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      Blurb

      

      
        5 books. One volume. Binge the complete Lost in Front of You series.
      

      When a woman who knows nothing about magic stumbles into a new, dangerous world, she must rely on one man to survive.

      The ruthless, single-minded Raynor Nex only cares about his possessions. A gift from his late, power-obsessed father, Raynor will stop at nothing to secure his position among Gilder City’s magical elite. Show weakness, and the Higher Magical Union will strip him of his title, his wealth, and his Belongings.

      In this world, there are two types of possession: those money can buy and those magic guarantees.

      When the naïve but determined Alicia breaks into his club, courtesy of a family curse gone wrong, Raynor intends to throw her to the Union. One thing stops him. Alicia bears a birthmark at the back of her neck, an inverted triangle, Raynor’s family crest and the symbol that signifies his Belongings. How can a woman he’s never met be marked with his magical guarantee? And what exactly will Alicia do to remove it? He’ll soon have no choice but to set her to work at his private detective agency, whether she likes it or not.

      She’s always known she was different. Now that difference will be shoved down her throat and set alight by a snide family curse determined to ruin her life and a cold man who unwittingly holds the secrets to her past.

      She’ll fight – the curse, Raynor, anything that gets her way. It might not be in her personality. It’s in her blood, along with a gift that could finally tear the tyrannical Union apart and set magic and Raynor free for good.
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    Lost in Front of You Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    This house would be trouble. Who was I kidding? This city would be worse.

    I’d come to Gilder to sort out my grandmother’s estate. As I paused on the stoop, tilted my head back, and stared up past the three-story weatherboard house, I watched clouds race through the sky, chased by a violent, stormy wind. I clucked my tongue, grabbed my collar, yanked it up, and grunted, “It’ll be fine. Get in and get out. It’ll only take a couple of weeks to clean this place. Then you can go back to your normal, boring, peaceful life. I promise.” I lifted my hand and saluted no one in particular. Then I jammed the keys into the old, rusted brass lock, opened the door, and walked inside.

    Dust, cobwebs, and my grandmother’s unique smell met me. A few tears touched my eyes. Not too many. She died a year ago. The house had lain untouched for that long. One of my grandmother’s brothers had fought over the will, contesting the fact Helen left everything to me. He’d lost.

    And here we were.

    I ran a hand over a beautiful birds-of-paradise gilded wallpaper and walked into the kitchen.

    My phone rang.

    I knew who it was long before I plucked it out of my pocket and smiled at my friend’s name on screen. I slid my thumb over the answer button and popped her on speakerphone. “Jane, thanks for calling.”

    “Do I detect serious boredom in your voice already? By my calculations, you only just arrived. How is it? Fitting into the city of sin yet?” She laughed, the melodic tones echoing around the kitchen.

    I turned on the spot, momentarily lost in the details. The room was immaculate. A year of neglect had done nothing. Dust might coat things, and a few ambitious spiders had built thick webs behind the fridge and the nooks underneath the cupboards. It still smelt and felt like grandma. Neat to a point of fault, a woman who loved rich details, and someone who….

    I tapped my chest, sliding my fingers down my throat. Then I grabbed the back of my neck. I scratched a birthmark.

    “You’ve gone all silent. Thinking of her again, are you? It’s been a year,” Jane said softly.

    “I know. I’m over it.”

    “You don’t need to be over it. That’s not what I’m saying. Anyhow, let’s talk about something a little more fun. You know you are in the city that can turn any good girl into a steaming hot wreck, right? Just take Missy.” Her voice hardened.

    I winced, knowing where this would go. “Just because she hasn’t called doesn’t mean you’ve broken up as friends.”

    “I’ve sent endless texts, emails, even a freaking handwritten letter. What does the girl want from me?”

    “She’s probably busy.”

    “Yeah. Busy doing things her Sunday school teacher wouldn’t approve of.” Jane laughed, but the harsh note overwhelmed the mirth. “I just wanna know she’s OK, alright?”

    “I’m sure she is. You’ve heard from other friends she’s fine.”

    “So why won’t she call me?”

    I glanced at the fridge, noted it was unplugged, then shoved the little plastic cord into the outlet. I flicked on the switch, and the vibrating hum filled the room.

    I opened it then instantly regretted it. Someone hadn’t cleaned it properly. Gagging, I shoved it closed with my shoulder, waved at my face, and walked over to a large French door leading to a well-designed patio. It might’ve been a year, but the garden still hadn’t taken over completely.

    I bit my lip and watched several lavender heads swaying in the wild wind.

    “Anyhow, enough about Missy. More about you. You aren’t going to turn into a devil girl, are you? You won’t let the bright lights of Gilder get to your head, huh?”

    I snorted, the move shaking so badly, I should’ve shattered the glass in front of me. “Me? Come on, you do know me, right?”

    “Yeah, I do. What was my favorite quote from primary school again?”

    I winced, ran a finger underneath my tight collar, and pulled it out. “A stone that won’t roll downhill, no matter how hard you push it.”

    “That’s it. Miss Willamina thought you’d always need the most gigantic shoves to get going.”

    “That’s… not true,” I tried.

    “How many months has it been since your great-uncle failed to contest the will?”

    “… Four.”

    “And it’s taken you four freaking months to go and claim your sweet three-story mansion in one of the hottest cities in the country? Sure. It makes sense. You’re not just a big stone that needs a shove. You’re rooted into the ground. You need to be chopped off at the ankles.”

    “I think I’ll keep my ankles where they are.” Done with the kitchen, I walked into the hallway. Again, I lovingly slid my fingers down the beautiful birds-of-paradise wallpaper. Dust came off on my hands. I pressed it between my thumb and forefinger then glanced at the stairs leading up to the second floor.

    I had more rooms to explore on this floor. I felt drawn up, though, like someone tied a tether to my gut and pulled.

    “You should go check out the Tearaway Club at least,” Jane continued. I still had her on speaker, and her scratchy tones accompanied me up the creaking stairs.

    I frowned. “Tearaway? Weird name for a club.”

    “Guess it’s to tear you away from your old life. Missy liked it. No, loved it. The last conversation we had, she raved about it.”

    “Can you tell me the last time I went to a club?” Incredulity and amusement tightened my tone. I reached the second-floor landing, paused to investigate one half-open door, then shook my head. Tilting my neck up, I glanced above. That pull was still yanking me onward.

    I climbed to the third and final floor and stopped. It took that long for Jane to answer. “I’ve just consulted with Chronos, the god of time, and he’s reliably told me you’ve never stepped foot in a club. Why don’t you start now? Let your hair down.”

    “It’s called the Tearaway Club.” I shoved my fingers through my smooth shoulder-length blond locks. “I don’t want my hair to be torn right off.”

    Jane laughed. “Just live a little. That’s all I’m asking you, OK? Go find out who you are. Have some fun. Loosen some boundaries.”

    “I know who I am,” I protested. I walked down the landing and stopped underneath the rickety stairs leading to the attic.

    They were down. I’d never seen them down in all my life.

    When she was alive, Grandma Helen had several cast-iron rules. Break them, and she’d treat me to the full force of a rolling pin across my thighs. One was to never try on her jewelry. The other was to never go into her attic.

    The ferocity of her punishments almost stopped me. Then with a sinking stomach, I realized she was dead.

    I clambered up the rickety steps.

    “What are you doing, Alicia? It sounds like you’re felling trees in a forest.”

    “Not exactly. And you’re wrong.”

    “About what?”

    “I know myself. I know exactly what I like and what I don’t like. What’s wrong with that?”

    Jane paused. “How can you know what you like when you limit your experiences, Alicia? I love you, don’t get me wrong. You’re not Missy.” Her voice tightened. “You’re loyal, you’re friendly, and you’re sweet. But you never push. You always wait to get what you want.”

    “What’s wrong with that? It makes me a good citizen.”

    “It lets people walk all over you, just like your great-uncle tried to do. Look, it doesn’t matter. We both know you’re not going to go to the Tearaway Club. Just have a little fun. Promise me that, OK? Let your hair down. Just a strand.”

    I scrunched my lips together as I unhooked the hatch holding the attic trapdoor closed. It creaked worse than an old coffin as some zombie came to life.

    “I promise,” I whispered.

    I had no intention of letting my hair down – even just a strand. But the moment distracted me into promising that, the loud groan of the trap-door hinges like a moan in my ears.

    “Done,” Jane snapped like an over-enthusiastic auctioneer taking the highest bid. “I’ll hold you to that. You sound busy. I’ll call you back, OK?”

    “See you.” I ended the call, shoved the phone into my pocket, pushed my shoulder into the half-open attic door, and rose up the last step.

    My foot struck a slippery patch of dust, and I almost tumbled right back down the stairs. I let go of the door, and it slid open and smashed onto the attic floor. It produced the kind of dust cloud that could cover a city for hours.

    As I coughed and spluttered, I fell onto my knees. Then I rose, body strangely stiff.

    I was in the attic.

    Holy… holy crap.

    I would’ve given anything to satisfy my curiosity and come up here while grandma was still alive. Now it felt sacrilegious, wrong, but… necessary.

    I focused on the tickling, niggling sensation in my gut and walked across the messy floor.

    The rest of the house was immaculate. This place didn’t belong. Old wooden crates were turned on their sides, random objects spilling from them. There were several desks. Piles of paper, knickknacks, and strange jars covered them, as ordered as a tip face.

    It looked like the office of a hoarder.

    It differed so much from my grandmother’s perfect personality, I wanted to turn around, close my eyes, and wake back up.

    This wasn’t a dream.

    “What were you doing hiding this place up here, Grandma Helen?”

    She couldn’t answer. The dead tell no truths. The things they leave behind still hint at it.

    I walked slowly over to the largest desk. It could’ve been an antique. I couldn’t tell. Crates leaned against it, an old, beaten-up captain’s chair turned on its side at the front. I grabbed it, shoved it onto its casters, and patted the dust off the torn tan leather. Then I leaned across and plucked up an open book. I turned it around and glimpsed the handwriting. It felt like someone kicked my heart. “Grandma Helen’s perfect cursive,” I muttered under my breath, throat tight with grief. I slid my finger down her long L’s and perfectly dotted I’s then froze when I realized I didn’t know the language.

    “What the heck is this?” I brought it closer, turned the book around as if that could help, then flipped to another page.

    I was pretty good at languages. I had no idea what this was.

    I set the book down. Then I noticed the object hiding underneath several sheets of paper. I glimpsed the edge of a polished tortoiseshell box.

    The attic had natural light. The storm might be chasing wild, laden, blue-gray clouds over the city. Enough illumination penetrated the otherwise gloomy attic for the box to steal my attention. A few slices of sunshine struck it from the rounded porthole-style windows on either side of me.

    I don’t know why the tortoiseshell glimmered like 1000 stars. And I don’t know why I couldn’t breathe as I reached over, pushed the paper from it, and clutched the box close.

    Believe it or not, I wasn’t in this for my grandmother’s money. I would’ve been happy if she hadn’t left me a cent. As long as she told me her secrets.

    For as long as I remember, my grandmother had always told me our family was mysterious. Our forbidden history was squirreled away where no one could find it.

    Maybe she’d just played with me.

    “Maybe. Or maybe your grandmother was always as mysterious as she seemed. But all her secrets died with her death,” I muttered aloud.

    I went to place the box down. I froze. I turned it around then stepped back dramatically into a brighter shaft of sunlight.

    It wouldn’t last. The clouds gathered faster now, pushed on by a truly violent wind. At least this house was built well. I still heard the persistent scratching of an oak branch against the porthole window to my left. It sounded like someone knocking to be let in.

    As a thrill of fear chased down my spine, I tilted the box and noticed something on the front.

    It was a standard tortoiseshell box from about 200 years ago. It’s just that right in the middle was an upside-down triangle. Which wouldn’t matter if I didn’t have an upside-down triangle on the back of my neck. A unique birthmark.

    I reached up to it just as the clouds chased away that last shaft of light. I pulled back the hair bunched against my neck and slid my fingers over the raised birthmark.

    It was a perfect inverted triangle. The lines were sharp, clear, and crisp like a tattoo.

    “What the…?”

    I sank down to a knee. I hesitated. Here I stood in the attic, a place my grandmother never wanted me to go.

    And she had a box with an inverted triangle….

    “Come on,” I said dramatically then rolled my eyes. “This means nothing. You’re in a creepy, massive house on your own. You’re never on your own. You’re scared and jumping to wild conclusions. Crap, Jane’s right, isn’t she? I’m a massive stone that doesn’t know how to roll downhill. I have all the opportunities, just none of the impetus. And it’s made me into a freaking coward.”

    The box wasn’t locked. The shiny little brass catch had come slightly loose from the lower hook. With a single flick, I could open it. My stomach still sucked in, my heart grounding to a halt.

    I swear I faced some invisible wall, some threshold. My whole body told me to turn around—

    But a tiny spark within couldn’t let me do that anymore.

    I reached down, unhooked the catch, and opened the box. Inside, I saw the most startling necklace I’d ever clapped eyes on.

    Grandma Helen adored jewelry. Jane had called this house a mansion. It technically wasn’t. But by our simple poor standards, it was.

    Three stories, situated on a large two-acre block with manicured gardens not far from the center of one of the most expensive cities in the freaking world, I didn’t even know how much it was worth. Great-uncle sure did. He wanted to add it to his portfolio, probably wanted to move in so he could throw parties for his investor friends.

    Not my point. If gran could afford a place like this, she could afford jewels like this, too. I stared down at something worth at least $100,000, if not more. I wasn’t in the jewelry business, but the giant red center stone looked like a ruby. It was so big, it must be more than 30 carats.

    The design was odd, though. You’d think with a stone that perfect someone would stud diamonds around it like arrows permanently pointing to it. Instead, it had a complex gold setting that, with a flick, could spin around the ruby.

    I plucked it up, and a tight shiver shot through me just as a wind gust slammed that oak branch hard against the window. I jolted as it scratched the glass.

    My breath caught in my throat as I stared at the ruby again, and I achingly got to a knee. I didn’t know why my body was so stiff, why my shoulders had hardened and risen up to my ears. Hell, why couldn’t I even breathe?

    Sweat beaded across my brow. I glimpsed it in my reflection in the window.

    I also glimpsed my gaze. Fixed, almost haunted, I couldn’t take my eyes off that necklace for long.

    What were my grandmother’s two rules? Don’t go into the attic, and don’t wear her jewelry.

    As the storm finally settled and far off, thunder beat through the heavens like a war drum, I undid the catch, hesitated, placed the chain around my neck, and put it on.

    I pressed it against my chest and slid my fingers down the moving gold parts. It felt like opening multiple curtains. I smoothed them down against my breastbone then stared at the stone.

    A flash of lightning blasted into the yard outside. The illumination burnt so brightly, I screamed and lurched down to a knee. The bang shook the whole house like a mortar at close range.

    As the light subsided and my eyes adjusted, I stared down at the stone, and I swear something stared back.

    Wide white eyes trapped in a glistening white face.

    It couldn’t be—

    The second I saw it, something saw me. A hand burst up out of the ruby and grabbed my wrist.

    
      What the hell?
    

    My brain couldn’t keep up.

    I lived a normal life. Magic didn’t exist. Monsters were a thing for fantasy films. But now one grabbed me by the wrist and pulled itself out of the ruby. Magic or something surrounded it. It cut across its body in darting waves like the clouds chased by the wind outside. They meandered left and right then sped up like minnows darting in the shallows. The magic shone a crisp purple-black. It matched the creature’s eyes. It blinked them closed then opened them. While they were mostly white, the pupils burnt with a violent purple tinge.

    The monster opened its mouth, its fleshy lips puckering over sharp teeth. Then it hissed, and the magic slicing around its form changed direction and shot straight toward me.

    I jerked an arm up in self-defense. I couldn’t do anything.

    The spell struck me and forced me back against the desk. I slammed into it, knocking every object onto the floor. The captain’s chair creaked and fell like a cracked mast.

    My blond locks sliced in front of my eyes, but nothing could stop me from staring at the creature as it took one creaking step toward me. Either it weighed enough that the floor protested underneath its bulk, or its joints didn’t work like mine. Maybe there was another explanation. It’d been stuck in that necklace for so long, it needed to stretch its limbs.

    I couldn’t… my brain wouldn’t… nothing worked. My body diverted every single gram of energy into my muscles. They tingled like crazy.

    The monster took another step up to me. It tilted its head, its ear touching its shoulder, those eyes somehow widening. “Hers,” it hissed.

    My breath came out in jerking, lurching waves. Lightning slammed down into the yard outside, this time closer to the house. It was powerful enough it blasted the portal glass toward me. It snapped off a chunk of that oak branch, and it hurtled into the room as glass shattered around me.

    I screamed. I didn’t bother to jerk an arm up and hide behind it.

    The monster took one last step up to me. Then it swiped its hand at me, and that magic shot over.

    Three lines blasted toward me, one traveling low across the floor, the other at hip height, and the last one right toward my throat.

    I tried to lurch back against the desk. I couldn’t. The magic struck me.

    Magic… real magic. Actual, honest-to-God freaking magic struck me. I felt it moving and understood instinctively just how different it was. This wasn’t some science experiment. It wasn’t a freaking alien. This was a hidden power.

    One I had no chance against.

    The magic wrapped around my ankles, chest, and throat, dragging me toward the creature.

    It opened its mouth even wider. “Hers,” it snarled again.

    “I’m not… this isn’t happening,” I defaulted to saying, voice tightening with fear as the magic squeezed my throat.

    Rain lashed the side of the house. Without the portal glass, it splashed onto the floor, a little reaching me, even though I was halfway into the room. It stuck my hair against the side of my face and sizzled against the magic. It could do nothing to force the creature back, even as a wild gust roared into the room. It caught the papers I’d knocked off the desk and sent them fluttering around me like confetti.

    The creature kneeled. It wasn’t tall. The way it still had to bend its body in half captured my attention like a knife to my brain.

    “Hers. Helen’s.”

    Something snapped in my brain, propelling me into action. Horror made my gut hollow, but my brow compressed as I demanded, “Grandma?”

    “The old witch is finally gone. Nothing to stop me now.”

    “… Grandma? You knew my grandma?”

    “Finally gone, finally murdered,” the creature hissed.

    … Grandma Helen had fallen off the roof. Don’t ask me why she’d gone up there. Eccentric to the last, she’d probably done it to stare at the freaking night sky.

    Now this creature… this thing… this magical freaking monster was telling me it had murdered grandma?

    Deep inside me, fear transformed. Just a scrap, just a spark.

    I shoved forward, and one of the strands of magic broke. I’d never forget the moment, the sound, the feeling. I swear a big wall shot right out of my heart and punched the world.

    The creature’s eyes widened. Then it launched forward. It wrapped its claws around my throat and shoved me against the desk. My feet struggled.

    My hair flopped in front of my face. I’d die. But—

    I didn’t care. “You murdered my grandmother,” I spat.

    “No. Something else murdered your grandmother.”

    I shivered. “Then you’re going to murder me—”

    It shook its head. “No. I’m going to do something much more fun.”

  
    Chapter 2

    I woke.

    My mind wouldn’t work. Hazy fog filled my brain, thick like glue.

    Something sat on my chest, a weight I couldn’t escape—

    My brain was telling me I was still in a hotel on the outskirts of Gilder City. I had to go to my grandmother’s house today, right? I needed to start clearing out her things—

    The weight got heavier. I could barely breathe. It forced my eyes open. Then, in dusk’s haze, I saw a white-eyed creature staring back.

    With a punch of recognition, I remembered everything and screamed.

    The creature just sat on my chest, its small body folded up, its knees pressed against its chin. It had exceptional balance. It remained there, pinning me even as I struggled to force it off.

    “Awake,” it hissed, its lips moving hard over sharp teeth.

    “This isn’t happening. It isn’t freaking happening. Magic isn’t real—”

    “Magic is the lifeblood of the universe. If it weren’t real, stars would stop burning, planets would stop spinning, and little people like you would die like flies. For there would be nothing to hold back the true night.” The creature spoke with glee.

    I struggled for breath. Then I tried to shove it back.

    I pushed it. I couldn’t make it budge an inch. “Get off me.”

    “No. I plan to make you my host.”

    “Host?” My voice shot up. I couldn’t take it anymore. “Help. Help,” I screamed.

    “This is all the help I can give you. But if you are asking them for help,” the creature pointed to the broken porthole window and the rain still lashing the side of the house, “they will not come. You are referring to the ordinary inhabitants of Gilder, to the normal people of Planet Earth. They don’t know about magic, and they’re kept back from it by a wall. You can scream all you want. They won’t hear you. As for the magical community,” the creature smiled even wider, its lips pulling back until the plump flesh turned into two thin, razor-sharp lines, “I’d be careful what you wish for.”

    “… What does that mean?”

    “The magical community will be just as likely to use you as help you. No. They’ll be more likely to use you.”

    Horror drowned me in a tidal wave of crippling force. I couldn’t breathe. It froze my chest. It snapped my eyes open wider and made me like a statue waiting to crumble.

    But the creature didn’t snap forward and kill me. It inclined its head again. “You still have power in you. Regardless of how much your grandmother tried to suppress it. Interesting.”

    “Grandma… suppress? You killed her—” I remembered.

    The creature shook its head. “Why would I kill the matriarch? I may be a family curse. I still understand I’m dependent on this lineage of witches. If you all die, I die. And now there’s only one of you left.” It lifted a long, sinewy finger and pressed it close to my nose. Then it twisted it around and slid its yellow talon down the side of my face.

    If it were possible, I somehow froze even more. Every cell stopped working, every atom hesitating, the electrons waiting for the creature to kill me.

    It didn’t.

    “This honestly can’t be happening,” I whined again.

    “Expand your mind. Magic is real. Your grandmother kept you back from it. Now she’s dead and nothing can keep you alive but me.”

    “But you’re….”

    “A curse,” it hissed, drawing close again, clearly wanting to see my fear at this revelation.

    “… A curse is like….”

    “There is nothing quite like a curse. We are unique creatures born of grudges. An amalgamation of dark magic and life force. We have our own minds, even our own souls. And we have our own desires.”

    I squeezed my eyes closed. “If you want to kill me—”

    “We’ve already established this. My life is now dependent on yours. I will keep you alive.”

    It suddenly got off my chest.

    I didn’t realize how cripplingly heavy it was. As soon as the weight lifted off me, I spluttered. I turned to the side, coughed, and almost hacked up blood.

    My brain promised I was honestly on the edge of death…. It lied. As the fear peaked and subsided and the room stopped spinning, I twisted and stared at the creature.

    It stood close to the portal. It was dusk now. I could only just see a few faint glimmers of it pressing through the dark swath of clouds like fingers through paper.

    There was still just enough scant illumination to light up the creature’s milky white body. It turned from the broken portal and stared at me. “You will rise. We have a guarantee to get back.”

    I coughed.

    I locked a hand on my chest then winced. “You broke my ribs.”

    “I did not.” It snorted.

    “They’re so painful.”

    “My life is now dependent on yours. Rise. We have a guarantee to retrieve.”

    “Guarantee?”

    “You know nothing about magic. Your grandmother kept it from you. But this world is built on guarantees. It’s the lifeblood of force. It is also poison.” A slice of lightning outside briefly illuminated the creature’s eyes. Mostly I could only see the whites. For a flash, I detected that crisp black purple. It felt like concentrated malice staring back at me.

    I didn’t want to gaze at it for too long. Something inside me prevented me from turning away.

    I slid a hand down my mouth, dislodging a little sweat and spittle. I looked like a mess. You try looking good when a magical curse has turned your life upside down.

    More lightning blasted outside. I shivered, suddenly realizing how cold I was. I slid a hand down my chest. I still wore the ruby necklace. Instinctively, I went to pull it off. I couldn’t. I grasped the catch. A little jolt of magical force stopped me from opening it. I spat, dropped my hands, and stared at the creature. “I don’t want to help you. I want to go back to normal.”

    “You speak like a child. You cannot go back to normal. The blinkers have been ripped off you, Alicia. The magical world awaits. You require guarantees, or you will be swept under. The forces that killed your grandmother will kill you, and I will die in turn. But I will not let that happen.” It tightened its hands into fists. They scrunched, somehow louder than the continuous pounding rain outside.

    “… What’s a guarantee?”

    “In the magical world, there are two kinds of possessions. There are physical possessions just like cars, houses, and property. Then there are guarantees. They are bound to your magic and family. No one can steal them without the right of reply. And they bolster your worth. It does not matter how many physical possessions you have. If you want power and recognition – and you need both – you require guarantees.”

    I shook my head. “This makes no sense.”

    “Irrelevant. Your grandmother’s most important guarantee was stolen. You will go and retrieve it. Or your family will be wiped away in a single breath.”

    “But great-uncle is so powerful. He knows politicians. He even went out yachting with the president—”

    “But he is not magical. Your old world is now irrelevant. Only the magical realm matters. It is the secret lifeblood of the planet, the ruling elite, the force that protects it from the dark but uses it in the light. If you want to survive – and I’ll make you – you need guarantees. None is more important than the photobook stolen from this house. Retrieve it, or all this becomes irrelevant. A greater force will swallow you. The Union,” the creature hissed, “will crush you overnight.”

    I shivered again and tried to shake my head but gave up. I melted onto my knees. “I can’t fight. I don’t have magic.”

    The creature dramatically lifted a hand and pointed at me. Its finger drifted down until it stopped close to my chest. “What do you think burns inside you?” Its voice twisted on the word burns.

    I screwed my eyes shut. “I—”

    Air buffeted my face. I opened my eyes to see the creature right in front of me. “Do you want to die, Alicia?”

    I shook my head.

    “Do you want to live?”

    Slowly, I nodded.

    “Do you want to find out who murdered your grandmother?”

    I nodded faster.

    The creature pressed close until I could only see that crisp black-purple burning in its eyes. I was almost attracted to it.

    “Do you want to find out what you really are, Alicia?”

    Everything came to a shuddering stop. Then it moved forward in a snap as I nodded harder than before. “Yes,” I whispered.

    “Then rise. You must go to the Tearaway Club. That’s where the photobook is.”

    “Tearaway Club? But that’s… a normal club,” I whispered, trying to get the nomenclature right. “It’s not magical. Normal people can go there.”

    “It is a place on the liminal edge. Right between the magical world and the real world. It is frequented by many magical practitioners.”

    “Liminal edge? None of this makes any sense. But a photobook—” A memory rose, unbidden from childhood. An ornate photobook in a pressed red leather cover with gilded edges.

    My grandmother only ever pulled it out on special occasions. She’d tuck me up on her lap, smooth her fingers down my hair, and open the book, telling me about our forebears.

    A violent shiver chased down my spine. “Who stole it and why?”

    “You’re finally thinking correctly. If you have questions, you must answer them. Or someone will use the information against you. Now get up. Change your clothes. We will go to the Tearaway Club.”

    “But I don’t even know your name,” I said like that mattered the most.

    I was speaking to a real-life curse. Magic was real. And… I had no idea what was inside me. I remembered that crackling wall of force that pushed back against the creature’s attack. It felt like the tiniest spark had roared into life inside me. It just needed fuel to grow.

    “Zilly,” the creature answered.

    “What?”

    “My name. Your grandmother called me Zilly.”

    My brows scrunched. “But you were a curse she controlled.”

    “Nobody controls curses,” Zilly hissed.

    “So what was your relationship with her?” A part of me stepped back from this crazy situation and appreciated just how mad it was. I was questioning a freaking monster.

    And the more I did, the more… I didn’t want to use the word normal it felt, but less bizarre worked. The initial adrenal punch of seeing magic started abating. It left this yawning, wide-open gap inside me only answers could fill.

    How on earth had this magical world existed without me knowing?

    Because my grandmother hid it from me.

    Why?

    “You will change your clothes, Alicia.”

    “I don’t have any other clothes.”

    “Go to your grandmother’s closet in her third-floor bedroom. Select a jacket.”

    I nodded

    I went to walk from the room. I dropped to a knee and picked up the tortoiseshell box. I slipped my fingers down the upside-down triangle.

    I reached around and touched my birthmark.

    “Do not disturb it,” Zilly hissed.

    “Disturb it? It’s a birthmark. It’s a part of me. How could I disturb it?”

    “It is sacred. Do not scratch it, cut it, or hurt it. Put on a jacket. Hurry.”

    It was a surprise I found the coordination to walk down the rickety attic steps.

    I turned in a daze. I knew where my grandmother’s bedroom was. I walked straight past it. Zilly wouldn’t let me. She grabbed my shoulder and forced me through the half-open door to my left. I staggered into my grandmother’s bedroom.

    It was beautiful and serene. Perfect handmade curtains covered a bay window. Her four-poster bed sat neatly in the corner like she’d just left it.

    Grief punched me. It was nothing compared to what Zilly could do. “Move faster.”

    “I am. What are you, anyway? I mean, are you female or male? You’re a curse—”

    “I could be either. Pick one.”

    “What?”

    “What would you prefer?”

    “What does it matter what I prefer? It’s up to you.”

    Zilly paused. “Female.”

    “OK. You’re a female curse. And I’m putting on a jacket to go to the Tearaway Club. Which is in liminal magical space.”

    “Liminal space. It is not magical space. It is verge space between both. You must understand. If you do not, others will use you.”

    I shivered, back muscles tight.

    I selected a long trench. Fortunately, my grandmother had a lot of clothes. I slid into the well-tailored, silk-lined fabric. I already felt warmer. It hid the muck covering my chest and the cuts in my T-shirt.

    I tied the belt. I turned.

    Zilly looked me up and down. “We will now hurry.”

    “I don’t get it. Presumably someone’s had that photobook for a while. Grandma’s been dead for a year.” Sadness gripped my voice. “Why do we need to hurry?”

    “You have found your magic. It won’t be long until the Union finds you. You have no guarantees. Without a guarantee, they will simply control you, taking everything you have. Including me.”

    “How can they just do that? Surely there are laws.”

    “Do you know how laws are made?”

    “People agree on them… I guess.”

    “Powerful people agree,” she corrected. “And in the magical community, no one is stronger than the Union. It is made-up of those with the largest number of guarantees. They will do anything to protect their guarantees. But to do so they must also protect the guarantee system.”

    “I don’t understand,” I whispered, voice constricted. I pulled my messy hair from my face.

    I had a headache. My ribs hurt. My stomach rumbled. But Zilly locked her hand on my shoulder and shoved me out of the closet.

    I almost banged into the bed. I grabbed one of the polished metal posters, shoved off it, and strode over to the door.

    I frowned at Zilly. “Aren’t folks going to see you walking through town?”

    Zilly briefly stared into my eyes. Then magic just pulled her apart. I screamed but stopped as the magic shot into the ruby necklace. A perfect reflection of Zilly’s large purple pupils stared back at me. It didn’t take long for her to sneer. “I can be in either state. Now go to the Tearaway Club.”

    I left the house.

    The storm was in full swing. As I yanked my jacket collar higher, I turned, hair whipping around my face as I checked on the attic window.

    I’d fix it when I returned….

    If I returned.

    “If someone stole the photobook and took it to the Tearaway Club… aren’t they gonna stop me from taking it back?” I asked.

    “It is your guarantee. You have a right to it.”

    “They’re a thief though.”

    “Then you’ll fight.”

    I took a step and stopped. “With what?”

    “The magic you used to fight me. It’s powerful. I don’t know what it is yet. It needs to be used. Force like that will destroy the practitioner if they don’t let it out.”

    More lightning blasted through the heavens above. It made Zilly’s message all the more potent and harder to ignore.

    I ran down the path, reached the gate, opened it, and shot over to my car.

    I unlocked it. I slipped inside, gripped the steering wheel with bloodless hands, and squeezed my eyes closed. I opened them, tilted my head down until my neck creaked, and stared at the ruby. Zilly sneered back at me. “Drive.”

    “I can hear your voice.”

    “I’m speaking aloud. That’s hardly an interesting thing to note.”

    “No, I mean if you talk to me in necklace form, other people will hear.”

    “When normal people are within earshot, I will not speak to you like this. Drive.”

    I started the car and pulled onto the rain-slicked road. I struggled to turn my lights on. They sliced across the puddles and froth gathering in the drains.

    I pulled onto the empty road. “I don’t know where the Tearaway Club is.”

    “Look it up on your phone.”

    “… You know what a phone is?”

    “I’m a curse, not a Luddite.”

    “… Do you have your own phone?” I couldn’t think straight. Could a curse have a phone? How would they register for a SIM?

    “Exactly what would I use a phone for? Magic is always quicker and far better.”

    “You can communicate with people using magic?”

    “Powerful organizations like the Union can even transport from place to place with magic. You have a lot to learn.”

    An understatement.

    I wiped the rain from my face as I drove, a trembling mess. I still kept it together long enough to type Tearaway Club into my maps app.

    The AI voice that directed me soothed my nerves. Mildly. As I got stuck behind traffic, I stared across at a delivery truck then past it at the shops behind. When the light turned green, I didn’t move. Zilly snapped at me. “Every second you waste now is one you hand to the Union and your considerable enemies.”

    “Only you know I’m magical.”

    “That’s why we must act now. They’ll find out what you are soon enough. Then they’ll sweep in to take everything you have. Drive.”

    Zilly’s powerful voice made me shake. I tightened my grip around the steering wheel. I frowned, realizing the maps app wanted me to head further out of town. “Where exactly is the Tearaway Club?”

    “Sandwiched between an aluminum smelter and an industrial park.”

    I made a face. “Who exactly would put a club there? It would stink, for one.”

    “Do you think the magical community cares about air quality?”

    I frowned. I didn’t answer. I had no clue what the magical community wanted.

    Real tension gripped me by the time I reached the industrial area. I saw the aluminum smelter on the horizon. The tall stack, the smoke constantly curling out, this white wisp against the dark night sky.

    I couldn’t pull up in front of the club. Too many cars lined the street. None of them parked in front of the high fences of the industrial park or the smelter.

    The club itself was out of place. It looked like nothing more than a shed a few meters back from the cracked pavement. Except for the line of well-dressed patrons and the two giant bouncers at the gates.

    One look at the guys, and I realized they were either on roids or… magic.

    “Find a place to park, Alicia. Exit the vehicle. Get into the club.”

    I glanced at my trench. “It looks like there’s a dress code.”

    “Then use your feminine wiles to get in.”

    My eyebrows jerked up several centimeters. “Feminine wiles? Is this the 50s? I’m sorry, but I’m fresh out of those. I’m as likely to successfully flirt with a guy as the sun is to fall from the sky.”

    “Then we will have no choice but to force our way in.”

    I shook my head again, my go-to move now as my world crumbled into a mess of magic and mayhem.

    I found a place to park. It took 30 seconds to pull myself from my seat.

    My trench coat had copped the weather when I ran from the house to the car. The soaked fabric clung to me. When I opened the door and got out, Zilly at least had to hold her tongue.

    Other folks parked near me. They were better dressed, prettier, and dare I say more powerful.

    That wasn’t an equation I’d ever thought of before. But as I slid my gaze left and stared at a tall, good-looking guy in his late 20s, I swear I felt something different about him. This hint, this shadow, this… power.

    I shoved my hands into my pockets, curled my nails in hard against my palms, and slid into step behind the guy.

    I wanted to run with every fiber of my being. Do that, and as soon as I reached a place without people, Zilly would spill from the ruby necklace and pin me. This time she really would break a rib.

    Or maybe her threat would simply turn out to be true, and the Union would find me and use me.

    I didn’t exactly believe the world was a good place. I could tell you no matter how screwed up Earth was, it wasn’t a touch on magic and the Union.

    Following the handsome 20-something guy, I soon reached the back of the line. I knew the bouncers wouldn’t let me in. No matter how much I went against my repressed character and tried to flash them a smile. Missy could do it, though.

    Missy was a six-foot-tall, ebony-haired, smiling bombshell who could’ve walked out of a movie.

    She was deft at getting what she wanted. If she were in my position right now, she’d love this. Meanwhile I was just sick. I crammed a hand on my churning stomach, begging it to sit still.

    The bouncers moved through the line quickly. They rejected a lot of patrons, much to their collective chagrin.

    I heard some snap that the club wasn’t even full yet.

    The bouncers just bit back that they expected a certain kind of clientele tonight.

    They got to the guy in front of me and didn’t even bother to look at his clothes. They nodded, pointed over their shoulder, and let him through the gates.

    Had I mentioned the wind still howled? The rain had let up slightly. It still sputtered occasionally like a dying engine finding its last few dregs of petrol.

    I swear it concentrated its bounty on me. It dribbled down the high neck of my trench, making my skin frigid and prickly.

    One bouncer looked at me then jammed his thumb in the opposite direction. “No way—”

    His mate reached over, grabbed his hand, and stopped it in place.

    This bouncer was taller, his suit somehow blacker, his eyes and facial structure different. I wouldn’t exactly say he was more handsome. Try crafted.

    His gaze slid down me, his brow contracting. “No. Let this one in.”

    “But—”

    “Let her in.” The guy in charge motioned behind him.

    “Ah, thanks,” I said. I always had to be polite.

    I unstuck my feet and followed that crafted guy down a cracked concrete path, through a graffiti-covered door, and into a club.

    The transition was immediate. Outside, the place looked like a derelict old factory. Inside, I found a pumping club.

    The walls were painted a brilliant crimson. Low, sultry lighting led the eye down a narrow corridor to a wild dance floor. Voices, laughter, and the thick, base-filled beat of techno music filled the air.

    I banged into the guy in front of me. “Sorry,” I stammered automatically.

    The guy hadn’t noticed me outside. Now his sharp crystal blue gaze slid down me like I hid something underneath my sodden trench. “You’re OK. But you are what, exactly?”

    “Ha?”

    He smiled like a magazine cover and shoved his hand out. The door behind me opened. Other patrons tried to get in. When I didn’t move, he locked a hand on my hip and pulled me closer to the wall.

    I lurched in surprise.

    “I’m asking who you are, honey. Tell me your name and powers. We’ll start with those,” he murmured.

    Stunned, I stared at him. “Powers?

    His head ticked to the side. His eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t have gotten in here without magic, not on a night like tonight. The bouncers are only letting the gifted in. So I know you’ve got powers… unless you don’t know yet?” His smile stopped. I won’t say it froze. It hit pause on itself as it tried to figure out its next move. Just how big should it become? Just how happy was this guy that I clearly didn’t know what my powers were?

    My stomach kicked with fear.

    Zilly’s warning careened through my head. That wasn’t all. I swear the necklace dug into me harder like claws pushing into my skin. I winced in pain. The guy’s eyes darted down to my necklace. He frowned. “Now, what is that?”

    He leaned in to touch it. I ducked under his arm as the door swung open again, distracting him.

    I ran off down the corridor toward the dance floor.

    “Don’t be like that,” he laughed. “I’m a tracker. You think I can’t find you anywhere? You smell… I can’t put my finger on it. I will in a second, though.”

    Freaked out by his threat, I briefly glanced over my shoulder. He smiled behind a glitzy couple who spilled in through the door. The second they entered the club, they somehow got glitzier. The lady’s already vibrant green eyes glowed brighter. And the guy opened his mouth. Two sharp teeth grew out of his freaking gums like vampire fangs.

    No. No way. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t—

    I couldn’t function or freaking think. My brain hit overdrive. I thrust onto the dance floor. I stumbled into a tall guy with muscles that bristled so much, he must be more than a bodybuilder.

    Two husky blue eyes stared at me. He frowned. “Do you mind?” He froze. His nostrils expanded like he smelt something. His eyes sharpened as he stared at me.

    I ducked under his arm. Easy to do, considering my small size.

    I felt like a mouse in a sea of cats. I banged into a lady. She turned. She also had fangs. “Do you have a problem? Because you’re about to. Why did they let you in? It’s magic night, but they should have standards.”

    “Sorry,” I stammered.

    Zilly terrified me. She was a curse, for crying out loud. But she was the only thing I knew. Right now, I longed to get to a place where I could talk to her again. Hell, I even wanted to see her shining, crystal purple eyes, regardless of how much disdain filled them.

    I ducked across the dance floor, the world spinning around me. Fear didn’t just pluck at my spine. I swear it started squatting in my brain for good, refashioning it and tearing down my old world. It didn’t need the rules I’d once lived my life by. I needed to make room for a whole new realm of magic.

    A bar stretched across the far side of the room. People leaned against it, drinking, chatting, and laughing. A few were kissing—

    They weren’t freaking kissing. One guy was drinking from a woman’s neck.

    Bang. I felt like I lost the last of my sanity.

    I spied a door that I thought led to the bathrooms. It opened. A guy spilled out of it, distracted on his phone.

    I just ducked in past him. The door swung shut. I faced a darkened corridor with a single naked light globe.

    There was no graffiti. It was thankfully empty, and the constant throb of the dance music and people’s laughter reduced by half.

    I spun, tumbled against the wall, locked my hand on it, and almost fell to my knees. Zilly wouldn’t let me. My necklace shook. “You’ve successfully navigated into one of the back rooms. Follow this corridor. I didn’t think you could do this so quickly.”

    “I’m having a breakdown,” I hissed.

    I fell to my knees. As soon as I struck them, I knew I wouldn’t stand again. My head kept freaking spinning—

    “You inadvisably gained the attention of a magical tracker. While no one else knows you’re here. Presumably, he can find you. Move. You’re in the right place. We just have to get to the photobook. Then you can go home.”

    It was like Zilly opened a door for me and provided an escape route.

    I didn’t think anything could peel me off the floor. Her promise did.

    I lurched to my feet. I swayed a little. I still shot off down the corridor.

    I reached a turn. I took it. But I heard the door opening behind me.

    Somehow more adrenalin flooded my system. My nerves already burnt with it. “It’s him. That tracker. Why did he smile at me like that?”

    “You’re valuable. You stupidly let him figure out that you’re new to magic.”

    “Why would that matter?”

    “Because someone new to magic would have no guarantees.”

    “And what… exactly can you do to someone who has no guarantees?” I should’ve asked this question back in the car, but I didn’t want to know the answer.

    Zilly would still give it like a brutal, ringing slap across my face. “You can do anything you want to someone without guarantees. In a world completely controlled by them, if you lack guarantees, you’re not a person. You’re a thing.”

    I clamped a hand over my mouth. Tears stung my eyes. I swear I heard footsteps behind me. I pushed into a run.

    “Where’s the photobook?” I hissed.

    “I can sense it close by.”

    “Hold on. You have some kind of connection to it?” Again, I should’ve asked this earlier. I hadn’t found it strange that Zilly automatically knew where the photobook was.

    “I’m connected to the family’s guarantees.”

    “There are more?”

    “They disappeared after your grandmother’s death. They were either stolen or destroyed. This is the last one. It’s also the most important one. You only need this one to survive.”

    The pressure got too much.

    Back in my old life – which felt like 1000 years ago now – I’d dealt with pressure poorly. I’d quit jobs over it, even left university because of it. I just couldn’t see my way out of situations whenever the world got too heavy.

    It’d crush me. But right now if I succumbed to my old way of life, the Union would crush me instead.

    I reached stairs. “Do I take them? Zilly?”

    Zilly paused.

    “Zilly?” I snapped as I desperately stared behind me. I couldn’t see that tracker yet. I just knew he was there, biding his time.

    “Do not take them. Keep running down the corridor. There should be a second set of stairs.”

    I shot off as fast as I could, knowing my luck wouldn’t last. I was in the back end of the club. The place was pumping. This was clearly an area staff frequented.

    They would come sooner rather than later.

    I somehow found another set of stairs just as I swore I heard a footstep behind me. If that guy really was a tracker, he’d only make himself audible before he intended to catch me.

    I threw myself up the stairs, two at a time. I was only small. Irrelevant. If you asked me to jump over an Olympic pole vault, I’d do it right now.

    My adrenaline could punch a hole through the sky.

    I reached the top of the stairs. Gasping for air, I stared left then right.

    “Left,” Zilly snapped.

    I shot to the left.

    I found a steel door.

    I hadn’t appreciated this before, but the inside of this club didn’t match the outside. That didn’t mean much. The outside was a big factory. You could fit a lot inside, including multiple levels. But the inside was too solid. The outside was flimsy, thin tin. It felt like I was in a completely different place.

    This steel door signified yet another threshold to a new world. It wasn’t just the thickness. It evoked solidity like you’d need a nuclear bomb to get through it.

    “Open the door, Alicia.”

    “It looks like something protects it.”

    “Well done. It does. Magic. With your power and mine, we should be able to break through it.”

    “Should be? What happens if we can’t?” My voice shot up as I stared desperately over my shoulder again.

    Was that a creak on the stairs?

    Yes.

    
      “Zilly?”
    

    “You have no chance other than to find out.”

    I grabbed the brass door handle desperately, wincing as I expected 1000 volts to pass through me. They didn’t. But something bit my hands like shoving my fingers into a crocodile’s mouth. I almost screamed, but I gasped instead, pressed my lips closed, and winced.

    I tried to fight against the handle as it shook. I pushed. It pulled itself in the opposite direction.

    Zilly’s necklace lit up. Purple-black magic sparked out of it, chased down my arms, sank into my grip, and shoved the door’s spell back. With a hiss, it opened.

    I staggered into an office. It didn’t match the club’s decor. It looked like something from a 1920s high-end bank.

    A stately massive partner’s desk sat in the middle. Iron-rimmed windows let in the city’s nightlight beyond. Expensive light fittings hung from the ceiling, but they weren’t on. Sandalwood and mahogany dressers and filing cabinets lined the walls, artful lamps and vases sitting atop. The light spilling in from the massive windows was enough to see by.

    I slammed the door closed and almost sank against it but shoved forward. “Where’s the photobook, Zilly? Zilly? This is no time to go quiet on me. Where’s the photobook?”

    “Close. In the desk,” Zilly snapped.

    I plunged down to a knee in front of the desk. I shoved a captain’s chair aside, immediately noting it looked like a similar make to my grandmother’s.

    I assumed the desk drawers were locked. I grabbed the first one. Something unclicked as if reacting to my touch. I flung the drawer open.

    “Interesting,” Zilly hissed. “You should not be able to do that.”

    “Sorry,” I spat out of habit.

    My grandma’s photobook was not in the drawer. I opened another. Again, it clicked, unlocking at my mere touch. The photobook wasn’t inside.

    I tried the last drawer, knowing in my gut this wouldn’t work. I had seconds. Something creaked out on the landing beyond the closed office door.

    But then I saw the book sitting right there in the third drawer.

    I clamped a hand over my mouth. I bent toward the book, momentarily taking my eyes off the door. I slid my hands down the book’s spine. The instant I touched it, my body reacted, my shoulders seizing up, my stomach sucking in as my breath became trapped in my throat like somebody stopped it with a tightened fist.

    Lightning suddenly flashed across the sky outside. Those amazing massive windows meant the illumination blasted across the room.

    I swallowed a scream, bent over the book, protecting it, and then straightened.

    A man stood behind me. I hadn’t heard him enter the room or felt him moving so close.

    Gilder City’s nightlights lit up the side of his face, his strong jaw, his powerful neck and broad shoulders.

    He wore a tailored suit, a crisp white shirt, and a dark black tie. None of it compared to his eyes, to his intense expression.

    He was handsome, devilishly so. But with the sharpest edge. One that felt like a knife pressed against my throat.

    He wasn’t the tracker. In a snap, I knew he owned this place, this office, and importantly, this book. Or at least he’d stolen it.

    I clutched it against my chest, my shoulders hooking up high.

    He simply stood there, staring at me. “You’re brazen to come onto my premises and steal my guarantees. You do know who I am, don’t you? You do know who you’re dealing with, don’t you?”

    He slightly bent from the hips. He barely got any closer, but it felt like he suddenly shoved me against his desk and pressed his face a single centimeter from my own.

    I shook. “Zilly? Zilly?” I hissed.

    Zilly wouldn’t answer. She’d abandoned me at the last moment.

    I had the guarantee but no idea what to do.

    “No. You don’t know who I am?” he asked, never blinking, never freaking moving. Hell, I doubt he even breathed. His perfect muscled chest just remained there in front of me, a wall I could never push past.

    “Do you or do you not know who I am? And do you or do you not know what I do to anyone who messes with me? I’m Raynor Winters.”

    I couldn’t take it anymore. I had the book. I just had to run. I just had to escape—

    Something struck me on my back. It was a blast of magic. I knew that. I felt it. I just couldn’t accommodate for what it did to me. It yanked my feet right out from underneath me. I fell onto the plush cream carpet with a bang.

    A jolt shot all the way up my spine to my teeth.

    “Do you or do you not know what I do to those who steal my guarantees?” He just had to take one step to my side, and he was practically in front of me. The city lights still illuminated him, focusing on his jaw and his sharp gaze.

    I swear those eyes could suck up all the light they saw then spit it back in one unholy blast.

    I shook. I grabbed my book harder. “This is not your guarantee. It’s mine.”

    Raynor tilted his head to the side. His sandy-blond jaw-length hair slid in front of his eyes. It did nothing to dull his stare’s intensity. “Your guarantee? Then why is it marked as mine?”

    He pointed to the cover.

    I stared down at it. It possessed the upside-down triangle. The same one on Zilly’s box. The same one on my neck.

    “It’s mine,” I said in a tiny voice. It was so weak, it should crumble in my throat. But right in the middle it possessed a grain of something harder. It was the same thing that saw me push back against Zilly’s attack. The same thing that saw me come to the Tearaway Club in the first place. And the same thing that saw me tilt my head back harder now as I stared at this man.

    He was the most arrogant and powerful person I’d ever met. Real freaking force rose off him in waves. All of it crashed against me. It should crush me, should stop me, should turn me into a gibbering mess.

    I somehow rose to my feet, clutching the book harder. “It’s mine.”

    “What are you?” he demanded.

    “It doesn’t matter. This guarantee is mine.”

    “You clearly have no idea who I am and what you’re doing. You’re a new witch, aren’t you? You have no guarantees, and somebody told you if you stole one, you’d have some kind of currency in this world. Do you have any idea what the Union will do to you when I throw you at their feet?”

    Tears stung my eyes, but I held my book harder. “This is mine.”

    “No.” He finally closed the distance between us. “This,” he pointed at the cover, driving his finger right in the middle of that upside-down triangle, “is mine.”

    I don’t know what made me do it, but something forced my magic to rise. That tiny spark I’d found back in the attic suddenly engulfed me. I shoved into him. I opened a hand. I didn’t know what I was doing and didn’t need to.

    My magic guided me.

    A bright flash of red light shot from my palm into Raynor’s chest.

    It only angered him.

    He spun me, grabbed me around the middle, yanked the book from my grip, then paused with his hand right in front of my face. As the city’s lights spilled in through the iron-barred windows behind us, they made long oblongs of illumination play over his strong, large hand. I watched as lethal charges of magic spread between his fingers.

    I’d found the book. But I’d die at the hands of the man who stole it.

    “Stealing guarantees is the worst crime you can commit in this world.”

    “Then you shouldn’t have stolen mine,” I hissed back. It flew in the face of my usual mild personality. Jane’s words might’ve goaded me. Only because they were true.

    I was someone who sat at home all day, twiddling her thumbs, living under a shadow. I never moved. I just couldn’t.

    Now I couldn’t sit still.

    That urge built in me again. Magic sailed through my blood, screaming at me to attack. It surged into my elbow. I went to shove it backward. Raynor caught my arm.

    He threw the book on to the desk as I fell forward.

    My hair tumbled over my face just as another strike of lightning lanced over the city outside. It cracked directly above the club. As the boom thundered through the walls, Raynor froze.

    I tried to twist, knowing this was my last chance to attack, but his large hand closed around the back of my neck.

    My shoulders shot toward my ears, knowing this was it.

    “I’ll fight you,” I stammered. “I swear to God, I’ll fight,” I choked through tears.

    He said nothing.

    His hand remained on the back of my neck. I waited for the moment he’d squeeze. With a blast of magic, he could probably decapitate me. But slowly, like he didn’t know what he was doing, he simply thumbed my hair from the base of my neck.

    “Let me go,” I snapped. “Let me go,” I roared louder.

    “… Let you go? How can I do that when you’re mine?”

  
    Chapter 3

    Raynor’s words couldn’t sink in.

    My brain wouldn’t work. Fear collided together with my adrenaline, begging me to react, but bit by bit, Raynor’s husky words penetrated.

    “Your… mine,” he said again, voice lower.

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let me go.” I struggled again.

    He suddenly pulled me toward him. I spun. The city lights filled my eyes as I fell against his chest.

    I finally saw his expression.

    I’d only just met this man. I swear his face could only show greed and anger. Now confusion swamped it. “You… are… mine,” he said again, words disjointed.

    “I’m not yours. That book is mine. You’ve seen my birthmark, haven’t you? It’s on the book. That’s mine. It belonged to my grandmother. You stole it. You’re not meant to steal someone else’s guarantees,” I spat.

    “… Guarantees.” His eyes tracked left and right as he stared at me.

    Something about the word guarantee made me freeze.

    I finally focused on his exact expression. “What… what are you doing?”

    “I’m trying to figure out how a witch I’ve never met has my family crest on the back of her neck.”

    “Your family crest? It’s mine. That’s my book.”

    “And you,” he shoved his face closer, his eyes sharpening, his surprise giving way to the kind of exacting mind that demands answers, “are mine. You are my guarantee.”

    “What? No—”

    A couch sat on the far side of the room. He pulled me toward it and dumped me into it.

    Then he turned as his door shook from insistent knocking.

    “Come in,” he said.

    The tracker appeared.

    I jolted against the couch.

    The tracker flashed me a somewhat disappointed look. Then he snapped a salute at Raynor. “Just checking on you, Sir.”

    “I’m fine.”

    “It looks like a new witch broke into your office.”

    “I’m dealing with it.”

    “The Union—” The tracker’s eyes lit up like he took a hit of some powerful drug.

    “I’ll deal with it.”

    “But a witch without guarantees—”

    “Benjamin, I’m dealing with it. Leave.”

    Benjamin shut the door. It left me alone with Raynor.

    I stared at the door.

    Raynor could either read my mind or now followed my eyes like a hawk. “Trust me when I say you will have no better chance out there. Benjamin will catch you and take you to the Union the second I turn my back on him.”

    “He works for you—”

    Raynor laughed. “No, he tolerates me. All the while looking for a chance to take what’s mine.” His gaze slid up and down me. I can’t say he looked covetous. To be covetous, you mustn’t already own the thing you want.

    His promise I was his guarantee got to me again. I shot to my feet.

    “Sit,” he barked.

    “No.”

    “Sit,” he snapped louder.

    “No way. This is all mad. I’m
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