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Warnings

This book is suitable for mature readers and includes sex scenes. 

✽✽✽

This book uses UK spelling throughout the book. I do not analyse or apologise for this behaviour, although in defence I could say that a little colour and flavour makes our humourless labour enriching for our neighbour's enjoyment and recognises skilful work and vaporises our differences. 




So smooches and kisses and many letter tangos. 




This book was the very first big idea I talked about in my writing group, years ago. It has been the book I've always returned to. To bounce off ideas, try out techniques and figure out problems. It has always been a cross-genre book – messy, ungovernable and in-the-end unapologetically itself.

Much like life itself.

Thank you to everyone who listened to my ideas and read bits of it. It is the distillation of those conversations that helped this world come to life. Sam and Toni have been very patient and forgiving, but then, that's what second chances are all about…
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Dear Blog, May I call you Petunia?


Part 1




Love and other Surprises


Chapter 1 - Board Meeting

There was pain, searing white hot pain, then nothing.

✽✽✽

Almost at the same time somewhere at the edge of a city in a room that had no exit or entry, a rustle like the tumble of dry autumn leaves in a wind flurry, heralded a gathering. A gathering no human could attend or ever be invited to. 

At length a silence settled. None of the beings spoke, or moved very much, yet they were locked in heated debate. For those who could hear, the voices rang like the hollow bells.

“Is there some purpose to this summons, beyond what we already know?”

A tall dark shadow emerged into the room, forming quickly into a thin wispy creature.

“We have found an impurity.”

The announcement caused an eddy of unsettled movement in the room.

“You are certain?”

“Beyond doubt.”

A babble of raised voices and comments gradually gave way into a silence—each individual contemplating implications and possible actions. The lanky shadow hovered, waiting.

“There is more?” The broad form of the most powerful one among them had until this point said nothing. His penetrating gaze pinned the messenger, sensing the message even before it had been uttered.


“The Keeper of the Archives has disappeared.” Another ripple of unease snaked through the room.


“And do you seek him?” A purely rhetorical question designed to remind certain attendees of their allegiances and their responsibilities. 

Half hidden in the rear of the assembly a slight figure listened quietly. If the direction of the discussion was causing her any growing concern, she hid it well. As well as she hid herself, in plain sight behind an apparent cool detached interest. Voices rose in discussion about the fate of the archivist and the hunt for the impurity. No one took any note as the assembly decreased by one.


Chapter 2 – Consequences





Okay Sam, now relax… He closed his eyes, consciously willing the frown he felt between his eyes to relax. The familiar sounds of field and forest drifted around him. 



Just breathing and relaxing…an’ enjoying this beer...


His neck muscles bunched in protest. He dropped his chin and rolled his head from side to side slowly.


Yep, just chilling…enjoyin’ the ol’ peace an’ quiet.


He leaned back against the rocking chair’s headrest.

Still relaxin’....

Okay, doing good… just relaxin’…

For a few seconds he actually had the hang of it. There were no thoughts, no pressures, just silence.


Wind in the branches…bird… A few more silent moments.


Probably an owl… that’s a deer…bird… another bird…


The quiet forest sounds filled the late afternoon… and the whole goddamn National Geographic colour supplement.


The ocean blue eyes snapped open.

Who was he kidding? All that tree-hugging yoga stuff just wasn’t his thing. He’d trade it for a good sweaty five mile run any day. No offence to the physiotherapist who had included it in his recovery program.

He shot back the last of the beer and rocked forward as he dropped his booted feet off the veranda railing. He blew out a heavy breath as he ran one calloused hand over his stubbled face, slouching to rest elbows on knees. The empty bottle now dangling loosely between strong tanned hands. He gave it a long accusing glare, irritated at not really having enjoying it, more irritated at wanting to open another one.

It had been a few weeks since he was off the heavy meds, but he had always been cautious with alcohol. He couldn’t afford to ever let his guard down and risk saying or doing something to make people start asking questions.

Sam Karelson’s dark mood had nothing to do with the meditation exercises or innocent forest inhabitants, or even the faint ache in his left shoulder. He leaned his head back against the carved headrest. The real problem was the scratch of nervous energy riding him. It wasn’t going to be appeased by a bit of deep breathing and a beer, or several beers if it came to that.

Even as he sat, idly scanning the slowly deepening shadows of the forest fringe, unconsciously frowning again, one boot heel did a little rapid jig.

“Damn,” the word was softly spoken, but full of vehemence.

His unbuttoned red plaid shirt hung open over a grey collarless polo and faded blue jeans. He could have been a cowboy or a construction worker. He was neither.

Although at the moment he wasn’t really anything.

There was a low buzz near his elbow. He ignored it. It got louder.

Goddamn nursemaids…

He didn’t let himself finish the thought, but picked up the communicator instead. The receiver was big and clunky but the signal strength was every bit as good as any new sleek city receiver. So he couldn’t even claim drop-out as an excuse. He gave himself a mental shake, better show some of that old positive attitude or there’ll be more than just a phone call or two. He glanced at the dial number.


Oh, oh. Better make that damn genuine positivity or there would really be hell to pay.


“Hi Toni.”

“Hi. You started diner yet?” The female voice managed to sound friendly and assertive at the same time.

“Just getting the first course started now.”

There was a quiet sound on the other end. “Hm. Would that be from a bottle by any chance?”

“Come on Toni, you know I’m on meds.”

“Yeh, and you know lying will stunt your growth.”

“Okay, you got me, but it’s just the one. I swear.”

“It had better be, because if you want to be able to sneak another one anytime soon, there had better be only one missing from your secret stash.”

“Damn, woman, I thought I had them hidden good this time.”

“Oh sure, next time try somewhere less obvious than in the cooler door.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

There was a snort on the other end at his fake compliance. “You need any more fuel for the burners before I get home?”

“No. You asked me before you left, remember?” He failed to rein in the snapped reply.

But Toni answered mildly. “Okay, just asking. Don’t get all tense on me.”

He swallowed before answering more quietly. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Just double checking.”

“Everything is fine here. I can manage a few chores on my own.”

“I know.”

“Sorry.” He could feel himself tensing.

“It’s okay, Sam”

“Yeh.”

“Just get some sleep. Okay?”

“Sure.”

“… and take your meds.”

“Okay, mother hen.”

“Hah, rude. Lucky I like you. I’ll be back in a few days, maybe sooner. Don’t burn the cabin down.”

“Do my best.”

She hung up on his grunted reply.

He tossed the receiver into the other chair and threw himself back into the rocker, ignoring the protesting creak.


For about the hundredth time his mind worried through the last operation. And like every previous time, he failed to find a single clue why he had let his team down. He’d lead them into an ambush. He grunted. Dumbass, I should have seen it coming. Felt it coming. Felt something was off. Should have, but didn’t.


Guilt knotted through his gut. He knew it for what it was but couldn’t shake it. Restless, he rocked forward, leaning his forearms on his knees again.

What was different last time?

Nothing was different.


Except for almost getting killed. The thought twisted and writhed.



Almost got my whole team killed.


He fidgeted with the edge of the beer bottle label. Maybe he missed a clue, maybe he hadn’t listened properly, maybe he had relied too much on his ‘gift’.

Maybe this time I wasn’t meant to dodge the bullet.

His eyes roved over the landscape, not really seeing.

Or you really are just crazy.

His mouth tightened into a grim humourless smile at the acidic thought. It wasn’t the first time he’d entertained either notion since that screwed-up day. One hand absently rubbed his left shoulder.


Damn it. Something was coming.


He didn’t know what, but he knew deep in his gut that something was going down. A cheek muscle jumped.

What the hell is wrong with you?


His fingers roughly combed back through his dark blonde mop of hair making absolutely no improvement. Grown out of its military crop, it felt strange. Not right. Just like everything else. The thought made him grit his teeth.


With a hefty dose of self-loathing he hurled the empty bottle angrily across the yard. There was a satisfyingly loud thud as it hit the side of the barn.

He grimaced as his body protested the sudden movement. Perversely he welcomed the pain. Almost immediately he felt a warm heavy thump against his thigh.

“It’s okay, Boojar, I’m fine.”

Sam blew out a deep breath and patted the big dog’s shaggy head, already regretting the show of anger. The loss of control.

The brown canine eyes locked on, assessing him, calling his bluff.

Sam snorted. “Not you too?” But his face relaxed into a half smile. No use trying to fool a dog.

“Gimme a break fella... I’m almost fine. Good enough?”

The dog answered by placing a heavy paw on Sam’s knee and giving him a panting doggy grin.

“You’re not gonna rat me out to Toni, are you?” At the sound of Toni’s name Boojar gave a soft yip and sprung to his feet. Sam snorted and stood up slowly, after scruffing the golden furry ears.

Thoughts of Toni pushed Sam’s overworked guilt buttons. Toni Poletti, his best friend and self-appointed minder would be back soon and little would get past those sharp intelligent eyes. Shaking his head to himself he stepped off the veranda.

“Better remove the evidence.”

He headed towards the barn where the bottle had landed. Boojar paused for a second before trailing after his master.


Chapter 3 – Second Thoughts

Toni Poletti put down the communicator thoughtfully. Despite her upbeat tone she was anything but okay. Sam was her oldest friend but he had shut down tighter than a limpet on a rock. She stared at the screen in front of her and tried to focus on the open file. But her mind was having none of it.


That day, he had arrived right on schedule—no surprise. However, the little tingle of happy energy that hummed through her body was a surprise. She had hooked her thumbs into her back pockets to keep herself from broadcasting her completely idiotic excitement. But watching that blue and chrome hopper thrash its way down out of the sky, the security insignia a flash in the sunlight, speared a second of panic through her excitement.


Had she had done the right thing?

It wasn’t the first time she’d asked the question over the last weeks.

Just like every other time, her thoughts went to that moment when he climbed out of the hopper, the wash-down from the rotors briefly whipping his dark hair into a tousled mess. The slight hitch apparent in his movements. As he closed the distance, she could see he was thinner even since her last visit. Her heart repeated the remembered double thump when he lifted his face and gave her a guarded half-smile. The shadows under the blue-grey eyes telling her more than he would ever have admitted.

The memories made her take a long deep breath and press the heel of her hand against her heart to steady the pang of sympathetic hurt. It was okay. She repeated it to herself, slowly making herself believe it. He was here now. Safe—not quite sound—but alive.

She’d made the right decision; the inconveniences of rearranging her life were short term. Not that she gave a damn about any of that right now.

There was no way she could have just left him in the hospital. Sure, he’d been as compliant as someone like him could be. But he was suffering in ways the medicos couldn’t help, or more probably didn’t even recognise.

It wasn’t just a macho need to not show weakness. She understood the truth. She’d experienced it often enough with the wild creatures under her care—the silent need of all wild things. The need to be free.

Okay, maybe it was fanciful but she couldn’t bear it. So now here they were, for better or worse.

Enough maudlin second guessing, she had patients to help. She re-focussed on the open file, quickly read through it and replied to the sender, before pushing herself back from her desk. Her assistant poked in his head to remind her of the scheduled surgery, but she was already on her feet, notes in hand.

Work. Best antidote to weird relationship vibes ever invented.


Chapter 4 - Dropping in

There was a whistling rush of air, a hard unexpected blow. The figure spun in the air. He fell in a dizzy uncontrolled tangle of limbs. Conifer needles and cones scratched and blinded him as he fell, his body making kindling of the smaller branches. The larger lower branches mercilessly slowed his descent, punching the air from his lungs, before dropping him in a bone-jarring landing.

But the figure in the darkness did not cry out, although it was not because he was not in pain. He was. It was not because he was not conscious, because he was. He didn’t cry out because he chose not to. To have done so would have let his pursuers know two things. One, that he was alive and, two, that he was injured. There were, after all, worse things than dying.

He lay for a long time on the thick layer of pine needles, just concentrating on becoming one with the natural forest noises. Finally he gritted his teeth and pushed himself to his knees. A few cautious movements confirmed what he already knew. He looked up at the sky peeking through the trees. The blushed purples of twilight told him he had little light left to find shelter for the night. He opened his senses cautiously.


Domestic animals.


Some distance away. He sighed. It would have to be enough. He started the slow painful journey.


Chapter 5 – Checking up

A cold cleanness in the air suggested frost before morning. Sam stretched, lifting his elbow high, rotating the shoulder. So maybe chopping all that firewood hadn’t been the smartest move. He bent to pick up the last log. Almost time to go in. Boojar stirred himself up from beside the wood pile where he’d been napping, stretching dramatically before coming to sit near the chopping block. Sam eyed his dog as he steadied the log on the block with one hand.

“Just one more then we’re done.”

The dog continued to stare at him.

“Promise.”

He swung the axe and the log gave a satisfying crack as it split neatly in two. He reached down for the larger piece. The axe swung several more times, the log reduced to kindling. Sam leaned over to pick up another log. Boojar moved to sit directly in front of the chopping block and gave an exaggerated yawn. Nobody made a point without words like Boojar.

“So, chilli and play-offs?” he asked the dog.

The big animal grinned, the long furry tail thumping enthusiastically in complete agreement. Sam felt himself smile back as he dropped the log back onto the pile.

Okay his shoulder didn’t feel better, but his mind did. Better, back in control. Stuff happened. You just had to figure out what the rules were. That’s how the world worked. That’s how Sam Karelson’s world worked.


The communicator rang. It was a quiet polite ring. His other nursemaids.



He paused, hefting the axe in his hand and very briefly considered not taking the call. He snorted. Yeah, like that was an option. He might get away with a couple of voice messages but he knew his team would start getting edgy if he missed a day. It was an unwritten rule. No one stayed out of contact for more than twenty four hours. Hell, it was one of his rules. The only exceptions were if you were deep undercover or on your honeymoon. He wasn’t working and this was definitely no honeymoon. Besides if he didn’t answer they’d only call Toni, and she’d... well, she’d burn rubber to get here.


He sent the axe biting into the chopping block. Taking in a deep breath he picked up the clunky device from top of the log pile. The screen glowed softly, startlingly bright in the dusky twilight. He checked the caller ID from habit despite knowing who it would be.

“Jaydee.”

“Yo, Sam!”

“You calling from a bar?”


Jaydee’s smooth southern drawl was almost buried by the unmistakable sounds of glassware, the babble of lots of people and in the background, a slightly off-key rendition of someone singing Stand by your man.


“That I am Sam, my boy. Thought I’d check to see you still breathing an’ have a small libation on your behalf.”

He smiled despite himself. “That’s big of you Jaydee considering your busy schedule.”

“So very true. Which is why I took it upon myself to have a little R an’R time.”

Sam huffed in amusement and picked up the last of the logs he’d split into kindling. With an armful of wood, the communicator tucked against his shoulder, he headed back up to the house.

He squinted at the sun as it dipped below the hills.

“Isn’t it a bit early for happy hour? Who’s minding the store?”

“Don’t you be fussing your head about no employment issues, mister boss man. I got our best people on it.”

Sam smiled to himself. Their best people meant one Sandy Reynoldstottr. The team’s tall classically Nordic sniper; she knocked back both recruiters and would-be suitors on a regular basis. Reserved, with a dry humour she used sparingly, she didn’t take any crap from anyone. He trusted all of his team, but if Sandy was in charge, then short of Armageddon there wasn’t a hell of lot for him to worry about.

“So what’s the special occasion that’s got you cutting off early and dumping on your overworked colleagues?” The song in the background was getting louder as if Jaydee was getting closer to the singer.

“State Snow-Bunny runner-up two years running.” Jaydee was shouting over the noise of applause and cheering. Sam pushed open the door, waiting for Boojar before activating the light switch as he went. He knelt beside the damped down fire and dumped the load of wood.

“Well congratulations. I’m sure you two will have a lovely evening.”

“Plan to, Sam. Plan to… ” he was saved the necessity of reply as the call cut off. But not before he overheard a very breathy feminine voice murmur something definitely meant for Jaydee’s ears alone.

“And a good night to you too,” Sam said to the room in general before dropping the communicator onto the coffee table.

He strategically placed a few pieces of wood on the embers and fanned them alight.

Jaydee had something of the reputation with the ladies, no real surprise with his dark drop-dead handsome features, tall footballer’s build and enough southern charm to float a riverboat. As far as Sam and the rest of the team could tell, Jaydee really did have a friend in every port. What’s more, they changed at frequent intervals with no hard feelings on anyone’s part. It was a genuine miracle.

Sam stretched, absently rotating his shoulder again, staring at the slowly catching flames. The small domestic chores and routine call had taken the edge off the hard energy riding him. Maybe he’d even get some decent sleep tonight. He flicked a glance down at the antique watch he always wore, automatically noting the time and calculating the hours since Toni had left.


He was grateful for the break. He snorted. Grateful. Sure. Grateful the interrogation was on hold. She was like a bloodhound that’d caught scent of her quarry. He was going to have to get his act together before she got back. Make sure his back story was solid. Toni knew him inside out and he was pretty sure she sensed he was holding back.


Not for the first time he second guessed his decision to come back here.

He thoughtfully shifted one of the pieces of wood into a better position with the fire poker.

Boojar trotted up to him and sat, looking pointedly towards the kitchen end of the open plan cabin. Sam reached down and gently ruffled the big dog’s ears.

“Okay. I get the message.”


Chapter 6 – Visitor

Sam could feel his chest start to tighten. The reel was always the same. But he couldn’t stop the replay.

Fingers of amber sunset pulled shadows across the construction site. Angry wind gusts butted half-finished walls before tumbling out into the high sky beyond. The damp tang of fresh concrete cloyed the back of his tongue.

He shouldn’t be able to smell it. He should be breathing clean recirculated air and reading his visor’s heads-up display. He should close his helmet. But he didn’t.

Something was very wrong. Wrong enough to make him ditch the protocol he hammered into others and ignore all the tech in his protective suit.

The comms in his head gear clattered with voices reporting and answering as his teams secured the floors below. Rusty ends of reinforcing rods rattled against their wire prisons. Loose sheeting startled the air with irregular whip-cracks.

One-by-one, he tuned each noise out. None of these noises were what his senses strained for.

He closed his eyes and hunted for the strange not-taste of energy that wasn’t human. As soon as they’d set foot down in the foyer the thrum pulsed through the soles of his feet.

It was different each time. But every time it happened he’d sensed it. There would be something—a noise, or a shadow or a glimpse of a shape.

One thing never changed. Always, it meant things were about to go sideways. A turned off gas main igniting. The rescued hostage turning assassin. Things erupting into violence for no damn reason.

But this time it was different.


This time it felt… personal.


The thought almost made him call up his team. But they were only a minute or two behind. Besides, he might not get another chance at such a close confrontation—an answer to half-shadows— and a confirmation of his sanity.

The hairs on the nap of his neck pricked, snapping his attention to full alert. He stood completely still for long seconds.

But only the faintest trace remained.

The tension across his back relaxed as he gave a short wordless sound of disappointment. His hand reached up to close his visor ready to tap an acknowledgement to the repeated, but not-yet alarmed, missed call-ins. 

Whatever it was had been here but was not here now. Now there was—

Danger!

The explosion flashed white as his body hurled out into the sky.

✽✽✽

Sam started from his nightmare in a familiar cold sweat. But he was immediately alert. This time something was different.

The muted vid was still on, its flickering blue-glare images messing with the heavy shadows in the cabin. He remained perfectly still, keeping his breathing even, his eyes barely slitted open, trying to see or sense what was causing Boojar’s low growl. It couldn’t be Toni coming back early, Boojar would have rolled out the welcome mat. He couldn’t detect anything wrong, but Rule One was trust your instincts. Right now Sam’s instincts told him Boojar was not warning him about a nocturnal squirrel.

He rolled carefully off the big worn couch where he’d fallen asleep.

“What is it fella?” his voice pitched low.

The big dog was still in front of the fireplace. Its ears flicked once towards his master’s voice but otherwise remained focused on the front door. Sam made a crouching run to the window. Keeping low he peered out cautiously.

Nothing moved in the cold, moon-washed yard. The only sounds were distant calls of night creatures and the arthritic crack of the fire. Behind him, Boojar’s nails clacked briefly across the wooden floor. Careful not to silhouette himself, Sam grabbed his heavy jacket from the wall pegs while stepping into his boots.

As he reached up to the shotgun rack above the door a skittering whisper played in the silence.

He paused. It was almost a relief to hear the un-noise again, to feel the invisible cold fingers run up his spine. This… this was familiar. Something he knew how to handle. His neck hairs tingled with the peculiar energy that always danced over him when it happened.

After all of the weeks of having nothing definite to focus on, this was like finally being able to stretch after being cramped in a cage.


Okay, game on.


Sam loaded the shotgun and cracked open the door. With Boojar crowding him, he slipped out into the night.

✽✽✽

The figure in the barn had been resting, trying to gather his strength. His recall after the fall and the landing in particular was unhelpfully hazy. The dark sky had been still empty of its moon, when he’d dragged himself to this shelter. So perhaps not so very long ago. That was good, because he could feel the poison slowly seeping into this body.

But he had been careless. The animal in the house was awake and had become aware of his presence. It was with its human and now it brought the human here.

He closed his eyes and concentrated on building a link with the simple mind, calming the fears of the animal.

There wasn’t much time. He reached out and touched the human mind, and stopped.


How unexpected.


He opened his eyes and looked up into the dark, waiting for them to find him.

✽✽✽

The wrongness hung in the air, brushed over Sam’s skin, coating the back of his throat when he swallowed. He stood outside the dark bulk of his barn, alert. His ears strained but he heard only the soft sounds of his horses shifting in their stalls. Boojar’s stiff-legged walk was a clear sign of trouble. He glanced down at a rumbled low warning and touched the dog’s big head. The dog faithfully shadowed him, but continued to hang back. That was unusual. Boojar’s normal response was to place himself between Sam and danger, as both threat and warning to any interloper.


Sam’s pulse quickened, as the familiar hum of energy built. He tried to tune into the feeling, but although his senses thrummed on high alert, he wasn’t getting the usual signals. It just felt… off.



A twinge of guilt flicked across his mind. Should call this in.


He was walking into an unknown situation without backup. If anyone on his team had pulled a stunt like this he would have kicked their ass. He grimaced. Knowing his team, it was even odds they would overreact if they thought he was in trouble. Especially so soon after last time. Probably hijack a hopper to get here.

He shrugged mentally, if it turned out to be nothing it’d be a story they’d all laugh about over a beer. If not… then he’d handle it, play it down and still have that beer. His weight automatically shifted forward as he lightened his step and resettled the shotgun in his hands.

Taking in a steadying breath he eased the big barn door open as quietly as possible. He re-focused on the dark silence inside. Slivers of moonlight streamed into the big building through windows and gaps, randomly highlighting the interior. He let his eyes adjust as he stepped into the shadows beside the door. Boojar followed, head down, stalking silently, almost treading on his heels—still uncharacteristically reticent to take the lead.

The quiet barn seemed normal. The horses shuffled in their loose boxes, leaning curious heads over their railings. He could just see the three silhouettes, ears pricked towards him in enquiry.

“Shh, Walker. Only me.” At the bare whisper, the big brown mustang nodded his head, snorted softly and flicked his ears but did not leave his spot by the rail.

“Steady, Kola. Steady. It’s okay Tank.” His voice barely carried over the stir of the horses’ feet in the straw.

Toni’s gelding, Kola, sidled closer to its partner’s stall. Then almost as if they had shared the same thought the horses turned to look at the rear of the barn. Something was definitely here, in the dark.

The dog knew it, the horses knew it…

Then he heard it.

Clear and distinct from the usual sibilant whispers—the one sound that iced his gut and seized the air in his lungs. The sound that was burned into his memory in a chaos of darkness and blood. The sound that meant death.

He froze.


Chapter 7 – Well that explains it

It was a long, dry noise. Papery. Like old parchment pages slowly sliding and folding against each other. His heart kicked against his chest. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled to attention. His knuckles whitened as his fingers tightened on the shotgun.

Something in the dark was making that noise.

Something that didn’t belong there.

He’d heard it only twice before, but he knew that sound. Knew what was going to happen. If he looked where the sound came from he would see nothing. He knew because the thing making the noise was standing in its own shadow. He couldn’t explain how he could know, he just knew it for the truth.

He blew out a breath, caught between the electrical tension still thrumming through his body and the paralysing bone-deep chill.

He gritted his teeth. He wasn’t a scared kid left alone in the dark any more. A rebellious voice in his head whispered.

But it’s not just one of the noises is it? It’s THE noise… the one before the bad happens… something extra bad-ass bad… something you can’t stop… to someone you…


He growled, the surge of anger slamming the door on the traitorous voice. Get your shit together! He shifted his tight grip on the shotgun, maybe he really was losing it, because… Hell. He was standing in his barn, totally freaked out by a spooky noise. That no one else could hear! Yep, real well adjusted.


Boojar whined softly, edging forward towards the empty horse stall at the end of the row.

Sam’s hand automatically caught his collar.

“Boojar, no!” he hissed, his quiet command still startlingly loud in the night stillness.

Sam cursed silently at both his irrational fear and at his dog, which had apparently lost all fear of whatever was in the darkness. Boojar strained against him, determined to drag both of them into the narrow darkness. He struggled one handed for a few seconds, trying to keep the shotgun deployable. With a short dissenting yip, Boojar twisted out of his grip.

“Goddamn it!”

His curses no longer silent, Sam lunged after his suddenly delinquent animal. No way was he was going to let whatever was in there get his dog.

But he was too slow. Boojar disappeared into the shadows.

He snapped up the shotgun as the whispering energy ratcheted up to a drumbeat. Squinting into the poor light he followed one cautious footstep after another. Boojar stood near the outline of a shadowy pile of horse blankets and feed bags.

“Boojar! Come.”

The dog whined softly, but ignored the command and sat down instead. Sam trained the barrel at the deeper shadows just in front of his dog. There was a frowning instant of indecision as he thought maybe, just maybe, he’d been wrong. Then part of the shadow moved.

Instantly his finger was firm against the trigger.

“Don’t move.”

The shadow complied with his order, although his dog did not. Boojar dropped to the floor. Weapon locked on the shadow, Sam backed out of the stall, reaching back quickly to swipe at the light panel. The low watt globe shed enough light to let him see what had taken residence in his barn.

For a moment, his world stopped turning.

“Damn.”

Then the creature moved.


And there it was… the noise.


Long ago he’d realised his version of reality was pretty different from everyone else’s. He’d learned how to get by in the world and stay sane. Hell, he’d made a living out of it. But a lifetime of discipline and secrecy hadn’t prepared him for this. As the figure on the floor lifted its head, Sam snapped out of the paralysis freezing his limbs. His body automatically stepped back, shotgun steady while a pair of blue eyes fixed him with a penetrating deep stare.

But this was no nightmare dream horror. The face looked very human, a face that for all its austere impassiveness, telegraphed pain. A lot of pain. In his line, reading people and situations was often a matter of life and death.


It’s in the eyes, always in the eyes.


In this case, the startling, not-quite-right blue eyes. Sam blinked.

There was no air of menace, no threat of violence or harm. His finger slid away from the trigger and he slowly lowered the shotgun. Sam wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to do next, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to shoot. He leaned the firearm against the wall behind him, safely within his reach if needed. The creature looked unarmed, but it paid to be cautious. The strange blue eyes followed every movement of Sam’s hands.

Boojar lifted his head to look at him and thumped his tail slowly on the floor in encouragement.  Sam consciously slowed and smoothed his movements, slipping without thought into the voice he used for small children, crime victims and hostage rescues.

“It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.” He tried to sound sincere.

It was already hurt and hurt bad, its clothes ripped, like it had dragged itself here through the forest.

The creature continued to regard him with a steady unblinking stare. He tried again.

“Listen I’m just going to have a look at that. Okay?”

Sam concentrated on looking unthreatening, and moved forward slowly, keeping both hands in front of him in a relaxed half surrender position, ready to pull back in an instant. The blue eyes tracked closely but apart from the dry stiff brush of restless feathers one against the other, the creature made no other movement.

Now knowing the source of the old nightmare sound, Sam found it a lot easier to tune out the noise or at least clamp down on the panic response.

But as he approached, the undamaged left wing lifted to unfold between them in the cramped space. Warning?

✽✽✽

The last thing he wanted to do was startle or provoke. Damn, the wing was big. He noted the quiver of the large flight feathers as they opened further to spread like fingers. Sam slowly crouched down to meet the savage blue glare at eye level and noted the jump of muscle along the severe jawline.

It was impossible not to think of large birds—large birds that could have your hand off in an eye blink.

✽✽✽

The human had come armed. Hardly a surprise. He hoped his preliminary research and assessments of character were correct. Faced with the reality, his tenacious curiosity seemed particularly self-indulgent, if not potentially lethal at the moment. He saw the human place the weapon to one side and relief flooded through his body. In his present state he doubted he could have physically overcome the human, not unless he used the animal and he was reluctant to turn the beast against its companion.

He tensed as the human came closer and crouched down, close enough to reach out and touch his damaged wing. Despite the human’s deliberately non-threatening posture and voice, he stayed wary of this human he did not know and could not read.

The moments ticked by.

It was getting harder to stay alert.

There was only one logical course of action. He broke the stalemate and signalled compliance by leaning his good shoulder back against the feed bags. Taking advantage of the light he also studied what he could see of the damage to his wing. It didn’t look good.

The heavy leading edge of his wing was clearly broken; the lower half drooped unresistingly against the floor. But the main problem was the slim silver shaft he could feel pinning the tangle of bloodied snapped feathers to his back. A cold chill settled in his gut. Without help, the poison would continue its slow release. Already he could feel his reflexes slowing and his thoughts muddying.

He was startled by a movement.

When had he closed his eyes? The human was standing again. He wished he could decipher the thoughtful look. Hopefully the human was not contemplating calling for assistance. Being subject to scrutiny and interference by a host of humans was definitely not something he could allow to happen. But he did not sense the presence of anyone else nearby. Thankfully, at least for the moment, he only had the one human to manage.

“Yeh, easy for you to say, fella.”

For a confusing moment he thought the human was speaking to him, but realised his error as the animal jumped up to its feet to look up alertly.

The human blew out a noisy breath and crouched down again with an encouraging smile which felt not so much insincere as well practiced. A flash of insight let him guess what the human had been contemplating.

“Okay buddy, neither of us is going to like this much. We’re going for a walk.” Shuffling forward the human held out a hand. “You’re going to have to try to help me out if you can.”

He regarded the yard outside through the open doors and the building beyond, calculating the distance to be covered against his remaining strength. The paler version of his own blue eyes waiting for his response were patient, but he thought he detected a level of implacable resolve there too. He was out of options and soon he would be out of time.


Sooner started, sooner completed.


Resigned, he didn’t waste energy on a reply. Instead he took a deep shuddering breath and started to struggle upright.

✽✽✽

“Okay. Take that as a yes.” Sam darted forward to slip a shoulder under the creature’s good arm. Together they staggered to their feet. His guest was a lot taller than he expected, and there seemed to be wing and feathers everywhere.

It took few moments of fumbling to finally get a secure hold without aggravating the injuries any more than necessary. The good news was that there was a lot less weight than he had anticipated, considering the solid strength of muscles he could feel under the dark clothing.

Yep, flying critter. Needs to be light. Made sense.

Sure—about as much sense as anything else has made tonight.

“Okay, let’s do this,” he muttered.

Apart from the almost inaudible hitches in breath at each inevitable wing-jarring misstep, his unearthly guest never uttered a sound. It was only a passing note though, as Sam locked his jaw against the twinging complaints from his own freshly-healing body.

It was a long way back to the couch.


Chapter 8 – This is not normal

It was all Sam could do, not to unceremoniously drop his visitor in front of the big fireplace. They did a clumsy tango around the coffee table, which ended with his guest on the floor. Although Sam considered he deserved points for a landing on the hearth rug instead of the wooden floor.

Sam switched off the vid and switched on the floor lamp in one smooth movement. The injury looked horrific in the quiet light.

“Damn.”

The soft expletive raised no response from his unmoving guest.

“Hold on. I’ll be right back.”

In moments Sam grabbed a stack of clean towels from the bathroom and was back kneeling beside his patient packing them around the injured shoulder.

A thin chill of early pre-dawn air snaked across the floor and he realised the door was still open. He closed it before adding a fresh log to the fire. A few stabs of the fire poker woke up a welcome crackling heat. The room settled into a normal silence. Embers popped. Muffled night noises sounded through the log walls. Wood smoke lingered before going up the chimney.

For some long moments Sam just stood watching the firelight play on the slightly tapered metal arrow which trembled at each breath of its captive. The location of the wound uncomfortably similar to his own. A mirror image. A chill ran up his spine. Boojar leaned up against his leg and he absently scratched the big dog’s ear.

A sliver of clear material embellished with fine intricate carvings ran along the arrow’s length. There was an unearthly beauty to the simple lines. A deadly beauty. Boojar gave him another nudge. He shook off the strange sensation.

“Let’s do this.”


With a silent thank you to Toni, he found the first aid kit where he remembered it was kept. It was basic but would do. He didn’t check it—it would be ready to go. In their line of work first aid kits were always ready to go. The thought pulled him up for a second as he realised he’d acknowledged Toni as a fellow officer. She did a job, same as he did. They were both protectors. Just different clients. It hit him with equal parts pride and fear.


A rasping rustle cut through his thoughts. Funny… even now, knowing what the sound was, it still raised the hairs on the back of his neck.

✽✽✽

The human had left the room again. Under different circumstances he would simply cloak his own presence and wait for help to arrive. But he could not risk sending a message. In his mind he retraced his steps, trying to guess who seemed capable of betrayal or murder. The exercise was interrupted as the human came back.

He heard the soft sigh.

“I was hoping you’d be out of it for this part... easier on both of us.”

Despite his obvious reluctance, the human slipped back into the projection of calm confidence, smoothly setting his supplies on the coffee table. Perhaps the poison was preventing his reading the human properly.

Regardless, there was something he needed to do immediately. Time was running out.

As the human turned to check his supplies, he took a deep breath and gritted his teeth. Biting off a grunt, he managed to push himself upright, but had to stop, hampered by the broken wing and damaged shoulder. Half-kneeling drunkenly to one side, he tried to breathe through the pain.

“Hey. Hey. Hold on. Take it easy.”

He glanced up at the human who held out his hands in a calming gesture. He closed his eyes, blocking out the human who was still on his knees, hands hovering, probably trying to guess what was happening. As he took several deep breaths he heard his companion shuffle closer.


“Hey. Wait. You know, one of the rules of first aid is not to remove bits of hardware from your body without adequate medical personal and equipment handy.”


He’d underestimated the human’s insight, the serious tone belying the quip. He ignored the comment. The universe wasn’t playing by the rules tonight.

He took another deep breath. Again he was distracted as the human shifted behind him and placed a restraining hand on his back.

“Okay, okay, okay.”

He froze, recognizing the intent as the human deliberately brought his other hand forward to firmly grip the silver projectile.

“Just for the record, this is a bad idea.”

Whether he agreed or not, there really wasn’t any other logical choice. Truthfully, it was unlikely any contortion could have allowed him to remove the bolt successfully himself and every second it released more poison. He took a deep steading breath.

The human seemed to brace.

“Okay. Ready?”

Before he could nod agreement, the bolt was wrenched from his body.

The room convulsed into violence.

✽✽✽

A shattering sound tore from the creature’s throat. Its head and spine arched back. The beat of the massive undamaged grey wing swept a storm of burning embers and ashes across the room. Firelight and darkness fought in chaos as flames fanned and snuffed in the fireplace.

But it was nothing compared to the noise.

The scream exploded through Sam’s skull. His hands clutched his head trying to squeeze out the raging din, his own single shout muted by the locked breath in his lungs. 

Mercifully it was over in seconds. The creature slumped forward, eyes shut, jaws and lips clamped tight. Boojar was on his feet, teeth bared, ears flat against his big skull, growling deep and dangerous in his belly. Sam was still on the floor, where he’d been knocked, the arrow in his clenched fist, as stunned by his own audacity as by the aftermath of the noise.

He ran his tongue around his mouth. It was possible some of his teeth were vibrating.

“What…” He cleared his throat. “What the hell?”

In a flash of movement, both Sam’s wrists were imprisoned in an alarmingly strong grip.


Arctic blue eyes bored into his—demanding. There was a whisper. A faint hint of a voice, but there were no words, just impressions, like footprints in sand. Suspicion? Anger? Sam blinked rapidly, his freshly assaulted mind still raw and confused. Abruptly, the inhuman eyes dropped to the silver bolt still in his trapped hand.


The pressure increased painfully on his wrist.

‘Hey!’ His teeth clamped down on the word.

Damn it, he could feel the bones grinding together. He twisted his hand as his fingers involuntarily opened. Abruptly his other hand was released as his numbed fingers dropped the bolt. The weapon was snatched mid-air and thrown forcefully into the fire.

Almost as an afterthought, the being released his hand and slowly lowered back to the rug. Head resting on the undamaged arm, it stared unblinkingly at the fire where the narrow shape of the arrow flared white in the heat.

It had all happened fast, too fast for even Sam’s reflexes. As he rubbed his abused wrist, the ringing echo in his head receded. Despite the lack of any overtly aggression up to this point, Sam was starting to develop a healthy wariness of his guest’s abilities. A slowly charging silence filled the room.
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