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      Welcome to Havenwood Falls, home to sexy men, strong women, and neighbors who bite. Discover supernatural mystery, thrills, and romance in a place where everyone has a deep, dark, and often deadly secret. This collection features three novellas in this multi-author shared world series.

      Ink & Fire by R.K. Ryals

      When Harper Sinclair writes, awful things flow from her fingers. She’s a spiritual writer haunted by demons. When she’s forced to sign a contract to buy a house, she pens a dire message from a powerful demon lord. Lucas Fox is one of the fallen, an angel whose murderous past keeps him from Heaven. Whose protective, chivalric nature keeps him from Hell. Harper’s message for Lucas draws him to Havenwood Falls to settle old scores, putting Harper directly in the line of danger.

      Tragic Ink by Heather Hildenbrand

      Tattoo artist Gwen Facharro’s inked images tend to take on lives of their own and not everyone uses the fae magic for good. When people around her start dying, Gwen learns someone wants her magic and won’t stop killing until they get it. To clear her own name, Gwen’s forced to work with the only friend she’s ever really known—the sexy Rhys Graywalk. As a Seelie warrior, Rhys can’t afford a romance, and Gwen’s not sure she can handle rejection a second time. But while hunting for a killer, neither can deny what’s sparking between them.

      Nowhere to Hide by Belinda Boring

      For empath Sedona Mathews, living in a town where no one is as they seem, love can be treacherous. Others’ emotions bombard her senses, complicating any relationship she’s tried to enjoy. Micah Westbrook has no time for love. Hoping they can hide amongst the other supernaturals, he brings his niece to Havenwood Falls. He’s charged with keeping her safe and will risk everything to ensure those hunting them can’t pick up their trail. The last thing Micah needs is to be blindsided by a danger he didn’t see coming—Sedona.
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      Danger rises in the darkness. Shadows weave in and out of nothingness, the Infernum a screaming mess of imagined pain, for the fear of pain is often much worse than the actual hurt.

      Distorted, faceless creatures march through an empty space filled with evil intentions. Trapped, they beg for mercy.

      In the midst of chaos, a man’s face appears, as beguiling as it is dreadful. Hair the color of midnight, dark eyes touched with crimson, and a hard face lined with smoke and madness stares into emptiness.

      The Infernum swallows its prisoners whole.

      But not for long. Not for one of them.

      “The time has come.” Lips curl in a sickening smile, a forked tongue darting out to taste the air.
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      My aunt once told me that anything I ever needed to know about life I could find in a Van Morrison song. Apparently, she’d experienced all of her firsts to his music: first date, first kiss, and her first time losing her virginity. I say first because my aunt is continually losing her virginity. Something about taking it back and starting over every time she feels let down by an experience. At forty-eight years old and after a recent less-than-satisfying encounter, Eloise Sinclair is now a virgin again.

      Hanging turquoise beads click click together as Eloise exits the back of her new age shop Into the Mystic, cradling a steaming mug, the contents smelling suspiciously of mugwort and bourbon. The mugwort is for enhancing her psychic abilities. The bourbon is for her nerves.

      A long-sleeved purple tunic swings against polka-dotted leggings as she approaches me, wisps of auburn hair falling into perceptive brown eyes. “The Pen Is Mightier Than the Sword.”

      She raises her mug at me. The Van Morrison song title is all it takes. I’ve heard way too much of my aunt’s music playlist. She’s relating my life to the song.

      “Do your clients enjoy translating Morrisonese, or is this just for my benefit?” I grimace at the song choice. “Wrong one for me.”

      “You assume.”

      “If this is about the meeting I have at the plaza this afternoon⁠—”

      “It’s about your fate,” Eloise cuts me off cryptically.

      My family makes deals with destiny, usually other people’s. It pays the rent and the utility bills. The mugwort and the bourbon, too. For prices ranging anywhere from one hundred to three hundred dollars an hour—all depending on the type of reading—my aunt Eloise can discern a client’s future, past, or present.

      She is psychic. I am, too. Only, my abilities come with a curse. A rather inconvenient one.

      Eloise studies me over the rim of her mug, her gaze raking over my loose brown hair and makeup-less green eyes before dropping to my solid navy sweatshirt and skinny jeans. “You couldn’t have tried a little harder for such a momentous occasion?”

      I glance down at myself. “For picking up a set of keys?”

      “Hmm.”

      My gaze roams over the shop, careful not to linger on anything too long. This shop and the basement apartment downstairs are home. For the last twenty-three years, it has been everything. The purple walls, the brightly painted bookshelves stocked with new age books, the scarf-covered tables littered with candles, the glass cases full of jewelry and crystals, the mauve and gold chaise lounge, the stuffed blue-checked chairs, the herbal tea counter, and the beaded curtains leading to the basement stairs and the back of the shop all wail at me. Memories have a way of making inanimate objects speak.

      Or maybe I am just super emotional.

      “Did you ‘hmm’ at me?” I ask, following Aunt Eloise to the front door.

      She flips over the open sign, arches a brow, and hmms again.

      Outside, the morning sun sweeps like spilled pastel paints down Eleventh Street, the rays turning the light dusting of snow on the shop rooftops on the other side of the square into glitter. The sun brings the stores—Backwoods Sport & Ski, Howe’s Herbal Shoppe, and Tragic Ink—to life. Like a necromancer raising the dead. Darkness touched by light.

      I have a lot of experience with darkness, with beasts, and with life. That’s what happens when your psychic abilities are tied to evil.

      Eloise calls what she does spiritually guiding people’s lives.

      I sentence them to damnation.

      Spiritual writing, my aunt calls it. Communication from the dead translated through written words. It all sounds so harmless.

      I was barely old enough to write when I scribed my first message. Wide-eyed and excited, I handed the note to a man in town, the words u will die and deemuns will feest on ur sol scrawled in crayon. As if this was a completely normal thing for a gap-toothed five-year-old girl to do. As if I was delivering a winning lottery ticket rather than a death sentence.

      Turns out, people don’t like knowing when they’re going to die. They like even less knowing their souls are indulgent treats for demons.

      The man cried. I didn’t come out of my room for two days.

      Worse yet, he was a mortal, and he died.

      That night, the Court of the Sun and the Moon came for me, everyone solemn-faced and full of regret. A world of secrets was revealed—secrets about the town I lived in and the people I loved. Havenwood Falls, Colorado, is a sanctuary for people and creatures with supernatural abilities. It’s also home to mortals. Oh, and ironically, demons, but not the kind of demons that like me. Not the soul-sucking terrible horrible creatures that I seem to channel.

      The rules of our town are simple: protect the secret and don’t kill the mortals.

      At five years old, I was off to a bad start.

      My aunt pats me on the cheek, breaking me out of my thoughts, her hand warm from the mug. “Hmm.”

      Nothing good ever comes from Eloise’s hmms.

      Snatching her mug, I gulp down the mugwort and bourbon. For the nerves, not the mental enhancement.

      “It’s a house,” I say. Not just any house. My house. My first house. A place all my own, completely book- and writing-free. That’s a lot more difficult than it sounds.

      Words are everywhere. On television, clothes, signs, groceries, phones . . . the list goes on forever. I’ve trained myself to look at things without actually looking at them. If it’s possible to avoid my “gift,” then I do it.

      The bell at the front of the store dings.

      “You’re not going to want the chamomile or candles,” Eloise says from behind one of the displays. She doesn’t have to see the customer to know why she’s come. “It’s oolong tea and a charged black tourmaline crystal for you. Trust me. You have all kinds of negative energy attached to you, and it is not good for your health.”

      At least her gift doesn’t kill people.

      I’m still stuck on Eloise’s hmms.

      The hmms chase me through the rest of the morning and through the streets of Havenwood Falls. It’s too early for my meeting at the plaza when I leave my aunt’s shop, so I am in no hurry when I hit Main Street on foot, my hands tucked deep within my coat pockets. I have a bad habit of facing my weaknesses while also avoiding them. This is why I find myself standing in front of Shelf Indulgence, a bookstore on Main Street, the smell of coffee wafting from Coffee Haven next door.

      My eyes drift over the large showcase window so quickly that everything inside is merely a blur, before my gaze falls to my feet, puffs of air the only thing between me and the ground. Shelf Indulgence is my own personal hell. A place full of everything I wish I could touch and see. A place full of everything I wish I could be. The owner, a witch named Sedona Mathews, always decorates the showcase window with wildly creative displays. I’m both tempted and afraid to look at it. I am blind without being blind, my mind used to counting steps and knowing exactly where everything is, so that I can avoid anything new and potentially dangerous. My mind hates change, but my heart craves it.

      “Harper?” a familiar female voice calls.

      A pair of small brown boots settle next to mine on the sidewalk, and I let my gaze slide up them, over Thanksgiving-themed leggings and a long burgundy tunic to a pale face surrounded by silvery blond hair. Her skin positively glows. Concerned turquoise eyes stare at me. Willow Fairchild, the owner of Coffee Haven, and as of a few months ago, a new mother. Motherhood agrees with her.

      She smiles. “It’s been a few days since I saw you down this way. Do you have any new photographs for me? Your last set was popular with the customers.”

      I try to talk and can’t, my words caught somewhere between the emotions building within me and the desire to walk inside Coffee Haven to see the new artwork Willow has displayed.

      Silence stretches between us.

      Reaching out, Willow squeezes my shoulder gently. “You let me know when you do, okay?” Profound understanding colors her eyes a deeper shade of turquoise, and I know she senses my unease and troubled thoughts. Willow, like many of the town’s residents, is a supernatural, an empathetic fae with the power to sense emotions.

      Throwing me a final smile, she enters Coffee Haven. A blast of warm air and the smell of blueberry scones hits me. I inhale, sucking in the scent and the warm feeling that comes with it.

      Cars and pedestrians meander slowly around my spot on the sidewalk, and I turn away from the bookstore and coffee shop, my gaze settling on the town square across the street and a sparkling fountain in the distance. A work truck is parked near the curb, and a man leans against it, a cup of coffee cradled in his hands. Like with most of the locals, I’ve seen him before, but I don’t know him. I’m not a social person, even though I think I could be if things were different.

      This man is broad, a beard protecting his face from the cold, and he sips the coffee, watching me. When my eyes catch his, he pauses, dips his head, and lifts his cup. There are secrets lurking in his gaze, and even though it’s unnerving to find him observing me, I don’t feel threatened. I have a strange feeling he’s studying me for the same reason I study him back. Secrets. There are secrets everywhere in this town.

      Today, however, secrets are the least of my concerns. Today, I’m making Harper history. Giddy excitement fills me, the emotions overwhelming everything else, and I slip down the street. Away from the stranger. Away from Shelf Indulgence and my wishes. Away from Willow Fairchild and her empathetic understanding.

      Away from everything I know and toward something new.
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      The minute I walk into the Turner Real Estate office, I know I’m in trouble.

      There isn’t much to the small space. Part of Miller’s Plaza on the west side of town and right off of the street, it is basically a king-sized cubicle. A large desk rests against the back wall with two burgundy-cushioned chairs positioned before it and bookshelves flanking it. An area rug is thrown over old wooden floors, and a small hallway off to the side leads to whatever is kept in the back.

      It’s not the office that bothers me. It’s the stack of papers fanned out across the desk.

      I let my gaze slide quickly over the pages before dropping it to the floor.

      Jeanine Turner, a tall, slender, raven-haired woman, greets me at the door, her smile a little too perky, her eyes way too sharp.

      “Today is your day, Harper Sinclair!” She high-fives the air. “I just have one place we missed in the paperwork the other day that I need you to sign. Nothing serious. It’s mainly for my own personal records.”

      My mouth turns to sawdust. “My aunt takes care of my paperwork.”

      Jeanine waves away my words. “It’s one signature. We got the legal stuff in closing. This is for my records. I don’t know if the pages stuck together or if Eloise overlooked it. You can sign your name, can’t you?”

      Her condescending tone stiffens my spine. I’m not illiterate, and she knows it. What she doesn’t know is what’s actually wrong with me. Because Jeanine is mortal, I’m not at liberty to discuss my demon-possessed writing skills.

      Jeanine slides behind her desk, steeples her fingers, and says, “We can wait on your aunt, but I leave for vacation in,” she checks a clock on the wall, “ten minutes.”

      I don’t check the time. Even though my abilities don’t seem to include a problem with numbers, I only look at them when absolutely necessary, and usually only long enough to keep track of the day.

      As for Jeanine, she’s lying. I can smell it on her, and I’m not even a shifter. Technically, I am just as human as she is. Just with extrasensory abilities.

      This is what I get for using a mortal agency. The Court has ways of working around my issues, which is why I’m still in Havenwood Falls. I can’t risk leaving.

      I start to sit in one of the cushy chairs, and then decide against it. “I need this done now.”

      I want this done now.

      “Then I suggest you sign on the dotted line. I’d hate to hold the keys on a technicality.”

      I make my living as a nature photographer. Vintage cameras. Old film. Hours spent inside a darkroom. Days spent hiking in the mountains. Jeanine reminds me of a buzzard, a scavenger reeking of decay. I’m the roadkill.

      For business and financial matters, I gave power of attorney to my aunt, but I’m legally able to sign if necessary.

      I don’t want to wait a week to move into my home, and because I’m terrible with confrontation, I don’t call her bluff on the vacation. Honestly, I don’t want to call her bluff. I want this home in every sense of the word. I want it to be mine. Something with my actual signature on it. Not my aunt’s or someone’s from the Court. Mine.

      Sitting, I lock gazes with Jeanine. “I need a pen.”

      The ballpoint she hands me feels foreign and heavy in my fingers.

      Jeanine slides a sheet of paper in front of me, the signature line clearly marked by a red sticky flag. Words dance, and I try not to look at them, my gaze focused on the tab. It’s the color of blood.

      I set the pen against the paper.

      The world falls apart.

      Dark energy rushes me, overwhelmingly tragic, the power turning my fingers into monsters. Words whisper through my head. Dreadful words. Death. Blood. Mine. I am a prisoner to the pain and the agony. The demons howl, each of them begging me to channel them.

      If I could fall to my knees and beg them to stop, I would. A tear slips down my cheek, and I fight, sweat beading up along my brow as I try to drop the pen. Not fighting feels like giving up.

      “Please,” I whimper.

      “Write it!” One voice is more persistent than the rest. My hand spasms, the world going black. The way it always does.

      Jeanine Turner screams.

      When I come to, my hand remains poised over the paper, the ballpoint pen having left a line of frantically scrawled words. You will have a place in Hell, Lucas Fox. Cast and chained in the Infernum of darkness. Death to the messenger. Death to those who give her sanctuary.

      I inhale . . . or try to.

      An invisible vise grips me by the neck, cutting off my oxygen supply, and I claw at my skin desperately. It makes no difference. I belong to a world of darkness.

      With little effort, the spirit attached to me lifts me off the chair and throws me across the room.

      My head slams against the office’s glass entrance, my vision blurring. Adrenaline and fear pump through my system, dulling the pain. People move on the sidewalk beyond, and I panic even while gasping for air. I can’t let anyone see me like this. First rule of thumb: protect the humans.

      Still struggling to breathe, I crawl back across the room, a trail of blood dripping behind me. Jeanine’s screams rise, shrill and deafening, the sound a jackhammer in my head.

      The Court is going to kill me.

      My knees and hands dig into the wooden floor, my heart racing as I lurch into the back hallway. Two doorways greet me, and I propel myself through the closest one, my body landing on a tiled bathroom floor. Slamming the door, I lock it.

      The demon relinquishes me, and I drag in air through my lungs, his words etched into my brain. Death to the messenger. Death to those who give her sanctuary.

      Death simply because I wanted something to call mine. Death simply because I wanted to be able to write my own name.

      Tears mingle with blood on the floor beneath me. Red on black on white. The story of my life.
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      “Harper?”

      My aunt’s voice is like a balm on an open wound, and even though I want nothing more than to throw open the bathroom door and run into her arms, I don’t. I remain in a fetal position, my cheek pressed against a floor I hope has been cleaned in the last week. It’s too potpourri-y in here, which is never good. No one uses potpourri this strong unless they’re trying to hide something. Mold. Urine. Germs.

      “Harper,” my aunt tries again.

      “It’s bad this time,” I tell her, my gaze on the crack under the door. She’s wearing tennis shoes, which means this is serious. Aunt Eloise owns one pair of tennis shoes—a pair of neon yellow Velcro monstrosities—and she only wears them when there’s an emergency and she’s in a hurry. Otherwise, she dons outrageously colored boots or ballet flats. The bright tennis shoes look like caution tape and rightly so.

      Jeanine Turner yells something unintelligible from her office.

      Aunt Eloise answers her with, “It’s fine. Everything’s okay. She just has a thing for bathrooms.” She raps on the door. “Harper, honey, you’ve got to open up. You’re scaring the mortal.”

      I glare at her feet. “This is why you were ‘hmming’ at me earlier, isn’t it? You knew!”

      “She flew across the room!” Jeanine roars, her voice rising. “Explain that!”

      “Addie, why don’t you take Mrs. Turner out for some fresh air?” another voice breaks in.

      I would know that voice anywhere. Saundra Beaumont. A powerful witch of one of the founding families of the Luna Coven. She also serves on the Court of the Sun and the Moon, a court that basically runs Havenwood Falls. All of the members are from old blood and old money.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I immediately defend.

      A pair of navy high heels joins Eloise’s worn sneakers. Old family blood versus us.

      “Calm yourself, Harper,” Saundra says firmly. “We can fix what happened here.” Papers rustle, and I cringe. “As for what you wrote, that’s another story.”

      “I’m sorry.” Apologizing is habit for me. I’ve been practicing the art of apology ever since I first entered the Court of the Sun and the Moon. Then, I had been an awestruck child standing in a windowless room in the City Hall’s basement, candlelight flickering off of sympathetic faces.

      Oh, how I have fallen.

      The message I wrote at five years old isn’t the only message I’ve scribed. I did learn how to read and write, after all. Not to mention it’s hard to completely avoid words, especially as a child, but the Court has steadily protected me and the people I inadvertently threatened while I learned to be what I am now: detached from the world. As far as I know, I’ve only caused one death with my curse.

      “I just want the keys to my house,” I say weakly. No potpourri for my bathroom. I will scrub my toilets.

      “Come out,” Saundra soothes. “Get medical attention. Go home with your aunt. What’s happening to you is wrong, Harper. No one should have to see their family . . .” She pauses, and I know she’s looking at my aunt. When her voice comes again, it’s closer to the floor, surprising me. I’m having a hard time imagining the silver-haired, suit-wearing woman stooping. “Generational curses be damned. We protect the supes and the mortals, Harper. We made a promise to you and to your aunt. You can’t help what’s happening to you.”

      “He’s coming,” I whisper. From the paper she’s holding, she knows who I mean.

      “We’ll have someone stronger here to meet him.”

      Finally sitting up, I reach over and flip the lock on the door. My aunt opens it, her concerned gaze finding my face. She looks every bit the eccentric with her colorful clothes, tennis shoes, and hoop earrings. Saundra is her opposite in every way.

      I stare up at them. “I still want the keys to my house.”

      Arching a brow, Saundra lifts her hand, a set of keys dangling from her fingers.

      Taking them, Eloise leans down next to me and presses them into my hand. “I didn’t know this would happen. I saw something big, but not this . . . darkness.” She starts to hug me, and then stops. I don’t do hugs. “Let’s get you cleaned up. The Court will take care of the rest.”

      Amnesia spells. Wards. Secrets. The Court of the Sun and the Moon runs this town on magic and mystery.

      “My soul hurts,” I breathe.

      “Oh, honey, I know.” She smooths a hand over my blood-dampened hair, and murmurs, “Harpists harp harping. Angels airily dancing. On clouds, casting glances. Their eyes glowing brightly. Guarding. Guiding. And that’s how I got my name. Or so my mother says.”

      “No Van Morrison right now.”

      “It’s not Van Morrison,” Eloise reveals. “Your mother wrote that.”

      “Really?” Even if she’s lying, it’s a good distraction.

      “Really. Right before she died, she took your dad’s hand and said, ‘Name her Harper.’ We figured it was an omen. They say people see things right before they die.”

      I killed her, too, I think.

      Eloise helps me to my feet, throws a coat around my shoulders, pulls a hoodie up over my head, and leads me out a back door at the end of the hall. Past witches I don’t stop to talk to and a dazed Jeanine Turner. She won’t remember this tomorrow. Quite possibly, she won’t even remember her vacation.

      I fist my hand around the keys until the metal bites into my flesh.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after hours of forced wakefulness, I fall into a deep, exhausted sleep, my sore body curled around a pillow, blankets wrapping me, and my aunt’s familiar apartment surrounding me.

      Then, I dream.

      

      Night swallows the daylight.

      I am standing on a mountain, a brisk wind lifting my hair against my face. There’s snow on the air, the smell of it heavy and thick.

      A full moon shines down on a silver world, on a sleepy town full of people I’ve known forever. Streets, shops, parks, and cemeteries I could walk in my sleep spread out like pieces on a board game.

      My town. No road map. No signs.

      Words are dangerous, so I navigate without them. My mind is an atlas of landmarks. Over two miles of stamped images: avenues named after the Old Families, a town square, a park with a lake, a ski resort, a myriad of residences ranging in income and style, and mountain trails. Housing developments dot the town: Havenwood Heights, Creekwood, Havenstone, and Havenwood Village. Shops I rarely visit out of fear stare up at me: Howe’s Herbal Shoppe, Soothing Sips, Coffee Haven, Callie’s Consignments, Shelf Indulgence, and Tragic Ink among many.

      In the mountains are other things—Cooley Creek, Mathews River, Smalls Falls, Peacock Lake, Bels Creek, Hale Creek—beautiful landmarks I’ve made a living hiking so that I can capture the animals and flora on film, being careful not to snap pictures of the shifters and other supernatural creatures that prowl the trails with me.

      Somewhere in the forest, a wolf howls.

      “It’s a beautiful town,” a gravelly voice says, the words a part of the wind. “What a shame it would be if I destroyed it.”

      “Why would you destroy it?” My words sound far away, as if I’m floating outside of my body instead of inhabiting it.

      “Because I can.” Evil doesn’t always need a reason to do things. “Can’t you see the future, psychic?”

      Above me, the moon turns red. Something wet and sticky drips on my face, and I swipe at it, horrified when my hand comes away covered in a substance that looks suspiciously like blood.

      Black shadows so dark even the night can’t hide them drop out of the sky, descending on the town. Screams rise from the streets below. Agonizing screams.

      “They’re dying,” the voice gloats. “They’re all dying.”

      “No!”

      From the edge of the woods, animals emerge. They crawl toward me, all of them wounded, blood spilling out of their sides. Shifters. All of them are shifters. Shifters I know. People I spend every day passing on the streets. People I talk to. Friends.

      “Help us,” they beg.

      Blood. There’s so much blood.

      The shifters crawl closer, reaching, their prone figures so close I can see the agony etched into their faces.

      “No!” I scream.

      Closing my eyes, I cover my ears and fall to my knees.

      Only, I don’t hit the ground. My knees land on air, and I am falling, falling, falling.

      

      When I come to, I stare into a dark room touched by a night-light that’s been in my aunt’s apartment for as long as I can remember. It’s shaped like a star, and I used to make wishes on it. Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight.

      That was before I learned wishes are scary things. That was before I learned it is much easier to wish for something than it is to make it happen.
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      Light finger-shaped bruises form around my neck, and I spend the next few days pulling the collar of my coat up, my hair swinging loose. Other than the bruising and a mild concussion, the worst thing I suffer is a blow to my pride. Nothing yells adulting quite like being found in a fetal position on the bathroom floor covered in blood and shame.

      After three days of sweat-inducing terrifying nightmares—the same one every night—sympathetic stares, Court interrogations, and my aunt’s outrageous herbal concoctions, relief washes over me the minute I step into the driveway of my new home. It’s perfect. A remote, fully furnished, one-bedroom log cabin in the mountains, the home is everything I had worked to achieve: independence.

      Inhaling the cold mountain air, I sling a camera bag over my shoulder before tugging the single rolling suitcase after me. My life in one bag and one suitcase. I don’t know if that’s sad or impressive.

      Mine.

      My fingers tremble when I insert the key in the lock, the sound of it clicking open like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

      Now would be a good time for intro music, something about freedom and home, but all I get is the heavy arched door creaking open on its iron hinges. The door is part of the reason I love the place. Sunlight spills in like a spotlight on stage, revealing a stuffed leather sofa, wood-burning fireplace, and stone-accented kitchen, but the best part is what the place is missing.

      No television. No books. No cell phones. No signs.

      No trouble.

      You will have a place in Hell, Lucas Fox. Cast and chained in the Infernum of darkness. Death to the messenger. Death to those who give her sanctuary.

      The message haunts me, but I push it away. I’m sick of evil controlling my life.

      Setting the suitcase and camera bag inside the entry, I switch on the lights and quietly shut the door behind me, my fingers running over the frame. Home. Excitement burrows a den in my heart.

      Unable to stop smiling, I move through the house doing mundane things I never thought I’d appreciate: starting a fire, unpacking clothes, and sweeping the floors with a broom I find in the hallway utility closet.

      My fireplace. My dust. My broom.

      In the middle of my living room, I take it all in, embarrassed by the tears pricking the back of my eyes. I am proud of this.

      “They tell me you’re the messenger,” a low voice says from the direction of the kitchen.

      I freeze, goosebumps rising on my skin, my fingers gripping the broom in my hand so hard my knuckles turn a mottled shade of red, the flesh around it pallid.

      Death to the messenger.

      Chest heaving, I turn slowly.

      A man—no, a golden Adonis—leans against the island bar separating the kitchen from the living area. He’s tall, over six feet, with blond hair cropped close to his head and eyes so blue, it’s like looking at the sky. Jeans rest low on his hips, and a white button-up shirt hugs a muscular frame too magnificent to be covered up.

      He’s too everything to be human, and he came out of nowhere. This should be what frightens me the most, but sadly, I’m used to strange things happening to me. Or, more accurately, me doing strange things. Like me relaying demonic words and images I shouldn’t see or me being hurled across an office by an evil entity. This, however, would be the first time an actual man appeared.

      Considering my gifts, he can be only one thing.

      I wield the broom like a sword. “I don’t know what you are or what you want, but know that I won’t go down without putting up one hell of a fight.”

      He studies me, his gaze flicking over the bruises on my neck before falling to the broom. “Congratulations, Ms. Sinclair. I’ve got to say, this is the first time I’ve ever been challenged with a broom.” Pushing away from the bar, he steps toward me.

      I stumble backward. He knows my name.

      “I’m not here to harm you,” he promises.

      Jabbing the air with my makeshift weapon, I circle toward the front door and then stop, because I refuse to leave my house. “Prove it. Keep your distance.” He pauses, and I swallow tears. There’s nothing worse than feeling the urge to cry when angry. “Why won’t all of you leave me alone? You can’t let me have even this? Stealing words from me wasn’t enough? Taking away a normal life wasn’t enough?”

      His chin rises, and I can’t help but notice how sharp his face is. He’s more rugged than beautiful. Terrifying even.

      “I’m not a demon,” he reveals.

      My grip on the broom loosens and then tightens again. “You’re lying. You can’t be anything else. Only demons and evil spirits come to me.”

      “They come to you in messages. Do I look like a message to you?” he asks.

      “Do the bruises on my neck look like a message?”

      “Quite frankly, yes.”

      The broom wavers. “What are you?”

      He smirks. “More like who am I? You should know. You channeled the asshole who threatened me.”

      You will have a place in Hell, Lucas Fox. Cast and chained in the Infernum of darkness. Death to the messenger. Death to those who give her sanctuary.

      The broom hits the floor. “Lucas Fox.”

      “I never did understand the mortal need for last names.”

      He’s moved closer while speaking, and I keep backing away, circling so that I’m not caught against a wall.

      “Heritage. Family,” I reply, unsure why I care. At one point, I have to climb on the arm of my new couch.

      Lucas’s eyes twinkle. “They didn’t tell me you were so young . . . or so intriguing.”

      “Who are they?”

      “The Court. Your town’s Court. You know, the whole Sun and Moon thing?”

      Startled, I almost fall off the sofa, my fingers finding purchase on the leather. “The Court sent you?”

      Lucas stops in front of the couch, and I drop down behind it, the sofa a shield between us.

      “They would have told me.” I glance around frantically. “S-supernatural newcomers are supposed to register with the Court. The wards . . . they’ll know you’re here.” I shake a finger at him. “Demons aren’t immune.”

      He smiles. “They summoned me with quite an interesting message. I told you I’m not a demon, and I’m not very good with rules. They’ll know I’m here when I’m ready for them to know. Going to them first would have been a lot less interesting than this.” Glancing at the floor, he cocks a brow. “I kind of miss the broom. You looked cute with it.”

      What dignity I have left bristles at his comment. “You’ve got a lot of . . .” The words trail off, my eyes widening. Only one kind of supernatural being is immune to the Court and the wards, and as far as I know, not many of them make their homes in Havenwood Falls. “You’re an angel.” Shock colors my words.

      He dips his head. “Well done, Harper.” Spreading his arms wide, he adds, “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, do you want to tell me why I smell Hell on you?”

      I may not watch television or read any books, but I do listen to a lot of audiobooks on CDs from which my aunt removes the labels. Mostly science fiction and romance, because sci-fi is cool and romance is, well, romance.

      The last thing a girl ever wants to hear from anyone—it doesn’t matter who it is—is that they smell like Hell.

      It takes everything I’ve got not to sniff myself. “Hell has a smell?”

      He laughs, the sound masculine and deep. It gives me an odd feeling, as if it’s the kind of laugh that gives purpose to life, which seems weird, and yet . . . maybe not. Every time I’ve accidentally channeled a demon over the years, it felt like something was stolen from me. This laugh—an angel’s laugh—gives something back.

      For a woman drowning in darkness, it’s a heady feeling.

      “It doesn’t smell like mortals would assume,” Lucas assures me. “It’s not all brimstone and sulfur.” His eyes shine. “It smells like sin.”

      “Which is bad, right?”

      “To some.” The way he arches his brows suggests he isn’t one of the “some.”

      My mouth gapes. “You’re fallen.” The words come out on a whisper. It doesn’t take much to figure out what he is. Lucas has that how can something that looks so good be so bad feel to him, and he definitely doesn’t smell like Hell.

      He sits on the arm of the couch, and I’m tempted to lunge for my broom. Fallen angels have to be fallen for a reason, right?

      “Don’t look so horrified,” he says. “Considering the evil you channeled, you’re going to be glad I am who I am. I feel him. He shouldn’t be coming, but he is. You and this town are going to need me.”

      His warning makes my heart race, and I touch the bruises on my neck. “If he’s a demon⁠—”

      “He’s more than a demon. He’s an archdemon. A lord of Hell. A part of the highest order in the underworld. You called royalty, Ms. Sinclair.”

      I am pretty sure I’ve forgotten how to breathe.

      Lucas stands. “You have a nice home.”

      A thank you hangs off the tip of my tongue, but it never makes it out of my mouth before Lucas suddenly vanishes.

      My legs give out, and I sink to the floor, the fire crackling in the hearth the only sound in the room. The blaze should warm me, but I feel cold. Way too cold.

      Fallen angels. Archdemons.

      I own a house. I don’t know why I cling to that thought. Maybe because, with everything happening to me, I need a reminder that a little piece of me remains.

      There’s only one remedy for the sick feeling in my stomach: grilled cheese sandwiches.

      That’s the thing with issues like mine. After years of having to face the monsters under my bed, or in my case, out of accidental messages, I’ve had to find ways to cope. Wine is a pretty good remedy. Hell, there’ve been times I’ve just thrown back the hard stuff, but drunkenness means losing control. Losing control means forgetting not to read messages or write. That leaves food. Forget ice cream. There’s nothing better for stress eating than carbs and melted cheese. And butter.

      Oh, the butter.
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      Barely twenty-four hours into living on my own, and I’m back in town, the sun shining down on my uncovered head, my coat pulled tightly closed. Despite growing up in the mountains, I am always cold, which is the reason I have a tendency to tuck insole foot warmers into the bottom of my boots and hand warmers into the pockets of my coat. If I can keep my feet warm, the rest of me manages.

      Pedestrians crowd the sidewalk despite the late November temperatures, most of them taking advantage of the Thanksgiving week sales. Murmurs of conversation ride the wind, puffed breaths mingling with the smells of coffee and food.

      I pause outside my aunt’s shop, the words Into the Mystic New Age Books and Gifts burned into a wooden sign hanging above my head. I don’t look up at it. My breath leaves condensation on the store’s glass door, the heat clouding the interior.

      My stomach hurts. Anxiety, maybe? Or the ridiculous amount of greasy grilled cheese sandwiches I inhaled the night before.

      The bell dings when I enter. “Aunt Eloise,” I call, “we need to talk.”

      Beads clink together. “What do you think about reserving an area of the park for storytellers at the psychic fair this year? Maybe dressed as authentic minstrels?” In white tights and a top covered in swirly colors, my aunt looks like a lollipop. A lollipop that’s avoiding eye contact. “Imagine how enthralling and vivid it would be.”

      Every year on the spring equinox, Eloise runs an Into the Mystic New Age and Psychic Fair in Town Square Park. She starts planning the next year’s event as soon as the current one ends, and as much as I love helping her come up with ideas, I know a distraction when I see one.

      “The Court sent me an angel. A fallen angel.” The statement sits in the air between us, heavy and accusing.

      Eloise tugs on one of her hoop earrings. She has eight earrings in all, most of them studs and none of them the same color. “I know. Saundra informed me.” She tugs harder on the hoop. “Technically, they sent you the angel your message called out by name.”

      “Hmm.” It feels good to throw out a few hmms of my own, instead of receiving them.

      “He’s a warrior,” Eloise tries again. “There aren’t many high-ranking supernaturals who don’t know who Lucas Fox is.”

      “Hmm.” My arms cross.

      “He fell from the highest order an angel can fall from. He’s one of the most powerful of his kind. That’s all I know, Harper.”

      “Is he dangerous?” I ask, dropping my arms. “Because he just showed up at my house. Out of nowhere.”

      Moving past me to the table she keeps stocked with candles, she begins sorting them. First by size and then by color. “The Court wouldn’t bring in someone dangerous.”

      “That’s a lie,” I snap, surprising us both. “I’m dangerous, and they let me live here.”

      “Harper—”

      “Is he dangerous to me?”

      I leave what I really want to ask unsaid. She knows. Because of my curse, I should have never taken the pen. I should have never attempted to write my name. I not only put people in danger, I put the entire town at risk. The Court has every right to punish me.

      A sudden brilliant light fills the room, followed by a familiar golden visage. “Give me a little credit, sweetheart. I don’t punish people unless I have a personal reason to.”

      Eloise knocks over two of her candles. I nearly fall into a display of essential oils.

      “I expected a little fanfare, but nearly fainting . . . I’m humbled.” Lucas Fox saunters across the shop, his blue eyes glinting.

      Eloise rights the candles. “I had heard you were arrogant.”

      He smiles. “I had heard you were charming.”

      “I haven’t heard anything.” Frustration turns my voice into a growl. “And that light thing,” I wave at Lucas, “you couldn’t have done that when we first met?”

      Lucas roams the shop, an appreciative gleam in his eyes. “I’m not sure what smells better. The scotch you have put away or the holy water you’ve got for sale.” Pausing at a rack, he lifts a vial of clear liquid. “What proof is this, you think?” Popping the top off, he sniffs it. “Fifty percent, at best.”

      Curiosity gets the better of me. “Holy water?”

      Lucas replaces the vial. “Angels can’t get drunk on alcohol, but holy water,” he laughs, “let’s just say it’s intoxicating.”

      I try so hard not to smile and fail.

      Pointing at me, he winks. “There you go. I knew you had it in you. You’re going to need it.” He glances at Eloise. “You’ve got a witch, a shifter, and a fae coming in three, two . . .”

      The bell above the door dings.

      Saundra Beaumont is the first to storm in, looking like the avenging angel Lucas is supposed to be. Close on her heels is Elsmed Fairchild, a one-hundred-and-two-year-old male fae with frosty blue eyes and a bone to pick. Bringing up the rear is Ric Kasun, Havenwood Falls’ sheriff and a wolf-shifter. At six foot four and built as solidly as the black Chevy truck he drives around town, he looks in no mood to play games. All of them are from old families, all of them are representatives of the Court of the Sun and the Moon, and all of them are pissed.

      “Close up shop,” Saundra commands Eloise. “Now.”

      My aunt wastes no time obeying, knocking over more of the candles in her haste to flip the open sign to closed.

      Saundra turns to Lucas. “You want to explain to me why you’re not standing in court right now? Why you had the audacity to summon us here!”

      Completely unfazed, the angel circles behind the store’s checkout counter, stoops to retrieve something off of the shelves built beneath, and rises with a bottle of scotch and a glass. He pours the liquid.

      “Want some?” he asks. The question is met with hard stares. Lucas shrugs, downs the amber-colored liquid, and then tips the empty glass at me. “I figured the familiar setting would make this a lot easier on the girl.”

      Elsmed’s glacial eyes swing my way. He has silver hair, a flat nose, and a long chin, and I find myself thinking he’d be just as intimidating as an iceberg as he is as a fae. “Speaking of court⁠—”

      “She didn’t get the summons,” Lucas interrupts. “I intercepted it.”

      While they argue, I stumble, catching myself. The stomach pain I’d felt when I arrived at my aunt’s shop worsens. My head pounds, my skin itching. The fading bruises around my neck tingle.

      Something is wrong with me.

      Ric Kasun frowns, his muscles tense when he advances on the fallen angel. Even out of uniform—his broad frame in flannel, jeans, and boots—he looks every bit the sheriff this town needs. He removes a pair of sunglasses perched on his nose, revealing silvery blue eyes framed by black hair and a scruffy jaw. “There are rules in place here, Mr. Fox.”

      Lucas’s gaze hardens, his smirk wiped away. For the first time since I’ve met him, he scares me. “I’m not breaking the law, Sheriff. I just changed the Court’s venue. Should I remind all of you that I’m here to help your town, not hurt it?”

      “We have a certain way we do things,” Saundra inserts.

      “I’m becoming well aware of that,” Lucas mumbles. Setting down his glass, he straightens to full height, putting him eye to eye with Sheriff Kasun. “My first priority is the girl and the archdemon using her as a conduit. You don’t want a demon like him anywhere near your Court.” He comes around the counter, leaving nothing between him and the Court members. “Let me give you a rundown on how archdemons play games. Leviathan—Levi to make things simple and because I seriously don’t like the bastard—won’t set off your wards. He’s not like the demons you have in residence here. He has an eternity of tricks up his sleeve. You won’t know he’s coming until he shows up.”

      My heart begins to race, and I tug at my shirt as heat washes over me. I am hot, so very hot, and I never get hot.

      Ric’s eyes narrow. “Talk to us, angel. Why won’t our wards detect him?”

      “Because he has other ways of getting into your town.” Lucas’s gaze finds me. “It starts with nightmares, terrible visions full of death. Then the marks come.”

      I can’t breathe. My world has narrowed to the heat in my skin and the look Lucas gives me. Blue eyes. There are too many blue eyes in this room.

      My vision blurs.

      Lucas approaches me, a hazy figure in a shop full of mystical things.

      “What are you doing?” I gasp, my words sounding so very far away, as if I’m yelling inside an echoing tunnel.

      I want to back away, but I can’t.

      “Angel,” Ric warns, a low growl escaping him. His wolf is on high alert.

      When he reaches me, Lucas grabs the hem of my sweatshirt, fisting the material in his hands before jerking it up past my bra, his gaze locking with mine. “Don’t look down.”

      The Court members gasp.

      “Oh, my God!” Eloise exclaims. “What’s happening to her?” She starts to rush toward me, but Lucas pushes me toward the counter.

      “Keep your distance,” he says. “You’re psychic, and she’s a conduit. You touch her now, and you’re just as likely to suffer.” He leans forward. “Deep breaths, Harper.”

      I inhale, exhale, and inhale again. Oxygen rushes into my system, clearing my vision and making me horrendously lightheaded.

      Putting a little distance between us, his hands still wrapped in my shirt, Lucas finally gives me space enough to look down.

      “Prepare for the worst,” he advises.

      My gaze falls, my breath catching in my throat. Shock and horror turn me mute, trapping any noises or words I’m tempted to make or say. Claw marks run across my stomach, ending just beneath my ribs.

      Saundra Beaumont bears down on us, her face stormy. “What does this mean?”

      “It’s exactly what it looks like,” Lucas replies. “Demonic possession. Well, a form of it. He’s not directly inhabiting her body, but he’s siphoning power and energy. When the time comes, Levi will use Harper to get into Havenwood Falls. She’s his portal. By the time the wards detect him, he will have caused a lot of destruction.”

      My aunt begins to cry, her tears an eerie song in a tense room of silence.

      “But the archdemon wants you, right?” Saundra asks finally, her deep brown eyes locked on Lucas.

      “All because I wanted to write my name,” I whisper, mostly to myself.

      Lucas lets my shirt drop, but he doesn’t release me, his gaze swinging to the witch. “He holds a grudge against me.”

      Saundra’s jaw tenses. “Can you defeat him?”

      “Them,” Lucas corrects. “There are two demons attracted to Harper. One can trip your wards, but don’t underestimate her. Because I’m not sure why I feel her, and I don’t know why she’s linked with the psychic.”

      “Two!” Eloise’s sobs grow. It sounds like her heart is breaking. Maybe it is.

      “Shit!” Ric swears. “This is a security nightmare!” He glances at me, and I know what he’s really thinking by the sympathetic look in his eyes. I’m the security nightmare. His heart is too big to admit it, too big to blame me out loud.

      Ric turns to Saundra. “We need to keep them out of the town. I don’t have any desire to tie up with an archdemon or a stranger, but I’ll be damned if I let them hurt anyone in Havenwood Falls.”

      “What can you do to help?” Elsmed steps forward, his disconcerting eyes studying the fallen angel. “On Saundra’s request, we summoned you to fix this problem.”

      Lucas’s gaze finds mine again. “I have some favors I plan to call in.”

      The way he says it—the way he looks at me—is oddly reassuring. His hands are warm against the skin of my waist, and I find myself struggling with the need to push him away and the desire to pull him closer. Stranger or no, he looks like salvation.

      With a small wink, he releases me, and turns to Saundra. “You and your witches may have to spell a few people, but I’ll do my best to keep it contained.”

      “And you don’t know when he’ll come?” Saundra asks.

      “It depends on how much strength he’s gained. Any advantage I have will depend on how weak being in the Infernum has made him.” The look he gives her tells a thousand stories. “You know what the Infernum does, witch. You hold a key that opens a portal into part of it. It’s a potent feeling finding a weakness that can trap something powerful, isn’t it? I have friends in very high places. Low ones, too. I am impressed by what you’ve done with the Blue Dragon Dagger.”

      Saundra’s eyes fill with understanding and wisdom too deep to fathom. I’ve known the Court members since I was a child, but I don’t think I truly realized how much they knew about this strange world we live in. Until now. They know things I can’t even fathom. Things I’m not sure it’s safe for me to know. Things I wonder if I should know.

      Saundra sighs, swipes her hands down her black business suit, and says, “Just get that devil and anyone working with him out of my town, angel.”

      Lucas bows, and although it comes off as sarcastic, respect flickers in his gaze. “My pleasure, my lady.”

      “And follow close on his heels while you’re at it,” Saundra adds.

      Lucas grins. “Aw, I see just how much you’re going to miss me.”

      Saundra studies him, her lips twitching. “I don’t know whether you’re one of the good guys or one of the bad, Lucas Fox, and that unnerves me.”

      “We’re all walking a blurred line, witch. It often takes being bad to save the good.”

      Something about his words stirs the Court members. They fidget, and I wonder just how many secrets the Court of the Sun and the Moon holds.

      I’m not sure I have time to care. If the nightmares I’ve been having the last few days and the claw marks on my flesh are any indication, I’m a ticking time bomb.
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      Once the door closes behind the court members, Aunt Eloise spins, the alarm on her face turning into grim concern. “Maybe you should consider moving back in.”

      “No way!” The words pop out much more vehemently than I intend them to. “No.” Softening my voice, I approach her, head shaking. “I can’t.”

      “Not for good, Harper.” She tugs on her earrings, and I know if she doesn’t stop, she’s going to make herself bleed. “Just until all of this is over.”

      With a touch of annoyance, she glances at a spot over my shoulder. At the counter, Lucas pours another glass of scotch.

      “Don’t mind me.” He salutes us with the liquor.

      I ignore him. “If I come back now, I’m letting them win.”

      The monsters are not allowed to win. They’ve taken too much from me. Innocence. Youth. Magic.

      They won’t take my life.

      Eloise’s face reddens, and a tear trickles down her cheek. She swipes at it angrily. “I promised your parents I’d do my best by you.”

      She starts to grab me by the arms, and then stops, her hands dropping to her sides. It’s disconcerting to see her so upset. Aunt Eloise never cries; she sings Van Morrison and makes herbal remedies until everything in her world is right again.

      “I don’t know how to help,” my aunt admits.

      There’s nothing worse than feeling helpless. Nothing worse than not being able to rescue the people you love the most. Nothing worse than being afraid you’re going to hurt not only innocent bystanders, but the people you care about. It’s a nightmare I will never wake up from.

      “It’s better for her in the mountains,” Lucas interjects. “Less casualties if something goes wrong.”

      Eloise stares at him, her gaze intent. Minutes tick by like years. “Don’t fail, angel,” she says finally, voice wavering. “Please don’t fail.”

      “Levi was bound to find a way to get to me eventually. If not through your niece, then another way. I promise you, I fully intend to give him the fight he deserves.” He looks to me. “We should go.”

      “Together?” A million thoughts flood my head, and none of them are good.

      Me. Him. Strangers.

      Maybe he senses my unease because he comes to me, a sardonic tilt to his lips. “I like my coffee black, music that beats so hard you can feel it in your pulse, and gambling. But only if I know I’m going to win. I don’t do long walks on the beach, but watching sunsets from the clouds,” he shrugs, “it does it for me.” He offers me his hand. “Now that you know something about me, does that help?” Frustration colors his gaze, and I don’t know if I’m the reason behind it or if it’s the demon haunting me.

      After a moment’s hesitation, my hand touches his.

      He pulls me into him, startling me. Bright light flashes, and I shut my eyes against the glare.

      When I open them again, we’re inside my cabin in the mountains, his embrace cloaking me. He’s massive, his muscular frame making me feel much, much smaller than I actually am. His heart beats against my cheek, his chest rising and falling with each breath. It’s too intimate, and I have to fight the need to struggle.

      “You’re not used to being held, are you?” Lucas asks, head bent, his breath whispering against my neck.

      Shudders race through me. “It hurts.” Emotions, old and new, play a complicated game of hide and seek within me. To hide it, I push against him. “My stomach,” I lie, even though it does pain me.

      Immediately, he lets go. “Let me see it.”

      “What? No.” I back away from him. “It’s fine.”

      A smile flits across his face, the expression gone as fast as it appears. “Sit.”

      “Seriously, I’m good.”

      “No creams or medicines will fix demonic wounds.” He urges me toward the sofa. “I can help.”

      When he drops to his knees in front of me, I start to shoot up, but he grips my waist, holding me in place. His hand slips under the hem of my shirt.

      I look anywhere and everywhere except at him.

      Cool air rushes against my skin, aggravating the raw wound and making me increasingly aware that I am not alone. His fingers run gently over my ribs.

      I tense, electric tingles shooting all the way down to my toes. Birds flap frantic wings inside my stomach.

      “Relax,” Lucas soothes.

      He touches the claw marks, and I hiss. Beneath his fingers, cool heat flares, and the pain from the injury subsides. The pad of his thumb dips toward my navel.

      Hugging my middle, I fly off the sofa.

      From his place on the floor, Lucas watches me. “I make you uncomfortable.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      “I don’t know. I⁠—”

      “Do you want to have sex?”

      The question is so abrupt, so unexpected, that I’m pretty sure I squeak. “What?” My eyes widen. “Did you . . .” Pausing, I stare, inhale, and then, “Did you just proposition me?”

      I mean, did he?

      He stands, completely comfortable with himself and the situation. “I asked if you wanted to have sex.”

      A crazed laugh escapes me. “I don’t even know you.”

      He shrugs, unconcerned. “I don’t always know the women I sleep with.”

      My mouth falls open. “Are you serious right now?”

      “The pleasures of the flesh are an enjoyable way for you to get over this fear you have of being touched.”

      The hell?

      “I don’t have a fear . . .” I wag a finger at him. “You know what? I don’t like you.”

      “You’d like me much better if you had sex with me.”

      The snort that slips out of me is completely unrefined. “You know, that’s not even worth a response.”

      Turning away, I busy myself by trying to start a fire. Lucas joins me, nods at the hearth, and then steps back when the wood within bursts into flames.

      I glare, annoyed. “I could have done that.”

      “All you have to do is say no,” Lucas says, and I know he’s not talking about the fire.

      My chin rises. “No.”

      He leans against the stone fireplace. “You’re going to have to find a way to feel comfortable around me fast, Harper. The things that will happen to you won’t be pretty. You need to be okay with me helping you with that.”

      “By having sex?”

      “By opening yourself up in any way you feel comfortable doing so. Sex is just a fun suggestion.”

      Emotions swell like a tsunami inside of me, the strength of it threatening to knock me into the fire. “Do you have a lot of experience with things like this?”

      “Demons or sex?”

      I throw him a look.

      He grins, and then sobers. “I’ve done a lap or two around the demonic block. Dealing with demons is complicated. Sometimes the experiences are bad. Other times, they’re surprisingly good. I even call a few demons friends.”

      This, I find interesting. “The good demons? There’s a few in town. There’s one, she⁠—”

      “There are decent ones. Never confuse decent with good.” Memories spark in his gaze, the resulting smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Or maybe it’s just the ones I’ve come into contact with. The demons I know wouldn’t appreciate being called good. I doubt they’d even appreciate being called decent.”

      The demon talk is becoming too much for me.

      “They call me a generational curse,” I blurt out, stepping back. Lucas keeps his distance, the flames from the hearth shadowing his face. “My father is psychic, but my mother was mortal.”

      Shut up, Harper, I tell myself.

      My heart couldn’t give a shit about what my logic thinks. I never get a chance to babble, except with Eloise. Having Lucas here is like having a therapist I don’t have to pay for, who’s being forced to stay and listen. Bless him. “My parents had trouble getting pregnant, so it was this huge thing when they discovered they were having me.”

      Pausing, I go into the kitchen and pull out a loaf of bread from a box on the counter. It’s homemade sourdough wrapped just for me by the supe who works in the bakery section of our local supermarket. No labels. “Do you eat grilled cheese?”

      He told me to be comfortable. Grilled cheese makes me comfortable.

      Lucas’s brows arch. “What happened to your parents?”

      Sighing, I rest my hands on the counter. “Something went wrong with the pregnancy. I wasn’t going to make it. The doctors told her it would be best to terminate. For her sake.” My heart breaks for a woman I never knew. “My mother had a breakdown over it. She couldn’t accept the idea of losing me, so Dad took it before the Court and begged them to do something—a spell, a ritual, or anything—to save me. They refused.”

      I swallow hard. “You know, I hated the Court for that when I found out. By then, I was ten years old. My aunt sat me down and said,” changing my voice, I try to imitate Eloise, “‘You’ve got to understand, Harper. It’s not a simple thing trying to cheat death. It often hurts others worse than the person dying.’”

      Abandoning the bread, I move back into the living room. “My aunt is right. She has this uncanny knack for being right about things.” I cringe. “My parents heard of a sorceress in Louisiana who did black magic. So they went to her. She saved my mother’s pregnancy, but what she neglected to tell them was that, by doing so, my mother would be forfeiting her life and I’d be hounded by evil.”

      Lucas remains unmoving by the fire. He’s too still, as if he’s a sculpture rather than an angel. “And your father?”

      “When my mother died in childbirth, he blamed himself for her death. It was too much on him, so he left. My aunt raised me.” My chin dips, my gaze tracing the wood grain on the floor. “I tried to find my dad a few years ago. He’s in California. Married with two kids. He doesn’t remember Havenwood Falls, my mother, or me. The Court protects the town by ensuring people who leave here forget it.” My gaze finds Lucas. “It’s for the best. I think he’s happy now.”

      “He knows something is missing. A spell can’t take that away,” Lucas says.

      Swallowing past a sudden thickness in my throat, I ask, “How do you know?”

      “Because I have a lot of practice with magic and a deep history with witches.”

      He steps away from the fire. The afternoon light from the one window in the living room grazes his face.

      I haven’t bothered with turning on the lights, and I don’t know if it’s because I’m more comfortable in the natural light from outside or because I’ve grown used to dark corners.

      Firelight and slanted sunshine transform the room into something wholly unrealistic and yet entirely too real.

      Lucas stops before me. “Magic and the supernatural tend to make mortals uncomfortable. Even dangerous. No one likes feeling weak.” He glances at the window and at the snow-touched mountains beyond. White brilliance. “Those with differences have to protect themselves. They have to do things in order to protect their families, things that don’t sit well with them, but magic has its limitations. It can get rid of memories, but the emptiness the memories leave behind is always there, lurking.”

      “You sound like you should get along better with Saundra Beaumont—with all of the Court—better than you seemed to today.”

      Lucas’s gaze swings back to me. “Let’s just say we understand each other, but I’m less willing to confine myself to one place.”

      He leans forward, putting him so close I can make out every detail of his face. It’s unnaturally perfect, rugged and covered in stubble. Just enough to be sexy.

      He’s a mirage. I don’t know how I know it, I just do. Maybe it’s the psychic in me, the psychic I could have been if I hadn’t been cursed. Looking at Lucas is like staring at a man who never changes. A man who never has to sleep or eat. A man who never has to shave. A man who just is.

      “What kind of angel were you?” I whisper.

      “What kind am I?” he corrects. “Being fallen doesn’t make me any less of what I was.” His gaze searches mine, and then, “A Seraph. I am a Seraph. The best and worst kind of angel.” There’s nothing human in the way he looks when he says it.

      “What made you fall?”

      We are nearly nose to nose when he replies, “I murdered a man.”

      If hearts could stop beating, mine would quit. Instead, it races, as if beating faster can get it far away from the creature in front of me. Except my body traps my heart, forcing it to face a moment it wants to avoid.

      Hearts are cowardly things.

      Bodies are shockingly resilient.

      I don’t run. I don’t run because I’ve murdered a man, too, and although I wasn’t wholly responsible—hell, I’d only been a child—the guilt remains. I feel like I murdered him.

      “I can’t judge someone for something I’ve done,” I breathe, surprising him.

      He straightens, amusement lightening his eyes. “Bonding over murder. I’d say that’s a first.”

      He doesn’t ask me who I killed. Either the Court has supplied him with the information or he doesn’t care.

      I don’t care for the humor. “Did you mean to do it?” We may have something in common, but I never meant to hurt anyone.

      For a moment, I think he’s not going to answer, but then he touches my face, startling me. “I was trying to save someone not too unlike you. He was hurting her. I shouldn’t have interfered. I wasn’t supposed to interfere, but I did. He’s dead, and I’m fallen.”

      From the way he drops his gaze, I know he hadn’t intended to answer me. Maybe he’d planned to lie.

      “Thank you.” If I’m stuck with an angel who’s supposed to help me fight demons, I can at least appreciate his honesty.

      “What’s it going to be like when the archdemon comes?” I ask out of nowhere. “If I’m a portal for him, will he,” I look down at my stomach, “burst out of me?”

      If I’m going to be a conduit for a demon, then I want to go into it as knowledgeable about it as possible. Knowledge is power.

      Lucas laughs, the sound deep and thrilling. “You must read a lot of science fiction.”

      “Listen,” I correct. “I listen to a lot of science fiction. On audiobook.” My hands press against my stomach, and I know by the way it doesn’t pain me that the claw marks are gone. “Will it hurt?”

      I try to hide the fear I’m feeling, but my voice cracks.

      Lucas places his hand over mine on my stomach, squeezing my fingers just enough to be reassuring. “He won’t physically burst out of you, but he will torment you. Be prepared for that. He’ll use your energy to bring himself into the physical world, so he’ll need you near.”

      Relief is a pleasant feeling that’s all too fleeting.

      I won’t be giving birth to any grotesque beings, but the demon can harm me. As a psychic from a long line of psychics, I know enough about spirits to know they have the ability to harm someone they’re attached to. The physical stuff is rarer—it takes a lot of energy for a spirit to manifest—but it’s possible.

      I have another question, but I leave it unasked.

      If this demon is strong enough to nearly strangle me in Jeanine Turner’s office and claw me at my aunt’s shop, what’s to stop him from killing me?

      “How about that grilled cheese sandwich now?” I ask instead.

      Lucas smiles. “Okay.”
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