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Author's Note




Welcome back to The Cursed Blade Series!  



Please be aware of content warnings for this story.



This story contains an assassin's guild, a witch who can control elements, graphic murder, discussion of sexual assault, discussion of drugging, shifters, warlocks, shadow wielders, Fae, a psychic, people being kidnapped and murdered for their powers, and detailed, graphic sexual situations. 



Your mental health is important, so please be aware of the content warnings as you begin.
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I want to dedicate this book to my two biggest fans, my husband Josh and my son Thom, who will probably never read any of my books. Thanks for pushing me to chase my dream. I love you both to the moon and back. 











  
  

Prologue
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TWENTY YEARS AGO





AMARA

“Are you sure?” I ask my best friend as she presses her infant against my chest. “Mirela, this isn’t something you can change your mind about tomorrow.”  

Mirela looks at me with haunted pale blue eyes. As tears spill down her cheeks, she nods. “I am too weak to protect her, and you know what the prophecy says. You and Raj will keep her safe. You have to.” 

I wrap my arms around the closest thing to a sister I’ve ever had. I’m humbled that she trusts me with this. “We won’t let you down,” I assure her. She nods and lays back against the bed again. I know she’s exhausted and needs to rest. 

“Now go; hurry,” she insists as an explosion sounds somewhere behind the tent where she gave birth only minutes ago. Nodding, I press the baby tighter to my chest and duck outside. 

Raj and I lock eyes for a moment and his go wide with realization. “No, Amara, we can’t,” he starts. 

“I tried to talk her out of it, but Mirela insisted. What was I supposed to do? Raj, love, we have to take the baby somewhere safe and protect her until the time of the prophecy.” Without waiting for his response, I turn and race back to our home. There isn’t time to pack; the attacks have begun. 

Once inside our own tent, Raj grabs a backpack and quickly tosses in what we’ll need to get away. I want to help, but the baby is crying and I can’t let her draw them to us. My focus has to be on keeping her calm. I know that Mirela will do everything in her power to distract those chasing us. 

I have no doubt that this decision will cost us all our lives before it’s done. I just hope we have enough time to teach the little one. With our bag strapped to his back, Raj helps me swaddle the child and tuck her carefully into a wrap so my hands are free to protect us if needed. There is so much I want to say, even to Mirela, but there is no time. We have to run if we want to live. 

Raj leads us through the dense forest. I don’t know where we’ll go…it’s not like we have a car or family outside the village. My love and I are on our own now. How are we going to survive and care for this child?

I don’t have time to worry about anything except keeping up with Raj. He moves so quickly, even without shifting into his wolf form. When Raj stops short in front of me, I barely miss slamming into his back. Before I can ask what’s wrong, a circle of blue flame surrounds us. 

“Give us the child,” a voice booms. I turn in a circle, searching the mix of darkness and flame for the source. Raj jerks his head to the left, and I lock onto what he’s staring at. I love this man and his enhanced wolf senses. 

A bolt of lightning streaks from my fingertips to the figure hiding in the trees. His scream rings out as he falls to the ground, incinerated. As soon as he’s taken care of, the blue flames disappear, and we continue running. 
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I know the details of the prophecy, and there is no doubt that this child is the one. That doesn’t mean I’m excited about the prospect of losing my life or my love to ensure that this plays out correctly. I know that Amara won’t give up. Her stubborn determination is one of the things I love most about her. 

So, once the immediate danger is handled, I follow Amara through the winding trees and into the edge of the city. This is not a place where we spend a lot of time. It’s crowded, noisy, and smells like a mixture of sewage and smoke. My wolf senses are overwhelmed by it all, and I fight the desire to return to the forest. 

It’s not safe for the child there, so I have to push forward. I was not the one who made the promise, but I will do everything I can to keep my mate’s word to her best friend. Mirela was the closest thing to a sister my woman ever had. I loved and respected her for the way she cared for my Amara. 

That doesn’t mean I have to be happy about being forced into the city. I refuse to take my misery out on my mate, especially when she’s protecting our future. 

“Amara, wait,” I say quietly as we enter the outskirts of the city. She pauses and looks over her shoulder at me. “There’s a hidden cache with emergency money and identification not far from here. If we’re going to hide out, we’ll need the money at least.” 

She nods, cradling the infant to her chest. I don’t know what we’ll do about the baby, but perhaps we won’t have to prove her lineage just yet. I need some time to reconnect with my city contacts. Then we’ll have exactly what we need. 

Amara follows me to the tree with the hidden compartment and waits while I open it and clear out the cache. I stuff everything into my backpack, and we continue into the city. My love’s powers assist us in persuading a landlord to rent an apartment to us, even with our limited money, and lack of jobs. 

Within a week, we are settled in, living in the middle of the city. The apartment is small, but functional. There’s a park nearby that will give the little one a place to learn about her powers. We’ll have to teach her to protect herself. I just hope that she actually gets to have a childhood, too. 

“Did Mirela tell you the baby’s name?” I ask, tucking the little one into bed. 

“Her name is Zola.” 








  
  

Dark Desires
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PRESENT DAY





ZOLA

Relief washes over me when I realize that Amara and Raj aren’t following me. As much as I want to be a regular college student, I know that I’m different. Not only because of my powers. Being able to control the elements is a thrilling feeling. But the past year, I’ve had these urges that I can’t explain or discuss with my guardians.  

Part of me wishes my mother was still around. Maybe she would understand. Or maybe I’m just a monster. Does it matter that I don’t let myself lose control unless it’s around someone who deserves it? Of course, the argument could be made that no one deserves the things I’ve done. All I really know is that I’m protecting people from being hurt, and that neither Raj nor Amara would understand or approve of my methods. And I know exactly how much of my power I can use before one of them is alerted. I just have to keep everything below that threshold, and I’ll be fine. 

My heart thumps as I follow the frat boy I’ve been tracking around the corner into a dark alley. I pull my hood over my head, tucking my hair away to hide my identity. Does John know I’ve been watching him for the past month? I don’t think so. The bastard has been too busy drugging and raping girls who can’t even remember what happened to them. If I get my way, he’ll no longer be an issue after today. I just have to get him alone. And this dark alley may be the exact place to do it. What the fuck is he doing here anyway?

I don’t have time to ponder his reasons, before he turns and calls out to me. Well, shit. I hadn’t meant for him to see me, but it doesn’t matter. Dead men can’t turn murderers in, now, can they? A smirk plays across my face at his confusion. 

“Why are you following me?” he asks, hands balled into fists at his sides. 

“Are you scared, John?” I ask in return, tilting my head to the side as I feel my power surge inside me. Moisture tingles in the air, the hair on my arms rises at the chill flowing through me. “Because you should be.”

His annoyance morphs into anger, scrunching his face and turning it red. “I’m not scared of you. Why would I be? You don’t even have a weapon. What do you want?” he snarls. 

“Bold of you to assume that you have anything I would be interested in, John,” I answer. 

“How do you know my name? Why are you following me?” He fumbles with something, and I realize that he’s pulling out his phone. Oh, well. That won’t be an issue. 

I stare at the small black rectangle, narrowing my eyes to focus my power. Smoke rolls from the speaker, and John drops the device. “Fuck! How did you do that?” His eyes go wide with the accusation. My smirk grows, and I chuckle. This is way more fun than the last one. I should probably see a therapist about this, but I don’t have time for that concern right now. I have to kill a rapist. 

“Oh, John. You poor boy. Do you really not have any idea what we’re doing here?” I ask, tilting my head to the opposite side. “You’re going to get what you deserve for what you’ve done.”

“I haven’t done anything. What are you talking about?” His words claim innocence, but his eyes are filled with fear. He knows exactly why I’m here. 

“Don’t play dumb, John. You know what you did. As many times as you’ve done it, if you forget that easily, there’s something even more wrong with you than whatever makes you think it’s okay to treat women that way,” I say, pausing when I notice that he’s backing away from me. Well, that won’t do. 

I turn my power toward his feet, melting the asphalt under them, then sending a breeze to cool it back down once his sneakers are stuck. That’ll keep him from running. Surprise and protest spill out of his mouth, but I’m not listening. He tugs at his feet, trying to get them out of the shoes effectively imbedded in the alley. 

“Now, now, John. Katy deserves justice, doesn’t she?” His eyes go wide at the mention of one of his victims. “And what about Amy? Sarah? Jenny? How many others were there, John?” 

The frat boy sputters and stammers in response, no actual words coming from him. 

I glare at him, and something about it shuts him up. “How many women did you drug and rape, John?” Understanding washes over him, and I see the moment he realizes exactly why I’m here. “You know what? Don’t answer that. It’ll just piss me off more than I already am, and it’s not like you’re gonna live to do it again.” 

“Wait! You can’t kill me,” he insists. 

“And just why not?” I ask with a laugh. It’s obvious to both of us that I am more than capable of detaining him, and I know just how easy it would be to drown him in this alley, even with no body of water nearby.

“My family has money. I can pay you. They’ll pay you. Just like those girls,” he offers. 

“So, you gaslight them into believing that they were willing participants, then pay them off so they have an abortion if needed, and you get off scot-free? That’s not nice, John. But thank you for offering me your money. I have no need of it, though. What I do need, is for you to die,” I answer. 

“P-please,” he begs, dropping to his knees awkwardly since his feet are still stuck.

“Please, what, John?” I ask, barely hiding the amusement that elates me. My heart races as I prepare for the endorphin rush that will follow using my power to take his life. 

“Please, don’t.” Tears stream down his face. It’s clear that he understands I’m serious. He knows that he’s about to die. 

“And just how well did that work for your victims, John? Did you stop when they asked you to? When they begged you not to rape them?” 

His expression is enough of an answer, and I can tell that he still doesn’t think he did anything wrong. “Why do you care? Those bitches led me on, then tried to ignore me. I only took what they originally offered. I didn’t rape them.” 

“I’ve seen police reports that disagree with that, John. I’m tired of this conversation. It’s time to end this. I have better things to spend my time on than trash like you,” I say, turning my back on him and walking away. 

“You can’t leave me here like this,” he growls. “I will find you when I get free, and you’ll regret this.”

I stop, a smile spreading across my face. This. This is the monster I was hunting. The one who will escalate to murder if he’s not stopped. I would know, given my current hobbies. Without a word, I turn back to face him, my smile never faltering. Instead of stepping closer, I lift one hand, pointing it at his chest. The beauty of my powers is that I don’t have to be close for them to work. I only have to connect with the elements. 

Reaching inside his chest with my abilities, I pull the water from his blood, forming it into a fist wrapped around his heart. I know from my research that this will look like he had a heart attack. There will be no evidence that anyone else was involved. Once the police decide that, there will be no investigation. This isn’t my first kill, but the thrill races through me just the same.

Sometimes I wonder if simply killing the monsters will remain enough for me. I’ve studied serial killers in one of my psych classes, and I know all about escalation. Essentially, I’m one of them, and I know it. Will there come a time when I want to kill and find out if I can get away with it without the use of my powers? I have no idea. Distraction is not something I need right now, so I push those thoughts away as I end John’s miserable life. 

When his body slumps to the ground, I remember to release his feet and smooth out the asphalt as if he’d never been stuck there. I stand there a minute too long, staring at his body, when someone rounds the corner into the alley and sees us. 

“Hey, is everything okay?” the man asks. 

Shit. I can’t get caught now. I turn so I’m angled away from him slightly. “I don’t know. I was walking through, and this guy was just laying here,” I respond in a deeper voice than my usual one. With any luck, the man will think I’m just another college guy cutting through the alley to get back to campus. 

“I’ll call 9-1-1,” he says, and I nod, watching as he turns away from the scene, as if he’s looking for help, and pulls out his phone. The moment his eyes are no longer on me, I run down the alley, ducking around the corner and disappearing into the crowd that’s heading back to campus. My heart races, and I wonder if this is what John felt before I killed him. 

A horn blares, and I freeze, realizing I’m in the middle of the street. Sure, I’m in the crosswalk, but that doesn’t really matter when the crossing light is red. The yellow and black checkered car barrels toward me, and I know they aren’t going to have time to stop. There’s no way for me to dive out of the way, either. I hear a scream, and everything stops. 

That scream is coming from me. And when I say everything stops, I mean everything. Cars, people, birds flying above the streets. Everything is frozen in place, covered in an almost imperceptible layer of ice. I don’t know how this happened. What I do know, is that I am going to be in deep shit with Raj and Amara over it. Fuck. I’m not sure how to undo it, so instead, I race home. 

My guardians have spent the last fifteen years lecturing me about keeping my powers hidden. They’ve explained that some unknown force is after me, and it’s not safe. I have no proof of it, but I feel something dark following me, so I’m pretty sure that they were telling the truth. Shit. I have to get home. 

Rushing up the stairs of our building, I pause for a moment outside the door to the apartment I’ve called home for as long as I can remember. My breaths come in gasps. It takes a moment to calm my racing heart and loosen the vice around my lungs. 

I push the door open, determined to pretend nothing just happened, while checking to make sure my guardians are okay. That ominous feeling in my chest increases until I feel as if an elephant is sitting on me. Something is wrong. At this time of day, Raj should be sitting on the couch watching TV while Amara is cooking dinner. 

The number of times that pattern has differed can be counted on one hand. And that’s over the last twenty years. My guardians are creatures of habit, and each habit was carefully created to keep me safe. I can’t help thinking that if something has happened to them, it’s my fault. 

Of course, it’s my fault. They told me how dangerous it was to use my powers. But did I listen? No, of course not. I felt like I knew my own powers better than they could. And now I’m worried that I may have been wrong. Normally, that wouldn’t be a big deal. I cannot shake the feeling that this situation is not normal, though. 

I walk through the apartment slowly, terror gripping my heart. There is no sign of either of my caretakers. I wouldn’t normally enter their private space without permission, but I’m worried. Pushing away the sense of dread at what I might find, I open the door to their bedroom. 

Blood runs down the walls, pooling in the corners of the room. No, it can’t be. There’s too much blood. I can’t force myself to cross the threshold. Scanning the scene, my eyes catch on a gooey pile in the middle of the floor before finding another on the bed. Bile rises in my throat. I turn and race to the bathroom, barely making it before I get sick. Once the vomiting slows to dry heaving, I wash my face and look into the mirror.

The realization that I’m on my own starts to settle in. I can’t stay here. If whatever killed them comes back—it’s not safe. 

I dash to my bedroom, grabbing my backpack on the way. I empty it on the floor, knowing I won’t need the books or school supplies anymore. There’s no way to return to my normal life after this. Understanding that, I make sure to leave my cell phone behind as well. I can’t risk someone using it to track me.

Careful consideration and even more mindful packing fill my backpack with what I’ll need to survive for a few days. As I head to the door, I notice Amara’s purse on the table. Stealing is wrong, but is it stealing if the owner is dead? I’m conflicted, but that doesn’t stop me from taking her cash and searching for Raj’s wallet. Once I’ve scrounged up all the money in the apartment, I briefly debate taking a knife from the kitchen. 

Shaking my head at the ridiculous idea, I wipe away the tears that started to fall as I ransacked my home. I don’t need weapons. I am a weapon. It no longer matters that they would be disappointed in my choices. Amara and Raj are gone, and I have to protect myself. With nowhere to go, and no clear plan, I drop my keys inside the door before closing it behind me. Perhaps I’ll get lucky and whoever finds them will think I’ve been killed too. Otherwise, I’ll have these monsters hunting me as well as the police. 

I know better than to think I won’t be a suspect. We’ve watched enough true crime shows to understand that the police usually look at whoever is closest to the victim first. And who would be closer to Raj and Amara than me? No one. At this point, I’m better off if everyone thinks I’m dead too. 

The thought spurs me to reenter the apartment. It won’t take much to make it convincing. And it’s not like there’s anything here with my DNA on it. I doubt they’d go further than a visual inspection. But just in case…

Staring at what remains of my guardians, I use my powers, the abilities to control water and air, to move a bit of one pile and a bit of the other. I create a third lump between them, then grab a knife from the kitchen. One small cut on my palm, and I direct the blood to mix with the new glob on the floor. Making sure not to drop any, I clean the knife, and bandage my hand, dropping a few emergency medical supplies in my bag. 

With the hope that it’s enough, I once again say goodbye to the couple who raised me. Guilt tears at my heart as I walk away. I have no idea where I’ll go or who I’m even hiding from. They never explained that part. All I can do is hope that I can hide well enough. 

I pull my hood up again to cover my dark hair. Tears start to fall again as I walk away from the only home I’ve ever known. I have to stay alive, otherwise, Raj and Amara sacrificed their lives for nothing. From their stories, I know there’s some prophecy about my powers, and that it’s rare for someone from our home to have control of all four elements. But I have no idea who is after me, or how to protect myself from them. 

Being an elemental witch in the city is definitely a challenge. Maybe that will work in my favor. Whoever is hunting me will expect to find me near nature, so logically, all I have to do is stay as far away from the local parks as I can. I’ll have to visit at some point to recharge my power, but I can manage a few days in the dark. 

I head toward the docks, knowing that there are abandoned warehouses and shipping containers in that area. It shouldn’t be hard to find places to hide where I can move around daily and not be noticed. If anyone sees me, they’ll assume I’m just some homeless person, and ignore me. It’s what our society does. 

Once I’m inside a warehouse, I climb the stairs to the top floor. Moving silently, thanks to my powers, I search the top floor until I find an office with a bathroom connected. This will do for tonight. I can use my powers for everything I need, and no one will know I was here. 

I settle down in the corner of the office, near the bathroom and a window. The sun is going down, but I still have to be careful not to be seen from outside. I can’t imagine anyone would be watching this building. That doesn’t mean I’m willing to take unnecessary risks. 

Without my phone, I have no way to tell what time it is. I pull my brush out of my bag and quickly braid my hair. The temperature starts to drop, so I drag my hood back up and rest my head on my bag, falling into a fitful sleep. 








  
  

Laying Low
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ZOLA

A noise jerks me awake. I sit up with a gasp, blinking to clear my vision. Something is wrong, but everything looks just like it did when I drifted off. Hair on the back of my neck stands up, and I know I’m sensing danger. Is it a shift in the air that’s warning me? Or a change in the moisture? I can’t be sure, because I haven’t used my powers for anything but getting justice for girls at school who’d been violated. And it’s not like I’ve done that a lot.  

With no idea who’s hunting me, or how to protect myself from them, I can’t afford to stay and fight. I have to run. My thoughts focus on survival, and I quickly get to my feet. I secure my hood over my dark hair, then pull on my backpack. In this moment, I feel both older and younger than my actual age. My mind starts to wonder how things would have been different if I’d been able to stay with my parents.

I can’t let myself go down that rabbit hole, though. Shaking my head to clear those thoughts, I stand up and creep toward the door. Getting out of here without being seen is going to be a challenge, since there are only two ways out. I chose this place to hide because there were limited ways someone could surprise me. Now I regret that choice. It may have been better to hide somewhere that was easier to escape. 

I silently push the door to the north stairwell open, using a tiny bit of magic to ensure that it doesn’t make a sound when it opens or closes. After a brief pause to listen at the top of the stairs, I run down the stairs as quietly as I can. I know that tapping into my magic will make me more of a target, and I want to avoid that if I can. 

Footsteps echo up the stairwell, and I stop on the third-floor landing to listen. Shit, they’re getting closer. Did I go the wrong way? Or are there more of them than I thought? It doesn’t matter either way, I have to find another way out of here. 

The door clicks shut quietly behind me as I dart across the open area on this floor. If I had more time, I might stop to wonder what they’re putting in this building. As it stands, I barely have time to stop and listen at the opposite stairwell door before pushing through it and running down the last three flights of stairs. 

Once I’m outside, I see a Hummer and a Jeep parked in front of the building. Luckily, whoever they belong to didn’t leave anyone to watch them. As much as I would love to borrow one, I know it’s a bad idea. Unless my goal is to get caught, and if that’s the case, I should just turn around and walk back inside. I don’t know a lot about the people who want me, but I know enough that I can’t turn myself in. Amara and Raj gave their lives to protect me. And I will not disrespect them like that. 

Adrenaline carries me past the first row of shipping containers. I need a place to hide until I’m sure it’s safe to move again. Movement nearby has me ducking into a small shack between containers. I lean against the door, listening, as boots stomp past. The windows are dark, and I wonder if that’s just dirt, or if they’re actually tinted. That’s not really important right now, so I settle down on the floor against the door. I can’t afford to move right now, because I have no idea if those guys are coming back or not. 

I close my eyes and focus on regulating my breathing. A panic attack will not help right now. It’s been so long since I’ve had one, that I nearly miss the signs. When I was a child, I had plenty of panic attacks while I was learning to control and suppress my magic. 

I wish I’d learned how to actually use it, but I understand how risky that would have been for all three of us. Guilt wraps cold fingers around my heart, squeezing until I can’t hold back the tears. Raj and Amara are dead because of me. It’s my fault. If I had only waited longer to hunt John down, maybe things would have been different. 

Letting those thoughts control me isn’t helpful. I know they’ll only lead to me getting caught. Angry voices accompany boot thumps, and I flatten myself against the base of the door. Hopefully, if I can’t see them, they won’t be able to see me. From my new vantage point, I see what looks like a trap door a few feet from me. It’s not ideal, but it would probably be more secure than being out in the open the way I am. 

I crawl across the open space and dig my fingers into the gap between the floor boards. The door opens easily, and I can see that there’s a small room below me. I drop through the opening, pulling the door closed behind me. A moment later, I remember that there are boxes near the hidden door. Using a small push of air magic, I nudge them over the door to conceal it more. It has to be enough. 

Darkness surrounds me, and I breathe a sigh of relief. I can hear muted sounds above me, so I know I’m not completely safe yet. But this space is more secure than the warehouse office I’d tried earlier. A few minutes pass, and silence descends upon me. My stomach growls, but before I can grab a granola bar, images from the apartment flash through my head. Any desire for food dissipates as I relive the worst moment of my life again. I force myself to drink some water, then settle down with my head on my pack again. Hopefully this hiding place will work for now. 

The surge of adrenaline wanes, and I know that I won’t escape again tonight. If I’m found, I will be caught. I don’t have the energy to run anymore, and I’m not convinced I can win a fight against who- or whatever is hunting me. 
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“Are you sure?” I ask Griff again, knowing I’m pissing him off. 

“I just fucking told you. I’m sure. If you want to cast the spells, be my guest,” he bites back at me. 

As much as I deserve his annoyance, I can’t help the growl that escapes me. “I want to be sure, that’s all,” I answer, glancing at Nico as if I expect him to take my side. I know better. 

Realizing my attention has shifted to him, Nico shakes his head. “She’s alone. Just like Griff said. But you can smell that, so you don’t need my shadows to confirm his spell. Why don’t you admit what you’re really wondering?”

Leave it to Nico to see through my bullshit in record time. “Fine. I can’t help wondering what’s so special about this girl. We gave our word that we’d protect her, but we have no idea what we’re protecting her from. All we really know is that she’s holed up inside the entrance to our hideout.”

“So, let’s go ask her,” Nico suggests. I love that he’s so blunt and forward about things, but I’m not sure that’s the right path with this. 

“And what if she really is as dangerous as they said, and she ends up killing one of us because we spooked her?” Griff offers. 

“Griff is right. We don’t know what kind of powers she has, and if we just burst in, she’ll get scared and may even hurt herself. Or draw those goons back,” I agree. 

Nico doesn’t look amused by our reluctance, but after a minute, he shrugs and leans back against the wall, letting the shadows conceal him from view. Arguing with my team isn’t going to make this mission any easier, so I let it go. Of course, I know Griff is right, and she’s alone. I knew before Nico confirmed it. I can scent her, and hers is the only scent inside the small shack besides ours. 

The aforementioned goons passed by our hidden entrance, but they didn’t sense or see the girl, so they kept moving. Until we arrived and led them away from here. I wanted nothing more than to shift and attack them, but I have to keep my shifted form hidden as much as possible. I won’t be able to do my job if people are searching for a snow leopard shifter in the city. It’s not like my kind is common here. Really, none of us are. Not many snow leopards would be traveling with, much less living and working with, a warlock like Griffin, and a shadow wielder like Nico. But here we are. 
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Brady pisses me off, and he knows it. I’m sure it’s all part of some stupid alpha cat bullshit he feels compelled to start. I don’t care who’s “in charge,” as long as it’s not me. I don’t want that kind of responsibility. 

We should be more focused on the next job, though, and less on babysitting this fledgling witch who supposedly has more power than we can imagine. I’m reluctant to believe that, although her guardians were genuinely afraid for her life. The only reason I agreed was that Nico asked me to. I’m used to Brady being a bleeding heart; trying to protect anyone weaker than we are. Nico is not usually so easily influenced by a sob story. 

I know, I know. I shouldn’t be out for myself when I have two of the best partners ever on my team. I should care about them and their desires as much as my own. But why should I lie about it? Money is my top priority, along with staying off the authorities’ radar. 
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