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        Love is savage. Love is fierce. Love will stand beside you when the rest of the world turns their back. Love will claim its weapon of choice....my heart. 

      

        

      
        There’s a murderer on the loose...and mortals are calling for a name to bring to justice.

        A name that answers on behalf of the Ancient. 

        My name...Morwenna Livingstone. 

        My parents can’t reach me. 

        My best friend doesn’t even know where I’ve gone. 

        And as mortal deaths continue to plague Tricks City I’m called to stand before the tribunal of mortals and monsters and answer for the crime of conspiracy to murder. 

        Because I know who the real killer has been all this time. 

        I just couldn’t bring myself to face him. 

        The betrayal. 

        The heartache…

        And the end. 
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          I did not do this

        

      

    

    
      “I want to call my parents.” I lifted my head and met the cold, cruel gaze of a killer.

      Silver pupils trapped by midnight irises.

      Slayer.

      His name conjured a tremor.

      I knew who he was...knew that once Slayer had you in his sights, you weren’t around for much longer. But the one thing I didn’t know was...why he was fixated on me? “I’m entitled to that, right? Or is that only for mortals?”

      The two detectives looked to him for a response. But the henchman just straightened on the other side of the stainless steel table and flicked his gaze to the open file in front of me. “Look again.”

      I shook my head, holding onto his inhuman stare even as my knees trembled. “I’ve looked...I don’t know what you want me to say. I’ve told you everything...I did not do this.”

      He leaned forward once more. His long leather trench coat creaking as he braced his hands on the edge. “Look again.”

      I tried to ready myself, tried not to see the things they wanted me to see. I tried not to remember the man who made a fool of me in front of a room of the most influential of their kind. I tried not to see a mortal...but it was no use.

      Crimson splashes. An arm twisted to a wrong angle. The eyes of a man, wide terror-filled eyes staring back at me. But he wasn’t just any mortal, was he?

      I stared into the lifeless eyes of Commissioner Neil Jordain and swallowed a shudder.

      “I think you know more than you’re telling us,” Slayer murmured. “I think you did this...in fact, I know.”

      There was a sharp knock on the door. Long strands of white hair fell across his eyes as he whipped his gaze to the frosted glass. “I told you no interruptions.”

      One of the mortal detectives moved, striding toward the door. I couldn’t look away...couldn’t stop myself from hoping as he yanked open the door. Murmurs came through the crack before it closed once more.

      “They’re ready.” The detective glanced toward the towering immortal and then looked away.

      They didn’t like him here, that was plain to see.

      If they were smart, they’d watch their back. Just like I had to watch mine.

      “You and I are going on a little road trip.” Slayer turned from the mortal and gripped my gaze.

      I clamped my thighs together and shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere, not without calling my father.”

      Jaw muscles bulged. A nerve twitched at the corner of his eye before Slayer gave a single nod. The same detective opened the door, but this time he let it swing all the way open.

      And I looked at my escape.

      I’d been here for hours...answering question after question, all while relentless thoughts filled my head. But as heavy steps rang out, I knew hope was coming for me...hope was going to get me out of this place. But the steps heading toward me were too light for my father’s and too short for Chuck’s.

      I held my breath as Nefarious Leathers rounded the doorway and filled the space. “Morwenna.” He glanced at Slayer and then quickly away.

      There was something in the teacher’s gaze, something that shimmered like it was alive.

      I shoved from the chair, leaving the bloody images right where they belonged...in front of another person...because I had nothing to do with this.

      “We have to go with them.” Nefarious glanced to the detectives.

      “Go with them where?” Panic tore across my chest...my breaths quickened as the two mortals moved, striding toward us.

      “We’re going on a little road trip.” Slayer rounded the edge of the table and grasped my arm. “And you’re coming with me.”

      I cowered from his touch and tried to yank my arm from his hold, but it was useless. He was just like the table I’d left behind; cold, hard, unfeeling and as I looked into Nefarious’ eyes I knew there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      He just stepped to the side and lowered his gaze as he let the henchman drag me toward the doorway. But I wasn’t going anywhere...not without a fight.

      “I don’t want to go.” I thrashed, digging in my heels as I twisted and pulled in his grasp. “Let me go! I don’t want to do this. Nefarious...Nefarious! Don’t let them take me…”

      “It’s okay,” he called out behind me. “I’m coming too.”

      “No.”

      I jerked my gaze over my shoulder, watching the detective turn on him. “You’re not.”

      “I stand for the Ancient, Vlad Visille.” Nefarious rose to his full height. “And as guardian of his Understudy, I command you to let me accompany her.”

      Terror was closing in, the scent of terror and fear stifling. The squeal of my boots rang out on the hard, concrete floor. Don’t let them take me alone...don’t let them...I lifted my gaze to the eyes of the killer next to me as he spoke. “Let the teacher come.”

      Relief washed over me as Nefarious shot me a terrified glance and then started walking, pushing in between the two detectives.

      I stopped struggling, letting the ache of Slayer’s fingers slide over my arm as we left the interrogation room behind. One shove of the double doors and we were in the busy precinct I’d been taken through by Balefire’s guards.

      Did they know why I was here?

      Did Balefire send them?

      I tried to search for answers to any of this—just as I had when they bought me in here.

      I found nothing but lonely silence and an ache in my chest.

      Mortals turned their head to look at me as Slayer dragged me out of the narrow hallway and into the waiting room.

      “Hey, bloodsucker!” A man called and stumbled toward me slurring his words and swaying his hand as he headed toward me. “I fucking hate you.”

      I swallowed his pain and rage and looked away.

      “Kill them!” he screamed. “Kill them all!”

      Slayer never flinched, in fact he didn’t even notice the outburst. This Vampire took heartless to a whole new level. He didn’t care about me...or his own kind. That was easy to see. All he cared about was parading me through the packed waiting area like a criminal.

      They all looked at me, some sneered, some widened their eyes.

      Men, women…

      Mortals.

      Until we strode through the automatic doors at the front of the precinct and out into the night. The sky was brightening in the distance. Morning was sneaking in through the edge of the horizon. I’d been here for hours...and it seemed there was no end to the madness in sight.

      Two silver, unmarked cars were parked out front of the towering station. One of the detectives rushed forward, hitting the button on the remote. Orange lights flared in the darkness as Slayer strode toward the rear door.

      He yanked the handle, swinging the door open wide. “Get in.”

      I glanced to Nefarious, watching him look to the henchman.

      “I won’t tell you again.” The threat was clear, do it, or he’ll make me.

      My legs trembled as I stepped off the footpath and climbed inside. The bitter stench of cigarettes and death bloomed as I lowered myself down to the seat. The door closed beside me with a thud.

      “Let me in there,” Nefarious demanded.

      But there was no demanding the Slayer, not if you wanted to stay undead. A deep snarl came from the killer as he strode past Mr. Leathers and rounded the rear of the car, heading to the other side.

      My teacher strode after him, hot on his tail. “I’m not letting you take her, not without me. You might kill me, but you know the repercussions of that. The Council will be hearing about this...oh yes, it will.”

      Slayer did the one thing I didn’t expect, he slowed his steps on the other side of the car and then turned to Nefarious. “Say one more word to me and I’ll tear open your throat and drink the pathetic blood from your body.”

      My hand was already rising, fingers clawing the inside of the door, searching for a way out as the rear door opened on the other side and Nefarious climbed in. Dark eyes glinted as they met mine. He glanced to my hand on the door, and gave the tiniest shake of his head.

      There was fear in his eyes, real, terrifying fear as he slid across the seat until he was beside me. Slayer pushed in too, cramming me against the door as the detective slid in behind the wheel.

      The engine started with a growl. It was barely a second before we were rolling, pulling out onto the street to merge with the sparse morning traffic.

      “Where are we going?” I murmured and then glanced to Nefarious.

      “I wish I knew,” he answered but kept his gaze straight ahead.

      Bright lights washed over us from the car behind. I followed Nefarious’ lead, taking note of the street signs as we worked our way through Tricks City. Darkened shops gave way to clusters of houses as we entered the suburbs.

      I knew where we were going the minute I caught the glittering lights up on the hill. Trickery Hill some people called it, but others called it by another name; the Power of Tricks City.

      Anyone who was anyone lived on that hill. Senators, Army Generals, District Attorneys. My stomach clenched in warning. “I know where we’re going.”

      I turned my head to silver eyes glinting in the dark. He was watching me from across the seat, taking in my every reaction, and my every move. The moment the car started to climb, I grew terrified. I turned, clawed the side of the door once more. “Let me out of here...I said, let me out!”

      But there was no handle, not even a button to wind down the window. There was nothing but smooth leather over hardened steel. I jerked my gaze to the detective. “Let me out of this car right now…or…”

      “Or what, Morwenna?” Slayer answered. “Or you’ll do what?”

      Hurt them?

      Tear apart this car?

      Go on a rampage and kill a man I barely know...just like the Commissioner?

      I gulped the air as the bright sparks of the hill came closer, only they weren’t glittering like diamonds. They were rubies and sapphires. Red and blue...red and blue, splashing in my eyes as we crested the rise.

      There were cars everywhere crammed on the side of the road…and people too. They turned as we drove toward them, some still clothed in pajamas and sweatpants. I took in the neighbors, the police, everyone staring with confusion as we approached the oversized mansion. My stomach ached. I didn’t want to be here.

      I couldn’t do this, and panic clawed at my chest. I gripped the door, desperate to escape and run.

      The front gates lay open like a gaping mouth, and we pulled into the driveway. Cop vehicles and unmarked cars crowded the front of the three story home.

      I shifted in my seat, unable to sit still, unable to stop thinking about Slayer’s words, unable to believe they were implicating me.

      We stopped outside a towering sandstone house with its manicured lawns and massive bubbling fountain in the front yard. Slayer climbed out before shoving the door shut with a thump.

      I couldn’t move. My gaze gripped by the open front door as men in plastic overalls walked through.

      Nefarious glanced my way. “I’ll be with you.”

      “I didn’t do this.” The words fell from my mouth, and when I tilted my head back, meeting his gaze, I saw the fear slithering behind his dark gaze. I swallowed hard. “What am I meant to do?”

      “Whatever Slayer asks you. Tell him the truth. He can smell a lie better than any immortal alive.”

      My door opened with a creak and he stood here, tall and ominous like Death come to collect his latest victim.

      “Come on, let’s get this over with. The sooner they figure out they have the wrong Vampire, the sooner we can all get back to our lives.” Nefarious shook his head, climbing out the other side.

      I willed myself to move and climbed outside. A cold wind pushed against me, attempting to reverse my steps back into the car.

      Officers stood outside the grand home that must have once brought this family joy.

      Slayer growled for me to follow him, and with my head low, I tracked his footsteps into the house, Nefarious close on my heels.

      “Murderer!” a female shrieked, echoing through the enormous house.

      Footfalls raced toward me, the click clack of heels like thunder. I lifted my head as she tore through down the hallway and headed my way. Silver hair whipped the air and her black dress billowed as she ran. Her pale skin streaked with lines of black mascara. A ruined date...that’s what it looked like...a ruined date.

      “You killed him,” she screamed, nails slashing the air as she hurtled toward me. “You killed my Neil. You filthy bloodsucking monster!”

      One of the detectives was there, stepping in front of her, and wrapping her arms around her carefully. “It’s okay, Diane. It’s okay.”

      “I didn’t do this,” the hollow words slipped from my lips.

      She fought against the detective, her eyes glistening with sharp terror of pain. “You killed him...I fucking know you did!”

      Nefarious pushed me behind him, while two more officers swept in around her. Low muffled voices mingled together in a chorus of...it’s okay, Diane. We’re here now, we’ll find the evidence...it’s okay, we’ll find the evidence.

      Inhuman howls of agony turned to mewling whimpers. Heartbroken...soul torn. I tried to swallow, tried to understand how I was here...staring at her. “There’s been a mistake,” I answered, my words too pathetic for her ears.

      She shook her head, her body shuddering as they closed in around her, and gently led her away.

      Eyes. I felt everyone’s on me, judging me, assuming I was this monstrosity. But if they knew me, they’d know I couldn’t be capable of such an act. They’d made a horrible mistake.

      Fear crept over me like a chill and locked tight in my gut.

      Slayer was on the move again, and I took steps over the tiled entrance hallway, up the curved stairs, and across the lush cream carpet in the bedroom.

      Lifting my gaze seemed an impossibility.

      “How did you enter his bedroom?” Slayer asked, his voice barren of emotions.

      I lifted my head to the four poster bed covered in white silk sheets. Blood stained them, splashing the fabric like rips across flesh.

      Sickness rose through me when my attention fell to the splattered blood outline on the carpet.

      Commissioner Neil Jordain.

      He’d died here and the shadow of his death would forever be etched into this room.

      “Did you break into the home through the rear?” Slayer continued.

      But the room tilted around me, and I couldn’t concentrate. My breakfast rushed to my throat. I clasped my stomach and ran toward the open bathroom door across the bedroom.

      Bile hit my throat and I gagged. Skidding to a stop in front of the toilet, I bent over and hurled out everything in my stomach.

      Stars danced in my vision as my chest convulsed.

      Nefarious stood by my side, pulling my hair off my face, holding it over my shoulders until I finished vomiting. I stumbled over to the sink and flipped on the water before washing out my mouth and splashing my face.

      He handed me a towel, and I scrubbed my face before staring in the mirror at my red eyes, horror scribbled all over my expression. I was caught in a nightmare… It felt like I was frozen in place, unsure I could move.

      “Mor.” Nefarious touched my arm and turned me to face him. “They’re waiting for you. Remember, give them no reason to doubt you.”

      “But I didn’t do any of this,” I whispered.

      “We need to show them.” Unspoken words lingered behind his voice. What did he know?

      When Slayer stepped into the bathroom, I lost the chance to ask.

      I dropped the towel on the sink and nodded. Nefarious was right. I’d done nothing wrong and had to show them. I mean, I didn’t even know where the commissioner lived before today.

      Back in the bedroom, I stood tall and took in the room with fresh eyes to make sense of the murder and help prove my innocence.

      Two of the officers whispered loud enough for me to hear. “Not much of a Vampire.”

      I cringed but refused to become a victim. I’d done nothing wrong.

      Slayer glared my way, trying to decipher what my little stunt in the bathroom was about. I turned my attention to the blood splash, how it looked diagonal on the side of the bedspread, how it was thicker on one side and petered out the farther it traveled. No gun then… a knife was used to slash his body.

      “Is there anything you want to tell us?” Slayer’s voice shattered the silence, and I flinched. I hated showing him how he affected him.

      “W-why do you think I did this?”

      Nefarious’ words came to mind, but I needed to know how this murder pointed to me.

      The corner of Slayer’s upper lip curled like he might swear, but instead he ran his tongue over his teeth under his lips. “Answer my question.”

      “I didn’t do this,” I blurted. “I’ve never been to the Commissioner’s home or had anything to do with him. This is a mistake.”

      Slayer stepped toward me in three long strides, and I fought my initial reaction to step back.

      “No mistakes,” he growled. “Your act back in the bathroom doesn’t fool anyone. Now start again and tell me how you did this.” He pointed to the white stained carpet, and my sickness returned. When I met Nefarious’ gaze, he gave me a slight nod, and I grasped onto that hope that he was on my side.

      An hour of Slayer hounding me with the same questions, he finally decided he wasn’t going to get any information from me since I had none to give.

      “Let’s go,” he growled and reached out to shove me from the room when Nefarious stepped to my side, blocking his touch.

      No words exchanged, I rushed downstairs, glad to be out of there, but I caught a glance of the Commissioner’s wife in the lounge room, crying into her hands, and my eyes pricked for her agony and loss.

      I moved faster, running out of the house, needing distance from this home.

      We climbed into the back of the car, and the detective driver roared the engine to life. “Back to the station. I want a taped confession. I want to understand why you did this, and who else was involved.”

      Desperation surged to the surface. I jerked my gaze to Nefarious as the words spilled free. “No one was involved. They have the wrong person. They have the wrong Vampire.”

      Why would someone do this?

      Why would someone think it was me?
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          Interrogation

        

      

    

    
      My heart lunged at the sight of the sleek black limousine outside the precinct. I didn’t have to look at the number plates to who know who it was. Dad. Dad is here...he’ll know what to do. He’ll get me out of this nightmare.

      Nefarious glanced to the limo and then to me. He knew who it was, and the kind of power my father controlled. In the Vampire world there were those who sided with the Ancient powers, and those with the growing stronghold of the Supernatural Council.

      But there weren’t many, who straddled both sides...only one.

      Dante Livingstone.

      I watched Slayer for a reaction, but he never took his eyes from the road ahead as the unmarked car took a sharp turn and instead of parking outside where Dad waited...they turned into a driveway and then nosed down to the car park underneath.

      “What are you doing?” I turned to the street as the limousine slipped behind the concrete barrier. “What the Hell are you doing?”

      The detective glanced into the rear view mirror, but it wasn’t me he was looking at. It was Slayer...always fucking Slayer.

      “I demand you take me to my father.” My hands shook as I shifted in my seat. “I demand—”

      “You demand?” The henchman turned his head, savage eyes blazing with fury. “Murderers don’t demand anything.”

      “She’s not been convicted of any crime,” Nefarious broke in, slowly turning toward the unmerciful Vampire beside him. “This is a questioning, isn’t that correct?”

      Chilling, savage silence filled the car.

      “I don’t see the Ancient waiting for us, or the Council for that matter. If they’re not here that only means one thing. This is a fishing expedition, and nothing more.”

      My mouth went dry, a pathetic thud echoed through my chest. No Ancient and no Council meant they weren’t serious. Still, that seed of doubt bloomed as the unmarked police car pulled up outside a bank of elevators on the lower ground.

      “Why do you think I’m here?” Slayer cut the teacher a glare. “I speak on behalf of the Council. When I question you for a mortal’s murder...you can be confident I have my reasons, and right now...my reason is her.” Silver eyes glinted like the steel of a blade.

      I could feel the edge of that blade bearing down on the back of my neck. Goosebumps raced across my arms. I’d never felt so vulnerable before...never so mortal.

      The detective switched off the engine as the second car pulled in behind us and killed their lights. Darkness moved in, even though the underground carpark lights still blazed through the windows.

      Reality was a remorseless killer as hope died away. The car door opened beside me, the officer waited. It didn’t matter if the limousine was parked outside the precinct...Dad may as well be a million miles away.

      He couldn’t help me...no one could.

      “Out,” the officer barked at me.

      I did what he said, the fight now turning to those I loved. Slayer and Nefarious stepped out of the car behind me as the second detective strode toward the bank of elevators and stabbed the button.

      They think it’s me.

      They think I’ve done this.

      Confusion clouded my own mind as the ding of the elevator sounded. Stainless doors opened wide ready to swallow us, and that’s exactly how I felt—swallowed. Consumed by my answer, drowning in my confusion. I stepped through the doors and moved to the back of the lift. Slayer and Nefarious were in next. I felt the henchman’s watchful eyes slowly picking me apart like a vulture, just waiting for me to lay down and die.

      We were moving before I realized, rising slowly, one floor at a time. I craned my head as we came to a shuddering stop and the doors opened again. But they weren’t parading me through the waiting room like a leper, not anymore. This time it was all hidden, all secret...only because they knew who was waiting for me out there.

      My legs trembled as they all moved, striding out, before Slayer turned his head, watching me...waiting for me. A numbness washed over me as I moved, following them through a new set of doors to lead us into the same hallway I was in earlier.

      The interrogation room was still empty, still alight, the chairs still empty, waiting. It felt like a month since I’d been here...a month of standing inside that house with the heady stench of blood still lingering in the air. But as I stepped inside, I saw something that hadn’t been in the office before.

      It was a whiteboard covered in pictures. Pictures of me. I don’t remember moving, don’t remember sitting. All I remember were the images of Ava, and the Wolves...and me.

      “You understand now, right?” Slayer was beside me, breathing fetid heat against my cheek as he leaned over. “You’ve been behind the murders, the same way as you’ve been behind everything else. It started with a feud between the Livingstones and the Qurants, didn’t it?”

      I stared at the images.

      “Are you just going to sit there?” the Detective snapped. “Say something!”

      I didn’t do this...I didn’t do this...I didn’t do this…

      “Hermond Qurant, you remember him, don’t you?” Slayer growled in my ear. “His daughter attended Bestias Academy...until you killed her.”

      “She attacked me,” the words slipped from my lips before I knew. Her dad was Lord Vampire who wanted my dad dead.

      Nefarious groaned and snarled. “Don’t say anything, Morwenna.”

      But Slayer was shifting his body to block the view of my teacher, and like a shark with the scent of blood he moved in for the kill. “So, you admit you killed her? And her father, someone highly regarded by both the Ancient and the Council.”

      “He was going to kill us, going to kill my entire family”

      “So, you admit it, correct?” Slayer leaned closer, his gaze boring into mine. “And the next image...you were spotted outside a storm drain in the Witches part of the city, a drain that connected to a network of tunnels. We had someone follow your scent, that just so happened to leave us to another dead body.”

      The darkened image on the whiteboard was a crime scene photo, tiny black markers were numbered one through eight. There was a drop of black Demon blood, a fragment of something that looked like cloth.

      “And you still weren’t done, were you?” Slayer straightened and walked around the table to the board filled with images. “You decided to slay a room filled with your own classmates.”

      “That wasn’t me.” I shook my head. “That was Thorin.”

      “Thorin, your boyfriend, isn’t that correct?”

      I flinched at the word boyfriend and lifted my gaze to the Vampire. “Ex-boyfriend.”

      “So you say,” he pushed back and turned to the images once more. “A lot of people seem to turn up dead around you Ms. Livingstone. Small intricacies that led you to publicly humiliate the Commissioner Neil Jordain.”

      “Publicly humiliate?” I muttered. “I was there trying to calm the mortals down. I was doing my job as an Understudy.”

      He turned to me, his top lip curling. “Is that so?”

      “I didn’t mean to offend him. And the last time I looked, offending someone isn’t a crime.”

      He reached out, grasped a folder from the detective and threw it onto the table in front of me. “No, you’re right, but running someone through with a sword is.”

      My hand was already rising from my lap, catching the corner of the folder and exposing the lies. It was a picture of me, grainy and black and white...but clear enough. I was walking with a sword. The same sword I’d carried down to the hidden room under the church floor. I glanced down, and the same clothes. “That’s not right.”

      “That is you, correct?”

      I stared at the image. There was no denying it was me. “It is, but that’s not right.”

      He leaned over the end of the table and snatched the images from my hand. “These were captured by CCTV cameras outside the Commissioner's house at one am this morning, around the time the coroner estimated time of death. So you’ve been linked to a number of deaths and caught on cameras wearing the same clothes you’re in now.” He lowered his gaze to my uniform. “And if I’m not mistaken, that’s blood right there.”
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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