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      I sprinted through the city center, passing the wards into the witch market. My kind weren’t welcome in this part of Dallas, but I had little choice in the matter. I pulled my hood lower over my face and did my best to steer clear of the other patrons. The apothecary was my target, and I had no time to waste. As I approached the shop, I pushed open the door, then scurried inside. The woman who owned the store ignored me until I walked up to the counter with my purchase.

      “You don’t belong here, girl,” the woman sneered. “I only serve witches, not filthy beasts like you.”

      “I need this for my mother,” I said firmly with as much calm as I could muster, pushing the item across the glass counter toward her.

      She knew exactly who my adoptive mother was and wouldn’t question the fact I was here to buy something for her. But the shop owner loved to look down on me and hassled me at every opportunity, anytime I came in on behalf of the woman who’d taken me in.

      It’s the same song and dance every time.

      “One of these days, you won’t have her to hide behind, mutt,” she grumbled but rang up my purchase all the same.

      Anger rose in gut, making my fingers tighten into fists and my jaw clench tightly.

      I’m not a shifter, I wanted to scream but it was easier and safer for everyone to think that. The alternative was far too dangerous for me to even fully contemplate. My wings fluttered at my back quietly, thankfully still glamoured from the sight of prying eyes. I took the bag the woman thrust back at me, then exited the shop without delay.

      I need to get home.

      I wove through the crowd, careful to keep my wings from brushing against any unsuspecting witches or shifters.

      “Watch it,” I said as a man bumped into my back. I shivered at the strange pain that came with the contact.

      Shit, my wings are sensitive today.

      “Well, hello there, pretty. I didn’t see you there.” The man turned to stare at me with a sinister smile as he sniffed the air around me. He was trying to work out what I was, and I couldn’t have that.

      Not today. Not any day.

      I bowed my head and skirted around him, cursing my temper. I should have just kept moving, remaining silent.

      The man’s hand latched around my arm in a bruising grip, stopping me from going any further.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” I ground out between my teeth as a familiar panic welled up inside of me.

      His eyes trailed over me as he pulled my hood down. “What are you?” He drew me closer to him.

      “I’m none of your concern,” I spat like a desperate alley cat and wrenched my arm free of his grip.

      “I think you are,” he drawled as he reached for me again.

      I raced away before he could catch me. Shouts followed me as I pushed through other patrons of the market to escape.

      Does he know what I am? How the hell could he smell me like that?

      “That shifter girl stole from me!” the man bellowed, accusing me from behind. “Stop her!”

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I rushed through the market, wanting nothing more than to blend in and disappear from sight, but the stranger had caused a stir, and more and more witches pointed at me to aid in my capture. There was no love lost between the witches and me, that was for sure.

      “I didn’t steal anything! He’s crazy!” I shouted as I passed several women who glared at me and then started screaming to draw attention to me and help the man.

      “Freaking witches,” I grumbled under my breath before ducking into an alley just as several men in black uniforms ran past the opening.

      With no other option, I hid behind a large dumpster. The scent of rotting garbage made me retch.

      Gods, that’s disgusting!

      I gripped the bag from the apothecary tightly as I stepped out from behind the dumpster and scanned the area for the closest threat.

      How the fuck do I get out of this mess?

      The man who started the chase stepped into the mouth of the alley and grinned at me, blocking off a potential escape route. “You really are a pretty one. You’re going to make me some good money.” His eyes twinkled with dark mirth as he stepped closer.

      “I’m not going to make you anything,” I growled at him as I scanned the alley for a second possible exit. There was a fence immediately behind me, leading to an alternate alley.

      Can I fly over the fence without being seen? He obviously already knows what I am, but what’s on the other side? Will humans see me? I can’t risk it. Can I?

      Something flashed in the man’s hand and my eyes widened at the silver weapon.

      Is that a gun? Is he going to shoot me with iron?

      I shuddered.  “Are you going to shoot me?” I asked with a raised brow and a quaver of fear. Being pumped full of iron was not my idea of fun. In fact, for my kind, it could prove lethal.

      “This thing?” he asked, flashing me a grin as he waved the gun around. “No, it won’t kill you. It will just make you nice and sleepy so I can get you where we’re going.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” I sneered and unfurled my wings. He couldn’t see them, but it made me feel better to know I could act.

      I need to get home. Time is running out!

      My mother was waiting for the medicine that I’d bought, and I needed to get it to her before it was too late.

      “Oh, but you don’t have a choice. Do you know what will happen if the witches see your wings?” he asked with a grin.

      My stomach fell as I pulled my wings back to my body in a defensive manner.

      He knows what I am, and what the witches will do if they figure it out. Shit.

      “You can threaten me all you want, but I can take care of myself,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “What if I’m not threatening you?” he asked with a raised brow, not unlike my own. “What if all I’m doing is promising you a better life?”

      I laughed at his words and pointed to the metal object in his hand. “That looks like enough of a threat to me. I don’t need your help or a better life. I’m perfectly fine where I am.”

      He raised the gun with a frown as if disappointed I’d refused to believe his words.

      My gut warned me he had no intention of letting me go. Without further thought, I unfurled my wings. I had to take the risk. My freedom was more important than wherever he thought I would have a better life.

      Even if I’m outed to the witches, it’s still likely a better fate than whatever plans this mercenary has for me.

      I crouched down, ready to jump into the air. My wings weren’t used to flying since I had been forbidden from using them my whole life. But I would use whatever advantage I had to get away from the tranquilizer gun that was pointed squarely at my heart.

      “Stop!” he shouted and cocked the gun. “I would rather take you in willingly. There are things you should know.”

      “Bullshit,” I said shaking my head. “There’s nothing you can tell me that I don’t already know—or that I want to know, for that matter.”

      “Really?” He chuckled. “I would have to disagree on that. My employer would very much like to tell you the truth about who and what you are.”

      I burst into a fit of laughter at his bravado as I bounced on the balls of my feet and jumped into the air.

      “Stop!” the man shouted, and a soft click sounded a heartbeat later when he pulled the trigger of his weapon.

      I soared up above the chain link fence behind me and even higher when a pinch to my shoulder made me flinch. An iron-laced dart.

      Shit.

      I landed on the dirty concrete at the other end of the alley and stumbled, my head spinning as I leaned against the wall for support.

      Don’t stop. You must keep going. He knows where you are.

      The mental pep talk barely helped as I desperately tried to shake away the fog from my brain. I took a few unsteady steps forward before gaining my bearings and remembering where I was. I was still inside the wards and only a couple of blocks away from home. I ripped the dart from my shoulder and tossed it aside. The puncture wound would heal soon enough. I’d always healed quickly. I just had to act fast.

      I can fucking do this!

      I pulled my hood back up over my head and slipped out into the bustling crowd, hoping to get lost in the shuffle. I couldn’t afford for the man to catch up to me again. I couldn’t let him find me—too much was at stake. I needed to get home with the medicine for my mother or I’d be alone in this cruel world. And I sure as shit did not want that.

      It only took about fifteen minutes before I finally laid eyes on the quaint little Italian restaurant our apartment sat above. I swayed on my feet as I rounded the corner, heading for the back alley where the fire escape waited. Hauling myself up the ladder, I was barely able to keep my eyes open. I blinked groggily as the poison of the iron coursed through my system.

      How am I going to give Mother her medicine when I can barely keep my eyes open?

      With immense effort, I made it onto the small balcony outside our downtown apartment and crawled to the window. My arms were as weak as jelly when I lifted the window and chaotically plunged into the living room. The plush carpet broke my fall, and I groaned wearily as I pushed myself to my knees. I held my head in my hands momentarily as I rubbed my eyes to clear the black spots from my vision.

      Just a little while longer. Come on! I need to get the tincture to her.

      I dragged myself across the beige carpet of the living room, my sole focus on the door at the end of the hall. My arms shook with exertion, and I slumped to the floor just outside my mother’s door.

      I’m so weak. I need to sleep.

      My vision swirled again as I battled with all my might past the fatigue and strained valiantly for the door handle. To my dismay, I came up short and lost the battle. My eyes closed again and then there was nothing.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of a muffled moan woke me up, and my eyes shot open.

      How long have I been asleep, and why am I on the floor in the hallway?

      My brain was fuzzy as my gaze hit the cream-colored door of my mother’s bedroom, and my fist tightened, crinkling the small plastic bag in my hand.

      The tincture. Shit. Is Mother, okay?

      I winced, pulling myself to my feet. “Mother?” I called through the door as I managed to crack it open. The room was dark, just as I left it.

      My mother’s still form was on the bed.

      I took two large steps in her direction holding out the medicine for her but stopped short.

      How long was I out because of that tranquilizer? Is she okay?

      Mother’s chest wasn’t rising and falling like it should and pain lanced through my chest, sudden and sharp, stealing my breath away.

      No, she can’t be gone! She’s the only person I have in the world.

      Tears blurred my vision as I sat heavily on the edge of her bed, my shoulders sinking. She hadn’t been a great mother to me by any stretch of the imagination. Truthfully, I’d been little more than a slave to her, but she had shielded me from those who would have wanted me dead—or for even more nefarious purposes.

      Like that man in the market.

      I hunched over her body, her skin cold to the touch, and whispered the words of the witches last rites. I hated that she was gone, and it was my fault. If I hadn’t gotten caught by that man in the market, she still might be here.

      If I ever see him again, I will kill him where he stands.

      As I sat gazing at the only mother I’d ever known, it occurred to me she wouldn’t have wanted me to waste time. In a circumstance such as this, she would have encouraged me to run from those who would suspect me of foul play in her death. She’d often told me that if something were to ever happen to her, I needed to run far and fast.

      As tears coursed down my cheeks, I resolved myself to action. It would not do to dwell here and grieve. It would achieve nothing, yet risk everything.

      Mother might not have given birth to me, but she had found me and saved me. She’d given me a roof over my head, food, and clothing, and I would not dishonor her memory. I refused to be caught, killed, or used. I would run for my life. I would finally be free, because that’s all she had wanted for me. So, for both of our sakes, I had to try.

      I wiped the tears from my eye as I whispered one last prayer, hoping it would take her into the afterlife, before turning and leaving the room. I didn’t know where I was going or how I would survive, but I would. I would do it for her, the one person who ever cared that I could be more than I was perceived to be. Or I would die trying.

      As the last of the tranquilizer wore off, I jumped to my feet and marched into the small room that I called my own. It wasn’t really a bedroom, it was more of a closet with blankets and some clothes stacked on the floor… but it had been mine. With renewed determination, I packed my bag and got ready to leave.

      Someone pounded on the front door.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Shit. Did someone see me? Are they here to take me away?

      My head swiveled, and I glanced between the front door and my bedroom window, indecision warring within me. In no time flat, my own self-preservation won out just as Mother would have wanted. As swiftly and as quietly as possible, I opened the window, climbing down the narrow old fire escape and toward an uncertain freedom.

      With nowhere to go and little clue of what I was going to do to sustain myself, I had no choice but to run for my life. I could only flee and hope that I’d figure it all out along the way with a wing and a prayer.
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      “What do you mean, you lost her?” I growled at the half-Fae bounty hunter standing in front of me.

      “She flew out of the alley. She was unwilling to come with me.” He paced back and forth in front of me, grunting and muttering and generally carrying on like an idiot.

      The scent of his fear permeated the room, nearly making me gag. I leaned back in my chair and tilted my head back, trying to evade the odor so the smell wasn’t so bad.

      I need patience to deal with idiots. I can’t just kill my best bounty hunter.

      “Explain to me how an untrained girl got away from you?” I demanded as calmly as possible. I just couldn’t wrap my damn head around it. My people were all well trained. I made sure of it when I brought them in. I didn’t waste time with recruits that showed a lack of potential or didn’t have some innate ability worth honing like a sharp blade.

      “She’s not just any untrained girl, boss. She looks like she’s been hiding in plain sight her whole life,” he said on a groan.

      “How is that even possible?” I wondered aloud.

      How does a powerful Fae go unnoticed for years, especially among witches and shifters?

      “No clue, but I watched her enter an apothecary shop, talk to the staff, and come out with a bag before I was able to confirm what she was.” He took a seat, flopping down into the leather chair across from my desk.

      Shit. Who is this girl, and how do we find her?

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Come in,” I called, annoyed at the interruption.

      “Boss, they’re ready for you in the ring,” Layla my second-in-command said as she opened the door into my private office.

      I stood and buttoned up my suit jacket with a sigh. “Find out everything you can about that girl. I want to know where she’s been and who she is by the end of the day,” I barked at the bounty hunter before he scurried from the room to complete his mission.

      “Possible new recruit?” Layla asked as she walked by my side through the door.

      “Not a possible recruit. She evaded Dan, of all people. But she’ll work for me one way or another.” I stabbed at the button to the elevator.

      “You really think you can force her hand?” Layla asked with a raised brow.

      The elevator dinged, and I stepped inside, clenching my fists.

      She will work for me. I won’t take no for an answer.

      “We’ll make sure she is so desperate that she has no other choice,” I grunted, crossing my arms as I leaned back against the gleaming wall of the elevator.

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Layla pressed, hitting the button for the basement level.

      “Are you questioning my authority, Layla?” I turned my glare of annoyance on her. No one was allowed to question my authority. Ever.

      Layla’s back stiffened, and her fear filled the small elevator. “No, boss. I’m just wondering if that’s the right choice, especially if you want the girl to trust you and remain loyal to you.”

      I sighed, repressing my last nerve. “What do you suggest then?” I asked.

      “Have Dan watch her for a couple of days and learn more about her. Then pursue her from there. You don’t want to jump the gun and go off half-cocked,” she answered as she stepped out of the elevator.

      The florescent lights of the basement made me wince. My eyesight was too keen for such harsh lighting, but I needed to be here. It helped boost morale when the boss showed up for challenges.

      The large group of supernaturals in the underground space grew quiet at our entrance. Whispers filled the air, but at least the noise level was now bearable to my over-sensitive hearing.

      “Who do we have today and what’s the grievance?” I asked, my tone one of business-like boredom.

      “One of the trolls was disrespected by a shifter and called the challenge.” Layla sighed.

      “Why am I here over something so petty?” I grumbled and moved closer to the ring.

      It’s going to be an absolute bloodbath.

      Trolls were notoriously stupid and had little magic of their own at their disposal, but what they lacked in magic, they more than made up for with brute physical strength.

      With my octagon canceling out magic, it affected them the least of all the supernaturals.

      “It will be a good fight.” Layla shrugged, viewing it from a purely logistical standpoint.

      She wasn’t wrong there. Shifters could still shift inside the ring, so the two would be somewhat evenly matched.

      Layla stepped forward and into the ring, then put her hands up to get the attention of the supernaturals in the room. “You know the rules. Once you step into the ring, you will not be able to use your magic. If you step out of the ring, you lose the challenge. We don’t need anyone to die today, but we go until someone is unable to continue or until someone steps out of the ring,” Layla called to the gathered crowd, then waved both contestants inside.

      I took a seat in the front row, resting my elbow on the armrest and propping up my chin. I should have been out searching for the fairy that had managed to elude Dan, or up in my sleek office planning the next job. I had artifacts to find and no one who was qualified enough to locate them for me.

      The troll and the shifter stepped into the ring, and the troll roared out his challenge. The crowd erupted in cheers as the shifter turned into a Siberian tiger.

      “The troll challenged Karma?” I asked Layla as she sat down next to me. “Interesting.” I leaned forward in my chair, a little more intrigued by the fight now that I recognized our best fighter. The troll had to know what he was getting himself into—facing off against a half-witch-half-white-tiger shifter. And if he didn’t, he’d soon learn the hard way.

      The troll charged, clearly tired of the formalities, one meaty fist raised in the air as he swung out at the tiger.

      Karma easily dodged the blow with her feline grace and flexibility and slashed at the troll’s side, opening him up with her razor-sharp claws.

      He bellowed in pain as his blood sprayed all over Karma’s glorious white fur.

      She backed away, skulking then dodging the troll’s grasp as he attempted to wrap them around her neck.

      “He’s too slow.” I sighed. “How did he expect to beat Karma with nothing but brute strength? I was hoping he might have a brain cell in that thick skull of his, an idea for tactics perhaps.”

      Stupid troll is going to die because of his ego.

      “We don’t need supernaturals like that in the Syndicate,” I finished telling Layla with a frown.

      “He’s a good bodyguard for hire.” She shrugged, never taking her eyes from the fight.

      A roar filled the air, bringing my attention back to the fight.

      Karma shook her head as if to clear it and leapt away from the troll’s hands once more. She’d clearly copped a blow, but she was just toying with him, like a cat with a mouse.

      “Karma just needs to end this already,” I said, increasingly irritated, my mind straying elsewhere. I glanced down at my watch, bored with this game she was playing. I didn’t have time to burn.

      Dan better have information for me soon.

      I snapped my gaze back up to the fight as yelling broke out, filling the arena.

      Karma had the troll’s head lodged firmly between her huge jaws, her enormous, bloodied canines clamped down around his skull, ready to finalize the kill.

      The troll was slapping the ground, tapping out.

      Ugh. Weakness.

      I shook my head in disgust and rose from my seat, waving to Layla. I was done with this bullshit. “Take him to the cells. He needs to understand the punishment for showing weakness in the Syndicate,” I said with venom. I kept only the best.

      Layla gave me an affirmative nod as she ran off to do as I commanded.

      I dusted imaginary lint from my jacket and turned back to the elevator, checking my phone along the way. We didn’t actually get service in the basement, even with the amount of magic we had down here, but if I didn’t have a voicemail from Dan by the time I arrived back up in my office, we were going to have a problem.

      I stabbed at the button for my private elevator and walked in the doors, which had silently slid open. Inside, I pushed the button for my floor and rode it to the top of the building. The elevator’s ding caught my attention just before the doors opened. I strode down the hall to my office and slammed the door behind me, releasing a breath of relief. Silence. Blessed, beautiful silence. My oversensitive hearing could only take so much. The cheering and hollering had been headache-inducing.

      The shrill ring of my phone made me groan, the irony not lost on me, and I picked it up. “What is it, Dan?” I asked shortly, pinching the bridge of my nose between my fingers.

      “I went to the apothecary and asked about the girl,” he informed hesitantly.

      “And?” I ground out. I didn’t have time to dance around the truth.

      Get to the point! I need this girl working for me. I need her now.

      “The apothecary said that she’s the foster kid of a well-known witch. She gave me the address, but…” he trailed off.

      “Dan, if you don’t fucking get to the point I’m locking you in the cells for a bloody week on principle,” I growled.

      “I went to the address,” he said quickly. “But there were cops all over the place and a woman was being taken out on a stretcher—dead.”

      I grinned.

      I don’t even have to make sure she’s desperate. She’s already lost the only person who ever cared for her.

      “And where was the girl? Was she there?” I asked.

      “She’s not here, boss. I think she got spooked when her caregiver died,” he said with a disappointed grunt.

      “Do you have a name?” I growled.

      “I’ll, ah, I’ll just text it to you, boss,” he said, a note of worry in his tone.

      Is he being watched? He better not let anything come between me and this Fae girl.

      “Find her. She can’t have gotten far. I doubt she has money or anything of value that could help her. She’s going to need the Syndicate, whether she likes it or not,” I said and hung up the phone.

      I sat in the chair behind my desk smirking to myself as I opened my laptop. The news about the passing of an influential witch and her ward going missing would already, no doubt, be hitting supe social media.

      As soon as Dan texted me the girl’s name, I could put out an official order. No one would ignore the king of the Syndicate, that was certain. My word was beyond reproach.

      A text came through within seconds.

      Aurelia.

      I almost salivated as I read the name, tasting it on my tongue like a fine liqueur.

      Aurelia is an exquisite name.

      I loved it. Without a further second to lose, I got to work on social media. It wasn’t regular social media, where just anyone could join. It was my very own encrypted network of supes who would put the word out for me quickly. If anyone saw her, I would be informed. And I made sure that no one would dare offer her work or a place to stay. She was mine.

      I grinned and sat back in my seat with a self-satisfied smile. It paid to be the king of the Syndicate, but I’d earned my position with blood and an iron will. No one would cross me, especially not when the stakes were so high. No one would be that foolish. No one who valued their life, at least. The Fae girl would soon be mine. I could almost feel it. And I would ensure she remained so—one way or another.
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      No one in the supe areas of the city would help me. Shifters and witches alike could sense that I was different somehow, but couldn’t pinpoint what it was. It made them feel uneasy around me and bred a natural suspicion that I wasn’t able to change. To say it was beyond frustrating to live this way was an understatement.

      I walked into yet another supe run motel, this one seedier than the last few I’d tried, and prayed to whatever gods were listening that they would deign to give me a room for the night.

      “We don’t serve your kind here,” the man behind the counter grunted, his face down in a book. He was a shifter, but I couldn’t tell what sort.

      “And what, exactly, is my kind?” I asked indignantly as my patience wore thin.

      Surely, this shifter can’t tell what I am.

      “Your kind means pampered princesses who aren’t shifters,” he sneered at me. He sat forward in his chair, his hawk-like nose turned up in disgust.

      “Pampered princess?” I scoffed.

      What is his deal? Pampered princess? Yeah, right. I’ve been practically a slave to my foster mother.

      My eyes watered at the thought of her lying cold in her bed as I escaped out the window. I wish I’d had more time to attend to her.

      I hope someone gave her the rites that she deserved.

      “That’s all you heard, girl? You didn’t hear me say you aren’t a shifter?” He shook his head and waved me off without further argument.

      I turned to leave, crestfallen, angry, and tired as all hell.

      Turned down again. Rejected again.

      He spoke up again unexpectedly as I turned my back. “Wait, come here,” he sighed. “What’s your name, girl?”

      “Aurelia,” I answered even though it was probably a bad idea to be truthful. Who knew if people were looking for me to ask questions about my mother’s death?

      “Aurelia, huh? Okay Aurelia, this one night I’ll make an exception for you.” He nodded and grabbed a key from the wall.

      I frowned in confusion at his sudden change of heart, but stepped forward anyway, not about to turn down the offer of a place to sleep for the night.

      Is this a trap? Am I going to wake up to police at my door or other bad characters like the man from the market?

      Shaking my head, I attempted to clear the intrusive thoughts. I couldn’t keep thinking about all that could happen when my eyes were drooping. I was running out of steam fast and desperately needed somewhere to sleep. This was the only place that would give me a room, so I had little choice in the matter if I wanted some semblance of safety.

      Sleeping on the street is not an option.

      Tomorrow, I would have to make money somehow and find a new place to stay, because I doubted this offer would be extended, and remaining in the same place when I was being hunted was not a wise move. But at least for tonight I could have some rest and grieve my mother and the sense of security I had that went with her.

      I handed the man some cash to cover the cost.

      He accepted it with a grimace before handing me a key. “Checkout is at eleven. I better not see you again until then. Keep a low profile, you hear?”

      I grabbed the key with a curt nod before heading back out the door and around the building. It was a normal door key, the kind that had been used for decades, and not one of those fancy electronic keycards most places used these days. I followed the numbers on the wall until I found a room with the number that matched mine.

      The key stuck in the door, and I had to jiggle it carefully so it didn’t break. When I finally managed to get it open, the musty aroma of closed-up, badly needing a remodel  motel room washed over me, and I sighed heavily. It wasn’t the best place I’d ever stayed, but I couldn’t fathom whether it was the worst either, since I had so few memories of where I grew up before coming to live with Mother.

      The bed was bigger than I was used to, but since I was used to sleeping on a pile of blankets on the floor, it came as no surprise.  I flopped down onto the bed—exhausted—and sneezed as dust flew up from the comforter.

      If the place is this unused, then why’d he get so huffy about my kind being here? You’d think he gladly take my money at the first opportunity.

      I shook my head. There really was no point in trying to figure out other people’s prejudices and motivations, especially when it came to what I was. I just needed a place to rest and regroup.

      Surely, someone will be willing to help me until I figure out what I’m going to do?

      Standing up again, I pulled the comforter off the bed and dropped it in a pile on the floor in the corner before cranking the air-conditioner. It was hot even in the evenings in Dallas during the summer, and I had no intention of suffering any more than I absolutely had to. I’d already paid for the room, so its amenities were mine to use.

      I sat back down on the bed and pulled my small bag closer. Everything I had in the whole world fit into one small backpack.

      Pathetic. I am pathetic.

      I fished out an old T-shirt to sleep in. It was far too big and easily covered all of me in case something happened, and I was forced to run. Pushing the thought from my mind, I wandered into the cramped bathroom and turned on the shower, eager to be rid of the sweat and grime of my panicked brush with danger and my very fortunate escape.

      Even turned all the way to scalding hot, the water only achieved maybe lukewarm at best.

      It will have to do.

      I stripped down and stepped under the tepid spray. It does little to help unlock my tired, tense muscles the way it would have if I was at home, and the thought brought tears to my eyes. The only mother I had ever known was dead. She may not have been particularly kind to me. She may not have even loved me, but she had protected me.

      I let the tears fall, allowing myself the emotional release of crying for tonight. I permitted myself to be weak in this tiny, dingy motel room because when I left here, I would need to be strong. This sad, musty hovel would be the only place that bore witness to my weakness and fragility. After this, I’d pull it together—somehow—because I had to.

      I tilted my head back into the spray, wetting my hair, only to realize I hadn’t thought to pack my shampoo or other essentials when I left in a frantic hurry.

      Damn it.

      Cleansing myself as best I could, I shut the water off and reached for the thin, scratchy towel, eyeing it with disdain and cringed. I didn’t trust it and decided to use my air magic to dry myself instead. Warm air caressed my skin, and I sighed in relief as my hair dried almost instantly. It was a little wild without any of my hair products, but I couldn’t do anything about it.

      I pulled the large T-shirt over my head and twisted my hair up into a messy bun..

      An unexpected knock on the door made me jump, then freeze on the spot.

      Who could that be? The shifter at the front desk was serious when he said he didn’t want to see me until morning.

      I moved instantly into action and shoved my meagre belongings back into my bag without a second’s hesitation and scanned the room for another viable exit.

      Do I have to jump out another window today?

      I slunk quietly around the room and over to the drab curtains in front of the window. I peeked out the side and into the darkening night. It was eerily still outside but another knock came at the door, more urgent and insistent this time.

      Shit. What am I going to do?

      Reaching for the window, I tried and failed to pull it open. The damn thing was stuck tight, the old wooden frame no doubt swollen into place with age and humidity. Could I use my magic to force it open? What if I broke it? Would I have the motel’s landlord chasing me then, too?

      “Aurelia, I know you’re in there. I just want to talk,” someone shouted through the locked door.

      I would recognize that voice anywhere. It’s the man from the market.

      I clenched my fists and pushed down the sudden surge of rage that threatened to boil over. This wasn’t the time to lash out at the man who’d inadvertently caused my mother’s death. Revenge wasn’t worth the risk of being recaptured. I blew out a breath to control my heaving emotions and drew my air magic to me in an attempt to push the window open, but it still wouldn’t budge.

      Fuck!

      “No point in trying the window, Aurelia. I have the place surrounded,” the man called out again, clearly ahead of the game.

      “Why surround the motel if you just want to talk?” I shouted back at him, angry that he’d somehow found out not only who I was, but also where I was staying.

      “You have proven slippery, but it doesn’t have to be this way. Open the door so we can talk. I know what happened today,” he said, his tone softer this time.

      Who fucking cares if I break out a window?

      There was no way I was trusting that guy. And every second I delayed my escape was a step closer to becoming who knows what?

      Someone’s slave or whore? Worse?

      A shudder rippled through me. I wasn’t about to hang around to find out. I let my magic fill me like a storming tempest and a cyclone of air smashed at the window, answering my summons. Shattering glass filled the air around me and shards hit the grimy floor like tinkling diamonds.

      “Shit!” the man yelled and shouldered his way through the door. “Aurelia, don’t! You have nowhere else to go.”

      “Anywhere is better than wherever you want to take me!” I spat before directing the cyclone toward him. It tore through the room, upending furniture as if it were nothing more than kindling and kicked up all the dust as it barreled at its intended target with surprising velocity.

      He dove to the side at the last second, narrowly escaping major injury.

      I clambered up on the windowsill and leapt out into the humid night air. He was right about one thing. I had nowhere else to go, but I would die before I went with him. My bare feet slapped against the concrete, a jarring sensation racing up my leg. Pain sliced through my tender flesh as glass crunched beneath me.

      Fucking ow!

      I feverishly brushed the bloodied glass from my feet and sprinted into the night, my poor feet throbbing with each desperate lunge toward freedom. I didn’t dare attempt to fly like last time. I would be drawing enough attention to myself simply running through the shifter side of Dallas in an oversized T-shirt without shoes.

      My wings fluttered uselessly at my back, and I tucked them in tighter to me so they wouldn’t slow my pace. I ducked down a side
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