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        The demons call and magic answers…

      

      

      When hunting demons nearly kills her, witch Angie Jordan runs away to New York City, takes a job reading fortunes, and spends two years trying to forget her past. Born to be a witch, not a demon hunter, Angie determines to follow her true path.

      But escaping that world means giving up the love of her life, a man who could no more resist the hunt than she could refuse the call of magic. Staying with Sebastian requires living in a world that will destroy her very soul. To end the nightmares, to protect herself, Angie sacrifices her heart.

      Yet the demon realms prove relentless. Almost as persistent as Sebastian. Dragging her back to the hunt. And with an innocent life in danger, Angie must help. The quest leads her to dark secrets. Threatening her new life. Plunging her into a deadly battle that pits the will of a demon against her magic. A fight that requires she face her deepest fears, and the haunting shadow of a devastating love.

      Because in a world where the strongest will wins, Angie must find her inner strength…

      Or die.
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        To my infinitely patient family, in this infinitely weird period of history. Thanks for understanding why I occasionally needed quiet time.
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      Angela Jordan fingered her pentagram bracelet and stared at the natural V-shape formed by the split trunk of the small oak tree. She’d tried not to look, had managed to avoid looking on accident for years. But this tree sitting innocuously along the path from the Mosholu entrance in the New York Botanical Gardens had caught her off guard.

      Or maybe her guard was down because of why she was here.

      She rubbed the dangling silver pentagram charm in slow clockwise circles, pressing into the pattern with each pass over the top of the dime-sized disk. She took a step toward the tree. A slight tremor from the charm stopping her. The scent of sulfur and heat burned her nostrils, a sharp contrast with the cool autumn air. Ordinary, mundane humans walked behind her on the paved path, ignoring her, unable to see the horror she watched between the oak’s trunk.

      They were all so luckily innocent, she thought, as a demon from the hellscape noticed her.

      She froze. Even her fingers stilled on the pentagram. Her heartbeat pounded. Panic she hadn’t felt in months rushed through her blood stream.

      If she could just stay still enough, maybe it wouldn’t realize she could see it, maybe it wouldn’t know.

      The creature swiveled its head and flicked the air with its forked tongue, its red-eyed gaze narrowing. Its skin was the color of rolling volcanic lava, hard sections of black covered its chest and thighs, under that a luminous red and yellow glow. It hissed, though she couldn’t hear the sound yet, revealing rows of shark-sharp teeth.

      She tried to swallow without making any movements, not while it was looking at her. She failed.

      The demon raced across the burning, charred land. Charging her. Barreling toward the rip she’d created between its realm and hers. It ran on all fours, even though it was vaguely human shaped, its spiked tail high behind it.

      A lesser fire beast. Not the same species exactly. Not the same one as that night.

      But the same hellscape.

      The same realm.

      She held her ground, unable to move even if she’d wanted to, glued by panic and fears she’d worked for almost two years to overcome. The stink of sulfur intensified, along with the burning smell of oak. Ash coated her tongue. An illusion she couldn’t ignore.

      The demon hit the tree and reached through the split in the trunk, grasping hands tipped with impossibly long claws stretched toward her. She could hear its screams now, so high-pitched the sound ripped across her nerves, piercing and sharp. Its mouth stretched and distorted with its cries, taking shapes no being of this realm could manage.

      Laughter and the chatter of a child moved behind her. The real world. Oblivious to the nightmare trying to reaching them. They’d see it if it got out, if any of the beasts escaped. The humans would see it.

      And they’d know she let it free.

      Angie folded her hand around her pentagram charm, encompassing the white beads of the bracelet itself where it hung loosely around her wrist. The charm burned coldly in her palm, the sensation a reassuring jolt of reality and sanity. A soft breeze moved through her hair, ruffling the baby hairs on her forehead, making her hanging moon earrings tinkle lightly.

      Unless she was working, she didn’t wear the stereotypical trappings of a psychic and witch. Not what mundane humans expected. No flowing skirts and excessive silver jewelry. No braids or patchouli-scented perfume. Today, she wore her comfortable camouflage—jeans and a t-shirt, hiking boots and a light autumn jacket. Only the pentagram bracelet, which she never risked taking off, and the earrings—a present from her brothers to represent her love of astronomy more than her witchy gifts—even hinted at her lineage.

      None of it revealed her most horrible skill.

      The sounds of the demon’s screams got louder, a hissing and screeching that raised the hair on her arms. Behind it, more demons noticed the breach. Noticed her. They piled against the thin barrier, pushing through the V made by the oak’s trunk like a writhing mass of snakes about to spill into this world.

      A tug on Angie’s jacket made her breath catch. She sucked in cool air, swallowed her screech, and glanced down.

      A little girl, maybe five or six years old, looked up at her with wide eyes and a shy smile. Angie heard the screams of protest from the oak, the sounds piercing her skull. She smiled at the little girl in her unicorn t-shirt and pink ballerina skirt. The gold plastic crown tucked into her tightly curled black hair glittered in the autumn sunlight.

      When the girl tugged Angie’s jacket again, Angie bent lower so she was eye level with the child, moving her big purse to one side so it wouldn’t get in the way.

      “Are you a model?” the girl asked, her whisper not very quiet.

      Angie chuckled. “No,” she said. “Are you?”

      The girl giggled and bounced on her toes. “I’m gonna be,” she confided. “But right now I’m a princess.”

      “Yeah you are,” Angie said. “And a beautiful one at that.”

      The girl’s mother spotted the conversation and hurried over. “Sorry,” she said. “I hope she wasn’t bothering you. She’s convinced you’re a model.”

      “No problem.” Angie waved to the girl as her mother pulled her up the paved road toward the children’s section of the gardens.

      The scent of sulfur had faded, leaving only the faint spoiled-egg taste of it in Angie’s mouth.

      She glanced at the oak from the corner of her eye, not making the same mistake she’d made earlier. She could still see the faint glow of the hellscape beyond, but the barrier between realms had solidified.

      No demons would be climbing through today.

      She pushed her hair out of her face, letting the breeze cool the sweat at her temples. When she felt settled, she tugged her jacket sleeves down, covering her bracelet, though she curled her fingers up into the sleeve to brush the charm one last time. She adjusted her purse at her hip, straightening the strap over her shoulder and across her chest.

      Then, letting the fresh scents of green grass, damp earth, and the faint smell of hot sauce from the food truck at the front of the gardens clear out her senses, she moved on, studiously ignoring all the natural Vs formed in the trunks of trees.

      

      Angie met him at the pavilion in the decorative conifers section of the gardens. Here, dozens of varieties of pines filled the rolling hills, scenting the air. Angie loved conifers. Very few of them grew with split trunks.

      “How many times do I have to tell you I’m not doing this anymore,” she said as she approached the loan man sitting inside the gray stone pavilion.

      The open top let light spill across his face, making him look younger than his almost forty-three years. His short dark hair was still free of any hint of gray, his brown skin smooth, no creases or laugh lines around his dark brown eyes or full mouth. Sometime in the last year, he’d gone from clean shaven to a dark mustache and goatee-style beard, also without any gray.

      Sebastian was a demon hunter, though, and they never looked their age. It wouldn’t matter if he was forty-three or sixty-three or even eighty-three. Demon hunters remained exactly the age they wanted to stay. They willed away the process of aging the way they willed away demons called to this realm.

      A demon hunter’s will was an awesome thing to behold. A rare trait in humans, that kind of will. Rarer still that innate skill put to good use. And it was a trait fewer and fewer possessed with each passing year. Still, there were enough to keep the demon realms at bay. For now. It was their job to fight the fights and keep this world blissfully unaware of the threat.

      At least, most people were blissfully unaware.

      She refocused on Sebastian. He wore jeans and a burnt orange sweater that served to both honor the season and show off his broad shoulders and strong physique. The color suited him. Even without the softening glow of the afternoon sunlight, he would look good, though. A gorgeous, stunning man in his prime.

      Her chest ached. She ignored it.

      As she sat next to him, cradling her overlarge faux-leather purse in her lap, she reminded herself, again, demon hunting was his job. Not hers.

      He studied her, his head tilted to one side as his gaze traveled over her face, lingering on her eyes, her lips. “You’re looking good, Ang,” he said, his voice deep, the English accent prominent.

      She gestured at the surrounding trees, ignoring the compliment and the way his voice always sent a little tingle along her spine. “The Botanical Gardens was an interesting choice. Unless we’re here for a specific reason. Either way, the answer is no.”

      He grinned, quick and sudden, an expression that gave him a boyish charm. That smile had always gotten her into trouble. “Maybe I just wanted to see you again,” he said.

      “If that were the case, we could have met for a coffee in a crowded café in the city. No reason to get me out here where no one will overhear our conversation.”

      “I could have kept anyone from overhearing our conversation even in a crowded café,” he reminded her.

      “We both know you didn’t call me for a friendly reunion.” Unfortunately. She swallowed that response. “Or anything else personal. We both know this is business.”

      In the first six months after they’d broken up, when she’d been determined to be done with demon hunting because it had nearly killed her, he’d come to her several times in New York, trying to coax her back into his world. She’d made the mistake of following him into two more hunts before she’d put her foot down for good. Two more hunts she should never have been involved in after…

      She let out a long breath. “I’m not dealing in your business anymore. I can’t do it again, Sebastian. I can’t.”

      His smile dropped away. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t necessary. I don’t like putting you through this any more than you like going through it.”

      She snorted. “Right. Which is why you keep dragging me back in.”

      She’d been trying to put the demon world behind her for almost two years. She’d worked hard to settle into a life without demons and hunters. Or at least, she’d tried to.

      She hadn’t seen Sebastian in a year and a half, after yet another hunt went horribly wrong for her. She’d finally, finally demanded he not contact her again unless it was an emergency. The last year and a half had been one of the most peaceful, uneventful times in her life. She’d loved it.

      She wasn’t going to give that up now, just because he flashed those gorgeous dark eyes at her. No matter how easy it was to ignore the hint of red in their depths. No matter how easy it was to fall back into the old ways, the old feelings.

      “Ang,” he said, drawing out her nickname. He held out his hand, palm up. “I tried to stay away. This time I really tried. But there’s no one else like you in this world. And I need your help.”

      She let out a huff of a sigh and looked out over the trees, keeping her gaze on the solid trunk of a pine just down the hill from them. She’d known, when he texted her out of the blue, she’d known it would be something like this. Some demon related issue.

      “No,” she said without looking at him. She could still taste the sulfur and ash in her mouth from the earlier incident. That realm… The reminder helped her hold firm. “No, Seb. No more. Not ever again.”

      “I told her you wouldn’t want to be involved,” Sebastian said quietly. “I had to ask.”

      “Aidan?” Angie shook her head. “Of course.”

      Aidan was one of the oldest and most skilled demon hunters to walk this realm. No one was sure how old she was, or how long she’d been fighting demons. Just that she was still alive when so many others weren’t. She was a legend among demon hunters. She was the hunter who’d found and trained Sebastian.

      The hunter who’d rescued Angie from herself.

      “You weren’t her only option,” Sebastian said. “Just a more straight-forward choice than any of the others left to us without you.”

      “I’m not going to ask,” she said firmly, still not looking at him.

      If she asked what the problem was, what they wanted her to do, she’d be halfway to giving in. She wouldn’t be able to hear about the trouble and ignore it. He’d gotten her before with that trick. Better not to know. Better to stay ignorant and let the hunters handle it themselves.

      “It’s okay, Angie,” he said, his voice quiet. “We’ll save the child without you.”

      “You son of a bitch,” she hissed. “Son of a bitch.” She glared at him, her jaw tight. “I hate you for this.”

      He nodded. “I know.”

      “Bastard.” She wrapped her fingers around the pentagram on her bracelet. “Tell me.”
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      “She’s twelve and she’s been missing for two days,” Sebastian said.

      Confirming her worst fears. Angie could no more turn away now than she could have ignored the little girl in the pink tutu earlier.

      “I really hate you,” she said again. “You think she’s in a demon realm?” The girl could survive in one, maybe, depending on the realm. But only for so long. And only if the demon who took her wanted her to.

      “We know her asshole father bargained her away. He’s all regrets and excuses now.”

      “They always are,” she muttered.

      “But by the time we reached him, his daughter was gone. And he’s asking us to get her back.”

      That was…strange. “Wait, did the demon take her, or did she run away?”

      “Her father doesn’t know. That’s why we need you,” he said.

      “Have the bastard father call the demon again,” she said. “Force the demon to tell you.”

      “Demons lie. Even to us. Or twist the truth.”

      And those lies and twisted truths could put even a demon hunter into a bad position, weakening their will. Especially when a child’s life was on the line. It had happened before. Cost hunters their lives over the years. Children in danger were a weak spot for all of them.

      Probably because a lot of demon hunters had been that child in danger.

      “What is it about bargaining away their own kids,” Angie muttered, not expecting an answer. There wasn’t an answer. Some people were just horrible horrible humans and didn’t deserve kids.

      “We just need you to take a quick look,” Sebastian said. “There’s every chance she’s run away. The father says he didn’t go through with the ceremony, but he did activate the circle and left it active while he walked away from it.”

      “Stupid,” Angie said, clenching her fists. “Does he think the demon talked the daughter over the threshold while he wasn’t paying attention?”

      “He doesn’t know. The circle was still active when he came back to it after he couldn’t find his daughter. He doesn’t know what happened.”

      If the demon had taken the girl behind the father’s back, the father wouldn’t receive his part of the bargain. Though, without the ceremony being formally completed, the demon might not have been freed from the bargain either, even if it had taken the sacrifice. That all depended on the initial deal.

      “From what I gather from her bastard father,” Sebastian said, his deep voice harsh, “she’s ‘too clever and smart for her own good.’”

      “He said that?”

      “And then tried to backtrack and make it seem like he was complimenting her.”

      “So, not really one of the ones who regrets his bargain, then,” she said, a deep well of hate settling in her gut.

      This was one of the many reasons she didn’t want anything to do with the demon hunting world anymore. Too many of the people who summoned demons, the ones who bargained for wealth or power or other greedy rewards, they were the worst of humanity. She hated dealing with them. She already had a pretty cynical view of humanity, thanks to her skills as a psychic. She didn’t need the added knowledge she picked up dealing with the demon world.

      “Aidan thinks the girl has run away,” Sebastian said, “and the father wants her back to fulfill the deal with the demon.”

      “And you?” Angie turned to face him.

      “I agree with Aidan.”

      “Then why find her? Why not let her stay hidden from the asshole trying to sacrifice her to a demon?”

      “To ensure her father, or anyone more dangerous, doesn’t find her first. The bargain has been made. We need to keep her safe until the demon can be vanquished.”

      “If you’re sure she hasn’t been taken already, why come to me?”

      There was no point to her looking into a demon world for a girl not there. And it was safer for all involved if she didn’t look into a demon world. When they noticed, when they realized she’d opened a way for them to get out, they always tried to take that opening. And closing the breach between realms wasn’t always as easy as it had been that morning.

      “We’d still like to check,” he said. Then, with a shrug, “And we’d like you to…meet the father.”

      Ah. She straightened, rocking back a little as she realized what they really wanted from her. “You want me to read him if I can. You want me to go around his place touching things to figure out what happened.”

      Relief made her slump. This was something she could do without fear, without serious and dangerous repercussions. One of her primary witchy skills came in the form of her psychic talents. She read by touch. Physical contact brought up images of things that had happened or were happening under the surface. Sometimes even of things that might happen in the future, though that was always more ephemeral—as future predictions naturally were.

      She’d needed years and years of training and practice to control her psychic gift. These days, she only rarely touched things and got readings on accident. Though it still occasionally happened with people, it was rare she picked up random impressions from objects. Which was fortunate or she wouldn’t have been able to live in New York City.

      Now that she controlled the gift, she used it in her business. Those who came to her for a psychic reading were looking for future predictions. Using what she could pick up of them and their past from an initial handshake, she used her knowledge and understanding of people—earned with a Bachelors and then a Masters degree in psychology—to “predict” their future. Mostly, she was a counselor for troubled souls, a way for them to put their current issue into perspective. She just used a less conventional method than most therapists.

      Sebastian nodded, and some of the tension crinkling the corners of his eyes eased. “Yes,” he said. “We’d like you to use your psychic skills first. I understand why the other…skill is dangerous. I won’t ask that of you unless it’s absolutely necessary. Not again.”

      The last time he had, the last time she’d looked into a demon realm on purpose, she’d nearly died. Again. After that, she’d walked away from demon hunting forever.

      Or at least, she’d intended it to be forever. She thought she’d finally gotten forever when she didn’t hear from Sebastian for a year and a half. She thought she’d put her feelings for him aside, managed to let the anger and fear overcome the love, and settled into as normal a life as she was likely to lead. With no demons. And no demon hunters.

      She’d been wrong.

      And now, here he was, dragging her back into his world. She had very mixed feelings about seeing him again. Unfortunately, not all of those feelings were anger. Damn it.

      She pursed her lips and stared down at the grass. “I charge for this kind of thing, you know,” she said, stalling.

      She’d help. He knew she would. There was a young girl’s life in the balance. Still, it didn’t seem wise to just buckle and do as he asked without at least some push back. Just because this request wasn’t likely to get her killed, didn’t mean his next request wouldn’t. This was how those first six months after she’d tried to leave had gone—he’d ask, she’d cave, she’d get hurt and tell him it was over again, he’d ask again, and she’d give in again. She couldn’t let that pattern start all over. Not after she’d finally found some peace.

      “We’ll pay you,” he said, “but I’m not sure you’d trust our money.”

      There was a note of amusement in his tone, a teasing lilt that brought back too many memories. She ignored the giddy dance in her stomach.

      “I’ll give you an hour,” she said. “Find what I can, tell you what I pick up.” She faced him, met his dark eyes without flinching from the hint of red in the depths—a sure sign of a demon hunter, that little flicker of red. Someone who didn’t know better could almost convince themselves it wasn’t real. She knew better. “Then I’m done,” she said firmly. “For good this time. This is it, Sebastian. No more. And I won’t deal with the demon or its realm. I tell you what I can pick up from the father and his home, but then I’m out.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll take what I can get.”

      She ignored the potential double meaning in that last sentence. “Will Aidan be there?” she asked.

      Seeing Aidan would raise memories better left buried, memories already too close to the surface for Angie’s mental wellbeing. Seeing Sebastian again was hard enough.

      “She had to leave for another job, something more…immediate.”

      Angie nodded in understanding. Aidan had been “called” to a hunt. How that worked, even the demon hunters couldn’t entirely explain. They got a sense they needed to be somewhere and they went. Hopefully arriving in time to fend off a demon on the verge of escaping the bonds of the person who’d summoned it. Hopefully.

      “So it’s just the two of us,” Sebastian said. “Like old times.”

      “No,” Angie said, pointing a finger at him. “Not like old times. Never again like old times.”

      He raised his hands, palms facing her, a defense and a surrender. “I get the message, Ang. I won’t push. This one hour of your time and I’ll leave you be.”

      She nodded, ignoring the twinge of regret, the nostalgic longing that wrapped around her heart. Nope. Not this time. Not again. One hour. One hour to discover what had happened to the girl. One hour to help Sebastian save her.

      And then Angie was done.
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      Bartholomew Grant’s home was a massive, five story townhouse on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. The kind of home only the very rich could afford to own. In Manhattan, it wasn’t the initial cost of a place that got to a homeowner. It was the annual taxes and maintenance fees. You had to be able to keep the place up over time. And that took money.

      Which meant Bartholomew Grant had plenty of the stuff.

      “What the hell did he bargain with a demon for?” Angie asked, scowling up at the red brick building.

      Beautifully carved stonework edged the front door and formed decorative highlights against the bricks, giving the place a lovely elegance not seen in modern buildings. The steps up to the front door were bracketed by carved red marble. The door itself had a vaguely medieval feel to it with its solid oak construction punctuated by wrought iron accents and hinges. The wrought iron balconies along the lower levels were crowded with planters filled with flowers on their last gasp before full autumn took over. High up, the roof was circled by stone balustrades, through which Angie could just make out more greenery. A roof garden, most likely.

      The place was gorgeous from the outside. An enviable home on a street lined with fabulously impressive homes.

      “He hasn’t actually told me,” Sebastian said, his gaze also on the house. “I’ve a few guesses, though.”

      “Do I want to know?”

      “Probably not.” He flashed her a look from the corner of his eye, a slight smile tugging at his mouth. “Though I suspect you’ll know more than me in short order.”

      “Ha.” She snorted. Then straightened her shoulders. “Let’s get this over with. I skipped lunch, and I’m hungry.”

      He gestured for her to proceed him up the stairs. Always the gentleman, she thought with a suppressed smile.

      Sebastian pressed the doorbell. They only waited a few seconds before a dark-haired woman answered. She took in Angie with a sweeping, assessing glance that revealed nothing except polite curiosity, a reserved inquiry into Angie’s business without having to say a word.

      Then she spotted Sebastian and her entire body language changed. Her shoulders sagged, her expression softened, and the neutral line of her lips pursed into a fretful mew.

      “Mr. Sebastian,” she said. “I’m so glad to see you again. Come in. Come in.”

      “Carmen,” he greeted. “How’s everything been?”

      “Not good, Mr. Sebastian. Not good. He’s very angry. He’s trying to pretend it’s worry, but—” Carmen pressed her lips together and glanced over her shoulder, falling silent.

      Sebastian didn’t push her, his gaze also moving toward the interior of the house.

      “We’ll do what we can, Carmen,” he said. “May we see him?”

      “Of course, of course,” she said, gesturing them inside. “Please. This way. He’s in the downstairs study.”

      They followed Carmen down a long narrow hall, past a staircase with highly polished wooden rails that snaked around to the second story. The inlaid wooden floors were also polished to a glossy shine. The art on the light-green walls consisted of tasteful, muted landscapes. A Turkish rug in light blues, greens, and golds ran down the long center of the hallway, quieting their footsteps. A few polished dark wood tables lined the hall, one held a simple brass lamp, another an empty blue Venetian glass bowl, another was bare.

      The place was very…neutral, Angie decided. Not a lot of personality. Like something in a magazine, cleaned and tidied to photograph. There were no family pictures on the walls or tables. No shoes on the floor. No mugs or cups or soda bottles. No dropped books, or pieces of junk mail on a table. No signs of a kid even being in the house.

      She realized with a maid there wasn’t likely to be any random untidiness on the main floor, where the family might have visitors, but still. The place didn’t feel like a home. Even the smell was pretty bland and neutral. Clean and with a very faint undertone of bleach cleaner. Not even a nice lemon-scented wood polish.

      The nothingness of it all made her jumpy. She followed a step behind Sebastian trying not to shiver. She didn’t have to touch anything for her psychic senses to read this house’s “public” aura. And its public face said, “Façade.”

      Carmen led them to a door at the back of the house near a window letting in the late afternoon sunlight. Angie could just see a walled garden behind the house and down a level. A real luxury in Manhattan, even for a wealthy townhouse owner. She made an attempt to swing close to the window to get a better look—she loved gardens even if she had to be careful around trees—but they were too far away for her to see more than just a little bit of green against the red stone walls.

      At the closed door, Carmen knocked so quietly, Angie was surprised anyone inside could hear. Through the door, Carmen said, “Mr. Grant? Mr. Sebastian is here. He would like to speak with you.”

      Angie didn’t hear the response, but Carmen must have because she opened the door and stood back to let them proceed. She gave Sebastian a significant look, a steady gaze that said more than anything she’d said aloud, and then she turned and disappeared down a small stairway hidden behind a wall panel Angie hadn’t noticed.

      Angie didn’t speak as they moved into the darkened interior of the study. She let Sebastian take the lead, hanging back to assess her surroundings. The study itself was as neutral as the hallway had been. The bookshelves lining one interior wall were floor-to-ceiling and made of lovely dark wood. Glass fronted doors covered the lower three shelves. The top four remained open. The shelves were filled with books, but they were all leather-bound matching sets, like volumes of law books or academic digests. She wasn’t close enough to see the titles, but it was obvious there were no paperbacks, and she doubted much of it was fiction, even classics.

      Except for the one wall of shelves, the rest of the room was open. The windows opposite the shelves were covered by thick blue curtains that were closed to the afternoon sunshine, though a line of light managed to sneak through. The floors were the same inlaid wood as outside, but the rugs here were small circular things set at various points and surrounded by chairs, establishing three smaller sitting areas. The wall opposite the door had a brick fireplace, but it was obvious no one had used it in years. Inside the grate, an arrangement of fake flowers filled the space.

      There was a two-person couch next to the fireplace. And a small desk in front of the bookshelves, though there wasn’t anything but an ornamental desk lamp sitting on the desk, and the chair behind it looked less than ergonomic.

      All for show. Again, nothing personal. Nothing that might reveal the lives of the people who lived here. A place to take visitors and guests, a façade to hide behind.

      And what, she wondered, did Mr. Bartholomew Grant have to hide?

      Grant sat in one of the more comfortable chairs in a grouping of three near the window, though his back was to the thin strip of light. That position, with the curtains drawn, made his face difficult to see clearly.

      A deliberate ploy, she suspected.

      He gave the impression of being tall and broad, his shoulders spanning the width of the chair, his physique thickly muscled with maybe a few extra pounds hidden beneath an expensive, well-tailored suit. His hair was a light shade of brown and cut very short. His features seemed pleasant enough, if shadowed. His skin was pale, but whether he was unusually pale from his current situation or just naturally that pale was hard to tell. His age was impossible to discern in the dark lighting, but if he had a twelve-year-old daughter, she’d guess at least mid-thirties. His suit was dark, the shirt under white, and his tie was as dark as the suit with no obvious pattern in it. He rested his hands on the armrests of the chair and Angie noted very long fingers.

      For some reasons, the sight of his hands bothered her, made her instincts jumpy again. Why, she couldn’t be sure. But she trusted her instincts implicitly. She kept several feet of distance between herself and Grant. Without conscious thought, she tucked her fingers under her jacket sleeve to brush against the pentagram hanging from her bracelet.

      “Mr. Grant,” Sebastian spoke first. “May I introduce my colleague, Angela Jordan.”

      “Ms. Jordan,” Grant said without moving anything but his gaze toward her. “Thank you for assisting us. I assume Sebastian has…filled you in.”

      He wasn’t asking a question. Still she nodded. “It would be helpful to me if I can have access to your daughter’s bedroom.”

      Grant cut a look to Sebastian. Sebastian met the gaze without a flicker of emotion. Grant leveled his gaze on her again. His eyes seemed overly pale in the faint light coming in from the slit in the curtains. Pale but bright, with dark brows raised over them—a sharp contrast to his skin’s pallor. His eyes were almost watery and yet sharply focused. Not the sort of person whose gaze was comfortable when directed at you.

      “Are you another demon hunter?” Grant asked quietly and bluntly.

      For some reason, the bluntness surprised Angie. She’d assumed he’d want to dance around the obvious, given his comments up to now.

      “I’m not,” she said. “I’m a psychic.” At least that was why she was here. He didn’t need to know anything more than that.

      “I don’t believe in psychics,” he said.

      She smiled. “That doesn’t really affect my abilities, one way or the other, Mr. Grant. And if you’d rather I didn’t help you find your daughter, I can leave.” If they were going to be blunt…

      “I’m uncomfortable invading my daughter’s privacy by letting a stranger into her room,” Grant said.

      She had to work hard not to react to that. He had offered his daughter up as a sacrifice to a demon, but he was uncomfortable invading her privacy? Right.

      “I can attempt to pick up something from items you have down here. A coat maybe? Something she’s worn recently. Perhaps Carmen can bring something down from her room that she’s in regular contact with?”

      In all honesty, Angie didn’t want to invade the girl’s privacy either. She wanted to find her and ensure she was safe from any and all demon-dealing people in her life. But Angie knew exactly how much she could pick up with her skills, and she was reluctant to “see” that much about someone without their permission.

      It was one of the reasons she’d spent so many years training this particular skill. She still got readings occasionally just by brushing up against someone, but only if that someone had some sort of tie back to her or someone she cared about. With absolute strangers, it took effort to read them now. An effort she could dampen if needs be.

      “I’ll have Carmen show you to my daughter’s room,” Grant said. “The sooner she can be found the better.”

      Angie kept her expression neutral. The change in his attitude could give her whiplash if she wasn’t careful.

      His lips lifted in a slight smile. “You aren’t intimidated by me,” he murmured. “Are you, Ms. Jordan?”

      “Did you intend to intimidate me?” she asked in return. She knew he had. She knew he was playing games. But she made her living dealing with other people’s mental games—mostly games they played with themselves, but the skills transferred.

      “You know why I had to bring in demon hunters.”

      Again a statement. She didn’t respond at all this time. The idea that he thought he’d “brought in” the demon hunters was laughable, though. No one brought demon hunters to help. Demon hunters showed up where there were demons about to break loose. The human summoning those demons was usually just a side issue for the hunters.

      “You don’t think I care for my daughter, so why would I worry about her privacy,” Grant continued.

      She still didn’t comment. He was right. There was no need to say more.

      “I do care for her,” he said. “No matter what you or Sebastian or the other woman think. I do love her.”

      Angie assumed the other woman was a reference to Aidan. Aidan would be amused by being referred to that way instead of insulted, so Angie took insult on her behalf. She continued to hold her silence, though. At the moment, Grant’s daughter Mara was all that mattered. Grant’s excuses and justifications be damned.

      “You don’t believe me?” he asked.

      This time it was a question. “My belief or disbelief doesn’t have anything to do with me doing my job,” she said. “Any more than your belief in my skills does.”

      “But I want you to believe me,” Grant said.

      “I know you do. That still doesn’t matter to me.”

      His mouth ticked at one side. She couldn’t tell if it was the beginnings of a snarl or a smile. He controlled the gesture too quickly to reveal more. But she’d hit a nerve, one way or another.

      Sebastian remained silent during the exchange. At Grant’s faint facial tic, though, Seb took a single step closer to her. She wondered if that was a protective move or if he thought he might have to intervene between them.

      Could go either way, she thought, contemplating Grant’s expression.

      Grant turned his attention to Sebastian. “All that matters is getting my daughter back. Do what you have to do. I won’t interfere.”

      Angie bit her tongue on her response to that last sentence. The demon hunters wouldn’t let him interfere in their efforts to prevent a demon escape. Sebastian would stop it, and there wasn’t a damned thing Grant could do about it, no matter what deal he’d made with his particular demon.

      Demon deals were always tricky things. Demons were tricky things. Which was why she’d rather stick to her little psychic niche and leave the demon work to the hunters.

      Sebastian ignored Grant’s insinuation that he had much say in this matter, and said, “We’ll get on with it then.” He motioned Angie toward the door.

      What he didn’t do was thank Grant for his time, or ask permission to leave, or do any of the polite please-and-thank-you dance that Grant obviously expected. Because the man’s eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened. Angie could feel the animosity pumping from him.

      She should have attempted to shake his hand in parting, to get a reading on him. That was one of the things Sebastian had brought her here to do. But every part of her rebelled at the thought of touching Grant. She’d apologize to Sebastian later. She just couldn’t touch Grant. Something about him… Those long fingers.

      No, even the idea of getting that close to him made her skin crawled.

      Whatever Grant might be, he wasn’t a man to be underestimated. He was playing a game with them. Not just the obvious one of wanting his daughter back to finish his deal with the demon. There was more to the man than they knew.

      And she’d be happy to leave whatever that more was to Sebastian.

      Once they ensured Mara Grant was safe from the threat that was her own father.
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      Carmen met them in the hall, reappearing from the stairs she’d disappeared down as if someone had called her. And perhaps Grant had. Angie hadn’t seen a way to do that, but in the dark room she hadn’t really been looking.

      Light spilling in from the hallway window seemed overly bright after the dim study. She blinked a few times to adjust to the glare. Outside of Grant’s presence, she felt like she could breathe again and gulped in a large lungful of the neutrally-scented air to cleanse her senses.

      “We need to see Mara’s room,” Sebastian said. “Thank you, Carmen.”

      Angie didn’t miss how much more polite and friendly he was with Carmen than he was with Grant.

      Carmen glanced at the closed study door once before saying, “This way, Mr. Sebastian.” She glanced at Angie and said, “I’m sorry I didn’t get your name earlier.”

      Angie waved away the apology. “It’s a difficult time. I’m Angela Jordan. But please, call me Angie.”

      “Ms. Angie. Thank you for your help.” She flicked a glance at the closed door again. Then gestured back toward the front of the house and the main staircase they’d passed earlier.

      Carmen led them up two flights, the stairs switching back on themselves so that each landing gave Angie a brief view of that floor. Nothing she saw gave any more personal impression of the home occupants than the downstairs hallway had. There were only neutral landscape paintings on the walls—some she suspected might be quite valuable, though she didn’t know anything about art—tables topped with single pieces of object d’art, but no personal photos or knickknacks, pale green walls, rug-covered hardwood floors. Spotless and nearly empty.

      Either Carmen was the best housekeeper on the planet, or Grant allowed no signs of people actually living here in any place visitors might happen to see.

      It was one thing to keep a neutral first floor, but the rest of the house?

      On the third floor, Carmen turned to the back of the townhouse. There were two doors on this level, one facing the front, one the back. The one at the back opened onto a largish room and for the first time, Angie saw signs of a real person living here. The room was cluttered with clothes and toys—most of which were too young for a twelve-year-old, but at least it was something—and all the paraphernalia one might expect in a preteen girl’s bedroom.

      There were posters on the pale yellow walls, boy bands Angie didn’t know. The rugs here were orange and fluffy. The large bed had a white headboard and the duvet topping the big mattress was a mix of burnt orange, yellows, and reds. A huge window bracketed by wispy white curtains took up most of the back wall, giving great views of the surrounding townhouses and letting in lots of light.

      An overlarge dresser sat against one wall, and double doors stood open on a walk-in closet next to the dresser. Against the opposite wall, another open door led into a bathroom.

      Angie wandered to the dresser, covered with scattered makeup cases, a hair brush, some hair clips, and a collection of stuffed animals lined against the wall. There wasn’t a large mirror on the dresser, but a smallish makeup mirror had been turned face down on one side of the dresser top. The drawers were all neatly closed but for one which had some t-shirts falling over the side.

      The floor inside the walk-in closet was choked with dropped clothing—mostly t-shirts and jeans, though there were a few skirts and pretty, girly dresses hanging on the circling rails, and a collection of sneakers any shoe connoisseur would envy.

      The room smelled faintly of something citrusy, and while it wasn’t perfectly tidy, there was no dust, no empty food cartons, no rug stains. The bathroom was clean, and the bed linens looked fresh. Clean—but mussed and lived in.

      The place felt like a haven of reality and realness in the otherwise museum of a home. This was where someone actually lived.

      Angie was careful not to touch anything, keeping one hand wrapped around her purse strap where it crossed her chest, as she took in a visual of the room first, wanting to glean what she could of Mara before moving to a deeper psychic reading. What she got
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