
        
            [image: cover]
        

    








Curse Corrupted

 

(A Gallows Novel)

 

 

 

SHARON STEVENSON






Copyright

 

 

Sharon Stevenson
asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this
work.

 

Copyright © Sharon
Stevenson 2013

 


 


Smashwords Edition

 

 

All rights reserved.
Thank you for buying an authorized edition and for complying with
copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any
part of it in any form without permission of the author.

 

 

This book is a work of
fiction and includes the creation of fictional towns. Any
resemblance to real persons or places is purely coincidental.

 

Cover art by Indie
Designz

http://indiedesignz.com

 

Formatting by Polgarus
Studio

http://polgarusstudio.com


 







To Dad

[image: tmp_12d93882b33abdece187b7ab3d7a4ec9_VUjkfC_html_513c65ea.jpg]

You’ll always be my
very own daddy.


Other Works
by

Sharon Stevenson

The Gallows
Novels:

Blood Bound

Demon Divided

Fate Fallen

Curse Corrupted

Hell Halved

Spirit Splintered

Heaven & Hell
(coming soon)

Reality Ruptured
(coming soon)

Prophecy Passed (coming
soon)

 

[image: tmp_12d93882b33abdece187b7ab3d7a4ec9_VUjkfC_html_78d33c3d.jpg]

 

The After Death
Series:

Raised: Part One

Raised: Part Two

Raised: Part Three

Raised: Part Four
(coming soon)

 

[image: tmp_12d93882b33abdece187b7ab3d7a4ec9_VUjkfC_html_78d33c3d.jpg]

 

At Hell’s Gates
Anthologies:

At Hell’s Gates:
Existing Worlds (Gallows short story: Welcome to Hell)

At Hell’s Gates:
Origins of Evil (stand alone horror short: Forget Me Never)

At Hell’s Gates: Bound
by Blood (stand alone horror short: Monster)

 

[image: tmp_12d93882b33abdece187b7ab3d7a4ec9_VUjkfC_html_78d33c3d.jpg]

 

Saint’s Grove
Standalone Paranormal Romance:

Heart (Book 10 of
12)

 

All Saint’s Grove
Novels in Series Order:

Immortal Ties by
Jennifer Malone Wright

Hearts Aligning by
Miranda Hardy

Her Forbidden Knight by
Carly Fall

Racing Time by
Elizabeth Kirke

Crossing Time by M.H.
Soars

Across the Universe by
Elise Marion

The Ghost and the Belle
by Rose Shababy

All Dragons’ Eve by
Casse NaRome

Worlds Apart by Amy
Richie

Heart by Sharon
Stevenson

Enchanted Souls by Tia
Silverthorne Bach

Thy Heart’s Desire by
P.T. Macias

 

[image: tmp_12d93882b33abdece187b7ab3d7a4ec9_VUjkfC_html_78d33c3d.jpg]

 

Forthcoming works:

The Gallows Novels and
After Death series are expected to be completed by the end of 2017.
Release dates for the remaining books are still to be
announced.

 

Sign up to Sharon’s
newsletter to be the first to know about release dates and new
works:

http://sharonstevensonauthor.com/newsletter/


Chapter
One

The vampire thrashed
in his arms. She twisted her neck and snapped at his shoulder. Her
fangs sank into his flesh, his collarbone preventing them from
sinking deep. The bite tickled a little. Ben grinned when she
gagged and pulled back.

“Taste something nasty,
Doll?”

She hissed at him, his
blood running down her chin. He threw her down and slammed the door
shut behind them. Sunlight seared through the open curtains onto
the tiny couch. She hissed some more when she saw that, backing
away quickly and pressing her body tight into the darkest corner of
the living room.

“You’re not going
anywhere for a while, so don’t get any stupid ideas.”

She stared up at him,
glowing amber eyes wide in fear. If she didn’t know what he was by
the taste of his blood, she at least suspected he was something
more than human. He wasn’t easy prey for the demon inside of
her.

“I’ve got a job for
you.”

She retracted her
vampire face and wiped at the blood on her chin, looking every inch
a fragile teenager when she gazed back up at him. “A… job? I don’t
get it.”

“A human lives
here.”

She glanced around the
room, a spark of interest lighting up her bright blue human
eyes.

“He’ll be home in a few
hours.” He knew that, beyond doubt. Every Monday afternoon Ray left
Sarah’s house in the woods and came home to the flat. He didn’t
sleep there anymore, and he hadn’t for a while now. He checked on
the office a few times a week and raided the store when he needed
parts. He came into the flat on Mondays to clean. The guy was
nothing if not predictable.

Ben felt a grin pulling
at the corners of his mouth.

“What’s the job?” Her
suspicions were raised.

“I want you to kill
him.”

“Why?”

“I don’t care how you
do it. Just make sure it’s done. You can leave when it gets
dark.”

She sat up straighter.
“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

She smiled. There was
nowhere she could run to right now. The sun was scorching the sky.
All he was really asking her to do was wait around for room
service. She got it, and she didn’t care enough to press the big
bad super-human for insignificant details.

He left her in Ray’s
flat and picked out the perfect spot in the warehouse to wait him
out. The trap door was partially hidden under a unit of shelving
with old rusty pieces of metal on it. He doubted it was anything
belonging to the IT business. He was careful to wedge the door open
just enough to get inside. It just missed the bottom shelf.

He slipped into the
darkness of the basement. So many plans brewed just taking in the
endlessly dark space. His enhanced sight made out the corners, then
the room. He could smell blood, old and less than intoxicating. It
was too dark to see it, but he knew the basement had to be covered
in bloody stains. There were no bodies, but the room had tasted
more blood than he ever had…

He closed his eyes,
shutting those thoughts down. The memory of Sarah’s sweet taste
lingered in his mouth. He sat on the cold stone staircase. The cool
dark room reminded him of his cage in Sarah’s basement. It wasn’t
as good a hiding place as he’d thought.

His enhanced hearing
listened out, waiting for the sound of the human’s footsteps. They
wouldn’t be loud, but Ben would hear them.

His phone vibrated in
his pocket, snapping his concentration in half. He snatched it up
and looked at it. Melissa was calling him. He ended the call. She
sent him a message; he only looked at for lack of anything better
to do.

Where the hell are
you?

He had to smile. Poor
little Mess, always out of the loop. He supposed he shouldn’t have
encouraged her. The slut had fallen for his bullshit without
question.

The plan starts
now. His lips twisted.

I’m supposed to be
there.

Sorry, sweetie, I
couldn’t wait.

Damn it, Ben!

I’ll tell you all
about it later, gorgeous.

That shut her up. He
put his phone away and turned his attention back to his hearing.
The footsteps were so light when they came, he couldn’t be sure he
wasn’t hearing things. That is, until he heard the door to the flat
opening.

He stood, waiting. The
guy didn’t scream. He hadn’t been certain of that. The sound of
something glass breaking told him Ray was putting up a fight. He
expected nothing less. Opening the trap door, he moved back out
into the storage area. It took a few seconds for his eyes to
readjust to the light. He looked up at the staircase to the flat.
The door was open, just a crack.

Any second now, it
should be opening fully. When it did, he smiled at the victor.

“I should have known,”
Ray said, coming down the steps looking pissed as hell.

“That was quicker than
I would have thought. Less than two minutes. Well done,” Ben told
him, barely suppressing a smirk.

“What the hell do you
think you’re doing?” He was coming at him like he wanted a
fight.

Ben raised an eyebrow.
“I’m only preparing you.”

“She’ll kill you when
she finds out you did this.”

Ben took in the pissed
off glower, the unshaven face and the mess of long dark dreadlocks.
The guy wasn’t the slightest bit scary, and he wasn’t competition
either. His bared muscular arms were a joke. He’d only bested the
vampire because Sarah had taught him how.

“You’re going to tell
her you almost died?”

“I didn’t…”

Ben smashed his fist
into Ray’s face, far too quickly for the guy to react. He’d been
hoping the loser would start the fight, but in the end that didn’t
matter. He launched another punch, hitting his stomach and bringing
him to his knees. The guy didn’t get a chance to fight back, but it
wouldn’t matter if he had. Ben was stronger, and he didn’t feel
physical pain anymore; he hadn’t since he was human.

“You were saying?” He
let himself smirk this time, and it felt good. “She can’t kill me.
You know that. She would have before now if she could.”

Ray stayed on his
knees, a pained look on his face.

Ben smiled tightly.
“I’ll kill you if you breathe a word about this to her.”

“What… do you
want?”

“You know what I want.”
He walked away, satisfied his point was made.


Chapter
Two

Sunlight was breaking
through the trees when they got to the site. Sarah’s directions had
been less than perfect, but they’d had the burnt-toffee witch-magic
trail to follow. Shaun stopped at the clearing, shocked at the
ceremonial trappings of the burial site. Wooden crosses had been
hammered into the ground, black candles around them still burning
somehow. The spell was keeping them going, most likely. He watched
Sarah step over one of the crosses.

“I don’t know if
that’s… a great idea,” he said, sighing to himself as she smiled
brightly back at him.

“It’s all ceremonial
hoo-doo, scaredy-cat. None of this is based on real magic,” she
said, moving swiftly towards the hole in the ground. “Yikes. Gran
was for real.”

There was a dead body
then. He shuddered and stayed right where he was. Sarah turned and
shot him one of her annoyed looks.

“Shaun, get over
here.”

“I’m on a break,” he
muttered, leaning against a tree.

“Don’t be a
polly-precious-pants.” She got on her knees next to the grave,
reaching down.

The shivers he felt
weren’t leaving. “Since when do we investigate murders,
anyway?”

“Since there’s magic
involved and the victims aren’t human,” she said, glancing up.
“Duh.”

Sarah’s blue eyes were
bright, framed by the dark make-up she refused to stop wearing. Her
sandy blonde hair was as messy as his was, but it looked good on
her somehow. His was an unruly state he could do nothing with. It
was aggravating that their colouring was the only real tell that
they were related. She’d gotten all the luck in the looks
department. Shaun rubbed at the scars around his glass eye
absently. He took a breath and stepped over the creepy ritualistic
items to walk to the grave.

“I don’t like this,” he
said.

Sarah glanced up as he
got closer. “Come tell me if this looks like what I think it
does.”

“What do you think it
looks like exactly? Besides a dead body.”

“Just come see.”

He got to the grave. He
didn’t want to look down. Sarah was wiping at something on the
body.

“Did someone dig it
up?” His stomach turned as he stared off through the woods.

“Someone didn’t finish
burying her,” Sarah said, something shining in her hand.

His gaze landed on the
pendant. “Great. Black Magic.”

“Which means?”

“Sacrifice of some
kind,” he said, looking down at the girl in the hole. “What was
she?”

“Werewolf,” Sarah told
him. “Killed by a witch. Weird. Usually that turns out the other
way around.”

Shaun glanced at the
girl again, a twinge of horror taking hold of him. She had dark
hair but her skin was pale, and she really didn’t look anything
like Rebecca. He breathed a sigh of relief. Sarah gave him a funny
look. He shrugged and walked away, checking out the still burning
candles.

“What’s up with you,
anyway?”

“Nothing,” he lied,
wondering about Rebecca for about the millionth time since she
hadn’t shown up to meet him at that stupid nightclub. He’d
attempted to pick up her trail several times, but he hadn’t found
her and she hadn’t made any more visits to their house.

“Liar, liar, pants on
fire, hair sticks up like a telephone wire,” she sang, getting up
and dusting herself off. “So… can you pick up anything?”

He frowned at her.

“What is up with you
today, seriously?” She poked at his arm. “Are you awake in there?
Can you catch the witches trail?”

His frown deepened as
he attempted it. The magic seemed to be contained to the burial
site. “Uh, no.”

“Damn. Neither can I.
It’s like she left it here when she… teleportation. I’d bet my left
nut if I had one.”

“Right then, case
solved. Dinner time. Let’s go.”

She snorted. “Don’t be
an idiot.”

She took out her phone
and dialled. He listened in, wishing he was somewhere else.

“Hey, Flicky,” she
started, walking away. “Can you… wait I can’t hear… Right, that’s
better. I’ve got something to ask…”

Shaun zoned out,
thinking about Rebecca. She was the first real prospect he’d had in
ages. Sure there was the whole tracker being bound thing, but the
more he thought about pursuing that the less he was sure about it.
He was afraid he’d find some fourteen-year-old girl he wasn’t
supposed to meet for five years and end up totally creeped out by
the prospect. He got the shudders just thinking about it.

“Damn. No one? Really.
Pen isn’t… Are you sure? What about Suze?” She went on like that
for a few minutes, even mentioning Red Carling’s wife. When she
hung up with a sigh he knew it was going to be a long day.

“Well, Flicky hasn’t
sold any teleports, and Pen is supposedly behaving herself. Some
witch we don’t know is doing this.”

“Fantastic,” Shaun
said, folding his arms. “Where the hell do we go from here?”

She shrugged. “I’d say
home. Mum will call Gwen if she hasn’t already. The cops will need
to do their thing and then maybe we’ll get called back for the
witch hunt.”

He snorted. “Witch
hunt?”

“Whatever you want to
call it. There are no clues here.”

“Right, let’s go then.
Have you got any teleports left?” He’d gotten slightly overly
dependent on them when Roman was around annoying the hell out of
him.

“Nope. Why don’t you
call on one of your fairy servants?”

“Ha ha.”

“You’re a Knight,
Shaun. You’re practically royalty.” She was only winding him up but
it still made him uncomfortable.

“Hardly.”

She shrugged. “Hey, if
you don’t want to take advantage of your perks that’s your call.
I’d say it’s an hour back into town and then half an hour on the
train back home…”

“Aw, shut up.” His
stomach grumbled at him. She was exaggerating; the walk home was
half an hour at most. He wasn’t calling on Roman for that, and
there was no way Katie would give him a lift just because he was
feeling lazy.

“Your call, scary-face.
I heard an awesome song on the radio this morning.” She started
clearing her throat.

“Jesus Christ, no!”

She started singing
cheerfully and tunelessly as she skipped through the woods. He
slowed down to be a little farther out of her vocal reach but she
only sang louder.

“Shut up,” he grumbled,
seriously considering Roman. The guy would only bug him to give
Teri messages from him though. He wasn’t being a go-between,
especially when Teri didn’t want to hear Roman’s bullshit. He
didn’t think their friendship was strong enough to withstand that
kind of aggravation. He hadn’t heard from her in months
besides.

“Hurry up, idiot-brain!
I smell witch!” Sarah yelled, sprinting onwards.

He rushed after her,
stumbling to catch up.


Chapter
Three

Home, was there any
better feeling? Ben didn’t think he’d ever feel this good about it
but his old life was a million miles away from his new one. The
torture of the turning was worth it, after all. He opened the door
and headed straight for the kitchen. The noises told him that was
where Beth was. Sure enough he found his witch stirring something
on the hob, dinner by the enticing smell. She glanced up, big eyes
twinkling as her full lips gave him a smile.

“You’re home,” she said
as if she was surprised.

“Where’s Red?” He liked
to know, but his former maker didn’t like to tell him.

“Oh, he’s out stirring
up trouble. The usual,” she said with a shrug that was effortlessly
graceful.

He came up behind her
and looked over her shoulder. “That smells amazing.”

“It won’t be ready for
a while,” she warned, even as he put his finger in the sauce and
brought it out to taste it. The heat didn’t cause him any pain, and
it was worth it for the shocked look on her beautiful face.

“I was thinking…”

“It’s better if you
don’t.”

He smiled. “I can’t
help it.”

“I’m not available,”
she reminded, flashing the rings Red used to bind her to him.

He put his hands on her
hips and kissed her neck from behind. She tensed, like she always
did at first.

“We could run away
together.” He felt her relax against him, seduced by the thoughts
he put in her daydreaming head. “Just you and me. Leave all this
behind.”

He wrapped his arms
around her and buried his head in her soft dark hair.

“He would kill us,” she
whispered.

“I wouldn’t let him. I
want to be with you. Properly.”

“If this is about sex
you can sleep with Mess,” she snapped.

“I don’t want that
slut. I love you.”

She pushed his arms
away and went over to the counter by the sink. He watched her pick
up a knife and start chopping vegetables. He was disappointed, but
it didn’t matter. He knew she felt the same way about him even if
she refused to say it.

“Can I help?”

She turned and shook
her head.

“You deserve better
than this,” he tried.

She went back to
chopping. He left her to it, knowing he’d talk her around sometime.
If Mess hadn’t been in the house she’d have relaxed enough to kiss
him at least. It had only happened once so far but he was sure that
was just the beginning. He went up the stairs to see his
‘girlfriend’.

“Mess,” he called out,
tapping at her door.

“Go away!”

“Don’t you want to hear
how it went?”

He grinned when he
heard her get up. She unlocked the door, but she hesitated a minute
before she opened it. Her pale face was tired. She let go of the
door and let him into the room, going back to sit on her bed in the
short silky robe that showed off her slender legs.

“So?” She gave him an
expectant look.

He closed the door and
came over to the bed. “You don’t look well.”

She folded her arms.
“It’s not working.”

Her idiotic plan to
goad her dad into killing her had so many holes in it he wasn’t the
slightest bit surprised she’d had no success. He reached out and
brushed a strand of her long red hair out of her face. “It will
work.”

She rolled her dark
eyes. “What the hell would you know?”

He smiled at her as
warmly as he could manage. He thought about Beth kissing him
back.

Mess sat up, letting
her robe fall open. Her pale skin showed up starkly, almost sickly,
against the black silk. She gave Ben one of her old seductive
looks. He pushed back a sigh.

“I could use some
cheering up,” she told him.

“Sweetie,” he said,
“that won’t make you feel better.”

“I need to feel…
something.”

“I care about you,
Mess. I want to be the one to love you when your curse breaks. I
know I will. We just have to be patient.” He looked at her,
imagining her step-mother’s perfectly formed face in front of him.
“If you have to, I’m okay with you finding some other guy until
then.”

She frowned at him.
“Are you a virgin, Ben? You really act like it sometimes.”

“I just want it to be
special with you. It’ll ruin things if we sleep together now.”

She pulled her robe
closed and slumped back into her pillows with a weary sigh. “I’m
tired of waiting.”

“We’ll find a way to
force his hand, I promise.”

“So what happened
then?”

“The plan worked. We’ll
destroy the Gallows yet.”

She smiled. “Good.
Don’t leave me out of it next time.”

“I won’t,” he said,
getting up.

“Are you leaving?”

“I need to clean up for
dinner.”

She looked so lost.

He smiled at her sadly.
“I don’t mind if you want to go and meet one of those guys from
school. Just… spare me the details.”

She got up, going to
her wardrobe. He kept his smile to himself, wondering if he had
some left over powers of compulsion. He didn’t think so, and that
only made him want to laugh.

She glanced at him.
“You can leave now unless you want to see me pick out underwear for
Steve to rip off me?”

He retreated quickly,
grinning inanely when he made the hallway. He waited in his room
until she was gone. Her dad kept nocturnal hours since she’d
started trying to provoke him. Ben had all night alone to work on
his lady love.


Chapter
Four

The smell didn’t quite
match the magic at the kill site. Sarah’s senses desperately wanted
it to match, but it just didn’t. The trail ended near the path into
the woods. The witch’s broken body was strewn right across the
path, in full view of the street and the houses across the road.
She hadn’t been there when Sarah and Shaun had come into the
woods.

Sarah rushed over,
stopping when she saw the pentagram.

“Shit!” She moved back,
staying alert and checking for other scents in the witch’s magic.
The black magic was only trace, and there was nothing else, not
even a hint of the killer’s magic.

“What is… Oh. Shit.”
Shaun said, crashing to a halt beside her.

“Could you be any
louder, idiot brain?” She slapped his arm and moved around the
body. “This just happened. Call Mum. This is a bigger
problem than we…”

She caught a hint of
dark magic in the air and took off after it. Something funny was
going on and she was going to find out what if it killed her, even
if she preferred to kill it. The trail led back to the murder site.
Sarah stopped, seeing the bloody letters freshly painted on the
tree in front of her.

If you can read this
you are marked for death.

“Not quite as funny as
‘you’re staring too closely’ but whatever,” she said to no-one in
particular.

The creepy-as-hell
feeling the message gave her hadn’t left by the time Shaun trudged
up behind her.

“I called Mum. Gwen
just showed up. Nearly shat myself. You could have warned me she
likes to teleport.”

“Can you read that,
Shaun?” She pointed to the tree.

“Eh, I don’t ‘read’
bark. What the hell is…” He pointed at her jacket.

She looked down. There
was a dusty burn mark on the front of her grey leather biker
jacket. She rubbed at it, but it wouldn’t wipe off. “Aw, man, this
was new!”

“It looks like an ‘M’.
That’s weird. Isn’t that…”

“The mark of
Maleficous. Crap, no double crap.” She looked up as Gwen
approached.

The woman raised an
eyebrow. She’d locked onto the M instantly.

“Oh dear,” she
murmured.

“But that’s just…”
Shaun started, shutting up when Gwen drew him a stony look.

“You have a day before
they come for you,” she told Sarah.

“A day before what?”
Shaun looked typically confused.

Sarah felt her skin
cool, blood draining from her face. “Before I end up like the
werewolf in that grave back there.”

“This is not the work
of an individual,” Gwen told them, unhappy gaze fixed on Sarah’s
mark. “It’s too organised. I suspect a coven or a group within a
coven.”

“What do we do?”

“We use this as a
chance to catch them,” Sarah said, glancing to Gwen for her
confirmation.

“I’ll need to contact
your mother but, yes, that’s about the best option we have right
now.”

Sarah brushed at the
mark. It still didn’t fade.

Shaun was giving her
his most annoying concerned face. She ignored it and tried not to
think about the complete lack of defences she had against witch
craft.

“Perhaps Susan could
help?” Gwen suggested.

“Aw hell, no,” Shaun
muttered.


Chapter
Five

Beth was putting the
lid on the pot when Ben walked back into the kitchen.

“Alone at last.”

She glanced up, giving
him a small smile. “You risk your life making these advances.”

“They’re worth it.”

“What makes you so sure
I won’t tell Red you’re trying to win me over?”

“Would he really
care?”

She gazed past him for
a moment. “I’m his property. So yes, I believe he would.”

“You’re no-one’s
property.” He moved towards her, and she backed away.

“You look at me like
I’m prey,” she told him, stopping him dead in his tracks.

“That’s not what I mean
to…”

“It’s what you’re
doing.”

“You look after me.
Why?”

She smiled; the
smallest of twitches could bring her beauty out like a blossoming
rose, transforming it from serene to heart-stopping in mere
moments.

“I see who you are.
What’s in your heart,” she told him. “It saddens me.”

“You’re what’s in my
heart.”

She shook her head.
“Revenge is what makes you burn. Hatred lives deep inside. There is
love there, but it is much too twisted to identify.”

She saw more than he
thought. Regret filled him. “What will it take for you to love me
back?”

“Too much to ask,” she
told him. “It can never be so it’s best that you let this go. Hold
on to your hatred. Exact your revenge. Maybe it’ll help you, maybe
it won’t. It’s all you’ve got.”

“I’ve got you. Don’t
tell me I don’t.”

The door closed behind
him, the cold floor hard against his face. The beating hadn’t hurt,
not even when Red had cut him open and taken things out of him to
examine. He’d felt internal organs re-grow, and it felt odd. He
hadn’t known that was possible. All he’d known was that Melissa had
made him what he was, and she’d know what he was now that the demon
had left his body.

He moved, but the
chains held him tight to the floor. When the door opened, he hardly
expected to see the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes
on.

“Who are you?” He’d
asked, unable to take his eyes from her.

She sat down beside
him, carefully in her tight little dress. “Wouldn’t you rather ask
what Red was doing?”

“I don’t care about
that,” he insisted. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“I’m… my name is
Beth. I live here.”

“Oh. You’re
not…”

She shook her head,
brushing his hair from his eyes. “I’m…”

She bit at her lip. He
knew right then she was about to tell him something she
shouldn’t.

“I’m technically
Red’s wife. He bought me.”

“You’re a
slave?”

She frowned, looking
past him.

“Sorry,” he told
her.

“I shouldn’t have
come down here.”

“Why did
you?”

“I wanted to see if
you were okay. Red went out. He was covered in your blood.”

Ben watched her
shiver, and he wanted to hold her. There was something so frail
about her. He felt instinctively protective. “I’m cold.”

“You lost too much
blood. It will replenish, given time, but you will heal faster if I
feed you.”

He looked at her as
she brought a knife out of her pocket and put it to her hand.

“No!” his urgency
stopped her.

She stared at him.
“You’ll heal faster. You’ll feel better.”

“Don’t cut yourself
for me.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll be okay, I’ll
heal without it. Even if I don’t I wouldn’t let you cut
yourself.”

She cocked her head at
him, looking at him curiously. “I don’t mind.”

“Don’t do it. I’ll
live.”

She put the knife away
slowly. “You’re the first to refuse help.”

“A lot of people get
tortured down here, right?”

She nodded jerkily.
“Some of them deserved it. You didn’t.”

“How do you know
that?”

“I shouldn’t
say.”

“I won’t tell
anyone.” He pulled at his chains and smiled encouragingly.

“I would free you,
but I don’t know where the keys are,” she told him, touching the
chains.

“I don’t need to be
free. Just talk to me.”

“Talk?”

“You have a nice
voice. Tell me a story.”

She blinked and
finally smiled. “A story? I think I can manage that.”

He smiled back, and
she bent down quickly and kissed him. He kissed back but she sat
back up before he could really start enjoying it. She reached down
and rubbed at his lips, giving a shocked gasp when he kissed her
fingers.

“I got lipstick on
you,” she said quietly, withdrawing her hand. “I don’t know what I
was thinking.”

“I wasn’t
complaining.”

“Red would kill
you.”

“You really think
he’s not going to anyway?”

“I could… give him
reasons not to,” she said, frowning.

“What would I need
to do?”

“He wants rid of
those trackers, but it can’t be traced back to him. He’s working on
it. He might be open to help.”

Ben laughed. After
everything they wanted him to kill Sarah and her irate brother? He
found it hard to stop once he got started. She got to her feet, and
he worried she was about to leave.

“Don’t go.”

“You’ll
help?”

He nodded.

She smiled at him.
“He’ll be pleased.”

“What about
you?”

“I’m happy you won’t
die.”

“That’ll do, I
suppose,” he said with a grin.

She gazed at him, eyes
so full of hope. He knew he had no right to give her any. Not while
she was so completely bonded to Red.

“We met for a reason.
Tell me that much, at least.”

“You confuse me. I
don’t know how to feel when you say these things.”

He came close enough to
take her hand in his. The rings on it he grabbed hold of and slid
off.

“They come off. No bond
is unbreakable. There’s always a way. We just have to find it.”

He looked up at her,
straining to move as close to her as he could. This time when he
kissed her mouth, she didn’t pull away.


Chapter
Six

Ray was glad Sarah had
been called out to a job; it would save explaining his aching jaw
and chest. He knew they wouldn’t heal instantly like any injuries
she gained, but he could at least be up to his eyeballs on
painkillers by the time he had to see her again.

He cleaned up the mess
the vampire had made in his flat. It wasn’t much. He was thankful
for the single-glazed window that had crashed under her thrown
weight. The sunlight took care of the body, nothing but gunky black
liquefied remains were left amongst the glass out there.

He called a glazier a
town over who’d take a few hours to show but agreed to install
another single-glazed pane in place of the one broken. Ray breathed
a painful sigh of relief and raked his cupboards for the extra
strength painkillers he had stored away. Really, they were Dev’s
and he hoped his friend hadn’t bothered enough to raid the cupboard
before he moved out.

Floor boards creaked in
the other room. He grabbed the stake from his pocket and headed
towards the living room. Dev’s wide eyes greeted him, landing on
the stake. His mouth dropped open, revealing his tongue stud. “Holy
shit, man,” Dev said.

“Think of the devil,
and he appears,” Ray said, not even starting at his friend’s sudden
arrival. The mess outside probably spoke for itself.

“Was that… Did Sarah
kill a vampire here?” He glanced past Ray.

“She’s not here, and
she can’t find out about this.”

“Eh, what?”

“You heard me.” He put
the stake away.

Dev was still staring
at it. He blinked and shook his head when it went back into Ray’s
pocket. “You killed a vampire? Holy shit, man.”

“I think we’ve
established it’s a holy shit moment.”

“Aye, well. It’s still
not sinking in, like. What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t even. Tell me or
I tell Sarah.” He was folding his arms and pursing his lips.

Ray groaned internally.
He couldn’t tell Dev what really happened. If there was one
sure-fire way to make sure Sarah found out it was telling their
best friend. He’d already said far too much. It was time for some
damage control. “It was just a vampire, and you can’t tell
her.”

Dev frowned. “How no,
exactly? Was she not training you?”

“If she thinks I’m
being targeted how do you think she’ll react?” He folded his
arms.

The frown wasn’t for
leaving Dev’s face. His lips quirked. “I don’t know…”

It was probably time
for a deal sweetener. “Listen, it was a one time thing. The vampire
was one that got away the last training session we had. Must have
tracked me down to get even. I don’t want her worrying about me
over nothing. How ‘bout a camping trip?”

Dev’s eyes lit up.
“Camping? It’s been… Cool. Okay.”

It would serve two
purposes, keeping Dev occupied until he forgot about this and
giving Ray an excuse to keep his injuries hidden from Sarah until
they at least started to heal. It probably wasn’t ideal, but it was
the best that he could come up with right now.

Dev rushed over to the
broken window, looking out and shaking his head. “Holy shit…”

“If I give you booze
will you quit saying that?”

“Maybe. You could try.
It could be sudden onset turrets, though.”

Ray made for the
mini-fridge in the corner. As luck would have it there were still a
few bottles of Dev’s disgusting pink alcopops in there. He grabbed
the magnetic bottle opener off the front of the fridge and popped
the cap, passing Dev it as he moved back from the window.

“You should just tell
her,” Dev insisted before he took a lengthy swig of his drink. “Are
you not drinking?”

“I was looking for the
painkillers, actually.”

Dev’s eyes lit up.
“Ooh, what kind?”

“I wasn’t looking to
take them recreationally.”

“Boo,” Dev said,
snarling mildly.

“Did you leave
any?”

Dev shrugged, lifting
the TV remote and getting comfy on the couch. “Maybe. Don’t
remember.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“No problemo, Dredd.”
He switched the TV on, and Ray heard the loud theme tune to a
reality TV show he couldn’t stand starting up. The channels didn’t
flick. He cringed as he searched for the painkillers. If he had to
go and buy some, the good stuff, he’d have to go into Ravenstow and
it would take a while. He couldn’t chance missing the glazier. He
supposed he could trust Dev to deal with that.

He laughed out loud,
aggravating his sore jaw. Chances were Dev would run out of booze
and use the money he left to pay the glazier to go to the pub. He
could see it clearer than day. His fingers found the little plastic
bottle and he thanked Dev, and his forgetfulness, for the pills as
he popped two into his mouth. Wincing, he poured himself half a
glass of water. The pain that taking a sip caused was enough to
make him re-think any plans to eat or drink for the rest of the
day. He wished he could heal like Sarah could. He didn’t know how
he was going to get away with hiding this from her.

“Hey,” he said, sitting
down next to Dev carefully. “You think you can make like you’ve got
problems for a couple of days?”

Dev raised an inquiring
eyebrow. “Like I’ve got problems? What do you call having an
out of body vampire experience? Fun?”

He’d never mentioned it
since it happened. Ray held his sore stomach and laid his head back
on the couch. “We could talk about it?”

Dev frowned and shook
his head. He went back to drinking his pink alcohol and thankfully
started surfing channels. “So you want to blame me for needing to
go camping?”

Ray was only glad he
didn’t have to explain it. “We need a new tent, don’t we?”

“So you’re buying one?
Get a four man. I like my space.”

Ray smiled wryly. He’d
known Dev’s silence wouldn’t come cheap. It was nothing compared to
what telling Sarah would cost him, so he wasn’t going to complain.
They’d have to go to Ravenstow to buy the tent, and he could stock
up on painkillers at the same time.

The other part of his
slowly developing plan was going to be tough to swing. He didn’t
want to shut down the technical helpline and he didn’t really have
to, but he’d need to leave off house calls until he could move
around without visibly grimacing. It would only incite wild-fire
gossip, and Sarah would find out he was hurt the second she bumped
into one of the locals.

He’d need to just take
his work phone on the trip and try to solve any problems without
calling out to any houses.

“Maybe we should find a
place to camp out in Ravenstow,” he said, deciding their usual spot
might be a bit easy for Sarah to find on the off chance she decided
to surprise them.

“Aye, cool. So the
window’s open. That means I can smoke in the flat, right?”

Ray sighed. “Go
nuts.”

“Sound,” Dev said with
a grin. He produced a spliff and a lighter.

Ray watched his friend
light up, wondering when he’d lost his mind. He had to keep what
had happened with Ben to himself. He couldn’t tell Sarah. She’d
have to kill Ben and that would tear her up inside. He knew how
hard she’d worked to save him. Whatever Ben wanted, he’d have to
work it out and find a way to resolve the problem on his own. He
needed to find another way out of this and he needed it soon.


Chapter
Seven

Shaun got all the shit
jobs. He decided that the second he was designated discussing their
situation with Suze. The white witch turned dark was a stone-cold
bitch. He kicked at loose bits of gravel on the walk to her house.
She couldn’t just be out someplace nice and public. No, he had to
go poke the angry bear where she lived. Daylight was dwindling, and
he couldn’t seem to make himself care.

Suze lived in a
slightly smaller mansion than her bitchy best friend. He was just
glad it wasn’t the same street, though they were close enough to
make him pray Pen wasn’t out for a walk.

He knocked on the door
as lightly as he dared.

Suze answered within a
few seconds and stared out at him with her trademark ice-queen
glower. She didn’t speak, just raised one of her fair,
finely-plucked eyebrows.

“There’s kind of a
thing. We need to talk.”

“I’m busy.”

He sighed. “A group of
witches is killing people.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“I can show you the
bodies if you really want.”

“So what are you…? Oh,
I see. I’ll be calling my lawyer.” She slammed the door.

He could hear all the
locks being turned. He considered his options and cut his losses.
Beating his head off a brick wall didn’t sound like a particularly
fun way to spend his afternoon. He walked away, glancing back just
in time to catch the curtain twitch.

“Bitch,” he muttered,
flipping her off. He knew he should head back home, but he figured
he had a good half hour he could use to his advantage and for some
reason the thought of visiting Teri seemed more appealing than
going back to face his mother’s inevitable irritation over Sarah’s
current predicament. If Sarah would quit getting herself into quite
so much trouble she might cut her some slack, but he didn’t see
that happening anytime soon.

The walk was a short
one. Teri had inherited her guardian’s house when he’d died. It was
a hell of a step up from the pokey flat she’d been in when they’d
met, but she’d gotten it under awful circumstances. He hesitated at
the door. She’d kept in touch for a couple of weeks after the mess
with Adrian was over and then nothing. He wasn’t so sure she’d want
to see him.

“What took you so
long?”

Shaun stepped back from
the door with a weary sigh.

Roman was staring at
him, thin arms folded across his dainty chest. He still looked like
an up-himself waiter from a trendy restaurant. Not a single fine
blond hair out of place and a look of forced patience on his face.
“Do you have any idea what’s been going on?”

“Something’s going on?”
He wondered if it was linked to the murder. “What’s wrong? Is
Teri…”

“She’s fine. Just… Get
in there and tell my idiot brother to back off.”

Shaun raised an
eyebrow.

Roman drew a long
breath. He didn’t stop staring, and apparently he wasn’t in the
mood for explanations. He simply walked into the house, not even
bothering with the pretence of opening the door. He passed through
it instead, leaving Shaun with a chase of the shivers.

He knocked on the door
Roman had just walked through. “Teri?”

A few seconds later,
Roman’s irate face popped back through the wood. “She won’t hear
you. The door’s open.”

Shaun turned the handle
and pushed the door in, seeing it go right through Roman a second
time. He wasn’t sure why, but it made him feel queasy. It was a
reminder that the Darklands fairy was dead, and there was something
insanely creepy about having that demonstrated so succinctly right
in front of him. Shaun reached out and poked Roman’s arm. Solid. He
frowned.

“Cut that out,” Roman
told him, stalking forward.

The door next to the
mirror he’d stepped through by accident before set off alarm bells
inside his head. Teri had found her step-father dead in that
basement room. She was spending time down there? This couldn’t be
good news.

Roman turned. “Knock
and go down. She’ll be busy, but she’ll be glad to see you.”

“How do you…?”

Roman disappeared right
in front of him without even a sad little plea to tell his ex how
much he missed talking with her. Shaun breathed a sigh of relief
and knocked the door. It wasn’t shut properly. He pushed it inwards
and looked down. The room was kind of dark, so he left the door
open. The shivers rushing up his spine forced him to check his
tracker senses. He could sense nothing.

“Teri?” He went into
the room. It wasn’t quite dark enough to require his enhanced
tracker sight, but he couldn’t see any movement. He didn’t like
that Roman wasn’t following him down here either. Something felt
off. “Hey, Teri! Are you down here?”

He started down the
stairs. It was cold, somehow draughty yet without any visible means
of an outside breeze getting in. The room got darker without
warning. He blinked.

“Shaun?”

He shook and turned.
Teri stood at the top of the stairs, one hand on her hip, her curvy
frame backlit by the hallway chandelier. She stared him down before
her red-painted lips quirked into a smile. She hadn’t changed much,
this time. She was still a red-head, only her hair had grown a few
inches. The bright lipstick was new. The black and white dress he
definitely recognised.

“You weren’t answering
your door,” he started.

“So you thought you’d
break in?” She hit a switch on the wall next to the door. The room
brightened.

Shaun narrowed his eyes
at the sudden brightness. “I hardly broke in.”

Roman had tricked him
though, as if he ever didn’t know where Teri was.

“I don’t know about
that,” she teased, coming down the stairs.

“Teri, I couldn’t find
the…” The male voice was quickly followed by its owner.

Shaun’s jaw slackened
at the sight of the guy. “What the…”

“Oh,” he said, pursing
his lips. “It’s the tracker.”

“You,” Shaun said.
“What are you doing here?”

Teri glanced back,
raising her eyebrows. The guy softened under her gaze. He visibly
relaxed his over-pumped muscles. “We may have met before.”

“He refused to…”

The guy glowered at
him. “I kicked him out of the florists. He looked like
trouble.”

Teri burst out
laughing.

Shaun rolled his
eye.

She put her hand up to
her mouth, gasping in breath as she caught up to him on the stairs.
She slapped his arm and pushed past, still laughing.

“That was before I knew
he was the Seelie Knight.” The guy said those last two words like
they were dirty. He drew Shaun a nasty look as he followed Teri
across the room to the bank of mirrors.

Shaun strode down the
last few stairs. “So who the hell is this guy?”

Teri was wiping at the
corners of her eyes, giggles drying up gradually. It really wasn’t
that funny.

“Oh, right! Shaun, this
is Liam. He’s…”

“Roman’s brother?” It
didn’t seem right. He checked his senses. The guy felt human. Faint
traces of magic were barely visible and only if he
concentrated.

Teri nodded quickly.
“So, what brings you here, Shaun?” She was picking up a book, not
unlike the one he had in his nightstand at home. It was likely full
of predictions; if it was anything like the one he’d been
studying.

“Murder,” he said with
a shrug. “Suze wasn’t talking so I thought I’d stop by.”

“Who’s been killed?”
She wasn’t surprised or horrified. She sounded curious if
anything.

He couldn’t help
wondering what had changed in her life over the last six months.
She seemed calm, contented. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but
it wasn’t this. “A werewolf and a witch.”

She raised an eyebrow.
“Where?”

“Don’t tell him
anything,” Liam muttered, doing nothing more than glancing at
Teri.

She pursed her lips but
showed no other sign of hearing his complaint. “I don’t know
anything about a witch, but I might have something on a wolf.”

“We found her in the
woods. The burial site was… it looked ritualistic. Pagan.”

“I need to check into
this,” Teri said, quickly flipping through the book in her hands.
“I’m sure there was something…”

Shaun waited, pawing at
his scar. Liam drew Teri a reproachful look, picking up another of
the books and shaking his head. Shaun despised the guy already.

“It was an initiation
that failed,” she told him, still flipping pages. “If it’s the one
I’m thinking of.”

“Initiation?”

Liam snickered, not
glancing up.

“You know about wolves,
right? I know a lot of them breed naturally these days, but there
are still some packs that go the old school route.”

She was talking about
bitten wolves. Shaun didn’t get it. The bitten were like Ryan,
barely functional as humans. What any pack would want with bitten
wolves was beyond him.

“Do you know which
pack?”

“They seem to be fairly
recent arrivals, probably because the territory came up for grabs
when the local pack moved on,” she said, closing the book and
picking up another from the pile. Shaun reached out for one and she
slapped his hand, giving him a sharp smile. “Fey eyes only.”

“But…”

“Honorary,” she
explained, making a shooing motion. “You may be the Seelie Knight,
but you’re no keeper of secrets.”

Liam gasped, drawing
her a look that she collected and rolled her eyes at. The guy was
stewing in a contradictive mix of shock, annoyance, and
sickeningly-sweet over-protectiveness. If he didn’t have a thing
for Teri, Shaun would be seriously surprised.

“Is that a real
thing?”

“Sorry,” Teri said. “I
forget you don’t know what we do. Back to your problem. The new
local pack has been initiating a group of new members every week
since they got here, maybe a month ago. The ones who won’t make it
through the change get offed. An ugly business but none of
ours.”

“This can’t be the same
thing.” Witchcraft involved, he didn’t see how this could just be
wolf business. There had to be more to it than initiations gone
wrong.

She rifled through the
book and stopped suddenly, coming over, hips moving the skirt of
the dress and drawing attention to her lace covered legs. A little
pang of longing came over him and disappeared again just as
quickly. “Here,” she said, showing him the page.

“Whose handwriting is
that?” He frowned at the scrawl. It wasn’t like Bill’s methodically
crisp lettering from the book he had. His gaze went to the date in
the top corner. A little over a month ago so it had to be Teri’s or
Liam’s, he supposed.

“It’s not that bad,”
she said, pulling the book back and shaking her head at him
briefly. “Listen up because here’s what’s going to happen. Two
packs are about to cross paths. What you witnessed at the burial
site was nothing. A war is about to be fought for survival. One
pack will destroy the other and the balance will be readjusted.”
She shrugged. “This prediction was a little hazy on the details,
but the probability factor is one hundred percent.”

“How is that
possible?”

She gave him a strange
look. He bit his tongue and tried not to think about the book he
had in his nightstand; the stolen book full of predictions. He let
his gaze drop to her cleavage and let his mind wander. He still
wouldn’t want his mind read but at least now it was nothing she
didn’t already know.

“I’d suggest staying
clear of the fight,” she said, snapping the book closed.

“So the body
wasn’t a failed initiation thing?”

“That’s not what I
said, Shaun.”

Liam snickered but
didn’t raise his head from his book.

“Run it past me
again.”

“Something happens
today that starts a pack war. What that something is I don’t know,
but the burial is only significant because it was made by one of
the two packs involved. I doubt it’s what starts the war.”

Shaun took it in and
thought about it. “A witch was just killed there too.”

Teri raised an eyebrow.
“Today?”

“Aye. We traced her
right before it happened. Whoever did it got away really fast.”

“Interesting,” she
said, gazing thoughtfully at the wall behind him.

“I should go. Wait,
actually. I need to talk to your little friend first.”

She glanced at Liam
before she put the book down and headed up the stairs. “I’ll be in
the hall.”

He watched her go,
trying not to think about her the way he used to. With a sigh he
turned to Liam, who put the book down and gave him a bored stare.
He wasn’t fooling Shaun for a second. The slowly building rage
seemed excessive, but he’d never have known it was there if he
wasn’t a tracker.

“What do you want,
Knight?” He managed to make Shaun’s title sound worthless.

“Your brother wanted me
to tell you something.”

He blinked, standing up
slowly. “Roman spoke to you?”

“He doesn’t speak to
you?” Shaun had it on good authority that earth fairies could see
Darklands fairies so being used as a go-between seemed weird. He
had no idea why Roman wouldn’t just tell the kid to back off
himself.

“I told him I didn’t
want him hanging around anymore. When did you speak to him?” There
was sharpness to his tone that Shaun didn’t like.

“We keep in touch. He’s
concerned about how close you’re getting to her.” He folded his
arms, watching Liam’s face carefully.

“That’s got nothing to
do with him or you.” He sounded indignant but Shaun could taste his
guilt, the bitter emotion pouring out of him thick and fast.

“She deserves better
than you,” he snapped. “She’s not some stupid human you can trick
into falling for you.”

He was grinding his
teeth, fists clenching at his sides, but he didn’t speak when Shaun
stopped talking. He was too conflicted; guilt and rage fighting to
gain ground and neither making it.

“He’s right,” Roman
said, appearing in the room beside them.

“Would you stop doing
that?” Shaun pushed back a shudder at the fright of Roman’s sudden
appearance. He looked at the guy, who
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