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The Scent Of Freedom
 

 
Winter is the perfect time to kill, although killing is really quite

easy. Anywhere. Any time. The swoop of a blade, the flash of claw. A
successful murder, on the other hand, requires planning and Lady
Nature’s help is never a bad thing. Like snow, for example; tracks are
filled in, ground scents distorted. Evidence washes away with the
thaw. But not for me. Cold air holds the high scent clean and pure, far
above the noses of dogs. Best of all, low temperatures maintain a
perfect snapshot of scent auras, leaving a bejewelled carbon copy
hanging in the air for hours, days or even weeks after the source has
left the scene. Demon scents last briefly, though, sometimes only
seconds. It’s a constant source of frustration.

*
And that’s what I was looking for: a demon. I wasn’t as happy

about it as I should have been. Don’t get me wrong. I’m a Hunter. It’s
what I do. But this park was too popular. Phantom auras flashed
around me, several weeks’ of park traffic overlaid on itself. Dogs and
their owners had already passed by this morning. The tang of oil and
wet fur melded with sweat and boot leather, the darker, thicker scents
overlaid with the owners’ emotions. Most were depressed. At least
two were severely ill. I shook my head, attempting to dispel the
feeling of wrongness that characterised the scent of major disease.
Dark green tendrils coiled through the air, sweet beef and old babies.

Fox trails glittered bright orange around my ankles. Some of them
were up to two months old. Foxes stuck to their usual trails and stank
like you wouldn’t believe, dead bees and curdled milk. Last night’s
trail was so sharp I could pick out individual paw prints. Someone
else was in the habit of crossing this spot with a hot dog, most likely
from the vendor on the far side of the park. Runners, cyclists, horse
riders, cats, squirrels, badgers, drug addicts, prostitutes, and money
launderers had also been through at some point in the last few weeks.
The cold air was doing its job too well and sensory overload
threatened to bypass my mind and cut straight to my instincts. My



hackles were already straining to rise. Very uncomfortable when
pinned down by a heavy leather coat. But in daylight I couldn’t take
my coat off and the scents surrounding me clawed at my mind. The
blades of my hackles shifted between my shoulders and the leather of
my jacket cut into my armpits. I snarled softly and Detective Benton
looked at me, dark eyebrows drawn together over dark eyes.

“What is it?”
“Nothing,” I muttered, scanning the clearing, swiping hair out of

my eyes. It was almost like home, with the cold hardening the air to
an edge that sliced my throat. The faint wail of a siren dispelled the
illusion. That and the human beside me. I sighed, changing it to a
snort. Self-pity was nothing but a distraction and I couldn’t afford to
be distracted. I was too close to going home.

The pure pale scent of frozen grass rose as Benton dug his boot
through the snow.

“Are we here for the view, or–”
“There.” I strode towards a glittering orb hovering inches above the

snow which had drifted up at the base of an old rowan tree.
I stopped a few feet from the copy of a human aura. These always

fascinated me. Hunter auras were much simpler, tending towards
deep greens and blues. The colours of calm. Of killers. Human auras
were a mess, red and turquoise, rotten green and black. This one had a
lot of black, and a lot of deep, deep red too. He’d died in fear and
dark, trembling, blood-soaked pain. The edges were ragged,
something only caused by the soul departing the body at the same
time the aura imprinted on the air. The corpse was right there, under
two feet of snow, wreathed in the choking fumes of gunpowder and
lead and blood. A lot of blood. My shoulders prickled with the scent
of it, blades rasping against leather. The problem was how to direct
Benton to it. He’d always said he was fine with the idea of demons
and Hunters, but words were easy.

“Where is it?” Benton asked beside me, the top of his head level
with my jaw. He peered at the ground, the tree, the falling snow
settling on his shoes. “I don’t see anything.”



I looked around, growling quietly. I didn’t see anything either. At
least, nothing I wanted to see. This human wasn’t my prey, wasn’t
even related to my hunt. No self-respecting demon would use bullets.
I kicked at the snow in frustration, feeling my boot scoot over
something softer than frozen ground. As the snow moved, the faintest
of scents reached me, so mild I couldn’t even see it. It simply
translated into a feeling, like when an old chest is opened to reveal
rotting apples. Old. Sweet. Wrong. And somehow familiar.

“Is that how Hunters treat their dead?” His tone of censure almost
hid the faint whiff of curiosity. Knowing I wouldn’t answer the
question, he squatted and started scooping snow away from the body.
The pressure under my arms eased as I scanned the park. There were
no demons here. The very faint scent I’d picked up meant only that
one had been here and then moved on. A moment later, the stench hit
me. Benton swore long and hard, falling over backwards in his hurry
to get away from the body. As he scrabbled through the snow I looked
down at the corpse. A vomit-green miasma rose around us, shot
through with tendrils of muddy grey that coiled like ink in water. I
trembled and heard a rip behind me as leather gave way before a
razor edge. I willed myself to stay calm. Sweat sprang out down my
back and my legs. It cooled instantly and I struggled not to shiver as
my skin turned clammy. I hadn’t expected this.

The face was frozen in more ways than one, a rictus of terror
holding the man’s features forever in an unnatural pose, lips pulled
back and snarling, eyes bugging out. I doubted that was what had
affected Benton so badly, though. He’d seen that look before. No, his
attention had been caught by the ragged, rotting flesh of the man’s
naked torso, the skin at the edges glistening pale green, almost liquid
in the winter light.

The ribs were mostly gone, the left lung utterly destroyed. Shreds of
spongy red honeycombed tissue showed beneath his heart, which was
disintegrating before our eyes under green foam. A bullet hole was
still visible through the heart and another one showed clearly in the
pale skin near the base of the throat. What kind of demon killed a man



with a gun, and then rotted his body away with corrosive saliva?
None. Not one. After all, like Hunters, demons had their pride.

*
“So it’s not a demon kill?” Benton had called it in and the park was

now crawling with men in dark jumpsuits.
I watched them zip the body into a black bag and struggled to hold

onto my temper. Benton was having a hard time getting his head
around this. It was easily the fifth time he’d asked, maybe more. I
wasn’t keeping count in an effort to not lose control and rip his head
off his shoulders.

“No. Whoever killed him used a gun. No demon is going to waste
time with firearms.”

“And the… stuff?”
I sighed. This was where it got complicated. And pissed me off. It

used to be so simple. Demons showed up, killed people, and then I
killed the demons. Why the theatrics?

“That’s demonic. What else do you know of that produces corrosive
saliva?”

“Any theories about what it’s doing on the body? This is a new one
for me.” His tone was the last straw, mainly because it voiced the
same frustration I felt.

I rounded on him, but was brought up short by the tightness under
my arms and the prickling in my upper back. His eyes flicked to my
shoulders and I knew I was sporting a hump that hadn’t been there
moments before. He swallowed and the fear on his face shamed me,
my face cooling as the blood shrank from my skin. I suspected seeing
the hump fade before his eyes wouldn’t ease his mind. Nothing I
could do about that.

“No, I haven’t got any theories,” I bit out. “It’s acidic slime, for
fuck’s sake. What do you want me to theorise? That someone shot
your guy and then a demon turned up and spat on him?”

“Well…”
“Fucking demons,” I snapped to no one in particular. “Why can’t

they just kill their own fucking prey and leave other people’s alone?”



“You can’t track this one, can you?”
I stared at him, then looked around the park. It was a mass of police

tape and boot prints where the city’s finest had tromped all over
everything. The snow had turned to slurry beneath their feet,
interspersed with stones and chunks of ice. Even before they’d
arrived, I’d circled the body in the pristine snow, reaching out in
every way I knew how. No tracks. No scent. No aura. Not for this
killer, anyway.

“No.” I shook my head slowly, trying to explain what didn’t even
make sense to me. “There’s nothing to follow.”

He understood. I could see it in his eyes. Which made my failure
even worse. He cared more about these nameless bodies than I did
about the demons. For me the demons were simply a means to an end.
Benton wanted more. Justice for the dead. Closure for their families.
Maybe even for himself, too, as though finding those responsible
would give him a reason for existence, a way to justify his life.

I just wanted to go home.
“Don’t worry. We’ll find them.” He smiled at my killing stare, then

headed towards a knot of men, suits and uniforms. I turned to leave.
A human killed by a human? Nothing to do with me. I had other
concerns and I was so close. Only two kills to go.

Except my life was no longer only about me. Hadn’t been for a long
time, to be honest. I’d been helping Benton catch killers for nearly a
decade. When there were no demons around, I had nothing else to do
anyway. But I’d always managed to maintain some degree of
separation between us. We didn’t socialise. We didn’t talk and drink
and fall into gutters outside bars. I helped him find killers. When I had
nothing better to do.

Not for the first time I felt the rush and roar of helpless fury. It was
becoming more common these days. Like it used to be, before I knew
Danny, when the bargain with She Who Gives seemed impossible.
Sometimes I wondered if I’d see Danny again, on the other side. I
doubted it. He died an innocent. I’d killed so much over the years. No
passage to the Cold Lands waited for me, only the heat of the Fires. Of



that, I was sure.
I strode away from the knot of humans and the stink of sweat and

blood and fear, coils of pale green and mud brown and old, old wine
twining through the air. The snow was still pristine further into the
park. The cold was keeping the joggers and dog walkers to their
customary trails and no one else had any reason to be here. Except me.
The Hunter.

I felt my hackles shift against my shirt and lifted my head. Deep
breaths helped calm the response. I’d been hiding from the truth for
months now. The demons were staying away. I couldn’t leave the city
to find them, and they wouldn’t come to me. Initially it had been easy.
The city had been awash with demons, stalking the innocent and the
not so innocent, in and out of the trash bars and alleyways around the
river. I’d killed over sixty in my first five years here, while I struggled
with electricity and the weird attraction these humans, cattle that they
were, felt towards my outer form. My face, that is. If they’d seen the
rest of me...

But the demons started to realise something had changed. Then
they came looking for me and I killed all comers. Soon only those with
something to prove came here, or those who simply didn’t care. The
former were easy to find and easier to kill. I’d encountered few of the
latter in the last twenty years. One had survived. Only one. Mehari
had stabbed me in the neck with his claws that stank of dead flowers
and rusted blood, teleporting out of my arms like a coward. The scar
itched. I resisted the temptation to rub the thin silver line leading from
below my left ear to my collarbone.

The only one I had ever lost. Now I needed just two more. Two
more dead demons were all that stood between me and home, away
from this city which smelled so wrong, away from humans. Most of
all, away from their emotions that hung around them like smoke,
overloading my mind until I barely knew where they stopped and I
began. That was another reason to keep my distance from Detective
Benton. Another reason never to call him “Andrew”. I’d only ever
known one human’s true name and he hadn’t even known the power



he was giving me. I’d never used it. I’d never needed to. Once I’d
considered it, and then seen his eyes. Those deep brown trusting eyes.
Such faith placed in me.

If I’d known what would happen, I’d have used it and damned the
consequences. He would never have left the bar without me. But
emotion made me weak, and my weakness had condemned a man to
death. I swore to myself that night I would never let emotions rule me
again, that Danny’s blood had burned such foolishness from my soul.
I should have walked away from Benton afterwards. But I didn’t.

I zigzagged across the park. To an outside observer, I might appear
to be wandering aimlessly. But they would be human, and apart from
Benton humans were utterly ignorant of my kind.

I caught shimmers of scent at times, so faint I couldn’t even see
them. Sometimes it was the over-sweetness of a rotten peach. At
others, old socks, worn and worn and never washed. The last of the
police left and I circled back to the trampled, blood-stained snow
beneath the tree, clawing at my too-tight jacket. I didn’t dare take it
off. All it took was one person, one silly pathetic human, seeing me as
I truly was and I wouldn’t survive the day, let alone the night.

Humans. An entire realm given over to humans. Whose bright idea
had that been?

Now they’d gone, I circled the tree slowly, drawing great lungfuls
of air, so cold it almost choked me. It was unnecessary to the hunt, but
I didn’t know how long the cold snap would last. I wanted to immerse
myself in it while I could. With the trees and snow and crisp bright
sky, I could have been back in my realm, if it weren’t for the acrid
stench of human sweat, blood and diesel fuel that clogged everything.
Sometimes I wondered how I ever managed to track anything here.

I caught the merest suggestion of a scent about twenty feet from the
tree. Like a newborn child, but with a touch of rotting meat. A pace
forwards it vanished. I stepped back and there it was. I repeated the
exercise in every direction, then stopped and glared at the ground
beneath my feet, swearing with passion.

I dug my boot through the snow to expose the frozen grass beneath,



and resumed my spiral. Several hours later I looked towards the tree
from a hundred or so feet away. The ground was dotted with darker
patches where my boot had scraped a marker. Theoretically the
patches should have been heading in some general direction but from
my vantage point, I couldn’t tell. I swore again, then pulled my phone
from my pocket.

*
Detective Benton was not amused. Most humans didn’t like the

cold, and he had just stumbled over nothing and fallen flat on his face.
I managed not to laugh, but couldn’t hide my grin. He dragged
himself to his feet, shaking off the snow.

“You,” he pointed. “Called me. Remember?”
“And I am very grateful for your assistance.”
His eyes narrowed, but he only bent down to retrieve the armful of

red flags on sticks he’d dropped when he fell.
“It helps both of us,” he said, pushing a flag into the marker he’d

just fallen on. “You said it was a human that made the initial kill,
right?”

“Indeed.”
“So, if we find the demon, maybe we’ll find the human.”
I didn’t deny it. He could be right.
As he pushed flags into markers, I continued my spiral. Sooner or

later the demon’s stops would have to head in one direction or
another. I knew this demon, I was sure now. It could only teleport to
line of sight destinations. The last time I saw it, it had been
leapfrogging its way out of the city, pausing only to laugh at me and
my impotent glare as it crossed the boundary line. I’d waited ten years
for this. It wouldn’t get away from me again. From the looks of things,
it had found a human partner, which meant it wanted to stay, settle
down.

Suited me just fine.
The light was fading when Benton caught up to me and handed me

a small black box with a screen.
I raised an eyebrow at him, careful not to hold the box too tightly.



I’d had encounters with technology before. They never ended well. I
shifted uncomfortably as the phantom pain of a burn blossomed over
my ribs before fading away. Benton pointed at the screen.

“The dots are the markers. As I input the GPS coordinates of each
marker the screen expanded to include them. It’s not great, but there’s
a definite shift to the east.”

There was. The demon was crafty, porting all around the tree. I was
sure I hadn’t caught even half its stops as it vacillated wildly across
the park. But across a five hundred yard swathe of the park, we’d
caught enough to see the pattern. There were various dots around the
edges, and clumps here and there, but they thickened noticeably in
one area, creating a loose but recognisable ring. We both looked up,
squinting at the trees in front of us.

There was a rasping snigger and the scent of day old doughnuts
reached me.

“At last,” hissed a voice that could never come from a human
throat.

The icy air cracked like a whip. The bullet burned past my face and
Benton’s mouth dropped open. A red flower unfurled just above his
heart.

Not again. A Hunter with sixty-plus years’ experience and that was
my first thought, with the scents of lead and gunpowder and blood
expanding around me in a rainbow cloud. Benton’s lips quivered,
tried to form words. Then he gasped and sank to the ground. A crack
and an impact against my back pushed me forwards. There was a
melodic whirring as lead ricocheted off my hackles, tightly packed
between my shoulder blades. The sound barely registered as I stared
at Benton, a dark twisted shape sprawled in the snow.

The contrast of his clothes against the snow, black on white, was
almost painful to my eyes. I could only stand and look down at him,
my mind superimposing another, older, image. A man, or something
which had been a man, bound to a light fixture with strips of his own
skin. Blood coursing down his body and dripping from his toes. I’d
killed him myself. I’d had to. Right before I killed the dhiobhain for



taking what was most precious from me.
A second impact and a third registered against my back. I heard a

curse and blinked. Benton’s scent was changing, blood overwhelming
the normal potpourri of human scents. I dropped to one knee and
lifted him.

“No,” he said, the word melting in a liquid gurgle. “They’re right
there.”

My breath came faster, clouding the air in front of me with
whispering stars. He was right. What the hell was I doing? Both killers
were right behind me. The human and the demon. The green, bitter-
savoury scent of one’s madness coloured the burnt chocolate
satisfaction of the other. If I left now, I might never find them again.
Benton was a man. Just another human. My deal with She Who Gives
was almost fulfilled. Another kill awaited me, just feet away. The
second last barrier to seeing my world again, a realm where life made
sense.

I looked at his deep brown eyes and something broke inside me.
“There’s time enough for them, Detective Benton. You, on the other

hand, are somewhat limited on that front.”
I hefted him in my arms and ran all the way to the hospital.

*
I hated hospitals. The scents acquired during a five minute visit

coated the insides of my nostrils for days. Everything smelled wrong.
Death and light and anger and sorrow. It was all accentuated here and
you couldn’t escape it without leaving the building. I always left the
building, just as soon as I could.

Until now.
Now I stood in the corridor as they wheeled Benton through the

doors into a cloud of blood and cold and fear. The humans didn’t see
that, of course. They just saw the words “Surgery”. But I could smell
the past, and sometimes the future too, as well as the present. Death
and grief and boneless fury ruled this building, dotted here and there
with pointless compassion. So pointless.

At least, I’d always thought so. So why was I now here, waiting for



news I knew would take hours to arrive? Disinfectant burned the
inside of my nose. The metallic odour of needles and beds burned my
skin and turned the air pale blue. A thousand and one drugs were
constantly administered here and the scents built upon one another,
laced through with the grey-yellow of disbelief and the dark red of
grief so deep it could not be touched. The scents had become ramparts
in the air, so solid I wondered how anyone walked through them
when I felt the walls closing in. I turned to walk away, then frowned
and turned back. Did I want to know Benton’s status or didn’t I? Why
was I here if I didn’t want to know? Why would I leave if I did?

No wonder humans were so confused. How did they deal with
these… emotions? The thought had me striding down the corridor,
away from the death and terror of the surgery and towards the free,
cold air beyond the exit.

I repeated the exercise over and over, going far enough from the
building to clear my nose a little before going back indoors.

I had chosen to kill Danny. He would not have survived anyway. I
made that choice, I controlled how he ultimately left this world. Now I
had chosen to save Detective Benton, and I would see my choice
through.

*
Human chairs weren’t made for my body. I was too long to fit

comfortably in these plastic cups they expected visitors to sit in. So I
paced. Eight paces to this side of the waiting room, seven paces to the
next. Wait for a nurse or doctor to go through the doorway, then turn,
nine paces to this side of the waiting room because of the detour
around the water cooler. Seven paces to the next. The increasing scent
of fear, a gradual bruising of the air, eventually permeated my mind
and I looked round to see I was the focus of a dozen or more pairs of
eyes. They were looking at my face. Sometimes. Mostly they were
intent on my hump. I’d got so used to the hot prickling across my
shoulders and chest and leather cutting into the flesh under my arms
that I hadn’t even noticed.

As our eyes met, theirs slid away. Adult hands closed more firmly



around their children, pulling them close. The fear didn’t abate. I
didn’t know what to say to them. This was exactly why I avoided
humans. There was nothing I could say that would put their minds at
ease. They wanted me gone.

Hours later I found myself slumped in another plastic torture
device, but this time I sat opposite a bed. Benton lay there, pale and
still, various wires and tubes leading from his head and arms to a
number of machines that beeped out of sync with each other. They’d
got the bullet out. Heart nicked but otherwise no major damage. A
week or three in the hospital to make sure he was healing well.

I hadn’t known how to respond to the doctor. He’d only told me
anything at all because at six foot three, I towered over him. And
humans tend to tell me things. Danny once said I gave the impression
they could talk or die. He was laughing while he said it, but we both
knew he was right. That’s what Hunters do. We gather information
and we kill. I never thought I would care for another of these fragile,
smelly mortals again.

I was jerked out of my reverie by a whisper of movement from the
bed. My friend was waking up.

*
I stood outside the hospital building and stretched my limbs in the

pale dawn creeping uncertainly over the world. Spending a night in
the chair had rendered me stiff. Every inch of my body protested.
Snow crunched underfoot. Cars roared past, their engines an insult to
this fresh new day. The reek of petrol, diesel, metal, oil, and rubber
made my head spin. I could barely see through the cloud of grey and
vomit-yellow that clung to each vehicle. I wanted to crush these
machines and throw the misshapen lumps into the river. The stink
and snarl of them couldn’t be helpful to those trying to heal inside, or
the families and friends trying to smile about it.

I returned to the room with the machines, clicking and rasping and
beeping around him. He had barely recognised me when he woke and
soon drifted off again. I pulled the chair close to the bed and sat. Then
I took his hand. I sat like that for a while, my mind overfull of feelings



that could never be put into words.
Benton was nothing like Danny. All that was free and easy and

sunshine in Danny was cold and hard and tight in his friend. Maybe
that was why they had been so close. Maybe that was why he and I
had always felt a different kind of closeness. There had been moments
lately when I was tempted to weakness, to find Benton and… I had
seen it in his eyes, too. Heard it in the silences between words.

The doctor had said Benton would be sedated for some time while
his body healed. After this demon, I would have only one more kill to
make. And then I’d be gone. Forever. And my only friend would
never know where I’d gone or why.

So I whispered it to him now, hoping that one word in three might
penetrate the drug-induced fog in which he lay. About how my
ancestor failed in his duty to the Queene. How She Who Gives made
him a bargain, that if he could kill a thousand demons he would be
free of punishment. And if he could not, the geas would fall to the
next in his family line. How each of us had in turn been trapped in
this city from the moment of our majority, until death freed one and
imprisoned the next. How I was the last of my line, and honour
required that I fulfil the bargain made with the Queene.

And how when I had done so, I would return home, and he would
never see me again.

I realised my forehead was resting on our clasped hands and I lifted
my head.

“I will find them, Andrew. And I will kill them.”
*

The sun was high when I re-entered the park. The scents of
bittersweet anger, black shot with gold, and woollen, grey-green
shock reverberated for blocks around. The snow was slush from
myriad boots, come to search for the would-be cop killer.

The thicket was cordoned off with yellow and black tape. I could
see the foot and paw prints going in and out but searched through
every inch of it anyway. The very faint scent of the demon remained
in the centre, as did that of the human he was partnered with. It was a



strange situation, as I had never encountered a demon working with a
human before. I couldn’t help but wonder what the connection was.
Not that I cared. All I had to do was kill them. The demon first. The
human’s bullets were less dangerous.

I spent the rest of the day spiralling around the park. As I had
suspected, they were no longer there, which presented me with an
awkward situation. I didn’t dare call in the police to help in my
search, but the snow on the city pavements was already broken and
liquefied beneath the pressure of many feet. I had no way of marking
their stops.

I caught the faintest sliding scent of stale candy floss. It vanished as
I turned my head to follow it. I was standing at a junction on the edge
of the park. Five streets branched off, several with alleyways leading
off in turn. I sighed. So many options. I shook my head and took the
first street to my right.

Several hours and junctions later, the streets lay in darkness. I
caught another scent, reminiscent of the time I’d tried Coca-Cola. I
walked up and down the street three times, testing the air at every
step and drawing a blank every time. My own fury was scenting the
air around me, acidic metal on my tongue, when I passed the original
port point and caught a flash of movement to my right.

What I had thought was a shadow on the wall was actually a gap
between the buildings. It wasn’t wide enough to deserve the term
“alleyway” and I squeezed sideways, snarling at the rat that had
caught my attention in the first place. It squeaked and bolted.
Halfway along, the thick sweet diesel smell of overripe bananas made
me halt. It rose on a current of warm air, clogging my senses, dragging
my eyes downwards to a grating. As I bent to look closer, the metal
shifted beneath me.

The smell wafted, foetid and clinging, as I dropped into the sewer.
Mud slid away under my boots. At least I hoped it was mud. What a
cliché. I was already sweating from the heat and the suggestion of old
bananas only grew stronger, as did other scents. Small bright green
clouds marked the rotting corpses of rats, tendrils of scent rising,



burnt jam and iron keys. Then the silky red scent of human arousal
rose around me like polluted seawater. A man locked in a trance. I
wondered how long the demon would keep its pet. The man would
need to eat.

The scent of arousal was hard to resist. It brought back memories of
Danny naked on rumpled sheets, afternoon sunlight lighting up
dancing dust motes and his coffee skin. My legs quivered as heat
flooded my belly. I slipped through the scent and into my memories,
surrounded by pale gold and delicate streaks of lilac, the occasional
flash of turquoise. The sweet smell of bananas suddenly morphed to
rotted flower petals, roses and orchids, and I stumbled, pitching
forward to slam face-first into a puddle and the concrete below it.

I sat up, clutching my skull as my brain tried to explode, and
squinted in disgust at the scent of my own blood. Then I recognised
another scent. Also blood, but not mine. The arousal faded away as I
saw what had tripped me.

The human pet hadn’t been dead long, his torn aura clearly defined.
Indeed, it was so clear the blood left my face. How could I have
missed it? It reeked, of blood and oil and hate and pleasure, rotten
flowers and burnt tires and the freefalling freshness of pine needles in
snow. I’d wondered how long the demon would keep his partner. Just
long enough, it seemed, to lure Benton and myself into a trap, and
then me to a false den. There was nothing here but death. At least the
cop killer was dead, I thought, as I hauled myself back into the clear
air above ground. It was small comfort.

*
Sixteen hours later the sun was dropping again, and I was

exhausted. And so angry my hackles had worn tracks in the back of
my jacket. After crisscrossing the city and tripping over dead bodies
in the sewers, I was back in the centre of the park. The fucking shit-
eater of a demon had led me a dance and brought me right back to
where I’d started.

My head spun and the snow seemed unnaturally bright. When I
took a step forward, I ended up moving sideways and nearly fell, my



legs crumpling beneath me. I was exhausted. I hadn’t slept in three
days. Even a Hunter needs to sleep sometimes, especially when
focussing non-stop on scent tracking for thirty-six hours straight.
Worse, I hadn’t eaten, and Hunters needed food more than we needed
sleep. I stared at the snow between my feet and fell to my knees. I had
achieved nothing. Except saving Benton’s life. I suspected the police
were grateful, but the man himself would have my hide if I let the
killers get away. Literally. It protected me from bullets but his anger
would be worse.

I’d lost them. I’d let two killers, and the chance at narrowing the gap
between myself and my home, escape. Just to save one human’s life.

“I should have let him die,” I muttered.
“Yes, you should,” murmured a sibilant voice from behind me.

“Did you like my gift?”
I was slow to react. I couldn’t believe the demon had come to me. I

couldn’t believe I wasn’t reacting. Couldn’t believe I hadn’t eaten.
How could I have been so stupid?
I saw him out of the corner of my eye as I rose, just before getting

thrown off balance by a slashing blow across my back. His claws cut
through leather, but not flesh. As his talons drew across my body,
there was a sweeping metallic sound, and he cut the stroke short and
leapt sideways as I turned.

The two halves of my coat fell around my wrists, then to the
ground, ribbons fluttering. The sudden freedom galvanised me and I
leapt to my feet. A sound like steel cutting silk whispered through the
air as the natural blades of my hackles rose to their fullest arc. I
smiled.

The demon looked human at first glance, but its skin was too pale,
its eyes too glossy. And in their depths I saw my reflection. The
demon’s expression of smug satisfaction swiftly mutated into one of
doubt.

“Been waiting for me?” I smiled and rolled my shoulders as his eyes
flickered. The blades turned as my muscles loosened, cutting the air
with a whine. My skin prickled, and my fingertips burned as four-



inch talons erupted, blue-black against my skin. It had been too long
since I’d made a kill. We stared into each other’s eyes for a fraction of
a second before I leapt, slashing at the creature’s heart.

And sliced through thin, cold air.
Mehari, Lord of Illusions, had teleported again.
I lifted my head and roared my fury to the stars. Then something

slammed into my back and I pitched forward. Claws carved triple
tracks across my back, slicing through hide, flesh and into bone.

Pain bloomed like a flower, but it continued to build beyond
anything a garden could offer. A wave of agony crashed outwards
from every cut, robbing me of speech. Sweat broke out on my palms
and across the back of my neck as the wine-red scent of my own
blood, dark and thick as treacle, rose around me. Just as the pain
faded to a deep throbbing lake, sweat trickled into the cuts. I ground
my teeth in an attempt to hide this new pain as the creature
materialised once more, snow shifting around its feet, sending me the
scent of frozen grass crushed beneath boots.

“Didn’t think I was going to make it easy for you, did you,
Hunter?” The soft voice slid across my every nerve. I snarled, rolling
swiftly to one side and onto my feet. He smirked and vanished again,
reappearing twenty feet away as I ignored the tickle of blood and
sweat running down my back, pain throbbing in time to my heartbeat.
I would heal. I took a step forward and the demon disappeared. I
whirled in a circle and caught him in the corner of my eye as he
reappeared next to me. He plunged his talons into my lower back as I
slashed at his head. He screamed as his skin opened up beneath my
talons. I held in my pain as it erupted in my guts. The blades of my
hackles swivelled and dipped but he was gone again with a small
swish of sound, like a tiny gust of wind.

I couldn’t find the air to scream, so I simply stood and swayed as he
reappeared before me, to my left, then to my right, his blood
evaporating in black smoke from the triple gash I’d opened across his
skull. My head started to spin. The good news was he wouldn’t run.
He wished to stand and fight. Which meant I actually had a shot at



killing him this time.
I turned in a slow circle, scenting the air, opening myself to every

nuance of life and death that carried on the breeze. And bit the
ground, for real this time, as the demon struck once more from
behind, parting my flesh from my hips to the middle of my back. His
talons scraped across my ribs again as I fell and dirt filled my mouth,
blocking my screams.

“I can see you, Hunter,” he whispered. I pushed with my shoulders,
rolling sideways as my hackles slashed at his torso. Two of the blades
connected, cutting deep into his chest, spilling black smoke. I pushed
to my feet, flayed flesh tearing, but he had already vanished once
more. I could barely turn without whimpering but I forced back the
tears that threatened.

I had my limits. There was only so much punishment even a Hunter
could take. I had underestimated this creature. His claws cut right
through my body’s natural defences when a bullet hadn’t been able to
make a dent. And something was wrong. The bleeding should have
been slowing down, but I could feel blood coursing down my legs,
soaking into my clothes. The stench coated my senses. Then the sweet
scent of overripe bananas hit me and I spun. The air was empty but
every time I moved, the scent wafted more strongly. And then I knew
what the small gusting sound was that I’d heard. The demon spitting,
coating my raw flesh in his corrosive saliva. It was eating me alive.

I needed to get a strike in soon or he would only have to watch me
die.

He appeared at my side, his hand already flashing up to rip across
my left shoulder, from armpit to collarbone. Blades slashed down
through his shoulder even as pain flashed like lightning, and I roared
as my arm hung loose at my side. He was gone again.

I turned sharply, this way and that, left, right. Right, right, left.
Hoping to throw him off his rhythm even as I faltered. The acid
burned my ribs. I felt my abdomen start to collapse as it ate through
my flesh and suddenly it was hard to breathe. My left lung was open.

Totally unprepared for the demon to materialise right in front of



me, I could barely focus on the double image. He struck, plunging his
talons into my belly, then slashed upwards, ripping me open from hip
to cheek. The pain was a shaft of ice driven through my body. Then it
melted to volcanic heat. He gave a final push, and I felt his claws slip
over my cheekbone and through my ear. I hung there, and he smirked
at me, so much meat hanging from a butcher’s hook. As blood
coursed hot down my body and pooled on the snow beneath me, I
smiled back.

There are as many legends among the fae regarding Hunters as
there have been Hunters who encountered fae. We are known for our
strength and our skill at tracking, for our loyalty and stamina. But the
greatest tales tell of the Hunters who refused to die until their job was
done. My job was nearly done. But not quite.

Even as his expression turned disbelieving, I struck, cutting deep
into his chest and holding him fast before turning sharply to my right.
My movement caused his talon to cut through the skin of my face,
tearing free as my uppermost hackles swept around and slid through
his neck, severing it as cleanly as a seamstress cuts a thread.

We collapsed as one.
I managed to roll onto my back so that my face wasn’t buried in the

demon’s neck, now fountaining smoking black blood. The snow
burned against the raw flesh of my back, but it was a comforting pain,
a bone-deep ache rather than a sharp slash. The demon was dead. But
so was I. I had failed in my mission. She Who Gives would not be
pleased.

The air around me shimmered, like a blade of sunshine lighting up
a dry summer day. There was a delicate shiver of music, although my
left ear was so destroyed I wasn’t sure I could trust it. The sun seemed
to rise again and fall, and a face appeared above me.

It wasn’t a beautiful face. It was too long, too sharp, the eyes too
piercing, too strong and proud. It was a face that spoke of ancient
knowledge, of magics I had never dreamed. A face of power.

She Who Gives.
The Faerie Queene.



I blinked slowly, wondering why she was here. I remembered,
somewhat belatedly, that I was lying on my back in the snow, covered
in my own blood, and struggled to rise, to greet her as tradition
demanded, but I couldn’t move. My right foot shifted in the snow, but
I couldn’t stand. I couldn’t even lift my head.

“Oh, Hunter,” said the Queene, her voice low and hard like
mountain cairns in winter, “what have you done, Hunter?”

“I have killed another demon, your Highness.”
She looked away briefly, past my head, and then off to one side.
“So I see. But it appears you have also been killed in the process.”
Even as I tried again to stand, to show her I was fine, that I was able

to fulfil our bargain, I knew she was right. I had never been so gravely
injured before that I couldn’t rise to my feet. Tears threatened. I was
dishonoured, as was my family name.

“I have failed you, O Queene. I–” There was more I wanted to say,
but the acid was curling around my other lung and air was hard to
find.

“You have served well, Hunter. Better than any of your line before
you. One more demon would see your bargain fulfilled.”

Tears slid from my eyes, cooling on my temples as they ran into my
hair. One more. I’d been so close. What a life to have led. So full of
failure. A faint pressure registered against my chest. I struggled to
focus. The Queene’s hand lay on my skin. The pain was no more.

“You know who I am, Hunter. You know which of the realms
belongs to me.”

I nodded my head. Or maybe I just trembled. She Who Gives was
not someone you failed.

“The power of life is mine to give. You have given your life for our
bargain. I will give it to you again. If you so wish.”

I frowned. I understood the words, but they made no sense. I had
failed. Why would she grant me my life? Life. One more demon and I
could return home with honour. The realm I had longed to see for so
many years. But there was no honour there. I would only live again by
personal favour of She Who Gives.



Without Danny.
The only thing like love I had ever known and its mortal vessel was

buried here in this realm. A few hundred feet from where I now lay. I
knew the dust his body had become was not him, but it was the
closest we would ever be again. Benton would know what to do. I
dragged the shreds of my will together and shook my head. From
somewhere I found the necessary air.

“I failed.” My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. The light was
fading. The air grew colder. Drier. Eventually my tongue came free.
“I. Am. Dishonoured.”

“Here is no dishonour, Hunter. They will hallow your name until
the stars fall and beyond. As She Who Gives, I swear it.”

*
I have lived in the mortal realm for over thirty years, just over half

my adult life, bound to this city throughout. I have come to know it
well, although I spent most of my time in the dark parts, the foetid
alleyways and shadowed corners, the abandoned buildings given
over to ghosts and addicts. The summers are hot, fearfully so, and I’ve
always imagined the Fires will be like that. A humid, steaming heat
from which there is no escape. I’ve always known I’d go to the Fires
when I died.

You cannot kill as much as I have killed and go to the Cold Lands
when you pass on. Knowing this, I have lived for the winters. When
the air is so cold it burns your lungs and the snowflakes feather softly
down your face and catch in your eyelashes, I feel as though I could
almost be home once more. A home I always knew, in my hollow
heart, I would never see again. As I lie here, the air grows colder, and
lighter, too. I am no longer in pain, the sensation receding like water
off the river’s shores. Snowflakes kiss my cheeks, delicate icy caresses.
I didn’t think it snowed in the Fires. The wind whispers my name, as
though spoken through the high boughs of winter firs and the scent of
fresh pine needles reaches me.

It sounds like Danny.
It smells like freedom.



Thank You
I’m so glad you decided to pick up this story and I hope you

enjoyed it. If you did (or even if you didn’t!) please consider writing a
review, or even just sharing your thoughts with your friends, so that
others can benefit from them.

Also, if you enjoyed the story and would like to read more of my
work, you can find a list of my published works here. If you’d like to
be among the first to know when I’m going to have a new release out,
you can sign up for my new releases mailing list here. It’s strictly for
telling you about upcoming releases and giving you the option to get
the newest story before anyone else.

If you’d like to contact me, please do! You find me on Twitter and
Facebook. I look forward to hearing from you!
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