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	Ronan arrived exactly when his longtime friend, Dante, had asked and was ushered into the home he shared with his mate, Áine, to a room that looked like a scene from a medieval film. The dim lighting in the chamber was a relief to Ronan, as his eyes could be sensitive to particular types of light.

	The air was thick with the scent of aged wood and the lingering echoes of countless years of history. The walls were adorned with faded tapestries that Ronan found fascinating to have survived so long. Being as old as he was, he found the room to be relaxing and felt at ease in its presence. There was an antique grandfather clock in the corner that ticked softly, filling the silence that stretched between the two men. 

	Dante Greystone sat in a high-backed leather chair, his expression as unreadable as ever, fingers steepled beneath his chin. Across from him, Ronan leaned back on the couch, one arm draped lazily over the backrest, his dark eyes sharp despite his relaxed posture.

	“I need you to do something for me, old friend,” Dante starts, his voice deep and resonant, carrying the weight of the centuries they’ve known each other. “Ivy, my daughter, is everything to me. If anything were to happen to her...you know my mate and I would be devastated. I’ve called you here to ask a favor. Ivy has been working for a supernatural investigative company called International Paranormal Services. It was previously called Knight something or other. Not exactly sure, but it has recently changed names.”

	 “Yeah, I’ve worked with them before. What is it you want me to do exactly?”

	“I need Ivy guarded, and you’re the man for the job. I trust you explicitly.”

	Ronan crossed his arms over his chest, his brow furrowed in thought. “I’ve never doubted you before, Dante, but this request is different. I take it she won’t know I’m there to watch over her. It feels... wrong to be so close and yet keep her in the dark. This has bad written all over it.”

	“You two have never met, so it will be fine.”

	Ronan had some serious doubts, but Dante was a trusted and good friend. There was no way he could say no to him, but something about the whole thing made him uneasy.

	Dante met Ronan’s gaze. “Then don’t let her find out. She’s strong, but she’s also young and doesn’t understand the dangers that are out there, waiting for her, all because I’ve pissed some people off in my line of work. I can’t be by her side all the time, but you... you can ensure she’s safe. I’ve pulled some strings to put you in a position of power, so don’t let me down.”

	Ronan sighed heavily, running a hand through his hair as he considered the request. “You’re asking me to protect her without her knowing, to be a ghost in her life. It’s not that I don’t want to do it, Dante. It’s that I’m not sure it’s fair to her.”

	Dante stepped closer, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “I’m not asking for fairness, Ronan. I’m asking for her safety. You’re the only one I trust to do this. Please, for the sake of our friendship, for the sake of my daughter...”

	“You’re asking a lot of me,” Ronan finally said, his voice smooth but edged with reluctance. “Babysitting your daughter isn’t exactly in my job description.”

	Dante exhaled, slow and measured. “She doesn’t need babysitting. She needs watching.”

	Ronan’s brow arched. “That’s just a more subtle way of saying the same thing.”

	Dante gave him a pointed look, the kind that held the weight of centuries of friendship. “She’s new to this, Ronan. She’s smart, but she’s reckless. I need someone who can keep her from getting in over her head. And there’s no one I trust more than you.”

	Ronan smirked, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Flattery? You must really be desperate.”

	Dante leaned forward. “I know it’s not the kind of work you prefer. I also know you owe me.”

	That was a low blow, but Ronan let it slide. He sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. “Damn it, Dante.” He sat forward, elbows on his knees. “What happens when she finds out? She’s not going to like that Daddy pulled strings behind her back.”

	“She won’t find out.” Dante gave him a pointed look.

	“Oh, sure. Because secrets always stay buried in this business.”

	Dante’s expression hardened. “I don’t care if she likes it. I care if she stays alive.”

	There was a long pause, the weight of the request settling between them. Ronan could say no. Should say no. He didn’t do well with attachments, and taking responsibility for a headstrong half-gargoyle was a headache waiting to happen.

	But Dante had been there for him when no one else was. And despite himself, Ronan respected the hell out of him.

	With a sigh, he stood. “Fine. I’ll do it. But if she finds out and tries to rip my throat out, I’m blaming you.”

	Dante smirked. “Fair enough.”

	Ronan shook his head. He had a feeling he’d regret this.

	The two men stood in silence for a moment, the unspoken understanding between them solidifying their resolve. Outside, a storm raged, the rain pelting the glass in the window relentlessly, but within the chamber, a quiet pact had been sealed, one that would shape the future in ways neither of them could yet foresee.
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	“So hating life right now,” Ivy Greystone muttered while dodging another puddle on her way to work. 

	“It’ll get better, Ives,” Vlad, her longtime friend and fruit bat, said while hitching a ride on her shoulder, hiding underneath her hair from the rain that was coming down. He flapped his tiny wings to shake off a bit of water. “You always come back swinging.” 

	Ivy felt the small flutter at her shoulder. Vlad’s beady black eyes darted back and forth, surveying their surroundings, his fuzzy head swiveling like a radar. 

	To the average human, Vlad was just a bat—an adorably smug, pocket-sized fruit bat who made the occasional squeak, chitter, or high-pitched shriek. They’d hear the flutter of his wings, maybe a sneeze, and write off the rest as wildlife noises.

	But to those of the supernatural persuasion—shifters, vampires, witches, and anyone else with even a thread of magic in their blood—Vlad was anything but ordinary.

	His voice, sharp and oftentimes flirty when it came to the female species, could slip directly into their minds like a whisper in a dream.

	Telepathy, Ivy had once learned, wasn’t universal. It took a certain frequency—something only paranormals seemed tuned into. Like radio static suddenly becoming a voice, Vlad’s thoughts came through loud and clear… if you were the right kind of listener.

	Humans just looked confused when she laughed at his jokes or glared at her pocket after one of his sassy comments.

	“Did your bat just... giggle?” one had asked once.

	“Must’ve been your imagination. Bats don’t giggle,” Ivy deadpan replied, while Vlad telepathically cackled so hard he nearly fell off her shoulder.

	“Did you happen to bring breakfast?” he chirped aloud, breaking Ivy from her thoughts, his voice surprisingly clear for such a small creature.

	Then, without moving his lips, his voice purred directly into her mind—silky, smug, and unmistakably Vlad.

	“Perhaps some type of melons? You know how I like them big, thick, and juicy.”

	Ivy rolled her eyes, swatting gently at him. “Stop it. It’s creepy when you speak with your inside and outside voice like that.”

	Vlad’s wings twitched with amusement. “You say creepy, I say charming.”

	“You say charming, I say pesky,” she shot back mentally.

	His telepathic laughter shimmered through her skull like the chime of tiny bells at a fairy wedding.

	“Anyway, back to the topic,” Ivy grumbled. “I hope I get that position at work. The extra pay will help, and so will the bonus package that comes with it. The first thing I’m doing is buying a car. Walking to work in the fall sucks. All this rain. Makes me want to scream.”

	“I hear you there.” Thunder rolled overhead, and the tiny fruit bat dashed into the upper front pocket of Ivy’s three-quarter-length black leather coat as fast as he could. “I’m sure you’ll get the position. You’re the most qualified.”

	“I hope you’re right. Otherwise, I’m screwed. I can’t ask my parents for help.” She worried her bottom lip with her teeth, knowing they would gladly offer their assistance, but she couldn’t ask them for anything. So she decided to move out. And for good reason. They were always trying to play matchmaker. At least it was her mother who mostly did the matching. Her father would be happy if she decided to join a convent. There was no way she was letting her parents set her up with someone of their choice. Rich snobs who thought they could entice her with their new shiny cars, fat pocketbooks, and trips around the world. Ivy wasn’t into all that. She wanted a simple life with someone she chose for herself. 

	Her parents led a wealthy life thanks to her father’s security and occasional informant business for paranormals. And the fact that they’d been alive for centuries and knew how to save money. Well, that was a bonus. Plus, her mother enjoyed sculpting and painting. 

	Ivy enjoyed dressing up and attending art exhibitions where her mother’s work was on display. How else would she partake of the free exquisite wine? And after today’s interview, she would probably need a few drinks. Why? Because she hated interviews and had one first thing this morning. Hopefully, she would have the new position when the new boss took over. 

	Thunder rumbled once more while Ivy walked briskly down the rain-soaked street, her umbrella doing little to shield her from the downpour. She was already running late, and the last thing she needed was to arrive at work looking like a drowned rat. Just as she approached a large puddle on the side of the road, a sleek Bentley sped by, sending a wave of dirty water splashing over her. “Oh, for crying out loud!” She glanced down at her sodden outfit, scowling at the wet mess. “So much for dressing up for that interview,” she grumbled. 

	Before she could fully process her frustration, the Bentley slowed to a stop a few yards ahead, and the driver's door opened. An older gentleman with a kind face and a hint of worry in his eyes stepped out, holding an umbrella.

	“My sincerest apologies, miss,” he said, his voice laced with genuine concern. “Please, let me offer you a ride to wherever you're going. It’s the least I can do.”

	Ivy studied the male, debating on the offer. She didn’t sense anything weird or unusual about him, and he seemed nice enough. The car was a silver Flying Spur made by Bentley. It seemed safe enough even though she’d always been warned about accepting rides from strangers. Reluctantly, she nodded, her pride taking a backseat to practicality.

	 “That would be great,” she heard herself say instead. “As long as it’s no trouble?” She couldn’t be late for work. Not today of all days. 

	The male smiled. “No trouble at all.” He opened the back door, spoke briefly to someone inside, and then ushered her over. “And where, may I ask, can I drop you off?”

	Not knowing if he was human or something else, Ivy nodded towards where she was headed. “If you can just drop me off at 1500 Larimer Street. That would be great.”

	“Very well, miss. My name is Alvin. It will be a pleasure to assist you today.”

	“Thank you, Alvin.” Ivy smiled politely. 

	As she settled in, she noticed the passenger across from her whom Alvin corresponded with before she got in and stilled. She was drawn to him instantly. He had a strong, chiseled jawline and a hint of a five o'clock shadow, adding a rugged edge to his otherwise refined appearance. But it was his eyes that truly captivated her. They were a rich, dark shade of brown mixed with lighter browns that seemed to hold secrets and stories within their depths. As their gazes locked, she noticed the unexpected flecks of red and amber scattered around his pupils like starbursts. If you weren’t looking hard enough you probably wouldn’t notice. The combination was mesmerizing, an unusual yet compelling contrast that made his eyes appear almost hypnotic. They paired well with his dark, nearly black hair. It had to be illegal to be that damn sexy. His lips moved, and Ivy’s eyes dropped to his mouth. Of course, they were as perfect as the rest of him seemed to be. Not too thick and not too thin. Perfectly kissable lips. Not that she cared. He was a stranger after all. What was she? Sixteen?

	He barely acknowledged Ivy's presence, turning his gaze to stare out of the window, his expression unreadable. Yet, despite his aloofness, Ivy couldn’t help but be intrigued by his striking good looks.

	The car pulled away smoothly, and for the next five minutes, the ride was filled with an awkward silence. Ivy tried to focus on the passing scenery, but her thoughts kept drifting back to the man beside her. His presence was magnetic, yet his indifference left her feeling oddly self-conscious.

	Finally, the Bentley rolled to a stop at the 1500 block of Larimer. Close by was a tall building with a striking architectural design that hosted several concrete gargoyles—a detail that always made her smile. The older driver turned to her with a polite smile. “Here you are, miss.”

	“Thank you,” Ivy murmured, her voice barely above a whisper as she quickly exited the car. The man seated next to her didn’t even glance her way.
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	As soon as Ivy stepped out of the Bentley and disappeared into the building, Ronan shifted his gaze from the window to the rearview mirror, catching Alvin's eye.

	“That was Dante's daughter,” Ronan said, his tone more reflective than questioning. 

	Alvin nodded knowingly. “Yes, sir. I recognized her from the photo you showed me. Don’t you think it’s odd that we ran into her like we did?”

	Ronan ignored his question, knowing he could trust Alvin with the deal he’d made with Dante. He leaned back into the seat, his sharp features softened by a hint of unease. “He’s asked me to keep an eye on her while she’s working at the agency. She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m going to be her new boss.”

	Alvin arched an eyebrow, glancing back at Ronan. “She seemed quite charming and cute.”

	“I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you describe a female as cute before, Al,” Ronan said dryly. “Could this be your first crush?”

	Alvin choked. “Crush, sir? At my age? I think not. Just merely pointing out that she’s not like the females you usually tangle with.”

	Ronan arched a brow, one side of his mouth curling up. “Definitely not going to be any tangling with her, Al.” He hesitated for a moment, running a hand through his dark hair. “I’m not sure, but I’ve read through her files and noticed she’s got a reputation for being... headstrong, and I can’t afford any distractions right now. I agreed to Dante’s request because I owe him, but I’m beginning to wonder if this was a mistake.”

	Alvin took a moment to respond. “Dante wouldn’t have asked if he didn’t trust you. And maybe she’ll surprise you. It’s not easy stepping out of her father’s world and into something she’s not used to. I bet she’s had her hands full trying to prove herself.” 

	Ronan nodded thoughtfully, but doubt lingered in his eyes. “I hope you’re right. I just wonder how well we’re going to work together. She seems a bit different. I’ll have to keep my distance and stay professional.”

	Alvin gave a slight smile. “Sometimes, it’s the ones who are different that make the biggest impact. You might give her a chance, sir.”

	Ronan remained silent, his thoughts clouded with uncertainty. He knew this was more than just a favor; it was a test of his own judgment, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that the road ahead might be more complicated than he had anticipated. Opening the door, he stepped out, grabbed his briefcase, and gave a curt nod to Alvin who had rolled his window down.

	“What time will I need to be back?”

	“Five sounds good. Wish me luck.”

	“Give ‘em hell.”

	Ronan chuckled and adjusted his collar and tie before slowly but confidently making his way towards the tower where Ivy disappeared. Before heading inside, he felt the wards of a spell that hid the true identity of the precinct from humans. The wards were set to discourage humans from ever wanting to set foot in the place, a lot like the club owned by his friend Aslan. Taking one more deep breath, he surged forward to take on the day and the duties that followed.

	The glass doors glided silently shut behind him, sealing off the bustling city noise and leaving a serene hush in its place. The lobby, a vast expanse of marble and glass, gave off an air of understated elegance. Someone went to great extremes when they built these towers. The floor beneath his feet was a shimmering mosaic of polished cream and gold tiles, reflecting the light from the grand chandelier that hung from the vaulted ceiling. Its hundreds of crystal prisms caught the light and scattered all around him in a dazzling display.

	Beneath the chandelier, a circular reception desk made of dark walnut and topped with white marble stood as the centerpiece of the room. Very upscale. Behind the desk, a couple of receptionists in crisp, tailored uniforms greeted guests with warm, professional smiles. The scent of fresh flowers tickled his nose, and Ronan spotted several artfully arranged vases throughout the lobby. The smell of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the scent of the flowers, and he followed the smell to a nearby cafe where he purchased a large black coffee. 

	As he reentered the lobby, he took another glance around and caught the curious stares of a few guests as they lounged on low-slung leather chairs and couches in rich, earthy tones paired with glass-topped tables. The ones who ignored him were on their laptops or chatting quietly. The atmosphere was a blend of relaxed comfort and high-end sophistication. On the right side of the lobby, a series of snow leopard drawings and paintings adorned the walls, each exquisite in their own way. They were so good they were almost lifelike. 

	In one far corner, he spotted an elegant spiral staircase. It was crafted in wrought iron and dark wood that matched the receptionist desk. It wound its way up to a mezzanine level. It was open and overlooked the lobby, with plush seating and soft lighting. Plants of varying sizes and types were strategically placed around the space and created an inviting area to rest or take a break.  

	“Good afternoon, welcome to IPS. Is there anything I can assist you with today?” a lovely, auburn-haired woman with a friendly demeanor asked Ronan as he was walking past. He stopped and greeted the woman.

	“I’m Ronan Vitale. I’m here to take over the day division.”

	“Of course,” the receptionist replied, her fingers flying over the keyboard. “Just posting your arrival date and time. We were prepped and told to expect you this morning.” She opened a drawer and pulled out a special elevator key and handed it to him. “This will take you straight to your new office if you wish to have a few moments to yourself before you meet your new team and staff. And this is for you as well.” She handed him a gold-embossed access card. After he pocketed the card, she pointed to an elevator several feet away from the regular ones. “That’s the elevator if you wish to go up privately. My name is Melody if you have any questions or need anything.” 

	“Thank you, Melody. I will definitely remember that.” 

	Up on the 25th floor, Ronan stepped into his own private office and glanced around. It was grander than his previous office, that was for sure. It had its own bathroom, complete with a shower and a closet. He guessed it was for those long nights spent at the precinct, working tirelessly on those cases that were hardest to crack. The best part was that it was a corner office with large windows that offered a panoramic view of the city skyline. From what he could tell, the windows were heat-strengthened glass and were tinted. Probably for the ones with sensitivity issues like vampires. He could relate with them although he wasn’t one of them. Not exactly.

	The morning sun filtered through the glass, casting a warm glow over the minimalist decor—a stark contrast to his old, cramped office back in New Orleans. Ronan ran a hand through his hair, feeling the weight of new beginnings and the familiar pressure of high expectations. Apparently, this city had as many mysterious cases as NOLA. 

	He had just finished his coffee and tossed it into the trashcan next to the desk when the sound of raised voices drew his attention. He strolled over to ease the door open, and with his heightened hearing, he listened to the conversation then decided to go and intercede. 

	He left his office and almost slid his hand in his pocket to squeeze the clicker he always carried but at the last second he decided to surprise the group he was fast approaching. His eyes narrowed onto the name next to the door. Ron Litvak. He’d read his file the other day and memorized his personal and work history. Even though it seemed legit, there was something about him that stirred him the wrong way.
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	It was madness. Ivy fumed from within, ready to throat punch her boss into next year. 

	“Ms. Greystone, if you don’t want to comply with my decision then I suggest you quit,” Ron Litvak, Ivy’s boss, warned after shoving her interview papers into his desk drawer. His reptilian eyes narrowed when she didn’t immediately move. She never cared for snake shifters. They couldn’t be trusted.

	Ivy arched a delicate brow at the vile male and crossed her arms under her breasts. It made her livid that she didn’t get the criminal investigator position that she applied for, along with the hefty pay raise that came with it. She’d worked her ass off to make it this far, only to be turned down for someone with less experience. Unbelievable. She was counting on the pay raise to move out on her own and not have a roommate. Not that she didn’t love her roommate, but let's face it. He was a manwhore. Literally. The only Incubus she could really handle was the rock band—not her best friend. 

	“So why Jade?” Ivy made eye contact with the female in question through the glass window of his office, the smug smile she sported making Ivy’s skin itch. 

	When she turned back to Ron, he fidgeted beneath her gaze. 

	“She’s been here longer,” he finally offered with a shrug.

	“What does that matter? She can’t open a can of soup without thinking she’s going to break a nail. And don’t think I haven’t seen how you stare at her when she’s not looking.”

	“Ms. Greystone.” Ron leveled angry eyes at her. “You’re out of line. I suggest you take time to think before you speak, or I can fire you right now. Which is it going to be?”

	Ivy’s skin tingled as she caught the look he tried to hide, but now she knew why Jade got the position. “Ah, I see why you gave her the position now. It all makes sense.” Ivy smirked and gave her head a shake. “You’re right, she does have more experience in…that area. Fine. I quit. See how you fare without me around when Jade totally bombs at her job.”

	“Fine. Whatever. Good luck looking for another job.” He gave her a dismissive wave that set her teeth on edge.

	Ivy slid off his desk that she’d been perched on and gave him a hard look. When Ron backed behind his desk in fear, she narrowed her eyes on the male. “Don’t call because I won’t answer. Both of you snakes deserve one another.” 

	Ron sighed in frustration. “Promise. Now go. I have work to do.”

	Ivy chuckled darkly. “You’re going to miss me, Mr. Slithers.”

	“Will you just leave already?!” Ron bellowed.

	“Ivy!” Vlad flew in and landed on her shoulder, his cold nose tickling her neck. “I could hear your raised voices from the break room. What’s going on?” His dark eyes wandered towards Ron and he showed his sharp teeth at the male. “What’s with Lipsmack?”

	“It’s Litvak, you vile varmint.” Ron huffed as he heard Vlad’s hiss of words that came

	Before the two could get into a heated argument, Ivy shook her head. Noticing a red stain around the bat’s mouth she had to ask. “Vlad. Why is your mouth covered in…? Please tell me that it isn't blood.” 

	“I’m no vampire bat, Ives. We’ve gone over this. For your info, I found some strawberries.”

	“Found or stolen?” she asked under her breath.

	Vlad crept slowly down her leather jacket and disappeared into the front left pocket of her blouse. “It’s not really stealing if they’re just sitting in a bowl. Right?” 

	Ivy sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Vlad…”

	“You can call me Vlad the Fruit Impaler,” came his muffled reply.

	Laughing, Ivy tucked her little friend deeper into her pocket before her boss had a conniption fit. “Hush, you’re scaring Litvak.”

	“I still don’t understand why you carry that thing around, Ivy.” Ron adjusted his glasses and gave her pocket a disgusted look. “He’s no more than a rabid rodent.”

	“Oooh! Let me at him, Ives!” Vlad shrieked. “I’ll show him rabid!”

	“Easy, V.” She soothed the miniature bat. “I know you can take him, but he’s not worth it.”

	“One of these days, you scaly piece of…” Vlad started to climb out of her pocket.

	Ivy chuckled and tucked Vlad back inside her shirt, giving Ron a tight smile. She didn’t notice the presence approaching behind her and turned around abruptly, colliding awkwardly with a solid, warm body. 

	With a gasp, she stumbled back a step, her heart skipping a beat. Her brain scrambled and went offline at the sexy male in front of her. What was he doing here? It was the male who had been in that car that gave her a ride to work. He was much taller than he looked sitting in the seat next to her. She couldn’t form a sentence to save her life, so she simply just stared at him with a dumbfounded expression. 

	Vlad, however, wasn't immune to the guy's sex appeal and peeked out from Ivy’s pocket, his beady black eyes giving the male a once over. “Who the fruit cake are you, and why are you staring at Ivy like that?”

	Ronan raised a dubious brow at Vlad before turning his gaze on Ivy. “Friend of yours? The name is Ronan Vitale by the way.”

	“Of course I’m her friend. Isn’t it obvious, you nuthole?”

	“Vlad!” Ivy chastised and pushed him lightly back down into her pocket, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “You’ll have to excuse him. He’s my fierce protector.” 

	Ronan chuckled, a sound that was both soothing and disarming. “No harm done. It’s nice to see you have someone so brave and heroic to take care of you.” He winked.

	Vlad poked his head back out, one-eyeing the large male as if sizing him up. “Better believe it, pal. Don’t ask for a piece of this fruit bat if you can’t handle the whole basket.” 

	Ronan blinked.

	“Anyway,” Ivy said as she shoved Vlad back into her pocket. “I guess I’m out of here.”

	“Wait.” Ronan reached out and caught her arm just as Ron came out of his office, carrying all his belongings in a small box. 

	“What are you still doing here?” Ron snapped at Ivy.

	Ronan growled over his shoulder and led Ivy toward his office. “I couldn’t help but overhear that she’s here for an interview.”

	“What? An interview? For what? She just had an interview and was declined the job offer. Just who the hell are you? I’ve never seen you here before. Do I need to call security?”

	Ronan chuckled darkly. “I’m the new day director, so you can see your way out.”

	Ivy stopped mid stride and gazed up at this exquisite male with wide eyes. “Wait. You’re the new boss?”

	“Yes,” he admitted. “And you are?” 

	Ivy’s face paled, but she offered her hand for a shake when he reached out. “Ivy Greystone.”

	“Nice to meet you. Shall we?” He extended his hand back towards his office.

	Ronan's eyes flashed dangerously as he turned to face Ron. “I believe I just told you that you're dismissed. Your services are no longer required here.” His voice was low and controlled but carried an undercurrent of threat that made even Ivy shiver.

	Ron's face turned an alarming shade of red, his reptilian eyes bulging. “You can't do this! I've been running this agency for years!”

	“And now you're not,” Ronan replied coolly. “I’m in charge now, and you’re no longer employed here. Now, do I need to call security, or are you going to leave on your own?”

	Ron's mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, his face turning an alarming shade of red. “But... but…”

	“I suggest you take your belongings and leave the premises immediately,” Ronan said, his voice low and menacing. 

	Ivy couldn't help the small smirk that tugged at her lips as she watched her former boss deflate like a punctured balloon. Ron cast one last venomous glare in her direction before shuffling away, muttering under his breath.

	“Now then,” Ronan said, turning his attention back to Ivy. “Ms. Greystone, if you'd join me in my office?”

	“Um, sure,” she finally managed, following Ronan inside. 

	“Now,” Ronan began. “What position were you interviewing for?” He pointed to a chair in front of his desk as he made his way to his own chair. He opened the new laptop that had been delivered while he stepped out and went through the process of starting it up and creating a profile. He also checked for any recent homicides or some cases that needed to be worked on. One in particular caught his eye and he read the report, noting everything to memory.

	Ivy hesitated for a moment before taking the offered seat. She couldn't help but notice how Ronan filled the space, his presence commanding yet oddly comforting. “I was applying for the criminal investigator position,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

	Ronan nodded, his dark eyes fixed on the computer screen as his fingers flew across the keyboard. “I see. And what makes you think you're qualified for such a role?”

	Ivy straightened in her chair, her chin lifting slightly. “I have a degree in forensic science, two years of field experience, and I've assisted on over thirty cases in the past year alone. I'm detail-oriented, efficient, and I have a knack for picking up on things others might miss. I also have a unique perspective due to my... heritage.”

	Ronan's eyes flickered up to meet hers, a hint of interest in their depths. “Your heritage?”

	“I'm half gargoyle, half elven,” Ivy admitted, lifting her chin slightly. “It gives me certain abilities that can be useful in investigations.”

	“Interesting,” Ronan murmured.

	Ronan leaned back in his chair, his gaze assessing as he studied Ivy. “A type of halfling, huh? That's quite rare. Most young only inherit one side. If one's mother was a shifter and one’s father a vampire, they’re either fangs or fur—never both. Only on rare occasions do we ever see a mixture of both. Tell me, Ms. Greystone, what specific abilities do you possess that would benefit our investigative team?”

	Ivy shifted slightly under his penetrating gaze but held her ground. “Enhanced strength and durability, for one. I can also sense magical residue at crime scenes that others might miss. And in certain situations, I can take on a partial stone form for protection.”

	A ghost of a smile played at the corners of Ronan's mouth. “Impressive. And your little... friend?” He nodded towards her pocket where Vlad was nestled.

	Vlad poked his head out of Ivy's pocket at Ronan’s inquiry. “Yeah! Don't forget about me! I'm her secret weapon.”

	Ronan raised an eyebrow. “A weapon, huh? And what exactly can you do, little one?”

	Vlad glanced up at Ivy. “Tell ‘em Ives. Tell ‘em how bad ass your ‘little one’ is.” 

	“Vlad? He's actually quite useful. He can fly into small spaces, eavesdrop undetected, and communicate telepathically with supernatural beings.”

	Ronan's eyes widened slightly, a flicker of intrigue crossing his features. “Telepathic communication? That could certainly be an asset in our line of work.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “Tell me more.”

	Ivy felt a surge of confidence. This was her chance to showcase her skills and prove her worth. “Vlad and I are a team. He can scout ahead, gathering information while remaining undetected. Meanwhile, I can analyze the physical evidence and use my supernatural senses to pick up on any lingering magical signatures.”

	Vlad puffed out his tiny chest proudly. “Damn straight!” We're like Batman and Robin, only way cooler and with less spandex.”

	Ronan chuckled, a deep sound that sent an unexpected shiver down Ivy's spine. “I can see you two make quite the dynamic duo.” His dark eyes fixed on Ivy, intense and unreadable. “I must admit, Ms. Greystone, I'm intrigued. Your unique abilities could be invaluable to our team.”

	Ivy felt a surge of hope. “Does that mean...?”

	“It means I'd like to see you in action,” Ronan said, rising from his chair. “We have a case that just came in. A potential supernatural-related homicide. Care to join me at the crime scene?”

	Ivy's heart raced with excitement. “Absolutely!” She stood up quickly, nearly knocking over her chair in enthusiasm.

	Ronan's lips quirked in amusement. “Excellent,” he said, his dark eyes glinting with approval. “Let's see what you're made of Ms. Greystone.”

	Ronan led Ivy out of the office, his long strides forcing her to quicken her pace to keep up. As they walked through the precinct, heads turned, and whispers followed in their wake. Ivy could feel the weight of curious stares on her back, but she kept her chin high, focusing on the broad shoulders of the man in front of her. 

	As they stepped out into the crisp autumn air, Ronan's dark coat billowed behind him, giving him an almost otherworldly presence. She watched as he unlocked the car they were headed towards and started the engine remotely from a device in his hand. 

	“Nice ride,” she commented, trying to keep her voice steady. “What is it?”

	Ronan's lips quirked into a half-smile. “It’s my pride and joy. A Challenger Hellcat in Destroyer Grey.”

	He opened the passenger door for her, and as Ivy slid into the leather seat, Vlad poked his head out of her pocket.

	“Hells kitten to the yeah, baby! Talk about fancy,” the little bat whistled. “Does it come with a fruit smoothie dispenser?”

	Ronan chuckled as he slid into the driver's seat. “I'm afraid not. But perhaps we can arrange something for future rides.”

	As they pulled out of the parking lot, the powerful engine purring beneath them, Ivy tried to calm her racing heart. She couldn’t help but steal glances at her new boss. His jaw was chiseled perfection, a hint of stubble adding to his rugged appeal. His long fingers gripped the steering wheel with casual confidence as he maneuvered through traffic.

	“So, what can you tell me about this case?” she asked, forcing her voice to remain professional.

	Ronan's eyes stayed focused on the road as he spoke. “A body was found downtown in an abandoned warehouse. Initial reports suggest supernatural involvement, but details are scarce. That's where we come in.”

	Ivy nodded, her mind already racing with different scenarios and possibilities. “Are there any specific signs of supernatural activity?”

	Ronan's eyes remained fixed on the road as he responded, his voice low and measured. “We are about to find out.” 

	Ivy nodded, her mind spinning with what they were about to head into. 

	Ronan shifted gears, flying around numerous cars. He glanced over at her briefly saying, “I'm curious to see how your abilities might shed light on the situation.”

	Ivy felt a familiar tingle of anticipation mixed with nervousness. This was her chance to prove herself, to show Ronan what she was truly capable of. 

	“Hey, Ives,” Vlad whispered from her pocket, “I've got a good feeling about this one. We're gonna knock Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Handsome's socks off!”

	Ivy shushed him, feeling her cheeks heat up. She glanced at Ronan, but if he had heard the bat's comment, he gave no indication. His eyes remained focused ahead, his expression unreadable.

	As they pulled up to the abandoned warehouse, Ivy's senses immediately went on high alert. Even from the car, she could feel a faint thrum of magical energy in the air. It made her skin prickle and the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. One of the energies she felt was a protective ward that hid the scene from human prying eyes.

	“You feel it too, don't you?” Ronan asked quietly as he cut the engine.

	Ivy nodded, surprised. “You can sense it?”

	A ghost of a smile played on Ronan's lips. “I have my own set of unique abilities, Ms. Greystone. Now, let's see what you can do.”

	They made their way into the building, ducking under police tape. The interior was dim and musty, with shafts of light filtering through broken windows. In the center of the room lay a body, covered by a white sheet.

	Ronan strode purposefully towards the body, his long coat swishing behind him. 

	Ivy approached the scene cautiously, her senses on high alert. The magical energy she had felt outside was stronger here, pulsing in discordant waves that made her skin tingle. She knelt beside the sheet-covered form, aware of Ronan's intense gaze on her back.

	“May I?” she asked, glancing up at Ronan.

	At his nod, she carefully pulled back the sheet. The victim was male, young, with no visible wounds. But as Ivy leaned closer, she noticed a faint shimmer around his mouth and nostrils.

	“What do you sense?” Ronan asked, his voice low and controlled.

	Ivy closed her eyes, focusing on the subtle vibrations in the air. “There's definitely magical residue here. It's... complex. Multiple signatures intertwined.” She opened her eyes, meeting Ronan's intense gaze. “Whoever did this was in a hurry. Perhaps about to get caught and had to work fast. What do you sense, Vlad?”

	The tiny bat poked his head out of her pocket, his nose twitching. “Smells like... licorice? And something else. Something not right.”

	Ronan nodded, a flicker of approval in his dark eyes. “Good. What else?”

	Ivy knelt beside the body, careful not to disturb anything. She reached out, her hand hovering just above the sheet. “There's a lingering aura of fear. I'm picking up traces of... shapeshifter magic, I think. But there's something else too. Something darker.”

	Ivy frowned, concentrating. “It's... cold. Like nothing I've encountered before.” She shivered involuntarily. “Whatever did this, it's not your average supernatural. It feels dark.”

	Vlad bristled in her pocket. “I don't like it, Ives. Makes my fur stand on end.”

	Ronan crouched beside her, his presence oddly comforting despite the grim scene. “Can you pinpoint the source?”

	Ivy closed her eyes, reaching out with her senses. The magical residue swirled around her, a complex tapestry of energies. She followed the threads, searching for the origin.

	Suddenly, a jolt of icy power shot through her. Ivy gasped, her eyes flying open as she stumbled backward.

	Ronan caught her effortlessly. His strong arms steadied Ivy as she regained her balance. His touch sent an unexpected shiver through her that had nothing to do with the residual magic.

	“What happened?” he asked, his dark eyes searching her face with concern.

	Ivy took a shaky breath, trying to process what she'd felt. “There was... a surge of power.  It felt like it was reaching out, trying to grab me. Or maybe push me away. I'm not sure.”

	Ronan's expression darkened. “That's not good. Whatever did this, it's powerful and potentially still active.”

	Vlad poked his head out of Ivy's pocket, his tiny face scrunched with worry. “Hey Ives, maybe we should back off a bit? I'm getting some seriously bad vibes here.”

	Ivy nodded, taking a step back from the body. “You're right, Vlad. We need to be careful and stay vigilant.” She turned to Ronan, her expression serious. “This isn't like anything I've encountered before. The magical signature is... twisted. Corrupted somehow. But it’s growing fainter.” Whatever she was sensing was soon gone. No trace of it anywhere. “It’s gone.”

	Ronan's eyes narrowed, his jaw tightening. “Gone? Just like that?”

	Ivy nodded, a chill running down her spine. “It's like it... retreated. Or was pulled back.”

	A tense silence fell between them. Ronan's dark eyes scanned the warehouse, his posture alert and ready. “We need to move,” he said quietly, a clicking sound coming from his pocket. “Now.” 

	As if on cue, a low rumble shook the building. Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling.

	Ivy's heart raced as she felt the ground tremble beneath her feet. “What's happening?”

	Ronan's eyes darted around the warehouse, his body tense and ready for action. “We've triggered something. A trap, perhaps.” His voice was low and urgent. “Beat feet. Now!”

	As if to emphasize his point, a loud crack echoed through the building. Ivy looked up to see a hairline fissure forming in the ceiling above them.

	As they hurried towards the door, a deafening shatter split the air. Ivy looked up just in time to see a massive support beam plummeting towards them.

	“Look out!” she cried, her gargoyle instincts kicking in. Without thinking, she shoved Ronan aside with supernatural strength, her skin hardening to stone as she braced for impact.

	The beam crashed down, shattering against her partially transformed body. Dust and debris filled the air, momentarily blinding her.

	The impact was jarring, but Ivy held firm, her partially transformed body absorbing the brunt of the blow. As the dust settled, she found herself standing in a protective stance over Ronan, who was looking up at her with a mixture of surprise and appreciation.

	“Impressive,” he said, his voice low and intense. “You're full of surprises, Ms. Greystone.”

	Ivy felt her cheeks flush as she helped Ronan to his feet, her skin slowly returning to its normal state. “I told you I had some useful abilities,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her veins.

	“That you did,” Ronan replied, his dark eyes scanning her for any signs of injury. “Are you alright?”

	Before Ivy could respond, Vlad's muffled voice came from her pocket.

	“Hey! Is anyone gonna ask if I'm okay?” Vlad's indignant voice piped up from Ivy's pocket. “I think I’ve been squished like a grape at a wine making hoe down!”

	Ivy chuckled despite the tension, patting her pocket gently. “Sorry, V. You okay in there?”

	Vlad excited her pocket and shook himself, sending a small cloud of dust flying. “Just peachy, toots. Nothing like a near-death experience to get the ol' heart pumping. Speaking of which…” He turned his beady eyes to Ronan. “Nice reflexes there, Mr. Boss Man. Good thing Ivy's got moves or you'd be flatter than a fruit roll-up.”

	Ronan's lips twitched in what might have been the ghost of a smile. “Indeed. I owe you my thanks, Ms. Greystone. Your quick thinking and abilities are... impressive.”

	“Good.” Vlad flapped his tiny wings to and fro. “Now that that’s settled. Can we please get out of this death trap? Oh. And I expect extra fruit for my heroic suffering.” 

	“Agreed,” Ronan said, his eyes scanning the crumbling warehouse. “Why are we still standing here anyway?”

	As if on cue, another ominous crack echoed through the building. Ronan grabbed Ivy's arm, pulling her towards the exit. They ran, dodging falling debris and leaping over scattered rubble. Just as they reached the doorway, a massive section of the roof caved in behind them. They burst out into the open air, gasping and covered in dust. Ivy stumbled, nearly losing her footing, but Ronan's strong arm wrapped around her waist, steadying her.

	Ivy's heart was pounding as she turned to look at the collapsing building. “That was too close,” she panted.

	“Are you alright?” he asked, his voice low and intense as his dark eyes scanned her for injuries.

	Ivy nodded, trying to catch her breath. “I'm fine. Just a little shaken. What a start to my first day as a criminal investigator,” she teased.

	Ronan's lips quirked into a half-smile. “Certainly not a typical first day,” he agreed, his arm still around her waist. “But you handled yourself admirably.”

	Ivy became acutely aware of their close proximity, the heat of Ronan's body seeping through her dust-covered clothes. His scent - a mix of cedar after rain and something uniquely him - enveloped her, making her heart race for reasons that had nothing to do with their narrow escape.

	Vlad poked his head out of Ivy's pocket, coughing dramatically. “Ahem! If you two are done canoodling, maybe we should focus on the fact that our crime scene just imploded?”

	Ivy felt her cheeks flush as she stepped back from Ronan's embrace. “We were not canoodling, V,” Ivy hissed for his ears only. Turning back to Ronan, she gave a slight shrug of her shoulder. “So, um, what do we do now? All the evidence…” 

	Ronan's expression turned serious as he surveyed the collapsed warehouse. “This was no accident. Someone went to great lengths to destroy that crime scene.” His dark eyes narrowed. “The question is, why?”

	“No idea,” Vlad grumbled. “But I think I left my stomach back in there somewhere.”

	Ronan sighed. “I’ll call the cleanup crew on our way back to the precinct.” 

	They made their way back to the Hellcat, Ivy brushing dust from her clothing, her mind racing with questions. “Do you think this was planned? Like someone knew we'd be investigating and rigged the warehouse to collapse?”

	Ronan's dark eyes scanned the rubble behind them, his expression unreadable. “Could be possible. The timing is certainly convenient.”

	“Too convenient,” Vlad muttered from Ivy's pocket. “I don't like it. Smells fishier than a tuna sandwich left in the summer heat.”

	Ronan grimaced at the tuna reference then pulled out his phone and made a quick call, his voice low and authoritative as he arranged for a cleanup crew. 

	Ivy watched him, unable to help noticing the way his muscles bunched beneath his fitted shirt, the strong line of his jaw as he spoke. There was something magnetic about him, something that drew her in despite her better judgment.

	“They'll be here within the hour,” Ronan said as he ended the call, sliding the phone back into his pocket. “I've requested a full containment team. Whatever magical residue remains needs to be properly contained and analyzed.”

	Back in his office, Ronan tapped a black pen on his desk as he read through Ivy’s files. She was twenty-five years old. So young. And very smart. She flew through schooling with straight A’s. That was very impressive. What was really outstanding though, was her pushing him out of the way and taking the brunt of that beam earlier. If her father knew how close she’d come to being splattered, he’d make minced meat of him. Guess it was a good thing she could turn to stone. But to put her life on the line like that…

	The pen in Ronan’s hand snapped, and black ink leaked out onto the desk. 

	Cursing under his breath, Ronan reached for a tissue to clean up the mess. As he wiped away the ink, his mind kept circling back to that moment. The way Ivy's eyes had widened, her body moving faster than he'd anticipated. The sickening crunch as the beam struck her stone form. 

	Something about her had gotten under his skin, and he couldn't shake it.

	He leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled under his chin. The image of her pushing him aside, her body transforming into stone in an instant, played on repeat in his mind. It had been... unexpected. Reckless, even. But also, undeniably brave. 

	Shaking his head, he closed the files on Ivy and sent her an email to come to his office. It wasn’t but a few minutes when a soft knock at his door broke his reverie. “Enter,” he called, his voice low and controlled.

	The door creaked open, and there she was. Ivy. Her purple and lavender eyes met his, a mixture of curiosity and uncertainty in their depths. “You wanted to see me?” she asked, her voice carrying a hint of nervousness.

	Ivy moved into the room, her steps cautious but determined. She settled into the chair, her posture straight, hands folded in her lap. The silver bat pendant at her throat caught the light as she tilted her head, studying him.

	“I've been reviewing your file,” Ronan began, his voice measured. “Your academic record is impressive.”

	A flicker of pride crossed Ivy's face, quickly replaced by wariness. “Thank you,” she murmured.

	Ronan leaned forward, his dark eyes fixed on her. “But what I'm more interested in is your actions earlier today. That was... reckless now that I’ve had time to think about it.”

	Ivy's eyes flashed, a hint of pure fire in their depths. “Reckless? I saved your life.”

	Ronan's jaw tightened. “At the risk of your own. That's not how we operate here.”

	“So, I should have let you get crushed instead?” Ivy retorted, her voice rising slightly. She took a breath, visibly trying to calm herself. “Look, I did what I thought was right in the moment. I'm sorry if that doesn't align with your protocols, but I'm not sorry for saving you.”

	Ronan leaned back, studying her. The fire in her eyes, the slight tremble in her voice—she was scared, yes, but there was a core of steel there too. It was... intriguing.

	“Your abilities are impressive,” he said finally. “But they don't make you invincible. You need to be more careful.” Ronan's voice softened slightly. “I appreciate what you did, but I need to know you won't take unnecessary risks in the future. We can't afford to lose agents, especially ones with your potential.”

	Ivy's eyes narrowed. “I'm not some fragile flower who needs protecting. I know my limits.”

	“Do you?” Ronan countered, his voice low and intense. “Because from where I'm sitting, you just threw yourself into danger without a second thought.” And if your father knew, he’d skin me alive.

	“I didn't have time for a second thought,” Ivy shot back. “It was instinct. And it worked, didn't it? We're both still here.”
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