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        Another ghost. That’s the last thing she needs.

      

      

      

      Nikki sees ghosts. She talks to ghosts. She tries to help ghosts.

      But when her latest ghostly good deed leads her to a ridiculously attractive, knife-wielding member of the Dark Guards, who also happens to have his very own personal angry phantom companion, her first reaction is to run. It doesn’t matter that Mr. Tall, Dark and Knife-Happy is sexy as sin and the first warlock she’s been attracted to in forever.

      But she doesn’t run far enough or fast enough to evade him.

      And now that he’s found her, all she wants to do is kiss him… and she’s pretty sure his ghost won’t like that one little bit.
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      THE WARLOCK PRINCE'S GUARDS SERIES

      When North America's most prominent warlock prince creates a mysterious task force, rumors are inevitable. Some people call them the Dark Guards. Some people call them his own personal militia. Some people call them the first step toward making his own empire. The only thing everyone knows for certain is this: The Warlock Prince's Guards are a fierce group of specialists with unique and powerful magics. And that seems like a pretty good reason to worry...
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      SERGEI

      "Anything yet?" his boss asked again, loud and impatient, through his earbud. Sergei Mironov scowled, but Mike, the Dark Guards leader, wouldn't be able to see that.

      "No," Sergei said, hoping the curt one syllable answer would kill his boss's prodding for a bit.

      Mike was an impatient SOB. He needed to understand it took time to connect with all the gods-cursed objects in the dead man's house. Diving into and exploring the memories and emotions left by anyone who'd ever touched an object wasn't a quick process. Sergei had only been here for six hours, and the job would take at least two weeks, if not longer. His boss needed to back off and let him work.

      Silence followed. Good. Sergei's frustrations were growing all on their own; he didn't need the nagging reminder that he was the team's best hope of finding a new, actionable lead. Lance Manning had been scared when he died, but they didn’t know why. He’d been working either for or with someone. But who? And was that who scared him?

      It was up to Sergei to unearth… something. Anything.

      Manning’s last action before he’d killed himself was to try to assassinate Prince Reginald—or Reg as he preferred to be called by his close acquaintances. Not that Sergei was the prince’s friend. But he and fourteen others had been personally selected by the royal to join his task force, which had become known locally as the Dark Guards, so that was something. Having spent his life working for the Coalition Army, joining the prince’s private guard was a big change for Sergei. Particularly since Mike Rosslyn, who was their immediate leader, was able to shift into a wolf and that made him oddly prone to touching the team—not sexually, but in a weird scenting thing that seemed connected to the magic that allowed him to transform into a wolf. None of Sergei’s army commanders had ever put their scent on him. Touching wasn’t a thing unless it was a hard pat on the back.

      But the pressure to perform and get answers—that was the same.

      As soon as Sergei had walked into Manning's house, a deadening latent energy crept over him, and the longer he stayed, the more it clung to him. Burrowed under his skin, nesting deep inside him. He tilted his head from side to side to loosen the growing tension seizing his shoulders and neck. He pressed down his emotions and struggled to keep his senses open to the objects around him. But the eeriness had already settled into him, coiling through his body, as if wanting to suffocate him from the inside out.

      A few minutes earlier, he’d seen a woman on the street outside. She was dressed in bright purple, such a vivid contrast to the wintery landscape she was standing in. And now, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He glanced at his phone, where he’d even taken a photo of her—like a creep. But she was just so…

      Sergei shoved his phone in his pocket and swallowed. He needed to get a grip and get on with this. No matter how much he wanted to run outside and try to catch another glimpse of the woman in purple, that wasn’t going to happen. He had a job to do.

      The sooner he found answers, the sooner he could get out of this place.

      He straightened his shoulders and looked around for inspiration.

      Manning must have played with black magic for a long time for his house to be like this. The energy in every object in every single room felt twisted and trapped. But there had to be a place where Manning truly lived and, if Sergei could find that spot, there might be something… Some crack in the muffled sensations that could give him insight into the man and his life.

      Either that or he needed to find the source of the chaos. Something so black and sinister it poisoned everything else.

      So far, Sergei hadn't found either.

      He slid his fingers over the oak panels in the library. It was the one room where Manning’s energy resonated the loudest, but even that was still muted compared to what he would normally expect. Since Manning had one trap door, he could have more. That could explain why Sergei hadn’t found anything yet. Frustration scraped along the base of Sergei's scalp. Did the guy have another house? A secret hideaway?

      A shiver ghosted down Sergei's spine.

      He hated jobs like this.

      In one last effort before the mind-numbing task of stroking every square inch of the house, cradling every piece of cutlery, and caressing every page in the guy's library like an attentive lover, Sergei returned to the front door.

      He popped a square of chocolate in his mouth and let the ambrosia melt over his tongue. He’d used a lot of magic already, and he needed to replenish his energy. The last thing he needed on a job this size was to get ambrosia deprivation. A rush of energy flowed through him, and he swore he could feel his energy levels balance. He didn’t usually feel it so acutely. He must have used more magic than he’d thought. He ate another square of chocolate, just in case. Then he eyed the door.

      The doorknob was one of the last things Manning had touched. Maybe he’d missed something when he’d touched it earlier. Maybe if he went back further into the leftover energies, he’d discover something new.

      The metal handle felt cool. Energy bubbled and fizzed under Sergei's fingers. There wasn’t much of it, more like soda pop that was going flat rather than freshly opened champagne, but it made Sergei linger. He closed his eyes, slipping past the most recent impressions left by his team. Then he collided with a sense of excitement. Anticipation. Arousal. A fleeting image of Kendra Wilson emerged, strong and clear. It confirmed what they already knew. Manning had been obsessed with the woman, even if she hadn't been interested in him. But then the image faded, replaced with the ordinary predictability of everyday life. Everyone touched the doorknob. It was too common and well used to provide crisp and clear images. But Sergei held on, chasing each impression to get insight into the other people in Manning's life.

      The doorknob twisted under his fingers.

      What the—?

      Whoever it was, it wouldn't be one of the Dark Guards, which meant they didn't belong here, unless they were here to poach what Sergei hadn't found yet.

      Instinct surged through him as he dropped his hand from the door and reached for the knife he wore on a sheath at his hip. Witches and warlocks, often just called WaWs, typically had two magical skills. One was inherited from a parent and was usually a weaker magic. The other was gifted to them by a god or goddess, which was the strongest magic. Sergei had been gifted a magic that allowed him to connect with images or emotions left behind in an object, which was why he was in Manning’s house. And his second-generation inherited magic allowed him to always hit his target with his knife. He hadn’t expected to need his skills with his knife today, but he always kept it on him. Just in case.

      He popped the button that kept his blade secure in its sheath and slid the blade free. The familiar weight of his hunting knife felt good in his hand. His heart slowed as he became a predator, tuned into the creaks and groans in the house… to the faint hum of the furnace… to the huff of the intruder's breath.

      Sergei inched back, keeping behind the door so the intruder wouldn't see him too soon.

      The door swung open.

      His muscles tightened, poised for action.

      "Would you be quiet?" A woman's voice whispered admonishments into the quiet of Manning's entrance hall.

      The intruder wasn't alone. Chyort! He should have brought his gun. If he had to act, his inherited magic would help his knife land true, but that would deal with only one person. He'd have to resort to hand-to-hand combat for a second one. That didn't mean he couldn't do it or that he hadn't done it before, including taking down some ugly bastards who thought their magics made them invincible, but it meant he would need to be more ruthless with two people to subdue. A gun would have helped with that. He inhaled slowly and stood ready to attack.

      The woman's scent hit him before he saw her. Her rich aroma made him think of sex... and cookies? It was a strange and enticing combination. And then she stepped into view. He was momentarily distracted by the bright color of her clothing and the shimmering coils of her perfectly styled dark red hair.

      He'd seen her before. Earlier. When he'd been upstairs. She'd been standing on the street across the road, beautiful and vivacious against the dreary winter backdrop. He'd been drawn to her. Hell, he'd taken that photo of her, but he refused to feel guilty for admiring her. She'd just been so… mesmerizing.

      But why had she come here?

      She shut the door, closing herself into the hallway with him. Alone.

      Either whoever she'd been talking to hadn't come in or she'd been talking to herself. Was she crazy? He supposed she could have been talking to someone on the phone, but she didn't hold a phone and he couldn't detect an earpiece.

      She still hadn't seen him but, from his spot in the dark shadows by the door, he could see her. Her woolen winter jacket was purple, fitted over her generous curves and flared at her hips. A fluffy skirt with a pattern of brightly colored purple flowers peeked out from the bottom of the jacket. The skirt ended at her knees to reveal her shapely white calves. Her shiny plum-colored leather shoes with their blunt rounded toe and thick heels seemed more fitting to a Hollywood period drama set in the ‘40s or ‘50s than a walk outside over snow and ice. But it was her shining hair, with a coil over her crown and bright purple flowers woven through the auburn strands, that made him blink. She looked like she'd stepped out of a different era. One that'd existed about fifty or sixty or seventy years ago. But she wasn't old. Not at all. The air shimmered around her with an energy almost as vibrant and captivating as her clothing.

      "What do you mean—?" she asked, seemingly directing the question to the empty space beside her. Then she whipped around and faced him. Her lips, coated in the same striking purple as the flowers in her hair, formed a little circle. "Oh…"

      Her gaze bounced over Sergei, from his face to his shoulders then finally to the knife in his hand. She stumbled back, raising her hand in front of her as if to ward off his attack. He cursed and shoved his knife into its sheath. His intuition—and he was a firm believer in following his gut—told him she wasn't a threat. At least not at the moment.

      "Who are you?" he demanded. Although his family had happily left Volgograd when he was a boy and he hadn't been back since, the accent of his homeland scraped across his question, as it always did when his emotions rose. For now, he didn't want to dissect whether the emotion he was experiencing was lust or something else.

      It shouldn't be lust.

      The woman wobbled on her impractical shoes when her hip hit the small table on the other side of the entrance. He bolted forward and grabbed her by the elbow before she fell. His fingers gripped the soft wool of her jacket… and the even softer cushion of her arm beneath. Her entrancing musky perfume blossomed in the air around him, making his mouth water. He studied her face. There was something about the shape of it that was familiar somehow, but he was sure he had never met her before. Her skin looked smooth and soft and…

      Fuck…

      And she was young. Too young for him. Right, like that was even an option.

      Her vibrant green eyes widened in surprise at his touch.

      "I won't hurt you," he promised. To prove it, he let go as soon as she was steady again. He stepped back, giving her space. Needing to escape her scent. Needing to remove himself from her enticing everything.

      "I… I…" she stammered.

      When her gaze flitted over the space around his head and shoulders, he had to suppress a groan. Great. Was she another aura reader? If she was, he knew what she'd see but he forced himself not to flinch. He'd been told by more than one aurist of a darkness clinging to him. It was woven into his otherwise normal aura, and it followed him everywhere. He’d always hoped it would change, but Kendra, the same woman who Manning had been obsessed with, was an aurist and had recently confirmed it. His aura, it seemed, would be blackened for the rest of his life.

      This stranger schooled her reaction well, but he still saw it. The fear. The revulsion. He had expected it. A sunny effervescent beauty like this wouldn't want a dark soul like his. Based on the reactions he got, few people did. At least he wouldn't have to pretend to be something he wasn't now. She'd already seen the worst.

      "Who are you? How do you know Manning?"

      "There's been a mistake. I don't know what you are talking about." She swallowed and shook her head. She ducked around him and, with surprising speed considering her footwear, she bolted for the door. "I need to go."

      And for some reason—maybe the outlandish desire to prove to this beautiful stranger he wasn't the monster she took him for—he let her leave.
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        * * *

      

      NIKKI

      Nikki Anderson marched over the icy sidewalk as quickly as she could in her retro-style pumps, which meant it was more of a shuffling, teetering process. But if it got her away from the intense knife-wielding stranger in the house, that was all that mattered.

      The ghost who'd arrived at her house the night before hovered in front of her, as if it still possessed the physical ability to stand in her way and herd her back to the house. She suspected in life he hadn't been refused much. His looks had probably helped with that. With his shapely jaw and dark wavy hair, he would have been handsome, but the gaping and bloody hole in his neck undermined the effect now.

      And something about his ghostly form felt strange to her, but she couldn't put her finger on what the problem was. It was a bit like watching TV while an electrical storm rolled in—well, in the pre-cable era of TV watching. Grams had been old school when it came to technology. She’d refused to get cable until there was no other way for her to watch her daytime soaps, so Nikki remembered what it’d been like. And this ghost reminded her of that. His body seemed grainy and slightly out of focus. Not that it mattered. His voice was still loud and clear as he shouted at her. Which he did a lot. She waved her hand, dissipating his ethereal body for a moment so she could walk along the sidewalk without going through him.

      She could walk through ghosts if she needed to. Most people did it every day without knowing. But that was the thing: She did know. It gave her the heebie-jeebies.

      The air was cold where the ghost had just been, colder than the comparatively mild winter afternoon suggested it should be. Cursed ghosts. Always sucking the heat from the world. She should move to the tropics. Somewhere smack-dab on the equator. Maybe then she'd appreciate the wash of cold air.

      From her left, a well-groomed dog came running up. His leash dragged behind him in the snow. His owner was running after him. The dog's tongue lolled out the side of his mouth as he eyed her. The look on his face was one of pure delight. She groaned. She didn’t have time for this.

      She walked around it.

      The dog yipped happily as she passed, pressing his nose against her hand. Then he rolled onto his back. When she moved to step around him, the dog whimpered. Oh, for pity's sake… She bent to rub his belly quickly.

      "That's all," she whispered. "I have to go."

      "I'm so sorry," the owner said through huffing breaths. "He's usually so well behaved…"

      "It's fine," she said, patting the dog on his head lightly after he rolled on to all fours again and tilted his head, offering his neck in submission.

      "There, there," she said. As soon as she touched the dog's neck, he let out what could only be described as a contented sigh.

      She huffed. Her breath caught on the cold air like its own ghost. She had to go. At least the dog didn't follow this time.

      The back of her neck prickled, but she didn't look back. She didn't need to. The ghost was screaming about the man they'd found in the house, telling her the guy had followed her out of the house, and was following her still…

      A shiver crawled up her back.

      She'd only spoken to the man for a few seconds, but she still recognized a hunter when she saw one. Yes. He was the predator, she the prey. And he was stalking her. Right now.

      Her heartbeat sprinted.

      He was muscular, fit… and the intensity in his eyes could make a girl swoon. Could make her swoon.

      It almost had.

      What if he caught her? To be captured by a man like that...

      Heat flashed over her at the mere thought of it. Holy Hera. There was the warmth she'd been missing a minute ago.

      But the sexy stranger didn't come alone, and she had enough ghosts of her own, thank you very much. Not to mention the fact he'd held a knife to her. Sweet goddess, was that the knife that had ripped into her newest ghost's neck?

      Bile surged up the back of her throat.

      Why had she agreed to help this particular ghost? She should have asked more questions. No, better yet, she should have pretended not to see him.

      The Uber she'd hired was still waiting for her around the corner. Thank Zeus.

      She couldn't get away from here soon enough.
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      SERGEI

      "Who is she?" Mike asked from the threshold of Web's dimly lit office.

      Sergei hated it in here. Too small. Too dark. Too many flickering screens.

      But rather than returning to his room in the barracks at the Warehouse, the recently renovated brick building in an old industrial area that served as the headquarters for the Dark Guards, Sergei had come to this room first. Specifically, he'd come to the man sitting behind the desk with his long hair tied up in some kind of knot. The guy might look like Euro-trash, but he was the best at what he did. If anyone could track down the beautiful mystery woman, it'd be Web.

      The picture Sergei had taken of the woman in purple was on one of the many computer screens, while Web's programs searched his database for the woman's identity. Web, or Darius the Demigod as some of the team had started calling him behind his back since they’d discovered his father was none other than the god Hermes, was tapping on his keyboard. Screens flashed and changed in response to his busy fingers.

      Sergei had only been in the room for fifteen minutes and already had a headache.

      The Dark Guards leader's silver eyes narrowed as he eyed the photo. A pang of protectiveness surged through Sergei. Some weird impulse made him want to delete the photo and hide her from the others, but he didn't so much as twitch.

      They needed answers.

      It didn't matter he found the lady in purple attractive. That was completely irrelevant… Unless his attraction impeded the investigation. Like it already had when you let her walk away, whispered the voice in his head. That voice always had a faint French lilt to their words, sounding very much like Camille.

      He cursed silently. The last person he wanted to think about was his dead wife.

      "She was watching Manning's house." He wanted to leave off the part where he'd had his hands on her and let her go, but if—no, not if, when—they found her, the truth would come out. "She came in. When I confronted her, she bolted."

      "And you didn't stop her?" Mike was at his side now, his hand on Sergei's shoulder. The guy was always touching. Sergei resisted the urge to shrug it off.

      "We don't know if she is connected. She could just be one of his cleaners." Except she didn't look dressed to houseclean. She looked ready to dance to big band music. Maybe she was an actress doing a war film.

      But why would she go into Manning's place? And who had she been talking to?

      The screen with the woman's face flashed.

      "What's that?"

      But Web was already on it. "There."

      One of the adjacent screens filled with the woman's information. Nicola Jean Anderson, nickname Nikki, was a witch. He was a little surprised by that. The way she dressed, he would have guessed she was one of Castor's Kind, completely non-magical. Most WaWs kept to more muted, dull colors. Very mundane. Very ordinary. And there was nothing mundane or ordinary about Nicola.

      His eyes flitted down the screen. As their gifted and inherited magics developed, WaW children had their magical skills tested, the results of which were recorded by the Coalition. Those were what Sergei was most interested in discovering.

      There. Part way down the screen was a copy of her Coalition Registry Certificate.

      Her inherited magic, the ability to see in the dark, had been passed down from…The slot that usually identified whether the skill came from her mother or father was blank. Sergei's gaze danced back up the screen again, quickly scanning the information he'd skipped a second earlier.

      He frowned as he read the description. She was adopted by a non-magical family, after having been abandoned at a local church. She’d lived in a community of Castor's Kind until she was in elementary school, right around the time most kids first showed their magics. Then she was adopted by someone else, an older witch. The Castors had probably been freaked when her magics had manifested, but that was a piss poor excuse for abandoning a child a second time.

      And she was young. Just like he'd thought. Gods, she was in her early twenties, almost twelve years his junior. He hadn't realized she was that young. He wouldn't have thought it. He hadn't thought it. His mother's mother—his babushka—would probably say she had an old soul.

      He went back to the description of her magics.

      Seeing in the dark was her inherited magic, originally gifted to one of her ancestors from Hekate before finding its way to her. Strangely, Hekate had also provided her gifted magic, which enabled her to see and speak with ghosts. It was rare to have both the gifted and inherited magics originate from the same deity. When that happened, both magics resonated more strongly in the witch or warlock than would typically be expected. Which meant the woman would likely act as a conduit for ghosts… possibly even attract them to her.

      Sergei revisited those few moments when she'd come into the house.

      Her odd behavior made sense now. She'd been talking to a ghost, probably Manning's. And Sergei had let her go. He cursed.

      If Manning wanted her to return to the house, there had to be something there. Something Sergei had missed. It looked like they wouldn't have two weeks for Sergei to search for a clue in Manning's house, not if the bastard was sending in minions to collect something from the place.

      Sergei had to find it first.

      Mike's face turned hard and fierce as he came to the same conclusions. "Double the guard on the house," he said to Web. Then he turned to Sergei. "Find her. Find out what she knows."

      "I've sent you her address and details," Web said, before dismissing both Sergei and the Dark Guards leader. Nicola's picture disappeared from the computer screen and was replaced by another scrolling list of glowing and flickering text on a black screen.

      Sergei stepped out of the room and into the brighter hallway. He blinked and pulled his hand down his face. Even as the excitement of knowing he would see her again surged through him, an icy caress along the back of his neck reminded him to temper his reaction. The last time a woman excited him, things had turned out badly. Very badly.

      He'd sworn off women ever since.

      Nicola might be nice to look at and she might be the key to unraveling Manning's enterprises, but she wouldn't be more than that. Not to Sergei. He'd had his chance at a happily-ever-after and it'd turned into his worst nightmare. He wouldn't make that mistake again. He wouldn't survive another loss like that.
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      NIKKI

      Nikki had changed drivers three times and taken a long circuitous route through the city since leaving the ghost's house, just in case Mr. Tall, Dark and Knife-Happy had followed her. Her most recent apparition, despite being angry at her, had stayed with her through each change, and he'd muttered and complained the whole time. What an ass.

      If he'd been like this when he was alive, no wonder he'd been stabbed in the throat.

      When she finally arrived at the early-twentieth century bungalow she'd inherited from the woman who’d been like a grandmother, she breathed a sigh of relief. Her petite house sat huddled close to the base of an escarpment in the quiet older neighborhood of Sunnyside. Mother Earth protected it to the north, cradling it as much as was possible. Although the protection didn't deter ghosts altogether, it provided some shelter.

      Nikki had lived here long enough to have helped most of the ghosts in the area cross over to the next plane of existence, but she was selfishly relieved her grandmother's spirit had refused to leave. The old woman said she would go when she was ready, and she would be ready when Nikki had found a nice young man to settle down with. Nikki had never appreciated that quite as much as she did right now. She could use some advice, and her grandmother liked to deal that out like playing cards.

      Nikki eyed her new phantom friend, Lance Manning. He was still muttering and sneering. The guy carried a lot of anger and fear in his being. He wouldn't be boarding the nearest boat to the underworld, as her grandmother used to say, any time soon, but that didn't mean Nikki had to put up with his whining.

      He'd find that out soon enough.

      Her bedroom in the basement had all the trappings of comfort but with the dimensions and protection of an iron room, the only place where magic couldn't exist. Which meant she couldn't see ghosts there. The basement sitting room was the same.

      Nikki spent most of her time in those two rooms. Her grandmother used to accuse her of hiding from the world, but she was okay with that. If her grandmother had had her magic, she’d have understood; no one wanted constant interruptions by apparitions.

      Today she couldn't wait to slip inside and shut the door.

      "Turn around," the ghost urged her again. For the millionth time. "Go back."

      She ignored him.

      The dogs in the neighboring houses howled their greeting to her. Just like they did every time she came home. Her grandmother had always thought it was strange, how they acted around her.

      "Yes, yes," she muttered, knowing they could hear her. "Hello to you too."

      As soon as she was inside the house, she leaned against the door and took a deep breath. She hadn't been able to breathe properly since Mr. Knife-Happy had confronted her. Or maybe she should think of him as a phoenix. The man’s ghost shed ethereal ashes in a constant gritty cloud, but he still rose up to walk and live. It made him look sinister, like his ghost, but Nikki respected the willpower and strength he must have to face each day like that.

      "Who was that guy?" She stared at Lance’s ghostly pale face.

      "It doesn't matter." He waved his hand through the air. The gesture was so fast his limb dissipated for a moment before reforming. "You need to get back to the house. How many times do I have to say this?"

      "But why? What is so important?" She hadn't asked many questions before, but she wouldn't make that mistake again. "Tell me what it is."

      "When you find out, you can tell me," someone—not her ghost—said.

      Her heart thundered as she turned toward her living room. Holy Hera, it was him. The guy from Manning's house. He sat casually on her grandmother's floral wingback chair. His long legs stretched in front of him like he had all the time in the world to sit and study her.

      "Why is there a strange man sitting in my chair?" her grandmother’s ghost asked. She hovered beside him with her arms folded over her chest. "He's sexy as sin, I'll give you that, but he has no respect. He sat down right on top of me. This isn't the kind of young man I had in mind for you."

      The man in question was oblivious to the ghostly discussions happening around him. His gaze never left Nikki’s.

      "Hello, Ms. Anderson," he said slowly, as if luxuriating in the syllables. Was it wrong to like the way he said her name?

      Yes. Yes, it was.

      Wait. How did he even know her name? How had he found her here? Who was this guy?

      Manning's ghost shot toward the man with a screech. The guy didn't blink, cringe, or jerk like most people would. Although few could see and interact with ghosts, most would sense something of the otherworldly presence hurtling toward them. Particularly when the ghost was as pissed as Manning was. But this guy seemed immune to the ghost's wrath.

      Probably because he lived with his own ghost. Things like that tended to desensitize people.

      Even now, the shadowy figure of a woman clung to the man’s shoulders. Her thin blackened and charred arms curled around his neck like a noose. She growled menacingly at Manning, revealing uneven rows of cracked teeth—the bottom ones were like small nuggets of charcoal, which only made the top ones seem that much brighter, although they were definitely not white. Then her mouth opened more widely than any living human's and she let out an ungodly scream.

      Nikki shuddered. This was why she hid in her iron rooms. The trespassing stranger—or, rather, the only one still in his corporeal body—shifted. Maybe Mr. Knife-Happy wasn't so immune to ghosts after all. Either way, she had no interest in sticking around. Her fingernails scraped over the wood door as she sought the doorknob.

      "Don't go," he said calmly. "I'll just follow you."

      She clenched her teeth. She knew it'd been too easy to escape him earlier. "Who are you? How did you get in here? What do you want?"

      The man lifted a dark eyebrow and rubbed his thumb over his bottom lip before gesturing to the chair across from him.

      "Come. Let's chat."

      Manning circled back to her. "Make him leave. Don't say anything to him. I'll make you regret it if you do."

      A rather colorful curse word tickled Nikki's tongue, but she swallowed it down before it spilled free. Her grandmother had always said cursing wasn't ladylike, but Nikki didn't think that rule was true for situations like this. Still, since her grandmother's passing, she'd tried to live up to the old woman's hopes and expectations. She hated to break that unspoken promise now. Particularly when Grams was watching her so intently.

      "First, tell me who you are."

      "Sergei Mironov," he said. His accent wasn't strong, but it was there, lingering on the edge of each syllable. Russian maybe. Eastern European? "I am a member of Prince Reginald's task force."

      "The Dark Guards…" she breathed. Yep. Definitely time to start swearing. If she believed him. In the short time since its inception, the Dark Guards had achieved something of a mythical status. It would be easy to pretend to be a member of the task force, since no one really knew how many people had been recruited… or what the group's real purpose was. Some people called it Prince Reg’s personal militia, complaining he should have left such ideas back in Europe where he’d come from, rather than bringing them with him. His family was the only group of royals to live in the Americas and he was by far the most well-known. The position had to come with a lot of risk, so Nikki didn’t blame him for wanting a little extra protection… if that’s what the Dark Guards’ purpose was. Coming face-to-face with one of the prince’s guards in her living room made Nikki question her assumptions. After all, she had nothing to do with the kinds of people royals associated with. What could the Dark Guards want with her?

      He nodded slightly in acknowledgement.

      "Do you have credentials?"

      His eyes, which were the most intriguing mix of colors, never left hers as he fished something from his pocket. Her gaze darted to the shiny golden badge when he flipped the leather wallet open. She didn't look at it too closely. She wouldn't know how to spot a fake anyway.

      "The prince's team doesn’t have badges, but this is my shield from the Coalition Army," he said. "I’m still a consulting member to the Investigative Services Branch."

      She swallowed. His skills must have been very specific if he could belong to the prince’s task force without leaving his position with the Coalition’s ISB. But what would an investigator want with her? Sergei's smoky apparition lifted her head to a defiant angle, as if daring Nikki to do something stupid.

      Manning shouted at her to toss him out, warning her not to tell the guy anything while cursing the Dark Guards. Further proof Sergei was telling the truth. And further proof that Manning had maybe deserved his death. Anyone who got on the wrong side of the Dark Guards was probably not someone she wanted to call a friend.

      Nikki sucked in a breath. There had to be a way to gain the upper hand, to get this Sergei guy to answer her questions. If she stripped away his magics by getting him into an iron room...

      He'd still be stronger than her, but she did have that gun in her nightstand. That'd even things out. A bit.

      "Follow me."

      He lifted his dark eyebrow again, but he stood and trailed her through her house. Awareness skittered down her spine as she listened to his every move, fully aware he was like a wild animal who could turn on her at any minute. When she got to the top of the basement stairs, she paused and looked at him. He smiled. Was that mischief dancing in his eyes?

      "Where are you taking me, Nicola?" A frisson of pleasure shot through her at the way his voice rolled out her name. She didn't usually like her name. It sounded pretentious. Which was why she usually preferred Nikki. There was nothing pretentious about Nikki. But when this stranger said her full name…

      "Somewhere we can talk." Then she laughed. It was a high-pitched nervous titter she couldn't stop. She didn't bother with any other explanation. He might argue against going into an iron room with her. Warlocks, in her experience, liked knowing their magics were close.

      But he didn't ask any other questions as his heavy footsteps followed her down the stairs.
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      SERGEI

      Sergei had gone through Nicola's house before she'd arrived. It hadn't taken long. There wasn't much to the place. So he knew she was taking him to one of two iron rooms she had in her basement.

      He doubted it'd be the one she used as a bedroom.

      He shoved the thought of her messy blankets and plump pillows aside. The last thing he needed was to have more salacious thoughts about this woman. Especially if they starred her on her bed. Lying there. Naked. Waiting.

      Goddess help him.

      She already intrigued him more than she should. His type, back when he actually got involved with women, was muscular, ruthless, and a little cunning… a mirror to himself. An equal. Someone he wouldn't have to protect because they could protect themselves.

      But that wasn't completely true, was it?

      Life had proven him wrong, so very wrong. And if his lifestyle could kill Camille, Nikki would be like a defenseless newborn. All soft and wide-eyed and vulnerable. Not that either of them—she or he—were interested. Really. She was a witness, possibly Manning’s accomplice. Nothing more.

      So why couldn't he keep his eyes off her ass or his ears from straining to catch every melodic word she spoke? Had she bewitched him?

      He should have read more in her file before leaving the Warehouse, but even what he had read told him she wasn't one of Aphrodite's daughters. She belonged to Hekate, the goddess of magic, through both of her magics. The goddess's magics would resonate stronger because the same deity had gifted both of her skills, but could it manifest itself into a third, unregistered magic? After all, Hekate was also the goddess of witchcraft.

      So maybe Nicola had bewitched him.

      The latent energy in the objects strewn about the house hadn't revealed much. Certainly nothing sinister. Most of the ones on the main floor held remnant emotions from an elderly woman. He guessed it was the older witch who'd adopted her, but he'd have Web check when he returned to the Warehouse.

      The basement, however, appeared to be Nicola's domain. What was curious was that it consisted mainly of two iron rooms, both of which looked nothing like any iron room he'd ever seen. They'd been converted into small but functional living spaces—European hoteliers called spaces like that bijou. One was a messy bedroom and the other a sitting area littered with books and pillows. The furnishings, from what he could see beneath the clutter, were a mishmash of styles, like they'd been collected from secondhand stores and chosen for their small size rather than any other reason.

      That such a vibrant woman would choose to burrow in an underground warren like an animal, cutting herself off from daylight and the world, seemed… well, bizarre and unnatural. Even what little he knew of her told him she was someone who should live in light, even if she could see in the dark. Although the iron rooms, now that he thought about it, would negate that ability. She willingly trapped herself in the dark. And that realization made the whole setup even more messed up.

      As she descended the stairs, she unbuttoned her purple woolen jacket. At the bottom of the steps, she removed it and hung it on a hook with other similarly bright and tailored outerwear. She didn't pay any attention to him, so he took the moment to admire her body. She was every bit as beautiful and curvy as he'd anticipated. Her dark red hair had golden highlights that caught on the dim light. It looked soft—so soft—as it cascaded down between her shoulders. He rubbed his fingers together, imagining just how it would feel against his skin. Her voluminous skirt flared from the waist and swished around her knees as she walked. The bodice of her floral dress was fitted tightly across her back, which meant that when she turned to face him, he'd see the vivid profile of her breasts. Despite his resolve to remain indifferent to her, his pulse kicked up in anticipation.

      She didn't ask if he wanted to remove his own jacket. She simply turned left and moved silently down the narrow hallway. Toward her bedroom.

      Well, that was a surprise.

      And his body responded accordingly. It was shocking, really, how quickly his jeans became too tight in the crotch. He hadn’t been attracted to anyone like this in years.

      Besides, he should know better. She wouldn't be leading him down here for sex.

      He adjusted himself.

      "Nicola, where are you taking me?"

      He hoped she just wanted to negate his magic, but he doubted that was it.

      Except for a shiver rolling over her—he could see it start at her shoulders—she didn't answer, nor did she change her pace. She was up to something. In her very controlled and steady way, she was planning something. His knife rested at his hip, like it always did. He surreptitiously unfastened the strap holding it in place but didn't remove it from the sheath. Not yet. Not unless he had to.

      He prayed he wouldn't have to.

      He had no desire to draw a knife on her again today. The very idea was abhorrent.

      The door was open, as it had been when he'd first discovered it earlier. She stepped inside without turning on the light. The windowless iron room was wrapped in black shadows except for the small triangle of dim light at the threshold cast by the basement window by the stairs. Deeper inside the room, it was black. Without her magic, she wouldn’t be able to see any better than he could, but she knew this space. It was her private sanctuary. He heard her move purposefully through the shadows. Her steps were faster now. Her skirts rustled noisily.

      Shit.

      She was going to try and attack him. He didn't know how or with what, but the hairs on the back of his neck tingled with expectation. Still, rather than turning on the light, he waited to see what she’d do. His curiosity had been piqued. The sound of a drawer opening—wood sliding against wood—filled the quiet. He hadn't had time to search her drawers, but he obviously should have.

      "Nicola?" he asked evenly.

      The noise of objects jostling against one another was his only answer. A small huff of achievement followed. Then the ominous click of a revolver cracked through the room.

      Son of a sorcerer. She had a gods-cursed gun. He should have turned on the light. He should have insisted they stay upstairs. But it was too late for any of that now.

      Acting on instinct, he dropped into a crouch and dove for the shadows. No sense leaving himself visible as a silhouette in the threshold.

      "Crap, where did you go?" she muttered. "Come out. We'll talk."

      Right. Talk. That's what people did when they were holding guns. A humorless laugh skittered through his head, but he smothered it before it escaped. He inched closer.

      "Stay where you are. I can hear you moving." Her voice quavered. "No… Stop that. Where are you? Come out where I can see you."

      Her voice wasn't steady. And in an iron room, her ability to see in the dark was rendered useless. Sure, this was her room, and that gave her an advantage, but the dimensions of iron rooms around the world followed the same formula. And those were as familiar to him as his own room at the barracks. Moving along the wall, he quietly stalked toward the only place she could be standing.

      The faint sound of her breathing beckoned him closer.

      Her breath hitched. As if she sensed his closeness. There. Finally. She was between him and the threshold. Her silhouette stood before him like a cutout doll.

      "Stop," she said loudly.

      He lunged instead.

      He wrapped his arms around her. Her back to his front. His hands closed over her forearms. Before he could grab the gun, he felt her muscles tense. She was really doing this… pulling the trigger in this tiny metal lined room.

      Chyort!

      He grabbed her hands in one of his to redirect the barrel of the gun away from them, then wrapped his other arm around her waist and spun them around. As the gun fell from her grip, he threw her against the wall and covered her with his body. His every instinct screamed at him to protect her, no matter what, because if the gun did discharge, there were only so many places the bullet could go. He refused to let it hit her. The gun shouldn’t do anything though; guns nowadays were safer than they used to be. This wasn’t the movies. Except, as if reading his thoughts, a shot exploded from the chamber as soon as the gun hit the ground.

      Faster than he could register, the bullet hit the ceiling and blasted apart into tiny pellets. But nothing hit them; she wasn’t hurt. Thank Olympus.

      Even if the cursed woman had just tried to shoot him, he didn’t want to see her injured.

      As soon as the danger was gone and the instinct to protect faded, Sergei's senses kicked into action. Every gods-cursed one of them. And now he knew exactly how soft her hair was, because his cheek was pressed against it. He knew exactly how the shape of her body fit against his, because his hips were nestled against her ass. He knew exactly how sweet and enticing she smelled, because his senses were filled with her scent.

      He wanted to rub his cheek along those tresses. He wanted to haul her tighter to his body to feel the soft press of her ass rubbing against him. He wanted to lick her and to discover if she tasted as good as she smelled because under her sexy musk was something sweeter, like his favorite almond cookies.

      All of which proved he was an idiot.

      The gods-cursed woman had tried to shoot him.

      And he was only getting harder.

      Fuck.

      It didn't help that she clung to his arm where he'd wrapped it around her waist. Her long fingernails dug into his skin because her balance was a little unsteady, so he gave himself until the count of ten before he loosened his hold. As he stepped away, he retrieved the gun from where it had landed by
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