
  
    [image: Sins of Mercy]
  


  
    
      Sins of Mercy

      Mercy Temple Chronicles

    

    
      
        Ciara Graves

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        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 1

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sins of Mercy

          

          Mercy Temple Chronicles Book Three

        

      

    

    
      Mages. Sirens. Demons. Dragons. Gryphons. A Federal Paranormal Unit. Attackers of magic. The Mercy Temple Chronicles will hook you!

      

      Mercy Temple lives in a world where paranormals are a thing. Humans know of their existence, but the two species don’t interact. Or so it is thought. She’s a bounty hunter. She’s good at what she does.

      

      There’s a growing darkness within Mercy. Dark voices fill her mind. Just when Rafael is starting to open up, she shuts down. She’s lying to those who care about while she single-mindedly pursues tracking down the mage that cursed her.

      

      Rafael’s plagued by nightmares and a past he can’t escape. He needs help of the magic kind—and Rafael hates magic!—yet he seeks Gigi out. Unable to find her, he ends up going to the wrong witch.

      

      Things go from bad to worse when Mercy vanishes leaving only a note behind.

      

      Warning: Unputdownable action-packed fantasy, with mages, sirens, demons, dragons, gryphons and a Federal Paranormal Unit

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      The ghoul in my grasp shrieked.

      I punched it again. “Enough with the screeching! You’re going to blow out my damned eardrums,” I snapped, giving my head a hard shake. “Just answer the question.”

      “No,” he whimpered, shoving my hand in vain. Not that I wanted my hand anywhere on his skin, to begin with. Ghoul skin tended to peel, seeing as they were technically just reanimated corpses. Already a piece shifted under my hand, and I fought back a gag. “Let me go.”

      “You’re making this night a hell of a lot harder than it needs to be. Tell me what I want to know. You worked for Liam Manchester. Yes?”

      The ghoul cringed as I squeezed harder, cutting off his air so he couldn’t scream again. He bobbed his head frantically, half-decayed ears flapping against the sides of his head. The sound was sickening, but I swallowed back my discomfort along with another gag. I really hated ghouls. This wasn’t the time for me to puke. Didn’t look too good for interrogations. I eased up on the pressure.

      He sucked in a grateful breath of air. “For a time, short time only,” he rasped.

      “And during that time, what did you learn?”

      “Nothing. I only cleaned and fetched things for him. I swear it.”

      There was a tap on my shoulder.

      I turned around.

      “Allow me, ugly.” Rufus. Damned goblin.

      “I’ve got this,” I told him.

      Rufus’s black eyes glared past me to the ghoul still in my grip. There was an edge to Rufus’s look. One that said I should stop him from doing whatever it was he planned, but without even thinking about it, I released my grip on the ghoul.

      Rufus snatched him away and slammed him into the brick wall. Not once. Three times.

      I flinched with the last one.

      The ghoul’s head cracked against the hard surface. Blood and bits of loose skin covered it when he slipped to the ground, tears seeping from his eyes.

      “He’s had enough.” I grimaced at the sight of him.

      “Has he now?” Rufus asked darkly, his drawling voice dragging the words out in a way that creeped me out. “I’m just getting started.”

      The ghoul held up a shaking hand, begging for the torment to stop.

      Rufus grabbed him and tossed him down the alley. His body rolled and bounced, his yelp echoing off the walls.

      I never shied away from roughing up a contact if I knew he or she withheld information. Sure, I threw a punch or two, threatened to take them in for some bounty they might not have even had.

      But what Rufus was doing, he was beating the shit out of this ghoul, and instead of stopping him, I stood by and watched. I’d learned a bit more about the gob since joining up with him. For one thing, he was not as young as I’d always assumed. After seeing him at my house in my not so fun trip down memory lane, I’d begun to suspect he was older, but not as old as he told me. He was pushing one hundred and had aged incredibly well for a gob. That and he was a much better fighter than he let on that fateful night at the bar. It irked me to think he let me beat his ass, but that was in the past. We were working together now, whether I liked it or not.

      By the time Rufus finally paused to take a breath, his knuckles were raw, and the ghoul’s face was covered in blood and muck from the alley. His breathing was underscored by a terrible wheezing. That creature was damned lucky he wasn’t human, or he’d be dead by now.

      Rufus drew back his fist for another hit.

      The ghoul curled in on himself.

      “Wait, just wait.” I stopped Rufus before his fist could fall. “You going to talk now or what?” I asked the ghoul, crouching beside his beaten body.

      He spat blood from his mouth, black and clumpy. “Home.”

      “Home? What does that mean?”

      “Go to his home,” the ghoul uttered. “Protected… but inside… inside you’ll find what you want. Podium.  Look for the podium. I can’t say anything else.”

      “You can. You just won’t.”

      The ghoul shook his head, ears flapping again. “No… magic… can’t speak of it. Liam…” Words failed him, so he pointed to his throat, then motioned his hand as if to speak. He turned his hand and placed it on his neck as if he was choking himself, eyes wide, begging for me to get his meaning.

      “Liam cursed you, so you could never speak of him,” I said.

      The ghoul sighed in relief.

      “Fine, then we’ll go to his home.”

      I straightened, ready to tell Rufus we were done for the night when he rushed past me toward the ghoul.

      A loud crack sounded.

      A sound I knew only too well. My gut clenched. I whirled back around. “What did you just do?” Damned gob.

      “Covered our tracks,” Rufus replied, emotionless.

      “You… you murdered him!”

      “I did what was necessary. Don’t stand there and act all offended,” he grunted. “You broke me out for a reason. This is it, ugly. So stop looking at me like I’m a monster.” He wiped the blood from his hands on his already dirty shirt. “If I’m the monster, then what are you? You’re the one who let me out of the cage.”

      “We had a deal.”

      “Yes. To track down the mage who cursed you. Also, the ones who killed your parents.” He kicked the ghoul’s body unceremoniously to the side of the alley, burying it under several bags of trash. “That is exactly what we’re doing. You’re damned lucky I haven’t gone to Damian or any of the others.”

      “Why haven’t you?” I asked, my eyes refusing to look away from the ghoul’s hand sticking out from under the trash.

      He was silent.

      I glanced up at him. “Rufus?”

      He shrugged, tugging at his pierced ear. “I liked your parents. They were good friends. Goblins do not take kindly to those they care for being murdered.”

      “But all this time, you could’ve gone after those responsible. All of you could have.”

      “And who says some of us didn’t?” he shot back angrily. “You’re coming into this game late, ugly. Remember that. The only reason we’re able to get anywhere now, is because of Liam.”

      I rolled my shoulders, hating his nickname for me lately.

      Ugly.

      He was a goblin, so to him it meant beautiful, but not to me. All it did was remind me of the scar on my face and the stain that was growing larger on my soul ever since I killed Todd.

      What was I doing with my life? I helped Rufus break out. Since then, we managed to track down five supes with connections to Liam with hopes that one of them would give us the answers we needed. The first four had given us nothing, and I let them get away, but this time… this time I let Rufus take control, and now there was a dead supe in the alley.

      Because of me. I let him get killed.

      “Don’t do that to yourself,” Rufus told me sharply.

      “Do what? I haven’t done anything.”

      He grabbed my arm, squeezing it hard enough to hurt.

      I gasped, attempting to break free, but his nails dug in through my coat.

      “You want answers? This is how you get answers,” he said fiercely. “There’s no more tiptoeing around. There’s no more playing nice. We are not in a nice world. What do you think these mages will do once they figure out you’re hunting for them? Huh? What?”

      “Let go,” I snapped.

      He twisted my arm, and I sank to my knees, trying to relieve the pressure. Bad idea. Breaking him out had been a really bad idea.

      “You’re not ready for this fight,” he whispered, getting in my face, his rotted meat breath made me gag. “They’ll find you, and they’ll tear you apart. Unless you learn to let go of emotions. Learn to see the endgame and understand that nothing else matters.”

      “I’m not a killer.”

      He leered at me darkly.

      “What?”

      Rufus let me go.

      I lost my balance, falling onto my ass in the alley.

      “Liar,” he hissed.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are, ugly. You’re a liar. You came back from Sector 18 with a darkness in your eyes. The kind of darkness one only gets when they’ve taken a life.”

      “I’ve taken lives.”

      “One or two and always in self-defense. I know how you work. We all do,” he argued. “Who did you kill? Huh? Who? Bet whoever it was didn’t see it coming, and that’s the reason you’re beating yourself up for it. You didn’t let him kick your ass before you let him have it.”

      I glanced past Rufus at Todd’s faint silhouette at the end of the alley. He wasn’t really there, but ever since we came back home, he’d been appearing. In my apartment. Out in public. Everywhere I was, he would eventually show up, not glaring at me, though. He was smiling as if he knew his death was tearing me apart. It was all in my head. It had to be.

      “No one,” I whispered as I scrambled to my feet. “We need to check out Liam’s home.”

      Rufus sniffed hard, watching me closely. “You’re not ready.”

      “The hell I’m not. I’m going to find the bastard who did this to me and make him pay. You can either help or get out of my way. Which is it going to be?” I got right in his face as I added, “And if you think the second option means your freedom, you’re wrong. I snuck you out of that cell. I’ll sneak your ass right back in.”

      “Whatever you say, ugly.”

      My hand curled into a fist, and I sucker punched him in the gut. “And stop calling me that,” I seethed.

      Rufus grunted, but he was still eyeing at me like he knew everything about me. “Liam’s house is probably being watched. We might have a fight on our hands.”

      “A fight is just fine with me.”

      “Is it? How long are you going to play this game, Mercy? It’ll kill you if you’re not careful. You hear me?” He yelled after I started to walk away. “Stop while you’re ahead!”

      I flipped him off, holding my hand up high over my head so he’d see it, then stormed out of the alley, down the three blocks to where I’d left my bike, and climbed on.

      The ghoul had taken us almost three weeks to track down, and now he was dead, and we were left with no new information.

      Liam’s house appeared to have what we needed, but Rufus was right. His house would be watched or boobytrapped. We’d have a hell of a time getting inside in one piece or getting back out the same way.

      I revved the bike and drove home, not thinking about Rufus and where he might be getting his next meal.

      The night I sprung him from his cell, we made a deal. I would set him free if he helped me track down the assholes who killed my parents and cursed me—these hybrids Shuval was creating somehow.

      In turn, he could have his freedom, but he could not eat another living being, supernatural or human. He’d cracked several jokes that made my stomach turn, but agreed. He had a small hideaway he took me to in the Underground, and I learned everything he knew about my parents and what they’d been doing to stop Shuval.

      Rufus worked with my dad for a time as a partner. He had even resided with the Gathered until they suddenly decided they could no longer trust goblins.

      “She used them as her puppets,” Rufus had told me. Then spat, a glare in his eyes. “Used them to do whatever she wished. The Gathered could no longer trust my race.”

      “Were you personally used like that?”

      The hard glint in his eyes said he had been. He spit again. “Your father let me help him. He trusted me. So did your mum. They were good people who did not deserve to be dragged into this filth.”

      “And these hybrids? What do you know about them?”

      “Not much,” he’d replied. “There was only rumor about what they were until the night they attacked. I lost half my den. They’d come in with fire and burned them alive. I still dream about their screams and the smell of burning flesh…” He gnashed his teeth and clasped his hands together. “I’ll be certain to peel the skin from their bones slowly when I find the ones responsible.”

      “And Liam?” I’d switched the topic of the conversation away from any more vivid of torturing, What of Liam? Do you think he was a hybrid all those years ago?”

      “No, but if he is now, he’s with Shuval. That’s a good enough place to start. Or was.”

      I hadn’t said anything for a long while, I knew I’d be subjected to Damian’s yelling if he ever figured out what I was up to.

      “You sure you’re ready for this, ugly?” Rufus had asked.

      I’d bristled at the word, but nodded. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Your parents were good people,” he explained. “You are too, beneath the badass persona.”

      “And?” I snapped. “So what?”

      “Good people don’t get their hands dirty.”

      “Then maybe I’m not a good person after all.” I had left then, before he could say another word.

      As I pulled up outside my building tonight, a few short hours before dawn, I replayed that conversation over and over in my head.

      The ghoul’s death bothered me more than it should, but when I told myself it was a necessary evil, a very loud part of me rebelled.

      Not too long ago, I told Rafael I was one of the good guys, just like him. That I hunted down criminals and brought them in. What would he think of me now, if he found out what I was doing? Since coming home, we texted a few times a week, but no phone calls and I hadn’t seen him. He was on the hunt for Todd and being around him made me want to tell him the truth about everything. The reality of Todd’s demise would come out if I wasn’t careful around him. Right now, I was too unstable, I couldn’t take that risk.

      My apartment wasn’t dark when I opened my door. It should have been. I jumped when I saw the figure standing at the back windows. For a horrible second, I was sure it was Todd, though yes, the logical part of my brain reminded me he was dead.

      Then Damian’s red eyes flared to life. “Where were you?” he asked as I shut the door.

      “You know, it’d be nice if these locks right here actually kept you out.” I took off my coat and slung it over a kitchen chair. “What do you want?”

      “Answer my question first. Where were you?”

      “Out.”

      “Mercy, what’s gotten into you?”

      “Nothing. I went out. Can’t I do that? Try to have a life?”

      “You weren’t at the Wailing Siren.”

      I slammed my holstered pistol on the table. Dropped the bow and second sword I’d started carrying next to it.

      “Are you following me now?” Fear that he would catch on to what I was doing with Rufus rose within me.

      His narrowed gaze told me he sensed my fear.

      I tried to calm myself, so he couldn’t read me so well. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”

      “You’re avoiding me. And you’re not speaking to Bowen.”

      “Correction, he’s not speaking to me.”

      That was true.

      Bowen hadn’t said one word to me since that day in the woods after we lost Todd. If he didn’t want to talk to me, that was just fine. Whatever. Not that it mattered right now anyway. At least Rufus was willing to help me. Though I had my doubts about how this plan was going to play out with him before we caught those responsible.

      “When was the last time you spoke to Gigi?”

      “A week ago.”

      “And that’s another lie. You were supposed to see us both for the holiday, and you never showed up.”

      Holiday?

      I frowned at him as he looked at me expectantly.

      Then I remembered seeing the Christmas lights all around the city. The trees up and the wreaths. I’d been so wrapped up in the hunt for the mage, I’d forgotten all about Christmas. Shit.

      “Wasn’t in much of a celebratory mood,” I said, hoping that would be the end of it.

      Wrong. Why was I always so wrong?

      “You forgot.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is why I never wanted you to know about your parents. Or me. Or about anything that happened.”

      “Why? So you could keep me in the dark? Keep me safe?”

      “Yes.” He kicked my poor coffee table, nearly flipping it over. “My god. Do you even see yourself? You’re running yourself ragged, and you’re closing yourself off from everyone.” He stomped closer and grabbed my shoulders. “I know you’re looking for the mages,” he whispered. “You are going to stop right now before you get yourself into any more trouble. Do you hear me?”

      I glared at him. “You are not my father.”

      “No? I am your guardian, named so by your parents, and you will start listening to me.”

      “Or what?” I wrenched myself free. “You going to lock me away? I’m not a child! And you have no right to keep me from my revenge.”

      “Oh, revenge, is it now,” he replied. “Do you even hear yourself?”

      “I will make them pay.” The power in my voice made me pause. That had not sounded like me, not at all. I took another step backward, putting distance between me and Damian. What was happening to me? Damian made to come closer, but I held up a hand, stopping him. “I want them found,” I said quietly, my voice back to normal. “Why can’t you see that?”

      “I can, but this path you’re on is not going to give you happiness or relief. Trust me.”

      “How can I?”

      Hurt flickered across his face at my question.

      He turned around as if to leave, then withdrew a folder from his coat and slapped it on the kitchen table. “New name for you. One of the vampire covens wants him found ASAP. He’s making a mess, and they’re tired of cleaning up after him. Should be an easy enough one to track down and find.”

      He was at the door when a sudden rush of emptiness and regret slammed into me. He was the only family I had left. The only connection to my parents. I did not want to lose him because of my anger.

      “Damian, wait.” I rushed to him and hugged him.

      He held me, just like a dad would hold his kid, and sighed.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered against his shoulder. “I just… I’m so angry lately, and I can’t sleep… I…” I bit the inside of my cheek, mentally yelling at myself. I’d almost said it, almost confessed to what I’d done to Todd.

      “Mercy?” He leaned back so he could see my face.

      After a deep breath to steady myself, I said, “It’s a lot to take in, and I feel like all these years, I’ve been helpless to do anything about their deaths. Now that I know what really happened, I can do something about it.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” he argued.

      I opened my mouth.

      He scowled at me. “I promised you if I heard news on Shuval or her mages, I would tell you. There’s been nothing so far.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I swore to your parents I would keep you safe. Dragging you into this fight when you’re clearly not in the right mindset is asking for trouble.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “With bounties, yes you can. But these hybrids,” he said quietly, eyes not seeing me or my apartment anymore. It was like he was elsewhere. “They’re powerful. Strong. Even stronger than you. If your power hadn’t reacted that night with Liam, you’d be dead. If, and only if, the fight comes to us, will I let you get involved.” He gave me another quick hug. “Focus on your job. Try not to wallow in the past.”

      Then he was gone.

      Out of habit, I locked the door behind him, kicked out of my boots, and trudged into my bathroom to take a quick shower. When I stepped out and wrapped a towel around myself, I swiped my hand down the fogged-up mirror, then jumped.

      Todd’s silhouette stood directly behind me.

      “He’s right you know,” he said.

      I froze, eyes widening in surprise.

      “What? You thought I was just in your head?”

      “No,” I whispered, spinning around, but the bathroom was empty… until I looked back in the mirror again. “Go away. You’re not really here.”

      “Aren’t I?”

      “You’re not,” I said loudly.

      I dried off as fast as I could then left the bathroom to find shorts and a tank to sleep in.

      I slid under the covers, surveilling the apartment, but Todd never made another appearance.

      “All in my head. Just all in my head.”

      “Yeah, not even close.”

      I screamed at the sound of his voice in my ear and whipped around.

      He was lounging on my bed with a smirk.

      “You… are you haunting me?” I accused.

      He shrugged, sat up, and walked toward me. Well, more like floated toward me. “You tell me.”

      “This isn’t happening. It can’t be happening,” I whispered in a panic, holding my head. “You’re not here. You’re not here.”

      “Now you sound like one of those crazed humans.”

      “Shut up.” I chucked a throw pillow at him.

      It sailed right through his body.

      “Why should I?” He stretched his arms over his head, looking around my place. “Fancy digs you got here. Almost better than mine.”

      He moved around my apartment, commenting about my lack of décor but approving of my weapons on the wall near the bed.

      “You’re seriously haunting me,” I murmured.

      He turned around with a grin. “Ding ding ding! We have a winner!”

      I groaned, sinking to the floor right where I stood.

      A ghost.

      I’d killed Todd, and the bastard decided to come back as a damned ghost. Granted, if I hadn’t killed him, there was a fair chance he would’ve killed me, but his death was far from honorable in my book. Why could nothing in my life be simple?

      “You’re going to drive me insane now? Is that your plan? You’re pissed because I killed you and now I get to deal with your spirit for the rest of my life?”

      He wobbled his hand back and forth. “Yes and no.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, am I pissed I’m dead? Yes, sure. Everyone is,” he said, waving his hand. “But that’s beside the point. The point is, you got the drop on me. No one’s ever done that before. Ever. Despite the fact that I’m dead, I’m impressed.”

      “So you’re going to help me?” I asked slowly, wondering if this was all some messed up dream after all.

      “Ha, no. I do plan on driving you a little crazy. Penance and all that for killing me.” He was gone in a blink then appeared right beside me on the floor.

      I flinched.

      “However, that said, these hybrids you and the demon were talking about, I want them dead.”

      “Why?” I asked, surprised.

      “I have my reasons,” he said, eyes glowing white for a brief second. “I’m sticking with you until you kill them. Oh, and I think I’m going to enjoy watching your descent into madness. You’re not a killer, Mercy, and yet you thought you could off me like that without any repercussions.”

      I got up abruptly and grabbed my cell, ready to call Gigi and tell her I needed a cleanse to my apartment.

      Todd appeared in front of me, ticking his finger back and forth.

      “What?”

      “You do that you’ll have to admit who I am… or I’ll just tell her myself.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Oh, I would. Imagine the horrified look on your friend’s face when she finds out we had a deal to have a fair fight and you shot me in the head instead.” He formed his hand into a gun and placed his finger to my forehead, leaving a cold spot.

      “Bang!” he shouted.

      I jumped.

      His cackle echoed eerily around me as he faded into nothing.

      “I’ll be around making sure you don’t forget.”

      Unwilling to go back to bed in case Todd made another appearance, I settled in on the couch, tugging the quilt down to keep me warm.

      I fell asleep as the sun was coming up, cell phone clutched in my hand, torn between Todd being a real ghost or some freaking hallucination conjured by my guilt-ridden mind.

      But there was no one I could turn to for this. Oh, no. This problem I would have to deal with on my own and hope it didn’t drive me crazy in the process.
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          Rafael

        

      

    

    
      “Rafael! Help!”

      I ran and ran, but I could never reach him. I yelled his name, waiting for him to respond again, but there was only an eerie silence. My calves burned, and my side screamed with pain, but I had to find him, had to save him! He would not end up like all the others. I swore to keep him alive—

      “Rafael!”

      “Antonio!” I yelled back, heart pounding in fear when I heard my younger brother cry out in pain. “No! Let him go! Get away from him!”

      A fist came out of nowhere and smashed into my face. Hands grabbed me, stopping me from getting any further. Suddenly the scene shifted, and I was in a large domed room, forced to my knees by the five mages surrounding me. I strained to get out of their grasp, but they blocked me from pulling on my demon rage.

      I was helpless as my brother, tears streaming down his cheeks, was dragged into the room by two mages.

      The man robed in gold and red stepped down from his chair. He placed a hand on my brother’s head as if to soothe him. The two mages released him and the only thing holding my brother up was that mage.

      “This could have gone so different, Rafael,” the mage sighed. “So very different.”

      “Please,” I begged, throat raw from yelling so much. “Please don’t hurt him.”

      “Rafael,” Antonio whispered, fearful. “Raf.”

      “Hold on,” I promised my brother. “I won’t do it again, I swear it. Just let him go, please. Hurt me. You can hurt me.”

      “But then how will you learn?” The mage’s hand began to glow.

      I bellowed in rage, failing to break free. There was a bright flash of gold and white light—

      I shot up in bed, drenched in sweat, my brother’s dying screams echoed in my ears.

      Hands shaking, I held my face in my palms, waiting for the last remnants of the nightmare to fade away. If only that was all it was. A nightmare. Rather than the glimmer of a memory that would never leave me alone. Every scar on my back throbbed as I got out of bed and went to splash some water on my face. Each step I took tore another harsh gasp from me. My calves burned as if I’d been running in my sleep, sprinting to get to my brother in time. I never did. No matter how fast I ran, no matter how many mages I took down on the way, I never made it in time.

      I could never save my brother, not even in my dreams.

      The water was cold, and I washed the sweat from my face and neck, but the shaking remained. The pain in my back lingered, as if I needed a reminder of all the pain I’d endured. Knowing I’d regret it, I yanked the blanket from the mirror, taking in my haggard appearance.

      I snarled at my reflection then swiveled just enough to catch sight of my scars. They were bright red, and when I went to touch one, I yanked my hand back, repelled by the dark magic pouring off it. I wasn’t sure how long I stood in my bathroom, looking at my scars, hearing the faint cries of Antonio right before he was killed.

      I should’ve gone back to bed, but that would only mean more nightmares. It used to be I’d get one every now and again, but since meeting Mercy, and being around such strong magic, they came almost nightly.

      I couldn’t decide if it was the magic that made them come more frequently or how exciting my life had seemed since meeting her. Either way, the nightmares were beginning to make it hard to function during the day. I had a short temper before, but now it was getting worse. The only thing stopping me from losing it some days was a random text from Mercy. It wasn’t the same as seeing her face to face, but for the moment it was enough.

      The alarm buzzed in my bedroom and I went to turn it off then hopped in the shower. Coffee was a must, then I left my apartment and trudged into the office. The TV in the corner was on to the morning news, some reporter standing at the mouth of an alley. A dead ghoul had been uncovered, murdered it seemed. Not my case, so I turned away from it and walked to my desk.

      My main focus since returning from Sector 18 had been keeping an eye on the three new alphas, Henry, Thomas, and Curtis. In addition to hunting down Todd. There’d been no trail to follow thus far, and every person who might’ve had contact with him was either dead, or we couldn’t find. We’d neared the end of December, and I wanted to find him before the year was out, but with nothing to go on, this was likely to be shoved to the side any day now. I worked on the paperwork I’d been ignoring for weeks and barely acknowledged Iris when she arrived and sat down. She was holding a grudge since I didn’t go to her place for Christmas. I hadn’t seen anyone that day. I never did. She should’ve remembered that about me. The day passed much like all the others had since getting back to the grind. Slow, long, and too damned quiet. Around lunchtime, the headache the nightmare left me with came roaring back with a vengeance, and I got up to grab another cup of coffee and whatever food I could scrounge up in the break room.

      As I ate a stale bagel, not really tasting it, and sipped on my coffee, my cell dinged. I pulled it out to find a text from Mercy.

      Hope your night was better than mine.

      I frowned. There hadn’t been any major stories on the news this morning. What did she mean by that? I texted her back.

      Doubt it.

      I nearly told her I’d been suffering from another damned nightmare but didn’t add that part.

      She replied with a question mark.

      I replied that I was backlogged with paperwork and there were no new leads on Todd. Then I added:

      Makes it hard to do my job. What happened to you?

      It took a minute for her to reply: At clinic. Vamp bite.

      I nearly choked on my coffee and hurried to ask her if she was alright.

      She sent back that she was fine, just got a fang stuck in her arm. She’d live. She told me there was a bounty out on the vampire for making a mess for his coven and he didn’t want to make it easy on her, so he bit her about six times before she managed to break one of his fangs off.

      By the time she was done telling me what happened, I was halfway to the door to get to the clinic and check on her.

      Then I realized what I was doing and stopped.

      We weren’t that good of friends, were we?

      After the incident with the werewolves, we’d grown a bit closer, but if I thought about it, there was a great deal I didn’t know about Mercy. And vice versa. I wasn
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