
    
      [image: Cover Image]
    

  
        
            Midas Touch: The Complete Series

        

        
        Odette C. Bell

        
            [image: Logo]
        

        
            www.odettecbell.com
        

    

    
        Copyright



        Midas Touch: The Complete Series

        © 2021 Odette C. Bell

        All characters in this publication are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

        Cover art stock photos licensed from Depositphotos.

        

        [image: Odette C Bell]
    

    
    
      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Midas Touch series.
      

      

      
        Would you marry someone just to stay alive? Emma has to. When she finds out she's a rare witch with uncontrollable powers, she must wed the most powerful vampire in town - Balthazar Heinz.
      

      But this won't be easy. He's already given his heart to another - Rosie. She just so happens to be his mortal enemy, and he has no clue. When Emma becomes Mrs. Heinz, she will inherit the responsibility to protect him no matter what. Regardless of whether he pushes her away. Regardless of whether he calls her crazy. And regardless of what the city thinks.

      Will she be able to claim her powers, her city, and a vampire she must grow to love, though his heart is as cold as ice? Or will Rosie win and break this great family apart once and for all?

      ....

      Midas Touch follows a new witch and the man she's forced to marry as they fight for his family. If you love your urban fantasies with action, raw emotions, and a splash of romance, grab Midas Touch today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Midas Touch is the 4th Your True Vampire series. In a world where vampires know their true love at first sight, love brings trouble. Packed with action, wit, humor, and a dash of romance, you can read them separately, so plunge in today.
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    Midas Touch Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    She knew she was dreaming. It didn’t matter. Only one thing did.

    Her husband placed his hands on her shoulders. He leaned in. He locked his lips against hers.

    She felt the one thing she’d been waiting to feel her whole life. That one thing she only ever felt in her dreams that always beckoned her forth to something more.

    His hand slipped down her shoulder. His lips were the most intense things she’d ever felt. She pressed closer against him, her white bridal gloves sliding over his dark blue suit. A gold ring shimmered on her finger.

    Until it didn’t. Until the gold abruptly lost its light and crumbled into dust that slipped into nothingness. Until the chapel behind her, full of their wedding guests, suddenly stopped clapping and became deadly silent.

    Emma pushed onto the tips of her white heels. She needed to get closer to him, needed to take the only opportunity she would ever get. She opened her mouth. But he froze.

    She hadn’t looked up into his eyes until now. She let her gaze jaggedly jerk up to his face. And that’s when she saw the blindfold. The fabric was thick, dark, impenetrable. You could shine a light through it – a powerful torch beam or a thousand candles. No illumination would ever peek through. This was the blindfold of someone who was never to see what was before them.

    “What—” she began.

    Emma heard the clunk of something opening. She turned. On the right side of the room, a large white door unlocked itself. Someone slipped out. She was another bride, dressed in perfect white, every detail of her dress immaculate, her face the most beautiful thing Emma had ever seen.

    She strode over. She grasped up the groom’s hand.

    “No. Wait. What are you doing? No,” Emma tried.

    She tried to grab her husband’s limp fingers, but there was no point. The other bride pulled him back.

    The chapel started cheering again. They’d been deathly quiet when Emma had kissed her husband, like ghouls watching something fated to die rotting in front of them.

    Now their collective joy was unmistakable. With calamitous roars of appreciation, they jumped to their feet, their clapping so wild, she could feel it through the floor.

    She jerked forward desperately. She tried to grab her husband’s hand again. “No. Turn around. Remove your blindfold before it’s too late. Look at me. Please,” she cried, tears slicing down her face, ready to split her tender cheeks in two.

    It didn’t matter. The other bride paused in front of the right door, turned, smiled, and yanked him through.

    Emma reached for him. She did it with her left hand. Though she couldn’t see this, a charge of gold magic abruptly crept across her fingers. It bled through her thick white satin glove. It looked like the first cracks you might see on a brand-new volcano. A glimpse at the power that had always sat beneath.

    “No,” she screamed once more, throwing her hand forward, straining until her shoulder popped, ready to do whatever it would take to get him back. But that would be when the left door to the chapel opened.

    A single hand reached out toward her. A hand that was so cracked through with light, it couldn’t be called flesh anymore. It was magic – pure, fiery magic come to life. And it was hers.

    Emma recognized the fingers, the thumb, the shape of it, the feeling too. It locked around her wrist and yanked her backward.

    She struggled with all her might, her long skirts flying around her trembling legs, the delicate brocade catching the candles that lined the chandelier above. This wasn’t the first time she’d dreamed of this. This wasn’t the first time she’d tried to control the dream before it could get to this stage. If only she could break her own grip and reach him. If only she could finally pull his blindfold back, everything would be okay.

    But she could not fight her own grip, those steely, fiery fingers sinking into her flesh, as strong as a thousand diamonds encased in lead.

    “Get out of here, Emma. Escape while you still can,” she heard her own voice echoing through the door.

    “Let me go. You can’t stop me. Let me—”

    “There’s nowhere to go now but backward. You must go forward until you know what he is.”

    With that eerie statement, Emma was yanked backward out of the dream.

    She felt herself resurfacing into consciousness like a rocket shot from a partially broken chute. It was a jagged experience, making her feel like her head was a volleyball being repeatedly beaten across a net.

    As soon as she woke fully, she shot up out of bed. Her pillow tumbled out from underneath her. It struck the bedside table, yanked the electronic clock off, and even threw her phone across the room.

    Everything clattered down onto the hardwood floor beneath her bed.

    And Emma screamed. This throat-curdling affair, as soon as it tore out of her lips, she was suddenly beset by the shakes.

    She yanked up her left hand.

    It was… normal.

    God. Thank the heavens. It was normal.

    She crumpled forward, grabbing her knees hard and resting her head against them.

    The door opened with a wild jerk, the old hinges creaking. “Emma, Emma? God, you’ve had another dream, right? Just ignore it. We both know the results will come back negative.” Rachel rushed into the room. Emma’s coven sister, she was a lot older than her, a lot smarter, and a lot more even-keeled. She was also a lot more powerful. Or at least that was something Emma might’ve once said. Being a weak, level one witch had been an embarrassment to Emma most of her life. Now she would give anything to go back there.

    “Did you have bad dreams?” Rachel asked as she landed down on the bed, practically throwing herself there as fast as she could. The last of Emma’s cushions tumbled off. That just gave Rachel more room to jerk closer, grab Emma’s shoulder, and lovingly pat it. “It’s okay. Like I said, the results will come back as normal.” She grabbed Emma’s head and locked it against her chest, mussing up her strawberry blond hair with trembling, quick pats. A few of Emma’s curly strands got caught in Rachel’s jagged, dirty nails. She was a garden witch. One of the best. If you needed any herbs in this city, you went to her store. It was a far cry from Emma’s own small business venture. Candles.

    No. They were not the best candles in the city. They were just ordinary magical candles, the likes of which you could get cheaper anywhere else.

    “What did you dream about, anyway?” Rachel asked.

    Emma just lifted her right hand. She almost lifted her left. Because that had been the hand that had been glowing in her dream. But she knew how this curse worked.

    “The Midas Touch?” Rachel hissed, brow contracting in a quick, sharp wince. For a snapped second, she didn’t control her expression and worry infiltrated her darting gaze. Then, once more, she became even-keeled, forcing her lips to curl. You could throw Rachel right down to the pits of hell. She might act a little surprised at first, but all too soon, she’d figure out a way to calm herself and take hold of the situation. Emma, on the other hand, would scream her lungs out and fall into a heap of dust long before the devil even set eyes on her.

    “What happened in the dream?” Rachel asked quietly, a pleasant, reassuring smile crunching her plush lips.

    “… It doesn’t matter. I just… I saw fire under my skin, okay?”

    “Okay,” Rachel said. She couldn’t hide the uncertainty shaking through her tone. She opened her mouth, presumably to tell Emma that the results would come back negative again, but she paused. “Put on your dressing gown. We will go down to breakfast. How does that sound?”

    “Okay,” Emma muttered as she palmed her face, her clammy hand leaving little gleaming lines down her tense brow.

    She managed to pry herself out of bed without falling on her face. She trembled, though. She also stared down at her left hand.

    “Was that the hand that had the Midas Touch in the dream? Maybe that’s a good sign? Everyone knows that the Midas Touch only occurs with your right hand,” Rachel muttered quickly. The rapidity of her voice told Emma she was clutching at hope. Which told Emma that all of Rachel’s promises might be emptier than they seemed.

    But Emma already knew that, didn’t she? That’s why she’d had the test in the first place.

    She grabbed her blue fluffy dressing gown, pulled it over her cold shoulders, yanked the collar high, and tried to chase away the last remnants of the dream. While the hand had been terrifying, it was almost irrelevant compared to the rest of the dream. Why did Emma keep having it? Who was that guy, anyway? Her groom, the man with the hot lips and tender touch, the one who had a blindfold more complete than any veil of impenetrable darkness?

    She shook her head, shoved on her checkered fleece slippers, and got down the stairs. Rachel was a few steps behind her, one wary hand pressed out, a few crackles of magic surrounding the palm, ready to save Emma lest she face-dive down onto the old creaking boards below.

    Emma made it without breaking down – both mentally and physically. She got into the kitchen, pulled up an old chair, and sat with her knees pressed against her chest, her dressing gown rumpling over the chipped chair legs.

    “I’ll make you a cup of tea,” Rachel said. She didn’t bother to grab out a spotted teapot and brew one. She snatched up an old white mug rimmed with coffee stains, poured some water into it, then held her hand flat over the handle. She muttered a quick magical spell, words sharp, lips snapping around with practiced ease. Sparks spilled out, and Emma watched, always impressed at how quick and competent Rachel was at even the most complicated spells. In a few seconds, she brewed a special cup of tea. One that would presumably go some ways to calming Emma’s nerves.

    If indeed anything could.

    She settled it down in front of Emma, and Emma watched the chaotic play of the wispy steam parting like fog in front of her face. It rose up off the tantalizing red brew, and at least it gave her mind something to distract itself with.

    Rachel grabbed a chair and pulled it close, one of the little felt pads under the legs crumpling and falling off. She settled her hand down on the table. “Look… even if… even if the results do come back as positive, it won’t be the end of the world.”

    Emma had been ready to take a sip of her drink. She couldn’t anymore. Her lips squeezed closed, and her hands would no longer work. Fortunately she didn’t drop the steaming mug. It took an age to massage one lip into kinking up and to the left. It would’ve looked like she’d had a stroke. “Positive?”

    “Come on. You won’t be the first witch of our coven to have the Midas Touch.”

    “No. I won’t. But—”

    “It won’t be so bad. I mean, you know what will happen. It… look, it might be kinda nice to marry a vampire, right?”

    Emma jolted to her feet.

    Marry a vampire? That brought up a flash of her dream, and the memory of it catapulted from temple to temple, ready to do as much damage as it dared.

    Emma was not stupid, and no matter how weak she looked right now, underneath it all, she wasn’t innocent.

    She’d been having dreams like that for several months. They, amongst other things, were part of the reason she was getting checked for the Midas Touch.

    And they were the most worrying symptom of all, frankly. A witch is always in tune with her dreams. Her subconscious will know something’s coming long before it actually knocks at her door.

    She walked into the little lounge room just off the kitchen. There was the TV on an old carved English oak dresser, some chiffon curtains covered in cobwebs and dust rumpled up behind it, the early morning sunshine dabbling over the rug and coffee table. Even though it was bright outside, not a single ray managed to reach Emma’s rapidly cold form. She grabbed her dressing gown harder and, with a trembling grip, plucked up the remote beside her. She turned the TV on, her thumb sliding over the button twice before she could press it properly.

    She pretended not to care about their conversation anymore as she collapsed onto the couch, her limbs way too heavy. She knew at some point that she would have to go to work. Before then, she had to calm herself down. There was only one way Emma knew how to do that – bury her head in the sand and pretend nothing was wrong.

    “Emma, come on, don’t be like that. We should… probably have this conversation. I’m not saying you have got the Midas Touch,” Rachel spread her hands wide as she used her long legs to take a step over the back of the couch and slide in next to Emma, the plush red velvet scrunching under her pajamas, “but we probably need to—”

    “What is there to discuss?” Emma clutched her mug as hard as she could. Fortunately she wasn’t that magical. Right now, if she had force, her emotions would be disrupting it. The mug would crack, and the liquid would end up splattered over the walls like a gruesome murder scene.

    She focused on the TV. It was the news, thankfully. It was some innocuous story on a storm front that was meant to come through later that day. But innocuous didn’t last. The next piece was about vampires.

    Emma’s lips twitched.

    Rachel turned around. “Okay, I’m taking it that you don’t want to talk about this anymore, then? You prefer to watch TV?” she asked warily.

    “Yeah,” Emma muttered, fixing her gaze forward, knowing that even if the house exploded and the walls caught fire, she couldn’t make eye contact.

    The news item was about some property acquisition by arguably the richest vampire in town. The most powerful, too. You could ask anyone on the street – hell, you could ask anyone in the country – and they would all tell you who the most powerful vampire of Harbor City was. Balthazar Heinz.

    He was an old-school vampire. By that, she did not mean he was necessarily stuck in the quagmire of ancient vampire traditions. She meant he had it all. Wealth, looks, power, and enough privilege to build a thousand castles.

    He somehow managed to exude all of that as he came on screen.

    Reporters were surrounding him at the foot of one of his new towers. One of them crammed a big boom mic up into his face. “Any words to share about the acquisition of this tower?”

    “The Balthazar Group is planning a museum at this site – something the entire city can share.”

    “Didn’t recent reports suggest that the previous owner might have left magical booby-traps? He was done for fraud, and he might have died in jail, but that doesn’t mean—”

    “If he left anything behind, the Balthazar Group will find it.”

    The way he spoke… it was like he was talking about some army. No, an entire country. It was his group, but he was still the undisputed CEO and everyone knew he made the most important decisions. Yet rather than say I, he hid behind the title of Balthazar Group. Sorry. There was no hiding, was there? Nothing could ever hide a vampire as intense as him. But the feeling that he was somehow so much more than a mere businessman pervaded everything he said. Even most of the reporters looked more awed than when they were in the presence of powerful politicians.

    “Any other important news?” one of the other reporters added cheekily. “There’s been rumors that you will soon make an announcement of your impending engagement to Miss Rose.”

    He’d looked so frigging cold until now. So robotic and automatic, he was like some kind of capitalist machine without a mind and certainly without a heart. But now, there was a flash of a smile. It curled across his lips, and it….

    Emma dropped her tea. It wasn’t a conscious thing. Her hand just stopped working. It was her left hand, and before she could do a thing, it twitched forward toward him.

    “Oh my God, your tea,” Rachel screamed. She snapped close, grabbing the mug before it could upend all over Emma’s lap.

    Thankfully it didn’t burn her. Her dressing gown was too thick. She didn’t even care. Balthazar’s smile… he… almost looked like the guy from her dreams. She’d never been able to identify him before. She’d never thought he was real. She—

    “Emma. Emma?” Rachel said, grabbing Emma by the shoulders and turning her around. She looked into her eyes. “You can’t keep running from this. Okay? I can… try to promise you that you don’t have the Midas Touch, but I don’t even know anymore.”

    That was the slap Emma needed.

    Rachel grabbed up the remote. She turned off the TV. She sighed. She looked down at her lap then up at Emma. “If you do have the Midas Touch, it’s not going to end your life.”

    “No,” Emma said, voice disjointed, heart shaking up into her throat, rattling like a mutinous prisoner that told her it refused to be contained anymore. She could either let it out, or it could break out, doing all the damage it wanted on its way.

    “Even if you have the Midas Touch, all you have to do is marry a vampire. It’s not like it will be a real marriage, and it’s not like anything will be expected of you.”

    Emma turned to her. “I… won’t ever be able to marry someone else, though.”

    Rachel’s shoulders dropped. She still kept her hands on Emma’s, though. She bit her lip. “Yeah, you’re right. You will have to get married to the vamp for life. You know how these things work.… But maybe you will end up loving him, I don’t know.” Her lips kinked up hopefully.

    Emma just looked at her, expression dead. “Humans fall for vampires all the time. But vampires—”

    “Yeah. They can only fall for one person. They have to have their true-mate response – of course they do.” Rachel pulled her hand back and rubbed her eyes warily. “But you don’t know. That could happen to you, right?”

    Emma stared blankly. Then she turned around. She faced the TV.

    Her stomach twitched.

    Nerves flooded through her at the prospect of what she’d felt for Balthazar Heinz. She quickly shook her head. Reality flooded back in like ice melt poisoning the first few spring flowers stupid enough to bloom early. “That’s so unlikely to happen, it’s practically impossible.”

    “Fine. But, look, it won’t be that bad. Even if you have the Midas Touch—”

    “I don’t have the Midas Touch,” Emma announced. She slammed her foot down, or the equivalent thereof in her mind. Her voice shook. It brought some much-needed courage to her. Okay, not courage. This was very much shoving her head in the sand, but at least it would help her get out of the door and out to work.

    Rachel looked at her, eyebrows peaking with concern. “Emma—”

    “It’s fine. I’ll go to work. I’ll be okay.”

    “When you get your results—”

    “I’ll text you that everything’s okay,” Emma tried. She smiled. How fake it was. It couldn’t reach her lips. She didn’t imagine anything would ever be able to reach them again. The dream had sealed them shut, and only one man would ever be able to peel back their lock.

  
    Chapter 2

    Emma actually made it to work.

    She was a mess. She felt worse. But the point was, she had successfully put one foot in front of the other to get here. And now here she was, in her crappy little candle store, in a back alley, far from the shopping district. She was crumpled over the bench, her limbs heavy, her mind struggling under the oppressive weight of waiting for the results. She’d get a text, apparently. Yes or no. It would come from the only medical lab in town authorized and capable of checking for the Midas Touch.

    Emma had no idea how many tests they ran a year – maybe one or two, if that. How many would come back positive? Maybe one every five years, maybe every 10? It was such a rare disorder.

    So there was no way she could statistically have it, right?

    “Of course you don’t. And, come on, seriously. There’s never been any Midas Touches in your family. You’re a weak witch. Your life will go back to normal – you just have to get past today.” She took a breath, fixing it deep down in her stomach until it finally started to calm her tumultuous nerves.

    She grabbed her spotted apron and tied it around her waist.

    She looked up to see the door opening. She bit her lip. Usually she had to wait a little longer for customers. Sometimes, the whole frigging day.

    She went to greet whoever it was cheerily, but her hand froze.

    Oh crap.

    That right there was Jennifer Stone and her witchy entourage. Her new boyfriend, a legitimate vampire real estate mogul – or at least a small-time one – accompanied her, arm in arm.

    Jennifer looked ecstatic. That was until she jerked her sharp gaze over to Emma, her pale blue eyes glittering like a paused tsunami.

    Oh crap. Emma couldn’t possibly put up with this right now.

    Jennifer snapped her hands together, her long nails glinting. “Oh my God, what a… small store,” she managed, lips puckering in something that looked like a commiserating grimace but would never be that kind. “Still, it’s good to offer custom to small, failing businesses, isn’t it, dear?” She smiled at her fiancé. “Especially when you know the owner.”

    Emma tried to slink back behind the counter. She had to make as small a target of herself as possible, but that was pretty hard, considering she was the only person who worked here.

    She became aware of the fact she hadn’t even bothered to brush her hair this morning. Had she washed her face? No. Makeup? Why would she bother?

    Today she might get a yes or no. The no wouldn’t change her life. The yes would ruin it.

    She didn’t even make eye contact with Jennifer. She stared at the counter. The chipped, old, dusty, cramped counter. She had a cash register, and then there were candles. Everywhere. Little chunks of wax covered every surface, a few singe marks here and there to break them up for interest’s sake.

    Emma had always had a thing for candles. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the little flames? They might not look like much, but use them the right way, and they’d always light your path forward.

    Jennifer placed a hand down on the counter. Emma saw the enormous diamond ring glinting off her finger.

    Jennifer was getting married?

    Emma blinked over at the real estate vamp. She’d seen him around. She’d also heard Jennifer’s entourage crowing about the fact they were together.

    The witch circles of Harbor City were numerous. Emma’s own clan might be one of the smallest but oldest, but plenty of her clan sisters still interacted with other witches.

    As soon as a significant marriage was announced between a witch and one of the other races, everyone found out about it.

    Apparently not Emma, though.

    “You look surprised, sweetie,” Jennifer said. She lifted her finger and moved her ring up and down. “I’m getting married. To one of the most important vampires in town, no less.” She lovingly, or at least possessively, grabbed her partner’s arm.

    He was handsome. Who cared? He was a vampire, too. Again, who cared? He wore chinos and a crisp white organic cotton shirt, the sleeves rolled up over his appreciable arms.

    He had a somewhat predatory glint in his eyes. Hardly surprising. Most vampires did. They usually hid it when they were amongst ordinary humans, but not amongst magical races. They assumed powerful folk could deal with their baser sides.

    But it was just another reason for Emma to slink further back behind the counter. “Can I… help you?”

    “Did you hear? We’re here to offer your… business support. I mean, someone has to buy something.” Jennifer reached over. She found the one patch of dust Emma hadn’t managed to clean yesterday, and she ran her fingers through it, the offending substance caking underneath her manicure. She made a dismissive face. “Not going to last very long, are you, sweetie? Well, we need some candles for our engagement party.”

    “Okay. What kind—”

    “Anything spectacular. I want fireworks. Sparkles. Glitter. You name it. It is gonna be the most important engagement the city has ever seen.”

    “Okay,” Emma said slowly. “I don’t have any glitter candles in stock.”

    “Fine,” Jennifer’s tone dropped in early warning. “Something that throws out pretty lights, then.”

    “I don’t really have those either.” Emma grabbed her left ear, tugged it nervously, then let her fingers slip down. “I really just have basic magical stock here. I’ve got catalyst candles and—”

    “That’s it?” Jennifer said, lips barely moving around her words. She turned on Emma. Her countenance changed.

    Here we go.

    Jennifer had never made any secret of the fact that she hated Emma. They’d been contemporaries at witch school. While Emma had always muddled her way through, Jennifer had always been so far above everyone else. You’d think Jennifer would just leave her alone. Come on, she wasn’t even in Jennifer’s league. It was like a lion taking way too much of a disliking to an ant.

    Yet Jennifer had always hounded Emma wherever she went.

    Jennifer placed her hands on her hips now, her ring glinting, the platinum setting crinkling against the sheer satin of her little white dress. “Seriously, Emma? You know how businesses work, right? Or at least how successful businesses work,” she said, changing her tone, making every single word whiplash quick and sharp enough to plunge into anyone’s heart. “If you don’t give a customer what they want, then the customer rages about you online.”

    This was not some empty threat. Jennifer would really do that. She even plucked out her phone and started taking pictures. “You do know I have an influential witch influencer account, don’t you?”

    Emma sighed. She just didn’t care about this right now. She looked up at the clock.

    Jennifer’s partner was having fun. He was not pulling his fiancée back. He was just kicking back and enjoying the show. But when Emma sighed and looked at the clock, his lips twitched hard. “You have something else to do? When Jennifer said you were the rudest witch from all of the covens, I chose judiciously not to believe it. But do you have any idea who I am?” He aggressively took a step up to her.

    Emma’s head was about to explode. She walked around to face Jennifer, but she’d left her phone back on the counter.

    She thought she heard the ping of an incoming text message. She was probably making it up, but—

    “Ah, sad little Emma. You could never catch a break, could you? You were always the most pathetic witch at the academy. And now look what you’ve achieved? A crappy, dusty shop with candles that people can get cheaper at a dollar store,” Jennifer snarled, still taking photos.

    She swung around and went to take a photo of the door, but that would be when it opened.

    A very tall, very well-dressed, very handsome vampire walked in. A handsome vampire wearing a dark blue suit, with a legitimate gold watch twinkling on his wrist. He commanded everybody’s attention, including the property developer. “Good God, it’s Lawrence,” he said.

    Lawrence stared at Jennifer’s phone. “Can I help you?”

    Jennifer dropped her phone. She shoved a hand out. “My God, it’s such an honor.”

    “And you are?” Lawrence muttered.

    Her fiancé cleared his throat, straightened his shirt, and shoved a hand out, “Zane Thomas. Real estate—”

    “I don’t think I’ve ever heard your name. Look, I just need some catalyst candles. This store is open for business, right? It was the closest one I could find.”

    Jennifer stiffened. “You must’ve heard of us. We’re about to get engaged. It’s going to be the biggest engagement in the city—”

    “Let’s just go,” Zane muttered. He grabbed hold of Jennifer’s arm and pulled her toward the door.

    Her groupies were still there, and they were ogling Lawrence, looking as gobsmacked as fish pulled from the deepest sea.

    Jennifer protested, but her fiancé soon pulled her out of the store.

    It left Emma standing there, empty and confused.

    “Do you have any catalyst—” Lawrence began.

    There was a ping. It wasn’t Emma’s imagination. God. It was the message.

    She spun. All the blood drained out of her cheeks, neck, and lips. She faced Lawrence for a single moment, and he watched her, blinking in surprise. “Are you okay—”

    Emma clutched her phone. She banged into a display of candles. They fell and rolled everywhere. She almost slipped. But she still reached over and clutched up her phone in time. She didn’t want to look at it. But she had to. She pulled it around. She stared at the screen. And….

    Her world crumbled. The ground was yanked out from underneath her. It was destroyed, never to return. Because one little word flickered back on screen. Positive.

    She couldn’t breathe.

    Her throat constricted. Her heart stopped.

    She gasped, clutched the counter, and slid down it.

    “Whoa. You okay?” Lawrence shot in close. He grabbed her shoulder.

    Emma started to shake her head, and she couldn’t stop. “No way. No way. I can’t have it. It isn’t fair. I can’t have it. It just isn’t fair.” She rocked back and forth, her shoulders banging into the chipped wooden base of her counter with a rhythmic thwack, thwack, thwack. She didn’t care that this guy was meant to be some fancy, seriously important vampire. Nothing mattered anymore. Her life from this point on was over.

    “What’s happening? Do you need me to call an ambulance? Do I—” He grabbed hold of her phone just as it went to slip from her hand.

    She’d already unlocked it. The full message was there, visible for all to see.

    He plucked it up.

    He froze as he read the screen.

    He looked back at her.

    Emma continued to lose it. She shook her head even faster now. “I can’t have the Midas Touch. It doesn’t make any sense. No one has ever had it in my family. There must be a mistake,” she concluded that, and it was like a lifeline.

    That’s it. There must’ve been a mistake with her sample. She went to shoot up, but she overbalanced. She’d already hyperventilated too much, and her blood pressure was wrecked.

    Lawrence jerked up to his feet and grabbed her arm, helping to prop her against the bench. He looked into her eyes. His stare was steady… steady, and something else. His gaze hadn’t exactly shot through her previously, but now he intensely stared at her with the kind of attention only a vampire could have. “You’ve got the Midas Touch,” he said quietly, delivering that news like a friendly, calm doctor.

    “It’s a mistake,” Emma tried to tell him. “It must be. There’s no evidence of it in my family tree. I’m going to go to the clinic and demand another test—”

    “Hold on. I can’t let you go anywhere like this. I’m going to get you a chair, okay?”

    “You don’t understand. I can’t….” She went to say she couldn’t have the Midas Touch again. But she couldn’t push the words out. There was only so long she could lie to herself.

    She’d been tested in the first place because too many crazy things had started happening to her. The dreams, the magical chills – then the light she’d occasionally see playing underneath the skin of her right hand. They were all symptoms. Every frigging witch knew that. When she’d shared them with Rachel, she’d told the coven leader. They’d both forced Emma to take the test.

    Emma could keep lying to herself. She could tell herself that the test results had been a mistake. But—

    Quickly, he reached over her counter, grabbed a chair without moving around to it, and yanked it over the bench. He slid it underneath her. He didn’t need to guide her down into it. She fell with a thump.

    She quickly started rocking back and forth and buried her head in her hands.

    “I’m just going to read the rest of the message, okay?” he said clearly, keeping a calming hand on her arm.

    She shook her head. “But… it has to be wrong.”

    “I know this laboratory. I was involved in setting it up,” he muttered. “They don’t make mistakes.” He slid his gaze back over to her. Once more, he looked at her like he really saw her.

    It was a weird statement, right? If somebody makes eye contact with you, presumably that means they can see you.

    But that wasn’t what she was getting at.

    For no one had ever looked at her exactly like he did now.

    She lifted her hands and started to jerk them about as if she was trying to dry them of nonexistent water. If she was trying to drive off her Midas Touch, good luck.

    He scrolled through the rest of the message.

    Maybe he really did have something to do with magical medicine because he seemed to know what all those numbers meant. “Oh… okay,” he muttered.

    Emma’s gaze immediately snapped up to him. “What, what is it? Have they asked me to come back in? Do they need to confirm—” She went to move again, but he just weighed his hand down harder.

    “It’s going to be okay, Emma.” He glanced back at the message to check her name.

    “But—”

    “I was just checking to see what your test score was, that’s all.”

    “Test score?” she muttered desperately. “But… I thought you had the Midas Touch, or you didn’t?”

    “Not exactly. You get a score depending on how much of the touch you have.”

    “My result is low, right?” she demanded, glimpsing another glimmer of possible sunshine. All she needed to do was grab hold of it and wrangle it so it couldn’t get away.

    But the look in his eyes….

    He got down beside her again. He put the phone down and paused like he was composing himself. He looked up at her. He smiled. “Not exactly. Look, Emma,” he put more effort into a smile, “the Midas Touch is not a curse. These are not the bad old days. We know how to mitigate its effects.”

    She froze. “You mean by marrying a vampire? How—”

    “It’s not a real marriage, Emma – it’s just transactional. You don’t need to be afraid.”

    “But the rest of my life—”

    “The Midas Touch has to be controlled. The only way to do that is to marry into a powerful vampire’s family and let their ancestral blessings spread over to you. You know that, right?”

    “I guess….”

    “All the vampires of Harbor City have made a pact with the witch covens. As soon as a new Midas Touch arises, an appropriate vampire will be selected.”

    “I get that. But—”

    “There’s nothing you have to think about, nothing you have to do. It will happen. The curse will be controlled.”

    “But you said it wasn’t a curse—”

    He looked to the side. He paused to gather his words again. “The potentially deleterious effects of the Midas Touch can be controlled. It’s simple. All you have to do is put on a ring, sign a contract, and enter a vampire’s family – then you can go back to your normal life.”

    “I… can?”

    His lips twitched. It was obvious he was sharing a very rosy version of what might occur. “Mostly. But the point is, you won’t have to fear the touch. Okay?”

    Emma took a breath. She held it in her stomach. For the first time since she’d even considered the possibility of having the Midas Touch, it… didn’t freak her out as much.

    Lawrence could see that she was visibly calming down. He smiled, the enigmatic move reaching his cheeks and lifting them like the sun at dawn.

    She reached out to her phone. “What are my results, then? How much of the touch do I have?”

    He clutched her phone harder. He looked into her eyes. “You’re calming down now, right?”

    “Yeah?” Her stomach twitched again. His wary words promised one thing. The horror was not over yet.

    “Emma,” he looked away once, then looked back at her, “you have the highest results ever seen in the country. You—”

    She couldn’t take it.

    She lurched back.

    She faded away, her mind incapable of handling this as she fainted back.

    But if she thought falling unconscious would save her, good luck. Nothing could now. Emma’s life was over and a new one was about to begin.

  
    Chapter 3

    She woke at home.

    How she’d gotten there, she didn’t know. She was on the couch, her body sinking in underneath the cushions and velvet, a thick woolen blanket tucked right up underneath her chin. Rachel sat close by and immediately jerked up.

    Emma could hear the coven leader in the kitchen on the phone to somebody.

    “She’s awake. She’s awake,” Rachel spluttered in thankful surprise. She smiled down at Emma, grabbed her hair, and ruffled it.

    Emma tried to sit.

    “No sudden movements. Just stay calm,” Rachel warned.

    “Calm? How did I get here?” Emma clutched her brow and tried to remember.

    The coven leader walked in. Celestine Ruben was a commanding woman. At six foot one, even though she was well into her late sixties, she had this silver crown of hair that perfectly matched the magical white pearls that always adorned her swan-like throat.

    She was the kind of statuesque figure that could stop a raging bull. Hell, she was the kind of imposing woman who would turn any raging creature into a polite pet with only one steely stare.

    Now she grabbed her pearls – never a good sign. And she stared at Emma… with that look.

    Emma had seen Celestine give that stare to too many people over the years. But never to Emma. It was the look a coven leader would give when a witch was about to be ejected from the coven.

    Everything came crashing back down. Emma remembered the results – Lawrence, everything.

    She crunched forward, locked a hand over her mouth, and thought she would retch.

    “Calm her down now. Give her something to hold her stomach,” Celestine snapped, waving a hand quickly at Rachel.

    Rachel was already onto it. She’d likely figured out that the first thing Emma would want to do was retch. She grabbed a nasal spray from her pocket. She quickly inserted it into one of Emma’s nostrils, moving so fast, Emma couldn’t jerk back, and she sprayed it once.

    This immediate analgesic effect took place. It stopped Emma from wanting to retch, but it didn’t change the fact she had the Midas Touch. Speaking of which, she made the mistake of looking down at her right hand. She thought she could see lights playing just under the skin.

    She screamed and lurched back.

    Rachel reached in, wrapped an arm around her chest, and pulled her away gently. “It’s okay. Your powers haven’t risen yet. You’re all right. We got to you in time. You did the right thing,” Rachel promised her. “You will be married by the time they manifest. It’s fine.”

    “Married? I can’t get married. I don’t want to be kicked out of the coven, please,” Emma said as she faced Celestine.

    Celestine dropped her pearls.

    She looked at Emma. She sighed. It wasn’t a withering move. If Celestine wanted to, with just one breath, she could cut you down at the knees. This was disappointment not anger. She walked over. She patted Emma’s head once. “This is not kicking you out, Emma. This is doing what’s in your best interest. The city’s, too.”

    “I don’t want to marry a vampire. Look. There’s got to be some other way. How about… that vampire I met in my shop. He said something about my results. Maybe they were wrong,” Emma tried. It was not a summary of what had happened at all. It was a bunch of convenient fictions woven into her fractured memories. Her psyche was still trying to clutch at the only thing it could to see itself through this.

    If this wasn’t a mistake, then… it was all over.

    “Go have a shower. Get dressed. Wear something… nice,” Celestine said.

    Emma winced. “Why? Where are you taking me?”

    “You will have a meeting with Balthazar Heinz, okay?”

    “Balthazar Heinz? Why? He—”

    “Just go upstairs and have a shower, honey, okay?” Rachel said.

    She helped Emma off the couch.

    She had no idea how she’d even gotten here. She could ask. They probably wouldn’t tell her.

    She warily made her way up the stairs.

    There were other witches in the house. A lot of the coven had arrived. She saw one of her coven sisters in the corridor near the bathroom. She handed over a plush towel. Then she grabbed some clothes out of Emma’s room. “You will be fine. We are all here for you.” She handed over a dress and heels.

    Sure. They were all here for Emma now. But when she got married….

    She felt this growing pressure in her chest. Before it could explode into a full-blown panic attack, whatever Rachel had given her suppressed it. For now.

    Emma walked into the bathroom, shoulders heavy, stomach quaking, and legs weak.

    She managed to undress and find the shower. When she was done, she just… stopped. She was like a robot. Someone had pulled out her circuits and stamped on them. Then for good measure, they’d also blown up her power pack until there was no way she would ever move again.

    She just stared ahead, dead-eyed and broken inside.

    She started off staring at the frosted glass window above the chipped enamel sink. Then her gaze slipped toward the full-length mirror on the opposite side of the room. She took a step toward it. It was slow and wary.

    Emma… she had a strange relationship with mirrors.

    She’d always been disapproving of her appearance. She’d never had the kind of looks that would make one bulletproof. That wasn’t her point. That wasn’t the reason she was so wary of mirrors. She just… there was something… there was something about them.

    Now she felt herself being pulled toward this one like somebody had grabbed hold of her entrails and knitted them into a rope. A disgusting image, but it was the only thing that could come close to the way it felt as she jolted and came to a stop in front of the reflective glass.

    She stared at her naked, dripping body, her hair clinging to her shoulders, this tangled mess down her back. Her eyes were sallow, the skin slack and dark, all hollowed and haunted.

    Her lips drooped like cut lilies left out in a firestorm.

    She stood there for… ever. It might’ve only been a minute or so, but every second dragged on, giving way to eternity.

    This was the longest she’d spent staring at herself in the mirror for years.

    She….

    Emma and a lot of the other coven sisters meditated, practiced yoga, and engaged in a lot of different spiritual arts to calm the mind and focus one’s powers. Occasionally whenever Emma would do deep breath work, she’d get to this place where she felt disconnected from her body. It would be like something had attached itself to the center of her consciousness and pulled it slightly out of the back of her head. A similar experience happened now.

    She felt herself getting further and further away. But this time she didn’t go behind herself. She moved forward, almost as if she was going to meld with the mirror, almost—

    Something flickered across the glass.

    The view of Emma within shifted. She moved fast, placing her hand on the mirror. Her palms spread, her fingers taking up more space until, with a crackling snap, they burst into flames.

    Emma screamed. She jerked back. She slipped and almost hit her head on the bath.

    She heard thunderous footsteps. Rachel threw the door open. “Whoa. It’s okay. What’s the matter?”

    Emma went to point at the mirror. Of course there was nothing there.

    God. Everyone would think she was going mad.

    Celestine marched up the stairs. “Get her dressed. Come on. There’s only one way to fix this.”

    Only… one way to fix it.

    God.

    Emma dressed.

    Someone else dried her hair with magic. They offered her makeup. She refused.

    She could now remember her interaction with Lawrence. It was the only thing giving her hope.

    He’d said that there were systems in place for situations like hers. For witches with the Midas Touch like her… all they had to do was marry a vampire. Fall under the vampire’s ancient family blessing, and everything would go back to normal. Emma could… hang out with Rachel and keep going to her candle store. She just… had to get through this stage.

    If her impending engagement would just be transactional, then there was no reason to try to look good, right?

    Emma felt like a storm was chasing her as she walked down the stairs, one hand on the railing, two witches behind her, either in case she tried to bolt or fall.

    They walked out of the coven house.

    Emma glanced up at the sky. She saw dense gray clouds clinging to every single corner. That would be the storm from the news this morning.

    That made her think of Balthazar. Apparently she was off to meet him in person.

    It made sense. He was the most powerful vamp in the city. He’d probably get to decide who Emma married.

    Oh crap. That thought struck her again. She almost couldn’t take it. She went to turn.

    Rachel grabbed her arm and looked at her directly. “Come on, Emma. You can get through this. Stop running.”

    Emma’s lips wobbled open.

    “The Emma I know,” Rachel said as she tilted her head to the side and smiled genuinely, proving that not a single one of her words was forced, “doesn’t back down. She is remarkably resilient. Maybe it takes a while for her to get going sometimes. But when she does get going,” Rachel grinned from ear to ear, “no one can stop her.”

    Emma snorted. “I’ve never met that Emma.”

    “Then you don’t stare in the mirror enough.”

    It was a throwaway comment. Nobody else knew how terrified Emma was of mirrors. And she’d never told anyone that if she stared at them for too long, things started to move inside them.

    The comment got to Emma, slicing into her stomach and forcing her to reel back. But Rachel just helped her toward the car.

    They drove in silence. Emma’s hands were in her lap, her shoulders were by her ears, and her lips were steamrolled into a thin line. They would never fatten up again. You would have to carve them off her face then remold them or just buy new ones.

    Because what exactly would Emma ever have to smile about again?

    They drove to one of the cramped shopping districts.

    Across the road was an ancient teahouse. It was where a lot of the magical meetings between various races occurred. It was a safe ground, if you will. Gargoyles, shifters, fairies, witches, and even vamps – anyone could go there, and a lot of the important treaties were signed there.

    It was an imposing, beautiful building. Built almost 300 years ago, it had intricate front-facing verandas, detailed architraves, and a sloping roof. Potted lemon trees led one up to the imposing black and white door, the brass handle always shined and ready for whatever important visitors would come that day.

    Celestine got out of the car. But her phone rang. She pressed a hand against the door, drumming her thin nails on the shiny blue metal. “I see. We’ll wait around for half an hour, then.”

    Emma looked over at the teahouse then back at Celestine. “There’s been a delay?”

    “Just a short one.”

    Emma started to jump her legs up and down. “Should we go in anyway?”

    “No. We will wait until he’s here,” she decided.

    So Emma bounced her legs up and down even faster. She’d always had a thing about small spaces. To be fair, the car wasn’t a small space, but—

    “I will get her out of the car. Let’s… go see that antique store over there.” Rachel pointed across the road. She looked over at Celestine for approval.

    She nodded her head once then went back to fingering her pearls. She clutched hold of her phone, obviously ready for the second when Balthazar would call back.

    Emma was so thankful for Rachel’s firm grip on her arm as she led her across the busy shopping district, clueless pedestrians walking in front of Emma without a single idea of how far her world had fallen today.

    Rachel weaved an arm through Emma’s. She pointed over at the old wooden store. It looked like something you’d get out of a gold rush town from the 1800s. How it was still standing, Emma didn’t know. It looked rickety.

    There was a red sign out front. It simply said ‘Antiques Worth Buying.’

    “God, it’s been so long since I’ve been to this store. I had no clue it had moved here.” Rachel grinned wildly, her enthusiasm almost catching.

    “Moved here? It looks like it’s about to fall down.”

    “It’s itinerant. It moves around the country regularly. I thought you’d know that? It’s a pretty famous place.”

    “I guess I forgot. I’ve got a lot on my mind right now,” Emma managed. She even let out a half laugh.

    Rachel grasped hold of it like a safety jacket. “That’s the spirit. You will get through this. I will always be here. Plus, you’re rich now—”

    “If you’re about to make some joke about vampire wealth, don’t. I’ll… pay my own way,” Emma suddenly decided.

    “Hold on. Don’t decide anything until you know—”

    “No, Lawrence was right. I… I can go back to my ordinary life. Getting married is not gonna mean anything,” Emma stammered.

    This was the first time she’d ever had enough breath, let alone enough time, to actually calmly think about this.

    The marriage meant nothing. Or at least it would mean nothing.

    All Emma would have to do was place a ring on, sign a document, and pretend to be Mrs. Vampire for the rest of her life.

    It would be enough to calm the Midas Touch curse. Then for the rest of Emma’s existence, she’d get to decide what she wanted to do.

    An actual smile chased its way across her lips. “Maybe he’ll even let me live where I want to live.” She scratched her neck.

    Rachel tellingly said nothing.

    She pulled Emma through the rickety old door into the antique store. It was suitably dusty. And by that, Emma meant that absolutely everything was covered in it.

    If Jennifer had been angry at Emma because she had found one single patch of dust in her store, she would lose her mind coming to a place like this.

    “God, can you feel that? It’s a proper antiques’ vibe,” Emma said. “You know, if I hadn’t become a witch botanist, I would’ve totally become an antique dealer.”

    “I know. You’ve always said that.”

    “There’s just something about these kinds of shops. Oh my God.” Rachel broke away. She grabbed up a beautiful kaleidoscope. It was cloisonné, and the intricate cobalt blue and golden details caught a ray of the sun coming in from the sash windows above it.

    “Wow,” Rachel said as she pressed it up against her eye. “Do you want to have a look?”

    Emma passed up the opportunity with a quick wave. She turned.

    She walked through the store, and she started to think about her problems with an even leveler head.

    Who cared? She had to get married to a vampire. Who honestly cared? It didn’t mean that Emma wouldn’t be able to do what she wanted.

    Okay, something at the back of her head said she’d never be able to marry who she wanted, but… life is not perfect, right?

    Marriage would control the Midas Touch. And a witch, when centered, could control her dreams.

    Emma rubbed her face.

    There was a set of stairs above her. She automatically walked over, something drawing her up them.

    “Sorry, but I think we should stay on the same level, don’t you?” Rachel called out.

    “Yeah, okay,” Emma muttered. She ensured her voice was cheery. It wasn’t like Rachel thought Emma was going to do a runner – she was just legitimately worried about her. And considering the absolutely crazy emotional display Emma had been putting on, that was fair enough.

    Emma walked around a stack of old books. She reached out, and she touched them, her fingers sliding along the stacked sun-bleached spines.

    Then she walked around a particularly dusty red-stained shelf. She came to a mirror. A gilded, detailed, beautiful, full-length mirror slightly tilted back on a jet-black stand.

    She had never seen a clearer reflection.

    It showed Emma and the rest of the store behind her as if every detail had been embellished and carved out by a masterful hand.

    She was so startled by it, she froze.

    She’d already had a bad experience with a mirror today. She should’ve turned. And she most definitely shouldn’t have suddenly reached a hand out.

    Her fingers paused just in front of the glass.

    Her common sense told her to yank her hand back. She couldn’t. She couldn’t. She….

    Something deep within her moved toward the mirror. It recognized something in the glass, something beyond it, something trapped, something that had to be let free.

    She thought she heard Rachel calling to her. It was too late. Emma touched the mirror.

    Power sizzled from her right hand down into the glass. The mirror shuddered slightly.

    It made her dizzy. She tipped to the side. When she pushed back up, she turned.

    “What the…?” The antique store was different. That shelf wasn’t behind her, and the stack of books was gone.

    “Where am I?” She jerked back from the mirror.

    Had her mere touch done something? Had she accidentally activated some kind of spell? She hadn’t felt magic—

    She turned.

    She moved too quickly. She fell against a long bench behind her. Intricate magical weapons were lined up along it.

    As she slipped past, she touched one. It was with her right hand. Suddenly it moved. She jerked down and fell to the side in surprise, and the dagger fell beside her, right beside her, just a few centimeters from her eyes. Her face aligned with it on the dusty, old, worn floorboards, and the knife suddenly shook.

    Emma saw a residual charge from her hand race into the tip.

    The blade elongated.

    She jerked back. Her shoulders banged hard against the wooden legs of the large bench behind her.

    It wasn’t hard enough to push it out of the way, and it wasn’t hard enough to offer her an escape as, right in front of her eyes, the dagger turned into a sword that floated a few centimeters above the floor.

    “What…?” She watched magic charge along the tip.

    She felt this energy bleed into it. Dark, deadly, and entirely directed at her.

    Emma spent too long just staring at it, even though her heart suddenly screamed at her to move while she still had the chance.

    She quickly lost that chance.

    The sword sliced toward her.

    She just managed to yank her head to the side. The blade sliced past the bottom of her ear, and a few lines of blood splattered out.

    Emma screamed, grabbed her face, and rolled.

    But the sword simply sliced around.

    She tried to scramble back toward the mirror, but the sword moved in close.

    It sliced toward her arm.

    Emma rolled.

    She only just managed to get out of the way.

    More blood slid down between her fingers.

    She stared over her shoulder. What a mistake. The sword was even larger now. And it glowed this devilish red.

    Emma might not know too much about strong magic, but she could appreciate one thing. The sword had been cursed, and somehow that curse was now fully activated.

    It twisted around again and sliced through the air.

    Emma reached a section with large display cases, the glass old, covered with spiderwebs, and cracked here and there. Behind them were more weapons.

    She had no clue where she was. She’d touched the mirror, and she’d come here. She—

    As she ran past a window, she glimpsed the street below.

    It was the same street she’d left only minutes ago. She could even see Celestine’s car.

    She threw herself up against the window. She banged her hand on the glass wildly. “Help—” she managed.

    The sword sliced in close again.

    She was forced to pitch madly to the left.

    She only just dodged it. It slashed close enough past her hair that it cut off a whole section. It fell onto the gray floorboards beside her and sizzled.

    Emma had no clue where she’d gone. Was she still in the antique store? From the view she’d seen, it was almost as if she was on the top level. While she’d touched the mirror and it had definitely taken her somewhere, what if it had only taken her up two floors?

    Then screaming would surely get someone’s attention.

    “Help. Help. Rachel? Help,” Emma screamed with all of her might, her throat going raw.

    She didn’t hear thunderous footsteps. No one called back to her. In other words, she was still on her own.

    The sword moved in close behind her.

    Emma fell against the glass case, and her hand moved right through.

    It cut her up to the wrist. The cut… didn’t feel right, and it didn’t act right.

    It was only then that she realized there was something else underneath the glass.

    Out of all of the cases she had passed, this one by far seemed to be the most significant. The others had been full of cobwebs, dust too. This one looked as if somebody cared for it daily.

    All that was very fascinating to note. She didn’t have time to do anything about it.

    The sword shot toward her throat.

    Emma slid down to her side.

    She watched death loom.

    But it didn’t reach her yet.

    The blade moved up out of the broken glass from behind her.

    It shot toward the sword. It parried it right in front of Emma’s face. Sparks were thrown back all over her cheeks and closed lips. They bit and danced along her skin.

    Despite all of that, she didn’t close her eyes. She stared in total amazement as the dagger took on the sword, driving it back, lancing into it, parrying, but always moving it forward and away from Emma.

    It took a few more seconds for Emma to realize this was her chance to run.

    She pitched up. Her whole body shook. Her limbs were an utter mess. She moved as fast as she possibly could.

    She ran down one stack of shelves and display cases. Everything was full of weapons. Daggers, swords, even guns.

    What the hell was this place?

    She kept her hands to herself. Especially when she saw an old knight in tarnished armor hanging up on a magical restraint.

    If she touched it and it came to life, Emma really would die.

    She ran down another aisle. And finally she saw the stairs. They were just in front of her.

    There was the sound of something crackling from behind. The sword, right? It had finally blasted through that dagger. Oh, God. Emma—

    There was no more time for thinking. She ran full pelt toward the stairs.

    She almost got there, but the sword ominously sliced in close. She was aware of it just behind her. The sound, the feeling – the impending death.

    Her eyes opened like two round saucers.

    But that wouldn’t save her.

    Lawrence would.

    He shot up the stairs, moving faster than a firecracker. He grabbed her by the waist, pulling her around. With his other hand, he shoved it forward.

    It was just as the sword sliced towards Emma’s back.

    He twisted, grabbed the hilt, and pulled it to the side. The sword resisted the move for every single second. It was like he was trying to pull a packed mining hauler backward with nothing but his bare hands.

    Emma spun around again. She stared at the sword.

    “Don’t touch it,” he roared.

    She had no clue what was going on.

    He was forced to let her go. She slumped against the wall. She turned as she slid down it, her whole body shaking.

    Lawrence grabbed the hilt with both hands. He clenched his teeth. “I command you to power down. Power down,” he screamed.

    The sword did not care.

    It went to rocket from his grip.

    So he voluntarily sliced his palm down it. As soon as his blood sank into the metal, there was this squelching sound. It sent terrible chills racing down her back. Her lips opened with a gasp.

    His shoulders buckled.

    She had no idea what he was doing, but it was clearly injuring him.

    But just when the sword went to fly from his grip once more, he commanded it to, “Power down,” with a tone that must’ve shaken across the city.

    With one last twitch, it just stopped.

    It fell back into his grip, the last of the sparks subsiding.

    He stood there, breathing hard, his palm bleeding down onto his expensive jacket cuff.

    He turned to her. It was just as she heard thunderous footsteps coming up the stairs. “Emma? Emma—”

    “I’ve got you now,” Lawrence said, still making steady eye contact, voice somehow calm despite the fact he was justifiably out of breath.

    Emma shook her head. “What…?”

    “Happened?” He carefully placed the sword down beside him.

    Emma immediately jerked back, terrified that it would come back to life and try to kill her again.

    He opened a hand in a placating motion. “It’s all right. I’ve calmed the curse down for now. Don’t touch it, though,” he said, tone sharp with a warning.

    He reached into his pocket. He pulled out a magical cloth. He held it against his injury.

    Then he tied it in tightly, promptly realizing that it wouldn’t be enough to heal him.

    He reached over to Emma just as Rachel crested the stairs. She stared at Emma, the blood splattered across her neck, her hair a mess, her clothes torn and ruined.

    Rachel threw herself over. “What the hell happened? Why did you disappear on me? I told you not to climb the stairs without me. What the heck were you thinking coming to the forbidden weapons section?”

    “Weapons section? Just… I touched a mirror,” Emma muttered.

    Lawrence looked at her sharply.

    “Emma, don’t lie—” Rachel snapped.

    Emma receded in shock. Why wouldn’t Rachel believe her? Why was the look in her eyes the kind you would give a crazy person?

    Lawrence reached a hand up. He opened it wide in front of Rachel’s face. “She’s not lying. She must’ve touched a portal mirror. It would have brought her up here.”

    Rachel blinked quickly. She looked over at Lawrence. Then in a rush, she appeared to recognize him. “Thank you… for saving her. She’s—”

    “About to become part of the family. What else could I do?” Lawrence flicked his gaze over to Emma.

    Emma froze.

    Lawrence… he wasn’t… was he going to be the vampire she would marry?

    She froze there, even as Rachel reached out to help her up.

    Lawrence palpated his injury again. He muttered something under his breath, then pulled out another cloth and tied it tighter.

    He warily stared down at the sword.

    “What the hell happened?” Rachel muttered.

    “The Midas Touch happened,” Lawrence answered quietly. He seemed to come to a quick decision. “Just take her downstairs. Head over to the tea house. Brother should be there by now.”

    Rachel started pulling Emma away. But Emma stared over her shoulder at Lawrence.

    … He couldn’t be the one, right?

    Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. He was kind. He’d saved her twice, too.

    As Rachel pulled her down the stairs, Celestine appeared. “What did you do? You have to be careful—”

    “It wasn’t her fault. Come on. Let’s get this done,” Rachel demanded.

    Emma felt like she was some kind of dangerous weapon about to be handed over to the cops for safekeeping.

    A few of the other important members of her clan were in the antique store. The rest were in front of the teahouse.

    Emma’s stomach pitched as she was taken across the busy street toward it. Oh, God.

    It was about to happen. She was seconds from being handed over to a vampire for life.

    She stopped just in front of the lemon trees. She stared at the imposing black door and the shiny brass handle.

    Something about the handle and the exact way it glimmered reminded her of the ring she’d worn in her dream this morning. The same ring that had very quickly lost all of its glow until it had crumbled into ash.

    Celestine stopped beside her. She looked at her seriously. “I’m sorry this happened to you, child. This is the only way forward now.” She reached close, and she opened the door. The door to Emma’s future, and the door to her end.
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