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For everyone who acknowledges their fear and stands up to fight anyway











Chapter 1

Alyssa




Thursday, 1:00 a.m.




I filled a pint glass at the tap and set it down in front of the sloth demon at the end of the bar.

“Last one for tonight, eh, Davis?” I said. “You still owe me for the last two.”

“Yeah, yeah, Mooney. I’m good for it.” He waved me away, and I rolled my eyes when he shifted on his stool to angle his back to me.

With anyone else, he would have disappeared from view, his ability to blend into his surroundings making him all but invisible. Years of familiarity with his low-key antics allowed me to see through the illusion, which made it easy to keep tabs on him.

“I’m telling you, Lys, you should have kicked that guy out years ago,” Simon Fletcher grumbled as he passed me, his amber eyes shooting daggers in Davis’s direction.

“He’s harmless. And he’s right—he’s usually good for it. He might be a drug-dealing drunk, but he doesn’t bring trouble to the pub, which puts him a step above a few people who come through here. He also single-handedly covers our bills.”

My best friend-slash-business partner didn’t return my teasing grin, his attention still pinned on Davis. “He’s far from harmless, and if he hasn’t brought trouble yet, it’s because your good luck outweighs his bad. That protection will only last so long.”

I frowned and slid my hand down Simon’s arm, catching the tips of his fingers behind the bar, out of view of the patrons sitting around the bartop. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

He dragged his gaze over to meet mine, and I caught the unease swimming within it before he blinked it away and pasted a smile on his handsome face.

“Nothing,” he lied. “I just have a hate on for sloths.”

“Mmhmm. I’d buy that more if Davis wasn’t here every single night, and you’ve never—okay, fine—you don’t always have an issue with him. What’s going on?”

Simon sighed and bowed his head to set his lips close to my ear to keep our patrons from overhearing.

“When I went out to drop the trash, I noticed people scoping out the alley. Three, maybe four, guys. They saw me and ran off. I don’t know what they wanted, but I don’t like it.”

I frowned. “Magic?”

“All of them. Couldn’t tell you what kind, though. Not demon.”

“I’ll check the wards in the back if you want to watch the bar. If the only way they can get in is through the front, then whatever they’re after, we can handle it.”

Simon nodded, and I crossed around him to the back door.

Magic was forbidden in the pub during business hours. There were a few protection spells around the doors and windows to make sure my patrons had a nice, relaxed time whenever they stopped by and some wards on the back door for added defence, but that was it. Not only because of my firm belief that magic and business did not mix, but also because Simon was a chaos demon. The slightest magic in the air had the potential to set off his power, and then all bets were off about what happened next. My supernatural customers knew the rule. They also knew that to break it meant a permanent ban, and as Mooney’s Pub was one of the few supernatural-friendly establishments in Ottawa’s Centretown, there weren’t many who wanted to test how strictly I enforced it.

The only exception to the rule was the unofficial clinic in my back office. It didn’t see much use these days with legit supernatural medical clinics opening around town and the Peaview Supernatural Hospital just a few blocks away, but my regulars knew where to go in a pinch for minor healing spells.

Always to heal, never to harm—a leftover philosophy from my failed healing days.

So if some assholes were sneaking around looking to cause trouble, they were in for an unpleasant surprise.

The wards around the back door hadn’t weakened much since I’d cast them a month ago, so I gave them a few touch-ups and let them be. A look out the window revealed a parking lot empty except for my and Simon’s cars with no one moving around near the alley, and I crossed my fingers it stayed that way.

I didn’t like trouble in my pub. Mooney’s had been a staple on Somerset Street since my grandfather had opened its doors fifty-seven years ago, and I had done my best over the past six years to maintain its reputation as a safe place for supernaturals of all types. Over the years, it had become the preferred after-work hangout spot for the local public servants, which I loved. They rarely got drunk enough to be a pain in my ass, were decent tippers, and were usually gone long before last call. Weekends were a bit wilder as they let off steam, but there was an unspoken agreement that anything too crazy should be taken to The Afterlife, the supes-only nightclub a few blocks over. So far I’d never needed to flaunt my magical heritage to maintain the peace. The fact that the Mooneys were one of the oldest and most powerful witch families in the city was secondary, or even tertiary, to the fact that I offered a great stock of local craft beer and Simon, bartender extraordinaire, worked wonders with the cocktail menu.

With the back door secure, I popped into the office to double-check the windows, skirting around the large, black antique safe tucked into the corner. There was nothing to see from this vantage point either, so I tightened the wards and returned to the bar to relieve Simon from the floor.

The rest of the night went smoothly. At some point, the snow started, one of the first falls since the mid-January thaw, causing people to rush in with white flakes speckling their hair, collars turned up, hands clasped together to fend off the chill.

All the while, I kept my eye on the door and my pulse on the wards in the back, but nothing happened to make me jumpy.

Last call came around two-thirty in the morning, when only the supernaturals remained, the mundanes believing we’d closed at the legal hour. It was earlier than our usual four a.m. close, but only a half-dozen stragglers were still around and I wanted to get to bed. A few at a time, they filed out, Davis dragging his heels after everyone else.

“All right, bud, this is your last call too.”

He grumbled and pulled on his coat when I turned off the mounted TV in the back nook. “See ya tomorrow, Mooney.”

I waved him out the door with my rag, but seconds after he stepped outside and disappeared into the darkness, a burst of green-tinged magic threw the door inward. It slammed so hard into the wall it cracked my lovely robin’s egg blue plaster.

“What the crap!” I ducked behind the bar and summoned my magic into my palms until it swirled in a purple-hued ball.

The green spell lingering in the air screamed elemental magic. Witch. In my pub. What the ever-loving hockey puck?

“Lys, are you all right?” Simon asked as he ran out of the back office, his amber eyes glinting bronze.

“No, I’m not all right. Someone just busted up my wall! What even is that? Haven’t they heard of knocking?”

I poked my head over the bar just in time to watch half a dozen men push their way in. These guys were dressed entirely in black with expressions nowhere near the friendly faces I was used to seeing from my public service post-work regulars.

One of the men stepped ahead of the others, staking his claim as their leader, and my upper lip curled with disdain. His thinning brown hair was slicked back, his goatee was neatly trimmed, and his black turtle neck hugged his wiry frame. He looked like a cross between Steve Jobs and a pretentious art professor. 

Whoever these bastards were, they obviously had a flair for the dramatic and no fashion sense.

“Alyssa Mooney?” he demanded.

I shelved my magic but kept it close to the surface as I stood up. I didn’t want to have to use it. I was a healer, not a fighter. But damn if I was going to let a bunch of bullies push me around in my own pub.

“Only to my friends, my family, and my accountant. Everyone else leaves me alone. I’d love it if that included you.”

The witch sneered, and green magic coated his hands before he threw a ball of it my way. I leapt into the open as Simon rushed to knock me out of its path. I rolled across the floor to the relative safety of a knocked-over table, and Simon doubled back to find cover behind the bar.

“Was it something I said?” I drew my magic once more into my hands. Simon’s eyes flashed, and a bottle from behind the bar flew towards the group huddled in the doorway. It smashed into one of the men, and a scream rang out as glass shattered.

Three tumbler glasses followed the bottle, and I hoped Simon remembered we would need those when we opened for the day.

Before he emptied our entire stock of drinkware, I rose to my feet and launched a ball of atmospheric magic at Mr. Professor. He blocked it and tried to redirect it, and I grinned as my spell stuck to him like plastic wrap, preventing him from using his own. 

He struggled to shake it off, throwing his body around as though it would make a smidge of difference, and I used his distraction to shift my attention to his lackeys. Three of them stood huddled near the door, all mini-mes of the professor, eyes wide, magic weak but at the ready, and it was the work of a moment to throw a purple web their way, catching them in my net to nullify their power. In a blink, their magic extinguished and they crouched lower, the man on the far left appearing almost relieved to be forced out of the fight.

I was so focused on them that I would have missed the bolt of silver magic sparking towards me from the left if Simon hadn’t called my name. At the last second, I ducked and rolled, and the spell hit the wall over my head, sending my favourite painting to the ground and cracking the frame.

“You’re going to pay for that,” I shouted.

“You can send me the receipt from the Frostmines,” a man called back, his voice rich, deep, and infuriatingly confident.

What the hell was he talking about?

The Frostmines were an extension of Moongrave Prison, the facility up north where supernatural criminals were shipped off to freeze their toes and stay out of trouble. Only the real pieces of work went that route, and only a special subsection of those were sent to the Frostmines, not mines at all but a subterranean set of cells reserved for the hyperpowerful.

“Okay, yeah, I think you might have blown up the wrong pub?” I called from behind my cover. “I’m Alyssa Mooney? Owner of the bar? Unless the CRA is cracking down hard on my missing a line or two on my taxes, I’m pretty sure there’s been some mistake.”

The air vibrated as another spell brewed somewhere near the door, but I didn’t sneak a peek to see who or what it was.

“Keep talking, princess. You’re making it real easy to pin you down.”

I looked up and cursed as a silver bubble drifted over my head, ready to drop down and catch me under what I suspected was a sticky trap. What the hell was this magic?

Steering clear of the smashed pieces of picture frame, I crawled across the floor until I was within easy reach of the bar and threw myself behind it, landing next to Simon, who’d taken a defensive position next to the ice.

My pulse raced and adrenaline had sharpened my vision so I could take in every tiny detail on the shelves around me. I really needed to dust.

“Any ideas what this is about?” I asked between ragged breaths.

“I told you we shouldn’t have painted the front door red. Some people have issue with ostentatiousness.”

“Dammit, Simon. Maybe you’re right, but yellow would have pissed off the shifters.”

“Dodge.” He shoved me out of the way as another silvery bubble dropped where we’d been sitting.

I popped up behind the bar and threw a blast of magic towards the source of the bubbles, a man who’d come through the front door behind the cowering mob of misfits.

A curse and a crash as the silver-spell-slinging witch darted out of its path, but I was ready with a follow-up spell even as Simon unleashed another round of chaos. The tables and chairs in the far corner rose in the air and spun in a wooden tornado towards our assailant.

Both chair and magic hit the man at the same time, the spell causing the wood to explode in a burst of splinters, and the witch dropped to the ground, his arms over his head to protect his face.

Simon and I came out from either side of the bar, ready to go on the offensive now that the playing field had been levelled, but before I had time to launch another spell at the downed witch, he was back on his feet, silver spell in hand, the brunt of it aimed at my chest just as mine was on his.

In the momentary standoff, I fought to catch my breath. My lungs ached with the unexpected exertion, and blood stained the sleeve of my favourite sweater. I was exhausted after the long shift, confused as all hell about this intrusion on my pub, and furious about the damage.

By the expression on the witch’s face, he was equally unimpressed by the way his night was going.

Something about his magic and his face was irritatingly familiar, but although I took in the strong jaw, the strawberry-blond hair tied out of his face, and the wide breadth of his shoulders under his black peacoat and grey shirt, the recognition never landed. As I stared into the intensity of his violet eyes, I was almost compelled to apologize for the inconvenience. Then I remembered my painting and tightened my grip on my spell.

“Perhaps now would be a good time to explain why you’re here?” I said.

He sneered, his full lips pulling back to reveal even white teeth that stood out against the scruff along his jawline. “This ignorant act won’t work. How about you come with us and we’ll let the big boss answer your questions.”

I turned my attention from Purple Eyes to the man I’d assumed was the leader of the coven. He stood glowering at me, his magic still bound by mine. “You’re not the big boss?”

“Regional manager,” he growled.

I bit down on a smirk and nodded. “Mmhmm. Great title. Didn’t realize the witches in this city had grown so corporate. My family must be stuck in the dark ages. So what? Do the professors work for you?” I asked Purple Eyes. “What exactly were you hoping to use them for? Comic relief?”

He shot them a dark look. “They claimed to be strong enough to help me take down a single witch, but it looks like it’s down to me, princess. I suggest you make it easy on yourself.”

I let go of my spell and propped my hands on my hips. “Listen, Silverware, the only princess I know lives six blocks away and is probably fast asleep or preparing for another day in the office. So you can either quit the patronizing nicknames, or you can politely explain that I have a long-lost grandparent with a title I never knew about. Either way, stop trashing my pub. Sound good?”

“You’re not a princess,” Regional Manager said. “Trace, just tell her the charges so we can get out of here.”

Trace. The name settled against that screaming familiarity, and my stomach dropped. Trace Wyatt? Memories hit me of news broadcasts and TV interviews, of my sister fangirling on a night out—of a man tackling another man to the floor and binding his wrists with a ziptie. I reassessed the man in front of me. Aside from his renowned and rare telekinetic magic, he didn’t look much like the bounty hunter I’d seen only once in the flesh. The stories my patrons whispered about him over their drinks described nothing less than a devil. Always caught his mark. Powerful witch. Relentless. Ruthless. This guy might rock a hard body and a striking set of eyes, but I’d nearly taken him in this fight.

More importantly, “Why the hell is a bounty hunter after my head?” I crossed my arms. “And by your smooth entrance into my place, I’m going to guess ‘dead’ is the preferred form of delivery?”

Simon stepped closer to me, sliding between me and the hunter as though ready to sacrifice himself to prevent Wyatt from getting his hands on me. I appreciated the gesture but hoped he was ready for me to blast him out of the way if it came to it. I wouldn’t let my best friend take a hit meant for me.

“You’re wanted for magic theft and the murder of the fae general Viviane McCree,” Wyatt said.

I blinked.

Uh, what?











Chapter 2

Alyssa




Thursday, 2:30 a.m.




“Excuse me very much?”

I had to have misheard. Magic theft? I rarely used the magic I’d been born with, let alone had interest in absorbing anyone else’s. Did my magic feel fae to him? If so, Wyatt was very bad at his job. And as for the murder…

“The general’s a regular,” I said. “A very well-liked regular.” A rock lodged in my throat as I pictured the tawny-skinned woman with starry eyes lined with deep crow’s feet. “She told me to call her Vivi.” I ground my teeth and locked gazes with the bounty hunter. “I haven’t seen her in at least a month, and why the hell would I kill her?”

Wyatt’s sneer deepened, so full of contempt I half-expected him to scrape the soles of his boots to clear me off them. “I’m not expecting you to confess, Mooney. I was hired to do a job.”

“By whom?”

“Confidential.”

“Relevant. I’d like to know who my accuser is.”

“Come with me, and you can meet them in person.”

I snorted a laugh. “You’d give up your death bonus? That’s very generous of you, Mr. Wyatt. Too generous. I doubt I’d make it to your car alive.”

Simon snarled, his amber eyes taking on a sharp bronze glow, and across the room, the pool cues hanging on the wall rose into the air and launched at the witches still in the doorway. The three bound in the corner ducked in a huddle as a cue impaled itself in the freshly painted door. The other cue turned mere inches away from Wyatt’s head and flew back the way it had come, smashing into the glasses above the bar.

Regional Manager succeeded in escaping my plastic wrap spell and threw it aside as he shouted “Enough!” but I gave him no time to engage. With a flick of my wrist, I launched another spell at him, this one sealing his mouth shut.

“The grown-ups are talking,” I said as I closed the gap between me and Wyatt. “First, I didn’t kill anyone, and I didn’t steal their magic, which you should know by now.” I summoned a purple orb into my palm. “That’s all witch power, baby.” I squeezed my hand shut, extinguishing the spell. “Second, I’m not going anywhere with you. Third, after Simon and I finish throwing you out of here, I’m going to find out who hired you, and I’m going to charge them for the damage to my pub, so not only will you not get paid for this job, but you’ll owe me. Big bucks.”

Was that a hint of respect I spotted in his eyes? It was gone so quickly I couldn’t be sure, but I liked to think so. 

It made his next words less irritating.

“First, I don’t believe you.” He summoned his silver magic into his palms. “Second, yes, you are.”

He launched the spell at me, and although I threw myself out of the way, it caught me around the ankle and pinned me to the floor like a weighted anchor. Damn, the son of a bitch was fast.

“And third”—he stepped towards me—“the day one of my bounties gets the better of me is the day I retire.”

He knelt down to grab my arm and haul me to my feet, but before he got a good grip, Simon’s bronze-tinted chaos washed over us in a tidal wave. 

I held my breath, always a good idea when trapped in a chaos bubble. You never knew if the air would turn to water or be sucked out of the atmosphere, or if the floor beneath you would vanish or turn into a pit of writhing snakes. The unpredictability was half the fun—and half the horror.

Today, it worked almost entirely in my favour. Wyatt’s spell evaporated, Wyatt himself, along with his cronies, was shoved outside onto the patio, and my shirt disappeared. Two out of three wasn’t bad.

I marched over to the front door, mustering whatever confidence I could in my ratty pink bra, and glared at the witches now lying in a tangled heap. Wyatt lay stretched on top, and I met his eye.

“First, I don’t care. Second, no, I’m really not. Third”—I grinned—“I guess it’s time to start planning the party.”

Wearing my smuggest expression, I threw a purple net over my attackers to keep them in place until the spell faded, then grabbed hold of the door and slammed it shut.

As soon as they were out of sight, I summoned a protective spell and smeared it across the door to keep them out. Wyatt and his buddies were welcome to try to get through it, but by the time they did, Simon and I would be gone through the back door and any further mess they made of my pub would be added to their tab.

I turned around and took in the disaster awaiting me. My shoulders slumped and fatigue weighed me down. It had been a long, busy shift, and all I’d wanted to do was crawl into bed with a cup of tea and throw on an episode of Bridgerton, but instead I was left with this crap.

“I guess we’re opening late today,” I said, proud of myself for how well I was holding up, all things considered. I hadn’t lost my cool. I’d kept pace with Wyatt’s clever quips and badass magical moves. Not too shabby for a witch who’d missed most of her family’s recent coven meetings, or for an Ottawa pub owner whose exposure to the chaotic was limited to her favourite business partner and the occasional drunk public servant. 

But when I took a step forward, my legs gave out, and I slumped into a shivering mess on the floor. Tears rolled down my cheeks, and I couldn’t get my hands to stop shaking.

“Hey, hey, hey.” Simon rushed towards me, dropped to the floor, and bundled me against his chest. His sweater scratched against my cheek, my bare arms, my bare stomach, and in the middle of my adrenaline-fuelled hysteria, I realized I was sitting here in my bra. As if I needed the extra humiliation.

As though Simon realized it at the same time, he peeled off his sweater and pulled it over my head, wrapping me in the smell of him. Cedar and hops. A scent that travelled all the way into my heart and filled me with a warm comfort.

“You’re okay,” he murmured against my ear as he returned his arms around me. “You kicked their asses hard tonight, Lys. You done good.”

A laugh escaped me, and I clung to him, needing my best friend’s steadiness.

“If only Mom could see me now, eh?”

“She’d be proud.”

I doubted it. My mother was many things, but a healer first and foremost—just as she’d trained me to be. She’d just be happy I’d survived. Gramps, on the other hand, would give me the highest of fives.

Simon kissed my temple, and out of a habit I hadn’t been able to shake I closed my eyes to savour the sensation. How long had I desired this demon? From the moment he’d walked through my door six years ago? From the first time I’d seen him toss a bottle in the air for a perfect catch-and-pour? We’d long ago accepted we were not meant to be, our magics too incompatible to let something as wild and uncontrolled as passion rise between us, but my love for him had deepened into something fiercer and more permanent. He was family, my rock, and I was so glad he’d been with me tonight.

Simon eased himself to his feet and offered his hand to help me to mine. “We’d better get you out of here before they escape that net.”

I hugged my arms around my middle and waited by the back door while Simon collected my coat and purse from the office. I was still too shaken to make it that far on my own.

Now that I’d had a minute to run through the madness of the past half hour, a few facts rose up to grab me by the nose:

Vivi McCree was dead.

Her magic had been stolen.

Someone believed I was responsible.

Anyone with magic and the right spell could steal someone’s power—the most heinous of crimes in the supernatural world—but how the holy hell anyone had connected my name with Vivi’s boggled my mind. We’d only ever crossed paths here in the pub. I knew her friends better than I knew her. A garden fairy, Sasha, and a naiad, Ria. I’d known them for years, and even still, I mostly saw them here. Were they okay?

A heavy weight fell onto my shoulders, and I started, looking around to find Simon had draped my coat around me.

“The warmth will help with the shock. I closed the till and locked the office. You ready?”

My teeth were chattering. When had that started?

I nodded, and he briefly left my side to turn out the lights before taking my hand and escorting me across the parking lot.

Despite my fear, enough rationality remained for me to summon my magic into my hands to prepare to face off with anyone who came at me as we hurried towards our cars, but the night remained quiet. I doubted it would take long for Wyatt to break through the spell he was trapped under, but so far it seemed to have held them off.

“I’ll give you a lift home,” Simon said, directing me to his Jeep. “You’re in no fit state to drive.”

I looked to my Nissan. “But—”

“It’ll be fine until later. I’ll walk here before we open and drive it to you after shift. Because you’re not coming in today, right?”

Below my shock, a spark of indignation lit within me at the idea that these witches would keep me away from work. I hadn’t missed a day in six years.

But Simon had a point. I’d forced the issue tonight, but Trace “Never Lost a Mark” Wyatt wasn’t about to give up because I’d shooed him out the door. He would try again, and next time he would know what to expect. I needed to call Gramps, the head of our coven and a member of the Ontario Witches’ Council, and get him working on this with me.

Simon and I didn’t talk as he drove us through Centretown towards my place. 

It wasn’t far, only a five-minute drive, and I hated that I couldn’t walk to work. But the realities of the job—the hours, the errands I needed to run throughout the day—made driving necessary. It was why I’d switched to electric. One less gassy beast on the roads. Be the change, right?

We pulled into the driveway of my grey-blue two-storey duplex, and Simon turned off the car, dousing the night in silence. The house appeared still, my downstairs tenant no doubt still asleep given the hour. I hoped the silence meant none of Wyatt’s team had made themselves comfortable on watch duty. If they were arrogant enough to think they could ambush me at the pub, they probably hadn’t bothered trying to subvert my wards here. As long as I stayed inside, my defences would hold until the issue got sorted.

Goddess, I would need to make a lot of phone calls tomorrow.

I curled my hands in my lap, my fingers lost in the long sleeves of Simon’s sweater.

“Thanks for the lift.” I cleared my throat. “I don’t suppose you want to come up? Have some coffee? Watch a crap movie?”

Keep me company? Take me to bed?

It was a horrible idea, but the thought of going upstairs alone created dark clouds in my head.

The look he gave me when I worked up the nerve to peer at him over the collar of my coat told me he heard as much of what I didn’t say as what I did.

Pain. Regret.

“Lys…”

“No, I know. We’ve been there. Chaos demon and witch. No go. Explosion waiting to happen.”

I returned my gaze to my hands as Simon’s fingers came into view and rested over mine. He pumped the smallest amount of bronze power between us, and it wound between the purple spell I held queued up. A warm tingle drifted over my skin, warming my knuckles against the frostbitten evening, and immediately the hem of the sweater turned bright blue, clashing with the original maroon wool.

“Okay, but what if I think my bedroom is due some redecorating?” I asked, more for the joke than in earnest. I understood his point, and I liked my bedroom the way it was.

It still sucked.

He chuckled as he grabbed my hand and kissed the back of it. “I’ll stay here until you’re inside, and I’ll call you in the morning so we can figure out what the hell we’re going to do about Wyatt, all right?” He tightened his grip on my hand until I looked up at him. “Stay inside.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, Dad, whatever.” When he still didn’t let me go, I dropped the ’tude. “I promise. I’m going to line up a show to watch until this is over.”

“Thank you. I can’t have anything happen to you, Lys. I really can’t.”

My heart warmed with his concern, and I cursed the Fates that made any connection between us as volatile as bleach and ammonia.

I pulled my hand free and slid out of the Jeep, then slung my purse over my shoulder and speed-walked to the door on the side of the house. A last wave at Simon, a flash of his lights to tell me he saw me, and I was inside, door locked and warded.

Relief settled over me like a blanket as soon as I cast the spell, and exhaustion weighed down my eyelids as the last of my adrenaline washed away.

What a night.

I dragged myself up the stairs to my second-floor apartment, let myself in, and locked and warded that door too, just to be safe.

A bone-deep shiver ran from the base of my neck down to my toes, and I stripped off my coat, kicked off my boots, and went directly into the kitchen to start the kettle for a cup of tea. This time of night, decaf was everything, but I needed warmth.

The sound of the kettle elements warming up started the process of easing my tension, and by the time I changed into a pair of thick grey socks, my favourite blue-and-green plaid flannel pyjama bottoms, and a graphic tee with a bunny witch on it, I could almost have forgotten my nightmare of an evening.

Before I returned to the kitchen, I pulled Simon’s sweater back on. The baseboard heaters kept the apartment comfortable, but what I needed right now was a hug, and if I couldn’t have the real thing, the sweater would have to suffice.

My emotional support sweater.

I pulled the collar up over my nose and let it sit there as I poured my tea. I added milk, let it steep, then threw the teabag onto a plate on the counter. Many a person had called my tea preferences blasphemous, but those people soon found themselves newt shaped.

Don’t worry, they got better.

I took my cup into the living room, sank into the deep cushions of my old blue couch, and turned on the television.

Three sips into my tea, five minutes into my show, I fell asleep.

Then woke up an hour later with a cotton mouth, a different episode of my show playing, and cold tea.

“Great. Just the way I hate it,” I grumbled, and took my mug back into the kitchen.

After a quick debate about whether I wanted to warm up my drink or dump it, I opted for more sleep and poured the tea down the drain. The discarded teabag glared at me from its plate, daring me to leave it there, and I picked it up and threw it in the compost bin.

Or, perhaps more accurately, at the compost bin. Then I watched it slide down the pile of refuse to land on the counter.

If ever I’d needed a sign that I’d overbooked my hours in the pub this week, it was staring me in the face. And offending my nose.

I peered through the window to the shed by the back door where my tenant and I kept our garbage and recycling bins. Five steps away from the door, near the back of the house.

The warded house.

At three-thirty in the morning.

I spotted no cars on the street, no figures lurking in the shadows. If there was ever a time to dart outside so I wasn’t confined with the reek of rotting food until Gramps helped me solve this problem, this was it. With a simple cloaking spell to hide me from any prying eyes, I’d be there and back in no time.

I pulled my boots back on, grabbed the green bin, and plodded down the stairs. My brain was hazy with shrugged-off sleep, but I wasn’t so far gone as to have lost all judgement. As soon as I stepped beyond the wards, I’d be vulnerable, and what I wanted now was sleep, not another showdown.

With my free hand, I drew on my magic and wrapped it around me in a soft blanket, manipulating the atmosphere to create a blind that would allow me to remain unseen. The spell didn’t work well in the middle of the day, but in the darkness, draped in shadow, I’d managed to scare the crap out of Simon a time or two, so I was confident it would work well enough for the thirty seconds I’d be outside.

I opened the door and hurried to the shed. Not out of fear, but because it was frickin’ freezing. My foot slipped on a patch of ice, and I wheeled my free hand in the air to catch my balance. Not even an eggshell spilled. Gold.

I dropped the compost in the larger green bin, closed the door, and hustled my icy butt back to the door.

Easy peasy.

A noise from the front of the house caught my ear. My downstairs tenant? Bit late for Ann to be coming home, but I wasn’t her mother.

I opened the door, enjoyed the hit of warm air wafting down from the stairwell, and had a second to recognize a stream of silver magic wrapping around me before the lights went out.











Chapter 3

Alyssa


Thursday, 4:00 a.m.


I came to in the dark.

Memories of my night rushed through me: the crunch of gravel as someone stepped through the darkness, the unfamiliar scent in the air of bergamot and coffee, and the feeling of a lasso jerking me around the chest as someone yanked me backwards and hoisted me off my feet.

My terror spiked, and I tried to twist around to take in my surroundings, but the space was too cramped for me to budge more than a few inches. The material under my cheek and hand was soft, and the smell was distinctly car. 

I was in a goddess-damned trunk.

A streak of anger rose through the fear, and I latched on to it as a far more useful emotion. 

Fucking Wyatt.

I searched for my magic, and although it was sluggish, bound under the bounty hunter’s silver weave of power, it responded enough for me to direct the smallest glow towards the end of my finger. Enough to see by.

A quick scan of my surroundings showed he’d at least had the decency to empty the trunk before he stowed me in it, but that didn’t remove the insult of being carted around like luggage.

At least he hadn’t killed me.

No, I would not give him any leeway. The son of a bitch had come to my home and staked the place out. Had he watched me make tea? Had he witnessed my ever-so-graceful slip-and-catch on my way to the green bin? How had he seen through my cloaking spell? From here on out, I would make a point of flipping off windows in case anyone else thought spying on me was a fun way to spend their night.

I forced my attention away from future revenge and back to the trunk. It looked to be a newer vehicle, which meant it was more spacious than it might have been, thank the goddess, and more importantly, that there had to be an interior latch. Specifically to help people in my situation from being stuck here.

The light from my finger wasn’t enough to brighten more than an inch or two around the glow, so I held my hand close to the fabric and slid it slowly in one direction, then the other, searching for the catch.

The car went over a bump, and I was thrown against the ceiling, cracking my head on a piece of curved plastic. I bit down on a curse, though it nearly slipped out when I heard a muffled “Sorry!” from the front seat.

Yeah, well, he would be sorry. Sorry when he reached his destination, got ready to make his grand reveal to whoever had hired him, and found me gone. Ha ha, fucker.

My left eye now half-closed thanks to my altercation with the car, I returned to my search.

There. Finally. A little plastic latch tucked on the inside of the locking mechanism. If I’d let my eyes adjust to the darkness, I would have spotted the glow-in-the-dark strip along the back of it.

I hooked my finger underneath it and pulled. It stuck.

Son of a…

A closer look at the locking mechanism showed a hint of silver seeping through the crack. Not too strong, not designed to keep me in—some kind of soundproofing, if I had to guess—but enough to block my escape attempt and make my next step more of a challenge.

I kept the latch under my hand so I wouldn’t lose it and directed the glowing spell on my fingertip into the mechanism. I hoped my idea worked, because the rest of my magic was trapped until I had enough time and focus to undo Wyatt’s binding spell. Which I would do. He might think he was Mr. Great and Powerful Bounty Hunter, but he had no idea who he was messing with.

A witch who hadn’t made much use of her power in six years, sure, but one who came from Ottawa’s strongest witch family and who’d spent most of her teenage years training to be the best.

With a “So, there” sitting on the tip of my tongue as a shield of confidence, I sent out my tiny spell and sagged in relief when the silver tendril unravelled, followed by the thunk of the lock. Good. I hoped I busted his trunk and doing groceries would be a pain in his ass forever.

I tried the latch again, and this time it clicked. The trunk swung open—not the subtle crack I’d hoped for, but a full lift—and I rolled out, keeping my head tucked into my arms to protect my face and skull from the landing.

He’d been speeding pretty quickly on the empty road, but thanks to the snow, the worst I suffered was the shock of impact and the scrape of my elbow against the slush-covered asphalt. Simon’s poor sweater. If I’d ripped it, Wyatt owed me double the cost of the damage he’d done to Mooney’s.

It took me all of three seconds to recognize where we were, an empty stretch of road close to the middle of nowhere in one direction and pockets of civilization in the other. Including a few recent housing developments. If I made it to someone’s front door, I could call Simon to come get me.

Using my cloaking spell hadn’t worked, so I had to hope I was a faster runner than Wyatt.

Come on, high school track and field, don’t fail me now!

I tore along the side of the road without looking behind me. That was how people tripped and fell on their faces and got nabbed by the people chasing them. I’d seen the movies. I knew how this worked.

Then why’d you leave the house, dumbass?

Later, I would have a serious conversation with myself about
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