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        Cursed in the morning. Kidnapped that night.

        Yep, sometimes life sucks.

      

      

      Kendra has one goal: to make a success of her fledgling interior decorating business. But when she overhears her best (aka only) client plotting to assassinate the local warlock prince, her dreams get tossed out the window. Now she needs to get out of town fast, before the guy with the wonky aura decides to practice his assassination skills on her.

      But she should warn the prince first, right?

      Unfortunately, trying to warn the prince about an assassination threat snags the attention of the Dark Guards, and now the crazy assassin guy is the least of her worries because Darius, known as Web to his team, who swears he is a good guy, is kidnapping her. And oh, by the way, he's the sexy son of a god, and touching his aura is becoming her new addiction.
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      THE WARLOCK PRINCE'S GUARDS SERIES

      When North America's most prominent warlock prince creates a mysterious task force, rumors are inevitable. Some people call them the Dark Guards. Some people call them his own personal militia. Some people call them the first step toward making his own empire. The only thing everyone knows for certain is this: The Warlock Prince's Guards are a fierce group of specialists with unique and powerful magics. And that seems like a pretty good reason to worry...
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      TRIGGER WARNING:  Dear reader, please be aware this book includes the threat of sexual violence and a deadly curse / disease for one of the main characters. If you will find that upsetting, please skip this book.
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      KENDRA

      Kendra Wilson didn't usually look at the world through rose-colored glasses—after all, tinted lenses interfered with her aura reading magic—but at the moment everything was definitely coming up in pinks and blushes.

      She wanted to dance and spin through her new—and, more importantly, wealthy—client's spacious living room but managed to gear her glee down to a happy sigh. Her former colleagues at Weston Hubble Design would be green with envy. This project, a sizable renovation with a limitless budget, would be a defining moment in her career. She just knew it. She'd worked hard to get to this point, and she deserved this.

      Since hanging out her own shingle as a solo interior designer, business had been slow, an unfortunate side effect of the sudden downturn in a previously thriving economy. But things were changing. In fact, they already had—as soon as Mr. Manning walked into her studio. Finally.

      From the moment Lance Manning, one of the most influential warlocks in the city, had announced he'd hired her to decorate his home, her life had only improved. A brief mention in the Raven Gazette had even garnered calls from a few local elite witches and warlocks, inquiring about her fees and services. No one had hired her for more than a few hours of consultation yet, but once she added this work to her portfolio…

      "What do you think?" her savior asked. Mr. Manning was watching her closely, as if to gauge her reaction to the room.

      "The light in here is beautiful," she said, with more than a little envy.

      With its southeast orientation and large windows, this room would be perfect for house plants—much better than her own condo, which was shaded by adjacent buildings. There was something about plants that made a place feel like a home, probably because plants had been one of the few constants in her life since she was a baby—a product of having potions makers as parents. Sure, Mr. Manning hadn’t said he wanted house plants, but he had asked her to make his place more personable. To Kendra, that included plants.

      "I'm glad you like it," Mr. Manning said with a secretive smile. “I had hoped you would.”

      A seductive tone edged his words, but Kendra ignored it. He wasn't her type. Not at all. Yes, he was good looking, wealthy, and successful but she just didn't click with him. Not in that way. Just the idea of kissing him made her gag a little.

      She knew exactly what her mother would say about that. You never like the right boys, baby girl. What is wrong with him? Nothing. A sigh, long and entirely audible, would follow.

      But no matter how good this guy looked on paper, she wasn’t attracted to him. There was no chemistry. Nada. Zip.

      And as much as her mother wanted her to settle down, Kendra knew her parents wouldn't want her to actually settle for anything less than love.

      “Are you sure you only want to do one room at a time?”

      Her gaze darted around the living room, or perhaps in a house so grand she should call it the parlor or sitting room. It was a big space, so it would keep her busy. And, knowing there was more work to come would be a relief. It’d be nice to know she could expect steady employment for a while.

      She was thrilled he had proposed spreading out the work. If she tried to tackle the whole house at once, she wasn’t sure she could manage the project on her own.

      “It will mean your life will be disrupted over a longer period.” She had already told him that, but she felt compelled to remind him.

      “Oh. This is definitely what I want.”

      He really was a perfect client.

      Except for the way he was looking at her right now.

      There was a subtle creepiness to the look on his face.

      She was probably over-reacting. She hoped.

      Some people had resting bitch faces; maybe he just had a resting creep face.

      “And this is the room you wish to renovate?”

      “Yes. To start.” Mr. Manning approached, coming closer and invading her personal space. He was a big man, so she quickly felt crowded. “I would like you to do every room in the house, but there is no need to rush.”

      “Of course,” Kendra said as she edged away from him under the guise of taking a closer look at the view from the window. Mr. Manning didn’t follow her to the window, thankfully. But she could still feel his gaze on her.

      Maybe she’d turned up her inherited magic too far when Mr. Manning had first shown up at her office and given him the wrong idea. She really wasn’t interested in more with him. Hopefully she could explain she wanted to keep things professional, and he’d understand.

      It wasn't that she didn't like sex, quite the opposite actually. She just usually liked to stick to hookups and never went home with the same guy twice. More importantly, she always made sure the guys were Castor's Kind, completely non-magical. Castors were safe. She got all the fun without any of the problems or prejudice.

      Besides, she had enough drama dealing with her parents.

      Well, to be fair, she hadn't spoken to them in a few months, not since they'd decided to wander through rainforests in Central America. But Kendra was still looking after the logistics of their lives, like paying their bills. They weren't exactly practical when it came to things like that. They never had been.

      But, with this project, Kendra would be able to breathe easy for a bit, maybe even buy a new computer and the latest version of her design software. She wanted to rub her hands together with anticipation. Instead she forced herself to set aside her excitement. It probably wouldn’t be good to reveal to him just how desperate she was for this job.

      “I’m looking forward to a long and productive relationship with you. We’ll have a lot of time to come to understand one another,” Mr. Manning said. Then his gaze drifted down her body at a leisurely pace. The look on his face hadn’t gotten any less creepy. “By the time we get to the more intimate spaces in my home, I expect you’ll know my needs even better than I do.” His voice had dropped to a lower, more intimate tone.

      Kendra swallowed. Well, that didn’t exactly sound platonic, did it? She needed to steer this back to work.

      She turned slowly to get a feel for the space, trying to find those special qualities that made it unique: the formal rhythm of the window placement; the dynamic way the sunlight sprawled across the oak floor; the comfortable, but rather grand, proportions of the plaster ceiling and walls; the smooth texture of the marble fireplace… It was all so beautiful, and her job was to make it even better.

      "I'll need to take some measurements," she said. "You don't need to stay for this, if you have other things to do."

      "There is nothing I would rather do than be with you this afternoon." As he spoke, his gaze slid down her body again, like he couldn’t get enough of looking at her, and lingered on her curves for a long moment, even though they were mostly hidden under her winter coat.

      Was this his attempt to flatter her?

      It wasn’t working if it was.

      "Okay," she said, managing a smile. "I'll just be a few minutes and then, if you have time, we can talk about some of the ideas I’ve been working on since our last meeting."

      “I love that you’ve been thinking about me,” Mr. Manning said.

      “Um, yes. All my projects are important to me.” Was that clear enough?

      “Of course, of course,” he murmured. He was smirking again. Or was it still?

      She placed her hand-tooled leather bag—one of her few splurges, although she counted it as a business expense—at the end of the Queen Anne sofa that was totally going to be replaced. She slipped off her winter coat, feeling oddly vulnerable as she did it. The way he watched her, it was like she was removing more than outerwear.

      Mr. Manning made a grunt of approval as she bent to extract her laser distance measurer and notebook from her bag. There was no doubt he was looking at her ass. She rolled her eyes but didn't otherwise acknowledge his obvious enjoyment of her backside as her skirt stretched over it. Looking well put together in attractively tailored business attire was part of her image. Her brand.

      Maybe she needed to rethink that image. She’d never had a problem before. Not at the other design studios she’d worked for. But she’d never been on her own before either. And, really, she should be able to dress how she liked and not have to worry about warding off a bunch of sexual advances. Hadn’t Manning learned anything from the #MeToo movement?

      Over the next few minutes, she jotted down numbers as the laser gauged the distances. She'd double check them before they moved into final drawings, but this would be enough to get her started. As she moved through the room, recording every feature, Mr. Manning sat back in a chair and watched her. She glanced at him once or twice, but his attention hadn't strayed. It clung to her like a spider web.

      Yep. His attention had just skittered over into full-blown creepy territory.

      When she finished, she returned to the sofa. She tucked her notepad and measuring device into her leather bag and turned to face him. She plastered a big smile on her face. It was time to charm him again… get him to buy into her ideas. And, if she could figure out how to do it without offending him, she needed to reinforce that she was only interested in a professional relationship with him.

      His phone rang.

      He didn't immediately answer.

      "Don't ignore your call on my behalf," she said with a wave of her hand. "I have some samples to organize, and I'd like to review my thoughts again, now that I've seen your space."

      He inclined his head slightly, before pulling out his phone. He glanced at the screen and scowled.

      All witches and warlocks, aka WaWs, were born with two magics. One was gifted to them by a god or goddess and the other they inherited from their parents. Inherited magics were often weaker, and that was certainly the case with her.

      Her inherited ability was pretty useless. She had a second-generation gift from Aphrodite. In her father, the magic gave him the ability to matchmake; in her, all she could do was make people feel attracted to her.

      She hadn’t used her inherited magic at full capacity since she tried it on her high school crush. She’d learned her lesson when he’d thrown her over his shoulder at a house party one night and hauled her off to a bedroom. When she’d used the magic, she’d been hoping for her first kiss. Instead, if her best friend hadn’t intervened, she would have been assaulted.

      So, never again.

      But she did play with her magic a little, to make herself look good. She considered it part of her brand. Her parents had assured her that a little glamor here and there never hurt anyone, but she'd have preferred having a natural acumen for business instead.

      Her gifted magic, in contrast, was a very strong ability to read auras. She loved it. It wasn't a taxing skill, so she always had it on, like a low hum. She fed off other people's energy—not like an energy vampire or a parasite, but more like an extrovert in a rowdy crowd.

      So when Mr. Manning’s aura shivered as he answered his phone, Kendra noticed. It was like a fluorescent light flickering before it went out.

      “What?” he barked into his phone.

      In their previous meetings, Lance Manning's aura had been a blend of bright orange and new leaf green. The vibrant hues—indicative of growth, confidence, and intelligence—were exactly what she had expected from a prosperous man like him. It had excited her to see it. She wanted that for herself.

      But something was happening. The colors were flickering.

      What the—?

      The trembling in his aura thrummed faster.

      “Figure it out. That’s what I pay you for,” Manning said.

      Kendra cringed and averted her gaze from the distracting way his aura was fluctuating. Fear spun over her like a car on black ice, all dangerous and out of control.

      I must be imagining that… It can’t be real…

      But what else could she be seeing?

      She frantically searched the room for another explanation. The afternoon light streaming through the windows was very bright. Maybe that impacted her vision. Yes, that must be it. After all, the sunlight was ridiculously intense beyond the window as it ricocheted off the freshly fallen snow.

      “I don’t care. I’m tired of your excuses,” he said. His tone conveyed a blistering anger that made her shiver.

      Zeus above, she hoped she never pissed him off.

      Kendra swallowed, then stole another glance at her client's aura. Bright colors were always positive and exciting to see, when so many people had pale or light colors in their auras. There was nothing wrong with pale auras, they were just rather ho-hum in a ‘my life is good, and I’m contented’ kind of way, although occasionally they also meant a person was in the midst of a big change and transition. That was great, and all, but vibrant colors were indicative of high energy, deep feelings, and strong convictions. They were inspiring to see. They made Kendra believe all things were possible. The only auras she hated seeing were the ones with muddied, dulled, or cloudy colors. Those were the ones that scared her. They were filled with negativity. At times, they could be frightening… Like now.

      She cursed silently.

      The energy halo around his body was still shifting. The throbbing mess of muddied colors had now eclipsed the previously energetic glow—he looked like a worn-out Christmas tree after it had been dragged through a swamp. Anger, danger, jealousy… that's what she saw now. Sure, the aura still contained greens and oranges, but these were not vibrant or healthy. Not in the least. These kinds of dirty, warped colors always worried her when she saw them in someone’s aura, but she’d never seen them all combined like this in such an unbalanced and overwhelming way.

      His aura screamed "Danger!"

      And she always trusted her readings.

      With flighty, emotional parents, her magic was the one constant in her life. The one thing that had faithfully guided her. It'd never failed her. Never led her astray. And, right now, it was telling her to get out of there.

      Her heartbeat stuttered. She wanted to run for the door and never look back.

      No, no, no. This couldn't be happening.

      He was her client. Her only real client. Her ticket to a better life.

      Manning paced along the wall with the large windows, back and forth, absorbed in his phone conversation. He moved with the precision of a deadly predator.

      “You know what to do,” Manning said. “So do it.”

      Suddenly she wished she knew his magics.

      On a scale of one to ten, how unprofessional would it be to ask?

      WaWs were taught to never ask questions like that, but this wasn’t normal. She wanted to know why. She needed to know if she should make a run for it.

      Her gaze darted to the door on the far side of the room before returning to him.

      As if sensing her fear, he shot her a leering grin. No. She'd never make it out of here by bolting. Nothing made a hunter want to pounce like the sudden movement of a smaller creature.

      How am I going to get out of this?

      And why did this have to happen to her best client? Or… rather… her only solvent client?

      All her other clients were short interactions, just a few hours of work here and there: advice on what color to paint a kitchen, feedback on how to decorate a living room with both a fireplace and a television, recommendations of what flooring would be best in a basement…

      Manning's project had been the real deal. Their first few appointments to discuss the renovation to his sprawling two-story had been perfectly ordinary. Even today, his aura had been decidedly normal…

      Until now.

      She reeled in her emotions and tried to approach this logically. What she saw just didn't make sense. Auras didn't change that quickly.

      They didn't suddenly morph into an entirely different signature with a mood change—at least they never had before, and she'd been seeing auras since she was eight. Mood changes might show as a smattering of color sparkling around the edges of a person’s regular aura, but whole shifts usually took weeks, sometimes months to manifest. The only exception she'd seen was when a person had suffered a tragedy. But even then, the fundamental core of who the person was remained steadfast at first.

      And Manning's phone call hardly sounded like traumatic news. At least not to Manning. He sounded irritated, sure, but not devastated.

      There was only one explanation that she could think of for this immediate and drastic change, and it wasn't good: Lance Manning, the successful business warlock who'd taken the Witch and Warlock world by storm, practiced black magic.

      As a kid at a WaW children’s camp, she'd heard horror stories about sorcery around the campfire. What Witch and Warlock kid hadn't? But she'd never come face to face with it before. Still, instinct told her she'd just been treated to a front row seat to a sorcery side effect.

      Wouldn't the WaW community be surprised about that? To learn that the warlock they all envied or lusted after was a sorcerer.

      At least he hadn't acknowledged her reaction to seeing his aura. Maybe he wouldn’t notice how freaked out she was.

      Slippery sweat slithered along her skin.

      The room was quiet and the other man, the one Manning was talking to, was starting to raise his voice. New panic rioted through her as she heard every clearly enunciated word.

      "It’s the timeline that’s the problem. I know he needs to die," the voice on the other end of the line said. “I’m not trying to get out of it.”

      Oh, please, no…

      “Exactly.” Manning agreed.

      Whatever the other man said next was too soft and mumbled for her to hear. But hadn’t she already heard enough?

      Manning and his mystery caller were planning on killing someone. She was in the same room as someone plotting murder. And they were doing it right in front of her. An icy shiver rolled down her spine.

      Manning grunted in agreement. "Yes. That’s the plan."

      Manning was turning back toward her. Shoot. She needed to do something. Anything. To make it look like she was lost in her own thoughts. That she wasn’t eavesdropping. She grabbed for her case and shoved her hand inside the largest pocket.

      "I’m trying to get it done," the other man said. "But we need you—"

      The man’s words were lost under the crinkle of paper as her fingers tightened on the first thing she touched. Her heart thundered.

      Was Manning looking at her now? She couldn’t lift her eyes to confirm.

      If he guessed that she was listening, she would likely find herself in the unenviable role as the first victim, a handy body to practice on. Then again, she didn't know what his inherited or gifted skills were. He might have already read her thoughts and was just toying with her even now.

      She forced herself to hum. The noise held no recognizable rhythm, but perhaps if she didn't hear any more, she could forget all about it. What she didn't know wouldn't hurt her… or something like that.

      Kendra dug deeper into her bag for her decorating arsenal while her imagination played through various heinous scenarios. After the quick weighing of alternatives, it made the most sense to pretend she was the ditsy aurist interior designer he'd assumed she was.

      Most people thought aurists lied about their abilities anyway. There were countless people faking her type of magic, desperate to be a part of the WaW community. Weston Hubble, her former employer, had been full of such skeptics and imposters.

      She pasted a smile on her face and drew out a stack of paint chips. She'd chosen them with so much care, hoping this project could finally catapult her career and land her inside the doors of elite WaW family homes.

      She couldn't continue with the job now, could she? Not when she knew he was planning someone’s murder.

      But, if she quit and he wasn't caught, she'd be dismissed from every future WaW job as being flighty and unreliable. Why, oh why had the local WaW newspaper announced she'd been hired for the job? It'd seemed a stroke of good luck at the time, but it wasn't turning out that way.

      She wanted to cry… or throw a temper tantrum… or shout a curse on the world.

      It was just so unfair. She needed this money. If she didn't get paid for this work, she'd have to move into a dumpster because that’s all she’d be able to afford. And that didn't appeal to her in the least. Her French manicure would be destroyed.

      She inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly.

      Okay, maybe she was blowing the situation out of proportion.

      Her nest egg was dwindling fast, but she was still a few months away from bankruptcy. And soon her parents would return from their trip, re-open Plant Passion, and start earning money again to pay for their own bills. And more jobs would come in for her. Of course they would. Spring was coming and people liked to freshen things up.

      Everything would be okay.

      Besides, it wasn't her business to judge her clients. People worked for gangsters and mobsters and all kinds of nefarious types every day. Lawyers had to defend them. Barbers had to cut their hair. Wait staff had to serve them. All she needed to do was give this guy a nice place to come home to… after a busy day of killing people…

      She grimaced. Shit. She schooled her face quickly. Hopefully he hadn't seen that.

      Take a breath, Kendra.

      Her priority was to earn a sizable paycheck. Something big enough to fill her bank account for a bit. Lance Manning was her ticket to financial stability.

      Keep your eye on the ball. Except she wasn't athletic in the least. And this ball was going to whack her in the head.

      Yeah, that was probably a bad metaphor for a pep talk.

      Traditional WaWs thought aurists were light on morals anyway and sometimes she played to the stereotype, just to see how stupid some people were. This wasn’t one of those times, but maybe she needed to change that. She'd dressed in her most flattering business suit for this meeting, so she could probably pull it off. The short black skirt exposed a long stretch of leg and under her clothes she wore her favorite lingerie. The outfit made her feel powerful and confident. She hadn’t worn it to entice Mr. Manning, but she supposed he might not have seen it that way.

      Maybe she could play up a sex-pot persona. Maybe that would distract him from being suspicious of her. Maybe that was her ticket out of here.

      When Manning’s attention was turned, she quickly undid the top three buttons on her shirt to reveal a bit more cleavage. Then she bit her bottom lip and let her high heel dangle from her foot as if she didn't have a care in the world. She flipped through the color cards and thanked all the gods and goddesses on Olympus that her hand didn't tremble. When Manning’s attention returned to her, she felt its weight hanging on her like a noose.

      Then she leaned forward to arrange the paint chips on the marble topped coffee table in the ostentatious living room. He would have a view of her lacy blush pink bra, but she didn't clasp her shirt closed. The tight skirt rode up higher on her leg as she bent forward, but she didn't reach to pull it down. Those actions would only make him suspect something had changed.

      After a silent moment, he made a decidedly masculine grunt of approval, which sent tendrils of fear curling up her spine. Had she laid it on too thick? Goddess save her, if he decided to drag her to the bedroom…or take her right there on the ugly over-stuffed Queen Anne sofa, she'd never be able to fight him off.

      She stopped humming. The tune was becoming tellingly frantic. She refused to look up at him—scared her fear would be easily detected.

      Manning kept his responses decidedly cryptic and innocent sounding, probably thinking she'd only hear his side of the conversation. It was obvious he had no idea how clearly the voice on the other end of his conversation carried. Even from this distance, she could hear every dreadful word as the other man’s voice started rising again.

      “I don’t want excuses,” Manning said. His voice was firm. In fact, it sounded a lot like a threat. If she was the guy on the other end of the call, she’d be scared. Actually, she was scared anyway, and he wasn’t even talking to her.

      “Fine.” The voice on the other end of the call harrumphed. “The wicked warlock prince dies in a week, as scheduled. I promise."

      Thankfully, Kendra's hand trembled after Manning’s attention was set on the white landscape outside his window. She refrained from cranking her head in an effort to hear every syllable being spoken as she lined up the colorful samples with their rich hues of blues and browns across the surface like she was giving a cryptic tarot reading.

      Except she already knew where the death card lay: the only WaW prince in North America, the one people called "the wicked warlock prince," was Reginald Bryant. His sons, Jaret and Christopher, were also princes, but they'd never been called wicked.

      A few minutes later, Manning ended his call and tucked his phone into his suit pocket. He glided over the floor to her. Previously she'd thought his movements were elegant, but now they seemed serpentine, and she’d always had an aversion to snakes. Kendra tweaked the orientation of one of the chips so it was tidily aligned with the others, then she couldn't avoid meeting her client's gaze any longer.

      The muddied colors of his aura were draining away like someone had pulled the plug on dirty bath water. His gaze wandered up her exposed legs and then rested on her breasts for a moment longer than was polite. Red fluttered around the edges of his recovering aura, a clear indication of his sexual interest in her.

      His murderous intentions and anger were dissipating. Thank all that the goddess is and ever was.

      "What have we here?" he asked, barely glancing at the table.

      With a flourish, Kendra waved her hand through the air over the paint samples. It barely shook at all. "Some preliminary thoughts on colors…" She ended her words with a sigh as she pretended to study the selection.  She put her finger on her lip as she cocked her head one way and then the other, as if absorbed in the task of considering the options. She clicked her tongue and shook her head. "There is just something…" She lifted one of the samples—she wasn't even sure what color it was at this point—and held it up in one direction and then another as if assessing what it might look like on the various walls in the room. "I'm not quite satisfied with them now that I'm in your room." She returned the sample to the table and shrugged.

      "Hmm… I do want us both to be satisfied." Mr. Manning winked at her, before letting his gaze drift down her body again on its way to the colors spread before him. Kendra fought the full body shudder his perusal evoked. "Tell me, why did you select these? They are quite different from what is here."

      When Kendra leaned forward, her shirt gaped wider. She wanted to grab it tight and button it up to her chin, but she ignored that impulse. "Based on our conversation, I felt a need for a strong masculine theme in the design to reflect you, hence the browns. But I also wanted this space to be a place of refuge and calm from your busy, demanding life, which is why I've included the blues. My goal is to find a balance where you can—"

      "A strong man," Mr. Manning interrupted, nodding and puffing out his chest. Even when she had found him a little slimy before, she had still acknowledged to herself that he was attractive. But now she couldn't even see that. His aura anomalies scared her silly and that's all she saw when she looked at him. "I have heard more flowery compliments, Kendra, but none that I like so well. I'm glad you see me for the man that I am, not just as a client."

      She hadn't actually used the words ‘strong man’, but she couldn't very well correct him.

      Her heartbeats sprinted with new panic as he reached for her. It went against everything she'd been taught. Never touch a strange witch or warlock with your bare hand. It was one of the first lessons kids learned, even before they entered pre-school. But his intent gaze told her she couldn't avoid this… not without offering an explanation. And what could she possibly say? I don't touch murderers seemed a bit too honest for the situation. She stared at his hand for a moment before placing hers in his.

      A satisfied smile curled his lips at the trust she was showing him.

      He leaned down to kiss the back of her hand like some old world non-magical gentleman. One of his long fingers stroked the underside of her wrist, playing over the spot where her pulse raced. Could he feel her fear? Did he mistake it for passion? His gaze locked on hers, while his breath washed over her skin like an acid-laden fog. It burned.

      "I'm going to have fun with you, aren't I?"

      Please let him mean those words as a flirtation, not a threat. Because, to her hypersensitive brain, that definitely sounded like something a serial killer would say.

      He brought her hand to his lips. Just before contact, he whispered something she didn't understand, then he placed an open-mouthed kiss, all hot and slippery, on her skin. When she expected him to stop and release her, he just raised his head a fraction of an inch. His fingers tightened on hers. He locked gazes with her. Then, never breaking eye contact, he drew his tongue across her flesh, leaving behind a thick trail of saliva.

      Kendra gasped and yanked her hand away.

      "I think I have surprised you, but you smelled too good. I had to taste." He smirked as she rubbed her hand on her skirt.

      "I… I…” Kendra cleared her throat to kill her stammering.

      He licked his lips as if savoring the taste of her skin. His eyes glinted with what she could only think of as predatory satisfaction as he stepped away. A shudder of revulsion danced over her, but as he put a few feet between them, Kendra regained her equilibrium. Slowly, her breaths came easier, but she had a disquieting feeling that he'd accomplished whatever he'd set out to do.

      She just wished she knew what that was.

      "Unfortunately, something has come up and I must cut our afternoon short." A flash of mud shot through his aura as he spoke.

      That was her green light to get out of here and she was taking it. "Oh, I'm sorry to have taken so much of your time." Kendra tried to speak slowly, leisurely. "I know you are a busy man—"

      "I'm a man who is reluctant to end an afternoon with a beautiful woman." His gaze dipped down to her cleavage.

      Kendra paused in collecting the paint chips because it would be expected of her. "Thank you, Mr. Man—"

      "Please, call me Lance," he said, interrupting her again.

      "Of course, thank you, Lance," she said, supremely pleased when her voice didn't screech or drip with disgust. She had been diligent about calling him Mr. Manning, even in her head, and there was no way she was switching to Lance now. Not after what she’d seen. She wasn’t even sure he deserved the Mr. even. It seemed too respectful for a man who could plot such vile things in front of her. But she could placate him for the moment.

      She placed her items in her briefcase at an unhurried pace, taking the time to adjust the placement of a book that wasn't exactly where it should be, just as she would in a normal moment.

      When she was finished, he extended his hand to her again. And, again, she allowed him to touch her. He helped her to stand, then pulled her close so his chaotic aura collided with hers. It washed over her like cold, dirty dishwater. At her surprised gasp, his eyes darkened, and his nostrils flared.

      She pulled back to reach for her coat, but he beat her to it. He held it for her as she slid her arms into the sleeves, making it necessary for her to turn her back to him. His hands coasted over her shoulders to the base of her neck.

      Under his smooth fingertips, her pulse beat like the wings of a sparrow trying to escape a hungry hawk. How little it'd take for him to subdue her from this position. His fingertips brushed along the side of her throat as he adjusted her collar. When he finally removed his hands, she retreated from him, but before she could get more than a step away, he caught her hand in his. Again.

      "I look forward to our next meeting, Kendra," he murmured. Red still sparked through his aura and lustful intent flooded his face. He was confident the next time they met would involve sex. Her face ached with the effort to keep a façade of neutrality pinned in place. He brushed his thumb over the place where his tongue had connected with her skin. The wetness had dried now, but the spot prickled abnormally in response to his stroke.

      Was paranoia cutting through her common sense or had he just cursed her with some kind of black magic?
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      KENDRA

      After leaving Manning’s house, Kendra drove straight to the hardware store—she'd wanted a grocery store, but the closest one was shut because of a water line break. One of the joys of living in Calgary in the winter. At the store, she purchased a jug of bleach and a wash pail. Then she locked herself in the store's public washroom. As she assembled her make-shift remedy, she forced herself to really look at the spot where Manning had licked her hand. The aura was disrupted.

      Dread coiled through her.

      He really had done something to her.

      She shoved her hand into the bucket of undiluted bleach and pretended the tears in her eyes were from the fumes.

      If Manning really had used sorcery on her, this would help. The top layer of her skin would burn off and the magic would be gone. At least that was the plan. Regardless, when she got home, she'd apply the emergency poultice her mom had made for her when she first left home to attend college.

      Any normal person would probably go to Wren Hospital.

      Except the WaW hospital would want details.

      Human saliva wasn't usually considered a poisonous substance, so they'd want an explanation for why she was so freaked. After she told them, they'd want his name, and no one would believe her after they learned it. A lowly aurist accusing a successful and honored warlock would be seen as a ploy to give herself some publicity. Or maybe a way to sue him for financial gain.

      Besides, she didn't have time to waste in an emergency room. It wasn't like she'd be triaged as an urgent case and taken straight in to see a doctor. She'd end up wasting precious time in the waiting room. No. She couldn't risk it. The bleach and the poultice would do for now. If things changed, she'd find a WaW doctor later. Maybe one in a different city who didn't know Lance Manning's name.

      Because leaving town was the only thing that made sense right now. She'd get out of the city. Regroup. Figure out what to do. She wasn't prepared to completely abandon her life, but a few days or weeks away would help. Maybe Manning would have moved on to licking someone else by then.

      "Are you okay in there?" Someone banged on the door. "You've been in there a long time."

      "I'll be out in a minute," she shouted back.

      They mumbled something, but she ignored them. She wasn't done yet. Her skin burned, but she kept her hand in the caustic liquid a little longer. When the burning sensation became painful, Kendra extracted her hand. She rubbed the spot where he'd licked. The bleach had made her skin slippery, but the spot didn't tingle, not like it had. She sucked in a relieved breath. As she rinsed her hand under cold water, she plotted out her next steps.

      She couldn't stay in Calgary. Not without continuing to work for Manning and pretending everything was okay. And she couldn't do that.

      She could tell white lies as well as the next person, but something of that magnitude was beyond her comfort level. As an aura reader, she often saw deceit shoot through people's energies when they lied. She hated it. So she tried to live as close to honest as she could, which meant she couldn't lie for shit.

      No. Continuing any kind of connection with Manning was out of the question.

      In fact there was only one thing to do: Leave the city.

      For months she'd been trying to figure out how to keep her fledgling interior decorating business afloat, at least enough that she could pay all her and her parents' bills every month, and now she was going to walk away from it all. At least for a while. She prayed she could salvage her reputation and her business when she returned.

      Leaving really was the only option.

      You didn't say no to men like Mr. Manning. He was the kind to come looking for her and not be impressed at her refusal to do as he pleased. Who knew what he'd be capable of doing, with those shifting auras. The fact that he was also plotting to assassinate one of the royals just reinforced the need to get away.

      Reasonable people didn't plot other people's deaths.

      Under other circumstances, she might have dismissed the threatening conversation as a game or a code or some other reasonable thing. But the change to her own aura after he licked her couldn't be shelved so easily.

      No. Whatever Manning was involved in was bad. And she wanted nothing to do with it.

      An hour later, Kendra was home with the door locked. Thankfully, the most dangerous thing she'd encountered on her way home was the ice slick roads. She kept the lights off in her little design studio and looked up and down the road from the window. Nothing looked amiss.

      She checked the locks again.

      She wished she could feel safe in her own home. And perhaps she was for the few hours before she left. Kendra leaned against the wall and sank to the ground. She didn't think she'd been followed, but it didn't really matter because Manning knew where she lived. Her interior decorating office was on the first floor of her home. When she'd first purchased the place, she'd thought the work-life arrangement was perfect. Her neighbors all had similar businesses, and the creativity bouncing through the air was energizing. Having the work and non-work halves of her life blended seamlessly in this one space had been the epitome of efficiency.

      Now she knew better.

      There was no escape here. Nowhere to truly hide from a demented client.

      She glanced at the shelves, overflowing with her carefully collected and curated fabric and flooring samples. Everything was neat and tidy, just how she liked it. It still looked like the place she called home, but it no longer felt like home, because home meant safety.

      In the quiet of her studio, she played through everything she'd seen and heard.

      At this point, the only positive she could find was that he hadn't threatened her. If anything, he wanted to fuck her more than anything else. And his fancy aura trick hadn't happened when he was interacting with her, which suggested the unstable bit of his personality hadn't turned its focus on her. Yet. That would probably change pretty fast once she ran.

      Most witches and warlocks didn't pay much attention to aurists, but she figured Manning might be the exception… at least where she was concerned. She could only hope his interest in her was a fleeting lust, instead of some kind of fixation. It had to be. She wasn't the kind to hold a successful warlock's interest very long. Those types wanted witches with strong magics to complement their own.

      Aurists didn't fit that bill. Her kind of magic was one of the most faked skills, the last resort of a WaW family who'd mixed their genes with Castor blood too many times. And her other magic only gave her the ability to look good, even with a hangover. Sure, she could turn a few heads with it, but she wasn't going to take over the world any time soon.

      No. He wouldn't be interested in her as anything more than a quick tumble in bed.

      Curse it. Why couldn't he be a normal
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