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CHAPTER ONE
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Working with people who killed demons for a living had its downside, and Mackenzie Solomon was staring at six of them. Six security suits from the Endowment. Trouble was, these folks thought nothing of a little B&E. She didn’t have anything against busting locks either, not with all the demon blood staining her soul. But, staring at the muzzles of a half dozen guns, heart thumping fast, she decided she was going to have to rethink that attitude. What went around came around—she’d earned this payback. She was also going to be pissed if these guys had done most of their breaking on her front door. Dammit, that door was old oak, a fan window at the top. Not even Endowment security should have been able to get past it, not with Josh’s charms laid into the grain.

Wetting her parched lips, she glanced at Josh.

Non-morning person that he was, Josh sprawled under the sheets next to her, his face mashed into the pillows. She had one hand on his ass—she’d been thinking about trying to rouse him with willful molestation, something they hadn’t done much of lately. For now, she put off thoughts of what she’d rather do with Josh in her bed and shook the firm glutes under his flannels.

“Josh?” she muttered, her stare back on those unwavering weapons. She stamped down the urge to get up and do something stupid, but the demon in her itched to go up against guns with bare hands. Not a good idea, and she still had enough control to ignore that sizzle of bad under her skin.

The Endowment security didn’t seem to mind her moving. Of course, it was hard to see much of anything on their faces since they had stone-killer expressions blanking everything underneath their sunglasses. The joke around the office was that they had the humor charmed out of them in their final job interviews. With morning light slanting in from the blinds behind the bed, these six looked more like the Blues Brothers expanded into a bad revival band—and she was inclined to believe the joke. She didn’t let that thought out in words.

She was trying to learn tact these days, trying to clean up her act because she was on the borderline of going dark as sin from too much demon stain. A warder—a demon hunter—needed some bad to do the job. These days she needed a whole lot less under her skin. But she didn’t have time to mull over her current lack of job choices.

A pillow-mashed mumble from Josh distracted everyone, and the guns shifted to him.

Josh didn’t do coherent before the third cup of coffee. Ever. He never got to bed before one, and last night she couldn’t remember when he’d crawled under the sheets. That was starting to be a habit, and it was starting to worry Mackenzie, but not as much as the guns were right now, or the way Josh wasn’t stirring. Emergencies tended to get his blood pumping the way hers was thudding in quick bursts. If Josh wasn’t aware of the danger in their bedroom, and if they hadn’t heard anything before now, something else had to be up. As in someone other than Josh was laying down charms.

Skin chilling in the morning air, she glanced at Josh. The uncovered part offered a view of lean muscle, wide shoulders, and the sexy curve of his spine. He let out a soft breath, and she felt it on her skin—something else brushed over her as well, tugged her eyelids lower, settled like soft wool with the cloying smell of old roses.

She knew that scent.

It was the smell of a charm—a signature more distinct than body odor.

Letting go of Josh, she scanned the suits. Sure enough, tucked behind them in the shadowed hall, Mackenzie glimpsed a figure with a recognizable shock of silver-white hair. She put the warder, demon-killer tough-ass into her voice because she knew how to do that better than anything else.

“Dixon, you really think you’re up to charming Josh into a sleeping beauty act?”

Hildy Dixon didn’t answer, just sketched a symbol in the air with one hand—something old and powerful, Mackenzie guessed, since the backwash of the charm pulled a yawn from her, forcing her to blink herself awake. Mackenzie could see a sheen of sweat on Hildy’s pale skin and the tremor in her upraised hand—the effort to keep the charm going was costing her more than a few calories. Because Josh wasn’t just another charmer. And Hildy might be good at her job, but her skills would be stretched more than thin trying to lay anything on Josh.

Josh knew charms so old, words so powerful, they could take out the bad-ass Grigori themselves—the angels who’d fallen from Grace a few millennia ago. And who’d proven, some months back, how things that bad never stayed buried the way you hoped they would. But somehow, even with the story of Josh dealing with fallen angels making the rounds, Hildy thought she was up to laying one on him.

Well, no accounting for arrogance.

Hildy also had to be counting on leveraging her personal ties to Josh—‘ex’ ties—and that lifted Mackenzie’s blood pressure, skating over her skin in sharp pricks. No one messed with her Joshua.

“Dixon,” she said and put a little push in the word, which was about all she knew of any kind of charming. But she wasn’t above trying to rock her current partner’s former bed-mate with a shove of sympathetic allure.

Staying in the shadows, Hildy let out a huffed breath like she’d been running hard. She kept carving charms into the air, so Mackenzie snaked her hand under the pillow. Her fingers closed around the letter opener from Cairo that she’d bought years ago, back when she’d been a stupid college kid, and which she now kept sharpened with a lethal edge. The carved hieroglyphs meant it worked really well on evil, and the edge on it meant it could slice anything human, too. Before the suits could react, Mackenzie made a backhand throw. The blade thudded into the wall next to Hildy’s head and gun safeties clicked off, but Hildy made the mistake Mackenzie had been counting on.

Hildy held still long enough to mutter, “Never mind that. Get the iron on him.”

Ah, good ol’ Hildy—sure of herself as ever, and falling for the diversion. The suits didn’t seem the brightest on the payroll, either. Two of them tucked their guns into chest holsters and leaned down for the iron cuffs that could ground a charmer—big ones they’d laid near the foot of the bed. Hildy started muttering ancient words to keep Josh asleep. But the break had been enough. Josh stirred, turned and pushed up on one elbow, and those big, blue eyes of his fixed straight onto Hildy.

He said one word, whispered it so softly it seemed more like a prayer. Hildy’s voice caught in a strangled choke, and Mackenzie knew the next sound would be the shocking, loud release of bullets. Except these suits didn’t know Josh could deal with that, too. She let out a tired sigh. She just wasn’t up to giving them the full details on how Josh had charmed the last batch of guys with guns trained on him into the shape of crickets.

“Josh?” she said, and made the question a plea for some restraint, as if she ever went in for that herself. But Josh had hard brightness in his eyes, and the thick, swirling black lines on his left wrist had darkened like hell’s worst printed contract.

Mackenzie put her hand on his arm and over those lines. A twist of regret tightened her chest. She had put that demon stain into him. She’d done it to save his life a few months back. It wasn’t helping him now, which meant she had to fix this. God, did she hate mornings when she had to hit the ground running.

“Josh? Why don’t we talk to the nice men first? I’ll make coffee and we can sit down like almost normal people.” She glanced at the suits, offered her best non-threatening ‘I-only-kill-demons’ smile.

It might have worked, they might have gone for it. But, from the other bedroom, Gabe started to cry.

He was just over a year old now, not fully adopted since legally he didn’t exist. He still had enough demon tainting his soul that his cry grated like steel on glass. Mackenzie winced as hard, loud pops and the sharp bloom of cordite filled the room.

Quiet settled behind the noise of gunfire.

Opening her eyes, Mackenzie blinked twice. Suits and guns and any bullets flying had shifted into a haze of smoke that curled in the slanting sunlight. The stink of cordite had been overlaid by mint with a touch of clove, the scent of Josh’s charms. Gabe had gone silent—he might be short of his first birthday, but he knew enough given all he’d been through to know loud bangs meant duck and cover. And Hildy, pale faced and wide-eyed, stood with her shoulder braced against the wall as if some of Josh’s charms had hit her and she needed the support right now.

Ignoring Hildy and wanting to get to Gabe but needing to take care of matters at hand first, Mackenzie nudged Josh with an elbow. “Uh....Josh?”

He glanced at her, eyes blue-edged over blown-black pupils, face tight, and mouth a hard line. With a blink, his anger eased and he was back to just being Josh. “Relax, Zie. Sent ‘em back to the office.”

Mackenzie frowned. The Magi Endowment had offices in downtown L.A., so that much transport of that many suits would leave Josh shaky and needing to recharge with lots of meditation or lots of sex. It was a good thing they had a soul-deep connection—he could pull a major jolt of spiritual juice from her if he needed it. Not that he’d been pulling much from her lately. She wasn’t sure why that was happening—or not happening.

For now, she made do with giving Josh a kiss with enough tongue to spark the link between them and wrap around her spine. His, too, she hoped. Pulling back, she offered a crooked smile, touched a finger to his morning stubble, and tried for some humor to lighten the tension. “You’ve been hanging out with Felix too much.”

Josh pokered up, his back stiffening, and he might have looked dignified if he wasn’t covered by half a sheet and nothing else. He didn’t have much chest hair, just a fine line of golden hair low on his belly, and Mackenzie knew it turned red-gold even lower.

She left that alone, reaching up to ruffle his bed-head instead. Why they were drifting into these kinds of old married couple habits when they hadn’t been together that long? Was looking after Gabe changing everything? But how could they give up their half-pint, ex-demon kid now? Or was it her license heading to dark that was making the difference? She didn’t know, and she wasn’t getting answers from Josh—not that she’d asked him. She shook her head over her own bad choices—and they weren’t all due to her demon blood.

Reaching for his glasses on the nightstand, Josh gave her his prim, lecture voice. “I don’t hang out with djinn. Felix is hired help.”

“Babysitter,” she said. “And I think he’s teaching Gabe how to weave illusions, so we may want to reconsider Felix’s job description.”

“Then the rumors are true. You consort with djinn—with demonic jinn,” Hildy said, her voice firming. She pushed off from the wall and smoothed her navy suit. Mackenzie pegged the fabric as Italian silk, and the trousers as tailored to Hildy’s height. A little too corporate stiff for Mackenzie’s taste, so she twisted her mouth, didn’t mind letting her dislike show for Hildy’s interruption.

Josh kept frowning, too, his eyebrows flattening, and he told Hildy, “‘Consort?’ What the hell does that mean? And what the hell are you doing here anyway?”

“In our bedroom,” Mackenzie put in.

Technically, it was Mackenzie’s place, so her bedroom. But she considered Josh moved in...sort of. He was keeping his apartment—his books wouldn’t fit into her place, and while they’d talked about moving in together, she’d stalled. She liked the idea of dual abodes. In the business of dealing with demons, backup plans were essential, as were places to stay if your home was targeted by evil. Mackenzie had lost a few places already. But now that she’d been put in a desk job, maybe it was time for new plans. Or maybe not, considering the distance growing between her and Josh.

All of that was just soul-sucking depressing.

As if he knew everything she was thinking, Josh shot her a glance. She shrugged at him and put a hand on his skin under the sheets, as if that would fix anything. The touch skidded heat up her arm. She licked her lips and wished he’d smoked Hildy out of here, too, so she could do more than sneak a feel. But shifting Hildy would take even more from Josh right now, and he seemed to be looking for answers about this wake-up call.

Turning back to Hildy, Josh opened his mouth. Gabe’s howling started back up with a demanding high ‘C’ that meant he needed his diaper changed and food in him.

Mackenzie threw back the covers. She paused only long enough to tug down the t-shirt she’d claimed for herself from Josh’s wardrobe. She stood and pointed at Hildy. “You—kitchen. Coffee. You...” She turned to Josh. “Clothes, please. I’m getting Gabe, and we can sit down for explanations about why someone at work couldn’t have just picked up the phone—and I swear they’d better be good ones.”

Hildy flipped back the perfect blond of her blunt-edged bob and folded her arms as if staking a permanent holding pattern. “Two of the Magi have disappeared from the Endowment. We don’t know why, but scrying led us to Josh. Herndon wants both of you downtown. Now.”

Mackenzie swapped a look with Josh. He’d gone pale, and her throat had gone tight and her fingers cold. Hildy kept talking as if they didn’t get the implications behind the news.

“If we do not find the missing Magi...well, five is not a mystical seven. The Endowment ends. Meaning there won’t be anything on Earth capable of stopping the next apocalyptic clash between Heaven and the Grigori’s hell-spawn demons. And if that does not satisfy, how about with the Endowment gone, we are all going to be out of our jobs in any afterlife as well.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mackenzie insisted on coffee all around and a warm bottle for Gabe before anyone said anything else. She got Hildy’s point, knew what the end of the Magi Endowment meant. Hell, she had issues just with being pulled off front line demon-killing duty as a warder—as in she had fingers that twitched for no reason and a craving for action rattling through her. She wanted to hit something now, but Hildy huffed out a breath, rolled her eyes, and went off to bang around in the kitchen. So much for that target.

Muttering about having enough breakage with the front door to charm back into shape, and not trusting Hildy in any kitchen, Josh dragged on his jeans and went after her. Mackenzie shook her head. Sometimes Josh worried more about the French press he’d bought than he did his own soul.

The earthy scent of coffee was warming the air by the time Josh had charmed a lock back on the front door, and she had Gabe bouncing and quiet on her hip in tear-stained almost-smiles. She could swear Gabe knew he was not quite theirs, and times when worry chewed on her that he also knew he’d been fathered by a demon. It showed in his fretting—and his temper.

Carrying Gabe, stroking his baby-soft hair to soothe him, she walked into the kitchen—a lived-in room she’d repainted sunflower yellow. She found Josh and Hildy tag-teaming early morning fixings, looking more like domestic partners than rivals. And, dammit, they looked good together.

In a suit and heels, Hildy matched Josh in height and sophistication. With that brain of his, and a trust fund left to him by dead, charming parents, Josh oozed money and culture without effort. He’d been raised that way. After he’d been orphaned, the Endowment had raised him, had given him a charming mentor who’d been Pasadena old-money herself, and she’d given Josh the best of everything.

Of course, the wire-frame glasses helped with that overeducated look of his, which was too damn cute for Mackenzie to resist. She caught Hildy sneaking stares as well when Josh bent to drag the soy milk from the lowest shelf on the fridge door and his low slung jeans sagged lower.

Mackenzie narrowed her eyes at Hildy. She got a waxed eyebrow arched back with a challenge, and that left Mackenzie propping a hand on her hip so her baggy tee would ride up. Bared thighs dragged Josh’s stare to Mackenzie’s skin, and she smirked a ‘so there’ at Hildy. But she was aware her round-cheeked face needed serious makeup for her to even approach looking as put together as Hildy—or anything like an adult.

She didn’t feel adult about any of this. And it was probably a good thing she didn’t know the words that could charm reality into changing or she’d be making Hildy over into a bucktooth chipmunk.

Leaning one hand on the white tile counter that needed re-grouting, Hildy struck a magazine-ready pose. Mackenzie resisted the urge to stick out her tongue and settled for taking a steaming mug of coffee from Josh.

He’d already guzzled one down, so he took Gabe from her, got the bottle from the warming pan and settled Gabe in his high chair. Josh turned his stare on Hildy. “What the hell do you mean two Magi disappeared? Are we talking ‘poof’ vanishing? Or maybe they’re—”

“Out of town on business?” Hildy asked, her tone cuttingly dry.

“Well, they do travel,” Mackenzie said. Both Josh and Hildy turned to stare at her, faces blank. She gave them a shrug. What—this was now a ‘charmers-only’ meeting?

Every warder had a charmer as a partner. That was Endowment rule number three, which had been around since Joan of Arc had gotten herself flamed at the stake. Joan had been a warder—a Nasurai, the old name for humans brave, or stupid, enough to take on a demon and lucky enough to come out alive. Once you were blooded as a warder—stained by a demon—there was no going back. It tended to be a short-lived career since the more demons you took out, the darker your license went. But charmers were supposed to help keep their warders on this side of bad; most of them, however, Mackenzie had pegged as just being stuck-up know-it-alls. Even Josh could go into arrogant, stubborn mode.

However, he’d resigned from the Endowment. He wasn’t Mackenzie’s partner now, not that way at least. She glanced down at the solid black lines on her arm, lines that itched and shifted with the weather. With a soul headed to hell if any more demon blood stained her license, she’d been given a desk. But the craving to get back in the action was getting worse—damnation calling to her with a Motown top ten driving beat.

Rubbing her arm, telling herself not to mind that, or Josh or Hildy, she gritted her teeth into a smile and walked over to stand next to Gabe. Hildy edged closer to Josh, started talking in low mutters, slipping into old Aramaic and other dead languages. Words had power, but right now Mackenzie flexed her fingers and wished for her gun. A few shots of blessed water would cool Hildy’s jets. And get the conversation back to English.

That happened on its own when Josh’s head jerked up and he said, “You really do think I’m behind this?”

With a sharp rap, Hildy set her mug down on the counter. “It’s the Magi, Josh. How many others could stand against them? Besides, the Endowment’s charmed against outside influences—what we cannot guard against is every action from the inside.”

“A place I haven’t been to for months.”

“You were in last week. And last night.”

“What?” Head jerking up, Mackenzie glanced at Josh, but he looked away, folded his arms and seemed to realize he didn’t have a shirt on.

“I’m getting dressed,” he said, and stomped out of the room.

Bare feet didn’t make for a grand exit, but Mackenzie turned to Hildy. “Josh doesn’t work for you anymore, y’know.”

Hildy’s left eyebrow arched again, and Mackenzie remembered how much she’d hated that condescending certainty back when Hildy had been assigned as her charmer. Hildy’s voice dropped to a between-us mutter. “Josh still has full access and use of the archives. He has been in any number of times over the past few months. It sounds as if he did not want you knowing anything about that.”

With a shrug, Mackenzie moved to refill her coffee and see about something more solid than milk for Gabe. “Little thing called trust, Hildy. Not that I’d expect you to recognize it.”

“Due to the lack of visible evidence? Or perhaps Josh has less use for you now your license is going dark?”

Turning, Mackenzie jabbed a finger into Hildy’s smooth suit. “Look, just who did the scrying to call up a visual to Josh? You did—am I right? And how do you know they aren’t traveling? Didn’t the seven of ‘em just get back from scouting a new southwest extension office last month? This vanishing act would be a sweet way for the Magi to pull Josh back into charming for the Endowment, now wouldn’t it?”

Hildy didn’t move, but a betraying flush stained her neck, and Mackenzie nodded. “Tell me, with that looking into crystal or water thing, did you actually see him zapping out his old bosses? Or did you just see him, and that gave you the excuse to drag him back?”

“The Endowment does not need excuses. The remaining five Magi are isolated on Floor Ten. Until we get answers all field activity is suspended. All charmers are coming in to renew their oaths. All warders have been ordered psychic evaluations. You might know this if you were on active duty. Or if you ever answered your phone.”

Mackenzie glanced into the other room at her purse, which she’d tossed onto the dining room table—a clean but elegant Shaker, and not a reproduction—the day before yesterday. She looked back at Hildy and held up two fingers. “Two days off from riding a desk. Unless the world’s ending, I don’t answer to boo. But let’s call in, shall we, to see what the Director of Warders has to say about all of this, huh?”

Hildy flashed a stiff smile. “Herndon gave the order. You are to come with me as well, if you offer trouble. I am trying to help. And you need to make a choice here about how well you plan on cooperating.”

“You mean you’re helping yourself to a promotion, Miss Good Employee of the Month. And what kind of choice are you offering? Come in and bad things happen, or stay away and meet up with worse?”

Hildy’s mouth flattened. She shook her head and let out a breath. “There is an option to everything, not that you ever seem to take the better path. Do you even know what you want, Mackenzie? Have you ever bothered to look within and ask the universe for those things you most desire?”

“Like world peace and a mocha latte without calories?”

Ignoring Mackenzie, Hildy swept out a hand. “Is it all a joke to you? Look at you—disorder, lack of balance. No wonder you find yourself in this situation. This is not just from your license going dark—you have allowed yourself to fall into mistake after mistake. You chase your own destruction. For once, try something other than reacting. Start with the right action. You could convince Josh to come in and avoid—”

“Girl, did you not learn anything in the last twenty minutes? As in, do not mess with Josh. And let’s get back to the topic of why Herndon’s calling all the shots? He doesn’t have the authority.”

Hildy’s arms dropped to her side. “With Chamoth still on leave—and you know why she is—and the Magi not at full numbers, that leaves him as acting director—”

“And the Magi let him? Went along like the little lambs they so aren’t?” Hildy’s stare slid away. Cold iced Mackenzie’s spine. She knew the feeling a little too well to ignore it. “What? What aren’t you telling us?”

“You don’t need to—”

“Know?” Josh finished the sentence. He walked into the kitchen from the dining room, tugging down the t-shirt Mackenzie had bought for him on Catalina Island the last time the world was about to end. The blue matched his eyes, made the color pop, but the scowl tugging his eyebrows flat left him looking like he had the wrong end of a hedgehog sitting in his pocket.

He smiled, and Mackenzie’s blood ran cold—it wasn’t one of his cuddly smiles. But Josh’s voice stayed reasonable as he said, “Hildy, I can pull whatever I want from you. So do we do this the easy way? Or the way that leaves you too catatonic to even wish you had taken that option?” 
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Josh kept his stare on Hildy. He heard Zie call his name, her voice a rough mutter, but he couldn’t get past the anger bleeding free inside him. He was damn sick of not having too many things he needed. Like answers to fill in the blank spots for what had happened last night. Of course, the missing hours could be tied to the research he’d been digging into about his missing little brother—it wouldn’t be the first time arcane knowledge had emptied his head instead of filling it. Or last night’s holes could be related to the Magi vanishing. He didn’t know. Hildy did. He would bet on it.

He could feel her withholding details, the same way vague memories scraped at the edges of his mind like a ragged nail. Something had happened. Something he’d witnessed. Something important. Something that, the more he pushed to remember, the further it slithered away.

And Hildy was just pissing him off anyway.

Her smugness vibrated in the room, a dare for him to try to drag anything from her. So he started the charm, whispered the words, watching them land like burning dust motes on her shoulders, on the back of her wrists. Her mouth twisted and her face paled, and he threw in words that formed and fell like a sparking shroud. Hildy caught a breath, swayed.

Cool fingers touched his arm, broke his concentration, and stopped his charms.

Staggering, Hildy put out a hand to catch herself. Jaw tight, Josh almost let out a charm that would strike the skin from her flesh. Instead, he glanced at the hand covering the black swirls on his arm. His own fist tightened and his stare slipped upwards, following the hand to a tensed arm, a hunched shoulder, and to Mackenzie’s face.

Mackenzie had moved close enough for her heat to warm his side, for her scent—honey and sage from the soap she liked—to wrap around him. Worry had darkened her eyes to black. And everything spiraling up his spine, coiling inside, twisted free in a burst. He caught it before most of it got out, and stopped his next word, but his ill-intent hit Zie and left her shaking.

Blinking, he clamped his lips tight. He tried to focus on how Zie had Gabe behind her...how she didn’t deserve this. How they were trying to protect Gabe—they’d saved him from a demonic sacrifice. And Zie wasn’t supposed to be around bad things anymore.

Things like what he was becoming.

He ached to reach out to her, but he clenched his hand tight, didn’t dare move.

“Josh?” Zie said, and the tug of her trying to anchor him with a push on the soul link they’d developed, the tie they had as partners, tugged in his chest. But only faintly. Their connection seemed to be fraying.

He glanced at her anyway. He owed her too much not to give her something. She’d saved his life about as often as he’d saved her soul. He wet his lips and gave a fast nod since he didn’t trust himself with words at this moment. He looked down at the lines on his arm, and over to the black lines—dark, deep curving marks of demon blood—that Mackenzie wore.

Every ounce of that black blood was dragging at her. Somehow she kept herself balanced on the edge of an abyss.

How did she do it?

She managed the demon that had bled into her, kept it under control—well, almost. She channeled it. She had made it work for her as a warder. It gave her strength. But he—Saints above, what was he doing? He’d thought he was managing the power of that demon stain, not letting it corrupt him. But the blackouts that had started seven days ago seemed to be getting worse. Now he was missing most of last night. And he couldn’t even manage to talk to Mackenzie about it.

Something was trapping it all within him.

Of course, his research had always left him a little absent-minded, and he’d found a new lead on his baby brother who’d gone missing a couple of decades ago. If he could find out what had killed his parents, and why his brother had been taken, that would be worth the late nights, the skipped meals, the long hours from home. But he hadn’t wanted to tell Mackenzie about any of it.

Not until I have something solid to share.

Except he still had the same dead-ends and tantalizing clues that always led in a circle. He still had no idea why demons had killed his parents, and why had they taken his brother—or even if his brother could still be alive. Now he had no idea what was happening to him. He should tell Zie, share it with her. Yet, when he’d tried, he’d found himself unable to say anything. Literally unable to speak a word. Which meant something inside him wasn’t right—something had bottled those words tight.

Rubbing the lines on his arm, his skin heated under his palm. What was he becoming? Would he have to leave Mackenzie in order to protect her and Gabe? Dammit, he didn’t want to make that choice. But the whispering started of the things he could do with the power of fallen angels, the stain of the Grigori’s demon spawn, in his blood.

Bad things.

Destruction hummed in his veins with hellish perversion. He could tear this place apart. He could have both these women on their knees, and could bend them to...

Gabe’s burp—loud and followed by a giggle—dragged Josh away from wicked temptations. He shook his head to clear the last of the twisted thoughts and moved to pour fresh coffee. He drank it hot enough to scald his mouth, sear his throat, hit his stomach with a bitter explosion that wasn’t anything touched by the Grigori but was earthy and anchoring. He came back to ruffle Gabe’s hair. He faced Hildy. “Fine. No charming. We’ll talk.”

“Downtown,” Hildy said, her voice shaky. She pushed off the counter she’d been leaning on and smoothed her suit.

Mackenzie stepped between them. Picking up Gabe, she put him into Josh’s arms. Josh started to shake out a fast ‘no’—she shouldn’t trust him like that. Not with Gabe just now. But Josh had no choice other than to take Gabe’s warm pudgy weight. With a wide smile, Gabe kicked and Mackenzie tickled his tummy.

Locking her stare on Josh, Mackenzie said, her voice final and firm, “You’ll be fine.”

She made the words a statement, and willed her words to be the truth, even though she had no charms to ensure reality would bend for her. She knew Josh was still adjusting to the demon blood she’d had to spill into him to save his life. But he could handle this. Hell, if she could cope with living on the edge of going dark, he this should be A-B-C for him.

No one—not even the Magi who’d been around for centuries—knew just how much punch Josh’s charms packed. He might be the most powerful charmer on the planet. Right now he didn’t look it. Face tense, eyebrows flattened, a deep line drawn between, he gave off the hot sizzle of barely contained energy. She could see cracks in the dam he was using to hold it together. They showed up real good, too, in the lines that had gone darker and wider on his arm.

Putting her hand over those lines again, a dull ache throbbed in her belly. She wanted to lift the bad out of him—not that she had any room to take it into herself. Josh glanced at her, jerked away, and gave her another apologetic look before he put his gaze on Gabe.

With a nod and a forced smile, she said, “We need a babysitter if we’re going into the office.” And she tried to ignore the rush of joy singing in her veins at the thought of stepping back into some of her old life.

Dammit. She had a life with Gabe and Josh, and they didn’t need the kind of trouble a warder brought home. She needed to keep away from bad things in order to keep her warder license from going black. And Josh should tell her that. He should be the one who added reasonable arguments to everything.

But Josh didn’t even glance at her again.

She left Gabe with him, headed to the bedroom, threw on clothes she grabbed from the closet—a stretchy black skirt, Fluvog boots with kicking heft and a running heel, and a mauve scoop-neck top whose color matched the new streak she’d put in her dark hair last month. Not long ago, she would have shown more skin, but these days she went for long, solid sleeves that almost covered the demon stains. She also took five minutes to slap on some of her face—dark eye shadow for bigger eyes, dust the sallow out of her skin, a bright lipstick that did not manage to lift her mood.

She tucked her Endowment license into a pocket—black edged and gray in the center, and when the charmed card went ebony, the Endowment would know she’d gone dark side. They’d hunt her like any other demon then. That wasn’t going to happen. She hoped.

Pulling her knife from the plaster in the hall, she added a note to herself to patch the hole. With the Cairo blade tucked into a custom sheath in her boot, she strode back into the living room. Josh and Hildy had squared off on opposite sides, wary caution shadowing their stares like both of them had too many reasons to be each other’s ex.

Neither of them glanced at her. And Mackenzie got a jolt of the stuff sizzling between them—old attraction and unsettled emotions. She opened her mouth to say something, but realized “get a room” would sound bitter and too much like permission for them to use sex to shore up an uneasy working relationship. Irritated with herself for being so petty, she walked over to light the hookah on top of the low, corner bookcase. When honey-scented tobacco smoke snaked into the room, she gave a quick rub to the Swedish modern floor lamp next to it.

Hildy’s eyebrows went up, and Mackenzie told her, “Inside joke.”

“Demonic jinn,” Hildy muttered under her breath, huffing out the words as if they stank of sin. But the hookah smoke wound up, sweet and sensual, forming into an arched doorway. Two figures stepped out of the smoke and into the room with casual ease. Marion must have heard Hildy’s jab. He solidified, pulled off his sunglasses and asked, “What’s with the bitch on heels?”
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Ignoring the remark because they had business at hand, Mackenzie tucked a fist onto her hip. A step behind his partner, Felix formed up looking more like a top-selling rapper with his bling and Rasta locks than a djinn who was a master at weaving illusions, and more. Gabe gave a shriek of delight and reached for his godfathers.

Felix swept Gabe from Josh’s arms. Gabe gurgled and tugged on Felix’s hair, drooled on the djinn’s red silk shirt and latched onto the black muscle tee peeking out. With an indulgent smile, Felix called up a baby bib from the smoke, draped it over his shoulder and under Gabe’s drool. Marion looked on, his expression as fond as any blood relative, his smile a lethal smirk on the lean edges of his weapons-ready face.

With a vague ‘everyone meet everything’ wave, Mackenzie said, “Marion, Felix, this is—”

“Dixon,” Hildy said, stepping forward, her stare sharp as the edge of a kata blade. “I already know all about you two. A should-have-been warder and a djinn.” The side of her mouth lifted, and she drawled the next words with intentional insult, “Freelancers. Killers for hire.”

Marion’s thin lips lifted. The rest of his angular face emptied. He tucked his hands into the pockets of tailored charcoal Calvin Klein trousers and jingled his keys. “Excuse me—we’re on retainer these days and off the market. Wouldn’t be on for you, anyway, toots.”

Hildy arched an eyebrow. “Does that change your past? What you are? A Nasurai. But you pushed your duty away. You chose to partner with demonic forces. You sell your gifts, and you take pride in such corruption. Tell me, John, what is the full price of a knight’s honor?”

“John?” Mackenzie repeated, startled. She turned to Marion—she’d only ever known him as Marion. But she knew he was old enough to have been in the Crusades—the second ones. Hanging around with a demon had helped him hang around for more than a few lifetimes. “You were christened John?” she asked.

Marion ignored her and kept his stare targeting Hildy. “Digging up ancient history, are we? In that case, let’s go over your precious Endowment’s record and ask how many witches you guys suffered to live and let live? Oh, but that’d be none, wouldn’t it? Too much competition and you called it interference even when they weren’t hurting anyone. And how many warders my age you got around, huh? Big ol’ zip there, too. Had ‘em go dark on you or end up demon fodder. Not lookin’ like such a hot-ass record you got with keeping the souls in your care in bodies, hon.”

Hildy’s cheeks flushed. “What is necessary to keep the truce made before history began when Heaven threw down the guardian Watchers, the Grigori, for their sins and the Magi stepped in to ensure the Earth’s—”

“Hey!” Mackenzie shouted, and even Gabe went round-eyed and silent. She glanced around to double-check she had all eyes on her, and she didn’t like that Josh was hanging back, silent and brooding. She frowned at him, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze, so she gave another wave at everyone. “Look, I kinda thought we had an emergency brewing. So can we save class notes on Angelic-Demonic History 101 for when world-ending disaster is not on the horizon?”

Marion shrugged and turned his back to Hildy. “No skin off me. Whatcha got going? Grigori digging themselves out again? An old fashioned hell raising? Payback coming from that soulless Endowment paper-pusher you had to snuff last spring?” He glanced at Hildy and started twirling his sunglasses. “Yet another success story—go team.”
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