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      Blurb

      

      When Charlie rocks up at a party investigating the mysteriously powerful and stupidly handsome vampire, Val Stern, she doesn’t expect to walk head-first into destiny.

      And it’s a fate armed with teeth. The plucky witch and her fairy sidekick know Val’s trouble. But Charlie’s on a mission to find out if he’s a murderer too. A sweet old lady wants Charlie to find out who helped her son’s killer. The city’s strongest vamp, Val, is number one on the list. Rumor has it he’s helping a dangerous kind of criminal that sucks people’s magic from their bodies like blood from a corpse. But to investigate, she’ll have to get very close.

      When she reveals her unique anchoring magic to Val, he hires her. It pulls her into his private empire and right into the messy love triangle between his wife and her sister, the vaunted vampire chosen one. Lisa might be a shining ray of purity and power, but Charlie soon discovers her secret.

      And it changes everything. Lisa isn’t the chosen one. She and her family have played an elaborate grift for decades, and when it pays off, it’ll level the city and shake magic to its core.

      Charlie still detests Val, but soon she’ll have to fight by his side. It’ll drag her closer and give the vamp the wrong idea. For Val will think he’s finally got the one thing he’s always wanted – a true witch to fight by his side until the end.
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    A Lick of Flame Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    If there’s one thing worse than rocking up to an elite party dateless, it’s having less power than the doorman and a ripped dress kept together with an artful paperclip.

    Still, things could be worse, I placated myself with a deep breath. I could be attending the most prestigious party of the Denian City calendar on his arm.

    Speak of the devil. I felt a presence behind me and turned, the blood-red fake silk of my thrift-store dress sliding down my shoulder. Val Stern, the city’s most powerful – and mysterious – vampire walked up town hall’s steps behind me, his stunning wife Bethany on his arm. She might resemble a stick-thin, angled model but with teeth. Val resembled nothing you’d ever seen. The 6’2, broad-shouldered, smoking-hot vamp had brooding down to an art form.

    And mystery too. But I’d mentioned that, right?

    Oh yeah, I had.

    I’d only come to this party for him.

    “Your invitation please, madam,” the doorman said, tone gruff, quick yellow eyes darting down my questionable outfit.

    I whipped my head around, banishing thoughts of Val for now. Driving a hand into my coffee-stained beaded clutch, I triumphantly pulled out the crinkled gold-leaf corner of the invitation and handed it over.

    Surprise widened the doorman’s yellow eyes. What, did he think I was a fraud who’d pull out a hastily drawn crayon invitation before dive-rolling under his arm and crashing this gig?

    I had standards.

    For now.

    My palms itched as I watched his eyes dart down the invitation then over the back as he turned it with large, rounded fingers. I stared at the whorls covering his thumb. They looked roughly hewn like drag lines over old, chipped stone.

    Gargoyle, then? Could you tell in this town? Normals and magicals were easy, but unless you were a dominant race, you fell into Other while the vamps ruled on top.

    And speak of that devil again, Val finally reached the doors behind me. Tension crackled off my body, a deep, biting sizzle that sank into my bones, hooking my shoulders forward an inch. Do something, my body demanded. What? My peeved brain spat back.

    I was here to investigate him, no matter what my charging heart thought.

    Val stood behind me, a vision of perfection. If you liked that. His perfect, tailored Italian cashmere wool suit hung off his towering, well-chiseled form. Nothing matched the grim determination sparking in his hazel eyes. Even his superhot model wife couldn’t match Val’s brilliance.

    But all things that shine hide a secret, ha?

    I didn’t shine, but I had a few secrets of my own. I tried not to startle as Val moved right past me. He should ignore the woman in the thrift-store, fake-satin dress held together at the hip by a paperclip. But his eyes darted down, latching hold of mine like a stray hand grabbing my wrist. It only lasted 0.4 of a second. The tingle that raced down my spine and spasmed through my legs made it feel like an eternity.

    “Hold yourself together,” a direct, snappy voice snarled through my mind. It wasn’t a delusion, unfortunately.

    It was TK, my fairy tick.

    In the magical world, many creatures existed, but fairies were the strangest – and most useful. If you could stand their constant, irritating commentary.

    
      “You look like a love-starved teenager. You know your mouth’s open and your tongue’s hanging out, right? Are you going to start panting at the hottie vampire? Pull yourself together. You’re here to investigate him. Did you lose the plot so much after getting kicked out of the Lower Squad that you don’t know how to carry out a sting operation anymore?”
    

    I almost replied aloud. TK’s commentary had floored me. No… the latent tingle chasing through my stomach at the sight of Val was responsible. But I was too smart to admit that, especially to the fairy. I straightened. I didn’t need to drop my eyes – Val did it first. Bethany slid a little closer to him, clutching his arm with ruby red nails that pushed the soft fabric of his tailored jacket against his shapely forearm. Her eyes didn’t even meet mine. They sailed right over my diminutive form, across the guests, and toward one of the opposite doors. I was just dust. Hell, what’s worse than dust? Chopped up atoms? The universe’s pointless trash? She was a full-blooded, powerful vamp. I could scrape together a few magical sparks – on a good day. I’d never match her strength.

    At least I matched her tenacity. I straightened. To access TK subliminally and keep our conversations hidden, I had to activate my mind in a certain way. It was useful to pick something innocuous to stare at, but in this party filled to the brim with the city’s elite, I couldn’t pick some random and glower at them. I gulped and momentarily glanced at the ceiling instead.

    “You look like a rookie, Charlie. This isn’t your first rodeo. I should know,” TK growled. “I was given to you during your first rodeo. To think, your mission commander back at the squad actually thought you’d be good. You lasted two measly years. He said you had great potential. Especially with that raw, undeveloped anchor force of yours. Is this where potential gets you? You’re scum at an elite party you’ll surely get kicked out of in an hour or two.”

    “An hour is a bit generous, isn’t it?” I thought back, words snappy.

    TK grunted. I felt it in my mind but mostly on the side of my neck. Like I’d said, she was a fairy tick. A lot of fairies had full forms. They flew around their owners or hid in their purses. You could hide them if you weren’t patted down. But the tics were the best. In their innocuous forms, they resembled little blood-sucking creatures. Put them on your neck or underarm, and they’d maintain a constant connection to you. Which meant continuous, vile, and unhelpful commentary, but nothing in life is free. At least TK excelled at observing, planning in dangerous situations, and recording it to report to others. Not that I had a commander anymore. A sore spot. One TK had spent the last two years since my dismissal pouring acid into.

    
      “If I hadn’t formed a permanent bond with you, I’d be with a real squad officer right now, tracking down true magical crime in the city. Instead I’m stuck with you.”
    

    
      “We’re still tracking down crimes, just not for the big guys. You’re making it sound like we worked for the police. We didn’t. We were an external contractor—”
    

    “I’m making it sound like we worked for someone worthwhile,” TK snarled. The vibration passed up my neck. She resembled a small mole under the left side of my collarbone. Only a skilled magical medical practitioner would realize she was a tick. By then, she would’ve talked their ear off.

    
      “Look. You are stuck with me, aren’t you? And if you want to be helpful, watch Val.”
    

    
      “And why would I need to do that when you can’t take your eyes off his shapely ass?”
    

    I stupidly spluttered. To successfully use a fairy via a mental connection, you couldn’t react while using them. It didn’t matter what they said. And trust me, they'd snap the most puerile crap to get a reaction from you.

    A vamp strode close by me, and he darted his gaze over my outfit when I spluttered. Needless to say, his eyes did not linger on my figure. He was used to perfect vampires, not normal.

    Everyone thinks they’re normal, right? Some people actually have to be. I was straight down the middle, no deviation, perfectly, simply normal. My crappy dress did not make me look like a million bucks.

    In a function room filled with stunning magical creatures who used their power to craft their appearances, I stuck out like an ugly duckling.

    “You should have worn that other dress,” TK snapped.

    
      “The one with no back, you mean?”
    

    
      “At least it would have given people something to look at.”
    

    “… You think I have a nice back?” I tried stupidly, even though two years of TK’s insults had proven she never had a kind word to share.

    She laughed darkly. “No, dear. It would give them a bigger target to kick when they haul your butt out of here. Watch out. One of those gargoyle doormen has locked on to you. I reckon by now he appreciates that invitation is fake.”

    “It isn’t fake,” I hissed back, careful not to clench my teeth. If someone skilled were watching me, they’d realize I was distracted. They could conclude I was just deep in my own thoughts or deduce I had an unregistered fairy friend. While they were legal in most settings, at a party like this, you had to announce them.

    
      “That old lady might have secured that invitation for you, Charlie, but you have no idea where she got it from.”
    

    
      “You think she stole it? She already told us where she got it from. Her son used to be big in the finance community. He must have had a friend or something.”
    

    
      “Her son is well gone. She wouldn’t have any contacts anymore.”
    

    “Well gone?” I spluttered. “He died a month ago.”

    “Correction,” her voice dropped hard, “he was devoured a month ago. And in this sickly little town, devouring is essentially like wiping someone off the history books.”

    My back lengthened then shivered. I had a dark history with devouring. I’d seen it right up close, and it’s why I was now a shady bounty hunter instead of a squad member – my heart’s true desire.

    My skin itched, and my stomach kicked. I hated functions, genuinely despised being on display, and hadn’t worn a dress for five years. My personality told me – no, begged me – to hide in the shadows. It was easier to hunt there, right?

    “If you intend to actually fulfill this mission, though of course you will fail, at least attempt to get closer to Val.”

    She shook me out of my reverie.

    He’d walked over to a wall of large windows. We were on the twentieth floor of a tower. It boasted a stunning view of downtown. The vantage stretched from the city’s tightly clustered center to the port and the sapphire-blue ocean. Our building sat amongst a copse of new skyscrapers like hands innocently reaching for the sun. I knew the truth, though. Nothing in Denian was innocent. If those towers wanted something, they wouldn’t just reach. They’d take.

    A shoulder jostled mine. I wasn’t ready for it. I usually had great situational awareness, regardless of what TK thought. But I startled.

    I spun, not knowing what I expected as a shot of nerves charged down my back and soared into my stomach. If I believed my adrenaline, I’d face the devil….

    If the devil wore a sweet white lace dress and a smile that could melt even the iciest heart.

    There weren’t too many rules in Denian City. Or let’s put it this way – too many rules people followed.

    Denian was a messy place, a melting pot for magical races. I couldn’t tell why we were drawn here. But to get along, we followed rules. Surprise-surprise, they were all class-based.

    “God,” TK said, the first time she’d registered surprise in months. “You know who that is, right?” Her voice vibrated low, shivering through my collarbone and torso. Yeah, I knew who that was. No warm-blooded magician in Denian wouldn’t recognize the chosen one. I could pretend it was tattooed all over her. But the sweet Lisa White would never get inked. It’d clash with her virginal perfection.

    Just like her sister, Val’s wife, Lisa didn’t register me. No, a lie. Briefly, her eyes darted toward me.

    Sometimes the clock can stop, stretching a moment so you can assess, reorient, and pick a new direction. It did the opposite now, speeding up and snatching that opportunity from my shaking hands to slap me with it. Before I could question why I felt so weird in Lisa’s presence, she walked past me.

    Val spun from the windows. His searching, brooding eyes were darting over the city like some protective eagle looking for its next target. Then they locked on Lisa.

    You know when you’re watching some grand romance unfold, and it feels like you’re in the characters’ heads, reading their every thought? I swear I suddenly fell right into Val’s mind and knew precisely what he was thinking. His hardened expression softened, those hazel eyes widening. A smile – a real one – curled his lips, pushing his shapely cheeks high toward his eyes. All at the sight of Lisa.

    He lifted his hand from his pocket to touch her. Halfway through, he froze, something catching up with him.

    Maybe it was the plain facts. He was married to Lisa’s sister, Bethany. They both hailed from the most prestigious vampire family in the city, the Whites. Though Val was arguably richer, the Whites controlled everything, including the Council.

    “God, she’s perfect, isn’t she?” TK commented.

    “Sure. If you’re into that kind of thing,” I thought defensively.

    TK paused for two seconds. Then she laughed, a long, harsh snort like a bull peering at you, pushing through a small fence, and preparing to rush you. “Feeling a little insecure, are we, my dear? What, unhappy that you don’t have her perfect bone structure, her svelte form, her glittering, waist-length golden locks? A little unhappy you don’t have the undivided attention of the hottest vampire in the city?”

    
      “What’s up with that, anyway? Anyone can see from the way he’s staring at her that he wants her.”
    

    
      “Oh, you really are an innocent, aren’t you?”
    

    My hackles rose. “What’s that meant to mean?”

    “Vampires don’t just want something. Not like him, anyway. He’s a real vampire of old. When they truly desire something, they take it.” Glee spread through her voice like a virus. “I’m told the sex Is quite amazing.”

    “Can we please not do this,” I grunted. “We do have a mission.”

    
      “Mission? How curious. It’s almost as if you’re finally remembering why you’re here. You might have stupidly accepted the job to discover what happened to that old lady’s son, but you sure as hell won’t complete it by standing around and staring at someone else’s star-crossed love with your mouth hanging open and your tongue flapping in the wind.”
    

    I stupidly touched my lips, checking if they were open. Not that I’d lust after a relationship like that. She was forgetting something. Regardless of the intoxicating devotion swelling in Val’s eyes, he wasn’t with Lisa. A fact Bethany proved as her grip tightened on his arm.

    
      “The dictates of this mission are clear. You have to find out what happened to Winifred Mantel’s son, and you’ve got to do it in a month. No easy task, I might remind you.”
    

    “You really don’t need to remind me,” I sighed. “You’ve done it about 200 times already.”

    
      “Your estimation is far off. It was 40 times. Which is rather sedate, I might add. I should have reminded you 100,000 times already. You have no chance to solve this case. You’ve bitten off far more than you can chew. Soon you’ll lose your job with this crappy bounty hunter agency – then we’ll be out on our ears. You know I can’t pay the mortgage on our rotting apartment on my own, right?”
    

    I stupidly snorted out loud.

    Everybody else watched Val’s interaction with interest. Most were intrigued, a few smiling like the rapt audience at a play. But I stood close, snorting like a dog snuffling through compost.

    It caught Val’s eye. Just not for long. Why would he look at me when his soulmate waited a mere meter away?

    
      “You have no time to watch this interaction. Get closer to Val. You need to see if you can feel devouring energy on him.”
    

    
      “Even the old lady didn’t think he was the one who killed her son.”
    

    
      “But something must’ve happened. He wound up dead, and the magician suspected of devouring him disappeared at Val’s mansion. This party is a waste of time if you don’t intend to use it correctly. Get close to him – sniff him at least. See if you can sense devouring energy.”
    

    
      “You want me to walk up to one of the most powerful vampires in the city, grab him by the collar, and sniff him.”
    

    
      “Grabbing him by the collar would be very exciting but unnecessary. Just do your job.”
    

    Yep, my job. Though I didn’t want to admit this, I regretted accepting it. But the old dame had cried on her crumpled sleeve. No one else would help her.

    I got why.

    Devouring was far worse than murder. It stole someone’s soul, killing them in one hit. It was illegal but rampant. Nobody had the power to stop it. Nobody could even punish the devourers. Even the public criminals hardly ever went to prison. Their friends broke them out of remand.

    My hand tensed, anger crackling through my gut like a meteor blast.

    Most things in this town were unfair. Devouring was still the worst.

    Val continued to smile at Lisa but controlled it like somebody sank pins into his cheeks so they couldn’t stretch too wide.

    “Get closer,” TK hissed.

    I took a step, but more powerful vamps were pushing close to Val. He cleared his throat.

    The function hadn’t even started yet. Would Val MC? I doubted it. With his perpetually brooding expression and dark hazel eyes, he was more like a storm, less like a fluffy personality here to ensure everyone enjoyed themselves.

    His hand dropped beside him, swayed for a few centimeters, then curled into a fist. He tapped it twice on his muscled thigh. Clearing his throat, he tipped his head back. “The only thing I can ask of this city at this point in time is that we give everything we have.”

    Nobody saw the irony – except for me. I squeezed my lips in and tried not to laugh. Give everything they have? Start with something. Seriously, anything. These vamps represented the richest of the rich. If they just stuffed their hands into their pockets and pulled out their valuables, they could fund a thousand charity gigs in the city. Not one of them moved. They all watched Val, eyes wide like they stared at a prophet. Hell, maybe they did. The vamps might be in charge, but they were superstitious. A plethora of complex prophecies ran their lives. Find yourself at the center of one, and it’d control you like a pawn.

    Want an example? Look no further than Lisa White. She was the chosen one, a powerful practitioner prophesied to walk between the light and dark realms, finally balancing magic. I’d once read an influential piece by a vampire professor proclaiming she could stop devouring and somehow reverse the process. It was crap, of course, just vampire propaganda. But it gave Lisa a hell of a lot of power.

    One look into her sweet eyes, and they promised you she’d never use it.

    “Get a little closer,” TK grunted again.

    
      “You think I should tackle him and smell him midway through some impassioned speech?”
    

    “You think this is impassioned? Look into his eyes. They are ice. I guarantee you he doesn’t believe a single word he’s saying,” TK snarled.

    I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t get closer, but I stared harder into Val’s eyes. Something flickered up from those dark depths.

    TK could claim he didn’t mean a word of this, but as he cupped his hands into harder fists, I swear something shook up from the bottom of his powerful soul. “Unless each and every one of us does everything we can to stop it, we will enter a truly dark period.”

    His words weren’t well chosen. A speechwriter hadn’t helped him. It was likely spur-of-the-moment. But what he lacked in verbal grace, he made up for in sheer power. He hit a note that arched my back. I shivered as a tumultuous feeling charged through my stomach, reached my spine, and went bang.

    I grabbed my left arm, squeezing my fingers tightly.

    Val stared at everyone, his eyes briefly locking on me.

    The windows behind framed him, the downtown lights illuminating his broad form. They glimmered up his jaw and down his taut neck, two highlights shining in his eyes.

    Those penetrating pupils could catch you, even in the dark, no matter where you hid.

    “We’re standing at a crossroads,” he continued, his charging, deep, barrel-chested voice booming out like thunder. “We’ve managed to prevent devouring from spreading. I don’t think we can do that anymore. Each and every one of us,” he repeated, voice even harder now, “must give everything we can to save this city. The scourge of devouring must not spread. Someone out there is helping the devourers, hiding them from justice. We must root them out and stop them.”

    Again, his word choice sucked. But his forceful intention sucked me in like a minnow in a whirlpool. It’d ride me down to the sea floor and never let go.

    Before I could fall headfirst into that stupid thought, TK brought me back to earth with a slap. A real one. Nestled underneath my collarbone, she could send little electric jolts through my body whenever she wanted to. It was the equivalent of a harsh nip with a small live wire.

    I jolted, but not much.

    
      “You’re not here to be sucked in by vampire paranoia. I will give you one thing. The boy looks delightful when he speaks like that. He almost looks convincing, too. But have you forgotten why we’re here? A known devouring criminal went missing at his house. Just as he said, we know someone’s helping the devourers. They sweep in and protect them whenever law enforcement gets too close. Look no further than the man right in front of you proclaiming to protect everybody from them. I bet you he wouldn’t even lift a finger if someone got devoured in this room next to him.”
    

    I don’t know why, but I defended him, “He’d lift more than a finger.”

    
      “You think he’d lift a leg? You know, you might even see his butt—”
    

    I rolled my eyes. I had to stop listening to TK for my own sanity.

    She wanted me closer to Val. I needed to get further away.

    I slipped through the crowd. I spied a tray of untouched drinks on one of the buffet tables. I grabbed a long, cold, crystal champagne flute, pressed the glass against my lips, and smelt the ridiculously expensive beverage. Then a rocky, large hand descended on my shoulder. With no warning, it yanked me backward. In two smooth moves, I was out of a side door, a stony voice growling in my ear, “You’re coming with me.”

    I jerked out of the gargoyle’s grip. I yanked my invitation from my bag so fast, I could have incinerated it. I gestured with it but took a snapped step back so he couldn’t snatch it out of my fingers. “I’m an invited guest. Who are you, buddy?”

    “I’m not party security.”

    That threw me. I frowned. I hadn’t seen him when entering. But he was a gargoyle. With his rock-hard fists and wood-chopper forearms, he was here for security, not fun. They, just like smalltime witches, weren’t a prominent race.

    “If you’re not part of the party’s security, why did you just kidnap me from the function?”

    “Remove, not kidnap,” he clarified, voice hard. It shook up from his massive barrel chest. Hardly an interesting descriptor. All gargoyles were big. It was the breeding. This guy took big to level 100. He was at least 7’5. Every inch was pure, taut, ropelike muscle.

    He had a slightly familiar face with a blocky jaw and mossy green eyes. Had I seen it on TV somewhere?

    I stepped back, light on my toes, and gestured at my invitation again. “I’m allowed to be here.”

    “Not if you’re acting dodgy around my charge.”

    I frowned, lips puckering. “Charge? Lisa? You think I’d be stupid enough to attack the chosen one in this town? Even if all those vampire prophecies are crap. Attack Lisa, and you’ll find yourself with a one-way ticket to hell.”

    My hastily snapped comment pissed him off. He wasn’t a vampire, but he worked for one and swallowed their bullshit.

    He rolled his shoulders forward and growled.

    I yanked my hands up higher. “Look, buddy, the vampires are free to believe there’s some chosen one who’s here to balance magic,” I couldn’t keep the ironic humor from my voice, “while at the same time screwing the city over with their devourers. And I’m free to go back into that party, because I have this.” I gestured with the invitation again, clutching it as hard as a soldier to their sword.

    “And I’m free to remove anyone from that function who does not look like—”

    “What? Doesn’t look like they belong? You judging my dress?”

    “No, it’s a great paperclip. But you are getting too close to my charge. I don’t like the way you were looking at him.”

    I should produce another automatic snappy one-liner, but I couldn’t. My stupid gut sucked in, a shadowy feeling flitting down my back, reminding me of the first moment I saw Val. It was like my body warning I had a connection to Val beyond this case.

    The gargoyle knew his job. His eyes darted over my expression, and he grabbed my arm to yank me back. I resisted. “Look, buddy, the vamps already control every single freaking thing in this town. They can’t control who comes and goes everywhere. Val isn’t the cops. Hell, he doesn’t do a thing for this town.”

    His cheeks lost all color, the skin around his lips crinkling in. “You have no idea what he has personally sacrificed to keep this city safe.”

    A stab of danger sprinted up my spine at that dark promise. I quickly swallowed my fear and bared my teeth. “Just—” I went to scream let me go, but a strange sense flew through me. 

    I twisted, suddenly ignoring the guy. My body shook, jerking into high alert, adrenaline slicing through me, lengthening my spine, and hardening my jaw into steel-encased granite. “What was that?”

    “Nice try,” he snarled. Yet as he yanked me forward a step, a scream split the air. High-pitched, it cut out halfway through, but even with deep hearing loss, you’d detect the heart-emptying terror.

    I thought the guy would ignore it. He whipped his head around, fear flushing his face red. He dropped my arm, lurched left, dipped his head up, and sniffed. Gargoyles might be rock, muscle, and size-20 shoes, but their smell rivaled wolves.

    His coin-sized nostrils pumped open and snapped closed, and he lurched down the corridor.

    “You will wait right there,” he snapped, not even glancing at me as he threw magic over his shoulder. It slammed into my chest, but I was ready.

    I might be a pathetic witch. I had one skill. And lucky me, it was the same magic the gargoyle used.

    “You know you could dodge, right?” TK snarled as the magic struck me, spread, created a halo, and locked me in place. My three-dollar, stained, white satin heels sizzled as force charged down them through the blue-and-white checkered carpet.

    I stared down as an anchor-point manifested underneath my feet. The familiar tingle of magic rose up my spine and bit at my cheeks.

    “Why would I dodge when I could just break it?” I lifted my hand, an impossible feat within a true anchor-point. It was unique magic that created miniature gates in the real world. That suggested another world, right? A fake one? Let’s call it distant. Multiple realms sat atop each other, from the highest to the lowest. You didn’t care what folks did in the loftier dimensions. Only the dark ones mattered.

    Demons could slip from their realm into ours using gates. Anchor-point force ran those gates.

    Did that make me a demon lover? Hell no. I just shared magic with them.

    Strong anchor-point magic could carve gates right out of reality. The weaker kind – my kind – could create strong defensive spells, unbreakable shields, and points capable of concentrating spells or cutting existing force lines. It was complicated. And maybe that was the only reason I was good at it. I had little innate force but a lot of flare and grit.

    Staring straight ahead, happy the gargoyle was out of sight and no one in the function had heard that scream, I lifted both hands. With one pointing down at the floor and the other at the ceiling, I pressed the bases of my palms together. Then I twisted slowly, shoving against my hands until my shoulders rounded, the muscles bristling. I called on my magic.

    Bright yellow sparks as jolly as sun rays flickered off my fingernails, crackling into the air, pausing, and sinking back down into my fingers. It created a feedback loop. My skin started to glow. The ends of my fringe picked up and crackled around my cheeks as I stared ahead unblinkingly.

    “Now,” TK snapped. With a grunt, I broke free of the gargoyle’s anchor-point. It snapped like a fried chicken neck under a truck’s tire.

    I jolted forward, momentum flinging me a good meter. I landed on my feet and didn’t need to roll. It disrupted my paperclip, and it pulled open, revealing an inch-wide gap in my hip seam. Not exactly pretty. At least it gave me more room for movement. I powered down the corridor, trying to figure out where I’d heard that scream. Lucky I had TK.

    
      “It’s not on this floor. It’s down one level. Head to the stairwell.”
    

    “The elevator’s just there.” I gestured to it, my beaded clutch swinging on my arm and banging into my elbow.

    “Stairs,” TK snapped. I might argue with her 24 hours a day, but not on a mission. Like I said, she could track our environment, leaving me free to fight. And the tickling, harsh sensation darting down my back promised this would end with a battle.

    I spied the stairwell, flung myself down the carpeted corridor, grabbed an open doorway for support, turned, and reached the fire escape. I threw it open, sweaty fingers sliding over the steel handle.

    Cold air met me, but no bloodcurdling screams.

    I didn’t question TK. I shot down the stairs, happy my cheap heels were holding up. With a hand on the railing, I reached the floor below, kicked the door open, and paused. I had nothing. Worse, I couldn’t feel any magic—

    
      “Start checking rooms, one by one.”
    

    I had no remit here. A dear old dame wanted me to find out what happened to her son’s killer. But I didn’t have a legal reason to start checking every single room in this corridor.

    I did it anyway. Because when I had a mission to save someone, you couldn’t stop me. Reason, decency, common sense – I wouldn’t listen to anything. It was like someone would reach in, wind up some invisible wheel, then set me going.

    I kicked open one of the doors. It swung, hit the plaster wall behind it, and banged loudly. I spied a simple office with a dilapidated fern, an old desk, and a crappy computer, but no screaming women.

    I checked the next office and the next. Nothing. We were running out of time. I didn’t hear that scream again.

    I raced back out into the corridor.

    TK was uncharacteristically silent. Maybe she realized she made a mistake.

    “TK—” I began. I teetered forward a step but stopped. I rocked back, pushed hard against my heels, and spun. I half closed my eyes.

    I could rely on TK or use my own skills. I couldn’t pay such fine attention to my environment, nor record it for later. But I did have my own intuition. I’d call it vaunted. But it was one of the reasons I was no longer on the squad.

    “Come on,” I whispered to myself.

    Remarkably, TK didn’t snap at me that she had this. She remained perilously silent, proving she couldn’t track our target any more than I could—

    No. There. Something. A glimpse, a faint whisper, just an impression in the dark.

    I snapped my head to the left. A closed office door stood two meters in front of me. I felt the world narrowing, funneling down until it was me and that handle. I lurched over, grabbed it, and yanked it open. Then right there, in the middle of an apparently simple office floor, I saw a hell gate. It glowed a fiery red and cast wild shadows on the walls. They danced, lurching left and right, arms moving like writhing bodies.

    The gate in some ways was irrelevant. The woman down on her knees, head stretched to the side, arms loose in her lap, wasn’t.

    A demon knelt, wrapped around her, his mouth pressed against her throat as he devoured her magic.

    It wasn’t just humans and other magical creatures that devoured souls. They got the skill specifically from demons.

    I’d never seen this in the flesh, though I’d read plenty of reports as a squad member. For one split second, I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t even breathe. My nervous system shutdown as my focus narrowed on the demon’s mouth. Unlike a vamp, the guy’s teeth weren’t out, puncturing the poor woman’s jugular. But the demon’s shapely, hard lips were wrapped around her throat. At first, the demon’s eyes remained closed. Then as I sucked in a ragged, terrified breath, the guy opened them one by one. Brown-red eyes stared back at me like two burning rocks.

    The guy didn’t remove his mouth from the poor woman’s throat. He smiled, his lips sliding over her skin.

    “That’s a real demon,” TK finally snapped, coming back online with a jolt like a computer slapped by a brick. “Get out of here. Now. You don’t have the power to fight it—”

    I tuned her out like someone dialing a volume knob down to zero. I went straight back into squad mode, my brain calculating the risks. The woman was still alive. You could survive devouring if it was stopped before you lost your full soul. You wouldn’t be normal. You would be alive.

    I jolted forward, whole body stiff, muscles twanging and ready for action.

    Amusement flashed in the smiling demon’s eyes. With a deep chuckle that throbbed through the room, he rose up but didn’t remove the woman from his arms. Two filamentous wings sprang from his back, flapping twice. They helped him float effortlessly. It was like he cut his ties with gravity until it could no longer hold him down. He soon floated in the middle of the air, the woman crumpled in his arms, his mouth still around her neck, but his eyes always on me. “What do we have here?” His voice was like a hand over satin. One with a knife. For where it slid, it ripped.

    I clenched my fists. TK didn’t scream at me to leave. She knew full well the demon had already locked on to me.

    “What we’ve got here is a bust, buddy. Put the lady down,” I growled.

    “Or you will do what? I sense minimal magic in you. You are a half-witch? I have snacked on many. So politely stand in the corner and wait your turn,” he growled, voice as deep as magma spurting from the earth.

    Real fire flared through those dramatic eyes. I almost wanted to be pulled in by them. But if they yanked me too close, I’d come out swinging.

    I rammed my palms together. I had one skill – just one, dammit – and I would use it.

    More amusement flashed in the demon’s eyes. His mouth finally rose from the woman’s throat – only a centimeter. But I glimpsed glittering white teeth. Unlike vampires, demons didn’t possess fangs. They didn’t need them. A faint glimmer of magic covered every single centimeter of this guy, and it glowed brighter in his mouth. He’d just half devoured this woman’s soul.

    The strength of her magic filled the air. She must’ve been a powerful witch. Now even if I managed to save her, she’d only have half her powers for the rest of her life.

    I was determined to help anyway.

    I twisted my hands around. I called on my anchor-point force. I lifted my feet and slammed them back down, my block heels shaking. With clenched teeth, I hissed, “I’ve never lost a fight.”

    A bald-faced lie. Okay, a selective statement. I had never lost a fight. I’d run away from a lot. And my boss had once been there to stop me from throwing myself into battles I couldn’t win.

    “And I’ve never lost a target,” the demon replied smoothly.

    His eyes remained on me, his lips twisting with more mirth. At least it meant he no longer devoured the woman’s soul.

    I slammed my left foot back down and finally called on my force. It charged over my body, rushing down my arms, sizzling across my skin, reaching my knees, and snapping down into my feet. It crackled around me in a meter-wide circle, forming fractal patterns. You could get lost staring into them. I kept my chin up, my eyes locked on the demon.

    Suffice to say he wasn’t impressed.

    Anchor-point force was rare, to be fair. But I was hardly a genius with it.

    I locked my palms harder together and pointed my fingers up at the ceiling.

    “… Is that it?” he asked.

    “Just getting started.”

    “… It’s quite a small shield. You appreciate I’m a demon, don’t you? We,” he slid a long finger underneath the woman’s neck, “are natural devourers. That power comes from us. It is our birthright. And what do you expect me to do? You’ve appeared in front of me, dangling your soul like meat on a stick.”

    “I expect you to lose, buddy.”

    “We’ll see.”

    His tail appeared, crackling over his head. It whipped left and right, fire charging over the tip. Then it sliced at me. My heart got caught in my throat, my driving breath like a knife splitting my belly. I winced but didn’t close my eyes fully. I crammed my palms together harder, shoulders dropping forward, all my focus pouring into my legs and the anchor-point beneath me. It glowed brightly, but—

    The tail cracked into my shield. Magic blasted out, scattering through the air, reaching the walls, and burning through the plaster. A great charge of it slammed into the half-closed door behind me. It ripped right through the wood, grabbing a chunk and sending it hurtling through the corridor into the opposite wall. It gouged out a massive hole in the plaster. Crumbles rained down like someone using artillery in a biscuit factory.

    My whole body screamed I was dead or close—

    Until the dust literally settled and I saw myself standing in that same spot, my shield holding.

    I wasn’t the only surprised one.

    The demon’s perfect brow crumpled. His lips hardened, and he finally pulled his head all the way back from the woman’s throat. “What—”

    I huffed, using my driving breath to force more power from my aching limbs. My shoulders were so rounded, if you pushed me in the back, I’d tumble to my knees. But I straightened, focused on my hands, and pulled my anchor-point force down into my feet. Soon the circle around me glowed just a fraction brighter.

    I’d lost some magic after that attack. If I didn’t bolster my anchor-point, it’d simply break with the next round.

    The demon’s tail cracked over his shoulder then around to the other side. He dipped his head forward. “And what do we have here?” His low voice dropped. It reminded me of hidden depths and dark desires. The things kept in the shadows – the things locked there.

    A thrill of something chased up my back, reached my jaw, and wired it shut. I just managed to peel my lips over my clenched teeth and hissed, “What you’ve got here is an anchor practitioner, a hunter. Someone who will get that woman out of your arms, Demon, one way or another.”

    With no warning at all, the demon dumped the woman. Fortunately he’d flown a little closer to the floor. She only fell from about 30 centimeters. It wasn’t great – she wouldn’t break a bone, though.

    Just as abruptly, the guy flapped his wings and flew right at me.

    I almost broke my own formation. But I kept my hands locked together, my focus in my feet. My eyes rounded like the guy slapped me with a hurricane as he flapped to a stop just a centimeter in front of my anchor-point shield.

    This close, I couldn’t ignore his undeniable handsomeness. But just like with the vamps, it was a trick, a trap. Real beauty should be random, right? This was crafted. From every angle of his chiseled jaw, to the vibrancy of his bright, burning eyes. That hard smile of his spread over his lips like somebody slicing a knife over a fat belly. “You have more power than you should. An enigma,” he growled. “And you need to know I do one thing with enigmas.”

    My eyes widened, the skin around them stretching as my heart pounded, my body throbbing with fear. “What’s that?” I hissed.

    “Don’t engage him in conversation,” TK snapped, voice wild.

    Too late.

    The guy smiled again, the move sliding and slow. It put me in mind of a hand slipping down the wall just above you and pausing a centimeter from your head.

    “I take them,” he finally replied.

    He snapped his wing around and sliced it against my shield. The tail was one thing – this was much worse. I once used an anchor-point shield to stop a car from hitting me. The surprised driver of the hatchback had only been doing 40 kilometers at the time. It’d still been the hardest thing I’d ever done. This was three times worse.

    The demon struck my shield with the force to rip a hole through the side of the building.

    Everything came down to a point. My life could go in two directions. I practically felt my soul splitting. Before I could fail, I grabbed hold of just enough anchor force to block the wing from ripping through my shield.

    It still damaged me. The sheer amount of force I called on made me stagger to a knee. My mouth opened, and sweat rained off my brow. My heart thundered hard enough to stop.

    I slowly tilted my head up and stared at the demon. At any moment, he could use his other wing on me or combine it with his tail and tear through my shield. But the guy just floated several centimeters from the floor, his feet loose and pointed at the ground.

    The rest of his body was stiff, especially his face. Ropelike neck muscles led to a hard chin and lips locked over clenched teeth. They shifted a centimeter as he hissed, “Now, now, you should not be able to do that. What,” all of my focus locked on his lips, on the words he was about to say, on the sensations charging through my body, even though I knew I’d lose, “are,” he tilted his head lower until he caught my gaze and wouldn’t drop it, “you?”

    I could hardly feel the world crashing down around me. Nobody yanked on my life, grabbed it, and pulled it down like a tapestry from an old castle wall. I wasn’t a house smashed through with a wrecking ball. Yet I felt someone lining up everything I knew about my life and cracking it. A shiver, hard and fast, ran down my back as my shoulders drooped and my face pushed forward.

    The demon slid down onto one knee, tilted his whole body in my direction, and paused on the other side of my shield, face mere centimeters from my own. It meant I couldn’t get away, couldn’t blink and escape the smile that spread over his lips, a promise if ever I’d seen one.

    And a promise from a demon is a million times worse than a guarantee.

  
    Chapter 2

    I couldn’t escape. The realization dawned on me like Thor striking me in the back with his hammer. I was still concentrating – still needed to pump power into my anchor-point – but I was running low on juice. My shoulders started twitching, this convulsing sensation ripping up from my belly. I was good at pushing my limits – honestly, I was. But this was too much.

    “You’re about to black out,” TK spat.

    She did not tell me to stop using magic. Blacking out would honestly be kinder than just falling into this demon’s bulky arms. He hadn’t blinked since delivering his dire warning. He just let it settle and watched me so intently, I felt like a specimen under a scientist’s microscope. One with a particularly sly smile. “Don’t tell me I’ve finally found you, my dear? After all these years—”

    “Go to hell,” I snapped, shoulders shaking more. I somehow rounded a hand into a fist. I briefly tore my gaze off the demon’s intense pupils and stared down at my knuckles. I bared them as, impossibly, I got to my feet, swaying the whole way.

    Intrigued but amused, the demon floated up and spread his wings but didn’t attack. “Don’t tell me you still have some fight left in you?”

    “I’ve always got a little something,” I grunted. I crammed my palms together.

    “You will kill yourself,” TK snapped.

    A preferable way to go than giving up.

    Wincing, my body on fire, my muscles a mess, I called on more anchoring force. It crackled over my skin and roared down into my feet. It spread around me in a half circle. I almost couldn’t complete it, but with a grunt, I squeezed out more force.

    Amusement still flashed in the demon’s deep pupils, but a harder emotion joined it. He opened his mouth to say something.

    
      Screw him.
    

    I grunted and pushed into my anchor-point until it spread. It struck the guy in his chest, forcing him back. I needed to fling him out of the window behind us. I had to put some distance between him, me, and the woman. Then my tired mind told me to go get help, wherever I might find it. But the guy shifted a mere inch. He snapped right back. His eyes were on fire more now. “There’s no need to get physical too early. Enough of this.” He swiped at my anchor-point. He used both wings. They sliced in from the sides.

    I saw the future, clear as day, a story written in freaking neon letters in front of me. I knew every step, every moment, every excruciating loss.

    But I was wrong.

    My shield didn’t break. Something burst through the broken doorway behind me, moving so fast, I only glimpsed a memorable cashmere suit.

    Val shot past me and rammed the demon, pushing him back a meter. The vampire didn’t ostensibly use magic – just his mere physical strength.

    His muscles bristled, the seams of his jacket splitting at the sides.

    The demon flapped his wings but didn’t immediately ram Val back. He warily shifted toward the woman.

    Crap. I’d forgotten about her. I should spread my shield over to her. I tried. I lifted too tired fingers, but the effort almost killed me.

    “You can save your strength now, idiot,” TK snapped. “Or—”

    
      “There’s no point in conserving strength if I don’t use it on someone who needs it.”
    

    
      “Noble but stupid—”
    

    “A good catchphrase to write on my gravestone.” I picked myself up to my swaying feet.

    The demon flashed his eyes toward me, his brow corrugating like this should be impossible.

    I didn’t care about the look in his eyes. But as Val turned and stared at me for the second time that day, I cared.

    Deeply.

    It was the tingly, cold caring that spreads through your chest, grabs your chin, and pulls it up. It staples your eyes open, drives a stake into your heart, and makes you so aware of your body, every breath is like an echoing boom.

    Val said nothing. He lacked the time.

    The demon came to his senses and cracked his tail around, but Val lurched down to a knee. He ripped his left sleeve off and revealed a tattoo that started from his wrist bone and stopped halfway down his forearm. It was an ornate cross surrounded by a snake. Parts glowed, a few areas even moving. It was a magical ward.

    The demon’s eyes snapped open wide like he recognized it. Then he hissed.

    “Get out of here,” Val roared.

    The demon jolted forward, revealing the ward couldn’t stop him.

    I could only focus on the woman. My world narrowed until it was me and her. She hadn’t moved, but I could tell she was still alive. Her chest rose and fell softly. Get her to medical professionals, and they’d stabilize her. She’d never be the same witch, but dammit, she’d live—

    I used that promise to force more power from my shaking body. I locked my hand forward on the floor, grabbed a section of my anchor-point spell, and spread it.

    I lacked the force to do this. You needed strong concentration, a lot of magic, and a real good reason to mess with the boundaries of an existing anchor-point.

    Screw it.

    In a shaking moment, my anchor-point wobbled then spread. It soon encompassed the woman, moving over her body until it finally spread past her limp head.

    The demon hissed at me. His mouth opened, his teeth clenching. His head jolted down, and from the dark look in his eyes, I could tell he was planning something.

    Whatever it was, he wouldn’t get to do it today.

    “Get out of here,” Val roared. He gripped his ward, wrapping his fingers around it one by one. As the strong digits rammed against the magical symbol, it glowed successively brighter like someone jaggedly turning a dimmer switch up. Soon the illumination was too bright. The demon yanked an arm up and hid behind it. He flapped his wings and crossed them in front of himself, then hissed, turned tail, glanced at me once, and left. He slammed into the window, cracking the glass. Then he flew down the side of the building.

    … I couldn’t believe it was over.

    I still kept my hand locked on the floor, my shield spread.

    A little blood leaked from my mouth – or nose. I could have a thousand holes in my head. I couldn’t feel them – I couldn’t concentrate right now.

    Not when Val suddenly turned.

    He stood there, hand still on his ward, holy light blazing off the symbol.

    “Drop your damn shield now, you idiot,” TK snapped at me, “before you fall unconscious for no damn reason. And you really don’t want to fall unconscious in front of him.”

    “… Because Val’s our target,” I thought slowly like a train limping down broken tracks.

    
      “Because he has a demon ward on his arm.”
    

    “… I’m sorry?” I thought even slower now, eyes drooping as they tried to close.

    
      “That’s a demon ward. Think of it as a territory agreement. That demon was on Val’s territory. And that’s why flashing the ward got it to leave.”
    

    
      “Hold on…. If Val’s got a deal with the demons—”
    

    
      “It’s making it a hell of a lot more likely that he’s hiding the guy who killed Winifred’s son. It’s evidence – everything you came here for. It wasn’t to flirt with a dangerous demon.”
    

    “Flirt?” I spluttered out loud.

    Val’s full attention was locked on me – I meant everything. Every damn scrap of his shrewd mind, blazing gaze, and cold vampire force. But I blurted flirting in his face as he finally knelt in front of me.

    He didn’t even flinch. My cheeks warmed – only a fraction. I lacked the energy for more.

    “You’re an anchor-point witch,” he finally said.

    I clenched my teeth. “Thanks for stating the obvious. You have an agreement with demons. If you think I’m gonna let you get to this lady, think again,” I snapped, finally forcing myself onto my knees. I made direct eye contact with Val just beyond my shield and pushed to my feet, albeit slowly. I wobbled like a tree ready to fall in an old forest.

    Val rose in time with me, never taking his eyes off mine, always keeping them level until he stood at his full height. Unlike me, he moved with poise and strength. “This woman is my employee. You saved her life—”

    “Because you have a deal with the demons to let them devour people on your premises.” I gestured at his still glowing arm. Fiery rays of light occasionally darted out from underneath his fingers, illuminating the walls in lines, their corresponding shadows dancing over the carpet, a few slicing over my face.

    Val grabbed his arm harder, his teeth clenching. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

    “Well, this is exactly what it looks like. I’ve got this woman under an anchor-point shield, and I won’t give her up for anything.”

    “She needs immediate medical attention. You managed to prevent the demon from taking most of her soul, but without intervention, she will die.” He spoke with such certainty as if he saw this all the time.

    My back lengthened. I bared my teeth at him. If TK were on the ball, she’d warn me not to snarl at the city’s most powerful vampire. She was desperately attempting to find a way out of this.

    Heck, she was probably calculating the likelihood we could survive if we jumped out the window. She knew from my personality I would not leave without the woman, however.

    “I’ll take her to the hospital myself. There is no way I’m gonna leave her with you. Do the vamps up there know about that little deal you’ve got with the devil?” I gestured at the writhing symbol beneath his firm grip.

    He glanced down at it then up at my eyes. He nodded. It was so direct. … He wasn’t lying.

    It threw me. Momentarily. Then the woman started to rouse. She twitched at first, her left leg lurching out and striking a turned-over office chair. It dragged the casters over the scorched carpet. Then her left arm twitched, and finally the nervous activity reached her eyes. They jolted open, and she snapped into a seated position. She locked a hand on her chest then another on her throat. She walked her stiff grip up until she reached her lips. She closed her hands desperately over her mouth. I could tell she was searching for her soul. But half was gone.

    I winced in terror. “The demon took it—”

    She made eye contact with Val. He swung around to her. “Miranda, it will be okay. We stopped the devouring process—”

    We? Where was he when I fought tooth and nail against a powerful demon? Probably waiting behind the door for the perfect time to interrupt and pretend to be the good guy.

    My eyes narrowed in suspicion. Miranda’s didn’t.

    She shook up into a standing position. She checked herself. She swayed but not badly. Then she moved toward the edge of my shield. I shook my head. “No. You do that, and the vamp will get you—” I tried.

    She lurched right out of my shield. Val grabbed her arm supportively. Then he swung his eyes over me. I couldn’t tell you what burnt behind them. A thousand questions, a million insults. I couldn’t read Val. He could read me. “Drop your shield before you pass out. I don’t need any more drama tonight.”

    I was pretty close to passing out – until he snapped that. Then sheer defensiveness gave me a new burst of strength. I bared my teeth at him. “You’ll find I am a hell of a lot worse than drama when I get going—” I intended it to be a strong statement. At that moment, my tired body just gave up. The energy fell from me like a waterfall down jagged cliffs. My shoulders lurched down, my stomach caved in, and my knees buckled sideways.

    I fell against Val. Remarkably, he didn’t step to the side and allow me to nosedive against the burnt carpet. He swept close and grabbed me.

    I thumped against his chest. He wasn’t the first vampire I’d ever gotten close to. They all felt different the second you touched them. When you stood in front of them, even if it was a mere centimeter away, you always got the impression they weren’t really there. They felt fake like apparitions. When you got close enough to slide a hand down their skin, fake became very real, very fast. It wasn’t just their rock-hard muscles, the heat radiating off their chests, or the sense of strength in every breath. It was just… vampires.

    Or was it just him?

    My body reacted. A deceptively light, simple tingle spread through the center of my chest like somebody throwing a half-lit match in a frozen lake. It sure couldn’t thaw the place. It could start.

    Val looked down into my eyes.

    Then thundering footsteps echoed down the corridor. I turned but lacked the strength to pull myself from Val’s embrace.

    I lacked something else too. Impetus. My body needed to sleep, and for some dumb ass reason it thought Val’s arms were the perfect place to start.

    That familiar gargoyle from before skidded into the room. He took one look at Miranda and squared off in front of me.

    Val shook his head. “It was him,” he growled, voice hard but fracturing on the word him. He gestured out the window then shrugged at Miranda. “She needs medical help immediately.”

    Miranda had to know this gargoyle, too. With a face fractured with fear and anguish, she lurched over, and the guy picked her up.

    His eyes sliced toward me, confusion rumpling his brow. “You got that, Sir…? Whatever it is?”

    My cheeks reddened at the insult. “You think I’m a that—”

    “I’ve got it,” Val replied smoothly.

    “You think I’m a that?” I repeated.

    I stupidly turned and watched him. He was the kind of close where you can see someone’s light wrinkles, the real color in their eyes, the energy behind every expression. It stilled me momentarily, giving him the excuse to pick me up.

    “What the hell are you doing?” I snapped at him.

    “Removing you from the situation. Taking you to receive medical care—”

    “I don’t need medical care.”

    “You used too much magic.”

    “A bath and a snack will do. Now put me down. You think I’m gonna let a vampire carry me anywhere? Especially one like you?”

    “Watch yourself,” TK snapped. “If he’s telling the truth, and the other vampires somehow know he’s got a deal with the demons, you have no evidence on him. Don’t burn your bridges. This is the most powerful vampire in the city.”

    You’d think my lips would ground to a halt. They didn’t. Fiery heat built behind them, and it needed something to burn. I couldn’t directly wipe away the chilling experience of that demon’s smile. I could transfer my anger.

    It just didn’t seem to work on Val.

    He walked resolutely through the door. He didn’t put me over his shoulder, just held me in his arms, proving his superior vampire strength.

    “I don’t trust you,” I snapped, voice deliberately loud.

    Other staff members stood in the corridor. This was his tower, after all. While most of them were gargoyles, a few looked like vamps.

    “Fortunately I’m strong enough to hold you without your trust, madam.”

    “I don’t know what deal you made with that demon.” I stared at the mark on his arm.

    It jogged him into remembering it was still visible. Pinning me against his chest, he pulled his sleeve up and fiddled with the button until it was tightly fastened. He pressed his lips together and said nothing.

    “Put me down.”

    “You were injured attempting to save one of my staff members in my building. It’s my prerogative to ensure you get to safety.”

    “I was injured fighting a demon you clearly have a deal with.”

    “A ward is not a deal,” he said, his vampiric tone hard. I had to be careful. Vampires were sticklers for the letter of the law. They knew every clause on the books. They’d written most of them.

    “It’s close enough—”

    “It is not.”

    “Look, if you want to argue with me, why don’t we do it face-to-face, buddy?”

    He tilted his chin down, proving just how close we already were. “Is this not face-to-face, Miss—”

    He was fishing for a name, and I didn’t care. “Charlie Stanhope.”

    “I see. I don’t remember inviting you to my exclusive function. I tend to have—” he glanced down at my dress, noticing the now three-inch-wide hole in my hip seam.

    “What, standards? Well, I was invited. Just not by you.” I went to grab my invitation from my clutch. I’d lost it at some point.

    My jaw hardened.

    “The fact can be ascertained after you receive medical attention and your reward.”

    My lips puckered, my brow compressing. “Reward?”

    “You saved my employee in my tower. You did my job for me.” His voice bottomed out, his tone becoming unreadable. “So you will be rewarded. Because there’s always a reward.”

    Every time he repeated reward, my blood ran cold, my eyes widened, and I stared harder up into his eyes.

    I tried to remember my mission, the only reason I’d come to this dumb party. I tried to put it into perspective, telling myself that even if I wasn’t working for the squad anymore, I could still make a measurable difference in this hellhole of a town. You try remembering a thing when an ancient, powerful, handsome vamp has you in his arms and has no intention of ever letting you go.

  
    Chapter 3

    … Well, he let me go.

    That stupid thought repeated in my head on a loop as I sank down under my cheap bubble bath, enjoying the heat against my tired muscles.

    TK was out. Even in full fairy form, she was tiny. No bigger than a little fingertip, she hovered in front of my nose, occasionally landing on it. I’d go cross-eyed trying to see her tiny wings and even smaller peevish smile. “That went as predicted.”

    I almost sank underneath the bubbles. I spluttered, hard breath blowing them up into the air. They popped, their rainbow colors shimmering and reflecting my tiny piece of crap bathroom. The tub was only a meter in length, and my legs hung off the side. The tiles were cracked, grime covered the grout, and the mirror misted above the awful olive-green sink.

    “I’m sorry, you predicted that? Seriously? Then you are like the Oracle of Delphi. You could’ve told me.”

    “I knew you’d screw up. It was a generalized prediction.”

    “Generalized things aren’t predictions. We all know one day the universe will die. We all know one day the sun will stop rising in the morning. And we all know one day—”

    “You’ll finally throw yourself into a fight that you lose. And you have no idea how close you came to losing this time, idiot.” Real fear grated through her tone. I couldn’t ignore it. It sank its talons into my stomach, pulling me under the water.

    I pressed my lips closed and shut my eyes. As the glorious warmth brushed over my face, I tried to shut out memories of that demon. I couldn’t. They slapped me, forcing me to reach the surface. I spluttered, gripped the porcelain bath’s smooth edges, and grunted, “I survived.”

    “Yes. You did. By the skin of your teeth. If Val hadn’t interrupted with that strange ward of his, you’d be…” worryingly, she trailed off.

    I tensed, desperate to learn her prediction. I’d be what? Mincemeat? Devoured? … Something worse?

    A memory of that demon’s piercing gaze intruded again, and even when I shook my head hard, it did not disperse.

    “You came close to ruining everything. You think I would have ever agreed to become your guardian fairy if I’d known you’d be such a loose, ineffective cannon?”

    “Two things. You didn’t agree to be my guardian. You were assigned to me. Then you formed a bond with me that meant that you couldn’t be taken away.”

    “The greatest mistake of my life.”

    “The second thing is I fought that demon. I didn’t fail immediately, either.”

    She became silent like the deepest, coldest tracks of untouched space. “Are you trying to tell me that you did good in that fight? You only survived because Val saved you.”

    “… I showed more power than usual.” My voice became faint and distant. It forced ripples over the surface of the water. They spread out, disrupting a few mountains of bubbles. They collapsed against my face. I briefly closed my eyes, but images of that smiling demon waited to assault me. I sat, finally realizing this bath wasn’t as soothing as I needed.

    It would help if I could just get rid of TK for a few minutes. She had every intention of beating me to death with this lesson. “Not only did you flirt with that demon, but you failed to take advantage of your opportunity to investigate Val further.”

    “Flirt? Investigate? Opportunity? Were you even there?”

    “Yes, I was. And I saw the ward on Val’s arm. This changes everything. He has a contract with demons, even if he’s being cagey about it. He claims all the other vampires know about it. I suppose they must.”

    “Why do you think that?”

    “Because he walked out into a corridor full of his people with the mark entirely visible. They must know. Vampires work for him. On pain of death, they would not keep something like that hidden from the Council. This changes everything,” she repeated, voice driving and hard.

    I wrapped my arms around my naked body, trying to lock in the heat. I twisted the hot water tap, getting another blast of glorious warmth. But it couldn’t thaw my frigid soul.

    “You should get up and do something useful, Charlie.”

    “And pray tell, what would be useful right now?”

    “Go to the hospital and find out information on Miranda. You saved her life. She’ll talk to you.”

    I shook my head. “You saw it in her eyes. She’s loyal to Val. She was devoured on his property. A demon breached his defenses. Yet she’s loyal to him—”

    “This mystery is much deeper than it first seemed.”

    “It’s not a mystery,” I concluded, slamming a hand on my hip. “It’s clear he’s manipulating his staff.”

    “You don’t need assumptions right now – just facts. You will only get them if you investigate further. You can’t afford to lose this job. That crappy bounty hunter business is the last place in the city that will employ you. The rest know your record. And I imagine by now the vampires know too.”

    “Excuse me?”

    “You should have been more subtle. You shouldn’t have come to Val’s direct attention. He will have gotten his people to investigate you by now. He’s probably reading a report at his desk this very moment, detailing your every single failure. He’ll know how much you owe on this apartment – or how much you’ve failed to pay as you complain to the bank monthly. Hell, he’ll even know the color of underwear you usually wear.”

    I grabbed my hip. “No, he won’t. He won’t be that interested in me,” I tried, voice a hopeless whine.

    “You have weak magic, Charlie, and always have. But by God you know how to squeeze a lot out of anchor-point force. You managed to break through the shield Val’s personal guard locked you in. You don’t think Val’s going to find that intriguing?”

    I sank underneath the surface of the water again, cheeks frigid cold. I hadn’t thought this through—

    There was a knock on the door. I barely picked it up. My pounding heart echoed in my ears.

    I did not want to come to the attention of a vampire, especially not one like Val. He owned this damn town. Even before I’d met him, I’d known how mysterious he was. Now it seemed secrets clung to him like mollusks on the side of some grand ship.

    The doorbell rang. I couldn’t ignore it now. Someone knocked insistently.

    I frowned and rolled my eyes. “It’s Helena, isn’t it? Crap. What have I done now?”

    Helena was the head of the body corporate. I technically owned a place in this apartment, but I still had to pay into the body corporate to ensure the crappy building didn’t fall down around our ears. I hadn’t paid my fees for at least six months. Helena was a diminutive Russian ex-teacher with a tone that could silence a rabble of warring Spartans. She’d come to my door three times over the past week, demanding money.

    I didn’t have any to give her. If I wanted some, I had to finish the mission.

    I dragged my butt out of the bath. Without bothering to dry myself, I just grabbed my old robe off the closed toilet seat, hooked it around my bubble-covered body, and tied it. It wasn’t a thick toweling robe. Think of old, worn cotton instead. It hid everything it needed to, but as damp patches spread through the fabric, it certainly didn’t leave much up to the imagination.

    I stomped through into the kitchen, splashing water all over the old white and black linoleum floor. I reached the door. “Keep your pants on,” I snapped as I swung it open, intending to make direct eye contact with the feisty woman.

    I stared straight ahead. Just not at Helena. I slowly tilted my chin up.

    And up. And up. And I made eye contact with none other than Val.

    He stood at my door, hours after that disastrous party, staring right at me in my threadbare, wet dressing down.

    I dripped water all over his expensive shoes from my tousled, knotty hair. I lurched back. I almost slammed the door in his face, a reflex. He pushed forward, never breaking eye contact.

    “… No,” I said like he wanted to sell me a vacuum cleaner or old encyclopedias.

    “Sorry to intrude.”

    “You’re not in my house yet. You haven’t intruded.” I lurched away and went to close the door.

    He pushed forward. He didn’t even need to step close. With a simple twitch of his shoulder, he angled enough of himself through the doorway that I’d need a tractor to shove him back.

    A kick of something sailed through my gut, reached my lips, and made them wobble. “You want reparations, right? It’s the damaged carpet, isn’t it? Look, I wasn’t the one burning. It was the demon.”

    “I wouldn’t dream of it. It’s not why I’m here.”

    “Then you want to get me in trouble because of that invitation. It was real. The lady it was given to couldn’t go. She gave it to me. I am a writer, and I’m just curious—”

    “You’re a bounty hunter. You’ve been one ever since you were dismissed from the Lower Squad. A private enterprise—”

    Shit. TK was right. He’d looked up every single detail of my life, and it freaked me out on a deep level.

    I’d fought demons – well, one. I’d battled criminals. I knew how to hold my own. Right now I wanted to collapse into a puddle. I settled for grabbing my dressing gown. That just pushed it further against my damp skin, making it even more see-through.

    I spun.

    For some reason Val took that as an invitation to walk right into my crappy apartment. I’m surprised the massive vampire even fit.

    “Ask him if he’s here to give you a reward,” TK intruded, her thoughts fast and hopeful. “That way you can keep the apartment. Tell him you won’t settle for anything less than 10 grand. Hell, he’s incredibly rich. Try 20.”

    I couldn’t move my lips, let alone start to barter with the guy. I wanted him out of my house now. He walked into the middle of my tiny kitchen, slid a hand into a pocket, and looked at me.

    I might have my back to him. I felt his eyes all over my shoulders, sliding down my spine, then jerking up to my head.

    I didn’t like attention. I preferred action. No, not that kind.

    I wasn’t thinking well.

    I liked to be out there, running around, using my anchor-point force, and making a difference. I did not like to be pinned in my kitchen with a massive, powerful vampire at my back and nowhere to run.

    “What do you want?” I decided to force him to hurry up.

    For a worrying three seconds, he stared at me. My heart skipped a beat. If his intense gaze was answering my question, he wanted me.

    “The money. Talk about the money. He said he’d give you a reward. Demand it,” TK snapped.

    “I want 20 grand,” I spat out of the blue. I was always awkward when I discussed money – hell, anything not related to hunting bad guys. This was a new low for me.

    “I think your remuneration package can be a little larger,” he commented, not thrown by my sudden demand.

    My lips wobbled, pressed together, then parted a single centimeter. “Remuneration package?” I whispered, struggling with remuneration like it was the longest word in a spelling bee I was doomed to fail.

    A slight, quick smile like a slinky cat disappearing into the woods flashed over his lips. “Welcome to the team.” He shoved his hand out.

    I stared at it. Shivering like I’d never seen someone extend their hand, I backed off.

    His head ticked to the side. “Is that a yes?”

    “I don’t even know what you want yet,” I grunted, voice high pitched. I twisted suddenly. My stupid, mutinous robe took that exact moment to catch a half-open cupboard door behind me. As I spun, I tore my robe open, flashing him my ass.

    You know when time slows down precisely when you don’t want it to? When every excruciating second extends, offering you an unavoidable window into your own shame, like somebody setting up a TV and strapping you to it so you can’t look away?

    Val didn’t shriek and lock a hand over his eyes. He didn’t splutter and lose it. But a sharp silence descended as my cheeks became hotter than Mount Vesuvius.

    “I didn’t just do that,” I thought at TK.

    
      “No, you absolutely did. Amazing. You just flashed him your ass. Do you think he still wants to give you 20 K? Probably to send you away, slap some pants on your butt, and ensure he never sees that particular heinous sight again.”
    

    Hand shaking, I pulled my robe around and just walked determinedly to the bathroom as if nothing happened. The insistent vamp could make his way out. Hopefully he’d close the door. Even if he didn’t, I’d barricade myself in the bathroom for 1000 years.

    I was forgetting that once you let a determined vamp in, it was entirely up to them what’d happen next.

    Val took a smooth step in front of me, showing me his ancient vamp skills. Not all vamps could move like whispers in a dark knight. Most modern guys had forgotten their deep ancestral roots. To them, power was a combination of privilege, money, and good looks, with the occasional flash of fangs if needed. To Val, power was inherent in every quick, snapped move. He shifted with such grace, only a single strand of hair on the top of my head fluttered. Fortunately my bathrobe was still firmly in hand. I clutched it tighter, eyes darting up to his sharp gaze.

    For a flutter, I remembered staring at him up close at the function. Big whoop. It was only several hours ago. But the memory was insistent, a stab of recollection flashing through my mind brighter than an inferno.

    “Work for me,” he said, finally getting to the point.

    I blinked slowly like a dying camera with broken shutters. “I’m sorry… you want me,” I slapped a hand on my robe, taking that moment to hook my fingers over the collar and drag it up high, “to work for you? Why? Were you impressed by my belligerent badgering of you back in your tower? Do you need somebody to insult you 24/7? Because if you do—”

    “Think of the 20 K,” TK spluttered faster than an accountant diving for a bag of cash about to be incinerated by your sheer stupidity.

    “If that was badgering, then I must say I’ve had worse.” His tone dropped with genuine ease. His hand, however, remained steadfastly stretched out to me.

    Fingers still hooked over my robe, ensuring not even the greatest gust in human history could rip it back, I frowned. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Why on earth would you want me to work for you?”

    “You have exceptional anchor force.”

    I shook my head before he finished. I resisted the urge to lift a finger and wave it in front of his face to correct his point. “I have minimal anchor force. I just know how to use it well.”

    Time stretched as he stared at me, eyes darting left and right. I was used to vampires, though they often didn’t pay me this much attention. They were intense by their very nature. Val’s focus felt worse. It pinned me to the spot, a hand on my damn throat. Or hell, on my chest. My breath became a little ragged, my brain catching up to how embarrassing this was. It’s one thing having someone intently stare at you when you’re dressed, dry, and ready for action. It’s another when suds are dripping down your trembling legs, your bathrobe leaves nothing up to the imagination, and you’ve got no clue what to say next.

    “I don’t care what he wants you to do for him, even if it’s to lick his shoes. Say yes. Right now. You’ll never get this opportunity again. The only way you’ll truly find out who’s at the center of these devouring cases is by sticking to his side like glue. Throw yourself at him now. Flashing is optional,” TK snapped.

    I couldn’t control myself. My lips wobbled open. “Flashing is—” I began, about to parrot TK’s words, something I did when I was particularly nervous.

    Though Val looked determined, at my confusing but embarrassing partial statement, his bottom lip dropped open. “Flashing is what?”

    Not on the cards, I almost spat. Never gonna happen again. Embarrassing as hell.

    I sucked my bottom lip in. Sometimes it’s best to just push on with the main point and try to leave the worst parts of you in the past. It was my life motto.

    I tried to straighten. “Exactly what will I be doing for you? That gargoyle—”

    “Barney,” he corrected smoothly. “He’s more than my personal guard. He’s a friend. And when I heard his assessment of you, I came straight over. Though I guess I’d already seen the gist of it.”

    I waited for his eyes to lock on my butt. They didn’t. Of course. His model wife was 1000 times hotter than me.

    And this wasn’t about attraction. This was about power. And Val wanted mine.

    “I can’t be your personal guard. I’m not trained to be a bodyguard.” My teeth clenched, and I blew a strand of wet hair out of my eyes. “I’m trained to track down criminals wherever I find them, no matter what it takes.”

    That tiny flash of a smile returned to his lips like the faintest glimpse of lightning on a dark night. “Which is precisely what I need.”

    “You do know I was kicked out of the Lower Squad, right?”

    “I’m aware of your entire employment record.”

    My stomach kicked. Great. TK was right. Someone had written every single freaking mistake down for Val, probably highlighting the most humorous ones.

    I couldn’t just stand here half a meter in front of him, awkward as hell and dripping a puddle under his expensive Italian loafers. Ensuring my questionable outfit was well secured like a tethered ship in a storm, I pivoted on my foot. “I don’t know—”

    “The remuneration package will be very healthy. Far more than $20,000.”

    TK hissed. “Which is why you need to take it right now. Spin, throw yourself at his open hand, and accept anything he says. You wanna solve this case or what?”

    “I wanna dry myself, put some freaking clothes on, and stop my damn head from spinning,” I thought back.

    
      “No, Charlie, you want to solve the case. You don’t honestly care who you work for. You’re run by your quest for justice. Do you want to know why I agreed to be bonded to you forever? Because I recognized that. Because even though I’d worked for the Lower Squad for 50 years, I’d never seen someone quite as determined. At that point, however stupid it might have been, I knew it was irrelevant even if you got kicked out of the squad. As long as I stuck with you, I’d find a way to bring justice to this city.”
    

    I waited for the punchline. Or the slap line, or the kick line. It all depended on exactly how snarky TK wanted to be. But it didn’t come. This was the first genuine compliment she’d ever given. And it hit the spot.

    I stopped pacing. I half turned toward Val, pivoting on my heel. Dragging my bottom lip through my teeth, I grunted, “Exactly what will this involve?”

    “You’ll form part of my security squad. You’ll work with Barney. You’ll go on missions.”

    “Missions?” My brow contracted, corrugating hard. If this prick thought I’d help demons devour his staff—

    “My team,” he briefly looked at his feet, “are currently investigating the devouring cases in the city. The ones that the police don’t care about.”

    “So all of them, then?” I couldn’t keep the snark from my voice.

    I thought he’d snap back some quick comment. He didn’t. Disappointment gripped his face, sinking into his cheeks and dragging his shoulders down. It took five seconds for him to recover. “Someone has to care. I do. Do you care enough to join my team?”

    Momentarily, I forgot who he was and all about Winifred’s case and the devour who’d gone missing on Val’s own freaking property. I looked right into the vampire’s eyes, and I freaking bought his claim. Before I even knew what I was doing, I extended my hand out.

    He grabbed my fingers and did all the shaking. I wanna tell you I felt nothing. But I did. As his warm, large hand locked around mine, a tingle of something fast and fiery shot up my arm, found my back, followed my spine, and plunged deep into my body. It didn’t last. It wasn’t that intense. But it left me feeling tingly, confused, and like I just made a deal with the devil.

    And if not a deal with Lucifer, a guy happy to feed him every last soul in the city.

  
    Chapter 4

    I thought I’d have time. I forgot who I was dealing with. Vampires were some of the most insistent creatures in reality. Especially when they had a contract they wanted you to sign.

    I was dry, dressed, and apparently ready for business. I slipped out of a taxi in front of Val’s family manor. Rich and fancy didn’t do it justice. Perfect did. The place went beyond amazing. Built with eight stories, actual turrets, and a thick estate wall a Panzer tank couldn’t crush, he must’ve grabbed it from England. The Royal Family should holiday here. The gardens were immaculate. There was even a maze. The house itself was a mishmash of Gothic architecture and Edwardian style, but it didn’t look mismatched. It was pure undiluted privilege. For a girl living in a partially condemned apartment, it was heaven.

    Wait. It’d be heaven if I could trust my boss. It represented hell instead. Make the wrong move, accidentally knock into the wrong vase, and Val would sign my life away to his buddy Lucifer in a blink.

    “You’re ranting to yourself in your head, aren’t you?” TK suddenly interrupted me. “I can tell because you start squeezing your forehead like you’re about to do a crap.”

    “Stunning image. Thanks. It’s exactly the kind of distraction I need when I should be focusing. This is our first time inside Val’s ancestral house. I should be concentrating and trying to figure out if I can detect any devouring energy. The murderer disappeared here.”

    
      “Thank you so much for repeating the known facts of the case. It’s very gratifying. I’ve forgotten them all because… oh wait, I was about to pretend I’m stupid. But I’m the furthest thing from it. Now pay attention and listen to me. Every move you make from now on will be watched. You will be intelligent, Charlie, or you will be dead.”
    

    I ignored my queasy stomach, tried not to roll my eyes, hooked my bag over my shoulder, and walked up the front steps. By steps you probably thought I meant a stoop. It was more like ascending those famous steps in Italy. By the time I finally reached the front door, I was out of breath. Fortunately I didn’t need to knock. The door swung open. I faced the butler. The guy wore a little tweed jacket, tailored pants, and an expression that said he’d gladly serve aristocrats for the rest of his life no matter what they threw at him.

    I thought he’d glance down at my terrible outfit and note my slightly holey runners, stained jean bottoms, and rumpled white blouse. He didn’t. He pivoted hard on his camel-colored loafers and gestured into the echoing atrium. “The Lord is waiting for you to sign your contract. Please hurry. He’s eager to have you on the team.”

    The butler led me forward before he saw me mouthing team ironically.

    Maybe that was what goaded me so much about this. Here Val was, pretending he gave a crap about the city, even putting together a team to fight the devourers. In my heart of hearts, I knew he was responsible for the whole mess. But that didn’t hurt as much as the fact he was pretending to do something about it. At least the Lower Squad cared—

    “You’re ranting in your head again, aren’t you?” TK interrupted my internal monologue. “Rant to me instead. I’ll be your agony aunt.”

    I spluttered, turned it into a cough, and waved the butler off when he turned, a worried expression rumpling his brow. I thought back, whiplash quick, “I would never confide in you. You would list every single one of my faults then pull them out at the worst possible moment.”

    
      “I’ve already listed every one of your faults. You’ll find I’m terribly efficient. I have a 250-page document about all the things wrong with you, Charlie. It starts with your utterly repressed sexuality.”
    

    
      “God, can we not go into this again?”
    

    
      “You haven’t had a relationship in all the time I’ve known you. When a guy even so much as looks at you, you blush and scurry in the opposite direction. I think now is the perfect time to talk about this. You’re about to walk into a hottie vampire’s room. What are you going to do if he sees your ass?”
    

    I sucked my bottom lip in, knowing the pain that was about to come.

    “Oh wait. He’s already seen it. You flashed him. You do remember that, don’t you?” she queried with glee.

    
      “Yeah. I haven’t forgotten. How about we, I don’t know, focus?”
    

    I thought we’d have time. This mansion was gargantuan. The atrium was big enough to host a grand ball.

    The ceiling was a good 30 meters above, and three massive carved crystal chandeliers hung down. Magical lights flickered in them rather than electric globes or candles. They cast a warm, inviting red-white glow over the walls. They were wood paneled and covered with expensive art. Large gilded framed pictures revealed Val’s forbearers. Every one looked just as grim as him, though not as handsome.

    “Just this way.” The butler gestured to a small door ensconced under the sweeping staircase. I assumed it’d lead to the ballroom. That’s usually how these fancy places work, right? OK… this sounds stupid, but once I’d watched a cartoon with a ballroom directly under the stairs. That was the sum of my experience with privilege.

    I was about to get a crash course in rich.

    The door opened, and the butler led me into the largest office I’d ever seen. You could fit an entire 200-person team in here. The room stretched out in every direction with a massive, antique desk right in the middle. I wasn’t a history buff, but I could easily imagine someone signing the most important historical document right there on that expensive carved mahogany.

    Bookcases covered the walls, and display cases were dotted between them, filled with all sorts of ancient objects. Statues lined the corners of the room, tapestries hanging between them.

    As I strode in, gobsmacked, I turned over my shoulder to see stairs leading to a mezzanine level above me. I didn’t understand how it worked. There shouldn’t be any room for it, but I guess this was a magical place.

    I expected Val to stand behind his massive antique desk, framed by the floor-to-ceiling iron-barred windows. Instead I heard him rummaging on the mezzanine level. Frowning and straining my neck, I glimpsed his trouser leg as he walked out of view.

    “Just this way,” the butler gestured up the mezzanine stairs.

    I strode up to find Val working at a roughly hewn table covered in parchment paper. It was a mess. Maybe there was a system. Maybe there’d been a hurricane.

    I expected Val to ignore me. That’s what rich, pompous bosses did, right? Instead, he swept several of the papers to the side, pulled a gold fountain pen out of his pocket, and grabbed a contract from in front of him. He turned and handed it to me.

    “Not gonna beat about the bush, is he?” TK commented. “Certainly not yours—”

    
      “So not helpful right now. In fact I’m going to make a very strong request that you don’t make any more inappropriate comments until the end of time, got it? Or at least the end of this mission.”
    

    
      “If I say I’ve got it, does it mean I agree to your stupid demand? My comments are the only thing keeping you sane, Charlie.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry… sane? You try to derail me at the most embarrassing moment possible.”
    

    
      “I keep you focused and on point. And without me, you would drift so far into your boring monologues, you’d stare at a wall and get nothing done.”
    

    I pushed her mutinous commentary far from my mind, swallowed a gulp, reached out, and grabbed the contract. I went to sign it.

    
      “Are you even going to read it? What if you’re signing away your body and your mind? Oh, wait. He sure doesn’t want that ass of yours.”
    

    I clenched my teeth and ignored her.

    “The contract is standard,” Val said, misreading my pause as concern. “The only clause relevant to you is that you cannot knowingly work for anyone else while you’re contracted to me.”

    … Knowingly?

    Okay. I was definitely knowingly working for Winifred. I glanced at the contract, turning it around, but it didn’t tell me what’d happen if he found out I was working for someone else.

    “Shake it off, Charlie,” TK snapped. “You’re here to find out his crimes, bring them to light, and tear down his empire. Stop worrying about a little legal jargon. Do you really think it’ll be the worst of your concerns? I swear to God, by the end of the day, you’re going to be hip deep in this man’s troubles. Or at least hip deep in his—”

    I signed the contract just to shut her up. The pen scratched across the parchment, the sound filling the air.

    As soon as I lifted the pen from the paper, a queasy tingle raced through my gut. I ignored it, handed the pen and parchment back like a kid who’d just completed late homework, and immediately regretted everything.

    Val didn’t even smile. He grabbed the contract, slid it into his pocket, then abandoned the pen to the messy table. “You can begin training immediately.”

    My brow crumpled. “Training…? I thought I’d just go on missions. I can already do that—”

    “You’re part of a team now.”

    He’d apparently read my employment history. He should know the Lower Squad was a team. Was it a good idea to argue with my boss two seconds after signing my contract with him?

    Was I the kind of idiot to care?

    “I know how to work with others,” I huffed.

    “But not on my team. You’ll need to learn how to look after the people around you and get the job done, but under no circumstances,” his gaze hardened, “put yourself in danger.”

    The last statement threw me. This was a dangerous game. If he wanted me chasing after devourers, the point was to put myself in danger. But he looked strangely genuine.

    He opened his mouth, but his phone rang. Plunging a hand into a pocket, he pulled it out and answered. I expected that he’d employ a cone of silence spell to block the conversation from me, but he didn’t bother. His cheeks twitched then relaxed. “Miranda, you’re already awake.”

    He could know two Mirandas, but I doubted it. I rocked forward on my feet, interested, but no matter how close I got, I wouldn’t pick up her side of the conversation. The butler wouldn’t let me. He placed a hand carefully on my arm. “This way. Barney is already waiting. I suppose I should give you an impromptu tour, too, considering you’ll be living here.”

    “I… sorry, what? I thought I’d just be staying here for a little bit.”

    “Val likes to keep his staff members on site where he can keep an eye on them.”

    “… Look, I don’t want to be any trouble. I have an apartment. It’s not that far away.”

    “It’s a packaged deal,” the butler commented as he led me from the office.

    I could only just hear Val’s tone. His compassion sounded genuine enough. Which threw me more than him being a jerk. It just made me question more when all that filled my head were freaking questions. Could questions kill you?

    In this city, the answer was a definite yes.

    The butler gave me the impromptu tour whirlwind-fast as we headed for the training room. You wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the mansion was insanely big. According to him, there were over 200 rooms. When I questioned why he didn’t know the exact number, he pointed to the floor and said it wasn’t that reliable. Old magical mansions, especially those belonging to privileged vampires, often had changeable blueprints. They could move around as they saw fit. It was for security purposes and general amusement. I very much hoped it wouldn’t happen to my room while I slept. The last thing I wanted was to wake up in the pool. Or you know, the dungeon.

    The butler left that particular room out of his breakneck tour. I saw the pool, the private gym, the enormous industrial-sized kitchen that could cook for an entire town, the ballroom, and some of the drawing rooms. Then finally we reached the training room. I expected something small, maybe a little like the gym. What I got was a room big enough to host a sports carnival. He opened the massive double doors, and I strode in to see Barney standing on crash mats. He wore martial arts gear, and he grabbed his black belt, tying it harder around his massive middle. Then he nodded and bowed. He smiled like we were long term friends. I resisted the urge to comment about not having an invitation.

    The butler soon left.

    “Nice to see you on the team,” Barney said smoothly.

    Really?

    When I didn’t reply and just arched an eyebrow, at least the gargoyle proved he had a personality and an ounce of common sense. “Is this the bit where you smoothly point out I’m a jerk for dragging you from that function?”

    “Do I need to be smooth about it? I was hoping to be rough and humorous.”

    “I like rough and humorous. Go ahead, make your joke.” He gestured at me but also bowed in usual martial arts style.

    I thought of telling him he was a jerk, but his friendly smile threw me. I settled for staring down at my feet instead. “You know this whole thing is ridiculous, right?”

    “No, crash mats really aren’t. Falling on them after you’re thrown by a full gargoyle is a lot nicer than falling on a hard stone floor.”

    “What’s up with this training, anyway? And you know what I mean by this whole thing. I now work for a freaking vampire. I can’t believe—”

    His friendly smile faltered. He lifted a beefy hand. “I’m just gonna stop you there if you’re about to insult him. Don’t. I don’t know what you’ve heard from the media. But I can tell you this. It’s all a bald-faced lie. Nobody – and I mean nobody – in this city does as much for it as Val. If it weren’t for him, the devourers would have taken this place over already.”

    I couldn’t get a read on this guy, but I could promise you he believed every nonsense word he just spouted.

    I frowned at him, but I was smart enough to stow my next statement. He gestured close. “I appreciate you’re already trained, and you clearly know how to fight. You also know how to use anchor-point magic.” His tone changed measurably. His gaze sharpened with interest. He looked me up and down, then added, “But I’m gonna need to check that you know how to look after yourself. This is an inherently dangerous job. You will run into devourers. They will try to kill you.”

    “To be fair,” I commented aloud, “that demon didn’t actually try to kill me.” I don’t even know why I said it. I’d thought it but hadn’t vocalized it yet. It was a stupid time and place to think of that demon, though. With just a single excuse, my bored brain took me right back to that moment. I could practically see the demon on the other side of my anchor-point shield, taunting me with his handsome smile.

    Barney’s lips hardened into a frown. “I heard all about your ordeal, ma’am. And that’s why we’re training. You need to know exactly what to do if you enter a situation like that again. Though thankfully encountering full demons is rare.”

    “Just who exactly will I be encountering?” I asked like A) I cared, and B), I was now taking this seriously.

    “The ones who’ve gone too far,” he practically whispered.

    With that big barrel-chested voice of his, he could make anything he said terrifying. So tell me why was it worse when he took the volume out and let those words drip from his lips?

    My back lengthened, a shot of hard nerves plunging into my stomach.

    “But don’t worry, ma’am. We won’t be sending you against any of those alone. For now until you’re fully trained, you’ll be accompanying me.”

    “So what exactly is this training session for?”

    “To see what you can do.” He gestured at me.

    He was 7’5 tall. I was an ant at his feet. I still dumped my bag, shot onto the mat, and tried to elbow him. He was ready for it. Pivoting hard, he swept to the side, yanked his knee up, and got me in the stomach. He used a fraction of his mighty force. It still knocked the breath from my lungs.

    I swiped at him anyway, coming from the left. He blocked me with a direct blow.

    I jerked back, grinning at him as I flicked the sweat off my brow. I’d missed sparring with the squad. I wasn’t the greatest hand-to-hand fighter. That wasn’t my strength. It was still nice to pit my skills against someone else’s. But nice wouldn’t last, would it? I’d signed a freaking deal with one of the devil’s henchmen. It was for a good cause. I was more determined than ever to find out who killed Winifred’s son.

    But this creeping sense climbing up my back promised determination would only get me so far. If I wanted to punch my fist through this mystery, I’d have to do what my heart recoiled at – get closer to Val. And that, my friends, would come at the greatest cost of all. I could claim it was my sanity. It would be worse. My heart.

  
    Chapter 5

    I trained for hours. By the end, I started stupidly liking Barney. I already knew about his family, his husband back home, his kids, hell, even his aunt. Barney was someone who downloaded his family history in a continuous stream of anecdotes, memories, and pithy stories.

    I swear he knew nothing about me… other than the dirt he’d dug up for Val.

    It was morning, I’d slept stupidly well in my king-sized bed, and I now stood by the limo, hands in my pockets as the last tendrils of icy mist retreated from the manicured lawns.

    Barney grunted as he strode up behind me. “It’s your first real mission.”

    “It’s only my second day. Sure you wanna risk me on the public yet?” I grinned at him.

    “From what I saw yesterday, it’s not that much of a risk.”

    I tipped my head back and laughed. “You haven’t seen me when I screw up.” My smile froze.

    Before memories could intrude, I turned, expecting Val to walk down the steps, a crumpled half smile squeezing his lips. I saw Bethany instead. It was cold. I wore a thick jacket, the faux fur yanked up past my ears. Yet she wore a svelte two-piece pants suit made from thin shimmering gray silk.

    Her tousled blond hair was pulled up behind her neck in an elegant bun more suited for a bride. She’d matched her outfit with massive tapering topaz earrings and a chandelier necklace.

    It suited her ice-cold gaze.

    She strode to the car’s passenger side then stopped dead, a robot with no orders. I blinked, confused.

    Barney scooted past me and opened the door for her. Wordlessly, she sat. She pulled her large phone from her pocket and started texting as she crossed her legs.

    I rolled my eyes. “Does she know how to say thank you?” I mouthed. I wanted to swear. I doubted Barney was ready. He seemed smart on the outside. But he voluntarily worked for these pricks.

    He didn’t acknowledge my mouthed comment as he turned. That’s when I realized Val stood behind me. I spun. Fortunately this time I couldn’t catch my clothes in a cupboard and flash my undies.

    “This is your first day out. It’s not a real mission. Don’t worry.”

    I blinked, eyes narrowing. I understood his words, just didn’t comprehend why he cared about my safety. He’d employed me because he wanted my anchor-point force. But he needed to use it specifically to make himself safer while he pretended to hunt devourers for the city. Nothing about this made sense. But as my gaze darted across his, he didn’t look like he was lying.

    He walked around to the car’s other side and proved he had opposable thumbs by opening his own door. He sat and nodded at Barney.

    I sat up front, Barney driving. I longed to crack up a conversation with him. It’d make it less awkward. And it’d be a hell of a lot less vile than anything TK spat at me. But Barney was in driving mode. He started the limousine, and we quickly drove down the driveway.

    “You really controlled yourself back there,” TK commented.

    
      “What do you mean? I’m not going to flash my boss again, do you understand me? Enough about it already. It was a freaking accident. He didn’t care—”
    

    
      “I assure you, he’s seen finer asses on his dinner plate. The boy would eat rump steak every day, and it would be far mightier than the scrawny little thing you keep in your jeans.”
    

    I rolled my eyes, but Barney didn’t notice. Here we go. This was my first mission. I should pay attention, really focus, you know? But TK would spend the entire time nattering crap into my head and making me feel like scum.

    
      “You know, TK, you could just take a holiday today. You could switch off, maybe have a snooze, perhaps do something or anything that would be more useful than trying to drag me down every second?”
    

    
      “How about relaying the conversation Bethany is currently having with Val in the back seat? There is a silence spell in place to ensure ordinary magical folk can’t over here. But what about me is ordinary?”
    

    I clutched my seat belt and sat a little straighter. I surreptitiously slid my gaze to the side, glancing in the wing mirror. The limousine was tinted, and I couldn’t see into the back seat. But that didn’t matter when my trusty fairy tick could overhear every word.

    “I will relay every word as I faithfully hear them,” TK said. Her tone changed. She was an exceptional mimic. She could copy a voice even if the tone was 1000 times different from her own.

    “All I need to know from you is that you have not forgotten the deal,” Bethany said.

    There was a pause as Val clearly thought about his answer. “How could I forget the deal?”

    TK relayed the emotion in their voices, too. Beth’s words were harsh and snapped, Val’s cold and empty. I didn’t need any more evidence to conclude these two weren’t in a functioning relationship. They might wear wedding rings. They were separated by a void of ice.

    “Good, dear,” Bethany added as an afterthought. “I expect a little more public affection from you at this function. And a little less staring at my sister. You do know the rules. You will follow them.”

    Silence spread between them, a chasm you could bury an entire city in. “Now when would I ever forget that?”

    “It’s your own karma, dear. It’s your own family rule. I came along, and I offered you a solution.”

    “What the hell are they talking about?” I thought at TK.

    
      “I can’t converse with you and relay their conversation at the same time. And the answer is I have no freaking clue. But from the frost growing between them, I can tell you it’s important. I can’t see them, but the vibe I get from the back seat is of two people who would rather the other was dead and buried.”
    

    I frowned. That wasn’t the vibe I got off Bethany whenever I saw them together. I remembered distinctly how she’d clutched Val’s arm, the predatory look in her eyes, the protectiveness of her white-knuckled grip. That was someone who’d gotten a prize they didn’t wanna let go of.

    “I have not forgotten my family rules, and I never will,” Val said, voice hard and cold.

    The two of them descended into silence. I ran my bottom lip through my teeth, turned my nails on my seat belt, and clutched it harder. “Is that it?”

    “Apparently. Don’t be so eager to find out their secrets. You’re now in the perfect position to spy on them. Don’t screw it up,” TK slowed down her warning until it drilled into my head.

    Unfortunately I’d have plenty of opportunities to screw it up. We soon arrived at our destination. We pulled into a car space alongside the most luxurious vehicles I’d ever seen. One looked like it was fresh out of a James Bond movie. As the guy opened the door and it swung up like it belonged to a DeLorean, I glimpsed the dash. It glowed with more than technology. Charges of magic sank into the wheel, suggesting it’d auto driven him.

    The man looked pompous, but so did everybody else pulling themselves out of the car park and heading toward the fancy double-story brick townhouse.

    I imagined they all wouldn’t fit in there, but as soon as we walked in ourselves, I realized it, just like the mansion, employed an expanded blueprint. I did not walk in first. Val and Bethany did. I scooted in behind the massive Barney, happy for a social shield. Then I grunted as I drew close, “Do you really think there’ll be any devourers here?”

    “Keep your voice down.” He muscled closer to me, pushing me a little against the wall as two superior looking vamps strode past.

    I didn’t even know what this gig was. Presumably another fake charity function. For the vamps of the town to feel like they were worthwhile, they had to at least pretend they were into social good.

    I got hot under the collar just thinking about it.

    “Try not to glower at the guests,” Barney whispered. “I’ve got the function inside, anyway. Walk the perimeter.”

    My gaze darted up. “Don’t like the idea of me stepping on any toes, do you?”

    “I’m starting to appreciate you might have a problem with institutionalized wealth.”

    My left eyebrow arched slightly. “Fancy term for somebody who seems to be pretty happy to serve it.”

    Barney got that look. I might have only known him for a day, but he’d flashed me that glare a few times while training. It promised me I had no idea what was really happening.

    “Just stow it for now. Do your job. It doesn’t matter what you think about these people. I know from your personal history you care a lot about stopping devourers. Walk the perimeter. If you find anything suspicious, come and get me or call.” He slapped his phone in his hip pocket.

    I snapped a salute, a force of habit, then plunged my hands into my jacket, walked past several vamps, avoiding them like the plague, then jumped onto the stoop and out onto the street. Wind charged down the road, whistling past the fancy cars, grasping the heads of the blooming roses in the small courtyard garden, and making my fringe flutter over my face.

    
      “You got kicked out of your first gig. Congratulations, Charlie. I expected nothing less from you. I’m sure right now he’s off talking to Val and questioning your employment. You can at least pretend to be sycophantic when you need to be. I know this from experience. The first day I was given to you, you practically slobbered in front of me.”
    

    I rolled my eyes. “You have a selective memory, TK.”

    
      “Incorrect. I have a perfect memory. That’s why you ought to hook a left, not a right.”
    

    I frowned, foot ready to pivot to the right. “What do you mean?”

    
      “I thought I glimpsed something on the way here. You should check it out.”
    

    I might question – and fight – TK 99% of the time. When it came to missions, I followed her every word. I smoothly turned, made a face like I was an idiot, then walked left.

    Not all the vamps had arrived. I jumped down into the gutter to avoid several. I thought I heard one of them mutter, “Won’t be long now.” The guy could be talking about anything. But his tone gripped me, a hook around my stomach.

    I glanced over my shoulder at him. I didn’t recognize him.

    “Pay attention,” TK snapped. “I sense… nothing at all.”

    
      “Right. Not exactly that suspicious.”
    

    
      “It’s like I sense a void.”
    

    I blinked quickly, getting her gist. When you devoured enough souls, you could engage in some pretty complex magic. Though magic itself usually left evidence in its environment, with enough force you could wipe that away. But you’d leave the contrary – no evidence at all – and in a magic-drenched city like this, that could be more suspicious.

    “Keep your head on your shoulders,” she grunted. “And follow that vaunted intuition of yours.”

    
      “Did you just actually say that? You’re the one always snapping at me that my intuition will get me into trouble.”
    

    
      “There’s no will. It does and has on many occasions. But it’s also helped you when you need it most. You only found that demon the other day because you followed it. Now calm your mind and concentrate.”
    

    I clenched my teeth, half closed my eyes, and forced a hard breath through my lips.

    I felt nothing. At all. Until I stopped randomly in the middle of the pavement, stared dead ahead, and slowly pivoted to the left. I faced the same fancy two-story brick townhouse Val was currently partying in.

    It was just a wall. I saw iron-barred windows further up, but no devourers hanging on repelling hooks, messing with their victims from on high.

    My queasy gut took that moment to kick like a bull separated from its favorite cows.

    “Are you onto something?” TK snapped.

    I didn’t answer.

    I slid closer to the building, reached a hand out, pushed over the iron fence, and touched the wall. The faintest tingle of magic escaped under my fingers. “I’ve got something,” I whispered in a quick breath.

    Then I lurched back.

    No handy holes or stairs led underneath the building. But I knew I had to go down.

    I blew a blast of air against my fringe. “Now what?”

    
      “There’s a manhole across the street. You wait for a break in traffic. You use that pathetic magic of yours, you open it, and you descend.”
    

    
      “I distinctly remember Barney telling me to go and get him if I saw anything suspicious.”
    

    
      “You’ve seen nothing. You’ve just felt it. You will follow your orders to the T.”
    

    
      “You know, this is close to what you told me the day I got kicked out of the squad for failing that mission.”
    

    
      “Don’t blame your ineptitude on me.”
    

    
      “I was trying to blame it on us. Maybe we’re not the best team.”
    

    
      “You’ll find, Charlie, we’re better than any other group in all of the city. Because when we work well together, we save lives.”
    

    Her chest-thumping statement actually bolstered me. I ignored my better reason. I ran across the street. I did what she suggested, waited for a break in traffic, then used magic to haul the manhole cover off.

    Denian City had a magical sewer system. It had a real sewage system, too, but you couldn’t enter it from manholes on the street. That was a newer well-maintained system of pipes that was underneath the magical sewer system. Why did the city need both? Because it produced enough magical waste that if it wasn’t taken away, it would back up and cause mayhem.

    The magical waste system looked a lot like an old sewer system from about 100 years ago.

    I climbed down the manhole ladder and jumped onto old carved stone. A few runes were painted on it. They used a mystical, ancient ink that could never wear off. They were wards that ensured the system was protected from any interference.

    For a while, this area was a hotbed for crime. Though the magical waste system couldn’t be used to cast spells, it was the perfect place to hide them. The interference made it hard for people to figure out what you were doing.

    Now there were a lot of defenses in place. I’d used my minimal magic to make it this far, but if I started to cast spells or do anything nefarious, the strong security system would kick into gear.

    “I don’t sense that we can get back to the building from here,” I said aloud.

    “Well, this is where you stop thinking and start following.” TK rose from my chest, an unusual move for her. Mostly, she remained in tick form. She was useful but vulnerable. Other larger fairies could use defensive spells. TK could do little. She was entirely dependent on my magic. But apparently she was motivated to get this mission done. She ignored her personal safety, flew close to my face, hooked an abrupt right turn, then fluttered off down the tunnel.

    We reached three different intersections.

    I usually had a good sense of direction, but I had no clue where we were or where we were going.

    “I should get back to the function. I don’t even have any reception down here. Barney’s gonna get suspicious.”

    “How about you head back to the function with a devourer in hand?”

    “You can’t be serious—”

    I felt something. Let’s call it a fluctuation, like someone throwing a stone in a pond. The ripple spread out around me like ice-cold breath sliding over my skin. I don’t know why that image made me think of that demon from Val’s tower, but a crystal-clear picture of him rose in my mind, a specter I’d never escape. I took another step, and TK snapped back to me, almost ricocheting like a rubber band. “I can definitely feel devouring power. It’s this way.”

    We shot off down the tunnel. We reached a new section of it. She stopped in front of a wall. “Through here.”

    “It’s a solid stone wall in the freaking magically protected sewers. What exactly do you want me to do?”

    She made meaningful eye contact, and I swallowed as I realized what she wanted.

    There was nothing like a strong anchor-point witch. Their magic was completely different from ordinary folks. When you were at the top of your game, you were almost undefeatable. Because strong anchor-point practitioners could create gates. Think of it like transporting in a sci-fi. They could open doorways into essentially anything, whether it be one of the other realms or just down the freaking street. If they were well fed and truly strong, they could keep opening gates. You could try to attack them. But by the time you even unleashed a single hit, they could open a gate and escape across the country in a blink.

    I’d opened a gate once. And I mean only once. It almost killed me. The memory of it made me wanna choke. It had been the same damn day the squad kicked me out. It was hardly a pleasant memory. Now TK didn’t just want me to wallow in it. She wanted me to repeat it.

    I lifted my hands and waved them in front of my face. “No freaking way. I can’t open a gate. Are you serious? I don’t have that kind of strength. Even if I did, I can’t use it a single day after almost running myself dry fighting a demon.”

    “You can, and you will. I’ve been watching you, Charlie. There’s nothing else for me to do. You’re getting stronger. Yesterday, you showed real power.”

    “Yeah, well, that was yesterday. Today’s today. You can’t win every day.”

    “Yes, you can. If you try hard.”

    “Are you some kind of motivational poster now? I need more than effort. I need an influx of freaking power. I’m not like Bethany—”

    “A cold vampire with a secret she’s dangling over her apparent husband. No, you’re not. But you burn to find out what’s happening there. Just as you’re burning to find out what’s happening with the devourers. I already complimented you once today. Don’t make me do it twice. There is no one as determined as you in this whole city to stop the devourers, Charlie. You know that. I know that. Now show them that.” She spat that in my face like an insistent coach. Then she abruptly jerked to the side. She revealed the wall. It narrowed my focus on it until my breath became sharp, hard, and ready.

    I shook my head. “I can’t—” I stopped before TK could slap me.

    “You can.”

    “This is gonna kill me,” I hissed. I spread both hands. Then dramatically, I locked my palms together, twisted them, and pointed two sets of fingers up and two sets down. I drove a breath deep into my belly, expanded the base of my lungs, and let my force rise. It flickered over my fingers in a dance and sank down into the floor. A magical circle spread, sparking brighter than a fire in a tire factory.

    I grabbed hold of my breath, using it like a ram, pushing it down into my stomach and creating an even wider channel for my force. It soon rushed into my feet until my magical circle glowed twice as bright. With a roar, I thrust both hands forward, concentrating my anchor-point right in the middle of the wall where I felt the faintest glimmer of a weakness.

    Using my power like this was like trying to fit a fist into a pinhole-sized gap. You needed the full force of your punch, but you couldn’t squeeze it inside. So you had to mold and morph it, contracting it down until it barely existed. But you couldn’t lose a gram of strength.

    I concentrated hard enough, my brow didn’t just corrugate – sweat drenched it in a downpour of tension.

    Just when I thought I couldn’t do it, and my fatigued body rocked forward, I remembered the fight from yesterday. That moment when I gave up, when I realized I couldn’t do a thing – only to find a second later I still had power. It was like stumbling down and thinking you were dead only to learn you were more alive than ever. With a rush, force exploded through me from somewhere, sailed into my fingers, and spread through the wall. It found that little gap and pushed.

    In the most gobsmacking moment of my life, I created a gate. This wasn’t like a gate across the country. It sure as hell wasn’t like a gate to hell or one of the other dimensions. It was a gate through a solid wall. In the grand scheme of things, it was the tiniest baby step toward real power. But as I watched the portal shimmer and expand wide enough to walk through, I lost my breath, practically lost my mind. I stared in open-mouthed wonder at what I’d achieved.

    “You actually did it.” TK’s tone shot up like a rocket into outer space.

    I found my breath after panting three times, reluctantly pulled a hand from the wall, and wiped the sweat from my top lip. “You’re saying that like you thought I had no chance.”

    “Because I actually thought you had no chance. I pushed you anyway, because Charlie, sometimes you can do remarkable things.”

    She flew close to me, alighted on my shoulder, and stared up at me, then immediately returned to her tick form.

    She switched to mental communication. “Don’t just stand there. Walk through. But I warn you, there is a devourer on the other side.”

    I didn’t need to be warned. I felt it. A memorable sensation rose in my stomach, a plume of fire, a stab of lightning. As it spread through my body, charging through my heart, it activated the same sense that had built in me since the party yesterday. Stomach-goading, back-prickling, heart-pounding. This was the feeling of destiny catching up to a girl. The sharp, violent kind.

    This was the feeling that even if I wanted to run, it was far too late. For the fight was here.

  
    Chapter 6

    I walked through the gate, skin prickling as excess magic charged along my arms and sank into my clenched jaw. I ignored the tension racking my body. It made me teeter forward on my feet.

    TK, who was usually as loud as a foghorn in my mind, dropped to a quiet whisper. “Get a hustle on. Barney’s already going to be suspicious about where you’ve gotten to.”

    
      “You were telling me I had all the time in the world.”
    

    
      “Then you walked through a freaking gate into what feels like hell.”
    

    “This isn’t hell.” I cast my gaze around a darkened room, using the excess magic of my anchor-points spelled to light my way. As the illumination played over the stone walls, I frowned. “Looks like a storage room of some kind. Where is it?”

    
      “The same building Val is currently partying in. If you can call it that. I swear the boy never smiles. Wait. He does. At you. When he’s getting you to sign your life away and when he’s staring at your ass.”
    

    
      “Don’t even try.”
    

    
      “What? Did I fail to mention that he smiled at your butt when you flashed it at him? Would you like me to tell you the exact quality of the monkey-faced grimace he made? He looked like a baboon facing some sudden threat—”
    

    
      “Don’t even start. Now help me pay attention. There’s got to be something close by.”
    

    The only way TK could help me pay attention was by tuning her out. I focused. Which I was good at. There weren’t too many things in this world I excelled at, but when I was on a mission, I was renowned for being able to cut away every distraction until it was just me and the thing I wanted.

    I filled my thoughts with what devouring felt like. It had never happened to me, and by God, I hoped it never did. But when someone was devoured close by, it was like space contracted. You’d feel it pulling in as if some god grabbed the strands of time and yanked them around you, a thick noose they’d strangle you with.

    I reached a doorway, found a dark corridor, walked into it, and froze. I suddenly spun, facing a closed door to my left. I flung myself at it, heart a tremulous beat in my throat.

    My fingers slid over a cold handle, the hinges creaked, and I shouldered my way into a dark room lit by a throbbing, dim red light.

    A figure lay on their side in the middle of the room. Male or female, I couldn’t tell. Some kind of light net spell covered them. It looked like a web, dense, sticky, thick. It was so interconnected, I barely saw the person’s shoulder and the side of their face as I neared. I glimpsed a wizened old beard and glasses.

    The old guy didn’t breathe. He didn’t move a single centimeter as I plunged down to a knee. I’d never seen this spell before, but I stupidly reached out to it—

    “Don’t,” TK snapped. “It’s some kind of booby trap.”

    Too late. I touched the spell. The strands of the web shivered. Then they lurched up, standing to attention like starving leeches. It took no time for them to lock onto me. I gasped and jerked back, but it was too late. They wrapped around my wrist, as tight as a dock rope.

    I tried to get away, but they yanked me toward them, reeling me in.

    “TK,” I screamed out loud, “what kind of magic is this?”

    “I’ve never encountered it before. I can’t tell you what that web is made from. Just throw everything you’ve got at it.”

    I did as I was told. I generated anchor-point force deep inside me, letting it rise in a punch. It reached my fingers. The spell only had my left wrist. With my right hand free, I created a tiny anchor-point.

    You could use anchor-points for a lot of things. It was a truly versatile magic. But if you fired a single anchor-point as fast as you could, it was essentially like a bullet.

    I gave this attack everything. Unfortunately that wasn’t much. I’d just squeezed myself dry to create that gate. Which was a distant memory, by the way. Even if I wanted to, I didn’t have the juice to create another gate. I think this spell would accompany me, anyway. The only way to get through it was to break it.

    Remarkably, my anchor-point bullet ripped the strands apart. But one remained. A single tiny filamentous string like an old strand of hair. In a single second, it grew, expanding until it created the same web. It wrapped around my wrist harder than before. I didn’t even have time to appreciate I’d fired a real anchor-point bullet.

    The web started to pick up off the old man’s body. It finally revealed his shoulder. It rose and fell rhythmically, albeit with shallow breaths. It confirmed the guy was alive for now. One glimpse at him, and I could tell he’d lost most of his soul. Something must’ve interrupted the process, and the devourer would have laid this web trap to ensure his victim couldn’t escape.

    “Do something,” TK roared at me. “Or that web is going to lock you to the floor. And girl, there’s nothing I can do to help you.”

    I didn’t have the breath to scream at her. The web climbed my arm as fast as a spider up a melting wall. It lifted up off my shoulder and paused in front of my face. Maybe it was intelligent. Perhaps it was programmed to go through the creepiest movements to ensure its prey was terrified. It waited a full five seconds before it rushed at my throat.

    I jerked back, fear flaring within me, a volcanic rush of despair. As adrenaline thundered through my bloodstream, I called on anchor-point force. No, it was messier than that. When you call, you expect a distinct answer. I screamed, trying to drag my power out of me in a fit of fear.

    I was like a soldier facing his dead platoon and an oncoming army, scrabbling over his gun, pointing it in every direction, and firing down to his last freaking bullet.

    My power rose.

    So did the web. It reached my throat. A few strands scraped across the front of my neck, gouging a hole in my freaking skin. But before the deadly grip could wind around my windpipe and strangle me, my anchor-point force rose. In a tidal wave. And the good thing about tidal waves is you don’t really have to pick a direction or a target. Just let them rip.

    It crashed into the whip front-on. It blasted through the strands. It acted like an anchor-point bullet, but a big one. It followed the strands down to the man. I couldn’t kill him, I realized in a confused moment of terror. But before the anchor-point bullet tore through his body, I concentrated on the spell, tearing it off his form.

    The web didn’t stand a chance. It was obliterated.

    I gasped and rocked forward, dragging my shaking hands over my bleeding throat. The web had just faintly touched it, but I looked like I’d fought a rabid vampire.

    “My God,” TK whispered. I waited for her to roar at me to do something, to save the guy. She couldn’t. Somehow my power had done the impossible and silenced the fairy tick.

    Though I shook, I didn’t have time to appreciate what I’d done. I scooted over on my knees and grabbed the guy’s shoulder just in time to see him rouse. One weak eye opened. His wizened lips drooped. I saw a flash of his tongue as he tried to swallow and speak. He couldn’t.

    “I’m going to get you out of here. It’s OK,” I lied. My body shook. I might’ve glossed over the fact I just produced an impossibly strong spell. My body knew the score, however. I tried to hook an arm under the guy’s arm and pull him up. I flopped down onto a knee. Damn it—

    “You have to get him out of here. Whoever devoured him will come back.”

    “I can’t move,” I whispered.

    “Then call for help.”

    I blinked. “You can’t be serious—”

    “Help,” TK screamed. She knew the rules. She was to remain silent and keep herself hidden. The squad had remarkably let me leave with her – probably because they couldn’t remove her from me. The bounty hunting firm I worked for had no clue about her. And that certainly wasn’t to mention Val. She still screamed in her most desperate voice. The shrill shriek made my spine prickle, the skin as cold and clammy as half-melted snow.

    Once she did it, she broke the flood banks. I kept my arm under the guy’s shoulder. He looked at me, desperation in his eyes, but then he promptly fainted. As I felt the full weight of his form – and the responsibility of his life – I squeezed my eyes closed. “Help,” I roared. I had barely any power left, but I used what I could to magnify my voice. “Barney. Barney,” I screamed. When that didn’t work, my heart skipped a beat, and I hollered, “Val.” I was so damn aware of my lips when I called his name, my heart too. I’d said it skipped a beat – that was anatomically incorrect. It had paused like someone reaching out to a figure in the dark, waiting, then finally grabbing their hand.

    Once more I tried to lift the guy up. I couldn’t.

    I finally heard footsteps. Did they rush toward me like the cavalry? Oh, no. They paused when they heard my voice then slowly inched closer.

    God. It was the devourer.

    I couldn’t—

    Before I told myself I couldn’t fight, I turned, forced myself onto one knee, let my sweaty hair fan in front of my face, and clenched my teeth.

    “If you think I’m out of power, you’re dead wrong,” I said, voice shaking.

    “You’ll be dead something,” someone said. They spoke so quietly, I couldn’t detect if they were female or male. Hell, I didn’t even know if they were a demon or not.

    As a brand new rush of terror sailed through me, I forced myself to my feet. I almost staggered and fell, but I pushed onto my toes and lifted my hands.

    I created a single anchor-point between my shaking fingers, moved my hands out wider, and begged for the force to grow. But it didn’t.

    Something reached the door.

    
      Screw it all to hell.
    

    The door opened. Hinges creaked worse than before. Sweat rained off my brow. I waited for the freaking end—

    But at that exact moment something crashed through the wall beside me. It came from further into the building.

    I expected a demon, I swear.

    I pivoted and went to throw my spell at it, but the next thing I knew, a memorable hand closed around my wrist.

    Val.

    My blurry eyes didn’t see him, not until he came to a stop in front of me. Long before he did, I knew it was him. My body recognized his touch instantly.

    I tumbled forward, knees snapping out from underneath me, fatigue rushing up in a slap.

    Val wasn’t alone. Barney came hot on his heels. “What the hell are you doing—” He spluttered and dropped to a knee. “It’s Reginald. Good God. I thought he was dead. How did you find him?”

    Val wrapped a hand around my waist, pinning me against him. I almost blacked out. He went to pick me up. I slapped myself awake and stared into his eyes.

    I don’t know what I wanted to say, but I needed him to know something. … Frustratingly, I just didn’t know what that was.

    I finally roused long enough from my weakness to turn to Reginald. “He was under some kind of spell. I broke it. I don’t think he has much of his soul left. His attacker left him here. And crap, they’re behind the door—”

    “Not anymore. They ran away,” TK pointed out.

    Val inclined his head toward the door sharply. Barney rushed over. He yanked the door open, nostrils flaring. His eyes darted left and right.

    “What kind of creature are they?” Val demanded. The question was quick and insistent, suggesting he’d asked that before.

    I got the sudden sense Val and Barney had come close to catching this particular devour in the past.

    But they wouldn’t catch them today.

    Barney took several jerked steps forward.

    Val just bared his teeth. “Don’t bother. They’re gone. Stick close. It’s dangerous to go out on your own.” At the last statement, he swung his head down and looked directly at me.

    I felt queasy. Seesaw queasy. Nosediving-plane queasy. Thrown-off-a-freaking-battleship queasy. It wasn’t my weakness. It was the look, direct and penetrating, ready to cut through my bullshit and hold me to the spot. “Why did you go off on your own, Charlie?”

    Barney winced as he returned, locked a hand on his head, and dragged his fingers through his hair. “That was me. I told her to go off and investigate.”

    “But he also told me to come and get him at the first sign of any trouble. I clearly failed on that,” I grunted. It was when that grunt pushed my chest against Val’s chiseled torso that I realized I was still in his arms.

    TK was unfortunately right. I didn’t have a love life. I didn’t even have anything that resembled one. Did pining in the bath count? No, it didn’t. I should not be so comfortable with being this close to the city’s hottest vampire.

    Val reluctantly released me. He didn’t move away until I proved I could stand on my own two feet. Which was a pretty hard task, I might add. Without him to support me, my fatigue caught up with me with a sucker punch.

    I turned and stared at Reginald. He’d well and truly passed out. “Who is he?”

    “A friend from the Council,” Val said as he descended to a knee and checked Reginald’s pale gray skin. I was no doctor. The guy didn’t look good. “Thank you for this, Charlie. But in future—”

    “Don’t go into the sewers on my own and randomly break into buildings looking for targets?” I muttered, feeling awkward. And the first law of Charlie Stanhope was that awkwardness led to even more embarrassing comments. It was a feedback loop, a sick freaking downward spiral.

    “Genius. Thanks for revealing that,” TK said.

    Val’s gaze sharpened. “You went into the sewer?”

    I shrugged. I grabbed my left shoulder, hooked my fingers around my collar, then just let go. “I sensed something.”

    “What?” Barney asked, befuddled. His corrugated brow compressed over his mossy green eyes. Gargoyles do consternation well. Unlike plastic-pretty Botox people, they want you to see every single line and wrinkle on their faces. For them, it spells character – and a warning.

    One I clearly hadn’t heeded.

    “I distinctly told you to ring,” he grunted.

    “I didn’t actually feel any danger until I found this guy.” I gestured at the room.

    “How did you get in here?” Val asked. He clearly sensed something. He walked out of the room, paused, then strode straight into the other room.

    I reached out to him then clamped my fingers in hard over my palm. “Crap,” I whispered under my breath.

    He soon strode back, stopped, and looked at me.

    “What is it, Boss?” Barney demanded.

    Val still didn’t move. “Have you always had that power?” His voice was…. I couldn’t pin it down. I couldn’t even try. Get close, and it’d ram me, grab my wrists, lock them against the wall, and pin me instead.

    I sucked my bottom lip so hard into my mouth, I practically swallowed it. I shrugged. It wasn’t an answer.

    “We need to get him to medical attention now,” Barney pulled his boss back onto point, thankfully. He gave me time to shimmy into the corner and shrug my tired shoulders against the wall.

    
      “… TK, do you think I’ll keep this job by the end of the day? Or do you think Val will throw me out on my ear for lying to him?”
    

    
      “An open question. Throw you out on your ear for which lie? I screamed. It’s not impossible somebody heard me. You screamed louder, true, but vampires have very good hearing.”
    

    I winced.

    
      “Then there’s the little matter about working for Winifred. You signed a contract yesterday promising you wouldn’t work for someone else and lie about it. And then, ah, there’s the biggest lie of all.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    “That you’re a weak anchor-point witch.” Her tone changed.

    It chilled my blood. I stood a little straighter and hooked my sweaty hair behind my ears. “I am,” I thought, voice innocent and direct.

    
      “Weak anchor-point witches can’t fire bullets at spells and disintegrate them like you did. I haven’t seen power like that, Charlie, and I don’t mean this week – I mean ever. As a long-lived fairy tick, take that statement for what it means.”
    

    I didn’t think my blood could run colder, but I swear Arctic winds blew through it. They made my skin frigid as I locked my shoulders harder against the wall.

    Other vampires came. We’d caused a scene. I guess I’d screamed loud enough that everyone heard me in the party.

    The ambulance was called. Reginald was taken away. I spent the time in the corner, thinking about how screwed I was and hoping this mess would just blow over.

    But Val did not blow over. Some storms are meant to linger. When the fuss was over, he walked back into the room and stopped in front of me, just several centimeters from the ends of my holey running shoes. He looked down at my feet then up at my face. My stomach kicked. My previous boss had done that whenever he wanted to rattle me, get me to pay attention, and warn me to pull my proverbial socks up. My previous boss was nothing on Val.

    “Don’t do it again,” he said, voice a direct line down to hell.

    I winced. I gestured at where Reginald had lain. “Didn’t I save his life?” My voice was quiet, almost scared.

    “Yes. But I will not have an employee risk their life for someone else’s.” He went to turn, stupidly thinking the conversation was over.

    “Then you really shouldn’t have employed me,” I snapped.

    He stopped, stared ahead, pivoted until his shoes squeaked, then dragged his gaze over to me like a gun moving in a straight line until it found its target. “… Sorry?”

    I got over my fear, pulled myself off the wall, and straightened. “Honestly, you shouldn’t have employed me. You’ve read my employment record. You knew why I got kicked out of the Lower Squad. I promise you, I haven’t changed.” I spoke from the heart, from experience, from this… I don’t know. This grain of magic that’d always waited inside me for a reason to fight. My jaw hardened. “I’m here to fight. I’ll stop the devourers. No matter what it takes me and no matter who gets in my way.” I intended the last bit to be a warning. It didn’t come out like that. I stared directly into his eyes and offered him a promise instead. A promise from an employee to an employer, from an impassioned soldier to a guy who needed someone to fight for them.

    Val remarkably held my stare. Even more remarkably, he held his tongue. This weird little question formed in his eyes. They darted left and right like he could see something in me.

    It didn’t last.

    He was called away. Barney took me home, read me the riot act, and told me not to do that again. And me? I just stared at my hands, realized I was stronger than I thought, and came up with a plan for all that power. It was the same damn plan I’d always had.

    I’d use it against my enemies, against every devourer and demon in this city. I’d use it until Denian was finally safe. And that wasn’t a promise. It wasn’t even a guarantee. It was an anchor-point, a shield set in freaking stone. You couldn’t push past it. You couldn’t defeat it. And you couldn’t stop me.

  
    Chapter 7

    You wanna know a fun fact about me? I was always lucid enough to know when I was dreaming. I think it was from being an anchor-point witch. When you could anchor in the real world, you could anchor in your psyche, too. So as soon as I appeared in Val’s mansion, wearing a flimsy, torn white dress, shoeless, and with scratches on my arms and legs, I knew this wasn’t real.

    Most of my dreams were stupid, innocuous crap. Think fluffy bunnies floating around on clouds screaming like TK and telling you you’ll never get laid.

    This was different.

    Some dark sense clawed at my back, danger screaming in my ear.

    “I suppose I can always force myself to wake up if I have to.” Reluctantly, I peeled my bare, sore feet off the floor and stepped forward. Remarkable how some dreams can bring the pain more effectively than a demon tail around your throat. A bad image. And a leading one. For at that exact moment, a piercing demon cry filled the air. It sliced down the corridor more effectively than a katana through light silk.

    It left cold, twitching pain wriggling through my gut and up into my clenched jaw.

    “To hell with it. It’s just a dream,” I grunted. I pushed into a run. I’d explored the mansion in the real world. I was still lucid enough to appreciate this wasn’t the actual mansion. But I could get sucked into the dream if I allowed it. You get scared enough, and you’ll forget some fantasy isn’t real. But dreams don’t last… right?

    Another ear-splitting demon cry pounded through the air more violently than a battering ram on someone’s pathetic wooden shield. Nerves raged in my gut even though I tried to tamp them down with common sense. No matter how ferociously terrifying your dreams are, they can’t kill you. Dark fancies in the night are nothing more than your mind playing tricks on you, but as that demon cry echoed through the mansion one last time, my back arched and my blood ran cold. It dragged an all-too-recent memory up from the depths of my soul. In a flash, I recalled that demon pressing close to my anchor-point shield, his smiling face centimeters from my own, his eyes sparkling with an invitation I could not run from.

    “Where are you?” a voice called out.

    “This is a freaking dream, and you can all go to hell,” I spat back.

    “Can I take you with me?” His tone changed, the equivalent of a frown turning into a deep, devilish smile.

    “No, you freaking can’t. What are you doing, girl? Stop running. It’s a damn dream. Nothing can happen to you here.”

    “On the contrary. Everything can.” At that dark promise, something rushed me from behind. It plastered my messy hair over my head, and I twisted. Something grabbed my wrist, an ice-cold grip that somehow came from a hand covered in fire.

    I jerked back to see the same demon from the tower. He looked taller somehow, broader-chested, more muscled. Sweat glistened over his perfectly chiseled abs, somehow wet despite the faint flicker of flames covering his skin.

    My gaze quickly snapped up to his eyes as they watched my every movement, amusement flaring deep within. “There you are,” he said like a kid playing a game of hide and seek. One who knew no matter how hard you tried, you’d never win.

    “Get a grip, twisted psyche,” I hissed at the dream. “I’m lucid. I know this isn’t real. It’s just that damn demon. You think he’s traumatized me that much for this crap to scare me? Think again. I know exactly how to put everything into perspective. And I know exactly,” I squared off in front of the demon, “how to keep going regardless.”

    “A rare skill. Most people give up when they realize exactly what they’re up against. But perhaps you haven’t actually realized what I am yet.” His voice dropped down, danger seeping through every syllable.

    “It’s a dream. It’s a damn dream,” I repeated to myself, but while my words were hard, my impassioned sentiment couldn’t make up for the victory glittering in his gaze. If you believed that stare, he had me exactly where he wanted me. “Do your worst, buddy. This isn’t real.”

    He paused. Then somehow, all my attention locked on his lips, even though I hadn’t looked away once. “My worst?” His tongue quickly darted out of his mouth, a flash like cold steel. “Is that an invitation?”

    His words made my back chill.

    I knew the stupidity of attempting to fight him. It would just make the dream move faster. Dreams want you to be involved in the narrative. Kick back and do nothing, and they’ll just fade, regardless of how devilishly they’re smiling at you.

    “Sure. That’s an invitation. You go down to hell, you cook up your best little plan, and you come and find me. I’m always up for a fight.” I began by flopping a hand dismissively at him. I ended by snapping as close as I dared. I kept repeating this was just a dream, but I couldn’t close the distance between us until my nose brushed his. I couldn’t bear to touch him. I had standards, even in tortured fantasies.

    He was already smiling. So tell me how he suddenly smiled with so much force, it’d break an ordinary person’s face? Tell me how he had more left in him and my mere defiance was enough to stoke the last of his mirth?

    He tilted his head to the side, watching me with those intense eyes that could burn through the center of the Earth and keep going. Leave that fire unchecked, and it’d consume the universe. It’d start with me.

    “It’s taken me a long time to find you, my dear.”

    “I don’t believe a word of this,” I snapped, ignoring the freaked-out sensation clawing at my gut. If this creep called me my dear one last time, I’d scream and start running despite my injunction against doing so in a dream. He was pushing my buttons. Which, by the way, is exactly what your psyche does when it offers up a tortured nightmare. Offer indifference back, and it’ll get bored soon enough.

    I bared my teeth at him, the only defiance I’d let myself muster. “I’m nothing to you, buddy, just a snack on a stick.”

    “Ah, I think I can come up with something a little more exciting than eating you.”

    “Going to consume my soul instead?”

    “I have a different purpose for that.” His voice deepened, dropping like a stone attached to a freaking tank and pushed off a cliff.

    Don’t react, I told myself, but my pupils contracted with fear. Demons, apparently even dream versions, are adapted to track even the smallest glimpse of panic. They’re vicious predators who prey upon your darkest fears. This guy knew exactly what I was thinking. He pressed closer, tightening his grip on my wrist until even Val couldn’t pull it back.

    Val….

    Even when you’re lucid in a dream, you’re never fully lucid. You can’t access your entire executive reasoning capacity. Sometimes you just have to wait for certain impressions to arise before you can use them. Val felt like a way out of here. The mere word did something to my heart – simultaneously hardening it against the demon’s terrifying clutch but lightening it simultaneously like it could pull me back into the real world.

    “I don’t know who the hell you are, buddy. Probably some small-time hell demon out to get a snack while he still can before Denian City stops devouring for good. But I can promise you this. You encounter me again in the real world, and I’ll show you some good old-fashioned Denian City hospitality.”

    “Is that your way of telling me you’ll show me a good time? Because you’re absolutely right, Charlie Stanhope.” His voice deepened into a sultry whisper.

    My back didn’t just lengthen at the lewd suggestion. Every one of my vertebrae compressed down like someone stamped on them. My blood wasn’t just running cold now. Someone had casually tossed it into liquid nitrogen.

    “Go ahead. Say every single creepy thing you want, Psyche,” I snapped. “I’m not gonna fall for the fear.”

    “Do you really think your tortured little mind is cooking up this nightmare, Charlie? Doesn’t it feel a little,” he clucked his tongue as he tilted his head up and stared at the amorphous, bending walls, “a little realer than that?”

    “Yeah, sure, real. That’s why the walls are literally bending away from us and they don’t exist unless I look at them.”

    I gestured at the one closest. Reliably when I looked at it, it became solid. When I glimpsed it from the corner of my eye, it returned to being nothing more than a suggestion like a badly painted prop used at the back of some cheap play.

    “There are many realms, Charlie. Not all of them are reachable through your real world. Some can only be accessed through the doorway of dreams.”

    “Yep. Look, buddy, I don’t have time for this. I plan on waking up tomorrow and ruling the world.”

    “What a coincidence. We share a plan, Ms. Stanhope.”

    Mine was just a saying. His was a promise. It grew into a brilliant flash in those bright, fiery eyes, and it stilled me.

    I knew the rules, but I couldn’t follow them anymore. With a tremendous yank, I pulled back on his hand, pushing from my hips and using all my strength. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t break free of his grip.

    He smiled at me, harsh and bright, the fire around his lips moving faster and framing his amusement. “There’s no need to get scared, Charlie. It’s destiny.”

    “Destiny, is It? Why do all of you demons always believe in fate? You somehow think every single one of you is the most important demon ever and you’ve got some amazing, terrifying destiny where you’ll take over the entire world and everyone will fall at your feet? You can’t all be that powerful.”

    “True. But who said I’m an ordinary demon? And who said this,” he pushed forward and looked into my eyes, “is an ordinary dream? And who said you,” his voice deepened until I could barely hear it, “are anything but extraordinary, little Charlie?”

    It was the tone he reached. It was the smile. It was everything. It was the fact I still couldn’t get out of this dream, even though I was barely interacting with him. It was the fact he felt real, smelt real, hell, sounded real. But more than anything, it was the echoing promise.

    I finally freaked out.

    “Go to hell,” I snapped, now struggling with all my might. I pulled back on his hand, really shoving my shoulder into the move. It bristled, but there was nothing I could damn well do. The more I struggled, the more the walls around me solidified. Soon the amorphous mansion looked real enough and frighteningly solid, too.

    It was like the more I fought him, the more this dream world manifested. If I fought him with everything I had, would it become realer than the actual world?

    “There’s no need to be freaked out. You’re right, Charlie, this is destiny. And only fools run from the inevitable.”

    “There’s nothing inevitable about you, small-time demon.”

    “Before this continues,” his voice deepened with an ominous note that echoed through the hall, “let us get one thing straight. I’m not a small-time demon. I am Lucifer himself. And Charlie, let’s get one last thing straight.”

    He didn’t finish his sentence – with words. He pushed toward me, and the dream solidified fully. It was like watching steel harden into a sword right in front of your jugular. I tried to lean back. I couldn’t. I tried to calm myself. A worthless task. Too much fear filled me, and the promise in his dark gaze could not be ignored.

    “Before this month is through,” he continued, “I will come for you, Chosen One.” With that, he leaned close, slid a hand down my cheek, then disappeared. The dream soon joined him. In the most dramatic way possible. The floor shook, the walls quaking and falling about me.

    It forced me off my feet. I tumbled to the side. My legs were already cut, my dress a mess. Everything became a hell of a lot worse as the mansion inverted like someone stomped on reality.

    I woke screaming, thankful for the fact I bunked alone in this room with thick walls.

    And that right there was the last thing I could be thankful for. The pall of the dream lingered, a dark cloak around my shoulders. It promised no matter what I did today, it’d remain, because the demon with the dark eyes and the even darker smile had made a promise. And he would come good on it, come sunshine, rain, or hell itself.

  
    Chapter 8

    “Aren’t you in a pretty mood today? You know, you can try being a little more polite and respectful. Do you want to lose this job? If you play your cards right, you can pay your apartment off.”

    “I’m in no mood to talk about this right now, TK,” I said as I nursed my breakfast bowl, clutched it closer to my shaking chest, and desperately tried to shrug off the dream. I freaking couldn’t. It remained inside me like I’d swallowed some dark pool. Every time I closed my eyes, I thought of the demon’s smiling face.

    “What exactly did you dream of last night, anyway?”

    “Dream?” I hissed.

    “Oh, you didn’t, did you? Some wild fantasy about your boss? Well, keep it down,” she whispered, a chuckle in her voice.

    Nobody else was in this small kitchenette area. They were out having proper food. You had options at Val’s manor. You could make your own food, if that’s what you liked, or you could eat in the mess hall.

    Hell, if Val was in a generous mood, he’d probably let you eat in the dining hall with him. I doubted Bethany would ever share the same generous mood. I’d already seen her once today stalking through one of the lower corridors. The woman never just walked somewhere. And she never looked like she had anything good in mind.

    “You know, the very last thing you need is to fall for Val. Or maybe you do need to fall for him. It’d be great if you could fall for somebody. You haven’t gotten any action in all the time I’ve known you,” TK snorted.

    “Yeah. Can we so not go into this right now?” I massaged my brow. I couldn’t tell you why it felt like I’d headbutted a wall last night, but my brain freaking hurt. And every time I closed my eyes…. Screw it.

    “Pull yourself together. We have an important job to do today. It’s the same important job we’ll do until we finally find out Val’s every secret. Which, by the way, regardless of your fantasies, will only happen if we investigate him.”

    “I don’t have any fantasies about Val,” I said with the kind of clenched teeth that could chew through diamonds.

    “Really? Why did you call out his name last night, then?”

    “I… what? I did not call out his name.”

    “You did. You were clearly having some kind of nightmare. Whatever it was, halfway through, you pathetically whimpered and called out his name. I’m so very glad we bunk alone. If we didn’t, you’d have some words to share with your colleagues. You do know he’s a married man, don’t you?”

    “Yeah, sure, married. To a woman he hates and who’s clearly controlling him. I don’t know if that counts.”

    “What’s this I hear in your tone? Jealousy?”

    “Tried deep confusion. None of this makes sense, you know. If he’s so damn powerful, why is someone like Bethany controlling him?” I couldn’t rid myself of that dream. The best thing to do was to distract myself. The mystery of Val’s relationship was perfect.

    “I can’t imagine it’s anywhere near as salacious as you think. Remember, they’re both vampires.”

    “And? Vampires can be pretty dodgy. Every single one of them, though they claim to be perfectly rational, believes in some crazy prophecy. It’s built into their fricking DNA. Just look at the chosen one—” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I froze, fear gripping me.

    “What’s wrong with you?” For the first time, TK paid genuine attention to me. No one was in this room, so she could float around. She moved close to my face. “You look terrified. What did you dream of? Sure, you haven’t seen any action for a long time, but—”

    I shook my head. I banished all thoughts of the chosen one. I knew exactly what was happening here. My psyche was being a pain in the frickin butt. And it was time to ignore it. It was just combining things I feared and using them to freak me out.

    But I’d already got TK curious, and when she had a bee in her bonnet, she buzzed until she got what she wanted. Speaking of that, she flew close enough to my face that she almost banged me on the nose.

    I leaned back, scooped my cereal into my mouth, and grunted, “Do you mind?”

    “Honestly? No. Bothering you is my job. As is looking after you when you do something patently stupid. So tell me, exactly what did you dream of?”

    “It was a dream. It wasn’t stupid. It was just…” I knew I shouldn’t say anything. I couldn’t stop myself. I groaned, grabbed my face, and grunted, “Terrifying.”

    “So you definitely didn’t sleep with your boss, then?”

    “Can you please stop with that? I would never ever—” I began. I wasn’t suddenly giving myself room to fall head over heels for Val. I heard something.

    Frowning, I pushed up from the table.

    TK mightn’t have heard anything, but she trusted my senses just as much as I trusted hers. She scooted back against my throat and transformed into a tick.

    I silently approached the door and opened it. Nobody stood there.

    God, I was going mad.

    … But hadn’t I heard a crackle like fire?

    I stomped back into the room, slammed the door, grabbed my breakfast, and proceeded to eat it like a woman possessed.

    TK moved on to mental communication. “It’s not unusual to have intense dreams right now. Your power is increasing. Remarkably so. I don’t know what you’ve done, but if you’d shown even a smidgen of this force back at the Lower Squad, they would never have dared kick you out.”

    My spoon was halfway up toward my mouth. I tried to eat the payload. I couldn’t. With a clang, I dumped it back in my bowl. I stared resolutely ahead. “I got kicked out of the squad because I failed to prevent a woman from losing her soul. I got kicked out,” I said as I rose, pushed my bowl away, and clenched my teeth, “because I wasn’t good enough. I just stood there and watched her die – too scared to even lift a finger. It wouldn’t have mattered if I could produce anchor-point bullets back then. My boss would still have kicked me out because it was the right thing to do. Because I have a tendency for making mistakes, grave ones. And if you think I don’t know that, think again.”

    A stunned TK didn’t know what to say.

    Trying to banish all uncomfortable thoughts but failing, I strode into the corridor.

    Again I thought I heard something. It must just be my imagination.

    No. There was this almost… pulling sound? Cracking? God, in a rush I realized it reminded me of the dream giving way after Lucifer left it.

    And that just made me think of his name.

    I rubbed my face hard.

    TK jittered on my collarbone. “You’ll have to pull yourself together. You’re going on an important mission today. I overheard it.”

    I frowned. “When?”

    
      “Earlier when you were eating breakfast, Barney was in the corridor. He was on his phone to Val. I can only assume you’re heading to a charity function at a demon vampire school.”
    

    I massaged my brow. “Charity function at a vampire school? I’m about to say the obvious—”

    She snorted. “Don’t bother. Of the long list of people who need charity in this city, vampire children are at the bottom. You’re preaching to the converted. However, it doesn’t change that we are indeed heading to a charity function at a vampire school. You’re going to have to get over yourself, pull your socks up, and at least try to look professional. Oh yes, all while trying to figure out Val’s every secret. I’ve got to say, now I’ve actually met him, I think they’ll be juicier than I ever thought. There’s something so… well, I don’t know – brooding about the man. He almost looks like the lead from some old romantic novel.”

    TK never actually enjoyed anything. And every time she pretended to, it was always a prelude to an insult. This felt like real admiration though.

    I frowned. “TK,” I thought, “you sound like a giddy school kid. You’re not falling for him, are you?”

    She laughed. “I am an ancient fairy tick. I have standards,” she spat. “I’m also only the size of a small button. But I can tell you this. In the grand scheme of things, I’d have more of a chance with him than you do.”

    I didn’t want to rise to her bait. She wanted to pull me into a conversation to prove I fancied Val. The mere thought of him might have bolstered me in my dream last night, but anything would have. My feet catching fire would’ve been a pleasant distraction from that damn demon’s penetrating gaze.

    
      “You’re probably right. No matter what happens, I will never have a chance with that man, and honestly, I’ll never want one. Let Bethany have him.”
    

    
      “You sure about that? Because I don’t know what that vamp truly intends to do with him. But I do know this.”
    

    My back tickled with nerves. “What?”

    
      “I’ve just picked her up walking in the other direction. Fancy a little spying first thing in the morning?”
    

    The answer was no. I wanted to go back to bed. This time maybe with a magical gun tucked under my pillow. I couldn’t use it in my dreams, but that wasn’t the point. My psyche was so much better when I knew I could run or at least attack something. It needed options. That damn demon stripped them away.

    I didn’t need to reply to TK with words. I pivoted on my foot and followed where she suggested I go.

    Fortunately it wasn’t that dodgy. There were a lot of services in this mansion. Val at least pretended to care about his staff. If anyone asked what I was doing, I’d tell them I was heading to the gym for a little post-breakfast exercise.

    “Just down the corridor,” TK hissed in my thoughts.

    
      “How the hell were you tracking her from such a far distance? Wait, are your powers increasing just like mine?”
    

    
      “How many times do I need to tell you I am an ancient, long-lived fairy tick?”
    

    
      “About eight billion. Honestly I lost count after your first day. It’s pretty much the only thing you said to me for a long damn time.”
    

    She snarled meanly. “I needed you to get it into your head that I was better than you.”

    
      “How about you just get to the point instead? How come you can track her from such a far distance?”
    

    
      “I’m aware of biological entities in my immediate vicinity. You know that.”
    

    
      “By the sounds of it, she was halfway across the freaking mansion.”
    

    
      “Wherever she goes, other people tend to disappear.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “I don’t mean she kills them. Though who knows? I’ve never met a vampire with such cold eyes. I mean the staff scurry away as fast as possible. She leaves a veritable vacuum in her wake. So it’s either her we’re tracking, or it’s Val after he’s eaten one of his perfect little rump steaks and farted too loudly.”
    

    I wasn’t in a laughing mood but couldn’t help it. I quickly stifled it by locking a hand over my mouth. Then I clenched my teeth. “I don’t know if this will help us, though. There’s clearly a secret between Bethany and Val, but unless it has anything to do with the devourers, it won’t help Winifred.”

    
      “Vampire secrets tend to come in clusters, Charlie. I guarantee you it will be connected in some way. You just need to find one loose strand of this messy little tapestry and pull.”
    

    I didn’t want to tell her I lacked the energy to pull anything right now.

    Moving faster, appreciating I’d be called off on my morning mission soon enough, I headed right down the corridor. It would’ve helped if I’d at least brought a prop like a gym bag. Instead I pulled my hair out and redid it as hard as possible, hopefully giving someone the impression I was off to sweat it out before my morning rounds.

    
      “Slow down. Now stop.”
    

    I stood still in the corridor and frowned. “Where is she?”

    
      “She’s in the gym with her sister.”
    

    TK hadn’t said the name Lucifer. Lisa seemed almost worse.

    I viscerally remembered staring at her at that party. The look in her eyes…. She wasn’t evil. So why did my brain have such a mega reaction to her like she was 1000 times worse than the devil himself?

    
      “You’re not paying attention, are you? I swear to God, sometimes you go into la-la land, Charlie, regardless of how well-trained you are. Need I remind you that yesterday you single-handedly saved that vampire? Without you, he would be dead meat by now.”
    

    “Yeah, at the hands of one of his own.” Scarcely were the words out of my mouth did TK start faithfully relaying the conversation.

    “It doesn’t matter,” Bethany said in a long, drawn-out tone. It was the tone you used on somebody who did not understand and kept worrying about the same old petty thing.

    “But it doesn’t feel right.” Lisa’s voice was so light. Even if I didn’t know her, if you heard that voice, it’d put you in mind of flowing silk, of a smile that would never dim. It was someone innocent but strong on the inside. They’d protect you when you needed it, but most of the time you’d be protecting them. And while that of course did not appeal to me, it was likely just the thing a strong vamp like Val needed.

    “It doesn’t matter. We’re close enough to the ending. We’ll get what we want soon enough.”

    “And what the hell might that be?” I finally pulled myself into the conversation and hissed that.

    “It’s a gym,” someone said from behind me.

    TK was usually situationally aware enough to tell me if someone was sneaking up behind me, but this was the third time she’d failed with one particular vampire.

    A thrill of real fear chased down my gut as I spun to see Val. He didn’t wear a sweatband, short-shorts, and a little singlet. Try a perfect suit that really showed off his strong but proportional form.

    I knew the first rule of successfully spying on someone. When you were caught, lie. Do it effectively enough, and folks would never know. Not of course that Val had any idea I was overhearing his wife’s conversation with her sister.

    I don’t know why, but Val frowned at me, worry building in his deep gaze. “Did you not sleep well?”

    I stopped myself from nervously laughing and ran my fingers through my hair. “Sorry, I’m in my own world this morning. Not particularly useful considering you want me to help with that….” I paused. I tried not to make it obvious. But I couldn’t stop myself, “Vampire charity case.”

    He picked up my tone.

    I expected him to get defensive, to at least arch an eyebrow. He looked at me steadily, proving he knew exactly what I thought. He crammed his hands into his pockets. It somehow looked casual but professional. No one else in the entire freaking world could pull it off. But my stupid heart pointed out there were plenty of things that no one else in the freaking world could do except for Val.

    He glanced at his feet briefly. “I understand the irony. Don’t think I’m immune to it. Considering everything else that’s currently happening in this city,” his jaw heartened, his teeth like a vise, “it’s highly ironic for us to be giving charity to a vampire school. There are many, many more underprivileged people we should be assisting. But I have my reasons.”

    My gaze darted left and right as I followed his eyes.

    It was sometimes pretty easy to believe this guy. He must be dodgy. He had a freaking demon ward on his arm. So why did I conveniently forget that fact at times like this and fall head-first into whatever he said? Because he was smooth. Because he was powerful. Because damn it, Charlie was right, and even though I really didn’t want to admit this, a bit of me was a little attracted.

    Or maybe it was something more than all of that.

    My heart skipped a beat as I remembered thinking of him last night. Then it skipped another as thoughts of Lucifer filled it. “That demon from your tower—” I began abruptly.

    It shocked him. His teeth clenched. “It’s not a topic I wish to speak about.”

    I had to remember this in future, because the mere mention of that demon ended the conversation more effectively than spitting on his shoe.

    He spun to walk away, hands still in his pockets. I don’t know why I did it, but I reached out and grabbed his sleeve. He froze like I grabbed his chin instead.

    “Look, you want me to stay safe. Apparently that’s a requirement for working here. But to stay safe, I need to know everything I can about my enemies.”

    “That particular demon is not your enemy,” he said in a very calm tone.

    It suggested he knew perfectly well that demon was an enemy, but he just wouldn’t bother with someone as small and insignificant as me.

    “There is nothing to worry about,” he said in that familiar calm tone. I wondered how many times he cracked it out on an average day. Maybe he lied to himself every single morning, stared into the mirror, and told himself with his hand on his heart that it’d be OK. It never was OK. And you can waste a surprising amount of time lying to yourself while the city goes to hell.

    “How can you be so sure that demon won’t come back?”

    “That demon,” he rolled his tongue over his teeth, “has far more important things to do.”

    My gut clenched. “So he’s a big-time demon then? One of the higher demons? Like L—” I couldn’t even spit it out. I had to say the word Lucifer. Every time I tried, my treacherous tongue got stuck in my mouth.

    “You won’t encounter him again.” Once more, Val went to turn.

    I just grabbed his sleeve harder. I was skirting a fine line here. For whatever reason, TK wasn’t interrupting me. But if I continued to manhandle my boss, she would. Hell, Val would. At some point, his passive patience would turn into demon vampire anger, and I’d get kicked out on my ass on the most important case of my life.

    Bit of a grand statement, huh? You’re probably thinking this couldn’t be the most important case of my life. It was just some random bounty hunter mission no one else would take. But every day I was getting more invested in this.

    “Look, Charlie,” his voice deepened.

    “I just wanna know what you think I should do if I ever encounter L—” I began, about to use Lucifer’s name, but the door opened. And Bethany walked out.

    I still held my boss’s sleeve. It’s just now I did it in front of his wife. Or his jailer, controller, or freaking number one enemy. It was hard to tell what her actual role was. It was easy to tell what her primary emotion was, however. Real vicious jealousy glinted in her eyes.

    Ironic considering her husband publicly liked her sister.

    That wasn’t even to mention Lisa.

    “Drop his damn arm before you start World War Three,” TK finally came back online.

    I didn’t drop it. I had a tendency for doing some particularly stupid crap sometimes. You just needed to overwork me, freak me out a little – like with dreams of Lucifer – and ensure I had nowhere to run. Then I’d do a steady stream of dumb things like flashing my ass at my boss and grabbing him in public.

    “Is there a problem here?” Bethany asked. She skipped right over me and glowered at her husband.

    I went to drop his sleeve, but remarkably he moved closer to me. And from the flashing anger glittering in his eyes, I could tell he wanted to get one up on Bethany. “Now what kind of problem could there possibly be, Bethany? This is my employee. And you are…” he paused for far too long.

    “Your wife,” she snapped, teeth practically ripping that word out of the air.

    Finally my gaze sliced over to Lisa. Beth might be the wife. Lisa was his true love. But who was she more loyal to? Her sister, or the vamp she’d apparently fallen for?

    Or neither?

    If TK had relayed that secret conversation in the gym correctly, then Lisa was the confused, innocent one and Bethany was the mastermind. But Lisa stared on with a cold, calculating gaze. It didn’t last. As soon as she saw me looking at her, it melted like a tub of ice cream on a hot tin roof.

    “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have come here. It stirs up old feelings,” Lisa said, voice so very sweet and innocent.

    “This is almost better than watching daytime TV,” TK commented.

    “I really can’t put up with your crap right now,” I thought back.

    
      “I didn’t even mention a single one of your faults. You’re highly strung. And for God’s sake, step back from your boss before Bethany kills you. You see the look in her eyes? She’s focusing on him for now, but vamps like her always know the simplest way to get rid of their problems is to start with the smallest target. Screw with her, and she will find some way to get you out of here.”
    

    “This is so not the largest of my problems right now,” I snapped back. “Now, do something useful, and watch Lisa like a hawk. That woman has a secret.”

    TK nodded. “That woman has 1000 secrets. She’s an exceptional actor. Even I believe it. You’ve gotta stare at her to pick something up.”

    
      “I don’t even know anything about her.”
    

    “She’s the chosen one. What more is there to know? According to the vampires, she alone can bring balance to magic. She has the strength, the fortitude, and the determination to track down what’s wrong and fix it.” TK said everything automatically like a pupil who’d learned the test by heart and didn’t need to look at the questions anymore.

    Because if she was looking, she’d notice one thing. Lisa lacked every single emotion TK had just claimed she needed. There was no one less likely to rapidly track down magic’s problems, let alone solve them. She’d happily fall over and pretend she’d broken her ankle, though.

    “You’re in a defiant mood this morning, my love,” Bethany snapped.

    Val tilted his head down, his expression unreadable. “I’m in the same mood I’ve been in since we married… my dear.”

    “Do you think they’ll come to blows?” TK asked.

    
      “You watch Lisa. I’ll watch Val.”
    

    
      “Your job’s easier than mine. Val doesn’t seem to act. Though I don’t want to admit this, he appears genuine enough. Either he’s an exceptional actor, or that boy really is trapped between a rock and a hard place, a glorious angelic woman and her devilish sister.”
    

    “The next thing I know, you’ll believe he really wants to stop all the devouring in the city. Don’t fall for it,” I snapped, more for me than her. Because I was falling for it. Not head over heels. And by falling, I meant leaning.

    Val had angled himself close to me, but I hadn’t stepped away. And as stupid as it sounded, I felt….

    I couldn’t put it into words. Safe? OK? Warm for the first time since that dream.

    I wanted to grab every single one of those stupid thoughts, shove them in a sack, and throw them off a bridge. More than anything, I wanted this awkward interaction to stop. It might be valuable evidence. I didn’t care.

    Fortunately heavy gargoyle steps soon echoed down the corridor. “Boss,” Barney said before he rounded the corner. He stopped when he saw everyone. A professional smile spread his lips. He nodded at Bethany, then nodded lower at Lisa. “Thank you for gracing us with your presence. It’s usually preferable however to check in with mansion security first.”

    Lisa’s cheeks reddened. She lifted her hands and waved them in front of herself, doing the perfect impression of cute and innocent. Even I fell for it.

    “I’m so sorry. I just wanted to hang out with my sister. Things are kind of dark at the moment. I wanted some company.” She clutched her arm and let her fingers slide down her skin. Her gaze darted toward Val.

    Sure. She wanted some company. So did he. He tilted his chin up and stared at her.

    God, TK was right. We’d wandered into a daytime soap. Which meant I was a character in this drama too. But with the current trajectory, I was an NPC who’d get killed off by the second episode.

    I was mixing my TV metaphors with games, but whatever.

    Barney nodded at me. “Let’s go prep the limo.”

    Thank God, he was extracting me.

    I twisted to the side of Val. He didn’t look at me once. Lisa had essentially laid her heart at his feet, and all the vamp wanted to do was race over and scoop her up.

    … So why didn’t he? He clearly knew how to go toe-to-toe with Bethany. It couldn’t be his fake marriage.

    “You know, this is the most fun I’ve had ever,” TK thought to me.

    “You call this fun? I call this high stress. I’ll break out in hives soon.”

    “You, break out in hives? You fought that demon, and you hardly broke a sweat. Pull your damn socks up. I get a feeling today will be a dramatic one, anyway. Less of this soap opera. More of the action. Today you’re going to have to stick close to Val’s side. We’re on the cusp of discovering one of his secrets. Then all you’ll need to do is grab it and pull.” She said that with such glee.

    A few dribbles of cold sweat picked up in the nape of my neck and slid down my spine.

    By the time we reached the limo, Barney was chuckling. “Sorry for the drama, kid. It can be a lot to get used to. But you’re a professional, right? You must have faced it in your other jobs. There’s always office politics.”

    I frowned, an eyebrow arching. “Office politics between the boss and his wife? Makes her sound like an employee,” I fished.

    But Barney was a real professional. He crammed one beefy hand into the pocket of his dark brown slacks and shrugged. “Office politics comes in a lot of sizes and shapes now, doesn’t it?” he said cagily as he gestured at the limo.

    I sat up front.

    He grabbed my door before I could close it. He shrugged at the back. “You’re with the boss today. Personal request. I have a feeling,” he winced, “he wants to drill in his lesson from yesterday.”

    I was too bamboozled to remember a thing about yesterday. I’d fought Lucifer and witnessed the greatest soap opera of my life.

    When I frowned at him cluelessly, Barney’s brows hooked up like somebody shoved a pulley in his face and yanked. “… Just how much of a hellraiser are you that you’ve already forgotten yesterday you created an anchor-point gate and saved a guy from devouring all on your own?” A twang of amazement echoed through his voice.

    I undid my seat belt and jumped out, yanking my blouse down. I shrugged. “I’m easily distractible.”

    “Which is not what we need on this job,” Val’s deep voice came from behind me.

    Seriously? He’d crept up on me again? TK was not doing her job…. Which was to berate me most of the time. I was trained to assess my own environment. Why could I never track Val? It was like he was a permanent part of the background as if I’d lived with him my entire life.

    I sucked my bottom lip in and grinned as I pinned it with my teeth. “Look, I did my job, okay? And how is that guy anyway… Reginald? Will he survive?” My tone changed. Believe it or not, I cared about him. I wasn’t using him as an excuse.

    Val paused, a gust of wind charging down the driveway. It was strong, but it could only rumple a little of his hair. It was like the rest of him was immovable stone, a mountain even a God couldn’t topple.

    … His dear wife Bethany could still try. Especially if she used her innocent sister as a lever.

    Once upon a time I’d hated intrigue. Unlike TK, I didn’t watch daytime soaps. What was the damn point? All that drama rots your brain after a while. Now I was sinking hip-deep into it.

    “Reginald will survive. He does not have much magic left. But the Council will rally around him and protect him. You, however, need to learn your lesson before it’s too late.” Val’s words weren’t severe, but the tone was cold.

    I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure I told you yesterday that you shouldn’t have hired me if you wanted somebody careful.” I slapped a hand on my chest. “I made a vow with myself a long time ago that if I ever saw someone being devoured, I’d step in and try to stop them. It doesn’t matter if I can win or not. It’s irrelevant if I’m fighting Lucifer himself,” I snapped, voice hard. “I’ll still try. Because it beats the alternative.”

    “Does it?” His voice hardened.

    Mine hardened more. “Yeah, it does. There are two ways to lose your soul. One’s to get devoured,” I lifted a thumb but then struggled to lift my index finger as my emotion caught up with me, “the other is to lose your soul out of sheer negligence. You stand there, you fail to protect somebody even though you can, and you’ll lose the part of you that matters.” My words were ineloquent, jumbled together, and revealed way too much emotion. I still faced him until I couldn’t anymore. I abruptly turned and sat in the back seat, crossing my arms and looking like a recalcitrant teenager.

    Barney shared a muttered word with Val. Remarkably Val didn’t turf me out of the back seat – and the mansion. He walked around, opened the door, and sat. His eyes weren’t on me – so why did it feel as if his attention had landed in my lap like a ten-ton anchor?

    With itchy palms, I reluctantly did up my seat belt. Val didn’t say a thing.

    Barney started the car. Even TK was silent. I felt like a social pariah.

    “We’re only five minutes away,” Val said after driving for 15 minutes.

    “Uh… thanks for the update,” I said, remarkably controlling my tone. This was where I should be passive aggressive, but I could only push Val so far.

    “I assume you’d want to use those five minutes for something valuable,” Val said as he finished sending an email on his phone and shoved it into his pocket. He crossed his arms and looked at me.

    … For some dumb, twitching moment, my brain said, lean over and kiss him. That’s what he means.

    He did not mean that. The mere thought horrified me to my quaking bones. It even flushed my cheeks. I gripped my seat belt harder then narrowed my eyes at him and said, “Is this the bit where I’m meant to apologize for yesterday? Because you know I can’t—”

    “I assumed you’d asked me about her. Most employees do at some point. It becomes obvious, usually after day one. And it’s best to have a direct conversation rather than allow you to speculate amongst one another.”

    I couldn’t keep up. I felt like a cat in a room someone filled with 1000 mice. I could catch one – and I damn well needed to. Where would I begin?

    “My wife,” he said, fangs flashing on the F, “dear Bethany White. I imagine by now,” he straightened, his back dragging over the leather seat, “you’ve realized we’re hardly in a state of blissful matrimony.”

    “Yeah. I get that. You want her sister, but you can’t have her, and it bums you out.” I was fabulously direct about it.

    TK snorted. “Wow. That’s a low even for you. Have you ever even heard of the word subtle?”

    Apparently not. Val might have invited this conversation, but he stared directly ahead now, jaw stiff. I assume most of the other staff members he’d discussed this with hadn’t turned around and reduced his feelings to the mere term bums you out.

    I grabbed my knee and scratched at it. “Sorry. I just,” I shrugged, “it’s kind of obvious.”

    “Indeed,” he answered noncommittally.

    Five minutes, ha? At this rate, we’d discuss nothing before we arrived at the vampire charity case. I needed to get a hustle on. Push Val right now, though, and he might snap.

    I slid my index nail down the rough canvas of my seat belt, grabbed the latch, and tapped it twice. “Look, I don’t know anything about vampire prophecies.” I stopped myself from saying I also didn’t care. I compressed my brow, trying to look concerned. “But I do know I wouldn’t want to be trapped in one.”

    “Way to go. Really subtle again. Why don’t you just slap him and tell him his life is trash? Then you can poke him until he fires you,” TK chuckled. Her tone was hard. I really was pushing it today. Blame it on nightmares of frickin Lucifer.

    When Val didn’t react, I let my shoulders cave. I almost collapsed onto my freaking knees. Then I groaned. “I don’t know if you’ve figured this out already, but social interactions aren’t my strong suit. When I’m not chasing something, I don’t know what I’m doing. I will routinely put my foot in my mouth. And as I’ve shown you, I’ll do the most embarrassing thing possible. If I hurt your feelings, I’m sorry. Sometimes it’s better to talk to a wall than me.”

    “I can’t remember any embarrassing things,” Val said.

    My lips froze over my teeth. Should I frown, smile, or laugh my butt off? I could just point to my ass as a reminder, right?

    I settled for drumming my fingers on my lap. “Look, I just know what I know. A little bit about anchor-point force and running around after criminals. I’m not crapping all over your feelings here, just appreciating it must be hard. And I get it. You’re married to Bethany out of necessity. You want somebody else. But I guess that’s life, huh? We never actually get what we want.”

    I expected him to grab his phone and end the conversation in the most passive aggressive way possible. He didn’t. He slowly turned to me. “And what is it that you want?”

    The topic changed so quickly, I blinked. “To pay my mortgage off,” I snapped, the first thing I could think of. Fortunately I stowed my real desire – to find the killer of Winifred’s son.

    “Is that it?” Val pushed.

    I shrugged, grabbed my shoulder, then shrugged even harder. “No. I wanna stop devouring,” I said in a tone that could cut the damn car in two.

    “Then, believe it or not, we’re on the same page. My marriage to Bethany is one of convenience. I’m sure you’ve appreciated that by now. We are,” his lips twitched left and right, “unfortunately acrimonious.”

    “But you like her sister, right?” I pushed.

    “You know, it’d just be simpler to hit him with a piece of two-by-four. Can you please be subtle before you get kicked out onto the street, girl?” TK spat.

    Remarkably Val didn’t take it as an insult. “My feelings for the chosen one are irrelevant. We can never be together.” Disappointment flooded his tone but with an edge.

    It made me lean in. God, maybe I was getting addicted to soap operas. Or maybe it was just him. I frowned. “Why not? I mean… she’s a vampire.”
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