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      Blurb

      

      
        Magic entered the world twenty years ago. I was born to kill it.
      

      

      I’ve spent my life hiding in the shadows of Mythos City, terrified that someone will discover my secret: a single touch from my skin strips a magical practitioner of their power. Permanently.

      

      But when my sister is threatened, I step out of the shadows and straight into the path of Jace, the city’s most ruthless Alpha.


      He doesn’t arrest me. He claims me.

      

      Now, I’m under his "protection" in a compound filled with wolves who want me dead. But the Alpha isn’t the only one watching. A shadow faction known as the Kings is rising, and they know exactly what I am. They don't want to arrest me, either. They want to turn me into a weapon.


      And Jace is the only thing standing in their way.

      

      
        Tropes: Forced Proximity, Protective Alpha, Hidden Power, Urban Fantasy Romance.
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    Chapter 1

    “Nothing will go wrong as long as you trust me and abide by the golden rule,” my sister said, leaning against her desk with her magic-covered hands pointed at me.

    Sighing and thumbing my rain-slicked hair from my face, I shrugged. Long brown locks slid down my wet yellow jacket. I’d stupidly ridden my bike here through a thunderstorm. It still pelted outside, buckets of rain splattering against the large plate-glass window behind my sister’s penthouse office. It offered a perfect view of downtown Mythos City. You could see right along the main boulevard toward the central shopping district. Several buildings stood out like naked people in a crowd. While all the other places had the old-world charm you’d expect of a 2,000-year-old metropolis, three central towers – made of steel, glass, and concrete – looked like stripped-back fingers reaching for the sky.

    They belonged to the Central Magic District, the governing body of all practitioners in Mythos City and beyond. They were new, because magic was too.

    I sighed, running a hand up and down my arm, dislodging the water and dripping it guiltily onto my sister’s carpet. How much I wished to return to a time without magic. Unlike the new generation born into a heady world of power, force, and privilege, I was old enough to remember when magic swept over the world 20 years ago.

    My sister was a stunning six feet tall with penetrating brown eyes, a pristine cream pencil suit, and an official Court Counsel pin sitting above her left breast. We currently stood in her office at her law firm, one of the hardest-hitting in the city.

    “You look distracted,” she muttered, a tight frown marking her ruddy red lips. She must’ve recently reapplied her lipstick. Or she’d run over it with a coat of sealant, considering she got to work at 5 AM sharp every day. Now, according to the clock in the corner of her vibrant, big computer screen, it was already pushing 6 PM. It was technically spring. You couldn’t tell it from the deluge splattering over downtown like a coughing fit.

    “Huh?” I responded, remembering she’d spoken to me. With eyes locked on the windows, I wished I was elsewhere.

    
      Like back 20 years ago before my whole life was dumped in the bin.
    

    Karen rolled her eyes, tucked her sleeves further up, walked around the desk, and gently grabbed my shoulder. “Hey,” her voice dropped to a soothing tone, “it’s going to be okay.”

    My sharp green eyes lurched up to her. Lips twisting, I grunted, “You keep promising that.”

    “And it keeps being okay.” In a much lighter voice, she turned and gestured at the office then swept a hand along the long boulevard outside. “You’re free to walk around, ride your bike in downpours – which is stupid by the way – and slip under the radar. Nobody has any idea what you’re capable of. You’re safe. So it’s okay.”

    Watching her as a flash of lightning blasted overhead, I managed to shrug.

    Her definition of safe was different from mine. Without Karen, I wouldn’t be here, and while she was the high-powered lawyer, I was the low-income freelance journalist who had to ride her bike in monsoons.

    I’d be dead without her. Or worse.

    A tight shiver ran over my shoulders faster than another blast of lightning across the sky above.

    Her fingers tightened around my arm and slipped quickly to my elbow, scrunching against the soggy polyamide raincoat. “Firstly, we need to get you a new jacket. Secondly, stop thinking about it. Nobody knows who you are. Nobody knows what you can do.”

    “How much longer do you honestly think you can keep me hidden?”

    “I’ve kept you hidden for 20 years. Nobody has an inkling about your powers. I’ve got this. Now take off your jacket.” Frowning at me kindly, she gestured with a quick flick of her hand.

    Feeling crappy for soaking her plush cream carpet, I gently unzipped my jacket and slipped it off. After I hooked it over the back of a metal chair, I yanked up my blouse underneath, pulling it all the way up to my shoulders to reveal the curve of my back.

    Karen clucked her tongue, clicked a step forward on her heel, and carefully ran a warm hand down my spine. She stopped in the dead center, and a cold shiver bit through my flesh.

    “… How is it?” My voice caught in my throat.

    “It’s not as bad as I thought. It’s holding up okay…. Wait. Hold on.” Her words quickened, slurring together. Flattening her palm on my back, a charge of her unique, powerful magic sank into the skin.

    Screwing my eyes shut, I tried to tune out the stabs of pain pulsing through my body as Karen tried to counteract my magic.

    If she weren’t a family member, she couldn’t dare touch me like this. Nobody else in the city could lay a bare hand flat on my skin and hope to get away with it.

    “What have you been doing?” she asked.

    “Nothing.” My voice tightened with defensiveness.

    “I’m not accusing you of anything,” she sighed in the kind of practiced tone you used against delinquent criminals.

    “Karen—”

    “Hey,” tapping me on the shoulder, she waited until I turned, and she shot me a grin. It was all cheeks and teeth, all rumpled nose and total kindness.

    It made my shoulders shake and loosen.

    “It’s okay, sis,” she continued. “I’ve got this. I’m not accusing you of anything, and I certainly don’t think you’re running around trying to strip powers from people. I can promise you, you’ll never do that. It’s not in you. But I think you must be under a lot of stress, and that’s affecting your magic seal. Is it your finances? Let me help you out. I can set you up with a job here anytime.”

    “I don’t want to work for you. You’d be a mean boss.”

    Karen laughed as she concentrated on redoing the charms that kept my latent magic from forcing its way out at a single touch.

    While the world had changed in incredible ways over the past 20 years, not everybody had benefited equally from the fact magic was now real. Or should I say, that magic had now been revealed. Magic had formed in most humans after a virus escaped a secret vampire lab and spread around the globe. But not everyone got powers. Some people had sailed through the past 20 tumultuous years completely normal. Others had grown all sorts of strange abilities. Some people could shift their physical form into animal-like avatars. Others, like vampires, could pull the living life force out of people and live virtually in perpetuity.

    There were elementals, telekinetics, even clairvoyants. The virus changed people’s DNA on the quantum level, allowing them to draw on the craziest powers.

    But while almost everyone else fell into recognizable magical categories, I didn’t.

    I removed magic with a single touch.

    Karen clucked her tongue again. “There’s no need to be so stiff. It doesn’t hurt that much, does it?”

    Through hard, white lips I lied, “Nope. I can hardly feel it.” Meanwhile, ice practically ravaged my bones. The feeling of Karen half shutting my magic off was like repeatedly having my face smashed in a door.

    Nose crumpling, lips stiff and hard, I breathed through my teeth.

    “I’m going to give you one more month for this new freelance lifestyle to work,” Karen warned over the crackle of her own force. She was a medical mediator. She could use her own life force to directly influence other people’s bodies. While most mediators like her worked in the health services, Karen had always wanted to become a lawyer. Even M-day – the moment when magic swept across the world 20 years ago – hadn’t changed that particular dream. My sister was not the kind of woman to ever change her mind about something that mattered to her.

    Which is why I winced. “I don’t want to work in your office.”

    “Like I said, I’m going to give you a month to make it work.”

    “Then what are you going to do? Lock me up?”

    “That would be a rather extreme solution. Plus, the last thing I want you to do is go anywhere near the justice system. I’d chew off my left arm to keep you away from the pack.” Karen might be the strongest, bravest person I knew, but her voice crumpled like somebody stamped on it.

    I couldn’t hide the tight shiver that clutched my shoulders and tore up my spine. It was like a fast car tearing across an unsealed road. A cloud of dread passed over me, and my shoulders crumpled.

    Karen squeezed my elbow with her free hand. “Hey,” she said softly, her voice like a warm hug. “You think I’d ever let you come to the attention of the Pack? I deal with Jace Winston personally. He might look like Prince Charming, but the Alpha is a coldhearted bastard.”

    My sister almost never swore. It would take a frosty day in hell for her to break our parents’ golden rule about civility. The injunction had never meant much to me. But I barely remembered my parents. I’d still been a kid when they died on M-day.

    It took her a few seconds to get over speaking about Jace. I didn’t blame her. He, along with a handful of other hyper-powerful practitioners, practically ran the city. Technically we had a human mayor, but the magical side of town was run by their own. There were the shifters, with Jace as their supreme Alpha. Then there were the vampires, who were run by an enigmatic, stunning woman by the name of Francia. The witches had a swinging door of leaders that changed practically monthly, and a sub council ruled the wizards. And finally there were the mysterious Engelos – an almost angel-like race of creatures that happened to be the most beautiful things ever seen. They rightly freaked out a lot of people. Engelos had powerful psychic skills and could read unguarded minds easily.

    The only benefit of my magic was nobody could read me. If an Engelos really wanted to, they’d have to get close enough to touch me. And that’d strip them of their magic for good.

    “Hey, what do you think dad would say now?” Karen changed the topic, likely reading my tension again. It hooked even higher around my shoulders, a straitjacket for my throat.

    I had to force a chuckle. “He’d tell us to go clean out the drains.”

    She joined in with a soft laugh. “Does a big building like this have drains?”

    It wasn’t even funny, but we both shared another laugh. Karen dropped into a quick, heavy silence, likely thinking of our parents.

    My mind went right back to Jace and the sheer danger of his magical enforcers.

    Fear ran through my veins like a sharp knife. While M-day took both our parents, our aunt had lived for at least three years afterward. She’d taken care of us and hammered home the importance of never letting me come to the attention of anyone.

    As a child I hadn’t understood why and assumed I was the cure for magic nobody knew existed. My aunt had promised I was a weapon instead.

    Now I was old enough, I knew she was right.

    A man like Jace would use me for one thing: to strip magic from his enemies.

    “The next bit’s going to hurt,” Karen warned. “Brace yourself.”

    Wincing, drawing on years of courage, I nodded.

    Karen’s magic crackled over my shoulders, bright enough it reflected across the windows in a dance of blue and yellow. The crackles sparked up high then rushed over my back, sinking easily into my spine.

    Clamping down on my jaw like a horse to a bit, I stifled a shriek.

    Karen’s magic wasn’t destroying my powers. It sealed them behind a wall of mental control. It meant I wouldn’t strip magic from anyone who bumped into my shoulder accidentally. I’d have a little leeway before my force started slipping out.

    Technically, someone could grab my bare skin, run their fingers over my hand, even pick me up without my force leaking out and curing them.

    But if my emotions were upset—

    “It’s almost done. Relax. I know it hurts a little, but you’ve got to open your mind to this bit. Otherwise the block won’t work properly. We don’t want a repeat of primary school.” Karen shifted around uncomfortably on her heels, her hand pulling away from my back for one centimeter before it clamped back down again.

    As a shudder of cold power counteracted the fire usually churning through my blood, I tried not to think of poor Jimmy in primary school.

    Though I hadn’t thought of him in those terms at the time. A bully who’d gone after me relentlessly for losing my parents, he’d cornered me one day on the swings, grabbed my head, and banged it against a metal pole. We were on our own, which meant no witnesses.

    My power had leaked out, smashing him in the chest.

    Jimmy had come from a long line of shifters. Not of the new kind. His family had possessed magic long before M-day.

    But in that fateful moment, Jimmy had lost his. My power had simply torn the capacity for magic right out of his bones. It knocked him out, too, and fortunately gave him a little amnesia.

    When he came to, nobody knew how he lost his force.

    My sister had quickly and quietly transferred me out of the school on the premise of us moving interstate.

    I barely thought of him anymore. It was clear from Karen’s tight tone that was not the same for her.

    “Relax. Come on, kid, I know you’ve got it in you.”

    Jaw as tight as wire, I forced my shoulders down.

    The crackle of her force stung my skin, sinking in deeper. Light shone up over my back in jagged lines. Soon they’d settle, forming invisible runes that’d sink deep into my skin. You’d either have to try to cut me with a scalpel or scale my naked back with a magical microscope to pick them up.

    My sister was one of the best medical mediators in the state. Not that anyone but us knew that. She kept her talents exclusively for me.

    With a sigh, she was done. Flicking a few blond locks out of her face, she gestured at her couch.

    I walked over and flopped, not bothering to hook my top down.

    Frowning, she marched up, grabbed the soft cotton, and patted it over my stomach. “You’re all done for this month. You can thank me later. Or maybe right now. My secretary’s sick.”

    Though drained, I pulled myself to my feet, shaking my head. “I’m afraid I can’t help out, because, as discussed, I’d be terrible working for you. No offense, but I’d constantly be thinking of everything I cost you.”

    Karen’s hand snaked out faster than a punch, though she didn’t strike me. Grabbing my elbow, her lips squeezed in, and she stared at me with a glare that could stop a criminal in their tracks. “I don’t think that way. And neither should you. You are my family,” her voice dropped, “and I will do anything for you. Now, like I said, you’ve got a month. If you can’t get better employment by the end, we will think of something. No matter what, sis, I will keep you safe.”

    A smile crumpled my lips.

    I felt guilty, crappy that she had to live her life always looking over her shoulder at me. But I still felt warm and fuzzy on the inside.

    “Thanks, Karen. One day,” I muttered as I reached the door, “I’ll pay you back.”

    “Staying alive and out of the Pack is the best way to pay me back.”

    With that, I quietly shut the door behind her. Her words rang in my head, but more importantly, her blocking magic sang in my veins.

    For now.

  
    Chapter 2

    It was when I flopped onto my bike that I got a quick ping of a text message. Frowning, I drew the phone from my pocket. “Better not be from my boss.”

    Technically I was working freelance currently, but I’d signed up to an agency that took a cut for the work it found for me.

    I’d received a great little job recently easily doable from the sofa in my pajamas. I was happiest at home. And so was the city. I could sprawl out on the couch, content that no one would accidentally touch me, push through my emotional controls, and reveal my terrible secret.

    But I was a month behind on payments for that same apartment. I’d even slipped with installments on the couch.

    As a nervous flutter chased over my back, I confirmed the text was from the boss.

    “Are you serious?” I snapped. “You can’t do that.” The text was a simple two-line message about the fact he’d taken me off that assignment. No sorry. No different assignment. That was it. I’d already lost work from another agency in the same way.

    They didn’t care who you were. Because there was always some other down-on-their-luck journalist who was willing to work for less.

    With a sinking feeling, I roughly yanked my weather-worn hood up, hiding under it.

    Then a burst of anger pulsed through me. If my back were visible, it would shimmer across my blocking magic like light over polished glass.

    This wasn’t fair. I’d never signed up to have magic like this, or a life this pathetic and pitiful.

    With my sister’s threat looming over my head, I yanked my phone out. I’d rather be pushy than pathetic. I didn’t want to face Karen in a month’s time and beg for a job. Though she’d give me one. My own flesh and blood would move mountains to help me.

    I jammed my finger on the call button, my heart pounding in my throat as I waited for my boss to pick up—

    Surprisingly, he did. “Don’t pester me,” he snapped.

    “Look,” I said, immediately losing my gumption and defaulting to a small, polite voice. Because defiance only works when you’re not the biggest toad in the room. And my boss had that title under wraps.

    “Somebody else promised to do it for cheaper. What do you want me to do?” he snapped.

    “Offer me something else. Act like a human being. Show some compassion for once.”

    “Compassion doesn’t pay the bills.”

    Cursing and angling further under the awning where I parked my bike, I hissed, “Look, I’ll do anything, all right? I need to keep my apartment. I’ll do whatever you want. I swear to you I’m the most desperate journalist in this city,”

    Maybe it was my tone. Perhaps he got distracted and started looking at his emails. He dropped into a quiet, leading silence.

    Either he was about to snap my head off, or—

    “You said you’d do anything?” His tone rose in a sharp click.

    Jamming my thumb into my mouth, I let my bike rest against the wall. I hissed, “Are you serious?”

    “Something just came across my desk.”

    “I’ll take it,” I snapped, my mouth moving faster than a speeding rocket.

    “How quickly can you put on a dress and get down to the Magic District?”

    My blood turned cold. “Um….”

    “I heard your answer. I’ll give this to someone else. It’s lucrative, too. You can make $3,000 tonight if you get me what I need.”

    “Three grand?” My voice shot up so fast, it turned into a spitting hiss.

    “Three grand. I’ll make it three and a half if you get there fast.”

    “I’m not far away,” I told the truth. “But I don’t have a dress.”

    “Then you’re no good to me—”

    I tilted my head up, staring at my sister’s office. “No. I can get one. I can get down there in… 10 minutes.”

    “Good. I’m gonna send you through an invitation to a charity function.”

    “Who’s going to be there?” I pushed my words out of a dry mouth. Thoughts of vampires and shifters filled my head. It was the Magic District. It would hardly be filled with carefree normal humans.

    “Just some small-time celebs.”

    “Will any of the city’s heads be there?” I tried to hide the shake in my voice.

    “Them? What? No. It’s a low-key function. The gig is pretty simple. You go there, pay attention to all of the elites, and write up tales of them. You know, firsthand stuff. Talk about their outfits, how the magical auras make you feel. The sense of how they’re changing the city. It’s a fluff piece. But it’s one for an important financial mag. I’ll send you what you’ve got to focus on, alright? Be non-invasive. Grab a glass of their cheapest champagne. Park yourself against the wall, and watch.”

    “Got it,” I whispered.

    “You’d better. Or you won’t get three and a half grand.” With that, he hung up.

    Thumb back in my mouth, I tilted my head up. My sister would have heels, a dress, makeup, even a car. But she would never give them to me if she knew where I was going.

    Teetering on the spot, I thought of heading home. Then I remembered how much I had to pay on that couch.

    I couldn’t wait.

    If I ever wanted to prove to the world I could look after myself, I had to do this.

    But you can only look after yourself when you know what’s after you.

  
    Chapter 3

    I managed to convince my sister I was heading to a small premiere on the other side of town. I borrowed a decent, pretty dress that fit my bigger figure, whipped my hair into a bun, slapped makeup on myself, and headed in a taxi downtown.

    Before the driver left, I had to show him my invitation to the party. Then, when we rocked up outside one of the Magic District’s function halls, I had to show it to the guy at the front gate and then the bouncer at the door.

    It felt like I was entering a maximum-security prison. Though that wasn’t the sense with everyone else. Excited guests chatted amongst themselves as they moved down a literal red carpet, looking like a million bucks.

    My mind immediately noted the salient details: the akoya pearls, the Argyle pink diamonds, the haute couture dresses, the million-dollar smiles and cars.

    My dress was good, my makeup adequate. I didn’t stick out. But I didn’t draw anyone’s attention.

    Slipping into the function hall, I juxtaposed it to the other older buildings in Mythos City. Most of the other districts had style, with buildings ranging from positively ancient to around 150 years old. They were made of sandstone, wrought iron, and marble floors. They might not be 50 stories high, but they made up for it with towering pillars, soaring ceilings, and sweeping staircases. It made you feel like you were walking through a fairytale.

    This function hall set my teeth on edge. The floor was a polished black concrete that reflected everything, but in a dull, shadowy way. It made all the wealth on display mix until it looked like too many colors making brown paint.

    While the ceiling towered high above, it made every footstep echo. There was no grand sense I was walking through history. It felt more like a monster’s gaping mouth.

    Settling a hand quickly on my stomach, I muttered to myself, “Get in and get it done.”

    All of the guests were funneled through the enormous entrance way down a ramp toward the function hall. It was almost a stadium. White tables were set up around the perimeter, and there was a podium at the back. The ceiling was domed, and huge candelabra chandeliers hung from it. There was no seating, and people mingled everywhere.

    It was also windowless. I don’t know why that made my hackles rise more than anything. It was likely the fact I’d entered the Magic District. While I’d ventured here occasionally, it was always with supervision. A tight-lipped, quick-witted Karen would walk by my side, her arm on my elbow in case my magic decided to play up.

    Now I was like a kid venturing out from home for the first time.

    But there were wolves here. Literally.

    My boss promised this was an ordinary function. But I watched a wolf shifter stride in, easily two heads taller than everyone in the room. Wearing a cashmere suit that barely hid his roped muscles, he looked like some angled-jaw sport star. But his eyes glittered far too powerfully.

    I couldn’t see magical auras. Nor did I need to. You could always tell from someone’s eyes if they had power or not. He practically burned with it.

    Frowning, I didn’t recognize him, but the two twittering ladies beside me did. One dressed in a floor-to-throat flowing pink silk hissed at her friend, “That’s Reggie Denton. He’s the Alpha’s second-in-command.”

    “No way. The second is Camelia.”

    “Nope. She got demoted. Did something dear Jace hated. We’ll never find out.”

    “Pack politics is so opaque.”

    “Who cares? He’s a hunk.”

    “Sure. I heard from a friend on the Force that he muscled his way into the pack. His old one kicked him out for too many assault charges.”

    My stomach flipped as I tried to shimmy backward. But I couldn’t plant my shoulders against the wall, as my boss had promised. No one could reach them. Tables dressed in flowing white linen were pressed up against every one. It made me feel like a sheep in a pen waiting for the next predator.

    And down that ramp she walked. She was one of the most powerful vampires in the city. She wasn’t a head or anything, but she was a true ancestral. My blood didn’t just run cold. I swear someone poured ice into my heart.

    A waiter walked past, offering champagne. Even before he reached me, I grabbed one and almost downed the whole thing.

    God, I had to get out of here. What if I actually brushed shoulders with one of those shifters?

    Technically nothing would happen unless I lost emotional control. But I’d never met a truly powerful practitioner. They might sense the block my sister had cast on my skin.

    “Whoa, steady,” the chatty lady in pink silk spluttered from behind me as I splashed a little champagne down my collar. “The party’s just started. You also don’t want to get kicked out in front of the city’s heads. Look. You don’t have magic, do you, sweetie?” she continued, “Because you’d really be screwed if you did.”

    I spun on my heel, almost tripping. “Heads?”

    She shot me a quizzical look. Then she pointed over my shoulder.

    I stared past her elegant pink manicure at the ramp as two of the city’s most famous men walked down it.

    It felt like each footstep drove into my heart.

    First came Velos, the head of the Engelos. Possibly one of the most beautiful men anyone had ever seen. He stood at about six-foot-five, but his body was hardly out of proportion. It was long and sleek, matching the wings permanently tucked behind his back. A brilliant, glittering white, they offset his dazzling light blue eyes.

    He had a jaw to die for, and he currently wore a slim-fitting gray silk suit.

    His eyes swept across the crowd. He smiled at some, shot blank expressions at the rest, and even momentarily looked at me.

    Gulping, I shrank back, trying not to let my blood pressure blow my head off.

    Too late. The second man soon walked down. The Alpha, Jace.

    The one man my sister hated more than anyone.

    A hush came over the crowd as he appeared. He might not be six-foot-five. I didn’t know his exact height. It could be two or three inches less. But he seemed taller than everyone I’d ever seen. It was the way he faced the world, his shoulders broad, his head held forward, eyes never blinking. He was like a wall.

    His mere appearance struck me right in the chest, my heart missing several beats.

    At least nobody was paying attention to me anymore.

    The crowd remained silent as Jace took his position close to the podium. He didn’t rise up yet. Instead he accepted a champagne and thankfully turned his back to me.

    I couldn’t move an inch. My brain had shut down, a cold pressure spreading through my body in a wave.

    Move, I hissed at my feet. Twist around. Leave. You can do it. Before everything starts—

    Too late. The lights dimmed slightly, and music started to play through hidden loudspeakers.

    The conversations began again, but muted. Most were directed at Jace. He was a surprise attendee. And most people wanted to know why he was here.

    I wanted to rip my boss apart – he’d promised this would be low key. But I was the real culprit. Not only was this the stupidest thing I’d ever done… but my sister didn’t even know where I was.

    A waiter walked through with more champagne. This time he politely offered me one. I couldn’t even reply.

    Fortunately the chatty women behind me moved on.

    I shimmied back until I got as close to the tables as possible. A stupid move. It was a thoroughfare, people coming and going, helping themselves to a smorgasbord of amazing finger food. It must’ve been cooked by Michelin star chefs. Though nothing could penetrate the haze of my anxiety, the scents of delectable seafoods, cold meats, and fresh cheeses tickled my nose.

    No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t turn and grab one of the offerings.

    An MC started to speak. He introduced the event. Every word washed over me like a wave crashing into a seashore.

    Get out, I told myself. Walk right toward the ramp—

    Dammit. More shifters arrived. They hung around the ramp as if they were guarding it.

    There was no other exit from the freaking room. Was that legal?

    Ah, I couldn’t even climb out a window.

    My heart hammered harder in my throat as each breath became shallow. A cold wave of tingling dread sank into my stomach and expanded like a bomb—

    “Excuse me,” someone said in a smooth voice. It was as gentle as silk, like a tongue sliding across the roof of a soft mouth. It put me in mind of something tender and caressingly simple.

    Before I knew what I was doing, I turned and came face-to-face with one of the heads of Mythos City.

    Velos himself locked those startling blue eyes on me. “Excuse me,” he said again in that same memorable tone, “but I’d like to shift past your hip and pluck up an oyster.”

    His words got through, though it took several blinking seconds before I squeaked a sorry and shifted sideways.

    His eyes on me, he did as promised, plucking up an oyster and downing it in a single gulp. Discarding the shell into a bowl beside him, he nodded, as if suggesting I could take up my position again guarding the seafood.

    Sweat pooled across my palms. I didn’t want to dry it on my dress – it was a light pastel cream.

    But his eyes were still on me. A crumpled smile blessed them. “You seem a little uncomfortable, Miss. Are functions like this not your thing?”

    “This is the first time I’ve ever come to something like this,” I blurted that out in a single shaking breath.

    “And you are—”

    “A journalist,” I gulped, realizing if I kept acting like this, he’d probably call the guards. I went to pluck my phone out. “I’m here to write up a piece. But—”

    He waved his hands, suggesting he didn’t need to see any ID. “The security is tight. I’m sure you are here legally.”

    “Yep,” I whispered, not knowing how to continue the conversation. Hell, I wanted it to end, to crash and burn in flames.

    I didn’t care what I had to do to get the Engelos away from me, but the longer he was by my side, the more danger I was in.

    “Excuse me,” I whispered, intending to shift past him. This was the worst possible place to hide. Right in front of the gorgeous seafood table, people were making a beeline for it. Glorious fat shrimps and prawns hung off crystal bowls with all sorts of delicious smelling sauces.

    The Engelos didn’t shift his gaze from me. “I fear I’ve upset you.”

    “No.” I couldn’t take it anymore, and wiped my hands on my skirt, leaving long lines trailing down the silk. “I’m way out of my comfort zone.”

    “And what is your comfort zone as a journalist?”

    “Honestly, usually little fluff pieces on local events. Sometimes things for online magazines.”

    “I see. What are you here to write about?”

    “The lives of the wealthy and privileged, I guess.” I shouldn’t have added a guess and should definitely end this conversation now. Having his eyes all over me felt like a leash around my throat.

    No. His eyes on me were soft, delicate even, inquisitive too. It wasn’t like a coldhearted scientist stripping me down for parts. It felt far more intimate than that.

    A little heat built across my cheeks. “I’m sure there are far more important people for you to talk to.”

    “Why can’t I read your mind?” he asked flatly.

    I got a step past and froze. My brain becoming even blanker, my mouth dry, I whispered, “Sorry?”

    “You’re in clear emotional distress, yet every thought is blocked from me. What kind of magic do you practice?”

    I’d come across psychics before, but they’d never noticed they couldn’t read my thoughts. This was the first time I’d ever met someone as powerful as Velos.

    “Ah… there’s no point in talking to me.” Extricating myself, I lurched away through the crowd, his gaze on the back of my neck.

    
      Now. I had to get out now.
    

    Locking my eyes on the ramp, realizing I had to make a run for it, I wended through guests, somehow staying on my feet. My body was happy now it could move. The pulsing, dead-bellied fear would prefer I run, but I kept my feet at a steady pace.

    Until halfway toward the ramp, the MC got on the mic again. In one smooth line, he introduced Jace.

    Everybody stopped talking, moving, eating, probably breathing. As one, the entire crowd turned like a collective to face the stage.

    The lighting was perfect, the main area dimming as subtle stage highlights lit the powerful Alpha. It made his face shine while it cast a long shadow of his tall body behind him. He resembled a powerful tree standing alone on some hilltop. But his face was smooth, free of most lines apart from some charming wrinkles around his eyes.

    The gaze, the features, the energy behind them – was everything but charming. Jace came with the energy of a loaded shotgun.

    Clearing his throat once, he opened thin, shapely lips to say, “Thank you for attending the annual Children’s Hospital fundraiser. I know I’m a surprise attendee. However I live by one rule, and so does my Pack. We look after our own.”

    Muted cheering soon turned into a wave of genuine applause.

    Jace’s inflammatory comments alarmed me, but I had to remember where I was. Most people in the crowd were magical. They were his own. And unlike me, they seemed to like the brutal, efficient Alpha.

    He soon lifted two fingers, nodded curtly, and continued, “The Children’s Hospital requires another wing. I expect us all to dig deep and find it.” Not an offer. An order.

    I could practically see people reaching for their checkbooks.

    It was so… wrong. I might’ve forgotten my primary remit to watch the wealthy and see how they acted, but it was on clear display. Their leader told them to give to charity. So they gave to charity. Even though they routinely walked past homeless people in the street with their heads held high.

    Now sick to my stomach, I started to move again, but it was much harder. You can shift through a walking crowd by changing pace and adapting to the people ahead. When everyone’s stock still and all lined up together, it’s like forcing yourself against a river flowing downhill. You will stick out.

    I made quick eye contact with Reggie, the wolf locking onto the fact I was the only person moving. He stood further up the ramp and could spy me easily. With his tall form, he was like an eagle looking down on prey.

    Tucking my head down, I ignored my churning stomach and started to pray.

    
      If I could get out of here without anyone noticing me—
    

    My phone rang.

    Jace stopped speaking. Most people would probably have had the damn sense to turn their cells to silent.

    Fumbling, I grasped it out of my clutch, and went to hang up, but answered instead.

    Trying to shrink back against a tall man in front of me, I pressed the phone against my ear. It was my sister. What the hell would I tell her?

    Jace paused for a moment but continued. He couldn’t see me behind the tall guy, and I unashamedly shrank a little closer to the towering man as I hissed, “Not a good time, sis. I’m kind of busy.” I shoved the phone against my ear so she couldn’t hear Jace and his commanding tone.

    “You need to do something for me,” Karen took a breath and wheezed that in one painful hiss. It was the voice of someone who couldn’t move, who could barely speak. It was the voice of someone in the kind of pain that kills.

    “Karen?” I gasped.

    The tall guy in front of me spun.

    With a jagged breath, Karen continued, “You have to leave town, okay? You go home. If you’re not already there. Pack a bag. Then leave freaking town. You remember the holiday home I took you to last year? Book a room there. I left some money under the bed. It’s stuffed up into the frame.”

    “What are you talking about?” For the second time that night, my world narrowed. The cavernous room, the people, the shifters, the danger – it all became irrelevant. Only Karen’s sharp, painful hiss counted.

    “You’re gonna have to look after yourself, okay? Just for a little while. I’ll escape—”

    “Escape what? Karen, what’s happening to you?”

    I was starting to draw a crowd. Reggie made direct eye contact with me. He started pushing through people to reach me, even clicked his fingers and called a security guard over.

    I don’t even know if Jace was still speaking. Nothing mattered. Karen was my rock, my island, my go-to. She was the only woman who could keep my magic hidden.

    Karen let out another painful wheeze. Then the creak of somebody pushing onto fragile knees echoed down the line.

    Horror stabbed me in the gut. “Karen?” I practically screamed.

    “You leave, okay? Get out. It was my own stupid fault. I shouldn’t have followed this case.”

    “What case? Tell me.”

    “I can’t let you investigate it.”

    “What case, Karen?” I now bellowed down the line.

    “The Kings—”

    Reggie reached me, snatching the phone right out of my hand. It felt like being slapped and held under a raging river.

    Karen said something, but I couldn’t pick it up.

    “What the hell are you doing? Who are you, anyway?” Reggie demanded.

    “Give me that,” I spluttered.

    “You’re causing a commotion.”

    “My sister is in trouble. Give me my phone,”

    “Come with me.” He stepped in way too close and weighed a hand on my shoulder.

    A spark slid across my blocking tattoo. Sharp, irritated, raw. It was what you got when someone plucked you out of your skin and left you as a naked ball of throbbing nerves.

    It was my first warning. I’d get two more.

    I lunged for my phone. “Give it back,” I sobbed. “My sister’s in trouble.”

    “You’re interrupting the function. I’m sure you’re not even meant to be here.”

    “I am. I have an invitation. Give me back my phone. Did you hear me? My sister’s in trouble.”

    “Do you think I care?”

    It was like being slapped by a truck, and my ears rang.

    I’d always known shifters were bad. This was insane. I lunged for the phone again.

    Reggie snarled like a dog. Shoving his face in mine, he growled until my blood ran cold.

    Someone told him to back off in a deep voice. The guy I’d hidden behind must’ve heard a little of my sister’s conversation. He looked at me with concern flashing in his eyes, even tried to pull Reggie back.

    I lunged for my phone again, and Reggie slapped me right across the face.

    He didn’t use his full strength, and he didn’t have to. His massive hand closed over my cheek, forcing my head to the left with a hard wrenching yank.

    My ears practically shrieked. A few stars even escaped over my eyes.

    Then I heard my sister screaming on the phone, calling my name.

    The world didn’t matter anymore. I pushed right against Reggie, trying to grab my phone. But the wolf went to grab me up, so I sank my knee into his stomach.

    He snatched my wrist, pulled me around, pinned me against his chest, and closed his much taller body over mine. It was like being hemmed in by a mountain range.

    Another wave of raw nervous energy pulsed through my body, as violent as a thundering tidal wave. It sliced down into my knees and shook up into my back.

    It was my second warning.

    “Stop struggling,” Reggie snapped.

    “Let her go,” the deep-throated man from earlier demanded. “Give her that phone. Someone is in trouble.”

    “Who cares? Nobody disrupts the Alpha.”

    “Let me go,” I demanded one last time, my voice retreating into my throat. It didn’t sound like a turtle receding into its shell. It was the hush you got before an earthquake, the retreating water before a village-swallowing wave.

    “Make me,” Reggie growled with a flash of a fierce smile that told me he’d done this – had tormented women – many times before.

    The asshole wolf clearly got a thrill out of using his greater power against others.

    Karen screamed again. A lot of people heard it. It shrieked over the line, even though it wasn’t on speakerphone.

    Reggie dropped my phone, and it cracked against the concrete.

    I watched the screen go black. Likely my last chance to help my sister went with it.

    
      No.
    

    Everything came down to my heart pounding in my chest. Down to my back as it seized. And down to the ice in my veins.

    Karen’s magic always felt like a cold winter river rushing through my fire and tamping it down. Not anymore.

    I twisted around as Reggie flashed me a smile and tried to throw me over his shoulder.

    My whole mind flowed into my hand as I thrust my palm forward. No words, no thoughts, no emotions. Just the magic rushing inside.

    Reggie went to slap me across the face again. The big wolf never got the chance. The base of my palm impacted his chest. It wasn’t even his bare skin. My hand ripped open the button of his expensive, crisp white shirt, parting it one single centimeter. But my magic didn’t need the touch of raw flesh to strip the force back from within.

    I didn’t strike him with much force, and it didn’t knock him across the room. But a crack rang out like I’d slammed a baseball bat into a glass vase, and Reggie, the massive wolf, dropped.

    He slammed onto the floor, right over the broken remains of my phone. A gasp ripped from his pale, shaking lips. He locked a hand on his chest, then crumpled sideways.

    Apparently, he’d been half-shifted. It was hard to tell with some of the more powerful practitioners. The younger wolves, tigers, and lions always looked distinctly different when they transformed, especially if they were physically small. For the bigger, more established guys, it was hard to tell. Reggie must’ve been pumping himself up, adding a few inches to his height, and definitely a few pounds of muscle to his hulking form.

    Now he shriveled on fast forward until the suit barely fit him. His skin hollowed out, his eyes looking disproportionate to the rest of his body.

    His belt didn’t fit his waist, and his shoes slipped off his feet.

    He wasn’t dead, but I had stripped Reggie of his wolf force permanently.

    Everyone around me froze until the woman two steps beside Reggie screamed. She must be a shifter, too, because she clutched her left arm, a prominent point for shifter tattoos.

    Everything caught up to me in a slap.

    I’d shown my power. In public. In the Magic District. Amongst the Pack.

    And I’d stripped the force of the second-in-command.

    One word screamed in my head, louder than an orchestra. Run.

    
      Now.
    

    
      Run now.
    

    People surged forward to see what happened to Reggie.

    I was only small. Especially if I slipped my heels off. So I twitched out of them as the tall guy who’d challenged Reggie went to grab my shoulder but stopped.

    His fingers smartly flinched back. In my current state, without my blocking charms, any skin contact would strip people of magic.

    It was the only weapon I could use to get out of here.

    I reached the ramp, heart pounding, feet slapping the floor. Several shifters who’d seen the whole thing tried to get in my way.

    One guy growled and lunged for me, but I opened my hand like a gun and pressed it close. “Touch me, and you will lose your power for good. You saw what happened back there,” I hissed, simultaneously hating my cold voice and wondering where the hell it came from. It evoked a woman a thousand times stronger than me.

    The guy flinched long enough that I squeezed past him and ran up the ramp. I did it in one shaking breath.

    The doors were open, and people rushed through. They had no clue what happened. The security guards ignored me. I was a short woman, even shorter without my heels, and the commotion was happening from down below.

    As soon as I made it into the sleek black entranceway, I shoved my heels on and sprinted for the door.

    The commotion was growing. People must’ve called the police.

    God. The cops.

    I couldn’t think of them. My brain was a special kind of numb. It had locked itself on the only fact it remembered from before I revealed my powers.

    Karen – I had to get to her.

    I slipped out into the rain-slicked streets, powering down the front steps. Fortunately, most people had dispersed, and the police were coming from the opposite direction, close to one of the largest stations.

    It was easy to slip out, run across the street, and keep going.

    Karen’s office was only several blocks down.

    Nobody chased me.

    They should have. Maybe they were all far too terrified to come after the woman who could strip magic with a single fingertip.

    I reached Karen’s office. It was still open. Barney, the guy behind the desk, wasn’t in. There was no one to stop me from sprinting toward the elevators. Heart pounding, I jammed my finger against the call button. “Come on. Come on,” I shrieked at it, bouncing up and down on the spot, jittering like a junkie.

    Eyes straining with tears, I watched the elevator being recalled from the
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