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        Candle burn and cauldron bubble, Grateful Knight is in some trouble!

      

        

      
        Commitment phobic Grateful Knight has her hands full. While she struggles to understand her new role as Monk's Hill Witch, evil isn't waiting for her to come up to speed. Not only is there an increase in supernatural activity in her ward, she's being evicted from her home, breaking in a snarky new familiar, and trying to sort out her feelings for her metaphysically connected and immortal boyfriend, Rick.

      

        

      
        When Grateful foils a murder at a fae bordello, she uncovers a plot by a local vampire coven to obtain a secret weapon with the power to control both the living and the dead. History is threatening to repeat itself. And if Grateful doesn't give herself over to her role completely, it could cost her everything.
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      “Hey, Grateful, why are zombies entered under Wayward Magic instead of Supernaturals?” Absentmindedly, Michelle leaned back from the computer monitor, hands cradling the base of her head.

      “Because they’re animated dead bodies,” I explained to my friend. “The body itself is natural, as opposed to ghouls or fairies who were born and raised Supers.” I flipped to the next page in The Book of Light, which featured an eavesdropping spell that enchanted a bee to listen in and relay information to the spell caster. Sigh. As if a vampire wouldn’t be suspicious of a bumblebee persistently circling its head. Still, an earlier reincarnation of myself thought this spell was important enough to put in the daddy of all grimoires. My book of magic had been with me for multiple lifetimes; I needed to trust in its wisdom. With a tap of the return key, I started a new database entry.

      Michelle lifted her cup of coffee from the desk and took a deep swig. “But what about vampires and shifters? They were human once. Why are they under Supernatural?”

      I stopped typing and gave it some thought. I’d only been the Monk’s Hill Witch for two months. Magic and supernatural monsters were new to me too, even if I was a Hecate, aka sorceress of the dead.

      “I think it’s because with zombies, someone else is pulling the strings. Whoever animates them controls them. They’re soulless, for lack of a better word. Vampires and shifters can make their own decisions—well, as long as it meshes with the orders of their coven or pack leader.”

      “Hmm. Who controls the ones you’ve imprisoned in the cemetery?” She stood and walked to the window overlooking my front yard. The glass still sported the Anderson Windows sticker from when Rick replaced it two months ago after the vampire Marcus shattered it while escaping us.

      “The zombies? They’re possessed by a type of vaporous demon from the underworld. In my last life, I sentenced them to hell for possessing humans. Of course, the demons were expunged from the human bodies, so…ah…they possess corpses to come out at night. They can’t come out of the underworld without one. The fresh air is toxic to them.”

      “Oh.”

      I didn’t want to be a bitch or anything, but I wished she’d get back to work. I’d slayed Marcus, but Julius was still out there. As vamps went, Marcus was child’s play compared to Julius. I’d only met the vamp once, but once was enough. Julius was ancient, insidious, and had a following. I suspected Julius was behind the murder of my last incarnation, and now was growing his free coven to dangerous sizes in hopes history would repeat itself. The spells in The Book of Light offered my best hope for protecting myself against Julius, and this database promised fast and easy access on the move. The book itself wasn’t going anywhere. The tome weighed hundreds of pounds.

      I truly appreciated Michelle volunteering to help me with data entry, but when she got like this, questioning, it really slowed us down. We’d only put in about four hours. I wanted to get another hundred entries done before sunset and all the witchy responsibilities that came with nightfall. Thankfully, she walked back to my MacBook Pro and sat down. “At least we can work during the day now. Real, honest-to-goodness desks,” she said, knocking on the wood.

      I shrugged. I’d found two big desks at Elmer Bishop’s estate sale for next to nothing, which was everything in my checking account. I butted them against each other and networked my new computer, a birthday gift from my dad, with my old laptop. We could both make entries to the same database. Plus, The Book of Light was large enough that if we opened it across the two desks, Michelle could enter one spell while I entered another. It was a nice setup.

      “Not that your magic isn’t totally cool, Grateful. I mean, conjuring shit out of the ether is wicked awesome, but you have to admit, it’s nice not to have them disappear when the sun comes up.”

      “Yeah.” Unfortunately, the magic of my attic was tied to the night air, and everything I conjured disappeared when the sun rose. It sucked, but I suppose everything has to have limits. Otherwise, I’d be conjuring myself a million dollars up here.

      The soothing rhythm of vigorous typing filled the air between us…for all of thirty seconds.

      “Did you hear about Logan?” Michelle asked, blowing away any delusions I’d had about her getting back to work.

      “Hear what? I saw him at physical therapy yesterday. He’s walking pretty well with a cane. Put some weight on too.”

      “He’s starting back at Valentine’s. Just a few days per week at first, but he’s planning to work up to full time.”

      Valentine’s was Logan’s pride and joy. He’d started the restaurant from scratch, and it was one of Carlton City’s best rated. In my opinion, Logan was lucky his assistant manager had kept the wheels on while he was missing. Another employee might have closed shop.

      “That’s good news,” I said. “Logan needs somewhere to focus his energy.”

      “You mean on something other than you.”

      “No,” I said defensively. “I mean on something other than the pain of his recovery.” Logan had been in a coma for almost a month after a truck plowed into him on his bike. He’d been damaged badly enough to knock his soul out of his body and leave him unrecognizable to his rescuers. It was sheer coincidence he ended up in the hospital where I worked as a nurse, and serendipity that I was the one who could put his soul back into his body. His recovery had been a long, hard journey.

      “So, you’re saying that Logan hasn’t tried to rekindle those old romantic feelings now that he has a body?”

      “What Logan felt when he was a ghost was just a misunderstood metaphysical attraction to me as his soul sorter.”

      “Nice story. How do you explain what you felt for him?”

      “Logan knows I’m with Rick now.”

      “Yeah,” she drawled. Her eyes drilled into me.

      I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to say. Rick was part of my job description. He was my caretaker, the immortal vessel for my soul between lifetimes. Hundreds of years ago, the first me, Isabella Lockhart, had made Rick her caretaker. At the moment of her death, she stored a piece of her soul inside him, which he’d returned to her when she was reincarnated. I was a reincarnation of that same witch, and I’d taken back the immortal part of my soul from Rick in a ceremony that included blood, magic, and sex.

      Pursuing anything with Logan didn’t make sense for a number of reasons. Aside from the superhuman level of understanding it would require of him to allow me to continue to be the witch and have sex with Rick as needed, my feelings for Logan had changed since he was reunited with his body. As far as I was concerned, the night we shared when he was a ghost had been an accident. I was seeking comfort, and he’d accidentally slipped inside my body and given me an orgasm. Ancient history.

      “Logan’s my friend. That’s all.” To signal I was done with this particular avenue of conversation, I flattened my page with my palm and returned to typing vigorously on my laptop.

      Michelle raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips inquisitively. “How is Caretaker Rick, anyway? You guys still trying to start a fire by rubbing your crotches together?”

      I fought a smile but only half of my mouth obeyed my command. “Nice, Michelle. You know, it’s not like it’s tawdry or anything. We have to do it. It strengthens our powers.”

      “Power sex. Right. He gets all charged up and you get…”

      “Multiple orgasms and sometimes his blood.”

      “Yum.” She grimaced.

      “It heals me. Last week, we were bringing in a vamp we caught feeding on a human at a strip club in the city. The thing practically bit though my arm before I sentenced it to hell. A little sip of Rick and the wound healed right up. It’s nothing short of miraculous.”

      Michelle shook her head and took another gulp of coffee, as if she could rinse the taste of blood from her mouth. The TMI convo was enough to make her turn back to her work. She focused on the page closest to her and poised her fingers over the keyboard.

      “Hey, here’s something interesting,” she said.

      “What?”

      “It’s a spell to call a familiar.”

      “A what?”

      Michelle scooted closer to the book and read to me. “Familiar, Spell to Call. A familiar can be summoned to amplify Hecate’s power by performing the following spell. A willing spirit will arrive in the form of an animal possessing those traits the current incarnation is deficient in and supporting optimum natural balance. Through mutual respect and bonding, a familiar can become a trusted and powerful companion.”

      “Cool. Like a black cat or whatnot.”

      “Or maybe you’ll get an owl like Harry Potter!”

      “Oh yeah, those things are wicked awesome.” I stood and leaned over the book to get a good look at the spell.

      Michelle tapped the yellowing page. “Hey, there are some notes here in the margin. Tabitha 1721, Abraham 1823, Gertrude 1898. Grateful, I think this is a list of past familiars. Is that how many times you’ve lived?”

      I shrugged.

      “Well? Are you going to do it?”

      “Maybe. Does the spell look difficult?” I tried to read it through myself, but Michelle’s head was in the way. She was practically crawling into the page. My friend seriously needed glasses.

      “You tell me. It says you have to meditate. Once your mind is clear, you make an offering in your silver bowl and a willing spirit will come to you.”

      “What kind of offering?”

      “It doesn’t specify.”

      “As long as it’s not blood.” I’d learned the hard way that blood—my own—was required to sort a human soul to the afterlife. When I’d put Logan back into his body, I had to slice my arm and bleed into my silver bowl to make his soul “stick.” The cut itself healed magically, but the blood loss on top of the mystical effort involved left me exhausted.

      “I guess it can be anything that’s valuable to you,” she said.

      I nudged her out of the way and read through the spell myself. “Look, this symbol in the corner means I can do it during the day.” I pointed to a yellow circle next to the title.

      Michelle nodded and looked at me expectantly.

      “It might be nice to have a pet,” I said.

      “Grateful, this isn’t just a pet. This is a familiar, the perfect pet to balance you. It’s like petmatch.com but better. This little guy will make you more powerful. Hell, all I’ve got at home is a pug with flatulence.”

      “You love Bosco.”

      She giggled. “He was an impulse buy that grew on me.”

      I sighed and plopped back into my chair. “I don’t know, Michelle. Do we have time for this? I really wanted to get more done today.”

      Tipping her head to the side, my friend folded her arms across her chest. “Really? The pages aren’t numbered, but this thing has to be five thousand long. We’ve been at it all month and have barely made a dent.”

      With attitude, I combed my fingers through my hair and rolled my eyes. “All the more reason to buckle down and get to work.”

      She jabbed her open hands toward the mammoth book. “Hello? It’s going to take us a year to enter all these spells. It’s not like we don’t both have full-time jobs. This is like moving a bucket of water with an eyedropper.”

      “Now you’re exaggerating.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “What’s the rush?”

      Crossing the attic, I leaned against the window frame and watched the naked branches of the oak tree in my front yard twist in the late November wind. Less than six weeks until Christmas. I was sure Michelle had better things to do with her day off than enter spells into my database. My chest sank thinking about the burden I’d been to her the last several months. I was the reason she’d been possessed by a vampire.

      But I was in a hurry. Besides the danger of Julius’s growing coven, and the fact that he probably wanted me dead, Julius said that Rick had lied to me, that I didn’t need a caretaker to regain my power. Julius was a vampire and almost certainly deceiving me. I had no reason to trust him. But ever since he’d said the words, I’d questioned my connection to Rick and the boundaries of my power. In my gut, I had the tiniest needling that Rick was keeping something from me. I’d tried time and time again to put the feeling aside, but it wouldn’t leave me alone.

      My past incarnation had the wherewithal to name a guardian of my magical attic, Prudence. She’d helped me learn about what I was. Unfortunately, when I accepted my role, Prudence moved on to her eternal reward. With her gone, if I couldn’t trust Rick, the only source of power, protection, and information I had was The Book of Light. I was sure all the answers I needed were within its pages.

      I didn’t want to trouble Michelle with all the details. She’d done enough to support me already. This was my boat to row. Besides, I was willing to bet obsessing about it was exactly what Julius wanted me to do.

      “It could save my life, Michelle. The book weighs hundreds of pounds. This is the only way I can take it with me while I’m learning. I may need one of these spells in an emergency.”

      “Really?” She leaned across the book. “An eavesdropping bee is going to protect you against a vampire attack on the fly?”

      “You’ve got a point,” I mumbled. “But it’s still my best hope.”

      Michelle rubbed her palms together. “I’m not saying the database isn’t important, but it isn’t everything. It’s going to take time. No matter what you do, you’re going to have to learn how to use this magic. There are no shortcuts.”

      I sighed. “You’re right. This is just the workaholic in me coming out.”

      “Exactly. It will all get done eventually. A little a day and by the time you’re thirty, you’ll be done.” With one arm, she hugged my shoulders playfully.

      I suddenly felt compelled to entertain her. She’d earned it. “You wanna watch me summon a familiar, or what?”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      We jogged downstairs to look for something to offer the familiar’s spirit. Unlike when Logan lived here, the house was a mess and there was nothing in my pantry but coffee grounds. I opened the refrigerator to check if food had mysteriously appeared there while I was in the attic. It hadn’t. The contents consisted of a box of baking soda, a half-empty bottle of ketchup, and the remains of Valentine’s takeout from two weeks ago with dodgy-looking fuzz growing under the lid. I tossed the takeout but grabbed the coffee grounds. Michelle appeared in front of me with a bottle of wine from the cellar.

      “This should work,” she said.

      “Wine? Is that necessary?” I asked, not thrilled about wasting a bottle.

      “The book said you needed an offering. The connotation is that you sacrifice something important to you. You don’t want to use blood, and there’s nothing more important to you in this house than wine and coffee, except maybe me, and I’m not sitting in that bowl.”

      “Wine and coffee it is.”

      We returned to the attic, and I pulled out the wooden trunk containing my magical paraphernalia. On top was my blade, Nightshade. Made from the femur of the patron saint of cemetery workers, Nightshade could only be wielded by me. I set her aside to dig beneath her space in the trunk. Under her was a silver bowl, salt, candles, a few shrouds, and a bell. My predecessor had left the witchy toolkit, and I was becoming more comfortable with it day by day. I selected the bowl.

      Cross-legged on the floor next to the wine and coffee, I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind. I flexed my shoulders toward my ears, inhaled, then released the breath, slumping forward. I tried to relax as much as possible, concentrating on the flow of breath at the back of my throat. When a thought threatened at the corner of my consciousness, I pushed it aside.

      They say when you enter deep meditation that you visualize a light of some sort moving toward you. I did. A green light that seemed flat at first until I reached it and then expanded into a tunnel. The light branched out and formed leaves. And then, in my clear mind, I was in a garden. Even though I logically knew my body was sitting in my attic meditating, I was physically there, nestled in blades of cool dewy grass with my bowl and offering beside me. The sun was warm upon my face, and the leaves of the plants rustled in the sweet-smelling breeze.

      From a grove of trees, a naked woman stepped toward me. Large dark eyes and silky black hair contrasted sharply against the light that shone behind her head. She stopped just short of my bowl.

      “Hecate,” she said. “Welcome to my garden. Make your offering.”

      I wanted to know more about this woman and this place, but my intuition warned this was not the time to ask. Maybe it was the way her skin glowed like it was radioactive and the light broke around her torso. Reflexively, I reached for the wine and poured half of it into the bowl. I sprinkled coffee over the top.

      The woman laughed, a sound as pure and clear as a choir of bells. My eyes started to hurt so I looked away from her, back at the bowl. It was empty.

      “Yes, I know who you seek, and I send him to you with my blessing. He is yours and will teach you what you need to know.”

      The woman opened her hand. A black butterfly bobbed toward me, growing fast and spreading out until it barreled into me. I somersaulted backward from the impact, eyes closed against the onslaught. Everything—the garden, the woman—disappeared in a wash of darkness.

      “Grateful!” A hand slapped my cheek. “Grateful, snap out of it!”

      I opened my eyes to see Michelle hovering over me.

      “D-Did it work?” I stammered.

      The corner of Michelle’s mouth tugged upward. “Um, yeah. It worked.”

      “So what is it? A cat? An owl?”

      “Maybe you should see for yourself,” she said.

      She helped me up to a sitting position. Behind my silver bowl was a huge black ball of feathers. I reached for it and a pair of beady black eyes popped open to peer at me. A large hooked beak snapped the air and two shiny black wings stretched on either side of a lissome black body.

      “It’s a crow,” I said with distaste. On the spectrum of magical creatures, I hadn’t expected a yard rat. The thing looked like something I’d shoo off the garbage cans.

      Michelle took a step back. “That’s not a crow, Grateful; it’s a raven. And I think it just pooped on your floor.”
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      Eww. My familiar had, in fact, pooped on the floor, and defecating appeared to be the extent of his talents. I spent a solid minute staring into his beady black eyes, but no shooting stars or magical tingles came to pass.

      “What are you going to name it?” Michelle asked.

      “Hmm, what do you name the creepy, hooked-beak bird of death? I’m not sure.”

      Michelle lowered her voice to an Alfred Hitchcock bass. “Quoth the raven, nevermore.”

      “Nevermore is too long and too obvious.” I snapped my fingers. “Of course, Poe! I’ll name him Poe.”

      “Stellar. Now that you’ve named him, what will you do with him?”

      My shoulders sagged, the magic hangover hitting me hard. I hugged my knees to my chest and closed my eyes.

      “Drained you, huh?”

      “To the porcelain bottom.” I rubbed my eyes. “Do you know what ravens eat?”

      “Not a clue, but that’s why I have my old friend Mrs. Google.” From her back pocket, she removed her phone and typed a few words into the search bar. “Ugh.”

      “What?”

      “Listen to this: Ravens are omnivores eating whatever is easiest to catch, including the dead bodies of other animals, small living rodents, reptiles, other birds, and occasionally grains and berries. They will also eat maggots and animal poo.”

      “Eww,” I said. “That’s disgusting.”

      “I prefer baby goat, but don’t knock maggots until you’ve tried them,” Poe said, ignoring the way Michelle and I gaped in surprise at the deep tenor voice coming out of his throat. “They are surprisingly sweet and nutritious.”

      “The bird just spoke,” I said.

      “Yes. The big, scary bird just spoke to us in a muddled European accent.”

      “Do you have a problem with my accent? Because the East Coast Jersey Shore lilt you’ve acquired isn’t exactly prizeworthy.”

      I snorted, covering my mouth with my hand.

      “Oh, that’s rich,” Poe said, laughing low and dark. “Not exactly an aristocratic giggle you have. Did you snort like that before you became a witch, or was the cause a spell gone bad? Because if it was the second, my condolences for the loss of your femininity.”

      Michelle wrapped an arm around my shoulders and helped me to my feet. “Um, Grateful, your familiar is a total ass.”

      “Yeah. I don’t get it. The woman in the spell said he would be what I needed. I don’t think I needed another smart-ass in my life. I have you.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      I nodded.

      “So, about that young goat. I am feeling quite hungry. It doesn’t have to be freshly born. A few days old is fine. If you open the window, I can find one myself.”

      I glanced toward the window, noticing the gray-toned sunset. Looked like a winter’s storm was coming. Someone needed to tell Mother Nature it was still November. “Are you sure you can take care of yourself if I let you outside?” I turned toward the big black bird.

      “Of course, dear witch. I may be new to you, but I am no spring chicken.” He cackled at his own joke, breaking into caws that didn’t match his low, humanlike voice.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea to set him loose on Red Grove, Grateful?” Michelle asked. “We hardly know him.”

      I pointed a hand toward the pressing night. “I’ve got to go see Rick,” I said.

      She groaned. “Right. You’ve got a job to do. You let Poe out. I’ll get some paper towels to clean up the mess.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “Sorry about the state of things,” Poe said, tilting his head toward his excrement. “Blackberries. They’re a habit really. Once you eat one…” His low laugh trailed off.

      Michelle scrunched her eyes and stuck out her tongue in my direction.

      “Sorry,” I said, opening the window. Poe burst past me, taking to the cool November twilight like it was a long-lost friend.

      “Never mind. Go to work. I’ll take care of it,” Michelle said.

      I could always count on Michelle. I closed the window and coasted down the stairs, lifting my black wool coat from the rack near the door. Down my driveway I raced, spilling out into the street. At a jog, I crossed the stone bridge, but before I even reached the door to Rick’s cottage, his shirtless form moved from his porch. He could feel me coming, just as I could feel his need for me pulsing in the twilight. Eyes as black as his ebony waves, their natural gray was drowned out, a sign that his beast was close to the surface. The scar on his chest, the scar I had caused in my past life when I made him my eternal soul’s vessel, was the only mar on the smooth, golden expanse of his skin.

      The storm I’d seen coming arrived. Downy white flakes dumped from the gray sky and swirled between us. If Rick felt the sting of the icy wind on his bare flesh, he didn’t show it. In a flash, he met me where I was, in the street. He scooped his hands under my bottom and lifted me to him. Bliss. My arms instinctively wrapped around his neck, and my legs locked at the ankle behind his hips.

      With super speed, he whirled me inside his place, our mouths melding together and his tongue working adeptly at kindling the fire within me. He pulled back long enough to unbutton my coat and hung it on the brass hook near the door. I’d threatened that I’d withhold myself if he tore any more of my clothes, so he was extra careful as he unbuttoned my blouse. The silky material was a deep lapis blue, a color I’d discovered made his eyes flash wider than any other in my wardrobe. I’d never admit I liked that reaction. With Rick, the specter of losing myself always nipped at the cuffs of our relationship. I had to be careful. I had to have boundaries.

      While his fingers worked nimbly on the last button, his mouth found my pulse on the left side of my neck, his teeth raking over the taut flesh. Rick pushed the shirt off my shoulders and laid it carefully across the back of the couch. I slipped off my own shoes and socks, backing toward his bedroom. The fabric of his cotton pants peaked, teasing me. He blew into me like a dark wind. My bra was off and draped across the dresser in a heartbeat, nimbly undone while I was distracted with the way his thumb caressed my bottom rib. And then his hand cupped my breast and his hot mouth drew in my nipple, rolling it across his tongue and sending an exquisite cascade of electrical sparks straight to my nether regions.

      I buried my fingers in his hair, arching my back. He didn’t deny me. Finding my other breast, he kneaded the flesh with his fingers before playfully flicking his tongue across the nipple. In return, I bit his earlobe and kissed my way down to the well of skin between his neck and chest. My fingers reached for the waistband of his pants and pulled the cord like a ribbon on a birthday present I desperately wanted. The blessed cotton fell away without any effort on my part. I promptly wrapped him in my palm.

      “Mi cielo,” he moaned, closing his eyes. “I have missed you.” His lips slanted across mine, his tongue stroking while his hands got busy down below.

      “You saw me last night,” I said lightly into his mouth.

      He pulled back. “Exactly. An eternity.” His brilliant smile lit up the room, and then his fingers found my zipper. In no time, my pants and underthings were off and carefully folded on his dresser.

      Naked, I moved toward the bed and sat down on his duvet. I leaned back and allowed my knees to drift apart slightly, giving him full view of what was between them. “Why, Caretaker, you act as though I’m a sure thing.”

      “You are naked on my bed. Do you intend to tell me no?” He eyed me from head to toe and licked his lips.

      I rolled back and flipped up onto my toes, feeling the power of the sexual energy between us swirl thick and musky in the bedroom. “I intend to make you work for it.”

      With a lithe leap, he landed in front of me, his body between my crouching knees. “What would you have me do?”

      I leaned forward until my lips hovered in front of his. “You can have me when I say your name.”

      “Then I will make you scream it,” he said before spreading my lips with his own and exploring my mouth once more.

      The kiss turned my muscles into Jell-O, and I collapsed to my knees on the mattress. He held me up, straddling him chest to chest. One of his hands gripped the base of my skull while the other trailed down the outside of my breast, over my navel, and plunged between my thighs. His fingers worked, darting in and out of me. I closed my eyes, tipped my head back, and moaned. He pivoted, sinking to the bed, and slid his head between my knees. His tongue replaced his fingers.

      Pleasure racked my body. I tipped forward, taking him into my mouth as well. The echo of ecstasy that coursed through our connection brought me to the crest of the first peak.

      I tossed my head back. “Rick,” I screamed. Manipulated by his able hands, he lowered me onto my back, cradled me in his arms against the mattress. Face to face, he entered me, slowly, gently. The heat and throb blasted me straight into oblivion, the first of many launches into the beyond that filled the room with golden energy.

      When I thought I couldn’t possibly take any more, his teeth found my neck. A soft nip and warm blood oozed over my skin. His partially shifted hand worked between our chests and a talon sliced a clean cut over his collarbone. I accepted what he offered, sealing my lips around the wound and gulping his blood. Vitality dripped down my throat until my head spun—that free dizzy feeling like running downhill as fast as my legs could carry me.

      For a moment, I gave myself over to it, always knowing deep inside that this feeling was dangerous. Too close to an addiction. I’d messed up every relationship I’d ever been in; drove men away by moving too fast. My last boyfriend, Gary, had abandoned me and become a vampire. The guy before said I was too clingy. The one before that cheated on me. I wasn’t ready to open myself up again.

      Rick and I needed each other to stay strong and fight the bad guys. What would happen if this relationship went sour? Could I even survive without him? Better I didn’t get too close. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy what we had together physically. I forced my thoughts to stop and simply relished the pleasure, the smell of him, the close, filling warmth.

      Sometime later, we rolled apart. The wound from his bite healed immediately. It hadn’t hurt at all. A side effect of our connection was that my flesh moved aside to give him access to my blood. The sexual energy bled from the room, and only then did I notice the storm had ended with the setting sun. The moon, through his bedroom window, cast the muscles of his chest in a pale light. Face to face, his eyes conveyed soft, awe-filled wonder. The expression was an ocean to my puddle of vacillating feelings.

      “I love you, Grateful,” he whispered. “Marry me.”

      I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling. “No.”

      Silence. I listened to the snow blow against the window, the tick of my watch the only other sound. Tick, tick, tick. The bed sheets rustled. I looked at my watch.

      “Looks like it’s time to go to work,” I murmured.

      An awkward moment passed where I wondered if he was going to push the subject like he had in the past. Rick wanted to marry me. I wasn’t ready for marriage. End of discussion.

      “I’ll get the mirror.” He rolled off the bed and headed for the closet. I blew out a relieved breath.

      Rick had been teaching me about our duties over the last couple of months, duties he’d been performing on his own in my absence. Our job was to police the supernaturals within our ward—the state of New Hampshire. It was a small ward in terms of square miles but had the third highest rate of supernatural activity. The highest was Arizona, followed by Maine. I’d learned that most supers were attracted to natural energy—forests, deserts, wide-open prairie. Trouble arose when they lived too close to humans. New Hampshire was the fifth least populated state in the country, which attracted the supers, but the small cities were spreading, putting humans closer and closer to overpopulated super territory. That’s what was happening with the Carlton City vamp coven we’d discovered in September. That group was getting dangerously large and living in the city—a recipe for disaster.

      The mirror in Rick’s hands was a misshapen stretch of polished silver I’d enchanted during my second lifetime. It didn’t exactly tell the future, but it did zero in on supers who were thinking about making bad choices. Nine times out of ten, they’d act on those impulses and Rick and I would catch them in the act. Rick placed it flat on the floor where it looked like a puddle on the hardwood.

      I sat down across from him, not bothering with my clothes. It was better this way. Nature had the strongest connection with magic, and clothing only complicated the clarity of the vision.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      He nodded and placed his fingers at the edge of the mirror. I did the same. Instantly the magic awakened, the silver bubbling to a boil and swirling like liquid mercury.

      “Mirror, mirror, on the floor—” I began.

      “I do not know why you insist on starting that way,” Rick said, giving me a sour glare.

      “It’s funny,” I said. “It’s from Snow White.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Mi cielo, please.”

      I straightened up. “Fine, but you could benefit from more humor in your life. You take yourself way too seriously.”

      He cocked his head to the side and raised his eyebrows.

      “Okay, okay.” I stared at the swirling silver and said in a cool, strong voice, “Reveal.”

      The bubbles rose to form buildings, a 3-D model of an area I recognized immediately.

      “It’s the edge of Carlton.” I pointed at a blinking silver sign at the center of the cityscape. “See, it’s the Mill Wheel nightclub.”

      “You know this place?”

      “Everybody knows this place. It’s where all the college kids go because they don’t enforce the drinking age.”

      A male figure boiled up in the back alley, watching silver-skinned girls filter past him to smoke near the dumpster. I frowned.

      “I believe a certain vamp would like to take advantage of the most impressionable guests.” Rick’s brows knit.

      I passed my hand over the mirror and the scene melted into a pool of swirling silver.

      “Reveal,” I repeated. Another scene boiled to the surface. Another man, another alley.

      “I know this place,” he said. “Maison des Étoiles. It’s a fae bordello.”

      “Should I ask why you are familiar with a bordello?” Rick told me he’d never been with anyone but me.

      “These fae are friendly to our cause and often have information about creatures of the night due to their profession.”

      “So, you use them for information?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ah.” A wayward pang of jealousy sliced through me at the thought of Rick in a bordello. Had he really saved himself for me? And if he had, why did that mean so much to me now? Hell, why did the thought of Rick in a bordello fill me with green-eyed rage? I shoved the feeling down deep. I had no right to that emotion, not while I refused to commit.

      I turned my attention back toward the mirror and watched the voluptuous silhouette of a shiny-winged fae meet the man in the alley. He grabbed her shoulders and she writhed in pain, dissolving between his hands.

      “That’s not a vampire. What is this, Rick? He just eviscerated her with a simple touch.”

      “I’m not sure. The fae are filled with light and warmth. Whatever he is must possess the opposite to have that effect.”

      I blinked at the silvery scene, an ominous sinking feeling in my belly. Then I passed my hand over the top and said, “Reveal.”

      The scene changed again. This was going to be a busy night.
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      “I sentence you to ten years in Monk’s Hill Cemetery.” I pressed the tip of Nightshade’s razor-sharp bone blade into the vampire’s neck, drawing the tiniest drop of blood. What once was a labored process was now something I could do as easily as breathing. Unlike sorting human souls, judging supernaturals only required the offender’s own sacrifice, not mine. I watched his eyes grow wide before he poofed to the confines of the graveyard.

      Ten years was a light sentence, but honestly, this time the victim asked for it. Literally.

      “What have you done to him?” the brunette sorority girl screamed in my face, turning in circles as if I’d performed a magic trick with smoke and mirrors.

      I pulled a tissue from the pocket of my long wool coat and mopped the blood from her neck. “Um, you must know he was a vampire. You were attacked. You’re safe now.”

      “I know he was a vampire. Why do you think I come here?” She pointed at the door to Mill Wheel.

      Stupid Twilight. These young girls actually wanted to be vamp fodder. “He could have killed you,” I stated firmly.

      She popped her hip out and placed her hand on it. “Or turned me,” she said wistfully. She grinned like the thought warmed her soul.

      I slapped my forehead in frustration.

      Rick placed an arm around the girl’s shoulders and turned her body to face him. Their eyes locked. “Vampires don’t exist. You are going to collect your things and go straight home. Forget this ever happened.”

      Her face blanked for a moment. She smiled. “I’ve gotta go home. Nice to meet you.” She disappeared through the door, leaving us alone in the alley.

      “Nice,” I said. Rick could channel the powers of the baddies we faced, which meant he could compel people, just like a vampire.

      “I hate to do it. Taking away someone’s free will is against everything I believe in.”

      I shook my head. “You had no choice. She needed it, she really did. Her free will was going to get her dead or turned.”

      He nodded and reached for my hand. “We have more work to do.”

      Next stop was Maison des Étoiles. We arrived minutes before midnight and found a shadowed place behind a dumpster to stake out the alley. The temperature had dropped. A chill breeze made me shiver. Thoughtfully, Rick wrapped his arms around me. I was dressed in a pair of stretchy black wool blend pants, boots with heels I’d enchanted to be comfortable (thank you, The Book of Light), and a gray sweater that was more librarian than soul sorter. I’d wrapped it all up in a black wool overcoat that could have been described as badass if it weren’t for the J. Peterman embroidered pockets and cuffs. Still, it was cold when the wind blew, so I appreciated Rick’s physical closeness for more than the immediate pleasure of his touch.

      “What does Maison des Étoiles mean?” I asked Rick.

      “Mansion of the stars. The fae here have a close relationship to the celestial.”

      “Like they’re into astrology or something?”

      He licked his lips and hummed like he was thinking. “Fae are born from and attach to natural things. For example, the forest fae who dwell behind my house are tied metaphysically to the trees. With a steady breath, they can make a sapling grow. Kill the tree; kill the fae. Maison’s fae are tied to the stars, the moon, the planets, and so forth. It’s said that they came from the heavens originally.”

      I had no idea there were forest fae behind Rick’s house. I wondered what they looked like. I wondered if any of them had ever come on to Rick. My stomach twisted. Why did I do this to myself? I shook away the uninvited thought and tried to concentrate on my work.

      Every day as the witch was a learning experience. Rick said these fae were celestial. I tried to imagine the implications of such a thing. Did they change with the course of the moon? If the forest fae could make a plant grow with a steady breath, what could celestial fae do?

      “Have you noticed that there’s no snow in this alley? It’s been snowing since early evening and before we left, it was already accumulating in your yard. What happened to the snow?”

      Rick didn’t have to answer my question. Just then, a woman exited the Maison and click-clacked her way into the circle of light cast by the lamppost near the door. Her strappy silver stiletto heels made her legs look impossibly long, and her shimmering blue dress gave her dark red hair a purplish tint. Stunning.

      With a deep cleansing breath, she tossed her head back and spread her arms wide, heart raised to the stars. Two gossamer wings unfurled from her back, stretching and flapping. Instantly, a wave of tropical heat blew through the alley, warming the skin of my face and sending a trickle of joy through me.

      “Oh,” I whispered. I pulled out my phone and started recording. “For my new database.”

      Rick brought his lips to my ear. “Shhh.”

      I was afraid to blink, that I might miss the beauty of the fae’s connection with her roots. The air around her shimmered as if the stars were sprinkling her with their magic.

      “Hello, Stella.” A man moved into the alleyway, bald, with unusually large dark eyes and a tight mouth. Something about the duster he wore bothered me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I reached for Nightshade. Rick placed a hand over mine. I paused.

      Stella’s wings retracted so quickly even I questioned whether they’d been there. She turned to face the man. “I’m sorry, sir, but as I mentioned inside, it’s my break. If you want a girl, you need to go in the front door. Someone else will be provided for you.” Her silvery voice chimed like a bell against his dark presence.

      “What I want, I can’t get inside.” He extended his hands toward her shoulders.

      Crap. With a thrust of encouragement from Rick, I bounded into the alley, Nightshade heralding my arrival with the blue glow of her blade. “Hold it right there,” I yelled, using his startled composure as opportunity to slide in front of Stella. “Identify yourself.”

      The man took a step back, and the angle of the light gave me a good look at his coat. Sealskin. Bastard. With a strange hand gesture that I assumed was a foreign version of giving me the finger, the stranger turned to run. I wasn’t sure what I was dealing with, but he wasn’t human, not if he’d popped up in our silver mirror, so I leaped forward and swung Nightshade. I wasn’t trying to kill him, only to maim him so that I could find out more and pass judgment. But I missed because at that moment Poe came shrieking at my face, talons bared.

      “What the fuck?” I yelled as I dove sideways to avoid him. My shoulder smacked on the concrete but not hard enough for me to miss the enormous barbed club that whistled through the air over me. My momentum rolled me to my back.

      A smoky black column blew through the alley. Rick! He materialized in front of the stranger in the seal coat, blocking the man’s escape. “Grateful, move!”

      The barbed club came crashing down toward my head. I barrel-rolled out of the way, getting my first glimpse of a meaty stump of a leg and a furry bare foot as large as my torso. Flipping to my feet, my eyes followed the leg to a fur toga-wearing creature, big as a house, with a pushed-in pig face complete with lower tusks that protruded in hideous arcs on either side of its snout. Poe was circling its head, trying to distract it, but the creature kept coming.

      This time when the club fell, I darted between the beast’s legs, stabbing toward the Achilles tendon on the back of the ankle. I missed. The force of the club upended the section of concrete I stood on, sending me flying into the opposite wall. I bounced off the bricks and landed on my feet. Thanks to the magic of my role and Rick’s blood, I was stronger than an ordinary human. Good thing. That last blow to the head would’ve been fatal.

      I raced forward before the beast had a chance to turn around and stabbed where I knew it would be most effective—the balls. Sure enough, as Nightshade sank through fur and soft flesh, the club dropped and the creature listed to the side, hands cupping between its legs. I wasted no time with formalities; this thing had tried to kill me. Using its knee and hip as leverage, I propelled myself over the massive pig creature and in one lithe stroke, decapitated it. Blood erupted from the kill, a geyser of red that showered the alleyway.

      Once the spray of blood settled, I pivoted toward Rick and the creepy stranger he restrained at the front of the alley. Soft sobs reached my ears, Stella crying in the arms of another fae in the doorway to Maison des Étoiles.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” I said to her, then stomped up to Mr. Evil-Seal-Coat-Wearer and pressed the tip of my bloody blade into his neck. “Who the hell are you? And what the hell are you?”

      The man started to laugh so hard it sounded like a low bark. With a movement like a backward shrug, he doffed the sealskin, slipped from Rick’s arms, and fell to the pavement, writhing and foaming at the mouth.

      “What’s happening?” I asked Rick as the man flip-flopped. He coughed up a spew of liquid and gasped repeatedly. “Does he need CPR?”

      Rick looked at the pig creature I’d slain behind me and then at the coat in his hand. I was so busy analyzing his expression that I didn’t see the seizing man reach out and grab my ankle.

      I hit the pavement so hard my teeth clacked together.
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      I came awake with a gasp, stretched out on my side in a Victoria
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