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        Deception follows more than demons…

      

      

      Faced with returning to the world of demon hunters or fighting an all-out war with them, powerful witch Angie Jordan feels boxed into a corner of lies and deceit. The demon world terrifies her. And if not for the one little twist of genetic misfortune that allows her to open portals into demon realms, Angie’s pursuit of witchcraft would be an unquestioned future.

      Surrounded by untrustworthy people, only having Sebastian by her side again shines any light on Angie’s dark present. But complications and hurt feelings haunt them both. And Sebastian weaves plans of his own. Plans that could destroy their newfound trust.

      Enemies on every side force Angie to do things she thought impossible. To survive, she must discover the real extent of her powers. And decide just how far she will go to save her world and the man she loves.

      Because if she succumbs to her personal demons, the real demons win.
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        For my husband, who has my back.

        And my sons, who keep me on my toes.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Angela Jordan stared up at the stars racing by overhead, smiling faintly at the pinpoints of light and the tapestry of swirling, colorized gases. The only problem with living in New York City was that she had to come here to the planetarium to see the stars. Or drive out into the country. But she’d sold her car two years ago, after finding her current apartment and realizing parking would be impossible. She lived near enough to work, and New York public transport made having a car mostly unnecessary.

      But she did miss seeing the stars in person.

      The planetarium show raced from the Big Bang through the large structural pattern of the universe, whizzing past galaxies in a dizzying fashion that made her happy. The vastness of the universe was good for settling her soul, reminding her of her own insignificance.

      “Thought I’d find you here,” a voice murmured near her ear.

      She sighed, but didn’t look away from the show overhead. She did hunch farther into her cushioned seat, though, trying to avoid the inevitable.

      But of course, she couldn’t.

      “Whenever you were worried about something, I’d catch you watching the stars,” Sebastian said, sounding nostalgic, his English accent faint in his whisper.

      She’d given up being annoyed that he knew her so well. After two years of loving him, and two years of trying not to love him, this was just where they were at, like it or not. He knew her. She knew him.

      And that didn’t solve any of their problems.

      “I told you I needed time to think.”

      “It’s been almost three weeks,” Sebastian said. “And they’re expecting you.”

      “I’ve said on multiple occasions that I don’t give a fuck what they’re expecting.” She whispered, so as not to disturb the others in the show, but she’d picked a seat near the back of the circular room, up against a wall, with very few people sitting near her. The center was a better seat, getting the full effect of the universe overhead and around you as the show played out on the domed ceiling. But she liked to experience it on her own without the ohs and ahs of people sitting right next to her.

      Sebastian leaned closer. “We’ve talked about this.”

      In the darkness, with her gaze focused resolutely on the ceiling, she was unfortunately, uncomfortably, aware of his heat so near, and that deliciously clean soap smell of his. She was half convinced he used whatever soap he used on purpose because he knew it did things to her, muddied her thinking when it came to him.

      She still refused to look at him when she said, “And I haven’t decided if your plan is a disaster waiting to happen or not.”

      “It’s the only way, Ang,” he whispered. “They won’t leave you alone. And they’re dangerous.”

      She snarled. So much for the show calming her mood. So much for perspective and feeling insignificant. She might be insignificant to the universe, but apparently, to the demon hunters’ council or whatever the hell they were, she was important enough to lock up if she didn’t agree to become a demon hunter.

      Lock up! As if they had the right. She had been in a low level state of rage over that since Sebastian had told her. And the only reason she hadn’t cursed the lot of them, forgoing her own edict about not using curses, was because she understood consequences and wasn’t prepared to pay the consequences of that curse.

      It was a close thing, though.

      She was a witch. A witch. Not a demon hunter. She didn’t belong in their world, despite attempting to be there so she could be with Sebastian. She’d given them two years of her life, working with Sebastian. And it had almost killed her. More than once. Getting dragged into a demon realm and almost trapped there had been her last straw. The one that had finally driven her to try and escape the demon hunters’ world, even if that meant giving up Sebastian.

      Things hadn’t exactly gone as planned the first six months… But eventually, Sebastian had been true to his word and left her alone, and she’d had a year and a half of peace. No demons. No demon realm breaches. No demon hunters.

      A year and a half to learn she’d been absolutely right to leave the demon fights behind. She was a witch. It was her calling. Magic was her realm. Where she belonged. Where she intended to stay.

      If she could just get the hunters to leave her alone.

      She wanted to rage against it all, but taking out her anger on Sebastian wasn’t fair. He had tried to give her space. Tried to let her go. This council of his, whatever they were—whoever they thought they were—hadn’t let him. She couldn’t entirely blame him for being in this mess.

      Being completely honest, she couldn’t blame him at all. The skill, the curse, the rare talent she had to thin the barrier between demon realms and this one, was something she’d had her whole life. Not something any of them could help. Not his fault she had this ability.

      Still, a petty part of herself she wasn’t proud of wanted to blame him, to take out her anger on him, on someone she knew could take it. Because the anger was going to consume her. And that was a dangerous, dangerous thing.

      “You’re screwing up my attempt to keep my curses to bad language,” she muttered.

      “I know. And I’m sorry.” He hovered his hand over hers where it rested on the chair’s plastic armrest, not quite touching her.

      She sighed again, turned her hand up, and let him settle his palm against hers, twinning her fingers with his. She took a beat before the contact to make sure her control over one of her other skills was firmly in place—she was a touch psychic, an ability she’d been mastering control over since she was a child, because otherwise living in this world would have driven her insane a long time ago. She rarely got flashes of past and current events, sometimes future events, on accident when she touched things or people now. She mostly only got those images and flashes when she opened herself to them for her work.

      But with Sebastian, when she was feeling this much emotional upheaval, she needed to be a little more careful. She didn’t need to accidentally read him, to learn things he maybe wasn’t ready for her to know, and have that added to their already complicated situation.

      His large hand wrapped around hers warmly, reminding her of different times, different planetarium shows, when being in the dark with him under the stars had been all she wanted from life.

      They sat in silence for the rest of the show, holding hands, staring up at as the panorama of universal awe played out overhead. And eventually, Angie found that moment of peace in her own insignificance again. The joy in knowing she was just a little speck in something so unfathomably huge.

      As the show ended and the light slowly came back up, the presenter gave a few parting words while people shuffled around, letting their eyes readjust to the dimmer light before facing the ordinary bright lights outside the domed room. She kept her gaze up for a few more minutes, staring at the blue ceiling, not really seeing it as she clenched Sebastian’s hand. She didn’t want to let go. Didn’t want to move from this spot and have to face the decision she had to make.

      A decision she’d been avoiding for weeks.

      She’d been stalling. Stalling with the excuse that she was thinking. But she’d already made her decision. Made it the minute Sebastian suggested a solution.

      She just wasn’t happy about the choice she was about to make.

      As everyone got to their feet and the door leading out of the planetarium opened, she finally let go of Sebastian’s hand to stand. She dropped the strap of her oversized bag over her head so it crossed her chest, and carried her jacket out over her arm.

      The autumn chill had grown over the last few days, giving more hints of winter to come. She loved winter in New York. A lot of her colleagues at Dana’s Cauldron—the eclectic pagan store in the Village where she did psychic readings—who’d lived in the city longer than she had hated winters here. But she liked the changing seasons, and the snow when it happened. Even if the pretty white part of the snow only lasted a day or so and the piles of gross dirty slush seemed to last for weeks. She still liked the snow. She liked the cold.

      Probably because it didn’t remind her of most demon realms.

      Sebastian put his hand against her lower back as they moved along the curved row of seats toward the aisle that led out of the planetarium. She tried not to react, but she still let out a soft sound. Something about his hand on her back like this, when he was guiding her around some obstacle or through a door, reminded her so sharply of their early time together it left her a little breathless.

      He hadn’t done this often since he’d come back into her life…what, a little over three weeks ago? Less than a month anyway. Had it really only been that long? Having him around felt so shockingly normal. Like he’d been there the whole time over these last two years.

      And yet, a part of her, still thought of his presence as an intrusion.

      But when his hand was on her back this way, and they were close enough she could feel his warmth seeping through her skin, the time they’d been apart shrunk to nothing and she was six years younger and they were meeting for the first time. Those early moments when she was just starting to fall…

      When she still thought they could be together without life forcing so many consequences on them.

      When she thought she could still be with him without having to become a full part of the demon hunter world.

      A dream she’d finally, after all this time, let go.
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      They stepped outside the planetarium’s dim light into the bright sunshine pouring in through the massive, three story windows forming two full walls of the Rose Center at the American Museum of Natural History. The exit took them on a spiraling walk around the Center’s central sphere—a sphere that was the planetarium but also represented various things for size comparisons made throughout the displays. Here the sphere represented the known universe compared to our local group of galaxies, there the supercluster compared to the size of the Milky Way. There the sun compared to the planets. Near the far end a cell compared to a virus and proton compared to an electron.

      The entire central part of the upper floors for the Center were designed to awe visitors with size comparisons, and it worked every time for Angie.

      But she took less notice this time. She usually loved following the timeline along the spiral ramp leading from the planetarium show down to the exit on the second floor, too. Today, she barely looked at it.

      She did take some comfort in having Sebastian’s hand on her back as they walked with the crowds down the ramp, and when they reached the end of the ramp, they broke off from the others to exit for the main part of the museum.

      “Tea?” she asked him.

      He pulled a small, rectangular packet from his jacket pocket. “Yes.”

      She grinned despite her bad mood. He was a tea snob and really didn’t like what passed for tea at most places in the US. She’d told him for ages to carry his own with him. After all these years, the fact that he’d finally remembered to do so amazed her.

      “Good,” she said. “Now I won’t have to listen to you gripe.”

      His chuckled tickled her spine, and she found herself leaning back into his touch a little more.

      They exited the Rose Center into the main part of the museum, then took the wide marble stairs down to the Food Court. As it was well past two in the afternoon on a weekday, when kids were in school, the Food Court was half empty, giving them plenty of tables to choose from. She bought herself a cup of tea—she didn’t mind the ordinary bags the Museum carried—and an oversized chocolate chip cookie. Because she was going to need a cookie for this conversation.

      They chose a table near the front of the Food Court but far in the corner so there was no one close to them. If he needed to, Sebastian could will their conversation to be private. A demon hunter’s will was an awesome thing to behold, the thing that made them hunters and, if stronger than a demon’s will, the thing that kept them alive.

      But it was easier if they managed a private conversation without him having to exert will to keep it that way.

      Not that any of the few scattered people at the round tables throughout this section of the dining area even gave them a second look. She half wondered if Sebastian was showing the world a harmless image. He could do that too, make himself look ordinary, unremarkable, easy not to notice. That was a very useful skill all hunters developed.

      The first hunter she’d met, Sebastian’s mentor, was probably the most ordinary looking human Angie had ever seen. Nothing about Aidan stood out in a crowd, and if you didn’t look too closely into her eyes, and spot that flash of red in the depths of the brown, you’d never guess Aidan was anything but an ordinary woman. Even then, most people wrote that hint of red off to a trick of the light.

      That red was a side-effect of being a hunter, of dealing with the demon world and demons for so many years. The hunters absorbed a tiny bit of the essence of demons over their many years in the fight. A sign of a connection to the demon world that could be hard to hide. If someone knew what to look for. Fortunately, most humans missed that hint of the otherworldly. And hunters moved through the world unnoticed.

      Angie had never really been sure if Aidan projected that air of ordinariness or not. The older hunter inhabited the look so well, it was impossible to tell if that was just how she looked or if she manipulated those around her to see someone harmless. Sebastian was another story all together. He was anything but ordinary.

      Just a little taller than her six foot height, wide shoulders, trim, sexy build, and a face to make angel’s weep. He’d gone from clean shaven to a goatee in the two years since they’d been together, which she found sexier than she’d have thought. Maybe just on him. His dark brown skin showed no signs of his age. He could have been mid-twenties or mid-fifties—he was actually forty-three. He kept his dark hair cut short and tight to his head. And his dark brown eyes were so captivating she couldn’t meet his gaze for long without getting lost.

      That had been the way from the beginning. Looking into his eyes had always sucked her in, made her lose track of time and place. Make her want things that were…complicated.

      The flash of red was there too. He’d been a hunter for long enough the signs were unmistakable if she paid attention. But sometimes… Well, often, she missed that reminder that she shouldn’t be with him, that she wasn’t supposed to be a part of his world. Too often, she forgot what he was and just saw the man she’d loved for years.

      But she couldn’t be in his world. She was a witch. Not a demon hunter.

      Which was the crux of not only their personal problems. It was the thorny and irritating issue they had to deal with now thanks to his fucking demon hunter council.

      Something she’d only learned existed recently. That the hunters had any sort of governing body, for a group that mostly acted independently and on their own instincts, struck her as absurd. But maybe she should have realized. Even the exceedingly independent world of witches had elders in most disciplines. Sometimes covens organized. All to help set…if not rules, then standards of practice that kept everyone safe.

      Not that witches always paid attention to their elders or covens or standard setters. Like cats, most witches preferred their own council.

      She was no exception. She’d assumed the hunters had a similar sort of autonomy and independence. It had always seemed that way to her. Apparently, she’d been wrong.

      “They’re…pushing to have you brought in,” Sebastian said. “They won’t wait on your…” He folded his lips in and she knew he didn’t want to use the words that had actually been used by any of the council members. “They’re growing impatient,” he finished.

      “Tough. I’m not theirs to summon.” She raised a hand when he opened his mouth. “I realize they don’t like that either. But that doesn’t change things. They want me to join them, they will wait on my decision. And if they think they can…” She swallowed hard but her voice still came out a guttural snarl when she said, “If they think they can lock me up, they are sorely mistaken.” She might not have a hunter’s will, but her command of magic was no small thing.

      “They’ve been warned.” His mouth twitched but she couldn’t tell if that was from amusement or some other emotion.

      At one time, she’d been able to read him so easily.

      She wrapped her hands around her paper tea cup and sighed. “I don’t want to bring the council down,” she said quietly. “I don’t actually care about them at all. Hunters do good in the world. If the council helps that happen, I’m fine with them. I just need them to leave me alone. I’m not going to loose an apocalypse of demons onto the earth.”

      At least not anymore. She was, mostly, very careful about that unique skill. And until Sebastian had come back into her life last month, she’d managed to avoid breaching the realms accidentally for a very long time. Yes, she was a little out of practice because she hadn’t had to be in practice much over the last year and a half. But that only emphasized her point. If she wasn’t around demon hunters, she avoided all things to do with demons, and that included being around the wrong kinds of trees and risking disaster.

      Her conscious felt the need to remind her she’d recently gotten caught twice on accident. And a demon had nearly forced her to open a realm breach when it took over her body.

      But the only reason she’d been in a position for a demon to take over her body was because the demon hunters had insisted on pulling her back into their work. They were perpetuating their own problem this way, not ending it.

      And making this her problem too, which was enraging.

      She tightened her grip on the cup but it wasn’t very hot anymore so the soothing effects of the heat weren’t enough to calm her spikes of anger. She took a sip and grimaced a little.

      Sebastian raised a brow and her expression, then took a long, slow sip of his own tea and let out a long sigh.

      She rolled her eyes, and tried hard not to laugh. Smug bastard.

      “It’s getting cool,” she said defensively. But she did envy him his better tasting tea just then. She picked at her cookie and didn’t meet his gaze when she said, “Much as I hate all this, in my bones, and much as I don’t want to bring down this council of yours… I—reluctantly—acknowledge that I need to at least humor them until I can prove they’re misguided in their attempts to make me a hunter.” She felt the faint crackling of her magic just under her skin, and she did meet Sebastian’s gaze then. “And that they are very very mistaken in thinking they can lock me up.”

      He nodded, not flinching away from her gaze. “If you can succeed where Aidan and I haven’t, I’ll be impressed.”

      “Prepared to be impressed, then,” she said.

      Which made him smile. And that made her melt a little.

      She shoved some of the too-sweet cookie into her mouth and dropped her gaze to the table again.

      “What next?” she said after a moment.

      “We still need to go to that meeting. The one they expected you to show up for weeks ago.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “And that attitude will irritate the hell out of them, so definitely do more eye-rolling while we’re there.”

      She didn’t choke on her cookie, but it was a close thing.

      “I’d come prepared with some shielding spells. They’ll test you. They’ll test your will.”

      “My will is more than sufficient for magic. It is not a demon hunter’s will. If I prove that, will they leave me alone?”

      She wasn’t sure how she’d prove that. Short of letting them exert their will on her and having to give in to that will—which grated against every nerve and instinct in her body—she wasn’t sure how to prove that her will wasn’t enough to carry her through demon fights. Her magic was useful in those fights. Her skills as a witch. But…

      But she was terrified of demons. That affected her in the fights. That influenced her will. Weakened it. If she had only her will to rely on, she’d die in a demon fight. She knew it.

      Fortunately for her, she had her magic, and her instincts as a witch that had kept her alive to this point. Even then, her panic had nearly gotten the best of her a few times.

      Like when she’d been trapped in a demon world. When Sebastian had had to reach in and pull her out, using his will to hold open a portal between realms that he couldn’t even see.

      And even more recently, when a demon had invaded her body, taken her over, almost used her ability to open portals between the realms to release a hoard onto this world. Sebastian had had to use his own will to prop her up then, too. To give her something to hold on to and bring her back to herself so she could force the demon out.

      Without his will to help her, she’d have been dead. Or worse.

      She was well aware of her inability to do the job the council wanted her to do. The fact that they still wanted her to do the job without the proper skills, wanted to put her in a position to get killed…

      She stopped short and straightened in her seat. Cookie forgotten.

      “They want me to die,” she murmured.

      Sebastian’s gaze narrowed.

      She stared at him hard. “They know I don’t have the will to be a real hunter. Your council wants me to fail.”

      Failure as a hunter didn’t mean having to quit because you couldn’t do the job. Hunters, for the most part, didn’t retire. Or quit. Or walk away from the job. When a hunter couldn’t cut it…

      They died.

      “They want me to fail. They want me dead.”
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      Angie’s heartbeat thumped loudly, painfully against her ribs, and her breath came out in shallow flutters. She was going to hyperventilate if she wasn’t careful. But her epiphany left her dizzy, spinning with a kind of panic that was strangely out of place in the quiet museum Food Court.

      Why hadn’t she realized this sooner? Why hadn’t she seen this before?

      “They don’t want me to really be a demon hunter. They want me to be a failed demon hunter.”

      According to Sebastian, the council wanted her “brought into the fold” because she was too dangerous to be outside their purview. She could open passages between this realm and demon realms. An extraordinarily dangerous skill, and something counter to everything the hunters fought for—to keep the bloody demons out of this realm.

      She was all for them succeeding in that, too. She didn’t want to loose demons on this realm on accident. She’d spent her entire life working to avoid that.

      If she’d been a different kind of person, with a different kind of calling, maybe things would be different. But from the hunters’ perspective, she was a disaster waiting to happen.

      And always would be.

      Hell, she couldn’t even really blame them for wanting to have some measure of reassurance that she wouldn’t turn rogue and create a demon apocalypse. From their perspective, given the objectives of their entire lives, she was a threat.

      But to plot for her death…

      Not just lock her up. Get her killed.

      She carefully, with a great deal of controlled concentration, wiped the cookie crumbs off her fingers with a paper napkin. Her hands shook slightly. She flexed her fists a few times to stave off the panic.

      If the demon hunters wanted her dead, she wasn’t sure what to do to stop them. She needed a better plan than their current one. At least, she needed more of a plan. Because she wasn’t going to stand by and let them kill her any more than she intended on letting them lock her up.

      Maybe Sebastian was right. Maybe they’d be forced to break the council itself. To bring the whole thing down.

      But then what? Where did that leave the world and the demon hunters?

      “This changes things,” she said.

      “Not really,” he said, quietly.

      She looked up sharply and met his gaze. He didn’t flinch away. “You knew? You knew that’s what they were ultimately hoping for?”

      “I’m not sure they realize it’s what they’re hoping for,” he said. “At least not all of them. I think a couple actually think you should be a demon hunter, that you belong as one of us. But there are one or two. Influential individuals. One in particular. They are…pragmatic to an extreme.”

      “They know I’d make a sucky hunter and are hoping I’ll die on the job and take the problem of me out of the equation.”

      He shrugged. “Possibly. They don’t consult me. Obviously.”

      “They sent you to spy on me.”

      He winced, but didn’t deny the charge since it was true.

      Early on, before she and Sebastian became…more, Sebastian had been charged with “keeping an eye on her” by this council. Watching her to ensure she didn’t unleash an apocalypse. They might have even hoped she’d forgo magic in favor of becoming a hunter back then. The will to fight demons had never been an abundant trait in humans, and it was a rarer and rarer skill as the years progressed. There were only so many hunters in the world. Discovering new ones was not common these days, from what both Sebastian and Aidan had told her. Which meant the council wanting her to be a hunter made a lot of sense.

      Back then. Before they knew for sure she didn’t have the will for the job.

      Now, they had to know she wasn’t suited for it. Sebastian would have told them. They’d worked together for almost two years, her having his back in demon fights. In those years, it was abundantly clear that she wouldn’t have been able to win those fights on her own. Certainly not without her own magic to help her. She had never been the hunter. Just the backup. And the one who could open a portal if needed, so Sebastian could force the demons back out of this realm.

      Still expecting her to become a hunter meant they knew she wouldn’t succeed.

      If they couldn’t control her, then they would arrange for her to be killed. No technical blood on their hands. Just her failure. Problem solved.

      “This is different,” Sebastian said. “Now is different.”

      “Yeah it is. Now is them trying to kill me, not recruit me.”

      He let out a sigh. “Which is why I think the only way to protect you is to destroy them first.”

      “And then what? Where does the leave the rest of the hunters?”

      “The demon hunters will continue to hunt,” Sebastian said, his voice low. “It’s what we do. Who we are. Even without the council. They aren’t a historically necessary body.”

      “They aren’t?”

      “They’ve existed for…five hundred years maybe. Maybe a little longer. But there have been demon hunters among humans since the beginning of the human species.”

      She hadn’t known any of that. Finding out just how much she didn’t know about his world, despite having thought she knew a lot, was…disorienting.

      “Five hundred years is a long time,” she said. “Long enough for most hunters to be used to having an overarching council. It will disrupt their work. Throw them off their game. And that risks letting demons in.”

      “Or it will free them to just do their work,” he said. But he shrugged, as if this wasn’t an important question, or a significant point. “The council helps with…logistics. Hiding some of the more dangerous demon relics we find, ensuring our historical records are kept, providing safe havens for hunters if and when we need them, medical support if that’s necessary. It’s only recently that the council has started…overstepping themselves. Acting like a governing body and not a group just for support. And I’m not the only hunter chaffing at that change.”

      “How recent?”

      “The last twenty years. When a few new members joined the council.”

      “That hunter I met after the bone lantern…incident.” Too soon to talk about that out loud.

      “No. She’s been on the council for years. But she doesn’t object to the idea of them taking more of a governing role. She finds the hunters unregulated ways dangerous in the modern world.”

      “Dangerous?”

      “Too many external factors to navigate—legal, governmental, technological. The internet with all its attendant issues hasn’t help matters.”

      “She thinks the hunters should be regulated so they can hide from the mundane world better? I’m not entirely sure that makes sense.”

      But the issue of the mundane world finding out just how not mundane life really was was an issue for all of the preternatural community. Different groups handled it in different ways. Some ignored the problem and didn’t care if mundane humans discovered the otherworldly elements among them. But most made attempts to keep the stranger things in life secret. There were enough issues with humans summoning demons as is. If the entire planet discovered the possibility, there wouldn’t be enough hunters to stop the demons from getting free.

      Especially since hunters were becoming rarer. Fewer humans with the will for the job were showing up, and the fewer hunters there were, the more chance of a disaster.

      But none of that was her problem, because she was a witch. Her community had its own issues.

      She understood Sebastian’s chaffing against a ruling body, though. She didn’t even belong to a coven. She was a solitary witch. With teachers and mentors and other witches in her life, yes. But she regulated herself. And abided by the “harm no other” edict as much as possible. It was an impossible edict to follow perfectly. But she tried. Especially with her magic.

      “Sense or not, the council has been slowly…overstepping the original intentions for their group, and it’s complicating things. Stopping them isn’t just a matter of stopping their threat to you.” His fingers flexed around his paper tea cup. “But it is the only reason I’m involved.”

      She wanted desperately to reach out and take his hand in hers. She kept her hands clenched around her own tea cup instead. It was nearly cold now, and starting to taste bitter. Or maybe that was just her mood.

      She let out a breath, and was about to ask more questions, but Sebastian sat up straighter in his seat and frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” She searched the half empty Food Court for a problem, part of her expecting to see the hunter from the council walk in to complicate their already complicated conversation. But she couldn’t see what had caught Sebastian’s attention. She looked back at him in time to see the red deep inside his brown eyes flare just a little. Easily excused as a trick of the overhead florescent lights if she didn’t know better.

      He stood, taking his mostly empty cup with him and she scrambled to follow, snatching up the remains of her cookie—which had really been too sugary—her cold tea, and her jacket and purse. She dumped the cookie and tea into the trash, behind Sebastian’s tossed cup, and followed him out of the Food Court into the museum’s basement lobby. He was staring across the marble-floored space, to the stairs leading up to the subway platform that connected with the building.

      She wanted to ask what was wrong again, but a little pain in her gut warned her she already knew. He only ever got that look, turned this focused, over one thing.

      A demon was about to escape the hold of its summoner.

      Sebastian was being called to the hunt.
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      Angie very nearly let Sebastian go into this hunt on his own. She wasn’t a hunter and had no business following him. That was the whole problem. The reason she’d left him to begin with. The reason she’d argued against his plan to even pretend to go along with the council’s attempts to make her a hunter.

      The problem was she couldn’t just let him go fight a demon without going with him to have his back. He didn’t technically need her to be there. He was an excellent hunter. The issue was all hers, and her inability to let him run into danger without trying to help.

      That, her own stubborn refusal to stay out of the hunt when Sebastian was involved, was the reason she’d moved to New York and tried to end their relationship. She couldn’t stay out of the demon world if the man she loved was a part of it, not while still being with him. She couldn’t.

      And the demon world was going to get her killed.

      Didn’t matter. She followed him out of the museum and up the marble stairs to the subway platform anyway, not asking questions. Waiting for him to explain when he could.

      They were on the B train heading downtown before he leaned in close to her ear and murmured, “You should get off at Times Square and head home.”

      “No,” she said just as quietly.

      He let out a loud breath through his nose but didn’t argue further. Not with so many people nearby. Keeping their conversation private now would be a waste of will he was going to need soon.

      He did say, “I thought this wasn’t what you wanted.”

      “It’s not. Still going with you.”

      “They’ll…assume you’ve decided to join them.”

      “I have.”

      He blinked and looked hard at her.

      “We’ll talk more later. After. Focus on this now.”

      He nodded and faced forward, but she caught his frown from the corner of her eye.

      They got off the B train at Broadway-Lafayette Street station and came above ground in Soho. The area was a mix of boutiques and apartment buildings and of course the ubiquitous coffee shops. A few big chain stores as well, but the expensive kind. They were on Houston, one of the bigger roads through the area, so the traffic was loud and heavy as the evening gridlock geared up. The area smelled like the traffic too, all hot cars and gas and warm tarmac, but with just a hint of sweetness from the spiced nuts vendor right outside the subway entrance.

      The cold air cooled Angie’s cheeks after the too-warm underground ride, letting her release some of the tension that had built over the trip. The sun was low on the horizon now, but it was still bright enough to be called daytime.

      Which made it an unusual time for Sebastian to get called to a demon fight. Especially so spontaneously without any buildup. Usually, demon hunters were called to a place for an impending fight with more time to spare.

      But the way Sebastian moved down the street, so focused and intense people scrambled to get out of his way, assured her the fight was imminent.

      Who the hell summoned a demon in the middle of the afternoon?

      There were power times during the day, month, and year for magic work. And demon summoning was magic adjacent—the summoner didn’t have to have magic or be a magic wielder in any way. In fact, most of them didn’t have actual magic. But they used ceremonies that often drew on religious and magical context. And while the idea that midnight was a special time was maybe a little exaggerated, it was typically considered “the best time” to summon demons.

      Nighttime wasn’t actually required, though. A determined person could summon a demon at any time during the day. There was no real difference between midnight and noon. Just more people moving around who might notice. And more potential distractions from outside the ceremony. A distracted human trying to control a demon was an extremely dangerous situation. Demons took advantage of distraction. And the summoners could more easily end up dead.

      She’d always assumed that was why the books coached potential demon summoners to perform their ceremonies at night. The less to distract the person from controlling the demon, the less likely they were to lose control. It was a pragmatic dictate rather than anything to do with the time having more power.

      So if someone was summoning a demon at four thirty in the afternoon, they were either ignorant of the timing dictate, in a hurry to get whatever it was they wanted from the demon, or so confident of their control, they didn’t care about distractions.

      Every single one of those possibilities were extremely dangerous.

      Not particularly reassuring.

      “Definitely something happening immediately?” she asked, just to make sure she hadn’t misread the situation.

      “Yup,” he said without looking at her. His focus was on the road ahead. He turned abruptly down a side street, this one narrower and with less traffic, the street itself still retaining its cobblestone charm from a bygone era. That charm was significantly offset by the giant blue construction dumpster taking up most of one side of the sidewalk, and the scaffolding encompassing the building above the dumpster.

      Sebastian kept them on the side of the street opposite the construction, stopping finally in front of a red brick building next to a graffiti covered garage door. The heavy metal door covering the garage lifted at that exact moment and an SUV that looked too big to drive around the city rolled slowly out. Without a word, Sebastian ducked inside the garage. Angie hurried behind him, holding her big bag at her hip so it didn’t bounce around as they jogged forward.

      “Good timing,” she murmured as the door closed behind them.

      He didn’t comment.

      So, maybe not just good timing.

      The garage was dim, the motion sensor lights flickering a little and then going off as she and Sebastian stood to one side of the rolling metal door, taking in their surroundings. Cars stacked two deep on either side of the central aisle meant there was probably a garage attendant around here somewhere, someone to rearrange the cars to get the ones blocked in the back row out when their owners needed them.

      “That attendant?” she whispered.

      Sebastian looked around but still didn’t say anything.

      She fell silent again, but she strained to hear any sounds. All she heard was a little clink clink clink of a cooling engine and a noisy fan to one side circulating the air. Someone had just dropped off a car before they’d arrived, if that cooling engine was any indication, and since someone had just left, there had to be someone in here who’d been moving the cars.

      A faint scraping sound caught both hers and Sebastian’s attention at the same time. They turned toward the noise and edged silently forward.

      Angie started murmuring a spell under her breath, keeping her words almost silent and her hands low as she made the necessary finger gestures that accompanied the spell.

      She couldn’t hold a lot of half-set spells at once. She’d practiced in the years she’d worked with Sebastian and in the time since coming to New York, but she’d never been able to hold more than two at once in that state of almost ready but not finalized.

      The problem with magic, at least her kind of witchcraft, was that it took time to recite a spell and set it. The time required for a few spells could be quite short, only taking her maybe thirty seconds, but others could take a full minute or more. Complicated spells took even longer.

      In a fight with a demon, a minute, even thirty seconds, was a very very long time.

      This particular spell would give her more time if she needed it. A distraction that would give her precious moments to set a protection circle. From inside the circle, she could do more spell casting. But it was that initial instant, the time she needed to set a circle, that usually created the complications.

      And sometimes, the protective circle itself complicated things. She couldn’t move around as much. She couldn’t keep Sebastian protected from inside a circle while he had to fight the demon. Most magic cast inside the circle would stay inside the barrier’s confines until she broke the circle. That was the point under normal circumstances.

      Still, having the option—and time—to build up a protective circle if they needed one was always good.

      Over the years, she’d found her distraction spells were useful all on their own, too.

      A sound deeper inside the garage. Near the back where it was still dark, and they couldn’t see. Like a stone tumbling across the concrete floor. Hitting something softer with a thud. Then a murmured voice.

      Sebastian headed that direction, his movements silent. She followed, still holding her oversized bag in one hand so it wouldn’t swing and bounce and make noise. Her attention divided between the spell she was holding and moving as quietly as she could, she almost missed the tell-tale flash of red up ahead. That distinctive and eerie glow in the surrounding darkness.

      A man’s quiet voice said, “Thanks for waiting. I’ll get caught if I don’t get their cars when they call.” His accent was distinctly Eastern European, maybe Russian. Hard to tell as he spoke so quietly.

      “You wouldn’t have to worry about that if you listened to me,” a deeper voice said.

      The sound of that second voice grated against Angie’s ears, worse than fingernails on chalkboard or across paper. This didn’t just give her the chills and set her teeth on edge. This made her feel like her brain was being poked with an electrical current and her ears were on fire.

      That wasn’t good.

      She’d had to listen to many demons over the years. Demons talked. A lot. Trying to manipulate and tempt the ones who summoned them. They made big promises and big threats and hoped the humans they were dealing with didn’t notice the catches and loopholes built into the bargains they designed. Most humans didn’t, and that was the problem. Missing the loopholes often meant a death sentence for the summoner and a freed demon turned loose on this realm.

      Unless a demon hunter got there first.

      This was the first time even listening to a demon speak had made her head hurt in quite this way. Like ants had invaded her skull and were biting as they walked across her brain. And that was from one sentence, one rather typical sentence even. What would happen to her poor brain if that thing ahead talked more?

      She wanted to ask what type of demon that was. They weren’t close enough to see it yet so she wasn’t sure. But Sebastian would know. He probably had some instinctive idea what they’d face even before they’d entered the garage. But she also didn’t want to give away the fact that they were here. And if they could hear the human and demon talking, the human and the demon would hear her and Sebastian if they spoke.

      Still, the idea of hearing the demon’s voice against made her physically ill. She lifted her bag and quietly as she could dug around in the depths, careful not to make clinking sounds as she shifted the bags contents until she found a small packet of tissue. She pulled out a couple of tissues without removing the packet from her bag, then let the bag down to her hip and stuffed the tissues into each ear. It wasn’t much, but it did deaden the sounds around her. And when the demon spoke again, the ants crawling through her brain were fewer and less intent on biting.

      “I can only help you as much as you’ll allow me,” the demon said.

      “I only need one thing. I don’t want the other stuff you’re offering.”

      “You’d have more money. You wouldn’t have to work this job, for these people.”

      “I like my job. And most people in the building are nice. I just need the one thing.”

      “Wealth would help you there, too. Ensure you could always protect your daughter.”

      “If she dies, what use is wealth. No. I just need her healed. That’s all. Just… Just whatever it takes to heal her.”

      Ah hell. Angie hated these kinds of situations. When a parent was so desperate to save a child, they resorted to demons. It was horrible horrible horrible on so many levels. She’d rather deal with a greedy human summoning demons for the power and wealth. The ones who were desperate to save the life of a loved one, so desperate they resorted to making a bargain with a demon, grabbed at her empathy and made everything else so much more difficult. The demon had to be vanquished and the bargain couldn’t be maintained. And the human usually resented being “rescued” from the demon in a way that was hard to begrudge.

      This kind of thing hadn’t happened a lot in the time she’d worked with Sebastian, but it had happened more than once. It was one of the things she’d been more than happy to leave behind when she’d tried to extricate herself from the demon world. These situations hurt so so much. Almost as much as this demon’s voice.

      She did have to wonder how the human man was able to listen to the demon without curling up in pain. A less horrifyingly heartbreaking question, so she focused on it and not whatever ailment the man’s daughter had that had pushed him into demon summoning.

      Sebastian dropped behind a large black SUV, hiding from whatever was ahead. She followed suit, wordlessly. She’d walked into enough fights with him before that they didn’t have to discuss much. She did notice that the usual fear that tightened her gut and made her a walking nerve wasn’t as overwhelming. She was too worried about the human summoner. Too upset by the deal he was trying to make. Too focused on holding her distraction spell at the almost done point.

      She was still afraid. She would never not be afraid of demons. But that fear wasn’t dominant this time.

      Which was strange enough she filed the realization away for later examination, even as she rubbed her fingers over the dime-sized pentagram-inside-a-circle charm
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