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            A scornful cheek, a bitter word,A shattered trust, a truth unheard.The soul remembers, sharp and deep,The broken vows, the secrets creep.To watch them falter, love in vain,To feed upon their silent pain.For they must learn, the scorned heart's plea,A fitting torment, meant for me.  
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Chapter 1.
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The downside to receiving a lot of money after you almost die is that it feels like guilt money. During the fight against the Black Fang, I was badly injured and when I woke up still alive, I’d left Justin’s mansion and hadn’t gone back.

After I got home, an embarrassing amount of money had landed in my bank account and now every time I peeked at my bank balance I was flooded with pain. In my mind, all I could see was Justin lying flat on his back under a rocky ceiling, being tortured to death. I saw Becca’s red-tipped nails forever still against her lifeless body.

We’d both survived, but I hadn’t recovered. Not physically, and certainly not mentally. 

I shuddered and wrapped my arms around my knees, while I sat, curled up on my father’s armchair in my tiny flat.

My phone vibrated in my pocket for the umpteenth time in the last hour. It was barely nine a.m. and Justin continued to call, even though I’d told him to leave me alone. After my last night at his mansion, and seeing Alex in my dreams, I’d left.

I made the excuse that I needed to get back to work, my real work, and fix the damage I’d done between the chief and me. Despite whatever feelings I had for Justin, the office was my home and had been for twenty-five years. The fact that I couldn’t go back cut deeper than I wanted to admit.

My phone vibrated again, and then a series of short buzzes followed. I stared down at the screen to watch a barrage of text messages cascade in a line, obviously, because I wouldn’t answer Justin’s calls, he’d switched tactics and now resorted to text messaging. Two words. Every single message said, call me.

I changed my phone to silent mode and tossed the device to the corner of my desk. It clattered against the IKEA plywood and remained still. I sank into my beat-up desk chair, folded my hands on the desk and lay my cheek flat on top of them. I’d been awake since four a.m. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Alex.

A fresh wave of acid turned in my gut. How could I tell Justin about his sister? He might be happy for five minutes thinking she was still alive, until I told him she contacted me through a sending.

One minute, the warm morning light was seeping through the window next to my desk and the next, cool mist rained down my arms. It took a second to get my bearings, standing around the same forest from my dream. The scent of peat and moss pressed into me, along with trees. So many trees. Miles and miles of them. Ever greens and oaks, beech and other species I couldn’t recognize by sight.

Why did I keep coming here? If Alex had mage power, then why didn’t she escape this place and come home? It was obvious her brother loved and missed her. The fact that she was now a power-sucking mage might throw him off for a second. But if he faced her standing in front of him, I was pretty sure he would work around it. Or at the very least, learn to live with it.

––––––––
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I OPENED MY EYES, AND I was in that dream again. Shit!

I pushed off the ground and brushed the pine needles off my leggings. After the incident at the Black Fang’s compound, my clothes fit a little looser than usual. I stared through the trees, trying to figure out where I was, and instinctively looking for a way out of here. But from what I could see, there were no roads, no paths, no trails, nothing but chirping in the trees and the rustle of the branches as the wind broke through the canopy.

A flash of red caught my eye, and I spun, trying to spot where it had come from. I crouched down and attempted to get a view from ground level, to see if the red returned. It had to be Alex. She was the only person I met in this place.

Something about the vibe of this place rubbed me the wrong way.

Another flash of red. I stepped forward and then ducked between a hawthorn and a large oak.

There she sat, crossed legged on the ground. Her raven hair, the same as Justin’s, hung down to mingle with the fallen evergreen needles, blanketing the small clearing. Even her eyes were the same crystal-shot blue as her brother’s. I swallowed the wave of longing pressing into my lungs.

“Alex?”

She waved me forward. “We meet again. I keep trying to reach out to you, but you’re getting better at blocking.”

I approached slowly, carefully, unsure. “Well, I’m here now. What can I do for you?”

I tried to instill some of my usual sass into my words, but the guilt and anger which had eaten out my insides for the past few days made it impossible. I couldn’t even muster a smile.

She shook her head. “No, we can’t talk now. You have a guest.”

I glanced around the eerily empty forest. Maybe she’d fallen off her rocker while under the Black Fang’s care.

Then I was back. Awake.

A shot of pain kicked up my side as if to remind me I was still healing from the injuries I’d sustained when we’d gone up against the Black Fang a few days ago. My heart took up a heavy thump, then I jerked upright in my flat. Everything in y body was on high alert now and someone was pounding at my door. I took a few deep breaths to settle myself down, then pushed off the desk, using my furniture to brace myself as I made it to the door.

I opened it expecting Justin. But it was Logan who stood glaring on the other side, arm raised to give my door another beating.

“Don’t you answer your phone?” he grumbled.

He wore a grey T-shirt and jeans, heavy boots, and a glower he reserved only for me. His biceps barely fit into his shirt.

I shrugged. “Nah, I stopped answering it. Means people show up at my house and annoy me in person instead.”

“I’ve been calling you for two days.”

He scanned my features, no doubt catching sight of the yellowing bruises and purple smudges across my arms and neck. “You look like shit.”

I opened the door wider and gestured for him to come in. “Aw, Logan, you big softie, you know just what to say to make a girl feel good.”

He entered and assessed my home the same way he did my face. Then he spun to face me, enormous arms crossed. “When are you coming back to work?”

I glanced behind me like he’d been speaking to someone else. “Uh, did you miss the part where the chief fired me?”

His eyes narrowed. “I was there, remember? You deserved it, but the chief misses you. I hate seeing him mope around and pretending your desk doesn’t exist. He won’t let anyone else touch it. You know you’re his favorite.”

“So, why couldn’t he come here and tell me that himself? You his emotional support animal now, too?”

He threw his hands up. “I know you have to be the biggest bitch in the room, but I can see you’re wrapped up in something you can’t handle. Let us help you finish the job and come home.”

He plopped down into my father’s oversized chair by the window, dwarfing the olive-green piece of furniture I spent most of my time in. “I’m not leaving until we figure this whole thing out and I convince you to come back.”

I sagged and then winced from the pain it caused. I took the sofa opposite him and eased myself back into the throw cushions. “I’m on a case. You know that, but it’s not that I can’t handle it – it’s that we went into something, and it didn’t go as planned.”

“And how often did that happen when you were at the office?”

“Never,” I mumbled.

He didn’t even bother making me repeat myself so he could gloat. “Exactly. Let us help you.”

“It’s not that simple.”

Logan leaned forward and braced his forearms on the top of his knees. “Look, if it’s about the money, you know chief won’t let you starve.”

“Even when I actually might have starved, I didn’t ask for help.” I said with a glare. “This isn’t about the money. To be fair, it sweetened the deal, but now, I just want to see this bastard turned to dust.”

We stared at each other, the silence tense and uncomfortable, but neither of us was willing to break it.

Then he slapped his beefy hands on his knees and stood, with a sharp nod, he walked toward the door and opened it.

Before he left, he turned back and met my eyes. There was something soft there, something gentle when he looked at me. It gave me another pang for home.

I couldn’t let him walk out the door like that, not without a bit more of an explanation. “Logan, it’s not that I don’t miss you guys or miss the chief. It’s... I can’t bring myself to come back, not after what I did, not without finishing this first. If I come back now, I’ll never leave again, and I’ll always wonder if I could’ve avenged my parents’ deaths.”

Logan nodded and walked out of the door, closing it softly behind him.

I sunk further into the sofa and scrubbed my hands down my face with a long groan. Despite what I’d said to Logan, I really had no idea what to do next. Not without Justin.

I heaved myself up off the sofa and went back to my desk. Papers littered the surface, invoices and bits of scrap paper on which I’d scribbled addresses and phone numbers.

I’d been trying to get a hold of old clients, call in jobs, and generally find anything to distract myself. There were some harsh realities I wasn’t ready to face. The fact that I missed Justin, the fact that somehow, I had mage powers, and Alex was haunting my dreams.

I went back to my bedroom, shoved my legs into the first pair of jeans I put my hands on, and grabbed a band T-shirt from my drawer. A quick check in the mirror revealed bruises everywhere. Not even makeup would hide most of it. I grabbed a hoodie off the back of my door, zipped it up, and flipped up the hood to hide my hair and most of my face. It was the best I could do for now. At least if Logan returned or the chief himself turned up, I would be more prepared.

I again went back to my desk, sank into the old chair, and stacked the papers into a neat pile, then I shoved them in the first drawer with space and surveyed the clean surface.

There wasn’t exactly a Wiki page for Pureblood vampires or their family trees, but the mystery revolving around Alex and her appearance in my dreams needed to be my priority or I’d never get a good night’s sleep again.

I grabbed my laptop from it’s black canvas bag next to my chair and set it on the empty surface of my desk and turned it on. Then I leaned my forehead on the edge of the desk while I waited for four million years’ worth of updates to take hold.

Once the updates finished, I pulled up a search engine and typed in Alex and Justin McClaud. As I expected, nothing related to the siblings popped up.

I tried searching for Justin alone, and I got a few hits on his philanthropic works. Pictures of him in tuxedos with beautiful women on his arms shouldn’t have made me so angry and yet my teeth were cracking under the strain of my clenched jaw. I’d been one of those women, and he’d left me for dead, so I had to guess the women in the pictures meant nothing to him, either.

I held onto the anger and dove deeper down the rabbit hole. Justin spent most of his money on charities and hosted various events.

An idea hit me.

I typed in Antonio’s name. The same type of results popped up as they did for Justin. It looked like the Black Fang spent a lot of money on other people and enjoyed throwing lavish parties. I wondered how many of those in attendance were mages or Vamps, or were they just clueless humans hoping to rub shoulders with fellow rich people?

I scanned the search results, but couldn’t find information on Antonio’s family, his origins, or anything at all useful. Everything about him was fluff and pandering. I checked the reporter’s names for the society pages on the articles and the same woman had written all of them, Victoria Tamber.

Something warm bloomed in my chest. It was a start. I searched for the reporter’s name and found a heap of fluffy society pieces. The woman like to attend parties. Her social media was equally pallid.

I wrote down the contact details for her publications, including all her social media handles, and made a note to go through them later.

It sure would be nice to have Justin’s security right now. Many of the were trained in intelligence and could hunt down things faster than I could with all the hunter society red tape.

I scribbled out a few more notes and tucked the papers and my laptop into my desk. My muscles ached, and it felt like everything in my body had been set on fire. I needed to take a walk to try and clear some lactic acid out of my system so the soreness would improve. That was lesson one for P.E. class at the academy: even when it hurts, just keep moving.

I grabbed my keys from the side table and opened the door, expecting to encounter the flickering light that the landlord kept promising to change in the hallway.

Instead, I almost walked into a six-and-a-half-foot Pureblood vampire.

“Justin,” I croaked.

He caught my shoulders in his graceful hands and held me still. “You’re not answering your phone.”

Why did people keep pointing out the obvious to me?

“Funny you should say that. You’re not my only visitor today saying I refuse to answer my phone.”

“Did you happen to consider that we have a point?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “No, this way is more fun. This way I get to see who really wants me.”

He stepped forward, walking me back into my flat, and closed the door behind him. “We need to talk.”

I pulled from his grip and spun to face away from him. If he saw the look in my eyes, he would know something was wrong.

“I thought me leaving would be a strong enough hint that we were done working together,” I said. “You almost got me killed.”

“Yes, but I thought we worked past that.”

I sighed out loud and schooled my features before turning back to face him. “Yeah, well, the thing about trauma is it can pop up whenever the hell it feels like.”

He took a step forward, and I retreated. The soft lines of his face hardened as he surveyed the way I tensed and backed away from him. For a split second I swear I saw pain in his eyes.

“Sophira, I’m sorry. I really am. But you’re the only person who can help me find my sister. Please, I need you.”

Tears lined the bottom edge of his eyes, and they had to mirror my own as I stared at the ceiling so they wouldn’t fall.

“Just give me a minute,” I said.

I went back into my bedroom and slammed the door shut, then I sank down against it until I was sat on the floor and cupped my face in my hands.

I couldn’t say no. We had to save Alex and put an end to the Black Fang, and we had to work together to have any hope of succeeding. That hope, however, was getting increasingly smaller by the moment.

Regardless, Justin wasn’t going to back down, and neither was I. I was going this alone. I didn’t want his help anymore. Even if continuing on this path would get me killed.
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“Get off the floor, Hamilton. You know he’s gonna wait for you forever,” I mumbled to myself.

I hauled my ass up carefully and braced my hands on the wall. Sharp stabs shot through my body.

No more sitting on the floor with healing ribs.

I limped into the bathroom adjoining my bedroom and splashed some water on my face. Hadn’t I just been thinking about how much I missed Justin? And now that he’d shown up, I ran scared.

I dabbed the water from my skin and tossed the towel on the edge of the sink. Then I took a minute to stare at my reflection, hoping I could intimidate myself and grow some balls. I didn’t run away from anything, though it felt like I’d been running from Justin since the day we met. Maybe my body knew something my heart was yet to grasp.

I heaved a long sigh. Justin wouldn’t leave until I talked to him, and if I were being honest to myself, I would admit I didn’t want him to go in the first place.

Time to get back in the game and figure all this shit out. Time to stop running.

I exited the bathroom and stepped into my bedroom, then jerked to a stop at the end of my bed. Justin lay flat on the now freshly made covers. I rarely made my bed, and usually only when I put on fresh sheets.

The bastard had made my bed before he lay himself down on top of it. It took a minute for all that to sink into my painkiller-addled brain. Then I picked up an empty Sprite bottle from my vanity table and lobbed it at him. The clear plastic bounced off his T-shirt covered abs to land beside him on the bed.

“If you’re trying to hurt me, you should have chucked that paper weight over there,” he said, not even looking at me, still staring at the ceiling.

“How did you get in here? I locked the door behind me.”

He scoffed, “Really? That’s your question? Obviously, I’m not going to let you hide from me when we desperately need to sort some things out.”

I waved at the door and stepped toward him. “And you couldn’t give me five minutes of privacy to gather my thoughts? Why are you so damn controlling?”

Before I could think better of it, I picked up the closest object within reach, a jar of loose setting powder, and tossed it overhand at his head.

It stopped above his chest. He plucked it from the air and tucked it in his palm. The man had the audacity to tsk like I was some kind of petulant child, unwilling to learn the lessons he desperately tried to impart.

He sat up and leveled one of his patented glares at me.

I felt like my head might pop off my shoulders in anger. “Get the hell out of my flat!”

He gracefully turned on the bed, put his feet to the floor, and stood to his full height.

“I understand things are tough right now,” he said.

“Tough? We passed tough a long time ago. We passed tough when I had to get a blood transfusion. We passed tough when I didn’t murder you before I left your house.”

He took a couple of steps forward, crowding into my personal space, but I refused to back down this time. The man was not about to bully me in my own home.

I took a step forward meeting him toe to toe. “I said, get out. I don’t want you here. I would have called you back if I wanted to speak to you.”

He reached out and lifted a few strands of my hair, then tucked them behind my ear in a move so gentle it shocked me into stillness.

Probably a move created so that women would stop throwing inanimate objects at him.

Either way, my heart took up an unsteady rhythm, and I didn’t want to think about how my toes went numb in my Sketchers.

“If we talk about things, will you leave?” I whispered.

How did he always push me into giving him his way?

He gave me a clipped nod, and I took a second to settle back into my own skin.

I skirted around him, careful I didn’t touch him, and went back to the living room. I took the desk chair, so that there was no chance he would crowd next to me.

He surveyed my desk, then set the jar I’d thrown at him on the surface and turned away. He folded himself gracefully onto the sofa and propped his arms back like a king surveying his court.

I cleared my throat and dove into the first thought that popped into my head. “To be honest, I devoted too much time to your job, anyway.”

He narrowed his eyes. “To be honest? Is that what you are going with? Because I call bullshit.”

It was disconcerting to hear his perfect mouth say Bullshit with his slightly crisp and posh London accent.

I slid my chair closer. “While we’re discussing honesty... why are you in my house? Don’t you have some kind of etiquette for forcing your company on people who don’t want it?”

He narrowed those peepers at me again. “And now you’re trying to deflect to a new topic. It wasn’t even a good attempt. Do you want to try again before I form a rebuttal?”

“Do you want me to start throwing office supplies at you?”

He blinked once, then a slow smile spread across his face. Again, I was struck with the urge to batter him.

Instead, I took a deep breath and stared at his shoes. “Look, I can’t keep working for you. I appreciate the job you gave me and the time we spent together. Well, right up until I got beaten black and blue. I appreciate you paying my medical expenses and all that. It was really nice of you. However, I think you should continue the work on your own.”

“Have you decided you don’t want to catch the Black Fang? I assumed when you woke, we would continue our search.”

Fucking hell, he wasn’t making this easy on me. “Of course, I still want to catch him. But I don’t know if I can continue this work with you.”

Suddenly, he entered my field of vision. He reached out and tilted my chin up so he could meet my eyes. “Tell me what has you so spooked. You were sincere when you forgave me for leaving you at the party. I know you can take a few hits. What is it that makes you run away now, love?”

How could I make him understand? The moment I’d found my parents’ dead was locked, burned, and branded into my memory. Anyone involved in their death, anyone there that day when I was carried away screaming. The chief and everyone I met in his household would be with me forever.

I feared that for Justin, a reminder of what he’d lost and not a celebration of what he’d gained. Above all, I feared losing him, so I did what I always did in the face of too much emotion on my part. I pushed him away, and I would keep pushing, if he let me.

But the man knelt on the floor in my shitty little flat, a foot in front of me. Something told me he would not let me push him away, no matter how hard I tried or how good at it I’d gotten over the years.

Damn him for this.

I tucked my chin and clutched my forehead. He slid his cool hand over my neck to rest on the top of my back. A gesture without demands. It simply said, I’m here.

And I let him be that for me, just for a moment. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d allowed someone to just hold me, with no expectations on either side when the comfort ended. I didn’t realize how much I wanted it. Needed it.

He pressed his cheek into my hair and hugged me tight into him. It was so good to feel his solid arms around me, to let him hold me up. If I didn’t think too hard about what this could mean later, I would stay here all day. Soak it all up and save it for later when I found myself alone again.

Justin needed me for a job; that was it. I couldn’t afford to forget that fact whenever he turned his gorgeous eyes on me or touched me so tenderly.

I pulled away and looked up at him.

“Talk to me,” he whispered. “I will not run, no matter what you say. Just tell me whatever you’re holding back.”

Just as quickly as I shouldered this secret, I wanted to release it.

I sucked in a long draw of breath and let it out slowly.

He pulled back only enough to meet my eyes.

Here goes nothing.

“Good news, your sister is alive. Bad news, I know this because she’s been visiting me in my dreams. Every single night. A sending. I had the first one before I left your house. It’s why I ran. I wasn’t sure how you’d handle it, and I wasn’t in any shape to pick up the pieces like when you fell apart last time. If you crumbled so easily for an ex-girlfriend, how would you react to your sister?”

I couldn’t look him in the eye now. I’d said more than I’d intended to.

He lifted my chin again, forcing my gaze to his. If any other man had done this, I would have slapped his hand away.

“Is that it?”

“Is that it?” I echoed. What?!

I pulled away to look at him better.

He waited, face serious and composed.

“Why aren’t you freaking out right now?” I asked.

“Because up until a few seconds ago, I thought the Black Fang had killed my sister. This is good news. It means she’s alive out there and all we have to do is find her.”

I didn’t trust the way he stood there taking all this as if it meant nothing more than his morning coffee order. I gave him a once over. “Who are you and what have you done with Justin McClaud?”

The corner of his lip quirked up, and he shook his head at me. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

I climbed to me feet and straightened out my jeans before meeting his eyes. “It’s not that I feel better. It’s just that I wasn’t sure how to tell you what happened. I know how much your sister means to you, and I didn’t want to break your heart all over again.”

I strolled back to the sofa and threw myself into its warm embrace. Justin took the chair across from me, crossing one leg over the other before resting his hands on his knees.

“You haven’t broken my heart,” he said. “You’ve given me a gift, actually.”

“Even if Alex is a Blood-mage?”

Justin shook his head. “I love my sister. I’ve always loved my sister and even if she’s a Blood-mage, we will figure it out. was there anything else that you learned from the sending?”

Wow, what a question. To be fair, I tried to pay attention to my surroundings whenever Alex visited me, but we always seemed to be in the same empty misty forest with her at the centre. How could I explain that to him
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