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About My Demon Warlord


A Demon Warlord Bound by Dark Magic…

Kynan Aijan’s centuries-long enslavement to a mage left him borderline insane and bound to Maddy Winters, a witch he intended to kill in horrible ways. Though he’s sworn the bonds they share will never be completed, their very existence feeds his desire for her even as he accepts that Winters will never forgive him.

…to the Powerful Witch He’s Desired for Years.

For Maddy Winters, the fight against evil magic users always takes top priority. But her bonds to Kynan give her intimate access to his thoughts and experiences, and she can’t always ignore their chemistry. Her insistence that she has no feelings for him is a deception she can’t afford to give up.

As Kynan and Maddy join forces to stop a rebellious and murderous witch, the dark magic that binds them locks them into forbidden passions and magic that could destroy them both. Will their fight for what’s right lead to a fight for each other?
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CHAPTER 1
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Months of successfully avoiding Maddy Winters came to a swift end. She was hardly ever at the San Francisco house, but not only was she here, she was heading his way. His reaction to her was as predictable as it was unavoidable. His sworn set up a roar that shook him like some monstrous wave. All of them were dead. His last act as free kin had been to assimilate every one of the demons who had sworn to him. If he hadn’t, they would have spent eternity in torment.

Kynan Aijan abandoned lap number one thousand and hauled himself out of the pool. Water sluiced off him onto the concrete and the tile ledge. She walked out of the house and headed his direction. A beautiful woman who had every reason to hate him. He slammed down the reaction on his side of the bonds while she approached. Wouldn’t he know if she’d gotten caught up again?

When she was close enough, he said, “Do you need me?”

“I’m fine.”

He pushed wet hair off his face. Good. Good. She wasn’t suffering because of what he’d done while he was out of mind. “Out of your way in a sec.”

She didn’t deviate from her course. Fucking Maddy Winters. Hate her. Love her. There was never anything in between and sometimes there was both at once. He and Winters were too broken to fix. He wanted to hate her all the time, he really did.

“What are you doing here?” He’d done his part staying away from her; why wasn’t she doing the same? It was bad enough he kept sliding into her dreams. More than a dozen times in the past six months. Five of those times he’d been working for Nikodemus during the slip. He did not appreciate having his attention fractured like that. He doubted she liked it any more than he did.

Which was worse? Their bonds waking up and pulling them into unwanted connections when he was having sex or when he’d been sent to kill someone, and she ended up trapped in his violence? His greatest fear was that one day she’d be trapped in one of those wild, vicious links, and he wouldn’t be able to come to her in time. She’d be locked in with him, unable to escape her dreaming state while his thoughts destroyed her.

For him, the sex was worse. Winters might as well actually be in his arms when that happened—not whoever he’d picked up, not one of the women he’d tried to love instead. Her. His savage ferocity was for her; that low growl came from his mouth close enough for his breath to warm her ear. The build of his desire was from her hands stroking him. Her body was eager for his touch, she melted into his caresses and rose hard against a too-firm grip.

She stopped by the diving board, and he took in the package. She wore jeans, a white tank top, and sandals with rhinestone butterflies. Her hands were behind her back, and she stood in the awkward position of someone doing a crap job of hiding something. “You don’t take my calls anymore. I had to ask around to find out where you were.”

He slicked his hands over his hair one more time. Never mind a towel. He took care of that. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yes.” She put a bottle of something on the diving board and smiled the way she almost never smiled at him. “Peace offering.”

He walked over to take a look. Twenty-five-year Macallan. “This’ll get you a damn fine peace.”

She put down two glasses and a box of shortbread. He lifted his eyebrows. She said, “Can we talk?”

Talk. Talk was never good, but he was fine with her bribe. “Why not?”

Winters looked back at the house. “Inside, if you don’t mind.”

Years ago now, but not long after he’d been freed from his centuries-long enslavement to the mage Magellan, Kynan had pulled memories of her from her best friend’s head—memories that had not been willingly given. At the time, he’d been more or less insane. The rules hadn’t been in place then, and he’d found her and fooled her long enough for them to end up naked and pretending, for a while, that they were both normal. That encounter had ended with him forging bonds between them that would enhance the sex, and her pain, and his ability to make both those things last.

Kynan had made his own mistakes that night. Every one of them began and ended with underestimating her. She hadn’t died, but the bonds he’d made, incomplete though they were, remained to this day. By now those bonds, having never been intended to last beyond a day or two, had developed a reality of their own. Practically sentient. They resented their unfinished state.

He and Winters ended up in the first floor office kept open for anyone to use. He took the couch, expecting she’d want the desk or maybe the chair, but instead she sat beside him. Not close, but not far from him, either. “What do you want to talk about?” he asked.

She opened the Macallan, poured them both a drink, then handed out shortbread. “I’ll wait until you’re in a better mood if you don’t mind.”

“I’m never in a better mood.” He didn’t usually see her in a tank top like that. The cotton clung to her, and he struggled to keep his appreciation of her curves from getting in the way of a clear head. Maddy Winters was wicked smart, and she knew things about him no one else knew. She was also one of the most powerful witches he’d ever encountered. Maybe even the most powerful.

Winters lifted her glass. “To fighting the good fight.”

He laughed and tipped his whisky toward hers. “Sure. I’ll drink to that.” Considering how much time Nikodemus’s inner circle spent together, fought together, and partied together, and especially considering everything he and Winters had been through, he actually didn’t know her all that well. Most of the time when they were alone together, they were fucked-up. He sipped his drink. “That is damn fine.”

“It is.” She curled her legs on the couch and faced him, but he didn’t look at her. She wasn’t looking at him. She broke a piece of shortbread and ate one of the fragments.

He stayed on his side of the couch but gave her a sidelong look. “Is the whole bottle for me?”

“Yours to keep.”

“Generous.” He drained his entire glass and shook his head hard. “Damn.” He poured himself another. He shouldn’t have knocked back whisky that fine so fast. This one he would savor. Whatever she was after, it wasn’t chitchat. “Let’s get to it. What do you want, Winters?”

She scratched the back of her head. Stared at the couch. Stared at her glass. Played with one of the rhinestone butterflies on her sandals. Basically, she was looking anywhere but at him. She had a great deal of power on hand, and that made her dangerous to someone like him. And alluring. Because she was a witch, and he was a demon, and there had always been an affinity between their kind. Sex with her was mind-blowing when it happened. “I’ve been thinking.”

“About?” There wasn’t enough Macallan in the world to get him through this.

“Us.” She reached for his hand, and he allowed the contact. There wasn’t a way for them to be more screwed up. The day he found her, he’d been teetering on the edge of functional for weeks. Everyone, including him, knew it was possible Nikodemus might have no choice but to have him killed. He’d been unstable and no good at following the rules Nikodemus was putting in place.

“What about us?” He didn’t like the direction this conversation was going. There was no them. Not in any normal sense of the word.

“My point exactly.”

He had no idea what she was thinking. At no time during their initial, disastrous, encounter had he managed to take control of her will or get full access to her mind the way he had her friend’s. He didn’t know about her family or whether she had siblings or whether her parents were still alive. Nobody who knew her seemed to know those things. If they did, they weren’t talking. All he knew was that she was from a California Indian tribe, was a lawyer, and had been working with street witches and mages for a very long time. Long before she met Nikodemus. Or him.

She ate more shortbread. “Maybe there should be an us.”

He saw her fingers flex on the glass she held. She smelled good, she always looked good, and right now that white tank top with all her beautiful black hair? She was smoking hot. She had so much magic that there was always a buzz with her. Between them. There was no way this was going where he hoped. They had sex when things were going to hell between them. Just once, he’d like to bone her when at least one of them wasn’t in some level of crisis. “I have things to do, Winters. Can we hurry this up?”

She curled in on herself, like he’d hurt her feelings. That wasn’t possible. Maddy Winters didn’t have personal, private feelings, except when she hated him. “I just meant we should talk more. We work together a lot.” She shook her head, still without looking at him. “Don’t you think it’s strange how little we know each other?”

“What are we going to talk about? The weather?” That little flinch of hers kept him from standing up and walking out. He didn’t want her to be unhappy, but he didn’t see what he could do to prevent it. Especially since he didn’t want to talk.

“I don’t know. Anything. We can discuss what’s going on with the mages.” She was going to break that glass, she kept squeezing it so hard. “I agree with Harsh.” Her words sounded normal, but there was tension in her shoulders.

“If you want to talk, you could at least look at me.”

She did, but it didn’t help a thing. Not even when she smiled, because he knew it was fake. “The Polynesians are causing trouble again.”

“Aren’t they always?” Things went on like this for some time. An awkward stumbling conversation because they never talked unless they had to. For good reason. Maybe they were just hot in bed and that was all. Maybe everything that went on in a normal relationship would be like this. Fucking painful.

Her voice sounded forced to him, but he wasn’t all that good at reading Winters. He did okay with other magekind and humans, but not her. “We should have dinner,” she said.

The air was getting colder. Thicker.

He glanced at the wall clock. Humans were the only reason he ever looked at a clock. They cared about the time. He didn’t. “It’s almost two in the morning.”

“I didn’t mean now.” She ran her hands through her hair, and he tried not to stare. She looked at him. One glance and, okay. There was something going on here that he didn’t get. “I meant generally. You know. The way normal people do when they know each other.”

“Right.”

She met his gaze. Her cheeks flushed.

“Come on, Winters. Just say what you came here to say.”

“I think we should have sex.”

He kept his cool. Barely.

“Sex that doesn’t happen because we’re messed-up. Normal sex.”

“Normal sex.”

“Yes.”

He took another long drink of whisky. “Don’t you have girlfriends to talk you out of bad ideas?”

She heaved a sigh as she dropped her head on the arm she’d stretched out along the top of the couch, and he suppressed the urge to touch her and tell her everything was going to be all right. If he did, it would be a lie. They would never be all right. “This was their idea. I told them it wouldn’t work.”

He considered letting this play out in whatever way she had stuck in her head, but that idea only lasted a few seconds. He put down his glass. He and Winters did not have the kind of relationship where talking would do anything but make things worse. He should’ve left the minute he saw her flinch. Then she’d have kept hating him in general instead of hating him specifically for this train wreck. “We have had sex. More than once. So what the do you mean, we should have sex?”

She looked at him through the veil of her eyelashes. “Not sex sex.”

Times like this, he wished Nikodemus wasn’t so big on integration with humans. “I don’t even know what you mean by that.”

She squared her shoulders, and he braced himself for something monumentally stupid. Which he got. She was so exactly what he liked. Strong and beautiful, immensely powerful. “I think we should make love.”

He didn’t even have to think about this one. This was just too fucking absurd. She would rip him to pieces and not even know what she’d done, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “Honey, I don’t make love. Did you forget that?”

Her mouth twitched, but he wasn’t sure whether she thought that was funny or something a lot worse. “Maybe you should.” She lifted her hand, and he thought about human hands on him when he wasn’t passing like a good boy. “I’m tired of not talking about what’s wrong with us. I’m tired of waking up and realizing I’ve been in your head when, seriously, when you’re doing...any of that... I don’t want to be along for that ride.”

The problem was she understood the demonkind too well for him to bullshit her much. He said the one thing guaranteed to bring this conversation to a quick end. “I’ll do you however you want, but you have to give me what I want.”

Her suspicious look said it all. But she was trying, he had to give her that. “Which is?”

He leaned toward her. “Our bonds closed. Give me that, and I’ll take my chances. Nikodemus can go fuck himself.” The temperature in the room went up at least a hundred degrees, figuratively speaking.

She sat there, blinking at him, and during the silence all he could think about was, what if she said yes? “No.”

He stared at his glass, pissed off at himself. “How drunk were you and your girlfriends when you came up with this?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “I think it would be good, don’t you?”

“Maybe I don’t feel like it.”

She lifted a hand again. Lawyer Winters. He fucking hated lawyer Winters. “I’d never deny you your right to choose.”

“Sex. No sex.” He looked her up and down and took the opportunity to appreciate what he saw. He wanted her so badly it hurt. “It’s all the same to you, isn’t it?”

“No.” She let out a breath and shook her head, which pissed him off more. She would never agree. Never.

“That’s the only thing I’m interested in.” The voices of his dead sworn whirled through his head, and he relaxed into the buzz of the additional power. If he were alone, he’d give himself up to that state of bliss. But he wasn’t alone. He grabbed his whisky and held it close. Like that would shield him from the conversational truck about to run him over. Thinking about Winters giving herself to him wasn’t safe. He added a slow grin that felt a little too real to him. He allowed more of his magic to surface. Her glance at him confirmed his eyes had changed. A little risky, letting that happen, but there was good reason for them both to be feeling the bite of him not passing. “If you agree, I’m all over that. Right now.”

She leaned toward him, and her poise turned him on the way it always did. She was completely confident about dealing with him when the pull of their magic vibrated between them like it was alive. “The idea is that you and I would get along better if we had normal sex. We could get all that out of the way. Without any of that other...” She waved a hand. “Just... sex.”

With a deliberation intended to annoy her, he ate a piece of shortbread and then another. “You mean boring sex?”

Annoyance flickered across her face, and she focused on the shelf of glass vases arranged on one wall. “Maybe if we did, we’d stop being so tense when we’re together. Just, you know, have sex when I’m not all having trouble. You too. Are you telling me you haven’t wondered what that would be like?”

“I’m always messed-up.” He poured more whisky into his glass. He wished he could get drunk.

“You’re being unnecessarily difficult.”

“I think I’m being exactly the right amount of difficult.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.” Her attention was fully on him, and that was something, having her looking at him like that—those soft eyes, that beautiful face. “Well?”

“No, Kynan. You know that’s dangerous.”

“Think of the power.” He leaned closer. “Mine and yours, twinned.” Her pupils widened, and for a deathless moment he thought she might say yes. The thrum of arousal started up, connecting them even tighter. “You’re the only one I’d ever make that offer to. I’d give you full access.” He was close enough to brush his lips over hers, so he did. She didn’t pull away. With his mouth hovering over hers, he said, “Not just you belonging to me, Maddy.” He brushed a finger over her temple. “I’d belong to you, too.”

Her eyes closed, and his mind and emotions suspended in the silence. Then she pulled away and frowned at him with one of her intense looks. The kind he saw all the time when she was thinking hard about something. “We can’t.” She shook her head. “We can’t be like that.”

“Then what you’re calling making love is really just fucking.” He looked at her straight on. “Maybe I don’t feel like having sex with you just because you formed a committee to decide what I should do. I guarantee none of you knew about the risks for me.” He stood. He was legitimately upset now. “I have a blood-bound promise to fucking Nikodemus about you. You’re asking me to put that at risk.”

Her eyes got big. He refused to care about how her eyes made her come alive to him. “It’s just sex, Kynan.”

“It’s never just sex with you. Never.” He fought to keep his voice level and lost the battle. “You have no idea.” His dead sworn shouted objections. If he said things he shouldn’t, if that got her off this subject, then good. Never mind the collateral damage. “Not one fucking idea what I deal with every minute of every day. As long as those bonds are like this, we can’t be normal. There is not one chance in hell of normal sex for us. We are fucked, Winters. Both of us.”

She withdrew. Shut down. “A simple no would suffice.”

“No.”

“Thank you.” She unfurled her legs and put her feet on the floor. “I appreciate you listening to me.”

He grabbed his whisky, took a long drink and stood there staring at her. The more he thought about her asking him for sex like it was no big deal, the more pissed off he got. “Maybe fucked-up sex is the only sex I want with you. Did you think of that? Maybe that’s the only sex I like.”

She leaned back. “I got it the first time.”

“I don’t need a pity fuck, either. There’s plenty of humans willing and able.”

Her reply was sharp enough to cut. “I wasn’t offering one.”

In for the kill. “You don’t need one, either.”

“Please. That’s enough.” She held up both hands. Her white top was extra bright against the red leather of the couch. “That isn’t what I meant. I’m sorry I came across so badly.” Here it was. Winters as hard-assed negotiator. From everything he’d heard, she was an absolute beast in the deals she conducted for Nikodemus. “We don’t get along, and we should. You’re fine with Emily. In fact I think she’s still in love with you.”

“No, she isn’t.”

“You get along with Addison.”

“Not your business.” No way did he want to talk about Emily or Addison, both human. Both with magic. Both good for him in different ways. His kind procreated with humans. The kin were driven to connections with humans. In the days before the wars and rules about behavior, the demonkind had developed a symbiotic existence—humans in those times called it parasitic, despotic, or whatever the local idiom was for evil personified. Whatever. His kind and her kind. The potential for pleasure wrapped up in power made existence sweet.

“It shouldn’t be this hard, us getting along.” She put her hands on her hips. “You can deal with everybody except me. I would like for that to stop. I don’t think that’s so much to ask.”

He waited until he had himself under control, but the minute he started talking he screwed up. “I’m not tied to anyone else the way I am to you.”

“Those bonds are hardly ever a problem.”

“For you.”

She gave him a narrow look, suspicious. “Explain that.”

All of it came out, and he didn’t have the right words. Only the ones that flowed out of him seared by anger and frustration. They were bound by magical bonds he was prohibited from allowing to close. That had unpleasant consequences for him. “You’re the one who fucks me up every goddamned minute of every goddamned day. Not Emily. Not Addison. You.”

“Thank you for that helpful clarification.”

“It’s about time you saw things from my perspective.”

As she stalked past him, he held out the Macallan. She gave him a venomous look. “I bought it for you.”

“I don’t like Macallan.”

She stopped dead, and this time she was so wooden he knew he’d hurt her. Ice coated every word of her reply. “That is a lie.”

“The only thing you know about me is what I like when I’m fucking you.” He retreated into the cold comfort of his sworn.

“Emily mentioned it a couple of years ago.”

“It’s not my favorite anymore.” He braced himself, because he recognized the look in her eyes.

She spoke crisply. “Fuck you, Kynan.”

He watched her leave, spine straight, moving quickly. It was better this way. It really was.


CHAPTER 2
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Seven months after the Macallan incident, Kynan parked five streets away from Winters’ house in the East Bay city of Kensington. He wasn’t looking forward to seeing her for first time since she’d given him a thousand-dollar bottle of whisky, and he’d turned down her offer of normal sex. Normal sex, when they could live in a world of exquisite pain.

Nikodemus refused to let him out of his obligation to work with her newbie witches and mages. Everybody had to take a turn, so if he got off, everyone else would be asking to get out of the drudgery, too. The general feeling, never expressed to Winters except by accident, was that 99.97 percent of her newbies had little to no talent, and that she spent way too much time talking about missing witches.

So. Here he was. Like it or not, he had to deal with it. He got out of the car and headed for her house. She lived in the hilly part of the city, a community nestled right up against the university town of Berkeley. There were bad and good things about her living here instead of in San Francisco. There was too much cover for someone who wanted to set up an ambush. On the other hand, there wasn’t much street traffic and not as many people per square mile as, say, closer to the Cal Berkeley campus. That meant less potential for the kind of interference caused by too many humans.

A few wispy clouds floated in the blue sky. Seventy-five degrees was cooler than he liked, but with hardly any breeze, this was the local weather sweet spot between the departure of the morning fog and its afternoon return. Not that the weather mattered. He did not anticipate this would be a fun day for either of them.

Nobody disagreed that the magekind’s practice of abandoning kids who failed the early test for magical ability was a heinous thing or that some of those kids actually were magic users. But they weren’t disproportionately missing the way Winters insisted when she got off on one of her tangents.

So, just fucking fantastic. He had to pretend he was all serious about helping humans with a thimbleful of magic when his time would be better spent working with newly-freed demonkind who had, demonstrably, been harmed and could be helped.

Three hilly blocks from his destination he stopped dead. His upper chest vibrated. Not enough to be a full-on warning, but not right, either. His enslavement to Magellan had taught him never to ignore subtle reactions like this. Centuries ago, he’d underestimated the significance of humans developing magic. While he’d believed human magic users were a threat, he’d never thought they were an immediate one. There hadn’t been enough of them to matter, or so he’d thought.

In hindsight, he should have paid more attention to their growing numbers. Their mood, their anger, and their resentments at the way they were treated. Prey. Objects to amuse. Conduits for the uses of magic during sex. He should have believed the first of the rumors about humans killing demons for reasons other than self-defense.

He started walking again. Now he had all the proper respect for humans who used magic. He believed the worst of every single one of them until they proved, by blood-bound oath, that they were safe. A car turned the corner from the slope behind him, heading downhill. His alertness cranked to high, but the occupants of the vehicle were normal humans. All the same, a whisper of ice slid down his spine, which was odd. Vanilla humans shouldn’t set him off.

He kept moving. So did the car.

Behind him, he heard the electric whir of the car window lowering. Magekind had been known to use innocent humans as a diversion. He glanced at the car and cast wide with his senses.

Girly laughter floated from the open windows, front and rear on the side that faced him. He looked up and down the street, holding killing power just in case. Two young women hung out the backseat window, university age and dangerously stupid since they were staring at him. If it hadn’t been against the rules, he would have killed them just to be safe. No one would have ever found how or why they’d vanished.

Fucking rules. He spun his mind out wider, searching for anything out of place or just not right. There. Something. The glimmer of magic slipped away as the car came even with him and slowed. This was a problem he didn’t want right now.

The females were attractive. Amid more giggles, one of them yelled a phone number at him. He lifted a hand, smiled, and kept walking. More laughter rolled from the car, following him down the street until he turned a corner and took himself out of their line of sight. The car continued downhill until it was out of sight. He remained tense and suspicious.

His uneasiness stayed with him even when he decided they weren’t coming back. Now he was hyperalert, and something was still wrong. He just didn’t know what yet. He stopped twenty feet from Winters’ house as every instinct he possessed told him to expect danger. Not one reaction, but a hundred tiny sensations that weren’t what they should be. Wrongness floated in the air, seeped up from the ground, twisted and pulled molecules out of alignment.

He didn’t go the rest of the way to her house. There was nothing objectively wrong, yet his chest stayed too tight. Being near Winters always made him more sensitive to normal fluctuations in magic, but that wasn’t it. His issues with Winters were different. This wasn’t normal or random or anything like all right.

The acrid scent of old magic floated in the air, and with it came the bitter tang of stronger, more recent magic. Human magic. Purposeful, targeted, and not the work of the dabbler who lived down the block.

After their last encounter, Winters probably hated him more than ever, but no matter how much she hated him, and she hated him plenty, she’d warn him if there were magehelds nearby. Magehelds were demons enslaved to human magic users. Their enslavement prevented free kin like him from sensing them while a mage or a witch reacted to demons whether they were free or enslaved. He checked his phone in case he’d missed a warning text from her. Or anyone. He hadn’t.

His chest got tight, and the triad of bonds he kept locked away pulsed against their restraints, enough that he had to worry about Winters feeling something on her end. His sworn sent up the usual pleas for him to close the bonds—which wasn’t going to happen.

He surveyed her house and the immediate neighborhood with more caution. The protective wards he’d set after the attack on her a couple years ago were still in place, so it wasn’t like some coven or cabal member was hanging around, hoping to start a war. Someone in the house, then?

Every so often, one of Winters’ pet projects turned out to have more magic than anyone expected. Not long ago, an unassuming, uninteresting, almost-no-power-at-all street witch had turned out to have the kind of magic other magekind killed for. Literally. Maybe Winters had found another one like that. If so, whoever it was, whatever his or her twisted gift happened to be, the talent unsettled bonds he didn’t want affected.

He strolled past her house and cast a broader assessment the way he had earlier. He isolated his affinity for Winters, then got a bead on the others inside—five of them, all magekind to some degree—and set them aside to concentrate on what was left over.

Background noise fell away with the deepening of his perceptions. The world came into sharper focus, and instinct pulled at him, whispered to him, all of it echoed by his sworn in languages nobody spoke anymore.

Close the bonds now.

Kill the magic users.

Avenge us.

He’d gone centuries without new sworn, so you would have thought he’d be used to the longing and the isolation of all those lives. He wasn’t. He never would be. They were a constant reminder of his failure.

The human dabbler who lived down the street wasn’t doing anything with her magic. No worries there. She was sixty, and she’d never, in all the time the kin had been coming here, managed any magic other than a garden that thrived no matter what or amusing neighbors and visitors with what they all thought was sleight of hand. One time the old lady had been in her yard when he came to see Winters, and she’d shown him one of her tricks. It really was magic, and she’d had no idea.

None of the collection of misfits in Winters’ house tweaked him, yet the sense of that something was off persisted. He didn’t like not knowing. Too many kin had died or lost their freedom because they hadn’t been paranoid enough, and the fact was, he was compromised because of his bonds with Winters.

He walked a couple of blocks past her house to test whether what he was feeling had a boundary. There was one, just not the way he’d expected. With every step he took, his feeling of something isn’t right increased. Interesting. Instead of diminishing away from Winters’ house, the sensation thickened—blowing his working theory to hell.

Another block farther, and bitter air coated the back of his throat. A sure sign of active magekind magic. He did a quick check to ensure he was unobserved before he shifted to a form humans would mistake for a large dog. In this manifestation, his magic became indistinguishable from his physical container. Humans would see what they expected to see: somebody’s mastiff off leash.

The problem clarified immediately. There was a boundary to the magic, and he stood in the thickest of the residue left behind by magekind. He backtracked five steps and ended up in range of the wards he’d set around Winters’ house. The concentration of magic diminished. Five steps in the opposite direction, and he was out of range of his wards and smack in the middle of magic that shouldn’t be there.

No question, one of the magekind had found the limit of Kynan’s wards and positioned himself just outside that perimeter where the natural dips and valleys of the geography hid the residue from anyone who wasn’t paranoid enough. Unless Winters or one of the kin walked this way—and why would they?—they’d never notice.

A skilled tracker could follow and examine magical scat that was years old and still acquire information about who had used what magic and what the effects had been. Fresher magic gave up even more information. He nosed around. This shit here wasn’t even an hour old.

Still in his canine form, he studied the signatures. The center of his chest thrummed in a way that did not fit with the obvious explanation of a mage or witch of only middling power. He was reacting as if the mage were someone more adept.

According to the tracks, the mage who’d been here was nothing to worry about. An apprentice assigned to shit work like standing around spying on—who? A bunch of vanilla humans? How were they keeping tabs on Winters from this far away? He suspected his lurker was a mage, not a witch, but he had no solid evidence for that conclusion. So far, he’d not uncovered anything that let him reconstruct voices. Maybe because there hadn’t been any talking. That showed some paranoia. Mages keeping silent because they knew a demon of sufficient power could reconstruct their conversations. Not just surveillance in that case.

The surface evidence said this was no big deal, and he should stop wasting his time when he was supposed to be with Winters. Except he didn’t trust what he was seeing. Paranoia paid. Paranoia kept you alive and free.

He pushed himself into the residue, and initially all was as it ought to be. Nothing here but apprentice-level magic. One mage of mediocre abilities had been here. Except his visualization of him was inconsistent. The reconstructed image kept losing cohesion. The man’s features shifted, then doubled, then tripled. Residue this fresh shouldn’t be so fragile or volatile.

For a mage without much power, the layer of magic was thick, the tracks well-defined at the interior. The edges though, that bothered him. Where he expected to find the usual rough, thinning edges, he found dense magic that hinted at complexity that ought to have been beyond this one’s abilities. He swept his muzzle over the area again.

He probed deeper, and the signature of the apprentice thinned and stretched and merged into the signature of a different mage. Okay then. He was right. This wasn’t what it seemed. He concentrated and confirmed what he was finding. Layers of magic. Not one mage, but two—one apprentice, one trained. He revisualized. First the apprentice, then the other one, and still the images would not stabilize. He selected for time and that helped.

Kynan had personally encountered the German mage who’d first proposed the overlay technique two hundred and fifty years ago. The idea had not been well-received by human magic users of the time, but Magellan, in addition to sending Kynan to kill the German, had ordered him to retrieve every notebook and journal in his possession. Two years later, Magellan had mastered the technique, and shared it with one other human—his lover at the time, a witch named Neda Sessani. As far as he knew, Sessani had gone back to Persia.

The thing was, Magellan had never shared unless he had no choice. The killing rituals he’d invented had spread only because they required more than one mage. But this? Whoever had done this had either known the German or Magellan, or they’d reinvented the technique on their own. And refined it. What were the odds of that?

He sat on his haunches and contemplated that. The traces were compact because both the mages had stood without moving more than a few centimeters in any direction. He continued his examination. Underneath the second layer was another layer, this one suggestive of a mage of significant abilities.

More than one.

More than two, even.

The first, second, and third layers were so precise that he had to wonder why anyone would put such effort into what amounted to watching grass grow. He continued his examination. There were more than a dozen layers that switched between the first two mages, then—yes. Definitely a third mage and a fourth, a witch. He couldn’t get a firm sense of the witch. Disguising the presence of multiple trips by a single person was not trivial. Disguising four of them? Inconceivable. Yet four of the magekind had been here and had kept to one track. They’d made the same movements through space in a choreography that required preternatural precision. Each and every time, they’d put their bodies into the exact same geo-spacial coordinates as whoever had preceded them.

By definition, a mage or witch who could execute an overlay was not an apprentice. Kynan continued sifting through the particulate residue, concentrating on the outer area where it would be easier to find entry to the interior. He worked deeper, carefully, cautiously. The signatures separated, and he peeled through the top layers vertically and horizontally until he was certain. Two mages. Now a third. And a fourth. A witch, much clearer now.

He reached farther into the residue. Now that he knew how to look, separating the layers was easier. He thought he recognized one of the mages from when he’d been in San Diego. An Argentinian apprentice by the name of Denis Garzon, if memory served. The other two he didn’t know. They weren’t any of the Russians known to be in Northern California. The Polynesians, as Winters had suggested? The Tamils? Any of the groups aligning against Nikodemus would be interested in spying on them.

He returned to the layered magic. Three mages and a witch, merging into each other with disturbing precision. Even that loser Garzon had managed the trick. Of the other two mages, one was taller than the compactly built Garzon. The third was a sandy-haired man who looked Slavic. One of the Russians after all? Fourth was the witch. Dark-haired, elegant, apparent age of twenty-five. Her he knew. Fucking Neda Sessani. If Sessani was in California, she was keeping a damn low profile. Wherever she was calling home, the fact was that she had been here hardly an hour ago. If she was in with the Russians, that meant nothing but trouble.

He committed each of the signatures to memory because anyone, magekind or kin, who was a potential threat to Winters or who threatened Nikodemus’s delicate peace, belonged at the top of his watch list.

From the sidewalk in front of Winters’ house, he called Nikodemus and reported what he’d found. While he did that, he reassessed the occupants of the house, but nothing leapt out at him.

“Not good,” Nikodemus said.

“Of the four, Sessani is the dangerous one.”

“Agreed.”

“This smells like a setup,” he told Nikodemus.

“Could be.” He sounded like he didn’t give a shit if it was. He did, but it wasn’t anything new, being the target of magekind offended by the idea of demons and magekind living in peace. “Nothing in the rules says they can’t stand around doing nothing.”

“I know.”

“It wasn’t an attack. From what you say, Maddy’s house wasn’t even in their line of sight.”

“They didn’t want to be seen.”

“So? They didn’t do anything. If they’d engaged with her at all, we’d know. Your wards would have reacted.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Nothing I can do about that.”

“The only thing bigger than taking out Winters,” Kynan said, “would be taking out me. And here’s Winters and me in the same place. What would you do if you were here instead of me?” Scenarios abounded, none of them comforting. “If I wanted to inflict maximum harm and doubt, I wouldn’t just end her. I’d make a point first. If you can’t hold her, that sends a hell of a message. Break her oath to you, and the impact is bigger than just killing her.” He kept his back to the house. Winters lived in a nice area. Not a lot of magic users to ruin the neighborhood. “I’d keep her alive long enough for the loss to ripple through all the hierarchies. Then I’d kill her and leave the mutilated body where you’d find it. With an audience.”

Nikodemus didn’t respond right away. Kynan waited.

“I need you with me,” Nikodemus said at last.

“And?”

“And you set aside your issues with Maddy. You keep yourself under control. Get in there now.” The imperative in the instructions ripped through him. “You make goddamned sure she stays alive and well.”

Kynan headed for the front door before Nikodemus finished the sentence. Phone still to his ear, he went in without knocking. “Inside,” he said. “Are we good now?”

“As long as Winters is alive and mine.”

His uneasiness turned red hot. Not a good mental space for him to be. Around Winters he needed every shred of his control.

Her house had a small entryway where people hung coats and dropped purses and keys. The area opened to the living room. When he looked around, five misfit magic users were gaping at him. They hadn’t been doing anything with whatever fucked-up ability they had. Nothing here but the normal levels of magic you’d find in the home of an extremely powerful witch.

“Kynan.” Winters stood and touched three fingers to her forehead. Polite. No intent behind the motion. He tried not to stare, but how could he not? She was in jeans, a button-down shirt, and shoes with skinny heels. He never knew what the fuck to say to her, and lately he knew even less. He didn’t say anything. He lifted his phone away from his ear and put it back so she’d know he was in the middle of something.

As she headed for him, one of the two mages in her group couldn’t look away from her ass. Fucker.

As usual, he had a lot of dirty thoughts about her, especially since she’d touched her forehead. He liked that even when she didn’t mean it. Memories and fantasies both. Black hair, brown skin, a hooked nose that made her striking. No one could look at her without feeling the one-two punch of her strong features and physical delicacy. He never could. What demon didn’t want a taste of a witch with that kind of power? Not fucking many. He’d had his taste, and he wasn’t getting more.

“Status.” That was Nikodemus in his ear.

He lowered his voice. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“You recognize any of them?” Nikodemus meant the newbies.

“No. Should I?”

“Let me ask a few people if they know what Sessani’s been up to lately. I’ll get back to you.”

“Sure.” He was aware the newbies were watching him intently. Fucking magic users.

“Nobody threatens Maddy.”

Mostly that was an old joke between him and Nikodemus, but right now, he didn’t think it was funny. “Be specific unless you don’t mind a high body count.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Winters frown. He ignored her, but this close, she was an inferno to him.

“Protect her with your life,” Nikodemus said. “You’re authorized to sanction anyone who gets in the way of that directive.” A sanction was an assassination approved by Nikodemus.

“Fuck me,” Kynan said.

“Clear enough?”

“Perfectly.” He disconnected, at that moment not happy at all. To the phone, he said, “Like I have any goddamned choice.”


CHAPTER 3
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What did you say to someone who’d once tried to kill you as painfully as possible? Or to someone who had, not kindly, turned down an offer to be friends with benefits? Nothing continued to be the best choice. And nothing, unfortunately, wasn’t an available option.

Maddy stayed halfway between Kynan and the others, arms crossed over her chest. With as much power as he was holding right now, she was ready and willing to protect her newbies. She cleared her throat. “Glad you made it.”

He put away his phone, unaffected, as far as she could tell, by her passive-aggressive greeting. She hated that he was so good-looking. Kynan’s physical manifestation was perfect. Not her type, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t admit he packed some heat. She compartmentalized around him. Those messed-up times when they ended up in bed didn’t exist. If she didn’t shut out those recollections she’d be a constant wreck around him. They weren’t fuck-buddies—more like fuck-enemies. The fucking part positively could not bleed into the rest of her life.

She dreaded the two weeks when it was his turn here. Her newbies never understood the danger they were in from someone who looked like him. By the time they did, it was too late, and someone always got hurt. Usually a woman with stars in her eyes. He couldn’t be persuaded to downshift his attitude.

She reminded herself he’d come in, phone to his ear, after loitering outside for nearly an hour. Then he’d strolled in talking about high body counts.

With a deliberately hostile gaze, he glanced around, eyeing each of her students long enough for the more sensitive ones to react. He’d have assessed her latest group of newbies long before he came in. He was just working the fear factor because he was an asshole. She was glad they weren’t buddies of any kind.

“Everyone.” Winters faced the others and used her lawyer voice. He hated when she talked about him in that tone, so using it was particularly satisfying when she had the chance. Opportunities to give him a hard time didn’t come often enough. “This is Kynan Aijan. As we discussed, he’s sworn to Nikodemus. A warlord in his own right, so due respect, please.”

She glanced at him. A sardonic smile curved his tender mouth, and he stood with his weight on one leg, thumbs hooked into the pockets of his grungy jeans. His dark gray T-shirt wasn’t tight-fitting, but there was no hiding his sculpted body. The sullen edge to his expression should have made him look petty but didn’t.

“A demon.” Jing-Mei Ying was a slender woman she’d found selling counterfeit purses in the Lake Merritt section of Oakland. She sounded awed and doubtful at the same time. “He doesn’t look like a demon.”

“Yet he is,” Maddy replied. “As you’ll soon learn.”

Just about every magic user she found and brought here had social and psychological issues. The magekind tested all their children for magical ability at three, keeping and training only the ones who passed. The rest they adopted out or flat-out abandoned. Her newbies were almost always the survivors who’d failed. Without any training, they rarely coped well with the eventual manifestation of their magic. More often than not, they ended up on the streets. Or dead.

She tried to help the ones most at risk, but they were an unpredictable lot and often difficult to work with. Too many disappeared before she could get them to agree to work with her. They were unreliable and often maladjusted young women and men with substance abuse problems. Working with them required patience and control. Kynan had both, but he hated human magic users too much to care about their feelings. He just wanted them to leave him alone, and it showed in everything he did here.

“Can we get on with this?” he said. “I’m clubbing tonight, and I don’t want to miss all the hot chicks.”

She ignored him and asked each of her group to introduce him or herself. Quentin was the oldest at twenty-seven. In classic mage fashion he thought a little too much of himself. As with many of the high-functioning street mages, his success in his profession, in his case, financial management, was almost certainly due to his stunted, buried magic. Jing-Mei’s counterfeiting venture kept her housed and fed. She drove a BMW and moved a lot of product because of her magic-driven talent for persuasion. Ashley was a recovering addict in her mid-twenties whose abilities had so far remained completely latent. The magic was there, but Ashley was unable to access it. Sadly, the only thing atypical about her was the recovering part. Maddy had removed eighteen-year-old LaShawn from her pimp and gotten her into safe housing, a GED class, and a recovery program. LaShawn was smart. Really smart.

The fifth member of the group was another mage. Salvador was a rarity: a magic user born to vanilla parents. He was from Southern California and a sophomore at Cal. Not yet twenty and so far a straight-A student.

“Have a seat, warlord.” She kept her lawyer tone because she needed distance and to maintain her authority.

He’d fooled her that day. She’d believed he was a beautiful demon male passing for a college boy who wanted to play. She wasn’t ashamed of what she liked in bed, and in her experience demons had a lot fewer hang-ups about sex. The truly stupid thing was she’d heard all the rumors. That Kynan Aijan wasn’t real. That he was real and enslaved to Magellan. That he was real and busy killing as many innocent humans as he could. That he’d killed Magellan in spectacular fashion. She hadn’t expected to run into him, and she hadn’t known he’d look so young. She just hadn’t believed a demon could hide anything from her, up to and including his warlord status. He’d made her pay for that mistake. Just like she had made him pay for his.

Kynan took a chair as far from her newbies as could possibly be considered polite. For the next hour, all he did was sit there looking bored. For a while, that’s all she needed from him. Her students had to learn how to identify a demon and, eventually, how to make contact. The upside to having Kynan here was that he was high intensity. Her newbies always caught on quickest when he was here.

As expected, Jing-Mei and Ashley were too distracted by Kynan’s looks to concentrate. He didn’t help things by smiling at them like he was hoping to get lucky later. Of the women, LaShawn had the most success with the assigned tasks because she wasn’t interested in flirting with Kynan.

Quentin was lazy. He expected everything to be easy for him. Maddy could be patient—she had to be—but she wasn’t hopeful that Quentin would learn more than how to boil water. Salvador got the hang of things quickly, and it made him cocky. His hard work made up for the cockiness. Eventually, she was satisfied they’d managed to get the basics of identifying the divine reaction of a magic user to one of the demonkind. “Kynan, can you ramp down a little now?”

Without looking at her, he did. Still slouched on his chair, he pulled out his phone. From the movement of his fingers over the screen and the annoying beeps and music, she figured he was playing a game. Every so often, he let his magic surge, and she’d frown at him. He ignored her. Of course.

“Warlord.” She used the honorific to remind the others that Kynan was not a typical demon. “The point is to make it harder for them to sense you, not easier.”

“Sorry.” He never looked away from his phone. She went back to working with her students.

A few minutes later, his phone pinged, and the motion of his fingers changed. Answering a text. Ping. Reading. Then responding. He gave the screen such a dirty grin that she said, “Tell Iskander I say hello.”

He turned just his head, and her stomach did a somersault. His eyes had turned faintly bronze. Yes, he could pass for human, but he wasn’t trying hard now, and she reacted. She couldn’t help it. His attention returned to his phone. “He says hi back.”

“All right, Ashley, would you—”

Salvador shot to his feet, and, contrary to her specific instructions, he was hot with magic. If he’d had even one magekind parent, he’d have passed their ridiculous test, no problem. Kynan looked up from his phone, eyebrows arched. His magic stayed steady. Salvador slapped a hand to his chest
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