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  Premonition: Dedication


For my oldest son. Thanks for all the chocolate cakes and chocolate chip biscuits while I was writing this book. And for coming up with Cricket.








  
  Premonition: Book Description


Emily Hunter has had the same dream every night for the past six months, one that made her quit being a demon hunter. It’s a nightmare she wishes never to have again. When she finally dreams of something else, it doesn’t help, only has her fearing for her sanity and her life. To survive, she needs to face all she’s tried to avoid. If she fails it’ll mean not only her life is over, but also the life of a boy from her dreams. She knows only too well that when demons are involved, nightmares can come true. 
*

This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.








  
  Premonition: Chapter One


Emily struggled to escape the dream. She knew it had to be one, it was the only time she saw her parents. Night after night she watched them walk down the same corridor. Watched them come ever closer to the closed door at the far end, the beam of light from her father’s torch shining on the warped timber, a sword in his other hand. 
Beside him her mother held her bow, an arrow aimed at the closed door that continued to come closer. She wanted to scream at them to run. Tell them not to open the door. She should have told them the first time. Should have rung them when she’d dragged herself from sleep that first night to stare at the glowing numbers of her alarm clock. Two forty-five a.m. Those numbers would be forever inscribed in her mind. As was the scene she saw each time the door swung open.
The dream vanished, replaced by a scruffy brown dog looking up at her. Emily stared down at him. This had never happened before. She was always forced to see the dream through to the end. To eventually wake with tears streaming down her cheeks, an ache in her chest and a hollow feeling she didn’t know what to do with. She wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or worried to see the dog.
She guessed it was an Australian Terrier cross, taller than a Terrier at around forty-five centimetres, but with the typical look of one including the slightly darker markings down his back and around his muzzle. She had no idea why he’d invaded her dream. He took a couple of steps towards her, whining when she continued to look at him. Catching a glimpse of a tag on his collar, she bent down to read the name. Before she could touch the dog, a large cricket appeared in its place, staring at her for a second before it jumped away. She wanted to wake up. Unlike her usual dream there were no demons and no blood. Only darkness and a bad feeling.
She peered into the darkness, but could see nothing. She dreaded following. Dreaded what she’d find, but couldn’t fight the urge to step into the dark. She ran into a letterbox that loomed up out of the darkness, the area around her becoming a foggy grey. Stepping back from the metal letterbox, that was on a lean, she ran her fingers over the raised numbers on the front. Seventy-eight. What did it mean? Or did it mean nothing? Looking past the letterbox, the dread she’d been feeling increased. She wanted to wake up. Knowing she was dreaming should make it easier to wake. It didn’t. She had six months of nightmare filled nights to prove it. Even ordering herself to wake up didn’t help. She was as trapped as her parents had been.
Stepping around the letterbox, she kept moving forward. The darkness receded with each step, the area around her full of murky shadows. Her right hand tightened into a fist and she wished she had her bow. It appeared in her hand and she stared down at it, reaching for an arrow out of the quiver that was now on her back. It didn’t make her feel any better. Only waking would do that.
A house loomed out of the darkness ahead of her, no lights showing at the windows. Hearing a whining sound, she walked silently around to the back of the house. She stopped when she saw the dog stood on his back legs to scratch at a window ledge. She tried to fight it, but couldn’t prevent herself from moving forward to peer in the window. Behind her she could hear the ticking of a clock, but when she glanced over her shoulder there was only darkness. She had a feeling time was running out. But she didn’t know who for. Herself? The dog? Someone else? Not her parents, their time had already run out. Six months ago on a trip to Brisbane.
The window came closer. Would it be like the room when her father had opened the door? Was this only another angle of the same dream? If so, why the dog? Lowering the bow, she shut her eyes as she felt herself lean forward. The glass of the window was cold against her face, but she refused to look. Doubted she could cope with any more gory details. Falling asleep was difficult enough these days without adding anything else to keep her from it.
“Midway upon the journey of our life, I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost.”
The familiar words caused her to open her eyes and she stared into the room, trying to place the quote. Shock held her in place when she wanted to run. She dreaded to find out what would happen next. Her legs wouldn’t obey and she met the gaze of a boy around her age, chained to a solid timber bed. He stretched out a hand to her, his brown eyes pleading with her to help. She shook her head. She couldn’t help him. She hadn’t been able to help her parents. But she wanted to help him. Something about him had her feeling as if she knew him, or should know him. Closing her eyes she immediately opened them, unable to face the sight of the blood she regularly saw in the darkness of her mind. She’d been seeing it ever since that first nightmare. The one that had come true.
The boy was gone, flames leaping across the bed he’d been chained to. She dropped the arrow, her hand covering her mouth to hold in the scream that threatened to escape at the sight of the flames. She took a step back. Had he been burned alive? Turning, she ran, the dog appearing at her side, footsteps behind her. She didn’t look. Didn’t want to know what followed. A street sign came out of the darkness and she stumbled, trying to avoid it. Grabbing hold of the post, she looked up, the name seared into her mind along with the number she’d seen earlier. Beyond the sign she saw the moon, a narrow crescent in the sky.
“All hope abandon, ye who enter here.”
Hearing the words spoken behind her, she spun to see the boy, realising what this and the earlier quote were from. “Dante.”
He reached for her, wearing no shirt and blood smeared across his chest from shallow cuts. Before he could make contact she woke, gasping for breath, sitting up to swing her legs to the floor, nausea making her stomach churn.
She reached for the bedside lamp, her gaze scanning the room the moment it was filled with light. She was safe. Nothing was in the room. Yet she couldn’t resist sliding her fingers between the mattress and the bed base. A touch of relief started to fill her when she felt the dagger. Withdrawing her hand, she absently rubbed at her demon mark. It was a narrow black line with a hint of red in it that started at the pulse point in the middle of her wrist and travelled to the outside, wrapping around once. It was part of her skin, not a tattoo as many people assumed, and was gained from dealing with demons. It burned or itched when demons were in the area, depending on the power of the demon, but now it was fine. The only demons were the ones in her nightmare. Ones that had plagued her every night.
Her gaze stopped on the alarm clock. Two forty-five a.m. Closing her eyes, she clutched the edge of the bed, trying to slow her breathing. It didn’t help. She wanted to scream or throw up. Instead she opened her eyes, slowly rose to her feet and crossed the room. Reminding herself to remain calm, she rested her head on the bedroom door for a moment, grounding herself in reality. It had only been a dream. Images of her parents’ funeral came to her. Some nightmares did come true. Pain arrowed through her and she swung the door open, her jaw clenched tight as she fought against it.
She forced all thoughts from her mind, trying to focus on her surroundings. The rest of the house was silent and she crept along the hallway. Her uncles were probably in bed. They weren’t really her uncles. They were her grandfather’s nephews. But when you had a large extended family like hers, it often became confusing keeping track of how everyone was related. It was easier to simplify things.
Reaching the guest bathroom, she turned on the light and made her way to the vanity. She gripped the edge of the sink for a moment before turning on the tap and splashing water on her face. It didn’t help. She hadn’t expected to dispel the feelings her dream had left her with that easily. But it had been worth a try. She stared at herself in the mirror, trying to figure out if the shadows under her hazel eyes were worse or if it was from the harsh bathroom light. She feared they were worse. But what could she expect when her sleep was continually broken by nightmares?
Pushing dark, honey coloured hair away from her face, she turned her back on the mirror. She couldn’t keep this up. Couldn’t continue to go night after night with very little sleep. Not that she had any idea what she could do to change things. Nothing she’d tried so far had worked.
Striding from the bathroom she headed outside, stopping on the verandah that went the perimeter of the house. The cool night air washed over her making it difficult to believe how hot it had been yesterday. Although she guessed she shouldn’t complain. January in the northern outskirts of Brisbane was far cooler than where she lived in Mackay.
Hearing footsteps she spun, her body tensed to fight. Seeing it was Leo she tried to relax, but her heart continued to race and she remained alert, waiting for an attack that wasn’t coming. “Did I wake you?” She’d tried to be quiet.
Leo shrugged. “I’m a light sleeper. Those brothers of mine keep me awake most of the night with their snoring. Was it Adam and Saul’s snoring that woke you?” He was in his early forties, was both tall and broad and his beard had a touch of grey in amongst the brown. His head was shaved and creases radiated out from his blue eyes when he smiled.
She tried to return his smile, but wasn’t sure how successful she was. Her gaze was drawn to the flannelette shirt he wore with faded denim jeans. She was tempted to ask him if he slept in a flannelette shirt as well as wearing one every day. She searched around for something to say. “I’ve nearly finished cataloguing another book for Gran.” She’d arrived six days ago for her cousin Charlotte’s wedding and had used helping to catalogue the family’s extensive library on demons, as an excuse not to return home. She’d hoped the change of scenery would help with the nightmares. It looked like she was wrong. She was beginning to fear nothing would and she’d be tormented by them for years.
Leo tucked his hands into his pockets. “Uncle Tim and Aunt Cathy rang while you were taking a walk earlier. I didn’t expect you to be gone so long. I told them I’d get you to ring when you returned. They rang a second time.”
She’d been trying to avoid all of them. Or more accurately the looks they gave her. The ones that asked, without words, if she was okay. “Did Grandad and Grandma say what they wanted?”
“To see how you are. They miss you. I think they’re wondering when you’re going home. Or if you are.”
She looked away from him, noticing the moon. It reminded her of the one in her dream. A crescent that was a little thinner than the one she’d dreamt of. A shiver went through her as she tried to stop images from the dream invading her mind. “Is that your way of saying I’ve overstayed my welcome?” She looked over her shoulder at him, her head tilted slightly to the side, away from her shoulder, as she tried to figure out his expression.
“You’re welcome to stay as long as you like, Emily.” The creases around his eyes disappeared and his voice was soft.
With a slight nod she returned her gaze to the moon. What had her dream meant? She didn’t want to be like Gran. Didn’t want to dream of the future. The only time she had, and she still wasn’t completely certain if it had been a premonition, was when her parents had died. She’d had plenty of nightmares before and none of them had come true. Not a single one. She’d planned to ask Gran about her dream, after the wedding, but with everything that happened that day she hadn’t been able to bring herself to speak to her about it.
“You do know we’re here if you ever want to talk about anything. Anything at all.”
Continuing to watch the moon, she nodded. She hadn’t been able to tell anyone. She didn’t know which would be worse. Fearing for her sanity or having premonitions. If it was the latter, then she’d let her parents die. She’d had the chance to save them, but had done nothing about it, thinking it had only been a bad dream. She didn’t know if she could live with that.
“Did you want something to help you sleep? They always offer warm milk in the movies.”
This time her smile came easily. She faced Leo. “Maybe in movies from your generation. In mine, they offer alcohol.”
Chuckling, Leo shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. Not until you’re eighteen. Ask me again in October.”
She hadn’t expected him to agree. Yawning, she covered her mouth. “I might head back to bed.” If she was lucky she’d manage to fall into a dreamless sleep.
“You let me know if you need anything.” He clapped her on the back.
She staggered forward slightly, even though she’d been expecting it and had braced herself. “Okay.” Leaving Leo on the verandah, she returned to her room. Again she yawned and, taking it as a positive sign, dropped onto the bed. Turning out the light she lay in the dark, waiting for sleep to arrive. It didn’t.
It wasn’t until the darkness of the room became grey that she fell asleep. She guessed it wasn’t long after she’d fallen asleep that her usual dream started and she was forced to relive her parents’ last night all over again. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t wake. Guilt washed over her as she watched her parents come closer to the door and did nothing to stop them. Even in her dream she couldn’t warn them. It wasn’t until the multitude of demons in the room had slaughtered her parents, blood staining the walls and floor that she was able to wake.






  
  Premonition: Chapter Two


She sat up, swinging her legs to the floor, resting her elbows on her knees to clutch her head when it dropped forward. Her throat was tight with the need to cry, but she’d done far too much of that already. There had to be a way to stop dreaming. If there was, she couldn’t think of it. Nothing had helped, not even exhaustion. Maybe she should ring Gran and ask her when she had the time to talk. She needed to figure out what was going on. Maybe she hadn’t let her parents die after all. Maybe it had only been a coincidence. 
The words rang falsely in her mind. Yeah, like she believed that. Instead of calling them the first time she’d been woken by the dream she’d stared at the numbers on her alarm clock, telling herself it was only a dream. None of her other dreams had ever come true. The dream had felt different and yet she’d still ignored it, going back to sleep while her parents were being torn apart by demons.
She rose abruptly, unable to think about it any longer. Not without curling up in a ball on her bed and spending the rest of the day staring at the wall, tears endlessly falling. She forced herself to get ready for the morning and make her way to the study she was using to work on the catalogue. Slipping on the dark framed glasses she wore for close vision work, she sat at the desk and continued reading the book, making notes as she went.
The book she was working on had a section about creatures that were as old as demons and often were mistaken for them. They’d also been worshipped as gods, a long time ago. These days they’d mostly retreated from the world. She didn’t blame them. Retreating from the world sounded enticing, but she doubted it would stop the nightmares.
It took her far longer to finish the book than she’d expected, as she also had to figure out how to categorise the details from that section in the catalogue. She finally reached the end and closed the book, staring at the leather bound item, the title a worn indent across the front. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea. Maybe reading about demons day after day was making it impossible for her to stop having that dream. Leaving the book on the desk and removing her glasses, she rose to her feet and stretched. Her stomach growled in protest over how long it had been since she’d eaten.
The kitchen was empty and, relieved, she made herself some food before heading outside for a walk. She didn’t think she could talk to anyone. For some reason she was finding it harder than usual to push the dreams away. Both the dreams. Thinking about her nights, she ended up walking much further than she’d planned and had to hurry to get back before dark. Reaching the house as the light faded from the sky, she searched for her three uncles, thinking she should probably let them know she was back. They were sure to have noticed her absence by now. She found Leo in the lounge room, watching the news on the television. She stared at the image on the screen. A buzzing sound filled her ears and she clutched the door frame to keep her legs from giving way, her heart racing fast enough she feared it might burst from her chest.
The boy from her dream was on the screen. He grinned at her, brown eyes with a hint of mischief, short black hair and his arm around a dog that sat on a tree stump cut off at waist height. The same dog she’d seen in her dream. The photo of him was replaced by a weeping woman, a boy and a girl on either side of her. A reporter asked her a question, but all she could do was burst into tears. The teenage boy stepped protectively in front of the woman to glare at the reporter. He looked similar to the boy from her dream. Similar enough that he was probably his brother. The girl had dark brown hair like her mother, but the same eyes as the missing boy. Although hers were lacking the hint of mischief, filled instead with tears.
An ad came on as the buzzing sound stopped and Emily realised she was trembling. She continued to hold onto the door frame, since her legs still felt like they were about to give way and dump her on the floor. She stared at the woman on the ad, her smile wide, teeth perfect, blue eyes shining, blond hair falling in waves around her shoulders and her skin flawless. The ideal model to advertise Eternally Flawless Beauty Cream, a jar of which momentarily replaced the woman on the screen. The insignificance of the ad, compared to seeing the boy from her dream, made the moment seem more surreal. She had to get out of here before she lost it.
“I’m going for a drive.” She was surprised at how steady her voice sounded. Surprised she was still standing.
Leo turned to face her. “What about dinner?”
Somehow she managed to shrug and let go of the door frame without collapsing on the floor. “I’ll grab something while I’m out.” Turning, she forced herself to walk slowly away when all she wanted to do was run. In her bedroom, she collected the satchel she used instead of a handbag and her car keys. Her phone was already in the satchel. She had no idea how she was still standing. It felt like she was an observer of a distant world. How was she ever going to survive knowing she’d let her parents die? Pain arrowed through her and she clenched her jaw as she fought against being overwhelmed by it.
On the front verandah she pulled on her boots, grabbing the wall of the low set house when she nearly fell over. It was probably a bad idea to be driving right now, but she needed to get out of the house. Needed to be by herself while she tried to figure everything out. Her thoughts were a confusing mess. She alternated between believing she had premonitions and was responsible for the death of her parents, that the world was full of crazy coincidences or she was hallucinating and seeing things that hadn’t really happened. She didn’t know which option was worse.
She didn’t make it all the way to the highway before she had to pull over and turn off the engine of her four-wheel-drive, sitting in the dark. Resting her head against the steering wheel, she tried to stop shaking. What was going on? She’d never seen the boy before in her life. Why had she dreamt of him? Or maybe she had seen him. Maybe she’d caught a glimpse of a news report and not taken it in properly. She nearly groaned at how desperate she was for it to be anything other than having premonitions. There was nothing special about her. No reason why she should have such dreams when in four generations there’d been no one other than Gran who’d had them. It wasn’t possible.
Raising her head, she turned on the interior light and took her phone from the satchel and opened up a web browser, keying in the street name from her dream. She pulled up the street image and checked the houses one by one. Her breath caught in her throat. That was it. That was the house from her dream. It wasn’t possible. She slowly shook her head. It couldn’t be. Maybe she was mistaken. She continued to stare at the screen of the phone until it went black, her heart pounding loudly in the silence, her breath coming in jagged gasps that sounded far too much like sobs.
There was only one way to find out if any of it was real. It took her longer than she’d expected to calm herself enough to drive. After fighting demons for so many years, she hadn’t expected to be falling apart like this. Not over a photo on the news. But she guessed nothing she’d experienced had prepared her for this. It was a good thing she’d quit being a hunter when her parents had died. She’d been right to fear her ability to cope. Demon hunters always fought in pairs, sometimes groups. The last thing she’d wanted to do was get more of her family killed.
As soon as her hands were reasonably steady she put the address into the GPS, turned off the interior light and started the vehicle. When she pulled out onto the highway she was glad the traffic was unusually light for a Saturday night. She doubted she could have coped in heavy traffic. Not with the way her head was reeling.
She glanced towards the GPS, trying to control the fear that raced through her. She was a demon hunter. Well, she had been until she’d quit six months ago. Now she didn’t know what she was. Or what to do with her life. She’d always expected to be a hunter. Protecting humans from the world they didn’t know existed. Facing creatures most people thought only belonged in movies, games and books. She had to remain calm, had to remember her training. Falling apart wasn’t an option. She’d already done that and it hadn’t helped.
Turning onto the street, she pulled up and forced herself to get out of the vehicle. She stared at the sign lit by the nearby streetlight. It was exactly the same as the one in her dream. Dragging her gaze from the sign she looked further along the street. If the sign was real, how much more of her dream was? Hopefully not the dog turning into a cricket. Although that was always possible if demons were involved.
A movement to her left had her heart racing and she nearly laughed at herself when a dog crept out of the shadows created by a flowering shrub. The urge to laugh faded when the dog took several more steps towards her into a pool of light cast by the streetlight. Her legs refused to support her and she ended up on the grass of the footpath, the scruffy brown dog pressing his wet nose against her cheek.
She tried to take several deep breaths, but couldn’t slow down her breathing. This wasn’t happening. Maybe it was yet another nightmare she couldn’t escape from. The dog pressed his wet nose against her cheek again, whining. She’d felt hot and cold in her dreams, but never liquid. Even blood didn’t feel real in her nightmares no matter how realistic it appeared.
The light reflected off a tag at the dog’s neck and she stared at it. “You better not turn into a cricket.” The dog wagged his narrow tail, looking far too happy about her warning. “I’m serious.” It took her nearly a minute to reach for the tag and read what was engraved on it. She was glad she was already sitting. “Cricket.” Letting go of the tag she closed her eyes and tightened her hand into a fist to try and stop the shaking. It didn’t help. The dream rushed in on her. How much of it had been real and how much a metaphor?
The words from ‘Dante’s Inferno’ came to mind. ‘All hope abandon, ye who enter here.’ She really hoped they were metaphorical. When Cricket whined, she opened her eyes to stare at him. “You want to show me where he is, don’t you?” Cricket whined again.
She struggled to her feet, wondering if she should call someone. She pushed that thought aside. She was a trained hunter. Her family name was Hunter. Even her father had taken on her mother’s name when they’d married, also becoming a hunter. She could do this. It was past time she stopped hiding away. It wouldn’t change the past, but maybe it would help if she changed the future of the boy she’d seen chained up in her dream. If only she’d known six months ago that her dreams had become more than common nightmares.
Striding to the back of her vehicle, even though her legs wanted to give out on her, she opened it up and stared at the backpack that always remained in there. When she’d quit she hadn’t been able to take it out. It had seemed so final, like losing her parents all over again. She reached for it, trying to ignore the tremble in her hand. She hadn’t felt this afraid since the first time she’d faced a demon when she was fourteen. She’d done this numerous times before. Well, not rescued someone, but fought demons. And she guessed that was what all this was about. Nothing else made sense. Or as much sense as things could make when demons were involved.
She rummaged in the backpack and took out two small vials of holy water, a box of matches, a small torch and the small case of lock picks her father had taught her how to use years ago. He’d taught her a lot of different skills over the years. Ones most demon hunters wouldn’t have approved of. Her mother hadn’t. When she’d tried to ask her father about his life before he’d met her mother, all he’d say was it had been different. She suspected that had been an understatement.
She hesitated over the metal box that ran across the back of the vehicle, pressed against the back seat. It was locked with a combination padlock. The dog whining beside her helped make up her mind. It had been in the dream. There was a good chance she’d need it. And if those words from ‘Dante’s Inferno’ were more than metaphorical she would definitely need it. She dialled in the numbers. 300666. The hour of demons and the devil’s number. A lot of Hunters used it so that in an emergency other Hunters would have access to weapons.
Opening the lid of the box she withdrew her bow and quiver of arrows, leaving the spare bundles of arrows in the box. There were a dozen in the quiver. If she needed more than that she’d be in serious trouble. She couldn’t prevent thoughts of the blood filled room, her parents had been found in, coming to mind. She’d only ever seen it in her dreams, but that was more than enough.
Locking up the vehicle, she put the keys in the little box fixed beneath it for that purpose. Straightening, her hand tightened around the bow, she stared down the street. She was ready. Or as ready as she was likely to be. She tried to ignore the fear, but no matter how often she told herself she could do this, it remained. Looking down at the dog, she watched him for a moment before she spoke. “Okay, Cricket. Where to?”
The dog looked up at her, wagging his tail.
She sighed. He’d been much more helpful in her dream. Apart from how he’d turned into a cricket and left her behind. Looking down the street again, she forced herself to head towards the first house. A glance at it showed her it was nothing like the one in her dream. She kept going.
Cricket ran ahead of her, becoming lost in the long stretch of shadows created by a streetlight with a broken bulb.
Stopping, she stared after him. She had a bad feeling that was her destination. It took far longer than it should for her to start moving again. She passed two houses, freezing when she reached the third. Her gaze was fixed on the letterbox. It was metal, on a lean and had the number seventy-eight on the front. Like she’d done in the dream, she couldn’t resist running her fingers over the raised numbers. Some of the edges were rough, a detail that hadn’t been in her dream. It might feel like a nightmare, but she was definitely in the real world. Her gaze slowly rose and she stared at the house set well back from the footpath.
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Emily’s legs felt like they might give way again and she clutched the letterbox. When it made a groaning sound she let go, fearing it might break. Cricket came running out of the shadows from beside the house. She pressed a hand to her mouth, holding back the scream she’d nearly let escape before she’d realised what the movement was. 
She stared at the dog that stopped at her feet, tail wagging. She couldn’t see his expression, but she wouldn’t have been surprised if it was something along the lines of ‘what’s taking you so long’. She was tempted to tell him, then had to bite back a nervous laugh when she reminded herself he was a dog. “Okay, boy. Lead the way.” When he did she followed him to the side of the house, taking out her torch and turning it on. A pool of light shining on the ground didn’t make her feel any better. If anything, it reminded her of the dream. She shined the light ahead, trying to see Cricket. He was nowhere in sight. He’d raced off without her again. Her grip tightened on the torch.
Heading for the back of the house, she found herself jumping at every sound. No matter how many times she kept telling herself she was a well-trained hunter, she couldn’t stop thinking about her parents. They’d had far more experience than her. Reaching the corner of the house, she peered around it. Cricket stood on his hind legs scratching at the ledge of a window, partway along the building. With the mild itch she was feeling in her demon mark there was definitely a demon in the area. Either he was minor or not close enough to make the mark burn. She should return to the vehicle and use the phone she’d left in her satchel. Gran would know what to do. After all, Brisbane was her neighbourhood. She started to turn away then decided she’d have a look in the window so she could let Gran know exactly what the problem was.
Each step she took sounded loud and she wished Cricket would stop scratching the timber window ledge. The noise was far louder than she liked. Reaching his side, she tucked the torch under the arm she carried the bow with and tugged on his collar. “Sit.” The dog obeyed immediately. Taking hold of the torch, she shined it in the window. It was hard to see what was in the room with her reflection peering back at her.
She pressed her face and the torch against the glass, the cold reminding her of her dream. Moving the beam of light across the room she froze, swamped by the memory of her dream, trying to figure out what was real and what wasn’t. He was lying on a bed on the far side of the room, one hand stretched out and chained to the timber bed head. His back was to her and he was wearing only jeans. There were dark stains on his skin, what looked like smeared, bloody handprints. His hair was short and a dark colour, and his body was fit, the muscles clearly defined. It wouldn’t have helped. You needed more than physical strength when facing demons.
The boy rolled over and stared at her, his dark eyes pleading, his free hand reaching for her as he sat up.
She felt the demon before she heard him, the itch in her demon mark becoming a slight burn. She spun to face him, listening to Cricket run away with a whimper. She didn’t blame him. She wanted to run too. The heat of the demon rolled over her, the smell of him like the metallic scent of blood, a smoky bonfire and a touch of sulphur blended together. He was about six and a half feet tall and looked human. Looking like a bouncer at a nightclub, wearing a black t-shirt and jeans, his arms were crossed against his chest and his stance wide. The world seemed to shift and change and the fear and uncertainty she’d felt for the past six months gave way as the years of training kicked in.
She looked him up and down, wondering what he really looked like when he wasn’t trying to appear human. “Show me your true face, demon.” Behind her the boy called out for help.
“Don’t try and order me around, hunter.” The demon glanced at her wrist. “I know what you are and I don’t fear any of you. Shall I tell you how many hunters I’ve killed over the centuries? Starting with the most recent?”
She didn’t want to know which hunters he’d killed. Not right now. If he was one of the demons who’d been in the house she saw in her nightmares she didn’t know what she might do. Maybe she’d be better off if she didn’t see his face. Her hand tightened on her bow and torch as she forced down a second demand for him to show her his true face. She needed to focus on what was happening now, not remember the past. “What are you called?”
He laughed. “You think to use my name against me?”
She shook her head. Why hadn’t she called Gran? Why had she thought she’d needed more information before ringing? “No. I want to know the name of the demon I will return to hell.” She couldn’t decide if she should drop the torch and grab an arrow or slowly move towards the side of the house, where there was more light, before she attacked. She heard the boy call out again, begging for help. She hated having to ignore him.
The demon laughed once more. “You’re very amusing for a human. As well as terribly helpful turning up here like this. It’ll save me going hunting. You humans seem to be finally learning wariness. It took you long enough.”
“What name are you going by?”
“Flawless.”
His words filled her with an unwanted certainty. But she had to ask. “Eternally Flawless?” His grin was the only answer she needed. Dropping the torch, she reached for an arrow, firing it at the demon as she dodged to the side. She felt the rush of air as he attacked. Spinning away, she ran for the side of the house, needing light to be able to accurately aim at him. Feeling the heat of Flawless rushing in on her, she stopped and faced him as she drew another arrow and fitted it to the bow.
The demon roared when the arrow pierced his body. “You will die painfully, hunter.”
She didn’t bother to answer, running around the side of the house, another arrow in her hand. Most hunters died a painful death. Demons never showed them any mercy. Halfway along the side of the house she stopped, staring at the woman who stepped around the corner. The woman pointed a gun at her and was the same smiling woman from the ad she’d seen earlier. There was no way she could escape. This was why hunters fought in pairs. She aimed the arrow at the woman. Behind her she felt the demon. She fired, moving to the side in the hope the demon wouldn’t get her. Drawing another arrow she tried to focus on her options instead of fearing she’d die here alone. There didn’t seem to be many.
It took her a second to realise that instead of attacking, the demon had rushed past her to take the arrow that had been meant for the woman. He ripped the arrow from his flesh, roaring as liquid darkened the shoulder of his shirt and ran down his arm in dark rivulets.
She thought of her maternal grandparents. They had no other children than her mother and she had no siblings. She didn’t know if they’d survive her death, they’d barely survived the death of their daughter. Her paternal grandparents had other sons and grandchildren, but they would struggle too. Drawing another arrow, she aimed it at the demon. “I will be missed.”
It was the woman who answered. “It doesn’t matter. We’re preparing to leave this area anyway. It never pays to stay in one location for long.”
Before she could reply, Emily was tackled from behind by a demon. She hadn’t noticed him until he was right on her. It was easy to miss so minor a demon when there was a major one around. She wanted to struggle, but remained still. She couldn’t match a demon’s strength, but maybe she could out think him.
The woman turned to Flawless. “Put her in with the boy. I’ll be back before three to supervise.” She glanced around. “And make sure none of the neighbours saw anything. If they did, deal with them.”
The demon continued to pin Emily to the ground and she kept hold of her bow. She needed information if she had any hope of surviving the night. “Why would you do this? Why get mixed up with demons? You could lose everything, including your business.”
The woman looked back over her shoulder, having been about to leave. “You have no idea, do you?” The woman turned to Flawless. “I thought you said these hunters were meant to be smart. Something to be feared. None of them we’ve encountered so far have been anything worth worrying about.”
“It’s the old ones you have to watch. They’re the canny ones.”
Emily could no longer stop the words that burst from her. “What other hunters are you talking about?”
The woman didn’t bother answering, striding away.
Emily looked at Flawless. “What hunters?” She was related to all the hunters in Brisbane. Actually, she was probably related to nearly every demon hunter in Australia and some of the ones overseas if you counted all of her extremely extended family.
Flawless looked past her to the demon holding her down. “Essence, you heard Susan. Lock her up with the boy.”
“You do not order me around.” There was an edge to Essence’s voice.
Flawless grinned mockingly. “I order around any who are less powerful than me.”
Emily watched as Flawless headed in the same direction Susan had taken. The moment Essence released his grip on her, she rolled away, getting to her feet. She automatically drew an arrow and aimed it at the demon, who didn’t look in the least bit human.
He grinned at her, sharp cat like teeth matching the pointed ears on his slightly feline head. He had bat wings and his feet and hands ended in long claws. His leathery skin was a dark charcoal, a slightly darker colour making a snake like pattern across his skin. “I can steal life from you while you live with only my touch. Drop the bow and arrow and I’ll wait until you’re dead.” He cackled, a sound that would have went perfectly with a cartoon character witch. “I much prefer to do it when you’re alive. The pain you’ll feel is entertaining.”
She wanted to argue with him, wanted to ask him what was going on. Instead, she slowly reduced the tension on the string and dropped first the arrow and then her bow. When he gestured towards her quiver, she removed it as well. A life stealing demon was too dangerous to mess with, no matter how minor he currently was. She glanced towards the road. Running wasn’t an option. She wouldn’t reach her vehicle before the demon could catch her.
“Around the back.” He gestured in the direction he wanted her to take.
With one last look at her weapon and ammunition, she turned and headed towards the back of the house. At least she still had her holy water. She scanned the area, trying to find some way of escaping. There was nothing. At the back she caught a glimpse of Cricket, wishing she could send him for help.
“Move faster. There’s a door at the end of the house.”
She couldn’t help glancing at the window as she walked past. It was too dark to see inside and the boy was once again silent. Coming to the door, she reached out to open it, freezing. She was shocked to see her hand wasn’t shaking. Not even slightly. How many times had she stared at shaking hands after a nightmare? She’d lost count. It felt like a piece of a puzzle falling into place. This she understood. This she’d been trained for and lived with her entire life. Dreaming about her parents’ death before it occurred, that she didn’t understand. Maybe she hadn’t needed to quit hunting for fear she’d get a partner killed.
“Move, hunter.”
There was no time to finish figuring it out. Opening the door, she glanced around once more. It looked like she’d have to wait until the demon left her before she tried to escape. She stepped into a laundry. The demon brushed past her to lead the way.
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The demon eventually stopped in a hallway in front of a room and looked Emily up and down. “Have you any weapons?” 
“You’re not going to search me?”
He cackled. “What need have I for your useless human methods when I can hear the truth and lies in your words?”
She’d suspected as much when he’d asked instead of searching her, but it was good to have it confirmed. There were ways to lie while still telling the truth. “I have holy water.”
“Put it on the floor.” He pointed to a spot against the wall.
It didn’t surprise her that he was reluctant to touch it. Holy water burned demons. Which is why she dipped her arrows in it. Flawless was going to feel the pain from her arrows for hours. Maybe days if she was lucky. She felt grim satisfaction as she placed one of the vials on the floor.
“Is someone out there?”
She looked towards the door, wondering if she should answer the boy who’d called out.
“Anyone?”
“Shut up.” Essence glared at the door for a moment before returning his gaze to Emily. “Have you a phone?”
She shook her head. “Not on me. I left it behind.”
“Any other ways of calling for help?”
“You mean other than screaming?”
“Don’t be smart, hunter. Answer the question.”
“No.”
“Any other weapons?”
She vaguely gestured to where her bow had been left. “You made me leave my bow and arrows outside.”
“No knives?”
She shook her head. “Do I look like the sort of person capable of taking a demon on at close range? I have no knives on me.” She sometimes did, but that wasn’t the question he’d asked.
He stared at her a moment longer before he looked towards the door. There was a click and it swung open. “Inside.” He nodded towards the door.
She was surprised at how much effort it took to step inside the dark room. It looked nothing like the one her parents had entered, but it made her think of it. Maybe it was the thought of entering a trap. Trying to see the room clearly, she wished she had her torch. The only light in there was what filtered through from the hallway and window. The boy stood beside the bed, a dark shadow in the corner of the room.
“Move it.”
She turned to face the demon. He was far closer than she preferred. She took a step back from him. “Where to? You only said to go inside.”
“What’s going on?” the boy demanded.
Essence ignored him. “Near the boy, human.”
She did as he ordered, thinking of her dream. Maybe she’d needed to be captured to be able to help him escape. She hoped so. She dreaded to think what would happen if they couldn’t get away before three a.m. Once the demon left, she could use the lock picks on the padlock attached to the chain wrapped around the boy’s wrist. Stopping beside him she could see cuts on his chest and blood smeared across his skin. She was pretty sure they were handprints or at least hand like prints. She blinked several times when the demon turned the light switch on before coming towards them.
“Why won’t anyone tell me what’s going on?”
“If you don’t shut up, you will regret it.” The demon’s gaze was drawn to the boy’s chest. “And I will enjoy it.”
Emily elbowed the boy when he tried to speak again. When he started to speak once more, she glared at him. “Quiet.” She was tempted to ask if he was an idiot. Not that she was any better. She shouldn’t have come here alone. That had been crazy.
The demon cackled. “You should listen to the hunter, human.” The demon stared at the boy, not speaking until he’d remained quiet for a moment. “Hold out your hand.” The demon growled when the boy held out his free hand. “The other one.”
The chain rattled when he held it out. Essence grabbed hold of him and the boy tried to pull away. There was a snap and the padlock opened. The moment the chain was off his wrist, the boy tried to escape.
Essence slammed him against the wall, the impact loud in the silent room. “I warned you.” He drew back his hand, claws aimed at the boy’s chest.
Fear for the boy race through Emily and she grabbed Essence’s wrist, her hand wrapping around his leathery skin. “No. Wait. He doesn’t understand how powerful demons can be.”
Essence kept his hand still even though he could have easily broken away from her grip. “You know how powerful I am?”
She had to be careful with what she said since this demon could hear the lies in her words. She knew he wasn’t powerful. Nowhere near as powerful as Flawless. Essence was the kind of demon who would be able to walk about in the daylight, not bothered by it. Flawless wouldn’t be able to. “I’ve spent my life learning about demons.”
Essence released the boy, but allowed Emily to keep hold of his wrist. “Can you tell how powerful I am, hunter?”
She held the demon’s gaze. No demon liked to be thought lacking in power. “Of course I can, demon. But what matter is the power you have now when you are constantly adding to it?” She tried to remain calm, tried to ignore the fear being this close to a demon caused. The evening had been full of stupid choices.
Essence cackled, drawing his arm from her grip. “Very good, hunter. And when the hour of three arrives, your power will add to mine.” He gestured to the boy who remained against the wall, listening to their conversation. “His essence will give others extended life.”
When the boy made a break for it, Emily got in his way before the demon could. She pressed against his shoulders, trying to force him back against the wall. “Make it easy on yourself. You can’t escape now.” She met his brown eyes, fear and confusion filling them. She knew those emotions intimately. “Don’t enter a fight you can’t win.” She fought against the pain that washed over her at having used her father’s words. Why hadn’t he followed his own advice?
“Hold out your hands. Both of you.”
When the boy didn’t move, she whispered, “Please.” Taking his hand, she held out both of hers, her hand grasping hold of his.
The demon wrapped the chain around their hands that were clasped together, hooking the padlock through so the chain was tight against them. He clicked it shut, letting go with a grin, his sharp teeth gleaming in the overhead light. “I will see you before the hour of three.” He reached for Emily, who’d lowered her arms, still holding the boy’s hand. “What were you wanting for your cooperation?”
His claws grasped hold of her chin and she remained still, not wanting to risk him breaking the skin. There was no way she wanted any demon to have her blood. “I will think on it.”
“I thought you must already have something in mind.”
“I have several things in mind, but I know how important it is to word things correctly around demons.”
Essence cackled, releasing her. “Your words ring with truth, hunter.” He turned away, without even a glance for the boy, and strode to the door. Turning the light off, he left.
The sound of a click when the door was locked behind him sounded so final and Emily forced herself to remain still as her initial urge to run faded. A glance around the room showed mostly shadows, with scant light coming in the window.
“What-”
She covered his mouth with her free hand. “Shh.”
He turned his head away. “Don’t.”
She pushed him against the wall. Did he want to get them killed? “Quiet.” She tried to hear if there was anyone nearby. There was only silence. Not that it meant much. Stepping back, she sighed. “Sorry.”
“Can I talk now?”
“Yeah. Quietly though.” She drew the matches from her pocket, letting go of his hand to try and turn hers in the chains. It was difficult, but she eventually managed it.
“Who are you and what are you doing? Why did that thing keep calling you hunter?”
Maybe she should have told him he couldn’t talk. She lit a match, scanning the room. She really should have done that earlier. She’d been trained better than that. “Emily Hunter.” Shaking the match out before it burned her fingers, she dropped it onto the floor and lit another one. She had no idea what time it was, but she wanted to be gone well before three a.m.
“What?”
She couldn’t help smiling at his look of confusion. “My name. It’s Emily Hunter. What’s yours?”
“Dan Mills.”
She frowned at him before she shook the match out, the lines from her dream coming to her. “Midway upon the journey of our life I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost.” She lit another match, having no idea what had made her say the quote aloud.
“How did you know?”
She had no idea what he was talking about, but as she watched him, his confusion cleared.
“Mum’s being calling me Dante on TV, hasn’t she? I wish she’d stop doing that. I keep telling her to call me Dan. I thought she’d finally got used to it.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“Then how did you know that’s my name?”
The flame touched her fingertips and she dropped the match. It went out before it hit the floor. “I dreamt it. Along with Cricket.” She was glad for the dark, not sure she’d have been able to mention her dream if she’d been staring into his eyes.
There was silence for a moment before he spoke. “Is he okay? I was taking him for a walk when they grabbed me.”
“He’s outside.” She wished he’d stop talking. She needed to figure out how to escape, not answer his questions. She nearly told him to be quiet again.
“He followed me?”
She lit another match. “I have no idea. All I know is he’s outside. He led me to your window.” Her heart lurched at the smile he gave her and she tried to slow it down. She had to focus on getting out of here, not admiring Dante. She hissed when the flame reached her fingers again. Letting it drop, she glared at the matches she couldn’t see in the dark. Not much of a hunter. Twice she’d burned herself. “We’ve got to get out of here before they get back.”
He moved his hand that was chained to hers. “A bit hard at the moment. You shouldn’t have stopped me before.”
She drew her hand closer to herself, his coming with hers, so she could light another match. There had to be something she could light before she ran out of matches. Her gaze landed on the bed. There’d been flames on the bed in her dream. She shook the match out before she burned herself again and stepped forward before she lit another one.
“What are you doing?” Dante tried to stop her.
“Don’t. I know what I’m doing.” She was glad Essence wasn’t there to call her on her lie.
“Are you sure?” He stared at the flames that were flickering in the folds of the sheet.
“Of course. I’m a hunter.”
“I thought you said that’s your name.”
“It’s both.” As soon as she was happy with the light from the fire on the bed, she took out the case of lock picks, opening it up.






  
  Premonition: Chapter Five


“Where did you get them from?” Dante gestured towards the lock picks. 
“My father.” Emily was tempted to tell him to be quiet. There were some questions she’d rather not answer.
“What kind of father gives his daughter lock picks?”
She glared at him before choosing the tools she needed. “The kind who teaches his daughter the skills she needs to survive.” Her father’s brothers had helped teach her, laughing at her first attempts. The padlock opened and she put away her lock picks, leaving Dante to deal with the chain.
“Sorry.”
Even though they should be leaving, she stared at him for a second, but couldn’t figure out why he’d said that. “What are you sorry for?”
“Your father is a genius. We might actually get out of here.”
“Was.” She turned away from him, scanning the room again. They had to get out soon, smoke was starting to fill the room near the ceiling. She tried the window. It was nailed shut. Grabbing the padlock, she threw it at the glass. It took several throws before the glass was broken enough to get through. The moment it broke, air rushed into the room and the flames leapt across the bed. “Don’t cut yourself.” She climbed carefully out the window, not about to leave any of her blood behind for a demon to consume.
“I don’t think a few more cuts are going to make much of a difference.”
“They will. The more of your blood they have, the more power it will give them.” Although maybe that would be a good thing when it came to Essence. Demons that could hunt during the day were hard to avoid. “Hurry up.”
“You told me to be careful.” He finished climbing through the window and stopped beside her. “Now what?”
“Be quiet and follow.” Before they could move away, a shadow darted towards them. She tensed, relaxing slightly when she realised it was Cricket. Again. That dog wasn’t good for her health. Her heart continued to race.
Dante crouched to throw his arms around the dog. “I missed you too, boy. How did you find me?”
“Quiet.” She glared at him even though she doubted he’d be able to see. “Do you want to be caught?”
With one last pat, Dante rose to his feet, Cricket leaning against his leg. “Lead on.”
She glanced around the area and, hoping they were still safe, headed for the corner of the house. Peering around she saw it was clear. Her gaze was drawn to her bow and arrows on the ground. Her heart lurched. Was it a trap? Another search of the area showed everything remained clear. “Wait here.”
Dante grabbed her arm before she could move away from him. “What are you doing?”
“Getting my weapon. But it could be a trap. If it is, get out of here. Call my family. Leo Hunter is in the phone directory.” She pulled out of his grip, darting along the side of the house before he could stop her. She looked around once more before she bent and grabbed her bow and quiver, leaving the arrows that were lying on the ground. A glance towards the back corner showed Dante waited for her. Changing her mind about returning to him, she hurried along the house to check out the front.
Her heart plummeted. A shadowy figure stood on guard, a demon from the way her demon mark burned slightly. One that would vanish with the day. She eased back, making sure he hadn’t seen her before she turned away and ran along the side of the house. There were three demons. Hopefully no more, but she didn’t like her chances. She thought of and discarded several plans, her gaze continually scanning the surroundings as she listened to every sound.
Dante grabbed hold of her arms when she reached him. “What were you doing? You said it might be a trap. Are you crazy?”
She tilted her head slightly as she looked at him. “I’m not sure. It’s always possible.”
He let go of her, stepping back. “What do you mean you’re not sure?”
She almost laughed and that surprised her. There hadn’t been a lot to laugh about lately. “They wanted to do a psych evaluation, but I refused. I quit instead.” She looked past him to the smoke billowing out the window. “Let’s get out of here before someone finds us.” One of the neighbours was sure to notice the fire eventually and call emergency. She strode towards the back fence, slinging her quiver over her head and arm so it sat on her back and doing the same with her bow. She dreaded to think how she’d explain to the police what she was doing walking around with a weapon, late at night, in a Brisbane suburb. She’d rather face a demon.
Dante fell into step beside her, Cricket on his other side. “Have you got a phone?”
“Not on me.” She shouldn’t have left it in her vehicle, but she’d been worried it would ring or vibrate and draw someone’s attention. Some demons had acute hearing. It hadn’t mattered. She’d caught their attention anyway. She looked behind. It was all clear. Maybe they could circle around the block and come at her vehicle from the end of the street.
“What’s the plan? Why don’t we ask for help at one of these houses? We should be banging on someone’s door and demanding they called the police.”
“And do what? Wait around for the police who probably won’t reach us before the demons do?”
“There has to be something we can do. And why aren’t we running?”
“We are doing something. We’re getting out of here.” She reached the metre high back fence and vaulted over it, ignoring the second question. “Did you want to hand me Cricket?”
“Not necessary.” He tapped the metal bar that ran across the top of the fence to hold up the chain wire. “Up, boy.”
Cricket jumped onto the fence, his feet barely touching it before he was over the other side, looking at Dante as if to ask what was taking him so long.
Emily patted Cricket on the head. “Clever.”
Dante vaulted the fence. “I’ve done some agility training with him. His mum was an Australian Terrier. I have no idea what his father was, but Australian Terriers are known for their agility.” He looked down at Cricket with a smile. “And their loyalty.”
She’d already figured out that much of the dog’s parentage herself. “How long have you had him?” Talking about the dog might take Dante’s mind off the situation.
“Since he was old enough to leave his mum. He’s three now.” He followed her along the side of the house. “Where are we going?”
There went that plan. Expecting to distract him had probably been an undertaking doomed to failure. “Does it matter?” She had no idea. She was still trying to figure that out herself.
“Yeah. I need to let my family know I’m okay.”
She glanced towards him, wondering if she should tell him how far from safe he really was. Remaining silent, she kept walking.
“What’s wrong?”
“What makes you ask that?”
“The look you gave me.”
“It’s dark.”
“Not that





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Demon Hunters

~ AVRIl Sabiue





OEBPS/images/c50174d6-efbb-43fc-b3cf-6e95e09dfe1b.jpeg
OemouDﬁHCeRs 4







