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Haunted began with a firm storyline in place, but halfway through, a certain character loudly demanded more presence, and I suddenly found myself following a plot twist even I hadn't seen coming. I'm glad I listened to the demands, because it opened up a whole new landscape for this series which I am excited to further explore. As always, mahoosive thanks to you, the reader. A big shoutout to the online writing community, too, whose support and encouragement makes a world of difference every day.  
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Chapter one

[image: image-placeholder]




Spying wasn’t as much fun as Tori had imagined. First off, it meant a lot of hiding in bushes—scratchy, thorny bushes that snagged her clothes and nipped her skin as she squatted amongst their stinking, humid cover. Secondly, although two weeks into her stakeout, she hadn’t yet learned a single thing to satisfy her suspicion Graham was up to something. Finally, and of greatest concern, was the niggling feeling the Cedar Copse werewolf patrol had cottoned on to her skulking around their territory. Being a vampire, this didn’t bode too well for her safety. Wolves weren’t the type of folk who tolerated intruders, least of all her kind.    

“Bloody waste of time,” she muttered, elbowing aside another thorn-riddled branch.

Graham’s car sat outside the pack house, its rust and flaking paint accentuating the polished chrome and glistening finishes of the surrounding vehicles. He’d kicked open the creaky driver’s door with a six-pack under his arm over two hours ago, leaving her to scuttle around like a roach while he enjoyed his evening on the alpha’s decking. No doubt he currently had a cool beer in hand, his butt on a comfy chair, and feet propped as he chilled out in the soothing breeze drifting in off the lake.

As sure as she knew her own name, Tori knew Graham hid something, and the more he denied it, the hotter her suspicion burned.  

The strange behaviour began with him hanging out with the alpha, Michael Vincent, a few months back. Hanging around wasn’t Graham behaviour. He didn’t hang around with anyone, except for her, and even then, it would never last long. Two weeks would pass, and as if an internal alarm clock had gone off, he’d vanish overnight with weeks or months passing before she’d hear from him again. But all of a sudden, he was best mates with the Cedar Copse wolves. He practically lived on their territory, grabbing every possible opportunity to be with them, and showing no signs of pulling his usual disappearing act. Two weeks had passed a long time ago. By her count, it was now close to four months.

Then there was Graham’s mysterious job, the big, important job he loved to wave about as an excuse whenever she tried to pin him down. Tori eased herself on to her butt and stretched out cramping legs. “I can’t, Tori, I have to work, Tori,” she mimicked in a low whisper, narrowing her eyes at the warm lights glowing in the windows of Michael Vincent’s house. “I have a big, important fake job, Tori.”  

Coinciding with the sudden inexplicable urge to hang out with the wolves, Graham announced he’d been offered a job; a vague job with a vague company for an even vaguer research project, and whenever she asked, all she got back was a bigger pile of vagueness. Graham wasn’t the kind of guy who liked to share anything personal, but the obscure research project and unwillingness to tell her anything smacked so hard of skulduggery, it felt as if she constantly nursed a hand-shaped bruise on her body.

Graham had left his pack years ago, adamant he would never return. In the six years Tori had known him, he’d happily tolerated the company of other wolves, but preferred humans, or in her case, vampires. So when Michael Vincent appeared in Rochfort, Graham’s sudden and uncharacteristic aggravation over his presence made no sense. Graham denied having any issue with the guy, and at first she’d let it go, but then the college compelling incident occurred, a whole backstory about Michael Vincent emerged with it, and soon, she could no longer ignore Graham’s odd behaviour.

Out of the blue last year, Graham phoned looking for her help after a couple of humans had been inadvertently told some truths they had no business knowing. It turned out Michael Vincent had gone and found himself a human mate, and following a major cock-up with a shaman, the girl had boarded her own crazy train and run her mouth off to her human friends. The undertone of their phone conversation made it obvious Graham really didn’t care if Tori helped or not—he held no loyalty to the wolf pack, yet, he had made the effort to sort it out. When she’d done as asked, more out of curiosity than anything else, Tori made a point of keeping close contact with Graham, and sure enough, for someone whose lip had curled with bitterness at any mention of Michael or his pack, he insisted on buzzing around them like flies on a dung heap.

The front door to the pack house swung open. One of the wolves strolled out—Michael’s beta, she’d deduced from snooping. He ambled down the porch steps to his jeep, opening the passenger side to root in the glove compartment. The tune he whistled drifted towards her, but his nonchalance prompted Tori to manoeuvre herself back onto her feet. Empty-handed, he re-emerged, slammed the door, and sauntered back into the house.

As soon as the front door clicked shut, Tori wriggled her way free of the thick bush. Aware of how vamps and wolves matched on the bionic hearing scale, she quietly brushed herself free of debris. Conscious of her steps, she picked her way through the trees, heading for the direction of the main road where the Cedar Copse boundary line ended.  

Hunger poked for recognition, the thoughts of a nice long drink of warm blood making her mouth water. “I’d kill for a shower too,” she muttered, rolling her shoulders to shake off the sensation of being layered in grit and dust. Tori turned into the breeze. The distinctive odour of wolf carried on its edges. She froze, tilting her head to listen.

Weight on a twig cracked to her left.

Without pause, Tori darted to her right, but before she had covered ten metres of ground, her sprint came crashing to a hard stop against a wall of wolfy muscle.

Caught fair and square, she decided against outrunning the wolves. It would make matters worse, and as best practice demanded preparation, she already had an explanatory speech lined up. With her palms on show in surrender, she rattled off her story while sizing up the three wolves. The one she guessed to be Michael’s beta held a nasty scowl.

“You know Graham?” he asked with a dubious snort.

“Yes,” she answered. “And I know it seems weird that I’ve been creeping around in your shrubbery, but desperate times mean desperate measures.”

“Pretty desperate measures,” he said. “You’re a vampire skulking in wolf territory.”

“This is about Graham, nothing else.”

“You’ll have to come up to the pack house. The alpha will want to see you.”

“There’s no need, I can—”

“There’s every need,” Beta Guy snapped. “Let’s go.”

Michael Vincent immediately recognised Tori from the college compelling incident. It was a small mercy. The intensity of being marched towards the pack house by a trio of wolves had her itching to flee. As Beta Guy manhandled her up the porch steps, Michael dispatched the others to leave the two of them looming over her.  

“I’m not here for trouble,” she promised quietly. Despite music playing out back, if voices rose, Graham would hear and hassle would ensue. “I’m looking for Graham. I need to speak to him urgently.”

Michael gave her a once over, hostility flaring his nostrils. He didn’t smell so great to her, either.  

“Blake found you in the undergrowth.”  

“Well, I didn’t think you’d appreciate me knocking on your door.”  

“What I’d appreciate is you not being on my land.”

Tori inched towards the steps. “Which is why I’ll leave right now with a promise to never return.”

“Not so fast.” Beta Guy, who she now knew as Blake, stepped out to block her turn.  

“I’ve done nothing to threaten your pack,” Tori pointed out. “Couldn’t I leave with a promise from the bottom of my heart that I’ll never return?”

“Your vampire heart is dead,” Michael said. “Promising on its depths isn’t worth a whole lot.”

Blake laughed. The glare Michael threw in response choked it into silence. “And stalking one of my friends is a threat,” he added.

“He’s more my friend than yours. And I’m not stalking him.”

“So what’s the urgent news, then?”

“It’s private; nothing in which you’d be remotely interested.”

“Oh, I already am.”

Only he was a short distance away, Tori would have worked the conversation to figure out what Michael thought he knew about Graham. She bet her dead heart on it being a pack of lies.  

“Why don’t I call him out here?” Michael asked with fake kindness. “I’m sure he’d love to see you.”

“There’s no need.”

“Really? So, suddenly your urgent news isn’t urgent?”

“Ever heard of a mobile phone?” Blake asked before she could reply. Stationed just behind her left shoulder, his closeness and position left her at a disadvantage. Considerably taller and wider, he could hurt her pretty fast—especially when she couldn’t see the move coming.  

Tori shifted to angle herself into a safer position, masking it under the pretence she took offence at his comment. “It’s Graham who needs the reminder,” she said, now able to glare directly up at him.  

“Ah, I see.” Derision loaded Blake’s snort. “I know what’s going on here.”

When Michael joined in with Blake’s scoffing above her head, she realised they were communicating by their creepy mind-link skill. “That’s rude, you know.”

Blake wore a smug grin as he leaned in to whisper. “Graham isn’t answering his phone for a reason. Maybe you should take the hint and find another guy to stalk.”

Tori backhanded his wall of chest. “You are way off the mark right now.”

“Oh, I don’t think so.”

“We’re friends, nothing more.”

His baby blues roamed her face. “It doesn’t look that way to me.”  

“Yeah? Well, maybe you should get your eyes tested.”

The short spat had allowed Tori to aim her back to the porch railing. Both wolves now faced her. If they made a move, she’d see it coming.  

“Look.” Growing increasingly agitated, Michael towered over her again. “You shouldn’t be here, regardless of whatever reason you may or may not have.”

“You’re right. I’ll leave immediately.” Tori flashed him a bright smile and gestured they move, so could she scamper down off the porch and get the hell off their stinking land. “It was a pleasure to meet you both.”

Michael closed the tiny gap between them. “So, you don’t need to talk to Graham?”

“I do, but it can wait,” she said lightly.

Blake clamped her shoulder to prevent any escape. Suddenly sandwiched between the two wolves, she wondered just how messy it would get if she snapped his wrist.  

“What makes you think I’m allowing you to leave?” Michael frowned. “You’ve been creeping around my territory.”

“Yes, but with no intent to cause trouble.”  

“Generally speaking, creeping done by your kind prefaces trouble.”

“Creeping done by any kind prefaces trouble,” Tori corrected. “And you—” She poked the very centre of his chest, “weren’t so bothered by my creeping into that dorm room when you wanted those humans compelled last year. I’d also like to remind you how I had the wherewithal to ask questions before I compelled your mate into forgetting—”

“Okay, okay,” Michael cut her off, clearly not wanting a detailed recollection of how his mate had been moments away from having every trace of him wiped from her mind.  

“How is Genna?” Tori asked sweetly.

“She’s fine.”

“Well, that’s great.”

“Graham has never mentioned he’s friends with a vampire,” Blake said, his meaty paw still in place. “If you’re such great buddies, surely I’d have heard of you before now.”

“They’re friends, alright,” Michael told him with a reluctant mutter.

Blake gave a disapproving huff in reply.

“Oh now, don’t be jealous.” Tori smiled up at him. His grip loosened. “You know, if you try really hard to be a nice and good person, you too could have a friend someday.”

“I have all the friends I need.”  

“And I’ll bet they’re all wolves. Does it shock you to learn that not only have I wolf friends, but witch and human friends too?”

“I’m not old school,” he told her, eyes darkening.  

Although Tori knew they weren’t brothers, she wondered if he and Michael were related. Matching blue eyes, thick black hair, and identical builds suggested they came from the same gene pool. “You sure, Grandpa?”

“Hey, enough,” Michael snapped. “You shouldn’t have brought your break-up drama onto our pack land.”

“It’s not—” Tori checked her temper and voice level. “Bloody hell. What is it with you wolves? Can your hormone-riddled brains not comprehend that girls and boys can be friends without there being a creepy wolf bond?”

“Whatever,” he growled. “Just know that if your cranky ass appears here again, I won’t be so generous. Understand?”

“Loud and clear.”

“Go.” Michael flung an irritated gesture toward the boundary line. “Just go.”

Blake moved aside, clearing her path. “And don’t come back,” he added. “Ever.”

“Escort her to the perimeter, Blake,” Michael ordered. “Right across the line.”  

“Gladly, Alpha Vincent.”

Tori hopped aside as Blake moved to grab her elbow. “I don’t need an escort, or your meaty paws on me.”  

Michael loomed over her again. “Well, I don’t trust you, so tough shit, you’re getting one.”

Blake had her wrist before she registered him moving. “Get your hand off me.”

“I will as soon as you’re across the boundary line,” he said, jerking her towards him.  

Tori dug her heels in. If he wanted her to move, he’d have to lift her bodily. He’d know just how serious she was then. “Take your hand off me or lose it, wolf.”

“Do you really want to threaten me, vampire?” 

In a flash, she had his wrist in her own clutch. “Do you really want to act the tough guy with me?”

“Hey!”  

Graham’s shout saved Blake’s wrist from being crushed into powder. “Oh, shit,” Tori muttered.  

“What the hell?” Elbowing Michael aside, he yanked Tori out of Blake’s grasp. “Don’t touch her!” he yelled at Blake. “And what the hell are you doing here?” he yelled even louder at her.

“We caught your friend creeping around our territory,” Michael explained. “Apparently, she’s been looking for you.”

“Looking for me?” Graham clutched her arm tighter, hauling her close enough to almost touch noses. “Are you out of your mind, Tori? This is wolf territory!”

“Duh.”  

“Why are you here?”

“Because I was worried about you. Friendly concern, you know?”  

“You couldn’t have called?”

“Oh, golly gosh. Now, why didn’t I think of that? It would have been so simple. Instead of putting myself in harm’s way, I could have just called and asked how you are—except you never answer!” Tori reclaimed her arm with a wrench. Graham had the sense not to snatch it again.  

Under his breath, Blake sang something that sounded like Stevie Wonder’s ‘I just called to say I love you’. Not appreciating the humour, Graham flung him a look. “You—” he said, shoving Blake further aside, “shut the hell up, and you—” he jabbed a finger at Tori, “let’s go—now.” He grabbed her again, but this time by one open side of her leather jacket.  

Happy to be vacating the porch, Tori let him drag her down the steps and onto the grass. She waited until they neared his car before elbowing him off. “You don’t get to be the pissed one here,” she snapped at him. “I haven’t seen you in weeks. You dodge my calls, send lame-ass texts and don’t turn up for coffee. You left me sitting like a spare tool in Black’s earlier!”

Graham winced. “Shit. Coffee. Sorry, I forgot.”

“Yeah, you did forget.”

“So you thought you’d come up here to call me out on it?”

“No. I thought I’d come up here and see what it is that has you acting like the worst friend in the world for the last few months.”

Graham wrenched his car door open. “Get in,” he ordered.

Like hell I will, rolled to the tip of Tori’s tongue as she reefed open the passenger door, but she bit it back. A car ride with Graham was the best opportunity she’d been offered in months.  

“Get in,” she mimicked instead, making a point of slamming the door shut once she’d sat in. She finished off her performance with a loud huff.

Blake remained on the porch steps, arms folded as he watched their bickering with amusement. Catching his eye, she slowly raised her middle finger at him. He laughed in response, shaking his head before disappearing inside the house.  

Graham started the engine. “I’m sorry about coffee. I totally forgot.”

Tori rolled her eyes, making a point of angling away from him to scowl out the window. Even if he only drove her into Rochfort and dumped her on the main street, it gifted her twelve minutes to squeeze information out of him.  

“But you sneaking around here just to let me know you’re pissed is not what this is about,” he said. Gears complained as Graham shoved the stick into reverse. “What’s going on?”

“I miss you. I never see you anymore. Between your job and your new pack, you’re never around, and I—”

“They’re not my new pack,” he interrupted, aiming the car for the track.

“It’s okay if you want them to be. I get it if you’d rather be with them than me.”

“I don’t. I didn’t mean to ignore you. I’m not doing it on purpose. There’s a lot going on with work and, you know, just stuff in general.”

“I know.” Shuffling around in the seat, she offered him a gentle smile. “And you’re right. I shouldn’t have come here. But you know me; all crazy vampire emotions.”

Graham’s scowl finally melted. He shook his head, and it loosened a smile. “Tori, they could have hurt you.”  

Her loud snort made him laugh. “So, how is work going anyway?” she asked as they pulled out on to the main road and left Cedar Copse and its narky wolves behind.

“It’s busy.”

“Are you enjoying it?”

Graham pulled a face which said neither yes nor no. “Suppose.” He decided after a moment. “How come you’re still hanging around Rochfort? You rarely stick to one spot for this long. You’ve been here a couple of months now.”

As well as Tori knew Graham, he knew her too, and he was right to wonder why she continued to knock around Rochfort. She made her own non-committal gesture. “I suppose I did kind of like it here. But it’s time to move on now.”

“It is?”

“Yup. So, can we please hang out for a bit before I do?”

“Okay. Back to mine? I could do with a coffee.”

“Perfect.”  










  
  

Chapter two
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Tori had a hard time staying in soft and gentle mode when Graham shouldered his front door open with a grunted invite for her to follow. He’d never been a super-tidy kind of guy, but the mess that spread out in front of her she could only label as monumental. Being a vampire who had clocked up well over a century and a half, she had come to learn a little about the human condition, and while Graham certainly wasn’t a human, werewolves behaved human-like when they weren’t sprouting fur and howling at the moon. The chaos overwhelming Graham’s house indicated he was suffering significant mental health issues.  

“Yeah, um, sorry about the mess,” he muttered, swiping a couple of t-shirts off the back of the couch while nudging a dirty plate underneath it with his foot. “I’ve been a bit busy lately, haven’t had much time for cleaning.”

“It’s fine,” she lied, following him into the kitchen when it became clear there wasn’t anywhere to sit in the living room that might not mean her ass landing on a plate of congealing food or a pile of dirty laundry.

These were not the surroundings of a healthy person. Shocked by the clutter and chaos, Tori simply stared. The kitchen sink overflowed with filthy dishes while piles of books, papers, boxes and rubbish flowed over counter tops and on to the floor. “Jeez, Graham,” she said, unable to pretend it was okay any longer. “Want a hand cleaning up a little?”

“Um, no, it’s fine,” he said, bunching the shirts into a ball before adding them to a pile already festering on the floor in front of the washing machine. “I’ll get to it later. I’ve been busy lately is all.”

“I don’t mind helping now,” she offered. “It’ll only take a while and I’m pretty sure you don’t like living this way.”

Graham stopped pretending the cupboards would somehow yield a clean mug and slowly turned around. To Tori, it seemed as though he suddenly saw his mess for the first time. For a moment she watched him, hurt heaving in her chest as his eyes wandered over the clutter. She wanted to rush over and hug him, beg him to tell her what had reduced him to this state, but he pulled in a breath, raised whatever shield he had briefly lowered and looked back up. “Let’s go into town and eat,” he said cheerily. “C’mon.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Tori ordered a burger, fries, salad, a shake, pie and ice-cream. Not in a twisted fit would she ever eat this much human food in one sitting, but it was the only delaying tactic she could think of.

“Since when do you eat for seven?” Graham raised one disbelieving eyebrow at the spread of dishes.

Tori shrugged. “Just in the mood for human food is all.” She popped a fry in her mouth. “So, tell me something interesting. Tell me what’s been going on in Graham World for the last while.”

Graham sagged back and blew out a sigh. “Dunno,” he said after a moment. “Not a whole lot, really.”

“Oh, come on,” she laughed, adding an extra dollop of ketchup to the burger. If she tried really hard, she might trick her taste buds into believing it was blood. “You keep telling me how busy you are with stuff. Surely there’s something interesting in it all. What about the wolves? Want to vent about them for a while?”

“There’s not much to say,” he said, focusing his attention on adding sugar to the single coffee he’d ordered. “You know, it’s just . . . normal. I’m normal Graham, doing normal stuff. Normal, boring, normal life.”

“Why don’t you come with me?” Tori asked suddenly. “Blow this place off, dump that stupid job and leave?”

Graham shook his head. “No, no, I couldn’t do that. I’ve—there are people relying on me, there’s stuff I have to do, and if I leave it won’t get done, nothing will be . . .”

“Be what?” she prompted after a long pause.

“Resolved,” he said, still stirring the coffee. “Hey, tell me about your job. What did you say it was—secretary work or something?”

“Security,” Tori corrected, wondering if she flung the plate of food in his face would it get a reaction. “A security job at a private medical clinic.”

“Handy,” he said. “Lots of fresh blood on tap.”

Tori hummed agreement and forced a smile. Maybe he was possessed, she mused, as he blabbered on about how she’d be surrounded by an all she could drink buffet. Yes, she decided. A being had possessed Graham. His body sat before her, but with something cunning and yet slightly broken, squatting inside, doing a poor job at pretending to be her friend. “How’s Michael’s mate doing now?” she asked, cutting him off as he began wondering aloud if blood tasted different to her if the host was ill.

“Genna?”  

“Yeah.”

“She’s good.”

“She seemed like an okay person when I met her. I know she was in the middle of an epic meltdown, but she seemed really nice.”

“She is, yeah.”

“And what about the other girl, the wolf, Naomi, no—what was her name?”

“Nyah.”

“That’s it.” With a nod, she picked through the salad. “Do you see her much now?”

“No. Why?”

“Just wondering. Is she still with that other alpha? Dan, no, David?”  

“Dean.”

“That’s the one. Are they still madly in love?”

“They’re mates, Tori. You know how it works.”

“Just making conversation. Touchy much?”

“Why are you asking about Nyah?”

“Because you’re the love of my life, Graham,” she sighed wistfully, struggling to hold the sizeable burger in her two hands. “I think only of you and I burn with violent jealousy at the mere thought of you being in the presence of another woman.” Graham snorted, and she rolled her eyes at him. “I just wonder what it’s like to have friends like that. I’d like to have friends, more friends, friends who are females.”

“You wouldn’t like them.”

“No?”

“Nope,” he said confidently, eyeing up her fries. “Well,” he corrected himself, “Genna’s okay, but Nyah’s a bit . . . you know.”

“No, I don’t know.” She shoved the plate towards him, hoping he’d offload the food she wouldn’t eat. “A bit what?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Graham speared a forkful of fries. “I don’t want to talk about them.”

“But you hang around with them morning, noon and night,” Tori reminded him, deciding she’d better take a bite of the burger.

He threw the fries back onto her plate. “No, I don’t.”

Tori’s impatience surged again. He dodged every damn question. No matter how she tried to steer the conversation, Graham hopped out of its way.

Alcohol, she decided. She needed to get Graham steaming drunk. ‘A drunk mind speaks a sober tongue’ her Uncle Henry used to say. “Bourbon,” she announced around a mouthful of bland, sticky grossness. “That’s what you and I need to do right now.”

“What?”

“Bourbon, liquor, alcohol,” she said, swallowing the mass. “Let’s get out of here and go have some fun before I head for the hills.”

“What about all this food?”

“I’m full,” she replied.

“Tori, I can’t, I have to . . .”

“You have to what?” she said, flinging a bunch of notes down on the table before scooting out of the seat. “Go do your normal boring job? Come on, party with me.”

“I do have to work,” he said, turning to call after her as she walked away from the table. “Tori!”

She waited on the path outside, targeting Black’s bar on the far side of the street as the only other opportunity to get inside his head. “I won’t keep you out late,” she grinned as he pushed through the door. “Come on, Graham. I’ll be gone in a few days. Let’s have a night out.”

Graham pulled away as she moved to hook his arm. “I can’t. Look, I have to go. I’ve stuff to do. I’ll ring you tomorrow, okay? I promise.”

“Graham!”

“I’ll see you before you go. I promise.”

“But, Graham!” He made it halfway up the street before Tori could snap her open mouth shut. “Dammit,” she muttered, heaving out a long sigh. “Stuff to do, my ass!” she yelled after him.  

Graham jogged away. She would have let him go, but just before he rounded the corner, she caught the glance flung her way. The nervous action smacked of suspicion.

“Not so fast, Mister.” With a grin, Tori followed.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Tori placed each foot down as if her life depended on the proficiency of her stalking. Graham moved a good distance ahead, and although every now and then she lost sight of him in the thickening trees, she couldn’t risk getting any closer. Not only would he hear her on his tail if she got too close, but with the frisky wind, he’d catch a whiff of her vampire scent and bolt. Holding low, she crept on, knowing if her heart had the ability to beat it would have been bursting through her ribs.  

After months of itching suspicion, she’d finally got somewhere. Graham hadn’t abandoned her on the street in favour of a night trek through dense woodland. He’d come here for a reason. What that reason was, she had to find out, regardless of the outcome.

Snippets of muttering carried on the prevailing breeze. Tori could make no sense of the snatched words, but didn’t like how they made Graham sound like a deranged person. He stumbled, kicking out in anger at the offending bush. Tori slid into a crouch. Fear overtook intrigue as her earlier wisecrack about Graham being possessed echoed. The muttering figure she stalked wasn’t anyone she recognised, and as he hissed in irritation, she considered retreating.

Before she could decide either way, Graham came to a stop. He sank to his knees to brush the forest floor.

Tori inched a fraction higher to peek at where he shoved the earth about when the pained creak of metal hinges squealed. He peeled a large metal hatch open. Holding it back, he climbed down into the waiting chasm below; lowering the door once his head and shoulders disappeared.

“What the bloody hell is in there?” Tori gaped.


      [image: image-placeholder]Over an hour passed before he re-emerged. Tori had spent the agonising wait on her stomach, flicking away curious bugs. As the rusting hinges announced Graham’s return, she peered through the jumble of branches as he poked his head up, glanced around, climbed back out, and closed the hatch. He spent a careful minute shoving the forest debris back into place with his feet.

The mumbling had stopped. Graham appeared calmer as he stood tall for a moment, brushing his hands free of dust. With a final glance through the trees, he retraced his steps, his pace relaxed as he walked away.

Only after Tori could no longer detect a single trace of his retreat did she dare creep over to search for the opening. She found it immediately. The dead leaves and dirt he’d shoved around held a jumble of sole imprints, and she rolled her eyes at his ineptitude. Kicking aside the detritus hiding the handle, Tori took a firm grip and cautiously tugged. A black cave opened below her, and just as Graham had done, she took a quick look around before setting her foot on the first rung of the ladder sinking into its depths. When her vision adjusted to the thick darkness, it revealed the cave wasn’t as deep as she’d thought. She jumped, landing neatly.

“Bloody hell,” she whispered, absorbing her initial impression.  

Graham had sorted himself with a weird man-cave, but for what purpose she couldn’t grasp. Glancing first at how he’d layered the walls with sheets of paper, she then took in the furniture; a table, a chair tucked beside it and to its right, another smaller table with bowls, cups, and a camping stove. A couple of wonky shelving units sagged under books and tinned food, and behind her, when she turned to peer into the shadowed back end of the space, she saw a sagging cot bed strewn with tatty blankets.

Why did he have this? When he wasn’t behaving like Graham the House Pig, he had a really nice place. Unable to stop her continuous circling on the spot, Tori struggled to understand the weirdness.

More objects registered, one being a lamp. Tori snatched it up, grateful for its warm light when it chased the shadows away.

The first truth illuminated was that Graham’s cave wasn’t a cave. She stood in a shipping container, an actual corrugated-metal, meant for the high seas, shipping container. He’d thrown a bunch of tatty rugs on the floor and made some kind of effort to hide one wall with a dirty blue sheet, but besides the limp effort, nothing masked the lameness of his hidey-hole. “Brutal,” she murmured, the worst excuse she’d ever seen for a man-cave. It didn’t even have a dart board. Or a calendar with big-boobed, bikini-clad women posing with drills. “Wow, Graham,” she sighed, “this is a tin can of monumental crap.”

Disappointment surfaced. She’d expected something different, something which would explain why Graham had been acting so weird all summer. Setting the lamp down on the table, she turned to prop her butt against the edge, shoving her hands in her pockets. What had Graham embracing mole lifestyle? Granted, it was tidier than his house, but how could this windowless, dank hole in the earth hold any kind of attraction for him? “How did you even get this thing in to the ground?” And for what? To sleep in total darkness on a poky little cot bed in a metal box that stank of damp and rusting metal? Vampires were the ones who liked to snuggle down in light-proof conditions, not werewolves.

Tori pushed away from the table, the pages tacked to the opposite wall with their scribbles and odd lettering catching her attention.

None of what she read on the first sheet made any sense. When she moved to the second and third, tacked in neat lines side by side, the scrawled sentences read like riddles, some rhyming, others not. Symbols accompanied a number of paragraphs, many of them angrily slashed through with a pen as if their creator had become frustrated by their inability to capture something. Different languages appeared too; a few French, German and Italian phrases she recognised, but the others held far more ancient languages she would need time to decipher.

Tori moved further along, lifting sheets with one fingertip to peek at what hid underneath.

The condition of Graham’s house in Rochfort had worried her, but the scribblings she looked at now only deepened her concern. As someone who had spent time in the company of witches, she knew witchcraft when she saw it. While she hadn’t been permitted to observe much of what had taken place, her mind had absorbed enough of whispered conversations and stolen glimpses of books and scrolls to suddenly realise that Graham’s wall of jumble indicated he messed with something dark and nasty. She couldn’t translate much, but as she stepped back to observe the spread as a whole, the overall theme became more apparent: Graham had launched himself on some sort of major revenge kick. He possessed dark magick workings, and she hoped with all her dead heart he wasn’t crazy enough to use them.

Tori backed away, wondering who the hell had crossed him badly enough to warrant this kind of payback. Was it her? Had she done something to bring this on? Was this why he’d been avoiding her? She flinched as her backward steps bumped her against a crate.

Above, the hatch teased a square of familiar starry night. Tori preferred that world, the one she knew before leaping blindly into Graham’s horror show. Stirred by the light breeze daring to swirl through the opening, the blue sheet caught Tori’s attention. In the second it took to face the movement, she knew the sheet wasn’t Graham’s idea of pimping his man-cave. It hid something he needed, but didn’t want to see. For a long moment she stared at where it rippled, and accepting she’d already waded too deep, braced for what lay beneath.

“Oh no, no, no . . .” Five photographs hid behind cover. She knew two of the faces; Michael Vincent and Blake Creedon, and while she didn’t recognise the other three, Graham had helpfully written names under each image; Dean Carson, Nick Bracken, and Cassius Ochre. She’d been right all along; Graham hadn’t been hanging out with the wolves for their friendship; he’d been stalking them. He’d been studying their routines and lives, noting everything he could about them so he could work dark magick and get revenge. But for what? What had they ever done to him?

A map of Rochfort hung below the five photos, webbed in a tangle of coloured threads held in place by pins. He’d targeted Carter Plains, too. More zig-zagging thread marked the movements of Dean Carson and Nick Bracken, according to the list of times and dates meticulously documented. The only photo which didn’t have a corresponding list of movements belonged to Cassius Ochre. Instead, Graham had scrawled an angry rambling sentence about Cassius hiding from him and how he would pay for what he’d done. A drawing detailing a violently imagined payback hung beside it.

Tori covered her mouth. It was too much. This wasn’t her friend. Graham couldn’t do this. She’d known him for years; he didn’t have this kind of hatred in him—did he?

She released the sheet. It fluttered back in place as she staggered away.

Awareness of the dozens of books holding the flesh and blood of Graham’s nasty secret loomed. Answers waited in the pages, but she didn’t want to learn more. The bones of what she’d seen were already more than enough. This horrific place existed as an extension of Graham’s mind, a dark, evil place for birthing something atrocious.

“Which can’t happen,” she realised aloud, her retreat halting in the middle of the floor. “I won’t let you do this, Graham.”

The hatch slammed with an ominous thud when Tori dropped it shut. A waft of burning paper escaped with her. She watched the plume of smoke evaporate before sliding the lighter back into her pocket. Black night cloaked the forest, a waning moon hanging low to the horizon, unable to offer any illumination. Staring through the darkness, Tori flexed tight fists as the flames eating through Graham’s sick secret rumbled beneath her soles.










  
  

Chapter three
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“You sick, twisted fool!”    

Tori’s unexpected and disorientating roar stunned Graham into paralysis. Before he could blink, her shove sent him tumbling down his hallway and halfway across the living room. “What the—?”  

Refusing him the chance to get to his knees, she barrelled into him again, the solid wall at the far end of the room preventing him from being jettisoned into next week.

“Black magick?” Tori flung a chair aside as she stalked to where he lay, head spinning and ears ringing. “Curses and hexes? That’s what you’re into now?”

“What?” Graham ducked as she snatched his arm, no effort needed to yank him onto his feet and slam him bodily against the wall. It briefly crossed his mind he might be trapped in another nightmare as his head met the plaster with a crunch.  

“I saw your little hidey-hole,” she said, narrowed eyes blazing with rage. “I saw it all, you stupid, bloody ass. You’re planning on acting out a crazed revenge plan!”

“I—no! What?”  

Tori drove a solid punch into his stomach. It doubled him over, but granted him the space needed. Clutching his middle, he darted for the table at the side of the room. “What are you talking about?” he yelled, balancing on the balls of his feet as she marched towards him.

“What are you talking about?” she mimicked, copying his movements as he dodged left and right, trying to anticipate which side of the table she’d come at him from next. “I followed you. I climbed down into your screwed up little man-cave and saw everything, so don’t bother with your bullshit performance of innocence.”

“It’s nothing,” he lied. “Those things are a joke.”

“No—you’re a joke!”

“Tori—”

The table flew sideways. Graham bolted for the kitchen, but Tori had him by the hem of his t-shirt before he could reach the door. She jerked him clean off his feet, firing him at the couch like a human javelin. He bounced hard and landed on the floor, smashing a mug.

“Whatever it is you’re planning, stop it now.” 

A plate had splintered beneath him, too. He hissed against the shard piercing his shin, but Tori ignored his yelp.

“That foolishness is not you. It’s dark and nasty, and not the Graham I know.”

“Maybe it is.” Graham lashed out with his foot. Caught off guard, the kick sent Tori staggering back. “Maybe that’s exactly who I am!”  

Tori stumbled against the toppled table. Graham leapt to his feet and was almost at the back door when Tori’s steel grip landed once more. “It’s not.” She pinned him to the wall.  

“Get off me!” Graham fought to break free, but whenever Tori channelled rage the way she did at that moment, it left her unbeatable. His wriggling gained nothing.  

“What did those people ever do to you, huh?”  

“It’s nothing! I told you—it’s just a joke!”

Tori rammed her forearm to his collarbone. “Stop lying to me. Nothing about that place or what you had in there is a joke.”

“It’s nothing, I swear. You’ve got it wrong. It’s just a dumb game!” When her grip softened fractionally, Graham held her stare in the hopes she would believe him. “We—me and the others—it was something we did for a while, but we got bored with it.”

“The others? The other wolves?”

“Um, yeah, no, the—”

“If you got bored with it, why were you down there today?”

“I wanted—I want to clear it out. I went down to see where to start.”

“The witchcraft material isn’t a game, Graham. I know what I saw.”

“Yeah, you saw genuine stuff, but we weren’t going to use it. I only had it for fun.”

“I don’t believe you.”  

Tori’s pressure increased. The smashed crockery piercing his flesh slid deeper.

“You’re lying.”

“I’ll prove it to you!” His desperate tongue babbled. “I’ll get rid of it—you can even watch.” Hearing the suggestion aloud made his breath jolt. The container held a lifetime of work. More than a dozen priceless books hid protected, not to mention the vials of Nyah Morgan’s blood. He could never replace what he held down there. “I swear,” he choked, tasting the tang of sweat beading his upper lip. “I’ll . . . I’ll get rid of it.”

“No need.”  

Tori abruptly released him. He staggered forward, twisting his ankle.  

“I already torched it.”

“You . . . you what?” Graham craned to look up at her as he rubbed the fresh pain.  

“I torched it.”

“T—torched it?”

“Yes. Burned it, set it alight. It’s nothing more than ash now.”

Around him, the kitchen faded to grey. His legs weakened.  

“What’s the matter, Graham?” Tori’s taunt buzzed. “It was just a game. All that stuff was just for fun, right?”

His lips were dry when his tongue flicked out.

“Right?” she asked again, louder.  

Panic swelled. Ignoring his injuries, Graham launched. The impact of his blow sheared Tori off her feet. She smashed into the row of cupboards at her rear, a crash of wood and crockery exploding behind her.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” he screamed. “You had no right!” Graham swung to plough a fist into her, but she sprang aside before the blow could connect, palming his incoming fist with ease.  

“Well, I thought I was your friend, but clearly—” She twisted his wrist, driving a sharp pain into his elbow. Once again, his knees buckled. “It’s you I suddenly don’t know.”

“You never knew me! I only ever told you what I wanted you to know. I hid everything else!”

“Of course you did.”

“You’re not my friend, you’re nothing to me! You never were! I just felt sorry for you!”

“You felt sorry for me, really?”

Tori’s bored tone scalded his veins further. “Yes, because you’re so damn needy. You’re pathetic. I can’t stand the sight of you.” Graham dug for the most hateful things to spew. “I put up with you because you’re a lonely, wandering mess.”

“Oh, I’m a mess?”

“Yes!” In that moment, Graham hated her unwavering friendship more than anything in his whole miserable world. She was the one person he’d wanted to hide his secrets from, knowing too well how she’d react, and how wretched it would make him feel in return.  

“Is that the best you’ve got? I’m needy? Seriously?”

“Needy, whiny, pathetic,” he spat. “All those years pretending I gave a shit was just a game. Listening to you drone on and on about Alexander made me want to smash my own brains out.”

“Huh.”

“Poor me, Alexander is dead,”he mimicked, “my sire is gone, blah, blah, blah. I’m all alone, I’m scared of this world. You were pathetic, Tori. And you know what else? I’ll bet Alexander died happy. Happy he was finally getting away from you. Relieved to be—”


      [image: image-placeholder]When Graham returned to consciousness, he found himself still in the kitchen. But instead of slumped on the floor where Tori had knocked him out cold with one punch, he now sat upright on a chair—tightly bound. Tori stood opposite him, her back against the counter, arms folded and expression serene. His face felt as if it had been hit by a freight train. He cautiously contorted it. Tori knew how to land a knock-out punch and the sting in his nose told him the bone hadn’t long knit itself back together.  

“Remember the mess I was in when I met you first?”

Graham glanced around. His kitchen looked like the aftermath of a tornado. “Why are you still here?”

“Hey,” Tori barked, kicking his shin. “Remember?”

“Ow, dammit—yes, I remember!”

“I was in crazed vamp mode. I wanted to kill anything that looked crooked at me.”

“And?” he ground out.

“I said some pretty mean things to make you back off. But it didn’t work. You insisted on helping me.”

“Fool that I was,” he muttered.

Tori slapped him across the face. “Stop being a little bitch.”

“What do you want?” he yelled, bucking against the restraints. “Why can’t you just leave me alone? None of this is your business!”

“Every bit of it is my business because I’m your friend, and friends don’t let each other go off the edge.”

“Your fallout from Alexander was nothing like this.”

“Really? Because I think your revenge plan against those wolves is just as heinous as the slaughter I doled out. Remember the mess I left behind? Do you know how that still haunts me? Huh?”

“Those wolves haunt me.” Graham jerked against the ties biting into his wrists. “Killing them will be my rehab.”

“So you’re a murderer now?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about! They’re the murderers. You have no idea what’s going on here!”

“So enlighten me.” Tori slammed her foot against the edge of the seat between his legs. The chair shot backwards. “Tell me why you want those wolves dead.”

“Go to hell.”

“Tell me what they did to you—why you want to kill them.”

“Go to hell!” he screamed again.

“No, my friend, that’s where you’ll be going.” Tori rolled her shoulders out, straightened her jacket, and gave him another look up and down. “If you won’t answer my questions, we’re done here.”

“Yes, we are done, so piss off.”

“Gladly. I need to take the stench of this place out of my nostrils.”

“Now you know what I have to put up with every time you’re around. Just piss off and leave me alone.”  

Tori sauntered out of the kitchen. “What I need is pure, clean air,” she called out. “And I know just where to find it; Cedar Copse.”

Graham’s bravado deflated. “Wait, what?”

“You never know; they might even invite me onto Michael Vincent’s fancy decking for a beer.”

“No! Tori—wait, no!” Graham slammed his body up and down in the seat to hop the chair across the floor. “Stop, please!”

Beyond the kitchen, his front door banged shut. The house fell silent.

Terror renewed his vigour. Graham pulled viciously against his binds, knowing Tori would be in Cedar Copse in minutes. Even if he managed to break free, morph, and run after her, she’d beat him to it with her vampire speed. As soon as those wolves learned what he’d been planning, they’d come down on him mercilessly.

Spittle flew through his teeth as he strained to free his wrists. Michael wouldn’t even wait to hear his pleas; he’d just rip him apart. Minutes from now, he’d be dead. Graham screamed in frustration, Tori’s tight knots refusing to budge against his aggression. Blood trickled down his hands as he tugged and writhed. “Tori!” he screamed. “They’ll kill me!”

They would kill him, he realised. He would die. Soon, it would all be over; the chaos, the pretence, the unbearable weight of everything he’d been hiding. With a soft cry, Graham sagged. Relief flooded his being as the burden of his father’s expectations washed away. In death he would no longer be responsible for making amends; no-one would have to die for their part in his Simon Northfell’s demise.

“It’s over,” he whispered, tilting his head back to thank whatever force lay beyond the kitchen ceiling. “Finally, it’s all over.” He hoped the wolves would come for him soon. When they did, he wouldn’t retaliate. He wouldn’t even speak. As they clawed, bit, and tore, he’d simply sit, head bowed, waiting for his end.

“What’s over?” Tori’s gentle question snapped his head up. She knelt before him, resting one hand on his knee. “What’s finally over?”

“Everything,” he choked, tears blurring her face as they spilled down his cheeks.

She let him cry for a short moment before loosening the restraints to free his hands and feet. “You don’t want to kill any of them, do you?”

“Tell them, Tori,” he begged. “Tell them and let them kill me. Please, I just want peace.”

“Peace from what? What happened, Graham? What’s forced you into this state?”

Tori stood and held out her hand. In response, he shook his head and gripped the arms of the chair. “I want to die. It’s the only way to end this. It’s the only way I’ll find peace.”

“Death isn’t the answer. It never is. I’ll help you find peace. I promise.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Tori righted the living room furniture in a dizzying blur before ordering Graham to sit. Perched on the couch, he clasped the mug of hot tea she’d made. Choked with shame, he knew beyond doubt irrevocable damage had been done. No deeper could he crawl into the filth he’d created. “Remember all that stuff with Genna, when I asked you to compel her friends?” he finally spoke.

“Yes.” Tori had lowered herself to sit cross-legged on the floor at his feet. She’d plucked the shard of plate from his shin, and now held a wad of tissues to the cut. “The shaman’s ink got into her bloodstream,” she recalled. “They were trying to protect her from that Northfell guy, but it drove her loopy and she blabbed about werewolves and demons to her human friends.”

Graham nodded, swiping at his nose with the back of his hand. “And afterwards, when it was over, do you remember what I told you about how it had all happened?”

“Em . . .” Tori squinted at where she dabbed his skin. “It started with Nyah. Northfell wanted her to have his weird demon wolf babies, right?”

“Yes.”

“He did some mind control thing on his pack, but she got free and ended up meeting Dean while on the run. Northfell found her again, took her back, but then got sucked into demon world.”

“That’s right.”

“But he got out of demon world,” Tori carried on, “and when Dean and his crew found out, they trapped him in a circle with his demon master.”

Graham nodded again.

“And the demon ended up killing Northfell—ripped his head clean off. That’s it, yeah?”

“And who was there when he was killed? Do you remember me telling you that bit?”

“Um.” Tori stared beyond him before her expression slid into comprehension. “The five people in the photographs,” she answered quietly.

“That’s right.”

“But . . . why? Why them? What did they do except help kill that Northfell guy?”

“Because that Northfell guy is—was—my father.”












  
  

Chapter four
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The revelation suspended time. In the silence, Graham kept his eyes lowered, fixing them to a ketchup stain on the carpet, afraid to witness Tori’s expression. He didn’t know which would be worse; her disgust or pity.  

“But your name is Hayden, Graham Hayden,” she eventually said.

“Hayden is my mom’s name. I never took my father’s name because he and my mom were never married.”

“Oh. Okay. I had no idea.”

When he dared to sneak a look, Tori had her poker face on.

“That explains some of it,” she said, “but you’ll have to fill me in on the rest so I can understand why you thought first degree murder was an option.”

“There’s a lot to tell. I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Well, the sun will be up in a while, so I’m stuck here with little else to do but listen.”

Across the room, the curtained window softened under lifting darkness. As Tori waited, Graham acknowledged the two warring sides of his being. One half wanted to purge his horrific secrets, but the other whispered for him to stay quiet and protect his father.

“Why don’t you start with your dad?”

Her kind encouragement was hard to ignore. He knew she’d never compel him to spill his secrets, but the patience in her tone somehow silenced the voice urging him to lie. “My father came from the Blackwater Ridge pack,” he began, “which was Michael and Blake’s old pack. Nyah’s too.”

“Okay.”

“My mom is with the Marshall County pack. She and Simon had a fling, and by the time she found out she was pregnant with me, he was already gone. She told him, but he wasn’t interested.”

Tori tutted disapproval. Still afraid of seeing her pity—and how it would seal his mouth shut—he studied the scuffed tips of his boots. “When I was fourteen, he appeared out of the blue with a sob story about wanting to meet his son and making amends. He played it really well; told me how sorry he was, how stupid he’d been, and blah blah blah. But I fell for it.” And the humiliation continued to scald all this time later. “He painted this great picture of how he lived as a lone wolf, and because I was having such a hard time in Marshall County, I bought into it. My mom was single back then. No-one wanted to take her on with me in tow, and life was tough for us. She worked all the time, I had no friends, our pack alpha was too busy fighting over territory to give a shit, and suddenly, here was my father, with all these glittering promises about a new life.” With his throat drying, Graham took a sip of tea. “I decided to go with him. It nearly killed my mom; she was heartbroken, but I wanted to fit in somewhere, and I thought he could give me that, so I left.”

After another sip, Graham lowered the mug, containing it in both hands. He watched as the steam curled free and vanished. Speaking the secret aloud had him scared and liberated in equal measure. “At first it was amazing. It was just the two of us in this nice house by a lake. I’d only experienced my first turn six months before, and suddenly I had all this attention and interest focused on me, and for the first time in my life, I honestly believed I mattered, that I had value. I did miss my mom—that was hard, but I didn’t miss the loneliness I’d experienced in Marshall County.  

“Months passed. He taught me about life as a wolf. We read a lot, made plans to travel, and then, one day, the subject of witchcraft came up. He handed me a book saying it would ‘widen my horizons’, and as soon as I’d finished it, more appeared. I thought it was interesting,” he admitted with a light shrug, “but not the be all and end all, you know? Anyhow, he felt differently. Things changed then. He only ever wanted to discuss magick; summoning and sacrificial magick in particular. I didn’t like it. Most of it made my skin crawl. He grew more . . . I don’t know . . . maniacal, maybe. When I pushed against it, he said I’d get used to it, that it was in my blood, and that I just needed time.”

“Was he a werewitch?” Tori’s first comment came out on a half-whisper.

Graham shrugged. “I never asked. Honestly, I didn’t really want to know. Anyhow, in the late summer of that year, he packed us up and we moved to this tiny backwater place in the mountains. It was a shithole. We were cut off from everything, and I hated it. The magick got darker. He practised sacrificial magick non-stop, and shit got really weird.”

Tori gave his knee a squeeze.

“Then—” Graham dragged his gaze to the ceiling and blew out a pained sigh. He’d rather jam toothpicks under his toenails and kick the wall than talk about his past, but he needed Tori to hear it all, otherwise, he’d likely do something he’d truly regret. “Celine appeared, and shit began to spiral. She was everything I wasn’t. In Simon’s eyes, she could do no wrong. Where I’d mess up, she’d ace it first try. When I said no, she’d say yes. When I’d say less, she’d beg for more. No matter what I did, I screwed it up and angered him. He hit me, and praised her. It was one put-down after another. One slap after another.”

“Shit, Graham. You were just a kid.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “I was. But Simon didn’t see it that way.” He cleared his throat, and briefly closing his eyes, pushed out a dry laugh. “Celine made my life a living hell. She was some piece of work. A total natural with witchcraft—which my father loved—but beyond that, she really sucked as a person. Simon’s patience was running short with me, and she took full advantage of it. I could sit here for hours and tell you all the crap she pulled over those couple of years, but I honestly don’t want to relive it.”
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