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To my Paramore even when we are apart we are always connected.
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Just a Hint


Prolouge

Past

The knock on the door sounded innocent enough light and almost pleasant. But it wasn’t.

The man at the battered old desk knew that. His dirty bruised head jerked up from the lines of coke he was snorting through a cut straw, his face blanching whiter than the powder scattered across the scarred tabletop. Whiter than the filthy t-shirt he wore, which was torn and stained with old sweat.

He suspected death was standing outside his door. Not realizing that a far more dangerous foe was already inside, watching from the tattered couch, cloaked in invisibility.

Malik narrowed his eyes, observing as the man leaped from his chair, his pupils so dilated they nearly eclipsed the blue of his irises. Blue, as her eyes will be, he thought, fidgeting with impatience. He wanted to get this over with, but not yet. Better to let the man’s fear boil over, let desperation claw at him until he’d do anything, pay any price, to save his life.

The man Andras was in trouble with people who didn’t knock twice. They’d shoot him in the face and leave his body to rot, unnoticed, in this seedy dive. The kind of place where hollow-eyed tenants pretended you didn’t exist if you did the same for them. It didn’t matter to Malik what happened to this waste of life except that Andras had something he needed and a man on the brink of death would part with anything for the promise of deliverance.

The knock came again, louder this time. Andras’s trembling hands rummaged through a desk drawer, pulling out a pistol. Flattening himself against the cracked drywall, he crept toward the door, his breathing ragged and desperate. The room, dimly lit by a single shaft of grimy sunlight, felt stifling as his heart pounded dangerously fast fueled by coke and panic. Malik imagined it would give out before the bullets did.

The idiot opened his mouth to call out.

Now.

Malik dropped the shield that kept him invisible to human eyes and replaced it with one that cloaked them from the world outside, wrapping them in a bubble of silence and stillness. The clock on the wall stopped ticking. Traffic noises from outside ceased.

Blinking in confusion, Andras scanned the room until his gaze landed on Malik, lounging on the couch. His eyes widened in horror, and the pistol jerked upward, aimed at his chest.

Malik grinned lazily. “You’re going to die.”

“Fuck you,” Andras rasped, pulling the trigger.

One…two…three… shots rang out, punching four neat holes in the back of the couch. Malik yawned, showing his boredom as the man emptied the clip into the furniture. Andras kept pulling the trigger until only empty clicks echoed in the silence.

“Are you quite finished?” Malik asked, his tone dripping with disdain.

“How the… who the hell…?” he stammered, breathing wild and erratic. The gun slipped from his fingers and clattered to the floor.

“I’m not who you think I am, obviously,” Malik said with a cold smile. “Or I’d be bleeding out on your hideous carpet right now. But here’s the thing, Andras, you’ll get a close look at that carpet soon enough. In about two minutes, the man outside will blow so many holes in you, that I’ll be able to see daylight through your body.”

Malik stood, stretching as if unconcerned by the man who was moments away from death. Andras slid down the wall, his eyes wide, fists clenching and unclenching as he muttered.

The sight of Andras’s pathetic terror almost disgusted Malik enough to end it right there. But it wasn’t his soul he was after. This miserable wretch would end up in Hell soon enough. Hell was patient when it came to trash like him. But Malik’s goal was far more precious.

“Get up,” He ordered, voice hard. Andras stared blankly at him, his mind too scattered to respond.

With a swift kick, Malik knocked his head back against the wall, cutting off the string of incoherent prayers from the man’s lips. “I said, get up.”

Without waiting he grabbed him by the collar and hauled him to his feet, dragging him to a nearby chair. Andras collapsed into it, shaking, his bloodshot eyes fixed on Malik in terror.

“What do you want from me?” he croaked, wiping at the blood trickling from his split lip.

Malik steepled his fingers and leaned in, locking his burning red gaze on the man. “I want to save you.”

Andras blinked, confusion momentarily overtaking his fear. “You’ve got a hell of a way of showing it.”

“I don’t sugarcoat things you’re in deep shit, and for a price, I’ll get you out of it... this time.”

“What—?”

“I don’t like repeating myself.” Malik’s voice was icy. “I can save you from what’s coming, but it won’t be free.”

Andras glanced at the door, panic gnawing at him. “What do you want? Money? Drugs?”

Malik’s expression darkened, and he leaned forward, his voice low and dangerous. “Your daughter.”

Andras froze, disbelief flickering across his face. “I ain’t got no daughter.”

“You do, her name is Aurora and she’s seven months old.”

Malik leaned in until they were nearly nose to nose, watching as realization slowly dawned on Andras’s face. “I want her,” Malik said, his voice soft but deadly.

The man’s mouth opened and closed, trying to process what he was asking his mind, sluggish and drug-addled, stumbled over memories of a forgotten club night.

“What does it matter to you?” Malik pressed. “You forced yourself on her in the bathroom just another mistake in a long line of sins. The girl’s nothing to you. But to me, she’s everything.”

Andras stared, unable to find the words.

“You have two choices,” he continued, feigning indifference. “Let them kill you or give me the girl. She’ll never know you existed either way.”

“I’ll do it,” Andras blurted his voice shaking. “Take her. I don’t care…get me out of here.”

Malik felt a wave of triumph surge through him. After centuries of searching, of waiting she was finally his. He stood, pulling a scroll from his coat... the contract.

“Sign this,” he said, spreading the parchment on the coffee table. “Her soul for your life... simple.”

Andras’s eyes scanned the document, his jaw tense. “How do I sign?”

Malik produced a quill, slashing the man’s hand with a quick swipe of his fingernail. As blood welled up, Andras took the quill and signed over his daughter’s soul without hesitation.

Malik’s grin widened as he rolled up the contract, the weight of centuries lifting from his shoulders. She was his now.

“Get out of here,” Malik said, his voice devoid of the earlier malice. “Before someone decides to finish what they started.”

He nodded, trembling as he stumbled to the door, his breaths ragged with relief. "Thank you."

Malik turned his back on him, tucking the contract inside his coat. “Save your thanks,” he muttered as he stepped into the night. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing you again soon enough.”


Chapter 1

Present Day

“Shit, shit, shit.” Aurora staggered on her heels, hurrying down the sidewalk. She was late. Again. How it kept happening, she had no idea. James was not going to be pissed. She could already hear his reprimand echoing in her head, sharp and cold.


Rounding the corner, the restaurant came into view, separated from her by a steady stream of city traffic. She focused on the red Do Not Walk light and frantically jabbed the button.


“Come on, come on!” Her newly reset watch read 7:51 over twenty minutes late. Oh, forget “not thrilled” he would be livid. She’d tried calling him, but he hadn’t picked up. Whether he’d silenced his phone or was ignoring her, she didn’t know.

He cared about appearances, about what others thought except, it seemed when it came to her. Their entire relationship was balanced on a knife’s edge, teetering toward disaster. One nudge could send it all crashing down, but maybe she was being paranoid. God knew it wouldn’t be the first time.

Tonight, she’d hoped to fix things, to finally talk about how miserable he’d been making her feel lately. Maybe, just maybe, they could work it out. The fantasy was that they’d end up at his place, laughing over old movies, making love all night like they used to when things were good.

But that dream was dead now.

The light changed, and she all but sprinted across the street—well, as much as she could in heels. Her arches screamed in protest by the time she reached the restaurant steps, she was breathless. She could hardly get the words out to the host about meeting someone already there. What if he had left? Oh God, the humiliation but she couldn’t blame him.

Relief swept through her as the host led her toward the back, to their usual table he was still here, at least. Fuming, no doubt, but if his mood weren’t too bad maybe they could still salvage the night. He hated tardiness and never failed to remind her that she was the most disorganized person he’d ever met.

It wasn’t for lack of trying. Something... or someone seemed determined to keep her life in chaos. Like a cosmic prankster, always ensuring she was a mess, always keeping her off balance. And it was all building toward…something. She didn’t know what, but it was bad all her life, she’d lived with a sense that the axe was ready to fall. It was only a question of when and how many necks it would sever.

James’s brown hair came into view, and Aurora steeled herself. She slid into the chair the host pulled out for her, words of apology already forming on her lips. But when she met his eyes, simmering with barely contained anger those words died.

Her fingers twisted nervously in her lap. She tried again. “James, I’m—”

“What was it this time?” he interrupted. “Flat tire? Wardrobe malfunction? Alien abduction?”

All my clocks were wrong every one of them.

The excuse sounded crazy, even to her. She’d thought she was on time until she saw the clock in her car and then the sign at the bank. Then there was the DJ on the radio confirming the truth. Giving up on an explanation that would make sense, she sighed. “I’m sorry. That’s all I can say.”


“It wouldn’t be such a big deal if it didn’t happen all the time,” he snapped.


“I get that you’re upset, and I deserve it. But can’t we talk about this another—”

“I don’t get you,” he said, as if she hadn’t spoken. “You’re getting worse.”

“Worse?” The word stung more than it should have.


“You’re never on time your absentminded, clumsy, and the nightmares? They’re getting more intense. You’re seeing things, Aurora. I think it’s time you saw someone a professional.”


Her heart thudded painfully in her chest. She could barely swallow past the lump in her throat. “You think I need a shrink? You think I’m crazy?”

“I didn’t say that. Don’t put words in my mouth.”


“Then what are you saying?” Her voice wavered, but she pressed on. Deep down, she couldn’t argue with him. The nightmares, the strange visions had been escalating. Things she’d seen since she was a child. She’d always ignored them, tried to push them away. But James saying it aloud made her blood run cold.


“The truth is, Aurora, you’re scaring the hell out of me.”

Her fingers trembled as she picked up her napkin, trying to smooth it over her lap. “Nothing is wrong with me,” she lied. “I’ve just been preoccupied, all the other…weird stuff? That’s stopped. It’s been months.” She avoided his eyes, taking a quick sip of water. “You’re overreacting.”

James’s jaw clenched, his voice lowering into a near-hiss. “I’m not overreacting and it’s not just about you being late all the time. Last weekend when you stayed over—”

She cut him off, her voice brittle. “What happened? Did I talk in my sleep again?”

“More than that.” He paused, running a hand through his hair. “You screamed. You were talking about someone coming for you. When I tried to calm you down, you went catatonic.”

She sucked in a breath, her mind reeling. “I don’t remember any of that.”

He hadn’t mentioned it before. They’d spoken since only to arrange this dinner, but now she saw the distance in his voice, his silence. He’d been pulling away, and she hadn’t even noticed.

His gaze softened, but his voice remained firm. “I’m telling you this because I care. You need help, Aur. You know I’m right.”

The words hung heavily in the air between them. There was something else in his eyes, though something beyond concern.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, her stomach dropping. “You’re leaving me.”

He sighed, the tension in his shoulders visible as he sat back. “This wasn’t an easy decision.”

“So, this is your parting advice?” Her voice cracked. “Get your head checked and have a nice life?”

“It’s not like that—”

“Don’t do that!” she snapped, louder than she intended. Several heads turned, and he cringed at the attention.

“I didn’t want to do this here,” he said, keeping his voice low. “But you and I both know we were headed for this... eventually.”

“I hope that makes you feel better,” she said bitterly, her laugh sharp and humorless. “But that was a shitty thing to say, just for the record.”


A muscle twitched in his jaw; he was close to losing his temper. “I didn’t want to do this tonight.”


“Oh, just picking the perfect moment to drop the axe, huh?” She stood abruptly, her pulse hammering in her ears. The panic, the denial, and the horror tangled into a knot of emotion too big to contain. Snatching her purse from the floor, she slung it over her shoulder.

He rose and stepped in front of her his hand on her arm. “Don’t leave like this. We can still—”


“Let go of me.” Her voice was cold, sharp as glass. “Before I show you psycho right here in front of everyone.”


He released her, hands up in surrender. The hurt in his eyes nearly undid her. It wasn’t fair that at that moment, he looked sexier than ever. Once, she’d dreamed of marrying him, of building a life together, perfection at long last.

But she was never meant for perfection.

“Goodbye, James,” she whispered, walking past him.

He didn’t follow.


Chapter 2

From the shadows, Malik watched her. Aurora burst through the restaurant’s front doors, stopping at the iron railing. One hand grasped the cold metal, and the other flew to her mouth, stifling a sob. For a moment, she hesitated, her gaze flicking back toward the door, before she bolted down the steps, putting as much distance between herself and the restaurant as possible. Thunder rumbled overhead.

This could be it if he wanted it to be. Her fate had always been in his hands, it had been since the day she was born. One subtle manipulation of the stoplights, and she could easily be struck by an oncoming car. A clean, quick death or he could approach her now, face-to-face, and with a single touch, rip her soul from her body he hadn’t decided yet.

Either way, it would end centuries of wanting. She’d be his, at last for eternity.

She was so vibrant. Some souls shined so brightly they were given more than one turn on earth, capable of doing immeasurable good. Souls so pure his kind didn’t even dare corrupt them. She was one of those old souls timeless, radiant.

But this cycle was different. Somehow, she’d been dealt a bad hand, and Malik had found a weak spot where he could worm his way in. He didn’t care how or why. He only cared that he’d been patient and patience always paid off.

A gust of wind from the approaching storm swept down the street as he silently moved beside her at the corner. She stared blankly ahead, waiting for the light to change, tears streaming down her cheeks. A delicate profile, like something from an old worn photo timeless, tragic. Her shiver was so slight that no one else noticed, but he did. Her body knew he was there, even if her mind didn’t.

Someone asked her if she was okay. She waved them off with a dismissive nod focusing still on the street ahead. The light changed, and she stepped off the curb.

No. Not this way.

He wasn’t ready, the moment wasn’t right. He didn’t understand why, but she fascinated him. Her soul was ripe for the taking, but still, he lingered watching, waiting. There would be a better moment, he could feel it. She wasn’t quite ready, and neither was he.

“So, here we are again. When do you plan to take her?”

The voice cut through the downpour like a blade, crystal clear despite the sudden sheets of rain. Malik stiffened, cursing under his breath. He was invisible to human eyes, which could only mean one thing…

He turned slowly to find a figure standing behind him, glowing with that insufferable, blinding golden light, tunic, tainia headband... the whole bit. Malik smirked; the theatrics never ceased to amuse him. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”

Sol's gaze followed Aurora as she crossed the street, sadness etched in his ethereal face. They were all the same to him, arrogant, self-righteous... useless.

Malik turned his back on him, dismissing him with a flick of his wrist. “You’re wasting your time I’ve waited eons for this. Nothing is going to stop me now. Save your breath she’s mine.”

“She doesn't deserve this,” Sol said softly, ignoring Malik’s provocation. “At least give her more time.”

“For what? So, you can try to sabotage me?” Malik scoffed. “Your interference only makes me want to act faster. Perhaps tonight, as she sleeps, I’ll rip her soul out and take her home. I’ll show her what she’s been missing all these centuries.”

“She doesn't deserve this,” he repeated, his voice laced with sorrow. “I suppose telling you how disgusting you are—”

“Makes no fucking difference,” Malik growled, his patience slipping. He started across the street, following Aurora’s hurried steps. “Fly away, little butterfly.”

Sol didn’t budge. “This won’t be the last you see of me, demon.”

Malik paused mid-step, glancing back with narrow eyes. “You’ll be too late.”

“I doubt that.”

But when Malik turned to snarl a retort, the god was gone, typical... nimble bastards.

No matter Aurora was rounding the corner toward the parking garage. He could still take her now, prove that godly prick wrong.

He followed her, the sound of her heels clicking sharply against the pavement drawing him closer. Her scent lingered delicate sweet pea mixing with the fresh rain. Her red hair clung damply to her shoulders; black dress hugged her every curve. She was breathtaking, even now, soaked, and distraught. His mind flickered to an image of his hands gripping her ankles, pulling them apart, sliding over her skin while she writhed and begged beneath him…

There was a sharp crack, and suddenly she pitched to the right with a startled gasp. Her arm flailed out, reaching for something, anything to break the fall.

Instinctively, Malik moved.

Later, he would curse himself for it. But at that moment, without thinking, he dropped his shields and caught her just before her head hit the curb. Her body was warm and trembling in his arms, her breath catching in her throat as she stared up at him in shock.

Thunder boomed overhead.

Her eyes, wide and crystalline, locked onto his. They were the same as they had been for centuries, crystal, blue, and full of life. Her lips parted in a soft gasp, her tears mingling with the rain on her cheeks.

Shit.

That fucking prick God had been right.


Chapter 3

“Oh my ...,” She gasped as the stranger lifted her to her feet. Her legs wobbled beneath her as she regained her balance. “I’m so sorry. My… the heel broke.” She bent over, inspecting the snapped heel with a trembling sigh. “Perfect ending to a shitty night.”﻿

“Sorry to hear that,” he replied, though the ironic edge in his voice didn’t sound sorry at all.

“It’s no big deal. I hardly wear them anyway,” she said placing a hand on her chest, trying to slow her racing heart. If he hadn’t caught her…

“Are you all, right?”

She nodded, then gave him a better look. Black hair, tan skin. He was dressed simply in black jeans and a dark shirt. But how had he caught her so quickly? He must have been right on her heels. The thought sent a shiver of cold dread through her. She hadn’t even heard him approach, and no one else was around…

He stood there watching her, his gaze steady and unsettling, as if studying her for something she didn’t understand. Her breath hitched as she realized she was still trembling.

Suddenly, she became aware of how much of a hit mess she looked wet hair, streaked makeup, and her dress sticking to her skin. She glanced down, mortified. One foot bare, the other still in her broken shoe. She was tempted to cross her arms over her chest but resisted. It wasn’t like she was showing much cleavage. Still, under the dress, her body reacted traitorously nipples tightening beneath the slinky fabric, her skin tingling under his gaze.

“Where did you come from?” she asked when it became clear he wasn’t going to say anything. Trying to distract herself from the intensity of his eyes, she pulled off her other shoe and stood barefoot. Her feet sighed in relief.

“I was right behind you, heading to my car. Almost tripped over you.” He shrugged, broad shoulders shifting under his shirt. “You should buy better shoes you could have killed me.” His smirk was sharp, and teasing, and suddenly she noticed how striking he was. His mouth was perfectly shaped, his eyes dark and deep, like they held secrets.

“A guy encouraging me to buy better shoes? I might’ve hit the lottery,” she blurted, cringing at how flirty it sounded.

The smirk broke into a smile that crinkled his eyes. Despite herself, she smiled back, even though her instincts told her to keep her guard up. He was handsome, yes but there was something wicked behind that smile, a dangerous edge she couldn’t quite place.

“Well,” she said, feeling a rush of awkwardness again. “Thank you for, uh… saving me. I’ve got to get going.”

“Aside from the death of a shoe, what’s made your night so bad?” he asked, his voice threaded with curiosity.

She hesitated. His attention felt good, especially after James’s brutal rejection, and the way he looked at her like she was the only person that mattered right now made her pulse quicken.

A car sped by, making her jump. He was waiting for an answer.

“Oh, I don’t want to dump all my problems on you,” she said, trying to deflect.

“What a shame,” he said with a slow grin. “I’m a really good listener.”

There it was again that low, seductive tone. His voice was deep, rich, and carried a subtle accent she couldn’t place. It curled through her, making her want to hear more of it. To have it whispered in her ear while his hands—

Stop.

Her heart was pounding for a different reason now, her mind betraying her. She barely knew this man, but the thought of inviting him home flickered like a dangerous temptation. It would be easy too easy, to let the night take her somewhere reckless. James had left her humiliated and now this dark, mysterious stranger had caught her, made her feel something. But she wasn’t that girl... was she?

Her relationships had always been disasters one after another. Even with James, she’d thought things were different, thought she’d finally found stability. She’d forced herself to take it slowly, to play by the rules but even that had blown up in her face.

Nothing ever worked.

Frustration burned bright in her chest as she stared at the man in front of her. If nothing she did worked, then why not try something else? Something she’d never dared before just this once.
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