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Chapter One 


	Mugshots on Movie Night


	ANDROMEDA


	On a cool October night, in the small town of Salem, Massachusetts, where witches lived in disguise among humans, Andromeda and her roommate were snuggled up on their cozy couch, engrossed in a rom-com.


	“Do they think this is a realistic portrait of modern guys?” Andromeda passed the half-eaten carton of midnight ice cream to Sarah Michelle to adjust her messy bun with sticky fingers. “The abs, the sensitivity, the huge romantic gestures. No real man has the complete package.”


	“Well, actually, Lorcan…” Shelly’s face took on that faraway expression she wore whenever her boyfriend came up.


	Andromeda rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah… Tall, Blond, and Magical is perfect. But you lucked out. Snatched the last decent wizard on the planet.” She pointed at the TV. “Men like that don’t exist.”


	“And the moron girl doesn’t even want him,” Sarah Michelle groaned, shaking her head. Her dark bob shone blacker than usual against the pale yellow of her hoodie. “Why is she conflicted between him and the loser best friend?”


	“There wouldn’t be a movie otherwise?”


	Outside their large arched window, Salem breathed with the vibrant energy of fall. Leaves rustled in the wind. Glowing jack-o’-lanterns lit up the night. And the Atlantic’s salty tang filled the streets. Andromeda loved these chilly October evenings when humans were distracted by pumpkins, and magic tingled, unbothered, through the shadows. She especially enjoyed having a friend to snark with when the men in movies—and in life—had the emotional range of a spoon.


	A pang of nostalgia assaulted Andromeda. Her roommate was right next to her, and she was already missing the witch. Since Sarah Michelle had gotten into a serious relationship, their nights together had become few and far between. Most evenings, Shelly stayed at Lorcan’s place, which made tonight even more special.


	Quill, Andromeda’s snobbish hedgehog familiar, declared that true romance was dead and had been buried next to modern men’s sense of style. The pronouncement earned a scoff from Nox, Shelly’s ferret, who darted across the windowsill and landed on the coffee table. 


	Quill scowled but continued undeterred, “I suppose this drivel has some merit in demonstrating how low women’s expectations have sunk.”


	Andromeda snorted. “Sorry the entertainment is not classy enough for you.”


	Quill bristled. “I did not expect fine art. But surely they could have produced something less banal. Is originality dead, too?”


	“Oh, come on. It’s cute.” Nox circled around Quill. “And anyway, aren’t you supposed to be a fan of the classics? Boy meets girl. Boy likes girl. They’re stealing from Shakespeare.” The ferret jumped onto Sarah Michelle’s knee looking for ear scratches, which he promptly got.


	“If this were the Bard, the boy would’ve killed her by now—or they’d both be dead in a crypt somewhere.” Quill sighed.


	“Right, Shakespeare’s men were such catches,” Sarah Michelle shot back, fending off Nox’s attempts to dive into the ice cream carton. “Let’s romanticize the guy who strangled his wife because another man dropped a handkerchief.” 


	Quill made a huffy noise that earned him a pillow to the face from Nox. The soft projectile bounced off his quills, leaving him unharmed. But the hedgehog cast the ferret a dirty look as he climbed atop the couch armrest, muttering, “They are not called throw pillows literally.” 


	Sarah Michelle narrowed her eyes at the fallen pillow. “Is that a new one?”


	“Mmm… what?” Andromeda played dumb. 


	“Don’t worry, Andy, you’re still my favorite roommate.” Shelly blew her a kiss. “Even with your pillow obsession and spare electronics hoarding issues.”


	Andromeda smiled, bittersweet. It was only a matter of time before Sarah Michelle moved in with her boyfriend. And then it’d be just Andromeda and her familiar.


	Quill was still watching the TV with disdainful interest. “I’m about to faint from the insipidness.”


	Andromeda rolled her eyes. She was doomed to spend her evenings with a pint-sized moralist who thought himself a Victorian gentleman stuck in a hedgehog’s body.


	As the movie progressed, the couple on-screen finally leaned in for an overdue first kiss. The music swelled dramatically. The guy cupped the woman’s face, delivering solid eye contact, while everyone in the room held their breath—even Quill, despite all his protesting. The lead was about to close that last inch when the front door blew open with a deafening crash.


	Quill got so startled he tumbled off the couch, landing on his back while Andromeda clutched the remote like a weapon. Her gaze bounced from the struggling hedgehog to the shattered remains of their front door, and then to the hunk of a man standing on the threshold. Tall, broad, and dark-haired, he was wearing full black SMPD tactical gear and stood in the wreckage of their doorway, backlit by the streetlights like an action hero out of a different kind of movie. Andromeda’s mouth fell open as she hid behind the backrest and studied the man in uniform.


	Under the stunner-proof jacket, his stretch shirt hugged his broad shoulders so tightly it left no doubts about the strength coiled beneath it. Polished boots, badge shining like a new coin, and not a speck of lint on him. The only messy thing about him was the mop of dark hair. Even his stubble was orderly. It shadowed a jawline that could cut glass, sharpening the angles of his face. Dark eyebrows framed intense eyes that were now widened on Sarah Michelle—in recognition? Were they colleagues? 


	 No, a friend of Sarah wouldn’t have dismantled their living room. Wooden shards lay scattered across the entryway. Quill was still on his back, tiny legs flailing, making indignant huffing noises as he tried to right himself. Meanwhile, the movie kept playing, the cheesy soundtrack creating a jarringly romantic backdrop for the destruction. 


	For one wild, delirious moment, Andromeda thought Sarah Michelle had arranged for a stripper to surprise her. An early birthday present, perhaps? Or a roommate appreciation gesture? But then logic kicked in. The man wasn’t carrying a boombox. No cheesy music cued up. And his expression lacked the practiced seductive grin of someone about to shed his clothes for money. 


	Stripper or not, Andromeda couldn’t tear her gaze away from him. Stunned in place like a deer in headlights.


	Sarah Michelle had no such holdbacks. Her roommate leaped from the couch, sending Nox sailing through the air with an offended squeak as she squared up to the man. The ferret landed on a pile of cushions, turning to glare at his witch with bristling fur.


	“Callidora,” the intruder drawled, his voice a deep rumble that vibrated through Andromeda’s chest. “What a surprise.”


	Sarah Michelle crossed her arms, her expression morphing from chill movie-night companion to stern, don’t-mess-with-me officer. Gone was her friend who’d been laughing at awful dialog. In her place stood Detective Callidora of the Salem Magical Police Department, radiating authority despite wearing fluffy slippers and an oversized hoodie.


	“Malatesta,” Sarah Michelle replied, the name falling from her lips like a curse. “What the hell are you doing in my house?”


	Andromeda recognized the name from a homicide she had consulted on last year—the messy murder of Lorcan’s best friend. When Sarah had been taken off the case after a very public display of magic, she’d started secretly collaborating with the detective reassigned to the investigation—a.k.a. the beefcake who’d just barged into their living room. How had Sarah Michelle failed to mention that her colleague could’ve walked straight off a “Hot Cops of Massachusetts” calendar shoot?


	Andromeda mentally scrolled through every SMPD story Sarah Michelle had shared, trying to recall if “devastatingly handsome detective who could bench-press cars for fun” had ever been brought up.


	It hadn’t been. Either Sarah Michelle was keeping secrets, or she genuinely didn’t think this Adonis among men was worth acknowledging. 


	“I’m working, obviously,” he replied, eyes still locked with Sarah Michelle’s in an alpha-staring contest. 


	“If you needed support on a case, a call or a knock would’ve sufficed. Or did you get too excited and blow the door off before you could help yourself?”


	“Oh, don’t worry, I go slow when I can enjoy it.” No one had the right to make crude innuendo sound that toe-curling. “But tonight, I didn’t have time for foreplay.”


	Andromeda’s gaze bounced between them as if she were watching an intense tennis match, the hairs on her arms standing up. 


	“So you decided property damage was the answer?” Sarah Michelle gestured at the doorframe, which now could double as avant-garde carpentry. “We have wards, you know. You’re lucky you weren’t turned into a toad.”


	He flashed a world-class jerk smirk. “I took care of your cute little wards before blowing off the door.”


	But the damage didn’t stop at the door. The blast had knocked over the small table where they kept their keys and mail, scattering envelopes across the floor. A framed photo of them at last year’s Winter Solstice celebration lay cracked on the ground, and the vervain candles Sarah Michelle always kept lit had toppled from their holders, leaving waxy smears on the hardwood, but thankfully not burning anything.


	“Again, why did you blow my door?”


	He didn’t reply. The detective’s dark gaze shifted from Sarah Michelle, scanning the room until it landed on Andromeda. After the way he’d wrecked their sturdy front door, she could’ve lived without the attention. But as they locked eyes for the first time, Andromeda felt pinned in place. Spellbound. His eyes were mesmerizing. The darkest brown that seemed to contain entire universes of intensity as they assessed her with the calculation of a predator.


	Heat bloomed across her cheeks as her pulse thrummed in places she’d rather not acknowledge. Places that had no business responding to a man who’d blown up her front door. Places that should remain dignified and guarded in the face of law enforcement, even if said law enforcement was a walking thirst trap.


	And of course, the hottest man to ever violate her civil rights had to do so while she was as fashionable as a swamp hag in ratty leggings, an oversized, threadbare sweatshirt with ice cream stains, and with her wild blonde hair piled haphazardly on top of her head. 


	The detective frowned as if he too was taken aback by the intensity of the eye contact. His strong jaw set into a harder line, and something like confusion flickered across his features before his scowl deepened. 


	Andromeda silently wondered if it was too late to transfigure herself into a potted plant. Or convince the earth to swallow her whole and leave nothing but her scrunchie behind. Disappear through a portal? Any escape route would do as long as it meant not having to sit in front of the unfairly handsome detective while he x-rayed her.


	“Excuse me.” Sarah Michelle snapped her fingers, breaking the tension as she stepped into his line of sight and blocked his view of Andromeda. “Besides losing your manners, did you also lose your tongue? What in the name of bleeding ghosts are you doing in my house?” 


	Andromeda mentally high-fived her roommate for stepping in. 


	“And on what authority did you demolish my front door? I’m pretty sure that’s not standard SMPD procedure.”


	Malatesta’s gaze dragged away from Andromeda to face Sarah Michelle head-on. A crooked smirk tugged at his lips, both irritating and weirdly charming.


	“My authority?” He chuckled, a dark velvet sound that did strange things to Andromeda’s insides. “Last time I checked, Callidora, I only need to justify SMPD business to my superiors—and that’s not you.” 


	Sarah Michelle’s body went rigid. “This is my home, not a crime scene, so you don’t get to barge in with no explanation.”


	“Call it initiative.” Malatesta shrugged, unapologetic. “And as for justification…” He snapped his fingers, and a scroll materialized out of thin air, unfurling itself complete with gold tassels and the embossed seal of the Department of Magical Justice.


	“Search and arrest warrant, signed by Judge Templeton,” Malatesta announced, satisfaction clear in his voice. The document hovered between them, slowly rotating to show off its official stamps and signatures. “Which would have been presented more conventionally if your wards hadn’t been set to fry anything magical that crossed your threshold.”


	Sarah Michelle snatched the floating document out of the air. “Our wards are standard-issue, not lethal. Stop being dramatic. Or are you taking back that cocky ‘cute little wards’ line?”


	“If the wards were as standard as you claim, they wouldn’t have flared up like they sensed a demon when I tried to ring the bell. Not that it mattered—I got through just fine.”


	“They’re sensitive to arrogance. You must’ve triggered a full-body reaction.”


	“Anyway.” He ignored the jab. “The warrant isn’t for you, Callidora. I’m here to arrest an Andromeda Swan.” He peeked past Sarah Michelle. “I’m guessing the blonde hiding behind you on the couch?”


	The room seemed to tilt sideways, and Andromeda’s stomach dropped as if she’d plunged off a broom at high altitude—something she’d unfortunately experienced in real life. He wanted to arrest her? 


	A moment ago, she wouldn’t have minded him slapping handcuffs on her—now she’d prefer to return that fantasy for a full refund. Thank you very much.







Chapter Two


	Illegally Blonde


	DONATELLO


	In his career as a detective at Salem MPD, Donatello Malatesta had dealt with cursed artifacts, fire-breathing suspects, and once, a pissed-off mermaid with a mean grudge and a sharp harpoon. None of that had prepared him for kicking in a door and finding two witches in pajamas, high on ice cream and delusionally saccharine TV, flanked by familiars with more attitude than half the department.


	The hedgehog finished his dramatic flailing and puffed up like a toy soldier. “This is preposterous! Ms. Swan is a law-abiding witch of impeccable character. I demand to see that warrant.”


	Donatello blinked. Was the little guy serious?


	“I don’t have time for uptight rodents,” he said flatly.


	“I beg your pardon?” The pompous hedgehog rose to his full, rather unimpressive height. “I am not a rodent. And I am not uptight!” the familiar squawked, every quill on his back sticking up. “I am merely possessed of proper decorum, something sorely lacking in present company.”


	Donatello resisted the impulse to flick his wrist and politely launch the thing into a shoebox.


	“He means you,” the other familiar, a ferret, chimed in, climbing on Callidora, his fellow detective and one of Salem MPD’s most competent investigators. The little furball perched on her shoulder. “I kind of agree with the cop on this one, Quill. You make Victorian schoolmarms look chill.”


	The power structure between the witches and their creatures was unclear—and frankly, unsettling—but Donatello was already exhausted by the dynamic.


	“Enough,” Sarah Michelle snapped, eyes still scanning the warrant. Her frown deepened as she read on. He couldn’t blame her. Callidora’s roommate was neck-high in dragon droppings. “This can’t be right,” she said.


	“It is, black on white,” Donatello replied, voice sharpening as he turned back to the blonde. “Andromeda Swan, you’re under arrest. You have the right to remain silent…”


	Amidst the increasingly loud protests from everyone, Donatello eyed the witch.


	Andromeda Swan. Blonde. Angel faced. Legs for miles. Dresses in a frayed pajama top with zero bra involvement and a pair of nude leggings that hardly counted as clothing. Definitely distracting.


	Since she clearly wasn’t coming over, Donatello rounded the couch to shackle her wrists behind her back. He powered through the Miranda warning, eyes locked firmly on her nape to avoid letting his gaze wander somewhere it had no business going.


	Donatello kept his voice steady, but his patience was circling the drain. He’d secured the blonde witch—now cuffed and simmering with rage—and yet Callidora was determined to argue every inch of due process like it was a personal vendetta.


	As her rapid-fire questions continued, he fought the urge to remind her he outranked her in this investigation, that the warrant in her hands was legitimate, and that her friendship with the suspect didn’t override protocol. Instead, he exhaled through his nose and debated whether he could still fake a head injury and hand the whole mess off to Chief King. 


	“Nuh-uh.” Sarah Michelle planted herself between him and the door. “You can’t waltz in here, destroy my property, arrest my roommate, and then stonewall me. What’s the charge?”


	“The warrant spells it out,” Donatello replied, keeping his voice level. “Murder in the first degree with malicious use of dark magic.”


	“That’s absurd.” Sarah Michelle’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Andy couldn’t kill anyone. She cries when she has to swat a mosquito.”


	“I don’t cry,” Andromeda protested. “I feel bad for like, a minute, and move on.”


	Donatello ignored the blonde and kept his focus on Callidora. “The evidence says otherwise.”


	“What evidence?” Sarah Michelle demanded.


	“You know I can’t discuss an active investigation.”


	“Detective,” the hedgehog interjected, sounding like a disgruntled English professor despite being approximately six inches tall, “may I remind you that Miss Swan not only has no criminal record but is a recognized contributor to the very institution you represent?”


	“Great. Now also the rodent has opinions on procedure.” Donatello pinched the bridge of his nose.


	“I am a hedgehog, sir. Not a rodent.” The creature puffed its quills. “And I demand—”


	“You don’t get to demand anything.” Donatello cut him off. “And we’re outta here.” 


	He clicked his tongue twice—sharp and impatient.


	“You’re not herding livestock, Malatesta,” Sarah Michelle bristled. “And she’s been with me all evening. She couldn’t have killed anyone.”


	“Your vouching means toad-crap right now, Callidora.” Donatello was losing patience. “Your roommate’s magical signature was traced at a crime scene involving a level-three dark magic homicide. Judge Templeton doesn’t sign midnight warrants for fun.”


	“Then let me come with you.” Sarah Michelle’s tone shifted from confrontational to measured. “As a fellow SMPD detective—”


	“Who’s technically off duty and emotionally invested,” Donatello interrupted.


	“I still have the right to observe.”


	Donatello stared at her. She wasn’t wrong. The department regulations allowed for it. But having Callidora breathe down his neck while he booked the blonde was the last thing he wanted.


	“Fine,” he relented. “You can ride along to the station. But keep your theories to yourself.”


	The ferret chittered excitedly and darted down Callidora’s arm. “Should I grab my coat?”


	“No.” Donatello pointed at the creature. “No familiars. Department policy.”


	“That’s not a policy,” Sarah Michelle argued.


	“It’s my policy. My backseat’s not a petting zoo.”


	“Rude.” The ferret snickered.


	Donatello ignored the comment and took Andromeda’s elbow, careful to keep his grip firm but not painful as he guided the witch toward the exit. Up close, she smelled like vanilla and something floral but earthy—lavender maybe. It was distracting. She was distracting, even in rumpled loungewear, and with that death glare she was directing at him.


	“Is this necessary?” she asked, lifting her cuffed hands.


	“Standard protocol,” he replied. “But they’re just dampening cuffs. You can still access your magic for basic self-defense if needed.”


	“Oh, how thoughtful.” Her words dripped with sarcasm. “Do I get a complimentary cavity search too, or is that extra?”


	“Don’t tempt me,” he muttered before he could stop himself, then regretted it when her eyes widened.


	Better get this over with fast. He pushed the witch out of the house.


	Sarah Michelle stopped behind them on the porch and raised her hands, whispering an incantation at the splintered ruins of the front door. Wood fragments floated upward, spinning and knitting together like a complex puzzle solving itself. Within seconds, the door stood intact again, faint fracture lines marking where it had been repaired.


	“It’ll hold for now.” Sarah Michelle ran a hand over the seams. “But we’ll need to replace it. I’m sending the bill to SMPD.”


	“Suit yourself.” He’d never admit it, but he hadn’t meant to cause so much damage. When he’d arrived at the address listed on the warrant and sensed the strength of the wards, his first thought had been that the suspect was barricaded inside, destroying evidence. Dark magic homicides were rare, and he’d been running on adrenaline since discovering the body four hours ago. 


	He guided his charge down the porch steps, past the glamour he’d cast to hide the scene from human eyes, to his department-issued black SUV parked at the curb. The night air was cool against his skin. Salem after dark pulsed with electricity—a hum of magic that throbbed underneath the quaint New England facade the town presented to tourists. Tonight, that current felt especially charged—oppressive and tight. 


	“Watch your head,” he warned as he helped Andromeda into the back seat. She shot him a withering glare but ducked without comment. The familiars had followed them outside, despite his orders. The hedgehog waddled across the sidewalk while the ferret darted around Sarah Michelle’s ankles.


	“No,” Donatello repeated firmly, snapping his fingers. “Back inside. Now.”


	“This is an outrage,” the pincushion huffed. “I demand to accompany my witch!”


	“Demand all you want, but from inside the house,” Donatello replied, closing the rear door once Andromeda was settled. “Unless you’d rather be arrested for obstruction of justice.”


	“You can’t arrest a familiar,” Sarah Michelle pointed out, stooping to whisper something to the ferret.


	“Try me,” Donatello said. “I’ve had a hell of a night.”


	Callidora straightened up, nodding at the two animals. “Don’t worry, I’ll handle this.”


	The ferret snickered before scampering back up the walkway. The hedgehog was more reluctant, his tiny face screwed up in self-righteous indignation.


	“I am her solicitor, and I have a right to be present.”


	“Then you can make your way to the station with your own means of transportation.”


	“It’s okay, Quill,” Callidora repeated. “I’ve got this.”


	The little beast nodded solemnly before turning with as much dignity as his stubby legs allowed and following the ferret.


	“Your roommate has the most pretentious familiar,” Donatello muttered, circling to the driver’s side.


	“Takes one to know one,” Sarah Michelle muttered, sliding into the passenger seat. 


	Donatello started the engine and pulled away from the curb, the streets of Salem semi-deserted. Streetlamps cast pools of amber light on the wet pavement, and the occasional nocturnal pedestrian hurried past, head down against the fall chill.


	“So,” Sarah Michelle broke the silence after a few blocks. “What’s going on?”


	“I can’t discuss the case now. Not with you. And not in front of her.” He pointed his thumb backward.


	“But—”


	“No buts. Another word, and you’re out of my car, too, Callidora.”


	The cabin fell silent after that. Palpable tension radiated from both women. Sarah Michelle took out her phone and started texting madly to hex knew who.


	While the other witch…


	He glanced in the rearview mirror, and whiskey-colored eyes glared at him, burning with a combination of anger, fear, and determination that gripped something low in his gut and twisted.


	She dropped her gaze first, but the impression of those fierce eyes remained, challenging every assumption he’d made about a quick conviction. So much so that Donatello wondered if he was making a terrible mistake.




Chapter Three


	Detective Hot-and-Hostile


	ANDROMEDA


	The interrogation room was chilly. So cold that Andromeda’s arms prickled with goosebumps under the light fabric of her sweatshirt while the metal chair leeched what little warmth she had left. She was dressed for a cozy movie night at home, not for rotting in a walk-in freezer. 


	She was grateful to SMPD for the complimentary cryo treatment, but she preferred her facials without felony charges.


	Andromeda ran her palms over her arms to warm up, hoping the gesture wouldn’t broadcast her misery. Her wrists still bore faint red marks from where the magical dampening cuffs had dug into her skin. At least they’d removed those. 


	She stared at the giant mirror that dominated half the wall to her left. The one-way glass reflected her disheveled appearance—wild blonde hair escaping the wreckage of a once-cute messy bun, day-old mascara smudged under tired eyes, ice cream stain still visible on her sweatshirt. Perfect. She looked deranged enough to have committed a murder.


	Was Sarah Michelle watching her right now? Andromeda squinted at the mirror, wondering if her roommate was standing on the other side with her arms crossed, giving Detective Hot-and-Hostile a piece of her mind. Or was she busy pulling strings, calling in favors, doing whatever detectives did when their roommates were falsely accused of killing someone?


	“Come on, Shelly,” Andromeda whispered, teeth chattering. “Get me out of here.”


	The door flew open with enough force to make her jump. But instead of her best friend, Detective Malatesta strode in with the confident swagger of a man who’d never questioned a decision in his life. He’d removed his stunner-proof jacket, revealing a tactical black shirt that hugged him like a second skin. The leather straps of his chest holster cut clean lines across muscle, accentuating the breadth of his shoulders and the narrowness of his waist—he was a 3D printout from collective female fantasies.


	Andromeda hated that she noticed his good looks. Hated even more than she didn’t seem able to tear her gaze from that sculpted chest.


	He carried a manila folder and a steaming cup that flooded the sterile room with the rich aroma of coffee. The scent made her stomach growl—she hadn’t eaten anything since the ice cream, and that felt like a lifetime ago. And right now, she’d drink troll sweat if it meant she could go back to feeling her toes. But he didn’t offer her any refreshments.


	“Hello, Miss Swan.” His tone was formal and his gaze assessing as he settled into the chair across from her.


	“Hello, prick,” she replied, managing a smile that was all teeth and zero warmth.


	To her annoyance, the corners of his mouth twitched upward. He placed the folder on the table unhurriedly like they had all the time in the world. And maybe he did with his warm cup of coffee and long-sleeved shirt that looked like it could actually conserve body heat. 


	He smiled fully then—a cocky, self-assured grin that said her barbs barely registered. “Save your energy. Your insults are cute, but I’m immune to sarcasm.”


	“Wasn’t being sarcastic.” Andromeda leaned forward, matching his smile with one of her own—sweet enough to cause cavities. “And I’m immune to douchebags, so we should be fine.”


	He clicked his tongue, a sharp sound of disapproval that shouldn’t have sent a thrill down her spine, but did. What the hell was wrong with her? Stockholm syndrome didn’t set in this fast.


	Instead of responding to her provocation, he flipped open the folder and began asking about her work as an IT consultant. His questions were pointed, targeting her connections within the magical tech community, the online forums she participated in, and the coding circles she moved in. He asked about her certifications in arcane programming, her specialties in magically enhanced encryption, and whether she had associations with any known code-breakers or digital ward manipulators.


	Andromeda answered cautiously, aware that while she’d never done anything truly illegal, she had operated in gray areas. She’d consulted for companies seeking better security measures, sometimes testing their systems by breaching them herself for educational purposes. And occasionally, when bills were tight or the challenge was too enticing, she’d accepted jobs that skimmed the edges of legality—but nothing that would warrant an arrest or murder charges. Her transgressions, if discovered, might raise an eyebrow, maybe earn her a slap on the wrist, but not land her in a cell.


	While she navigated his questions, Andromeda became distracted by the man himself. He moved with the unhurried efficiency of someone used to command. His hands—strong, large, with long fingers and clean, short nails—never gestured to emphasize a point. Despite the lack of motion, his scent permeated the air. Cedar mingled with something brutally male, a warm spice that made her body react in ways that were unwise for someone under interrogation.


	Hex, she needed to focus. This was the wizard who’d arrested her, dragged her from her home in handcuffs, and thought her capable of murder. Attraction was not on the menu, no matter how nicely that shirt clung to him or how his voice rolled low and deep when he asked pointed questions.


	And yet… she noticed how his gaze held hers. For an interrogation, an unusual amount of sustained eye contact was taking place. Was that normal? An intimidation tactic designed to make suspects uncomfortable? Because it was working, but not in the way he intended. Each time their eyes locked, a shock zipped down her spine, a current of awareness that had nothing to do with the case and everything to do with base, inexplicable instincts evolution should have bred out centuries ago.


	“Miss Swan, in the course of your educational explorations…” The way he emphasized “educational” made it clear he didn’t buy that explanation. “Have you crossed paths with a Magnus Thorn?”


	Andromeda frowned, confused. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”


	Detective Malatesta’s lips curled up in a lopsided grin that was equal parts attractive and infuriating. “Perhaps you know him better by his street name: Arcanet.”


	Andromeda’s blood turned to ice in her veins, colder than the metal chair beneath her.


	Her reaction didn’t escape the detective, whose eyes narrowed as he registered her shock. “Ah. I see the name rings a bell. What’s your connection to Arcanet, Miss Swan?”


	Andromeda swallowed against the sandpaper drag of a dry mouth. “Everyone who dabbles in magical coding knows Arcanet. He’s a celebrity in those circles.”


	“Is that right?” Detective Malatesta tapped a finger on a printout she couldn’t read at this angle. “Did every magical coder also have a heated argument with him on a public forum this afternoon—mere hours before he was killed?”


	What? Arcanet was dead? And why would they suspect her? 


	Okay. She’d called his position on encryption algorithms elitist and short-sighted. He’d responded by questioning her credentials and intelligence. She’d fired back with a scathing analysis of the flaws in his most recent program. The exchange had gotten personal, heated.


	And now he was dead.


	And she was in an interrogation room.


	Oh, crap!




Chapter Four


	Hard Evidence


	DONATELLO


	Shock flickered across the witch’s face—too sharp to be faked. Her whiskey-colored eyes widened, lips parting as the accusation hung between them. If she was faking the reaction, she deserved a damn award for it. But in his career as a cop, Donatello had learned that honest reactions didn’t always mean clean hands.


	“I didn’t kill him.” Andromeda’s eyes flashed. “I was at home all night with my roommate. We never left the house. She already told you. Don’t you have her on record?”


	“Detective Callidora has confirmed you were together this evening, yes.”


	“There you go! Both our familiars can confirm it too. Ask Quill—he never shuts up, and they’ll tell you I’ve been home all day, too.” A note of desperation crept into her voice. “I couldn’t have killed anyone.”


	Donatello scoffed. “Yeah, like I want to deal with those two nutjobs again.” The image of the pretentious hedgehog made his temples throb.


	Andromeda hugged herself, which only accentuated the curves beneath her thin sweatshirt. Donatello forced his gaze to remain locked on her face. It took more willpower than he cared to admit. 


	Was she cold? Should he offer her a blanket?


	He was about to ask her when she opened her pouty mouth and blabbered, “So what, I’m supposed to sit here while you accuse me of murder with zero evidence?”


	He mentally slapped himself. Focus, Malatesta. She’s a suspect, not a date.


	“I wouldn’t say zero evidence.” He tapped the folder in front of him. “Your magical signature was laced over the kill spell.”


	“That’s impossible,” she gasped.


	Donatello leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. The movement brought him closer to her—close enough to catch the faint scent of her perfume underneath the more clinical smell of the interrogation room. Ever so distracting, that witch. 


	“Look, Miss Swan, I don’t particularly enjoy dragging witches out of their homes in the middle of the night. But when a high-profile magical hacker ends up dead and another hacker’s cursed email sits in his inbox, I have little choice.”


	She stared at him, brow furrowing. “I still don’t understand how I could’ve offed someone when I never left my house.”


	“Unfortunately for your alibi, given the way Arcanet was murdered, physical presence wasn’t required.” 


	A flash of confusion crossed her face. “Why? How was he killed?”


	Instead of answering, Donatello flipped over the email printout, sliding it across the table to her. “Did you send Arcanet a cursed email earlier this evening?”


	Andromeda glanced down at the sheet of paper, then back up at him. Her expression cycled rapidly through confusion, realization, and then, to his surprise, relief. Her lips twitched, and before he could process what was happening, she burst into laughter.


	“Oh, thank the fairies!” She slumped back in her chair, tears stinging the corners of her eyes. “Is that what this is about? That email?”


	A flare of indignation rose in Donatello at her reaction. A man was dead, and she was laughing like he’d told her the punchline to a knock-knock joke. 


	He gritted his teeth, voice dropping to a dangerous register. “Yes, Miss Swan, your signature code being found embedded in a cursed email sent to a wizard who ended up having his consciousness sucked up into his computer while his physical body remained lifeless slumped over his desk, is why you’re here.” He enunciated each word with precision. “I fail to see the humor in the situation.”


	The laughter died on her lips as the full implication of his words sank in. Her face paled, cheeks draining of color fast enough that Donatello thought she might faint.


	“Wait… what?” She shook her head. “That’s not how my curse works. It’s not possible.”


	“So you admit to sending him a cursed email?” Donatello pressed, seizing on her inadvertent confession.


	“I… yes, but… not a deadly curse. It was a prank. Totally harmless.”


	“A cursed email, harmless?” 


	“Yes! It was a stupid joke after our argument on the forum.” Her hand drifted up to her bun and tugged it free, sending a tousled wave of blonde hair falling around her shoulders. The motion had her lift her arms and arch her back, the sweatshirt tightening over her chest. A chest that was now right in his face. Donatello clenched his jaw and fixated pointedly on the wall behind her. “The curse activated when he opened the email, but all it did was change ‘I’ to ‘I’m a dickhead’ whenever he typed.”
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