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      Blurb

      

      When Charlie rocks up at a party investigating the mysteriously powerful and stupidly handsome vampire, Val Stern, she doesn’t expect to walk head-first into destiny.

      And it’s a fate armed with teeth. The plucky witch and her fairy sidekick know Val’s trouble. But Charlie’s on a mission to find out if he’s a murderer too. A sweet old lady wants Charlie to find out who helped her son’s killer. The city’s strongest vamp, Val, is number one on the list. Rumor has it he’s helping a dangerous kind of criminal that sucks people’s magic from their bodies like blood from a corpse. But to investigate, she’ll have to get very close.

      When she reveals her unique anchoring magic to Val, he hires her. It pulls her into his private empire and right into the messy love triangle between his wife and her sister, the vaunted vampire chosen one. Lisa might be a shining ray of purity and power, but Charlie soon discovers her secret.

      And it changes everything. Lisa isn’t the chosen one. She and her family have played an elaborate grift for decades, and when it pays off, it’ll level the city and shake magic to its core.

      Charlie still detests Val, but soon she’ll have to fight by his side. It’ll drag her closer and give the vamp the wrong idea. For Val will think he’s finally got the one thing he’s always wanted – a true witch to fight by his side until the end.
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    A Lick of Flame Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    If there’s one thing worse than rocking up to an elite party dateless, it’s having less power than the doorman and a ripped dress kept together with an artful paperclip.

    Still, things could be worse, I placated myself with a deep breath. I could be attending the most prestigious party of the Denian City calendar on his arm.

    Speak of the devil. I felt a presence behind me and turned, the blood-red fake silk of my thrift-store dress sliding down my shoulder. Val Stern, the city’s most powerful – and mysterious – vampire walked up town hall’s steps behind me, his stunning wife Bethany on his arm. She might resemble a stick-thin, angled model but with teeth. Val resembled nothing you’d ever seen. The 6’2, broad-shouldered, smoking-hot vamp had brooding down to an art form.

    And mystery too. But I’d mentioned that, right?

    Oh yeah, I had.

    I’d only come to this party for him.

    “Your invitation please, madam,” the doorman said, tone gruff, quick yellow eyes darting down my questionable outfit.

    I whipped my head around, banishing thoughts of Val for now. Driving a hand into my coffee-stained beaded clutch, I triumphantly pulled out the crinkled gold-leaf corner of the invitation and handed it over.

    Surprise widened the doorman’s yellow eyes. What, did he think I was a fraud who’d pull out a hastily drawn crayon invitation before dive-rolling under his arm and crashing this gig?

    I had standards.

    For now.

    My palms itched as I watched his eyes dart down the invitation then over the back as he turned it with large, rounded fingers. I stared at the whorls covering his thumb. They looked roughly hewn like drag lines over old, chipped stone.

    Gargoyle, then? Could you tell in this town? Normals and magicals were easy, but unless you were a dominant race, you fell into Other while the vamps ruled on top.

    And speak of that devil again, Val finally reached the doors behind me. Tension crackled off my body, a deep, biting sizzle that sank into my bones, hooking my shoulders forward an inch. Do something, my body demanded. What? My peeved brain spat back.

    I was here to investigate him, no matter what my charging heart thought.

    Val stood behind me, a vision of perfection. If you liked that. His perfect, tailored Italian cashmere wool suit hung off his towering, well-chiseled form. Nothing matched the grim determination sparking in his hazel eyes. Even his superhot model wife couldn’t match Val’s brilliance.

    But all things that shine hide a secret, ha?

    I didn’t shine, but I had a few secrets of my own. I tried not to startle as Val moved right past me. He should ignore the woman in the thrift-store, fake-satin dress held together at the hip by a paperclip. But his eyes darted down, latching hold of mine like a stray hand grabbing my wrist. It only lasted 0.4 of a second. The tingle that raced down my spine and spasmed through my legs made it feel like an eternity.

    “Hold yourself together,” a direct, snappy voice snarled through my mind. It wasn’t a delusion, unfortunately.

    It was TK, my fairy tick.

    In the magical world, many creatures existed, but fairies were the strangest – and most useful. If you could stand their constant, irritating commentary.

    
      “You look like a love-starved teenager. You know your mouth’s open and your tongue’s hanging out, right? Are you going to start panting at the hottie vampire? Pull yourself together. You’re here to investigate him. Did you lose the plot so much after getting kicked out of the Lower Squad that you don’t know how to carry out a sting operation anymore?”
    

    I almost replied aloud. TK’s commentary had floored me. No… the latent tingle chasing through my stomach at the sight of Val was responsible. But I was too smart to admit that, especially to the fairy. I straightened. I didn’t need to drop my eyes – Val did it first. Bethany slid a little closer to him, clutching his arm with ruby red nails that pushed the soft fabric of his tailored jacket against his shapely forearm. Her eyes didn’t even meet mine. They sailed right over my diminutive form, across the guests, and toward one of the opposite doors. I was just dust. Hell, what’s worse than dust? Chopped up atoms? The universe’s pointless trash? She was a full-blooded, powerful vamp. I could scrape together a few magical sparks – on a good day. I’d never match her strength.

    At least I matched her tenacity. I straightened. To access TK subliminally and keep our conversations hidden, I had to activate my mind in a certain way. It was useful to pick something innocuous to stare at, but in this party filled to the brim with the city’s elite, I couldn’t pick some random and glower at them. I gulped and momentarily glanced at the ceiling instead.

    “You look like a rookie, Charlie. This isn’t your first rodeo. I should know,” TK growled. “I was given to you during your first rodeo. To think, your mission commander back at the squad actually thought you’d be good. You lasted two measly years. He said you had great potential. Especially with that raw, undeveloped anchor force of yours. Is this where potential gets you? You’re scum at an elite party you’ll surely get kicked out of in an hour or two.”

    “An hour is a bit generous, isn’t it?” I thought back, words snappy.

    TK grunted. I felt it in my mind but mostly on the side of my neck. Like I’d said, she was a fairy tick. A lot of fairies had full forms. They flew around their owners or hid in their purses. You could hide them if you weren’t patted down. But the tics were the best. In their innocuous forms, they resembled little blood-sucking creatures. Put them on your neck or underarm, and they’d maintain a constant connection to you. Which meant continuous, vile, and unhelpful commentary, but nothing in life is free. At least TK excelled at observing, planning in dangerous situations, and recording it to report to others. Not that I had a commander anymore. A sore spot. One TK had spent the last two years since my dismissal pouring acid into.

    
      “If I hadn’t formed a permanent bond with you, I’d be with a real squad officer right now, tracking down true magical crime in the city. Instead I’m stuck with you.”
    

    
      “We’re still tracking down crimes, just not for the big guys. You’re making it sound like we worked for the police. We didn’t. We were an external contractor—”
    

    “I’m making it sound like we worked for someone worthwhile,” TK snarled. The vibration passed up my neck. She resembled a small mole under the left side of my collarbone. Only a skilled magical medical practitioner would realize she was a tick. By then, she would’ve talked their ear off.

    
      “Look. You are stuck with me, aren’t you? And if you want to be helpful, watch Val.”
    

    
      “And why would I need to do that when you can’t take your eyes off his shapely ass?”
    

    I stupidly spluttered. To successfully use a fairy via a mental connection, you couldn’t react while using them. It didn’t matter what they said. And trust me, they'd snap the most puerile crap to get a reaction from you.

    A vamp strode close by me, and he darted his gaze over my outfit when I spluttered. Needless to say, his eyes did not linger on my figure. He was used to perfect vampires, not normal.

    Everyone thinks they’re normal, right? Some people actually have to be. I was straight down the middle, no deviation, perfectly, simply normal. My crappy dress did not make me look like a million bucks.

    In a function room filled with stunning magical creatures who used their power to craft their appearances, I stuck out like an ugly duckling.

    “You should have worn that other dress,” TK snapped.

    
      “The one with no back, you mean?”
    

    
      “At least it would have given people something to look at.”
    

    “… You think I have a nice back?” I tried stupidly, even though two years of TK’s insults had proven she never had a kind word to share.

    She laughed darkly. “No, dear. It would give them a bigger target to kick when they haul your butt out of here. Watch out. One of those gargoyle doormen has locked on to you. I reckon by now he appreciates that invitation is fake.”

    “It isn’t fake,” I hissed back, careful not to clench my teeth. If someone skilled were watching me, they’d realize I was distracted. They could conclude I was just deep in my own thoughts or deduce I had an unregistered fairy friend. While they were legal in most settings, at a party like this, you had to announce them.

    
      “That old lady might have secured that invitation for you, Charlie, but you have no idea where she got it from.”
    

    
      “You think she stole it? She already told us where she got it from. Her son used to be big in the finance community. He must have had a friend or something.”
    

    
      “Her son is well gone. She wouldn’t have any contacts anymore.”
    

    “Well gone?” I spluttered. “He died a month ago.”

    “Correction,” her voice dropped hard, “he was devoured a month ago. And in this sickly little town, devouring is essentially like wiping someone off the history books.”

    My back lengthened then shivered. I had a dark history with devouring. I’d seen it right up close, and it’s why I was now a shady bounty hunter instead of a squad member – my heart’s true desire.

    My skin itched, and my stomach kicked. I hated functions, genuinely despised being on display, and hadn’t worn a dress for five years. My personality told me – no, begged me – to hide in the shadows. It was easier to hunt there, right?

    “If you intend to actually fulfill this mission, though of course you will fail, at least attempt to get closer to Val.”

    She shook me out of my reverie.

    He’d walked over to a wall of large windows. We were on the twentieth floor of a tower. It boasted a stunning view of downtown. The vantage stretched from the city’s tightly clustered center to the port and the sapphire-blue ocean. Our building sat amongst a copse of new skyscrapers like hands innocently reaching for the sun. I knew the truth, though. Nothing in Denian was innocent. If those towers wanted something, they wouldn’t just reach. They’d take.

    A shoulder jostled mine. I wasn’t ready for it. I usually had great situational awareness, regardless of what TK thought. But I startled.

    I spun, not knowing what I expected as a shot of nerves charged down my back and soared into my stomach. If I believed my adrenaline, I’d face the devil….

    If the devil wore a sweet white lace dress and a smile that could melt even the iciest heart.

    There weren’t too many rules in Denian City. Or let’s put it this way – too many rules people followed.

    Denian was a messy place, a melting pot for magical races. I couldn’t tell why we were drawn here. But to get along, we followed rules. Surprise-surprise, they were all class-based.

    “God,” TK said, the first time she’d registered surprise in months. “You know who that is, right?” Her voice vibrated low, shivering through my collarbone and torso. Yeah, I knew who that was. No warm-blooded magician in Denian wouldn’t recognize the chosen one. I could pretend it was tattooed all over her. But the sweet Lisa White would never get inked. It’d clash with her virginal perfection.

    Just like her sister, Val’s wife, Lisa didn’t register me. No, a lie. Briefly, her eyes darted toward me.

    Sometimes the clock can stop, stretching a moment so you can assess, reorient, and pick a new direction. It did the opposite now, speeding up and snatching that opportunity from my shaking hands to slap me with it. Before I could question why I felt so weird in Lisa’s presence, she walked past me.

    Val spun from the windows. His searching, brooding eyes were darting over the city like some protective eagle looking for its next target. Then they locked on Lisa.

    You know when you’re watching some grand romance unfold, and it feels like you’re in the characters’ heads, reading their every thought? I swear I suddenly fell right into Val’s mind and knew precisely what he was thinking. His hardened expression softened, those hazel eyes widening. A smile – a real one – curled his lips, pushing his shapely cheeks high toward his eyes. All at the sight of Lisa.

    He lifted his hand from his pocket to touch her. Halfway through, he froze, something catching up with him.

    Maybe it was the plain facts. He was married to Lisa’s sister, Bethany. They both hailed from the most prestigious vampire family in the city, the Whites. Though Val was arguably richer, the Whites controlled everything, including the Council.

    “God, she’s perfect, isn’t she?” TK commented.

    “Sure. If you’re into that kind of thing,” I thought defensively.

    TK paused for two seconds. Then she laughed, a long, harsh snort like a bull peering at you, pushing through a small fence, and preparing to rush you. “Feeling a little insecure, are we, my dear? What, unhappy that you don’t have her perfect bone structure, her svelte form, her glittering, waist-length golden locks? A little unhappy you don’t have the undivided attention of the hottest vampire in the city?”

    
      “What’s up with that, anyway? Anyone can see from the way he’s staring at her that he wants her.”
    

    
      “Oh, you really are an innocent, aren’t you?”
    

    My hackles rose. “What’s that meant to mean?”

    “Vampires don’t just want something. Not like him, anyway. He’s a real vampire of old. When they truly desire something, they take it.” Glee spread through her voice like a virus. “I’m told the sex Is quite amazing.”

    “Can we please not do this,” I grunted. “We do have a mission.”

    
      “Mission? How curious. It’s almost as if you’re finally remembering why you’re here. You might have stupidly accepted the job to discover what happened to that old lady’s son, but you sure as hell won’t complete it by standing around and staring at someone else’s star-crossed love with your mouth hanging open and your tongue flapping in the wind.”
    

    I stupidly touched my lips, checking if they were open. Not that I’d lust after a relationship like that. She was forgetting something. Regardless of the intoxicating devotion swelling in Val’s eyes, he wasn’t with Lisa. A fact Bethany proved as her grip tightened on his arm.

    
      “The dictates of this mission are clear. You have to find out what happened to Winifred Mantel’s son, and you’ve got to do it in a month. No easy task, I might remind you.”
    

    “You really don’t need to remind me,” I sighed. “You’ve done it about 200 times already.”

    
      “Your estimation is far off. It was 40 times. Which is rather sedate, I might add. I should have reminded you 100,000 times already. You have no chance to solve this case. You’ve bitten off far more than you can chew. Soon you’ll lose your job with this crappy bounty hunter agency – then we’ll be out on our ears. You know I can’t pay the mortgage on our rotting apartment on my own, right?”
    

    I stupidly snorted out loud.

    Everybody else watched Val’s interaction with interest. Most were intrigued, a few smiling like the rapt audience at a play. But I stood close, snorting like a dog snuffling through compost.

    It caught Val’s eye. Just not for long. Why would he look at me when his soulmate waited a mere meter away?

    
      “You have no time to watch this interaction. Get closer to Val. You need to see if you can feel devouring energy on him.”
    

    
      “Even the old lady didn’t think he was the one who killed her son.”
    

    
      “But something must’ve happened. He wound up dead, and the magician suspected of devouring him disappeared at Val’s mansion. This party is a waste of time if you don’t intend to use it correctly. Get close to him – sniff him at least. See if you can sense devouring energy.”
    

    
      “You want me to walk up to one of the most powerful vampires in the city, grab him by the collar, and sniff him.”
    

    
      “Grabbing him by the collar would be very exciting but unnecessary. Just do your job.”
    

    Yep, my job. Though I didn’t want to admit this, I regretted accepting it. But the old dame had cried on her crumpled sleeve. No one else would help her.

    I got why.

    Devouring was far worse than murder. It stole someone’s soul, killing them in one hit. It was illegal but rampant. Nobody had the power to stop it. Nobody could even punish the devourers. Even the public criminals hardly ever went to prison. Their friends broke them out of remand.

    My hand tensed, anger crackling through my gut like a meteor blast.

    Most things in this town were unfair. Devouring was still the worst.

    Val continued to smile at Lisa but controlled it like somebody sank pins into his cheeks so they couldn’t stretch too wide.

    “Get closer,” TK hissed.

    I took a step, but more powerful vamps were pushing close to Val. He cleared his throat.

    The function hadn’t even started yet. Would Val MC? I doubted it. With his perpetually brooding expression and dark hazel eyes, he was more like a storm, less like a fluffy personality here to ensure everyone enjoyed themselves.

    His hand dropped beside him, swayed for a few centimeters, then curled into a fist. He tapped it twice on his muscled thigh. Clearing his throat, he tipped his head back. “The only thing I can ask of this city at this point in time is that we give everything we have.”

    Nobody saw the irony – except for me. I squeezed my lips in and tried not to laugh. Give everything they have? Start with something. Seriously, anything. These vamps represented the richest of the rich. If they just stuffed their hands into their pockets and pulled out their valuables, they could fund a thousand charity gigs in the city. Not one of them moved. They all watched Val, eyes wide like they stared at a prophet. Hell, maybe they did. The vamps might be in charge, but they were superstitious. A plethora of complex prophecies ran their lives. Find yourself at the center of one, and it’d control you like a pawn.

    Want an example? Look no further than Lisa White. She was the chosen one, a powerful practitioner prophesied to walk between the light and dark realms, finally balancing magic. I’d once read an influential piece by a vampire professor proclaiming she could stop devouring and somehow reverse the process. It was crap, of course, just vampire propaganda. But it gave Lisa a hell of a lot of power.

    One look into her sweet eyes, and they promised you she’d never use it.

    “Get a little closer,” TK grunted again.

    
      “You think I should tackle him and smell him midway through some impassioned speech?”
    

    “You think this is impassioned? Look into his eyes. They are ice. I guarantee you he doesn’t believe a single word he’s saying,” TK snarled.

    I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t get closer, but I stared harder into Val’s eyes. Something flickered up from those dark depths.

    TK could claim he didn’t mean a word of this, but as he cupped his hands into harder fists, I swear something shook up from the bottom of his powerful soul. “Unless each and every one of us does everything we can to stop it, we will enter a truly dark period.”

    His words weren’t well chosen. A speechwriter hadn’t helped him. It was likely spur-of-the-moment. But what he lacked in verbal grace, he made up for in sheer power. He hit a note that arched my back. I shivered as a tumultuous feeling charged through my stomach, reached my spine, and went bang.

    I grabbed my left arm, squeezing my fingers tightly.

    Val stared at everyone, his eyes briefly locking on me.

    The windows behind framed him, the downtown lights illuminating his broad form. They glimmered up his jaw and down his taut neck, two highlights shining in his eyes.

    Those penetrating pupils could catch you, even in the dark, no matter where you hid.

    “We’re standing at a crossroads,” he continued, his charging, deep, barrel-chested voice booming out like thunder. “We’ve managed to prevent devouring from spreading. I don’t think we can do that anymore. Each and every one of us,” he repeated, voice even harder now, “must give everything we can to save this city. The scourge of devouring must not spread. Someone out there is helping the devourers, hiding them from justice. We must root them out and stop them.”

    Again, his word choice sucked. But his forceful intention sucked me in like a minnow in a whirlpool. It’d ride me down to the sea floor and never let go.

    Before I could fall headfirst into that stupid thought, TK brought me back to earth with a slap. A real one. Nestled underneath my collarbone, she could send little electric jolts through my body whenever she wanted to. It was the equivalent of a harsh nip with a small live wire.

    I jolted, but not much.

    
      “You’re not here to be sucked in by vampire paranoia. I will give you one thing. The boy looks delightful when he speaks like that. He almost looks convincing, too. But have you forgotten why we’re here? A known devouring criminal went missing at his house. Just as he said, we know someone’s helping the devourers. They sweep in and protect them whenever law enforcement gets too close. Look no further than the man right in front of you proclaiming to protect everybody from them. I bet you he wouldn’t even lift a finger if someone got devoured in this room next to him.”
    

    I don’t know why, but I defended him, “He’d lift more than a finger.”

    
      “You think he’d lift a leg? You know, you might even see his butt—”
    

    I rolled my eyes. I had to stop listening to TK for my own sanity.

    She wanted me closer to Val. I needed to get further away.

    I slipped through the crowd. I spied a tray of untouched drinks on one of the buffet tables. I grabbed a long, cold, crystal champagne flute, pressed the glass against my lips, and smelt the ridiculously expensive beverage. Then a rocky, large hand descended on my shoulder. With no warning, it yanked me backward. In two smooth moves, I was out of a side door, a stony voice growling in my ear, “You’re coming with me.”

    I jerked out of the gargoyle’s grip. I yanked my invitation from my bag so fast, I could have incinerated it. I gestured with it but took a snapped step back so he couldn’t snatch it out of my fingers. “I’m an invited guest. Who are you, buddy?”

    “I’m not party security.”

    That threw me. I frowned. I hadn’t seen him when entering. But he was a gargoyle. With his rock-hard fists and wood-chopper forearms, he was here for security, not fun. They, just like smalltime witches, weren’t a prominent race.

    “If you’re not part of the party’s security, why did you just kidnap me from the function?”

    “Remove, not kidnap,” he clarified, voice hard. It shook up from his massive barrel chest. Hardly an interesting descriptor. All gargoyles were big. It was the breeding. This guy took big to level 100. He was at least 7’5. Every inch was pure, taut, ropelike muscle.

    He had a slightly familiar face with a blocky jaw and mossy green eyes. Had I seen it on TV somewhere?

    I stepped back, light on my toes, and gestured at my invitation again. “I’m allowed to be here.”

    “Not if you’re acting dodgy around my charge.”

    I frowned, lips puckering. “Charge? Lisa? You think I’d be stupid enough to attack the chosen one in this town? Even if all those vampire prophecies are crap. Attack Lisa, and you’ll find yourself with a one-way ticket to hell.”

    My hastily snapped comment pissed him off. He wasn’t a vampire, but he worked for one and swallowed their bullshit.

    He rolled his shoulders forward and growled.

    I yanked my hands up higher. “Look, buddy, the vampires are free to believe there’s some chosen one who’s here to balance magic,” I couldn’t keep the ironic humor from my voice, “while at the same time screwing the city over with their devourers. And I’m free to go back into that party, because I have this.” I gestured with the invitation again, clutching it as hard as a soldier to their sword.

    “And I’m free to remove anyone from that function who does not look like—”

    “What? Doesn’t look like they belong? You judging my dress?”

    “No, it’s a great paperclip. But you are getting too close to my charge. I don’t like the way you were looking at him.”

    I should produce another automatic snappy one-liner, but I couldn’t. My stupid gut sucked in, a shadowy feeling flitting down my back, reminding me of the first moment I saw Val. It was like my body warning I had a connection to Val beyond this case.

    The gargoyle knew his job. His eyes darted over my expression, and he grabbed my arm to yank me back. I resisted. “Look, buddy, the vamps already control every single freaking thing in this town. They can’t control who comes and goes everywhere. Val isn’t the cops. Hell, he doesn’t do a thing for this town.”

    His cheeks lost all color, the skin around his lips crinkling in. “You have no idea what he has personally sacrificed to keep this city safe.”

    A stab of danger sprinted up my spine at that dark promise. I quickly swallowed my fear and bared my teeth. “Just—” I went to scream let me go, but a strange sense flew through me. 

    I twisted, suddenly ignoring the guy. My body shook, jerking into high alert, adrenaline slicing through me, lengthening my spine, and hardening my jaw into steel-encased granite. “What was that?”

    “Nice try,” he snarled. Yet as he yanked me forward a step, a scream split the air. High-pitched, it cut out halfway through, but even with deep hearing loss, you’d detect the heart-emptying terror.

    I thought the guy would ignore it. He whipped his head around, fear flushing his face red. He dropped my arm, lurched left, dipped his head up, and sniffed. Gargoyles might be rock, muscle, and size-20 shoes, but their smell rivaled wolves.

    His coin-sized nostrils pumped open and snapped closed, and he lurched down the corridor.

    “You will wait right there,” he snapped, not even glancing at me as he threw magic over his shoulder. It slammed into my chest, but I was ready.

    I might be a pathetic witch. I had one skill. And lucky me, it was the same magic the gargoyle used.

    “You know you could dodge, right?” TK snarled as the magic struck me, spread, created a halo, and locked me in place. My three-dollar, stained, white satin heels sizzled as force charged down them through the blue-and-white checkered carpet.

    I stared down as an anchor-point manifested underneath my feet. The familiar tingle of magic rose up my spine and bit at my cheeks.

    “Why would I dodge when I could just break it?” I lifted my hand, an impossible feat within a true anchor-point. It was unique magic that created miniature gates in the real world. That suggested another world, right? A fake one? Let’s call it distant. Multiple realms sat atop each other, from the highest to the lowest. You didn’t care what folks did in the loftier dimensions. Only the dark ones mattered.

    Demons could slip from their realm into ours using gates. Anchor-point force ran those gates.

    Did that make me a demon lover? Hell no. I just shared magic with them.

    Strong anchor-point magic could carve gates right out of reality. The weaker kind – my kind – could create strong defensive spells, unbreakable shields, and points capable of concentrating spells or cutting existing force lines. It was complicated. And maybe that was the only reason I was good at it. I had little innate force but a lot of flare and grit.

    Staring straight ahead, happy the gargoyle was out of sight and no one in the function had heard that scream, I lifted both hands. With one pointing down at the floor and the other at the ceiling, I pressed the bases of my palms together. Then I twisted slowly, shoving against my hands until my shoulders rounded, the muscles bristling. I called on my magic.

    Bright yellow sparks as jolly as sun rays flickered off my fingernails, crackling into the air, pausing, and sinking back down into my fingers. It created a feedback loop. My skin started to glow. The ends of my fringe picked up and crackled around my cheeks as I stared ahead unblinkingly.

    “Now,” TK snapped. With a grunt, I broke free of the gargoyle’s anchor-point. It snapped like a fried chicken neck under a truck’s tire.

    I jolted forward, momentum flinging me a good meter. I landed on my feet and didn’t need to roll. It disrupted my paperclip, and it pulled open, revealing an inch-wide gap in my hip seam. Not exactly pretty. At least it gave me more room for movement. I powered down the corridor, trying to figure out where I’d heard that scream. Lucky I had TK.

    
      “It’s not on this floor. It’s down one level. Head to the stairwell.”
    

    “The elevator’s just there.” I gestured to it, my beaded clutch swinging on my arm and banging into my elbow.

    “Stairs,” TK snapped. I might argue with her 24 hours a day, but not on a mission. Like I said, she could track our environment, leaving me free to fight. And the tickling, harsh sensation darting down my back promised this would end with a battle.

    I spied the stairwell, flung myself down the carpeted corridor, grabbed an open doorway for support, turned, and reached the fire escape. I threw it open, sweaty fingers sliding over the steel handle.

    Cold air met me, but no bloodcurdling screams.

    I didn’t question TK. I shot down the stairs, happy my cheap heels were holding up. With a hand on the railing, I reached the floor below, kicked the door open, and paused. I had nothing. Worse, I couldn’t feel any magic—

    
      “Start checking rooms, one by one.”
    

    I had no remit here. A dear old dame wanted me to find out what happened to her son’s killer. But I didn’t have a legal reason to start checking every single room in this corridor.

    I did it anyway. Because when I had a mission to save someone, you couldn’t stop me. Reason, decency, common sense – I wouldn’t listen to anything. It was like someone would reach in, wind up some invisible wheel, then set me going.

    I kicked open one of the doors. It swung, hit the plaster wall behind it, and banged loudly. I spied a simple office with a dilapidated fern, an old desk, and a crappy computer, but no screaming women.

    I checked the next office and the next. Nothing. We were running out of time. I didn’t hear that scream again.

    I raced back out into the corridor.

    TK was uncharacteristically silent. Maybe she realized she made a mistake.

    “TK—” I began. I teetered forward a step but stopped. I rocked back, pushed hard against my heels, and spun. I half closed my eyes.

    I could rely on TK or use my own skills. I couldn’t pay such fine attention to my environment, nor record it for later. But I did have my own intuition. I’d call it vaunted. But it was one of the reasons I was no longer on the squad.

    “Come on,” I whispered to myself.

    Remarkably, TK didn’t snap at me that she had this. She remained perilously silent, proving she couldn’t track our target any more than I could—

    No. There. Something. A glimpse, a faint whisper, just an impression in the dark.

    I snapped my head to the left. A closed office door stood two meters in front of me. I felt the world narrowing, funneling down until it was me and that handle. I lurched over, grabbed it, and yanked it open. Then right there, in the middle of an apparently simple office floor, I saw a hell gate. It glowed a fiery red and cast wild shadows on the walls. They danced, lurching left and right, arms moving like writhing bodies.

    The gate in some ways was irrelevant. The woman down on her knees, head stretched to the side, arms loose in her lap, wasn’t.

    A demon knelt, wrapped around her, his mouth pressed against her throat as he devoured her magic.

    It wasn’t just humans and other magical creatures that devoured souls. They got the skill specifically from demons.

    I’d never seen this in the flesh, though I’d read plenty of reports as a squad member. For one split second, I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t even breathe. My nervous system shutdown as my focus narrowed on the demon’s mouth. Unlike a vamp, the guy’s teeth weren’t out, puncturing the poor woman’s jugular. But the demon’s shapely, hard lips were wrapped around her throat. At first, the demon’s eyes remained closed. Then as I sucked in a ragged, terrified breath, the guy opened them one by one. Brown-red eyes stared back at me like two burning rocks.

    The guy didn’t remove his mouth from the poor woman’s throat. He smiled, his lips sliding over her skin.

    “That’s a real demon,” TK finally snapped, coming back online with a jolt like a computer slapped by a brick. “Get out of here. Now. You don’t have the power to fight it—”

    I tuned her out like someone dialing a volume knob down to zero. I went straight back into squad mode, my brain calculating the risks. The woman was still alive. You could survive devouring if it was stopped before you lost your full soul. You wouldn’t be normal. You would be alive.

    I jolted forward, whole body stiff, muscles twanging and ready for action.

    Amusement flashed in the smiling demon’s eyes. With a deep chuckle that throbbed through the room, he rose up but didn’t remove the woman from his arms. Two filamentous wings sprang from his back, flapping twice. They helped him float effortlessly. It was like he cut his ties with gravity until it could no longer hold him down. He soon floated in the middle of the air, the woman crumpled in his arms, his mouth still around her neck, but his eyes always on me. “What do we have here?” His voice was like a hand over satin. One with a knife. For where it slid, it ripped.

    I clenched my fists. TK didn’t scream at me to leave. She knew full well the demon had already locked on to me.

    “What we’ve got here is a bust, buddy. Put the lady down,” I growled.

    “Or you will do what? I sense minimal magic in you. You are a half-witch? I have snacked on many. So politely stand in the corner and wait your turn,” he growled, voice as deep as magma spurting from the earth.

    Real fire flared through those dramatic eyes. I almost wanted to be pulled in by them. But if they yanked me too close, I’d come out swinging.

    I rammed my palms together. I had one skill – just one, dammit – and I would use it.

    More amusement flashed in the demon’s eyes. His mouth finally rose from the woman’s throat – only a centimeter. But I glimpsed glittering white teeth. Unlike vampires, demons didn’t possess fangs. They didn’t need them. A faint glimmer of magic covered every single centimeter of this guy, and it glowed brighter in his mouth. He’d just half devoured this woman’s soul.

    The strength of her magic filled the air. She must’ve been a powerful witch. Now even if I managed to save her, she’d only have half her powers for the rest of her life.

    I was determined to help anyway.

    I twisted my hands around. I called on my anchor-point force. I lifted my feet and slammed them back down, my block heels shaking. With clenched teeth, I hissed, “I’ve never lost a fight.”

    A bald-faced lie. Okay, a selective statement. I had never lost a fight. I’d run away from a lot. And my boss had once been there to stop me from throwing myself into battles I couldn’t win.

    “And I’ve never lost a target,” the demon replied smoothly.

    His eyes remained on me, his lips twisting with more mirth. At least it meant he no longer devoured the woman’s soul.

    I slammed my left foot back down and finally called on my force. It charged over my body, rushing down my arms, sizzling across my skin, reaching my knees, and snapping down into my feet. It crackled around me in a meter-wide circle, forming fractal patterns. You could get lost staring into them. I kept my chin up, my eyes locked on the demon.

    Suffice to say he wasn’t impressed.

    Anchor-point force was rare, to be fair. But I was hardly a genius with it.

    I locked my palms harder together and pointed my fingers up at the ceiling.

    “… Is that it?” he asked.

    “Just getting started.”

    “… It’s quite a small shield. You appreciate I’m a demon, don’t you? We,” he slid a long finger underneath the woman’s neck, “are natural devourers. That power comes from us. It is our birthright. And what do you expect me to do? You’ve appeared in front of me, dangling your soul like meat on a stick.”

    “I expect you to lose, buddy.”

    “We’ll see.”

    His tail appeared, crackling over his head. It whipped left and right, fire charging over the tip. Then it sliced at me. My heart got caught in my throat, my driving breath like a knife splitting my belly. I winced but didn’t close my eyes fully. I crammed my palms together harder, shoulders dropping forward, all my focus pouring into my legs and the anchor-point beneath me. It glowed brightly, but—

    The tail cracked into my shield. Magic blasted out, scattering through the air, reaching the walls, and burning through the plaster. A great charge of it slammed into the half-closed door behind me. It ripped right through the wood, grabbing a chunk and sending it hurtling through the corridor into the opposite wall. It gouged out a massive hole in the plaster. Crumbles rained down like someone using artillery in a biscuit factory.

    My whole body screamed I was dead or close—

    Until the dust literally settled and I saw myself standing in that same spot, my shield holding.

    I wasn’t the only surprised one.

    The demon’s perfect brow crumpled. His lips hardened, and he finally pulled his head all the way back from the woman’s throat. “What—”

    I huffed, using my driving breath to force more power from my aching limbs. My shoulders were so rounded, if you pushed me in the back, I’d tumble to my knees. But I straightened, focused on my hands, and pulled my anchor-point force down into my feet. Soon the circle around me glowed just a fraction brighter.

    I’d lost some magic after that attack. If I didn’t bolster my anchor-point, it’d simply break with the next round.

    The demon’s tail cracked over his shoulder then around to the other side. He dipped his head forward. “And what do we have here?” His low voice dropped. It reminded me of hidden depths and dark desires. The things kept in the shadows – the things locked there.

    A thrill of something chased up my back, reached my jaw, and wired it shut. I just managed to peel my lips over my clenched teeth and hissed, “What you’ve got here is an anchor practitioner, a hunter. Someone who will get that woman out of your arms, Demon, one way or another.”

    With no warning at all, the demon dumped the woman. Fortunately he’d flown a little closer to the floor. She only fell from about 30 centimeters. It wasn’t great – she wouldn’t break a bone, though.

    Just as abruptly, the guy flapped his wings and flew right at me.

    I almost broke my own formation. But I kept my hands locked together, my focus in my feet. My eyes rounded like the guy slapped me with a hurricane as he flapped to a stop just a centimeter in front of my anchor-point shield.

    This close, I couldn’t ignore his undeniable handsomeness. But just like with the vamps, it was a trick, a trap. Real beauty should be random, right? This was crafted. From every angle of his chiseled jaw, to the vibrancy of his bright, burning eyes. That hard smile of his spread over his lips like somebody slicing a knife over a fat belly. “You have more power than you should. An enigma,” he growled. “And you need to know I do one thing with enigmas.”

    My eyes widened, the skin around them stretching as my heart pounded, my body throbbing with fear. “What’s that?” I hissed.

    “Don’t engage him in conversation,” TK snapped, voice wild.

    Too late.

    The guy smiled again, the move sliding and slow. It put me in mind of a hand slipping down the wall just above you and pausing a centimeter from your head.

    “I take them,” he finally replied.

    He snapped his wing around and sliced it against my shield. The tail was one thing – this was much worse. I once used an anchor-point shield to stop a car from hitting me. The surprised driver of the hatchback had only been doing 40 kilometers at the time. It’d still been the hardest thing I’d ever done. This was three times worse.

    The demon struck my shield with the force to rip a hole through the side of the building.

    Everything came down to a point. My life could go in two directions. I practically felt my soul splitting. Before I could fail, I grabbed hold of just enough anchor force to block the wing from ripping through my shield.

    It still damaged me. The sheer amount of force I called on made me stagger to a knee. My mouth opened, and sweat rained off my brow. My heart thundered hard enough to stop.

    I slowly tilted my head up and stared at the demon. At any moment, he could use his other wing on me or combine it with his tail and tear through my shield. But the guy just floated several centimeters from the floor, his feet loose and pointed at the ground.

    The rest of his body was stiff, especially his face. Ropelike neck muscles led to a hard chin and lips locked over clenched teeth. They shifted a centimeter as he hissed, “Now, now, you should not be able to do that. What,” all of my focus locked on his lips, on the words he was about to say, on the sensations charging through my body, even though I knew I’d lose, “are,” he tilted his head lower until he caught my gaze and wouldn’t drop it, “you?”

    I could hardly feel the world crashing down around me. Nobody yanked on my life, grabbed it, and pulled it down like a tapestry from an old castle wall. I wasn’t a house smashed through with a wrecking ball. Yet I felt someone lining up everything I knew about my life and cracking it. A shiver, hard and fast, ran down my back as my shoulders drooped and my face pushed forward.

    The demon slid down onto one knee, tilted his whole body in my direction, and paused on the other side of my shield, face mere centimeters from my own. It meant I couldn’t get away, couldn’t blink and escape the smile that spread over his lips, a promise if ever I’d seen one.

    And a promise from a demon is a million times worse than a guarantee.

  
    Chapter 2

    I couldn’t escape. The realization dawned on me like Thor striking me in the back with his hammer. I was still concentrating – still needed to pump power into my anchor-point – but I was running low on juice. My shoulders started twitching, this convulsing sensation ripping up from my belly. I was good at pushing my limits – honestly, I was. But this was too much.

    “You’re about to black out,” TK spat.

    She did not tell me to stop using magic. Blacking out would honestly be kinder than just falling into this demon’s bulky arms. He hadn’t blinked since delivering his dire warning. He just let it settle and watched me so intently, I felt like a specimen under a scientist’s microscope. One with a particularly sly smile. “Don’t tell me I’ve finally found you, my dear? After all these years—”

    “Go to hell,” I snapped, shoulders shaking more. I somehow rounded a hand into a fist. I briefly tore my gaze off the demon’s intense pupils and stared down at my knuckles. I bared them as, impossibly, I got to my feet, swaying the whole way.

    Intrigued but amused, the demon floated up and spread his wings but didn’t attack. “Don’t tell me you still have some fight left in you?”

    “I’ve always got a little something,” I grunted. I crammed my palms together.

    “You will kill yourself,” TK snapped.

    A preferable way to go than giving up.

    Wincing, my body on fire, my muscles a mess, I called on more anchoring force. It crackled over my skin and roared down into my feet. It spread around me in a half circle. I almost couldn’t complete it, but with a grunt, I squeezed out more force.

    Amusement still flashed in the demon’s deep pupils, but a harder emotion joined it. He opened his mouth to say something.

    
      Screw him.
    

    I grunted and pushed into my anchor-point until it spread. It struck the guy in his chest, forcing him back. I needed to fling him out of the window behind us. I had to put some distance between him, me, and the woman. Then my tired mind told me to go get help, wherever I might find it. But the guy shifted a mere inch. He snapped right back. His eyes were on fire more now. “There’s no need to get physical too early. Enough of this.” He swiped at my anchor-point. He used both wings. They sliced in from the sides.

    I saw the future, clear as day, a story written in freaking neon letters in front of me. I knew every step, every moment, every excruciating loss.

    But I was wrong.

    My shield didn’t break. Something burst through the broken doorway behind me, moving so fast, I only glimpsed a memorable cashmere suit.

    Val shot past me and rammed the demon, pushing him back a meter. The vampire didn’t ostensibly use magic – just his mere physical strength.

    His muscles bristled, the seams of his jacket splitting at the sides.

    The demon flapped his wings but didn’t immediately ram Val back. He warily shifted toward the woman.

    Crap. I’d forgotten about her. I should spread my shield over to her. I tried. I lifted too tired fingers, but the effort almost killed me.

    “You can save your strength now, idiot,” TK snapped. “Or—”

    
      “There’s no point in conserving strength if I don’t use it on someone who needs it.”
    

    
      “Noble but stupid—”
    

    “A good catchphrase to write on my gravestone.” I picked myself up to my swaying feet.

    The demon flashed his eyes toward me, his brow corrugating like this should be impossible.

    I didn’t care about the look in his eyes. But as Val turned and stared at me for the second time that day, I cared.

    Deeply.

    It was the tingly, cold caring that spreads through your chest, grabs your chin, and pulls it up. It staples your eyes open, drives a stake into your heart, and makes you so aware of your body, every breath is like an echoing boom.

    Val said nothing. He lacked the time.

    The demon came to his senses and cracked his tail around, but Val lurched down to a knee. He ripped his left sleeve off and revealed a tattoo that started from his wrist bone and stopped halfway down his forearm. It was an ornate cross surrounded by a snake. Parts glowed, a few areas even moving. It was a magical ward.

    The demon’s eyes snapped open wide like he recognized it. Then he hissed.

    “Get out of here,” Val roared.

    The demon jolted forward, revealing the ward couldn’t stop him.

    I could only focus on the woman. My world narrowed until it was me and her. She hadn’t moved, but I could tell she was still alive. Her chest rose and fell softly. Get her to medical professionals, and they’d stabilize her. She’d never be the same witch, but dammit, she’d live—

    I used that promise to force more power from my shaking body. I locked my hand forward on the floor, grabbed a section of my anchor-point spell, and spread it.

    I lacked the force to do this. You needed strong concentration, a lot of magic, and a real good reason to mess with the boundaries of an existing anchor-point.

    Screw it.

    In a shaking moment, my anchor-point wobbled then spread. It soon encompassed the woman, moving over her body until it finally spread past her limp head.

    The demon hissed at me. His mouth opened, his teeth clenching. His head jolted down, and from the dark look in his eyes, I could tell he was planning something.

    Whatever it was, he wouldn’t get to do it today.

    “Get out of here,” Val roared. He gripped his ward, wrapping his fingers around it one by one. As the strong digits rammed against the magical symbol, it glowed successively brighter like someone jaggedly turning a dimmer switch up. Soon the illumination was too bright. The demon yanked an arm up and hid behind it. He flapped his wings and crossed them in front of himself, then hissed, turned tail, glanced at me once, and left. He slammed into the window, cracking the glass. Then he flew down the side of the building.

    … I couldn’t believe it was over.

    I still kept my hand locked on the floor, my shield spread.

    A little blood leaked from my mouth – or nose. I could have a thousand holes in my head. I couldn’t feel them – I couldn’t concentrate right now.

    Not when Val suddenly turned.

    He stood there, hand still on his ward, holy light blazing off the symbol.

    “Drop your damn shield now, you idiot,” TK snapped at me, “before you fall unconscious for no damn reason. And you really don’t want to fall unconscious in front of him.”

    “… Because Val’s our target,” I thought slowly like a train limping down broken tracks.

    
      “Because he has a demon ward on his arm.”
    

    “… I’m sorry?” I thought even slower now, eyes drooping as they tried to close.

    
      “That’s a demon ward. Think of it as a territory agreement. That demon was on Val’s territory. And that’s why flashing the ward got it to leave.”
    

    
      “Hold on…. If Val’s got a deal with the demons—”
    

    
      “It’s making it a hell of a lot more likely that he’s hiding the guy who killed Winifred’s son. It’s evidence – everything you came here for. It wasn’t to flirt with a dangerous demon.”
    

    “Flirt?” I spluttered out loud.

    Val’s full attention was locked on me – I meant everything. Every damn scrap of his shrewd mind, blazing gaze, and cold vampire force. But I blurted flirting in his face as he finally knelt in front of me.

    He didn’t even flinch. My cheeks warmed – only a fraction. I lacked the energy for more.

    “You’re an anchor-point witch,” he finally said.

    I clenched my teeth. “Thanks for stating the obvious. You have an agreement with demons. If you think I’m gonna let you get to this lady, think again,” I snapped, finally forcing myself onto my knees. I made direct eye contact with Val just beyond my shield and pushed to my feet, albeit slowly. I wobbled like a tree ready to fall in an old forest.

    Val rose in time with me, never taking his eyes off mine, always keeping them level until he stood at his full height. Unlike me, he moved with poise and strength. “This woman is my employee. You saved her life—”

    “Because you have a deal with the demons to let them devour people on your premises.” I gestured at his still glowing arm. Fiery rays of light occasionally darted out from underneath his fingers, illuminating the walls in lines, their corresponding shadows dancing over the carpet, a few slicing over my face.

    Val grabbed his arm harder, his teeth clenching. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

    “Well, this is exactly what it looks like. I’ve got this woman under an anchor-point shield, and I won’t give her up for anything.”

    “She needs immediate medical attention. You managed to prevent the demon from taking most of her soul, but without intervention, she will die.” He spoke with such certainty as if he saw this all the time.

    My back lengthened. I bared my teeth at him. If TK were on the ball, she’d warn me not to snarl at the city’s most powerful vampire. She was desperately attempting to find a way out of this.

    Heck, she was probably calculating the likelihood we could survive if we jumped out the window. She knew from my personality I would not leave without the woman, however.

    “I’ll take her to the hospital myself. There is no way I’m gonna leave her with you. Do the vamps up there know about that little deal you’ve got with the devil?” I gestured at the writhing symbol beneath his firm grip.

    He glanced down at it then up at my eyes. He nodded. It was so direct. … He wasn’t lying.

    It threw me. Momentarily. Then the woman started to rouse. She twitched at first, her left leg lurching out and striking a turned-over office chair. It dragged the casters over the scorched carpet. Then her left arm twitched, and finally the nervous activity reached her eyes. They jolted open, and she snapped into a seated position. She locked a hand on her chest then another on her throat. She walked her stiff grip up until she reached her lips. She closed her hands desperately over her mouth. I could tell she was searching for her soul. But half was gone.

    I winced in terror. “The demon took it—”

    She made eye contact with Val. He swung around to her. “Miranda, it will be okay. We stopped the devouring process—”

    We? Where was he when I fought tooth and nail against a powerful demon? Probably waiting behind the door for the perfect time to interrupt and pretend to be the good guy.

    My eyes narrowed in suspicion. Miranda’s didn’t.

    She shook up into a standing position. She checked herself. She swayed but not badly. Then she moved toward the edge of my shield. I shook my head. “No. You do that, and the vamp will get you—” I tried.

    She lurched right out of my shield. Val grabbed her arm supportively. Then he swung his eyes over me. I couldn’t tell you what burnt behind them. A thousand questions, a million insults. I couldn’t read Val. He could read me. “Drop your shield before you pass out. I don’t need any more drama tonight.”

    I was pretty close to passing out – until he snapped that. Then sheer defensiveness gave me a new burst of strength. I bared my teeth at him. “You’ll find I am a hell of a lot worse than drama when I get going—” I intended it to be a strong statement. At that moment, my tired body just gave up. The energy fell from me like a waterfall down jagged cliffs. My shoulders lurched down, my stomach caved in, and my knees buckled sideways.

    I fell against Val. Remarkably, he didn’t step to the side and allow me to nosedive against the burnt carpet. He swept close and grabbed me.

    I thumped against his chest. He wasn’t the first vampire I’d ever gotten close to. They all felt different the second you touched them. When you stood in front of them, even if it was a mere centimeter away, you always got the impression they weren’t really there. They felt fake like apparitions. When you got close enough to slide a hand down their skin, fake became very real, very fast. It wasn’t just their rock-hard muscles, the heat radiating off their chests, or the sense of strength in every breath. It was just… vampires.

    Or was it just him?

    My body reacted. A deceptively light, simple tingle spread through the center of my chest like somebody throwing a half-lit match in a frozen lake. It sure couldn’t thaw the place. It could start.

    Val looked down into my eyes.

    Then thundering footsteps echoed down the corridor. I turned but lacked the strength to pull myself from Val’s embrace.

    I lacked something else too. Impetus. My body needed to sleep, and for some dumb ass reason it thought Val’s arms were the perfect place to start.

    That familiar gargoyle from before skidded into the room. He took one look at Miranda and squared off in front of me.

    Val shook his head. “It was him,” he growled, voice hard but fracturing on the word him. He gestured out the window then shrugged at Miranda. “She needs medical help immediately.”

    Miranda had to know this gargoyle, too. With a face fractured with fear and anguish, she lurched over, and the guy picked her up.

    His eyes sliced toward me, confusion rumpling his brow. “You got that, Sir…? Whatever it is?”

    My cheeks reddened at the insult. “You think I’m a that—”

    “I’ve got it,” Val replied smoothly.

    “You think I’m a that?” I repeated.

    I stupidly turned and watched him. He was the kind of close where you can see someone’s light wrinkles, the real color in their eyes, the energy behind every expression. It stilled me momentarily, giving him the excuse to pick me up.

    “What the hell are you doing?” I snapped at him.

    “Removing you from the situation. Taking you to receive medical care—”

    “I don’t need medical care.”

    “You used too much magic.”

    “A bath and a snack will do. Now put me down. You think I’m gonna let a vampire carry me anywhere? Especially one like you?”

    “Watch yourself,” TK snapped. “If he’s telling the truth, and the other vampires somehow know he’s got a deal with the demons, you have no evidence on him. Don’t burn your bridges. This is the most powerful vampire in the city.”

    You’d think my lips would ground to a halt. They didn’t. Fiery heat built behind them, and it needed something to burn. I couldn’t directly wipe away the chilling experience of that demon’s smile. I could transfer my anger.

    It just didn’t seem to work on Val.

    He walked resolutely through the door. He didn’t put me over his shoulder, just held me in his arms, proving his superior vampire strength.

    “I don’t trust you,” I snapped, voice deliberately loud.

    Other staff members stood in the corridor. This was his tower, after all. While most of them were gargoyles, a few looked like vamps.

    “Fortunately I’m strong enough to hold you without your trust, madam.”

    “I don’t know what deal you made with that demon.” I stared at the mark on his arm.

    It jogged him into remembering it was still visible. Pinning me against his chest, he pulled his sleeve up and fiddled with the button until it was tightly fastened. He pressed his lips together and said nothing.

    “Put me down.”

    “You were injured attempting to save one of my staff members in my building. It’s my prerogative to ensure you get to safety.”

    “I was injured fighting a demon you clearly have a deal with.”

    “A ward is not a deal,” he said, his vampiric tone hard. I had to be careful. Vampires were sticklers for the letter of the law. They knew every clause on the books. They’d written most of them.

    “It’s close enough—”

    “It is not.”

    “Look, if you want to argue with me, why don’t we do it face-to-face, buddy?”

    He tilted his chin down, proving just how close we already were. “Is this not face-to-face, Miss—”

    He was fishing for a name, and I didn’t care. “Charlie Stanhope.”

    “I see. I don’t remember inviting you to my exclusive function. I tend to have—” he glanced down at my dress, noticing the now three-inch-wide hole in my hip seam.

    “What, standards? Well, I was invited. Just not by you.” I went to grab my invitation from my clutch. I’d lost it at some point.

    My jaw hardened.

    “The fact can be ascertained after you receive medical attention and your reward.”

    My lips puckered, my brow compressing. “Reward?”

    “You saved my employee in my tower. You did my job for me.” His voice bottomed out, his tone becoming unreadable. “So you will be rewarded. Because there’s always a reward.”

    Every time he repeated reward, my blood ran cold, my eyes widened, and I stared harder up into his eyes.

    I tried to remember my mission, the only reason I’d come to this dumb party. I tried to put it into perspective, telling myself that even if I wasn’t working for the squad anymore, I could still make a measurable difference in this hellhole of a town. You try remembering a thing when an ancient, powerful, handsome vamp has you in his arms and has no intention of ever letting you go.

  
    Chapter 3

    … Well, he let me go.

    That stupid thought repeated in my head on a loop as I sank down under my cheap bubble bath, enjoying the heat against my tired muscles.

    TK was out. Even in full fairy form, she was tiny. No bigger than a little fingertip, she hovered in front of my nose, occasionally landing on it. I’d go cross-eyed trying to see her tiny wings and even smaller peevish smile. “That went as predicted.”

    I almost sank underneath the bubbles. I spluttered, hard breath blowing them up into the air. They popped, their rainbow colors shimmering and reflecting my tiny piece of crap bathroom. The tub was only a meter in length, and my legs hung off the side. The tiles were cracked, grime covered the grout, and the mirror misted above the awful olive-green sink.

    “I’m sorry, you predicted that? Seriously? Then you are like the Oracle of Delphi. You could’ve told me.”

    “I knew you’d screw up. It was a generalized prediction.”

    “Generalized things aren’t predictions. We all know one day the universe will die. We all know one day the sun will stop rising in the morning. And we all know one day—”

    “You’ll finally throw yourself into a fight that you lose. And you have no idea how close you came to losing this time, idiot.” Real fear grated through her tone. I couldn’t ignore it. It sank its talons into my stomach, pulling me under the water.

    I pressed my lips closed and shut my eyes. As the glorious warmth brushed over my face, I tried to shut out memories of that demon. I couldn’t. They slapped me, forcing me to reach the surface. I spluttered, gripped the porcelain bath’s smooth edges, and grunted, “I survived.”

    “Yes. You did. By the skin of your teeth. If Val hadn’t interrupted with that strange ward of his, you’d be…” worryingly, she trailed off.

    I tensed, desperate to learn her prediction. I’d be what? Mincemeat? Devoured? … Something worse?

    A memory of that demon’s piercing gaze intruded again, and even when I shook my head hard, it did not disperse.

    “You came close to ruining everything. You think I would have ever agreed to become your guardian fairy if I’d known you’d be such a loose, ineffective cannon?”

    “Two things. You didn’t agree to be my guardian. You were assigned to me. Then you formed a bond with me that meant that you couldn’t be taken away.”

    “The greatest mistake of my life.”

    “The second thing is I fought that demon. I didn’t fail immediately, either.”

    She became silent like the deepest, coldest tracks of untouched space. “Are you trying to tell me that you did good in that fight? You only survived because Val saved you.”

    “… I showed more power than usual.” My voice became faint and distant. It forced ripples over the surface of the water
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