
  
    [image: Dark Genesis]
  


  
    
      Dark Genesis

      The Arondight Codex - Book Four

    

    
      
        Nicole R. Taylor

      

    

  


  
    
      Dark Genesis (The Arondight Codex - Book Four) by Nicole R. Taylor

      Copyright © 2019 by Nicole R. Taylor

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      www.nicolertaylorwrites.com

      

      Cover Design: Covers by Juan

      Edited by: Silvia Curry

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        The Arondight Codex

      

      
        About Nicole

      

      
        VIP Newsletter

      

      
        Dark Crucible (The Arondight Codex - Book Five)

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Gilhana moved silently through the standing stones, her bare feet cold on the dewy grass. Sunrise was still a long time coming and the wolves were still howling bloody murder in the forest below.

      Since the fall, they hadn’t stopped travelling for fear the creatures would catch them. Any unknown sound was a possible threat, making their rest uneasy—Gilhana couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a full night’s sleep.

      A twig snapped behind her and she spun on her heel. She cried out as the waif-like figure emerged between the stones.

      “Pheodora,” she said, clutching her chest, “what are you doing here?”

      “I couldn’t let you come here alone,” her sister replied. “Not with the Darkness on our tail. I can feel it in the air, can’t you?”

      Pheodora had always been sensitive to emotional energy, and ever since the fall, her ability seemed to become even more attuned. One couldn’t witness such horror and not be changed by it.

      Small and lithe, with hair and skin like silk, her sister was a rare beauty. It was no surprise that she was coveted by men and women alike, but her affections were hard won. Pheodora could see through false claims of love as if she was peering through a shimmering pane of glass. One glance was all it took to reveal a soul’s true intentions—even if they didn’t realise it themselves.

      In comparison, Gilhana was darkly featured, shy and closed. She’d spent most of her time alone, practicing her powers and studying the herbs and plants of the forest. As a result, her abilities ran deeper than any druidess in living memory. She supposed that’s why this task was entrusted to her. She was the only one who could weave such a delicate prism.

      “I can feel it,” Gilhana confirmed.

      “The Earth is changing,” her sister murmured. “It’s as if the soil is infusing with the blood of the creatures.”

      “The plants are changing, too. They grow ever deeper, searching for something pure.”

      “Don’t worry. The plan has been set in motion and this world will be avenged. All we have to do is wait.”

      Gilhana turned towards the stones, rubbing her palm across the symbol Bedivere had carved—a twisting flame that would be the anchor to this place.

      “What if she doesn’t come?” Gilhana asked her sister.

      “Don’t worry… Don’t you trust yourself?”

      She cast her gaze towards the sky and hummed a prayer to herself. Above, the heavens shone with an unfathomable number of stars—precious jewels against a bed of blue so deep it appeared black.

      “This kind of prism isn’t exact,” Pheodora said, trying to console her. “It can be days or even years off target.”

      Gilhana shrugged. She’d woven it so precisely, there should be no room for mistakes.

      “You’re too hard on yourself,” her sister continued. “This plan counts on you to live a long life. If she doesn’t come today, you’ll be here to meet her when she does.”

      Her fingers brushed against the pouch at her waist, tracing the outline of the silver coin inside.

      “If all goes according to our plan, you won’t remember your future,” Pheodora added.

      “I can’t help but think we’ve made a mistake,” she said. “This kind of power—”

      Her sister’s hand closed over her arm. “It is our only hope.”

      “I know, it’s just… What if the cost is too great?”

      “It’s the Lady’s will.”

      “I know, it’s—”

      “Gilhana, your prism will work.” Pheodora took her sister’s hands in her own. “I have faith in you.”

      So did the Druids and the Naturals. It was a burden she wasn’t sure she had the strength to shoulder, but there was no one else. The creatures were hunting down every last threat that stood in the way of their invasion, and if nothing could be done…

      Pheodora’s head snapped up and her eyes shone in the moonlight. “Do you hear that?”

      Gilhana looked about the stones and shook her head. “I hear nothing.”

      The forest below had quietened, the wolves had ceased their howling and the wind had died down completely. All was still.

      “They’re coming,” her sister whispered.

      Gilhana turned, casting her sight across the landscape. “How did they find us?”

      “It doesn’t matter now. You must be away from here.” She gave her sister a small shove, urging her to leave.

      “But she hasn’t come,” Gilhana said. “If we leave—”

      “She won’t come tonight. The time has passed.”

      A shrill wail echoed through the night and the two women froze. Creatures.

      “You must flee!” Pheodora cried. “Without you, all is lost.”

      Her tears were flowing freely down her cheeks. “I can’t leave you.”

      “You can and you must.”

      The shrieking intensified and they saw the wave of creatures hurtling up the hill, racing towards the standing stones. Once men and women, now their bodies were twisted and decaying, clad in various pieces of armour and cloth that clanged together as they ran feverishly towards them.

      Gilhana froze in terror, her heart beating so fast she thought it might burst from her chest.

      “Run!” Pheodora’s shriek snapped through her haze and she blinked. “Run, Gilhana. I’ll find you by the caves.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “I promise.”

      Pheodora was right. If she died, her prism would be useless and all would be lost.

      Nodding, Gilhana ran through the stones and down the other side of the hill, making for the thick woodland below. Wolves and other animals—some of them men—lurked in the cover of the trees, but she had no choice but to flee barefoot into the wild.

      Behind her, she felt the air compact then the shockwave buffeted her forwards as Pheodora unleashed her power against the creatures. Stumbling, she regained her footing and broke through the tree line, leaping over fallen logs and skidding down an embankment.

      Mud squelched between her toes as she hurtled into the stream, hoping the water would mask her scent. She followed the twists and turns until she reached a tight bend and waded out to the opposite side.

      Glancing over her shoulder, nothing stirred. Not even the sounds from the battle at the stones reached her inside the thick woodland.

      She sniffed and continued, her toes numb from the icy water. The caves weren’t far, and Pheodora would soon catch up to her.

      If the creatures had found the stones, then they likely knew about her prism. They’d have to work out a new plan or reach out to the Natural survivors. Either way, it was clear they couldn’t do this on their own anymore.

      Cold, alone, and hungry, their powers would suffer and they wouldn’t be able to protect their charge from the creatures who were stalking the stone circle.

      The sound of pounding water urged her forwards and she stumbled, her shoulder slamming into a tree before she fell. Landing on her palms, she felt her skin break and start to sting. Choking back a sob, she pushed to her feet and climbed over the rocks at the edge of the stream.

      Scaling the slippery façade, she emerged at the edge of a waterfall, her progress masked by the tumbling curtain. Spray dampened her hair and dress, but she forged on, sidling behind the water and into the slick darkness beyond.

      The cave opened up before her, a hidden oasis amongst the new world order. Out of breath, Gilhana collapsed, thankful that she’d made it in one piece despite the cuts and bruises on her body.

      She waited, shivering in the dark as her fear clawed at her senses, but Pheodora never returned. Gilhana knew her sister was dead—she felt it within her soul. Soon she’d be the last, but nothing had prepared her for the despair of her sister’s loss.

      Pheodora had given her life atop that hill so she may live and save the world.

      All life—human, Natural, and Druid alike—depended on her, a shy, awkward druidess whom history was destined to forget.
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      “We are gathered here today to farewell Brax Ainsworth. Councillor of the London Sanctum, decorated warrior, and my friend…”

      I looked up at Greer as she stood at the head of the marbled foyer, the Lady of the Lake towering behind her. She bowed her head, holding back tears.

      Around me, Naturals were lined up in neat rows, their black tactical gear freshly pressed and laundered, their stance at full attention. I clasped my hands behind my back, my thoughts swirling back to the fight at the Academy.

      Brax’s silver Light had been tinged with a red hue, his eyes cold and his soul destroyed. Nothing of the man had remained—his body overtaken by the One, the leader of all demons.

      My gaze flickered to the empty coffin at the foot of the stairs, the gloss finish on the mahogany shimmered under the down lights. That night, our arondight blades had locked, sending sparks across the courtyard.

      The look in his eyes would haunt me forever and his words…I am death, destruction, and pain. With you, I can open the rift between our worlds and let the horde raze your pathetic world to the ground. Arondight will be your downfall and our triumph…

      “Brax and I had studied at the Academy together,” Greer continued, having composed herself. “He was a few years ahead of me, but even then, he was at the top of all the combat classes. It’s true he was a closed man, and he had his issues, but the Brax I knew would have laid his life down for each one of us. His dedication to preserving the Light was second to none. It’s always difficult to say goodbye to a loved one—” Her voice broke and Aldrich stepped forward from his position at her side.

      “These are troubled times,” he said, his voice echoing off the marble. “The Darkness is growing, but the Light must prevail. We maintain our hope in our strength against insurmountable odds. The final battle is looming, but we must not lose our courage. Brax’s legacy is our legacy. For the Light.”

      “For the Light,” we echoed.

      Silence fell over the assembly as Brax’s empty coffin was carried down the stairs, Aldrich and Wilder amongst the pallbearers.

      It was the first real loss I’d faced since joining the Sanctum, and I wasn’t even sure I’d known the real man. I imagined it was even more difficult for those who had been friends and colleagues with him their entire lives—Greer among them. To have not known his body and been taken over…

      I shook any head and lowered my gaze. Where do we go from here? There were so many loose threads, and I didn’t know which one to follow first.

      Arondight had the potential to either destroy or save us all, and that was a bitter pill to swallow. I also had that power inside me—albeit a tiny part of it—but that was enough. The things I’d done with the unknown still baffled me to this day. Maybe baffled wasn’t the right word; perhaps terrified was more in line with the current weather conditions.

      The coffin was loaded into the back of the waiting hearse outside as the late spring sunshine glinted off the tinted windows.

      Aldrich was consoling Greer, who was barely holding it together. As protector of the Codex and the leader of the London Sanctum, it was up to her to be the picture of poise and strength at a time like this. Knowing her long history with Brax, I couldn’t hold it against her—I just hoped everyone else felt the same. If there was one thing the Naturals needed right now, it was faith in their strong, unbreakable leadership.

      I bit my bottom lip wondering if I’d ever have the chance to ask Aldrich about Andromeda, but a funeral didn’t seem the right occasion to ask him about a DNA test. Ever since Aiden—the dorky, yet handsome Academy librarian—had planted the idea in my head that she might be my mother, I hadn’t stopped thinking about it. Though thinking might be a little understated…I was at the fantasy stage.

      Andromeda was the woman in my dream. I’d called her mummy and felt her love, but according to Aldrich, she’d disappeared thirty years ago, never to be found. I’d told him and Greer about the Order of the Twin Flames, the secret society that was born out of the ashes of Camelot to find and protect Arondight and Excalibur, but I’d left out one piece of important information—my suspected parentage.

      But how do I ask him? Should I just walk up to him and say, ‘Hey, Aldrich, your long-lost sister might be my mother. Her Arondight blade chose me, remember? Oh, and by the way, that greater demon slimeball Markzoth murdered her and my father when I was three.’

      Awkward.

      “Hey.”

      I glanced up at Wilder, who’d appeared next to me. He was wearing a black suit but had forgotten his tie. The top button of his white shirt was open, a small sign of his lack of respect for the chain of command on show. It was a stark change from his usual get-up of tactical pants, boots, tight black T-shirt, and leather jacket.

      “You look like you’ve ground your teeth down to stumps,” he said. “Out with it.”

      “The more I think about it, the more I wonder if Arondight should stay where it is,” I whispered. “Lost…”

      “That’s not an option, Purples,” he replied. “It’s a risk we’re all willing to take, knowing it can open or close the rift.”

      I grunted, watching as the hearse pulled out onto the main road, taking Brax’s symbolic remains to their resting place in Glastonbury. As long as the Naturals endured, the loss of his soul wouldn’t be for nothing. We’d remember him, even though his essence would never return.
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      The kitchen was buzzing with activity.

      After the funeral, everyone had gone back to their various duties, but all the visiting dignitaries, friends, and family had stuck around for lunch. I sat in the corner, picking at my garden salad. I twirled a piece of shredded carrot in my fingers and watched a group of Naturals at the next table. They were talking about what had happened at the Academy. When they glanced at me, I sighed and shoved the carrot into my mouth.

      They could talk about the part where I took down that Colossus completely solo, but apparently there were juicer topics

      “You look grumpy,” Romy said as she slipped into the chair opposite me. “We just get you back and you bring your storm clouds with you.”

      “Sorry,” I told her, “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      “Haven’t we all.” She speared a clump of lettuce with her fork and shoved it into her mouth. “One day at a time, Scarlett.”

      I offered her a half-smile. “Where are the others?”

      “Martin’s training, and Valeria and Alo are out on patrol. Apparently, there’s some unrest down in Brixton.”

      “Unrest?”

      She shrugged. “It’s happening more often these days. Every report is turning out to be something. Occasionally, they used to be bogus. You know, kids playing around with witchcraft and petty demonology, but—”

      “Yeah, I know,” I interrupted.

      The chair beside me scraped back and Jackson sat down. The Naturals at the next table stared, though the moment I looked, they turned back to their lunch.

      “Hey!” Romy declared.

      “Sup,” he said, smiling at her. I smiled to myself, remembering when Jackson had first laid eyes on Romy. There was a time I thought those two might get together, but since Esme had turned up, Jackson had been spending most of his time helping her ‘acclimatise’.

      Esme was another victim of Human Convergence, though Ramona had managed to stop her mutation before it advanced too far. Jackson had been tight-lipped about how they’d found her, but I imagined it wasn’t without a huge dose of drama. Unfortunately, I’d missed all the action while I’d been away at the Academy.

      “Aldrich’s looking for you,” he said to me, raising an eyebrow.

      I kicked him under the table. Romy didn’t know about Andromeda, and I wasn’t about to spread it around, either. Not that I didn’t trust her, it was just these things had a habit of getting out on their own, no matter how tight-lipped and good-intentioned people were.

      “Am I in trouble?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “You know, if they just gave us mobile phones, the council wouldn’t have to send randoms looking for one another. They could just send a text.”

      “The grapevine is quite effective,” Romy stated. “People have used it for thousands of years, you know.”

      “It seems slow to me.”

      “He said he’d wait for you at the council chamber,” Jackson said.

      “Is that so?” I shrugged and finished off the last of my salad. “How’s Esme?”

      He turned red and cleared his throat.

      I smirked and threw a wink at Romy. “I haven’t met her yet, you know.”

      “Aldrich said not to keep him waiting,” he said loudly.

      “Aw, you’re no fun,” I said with a laugh.

      Picking up my tray, I left my friends to their lunch and made my way out of the kitchens, overly conscious that people were looking. I wasn’t hard to miss with my purple hair…which seemed to grow more purple as time went by.

      Aldrich was waiting just where Jackson said he would.

      He was standing outside the council chamber—it was just a glorified conference room, really—his hands clasped behind his back and a faraway look in his eyes.

      “Aldrich?”

      He turned and smiled when he saw me. “Scarlett. Good, you’re here.”

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “You’re being given a new assignment,” he said, ushering me towards the door.

      “My new assignment?”

      Aldrich nodded. “Now that things have quietened down, it’s time for you to settle into the day to day of a Natural.”

      “And that means—”

      “Patrols, reconnaissance—”

      I sighed. “I have to go out on patrol?”

      “Not every day is a step towards the end game,” he replied with a smile. “Patrolling may seem like a step down from the battles you’ve already fought, but it’s an extremely important part of our operation.”

      Not to mention it taught me patience, vigilance, and how to read the signs of demon habitation. Problem was, it was boring as hell.

      “What about the alpha site?” I asked, referring to the main research facility that housed the Human Convergence Project—the program which developed the demon mutation that’d been infecting innocent humans and Naturals, including Jackson and Madeleine. Wilder and I had destroyed the beta site, but there was more out there.

      “We’re still searching for it,” Aldrich replied.

      Remembering the shadowy figures I’d fought at the Academy, I shivered. With Human Convergence still a threat, it made decoding that Codex page even more important. Misgivings aside, my tiny shard of Arondight wouldn’t be enough to turn the tide—we needed the whole thing.

      “So, when do I start my fancy new assignment?” I asked.

      “As soon as possible.”

      “I bet Wilder is thrilled,” I drawled. I knew patrolling and grunt work was his least favourite thing to do, kind of like no one in their right mind liked a hole in the head.

      “Unfortunately, Wilder will not be joining you.”

      I blinked, confusion catching my tongue.

      “You are being assigned a new partner,” Aldrich went on. “No less capable, but new to the city. He comes highly recommended.”

      I didn’t care about recommendations. “I always thought… I mean, we work so well together, I assumed…”

      “I know. I would have liked for him to be your partner, but he requested other duties. No less important, however.” Aldrich ushered me forwards.

      Wilder had requested not to be my partner? I knew things had become a little weird between us, but I thought we’d worked past that. Ever since I’d come back from the Academy, our relationship had been better. He seemed to be happy with Greer, and I was working on my work/life balance. I’d even made some reasonable progress towards ‘getting over it’.

      “We need your help more than ever, Scarlett,” Aldrich said. I wondered if he sensed my anger because I sure as hell felt it. “We’re grieving but also in damage control mode. Protocols need to be changed, patrol routes, security, the works. There’s no telling what the One did while he was in control of Brax’s body.”

      “If he knew how to hit us where it hurt, then we’d already be gone,” I argued.

      “Perhaps, but our people are still in danger.” He was right, but I was still stinging from the revelation I wasn’t good enough for Wilder. “Something is stopping the One from coming into this world entirely. Until we figure out what that is, we have to continue doing what we’ve been doing.”

      “And that’s patrolling,” I said with a groan.

      Aldrich gave me a stern look. “And giving your new partner a chance.”

      I glanced at the door. “They’re in there, aren’t they?”

      He nodded. “And can likely hear every word we’re saying.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve humiliated myself in front of the council.”

      “And no doubt the last.”

      “Ouch.”

      He grinned and shook his head. “You left yourself open to that one.”

      Opening the door, he waited for me to step inside before following. A man was sitting at the head of the table, though he stood when he saw us.

      “Scarlett, this is Hunter,” Aldrich said, waving a hand at the new arrival. “He’s transferred from the New York Sanctum.”

      The man extended his hand and I stared at it. He was tall with an athletic build and muscled, but not as heavyset as Wilder. His haircut had a hipster vibe to it—his blond hair was slicked back, showing the shaved back and sides—and he had a pout on him that a social media ‘influencer’ would be jealous of. He had that bad boy, just out of nappies, cockiness to him that was already rubbing me the wrong way and he hadn’t spoken a single word.

      Hunter grimaced and pulled his hand back. “Nice to meet you, too,” he said with a broad American accent.

      “I didn’t know we came in American,” I declared. All that was missing was the sneer.

      “I didn’t know we came in purple, but it’s a brave new world, I suppose.”

      I snorted. It wasn’t the guy’s fault—I was pissed at Wilder for not wanting to work with me anymore.

      “This is going as well as I thought it would,” Aldrich drawled. “I suggest you two get to know one another because you’re going out on patrol tomorrow night.”

      “Tomorrow?” I exclaimed.

      “Tomorrow.” Aldrich’s tone suggested we were dismissed, and Hunter nodded towards the door.

      “Let’s take a walk,” he said to me.

      Sighing, I strode out of the council chamber and down the hall with the newbie on my heels.

      “It’s not that bad,” he said. “I’ve got five years’ experience on the streets of New York.”

      “Great. That means you’re still in nappies.”

      “I’ve got more experience than you, Arondight girl.”

      I spun on my heel. “Arondight girl?”

      His lips quirked and he leaned towards me. “Got your attention, didn’t I.”

      Looking him over, I sighed. There was no getting out of this, so I had to suck it up and deal. One thing I’d learned the hard way, was that things happened for a reason around here—and there had better be a good one behind this.

      “Fine,” I said. “If we’re going out on patrol together, I want to see how you fight.”

      “Likewise.”

      “I’ll meet you at the gym in twenty.”

      “Deal.” He grinned as he sized me up.

      Rolling my eyes, I turned my back on him and made my way towards my room.

      Jackson was waiting at the end of the hall. Clearly, he’d witnessed the entire exchange because he looked as if he was trying not to laugh.

      “What?” I asked with a scowl. “It’s so not my day today.”

      “Who’s that guy?”

      “My new partner.”

      Jackson craned his neck, his gaze following Hunter down the hall. “What happened to Wilder?”

      “He requested other duties.” I snorted and curled my lip. “Now I’m hosting the exchange student.”

      “Wilder doesn’t want to be your partner anymore?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “I’d call him an arsehole, but maybe that’s a good thing. Distance from the guy who broke your heart will save you from getting a court martial.”

      “There’s no such thing as getting a court martial in the Natural-verse,” I told him.

      “Well, I’m sure there’s an equivalent.”

      Yeah, it was called locking up the key to finding Arondight in the vaults. I should probably be thankful I was getting an assignment at all.

      “C’mon,” he said, “I’ll walk with you.”

      We turned down the hall and started towards the dormitories, passing several Naturals on the way.

      “Have you had any more luck with finding the alpha site?” I asked, trying to take my mind off my problems.

      “We’ve got a couple of leads.”

      “Which are?”

      “There was an Infernal sighting in Brixton and one in Shoreditch,” he replied, “but nothing solid.”

      “Brixton?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “If I was going to hide a high-tech secret laboratory somewhere, I’d pick the most unlikely place in the whole city.”

      I sighed, suddenly feeling exhausted with the whole purple arrangement. “What am I doing, Jackson?”

      “Your best,” he replied. “We’re all a little on edge after the attack at the Academy.”

      “Which is why I’m getting anxious. I’m no closer to decoding that Codex page and finding the stones and now, I’m going out on patrol. I don’t even know if finding Arondight is the right thing anymore.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be the right thing?”

      “It’s got a fifty-fifty success rate.”

      Jackson humphed. “You want to know what I think?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      “The way I see it, we’re all going to have to take a life or death risk to end this thing. The Naturals can’t keep going on like they have. You need—”

      “Arondight.”

      “I was going to say a miracle, but that works, too. You’re going to have to find that sword and take the risk.”

      I slumped my shoulders as we reached my room. “First, I’ve gotta deal with Hunter.”

      “Give the guy a chance,” he said. “Put it this way…you could’ve been partnered with Thompson.”

      “Good point.” I shuddered, remembering the time I beat Aiden’s brother’s arrogant attitude into a pulp.

      “Things will work out, Scarlett,” Jackson said giving me a warm hug. “I’ve got a good feeling.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      It’d been a while since I’d walked the streets of London.

      Hunter was beside me, his hood pulled over his head and the night casting long shadows between the buildings. I didn’t know how they patrolled in New York, but it seemed different from here. People said everything was bigger in America, so I supposed that came into play when it came to demon hunting.

      We passed by Brixton underground station, dodging the stream of commuters going in and out. They didn’t see us, of course. Cloaking was another thing I hadn’t done it a while, and it felt odd to be invisible in a sea of people. There was a metaphor about being one in a crowd I was forgetting, but it didn’t seem important now.

      “So that’s Brixton Academy,” Hunter said as we lingered on the footpath.

      He was staring up at the concert venue with excitement. A gig must have just finished, because there were punters leaving in droves. Checking out the sign, I saw the Dropkick Murphys had been on the bill. They were an American Irish punk band and I found myself wishing I’d had tickets, but the life of concerts, clubbing, and general mischief I’d lived had been left in the past.

      “Music fan?” I asked, scanning the crowd for signs of demonic activity. It’d been a quiet night so far.

      “Big time. You?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose so.”

      “Yeah? Who’s your favourite band?”

      The last thing I wanted to do was make small talk. “I heard there was an Infernal sighting around here, so stay sharp.”

      Hunter nodded and returned his gaze to the people milling about the footpath. A group of punks passed us, their studded leather jackets and mohawks drawing my gaze. When I was a teenager, their rebellious and fun nature attracted me to their alternative way of thinking, but now I knew what the world was really like, and now they seemed to be part of some alien race.

      Sometimes I wished I could go back, but other times I thought about the things I could do with my Light and knew I’d never be content with existence without it.

      A twinge of Darkness tugged at my senses and I nudged Hunter’s arm with my elbow. “Eight o’clock,” I murmured.

      Hunter glanced to our left. “Infernal by the looks of it.”

      “Has it clocked us?”

      “Yes, but it doesn’t seem to know we’ve made it.”

      I grunted and urged him forwards. We should probably let it stalk us for a while to see what it did, or at least get it away from this crowd—it was Natural patrolling one-oh-one. Wilder had taught me all about it, then I’d picked up some finer points at the Academy.

      “I’ll flank it,” Hunter said.

      “No,” I hissed. “We need to draw it away from these people.”

      Hunter didn’t seem interested in listening, though. He was already melting away into the crowd, doubling back so he could confront the demon head on.

      There was a commotion behind me, and I turned to see Hunter dragging the target—a possessed man who was wearing a Dropkick Murphys T-shirt—towards an alley, bumping into groups of startled humans as they went.

      Swearing, I followed the ‘invisible to human eyes’ chaos. What in the hell did he think he was doing?

      I lost sight of them as they moved around the edge of a closed sandwich shop, but I could hear the scuffle which was muffled by our cloak. They were fighting and it sounded like Hunter was losing.

      I broke out into a run and skidded around the corner just in time to see the demon hurl Hunter at the wall. He collided with a sickening thud and fell to the ground, flat on his face.

      Cursing his stupidity, I brought my arondight blade to life, purple sparks trailing behind me, and walked towards the demon. Its black eyes turned to me.

      “Infernal,” I said, glaring at it, “you better get your parasitic arse out of that body before I force you out of it.” I was so not in the mood for an exorcism tonight. I hadn’t done one since that time with Wilder at Camden Markets, so I hoped I remembered the incantation. Latin wasn’t my strong suit.

      Hunter groaned and shoved himself to his knees. The Infernal hissed at me and leapt through the air, landing on the Natural and shoving him back down.

      “Arondight,” it cried.

      “Honestly, I’m getting sick of that sword.”

      “Where is it?”

      “They always ask about Arondight,” I muttered. “I feel neglected.” Luckily, I’d had the foresight to stash a cold iron throwing knife up my sleeve. I loosened it and it slipped into my palm.

      “You’ve got until the count of three,” I told it. “Then I’m cutting you loose.”

      “You can’t threaten me, Natural,” the demon hissed and spat like an enraged cat, then fisted its hand into Hunter’s hair. Wrenching his head back, the creature bared its teeth. It wasn’t as confronting as a lesser demon—Infernals were just a smoky essence in a very much alive human—but it didn’t mean I could let my guard down.

      “Don’t give it anything,” Hunter cried.

      “The only thing I intend to give that thing is what’s coming to it,” I declared.

      “And what’s that?” the Infernal asked, tilting its head to the side.

      Curling my lip, I threw the knife, pushing the blade through the air with a pulse of Light. The demon’s head snapped back as the cold iron imbedded into its forehead. Its grip loosened on Hunter before it landed on its back with a thud.

      Hunter gasped, staring up at me. “Holy shit.”

      I readied my Arondight blade, but the Infernal didn’t seem to want to let
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