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      Fairy farts and dragon tears

      

      Not everything sparkles like it should, or so Mallory is beginning to suspect. Fairy godmothers should be all about light and love, not rule-breaking and political intrigue.

      And dragons? Since when are dragons real? And who thought that was a good secret to keep from everyone’s favorite vegan vampire?

      Mallory ditches a few more magical misconceptions as she, Alex, and her crew hunt down a murderer and try to save the Society’s mayoral selection (not election) from imploding.
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      The morning started so well.

      Gorgeous weather, good food. I was sucking down a mango smoothie that I hadn’t lifted a finger to make.

      Food made by others was the very best sort of food.

      Wembley, my ex-Berserker roommate, was a complete softie. The bearded teddy bear loved feeding me, and since I loved almost all of the concoctions he whipped up, it worked out pretty darn well.

      And Wembley would always be my teddy bear roommate, even if he’d gotten all fit and ridiculously cut when he decided to date my mom. Ugh, Wembley and my mom. When she alluded to crazy shenanigans in the bedroom or to any of Wembley’s physical attributes, I plugged my ears and sang the toddler tune. La-la-la-la wasn’t quite enough to wash the images from my mind, but it sent a message—here be dragons—and she changed the subject.

      My brain could be a weird place, but it wasn’t any great stretch for it to squirrel hop from Wembley to my mom to sex (ick!) to my own love life.

      And that’s when the morning took a turn for the worse.

      “What’s that look?” Wembley asked. He sat across the kitchen table from me reading the paper and drinking…something.

      Not blood.

      Blood I could smell, even in small quantities. That came with being a vampire. I might be a broken, not-quite-right, possibly even mutated vamp, but I still met some of the criteria.

      Vamps had no problem detecting blood; ditto for me.

      I, unlike most—okay, all—vamps, had a thing about blood. Some people liked to throw around the “phobia” word. I’d disagree, but either way, I was working on it. For now, Wembley kept his blood stash in the garage—he definitely did not partake at the breakfast table—and I didn’t ask too many questions about what he was consuming or where (who?) it came from.

      “Oh, now you’ve got to tell me.” He waggled his eyebrows. Another aspect of my teddy bear roommate that had changed lately: his personal grooming habits. My mother would say for the better. His formerly shaggy eyebrows were now neatly trimmed, as was his beard.

      I shrugged, because no, I didn’t have to tell him. I didn’t have to share every aspect of my life with him…especially not this particular aspect.

      He discarded his newspaper. One hundred percent of Wembley’s attention was not what I wanted right now.

      “Whoa. Say it isn’t so.” He leaned forward. “Is there trouble in paradise?”

      As I sipped on Wembley’s latest vegan shake concoction—thank you, mangos; thank you, coconut milk. Was that perhaps a touch of coconut cream, as well?—I considered possible responses.

      Alex and I weren’t having trouble.

      Things were good.

      Complicated, but good.

      Steamy. Hot.

      Frustrating.

      “No.” I made a dismissive sound. “Of course not. Please.”

      Maybe three varieties of denial had been overkill.

      His blue eyes lit up. His rabid curiosity was probably partially due to the hole my mother’s recent trip to the Bahamas had left in his schedule. A bored Wembley was an overly curious Wembley. “Don’t tell me the lovebirds have hit a snag? Except do tell me. Tell me everything.”

      What was that saying about protesting too much? Dang it. Three times was definitely too much.

      Now that Wembley knew something was up between Alex and me, he wouldn’t leave me alone until I spilled. Worse, he might withhold yummy shakes. I clutched my mango, coconut milk (maybe coconut cream) smoothie closer.

      I liked my Wembley shakes.

      “Right. So here’s the thing…” Ugh, I didn’t want to share, but I wanted my shakes…but I didn’t wanna share. I could feel my inner child surfacing, and that wasn’t good for anyone.

      He leaned his elbows on the table and then propped his chin on his hands. “What trouble has naughty Alex gotten himself into?”

      Which made me laugh, because that was the problem.

      Or rather, wasn’t the problem?

      I used to be convinced that my boyfriend had slept with the majority of the female enhanced population in Austin. Not true.

      He did all things in moderation: food, exercise, sleep, even sex. Something to do with meeting basic needs and not being in a situation where he was weakened by illness or fatigue or—I don’t know—excessive lust?

      His motivations I understood. My man had some dark secrets that weren’t so secret from me, and his “moderation in all things” strategy was one of the ways he dealt with his troubled past.

      But Alex’s past wasn’t the issue. It was Alex’s present that was currently driving me slowly mad.

      I groaned. “I really don’t think this is a topic we should discuss, Wembley.”

      “Look, something is obviously bothering you. Don’t let it fester. Talk to me, or better yet, talk to Alex.”

      Talk to Alex? Um, no. Even the thought made my stomach do all sorts of fluttery things. Bad fluttery things. The I-might-puke-if-I-think-about-this-much-longer kind of bad.

      Small problem with the avoidance strategy, I was trying to be a grown-up these days. Taking on Society cases, saving people’s lives, revamping the wonky justice system that existed within the paranormal community.

      What was a little direct conversation when compared to those big bad goals?

      Wembley was right; speaking with Alex was the mature choice. I should get right on that.

      And there went the fluttering.

      “Are you going to puke?” Wembley asked. “I swear there’s nothing new in that shake.”

      “Pfft. No. Of course I’m not going to puke.”

      I also wasn’t going to have this conversation with Alex, so… “We haven’t slept together.”

      Wembley blinked. Slowly.

      As well he should. Alex and I had been together since late October, so over three months now.

      And always one to babble when nerves hit me, I said, “We’ve cuddled, we’ve kissed. I feel like we’ve grown closer, but…” I shrugged.

      “But no nooky.”

      “Ew. Don’t use that word.” My mom used that word, which was probably where Wembley had picked it up.

      He grinned. “You’re thinking about me having nooky with a certain family member, aren’t you, Ms. Andrews?”

      Darn him, yes, my thoughts had drifted in the vague direction of my mom, Wembley, and nooky, and that was just wrong. So wrong.

      Thankfully, a knock at the front door provided a reprieve from this unwanted—dreaded, even—conversation about Alex and my lack of vigorous, acrobatic, chandelier-swinging sex.

      Not that my lust-fueled imagination had been running in overdrive or anything…

      Before I could get up to answer the door, Alex’s voice called my name. And the sound of his voice, while welcome, chased away the brief feeling of relief I’d felt at the interruption.

      I turned to Wembley, shot him the glare of death (or more accurately, the glare of I-will-slice-you-with-Tangwystl-should-you-breathe-a-word-of-this-conversation), then called out, “In the kitchen.”

      I wasn’t expecting Alex today. He was supposed to be working on a case—without me, thanks very much, Cornelius—and I’d planned a chill day at the house with Boone.

      When I turned back to Wembley, he had a grin plastered to his face.

      “Seriously, not a word, you big overgrown man-child.” I’d have threatened to tell my mom he was making my love life miserable, but Alex’s hearing was absurdly good. So I whispered, “I’m gonna tell on you,” and left the rest to his imagination. That wiped the smile right off his face.

      Since my mother and Wembley were doing the dirty—ick, I needed to bleach my brain—that should carry some weight with him. My mother was quite keen on me having some kind of love life, and up until recently she’d about given up on me.

      As Alex joined us in the kitchen, my soon-to-be-dead roommate said, “Hey, Alex. Take your pants off.”

      To Alex’s credit, he didn’t flicker an eyelash. “Why am I undressing in the kitchen?”

      “Figured you were due an equipment check.”

      Alex looked confused—thank god—but I didn’t care.

      “Tangwystl!” I was going to kill Wembley. Ex-Berserker or not, I was taking him down.

      She appeared in my hand with a squeak of joy.

      Stab, stabby?

      Alex’s gaze flew from Tangwystl to me and then Wembley. But it was me he addressed when he said, “I don’t have a clue what kind of bizarre roommate argument I’ve just walked into, but we don’t have time for you to maim Wembley. We have a case.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Good News, Bad News, or Fairy News?

          

        

      

    

    
      Waving a sword at my roommate might be a little weird. Alex wasn’t wrong about that.

      Maybe I should tone it down a teensy bit. I placed Tangwystl on the kitchen table.

      She blew a raspberry, her typical expression of disappointment, but it was half-hearted. She had a secret-not-so-secret crush on Wembley and wouldn’t really want to injure him.

      Then I recalled her enthusiasm for my blood and decided she wouldn’t want to hurt him much.

      My sword was a bloodthirsty little wench.

      “Mallory?” Alex was on edge. Not glowing-eyes tense, but not himself. “I’ll fill you in on the way to headquarters. Cornelius wants to meet with us right away.”

      He’d fill me in on the way… For purposes of expediency? Or privacy?

      I shared a quick glance with Wembley. Wembley knew most of my secrets, but that didn’t mean Alex would feel comfortable sharing super personal information in front of him.

      Unlike me with the whole “hey, yeah, we haven’t had sex” thing. Oops.

      Checking his equipment? Really? What had Wembley been thinking?

      Oh, right. He’d been thinking: how can I embarrass my roommate as much as possible? That’s what a bored former Berserker Viking did when his honey was traveling and his latest real estate flip had been sold for a fat profit. In between flips was not a great place for Wembley, especially when he wasn’t getting any (gag).

      But then he redeemed himself by fetching me a shake from the fridge for the road. He’d started prepping them in to-go cups for me, because apparently I wasn’t particularly good at feeding myself. I was super grown-up like that.

      I nodded my thanks and followed Alex to the front door.

      We passed Boone on the way. He must have heard Alex’s voice from the back of the house and come out for pets from his favorite person.

      Yep, that’s right. My hound loved my boyfriend more than me. I liked to think I was a close runner-up. Well, after Wembley. And maybe the lady across the street who cooked him a steak every few weeks.

      Alex bent to give Boone a full body rub, petting from ears to tailbone.

      Boone groaned with pleasure then gave me a pointed, accusatory look.

      “It’s not my fault he’s not staying. We have a case.”

      Boone’s ears perked up at that.

      “Sorry, buddy. Not this time.” Alex gave him a last scratch, and then we were both out the door.

      Once we’d settled into Alex’s car of the week, a practical gray Honda crossover with low miles and a sparkling interior, he dropped the bomb.

      “I’d ask if you want the good news or the bad news first, but—”

      “Bad news.” I found it best to end conversations on an upswing if at all possible, especially work conversations, since some pretty terrible things happened at Alex’s and my work.

      “Chicago’s finally closed out their operation in Nebraska.”

      “Whoa.” For example, that whole Nebraska situation had been pretty terrible.

      There had been a cabal of evil not-quite-geniuses working out of a few cities in Nebraska. They’d experimented on their own people and tried to influence Austin politics through nefarious means. Nebraska’s efforts had been thwarted by some pretty awesome folks in my local community, with a little help from yours truly and a huge bunch of help from Alex.

      “Yeah, the undercover operatives Chicago placed in the state finally decided they’d sniffed out the entirety of the power structure.”

      Chicago had been given the heads-up that their cornhusker neighbors were up to no good around Halloween. With Valentine’s Day coming up in a few days, that meant it had only taken them three and half months to fully infiltrate a statewide evildoing organization. Not bad, Chicago. Not bad.

      But then Alex’s earlier statement registered.

      “Wait a sec. Chicago closed out their operation…? What does that mean? And why is this falling in the bad news category?”

      The side-eye I was getting couldn’t bode well.

      “Please tell me they didn’t just wipe out the entire enhanced population of Nebraska.”

      Yes, Nebraska was a not-well-populated state, but the entire enhanced population?

      Alex hesitated.

      Which prompted me to poke further. “What about the humans in the area?”

      The Society for the Study of Occult and Paranormal Phenomena, referred to as the Society, was the governing body for Austin’s enhanced community. The Society historically placed significantly less value on human life than enhanced, and that wasn’t an attitude restricted to Austin.

      “I don’t know about the human casualties. But Chicago didn’t kill every enhanced person in the state, just those connected with the cabal.”

      “Oh, Alex.” The Nebraska cabal had forced locals to participate in their schemes. They’d extorted magical manpower using loved ones as leverage, and they’d used persuasion to manipulate compliance. Innocent people had been tied up with the cabal, and those people were now dead.

      “I know.” Alex looked grim.

      I placed a hand on his leg. I knew Alex, and I knew exactly how critical he could be of himself. “This isn’t your fault.”

      The governing body in Chicago had offered temporary positions to Alex, Anton, and Francis, our top three emergency responders. They’d needed the extra manpower to tackle the Nebraska situation, and since Cornelius, the head of Emergency Response, had connections with leadership in Chicago, they’d trusted our guys.

      Anton and Francis had gone. Alex had stayed. Of course he had. I was here, and Alex wouldn’t leave me here unprotected.

      “I know it’s not my fault; that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable with the outcome.”

      If he wasn’t feeling guilty, then he’d grown a lot in the last year. My man liked to take on the woes of the world. He carried guilt more readily than anyone I’d ever met.

      I studied his expression, the tension in his shoulders, the tense muscle ticking in his jaw. He looked pissed, but not guilty. Thank goodness for that.

      “I thought Cornelius said Chicago’s plan was to dismantle the cabal’s operations?” My voice was quiet and small.

      “They did that.”

      They did that by eradicating anything—anyone—associated with the cabal. Enhanced justice was a vicious thing. I knew this.

      Alex and I did what we could to protect innocents from the harshest effects of our sometimes incredibly unjust “justice” system, and Cornelius was making changes…but change was coming at a rate that seemed much too slow when weighed against lives lost.

      I had to remind myself that Cornelius hadn’t been in charge of the Nebraska takedown.

      Local change, that’s what I had to focus on. Stay positive, keep looking at ways to impact the local community, and do what I could to help the people I could.

      And speaking of local change… “Does that mean we’ll finally be holding the selection?”

      It had been delayed pending the completion of Chicago’s operation. Cornelius hadn’t wanted to expose any of the selection candidates to further Nebraska machinations.

      Who could blame him? Candidates had been dropping like flies. Only Oscar Hayes remained of the original candidates, though rumor had it that Cornelius had drummed up a few more qualified, interested parties in the intervening months.

      Alex pulled into the parking lot of Bits, Baubles, and Toadstools. “About that… There’s been another delay.”

      For the first time since he’d shown up at my house, his demeanor shifted. He looked…amused? Maybe it was time for that good news he’d hinted at earlier.

      “I’m assuming there are no dead people, since you have that eye-smiling thing going on.”

      His lips twitched. “No dead people. How do you feel about fairies?”

      I’d opened the door, since we’d arrived, but when he said fairies—really, fairies?—I closed the door again. “Fairies, like Tinker Bell? Fairies, like the Fae?”

      “Uh, somewhere in between, I guess. More like Tinker Bell.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe.”

      “Are you being intentionally vague?” He was, he definitely was. “Why are you being intentionally vague?”

      He cleared his throat. “Fairy godmothers exist—separate and apart from enhanced communities, but they exist.”

      I blinked.

      Then—I’m not proud of this—I squealed. Like a twelve-year-old girl who’s been told that unicorns are real, and they really do fart magic sparkle dust. Or me if I found out that dragons were real and they cried tears of joy when it rained.

      “Oh. My. God. Do they wear cool dresses and have sparkly wands?” Yes, I asked that question, and no, I wasn’t kidding. When my happy sees a moment to shine, it shines.

      “Ah, I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know? You know all the things.”

      “I don’t know all the things.”

      “But you’ve lived for, like, forever.” I teased Alex about being the older man in the relationship, because he was ancient in human years and not exactly a spring chicken in enhanced years either. To be fair, though, aging was frequently unpredictable and always confusing in the enhanced community.

      He chuckled. “Thanks for that.”

      I smiled back at him. “My pleasure.”

      I loved it when he laughed. He was doing more of it these days, and I liked to think I was responsible. I even liked to think he was laughing with me, not at me. Who was I kidding? My hunky boyfriend adored me. Of course, he was laughing with me.

      “FGs don’t mingle with the enhanced community, so however old I am—and I’m not that old—it’s not odd that I haven’t met one.”

      FGs? It hurt my inner little girl’s sense of wonder to call a fairy godmother an FG.

      “Our case has something to do with fairy godmothers,” I whispered in an awed voice.

      “Yes, which is why I’m telling you in the car. Get the stars out of your eyes. Cornelius is pissed. He thinks we’re under attack, and it might be tied to the selection. So before we walk into his office, you need to get a handle on that.” He motioned generally in my direction.

      ‘K, maybe I was a little excited. Maybe I was bouncing in my seat. Maybe I was vibrating with joy. And maybe there was a special shiny something in my eyes.

      Because fairy godmothers were real.

      This was definitely good news. The best of news.

      Then an unpleasant thought occurred. “Wait a sec. This isn’t one of those times where the magic seems all sparkly and fun and then turns out to be of the sharky and lethal variety, is it?”

      Mandy with her waiflike figure, dimple, mint-green hair, and cheery expression came to mind. Because she seemed to be all fun colors and sparkles…right up until the teeth came out. So many teeth.

      “I can’t be sure, having never met one.” He arched an eyebrow. “But I don’t think so. It’s possible that Cornelius is overreacting. They’re supposed to be all about helping humans sort out their lives.”

      There was a hint of an eye roll with that last statement, but I ignored it, because… “Just like in the movies!”

      Alex rubbed his right ear. He was such a drama queen. I didn’t squeal that loud.

      “Do you need to get out of the car and hop around like a little fluffy happy bunny for a while?”

      “Hey, watch it, mister. I thought we’d already covered this. I’m no fluffy bunny.”

      “Uh-huh. Keep telling yourself that.”

      It’s possible I got out of the car and did a happy dance.

      I did not, however, hop around like a cute little ball of fluff. Seriously, I was so much more dignified than that.
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      Ms. Andrews, this is no small matter.” Cornelius stared at me across the vast expanse of his stodgy wooden desk. “However benevolent their name may appear to make them, FGs are a relatively unknown quantity and therefore dangerous. They don’t mingle with enhanced communities, so we have very little intel on them.”

      I frowned. “But—”

      “There was magical interference with the Society headquarters’ security. Of FG origin. This is a fact.” Cornelius continued to stare at me.

      “But—”

      “No, Ms. Andrews.”

      I jiggled my foot and nodded like I was in agreement with the crazy words coming out of Cornelius’s mouth. When I was fairly certain I’d lulled him with my fakery, I blurted out, “But fairy godmothers!”

      Cornelius turned to Alex. “You said you’d take care of this.” And then he made the same all-encompassing gesture that Alex had made in the car, I supposed indicating my general state of excitement.

      Puh-lease. As if anyone—everyone, the entire world!—wouldn’t be excited.

      Except for Cornelius and Alex.

      But everyone else would be excited. So excited.

      Because fairy godmothers.

      I grew up in the age of romanticized fairy tales. It wasn’t like I’d read the Brothers Grimm versions—or worse, the French varieties—as a kid. My childhood fairy tales had been all Disney-glossed and shiny.

      I wanted to believe in the sparkly, happy kind of magic. The kind that didn’t make vampires sociopaths (with some exceptions, naturally), or golems creatures made from bits and pieces of human corpses, or wizards susceptible to possession by evil spirits, or…well, the list of less-than-sparkly magic was long.

      Was it so terrible that I wanted the magic of my childhood to be real?

      Why couldn’t they let me have this one shiny, happy thing?

      Oh, right. Because this was an active case.

      Nuts. I hated when reality conflicted with the way I preferred to view the world. It was seriously annoying.

      “Fine. I get it. Fairy godmothers—FGs—aren’t necessarily the good guys. But you know, we can’t be sure they’re the bad guys, either.” If I was going to think about real fairy godmothers as anything other than wondrous, wish-granting creatures, then FGs they would be.

      Alex placed a hand on the back of my neck. “Which is why we’ll be investigating with an open mind.”

      “Not too open,” Cornelius replied. “Star and two other witches spent half a day resetting the headquarters’ security system. Witch protections are not cheap.”

      Not cheap, but the witch protection work had also been unplanned. Cornelius disliked spending money, but he abhorred unplanned expenses.

      “Was there any evidence of unauthorized access while security was down?” Alex asked. “On the video feeds or otherwise?”

      “None that we’ve discovered, but until we’ve apprehended and questioned the perpetrator, we can’t be certain what happened during the few hours headquarters was vulnerable.”

      Umm, questioned? Cornelius wanted to interrogate a fairy godmother? Images of sweet-faced fairies decked out in glittery finery danced in my head.

      That really didn’t sound good. As in, was a terrible idea. What if he was mean to her? Who was I kidding? Of course he would be mean to her. This was Cornelius. The man had next-level interrogation skills.

      The slight pressure on the back of my neck—more of a massage than a warning squeeze, but with the same result—reminded me that I was keeping a (sort of) open mind. That I wasn’t assuming fairy godmothers were all benevolence and sugar cookies. Because I was a grown-up assigned to an official Society case.

      Cornelius pointed a finger at Alex. “Usual rates apply.” He looked at me. “You, however, Ms. Andrews, are taking the case for free.”

      This time, Alex’s fingers were definitely squeezing a warning. Like I’d negotiate with Cornelius when an expert was in the room.

      Though I’d totally meet a fairy godmother for free. Uh, I mean take this case for free.

      But experience sealed my mouth shut. I’d come out the loser when dealing with Cornelius five times over, at least, including the time I’d accidentally-on-purpose drawn Tangwystl against him. Yep, Alex could definitely handle my fee negotiation.

      “You’ll cover her expenses in addition to mine, and you’ll pay her half the going rate.”

      Cornelius grunted. “A quarter.”

      “A third, but expenses are covered.”

      With a frown that was at odds with the amused twinkle in his eye, Cornelius said, “Agreed, assuming you’re amenable to those terms, Ms. Andrews?”

      Sheesh, he really was annoyed, holding firm with the Ms. Andrews schtick. Although, was he? There was that twinkle…

      “I agree to the terms.” And just to mess with him, I extended my hand. A big no-no in the enhanced community and an extra-special bad idea for me, since I’d accidentally bound myself and my handshaker (Alfred) and pinky-swearer (Alex) to magical contracts in the past.

      Cornelius snorted, and he did not shake my hand.

      He stood, clearly dismissing us lesser beings from his exalted presence.

      Before we exited his office, Cornelius said, “Ah. One additional matter. Reimbursement for the protections that were reset. Ten percent commission if you collect the total from the perpetrator.”

      He named a terrifyingly large sum of money, and Alex agreed.

      Once we were in the hallway, I whistled. “I keep telling you, Alex, witches have the best magic.”

      He arched an eyebrow but didn’t comment.

      Well, then. Someone was in a mood. He always defended the superiority of wizardly magic when I brought up my love of the witchy variety.

      He ducked into a small office a few feet further down the hall, tugging me with him.

      Following behind, I glanced around the room just long enough to see we were alone. I didn’t have time for more, because…

      Alex kissed me.

      And not a peck. He kissed me like he hadn’t seen me in a week—in other words, very, very thoroughly. Very.

      Just a hint, there was a tiny bit more than kissing. There was a little, um, ah, we’ll call it cuddling.

      And then?

      Then he told me he loved me.

      For the first time.

      The man tells me he loves me, for the first time, in a random office in the Society’s headquarters, the least romantic location in all the locations ever.

      Except, no, that’s not quite right. Because this wasn’t some random office. Nope. This was mean Mr. Clean’s office.

      And how would I know that?

      Because Anton, aka mean Mr. Clean, walked in on us canoodling. Mind out of the gutter; our clothes were still on.

      But there was Anton, one of my top ten least favorite people, up close and in vivid detail, right after I’d been canoodled by Alex. Right after the man I believed was the love of my afterlife had revealed his deepest feelings.

      Can you blame me for not baring my innermost truth? For not uttering those three little words that I felt with each beat of my vampire-virus-filled heart?

      There’d been a moment, between his words and Anton’s entrance—maybe three or four seconds—where I’d reveled in the glorious words that had left his lips.

      My feelings for him swelled, starting in the depths of my soul and spreading, spreading until those great big feelings almost reached my mouth. Almost coalesced into speech.

      But then there was Anton, with his shaved head, big muscles, and bad attitude.

      Wait a second.

      I squinted at Anton, but the image before me remained unchanged. Mean Mr. Clean looked…

      Not so mean.

      Maybe even…happy?

      The devil just bought a pair of ice skates.
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      Anton’s smile—or what passed as a smile for him—faded as soon as he figured out that not only had Alex and I crashed his private office, but we’d also been getting up to naughtiness in his sanctum sanctorum.

      Oops.

      Bad call, Alex.

      Then again, my boyfriend had told me he loved me for the first time, so basically, he could do no wrong.

      Since a skosh of bad judgment and poor timing had yielded a heap of tender feelings and a memory not to be forgotten, I wasn’t apologizing for crashing my archenemy's office.

      And since the best defense was a good offense, I started firing. “So Anton, what has you all hearts and smiles?”

      He blinked. He looked… Wow, he looked taken aback. Like I’d found him out.

      Oh. My. God.

      Hearts and smiles. Whoa. I’d meant it as a euphemism for happy. But…but… Anton’s in love.

      He scowled at me. “Says who?”

      I really needed to keep my thinking voice inside my head. I hated when that stuff slipped out into the world without my permission. Then again, the circumstances were extreme. Cupid must have gotten high the day he zapped Anton with a love arrow.

      I was always in it to win it with Anton, so I barreled forward with confidence. “Totally obvious. You have a glow.”

      He blinked again, then turned to Alex. “I’m glowing?”

      I sneaked a peek at Alex and found him trying not to laugh. The man was biting his lip, he was trying so hard. He cleared his throat. “Not literally, but you look, looked, happy when you walked in.”

      Anton scrubbed a huge paw of a hand across his face. “It’s kind of wonderful. And kind of terrible.” He shot us both a dejected look. “I don’t think she’s interested.”

      He had it so bad that he’d forgotten for two seconds that he hated me with the burning passion of a grease fire in a fried chicken joint.

      Which had my squirrel brain headed down so many paths. What kind of woman inspired such passion in a guy like Anton? What did she look like? What did she sound like? What planet did she come from? Could she take him back with her to a galaxy far, far away?

      Alex crossed his arms, a sure sign that he was as uncomfortable with a lovestruck Anton as I was. “Have you asked her out?”

      How the guy who took forever to ask me out made it sound like it was the simplest thing in the world to do, I didn’t know.

      The look of dejection Anton had worn swerved dangerously into sad puppy dog territory. I could not see mean Mr. Clean as an adorably heartbreaking canine. Noooooo.

      “I want to,” he replied. “I just…” He let out a huge groan. “She’s too good for me.”

      “Well, duh.” Oh, shoot. I definitely said that out loud. But, I mean, duh. Anton was Anton.

      Sure, there was someone for everyone out there, but that didn’t mean Anton. It’s possible I was tapping into my darker side, but this was mean Mr. Clean we were talking about. He was darkness.

      “What Mallory means is that when we care about someone, we want to be the best version of ourselves for them. And sometimes, it seems like that best version will never be enough. But if she cares about you, it will be.”

      My insides went all melty. Alex might be two parts grump, but he was ten parts sweetheart—regardless of what every other person who knew him might say.

      “Who are you? And where have you buried Alex?” Anton turned to scowl at me. “I blame you.”

      “Whatever. He’s not wrong. Also, he has a girlfriend. Do you?”

      The bald idiot needed a little plain speaking. He had the look of a guy who would wallow in his apartment, order lots of pizza, forget to shower, and then emerge a decade later with a pizza-paunch, wondering why he’d never found love.

      “I’d like to skewer you with a dull blade and watch you freak out as your blood pools all around you.”

      “Yeah, what’s new?”

      Anton had always wanted me dead. Since day one, literally, of my life as a Society vamp.

      I’ll never forgive him for sending me on my way with a business card and instructions to call if I felt a murderous rage coming on. Seems fine, right? No. No, it wasn’t. I’d been hungry and had no way to feed myself. And if I’d called, I’d have been disappeared. Quietly, with no fuss, no one to object to the “cleaning up” of an accidental vampire who was so broken she couldn’t even feast on the red stuff. (Ewww.)

      We’d basically hated each other ever since.

      Stupid Anton.

      Stupid Anton with his less than military-perfect posture.

      Stupid, stupid Anton with his sad, melty brown, puppy dog eyes.

      Ugh, the muscle-bound jerk looked downright pathetic. I felt the Anton-specific ice surrounding my heart crack a teensy bit.

      “Oh, good grief. Who is it?” I probably wouldn’t even know her. There was a vast network of enhanced humans living in Austin, and my exposure thus far had been limited. Given how many of them were criminals, bat-guano crazy, or just intensely unlikable, who could blame me for not making an effort to meet the locals?

      He leaned against the wall as if without its support he’d fall to the ground in a heap. “Akira.”

      “Oh.” Dang it.

      And now I might have to like a very small part of Anton. The part that would fall for a strong, intelligent, and generally amazing woman like Akira.

      Alex didn’t look exactly shocked. Oh, no. There went the twitchy lips. Alex had already known, the sneaky son of a gun.

      “’K, you have
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