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      Blurb

      

      When Lillith is sucked into a world of exorcists, danger, and magic, she’ll have one solution and one massive problem. The solution: she’s the only exorcist who can see souls. It makes her a hot commodity in a world where exorcists clear ghosts for credits and weapons. The problem? Oh, don’t get her started.

      Her new boss – a half-demon, half angel – is world-class hot and a world-class liar. It’s his literal magical skill. He has the mesmeric power to make people believe him. Which makes it hard on Lilith when, day one, he asks her to marry him.

      It’ll be harder when she’s thrown head-first into the dark world of ghosts. Her job might be to send them to the spirit realm, but when a dark force starts to rise on the other side, it targets her.

      She’ll only have her new-found friends and colleagues to rely on – and one massively confusing half-demon. He might ultimately want her, but he won’t make life easy for Lilith. Because he knows what she doesn’t – she’s better off tough than protected. For this world takes no prisoners.

      With a full cast of witches, hot demons, snarky side-kicks, and dangerous enemies, Learning to Love Lies is a roller-coaster ride. It’s a complete four-part series sure to please fans of fast-paced urban fantasy with a touch of humor, romance, and feeling.
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    Learning to Love Lies Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    “Give him one last opportunity to tell the truth,” I spat, patting my chest as I strode down the dilapidated corridor. The apartment block stank like a urinal. The carpet, half-rotting, squelched underneath my no-nonsense white sneakers as I reached the door reading 509. A brief flood of fear charged through my heart. I ignored it. This wasn’t my first rodeo. I’d been a cutting-edge journalist for the last ten years and had no intention of stopping now. Not when I smelled a case.

    My hand shot out, and I knocked on the door.

    “Who’s there?” a barking, gruff voice sounded out.

    “My name is Lilith Blanche,” I said, settling for radical honesty. Though I missed the part about why I was here. Sure enough, the guy was too tired to care. Something about his heavy, uneven footfalls told me he didn’t care about much at all.

    The locks grated, and the door opened a couple of inches. It revealed a man down on his luck, in his early fifties, balding, skull splattered with white hair like paint over a wall. Deep lines gouged holes in his cheeks, but nothing like the ones around his eyes. They looked like a scythe had cut him to the bone. Something about that chilling image struck me. But I planted a smile over my lips. “Ricardo Steele, right?”

    His brows hooked together. “What’s it to you?”

    “Lilith Blanche—” I shoved my hand up.

    He didn’t take it. Despite the fact it was nearing winter, and a gale-force zero-degree wind tore through the street outside, he wore nothing but old board shorts, a crumpled Led Zeppelin T-shirt, and flip-flops. There was no heating in his apartment, and a few ice crystals had gathered on the flash of a window visible behind him.

    Sallow, weary eyes stared at my hand then up at my face. “Why are you here?”

    It would be so much easier if he just let me into the apartment.

    Pinning my lip with my teeth, I decided for the direct approach. I shoved my hand out, but not too quickly, then grabbed the edge of the door. Hoping he was too tired to resist, I pushed it slightly.

    Sure enough, a sullen, defeated edge met my resistance and soon gave in. He stepped back twice, eyes still on me. “You here about the rent? I’ll get it soon—”

    “Must be hard,” I said politely, hooking his door with my sneaker and shoving it closed. The dull thud couldn’t eclipse the roar of the wind tearing past this old apartment block. It whistled through the dark, narrow laneway we faced, sounding like a banshee screaming against my ear.

    He barely reacted to my comment. Shoulders dragging down, he loped over to a threadbare old orange couch and sank into it. He looked ready to collapse, but somehow he crossed his arms over his middle. “I’ll get the money soon.”

    If I didn’t announce who I was quickly, I’d lose his trust long before I actually acquired it. It would be a professional breach anyway. I clutched my briefcase-style bag to me, and quick fingers undid the latch. Then I pulled out a neatly stacked manila folder. Though I tried to hide the name at the front from him, he saw it. The rest of his body might be sagging like a tree under years of rot, but his eyes still moved like targeting lasers. His lips tensed, and a swear word tore from his throat. “Get out—”

    “My name’s Lilith Blanche,” I repeated. “I’m an investigative journalist.”

    “Get out,” he roared, neck straining, the skin around it looking like plastic wrap.

    I’d covered everything from crooked mobsters to a corrupt mayor. I could usually stand more, but I shuffled back a step. My fingers still insistently yanked out the photos from his brother’s case file.

    There’d been no other case like it all year. The whole family was murdered on their farm. The brother was one of the most successful businessmen in the city, into property, finance, you name it. Then he’d been nothing but blood splattered over the walls. The police had gone over the case with a fine-tooth comb, but they hadn’t found any evidence of the perpetrators. With a scene that gruesome, there must’ve been something. Unless a professional had done it.

    The word on the street was that Ricardo was that professional. But my eyes caught sight of his strained features again, and I wondered how somebody so frail and clumsy could do something so evil and efficient.

    “I said get out,” his voice pounded down like a tribal drum. A shaking finger pointed at the door. When I didn’t make a move, he charged toward me but stopped when I flashed the photos.

    My fingers trembled slightly, and one slipped out from the back of the bunch. It fluttered down like the last leaf on an autumn tree and fell against his foot.

    His head moved like a broken clown head at a fair. It jolted down, and his skin paled three shades. “How…?” His voice caught in his throat.

    It was real fear. Now I’d seen him in person, I was certain he wasn’t the perpetrator. But he definitely embezzled from his brother’s will. Taking a confident step forward now, I flicked my shoulder-length sandy blond hair over my ear. “It’s time you have a chance to tell your side of the story. Public opinion is not on your side. It’s taken everything you have.” I flicked a gaze at the ramshackle apartment with no heating, then half-smiled. “If you let it, it will take more. I believe this case is far more serious than people think. It’s not a jealous brother run amok – it’s deeper. Mr. Steele?”

    Moving like a marionette on strings, he jolted down centimeter by centimeter, fingers stretching out to the photo. They snagged the crumpled corner and plucked it up. Of all the evidence I had in my folder, it was the least impressive. I’d picked these photos up from scouring through public court reports. Wait, that one was different. I picked that up from a friend on the Force.

    Ricardo finally stood. It was like a car crashed behind his eyes. I’d never seen a more violent expression.

    “… Ricardo?” My voice dropped with a kind note. “I understand this is a stressful time for you. You’re probably grieving your brother’s loss. But we need to figure out exactly what happened.”

    Cold eyes darted up toward me like a dagger to my throat. It stilled me, knocking the breath right out of my lungs. I’d never been stared at with such force.

    The word got stuck in my head, practically gouging a hole through my brow.

    
      Force.
    

    I tried to shake it off.

    “Ricardo?”

    He stepped forward, the movement heavy. It landed like a punch to my stomach.

    “Ricardo?” My throat dried.

    Slowly his fingers crumpled the photo’s edge. It was a close-up of some of the blood splattered over his brother’s kitchen. The bright red globs slid down the pristine white tile wall. They were the perfect contrast. The photo itself wasn’t that salacious though. Yet something had transformed Ricardo from a limp rag into raging fire.

    He forced another step forward. Though I always stood my ground, I rocked back. I angled wrong, and my feet jutted up against the edge of the coffee table. I slid around it warily, never closing my eyes but lifting a hand. “I’m ultimately here to help. I don’t believe you’re the murderer—”

    “Where,” his fingers dramatically scrunched the photo, crumbling it into a tight ball, “did you get this?” His voice descended into a hiss.

    I jolted back again, finally reaching the door. My hand groped up the wood, long nails catching the rough grain until I caught the handle. “It’s from the scene—”

    “Where?”

    “The kitchen?”

    “Where?” His face seemed to distend. Jaw sliding forward, his cheeks grew slack and his lips tightened. It looked anatomically impossible. It was like something wanted to rise out of his head.

    A visceral shiver tore down my shoulders, and sweat rained between my fingers. The door handle rattled underneath my wet grip. I spun, giving in to fear. I’d never backed down on a case before, but—

    Strong fingers clamped my shoulder and wrenched me back. The next thing I knew, I was pulled into the air. Ricardo had a wiry, weak frame. He only stood five-six. He shouldn’t be able to wrench me up with the effort of someone lifting a dust mote. I still dangled, legs kicking back wildly. He swung me around until those cold yet fiery eyes clenched me. “Where did you get the photo?” His voice descended, pitching so low it didn’t sound human—

    Nothing was human about him anymore. That odd sense that something was separating from his face regathered. It was like one image attempting to merge with another—

    I squeezed my eyes shut, but when I opened them, nothing changed.

    “Where did you get that photo?” Ricardo roared. It blasted against my cheeks as if he’d just opened a thousand windows.

    My hair fluttered around my face as my heart virtually stopped.

    “This is your last chance to answer,” he hissed.

    I couldn’t land my source in it. It was remarkable I still thought that in a situation like this. This was almost like—

    My brain abruptly lost the ability to draw analogies. Ricardo’s head suddenly darted left. A crack sounded out from the base of his neck. Eyes rolling into the back of his head, his chin jolted forward. He looked like a switched-off robot. Until he came alive.

    Something started to separate from his face. There was no need to guess anymore. I saw it. A fine mist of almost magic-like electricity crackled over his skin. It was a pasty, pale gray-white like corpse flesh.

    I couldn’t breathe—

    His hand clamped my shoulder tighter. His head strained forward, and that image jolted out from his face a few centimeters. It… it was a ghost. Wispy and white, it trailed like ectoplasm from the movies.

    “Where,” his voice now became a magical blast of force, “did you get that photo?”

    I couldn’t think. My eyes darted down to the photo now crumpled by his feet. “The kitchen. It came from your brother’s kitchen—”

    “It shows the spell. How could it possibly show the spell?”

    He sounded like someone hired for a task who’d made a critical mistake.

    My lips snagged hold of one word. “Spell?” I almost choked.

    His eyes narrowed in a snap as he realized he’d shared too much. Then he rushed me backward. His ghost form didn’t separate from Ricardo’s body, but somehow it picked me up, replacing Ricardo’s bony grip with an ethereal one I couldn’t fight. Then with an almighty shake, he slammed me against the door. The wood almost splintered.

    I shook, pain radiating down my back and into my hips. “What are you?” I demanded, voice shaking.

    The ghost smiled. So did Ricardo. The possession, if that’s what I should call it, was still anchored to Ricardo’s body. There was a faint silver tether. My eyes were magnetically attracted to it.

    The ghost wanted my full attention. It shoved its hissing face close. “Last chance. Where did you get the photo?”

    “The kitchen. I took it in the kitchen,” I lied. If the last act I could do was to cover for a friend, so be it.

    “When? Were you there? How did you get the spell?”

    He spoke so quickly I barely picked up his words. They scattered past my ears like rapid machine-gun fire. My brain started to dim anyway as his grip moved from my shoulder up to my throat. Long spindly ethereal fingers clenched me like steel. They might be technically insubstantial, but they still knew how to hold on until death.

    As stars started to spark through my vision, I shook my head. My eyes fluttered closed, but they bounced back open. With a twitch, they darted down, not to the ghost’s sneering face but to that tether.

    It felt more real than the ghost, somehow. More important. Like it was just there for me. That last thought made sense. Nothing else did.

    Blood pounded in my ears, rushing up my neck, shuddering through my jaw. It was louder than the wind roaring down the street outside.

    It all begged me, begged me to move now while I still had one last chance.

    The ghost took a shuddering breath. The few lights in the room flickered and dimmed. While it made everything else from the chipped coffee table to the half-torn-apart orange sofa hard to see, it simply made that tether stand out harder.

    “Go to meet your maker,” the ghost hissed. “Better yet, meet the king instead.”

    My throat started to close off. But weak lips still carved that word out of the air. “King?”

    The ghost’s face came alive. “The only Ghost King who will ever matter. He will rule the other side soon enough. Mark my words, the underworld will be his.”

    With that, it was lights out. Literally. That sucking, rushing sound tore through the room again, and the light fittings exploded, shattering and sending glass hailing over me in a shroud.

    My eyes didn’t close. My mind – my soul too – locked forward on the tether. It was my last chance. And dammit, I’d take it.

    Somehow I found the strength to pull my hand up. It quivered, my shoulders soon strengthening with determination. I reached past the ghost.

    His brows crumpled, and that malicious grin froze. “What are you doing?” He twisted his head back, following the direction of my fingers. “You don’t have magic, do you?” he hissed darkly.

    His suspicion made his grip falter. For half a second. Then he yanked his other ethereal hand up and clamped it over my throat so quickly, my head should have exploded. Something held on. Weak. Small. Buried deep within me. But there. And ready to rise.

    Everything dimmed in my mind, my sight blackening at the edges – but the view of that tether never faltered. I just had to get to it and break it.

    Then his possession would break too.

    I don’t know what came over me, but I thrust the last of my dwindling strength into my knee and yanked it up.

    I’d done self-defense classes. A necessity given my line of work. I wasn’t good, but I didn’t need to be. Surprise your assailant at the right moment, and you can turn any battle.

    My knee sank into the ghost’s chin. He wasn’t expecting it. He mightn’t breathe, but it disrupted his grip. His fumbling fingers slipped, and he let me go. I thumped onto my knees, blood pressure returning in a jolt. It made me woozy enough to faint, but I scrabbled to the left.

    The ghost let out a tortured scream and rushed at me from behind. I tumbled headfirst over the coffee table, let out a shriek, and kicked at it. But I was smart enough not to aim at the ghost. I sent the table flying into Ricardo’s body instead. He simply stood there, like a doll. Arms loose at his sides, head tilted to the left, his eyes were open, but he looked dead. But when the coffee table satisfyingly sank into his knees, he crumpled. The ghost jolted strangely. That tether started to strain.

    Get to it. That new chant echoed in my head. Get to it and do what? Break it with my bare hands? I needed a weapon.

    My eyes cast around, jolting from the couch over to the half-cracked TV, to a stack of yellowed magazines, then finally to the kitchen. Old melamine benchtops led to an old cooker so crusted with food, it looked like an archaeological find. But behind it, on a magnetic rack, was a line of knives.

    I threw myself over the bench. I was relatively tall. It made it easy to roll over to the other side and grope for the first knife my fingers could find. They closed around the dented cheap chef knife from a hardware store. I twisted in time as the ghost strained from the tether and tried to catch me. I didn’t bother to attack directly. A deep warning voice within told me it wouldn’t work. Instead, dropping to my knees, I rolled. I almost cut myself across the thigh, but my fumbling fingers dropped the chef knife in time only to snatch it back up. I ran around the bench.

    The ghost now howled, the calamitous cry practically cracking my ears. The small apartment only had two windows. They shattered inward as if a vacuum had appeared in the middle of the room. Shards of glass sliced past me, but I smartly tucked down and flattened myself on the floor. A few struck the ghost, but they did no damage at all, confirming my theory. They splintered, shattering upon impact. One reached Ricardo. It should have cut him, but the ghost punched out a hand, and some kind of magic spread over Ricardo, protecting his body.

    I was screwed. But I couldn’t begin to believe that. There was one chance. I knew it deep in my heart.

    And it was the tether.

    My focus narrowed. Me. The tether. The knife. I shoved up.

    “You will pay, human. You’ll pay for interfering with the Ghost King’s plans. You will pay with your life, your soul, your Ever After. You will serve him, just as I do.”

    The ghost rushed toward me, its mouth opening. It revealed lines of jagged, pristine white teeth. They looked like splintered bones someone had glued to his jaw. Touch me, and they’d shred my skin like cheese.

    Somehow I darted left. My eyes locked on the tether, and I threw the knife. It was a risky move. As soon as it left my fingers, my chest hollowed out in fear – but the tip of the spinning knife sliced right past the tether.

    The ghost shrieked. Right in front of me, half of the tether peeled back like somebody running a nail over soft jelly. It had no protection at all.

    The ghost looked like it had no clue what happened. Its quick fingers clawed its face as it twisted around to check on Ricardo’s body.

    Finally its terrifying gaze locked on me. It might not understand what I’d done. It knew how to stop me. Kill me. It was the easiest way to deal with most problems.

    And it was the only way to dispatch this ghost. I rolled between the ghost and Ricardo, almost squeezed like an insect between two bricks. The knife was just there—

    But the ghost picked me up from behind. Its thin gossamer-like arms snapped around my middle and lifted me high into the air—

    I sank a foot into its stomach, trying to shove it off me. It wouldn’t let me. Adrenaline surged in my body, fear hitting a fever pitch.

    The ghost reached a hand around.

    The tiniest flicker of something sparked across my knuckles. I was in the fight for my life, but they mesmerized me. Beautiful, quick, like a tiny bird soaring through a clear sky, they commanded my attention. And the ghost’s.

    “You are magical,” it hissed.

    I jammed my knuckles into its throat, and that little zap of magic scattered across its skin. I don’t know if it was surprise or power, but the ghost dropped me, clawing its face. Then I reached the knife. I skipped a heartbeat. Then another. My feet shook as I spun. I threw myself forward.

    The ghost stopped clawing at its face. It let out a shriek and rushed toward me. I squeezed between it and Ricardo’s body. And the knife came down, right against the tether.

    It shattered.

    It should have simply frayed like string, but its core must be glass or crystal or something close. I’d never forget the sound as it echoed around me with a boom.

    The ghost suddenly froze. Its mouth was distended forward, looking like a statue mid-shriek. Its eyes could still move independently – for one second. They rolled left in its head, staring at the tether as if it could see it for the first time. It had no chance to speak, just eyes to stare with. They soon crumpled. The ghost simply disappeared in front of me.

    Then Ricardo fell like a sack of meat. He struck the floor with a thud. I followed a second later. Shaking hands soon found my mouth, and I doubled over as I screamed. The shattered windows let in a roar of a gale that obscured my frantic shriek.

    Finally my training rose. I couldn’t just sit here.

    I’d just… discovered something big.

    Ignoring the last of the shudders, I pushed up to my feet. Warily, I reached over to Ricardo’s mouth. I pushed my fingers in front of it and soon felt breath. I checked his pulse. He was alive. But his eyes were glassy white, staring out at the floor like a corpse.

    “What… what just happened?” I hissed, voice a whisper.

    Nobody could answer. The lonely wind continued to moan in through the broken windows. It brought with it the frozen temperatures outside, and it chilled my blood. The tears soon froze against my cheeks. A weak hand wiped them off, but I turned back to Ricardo.

    There was no evidence of the ghost anymore.

    “And… I didn’t make that up, did I?” I slapped my cheek, soon turning my nails in as if I could pry the truth from my mind. I didn’t need to. I knew what I’d seen. A reminder remained on my fingers anyway. A deep tingle rose through my knuckles, and I yanked them up in time to see the tiniest spark of magic flare forth.

    “God,” I snapped.

    My hands clamped my mouth.

    I squeezed my eyes closed.

    A hard breath parted my lips.

    When I opened my eyes, it was like I could see clearly again. Maybe literally. The last few strands of that tether were still floating in the air. I walked up to them. By the time I reached them, they disappeared, as if nothing could sustain them anymore.

    My quick hand swept through them and let go.

    I couldn’t stay here. I didn’t know what happened… but I had to get somewhere safe.

    Acting on autopilot, I went to leave and soon found the crumpled photo and my briefcase. I shoved everything inside, now shaking from head to foot. Every few seconds my eyes darted up, and I stared at Ricardo. No movement.

    He might be alive, but he looked like a veritable vegetable.

    I slapped my cheek one last time.

    It didn’t return any semblance of sanity. So I spun and grabbed the door. My eyes tracked down the damage. When the ghost had thrown me against it, he almost cracked through. A few shards of light made it in from the well-lit corridor beyond. Fortunately, the handle wasn’t bent in, and I yanked it open. It rattled under my trembling grip as my twitching feet soon found the carpet outside. I ran across it, got to the stairs, somehow trundled down them without falling, then reached the city street outside.

    I just… found out magic was real. I just… saw my first soul. I just ran headfirst into a world I should’ve always run from. But destiny takes no prisoners.

  
    Chapter 2

    I had no clue what to do, but I remembered where I parked my car. I unlocked it, clambered inside, pressed my head against the steering wheel, and indulged in a few more quick tears. But my hands clenched the leather. I thumbed the ignition, shoved the car into drive, and pulled out from the curb. I didn’t look, and a delivery van honked me, swerving left. The guy flipped me the bird, then continued down the dusty road. The wind had yanked trash out from the drains, and it scattered across the street like torn-up memories. Strange image. My mind couldn’t come up with any others.

    I squeezed my eyes closed, and my brain flashed through the fight. The ethereal energy. The possession… the tether.

    I couldn’t turn off my traitorous brain. That ghost…. It acted like it couldn’t even see that tether. “So how come I could?”

    The question echoed around my car, and I flinched. This morning, I’d been a sensible, skeptical journalist. Now I was questioning myself about magic as I swerved down the road.

    I couldn’t keep doing this. Had to get home, get some perspective and—

    “Dodge whatever comes after you?” My foot slammed on the brake. It looked like I’d gotten rid of that ghost. What if I’d just… paused it?

    More honks filtered out from behind me, the cars swerving. I got angry gestures, but I sat there lightheaded, fingers shaking around the wheel.

    I swerved, heading up onto the curb, parking on it like I owned the street.

    My head folded forward and touched the horn.

    Should I go back?

    It was the stupidest question. What if Ricardo was awake?

    “Spirits aren’t real—” I tried. I virtually slapped myself. The hand I used was the same one tingling with magic. It was only faintly visible. I had to shove my face close, but a little spark rose and darted back down, twisting around my knuckles like a snake.

    It was the last wake-up slap I needed. Drawing in one calming breath, I tipped my head back and closed my eyes. My face folded forward.

    I had to go back and check on Ricardo.

    I’d only driven half a block. I was too shaky to reverse and park properly. I just slipped out of my car. Fortunately, the horrendous weather had chased pedestrians back inside. I stood alone on the howling street, chilled to the bone, maybe the soul. My hand reached up and patted my chest. My fingers dragged down my blouse only for me to realize I’d split the front.

    A little blood splattered my neck. It was mine. I ignored it, picking up into a jog, knowing I had to check Ricardo one last time. I soon reached the apartment building. My head tilted up. I couldn’t see his room from here. He faced the alley, right?

    Rather than rush in the front, I twisted around the side, slow, moving like a scared cat.

    I got to roughly where Ricardo’s apartment was. My head tilted up, and it was easy to see this soft yellow glow now emanating from the broken windows.

    I slammed my hand on my mouth fast enough to stifle a gasp. It didn’t look like real light. It was too intense. “Oh my God,” I hissed.

    Ricardo was indeed awake.

    If I went back, he’d find some way to kill me. But I couldn’t move my damn feet. They were stuck to the ground like someone had superglued them.

    Body stiff, mind stiffer, I tried to peel myself back. But then some kind of crack sounded out from Ricardo’s apartment. There was another flash of light. Then nothing.

    “Move,” I hissed to myself. “Now. Now,” I insisted.

    I twisted and started to run.

    Something landed down behind me. A rush of air flattened my hair over my face. Eyes wide, body charging with nerves, I hurled myself down to my knees. Only for two quick arms to lock around my middle.

    “You smell of magic, death, and ghosts. And in this town, I control all three.”

  
    Chapter 3

    Strong arms, corded with muscles, picked me up and thrust me into the air. A scream tore out of my throat, but it wasn’t fast enough to compete with the raging wind. Somehow I charged right through it. I was… flying.

    My brain couldn’t keep up. The owner of the arms could. A face bent close. I couldn’t see it. The wind tore at my eyes, making them sting.

    “What are you? A new witch? An incompetent enemy?”

    “…Witch?” I couldn’t spit that word out fast enough. I hadn’t even thought about what I could be.

    Clearly this guy had.

    “Judging from your reaction, I’m assuming that is indeed the answer. Welcome to this rather harsh world,” he said. I still hadn’t caught sight of the guy, but he had a rich, melodious voice. It had this drifting, almost laughing quality to it. It sounded endlessly charming. And importantly, disarming.

    I needed neither right now.

    My limbs twitched as I rammed my shoulder into his stomach. All I could do was think about that tether—

    “If you’re competent, this is where you would ask where I’m taking you.”

    His ease of delivery floored me. “I just….”

    “Found out magic was real. We’ve established that.”

    “I just… a ghost tried to kill me. I—”

    “We will learn the facts when we return to the bar.”

    “Sorry? Bar? Are you taking me for a drink?”

    “I wasn’t intending to pay. If a little alcohol will loosen your lips, so be it.” He banked left. I finally accepted the fact he was the reason we were flying. My head strained around, now fighting the gale long enough to see two wings. One was pristine, almost crystalline white. The other was so black it looked like a mere outline against the turbulent night sky.

    Wings…. The guy had wings. Because he wasn’t human. And now was way too late to appreciate that. Another wave of weakness shot through me like a convulsion. “What are you?” I whispered harshly.

    That deep chuckle sounded out by my ear again. “Why, I’m a collector and protector of souls.”

    “You can’t collect and protect—”

    “In this twisted little town, trust me when I say you can. Now, we’re approaching the bar. If you’ve never seen magic before, it will be quite a sight.”

    “I don’t want to—” I began to protest.

    He plunged down toward the building. It was somewhere in the party district. My hazy brain could pick that out, but we moved like a bullet, twisting between towers and soaring toward the ground.

    I turned. The guy hadn’t let me turn and clap eyes on him. Until now. He couldn’t stop the movement, and my arm latched around his throat. My head pressed up close to his, and my wide eyes tracked the most beautiful face I’d ever seen. A chiseled jaw, bright blue and green eyes, amusement playing on his curved lips, and a flop of shoulder-length jet-black hair. He looked like some impossible mythological creature.

    He stared me right in the eyes, just centimeters away as he thrust his wings out and flapped them once. We almost crashed into the ground, but he stopped us just above. A few charges of bright yellow magic crackled over his wings and shot through the air, doing something to gravity. It cut out, and we soon floated down to the street.

    I should’ve removed my arms from his throat but couldn’t. I hung back, lips gaping open, eyes never blinking. “You’re not… human.”

    “Thank you. Neither are you. Now for that stiff drink.” He hooked his arm around mine, caught my hand, pulled me off him, and twisted me. I felt like a rookie dancer in the arms of a pro. Next thing I knew he shoved me up a small set of chipped stone steps toward a bright red door. He didn’t need to knock. It opened with a creak, and we walked inside a bustling kitchen. The change was so quick, I wanted to hurl. I hadn’t grown accustomed to the fact my feet were on the ground.

    Maybe my new captor – whatever he wanted to call himself – could sense my growing queasiness. He shoved me forward faster. People worked in the kitchen—

    Only some people worked in the kitchen. My eyes widened as a tremendous man, bigger than eight feet, strode out from a cold room, a whole carcass over his shoulder. He wore a chef’s suit with a pristine white collar and a little toque—

    My new captor leaned forward, face pressing over my hair. “Gargoyle. They tend to be fabulous butchers.”

    “Butchers?” My voice shook.

    “Good at carving things up. Great stonemasons, too,” he said conversationally.

    “This is….” My brain refused to keep up. It whirled and sputtered like a spinning car in a hurricane.

    Other magical creatures strode through the kitchen, barely any paying attention to us. They noted my captor, a reverential move suggesting he was in charge. He certainly acted that way. He oozed charm but equal arrogance. He stood tall, probably six or seven inches higher than me. He never removed his arm from around my middle. It was easy for him to push me fast through the kitchen. I heard hubbub from beyond. We reached a service corridor. Right at the end, swinging doors revealed glimpses of the bar.

    My gut flipped. I swear I saw magic being practiced. Just a flash.

    “Don’t worry. The introduction will be over soon.”

    “Introduction? Magic is real?” I spat in his face.

    He didn’t seem to care. A grin marched across his lips. “Yes. I bank on it. Quite literally.”

    A snide smile got to me. “Excuse me?” I lost a little of the fear. That same hardened professional tone I was so proud of returned.

    Maybe it amused him. His eyebrow arched half a centimeter. “I bank, dear. Magic – and souls – are quite a revenue source.”

    Something started to sink in. My wide eyes traced his white wing then shot right over to the black one. “What are you?” I demanded.

    “Somewhat late in the party to ask.”

    “This isn’t a party. It’s a question. What are you? Are you….” Years of mythology, Sunday school, and plain sense collided together. What kind of creature had black wings?

    “A demon? Say it.” His mouth smiled so widely around those words, I could barely hear them.

    “Are you a demon?” I asked point-blank.

    He still walked against me, forcing me toward that door, but I finally planted my feet, finding that little last mote of gumption.

    Again it seemed to amuse him more than worry him. “Half.” He pressed his thumb and forefinger together, bringing them close to my face.

    My mind took a moment to realize that was the answer. My ears jolted back, brow receding. “You’re half a demon—”

    “And half an angel. A rare mix, by the way. You are usually forced to choose one path.”

    “You’re a demon—”

    He looked amused a second longer. Now his smile changed slightly. His finger stopped in front of my face. Again the thumb pressed against the forefinger. “I’m half a demon,” he said, a touch harder.

    “But—”

    “Now come. You have a world of magic to grow accustomed to.” He would no longer take my protestations seriously. He was far more powerful. His strong form pressed against me, and my shoulders grated over a perfectly chiseled chest.

    Hard muscles led to a narrow waist and powerful legs. I hadn’t caught sight of his back yet, but if biology could be trusted, he must have shoulders of steel to move those wings. Nothing slowed him down. And no one got in his way. A few wait staff came out of the bar, carrying trays of food. They all moved around him like water against a giant obstacle.

    We reached the door. He flicked a finger forward. Magic charged up the hinges from somewhere and opened it with a creak. The sound of a busy bar rushed in. A soulful track throbbed through the room, too much like a heartbeat for my taste. It was low, sultry, and got me right in the pelvis. So did the half-demon. When I stopped like a recalcitrant farm animal at the door, he simply picked me up, arm low enough that it scooped around my hips. He carried me right into the bar.

    It was huge. It meandered around an actual bar, at least five men serving every color of drink you could think of. The room itself twisted like a maze. Booths hugged the bar on one side. A dance floor stretched out behind it on another. There was a dining area, even another bench that seemed to serve…. My eyes bolted wide open. “Are those weapons?”

    The half demon twisted his head. That remarkable and memorable grin made his lips cinch in. “You have a good eye. Yes. Weapons. You have to earn them, I’m afraid.” His smile carved the word out of the air with a quick, fiendish whip-crack.

    “I don’t want to earn them. Put me down,” I insisted, reality catching up with me. A half-demon had caught me and carried me to his magical bar. Now he was chatting about earning his weapons. The one thing I needed was the police—

    His eyes flashed left and right, seemingly tracking my every thought. “That isn’t your world anymore. This is. Now come. You’re in need of alcohol. Anything to loosen those rather luscious lips.”

    I’d come to terms with the fact I was plain a long time ago. Tall, true, but stocky. I had large thighs, a huge backside, and nothing going on up top. My face was slightly angular. No guy had ever gone out of their way to smile at me. Now the lascivious demon did it again as he walked me over to the bar. He nodded at a guy who currently had his back to us. The man spun, as if receiving a subliminal command. Two prominent white horns stuck out of his forehead. I gasped and went to lurch off the stool the demon had shoved me down on. But his large hand closed around my shoulder. “First a stiff drink. Then eternity. What do you say, my dear?”

    “Eternity? I’m not giving you my soul,” I snapped.

    So far most of the people in the bar had ignored me. Silence came over the near-deafening chatter. I became momentarily self-aware. Then I realized if I could get people’s attention, I could get help—

    I went to scream, but his hand quickly closed over my mouth. It was a momentary press, but it impregnated the lips with such a darting, biting heat, I wanted to simultaneously thrust away and get closer. It was the most curious experience of my life. It was like kissing… pure magic.

    He arched an eyebrow and peeled his hand back a single centimeter. “If you think anyone in this bar is going to rush up and help you, think again. They know I’m here to do the helping,” he said, slapping his chest. “And they are here to have fun. Deservedly. They work hard. They want to play hard, too.”

    “You sound like you know them all.”

    “I do. They work for me.”

    “You mean the devil?”

    Amusement crumpled his jaw. The barman finished pouring the drink for me. Soon a lurid cocktail of blue and swirling yellow magic sat before me. It crackled more than an electrical substation.

    The half-demon reached forward, grabbed the base, and tapped it twice. Then he slid it toward me. He showed perfect control, as the glass didn’t drop off the edge of the bench and splatter over my lap. “Sip, my dear.”

    My suspicion surged. “What’s in it? Ricin? Arsenic? Hemlock?”

    He twitched slightly at the last accusation. “Are you Socrates?”

    “Excuse me?”

    “I’m afraid Socrates is the last person hemlock has been used on.”

    “Of course he isn’t.” I opened my mouth to hopefully spit out another ream of historical figures who died from that poison. My brain wasn’t working right now.

    My stupid gaze darted down to the alcohol. If indeed there was a scrap in this strangely crackling drink.

    When I didn’t grab it, the demon yanked it up and brought it close to my lips. He did not pour it down my mouth. He pressed the glass slowly against my bottom lip, pulling it out a single centimeter. The pressure, the heat, the crackle—

    I went to shove away. Then the scent got me. It sure was alcohol. With a tinge of sweetness and… well, power.

    Who knew what possessed me, but my tongue darted out, and I sucked in a single sip.

    Luscious flavors burst across my palate. The alcohol did immediate wonders for my nerves. It couldn’t just be from a single sip. There must be some kind of magic in it.

    … But it didn’t kill me.

    I started to relax.

    Hooked, strained shoulders peeled back from my ears, and with a sigh I took another sip.

    The demon leaned against the bar, using his superior height. He placed his elbow down and started to drum his fingers. The barman moved on, taking his pristine white flashing horns with him. My suspicious eyes tracked them.

    “You’re going to have to get used to bodily differences.”

    “Excuse me?”

    The demon threw out his arms. “You have wandered into the realm of spirits, trackers, magic, and souls,” his lips claimed that last word like a king. Chin jolting down, eyes flashing, he burnt it into my very psyche. It reinforced one thing I’d already guessed – this world was built on souls.

    I still took another sip, my other hand clutching my chest.

    His eyes narrowed. “I assure you, I haven’t been staring.”

    “Staring?” His question threw me until I remembered my blouse gaped open. My rather pointless white bra blinked out like a single chalk mark on a blackboard.

    I soon clutched my shirt and tried to pull it together.

    “Unless you were attempting to protect your soul from me?” He read between the lines, that same sardonic smile snapping across his lips. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Arrogant? Yes. Charming? Yes. Did it have a flicker of genuine compassion? … Yes. And those three things couldn’t play nice together.

    I settled for sucking down another drop of my drink, hating that it was calming my nerves when nothing else could.

    When I realized I couldn’t close my shirt with my hand forever, I tried to use my jacket instead. Bunching it up, my weary eyes locked on the man again. “You can’t have my soul.”

    His hands retreated close to his face and spread wide. “Not what I wanted. Are you dead?” he asked conversationally.

    “Clearly not,” I snapped.

    “Thank you for confirming my suspicions,” he said facetiously. “Until you’re dead,” his fingers drummed out a quick pattern on the shiny bar, “I will not be interested in your soul. I strictly collect those who have passed over.”

    My brow clamped. I felt my natural curiosity rise and, for the first time in my life, wanted to tamp it down. This guy was using questions to lure me in. He’d captured me and taken me to this bar—

    Reality struck me again, and I went to lurch from the seat, but I stupidly took my drink with me.

    He let me jump down. My eyes darted around and searched for an exit. He peeled himself off the bar, crossed his arms, and pushed in close beside me like a conspirator. “The door is that way.” Acting like a competent flight attendant, he sliced his arm to the left.

    I went to march up toward it. But he practically enshrouded me. He didn’t touch me, but those wings were always out behind me, a single flutter away. I didn’t want to stare, but my gaze kept darting toward the black one. It looked so soft to touch—

    “I really can’t let you take the glass,” he commented. “And I need to warn you of one fact. This is hallowed ground.” His voice descended a whole octave, shaking through my stomach.

    I don’t know why, but my feet stopped.

    “Ghosts, possessions, no spirit at all can pass through those doors.” He pointed at them. “This is the only true safe haven in the city for our kind. And that is also why I do not want you to create a show. If you must leave and rush out into a city you do not understand, with power you cannot control and potential enemies on your tail, do so. But do not make these good people pay.”

    I told myself to lift my feet, to keep striding ahead. My nerves failed.

    Eyes darting quickly, I stupidly made eye contact with him. He had a habit of grasping my gaze with both hands. That stupid sardonic smile spread his lips again. He gestured to the drink. I hadn’t even noticed, but every time a twitch of nerves sailed through my gut, I’d taken another sip. Now blue and orange dregs sloshed around, only a few faint crackles visible. I stared at it morosely.

    “You can of course have another on the house.”

    “Why are you plying me with alcohol? Magic is real,” I said, reality hitting me again. “Magic is….” I lost the desperate edge.

    Magic was real.

    I’d seen some strange things in cases. Crap that couldn’t be real. I’d always explained it away.

    This guy had already told me the city was seething with magic. What if it explained every case I’d ever failed to crack?

    “I can see it, you know,” he said, leaning a centimeter closer, that purr echoing in my ear.

    My fingers automatically flinched, clutching the glass harder. His eyes lurched down to my lips as if he wanted a taste. “See… what?” I demanded.

    “The look in your eyes. You’re clearly quite a curious soul. Before you accuse me of wanting to remove that soul, don’t. It’s common nomenclature. You are a curious person,” he corrected. “You want to know more about how the world really works. Very few will ever learn about the hidden secrets of magic. You’ve opened the door. Won’t you walk inside and find out what’s there?” He turned from me and shoved his hands into his pockets.

    He wore well-fitted beige chinos. They left nothing to the imagination as they hugged his perfect rump. I couldn’t see his shoulders, but I wanted to. The base of his wings were too bulky. He didn’t look at me once as he returned to the bar, slid onto a stool, and spoke to the horned man.

    That left me there, still nursing the last dregs of my drink. I went to throw them on the floor in disgust but winced. My eyes tracked around the room. Magical people – clearly magical people – interacted with one another. They ate over in the dining area or danced with free abandon over on the floor. Some of them nestled in the booths, talking with wide smiles or grim faces.

    Mostly they enjoyed themselves.

    My fingers flinched. I slammed down the last dregs of the drink, closed my eyes, then let my feet do what they wanted. They returned me to the bar in the stupidest moment of my life. I stopped right beside the demon. “What’s your name, anyway?” I demanded as if it were a state secret he’d kept from me.

    He took several seconds to turn. He kept drumming out that same pattern on the bar. Strong fingers made it echo loudly. “Julian.”

    “You sure it’s not Lucifer?”

    He made a face. “What’s your name? Are you sure it’s not Lucifer?” he added before I could answer.

    “Lilith Blanche.”

    “Well, Lilith Blanche.” He easily turned all the way around on his stool. I don’t know why he sat. His long legs touched the ground anyway. He leaned forward and offered me a hand. A promise grew in his eyes, but it gathered more in his fingertips. Magic didn’t spark across them, but….

    Taking his hand felt like making a life promise.

    I gulped a bit then stupidly leaned past and placed the drink down on the bar. I caught the horned bartender’s eyes. “Another drink. The same—”

    “Coming right up.”

    He twisted, grabbed the right bottles, and did magic.

    His magic.

    Julian’s hand remained reaching toward me. The smile never faltered.

    “I’m not going to take your hand,” I said officiously. “You’re gonna tell me everything about magic. Everything.”

    “I’m afraid that would take forever. It would also be impossible. Even I don’t know everything about magic.”

    “You’re a demon,” I said on purpose.

    That hard edge to his jaw returned. He didn’t snap at me. “As half a demon,” he emphasized, “I have my limitations. But I am stronger than most other creatures in the city. It is why I have been appointed controller of soul contractors.”

    “Do you mean sole traders?” My brain momentarily couldn’t catch up.

    He did not like my bad joke. “Soul contractors, as you see around you.” He gestured to his clientele. “There are creatures, just like you, who can interact with and see spirits. The job is simple. They use their magical skills, whatever they may be, to track down ghosts and possessions. They dispatch both, return to me, claim the rewards, go out, rinse, and repeat. And all the while, the innocent people of Delos City never find out the truth.”

    It sounded like a movie, like the plot of a game. My brain wanted to explode… but my feet turned me around, and I stared across at the bar selling weapons. It was doing a healthy trade. Mostly patrons visited it first, before ordering their meals. They’d come in, sweat on their brows, tangled hair over their shoulders, slam strange round discs down on the bench, and start ordering weapons.

    Julian could see where I was looking. He slid his face close but thankfully didn’t touch mine this time. “It will be a long time until you can afford anything other than the basic gear. That will be given freely upon signing your contract.”

    My father was a lawyer. His natural aversion to contracts rose. I spun. “Contract? What contract—”

    “I assure you, it’s not for your soul.”

    “I don’t want to sign the contract. What if—”

    “You wish to return to the real world? The door is there. I’ve told you clearly what will happen. You know nothing of your skills. You know nothing of spirits. And you know—”

    “He didn’t attack me,” I said, brain finally returning to Ricardo. I’d blanked it from my mind. Now in fits and spurts, it came back. “I went to see him.”

    Julian’s eyebrow arched, his interest controlled but there.

    My stupid fingers drifted to my hip, but I wasn’t wearing my bag. “I’m a journalist,” I revealed. I didn’t know if that meant I trusted Julian or if I realized he was good enough to find out the truth on his own. “I was investigating Ricardo’s brother’s death. I showed him a photo, and he freaked out.”

    “What photo?”

    “Blood on white tiles in his brother’s kitchen. It was from the murder. Then Ricardo,” I slid fingers down my throat, “said it showed a magical circle. He kept asking who took the photo and if I’d been there.”

    “Very interesting fact,” Julian said, his voice descending. He’d seemed to be playing with me this entire time. He must have a ruthless business side. He clicked his fingers at a passing waiter. The guy diligently shifted close, and they had a muttered conversation in a language I didn’t understand.

    The hair prickled across the back of my neck. “Is Ricardo even alive?” My brain slowly started to put together the puzzle pieces of tonight’s events. The last I’d seen, Ricardo’s apartment had bled a terrifying yellow light. “You were there. You must know everything about him—”

    “I sensed a ghost practicing foul magic. I found him. Then I found you outside the apartment. I put two and two together and assumed you’d been there. I assumed, apparently wrongly, that Ricardo attacked you to create another ghost.”

    My lips spread. “I… attacked him, I guess.” My weak voice faltered.

    This was the last puzzle piece squeezing into place, and it simply wouldn’t fit.

    Everything had happened too quickly to process.

    My fingers drifted up and clamped around my neck. “I saw the tether connecting the ghost to Ricardo’s body. I used a kitchen knife. I shattered it.”

    I spoke in staccato, loud words. Stress tore through them, making them pitch even louder.

    Several wait staff were moving past. They froze. Silence spread out around me like ice down a windowpane.

    My fingers paused as I went to squeeze my trapezius. A tight breath rocked my chest. “What… what did I do?”

    Julian rose slowly to his feet, eyes on me, never blinking once. “Please repeat that, my dear.” His voice simultaneously softened and hardened. It was like he suddenly found something to hold onto. He realized if he squeezed too tight, it might pop.

    Heart thundering in my throat, I still moved my lips. “I used a kitchen knife to shatter the tether between his ghost and his body. … Was that wrong?”

    Julian gave nothing away. It was like a cage slammed down around his face. He took a step back from me then reached up and started to unbutton his shirt.

    Things were moving so quickly, I could practically get whiplash. “Um, what are you doing?” I spluttered.

    He continued to unbutton his shirt until he revealed his perfect chest. My previous assessment was correct. It was carved, chiseled like a Greek god, every inch muscle, and every inch real.

    The sides of his shirt hung open. He slapped a hand hard on his chest. Then he appeared to invite me for a hug as he opened his arms wide.

    “What are you doing?” I bit back again, cheeks stinging with a blush.

    “What do you see?” he asked, voice a tight croak.

    “Your abs.”

    “Look a little harder.”

    “Perfect—” I winced. The guy was clearly already arrogant enough. Feet stiffening, jaw hardening, I spat, “A body. A male body,” I added, tone pathetically wavering on male.

    “Look harder,” he suggested.

    I really didn’t want to. Every eye was on us. No. They were on me. Likely picking up my beetroot red cheeks. I wasn’t that into romance. But my body couldn’t control what it did around this man—

    And neither could my eyes. They slid down his chest like hands until they stopped just underneath his sternum.

    There was… something there. It had a faint glimmering glow, this oily kind of golden hue.

    It focused my mind exactly like the tether had. My feet soon unstuck themselves. I rocked forward a step, and the next thing my treacherous fingers did was slam straight onto his chest.

    I was right. It was hot. Radiating tantalizing, tingling heat.

    That wasn’t nearly as important as the glimpse of something golden beyond. “What is it?” I couldn’t control my voice. “Beautiful. It’s—”

    “Describe what you see.” His voice stiffened again.

    Suddenly I didn’t care about all the attention. “It’s this bubble. It’s golden, kind of oily. About that size.” I lifted up my thumb and finger, making the shape of a round egg.

    “Damn,” the horned bartender hissed from behind me.

    The same word spread through the bar. The dancers stopped. Those partaking of their dinner dropped their knives and forks. One guy had clearly spent a lot of credits on a fancy gun, but it tumbled to his feet. It slammed onto his boot and rolled.

    Everyone’s reactions snapped me out of myself, and I finally rocketed back from Julian, rubbing my fingers to chase away his pure heat.

    Breath caught in my throat, I hissed, “What?” I went to defensively lurch away, but my stupid eyes snagged on his… soul again. Because that’s what it was, right? It was like a tether. But it came from the same ability within me. I could see them—

    And clearly that was rare.

    Julian regained control of his expression. A wave of something rose through him. It practically lifted him off his feet. The next thing I knew, he came toward me, plucked me up, and brought me back down on his stool. He grabbed the drink and lifted it straight toward my lips. “You should finish the rest.” His voice turned into a sultry whisper.

    “Excuse me?”

    “I was attracted to you before, but now—”

    “Attracted?” My voice shot up as if I didn’t know what that was. But he tipped a little of the liquid down my lips. It instantly calmed my nerves. It wasn’t the alcohol. Clearly some magical medicinal herb was working through my fear, helping me see reason. I sure needed another dose.

    Because Julian pressed close, his eyes all over me. “You can see souls,” he summarized.

    “I already figured that out,” I said, voice dropping to a shaking whisper.

    I sucked in another mouthful of the glorious liquid, and it sloshed down my throat, heating my suddenly cold insides. My cheeks were still burning as hot as the surface of the sun.

    Julian went to flick a stray strand of fringe from my face. I pulled way back. “Why are you looking at me like that? Surely everyone here,” I flicked a hand out toward them, “can see souls too. I mean that is the job, isn’t it? They hunt ghosts and possessions.”

    “They use their unique magic to overcome ghosts and possessions. You cut straight to the quick. You get them where it hurts.”

    I leaned all the way back in my seat, thankful for my tall form. It meant I didn’t tumble off backward. But if I thought I could get away from Julian, good luck.

    “I have updated my assessment.”

    “Assessment?” I swallowed my words.

    “I’m afraid you are unsuited to be let loose on this town alone.”

    “Excuse me? … You’re revoking my right to leave?” I read between the lines. My hardened journalist voice returned. I went to slide off the stool.

    Julian’s quick fingers found my wrist and cupped it. “You’re far too valuable. You step outside there,” his voice thankfully became serious, “and you will be a magnet. It will take no time for—”

    “A ghost king to find me,” I inserted, Ricardo’s warning echoing loudly.

    I was close enough to Julian to see – and feel – his every reaction. Those taut muscles stiffened. With his shirt still unbuttoned, I watched a wave of tension claim him. Better – or worse – yet, I saw right through to his soul. Momentarily a shadow darkened it.

    “… Ghost king? And how do you know about him?” Julian wouldn’t give anything away.

    “Ricardo,” I spat around my heart as it thrummed in my throat. “He warned me. He said he was working for a ghost king—”

    “I see.” Again Julian clicked at a waiter and spoke in hushed tones. “You should’ve told me this sooner.”

    My brow compressed. “Why? What are they? He said the Ghost King could rise and take over the underworld.”

    “Drastic over-assumption, I’m sure. Still, something to track.” Julian muttered something to the barman. He turned to me, eyes sweeping up and down. “Perhaps you’d like something to eat.” His focus locked on my lips.

    Against my unremarkable features, my plush bee-sting lips did stand out. Usually I wasn’t self-conscious of them. Now I sucked them in and pinned them with sharp teeth. It made it hard to mutter, “I’m not hungry—”

    Annoyingly, my stomach gave me away with a deep rumble.

    Julian’s smile widened. “Take it from a professional liar, you’re not very good.”

    I frowned up at him as he hustled me off the bench.

    Every other soul contractor’s eyes were on me. They watched Julian lead me with a hand against my shoulder toward the back of the room. There stood a much larger booth. I could tell this was where he spent most of his time, wings out, large shoulders bristling, sycophantic smile flashing.

    But I was forgetting one thing. He clearly had a ruthless business side. He sat me down and clicked his fingers. Within seconds wait staff arrived with an array of food. Soon a veritable Christmas dinner was set down in front of me. There was roast turkey, delicious sauces, salads, and beautiful triple-roasted potatoes—

    My stupid stomach did it again, rumbling a tune for everyone to hear.

    Julian plucked up my knife and fork and handed them over.

    I went to eat. As saliva filled my mouth, my fingers paused. “Exactly how much is this going to cost me? You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who gives anything away for free.”

    “I gave you two drinks on the house.”

    I placed the knife and fork down carefully. “And that’ll be that. I will not accept another thing from you until I know what you want.”

    He reached up, cupped his chin, then let one long, strong finger slide down his throat. It jolted over his Adam’s apple, reached the collar of his still open shirt, and flicked it once. “Let’s start with your hand in marriage.”

  
    Chapter 4

    I shoved away from my meal so fast, the plate clattered. “I’m sorry?”

    He didn’t react.

    “We’ll start with your hand in marriage. I’ve been waiting for someone like you to come along. Someone with a luscious mouth and a certain gift.”

    My brain spun. If today weren’t bad enough—

    I rose to my feet, shaking worse than when Ricardo attacked me. “I’m not going to marry you. I don’t even know you.”

    “That’s not fair. I introduced myself. I’m the controller of the soul contracts in town. And I’m your new boss. And soon to be your very powerful, very necessary husband.”

    Why did my cheeks keep getting redder and redder? As they stung me, I went to shift around, but he’d squeezed me into the back of the booth. I had to move past him and his indomitable wings. Eyes flashing and reading my mind, they spread wide. I could be thankful for one thing – they blocked me from everyone else’s prying eyes.

    “Marry you?” I hissed, voice low.

    “Perhaps not now. I’m sure you will. When you realize what I can do for you.” Those damn eyes locked on my lips again.

    No one had ever looked at me with such… obvious interest. Except it wasn’t interest. The guy was a shrewd businessman. Slapping myself with that lesson, I went to angle around him. He didn’t move. His eyes simply trapped me. “You can see souls. Do you have any idea what ghosts and possessions will do to you?”

    My heart bottomed out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

    “No, you don’t,” he said seriously. “And that is the unfortunate point. You must learn. I will teach you.”

    “I’m not going to marry you.”

    “I won’t force the matter. But I assure you, you will in time.”

    It was like talking to a brick wall. “Let me go—” I began, voice arcing up high. But a flash of the fight with Ricardo slammed into my mind, my adrenaline-filled muscles remembering every choking gasp.

    … If more ghosts like that waited outside, I really was screwed.

    “Your dinner awaits.”

    “I’m not touching it. It’s not free. You’ll make me pay some horrendous price—”

    “The same price all magical creatures must pay when they realize what power they have and what responsibilities it entails.” If it were possible, his voice became quiet, real, almost believable on responsibilities. His eyes dropped too. It made my treacherous gaze look down. It locked on his soul. He was glowing more brightly than ever. I wanted to get closer—

    So I jolted back, which of course meant my legs slammed against the seat, and I thumped onto my butt.

    The food rattled on the table. But nothing ever upset his steady smile. “You’re going to have to sign the contract. Walk out on the street, and you won’t survive the night.”

    Tears stung my eyes. I closed them, then grunted, “I… fine.”

    I could’ve slapped myself. That word trembled from my mouth too easily.

    What else could I do?

    I opened my eyes, and the same all-powerful demon was still staring at me. And the same world with all its treachery awaited.

    “Fine,” I hissed, shoulders practically falling from my body. I even plucked up the knife and fork. But it didn’t stop my heart from pounding. “I’m not gonna marry you, though.” My voice rose with indignation.

    He opened his hands as if in surrender. They spoke one story – those smiling eyes another. “I told you, that can come in time. But if you want to find out all the juicy facts of this world, I’m afraid the ring will be necessary.” He tapped his wedding finger.

    To give my hands something to do, I started carving off chunks of the turkey. I dipped it in the sauce as if it was just for me and started eating. It hit the spot immediately. That gargoyle butcher knew precisely what to do with meat. It fell off the bone and melted in my mouth. My stomach stopped pitching. The queasiness left bite by bite, leaving me with a sumptuous taste of cranberry.

    Julian smiled at my obvious pleasure. His hand descended into his pocket. He pulled out that same strange disk I’d seen people hand in to get weapons.

    My bottom lip jutted. “What is that?” I said around a mouthful.

    “Your contract. Your assistant. Your credit counter. Your wallet. Your only real friend. No, just kidding. I—”

    Before he could hit on me again, I leaned over, found my gumption, and plucked it right off the table.

    He watched me as I settled it down close to my knife and fork. It looked like nothing more than one of those vibrating little discs you sometimes get at pharmacies or restaurants when you have to wait in a line.

    It was just small enough to put in a pocket.

    I turned it over, then placed it back down again. “Is this the contract?”

    “You move quickly.”

    I ate faster. I grabbed a delicious quinoa and roasted corn salad and shoveled it into my mouth. I started to eye the desserts arrayed behind the rest of the meal. They were fittingly closest to the devilishly handsome Julian.

    A fact that was wholly irrelevant. His gaze had completely changed around me. At first it was amused. Now he tracked me like a hunter.

    That was not the look of someone attracted because you are attractive. It was the shrewd gaze of someone recognizing value.

    Armoring myself with that fact, I reached toward the dessert anyway. His fingers clutched my wrist. They were tender but hard, soft but insistent. They matched the look in his eyes. “You will agree to abide by the rules of the soul contractors. You will go out on missions. I’m
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