south side of the peninsular. The kite flyers were out in force, their multi-hued contraptions zigging and zagging through a clear blue sky. Over them all hovered a huge, white kite in the shape of a pelican.
 
   There were the usual ‘how you doing?’ and ‘fine, thanks’ things and then we sat down to watch the kites.
 
   “How did Mercy leave her room?” Erin asked. “It was the middle of the day and I was right there. The cage was never unlocked.”
 
   I thought for all of about two seconds about not telling her, but really, why fight it? Keeping it to myself might be the best for Erin, but I had to stop and wonder what was best for me. I gave her an option.
 
   “Are you sure you really want to know?”
 
   Erin studied the kites for a while, thinking. “Yes. I can’t run away from it anymore and I suppose, having you around might just help me come to grips with it all.”
 
   I told her everything. She was silent and listened without interruption.
 
   “So, Asmodeus is dead,” I finished. “All of his… deals should be null and void.”
 
   “Good.” She reached up absently to her left shoulder, then realising what she did, dropped her hand with a rueful, fleeting smile. “What do you think Lucifer meant when he said, ‘where you’re going’?”
 
   “I don’t know.” In truth, I’d been trying not to think about it. “Maybe he just meant having to deal with Asmodeus once Lucifer left.”
 
   Erin pondered that with her investigating-expression. “No. I think he knew you would get out of there. He pulled Mercy across to help you. I think he was looking further afield. Perhaps he wants you around in the future in case another Demon Lord decides to follow in Asmodeus’ footsteps.”
 
   I snorted. “I doubt it. I mean, Lucifer could have cleaned all of this up himself, without having to manipulate Amaya or Rufus. He opened a rift without raising a sweat and he froze an entire room of demons, including Asmodeus. Lucifer didn’t need Amaya or me to help him. He wanted us there.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I have no freaking idea, and that scares me.” Before I could wig myself out thinking about it, I said, “I’m going to talk to Angelshire about Rufus. I might be able to help him.”
 
   “It’s good of you to try.”
 
   “Does Chris know the whole story?”
 
   Erin shook her head. “I haven’t told anyone else. They think Rufus had a psychotic breakdown after killing Geraldine, attacked Chris and then collapsed. It’s as good a story as any.”
 
   “And has no hint of demonic forces about it.”
 
   “Are you going to harp on at me about telling the truth again?”
 
   Leaning back far enough to keep the pelican in sight, I said, “Not anymore. You made your point. So you haven’t told Ivan the truth.”
 
   “Not yet.” A sardonic smile curled her lips. “Let me have my one normal friend, please. For as long as I can, at least.”
 
   “Normal friend, huh? Does that mean I’m the abnormal friend?”
 
   “It means you’re abnormal, yes.”
 
   We sat in happy silence for a while.
 
   “William’s home,” Erin said. “He’s doing really well. They gave him something to boost his immune system.”
 
   “That’s great.”
 
   Her smile this time was glorious. “Yeah, it is.”
 
   I was happy for her.
 
   “You’re a pretty smart chick,” I said, eager to get past the moment. “Good at problem solving.”
 
   “So my boss likes to think.”
 
   “I want to hire you to help me solve a problem.”
 
   Erin regarded me for a moment. “What sort of weird creature does this problem involve?”
 
   “Just a ghoul. And how to get him into a cinema.”
 
   Her laughter was better than her smile and I let it comfort me while I watched the giant pelican dip and twirl.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 44
 
   Amaya sat on the bench outside of the amphitheatre at South Bank.
 
   He was late, but she didn’t mind. The sun was low enough its rays slanted in under the branches of the tree. She leaned back and let it warm her through. When someone sat down beside her, she knew it was him without opening her eyes.
 
   “How did you know it was me?” she asked.
 
   “Be you Lila or Amaya you have this glow about you when you’re in the sunlight. As if the light loves you so much it wants to get as close as possible.” A hint of sarcasm entered his tone. “I should have picked up on the similarity earlier.”
 
   At least he wasn’t angry with her anymore, four weeks was enough time to get over it.
 
   It was also enough time for wounds to heal. Opening her eyes, she saw the cuts on his arms, sustained in the last fight with Asmodeus, were little more than white marks amidst the tan. Her own wounds were healed as well—mostly.
 
   “You look good,” Matt said.
 
   Amaya smiled. “Thank you. I’ve not been a blonde in ages. Might be fun again, for a while. How’s Erin?”
 
   “She’s good. Working hard, spending time with her husband. We see each other occasionally, for jobs here and there, sometimes for lunch.” He gave her a sheepish look. “I’d forgotten what it was like to have a normal friend. It’s… good.”
 
   She touched his arm. “Give it time. Things grow and change.”
 
   Matt shifted uncomfortably. “I was surprised to get your call. I didn’t think you’d want anything to do with me again.”
 
   “Why? You might be incredibly dense but nothing that happened was exactly your fault. I can’t blame you for anything that went wrong.”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “Well, okay, a few things. But I can forgive them.”
 
   “How have you been since… then?”
 
   His tact amused her. “Recovering. After you and Mercy left Hell, word spread about what had happened and things got very hectic for a while. The hierarchy is different now, but you know, while the management might have a new face things don’t really change. It’s just as binding and suffocating as it always was.”
 
   “So you left again and here you are.”
 
   Amaya sat back and gazed at the river. “And here I am.”
 
   “Can you tell me one thing?”
 
   “Maybe. What is it?”
 
   “You’re a demon and therefore deathly allergic to salt. Weren’t you at all worried when you were on board the ship?”
 
   “If Nick had given me room to be worried, I wouldn’t have been. When I’m in human form, I am completely human. Salt will have no detrimental effect on this body, apart from high blood pressure if I overindulge, of course. If I couldn’t handle it, I wouldn’t be able to survive here. It’s in all the food, half the drinks.”
 
   “But in demon form, it’s like acid. How does that work?”
 
   She smiled. “Quantum physics?”
 
   “I guess that’s as good an answer as any. What do you plan to do now?”
 
   “I think I might go back to Adelaide.”
 
   Matt quirked a sceptical eyebrow.
 
   “I never did finish my tour of the City of Churches. I like the dichotomy of it. A demon visiting all those churches. And I didn’t get to go to the Adelaide Hills and visit some boutique wineries. Then there’s Kangaroo Island. I really want to see the Remarkable Rocks.”
 
   Matt laughed. “You want to be a tourist. I don’t know which is worse, that or a demon.”
 
   “Don’t make fun of me. For once, I’m really free and I plan to take advantage of that.”
 
   He sobered and nodded gravely. “I hope everything works out for you. If you ever get summoned again, give me a call and I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “If I ever get summoned again, I’ll know better than to pin my hopes on you.”
 
   When they parted, she kissed his cheek with true regret. As Lila she’d been close to feeling something honest for him. It would have been interesting to pursue those vague beginnings and see where they went, but she knew Matt was not interested. There were other things he wanted more.
 
   As for what she wanted, well…
 
   She took her time getting to Adelaide, flying slow and stopping often in order to play tourist. Three days later, she was standing in Victoria Square, between the fountain and statue of Queen Victoria. Across the way was the St. Francis Xavier’s Cathedral, a Gothic Revival monument swamped by the cars, light poles and power lines of the modern world. It didn’t have the same intrigue it did three years before.
 
   Leaving it behind, she made the walk to Glenelg. There, she sat on a pier and looked over the heaving grey ocean. She missed it. Even under Nick’s oppressive love of it, she’d developed her own appreciation of its beauty. There was something that felt like home in its untamed glory.
 
   Eventually, she found herself at the docks. The Renata Rose was there, tethered safely, shifting on the slight swell. The ship was still beautiful to Amaya now she was free.
 
   And at last, as she knew she would, Amaya walked into Nick Carson’s Great White Experience Museum. There was a function on, a pre-trip party to let the guests and crew get to know each other. The atmosphere was lively and full of adventure. People stood in groups wondering just how close they’d get to the sharks, how many they would see, assuring each other it was going to be the best thing ever.
 
   Picking her way through the crowd, Amaya found Nick. He sat at the far end of the small bar in the corner. He nursed a drink with half melted ice cubes. That lock of hair hung in his eyes as he stared at the bar top, tracing patterns in the condensation left behind by his drink.
 
   “Hi, I don’t think we’ve met. Are you coming on the trip?” Saul sidled up beside her, a little closer than socially acceptable.
 
   Hidden in a new body, Amaya smiled at him. “No. I’ve just come to see someone off. Is that Nick Carson?” She pointed to Nick.
 
   “Aye, the man himself.”
 
   “Is he okay? He doesn’t seem very happy.”
 
   “You mean you didn’t hear? It’s a very sad story. His long term partner died very recently. Horrible accident.” There was honest sorrow in Saul’s voice. “We all miss her. She was a great girl. Loved Nick to distraction and she sure could cook a mean hotdog.”
 
   “Very sad.”
 
   “Yeah, Nick went a little crazy after it happened. Totally gutted he was. Took off for a mad trip to Queensland, even. He went off in an okay mood but came back absolutely wallowing in grief. It was like he lost her all over again.”
 
   Amaya swallowed hard. “Thank you,” she managed to say. She took Saul’s hand and squeezed it fondly.
 
   He smiled curiously. “Have we met before?”
 
   “No, we haven’t.”
 
   She went to Nick. Taking the seat beside him, she asked for a drink and when it arrived, she raised it in a toast to Nick.
 
   “To a safe voyage.”
 
   Nick lifted his glass and clinked it with little enthusiasm. “Thank you. I’m sure it will be a good trip.”
 
   Amaya put down her glass and offered him her hand. “My name’s Emma.”
 
   “Nick,” he replied and finally looked at her. He blinked several times. “Do I know you from somewhere?”
 
   She couldn’t resist. “I don’t know. Do you want to have known me from somewhere?”
 
   Swallowing hard, he stared into her eyes. “Amaya?”
 
   “Call me Emma or the others will get confused. Maybe think I’m a poltergeist or something.”
 
   “My God.” Nick fidgeted with his glass. “I can’t believe it’s you. It is you, isn’t it? Holy crap. I never would have thought you’d ever come back to me. Not after—”
 
   She put a finger to his lips. “You’re babbling. And I don’t know if I’ve come back to you or if I just needed to see that you were all right before moving on.”
 
   He nodded hastily. “Sure, sure. I’m not going to force you to do anything. I won’t even ask—”
 
   “No. Ask me to stay for a drink and we’ll take it from there.”
 
   Nick hesitated, then smiled shyly. “Emma, would you care to have a drink with me?”
 
   Amaya pursed her lips. “Hmm. I don’t know.”
 
   He looked devastated. She laughed and hugged him. After a confused moment, he hugged her back.
 
   Much later when the guests were piling onto the Rose to find their bunks and sleep away the last few hours before they set sail, Amaya stood at the bow and drank in the calm, cool night air. She and Nick had shared a drink, and then another and finally they’d reached the bottom of the wine bottle and she was happy she’d approached him. He’d asked her on the trip as a guest. A last minute cancellation assured her a bunk and place at the dinner table. She’d said she would think about it and, wary of inadvertently commanding her, Nick had backed off to give her some quiet time.
 
   It would be good to be back on the Rose with Saul and Tom and the rest of the crew. She’d missed them all in the last month.
 
   From inside her jacket she took out the feather. Moonlight glistened silver on its perfect black. As she ran it through her hands, a faint shimmer of blue power grew from it—power still attached to the source back in her realm.
 
   And if she went with Nick, she could drop Asmodeus’ feather into the depths of the Southern Indian Ocean where no one could find it and use it again.
 
   Decided, she left the bow and went to find Nick.
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