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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Rockstar Witch series.
      

      

      Okay. You're probably not going to believe this, but Charlotte is a magical librarian. She's got the obligatory glasses, wears tartan skirts, and can't stand up for herself, even when pushed. But then she runs into the hottest vampire rockstar in the world... and he falls for her.

      It doesn't matter if you can't believe it - neither can Charlotte. When Jake Carlisle has his true-mate response for her, she does anything to run, but there's nowhere to hide, unfortunately. For Jake is a hunted man.

      When strange things start happening to Charlotte and a new power arises, Jake will be the only one who can keep her safe. But you can't save someone from destiny, no matter how hard you try.

      When fate comes for Charlotte, it'll come for the whole city, too, and anything that dares to stand in its way.

      ...

      The Rockstar Witch is a fun, action-packed rolling tale with just the right amount of romance and suspense. This four-book series is complete, so pick up the first book today.
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    Rockstar Witch Book One

  
    Prologue

    “I can’t believe I’m doing this. But I can’t stop now.” Charlotte inched out of cover, her backstage pass rocking against her trembling chest as she sucked in another desperate breath. A few beads of sweat slid down her sticky brow. Fortunately she’d already rubbed all the blood off. She grabbed her tangled, almost mangled hair and tried to neaten it over her numerous injuries.

    She hoped it would do.

    It had to.

    Because it was Charlotte’s turn to save him.

    Settling a breath deep in her stomach, letting it expand like it was some life jacket, she inched around the pylon and stared into one of the backstage rooms of one of the biggest arenas in Dove City. The support band was currently playing, and their thunderous tunes kept shaking through the old fiberglass and concrete walls. Good – it was something to match the thumping drumbeat of her heart.

    She grabbed her backstage pass, hoping Jake had been honest, and it really would get her through his army of fans and security.

    She’d slipped in here using magic. But magic could only get you so far when you were trying to crash the concert of the hottest vampire rockstar around.

    She could’ve slapped herself for thinking the last bit.

    But maybe the days of slapping herself over Jake were in the past.

    She had only one thing to do now. Save him.

    She crept around another corner. She saw a security guard. Beefy didn’t do him justice. He looked as if he’d just been rolled off a farm. Then, for good measure, God had slapped some more muscles on him. Because his biceps almost popping out of his tight backstage security T-shirt weren’t enough, apparently.

    She tried to keep herself quiet, tried to use some of the tricks Jake had been teaching her, but maybe her breath was too loud, or the guy’s gargoyle senses stretched out like a radar. He spun suddenly, boots twisting with shrill squeaks.

    “Who the hell are you?” He bolted over to her.

    She yanked her backstage pass up like it was a shield.

    Shiny and gold, Jake had told her there was only one of them. Every other pass he’d ever handed out had been drab gray.

    But not hers.

    The security guard screeched to a stop, grabbed it up, and frowned. Before she knew what he was doing, he looped it off her neck with stiff fingers and turned it around.

    “Jake gave that to me—” she tried.

    “You stole this off his new girlfriend, didn’t you? You think I’m gonna believe he actually gave it to someone like you? Maybe I’d let you off in the past – but not now. Not considering the threats to his life recently. Come with me. I really doubt you’re an assassin – you just look like an old groupie. But the police can talk to you anyway. Trespassing is trespassing.”

    “Old groupie?” she spluttered, and her glasses fell down her nose a few centimeters. Before they could drop right off, the guy grabbed up his radio.

    “We’ve got another trespasser. Come get her and take her to the security room,” he barked.

    Charlotte’s mind focused on one word. Another.

    She couldn’t forget why she’d come here.

    Her heart chose that exact moment to pound. Though pound was a tame verb. Get a mountain then smash it into another mountain – that’s exactly how she felt.

    With his grip hard around her arm like a cage, he yanked her toward a set of stairs. That’s when Charlotte felt the music above changing. She just knew that Jake had stepped out on stage. She didn’t want to pretend it was her heart that warned her of that. It was the change in tempo, right? That, and the fact she was certain she heard the crowd above roaring like a pack of lions.

    If Charlotte didn’t get to him soon—

    She squeezed her eyes closed.

    No more games. No more lying to herself. And no more letting bullies like this security guard drag her around.

    “Jake gave that backstage pass to me. He told me to use it any time I wanted to see him.”

    “Yeah, sure.” The security guard twisted and looked at her as he started to drag her down the stairs. “What are you, anyway?” His gaze flicked up and down her, his lips puckering into an unkind snarl. “You’re about the mousiest person I’ve ever seen. No judgment. I know Jake has fans in every age group. But shouldn’t you act your age?”

    “You’re not the first person to tell me that,” she said, teeth clenched.

    He dragged her down another step.

    She felt that familiar stabbing, niggling sensation in her gut. It was the same one she always got when people just like this guy started to put her down. So she usually dressed like she was older than she was – who cared? So she wasn’t the prettiest? So she wasn’t the most powerful? Did it matter? Should anyone care? Jake certainly didn’t.

    He’d made that clear with every kind smile and compliment.

    They reached the middle of the stairs. She slowed down.

    Her senses narrowed in on the change of tempo thumping through the floor and echoing down the halls. Jake was about to start singing – she was sure.

    The attack would start soon after.

    “I’m going to give you one chance to let go of my arm, look at the security pass, and take me to Jake,” she said, voice bottoming off.

    The guy turned. He looked at her. He laughed right in her face. “And what are you going to do to me if I fail, Princess? Are you going to kick me down the stairs? Or are you going to fight me?” He clicked his fingers by her face. A few charges of magic zipped into her cheek. They interacted with her own magic system. Barely any force rose to meet them.

    Because she wasn’t particularly magical, was she? Enough to hold down her job at the library handling rare tomes – but nothing more.

    Unless you ignored one all-important fact.

    “You’re about as scary as a mouse. You know, I’ve never met anyone who looks more—” the guy began, enjoying his crappy jokes way too much as his cheeks fattened and his chest shook.

    “One last chance.” She tilted her head down and stared at him like a raging bull might to a farmer who’d just wandered into the wrong field. “Your chance is over.” She barely paused between offering him his last chance and removing it. She had a vampire rockstar to save.

    She shoved forward and elbowed the guy in a swift, compact move.

    Then she whipped her fingers around in a circle right by his face. She’d been running dry earlier, but she could feel her force returning with this guy’s every snapped insult.

    She practiced magic, though you wouldn’t be able to tell that by looking at her. It wasn’t showy like most other witches. There weren’t sparks, and God knows there weren’t flames. What Charlotte lacked in obvious force, however, she made up for in real power.

    A gate opened underneath the guy’s feet – jet-black, rimmed with pure white, and crackling like a burning log.

    He watched in slack-jawed amazement as it manifested.

    Then that surprised awe swung onto her – in the two seconds he had left. “What the hell are you?” he stammered.

    She looked right at him as she grabbed her backstage pass and yanked it back. “A gate witch. Jake’s gate witch, if you have to know. Now, I’m sorry about this. Eventually you will make your way back to the city.” With that, she shoved him on his chest.

    He didn’t have time to scream. He was sucked backward into the gate with a loud thwack.

    It would not spit him out anywhere too bad. Down in the sewers somewhere, maybe. There might be some magical fiends there. But the guy was big and strapping. He’d probably have fun fighting them.

    Charlotte had to get to Jake.

    She twisted. Her stomach shook with nerves.

    Then that knot morphed into something a heck of a lot crazier.

    All she could do was think of the first time she’d met Jake. If she’d known back then what would happen in the future, she would’ve… what? Run a mile? Shoved him away and booked a ticket to another country?

    She closed her eyes as she reached the top of the stairs, skidded a little, then focused on where she felt Jake was. She didn’t know the blueprint of this place, and it was a damn warren. But she could feel him – the shortest route to him, at least.

    Up, to the left, to the right, then out on stage.

    Charlotte clutched her backstage pass harder.

    She ran.

    She faced other security guards. She wouldn’t let them get close.

    No more Mrs. Nice Guy.

    Finally, she reached the right set of stairs that led to the off-stage area.

    There were so many staff around. It should be impossible to get through them.

    Charlotte didn’t care.

    She saw an open door, and beyond that, the stage. She caught a glimpse of it. She heard the roar of the crowd, saw the glittering lights, and felt the pounding music.

    Her stomach… who cared about her stomach? It was all in her heart now.

    “Jake, don’t worry. I’m coming,” she spat.

    “Stop her,” the production crew and security guards said.

    Charlotte showed a little of her burgeoning agility as she leaped right over a rodeo box, landed on the other side, then pirouetted right around a beefy security guard who tried to grab her wrist.

    She no longer attempted to show her backstage pass. It was clear no one would think it was real, anyway.

    To be fair, why would anyone believe it? Why would Jake Carlisle, the biggest vampire rockstar in all of the country, ever give his golden backstage pass to someone like Charlotte? She was a librarian. She might deal with rare magical books, but she wasn’t some celebrity or model who would legitimately move in the same circles as Jake frigging Carlisle. But fate can be a fickle thing.

    “Stop her,” one security guard roared.

    Another guard grabbed Charlotte’s wrist.

    She twisted around and elbowed him in the stomach, just as Jake had taught her to. The move connected. Good. It meant Charlotte didn’t have to waste any more of her already depleted gate magic.

    She would need the rest.

    Boy, would she need it.

    The doors were right there, only several centimeters away now.

    Jake was about to begin another song. 

    Just as the melody started up, Charlotte reached the doors.

    She threw herself onto the stage.

    There was a splutter of surprise from the audience as Charlotte staggered under the powerful, hot stage lights, her shoes slipping on the smooth white floor.

    As for Jake, he spun. There wasn’t even a pause where he had to recognize her – it was like he’d always been waiting for this. You know, for the moment when the ditzy librarian would stagger into the middle of one of his most important performances, her hair a mess, her knees shaking.

    That smile consumed his face, but he did not stop singing. Every sultry syllable had to navigate around his smile – the very same one she’d seen not too long after they met.

    The very same smile she thought about every single time she went to bed and she dreamed about until she woke up. The kind of smile that told you even if you couldn’t recognize your destiny, the person in front of you could.

    “Jake,” she screamed as she ran toward him.

    “Charlotte—”

    She’d done it. She’d gotten to him in time. But—

    Charlotte saw a shadow to the left, darting through the upper arena seats. Quick, it moved like it was some kind of flitting bird. She doubted anyone else would’ve seen it, including Jake. As for security, regardless of the fact they were drawn from some of the most competent magical practitioners in the country, even they wouldn’t know what they were looking at.

    Charlotte was uniquely placed to see things no one else could.

    As soon as her full senses locked on the shadow, her heart hammered. She’d busted a gut to get here on time. But now it was too late….

    The looming shadow meant one thing. Jake was in mortal peril. He—

    She reached him, her hands stretching out to him, her unruly hair fluttering around her face as her glasses slipped down to the tip of her nose. She lost her balance on the smooth stage, her heel lurching out from underneath her. It was just as security spilled out onto the stage behind.

    Before they could get her, Jake grabbed her waist and spun with her.

    Her hair flew all the way out of her bun, and her glasses slid right off her nose and tumbled onto the floor by her simple sandshoes.

    “Charlotte, while I’d give anything to see you anytime, this is technically live. Whatever you do or say next – everyone will see it.”

    He didn’t deliver that with any anger.

    But his warning was a timely reminder.

    It felt like there were hundreds of cameras, all focused on her, all ready to pick up what she had to do next.

    And they didn’t even come close to the crowd. This was a 50,000-strong arena, and every single seat was packed.

    What she was about to do wouldn’t just be picked up by Dove City. It would be picked up by the world.

    But screw it. She’d come here to do one thing.

    She saw that shadow. It darted around even faster now. It finally reached the side of the stage.

    Charlotte’s heart rose and smashed up against her throat. It warned her that she had one second. One second to spirit Jake away before the shadow did that for her.

    “Jake, sorry.”

    She was sorry. Sorry for not believing him sooner. And sorry… sorry she had to do this.

    Just as he stopped spinning with her, she shoved a hand against his chest, pushed onto her tiptoes, and kissed him. Sorry, she locked her lips around his. Kissing was different, right?

    She needed to do so to seal the spell. And that was a lesson Jake had taught her all too well.

    His body stiffened.

    The crowd went crazy.

    Security reached them.

    Jake did not push her off, but he did throw out a hand, using a few charges of magic to keep the guards back.

    Here she was, the mousy librarian, the one who shouldn’t have anything to do with the hottest vampire rockstar in the country. And here he was, kissing her anyway.

    Until the kissing abruptly turned to magic.

    Long before she could feel his hand slipping down her back, long before his heat could rock through her lips, long before her stomach could kick, her gate magic rose.

    It shot up from her heart, surged into her muscles, and spun into her skin. And it was just as the shadow monster reached them.

    There was a calamitous thwack as it landed on the opposite side of the stage. The flooring exploded upward, and several nearby speakers were thrown against a nearby wall, sparks flying out everywhere.

    Jake’s eyes had slipped closed. Now they opened with a terrified jolt.

    She didn’t break away from him. She couldn’t. She still had to seal the spell.

    She pushed harder against him, and when her magic finally rose, she whipped her hand in a circle above her head. “Gate,” she called. “Save him.”

    A gate opened just underneath her feet.

    Jake’s eyes stretched wide in knowing fear.

    She finally broke away from him, her loose hair scratching over his cheek and tumbling down his chest.

    Her heart raced, and her skin tingled. She’d done it.

    She’d—

    Before she could break away from him completely, Jake used his superior vampire magic to grab her wrist and pull her toward him.

    She thumped against his chest. She looked into his eyes.

    “Jake, what are you doing? You have to get out of here before it reaches you. I’m saving you—”

    “Saving me was never what this was about, Charlotte. And you should know that by now.”

    As she stared into his eyes, the gate manifested fully, and it sucked the both of them in.

    Hand-in-hand, arm-in-arm, together until the end.

  
    Chapter 1

    Weeks Earlier

    She got to work, tired as usual and grumpy that there’d been a delay downtown. Some popstar was here. Okay. Not just any popstar. The darling of Dove City. Jake Carlisle. An ancestral vampire turned into one of the most sought-after rockstars in the country. Hell, the last she’d checked, his past five albums had sold more than any other rockstar ever.

    And why did she know so much about him again?

    Oh yeah.

    “Ah, here she is,” her coworker, Sally, said snidely. “How are you feeling, Princess?”

    Charlotte bit her lip. “I’m fine.”

    “But you’re late, aren’t you?”

    “There was a delay in traffic downtown. They are doing something about—”

    “Jake Carlisle. Yeah. You hang around trying to catch a glimpse of him like a lackey?” Sally crossed her arms.

    Charlotte shrank back. “I’m not a fan—”

    “You just have a calendar of him—”

    Charlotte’s cheeks reddened. “Look, for the last time, that calendar wasn’t even mine. I found it in the rare books room. I just used it. I needed something to write dates down on.”

    “Sure. But you look like the kind, that’s all.” Sally whipped her gaze up and down Charlotte. It was very clear from the pouting frown she gave that she didn’t like a single thing she saw.

    Okay. Fair enough. Not many people did.

    What exactly did Charlotte have to show off? Her floppy, messy locks? Yeah, maybe they would look good to a woolly sheep, but to everyone else, they made her look like a toilet brush come to life.

    As for the rest of her? She was pretty normal.

    Her clothes weren’t. She had an old style – a dour wool tartan skirt, a silk blouse, and old sensible shoes. She might occasionally add in some different glasses, but that was it.

    “You know, you give librarians a bad name. You look like you rolled out of a book from the turn of the last century. And then your hair got into an accident with an angry lawnmower.” Sally chuckled meanly at her own equally mean joke.

    “I don’t really need this today, Sally.”

    “Why? Are you getting ready to go out and stalk Jake? He is in town.”

    “Hence the exhibition and concerts, sure.”

    “No, he only got into town this morning, in fact. How did you not know that? Aren’t you his number one fan?”

    Sometimes Charlotte wondered if Sally was his number one fan. She brought him up way too often.

    Charlotte lost track of how many times she had innocently explained why she had a calendar of Jake Carlisle. For heaven’s sake, it’d already been there in the rare books room. She’d just needed something to write on.

    But as soon as Sally had seen Jake’s glitzy smile on the wall above Charlotte’s simple desk, she’d never forgotten it.

    To be fair, Sally wasn’t the only one who kept making jokes, and even without the calendar, everyone would’ve found something to bully Charlotte over.

    She’d once gone to a fortuneteller who’d given her the straightest advice she’d ever heard. It wasn’t that the world hated Charlotte. It was simply that she let people bully her when she should stand up for herself.

    Charlotte thought the situation had to be more nuanced than that. Because that just excused bullies, right? But maybe Charlotte was just trying to excuse herself. Rather than stand up for herself, she always took the easier path of dropping her head and finding somewhere to hide.

    Which was exactly what she wanted to do now.

    “Did my shipment of rare books arrive yet?” she muttered.

    Sally crossed her arms. “Yes, they did. But are you going to be more careful with them this time?”

    Charlotte sighed, pulled her collar out, and bit her lip. “The last time was an accident. There was more magic in those books than there should have been.”

    “Sure. You can tell that to the boss. But if you lose another rare book—”

    “Yes, Sally,” Charlotte said, dropping her head down lower and staring at the old carpet. There’s only one way to deal with bullies, right? Maybe that fortuneteller had thought the easiest way was simply to confront them.

    Not in Charlotte’s books. You just had to grin and bear it. Bullies would get bored at some point, right?

    Wrong.

    “A couple of us girls are heading out to the Whisper Club tomorrow,” Sally muttered.

    Charlotte blinked. Sally wasn’t about to invite her—

    “We need someone to do the night shift. You’re it.”

    There was no asking Charlotte if she had time. There was just a proclamation. And to be fair, it wasn’t as if Charlotte had a social life.

    That wasn’t the point, was it? For just one tiny, flickering moment, Charlotte opened her lips to say no.

    The words almost rose, but she couldn’t manage it.

    Sally was called away.

    It was best for Charlotte to keep her head down. Best to just do what she knew well. And what did Charlotte know? Books. Rare magical books.

    She thumbed the chipped plastic call button for the elevator that would take her down to the right level – the absolute basement. Because when you had books like hers, you had to keep them as close to the earth as possible. Stick them too high, and they might get ideas. Read them within the ground’s embrace, however, and it would help to hold off their crazy tendencies.

    When she finally made it down to the right section, she breathed a massive sigh of relief.

    She took a step into the room. There were stacks of rare magical tomes stretching out in every direction. The smell was… okay, it wasn’t for everyone. True magical books had to be bound in proper leather. It had to be tanned with very specific chemicals. It wasn’t the nicest of scents. Most people hated coming down here. Charlotte just took in a deep breath and let it remind her of how comfortable she was here compared to the rest of the world. Because here, nothing judged her.

    Occasionally things did snap at her, however. There was a book waiting to be filed. It suddenly leaped right off the trolley and came at her.

    Charlotte twisted lightly. She wasn’t one for exercise, but she had learned a thing or two over the years dealing with these unruly tomes.

    She let it shoot past her shoulder. Then she twisted and rammed it against the wall with her arm. She slid her fingers down the spine. She practiced magic – the little she had. It soon calmed the book’s raging nerves. It jittered about like someone who’d had too much coffee, then fell into her grip with a soft thump.

    She chuckled at it. “So I’m not the only one in a mood this morning, then? Wish I could run around snapping like you sometimes.” Rather than place the book back on the trolley, she walked over to the correct shelf. She knew them all by heart. She slid it lovingly into where it belonged and patted it for good measure.

    By the time she walked back to her desk, her mood had already lifted.

    She was back in her safe haven, where everything made sense and everything treated her well. Okay, where, if things snapped at her, she could deal with them. But that was the same thing, really, wasn’t it?

    She sat down.

    She turned on the computer and went through her emails.

    It was when she reached the last one that she frowned. “Another email from that guy, really? I would’ve thought he’d already given up.”

    She leaned back in her chair. No, she was not talking about a prospective date. She was referring to Archibald Lindley, a well-known rare books dealer.

    He’d been trying to get Charlotte to make a deal with him for weeks now. He had, to be fair, the perfect item for the library. His price was just too high. While Charlotte was the custodian of these books, she was also the acquisitions officer. And, considering the importance of some of these tomes, she had quite some leeway to pick up items that the collection was missing.

    “You must be dreaming if you think I’m going to pay your crazy price,” Charlotte said as she read through the email. Then she blinked. He’d lowered his asking price considerably.

    She jerked up, excited, heart fluttering.

    She’d heard his business had fallen on hard times. Maybe he was having a fire sale?

    She shoved her nail into her mouth. She didn’t need to ask anyone for permission. She quickly tapped out a reply. It took him all of half a minute to reply back to her. As the email appeared in her inbox, her heart fluttered. He wanted to meet her tonight at the old Conservatory Café. It wasn’t too far from the library. It was in the massive central botanical garden that was the beating heart of the city. By that, she didn’t mean pumping like downtown. She meant the actual magical heart. Because not only was the place responsible for creating oxygen with all of those trees and grasses, but it created the magical equivalent, too.

    Dove City was one of the most magically rooted cities in the land. Not a lot of people these days appreciated that, though.

    Charlotte had a passion for history. She knew well the lengths the original city planners had gone to to ensure that Dove City was correctly rooted. Because if it hadn’t been… let’s just put it this way – if you don’t root your magical city correctly, it’s like not grounding a house. Get a surge of dark power, and there’ll be nowhere for it to go.

    She rushed out a reply, promising she’d meet him at the allotted time.

    Then she stretched back and smiled to herself.

    She doubted she’d been this happy in a while now. To be fair, because the only thing that made her happy was books. Her world revolved around them, and while Sally and the other top floor librarians would be hanging out at the Whisper Club, catching glimpses of celebrities tomorrow, Charlotte would be down here, doing what she did best.

    At least that was the plan.

    But all too often, destiny tramples all over our plans, throws them in the trash, then kidnaps us when we are least expecting it.

  
    Chapter 2

    Charlotte rocked up at the Conservatory car park, pulling up next to an extremely expensive black sporty thing. It looked like it was worth more than her crappy apartment – way, way more. She compensated by parking as far away from it as she possibly could, like someone avoiding a dead body – a glitzy one. And though she was only slight, she eased herself carefully out of her seat, holding onto her door so a stray gust of wind couldn’t grab it and force it against the sports car. The very last thing she needed right now was for another bill.

    She had the library’s go-ahead for this purchase. When she’d told her boss about it, he’d actually been surprised.

    Archibald wasn’t known for making deals. Maybe he was desperate? Or perhaps his literary heart was getting the better of him. He probably knew his rare tome was better off in Charlotte’s collection. It would be cared for, and its unruly magical forces would be grounded.

    She walked through the large sandstone gates at the front of the botanical gardens, hands in the pockets of her massive coat. It was windy out here. She watched as it raged through the leaves of the olive-green conifers beside her. They swayed, creaking like old hands. Autumn leaves had been blown off the nearby trees, and they scattered by her feet as she trod down the winding path, their bursts of dull red and rusty brown like stray paint specks on some otherwise drab canvas.

    From far off, she thought she heard the chatter of some crowd. It sounded important, whatever it was. Or at least someone there sounded important.

    This rich, melodic voice rose above the rest, and whenever the guy spoke, everybody else stopped speaking.

    God, it would be nice to have that kind of presence.

    Charlotte walked up to the conservatory. Beautiful rose bushes with pink and red bursts of color were arranged on either side in a crisscross pattern. She paused and sniffed one particularly resplendent bloom, the soft petals brushing her lips tenderly, then saw that Archibald was already waiting for her outside of the café. The old cast-iron frames of the glass conservatory walls were just behind him, and for whatever reason, his body appeared to be darker than the aged, weather-beaten metal.

    She frowned at him. “You must be cold. You can go inside—”

    He shoved a hand out to her, his shoulders shaking. He wore a big hat, and the large black leather brim hid his corrugated brow. She wondered if it glistened with sweat.

    She looked confusedly at his hand as he shoved it out more insistently. Then politely, she reached forward.

    He shook it for way too long like a rough physiotherapist checking that her arm was working properly.

    “Ah… Archibald?”

    She’d dealt with Archibald too many times to count. He was a weird character. Most people involved in the book industry were, but today he was notably stranger.

    “You okay?” she muttered quickly.

    “Fine,” he said with a sigh as he finally dropped her hand. He took a step back. She got the impression he was sizing her up.

    Her lips kinked to the side, and her chin dimpled. “Archibald?”

    “You want the book. Don’t you?”

    “Yeah—”

    “It’s just here.” He was carrying a brown paper bag underneath his arm. It rustled dramatically as he pulled it out.

    This was a rare book. A pretty darn expensive one, too. He’d originally wanted $5000 for it. He’d dropped it to a grand, and while that seemed like a lot, this specific book would fill a massive gap in the library’s collection.

    But why was he treating it like this? And why did he keep staring into her eyes like he didn’t care about the book at all?

    “Have you brought your invoice—” she muttered.

    “Just check the book. You can pay me whenever you want to. It’s okay. Everything’s fine now.” He nodded even harder.

    The move was enough that he disrupted his hat. It fell off.

    As it tumbled onto the path beneath him, he snapped down, plucked it up, and crammed it back on his head so fast, she was surprised he didn’t grind his joints to dust.

    But was it fast enough? He had some kind of mark on his forehead. She only caught a glimpse, but it shimmered this strange crystalline blue.

    “… Archie, are you okay?” she muttered, using his informal name even though he was usually a stickler for tradition.

    “Fine, fine. Everything’s fine. You got your book. As I said, the library can transfer the funds whenever they want. In fact, don’t rush. Why bother? Everything’s fine.” With that strange comment, he peeled away from her, bouncing back like an electron ejected from an atom. He looked at her over his shoulder as he charged off down the crunching gravel path.

    He reached the path that joined up with the rest of the gardens. He stared at her one last time, neck straining as he tilted his head all the way around, his cheeks weirdly slack.

    Then he disappeared into the night.

    Charlotte was left there understandably reeling.

    Slowly, her head clunking down like a wheel with broken bearings, she stared down at the book. It was the right one, all right. As she’d already said, she didn’t have a great deal of magic, but what she did have had been honed into identifying and protecting rare books.

    Very few fake tomes could get past her skilled nose and sharp eyes.

    But—

    She stared up at the darkened gardens, the wind still charging around and ripping the golden-brown leaves from the trees and moaning past the massive conservatory. She briefly thought of running after him, but he’d already disappeared.

    So she leaned down. She plucked up the paper bag the book had been in. Archie had removed it before handing it over.

    It wasn’t much. You’d want a proper Hessian bag that had been woven with a specific crosshatch pattern for transporting a book like this. Preferably one with protection runes embroidered in thick golden twine. And Archie would know that well.

    It was almost… as if he’d come here for something else.

    “It must’ve been a fire sale, after all. Maybe his business is going down? I’ll make a point of transferring the funds as soon as I get back to the office,” she muttered to herself. Tucking the book protectively underneath her left arm and telling it with her meager magic that it better behave, she twisted.

    She walked through the gardens. She got the strangest impression someone was watching her.

    It was just nerves, right? Charlotte wasn’t used to dealing with weird happenstances. To be fair, she wasn’t used to dealing with people. But you already knew that, right?

    She made it back to her car in a slight daze.

    She grabbed her keys from her pocket, but they slid out of her slippery fingers and jangled onto the pavement beside her.

    She reached down to grab them up, but she heard the eeriest sound. It was like someone had just gathered together every single crow call there’d ever been and crammed them all into the same terrifying, fluctuating cry.

    Charlotte spun.

    Just as nerves crashed together in her stomach like a train wreck, she lost her footing.

    She slipped to the side.

    The book fell out of the paper package and banged onto the hood of the expensive sports car beside her.

    She watched in dumbfounded horror as a surge of powerful magic shot out of it and into the hood. It crackled around the metal and slipped past into the engine beneath with a snarling hiss.

    It didn’t burn the metal or even dent it, but a second later, there was a bang from the engine.

    Charlotte jerked back. She fell against her car, her wing mirror snapping in with a twang, the vibration like a slap. “My God—”

    “What the hell?” A deep voice rumbled from the path behind her.

    Charlotte spun, her loose hair flying around her face like disturbed sparrows.

    She couldn’t see the owner of that impressive stomach-tingling baritone. It was dark. But then the guy took a step forward and strayed underneath one of the powerful lights rimming the car park.

    And it… oh god. It was none other than Jake Carlisle.

    It was the same impressive stature, the same muscles, the same eyes – the same everything. She’d seen him smiling down from her calendar behind her desk every day, and she couldn’t be mistaken.

    But there was one problem. Jake wasn’t smiling now.

    Charlotte’s mind spun into a frenzied tornado of surprise then just ground to a stop like a downed plane.

    No, she did not have a crush on Jake Carlisle. No, she was not going to call Sally.

    But… could that be Jake Carlisle’s car?

    All of her nightmares came together and smashed into one terrifying moment as he took another step forward and growled. “What did you do to my car?” He already had his keys in one of his big hands. He slid his thumb over the sophisticated silver key ring. But the car wouldn’t unlock. It tried to – then there was this fizzle and a sputtering whir like an engine dying of emphysema.

    The offending book was still on the pavement where it had fallen, a few pages fluttering in the wind now charging through the gardens behind.

    Jake walked over, his fringe flying around his pissed-off gaze, and he picked it up. Immediately, he grunted and dropped it. “What are you doing running hot tomes around town without the right protection? Are you some kind of criminal—”

    She shoved her hands up so quickly, her sleeves should’ve caught fire. She fell against her own car with a ringing thump. “I’m so sorry. I’m a rare books librarian. I just acquired this tome. I was taking it back to my car, but I slipped when I heard that….” She shivered. Exactly what had she heard?

    He narrowed his eyes at her. “Heard what? The sound of debt collectors?”

    Oh, God.

    Charlotte’s stomach turned. The rest of her turned, too. She wondered if it was somewhat what it would feel like to turn in your grave. Because all too soon when the debt collectors caught up with her, she’d be buried 6-feet under for sure.

    She let out a cold, shaking breath that wheezed out of her constricting throat, her growing terror like a noose. “I… didn’t mean to. I just slipped. I—”

    He slid his gaze behind her to her car. “That yours?”

    “You can have it. But I don’t think I can pay for anything,” she stammered. She grabbed her keys up and offered them to him.

    He just looked at her, one strong eyebrow flattening then arching a micron as he stared from her to her crappy hatchback. It was over 30 years old – and it knew it. There wasn’t a corner of paint that wasn’t flaking, and it took a full five minutes to warm up in the morning.

    He stared from the car back to her and swore under his breath, his lips kinking bitterly. “It would be better for my anger if you were stinking rich. Now I just have to let this slide.”

    She squeezed her bottom lip between her teeth, her eyes opening with hopeful desperation.

    He grabbed her book up again, this time mindful to ground himself as he planted his expensive black-suede shoes squarely on the pavement. He touched the book with two stiff, straight fingers. She watched him carefully press his tongue against his top lip, too.

    He handed the book over. But he stopped before she grabbed it and yanked it back. “This is running too hot for you to touch.” He considered her – eyes slipping up and down her form quickly. “I can sense you don’t have much magic.”

    “I might not be good at much else,” she muttered to herself, a deeply personal comment for the woman who just kept messing up, “but dealing with magical books is the only thing I can do.” She grabbed the book off him.

    It tried to bite her with magic, the spine undulating like wind through a sheet, but she quickly rapped her knuckles on the cover twice.

    It soon behaved.

    Jake watched her. He looked mildly impressed. And she did mean mildly. But no, that did not wipe away his far more predominant emotion – anger.

    “I’m so sorry,” she tried. “If you want my car—”

    “I don’t want your car, ma’am. But—” He yanked his phone up as it pinged with a message. He swore and rolled his eyes. He looked at her car, then back at her. “The least you can do is offer me a ride.”

    Charlotte stood there, her fragged brain taking too long to put those words together into a coherent sentence. “I’m sorry… what?”

    “You destroyed my car. God knows how much damage that book did. You—”

    She jerked her hands up in surrender. The book slipped a bit, but fortunately it didn’t go flying.

    He narrowed his eyes at it. “You sure you know how to deal with something like that?”

    “Yes. And please get in. I’m sorry for the mess in advance.” She raced into the driver’s seat.

    She leaned over and undid the lock for the passenger side. Because yeah, she didn’t have central locking. Because no, her car wasn’t worth anything. It was a miracle it kept running. But should she foolishly decide to sell it, she doubted she’d get even a few hundred dollars.

    She winced as he got into the passenger seat. It was only after she threw all of the numerous pizza boxes and burger wrappers into the back.

    He arched an eyebrow at it then at her. “This car doesn’t really match your style.”

    He did his seatbelt up.

    Charlotte waited. You know, for the insult that would come. She was so damn used to them.

    It would be her hair first – that’s usually what got people talking. He would make some kind of comment about it looking like a rat’s nest. Maybe he’d make fun of her clothes. Where had she bought them from? A sale for dead grandmas?

    But he said nothing. He grabbed hold of the hand rest then turned to her. “Start driving.”

    “Sorry.” She placed the book in her lap and shoved the keys into the ignition.

    He frowned at her. “You’re gonna drive with that thing in your lap? We’ll just get into an accident—”

    “I need to ground it. It will be troublesome in the back seat.”

    “So your solution is to keep it in your lap? Are you sure you’re a rare books librarian?”

    “I’m pretty sure that’s the only thing I’m good at. So yeah.” She shouldn’t have muttered that so loudly. But she was too flustered to control her treacherous lips.

    Now he was in the car with her and the adrenaline of destroying his million-dollar sports car was over, she had to appreciate that she was driving with Jake frigging Carlisle.

    He wasn’t paying her any attention. He’d turned toward the window, his hand on his seatbelt as he tapped out an impatient tune.

    Not facing her was worse.

    Vampires didn’t need to be looking at you to be watching you. They had all sorts of magical senses that would allow them to track you, even from across a packed room.

    Who knew what he was finding out about her now? From her scent to her heartbeat to the fact that her fingers were now so sweaty that they slid over her chipped steering wheel with a squeak – it wasn’t like she could hide anything.

    She pulled out a little too fast. A taxi had to slam on its brakes and honk its horn.

    She shivered into her ripped seat, one of the springs prodding her back between the old foam. “Sorry,” she muttered. “Now… where exactly am I meant to take you?”

    “Just drop me off in front of the Sterling Hotel. Maybe across the street,” he added.

    She bit her lip. Yeah. Because why the hell would he want to put up with the press snapping photos of him coming out of an ancient car being driven by a rat’s nest in an old woolen skirt?

    She descended into silence. The kind where she just kept on kicking herself mentally.

    Maybe she should’ve been more worried about the fact that he might go back on his word and charge her for damaging his car, even though he’d promised not to.

    He didn’t seem to be the kind, though.

    She had way better things to kick herself over, anyway. Why had she dropped the book in the first place? She’d heard something, right? That completely otherworldly scream. But it was now clear no one else had heard it.

    Cars had been driving past, and people had walked in the gardens. That scream had sounded like it’d pealed across the entire city. But for no one else to react meant that no one else had been aware of it.

    Charlotte had made it up.

    “You want to pick up the pace slightly? I have a press conference to get to,” he muttered pointedly, the tune he was tapping on his seatbelt getting louder.

    “Sorry. I’m just a little—”

    “I don’t really care what size you are,” he muttered, clearly mishearing her. “I don’t care much about anything right now,” he added, gaze becoming unfocused, fingers finally pausing above the old, sun-bleached seatbelt.

    She frowned as she stole a glance at his reflection in the passenger window.

    Rockstars didn’t lead complicated lives, did they? But ancient vampires sure as heck did. He was one of the only vampire rockstars who’d ever become this popular. But that didn’t change his past, did it? He’d have family obligations he’d never be able to run from, no matter how many platinum albums adorned his producer’s wall.

    Had she ever thought about that before now? Of course not. Unlike what Sally assumed, Charlotte hadn’t thought about Jake Carlisle much before, full stop.

    Her lips crinkled further down as she turned to face him at a set of stoplights.

    He’d been ignoring her completely until now. He turned and faced her. “What? Do you want to take a selfie with me? You don’t look like the kind.”

    “Sorry… I just… I’m sorry for putting more on your plate. You seem a little stressed.” With that quickly muttered apology, the light turned green.

    She drove off. He watched her more intently now, his lips pressed together in a flat line that would make even the most talented psychologist have to guess what he was thinking.

    He didn’t say a thing, but his watchful silence couldn’t last.

    It was when Charlotte picked up the pace and turned onto the highway that she heard that eerie scream again. Abrupt and piercing, there was no way to get away from it.

    It pounded over the city like thunder. Sorry – it sounded more like reality cracking under a steel hammer.

    She sucked in a terrified breath, but fortunately she kept control of the car, even though her heart smashed against her rib cage with a shudder and adrenaline hit her bloodstream with a bang.

    “What’s wrong with you?” he demanded, vampire senses causing magic to race around his pupils.

    He got his own answer. And it was a moment that she would replay for the rest of her damn life. Because it was the beginning of the rest of her very damned life.

    Something appeared in the road, maybe 10 meters ahead, maybe 20. Maybe it was something that hadn’t decided where it wanted to be yet, because it jerked around like a leaf in a jet stream. It was this shadow, this dark smeary blur like someone was erasing the air.

    She didn’t have a chance to slam her foot on the brake. She couldn’t react in time. Jake could.

    He grabbed the steering wheel, moving like only a vampire could, with speed no other race could hope to match. He yanked the wheel toward him, and the car twisted, smoke erupting from the tires as they screeched and everything shuddered.

    At the same time, he slammed his hand down on the dash, and he forced magic to race from his fingers into the cracked plastic. It shot over the windscreen, then down over the steering stack into her.

    The next thing she knew, her seatbelt snapped.

    He grabbed her head and pressed it against his chest as, still holding onto the steering wheel, he prevented the car from flipping with another charge of red-hot magic. It spun instead, more smoke billowing up out of the tires and encasing them in a tornado of haze.

    Charlotte thought she heard another crack. She couldn’t look up, but she just knew that blur got closer, just knew those smeared fingers were now reaching out for her.

    Something slammed into the front of the car. Just before it could tear right through the hood like a knife through old skin, Jake’s magic rushed up in a cloud of force and rebuffed it with an echoing crack.

    Jake yanked the handbrake up from underneath Charlotte’s hip, his knuckles brushing down her side.

    There was a louder screech as the brake engaged, and finally the car came to a shuddering stop.

    It would take a lot longer for Charlotte’s spinning thoughts to join it.

    Other cars around hooted madly, and she heard them veering around her.

    Charlotte….

    She was still pressed up against Jake’s chest, his rigid torso just there, every defined muscle discernible under his silk cotton shirt as it rumpled against her hot cheek.

    But she was also aware of something else.

    Jake wasn’t moving – wasn’t even breathing. Worse? It sounded like his heart had stopped.

    She slowly tilted her head up, messy hair tumbling from around her eyes like stage curtains being yanked back before the show could go on.

    Jake’s eyes locked on her.

    His nostrils were open as if he’d just smelt some scent that had stopped him dead. And his expression….

    Charlotte knew a thing or two about vampires. It was all in the ancient books she collected, see. The truly old vampires, the ones with pure blood, the ones with raw magic that ran in their veins like liquid gold, weren’t like ordinary people. They didn’t get to pick and choose mates. Their blood did it for them.

    Said mate didn’t need to be magical – they didn’t even need to be a vampire. They just had to be a suitable blood match – the only blood match an ancient vamp would find. For they could only ever have one true mate.

    All an ancient vampire needed was for their body to recognize their future spouse, and their blood would do the rest.

    With vampires who came from the purest bloodlines of all, apparently, you could see the moment when they found their life-mate. It would rim their eyes – this ring of energy that would race around their pupils like a halo around the sun.

    Charlotte thought she saw something flickering in Jake’s eyes now. Just this tantalizing glimmer, this dim yellow glow—

    That would be when a truck swung off the highway just in front of them. Its lights flashed into Jake’s eyes, obscuring them just at the wrong moment.

    She—

    There was the echoing whir of police sirens.

    Maybe a cop car had been passing by, or maybe someone had called Charlotte in for dangerous driving, but she—

    She still hadn’t moved. Neither had Jake.

    The truck with its powerful headlights finally pulled off the road. But it was too late to see if any energy had truly raced around Jake’s pupils. It was not too late, however, to note the fact that he still had not released her.

    He was frozen there like he’d never move again, his fingers trembling like bird hearts.

    “Jake?” she muttered in the quietest voice she’d ever used. She swallowed hard when he didn’t respond, when he kept staring at her, trapped in some deep moment of recognition she didn’t want to face but couldn’t turn from. “Jake?” she murmured once more. “You—”

    The police car pulled up right beside Charlotte, its sirens not even whirring down before one of the officers jumped out.

    It was just as people leaped out of the truck.

    Charlotte knew that she couldn’t rest here in Jake Carlisle’s lap forever. It didn’t matter what she thought she’d seen in his eyes.

    Nothing….

    She went to say nothing mattered – but something sure did.

    She jolted up, body buzzing with leftover adrenaline, the fiendish tingling reaching every single part of her except her hot cheeks.

    Jake kept a hand on her arm, though. It was like he wouldn’t let her get too far away – or at least like his body couldn’t stomach that.

    He looked as if someone had hit him upside the head with a brick.

    “Jake?” she muttered quietly. But then she shook her head dramatically. Because this was where quiet had to end. “What was that thing in the middle of the road? We were almost attacked, weren’t we? God—”

    The police reached the car.

    They tapped on Jake’s window, though it was more accurate to say they hammered on the glass with bare knuckles.

    Jake came to his senses, but it was a tremendously strange, slow affair like someone who’d died pulling themselves up out of their grave.

    He turned toward the door and rolled down the window.

    One of the officers shined their powerful torch into the car. “We heard a report of—”

    “Holy crap, is that Jake Carlisle?” the other blurted.

    The officer shone the light further into the car. Charlotte crunched back against her seat, wincing against her hand as she tried but failed to cover her face.

    Oh, God. What the hell was gonna happen now?

    Hold on, her mind took a second to reply. Who cared about the police seeing her in a car with Jake Carlisle – there’d been some kind of monster in the middle of the road.

    She—

    “We heard reports of crazy driving,” the officer said, now shining his light over at Charlotte, a frown digging into his lips, all surprise at the sight of Jake withering up into disdain.

    Charlotte’s heart was beating at a thousand miles an hour.

    This was way too much for someone like her – someone who preferred books to real life. But she couldn’t hide in her seat, no matter how hard she tried. “There was—”

    Jake slowly undid his seatbelt, his fingers barely moving.

    He got out of the car. He closed the door and pressed his back against it, quickly blocking Charlotte from view.

    Now no one was shining a light in Charlotte’s eyes, she managed to stare over at the truck.

    She’d assumed it was just freighting groceries or something. It wasn’t, though. It was huge and painted the deepest black she’d ever seen. It had to be some kind of special police division – that or a very shady long hauler.

    Sure enough, she was right, and armor-clad vampire officers dressed in black jumped out of it.

    They strode over to the police officers first, but then one of them pulled Jake away.

    What the… what the hell was happening?

    Charlotte grabbed the steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip, her legs stiffening up and pushing against the footwell as her body was seized with tense surprise.

    She couldn’t move her fingers. She couldn’t relax her shoulders. And God knows she couldn’t tame her wildly beating heart.

    She winced her eyes closed.

    Maybe she was on drugs? Hell, perhaps Archibald had done something to her? That made sense, right? Because that would explain the completely unexplainable. And trust her, Jake Carlisle staring into her eyes and freezing like that was—

    When it looked as if the black-clad vampires would take Jake away, he shrugged out of their grips.

    He jerked toward her car, one of his hands opening, but then an official-looking car pulled up.

    It was pretty big, though obviously nowhere near as large as the truck, yet it somehow had the same looming presence. Out of the front jumped Monique Fairweather. You see, Charlotte could recognize her, even in the dark and even though she was a good 20 meters away. Because who couldn’t recognize Monique Fairweather? She was the head of the illustrious Vampire Council.

    She strode over to Jake, her black stilettos clicking on the asphalt as her trim white pantsuit reflected the lights of her massive car. Meanwhile, Jake still stared right through the windscreen at Charlotte, one hand slightly lifted and frozen still.

    It chose that exact moment to rain. It had been threatening it all day, but the winds that had hounded her since leaving the gardens had finally whipped the slate-gray clouds into a frenzy.

    The rain didn’t come down gently. It drove down in drenching sheets. As they pounded into Jake’s brow, they stuck his hair to his face.

    You’d think he’d at least blink once. He did not. He stared at her as if nothing – including the wildest weather – would ever get between them again.

    She tried to slap herself. “You are on drugs. Wake up. None of this could possibly be happening. You did not give Jake Carlisle a lift only to… run into some monster in the middle of the road.” She crammed her nail in her mouth, her teeth instantly clamping hold like a frightened hand.

    Maybe it was Charlotte’s imagination, but Jake kept trying to run over to her. Monique Fairweather kept getting in the way, though. And soon, she pulled Jake over to her car and they drove off.

    Which left Charlotte in the car alone, surrounded by strange vampire cops in the pounding rain.

    Crap. She—

    One of those black-clad vampire officers finally walked up to her car, the rain bouncing off his full body armor and sliding over the plastic visor of his dark helmet.

    God, what was going to happen to her? Were they going to take her to jail?

    She had to look conciliatory. She couldn’t madly clutch hold of her seatbelt anymore, because she didn’t have one. So she got out of the car. She staggered and fell to one knee. When the rain hit her, it hit her like a frigging tsunami.

    How Jake could possibly have stared resolutely through those pounding drops without blinking once, she didn’t know. She could barely see the guy in front of her. “Sorry. I didn’t—”

    “It’s all right, ma’am. You did well.”

    “I did… well?”

    “You survived,” someone muttered from far away. It was another one of those black-clad vampire officers. They pushed out to search the highway.

    She hadn’t realized this before, but every lane of traffic had been blocked by gleaming red magical bollard lines.

    Crap. Exactly what had she wandered into? A tiny part of her mind had been trying to pretend this was all in her head. But now it was all over the road, too, and as she carefully checked over her shoulder, she realized the traffic had been removed in every direction.

    She hadn’t even noticed. A shudder charged up her back, reached her jaw, and wrapped around every tooth like wire and glue.

    “Am I going to be charged?” she blurted through pale, rain-slicked lips.

    The officer attending to her frowned. “For what?”

    “I… but… just what was that thing?” she finally stammered the one question that kept climbing out of her throat but she kept pushing back down.

    The guy stiffened slightly. “It’s better for you to forget tonight, ma’am. Go back to your ordinary life.”

    “Back to my… ordinary life?” It felt like he was dangling a carrot in front of her. A big, fat, juicy one no donkey would ever be able to ignore. She would jump as high as he possibly wanted to grab hold of it.

    But then she made the mistake of turning and looking back at her car.

    The front was charred black like somebody had given it to the devil to play with.

    Good God. What exactly had struck it?

    She gasped, her throat practically collapsing with fear. “My car—”

    “Don’t worry. The State will replace your car.”

    “But… what was that thing? What happened?”

    He pressed his lips together. It was clear that he was not going to repeat what he had already told her. It was time for her to go back to her ordinary life. No more popstars and definitely no more strange screams.

    She turned. She went to get back in her car.

    The guy chuckled and shook his head once. “That car is now evidence, ma’am.”

    “But—”

    “I suggest you take anything you need from it now. You won’t be seeing it again.”

    “I—”

    He got distracted for a moment and had to pull a waterproof radio from his holster. He twisted from her, using both magic and the pounding rain to keep what he said next hidden.

    It gave her all the time to turn. She stared at her crappy hatchback. She’d had it for so long. It was like a faithful friend – albeit a cracked, chipped, and practically un-roadworthy friend

    Now it was gonna be replaced. Because it had hit… something that had completely burned the front of the car even though the impact had been so small, it hadn’t even dented the fender.

    She kept staring morosely at her hatchback, but when the officer attending to her gestured for her to hurry up, she madly rummaged through her car, grabbing anything that mattered. She soon had her bag – and her magical book, of course.

    The guy frowned and looked at it. “Do you know what that is?”

    She shoved her glasses further up her nose. “I’m—”

    “The custodian of the rare books collection at the Central Library. Yeah, we know.”

    Charlotte froze. They didn’t even know her name. Yet they knew her job? How—

    Hold on, what was she going to add? She faced that massive black monstrosity of a truck again. She’d never seen anything like it, and she certainly hadn’t glimpsed it on the news or driven past it on the highway before. She twisted around. Not only were all of the cars gone from the block, but the police that had first attended the scene were gone, too. And maybe, just like her, they’d been told to forget everything.

    She stood there, her meager possessions clutched against her chest, the book now thankfully behaving, waiting until a black sedan pulled up.

    She went to get in the passenger seat. A no-nonsense gargoyle was driving with a partition between her and him. She hadn’t even known you could get partitions in standard sedans. But was that really the most remarkable fact she’d learned tonight?

    “Wait up,” the officer said. He rushed over just as she placed a hand on the door.

    “Ha? Have you decided to charge me—”

    “No one is going to charge you, ma’am. But Jake told me to give you this.” He handed something over.

    Charlotte stared at it. It was a backstage pass.

    She could tell that, because it was written across the gold front in prominent black letters.

    The guy looked at her.

    She looked at him. “I don’t—”

    “He said you should come to see him after his concert tonight. He has something to discuss with you. Okay, let’s wrap this up. You can go, Barry.” He nodded at the gargoyle driver.

    Charlotte squeezed into the car, now clutching the book plus the backstage pass.

    She stared at both.

    She quickly decided the backstage pass was far more likely to bite her than the book, and she placed it carefully down on the old brown leather car seat beside her.

    She was driven home. Driven home from perhaps the most adventurous day she’d ever had.

    Driven home to safety.

    But she had to caveat that, didn’t she? Because how can you know you’re safe when you have no idea what you’re up against?

  
    Chapter 3

    When Charlotte woke the next day, she stared up at the ceiling with a quizzical expression crumpling her brow.

    She tried to tell herself that absolutely everything had been in her head. A crazy dream, right? It made more sense than it being real.

    Then she rolled over.

    And there, sitting on top of the magical book, was Jake’s backstage pass.

    She shot up.

    Everything came slamming back into her skull, and it was about as pleasant as drinking jet fuel.

    She waved a hand in front of her face so fast, the fingers blurred. She jumped from foot to foot. “There is no way this is happening. It can’t possibly be happening. This—”

    She twisted. She stared at the backstage pass again. She shook her head. She continued to shake it as she went to clutch the pass up but then chickened out.

    She moved away warily.

    And that would be when she got a call. She raced over and picked up her phone. She’d dumped it on the table out in the main room.

    She winced when she glimpsed the screen and saw it was her boss.

    She winced back even harder when she saw that she was already an hour late for work.

    She answered. “I’m so sorry. I was in… an incident last night,” she said, grimacing at the fact she sounded way too unsure of herself.

    “Where’s my book?” he snapped, his throaty baritone pounding down the phone.

    What did he mean by his book? Charlotte had done all the work.

    She walked back into her bedroom, bare feet pushing against the old, threadbare cream carpet. She plucked it up.

    The once unruly tome wasn’t biting her at all anymore. Perhaps she’d done the impossible and tamed it. Which would be a pretty incredible feat. Books like this were legendarily hard to control. Some collectors ended up divesting them simply because they were too much work. “I have the book right here, sir. I—”

    “Get to work as fast as you can. We have someone who is interested in it.”

    “But—” she began.

    She couldn’t get a word in edgewise, because he soon hung up.

    She’d been about to remind her boss that while technically they could sell this book just after acquiring it, they would have to go through the proper procedure.

    If, in fact, that’s what he meant.

    Charlotte sighed.

    She made the mistake of walking into the bathroom and looking at herself in the mirror. Oh, God. She looked like hell.

    She wasn’t covered in bruises or anything like that. She’d gotten off pretty lightly, considering her car had looked like it had diced with a volcano last night. But the puffy dark bags under her eyes resembled storm clouds. And the frown pulling down the edges of her lips was even worse.

    She poked at her cheeks with a stiff finger. “You should… just… shrug it off. That officer
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