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      Hello dear reader,

      Welcome to Coventon!

    

  


  
    
      A captive heart is the worst kind of prison…
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      The limousine cruises through the city, moving like a quiet shadow along the otherwise busy streets. Between the silencing spells shrouding the vehicle and the new suspension I had installed last month, I may as well be on some floating island; none of the chaos of the outside world seeps in—which is a good thing, considering the turmoil going on inside me at the moment.

      “Five minutes,” Mina says, tapping away at her phone. She sits in the seat across from me activating my network of witches and other connections, dispatching people across the city to find out whatever they can on this last-minute job.

      Everyone from my vast coven was together this evening on the shore of Black Lake celebrating the rites of Midwinter when word came from an unknown number over my cell. I stood there, reading the text message over and over again before it finally sank in, and once the Solstice rites were completed, a plan was made. Mina and a few of the girls understood why Victor was so important to me, and the rest, I am sure, were gossiping and explaining to the others once they left. I don’t care. Any embarrassment I had over what happened six months ago—which all but ended my career in this town—was quashed by the urgency of the news.

      Mina says, “Just heard back from Elena and Deidre. They met with Catalina at Sanguine a few minutes ago. The vampires haven’t heard anything. Catalina says to tell you she will let us know if they do.”

      “Good,” I whisper, unable to hide my disappointment. I can trust Catalina—the vampire who runs most of the bars in the city—to hold to her word. If she knew something, she wouldn’t keep it from me. And if she were the one behind this, she would have told me and then warned me to mind my own business.

      While I wouldn’t call many of the supernatural communities in Coventon friends, we enjoy an alliance, uneasy as it is at times. It’s hard enough for us to live among the humans, and we all understand the need to work with each other when we can. One never knows when they will need something from me and my witches, or from the vampires or the demons… even the angels and wolves… we all have our purpose, our uses, and our secrets.

      “Anything from Lola?” I ask.

      My assistant’s voice is soft in the small space, and when she looks up, her face is framed by her angular black bob and eerily illuminated by the screen of her phone. “Still waiting. She’s meeting with Bertrand as we speak.”

      I picture the tall, broody demon in my mind, recalling the heady scent of wood smoke he conjures around him to mask the telltale aura of brimstone that marks him as a creature of the underworld. “I hate waiting. Guess there’s nothing else to do.”

      “It’ll be all right,” Mina whispers with a gentle smile. She knows where my head is right now and why I need to do what I am about to do. She was the only one who was there for me when everything fell apart. She was a shoulder for me more times than I could count as my heart broke each day after I left him. “We’ll find out who’s behind this and put a stop to it.”

      I glance out the window, letting my vision blur as the lights of the city meld into a technicolor wave and my thoughts home in on Victor Montalban and the information I learned a few short hours ago.

      Victor Montalban. All it takes is the thought of him to set my insides burning. I picture the muscular, broad-shouldered man in my mind and flip through a familiar set of memories from six months ago… The glint of his blue eyes in the firelight, the angle of his square jaw, the way his hands felt pressing into my hips, the taste of his mouth on mine…

      Mayor Victor Montalban is the onetime Mafia boss who “went straight” several years ago and has since vowed to crack down on organized crime in the city. Of course, he’s still as connected and dirty as ever, but you can’t sell that to the voters when you’re running for Mayor, and now that he’s running for Governor, the stakes are even higher.

      I close my eyes and sink into the buttery black leather interior as we make our final approach into downtown. My hand runs over the polished mahogany inlay of the armrest as I gather my thoughts and line up the facts. There are very few things I know for sure.

      My coven of witch escorts is well connected to the rich and powerful who sometimes require a certain type of woman who understands the world and the need for discretion. While we enjoy access to the people in power, we don’t turn a blind eye when there are others who have opposing needs. Looking for someone to gather compromising evidence on a rival? Need access to the upper-crust of society who believe themselves untouchable? Want someone blackmailed, threatened, or even killed?

      Yeah… you call me and I get the job done, or send one of my ladies to do your bidding. All for a price, of course. I’ve never had qualms about the conflict of interest there… someone would always be willing to do these jobs, why shouldn’t I benefit? I’d built a reputation in this city as a fail-proof option. I always got the job done and never even flinched.

      All of that changed when I took on the contract to kill Victor six months ago. From the moment we met, I knew I couldn’t go through with it. I fell for Victor Montalban the night I was hired to kill him. It sounds ridiculous, I know. But the feeling was as real and undeniable then as it is in this moment. There is no one else for me; there could never be another. But when I let him go, he walked away with my reputation, my family’s trust, and my heart.

      A memory from that night rises up, unbidden.

      I’m standing over Victor, my blade to his throat, a thin thread of blood seeps down and stains his white collar. He’s immobilized by my spell, unable to move or to speak. But the fierceness in his eyes doesn’t wane. I’ve killed men before, some in exactly this way, but there is something in Victor’s face that gives me pause. He isn’t afraid; he isn’t even thinking about himself. It’s as if he’s trying to communicate something to me with his gaze.

      I stare into his eyes, unable to break away. It’s as if something smashes into me, knocking me alert from a daze. Pay attention, the voice whispers inside my brain. Pay attention. He’s here. It’s him.

      My heart squeezes in my chest with the anguish of the potential loss. It’s almost as if I am two people, the assassin holding a knife to my victim’s throat, and also his soul mate, petrified by the thought of his light being snuffed out.

      I don’t have anything to sway the conviction I feel. I know it in my bones. I am meant to be here, and not for murder.  Pay attention. It’s him. He’s here. He’s finally here.

      My knife falls from my hand and the spell I hold over him fails. But instead of picking up my knife and killing me with my own weapon, or calling for his bodyguards who were right outside the door, Victor Montalban takes me into his arms and kisses me. “Thank god,” he whispers. “Thank god.”

      I have never felt more safe and more vulnerable in my life. I know it isn’t possible, but I would give anything to have that back. To return to that space, that magical space in time where it was just him and me, and our unquestioned devotion which spread out into a day and half of unbridled and unquenchable love.

      Once upon a time, I was the toughest witch in the business. But that was before I refused to complete the contract I had accepted on Victor. An assassin who can’t kill doesn’t have much to offer to anyone. And in the aftermath of our separation, I became a failure as the head of my coven as well.

      But none of that matters. It all pales compared to the knowledge that came to me this evening. Today I learned that a new contract has been taken out on Victor Montalban. I don’t know who is behind it, but I know where and when it’s supposed to go down. Someone plans to have him killed during his event tonight, and I intend to do everything I can to stop it. I don’t care if he refuses to speak to me ever again. I’ve come to terms with the fact that any chance we had disappeared the moment it arrived. I thought I would die when I let him go before, and now all I want is to see him walk away again.

      “We’re here,” Mina says.
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