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Prologue

	 

	England 1887

	 

	Drawing his cloak around him tightly, Jeremiah Fleming walked along the dirt road at dusk as he had been instructed to do. The map he had been given was old and the markings on it were faded, making it almost impossible to know if he was heading in the right direction. He had been told to go alone and he had agreed at the time but now he wondered if he was walking into a trap. He was after all, a prominent figure, making him a good target for kidnapping.  

	The demon he was being sent to find, the Traveler, wasn’t recorded in the journals. He was elusive and did not always reside in this plane. Tonight, was one of the rare nights that he could be summoned, and a deal could be struck.

	Since being initiated the year before, Jeremiah had been pushing for this to happen. The old order had all died out and as the new leader, he had complete control. There were always going to be naysayers, but he would deal with them in time. 

	He came to the crossroads by the old oak and stopped. This was the spot. 

	Making sure he had his knife within reach, he settled under the tree to wait. It grew dark before long, the silence was interrupted occasionally by the call of an owl but otherwise all remained still. The long walk had tired him, the quiet night lulled him and he dozed.

	A shrill scream jerked him awake. It didn’t sound human, more the primal screech of an animal. He quickly climbed to his feet, knife at the ready. A thin mist curled around his ankles, and he squinted in the darkness to see what had awakened him. 

	“That knife won’t harm me,” a voice said. 

	Jeremiah turned to find to see a dark shape behind him. The dark cloaked figure moved, and a cold chill ran along his spine. He knew he was in the presence of real evil.

	“I’ve come to make a deal,” he said.

	The Traveler gave a low chuckle. “Such a righteous man wants to make a deal with me? What could you possibly want?”

	“Power. The kind only you can provide.”

	“Many humans have come before, asking for the same thing. Why should I grant it to you?”

	“The others weren’t worthy. I am,” he said with more confidence than he felt. He held himself still. To show fear would be his death.

	The Traveler moved closer, almost gliding across the ground. Jeremiah stood firm, although the thought of this thing touching him made him nauseous. 

	From the blackness under its hood, Jeremiah swore he saw two red eyes staring back at him. When he blinked, they disappeared.

	The hand the Traveler held out was dark red in color, the fingers ending in pointed black claws.

	Jeremiah realized he wanted his hand. With a slight shudder, he reluctantly gave it.

	One of the claws snaked out, piercing the palm of his hand. Jeremiah hissed, more in surprise than pain, as a bead of blood blossomed.

	Bending his head over the wound, Jeremiah first thought the Traveler was smelling it, but realized almost immediately that the demon was drinking it. 

	He jerked his hand away on instinct, but the grip around his wrist was like iron. He raised the knife in an instinctive gesture, but dropped it with a cry, his hand burning like fire. 

	Raising his head, the demon said, “Your blood is tainted. You have killed for your own gain, betrayed those who are loyal to you and will do anything for power. You are worthy.”

	Jeremiah smiled through the pain of his burning hand. “So you will help me?”

	“I will. You are aware of the sacrifice required?”

	“I am. Do I need to sign a contract?”

	“That won’t be necessary. The agreement is already made. You will need these ingredients.” He handed Jeremiah a piece of parchment.

	“You will need seven for the sacrifice.”

	“Seven? I only have four.”

	“Seven are required. Do what is necessary to complete the ritual.”
The demon turned away.

	“Wait. Do they have to be willing?”

	“It’s not a requirement.”

	“Good. It will be done.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	Taryn walked as silently as he could through the church, watching for any movement. He had an iron bladed knife in one hand and a small glass vial in the other.

	There was a fluttering noise in the rafters above him. He scanned the ceiling of St. Patrick’s church. Light streamed through the stained glass windows, illuminating the pews, but the ceiling remained in shadow. He knew it was there though, he could feel it watching him.

	As he turned slowly, he saw it, a leg suspended between the wall and the ceiling. 

	He moved toward it, hearing its ragged breathing and as he got closer, it growled softly.

	“You know how this ends, Bartlus. Let’s stop playing games,” Taryn called.

	With a bellow, it launched itself off the wall toward him.

	Taryn threw himself forward as the demon launched itself toward him. Taryn hit the floor and the demon overshot, hit the floor and came instantly to its feet. Taryn spun to face it. 

	Mackenzie Murphy’s face stared back at him. Her full lips were twisted into a sneer; her normally green eyes were black. Ropey salvia oozed from her mouth onto the floor. She hunkered down preparing to pounce, looking more like an animal than a person.

	“One way or another you are going back in this bottle,” Taryn said.

	“You won’t hurt this body,” Bartlus said, in its guttural voice.

	“Don’t be so sure,” he lied.

	Bartlus grinned at him, the expression turning Taryn’s insides to water. He had to remain in control. If the demon realized he had one second’s doubt as to whether he could actually kill the demon that had possessed Mackenzie, it was all over. 

	“I can see her thoughts.” It tapped the side of Mackenzie’s head. “Her memories. You killed your own kin to save her. She’s still in here, screaming to get out.”

	“You’re not leaving this church.” 

	It leapt at him, knocking him sprawling. He flipped over, pinning Mackenzie’s body underneath him.

	“Is this what you want?” It asked, “Do you fantasize about this?” It wriggled suggestively.

	Taryn held it down by the throat and put the vial under its nose, chanting the old incantation in Latin. It screamed, bringing Mackenzie’s knee up and connecting with his groin. Taryn groaned and loosened his grip as pain ripped through him.

	Bartlus took the opportunity to get free. He pushed Taryn over and made a run for it.

	Taryn tossed the knife. It struck the altar, and Bartlus skidded to a halt. The knife had missed by inches. Bartlus spun in the opposite direction and Taryn teleported in behind and flipped the demon onto the floor. This time he was sure to pin all of Mackenzie’s limbs.

	As he finished the chant, black, oozing smoke poured out of her mouth and nose into the vial. When it was filled, Taryn sealed it.

	Mackenzie choked and sputtered.

	“You okay?” Taryn asked, sliding off her and onto the floor.

	“What the hell was that?” she moaned.

	“Possessor demon. I warned you not to touch anything.”

	“Well the bottle didn’t exactly come with a warning label, may cause possession when opened,” she snapped.

	Taryn sighed. She was such a pain in the ass.

	“Is it gone?” Father Jared asked as he crawled from under the pew where he had been hiding. He was sweating profusely, his dark hair plastered to his head.

	“It’s back in the bottle.” Taryn tossed it to him. Father Jared fumbled it, his thin face losing even more color, leaving him looking like a ghost, but he got a grip and held on as though his life depended on it—which it did. 

	Taryn knew Father Jared had only just joined the church and was still learning about demons. He had a long way to go. What was the man thinking, leaving the bottle unguarded?

	“I’ll lock this away,” Father Jared said, holding it at arm’s length. “Father Thomas will be back this evening. You can come and talk to him then. Alone.”

	Mackenzie glared at him as she picked herself up off the floor.

	“Good idea,” Taryn muttered. 

	“I didn’t do it on purpose,” she argued. 

	“I know. Let’s just forget it, okay?”

	He didn’t want to fight; he was in too much pain. They walked down the aisle to the door. 

	“So what do possessor demons do? Other than body jack you?” Mackenzie asked.

	“Not much. They’re demons who have had their form taken from them.”

	“Can they possess dead bodies?”

	“Only the recently dead. They can keep bodily functions going temporarily but not for long. Once the body expires, they return to their vessel. In this case, the bottle. They need living hosts.”

	Mackenzie shivered and pulled a face. “Let’s go home. I need a bath after that.”

	Taryn frowned. She said it so casually. Home. He had only been staying at her apartment for a few weeks, sleeping on the couch. Just because his father had a contract out on him didn’t mean it was permanent. He didn’t intend to stay much longer. It wasn’t like she was getting anything out of the arrangement anyway, other than a few fighting techniques and lessons about demon lore. Once he found a base somewhere, he decided, he was leaving.

	As they walked down the front steps of the church, Taryn saw him. He froze. Across the street by a bus stop, he had caught a glimpse of Lucien. A car passed blocking Taryn’s view, and by the time the car moved away, Lucien had vanished. He scanned the street, but it was as though he’d never been there.

	“What’s wrong?” Mackenzie asked.

	He shook his head. “Nothing.”

	He had to have imagined it. It had been weeks since Lucien had died. If he hadn’t appeared by now, then he wasn’t going to.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Mackenzie was relieved to be home, away from that church. After being invaded by Bartlus she needed to feel clean. She filled the bath, making the water as hot as she could stand.

	Dumping her clothes on the bathroom floor, she lowered herself into the bubbles. The water felt good. She lay back and closed her eyes feeling her muscles relax.

	Suddenly images popped into her brain that weren’t her own. Remnants of Bartlus’ invasion? She rubbed at her eyes, trying to drive the images away. They didn’t make sense. There were glimpses of people’s faces, different places and a glimpse of Taryn at the church. She realized they were memories. Bartlus’ memories?

	“Please be temporary,” she whispered.

	She had enough problems being in her own head space without someone else being in there too. 

	She had been conscious of what happened in the church. It was so strange, like she was a bystander in her own body. Taryn’s comment about hurting her to get Bartlus was something she would have believed once, but not now. He had killed his own brother to save her. And he had managed to get her mother out of prison. She was currently residing in Pine Hills Psychiatric Hospital. With her state of mind, it was the best place for her. 

	She owed Taryn a lot. And it was a debt she planned on repaying. Although she knew he had gotten something out of it too. He had wanted Lucien dead as much as she did, but he didn’t have to save her. She remembered Lucien’s hands around her throat and shuddered. She had really believed he was a good guy in the beginning. Story of her life. She must have inherited her mother’s ability to pick men. Look where that had gotten her.

	When she emerged from the bathroom half an hour later, Taryn was sitting at the kitchen table with a pile of books in front of him. They were old and moldy looking, with most of the titles in Latin. Mackenzie was self-taught so she could read most of them. It seemed to be the default language of demons.

	“Don’t you ever take a break?” she asked, settling herself on the couch to watch TV.

	“Not when my father is trying to kill me,” he muttered. 

	“Isn’t he always trying to do that?” she replied, flicking through the channels.

	“Him personally, yeah. But now he has every Duke looking for me too. Luckily, he doesn’t know where I am but it’s just a matter of time. I’m sure all the crap in East Falls got his attention.” A swarm of demons would do that.

	“So what is it you’re looking for?”

	“I’m trying to find a law that will get me off the murder charge.”

	That piqued her curiosity. “There’s a demon court?”

	“Yes, and my father is judge and jury.”

	Mackenzie picked up one of his books and leafed through it. “You said it was illegal to kill your brother.”

	“It is, but I’m sure there is some loophole I can exploit.”

	“Like what?”

	“There are some exceptional circumstances where it’s necessary.”

	“He was trying to kill me at the time.”

	“It doesn’t count.”

	“Of course it doesn’t,” she muttered. “Hold on, if you aren’t allowed to kill each other, then how are demons executed?”

	“We’re not the only demons out there. Plenty aren’t affiliated with any family and can be hired as executioners.”

	“And the Kings and Dukes are the biggest families, right?” she said, trying to remember what she had learned from his lessons.

	“In North America, yeah.”

	The families were integrated everywhere. Most of them lived in human society. They had jobs, houses. No one would ever know what they were to look at them.

	The door buzzer sounded. Mackenzie got up off the couch and pressed the intercom button.
“Hello?” she said.

	“Mackenzie?”

	“Mary?”

	“I hoped by now you would call me grandma,” came the reply.

	“Right, sorry. What are you doing here?” 

	“We were in town and we wanted to see you.”

	“We?”

	“Your grandfather and me. Can we come up?”

	They were her mother’s parents. She had met them when she had visited East Falls looking for her father. She never even knew they existed until she walked into the bakery they owned.

	Mackenzie hesitated. Her grandparents were here? She didn’t like them showing up unexpectedly like this, but she couldn’t be rude. She buzzed them in.

	Taryn started gathering his things.

	“Where are you going?”

	“Out,” he replied.

	“You’re not going to leave me alone with them?”

	“They’re your grandparents.” He vanished from the apartment.

	Mackenzie opened the door before they could knock. Mary and Patrick Murphy, her mother’s parents, looked nervous. Well Mary did, Patrick looked hostile as usual. She didn’t think she had ever seen him smile. He was the reason her mother had run away from home. That and she had been trying to find Sebastian. Of course he was already masquerading as Ed Black by then and living right under their noses. If her mother had stayed in East Falls and she had been born there, she wondered if he would have revealed himself. Probably not. For the short time she had known him, he seemed to be like most demons—incapable of feeling anything.

	“Come on in,” she said.

	“Thank you. What a lovely little apartment,” Mary exclaimed.

	Mackenzie didn’t like how she emphasized the word little. She had seen their place and it wasn’t much bigger. 

	“So what are you doing in town?” she asked.

	“We were visiting a friend and thought we’d drop in.” 

	She wondered if that was a lie. Who would they know in LA besides her?

	They took a seat and Mackenzie made tea, while desperately trying to think of a way to get them out. She had sort of left things up in the air the last time she had spoken to Mary. Obviously, she had decided to get pro-active.

	“Do you plan on seeing my mom?” she asked, when they were settled with their tea.

	They glanced at each other. Patrick cleared his throat. “We don’t think we would be very welcome.”

	“So, you’re not even going to try?”

	“Annie is difficult at the best of times,” he said.

	“You tell me that like I don’t know already. She’s mentally ill. Right now, she’s in a psychiatric hospital. She needs support, not judgment,” Mackenzie snapped.

	“I thought she was in prison?” Patrick said.

	“Some new evidence came to light. She was acquitted.”

	Mary’s eyes went wide. “Oh my God. She’s innocent?”

	Mackenzie bit back a retort. She didn’t have to sound so shocked. Who wanted to believe their daughter was a murderer? 

	“She needs family around her. The question is—are you going to help her or not?”

	 

	***

	 

	Taryn lingered on the fire escape, listening to Mackenzie and her grandparents argue. He knew she would win out in the end. She always did. Even without using her ability, she was quite persuasive. He climbed down the fire escape into the alleyway below.

	Father Thomas would be back by now. He had been consulting with him on how to go forward. He couldn’t avoid his father forever. At least at the moment, no one would ever think of looking for him here. He had spells in place, learned by Cray, to ward off unwanted attention.

	Father Thomas was a demonologist; he knew about the demon world. He was one of the few humans who were in on the secret. A bargain was struck long ago so that the demons could integrate into the human world; there were certain guardians in place to monitor their activities. If demons caused too much of a stir or too many bodies turned up they could alert hunters to take them out. There were very few demon hunters left in the world nowadays. 

	Taryn had managed to convince Father Thomas that he meant him no harm and he had agreed to offer him advice. He was still wary of him, but he was cooperating so far.

	When he went back inside the church, Father Thomas was praying. A woman dressed in a thick black veil, sat a few rows from the front, her head bent in silent prayer.

	Taryn barely glanced at her as he passed. He waited a few feet away until Father Thomas was done. 

	He rose slowly and crossed himself. He was in his late fifties with salt and pepper hair. When he saw Taryn, he led him away from the woman.

	“I got the message you left for me. I did some research. I understand you are one of the Duke’s heirs.”

	“Not anymore. I was banished. My father wants my head. If I can’t find a way around it, I need to...retreat.” Even saying it out loud felt like a weakness. 

	       “A Duke in hiding. Something you want to avoid?”

	“Yes. I won’t run from my father, but I want out. I don’t want to be affiliated with any family.”

	“Rogue demons don’t last long. The families do not like the younger demons getting ideas. You’re taking an awful big risk.”

	“It’s mine to take.”

	“There are communities out there where demons can live freely. Some of them have been very successful. Powers would be prohibited but you would have the support of others like you.”

	“I’ll do better on my own.” He had heard about those places. It was like being castrated. No matter what happened, he was not giving up his powers.

	“I can give you access to my personal library,” Father Thomas offered.

	“Thank you.”

	“The young lady you were here with earlier? What is her role in all of this?”

	“I assume Father Jared told you about the possession?”

	He nodded.

	“She’s new to this world, a half human offspring. I’ll keep her away from here.”

	“She is welcome in the house of God. Just make sure she keeps her hands to herself.” He gave a brief smile.

	“I will,” he replied.

	As Taryn was leaving, the old woman rose from her seat. He saw the blade from the corner of his eye. He dodged it but got nicked in the cheek.

	She threw off the veil to reveal a Spiro demon beneath. Over six feet tall, with yellow skin and covered head to foot in spikes, it came at him again, raising the sword above its head. 

	Taryn didn’t move, he didn’t have to. Father Thomas incanted something in Latin and before the Spiro could swing the blade; it was hurled backwards out through the doors and onto the street.

	Full blooded demons could enter a church, but any violence and they could be expelled. The Spiro found that out the hard way. It dropped its sword on the way out. Taryn scooped it up and ran outside, but it was gone.

	He hated Spiros. They were rare but excellent hunters. They had almost become extinct two centuries ago when the families would ship them over from Europe and hunt them. Finally, an agreement was made to preserve the last of them with strict monitoring on their breeding habits. This one had probably been sent by his father. Father Thomas followed him outside.

	“Is it gone?”

	“For now.”

	“It was after you?” 

	“Well, I doubt it came here to pray.”

	He left the Father to it; he was safe inside the church and headed back to the apartment. He saw no sign of the Spiro on way. When he reached the alleyway below the fire escape, he removed a yellow powder from his pocket and sprinkled it on the ground. He began incanting a spell of his own, just in case the Spiro had followed him. The powder began to glow. He set a few traps too, drawing a line under the fire escape. If it tried to cross the line its flesh would melt.

	He glanced up to see a bum watching him from the mouth of the alley. Taryn glared at him.

	“Hey, to each his own, man,” the bum muttered before quickly moving on.

	When he returned to the apartment, the lights were off. The Murphy’s were gone and Mackenzie had gone to bed.

	He climbed through the window as quietly as he could. He jumped when he saw someone standing in the kitchen in the dark.

	“I thought you were asleep,” he said, pulling off his jacket and tossing it over the chair.

	The figure stepped into the light, moving slowly toward him. It wasn’t Mackenzie.

	“Hello brother.”

	“Lucien.”
 

	



Chapter 3


	 

	“I don’t get why they felt the need to show up on my doorstep, without calling first,” Mackenzie moaned. She was still more than a little pissed that her grandparents had arrived unannounced.

	Taryn threw a punch and caught her in the jaw. Her head snapped back, making her stumble across the mat. Her head vibrated from the hit.

	“Are you okay?” Taryn asked, out of breath from their sparring.

	“Fine,” she said, but she could taste blood.

	“You should have been paying attention,” Taryn said, his dark hair dripping with sweat.

	“Well, I’m a little distracted right now.”

	“Do you think that the next demon that attacks is going to care about your family issues? Now what are the key features of a Zyglon attack?”

	“Didn’t they die out?”

	“There are still some living in the Andes.”

	“And when exactly am I supposed to run into one of them? Do they take vacations in California?”

	He swung a fist again, but she ducked.

	“Answer the question.”

	“Before seeing a Zyglon, victims usually hear a hissing noise before becoming disorientated. The Zyglon can produce a mist from its body to conceal it. It uses a stinger to paralyze its prey before it eats them.” 

	“Good.”

	 “Not for its victim,” she said with a sigh. Can we stop and pick this up tomorrow?”

	“No. We’ll stop when you can get my shoulders on the mat.”

	The dojo was empty except for them. Taryn knew the owner, Wen, and he let them train there a couple of hours a day.

	The first week they started training, Mackenzie was completely wrecked. It was intensive. Hand to hand, weapons and history lessons on demons. She did ask for it though. To be prepared was always the best course and she certainly wanted and needed to be prepared for whatever came her way these days. And as Taryn often reminded her, she wasn’t as strong as a lot of demons, so she had to either out-smart or out-maneuver them.

	Taryn took another swing at her. She dodged it, spun and kicked him. Her foot connected with his hip, throwing him off balance. She swept his leg and he went down.

	“We’re done,” she said. She grabbed her gym bag and headed for the changing room.

	She noticed her lip was bleeding but didn’t pay it much attention. It wasn’t the first time Taryn had hurt her while teaching her the finer points of fighting and she doubted it would be her last. A bloody lip was nothing, she’d been hurt worse. She headed for the shower.

	 

	***

	 

	Taryn stood under the hot water from the shower, pissed that Mackenzie had gotten the jump on him. In fact, she had surprised him with that last move. She was becoming a better fighter than he wanted to admit.

	Right now, sparring was a distraction after last night. Lucien had disappeared a second after he had spoken and Taryn had spent the better part of the night trying to convince himself it was an hallucination. His brother was dead, why couldn’t he stay that way? If he was here, then Taryn knew his worst fears had come true. He had activated the curse. He had enough to deal with without adding Lucien to the mix.

	“I’m not that easy to get rid of.”

	Taryn turned to find Lucien behind him. He was leaning against a locker, a grin on his face.

	“What do you want?” Taryn spat. 

	“You know how this works. You kill me, I haunt your ass.”

	“You gave me no choice. I had to kill you.”

	“Oh yes, to save that hot piece of ass, Mac. Took a little peek at her in the shower there and God do I wish I’d tapped that when I had the chance. What about you?”

	“What about me?”

	“Well, I’m sure Mac was ever so grateful to her knight in shining armor. I’m sure she jumped straight into the sack with you.”

	“Go to hell.”

