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Prologue
 
    
 
   New York 2010
 
    
 
    
 
   It was dark by the time James reached the warehouse Francis had described, despite the fact that he'd driven like a madman to get there. But that worked in his favour. If he was going to do what he had to he needed the cover of darkness. Really he needed a SWAT team and fifty fellow officers, but he knew he couldn't have them. First they wouldn't believe him. They would think he was mad. There were no child slavers in New York. No known gangs kidnapping children and selling them overseas. They would tell him his daughter had just run away. Eight year olds did that sometimes. What they didn’t realise was that some of those who they thought had run away had actually been imprisoned and sold. Others meanwhile were the children of illegal immigrants, themselves unregistered and so not missed. And a few had been sold by unscrupulous relatives.
 
    
 
   There was also no way they would believe that one person could compel a mother to sell her daughter by just talking to her. Not a normal, loving mother. That was pure madness. So even though it had happened he couldn't tell anyone that. The police would tell him that his brother Francis was lying and James was clearly stupid to believe him. They also wouldn’t believe that his ex-wife Sheryl had rung him up to tell him she'd sold their daughter to child slavers for Francis. No one would believe that. So the police would assume his little brother and his ex-wife were mad too – or lying. Although the fact that James had just beaten Francis to death would give them pause. In actual fact he'd practically tortured him to find out what had happened to his baby girl.
 
    
 
   But they hadn't been there. They hadn't been in his apartment when Francis had come over, laughing at him as always. They hadn't heard him telling James what he could do and everything he had done to him over the years. They hadn't heard Francis telling him almost word for word what his ex-wife would say when she called. They hadn't heard the truth and confusion in her voice. The beginnings of panic. They hadn't seen the nasty smirk on Francis' face. The look of triumph. As if he'd just won some major sporting contest instead of selling an eight year old girl into slavery. And they hadn't seen him counting out the money he'd got for her in front of James. They didn't know the hatred that lived in his brother's heart. Or had done. 
 
    
 
   And Francis hadn't seen his fists until it was too late. Dear God! The stupid little shit had thought that the gun would be enough to protect him as he gloried in his victory!
 
    
 
   But that didn't change things. James' brothers and sisters in blue certainly wouldn't come out all guns blazing to save his daughter. Not to arrest the gang anyway. Not on the word of an obvious mad man or liar. They would probably arrest him however, when they saw his little brother's bloody body lying on the floor of his apartment. But that wouldn't get Matti back. And getting her back had to be his priority. His only concern. He knew he was likely to spend the rest of his life in jail for what he was about to do. He might be killed, which was why he'd left a message with friends to be given to his partner if he didn't return tonight. And even if he did succeed he knew his ex-wife would never let him see her again – assuming she didn't spend the rest of her life in jail as well. Still, he didn’t care.
 
    
 
   James parked some distance from the warehouse and turned his lights off. Even though this part of the city was largely abandoned as it went through what was euphemistically called “urban renewal”, he didn't want anyone seeing him. Least of all those he was going to attack. James got out, went to the trunk and started dressing. Normally as a detective he only carried his side arm, a Sig ten mm. It was enough. But not tonight. Tonight he needed everything he had. And that meant the pump action shotgun, smoke, concussion and tear gas canisters, and his vest.
 
    
 
   It felt strange donning the vest. He'd worn it many times before. But always as a cop. It had NYPD emblazoned across it in big white letters. But tonight he wasn't wearing it as a cop. He wouldn’t be acting on the right side of the law. Tonight he was a criminal. And wearing it almost felt like a betrayal of everything he believed in. But he had to save his daughter.
 
    
 
   After that he advanced into the warehouse grounds, his heart in his mouth, all his senses on edge. He searched desperately for any sign of a look out. Anyone with a gun trained on him. And then when he was finally satisfied that no one was around he headed into the first of the buildings. Despite what Francis had said it wasn't actually a warehouse, abandoned or otherwise as he discovered. It was a series of buildings that together formed what might once have been an industrial complex. Some sort of old storage facility, possibly used for car parts. He could see metal shelves all around. Old and decaying. Many of them had rusted away and fallen into ruin. Here and there he could make out in the dim light lumps of metal that might once have been engines before time had got to them. There were steel crates too dotted around the floor, looking as though some giant had simply tossed them about like dice and then left them where they had fallen. It was too dark to make out any more about them than that, but it didn't really matter. What mattered was that he hadn’t yet found the slavers or the children.
 
    
 
   The size of the complex was a problem. It meant he had a lot of ground to cover as he searched. But it was also useful as the sound of his weapon firing would be less likely to be heard by anyone in the area. But even if someone did the number of buildings would make it harder for them to work out where it had come from. Especially when the sound of cars in the distance was ever present, even in this part of town. That also worked in his favour.
 
    
 
   James moved slowly through the first building, searching to the right and left as he advanced. He wasn't a soldier but they trained cops in the same tactics for dealing with fugitives on the loose. Take your time, scan both sides, check for anything that a man could be hiding behind, pay attention to openings like doors and windows and always listen for whoever might be behind you. Also always keep your weapon trained on what you were looking at. And above all else keep your cool. Though his world was currently comprised of pain and fear – and of disbelief too – that didn't matter.
 
    
 
   It was unfortunate that the other part of that training didn't apply. He couldn't rely on his partner to back him up. What he would have given to have Watkins by his side. But his partner wouldn't back him up in this. He'd arrest him instead. God, he might even have called an ambulance for Francis! That could not happen. Not when his little brother had been laughing at him over what he'd somehow made Sheryl do. Practically counting out the money in front of him as though it was some sort of prize instead of blood money. If his brother still lived as he lay on the floor of James' flat, he had to be allowed to die.
 
    
 
   A sound made him turn hurriedly to the side just in time to see a man appear in one of the open doorways. He had an assault rifle in his hands. 
 
    
 
   Everything happened in a split second after that. The man started when he saw him, yelled something and then swung around, raising his rifle towards James in the same motion, while James lifted his own weapon and squeezed the trigger. James was faster. Just. But it was enough as the man fell away backwards, his weapon firing at least a dozen shots into the air before he hit the ground. Fortunately none of those shots came anywhere close to James.
 
    
 
   After that James did as he'd been trained to, rushing the fallen man and kicking away his weapon while keeping his own trained on him.
 
    
 
   “Where are the children?” James yelled it at the fallen man. But he didn't get much of an answer. Just some confused moans. The man was down. He hadn't caught the full effect of the blast but still his side was a mass of blood and he was in some sort of shock.
 
    
 
   Suddenly someone else came running in and James didn't have time to ask anything more. Instead he had to leap and roll out of the way as a stream of bullets came flying towards him. They missed him – shooting while running always destroyed a man's aim – and that gave James the vital seconds he needed to fire at him from the ground.
 
    
 
   The shotgun blast took the man's legs out from under him and he collapsed in a heap and stayed there. Even as James was picking himself up off the ground he knew he would get no answers from him either. Still, two men rushing him with assault weapons told him he was in the right place. He was looking for a gang and he'd found them. A rather better armed gang than he'd expected.
 
    
 
   Another bullet suddenly came out of nowhere and caught him in the chest and James forgot about everything else as he rolled away from the impact. It hurt even through the vest. Like being kicked by a horse. But the next few shots missed him and James quickly forgot the pain as he raced for cover. The shots had come from above, indicating someone had reached the overhead walkways. Fortunately there were some large, rusty steel crates to the side and he ran for them. They might or might not stop a bullet but they would conceal him. Especially in the darkness.
 
    
 
   Powered by adrenaline he made it while bullets danced off the concrete behind him, and he knew he was safe for a moment. Long enough to catch his breath. To deal with the pain of his ribs and regain his momentum. He had come to attack them not be attacked. Retaking the battle however, suddenly became very easy. Though he couldn't see the man he knew where the shots had come from. And the walkway was only a short distance from him.
 
    
 
   It was an ageing structure, connected at one side to the wall of the building, while half a dozen spindly steel legs held the other side up. But they were buckled, their cross braces having rusted away until they looked like bits and pieces of broken shrapnel and the damned thing creaked and groaned with the man's weight on it. The whole thing would come down soon enough by itself. But James decided to help that process along.
 
    
 
   A blast into the nearest leg shattered it, causing one whole section of the walkway to buckle and collapse. It also caused the man on the walkway to cry out in fear as he realised what was happening. Methodically James shot out two more and watched large sections of the walkway give way and fall and heard the man scream some more. It was then that James decided to take out the rest and ran out from behind his shelter to shoot out two more legs, bringing the rest of the walkway crashing down. The shooter came tumbling down with it.  
 
    
 
   James heard the scream as the man smashed into the concrete twenty feet below. And when he finally spotted him on the floor the man wasn’t moving. Judging by the odd angle of his legs, he’d obviously broken something in the fall. But the only thing that mattered to James was that he was down, lying on the concrete floor, and he didn't have a weapon in his hands. Finally he had someone he could interrogate.
 
    
 
   That was his chance, and he ran for the man, shotgun in hand. Once he reached him he kicked him.  Hard.
 
    
 
   “Where are the children?” This time James added some emphasis to his question as he placed the tip of the shotgun straight over the fallen man's heart.
 
    
 
   “You're a cop?!” The man stared at his vest. “Then fuck off! I'm not talking. I want my lawyer!”
 
    
 
   He shouldn't have said that. He really shouldn't have, as it reminded James of the one thing he wasn't just then – a cop. His career was gone. And he wasn't going to worry about it for this piece of filth. So he moved the weapon down his body until it was pointed straight at his crotch and squeezed the trigger without even thinking about it.
 
    
 
   The blast was a little subdued this time by the man's flesh, but it made up for that by spraying blood and gore everywhere. It caused the man to scream, a sound that James took great pleasure in. There would be no more demanding of his rights. No more expecting lawyers and trials. If the man hadn't worked that out by then he was incredibly stupid. But it was more than that that made James smile. It was that it had felt right shooting him like that. It had felt like justice. These miserable shits were selling children into slavery. Most of their victims would end up in the sex industry or sold to sick perverts. There could be no lawyers and no trials for that.
 
    
 
   Really the man was lucky to be alive. James had pushed the gun into his nuts and angled it slightly away so that the blast would head towards his feet rather than his head. And the closeness of the shot had limited the spread. But even so he was probably going to lose his legs. But since he was alive, he could talk. And that was the only thing that mattered.
 
    
 
   “Where are the children?” James yelled it at the man again when he finally stopped crying. And this time for effect he place the tip of the shotgun against the man's belly button. This time he saw the fear in the man's eyes as he knew what came next if he didn't answer him.
 
    
 
   “Next building! There's a door leading down to the cellar.” The man gasped it out desperately, still trying to deal with the pain and shock of his injuries.
 
    
 
   “And how many more of you scum?”
 
    
 
   “Seven? Eight maybe?” The man started stammering in terror even as he was gasping for breath. And then he started begging. “Please!”
 
    
 
   James kicked him in the head, knowing he didn't have time for anything more. Seven or eight more. Or not. The man didn't know how many were down already. It was still a lot. More than he'd counted on. But it didn't matter. They still had Matti. They were going down and he was going to get her back. It was time to think tactically. And tactics always began with being prepared.
 
    
 
   James reloaded his gun, stuffing as many shells as he could into the shotgun's slide. He had no intention of running out of shots in the middle of a fire fight. He then checked the carry bag to make sure just how many of each canister and grenade he'd brought with him. Finally he took a moment to listen for the sound of sirens. There were none. The distance, the lack of people in this area and the distant traffic noise had protected the battlefield. Having the gunfight inside a structure had probably helped as well. Though of course he knew, they could be on their way.
 
    
 
   As he worked, preparing himself for the battle ahead, James had to try and keep the overwhelming wrongness of what he'd just done from getting to him. He'd never done that before. Deliberately shot a man. And ever part of him wanted to scream out that it was wrong. He was a cop. But he couldn't be one just then. He couldn't even call his fellow cops now. Forget Francis, dying on the floor of his flat, he'd literally just tortured and possible killed a helpless man. But his daughter was still a prisoner, and James knew he had to focus on saving her. Nothing, absolutely nothing could come before Matti. So as much as he needed to give in to his emotions, he couldn't. And somehow as he worked, he squashed them down and pushed them away. 
 
    
 
   Once he was more or less in control of himself again James headed out, crossing the open space between this building and the next, and then started scouting out its perimeter before going in. He had to know what he was getting into. He couldn't afford to get himself killed in another surprise attack. Not before Matti was safe.
 
    
 
   The first thing James discovered was that the man had been wrong. The building didn't have a cellar as he claimed. That had made no sense anyway. What it had was an underground basement for car parking. But no cars would be using it ever again. Because when he found the drive way leading up and out of it, he found not only the roller chain fence down and locked, but the ramp itself blocked with what looked like part of the building's roof. No one was getting out through it. There was light inside though, shining out through the rubble. Clearly someone was home.
 
    
 
   Inside the building he didn’t find anyone waiting. But he'd expected that. The gang had set guards upstairs just in case someone came, and when he'd opened fire on the first one, the others had come running from the other buildings. Those below clearly hadn't heard the battle. The chances were that they had no idea what was happening. That gave him an edge. But only if he used it correctly.
 
    
 
   It began with half a dozen smoke canisters. They were too big to fit through the gaps in the roller fence, but he could set them off against it and watch the smoke billow in. Air was flowing in the right direction underground, suggesting that while everything else was dead and decaying, the ventilation system still worked down there. It would have to or the gang wouldn't be able to stay there.
 
    
 
   After that it was simply a matter of going inside, taking position and waiting for them to come up. Fortunately he had a perfect position. The building was exactly like the first one with the single exception that there was a basement. And there was a stairway leading down to it housed in a four by six yard concrete block structure. It was simplicity itself to simply take up position on the outside of that structure, peering around the corner at the open space in front of it. Soon he knew, worried slavers from the basement would be rushing up the stairs thinking there was a fire outside. They would come flying out of the stairwell door and run straight out into the open. And just to be sure they wouldn't put up too much of a battle, he tossed a tear gas canister just in front of the doorway and pulled down his mask.
 
    
 
   His trap worked perfectly. The first two men came running out at high speed thinking there was a fire somewhere, and immediately ran into the cloud of gas that had filled the ground floor. They never had a chance. He shot them both in the groin as they stumbled around wiping their eyes, their weapons forgotten. After that while they lay on the ground crying out in pain and when he'd made sure that no more were coming up the stairwell, he kicked their weapons away and then kicked both of them in the head. It wasn't what he would have done as a cop. Instead they would have been arrested and carted off to the cells to await trial. But he wasn't a cop. He was alone. And they wouldn't be causing him any more trouble.
 
    
 
   Five down now he figured. Perhaps three more left. Maybe more. Either way the odds were shifting in his favour.
 
    
 
   But anyone in the actual stairwell would have heard the blasts. He was sure of that. And anyone who had, was now taking up positions below. Preparing for him. After all they would also have come running out if they hadn't. And that meant that it was time for phase two of his plan. A phase that began with him stepping out in front of the stairwell, cracking open the door a fraction and then rolling three tear gas canisters through it.
 
    
 
   They rolled and then clattered as they found the stairs and fell down them, spraying their gaseous contents everywhere as they did so. The sound they made was greeted by the sound of at least one assault rifle spraying bullets as whoever was below tried to kill him. As he'd expected someone had been left in the stairwell to guard things. But that was alright. They'd left themselves with one other weakness. They had light below.
 
    
 
   It was the work of seconds to open the door once the assault rifle had stopped and rush through, keeping his head down and then aim at the fluorescent lights in the ceiling. Once they went dark, the only light coming in was from the window in the heavy door connecting the stairwell to the basement. James was a little blinded from having stared at the light for a couple of seconds. But whoever was below was completely blind. His eyes hadn't had time to adjust to the darkness and they were no doubt now filled with tears.
 
    
 
   The man at the bottom of the stairwell responded exactly as James would have expected, firing straight up the stairwell, spraying bullets everywhere. But none of them could hit him as they smashed into the concrete undersides of the stairs. A few ricochets came close, but soon the man had emptied his weapon and James knew he had him.
 
    
 
   That was his signal to advance down the stairs, and when he reached the bottom to blast another round into the man's groin.
 
    
 
   Those inside the basement immediately responded, firing scores of rounds into the door leading to the stairs. But the door was a heavy wooden affair, and James wasn't standing in front of it. He wasn't that stupid. So as the bullets streaked through the door and bounced off the concrete block walls, he headed back up the stairs a little way and waited. This time he got hit. One bullet ricocheted off the wall to smash into his vest and another grazed his leg. But they weren't serious problems, the bullets having lost most of their power from blasting through the thick wood and then bouncing off the concrete walls. They hurt but he ignored them.
 
    
 
   Twenty seconds or so later the gunfire stopped, and James could almost hear what the men inside were asking themselves. Was he dead? Or was he coming through shortly? They were scared and panicking; and frantically reloading. But they weren't prepared. He could also hear the sounds of children screaming in terror as the bullets sprayed. And one of them he knew was Matti. But James' only question had to be how many were there?
 
    
 
   James walked carefully down the stairs once more, reached into his bag for all his remaining tear gas canisters, and tossed them through what had been the door's window and waited. It wasn't long before he heard the men opening fire again as they realised he was still alive, and he had to retreat back up the stairs once more. But it didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was that the men were being overcome by the tear gas.
 
    
 
   Eventually the weapons fire stopped and he could hear the sounds of men choking and calling out to one another in fear. He also heard the sounds of frightened children screaming. And he knew that was his doing. The gas would have reached them too and the sounds of gunfire must have terrified them. That had always been inevitable.
 
    
 
   With a rush James burst through the remains of the door and ran for cover, turning to shoot the man nearest to him as he did so. The man was a perfect target. He was standing there desperately trying to reload his weapon with eyes streaming tears. He went down in a heap, screaming in pain and terror and dropping his weapon in the process. It went sliding away and James knew he was no longer a threat. He'd shot low, so the chances were the man wouldn't die, but he was incapacitated.
 
    
 
   Seven down. How many more did that leave he wondered? One? Two? He didn't know. But he did know as he started pushing more shells into the slide that he had to take them down.
 
    
 
   Then things took an unexpected turn for the worse when suddenly he caught sight of children not just screaming but also running. Blind, terrified children were running in all directions. The remaining men must have released them, no doubt hoping to use them to add confusion and perhaps cover his escape. It was a clever strategy. It meant that James had no clear shot. He couldn't shoot with children in the line of fire. 
 
    
 
   That left him with the unenviable task of having to hunt down the man without being able to shoot. But that was simply as it had to be, and he still had the advantage that he could see.
 
    
 
   The basement was fairly typical of underground car parks. There were a number of concrete pillars, and the walls, floor and ceiling were also made of concrete. It was built like a cold war bunker. And he knew as he started searching that the next gun man could be anywhere, hiding behind any pillar, just waiting to shoot him. He could also be behind one of the trucks, of which there were several. They were old and wrecked, and the chances were that they had been left behind when the warehouse had closed because they were already beyond use. Time had just added to their decay. But there was still a lot of metal in them and they made good cover.
 
    
 
   In the centre of the car park was a large iron cage, something that looked like it had come out of the middle ages. But it was probably serviceable. There were buckets in the corners for the children to do their business. Scraps of food – bread mostly – on the floor. The children had been penned up in it like animals. And he had no idea how long any of them had been there. Worse though was its size. The cage could hold thirty or more children in it. That angered him. Obviously this was no small operation, and he doubted it had just started operating. How many children had already been sold by these scum over the years?
 
    
 
   However many children there had been locked up in the cage, they weren't there any more. The iron door was wide open and the cage was empty. The children were running around, screaming and crying, tears streaming from their eyes, and crashing into one another. And they were all so young. He was looking at eight year olds like his daughter. Some were even younger. They should never have been gassed.
 
    
 
   But he'd had to use the tear gas. It was the only way he could have taken the basement, especially when he didn't know how many enemies were down there. But it had been a cruel thing to do when it impacted the children as well, and he hated himself for it. He hated himself even more when he knew that his daughter was one of the children running around in blind terror.
 
    
 
   He wanted to go to her. He knew he should be comforting the children and getting them to safety. But he was only one man and there was at least one shooter still out there trying to kill him. If he'd tried either of those things the man would have killed him and maybe some of the children too. And then everything fell apart. The men would recover, lock the children away again and the operation would continue. Matti would be sold. It was a hard thing, but he had to ignore the children and concentrate on the gun men.
 
    
 
   James began with a simple quarter search. Darting from one pillar to the next, avoiding the panicking children, and little by little clearing the part of the park closest to the stairs. It took time, and whenever any of the children spotted him through their tears, they gave his position away as they screamed. They had no idea that he was there to rescue them. And what they would have seen through the tear filled eyes was a big man in a black mask. A monster.
 
    
 
   But he was more worried when he saw that many of the children had started climbing on to the trucks' roofs. They were blind, far too young to be up so high, and the floor was hard concrete. But there was nothing he could do about it. Not without frightening them anymore and giving his position away which he had no doubt would result in a hail of badly aimed bullets heading his way. He had to ignore them as he continued clearing the car park.
 
    
 
   He had to ignore Matti too. He looked for her, but in the poor lighting and confusion he couldn't see her. And while every instinct in him was telling him to go and find her, he couldn't. Not while there was a gunman on the loose waiting to shoot him. 
 
    
 
   The first truck when he reached it was empty. He even checked underneath just in case. He did find out how the children were climbing up though. For some reason on the back of each truck there was a ladder. Why, he couldn't begin to guess. But he used it just to make sure the slaver hadn't had the same idea.
 
    
 
   And then he spotted the next man. Maybe the last gun man as he dared to hope. Half a dozen pillars away, taking shelter, and with another assault rifle in his hands. This gang was well armed. But there was probably a lot of money in selling children. Sheryl had talked about twenty thousand. And if that was what she had got for selling Matti to them, they had to be selling them for twice as much.
 
    
 
   It was nearly over. James clambered down the ladder and then jogged silently for the gunman, knowing he had to end this before any children got hurt. Once he'd reached the pillar the gunman was hiding behind he took up a position on the other side, waiting his moment, while he worked out how to take him. In the end it was simple. The concrete pillar was just wide enough for a man to hide behind, but not if he held a rifle flat in his hands as he was. James could see the weapon's barrel poking out. And that was his point of attack. James slung his shotgun over his shoulder, knowing he'd have to do this by hand and then readied himself.
 
    
 
   He struck fast, grabbing the barrel with both hands, yanking it upward so it pointed at the ceiling, catching the man by surprise. But the man had his finger on the trigger and as James ripped the assault rifle up, it started firing. Bullets started ricocheting in all directions, filling the dimness with sparks. Children who had grown quiet started screaming again, and the man started struggling to pull the weapon back. But he was too slow and unprepared.
 
    
 
   James didn't try to pull the rifle from his grip. Instead he stepped toward the man and smashed the barrel the rest of the way into his face causing him to let go and scream. He should never have let go of the weapon. Because suddenly finding himself holding it by the barrel James swung the weapon like a baseball bat, smashing the stock into his face. It was a vicious blow, breaking some bones and knocking him backward onto the floor. Then James drew his own shotgun once more, pressed it into the man's flesh and blew the man's groin apart.
 
    
 
   After that he took shelter behind the pillar once more, and waited. He waited for the children to stop screaming. And for anyone else who was out there to start hunting him. But as the long seconds and minutes began to drag, he began to think that maybe there was no one else. Still he stayed where he was, waiting until finally he was sure.
 
    
 
   The silence was like a victory bell, and as James stood there, he eventually realised he'd done it. He’d rescued the children. And he'd survived.
 
    
 
   It was over. Eight men were down. He just had to pray that there were no more. But really, he thought as he stood over the fallen slaver, anyone else would have started firing when they heard the last shotgun blast. Which meant it was time to call the police and find Matti.
 
    
 
   Then his plans unexpectedly changed as he spotted a group of children on the ground beside another of the trucks and realised they were down. They looked hurt. Could they have been hit? He ran for them, fearing the worst and then discovered it was worse than even that. There were three children on the concrete and it looked as though they'd fallen off the top of the truck when the gun had gone off. Two were alive and crying, nursing injuries. But the third was lying motionless. And he recognised her long light brown curls.
 
    
 
   “Matti!” James screamed in panic as he saw her. He screamed some more when he rolled her over and saw her face covered with blood. Blood that was coming from a head wound. James’ training took over. He ripped off his gloves and immediately felt at her throat for a pulse. When he found it he almost died of relief.
 
    
 
   She was alive! But she needed medical care urgently. So did some of the other children. And they all needed to go home. Which was why he pulled off his mask, heedless of the gas and reached for his phone. They needed an ambulance.
 
    
 
   It vanished. Literally one minute the phone was in his hands as he started pushing buttons and the next it wasn't. His hand was empty. He must have dropped it he realised, and he quickly started searching for it. This was no time for dropping phones.
 
    
 
   “Looking for this?” A dry voice came from just behind him, causing James to jump as he realised there was one more gunman left. But then to remember he was armed. Except that he wasn't. James reached for his gun to find that that had gone too. Both the shotgun that should have been on his back and the Sig on his belt. How?
 
    
 
   “Or these?” 
 
    
 
   James turned to see a cowboy standing there with his shotgun and pistol in his hands, and for the longest time he didn't know what to think. His eyes were already tearing up but there was no doubt that there was a cowboy standing just behind him. And a woman too.
 
    
 
   “Corinth, these children need care. If you could bring some please.” The cowboy spoke to the woman and immediately she turned, took a step and vanished. She literally just stepped into thin air! Even through his tears James was certain of that. But not what it meant. People couldn't just vanish like that.
 
    
 
   And yet suddenly everything Francis had said about his magic came flooding back to him. Up until then James had done his best to put the whole magic thing to one side, concentrating only on what mattered. And what mattered was that he believed his wife had sold his daughter to slavers because of Francis. The how hadn't been important. But if people could somehow vanish in mid air then maybe they could also magically compel others to do their bidding. But did that even matter then? And the fact was that it didn't when his daughter was hurt.
 
    
 
   “Now Mr. Henderson, we need to talk.” The cowboy tossed the weapons to one side and they too vanished into thin air. “About what you know.”
 
    
 
   “Know?” James didn't understand. All he knew was that his daughter was seriously hurt. He turned back to her to cradle her in his arms. Tears streaked his cheeks. He had come for her and feared he was too late. She couldn't die! Nothing else mattered. 
 
    
 
   “Call a fucking ambulance!” He screamed it at the cowboy, uncaring of anything else.
 
    
 
   “Help’s coming. But we need to talk about magic.”
 
    
 
   James didn't answer the cowboy. He was beyond answering just then. He was almost beyond thinking. All he knew was that Matti needed a hospital. The rest of this was just insanity.
 
    
 
   “Call an ambulance!” He screamed it at the cowboy again, desperate to get him to do what mattered.
 
    
 
   But he was saved from screaming it a third time as the woman returned, stepping out of thin air once more and bringing a man with her. A paramedic with a big red bag in his hands, a white cross painted on its side. After that the only thing he cared about was that the man saved his daughter.
 
    
 
   The paramedic took her from James' arms, laid her flat and played a torch into her face as he began assessing her head wound. Despite everything else being crazy, James let him. Nothing else mattered. His daughter could not die.
 
    
 
   “She has a probable skull fracture. She needs a hospital now.” With that the man stood up, Matti in his arms and vanished together with the woman.
 
    
 
   It left James kneeling there, wondering what had just happened. Where was his daughter? How could she just vanish? And what was he supposed to do? For the first time he simply didn't know. He didn't even know what questions to ask. He just knelt there wondering if he'd had some sort of stroke. The cowboy seemed to understand something of that.
 
    
 
   “Alright, long story short Mr. Henderson. Your little brother is a fascinator. He can make people do anything he wants with just a few words. All except you. He's being treated for his injuries now and in time he'll be locked away. Your wife's having some sort of nervous breakdown and people are with her too. Your parents are now with our people. They'll also be needing a lot of help. Your brother nearly broke their minds as well as destroying their lives. But your parents were the ones who managed to call us once Francis had been apart from them for long enough and the effects of his gift had had time to wear off.”
 
    
 
   “Once they told us there was a rogue on the loose we tracked him down. When we found him in your apartment we had to track you. We had your name, your face and some blood. That was enough to locate you on a map. When we got here we found the men upstairs and heard the weapons fire, so we knew something was wrong. We brought reinforcements.” He gestured at the others.
 
    
 
   “We could have ended this much more peacefully, but you were too quick for us. I don't suppose you want to tell me what this is all about?”
 
    
 
   “My ex-wife sold my daughter to these child slavers. Francis made her do it,” James answered him woodenly. He really didn't know what to think, except that he wanted to be with his daughter.
 
    
 
   “A rogue fascinator.” The cowboy shook his head slowly. “Always a nightmare. And no one knew.”
 
    
 
   “Oh and one more thing you should know. There's magic in the world. And you can't tell anyone.”
 
    
 
   James would have said something. But he simply didn't know what to say. Or what to think. Especially when the woman returned and brought more people with her. People who started rounding up the other children. And another paramedic to check the injured out. None of whom he noticed seemed to be having problems with the remaining tear gas.
 
    
 
   “You need help Mr. Henderson. Help to keep yourself out of jail. Your family needs care. They’ll need a lot of counselling for a long time to come. Your brother needs to be locked up somewhere that he can never escape from. And after the doctors have treated her, your daughter will need a stable environment and an education suited for someone with a gift. She's a special child.”
 
    
 
   “We can do all of that. But our services don't come free.”
 
    
 
   “I'll pay.” Finally James had something he could say. Something that he wasn't confused about at all. He would pay anything. He wasn't rich by any means – not since the divorce – but he would pay anything.
 
    
 
   “I know. But we don't want your money. We want your services.”
 
    
 
   “Services?” James didn't understand. But he did understand that he would give them whatever they asked for.
 
    
 
   “I'm here to offer you a job. You're a fully trained and experienced detective. You seem to have some sort of immunity to at least mind affecting magic. And you know our secret. You'll make a great hunter.”
 
    
 
   “Hunter?” James had no idea what a hunter was. A bounty hunter maybe. But then he realised he didn't care. “I'll do it. Anything. Just save Matti!”
 
    
 
   “I thought you might.” The cowboy smiled and stepped towards him. Then he thrust out a hand for James to take.
 
    
 
   “Welcome to the Illuminati.”
 
    
 
   ◄►
 
    
 
    
 
   “You want to make him a hunter?” Corinth stared at her boss with something akin to disbelief. “After this?” She indicated the bodies lying all around, most of them with gunshot wounds to their groins. As for the man himself, he was gone. Taken to the hospital to watch over his daughter.
 
    
 
   “Especially after this.” The cowboy nodded at her.
 
    
 
   “He's a thug! He'll be hunting rogues down and killing them! We aren't in the business of murder. And when the rest of the gifted find out we've hired someone like that we'll have a riot.”
 
    
 
   “And who's dead?” The cowboy indicated the now largely empty basement. The children had been removed. They were currently upstairs and being cared for. Emergency services were on their way. All that were left were a few unconscious men. All of them badly injured but alive. “He could have killed them, but he didn't. Not even when they had his daughter.”
 
    
 
   “He's been shooting their nuts off!”
 
    
 
   “Considering that they're child slavers?” He let a pregnant silence hang for a bit. “This is a man who will walk into hell for his family. We need that.”
 
    
 
   “Besides –,” he smiled, “– the others could use a little kicking now and then. We've been lax. Letting them get away with too much. There've been too many accidents. Too many rogues thinking they can do whatever the hell they want. Too many gifted refusing to register. In fact this entire mess started because a couple of our people didn't register their gifts. If they had – if we'd known about the children – none of this would have happened. We are the closest thing to law our people have and the gifted don't respect us as they should.”
 
    
 
   Corinth stared at him, agreeing a little with what he said, but still not liking it. Especially since her last view of the man as he'd been led away was of a man who looked as though he'd been hit in the head with a shovel once too often. He was holding it together for the moment. But only just. And she wasn't sure he'd continue holding it together forever.
 
    
 
   “I'm glad he's your problem and not mine.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   New York – Present Day
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a nice house James thought, as he wandered up the path to the front door. But then this was a good subdivision, full of nice houses and of course the beautiful people who lived in them. The lawns were manicured, the hedges trimmed neatly, and those few cars that were parked on the street were all upmarket models that had been cleaned and polished. Not a single home here he thought was under a million bucks. The witch's house was probably worth a lot more.
 
    
 
   He might not know much about architecture but he was sure fluted Roman columns supporting an entire section of the roof over the extensive front porch didn't come cheap. Nor did the massive panoramic windows the front of the house seemed to be made of. He was also sure that this wasn't the sort of neighbourhood that cops and bounty hunters lived in. Which was one reason he felt the need to hurry a little to get to the front door. And when he got there he didn't waste any time knocking. He simply ran his glove over the lock, letting the enchantment of the universal key unlock it, and then turned the handle. The door opened without a problem.
 
    
 
   There was an alarm on the inside, and while the other glove had an enchantment that would take care of that, he found he didn't need to. The alarm was off suggesting that the witch was home. And if he was right, her latest victim was still here too.
 
    
 
   The house was modern and stylishly decorated by someone with an eye for the softer colours. The carpet was thick and soft underfoot, the paint on the walls and ceiling fresh and clean. Obviously someone had put some thought into designing the house, and then some effort into keeping it clean, presumably so that it looked perfectly in keeping with the rest of the houses in the upmarket neighbourhood. It was the sort of house he would have liked to live in. And the sort of neighbourhood.
 
    
 
   Neither the witch nor her likely victim came running to see who had entered the house. He was surprised by that. Even though he hadn't made much noise, he would have expected someone to have heard him. If they were in the main part of the house that was. 
 
    
 
   A quick peek around the corner told him however that they weren't in the main part of the house. The lounge with its expensive looking couches and coffee tables was empty. The tv was off. And when he checked the dining room and kitchen he saw that they too were empty.
 
    
 
   Still, he knew that the witch had to be here somewhere. He'd followed her home, and watched her drive her expensive sports car into the drive and then park it in the garage. That had been barely an hour ago. And the victim – he was almost certain now that the girl was her victim – whoever she was, had been with her. Slumped over in the passenger seat, but still with her. So they were here. He just had to find them.
 
    
 
   James pulled the gloves off and stashed them away in his pockets. They might look like driving gloves and they might have useful enchantments on them for breaking and entering and the like, but they were just going to be in the way from here on. Besides, he didn't like wearing gloves for the same reason he didn't like wearing hats or scarves – they irritated him. Most things magical did as well.
 
    
 
   Carefully and very quietly James started searching the rest of the house. There was a lot to search. More than he'd expected. Five bedrooms and five bathrooms. A study and a games room, and behind them a huge glassed in arboretum. But even as James passed by the arboretum he spied even more rooms ahead. It was as though everywhere he went there was more house to discover. More doors to peer through. And on the other side of one of those doors a rogue witch, with who knew what abilities.
 
    
 
   She would use them. It was the string of missing children that had put him on the witch's tail. Four in the last two years. That was too many children to disappear inexplicably from this sort of up market neighbourhood. And when they were all teenage girls, that just made things all the more suspicious. These weren't runaways. 
 
    
 
   But the fact that they had been teenage girls had also given him an idea of where to look for clues. The local mall seemed to have featured high on all their itineraries. He had followed the breadcrumbs and it had led him to the witch who ran a small perfumery there. Teenage girls and free perfume samples – it was a match made in heaven.
 
    
 
   Or hell.
 
    
 
   Finding the witch had been mostly routine police work. He had simply tracked the movements of the girls by their credit cards – they all had credit cards naturally – and that had given him the hunting ground. From there he had spoken with friends of the missing girls and that had narrowed the location to only a few stores. And after hours spent working his way through the mall's security camera records he had determined the actual store. Working out what the witch was doing with the girls however, would take more time. But he had a theory for how she was taking the girls. It had become obvious the instant he had seen video of the witch “helping” a girl – a fifth victim he assumed – out of her store and into her car.  Her perfumes, some of them at least, were probably enchanted. 
 
    
 
   James had seen it on the mall security cameras. The one that looked out onto the perfumery and into its front window. One spray of the “perfume” and the girl had become pliable. Weak. She'd even needed help to stand up. And the witch had been only too willing to provide that help, closing the shop and walking her out to the car park. The girl could have been simply feeling sick as people assumed, but James didn't think so. He suspected he had another kidnap victim. And so suddenly what had been a simple hunt for a witch had become an urgent rescue mission – save that that was not his job any more. He wasn't a cop.
 
    
 
   Now both witch and victim were inside here somewhere, and he had a horrible feeling that he'd wasted too much time scouting the neighbourhood and getting details. But he'd had to be sure who the woman was. What she was. What he would face in there. An angry husband, a boyfriend, dogs or an innocent woman completely stunned by a strange man breaking into her house when she was caring for a sick teenage girl. It could have all been coincidence after all. Now though, he was almost sure. When none of the neighbours had ever been inside the witch's house or knew any more about her than her name, and when several – women mostly – kept telling him that they couldn't get a handle on the woman's age – that said witch. Women were good at finding out details about people – especially other women. If they didn't know their neighbour of many years, it suggested to him that there was something wrong. It might be sexist, but it was mostly true.
 
    
 
   It was taking too long checking though the house. The girl could already be dead, assuming that was what the witch was doing with them. Certainly the witch hadn't abducted her just so they could chat. But he couldn't find them. Not inside the house. And although the sky was darkening he could see out across the back yard and there was no other structure out there where they might be. Similarly there was none in the front yard either. And it was a single story house which he'd been right through. Yet the garage when he checked it had her dark red convertible parked in it. So they had to be here somewhere. 
 
    
 
   Logic and experience told him that there were only two directions left to check. Up and down. They were either in an attic or a basement. And really it could only be a basement. James was pretty sure he would have heard it if someone was moving around overhead. So somewhere in the floor there had to be a hatch leading down to the basement. Unless of course she had a portal somewhere or the magic of dimension.
 
    
 
   Doing what every good police officer did when he couldn't find an answer, he went back to the start and retraced his steps. Every room had to be searched again. Somewhere there had to be a way down. But it took time to find. A lot of time because he kept checking and rechecking the rooms, walking over every inch of the carpet listening for any creaking sounds. There were none. Unfortunately for the longest time he didn't think about the hallway. In fact he must have walked over the hatch a dozen times before he noticed that the mat was askew. It should have been straight like everything else in this immaculately cleaned house. But the moment he realised that the dark blue runner that ran over the thick pile carpet was askew he knew why. It was askew because it was placed directly over the hatch. It seemed that when the hatch had lifted up the mat had moved.
 
    
 
   Hurriedly he picked up the mat and tossed it away to reveal what he'd expected to see. A trap door leading down into the basement. It was well concealed, the thick carpet almost completely hiding the edges of the hatch. But if he looked closely he could still see the outline of the hatch where the carpet had been cut.
 
    
 
   Opening it was even more difficult than finding the hatch. Undoubtedly there was some sort of mechanism that raised it, but he had no idea where the switch or lever was. So he had to lift it simply by grabbing on to the carpet with his fingers and pulling. Still, it came up with a bit of effort and a few torn finger nails and once it was up he could see the steps leading down. Down to the dungeon. Because that was what it had to be. Proper basements didn't have concealed hatches.
 
    
 
   In some strange fit of interior design madness the witch had extended the modern soft pastel theme of the house to the steps leading down. So it was carpeted with the same thick shag, and the walls were painted in the same colours. There were even a couple of paintings on the walls by the stairs. It could almost have been just a normal staircase leading down to a bottom story. Save that there was a concealed hatch at the top and a heavy door at the bottom of the stairs. And that the house had no bottom story.
 
    
 
   But it did have traps.
 
    
 
   James avoided them. Thanks to the enchantments he’d had tattooed into his skin, he could see them. Though even without them James knew he would have sensed the traps. He might have no magic of his own, but he was naturally immune to anything that twisted thoughts. So he saw the weakened floor board the fourth step down that would creak and move just enough to activate a nasty spell of some sort. A spell of mental dominance he guessed from the feel of it. Just the thing an owner might want to have in case of an unwelcome visitor – like him. Fortunately it was easy to avoid that step as he continued on down. It was also easy to avoid skin contact with the door handle at the bottom by wrapping his hand in a handkerchief. Bare flesh on that handle would have been a mistake as it was coated with some sort of neurotoxin. He could smell it. 
 
    
 
   They were only simple traps. They might have been good for catching the unwary, but he was never that foolish. And in a way he actually welcomed finding the traps. They were the first concrete proof he had that he was dealing with a witch. But as the door to the dungeon swung open and his heart raced a little he knew that the real danger still lay ahead. He spotted the witch before the door had completely opened.
 
    
 
   In a heartbeat he recognised her just as he realised what she was doing. The girl had been tied down to a bed like a sacrifice and he could see that one arm was dripping blood from a cut wrist. The witch was using the girl’s blood to undertake some extremely dark magic. Blood magic. She was draining her.
 
    
 
   As for the witch she looked much like any middle aged housewife from an upmarket background. There was no pointed hat, no broomstick and probably no black cat. Not that many witches matched that anachronism. But the image she presented of a middle aged suburban housewife was a lie. She was nobody's wife because she would never have let another share her life. And she was probably far older than she appeared, using her crimes to keep her young. But really, all he saw when he looked at her was the monster she truly was. She was a woman without any understanding of human compassion. But then considering her crimes, how could she know such a thing? She would categorise other people as being either nuisances, servants or “human resources”. She was a sociopath, pure and simple. 
 
    
 
   Unfortunately as he saw her the witch saw him.
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” 
 
    
 
   The witch hurled the question at him the moment she saw him standing there in the doorway, obviously both surprised and angry to see him. Clearly she'd thought that her precautions were enough to protect her. They weren't. All her wards designed to twist thoughts and make people think everything was normal were useless against him. They had been even before the Illuminati had placed their protections on him. He was immune. His thoughts could not be bent. And while she undoubtedly had greater vitality, speed and strength than a woman her age should, he was sure he could handle her in a fight.
 
    
 
   But James was less concerned with her and what she could do and more concerned with her captive. A girl who couldn't have been more than fifteen or sixteen lay cruelly stretched out on what looked like a leather covered massage table. It looked like the sort of thing a physio would use when he treated strained muscles. But the witch was no healer, and the girl wasn't being treated for any injury. Instead she was stretched out on her back on the table, cruelly bound by her wrists and ankles, and with her wrist draped over a stainless steel bucket. It was there to catch the blood as it dripped from a ragged gash in her wrist. 
 
    
 
   In time he knew, when the last of her blood had been lost and the girl was dead, the witch would take that blood, condense it and turn it into potions of her vital essence. Then she would use those potions to return her youth and vitality to her as well as to boost her own magic. It was a shocking crime, the magical equivalent of cannibalism. But unfortunately he had seen it before in his five years as a hunter for the Illuminati. He had seen even worse. And he knew the girl wasn't the witch's first victim. Nor, unless he stopped her, would she be the last. 
 
    
 
   There was a lot of blood in the bucket. Far too much. The girl looked pale – too pale – and James realised he had only arrived just in time. Because she was close to fainting. And after that he was sure death would not be far away.
 
    
 
   “The Illuminati sent me. You're under arrest.” 
 
    
 
   He told the witch the bad news as he stepped fully into the dungeon and watched the woman turn pale in turn. She knew who the Illuminati were and what they would do to her. All those with magic did. Though actually they hadn't sent him after her. They'd told him to investigate the disappearances of a number of young girls. It was just that the investigation had led him to her. 
 
    
 
   Without warning the witch's shock and fear turned to desperation and murderous intent. But then he didn’t need any warning. James had always known she wouldn’t let herself be caught if she could help it. Rogues never did.
 
    
 
   “You have no right!” She screamed it at James even as she snatched the dark blade lying on the table by her victim and hurled it at him. But she was far too slow.
 
    
 
   James had expected the move – witches and wizards usually tried to kill him when they were caught breaking the Illuminati's rules – and it was the work of barely a reflex to dodge the blade as it flew past him. It wasn't the first knife to be hurled at him. James heard it thunk into a wall somewhere behind him but paid it no mind. Nor did he worry when he heard her utter a spell of confusion and cast it at him. He'd expected that too. This witch was obviously one who dealt in the magics of the mind as well as the body. But he was doubly protected against them as well.
 
    
 
   Still, there was no point in taking chances and letting her complete the spell. So even as she cast it at him he ran for her, moving with all the speed he could find, and a few seconds later smashed his fist into her nose as hard as he could. She didn't even have time to raise her hands in front of her face. Five years of mixed martial arts training had made him more than capable with his hands.
 
    
 
   The witch went flying backwards, a muffled scream on her lips, and whatever magic she'd tried to cast on him failed. It would keep failing. There was a reason that he went for the nose whenever he could. A witch or a wizard generally needed two things to cast a spell; concentration and words. When he'd broken her nose the pain had stolen the first from her while the injury itself muffled her ability to speak. Of course, there were many witches who could cast without the need for spoken words, using gestures or thoughts instead. The gift was different for everyone. But the pain still stuffed them up. At any rate, it felt good to hit her. 
 
    
 
   He could have shot her of course, and considering her crimes it would have been a form of justice, but he didn't like killing people. Not even the most evil of rogues. And his bosses would not have been happy either. They tolerated the fact that he kept his Sig. They even lived with the fact that he sometimes used it when he had to. But killing would not be acceptable. They had given him a magical ray gun – at least that was the only thing he could describe it as – and they expected him to use it. The only problem was that the damned thing was so unreliable that using it was like playing a lottery.
 
    
 
   She crashed to the hard floor and then went sliding backwards. He had hit her very hard, he thought with satisfaction. Maybe to others it would have seemed wrong, punching a middle aged woman in the nose and probably breaking it. But she was no suburban housewife and he knew simply from looking around that she had done far worse.
 
    
 
   She was down, and despite knowing that his next job should have been to make sure that she stayed that way James went to the girl. He had to save her even though it wasn't why he had come and it wasn't his job. But he realised immediately that she needed more help than he could give her just then. There was nothing nearby to staunch the flow of blood from her wound. Which sent him back to the witch. Every instinct he had as a father and a human being said to help the girl. But his training said secure the assailant first. She had to be restrained before he took the girl away to treat her wound. You could never leave a dangerous criminal loose. That was the way people got killed. And she was dangerous.
 
    
 
   Hers was vampiric blood magic. He'd recognised it in the instant he'd seen the girl lying on the table with blood gushing from her arm. When he'd worked as a cop one of his most useful skills had been the ability to walk into a crime scene and know instantly what had happened. And now in his work for the Illuminati he still had that ability. The crimes were just different. 
 
    
 
   The girl on the table was gifted. She probably wasn't very powerful nor trained in her gift – if she had been the witch wouldn't have been able to catch her or bind her so easily – but she still had a trace of the magic in her. And the witch had been planning on stealing it. Actually she'd been planning on taking everything from her. Her magic along with her life energy. There were no actual vampires in the world as far as he knew, but this woman was as close to one as he would ever find.
 
    
 
   “Bastard!” The witch screamed it at James, though it was difficult to make out exactly what she was calling him as her nose and throat were filling with blood.
 
    
 
   Of course just then she didn't look very much like a vampire. Not as she tried to sit up on the stone floor and then fell back and cursed him with all the bile she could find. Not as she held a hand up to her nose and tried to stop the bleeding. She didn't look like much of anything really. Not even a witch. She looked broken.
 
    
 
   And she should, James thought.
 
    
 
   James didn't care what she called him. He didn't care that she might still be trying to spell him. Her voice was badly muffled as the blood ran down the back of her throat. But he knew that shortly she would recover and he had to make sure she was harmless before that. Even with all the protections he had had cast on him, he wasn't game to risk being spelled. So he crossed the room to reach her, grabbed her by the collar and rolled her over on to her front. And then while she was lying there, trying desperately to summon up a spell to hit him with, he put a knee in the small of her back, pulled her arms up brutally behind her back and cuffed her.
 
    
 
   Now she was harmless.
 
    
 
   Of course the cuffs he used weren't standard police issue hand cuffs. She could have unlocked those with ease once she'd regained control of her voice and her pain. If she had the right magic that was. The blood magic he doubted would make her strong enough to snap them. She wasn't a mega. And if she could bend thoughts the chances that she could also bend metal were small. Those among the gifted who had more than one gift usually had gifts that were closely related. But he wasn't a policeman anymore and she wasn't a simple criminal. So instead of police issue steel cuffs he was using cold steel manacles. Thick, heavy, iron manacles that looked as though they'd been crafted by a blind man from the middle ages with little in the way of talent. 
 
    
 
   Cold steel though was something that every witch or wizard feared. It was the basest of irons with a tiny bit of carbon added to the mix, beaten into shape by hammers and sweat instead of forged. It was crude and rough. But it had one property that modern forged steel didn't. It blocked magic. He didn't know why exactly. He wasn't gifted so he couldn't feel what it did. But he understood that it was something to do with the crudity and toil that went into making them.   But the only thing that mattered to him was that the moment the shackles clicked shut around her wrists he knew she was harmless.
 
    
 
   After that he left the rogue lying there cursing him bitterly and rushed back to her victim. She was the one who needed his attention.
 
    
 
   The girl was still lying there, craning her neck around as far as she could to try and see what he was doing, her eyes wide with either fear or hope. He thought she looked even younger than he'd initially guessed. Maybe only fourteen. A year older than his own daughter. Fourteen and terrified – and barely conscious. He started working on her bindings and tried not to think about what sort of monster would do this to a young girl.
 
    
 
   “You're going to be alright kid.” James tried to comfort her as he started untying her. But even as he told her that he worried that she wasn't going to be alright. She was going to be free and escape this dungeon if she survived. And she was going to get medical attention soon. He would make sure of that.  But dealing with that wouldn’t mean she could then return to her old life. The girl had a gift, however large or small, and she had no idea. She had no magical family to tell her of such things. The rogue witch wouldn't have gone after her if she had been part of a family with magic. There would have been too much risk of being identified or caught. And now that the fact that she had a gift had been identified her life was going to change. It might be for the better – he certainly hoped so – but change was never easy. 
 
    
 
   Still, that wasn't something he could help with. All he could do was free her, bandage her wrists and try to bring her a little comfort. If he could get the damned cords untied!
 
    
 
   “The woman's not going to be able to hurt you and there are some people coming who'll tend to your injuries. They'll bring you home too.”
 
    
 
   “Are you the police?” she asked, her eyes rolling back a little in her head as she tried to stay awake and alert. 
 
    
 
   “Yes.” James answered her instantly, proud to be a cop. But then the truth came rushing back to him. That was years in the past. “Of a sort,” he added.
 
    
 
   He had been a cop. A detective. He had earned a Masters degree in criminology. He had been immensely proud of both those achievements. But that was the past. Now he worked for the Illuminati. And while he was their hunter, catching those who practised the darkest magics or risked exposure, he was no longer a cop. More a bounty hunter – but without the bounties. He just wanted to keep thinking he was a cop – even five long years later. Maybe he just wanted to pretend. The girl didn't seem to notice his admission though, and he suspected she was close to passing right out.
 
    
 
   “She's a witch!” The girl managed to push that thought out, but then her eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed all the way back on to the table, the last of her strength gone.
 
    
 
   “I know kid. I know. But she's harmless now.” James gave up on untying her, spotted the knife sticking out of the door, ran and grabbed it and then started cutting. Then when the last of the bonds were finally gone he gathered her up in his arms and carried her swiftly to the door. He wasn't worried about the witch any longer – he would come back for her – but the girl needed help. 
 
    
 
   She needed her wound bound urgently. She needed fluids and probably a blood transfusion judging from the amount of blood in the bucket and the pallor of her skin. And he didn't have time to waste.
 
    
 
   The girl was light and he got her up the stairs without trouble, even avoiding the trap, and then carried her into the kitchen where he found some orange juice and started trying to get her to drink it. The fluid and the fruit sugars would help he thought. If she could stay awake long enough to drink it.
 
    
 
   It took time to get her to even drink a glass and she ended up choking some of it back up. But at least he'd got something into her. Enough he hoped to keep her going while he set about bandaging her cut wrist with a wet tea towel and some parcel tape he found in a drawer. It would stop the bleeding he hoped, but the girl needed a hospital and quite probably a blood transfusion. He had to call an ambulance.
 
    
 
   His bosses weren't going to be happy about that. They hated the idea of those with the gifts ending up in the care of the authorities before they knew the score. Before they knew what they could say and what they couldn't. But that was their problem. James had expected to find the girl here, but not in such immediate peril. He knew that she was at death's door. He didn't have time to take her to his people for treatment. She wouldn't survive the trip. And Corinth couldn't open a portal to a place she'd never been before. So if it was a choice between sending her to hospital and risking her saying something or letting her die, it wasn't really a choice for him. The girl had to live.
 
    
 
   After he'd finished with her he went back down to the basement to grab the witch.  Being heavier than the girl but also due to the fact that she was struggling, carrying her up the stairs was more of a challenge. But she probably had a fair idea of where she was going and what the Illuminati would do to her when she arrived. She didn't want to go. Still, he got her upstairs quickly enough before turning back to deactivate the traps. He couldn't let the cops run into them when they got there. At least it was quick. A heavy weight on the trigger step and simply wiping the handle on the basement door was enough to make sure that there would be no dangerous surprises. Magic traps as with any other sort of trap, didn't rearm themselves.  
 
    
 
   Once he was ready he called the emergency services, pretending to be a concerned citizen having heard screaming and discovered a crime in progress.
 
    
 
   Naturally James gave them only the barest of facts. That there was a girl in need of medical care, and that he'd found her after hearing her crying out for help, tied to a leather covered table with blood dripping from her hand into a bucket. He also told them that he'd seen a woman running out of the house into the darkness, but gave sufficient details to identify the witch as the home-owner. Naturally he didn't give them his name.  
 
    
 
   Just before he left he saw that the girl had by then passed out lying on the kitchen table, well beyond being able to confirm or deny anything of his story. But she was still breathing and the crude bandage he'd tied around her wrist wasn't soaked in blood. He just hoped that that wasn't because she had so little left. When she finally woke up in the hospital others would probably be there to make sure she said the right things. Everything would be taken care of. For all their failings the Illuminati were thorough. Meanwhile he needed to leave.
 
    
 
   Throwing the witch over his shoulder in a fireman's lift he carted her out to his car, hoping that the neighbours didn't see him. Fortunately it was dark by then, and no one was about. 
 
    
 
   The witch didn't struggle when he carried her out, probably because she'd heard the call he'd made, and knew her future was bleak. Of course getting away was something of a tall order given she was bound.  But even if she could somehow escape those bonds and get away from him she was still likely to be picked up by the police in short order. By the morning she'd no doubt be the lead item on the news. A devil worshipping nutter preying on children. One with her own dungeon in the middle of suburbia and who was busy draining the blood of children. All the magic in the world couldn't save her from the man hunt that would follow. 
 
    
 
   If she stayed behind the police would immediately arrest her and charge her with a plethora of crimes. If she ran she would be caught. There was only so far you could twist someone's thoughts unless you were a true fascinator. And there was no lie she could tell that could save her. Not when the police would find her dungeon and her victim. Of course she could try telling them the truth; that she was a witch who'd been stealing the life force and magic of young victims. But that would be of no help to her. Even though they wouldn't believe any of the magic stuff, the cops would accept everything else as a confession. That would be enough to label her a satanist and throw her in jail or an institution for the rest of her life. And if she actually did manage to escape the Illuminati would quickly hunt her down. It wasn't as if she would have any friends who would shelter her either. Not after what she'd done. And not when everyone knew the Illuminati were hunting her. Many gifted didn't like the Illuminati but no one went against them. But she did still manage to curse him with every breath she could find.
 
    
 
   “Save your breath bitch. You're caught. You should think about what you're going to say to the judges.” Of course he knew there wasn't much she could say. She did too. And she had no rights before them.
 
    
 
   The Illuminati weren't like an official body. Not even within the magical realm. They were simply the biggest and most powerful clan in the world of magic. In fact they were practically the only clan. And what they said went. 
 
    
 
   The world of the magical was divided in two. There were the Illuminati, who comprised probably thirty or forty percent of the witches and wizards. They were the ones with the most powerful gifts and the best training. And then there were the rest who were basically freelancers. Independents with the gift. Sometimes they were individuals. Sometimes they were families. A few of them had some training in the art. But none of them could stand against the Illuminati. None of them could afford to cross them either. None of them would be stupid enough to try.
 
    
 
   As the largest, most powerful group in the world, the Illuminati set down the law for all the gifted, be they affiliated with them or not. Whether they had the right to do that or not was a pointless question. They did or they didn't – it didn't matter either way. Regardless they set out their laws and expected others to follow them.  
 
    
 
   Fortunately it was easy to know what the rules were. And there were really only two rules. There were certain magics that people weren't allowed to practice. And no one was allowed to reveal the existence of magic to the wider world. It was simple really.
 
    
 
   And if someone broke the rules, then the Illuminati sent hunters like him to track them down and arrest them.
 
    
 
   “I am going to kill you for this!” The witch finally managed to regain enough self-control to threaten him. It was unfortunate really, because her nose and mouth were still bleeding profusely and she spat blood with every word. James looked down at his now blood spattered jacket and sighed.  He’d just had the damn thing dry cleaned!
 
    
 
   “Add your name to the list. Because you'll need to get in line.” James had no worries about anything she could do. “But if you do somehow get free, you won't have to come looking for me. I'll hunt you down and kill you myself. No second chances.”
 
    
 
   Was that true? Even James didn't know. But his five years in this world of magic and nightmare had changed him. He might be just threatening her. But there was also something deep within him that truly hated the witch. That thought it wrong that she should still be breathing. He generally disliked magic to start with. And those who used their gifts to harm the innocent he hated. He had come a long way from his days as a cop.
 
    
 
   “Bastard!” The witch continued swearing at him as he drove off, determined to make sure he knew just what a loathsome man he was. Perhaps James thought, he should have shoved her in the boot instead of the passenger seat? Though really he didn't want her in the car at all. Still, he resisted the urge to smash her in the face again in the hopes of shutting her up, even though he thought it would have been the decent thing to do. Instead he tried to ignore her. The Illuminati could deal with her. And he doubted they would be any more lenient than the police or the real courts.
 
    
 
   She was so screwed.
 
    
 
   But what she cared about most he guessed was that her powers would be bound and her life expectancy would shorten considerably. Blood magic was addictive and powerful which was one of the reasons that it was nearly completely banned. And the vampiric spells were the most destructive of all. But what they gave was also temporary. When she'd started draining the living energy of her victims however long ago the witch had increased her own power and made herself younger. That was the intent behind it. But there was a price for using such magic, and not just one of damnation. She'd by now adapted to living with all that extra vitality coursing through her flesh. It had become a habit as necessary to her as that of any junkie's next fix. 
 
    
 
   Without the magic to sustain her she would age and weaken quickly. She might even die. In fact, considering that she looked middle aged when no doubt she had wanted to look and feel young, the chances were that she was already a long way along the path to her own destruction. James doubted she had many years of life left. He hoped not anyway.
 
    
 
   In the end it had been a successful hunt.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   The park was dark and quiet when James drove the big BMW in. There was no sign of anyone around, which boded well for the prisoner transfer. Because even if most people didn't know anything about the world of magic they would still know something was very wrong when a woman in heavy metal restraints was dragged from one car and shoved into another. They'd call the police and there would be questions to answer. Questions he couldn't answer.
 
    
 
   The others were waiting for him at the rendezvous point when he arrived, the van's back door already open. That pleased him. After an hour and a half of driving with the witch beside him and abusing him at every opportunity, he was more than ready to get rid of her. He couldn’t wait to see her dragged from the car and thrown into the back of the van. If nothing else she would be out of his car. And if they could drag her out by her hair he thought that would be a bonus.
 
    
 
   He didn't like the witch. Though after seeing what she'd been doing, that was a natural enough opinion. But even without that an hour and a half spent in her company was enough to convince him that Magda Luscior was not a woman he wanted to know. She had a vile tongue and an ego so large it must have made walking through a door tough. But mostly he disliked her complete lack of empathy for others. Everything she said was either a threat or a dismissive comment. And not just about him. She included her victim in her put downs, even going so far as to wonder why anyone would ever have come for her. As for James she'd quickly decided that he was an underling of some sort, and that it was demeaning that she should so much as be in the same car with him.
 
    
 
   She'd also put his car down which didn't help. It was a big seven series BMW, a luxury car. But it wasn't up to her standards. Maybe that was because it was twenty years old and had acquired a few rattles over time. But mostly he suspected, she didn’t like it because it was his.
 
    
 
   He was keen to get rid of her.
 
    
 
   “Any problems?” 
 
    
 
   A man – not one of the regulars so James didn't know his name – came over and asked the normal first question as he opened the passenger door. Then he stopped and stared, probably when he saw the trail of blood running down the witch's face and soaking her entire front. “Crap! Not again! The warden’s going to be pissed!”
 
    
 
   “No problems.” 
 
    
 
   James ignored the man's upset. The warden was always pissed with him anyway. “She was using vampiric blood magic. I caught her draining a girl when I arrived. Angie Newcombe. The ambulance has probably got her to a hospital by now. Here's her details.” He handed the man the girl's wallet which he'd rescued from her pocket while trying to get her to drink the juice.
 
    
 
   “The girl knows the woman –.” The man looked at the tablet with the details he'd been given about the rogue. “Magda Luscior. She knows that she’s a witch?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. But she was near death when I got to her and unable to say much else. So I don't know what she saw or how much she knows. I also don't know what the girl's gift is. Luscior was using a screening spell to identify those with magic at a perfume booth. She sprayed a little enchanted perfume on people and on some it reacted.” That would be the Illuminati’s job to work out. Not the man's obviously – he clearly worked for the warden as a guard – but the Illuminati had others who were specialists in keeping things quiet. James worked with some of them.
 
    
 
   Briefly James pondered the witch’s name. It sounded made up. And wasn't there a warship called the Luscior or something like it? That might be something that needed following up. Though not by him. As a hunter his job was done.
 
    
 
   “Why do you always bring them to us at such short notice?” Yasmin unexpectedly appeared from behind the van and immediately accused him of making her life difficult. Yasmin had accused him of the same crime before. Many times before. And he supposed she had a point this time. From the moment the witch had taken the girl, his time frames had become very compressed. “We had to go rushing back into the office and then drive like demons to get here in time.”
 
    
 
   “It's just the way it went down.” James tried to concentrate on the accusation instead of the shapely figure she cut in in her knee length dress. The woman might be a pain in the arse who took pleasure in making his life difficult but she was still a living pin up. And when she occasionally let her hair down instead of twirled up into that elegant bun she normally wore, she took his breath away. Of course she also made it clear that she thought he was a savage who should never have been given the role of hunter.
 
    
 
   Yasmin – actually she pronounced it Jasmine but spelled it with a “Y”, he assumed her parents thought it fancier – was in charge of prisoner restraint and transportation for their little group and he supposed he should have expected to see her there. Everyone in their little unit had their own gift and their own duty. That was hers.
 
    
 
   She had what the Illuminati called meta magic, which was just a clever way of saying that she could take whatever magic was used against her and transform it into her own magic which she could throw back at her enemies. It was a useful skill he supposed for dealing with rogues and others with magic. In fact if it came to a battle she was probably the one best suited to it. But she looked like anything but a warrior unless she was fighting fashion crimes.
 
    
 
   All in all she was an extremely competent officer – not that any of them were actually officers.  It was just that he always found her difficult to deal with. Mostly perhaps because of the way she dressed. And the way she looked. Yasmin had the looks of a model, and she always overdressed as though she was ready for the runway. He was a cop when all was said and done. He had always been a cop. And there was a way that cops looked and acted. She just wasn't that. 
 
    
 
   To add to that she was always critical of him because he didn't live up to her standards of what a hunter should be. It was hard to square that away with her work, and the fact that he was sort of her boss. It didn't help that she was six feet tall and in her heels which she insisted on wearing everywhere, towered over him. Of course the stilettos weren't a lot of use on grass, and with every step she was sinking in to it which might be another reason she was looking unhappy.
 
    
 
   “It's always the way it goes down! And another broken nose? I mean what is that, the third this year? Do you get some sort of bonus for breaking noses? Or is it just a caveman thing?” She added the last with a despairing sigh.
 
    
 
   “It's just a quick way of rendering people harmless.” James hated the caveman crack – but it wasn't the first time she'd called him one and he doubted it would be the last. She found his methods violent.
 
    
 
   “And giving us endless reports to fill out!” Yasmin didn't seem impressed. “You know you could just shoot a few of them! It would make things much easier. And you have a gun for a reason.”
 
    
 
   “I've told you before. When you guys saved Matti you got my services as promised. But I'm a cop not an executioner.” Even if he wasn't a cop any longer it was true. Besides, though some of the Illuminati like Yasmin might grumble and groan about his actions, no one had ever forbidden him from doing what he did. If they wanted her dead he figured, they could do it themselves.
 
    
 
   “Not that gun you dolt!” She sighed somewhat melodramatically. “Your proper gun.”
 
    
 
   “The ray gun?!” It was James' turn to be a little dramatic. “Are you mad? That thing’s useless. It works less than half the time, misses even when it does fire, and doesn't draw well. Some days I'd be better off throwing it at people.” 
 
    
 
   That was all more or less true. Mostly though what he hated about it was that it looked like some sort of science fiction gun that had come off a movie set. No one could take a man holding a toy gun seriously.
 
    
 
   “It's perfectly serviceable. As long as you remember the rhyme. If she's a blood magic witch the paralysis spell would have taken her down every time.”
 
    
 
   “I had a second to act. I don't have time to go through that whole damned rhyme to work out which position to push the lever to!”
 
    
 
   Yasmin didn't seem impressed by that though. But then for her the world of magic was one she had grown up with. She scarcely had to think about these things. And despite her horrible obsession with fashion she was very bright. He'd only had five years to get used to things. To try and unlearn so much of what he'd always thought was true.
 
    
 
   “But now she's going to have to spend time with the healers before she gets to go before the elders to be judged, have her powers bound, and finally be sentenced. No doubt there will be more complaints about rough treatment. It's a lot of work. And really, she's a blood magic junkie. She won't have much of a life left after this anyway. Life with a broken nose will just add to her troubles. And you didn't need to do it.”
 
    
 
   “She was trying to kill me at the time,” James defended himself. Sometimes he suspected the others just didn't understand what life in the field was like. Split second decisions. Lives hanging in the balance. And Yasmin in particular was lucky. She always knew what sort of magic her prisoners had before she dealt with them.
 
    
 
   “But now she's badly injured. Her health is going to be crap. And the chances are the injury will never heal properly because of it. Honestly, you would have been kinder to her if you had shot her with that antique cannon of yours!”
 
    
 
   “And that's your problem to deal with, not mine. Mine was just to bring her in.” 
 
    
 
   James wasn't completely sure whether Yasmin meant what she said. He was never sure of what anyone meant or said in this messed up world of magic. And Yasmin was one of those women who always struck him as being especially cryptic. If she'd been Chinese she might have been described as inscrutable. But since she was American of mixed race he would simply call her unreadable. But he was sure of his principles. And if he hadn't killed his brother Francis after what he had done to his daughter and his wife, nor the child slavers he’d caught he wasn't going to kill anyone else. That had to be their job if it was anyone's. His was to find those who were using dark magic and get them off the streets however he had to. 
 
    
 
   Of course if he was honest he had actually beaten his little brother to a pulp and very nearly killed him. In fact when he'd left him he hadn't known whether Francis was alive or dead. He'd actually thought he was dead or dying. But that was a technicality.
 
    
 
   In five long years he hadn't had to kill anyone, and the two he'd shot had only been wounded. Both shot in the legs – and with his own gun, not the magical ray gun they'd provided. They'd been brought down quickly and cleanly and with a minimum of fuss. After all, he could hit a target at fifty paces with his Sig, and no one seemed to be immune to bullets. He had to stick to what he knew worked. That was really the only thing he was sure of in this bizarre world of magic.
 
    
 
   “Huh!” Yasmin grunted non-committally at him. “I think you think your job is to make ours harder.” Somehow she actually seemed to grow more attractive when she dismissed him. And she was already hot.
 
    
 
   That was the other problem he had with Yasmin. She was raw sex appeal on legs. And every so often she'd flash him a million watt smile and he'd suddenly turn into a teenage boy in lust, with absolutely no idea what to do about it. He had the devil's own time simply trying to keep his thoughts in order around her. And just then, it was becoming difficult once more.
 
    
 
   “No. But regardless my work is done. I'm heading home.” With that James turned and left them, heading for his car before he said something stupid.
 
    
 
   “Uh uh – not so fast hunter. She's got a broken nose. That needs explaining. Celia's going to ask and we have to be able to tell her something. And we're not taking the heat for that. You said she was trying to kill you?”
 
    
 
   “It stopped her casting.” Did it really need explaining James wondered? After all the woman was talking about her shooting people one minute and now she was worried about a minor injury. Maybe the blood didn't reach all the way to her head some days. It was a long way to travel after all.
 
    
 
   “She was casting? What?”
 
    
 
   “How should I know? All I know was that she was mumbling some sort of spell at me and I didn't want to let her finish it.”
 
    
 
   “So self-defence – again! It's getting thin as excuses go.” She shook her head sadly and did everything but bury her face in her hands. “We'll tell the warden but the details go in your report first thing.”
 
    
 
   “And another thing where was your back up? Peters should have been there. Or West. Either of them could have handled her. You shouldn't have needed to protect yourself against the witch.”
 
    
 
   “Didn't have time to call for some.”
 
    
 
   “Crap!” This time Yasmin actually did plant her face in her hands for a moment. “Not again! What is this lone wolf shit? Are you trying to get yourself killed?” She sounded upset.
 
    
 
   “By some second rate blood witch? Hardly.” 
 
    
 
   Though he knew she was right. If the witch had been younger or better prepared things could have been hairy. But he never thought about those things when he was hunting.
 
    
 
   “And yet you still needed to break her nose?” Yasmin shook her head disbelievingly. 
 
    
 
   “And there was a young kid's life hanging in the balance.”
 
    
 
   “You said. But you're going to have to fill out the paperwork explaining that as well. Not us!”
 
    
 
   Paperwork! It was the bane of his life and the one constant in every job. How was it that a private business concern like the Illuminati could still require reports? And there would be detailed reports required covering everything from how he'd tracked her to the final take down. It just seemed wrong. Bounty hunters, which was more or less what he was save for the bounties, didn't have to fill out forms. He was sure of that. But he suspected it was all part of the Illuminati's desire to be seen as fair and even handed by the rest of their realm. To demonstrate that they were responsible and accountable – even if they actually weren't.
 
    
 
   “Fine. First thing in the morning. I'm tired.” 
 
    
 
   With that James finally left them. He could have stayed he supposed. Perhaps helped them with the witch. Maybe chatted a bit. When he'd been a cop that was exactly what he would have done after arresting someone. But since he'd started his new career with the Illuminati, socialising had become an alien thing. He didn't trust the wizards and witches. None of them. There was so much they couldn't tell him. So much more that they wouldn't. And from their perspective he was just the hired help, not one of them. He might wear their markings on his skin and carry their name but he had no magic after all. He was no witch or wizard. Just a cop with a good nose for spotting the truth. And by and large they didn't like cops. Not even ex-cops. And especially not cavemen.
 
    
 
   So why bother trying to make the effort? These people had saved his daughter's life. He owed them for that. He owed them for her schooling too. And for keeping his little brother eternally locked away so he didn't have to become a murderer. And if Francis did ever get out he would have to kill him. It was the only way anyone could be safe. He repaid his debts which was what he was doing by taking their job and hunting down their rogues. And he did his job professionally – more or less. But anything more than that seemed unnecessary to him. It was just that everyone else seemed to have a different opinion.
 
    
 
   On the other hand, he thought as he got in the grey BMW, maybe it was his little brother who had destroyed his faith in the magical. After all, he had been one of them. And what Francis had done to his entire family was beyond understanding. He might have been named for a saint but his soul was pure demon. 
 
    
 
   Before his little brother had struck, James like everyone else had had no idea that there was magic in the world. It was just the stuff of tv shows and movies. But afterwards, when he'd finally realised just what Francis could do – and what he had done – he'd known that it was real. Just as he'd known he didn't like it.
 
    
 
   Had Francis gone bad because he had magic? Or had he always been rotten? That was the question that kept haunting James. Was magic some sort of mind bending curse that corrupted people? Because how else could you truly explain the appalling things he'd done to his own family? And if so what would become of his daughter when she finally grew into her gift? James couldn't have stood it if one day Matilda's name had crossed his desk. If one day he had to hunt Matti down.
 
    
 
   Still, before any of that happened he had a report to write. And then no doubt in the morning he'd have to meet with Will and go through the hunt and his report in detail. And then there would be questions asked and concerns raised. The usual ones. Why hadn't he called for backup? Why hadn't he kept them informed of his progress over the previous four days? And why had he let a young gifted girl go straight to the hospital instead of arranging for the Illuminati to speak with her first?
 
    
 
    One thing was certain he knew as he drove off. It would be bad. Everything about magic was bad.
 
    
 
   And the witch had called his car an old bomb. She truly was evil!
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later James was sitting in the lounge of his apartment reading the newspaper – he still preferred paper to pixels – when the doorbell rang. Immediately he heard it he had to suppress a groan. It could be anyone, but he knew it wasn't. It never was. He didn't have many visitors and these days they were all from the Illuminati. He barely knew his neighbours. His family didn't visit. And he had no friends. So almost always the ring of the doorbell heralded work. Even on a weekend. Usually they were there with some sort of message for him that he didn't want to hear. Today he suspected would be no different. Some days he would have just loved it if it was a vacuum cleaner salesman at his door. But it wouldn't be.
 
    
 
   With a sigh James put his paper down and stood up to answer the door.
 
    
 
   Besides he told himself, it surely couldn't be bad news. Not this time. Could it? The witch – Magda – was in custody, her case being dealt with by the elders. That was what they'd wanted even if Yasmin had made her rather cutting remark that he should have simply shot her. And the girl – Angie Newcombe, aged thirteen according to the newspaper article – was expected to leave hospital in the morning and go home. She could have left before but had been kept in an extra day for observation. No doubt the others from the Illuminati had got to her and explained what she could and couldn't tell anyone already.  For his part he had spent the entire previous day in the office filling out reports on the capture. Surely the elders couldn't have too many problems with that?
 
    
 
   All in all he thought the hunt had gone well and the only black marks on it were actually a few red ones. The blood from the witch's nose as she'd sat on his car seat and cursed him. It had gone everywhere and it didn't come out easily. He knew that after having spent half the morning cleaning it. Maybe he should have chucked the damned witch in the boot after all.
 
    
 
   The walk to the front door wasn't a long one as his apartment wasn't big. Then again in New York very few people could afford big apartments. Not in the city. But he had two bedrooms in one of the cheaper parts of the city. It wasn’t fancy but it was what he'd needed after the divorce. It even had an entrance area. It wasn't very big, and really only had enough room to open the door inwards to let someone step inside and hang up a coat on the wall hook – but he hadn't seen many entrances in other apartments in his price range when he'd started looking. And his budget hadn't exactly been huge after the divorce. 
 
    
 
   It was depressing. To be thirty eight and effectively starting from nothing at this stage in his life again. He had made reasonable money as a cop and had saved hard all his life. He'd owned most of a house. But after the divorce he owned nothing except an old car and a few clothes. Sheryl had got everything. He suspected that was because while Francis had been there in court with her, laughing at him and bending her thoughts, he'd also been twisting the judge's thoughts. Anything he could do to ruin his older brother's life.
 
    
 
   God! If only he'd known, he could have done something. But at the time while he'd hated Francis for taking his wife from him he'd had no thought that there was such a thing as magic. It was the stuff of fairy tales. Now he knew it for the nightmare it truly was.
 
    
 
   Now he had a rented apartment and an old car that was getting older every year. Most of his salary was garnered for alimony before he saw it. More went on his daughter's education. It left him almost as broke as he had been as a student so long ago. And worse he had a daughter he hardly ever got to see.
 
    
 
   It was Will at the door. William Harris, his sort of boss and the point man for the state. James could tell that before he opened the door. He could see his distorted outline through the patterned glass window that ran down beside the door. And there was only one man he knew that would wear a cowboy hat in the middle of New York city. Or for that matter cowboy boots and the rest of the wild west get up. In fact Will wore almost everything except a six shooter. But even if it hadn't been so obvious he still would have guessed it was him. Will was the one who called most often. Even on a Saturday.
 
    
 
   James' instinctive reaction on seeing him there was to tell him to go away. It was Saturday after all. But he couldn't do that. Briefly he considered pretending that he wasn't at home though he knew the man had seen him. But he quickly discarded his foolish thoughts and opened the door for the point man. He even managed to be polite. 
 
    
 
   Though it was hard to do that when he was greeted by the sight of a cowboy. Will looked as though he'd just stepped out of a wild west movie. There was the hat and the leather high heeled cowboy boots of course. The distinctive shirt with its fancy stitching. He even had the polished belt buckle in the shape of a star. But most damning of all in James' opinion was the handle bar moustache. Every time he saw it he was torn between the need to simply stare and the impulse to burst into laughter.
 
    
 
   The whole thing just struck him as wrong. The magical and most especially the Illuminati as their most powerful group, were all about hiding from the world. Keeping their abilities secret. Everywhere he went however, William Harris could not help but be noticed.
 
    
 
   “Will.” James didn't manage a smile for him. There were limits to what he could do. “New case?” He could use a case he thought. Even though it had only been a day off so far. Too much down time was not a good thing for him. It gave him time to dwell on the past.
 
    
 
   “No. Just some concerns. May I …?”
 
    
 
   “Of course.” 
 
    
 
   James stood aside and let the cowboy enter his apartment. He didn't want to. But it wasn't a choice. Will was as close a man as he had to a boss. He brought him his cases and word from the elders when he'd screwed up – which was too often. And by “concerns” James guessed that he meant he'd screwed up again. At least in the eyes of the elders. No doubt they weren't happy about how he'd let the girl be taken to the public hospital under the watchful eyes of the police.
 
    
 
   The Illuminati had many roles, only a few of which they shared with the hired help like him. After all, though he took their money and wore their mark, he wasn't one of them, let alone one of the higher ups. But one of the things they did do was hide the existence of magic from normal people. So they were happy when fake wizards showed up and made fools of themselves in public. In fact they encouraged them. And the new age “witches” too. The more the merrier. They also supported various societies like the skeptics. They even encouraged magical performers. The more fake acts they could get out there to amaze and astound with their tricks, they figured the easier it would be for others to dismiss the real stuff when it showed up. Still, when real ones started showing the world what they could do, that was an entirely different matter, and the Illuminati would stomp on it hard. The thirteen year old girl – Angie – had a gift and she had no doubt seen some things during her time with the witch. She would want to tell someone what she'd seen. That could be a problem for them.
 
    
 
   “The girl was close to death. She wouldn't have lived long enough to make it to the rendezvous.” 
 
    
 
   James closed the door behind him and followed Will into the main room while repeating his defence. The apartment was too small to have a separate kitchen, living and dining room, so it had one room that combined them all. Still, it was neat and tidy.
 
    
 
   “Oh, so you're a doctor now?” Will found himself a seat at the dining table and dropped his hat on the table. 
 
    
 
   “She'd lost a hell of a lot of blood, was pale and nearly unconscious. I didn't think she had a lot of time left.”
 
    
 
   “I read your report. The elders have too. And I don't think they're happy.” Will laid it out plainly. He was, despite appearances, a straight forward sort of guy. No doubt he would have called himself a straight shooter.
 
    
 
   That was probably why he'd been made point man for the state. The elders didn't want to get involved in the day to day affairs of running the Illuminati. They didn't want to be concerned with hearing all the complaints of the various witches and wizards that called it home. They dealt with the more big picture stuff. Will as point man dealt with the minutiae. So he oversaw the bureaucratic affairs of several departments, including the enforcement arm of the Illuminati. James as the hunter was the lead investigator and he sort of ran the enforcement side of things. Team leader was what he would probably be called, though without the actual title and people didn't need to ask him for permission to do anything. They all knew their jobs.
 
    
 
   “But that's not why I'm here.”
 
    
 
   “Then why? Is there another problem?” 
 
    
 
   James walked past him into the apartment's small kitchen area and switched on the kettle. He had to be civil and he knew Will would expect coffee. He even scooped the good grounds into the plunge pot as he waited for the water to boil instead of giving him instant.
 
    
 
   “Not with your capture. The witch – Magda – is screaming loudly about your treatment of her, and she looks a bit like a panda at the moment. But that's normal and no one cares.”
 
    
 
   She looked like a panda? James knew that that could only mean that he really had broken her nose. He thought he'd felt something crunch under his fist. And when you broke someone's nose they usually seemed to develop at least one black eye. He was happy enough about that. In fact, after what she'd been doing it seemed like the least she deserved.
 
    
 
   Besides, the elders couldn't really be that upset with how he'd handled the matter. They'd given him a few reports of missing teenagers in upstate New York and a “feeling” from one of their sensitives and within four days he'd tracked down the witch and apprehended her. That was pretty good he thought. Better than anyone else could do.
 
    
 
   “Then what's wrong?”
 
    
 
   “It's your attitude.”
 
    
 
   “Oh well, nothing new then.” James shrugged somewhat disinterestedly. There was nothing he could do about his attitude. Nothing he wanted to do either. “I do my job, professionally and well. And none of your secrets are ever going to be leaving my mouth. You know that. I can't risk exposing Matti to the world.”
 
    
 
   That was the simple fact of it. He loved his daughter and she was one of the gifted. It had been a bitter blow to discover that. Especially after discovering what Francis had done. He was terrified of what her gift might do to her when it blossomed fully. But regardless of everything else she was his daughter. She was all he had. He had to protect her. And that meant hiding her secret no matter what.
 
    
 
   Witch burnings might be a tale from the past and, who knew, maybe people really had moved on beyond those simpler more barbaric times. But he doubted it. To reveal the existence of magic was to reveal the existence of those who practised it. Not the new age hocus pocus of the fools with their plastic wands and pyramids and whatever else. The real ones. And if they were revealed their lives would be destroyed. They would be feared by many. Some would regard them as near gods and worship them. Others would want to use them when they learned what they could do. Governments and security agencies especially. Most would be regarded as freaks. There would be all the usual prejudice and bigotry on show. Maybe it was simply his natural cynicism but James could not imagine anything good coming from exposing the existence of magic to the world. And he could never allow his daughter to be exposed.
 
    
 
   “You could manage a smile every now and then. A friendly word.” Will continued with his age old theme. “A smile doesn't cost you anything. And who knows, if you try it you might actually find you like it! Besides, I don't think your face would crack.”
 
    
 
   A smile? Friendly words? James was surprised. Not because Will was talking to him about his attitude – he had done so before – but simply because after five years he would have thought the man would have realised he was who he was. He wasn't going to change. “I repeat; I do my job and your secrets are safe.”
 
    
 
   “Ahh!” Will sighed somewhat dramatically. No doubt he was trying to make some point. “There he is. The man of ice. You do know that that's what they call you? The Iceman?”
 
    
 
   “You do know that I don't care?” James was just as good at making a point. And his point was a simple one – he really didn't care. He actually had heard the others use the term from time to time. Daniels especially. It didn't bother him. In fact it was actually quite accurate as names went. He was cold. Not because it was who he was. But simply because it was easier than having friends. Especially not friends who had magic. 
 
    
 
   The sad truth was that if he could have he would have simply bought himself a cabin out in the wilds somewhere and retired from the world for the rest of his days. Pretended that this whole nightmare had never happened. There were things he simply never wanted to be a part of again, and while magic was one of them, normal human relations were another. He was cynical and bitter, but with good reason.
 
    
 
   Many men suffered betrayal and divorce. He knew he was no different to them in that. And many men reacted badly to the divorce. Searching out younger girlfriends and buying sports cars. Having their own versions of mid-life crises. But not many men had had their wives come to them out of the blue and tell them they were leaving them for their little brother. Not many had then been completely character assassinated in court by their soon to be ex-wives while their little brother looked on laughing. Not many had the supposedly impartial judge swearing at them in court and even locking them up for contempt when they hadn't actually said anything. And none had then had their ex-wives sell their eight year old daughter to a white slaver ring for twenty thousand dollars, simply so that their little brother could have a little spending money.
 
    
 
   Against that abomination he thought his character flaws could be understood. Even considered minor. His car was expensive but old and not showy. His apartment was modest. And there was no twenty year old bimbo running around half naked making a nuisance of herself. If he was a little distant and suspicious they could deal with it. 
 
    
 
   Unfortunately Will didn't seem to agree.
 
    
 
   “Honestly some days I don't know why I bother.” Will sighed. “You're the hunter. You're supposed to lead and inspire your team. Instead you're like a black hole sucking the life out of the office.”
 
    
 
   “That seems harsh.” Though not as harsh as he wanted to pretend it was.
 
    
 
   “Is it? Is it really?” Will fixed him with a stare. “You know you're letting everyone down. You're letting yourself down too.”
 
    
 
   “I have my reasons.” James tried to defend himself though he knew he shouldn't.
 
    
 
   “No. You had reasons. Emphasis on had. Past tense. It's been five years now. You could have learned to lighten up a little. Let a few things go. Instead …” Will gestured at the apartment. “… look at this place. It's like a vacuum as far as personality goes. No art. No colour. Nothing of interest. Boring furnishings. A complete triumph of sterility.”
 
    
 
   He was right James knew, though coming from a man dressed up as a cowboy it seemed like an unfair criticism. The apartment was boring. James kept it that way deliberately. After the end of his marriage and his brother's betrayal, he'd felt the need to get rid of anything that reminded him of his old life. And then he'd never replaced what he'd thrown away with anything new.
 
    
 
   “I like to think of it as tidy.”
 
    
 
   “Oh it's tidy alright. Mausoleums usually are!”
 
    
 
   “In fact now that I think of it –.” Will waved an arm and suddenly the table had a new centre piece. A peace lily in a clay pot. “That looks better. A little colour can always help. Call it a belated house warming gift.”
 
    
 
   That was the cowboy's magic. He was a summoner, able to grab small things, often living things, and simply deposit them wherever he wanted them. He could also send them away as well. It was a useful skill in some ways. But it was also theft. James had no idea at all where the pot plant had come from, but he was sure that somewhere out there someone was missing their peace lily. At least it wasn't their pet cat.
 
    
 
   “I've been here seven years.”
 
    
 
   “I said it was belated didn't I!”
 
    
 
   James was saved from having to respond by the sound of the kettle boiling. So instead he busied himself pouring the hot water into the plunge pot and carried it and a mug out to the dining area. He didn't bother with milk or sugar. Will didn't touch them. They weren't the sort of things cowboys liked. Their coffee was always strong and black. At least in Will's world.
 
    
 
   “So, no new case?” James tried to turn the conversation back to more comfortable topics.
 
    
 
   “Not at the moment. Intelligence thought for a while that we might have a rogue elementalist. But it turns out that lightning really can strike the same person twice. Especially if he's stupid enough to play golf in the middle of a thunder storm.” Will managed a wry smile as he said the last, as if there was something amusing in the thought of a man being struck by lightning.
 
    
 
   “Besides, you don't have time for a new case. You need to give your report to the elders on Monday morning first thing. And there will be questions asked.”
 
    
 
   James didn't bother asking what questions he was talking about. He knew them already. He'd heard them a hundred times before. Why hadn't he kept them updated on his investigation? Why hadn't he called for backup? Why had he confronted the witch alone? Why didn't he ever answer his phone? Did he not understand how dangerous a rogue witch could be? So instead of asking he just grunted his understanding at his boss. It was enough.
 
    
 
   He hated going before the elders. Though in some way they seemed just like normal people – executives in a boardroom in their own private building – the truth was that they were anything but. They were some of the most powerful of the magical community around. They had explored their gifts and studied their magic until they could do things others could only dream of. And he was fairly sure most of them could kill him with a thought. But despite that they always treated him politely and even expressed concern. That confused him.
 
    
 
   “Matti's doing well I hear.” Will changed the subject to something less annoying.
 
    
 
   “She is. I just got the latest reports from her teachers. She’s apparently doing well at school and is getting her magic under control. I got an email from her this morning. They're talking about her and her class going on a biology camp. She's really looking forward to it.” 
 
    
 
   The Liberty Academy might cost a small fortune, but he figured it was worth every penny for the work they did with their students. And they sent him her school photos too. He'd kept every one of Matti's photos. One day he thought he might even frame them. If he couldn't actually talk to her over the phone or visit her, they were at least something to value. She was doing very well. But more important than that she was making lifelong friends with the other kids at the boarding school. 
 
    
 
   That was the part he cared about. It was good that she was doing well in school. Better that she was showing signs of having her gift under control. But that she was happy was what really mattered. And maybe he hoped, having friends would help keep her on a good path in life. To steer her away from the path Francis had chosen.
 
    
 
   Maybe it helped that her gift was what they called animus magic. Life magic. If she applied herself the teachers said that in time she could make a great doctor. A doctor with a secret ability to help her patients. That was his hope anyway. Of course, he knew after five long years of hunting the magical down that every form of magical gift was open to abuse. All magic had a dark side. So a mentalist could counsel people with psychological problems or mentally enslave her patients. A blood mage could create precious elixirs or steal vital essence. And an animus witch could cure her patients or kill them. The elders claimed it wasn’t a case of the magic being bad. They said it was about the power that magic offered. The temptation. Still, he liked to think of her only walking into the light. 
 
    
 
   He couldn't stand to think of her taking Francis' dark path in life. And he didn't know what he would do if she did start down it. He didn't even understand why some people took that path. Francis had been a well-loved child, though perhaps that had been in part his magic at work. He could make people love him. Maybe that was what had made him go bad?
 
    
 
   Everyone said that there were certain gifts that tempted people more than others. And that Francis’ gift of fascination was one of the most difficult to withstand. It was hard for a child to grow up straight when he could get anything he wanted simply with a word. Still, what he had done spoke of more than just a spoilt child growing into a rotten man. It spoke of some deeper sickness within him.
 
    
 
   There was the coldness for one. His complete lack of care for his own family – except for James of course who Francis had hated with a passion. He probably still hated him – from prison. But long before that Francis had drained their parents dry financially, not giving a damn that they simply didn't have the money. He could have taken from anyone. He could have spread his theft about to ease the burden. But he hadn't. He had set out to completely destroy their parents. And he had very nearly done so. Why? James still didn’t know.
 
    
 
   Next, Francis had gone after Sheryl. Not because she was an attractive woman – she was but James would never be so stupid as to believe that that had anything to do with it. Francis could have had any woman he wanted thanks to his gift. He had had a lot. In fact from the time his power had manifested fully he had become a true sexual predator. He had had his way with half the women in the neighbourhood. Whoever had caught his eye. And now there was a real possibility that he had a dozen or more children – not that he knew or cared. Going after Sheryl though had been Francis' way of striking at him. James was his older brother and the only one who had ever said no to him. Apparently Francis hadn’t taken the word “no” very well.
 
    
 
   At that time James had had no understanding that magic existed. He'd never understood that Francis could make people do anything he wanted with a word. That that was even possible. And his parents, already well under Francis' spell, had not told him the truth about how bad things had become. That they were broke and practically homeless. That Francis had been destroying happy homes across the entire neighbourhood. Getting straight A's on his report cards without even going to school or doing any of the work. Stealing too. He'd actually had a bank manager empty out his own bank and bring him the money.
 
    
 
   So while he'd been away from home, studying, becoming a cop and then a detective – a husband and a father in time – Francis had been slowly growing up into a monster and destroying everyone around him. Purely for his amusement. He'd also been nursing a grudge, one that had grown in him like a noxious weed. A grudge based purely on one thing – that James could say no to him.
 
    
 
   Ultimately Francis had taken Sheryl away from him, destroyed her, and then turned his wife into a weapon to be used against him. And all while James had stood there helplessly, wondering what was happening. How could his then eighteen year old little brother have not only seduced his wife but convinced her that she loved him? And then gone on to convince her that James could not be trusted to even see his daughter? Those had been two hellish years.
 
    
 
   But even that wasn't enough for Francis. There was never enough vengeance. Even after he'd destroyed his family and stolen his home from him, Francis had still been dissatisfied with his revenge. So he had gone after James’ baby daughter. It was the ultimate means he had of hurting him. And that was when everything had gone horribly wrong for all of them. 
 
    
 
   Francis hadn't stood far enough back from the storm he'd created. His need to see his vengeance carried out had ultimately been his undoing. It had cost him his looks, his power and his freedom. But it had also cost James his career and very nearly his liberty. It had cost Sheryl her sanity. And it had very nearly cost Matti her life. Only the Illuminati had been able to put things back together, however imperfectly. And there had been a price. He was still paying it.
 
    
 
   James still worried about his daughter. He tried in his court permitted weekly emails, to make sure that she understood that. At his monthly court appointed visitations too. But she was a thirteen year old girl. He didn't know what she understood. And he had to be so very careful not to overload her with emotional baggage she wasn't ready to handle. Children needed to be allowed to grow up as children.
 
    
 
   “Sheryl's not doing so well.”
 
    
 
   “I heard.” James was non-committal about his ex-wife. He always was. After what she had done to him he had to be. Because in the end he didn't know whether any of the betrayals she had committed were down to her or only to Francis. When his brother had developed into what they called a fascinator with the ability to completely sway minds with barely a word, it became impossible to know anything. Had she dumped him, her husband of a decade or more and gone with Francis simply because he had willed it? Or because she had wanted to? And had she given their daughter away to child slavers simply because Francis had wanted the money? Or was it partly Sheryl's decision too? James could never be certain. All he really knew was that he could never look at her again.
 
    
 
   Especially when even after he'd rescued Matti and Francis had been locked away, she'd still maintained the fiction that he was a violent drunk who needed to be kept at arm’s length from his daughter. True she didn't know what he'd done. But Francis' control should have worn off in time.
 
    
 
   “They're talking about another stay in the hospital.”
 
    
 
   “I know.” James carefully didn't say anything else. He didn't know what to say. He would never know what to say about Sheryl. And even if he did one day work it out, he would probably never be allowed to say it. Sheryl had no magic. She was normal. She could not be told about Francis’ powers. Which meant she could never be told why she had done what she'd done. That had to be a terrible thing to live with.
 
    
 
   “It's guilt.”
 
    
 
   “So they say.”
 
    
 
   “You don't believe it's guilt?” Will stared at him oddly.
 
    
 
   “I don't know. If it was guilt then she would have discovered it after Francis' control had been removed. She would have once more become the woman she was. Tried to make amends. But even after that she continued betraying me. She still made up lies. She tried to turn not just the courts but my own daughter against me. If anything her lies became worse after he was gone. So maybe it's guilt. And maybe there's something more.”
 
    
 
   “God, you really are a suspicious bastard!” Will stared at him with disbelief written all over his face. Then he reached for the plunge pot and started slowly depressing the plunger. 
 
    
 
   “The woman was completely torn apart by your brother. Made to do things that no woman could ever imagine doing. She still doesn't know that there's magic in the world, and so can't even begin to understand why she did what she did. And then when she needed him, her husband wasn't there to support her.”
 
    
 
   “Ex-husband.” James corrected him automatically. Sheryl had left him and run him through the divorce court well before she'd sold their daughter to the child slavers to give her boyfriend a little spending cash.
 
    
 
   “Whatever. The point is that in a heartbeat she was left with nothing and no one and she thought she might never see her daughter again. That you'd take her away from her. So she fought. She fought as only a desperate mother could. You just happened to be on the receiving end of that.”
 
    
 
   “The losing end.” He might be right James knew. Some days he desperately wanted to believe that he was. That Sheryl had been the victim. Other days he simply didn't know. Not completely. Sheryl had told so many lies to so many people. She had wronged him so many times. Some days he simply wasn't sure that she even knew what the truth was anymore. Which was why it was easier not to think of her. Other days it was easier to hate.
 
    
 
   “Self pity? It's not a good look on you. And even a beaten dog knows there's a time to start trusting people again.” Will poured himself a mug of the hot black coffee and then blew on it before taking a sip. “You need to get out there again. Find some forgiveness. Find yourself another woman.”
 
    
 
   “I'm comfortable as I am.”
 
    
 
   “You're in a rut.”
 
    
 
   “It's a comfortable rut.” And that was the truth. But more than that it was safe. He would never go near another woman again. Not after what had happened. He would never trust anyone again. Least of all someone with magic. And in the end he would be happy simply to know one thing. That his daughter was well. Everything else was irrelevant. Of course he knew his guest wouldn't be happy hearing that. He already wasn't happy. In fact he was sighing quietly.
 
    
 
   “Fine!” Will gave up trying to dish out advice. He usually did after a while. “Your six months are up again and it's time for your check up.”
 
    
 
   “Understood. I'll make an appointment with the German.” 
 
    
 
   And he would. That James guessed was the real purpose of his boss' visit. It was time to check his loyalty again. He might not be a cop any more, but in some ways working for the Illuminati was almost like working for the FBI. They had their own version of regular polygraph tests for him. And he assumed for any other non magical people who worked for them. Those with magic had ample reason not to tell anyone anything. It was only the normals who couldn't be trusted. But he wasn't cynical!
 
    
 
   “It's already made.” Will dropped an appointment card on the table in front of him. “Monday at eleven after you see the elders. But be aware that it'll be a big one. Five years and all that. And the German is going to be upset that you haven't done what he asked. On top of which there have been reports.”
 
    
 
   “Fine.” It was suddenly James' turn to sigh. “Reports” he guessed meant complaints. He seemed to gather them steadily. And Will was right. The German had told him to do a few things. Socialise more with his colleagues. Talk to his parents. Counselling with Sheryl. But he hadn't done them. “I'll be there.” After all, it wasn't as if he had a choice in the matter. 
 
    
 
   But what else was new? He had never really had a choice about much when it came to the Illuminati. He might have offered his services as a tracker and investigator to them, but it hadn't been offered freely. At the time Matti had been dying. Broken after falling from a truck in the abandoned factory. There had been no choice in that. 
 
    
 
   Nor had there been a choice in that she needed specialist schooling. It had become obvious that she was one of the gifted, and would need schooling that only others like her could give. Schooling that the Illuminati just happened to provide. He couldn't have left her in the care of her mother who at the time had been broken and looking at years in an institution or even jail if things weren't covered up. He had been looking at a life behind bars as well. The boarding school had been the only alternative to making her a ward of the state, much as it had pained him to have to send an eight year old girl away.
 
    
 
   At the time he'd also needed to do something with his brother. That hadn't been a choice either. Because while Francis' gift didn't work on him, it still worked on everyone else. Even with his face and body broken from being pounded by James' fists he was dangerous. But James couldn't kill him. Not after the pure homicidal rage had worn off. Not even after all he had done. But he'd known that his brother needed to be locked away somewhere where his magic couldn't ever affect anyone else again. And there was no prison that could hold him. No normal prison. Again the Illuminati could do that where no one else could.
 
    
 
   The prison also kept Francis locked away from him. That wasn't by his choice. Because his anger toward Francis was the one area of his life where James had very little control. Not even now, years later. He had nearly killed his little brother when he'd found out what he'd done. Beaten him half to death. The rage that had moved through him when he'd discovered that he'd had Matti sold as a child sex slave had been like a living, breathing monster within him. The only thing that had saved Francis that first time from being beaten to death by him had been the fact that James had been desperate to get his daughter back. So the bloody wreck he had left on the floor of his old house after he'd learned what he needed to from him had survived. But later, when he'd learned the rest of what Francis had done to his family, the rage had returned hotter than before. Ever since it had kept coming and going. Some days it was all he could do to keep himself from getting into his car, driving down to the prison and shooting Francis.
 
    
 
   So the deal had been made. They needed a hunter. He was one. But it hadn't been a choice.
 
    
 
   James didn't trust the Illuminati. Not the elders nor the gifted. Not even magic. Especially not magic. But he had needed them. To keep him out of jail. To keep his little brother under lock and key. And while Matti was still being raised by them in their boarding school, he would continue to need them. 
 
    
 
   She was thirteen now and still had another five years of schooling before he had to think about college. And for those five years at least the Illuminati would have his services unconditionally. So he would do what they wanted. He would go to the appointment with the German. He had no choice. But that didn't mean he had to like it. But he might have to pretend that he did.
 
    
 
   “More coffee?” James did his best to smile politely at his boss. That was a choice of a sort. He was choosing to at least try and be respectful to his boss. He might dress like a cowboy and he might give him a hard time about things but James knew that if Will wasn't there his life could become much worse.
 
    
 
   Really, the man was trying to help him and he needed to respect that.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   The doctor's office was exactly like every other doctor's office that James had ever seen or read about. The carpet was soft and bland. The walls painted in reassuringly tepid colours. There were degrees and diplomas hanging on the walls. Some interesting artwork too. And of course the doctor's desk sat at one end of the room and the couch and recliner chairs were at the other end. But then it was a doctor's office. 
 
    
 
   That was one of the things he had to give to the Illuminati. They were masters of hiding in plain sight. But then they'd had centuries of practice. So the German was in fact not just one of the magical people with a gift for reading emotions, but also a therapist. He had an office in a clinic and saw patients both from the magical community and the normal one. The only difference for James was that when the doctor saw him he was assessing him for the Illuminati and when he saw the others he was assessing them as patients. But the chances were that if James had ever looked at his records, he would have been listed as being counselled for something. No one would ever have been any the wiser.
 
    
 
   Still, whether he was there for counselling or to be assessed as a security risk, James was really only bothered by the length of time it was taking. Will had said for him to be prepared for a thorough session, but this was extreme. Two hours had come and gone and time was marching inexorably into the third hour. The big recliner chairs were comfortable enough, but he wanted to be gone. He would have wanted it even more had he been paying for the session. Fortunately the tab was being picked up by his employer.
 
    
 
   “How much longer Doc?” James was tired of the interrogation. That was what it was after all even if the Illuminati didn't call it that. And though it was a condition of his employment and had to be done, it had gone on too long. “Surely you've asked every question imaginable.”
 
    
 
   “Every question imaginable?” The German – or Hans Schroeder as he was actually known – raised an eyebrow in question. “That's a lot of questions.”
 
    
 
   The German was actually quite a pleasant guy. Easy going and with a sense of humour. And despite being universally referred to as “the German,” he didn't actually have a trace of a foreign accent. All he had to identify him as anything other than pure American was a name. 
 
    
 
   He was perhaps slightly more cultured than most – James couldn't see him going ten pin bowling on a Thursday evening or out drinking in a pub with friends – but that was no reason to dislike him. In fact James might have quite liked him himself, if it hadn't have been for the fact that he was his counsellor – and had magic. Besides, he didn't go out bowling or drinking either anymore. Not since his world had collapsed. But in his heart he still wanted to think he was the guy who did those things. 
 
    
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. And I also know that you have nowhere else to be anyway. So stop your complaining. This isn't a punishment.”
 
    
 
   “No. It's a security check.” James was too tired to be subtle about things.
 
    
 
   “In part. But mostly it's about seeing how you're doing. That you're not falling apart emotionally given the things you see and do in your work.”
 
    
 
   “And given what people say about me.” James could read the subtext. Especially after William had already read it to him a few days before. “But I'm fine. I saw far worse as a detective.”
 
    
 
   “So you know what they say about you?”
 
    
 
   “I know they say I'm cold. That they call me the Iceman.” Even as he said it James was desperately hoping that the counsellor didn't ask him how that made him feel. He'd already had more than enough psychobabble for one day. He didn't need to discuss any more of his feelings. “But what does it matter?”
 
    
 
   “It matters because you never used to be like that. You've changed. You've suffered a major emotional trauma and retreated from the world. You need to recover.”
 
    
 
   “Or I just need to deal with it and move on. Which I'm doing.”
 
    
 
   “Denial is not dealing with things.” The German sighed. He did that a lot around James. 
 
    
 
   “And what am I denying Doc?” He asked but he knew there was no point. He knew the answer. The German had told it to him before – many times. “That I'm not a cop anymore? That I don't deserve to be one? That there's a living, breathing monster inside me, and I let it loose? Because I know that. That I owe the Illuminati everything? Because I know that too. That my daughter carries the same curse as my brother? I also know that. That my life is a ruin? Everyone knows that.
 
    
 
   “No. You’re denying something else. Something you can't stand to hear. You won’t accept that you are one of us.”
 
    
 
   “I am not!” James was outraged by the thought. He had been every time it had been suggested before. “I don't have any sort of gift!”
 
    
 
   “Really? Your parents are gifted. Not powerfully so, but they have the blood. Your brother has a powerful gift. Your daughter has a gift. But somehow you got left out?” The German's voice rose a little in incredulity. “Even you don't believe that.”
 
    
 
   “And besides, you know you have a gift. You know what it is. You alone out of everyone around you was immune to your brother's gift. You couldn't even feel it. Which is why you were unable to realise that he had a gift. Or to see what was actually happening.” 
 
    
 
   “Immunity is not a gift.”
 
    
 
   “When you've got a fascinator around it's probably the most useful gift imaginable.”
 
    
 
   “Well it didn't exactly help me, did it? Or anyone else.” James had reason for being bitter. “My parents were robbed blind by my little brother. Left homeless and destitute while I had no idea what he was doing to them. My wife was lured away from me and turned into my worst enemy by him – just for laughs. And I had no clue. My daughter was sold into slavery simply so he could have a few extra dollars to spend. And I didn't even know what was happening until it was too late. I would never have known if Francis hadn't given in to his need for revenge and started bragging about what he'd done. I don't call that a gift. I call that blindness and stupidity.”
 
    
 
   But really he called it shame. Shame and evidence of his crushing failure. Because for years while his ex-wife had been pining away for his little brother and roasting him in the divorce court, he hadn't had a clue that she was under any sort of spell. He'd assumed that that was just how she felt no matter how crazy it seemed. When she'd character assassinated him in court and his little brother had sat there beside her laughing at him, he'd had no clue. Not even when the judge had started calling him names and accusing him of crimes. Throwing him into the cells night after night for contempt. It had been bitter and brutal and he'd truly learned to hate his little brother, but he'd assumed it was normal. Even during the years before that when his parents had continued to empty out their bank accounts and sell everything they owned simply so they could give it to Francis, he'd had no clue. 
 
    
 
   It had only been when he'd found out that Matti was missing and started to panic that his eyes had been opened to how terrible things were. And when Francis had laughed at him and bragged of what he'd done that he'd understood what was happening. Because no one, no mother could surely sell her beloved daughter to slavers. But by then it had been too late to undo his mistakes. All he could do was try to fix what had gone wrong. 
 
    
 
   But there was no fixing what had happened. Not truly. His fixing had resulted in eight men being shot – not that he cared about them – and his daughter being hurt in a fall during the gun battle. It had left his ex-wife on the point of institutionalisation. His parents had been left destitute and too ashamed to speak to him. At the end of his fixing everything, all that he had seen ahead of him was a long stint in jail. It had ended up with the Illuminati stepping in to fix his mistakes.
 
    
 
   Now he was trapped in a job he didn't want, with a daughter he could only communicate with through weekly emails and see once a month. A daughter who he was terrified would grow up into a monster. He had an ex-wife who hated his guts in between her nervous breakdowns, parents living in the sticks in Florida who couldn't work up the courage to talk to him, and he was surrounded daily by people he didn't understand or want to know. His life was no gift. It was one step short of hell on Earth. Was it any wonder he was cold?
 
    
 
   “Amazing! Self pity and a martyr complex both. It's a wonder you can even get out of bed in the morning!” The German smiled sadly at James.
 
    
 
   “I can get out of bed and do my job fine.” And he could, though that was mostly because he had to. Someone had to pay for Matti's schooling and Sheryl clearly wasn't going to do it. She was simply going to pocket the child support and alimony he paid her and spend it on herself. Or on the mortgage for the house he'd once owned while he lived in a crappy apartment and ate packet noodles out of a microwave. It would be nice if magic paid the rent, assuming he even had any, but it just didn't.
 
    
 
   Thank God his daughter was in boarding school. It was expensive, but James considered it vital to keep her away from her mother. Even if she had been under Francis' spell, she had still sold their daughter into slavery. And she wasn't stable either. The school seemed to be working out well for Matti.
 
    
 
   “But are you living? Are you even surviving? That's the question.” The German shook his head at him. “I've got reports here of a difficult attitude. They say you give dismissive answers to questions asked about cases. That you refuse to follow procedures. Ignore safety protocols. Don’t ask for back up when you need it. Fail to keep your bosses informed of your progress. You even refuse to engage in collegial activities or have casual conversation with your colleagues.”
 
    
 
   “I know how to take care of myself. I was a cop for a long time.” And grief, did he wish he could go back to those days. Life hadn't been easy. Money had been tight. The strains of raising a family and working all the hours he could had been crushing. And his case load had been immense. But in hindsight it had been a golden time for him. At least compared to his current life.
 
    
 
   “And police officers have partners.” The German was quick to pounce. “You had a partner.”
 
    
 
   He had had a partner – Watkins. And they had worked well together. They had brought down a lot of bad guys. Shared their lives. It had been a good relationship. But he could never have told Watkins what he did these days. Not just because it was all secret. But because what he was doing was one step over the line between legal and not. And what wasn't legal was never something Watkins or anyone else could know about. The gifted he worked with – for them it wasn't an issue. They didn't see the law in the same way. They didn't understand that what they were doing was against the law. He did. And he hated it. Besides which he didn't trust them.
 
    
 
   “A partner would only slow me down. And that girl would have been dead by now if I'd been any slower.” 
 
    
 
   Nor was the girl the only one to have been used and abused by the magical. Besides his wife, daughter and parents others had been hurt. Many others. Some had died. When the gifted went bad too often they went very bad. He got to see that through his work. The old saw was that power corrupted and absolute power corrupted absolutely. Magic it seemed to him was worse still. There were just too many temptations.
 
    
 
   “But equally you might be dead along with her, and no one would ever know what happened.”
 
    
 
   “Doc, if things ever get that hairy I'll pull out the super-dooper ray gun you guys gave me. Promise.” 
 
    
 
   The promise though was a bald faced lie and he knew the doctor knew it when he saw the German’s face fall. His bosses didn’t like the fact that he didn’t use it. But he didn’t use it because past practice with it had shown that it failed too often. It fired spells instead of bullets. Spells that would incapacitate an enemy. So they considered it a humane weapon. The problem was that many witches and wizards had immunities. So what worked on one didn't work on another. Instead of wasting time with it he'd pulled out his ten mm Sig and shot people in the leg when he had to. They hated the fact that he still carried his old weapon. His barbaric cannon as they called it. But at least he could trust it to do its job. 
 
    
 
   Then again, he supposed he was very old school and didn’t adapt to change easily. He had a simple flip over notebook of the same type he'd used as a detective, for taking notes. He could have used a tablet but it was what he was used to. He still had a vest in the car, simply because he didn't trust the protective spells they'd given him. In fact the only reason he wore them was because they'd magically tattooed them into his skin. He was stuck with them.
 
    
 
   They had offered him a car too, but instead he'd kept his old BMW. But that was somewhat different. He told them it was because the car was grey and low profile in a city where everyone had a BMW. But the truth was that he liked it. It was comfortable, had a big V8 and perhaps most important of all reminded him of a simpler, happier time before his little brother had set about destroying his life. A time when he had been a cop with a loving wife and a young daughter. A time that would never return.
 
    
 
   “Somehow that doesn't fill me with confidence Mr. Henderson.” The German stared at him, clearly unimpressed.
 
    
 
   “You've been treated with a hands off approach until now. It was thought at first that you were dealing with a powerful emotional trauma and that in time you'd get over it. That you were new to this world, but that in time you'd adjust. Find your place. And for a while it seemed you were adjusting. But now I'm not so sure.”
 
    
 
   “You learnt the rules. But I think only enough to learn how to push them to their limits. To break them when you thought you could get away with it. You learnt how to bury your pain instead of dealing with it. And now I think the problem far from resolving, is growing worse. When you see someone with a gift you no longer see a person. You see a threat. Or someone completely alien. And while you cover it up, it’s clear that that includes your colleagues. You are suspicious of them – suspicious of anyone with a gift. You won't even trust the equipment you've been given because it has magic.”
 
    
 
   “Actually it's because it's not reliable.”
 
    
 
   “You've refused point blank to be properly assessed.” The German carried on, unbothered by James' objection.
 
    
 
   “I don't have magic!” How many times did he have to keep saying that James wondered? The thought that he might have something more than just an immunity was a nightmare for him. Why didn't the German understand that? But the German still refused to understand that as he continued with his list of James' many failings. 
 
    
 
   “The last three times you came to see me you were strongly advised to accept counselling. You said you'd take it. You never showed up. Couples therapy with your ex-wife was recommended. You refused even though you're co-parents to a daughter who needs both her mother and father. You were asked on many occasions to speak with your own parents. To spend some time with them. You said you would and never did.” 
 
    
 
   “I did!” James interrupted, trying to defend himself. “It just didn't work out well.” Which was an understatement. He couldn't listen to his mother crying ever again, and his father had swiftly given up speaking to him at all. It had been a disaster.
 
    
 
   “Once! You tried exactly once and gave up.” The German didn't seem impressed.
 
    
 
   “It was a nightmare!” It had been worse than that. A conversation with more painful silences than words.
 
    
 
   “But it would have gotten better. If you had only been willing to try.” The German had said that to him before. “You were told in clear terms that you had to make an effort to socialise with your co-workers. But despite promising that you would, you never did that either.”
 
    
 
   “I did try.” And he had – a little.
 
    
 
   “Not very hard.” The German fixed him with an accusing stare. “Need I continue?”
 
    
 
   James shook his head. There was no point.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Henderson you show all the hallmarks of a man slowly but surely driving off the reservation and becoming a recluse. A hermit fleeing from the world. And I see no sign at all that you recognise your issues or are trying to deal with them. Given the nature of your work that strikes me as dangerous and it needs to be dealt with.”
 
    
 
   Dangerous? Needed to be dealt with? That sounded serious to James. It sounded as though he was planning on doing something more than just making the usual recommendations. It didn’t sound like something James would like. “I'll –.”
 
    
 
   “Don't even bother Mr. Henderson.” The German held up his hand to stop James speaking. “I wouldn't believe a word that came out of your mouth.”
 
    
 
   “The time has come for more drastic action. And that starts with a partner.”
 
    
 
   “A partner! That's –.”
 
    
 
   “That's my recommendation. You carry weapons. You go into dangerous situations. People's lives are entrusted to you. And if things go wrong as sooner or later they will, there could be deaths. Yours. Your colleagues’. Those you hunt. Their victims’. You all deserve better. You deserve a hunter at the top of his game.”
 
    
 
   “I am –.” James tried to defend himself again but was cut off once more.
 
    
 
   “No. You are competent. You can do your job well. But the risks you take are not the signs of someone thinking rationally about the situation. And that is a disaster waiting to happen.”
 
    
 
   “Crap!” This appointment was a disaster that had already happened as far as James was concerned.
 
    
 
   “I'm also going to insist on joint counselling for you and your ex-wife. This mess you have is a festering wound in both your lives, and it can't be doing your daughter any good either. I'll pencil you in for next month.” The German continued, apparently unperturbed by James' look of horror.
 
    
 
   “This mess with your parents will be addressed too. We will start with weekly email correspondence and I will be monitoring it.”
 
    
 
   “And there will finally be a full assessment of your abilities.” 
 
    
 
   James would have objected but by then he was beginning to realise that it wouldn't do him any good. The German was on the war path.
 
    
 
   “Is all of that completely clear?”
 
    
 
   “Crystal.” James nodded glumly. What was completely clear to him was that he was screwed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   James was far from happy as he left the German’s office. In fact he was more upset than he'd expected. A partner! That just wasn't right. He was fast! He was good at what he did! A partner would only slow him down and get in the way. 
 
    
 
   But he guessed it wasn't going to be a choice. The German was a member of the Illuminati like everyone else he worked with. Like the elders. And he had some say in things. James didn't know how much exactly. But if the elders sent him off to see the German every six months it had to be some.
 
    
 
   Of course he knew there would be no thought of patient confidentiality and medical ethics when the German reported in. The German was of the Illuminati and he was also being paid by them. His loyalty was first to them. He would give them his full report on every little mental health problem James had, and then decisions would be made. He had been quite clear about that. 
 
    
 
   And maybe James had to accept a little of the blame for this disaster. He had been somewhat lax about doing what he'd promised to do. He should have done more. And maybe once or twice he should have reported in. Perhaps he should even have been a little nicer to his co-workers? Smiling still seemed excessive but perhaps a friendly word now and then would have helped. Of course it was too late now.
 
    
 
   Who would they give him he wondered? Daniels from intelligence? The man worked in intelligence and had little field experience. And the way he wandered around in his immaculate three piece suits set James’ teeth on edge, perhaps because he himself was far more casual. He also looked at James with suspicious eyes and called him names behind his back when he thought James couldn't hear. But he was a stickler for the rules. If anyone was going to make sure he reported in and called for backup, it would be him. 
 
    
 
   Corinth from policy? She had experience, and she had been a hunter before she had moved up in the world and the organisation. But even more than Daniels he hoped it wouldn't be her. She hated him as far as he could tell. She called him reckless and stupid and told him he was going to get himself and others killed. Maybe “hated” was too strong a word, but she certainly wasn't his greatest fan. 
 
    
 
   What about West or Peters? No. James dismissed them. They were in enforcement and had no background as detectives, let alone hunters. Besides which, they had busy loads just dealing with their own work. He also didn't think he could stand listening to Peters' endless stories about his family and his problem children. Once or twice he might have found them amusing, but every day?
 
    
 
   And then finally there was Yasmin. The thought though of her on a hunt was simply too ridiculous for words. She'd stick out like a sore thumb, and the chances were that she'd want to stop off and buy shoes every time they passed a shop. Or would they pull in another hunter from out of state? DC had two. They could spare one.
 
    
 
   And what else would they do to make him toe the line? Was his BMW gone and would he now have to drive around in the car they provided? Would his Sig be gone too? Would they talk about his wardrobe? That was always an unpleasant topic of conversation. But really he thought, he was no longer a detective so the jeans, black sweat shirt and heavy woollen jacket he usually wore seemed like a reasonable outfit to him. It was neat and tidy, warm enough and it concealed his weapons. Unfortunately, some people seemed to think it was a little too casual. Especially the sneaks. But in a small department like theirs where two of the officers seemed to think they were fashion models on the catwalk and the boss had a love of fancy dress, people's opinions on such things were likely to be a little off.
 
    
 
   This had not been a good assessment. But Will had warned him. Or at least he had tried to. But James hadn't listened. He never listened he realised. Maybe the German had a point there.
 
    
 
   It was as he was thinking such things and lost in his anger that James bumped into a man on the street. Automatically he stepped back, a little surprised. For while he was distracted, he wasn’t that distracted. And people were usually better at getting out of the way. Automatically he looked up to apologise. 
 
    
 
   “Sorry –” The apology died on his lips as he found himself staring at a man's neck.
 
    
 
   He didn't run into many giants in the street. And the man was huge. But more than that he was staring at James oddly. Perhaps though that was due to the angle? He wasn't used to having people look down at him.
 
    
 
   “James Henderson?”
 
    
 
   “Yes?” 
 
    
 
   Did he know the man? If so James couldn't place him. He wasn't family or a friend. He didn't look like anyone he'd worked with either. Or anyone he'd arrested. But there was something odd about him. Not just his size – and the man was almost seven feet – but in the way he looked at him. His face seemed so intent, as if his answer was the difference between life and death.
 
    
 
   “Good.” With nothing more than that the man reached into his jacket and pulled out a hand gun. 
 
    
 
   James' heart suddenly went into overdrive as he saw the weapon, and understood that the man had come to kill him. But more than that, the man had the edge on him. James wasn't armed – another of the German's pointless rules about patients not carrying weapons meant he had had to leave his weapon behind – and he wasn't wearing a vest either.
 
    
 
   But he could run. 
 
    
 
   Instincts and adrenaline took over and in a heartbeat James covered the three or so feet between the two of them, knocked the man aside and sprinted for the row of parked cars beside them. He wished he could have knocked the man over, but his size was always going to make that a tall order. Especially without a decent run up. James was six foot and powerfully built, but against this man he felt like a midget. 
 
    
 
   After that things became a blur. The gun went off somewhere behind him – it sounded like a cannon blast because it was so close – and James dived over the bonnet of a parked car. Around him people started screaming in fear and shock as they registered the sound of the gun. Confusion reigned and people ran in all directions. James meanwhile picked himself up off the road and went low on the other side of the car and started running as best he could while still crouched.
 
    
 
   There were more gunshots after that as the giant fired almost blindly at the cars. But even so glass showered him as the bullets hit the car window beside him. The giant might not know exactly where he was, but he was close. Which meant James had to keep running, and slipping behind the boots of cars every time the giant ventured out on to the road. 
 
    
 
   Mass panic reigned as more and more people started running and screaming. Around him he could hear the sound of windows as the giant shot up the cars. Some of it fell on him. The man might not know exactly where he was, but he was still too damned close.
 
    
 
   That was James' signal to get behind the boot of a parked car and wait. He couldn't let any part of himself be seen he realised, and while he was running – even crouched – the man was obviously getting some sort of view of him. Still, even while he was completely hidden the man kept shooting in his direction, firing off another four shots at the line of parked cars and emptying the street of its pedestrians. It also started a panic among the motorists, who began driving like mad men. Some hit their throttles, attempting to get away from the gun toting lunatic. Others swerved or braked. Often that was followed by the sounds of tyres screeching and metal smashing into metal. After that horns started blaring.
 
    
 
   It was chaos in the street, but that worked to James' advantage. With so much confusion the man couldn't hear him, and with people running in all directions he still didn't know exactly where he was. Meanwhile James had thought to drop to the ground and watch the street from underneath the cars. As a result he knew exactly where his enemy was. His huge black boots were unmistakeable. The giant was heading for him, slowly and methodically searching around every car. He was also reloading. James watched as a spent clip fell to the pavement. Seven shots by his count. That meant a big calibre gun which squared well with his brief glimpse of the weapon. It was a small cannon.
 
    
 
   The feet stopped, just in front of the car James was hiding behind, and he wondered what that was about. Had the giant found him? His heart started racing a little more. Then the feet turned and walked out into the street and James realised what the giant was doing. He'd got smart and guessed James was on the street side of the cars. And the moment he spotted him, James would be dead. So just as the man walked out onto the bitumen towards the crashed cars James crawled desperately for the pavement.
 
    
 
   Several more shots rang out in quick succession – James had no idea what the man was aiming at – and then he watched the man’s feet do a one eighty and hurry back for the pavement. The man had presumably guessed what James had done and was trying to flush him out. Frantically James crawled back toward the road. But once he was there and staring at the back of the man's feet once more, he knew he had a moment to breathe.
 
    
 
   The feet turned as the man spun around searching for him, and James knew the giant had lost him. Perhaps he was thinking he'd got away? If so it would be a break. As was the sound of sirens starting up somewhere in the distance. And James knew he had to take advantage of it. He couldn't run and hiding wouldn't keep him safe forever. And while waiting for the police was normally the most sensible thing to do, it might take too long. He had to bring the fight to his attacker.  
 
    
 
   James picked up a stone he found nearby and waited until things grew a little more quiet. That happened surprisingly quickly as people cleared the area. Then he waited some more until he could see the back of the man's feet again and knew he had his back to him. Finally when he was ready James threw the stone at some cars twenty or thirty yards further down the street.
 
    
 
   It was an age old ruse but it worked. The man spun around, drawn by the sound even over the confusion all around, and then started running down the street after it, his attention completely focused on what was ahead of him. He never saw James as he passed him by. He never heard James as he stood up and began chasing him down. 
 
    
 
   But he no doubt felt him when James leapt on his back and brought him crashing face down to the ground. He felt it even more when James grabbed his head by the hair, pulled it up and then smashed it into the pavement; hard.
 
    
 
   The giant screamed in pain and fury. But he was far from out of the fight. A fact that James soon discovered when the man suddenly got up on his hands and knees with him still on top of him and shook him off like a flea. Just how strong was he? Was he a mega? Someone whose strength and power were boosted by their magic? Maybe James thought.
 
    
 
   But it didn't matter. The man might be as strong as an ox, but James was faster on his feet. Fast enough to get to his feet and then power a kick straight into the man's side while he was still trying to get up. It was a good kick, worthy of any footballer, and James felt something give way under his toes. A rib maybe. Perhaps two. But still the man got up. Screaming out in fury, holding his side when he reached his feet, but still holding his gun as he turned.
 
    
 
   That was a mistake when James was immediately behind him. The instant the giant found his feet James grabbed the back of the man's head again and pulled him back down to the side walk with all the strength he had. The man went down backwards, screaming.  His arms went wide as James had known they would. It was an instinctive reaction as he tried to catch himself before he hit the ground, and it left him completely vulnerable. The big man hit the ground hard – gravity could be cruel to the large – and that was his chance. Promptly James followed up with a kick to the man’s head and then jumped on his outstretched gun arm, shattering the bones of his hand and letting go of the weapon.
 
    
 
   The man cried out once more, but James only cared that the gun went spinning away. Because without it he knew the man was his. Big and strong as he was, he wasn't a trained fighter. And James had fought many opponents who were larger than him in the octagon. Not this large perhaps, but he could take him. If he was normal that was. Unfortunately that wasn't certain. Was he even human? Or was he on something? The last question flickered through his mind as James watched the man trying to get up once more.
 
    
 
   It was impossible. The man had blood pouring all down the front of his face. His cheek was probably broken as were his ribs. One hand was smashed. Any normal man would be out of it. This one though was still fighting. Screaming in pain and berserk fury, but still trying to get back up and kill him. James jumped on his good arm as he used it like a brace to push himself up, the force snapping it completely backwards.
 
    
 
   It wasn't a nice thing to do. It wasn't what he'd do in a fight in the ring – they had rules. But this was a street fight and the man was aiming to kill him. The only rule that counted here was survival.
 
    
 
   The giant fell backwards once again in a heap, screaming like a mad man. But then he was a mad man. James knew that. No sane man would do what he'd done. Still, he was down, flat on his back. And with two ruined arms he wasn't getting back up. He couldn’t go for his gun.
 
    
 
   That was James' chance to start breathing again. To let some of the adrenaline go. And then unexpectedly he found himself bending over with his head almost to his knees, gulping in air as fast as he could. It was only the after effects of the fight or flight response he knew. He'd felt it before. But he'd never felt it quite like this before. He'd never come so close to death. 
 
    
 
   And this had been close. It shouldn't have been. He should have been armed and ready. He should have been alert. But he hadn't been. He'd allowed himself to be distracted by anger and disarmed by pointless rules. And as he practically knelt there all but gasping for breath, he vowed he would never let that happen again,
 
    
 
   By the time James had recovered, the first of the police were on the scene. It was less than five minutes he thought, which was a good response time. But it was also a shame in a way. He had wanted to interrogate the man. To find out why he'd attacked him. Though he suspected from the strange, almost inhuman sounds the man was making by then, that he wouldn't have gotten anything useful. Looking at the police he pointed at the downed man and then at the gun lying on the ground.  That done he let the police do their job and collapsed against the side of a car. The police could do the interrogating he decided. The Illuminati would simply get a copy of the report through the back channels in due course.
 
    
 
   While they worked James pulled out his phone and called Will. He didn't know what this was, though he was sure it had to do with his work – what else did he do that could cause people to want to kill him? Besides, this was a good time he thought to start practising what he'd promised the German he would do so many times before. To keep his colleagues informed. And an attack on a hunter he figured was something they should know about.
 
    
 
   But was it an attack on a hunter? Or was it an attack on him? That was the question that soon occupied James' thoughts. Because the man had known both his name and his schedule. Maybe this was personal? And though he had many enemies – it was inevitable considering his line of work – there would always one who would top his list. One who would try to kill him no matter what. And one who would always use others to do his dirty work.
 
    
 
   Was this the return of Francis? Had he escaped the prison? Did he have his magic back?
 
    
 
   Half an hour later James was still at the scene, sitting on the boot of a cruiser and giving his statement to the officers when the cowboy arrived. And he looked as completely incongruous as ever. However, no one seemed to pay Will much attention as he wandered around. People answered his questions easily enough, and no one laughed or pointed. Maybe that was his magic at work? Maybe he had a spell of insignificance as well as a summoning ability? James didn't know.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile his attacker was being loaded into the back of an ambulance, the worst of his injuries having been treated. Whatever this was it was over.
 
    
 
   Or so he thought. 
 
    
 
   There was a flash of light and a crack of thunder, and without warning something massive hit James and sent him flying. Actually it sent everyone flying, including a number of cars. The flying though was okay.  The rather abrupt stop when he smashed into the ground wasn't.
 
    
 
   James hit the ground hard, bounced and took off for another short flight before crashing into it again. The impacts were brutal. Everything short of bone breaking in fact. But even more than that it was shocking, and for the longest time after he'd stopped rolling and sliding he just lay on the ground, wondering what had happened. It was only when he saw others slowly starting to pick themselves up that his brain slid back into gear and he understood what had happened. 
 
    
 
   It was a bomb.
 
    
 
   By the time he got back to his feet he even knew where the blast had come from. He could see the remains of the ambulance. Currently it was still standing in the street, the only vehicle that hadn't moved because it was the epicentre of the blast. It didn't look much like an ambulance though. Trails of black smoke rose from it. Flames were licking at it. And there wasn't a single intact panel left. In fact it was hard to recognise it as an ambulance at all. The force of the blast had burst it asunder from the inside and fairly much everything above the chassis was in pieces. Ribbons of shredded steel stuck out like the torn petals of a flower. All that identified it as having once been an ambulance was the broken white bonnet with its red cross which was still somehow hanging by a thread of metal to the remains.
 
    
 
   As for those who had been inside the ambulance, the man who'd tried to kill him and the paramedics, they were simply gone. James doubted that much of any of them would be found. Not much survived a blast like that.
 
    
 
   For the longest time James stood there staring at the burning wreckage, unable to take it in. He wondered briefly if the world had gone mad. Because he knew that the only place the bomb could have been was on the man who had attacked him. It was a suicide bomb of some sort. Which meant that people were now not only being sent to kill him, but were blowing themselves up when they failed. Or maybe he'd always planned on blowing himself up regardless? 
 
    
 
   That was crazy! Terrorists blew themselves up. But the giant was no terrorist. He was some sort of assassin. He had come specifically to kill James. And assassins didn't kill themselves. By and large they weren't even political or religious. Those things didn't go well with their trade.
 
    
 
   “You alright?” 
 
    
 
   Will was unexpectedly standing beside James when he turned around, still looking completely ridiculous in his cowboy outfit. But James didn't care about that. Wheels were turning finally, and the direction they were taking him wasn't good.
 
    
 
   “It was a suicide bomber Will,” James said, stating the obvious. “And that makes no sense at all, unless magic is involved. And it's bad. It could just be me – or someone could be going after all the hunters. Maybe even the Illuminati. We need to know who that man was. We need police reports – finger prints would be good if we can find some fingers. And because it might be an attack solely directed at me I need to know who among the people I've put away could be linked to someone outside with the resources to do this. A warning needs to go out. I also need to interview the prime suspect.”
 
    
 
   “Prime suspect?” Will sounded surprised.
 
    
 
   “Of course. There's always going to be one person out to kill me.” And really, he thought, who could ever imagine that his little brother was ever going to stop hating him? James would have laid odds that this was Francis' doing. He just didn't know how he'd done it – yet. But if he had his gift back, that would explain a lot. If anyone could track down a giant, send him out to kill someone and make him wear a suicide vest, a fascinator could.
 
    
 
   With that James left his boss and headed for his car. It was time to begin his hunt. But a few steps later he stopped and turned back.
 
    
 
   “And I absolutely don't need a partner. Anyone too close to me might get killed. But I will keep in contact.”  
 
    
 
   After that he continued on his way. Time was being wasted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   It was James' first visit to the prison, and as he drove up the dirt road towards it he wasn't sure if he was impressed by it or disappointed. Certainly he wasn't impressed by the sign along the side of the road. “Woodville Wilderness Retreat”. It certainly didn't sound like a prison. In fact that only thing about the signs beside it that even suggested security were the phrases “private property” and “no trespassing”. They wouldn't stop a lot of people, he thought.
 
    
 
   As for the fence, a twelve foot tall mesh fence didn't strike him as much of a deterrent either to keep the prisoners in or strangers out. Where were the guard towers and the razor wire? Hell, where were the armed guards patrolling the grounds? Of course he knew there were guards, they just weren't armed with guns. They had other weapons. James just hoped they weren't the stupid little toy ray guns like the one he'd been given. And there were wards around the fence line that made it far more secure. Wards that kept strangers away and stopped prisoners escaping. But neither of those things was obvious to someone without magic. On the other hand he knew that if he hadn't been tattooed with the markings of the Illuminati he wouldn't have been able to approach the prison.
 
    
 
   To James’ eyes the prison just didn't look much like a prison. It looked like a wilderness camp dotted with small cabins. Wooden huts really. But that was what it was meant to look like he supposed. A remote wilderness camp where those who didn't want any part of life in the wider world could retreat to live the life of a hermit. A sort of commune. No one knew that they were actually prisoners. That they couldn't leave the camp and were held there by magical restraints more secure than steel chains. Or that those denim jumpsuits they wore were in fact their prisoner outfits. And no one knew that most of these people would never return to the civilised world. Most had been judged as unacceptably dangerous and had been sentenced to life imprisonment. Those he caught who had committed more minor infractions of the rules didn't end up here.
 
    
 
   It was just another example of the Illuminati hiding in plain sight. The idea was practically a mantra for them. But he guessed it was necessary. Made necessary because most magical gifts were limited. None of the gifted were like the wizards in the movies. They couldn't turn people into frogs or fly broomsticks. Not as far as he knew. What they could do was usually smaller and confined to only one or two areas. That meant they couldn't simply live like kings and queens and let the rest of the world look on in envy. They had to live and work just like everyone else. It also meant that being discovered was a threat to them. Most of them could not fight off an army if one came to their door. So they had to hide.
 
    
 
   His own father as he'd discovered after his world had been turned upside down, could reshape things when he touched them. But it was mostly small things and it was slow. It was probably a useful gift for a carver. Unfortunately Ned Henderson was an accountant. As for his mother Bea, she simply had a green thumb. Growing healthy pot plants though didn't pay the rent. Nursing did.
 
    
 
   The same was true of most others. The magical had gifts that could help them in life. And that could sometimes destroy those around them. But almost none of them had gifts that made life straight forward. While some of them had gifts that would help them make money, few were millionaires. They had to live and work like everyone else. Many had gifts that would help them with their health. But they could still fall prey to drugs and injury the same as anyone else. Others had gifts that would help them with people. To find lovers or persuade others to their view. But that didn't pay the rent or keep them fed.
 
    
 
   In some ways the gifted despite their abilities were even more limited than normal people. They had the rules of the Illuminati to follow. They weren't allowed to use all their gifts – not those that would cause harm to others – and they couldn't expose their magic to the world. If they did, they ended up in places like this. It didn't matter whether the Illuminati had any legal authority or not. Whether anyone, even the gifted, had voted for them. They were in charge. And what they said went. Defying them was not an option. At least not for most. Some did of course, and they paid for it.
 
    
 
   That was their problem though. James' problem was that of the hundred or so people now calling this camp home, probably a quarter of them were here thanks to him. He was very good at his job and it had been a busy five years. These people didn't like him. This was the prison for New York State and he was the hunter. But he could deal with that he decided as he drove up to the parking area and then got out and headed for the warden. In the end they were powerless. They were watched. And by now they knew enough not to cause trouble. The guards were not soft. And their gifts worked unlike those of the prisoners.
 
    
 
   Binding the powers of the gifted was tricky. But over the centuries the Illuminati had worked out how to do it. They used a regimen of spells and potions, and it was highly effective. None of the prisoners had ever managed to escape. Which was fortunate because he recognised many of the prisoners in the open area, and he knew just how dangerous they were. Many were multiple murderers. Others might have at least avoided that crime but had done other incredibly horrible things.
 
    
 
   Adam Lyon who he spotted sitting on a log, was a mentalist. He could read minds. He'd used his gift to dig into the thoughts of the rich and powerful and find out their secrets. He’d then used those secrets to blackmail them. He’d made tens of millions from his victims, and had risked exposing the world of the magical. If he'd been caught by the State authorities and someone had asked him how he'd uncovered all these secrets, James had no doubt he would have told them everything if it would have saved him a single day in prison. He had absolutely no morality. The elders had understood that which was why he was here and would never be released. He might not be violent but he was dangerous.
 
    
 
   Then there was Sharynne Destiny. James actually felt some sorrow for the young woman. She had grown up poor and without hope on the mean side of the tracks. Her life had forced her into a life of prostitution at an early age. She was a victim as well as a perp. But at some point, later in life than for most, her gift had bloomed and she had become a fire starter. It wasn't a gift that would bring her any wealth or a better life unfortunately. It wouldn't heal her problems. But it was power. And for a sixteen year old girl with serious anger issues, that was perhaps the worst thing she could have been given.
 
    
 
   From the moment she'd discovered what she could do, the lives of those she blamed for what had happened to her had been placed under threat. That group had included not just pimps and Johns and madams, but also her own family. Houses had been burnt to the ground. Cars had exploded. Many of those she hated had spontaneously combusted.  One of them had been her own mother. James accepted that Sharynne had reason to be angry. But that didn't change things. James had no doubt that she would still be continuing her work if she was free. Revenge never satisfied a person. He knew that only too well.
 
    
 
   Looking over to his left James could see Anderson Brown staring at him from the side of a hut he was leaning against. He was one of the few here whose gift would have allowed him to make a good life for himself had he chosen to use it wisely. He was an alchemist, born with an ability to understand the magical properties of all sorts of ingredients and combine them into magical potions he could sell. He had done that. But at some point he had decided that he could make more money secretly selling his potions to normal people. Rich normal people. People who would pay to have their hair return, or feel ten years younger. Again, it risked the exposure of magic to the world. 
 
    
 
   That would have been bad enough and earned him some time in the prison. But after that he'd gone a step further and wanted to start mass production. Making a range of potions that all had magic in them and selling them through clinics. In short he wanted to tell the world he had magic and make a fortune from it. Greed had gone to his head. He had been very unhappy when James had shown up. And as it turned out he could not only mix up health potions but also some rather effective explosives. It had been a somewhat exciting take down which had ended with James shooting him in the thigh. There was a reason that Anderson was leaning quietly against a hut watching him from a discreet distance. He was afraid of him.
 
    
 
   Others he noticed were also watching him. They scrutinised him carefully, making sure he wasn't coming for them. It seemed that he had acquired something of a reputation among the prisoners. James paid them no mind, choosing instead to look neither right nor left as he marched towards the guard station and the warden who was waiting for him. Celia Jones did not look any more pleased to see him than the prisoners.
 
    
 
   “Warden.” James greeted her as coolly as he always did. The two of them did not get on. Warden Jones was a stern looking black woman who took her duties seriously. That was normally a good thing. But not so much when it included her duty of care to the prisoners. Plus she thought he was a thug. It was a notion he'd never bothered to disabuse her of. If some of the prisoners arrived a little the worse for wear, and many of them spoke of the brutality of their captures he figured that worked in his favour. Maybe it would persuade a few would be offenders to keep to the straight and narrow in case he came for them. Maybe it even gave others second thoughts about trying to resist when he came for them. A reputation could be a useful tool for a hunter. Even a bad one.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Henderson.” She was just as cold. “Everything has been set up for you just as you requested. But there are limits.” 
 
    
 
   She knew the plan, but she wasn't happy about it. That didn't exactly come as a surprise to James. The woman was seldom happy with him. In fact she'd made several complaints. He was sure she was about to make another one shortly.
 
    
 
   But it would go nowhere. There had been an attack on a hunter, and while he might not be one of their magical members, an attack on a hunter was considered serious. It was an attack on the Illuminati themselves. And if it went further than that – if other hunters were attacked – the Illuminati would not tolerate that. So the warden had been given her orders, and while she didn't like them, she had to obey.
 
    
 
   “Thank you warden.” He nodded politely. Even if they were never going to be friends they could be civil he figured. “As long as the guards know not to interfere.”
 
    
 
   “They know. But you should know that your brother's had no visitors in years and his powers are completely bound.”
 
    
 
   “Or they aren't but he's persuaded people that they are.” And that was always the danger with someone with a talent as powerful and dangerous as Francis'. “But we'll know soon enough.”
 
    
 
   With that he left the warden and headed for the interview area. To the outside world it would have looked like a set of picnic tables, though they might have been curious about the cast iron rings in the centres of the tables. They might have wondered why they had them instead of a hole for an umbrella to slot into.
 
    
 
   Once there he took a seat at one of the tables and waited nervously. While he knew what he was there for and what he had to do, and while he told himself that it was no different to many interrogations he'd carried out before save for the violence and degree, this was his little brother who he was interrogating. And the fear and hatred he knew for Francis was beyond reason. Even five years later.
 
    
 
   It wasn't long before he saw Francis being led across the grounds in chains towards him by a pair of guards.
 
    
 
   Seeing his brother walking across the grounds towards the interview area, James knew a moment of pure rage. Complete all-consuming hatred. Time had not cooled the flames. That fire breathing demon possessed him in a way he didn't like but which he couldn't really control. Not for the longest time. And Francis was lucky. Had he not been disarmed – the warden had insisted that he left his weapons in the car – James might well have simply shot his brother there and then. 
 
    
 
   James wanted him dead. He had done so many terrible things to their family, and all the psychobabble in the world couldn't change that. But maybe it wasn't only what Francis had done that upset him as the German kept saying. He thought there was some truth in the thought that part of the hate stemmed from the fact that James had failed to stop him. He had even failed to realise what was happening. He had been completely blind to Francis' evil. That, James vowed, would never happen again.
 
    
 
   Still, James controlled his reactions, giving nothing away. He had to appear to Francis to be strong and in control. Given his homicidal feelings towards his brother though, he needed to be strong and in control for himself as well. Because while James’ plan required his little brother to truly believe he was going to die, James could not afford to give in to temptation and do something that really would take his life. 
 
    
 
   For the longest time Francis had only known the adult James as a police officer. A follower of the law. A fool that he had bent and twisted and almost destroyed. He had never therefore had any reason to fear James. Until that one day. That day he had learned to fear James. Today he had to learn to fear him all over again. Actually he had to learn pure terror. And on top of that James had to be able to assess him. To see the truth in his eyes. That meant James had to control his own feelings because he wouldn’t be able to interrogate his brother if he was lost in his own emotional storm. It was one of the first things a detective was taught about interrogations. Master your emotions so that what you saw in your suspect was his truth. Not something coloured by your own.
 
    
 
   So James stilled his anger and rage, hardened his heart and tried to put the past behind him. He had to be calm and controlled. He had to convince Francis that he had become the type of monster his little brother truly feared. The one that had so very nearly killed him. Not the police officer who he had spent years destroying. In that James had an advantage. Not only did Francis have every reason to believe he hated him and lived with the permanent reminders of what James would do to him when he got mad, he'd spent five years in a prison camp where those whom James had hunted had been sent. No doubt many of them had spoken at length about his ill treatment of them. 
 
    
 
   All convicts in all prisons did the same. Everything was drama on the inside. It was like a soap opera that they all lived. None would ever admit that they had been sent to jail by a reasonable cop doing his job in a professional manner. So a bit of roughness during an arrest became brutality on the inside. A ruse used by the police to catch them became bribery and corruption in the prison yard. And a weapon drawn during an arrest became an all-out gun battle in the dining hall. All cops were bastards and the prisons were filled with innocent people. It was simply the nature of the beast. It was because of that that James suspected he would be able to convince his brother of his intent.
 
    
 
   Seeing Francis again for the first time in five years James realised that his brother had changed.  Of course when he had seen him last his brother had been lying on the floor of his home in a pool of his own blood, breathing his last. 
 
    
 
   Today that blood was of course gone, and there was no sign of bruising anywhere. James missed those things. He could also see that his brother had filled out some too. He was no longer the skin and bones twenty year old he had been. But he was still the same monster inside. James could see that in his eyes. He might walk with a limp, courtesy of having had his hip crushed by James, and one arm might hang at an awkward angle for much the same reason. His face might even be a little lopsided. But he was still the same monster inside.
 
    
 
   The monster had however, been chained. He had been put in restraints for the interview and James could see that they constrained both his hands and his feet. It was exactly as James had requested. It seemed he had also learned a little fear in the subsequent years. Because when he saw James he stopped dead in his tracks and refused to come any closer. In fact he tried to run. The guards had to force him to the table and then lock him down to keep him there. That was why the cast iron ring was there in the centre of the table. It could be used to anchor a prisoner's wrist chains.
 
    
 
   James waited quietly while the guards did their work, studying his little brother carefully. Looking for any sign in him that Francis had gotten his powers back. James couldn't see any trace of the eighteen year old that had stolen his wife and done his best to ruin his life. That had laughed at him as he'd had the judge destroy him in court for the next two years. But he couldn't tell. Francis looked frightened, but that could all be show.
 
    
 
   “You're looking good little brother.” James smiled cruelly at him, quickly adopting the persona he needed. It came easily to him. The German would no doubt say that it came too easily. “Ready for your next beating in fact.”
 
    
 
   “Don't you dare!” Francis shrilled at him. “I have rights!”
 
    
 
   For an answer James reached across the table, grabbed the back of his little brother's head and smashed it down on the table. “There's your rights!”
 
    
 
   It was a bold move. In a real prison it would have been illegal and he could have been charged with assault. But this prison was in fact itself illegal. They had no right to lock anyone up. And though they tried to appear as if they were reasonable, the Illuminati really weren't. This prison existed to hold people who threatened them. And a rogue fascinator represented a serious threat. It was that simple. So the warden and her guards had been given their orders and as much as they might hate them, they had to obey.
 
    
 
   Francis raised his head, blood already starting to pour from his nose, and screamed at him. He started yelling at him about his rights, threatening to sue him and have him charged. It appeared he still hadn't learned his lesson in power and control. So when he was good and ready, James did it again. The second time Francis was quieter. Shocked perhaps. But maybe he was learning.
 
    
 
   “So, do you see any guards rushing to help you? Anyone coming to try and stop me?” James gave him time to look around and stare at the guards. None of them looked alarmed. None of them were hurrying their way. They had been told what to expect and ordered not to interfere. Undoubtedly they didn't like their orders. The warden hated them. But they would do their duty.
 
    
 
   “Here's your rights little brother. In fact you only have one right. You have the right to grow old and die like a worm in this place. You will never know freedom again, nor will you be allowed to cause trouble.” 
 
    
 
   “Now here’s the thing:  It seems that you have caused trouble.  And well, that nullifies your right to grow old in here.  Instead, your life is about to dramatically shorten. Understand?”
 
    
 
   “Prick!” But though he hated him Francis didn't hurl the word at him, but muttered it instead. He said nothing more. Apparently he was learning who held the reins of power.  And that it wasn’t him. By the looks of things he was also remembering what it was to feel fear.
 
    
 
   That was important. If Francis had been responsible for the attack on him, James would have thought it could only be because he had his power back. As a fascinator he could have persuaded someone to try and kill him. Maybe even to blow himself up. He also would have had guards or prisoners running to protect him by now. The fact that he didn't, that he was even being cowed strongly suggested that he didn't have his gift back. Certainly not as he once had. 
 
    
 
   But could he be bluffing? Could he have used friends? Did he have friends? James hadn't seen him in five years. He didn't know if the supremely arrogant kid who could have anything he wanted with just a word, had grown up any. Certainly he knew Francis wouldn't have grown a conscience. There was nothing in him of that nature. But he might have learned some cunning. He might have found a little spine. Enough to take a beating and hide the truth.
 
    
 
   “Good. So now that we've established your status as completely screwed, let’s talk about what matters. Who have you been talking to?”
 
    
 
   “Talking to?”
 
    
 
   He could have been lying. Pretending that he didn't know what James was talking about. But James didn't see that in him. He saw confusion. And he was usually a good judge of truth. Still, he pushed.
 
    
 
   “Don't play dumb with me! You've broken the cardinal rule. You've interfered with life outside the prison. That means that in a short while I'm going to kill you. I'm going to drag you out back and end your worthless life. It's been a long time coming. The only choice you have now is how you die. I can simply put a bullet through your brain. Quick and easy. Or I can cover you with gasoline and have a nice little bonfire.” 
 
    
 
   “But –!”
 
    
 
   “Don't bother. Your assassin died horribly. His ashes are probably circling the globe by now. I'm surprised you used such a poor choice of killer. A little insulted too. But what the heck, it's over now. And so are you. Your only choice is whether it is a bullet in the brain or a witch burning.  To get the quick death you need to tell me the truth. Who did you use? Is anyone else coming after me?”
 
    
 
   “I didn't do anything!” This time his brother screamed in fear rather than anger, his eyes widening in horror. But he could still be lying.
 
    
 
   “Choice made then. Bonfire it is.” James stood up and went around to Francis' side of the table, watching him instinctively flinch in fear. “Remember, I offered. This is your mistake.”
 
    
 
   “No!” Francis shrieked in terror, suddenly realising he might be in even worse trouble than just a beating. “Stop!  You can’t do this! I told you I didn’t do anything!”
 
    
 
   “And you expect anyone to believe you?” James laughed at him. “How stupid are you?” Expertly James started freeing his brother's chain from the ring in the centre of the table, so that he could bring him out to the rear of the camp.
 
    
 
   “No! Please! I didn't do it!” Francis was shaking as he said it, his fear growing in leaps and bounds. “You can't!”
 
    
 
   “Too late!” James laughed at him some more. Then he pulled him from his seat and started dragging him out across the camp ground. 
 
    
 
   It wasn't easy. Francis was now a fully grown man and he really didn't want to go. But James had spent a lot of hours in the gym over the previous five years, and a struggling little brother wasn't going to stop him. Besides, there was a world full of anger flowing through him, lending him all the strength he needed. So he dragged him along, kicking him when he resisted too hard, and there was nothing Francis could do to stop him. 
 
    
 
   All the way his little brother was screaming in fear. Begging for him to stop. Begging for the guards to help him. But no one came coming running to help him. And no matter how hard he tried, Francis couldn't stop himself from being dragged to his expected death.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile the guards and the other prisoners looked on impassively. The guards had their orders and the prisoners here weren't the sort to care about others. Certainly not to the point where they would get involved in something that could come back to bite them. In fact many of them were looking away, trying not to catch James’ eyes. They were afraid of him.
 
    
 
   James dragged the desperately struggling Francis between the nearby cabins – though really they were little more than wooden prison cells James thought – and then out the back to the exercise yard. It was empty of course. He'd asked for that. If his brother had his magic back James wanted it to be obvious as people came running from far away. But he also didn't want the guards interfering, and he knew they might when they saw his plan unfolding. Not because they were controlled, but simply because they had some measure of sympathy for their prisoners.
 
    
 
   In the distance across the long grass James spotted what he'd come for. The tree with the cold iron chains around it that had been left there for him. And the bright orange, plastic petrol can beside it.
 
    
 
   “Ahh look, everything's ready and waiting for your barbecue, just as I asked.”
 
    
 
   “No! You can't!” Francis screamed when he saw the petrol can. A few seconds later James noticed a pungent smell of urine. Francis had wet himself. It added weight to his claims of innocence. But James had seen other perps do the same. Pissing yourself was a good way to convince an officer or guard of your fear.
 
    
 
   It looked as though his brother was genuinely terrified. That he really didn't have his power back. But that wasn’t enough to convince James that he was innocent. Francis would lie if he thought it would help him. Hell, he would lie if he thought it would amuse him. He might not even know what the truth was.
 
    
 
   “Weren't you listening little brother? You had your chance! You could have had an easy death. Now it's too late.” He dragged the still screaming Francis across the grass and when they reached the waiting tree he fastened the chains to his wrists. Francis never stopped screaming the whole time. But a lot of that screaming was actually begging. Pleading for his life. James ignored it. Then he went for the petrol can.
 
    
 
   “Please! No!” Francis started crying. Begging. “I haven't done anything!”
 
    
 
   “It doesn't matter anymore little brother. You had your chance. You wasted it. You could have told the truth and had a nice quick death. Now you burn.” With that James uncapped the petrol can and poured the fuel over Francis. That started his little brother screaming hysterically again. He could smell the fuel. But most importantly to James, no one was running their way. Could his little brother still be bluffing? Or was he genuinely powerless?
 
    
 
   It wasn't long before the can was empty and James stood in front of his brother with a box of matches. And though it might be wrong – the German would undoubtedly have something to say to him about it later – he felt good as he saw his brother's terror.
 
    
 
   “Any last words? Apologies? Regrets? Wishing you hadn't been so stupid as to try and kill me?” He struck the first match and let it burn in front of Francis.
 
    
 
   “I didn't!” Francis practically ripped his lungs out screaming it at him. There was pure terror in his eyes. Panic in his face. “I swear!”
 
    
 
   “Fair enough. Take your secrets to hell with you.” James tossed the lit match at him, and almost had to cover his ears as the resultant terrified shriek split the air.
 
    
 
   Naturally the fuel didn't take. But that just gave James a chance to ramp up the tension. After all his brother was still covered in petrol and now he knew that James would throw the match.
 
    
 
   “Oh? … Didn't take. This one will.” He struck the next match and let it burn bright.
 
    
 
   Francis shrieked again and started desperately begging for his life. He had no doubt he was going to burn. After all, he'd already seen James flick one match at him and thought the only reason he wasn't burning was blind luck. But the important thing as far as James was concerned was that no one was running their way and he wasn't confessing anything. If Francis had had any of his gift people would have been running to save him by now. Hundreds of them. And if he didn't but he had ordered the hit, then he would have been confessing as fast as he knew how. Francis was no hero. He would do anything he could to keep from burning to death. He wouldn't risk his life in some sort of bluff. 
 
    
 
   James threw the second match anyway. He liked the sound of his brother screaming in terror. Naturally it didn't catch.
 
    
 
   “Oh thank you, thank you!” Francis was practically crying with relief as he blurted it out.
 
    
 
   Who Francis was thanking James didn't know. God maybe? But that seemed unlikely. Francis had mostly seemed to think he was God. Meanwhile there was a very bad smell in the air, and a dark stain running down Francis' pants.
 
    
 
   “This is getting annoying. Let's do this properly shall we.” James pulled out an entire bunch of matches from the box and struck them against the side, producing a nice big flame. Francis meanwhile shrieked. He shrieked some more when James flicked them at him. Then when he didn't catch fire Francis started hyperventilating with shock as he tried to understand what was happening and failed. 
 
    
 
   It was a long time before Francis could finally say something, and then it was only a hysterical question as to why he wasn't catching fire. His voice by then was a raspy squeak, his face was bone white and his eyes were bulging. He looked crazed and one step short of complete insanity. James didn't care about that though. He only cared that no one had come to save him. And there was no way that his little brother would risk being burnt to death as a bluff. His powers were still bound.
 
    
 
   “Because it's water you idiot! Spelled to look and smell like petrol.”
 
    
 
   Francis' response to that was an impenetrable silence as he stared at him. He had the look of someone who had been hit in the head too often and too hard. Not the look of a master criminal. Or of a man in control of anything. James was satisfied. Francis knew nothing. He wasn’t behind the attack on James.
 
    
 
   “Well that was it Francis. Congratulations, you passed. You don't know anything. You haven't got your power back. So you get to live for a little longer. But if you ever get out of here rest assured that I will hunt you down and kill you. No second chances.”
 
    
 
   His brother didn't answer him. He just stood there or rather hung there as he seemed to have lost all strength in his legs and continued to hyperventilate. Eventually the beginnings of hysterical laughter started bubbling up from his throat.
 
    
 
   James left him at that point, satisfied that at least his little brother was innocent of this one crime. He knew nothing. He might be a little broken though, judging from the crazed laughter slowly bubbling out of him. He might be a lot broken – James didn't know or care. It seemed that he had moved beyond caring where his brother was concerned. At least for today. Tomorrow maybe he'd return to hating him. Today the only thing he cared about was what Francis knew. And Francis didn't know anything.
 
    
 
   But was it a good thing that he knew nothing? James didn't have an answer for that. He had come for answers. But the answers he'd got hadn't been the ones he'd expected. And his prime suspect had now been struck off his list.
 
    
 
   Which meant he realised as he walked back to the car, he had a whole new enemy to worry about. And maybe a brother whose mind had completely broken. 
 
    
 
   Francis' hysterical laughter had grown in volume by the time he reached the car, echoing around the camp like that of some crazed hyena. It was having an effect. The prisoners were all turning away from him. Some were all but cowering. They might not know what he'd done, but they knew it was bad. And the warden was staring at him with a look of unmitigated horror in her eyes. Her guards had obviously told her what they'd found. She'd known that what he had planned was bad. But he had deliberately not told her that he would actually pour the fake petrol over Francis and then throw matches at him. She no doubt had thought he would just threaten him a little.
 
    
 
   There was going to be a complaint launched. Maybe several. And then he would have to explain what he'd done to the elders.
 
    
 
   James sighed. Will was going to be upset. The whole office was probably going to be upset. The German was going to have words to say to him about it as well. Probably the elders were going to call him to account. But still they had their main suspect crossed off their list in only a matter of hours. That had to count for something. And no doubt the tales of his cold cruelty would once more be spread far and wide. 
 
    
 
   The Iceman had struck again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   James sat at his desk reading and rereading reports and growing ever more frustrated. They had nothing. Every report they'd illegally pirated from the police and the other agencies dealing with the explosion told him that. But that was because those agencies had nothing either. They were baffled. Nor did the Illuminati seem to have any special skills or powers that could change it. The computer on his desk like the laptop in his car was the latest in IT, but no matter how good the equipment was, it couldn't show him any better reports than what they already had. The ergonomic white plastic desk and office chair could provide comfort to his back and hold his papers off the floor, but they couldn't give him a single useful answer. The brilliant ceiling lights showed up everything except the truth. And the latest generation phones brought him nothing he wanted to hear.
 
    
 
   As for his colleagues, they were just as frustrated. It wasn't their fault. They were all good at what they did, and they all worked hard. But this just wasn't what they normally did. In the end they weren't really cops.
 
    
 
   West looked after keeping the unruly in line and keeping everything covered up. He had the magic of prognostication – at least a little. He could see the potential futures that arose from his actions which gave him an edge. He always knew what to do to smooth a situation over. What to say was another matter as the man perpetually seemed to have one if not both feet in his mouth. Still, give him a wizard having a tantrum and he could straighten him out. A mad bomber was something else.
 
    
 
   Peters worked with him, backing him up when he needed it. But his gift lay in wards and runes. He'd laid some of the protective enchantments on James. He was also a walking encyclopaedia on magic. While James would have simply called his attacker a mega, Peters would have been able to pin point every aspect of his gift and given them a detailed report on what he could and couldn't do. But only if he'd had the person or at least a body to work with. A few images of a giant weren't enough.
 
    
 
   And then there was Daniels who fairly much ran what they called intelligence. He looked after the IT stuff and dealt with the technical side of things. If you needed a computer to do something or required some sort of scientific test done he was your man. Unfortunately he was also one of those who believed in being over-dressed for every occasion and most days he wore a three piece suit and brightly polished shoes. His wardrobe had to cost a fortune. Maybe even as much as Yasmin's. But his magic was a strange one. He had the gift of secrets. With Daniels around there was no such thing as a secure password. Maybe that was how he afforded his clothes.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately the best computer in the world couldn't help if it didn't have something to analyse.
 
    
 
   And Yasmin tapping away at her keyboard couldn't help either. Her meta magic was useless at this, and despite being perhaps the best qualified of them all academically she couldn't magically find something where there simply wasn't anything to find. In fact she'd all but given up on the advanced search engines and databases, and was now going through the paper files looking for the man. No algorithms. No search engines. She was just literally looking through every photo they had on file of every single witch or wizard in America in the hope that eventually she'd find the one that matched the giant who'd attacked him.
 
    
 
   James had to give her credit for her dedication.
 
    
 
   He hated this place. He disliked it normally which was why he spent as much time as he could out in the field, but for the last two days he'd been stuck in this office and his hatred of it had grown exponentially. In his mind the office was a victory of style over substance. There was plenty of style here. It was ergonomic, designed beautifully and even showed elements of artistry. But there was absolutely nothing of substance.
 
    
 
   If he'd been back in his old job, sitting at his tin legged desk covered in files, putting up with the noise and the bad air conditioning (not to mention the appallingly uncomfortable chairs) he would have at least been doing something. He would have been chasing down leads, running down suspects, hitting the streets looking for information. He would have been doing something useful instead of simply sitting around waiting for stolen reports to arrive in his inbox. 
 
    
 
   Of course if he'd been in his old job the chances were that he would have known nothing about magic, so solving the case would have been next to impossible anyway. And he wouldn't have had the resources to send Matti away to a specialist boarding school where she could be properly looked after. As for his little trick with the fake petrol and his brother – that would have got him fired or at least suspended. Thus far he'd heard nothing from Will save that there had been complaints. 
 
    
 
   If he was honest though, it was the case that was angering him.
 
    
 
   Progress was slow. James would have said glacial but that would have been unfair so early in the investigation. Still, they hadn’t learnt a lot. Or rather they had learnt quite a lot, but none of it led anywhere.
 
    
 
   The man's face had been caught on several phones. James had spent hours staring at it. He’d enlarged it and used filters and software to enhance it, but it had been a wasted effort. They still had no idea who he was. Facial recognition had come up blank. Fingerprints had been found on the gun and the spent clip. But they weren't in the system – the man wasn't a known criminal. And DNA was out because they didn't have a body. The man had been vaporised along with two paramedics. An explosion that hot and powerful didn't leave much behind. Naturally they hadn't found any ID. And while the police were launching an appeal for information, somehow James knew that that too would come up short.
 
    
 
   James had already gone through every case he'd been involved in since joining the Illuminati, and in not one of them could he find the man's face. Nor a giant of any sort.
 
    
 
   And though the police were still looking, none of the videos could even tell them where the man had come from. They couldn't seem to back track his movements. It was almost as though he'd just arrived on the street, ready to meet him. 
 
    
 
   Perhaps he had? There was magic in the world after all. There were some who could bend light and so appear and disappear out in the open. There were others who could twist dimensions. But really, he wouldn't have thought the man was either of those. His size and his strength suggested that his gift was something else. Something of the physical. And most of the gifted only had one or two gifts, and they were normally closely related. James would have placed him as a mega of some sort. Not a dimension twister like Corinth.
 
    
 
   Any other leads were just as sparse. Despite two days of swabbing and analysis they still had no explosive signature for the bomb. Just normal organic residues. Nor did they have so much as a piece of the device. Not a wire. Not even an explosive wrapper. In short they had no idea what sort of bomb it was or how it had been triggered.
 
    
 
   As for the gun its serial number told him that it was a perfectly legal fifty calibre hand gun bought at a gun show out of state. Exactly the same as a million other weapons. Bought by a Mr John Smith. Clearly no one had been too interested in checking ID's. But in any case the gun was six months old and had been involved in no gun crimes as far as they knew. It told them nothing, he thought glumly.
 
    
 
   Some of that disappointment must have shown on his face.
 
    
 
   “Chin up caveman. You may be an antediluvian throw back, but the rest of us are well and truly up to date with computers and magic. We'll find the bad guy and get this sorted. After that you can go back to your caveman ways. Perhaps then you’ll be able to beat up some wizards.” Yasmin abruptly walked past him with a mug of coffee in one hand, a huge cream filled doughnut on top of it, and a sheaf of reports in her other hand.
 
    
 
   James wasn't quite sure why she was there. Her role was more involved in prisoner handling and transport. And dealing with Warden Jones who he gathered she had seen a lot of in the last few days. Her meta magic gave her a useful advantage in that side of things. But he guessed it was a case of all hands to the pumps. On the other hand she was obviously upset with him about something. He wondered what he'd done this time.
 
    
 
   “You mean you're good at reading reports illegally downloaded from the NYPD's computers. I'm the detective here.” James was tired, and in no mood for her. Especially when he'd read all those reports himself and knew they said nothing. But he was thinking that the coffee looked good.
 
    
 
   “And that's enough of the caveman shit too.”
 
    
 
   “Oh I'm sorry. Did that hurt your feelings? After what you did to your brother?” 
 
    
 
   She turned around to stare at him with venom in her eyes and he knew what was bothering her. The warden was rubbing off on her. All this talk about prisoner rights. It was too much. These people were dangerous. They couldn't be treated like normal prisoners.
 
    
 
   “I did what I had to do,” he told her tiredly.
 
    
 
   “You left your own brother a basket case!”
 
    
 
   James decided not to say anything. It would be best. This was an argument he wasn't going to win. And besides, she herself was a witch. She had magic and this was her world. Naturally she had sympathy for others like her. Unfortunately even silence wasn't going to help him as she had more to say.
 
    
 
   “And what did you call me barely three weeks ago? The office house plant – decorative but with not a lot going on upstairs!?” 
 
    
 
   “I, er – what?” Had he said that?
 
    
 
   “Senility galloping in?”
 
    
 
   “I don't think I said that –” But then James had to think about it. “… exactly.”
 
    
 
   He dimly recalled a conversation like that. It was a while ago and he remembered making some kind of scathing comment. He might have said it. In passing. To someone in the office. He didn't exactly remember. But he did remember that at the time she'd been making some foolish speech about respecting prisoner's rights. It was noble, he might have agreed with her once. But ultimately it was misguided. Certainly not when it came to the magical. “But if I did I apologise.”
 
    
 
   Yasmin's response was an untranslatable noise followed by her walking off angrily to her desk in the far corner. He guessed she wasn't too happy with his apology. 
 
    
 
   “Chin up Yasmin. Take it as a compliment. The man likes his pot plants!” West butted in, laughter in his voice.
 
    
 
   “Yeah! That's why he's so mellow all the time!” Peters, his ever present partner in crime, threw in his own little bit of wit before starting to bray like a donkey.
 
    
 
   James groaned. He was tempted to call after Yasmin that at least he'd said she was decorative – but he resisted the urge. Somehow he suspected that would not go down well. Even he knew that much when it came to women. He didn't seem to know a lot else though. Something that was immediately obvious when he could see other people around the office laughing at him. He wondered which one of them had told her what he'd said.
 
    
 
   “Heads up guys. Walters has just called in.” 
 
    
 
   Daniels walked into the office, looking every bit the sharply dressed detective he wasn't. James knew an instant of complete disdain for him. He could never be a policeman. What was this fixation everyone here had with dressing up like models? But he held it in. If Walters had finally been able to see the crime scene they had something new.
 
    
 
   Walters was a meta like Yasmin, but his gift differed a little in its focus. Most metas could identify and take control of only a certain range of magics. But Walters had a slightly different ability. Though his gift for controlling them was more limited, he was a bloodhound when it came to spotting magic. Any type of magic. And not just the smell of the magic in people and what they cast, but also the smell of a spell long after it had been cast. There was a reason he was so highly valued within the intelligence group. The man was a walking crime scene examination lab for the gifted.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately he wasn't actually a crime scene examiner and he didn't work for the police which meant it took a concerted effort to get him near a crime scene or a body. Often they ended up giving him a fake identity and credentials, but it was tricky. There were so many different crimes scenes, so many bodies to examine, and if the same guy kept appearing at all of them with different names someone would eventually notice. This time they'd tried to dress him up as an ATF agent with a speciality in bombs.
 
    
 
   “He finally got to walk the crime scene and he says that the reports are correct. There is no explosive. We're looking for a detonator.”
 
    
 
   A detonator! The word surprised James. He hadn't expected it. And yet it made perfect sense in its own bizarre way. Gifts were categorised in many ways. Physical, chemical, mental, biological, social and so forth. And they could be cast in many ways too. With words and a spell, or a gesture or a thought. It all depended on the person and the nature of the gift. Detonators as their name implied had a strange sort of physical gift. One of the most dangerous. They could shape and reshape chemical bonds. Others could do the same of course, creating new substances out of old. Transmutation magic was common enough. Detonators though were slightly different in that they turned substances – blood or bone for example – into unstable analogues of what they had been. And then they exploded. 
 
    
 
   It was in James' view a perfect example of an almost completely useless gift. There was almost no chance for a detonator to make money from it. No career prospects. No real use at all. The closest he'd heard of someone finding a use for the gift were a few who'd taken up operating private mines and saved on the cost of explosives. But it was also one of the most dangerous gifts around, and one that could never become publicly known no matter what. Magic would scare people. The ability to simply blow people up would terrify them. But it explained the crime scene.
 
    
 
   No wonder they had no residue. No body pieces either. The man himself had been the bomb.
 
    
 
   James turned to the computer and started going through the list of known detonators in North America. They had detailed files on every one of the known gifted – keeping track of them was something the Illuminati took very seriously – but after a couple of minutes he knew that his attacker wasn't among them. But then why would he be? He could have come from further afield – outside of North America. Or he could have been an unrecognised wizard. But the likelihood was that he'd been blown up, not that he'd blown himself up. The giant wasn't the detonator.
 
    
 
   Still, they had a lead. Finally. And it was a good one. Thankfully detonation was a rare gift. Even so, he was left with ninety three names and faces to consider. The chances were that one of them had been somewhere at the scene. But more than that the understanding that there was a detonator involved, someone who wasn't the shooter, crystallised some of the thoughts he'd had over the previous couple of days. Ideas he hadn't given voice to. But now he knew he would have to.
 
    
 
   “Alright people,” James said, looking up from his computer to face the others. “There are ninety three known detonators in North America on the database. Let’s see if we can do some facial recognition for them on the videos from the day. You need to look at any video footage you can find that pans across the attack on me and the final crime scene. Also, pay careful attention to the crowd scenes, both before and after the person detonated. Follow up with anyone who seems to be taking a particular interest in what was happening at the time.” 
 
    
 
   Was it his place to give them orders? James didn't really know. Will was technically the boss though he was hardly ever in the office. And in his absence it seemed a lot of things fell to the hunter to lead. But even if it wasn't these people knew their jobs.
 
    
 
   “Already on it Iceman.” Daniels smiled at him, setting James to grinding his teeth in annoyance. “IT are going through the videos frame by frame as we speak, preparing them for facial recognition. We should have an answer in a few hours.”
 
    
 
   Iceman! Was that any better than caveman? And when had people suddenly started graduating to openly calling him names James wondered? Still, he kept his thoughts to himself. In the end it was his own doing. Word of what he'd done to Francis was all over the building and he couldn't exactly pretend it hadn't happened. He had done the crime as they said, now he guessed he would just have to do the time. What mattered for the moment was what was being done; not any perceived slights he had to suffer from the others. And there was more to do.
 
    
 
   “Good, then here's something else they can do while they're working on that. If the shooter was blown up by someone else, then we have a conspiracy by definition. We have a shooter and a detonator. And what I remember of the shooter was that he was unnaturally strong and determined. Possibly a mega. If we have two people in a conspiracy, why can't we have three? And say number three is a fascinator. Someone who can persuade one person to commit a murder and then another to blow him up when things went wrong. So when IT go through the videos looking for detonators, have them also look for known fascinators.”
 
    
 
   “And while they're at it, they should look out for anyone who might be associated with the Illuminati, especially with this office. The shooter after all knew my name. And he knew my schedule. He knew where I'd be and when. That strongly suggests we have a mole. So let’s take a think about that too. About anyone who would have known where I'd be that day. Draw up a list of names. And start doing backgrounds on everyone.”
 
    
 
   As he’d expected, the last drew a round of upset stares, though no one said anything. James had expected that. Just as he'd also known that it had to be true. But someone needed to have told the shooter where and when to be. And perhaps even where and when he'd be vulnerable – unarmed because of the German's rules about patients carrying guns. It had been the perfect place for an ambush and he doubted that was accidental.
 
    
 
   “You can't be serious!” Yasmin was the first to break the silence. “You think one of us is involved?” She did not sound at all happy. Nor did she look it. But then she'd already been unhappy with him before he'd said that.
 
    
 
   “Yasmin, you're supposed to be a cop – whatever any of our titles actually are. And every cop, every detective is taught one thing from the outset. Follow the evidence. This man knew my name. He knew I'd be at the German's clinic. Someone told him that. That's evidence. You can't ignore it simply because you don't like where it may lead.” 
 
    
 
   James did his best to sound confident and reasonable – but he wasn't certain that that was getting through. The decorative house plant crack had obviously earned him no favours with her. Had he actually said that?
 
    
 
   “You must be the most suspicious man alive.” Her eyes narrowed as she studied him.
 
    
 
   “Maybe I am. But I'm also extremely good at what I do. And part of the reason for that is that I always stick to my training. I trust no one, and I verify everything. If some of you want to become hunters one day, you're going to have to learn to do the same.”
 
    
 
   “There's one basic rule to follow to become a true detective. Accept that everyone lies. It might be a small lie or it might be a huge one. It may seem irrelevant. But it may still be crucial. So record everything. Don’t take anything at face value. Verify it first.”
 
    
 
   “That's sick!” Although Yasmin was the only one to say anything, looking around the room James could see that her opinion was shared by them all. It was obvious from their faces.
 
    
 
   “True.” James saw no reason to deny it. “But being a detective is about more than catching people and having certain skills. It's a mind-set. Unfortunately that mind-set contaminates everything. Trust me, if you want to have a good life and a happy marriage and all that, becoming a detective is not the career choice for you.”
 
    
 
   As he looked across the quite spacious office to the others sitting at their desks staring back at him unhappily, James knew he was in the right. He had been a detective and he had seen what the work had done to his colleagues over the years. Hunting was just as tough and it required the same mind-set. In fact it was so tough that even among those who were born with the gift of the hunt, there were few that would actually make good hunters. They were trackers, not detectives, and only a little of what he did involved tracking. 
 
    
 
   Though of course he suspected, his explanation of how he had become the man he was today wouldn't win him any brownie points. James knew that when he saw the others all turn away from him, choosing instead to bury themselves in their work. What he was telling them wasn't something they wanted to hear. 
 
    
 
   He wasn't surprised by that. In the police force so many officers aspired to become detectives. They saw the plain clothes and the regular hours, and they imagined it was the rock star career. The truth was that the rate of burn outs, addictions, suicides and divorces was far worse among detectives than the rest of the force. And the same held true for hunters he guessed. Nor did a hunter get paid any more than the others who worked here. His workmates were actually better off remaining in the positions they were in. He had no doubt though that he had just reinforced in their minds how appropriate his nickname of Iceman truly was. And given that he had indicated that they too weren’t above suspicion he suspected some of them might never want to talk to him again. Not when he was casting suspicion on their own.
 
    
 
   Still, he thought, that might have some advantages. When the dreaded day finally arrived that someone higher up decided he did need a partner and set about arranging it – a day that was probably coming sooner rather than later thanks to his little prison stunt – there might well be no volunteers! 
 
    
 
   And that was something to think on as he set about studying the profiles of all the detonators and fascinators in the database, trying to see if he recognised any of them. There was always a chance that something good could come out of this mess.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   It was the end of a long day – an unsuccessful one – and James was tired. He'd hoped to have some results by now. But apparently it took time to prepare images for facial recognition. A lot of time so Daniels said. Especially when they were dealing with crowd scenes.
 
    
 
   The technicians were analysing every video image they had frame by frame, enlarging and sharpening every face as far as possible and then running them through the facial recognition programme. It turned out there were thousands of faces to check. Should they find a match – even a partial one – the next step was to go through the rest of the video looking for better video captures of those same faces. 
 
    
 
   The end result was that this was going to take days, not hours. Daniels had come in several times to explain that. It was almost as if he thought this was some sort of failure he had to apologise for. He had no reason to feel that way though. As far as James was concerned he and the rest of Intelligence were doing an excellent job, and he'd told him that several times. If it took time, it took time. Of course Daniels had assumed he was mocking him in some way, and his responses hadn't been positive. Trying to be supportive of his colleagues as the German had told him he had to be wasn't going well so far.
 
    
 
   But the waiting was still frustrating. So James had decided when seven o'clock rolled around that he'd had enough for the day. He was going home to his crappy apartment. He was going to cook something or order something, and then he was going to spend the rest of his night drinking beer and watching whatever rubbish was on the idiot box. He needed to turn off for a few hours.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately Yasmin had apparently decided to join him as he left for the day, her high heels clicking on the concrete stairs just behind him. And she was sticking uncomfortably close. He wasn't sure why. He'd tried again to apologise to her for his house plant crack, but she hadn't seemed convinced.
 
    
 
   “Are you following me Yasmin?” He decided to ask.
 
    
 
   “Of course. Have to.”
 
    
 
   “Says who? Why?”
 
    
 
   “William of course. He says we are to see you make it home safely. And that you get into work safely as well.” She sounded serious.
 
    
 
   “Really, you're going to protect me? From what? A fashion crime? Wearing plaid?” He probably shouldn't be so dismissive of her he knew, but James was tired. It had already been a long day, and the two of them had been snapping at each other all day. He wasn't sure why that was. Some days they were good – relatively speaking. Some days they just clashed.
 
    
 
   “No, from having a six inch stiletto rammed up your backside!”
 
    
 
   “Fine – I apologise. But I can see to my own safety thank you. Go back to the office or go home.” James was too tired for this sort of stupidity.
 
    
 
   “Really?” She let the sarcasm flow. “Some of us have orders that we actually obey. Now get a move on Iceman. I'd like to get home too and I can't do that until you get home.”
 
    
 
   James sighed. He would have argued, but he suspected he would lose. She was not in the mood to compromise and he was too tired to argue. So he turned and carried on down the stairs, heading for the basement car park and his ride home. He could have taken the lift but years ago he'd decided that he needed to always work on his fitness. James just hoped he was going to be allowed to drive himself home and not be ferried around like an invalid. Though he soon realised he might have a passenger. 
 
    
 
   At least she was prettier than the witch, he thought, though her personality was just as sour.
 
    
 
   Three flights down he pushed open the door that led to the parking garage and then stopped hurriedly as his instincts told him something bad was ahead. So hurriedly that Yasmin bumped into him.
 
    
 
   “What's –?”
 
    
 
   “Shush. Don't know, but something's wrong.” 
 
    
 
   He knew it from the instant he saw the nearly empty car park. He didn't know what was wrong but every hair on his body was standing on edge. It was the same feeling he knew every time he entered another rogue's home, and the same feeling he'd known when he'd bumped into the giant in the street. He trusted that feeling. But this time it was much stronger. 
 
    
 
   “Stay here, keep watch and report upstairs when you see something.” 
 
    
 
   If Yasmin had even thought about arguing she stopped immediately he drew his weapon She even stayed where she was as he slipped into the garage and let the door close behind him. It was the first time all day that she hadn't argued with him.
 
    
 
   The garage was dimly lit. They usually were – people didn't waste money on providing light for cars. And that wouldn't help him. In fact it would help to hide whoever was waiting for him in the shadows. But it was also late and there weren't many cars in it, which made it harder for someone to find something to hide behind. That evened things out a little. Still, James had no thought whether the scene favoured him or whoever was hiding. His best guess was that it favoured neither of them. 
 
    
 
   But he did have an edge. Two actually. First he was a police officer. He had been trained specifically to deal with concealed intruders. Unfortunately when his first response should have been to call for back up he'd sent her away, and his second was to try and talk to the guy but he didn't know who he was. It seemed his training was going to be of limited use.
 
    
 
   His second advantage might be more important. He'd spent five years training in mixed martial arts. Ever since he'd taken this job and he'd realised he was alone against God knew what sort of enemy. That would give him the edge. People thought the martial arts was all about violence and blood – and in truth there was plenty of that. But it was also about discipline; about keeping a cool head and learning to use all of your senses. It was about knowing where your enemy was at all times, and what he'd be coming at you with. That was what he needed here.
 
    
 
   James went low – every officer was taught to find cover and assess the scene before entering – taking shelter behind a pick up that was parked close to the door. He wasn't sure whose it was, but it looked good and solid – more than capable of stopping a bullet if his enemy was aiming a gun at him. Then he went lower still, getting down on his hands and knees and looking for feet. He couldn't see any – but for some reason that just made him more convinced that someone was there.
 
    
 
   Unable to see anyone James concentrated on his other senses – mostly his hearing. The car park was quiet, allowing him to hear even someone doing their best to be silent. But what he heard when he concentrated wasn't what he expected. He heard breathing. And it didn't sound right. It sounded too loud and too rapid. In fact it was almost as though someone was panting. But unfortunately he couldn't place where it was coming from. The car park was too filled with echoes for that.
 
    
 
   There was a smell too. Something slightly musty and almost animalistic. Like a combination of wet fur and bad breath.
 
    
 
   Could it be a dog he wondered? But if it was he quickly realised, it was no poodle. It was too big for that.
 
    
 
   Unable to find his enemy James got back up into a crouch and edged his way to the back of the pick up so that he could peek around it. Looking across the empty garage space James spied his own car sitting on the opposite side of the row barely twenty yards away. It was there he guessed that his enemy would be. Partly because there were few other vehicles in the car park to hide behind. And partly because it was his car, and whoever was waiting for him would have known he'd be heading towards it. If he'd come to kill him, that was the place to do it. But either he was doing the same thing as James, staying low and hidden, or he'd found another ambush position.
 
    
 
   It was time to turn the tables James decided, and flush out his hunter. Because his enemy's entire attack was predicated on the premise that he could strike from concealment. James' hope lay in exposing him. Making him give himself away. Which was why James aimed his weapon at the concrete just behind his car and squeezed off a round.
 
    
 
   The sound of the gun in the enclosed parking garage was like thunder, and the sparks as the bullet bounced off the floor and the wall behind it were startling. But James had expected those things – his enemy hadn't. Neither of them. There was a startled howl that James knew was a hound of some sort, and also a small shriek of surprise. A woman's shriek. The sounds gave him a position. As expected they were behind his car. He had found his enemies.
 
    
 
   “Show yourselves!” James yelled it in their direction, thinking to take control of the situation. But one of his attackers panicked and attacked. The first he knew of it was when he heard claws scrabbling for purchase on the concrete floor and more howling as the hound came running for him.
 
    
 
   That shocked him, but not as much as the fact that he couldn't see the dog. It was a ghost dog.
 
    
 
   Fortunately if he couldn't see the dog itself, he could see the place where it was. The magic that concealed the creature wasn't perfect, and as it ran, even in the dimness he could see the air around it ripple and shimmer. That gave him a target, and James didn't waste any time as he put a couple of bullets into it.
 
    
 
   The dog howled in pain and hit the ground in front of him, leaving a trail of blood to help him spot it as it slid by. But he didn't need the blood to find it as in a heartbeat it suddenly appeared on the floor, its concealment gone. That was when he realised it wasn't a dog at all. It was a wolf. It was big and shaggy and had a mouth full of daggers. It was also dying. He was grateful for that.
 
    
 
   Ghost creatures were dangerous predators, and a ghost wolf had to be more so. But their ability to remain concealed only worked when they were hunting. It was an instinctive talent. Once they forgot about the hunt they revealed themselves. This one was no longer thinking about the hunt at all. It was lying on the floor, breathing its last; blood pouring from its wounds.
 
    
 
   It's master though – or rather its mistress – wasn't out in the open. Not yet. But she would be soon he knew as her magic was intimately connected to that of the animal.
 
    
 
   “The wolf’s down, lady. It'll be dead soon. And when it dies, you'll be exposed too. You are a wolf mistress after all. So how about making this easier on both of us and showing yourself? Surrender and I won't shoot you.” 
 
    
 
   She didn't of course. She was frightened. For a creature master or mistress, her creature was everything. The bond they shared was tight. It allowed them to share everything, even magic – which was why he couldn't see her. While her creature lived she too had the wolf's ability to remain concealed. But now her creature – her wolf in this case – was dying. She'd been disarmed and soon she'd be exposed. But he hadn’t been trying to get her to surrender. Rather he was shattering her confidence. Because at the end of the day she, like all the gifted, had to concentrate to use her talent. Fear would break her concentration.
 
    
 
   “Bastard!” She screamed at him from behind the car, angry and frightened.
 
    
 
   “Me? You're the one who came to kill me remember. I just defended myself.”
 
    
 
   “You should have died!” She screamed at him, panic and pain in her voice. She knew how badly injured her companion was. She could probably feel his injuries almost as her own. And her every instinct was probably telling her to run to her wolf and do anything she could to save him.
 
    
 
   “I had other plans,” James told her coolly. He knew he had to remain in control. And even though her ghostly companion was down, she could still have a gun or similar.
 
    
 
   “Besides, you have bigger problems. The last person who tried to kill me blew up. His partner or boss was a detonator. His ashes are probably even now blowing around the city. Would your partner or boss be that same detonator?”
 
    
 
   “He wouldn't!” The woman screamed it at him, but even as she did so she flickered into vision. Terror was robbing her of her gift.
 
    
 
   She was younger than he thought. He would have put her at thirty perhaps, though it was difficult to be certain in the dim light when she was hiding behind his car and he could only catch glimpses of her through the glass. She had long dark hair and a face that looked far too pale. She also had an accent; Slavic perhaps. But all that mattered to him was that she was too scared to think. Too scared to concentrate and use her magic. He had to keep her that way, at least until the ghost dog died.
 
    
 
   “Really? Here's how it went. He had some sort of gift – speed, strength, size, that sort of thing. Maybe the giant was a mega. He attacked me and he lost. A fascinator we think had got to him first to make him want to attack me. And then when he failed the detonator cleaned up, making sure there was no evidence remaining. He killed him and two paramedics. Injured half a dozen others. It was all over the news.”
 
    
 
   “My guess is that with the shock of the mortal injury to Fido the fascinator's hold over you has been broken for the moment. And even now while you're hating me you're also wondering why you came after me in the first place. Tell me, how did you get here? Do you even know me? I doubt you do. But now that you've failed like him, the detonator will be somewhere nearby, making sure you can’t talk.”
 
    
 
   “Your only hope, such as it is, now lies with my partner hiding behind the door. She's a meta. Maybe she can prevent the detonator from turning you into a keg of dynamite ready to go bang. But really she can't do anything until you surrender.”
 
    
 
   “Bastard!” The woman screamed at him, her face wrinkled up with fury. If she hadn't been angry before this time she really was. But she was also thinking. He could see it in her face. She didn't want to die and what he was telling her was making sense. Especially when her wolf was dying.
 
    
 
   “Hunter,” he corrected her. “Now stand up, hands in the air. Step out from behind the car, slowly, and do a complete slow twirl. Show me you're unarmed.”
 
    
 
   She should have done as he ordered. After all she had to know she had no choice. But she didn't. Instead she just started screaming at him again, lost in her hate and fear. She called him all sorts of names and accused him of a dozen different crimes. Ones that no one could really believe he'd committed. They just didn't make sense. And strangely she accused the Illuminati of many of those crimes as well. Crimes that anyone would know they would never commit. 
 
    
 
   He understood that she didn't like him. After all, he had just shot up her wolf. Shot up and – James momentarily took his eyes off her to check the wolf – killed her companion. That meant she was powerless. But it also meant she was grieving and looking to lash out at anyone she believed had hurt her. But there was a difference between hating him for what he had done and hating him for things that she surely knew he had never done. Or was that the fascinator at work?
 
    
 
   If it was the fascinator's doing, he knew it would wear off in time. Even so he had no doubt she would continue to hate him simply for killing her creature. She might even hate him enough to want to seek revenge in time. He might have made yet another life long enemy.
 
    
 
   For the moment though she was refusing to come out. And he had no idea whether she had any weapons. It was time to end this.
 
    
 
   James holstered his Sig and pulled out his magic weapon. He didn't like the strange weapon he had been given by the Illuminati. He didn't trust it. How could you trust something that looked like a prop from a movie? But it did have some advantages. And one was that it fired a variety of spells instead of bullets. Unreliable and often useless spells, but sometimes they worked. James quickly started going through the rhyme in his head until he got to the line about command of beasts not being command of the gut, flicked the lever into position and waited for her to show herself.
 
    
 
   “Are you coming out?”
 
    
 
   “Go shove it up your arse!” She screamed it at him but in doing so she made a vital mistake. Like most people when she hurled abuse at someone she wanted to see who she was abusing. So she raised her head above the boot of his car. That was all the target he needed, and he squeezed the trigger.
 
    
 
   An instant later she screamed and fell to the floor, retching. The battle was over.
 
    
 
   James breathed a sigh of relief, glad that the spell had worked. The gun only worked about half the time, as its effectiveness depended on what sort of a witch or wizard he was shooting, the spells it was loaded with, and the arcane properties of firing enchantments. It wasn't like shooting a bullet. There was no recoil and no bullet heading off in a straight predictable line. Sometimes the spells missed their targets completely despite being perfectly aimed. 
 
    
 
   Still, this time it had worked, the rhyme had been right, and the woman was no longer a threat to him, something that became even more certain when he called out and Yasmin and the others who had all been hiding behind the door came rushing out and quickly placed her in restraints. They also placed a protection spell on her. He guessed it was something to prevent the detonator from working his magic on her.
 
    
 
   After that she was led away, a tall, thin woman who just then looked somewhat broken. James knew she would be like that for a long time to come. It wasn't just the dry retching or even the fact of her capture. For a mistress like her, that bond with their animal companion was as tight as that of family. And she had just lost a loved one. Some would say – he wasn't sure he believed the salacious speculation about masters and their companions – a lover. There would be a period of adjustment. And the one thing he was absolutely sure of was that there would be nothing he could say or do to fix things. He would always be the man who had killed her companion.
 
    
 
   “You shot an invisible wolf in the dark?” Yasmin was unexpectedly back with him, nudging the wolf's lifeless body with her foot. “How? Sharp hearing? A sense of smell?”
 
    
 
   “My brother was a fascinator. One of the most powerful. He could bend anyone's thoughts. Not mine though. And the ghost dog's magic is partly of bending thoughts as well as light.”
 
    
 
   “And you bent his mind in turn. Broke it completely. He may not recover.” Just like that she passed judgement on him. She'd been wanting to for a day and a half. The whole office had, ever since they'd heard what he'd done. Warden Jones had been quite strident with her complaint, making sure that everyone in the department knew what he'd done. She'd called him a lot of names too, only some of them professional.
 
    
 
   “After what he did to my family? To my own daughter? I should have actually burnt him alive!” James was in no mood to listen to her judgement, or rehash what he'd done. “You have no right to judge me! Not on that.”
 
    
 
   “He was a defenceless prisoner.” Yasmin wasn't backing down.
 
    
 
   And really he had to admire her for that. Once he had been the same. He had believed in law and rights and all of those things. Until he had run head long into the world of the magical and realised they were a luxury he couldn't afford. These people were just too dangerous. And Francis despite everything she seemed to want to believe in, was the worst.
 
    
 
   “Francis destroyed my parents, leaving them broke and destitute. He completely ruined my wife, stealing her from me for fun and then using her as a weapon against me. And then he forced her to sell my eight year old daughter to a child sex ring. Until you've walked in those sorts of shoes you don't get to judge me.”
 
    
 
   Should he have said that? James didn't know. He didn't even know what the others knew about his past. Will knew, but other than him James didn't know. But he suspected from the look of horror that crossed Yasmin's face when he said it, that she hadn't known. The look of shock and horror though wouldn't last. Soon it would be replaced by the one emotion he found more difficult to deal with – pity. He didn't want to see that on her face. He especially didn't want to hear the apology that he knew would be coming. So he marshalled his wits and started giving her orders.
 
    
 
   “Now you need to go with the woman and take her statement. She may respond better to you as a woman. Especially when she knows you're a meta who can keep her safe. Tell her whatever you need to say to get some answers. And get some wards on her to protect her from the detonator.”
 
    
 
   “And you?”
 
    
 
   “I'm going home. The trouble's over for the night and it's only two days to Friday. I have an email to write.”
 
    
 
   “An email? You should be in the interrogation.” Yasmin sounded surprised that he was even thinking of leaving. But really she was distracted, her thoughts on what he'd revealed about his past. He could see it in her eyes.
 
    
 
   “Actually I need to be as far away from it as possible. That woman is never going to talk to me. Try to kill me maybe. Probably. Talk to me? No. Not in a million years. And if I'm even in her sight all she's going to be able to think about is how much she hates me. She's grieving. She's angry. Her instinct is to lash out. And there is absolutely nothing I can do to change that. The only leverage I could use against her would be to scare her some more. Or maybe even lay some guilt on her. But that would be cruel. I might even break her completely. I don't think you'd like that.” 
 
    
 
   She wouldn't. He saw Yasmin's amber eyes widen in horror at what he was suggesting. Maybe she'd spent too long around Warden Jones. Maybe she was just a better person than he was. Or maybe she was simply feeling overwhelmed and couldn't take anymore.
 
    
 
   “So?”
 
    
 
   “So go do your job. Sympathise with her. Tell her that I'm an arsehole. Tell her you want to put me up on charges for excessive force. Tell her whatever you have to, to get her to talk to you. But above all do not make excuses for me. The instant you do that you'll become her enemy too.”
 
    
 
   “That's –.”
 
    
 
   “That's interrogation.” James stopped her before she could argue anymore. “It's not about beating the suspects with rubber hoses. It's about using the right tactics to get the truth. The right person asking the right questions in the right way. Interrogation is an art.”
 
    
 
   “But for tonight your goal isn't to get answers. You won't get any. Ask the questions. She has to know that you want the answers. But don't push. This is a woman lost in grief. She's trying to deal with that. And she's also been controlled by some sort of fascinator. For the moment though she'll be incapable of understanding that. For her we are the enemy. I am the face of that enemy.”
 
    
 
   “Your job is to show her that some of her ideas about the Illuminati are wrong. That we aren't all monsters. And that some of us do care. So you need to be sympathetic – though you can't agree with what she says. Tell her that what's happened was a tragedy, but don't allow her to say it was our crime. Be strong on that. Because ultimately she is going to have to face the fact that she came here with her ghost wolf to commit murder. That that was the decision that got her creature killed.”
 
    
 
   “That'll crush her.” Yasmin's eyes flashed in warning.
 
    
 
   “But it's the truth and we don't hide from the truth. And what will save her is when she understands that she was controlled. Your job is to get her to that point so that she gives up the name.” He understood what the woman needed only too well. Because it was the same thing that his ex-wife needed to help her crawl out of her personal darkness. It was also the one thing he could never give her. Sheryl was not one of the gifted. She could not be told that there was magic in the world. And so she would have to live for the rest of her life thinking she had chosen to sell their daughter to the child sex slavers without ever being able to understand why. That was what was destroying her. And it was beyond cruel. This woman would be luckier.
 
    
 
   “You find the fascinator and the detonator and I'll hunt them down.”
 
    
 
   With that James left Yasmin and headed for his car, uncaring that she was still standing there in shock, no doubt thinking that he truly was an arsehole. She didn't understand. Few did. He was in the end exactly what he had to be. An investigator. He did his job and he did it well. And if they thought he was too cold, so be it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   James sat in his car, watching the front of the church as he waited for his prey to arrive. He knew it wouldn't be long. The service started at half ten and it was already twenty past. He had only another ten minutes to go. And despite being hunted, his prey would come. James knew that because he was starting to understand the crime. Better than the criminals themselves. And everything revolved around this church.
 
    
 
   Natasha – the woman who had attacked him in the garage – had taken a surprising amount of time to crack. Not because she was trying to be obstructive or because she was protecting others. Mostly it was because she was still in deep shock following the death of her animal companion. Fenris had come to her when she'd turned thirteen and they had been together ever since. Fifteen years. Whether in fact the wolf was her lover as the gossips would have it or not, that sort of bond could not be broken easily. Fenris was family. Lover or brother, it didn't matter which.
 
    
 
   Gaining her cooperation had been tricky. And really it had only started after they'd held a funeral for her companion. That had been Yasmin's idea, and he had to admit it had been a good one.
 
    
 
   Of course there was one other confounding factor. The influence of the fascinator was still with her. Not everyone was as certain of that as he was. Will had his doubts. Daniels poured scorn on the whole idea saying that there could be no unknown fascinator in the country. They had all been identified. The danger they posed was too great to let one slip through the Illuminati's net. But James was sure of it, and unexpectedly Yasmin was in his corner. She said she could feel the residue of the magic. Besides, every time he heard Daniels saying that there couldn't be an unknown fascinator around he remembered his brother. Francis had been an unknown fascinator right up until the end.
 
    
 
   And there were ways that fascinators could remain hidden. Francis had been unknown because their parents had been distrustful of the Illuminati. They had not registered their gifts with them. So if neither parent was registered, than no one thought to check the children. That was the true guilt his parents lived with. In this case though the means by which their fascinator had remained unknown was simpler. He wasn't from North America. Daniels might scoff at that, but James was sure.
 
    
 
   As far as James was concerned this could only be the work of a fascinator. Grief and shock might have robbed the wolf mistress of her ability to hear the fascinator's commands any more. But whoever the fascinator was had been speaking to her for a long time. Months or perhaps even years. Possibly he had been speaking to her ever since she had come to the country a couple of years before. Dripping his poison steadily into her soul. Her mind had been well and truly bent long before she had been given the command to kill him. And so they had to get past the deeply entrenched layers of lies that had comprised her world.
 
    
 
   Natashi had been led to believe that the Illuminati were evil. That they had repressed her people for centuries. Who her people actually were James wasn't sure. He suspected Natasha didn't know either. But she did “know” that the Illuminati were trying to take over the world. Dominating everyone who had a gift. And the hunters were their most dangerous soldiers. It was the stuff of a conspiracy theorist's nightmares – and James’ would be killer believed it absolutely.
 
    
 
   That was why she'd come after him. It was also James assumed why her giant friend had come after him. In their world he was the enemy. The sharp point of the sword tearing them apart. He was a hunter and they were the hunted. 
 
    
 
   In actual fact he hadn't hunted either of them. They weren't on his radar. They weren't on anyone's. He didn't actually know any of the members of the church. He'd never even heard of the Church of the Second Chance before. And all of the terrible stories she'd told the others about what he'd done to them were just that – stories. As were the tales of the dead and missing. But they were real to her. So when she'd attacked him she hadn't been trying to kill him out of vengeance or hatred or anything like that. She'd been protecting her people. The other members of the congregation.
 
    
 
   It had taken days to get to that point. Days in which she gave up very little. In fact she'd spent a lot of that time simply sitting, staring blankly at the walls, and sometimes crying silently. But during that time she did get to hear the other side of the story. More importantly she watched what they showed her. And that included the videos of her friend blowing up. Dimetrie. They had a name for the giant now. And though Natasha still hated James with a passion, she had finally accepted that he hadn't killed her friend. That another of her friends had. Sza. Sza – she had no last name for him – was the only detonator she knew. And he also attended the church. In fact he was devout.
 
    
 
   James watched as Sza – a short Mongolian man just as she'd described – walked up the street towards the church. 
 
    
 
   James was there to arrest him.
 
    
 
   But not immediately James decided as he watched the man walk up the street cautiously, checking both sides as he travelled, looking for any sign he was being followed. James was curious. First about the detonator. To look at him you wouldn’t think he was dangerous. Short and of stocky build, he had black hair tied back in a ponytail and sported a long thin beard. His skin was what would be described as swarthy, but James would have said it was the skin of someone who had spent his entire life out in the sun. He did look odd, but not the sort of man who could simply blow another up with a thought. Not even the sort who would. There was nothing in his face that said murderer. Nothing that said he was cold. Frightened, but not cold. But then most murderers didn't.
 
    
 
   James also wanted to know what this was about. And somehow he suspected it had nothing to do with anything the wolf mistress had been told. That was just the cover story.
 
    
 
   Natasha didn't know that. Dimetrie probably hadn't known it. And Sza he suspected wouldn't know it either. They were all just new arrivals in the country who had been drawn to a church service for the gifted. No doubt they had been told it would be a way of meeting others like themselves in this new land. In reality James suspected, the church had been a way for the ringleader of this little circus to start recruiting. And James felt sure the fascinator’s agenda was not one the others knew about. Nor that it was a godly one.
 
    
 
   The Church of the Second Chance might claim to be a Christian mission set up to minister to the needs of the gifted, but everything about it said to James that it had a very different purpose.
 
    
 
   From the outside it looked like a typical church with the arched heavy wooden doors and the cross atop the steeple. The people attending it probably thought it was one. Certainly they had dressed up in their Sunday finest to attend. But every instinct within James was telling him that it was something else. A rival organisation to the Illuminati perhaps. One being set up right under their noses. Alternatively it might be the start of a new crime syndicate being formed. One that used the gifted for its own ends. It could even be a political movement. Whatever it was though, it was trouble. And as he watched Sza walk up the concrete steps and in through the huge double doors, James only became more certain of that.
 
    
 
   James felt sure that many of these people’s gifts would not be registered with the Illuminati.  Some of them might also be illegal immigrants. They were undocumented. Not so far as the government was concerned – or actually maybe some of them were, he didn't know and the Illuminati didn't care – but they were gifted people who had arrived in the country and told no one. Probably because a fascinator had convinced them not to. 
 
    
 
   That was a mistake. While the Illuminati might not care about the legality of their entry into the country, they did care about these people’s gifts not being registered with them. And they were very insistent that all of the gifted be registered. It was one of their rules. But the trio involved in the attacks on him weren’t and hence they had been unable to find any record relating to the giant, Sza or to Natasha. And here he had a church, perhaps with a hundred or more gifted souls, many of whom were probably also unknown to the Illuminati. That was a problem.
 
    
 
   It was also strange. Why would these people not have reported to the local Illuminati hall when they'd arrived in the country? Even if they didn't want to report to immigration, it would still have been the smart thing to do. Anyone with the gift would surely know that. The Illuminati were regulators in the magical world, but they weren't monsters. And why make trouble for themselves if they didn't have to? Then again, why hadn't his parents? He still didn't understand that.
 
    
 
   “All right people, stay tight and watch. Listen over the link. Detain anyone who leaves – quietly. And wait for my order.” 
 
    
 
   The German would be proud of him James thought. Here he was, not just calling for back up but coming to the church with a small army of people. That had to be seen as a positive. Though he might be less pleased with the rest of his plan. Certainly the others had been critical when they'd found out barely an hour before. Will had called him a fool. Yasmin had told him he was suicidal. Daniels had asked him what sort of funeral he wanted. West and Peters had shaken their heads in disbelief. But it was his plan and it had been approved. The orders had come down from the elders for everyone. The plan was a go.
 
    
 
   In the end they had to know who their enemy was.
 
    
 
   The German might also have something to say about his paranoia. James still suspected that there was a mole somewhere in their organisation. And so he'd taken steps to make sure that no word of the plan could be leaked to the enemy. His own office had only been informed of the operation an hour before, and everyone had been watched ever since, just to make sure no one tried to make contact with anyone from the outside. They didn't like that, which was another reason they were upset with him. Regardless, he doubted any warning could have gone out.
 
    
 
   So now not only was his entire team on hand, all of them wearing jackets that proudly proclaimed them as members of Immigrations and Customs – ICE agents – they also had another dozen men with them all in the same jackets. ICE was a useful cover – especially here as all they needed to tell anyone was that they were looking for illegal immigrants. And in fact they were. It was just that those they were looking for were actually unregistered with the Illuminati.  
 
    
 
   At half past ten exactly James got out of the car, tightened his duffel coat around him since there was a cool wind blowing, and wandered over the road to the church. He had a service to attend. A sermon to hear. And probably a priest to apprehend. Because who else, he thought, as he walked up the steps, would have greater control of people than the priest? It was a natural position for a fascinator to assume.
 
    
 
   This was the part of the plan that everyone thought was madness. That he went in alone into what could be the heart of enemy territory wearing nothing but a wire. But James knew it had to be done. Someone had to hear what was happening. And he backed himself to be clever and quick enough to get away if he had to. Besides, he was also armed. If everything went wrong he would still be alright. He hoped. But his hands were still a little clammy in his pockets.
 
    
 
   Inside, the church looked like any other. There were dark wooden floors and white painted walls. The roof beams were exposed to reveal the gabled roof. It was a long and narrow building, with the centre aisle barely wide enough for two people to walk down side by side, and rows of hard wooden pews on both sides. Up at the front James could see a traditional altar table covered with a white cloth embroidered with a gold cross. There was a small stone fountain to the right for baptisms. To the left stood the priest’s lectern. At the far end of the church behind the altar table was a stained glass window with a scene from the crucifixion.
 
    
 
   It could have been any typical country church, despite being near the docks. Perhaps even a Catholic church, though he wasn't familiar enough with them to be sure. But it wasn't. Because walking in through the double doors James felt an immediate chill. There was something very wrong here. But was that the church or the people?
 
    
 
   Still, he played his part. When nobody noticed him or even said anything much to him he accepted a hymn book from the usher, nodded his thanks and took a seat in one of the rear pews. No one seemed any the wiser that a hunter was among them. No one even seemed suspicious.
 
    
 
   Certainly no one said anything. But then why would they? No one would recognise him. He had taken a leaf from the Illuminati's book and come in disguise. Not a magical disguise – in a place filled with gifted that would have been spotted in an instant. Instead he’d used a simple one. He wore a light coloured duffel coat that ran to his knees and had the collar turned up as if he was cold. He had heavy glasses on – though the lenses in them were completely flat since he had perfect vision. And to complete things he was wearing a long blond wig, totally unlike his normal dark close cropped hair. He hated the wig, but together with the glasses and the raised collar it reframed his face, making him look completely different. If anyone knew what the hunter for New York looked like, they still wouldn't recognise him. Not unless they looked closely. And why would they? He was just another church goer.
 
    
 
   Really though James thought, with one of their number dead and another captured they should have been more wary. Assuming they knew of course. They might not. The news still wasn't reporting the name of the dead giant. They couldn't when no one other than his office knew it. And the fascinator might not have told the others. Then again most of the people in the church could have been regular church going attendees. Perhaps it was only a few among them who were involved? Only time would reveal that.
 
    
 
   He soon spotted his quarry sitting about six or seven rows in front of him, talking to an Asian woman. James recognised that dark, long hair of his in a heartbeat. But he didn't know the woman he was talking to. And when she looked around at the other attendees and revealed her face, he thought he should. There was something about her that made him wonder. He began to wonder even more when he saw her whispering into Sza's ear.
 
    
 
   Could she be the fascinator? James didn't know, but he instantly suspected she might be. Though it could have been just casual conversation, there was just something about the way she whispered into Sza's ear that gave him pause. It seemed too familiar perhaps when the two of them were obviously very different. It wasn't just their ethnicities. It was their social position. Sza was dressed as a working man. Neatly dressed for a Sunday service but not in a suit and tie. Meanwhile the woman was obviously from a much higher social strata. One where they wore finery to church including pearl necklaces, gold chains and high fashion. Really, she could have been attending a gala had she been wearing the right hat. Then again maybe it was the fact that when she whispered into Sza's ear he didn't seem to notice. James decided then and there that this was a woman he very much wanted to speak to in due course.
 
    
 
   But he couldn't do it just then. Not when the priest walked out and the service began. It was a traditional service, starting with songs from the hymn book, and then prayers and readings, before the priest's sermon. All in all it struck James as very normal. Even the sermon itself was normal. Nothing was said about the struggle of these new migrants in the land. Nothing about the Illuminati either nor the two missing members of the congregation. But then as the service continued James began to realise that the church wasn't behind the attacks.
 
    
 
   It was the woman. Throughout the service he watched her move from one parishioner to the next, something that shouldn't happen but which no one complained about. Seemingly she was just talking to them, but always he noticed, touching their hand lightly with her fingers and whispering into their ears at some point. And no one seemed to notice. Little by little he became more convinced that she was the fascinator and the church was merely her hunting ground. But he still didn't know who she was.
 
    
 
   She was on the shorter side, perhaps only just over five feet tall, and of thin build. In age he would have put her in her fifties with dark hair tied back in some sort of bun. There was nothing particularly distinctive about her save for the money she openly wore on her person. Money that set her very far apart from everyone else in the church.
 
    
 
   When he could James discretely took photos of her and the people she was speaking with. How useful the shots would be he didn't know. It was hard to take pictures of someone's face without them realising that they were being snapped. And as he was at the back of the church he mostly seemed to be getting the backs of people's heads. Those outside he hoped would get more. All he had to do was give them enough detail to recognise them. 
 
    
 
   One thing slowly became obvious though as the service progressed. This wasn't going to be as bad as he'd feared. He had come here expecting to have to take down at least half the congregation and the priest. He had expected a fight. It looked like instead he had one Asian woman and half a dozen others that needed to be taken into custody. This could be easier than he'd expected. The worst thing he had to do during the entire sermon was throw some bills in the collection plate when it was passed around. That was a much better scenario than what he'd feared.
 
    
 
   Still, when the service ended he was tense. This was the time when if something was going to go wrong it would. Those outside needed to be prepared. Because depending on how things went they might have to come rushing in. Or they might have to set up a perimeter and try to catch those who tried to flee.
 
    
 
   It ended peacefully enough though. The priest having finished the service thanked everyone for attending and walked down the aisle to the front entrance. And then the people started filing out. Things seemed organised and relaxed. Nothing seemed out of place. And even though he had his phone recording them, barely anyone even looked at him.
 
    
 
   Until the Asian woman walked down the aisle and spotted him recording her.
 
    
 
   In a heartbeat everything changed. He could see it in her face. There was shock, alarm and then anger, all in a single second. And then she screamed.
 
    
 
   The sound was wordless. Meaningless to James save for the fact that it hurt his ears. But it meant something to others. To the half dozen or so he had seen her talking to. They understood. And he understood it too when he saw a fireball streaking toward his head.
 
    
 
   All hell broke loose in the church, and he had no time to worry about anything other than survival. The wards placed on him would protect him from the direct effects of magic. So the detonator could not blow him up and the fire starter not set him alight. But they wouldn't stop him from being killed by an explosion or a fireball. He leapt over the back of the pew while the fireball demolished the wall beside where he'd been sitting. And then he drew his gun and shot the man. It wasn't a good shot, catching him in the shoulder, but it still spun him around and sent him falling backwards screaming. He would not be causing him any more trouble.
 
    
 
   But others would. 
 
    
 
   Without any warning the ceiling exploded in a burst of fury above his head, and even while James leapt out of the way, lightning flashed across the entire room. Meanwhile the other parishioners were running and screaming, adding confusion to the entire disaster. But that was for the best as while they ran in all directions they bought James a little time. Enough to vault over the back of the pew and find the floor behind it. Enough to then train his weapon on Sza who was hunting for him in the confusion. Once James put a bullet in Sza’s hip though the detonator forgot about everything other than the pain and fell to the ground.
 
    
 
   Bullets were good. Better than the stupid magic weapon the Illuminati wanted him to use. For a start almost none of the gifted were immune to bullets and when they got hit the pain robbed most of the witches and wizards of their ability to cast.
 
    
 
   He should be calling for back up James thought. But in the noise and confusion he didn't think anything he said to them would have been able to be heard. And it might give his position away if he shouted. Besides they had already had enough warning. The churches windows had been blown out. They had to have seen that,
 
    
 
   Smoke started filling the church. Lots of it, all thick and black, and that added to the chaos. It also worked in James' favour as the rest of the fascinator’s pawns couldn't come after him as an organised group. Still, the first of the others managed to find him while he was still crouched on the floor. But even as the man leapt on him, arms outstretched and fingers curved like talons, James rolled and the man hit the floor instead. Before he could get up James kicked him in the head. The man might be under the control of some sort of rage compulsion, but that hadn't made him very smart as far as fighters went.
 
    
 
   Three down. James congratulated himself on that and started to get up. But before he made it all the way a young woman came running up from out of nowhere and leapt on him as the lightning flashed once more. She managed to get a punch in, but really, even with all the magical anger rushing through her she simply didn't have enough strength to hurt him. He on the other hand could simply pick her up and hurl her away. She was only small and he was filled with adrenaline.
 
    
 
   By the time he'd found his feet she was just getting up but facing the wrong direction. So he shot her in the bum. That ended her fight fairly quickly as she fell to the floor with a shriek. But as the lightning danced across the ceiling once more he knew he still had work to do.
 
    
 
   Just then the church doors crashed open and people started running in and he knew his back up had finally arrived. More importantly one of them had the gift of dispassion and from the instant he opened his mouth and let out his song, people started falling to the floor to lie there helplessly. Few could resist him. In fact only those like James who were covered in protective wards could do so. The same wards that had probably stopped him from getting fried by the lightning.
 
    
 
   Seconds later the battle was over. People were lying all over the floor, completely overcome by the spell. Not unconscious, not even paralysed. Simply unable to find the will to move. And that was a good thing James knew as the others started grabbing the helpless parishioners and dragging them out of the church. It had been too close, something that was brought home to him by the blood he could feel trickling down his forehead. He went for his phone instead which he'd dropped in all the confusion, and then after tucking it away in his coat he started hunting through the masses for the Asian woman. Finding her was the key. Once they had her, everything ended. 
 
    
 
   But she was nowhere to be seen and he quickly started to worry that she'd got away. There were people everywhere, lying on the floor, collapsed over pews, but save for the Illuminati he couldn't see anyone else moving. And she wasn't one of those on the floor that he could see. The church probably had a rear exit.
 
    
 
   A crack above made James look up. The fire had taken hold of the roof and one of the walls and he knew he didn't have any more time to hunt her down. Lives were in danger and they had to get the people out of there now. It hurt, in fact it felt like failure, but it was what had to be done. Besides, he told himself, there was no point in searching any more. She was probably long gone. The others had just been some sort of distraction she'd used to make her escape.
 
    
 
   James grabbed the nearest warm body to him and started dragging the man out towards the front entrance while the roof burned above him. There was nothing else to do.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later everyone was out and the church was well ablaze. Fire trucks were already arriving on the scene, and James was checking the parishioners looking for the Asian woman and her cohort. Or were they victims? Four were easy enough to spot. Three had bullet holes in them, and the fourth the beginnings of a massive bruise to the side of his face. 
 
    
 
   The other two he had more difficulty with. The one who'd cast the lightning he hadn't seen at all, and the sixth he not only hadn't seen but also didn't know what his or her gift might be. All he had to go by were the pictures he'd snapped of the backs of their heads. As for the Asian woman, there was no sign of her. He also had no real hope that the others would be able to tell them anything about her. Not for a while anyway.
 
    
 
   It wasn't an unqualified success as operations went James supposed, especially when blood kept running down his forehead. But they had some people in custody now and images of a suspect. Probably they'd broken up some sort of plot. That wasn't a complete failure. 
 
    
 
   But then things became a hundred times more difficult as the priest came rushing up to him to complain about the damage to his church. In his mind at least there was only one person to blame. It didn't matter that James hadn't started the fight. Or that he'd simply been sitting quietly when he'd been attacked. He was still responsible. And the priest was going to make a complaint. 
 
    
 
   James sighed quietly when he heard that. Another complaint? It was beginning to look as though he needed his own department just to deal with them. But what else was new?  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   James was sitting on the tail of the ambulance being treated by the doctor when Yasmin showed up. By the look in her brown eyes it seemed that she had something to tell him. The trouble was that sitting there in his underwear he wasn't sure he wanted to hear it. Or really anything at all from the statuesque woman standing in front of him in some sort of body hugging dress that looked like it belonged on a runway. She'd obviously dumped the ICE jacket somewhere. No doubt it didn't go with her outfit. He didn't feel so much under dressed as completely naked in front of her.  
 
    
 
   “Yasmin?”
 
    
 
   The techies have analysed the shout. They think the woman's a banshee.”
 
    
 
   “Banshee's! Well that’s just great!” James was anything but impressed by the term. Of course he was already upset at having the doctor stitching him up on the side of the road. He would have preferred just a little privacy, especially when there were already press around snapping pictures. A hospital room would be nice. But now he had banshees? “That's what I love about this job. Every time I think I've got a handle on things, you guys throw something completely new at me!”
 
    
 
   “Careful doc!” He snapped at the doctor sewing up his forehead when something stung him.
 
    
 
   “Don't be a baby!” 
 
    
 
   The doctor carried on with his work, unconcerned with James' outburst. Or with what Yasmin had said. He wasn't even bothered by the fact that James' guns along with most of his clothes were piled up on the tail of the ambulance. Anyone else would be freaking out, but he just carried on with his work. Obviously he'd seen it all before. But then he was one of the magical. The Illuminati had managed to bring in their own support people along when things had gone badly. James suspected the doctor's gift was a magically poor bedside manner. On the other hand James thought, maybe it was lust. The good doctor was concentrating too much on Yasmin. His eyes seemed to keep wandering in her direction. Not a good thing when the man was supposed to be concentrating on his stitching him up.
 
    
 
   “So what's a banshee? Some sort of ghost that wails for the dead? And isn't she the wrong race?”
 
    
 
   “That's just the myth.” Yasmin was fairly obviously trying to keep from laughing at him as he sat there in his underwear. At least someone was enjoying his discomfort. “They're a type of fascinator, but not like your brother. It takes longer for them to bend and twist thoughts, but also they seem to work at a deeper level, bringing about profound changes in personality that endure. And they have an extra little kick. When they scream – or wail – those under their spell will do anything they can to protect them without a moment's thought. That's what happened in the church.”
 
    
 
   “We didn't think there were any in the country. But then so far we've found thirty seven unregistered gifted and I have no doubt more will come out of the woodwork before this is over. It's obvious that something's going on here.”
 
    
 
   And wasn't that the truth James thought. The church had had a hundred and eighteen people in its congregation and roughly half of them had been processed thus far. Of those processed thirty seven had so far been found to have been unregistered gifted.  He figured they would find a similar number or unregistered in the balance of those waiting to be processed. Seventy four unregistered. That was something of a haul.
 
    
 
   Usually when they found someone who was unregistered the reason given was that either their magic was so minor that they didn't see the point, or they were simply too lazy to bother. And of course there were always a few who turned up as fresh faces, knowing nothing at all about the world of magic and the Illuminati. Often they were kids whose gifts were just beginning to show and whose families weren't gifted at all, save perhaps for a distant relative from somewhere in the past. So no one had ever told them about this part of their lives.
 
    
 
   The real question though was why there were so many were unregistered. At least for James. This wasn't like customs and immigration. They weren't in danger of being deported. In fact there were no penalties at all. It was just a matter of them turning up at their local hall and registering their details. And for a few of them that would be a very good thing indeed. The Illuminati were always interested in certain gifts. For some they would offer training and education, inclusion in the clan, careers and the rest. It might be a bit of a lottery as to who got what but still, winning it was a prize well worth the ticket price.
 
    
 
   On top of that the Illuminati did have an unofficial social support arm. For those of the gifted who found themselves in serious trouble the Illuminati could offer certain services. Legal and medical services mostly. It was part of the contract they had with the rest of the gifted. Yes they would impose some basic rules on them, but they also gave back. It made the unpalatable a little more palatable.
 
    
 
   Of course he realised, there was another question to be asked. Was it organised? And if so by who?
 
    
 
   “The priest,” James said, as the thought occurred. “We need to speak with him. He must have known that so many of his flock weren't registered. And we need to know why he has so many unregistered to begin with. There's something funny going on there.”
 
    
 
   “I thought you said it wasn't the church! It was the damned Asian woman!” Yasmin let out an exasperated sigh and planted her hands on her hips. She shouldn't have done that. James watched as Yasmin’s breasts seem to rise up and suddenly try to burst free from her dress. The doctor also got an eyeful.  James tried not to smile as he saw where the doctor's eyes were travelling. The man was new to Yasmin. He hadn't yet had a chance to grow accustomed to the effect she had on men.
 
    
 
   Then he yelped in pain.
 
    
 
   “Ow! Careful doc!” James could do without the stabbing. “Eyes on the job – not the pretty woman!”
 
    
 
   He turned back to Yasmin who was trying to cover up a grin. “Maybe it's both. I don't know. Getting turned into a punching bag tends to make me question things. Either way, set up an interview with the priest. Daniels should handle this one I think.”
 
    
 
   “Daniels? But he's Intelligence.” She pouted a little at James unhappily. “I can do it.”
 
    
 
   Damn she looked cute when she did that! Still, James knew he was going to have to treat this carefully. This was about pride, and Yasmin was filled with confidence after her interrogation of Natasha Orin. It might have taken far longer than anyone had expected but she had finally got the information they needed from the woman and Yasmin was understandably happy about that. He didn't want to take that achievement away from her. Especially now when things seemed to be running a little more smoothly between them. In fact some days she actually smiled at him – he wasn't sure what that was about.
 
    
 
   “I know you can. But this is Daniels' one. He’s the right person for the interrogation. He's over-dressed, like a businessman. He's young and confident and officious. He'll be able to get under the priest’s skin and give the right impression. Bureaucratic officialdom. Paperwork and form filling. The priest will respond to him better.”
 
    
 
   “Besides, you're a woman.” 
 
    
 
   “Well thank you for noticing!” She didn't seem that grateful though. In fact she looked upset as she drew herself up to her full height. 
 
    
 
   “But that's a mark against you with some in church circles,” James carried on doing his best to explain. “And you dress too provocatively for the church. Another mark off. The priest won't respect you. But he needs to respect whoever he's talking to. He needs to think his complaints are being listened to by the important people. That he’s being taken seriously.”
 
    
 
   “I can take his complaints seriously! And this is not provocative! This is what is known in most circles as fashionable. Something you clearly wouldn't know anything about!”
 
    
 
   She was probably right – she was certainly right that he knew nothing about fashion – the dress did cover her completely from her knees to her neck save for the cleavage. It was simply the way it hugged her figure that made it seem a little too on the nose.
 
    
 
   “Priests aren't in to fashion. He would see you in that and instantly think you were a woman of poor moral standing. Daniels gives the right impression.”
 
    
 
   “That's just sexist!” Yasmin objected. And she was right to.
 
    
 
   “Yes. It is.” James sighed quietly. “But priests tend to be a bit that way. Conservative.  Well, maybe not even that but definitely on the prudish side. And I obviously can't do it.” James hurried on, taking the time to nod in the direction of the smoking ruin that had been a church to make his point as he carried on. Of course that just got him stabbed in the head again by the doctor who told him to keep still. Still, his point had been made. It would be a long time before the priest forgave him for that. 
 
    
 
   “I suspect he may harbour some distinctly unchristian thoughts towards me.”
 
    
 
   “Doesn't everybody?!” Yasmin had obviously realised that his decision was made and she wasn't going to change it. But she wasn't happy about it. Or about his calling her fashion sense provocative.
 
    
 
   James gave up on trying to placate her. He wasn't going to win that argument. Instead he carried on. “The others are going to have their hands full with this mess. There's a lot of paperwork to do and a cover up to arrange as well. Peters and West are going to be busy.”
 
    
 
   The processing of the people was the one thing that actually seemed to be in hand. But dealing with the cover up was going to be a major problem. Still, West had told them that an electrical fault in the lights followed by a fire would explain most of what had happened to people's satisfaction, and he should know. Cover ups were his thing. So Will had already given that statement unofficially to some of the other responders who'd shown up, and he was preparing a press release.
 
    
 
   “Besides the big interviews are going to be with the six people the Asian woman spoke to. I doubt she gave them any real details about herself. Possibly not even a name. But when we find out what she did tell them and what she asked them to do, we'll have a lot more knowledge of her game plan.”
 
    
 
   Suddenly he'd found his way past Yasmin's irritation as she thought he was telling her she was going to be involved in that. And in the end he understood that. She wanted to be appreciated. It was a natural human emotion. 
 
    
 
   As was lust, something he discovered a lot more about when her pout vanished to be replaced by a dazzling smile. Which was the doctor's cue to stab him with the needle again. He growled at him once more.
 
    
 
   “I'll set up –.”
 
    
 
   “Not yet.” James interrupted her before she could start making any more plans for him to knock down and upset her further. “Please.” 
 
    
 
   “Now that we know what we're dealing with we have to treat them as cultists. They've been essentially brainwashed and they need to be deprogrammed. You saw how tough that was with Natasha Orin. And that was after she'd suffered a profound loss that destroyed her world and broke the fascinator's hold over her. These will be tougher.”
 
    
 
   “You said the changes are deeper rooted. We're going to need specialists. Psychologists with experience in deprogramming. We need to get inside their heads, find out the lies she's told them and then show them the truth. We need to shatter their made up world so they can find the real one. And that's specialist work.”
 
    
 
   “Also, now that I think about it, we need to find out more about the banshee. You said you didn't think there were any in the country but suddenly we have one here causing trouble. Why? And is it just one? Or is this something more organised? Does the gift run through families? Let’s have someone reach out to our … Irish? … offices and see if they've had any concerns with them. Family connections. Organised actions.”
 
    
 
   “And I suppose you want me to do that?” She sounded disappointed.
 
    
 
   “I'm sorry Yasmin, but for the moment I want you on the background work. Can you check out their, financials, histories, family connections and alibis. Get me everything you can find on the priest, the church, the congregation and especially the half dozen we have in custody. Also, could you ask William to check the international side of things please.”
 
    
 
   “You're done.” The doctor interrupted James before he could give Yasmin any more instructions. 
 
    
 
   It was probably for the best as James was sure he was making a poor fist of things. Meanwhile Yasmin's smile had once again vanished, and James suspected she might be about to start arguing. It was clear she thought she was being given the grunt work. And maybe she believed it was because she was a woman, which had to hurt even more.
 
    
 
   “It's mostly superficial,” the doctor continued. “The bruising will come out in a few days or a week. The stitches are the dissolving sort. And the gashes to your head and back will heal up nicely in time. But the burns will need to be managed carefully. I'll give you a script for some cream and instructions on how and when to apply it. You’ll need to do it three times a day. If you don't they may tighten, restricting your movement.”
 
    
 
   “Thank's Doc.” 
 
    
 
   James reached for his jeans and started pulling them on, glad to finally be able to cover up again. Especially given that the press had now arrived and had the cameras rolling. He didn't want to be on national news in his underwear. But he quite possibly would be regardless. Fires in churches and congregations fleeing in terror got coverage. And while the Illuminati were doing their best to cover things up, it wouldn't be a perfect job. It never was.
 
    
 
   “God that's a lot of scars!” She seemed concerned.
 
    
 
   “Mixed martial arts.”
 
    
 
   “Well its about time you gave that up – while you still have some skin left!”
 
    
 
   James gathered she didn't approve of his choice of fitness. But also that maybe she felt sorry for him. He didn't like that at all. But he held back the angry retort that almost made his tongue. The German had said he had to be nicer to his colleagues and he would do it. Anything to avoid being lumped with a partner.
 
    
 
   “It's useful fitness for a hunter.”
 
    
 
   “I don't think it's that much use. You know, you really are starting to look like an overused crash test dummy!” Yasmin stared at James as he dressed, making him feel even more uncomfortable. “Tell me, have you ever thought about not getting shot, burnt, beaten up and battered?”
 
    
 
   “And have you ever thought about getting back to work? Go! Do your job!” James shooed her away with a wave of his hand. There was something distinctly uncomfortable in being dressed down by her when he wasn't fully dressed. She might mean nothing by it really, but she was an attractive woman, and it damaged what little ego he had left. On the other hand she had been smiling as she said it. Perhaps he was making some headway with her. The German would have to be pleased with that.
 
    
 
   “Dear God! You work with her and speak to her like that?!” The doctor sounded shocked. His eyes were firmly fixed on Yasmin as she walked away. 
 
    
 
   She did cut a pretty figure and interesting parts of her swayed in intriguing ways. And despite what she claimed, James was sure she knew it. Knew it and used it. 
 
    
 
   “Do you have a head wound?”
 
    
 
   James stared at the doctor in shock. “You know I have a head wound Doc! You just stitched it up!” 
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah.”
 
    
 
   James tried not to groan. But really he was used to the problem. Whenever he went out in the field with Yasmin people kept staring at the two of them, and he knew the question on every man's mind he passed was – how could a boring looking guy like him be with a beauty like her? And now that he was trying to be nice to her and the others, to do what the German had said and make some connections or at least a better impression, he suspected the problem was only going to get worse. But still, his eyes were trained on Yasmin’s backside just as firmly as those of the doctor as she walked away. At the end of the day he was only a man.
 
    
 
   “And that's a reason to speak to her like that? Like an underling?” The doctor stared at him in disbelief. “Maybe you do need an x-ray!”
 
    
 
   James shook his head sorrowfully. He could have pointed out that Yasmin was actually his underling, sort of. Or he could have said something about the doctor's lack of professional detachment. Instead he went for the trite. “It's not like that Doc. We work together. It would be unprofessional. And besides, I couldn't afford her shoe budget!”
 
    
 
   The doctor suddenly fixed him with an intense look. “Try!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   For once the office was quiet as James went through the paces with Yasmin. That made a change. Lately, with so many people in their holding cells and so many psychologists tending to them, it had been organised chaos. So he was glad of the calm for a change. But if business was a little more quiet than it had been, office relations weren't. And he wasn't so glad that Yasmin was fighting him. Again. In fact at the moment she was practically getting in his face and yelling at him. 
 
    
 
   Why did she always have to be so difficult? It was as though she deliberately took things the wrong way. And this time she really was upset. Standing in front of him, hands on hips, and all but screaming at him as he sat in his chair in front of her. Although this time she might have had reason. He might have said something stupid. Except that it hadn't seemed that stupid when he'd said it. And he absolutely hadn't made another pot plant crack – he was sure of that.
 
    
 
   “You want me to seduce him! Like I'm some sort of five buck hooker?” She absolutely wasn't happy about that. “I have a PhD! A doctorate! And you think I should be some sort of tramp?!”
 
    
 
   “Not seduce. Maybe that was the wrong word and I'm sorry.” He really was sorry. Ever since the interview he'd given her with Natasha she'd been almost friendly with him. Now suddenly they were back to square one. Maybe even square minus one. But if she was so bright he kept wondering, why did she not understand how the game was played? Of course a PhD in musicology was less than practical in his view. Not that he would dare say that to her. Not when he was desperately trying to be nice to his co-workers.
 
    
 
   The others he noticed weren't going to help him. West was doubled over at his desk, his chest heaving with silent laughter. Daniels and Peters were both turned away from them, staring at anything other than the angry Amazon tearing strips off him. Somehow he'd gone from being the Iceman to the village idiot.
 
    
 
   “I just want you to tempt him a bit. Distract him. Use what God gave you. The more fixated on you he is the less he'll be able to think about his answers. And unguarded answers are what we want. They're gold in this game.”
 
    
 
   That was one of the differences he'd noticed between his work here and when he'd been a detective in the police. The Illuminati might have all the strange gifts in the world, but they didn't understand interviewing and interrogation. They weren't trained. And now that he had so many suspects to interrogate and he was trying to make use of his team as both Will and the German had told him he should, that was becoming obvious.
 
    
 
   “You're a damned pervert! A pimp!” Yasmin really wasn't happy with him. “Do you want me to strip for him as well? Let him grope me a bit? Put him down on the interview table and screw his brains out?”
 
    
 
   “No! Hell no! Of course not! I'm not asking you to sleep with him. Nothing like that.” James tried again. Things had been going so well lately, and suddenly they were back to this. “All I want is for you to just to let him think about it a bit. And he will.”
 
    
 
   “Remember he's from a conservative country. He has no wife or girlfriend. This is a strange land to him – he's only been here six months. And he is finally starting to crack. He’s the only one of the six to do so so far. It's time to widen those cracks a bit more and see what leaks through. And you're the only one who can do it.”
 
    
 
   “Because I'm female?” Anger radiated off her in waves.
 
    
 
   James sighed quietly. Why was she like this? One minute she was angry with him because he wanted someone else to interview the priest instead of her. The next she was upset because he wanted her to interview a genuine suspect. He just couldn't win.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Of course yes. You're a woman and you're beautiful. Smoking hot. It's time to use what God gave you.” 
 
    
 
   “That's …” She searched for the right word and apparently couldn't find it.
 
    
 
   “It's simply practical. Interrogation is an art. Like making a movie. And those who do it well are like actors. The right actor for the right role. They know what will work best for them.”
 
    
 
   “Everyone has certain edges they can use in an interrogation. I'm the authoritarian; cold and scary. I come across as the big, bad guy. You wonder why I don't object when the warden and others tell stories about me? Why I don't argue? It's useful. I use that image of the Iceman when it serves. Here it won't serve. These people have already been brainwashed into believing everyone here is a monster of some sort. All I could do is reinforce that image and put their backs up. Daniels is young and well dressed. He radiates importance and bureaucracy. He can use that – but again not here. Sza is working class. He has no respect for officialdom and fancy clothes. He'd simply take one look at Daniels and dismiss him. And this is what you can use. Especially on Sza. I'm sorry if you find that demeaning, but it's the truth.”
 
    
 
   “You think I'm beautiful?” Her tone changed unexpectedly. Warmed slightly.
 
    
 
   “Concentrate!” James stamped on the question. He could see the conversation about to veer off track and he wasn't about to spend the next however long discussing her physical attributes. “Use your charms. Hammer home how much you want to help him. How sorry you feel for him having been used. Bat your big brown eyes at him a bit. He thinks we're the enemy. You have to show him a warmer, softer side. One that makes him question what he's been brainwashed into believing. One that makes him want to believe you.”
 
    
 
   “But keep reminding him that he murdered his friend. Tell him that somewhere out there is a weeping mother who will never have her son come home again. Ram that guilt home. It's his biggest weakness. It's why he's cracking where the others aren't yet. Show him the inconsistency between what he did and what he says he believes in.” And after three days, he thought it was about time someone cracked. The psychologists were making headway, but far too slowly.
 
    
 
   “Fine! I'll do it. But this is not right! And my eyes are hazel!”
 
    
 
   With that Yasmin left him, heading for the interview room where Sza – or Sza Susa as they now knew him, assuming he hadn't lied – was already waiting. James was grateful for that. But as she left she made sure to sway her hips provocatively, treating him to a stunning view, and at the end when she reached her desk she managed a come hither look back at him with a coquettish flick of her head. It was an effective move. He was the Iceman damn it! He'd come to almost like the title they'd given him – but even he discovered then that ice could melt. Dear God she was hot!
 
    
 
   Of course he managed a death's head sort of grimace in turn, which didn't please her at all.
 
    
 
   “Are you calling me officious?” Daniels piped up from his desk pretending to be outraged. But he wasn't really. He was desperately trying to keep a straight face and barely succeeding.
 
    
 
   “I'm saying you dress too well to be just a lowly grunt copper like me.”
 
    
 
   Had he saved himself with that James wondered? He suspected not. Not when West finally gave up the struggle and burst out laughing and then Peters joined in. Soon the pair of them were braying away like donkeys and James was trying not to turn red.
 
    
 
   “You know if you were cops I'd have all of you walking the beat for life!” James snapped. But it didn't quiet them down. If anything they just laughed louder.
 
    
 
   After that he gave up arguing, got up and headed for the observation room. Yasmin had already entered the interview room and he wanted to see for himself what she could get from the prisoner. It also served to get him away from the others.
 
    
 
   One thing the Illuminati had got right with their interview rooms was that they'd switched from the traditional one way glass mirrors to camera surveillance. Partly he suspected that it was cheaper. But maybe they'd also worked out that every criminal and everyone who'd ever seen a cop show on the tv would look at a mirror in the interview room and instantly think someone was on the other side of it. The cameras located in the ceiling corners were less obtrusive.
 
    
 
   They had one other advantage too – they were digital. The feeds from them were plugged into the computers so that every nuance of behaviour, every micro expression the subject made, could be recorded and analysed in depth later. They also had infra-red capabilities, allowing them to study the subject's autonomic response. To put it crudely, if Sza got a hard on they would know about it.
 
    
 
   Perhaps most important though, they'd got the seating right. And the observation room was the one place in the office he could sit down with his burns and feel comfortable. The soft cushioned fabric didn't dig into him as did the fabric of the other harder chairs.
 
    
 
   William was already sitting in the room when James got there, stretched out in a chair with the brim of his cowboy hat hanging low. James hadn't seen much of him for the last couple of days – he'd been busy with the scene at the church and dealing with the elders – both things James would have wanted nothing to do with. But he was looking relaxed. The technician sitting at the computer by contrast was looking all business as he focused on his work.
 
    
 
   “So how'd your conversation go?” Will greeted him as he sat down beside him.
 
    
 
   “Alright I think. She'll do what needs to be done with the interview. She may hate me forever but that's okay.”
 
    
 
   “Not Yasmin you fool. Your daughter. I heard you got a call.”
 
    
 
   “And how did you hear that?” James was surprised by that, though not by Will's interest. He was always meddling in his private matters. He seemed to think it was one of his duties as his boss. James though thought he was just being nosy.
 
    
 
   For an answer Will just shrugged.
 
    
 
   “It went well,” James told him non-committally. Actually it had gone much better than that. It had been wonderful. He hadn't heard from Matti in ages, and her e-mails were always too short. He desperately wanted to be able to phone her of course, or even better to be able to simply drive over to her school and visit – but those things were forbidden to him by the courts. Even now, five years later, her mother was still trying to stop him seeing her. But Matti could call him and there was nothing her mother or her damned lawyer could do about it. She just didn't do it very often.
 
    
 
   She had called this time because she was feeling vulnerable he suspected. The school was a bastion for her. Still, every child needed parents, and Sheryl had been checked into a clinic for self-harming herself again. The Fairview Haven was becoming her home away from home for the moment – another huge drain on his expenses. He wasn't even sure why he was paying, save that she was Matti's mother and as such he had to care for her if he was to keep his daughter well. With that and Matti seeing him on the news sitting in the back of an ambulance being sewn up outside a burning church, a nerve had obviously been struck.
 
    
 
   “Oh my God! What's that? Actual emotion? Is the Iceman actually starting to thaw?” Will asked, letting a little gentle sarcasm flow. 
 
    
 
   “Watch the interview,” James told him gruffly. Why did everyone care about his private life? Why did anyone? It was his life wasn't it?
 
    
 
   Of course there wasn't much to see at first. Yasmin was just starting with the basic facts. The things Sza could either agree with or deny. It was always best to get them out of the way first. It set a platform from which to start the questions. But Yasmin despite her protestations did know how to work a room. And as she walked around it letting the suspect see what he wanted to see, Sza's attention was drawn to her. Like a moth to a flame. His eyes followed her closely, focusing on her attributes. He was clearly distracted. And the more distracted he was the less he concentrated on his answers.
 
    
 
   Still, he was determined to give nothing away. Not until Yasmin finally started driving home the fact that he'd killed his friend. That was hard for him, and each time she mentioned it Sza's voice caught in his throat and he became hesitant. At one point he even let it slip that “she” wouldn't have told him to do something wrong. There was a reason. It had been the right thing to do. Though of course he couldn't think why.
 
    
 
   “She.” An admission perhaps that it was the Asian woman. James couldn't have got that from him. Sza would have closed up on him. He would have seen him only as the enemy and refused to even speak with him. But put a pretty woman in the room and tongues started loosening. James’ strategy was working and in time he expected they would have her name. 
 
    
 
   But it was going to take time. And each of the seven suspects they now had sitting in their holding cells was going to have to be handled differently.
 
    
 
   The real question for him was what could the seven tell them about the Asian woman? He suspected it wouldn't be much. These were pawns not players. Controlled, not in control. They weren't part of the planning.
 
    
 
   “You know Natasha Orin's close to cracking completely.” Will mentioned it casually, but for a reason.
 
    
 
   “Cracking wide open and disintegrating. You read the reports.” If it came to that point James knew how to break her, but there were things even he didn't want to do. She was still likely to fall completely apart. The death of her beloved Fenris had left her dangerously damaged. If he added guilt to that, reminding her that it was her fault her wolf was dead, James didn't think she would survive.
 
    
 
   “Besides, she's not a suspect. She's a victim.” It had taken him time to come to accept that. But after watching her interviews day after day and reading the reports, he knew it was true. That was the trouble with living in a world filled with magic and fascinators. The people who did horrible things often weren't guilty of any crime at all.
 
    
 
   “This has to be a game of patience.” He thought for a bit. “But I do think it's time we put the priest back under the spotlight.”
 
    
 
   “You're back to thinking he's involved again?”
 
    
 
   “Not directly. I think the church has been set up as a front and Father Matthias has been manipulated. But the hand used on him has been lighter than on the others. I doubt he has any knowledge of the plan, but he may still provide us with some leads. For a start there was something a little off with the church's finances. A little too much money. And his attitude to the Illuminati was off.”
 
    
 
   “He's not anti you guys, but he's still very suspicious. Why? He actually has no axe to grind. The Illuminati doesn’t interfere with churches. And except in the most minor of ways they don't bother the gifted either. Not unless something’s gone very wrong. All the flock have to do is go down to their local hall and fill out some forms. Some of them could do very well out of it. The priest should know that. So what's his problem?”
 
    
 
   “You guys? They?” Will stared at him, his eyebrows raised. “You're Illuminati too, or had you forgotten?”
 
    
 
   “Slip of the tongue. I hadn't forgotten.” And he never would. He took their job and their money. His daughter went to their school. And he wore their mark. But he still didn't feel like one of them. Maybe that was because he hadn't joined them voluntarily. He'd been desperate. They'd kept him out of jail. Dealt with his brother. Found an academy for Matti and arranged some care for his ex-wife. Things could have gone very badly but for them. But maybe he just wasn't as grateful as they might have expected him to be.
 
    
 
   “See that you don't. That's not the sort of thing that goes over well with the elders, and I think they're going to want to have a chat with you at some point about this mess. Especially if we don't get some answers soon. You're one of the best hunters we have – but you also bring them a few headaches.”
 
    
 
   “I hear you.” And he did. He wasn't sure if it was a warning, advice or an admonishment, but he heard him. He also still had the threat of a partner hanging over his head. So far nothing had happened. Probably because everything had turned to shit immediately after he'd left the German's office. But James was sure it was still coming – though he was careful not to mention it. Why remind them? 
 
    
 
   “Have we heard anything from overseas?” James changed the subject.
 
    
 
   “Yes, actually though not much. It turns out the banshee gift is a familial one. We checked into known banshee families and found that a branch of the family in Ireland moved to Hong Kong a century or so ago. They run a casino. There's limited details but we're expecting a report from them later today.”
 
    
 
   A family gift. That fitted with what James had expected. Maybe it had only been an educated guess on his part, but usually when a gift was familial it got a name. One that became legend. So the succubi and incubi were in the myths and legends. So too were ghouls and skin walkers. In reality none of them were what the myths claimed they were. But simply the fact that there had been enough of them over the centuries with similar abilities to create a mythology about them made it likely that they were a family. Others, like fascinators, elementalists and mentalists just got lumped together under generic terms like witches and wizards. Their gifts did not pass down through the generations in the same way, and so their legend was not recorded.
 
    
 
   And then there was the other matter. 
 
    
 
   “A casino in Hong Kong. This could be organised crime branching out,” James mused. “And organised crime with a banshee family controlling it and a bunch of gifted as their enforcers would be a dangerous thing. They might want to spike the local hunter.” 
 
    
 
   “Could be.”
 
    
 
   “We might want to see if anyone's made noises about any new casino licences in the state.” After all James figured, people usually stuck to what they knew. Especially when it came to crime. Bank robbers kept robbing banks. Fraudsters kept conning people. Presumably those who ran illegal gambling operations did the same. And now that they had been legalised a casino here could do very well. After all, if there was one thing New York had plenty of it was money.
 
    
 
   But casinos were often more than just money making ventures. They were also very good at laundering it. This could be the start of a major organised crime venture moving into the state. James could see the bosses of that family wanting very much to get rid of the local hunters wherever they decided to set up shop. And why he wondered would there only be limited information on them? He could pull up the records on every registered wizard or witch in North America simply by going to his computer. What was different in Hong Kong?
 
    
 
   “She's doing a good job.” Will nodded at the screen and Yasmin. She'd pulled the comb out of her hair and let the elegant bun on top of her head collapse so that cascades of long, glossy black curls were flowing down her body. By the looks of things Sza was completely captivated by the sight.
 
    
 
   “Actually yes. I don't think he's going to crack today but Sza's definitely distracted. She's doing a damned good job. Tomorrow or the day after we should get some answers.” James had to give Yasmin her due. She might have put up a fight but she was still doing well no matter how much she hated it.
 
    
 
   “Oh you poor, poor man!” Will suddenly turned to face him, laughter in his eyes. “You think she's doing that for Sza's benefit? She's playing for the cameras.” He started chuckling. “Just what sort of a detective are you?”
 
    
 
   “What? Crap!” Actually James hadn't even considered the possibility and it was all he could do to not turn red as he realised what Will was suggesting. “As long as she gets results.”
 
    
 
   “And just what sort of results would those be?”
 
    
 
   “The suspect’s lips loosening.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, you just keep telling yourself that.” Will clapped him on the shoulder before abruptly getting up. He was still laughing as he did so. In fact he kept laughing as he walked out of the room and down through the office. Which finally left James sitting there with only the technician, and he also looked as though he wanted to say something. Or burst into laughter.
 
    
 
   “Back to work you!” James pointed at his computer screen before the man could open his mouth. He might be a cold bastard as everyone claimed, but even he had to maintain some dignity. 
 
    
 
   This was not right. The German had said to work on his relationships with the others. To treat them more as colleagues and less as simply people he occasionally ordered around. And he'd tried. He'd really tried. He would do anything not to get lumbered with a partner. But maybe he'd tried too hard. Maybe he just wasn't any good at this interpersonal crap. And most especially he wasn't very good at working out what was going on with Yasmin.
 
    
 
   But one thing he was good at was interrogation, and at knowing when someone was about to crack. Sza was right on the edge. Yasmin was getting through to him. Every time she touched on his killing the giant he could see the detonator's self-control cracking. He wouldn't last for many more sessions. James wanted to be there when that happened. He wanted to see what came pouring out. No matter how awkward it was sitting there watching and knowing that Will was right.
 
    
 
   It was a strange thing to watch the interrogation. Distracting. To know that she was doing that for him. But on the other hand there was something very flattering in it too and he was glad there were no cameras in this room. Even if she was just teasing him for her own amusement. Because the devil of it was that she was succeeding.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   The New York State legislature. It was pretty enough so far as buildings went he supposed. In fact it had always reminded him a little of some European castle or château. But it was just as pretty looking at it on a postcard. James didn't want to be here. He didn't want to be on the huge concourse outside it. He didn't want to be walking up the steps to the entrance. And he especially didn't want to be meeting with politicians. But it had to be done. Because it was here, either with the Senate or the Assembly, that laws were made and changed. Here that the legalisation allowing for the licensing of new casinos had been set down. And it was here the banshee they assumed had been, seeing that the appropriate changes were made. So James had to be here.
 
    
 
   Yasmin on the other hand wanted to be here. She was beside herself with happiness at the chance to walk the corridors of power. She'd volunteered for the assignment even before there had been one. In fact she'd dreamed it up. And then she'd spent the morning deciding on what to wear. There had been at least five dress changes as she turned their office into a walkway. Jewellery had come and gone. Her hair had gone through at least half a dozen different styles. He didn't understand that. What was so wonderful about this place that she would want to be here? That anyone would want to be here for that matter. It struck him as one of the most undesirable places on Earth to be. It certainly wasn't a place where he'd want to be wearing his Sunday best. A bullet proof vest maybe.
 
    
 
   As far as he was concerned this place was a nest of criminals and low life's as vile as any gang house he'd ever busted. The others claimed he was too cynical. That he didn't trust people. Maybe they were right. But if he didn't trust people in general he viewed politicians as a whole new level of low in untrustworthiness. In fact his strongly held opinion was that anyone who wanted to become one should be immediately banned for life from the position. He was an anarchist at heart.
 
    
 
   But she was right. When the information had finally come back from Hong Kong they'd discovered they had more of a problem than they knew. If this was about a casino – and that was far and away the best theory they had – then there were a lot of suspects. The banshees were an incredibly large family, and it wasn't just a branch that had emigrated. It was most of them. And they weren't just in Hong Kong either. They had casinos in Hong Kong and Macau, all of them caught up in organised crime according to speculation – but none of the owners ever prosecuted. Witnesses always changed their minds and recounted their testimony. They also had dozens of family names. Finding out who their particular banshee was, was going to take time. This was one way of shortening that time.
 
    
 
   “Come on you.” Yasmin unexpectedly swatted James on the backside causing him to jump, then started leading him up the rest of the stone steps to the front doors. “We don't have all day.”
 
    
 
   What was wrong with her? He kept wondering that. In fact he couldn't seem to get a handle on her at all lately. One moment she was blasting him. The next she was laughing with him. Now she was swatting him on the butt as if they were close friends. Maybe he wasn't the only one who needed to see the German. And yet he supposed it was good that she was happy. It was nice to see a smile on her face – even if he couldn't quite figure out what there was to smile about in this place.
 
    
 
   At least they weren't actually going to be meeting with any politicians. They might be heading to the office of the Temporary President, but they weren't here to meet with the man. He wasn't there. As everyone who knew anything about politics understood, politicians didn't make policy. They made speeches. It was their advisers, campaign managers and sundry political analysts who made the actual decisions. That was democracy in action. So if the Temporary President had made noises about loosening up gambling regulations, you could bet that he hadn't been the one to come up with the idea. The chances were that the idea had come from his staff. And his staff in turn had got the idea from the banshee.
 
    
 
   But they weren't actually clear about the who. There were sixty odd senators that could have been involved and well over a hundred members of the Assembly. And they all had staff. The banshee could have worked her will on any of them – or maybe all of them – they didn't really know the extent of her power. It had just seemed most likely that she would have started at the top. It would be quicker and easier if nothing else.
 
    
 
   “Now why don't you do yourself a favour hunter, and leave the talking to me.” Yasmin gave him the hard word as they walked into the lobby.
 
    
 
   “You do know that I am the hunter here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Didn’t you hear me call you hunter?  Anyhow, you do know that dressed like that you look like a docker? And that, together with your charming manners will get us tossed out of here in five seconds flat. This is anything but your bailiwick.” She grabbed his arm unexpectedly and looped her own through it. “Now smile and pretend that you have some vague idea of what's going on instead of looking mildly demented.”
 
    
 
   James would have argued had he been given the chance. But like a mother would a difficult child, she immediately started pulling him along toward the central reception desk. In the end he decided it was easier to simply go along with her rather than make a scene. Besides, he knew she was right. This was not a place he knew much about or felt comfortable in. Especially not when he'd had to leave his guns behind. Yasmin was probably the better person to ask the questions here. But remembering that got suddenly harder when she introduced them to the aide at the desk.
 
    
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Senica to see Mr. Brucknell.” She smiled politely while James tried to choke back his surprise and indignation. Suddenly not only were they married but he had adopted her name? He didn't remember any of that being agreed to! In fact he'd assumed they would be simply using their own names. Why the pretence? And why was he now adopting her name? Why had he let her make the appointment instead of him! But he had to wait until the receptionist was finished with them to find out.
 
    
 
   “Do you want to explain?” He asked the question quietly as they were ushered along the lobby to the right office by a young neatly dressed man.
 
    
 
   “Oh relax! You should be honoured to carry my name. Consider it a promotion!” She kept pushing him along after their guide, completely oblivious to his protests.
 
    
 
   “Oh, and by the way in case you missed it, you're very much in love with your wife. And you married up!”
 
    
 
   “I suspected as much!” James gave up and went with it. There seemed to be nothing else to do. Besides, this was one interview he didn't want to do. Give him proper criminals any day. At least they were honest in their dishonesty. Their lies were crude and simple. Direct. Politicians were something else. 
 
    
 
   She was right. He didn't want to be here. He would much rather have simply hauled this entire nest of political vipers down to his office and started interrogating them properly. The elders might not have been so enamoured of the idea however. Their goal was to stay out of anything that could get them noticed.
 
    
 
   James and Yasmin soon found themselves ushered into a suite of offices. In the outer office sat another receptionist – a woman who looked every bit as neatly dressed as any aristocrat. Behind her desk were two heavy oak panel doors leading to the offices. One – presumably the largest and grandest office – was for the Temporary President. But immediately adjoining it was another with his aide's name on it – Harrison Brucknell. The receptionist after taking their names seemed only too happy to open the door for them, make some introductions and guide them in. And the deference she showed her boss was revealing. Brucknell was obviously the real power in the office. The one who did the hiring and firing.
 
    
 
   The office was fairly much what James had thought it would be. It looked plush and filled with expensive furniture. The wood was highly polished, the leather suites were top of the line and the carpet pile was thick and luxurious. It looked like every politician's office he'd ever seen on the tv, right down to the huge mahogany desk with the two leather bound chairs facing it. In fact it almost seemed a cliché. But maybe that was what was expected of a politician’s aide who did most of the back room deals. That they fit a certain stereotype. It probably reassured people.
 
    
 
   Harrison Brucknell didn't strike James as a particularly impressive specimen of humanity when he came out from behind his desk to greet them. His handshake was polite rather than firm, his smile the same with no real warmth in it. He also didn't look to be in the best of health. But neither did he look like a politician. There was nothing particularly outstanding about the man. Nothing that said he was a wheeler dealer for the rich and powerful. 
 
    
 
   If anything James would have said he looked like a banker. He looked staid, secure and somewhat boring. He looked like the sort that drove a sensible car and lived in a sensible house and made sure his life insurance was up to date. But he did have one impressive quality about him – he was quick. James noticed it immediately the introductions were made. His eyes flickered over them, assessing them, as he gestured for them to take a seat. It was clear to James that he found things not as he expected. Mostly James suspected, Brucknell found him to be not as he expected. He probably didn't see typical citizens every day and James looked very typical.
 
    
 
   “So Mr. and Mrs. Senica, how can I help you?” There was just a hint of suspicion in his voice.
 
    
 
   “Oh please, call me Yasmin and this is my husband James.” Yasmin managed a smile that outshone the distant sunlight glinting through the window. “And you'll have to forgive James for his manner of dress I'm afraid. He's more comfortable walking the platforms on the oil rigs than the city streets.”
 
    
 
   Oil rigs? They were in oil? That came as a surprise. Why hadn't Yasmin told him the cover story first? And why couldn't she have come up with something closer to the truth?  Like that they were simply investigators for whatever organisation seemed most appropriate? That was the normal cover. After all, the Illuminati could provide them with the right credentials easily enough. And if they needed them, they'd even make them legitimate. What was the point in the rest of the charade? Suddenly he was beginning to think that this grand plan of his to place more responsibility in the hands of the others and so please the famned German, was a mistake.
 
    
 
   On the other hand the charade did explain her wardrobe. The dress that looked like it had come out of the shops in Milan or Paris. The jewellery around her throat and on her fingers and wrists oozed money. Obviously she'd put some thought into this. But as he took a seat James figured it was easier to just to go along with things and let her speak. As long as they got the answers they wanted.
 
    
 
   “So you're in oil?”
 
    
 
   “For the moment. But Daddy says we need to diversify. The price of a barrel has been so volatile lately. We need an industry that's more stable. Preferably one we can get in on the ground floor of. And our market boys have been talking about casinos – but not in the established states. They say there's a rumour that with the move to allow private casinos in the state, there might be some shifting in the rules? Relaxing certain regulations relating to them?”
 
    
 
   That was of course the rumour. It was why they were here. A couple of years before the senate had passed a bill allowing private casinos to be built and this year they were expecting the first few casino licences to be approved, much to the disapproval of the people. The politicians claimed it was about jobs – thousands of them. The protesters said it was about problem gambling and picking on the vulnerable. They already had a few Indian casinos and some slot machine parlours on race courses. The protesters argued that there was no need to allow for more and potentially cause harm to the community. And James would have said it was all about bribery and corruption.
 
    
 
   But that battle was over. Now with private casinos being permitted and licences being granted it was all about the conditions of those licences and the enforcement of the rules.
 
    
 
   “There's talk. But there's always talk. Nothing more than that.” Mr. Brucknell wasn't biting. And why would he? If their guess was right then he already had a client willing to pay to build a brand new casino in a prime location – provided the conditions were right.
 
    
 
   “Really? Because our guys say it's more than that. That some of the Asians are already planning on moving in. Hong Kong and Macau maybe.”
 
    
 
   Had she said too much? James didn't know. But he knew judging by the way Brucknell's face abruptly froze that she had said enough. She'd hit a nerve. Brucknell knew something. He simply didn't think anyone else should know it.
 
    
 
   “And how would they have heard that?”
 
    
 
   “Well the oil business is multinational. We have our people all over the world. Fingers in a lot of pies. We talk to a lot of people. Governments, business people. And they do hear things.” Yasmin smiled sweetly. “You wouldn't believe what else they heard.”
 
    
 
   “And what would that be?” Suddenly Brucknell was biting, and he looked nervous.
 
    
 
   “Just that a certain Asian crime family thinks they're coming here to open a casino.”
 
    
 
   “Crime family?” Brucknell paled then immediately rushed to defend himself. “The police are required to vet any and all applicants.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but the rumour says no. That certain arrangements were made. That the vetting process was nowhere near as rigorous as it should be. In fact it was almost like it was set up from the start to let them slip through.”
 
    
 
   She was guessing of course. They didn't know. But it was a good guess. After all, how else would organised crime get the rights to build a new casino in New York as they suspected? And from the barely concealed look of horror on Brucknell's face, her guess was right on the money. Brucknell though said nothing, choosing instead to sit there, his eyes wide and staring, his mouth hanging open, looking as though he'd just swallowed a truckload of poison. So Yasmin carried on, driving it home.
 
    
 
   “But Daddy said no. That that could never happen. He says that if there's going to be a new casino in New York, it'll be American owned and operated. Run by a company with deep roots in the country, and above all no shady silent partners with links to the international drug industry, money laundering and illegal gambling. He says that no politician would ever be so stupid as to risk that much jail time by getting in bed with an Asian crime syndicate.” Yasmin managed another pleasant smile while Brucknell's face turned the last few shades to bone white.
 
    
 
   “I mean who would be foolish enough to want to spend the rest of their life in jail?” She smiled sweetly and the aide suddenly looked as though he was going to be sick.
 
    
 
   “Your father's a wise man.” Brucknell managed to force the words out eventually. He didn't look like he meant them though. Where was the calm James wondered? Because suddenly he looked like anything but a political mover and shaker. He looked like a criminal caught in the guard's spotlight. That seemed wrong. Politicians were surely more disciplined than that.
 
    
 
   “We think so. But still the rumour's out there and it's making the rounds. They're saying monies have been paid and agreements reached. Meetings have been held. Recordings made. Some of our people have been asked by the authorities for information. Naturally we've said nothing so far since it's only a rumour. But soon it'll be with Interpol and they'll ask. They always ask us because they know we're such a good source of information. And they'll have warrants. Naturally as a responsible organisation we would want to comply with all such legal requirements. Even if they perhaps implicate other honest American citizens in criminal activities. And when that happens – well the feds will be everywhere. I'd hate to be left holding the bag when the music stops.”
 
    
 
   “So would I.” Except that Brucknell clearly thought he was the one holding the bag. No doubt he was thinking about running far and fast. “Recordings?”
 
    
 
   Just how far had this deal progressed James wondered? How much money had changed hands? Whose names had been signed to what pieces of paper? And despite the fact that this guy was obviously as guilty as sin and cracking wide open, how did this find them their banshee?
 
    
 
   “Of course it wouldn't have to go down that way.” Yasmin smiled reassuringly as she ignored his question. She'd shown him the stick, now came the carrot. 
 
    
 
   “If it could be shown that there was an open, and transparent consultation process under way. A stated requirement for an external audit. If interested parties were made to register their interest publicly. If perhaps another company could be shown to have made a competing expression of interest. And that monies weren't paid save as fees. Those things would obviously take away any thought of impropriety by the authorities.” 
 
    
 
   “Of course I would assume that that happened? The documents will show it won’t they?” Yasmin asked innocently.
 
    
 
   Brucknell nodded but said nothing. He was beginning to look as though he couldn't speak.
 
    
 
   “Good. Because then if the authorities came to us and asked us for what we knew we wouldn't have to tell them anything untoward. It'd be wrong to pass on what are after all no more than rumours.. We won’t show them third party transcripts and recordings. In fact it'd be immoral. And we are a very moral company.”
 
    
 
   She was laying it on thick James thought. Threatening and implying things without a single shred of evidence of anything, and expecting the man to simply cave in. They had nothing and even if Brucknell didn't yet know that he would surely have to wonder. He'd ask for proof. He'd already asked about the recordings. He wasn't a stupid man. And yet for some reason he just seemed to be caving in front of them. Was she doing something to him? How? Her magic he thought wouldn't allow her to unless he was also a wizard of some sort. But he couldn't think of any other reason why the man would be having a melt down in front of them.
 
    
 
   “Assuming of course that any such deal has been arranged.” Brucknell eventually tried to bluster his way out of his mess. But he still had the look of a hunted animal. And he still wasn't asking for proof. Where was his logic?
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, of course assuming that. But you know these Asian gangs. Triads and the like. They're very insistent that this happened. And they are very particular about their record keeping. Very business minded. And very competitive. Actually they fight like cats and dogs. It's not just about money. It's about honour and pride. If one organisation makes a gain, the others lose accordingly. They can't have that. So when one gains a competitive edge the others want it. So they spy on one another just to make sure that no one pulls ahead. You know the sort of thing. Recordings of meetings and pillow talk. Phone calls taped. Interrogations. Paying off informants. They really are quite industrious when it comes to these things.”
 
    
 
   “And you're saying that you've got some of these recordings?” Brucknell finally came out of his shock far enough to challenge her. To ask the questions he should have asked right from the start.
 
    
 
   “Some?” Yasmin managed to look politely surprised. “Why I suspect we have all of them. Multinationals like oil companies have to be just as industrious as those who try to prey on us. It's a quiet war out there. They see us as sources of revenue, trying to control the local labour markets to ensure that only the people they want are hired, using their influence with politicians to make our approvals difficult, and sometimes even charging protection money. And of course half of them are in league with terrorists and the other half run weapons as well as drugs. Both things they think a respectable oil company could help them move.” 
 
    
 
   “We in turn see them as a danger to our business. We have to watch them just as closely as they watch each other. These crime families do pose a significant threat to us as well after all. And sometimes things just fall into our lap. Gossip. Like these unfortunate rumours. Sometimes evidence too. Why do you think Interpol keeps coming to us unofficially?”
 
    
 
   “Evidence?” Brucknell stuttered it out.
 
    
 
   “In this case it seems one crime syndicate saw another one about to make a significant advantage over them and they knew they couldn't get in on the action. Their rival would have been making ground in virgin territory. There were potentially billions of dollars in the offing. If the deal went ahead it would have shifted the balance of power. So since they couldn't get in on the deal they decided instead to make sure that their rivals couldn't prosper. So they gave everything they had to an American company they knew could make use of the information.”
 
    
 
   “I see.”
 
    
 
   He did see James thought. He saw that he was being blackmailed. But he still hadn't asked to see the proof. Only asked about it. Something was very wrong there.
 
    
 
   “I thought you might. However what you might not be aware of is that we have a number of subsidiary companies that specialise in making things go away. It's necessary when you deal overseas with so many authorities and organisations, many of whom don't like Americans. A lot of them blame us unfairly for all sorts of things.” 
 
    
 
   “If you were interested we could perhaps offer some services to make this go away? But only if you're interested of course. And we'd have to be convinced that these were all just scandalous rumours of course.”
 
    
 
   Brucknell nodded. He was interested, presumably because he thought he had no choice but to be. He was being blackmailed after all.
 
    
 
   Still, why wasn't he asking to see these recordings James wondered? Surely it had to be some sort of magic at work? It didn't seem likely when Yasmin's magic was meta and there was no one else with magic in the room. But he couldn't think what else was happening. She uttered a few quiet hints of danger and the man turned into a frightened rabbit. Then she dangled a carrot in front of him and he seemed to almost leap for it like a drowning man for a lifeline. Did she perhaps have a charm on her?
 
    
 
   “Well then that's something that perhaps one of our subsidiary companies would be happy to arrange for you. We have one that would be just perfect for putting the right spin on things. Finding the right documentation. You know – the stuff that accidentally seems to get misfiled and lost. It happens so often. But they're very good at recovering it. Correcting any little factual errors that can make things so embarrassing. Making the awkwardness go away. In return for a little consideration of course.”
 
    
 
   Had she just said that James wondered? Openly? Was he sitting in the same room as her? Had she just extorted a politician's aide in front of him? Or was he misunderstanding what she meant? Because it could mean anything. Except that judging by the look on the aide's face it meant only one thing. The same thing James thought it did.
 
    
 
   “Consideration?”
 
    
 
   “Oh nothing like that. We're loyal, upright and honest citizens. We'd be happy to offer our services for free. We'd be happy just to have your boss' gratitude. And maybe from time to time his ear. Purely so we can talk informally about things. For example about business opportunities in the state. There are certain drilling rights we might be interested in. A few untapped reserves that could be profitable. And there's always a few pesky rules and regulations that need updating to make them suitable for the modern oil exploration business. I'm sure he'd appreciate the opinion of an industry expert. And of course if this rumour does turn out to be true it might be nice to get a little advance warning. Purely so we can advise of course. And perhaps put in a counter bid.”
 
    
 
   They didn't want any of that of course. It was just a ruse to make him think they were corrupt, in the hope that he wouldn't realise that the one thing they did want was a name. A name he would give them without thinking.
 
    
 
   “Of course.” Brucknell looked decidedly sick as he said it. Probably because he realised he had no choice. He was being hit with both the carrot and the stick. If he refused, everything went public and he was screwed. He would probably go to jail for the rest of his life. If he agreed, everything went away and he was in heaven, as long as he gave up the casino and everything else they wanted to his new friends.
 
    
 
   “Well I can see that we've taken up enough of your valuable time.” Yasmin stood up unexpectedly and James belatedly followed suit. Was the meeting over? They hadn't got the answers they wanted yet.
 
    
 
   “Here's a card for that company I mentioned. They really are brilliant at making these little upsets in the PR world go away. In fact you could say they're wizards. Problems just disappear like magic.” She dropped a gold embossed card on the aide's coffee table beside them.
 
    
 
   “And I do look forward to hearing from you soon. In fact given how precipitous things are, very soon.”
 
    
 
   “Precipitous?” Brucknell suddenly looked like a man who knew he was in the hairs of a sniper's scope.
 
    
 
   “Well the rival organisations can be handled. But with Interpol all around, things become trickier. Already they have people sitting in interrogation rooms answering questions. It won't be long before they start obtaining warrants. Once that happens what can be done becomes far more limited. Documents in our possession have to be handled correctly. Those which have been misplaced need to be found quickly. Our people need to start work immediately. I would suggest that this time tomorrow might even be too late.”
 
    
 
   “But we'll need more time!”
 
    
 
   “You don't have more time I'm afraid. Unless we act very quickly everything will be out in the open. Though of course since none of this has anything to do with you and it's all just lies and rumours I'm sure that you have nothing to worry about. The recordings will all be shown to be fakes. Embarrassing of course, but no more than that. The scandal will simply blow away and you'll be exonerated. Who knows, your boss might even be re-elected.”
 
    
 
   She didn't mean a word of it though and all of them knew that. Brucknell was once more starting to look remarkably ill.
 
    
 
   “Anyway it was lovely to meet you, and I do hope that we can be of service.” She reached out a hand and the aide took it. He even managed to shake it. And James' hand in turn.
 
    
 
   “Come on Honey.” Formalities apparently over with, Yasmin looped her arm through James' once more. “I really do want to get some shopping in before dinner.”
 
    
 
   With that she dragged him out of the office and then out along the corridor, all while James wondered if they'd actually achieved what they'd set out to do. They had upset an aide profoundly but they still didn't have a name. And he still didn't know how she'd done it. Belatedly he tried to explain that to her as they once more walked the halls of power.
 
    
 
   Yasmin's answer caught him by surprise as she spun him around suddenly, pushed him against a wall and kissed him on the cheek, leaving James reeling – presumably as she wanted.
 
    
 
   “You really are slow aren't you?” She slapped him lightly on the cheek as if checking for signs of activity, but also whispered quietly in his ear. 
 
    
 
   “He was spelled. Recently and powerfully. I saw a little of the magic with Sza. But this, it's even more powerful. As if she was spelling him every day. I could see it on him the instant we walked in the room. And while I couldn't remove the effect, I could transform it a little. From creating a sense of greed and ambition in him, to one of complete terror. In short I just reversed it.” 
 
    
 
   “Reversed it?” He hadn't known she could do that.
 
    
 
   “Like the Chinese say, fear and desire are two sides of the same knife. The banshee spent ages transforming a normally, impossibly cautious man, into someone who had so much ambition and desire in him that he would do anything to get ahead. But it was all still always poised on a knife edge. All I had to do was turn the magic a tiny little bit to make him think that his gamble had failed, and his own nature did the rest.”
 
    
 
   “From now until the magic wears off, he's going to be living in complete panic. Absolutely terrified that all the risks he's taken have come undone. And that'll make him do anything we want. By now Brucknell's pacing the floor, screaming incoherently at the walls, probably living with visions of the electric chair in his head. It's only going to get worse.”
 
    
 
   “We've just done two things. First the plan ends. There won't be a casino after this which means the banshees just went out of business, at least in the US. And second we scared that aide utterly senseless. He'll be sending us everything he has within a few hours, thinking we have most of it anyway and desperately hoping we can save him from twenty thousand years in the slammer. More fool him!”
 
    
 
   “Ah?” James couldn't think of anything to say as she held him so close her lips in his face.
 
    
 
   “Go on, you can say it!” 
 
    
 
   “Say what?”
 
    
 
   “You married up!” She laughed demurely, obviously happy with what she'd achieved.
 
    
 
   Suddenly James was finding it hard to think about anything except how gorgeous she was. Especially this close to him. She was warm and soft and she smelled good too. Which was why it came as such a shock when she backed away and then started once more leading him arm in arm down the corridor. 
 
    
 
   To anyone looking he supposed it would have looked as though a couple had just shared a private moment. And in a place like this the natural response would have been to look away. Certainly no one said anything as they passed the reception. Nor as they left the building and started walking down the stone steps to the concourse. Yasmin was still holding his arm tightly as they descended, maintaining her fiction of their marriage.
 
    
 
   “Oh and you can also say one other thing. That it was a brilliant plan. Better than trying to force it all out of him at gun point.”
 
    
 
   “I wasn't going to do that!” James defended himself. Why did everyone keep thinking he was some sort of gun toting thug?
 
    
 
   “Oh really? Was this going to be one of those ones where you broke his nose instead? Because I have to say I don't think that would have gone down well here.” She mocked James a little.
 
    
 
   “I wasn't going to do that either!” James protested.
 
    
 
   “Then what were you going to do? Those seem to be your only two moves lately.” She laughed gaily at him.
 
    
 
   That was too much and something in James snapped. But instead of yelling at Yasmin as he should he grabbed her up in his arms and kissed her firmly on the mouth. And then he kept kissing her despite being almost certain that it was a terrible mistake. She didn't resist though he noticed. In fact she even seemed to melt a little into his embrace. God did she feel good in his arms!
 
    
 
   Nor did she complain when he finally let her go.
 
    
 
   “So the Iceman's got a spark of fire in him after all!” She smiled, her hazel eyes almost glowing in the afternoon sun. “Nice to finally see it.”
 
    
 
   “Now you can buy me a drink.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Mornings were usually a good time for James. The time when he first opened his eyes and for a second remembered nothing of his former life. Nothing of everything that had gone wrong. It was only when the memories came flooding back that his mood soured. 
 
    
 
   This morning though was different.
 
    
 
   For a start it wasn't his bed he was lying in. His sheets were simple and white. These had patterns of some sort. And the wallpaper was wrong too. His room had vertical stripes of tired brown running down the walls. The room he was in was papered with a diagonal pattern of gold flowers. The wall was further away from him than it should normally be too. The bedroom was much larger than his. And then there was the life sized Barbie doll he was wrapped around. Actually he had his arm around her waist and his face buried in her milk chocolate breasts while her long black hair covered him.
 
    
 
   It took a moment for him to make sense of that. To bring back the memories of the previous night. And when he did he knew who the doll was. He just couldn't quite bring himself to believe it.
 
    
 
   “Yasmin?” he asked cautiously, not sure he even wanted an answer. But he didn't really need one. He knew her. He knew her mocca coloured skin. And the long contours of her body. He knew the gentle curves of her breasts – though not from quite this close. Never from this close. That was up until the previous night. The somewhat confused memories of their time together suddenly started rushing up at him.
 
    
 
   “You're awake then.”
 
    
 
   James knew her voice as well, though not the lack of sarcasm in it. “I … um … that is …” He tried to say something intelligent but that was all that came out.
 
    
 
   “I know. It happened. It's not the end of the world.”
 
    
 
   She sounded calm at least. Not upset about what they'd done. That was good. In fact the entire interlude had been good from what he remembered. Actually at times it had been wild. He remembered clothes being torn off in their eagerness, and multiple encounters. He remembered sweaty bodies and tangled limbs and the sound of her crying out in passion. He remembered crying out himself a few times as well. It had been sex like he had never known. Maybe he had been repressing his natural needs for too long and just maybe she had been too. So when they had come together everything had just exploded. 
 
    
 
   But Yasmin didn't sound happy about it. Theirs hadn't been a union born of love. Lust definitely. There had been some alcohol involved. A celebratory drink as he recalled which had become two. And then a third. Possibly there had been a few more than that? Actually, judging from the pain in his head there had definitely been a few more than that. There had also been dinner at a restaurant – Chinese as he recalled. And then he had walked her home. Into her home as it turned out. And into her bed as well. After that things became a little blurry. Actually they had been pretty blurry well before that.
 
    
 
   “Are you … alright?” He raised his head and craned his neck so he could look up at her. And unexpectedly he discovered that in the morning, bathed in sunlight with her make up off, she looked even more beautiful than usual. Especially with her hair flowing loosely like a cascade of glossy black rapids. But she also looked stern and strangely sad. Maybe that was just the way that the sunlight bounced off the elegant contours of her face but he didn't think so. He suspected she'd been awake for some time, just lying there thinking as she waited for him to wake up. And what she had been thinking wasn't all bread and roses.
 
    
 
   “Of course I'm alright. It wasn't terrible. It just wasn’t what I wanted.”
 
    
 
   “And what did –?” A sudden thought hit James mid-sentence and stopped him in his tracks.
 
    
 
   “Oh God! It wasn't your first time?” He didn't want to think that it might have been and that he'd simply taken her in a booze fuelled orgy of lust. She might have wanted something special. Something to remember. But the truth was that he didn't know. She was twenty seven and stunning. She could have had a hundred guys chasing her around like dogs with their tongues hanging out. But he'd never heard her talking about her boyfriends. Or in fact about any men in her life. Or anything else to do with that sort of thing. He knew about the others in the office, Will's wife and Peters' family. Daniels' string of girlfriends. But he didn't know about Yasmin's love life. Did that mean she didn't have one?
 
    
 
   “No. Of course it wasn't my first time. I don't do this often, but it wasn't my first time.” She sounded tired. Quiet. Almost dead inside.
 
    
 
   “Then it was too …?” James searched for the right word. “Wild?”
 
    
 
   “No. It was fine.”
 
    
 
   Fine? He didn't like the sound of “fine”. No man wanted to be thought of as just “fine”. It was like being just “good” or worse “nice”. It was being damned with faint praise as they said. And it had seemed better than that to him, even through the lens of alcohol soaked memories. But maybe that was all it had been for her.
 
    
 
   Then a somewhat sadder thought occurred to him. “There's someone else? I've intruded?”
 
    
 
   “There's no one else,” she answered him, again sounding quite tired.
 
    
 
   “But you're upset?” He knew there was something wrong. Just as he felt something wrong within himself. But he couldn't really identify the wrongness. It was as though they had done something thrilling and naughty, and there had been overwhelming excitement while they'd been doing it. But now that the excitement was over they were left with the remains. And what remained was uncertain, embarrassing and a little bit worrying as they waited to find out what their punishment would be.
 
    
 
   “I don't know what I am.” She answered James honestly at least. “Sad maybe. Disappointed. Maybe something else.”
 
    
 
   “I'm –.”
 
    
 
   “Don't!” Suddenly her hand was right in front of James' face, stopping him from speaking. “Don't you dare say you're sorry! No woman ever wants to hear that. Not after …”
 
    
 
   “You're right! I didn't mean it like that. That it wasn't good. Just that you didn't find it was what you wanted.” And that was what was wrong he suddenly realised. It was incomplete. It was an act that was supposed to mean something, and yet neither of them knew if it had meant anything at all. Or if they wanted it to mean something. It had just happened. But he still felt the need to apologise.
 
    
 
   “It was just that after Sheryl I never –.”
 
    
 
   “Stop!” Her hand was once more in his face. “Dear lord no! Never! No woman ever wants to hear about her lover's previous failures either. Least of all here.”
 
    
 
   Silence ruled the bed after that. James didn't know what to say. Neither he was sure, did Yasmin. But in the end she broke it.
 
    
 
   “You should go.” She said it flatly, as if it was nothing. But her face told the truth. It wasn't nothing. It was worse than that. It was regret.
 
    
 
   “You don't want to –.”
 
    
 
   “Talk about it?” She hit James with a sad look. “No. Not today. Maybe not ever. It happened. It shouldn't have. But all I can say is that at the time I was happy. We'd made progress in the case. There was booze. And you were being nice for once. Sweet. No one got hurt. Let’s leave it at that.”
 
    
 
   Slowly, wordlessly, James did as she asked. He wanted to say something. He knew he should. But he simply didn't know what to say. What would make this right. And he wanted to do something. To make a manly gesture. Something to tell her that she had no reason to be sad. But at that moment he couldn't think of anything. So instead he slid out of bed and crawled into his clothes, feeling like a coward and a failure.
 
    
 
   “I –.”
 
    
 
   “No … Please, just no.” She raised her hand once more to stop him. “I don't want to hear it. Besides, we have to go to work, and it's going to be a busy day.”
 
    
 
   “Busy day?”
 
    
 
   “Because of this –,” she grabbed her phone from the bedside table and started tapping away on it. Then when she was done Yasmin showed James the display and the documents listed on it. It looked like a list of reports, proposals and the financials on a project. Boring stuff really except for one thing. They related to a casino project. Planning had apparently been more advanced than he'd guessed. And no wonder Brucknell had been so terrified. His name was everywhere. On the bottom of every page when she opened up the first document. She had got everything she had said she would.
 
    
 
   “That's amazing!” 
 
    
 
   And it was. In front of them they had the entire case solved, more or less. Because they now had the name of the family involved – Harper Lee. It was one of the names he remembered seeing in the information their Hong Kong office had sent them. But there had been so many names and so few records about them, that going any further than those names had seemed impossible. Now though, they could start digging. From there James guessed they would soon have the name of the banshee that was causing them so much trouble. Her name, photo and details. She wouldn't be at large for long.
 
    
 
   “I told you it would work. You need to trust me a little more.”
 
    
 
   “You're right and I apologise.” James realised he meant it as he said it, which felt strange. It wasn't that he really doubted other people's abilities. He was just so used to simply knowing what to do and then doing it. It was quicker and simpler. But saying that then and there sounded false. Anything he could say would sound false. So instead he went for the practical.
 
    
 
   “That information has to go to Will as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   “I sent it to him last night when it came in. You were asleep.”
 
    
 
   “Good! You know you did a really good job with Brucknell. In case you didn't think I noticed. And if I haven't paid you enough respect before, I'm sorry. I should have.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   
“And as for this.” He gestured at her and the bed and then watched her face harden as he suspected she was about to stop him speaking once more. “No. Please, let me finish.” It was his turn to hold up his hand to stop her.
 
    
 
   “You know I'm a mess. Everyone knows I'm a mess. Everyone knows my story. And you have to know I never intended to be with anyone again. That's … hard for me. So I didn't expect this. I didn't plan on it. I've never lost control like that before. And now I'm sort of reeling.”
 
    
 
   “But as hard as this is for me, I don't regret it. And I hope you don't either.”
 
    
 
   With that he left, feeling like a low life. But he didn't know what else to do, and he knew it was what she wanted. It was the only thing he could do.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   It was after nine when James finally made it into the office. Later than he had ever come in before and he felt slightly guilty. Fortunately, no one seemed to notice when he arrived. 
 
    
 
   The others were busy, hunched around their computers, tapping away at the keys furiously. Busier than he'd ever seen them before. But once James got a look at what was on the screens he understood. They had Yasmin's files and were currently going through them, matching what was in them with what they'd got from Hong Kong. They were also matching it up with what he’d caught on his phone – the images they had of the banshee.
 
    
 
   Yasmin was already with the others, tapping away. He guessed she'd got there about an hour before him. But then after he'd left her apartment James had had to rush across town to his own place to shower and change. He had also used the time to try and make some sense of things. Or tried to. There wasn't that much sense to be found. 
 
    
 
   He didn't know where his rush of blood to the head had come from the previous day. Certainly there had been a sense of achievement, especially on Yamin's part. And alcohol had definitely played a role – he remembered a bar at some point and his head was still telling him they might have drunk too much. Why wasn't her head hurting he wondered? She looked completely rested as she worked. Good genes? Or was she just hiding it better than him? But mostly it felt like some form of madness had overcome him. A temporary insanity that had simply robbed him of all his reason for a time. The sort of thing that happened to kids. However, he wasn't a teenager anymore. He never lost control. He didn't do stupid. 
 
    
 
   But apparently he did. Because what they had done had been the height of stupidity. For a while last night he had been a horny teenager in lust with no thought of the consequences. Certainly he'd known the stamina of a teenager. It was just that he hadn't woken up as that teenager. He'd woken up as a prematurely old man with all the worries of life weighing down on him. Not the sort to simply jump into bed with a woman he barely knew. Maybe the German could explain that to him. Not that he ever wanted to tell him about this.
 
    
 
   If he was confused and embarrassed however, Yasmin didn't seem to be. In fact she looked the picture of efficiency and order. She flashed a look at him when he entered that was all business and then immediately returned to her work. The message was clear. She didn't want to talk about it. And maybe he thought as he sat at his desk and flicked on his own machine, that was for the best. They had a busy day ahead of them. 
 
    
 
   Besides, they were very different people. It was something he was just beginning to appreciate. He was a slob, and probably from the wrong side of the tracks. He hadn't realised that until that morning. But Yasmin was definitely from the right side of the tracks. She wore fashionable clothes and expensive jewellery. She had the money to own a sizeable, well decorated apartment in a good part of town and fill it with what looked like expensive art.  She drove a late model Mercedes.   
 
    
 
   He on the other hand was barely keeping his head above water. Between alimony payments and Matti's schooling – and of course every so often another bill for his ex-wife's stay in the Fairview Haven clinic – his salary got shredded. So he drove around in a twenty year old BMW. His clothes were anything but fashionable. His apartment was basic. And he had little hope of digging his way out of his financial hole. He certainly wouldn't be buying expensive artworks to hang on the walls any time soon.
 
    
 
   She had every reason to be disappointed in him he supposed. Ignoring his ice cold personality and abrasive nature as everyone kept telling him he had, he simply wasn't up to her standards. What had happened was simply hormones and frustration in action. And a boat load of booze. It wouldn't happen again. The clever thing would be to just forget that it had ever happened and move on. That was clearly what Yasmin was trying to do. He should do the same.
 
    
 
   So James busied himself doing exactly what everyone else was doing. Hunting down the banshee.
 
    
 
   Of course this hunt had to be done by computer.
 
    
 
   They had the documents from the aide. They had some names on those documents – if only surnames. They also had the files that the Hong Kong office had sent them about the banshees. Most of which unfortunately consisted of reports without pictures. Also too often, rumours and speculation without hard facts. Regulating a family of fascinators had to be difficult. And it seemed that the Illuminati from that part of the world were only concerned with keeping things quiet. They didn't care about their criminal endeavours, as long as they were discreet. But they also had access to the driver's licence databases for the territory and a number of other databases with pictures. They had records of births deaths and marriages. And lastly they had the somewhat fuzzy image of the banshee he'd shot in the church. Now it was time to start marrying them up.
 
    
 
   It meant starting with the family name of Harper Lee and then building a family tree from it through the records of births deaths and marriages. That would have been easier if the records had been complete and all translated into English. But they weren't. They were old, mostly paper documents that had been scanned – poorly – and where there was any English on them it was faded. So much for Hong Kong having been part of the British Empire he thought.
 
    
 
   The next step in the process was to match up the list of names with records. Those provided by the Illuminati that could tell them something of the gifts and positions within the family. They were particularly interested in any document that had a photo like a drivers licence or identity card. Sometimes it was photos from the society pages of the local papers. Whatever could give them a face. They needed someone who looked like the Asian woman, someone who was a member of the family, and someone who was known to have the family gift. 
 
    
 
   Then last came the exciting bit. The moment when they'd find out if they had a match. A woman of the right age and family, with the gift and a face that could have been the one on his phone. But even that was difficult. The images they got from the records were often poor quality. The images on his phone were the same – apparently he was far from gifted when it came to taking pictures. Too often it was almost as though he was comparing one blurry blob with another. And there were a lot of them. They had to go through each of those images they had and compare them to the image they had of their banshee. Both visually and using facial recognition software. Daniels and IT were doing the facial recognition bit. James was concentrating instead on the faces and his memories. Neither of them was fast.
 
    
 
   In fact the entire process was proving to be agonisingly slow and painstaking. The records were incomplete and no one spoke the language. The images they got from the databases were often old and out of date. They were also often of poor quality. In addition they had to make sure that each record related to the individual they were tracking. It was all too easy to have the birth certificate of one connected up to the Illuminati records for another if they weren't careful. To add to their woes the Harper Lees were a large family with hundreds of members, and there was no accurate picture of who among them had the banshee gift. 
 
    
 
   But the team persevered. And by the time six o'clock rolled around James thought he had a match.
 
    
 
   Soo Chi Harper Lee. Aged fifty eight. Supposedly an accountant in the family business. And according to customs and immigration still in Hong Kong. So if it was her and she was in America, than she was both an illegal immigrant and unregistered with the Illuminati. The photo was old which suggested that either people could drive on Hong Kong roads with licences that were nearly twenty years out of date or she'd simply given up driving completely. It was of poor quality too. And the facial recognition only gave them an eighty seven percent match. But when he looked at the image James was sure. He'd seen her in the church. He'd studied her. He knew it was her.
 
    
 
   Of course he had to be thorough. So even after he'd found her he carried on, working through the rest of the names, fuelled by coffee and a burning need to identify his quarry. And perhaps by the fact that she'd tried to kill him – three times! Though really the third time had been more a way of making good her escape than an actual murder attempt.
 
    
 
   Still, by nine o'clock when all the others had gone home, her name was the only one that remained, and he celebrated a little. The hunter had finally found his quarry. That wasn't bad he thought. Not for a day that had begun in confusion and awkwardness.
 
    
 
   Of course he realised as he turned off the lights and headed for the car, next came the hard part. Finding a woman who wasn’t officially in the country and likely using a false identity. And whom none of her victims seemed to really know anything about. That was going to be tough.
 
    
 
   But finally he had the scent.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The following morning did not begin in its usual way. In fact it began earlier than normal with someone attempting to smash down his door at four AM. But even as James reacted to that, the door finally gave way and a stun grenade was tossed in. He recognised the crack as it went off even through his bedroom wall. After that a dozen officers in black tactical gear charged into the apartment, broke down the bedroom door, and tossed another stun grenade in together with tear gas. Lots of tear gas canisters. After that, while he was still lying there reeling and choking with tears streaming from his eyes, they grabbed him from his bed and threw him to the floor. Being handcuffed after that was almost a pleasant experience by comparison.
 
    
 
   James tried to find out what was happening, yelling questions at the officers whenever he could. But the answers he got back were madness. They were yelling at him about being under arrest on terrorism charges and having bombed a church, but that was as much as he could work out before someone tasered him. Several someones actually and several times. After that things became a little vague.
 
    
 
   There was the obligatory beating of course. He wasn't sure why that was happening when he was already down and cuffed, but a number of the black clad officers felt the need to kick him every so often and yell abuse. Then they tasered him some more, laughing as he convulsed. They also didn't let him dress, which meant he was lying there on the floor in pain wearing only a pair of fleece lined track pants and with blood running down from his mouth. 
 
    
 
   After that he was dragged out of his apartment. Literally dragged as no one seemed to want to help him to his feet. And then he was tossed down three flights of stairs one after the other and finally thrown in the back of a dark police van – twice! The first time he was thrown in so hard that he hit a security pole in the van used to cuff prisoners to. He bounced back off it only to lie there on the road staring up at the officers in shock and even more pain. That wasn't supposed to happen. Nor were they supposed to keep tasering him and kicking him while he lay there – but they did.
 
    
 
   After that he was driven at high speed across town before ultimately being dragged into the station. He didn't know what station it was – it wasn't his old one and he hadn't had a view of anything from the back of the van. He didn't get much of a chance to see anything of it either as he was carried through it. Not much other than the green lino floor and the holding cells.
 
    
 
   The floor of the holding cell though was a nice place to be he decided as he lay on it. It was cool and solid and most of all it didn't scream incoherently at him or beat him up. It also gave him a chance to collect his thoughts. Mostly it gave him a chance to register that this wasn't normal. It definitely wasn't procedure.
 
    
 
   No one had read him his rights. No one had uncuffed him either, leaving him lying there, bleeding on the cell floor still in manacles. And then there was the violence. Too much violence. The police didn't do that. And they had done it in front of witnesses. A dozen black clad officers had pulled a half dressed man out of his apartment at four in the morning. Openly abusing him they had dragged him along the ground like a corpse, tossed him down the stairs and laughed at him as they did so – and all in front of the neighbours. 
 
    
 
   He thought the chances of this not ending up on the nightly news were slim. Moreover his neighbours were likely to be only the start of those who lodged complaints. Worse, there would be video. It was the twenty first century. There was always video.
 
    
 
   But they might have problems even before that. Looking at the floor he could see trails of red all the way along it that he knew was his blood. These men might have gone mad. In fact it was the only explanation he could think of for what they'd done. But what about the rest of the police officers when they turned up for work and saw that? It was bound to cause people to ask questions. And if someone thought to check the station security they would witness the crime in action. That was madness. No one had bothered to clean the blood up. And he guessed that that same blood would be seen smeared throughout the rest of the station, covering the green lino floors he'd been dragged along. Did these officers have no thought of covering up their crime?
 
    
 
   James would have asked, but there was no one around to ask. Once they'd thrown him in the holding cell, everyone had vanished for some reason. Maybe they'd gone back home to bed, their work for the morning done? Even the people who were supposed to be on duty watching over the prisoners were nowhere around. But someone always had to be on duty when even a single cell was occupied. That was protocol. 
 
    
 
   He could use a doctor. That was his next thought. James was hurting. He was sure that some of his ribs had been fractured. His jaw was swollen. Blood was pouring from his nose and his forehead while one of his eyes was so swollen that he couldn't see out of it. His left shoulder felt like it had been smashed. And every other part of him was bruised and battered. Unfortunately he was pretty sure a doctor hadn't been called. One should have been – it was procedure. But nothing about this was procedure.
 
    
 
   In fact everything about it was wrong. 
 
    
 
   The statement about the church being bombed was wrong too. Somewhere in the middle of all the craziness the officers had screamed at him that he'd bombed a church. He could only think of one they could possibly mean. The problem was that it hadn't been bombed. Fire balled yes but not bombed. And fireballs didn't leave bomb residue or blast craters. Neither did lightning storms or detonations. In fact nothing about the crime scene said bomb. That had been helpful to them as the Illuminati had done their clean up. In fact they'd hardly had to do any clean up at all.
 
    
 
   No bomb residue or blast zone, only scorch marks from electrics gone wrong. The conclusion even before West had started working his magic had always been going to be an electrical fire taking hold in the roof and then causing a stampede. As for the people he'd shot, they were nowhere to be found, and witness statements were unable to help with them. Some people had heard the gun shots and might have reported them, but popping sounds could just as easily be attributed to fluorescent lights going bang, especially when people were running and screaming. People seen lying on the floor bleeding could simply be the natural outcome of a panicked stampede. No one knew that what had happened had been anything other than an electrical fire and a stampede. But just to make things completely certain, most of the people in that church had been gifted of one sort or another. Unregistered gifted. They were happy to say fairly much what the Illuminati told them to. All they wanted was for it to go away.
 
    
 
   So there was no evidence of a terrorist attack. Officially there was an old church with faulty wiring and a service that had gone tragically wrong. There was an ICE agent – him – caught up in the mess as he was participating in the congregation. And there was a story that had lasted on the news for a single night. What there wasn't as far as he knew, was a police investigation. The police didn't investigate accidental fires. The moment the report had hit their desks, the case had been closed. But even if they'd had cause to think it was something more than that the police didn't lead terrorist investigations either. That was the Fed's job.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later though, his questions were answered as a middle aged Asian woman strode into the holding area with a confident look on her face. It was then that he understood. This had nothing to do with the police. They were just pawns. The banshee had sent them for him. And she hadn't done it simply so she could have a chat.
 
    
 
   “Soo Chi Harper Lee.” James greeted her even before she opened her mouth. He wanted to get the upper hand from the outset. Although trying to do so while lying on the floor, bleeding and in pain, wasn’t particularly easy. He had a credibility problem.
 
    
 
   “You know my name?” 
 
    
 
   She looked surprised, even a little taken aback. But she didn't look frightened. And why would she? She thought she held all the cards. And this was her version of payback for his spoiling her operation. The beating would only be the start of it. It would end with his death. James knew if he was to have any hope of surviving he had to make her think she didn't hold all the cards. He had to break her.
 
    
 
   “Of course. All of the Illuminati know your name. We have your face. And we've destroyed your operation. Your face will be plastered all over the nightly news as a triad member. Soon your bank accounts will be completely empty too. And there'll be nowhere in the world you can run to. Even your own family won't take you back. Not when their financial concerns are now in the doghouse because of you. Their casino's pretty much gone and they'll know it's your fault. But please do call them, their lines have traces on them.”
 
    
 
   “Worse for you though, now you've gone and attacked a hunter. An attack on one of the Illuminati is seen as an attack on all. You should know that.” 
 
    
 
   James smiled at her, calculating that it would unsettle her more. He knew he needed to. Especially when he saw the gun in her belt. He guessed she hadn't sent the police to grab him just so they could have a chat. This was about anger and vengeance. “You should enjoy your last few days of freedom. Because the rest of your life is going to be really bad. It may also be really short.”
 
    
 
   “Yours may be shorter.” She smiled menacingly at him. “Hunter.” But she wasn't nearly as confident as she pretended. There was a quiver in her voice. The look of the hunted in her eyes.
 
    
 
   “Then shoot me and stop wasting my time.” 
 
    
 
   James pretended a bravado he just didn't have. In theory the wards he had been spelled with might protect him – he actually didn't know. Mostly they were there to stop magical effects. Direct magical attacks. So he couldn't be spelled. A fascinator could not take control of his thoughts. A detonator could not explode him. But a possessed man could still hit him and a fireball could still burn him nicely. And bullets he wasn't sure of but he assumed they would hurt him. After all, if people were still able to beat and kick him, then the chances weren't good. Still, he could not show weakness. Not here. Not now.
 
    
 
   “All in good time hunter.” She pulled out her weapon and started brushing it down with her fingers as if worried about dust. It was the banshee's turn to do the intimidating.
 
    
 
   “I think I need to get some answers first. Like how did you get on to me? And what else do you know?”
 
    
 
   “Really? You don't know?” James mocked her, trying to get under her skin once again. And then despite the pain involved he crawled up to his feet. He couldn't appear weak. Besides, she had a gun and he was handcuffed and trapped in a cell – a sitting duck. He had only one hope and how well it worked would depend on how quick he was on his feet.
 
    
 
   “Besides, you didn't come for that. You may have told yourself that you did. But deep down inside you know the truth. This is about vengeance. I spoiled your plans. I've destroyed your life. You came to kill me; nothing else.” James knew he was right. He could see the hatred and fury moving behind her dark eyes. He recognised it because it also lived within him.
 
    
 
   “Don't pretend you know me!” Her grip tightened on the gun.
 
    
 
   “I do know you. I'm a hunter and you're my quarry. And I see the shit in your soul.” And he did. Maybe it was part instinct and part a dozen years as a cop but he'd also read the files on her in depth. “You spent years planning your new casino. You thought it would be the key to your financial independence. Your magical kingdom for the rest of your life. And I took it away from you. All of it, gone. I crushed your dreams. And you can't deal with that.”
 
    
 
   “But it's more. This was your ticket out of the family business. Out of just being an accountant. Being the minor daughter who never got to make the decisions. This was your one glorious chance to be your own boss. To rule. It was your moment in the sun. And now it's gone forever.”
 
    
 
   “You're going to be hunted. Soon you’ll be caught. Your powers are going to be bound and you'll be locked away for the rest of your life. It's only a matter of time. And worst of all everything your family always said about you – that you can't be relied upon – will be proven true. You're a failure. A mistake.”
 
    
 
   “Be honest. You didn't do this bone headed thing to learn something from me. There's nothing I could tell you that will help you. You're beyond help. This is only about anger and hatred.” 
 
    
 
   James could see the rage growing in her eyes, and while it was dangerous to make an angry woman with a gun even more furious, it was what he had to do. He needed her total attention on him. Her eyes focussed purely on him.
 
    
 
   “Are you trying to get yourself shot?”
 
    
 
   “By you? Hardly.” James mocked her. “We both know you're the failure of the family. You don't do things yourself. You keep your hands clean by getting others to do it for you. And that's not going to change. You don't have the guts to look me in the eyes and pull the trigger. Not in cold blood.”
 
    
 
   Soo Chi's response was an incoherent scream of rage. It might have been meant to be an insult. He didn't know. But what James did know was that her eyes were focussed completely on his. And also that the gun in her hand was rising. She was going to kill him. It was time to act.
 
    
 
   “Abadon!” James cried out the word and instantly everything went to hell. There was a blinding flash of light that turned the entire wing of the holding cells into a giant flash bulb. One that his would-be killer got straight in the eyes. 
 
    
 
   Soo Chi screamed and instantly reacted, trying to cover her eyes with her arms, forgetting in a heartbeat that she was holding a weapon. Naturally the gun went off, the sound unbelievably loud in the enclosed space.
 
    
 
   The bullet missed James, though it took him a second or two to realise that. It took him another second to realise that all those other bangs he'd heard were ricochets. You should never shoot a weapon into a concrete cell. Bullets bounced. But that didn't matter to him. What mattered was that his enemy was standing there, rubbing at her eyes, gun in hand and screaming. She was completely blind – at least for the moment. His plan had worked.
 
    
 
   He knew the pain she was feeling. The one instruction he had been given when he'd been warded with the enchantment years before, was to never release the spell while looking into a mirror. Naturally he hadn’t listened, and the blindness had lasted for a good five minutes, followed by another half hour of seeing thousands of shades of red and green everywhere he looked. The flash was one of the most intense things he'd ever seen and for the longest time he'd stood there thinking he would never see again. He guessed that that was exactly what Soo Chi was thinking just then as she rubbed at her eyes and wailed in fear.
 
    
 
   Then the sirens went off and confusion turned to complete chaos. It was a beautiful sound. Obviously someone outside the wing had heard the gunshot. Then they'd probably checked the security cameras and hit the alarms. The banshee had worked her magic on a squad of police, but even she had limits. It took time for her spell to be woven on people, and she hadn't had a chance to catch everyone. Which was why he could soon hear the sound of feet running in the distance.
 
    
 
   Soo Chi could hear them too and her first reaction was to aim the gun in the general direction of the sound. She was panicking. She knew she was in trouble. She had to get away. But she couldn't do that when she was completely blind. She didn't even know which way to run. Her immediate reaction was to fire twice more in the direction of the feet and stop them coming.
 
    
 
   It stopped the feet running, though whether she hit anyone James didn't know. But of course firing at officers in a station was always a mistake. The people stopped running but they started shouting instead as they called for backup. And then someone started firing back down the corridor. She was blind and under attack. Soo Chi's problems had just become a thousand times worse. The minute or two she might have bought herself by shooting at the officers had potentially just cost her, her life. Meanwhile James was forgotten.
 
    
 
   She couldn't see him. She couldn't see anything. And by the looks of things she'd got turned around in the confusion. She didn't even know where his cell was let alone him. She was panicking. Her only hope was to shoot back in the general direction where the shots had come from, and the moment they stopped, turn and run blindly away from them, hoping that she didn't crash into anything. So that was exactly what she did. Shooting the gun blindly she ran, screaming in terror.
 
    
 
   Inevitably she hit something. James couldn't see her by then – she was too far down the corridor and he was locked in his cell unable to stick his head out through the bars to look. But he heard her hit something followed by the sound of the gun going off again. And that was followed by her screaming some more. His dearest hope was that she'd shot herself by accident. Or that the police would shoot her. The woman could do with being shot.
 
    
 
   After that there was the sound of more people running. And finally police officers in blue instead of black came into view, all with their weapons drawn as they sprinted past him. There was more gun fire. And more screaming from the banshee. Obviously things weren't going well. But the one thing he knew as he stood there in pain was that he was safe. Soo Chi was nowhere in sight. In fact judging by the sound of the gunfire which was growing more distant, she was making her escape.
 
    
 
   But that was alright James told himself. She could run for now. He was hurting; badly. He was bleeding too and he needed a doctor. But he was alive. He had to cling to that. As he could to the fact that despite being beaten, hand cuffed, thrown in a cell and left as a sitting duck for the banshee, he'd still beaten her.
 
    
 
   In time though he decided that standing was a mistake and he collapsed onto the bunk and waited for someone to attend to him. It was only a matter of time. Because the moment the assailant was either taken into custody, shot or got away, the officers would do a check on everyone who had been nearby. It was procedure. And this time it wouldn't be her brain washed officers. He guessed that when they saw him sitting there on the bunk bleeding, questions would be asked. When they watched the video and realised she'd come to kill him, more questions would be asked. And then when they realised he'd been kidnapped by their officers but never charged with anything, all hell would break loose. Once the video hit the net he couldn't even begin to guess how bad things would get.
 
    
 
   But he might at least get to see a doctor. That was something to look forward to.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The hospital emergency room was not a place James liked being. Especially not when he was there as a patient covered from head to foot in stitches, bandages and disinfectant. And even more so when he felt as sore as he did. But what made it especially unpleasant just then was the doctor busy lecturing him. And he was lecturing him, if not berating him for what he considered his stupidity.
 
    
 
   And all James had said was that he wanted to leave! He was beginning to dislike doctors.
 
    
 
   “Three cracked ribs! A minor shoulder fracture and a broken nose. A hundred and eighty stitches! Contusions over eighty percent of your body! Possibly a hairline fracture of your pelvis. Bone bruising and muscle tears. Swelling everywhere. Multiple taser burns. Mr. Henderson you are lucky to be alive. This was a serious assault. To even think of getting up and leaving the hospital is sheer lunacy! You need bed rest. At least a week of it. And you need to be observed in case there are internal injuries.” The doctor sounded deadly serious. “You could still die!”
 
    
 
   “I feel fine Doc.” Which was bullshit of course but he wanted out. So what if he felt as though he'd been run over by a truck several times? Or that it was taking all the strength he had just to sit up straight and that all the stitches that had just been put in him felt as though they were bursting. Maybe that was why they were covered with bandages – to stop them tearing. But James had no intention of staying in the hospital a second longer than he had to. He wanted out of here. And he wanted to start hunting. The woman was going down! “Just tape me up and give me a few aspirin.”
 
    
 
   “Aspirin! We're way beyond aspirin Mr. Henderson. There could be kidney damage.”
 
    
 
   There quite possibly was James thought. His right kidney felt like a lump of burning coal from having been kicked. But it didn't change his mind. Now that the police had dropped all charges – not that any had ever been any laid – he wanted to be gone. Gone before the press arrived. He had no doubt that they weren’t far away.
 
    
 
   Video of his so-called arrest had already hit the net and it was barely ten in the morning. But then what else could you expect in an age when everybody had a cell phone with a camera? Most of it had been captured. From what he'd heard from the officers who'd delivered him to the waiting ambulance, the police captain was being hounded by them even as he tried to work out why a dozen of his men had gone rogue. It was a public relations disaster. The only way it could be any worse was if James had been an elderly grandmother. But really, when there was apparently video of him cuffed and being thrown down several flights of stairs by laughing black clad officers, even that couldn't have made things that much worse. And when the rest came to light, things would only get worse again. 
 
    
 
   No warrant, no charges laid, no probable cause and not even a crime having been committed. In fact the only thing the officers involved could say was that the FBI had been in charge – something the FBI would soon be denying. They probably already were since after speaking with him the captain had been intending to call them. Or so he said. 
 
    
 
   But that was the least of his troubles. A dozen officers going rogue was actually minor in his world. James had heard – overheard actually as the paramedics had been treating him before loading him into an ambulance – that those same dozen officers had then gone completely off the reservation. They'd turned on other police, and there had been a major gunfight inside and outside the station. He knew why. The banshee had wailed and they had leapt to her defence – against their own brothers in blue.
 
    
 
   No one yet had a feel for the numbers who had been killed or injured. The paramedics had speculated that it could be anywhere from a handful to dozens. But whichever it was, it was a disaster. Probably the biggest disaster in the history of the station. The police turning on each other? Having an open gunfight in the street? That would have to be the lead item on every news bulletin across the world.
 
    
 
   No doubt the banshee had wailed when she saw her freedom about to come to an end and had used the officers to cover her escape. It seemed to be her modus operandi. And now James guessed everything was up in the air. For the gifted and for the Illuminati. This incident risked exposure of magic to the world. 
 
    
 
   But first on the chopping block he guessed, was the captain. Because this had all started in his station. He was the man in charge. And this would be laid at his feet.
 
    
 
   There was a reason that the captain had looked so drawn when James had spoken to him. This was a rapidly evolving tidal wave of ruin for him. First a dozen of his officers would lose their jobs – through no fault of their own. They might be charged as well. For false arrest and imprisonment. For using excessive force. And for violent assault on a civilian. When word got out that he was an ex policeman himself the speculation would fly.
 
    
 
   Then the captain had to deal with the fallout from a police shoot out in his own station. Some officers had ended up in hospital, some in the morgue. And none of them could give any explanation for what had happened. There would be charges laid for that. Prison sentences too in time. Lengthy ones. Possibly murder charges.
 
    
 
   What would really destroy him though was when the video of the cells and of Soo Chi simply walking into the holding area and trying to murder him got out. Civilians simply using the police as their own private goons?! The other disasters would pale in comparison to that. And it would get out. Everything these days got out. Within a day there would be a hundred different official information requests for it. And the officers would immediately identify Soo Chi as the FBI agent who'd been in charge. Who had directed them to arrest him. Or they would once her spell wore off. And when they did the FBI would immediately disavow any knowledge of her. She wasn't theirs. After that there would be an official enquiry. Possibly a grand jury hearing.
 
    
 
   But he couldn't think about that just then. And there was nothing he could do about it anyway. His job was to go to ground. To not be caught out in the open by the media. They might have his name, address and face, but he couldn’t let them have a statement. Not even a “no comment”. His value as a hunter would be immediately compromised if that happened. And an investigation into how a middle aged Asian woman could somehow not only pretend to be an FBI agent but also convince a dozen police officers to break their oaths and violate the very laws they were supposed to uphold before opening fire on their brother and sister officers, could lead to some questions being asked that the Illuminati really did not want answered. Questions that would be laid at his door. After all, even the slowest would wonder why he had been targeted.
 
    
 
   Which was why he had to get out of the hospital. Now.
 
    
 
   He'd called Will once he'd been released from the prison and just before they'd carted him into the ambulance, but thus far the cowboy hadn't shown up. Doubtless he had a lot of other things to do. Things like burying evidence. This was a major crisis for the Illuminati. Somehow James didn't think that West was going to be able to do this job on his own. There were just too many players involved. Too much evidence. Too much public interest. James wanted to be gone before it came back to bite him.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Henderson.” The doctor did his best to plead with James.
 
    
 
   “Just let me out Doc. I want to be gone from here before the press show up.”
 
    
 
   “Press?” The doctor sounded surprised. He probably knew that the police were involved but obviously he hadn't heard all the details of the assault.
 
    
 
   “This will be the lead item on the news tonight. It's already out on the net. I want to be gone before everything hits the fan.” James didn't feel like explaining the details of the assault to the doctor. He wasn't even sure he wanted to think about them.
 
    
 
   “Fine.” The doctor started doing as he was asked. Most of which consisted of covering the rest of him with support bandages. Bandages on top of bandages. The ones around his ribs at least made it a little easier to breathe. He also injected James with some anti-inflammatories and antibiotics and any number of other concoctions James didn't want to know about. He already had an endless number of local painkillers pumped under his skin around each newly stitched wound.  Lastly the doctor gave him a script to take to the drug store.
 
    
 
   That done the doctor then spent time lecturing him about what he considered to be James’ foolish life. By that of course he was referring to all the scars he could see on him. Mixed martial arts was a tough game and injuries were a part of life for a fighter. But he didn't tell the doctor that. Nor how he'd got the more recent injuries. He just told him to keep working. The clock was ticking.
 
    
 
   “Bloody hell!” 
 
    
 
   James looked up when he heard Daniels, and he guessed he could understand his surprise. No doubt he looked a mess. But he could still have lived a little more happily without seeing the look of horror on the young man's face.
 
    
 
   “Daniels?”
 
    
 
   “Will sent me.”
 
    
 
   “Good. Once I'm done here I need to go back to my apartment and get some clothes. Then I need to find somewhere else to stay for a bit. The press are going to be all over my place. And everyone else needs to take precautions. If the bitch came after me like this, the chances are she's not done. She's declared war.”
 
    
 
   “She's running.” 
 
    
 
   Daniels said what he thought was reasonable. He thought that the banshee was reasonable. That she'd do what was logical. And what seemed logical was to run. Anyone would think the same.
 
    
 
   James knew better though. He understood her.
 
    
 
   “She's not running. Not far anyway. Despite what they say there's an even more dangerous animal than the one that's trapped or cornered. It's the one that's being hunted. They're unpredictable and deadly. At some point they always turn around and strike at their hunters. At least with a cornered animal you have a reasonable idea that it's going to attack. With a hunted one you never know if or when. It's instinct. It’s not really about survival either. It’s more about rage and terror. And that's what her cry was all about.” 
 
    
 
   “Her operation's been compromised and she's been exposed. Her family's disowned her. They won't shelter her. Soon she'll be a wanted criminal with her face all over the tv. There's no place left for her to run to. No place to hide. And if what the police said is right, she's wounded. She's more than just desperate. She's angry. Her life is falling apart. For the moment she'll run. But when she's out of options? No.” 
 
    
 
   “Soon she'll know she has no hope of escaping. At that point she'll turn on her hunters in an instinctive need to destroy them. She will want to destroy everyone else she thinks has wronged her too. She will strike back hard and with everything she has, thinking she has nothing to lose. And given her abilities she'll be dangerous. This woman is organised crime. She'll use her allies. We have to be ready.”
 
    
 
   James knew he was right. Daniels didn't seem quite so certain though. But he wasn't a hunter and he didn't understand his quarry. He'd never seen a gazelle charge a lion in desperation. He'd never seen a lion run with blood dripping down its side from being gored either. Nor had he ever seen a cornered criminal knowing there was no way out, charge an officer with a gun trained on him. It wasn't logical. But it happened.
 
    
 
   “So?” Daniels asked.
 
    
 
   “So everybody travels in pairs. Everybody watches everyone else's back. Doors are locked. Alarms are set. The office is emptied and we communicate by phone only. Full security. And that starts right now.” 
 
    
 
   He would have liked to have had more time, but he didn't. He couldn't make the call when he was in the station with the police listening to everything. That would have just got him stuck in an interrogation room. And while he doubted that the banshee could have yet struck, he knew she was desperate. And despite the reports saying that nothing had been found, he was still sure they had a mole in the office. It was just that this mole was particularly clever at covering his or her tracks. And if they did have a mole, then that meant the banshee had more on them than they knew. Things like his home address for a start. Something the police shouldn't have had since he was unlisted.
 
    
 
   Of course James was aware as he spoke that the doctor was there with them, an outsider listening in on every word. James would have sent him away but the doctor wasn't going to be sent out of his own rooms. And James knew he had at least another hour here while they waited for the radiologist to go through his scans. Thus far the doctor had only seen the x-rays. 
 
    
 
   Perhaps what he was saying wasn't wise to say out in the open. But he had also been keeping his mouth carefully shut about all things magical. And the stuff he was saying had to be said and soon. It had to be heard. The sooner people understood what they were facing, the sooner they could prepare for it.
 
    
 
   So as he sent Daniels off to deliver his message he turned to the doctor. “Doc, this is all privileged. Medical stuff from a deluded patient. I do not expect a single word of this to end up on the news, and if I do lawsuits about medical malpractice will be in the mail. Big ones. After all, since you're the only one that could have leaked them, it won't be hard to identify you. Understood?”
 
    
 
   The doctor nodded though he was clearly unhappy. But he said nothing as he continued with his work. There wasn't much he could say.
 
    
 
   “Oh, and I'm keeping the gown. Add it to my bill please.” 
 
    
 
   The thin, green cotton gown was far from his favourite piece of clothing, especially when it only had ties at the back and didn't seem to cover everything. But when the rest of his clothing consisted of a pair of blood soaked track pants, it seemed important to him. He wasn't going to be appearing on camera half naked again. Everyone including his own daughter had given him a hard time about that after the first time. In fact Matti had said something about it being gross and embarrassing. She was a teenager after all.
 
    
 
   He expected he would be getting another call from her tonight. There had to be some advantages to being beaten to a pulp!
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Everybody out!” 
 
    
 
   James strode in to the remains of his apartment through what had once been his front door, and announced his orders to the crime scene people working in it. Naturally they were shocked. Then they were indignant. This was a crime scene after all. There was yellow tape all over the doorway. They had control. One of them tried to tell him that.
 
    
 
   “Actually this is my home. I haven't reported a crime. So as far as I can tell, you're all trespassing!” 
 
    
 
   They weren't of course. They had every right to be there. And despite it being his home, he didn't. But that wasn't the point. He needed to pack and dress. He needed time. And his statement would give him that time as they had to confirm things with their boss. Then no doubt the captain would come down to have a talk with him – if he could find the time. James intended to be gone before that happened.
 
    
 
   “Out, out, out!” James shooed them along with a few gestures, and despite everything it seemed to work. The three people in their white overalls and paper booties actually started shuffling for the door. They didn't know what else to do he supposed – this sort of thing simply never happened – though there would be a few urgent calls made. But that was fine by him. He didn't need long, and James quickly limped his way to the bedroom.
 
    
 
   Once inside his first step was to get dressed. He just didn't feel right being out in public like this. Wearing proper clothes at least made him feel a little more like a human being. But there was more to it than that, and part of it was the pair of guns hanging up in their holsters in his wardrobe. Strapping them on made him once again feel like a hunter. For most of the day he hadn't been. He'd been a victim. And that did not sit well with him. He was damned lucky none of the crime scene people had got that far. They'd still been working in the main room when he'd arrived. If they'd seen him arming up there would have been more than just an upset captain to deal with. There might have been a SWAT team.
 
    
 
   Strapping on his weapons again came as a great comfort to him. The banshee would not catch him unready when she came for him again. And he knew she was coming. He'd looked in her eyes and seen the fury there. She would want revenge. Especially if she had been hurt. And since there was blood trace from her in the station, it seemed that she had been.
 
    
 
   After that his next job was packing. Not a lot. Mostly his laptop, phone and a few toiletries and clothes, all of which he threw into a soft leather carry bag. He didn't need a lot. Just enough to get him through the next few days. James did not intend for this hunt to last long. She was wounded and running. She would make mistakes and leave a trail. And the press he hoped would give up on him in time.
 
    
 
   Last he threw in a couple of boxes of muesli bars from the cupboards into the bag – there was something about being beaten up that made him feel hungry – and grabbed the keys from the bowl by the entrance. They were still there. The police hadn't used a key to break down his door. 
 
    
 
   Having got everything he needed it was time to go. The entire stop had taken five minutes at most. Even so he worried that it had taken too long. Walking down the corridor to the lift, past the three crime scene examiners who were standing there waiting for instructions from the phone one of them was holding, he knew police would be on their way. Although there might not be many police to spare – the city was in an uproar. Still, James knew that the captain would have to make the shoot out a priority. He'd heard the latest reports on the radio as he'd been driven home. Seven dead, a dozen more badly injured. All of them cops. And now the guy who was ground zero for this entire nightmare was walking away just when they thought he was safely locked away in the hospital? There would probably be a lot of cops coming. 
 
    
 
   So James did his best to hurry past them, not even favouring them with a look. It wasn't easy though. The pain killers he'd been given were starting to wear off. Still, when he reached the lift he turned back and politely told them to lock up his apartment when they were done. The building was relatively secure and it wasn't as if he had a lot to lose, but even so he wanted to be sure.
 
    
 
   In the garage his car was waiting for him, and it felt good to be able to sink into the comfort of its deep leather seats. James was glad for once that it wasn't one of the sportier models with their harder racing seats. He'd always wanted one, but not just then.
 
    
 
   After that it was just a matter of hitting the road and making some calls. He had people to protect. Though the banshee had many people to attack, he was her prime target. Soo Chi would be coming for him, and she would do it by coming after the ones he loved. He understood that much about her. In that way she was exactly like his brother. She used people. They both did. That was their truest nature and what made fascinators of all types so dangerous. People were nothing to them save as a means to an end. And once they had served their purpose the fascinators had no difficulty disposing of them.
 
    
 
   James began with the Liberty Academy, calling the principal and making sure she understood the danger they were facing. He had no doubt that the banshee would realise his daughter was his greatest vulnerability. Everyone in the office knew he had a daughter, and half of them probably knew where she went to school. She had to be protected. 
 
    
 
   Luckily the school was well protected. It had wards all across its grounds, just in case. The wards were mainly there for the students. New witches and wizards just growing into their gifts and no doubt thinking to cause mischief with them had to be controlled. But what would protect against a child's magic would work just as well against another's – he hoped.
 
    
 
   Next he called his parents and warned them. They were probably safer living out of state, but there was no point in taking chances. That was a difficult conversation. It was always difficult talking to them. They were burdened with so much guilt and shame for what they'd done – even though they'd had no choice. Francis had controlled them from an early age. And James was burdened with the same thing. For having been a cop and yet having known nothing of what was happening.
 
    
 
   The truest tragedy of it all was that if they'd simply told him about Francis and the world of magic it could all have been fixed long before it had become what it had. The family could have been warded. His brother could have been taken into care. No one would have had to have been hurt. But they hadn't. At first they had stayed clear of the Illuminati, choosing not to be registered because they considered them big brother. They had been hippies at heart. And then when Francis had grown into his gifts and learned about them, it had been too late. He had made certain they would never tell.
 
    
 
   There was a rhyme he had heard long ago about a war being lost because of a missing horse shoe nail. That was their nail.
 
    
 
   Still, it wouldn't happen again. Not a second time. No damned banshee was going to control them or anyone else in his family. They could get down to their local Illuminati hall and be warded. 
 
    
 
   Last he called the prison where his brother was locked away. He had no love for Francis, only anger, but he knew that if she had no one else, Soo Chi would go after him. And in that case he wanted to be prepared. The chances were that she would try to use Francis' knowledge as a way of reaching him. James meanwhile wanted the banshee caught. Though explaining that to the warden took some doing. She couldn't believe that he would actually act to protect his little brother even if it was as a means to protect himself. And really, she didn't want to take his call. If the banshee did get him he suspected, Warden Jones would be perfectly happy.
 
    
 
   The only person he couldn't warn was Sheryl. His ex-wife knew nothing of magic and she could not be told. But she was ironically enough protected by her ignorance. Knowing nothing of magic she was burdened with guilt, which in turn had left her shut away for a while in Fairview Haven. Only one person in his entire office knew where she was – Will. He couldn't believe that Will would ever betray him. He might dress like a cowboy and it might seem bizarre. But in his heart the man believed in the code of the old West – whatever exactly it was. He would never willingly give up a friend. And like everyone else in the office he was warded.
 
    
 
   After that his job was to get out of the city. To find a place where he could hole up for a few hours – after visiting a drug store to pick up his scripts. Then he’d head up-state to his daughter's school. The Liberty Academy. Because if the banshee was going to strike at him again his daughter would be her first target.
 
    
 
   That could not happen.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   James was almost asleep in the car when he saw her, and at first when he did he didn't know what to think. The woman in her homespun garments looking a little like a hippie was walking in such a strangely cautious fashion down the street, and avoiding the wash of the street lights that he almost thought she might be drunk. Until it clicked. She was a hunter. Or maybe a huntress – he was never sure of the correct terminology. A hunter by nature and magic rather than position like him. And the reason she was walking like that wasn't just to avoid being caught in the wash of the street lights, she was also avoiding the wards around the school.
 
    
 
   And since he was parked outside the main entrance to the Liberty Academy he knew who her prey was. She wasn't there for him after all. She had no idea he was around. She was after Matti!
 
    
 
   The banshee had realised that her targets were protected, and prepared accordingly. She'd recruited one of the gifted who could get around those protections. The damned woman was resourceful.
 
    
 
   Hunters had the innate magic of the hunt. They walked silently and left no tracks. They could run like the wind when they needed to and fight like wild cats. Their senses were all hyper acute, meaning that she could see in the dark and hear like a bat. She could also hunt by smell. But most importantly she could sense traps and go around them. Any sort of trap. The huntress was an excellent choice of agent for the banshee. How the hell had she managed to find one at such short notice?
 
    
 
   Luckily while he might not have her magic, or really any magic, he had one thing that countered it perfectly – a knowledge of criminals and how they operated. He'd expected the attack and worked out how it would come. Or rather, how she would attempt to enter the school.  
 
    
 
   The academy was fenced on three sides with tall mesh fences that separated it from the bush behind it. The chances were that it had been installed however many years before to stop the kids escaping into the forest and smoking and getting up to other general adolescent naughtiness. But regardless of why it had been installed, it was still a significant barrier, and it was alarmed. It would be avoided by most.
 
    
 
   The front of the academy therefore was the most likely point of access. It too was mostly fenced, but because it ran along a street, the fence was much more upmarket. It was comprised of wrought iron palings and stood a mere eight feet tall. Sharp points edged the top of each paling. Going over it would still not be an option for most, especially when there were neighbours looking on from the other side of the road. There was however a break in the fence for the entrance to the school's car park. It was the most likely way in which was why he was guarding it.
 
    
 
   For that reason he'd parked up about fifty yards away from the entrance on the opposite side of the road, underneath a couple of elm trees. From there he had a good view of the entire front of the academy and he was close enough that if someone did try to come through on one of the other sides he would hear the alarms when they sounded and come running – or rather hobbling – furiously.
 
    
 
   It was a painful duty, in so many ways. Partly because he was in pain despite the drugs he was swallowing like candy. But mostly because he was parked there outside the school, knowing that his daughter was inside only one or two hundred yards away, and he couldn't go to her. If he did – if he even tried – Sheryl's lawyer would have what few rights he had to communicate with her, stripped. Consequently he had spent the last few days sitting outside the school, and had not once tried to go to her or even let her know that he was around.
 
    
 
   Still, he'd done it for three days, and no one thus far had come for her. In fact he had been starting to wonder if the banshee had been stopped. Maybe her injuries had been more serious than they knew? She might even be dead. All they really knew was that she had left blood behind. Perhaps that had slowed her down. But James had known from the start that if she was alive she would come for him. And creeping up the street, doing her best to remain unseen, was his proof.
 
    
 
   The woman had to be stopped, and he was in no shape for a fight. His injuries might be healing – after only two or three days it was hard to be sure – but every muscle, bone and joint in his body hurt. They'd all stiffened up. And when he walked, despite the cornucopia of drugs he took, he walked like an old, arthritic cripple. To recover fully was going to take weeks or even months. For the moment sitting in the car was about the limit of his abilities. And he had no back up. He hadn't told the others where he was because he was still worried they had a mole and he didn't want any word of what he was doing getting back to the banshee. The German was going to laugh at him about that. Either that or lecture him some more about his lack of trust.
 
    
 
   But he did have one thing going for him James eventually realised. Surprise. The hunter wasn't here for him. She had no idea that he was around. And maybe he had a second edge. A career spent as a police officer. It leant him a certain manner. A way of walking and acting that would always identify him as one. That could be useful he realised as he got out of the car and approached the woman.
 
    
 
   She didn't look like a threat he thought. She was of slim build and not particularly muscular. But the one thing he had learnt in the last five years was that looks could be deceiving where magic was concerned. In his present condition he doubted he could fight her. In fact it was taking all his strength just to appear to be walking normally. No doubt she would guess some of that even though he was wrapped up from head to foot in a heavy coat. Hunters always knew when their prey was wounded. She just didn't know that he was her prey.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me ma'am.” James called out to her when they were close enough that he didn't have to shout. He also pulled out his bill fold. In the darkness it looked like an ID. He was rewarded by watching her at least stop. She hadn't been expecting to be spotted. She certainly hadn't been expecting to be approached by the police.
 
    
 
   “Yes officer?” She looked a little surprised but not alarmed.
 
    
 
   “It's late and we've had reports of a prowler in the area. Spying on the children. Can I ask what you're doing out here tonight?” James stopped about two or three paces from her, and put his bill fold away before she realised what it actually was.
 
    
 
   “A prowler?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. A predator. We're calling him Abadon.”
 
    
 
   The instant he spoke the word the spell activated and a brilliant flash of light turned the night into day. It caught the hunter completely by surprise, and she leapt backwards with her arm covering her eyes. But it didn't render her harmless as he had expected, and a second later she leapt for him, arms outstretched.
 
    
 
   James tried to dodge her attack, but was just too slow. He hadn't expected the attack and his body wasn't in good enough shape to move quickly anyway. So one of her hands – stiffened fingers resembling an axehead – caught him on the cheek. At least he had managed to dodge sufficiently to avoid having his eyes clawed out.
 
    
 
   How could she have done that? Struck at him so quickly and accurately? Surely she was blind? But then he realised the truth. While she was temporarily blinded that wasn’t enough to stop a hunter. She didn't need to see him to fight.
 
    
 
   She leapt for him again, and this time his slow moving flesh was faster at getting out of the way. Adrenaline was overcoming his physical deficiencies. Still, he knew as she sailed past him that just dodging wasn't enough. He had to take the fight to her. So the next time she ran at him he moved in closer instead of dodging.
 
    
 
   She wasn't prepared for the move and his fist caught her neatly in the stomach, driving the air from her lungs. It was a good blow. Even crippled and moving like a broken old man he was a capable fighter. Of course it helped that she hadn't seen the blow coming.
 
    
 
   The fight was over. James knew that. The hunter didn't. She didn't allow herself to fall to the ground and start gasping for breath even though that was surely what every fibre in her being was crying out for her to do. Instead she crouched on the ground in a hunter's pose, desperately trying to look as though she was ready for anything. But she wasn't. Something that James established a moment later when he pushed her shoulder with his foot and she fell over sideways.
 
    
 
   After that it was mainly a matter of keeping her secured. That meant restraining her, using the set of cold iron manacles he always kept in the boot. It took a moment to get them, walking slowly back to the car and then returning. But his prisoner didn't move a lot in the time it took him. Nor did she try to resist him too hard when he pulled her arms up behind her back and fastened them. She'd barely started breathing again by then and she was kitten weak. She didn't resist after that when he helped her to her feet either or started checking her for weapons and ID. She didn't have the strength.
 
    
 
   “Come on you. You can sit in the car while we wait for someone to pick you up.” James didn't feel any anger for the hunter. He didn't really feel a lot of anything for her. On the one hand he knew she had come to try and kidnap his daughter which he could not forgive. But on the other she was a victim of a banshee's magic. She had no idea that what she was doing was wrong.
 
    
 
   “Bastard!” She cursed him, but she didn't resist as he placed a hand on her shoulder exactly as he'd been trained to, and guided her back up the street to his car. Nor when he opened the door and sat her down inside it. She didn't even annoy him when he called for the others to come and pick her up. Mostly he guessed she was angry. And then when she finally did say something, it wasn't what he expected.
 
    
 
   “That was a filthy trick!”
 
    
 
   “It worked.” James shrugged, unaffected by her criticism. “Another threat overcome, locked up and soon to be deprogrammed. And done by someone who's on the injured list thanks to your mistress. I'd say it was a damned good trick.”
 
    
 
   “You're not that badly wounded. One hip looked to be stiff, your face is a bit of a mess and you were favouring a shoulder but it didn't seem to be too terrible. Not terrible enough to keep you away from work. But I could still take you easily. It was why I let you approach.”
 
    
 
   “Actually you wouldn't believe the cocktail of drugs I'm on just to keep going. Your mistress really did a number on me.” James felt no compunction in admitting it. Instead he flicked on the car light and started studying her ID. Then he saw her flinch. Turning on the car light had revealed some of the damage the police had done to his face. The bruising was just starting to come out and half his face had blackened. One eye was blood shot and so badly swollen that it was almost permanently closed. The darkness had hidden a lot. And it surprised her. What surprised him though was that she could already see him. Obviously she was quick to recover.
 
    
 
   “My mistress? Why do you keep saying that?”
 
    
 
   “Soo Chi Harper Lee. She's a banshee and you're under her spell.” James wasn't surprised that his prisoner – Alysson Thomas according to her driver's licence – didn't understand. None of the others had yet realised that they had been under her spell. Though some from what he had been told were finally starting to break completely free.
 
    
 
   “Soo Chi's not my mistress! She's my friend!” The hunter objected strongly. “And we're both simply trying to protect our people.”
 
    
 
   “And who are your people Alysson?” It was a pointless question to ask James knew. But he still liked to ask it, if only to be constantly amazed by the inevitable response. And it was the same this time as she sat there trying to answer him, eventually realising she couldn't. She didn't know who her people were. 
 
    
 
   “That doesn't matter!” She instinctively covered for her ignorance, perhaps a little frightened by the fact that she didn't know. 
 
    
 
   The banshee must have only had her for a short time James guessed. And her magic took a while to take hold on a person's heart. She didn't simply confuse and twist thoughts. She bent a person's deepest beliefs. That took time. It took even more time to give someone a cohesive world view as well. Apparently that hadn't happened.
 
    
 
   “You don't know Alysson because you don't have any people. You never did. Neither did any of the others she sent against me.” James continued going through her cards. “Tell me, do you know who I am?”
 
    
 
   “No.” She stared doubtfully at him. “Some damned cop. You didn't give me your name.”
 
    
 
   “A cop?” James was surprised – but also somewhat pleased by her answer. He hadn't really felt like a cop for a long time. “I was a cop for many years. A detective. But now you're sitting in a BMW with your hands manacled with cold steel after having been hit with a spell of blinding light. You want to think about that some more?”
 
    
 
   “Some sort of wizard?” She looked confused. “You're working for the girl.”
 
    
 
   “The girl? You mean Matilda Henderson?”
 
    
 
   “The rogue.” The hunter nodded. “You know she's mad. Very dangerous. A fascinator with ambitions to take over the city and maybe more. And she's going to expose us all to do it. You should be helping me.”
 
    
 
   “Uh huh.” James couldn't believe he was hearing that from her. And yet it made sense in a way. Writers often said to write what you know. It seemed banshees followed the same line of thinking. And it was a great way to motivate people. A rogue fascinator was a dangerous creature. One bent on taking over the city would be the enemy to all. And someone to fear. The banshee had played on that fear. She had used it to quickly overpower the reasoning of her targets.
 
    
 
   “You know she's thirteen right? That this is a school and she's still a schoolgirl? That her gift is animus magic?” James felt the need to defend his daughter even though he knew there was no point.
 
    
 
   “You don't understand.” The hunter looked at him despairingly. “You can't. You're already under her spell.”
 
    
 
   James was tempted then to tell her that yes he was under her spell. That she was his daughter and he loved her unconditionally. But he restrained himself. There was no point, and he suspected it would only upset the hunter when she was being cooperative.
 
    
 
   “So Soo Chi sent you after her.”
 
    
 
   “Soo Chi doesn't send me anywhere!” The hunter stamped her foot in anger. “She's just like me, trying to stop her. She would have come herself but she's injured. I was the only one she could trust.”
 
    
 
   “Injured?” James carefully kept his tone light, as if it was of no great importance.
 
    
 
   “She was shot by the rogue's father. Twice. She nearly died. It was only because she managed to find a veterinary practice that she survived.”
 
    
 
   “And so if she's injured how did she meet you?”
 
    
 
   “I've known Soo Chi all my life. We grew up together.”
 
    
 
   “That seems unlikely since Soo Chi's fifty eight and grew up in Hong Kong while your licence claims you as American and twenty five.” James pointed out the obvious problems to her, though he suspected there was little point. The banshee might not have had enough time to create a cohesive lie for the woman to believe, but her lies had still claimed a lot of her reasoning. “Tell me, when is her birthday?”
 
    
 
   The silence he got back from his prisoner was all the answer that James had expected. Of course she didn't know. But the hunter sitting beside him didn't understand. She couldn't. She had been told a story and she believed it utterly. If things didn't add up it would never be the story that was wrong. Clearly there was some other explanation.
 
    
 
   “Tell me Alysson, what sort of work do you do?”
 
    
 
   “Animal control. What of it?” She snapped a little at James, no doubt upset by the way his previous question had clashed with what she believed to be true.
 
    
 
   James though was excited. In an instant he saw the connection between Alysson and Soo Chi. He knew how they'd met. And he knew what he needed to do as he reached for his phone and called the cowboy.
 
    
 
   “Will.”
 
    
 
   “It's late.” Will grumbled at him. But he still answered his phone on the second ring. And actually he was wrong. It wasn't late. It was early. Two in the morning to be precise.
 
    
 
   “I know and I'm sorry. But I've got Alysson Thomas in the car – the banshee’s newest victim.” 
 
    
 
   “Give me the details.” Will was suddenly all business.
 
    
 
   James did as he was asked and quickly spelled out her name and the details on her licence for Will to take down. He had no doubt that within half an hour things would be underway as the hunt for the banshee continued. Soo Chi Harper Lee had been officially classed as a threat to the Illuminati and resources were being thrown into catching her that James had never seen before. But after what she'd done at the police station, it was what had to be done. It was obvious that the banshee had no concern about revealing the existence of magic to the world.
 
    
 
   “And you have her because?”
 
    
 
   “Because she was sent after Matti. Ms. Thomas is a hunter working for animal control. And one of the things she's told me was that Soo Chi was shot at the station. She took shelter at a vet's for treatment. My guess is that if the banshee is as injured as Alysson says, she may still be there. So if you go through Ms. Thomas' work history and work out which practices she had contact with you'll find her.”
 
    
 
   James turned to his passenger. “I don't suppose you want to tell me which practice that was?”
 
    
 
   “Shit on you!” The hunter stared at James as though he was a venomous reptile she'd just uncovered.
 
    
 
   “You might also want to check if she's got a work vehicle assigned and if it's got a tracker. It may still be there.” James continued unbothered. It was good to finally have a lead. Of course he knew the vehicle might well be what she'd driven here in, but some GPS trackers kept histories as well and it was still a chance.
 
    
 
   “Got it.” Will might grumble about being woken at such an hour but when it was important he was still all business. “You alright?”
 
    
 
   “Fine. Sore but dealing with it. The banshee did a number on me with those officers, but I'll still catch her in the end. I don't fail.”
 
    
 
   After that Will hung up to get to work on what he needed to do and James put his phone away as well and turned off the car's courtesy lights. There was no point in having them on when the neighbours might look out their windows even at this hour and see the glow. Tinted windows were not the same as darkness. Besides, he needed to keep his eyes adjusted to the night, just in case there were any more like his prisoner coming.
 
    
 
   “You're a hunter?” 
 
    
 
   “Of a sort.” James was surprised by the question. He'd sort of expected that she'd be silent after having given away so much. “I don't have magic like you. But I work as a hunter for the Illuminati.”
 
    
 
   “You don't have magic? Isn't this somewhat out of your area then?”
 
    
 
   “I'm very good at my job.” James didn't feel like going into detail about his life. In part because he suspected that she still had hopes of escaping and reporting back to her mistress. She was just gathering information for when that happened. But as long as she was in the cold iron manacles that wasn't happening. Still, he pushed her forward in her seat just to make sure she was still bound. She was.
 
    
 
   “Cheap tricks don't make you skilled.”
 
    
 
   “And I wouldn't have needed them if I wasn't already injured. Your fighting is skilled, but I'm better. And your gift makes you a damned good tracker but I know how to hunt.” Maybe it was ego, but he felt the need to defend himself against her.
 
    
 
   But then another question occurred to him. One he knew she wouldn't answer. Did she have a partner? The banshee was smart, and it didn't pay to underestimate her. He'd been doing that for too long already. And sending in one hunter while keeping a second back to act if the first triggered the defences was a clever idea.
 
    
 
   “Tell you what. Why don't you sit there and have a nice rest while I go for a walk.” James didn't give his prisoner time to object as even in the darkness he could see the look of sudden panic cross her face. He just pulled her seat belt down to hold her in, pushed the lever that lowered the seat so she was almost reclining, and pulled the key from the ignition. She wasn't getting free and she wasn't going to be warning anyone. Then he got out and left her lying there, helpless.
 
    
 
   He didn't go far though. Just to the tree behind the car. From there he could see both the car and the school's main entrance. And the first thing he could see was the way his car was rocking as the hunter tried desperately to free herself. Or maybe instead to get to the horn to alert her partner. It was just a pity for her that the horn didn't work. He'd pulled the wires years ago. There was nothing worse than accidentally knocking the horn when you were on a stakeout.
 
    
 
   Still, she kept trying, probably using her feet he guessed since her hands were secured behind her back. He couldn't actually see into the car through the tinted glass windows, but what else could she use?
 
    
 
   Meanwhile he kept an eye on the car and another on the street, waiting to see any sign of movement. He was sure there would be someone along soon. The moment Soo Chi’s hunter hadn't reported back. James just hoped it wasn't going to be another detonator.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later his faith was rewarded as he saw a pair of shadows walking cautiously up the street. And while he might have wanted to imagine that they were locals simply taking in the night air at two in the morning he knew they weren't. Not when one of them had a glowing hand outstretched in front of him. 
 
    
 
   What he was James didn't know. Maybe a fire starter of some sort, keyed up and ready to hurl a fireball his way. Maybe something else. But he knew he wasn't normal. Which was why he drew his weapon. This time though he didn't use his Sig. He drew the gun the Illuminati had given him. 
 
    
 
   He didn't like the weapon, partly because it looked like some sort of science fiction ray gun, but mostly because it didn't work like a normal gun. It didn't fire bullets and he liked bullets. He understood bullets. Spells on the other hand were never as predictable as bullets. But in this case it was the perfect weapon for what he needed. It was late, people were asleep, and he didn't want to wake them. He didn't want anyone here to know what had happened out here tonight.
 
    
 
   As the pair approached him he clicked the lever to the fourth position and waited patiently until they came into range. Once they did he raised the weapon and squeezed the trigger twice.
 
    
 
   The smaller man with the glowing hand collapsed on the spot, falling down in a heap on the side walk. But his companion didn't. Apparently he was immune to the paralysis spell. That was always the danger with magic. What affected one might not bother another. And the rhyme was useless when he didn't know what sort of magic someone had. Bullets were far more reliable.
 
    
 
   But at least the weapon was silent. The man still standing hadn't seen James, and had no idea what had happened as he stared at his fallen companion. That gave James all the time he needed to pull the lever back a notch and shoot him again. 
 
    
 
   This time the big man went down. But not silently. Instead he cried out as he bent over and fell, in pain from the spell of dry retching. Nor did he stop when he hit the concrete. Instead he kept moaning, lost in a world of pain. It was a particularly cruel spell in James' view. But it fairly much guaranteed that the man wouldn't be able to cast any magic. The pain in his stomach would make sure of that for the next six hours. 
 
    
 
   As for the first man, he was down too. The paralysis had robbed him of any ability to speak, which would stop a lot of the gifted in their tracks. To add to his woes he was lying there on the concrete staring at the stars. He couldn't aim at anything even if he could still cast. He had no idea what to cast at.
 
    
 
   After that James pulled the lever all the way back to the first position and fired twice more. This was the spell of unconsciousness that the others all claimed he should try first. He never did. First because it was a spell that only seemed to work at best one time in three as many gifted turned out to be immune to its effects. And second because it was noisy. For some reason every time he fired it, it sounded like he'd just released an arrow that whistled through the air. If the one he shot didn't go down, he was in trouble because he'd given away his position.  
 
    
 
   The unconsciousness spell seemed to work on the one he'd hit with the spell of retching. At least it stopped him moaning. He had no idea if it had any effect on the other man. But it also woke the neighbours. James saw the lights switch on and a face appear at the window of the nearby house. But no one came out to check, and a minute or two later the light went off again.
 
    
 
   James breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that. But he still had a problem. He had no more cold iron manacles. One spare set in his trunk was it. So he couldn't restrain these two. But even if he could have, he didn't have the strength to drag them back to the car. They were just going to have to lie there for a bit. If they started moving he'd have to shoot them again. He just hoped there weren't any more coming.
 
    
 
   Fortunately he didn't have to wait long as ten minutes later he saw a van cruise up the street and knew his pick up had arrived. He knew it more when he saw the passenger door open and Yasmin step out of it. For once she was wearing jeans rather than her usual more fashionable ensemble. He hadn't even known she had jeans. Though of course the high heels were on. He doubted she had any other shoes.
 
    
 
   “Dear God you look like crap!” Caught in the wash of the van's headlights as James was she could see everything and she looked horrified. “Daniels said it was bad, but really! You're supposed to be a fighter. Did you manage to dodge a single punch?”
 
    
 
   “There were a dozen of them!” James tried to defend himself. “And I was asleep!”
 
    
 
   “Is that like the fishing story about the one that got away?” She planted her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “Regardless, you need some medical attention and you don't need to be here anymore.”
 
    
 
   “The banshee could send some more people.”
 
    
 
   “Unlikely but it doesn't matter. The elders have made some decisions. The academy is warded like nobody's business and they're paying for every single gifted in the state to be warded against fascinators. It may take some time but eventually she won't have a single one of us she can manipulate. We're not going through this again.”
 
    
 
   “Good.” 
 
    
 
   Actually it was better than good.  It was great! The elders had talked about it before, and not just as a policy for the state. He'd recommended it to them and Will had supported him. Fascinators were a threat to everyone. Fascinators who used other gifted for their own ends were more so. But until the banshee had struck they'd never actually had to face such a threat.
 
    
 
   “Your daughter's also being moved into protective custody. Officially I think the academy's calling it compassionate leave as her mother's in the hospital. But she won't be returning until we have Harper Lee safely locked up.”
 
    
 
   “And that'll be the protection detail now.” She pointed to a car that was just driving into the academy as they spoke. “You're to come back to the motel.”
 
    
 
   James would have objected, but the crisis was over and if Matti was being taken away then he didn't feel the need to stay. Besides, with a little luck the banshee would be captured within a matter of hours.
 
    
 
   “Who are they?” Yasmin's partner, someone James vaguely recognised, pointed at the pair lying on the side walk.
 
    
 
   “The hunter's back up. They turned up a few minutes ago. I got the guy on the left with a paralysis spell. The other one didn't go down so I hit him with the dry retching one. And then I hit them both with the unconsciousness spell. Don't know what either of them are though. Ms. Thomas is in the car.”
 
    
 
   “The smaller guy is a light bender. The other guy's a mega.” Yasmin knew. As a meta she could see exactly what their magic was. Then she turned back to James. “Nice to see you finally getting smart and using your gun.”
 
    
 
   “I wanted to please you!”
 
    
 
   “Huh! At least it's a start.” She managed a small sigh. “Come on, we'll get the woman.”
 
    
 
   She led the way to the car, a rather short walk, and James followed, unexpectedly having to try rather hard not to stare at the way her hips swayed rhythmically in the moonlight. Still, he couldn't completely help himself. Maybe it was the drugs. Because he was sure he was in too much pain to feel like this without them.
 
    
 
   “Come on you.” Yasmin quickly had the hunter out of the car and on her feet. “You're off to see the shrinks and get the banshee's poison out of your head.”
 
    
 
   “Lies! You're going to kill me!” The hunter sounded upset and she was struggling against Yasmin. But bound as she was there wasn't a lot she could do.
 
    
 
   “No one's going to hurt you.” Yasmin tried to calm her down.
 
    
 
   “Bullshit! I know who he is. I figured it out.” She nodded at James.
 
    
 
   “And who am I?” James was surprised. But he was also curious. He didn't doubt that she'd worked out who he was, but he did wonder what the banshee had been saying about him.
 
    
 
   “You're the shit who shot Soo Chi. You tried to kill her!”
 
    
 
   “Actually I didn't. I didn't have a gun. She shot herself. But I will happily shoot her if I get the chance. She sent you and those two after my daughter after all. There's no excuse for that.” 
 
    
 
   And that was actually true James realised. He wasn't a cold blooded killer, but no one could go after his family. Some things were too important. 
 
    
 
   “But I have no reason to harm you or your friends. You'll be cared for, warded, and free to return to your lives once you're back in your own minds. Promise.” Of course he knew she wouldn't believe him. The banshee's poison ran too deep for her to listen to that. But later, when her mind was clearing, maybe she would remember what he'd said.
 
    
 
   “In any case, they're taking you away. I'm not going with you.” With that James sat on the edge of his car's bonnet and let Yasmin lead the hunter away. He figured she would be less trouble that way. And as he watched them heading to the van he saw that he was right. The hunter kept looking back at him, realised he wasn't following, and went quietly. Clearly she was happy he wasn't coming with her. It seemed that the latter wasn't as frightening as he was.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile the first of the men was being loaded into the back of the van. Because he was unconscious the man had to be carried in, something that would have seemed suspicious to the neighbours if they looked out their windows. Despite that James could see that they’d both been manacled. They were taking no chances with the banshee's victims. That was for the best. He did wonder though how much cell space they had left.
 
    
 
   He watched as they went back for the second man and carted him back as well. He was the larger man, the mega as Yasmin had called him, and James was very glad he hadn't had to fight him. Megas were physically the most dangerous of the gifted, their magic granting them immense speed and power. Apparently they were also immune to the paralysis spell. Luckily it seemed they were still vulnerable to dry retching.
 
    
 
   A hunter to lead the way. An illusionist to deceive anyone who heard them or might otherwise see them. And a mega to break down doors and maybe knock heads if there was trouble. The banshee had not been fooling around when she'd come after Matti. And all that when she was wounded and had had only a few days to prepare. That he thought was a lesson to be learned. The banshee was not to be taken lightly.
 
    
 
   His attention was dragged away from them as he heard the sound of tyres on gravel and turned to see the car that had arrived only a few minutes before already leaving the school. It was a bitter sweet moment. He knew his daughter was in it. So near and yet so far. And it was agony when all he wanted to do was run to her. But he knew she was being brought to safety. He couldn't see her in the car. It was dark and the wash of the car's lights blinded him, but still he waved as she was driven past, hoping that she might see him. And that if she did she didn't tell her mother.
 
    
 
   Then he stood and watched as the car disappeared down the street, its tail lights growing ever fainter in the darkness until they finally disappeared. He desperately wanted to get in his car and give chase. But he couldn't. All he could do was sit there and watch. So that was what he did. His daughter was gone. Safe at least, but gone again. It was a difficult thing to accept. Harder still to live with.
 
    
 
   “Time to go, you.” Yasmin arrived, startling him.
 
    
 
   “Where?”
 
    
 
   “To the motel and to the doctors. Or have you forgotten?”
 
    
 
   James hadn't forgotten. He'd just been distracted for a moment. And he realised, he might as well go. If Matti wasn't here then he had no reason to be standing guard over the school. So he grabbed his keys and headed for the driver's door.
 
    
 
   “Oh hell no! You're not driving.” Yasmin suddenly grabbed the keys out of his hand. “You're in no shape to drive.” And just in case James wasn't completely clear about what she meant, she made sure he was by pushing him back around toward the other side of the car.
 
    
 
   “I'm fine! I've been driving for days!”
 
    
 
   “But should you have been? I mean seriously. You're barely in any shape to even stand up!” She got him the rest of the way to the passenger door, opened it and gave him a shove.
 
    
 
   “Now get in, and stop complaining. I won't damage your precious car. Besides, you can think of this as simply completing your viewing experience.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Well you've already been staring at my butt, now you can turn your attention to my tits. I seem to recall you quite liked them!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Morning did not bring peace to James. But then no morning had ever since the beating. He was too sore for that. And while for the first time in days he'd been able to stretch out on a couch in the motel room, it hadn't actually been that much more comfortable than the car. But this particular morning brought more than just pain. It brought confusion. Confusion that began with the sight of Yasmin sitting on the edge of the couch beside him dabbing his face with a wet cloth.
 
    
 
   It wasn't the fact that his face was bleeding that confused him. His face bled from time to time. It was simply what it was. The ruptured capillaries in his nose would take time to heal. As would the cuts around his eye. The wounds had been deep, and stitches could not hold them completely.
 
    
 
   The thing that confused him was what she was wearing. Once he'd woken up in bed with her and she'd been completely naked. That had been strange and amazing and awkward. This was more so. She looked truly stunning in the thigh length satin night slip, but it wasn't the sort of thing she should be wearing around him if she wasn't interested in him anymore. At least that was his understanding – simple as it was. But what did he know? He still didn't know how they'd originally ended up in bed together or why she was so upset about it. She didn't want to talk about it.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
    
 
   “You were bleeding.”
 
    
 
   “It happens.” It had every day so far at least, and he suspected it would continue to do so for some time to come.
 
    
 
   “How the hell did you get yourself so badly beaten?” She sounded upset.
 
    
 
   Did she expect him to answer that James wondered? And if so how could he answer it? She knew as much about what had happened as the rest of the city. Everyone had now seen the video – it had gone viral – and the captain had issued a statement of apology for the officers’ actions, before he had resigned. It wasn't his fault of course. He couldn’t have done anything to prevent it happening. Or the shoot out that had followed which had claimed its eighth life the previous day. But he didn't know that. And as an honourable man he had fallen on his sword.
 
    
 
   That was the problem with magic. One of many. Not only did it make people do unimaginable things, but when the nightmare was revealed but the truth behind it remained hidden, more people's lives were ruined. So his ex-wife was now in an institution because she couldn't understand what she had done to their daughter, and the captain had resigned because he believed that he was in some way responsible for what had happened. The truth could have at least helped them. But they could never be told it. There were reasons why James didn't like the Illuminati and what they stood for and that was one of the biggest of them.
 
    
 
   Still, they did try to keep the gifted under control. And sometimes they even did their best to help the victims. The story on the news about the police officers being dosed with LSD was an example of the Illuminati trying to do that he suspected. Or maybe it was just a way of explaining things to the public so that they didn't guess the truth. He could never really be sure of why they did what they did.
 
    
 
   But sometimes their deceptions were useful.
 
    
 
   According to the radio Soo Chi Harper Lee – her name and image were out there as a means of limiting what she could do – had been trying to build a black market casino with some help from a corrupt official. Brucknell was now on the run too, no doubt tipped off by the Illuminati so he couldn't reveal anything they weren't ready to explain. If it served their purposes for him to be free and running, they would make sure that happened. They would probably even help him make a clean getaway. That way he couldn't talk.
 
    
 
   The story went that her plans had fallen apart because she'd literally lost them in the church fire, dropping them in the confusion. James, an ICE agent had picked up the USB drive, discovered what was on it, and then like any good citizen brought them to his senator. Unfortunately he'd given them to the senator's aide who was part of the conspiracy. Brucknell had warned Soo Chi, the deal had been buried, and she had wanted a little revenge and to know how badly she'd been compromised. So she'd dosed a dozen officers with some form of Chinese drug like LSD, and after that the rest had followed because she was more or less a crazy bitch who wanted to know if he'd made any copies of what was on the USB drive. Unfortunately a fluorescent light had exploded and everything had gone wrong.
 
    
 
   It was a good story. It explained everything if no one looked too closely. In time he suspected the fake evidence would start arriving. Faked lab results to prove that the officers had been drugged. An electrician's report that the electrics in the station were old and faulty. Probably some witnesses who had seen the banshee in the church. Of course it's most powerful evidence was that no one suspected the involvement of magic. But it couldn't bring the dead back to life. And while it just might save the police officers from lengthy prison sentences, it wouldn't save them completely. They would lose their jobs and they would quite likely do some time.
 
    
 
   “Is there any news?” James changed the subject.
 
    
 
   “They found the vet clinic. But she got away. Not cleanly though. From the x-rays it appears she got shot twice. Once in the thigh and once in the gut. The vets repaired everything they could, and she's on a pile of antibiotics and other drugs, but it's going to be a long, slow recovery and she can hardly move. She also lost a lot of blood and the vets didn't have any suitable plasma to replace it with. She'll be weak and she'll need to rest. In fact she should probably be in a hospital. Like you!”
 
    
 
   “Good.” James had no sympathy for the banshee. But more than that he knew that he had the advantage. He had to press it. And looking at the clock on the wall he knew he was already behind schedule. A long way behind. It was nearly lunch time.
 
    
 
   “I have to get moving.”
 
    
 
   “You're in no shape to go anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “I've been doing okay until now. And my quarry is getting further away as I sleep. I simply don't have time.” With that he rolled over, stifled a groan as best he could, and tried to sit up. But with Yasmin sitting there on the edge of the couch he only got half way up before he had to stop. Eventually though she stood up, clearly realising he wasn't going to be held back and he made it to his feet in turn.
 
    
 
   “At least have some breakfast before you go.” She pointed in the general direction of the kitchenette and the toaster. “And a wash.” She wrinkled up her nose. “You smell.”
 
    
 
   It felt like a failure to James to even think about what she was suggesting. But she was right. He'd eaten nothing but muesli bars for the past few days, and his bathing had been confined to what he could do in the toilet block of a small park not far from the academy. Warm water, soap and some real food would be welcome. Just changing his clothes would be a blessing.
 
    
 
   “Okay. But I don't have long.” He grabbed his bag and limped quickly toward the bathroom and the shower.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later he felt if not like a new man, than at least a fresher one. Most of the blood had washed off him and most of the smell too. Stale blood stank. Meanwhile fresh drugs were again in his system, hopefully doing him some good. And from what he could see in the mirror most of the wounds under their gauze bandages were healing. The doctor had done a good job stitching him up. On the other hand all the bruising had finally started coming out and there wasn't much of him left that was still skin coloured. Most of him was now various shades of black and blue with a few patches of sickly looking yellow thrown in here and there. But he felt stronger. The sleep and the shower had helped with that. 
 
    
 
   “Shit!”
 
    
 
   James turned to see Yasmin standing there in the doorway, her face filled with horror. She hadn't been prepared for the full glory of his injuries. He couldn't exactly blame her for that.
 
    
 
   “Don't worry, it actually feels worse than it looks!” James tried to pass it off with a small joke, though quite frankly it didn't even sound funny to him. It didn't feel funny either.
 
    
 
   “You need a hospital.”
 
    
 
   “I need to get on the road,” James corrected her. He sat down on the toilet and started dressing. He'd seen enough of his naked flesh for one day. Probably for a lifetime. Yasmin just stood there and watched him in silence, too appalled to either say anything or leave.
 
    
 
   Once he was dressed and his bag filled with the blood soaked rags that had once been his clothes, James gently pushed his way past her. There was one thing he realised he needed before he could get on his way, and he could smell it so clearly just then. Coffee. No doubt Yasmin had come to tell him that breakfast was ready – he could see the toast in its rack and the little pottles of dairy spread and jam already set out on the tiny table – but what he wanted most was the coffee. 
 
    
 
   James sat down at the tiny little table with the mug in his hand and helped himself to a couple of slices of toast as well. And for a moment he felt almost like his old self again.
 
    
 
   “You should know that Alysson Thomas has made a complaint about you. She says you assaulted her.” Yasmin sat down opposite him.
 
    
 
   “Of course she has.” That didn't surprise him. Actually it almost made James smile – until he discovered that it hurt to smile. “She's still under the banshee's spell and she thinks a complaint may slow me down and keep me from hunting her mistress. She thinks like a hunter.”
 
    
 
   “But for the record I did punch her very hard in the gut, driving the air from her lungs when she attacked me. I was in no shape for a fight, and it allowed me to put the manacles on her.” Still, that made four or perhaps five complaints in the last two weeks, one of which was from the warden, and he was going to have to answer some questions. Especially when the elders also had the German's report on his antisocial nature to consider. But it would all have to wait for later.
 
    
 
   “No. Sexual assault. She says you groped her.”
 
    
 
   “I groped her?” James was caught by surprise by that, though he knew he shouldn't be. It was still just a way of slowing him down. A more effective one for a woman to use against a man.
 
    
 
   “Do I look like I'm in any shape to grope someone?” James would have thought that would have been obvious. “I mean you're dressed like that and I haven't groped you have I?”
 
    
 
   “Not today.” Yasmin managed a small look of surprise. And then a cheeky smile unexpectedly found her face. “So far.” 
 
    
 
   “Well you can tell the boss this. If I had the strength it wouldn't be the huntress I'd be groping.”
 
    
 
   “Oh!” She pretended to be surprised. But it wasn't very convincing. “Are you intending to?” She almost looked hopeful.
 
    
 
   That caught Thomas by surprise. He hadn't expected the question – least of all just then. In fact ever since their one night together, she'd avoided talking to him about it and he'd begun to assume that she simply wanted to forget what had happened and move on. But maybe not. Maybe she hadn't moved on so much as taken time to think about it. Having done so perhaps she’d decided it hadn't been that bad after all? And despite it being the wrong time and place for it, he had to ask.
 
    
 
   “Are you … no longer regretting what happened … between us?”
 
    
 
   “It had its good points.” She coloured a little and looked away. “You?”
 
    
 
   “Me?! How could I ever regret that? I never have and never will. Not for me. I just didn't want to disappoint you. Or hurt you.”
 
    
 
   “You didn't.” She turned back to face him. “So it was good then?”
 
    
 
   “Good?” James was surprised that she could even think that it might not have been. What he remembered of it had been unbelievable. “It was fantastic.”
 
    
 
   “It was.” She smiled, and then blushed like a school girl.
 
    
 
   It was in that moment that James knew they were heading into deep water. Strange waters. Nice ones but scary ones too. Because while the sex was great, she wanted more. And that was where he knew things could go very wrong. It was as the old saw would have it. Sex was the price women paid for marriage and marriage the price men paid for sex. She had come to him dressed like that because she wanted sex, but only as part of something more meaningful.
 
    
 
   “Yasmin. I don't know what's going on with you – or with us assuming there is an us. I don't know what you want from me, and I don't even know what I can give. My life is a total ruin and according to the German I'm more screwed up than a ward full of committed mental patients. But when you come to me dressed like that you have to know what runs through my head. It's all I can do to keep my hands to myself. I'm only a man after all. It's not that that's the issue. It's the other stuff.”
 
    
 
   “Oh.” Yasmin's cheeks reddened some more. But she didn't seem upset. And then her smile grew even broader. 
 
    
 
   She stood up suddenly and came around the table to stand right in front of him and all James could see was the womanly shape of her body, scarcely concealed behind the shimmering white satin. Then she grabbed the hem of her night slip and started swishing it around just a little bit. Teasing him. 
 
    
 
   “So you like this?”
 
    
 
   James' mouth went dry. “Oh dear God woman, have mercy! You know I do! That's why you wore it. I'd have to be half dead not to want to have you here and now. Fortunately for both of us I'm about three quarters dead at the moment. Though that may be unfortunate, depending on your point of view.”
 
    
 
   “That's … interesting.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting? Wear that for me again in three or four days and I'll show you just how interesting it is.” He meant it too. He might not know exactly what she wanted from him. And he really had no clue about women. Not anymore – assuming he had ever had a clue. But he knew what he wanted.
 
    
 
   “Is that an order?” Yasmin blushed brightly as she said it. But there was no doubt that she was enjoying the power she had over him as she kept showing him everything he wanted to see.
 
    
 
   “A challenge? An offer? A heartfelt plea? You decide. I’m just hoping you decide to follow through.” That last James was very clear on. But he was unfortunately also very clear that he had to go. Before he did something they might both regret.
 
    
 
   “But I need to get a move on.” He gulped down the last of the coffee and crammed the last piece of toast into his mouth before standing up and heading for his bag.
 
    
 
   “No.” Yasmin was suddenly standing between him and the bag looking worried. “Others can do it. You're in no shape. You need to rest.”
 
    
 
   She shouldn't have done that – or perhaps she should have – as James instantly gave in to his desires. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled her close, and started kissing her. Letting his lips enjoy all of her face. Maybe it was a mistake – he didn't know – and it hurt like hell as his bruised skin protested, but it felt so good. She felt so good. Warm and soft and shaped just right. And she smelled so nice. But more than that she was melting into him, sinking into his embrace, kissing him back. He had no doubt where she wanted this to go. The same place he did. Unfortunately he hadn't been kidding when he'd told her he simply didn't have the strength. And eventually when he needed to breathe and came up for air he had to tell her that.
 
    
 
   “I'm sorry. I'm just too weak at the moment.” But his hands didn't want to let her go. In fact they'd lowered a little so that he was holding her buttocks as he pulled her tight. And no matter the pain, his body was telling him that this had to happen.
 
    
 
   “I think you've got all the strength you need.” She laughed softly in his ear knowing she had him. “And I can be gentle.” She whispered it into his ear just before she started kissing him hungrily again. Then her hands started working away at his belt. It wasn't long before she had it undone and was desperately pushing his jeans down.
 
    
 
   James was in pain, but that couldn't stop him responding to her. Nothing could. Hunger had come from nowhere and it completely possessed him. As it had her. He quickly stopped trying, knowing it was already too late. He was going to do this if it killed him. Instead he simply started hobbling toward the couch with her, his pants around his ankles and Yasmin urging him to hurry. Once they made it, he laid her down and took her in a desperate heated rush.
 
    
 
   It was wild and exciting. Hurried and frantic. Desperate. Almost frenzied. Something completely animal and completely wonderful. And at the end when they reached the inevitable conclusion, they both cried out uncontrollably.
 
    
 
   Afterwards, James was exhausted. He was supposed to be fit, and yet his heart was thundering in his chest and his breaths were coming in gasps as he lay there, collapsed on top of her. Yasmin looked to be no better. But she was smiling a little. Not giggling and laughing uncontrollably, but at least not looking upset. Not like the last time. In fact her hands were stroking him, exploring him, enjoying him and there was a dreamy look in her eyes. She was happy, and that was good. He wanted her to be happy. And above all else he never wanted to have to go through another morning like the last one they'd endured together.
 
    
 
   But he still had to go. And that he suspected, was not going to be well received.
 
    
 
   “Yasmin?” He brushed a few locks of her lustrous dark hair out of her face so he could kiss her a little more. And drink in her natural perfume. God she smelled good!
 
    
 
   “Yes.” She answered him on automatic, clearly distracted, her attention not really on him, but on what had been. She was breathing heavily and perspiring a little as well. And the smile on her face was positively indecent. 
 
    
 
   At least the smile told James that Yasmin was happy. For the moment anyway. It made him feel proud and he would have loved to see that smile grow broader. But he still knew he couldn't stay for that. And he had a horrible feeling that very shortly he'd be wiping that smile off her face forever.
 
    
 
   “You know I can't stay.”
 
    
 
   The smile abruptly vanished from her face to be replaced by tiredness and she stopped stroking him as her eyes opened wide to take him in. “You want to go? Now?” 
 
    
 
   “I don't want to go. Believe me. But I have to go.”
 
    
 
   “It's a love them and leave them sort of thing isn't it? That's who you are, the Iceman. I should have known better.”
 
    
 
   “No!” James did his best to stop her thinking that. But that was where she was going regardless and he couldn't stop her.
 
    
 
   “It's just … I keep thinking that there's more. That you're this lost, broken puppy I can nurse back to health. I don't know why I keep thinking that. Stupidity probably.”
 
    
 
   “No, no, no! Please!” James tried again. “It's not that sort of thing at all. I'm not like that. And I don't want to go.” James needed desperately to defend himself, even though he didn't know how to. He didn't know what he could say that would make things better. All he had was the truth. “You have to understand. It's me and my daughter that this bitch is coming after and I have to stop her. You know that.”
 
    
 
   He tried to make her see that. To believe. And maybe it worked. Maybe. She didn't argue at least. She just lay there, studying him. Looking for the truth perhaps. Or maybe for the lie. He didn't know which.
 
    
 
   “I know.” She sighed eventually, not happy, but at least the hurt seemed to have eased. She was just sad and disappointed from the look on her face. “Anyone who would stand guard over their daughter like you did can't be all ice.”
 
    
 
   “But your timing really sucks!”
 
    
 
   “I know. I'm sorry.” And he was. More than he could say.
 
    
 
   “Just don't get yourself any more beaten up.” She sounded sad. Not angry at least. Not even upset. Just disappointed.
 
    
 
   “Yasmin.” James tried again. He had to. He couldn't leave her thinking that he didn't care. He couldn't leave her hurting. “I'm not who you think I am. I'm not this cold, heartless monster the warden thinks I am. I just do what I have to do. And with women I am broken. I'm bitter and suspicious and I don't really know what's going on. I can't help that. But until you I was nothing at all.”
 
    
 
   “Now I'm torn. I find this … difficult. Confusing. It makes no sense to me. And everything in me tells me it's dangerous. That I'm going to be hurt again.”
 
    
 
   “I don't know if I can get past that. But that doesn't mean I want it to stop.”
 
    
 
   “Then what do you want?”
 
    
 
   James shrugged helplessly. “You're asking the wrong person. I haven't got a clue.” And as pathetic as it was, it was the truth. “All I know is that if I had a choice I wouldn't want to get off this couch at all.”
 
    
 
   “I don't want you to get off,” she told him simply.
 
    
 
   “But I don't have a choice. You have to understand that. This is my daughter she's coming after.”
 
    
 
   Was that what he needed to say? Had he said enough? James didn't know, and it worried him. But then she suddenly reached out with her arms, pulled him back down on top of her, and kissed him, and in that moment he knew he'd finally said something right. It was a good kiss.
 
    
 
   “Go. Protect your daughter.” She rubbed his cheek lightly when she finally let him go and a smile had returned to her eyes. Only a small one, but it was a start. “We can work out the rest of this later.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” It was a dismissal, but a better one than James had any right to expect. And so much better than the last time. He almost felt good as he pulled up his pants. But then he turned back to her.
 
    
 
   “You're okay?” Despite everything he was worried about her.
 
    
 
   “I'm okay. Now that we've worked out what really matters.” She was lying there, and unexpectedly smiling as she looked up at him.
 
    
 
   “Alright, I'll bite. What have we worked out?” James sensed a trap coming. But at least she was smiling. And dear lord did she look good lying there with a come hither look on her face!
 
    
 
   “That you're worse than a horny little teenager. You have no self-control whatsoever. And you really can't keep your hands off me!”
 
    
 
   James wanted to deny it. To pretend that he really was in control of things. But then he sat down beside her as she lay there, took her hand and kissed it. “You're probably right.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   It was late in the afternoon by the time James made it to the veterinary clinic. It had been a long drive. Longer than the actual miles he'd driven or the hours that had passed. Because most of the time when he'd been driving, instead of focusing on the road, or thinking about the case, he'd been thinking about Yasmin. He'd told her the truth. He simply didn't know what was going on between them. And she'd told him the truth in turn. 
 
    
 
   He literally couldn't keep his hands off her.
 
    
 
   Whatever this was between them, it was powerful. Whether it was love or lust, it possessed him. And he suspected it had possessed her too. Because the truth was that like him she didn't know what was happening between them either. And neither could she keep her hands off him.
 
    
 
   Could it be some sort of magic at work? He kept wondering about that. But they were both supposed to be warded against any magic that could affect their thoughts. Added to that he was completely immune to it as well. So was it simply the result of hormones running wild and desires that had been pent up for too long being released? He had no answer, but he kept thinking he should have one.
 
    
 
   Still, as he drove into the parking lot of the clinic, James knew that he would have to put her out of his mind for a bit. Because this was where he had to start concentrating. This was where he returned to the hunt.
 
    
 
   Of course he knew he was already the best part of a day too late. The banshee was long gone. The vets and their nurse were gone as well, some of them being cared for by the Illuminati – though they didn't know that – the rest having fled with their mistress. And the animals had been cleared out too – sent to another practice. That left an empty building with no one home and a pile of tape across the door preventing anyone entering. It also left an empty parking lot which meant he could park right in front of the door.
 
    
 
   Officially the reason given for the practice's closure was that there had been a serious anaesthetic gas leak and the building was unsafe. As for the staff the official line was that a potentially rabid dog had gotten loose during the leak and bitten them, As a result they were all being treated at a specialist facility. They'd be back in a few days. And when they did come back they'd believe the cover story too.
 
    
 
   But it wasn't the doctors that were treating them. Instead it was the fascinators. As dangerous as they were the Illuminati had their own fascinators for situations like these. It was the old story. Magic was temptation. Some gave into it, some didn't. And those who didn't could be useful. What one fascinator could do another could fix, more or less. They couldn't undo what had been done. So those who had been convinced that the banshee was an innocent woman who was being hunted would have to live with that conviction until the magic wore off. But they could be convinced that they'd been exposed to anaesthetic gasses for days and really that everything they thought they had experienced and done was unreliable. So they hadn't operated on a woman and hid a fugitive from the police. They'd simply imagined it.
 
    
 
   Because of that the clinic wasn't a crime scene. It should have been. If the police had found out that the banshee whose photo had been plastered all over the nightly news for days had been staying in the clinic they would have been there. The crime scene technicians would have been everywhere. And then there would have been more people under arrest for crimes they didn’t know they had committed. Harbouring a fugitive carried a hefty sentence. They wouldn't be alone. They already had nine police officers in jail awaiting trial for crimes they had no idea they were committing. His brothers and sisters in blue. He wasn't happy about what they had done. But eight were dead and nine were in jail. That was enough.
 
    
 
   He had to find the banshee before others ended up joining them in jail or on a slab.
 
    
 
   James gathered himself and walked toward the clinic. Then he ripped off the hazardous substances tape covering the door and strode in as if he had every right to be there. If there was a clue as to where Soo Chi was, it lay inside.
 
    
 
   Sadly there wasn't much to guide him. The clinic was empty, as silent as a morgue. No one was at the reception desk and no customers were sitting in the waiting area either. The animal enclosures in the room to the side were empty. The computers were down and the lights were off. James had no doubt that the IT people would have downloaded everything from the computers before they'd left – those they hadn't taken with them. But he also had no faith that there would be anything of use on them. Why would the banshee want them to document anything about her being there? She had been running. She still was.
 
    
 
   One of the treatment rooms showed signs of having been used recently but not having been cleaned up. There were bandages and swabs in the bins, all of them covered with dried blood. The bench was covered with bottles of chemicals. Anaesthetics, antibiotics, anti inflammatories and sterilants. This he guessed was where the banshee had been treated. And by the amount of blood he guessed she'd been seriously wounded. It was probably here where she'd also been resting ever since she'd arrived. 
 
    
 
   A small kidney shaped steel bowl had two bullets in it. Bullets that had been removed from her. And sitting on the light box were x-rays of what he assumed was the human skeleton – complete with bullets.
 
    
 
   Obviously the clean-up people hadn't been through yet. No doubt they were on their way. But James decided to give them a hand, and grabbed the x-rays, threw them into a steel waste bin, poured a little alcohol on them and then set them alight. He then put the jars of drugs away and stuffed the bullets in a plastic bag and then shoved it in his pocket. He could dispose of them later. He even wiped down the table. 
 
    
 
   It felt good to do something useful. And really, there were no clues here to tell him where she'd gone. Only evidence that could land her victims in jail.
 
    
 
   But as he worked he realised that the mess did tell him something. It told him that she had left in a hurry. But the bottles of drugs were capped. Nothing was knocked over and there was no great disarray. All of which meant that while she had left quickly, she had not been in a panic as she would have been if the Illuminati had been pounding on the door. She'd had some warning. Maybe it had only been five or ten minutes. But it had been enough. 
 
    
 
   As before that raised an obvious question. One that had been overlooked by the others. How had she known that the Illuminati were coming? Because if she had gotten away then it was obvious that she had been given some warning. Enough to allow her to get away in time. So she had someone on the inside. Someone who had told her who he was, where he lived, when he went to the German, and even where his daughter went to school. It didn't matter that the people checking out the possibility kept swearing blind that they didn't have a mole. They had a mole. He knew it.
 
    
 
   But how? Every member of the Illuminati was warded against magic. They could not be turned by her spell. Unless the wards were insufficient or in some way not able to deal with a banshee. In which case James realised he might actually be the only one who could stand against her.
 
    
 
   Of course there was another possibility as he suddenly realised. What was put on could be taken off. All she needed was access to someone with the right magic, and so far she had seemed to have no shortage of gifted people she could force to her will. 
 
    
 
   It was a light bulb moment as people said. As he understood the truth. As the complex pattern of riddles made sense. Why she had come after him so hard. Why the information they had got from the Illuminati had been so poor. And how they could have a mole and yet not have one. And it had been staring him in the face from the start. The banshees were something the Illuminati had never prepared for. And it wasn't their magic. It was the organised crime. They were organised. They knew their enemy and they had a plan. They had contingencies. Contacts. A strategy for getting whatever they wanted done. At that point James reached for his phone and called Will.
 
    
 
   “James?” The cowboy answered him on the first ring. He sounded irritable. No doubt the case wasn't going as he would have hoped. He'd probably hoped to have had the banshee in his custody before now, and when she'd got away it had felt like failure. And it was a failure. But it wasn't his fault. He didn't want Will throwing himself on his sword as the captain had.
 
    
 
   “Are you in the office Will?” He should be James knew. They had a crisis on their hands and it wasn't that late.
 
    
 
   “Yes.” Will answered him quickly.
 
    
 
   “Are the others with you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Out in the main room.”
 
    
 
   “Good. Then can you bring them all into your office and put the phone on speaker so I can talk to you all.”
 
    
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line for a bit as the cowboy probably considered asking him what was on his mind. But eventually the silence was broken by the sound of Will going to the door to his office and calling everyone in. It took a moment for them to arrive. James heard chairs scraping against the floor in the distance followed by the sound of feet thudding on the carpet. He heard questions being asked of the cowboy and Will answering them as best he could. And then finally he heard Will tell him that everyone was now near the phone and listening.
 
    
 
   “Good.” James didn't waste time with pleasantries. There was no time to waste. “We still have a mole in the office somewhere. And since I don't believe a single one of you would voluntarily work for the banshee, and you're all warded against magic there's only one possibility. Someone's wards have been removed.”
 
    
 
   The response was of course confusion. Voices were raised in disagreement and disbelief. And naturally everyone started telling him he had to be wrong. All the checks had come back negative. None of them were traitors. James really did want to agree with them. He desperately wanted to be wrong. But he knew better. And he knew a quick way to reach the truth. Which was why he kept calling for quiet. And eventually he got it. But he doubted it would last long.
 
    
 
   “Okay, now in a while you're going to have to call for a rune caster to double check everyone's wards. Tonight if possible. But before that happens I have a quick and dirty way of checking. Everyone's warded with the same spells. Right Peters?” Peters should know he figured. Wards and runes were his thing.
 
    
 
   “Yeah.” Peters answered in his usual laconic fashion.
 
    
 
   “And all the wards leave markings on the skin? Tattoos?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   “So everyone should have the same warding markings. Guys it's time to strip! One of you will have some markings that aren't like the others.”
 
    
 
   “What?!” Will was the first to protest, but far from the last as everyone realised what he was asking them to do. And no one was happy about it. 
 
    
 
   James had expected that. But he stayed on the line, waiting for the commotion to die down. Because in the end he knew it would. They all knew what he was suggesting was simply common sense. But more than that they all knew that to object too loudly might be to make the others wonder if they were the mole. That was why he'd had everyone come together in the room. So that no one could make some excuse to leave and not be noticed. Because he was certain that if any of the banshee's victims had guessed his plan that was exactly what they would have done.
 
    
 
   When this was over James figured, there would only be two people left to be checked. Him, and everyone knew he was naturally immune to the magic of mind bending. So did the banshee which was why she'd come after him so aggressively. He was the one man she couldn't bend. And Yasmin who he assumed was still not back. But he seriously doubted it was her after what they had done. Everyone else the banshee had sent after him had regarded him as the most evil man alive. They hadn't exactly been rushing to jump into bed with him.
 
    
 
   So James stood there in the treatment room and waited for the calm to return. And then for the disrobing to begin. But that didn't happen. Instead he heard the sound of a door being ripped open followed by people yelling and feet thudding rapidly on the carpet. James guessed then that they'd found their man. And he understood who it was a few moments later when people started yelling at Daniels to stop running.
 
    
 
   Daniels. Their Intelligence guy. The master of IT who could no doubt cover all his electronic fingerprints. The one whose magic granted them access to all their secrets. And the one who ahd delivered them no useful results from his interview with the priest, and probably slowed down their data matching by at least fifty percent. All those apologies he'd brought them about the difficulties his staff were having doing the facial recognition. The chances were that the only problem they had was their boss. James suddenly wanted to cry. They had been comprehensively out played.
 
    
 
   No wonder the banshee had been so far ahead of them. They literally had had no secrets from her. He had no secrets from her. She knew he was naturally immune to her magic. That she couldn't simply have his wards removed and then start poisoning his thoughts. The others she could bend. But he had always had to die.
 
    
 
   Of course Daniels wasn't going to get away. It took time, and there was a lot of confused shouting and the sound of things being broken, but eventually he heard the clink of heavy metal links crashing in to one another and he knew they had caught him. He heard the sound of the cold steel manacles being applied. Next he heard the sound of material being torn – an expensive Italian suit no doubt – and guessed the others were busy checking out his markings. But of course they didn't need to. James knew what they'd find.
 
    
 
   “Shit! His wards have been rubbed out!” Peters was the first to shout it out. And the chances were that since he was their resident expert in putting wards on, he didn't need to see the absence of the markings to know what had happened.
 
    
 
   “Did you hear that?” Will shouted at him suddenly, obviously much closer to the phone as his voice was much louder.
 
    
 
   “Yes. We have our mole.” 
 
    
 
   “But Daniels! I would never …”
 
    
 
   “Of course not. You weren't meant to. No one was. The banshees have had us outclassed from start to finish. This isn't your failure. It's everyone's. From the top to the bottom. We've been fighting a war and we never even realised it.”
 
    
 
   “A war?”
 
    
 
   “The banshees versus the Illuminati. They've already taken Hong Kong and Macau. Now they were going for New York.”
 
    
 
   Silence was the only answer he got from the other end of the phone. And James supposed he had to expect that. The Illuminati had long since assumed that they ruled the world of magic unopposed. It was almost a belief. And not just theirs either. The rest of the magical realm believed it too. So they had simply never expected an attack like this. An infiltration by an enemy. Hell they never expected an attack at all.
 
    
 
   “The banshee has a tame rune caster. The chances are that she brought him or her with her. It's the way her people work. And then she started hunting out people to bend. The chances are that Daniels with his string of girlfriends simply walked into her trap without knowing. He was likely drugged – his wards wouldn't protect him against that – and then his wards were removed. After that he was hers.”
 
    
 
   “Soo Chi was probably only using a strategy her family have used hundreds of times before. Infiltration and corruption. And it's worked.”
 
    
 
   “That's why the records from the Illuminati in Hong Kong were so poor. Why they only seem to care that the gifted don't expose themselves to the world. Not that they don't use their magic to cause harm. My guess is that the banshees long ago got to their wards as well. And I would doubt that there's a single member of their enforcement team that they don't control now. The banshees have taken control of the entire office.”
 
    
 
   “And if there was ever a member of their group immune to the banshee gift, I'd guess they killed them. It's what Soo Chi did when she came here. Or what she tried to do. Identify and eliminate the threats. And then take control of the Illuminati one by one.”
 
    
 
   “But you still need to do your strip tease I'm afraid guys. Where there's one there may be more. And then everyone else in the rest of the organisation – the elders included – is going to have to be checked as well. Sorry about that.” 
 
    
 
   And the strange thing was that as he said it James realised he was actually sorry for the turmoil he was causing. Maybe he'd been one of them for too long. Although later he suspected he might see the funny side in it. No one else would though, so it would probably pay not to mention it to anyone.
 
    
 
   “Damn!” Will clearly wasn't seeing the funny side in this just yet. “But understood.”
 
    
 
   “There's one more thing.” James carried on, his brain finally clicking into high gear as he had the scent of his quarry in his nose. “Does Daniels know where Matti is?”
 
    
 
   “I don't know. But I doubt it since I don't know. But I'll put in a request to the elders to have her moved again – after their wards have been checked.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks.” James was grateful though surprisingly not that worried. Mainly because he doubted the banshee would have had time to start tracking her down again. Not so soon anyway. Not when her hiding place had just been raided only that morning and when she was wounded. She was good – but there were limits. 
 
    
 
   In any case she was soon going to be in his custody. Because he suddenly realised that he knew where she'd gone. The answer wasn't in the clinic after all. It was in the research she'd been doing. And he suddenly realised that that was exactly what she'd been doing. Daniels had been her source. But what he'd been providing her with was far more than just a warning that they were coming. He'd given her names and details. The people who posed the biggest threat to her plans and the ways they could be controlled. That was how she'd known to come after him when he went to the German. How she'd known to go after Matti. Where and how.
 
    
 
   So the banshee knew all about his life and his family. She knew where everyone that was connected to him was. She knew he was her most deadly threat. And at the same time she was wounded and in need of medical care. Human medical care instead of animal. She needed a hospital with drugs and doctors. There was only one place he knew of that was on both of those lists. A place that would be able to provide the care she needed and which she also had reports on because a member of his family was staying at it.
 
    
 
   “Will, I'm going to keep hunting here. I think I know where our banshee’s run to and I need to check it out. Can you get a team ready please?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes. Where do you want me to send them?”
 
    
 
   “Not now. Sorry. Not before the rune casters have been through. And not before I've checked it out. I'll give you a call in two or three hours when I know for sure.”
 
    
 
   With that he hung up and headed back out to the car. It was time to end this. And somehow it almost seemed appropriate that it should end in the place where his greatest failure was currently recovering from her latest nervous collapse. Because when this was over he decided, he was going to fix that. The biggest remaining failure of his life. He was going to tell his ex-wife about magic and Francis. The rules be damned.
 
    
 
   She was a victim of magic. And she was the mother of his daughter – a gifted young witch. She had the right to know. More than that she had the need. And Matti had the right and the need to be able to talk to her mother about that part of her life. She was a thirteen year old girl after all. She needed her mother. Not a woman she had to keep secrets from. Not a woman who kept being sent in and out of Fairview Haven because she couldn't understand or live with the guilt of what she'd done.
 
    
 
   It was time to stop feeling sorry for himself and start fixing things.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
    
 
   Fairview Haven was dark and quiet when James drove up to it. But it was late and he'd expected that. The staff – most of them anyway – had presumably gone home for the night. The patients were in their rooms. The downstairs lights for the main rooms were hopefully dimmed as no one was there. He couldn't tell as he didn't drive up to the main gate, choosing instead to drive a little further down the road to where he thought he would be safe. Despite that he knew from the moment he got out of the car that things were not right. He could feel it.
 
    
 
   Maybe what he'd told the German so long ago – it felt like years instead of just a couple of weeks – wasn't completely true. Maybe he did have a gift. A gift for sensing danger. Or then again maybe it was simply the instincts of a cop. Either way, as he stood outside the twelve foot tall stone block wall and thought about going in, he was certain that what lay ahead of him was dangerous. And for once he also thought about back up. Maybe some of what the German had said had finally sunk in. Or maybe it was simply that he had doubts that he could do this alone. Especially in his present condition. Which was why he reached for his phone.
 
    
 
   “James?” The cowboy answered after the first ring. He was really alert tonight. But then he'd been waiting for his call.
 
    
 
   “How goes it?”
 
    
 
   “It's in hand. Peters has been cleared and now he and Petros are going through the rest of us. Daniels is downstairs in the cells, swearing he hasn't done anything. But his wards have been removed completely and it looks like it was done some time ago. I don't think he would be able to tell us what he's done. I've sent word upstairs to the elders after they were cleared and they'll be doing whatever they need to do with Matti to keep her safe.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!” That was what he truly cared about.
 
    
 
   “You have news?”
 
    
 
   “Not yet. I'm outside Fairview Haven and everything looks calm. But I have a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. I'll call you back when I know more.” It was time James figured to clue him in. Though of course he knew what Will's response would be.
 
    
 
   “Wait for back up. We have a team prepared.”
 
    
 
   “I'm just going to do some scouting. This may be nothing more than a hunch and a bad curry. I'll call you back in thirty.” 
 
    
 
   With that James hung up and then turned the phone off so that the cowboy couldn't call him back. The last thing he needed while he was inside the grounds was the phone ringing and giving away his position. And he also didn't want to hear Will order him to wait for back up and have to disobey him. That would not go down well with the elders or the German. But really, what choice did any of them have? They'd hired themselves a hunter, and what sort of hunter was afraid to hunt his quarry?
 
    
 
   After that it was time for the tools, and he went to the back of the car and popped the trunk.
 
    
 
   The universal key was first on his list of tools and he quickly pocketed the spelled glove and its mate. But then he decided that it would be a mistake to go through the main gate. There was security on it in the form of guards and a camera as well. The last thing he needed to do was warn his enemy that he was about. It was time to make an entrance, literally. And so he picked up the spelled chalk and dropped that in his pocket as well. There were enough trees surrounding the walls that he could use it without being spotted.
 
    
 
   After that he started grabbing every reasonably sized tool he had and stuffing them into his duffel. He figured it was best to be prepared. Then, instead of walking to the main gate he headed in the other direction, looking for a concealed location far away from it where he could use the chalk unseen. 
 
    
 
   Fifty yards south he found one where the trees on his side were thick enough that the neighbours would never see the light of the chalk, and where he could see tree tops on the other side of the stone block wall as well. He shouldn't be seen and hopefully he wouldn't be heard either. Something that seemed likely when after standing there silently for a bit and doing nothing more than listening, he realised he couldn't hear anyone on the other side.
 
    
 
   The chalk was easy to use, and he quickly drew the outline of a large window on the stone blocks of the wall and then divided it up into smaller sections. Then when he was ready he stood back and spoke the command. 
 
    
 
   “Urven!”
 
    
 
   The result was as always, intense and he had to look away. A bright flash of ruby red light lit up the lines he'd drawn. James covered his eyes as he turned away from it, but was still a little blinded. 
 
    
 
   But once the light had died away and he turned back to the wall he could see huge black lines where the white chalk had been and he knew it had done what he wanted. The magic was that of a sort of debonding. It didn't actually cut so much as simply turn the stone into dust. It would allow him to simply push out the blocks one at a time.
 
    
 
   But he didn't do that immediately. Instead he stood there silently and listened. Trying to hear if anyone on the other side had seen the light and was coming running. Although most of the light appeared on his side of the wall where he'd drawn the lines, some would always leak through.
 
    
 
   Fortunately he heard nothing. None of the neighbours from the farm across the road made any noise, and hopefully the trees had blocked the light. If they had seen anything, with a little luck they would have assumed it was simply a car brake light. Nor could he hear anyone inside the clinic ground. But while the trees had hopefully blocked most of what they might have seen he couldn't be sure. He had no way of knowing how bright the light on that side had been nor how dense the trees were. 
 
    
 
   So all he could do was wait and listen and hope. He waited a long time, pressing his ear to the wall every so often – as if that would help – and peeking through the cracks. For five and then ten minutes he waited nervously. But when finally he heard and saw nothing, he decided that he must have got away with it. That was his cue to break in he figured, and with his heart beating a little more quickly than it should he squeezed his fingers into the grooves the chalk had cut and started working the first block free.
 
    
 
   It was a slow and difficult job. They were heavy and cold, and he soon discovered he was in no condition to be doing this sort of work. Still, he managed to pull them out one by one and drop them on the ground in front of him. It would have been quicker and easier to simply push them through, but that might have alerted the guards on the other side. Stealth had to be his watchword. So he pulled them through one by one and then dropped each block on the soft ground where it landed with a dull thud. After each block was removed he paused and checked for any sign he'd been detected. And when he felt safe he started on the next one. 
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later he had an entrance into the grounds that was easily large enough for him to step through and once he was satisfied that no one was waiting for him on the other side he used it.
 
    
 
   On the other side he found himself in a small decorative patch of trees and shrubs which was fortunate as it concealed both the hole he'd made and him. What wasn't so fortunate was that he could see men in the distance patrolling the grounds. Armed men. It told him that things were not as they should be. This was a clinic, and while it did have security to keep the patients from escaping or causing harm to others, they should not be armed. They especially shouldn't be armed with automatic weapons.
 
    
 
   Where the hell had the woman got them from? Especially in her weakened condition? And in only one day? But then he realised the truth. They were police weapons. On top of everything else that she'd made her victims do she'd got them to provide her with an arsenal. Just in case. The banshee was always prepared. He had to remember that. She had infiltrated the police and got what she needed from them. She had done the same with the politicians. And she was in the process of doing it with the Illuminati.
 
    
 
   But there was one good thing about the guards he quickly realised. They were normals. Witches and wizards wouldn't be carrying heavy weaponry. They relied far more on their gifts. And normals he knew had no immunity to spells – with the possible exception of himself. His weapon would work on them. Which was why he drew the ray gun, clicked it to paralysis, and waited patiently for the first of them wandering the perimeter to approach him.
 
    
 
   The man went down without a struggle, the paralysis spell instantly robbing him of any chance of resisting. After that James crept out of hiding, scrambled across the grass, grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him back into the trees. It hurt but he simply couldn't leave a body out there to alert the next guard who walked this part of the perimeter, no matter how sore he was. He certainly didn't like being out in the open like that, but it was dark and it had to be done. The fear added a little speed to James' aching legs as he worked.
 
    
 
   James tossed the man's weapon – another damned assault rifle – to one side and frisked him while the man continued to stare up at him helplessly, no doubt wondering what was happening. James would have liked to have hit him with the knock out spell, but he couldn't risk making any noise. He quickly found the man's wallet. A wallet that immediately told him everything he'd suspected. The man's drivers’ licence proclaimed him as Doctor Furniss. He'd found one of the vets. The banshee, presumably having found someone who could treat her injuries better, had given him a new role as a security guard.
 
    
 
   It was time to call Will again.
 
    
 
   Sitting behind the largest tree he could find and after checking carefully that no one was nearby, he flicked on the phone and called the cowboy and told him what he'd found and where to send his people. After that it was simply a matter of waiting. The clinic was a three hour drive from the vet centre, and the vet centre another hour from their building. He had quite a bit of time to kill before they arrived. 
 
    
 
   James used it to take down four more guards one by one as they wandered by. It was easy, except for the need to drag their prone bodies into the bushes. It was also fairly safe too. These people weren't trained as guards. They didn't back each other up. They didn't radio in. And no one seemed to notice that some of their number were missing. He suspected the banshee had simply given each of them a weapon and told them to go out and patrol the grounds. The only trained security people were probably the two men on the gate, and they weren't moving from their posts.
 
    
 
   Oddly, the one thing he did discover as he hid in the bushes and waited, was an appreciation for the stupid little ray gun. It might be a lottery when he used it against those with magic, but against normals it was a brilliant weapon. Silent and completely effective. Maybe he'd been too harsh in his condemnation of it. And maybe he should finally learn that damned rhyme.
 
    
 
   Back up arrived a little earlier than he'd expected, but not in the form it should have been. Instead Yasmin appeared in the entrance he'd cut and crept over to him.
 
    
 
   “Been doing a little breaking and entering?” She indicated the collection of bodies and weapons with a wry grin.
 
    
 
   “You know, a man's got to have a hobby!” He couldn't keep a smile from his face. Despite everything and the fact that she simply shouldn't be there, he was actually glad to see her. But still he thought, she shouldn't be there. This was no place for a woman dressed in her work clothes.
 
    
 
   “It's good to see you dressed for the occasion.” By which of course he meant that she hadn't. She wasn't even wearing dark clothes. But why would she? Her job was dealing with the prisoners, not capturing them.
 
    
 
   “I have standards!” she whispered, a little indignantly at him. “Besides, I was in the car when I got the call and I didn't have time to go back to the office and change.”
 
    
 
   “And I have a spare dark duffel in the boot of the car.” James gave her the keys. “That's an order. And take the weapons with you please.”
 
    
 
   Yasmin reluctantly took the keys and an armful of the assault rifles, grumbling under her breath as she did so, and crept back to the hole in the wall. James immediately felt a sense of relief. There wasn't much he could do about her stilettos, and he suspected that she would have had a melt down if he'd tried, but at least he could keep her better concealed as they waited. It wasn't long before she was back, complaining.
 
    
 
   “This is far too big. It's shapeless and it smells.”
 
    
 
   “But you look wonderful in it, and it'll keep you unseen in the dark. Now undo the clasp in your hair and let it hang free.”
 
    
 
   Yasmin did as he asked, for once not arguing. “You think this will help?” She shook her head and let her hair flow wild and free.
 
    
 
   “It helps me. I think you look like a goddess with your hair down!” James managed a smile, and despite her immediate reaction being to argue, he soon got one in return.
 
    
 
   “Just as long as you remember that this goddess requires regular worshipping.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds fair.” Then he thought for a moment. “How exactly do you want to be worshipped?”
 
    
 
   “Shoes!”
 
    
 
   “I'm not sure I can afford your shoes. But I think I can remember how to do a foot rub.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, that would be nice!” And she proved it a moment later by kicking off her heels and sticking her feet in his lap.
 
    
 
   After checking to make sure there was no one around James set to work rubbing her tired feet. By the sounds she was making as he worked he apparently remembered the skill quite well. But really he was thinking that since they had time they should probably use it. The trouble was that they couldn't really use it for what was on his mind. He was in the end exactly who she'd said he was – a horny little teenager.
 
    
 
   “You know you really shouldn't be here.” He spoke softly as he worked. It wasn't a criticism of her. Just of the simple fact that this wasn't her bailiwick. He wasn't even sure it was his.
 
    
 
   “Neither should you!” For once though she didn't snap at him thinking he was impugning her abilities. “You should be in bed. Others can do this. And you don't even have a good solid defensive magic. At least I can protect you a little.”
 
    
 
   James would have retorted that he could protect himself, but he stopped himself before the words left his mouth. That was how he kept getting into trouble with her. And besides he realised, she was right. Her magic made her a powerful threat to anyone who tried to attack her with magic. He kept forgetting that. But then this wasn't his world. It was hers. So instead of arguing he kept his peace and worked on her feet.
 
    
 
   “You want to talk about this morning?”
 
    
 
   “I'd rather talk about it tomorrow morning when hopefully you won't be rushing off after.”
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow morning? In bed maybe? Assuming you do want to do that again?” James wasn't sure if he was surprised or not by that. But he was happy about it. Happier than he thought he should be.
 
    
 
   “I could be persuaded.” She smiled, her white teeth showing brightly in the moonlight. “Very easily.”
 
    
 
   “And I would very much like to persuade you.” It was James' turn to smile. “A lot.” He'd heard what he wanted to hear. Because the truth was that while he might not know where this was going he did want to find out. 
 
    
 
   So for the next little while they sat there enjoying the moment and the promise of things to come, while they waited for the others to arrive. It was a long wait, but for once a surprisingly easy one, ruined only by occasional bursts of activity as he kept having to shoot the guards as they wandered past one by one and then drag their prone bodies back into the trees. 
 
    
 
   But every relationship had its issues!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Two
 
    
 
    
 
   It was well past midnight when they were joined by the others and ready to move, and by then James was becoming anxious. His quarry had escaped before and he didn't want her getting away again. But he still hadn't seen any sign of anyone leaving the grounds, and he had been watching the gate carefully. As far as he knew there was no other way in or out of the facility.
 
    
 
   Maybe his nerves were a little drug induced. One of the men had given him a potion and ordered him to drink it. James didn't know what it was, save that he claimed it was a restorative, but he had to admit that from the moment it had gone down he had felt better. It felt as though he'd just drunk a dozen full strength cups of coffee. He was still sore and things weren't working as they should but he was definitely stronger. Ready he thought, for what came next.
 
    
 
   “You nervous?” Yasmin was beside him, crouched in the bushes, studying the facility in front of them, and he guessed a little on edge herself.
 
    
 
   “No. Eager. And you have no need to be nervous either. You're not going to be on the front lines.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Yasmin looked as though she was about ready to argue. No doubt she thought he was being protective of her because she was a woman.
 
    
 
   “In stilettos? You're just not dressed for this. You hang back and cover what you can.”
 
    
 
   “And you're not going to be on the front lines either hunter.” Mark, the one who was ultimately in charge of the twelve man team, arrived to give him the hard word in a determined whisper. “At the moment this is not a hunt, and you're in no shape for anything.”
 
    
 
   James would have argued but he knew the man was right. So instead he simply nodded, and tried to ignore the sudden look of triumph that crossed Yasmin's face.
 
    
 
   “Alright people. Let’s do this just like we practised.” Mark gave the order in a loud whisper, and immediately the dozen people under his command started advancing across the grounds leaving James and Yasmin behind.
 
    
 
   When had they practised James suddenly wondered? They weren't an army. But at least they moved like a military group. And they were dressed in black combat fatigues. But the truth was that none of them were actual soldiers as far as he knew. He had a horrible feeling that the closest most of them got to such things was playing paint ball games. And none of them were armed like soldiers either. Instead they all had the magic ray guns like his. But then what else could you expect? The Illuminati wasn't a military organisation. It didn't have an army or, for that matter, much of a police force. What they had were a few people who tried to act like them. When a crisis hit they had to make do. And if he was right they were going to have to make do in Hong Kong and Macau shortly.
 
    
 
   But if their people weren't soldiers and weren't armed like them, they did have some advantages that no other army in the world had. They had magic. He didn't know most of these people. Not well anyway. But he knew that every one of them would have some gift that would help. That was why they had been chosen.
 
    
 
   “Now I'm nervous,” James told Yasmin. And really he thought, he might be injured but his place was still with them. He was a cop at heart, and cops always stood with their brothers and sisters.
 
    
 
   The team advanced smoothly across the grounds without anyone raising the alarm. But then no one was outside to do so. Finally the last of the men roaming the grounds had been taken down, including the guards at the gate who had been knocked out as well and dragged back. That made about fifteen guards now lying in a small copse of trees just behind them. But at least they were unconscious, and were therefore unaware of what was happening. They wouldn't see the fireworks. And since the banshee had only had a day to twist their minds they would be quicker to deprogramme. People were already on their way to do just that. In fact they had an entire back up team of specialists on the way.
 
    
 
   Less than a minute later the soldiers were at the clinic itself. James could see a dozen or so black shadows against the heavy stone walls of the three story tall Georgian edifice. His mouth went dry and his heart started thumping in his chest as he waited for what would come next.
 
    
 
   When it happened though, it began very quietly. In fact at first he wasn't even sure that anything had happened at all. All he knew was that some of the doors and windows had opened. Except that as he concentrated on the building he suddenly realised that they hadn't opened at all. They'd vanished! A few of the doors and windows had actually just disappeared leaving behind holes in the building. And there had been no noise or light to tell anyone inside what had happened. Or even that anything had happened. Now that, he thought, was a trick that every armed force in the world would want.
 
    
 
   They would want the next one too he thought. The cry of dispassion. He heard it in the distance. A strange, almost melodic cry that was at once too soft and too alien to identify. It was almost like whale song. But he knew that everyone inside the building who wasn't warded and heard it would suddenly be falling down, unable to find the will to move. The gift might not have much in the way of commercial value to its possessor, but it was an effective pacifier.
 
    
 
   That was his cue to go in James figured, and he got to his feet, feeling a little better than he had any right to – especially after the day he'd had.
 
    
 
   “Mark said to wait.”
 
    
 
   “I did wait.”
 
    
 
   James started walking toward the building, his weapon drawn, and after a couple of seconds he heard Yasmin following just behind him, cursing as her heels dug into the earth. It made him smile. She should know better. Actually she did know better. There was simply no way she was ever going to give up her high heels.
 
    
 
   “Stop that you!” She snapped at him quietly. “This isn't funny.”
 
    
 
   “Actually it is.” His smile grew. “Especially when you don't need them.”
 
    
 
   “You think I'm too tall?” Her voice grew strained.
 
    
 
   “Of course not! I just think you already have lovely, long legs. You don't need heels to show them off.” James waited for her to catch up, put an arm around her waist and escorted her across the grass, inexplicably pleased that he'd finally found something clever to say to her. It might not be the appropriate way to enter a battlefield, but it felt good. Maybe there would be more of this morning in their future? It was something he quite liked the thought of. It was a strange thought for him to have.
 
    
 
   “You know sometimes you surprise me. You go through life as this cold, efficient almost ruthless hunting machine, and then every so often a real human being comes out. A gentleman, even a romantic.”
 
    
 
   “This morning was pretty romantic!”
 
    
 
   “Don't cheapen it,” she scolded him softly. “That was nice but what you just said was nicer. And I love the fact that you were standing guard over your daughter's school. Why do you think you got lucky this morning? I get the feeling that you're a good father. That even with everything else that's happened to you, the only thing that you can't get past is being shut out of your daughter's life.”
 
    
 
   “Well, she's my daughter!” What else could he say James wondered?
 
    
 
   “Exactly. People don't give you enough credit for that. You don't give yourself enough credit. You're a really good father and you will be again.”
 
    
 
   “Again?” James almost stopped dead in his tracks as the word bounced around in his skull. What was she saying?
 
    
 
   “Think about it sunshine. This morning or the other time, did anything about that strike you as safe?”
 
    
 
   “Safe?” James didn't understand. And then a sudden thought pierced the gloom “As in sex?” James gave up walking completely as he turned to face Yasmin. He was sure all the blood was draining from his body. “Are you saying …?”
 
    
 
   “I'm saying I don't know. Why do you think I was so upset?”
 
    
 
   James didn't know what to say. He didn't know what to think. All he knew was that he needed to hold her. And that he needed to kick himself for not having thought about it. No wonder she'd been so upset!And now it was his turn. Dear God he was thirty eight! He couldn't have another baby now! And he couldn't tell her that either. But eventually one thing did occur to him.
 
    
 
   “And now you tell me? Here and now?” It seemed like if there was one perfect time and place not to drop a bombshell like that on him, this was it.
 
    
 
   “Well I thought you should know. Before … you know. Just in case.” She hummed and ahhed a little awkwardly.
 
    
 
   “Oh dear God! You are a prize idiot, woman!” But still he pulled her close and held her tight, not knowing what to say.
 
    
 
   “No, I just have low standards when it comes to men! Hanging out with people who only have a Masters degree!”
 
    
 
   James groaned but didn't respond. He still didn't know quite what to say. But eventually he realised there was absolutely one thing he had to tell her.
 
    
 
   “You need to go back where it's safe.”
 
    
 
   “Chivalry?” Yasmin let out a small laugh. “Now?! It’s a bit late now! But one thing you can be sure of. Whether I've got a baby on board or not, I am never going to be hiding in the bushes playing it safe! So get that black and blue butt of yours moving and let’s hunt the bitch down!” 
 
    
 
   And just to make sure he got the message she goosed him, before pulling free of his embrace and heading off again, leaving James to follow and try to think of some other reason she should stay behind where it was safe.
 
    
 
   Suddenly the sound of weapons fire intruded on the quiet of the night, and he forgot everything else. The battle had been joined which could only mean that the cry of dispassion hadn't been as effective as it should have been. But given what the banshee surely knew of their tactics it wasn't surprising. She must have prepared her people for it. Ear plugs and wards might work. He gripped his weapon tightly and hurried towards the clinic, trying to keep in front of Yasmin. But even in stilettos on grass she was faster than him just then.
 
    
 
   Before they made it all the way things ahead grew wilder. There were flashes of light and the sound of arrows whistling through the air that he knew were the knock out spells being fired. At one point all the windows on the second floor simply blew out and then he heard howling. Obviously they had some sort of beast master among them. The question was who had the beast master? Them or the banshee's people?
 
    
 
   More weapons were fired and more bullets flew by the time they made it to the missing front entrance and James was suddenly uncomfortably aware that he wasn't wearing his vest. Not getting it might have been a mistake. After all, his coat wasn't going to stop a bullet. And Yasmin wasn't dressed properly either. Maybe Mark had been right to tell them to stay back.
 
    
 
   Fortunately the front room was largely empty as he discovered when he peered in. There was one man there, lying on the floor, and he wasn't one of theirs. In fact he was dressed as an orderly. The chances were that the spell of dispassion had got him. James was almost certain of that when he went to check on him. The man was alive and breathing, and his eyes even managed to follow him around a little. But he simply wasn't moving. He certainly wasn't reaching for the Glock beside him. But James appropriated it anyway.
 
    
 
   “Is he …?” Yasmin called from the doorway.
 
    
 
   “He's fine.”
 
    
 
   After that James started doing a sweep through the ground floor as he'd been trained to. A room by room search. Something that was easier when the rooms were all so large. The ground floor was mainly filled with lounges, reception areas, a dining hall and kitchen. There was even an outdoor dining area leading out to a courtyard at the rear of the building. This was the communal part of the facility where the patients could wander freely and hopefully enjoy their days as they recovered.
 
    
 
   The patients weren't there though. They were presumably in their rooms though he doubted they were sleeping any more. Instead he found at least a dozen more prone bodies, all of them dressed in the outfits of staff. Nurses and orderlies. And all of them had weapons on them which he confiscated. Even the cooks had guns. By the time he was finished picking up weapons and dropping them on the reception counter, he would have guessed that there were at least twenty hand guns and half a dozen assault rifles piled up. All of them were police issue. There was no doubt that the banshee had managed a major weapons heist among her many other crimes. She was a very dangerous woman.
 
    
 
   But at least he thought, they were safe here. Naturally that was when everything fell apart. Actually it was just the ceiling. A huge hole had been torn in it, and even as he was watching a man fell through it, tumbling a full dozen feet to the floor. He hit it with a thunderous crash, something that was probably made worse by the ring of lightning he was surrounded by. He was an elementalist of some sort. And he was also an enemy.
 
    
 
   James drew and fired at him before he'd even started trying to find his feet, not caring what spell the gun was loaded with. And then he clicked the lever and fired again just to make sure. But in case he failed twice Yasmin already had his lightning shield transformed into something that looked like a ball of rain circling him. Either way, he didn't get up. He just lay there with rain falling on him in the middle of the room.
 
    
 
   “Yasmin?” He turned to her.
 
    
 
   “A stormlord. That bitch has some sway. But he won't be creating any more bad weather for a while. Should have known better than to mess with a meta!” She smiled happily at him looking every inch a victorious Amazon warrior.
 
    
 
   Then she screamed as the sounds of weapon fire intruded. Reactions on full noise thanks to all the adrenaline rushing through him, James managed to run and dive on her, bringing her crashing to the ground, even as he turned and fired at the hole in the ceiling but he had no idea if he was fast enough. What he did know was that he was deadly accurate.
 
    
 
   A moment later he watched as another man tumbled out of the ceiling to come crashing down on the floor beside the first.
 
    
 
   “Dear God!” He let out a quiet whisper of relief. Though the man had missed them thanks to the angle and the darkness, and probably the fact that he wasn't a trained shot, it had been too close. And he realised, that Yasmin might have the answers when it came to magic, but she could do nothing about bullets. And from the look in her eyes, she was beginning to realise that too. She might have come to protect him, but this was not her bailwick despite her gift.
 
    
 
   But she knew that, and he knew that repeating it would not help. So wordlessly he helped her to her feet, forgetting the pain in his flesh, and then brushed her down a bit. Even in a huge duffel she would not want to be dirty.
 
    
 
   “So now what?” Yasmin asked as they stood there staring at the fallen men and the arsenal beside them. All the action was happening upstairs. They could still hear the sounds of the knock out spells firing one after another, though thankfully not much more automatic gunfire. It seemed that the resistance had been mostly overcome. Now he assumed the clean-up was in progress as their people went room to room overcoming any remaining opposition and making sure the patients were secure.
 
    
 
   “Now I'm going to hunt down that damned woman and finally put her away. While you're going to stay here and help the others.”
 
    
 
   “Others?”
 
    
 
   James pointed out through the missing front widows to the long drive way and the vehicles outside the gate which he assumed was Will and the rest of their people. “Them. The rest of our people have finally arrived.” 
 
    
 
   No doubt there were going to be a lot of people needing to be taken away and deprogrammed, and a lot of weapons to be disposed of. He hoped there wouldn't be any injured or dead.
 
    
 
   “You be careful.” Yasmin didn't try to stop him for once. She didn't even argue. Instead she just grabbed him up and hugged him. She was frightened, and he couldn't blame her for that.
 
    
 
   “I'll be fine. And it'll be quick. I already know where she is after all.” 
 
    
 
   With that he left her, heading for the stairs and the third floor. Specifically to room 310. Because according to the whiteboard behind the nurses' station that was where Sheryl was, and he knew that that would be where Soo Chi was as well. The banshee had been caught and she was trapped. Cornered. Where else would she go save to where she thought he would go? If she was going to go down she was going to try and take him with her. He was the one she most desperately wanted to kill.
 
    
 
   The stairs were wide and shallow, and more importantly they had a good solid handrail, something for which James was extremely grateful. Especially when there were so many stairs. The restorative he'd been given might have helped a bit but it had its limits, and he had to take it slowly up each flight, hanging on to the railings as he went. But that was alright. His quarry was almost within his grasp. He would get through this.
 
    
 
   The second floor was a mess. There were half a dozen bodies lying in the hallway on both sides of the landing, and people were still going from room to room as they hunted the banshee. There were a pair of lions too, growling as they prowled along its length. He wondered where they'd come from, though in the end he was more grateful that they were on their side. He had no idea whether the ray gun would work on lions, and he doubted his Sig would bring them down.
 
    
 
   The search was going to take time and it would be risky. Fairview Haven was in the end a sizeable facility holding up to a hundred patients, each with their own room. And of course there were numerous other rooms as well. Treatment rooms, small sitting areas, bathrooms, offices, meeting rooms and so on. Even having a dozen men it would take time to search the facility thoroughly. And every room could have more of the banshee's men in it, waiting. Knowing what they would be facing.
 
    
 
   But they had an advantage. One of their number was a locksmith who was able to lock and unlock doors with a thought. That meant that none of the patients were escaping their rooms to add to the confusion, and their rooms could be entered one by one. There were some very useful magical gifts in the world and that was one of them. As long as the man didn't turn into a safe cracker which James supposed would be the temptation that the gift offered.
 
    
 
   They hadn't yet started on the room by room search of the third floor when he finally made it to the landing. But they had cleared the hallways of armed men, all of whom were now lying on the floor, downed by any number of different spells. And the two men standing there guarding the fallen didn't seem to be in any great hurry to start searching.
 
    
 
   “Room 310?” James called out breathlessly to them from the landing, extremely grateful that there wasn't a fourth floor.
 
    
 
   One of the men pointed to a door just along from him, and James headed for it at a steady amble. There was little doubt that he was in poor shape. But equally the adrenaline was starting to run through his veins once again as he got closer, and he knew he'd have the strength to get through this. Not much more, but he could do this. Still, his heart was beating in his chest like a runaway jack hammer and his palms had become quite sweaty. This was the moment he knew when everything ended. One way or the other.
 
    
 
   The door was locked of course. James didn't even bother trying the handle. He just put his ray gun away, drew his Sig and shot the lock out before kicking the door down and striding through. Suddenly he was a cop again. Doing exactly what he'd done a hundred times before. And he had all the energy he needed.
 
    
 
   Inside things were fairly much as he'd expected. It was a good sized room with a bed and a couple of easy chairs, and a bathroom off to one side. There was also a large window that could be used by the banshee to escape. The banshee might have had to jump assuming there wasn't a fire escape outside, but it was only the third floor and she could have survived. 
 
    
 
   But she wasn't running. He hadn't expected her to. This was the end and she knew it. Even if she got out of the building the grounds were filled with her enemies, and all of them were warded against her magic. And worse than that she worked according to a plan. The same plan her family had developed over the centuries. A plan that had contingencies for everything. Except this. She couldn't get away. That was why she'd come to Sheryl's room. And it was why she was currently standing over her bed with a carving knife pressed up hard against his ex-wife's throat. James had expected something like that as well. But not the knife. The shear brutality of the weapon shocked him when it was held against his ex-wife's throat.
 
    
 
   Sheryl meanwhile was quiet. She'd been lying there for some time no doubt, and you could only scream for so long. But she was terrified. Pales and sweating. Her face lined with fear. She didn't know what was happening except that some strange woman had come into her room and was now holding a knife to her throat.
 
    
 
   She looked older than he remembered. A lot older. Time had not been kind to her. Especially not these last five years. And though she was still a pretty blond, he would have put her at fifty instead of her late thirties. There were deep lines around her eyes, made more prominent by the dim light being shone from the lamp in the corner of the room. Her cheeks were more sallow than he remembered, and she'd obviously lost weight. Actually he would have called her gaunt. The guilt was eating her alive.
 
    
 
   Something broke within him when he saw her there lying like that. That huge wall of hatred and anger came crashing down inside him, and all that was left was the need to save her.
 
    
 
   He hadn't expected that. He hadn't actually even thought about it. He'd been so angry with her for so long. So bitter. But seeing her after so long, James lost all his residual anger. He felt pity instead. This woman had hurt him so badly and for so long. And yet in that moment she was only Sheryl, the woman he had once loved. The mother of his daughter. And he knew there and then that he could never let her be harmed. He could never tell Matti that he had let her mother be killed.
 
    
 
   “Put the gun down!” Soo Chi did her best to sound as if she was in control. But she wasn't and even in the darkness that was written on her face. She had had a plan. Everything had been perfect. And now it was gone and she had nothing.
 
    
 
   “You really don't learn, do you Soo Chi?” James looked up at her and smiled. Once more he knew, he had to be the one in control. And this time he had to be the Iceman. Utterly cold. “Just not very bright I suppose. I mean, what possessed you to bring a knife to a gun fight?”
 
    
 
   “I said –.”
 
    
 
   “I heard what you said. And no. I'm not putting the gun down so you can pick it up and shoot me. So dream on. That was never going to happen. And if you had two brain cells to rub together you would have known that from the start. I'm going to shoot you. And I'm going to enjoy it – a lot.” Outside the room he heard the sound of feet running, and he knew others would be coming to back him up. He also knew that they probably couldn't. This they hadn't prepared for.
 
    
 
   “I'll slit her throat!” The banshee yelled it at him, her voice shrill with fear as it started to dawn on her that things weren't working out as she'd wanted. She really had thought he'd put down the gun and she could pick it up and shoot him. Sheryl started screaming too.  “And I haven't twisted her thoughts at all. She'll be the same woman you love when she dies in front of you! Her blood will be all over your hands!” 
 
    
 
   She was lying. She hid it, but James knew in that instant that the words were lies. The reason she hadn't twisted Sheryl's thoughts was that she hadn't had the time. She'd been here only a day. She'd arrived injured. And she'd needed every second she could find to twist the thoughts of staff so that she had her own private army. Safety first. That was always the plan. Never take unnecessary risks. That was the way she worked. Slow, cautiously, treating every action as a move in a chess game. And now she was trying to do it again, even starting from scratch. So she'd spent all her efforts on building her army.  Pity for her it hadn't been enough.
 
    
 
   James had to wait until both women quietened down a bit before he could tell them what neither of them wanted to hear.
 
    
 
   “Are you brain dead woman?” James knew he had only one chance to save his ex-wife. And it began and ended with scaring Soo Chi senseless as he played her game against her. He only prayed he could pull it off. “Did Daniels not tell you? I am the Iceman. The coldest man alive. And you're dumb enough to hold a knife to the throat of my ex-wife? The woman who not only betrayed me, but did it with my brother? Who destroyed my every hope of ever having a relationship with my daughter? Who sold my daughter into slavery? Who steals every dollar I make through alimony? And you think she's some use as a hostage against me?” He poured all the scorn he could find into his words.
 
    
 
   “And I'm still going to kill her!” The banshee screamed it at him, fear starting to claim her as it began to dawn on her that she might not have the perfect hostage she thought she had. Sheryl meanwhile had turned completely white and was staring at him in terror.
 
    
 
   “I know you are.” It was a bluff, but it was what he had to do. “And then I'm going to blow you apart piece by piece.”
 
    
 
   “Blow me apart?” The banshee squeaked at him.
 
    
 
   “Oh hell yes! Did Daniels not tell you? I never use that pathetic weapon they gave me. I'm not interested in simply paralysing people or making them throw up. “This is a Sig ten mm. Its bullets have been double loaded for extra impact. And they're dum dums. When they hit your flesh they're going to spread. They're going to powder your bones. The pain will be excruciating. Your arms and legs are going to hang off your bones, and their useless remains will have to be removed by the doctors.” He'd seen that in a movie somewhere, and though he couldn't remember anything else about it, that line had stuck with him.
 
    
 
   “But you won't die. I promise you that. I'm not that merciful. You are going to spend the rest of your life powerless, stuck in a prison camp with all the others I've put away there. Armless, legless and filled with hatred for me. Useless, pathetic hatred. Because you'll never be able to strike at me again. Not without your power. I may even decide to burn your face off as well. I haven't decided yet.”
 
    
 
   “But one thing I will make certain of. For every second of the rest of your miserable life you'll know only one regret. One absolute piece of pain that will cut you deeper than any blade ever could. Especially when you see the others turn away from you in horror. Or hear them gasp in shock when they see you. The knowledge that if only you hadn't gone after my daughter you could have had some sort of life.”
 
    
 
   “But you did. And now it's too late for you. So hurry up and kill the bitch so I can get started on you!”
 
    
 
   “But …! But …!” Soo Chi stood there in shock, her face showing all the signs of someone lost in terror and struggling to find something to say. And eventually she found something. “But she's innocent! It was your brother. He controlled her with his magic. You know that! You can't blame her!”
 
    
 
   “And you think I don't know that?” James smiled cruelly at her. “You think I care? Five years ago I beat my little brother to death. It was just unfortunate that he survived. But he'll never walk again. Not properly. He'll never smile either. His face is too broken for that. And the brain damage has left him incontinent and in permanent pain. His suffering is one of the few things that brings me joy in this world. Didn't Daniels tell you that?” It was hard saying that, because it was too close to the truth. There was a monster within him, and admitting it was hard. But suddenly he had to. He had to use it.
 
    
 
   “As for the slavers he sold Matti to, I used a shotgun on them. All eight of them. They may still have legs. Some of them at least. Those who survived. But none of them have the bits and pieces that made them male. I enjoyed removing those parts of them. I removed other parts too. With this very gun as it happens. They're alive in a supermax prison, but not one of them will ever know a moment of happiness again. Not when every day they're raped by their fellow inmates.” Somehow James managed to let a smile grace his face, even though all he could think was that she was going to slit Sheryl's throat in front of him. He was playing a very dangerous game. Almost daring her to kill Sheryl. And it could so easily go wrong. He had never been so scared of anything in his entire life, save for when the slavers had had Matti.
 
    
 
   “And then two weeks ago when you sent the giant after me, I initially assumed it was Francis who had sent him. So I set him on fire. I literally chained him to a tree, covered him in petrol and threw matches at him. You should have heard him scream. He even shat himself as he burnt. But what do you know – he was innocent of that crime at least. So now he still lives. More or less. The mind has gone of course. What little remained. Burnt off with the skin. The warden wants to have me locked up as a savage. The shrinks think I'm nuts. Actually they say I'm psychotic if you can believe that. And the elders don't know what to do with me. But hey – it was worth it. It was fun!” He smiled, hopefully letting her know fear. And she was frightened. He could see it in her eyes.
 
    
 
   His only problem was that Sheryl was listening too. And she was utterly terrified as she lay there in her bed. She was making strange, desperate sounds that didn't sound at all human and was currently trying to crawl away from both of them through the wall behind her. Soo Chi had her in a tight grip but Sheryl was panicking. If she went too far she was going to trigger things.
 
    
 
   “You really should have paid more attention to what Daniels told you. You'll have to wait a little bit though. I blew his brains out a few hours ago when I realised he was your traitor. But I'm sure he'll be waiting there in hell for you to arrive.” 
 
    
 
   Soo Chi blanched when he said that. She had definitely heard what Daniels had said. He could see that awareness in her eyes. She had heard but now she was thinking that she hadn't fully understood what Daniels had told her. It was always the way. The evil couldn't imagine that there were others out there more evil than them. That they could actually be outplayed at their own game. They always imagined that the fact that they were willing to do such terrible things made them more dangerous than anyone else. That was why he was sticking so close to the truth. The best lie was always one that was closest to the facts.
 
    
 
   “You wouldn't!” Finally the banshee responded, trying to deny what he was saying. But she couldn't. She didn't believe her own denials. He could see it in her eyes.
 
    
 
   That was James' chance.
 
    
 
   “Oh to hell with it! This is taking too long. I'll just shoot you, slit her throat and say you did it.” He levelled the gun at her head and instantly every one of the banshee's instincts went into overdrive.
 
    
 
   She shrieked, calling all of her victims to her without thought, not realising that they were all already down. Then she threw herself desperately to the side, thinking he was about to fire, and she hurled the knife at him in the same frightened move, hoping to kill him with it. In that moment she was his.
 
    
 
   The knife hit him and bounced off his thick duffel. Knife throwing was an art and one that was almost useless save to an expert with a set of heavy, balanced knives. A carving knife simply wouldn't do. And of course she went flying to the side, off balance and out of control, which gave him all the time he needed to cross the floor, pistol whip her and then smash her hard in the face as she tried desperately to keep her footing.
 
    
 
   She went down in a heap, sliding along the floor, blood already pouring from her face and making strange noises.
 
    
 
   After that the battle was over. The banshee was down, lying on the floor, bleeding and completely stunned. She wasn't a young woman and he'd punched her very hard. There was likely a broken face as well as a broken nose. The warden was going to be pissed! Meanwhile Sheryl was screaming hysterically, lost in terror as she thought he was going to kill her. She'd somehow got out of her bed and was crouched in the corner of the room with her arms over her head, no doubt wanting to escape the room but too frightened to try and run past him to reach the door.
 
    
 
   James holstered his weapon and went to her. He had to, because somewhere deep inside he suddenly remembered something of what she had once meant to him. And he couldn't let her suffer any more. He couldn't let anyone suffer like that. It had been too much and for too long.
 
    
 
   “It's over Sheryl. The crazy woman's down and harmless. And you're safe. I promise.” He had to repeat that a few times before she would listen. And a few more before she could actually lower her arms and look up at him and then across the room to where the Asian woman lay bleeding. The banshee was still conscious, sort of, but she wasn't going to be causing much trouble for a while. Not when her movements were more involuntary than intentional. In fact she looked a little as though she was having some sort of slow motion fit.
 
    
 
   Sheryl didn't look that much better though. And why would she? She'd been through too much. She'd heard too much. And quite probably a lot of it wasn't making sense to her. 
 
    
 
   Abruptly things were made a lot worse when the broken door unexpectedly burst open again and a number of men in military style garb came charging into the room. One of them launched some sort of energy ball at the banshee and Sheryl gasped. At that point James guessed, any thought about secrecy had left the room.
 
    
 
   “You're safe.” James kept telling her that, knowing that there wasn't really a lot else he could tell her. Not while all the craziness was going on. So he kept repeating it while the banshee was manacled in a pair of cold iron cuffs – something else Sheryl noticed – and then led away. Actually she was more carried than led, and he suspected she would soon be seeing a doctor. He had hit her very hard.
 
    
 
   After they'd gone – and he had to shoo them out of the room – he thought he could at least start getting his ex-wife to find some sort of calm. But it was going to take time.
 
    
 
   “Come on you. Let's get you up and back into bed. You've had a lot of shocks for the day and you need to rest.” 
 
    
 
   It was strange he thought how the old mannerisms came back to him so easily. As if none of the past seven years had happened. And even stranger how he could suddenly forget his anger for her. Maybe those dark emotions had been burnt out of him by the passage of time. Or maybe it was just seeing her like that that had destroyed them. Either way, he simply didn't hate her anymore. He didn't love her either. It was more as though she was an old friend and he simply didn't want to see her hurt. Maybe too it was the policeman inside him taking charge as he identified a victim.
 
    
 
   It took a while to coax her to her feet. To get her to at least trust him enough to take hold of his hands and let him lift her up and guide her back to the bed.
 
    
 
   She was different to how he remembered. Still the same face. Still the long curly blond hair and the demure features. A woman of breeding as his mother would have said. Actually as she had said. But she looked so much older. Tired. Drained. Thinner. The the last seven years had not been easy on her. She might have won the divorce, but really both of them had lost everything. Everything that was except for their daughter. Matti was in the end, all that remained of their lives.
 
    
 
   “You told her to kill me.” Finally she said something.
 
    
 
   “Had to. She would have killed you otherwise. I had to get her to think you were no use as a hostage, and that if she killed you she would lose everything. I had to get her to come at me with the knife instead.”
 
    
 
   “But did I shoot her?” He indicated the bare floor where she had been lying, proof that he hadn't, despite everything he'd told her he was going to do to her. There was no body there. “No. I was lying to her. Telling her what she needed to hear so that I could control the situation. Doing what I had to do to save your life.”
 
    
 
   “Now I want you to get some rest. We have a daughter that's going to need you up and at your best as soon as possible. So you need to start looking after yourself.”
 
    
 
   Sheryl didn't respond to that. She just lay there silently and let him pull the sheets and blankets over her and tuck her back in. But James guessed she wasn't going to be going back to sleep any time soon. So he pulled up a chair and sat with her. If nothing else they had things to talk about. Aside from their daughter James had no doubt she’d want to talk about what she'd just heard and seen.
 
    
 
   “That woman said it wasn't my fault.” 
 
    
 
   Of course she asked about that. That was the guilt that had got her admitted to this place. It was the poison that had eaten at her life. Aged her twenty years or more. And James knew she couldn't be left with it anymore. It was too great a burden. The banshee had told her some of it. It was time for her to learn the rest.
 
    
 
   “It wasn't your fault.” He could have lied to her. He probably should have. Pretended that she'd been hearing and seeing things. But he simply couldn't do that. Not to her – the woman he had once loved with everything he had. Not to someone who had had her life torn apart by magic. And not to the mother of his daughter. He could not perpetuate the crime.
 
    
 
   “She said I was controlled. That pawns like me were always controlled.”
 
    
 
   “You were.” James admitted the truth.
 
    
 
   “Then …?”
 
    
 
   “There are people in this world who can do amazing, impossible things. Magical things. And Francis was one of them. He could control people. Make them see the world however he wanted them to. Make them do things. He could bend thoughts to his will. And he was a monster. He still is. He wanted revenge on me. And so he bent your mind. First he bent it to sleep with him. Then to divorce me. And finally to sell Matti to the slavers.”
 
    
 
   “Revenge?”
 
    
 
   “For saying no to him while he was growing up. Because I have a touch of it too. But my magic is only that I can't have my thoughts bent. I'm immune to his magic. You weren't.”
 
    
 
   Once more silence returned to the room as she tried to take in what he'd told her. But it took time. Even having been through what she had and having seen what she had, it wasn't easy to just accept that the world wasn't the simple, straight forward place it had always been. Magic was the stuff of fairy tales and dragons and all those childish dreams that you grew out of. It couldn't be like that. Not really. He remembered it hitting him just as hard when he'd found out.
 
    
 
   “And you knew?” Suspicion suddenly flared in her voice.
 
    
 
   “No! I had no idea at all. Not until the day you sold Matti, and he came and bragged about what he'd done. What he'd made you do. That was when all hell broke loose. That was the day I thought I killed him.”
 
    
 
   “So she …?”
 
    
 
   “She was a bit wrong. I was mostly lying. I beat him to a pulp. And I did think I'd killed him. He's got a busted shoulder and walks with a limp. His face isn't that pretty either anymore. But as for the brain damage and incontinence, I just threw that in to scare her. And I didn't set him on fire either. Just scared him a bit.”
 
    
 
   “And the men? You didn't …?”
 
    
 
   “Oh no, I did. They were always going to live. I was a cop back then. But most of them were never going to have children. They were child sex traffickers. They had Matti. They were going to sell her to people who would do unspeakable things to our daughter. I thought that they might have already done so. And there were other children too. That was never going to happen.” He had no trouble admitting that. He felt no shame in it. Whether it was legal or not, it had always felt like the right thing to do. 
 
    
 
   “So you did that? What you said?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Eight pieces of filth are now spending the rest of their days in prison singing falsetto. Some of them lost a leg or two as well. I won't say I was a cop that night. I didn't obey the law. But it was a genuine gun fight not a massacre. I was just faster on the draw.”
 
    
 
   “And Francis?”
 
    
 
   “Locked away for the rest of his life in a different sort of prison. He could bend minds with just a few words. So no normal prison could hold him. Not even a supermax. But the magical have their own prisons. He's had his magic blocked. So he's safe as long as they keep him locked away. And they're never going to let him out. But I didn't burn him alive. I covered him with spelled water that he thought was petrol and threw matches at him. It was the only way I could be sure he didn't have his magic back. If he had I would have been attacked by an army. But he didn't which was how I knew he wasn't guilty. He wasn't hurt. But he did scream a lot and the warden's made a complaint about me.”
 
    
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
   “That the warden's complained about me?” James was surprised by that.
 
    
 
   “That he screamed.”
 
    
 
   “You're okay with that?” James was even more surprised by that. If there was one thing Sheryl had always been it was a great believer in the law.
 
    
 
   “If he did that. If he made me do what I did. Then yes.” She said it simply and without any hint of doubt in her voice.
 
    
 
   “Good. Because there's one more thing we have to talk about.”
 
    
 
   “Let me guess. That this is all some sort of great secret. That I can never tell anyone about it because the witches will turn me into a frog. The Asian bitch mentioned that. She said they were afraid of people like her. That they were scared of what she and her family could do.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, she's dangerous. And her family's declared war on the Illuminati. But the Illuminati want this kept secret for a very different reason. They're not really in to power. They don't want to rule the world. They just want to live normal lives. And most important of all the gifted don't want to find themselves burnt at the stake. Once was enough.” 
 
    
 
   “But they won't harm you. Not like the bitch claimed they would. They don't need to. There's a thousand other ways to hide things, and the easiest way is simply to discredit someone. After all, this is magic we're talking about. Fairy tales and myths. It's not real. Therefore anyone who thinks it's real is out of their tree.” 
 
    
 
   “So no. They don't want you to talk. But you don't want to talk either. You have a far more important reason to keep silent. The most important reason there can ever be for either of us. Much more important than anything they could threaten either of us with.” James had her attention at least.
 
    
 
   “Go on.”
 
    
 
   “Magic travels in families. My parents have gifts. They're minor. My father can shape things with his thoughts. My mother has a green thumb. I have a fraction of it. Not really even a gift at all. I didn't even know I had one until that night. Francis though was the most powerful fascinator seen in decades. And he destroyed everyone's life. But the only thing that matters now is that Matti has the gift too.”
 
    
 
   “Matti?” Suddenly Sheryl pushed the sheets aside and sat bolt upright in the bed. “Is she …?”
 
    
 
   “No. Not like Francis. There are lots of different gifts. And hers is in the animus. In health and the body. And though her magic is only just beginning to grow, she shows great promise. The academy that she goes to; it's a specialist school for those with magic. They're teaching her how to use her gift and also how to hide it. I have hopes that one day when she's grown up she'll become a doctor perhaps with the gift of healing. She could have a great future. But that can never happen if the secret gets out.”
 
    
 
   “If it does and she's exposed, everything changes for her. There'll be prejudice and bigotry. And though I hope that at least here in America there won’t be a return to witch burnings, we would likely see riots, fear and violence. At least in the short term. But those like Matti with gifts will become objects of fear to many. Some will want to use them. Some will want to stick them in cages and study them. To many she'll be seen as a freak. Her life will be ruined.”
 
    
 
   “We can never let that happen.”
 
    
 
   “And you can never reveal half a secret. The moment this is partly out there, the rest will follow. People will dig and dig until everything is out there. They'll find a few of the gifted. From them they'll learn about the academy. And from there they'll find the students. Our daughter will be exposed.”
 
    
 
   “The one thing we can never, ever do is reveal magic to the world. Not out of fear that someone will stop us. Not because we'll be called crackpots. But because we can never let Matti be harmed. This is the secret that we will take to our graves. Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   Sheryl stared at him for a long time after that. Her blue eyes studied him. Trying to see all the way into his brain. Her mind was no doubt running through a thousand different options as she tried to work out if what he was saying could possibly be true. Eventually though she must have realised that he was right. No matter what she could never risk their daughter's well being.
 
    
 
   “I understand.”
 
    
 
   “Good.” James did his best to smile reassuringly at her. 
 
    
 
   “Now you really do need to get some sleep. You're safe. Matti's safe. That's really all that matters. And while you have a thousand or more questions to ask, I can't answer them. I'm not even supposed to have told you what I have.”
 
    
 
   “But in a few days when everything's settled down, I'll take you to see the German. He's a therapist who deals with this sort of thing. He'll be able to tell you much more, no doubt while he's giving me a hard time. He says I'm antisocial. Can you believe that?” James smiled to show it was an attempt at a joke, however poor.
 
    
 
   “But he'll help you to deal with the guilt that's been eating you alive and how to relate to a daughter with a very special gift that she's never been able to tell you about either.”
 
    
 
   “I think you need to hold on to that. To realise that as terrible and crazy as this night's been, it's actually going to lead to a better time ahead. A better time for Matti too now that she's finally able to tell you what's really going on in her life.”
 
    
 
   With that James got up and turned to leave the room only to discover a familiar figure standing in the doorway. “Will?” He was surprised to see him there. A little worried too as he wondered what the cowboy had heard. Or rather how much.
 
    
 
   “James, it’s time for you to go home.”
 
    
 
   “But –.”
 
    
 
   “Uh uh! No buts. In the last few weeks by my reckoning you've been shot at, blown up, falsely arrested, beaten to a pulp and attacked by a girl with a big puppy. You've disobeyed a slew of direct orders, turned the department upside down and earned at least half a dozen complaints. You may even have got us in to a war. Do you have any idea at all how that impacts on my life? How much paperwork I have to fill out because of you? The reports and the meetings I have to attend?”
 
    
 
   “No, this case is over and you are going home and I do not expect to see you back in the office for at least three days. Is that perfectly clear?”
 
    
 
   James mumbled something at Will, not completely sure if he was in trouble or not. It sounded almost as if he was being given leave. And the cowboy didn't seem particularly upset by what he'd told Sheryl.
 
    
 
   “Good. Keys.” Will held out his hand apparently expecting James to put his keys in them.
 
    
 
   “Ahh –?”
 
    
 
   “You're in no shape to drive. Yasmin will drive you home and someone else will deliver that old bomb of yours to your place later.” Will continued to hold out his hand and eventually James handed him his car keys, realising that he didn't seem to have a choice.
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” Will accepted the keys and quickly stuffed them away in a pocket. Then he turned to Sheryl, who was lying there in her bed looking more than a little confused.
 
    
 
   “Ma'am your ex-husband may be a little concussed at this stage, and I wouldn't believe a lot that comes out of his mouth at the moment. I wouldn't believe it normally either. But one thing you can be absolutely sure of – you have nothing to worry about. We'll clean this mess up. In the morning things will be back as they were. And you and your daughter are completely safe.”
 
    
 
   “Also there's no such thing as witches and wizards.” He waved his hand theatrically and immediately a huge pile of wild flowers popped into existence above her and fell down to cover her bed. “That's just James being fanciful. He really is sleep deprived and has obviously taken a few too many blows to the head.”
 
    
 
   “I mean who would believe something so ridiculous as magic?” He waved his hand once more and a giant pink teddy bear appeared in the air to fall on Sheryl. She grabbed at it with both hands, disbelief plastered all over her face.
 
    
 
   With that he tipped his hat to her as if he was in some sort of western, and started pushing James out of the room while Sheryl lay there staring with her mouth wide open and clutching a giant pink teddy bear. He even pulled the broken door shut behind them.
 
    
 
   “Now you, home and bed. And when you come back we can start talking about partners!”
 
    
 
   “A partner?! But I've been good!” James protested.
 
    
 
   “Good?” Will raised a quizzical eyebrow. “You call this good?” He glanced pointedly around the hallway. “This is a disaster! And with the mess in Hong Kong you've managed to uncover, the elders want you under more control. Just in case.”
 
    
 
   “But you'll like her. She's an actual huntress. Experienced in animal control. Young but willing to learn. And she thought the interview she had with you went well. Bit rough in places. Unregistered too, which means she has to do some community service for us. And some of your questions caught her by surprise. But I think she'll make a great addition to the team.”
 
    
 
   “Alysson Thomas?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that's her. I'm glad you recommended her – though next time office hours might be more appropriate for phoning in.”
 
    
 
   “Um?” James wasn't quite sure what was happening. Was she even out from under the banshee's control yet? It hadn't even been a couple of days. It had barely been one. And he couldn't imagine why she would want to join them.
 
    
 
   “No. No arguments. No “ums”, “ahhs” or “maybes”. You're going home to rest.” Will gave him a push in the direction of Yasmin who was standing there in the hallway. “Senica, he does not come back in the office for at least three days. Tie him down to a bed if you have to, but that's an order.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Sir.” Yasmin suddenly looped an arm through James' and started escorting him along the hallway back to the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Ahh?” It did seem a rather familiar gesture out in the open.
 
    
 
   “What.” She turned and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You really think there's anything in the office the boss doesn't know about?”
 
    
 
   “Now, let's talk about shoes. And in particular about high heels and soft grass. They don't go together as you may have noticed. Which is why I would very much appreciate it if you would stop arranging all these meetings in grassy areas!”
 
    
 
   “Ahh?” James wasn't sure if he should even bother protesting. He already knew he wasn't going to win. But he did know as they hit the stairs that he didn't care. The hunt was over. The banshee was in custody. And really, everything seemed to be going well. Strangely though when his boss was busy showering his ex with magically summoned wild-flowers and stuffed toys, but well. And really, he was too tired to care. With the adrenaline wearing off he just didn't have a lot of strength left. 
 
    
 
   It had been a very long day.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Dawn was well and truly broken by the time they made it to Yasmin's apartment. And James was near to breaking as well. He wasn't completely sure why they were there, but he was at the stage where he was simply too tired to care. All he wanted to do was sleep. He didn't care where. He'd slept a little in the car on the ride back, but kept waking every time the car hit a bump or turned a corner. And quite frankly even if his own apartment was still a crime scene full of technicians and surrounded by reporters, he wouldn't have cared. He would have simply slept where he fell and they could have worked around him.
 
    
 
   “Grief you're a mess!” Yasmin suddenly started patting him down, brushing off the worst of the dirt from his clothes, and then running her fingers through his hair. “Maybe that's your magic. You're a dirt magnet!”
 
    
 
   “And maybe.” James suddenly felt frisky. He wrapped his arms around her, pulled her close and kissed her. “I'm just a magnet for you.” Yasmin didn't exactly seem to be disagreeing he noticed.
 
    
 
   “Really? Out here? On the landing? Where the neighbours can see? What would they think?!” She pretended to be upset, though she still made sure to kiss him back. She was enjoying herself.
 
    
 
   “That I'm a very lucky man.”
 
    
 
   “You are indeed. Especially for the next four days.”
 
    
 
   “Four days?”
 
    
 
   “Time of the month. And since you can't possibly get me with child twice or unchild me, you can screw my brains out until then!”
 
    
 
   James wasn't sure about the logic of that, but he liked the sentiment. Especially when she was wrapping herself right around him. Unfortunately she stopped too soon and he didn't like that so much.
 
    
 
   “First though you have my house guest to meet. So best behaviour please.”
 
    
 
   “House guest?” James hadn't known she had someone staying with her. Maybe that was who she'd been texting as they'd driven back. But as she pushed the key in the lock and turned it he guessed he was going to find out. Then the door swung open and he forgot about everything as he discovered his daughter standing there in front of him.
 
    
 
   “Daddy?”
 
    
 
   James stepped in and grabbed her up in his arms, lifting her right off the ground in his happiness. She was too big for it really and he was hurting all over, but he simply couldn't help himself. He couldn't stop himself kissing her either. Or the tears from leaking down his cheeks.
 
    
 
   “She needed a safe place to stay after Daniels was exposed, and I volunteered.” Yasmin shut the door behind them. “But now that everything's been dealt with, I imagine she'll be going back to school soon. So you two had better make the most of your time together.”
 
    
 
   “I'll get some breakfast on.” Yasmin left them then, heading for the kitchen and giving them the promised time together.
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
    
 
   There were few moments in life that James had found were truly worth living for these past few years. But this one was. He'd been shot at, blown up, beaten up and attacked by an invisible wolf. He seemed to be cornering the world market in gauze bandages, surgical tape and pain killers. But just then he didn't care about any of that. Just these few precious seconds were worth all of that and a hell of a lot more.
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