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A fatal attraction is a curse.

No, wait a minute. Wasn’t there a movie by that title? I can’t call it that. Hmm...

Fierce attraction? Blind attraction? Dumb attraction?

Sure, why not? Let’s go with that.

A dumb attraction is a curse.

You know the kind. Out of control, listens to no reason, makes you do stupid, stupid shit.

Yep, it’s a curse, one I don’t wish on anyone.

That was the kind of animal magnetism that led me to Jacob Knight.

The bastard!

He waltzed into my life the last year of high school. Before he did, I was happy, growing up with my parents and siblings: two sisters and one brother. Then bam! As soon as I left the safety of our little family nest, things took a turn for the worse. I thought I was ready to fly, to soar like an eagle, but it turned out I was a clumsy ostrich, destined to crash and burn. Big time.

For that, I blame Jake’s silver eyes, chiseled face, mouthwatering body, and slutty reputation.

He was two years ahead of me in school. I’d always been aware of him, even in kindergarten when I should have been eating my crayons instead. In my mind, he seemed unattainable, like a supernatural celebrity in a magazine.

Except during my senior year, at a spring break party, he noticed me.

That very day, he rocked my world and my body. I should have been mortified, almost losing my virginity after he whispered a few delicious words in my ear, but I suffered no guilt. On the contrary, I felt like a woman for the first time, wild and thoroughly fulfilled.

After that, we dated for five months. Everyone was shocked.

Jacob Knight didn’t date.

He seduced women, got what he wanted, and went on his merry, werewolf way. But not with me. He was in love. Or so I thought.

I’d been so sure that, after graduation, I packed my bags and moved in with him. Mom tried to tell me not to rush things, but the curse of my dumb attraction was on, like blood on vampire fangs. Jake had enthralled me, and my mind and body weren’t mine anymore.

He had a little apartment and big plans. We were great together, and not only as a couple. We made a brilliant tracking team and were helping people. We even solved a big missing person case for the police just in the nick of time, finding an eight-year-old girl who’d been kidnapped by a vamp who preyed on children. I was happy, even if using my tracking powers was a bitch, and I had to keep Jake in the dark about how my skills work for fear he would worry and decide we should stop being a team. We had a great thing going, and I wanted it to last forever.

Then, three months after I moved in with him, I woke up to a stack of cash on the kitchen table—enough for two-months’ rent—and a note that said he was leaving me.

My life imploded, and in one fell swoop, I learned two important lessons: never fall in love and always look out for Number One.

Thank the witchlights, he’s out of my life.

***
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I TRACK PEOPLE’S MATES for a living.

Humans, vampires, werewolves, Fae. You name it. I help them hook up better than Tinder can.

It’s not an easy job for me, but if I’m smart, I can get far. Since I opened Sunder’s Mate Tracker Agency, I can pay all my bills, and my clothes don’t have holes. Better yet, they don’t stink. True, my dry cleaner’s monthly charges are higher than I ever imagined possible, but I slay it.

Hell, I was slaying it that night when it all began. Genuine leather pants, Louis Vuitton ankle boots, designer jacket in metallic rose gold that played beautifully against my pink-tipped hair, and a blowout that left my locks as silky as rose petals. Add to that large brown eyes, olive skin, full lips...

Hello, gorgeous!

A few of the men at the party also seemed to appreciate what they saw. Too bad I didn’t appreciate them back.

Besides, I wasn’t here for brawn but to snatch the next client for our agency. I had to look my best, so I had splurged on the clothes. I looked like a million bucks, felt like a million bucks.

“Here.” Rosalina, my best friend and business partner, walked over and handed me a cosmopolitan.

I immediately took a sip. “Mmm, thank you.”

She clinked her glass against mine, then savored her drink.

Rosalina López was three years older than me, and whenever possible, she procured my cocktails. I was five months shy of twenty-one, and though I had a pretty good fake ID, I tried to avoid the hassle.

“When is the big reveal?” She pointed toward the suspended curtain, which concealed the scale model of “Shifting Futures,” a cleverly named facility that, once built, would help wayward shifter kids straighten their ways.

We were at a charity event at an exclusive venue in downtown. The model was right in the middle, surrounded by dressed-up tables set for fine dining. A podium with an enormous screen stood at the back of the room. Flowers, vines, and water features made the space feel like the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. The witches and mages hired for the job had overdone it, though, because the flowery perfume had already overwhelmed my sensitive sniffer.

We were here to meet our future client: Celina Morelli. This hadn’t been my choice for a meeting place. Not at all. The reason: the founder of Shifting Futures, Ulfen Erickson, was putting on the party, and we were not friends—not since I’d dated his son, and Ulfen took it upon himself to break us up.

But Celina had insisted, saying she was a busy woman who preferred to kill two birds with one stone whenever possible. In truth, she was probably hoping I would find her mate among St. Louis’s rich and famous. If it only worked that way. I hadn’t seen her yet, but we weren’t supposed to meet her until after the reveal.

I shrugged in answer to Rosalina’s question. “I don’t know when. They should just drop the curtain already. Enough suspense. Who cares?”

“Plenty of people care, Toni.” Rosalina waved her glass to indicate the crowd.

She tossed her long black hair over her shoulder and scanned the guests with her radiant green eyes. She looked gorgeous in her emerald sheath dress. It complemented her tawny skin to perfection and accentuated her narrow waist and child-bearing hips.

“I suppose,” I admitted begrudgingly. Shifting Futures was a great charity, even if its founder was an asshat.

Shit! Talking about the head-up-his-ass founder.

I’d spotted him out of the corner of my eye. He was approaching with one of his big-money friends, both dressed in sharp tuxedos. I whirled and faced the bar behind me. I hoped he wouldn’t recognize my backside. I had no interest in talking to him.

I was only here to meet my client.

Quit lying to yourself, Toni, my subconscious piped in.

To be honest, I’d gotten the peculiar idea that I might run into Ulfen’s son. Stephen Erickson was the last guy I’d been able to connect with since my dumb attraction episode with Jake Knight. And it seemed I was craving a little male attention. It had been a while. But it didn’t seem Stephen was here. Maybe it was for the best.

“Is the asshat gone?” I whispered to Rosalina out of the corner of my mouth.

She made a sound in the back of her throat to indicate the coast wasn’t clear yet. I patiently sipped my cocktail. It was deliciously sweet.

“Oh, shit!” Rosalina hissed under her breath.

“What?” Panic tingled across my skin.

She turned and faced the bar, too. “He’s headed straight here.”

“No way.”

“Yes way.”

I was at the brink of fleeing—four-inch heels and all—when a snarly voice sounded behind me.

“Antonietta Sunder, what a pleasure to see you again.” That was what Ulfen said, except it sounded more like “Antonietta Sunder, how disgusting to see you again.”

Well, the disgust was all mine.

Cursing my recognizable backside, I turned to face my nemesis, the person I despised most in the world. Well, almost. Jake held the first prize.

“Mister Erickson.” I stamped on a charming smile. “I wish I could say the same.”

One of his eyebrows shot up, betraying the contempt he still felt for me. Back at you, buddy.

Ulfen was a man of forty-five with thick red hair and a well-kept beard. Six-foot tall and built like a bull, he was of Scandinavian descent, his werewolf line dating back centuries. He resembled his son so much that a twinge of longing stabbed my chest. Damn, even if my crush for Stephen had died of resignation a while back, I still hated this man for viciously murdering what could have been. Ulfen hadn’t liked his werewolf heir messing around with a common tracker, so he put his foot down.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, abandoning all pretenses. “I don’t remember inviting you.”

I shrugged one shoulder and winked. “It’s my thing. I enjoy crashing parties, remember?”

Right before he stuck his nose in our business, I’d interrupted a dinner party at his mansion while searching for Stephen. I’d been a bit tipsy, and Ulfen had been pissed.

He pushed air through his nose like an angry dog but said nothing.

And just because it would annoy him, I cast my eyes around the room. “Where is your gorgeous son, anyway? I haven’t seen him.”

Erickson’s upper lip twitched. It was a slight movement, but I caught it. My question had bothered him, but not only in the way I had intended. I frowned. There seemed to be more to it. Were father and son at odds again? They had never seen eye to eye.

I sighed. The world keeps turning and nothing ever changes.

Ulfen leaned closer, his blue eyes sharp, flashing with a subtle light for an instant. “Let this be the last time I see you at one of my functions. For now, make sure you behave, Ms. Sunder. You know I have no compunctions about throwing troublemakers out.”

Which was exactly what he’d done the night I crashed his dinner party. I landed on my left boob on his perfect lawn.

He turned and walked away.

“I hope his ass spontaneously combusts,” I mumbled, shooting death rays at his tight, forty-five-year-old butt.

Rosalina snorted. “What a jerk.” She cocked her head, also peering at his retreating behind. “Not bad for someone more than twice our age.”

I hated to admit it, but she was right. I heaved a sigh. Werewolves and their genes... they were the envy of even the hottest supermodels. Women couldn’t resist them, just like I couldn’t resist Stephen Erickson and Jacob Knight.

What was with me and werewolves?

Stephen had been the rebound after Jake—my attempt at being normal. But it didn’t work out as I hoped. If only I could track my own mate. I’d tried several times, and got nothing. It was a real bummer.

I shook my head. Dammit! I should have known that coming here would open the floodgates. I’d done my best not to think of hot werewolves in the past year. Rosalina had helped me, turning my attention to better things. She was the only reason I was here today, the reason we had an up-and-coming tracking agency. She’d suggested tracking mates rather than tracking missing people. We had gone in together on a business loan and had big dreams for ourselves.

“Shit!” I exclaimed, gulping the rest of my cocktail. “Coming here was a terrible idea.” I set the glass down on the bar and scanned the crowd.

Rosalina cringed, apologetically. It was partly her fault we were here. Everyone who was anyone in the St. Louis area was here, which was why I’d let her convince me to come. We were trying to build our agency’s reputation among this type of people, hoping to gain some exclusivity. I wanted stability more than anything else. I was never sleeping under a bridge or going hungry again. I’d had enough of that thanks to Jake. I was done with being naïve. Helping others never paid off. Like my father used to say, no good deed goes unpunished. I had always thought Dad jaded, but now I understood.

Ulfen climbed on the podium and tapped the microphone. The guests’ animated conversation stopped immediately. He took a paper from his jacket pocket and spread it over the lectern.

Someone walked behind the podium. I blinked. Wait, was that... Jake?

Crap!

Was he here?

I craned my neck, eyes roving around. The man came out on the other side, and it wasn’t Jake, but one of Ulfen’s bodyguards, tall and broad. Another werewolf of lithe movements and impeccable posture, but not him.

Man, the floodgates must’ve really cracked open if I was seeing things.

Ulfen Erickson cleared his throat. “I want to thank everyone for being here. Without you and your charitable contributions, this project would not be possible. This morning, we broke ground at the location where Shifting Futures will be built. Some of you were there and witnessed the natural beauty that surrounds the area. The trees, the river that runs behind the property, the hiking trails—a lovely place.”

Many in the crowd nodded their assent, raising their glasses. As much as I hated the asshole, he was doing a good thing, helping young, misunderstood shifters function better in our society. I knew how hard it was to be different, to be called a weirdo because you had a supernatural talent. Though we all tried to live in harmony, regular humans simply didn’t get it.

Ulfen lifted a hand, gesturing toward the center of the room where the curtain hung from a suspended metal ring, forming a giant tube around the model.

“Behind the curtain lies the architectural scale model for our new facility. The design was a generous donation from architect Amy Kahn.”

Awed whispers went around the room. Ulfen brushed shoulders with some important people. Architect Amy Kahn did impressive work all over the United States, and I was sure it didn’t come cheap.

“Amy couldn’t be here tonight, but she sends her regards.” Ulfen smiled. “Anyway, you’re not here to listen to me prattle, so without further ado, I give you Shifting Futures.”

There was a pause, and everyone seemed to hold their breath, then the curtain dropped and the entire room erupted in screams.

A body was hanging by its neck from a metal cable, its feet a mere inch from the scale model, dripping crimson blood onto the tiny buildings. He was naked, and a word was carved on his chest in big, jagged letters.

WAR.
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The next morning, I was rifling through files, trying to keep last night’s events out of my head, but failing.

At first, I hadn’t recognized the dead man’s face.

It must have been the shock of seeing him hanging, or the blood, the people screaming and running, and Ulfen’s bodyguards whisking him out of the room.

But I knew the victim. His name was Blake Foster. He was Stephen’s bodyguard, a strong beta wolf the family trusted. The man had been Ulfen’s employee for over two decades, and Stephen had cared about him—maybe more than he cared about his father.

Who could have done such a thing? And why?

And what about the word on Foster’s chest?

WAR.

Tensions in the city had been running high for many years. Organized crime factions operated by different groups—humans, vampires, werewolves, Fae, mages, and witches—all wanted more control, more power. And wasn’t that always the rub?

The balance was precarious, constantly teetering at the edge of war, and someone had made a move to tip the scales. The question was... who? A name immediately came to mind: Bernadetta Fiore, the Dark Donna.

She was the most powerful vamp in the city, if not the country. She owned many legitimate businesses, and the authorities had never been able to pin any wrongdoing on her, but no doubt she and her people had their hands in every shady transaction that took place in St. Louis. Same as Ulfen Erickson. I was sure of it. The man presented a pristine front, but he was no boy scout.

Even disregarding the fact that vampires and werewolves were natural enemies, Bernadetta Fiore and Ulfen Erickson hated each other and constantly competed in their control of real estate, government, industry, and who knew what else.

Of course, the same went for all other factions. Mages or the Fae could have killed Blake, too. Maybe they’d done it to start a war between vampires and werewolves. It would be a clever move for sure.

Geez, what a clusterfuck!

I still kept wishing it had been a terrible April Fools joke. Yesterday was April 1st, after all, but that body was very real.

Gah! I shook my head. I had to stop thinking about last night. I had work to do. I checked the time on my phone. It was 8:00 AM. Rosalina would be here at any moment.

I continued riffling through files in one of her desk drawers.

Our agency was located in The Hill, a well-known Italian-American neighborhood west of downtown St. Louis. Rosalina and I grew up in the area, and we loved having our business here. Our small office was one of many on the block, a two-story narrow building with identical others on either side. On the corner, to our right, the office space stood vacant. To our left followed a dog groomer, an ice cream parlor, and the dry cleaners that took half my paycheck. Across the street, there was a coffee shop and a pizzeria I loved.

Our first floor was a long rectangular room, which we had divided into three sections: the reception with Rosalina’s desk and a small sitting area, my office for private customer meetings, and a compact alcove for potion-making.

One wall sported exposed brick, and the other displayed cool black-and-white photographs from local artists, all depicting couples doing romantic things like kissing, walking down the beach, getting married. You know... stuff to get people in a “mating” mood.

But la pièce de résistance hung straight ahead, an illustration of a modern cupid, a badass chick with pink hair and a crossbow, flying over clouds while aiming for the kill. I had commissioned it, and if the image showed a resemblance to me, it was merely coincidental.

Upstairs, a loft area served as my home. Nothing but a bed and a small bathroom, but much better than the homeless shelters I used to haunt.

The bell over the front door chimed. I swiveled the chair to find Rosalina holding our customary cups of coffee.

“Good morning, moonshine.” She set my cup on the desk and blinked down at me, purple circles under her eyes. “I couldn’t sleep one drop. I’ll need about six of these today.” She saluted me with her Venti cup.

“Same here.” I saluted back and took a sip.

“What a clusterfuck, huh?”

“You read my thoughts!”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it, though. I need to cleanse my mind, get rid of all that bad juju. Can I help you find something?” She raised an eyebrow, glancing over my shoulder at the drawer I’d been abusing.

“Yeah,” I said apologetically. “I was trying to find Celina Morelli’s file.” In the chaos that ensued after “the reveal,” we never got a chance to meet her last night.

“I moved the new clients to the other cabinet, remember?”

Rosalina set her coffee and purse down and removed her long coat. Underneath, she wore a black pencil skirt and crisp white shirt with a wide collar. She looked like a bank executive or lawyer, which was an excellent front for the kind of clients we needed to attract. She had applied her makeup to perfection. She loved watching YouTube videos on the subject, and it paid off. Though she looked just as gorgeous without makeup. Men always hit on her wherever she went, and she had no shortage of dates. I’d offered to find her a mate more than once, but she always refused, saying she wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment. Whereas I wanted nothing more than to find a mate so I could feel something again, so I could convince myself that Jake had been a mistake instead of the one who got away.

I tapped a fist against my hard head. “I remember now. Sorry, it’s been a hell of a week and last night laid the cherry on top.”

“No worries, girl. I got ya.” She sashayed toward the tall wooden cabinet and procured the file in ten seconds flat. Damn, she was efficient.

“She’ll be here at 9:30,” I said. “She called earlier to reschedule.”

“I’ll update the agenda.” She batted her falsies at me, subtly asking me to vacate her space.

I stood and picked up my yummy Venti. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“Mm-hmm.”

I was about to enter my office when Rosalina snapped her fingers.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you. The space next door,” she tipped her head towards the right wall, “someone rented it.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

The place had been vacant for the last six months. When the last tenant left—a grouchy lawyer who gave us the evil eye every time he saw us—we jumped for joy. But then, we started worrying the new tenant might be worse. What if the new renter didn’t approve of what we did and accused us of witchcraft? Not that witchcraft was illegal if you weren’t hurting anyone. But things were going too well for any kind of monkey wrench to land in the agency’s machinery.

“Well, spill! Who is it?” I demanded.

“I’ve no idea. Joey told me, but he had no details.”

I rolled my eyes. “Great. For someone who works in a coffee shop, he certainly needs to improve his gossiping skills.” Joey worked at Cup o’ Java across the street.

“I told him the same thing,” Rosalina quipped.

“Let’s hope they’re nice.” I shrugged. “I’ll check on the potion ingredients to make sure I have everything for Morelli. Let me know when she gets in.”

“Roger that.”

I walked into my office, reviewing the file. Celina Morelli was thirty-three years old, the daughter of a wealthy financier. She was a Stale—a regular human with no supernatural skills—as opposed to a Skew, which was what they called anyone else. She had been engaged twice but hadn’t tied the knot on either occasion, which could only mean those men hadn’t been her true mates.

A close friend sent her after we found the love of his life. Despite the reference, Celina was full of skepticism, but when I was done with her, she would be a believer. It was hard to argue with results.

I heaved a sigh. If only I could use my powers on myself.

I walked across my ten-by-ten office. My desk stood in the far corner, a large print of a cuddly puppy hanging above it. His eyes were soulful and put my customers in the right soft-hearted, love-sick mood. At the back of the room, I opened the narrow door to the potions alcove and entered.

A sturdy work table, its surface smooth from years of use, sat against the wall. An equally ancient cupboard stood to the right. It had open shelves at the top and rows of tiny drawers at the bottom. The table and cupboard had belonged to my mother, and before that to my Nonna. I had inherited more than my skills from them. 

I checked the shelves. Pixie dust, seven-continent cloudmist, windblown mint leaves, volcanic ash... they were all there. Though soon I would have to replenish my stash of Pixie dust. 

A series of bangs on the wall next to my cupboard startled me. Someone was hammering on the other side. I stared at the wall, hands on my hips. So the new tenant was already here and making a racket during business hours, no less. 

Great!

The hammering went on for about a minute, then stopped. I waited for it to begin again, but it didn’t. Good. I couldn’t talk to customers like that. If it started again, I would have to go next door to shove their hammer where they couldn’t find it anymore.

I went back to my desk and spent the rest of the hour reviewing Celina’s file and making a few phone calls. Images of Foster’s hanging body flashed before my eyes, unbidden. I couldn’t get them out of my head, nor the foreboding that something bad would happen.

“Are you all right?” Rosalina asked from the door.

I glanced up, lifting my head from steepled fingers. “Oh, I’m fine, just thinking about last night.”

“I’ve been doing the same, but it’s time to look sharp. Ms. Morelli’s here.”

“Already?” I rose from the chair, shook myself, and straightened my knee-length dress. “Bring her in.”

“You have to nail this one, Toni,” she reminded me.

I nodded. “I will. I will.”

If I found Celina Morelli’s mate, it would open a world of possibilities for Rosalina and me. I couldn’t fail.
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I smiled as Celina Morelli walked into my office. She wore a tight red dress that fit her like someone had poured it over her. Her black hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and her lips matched the shade of her outfit. She was tall and slender and wore black heels that helped accentuate shapely calves that must be the courtesy of some hot private trainer. 

Oh, to have that kind of time and money. Maybe one day.

“Ms. Morelli.” We shook hands over my desk.

“Please, I’ve already told you to call me Celina.”

“Sit, Celina.” I indicated the chair across from mine as I sat back.

She placed her small purse on my desk and took a seat, crossing her long legs prissy-like. Celina topped six feet with her two-inch heels and probably looked like a freaking goddess when she strutted down the sidewalk. I tried to picture her mate. I imagined him tall, dark, and handsome. But even if he resembled a bald orangutan, once I found him, she would have no choice but to fall desperately in love with him.

I got giddy just thinking about it.

God, I love my job.

Nothing like getting paid to hook up lonely people.

I laid my hand on top of the manila folder in front of me. For the sake of time and clarity, I didn’t like dancing around the issue. I always spoke to my customers as candidly as possible.

“I have reviewed your file and thoroughly understand your frustration with the dating scene. You’ve had a certain number of relationships that must have been heartbreaking.”

Celina inhaled sharply, lifting her chin to appear aloof. It was common among failed lovers to act as if they were above heartache, but I was good at recognizing the signs. This woman had been hurt. Deeply. I had inferred it from her file, and now I could see it on her face.

I’d seen the same strained look in the mirror many times. Who said young people lacked experience?

“Nothing I can’t manage,” she said.

“I don’t doubt it. You seem like a strong woman.”

This was common too, pretending one could finger-plug the heart leaks while taking on the entire world.

I’d done the same after Jake. I didn’t tell Mom he’d left me, and when she found out, I pretended it was no big deal, even though, on the inside, I was wrecked. When the rent money he had left ran out, I was too proud to go back home, so I stayed on the streets, homeless, doing odd jobs that barely paid for food. That was when I met Rosalina. She helped me pull myself back together, and with her friendship, made me realize my worth. I didn’t deserve what Jake did to me. But I’d learned my lesson. I would never give my heart so freely again.

So yeah, I knew all about strong façades, but Celina didn’t fool me.

“I’m afraid,” I said, “that even though it may be uncomfortable, you will have to open up in order to get what we need.”

“Your partner warned me about this.” Celina seemed on the verge of rolling her eyes, though she confined her annoyance to a slow blink. “Are tears really necessary?”

I opened my drawer, took out a vial, uncapped it, and handed it over. “I’m afraid so.”

She took it with distaste. “I despise crying. It ruins my makeup”

“I can turn around if you’d like.” I pushed a box of tissues in her direction and started swiveling my chair toward the back wall.

“No need. Let’s get this over with.”

I stopped the chair and offered her a sympathetic smile.

“My latest romantic debacle happened a year ago,” she began. “I was deeply in love with him. We’d been dating for almost a year when he proposed. I was ecstatic. We set a date for a month later because we couldn’t wait. We even moved in together.”

Celina’s voice broke, and she stopped to swallow. Tears were already pooling in her eyes, wavering in place, and though she knew we needed to fill the vial, she fought them. 

“The night before the wedding,” she continued, “he went to stay with a friend, so we wouldn’t see each other until we got to the church.” Her chin quivered. “I haven’t seen him since. His friend showed up instead to let me know the groom wasn’t coming. Apparently, that morning my ex ran into someone from his past, a Fae girlfriend he hadn’t seen in years. It took them an hour to reconnect and discover they were still in love.”

The tears finally spilled. She had forgotten about the vial, and I had to urge her to lift it to her face. She quickly placed it in the path of her tears and filled it halfway in a few seconds.

“Thank you, Celina. I can tell your tears are heartfelt. They are exactly what I need.”

She handed the vial back, then dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “I don’t love him anymore,” she said once she was tear-free.

“Of course not. He doesn’t deserve it.”

“It still hurts, though. The rejection.”

Damn, I knew about that, too. Why hadn’t I been enough? I still asked myself that question when I felt shitty.

“I can’t guarantee I’ll find your mate,” I said, “but I assure you, if I do, you’ll never feel this way again, and that hurt that still lingers will completely disappear.”

She gave me a weak smile that informed me she didn’t believe a word I was saying. She wanted to, but she’d come to make her friend happy more than anything else.

“How long will it take?” she asked.

I capped the vial and whirled it around, observing its contents against the light. “At least two weeks.”

Celina made a face that revealed her impatience with the whole affair. 

“It’s not an easy process.” That was an understatement, but I kept the details to myself. Few knew the toll that playing Cupid took on me. Good thing I charged for it now.

After digging into her purse, Celina came up with an envelope and slid it across the desk. “Half now, half later.”

“Oh, no. We agreed. No payment until I find your mate.”

It was a risk we were willing to take for the sake of increasing the agency’s reputation. Running a mate tracking agency wasn’t for the faint of heart or the lean of cash. With so many swindlers out there, no one paid for tracking services upfront. They wanted results first.

In the beginning, we couldn’t get anyone to put down a two-dollar deposit, so we took jobs on consignment, our contracts stating that payment would come only if we found a mate. Needless to say, the first couple of months in business were a bitch. We even got an eviction letter from the landlord because we couldn’t make rent and paying the business loan came first. Luckily, we struck gold by finding the mate of a stubborn neighborhood bachelor. When the news got around, everyone and their toothless, troll grandma started calling, and the terms of our contract improved in our favor. There was only one problem... they still wanted our services for cheap.

In Celina Morelli’s case, however, we’d decided not to charge anything upfront. We wanted her to have nothing but good things to say about us, no matter the outcome. If we succeeded, our client pool would change. Guaranteed. People like Celina Morelli would pay more for the same service, which was exactly what we needed to do more than simply stay afloat. My skills created a bottleneck. I couldn’t take on many clients because the tracking trance kicked my butt every time. Also because it didn’t give an exact location, which meant a little detective work was needed afterward.

“I know what we agreed,” Celina said. “But please take it. It’s not much more than I’ve paid my therapist, and I think this one session has been more productive than the many I’ve had with him.”

“Thank you. It means a lot to Rosalina and me.”

“It’s only fair. Thank you for rescheduling.”

“No problem.” I smiled.

“It’s horrible what happened last night, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I still can’t get the images out of my head.”

“Poor Stephen. I hope they find him soon.” She stood and hung the purse from her shoulder. 

“Wait? What do you mean?”

“Don’t you know?” she frowned. “Stephen Erickson was kidnapped a week ago. His bodyguard’s murder was a threat to his father.”
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Chapter 4
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After Celina Morelli left, I handed the envelope with her check to my partner.

“What is this?” Rosalina asked.

“Early Christmas,” I said, though my tone sounded more like “early funeral services.”

“Holy Niñito Jesus!” She stared at the check. “Fifteen thousand dollars. I thought she wasn’t going to pay unless you found her a guy.”

I slumped on the chair across her desk.

“Why so gloomy? This helps you complete the down payment for your new place. No more sleeping upstairs.” She pointed toward the loft.

I’d been saving to buy a condo in Compton Heights. A move-in-ready two bedroom, one and a half bath unit with walnut-colored hardwoods, beamed ceilings, and a cute balcony. The payment helped fulfill that dream, but at the moment, I found it difficult to get excited.

“It’s Stephen Erickson,” I said.

“What about him?”

“Celina just told me he’s been kidnapped, and his bodyguard’s murder was some sort of threat.”

She pressed a hand to her mouth, her green eyes shooting wide open. “Oh, that’s awful. Are you all right?”

Nope, not by a Fae country mile. Man, the news had stirred a nasty cauldron of feelings I thought I’d sealed shut.

“That must have been why Ulfen gave me a strange look when I asked where Stephen was.” I paused for a moment, thinking. “Maybe... maybe I should talk to him.”

Rosalina shot to her feet. “No way! You’re not doing that, Toni. You’re not getting mixed up in that type of stuff again. You’ve come a long way, and you promised yourself.”

“I know. I know.” I grabbed my head with both hands. “But this is Stephen we’re talking about.”

“Yes, the same Stephen that left your ass because daddy didn’t approve of you. And if that was the only problem, sure, I would tell you ‘go ahead, track the hell out of him’ but doing that type of work almost got you killed.”

It was just the once. Jake and I had been tracking Emily Garner, an eight-year-old who had been snatched by a vamp that fed on children. The blood leech tried to take me out when I showed up at his lair, good thing I’d had a mean werewolf at my back, and the vamp only managed to lightly rake his claws along my stomach before Jake took him out.

“Besides,” Rosalina went on, “the Ericksons are a powerful family. They can find Stephen themselves.”

“I...”

“You. Promised. Your. Self,” she reminded me again.

I inhaled sharply and sat up straight. “You’re right. Something like this would derail us completely.”

“Riiight, and if you ruin what we’ve got going on here,” she moved her hands all about to indicate our office, “I swear I’m gonna get Abuela Esperanza to exorcise you ‘cause if you go back to that shit, it would mean the spirit of stupidity possessed you.”

Rosalina’s Grandma Esperanza had exorcised her share of demons in her prime. Her talent had been special, but since she’d married a Stale, none had passed to Rosalina or her mother.

“Okay, okay, sheesh.” I stood, holding my hands up to fend her off. “You’re right, and that’s exactly why you’re here, to keep me from doing dumb shit.”

“Damn right!”

I pointed toward my office. “I’ll get to work on that potion for Celina. That’ll keep me distracted.”

“Yeah, you do that, and I’ll go to the bank to deposit the check, and grab us lunch from Mama’s on the way back. Sound good?”

“Perfect. Grab me some fried ravioli, will ya?”

“That’s my girl.” She winked and left with a skip in her step.

In the potions alcove, I gathered all the ingredients around the two-quart slow cooker and set to work. I started with four ounces of distilled water, wishing the other ingredients were as easy to get. But no. Some even came from other realms, and I could only purchase them from Fae providers at a steep price.

After the distilled water, I followed with carefully-measured Pixie dust, seven-continent cloudmist, windblown mint leaves, and volcanic ash. Earth, water, wind, and fire, respectively. The Pixie dust wasn’t the make-you-fly kind, just plain dust from their tiny bedframes and armoires. What a rip off!

As I dropped in the last ingredient, I couldn’t argue that potion making was witchy. Just the reason Stales called me a witch sometimes, even though the two were as different as a Chihuahua and a werewolf. Some witches could track, true, but never as well as a specialized tracker like me.

I shook the dregs of Pixie dust in its container. I would soon have to visit Yalgrun for more. Good thing Celina had been generous with her trust fund. The potion ingredients cost a fortune, so much that a spell protected the alcove—one my mother had cast. She was good at them.

Finally, Celina’s tears. I used a long glass dropper to draw them out of the vial and counted. As the seventh tear splashed in, I held my breath. I’d had several brews go bad in the past. But when the potion started shimmering crimson, releasing the scent of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies into the air, I did a little dance. The smell was always something pleasant like that, either one of Celina’s or her mate’s favorite treats. My sense of smell was way above average, an unusual but welcomed skill. I could pinpoint scents with accuracy which helped tremendously during the tracking trance.

Still dancing, I covered the slow cooker and set it to low. It would have to simmer for at least twelve hours. With that done, I left the alcove and decided to call the realtor with my good news. I would have no trouble getting approved for a loan now. I had enough for a down payment for that cute condo. I was about to press send on my cell phone when the hammering next door started up again.

“Shit!” My jaw clenched as each blow seemed to drive a nail into my temple.

I waited for a minute. Then two. The hammering continued, and my eye began twitching. I had another customer after lunch, and I couldn’t have this idiot start this up then. What if it’d happened right before Celina shed her reluctant tears?

Nope. Not doing that.

I marched out of my office and walked next door. I peered inside through the glass-paneled door, but couldn’t see anyone. Pulling on the handle, I found the door open. I let myself in.

“Hello,” I called over the incessant hammering.

No one responded.

“Of course,” I mumbled under my breath.

I pushed past the reception area, which looked a lot like ours, walked through the door at the back, and halted.

A man wearing a tight white T-shirt and tighter blue jeans stood with his back to me, attacking the posterior sheetrock wall as if he meant to kill it, which I guessed he did since part of it already lay dead on the dusty hardwood floor.  Dust clogged the air. I waved it away for a better look.

The man was tall, about 6’2”, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. Sweat covered his neck, which trickled downward causing the shirt to stick to his muscular back. And his butt was... well, I didn’t think there were words to describe it. Perfect, maybe? My mouth watered as I admired it.
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