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        This book isn’t just a pretty new cover. It’s special.

        The Blackout Edition is the ‘closed-door’ version of Broken Demon.

        It’s the exact same story as the original, but all the graphic spicy bits have been removed. Luckily, the smut isn’t central to the plot, so there’s still a story left over.

        I published this version of the book for everyone who wants the story but isn’t into the graphic sex scenes.

        But don’t be fooled. This book still contains lots of cursing, and the heavy implication of sex. Like you know what they’re up to, but I’m not spelling it out for you.

        I would not consider this book “clean”.  Just mild instead of spicy.
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        Broken Demon is a 'darkish' urban fantasy/paranormal romance. While the tone is generally light, it does touch on some topics that may be uncomfortable for some readers. The rougher topics are typically not described in any significant detail and much is left to the imagination. Readers are encouraged to take a look at the listed trigger warnings and decided is this is the right book for them.

        Your mental health is far more important than this book.
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      It was two in the morning, and there was a man hanging in a dungeon cell waiting for me.

      I was cranky and tired; I’d gotten dragged out of bed for this. I had been happy and comfortable under a pile of blankets, having a particularly nice dream involving seven gorgeous pirates, a deserted island, and a shipping crate of sex toys, when someone poked me awake to inform me that my special set of skills was required.

      Immediately.

      Since I was the Island’s feared Inquisitor, I didn’t have any option but to haul my sleep-deprived carcass out of bed and make my way downstairs. My job was to question the bad guys. No matter what time it was.

      I chugged a quick energy drink while I threw on my work clothes and listened to the admin give me the rundown.

      “The prisoner’s name is Gregory. No last name that we’ve been able to get out of him. He’s a shifter of some sort but we haven’t been able to determine what flavor yet.” James, our incredible admin, kept his back politely turned towards me while I pulled on a pair of tight black shorts and a matching tank top. My slight frame meant I didn’t have to spend a lot of money on fancy bras and I was forever grateful for that. I took another swig of my drink and rolled my head from side to side in a slow stretch. I needed to get my sluggish blood flowing again.

      I ran through a series of stretches and short-burst exercises to help me wake up while I listened to James. My brain was still foggy with sleep, but movement helped, and the sweet, life-giving caffeine would kick in soon.“We captured Gregory during the recent raid on a supernatural party suspected of being a cover for a trafficking auction.”

      “Were we right, or did we just piss off a bunch of monsters?” I asked as I slid my feet into comfy slippers. I wouldn’t need shoes for what I was doing, so I didn’t plan on wasting my time lacing up feet prisons. I’d take the bunny slippers off before I entered the cell. I was a professional, after all.

      James continued, “We were not wrong. There was a group of seven humans being held in what used to be the meat locker of an abandoned restaurant. The raiding party was able to extract the humans with no additional collateral damage. Several shifters escaped, however. Gregory was the only one we could capture alive.” Laws in the post-Breaking world were sketchy at best. Humans kept trying to enforce them, but what were you going to do when a seven-foot-tall vampire decided he didn’t like your rules? There wasn’t a whole lot to be done there. But it luckily left us free to do whatever we needed to do to keep people as safe as possible. Our methods weren’t exactly friendly.

      Humanity was still trying to recover from the end of the world twenty years ago. The Breaking essentially threw us back into the Dark Ages. Technology crashed in its entirety. Cars, computers, phones, hell, even lights, stopped working all at once. Then alternate realities collided, and all the monsters from our nightmares suddenly lived on the same planet as us. It’d been a clusterfuck ever since. And I had the dubious pleasure of working for a company of mercenaries specifically trained in countering supernatural bullshit.

      “What am I trying to get out of our guest?” I asked.

      “The rescued humans said that a family was taken but not recovered in the raid. No one knew their names, though. The family is comprised of a mother, a father, and two children, a girl and a boy. Ages unknown. We need to know who and where they are. They’ve likely been sold already so we need to know who their buyer was. We know the shifters were facilitating the sale, but the bidding was open to all variety of supernaturals. So, basically, we have no idea where the family could have gone.” James grimaced as he opened my door to let me through, and I grabbed my ear buds and phone on the way out. We had finally gotten a lot of tech working again, but it could be spotty. Especially when magic was running high. In some areas, technology didn’t work at all. In others, magic didn’t work. Music might be the best thing we recovered. I couldn’t do my job without it.

      It was a relatively short walk to the winding stairs that led to the dungeon. It was easier to just keep me close by for quick interrogations. I thanked James for the info and ducked into the low-ceilinged stairway. We didn’t  know where the castle we used as our headquarters came from—it had just appeared after the Breaking, but it certainly hadn’t been designed for people who were much taller than me. I was the only one of our group who didn’t have to stoop to go down the smooth stone passage.

      At the base of the stairs, the space opened into a wide hallway with cells on either side. Six cells total. Directly in front of me, a lanky man hung suspended from a hook in the ceiling just outside of his cell door. His hands stretched above his head; his feet barely touching the floor. Blond hair hung in damp clumps across his face. His face was bloody, and it looked like someone had already tried to ‘question’ him. Unfortunately for us, supernaturals are insanely strong and have the endurance of a brick wall. A human could throw everything they had at something like a vampire or a shifter and never make a dent. Not to mention a supernatural’s regenerative speed. If we did any damage to a supernatural, they’d heal within minutes. Seconds, if they were old or strong enough. It made questioning them extremely difficult. We had to use special tranquilizers to keep them sedated for any length of time. And they could metabolize that faster than we were happy with.

      No one else was in the hall with us. The guards had likely already moved out to give me space. I kicked my slippers into a corner and immediately regretted it as my feet touched the cold floor. Icy pinpricks skittered up from my soles, making me grit my teeth.

      “Hello, Gregory,” I said to the man suspended in front of me. “I’m the Inquisitor, and I have a few questions for you.”

      Gregory’s head jerked up at that. I had a bit of a reputation. Not a good one. Now and then, if I was very lucky, mentioning that I was the infamous Inquisitor was enough to make the monsters talk. I had become something of a bogeyman in the supernatural world.

      “If you’d prefer, we can skip the next bit and just get right to the part where you tell me all about the missing human family. Then I can go back to bed, and you can do… whatever it is my boss wants to do with you.” I shrugged. A low growl rumbled from his throat.

      “Guess I’m not sleeping tonight then,” I grumbled as I did one last big stretch and put my ear buds in. I had already queued up the right playlist on my phone, so I just had to hit play. Loud rock music from pre-Breaking started pounding in my ears, drowning out the rest of the world. I took a deep breath and took a half step away from Gregory. His mouth was moving; he was probably trying to say something.

      I did a quick, sideways sliding step towards him, and my foot shot out, hitting him in the solar plexus. Without waiting, I whipped the same leg back up in a kick to his ribs, striking hard enough that I felt something crack inside him. My foot dropped back to the ground, and I brought my hands up in front of my face, fists loose, my right foot settling a half step behind the left. My right arm came across my body and I punched him squarely in the nose. Bone shattered and blood sprayed. I followed that with a hook from my left hand that caught him in the jaw, snapping it out of place. I could see his nose already knitting back together. The quick regeneration time meant he was likely old and most assuredly powerful. The music continued to pound in my ears.

      I rolled my head and bounced on the balls of my feet a little. Then I dove back in with a flurry of blows that sent more blood flying. I felt another rib crack under my fist.

      Small sparks of blue-white light glittered out around my hand. Tiny singe marks burned into his skin.

      There you are, I thought. Now we’re warmed up. Let’s play.

      Another series of blows and the sparks turned to lightning, glowing larger and brighter. I didn’t have to see myself to know that my normally brown eyes were glowing a vibrant electric blue. Small sparks dripped from the corners of my eyes. Gregory had stopped healing at some point. His breathing grew rough. I stepped back and brought my rear leg up and around to take out his knee. The song in my ears was ending. Gregory’s mouth was moving again.

      I pulled one ear bud out, the music automatically pausing. “What?” I asked. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention. Did you need to tell me something?”

      Gregory growled and made some threats about his pack leader coming for me. Blah blah blah. I shrugged and popped the ear bud back in.

      “Track two.”
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        * * *

      

      It took fourteen songs for the wolf shifter to break. Supernatural creatures could live for a ridiculously long time and were incredibly powerful. They pretty much all had crazy fast healing abilities, so humans weren’t  anything but annoyances to them. But when you’ve never really felt intense pain before, the sudden shock of it is enough to drive you mad. My lightning temporarily shuts down supernatural powers. It would take weeks for the wolf to heal. Faster than a human, but so much slower than he would be used to. During that time, he’d be the special guest of the Island. Afterwards, I honestly didn’t want to know what would happen. Nothing good.

      Nausea churned in my stomach, and my head pounded like the music was still playing. My skin felt prickly all over and my muscles jittered and twitched. Fucking exhaustion and caffeine. All I wanted was to throw myself back into my bed and sleep for three days. But I had blood all over me. And I still had to go debrief my boss. The session had been recorded, like usual, but the boss always insisted on receiving an in-person update from me so that I could share any thoughts I had on the information. I could occasionally provide insights that didn’t  come across on the recordings.

      James, my freaking hero, was waiting at the top of the stairs holding a towel, a water bottle, and a huge chunk of fresh bread from our kitchens. I could have kissed that man. With tongue. And maybe done a little more. The carbs would help keep me from crashing too badly when the caffeine and adrenaline wore off. I gratefully took the towel and wiped the worst of the blood from my face. A full shower would be necessary before I got back to bed. I chugged the water and shoved a massive hunk of the bread into my mouth. The bread was still warm, with a fluffy inside and perfectly toasty outside. I may have made some fairly sexual noises while I ate. Don’t judge.

      I thanked James and made my way up the two flights of stairs and down the long hall toward the boss man’s office. Dim lights inset into the walls did little to combat that pre-dawn blackness coming through the windows that lined the hall leading to my supervisor’s suite.

      Duncan wasn’t bad so far as bosses went. He was a decent guy who legitimately wanted to keep the world safe. I didn’t envy him his job.

      Inside the office, Duncan sat in a chair next to the fireplace instead of in his normal spot behind the desk. He looked just as tired as me and probably had gotten even less sleep than I had. His shaggy gray hair hung down around his face and shadows under his eyes made him look hollowed out. His head came up when I entered.

      “Andi,” he said. “What can you tell me?”

      I sat down in the chair opposite him and pulled a throw off the back of it to wrap around myself. The caffeine and adrenaline were crashing with a sudden intensity that nearly knocked me on my ass. I wasn’t the biggest fan of my job on the best of days, but right then I especially disliked it. I never planned for my life to end up in such a violent, bloody mess. But there weren’t  a lot of options for people like me. During the Breaking, I became other. My power was easy to hide now. But during the chaos of those first few years, I had little control over it. And when a kid was left fighting for their life on a daily basis, a skill like mine came to light pretty quick. So, I did my job because it paid well; and because if I could help even one person—one kid like I had been—escape the terror that I went through, then it was worth it.

      “First thing of note: our guy’s name is not Gregory. Whoever got that info was wrong. It’s Grigori. Specifically, Grigori Antonev.” I paused and took a drink of water while I waited to see if Duncan understood the problem we were facing.

      “Did we just interrogate a member of one of the largest shifter packs in the world?”

      Yep, he totally understood. Point for Duncan.

      There was a massive pack of shifters that lived primarily in the area that used to be Eastern Europe. The Antonev family was a rough group of wolf shifters who had bred with humans. They were the muscle of the pack. The pack comprised several flavors of shifters: wolf, bear, big cat, rat, and whatever else an individual could shift into. The pack was very open with their enrollment. If you could shift and be useful, they’d find a home for you.

      So, yeah. We had just interrogated a member of a shape-shifting crime family. I really hoped Grigori was just somebody’s dumb nephew or something and not someone to be missed.

      “I got the names of the missing adults. Eli and Echo. Male and female, respectively. Ages unknown but guessed to be in their mid- to late-twenties. Eli is described as roughly five feet nine inches with a wiry build. Pale skin with shaggy black hair and blue eyes. He wore a top hat but otherwise dressed like he had robbed a thrift store. Eli was also stated to be, and this is a direct quote, ‘intensely annoying.’ Echo, the female, also approximately five nine, with similar coloring. Pale skin, black hair, brown eyes. She uses a walking cane and was last seen wearing what appeared to be a blue Victorian era gown. Bustle and all. Echo was the quiet one and only spoke to Eli. I got the impression that our dear Grigori was hoping Echo wouldn’t sell so he could keep her. He would have gladly put a bullet into Eli, though.

      “Unfortunately,” I continued after taking another drink of my water, “no useful information was forthcoming about the missing children. At best, I can tell you they are young. Definitely under ten. Confirmed a boy and a girl. Grigori was not especially interested in them.”

      I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders; a deep chill had settled into my bones, and the fire wasn’t helping as much as I would have liked. I desperately needed to soak in a hot bath and then fall into my bed. No one should bother me for at least three days.

      “Do we have any idea who they were sold to? Where they could have been taken?” Duncan rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. His job was much harder than mine. He had to take all the information I gave him and plan something useful with it. I was immensely glad my job stopped at the dungeon stairs.

      “Grigori was certain they weren’t sold. Multiple attempts were made with Echo but Eli interfered and the sale was halted each time. That was one of those times where Eli was annoying.” I was fascinated that Grigori, a man undergoing torture, could spend enough energy to let me know just how much one human captive pissed him off. I wanted to meet Eli. He sounded fun.

      “So essentially, we have no idea where four humans who were being trafficked have gotten to.” Duncan looked less than pleased. I couldn’t really blame him. It wasn’t a great situation.

      “Seems like it. We need to find someone else who was involved. Somebody has to know something.” I knew I was stating the obvious, but frankly, I was too tired to form a more coherent thought than that.

      Duncan sighed. “Go get some sleep, Andi. We’ll see what we can find. Stay local for the next few days. We may need you again.”

      I nodded and stood up. My eyes felt scratchy, and I couldn’t get warm enough. I didn’t bother to say goodbye when I walked out of the room and closed the heavy wood door behind me.

      I made it back to my room and practically fell into my shower, turning the water on as hot as it could go. The water hit my skin like daggers as I sank down to the shower floor. My blood-spattered clothes clung to me under the spray of the water and I belatedly realized I was supposed to take those off before getting in the shower. I don’t know how long I sat like that before I finally struggled my way out of my shorts and tank top to give myself a cursory wash. Warmth slowly seeped into me, and I watched as the last thin red stream circled the drain and disappeared.

      The old pipes made a loud thunk when I shut the water off. I grabbed the towel hanging on a hook on the wall next to the shower and roughly scrubbed myself dry, then dropped the towel on the floor. Putting things away neatly could wait until tomorrow. I barely made it back to my bed. I crawled into the middle, under a pile of blankets so soft I was certain they were magical items.

      Exhaustion claimed me before I finished pulling the blankets over myself.
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      It was dusk when I finally woke up, dim light from my window creeping past my eyelids. I sat up and rubbed my eyes to clear the haze of sleep away. The sunset was a beautiful curtain of reds and purples promising the dark that was following close behind. I checked my phone to make sure I didn’t have any messages, then made my way back into the bathroom for a proper cleanup session.

      I took my time showering, using the expensive soaps and hair products that I saved for special occasions. After drying off, I rubbed lotion that smelled like nighttime and jasmine into my skin. It took nearly an hour for me to dry and style my long brown hair. I have a natural wave that can easily be curled or completely straightened. Tonight, I pulled the mass up into a high ponytail; the loose curls still hung down to the middle of my back. I didn’t wear makeup often, so I had few products to work with, but I could make a pretty passable smoky eye look out of my favorite purple and gray shadow palette. My skin is fairly pale, so I only needed a very light touch of color on my cheeks. My lips stayed bare. I hated having to reapply lipstick and I could always taste it with my food, anyway.

      My mood was grim, and I was full of pent-up energy that I needed to get rid of. Sometimes after an interrogation, I needed to go out and pretend to be someone, anyone, else for a night. Someone who hadn’t been covered in blood just hours ago. Tonight, I put on my favorite outfit for when I wanted to be a different me. The all-black short skirt and silk camisole top combo hugged my meager curves and showed off the fact that I was braless. The skirt had a slit up the front that left one leg bare. A pair of short black boots and a leather jacket finished the look. Overall, it was the perfect look for getting the type of attention I was hoping for.

      I had very few friends outside of the Island. The people I knew there were  mostly casual acquaintances, at best. It was  hard to keep my personal life separated from my work. I occasionally got to spend time out on the town with a few girls I’d  met over the years. Valerie, my oldest friend—okay, probably my only actual friend— still didn’t  know what I did for a living. She thought I was the executive assistant for the head of a consulting firm. Which was not entirely inaccurate. She just didn’t  know the details of my “assistance.”

      I shot a message to Val as I made my way to the ferry that would take me back to the mainland. Texting could be spotty out on the island, but the message would hit her once I made it into the city.

      Landmasses and cities may have changed drastically during the Breaking, but the area that used to be Atlanta remained a bustling hub of human activity. Many of the other major metropolitan areas were given over to the supernaturals once the dust settled. Humans fled to the countryside to escape the influx of monsters. San Francisco was now ruled by the Fae. Vampires took over Chicago originally, but it ended up being a central peace zone for all manner of supernaturals. An enclave of supernatural rulers from several species had formed and it ruled the city and its surrounding area with an iron fist. It was a hard-fought battle, and a lot of blood was spilled before the current regime took over. No one knew the identities of the individual rulers. They were simply referred to as the Lords.

      Some cities were still called by their original names; some had new names altogether. Others were just coordinates. There were a few places that came over during the Breaking that no one dared to speak of.

      Atlanta, now a coastal city, was a haze of lights across the water. High walls touched the water a few miles out on either side of the city’s dock. The night was cool and cloudy, the stars completely obscured. I was glad it wasn’t humid. My hair would have kinked up like a poodle and ruined the work I had done on it.

      As the ferry pulled closer to the dock, I could hear more and more of the city noises. This was one of the few places where humans still partied after dark. And since they felt relatively safe doing it, they partied like there was no tomorrow. Bright strings of lights mixed with gas flame lanterns lit up the night. Tech might go down at any time, so it was always wise to have a backup plan. The city could shift to a tech-free, high-magic party town without missing a beat. Performers in colorful costumes dotted the sidewalks. Sword swallowing, flame dances, magic tricks (a few of them looked like actual magic), and off-key singing entertained the flow of people. Laughter filled the air. When you never knew when your world would get stripped away from you, you took advantage of the time you had.

      My phone dinged with an incoming message. Val had responded saying she was out at a bar with some friends and that they would welcome the additional company. Someone had gotten a promotion, and they were out celebrating. I knew the bar they were at, and the night was nice enough that I could walk to it. I still needed to burn off the previous night, and I didn’t want to be stuck in a cab.

      My stomach growled in annoyance, making me realize I hadn’t eaten since last night, so I stopped at a street vendor and grabbed something that smelled amazing. Some kind of unidentified roasted meat on a stick settled onto a slab of bread. The whole thing was coated with an herby butter that made my mouth water. I wolfed it down while I walked, enjoying the night air and general vibe of the city. I soaked up the sounds and lights, letting my muscles slowly relax. I was still jittery and tense, but it was getting better.

      After Hours was an upscale bar nestled between an Italian restaurant and a high-end jeweler. The frontage was small and inconspicuous. If I hadn’t known what to look for, I would have missed it. All you could see from the street was a dark wood door set into the brick wall. The name of the place was etched into the woodwork in scrolling letters. I had been here a few times before, and it was definitely easier to find if you were with someone who had already been there.

      Inside, the lights were dim and small tables dotted the long narrow room. High, black painted ceilings seemed to disappear above our heads. A rather impressive bar ran along a section of the left side of the space. The patrons were dressed in a mix of cocktail and upper-class business attire. After Hours had a strictly enforced dress code, and my outfit just barely fit their standards. I saw Valerie sitting at a table towards the back of the room and made my way to her.

      She sat with three other women, whose ages ranged from early twenties to mid-sixties. Val saw me coming and waved, pushing a chair out for me. I sat down, happy to get off my aching feet. My boots were cute but not meant for long-distance walking. I was going to hate the walk back to the ferry later.

      “Ladies,” Val said, “this is Andi. Andi, this is Leah, Rebecca, and Kinsey.” She gestured to each woman in turn. I nodded a greeting to each one and gave a little wave.

      “Hi. Nice to meet all of you. Thanks for letting me crash your party tonight. I hear someone got a promotion?” I sucked so badly at small talk. It was always awkward and stiff.

      The woman introduced as Kinsey smiled and sat up straighter. “You’re looking at the newest Regional Director of Non-Human Relations. It’s a fancy way of saying that I get to deal with all the interpersonal stuff between the humans and the supernaturals in the company.”

      “Congratulations,” I told her. “That’s exciting. What does your company do?”

      “We manufacture and subsidize homes for displaced families, including some of the supernatural ones.”

      Kinsey legitimately loved her work and was excited about the new position. Rebecca, the oldest of the group, worked in the same company in the accounting department. She had some very serious opinions about our new supernatural co-inhabitants of the world. Many people who were already adults when the Breaking happened still harbored an intense hatred for the new species we had to share our space with. Twenty years ago, those people tended to have the same opinions about anyone who wasn’t from their country or didn’t share their religious beliefs. Some prejudices never changed. They just got a makeover.

      Leah worked in the same company as Valerie, an auto dealership. Both were in sales and made some seriously good money. Millions of vehicles disappeared or were damaged beyond repair during the initial days of the Breaking. So it was often a struggle to find a reliable vehicle since the old manufacturers had mostly shut down.

      “What do you do, Andi?” Kinsey, the most chipper of the group by far, asked me.

      “Executive Assistant for a consulting company. Nothing special.” I shrugged.

      “What do you consult on?” This was from Leah.

      “All kinds of things. We do a lot of tech work with the military.” It wasn’t technically a lie. That’s the trick of having what basically amounted to a secret identity: keep your story as close to the truth as possible. Otherwise, it was too easy to trap yourself.

      “How did you and Valerie meet?” Leah asked.

      Val went quiet and still. She didn’t like thinking about that time in our lives. Things weren’t good for us back then.

      “We grew up together. We were kids at the Breaking and just kind of found each other in the chaos afterwards. Trauma breeds friendship, right?” I raised my glass in a mock salute.

      It was as close to the truth as Val would ever let them know. We had both been orphaned within a week of the Breaking. My family had been part of a mass slaughter by vampires. The vampires were starved and crazy when they got thrown into our world. A pack of them gorged themselves on most of my neighborhood before they were put down. It took four days for the military to intervene. Four days of terror. Four days in the dark. My mom had pushed me into a crawl space under our house when she heard the screams starting outside. I didn’t come out until a soldier busted open the door, looking for more vampires. What he found was a half-starved little girl, filthy and terrified, rocking back and forth in the farthest corner of the space, hands pressed over her ears and eyes closed tight. I was pulled out and taken to a facility used to house those of us who had nowhere else to go while they tried to figure out what to do with us. No one else in my family made it out.

      Valerie’s story wasn’t much better. Just less bloody. The Fae took her family, along with three others. As best we can tell, the Fae mesmerized them, and they all just walked off into the sunset. No one saw them again. Val was only spared because she was sleeping at the time and didn’t wake up when the Fae outside the house were calling in their strange, melodic voices. It was only because of a few witnesses that we ever found out what had happened that evening.

      She was tossed into the same holding facility that I was in. The kids in there formed gangs. Some older kids tried to protect the younger ones. But mostly it was hell. We were all terrified and confused. No one understood what was happening yet. Technology had crashed completely with that first massive influx of magic. It was months before anyone could start sorting out what happened with the missing families. And months again before we finally received word that the world as we knew it was over.

      But humans are nothing if not resilient. They got the spotty tech working long enough to start sending out messages within the first months. With that, they were able to set up a system of relays to get information to other settlements of humans. They mapped the areas that had been completely taken over by the supernaturals. Then they sent word to other pockets of humans throughout the world to pull people together and start centralizing. Some people refused to leave for safer ground, saying nothing was going to take them away from their homes. A lot of those people died. Some are probably still out there in the wild lands between cities.

      It wasn’t just that the world was suddenly swamped with these nightmares come to life; everything changed. Worlds collided, sometimes very literally. Geography changed on a massive scale. Whole cities disappeared. New cities appeared, pulled in by the force of reality colliding with itself. Earthquakes and tsunamis moved huge chunks of land around. A landmass the size of Texas rose from the Atlantic Ocean. It’s inhabited by old gods and sea monsters now. In some cases, landmarks just changed. That’s how a castle ended up on an island off the Georgia coast. It had dropped onto the island fully furnished, if a little beaten up.

      Within two years, the world had been organized into settlements and enclaves of humans with the spaces between inhabited by the supernaturals. Tech was spotty at best and would be for the next five years until we figured out how to stabilize it. Human settlements relied on horses for travel, farming for food, and the goodwill of neighbors to take care of the weak. There was never enough food. Many people died from starvation. People with survival skills became the most valuable humans on the planet. Val and I were sent to work on a farm in southern Georgia. It was backbreaking work. A sweet older lady whose husband had disappeared took us in. She covered for us when we couldn’t keep up the pace we were expected to maintain. We were just little kids. But we were expected to work as hard as the adults.

      It took another seven years for things to reach any stage of what could even remotely be called normalcy. Negotiations with the supernaturals meant peace treaties and safe zones. The monsters who were deemed ‘civilized’—mostly the Fae and some of the water-bound species—were allowed to work to help rebuild society. It wasn’t just our world that broke. Every world everywhere broke. Most everyone just wanted to lead as normal a life as possible.

      So here we were, twenty years later, and I was sitting one table over from what I was pretty sure was a vampire in a bar in a coastal city that didn’t previously have a coast.

      At the table around me, the rest of the women nodded. Everyone had a story, and no one liked to think about it.

      The mood lightened again quickly. We spent the next hour and a half chatting about inane garbage. Who was Kinsey dating? Where did Leah buy her shoes? How were Rebecca’s three dogs doing? Was Valerie going to ask out the cute Fae receptionist at the dealership? (I had it on good authority that she had been seeing said receptionist for over a month now. Guess we were keeping that quiet.)

      It was nearly one in the morning when the server set down a tray of drinks on the table between us. I looked up at the server as he stood next to me.

      “Wrong table,” I said. “We didn’t order anything.”

      “It’s complements of Mr. Greaves.”

      “Who the hell is Mr. Greaves?”

      “Viktor Greaves, ma’am. The owner of this establishment.”

      With that, the server turned and walked away, taking the empty tray with him. I blinked down at the drinks. Each of us had another of whatever we had been drinking for the evening. Mine was a fruity rum concoction with a little piece of pineapple on the rim.

      Everyone else at the table immediately reached for their drinks.

      “Hell yeah!” Val exclaimed. “Free drinks! Thank you to whichever one of you caught that man’s eye.”

      Everyone laughed. I just rolled my eyes.

      “What’s wrong? Are you not going to drink yours? Because I’ll totally take it if you don’t want it.” Kinsey was more than a little tipsy, but I still slid my drink over to her.

      “Help yourself. I’m not planning to drink the mysterious offering.”

      “Why not?” Val asked me. “It’s free. Free is good.”

      “Mostly because I just don’t want to get hammered and have to walk back home tonight. And I have to work tomorrow. I don’t want to risk the hangover. But also, because it’s so cliché. And tacky,” I said. “The rich man in the back room sends out a round of drinks to the table of women, hoping one of them will make their way back and blow him out of sheer gratitude or something. Drinking it just encourages him to do shit like this again. Besides, it’s just a drink. I’ve never slept with anyone because they bought me a drink. He’d be better off sending out bread. I’d do some shady shit for good garlic rolls.”

      That got another round of laughter and a few agreements. Kinsey happily took my drink. She was not going to make it home on her own. I hoped she didn’t have to drive.

      Fifteen minutes later, the same server appeared again, this time setting down a bowl in front of me. The scent hit me, and I nearly drooled. Garlic rolls. Don’t judge me. Carbs are my friend. I recognized the bowl from the restaurant next door.

      “Compliments of the rich man in the back room,” the server said, winking at me. Grinning, he turned away. The rest of the table sat in stunned silence for a moment, then burst into hysterical laughter.

      “Well, fuck,” I said, picking up the bowl. “I guess I have to go make good on my bullshit.”

      The same server led me to the back of the building, through a small hallway just off the kitchen. He knocked once on the nondescript door at the end of the hall and opened it without waiting for a response, gesturing for me to go ahead of him. I stepped inside, still munching on a roll, and the door closed behind me.

      The room was dimly lit, with nothing more than two small lamps in the corners providing all the illumination. The office was larger than I would have expected for the space. Deep blue paint covered the walls. There were no windows. A very expensive-looking wooden desk took up most of the far side of the room. A couple of black leather chairs sat in front of it.

      Leaning casually back against the desk was, I assumed, the aforementioned rich man. It was hard to judge his height, but I’d put him close to six feet. His hands were in his pockets and his legs were crossed at the ankle. He wore a perfectly tailored light gray suit, complete with vest and steel gray tie. His face was all sharp lines and angles. It was hard to tell in the dim light, but I thought his eyes were blue. Dark blond hair was slicked back away from a face that looked far too smug.

      “So,” he said, voice deep and amused. “Just how shady are we talking?”
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      Is it still considered a walk of shame if a rich guy has a car drive you back to the ferry?

      It was early morning by the time I made it back to my room on the island. The sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. My body felt loose and warm; I was sore in all the right ways. My mind had finally given up thinking too hard about my last interrogation and I was no longer full of nervous energy. Granted, I was nearly out of energy completely. I stumbled a little at my door and practically fell into my room.

      Catching a look at myself in the big stand mirror in the corner of my room, I stopped and stared. I looked like a well-used woman. My hair had come out of its neat ponytail a long time ago, and my makeup was mostly gone. My soft curls had been manhandled thoroughly, so now it just looked messy. I could still see some traces of eyeliner under my eyes. My clothes were technically all on correctly, but everything looked just a little more disheveled than when I left.

      I smiled at myself in the mirror. Nothing works the kinks out better than several hours of intense sex. Although there might have been a few new kinks worked in.

      The shower called my name, so I took my time basking in the spray, letting the water run as hot as possible. The jets pounded against my skin, loosening up the last of any lingering soreness.

      Once again clean and feeling more relaxed than I had for a very long time, I decided a nap would be a good idea. Being on call literally all the time had seriously fucked up my sleep schedule. I didn’t have days off. Someone could need my services at any hour in any place. I might be called down to the dungeon or to a location in the field with no advance notice. It was imperative that I stay as well rested as I could manage. I had to take my sleep where I could get it.

      The sheets were cool against my skin when I slid into them. Once more, I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.

      It was six more days before I got summoned for a job again. During my time off, I relaxed, worked out, and trained. I was  primarily trained in kickboxing with the addition of strength training and some serious cardio. I also spent quite a bit of time with the biological studies of both humans and supernaturals, resulting in a surprising amount of knowledge regarding the physiology of monsters. If you’re going to use someone as a punching bag, it was  best to know where the hits will land with the most effect.

      I was halfway through my kickboxing session when James stepped into the studio and signaled for my attention. I backed away from my trainer and moved to the wall to turn the music volume down. Old hard rock shifted from a pounding beat to gentle background sounds.

      “What’s up?” I asked James as I walked over to a table to wipe my face with a towel and grab a glass of water.

      “Duncan has requested your presence in his office. Immediately.”

      “Any idea what I’m walking into?”

      “None. I know he has someone in there with him. I assume we’re being commissioned, but I don’t have anyone on the books for today.”

      “Fun times. I’m on my way.”

      If Duncan wanted me immediately, I didn’t have time to get cleaned up. Good thing my job didn’t require me to look good. Finishing my water, I stopped to refill it from the carafe on the small table near the door. I took about seven seconds to wipe most of the sweat from myself and run my hands over my hair to smooth it down. I’d pulled the thick mass of it back into a thick braid that hung down my back. It only took a moment to remove my hand wraps and toss them on the table. I’d come back for them later. Finishing my water and setting the glass on the table, I took the towel with me and headed out the door.

      The gym was in a part of the castle grounds separate from the main structure. The walk to Duncan’s office would take me a few minutes. I jogged for most of it. If he wanted me immediately, then it was urgent enough for speed. Luckily, I was in damn good shape, so I wasn’t too winded when I got to his door. That would have looked bad.

      I gave a quick knock to announce myself and pushed the door open, not waiting for an answer. He knew I was coming. Stepping inside the office, I saw it was darker than it should be. I took a moment to realize that someone had pulled curtains over the windows. A fire burned in the hearth and provided the only light in the room. It was thankfully enough to see by with no problems.

      Duncan sat behind his desk in his massive chair. I would look like a kid sitting there, but Duncan filled it out. The man may have been in his late sixties, but he was built like a tree. His customary black t-shirt stretched over heavily muscled arms. The man still worked out just as hard as anyone on the Island. I asked him once if he had made a deal with a demon to stay that good looking in his old age. He just stared me down until I got uncomfortable and left. I still don’t know for certain if he made that deal or not.

      There were two chairs in front of the desk, both dark brown leather and uncomfortable as hell. Duncan said people were more inclined to be honest with him when they were experiencing constant aggravation. He might be right. I’d tell him whatever he wanted just to get out of the office faster.
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