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      Blurb

      

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

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

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

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

      Does that mean he won’t use her?

      Nope. Arthur has no choice. Because destiny is never kind or easy.
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    Chapter 1

    Talia

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

    I couldn’t spare it.

    I was on a magic diet.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    It was a gift from my mother.

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

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

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

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

    She’d given me a family curse.

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

    But there was a problem.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    Few things work like that.

    Except for exorcisms.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    I was a loner.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    Because there was just mist. Right? Wrong.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    Because yeah, my fuse was short.

    And today, it was almost nonexistent.

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

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

    I felt the mist gathering around me now.

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

    Good luck with that.

    I always had a pen knife in my left pocket.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    I brandished the pocketknife.

    Whatever was controlling the spell was now mightily confused.

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

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

    I was thrown against the side of my car.

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

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

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

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

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

    Not a problem I had.

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

    It took split seconds for me to identify the creature.

    “A gnome spirit, huh? Interesting.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    That’s not how you win fights.

    It’s how you tire yourself out.

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

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

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

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

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

    There was another grunt.

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

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

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

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

    A grin blasted over my lips as I caught it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    I’d give them a hand.

    But no one would help me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    My mark blazed.

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

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

    The spirit spluttered. “No,” he tried.

    “It’s too late for that.”

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

    I launched forward.

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

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

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

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

    Very few things can generate it within themselves.

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

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

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

    Now don
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