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  Dedication




For everyone who secretly had a thing for Ariel's dad.
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The Introduction


During the Halloween party in Hers to Keep
Pricilla Fortineaux was accustomed to being the decorative accent at a fancy party like this one. She was not, however, used to doing that while monitoring an extremely complex magical security system for threats in a room filled to bursting with potential threats. 
She glanced toward the center of the raised dais she sat on one wing of. Mariana Reyes sat there looking stunning in a black mermaid gown with rose detailing that shimmered with magic, elevated above the crowd in the large room and surrounded by her coterie of impressive men. A long receiving line wound away from her, but she took the time to speak cordially with everyone.
The ballroom around them was huge, with vaulted ceilings hung with white and burgundy bunting to help mute the noise. Warm wooden floors were broken up by wide paths of burgundy carpet into separate areas for drinking and dancing and conversing.
As Pris looked over the people waiting, she compared them to the guest list they had reviewed dozens of times in preparation for the event. A few places back, a tall man with silver hair tied neatly back and a full beard stood in an impeccably-tailored suit. His expression spoke of profound boredom. He radiated the calm confidence of a man who got what he wanted, regardless of what it was, and she recognized him immediately from his picture.
Emil Álvarez ran exclusive casinos for dangerous people—until now, only in Macau. His presence was a question mark, and one of the threats that they had flagged when he had requested an invitation.
Pris tried to figure out if she should raise an alarm. A stunning woman in an immaculate white suit walked up to him, with an elegantly-dressed witch she didn’t recognize in tow. Quiet words were exchanged, and then the witch wove a sound shield around them. Pricilla stood, one hand braced on the railing in front of her, drawing magic down from the wards and into her until her chest ached.
She sensed Mari pull her own magic around her in preparation. They had worked together often enough that their magic resonated perfectly, and they didn’t need to speak to recognize when something might be happening. Still, the force of Mari’s magic was almost oppressive against hers. The new monarch of Las Vegas was so powerful that Pris didn’t have words to describe her strength. She struggled to hold her own against it.
Just as Pris decided they had waited long enough, the witch dropped her shield. Her eyes flew wide when she saw the volume of magic that Pris and Mari both held, but she didn’t say anything or move from her spot.
The person in front of Emil moved away from the dais, and he stepped into the space without missing a beat. He bowed slightly, meeting Mari’s eyes as he straightened. “Emil Álvarez. I’m here to propose a partnership.”
Teeth clenched, Pris waited with her magic poised to strike. This wasn’t the sort of thing she did with her power, so it took all her focus to wield it as a potential weapon.
“Mr. Álvarez,” Mari said in a pleasant voice, nothing in her face betraying her as she slowly released the magic she held. “I wasn’t aware that we were in the market for a partner.”
“Aren’t you?” The man’s smile was sharp as a razor when his gaze cut to Pris. They didn’t have any information on what sort of paranormal he was, but he clearly had some sensitivity to magic. “Even more reason that you should take my meeting.”
Cisco took a single step forward, his gray wings splaying in an aggressive display meant to draw attention to him. “Then let’s go book a meeting and keep this line moving.”
Emil broke eye contact with Pris and took in the gargoyle towering above him with a calm intensity. “Sounds like a plan.” He moved off with Cisco after giving Mari a respectful nod.
Pris slowly let the power back into the wards above the compound. When the line finally tapered off to a trickle an hour or so later, Samar climbed to where she sat with a drink for her.
His dark brown eyes swept over her as he passed her the glass. They’d come to know each other pretty well in the couple of weeks since the soccer game where he’d tried to protect her—even becoming lovers. She was under no illusions about the extent of their relationship. He was attentive and caring, but he’d been upfront about not being the type to settle down with one lover. That suited Pris just fine, as neither was she.
It meant she had access to the full extent of her magic without giving in to what she craved. Because what she wanted was dangerous to admit to and even more dangerous to give in to. The things she yearned for could be wielded as a weapon against her. If her last relationship had taught her anything, it was that.
“You should take a break,” Samar said after she’d had a sip, clearly picking up on something in her body language that gave away the fatigue setting in. His feline senses made him uncannily good at reading her.
A headache was starting to throb behind her eyes, but she was worried about leaving the wards unattended with so many strangers inside the protections. “Someone else taking over?”
He dipped his head in a nod. “Greta is on it.”
She rested a hand on his forearm. “Thanks for taking such good care of me.”
His full lips curled in a warm smile. “You’re welcome. If you need to get away from the noise for a bit, I’ve heard the conservatory is peaceful.” He nodded to the sliding doors that stood open to reveal a large pool beyond.
It looked dimly lit and uncrowded, a stark contrast to the room they were in. The atmosphere in the party was cheerful, but it was all a little much for her after a few hours.
“Oh, that’s a fantastic idea. If anyone needs me, I’ll be in there.”
Samar nodded as she rose to her feet. She leaned up to kiss his cheek and smiled against his skin when he smoothed a hand over her hip in a way that made her magic sparkle. When she caught the golden glow of his eyes, she considered pulling him into an alcove and indulging in a different way to relax, but she enjoyed the anticipation that came with depriving herself a little.
“Later,” she promised and moved down from the dais. She flaunted her ass at him in her figure-hugging dress a bit as she walked away, because she wasn’t the only one who liked some teasing.
Pris wound her way carefully through the crowd until she got to the divider to the conservatory. Up close, she could see the clever weave of magic that kept sound out. Her skin tingled when she stepped through, and the room beyond was nearly silent but for the gentle lapping of water.
It was like she had been transported to a secluded beach resort, complete with the smell of salt water. She would have to remember to compliment Willow on the marvel of this later. There were a handful of people having hushed conversations within the large space, mostly on the side of the room with the sand and the improbable palm trees. She opted to stay on the side with the flooring so she wouldn’t have to take off her heels.
Pricilla strolled slowly along the edge of the pool, enjoying the rippling play of reflected light on the surfaces around her. She felt eyes on her before she noticed anyone, but when she swiveled her gaze that way, she wondered how she could have missed Emil Álvarez watching her from a curved bench seat.
The dim, silvery light flattered him, though he definitely didn’t need any help in that department. He was rugged and handsome in a way that seemed oddly at home in the space.
Though he made no indication that she should approach, she felt a pull toward him she couldn’t deny. Was it just his good looks, or the aura of danger he wore as easily as his tailored suit?
No emotion flickered on his face as she stepped closer, though his gaze moved over her in a way that communicated expectation. When she was only a few feet away, he gestured that she should take a seat across from him.
She took the place he indicated with a nod of greeting. “I’m Pricilla Fortineaux.”
Emil’s dark eyes searched her face briefly. “A pleasure, Ms. Fortineaux. What can I do for you?” His voice was deep and melodious.
“Oh, nothing.” She exhaled a chuckle, feeling a little awkward. “I was just trying to find some peace and quiet.”
His stare was direct enough to be off-putting. “I find that difficult to believe.”
Up close, he was an absolute mountain of a man with large, strong hands that she couldn’t help but imagine clapped over her mouth. She cleared her throat and pushed the intrusive thought away. “How do you mean?”
“Of all the seats here, Mariana Reyes’s pet witch chooses that one?”
“I’m no one’s pet,” she snapped, her back straightening.
One silver eyebrow rose. “Pity. Your throat would look delicious with a collar around it.”
His gaze dropped to her neck, and her skin heated with a blush. Then his eyes slid down further to take in her breasts. She inhaled deeply before she could think better of the idea. His lips twitched into the briefest smile, then settled again.
With a slowness that made her want to squirm, he panned upward again until he met her eyes. “Sapphires for you. But only after you’ve earned them.”
“And how would I do that?” She regretted her response instantly.
Why hadn’t she gotten up and left already? But she knew the answer. He was alluring and powerful and exactly what she’d craved for so long. She had managed to convince herself she didn’t need it after all, and then he’d sauntered into her life, filled to the brim with an arrogance that had her magic humming.
“By pleasing me, of course.” He leaned back a bit, letting his long legs fill the space between them as he sprawled out.
Her traitorous gaze dropped to his groin where the outline of his heavy cock was obvious under the expensive fabric. The urgent swell of her magic made her gasp. When she looked up again, he was smirking at her.
“I’m not interested in pleasing you.” Feeling the need to lash out, she forced the words from her mouth in a rush.
Every trace of playfulness vanished from his expression in an instant. “It is one thing to lie to me,” he said carefully. “But it is entirely something else to lie to yourself. I won’t have it.”
He rose and walked away without looking back, leaving her stunned in his wake. The cold that settled into her with his departure made her shiver.
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The Chase


Pricilla felt Emil step inside the wards again several days later. She hadn’t even realized she’d memorized his magical signature until the threads of power wrapping the compound trembled around him. 
She’d been reading and researching the powers and weaknesses of demigods with Willow in the library in the hopes of offering some assistance or advice to Mari when she bolted up straight in her chair.
“What’s that look for?” Willow asked, kohl-rimmed eyes narrowed. They wore a green shirt dress and a necklace of gold and emeralds that offset their deep copper skin.
“I have to go check on something.” Her cheeks heated as she stood and she prayed that Willow didn’t notice. Before her friend could ask any awkward questions, she left the library and hurried down the hallway.
The main house was a warren of rooms and passages she was finally starting to get the hang of several weeks in, and she found her way to the entry in short order. Kima was leading Emil and his tough-looking bodyguard to the meeting room.
Pricilla’s breath caught when he took her in with a slow, sweeping glance that lingered on her face before turning back to Kima to respond to something she had said. He was dressed in a sharp, charcoal suit that fit him better than any article of clothing had a right to. And despite all odds, he seemed to have only gotten more attractive in the days that had
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