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      Blurb

      

      When Talia Millan comes to Newbrinks City looking for a break, she’ll get something worse – an eternal connection.

      A series of wild events lands her at the feet of the city’s number one vampire lord – Sir Arthur. But destiny ties her around his little finger.

      Talia is a powerful exorcist, and Arthur needs her to clean up his city before it’s too late. An ancient curse has started to strike the vampire clans, and one by one, Arthur’s family and friends are being taken. Without them, he’ll lose control of the city. If he does, the prisoner locked in its depths will rise.

      But there’s one wrinkle. The second Arthur looks into Talia’s eyes, he realizes she’s his eternal mate – a singular connection he’s waited for his entire life.

      Does that mean he won’t use her?

      Nope. Arthur has no choice. Because destiny is never kind or easy.
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    Magic Locked Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    Talia

    I slapped the side of my face. I was so tired. I probably shouldn’t be driving. So as I struck the side of my face, rather than reach for the coffee splashing around in the chipped cup holder of my dash, I used a little magic to wake myself up. Just a blast or two. Nothing much.

    I couldn’t spare it.

    I was on a magic diet.

    Before you asked, it wasn’t the same as a food diet. It was way worse.

    My stomach rumbled. My body begged me to go outside, to do a seance, to strip naked, to run under the moon. I couldn’t do that, I had to scream back. Because I was flat broke. I needed a place to live, and I’d just moved to another town on the stupid promise that I might get a job. Not that I would get a job; that I might get a job.

    “You’re such an idiot, Talia,” I bemoaned to myself as I settled my hands back on my crappy steering wheel.

    The thing was cracked. Everywhere. Plastic came off on my hands constantly. I would just glue it back with a little bit of spit and magic. And when I couldn’t afford that, I just used tape.

    In fact, I used tape to keep the car together in general. I had three wheels of it in my glove compartment.

    I leaned over without pulling my gaze off the monotonous road now, plucked some up, and fixed the steering wheel as best as I could.

    Then I gave it a pat. “Sorry. Maybe one day I’ll replace you with something incredibly fancy. And maybe one day pigs will fly. When you’re an exorcist like me, you never make money.” I sighed.

    My gaze traced down to my left hand as I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel with a dull rat-a-tat -tat. It matched the rain that slid off my windscreen and the top of my rusted car. It had been raining… I don’t know, for three days? The drive up the coast to Newbrinks City had hardly been a pleasant one. Apparently there was a view out there somewhere between the misty clouds and fog.

    I’d just have to take people’s word for it. Just like I’d have to take their word for the fact that there might be a job in Newbrinks City.

    Apparently Newbrinks City had problems. Newbrinks City had too many demons, too many ghosts, too many things that went bump in the night. And an exorcist like me knew precisely how to deal with those things.

    “Yeah, but Newbrinks City also has vampires. Lots of them. And the worst kind,” I continued the conversation with myself out loud, because I had been driving with myself for three days, and I was my only entertainment. “And where there are vampires, there is trouble.”

    Now, that was a fact I believed in. That was a fact that I believed in with my entire freaking heart. Every single time I’d met vampires in the past, they had always heaped trouble upon me. They were an arrogant bunch. They also knew how to stay on top. It was usually by making other people work for them.

    And someone like me, oh, I was uniquely vulnerable to that.

    I stared down at the mark on the back of my hand again, ruing its existence, just wishing it away.

    If I could do that, I would have done it already 1000 times. But it was permanent.

    It was a gift from my mother.

    I went to curse her to hell, but I stopped. I could feel my grandmother’s guiding hand on my shoulder.

    My mother had been a good woman. She’d been an exceptional exorcist. She’d been a nun of all things. But I had come along somehow. Because even nuns can break boring habits, if you pardon the pun.

    Even though her nunnery might not have taught her how to avoid carnal pleasures, it had taught her how to be of service.

    Though she hadn’t survived long after having me, and she’d selflessly sacrificed herself in some fight, she’d ensured that I would walk her path.

    She’d given me a family curse.

    I had to be an exorcist. It was worse than that. I had to help people for free. I couldn’t demand payment. For that was the way of the church.

    But there was a problem.

    I wasn’t looked after by the church. The church sure as heck would not accept someone like me. Which meant that I had to look after myself financially.

    My only job could be as an exorcist. But I couldn’t ask for payment. I had to ask for donations.

    Economic times were hard. People also didn’t understand my financial model. They assumed if I wasn’t asking for money, it was because I was already independently wealthy.

    Whenever I set myself up in a new town, I really tried to show people how poor I was by having the scummiest, most rat-infested offices, but they would never care.

    They’d give me a dollar or two, sometimes whatever food they had in their hand, almost like I was some kind of house spirit.

    I’d had a guy hand me half an orange once. I’d tracked down his family curse for him. It had taken me a full week.

    And he’d given me half an orange? Not even the full orange?

    “And you have been holding on to that slight your entire freaking life. Wake up. Ignore it. Head to Newbrinks City and lead a brand-new existence,” I told myself, teeth clenching hard.

    If I could just grunt my way through this, I would.

    Few things work like that.

    Except for exorcisms.

    And speaking of that, as I was driving on a lonely, secluded section of the highway, I felt something.

    I had senses that could not be matched. According to my grandmother, they were even better than my mother’s senses. Mine had been honed over years of being a poor, hapless freak.

    I never ignored them, never argued with them ever, and always honored them just as I did now.

    Hoping that my crappy, threadbare tires would not spin out of control and send me over the sea cliff to my left, I yanked the steering wheel hard and pitched off the road. I struck gravel. My crappy hatchback groaned. I actually thought the chassis might come loose and break in half, it was that bad.

    I churned up dust, and it spewed around me as I finally negotiated the car to a stop. Thankfully it was about a meter away from the sea cliff to my left. Had I mentioned there was no railing in this section? It had been pretty hard to tell, because the mist around here was horrible.

    I’d assumed that it was a natural phenomenon. Good luck with that.

    I flicked my left temple, and there was a twang that echoed around the car, equally as loud as the now thunderous rain over the rusted roof. “Of course the mist isn’t natural. It’s way too convenient. It’s a lonely section of the highway. There’s no one to hear you scream and a nice drop into the sea beyond. It’s a perfect place to capture someone. Now, let’s see what I can catch instead?”

    I spoke to myself often. I didn’t live with anyone. I didn’t have any familiars. I didn’t have any pets.

    I was a loner.

    And you’d just heard my sad story. Who the hell would put up with that? OK, I always called my grandmother every Saturday, but that was mostly to bemoan my life with her.

    Usually it was just me. Me, my loudmouth, and my exorcist skills.

    I undid my seat belt fast, never missing a single move, body already vibrating with the anticipation of action.

    I grabbed my glove compartment open, shoved my fingers inside, and pulled out a small pack. It was full of weapons. Just light stuff. Nothing expensive. Nothing illegal. Hell, not much of it resembled weapons. If a police officer pulled me over, they’d probably be confused.

    There were lots of tweezers in there. There were three packets of tweezers, in fact. And there were a few combs.

    Maybe the cop in question would simply think I was super anal about being well-groomed. I wasn’t. I’d just fought enough various creatures over the years to understand that you needed to be prepared. You could take every magical gun you wanted to a fight, but it wouldn’t work.

    Tweezers, on the other hand, were so freaking useful. They were there for fiddly work, often around demons or ghosts. Things that would become embedded in other objects.

    A pair of tweezers usually helped me to pull their roots out easily and painlessly and with as little swearing as possible.

    I kicked my door open. It was just as the mist became horrendous. It now gathered around the car, though perhaps amassed was a better word.

    It thickly coated the windscreen. It slipped around the side with a silent hiss. It was looking for a way into the car, and it was rather shocked when I simply kicked the door at it. “Alright. Let’s see what we’ve got here. Let’s be quick about it. I need to get to my newfound home, find the absolute crappiest place possible, and move in. A girl like me never stops working,” I said to no one at all.

    Because there was just mist. Right? Wrong.

    Whatever creature was creating the mist was clearly hanging back for a little bit. It obviously hadn’t expected me to lurch out of the car, talking nonsense. Presumably most other folks who reached this lonely stretch of road and were stupid enough to pull over shivered in their car for a while as they watched the mist become thicker and thicker.

    It would be a good amount of time for their fear to get the better of them. Then when it reached a crescendo, the mist would start to find cracks in their car, and it would move in.

    Yes, yes, very creepy. No, however, I would not put up with it today.

    I swung my pack around. It banged on my shoulder.

    One of the tweezers within jostled, and it cut through the silk purse. It jammed itself into my ear.

    “Hey,” I snarled at it. “You little—” I began, fully intending to grab it and break it in half. Because I had the patience of a raging bull. I’d once read somewhere that to get into one of the specialized magical enforcement teams in Newbrinks City, you had to have a perfect personality. One of the things they tested you on was whether you ever got angry at inanimate objects.

    I didn’t need to tell you that I would not pass that test for so many different reasons.

    If anything irritated me, and that included crappy televisions, old hatchbacks, misbehaving coffee machines, and everything in between, I often kicked it and threatened to throw it in the bin.

    I had been known to open the window dramatically and dump things out of it, too.

    Because yeah, my fuse was short.

    And today, it was almost nonexistent.

    I needed my file, so I didn’t dump it over the sea cliff about a meter to my side. Had I mentioned I was scared of heights? Not in the same way other people are scared of heights, though. Possibly because I had a real reason to be fearful. As an exorcist, I had been dangled over so many roofs, shot up to so many tall trees, and otherwise been threatened with life-ending falls that I’d lost count.

    When you were a dark creature and the exorcist fighting you couldn’t fly, there was one real direct way to kill them.

    I felt the mist gathering around me now.

    It was just gonna push me backward over the cliff, wasn’t it? It had decided that I was too odd to eat, so it would get rid of me.

    Good luck with that.

    I always had a pen knife in my left pocket.

    That was a gift from my mother. It was the only other gift from my mother other than the curse that burnt against the back of my left hand.

    It was a pocketknife. Not even a Swiss Army knife. It wasn’t a multi-tool or anything. I couldn’t open bottles with it. It was just a plain old pocketknife.

    It didn’t even have some kind of pretty pearl case.

    It was rough-as-guts, old, rusted iron. It looked like something you might pick up on an estate.

    It was very much not something you would be gifted by a nun.

    But my family was hardly normal. And neither was the pocketknife.

    The more you fight dark creatures, the more skilled you become. But that rule didn’t just exist for human beings. It existed for weapons, too. If you, say, used a knife over and over again to dispatch foul creatures, it would learn its lessons. It would become more powerful and directed.

    Hell, that lesson was accurate for any object. Be it a frypan, a brick, a foot – you name it.

    But this pocketknife had been with my mother ever since she’d begun her career.

    It’d been with me through my career, too. This pocketknife was probably more experienced in dispatching dark fiends than anyone in the entire freaking world.

    I flicked it open. I was highly aware of the fact that I would look like a small-time criminal. A small-time criminal who’d jumped out of a small-time crappy hatchback with a small-time crappy sneer on my face. “What do we have here? A mist spell? No. It’s just an illusion. What do we really have here? You’re not gonna come out, so I’m just gonna cut my way to you,” I said.

    I brandished the pocketknife.

    Whatever was controlling the spell was now mightily confused.

    It decided to simply ram me off the edge of the sea cliff and be done with me.

    I heard all of the mist moving, and in a rush, it struck me from the front.

    I was thrown against the side of my car.

    I let the mist strike me. Why? Because I was bored? Because I was stupid? No, because I needed information about what was really within the mist. And the only way to get to it was to let it touch me.

    I closed my eyes, but only one-quarter of the way. I let my mind detach. It roamed free from my body, but only for a few short seconds.

    Other exorcists had fancy technology, phones, earpieces, what have you. Some of them even had VR glasses. They could look at a creature, and the glasses could make a statistical prediction about what it was and what weaknesses it had. Some of them were even connected to the forbidden grimoires in vampire libraries. They could make a rapid and accurate identification within seconds.

    I didn’t have any of that fancy stuff. I couldn’t afford it. I also very much didn’t need it and didn’t want it. The more crutches you had as an exorcist, the more ways your enemies had to kill you.

    If you never learnt to identify a creature on your own, and an enemy came and whipped your glasses right off your face, then what?

    Not a problem I had.

    My mother, before she’d died, when I’d been a toddler, had taught me about pretty much every single evil creature out there. She had put me through my paces when she should have been teaching me how to read. And to be fair, I had learnt how to read through the process. How to read auras, how to read sounds, how to read the dark energies that foul creatures had whenever they breathed, let alone moved.

    It took split seconds for me to identify the creature.

    “A gnome spirit, huh? Interesting.”

    The mist actually spluttered. Proving it was not just alive, proving not only that I was right, but that no one else had ever identified it before.

    It also proved something else. I was its worst nightmare.

    I threw my pocketknife up. The mist lurched for it. Which was precisely what I needed it to do.

    I made a calculated decision and thrust forward. I pushed off my car but damaged its suspension.

    I think there was a groan from somewhere. My suspension better not snap. I really didn’t want to drive the rest of the way to Newbrinks on shaky wheels.

    But whatever. I also didn’t want to be pushed off this sea cliff.

    As I launched forward, I snapped my knee up. I moved from the hip. Being an effective exorcist was about knowing how to use your body just as much as it was about knowing how to use your magic. You only called on the latter when you had to. Trainee exorcists and the flashy kind that made all the money and drove all the sports cars always relied on magic first. It was like going into a marathon and running your absolute hardest just after the start line.

    That’s not how you win fights.

    It’s how you tire yourself out.

    Me, I only pulled out magic when I had to. After the pocketknife, of course. And speaking of that.

    I grabbed it right out of the mist’s grip.

    It was just as it grunted. I’d slammed my knee pretty hard into it, and now there was the sound of it whimpering.

    “What the hell is a gnome spirit doing in an abandoned place like this? You guys love being underground. There’s no underground here. Don’t tell me you were attached to a real gnome statue in some old biddy witch’s garden, and you got too much for her, so she threw you off the cliff. And you decided to do a little bit of haunting, huh? Am I close to home yet? How close?” I demanded as I swept in. I launched another kick, but this time from another angle. I was good. I was strong. I did kickboxing. And jujitsu. And judo. And pretty much every single defensive art you could think of. I liked judo, though. I had big thighs. We matched.

    And speaking of those big thighs, I suddenly pivoted on my foot, twisted, and kicked from behind.

    There was another grunt.

    I threw my pocketknife up again. I caught it. But this time, I called to its magic.

    I’d said I didn’t have any friends. And that was true.

    But I did have my pocketknife. And we had a connection.

    It glowed without me asking it to. It got ready to exorcise without me having to do a darn thing.

    A grin blasted over my lips as I caught it.

    Then I opened it even wider, let its magic rise more, and flicked it forward.

    I cut right through the mist. It peeled in front of me like sheets of dead skin. But if that was a gruesome image, bear with me. I was an exorcist. I had a pretty gnarly imagination.

    I finally saw the gnome spirit. It wasn’t what you’d think. It didn’t look like a gnome that had somehow walked out of the aforementioned old biddy’s garden.

    It was kind of smeared. I could see the face of an old man with a wizened beard and old, old sunken eyes. But his body moved about, jittering almost like too much static was being pumped through it.

    It shivered from the left to the right. But his face was always perfectly still, his eyes boring a hole into my soul.

    “You want my soul, ha? There’s nothing there. It’s empty. I sold it for money. Didn’t get much, though,” I joked as I launched forward.

    He tried to grab my pocketknife. I got there first.

    He used the mist, and I just launched into the air and kneed it. With a satisfying grunt, I landed down, twisted to the side, grabbed the knife, and went to town on the mist.

    It battered me from the left to the right. It struck my car, and it moved so close to the edge of the sea cliff, I almost lost it.

    I controlled my expression. If the gnome realized that I cared more about the car than I did about myself, he’d go after it with everything he had.

    For now, he just tried to stare into my soul with those sunken eyes of his.

    Gnome spirits came from the ground. Ultimately everything comes from the ground, but they came from deep, deep within the earth’s mantle. They were old, too, ancient even. They came from a time when everything had been simple, a time when humans had technically walked the earth, but mostly they’d been walking into each other and hitting each other with sticks.

    Gnome spirits had seen so much. The world above ground had changed. And as humanity had become more powerful and even stupider, they had started to poison the very earth which they relied on.

    I got it. Spirits like this were pissed. And they had every right to be. That did not mean, however, that they could haunt little lonely seaside highways.

    It didn’t mean they could kill. It didn’t mean they could kidnap. And ultimately, I didn’t even think they wanted to.

    Sometimes I swear dark creatures were just waiting for me to exorcise them.

    It was time for them to move on to a better existence.

    I’d give them a hand.

    But no one would help me.

    I cut through a large chunk of the mist. I think it was the equivalent of the gnome’s left arm. It was chunky, and it had a lot of control over the other mist.

    Finally the gnome reacted. He blinked. His eyes watered. He hissed.

    He’d shown me his weakness. I leaped into the air. I rolled. I hadn’t used much of my own magic yet. Because I’d told you, I was an efficient girl.

    Right now, I had to. This gnome was not playing around. He did not want to die, after all.

    He roared. He opened his mouth. His sunken eyes became even more sunken. It was like they were a measure of his magic, and as he desperately used more, they disappeared further into his skull.

    The wind picked up and battered me from every single side. Mist raced around me. It was violent enough that it almost picked me up.

    I crossed my arms, planted my feet, held my pocketknife, and spat, “Fine.”

    I closed my eyes. Just once, just for one second. Because that was all it took for me to align my mind, to focus, to breathe, and to wait for my true essence to rise.

    The symbol on the back of my left hand flickered. It would have looked like someone casually tossing a half-lit match into dry twigs. At first nothing happened. Then there was a flicker. And then? A full-on fire.

    My mark blazed.

    So much light shot around it, you could probably have seen it from Newbrinks City. Because I think I could see a little glimmer of it far down the headland.

    The mists started to disappear. My fire burnt right through it even though I hadn’t controlled my magic yet. I’d just kicked the door down and let it through.

    The spirit spluttered. “No,” he tried.

    “It’s too late for that.”

    I brought my tiny little pocketknife around. I imagined I looked a little odd. A woman blazing with magic with a hand burning with fire holding a tiny little rusted pocketknife. Whatever. I didn’t need to look good. I just needed to do it.

    I launched forward.

    The gnome still had hold of a little mist. It now chased around him and desperately attempted to protect him.

    He tried to batter me from the side. So I swept behind him, deliberately dropped down to my knees, rolled, and punched up on his other side.

    I went for his beard. That’s right. Not his heart. Heaven forbid not his eyes. His beard.

    It was the root that connected him back down to the ground, the thing that gave him magic. And everything needs to get magic from somewhere.

    Very few things can generate it within themselves.

    Ultimately, even if they do, they’re borrowing it from the earth. And everything must go back to the earth.

    “You have dodged death for too long. And you have handed it out. Begin again,” I said.

    My words were brief. They were heartfelt. So many exorcists went into long liturgies whenever they dispatched some demon. They made it more about them than they made it about the demon.

    Now don’t get me wrong. I didn’t feel more for demons than their victims. Absolutely not. But at the end of the day I knew what I was doing as an exorcist. I was upholding order and balance.

    The demon looked at me once.

    He realized the second I cut through his beard it was over.

    Fear engulfed him, but maybe right at the sides, slowly drifting in was a little bit of relief. I couldn’t imagine it was a very nice existence just hanging out on this lonely section of road, waiting for idiots to pull over.

    I did him the dignity of looking right into his eyes. I was close, too. Which meant that he could use the last of the mist to pull me closer. He snatched hold of my shoulder and yanked me over. He did not burn through my soul. I was sufficiently protected by magic that he couldn’t. I should have jolted back. I didn’t. I frowned.

    “You should be careful,” he hissed.

    “You’re dying. You can’t hurt me,” I said in the kind of even tone that spoke for itself.

    “You should be careful of him.” The guy’s voice bottomed out on the word him. It was like someone had taken it up to the greatest height possible then just let it go.

    I will admit that even though I had endured many demons trash-talking me, my stomach shook slightly. “What?”

    “You should be careful of him. He’s waiting for you.”

    With that, he just disappeared.

    The gnome demon didn’t die. There wasn’t much of him left to die. He had invigorated the mist with his spirit, and that was soon dispersed over the ocean with a quick wind. There was no ash. Heaven forbid there were no bones. There was, however, one wiry old white beard hair. It fell by my boot. I stared at it. I arched an eyebrow.

    “And who, pray tell, is he? Another demon?”

    I clamped a hand on my hip. I stared out at Newbrinks City far in the distance. “Well, you can tell him that I’m coming for him. I don’t wait for anyone.”

    I went to walk away, but I plucked the beard hair up.

    Why? As a trophy? Oh, heck no. I exorcised so many things that if I took trophies, I would have to move house with eight vans.

    I grabbed it because I didn’t want some kid finding it. I shoved it into my pocket then went back to my car. I made a face. It was right on the edge of the cliff. Crap.

    That could have been bad.

    But I’d survived in the end. Because here’s a tip from me to you. I always survive in the end.

    I opened my door – carefully – got inside, coaxed the engine into life, and turned the wheel slowly to the left, away from the cliff. My gaze got stuck on Newbrinks City for a few seconds though. It was glittering, coming to life as night settled.

    I wondered if it even operated during the day. According to reports, there were so many vampires packed into Newbrinks City that they were probably one in five of the population. While that didn’t sound like much, vampires were relatively rare.

    One in five…?

    God.

    “Do you really want to do this?” I muttered to myself as I rubbed my face. I negotiated back onto the road and headed toward Newbrinks City anyway.

    Because yeah. I needed to do this. I needed to work, needed money, needed to exorcise, and needed to continue. Because I’d made a promise.

    Little did I know, however, that that gnome spirit had made a promise to me. And I was driving right into its arms.

  
    Chapter 2

    So Newbrinks City was crap, I concluded. I’d concluded that long before I’d reached it. I’d started to feel something in the air.

    Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t rely on my senses 150%. I often got it wrong. Too many times to count. I made knee-jerk judgments. And as you already knew, I was easily angered.

    But Newbrinks City was crap.

    It may just be the area of town I’d have to live in.

    I’d done one sweep through downtown. I had practically hidden behind my wheel as I had.

    There hadn’t been any signs saying ‘no crappy hatchbacks allowed,’ but there had been so many vampires that it had been pretty much the same thing.

    There’d also been signs advertising some upcoming charity ball. But through images alone, they’d made it clear it was charity for the rich, not the poor.

    This city had money. Real money. Real frigging ancestral money of the kind that just drips everywhere. But you have to be fortunate enough to be able to catch it. If you aren’t, it will drown you.

    At one point, a very flashy sports car had pulled in front of me, and I’d almost struck it.

    I’d had to use magic to stop myself, despite my diet.

    The vampire had pulled his window down, spat a litany of insults at me, told me to get back to where I belonged, and left in a cloud of steaming tire smoke.

    The usual me would have taken every opportunity to swear back at him. But not the current me. I had to live in this city. I had to work in this city.

    And I had to find a place to sleep.

    Somewhere in one of the crappiest slums I had ever seen.

    A friend of mine from my old haunt had given me a few details of contacts in Newbrinks City. I’d driven past several potential places, and I hadn’t just ticked them off the list. I’d burnt the list.

    Even I had standards. And I had lived in cemeteries. Heck, for a very unpleasant time in my life, I’d lived inside a mausoleum. I had shared the space with ghosts. Not the bad kind. I exorcised the bad kind.

    Not my point. The point was I did not have standards.

    But Newbrinks City absolutely, completely, 150% did not have standards.

    For anyone but the vampires, that was.

    My car gave a shudder.

    I stared at the fuel gauge. I frowned at it. It was fine.

    Then I leaned close and flicked it. And I realized I was close to empty. “How the hell did that happen?” I screamed at it. “I filled up only a few blocks back.”

    At a super sketchy place, I immediately hissed in my head.

    They probably hadn’t filled my tank. They’d probably removed the last of the petrol instead.

    I clenched my teeth.

    I’d have to pull over and park somewhere.

    And the place I would have to park in front of was, ironically, one of the locations my contact had given me. It was… look. I didn’t wanna go inside. I didn’t wanna park outside. I didn’t wanna remember it. I would probably pay good money – all my money – just to buy an amnesia pill to forget it.

    It was this rickety, bending building that looked as if it had been knocked back down. Then some malevolent spirit had gathered it back up and stuck it back on the corner just to screw with you.

    It was at least three stories high. It could have been Queen Anne style, in that it had a pointed roof, some wooden balconies, and all the other architectural details you associate with that style. It’s just everything was mismatched. The wood was rotting. Maybe one day there’d been paint on there, but now they were just kind of old smears of color that could easily have been colonies of malevolent mold.

    Had I mentioned the oak tree growing beside it? Witches often loved oak trees. They were the domain of lightning gods. And who didn’t like rubbing shoulders with them? But beyond that, they were often protected and protecting places. If you were out near some graveyard and things got a bit too gnarly, you would always head to the ubiquitous oak tree and hide beneath its boughs until you got better.

    But maybe this oak tree hadn’t gotten the memo.

    It felt like darkness embodied.

    Which meant that it had been sitting in similar vibes for years and had soaked them up.

    Oak trees were usually capable of cleansing those kinds of things. But there are some places that are so dark that will not happen.

    And this place surely was one of those locations.

    I had no choice. My car spluttered to a stop right outside. At least I pulled it up close to the curb before it died.

    I struck the steering wheel once. I used a tad too much magic.

    My sticky tape cracked, and a lot of the steering wheel fell off into my lap. I stared at it glumly. I couldn’t believe I had become this unlucky. And to think, I’d come to this city for a new break. Why did I suddenly get the impression that it would break me instead?

    Sighing deeply and wondering if I could just collapse in my car and live there until I calcified and became a freaking statue, I kicked the door open.

    I stared glumly up at the clouds.

    They took that exact moment to start to rain. Sorry, start to rain sounded kind of gentle, didn’t it? They cut straight to a horrendous downpour. They didn’t begin with a drop or two. They began with several billion.

    I looked up at them. I frowned at the clouds.

    There was a lot of magic in those.

    Poorly managed cities often discharged excess force into the clouds. But Mother Nature knew how to look after herself. She would simply spit the excess magic back down. The heavens did not deal with force. Only soil and earth did.

    I shivered as every single cold raindrop struck me.

    They made my stomach grumble more. I was still on a diet, remember? Had I actually explained to you why?

    Occasionally I went on magic fasts just to help me practice better.

    The flashier exorcists that were my competition would never do that. They’d never even understand it was useful for them.

    But if you really wanted to practice magic properly, occasionally, you had to stop practicing completely.

    Maybe now wasn’t the best time, though.

    I stared over at the oak. I swear it stared back at me, and I swear it judged me.

    As wind struck it, it groaned slightly. Not as loudly as I did.

    “Look at this hellhole? You will not go there, Talia. There is no way in hell you’re going to live there. It’s absolute freaking junk.” I turned on my foot to see a woman. She was statuesque, thin, bony, and beautiful in that way that reminds you of 1950s movie stars. Did I mention that she was wearing an old sequin dress? It was perfect, aside from the fact that the end of it that trailed behind her was completely covered in mud.

    I looked at her in that way you do completely odd things in wild cities where you can’t afford to make mistakes, shrugged, and ignored her.

    But she brought up one bony finger. She wore jewelry. I did not do her the indignity of thinking it was real. It was very much pastiche.

    Because if the diamond on her finger were real, she would be able to afford the entire city, every ancient vampire included. “You, my dear, should watch your tongue. That is not junk. It is perfection. It may be slightly muddy,” she gestured at her own dress as well, “around the edges. But nobody cares about that. Mud can be washed off. Real stains, however,” she looked at me as if I was very much one of those real stains, “last for life.”

    “OK,” I said, opening my hands out wide. I had lived in some pretty sketchy places over the years, and I knew exactly what you did when a kooky lady in a fancy dress accosted you on the side of the street. You walked away.

    I took a step toward my hatchback. It was out of gas. It also took that exact moment to shake strangely. No. The suspension. Crap.

    Something twanged.

    Don’t ask me what cracked. I didn’t understand cars. But I did understand magic. That gnome spirit must have done something.

    With a snap, my car lost all four of its wheels.

    And by lost, I don’t mean that they just kind of tumbled to the side. I mean the freaking things popped.

    Rubber exploded up onto the pavement. A little of it struck the woman’s dress. A lot of it struck my face. I closed my eyes.

    I opened them.

    She laughed. But not in that way that truly malevolent creatures do. She placed her finger on her lip. “Dear, you seem to be down on your luck.”

    “How observant.” I began picking bits of rubber out of my hair. I used my left hand. Most of the time, I completely forgot about my mark. And most of the time, no one cared. So many different magical creatures had tattoos. You would have to be an aficionado of magical marks to even know that mine was slightly more than a tattoo.

    And you would have to be an absolute genius to understand what it was.

    This kooky woman wearing her sequins in the rain could not be the latter. And yet as I pointed to my car and said, “Gotta go,” she reached forward, snapped her hand up, and grabbed my wrist. She was fast. More than that, she was strong.

    Magically so.

    I looked down at her wrist, along her long pale arm, and up to her face. “Got a problem?” I asked in a voice that was so falsely light, nobody would recognize it as a threat.

    “No, my dear.” This woman certainly didn’t register a threat. Her mouth exploded into a grin that suggested she had just won the lottery, “But I do have a solution. You know I have a room. And it’s going very cheap.”

    “You have a room… you’re the owner of that thing?” I used my free hand and gestured with my thumb. And yeah, I used the word thing. Not house. Because it wasn’t a house. It was at best a haunted lump of terror. At worst, it was probably a massive coffin, because if you walked inside, you would not come out.

    This woman, whoever the hell she was, did not pick up the warning in my voice. She yanked me toward the gate.

    She opened it with a dismissive flick of her finger. She did not use magic. The gate simply chose to open. Its hinges groaned.

    Did they sound old? No. They sounded irritated.

    I stared at them as I was yanked beyond into the yard.

    “Lady, I don’t want a room. And you’re going to have to unhand me—”

    “My dear, I have something for you to exorcise,” she said.

    I paled.

    How the hell had she figured it out?

    “I am—” I began. By that time, she’d yanked me up the circuitous little cobble path to the porch. Out of all of the things in this falling-down house, the porch at least looked solid and real.

    But the door, oh, the door was fabulous. It looked as if it had been painted new that day. And the little brass sign above the knocker had been polished. It read, “Madam Fugitive’s House for Waifs and Unwashed Strangers.”

    I arched an eyebrow. Which one was I? An unwashed stranger. I wasn’t a waif. I ate well, thank you very much. The thighs, remember?

    “Look, lady—” I began.

    “Madam Fugitive.” She tapped the sign.

    It struck me that Madam Fugitive wasn’t just a weird name; it was probably a literal name. Because this lady didn’t strike me as somebody who played around much.

    I looked her up from her feet to her head. “If you have something for me to exorcise, just get it over and done with.”

    “Something? No, many things.”

    I rolled my eyes. Crap. How had she done it? I made the mistake of looking at her questioningly, and she simply tapped my left hand. “Quite a mark you have there. A long time since I’ve seen one of those. It’s almost as if God itself has sent you. It’s just when I need help.”

    She opened the door, and she pulled me inside. Every single one of my exorcist senses went haywire.

    Usually I could tone them down. If I had to do some grave work, for instance, I could walk into a cemetery and just ignore most of the ghosts. This place? I think I actually started to get hives. The hair along the back of my neck didn’t just stand on end. It tried to pluck itself out and run away. “What the hell is this place?”

    “I inherited it,” Madam Fugitive said. “I think I inherited it from the devil, to be honest. It’s up to me to not just look after it and not just look after the waifs and great unwashed of this city, but to stop the basement from getting out of hand. I’ve had a little trouble of late. But now you’re here, there shouldn’t be any trouble. I won’t charge you any rent. You simply have to keep the basement under control. It’s quite nice down there. There’s even a window. And there will be food.”

    Everything was moving so fast. And so was Madam Fugitive.

    She dragged me along such rickety floorboards, I was certain we would fall down to whatever was below. But did I need to ask? I was about to find out. She stopped in front of an old, warped door. If the front door looked new, this looked like it was 300 years old.

    It had never been replaced. It had never been sanded. And it had never been painted. Which meant that every deep claw mark was visible. I stared at them. “Oh—”

    She carefully approached the brass handle, stuck her thumb against it, closed her eyes with a flutter, cast some kind of spell, then yanked it open so fast, it was like she was trying to spit hot coals from her mouth.

    The hinges screamed. No, sorry, whatever was in there screamed. I saw a short set of stairs. Then Madam Fugitive simply shoved me in the shoulder.

    I didn’t tumble down. I was too agile.

    I landed on the third step only for Madam Fugitive to close the door with a bang. “Sorry, dear. I can’t deal with what’s down there. But like I said, it’s your home now. There won’t be any rent. And there will be plenty of food. I’ll go make a sausage sandwich now.”

    I made a face. A sausage sandwich?

    Whatever.

    I couldn’t focus on that. I had to focus on the scrabbling right behind me.

    I sniffed.

    Yep. The place was full of small-time demons.

    I scratched the back of my head, turned, and saw one trying to clamber up the old metal railing beside me. Its eyes flashed red. It had dappled white-and-crimson skin. Its eyes were this deep yellow. And its tail was as obsidian black as any I’d ever seen. It also had a knife in it.

    “Nice knife,” I complimented it.

    “It’s about to meet your heart,” it muttered back.

    “Sorry. I don’t have one.” I shoved a hand in my pocket and pulled out my pocketknife, parrying the blow so quickly, I forced the guy back. His eyes widened with surprise. I rammed my shoulder into him, and actually pinned him to the stairs as I rolled down them. His back clunked, and his head smashed against every single step. When we were down on the stone floor below, I exorcised him with one stab to the heart.

    He turned into dust. I stood.

    The entire room was covered with small-time demons. It looked like there was some kind of monkey park down here. They were hanging off the light fittings by their tails, jumping on an old four-poster bed, and ripping pages out of books.

    That was until they saw me.

    That was until I grabbed my knife and went for the closest one.

    The demons screamed.

    Me, I just got to work.

    It wasn’t hard. It didn’t take long.

    There had been a lot of them, though.

    When it was done, I heard a creak on the stairs. “It took you five minutes,” Madam Fugitive said. There was a certain twang in her voice. It wasn’t envy so much as… the voice of someone who’d realized they had just struck gold.

    It was one thing for my clients to think that I was rich and that I didn’t need them to pay me. It was something else for someone to realize that I couldn’t ask for payment and that I was obliged to help them exorcise any demon they found.

    Usually it wouldn’t be too much of a problem if someone figured it out. I’d just leave before they found another demon. Madam Fugitive didn’t need to look far to find demons. They seemed to be growing under her house.

    She had a very ornate but chipped plate and a very plain piece of white bread with a sausage on top. There wasn’t even sauce.

    There weren’t two pieces of bread. Just one. It was hardly a sandwich.

    But my stomach did rumble.

    “Here you go, dear. There’s a broom in the cupboard. And there’s some linen upstairs. I’m sure it will look lovely by the time you’re done with this room. But I would… be sure to come back and exorcise the demons regularly.”

    “Where do they come from, anyway?” I grabbed the sausage sandwich and paused with it next to my lips.

    … Was this me agreeing to live here?

    … Did I have anywhere else to live? I didn’t have the money to fix my car. And I just needed to rest. Even if presumably somewhere along the line I’d have to jump up in the middle of the night and exorcise the demons. Whatever. That was my lot in life. I crammed the sausage into my mouth. Strangely, it was nice.

    I had assumed it would taste like rubber. Or sequins.

    Madam Fugitive leaned against the wall. She looked me up and down. “You must be much more powerful than you look.”

    “How do I look?” I finished the sausage, found the broom, and started to go to town on the cobwebs. There were so many of them, it didn’t bear mentioning. As for the dust, it was so thick, you could probably choke an entire city with it.

    I found a small trapdoor.

    I opened it and saw a few glowing eyes below. I pointed right at them. Then I pointed at my pocketknife, and they got the picture. They scurried away. I shoved the junk and cobwebs and dust down there as Madam Fugitive continued to look at me. “You know, you’d be the perfect weapon,” she muttered.

    I turned very slowly and looked at her. Demanding I keep her basement free of demons for bed and board was one thing. I would not be used as a weapon.

    She opened her elegant hands and took a step back. “No. No. I have no intention of abusing you, my dear. I understand that you need help, and I’m here to give it,” she said magnanimously as she placed her hand on her delicate bust and bowed forward. She looked like an actress that was just waiting for another applause.

    I didn’t give it.

    She straightened. “If the wrong person were to find out about your secret, however, I imagine they could use you to great effect.”

    “I can only exorcise dark things. I cannot be used to go after people. I cannot be used to go after the innocent—”

    “In a city like this, dear, no one needs you to go after the innocent. I swear, Newbrinks City has gone to the dogs these past years. There isn’t much we good folks can do anymore.”

    I stared at her. Was she good?

    Look, I didn’t know. She made a decent sausage sandwich. And now I’d finished sweeping this basement, it wasn’t bad. It was big. And there was a window. It was high up just above the bed, but it was large enough that it let in a decent amount of light. And the bed, now there weren’t demons jumping all over it, was big.

    There were bookcases. OK, all of the books had been trashed, but I’d swept them through the trapdoor. I could fill it with things. If I had money to buy them.

    “Why are you even in this city, dear?” she asked.

    I shrugged. I scratched behind my collar. Then I looked up at the window, and I started to realize I could possibly like this place.

    The trapdoor rumbled. I walked over to it and stamped hard on it. I used precisely one charge of magic. That’s it.

    Madame Fugitive laughed. She fingered her pearl necklace. It was a showy affair, but I could bet it was fake. I didn’t imagine she could afford much. If her board was going to be sausage sandwiches, then I would probably need to go and forage for something green, or I’d get scurvy.

    She still looked the part. I, however, did not.

    My jeans were torn, my shirt was stained, and the camisole underneath hadn’t been washed for about two weeks. I would look like something the cat had dragged in. With magic.

    When the trapdoor began to bend and there was the sound of something that sounded ominously like a real demon, all I did was tap my toe twice on the door and growl, “It’s really up to you if you want to continue the fight. If it were me, I’d walk away. Then again,” I shrugged and crossed my arms, “I’ve never walked away from a challenge.” I licked my lips. “Or the potential of money. You wanna know why I came here, Madame Fugitive? It’s because somebody said that this city is full of demons, and I might just be able to make a buck or two. Life isn’t easy when you have to do your work for free.”

    I wasn’t giving anything away that Madame Fugitive hadn’t already figured out. She arched an eyebrow, looking somewhat impressed, but slightly conciliatory at the same time. “Oh my, you poor little deer. Still, when one is extremely powerful and they have a great gift, it is incumbent upon them to be of service.”

    My heart shuddered. “You sound like my mother.” I looked her up and down. “You weren’t a nun by any chance, were you?”

    She shot me the kind of sultry look that promised she couldn’t even spell the word nun.

    I snorted.

    I went to check out the rest of this basement. There was a door to the left. It looked on the surface of things as if it led to a bathroom. It would be sweet to have my own ensuite. But at the same time, it could lead to a bathroom full of ghosts. I very much doubted that this haunted house had a set floor plan.

    “One word of warning, dear,” Madame Fugitive said. She had turned toward the stairs. Her hand was on the railing. She tapped her elegant, manicured fingers, then looked at me.

    I was used to different kinds of looks. I often got a mixture of disdain and despair. It was disdain to begin with when a demon was like, “What the hell is this lady doing? I’m going to eat her and spit her bones out in a second or two.” It would shift toward despair when they realized how powerful I was. This look was different. This look came with a certain glimmer in her eyes. “This city is indeed full of the dark. But it’s also full of vampires.”

    I really didn’t like where her voice went with that.

    It made my back tingle. I straightened and crossed my arms. “I’m aware of that. I looked up the tourist brochure before I came. And you’re telling me this… why?”

    “If you align yourself with the right people, you indeed may be able to make a pretty penny or two doing exorcisms. If you get it wrong….” Her voice dropped so low, it visited hell, I was sure. It dropped so far so fast, I couldn’t follow it without dying. “You might end up working for one of those vampires. They’re awfully fond of contracts. Watch yourself.”

    With that timely warning, still fingering her pearls, she walked up the stairs and out of sight.

    I followed her with my eyes, then flopped onto the bed.

    A cloud of dust immediately erupted up from the mattress, and I realized there was still more cleaning to do. A tiny baby demon fidgeted out from between the sheets, too, and I grabbed him by the throat.

    Realizing he was too small to dispatch, because it would be far too cruel, I just chucked him down the trapdoor. Then I stood above it, one foot tapping against the wood.

    I slowly twisted my head toward the window. The storm was still cracking thunder outside. It sounded like someone on drums. Someone who was getting faster and faster as they led up to something.

    As the rain pounded down against the glass and slid over the pane like quick fingers, I got the sense something was building. Sorry, something had just started. And I had been stupid enough to walk right into it.

    And like usual, I would never be smart enough to walk right out again.

  
    Chapter 3

    Newbrinks City was terrible. I’d concluded that 1000 times. I’d written it in my diary. I’d underlined it. It was a surprise that I hadn’t cast magic on the letters to ensure that they peeled off the page and followed me wherever I went. I wouldn’t need the reminder, though. Because Newbrinks City was terrible.

    Everything that could be wrong with the city was wrong with this city. There had clearly never been any urban planning. It was an absolute warren.

    None of the streets matched up.

    It meant there were these tiny little laneways everywhere, so cramped, not even hatchbacks could fit down them. Sometimes they were the only way to cut across large blocks. Which meant choke points. Or, worse, points where you could get choked easily.

    I imagine on a dark, stormy night just like the one we’d had last night, they would be the perfect place to dispatch someone without anyone knowing.

    Urban planning was one thing. The stench… don’t get me started on the stench. I didn’t know what they did down at the docks, but it smelt to me as if they’d just dragged up every fish from the sea, gutted them, and left them there to rot. Why? Because this was Newbrinks.

    As for the weather? I hadn’t looked it up before I’d come. I should have, though – it was horrendous. I should have done some due diligence for once in my life. I’d been promised money, though, and I’d run after it like a kid to a candy store.

    Except I got the distinct impression that the only money in this city came from the vampires, and they never let it go.

    If all of those reasons weren’t bad enough, the people had… vibes. I didn’t want to judge them wholesale. OK, I was happy to judge vampires wholesale, but they had it coming. I didn’t wanna judge every single person in Newbrinks City, though. But I already had. Everyone I passed… look, they had these gazes that were half dead, half shrewd.

    They were the looks of somebody who, if you had fallen over in the street, would immediately fleece you then kick you into the road.

    “Real nice place here,” I muttered to myself for the third time as I shoved my hands harder into my pockets and stared glumly up at the sky. The weather was horrendous. It wasn’t raining again. Bonus, right? I didn’t know.

    If it had been raining steadily since last night, then the clouds wouldn’t have had the chance to concentrate like that.

    And what did I mean by concentrate? I meant that they had just gathered more and more evaporation to themselves, right? They were more laden, huh? No. I meant magic. And malevolence. I could actually feel it as if the weather systems of this city were a reflection of the worst traits of the people within it. And soon enough, they would rain on down.

    I shoved my hands even harder into my pockets. I clenched my teeth. I started to look at the buses that clattered along the roads and wondered if any of them were headed out of town. Who was to say that I couldn’t just leave?

    It was a genius idea, right? It was best to go before I put any roots down here, and, no, Madame Fugitive’s house for waifs and unwashed strangers did not count as a root.

    She’d served me breakfast this morning. I shouldn’t have to tell you what it was. There was a limit to how many sausages a girl could eat. And there was a limit to how much white bread I could shove into my intestines before they withered and died.

    “Right. Maybe it is time to leave,” I muttered to myself. I took a step toward the road. I didn’t stride out onto the road, mind you. It was just toward it. But a very expensive blue sports car was shooting down the road at that exact moment. And the jerk chose that exact moment to practically ram up onto the pavement. And what did he do? Rather than apologize, he leaned out of the window and hollered at me, “Know your place, Witch. Get back on the pavement. Where you belong,” he added as he continued to whizz on by.

    He didn’t get very far.

    At the end of the block, he pulled into a very unprofessional park with his back wheel sticking out into the road, then lurched out onto the pavement.

    I caught a glimpse of his face. He was handsome. Criminally handsome. Impossibly, otherworldly handsome.

    “Yeah, because he’s a frigging vampire,” I muttered under my breath. I’d seen enough of them. Not too many up close, that said, because we were simply incompatible. Vampires were technically exorcists too. And if they pulled their fingers out, they could be incredibly powerful. But they just never did it.

    Whenever they moved into a city, just like this one, they always farmed that kind of work out to other magical beings. They didn’t want to get their hands dirty. They instead wanted to wear fine silk, velvet, and gold. And you don’t get to wear gold if you’re always out busying yourself. You don’t get to buy it, either. Because exorcists, as we all knew, didn’t make that much money. Vampires who tended to control exorcist businesses, on the other hand, certainly raked in the cash.

    I stared at the guy mutinously. When I knew he was out of earshot, because his hearing would extend far down the street, I grunted, “I belong on the pavement, do I? What, am I a road sign? A bin? A chunk of asphalt? I can tell you exactly what I am,” I grunted down low. “I am—”

    “In my way,” someone said.

    I heard the tinkle of a bell behind me and felt the rush of air. A bicycle came from my left.

    So I lurched to my left.

    Why, to get in its way? To ruin someone else’s day? No, because my senses told me whoever was on the bike wasn’t particularly skilled at riding.

    As I lurched to the left, they wobbled, and they fell to the right. I shoved my hand out, following the sound of their fall even though I still couldn’t see them. I grabbed them by the collar before they could face-plant an old, crushed Styrofoam cup and the rotted milkshake that had spilled over the pavement.

    How it was already rotted, I didn’t know. It had been raining here, so you’d think it would have been washed away.

    Perhaps it was the kind of milkshake you gave to a ghoul? Who could say? There were no rules in this city.

    I looked down to see who I’d saved. A very surprised-looking young girl stared up at me.

    She had large, black-rimmed glasses, and they’d half slipped down her nose. “Ah,” she began, and the vibrations of her voice must have upset them further. Before they could fall on the pavement or splash into the rotten milkshake, I thumbed them back up her nose. Then I pulled her to her feet.

    I kicked her bike up into a standing position. Trust me, the bike was fine.

    I handed it to her and went to walk away. But then she spluttered and grabbed my sleeve.

    I looked down at it. “You don’t have to thank me.”

    “You kicked my bike,” she said. Her voice was half innocent. It teetered in the wrong way, though. It was the voice of someone who had just seen someone they could fleece.

    I took one step. It was small. She was still holding on to my sleeve.

    I sighed after forcing a deep breath into my chest. I looked down at the pavement then followed it over to her sneakers then up to her face. “I’m sorry? I just saved you from expensive nose surgery. But is this where you ask me to pay for your bike? There’s no damage. Yet,” I added.

    I growled well. Or at least I think I did. She did not care.

    She thumbed her glasses up her nose, and she crossed her arms. Which of course meant that there was nobody to hold on to the bike anymore. It crashed to the side.

    The wheel bent slightly. “You kicked my bike,” she said. “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

    “Look, lady, I am not in the mood to be fleeced by anyone in Newbrinks City. This place is an utter frigging hell hole.”

    “Keep your voice down,” she said, almost as if we were meant to be having a secret conversation.

    I shoved my hands on my hips. I looked around.

    Newbrinks City had not become better in the few seconds since it had tried to scam me last.

    “It’s a freaking hell hole,” I grunted deeper now.

    “Shush. You do know where you’re standing, don’t you?”

    I looked down at the sewer manhole I stood atop. I tapped my foot against it. “I’m standing on metal, which is sturdy stuff. I’m surprised that no one in this city has stolen it. I’m surprised that the buildings are still standing. I would have imagined you Newbrinks dwellers would have undermined their foundations long ago and sold them right out from underneath yourselves. This place is an utter freaking hellhole. And if it were up to me, I’d kick it right down to the underworld and further.”

    “Stop saying that,” she said, bringing up a finger and pressing it against her lips. She shushed me wildly.

    This girl was hard to read.

    I usually had good senses. Come on, I was the kid who had been taught by her nun-exorcist mother to recognize demons at the tender age of two.

    If you’d asked me, I would have said this girl was righteous, but she usually picked the correct causes.

    I would not have put her as a scammer.

    But now her eyes wildly opened. She looked as if I was about to make the mistake of my life.

    That just egged me on further. “I would have assumed that every single person in this hellhole would understand how much of a freaking pointless, hellish, monstrous place this city is. If it were up to me,” I began.

    “Stop saying that word,” she said, practically going bright pink now.

    She squeezed her hands in front of herself as if she were about to get hit. No. My mind filled in a detail, but it was a second too late. She held her hands tightly in front of herself as if she were about to see someone else getting hit. And she was.

    The manhole cover beneath me rumbled.

    It was not a pleasant sensation. It was almost as if I had just stepped onto a tectonic plate that was about to be born. I had time to stare down.

    Then it just flipped.

    It rolled over on itself, and it dragged me down with it. The poor girl shrieked. And me, I landed down on some kind of tentacled monster. I slipped right off its mucilaginous tail into a green pile of… look, I didn’t know. I wasn’t a biologist. I also didn’t care.

    The creature roared, making its intentions clear. I’d had a crappy day. So I roared right back. I yanked my pocketknife around.

    “Pathetic,” the tentacled creature said in a deep, rumbling voice that was reminiscent of that earthquake from before.

    “You sure?” I asked in a slightly sweet tone. Then I ran up the tentacle.

    It was seriously slippery, and I didn’t have the best boots. The tread had worn off a long time ago. I needed new ones. Just as I needed a new outfit. Just as I probably needed a new brain for ever thinking Newbrinks was a viable place to live.

    I could take all of that crap out on this tentacled monster, though, and I completely intended to do that.

    I didn’t need the tread of my boots to run up its slippery tail. I just needed to strategically cut through the spell that made it slippery in the first place. As one boot pounded down, I concentrated into the tip of my toes. I imagined climbing up a slippery rock-face but never slipping, even as it became wet and sodden with rain.

    The secret in mentally cutting through spells like this was to give them credence, to appreciate they were powerful, but to know inside that you could conquer them anyway. And I conquered them. In a moment of pure surprise for the tentacled creature, I flipped right off one of its tentacles and grabbed it by its nose. Was proboscis a better word? Again, I wasn’t a biologist. I didn’t need to be. I had a pocketknife.

    The thing’s eyes now rounded. They looked like two soup bowls that had holes drilled in the middle and then little lights pushed through. “Ah—” it began.

    “I’m gonna take that as your final scream,” I spoke right over it.

    Then I shoved the pocketknife right into the middle of the thing’s brow. I could see precisely where its core was, or its spell core, if you wanted to get technical. And I cut right through it.

    It thrashed around for a bit, and I was smart enough to plant my feet on the side of its face and flip.

    I landed down on stones and watched it scatter into ash. It technically melted first, then oozed, then went squidge, then finally scattered.

    It left a small little writhing tentacle about the size of an earthworm. I went to leave but realized some kid might pick it up. I stooped down and grabbed it. Yeah, yeah, a kid should not be walking around the sewers, but this was Newbrinks City.

    I crammed it into my pocket, turned, faced the small metal ladder that led back up to the street, climbed it, shoved the manhole cover with one shoulder, then jumped up onto the street.

    It was just as the girl from before started speaking frantically on the phone to someone. I caught the words, “She’ll be dead by the time you get here.”

    I flicked a little bit of demon snot off my face, adjusted my hair, shoved the tentacle piece into my pocket, and looked at her. “If that’s for me, it’s not necessary.” I kicked the manhole cover back to where it belonged. Then I turned.

    And I realized I’d drawn a crowd.

    Or maybe the girl had drawn a crowd. Whatever. There were people. They were looking at me. Some had their phones out.

    Screw Newbrinks City. I did not understand it, and I did not like it.

    I went to walk away, but the girl grabbed my arm. “What… what happened? Why aren’t you dead? Why aren’t you splattered over the walls? Why haven’t your bones been chewed up and turned into dust? Why hasn’t your heart—”

    I lifted a hand. “Enough with the violent images. Clearly alive,” I said as I gestured up and down myself with a flick of my hand. There was more mucilaginous crap on me, and this time I knew I needed to get rid of it with magic. I clicked my fingers.

    A fine shimmer of magic traced up from the move, reached my shoulder blades, then shot across the rest of my body. It was quick. It was efficient, and when I was done, while I certainly wouldn’t smell nice, at least I wouldn’t feel as if I had just rolled in a barrel of snails.

    “You’re… you’re an exorcist,” she said. There was awe in her voice. But also this… should I call it a twinge? It was the sound of somebody who’d just found the most unfortunate soul in the world.

    “Yeah,” I said, quiet though. I had a crowd. I wasn’t good with crowds. I was very specialized. I dealt with demons, ghosts, ghouls, and that kind of thing. Crowds with all of their eyes, with all of their various quibbles, tended to put my teeth on edge.

    But at the back of my head, I had to remind myself that I’d come here to make money. At some point, I would have to set up my business. What better way to do that than by dispatching some kind of tentacled freak in the subway system with plenty of people around to see my victory?

    I shoved a hand into my pocket. I pulled out the evidence. I gestured left and right with it. “It wasn’t that big,” I said.

    The girl shoved her hand over her mouth.

    She was still on the line to the police. I could hear somebody yammering insistently.

    “It’s OK. She’s not dead. Yet,” the girl added.

    My nose crumpled. I had no intention of dying. And also, unless she could deliver something way worse than that tentacled creature, it statistically wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

    She hung up the phone. She slid it into her pocket. Then she shoved her hand out. It took me a second to realize that she wanted to shake my hand. Why did it take me a second? Had I become stupid? No, I had become suitably wary.

    It was dumb to trust these people.

    Every single person in Newbrinks City had an agenda, and I didn’t want to blindly walk into any more scams.

    I scratched the back of my hip, pulling out my singlet and squeezing my fingers in underneath my jeans. I looked at her hand. “Is this where you fleece me for my final dollars? Look, kid, I saved you from the pavement. I didn’t kick your bike out of a sense of malice.”

    “Sorry. I can sometimes get a head of steam over things. I… like justice, that’s all.”

    She almost sounded serious.

    I arched an eyebrow. There were a lot of people watching me. I could be mean to this kid, but people didn’t want a mean exorcist.

    Though it was hard to say. Perhaps Newbrinks City wanted the meanest exorcist of all. And if I crumpled this kid’s bike into a small ball, I would then go on to get more custom than I’d ever imagined.

    I didn’t have it in me, though.

    The kid looked super eager.

    I didn’t wanna leave her hanging. I grabbed her hand and shook it.

    I didn’t detect any hidden spells. But her eyes sure did light up with something close to glee. “I can’t believe a new exorcist has moved to this city. We haven’t been able to get any for so long.”

    “Huh?” My eyebrows scrunched.

    “They usually don’t like the terms.”

    “Terms?” I demanded, pulse quickening.

    Madame Fugitive’s warning came back, clamoring in my head like someone had hit a gong right there between my temples. She’d muttered something about vampires and contracts. And while I well knew that vampires loved contracts, as long as you didn’t sign them, you’d be fine… right?

    The kid thumbed her glasses further up her nose. “We should work together,” she said excitedly. “You wanna know my name, don’t you?”

    The answer was no, but I knew she was gonna spit it out anyway.

    “Susie.”

    I just nodded.

    The gaping silence that followed suggested this was where I had to share my name. And that’s what I wanted to do if I needed to self-advertise, right?

    The crowd was still there. Hell, there was even a vampire or two. And they looked vaguely impressed.

    What? Were they so starved for exorcists in this city that they’d never seen someone take down such a small-time demon so fast?

    A little part of my brain told me not to do it, told me not to tell my name. To turn. To run. To take a bus and get the hell out of Newbrinks City while I still could.

    But that stupid, intractable part of my personality that said I’d already come here and made a promise made me open my stupid, big, fat mouth. “Talia.”

    “Oh my God, it’s gonna be so great to work with you.” The kid needed new glasses, because they almost fell off her nose again. She swept them up with the top of her knuckles and grinned.

    I blinked. I hadn’t agreed to a thing.

    “This city is going to—” she immediately shoved her hand over her lips.

    I started to put two and two together. That was the word she hadn’t liked, huh? The word that she kept going blue in the face about every time I repeated it. Hell. Was she trying to suggest that that tentacled creature had attacked me because I’d said the word hell? Come on.

    Yeah, yeah, dark creatures respond to dark words. But they have to be said with a heck of a lot of intent. You have to put magic behind them. And you usually have to be in very specific circumstances. Maybe standing on a mound of dead bodies. Maybe in a cemetery that’s operated for 3000 years.

    This city was crap, but it wasn’t that crap.

    … Was it?

    “You look pretty confused. You’re obviously new here. If there’s one piece of advice I can give you now, partner,” she kept pretending we were working with each other, “it’s not to say that word. The… energies of this city are….”

    Someone shoved their hand right in my face. My inclination was to bite it. I actually meant that. I could feel my jaw tightening and my teeth getting ready.

    I might be a refined exorcist, but one part of that equation was a lie. I wasn’t refined. I was efficient. I knew how to use my body, every part of my body, including my teeth.

    And my teeth knew precisely what targets to take on, because the hand soon turned out to belong to a vampire. The very same vampire that had told me I belonged on the pavement.

    I slid my gaze up his expensive cuff to his expensive eyes. Because his face was not real, let’s be honest. Vampires used forbidden spells. They weren’t available to any other race. They were there to ensure vampires looked perfect in every generation. Their features could be altered depending on the latest trends. They would always be the tippy top – an impossible beauty pinnacle to reach.

    I’d trained myself over the years not to have a reaction to their pretty little faces. And this guy was no exception.

    “Sir Archibald Newton,” he said. He smiled. Sorry, he leered.

    He could move his lips, but he couldn’t put any actual emotion behind them.

    Humans had Botox, but whatever vampires had ensured that their faces never moved properly at all. Perhaps their hearts simply couldn’t adjust.

    They weren’t there to smile at you. Fundamentally they were predators. They might have moved on from their dark past, but those mouths and those little teeth within wanted to pierce you far more than they wanted to charm you.

    I did not accept his hand. I cleared my throat. “See you,” I said to the entire crowd, then turned hard on my foot.

    I wanted to run away. No, I would most definitely run away. From the entire city.

    It was time to appreciate that my instincts were right, and I could not ignore them any longer.

    Newbrinks City was an absolute freaking mess.

    “I see you’re unattached,” the vampire said from behind me. “You won’t be unattached for long.”

    I’d received some pretty bad threats over my existence. I had received the kind of gruesome, detailed threats that put you in no doubt of what a person intended to do with you. I had once fought a dark wizard for about three weeks, and he’d left spray-painted messages on my wall every day with pictures, actual diagrams about how he intended to break my body down.

    But this was worse. I had no idea what the vamp meant, but it sent such a chill down my spine. My lips snapped open. They said the only thing they ever really enjoyed saying, “To hell with that.”

    It was just one word. One little word. Hell.

    Come on, it couldn’t be that powerful in a city like this.

    Except it was, wasn’t it?

    I’d dispatched that tentacled demon. He was gone. He was nothing more than a memento in my pocket now.

    Apparently he had friends.

    I saw a break in the traffic, and I went to dart across the road.

    But there was a rumble beneath me. I was no longer standing on a manhole cover. There was thick bitumen beneath my feet. Newbrinks City had terrible urban planning, but at least its engineers knew what they were doing. They were probably down in the sewers, with entire armies of the police, reinforcing the streets every day.

    You couldn’t have a continuous stream of hell creatures moving underneath them without a little bit of civil engineering.

    That did not mean I would be safe.

    That did not mean that the street wasn’t about to break apart. Because my luck would run out. It had run out long before I’d reached this cursed city.

    A tentacle exploded up in front of my feet. I watched it in that kind of slowed-down way where you see an object moving towards you in your car. At first you might not recognize it. But your brain realizes you need to react.

    I wasn’t in a car. I didn’t have access to brakes or an accelerator.

    I couldn’t get out of the way fast enough.

    I’d just have to take it.

    The tentacle, which was about ten times larger than the previous tentacle I’d fought, blasted all the way up until it reached its full height. It was about half the size of a relatively small tower to my side. Then it crashed down.

    Fortunately for all of the cars on the road, it crashed down along the middle of the road.

    It did an enormous amount of damage, and bitumen exploded everywhere. The crowd screamed and ran for cover.

    I couldn’t.

    I’d just started this.

    The tentacle whipped back around. Then it lurched toward me.

    I knew precisely what it was going to do. It’d whip right around my stomach.

    Then it’d pull me down into the subway.

    Except maybe it hadn’t got the memo. It wanted to do something far more public. It sure did coil around my stomach, and I let it. I used magic to ensure it couldn’t crush me.

    But I didn’t fight it. Yet. I needed to find out what it was attached to first.

    It forced me up into the air.

    My cheeks became so sallow, I thought they’d be ripped from my face. They whipped back and forth as the wind shear became as violent as knives.

    My hair was flattened over my brow. My clothes were almost pulled from me.

    I couldn’t breathe until, with a few charges of magic, I could.

    The tentacle growled. Me? I whimpered. Really? My favorite word was hell. I insulted things with the word hell constantly. I peppered all conversations with it. If I couldn’t use it in this cursed town, I’d go mad. But first I’d go splat.

    That was clearly what the tentacle wanted.

    Most of the people in the street had cleared. Susie, the idiot, hadn’t. She went back for her bike.

    She might believe in justice, but she sure as hell didn’t believe in longevity.

    The tentacle, even though I couldn’t see its eyes, clearly had one plan. It was going to slam me back down against the road as hard as it could, to crush me 1000 times over.

    It would force so much bitumen into the air that anyone standing near would be brained by it, and that included Susie.

    I had an option. Sorry, I had several options. They would rapidly disappear out of my grasp, however.

    At the back of my head, I realized that this would look spectacular on the news.

    It would also, however, come with a bill.

    I didn’t know how Newbrinks City worked, but not everybody was happy when you dispatched their demons. Especially when you did a heck of a lot of infrastructure damage at the same time. And I could just bet that Newbrinks City would fall down hard on me.

    But the tentacle would get there first.

    It got to the top of its reach, then coiled downward.

    I needed to slip right out of its grip now and put an end to this.

    It was time to stop my diet. There were times to be an ascetic nun, times to ignore magic, and times to call on it with all your heart.

    My pocketknife was in my back holster. I could reach around to it. But it would be too hard to squeeze my fingers between the grip of the tentacle. It was just easier to let my pocketknife do what it needed to.

    I forced magic down my spine and into my hip. It was a type of kundalini practice. It claimed that there was a coiled snake of energy in every single human, and if you could access it fully, you could finally access your true power.

    It was one of many practices I did. I was fairly broad. If some tradition promised power, I’d take it.

    If somebody had a god who could help me, I’d pray to it.

    But no god had ever been powerful enough to save me from my demons.

    Lucky I had a pocketknife.

    My pocketknife lit up. I could see it through the squeezed folds of the tentacle. It was so very light at first. I didn’t imagine anyone would even notice. But then it started to heat up.

    Again, there were no eyes to stare at, but that didn’t really matter. I grinned. “Oh dear,” I said to the tentacle. “It seems you wanna fight. Nobody said it would be easy. And now there’s no chance to back out. See ya.”

    My pocketknife blasted right out of the side of the tentacle.

    It didn’t squeeze out of the folds. Nope. It cut its way through.

    There would be spell cores in this creature. But they would be underground in the sewer.

    I didn’t let my pocketknife blast right out of the side of the tentacle for long. It soon whipped right around, and it pushed back into the tentacle. Then it started to tunnel down it.

    Did it reach resistance? Yes, it did. But I was here to ensure that resistance would not last.

    I grunted. My arms had been tied against my chest by the tentacle. Now I forced them forward. And I forced my head forward faster. I cracked my skull against the tentacle, head-butting it. Because yeah, I was the kind of girl who head-butted giant monster tentacles.

    And it was effective.

    Combined with the fact that my dagger was currently tunneling through it, the tentacle shrieked.

    Sorry. The tentacle body shrieked. And it was a powerful scream. It shook through the city block.

    The tentacle itself soon lost all muscular control. I could have fallen from that great height. I would have been able to save myself. But this was personal now.

    I needed to get to the tentacle’s brain as fast as possible. I could do that by falling underneath the street. But look, things were about to get sticky, gross, and efficient. I only cared about the last option.

    You know I didn’t care about my clothes.

    My pocketknife had dug a pretty little hole in the tentacle. And it was time to run down it.

    I looked around, and I pushed through that hole. And yes, it was squidgy. And yes, it was disgusting. And no, I would never want to do it again.

    But you could never hold a good exorcist down for long.

    The inside of the tentacle was fleshy, red, foul, and full of magic. Dense, dark energies filled it. They had this truly gruesome and oppressive quality.

    I suddenly got it, though. For this tentacle to feel like this, it must have gathered these energies from the ground, which meant that the bedrock of Newbrinks City was absolutely inundated with dark forces.

    This was way worse than a massacre site or a cemetery that had lasted for 3000 years. I got why simply saying the word hell would drag a hell creature up for vengeance.

    This city was so very screwed. But right now, for the immediate future, it was this tentacle creature that was screwed.

    I forced my way through the tunnel my pocketknife had cut.

    I was focused on the fight and nothing else.

    Maybe I should have cared where the tentacle would fall. Maybe I should have cared if footage was being taken of me. Hell, maybe I should have cared about the bill. I didn’t. And I suppose that’s why I was one of the best exorcists out there. In the moment, all that ever mattered was getting rid of the dark creature as fast as possible.

    With a grunt, I ran right down the base of the tentacle and close toward the body. I now knew that I was below the level of the street. Because everything had changed. The dense energies in the air were so much worse. They were dark and coiled and dank. It felt like they themselves were a snake. A black twisted snake made out of darkness.

    It was a deep, wild image that rose from my subconscious, and for a second, I actually saw it there in the middle of my mind’s eye. A black, shadowy snake with two vibrant red eyes.

    I threw off the image just as I reached for my pocketknife. It was waiting for me. I grabbed it, my hand slapping around the old, rusted iron hilt. It was just like coming home. And to be fair, this was my home.

    Exorcism was the only thing I relied on, the only thing I lived for, and the only thing I was good at.

    Once the pocketknife was in my hand, I wrenched it back then forced it forward.

    There was a great rush of force.

    My pocketknife cut right through the base of the tentacle.

    It withered.

    Good. It meant that it wouldn’t slap onto the pavement above.

    But it didn’t mean that I’d finished the task yet.

    I flopped out onto the floor of the sewer with a squelch. I was covered… look, why was there time to mention what I was covered in? The fight hadn’t ended yet.

    The fight hadn’t really begun.

    I rolled onto my back and lurched up.

    And I stared.

    I was expecting some enormous, convoluted creature with thousands of other tentacles. It wasn’t what I got. It looked… oh, dear God, it looked like a very cute, animated version of a baby octopus.

    It had these big, wide, bright eyes. It had a few other small, dainty tentacles. And it had this really small mouth with two pointed teeth poking over the lip.

    It was incongruous as all hell.

    “Oh,” I began.

    Then the creature opened its mouth and gnashed its teeth. It clearly had an alterable form. And it was fully in control of what it looked like and what it would do.

    As one of the tentacles whipped toward me, in a single blink, it became so big, there was nothing I could do to get away from it.

    It’s sliced around my middle. It was only magic and desperation that kept me whole. It could have cut me in half.

    It had been a long time since I had encountered a creature that had almost dispatched me. My brain actually shook as if I’d been slapped.

    But now was no time to freak out.

    That was coming.

    Another tentacle whipped toward me. It too became so big in the space of seconds that I couldn’t hope to track it.

    It slammed down beside me.

    I could sense that the walls were shaking badly, and I just knew it meant that this entire section could crumble. I doubted the tentacled creature would care.

    I would. And the city street above would, too.

    For just a blink, I started to imagine the damage bill.

    But I really had to imagine the impending damage to my body first instead. That other tentacle went to wrap around my head and pull it right off.

    I still had a nominal grip on my pocketknife. It was starting to become slippery, though. The tentacled creature had the ability to control the substance that covered its tentacles. It was pumping it out.

    Not only did it disrupt my grip, but it was starting to disrupt my magic, too. It was probably some pre-digestive substance, something the monster could cover its prey with before it consumed it to help it eat it faster.

    Because it was going to eat me.

    It opened its tiny little baby mouth. And I saw it had way more than two teeth. They were pointed, they were sharp, they were covered in saliva, and they were ready to shred me.

    But I really didn’t want to be shredded today, thank you very much.

    My ears rang, my middle hurt, I was covered in crap, and I was so done with this.

    With every thought of my magic diet now a mere memory, I lifted my pocketknife high. On the back of my hand, my symbol bled.

    It always bled a little bit of magic. Though leaked was probably a better verb. But now it pumped out of it.

    It was a warning more than anything.

    A warning not to mess with me.

    A warning not to mess with my training, not to mess with my genes, not to mess with my magic. But it was a warning this tentacled creature could not appreciate. For it was far, far too late for it now.

    Another one of its tentacles rose toward me. The sharp tip forced its way toward my face as if it were just going to decapitate me. I let it get within several centimeters of my nose. Then I sliced my pocketknife around and to the side. I cut the tip of the tentacle off in a single move.

    But I didn’t stop there. I was pretty handy with a chef knife, and I quite liked seafood.

    I twisted my pocketknife around and cut through the two tentacles holding me.

    I forced my real magic into the move.

    My hand now bled so brightly, it didn’t matter that the sewer was dark. I could light it up. I could light up the entire city.

    I landed with a wet squelch on the floor in front of the octopus.

    I was cast aglow by my hand.

    It plunged one side of me into shadow and the other into light. It would have looked dramatic as all hell as I took a step forward, as I threw my pocketknife up and caught it.

    The octopus had seemed so cavalier before. But now it lurched back and hissed. Technically it was more of a squelch, but whatever. You knew I wasn’t good at being precise.

    Unless it was with my pocketknife.

    “Enough of this crap. You,” I began.

    The octopus turned and went to run.

    Like hell.

    I threw my dagger.

    I cut through the remainder of its tentacles. It flopped onto the side. It now roared. “Can’t kill us. Can’t exorcise us. You’re too weak.”

    I grunted. “We’ll see about that.” I plunged down to a knee and pinned it. I brought my pocketknife close.

    I held it in my left hand, so it was lit up by my blazing force.

    It was reflected in the octopus’s wide, wide-open eyes.

    “It will save us. It is here. It is rising. And nothing can hold it back anymore.”

    “I’m sick of people giving me such vague warnings. What are you talking about?” I didn’t actually expect the octopus to answer. I expected I’d plunge my pocketknife right into the point between its eyes and dispatch it.

    Maybe something held my hand for a certain reason. Or maybe I just paused to catch my breath.

    “The curse. The ancient one. He who rises. The snake that can never be forced back down.” The octopus strained until its eyes got just that little bit closer to me. And I blinked. Just once. Everyone has to blink, right? Especially when they’re in a fight like this. I couldn’t tell you how much goo slithered down my face right now, but my eyes weren’t happy. I could however tell you this. The second I blinked was the second I saw that snake again. That impression of a coiled shadowy snake with vibrant and violent red eyes.

    It was more than an oppression. It was more than a hallucination. It was like I suddenly picked up the feed of a TV station. I had no choice what I would get. I was passively receiving.

    My head lurched to the side.

    The octopus got free of my knee, and it surged toward me, mouth open.

    I didn’t need to know it was in front of me. I didn’t need to see.

    I just needed to stab forward. And I did.

    I cut the octopus right down from the top of its head to the tip of its body.

    In a single move, I dispatched it.

    Then I grabbed the side of my head.

    After several blinks, the impression of a snake was gone.

    I rose to my feet.

    Somewhere above me was the sound of a car crashing, or maybe it was a small building crumbling. Whatever it was, it was the sound of damage. And it was the sound of a damage bill going up and up and up. And that, oh, that was the end of everything. And the beginning of something I would never break free from, the beginning of a contract that would bind me forever.

  
    Chapter 4

    I didn’t wanna pull myself up out of the subway. I thought maybe I could just run. I didn’t get the chance.

    Police officers soon landed down through the numerous holes in the street. They were geared up. The first guy that landed down was wearing so much fancy gear, I could probably buy a decent car if I stole it off him.

    But I wasn’t a thief.

    I was a vandal.

    The guy swept his fancy magical gun with a fancy magical scanner on it around. He was clearly looking for the tentacled creature.

    He soon found the evidence of where it had been dispatched. Then he swung that gun right around to me. He wasn’t technically pointing it at any vital organs.

    He pointed it at my feet, but he was one twitch away from raising it toward my heart.

    This wasn’t the first time I’d run into law enforcement. I said nothing. Not a frigging thing. Try to explain yourself, and you look guilty. Just stand there, and while of course they’re not gonna think that you’re a bystander, they are possibly going to pause to appreciate everything you’ve done on their behalf.

    My hands were loose by my sides.

    I’d already flicked my pocketknife closed, and it was back in my holster. My shirt was pulled over it.

    I wasn’t an idiot though. Some of those magical scanners would already have picked it up and detected it was a magical object.

    Other police officers dropped down. Soon there were about 20 of them. I didn’t make a single move. So the guy at the front walked over.

    He wore a thick helmet. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I could tell they were swinging over me.

    He stopped a meter in front of me, gun still pointed at my feet.

    I slowly looked at his face.

    “You do this?” he asked in a grunt of a voice. I didn’t know if it was his accent or just the way he spoke, but it was like having a conversation with a bear.

    Good. I preferred monosyllabic over long-winded. “I exorcised the creature, yes,” I answered clearly. It was a double-edged sword of a question. If I just said yes, maybe he’d pin all the damage on me. But it wasn’t me. It was the demon. The demon I’d dispatched. A hell of a demon that had been sitting right under this city street. Even if I hadn’t been the one to say hell, it would have risen to consume someone.

    This city was screwed.

    I had this blinking moment, fortunately without visions of a snake, where I realized that was true. This wasn’t just me being acerbic anymore. Newbrinks City was screwed. If they had those kinds of high-level demons amassing under their feet, it wouldn’t take long until they rose to the surface and started snacking on everyone.

    “Come with me,” the guy said. Sorry, again he grunted.

    I did not wanna go with the officer. I had no choice.

    I could have shoved my hands into my pockets. I didn’t. I could have started to spit about how innocent I was. I didn’t. I followed him.

    Someone had set up a light ladder. It led back up onto the street. I followed behind the guy. I was not surprised when someone else squeezed in behind me. I was now in a cop sandwich.

    We rose to the city street. And I saw it.

    Oh… oh dear.

    There was more damage than I’d expected. I couldn’t see where it had come from, that said. I had dispatched that tentacle. It had not fallen on the street. But one building had crumpled.

    I looked toward it quickly. It was some kind of storage center. I only hoped that no one had been hurt.

    The city block had been cleared.

    There were cop cars and other emergency vehicles everywhere. They were not parked in the middle of the road, however, because that was a churned-up mess.

    Had I mentioned it had started raining again?

    Seriously, this city always knew how to turn up the drama. As a big drop slid off my sweaty, goopy brow, I stood exactly where I was told to.

    And I watched as one car negotiated over the rubble.

    It wasn’t a cop car, wasn’t an SUV, wasn’t some armored vehicle. It was sleek, it was black, and it was the most expensive thing I’d ever seen. It also had a rain spell attached to it. The water didn’t ping off the windscreen. It never reached the windscreen.

    My stomach lurched.

    I got the impression that it wasn’t just water that couldn’t touch that car. Whoever was inside would be far, far more untouchable.

    I fully expected the car to stop right in front of me and some powerful vampire to peel himself out of the front seat. The car did stop. Just not in front of me. It stopped in front of the cop. The guy was clearly in charge.

    He leaned down respectfully and had a quiet conversation with whoever drove it.

    Then he walked over to me. “You get to go meet the boss.”

    I arched an eyebrow. “The Commissioner of Police?” I asked hopefully. Vampires were never commissioners of police. They were always council leaders or mayors or just presidents of everything.

    “No. Him.”

    I looked at the car. It had already turned around.

    It was about to negotiate its way out of trouble.

    And I also needed to negotiate my way out of trouble.

    Damn.

    I’d found the attention of some powerful vampire.

    I had one chance.

    I needed to get the guy to forgive me.

    The more time he had to think it through, the more time he would have to cook up some kind of contract.

    If I got him now, maybe he’d just thank me for dispatching his demon.

    I wasn’t thinking clearly. You’d probably already assumed that.

    I was thinking in the kind of choppy, desperate manner that gets someone to make the mistake of their life.

    I knew the drill. I was to stay perfectly still. With my hands at my sides, with my expression neutral, in a position that told the cops I was no trouble at all.

    But my stupid heart got the better of me.

    With several quick strides, I skidded in front of the car.

    I threw my arms out wide.

    Fortunately, no one shot me. And more fortunately, the car didn’t run me over. It stopped several centimeters from my knee. I placed a hand on the hood. It wasn’t even hot. It was pumping with magic, but the car had been made so well that it was cold to touch, probably like the heart of the guy in the front seat.

    The windows were tinted. They were almost tinted to the color of the Obsidian car itself.

    I took one breath.

    “What are you doing?” the head cop said.

    I placed my hands together in a prayer position, “Just trying to make a first good impression.”

    “Don’t worry,” he said with a slight laugh. “You already have.”

    My back itched.

    I ignored the guy.

    I’d gotten the vamp’s attention. With a single breath, I walked over to the driver’s side.

    I forced the breath out of my lips. And I opened the car door.

    … The car was empty.

    What the—

    “The boss never comes out unless he has to. That’s just his car,” the cop said. He probably had a slight smile marking his lips.

    Yeah. Super funny, I wanted to say. But also super stupid. Why send your car, then? Sure, the car probably had intricate spells on it that would help the vamp to track what was going on here. And it probably looked to people who weren’t in the know as if he came in person.

    I stared at the empty car, though. Crap. Crap. It meant the vamp was sitting in his office somewhere, with plenty of time and no distractions to cook up some kind of contract. I began to panic.

    But then I caught the scent of… something. It was far away, distant, not really there. Just this shadow.

    It was… I wasn’t good with smells. Sorry, I was good with differentiating the smells of demons, but this was… evocative. That word jumped into my head – I mean really jumped into my head.

    This was a truly evocative smell, as if someone had programmed it to do something deep within me.

    The cop said something. I tuned him out.

    Then I realized he was speaking on his phone. “Got it.”

    He walked right up to me. “The boss wants to meet you sooner rather than later. Get in.”

    He shoved me on the back.

    I fell into the front seat.

    The next thing I knew, it resorted and pushed me around until I was seated properly. Then the seat belt twisted and locked into position, holding me there. “What the hell?” I spluttered.

    “I would have waited a while for him to cool down, if I were you. But you’ve insisted. Now he wants to meet you sooner rather than later. Good luck,” the cop grunted.

    I didn’t hear what he said next. Because the car door closed.

    And the car turned around.

    I had 1000 spells I could cast on this car to get it to let me go.

    The window was already up, so I felt free to scream a litany of insults the cop’s way. Yeah, yeah, I knew that there would be listening spells on this car. And yeah, yeah, I knew it was taking me to the most powerful vampire in this city, but I couldn’t stop myself. I felt trapped. Appropriate, because I was. In fact, I could guarantee you this. I don’t think I had ever been more trapped in my entire existence. I swear it was something to do with the smell in the car. Maybe it was the leather. Maybe someone had sprayed something in here. But I doubt it. It was a faint memory of cologne, some lingering scent that took me, grabbed my heart, and squeezed it. I’d never felt a sensation anything like it. It was almost hard to breathe.

    And I hadn’t even reached Mr. Powerful Vampire yet.

    I usually kept my head down around vamps. And if I couldn’t, I would leave town as fast as possible. I’d already explained my rationale to you. With my particular curse, I couldn’t stick around lazy vampires for too long, lest they figure out I could do all of their exorcist work for free. The last thing I needed was for some vamp who owned an exorcism franchise chain to figure out that he could fire all of his other employees and rely on me while pocketing all the profit and giving me nothing.

    I told myself that was what was happening here as my knuckles went white, as I grabbed the seat belt, just smart enough not to try to pull it off me. But not smart enough to stop swearing.

    It was a reflex reaction, and I just couldn’t stop.

    And neither could the car.

    I get why the vamp had sent it. Clearly only the head cop knew that his real boss wasn’t inside. But the presence of the car had a measurable effect on all of the police we passed. When we got to the next block, it had a measurable effect on the people standing around gawking, too.

    They all got out of the car’s way respectfully. I saw their eyes. They couldn’t see in through the tinted windows, so there was nothing to stop me from assessing them.

    They looked like people who’d been fighting all of their lives only for a hero to appear.

    That image really struck me. Then I forced myself to grab hold of the seat belt harder. “Just let me go,” I pleaded.

    As if. I was his now.

    As that uncomfortable thought ran through my mind, we finally reached an empty street, and we sped up.

    I kept waiting to be taken toward downtown, toward the giant police station I’d seen when I’d briefly driven through the more expensive streets.

    It looked like an embattlement. And to be fair, in this crappy city, it probably was. But we did not head in that direction. We swung around as if we were headed out of town.

    Hold on… I wasn’t being kidnapped here, was I? Maybe somebody had taken advantage of this car and cast some kind of spell on it?

    Maybe they’d whisk me out of town and try to fight me?

    Excellent. I would face anything, even criminal gangs, as long as it wasn’t the vamp in charge of Newbrinks City.

    I finally turned my mind to figuring out exactly what kind of personality that would require. You would have to be hardened. You would have to be gritty. And above all else, you would have to take no crap from anyone. Including mouthy exorcists.

    I shouldn’t have worried. Or prayed. We were not headed out of town. Someone had not kidnapped me. Technically.
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