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        I’m hired to stop a demon summoning. The last thing I expect is to end up bonded to one instead.

      

        

      
        Being a supernatural bounty hunter isn’t exactly a popular job. But after the magic wars, there aren’t many things a human can do that will put food on the table.

        Thankfully anything my right hook can’t handle, my guns can.

        Or so I thought.

        When a demon summoning runs awry, the being that comes into this world changes everything.

        I’m not sure if he’s truly a monster or a god, but one look into his flame filled eyes and I know–Ronan will never let me go.

        If he can catch me, that is.

        Game on, motherf*cker.

      

        

      
        Book 1 of 4 in the COMPLETE Demons of New Chicago series.

      

        

      
        Note: Touched by Fire is an enemies-to-lovers urban fantasy romance. You can expect a bad*ss bounty hunter and a possessive demon love interest. This series is slow-burn but high steam. Reader discretion is advised.

        If you can’t get enough of books by Ella Summers, Shannon Mayer, Deborah Wilde, K.F. Breene, and Jeaniene Frost then dive right in to the dangerous depths of New Chicago. Beware of headstrong heroines with snark. These ladies don’t bark. They bite.

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: series]
          
        

      

      
        
        VAMPIRE ACADEMY meets WEDNESDAY ADDAMS in this completed new adult series by USA Today Bestselling fantasy author, Kel Carpenter . . .

      

        

      
        There's only one rule in the world I come from.

        Keep our existence a secret. Period.

        The day my sister broke that rule one too many times, I knew there would be consequences. I expected us to be sent to one of those schools for "troubled" kids—and maybe Daizlei Academy was, in a way. But really, it was far more complicated than that.

        You see, I thought that world had forgotten me. Forgotten us. For years we were left alone, and one day . . . we weren't.

        It was only when I got there that I remembered the second rule:

        Trust no one.

        Because in our world? They would kill me if they knew the truth of what I am.

        Daizlei Academy is a school for Supernaturals.

        And me? I'm so much more.

        *Author's Note: This is a mature young adult urban fantasy that borders on new adult. It is labeled YA(+) for strong language and mature situations. As the heroine grows so does the content of the stories. Fans of Jaymin Eve, Jennifer L. Armentrout, Tracy Wolff, and Bianca Scardoni will ensnared by the slow-burn romance and strong heroine in this series.*

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Some people bring out the worst in you, others bring out the best, and then there are those remarkably rare, addictive ones who just bring out the most. Of everything. They make you feel so alive that you’d follow them straight into hell, just to keep getting your fix.

      

      Karen Marie Moning, Shadowfever
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        “If luck were left to fate, then it would indeed be a cruel thing.”

        — Quinn Darkova, former slave

      

      

      

      Silver strands whipped around her face as an errant wind brushed over her bare forearms, raising goosebumps in its wake.

      Quinn shivered, then paused.

      The southern market of Dumas was alight with happy faces and playing children. The sun shined, and the sand drifted in the breeze. It was the same as it always was.

      And yet it wasn’t.

      The scent of smoked meats and salt water filled her nostrils, but there was something else there too. Something subtler. A shadow in an otherwise peaceful scene. Quinn glanced down the row of brightly lit tents, pausing for only a moment longer before someone bumped into her.

      “Sorry,” she breathed as a stranger hustled by with a muttered curse.

      Shrugging off the strange feeling, she turned and ducked into the tent to her right.

      “Quinn,” the middle-aged woman said in greeting. “Is it that time again already?” The woman stood and the colorful swaths of her patchwork dress fell loosely to her feet. Quinn pressed her lips together in a tight smile as she reached around to the back of her neck and lifted the leather drawstring.

      “So it seems, Jada,” Quinn answered. Her fingers brushed over the black opal stone that dangled off the end. It flashed for a brief second, and Jada frowned.

      “I renewed the barrier just two weeks ago…” she began, her brown eyes filling with concern and trepidation. Quinn’s fingers tightened around the amulet, her neutral expression going cold as tendrils of fear wafted from the other women’s rust-colored skin. It was cloying, sinking into Quinn’s pores as though attracted to her own power.

      “It’s not working.”

      Jada swallowed for a moment, her eyes moving from the pulsing stone to Quinn’s face.

      “If it’s not working then it’s not because the spell weakened,” Jada said, treading cautiously. “That renewal should have lasted at least two more weeks…”

      Quinn bit the inside of her cheek as the shadows under Jada’s skin stirred further. Riling her up more, the smell of midnight weeds and damp petals grew stronger. Why was it that they always feared her?

      Was it the marks on her skin from all her past masters? Perhaps it was the quiet tone she used; accented, but without emotion. Or maybe, just maybe … it was the look in her ice blue eyes—the crystalline color tinged with darkness.

      “The amulet isn’t working and you’re the only apothecarian that will see me.” Quinn took a step forward just as Jada took a step back. The flap of white material behind her shifted as a child came bounding through and ran around the rickety wooden table.

      She stopped short at the look on her mother’s face. Jada pulled her to the side and spoke soft warnings under her breath about disturbing her while there were clients about. Quinn pretended not to notice the way she shielded the young girl with her body, or how she sent the child to the back of their shop instead of back out into the streets.

      “My apologies,” Jada said. “As I was saying, though, I want to help you, Quinn. I really do.” She opened her mouth to continue, but Quinn looked away, a familiar tingle spreading through her limbs as she clenched her jaw shut to keep herself in check.

      “You’re telling me there’s nothing you can do to make this work properly again?” she asked, wrapping her knuckles in the leather string and holding it up. The colorful veins running through the black opal sparkled as beams of light shined through the cracks in the tent.

      “Magic is not easy, Quinn. It’s even difficult for those of us who have ancient scrolls and potions to go by. There’s not much known about your type, and—”

      “Can you do anything?” Quinn asked. It was the last time she would. She didn’t come here for excuses. She came here for a fix. A solution for her problem, if only temporary. A barrier.

      “No … I—maybe,” Jada said, clasping her hands together. “The best I can do is renew it, but if the current one hasn’t lasted, I don’t know if that will do you much good at all.”

      Quinn dropped the stone on the table with a heavy thunk. “Do it.”

      “It’ll still be fifteen pieces of silver…”

      “I know,” Quinn snapped. It was expensive and would drain most of the small sum she’d saved, but she was at the end of her wits. If she couldn’t keep her magic under control it was only a matter of time until another accident happened, and she couldn’t afford one of those or there would be a noose around her neck before the week was out.

      Quinn counted out the fifteen pieces requested, and not a copper more. Jada swept them from the table into a leather pouch and set to work. Her spindly fingers grasped for some herbs that she ground into a fine powder. Quinn stood off to the side, arms crossed and expression pinched as she listened to the bustling market beyond.

      “Blood,” Jada said. Quinn pulled the knife she kept sheathed under her oversized burlap shirt and came to stand over the onyx bowl of dark sludge. The slice of the razor edge pressing into her skin only briefly registered before red droplets fell into the waiting solution. The moment it touched the mixture, it molded into a semi-clear fluid, growing more translucent with each passing moment. Quinn pulled away, wiping her bloodied knife on her pant leg before stowing it as Jada murmured an incantation in a foreign tongue under her breath and dipped the black opal thrice.

      The lacquer hardened and then broke away, leaving the veins of color glowing.

      She held it out and Quinn took the amulet back, frowning slightly when the usual blissful silence of magic didn’t immediately fall over her.

      “You did it?” she asked.

      “I did,” Jada answered, more tepid than usual. “But I can tell by your face it was not the results you were hoping for.” She went about dumping the odd concoction into an unmarked jar and seated herself again before Quinn. “You’re coming into your full power, and soon even this spell will do nothing for you.”

      “How long?” Quinn said quietly. “How long do I have?”

      “It’s hard to say,” Jada murmured. “But at this rate I wouldn’t bother coming back to me again. You’re going to have to learn how to control your powers and the”—she paused, a twinge of sympathy in her expression as she said—“side effects.”

      Quinn pressed her lips together and looked away as she slipped the string around her neck and stuffed the amulet down her shirt. The black opal sat snuggly between her small breasts, cool against her skin, and not nearly as oppressive as it should have been.

      “Thank you,” Quinn whispered. “It may not save me from the gallows…” She swallowed and looked to the top of the tent. “But you’ve bought me time these last few months.” She didn’t look back at Jada as she departed, not wanting to see the pity in her eyes. Quinn simply lowered her head and swept out her arm, stepping through the gap. The flap fell shut behind her and she was alone once more in a crowd of people.

      The sun sat high in the sky, its fever bearing down on the bustling marketplace. Fresh flowers wilted in the scorching heat of Dumas as a mirage danced on the horizon. Quinn pulled her gaze away from the enticing illusion and turned down the nearest alley. Her worn boots were near silent as she stuck to the shadows, but not all was quiet.

      The sharp sound of a whip meeting flesh rang in her ears like an echo from the past.

      Quinn stopped in her tracks. Her hands limp at her sides as she blankly stared straight ahead. A second crack split the air, and Quinn shuddered.

      A woman screamed. A baby began bawling. All the while the muffled grunts of a man and harsh bite of the whip flooded Quinn’s senses.

      Her hands balled at her sides as she tried to resist the call. Tried to defy the compulsion.

      Tried to do something—anything—other than what she knew she could not resist.

      Without realizing that her choice was already made, Quinn turned on her heel and began tearing through the marketplace, following the sounds of disparity. Another wayward wind slammed into her, blowing the long strands away from her face. Her teeth grazed her bottom lip, biting down when the sound of the whip rang out again. The scent of copper and tang of metal in her mouth made Quinn pause before the courtyard. She reached up and pressed a finger to her lips.

      It came away red.

      Crack.

      She looked beyond that bloodied finger to the man in the street. He wore a tattered burlap shirt not all that different from her own. Dark brown hair hung from his head in sweaty locks, and on his cheek—smudged, but visible—was the brand of a slave.

      Quinn’s heart began to pound so loud it was all she could hear as the slave master’s whip came down again. Tendrils of black that only Quinn could see snaked up the slave’s arms as he used them to attempt to cover his face from the brutal assault.

      “Stupid. Pathetic. Weak.” The master spat one-worded insults with every blow as a woman in a slave shift stood behind him, screaming with silvery streaks of tears running in rivers down her face. The baby in her arms, swaddled in dirty rags, bellowed its own outrage.

      Quinn didn’t think as her feet moved towards the man. She didn’t register what she was doing as cold calming clarity settled deep within her bones. She hadn’t known how much the man’s fear—the woman’s fear—the baby’s fear—all called to her.

      All she knew was a whip and blood and silence.

      The master struck once more, turning his head to look at the crowd, the end of the thin leathery weapon falling into the sandy streets in front of her. Quinn’s boot came down on top of it, holding it in place as he yanked his arm again. He turned when he realized it would not budge. Sweat slicked his skin, cheeks red from anger and exertion, tan skin rough and darkened in uneven patches. He had a finely trimmed beard and black eyes, but these things were all trivial to Quinn as she followed the path from the whip being jerked about beneath her boot to the handle that he gripped tightly.

      “I detest whips,” she said quietly. Her voice was abnormally distant, the roaring in her head louder than her words. The sound so consuming that it blocked her from hearing or feeling or thinking about anything else. It stopped her from seeing the shadowed figure in her periphery.

      “Who do you think you—” the slave master started.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Quinn answered softly. She knelt down, her fingers reaching for the smooth leather vice. She picked up the thin end of the whip, trailing her nails along its bloodied exterior.

      Without any warning, her left-hand wrapped around it.

      Her right reached for her dagger. The one she always kept on her, its sheath resting over the brand of a master from long ago. A master that had the same detestable urge as this man. To beat her to the edge of death. She never went anywhere unarmed after that. Even when she became as much a weapon as the sharpened bit of metal that she kept on her person.

      With a flick of her wrist, the dagger soared true. A crunch of tendons snapping and bones splintering. An anguished scream as he dropped the whip’s handle.

      The dagger protruded from his hand, sticking out the other side. Red smeared the open wound, dripping down the gleaming steel and into the sandy streets.

      Quinn didn’t even blink at the mess she’d made. Violence was in her bones. Brutality in her blood. She swung the whip and the thick end veered straight into the man’s face.

      A deafening crack rang, and shadows gathered beneath his skin.

      Fear. The very thing that called to her.

      She licked the copper taste from her lips and swung again and again and again.

      The leathery end pummeling his face into a bruised and broken pulp. The blood vessels in his eyes burst, turning them a grotesque shade of pink. The skin over his cheekbones split, and when he spat, a wad of crimson and mucus came out, two of his teeth landing in the puddle of fluid.

      Even still, Quinn didn’t stop.

      Not when his breathing grew shallow or the stench of piss ran in the streets.

      Not when the thick end of the whip coiled around his neck, choking the life from him.

      Not when she ripped the dagger free, only to raise it—

      “Stop.”

      Quinn blinked.

      The roaring quieted.

      All at once, the bubble of silence around her popped and she heard it: the screaming, the sobbing, the shouting, the chaos. The cracks of the whip had lulled her into a state where there was only rage … only pain.

      And the sound of a man’s voice—dark as a shadow, deep as the ocean, powerful enough it reverberated through every bone in her body—was what pulled her out.

      Warm fingers stilled the hand where she clutched the dagger.

      Quinn paused and raised her eyes, taking in the man that had stopped her.

      Backlit by the sun and sky, a creature of savageness and sensuality stared down at her. His eyes, they were unlike anything she’d ever seen. Smoldering coals they were, burning from within, without a speck of color in sight. Her lips parted and her breath caught, but only for a moment.

      Those eyes were so … fierce. There was a wildness to him that Quinn had not found in others. Ever. She took a step back and he paused, waiting, before he released his hold on her wrist.

      She composed herself, a mask of indifference falling over her as she allowed her eyes to travel the length of him. Long dark hair—the color of black skies—hung in thick strands surrounding a face that had seen more than its fair share of fights. His skin was tanned, but an off-white scar spanned from his left eyebrow to his cheek. Other smaller flecks of old healed wounds dotted his face, making it all the more striking.

      Quinn found it a strange sort of beautiful.

      He wore the fine fabrics of a nobleman that was worth his weight in gold, and two rings adorned his left hand. None graced his right, Quinn noted as she took a step away, slowly coming back to her full senses.

      “Who are you?” he asked her. The shouts grew louder as a crowd began to form around them. Quinn didn’t spare the slave master a look. She’d never killed before, though she’d come close. Despite her slipups with that cold impassioned madness that sometimes took hold, the honor of her first kill was reserved for someone who owed her restitution, and therefore she didn’t want or care to know if he was dead or alive.

      Quinn took a step away, slowly lowering the dagger to her side. She didn’t put it away. Not yet.

      “No one,” came her reply as she moved back towards the crowd. There was a ringing in the square, and the occupants of the market scattered in confusion and fear.

      The bells meant only one thing.

      Soldiers. City guards, to be exact. She froze.

      “No,” the man said. He didn’t move. Neither of them did, even as the people in the streets scattered like rats around them. “You’re someone.” She began to shake her head, and he stopped her with a calculated look. “You’re someone like me.”

      That made her pause.

      Did he mean…

      The streets thinned as the pounding of hooves against mortar thundered through the city. She needed to get out of here. If they caught her with the evidence of her actions bleeding out behind her, she would never even find out if Jada’s latest attempt at keeping her magic under control would work. She’d be hanged before the end of the morrow.

      Quinn turned to leave when something stopped her. It was startling; a whisper of air blew across her face. The cold chill of winter that didn’t belong.

      “I’ll find you after I take care of this,” he told her. She didn’t have to ask what this was. Nor did she want to know what he meant. As much as he intrigued her, Quinn just made herself a wanted woman one too many times.

      Still, she looked over her shoulder. With a frown, she replied, “Unlikely.”

      Then she disappeared into the shadows where people like her belonged.

      Where she should have stayed.
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        “Mirrors reflect the monsters no one else can see.”

        — Quinn Darkova, former slave, possible murderess

      

      

      

      Quinn stared into the shimmering reflective surface of her dressing room mirror. Just outside, she could hear the distant bustling noises of the rest of the night’s acts getting ready. Lifting the opal stone from between her breasts, Quinn examined the cracks in its surface. Although not by much, the magic Jada had enchanted the stone with had already faded since that morning. Sighing, she slipped it back under the collar of her dress.

      A knock on the door echoed throughout the small room just a moment before it swung slightly inward. “Are you ready?” a familiar voice asked. The top part of a sandy blond head peeked around the wood.

      “Almost,” Quinn said. “I will be shortly.”

      “Good,” Caine replied, his dull brown eyes looking her over before sliding away. “Hastings is looking for you.”

      Quinn narrowed her gaze on the young man. He rarely looked her in the eyes when he delivered bad news, meaning that whatever Hastings wanted—it wasn’t good.

      “Fine,” she snapped. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

      He nodded and then quietly backed out, letting the door click shut behind him. Quinn turned back to her mirror and snatched up a container of white powder. If possible, the dusty mix made her appear even paler. That was what she needed tonight. On nights when she was the primary act of the show, she needed to look like a ghost—not that it was difficult to do. Cool, glassy eyes stared back at her as she smeared the powder over her cheeks, forehead, and down her nose. Just before she was done, she dabbed a bit over her lips so that even there, she was void of all color.

      Laying the container back in its place, she picked up her white skirts and headed for the hallway leading out to the main stage. Several stagehands saw her coming and veered away. She could hear Hastings shouting at someone in the main theater as she entered from behind a tall musty curtain.

      The theater was falling down around them. The roof leaked, the walls were thin, and it rarely held any cool relief from the eternal summer Dumas seemed to be in, but it had given her sanctuary when she had none. It may have not been home to her, but it was useful for the time being.

      “You needed me?” Quinn asked.

      Hastings, a ruddy-faced man with a curly red beard, turned and fixed her with an irritated look. “I heard there was an incident in the market today,” he said.

      “Was there?” Quinn stared back at him, her face impassable.

      “Mmm hmm.” He stroked his beard. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      “Why would I?” Quinn replied.

      Hastings stopped and dropped his fat sausage fingers away from his face, squinting at her with a dark look. “If I find out you’ve done something to interrupt my business, I’ll—”

      “You’ll throw me out,” Quinn cut in dryly. “So you’ve informed me. Many times now, I might add.”

      Hastings grumbled his response before brushing past her. “Just make sure you’re ready for your act. The doors open in twenty.” And off he went, yelling at passing stagehands as Caine—his ever-present assistant—came slinking out from behind the curtain and trailed after him.

      Quinn watched them go before turning towards the open room where rows upon rows of benches were anchored to the hard floors. In just under a half an hour, the room would be filled wall-to-wall with people of all shapes and sizes and colors. All of them wanting to see a bit of themselves that so rarely came to light. And she was more than willing to give it to them.

      For a price.

      As the lamps dimmed, Quinn removed herself from the stage. The echo of hushed whispering began to fill the air as Hastings, dressed in his ragged coat, took center stage. His booming voice ricocheted up the walls, silencing the crowd.

      “Welcome, faithful citizens, to the Dark Masquerade. If you’ve been with us before, then perhaps you’ve seen some of our acts. Perhaps your curiosity has brought you back. If you’re new and not sure what to expect, then just hold onto your seats, ladies and gentlemen. The show you’re about to experience is like no other…”

      When the warning reverberated into the silence of the theater and then teetered out, Hastings raised his thick fist and threw a small vial to the floor at his feet. It shattered against the wood, and a large plume of smoke appeared. A moment later, his big body slipped behind the curtains and he rushed the first act out on stage—a pair of fire-breathing twins with dark black masks covering their faces.

      Quinn stood to the side, her own mask—retrieved from her dressing room vanity—clutched in her hands. She watched as act after act approached the stage, wowing the crowds with their strange talents. Near the end, Hastings stepped up alongside her.

      “You’re almost up.”

      She nodded, raising her hands and tying the soft strands of fabric around her head. The mask wasn’t to conceal her features—merely to accentuate her eeriness to the crowd as she played her role in Hastings’ Dark Masquerade. He glanced down at her as she stared between the curtains, eyes fixed on a point in the distance beyond the crowd.

      With a shake of his head, he strode out from behind them as the latest act moved backstage and then off towards the hallway. Something was different about the crowd tonight. They fell in a hush as Hastings lit a single candle in the middle of the dais. His voice carried throughout the room as dark figures moved several large mirrors in front of the curtains, spanning the length of the stage. People’s reflections stared back at them.

      “Tonight,” Hastings said, “we have something special for you.”

      Quinn closed her eyes as he spoke, listening to the wind whistling through the cracks of the doors at the back of the theater, and the breathy excitement humming from the crowd.

      “From a distant land, the Dark Masquerade brings you something”—Hastings paused, his words catching in a melodramatic tone—“unique,” he finished. “A phantom from the in-between. Please welcome to the stage—Mirior.”

      The curtains parted slightly, and the crowd’s breath nearly stopped as Quinn rounded the wall of mirrors. Absolute silence greeted her as Hastings faded into the background, stepping away from the light of the candle.

      Moving with grace-like beauty, Quinn glided across the stage, her footsteps making no sound. That was when the whispers began. It started low, a dark tingle in the audience. But as Quinn stepped up to the candle, allowing the dim fiery glow to flicker over her features, it grew.

      Black tendrils, like rising smoke, lifted from individuals in the crowd. The more opaque the strands, the more fearful the person. Quinn closed her eyes, reached out, and extinguished the flame with her thumb and forefinger. The strands of fear turned into rivers, flowing out and around her as darkness descended upon the room.

      Stagehands hurried to light the candles placed on the top edge of each mirror. Quinn turned her back on the audience and lifted her pale hands. She pointed the tendrils towards the mirrors, and they followed.

      The reflections of the audience rippled before her and there were several gasps at her back. Quinn’s expression did not falter. She lowered her hands and moved forward, passing one mirror, and then another, until she was on the other end of the stage. She glanced at the audience, noting the people were enthralled with what they saw before them—then she moved across the stage, skimming the tips of her fingers across the glass as she passed it by. The tendrils she controlled were brought to life inside the mirrors.

      Images appeared. People began to whimper and cry. Some gasped for breath but found no relief. Several turned their faces away, clenching their jaws as they prayed that what they saw was not real.

      As Quinn came to a final stop at the end of the stage, at the very last mirror, she met a pair of glittering eyes in its reflection. With a frown, she turned and followed that gaze to its owner and a shock of recognition seized her.

      It was the man from the marketplace.

      He had found her.

      The candles above the mirrors were snuffed out before the crowd became too agitated, and Quinn disappeared behind the curtains as the mirrors were removed and Hastings hurried out to calm them with the last act of the evening.

      Quinn had no clue what the people saw in the mirrors, only that it showed their deepest, darkest fears. Each person’s fear was different, but in the mirrors, it was expounded upon and brought to life.

      Tonight, though, one of her own fears had come to life.

      She had never expected to see him again, much less here. But there he had sat, his eyes fixated on her, watching her every movement. She wondered if he knew. She wondered if he would look for her again. If he would tell Hastings about today.

      Quinn strode quickly through the backstage area, ripping her mask away from her face. Caine scurried after her, attempting to stop her, but she waved him away with an irritated scowl. Quinn stormed into her dressing room and slammed the door in his face, leaning heavily against the wood as she stared at her pale image in the vanity mirror across the room.

      As much as she worried over the stranger, she didn’t detect fear in her own eyes. No. Instead, she saw something far more dangerous.

      Curiosity.
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        “There’s no such thing as coincidences. Only unknown motivations.”

        — Quinn Darkova, former slave, possible murderess, and reluctant performer

      

      

      

      The dull roar of the crowd trickled to a comfortable silence as Quinn stripped away her stage persona and the amphitheater emptied out. With a sigh, she hung up the white gossamer gown with care and cleaned away every trace of face paint from her skin.

      Clad in nothing but her undergarments and a loose burlap shirt, she grabbed one of the three books she owned and an apple with its skin already beginning to pucker. It was a day past ripe, but it and the hunk of bread were all the free room and board Hastings was prepared to give his performers. He needed them alive, but well-fed wasn’t a requirement.

      Quinn padded over to the rickety ladder at the back of her dressing room and climbed up to the small loft where a lumpy bed and old blanket resided. She sighed softly, not happy, but content for the moment. Tonight would be her last night here after the stunt she had pulled in the market. It was only a matter of time until the guards came looking for her, and while Hastings might not rat her out, she wasn’t so sure about Caine. The boy was an opportunist if there ever was one. Regardless of whoever’s expense his small gain came from. Then there was the fact that she had seen the man in the audience tonight. But there was no way he would be allowed back here. Hastings never let audience members meet the performers.

      She settled into her makeshift sleeping area and struck a match, lighting the oil lamp at her bedside. Picking up her book, she let it fall open to wherever she had left it last and began softly reciting the story aloud in her native language. The one she had not spoken to another in over ten years, but she refused to forget.

      Because one day she would need it again.

      A knock came and Quinn frowned, her eyes snapping up to the door. When it didn’t immediately open, her lips pressed together. No one bothered her after a show, not when fear was still running so rampant in her system. It didn’t affect her as it did them, instead acting as a drug that lowered the barriers containing her dark power as the magic tried to rise.

      No one who knew better would disturb her right now.

      Quinn closed her book and set it aside, clambering down the ladder.

      There was another knock, and she braced herself as her fingers curled around the wobbly handle. Standing partially behind the door, she twisted the knob and opened it a crack.

      A hand paused before the door, obviously raised to knock again, then lowered.

      Her heart pounded faster as the dark eyes of the stranger from the market settled on her.

      “Who are you?” she asked, her fingers curling around the doorframe as he slipped his boot into the tight space to stop her from possibly slamming it shut on him. How had he been allowed backstage?

      “That remains to be seen,” he murmured. Quinn cocked an eyebrow, tilting her head. She’d met some determined ones in her time. Silver hair and cream-colored skin made her an oddity in Dumas. One considered exotic, beautiful even, if not for her brands.

      Never had there been a man that could find her when she didn’t want to be found.

      Nor one that had the audacity to stop her from shutting him out.

      “Why are you following me?” she asked quietly, not as perturbed as she should have been. Quinn was paranoid by nature, but she’d be leaving tomorrow.

      There would be no finding her after that.

      “Because I’m intrigued by you,” he replied, as though that meant something to her.

      “And do you regularly follow women and knock on their doors in the middle of the night if they intrigue you…” She trailed off, searching for the name he clearly wasn’t going to give. “Sir?”

      “You aren’t like most women…” He left it open-ended, waiting for her to give her name first.

      “Mirior,” she obliged, offering him the only name he currently knew her as, “and if that’s the best you can come up with, I’ll have to pass. If you’re looking for a quick fuck, the brothel is two doors down.” Quinn stepped back, prepared to force his foot through the door when a large, gloved hand closed around the frame. He pushed, and try as she might, she was forced to yield with a scowl.

      “I’m not looking for the brothel,” the stranger said. There was no hesitation in the man’s expression, no apology on his lips as he barged in. Quinn crossed her arms as his eyes dropped from her face to her bare legs. She didn’t blush or even reach for her robe. Modesty, after all, was for the privileged.

      “If you lay a hand on me, I’ll make what happened in the square look gentle,” she said with a narrowed look. Her hip smacked against the side of the door, and it swung shut. He lifted an eyebrow, the makings of a smirk ghosting across his mouth.

      “You sound very sure of yourself.”

      “I am,” she answered without hesitation. “This world isn’t kind to women or slaves, and at one point, I was both. You don’t survive that without developing a few skills.”

      The stranger seemed to consider her words as he moved about the room. He came to a stop in front of her mirror and turned around to face her. His hands rested on either side of her vanity, his fingers curling around the aged wood as he leaned back against it, taking in the rest of the nearly barren room before returning his unsettling gaze to her face. “Is that what made you do it?”

      There was no need to ask him what he meant. She knew. He had seen her bludgeon a man with his own whip today. Gods, she might have actually beaten the slave master to death. She had no clue, but if she had … well, she still felt no remorse.

      “No,” she answered honestly. “Not entirely.”

      “Then why did you?” There was no admonishment in his tone. No judgement. No condemnation. Only curiosity and something else … eagerness, but for what, she couldn’t tell.

      Her gaze strayed to the other two books on her shelf. They were written in the language of her homeland, their spines worn and letters faded. If the stranger noticed her wandering eye, he didn’t mention it as he waited for a reply she wasn’t going to give him.

      “If you came here for answers on why I did what I did, you’re going to be sorely disappointed,” Quinn said. There was something strange about him that made her suspicious of his motivations.

      “You didn’t kill him, you know,” the stranger replied with a tilt of his head. He eyed her. “In case you were wondering, that is.”

      “I wasn’t,” she said.

      “He could still have you hanged.”

      Quinn narrowed her eyes, uncrossing her arms to reach up. Absently, she tugged on a lock of her silver hair. Fidgeting wasn’t a fault she really had, but people were so often disturbed by her stillness. As a result, she had taught herself tricks to make her habits seem more normal, things that gave no bearing to what she was actually thinking or feeling.

      “He’d have to find me for that to happen,” Quinn said softly.

      He tilted his head to the side. “I found you easily enough,” he pointed out.

      Scowling, Quinn dropped her hand away from her hair. “A coincidence,” she replied through gritted teeth. Quinn didn’t believe in coincidences, but she didn’t want the man to know just how disturbed she was by the fact that he had found her—quickly too.

      His full lips twitched. “Possibly.” He said it in such a way that it was clear he was merely humoring her.

      “He won’t find me,” Quinn snapped.

      “What makes you think I wouldn’t tell him,” the stranger asked, not quite threatening … but testing. Learning. It would seem that he was cataloguing her responses and trying to piece together the enigma before him.

      “If you wanted me arrested then there would be guards here now. You’ve had ample time to call them if that was the route you wished to take.” Quinn paused. “Which brings us back to my original question. Who are you?” Quinn did better and asked another almost immediately. “Why are you here?”

      The stranger nodded as if hearing her words, but he didn’t jump to reply. She huffed, glaring at him. Against the peeling paint and sparse furnishings of her dressing room, he looked so very out of place. The rich fabric of his tunic, a vibrant red just a shade lighter than blood, was adorned with golden thread that gleamed in the low light, drawing Quinn’s attention as she waited for his reply.

      “I’m here,” he started, “because a very dear friend of mine died not long ago and left me a letter. Unfortunately, I was out of the country at the time of his death and I didn’t get it until it was too late. It was about a woman—a very special woman.”

      The stranger stopped perusing her belongings and leveled her with a powerful look. With a push away from her vanity that left the mirror shuddering against the wall, he stalked forward.

      “I’m here,” he continued, “at the twilight hour in this dingy, disgusting amphitheater because I’m fairly certain you’re that woman.” Quinn’s heart began to beat faster, but her hands didn’t tremble. Instead, they went still. Her whole being froze. Where most people experienced shock and tended to unravel, Quinn stiffened with resolve.

      “I think you need to leave,” she said, reaching for the door.

      His fingers wrapped around her forearm.

      So warm, she thought. So very … warm wasn’t the right word.

      He wasn’t warm.

      He was burning hot.

      “Olivier Illvain told me—”

      “Olivier Illvain is dead,” Quinn said flatly, ripping her arm from his grasp while sending a tendril of fear his way. Surprisingly, though, he didn’t react the way she had come to expect.

      There was no panic in his gaze. No worry. No fear.

      He stood still, his hand still outstretched and nostrils flared as his eyelids slid closed. Almost like he might have known what she’d done, but that wasn’t possible.

      “You…” His jaw tightened and his neck craned, cracking, as he opened his eyes and dark glittering pools looked down on her, “shouldn’t have done that.”

      What little color she possessed drained from her face, and she truly looked like a ghost in that moment. Colorless. Ethereal. A mere reflection in the mirror.

      She gripped the knob of the door tightly, thrusting it open. She stepped to the side and pointed.

      “It’s time for you to leave,” she said, brokering no room for argument.

      The stranger took a single step towards her, and two men appeared in her doorway. The fire-breathing twins—Nix and Nox. Out of all Hastings’ performers, they’d taken a liking to her, but chose to respect Quinn’s boundaries better than most others living in the amphitheater.

      “Problem here, Q?” one of them asked, likely Nix.

      “No problem,” Quinn replied curtly. “My guest was just leaving, weren’t you?” All three sets of eyes fell on the man that Quinn still couldn’t figure out. Something was off about him. It wasn’t just the way that he held himself or the noble clothes he wore. There was a sense of otherness to him that all other men she had met, noble or not, didn’t have. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

      He took two steps towards her, towering like a god, larger than life. Quinn didn’t flinch as his lips came only a hairsbreadth from hers and he whispered, “This isn’t over. Until next time, Quinn.”

      She didn’t let it show how much it unsettled her that he knew her name. His presence was all consuming, seeming to steal the very air from her chest until he stepped away. The twins parted to let him through, and he started down the narrow hallway. The stranger paused and turned back, the look in his eyes seeming to scream of something dark and dangerous and violent.

      Quinn waited for him to disappear through the musty curtain before inhaling deeply.

      The twins looked at her with concern and she simply shooed them away, closing the door firmly. Her fingers moved to click the lock shut, not because she was afraid he might come back … but because she was afraid she might go after him.

      One thing was certain. It was time to get out of Dumas.

      Even if the soldiers didn’t find her, Quinn had no doubts in her mind that he would be back.

      And she wanted to be long gone when he returned.
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        “Everyone has a weakness. It’s always the same thing. Power.”

        — Lazarus Fierté, nobleman and master manipulator

      

      

      

      Lazarus stood on the edge of the street, the door to the decrepit amphitheater swinging shut behind him. The building should have been torn down years ago. The roof leaked. The floors were stained and wobbled under him. It had the smell of poverty sunken so deep into the walls, the only way to get rid of it was to rip it all apart. He knew because Gulliver had given him a report on the establishment that the girl called home not three hours before.

      The dim light of a coach rounding the corner of the street swayed back and forth as it came to a stop in front of him. Gulliver stepped out, holding the door for his master.

      “You’re late,” he said as he used the bottom rung to step inside and then turned, sitting and resting his back against the seat cushions.

      “I apologize, my lord,” Gulliver said. “We were waylaid by…” The man’s eyes darted to the driver.

      “Get inside,” Lazarus said with a heavy sigh.

      Gulliver nodded. As soon as he had closed the coach door behind him, the driver snapped his short whip at the horses and they jerked the carriage forward.

      “What happened?”

      “There was a notice for you at the inn, my lord.” Gulliver’s dusty gray eyes met his with trepidation.

      “Go on,” Lazarus pressed the young man. “Who sent the note?”

      “That’s the thing, sir,” Gulliver said. “I don’t know. The innkeeper refused to give it to me. I’ve been arguing with the man for the better part of an hour. He says that he was told to hand it specifically to you. I assume he was paid handsomely for his promise to make sure it was delivered appropriately.”

      “It’s fine,” Lazarus said, holding up a hand as the man leaned forward, preparing to launch into an apology. Gulliver settled back, casting a concerned look his way, but thankfully he didn’t say more. “Did you do what I asked? The boy?”

      Gulliver nodded. “I did, sir.”

      “Good.”

      Lazarus turned his gaze away, letting the carriage fall into silence as he watched the city’s passing scenery. Dumas was older; the buildings tall but worn, the streets cobbled and sinking. The people were old-fashioned as well, both in their clothes and their culture. But the girl … the girl was new. New to this city, he assumed, but perhaps not new to this country. Her voice had the briefest lilt to something foreign. If her features were anything to go by, he’d say she was a native N’skaran. How she’d ended up with Olivier and now in the Dark Masquerade … it puzzled him.

      The coach lurched around a corner and came to a slow stop in front of the Iron Queen Inn and Tavern. Gulliver exited first, holding the door for him. Lazarus’ boot splashed into a small puddle as he stepped out of the carriage and towards the dwelling.

      Inside the boisterous tavern almost all conversation stopped. He had a way of silencing a room without a word. With a harsh squeak of the innkeeper’s wide frame against the smooth wood of the bar, the short, rotund man made his way over to Lazarus.

      “My lord,” the innkeeper began.

      Lazarus didn’t let him continue. “You have a message for me,” he stated.

      The innkeeper nodded profusely, reaching into his stained and frayed apron to produce a letter. Lazarus took it, and without a glance back at the innkeeper, walked off towards the stairs leaving Gulliver to hurry after him.

      The Iron Queen Inn’s rooms left much to be desired. The windows were thin. The bed hardly long enough to fit a man of his size—not that he would be sleeping much in this place—and the noise below was a constant dull roar in the back of his mind.

      After dismissing Gulliver for the night, Lazarus sat down and began to remove his boots. He leaned back in the wing-backed chair, reaching for the decanter of spirits he’d had delivered. Pouring himself a hefty serving, Lazarus lifted the glass to his lips and sipped, letting the burn of the alcohol slip down the back of his throat and he considered his options.

      There was no doubt in his mind that the girl—Quinn—was the same girl that Olivier had wrote to him about. She had skin paler than the moon and eyes the color of ice crystals. He saw more brands adorning her body this evening than had been clear in the market earlier in the day. The marks of many masters, and yet none had tamed her. Something about that amused Lazarus, as if any human master could bring her to heel. No. It would take someone with a finer touch and a might of their own. Someone that she couldn’t strike down in a rage when her magic would get the better of her.

      Quinn was something more than just a pretty face, though she tried to hide it. There was a darkness that didn’t simply cling to her, it came from her and she embraced it … to a certain extent.

      Lazarus thought about the black opal around her neck. A cheap trinket crafted by those without magic of their own in an attempt to control the torrent that wreaked havoc inside her. It wouldn’t last her long if she lost control again.

      He sipped his drink as thoughts of the woman in white held him.

      A soft knock brought Lazarus to his feet. He closed the distance between his chair and the door in several long strides. One click of the latch and a twist of the handle and the wooden panel swung open.

      “You called for m-me, sir?”

      Lazarus stared down at the thin man that had been following the stage master all night, waiting in the wings. Lazarus nodded and stepped to the side, allowing the other man entrance. Caine’s gaze darted around the room before he hesitantly moved inside, his left leg dragging a bit behind him.
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