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      Blurb

      

      Fire’s meant to burn. But Rebecca Delight sure isn’t.

      She’s a partial elemental witch, a woman with extreme potential and no drive. Happy to cruise, she ekes out a life as a handywoman until her friend is brutally murdered. It drags Rebecca into the investigation when an embodied demon learns of her power. Lucian Fogo has no intention of letting Rebecca sit on the sidelines anymore. Her fire calls to him, in more ways than one. A contract soon makes her his deputy and forces her to race against time to catch the killer before he strikes again. As the hunt begins, Rebecca will have to fight fire on all fronts. For no red-blooded woman can withstand a true demon for long.
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    Chapter 1

    “Fire’s not that scary. Not if you do it right,” Celestine said, tone sharp in my earbuds as the wintry wind whistled past like a scream through cracked glass.

    Sighing, I thumbed a stray hair strand underneath my hoodie and grunted, “You do know what the primary job of fire is, right? To burn. Bubble, blister, charcoal—”

    “Charcoal’s not a verb,” Celestine sighed.

    “Yeah, it is – I looked it up once.”

    “Ah, fine. Of course you did. But come on, Rebecca, you’re one measly element away from being the city’s best tracker.” Pressure built in her voice like a clogged pipe. “I’m sick of having this conversation. I know what you’re worth—”

    “I’m the city’s number one – and cheapest – handy woman.” Thrusting up from shoveling the snow, I planted one hand on my hip, then immediately shivered as an icy wind slipped past. Plunging the shovel further into the drift, I returned to my job. When I encountered hard ice, I let my emotions flow, drag magic up from inside, push across the spade, and crack through the ice.

    A satisfied smile spread my lips. It sure wouldn’t spread to Celestine as she snapped, “You’ve got great talent. I could definitely find you a job at the police with me.”

    “Look.” Momentarily leaning on the spade, my gaze fluttered over the wintry wonderland. The tall, snow-laden oaks, deep, ice-cold drifts, and cozy houses were irrelevant backdrops. Ephemeral details for a life that’d never reach others’ soaring expectations.

    “If this is where you promise you’re totally okay with being a sub-par witch, don’t,” Celestine growled. The sound of shuffling papers echoed down the line, accompanied by the tapping of quick, practiced fingers over keys.

    “You working?” I frowned.

    “Always. You know that.” She let out a tired yawn and, from the scrunch, likely rubbed her eyes. “I haven’t had an early night once this week.”

    “And that’s why I don’t want to work for the police—”

    “We’re tracking that murderer,” she spoke right over me, tone like a slap.

    I straightened. “Murderer—”

    “You should pay more attention to the papers. It’s splashed all over them, no matter how hard we try to get them to tune things down. Guess they need to let people know. It’s not helping us track him down, though. We don’t even know if it’s a human or one of the other races. God,” her voice dropped, “it might even be an embodied demon.”

    My nose scrunched, gloves crunching around the shovel’s plastic handle. “The Devil keeps an incredibly tight hold of them. They can only become embodied if they agree to work for him. And they can only do that if the Magic Council has tasks for them. How the heck could it be a demon?”

    “I don’t know. But you hear rumors of them slipping through the cracks occasionally.”

    “I guess. Isn’t it more likely to be a witch or wizard with a chip on their shoulder?”

    Three cold seconds slipped past, worse than another burst of frozen wind. It gusted down the street, struck my hood, ripped it right off like a punch, then yanked my shoulder-length sandy blond hair out in a wave. Every fluttering strand shot above my head then slapped back down over my eyes like a curtain over a play.

    “A chip on their shoulder?” Celestine finally continued. “You have no idea what this guy does to his victims, do you?”

    A chill chased down my spine. My white glove sliding harder over the plastic handle, I managed, “He kills them—”

    “And dissects them. The forensic report says it’s usually with broken glass. From head to toe, he doesn’t leave a single scrap of their flesh untouched.”

    “That’s horrendous.”

    “And it’s still happening. One body a week. They’ll have another by tomorrow. That’s why I’m at work. That’s why—” another heavy sigh, “it’d be great to get the help of one incredibly talented elemental witch with only a single strain to master.”

    Wincing, cheeks hard, I whispered in a hoarse tone, “We both know I won’t be that great. My magic’s patchy. My emotional connection is worse.” I squeezed my gloves underneath my collar, regretting it as I threw powdery snow against my skin, chilling it instantly. “I can feel the symbiotic magical energy in me…. But I don’t know. It comes and goes.”

    “Because you never mastered fear or desire – fire.” Celestine’s tone tightened like someone progressively tying barbed wire around her throat. The thump of her elbows striking her old wooden desk reverberated. “Look, it’s your life. And I doubt you’d join the police even if you did become a full magical tracker. But kid, you’re not living up to your abilities.”

    I stared across the street at an SUV, glimpsing one black tire and a red wing mirror, kind of like fingers poking up out of a grave.

    Do you need to see the whole body to understand it’s dead?

    Nope.

    And so was my magical future.

    I shook my head, finally catching my hair and tucking it underneath my hood as I pulled it back into place. “I know you don’t want to hear this – I know I’ve said it a million times, but Celestine, you think too highly of me. I live in this body.” I flopped a hand up and down. “And I know exactly what I can and can’t do. It’s not that I have a problem with fire – I just don’t like it. And I don’t honestly have a problem with fear—”

    “Or desire?” she snapped. “I’ve heard this a million times – you’re right. But you should appreciate other people’s opinions matter more. I’ve seen you practice elemental magic.” A hush came over her voice like a once-noisy auditorium quieting for the main show. “You can fluidly switch between elementals like no one I’ve ever seen. You might not think you’re connected to your symbiotic energy. But Rebecca, you are. And that’s why this is so frustrating.”

    “But I’m a great handywoman.”

    I picked up the faint bang of a knock across the line. Sucking my bottom lip in, I chewed it, expecting Celestine to deal with it quickly. She came back to the phone, obviously picking up the receiver fast, because it scratched over the strands of her crazy, knotty red hair. “Gotta go. Just—”

    “I choose to believe what you’re about to say is ‘have a great time at the Fire Festival tonight.’ I picked up a handywoman job.”

    “God… good,” she corrected quickly. “Have fun.”

    I cracked a grin. “Don’t work too hard.”

    “Somebody has to.”

    Yanking a glove off with my teeth, I touched my earbuds, hanging up then immediately shivering. “Why’s it always gotta be so cold?”

    The answer was: the thickest, meanest winter had settled over Divine City, and it’d only just started.

    Pity I didn’t have a fire to go curl up in front of.

  
    Chapter 2

    Sliding my hands down my slacks and tugging on my puffy jacket’s white fur collar, I lifted my lanyard, showing the guy at the gate. A 2.5-meter half-gargoyle, he looked straight past the lanyard and right into my fingers like an x-ray. “Elemental.”

    “Yeah….”

    “Failed,” he added, like a mean medical scan.

    My lips scrunched into a tight line. “I didn’t fail. I’m just—”

    He snatched up the lanyard, scanning the permissions details on the back. “I remember reading about you – a handywoman, right? Head around to the warehouse. East side. Skip the performance.”

    “Huh?”

    “One act is proving popular. We don’t want a crowd.” He grunted in low, sharp tones then thumbed over his shoulder, signaling I should head around back.

    Tucking my lanyard down, I skipped the crowds. Thin for now, they’d fill up later. It was 7 PM. The festival would get into full swing at about 8:30.

    Snuggling my hands into my pockets, I meandered around to the squat, black warehouse. I spied a guy waiting for me in chinos and a shirt. He was either already hypothermic and didn’t care, or came from a race with high heat.

    He led me through the warehouse, gave me a quick rundown, and told me not to screw up. Then he left. In the distance, a burst of flames leapt into the dark night like a firecracker. Even from here, a good 50 meters away, I yelped and jerked back.

    A slight prickle of sweat shimmered over my brow. Wicking it away, I glanced around, confirmed no one had heard my shriek, and twisted.

    I had a whole warehouse of boxes to move.

    “Lucky you’re the kind of witch who doesn’t back down,” I grunted under my breath and set to work.

    With my particular skills, it went quickly. A little earth magic there – some strategic air enchantments over here – and in half an hour, it was done.

    I was stretching, hands on my back, when footfalls rang out behind me. Turning, I saw a different guy in chinos. Guess it was a kind of uniform around here. It revealed two things. That he was smart and businesslike, and he had magic. His arms poked out of short gray sleeves, even as an Arctic-level wind roared past.

    He tracked my eyes down to his bare arms. “Recovering Wizard,” he grunted with a grin.

    I laughed. “Recovering?”

    “You know how it is being a wizard.” He scratched his stubble-lined chin. “Too cerebral. You’re always negotiating with your symbiotic magic. It can get pretty tiring. Wish I was someone like you.”

    I flashed him a smile. “A weak witch handywoman?”

    “The gargoyle at the gate said you’re an elemental – though not completely.”

    I chose to give that information out on a privileged basis. Pity that certain races like gargoyles could see right through my façade.

    I shrugged, not knowing what to say. Would he launch into an argument like Celestine, haranguing me for not reaching my full potential?

    Nope. He gestured beside him. “Come check out the rest of the festival. I might have a position for you.”

    Dollar signs rained through my head like hail. I scurried over, jumped down the ramp, and watched the festival goers meandering through the blocked-off streets. The scents of food wafted through the air: delicious spicy Indian, fried potatoes, hedonistic sweets – you name it. Even hot magical liquor with a tight, orange, burnt punch to the back of my throat.

    Wait. The burning came from something else.

    A blast of flames tore into the night sky, twice as high as the canvas festival tents.

    Alarmed, I jerked back, almost striking my boss.

    “Whoa. Did that surprise you? He’s our best act. People are pouring off the streets to see him.”

    “It’s okay. I just…” I stopped myself from pointing out I hated fire. It’d give away even more personal information. “So… you have a business proposition for me?”

    A sharp grin crumpled the fifty-something’s lips. “Even though I know you’re not a full elemental, there’s definitely festival work for someone like you. It does mean a lot of traveling. But it’s good money. Great community, too. We only need two things: a friendly attitude and grit.”

    “Grit? Come across grisly murders regularly or something?” I frowned, wondering why the example jumped into my head. He’d think I was mad.

    The guy shrugged it off. “We sure don’t. But you have to think quickly, act fast, and move on from a lot of things in this business. Above all, you need a head on your shoulders.”

    We reached the crowd and meandered through them. My boss was 6 foot 2, and I fell into step behind him like a penguin to an icebreaker.

    I tapped the top of my head, “What do you think this is?”

    “I think—”

    The crowd thinned suddenly. My fat, shimmering pupils locked dead ahead on a man standing in the middle of the crowd with a naked torso, tight slacks, pulled-back shoulder-length hair, and above all else, a flame torch gripped in his hand.

    A sharp, handsome jaw led to the kind of eyes that could kill – after they’d burn you to a crisp. Literally. With no warning, he yanked the fire torch up, sucked flames into his mouth, then forced them into the night air.

    A tower of fire shot up, twice the size of an ordinary house. The crowd roared in amazement, and the man wrenched the torch away and bowed, not bothering to move it far from his chest. A few flames licked up around his piercing gaze and high cheekbones as he locked his eyes right on me.

    My heartbeat tripled, and with a high-pitched scream, I lurched right back into my boss. Surprised, the ex-wizard wasn’t ready, and I knocked him flat on his ass. He took down a kid carrying two slushies, and they splashed over his lap.

    After two seconds of struggling for breath, I dropped to my knee. The words “I’m sorry” got stuck on my lips when I saw my boss’s face. Though it was time to update our relationship. My ex-boss’s face.

    He apologized profusely to the kid, gave money to the mother for more slushies, then didn’t even bother to turn to me. “It’s all right. You are not appropriate for this job.”

    “Look, I’m so sorry, it’s just I get a little surprised around—”

    “I didn’t realize it was fire you couldn’t practice. That means you’ve got a problem with fear.”

    My cheeks burned. “No. I’m not afraid.”

    “The mere sight of nearby flames turned you into a child. This is clearly not the right work for you.”

    “Child?” My throat constricted. “It’s not like that—”

    “I think I made myself perfectly clear.” He grabbed his shirt and tried to remove some of the slushy but failed. “We don’t need someone like you in this line of work. Enjoy the festival.”

    He strode away.

    My cheeks burned even brighter, not helped by the fact several teenage boys laughed from beside a knickknack store. One mimed swallowing fire and breathing it at me.

    Stupidly, I turned back to the actual fire breather. Like clockwork, staring right at me, he breathed another plume. Stunted, it curled around his face and couldn’t burn anyone. I stood 10 meters away, but that didn’t matter. I hurtled backward, clenching my teeth and glowering right at him, knowing he’d done this on purpose.

    Great. I’d lost the opportunity for regular work.

    Remembering the thick pile of unpaid bills on my kitchen table, I sighed, shoved my hands hard into my pockets, and swore under my breath. I doubted this day could get any worse.

    But trouble wasn’t done with me yet.

    I grabbed a bite to eat, meandered around some stalls, ignored the burning man statue in the middle of the square, and soon exited to a side street. Groaning, I started walking back to my car, when someone spied me from across the street. “Hey,” they said, voice deep, reminding me of a mountain rolling down to the sea.

    It hit me right in the middle of the back, and I straightened like someone slapped a hand on my spine. By the time I turned, a familiar face was running across the street to me – dragging a six-foot-four package of toned muscle, sharp eyes, and cheekbones you could cut your heart on.

    The fire breather.

    I lurched back, eyes wide.

    Yanking his hands up, he spread them quickly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that. I overheard—”

    My lips scrunched. “That I lost my job? Great hearing. I super loved the fact you looked into my eyes the second time and breathed fire right at me. You’re an awesome guy.”

    His lips pressed into a line. With one hand in his pocket, he bent forward slightly from the hips then straightened. He looked like a buoy in a choppy ocean. No matter how unsettling the waves were, they’d never knock this one down. “I’m not a guy.”

    “Um… so those washboard abs are just for show?”

    He blinked and lifted his arms with an expression halfway between surprise and suspicion. I clocked the bright blood-red tattoos on the backs of his hands.

    Demon.

    Most people would notice that instantly, ignoring every other detail and zeroing in on this guy being an embodied demonic spirit. I’d skipped right past.

    “You lost me a job today,” I spat, letting everything out, the specter of my unpaid bills like a teetering tower.

    “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

    “You looked right at me and blew flames. It makes sense—”

    My last comment snapped his shapely lips thin. “Because I’m a demon?” His voice became dangerously deadpan.

    Nose scrunching, I shrugged. “Why the hell would I care if you’re a demon?”

    “Because everyone in this town does.”

    “I dated one once. I don’t care what race you are. You just lost me my job, okay?” I lifted my hands, frustration like claws around my throat. I couldn’t stop thinking about the second this asshole breathed flames right in my face. And no, I didn’t care that I’d stood 10 whole meters back.

    He froze, eyes narrowing slightly. “You dated… a demon?”

    “It doesn’t matter, okay?” I threw my hands up, hearing my own emotional tone and wincing, but not knowing how to stop. “It’s not like I can’t find another job. And I won’t lose my house – yet. I’ll manage. Have a great day, Demon.” I pivoted hard on my foot and threw myself down the street, reason catching up to me. It doused the flames of anger, pointing out I’d just had a one-sided shouting match on a public road. What if a prospective employer overheard?

    The guy didn’t follow. As I reached my car, I saw him standing on the pavement, where I’d left him, one foot up on the curb, the other in the gutter, his head turned right toward me. I couldn’t tell his expression from here but knew he wasn’t blinking.

    It frustrated me even more. Slipping a shaking hand into my pocket, I yanked out my keys, dropped them, swore to the high heavens, opened the car, got inside, and slammed my palm onto the steering wheel. I narrowly avoided honking the horn, finally started the ignition, and drove off.

    I’d manage – always did. Maybe I’d stick some more ads in the paper or start that website like mom wanted. I could scour the local district for work or hit up some old contacts.

    Nothing’s ever lost with a can-do attitude. But Celestine’s last words echoed in my head. What was really gained if you couldn’t be bothered pushing yourself?

  
    Chapter 3

    Grunting, I roused to hear my phone ringing. Shoving a hand out of my covers, instantly chilling like a slab of meat thrown in the deep freezer, I found my cell, wrenched the power cable out, and answered, “Yeah?”

    “I’m running along the eastern forest track,” Celestine spat like gunfire.

    It woke me up faster than slamming headfirst into an ice sheet. I rocketed up, a pillow bouncing out from underneath me. It took out some of the knickknacks I kept on my bedside table. They thumped onto my carpet-free, cracked floor with a thwack. “Celestine?”

    “The track close to the bridge.”

    “What’s happening?”

    “Someone’s following me.”

    My heart rate tripled and shook my throat. “Call the police.”

    “I tried to. You’re my emergency contact. The phone misheard and called you. Now it’s too late—”

    Her voice dropped out, leaving the hiss of her hard breath.

    “Celestine?” I rocketed toward my closet. Grabbing the first thing my groping fingers found – a thin summer dressing gown – I shrugged into it. “Who’s following you?”

    “I don’t know what they want.”

    
      “Just call the police.”
    

    “You have to call them. Look, kid—”

    I’d told her not to call me that a thousand times. We were the same age. But while her life was sorted, mine wasn’t.

    A presumptive sentence. The last I’d dare speak. Because life can’t be assumed. “Celestine—”

    The sound of hurried footfalls thumped down the line like a hammer to a drum.

    “Say something, just—” I blared.

    Thump. It echoed out like a body hitting the ground.

    “Celestine!” I screamed.

    Someone dragging something heavy reverberated down the line. Then something that pinned my tongue to my palate, trapping in a primal scream: a sharp object sliding over soft flesh.

    
      “Celestine. Celestine—”
    

    I grabbed my worn woolen slippers and rocketed into the kitchen. My fingers snagged the keys on the hook by the door, nails scratching off chunks of old white paint.

    Throwing the door open, I made it outside and launched into my car. I only wore threadbare pajamas and a summer dressing gown. It slid around my frozen legs, every breath coming out in white plumes.

    Shaking hands clutching the steering wheel, I turned the car on.

    I didn’t end the call with Celestine. Just couldn’t. The sounds of sharp objects cutting soft flesh nailed my soul to the spot. My fingers snatched open my glove compartment, a frozen hand soon grasping my business phone.

    Dropping my personal cell onto my lap and blocking the mic with my thighs to muffle my voice, I swung out of the driveway and called the police.

    I couldn’t even hear my own thoughts – my heartbeat pounded too loudly in my ears.

    “Emergency services—”

    “Forest track, near the bridge – send everyone you’ve got now. My friend is Celestine Cooper, a police officer. She called me. Someone attacked her.” I droned at a thousand words a minute, my lungs shaking like speeding cars.

    Everything else became a blur. I drove, foot flattened on the accelerator, thankful the traffic was thin.

    I didn’t live too far from the track and skidded into an empty car park close to the forest’s boundary.

    Devine City had its problems – nature wasn’t one. Trees and verdant parks were everywhere, connected like tattoos on a triad member’s back.

    I once loved them, taking any excuse to sink into nature. Now I stared at the tree line and saw every teetering, snow-laden pine like corpses’ hands peeking out of white sheets.

    “Be okay. Be okay. Just be okay,” I hissed, finally yanking my personal phone up and pressing it against my ear. I hadn’t heard a thing from Celestine. Nothing but silence. The call of a bird echoed above me, and it echoed over the phone.

    In shock, pathetically trying to convince myself she was fine, I found the running track.

    A part of my brain told me to turn around and head back to the car. Celestine wouldn’t want this. I could be hurtling headfirst into danger—

    I didn’t care, just couldn’t stop. My feet forced me forward faster than jet engines.

    I reached the track. No one else was out – likely too smart to run in fresh, new snow. It crunched under my threadbare slippers, numbing my feet until they felt like stumps. While most of the path was clear, snow was piled up high on the edges, and I kept knocking into it. My fake silk dragon-patterned bathrobe slid over the top, wicking up the moisture until the fabric slapped against my pumping thighs like a hand against glass.

    “Near the bridge…. Near the freaking bridge—”

    Eyes straining, I found the little-beaten track Celestine loved. My heart rate changed, kicking up a gear, moving from a hurtling car to a nosediving plane. Pressing the phone harder against my ear, I struggled to pick up anything. But another bird squawked overhead, and I heard it faithfully over the phone line, proving I was in the right area, proving—

    I came around a corner and almost kept running but spotted something tucked into a drift. Celestine’s phone. Confirming that, I yanked my own phone up and screamed, and the echo came out of the other receiver.

    “No, you don’t. No, you freaking don’t,” I spat, faster than my poor white lips could move. Plunging to a knee, I scooped her phone up and clutched it against my chest then yanked it back when the strong smell of magic and blood punched me in the nose.

    My wide, shivering eyes stared down at the cracked screen. Blood had leaked in between the fine fissures and peeked out from the back of the case.

    My mouth opened. It went to close. The joints got stuck, the lips glued against my gums.

    Taking one staggering step back, I thought I’d overbalance and slap onto my ass, when a crunch sounded out through the trees. It couldn’t be an animal – too heavy, coordinated, and slow.

    Everything came down to a point. My brain and training told me to turn around and wait for the police. Something else thrust me forward, and I plunged into the forest, snow-laden pine branches whipping my sides and face. One scraped across my cheek and must have left a prominent red mark. It stung my eyes, blurring them momentarily.

    By the time I ran around the pine, it was to the heady, brain-tingling scent of fresh magic.

    My whole body screamed dodge, and I threw myself on my back. I plunged into the snow, and the sense of its frozen, watery embrace filled me.

    Not everyone could practice magic, even if they were infected with the correct symbiotic energy. Though inoculated was the correct term. Infections are inherently bad for the host. Nothing was better than magic. If you knew how to use it.

    My fingers knew. They might be missing one element – they’d mastered the rest in high school.

    Another bolt of magic sizzled into the snow a few centimeters beside my cheek, but I kicked my legs over my head. Landing hard with two thumps of my sodden slippers, I lifted one hand out of the snow, calling on the frozen particles within.

    Water moves in a fluid dance. To master it, you have to become a maestro free-falling through your feelings.

    Closing my eyes, I plunged my mind deep inside my blood and let rip. Then yanking my hand up, I dragged most of the snowdrift with me. I threw it in front of my face, creating a shield. Its glittering drops looked like a tiny, fractal matrix.

    Another undifferentiated magic bolt sizzled into it, but my shield bought me time.

    Diving to the left, tucking my knees against my chest, I launched up to my feet. Then I staggered backward against the pine tree, grabbed more snow, and threw it out in a halo.

    I spun down to my knee, dug right through a drift, and finally touched the earth. Even though I couldn’t smell its unique scent, my body reacted as if I’d grabbed up handfuls of life-giving earth and plunged them into my heart. It brought me closer to the symbiotic magic within.

    Roaring, spittle splashing out of my stiff lips, I thrust my hand forward, and the earth shivered and rose up underneath the snow.

    This area was grounded, connected, alive. The dirt didn’t just provide a place to walk on – it gave life to all these trees. That made it more powerful.

    I used that force.

    Bellowing, heart pounding in my ears and stiff neck, I threw the earth out in a circle. Some of it thumped into the massive tree trunk behind me. The rest shot between the branches, hitting something. A light thump echoed out followed by a harsh gasp.

    “Stop where you are,” I yelled. “You’ll pay for this,” I added, even though I hadn’t seen Celestine’s body.

    I called on air, letting my mind race, deliberately forcing my thoughts onward, one after another.

    It swept through the wind around me, my body fizzling with magic. Sparking up from my blood, surging over my skin, it forced blasts of wind forward. They shot toward that thump and possibly struck something. I couldn’t be sure.

    “Come out.” My white lips bulged.

    Staggering but ignoring my protesting muscles, I plunged through the branches and found an indent in the snow. It was definitely bipedal. But a spread-out shape emerged from the back—

    A bolt of magic sailed right at my throat.

    I always wore metal bangles. They didn’t look great. No diamonds, jewels, or even enamel. But they were solid, thick, and easy to use. To call on metal elemental magic, I just had to force my mind to ground to a halt, those once-flitting thoughts now becoming still, almost stuck together like well-bonded steel.

    I forced my arm up with magic, far faster than the muscles could ever move. Then I let my bangles clamp together, called on the strength of the metal within, and created a shield.

    The magical bolt struck, pushing me backward. But it didn’t push me over. I hit a branch, and it poked me in the back, snow splattering over my sides and face.

    Stumbling, I fell to a knee but immediately snapped up. “Come out and fight me,” I roared. But a hush descended over the forest. “Come out.” Folding forward, my chest shook as I screamed that.

    The far-off wail of a siren rose over the trees.

    “Fight me. Pay for what you’ve done—”

    I picked up the blood. Splattered like sprays of paint from an overambitious artist, it covered the leaves, snow, and branches, raining down like droplets of red treacle.

    Freezing, back as stiff as my steel bangles, I couldn’t breathe, didn’t know how anymore.

    With cold, lifeless blood, I plucked one foot up and then the other.

    I didn’t bother to pull branches away, just used my frozen cheeks to do it. I reached the clearing. Right there in the middle, on her side, arms spread like a spineless doll, lay Celestine. Cut from head to foot, her blood leaked into the snow, a few last sparks of dispersing magic crackling through it in a hush.

    “Help,” I screamed, voice cracking and my soul joining it, “h-h-help me. Help me.”

    The police found me. But they couldn’t help. Celestine was dead.

    Nobody could ever bring her back.

  
    Chapter 4

    I sat on a clean section of track, a jacket around my shoulders, and an improvised magical heater clasped in my hands as police walked around me. It felt like a kid watching parents work. I couldn’t help them, didn’t even know what they were doing.

    No one cried. Some knew Celestine, but their professional and detached expressions didn’t reveal that. Meanwhile, tears ran down my cheeks in fits. Another batch threatened to rise, and I hunkered further into the jacket.

    One of the detectives standing to my left turned. “You don’t need to stay here anymore. You can head back to the station. We’ve—”

    I looked right up into his eyes, “You’ve got this, right? You’ll catch this guy soon, won’t you? I fought him. He must have left some forensic evidence.”

    The detective wouldn’t look at me. He cast his gaze down to the ground, eyes like hands soldered to lead weights.

    I shoved up to my feet, knees shaking. Who cared? Push me over, but I’d just shoot back up. “Tell me you’ll find him. Please—”

    “We’ve been working on this serial killer for five months,” he said flatly. He didn’t add anything, just let that drop.

    My gut sank like I swallowed the Titanic as Celestine’s words echoed in my head. The serial killer murdered once a week. Five months meant….

    I wanted to hurl but squeezed my lips together and shook my head. “There must be something. Some evidence…. Right?”

    “If there is, our forensic officers can’t pick it up. We’re waiting on a consultant. But that’s not relevant to you. Head back to the police station. We’ll handle the investigation.”

    My bloodless lips squeezed together, one word banging around my head like a vandal. They’d handle the investigation? The police had tried for five months but found nothing.

    If Celestine were here, she’d slap me and snap that they needed help.

    “There must be something I can do,” I whispered.

    “Trust us, Ms. Delight, there isn’t. Please head back to the station.”

    “She’s a witness. She’ll have to stay here until I’ve finished speaking to her.”

    A heavy, memorable tone echoed out, forcing me to turn. Even if you were deaf, you’d spin, because you’d pick up the vibration. It pushed into my chest, weaseled behind my heart, and built itself a home.

    Spinning, I paled two shades. “You,” I stammered, staring right at the fire breather from last night.

    No longer holding a flaming torch casually in one strong hand, he wore a dark black winter jacket, a white business shirt, and obsidian trousers. He looked every inch a detective. No… a consultant.

    Before I could even ask why he was here, the detective talking to me rushed over. “Thank God,” he lowered his tone, but I picked it up fine. “We don’t know what we’re looking at. There’s no evidence.”

    I couldn’t move my lips. My brain tried to come up with something to say, but I stared at the demon.

    He made eye contact. I couldn’t tell you why his eyes locked on my face for so long.

    “If you have something to add to this case, you’ll have to stay here.”

    “You’re a consultant?” My voice unavoidably tightened.

    Thinking that was a diss against demons, his cheeks hardened. But when I didn’t add anything, he watched me.

    I was like… I don’t know, a curious specimen in a jar? No. That didn’t fit the exact attention. I was more like a glittering stone in a fake ring. He couldn’t figure out if the gem was real or not. So he’d better keep looking.

    “We’ve already taken her statement.” The detective gestured at me.

    “I’ll need more than a statement,” the demon said in that by-now familiar deep, vibrating tone. “Take me to the body.”

    I lurched a step forward. “Her name’s Celestine,” I spat, not wanting to cry but tears trickling out anyway.

    The demon stopped and turned slowly. “Celestine Cooper. Yes, I know.”

    I rubbed at my red, chafed eyelids. “It’s just—”

    “I’ll do my job,” he spoke right over me.

    “Which is?” I demanded.

    “Demon tracker.”

    My ears rang like he slapped me. “Demon… demon tracker? A demon did this—”

    The detective lifted his hand. “Please, Ms. Delight, let Mr. Fogo do his work.”

    “But a demon murdered my friend.”

    Mr. Fogo, likely realizing I wouldn’t shut up until he told me everything, walked right up to me. He stopped a respectful step back. Though respectful was a stretch. He didn’t grab me, even if those powerful hands could. Nor did he choose to loom over me with that towering form. But his presence blared strength.

    Though it sounded stupid, right now that’s what my body wanted. A little of the tension eased. My eyes and my throat didn’t sting quite as bad.

    “My name is Lucian Fogo. I’m a demon tracker for the Devil. We don’t know if a demon murdered your friend. But if one did,” he bent his head down, “I’ll find him and deal with him.” The last statement rang. Not loudly – it didn’t clash like a broken bell. But inside me, it banged through every echoing, ruminating thought until it left me shivering there, almost naked.

    When I didn’t speak, he nodded politely then walked over to the body.

    I stared at his back, easily picking him up through the pine branches. You could probably see Mr. Fogo from outer space. It wasn’t his size but his oversized presence.

    Feeling sick again, I planted a hand on my mouth but ran out of time to hurl. Lucian returned, a grim frown marking his lips. “Who lifted the earth like a coffin lid?”

    It took a few blinking seconds. Rubbing at my head, I slapped my chest, figuring it was easier than speaking.

    A frown scrunched his lips. “You’re an earth witch?”

    “Partial elemental,” the detective corrected.

    “Partial?” Lucian’s brow crumpled. With narrowed eyes, he turned on the spot, expert gaze slicing across the crime scene faster than a chef to a crab shell. With one quick glance, his eyes picked up the remnants of my snow spell. His gaze lurched down to the ground, and he considered my dirt and air attacks. Then finally that strong stare locked on my bangles.

    Subconsciously, I slid them around until they clanged. “I went after the killer, okay? I just… couldn’t let him do anything else to the body.” My voice sped up into a slur.

    “Why aren’t you working for the police?” His choice of words and hard tone echoed Celestine.

    With cold pressure building in my gut and tears threatening to breach my defenses again, I sighed. “I’m just a partial elemental – like the detective said.”

    “But you’re strong. You’re only missing—” His gaze filled in the blanks. He didn’t need to turn and count every single element I’d used. Instead the demon’s gaze swept up from my feet to my face then down to my chest.

    Half twisting away, I squeezed a hand on my chest, fingers scrunching down the frozen fabric of my polyester bathrobe.

    “I’m missing fire,” I finally filled in his sentence. “I’m not suited to practice it, that’s all.”

    He pressed those shapely, thin lips together, not saying a thing.

    Soon the detective swept him away, back to the body. I stood there, cold, but in a different way. This wasn’t the frozen, locked-in feeling of numb limbs. It came from my heart and spread out in crippling waves.

    Celestine was gone… because someone had murdered her. The detective hadn’t revealed much, but it sounded like I was the only person who’d ever interacted with the killer.

    I had two choices. I could cry on the spot… or grasp onto the memory of the killer.

    It honestly wasn’t a choice. I put my hands over my eyes and tried to think.

    What kind of creature did I fight? How did it move…? What was the shape left in the snow? That was already gone. A nearby pine had dumped a load of snow right onto it, making me the only witness.

    Was it a standard human or demon wings?

    “Come on, Rebecca, just remember.” My lips spread thin.

    Footsteps sounded until someone stopped in front of me. My eyes were still open, and I glimpsed the toes of two polished shoes from underneath my palms.

    I dropped my fingers as Lucian cleared his throat.

    “This is no time to be—” he began.

    He saw my flashing teeth and crumpled brow. “Overwhelmed?” I hissed.

    “I need every single detail you
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