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        L. Lark
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      “What are you doing here?”

      There is a demon on my doorstep, and it isn’t my newly acquired brother-in-law. Instead, it’s the demon who’s been in direct competition with me. The one stealing my clients.

      He’s the reason I’ve been taking jobs that I’d normally reject. Jobs that landed me in the hellish situation I’m in now. The mark on my wrist burns as if in reminder.

      Mace Reynolds doesn’t respond to my vitriol. He leans against the doorjamb, and I stiffen my spine, unwilling to give any ground.

      “Why wouldn’t I visit the family of a friend?” he teases.

      Leave it to my sister that the one time she leaves the house she gets mated. An anomaly for harpies already. Let alone the fact that she mated to not one, but two men. In a way that makes me wonder if I’ve angered the gods, one of those men just happens to be best friends with my adversary.

      “Because I don’t like you, and we are definitely not friends,” I say.

      “Ouch. I think we could be friends if you got to know me.” Mace’s dark eyes have a playful glint in them. “And we have a matter we need to discuss.”

      “If this is about Alice—”

      Mace interrupts me with a bark of laughter. “No, this is not about your attempt at sabotage.”

      Having Alice feed Mace incorrect information had seemed like a good idea at the time. Now, with bigger issues plaguing me than this demon, I can admit that it was a bad idea.

      But Mace doesn’t seem angry.

      “It isn’t an attempt if it’s successful,” I say, miffed.

      Mace nods as if conceding his point. I deliberate. If he’s here about something other than my shot at his business… My ever-present curiosity claws at me. What could he possibly want? And how can I turn that to my benefit?

      “Are you going to let me come inside?” Mace asks.

      “Do you have to be invited?” Curiosity has the question out of my mouth before I can help it.

      Mace quirks a dark eyebrow that has a scar running through it. I take note of the detail. For all that I’ve named this demon as my adversary, I’ve barely been in the same room with him.

      Mace’s dark hair flops on his forehead in a way that would be considered dashing but his features lack the refinement for it. His face can only be described as strong; the errors of it contributing to the overall look rather than detracting from it. His nose is crooked in the way that comes from being broken before. His jaw is just a touch too prominent, and his dark eyes are slightly asymmetrical. How can someone with the healing abilities of a demon have so many imperfections?

      “It’s good manners to not go into other people’s homes unless invited… but it won’t keep a demon out, if that’s what you’re asking,” Mace says.

      I glare at Mace and open the door wider. “I guess that was too much to hope for.”

      “You’ve been watching too much Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” he says in passing.

      I gasp as I close the front door; the demon now strolling around my apartment. “I take issue with that statement. There’s nothing wrong with Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

      “I implied no such thing!” Mace dramatically presses a hand over his heart. “But it’s fiction and won’t help you in the face of an actual vampire.”

      “Have you met one?” I haven’t. I had only began meeting rarer creatures than witches or the odd shifter when I started my business. The older generation of harpies hadn’t been pleased. Isolationism is practically a part of the harpy code.

      Maybe that will change with all the help Asa is giving to the different harpy branches. Amara has even gotten to know other types of creatures through working at Greg’s bakery. If my oldest sister can unbend enough to eschew our elder’s isolationist requirements, then maybe there is hope for our kind.

      My knowledge of other kinds of creatures had to be built from scratch.

      Mace shudders. “Yes, they are less common than they once were. A bunch of snobs really.”

      I bite my lip to keep from peppering my rival with questions. The demon moves with ease around my space. The studio apartment is small but it’s my sanctuary. Other harpies rarely come into my territory, and I like it that way.

      The walls are a jumble of photo frames of places I’ve been and places I want to go.

      Mace stops at my shelves full of knickknacks from my adventures. Some items are gifts from previous clients and others are souvenirs.

      “Why are you here, Mace?”

      “We have a debt to discuss, harpy.”

      I blanch. “What?”

      How could he possibly know about that? I’d just barely returned home from that awful meeting. Mace is well connected, those who deal in information like we do have to be, but for him to work that quickly is near impossible.

      Mace lifts a brow. “Did you already forget about the favor you asked for?”

      My exhale is shaky. He’s not talking about the other debt I owe. He’s talking about that trick he pulled. Taking the thoughtless words I’d said while drowning in guilt as a demon deal. My relief is short lived.

      “How much do you know about demons?” Mace asks.

      Next to nothing, but this man is still a rival, a threat. He could lie to me, and I’d have no way of knowing.

      I tilt my chin up with bravado. “Enough.”

      Mace’s mouth twitches.

      “Quite. Well, then you’ll know that some demons need to have soul bonds to reside in this plane. Asa and I have been bonded for much of our lives but now…” He trails off before clearing his throat. “Now Asa is bonded with Zeph and Greg. Which means that I’m in need of someone to soul bond with; to act as an anchor in this plane.”

      “You can’t stay bonded with Asa?”

      Harpies may not take mates, my mother and sister being an exception, but many paranormal beings bond that way. There are different types of relationships in our world, couples, throuples, and more. I’ve never heard of a soul bond limit.

      Mace grimaces. “Yes and no. Demons are sensitive to bonds and to be bonded to not only Asa, but to your sister and Greg all at once is… uncomfortable.”

      I can’t even imagine. It puts a different meaning to feeling like a third wheel, or fourth wheel in this case. Mace picks up an acorn from my shelf. A community of dryads had given that to me when I’d retrieved enough blackmail to stop a developer from uprooting their forest.

      “Why are you telling me this?” Suspicion stirs. As much as I’d love a lesson on the intricacies of demons, no one speaks about the particulars of what they are unprompted. Information is valuable and secrets about weaknesses are premium.

      Mace puts the acorn down carefully, almost reverently, before turning to face me. His face a cheerful mask but his eyes alight with interest, with challenge.

      “I’m here to call in that favor you owe me.”
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      Frustration brews in me; it tightens the muscles in my back and has my teeth gritting. The emotion simmers as I toe a bottle cap across the dirt-covered floor.

      The marks in the dust tell a story. It won’t do any good to carefully analyze them as I would have in the past when my hunting would trek through wilderness. There is no trail that I can pick up and follow by sight. No wheel ruts of wagons full of captives. There are only a number of different size foot and shoe prints on the floor of this damp basement that reeks of fear and suppression collars.

      I hiss out a curse at a particularly small set of prints, the toes tiny and obviously bare, losing the hold on my anger for a moment before I reel it in. Letting myself become furious will not help accomplish the things needed.

      I spin in a circle and catalog the rusty cages hanging open like cheap jail cells. The scents on the air are not stale.

      I bring my phone up to my ear and the call is picked up immediately.

      “What did you find?” Gage asks. No preamble needed.

      “I’m in the basement of the tenth location on your list. They were here. Very recently. Two days ago, at most.”

      Gage hisses on the phone. “Gods dammit, this group is moving fast for how many people they must have.”

      There are eighteen folders of missing people on our shared drive. There are more than that if the tracks are to judge. As if the traffickers are waiting to have a mass auction instead of finding buyers one-by-one.

      A faint but familiar draw hangs in the air.

      “They’re using portals,” I say and Gage curses again before going silent. The typing on a keyboard reaches me over the phone.

      “That’s useful information. I’ll check with the certified portal retailers to start but I don’t know about the black-market ones.”

      I nod and hope starts to build. It’s small, but it’s a lead all the same.

      “I have a contact who can get me a list of black-market retailers for portal spells.”

      A sigh of relief comes from Gage. “Good. I’ll send out a message to the team, so we know what we are looking for now.”

      Gage’s business serves many needs in the paranormal community and is the party contracted for these missing persons. Having a public organization that the families can hire is useful. Asa, Gideon, and I should have done something similar a long time ago instead of relying on word of mouth.

      Our trio was more informal, which worked at the time, but modern times call for modern measures. My friends are out of the business now, for the most part.

      Gage continues, “I had to pull Kane and Leo for an abduction that just came in.”

      “Do they need any help?” I ask.

      For those types of cases, the chances of retrieval decrease as the clock ticks.

      “It doesn’t look like it’s a part of this trafficking ring. They already report having a solid lead. I’d rather use your skills in checking these locations. We might get lucky and stumble on one in use.” There’s a pause. “If you don’t mind, that is.”

      I smile ruefully. “I’m happy to help.”

      Gage is used to directing his team. My presence and ability to teleport are incredibly helpful, but collaborating has taken some getting used to for this group since I’m an independent party. I’m happy to work with them but have no interest in being a part of their team in the long run.

      Not for the first time, I wonder if I should accept Gage’s offer to join them… no, it wouldn’t be the same as working with Asa and Gideon. I’m not quite ready to move into a completely different organization. I’m too stubborn and independent to mesh and act as a team player.

      We say our goodbyes and I go over the scene again, doing my best to suppress my rage. I have a list of other locations to check tonight.

      I drop some sensing charms in the cages, on the off chance this location is used again. Innocuous objects, a bobby pin here, a button there, geared to pick up a certain level of distress and send an alert to my phone. Technology has added much to doing this job.

      I’ve placed the last one when I feel her. Warmth spreads in my chest. The vibrant Sophia Shirazi is nearby. Her presence through the bond we have is like a swarm of bees, humming and dangerous and incredibly irritated with me.

      I’d thought that the harpy may eventually settle in our arrangement. That had been wishful thinking. I’d underestimated the stubbornness that is Sophia.

      Such a mysterious woman with secrets behind her stunning green eyes. Secrets that my demon side wants to possess.

      The pull of curiosity is too much to resist. A small break before going back to my long list of locations won’t harm anything. I learned a long time ago that burning yourself out with the never-ending tasks that come with chasing these sorts of criminals doesn’t serve anyone in the long run.

      A tiny detour to check on my bond-mate. It should only take a moment.
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      “Fucking demon,” I whisper, but no one hears.

      The nightclub is a clash of color, shadow, and above all, music.

      The primal pulse coaxes the dancers onward. Uninhibited bodies twist like smoke on a breeze. Some dancers move as if they’re in a human establishment, not showing any bells and whistles. Others fully embrace the freedom that comes with being in a club that caters to the inhuman.

      A slender being with blue skin twines around a bulky man-shaped creature with tusks. A woman with snakes in place of hair twirls, the crowd giving her whatever space the hissing creatures on her head require. Others standby, watching the dancers with hungry eyes.

      The ache of curiosity has me wanting to mingle.

      Going to places like this was why I started my business rather than staying isolated with other harpies.

      Just last year, this would have been one of my favorite places to be in a long list of other favorites. I was carefree and finally making my own way in the world.

      A lot can change in a year.

      My phone weighs heavy in my jacket pocket. The text message from earlier deleted, but still present in my thoughts.

      Ms. Shirazi, my employer requires a meeting to discuss your debt. Please contact to schedule.

      I mentally throw dealing with the polite message on the shit-I-have-to-deal-with pile and resist rubbing the inked spell on my wrist. Even after all this time the magic of that spell doesn’t mix well with mine. No, no more thoughts of that tonight.

      Avoidance is the name of the game.

      I wipe my sweaty hands against the dress I’d changed into just for this outing, and tug on my jacket as if I’m here on a mission.

      Maybe I am.

      My leather jacket is beautifully designed and charmed for utility. It had been a birthday present from my best friend. Alice had used all of her witchy skills to make the pockets able to hold any number of charmed objects.

      Most importantly, the lining of the jacket suppresses the sensation of magic against my skin. It isn’t as capable as what we’re aiming for. I’m still affected by the magics I pass from day-to-day, but they’re a mere itch rather than the sting that some of the more potent spells can cause.

      It’s not the surrounding magic that’s causing an ache in me. The stroke of the scented air against my skin, my curiosity, and the lively dancers are almost enough to quiet it, but nothing eases that particular sensation.

      A sensation caused by my enemy.

      I shake my head, trying to dispel thoughts of broad shoulders and that irritating smile.

      I’m on a mission to forget.

      Forget how naive I’d been. Reckless.

      Forget that I’d assumed when clients mentioned a demon who undercut my time and price estimates, that he was moving in on my territory. Nearly a year later of being more integrated in the paranormal community, and the truth is embarrassing.

      I had been the one floundering in his space.

      Tonight, I’m looking to feel something other than that damn pull. To think of anything other than the dreams that feast on my mind.

      Dancing isn’t going to make me forget anything.

      I have a different release in mind.

      An orgasm will do nicely. Not sex, I’ve tried that since being bonded. The result was unsatisfying and seemed to make the issues bugging me worse. But an orgasm when frustration over my current state reaches a zenith? That hits the spot.

      I could have stayed home and handled the issue myself, but… something about being alone in my apartment amplifies my current condition. As if the silence has teeth.

      At least when I’m around people, the required vigilance makes it so I don’t notice every single new weakness I develop.

      I cast my gaze around the club, letting my eyes stroke over the men. Some of them make eye contact with me and look away quickly, cowards. I may have a reputation for being a love-them-and-leave-them type.

      I’m a selfish lover.

      Those who don’t know me by my reputation but recognize me for what I am are wary for a different reason. My kind aren’t known for our cuddly personalities.

      As one of the few harpies that interact with people outside of the harpy community, I have the responsibility of upholding the reputation we bear.

      My eyes reach the face of a man at the bar. He has sandy hair and some bulk, the way he moves makes me think shifter. I’ve gotten much better at identifying what people are since my first days of stumbling into these communities.

      I haven’t seen this man before and the way he looks at me sets my teeth on edge, all smug arrogance. Good.

      I head toward him.

      “Oh, hello there,” the man says when I reach him.

      Even the tone of his voice is irritating. Even better.

      I lean an elbow on the bar and the stranger moves near me. Cutting through any preamble. Reluctantly, I admire the efficiency of it.

      “Hello,” I say with narrowed eyes.

      “Let me buy you a drink?” he asks.

      I make a show of considering the offer. “I’m not interested in small talk.”

      The shifter’s smile grows.

      A look and a tease later and he’s pressing me into the wall of the empty hallway near the emergency exit. Very efficient.

      I gasp in relief at the grind of our bodies.

      His form is nice enough. The man knows just how to roll his hips and swelling erection against me. His shoulders aren’t quite as wide as—

      I snarl and pull the shifter by his collar into what could resemble a kiss.

      I’d do anything to silence my mind right now.

      The shifter freezes in surprise at the clash of my mouth on his before relaxing and trying to battle my tongue and teeth with his own. It’s… nice. Different.

      The shifter’s tongue slides against mine, the flavor not immediately off-putting. My whirring mind starts to quiet.

      Thank fuck.

      The shifter is talented with his tongue. Maybe I’ll let him lick me to completion. I dig my nails into his shoulders and the man grunts. He takes the cue to lift my leg up around his hips, grinding harder into the cradle of my thighs.

      He moans into my mouth at the friction. I push him back, breaking our kiss.

      “Fuck me with your fingers,” I say.

      I want the release I’m looking for. Depending on how nice it is, maybe I’ll give him a hand with his cock afterward. Probably not… I’m not here to get him off. If he were smarter about this, he would have pushed for sex rather than run his hand up my inner thigh with a smug chuckle.

      I guess he’s never had a woman leave before returning the favor. Everyone should experience new things. This shifter’s time with me will be an education.

      The shifter stops and spits on his hand in a way that may have been sexy for some but leaves me nauseated.

      I hold back my squeamish feelings as his knuckles press against my thong, the underwear made for easy access, and he rubs in circles before slipping under the fabric. The stroke of fingers on me finally stirs something. Is it arousal? Probably not, but feeling anything rather than the draw in my chest is such a relief that I moan.

      “Yeah, that’s it. You knew I’d be able to give you what you needed,” he says.

      I barely keep from rolling my eyes. The ego on this one. I’m starting to look forward to leaving him with blue balls.

      But the man won’t stop talking.

      “A little birdie told me that your sister got mated.” The man huffs a laugh. “Get it? Little birdie?”

      I glare at him. The shifter has the nerve to chuckle, like my annoyance is cute.

      “Is that the best your fingers can do?” I taunt.

      A look crosses the shifter’s face, and he presses his fingers inside me, using his thumb to rub circles around my clit.

      Should I worry that he knows about Zeph? No, there aren’t many harpies in this city and the whole story had run through the community like wildfire.

      But I don’t want to talk about Zeph right now. Her abduction and rescue had been more than nine months ago, yet the guilt of putting my sister on the radar of a trafficker is still as fresh as ever. That guilt is what made me vulnerable to a certain demon.

      A demon I’m bonded to.

      “For all the things we hear about harpies,” the shifter starts. “That you’re maneaters and gut people on sight, imagine my surprise to learn that your sister settled down with two men. I guess it just takes the right kind of man to tame a bird.”

      “Fuck you.” My words lack heat because the shifter twists his fingers just right and the stretch of them is getting me to where I want even as alarm bells are ringing in my mind.

      “We could be together forever. My life span matching yours. It would just take a little nip from me.”

      The brush of teeth on my throat goes from being mildly pleasant to causing a blast of icy panic.

      So reckless. Again.

      Fury comes second to the panic and my actions are quick. The shifter hits the opposite wall.

      “Hey—”

      My hand squeezes his windpipe and he fights me, but his strength doesn’t compare to mine. I’m a harpy, a creature of myth with my own magic in my veins. My abilities exceed a shifter who is subject to an inner animal.

      The shifter freezes and lets out a canine whine when the talons of my other hand penetrate the fabric of his pants, digging through the skin of his balls. His fear is a sticky scent and I want to slash upward and gut him as he’d joked about.

      My hands are no longer human appearing but have shifted in my rage. The skin of my forearms to fingers are covered in rough, protective black scales, each finger ending in a deathly sharp talon.

      Harpies don’t wear weapons. We are one. Aunt Fairuza’s words always come back to me when I’m tempted by a beautiful blade. But her meaning is undeniable. There is nothing quite as terrifying as watching someone be torn apart by talons and rage alone.

      And if people fear harpies, then altercations such as this don’t happen.

      This is why we don’t take mates. This is why we can’t afford to be seen as soft.

      Because then pompous, second-rate shifters think they can get a longer lifespan by biting us. Because when the illusion of strength is broken, people see harpies for what they are. A small race that’s fierce, but ultimately vulnerable.

      My heart races with adrenaline and rage. I sink my talons deeper into the man’s balls. I fight the urge to gag at the squishy give of his flesh and the spread of wet on my hand. Don’t think about the fluids, Sophia. Think scary harpy thoughts and don’t think about the blood and everything else.

      The shifter responds instinctually to the display of dominance, no matter the amount of pain he’s in.

      “N-no need to resort to violence.” His voice is wobbly but not nearly as scared as what my instincts desire.

      A part of me is screaming that it’s my duty to show this man why people speak in whispers about harpies. But killing this shifter will cause more problems than it’s worth. Harpies have no representation on the Council that rules over paranormal beings. The Council is only made up of witches and shifters; those beings that are the majority of the population.

      A cheerful voice breaks into the struggle I’m having with my instincts.

      “Oh, hello, bond-mate.”

      No fucking way.
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      My head snaps toward the voice.

      Mace Reynolds, thorn in my side, leans against the wall next to us. His dark hair and imperfect face are undeniable.

      Words won’t come to my mouth.

      Mace’s eyes trace my predicament. His lopsided smile morphs into a wince when he reaches where my talons have stabbed into the shifter.

      I find my voice, my rage bleeding through. “What are you doing here?”

      Mace shrugs in a way that stretches the fabric of his suit coat over his wide shoulders. I’ve never seen him out of a suit. It doesn’t look formal on him even in the sea of T-shirts and jeans. It fits, as if the way he dresses is the only nod he gives to the fact that he’s a couple hundred years old.

      “I sensed you in the area and thought you may be in need of assistance,” Mace says.

      The audacity of this demon. My cheeks burn and anger has me lashing out.

      “I don’t need your help,” I snap.

      Mace rocks back on his heels, his jovial nature slipping when he looks at the shifter again. A cold, deadly expression passes over his face before it’s gone. I’m half convinced I imagined the look when he grins at me again.

      “I see that you have things… in hand.”

      The shifter sputters, believing now is the time to make his case. To Mace.

      “I-I didn’t know she belonged to you. I’m sorry, man.”

      Disbelief taints my rage. This stranger is more afraid of Mace than me, the one stabbing his balls? Would it really be that inconvenient to kill this shifter?

      My muscles tense, waiting for Mace’s response, expecting humiliation. As per our agreement, this demon owns a part of my soul. Why shouldn’t he claim he owns me? Why shouldn’t he chip away at the reputation of harpies everywhere for my flawed favor exchange?

      Mace scoffs. Loudly. He gives me a can-you-believe-this-guy look, as if we’re on the same side.

      “I’m not the one you should be apologizing to. The lady shish kebabbing your family jewels holds that honor. Have you never met a harpy? They make what I can do to you look like child’s play.”

      I blink, my muscles easing with each word he says.

      Mace shakes his head. “And anyway, you’re very much mistaken.”

      I frown. Where is he going with this?

      Mace continues, “If anything, I belong to her.”

      The sentiment would sound romantic if my frustration with the man didn’t give me heartburn, sleepless nights, and an unwanted soul bond.

      That’s what this shifter wanted to force on me, a soul bond. I pull my attention from the drama happening between me and the demon who’s haunted me since I made my ill-fated request and focus on the issue facing me. How do I deal with this shifter in a way that stays beneath the Council’s notice?

      “I-I’m sorry.” The apology from the shifter is hesitant, unsure. I sink my talons deeper into his testicles, there’s a popping sensation that does have me gagging but the shifter is too busy screaming to notice.

      The sound would have attracted attention if Mace hadn’t covered the man’s mouth. The muffled scream is horrifying, but the demon only tsks.

      “Now, now, don’t be dramatic. You’ll probably heal by morning. If you make it that long,” Mace says with a good-natured grin.

      When the shifter only whimpers, Mace pulls his hand back. A string of saliva and mucus sticks to it. More fluids cover my hand and disgust finally overwhelms me.

      I release the shifter and stumble backward. He crumples, clutching his bleeding crotch.

      “You bitch,” he spits out before hiccuping a sob.

      Great. Another enemy made, another miscalculation, just one more fucking mistake to heap on my head. Reckless.

      Mace fists the shifter’s hair and yanks the man’s face to look him in the eyes with a ferocity that I’ve never seen from him.

      “What did you call this harpy who has every right to end your life?” Mace asks.

      The shifter freezes.

      “I heard every word that you spoke. I witnessed what you intended. Do you really think you can force another to soul bond?”

      My eyes widen at the vehemence behind Mace’s words. The fury peeking out behind his lackadaisical mask. Embarrassment crawls over my skin. How long has Mace been watching?

      “A soul bond requires at least a moment of intention on both parties. To even attempt to force such a thing is such a violation that it’s taking everything in me not to strike you down on principle.”

      The shifter releases another canine whine at the sharp words.

      Mace snarls. “Don’t think you’ve escaped anything. Your alpha will be told exactly what happened tonight, Nick Rogers.”

      My brows shoot up as the shifter babbles an incoherent apology. The fury in my chest eases in the face of this version of Mace. Having the alpha of this shifter address the issue is a solution that didn’t occur to me.

      It’s rare that I have all the knowledge and weight to outsource something like this. Going to the alpha will ensure this stays off the Council’s radar and my lack of action won’t be seen as weak. I admire the tidy fix.

      Mace casts an asking glance to me. Is this enough?

      My ruffled feathers smooth. I may not like that I’m bonded to this man, but he can be useful.

      I nod for him to continue.

      “Now, get out of her sight before she decides to fully neuter you.” Mace’s tone is cruel, and an impossible stroke of heat hits my belly at the brutality of it.

      The shifter scrambles away and Mace disappears in the blink of an eye. Teleporting is such a rare skill that I forget it’s one he possesses. The adrenaline is slow to recede. I jump when Mace reappears holding a bar towel?

      Mace tilts his head and smiles in a silent apology for startling me before handing over the towel.

      “My lady,” he says, the ferocity in his voice is gone and he’s back to being the irritating demon I’ve been dealing with for the past nine months. Before that, before we even met, I had to deal with this man causing issues in my business.

      The towel is soaked, stinking of disinfectant. I snatch the gift and start to scrub the gore off my hands. The black scales start to shift back to skin as my heart rate begins to slow.

      The disinfectant blocks the smell of the blood and fluids that I refuse to think about. The gratitude that swells in me is undeniable.

      “I hope my presence didn’t interrupt the job you’re working,” Mace says, the words careless but there is a gleam in his eye.

      My cheeks burn. A job. That would be a good excuse for being in this situation. Not that the debts I’m dealing with and the bond between us have destroyed the life I’ve known and spurred me to seek out a distraction.

      I sniff and attempt to deflect. “So, what are you really doing here?”

      My neck itches and I look down the hall, there’s a smear of blood from where the shifter used the wall to support himself and I yank my eyes away. Mace tilts his chin up and, somehow, he knows. He knows I’m not here on a job, knows he interrupted a situation of a more personal nature.

      I tense, waiting for jokes, castigation, something.

      Instead, Mace shrugs.

      “I was actually in the area and sensed you.” He leans in and the impossible happens. It almost distracts me from his words. “And I was curious.”

      In the breath of Mace’s proximity, the awful drawing sensation in my chest eases. I take a deep breath and there’s no restriction, no discomfort. I blink. How had I never noticed this before?

      This is… not good. The dreams are one thing, but to be weakened when separated…

      “Sophia?”

      Mace’s brows are furrowed and I force my mind to move onward. Later. I’ll figure this out later when this demon isn’t right next to me, invading my senses with his scent and providing comfort with his presence.

      Sensed you in the area. Frustration spikes in me, and I grit my teeth.

      “This bond between us is not what you said it’d be. You said I was just an anchor. That I’d probably barely notice.”

      Mace smiles and the slow satisfied movement of his lips strikes a chord of lust in me. It pisses me off.

      “Do you notice me, fierce harpy?” The words are hot honey, burning and sticky.

      The frustration almost boils over, and I blink to keep rage-induced tears from my eyes. Notice him? My entire life has been thrown out of whack, and it’s as if Mace doesn’t know a thing.

      Because he doesn’t, and I’m not going to tell him.

      I won’t share whatever weakness he’s caused in me.

      The only answer is to get out of this.

      “Didn’t you say you needed my assistance with something?”

      Mace doesn’t respond for a breath, looking at me as if he can see every thought I’m hiding from him. He leans in.

      “So many secrets,” Mace whispers, as if savoring the air between us.

      Something throbs in me. Is it fear that he’ll see through me? Or anticipation?

      I squash that sensation quickly.

      “At the birth?” I grit my teeth.

      Mace blinks as if I’ve distracted him.

      My nieces had been born almost a full month ago. A month ago, Mace had dropped the detail that he needed something. It was the first glimmer of hope that I could get leverage on this demon since this whole soul bond ordeal had begun.

      Since then, we’ve barely been in the same room and the times we were had been for family functions. Functions that this demon had been adopted into as Asa’s best friend.

      Mace’s lips purse into rare frustration. “I did say that. I do need your help, but this particular quarry is proving harder to pin down than I planned. Have no fear, bond-mate, your time will come.”

      I’ve never been patient, but the concept of being in this bond for an interminable amount of time destroys what patience I do have.

      “Who’s to say that I’ll be available to help when you finally get around to needing it?” I hear the irritation in my own words, but I won’t hide it.

      I am not a convenience. It’s better to give the impression that I won’t wait around for him to figure out his shit.

      Mace’s brows shoot up. “Being connected through our souls doesn’t give me priority?”

      To figure that the man had that assumption and to have it confirmed are very different things. The insult burns between my shoulder blades and my talons itch to swipe out again.

      I grit my teeth. “No, it doesn’t. I am running a business. If you need my assistance with something, I suggest you book my paid services ahead of time.”

      Mace tilts his head and I see the other assumption rolling around in his mind. He thought I was going to do whatever he needed me to do for free.

      This fucking demon.

      “Mr. Reynolds.” I spit the honorific. “We are soul bonded. That is the extent of our interaction. I don’t work without compensation, and I don’t live to serve you at the drop of a hat.”

      There’s a glint in the demon’s eyes, as something I’ve said thrills him.

      “I have no expectation of you serving me, bond-mate.”

      The words are suggestive, and I forcibly look down the hall again to keep from blushing.

      “I do admit, I took for granted that you’d want to help,” he says.

      Curiosity pulls my gaze back to Mace in time to see something dark pass through his expression.

      Mace continues, “I’ve been made aware of a group that traffics individuals of rarer species. This involves the mysterious buyer Henderson arranged for your sister when he took her. I’d assumed that bringing this group down would be satisfying for you.”

      Yes. Satisfying doesn’t begin to describe what it would be like to be involved in this. To do some good with the guilt haunting me.

      But… I have other concerns.

      More concerns than this soul bond.

      I clench my jaw. “I’m not in a position to take on charity work.”

      Mace’s eyes widen in surprise. “Is that so?”

      I freeze. I’ve shown too much of my hand.

      “How curious.” Mace’s eyes dilate and he leans in. “What have you been hiding, Sophia Shirazi?”

      I’ll never tell.

      I glare at the demon, refusing to cower under his scrutiny. We stay like that for a moment, Mace analyzing my face like he can see more than I’m showing.

      The lick of lust from before is back. It’s a distraction that I literally can’t afford.

      “Don’t wait too long, Reynolds.” I spin, leaving this encounter before I show this demon any more than I mean to. I shout back. “And figure out what you’re going to pay me!”
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      I watch Sophia leave.

      Her scent of sunshine disappears with the last swish of dark hair.

      Curiosity and temptation vibrate in my veins. What has my harpy gotten herself into?

      The dark circles under Sophia’s eyes have somehow gotten worse since I’d last seen her, and that had been right after she’d fainted at the triplet’s birth. Her soul energies are all over the place with worry and distress. The golden threads of her soul that braid with mine have frayed.

      It doesn’t weaken the bond we have, but the state of stress is unlike the woman I first approached. Her mischievous nature had been what had called to me. Her fiery strength added to the attraction. Fate must have intervened to serve up such a delightful anchor right when I needed one.

      There’s an ache in my chest. I wish I could keep her.

      I shake my head at the impossible thought. I have nothing to offer her. Our bond will hold for now, until she finds a way out of it. It might be this year, or in a hundred, but I have no doubt that Sophia will find a way to be free of me.

      When that happens, I’ll need to find a different anchor, maybe one of the rare objects that can operate as such. Until that time, I can play this game with my harpy. Even if the world around us isn’t a game at all.

      With my detour complete, it’s time to go back to checking locations.

      Now with the memory of Sophia’s hips moving on the other man’s fingers, a moan breaking from her lips. The sight had been intoxicating.

      Not just because Sophia Shirazi is exquisite, she is, all olive skin and plush lips that could drive an individual mad. But because it’s so rare for me to see her at ease, with her guard down.

      And then that shifter had suggested such a violation as bonding to her against her will, and I’d seen red. Our bond was not done with force. If Sophia had gone back on the favor she owed, I wouldn’t have bonded her. Our bond depended on the fact that Sophia is a proud creature.

      Before I could act, Sophia had skewered the shifter.

      That was when my lust flared.

      Since our first meeting, I’ve wanted Sophia Shiraz, but creatures such as I don’t usually get what they want. If my harpy and I make it into bed together, I’ll enjoy it while it lasts.

      But now something is going on with her. She’s keeping secrets…

      I can’t do much about that tonight though. I slide my phone from my pocket and pull up the list of locations, picking the next one. I upload the address into a maps app and compare my mental map of the target area to the satellite image before centering myself.

      I breathe out and disappear into the shadowy in-between like a wisp of smoke.
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      “Are you walking back on the favor you owe?” Mace raises a brow.

      I crease my brow. “No, I just—what will it be like?”

      Mace rolls his lips, entertained. As he should be, I’m stalling. It won’t matter what it will be like because I owe him this favor for finding Zeph. I made the request and now it’s time to pay up on this demon deal.

      I won’t run away from this… until I can figure out a way out of it. There is always a way out. Just like there will be a way out of the other debt weighing on my mind.

      “Well, we will be bound together on a soul level, but most people don’t notice anything different. Once we make the bond, we’ll both be a little drained, but it’s nothing a little sleep shouldn’t solve.”

      “Most people don’t notice?” I repeat.

      “Most.” Mace pauses. “There is the chance that we’ll feel each other’s emotions, but probably only for distraught moments.”

      That doesn’t seem that bad.

      “Okay.” I nod. “How do we do this?”

      Mace’s eyes light up and he crooks his finger toward me. I wait for a moment before approaching, already regretting this. I’m a fly caught in a spider’s web.
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