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For my friend Betsy,

Who left us too soon, and whose daily waves I will miss.
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Iwas a member of The Forsaken.

Okay, maybe not a member yet, but I’d offered to take Dash’s place. Not the brightest move, I must say, but I’d done it. Now, I had to accept it.

Had it been a foolish decision to volunteer myself in Dash’s place? Maybe. But it was too late to turn back now. My fate was sealed with one impulsive decision.

I was usually the silent observer, carefully strategizing my every move from the shadows. I never acted on impulse, always thinking things through first. But when Dash was involved, all logic and reason seemed to disappear, and my brain went on vacation.

“I can’t believe you would do something so stupid,” hissed my Aunt Luna. “What were you thinking!”

In the dimly lit kitchen, her face was cast in shadows that accentuated the lines around her mouth and eyes. She had changed out of the mourning attire she had been wearing earlier and now sported a more vibrant look—a small purple top hat paired with a matching coat, leopard-patterned gloves, and a bedazzled cane. Her eyeshadow was also purple to match, and her lips were painted in a deep shade of red. As I took a closer look at her, I noticed the ends of her white hair were dyed pink, giving her a punk-rock vibe. Yeah, my ninety-seven-year-old aunt had some serious style.

I sighed deeply. “That makes two of us.” The fact was, I didn’t even think. I just opened my mouth, and the decision had already been made.

“You threw your life away,” continued my aunt, giving me her bulldog stare.

“They were hurting Dash,” I countered, not that it made a whole lot of sense at the moment. But there you had it.

“So you gave yourself over to them? You took his place?” My aunt’s face darkened in time with her anger. “What does Dash think of all of this? I’m sure he’s as angry as I am. I know he wouldn’t have wanted you to do something so foolish.”

“I don’t know. He didn’t say anything.” No. In fact, as soon as the words had left my mouth, “I’ll do it. I’ll take his place,” The Forsaken had upped and left, and Dash had transformed into a crow and flew away, disappearing into the night sky without a single word to me.

Not the reaction I was expecting. A little “thank you” would have been nice. Instead, I got the cold shoulder. Nice.

And his face… well… he was livid.

That made two of us.

“You need to tell them you’ve changed your mind,” continued my aunt. “Yes. Yes. That’s what we’ll tell them. You weren’t thinking straight. You weren’t yourself. You were hormonal.”

“Hormonal?”

“Yes. Works all the time. You won’t believe what you can get away with when you play that card. The men get all uptight. They just want to run from you.”

I raised a brow. “I can imagine.”

My aunt was nodding. “You made a mistake, and now you’ve had time to think about it, and you’ve come to your senses.”

I leaned my back against the cool, granite kitchen counter and wrapped my hands around my empty coffee mug. “I don’t think it works like that.” I realized at that moment, even if that was a possibility—to tell them I’d changed my mind—I didn’t think I would.

My aunt slammed her cane on the floor, making me flinch. “I don’t care. You’re going to do it.”

I leveled a stare at her. “Listen, I know you’re upset. But I could really use someone on my side right now. Not a sergeant major.”

My aunt glared at me, her mouth gnawing like she was preparing to curse me or something. She was pissed, yeah, but she was more terrified than anything.

A heavy sigh escaped my lips at her previously bright face, now etched with worry. Just a few hours ago, she had been beaming with joy at the news that we could keep our house, all thanks to Dash.

And now I’d just ruined that.

“Why did you do it?” My aunt’s voice cut into my thoughts. “After everything you’ve done and seen? How could you choose them? How could you join those evil bastards?”

“I wasn’t thinking of joining them like I was joining a volleyball team. I was helping a friend. It seemed like the right thing to do at the moment.”

“It wasn’t.”

“I don’t know... maybe I did it because he’s like me. He has a dark side. He has darkness in him, just like me.”

“So you would throw your life away because you think you’re compatible?”

“I’m not throwing away my life.”

“But you are. You just don’t know it yet.” Aunt Luna shook her head. The level of disappointment on her face was enough to crush me. I was all too familiar with that look, which made me feel like a wayward child in need of scolding. I shifted uncomfortably under her gaze, but I couldn’t back down now, not after everything that had happened. I had made my choice, and I had to see it through, no matter the consequences.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel conflicted. As the weight of her words settled in, I felt a pang of regret deep in my chest. Was it really just because he was like me? Or was there something deeper, a mutual understanding and darkness that drew me to him? Was I really willing to risk everything for Dash for a chance at… what? What was I hoping to have with him? To share my life with someone who understood the darkness within me?

I cared for Dash. No point in denying it. And when my heart was involved, I always seemed to screw something up.

“I know you don’t understand,” I began, my voice filling with emotion. “But I had to do this. Don’t worry. I’m not allying myself with The Forsaken. I’ll never be one of them.”

My aunt slammed her cane again. “Can you hear yourself? Can you hear the stupidity that is coming out? You are with them now, my dear. You’ve sold your soul to the devil.”

“I didn’t.”

“Might as well have. Maybe he’d give you a better deal.”

I frowned, but I saw her point. “I’ll never be like them. Dash was never like them. He was… is with that group. But he was never like them.”

My aunt tsked. “He was. Maybe not now, but he used to be. You don’t just join a group like that to discuss books during your monthly book club meetings. You join for power. For control. Dominance over others. Yes, he’s different now. But how long did it take? How many years was he under their control?” She leaned forward and said, “Many, many years, that’s what. A century, I would think. Maybe more.”

I snorted. “Dash is barely over forty. I think you’ve had too much to drink.”

“Is he? Are you sure about that?” My aunt’s eyebrows rose and disappeared under the rim of her hat.

I caught myself. Dash had told me he was a half-breed—half-human, half-demon. I knew witches and other paranormals lived longer lives than your average human. But demons? Demons were on the immortal planes when it came to longevity. The truth was… Dash could be hundreds of years old.

I had the hots for grandpa.

“Okay, I see your point.”

“I don’t think you do.” My aunt leaned back into her chair. “You’ve made a pact with evil, the worst kind of wickedness in our world, and you’ve shaken hands with them. They will use you. Use your powers for their gain. And you won’t be able to stop them.”

“I will.” I placed my empty mug in the sink and walked over to the island. “I’m not one of them. They can’t lure me in under false pretenses. It’s not like I wanted to join. I had to.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did. To save a friend. You weren’t there. You didn’t see what they were doing to him.”

“You were supposed to defeat The Forsaken, Kat. Not join their ranks. It’s all gone to hell.”

I clenched my fists, pushing down the rising doubt and fear. I had never been one to back down from a challenge, and this was no different. If I had to walk through hellfire to set things right, so be it.

I stared at my aunt, her words echoing in my mind. She was right, in a way. I had made a deal with the devil, quite literally. But it wasn’t too late to make things right.

And I had a card to play.

Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and met my aunt’s gaze. “You know, this could be a good thing.”

My aunt let out a cackle. “Have you lost your mind? How is joining The Forsaken a good thing?”

“Because,” I said, leaning my elbows on the cold counter as the realization hit me. “I’m on the inside now. What better way to defeat them? I’m the inside man.”

“Woman.”

“See, I’ll know their plans,” I continued, feeling a surge of determination coursing through my veins. “I’ll know their next moves. And then I can strategize. Plan. I’ll take them down, Aunt Luna. I’ll defeat them from the inside.” I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t thought of it until now. But the more the wheels in my brain turned, the more I realized this was my best opportunity to strike. And strike hard.

I smiled. “It’s brilliant.”

“You’re an idiot.”

I rolled my eyes and let my head fall. “Come on. You know this is a good plan. Think about it. I’ll be one of them—but not really one of them.”

“Your vernacular is impressive.”

“You know what I mean. I just have to pretend that I’m one of them for a while. And when the time comes to destroy them, I will.” It all sounded perfectly attainable in my head.

But we all knew things are never that simple. Especially when they involved me.

“I know this is risky,” I told her. “But I can fix this. I’ll break free from their hold—once I destroy them all.”

My Aunt Luna shook her head, her expression a mix of disbelief and amusement. “You’ve always been a stubborn witch. I suppose it could work, in theory. But these are dangerous waters you’re wading into. The Forsaken are ruthless creatures, not to be taken lightly.”

I nodded, my resolve hardening even more at the challenge ahead. “I know the dangers. But I can’t stand and do nothing while they continue to wreak havoc on innocent lives. I won’t let them kill any more kids.”

The body of that teen kid Tim came flashing back on my retinas. And then an image of Emma. The Forsaken had tried, and failed again, to raise their demon king, just like they had tried twenty years ago. It had been a close call, and we’d only found her because of Dash. I would make it my mission never to have to see another dead kid.

“This is my chance to take them down for good. And I’m taking it.”

Aunt Luna regarded me for a long moment before finally nodding. “Fine, if you’re truly committed to this path, I’ll help you. But remember, the road ahead will be treacherous and full of dangers you can’t even imagine.”

“I can imagine plenty.” I nodded solemnly, grateful for her support. If I couldn’t get Dash’s support, at least I had my aunt’s. I could tell she was still upset with me, but knowing her, she would always have my back.

“And, Kat,” continued my aunt. “Remember, once you step into their world, there’s no turning back. Keep your wits about you, and trust no one.”

“Got it.” I felt the gravity of her caution but refused to let it deter me. She was right, as always, but there was no turning back now. I had made my choice. Consequences be damned.

My aunt was right. My plan was a risky one, but it was also the only option I had at this point. I couldn’t just sit back and let The Forsaken continue to inflict their evil on our world. And this seemed like the only way I could defeat them for good.

I would take it like a shot.

My aunt made a noise in her throat. “That came in the mail while you were out.” My aunt thrust her cane in the direction of the dining room table.

My eyes fell on a small box.

With effort, my aunt pulled herself up. “I’m going to bed.”

“Aunt Luna, wait—”

“I’ll see you in the morning.” And with that, she left me alone in the kitchen and climbed up to her bedroom. I could feel her disappointment radiating off of her as she retreated. Feel it in every loud thump of her steps. Yeah. She was pissed.

But I knew she was also worried, probably scared to death, and that’s why she was lashing out. I understood. What I was doing was crazy. Insane. And dangerous as hell.

But I was still going to do it.

I pushed myself from the counter and walked over to the table to examine the parcel. I knew what it was even before I opened it.

My new business cards.

I ripped open the box and grabbed one of the cards. The smooth paper felt cool in my hand as I plucked one out and held it up to the light, admiring the simple design and bold silver lettering.

KATRINA LAWLESS

PARANORMAL INVESTIGATOR

I flipped the card over, running my finger over the embossed silver numbers of my contact information. It still felt surreal to see my name printed on it like that. But now, with my aunt’s disappointment heavy on my shoulders, the excitement I once felt was replaced with doubt.

I returned to the kitchen, sinking into a chair and staring blankly at the business card in my hand. My mind raced with conflicting thoughts. Should I follow through with this new path I’d carved out for myself, or should I backtrack and keep things as they were?

The ticking of the clock on the wall seemed to mock me, each second passing by echoing my indecision. No more running away from the consequences of my actions.

I was about to dive headfirst into unseen depths as a new member of The Forsaken. I had chosen this path with conviction, fueled by a desire to help a friend. Counsel on the matter from this friend would help me.

I knew Dash would be an important player in my new scheme. He had the inside scoop. I needed to talk to him.

Too bad he was ghosting me.

But I’d find him. I’d stake out his farmhouse if I had to.

A thought occurred to me. If word got out to the Merlin Group, I’d lose all credibility with them, and I could kiss any future jobs goodbye.

I also knew if Blake found out, well, that was my one-way ticket to the paranormal prison, Grimway Citadel. My life would be over.

And here I thought my new life had just begun.
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“More coffee?”

I looked up and met the gaze of an imposing, well-built black man standing in front of me. Thick and solid, he radiated strength and stability. His deep ebony complexion glistened under the harsh lighting as a coffee pot hung in his large hand.

“Sure. Might as well get a caffeine high.”

A frown marred Kolton’s handsome face. “That bad, huh?”

He had no idea. “Yeah. That bad.”

“You know,” said the owner of The Blue Demon as he poured hot coffee into my waiting mug while I watched the busy morning rush around us. “I’m a good listener.”

“I believe you.” I truly did.

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” Kolton turned to place the coffee pot back on the burner.

I opened my mouth but then closed it.

Kolton spread his large hands on the counter and leaned closer. “Anything you share with me stays between us. I’m a werewolf of my word. I promise.”

“I believe that too.” I thought about it. It would probably do me some good to tell another soul about my issue. Kolton was a strong, capable, and—I’m guessing—alpha, and he would have some valuable insight. But I didn’t want him to get involved. The last thing I wanted was for the werewolf to get hurt or, worse, killed by The Forsaken.

“Let’s say hypothetically that I joined a group of people. Bad people. The worst,” I began, trying to give him as much as I could without divulging too much. “And these people might ask me to do evil things. I don’t want to do them… but I might be forced to. See, being in this group, I can be on the inside.” I shook my head. “Sorry, that came out wrong. What I meant to say is that being a part of this group, I get to glimpse how things work from the inside. I’ll know their plans. Their secrets. I’ll have a better idea of what’s happening.”

“I get it.” Kolton watched me for a moment, his dark eyes focused on my face. “Why did you join?”

“To save a friend.” Totally true. But I felt like Dash didn’t want any part of that friendship. Tough. I was going to find him anyway.

The big werewolf blinked. “And what will you do with their secrets?”

I swallowed some coffee. “I’ll use it against them. I want to take them down. I want to stop them from spreading their evil.”

“Ah.” Kolton leaned back and folded his massive arms over his wide chest. “That sounds dangerous. Undercover agent shit.”

I nodded. “I guess you can say that.” He was right. I was an undercover agent, come to think of it. That was both exciting and nerve-racking. In all my years of working as a paranormal investigator, I’d never been undercover or disguised as anything I wasn’t. My work had always been straightforward—discover a dead body or missing persons and uncover the murderer or those responsible. No secrets or schemes, just straightforward detective work.

I shifted nervously in my seat. Could I handle this? Would The Forsaken buy my lies? I didn’t think I was a great actress, and we all knew I couldn’t do a poker face to save my life.

Guess we were about to find out.

“I’ve never heard of any undercover work turning out well,” said the big werewolf. “It usually always ends up with a few dead bodies.”

“Speaking from experience?”

Kolton shifted his weight. “It happens a lot in packs.”

“Really?” Interesting. I leaned forward. “How so?”

“Well, we have to be careful with outsiders.” Kolton hesitated before continuing. “Sometimes they’re spies or human hunters trying to infiltrate our pack and take us down.”

“No shit.” It made sense for werewolves to be cautious about outsiders, especially if they were targeted by hunters seeking to eradicate their kind.

“But it can also happen within the pack,” Kolton added. “A wolf might pretend to be loyal and trustworthy, but they’re actually working for another pack or enemy group to take down the pack, scatter them so they might take control.”

“Sounds like something that happens a lot.” I had to admit I didn’t know much about the werewolves, especially their way of life. I knew the basics, the pack mentality, the brute force, and, let’s not forget, the tempers. I found this new information intriguing.

Kolton’s jaw flinched, and he looked like he was recalling some past event. “It does.”

I waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. “So how do you handle that?” I asked, fascinated by this new information.

“We have our own methods,” Kolton replied cryptically. “But let’s just say we’re very good at sniffing out traitors and spies.”

I chuckled. “Well, hopefully, I won’t need to worry about any sniffing since I’m not a werewolf.”

Kolton gave me a knowing look. “You may not be a wolf, but you’re definitely not like any witch I’ve ever encountered.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “You have a distinctive smell.”

“Right.” The notion that the werewolf was smelling me at the moment made me self-conscious. Did I put deodorant on this morning? Damn. I couldn’t remember.

But that’s not why my heart skipped a beat, and I could feel some of the blood drain from my face. But Kolton had told me this before. He knew my magic was different, and he kept it a secret—another reason why I liked this werewolf. I knew I could trust him.

“Do you have anyone in that group you can trust?” asked the werewolf. “It always helps to have at least one ally. Makes the transition easier. If one pack member has your back, it usually helps the others to start trusting you.”

“Maybe? I’m not sure yet.” A knot formed in my stomach as the image of Dash transforming into a crow and flying away flashed over my eyes.

I knew Dash was mad at me, but in order for my plan to work, I needed him on my side. I needed his intel. I needed everything he could tell me about The Forsaken. It was best to know your enemy through and through before you waged a war with them. I didn’t like surprises. I needed Dash.

I yanked out my phone and looked for new messages, but my messenger icon had nothing. No new messages from Dash, even though I’d texted him at least five times last night.

So, I texted him again.

Me: You can ghost me all you want, but I know where you live. We need to talk.

I sighed and plopped the phone on the counter.

Kolton’s expression shifted into a serious one. “Are you sure you’re up for this? You don’t seem ready.”

I snorted. “That’s because I’m not.” I stared into my coffee mug. “But it’s done. I’m in. And now I have to see it through.” I wasn’t about to turn away from this challenge. Especially when I’d walked right into it. And right now, I wanted to tear down The Forsaken. I wanted to crush them.

“And your plan is to use their secrets against them and destroy them?”

“Exactly.”

Kolton chuckled a deep rumble that seemed to vibrate through the restaurant. “Well, best of luck to you. Just remember, playing with fire can get you burned.”

“Got it.” I appreciated his warning, the gravity of my situation sinking in as I stared into his serious gaze. Being an undercover agent, Forsaken member, or whatever the hell you wanted to call it, was undoubtedly risky. Still, the thrill and desire to rid the world of The Forsaken overpowered any doubts that lingered in my mind. Despite the dangers, I couldn’t resist this. I needed to do it. More than anything.

“Kolton!”

A sharp voice caught my attention, and I turned around to see a petite woman with fiery red hair pulled back tightly into a ponytail marching toward the bar. Middle-aged, her pretty face was adorned with high cheekbones and a delicate nose. Her apron, stained with various cooking ingredients, had the words “The Blue Demon” embroidered in bold black letters. A plate hung in her hand.

“This is the second time I have to return her order,” said the waitress I recognized as Sela, shoving the plate forward at Kolton. “Her highness said the eggs were undercooked, and her coffee tasted like bath water.”

“Ouch.” I laughed and regretted it as Sela’s glare redirected my way. My coffee looked scrumptious at this very moment.

“I don’t get paid enough for this crap,” continued Sela, one hand on her hip as she continued to balance the plate of food with the other.

I sneaked a glance at the eggs. Looked fine to me. More than fine. And they smelled amazing. My watering mouth stood as a testament to the chef.

“She’s going to tire me out before the lunch rush,” continued the waitress. “I have babies to feed, you know. They need all my strength.”

I snorted again. Couldn’t help it.

“What’s your problem?” growled Sela. Her eyes glowed with that wild werewolf energy.

“I’ve got plenty. Which one do you want?”

Sela rolled her eyes at me and then looked back to Kolton. “Nothing’s wrong with these eggs. What am I supposed to do with them?”

“Throw them out and get her a new order,” said the big werewolf.

“Seriously?” asked Sela.

Kolton just stared at her.

“Fine. But if she comes back and says something’s wrong with them again—you deal with her.”

“That’s fine,” said Kolton, and I thought he was being way too soft with his waitresses.

Sela looked like an experienced waitress. She should be able to handle overly demanding customers, but I got the impression she hadn’t wanted to be bothered with that for many years and had gotten away with it.

“Good.” Sela was all smiles again as she leaned forward and whispered, “Something’s off about that one. She smells… different, and I can’t pinpoint her species. She gives me the creeps.”

At the word smell, both Kolton and I looked at each other.

“Can you point her out to me?” I asked her, not sure she would.

Sela flashed a wicked smile and turned her head. “That one. Sitting alone at the end booth with the black hair.”

I followed her gaze to a woman at the end booth. Her chin-length black hair was slicked back, exposing her sculpted features. She had her head slightly turned, and I could see her sharp profile against the dimly lit background of the restaurant. She was stunning, in a cold sort of way. Her eyes were narrowed and seemed to glint in the light, giving her a predatory appearance. Vampire? Maybe. But she was too far from me to get a good reading. And if Sela couldn’t read the vampire energies off of her, I wasn’t sure what that meant.

“You know her?” I asked Kolton.

The werewolf kept his gaze on the possible vampire woman. “Never seen her before.” He looked at me and said, “She’s not from around here.”

I frowned, not liking the sound of that. I flicked my gaze back to the stranger, and my insides tightened. The Forsaken had sent a babysitter? That would explain her strange smell, according to Sela. If she was a mage, it was easy for her to mask her paranormal energies with a glamour.

Shit. This was not what I wanted. It wasn’t part of the plan. Hell, I needed more time to think of a plan. And I still needed to speak with Dash.

“Do you know her?” Kolton was staring at me with a questioning brow. “You look like you do.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know her… but I think she might be part of that group.”

“What group?” Sela was watching me like she was trying to decide if she liked me or not.

I glanced at Kolton, not wanting to say more than I already had in front of Sela. “Just a guess.”

The werewolf seemed to grow in height and bulk as he straightened and focused on the stranger. “You want me to take care of her?”

I spat out a nervous laugh. “What? No. No, of course not.” Though the idea did sound interesting, I didn’t want Kolton involved in my mess. Besides, I’d seen what the mages could do, what they’d done to Dash, and I didn’t want any of them near Kolton.

Sela cocked her hip. Her narrowed eyes betrayed her curiosity and impatience. “What are you not telling me?”

I opened my mouth and then closed it. I didn’t know Sela, but the energy she was giving off seemed like she lived for gossip. No way could she keep something this secretive and dangerous to herself.

She seemed to read my intentions. “Fine, pretend like I don’t exist. See if I care,” she spat. “See how long it takes to wait on you the next time you come here.”

“Sela,” growled Kolton, his voice rough and commanding, and the tiny hairs on my arms stood on end. His body radiated an aura of controlled strength, his posture commanding attention and respect.

Sela lowered her head, and I realized it was a show of submission. “Well, I better get her another order of eggs before she has a fit,” said the waitress, throwing a glare over her shoulder at the stranger one last time before walking around the bar and pushing through the door that led to the kitchen.

“I don’t think she likes me,” I told the owner across from the bar from me. But it’s not like I was trying, either. I didn’t come here to Moonfell to make friends.

“Sela can be overly dramatic at times,” answered Kolton, his eyes still on the stranger. “But she’s loyal, and she has a big heart.”

I didn’t doubt it, but I wasn’t here to discuss Sela.

I grabbed my phone again. No messages from Dash. My fingers glided over the screen as I typed.

Me: You could have warned me about the babysitter.

I wasn’t sure why The Forsaken had sent the female mage to watch me. Maybe to keep from blabbing? Not that I knew a whole lot about them, except for the fact that the only way to remove yourself from the group was to have someone take your place, among other things.

When I looked over my shoulder again at the stranger, our eyes met.

I’m not sure what I saw on her face, but it looked like anger. As soon as it had appeared, it was gone, replaced by an expression of indifference.

“Wish I knew what she’s doing here,” I said as I turned back around and took another sip of my coffee.

“Don’t you?”

I glanced at Kolton. “Not a hundred percent sure. More like guesses.”

“Here’s your chance,” said Kolton, looking at something over my shoulder.

“What?”

“Hello,” said a female voice behind me, making me cringe.

I turned my head, not expecting the mage to actually admit that she was watching me. It looked like The Forsaken did things differently.

Up close, she was even more striking, with an exotic flair to her. “Can I help you?” I asked.

Sela was right. I wasn’t getting any of the normal paranormal vibes—not vampire, were, or shifter. If I sniffed, would she think me rude?

“You’re Katrina Lawless.” The stranger’s smile reminded me of what a spider would look like if it could smile right before it pierced your skin with its venomous fangs.

I turned around so my body was facing hers. “It’s Kat. Who wants to know?” The Forsaken, that’s who.

The stranger watched without blinking. “My name is Marita.”

I shrugged. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

The woman’s lips twisted into a sinister smirk. “It should,” she replied, her dark eyes narrowing. “I’m here on behalf of the Merlin Group. And I’m here to assess you.”

Oh, joy.
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The Merlin Group had sent the babysitter, not The Forsaken. I had not seen that coming. Maybe I was getting rusty in my line of work.

I let that bit of information sink in for exactly three seconds.

And then I got angry.

“Assess me on what, exactly?” I asked her, feeling a rush of heat on my face. “I’ve done my job. I’ve solved every case the Merlin Group has given me—quite effectively, I might add.”

Marita picked a piece of lint off her black pantsuit that looked more expensive than the mortgage on this diner. “That’s not what I heard.”

I exhaled. “What have you heard?” Okay, so I was losing my cool. Fast.

Marita’s lips curled into a smirk as she leaned in closer, her eyes glinting with mischief. Her expensive perfume gave away a scent of spices. “I heard you’ve been getting sloppy, Kit-Kat,” she taunted, her voice low and dangerous.

“It’s Kat,” I repeated.

Marita pulled out a silver, vintage cigarette case, put a cigarette to her full lips, and with a flick of her thumb, a flame danced on the edge of it. She lit her cigarette with her elemental fire and took a long drag.

“No smoking in here,” growled Kolton, who looked like he was about to sail over the bar and pummel her head to the floor.

“There should be,” said the female mage, shoots of smoke billowing out of that perfect mouth that I wanted to smack.

Mostly because that cigarette smoke was doing all kinds of things to my head.

Marita caught me staring at her cigarette and raised her case. “You want one?”

“I quit that nasty habit.” But it was still a struggle every day.

The mage laughed. “Why? It’s so much fun. And you look like you could use one. You seem a little uptight.”

“You can’t smoke in here,” I told her, using Kolton’s words. If she wasn’t going to put it out, I would.

Marita blew a ring of smoke in Kolton’s direction, her eyes never leaving mine. “You know, Kit-Kat, the Merlin Group values professionalism, discretion, and above all, results. Lately, you’ve been lacking in all three departments.” She tsked. “That doesn’t look good on your record.”

I clenched my fists under the counter, trying to keep a lid on the raging storm inside me. “If you have an issue with my work, tell me straight. Don’t dance around it like a vulture circling its prey.”

She chuckled darkly, the sound only adding to my anger. “Oh, I have no issue with your work. The Merlin Group does. And it’s more about your methods.”

“My methods have always returned results,” I shot back.

Marita took another long drag off her cigarette, oblivious to the death stare Kolton was giving her. Damn, I did not want to be on the werewolf’s bad side. “Yes, but at what cost? The Merlin Group has received complaints about your… collateral damage.”

I scoffed. “What collateral damage?”

The mage’s mouth twisted into a smile. “Two dead boys… No, wait… And a teen couple and a dead fae waitress. If I remember correctly, she used to work here.”

Bitch. I slipped off my seat and stood, hating that the mage was about an inch taller than me.

“None of those were my doing.”

The dead boys were the result of The Forsaken’s ritual when trying to raise a demon king, and the other three were Emily’s buer demon—something I had left out of the crucial information in my report to the Merlin Group, knowing it could mean trouble for Annette and her daughter. But now, as I stood facing the consequences of my actions, I couldn’t help but feel torn between loyalty to the Merlin Group and guilt for withholding the truth. However, no way would I hand over a little girl who’d made a grave mistake. Knowing that she’d caused three deaths was punishment enough. The Merlin Group didn’t have to know. They would never know.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart. Marita’s words cut deep, digging into wounds I had tried to ignore. The memories of those cases haunted me, the faces of the victims etched into my mind like a cruel painting. I hated that she was bringing it all back up again.

Marita snorted out a laugh that made Kolton let out another menacing growl. “You were working those cases so, yeah, your fault. Their deaths are on you.”

I didn’t think I could hate someone more than my father, but Marita was a close second.

“I don’t take responsibility for things out of my control,” I seethed, my voice low and dangerous. Marita’s smug expression grated on my last nerve, but I forced myself to maintain composure. Kolton’s heavy presence at my side was a reminder that losing my temper could have consequences beyond this confrontation. If I punched her out, would the Merlin Group blacklist me? You bet.

“Out of control is exactly right.” Marita tapped the ashes off her cigarette onto the counter like it was a gigantic ashtray.

Yeah, total bitch.

Despite the boiling rage coursing through my veins, I forced a calm façade. “You can’t blame me for every tragedy that occurs in my line of work. As a mage working for the Merlin Group yourself, you know how messy these cases can get, the dangers we face, and the shadows hiding horrors beyond our control. I do what needs to be done. Case closed. They can’t blame me for that.”

Marita’s icy gaze bore into mine, calculating and cold. “Well, the Merlin Group no longer sees it that way. Your recklessness has become a liability we can no longer afford,” she said with spirals of smoke coiling around her lips. She leaned in closer, her eyes glinting with malice. “Excuses won’t bring back the dead.”

Kolton shifted his weight, his massive form propped and ready to strike. He looked more like he wanted to crush her than I did. Maybe I should let him.

Her words settled in my chest like a boulder, but I refused to let her see how they affected me. “If you’re here to fire me, get on with it. I have work to do.”

“What work?” taunted the mage. “You don’t have a case.”

Not sure how she knew that. “This is a personal matter.”

I needed to get rid of this mage and get on with my plan. Said plan was to see Dash and question him about The Forsaken.

Marita’s icy composure faltered for a millisecond, and that fury in her eyes I’d seen earlier was back. “That’s why you’re failing so miserably at your job. You involve your personal matters. You’re too involved.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

The mage took a long drag off her cigarette and let out a jet of white smoke. “Trust me. I know more than you realize, Kit-Kat.”

I frowned, not liking the tone in her voice. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

But before I could retort, Kolton flew over the bar and landed dangerously close to the mage, his eyes ablaze with contained fury. The air crackled with tension as he spoke in a low growl, “You’ll show some respect to Kat, or you’ll regret it.”

Wow. Only Dash had shown that kind of friendship toward me. It only cemented my belief that Kolton was truly on my side, that I was part of his pack now. It was a good feeling.

Marita’s smug expression faltered for a moment before she composed herself, blowing out another puff of smoke disdainfully. “Pretty. But I don’t do mutts.”

“Watch your mouth,” I hissed. I swore I was about to drop-kick her in the throat, Merlin Group be damned.

The mage snickered. “You think your little wolf can intimidate me? The Merlin Group doesn’t back down so easily.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I don’t have time for this shit. Either tell me what The Merlin Group wants or get out of my way.”

Marita flicked her cigarette butt on the floor and stepped on it. “Mistakes have consequences, you know. That’s how the world works, Kit-Kat.”

My pulse hammered. “What mistakes? Did Jack say I made mistakes?”

She leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “People say you’re not as loyal as you claim to be. That maybe your loyalties lie… elsewhere.”

I clenched my jaw, trying to keep my composure. “That’s bullshit.” Damn. Did the Merlin Group know about my deal with The Forsaken? But how could they? It only happened last night. Unless they had me followed and watched… Unless Marita had been in Moonfell longer than I had thought.

I narrowed my eyes at Marita, a sinking feeling settling in the pit of my stomach. She had to be bluffing. No way could she know about my arrangement with The Forsaken so soon. But the way she spoke, the confidence in her words, made me doubt myself.

Kolton stepped forward, assuming a protective stance that sent a surge of gratitude through me. I couldn’t let them intimidate me, not when so much was at stake.

“Enough games,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “What does The Merlin Group want from me?”

Her eyes widened at my anger like she was enjoying the display. “For a witch, you’ve got a werewolf’s temper.”

At that, a deep rumble erupted from Kolton’s throat, which would have had grown men running for the hills. But Marita seemed unfazed by the werewolf’s threat.

She raised an eyebrow. “I’m here to investigate you, see if the rumors are true. The Merlin Group wants to make sure you’re not in league with the wrong side.”

“I’m not.” Though, technically, that was a lie. I clenched my jaw, trying to maintain my composure despite the anger boiling inside me. How dare she come here and question my loyalties? I had dedicated years of my life to this work, honing my skills and perfecting every detail. The Merlin Group had always been satisfied with my work—until now. I knew one day my secrets and lies would come and bite me in the ass. I just figured I’d have more time.

“You see, Kit-Kat…” Marita opened her silver case and put another cigarette to her lips. “The Merlin Group is considering revoking your status as a freelance field agent for them. I’m here to observe and evaluate your performance. And if necessary, take appropriate action.”

Kolton observed the tense exchange between us, his expression unreadable. I could see a flicker of concern in his eyes, though; he knew the stakes were high when it came to dealings with the Merlin Group.

Before I could respond, Sela emerged from the kitchen with a fresh plate of eggs, her gaze flickering between Marita and me.

“Your eggs,” said the waitress with a look of pure venom. “You want me to put your order in your booth.”

Marita looked over the waitress like she was a stained T-shirt from the local flea market. “Actually, I’ve lost my appetite.”

Sela’s mouth fell open. “You had me return your order, and now you’re saying you’re not hungry anymore?”

Marita glanced away, her eyes settling on me. “That’s right.”

Sela’s rosy skin was suddenly covered in blotches. “Why, you stuck-up bitch.”

Marita laughed. “Watch your tongue, ginger,” she responded coolly, her voice cutting through the charged atmosphere. “Or you might find yourself out of a job quicker than you can say ‘over easy.’”

Sela’s nostrils flared. “Are you threatening me? Did you just threaten me! Who the hell are you to speak to me like that?” Her eyes flashed with specks of gold, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was about to beast out into her wolf to take a bite from the mage’s jugular.

“Sela,” warned Kolton. “Leave. Now.”

The waitress slammed the plate with eggs on the counter, casting one last venomous look at Marita before walking away.

Kolton stepped forward, his presence looming over Marita. “You light that cigarette, and I’ll break your hands. Your choice.”

Marita opened her mouth but then shut it as though considering Kolton’s threat. She pulled the unlit cigarette from her mouth. “I like you. Maybe I’ll make an exception. You do look like you’d be fun in bed.”

Whatever sensual smile she tried to give Kolton wasn’t working. He looked at her like she was the dirt on his floor he was about to sweep.

“So what now?” I probed, trying to come between the mage and the werewolf. “You’re going to follow me everywhere I go? Like my shadow?” That would not work for me.

Marita flung me one of her cunning smiles. “Honey, you’re not that important.”

The mage tossed her cigarette case into her shoulder bag. “Don’t leave town,” she added with a laugh.

God, I hated her.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I shot back.

As she turned to go, a sly smile played on her lips. “And by the way, the Merlin Group sends their regards.”

“Screw you.”

Marita’s smirk faltered for a moment before she regained her composure, straightening her back defiantly. “I’ll see you soon, Kit-Kat,” she said before turning on her heel and striding out of the diner.

Yeah, I was in hell.
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Iwas impressed I didn’t crash my Jeep into a tree on my way to Dash’s place. I kept glancing in my rearview mirror, expecting to see a nondescript SUV following me—Marita’s perceived vehicle, of course.

I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that Marita was always watching me. Every time I turned around, she seemed to be there, lurking in the shadows. It was like she had an uncanny ability to anticipate my every move.

But the mage bitch was nowhere to be seen.

That didn’t mean she wasn’t following me, though. For all I knew, she could be a fly on the dashboard in my Jeep, a sparrow on a branch, or maybe she could magic herself invisible like that mage from The Forsaken. If she could do that, she could be anywhere and everywhere, and I’d never know.

As a mage who worked for the Merlin Group, she was undoubtedly highly skilled. Duds didn’t work for the Merlin Group. They had difficult magical tests everyone was required to pass that assessed inner power and magical skill.

I should know. I’d failed them like a champ.

Something my family would never let me forget. They were so very proud of me.

But failure was nothing new to me. I was used to falling short of expectations, disappointing my family, and always feeling like the black sheep among the talented mages in our bloodline. Despite their disappointment, I couldn’t bring myself to leave the magical world behind. It was in my veins, a part of me I couldn’t deny, no matter how hard I tried.

And I had magic. Just different from theirs.

Still, having that mage lurking in the shadows, watching my every move, put a damper on my plans with The Forsaken.

If she got the evidence she needed to report back to the Merlin Group that I was in bed with the enemy, I was a goner. The Merlin Group would shut its doors to me forever, not to mention what that would do to my reputation. Who would want to hire a paranormal investigator with rumored ties to an evil organization that killed kids?

Having her in Moonfell was a major problem. I had to get rid of her somehow. I just didn’t know how I was going to do that.

Sela was right about one thing. Marita did give off creepy vibes. I had no doubt she was very good at her job—as I was with mine. If she was charged with finding dirt on me, I was certain she was going to do everything in her power to find some.

The way she wasn’t afraid of Kolton, the mountain of muscle with years of combat experience, was concerning. Even I peed myself a little at all two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle threat. But the mage barely blinked and didn’t even seem to notice him at all until she thought he might be good in the sack.

That told me she was good. Probably one of their best field mages.

And they sent her after me.

I should be flattered that they even cared. Hell, I wasn’t even a Merlin. I only worked for them on occasion. Why did they even care about little ol’ me?

Because somehow they heard about the rumors that I’d tied myself with The Forsaken.

If they knew already, did that mean Blake knew? Would he make my life here a living hell? Worse than before? Probably.

A horrible thought occurred to me. What if he had blabbed to them a few weeks ago when I’d refused to give him Dash’s name? Was this the result of all that? Did Blake do this?

Motherfracker.

Knowing him, he probably sent in a report and never told me. And if I was right, it was his fault Marita was here and a pain in my ass.

Damnit. If the Merlin Group got word of my actions, it meant Blake had reported me to the Gray Council—the top governmental organization in our paranormal world.

Wonderful.

I couldn’t get sidetracked by those implications right now, though. I needed to focus. I needed a plan, and I needed one fast. Marita was a threat, and I couldn’t afford to let her dig up any dirt on me.

The Forsaken were dangerous enough as it was, and if the Merlin Group found out about my ties to them, it could mean the end of everything I’d worked so hard for.

I had to find a way to throw Marita off my trail, to make her believe nothing here was worth investigating. But how? She was smart, cunning, and determined. This wasn’t going to be easy.

The easy way was to kill her. But I wasn’t a murderer, and that would only lead to more problems.

After I spoke with Dash, I’d have to have a chat with my aunt. She was one of the only people I trusted, and I needed her input on Martina—and how we were going to get rid of her.

Good plan.

My heart fluttered at the mere thought of Dash. I couldn’t control it. And after that passionate kiss, my feelings for him had only grown stronger, especially after what he did, like saving my ass and paying the overdue taxes on my aunt’s house. But I reminded myself I wasn’t here to start a relationship, even if he wanted one. Did he even want one?

Plus, I’d handed myself over to The Forsaken. I had to tear them down before I could even think of a relationship with Dash.

The Jeep bounced along the bumpy terrain as I drove from the smooth pavement onto a dirt path. The branches of trees scraped against the sides, and I held on tightly to the steering wheel as I followed the winding path. I drove up a hill until I caught sight of a beautiful white farmhouse surrounded by green meadows and rows of apple trees. A red barn sat next to it, completing the idyllic picture.

My tires crunched on the gravel driveway as I approached Dash’s house, causing me to snap out of my reverie. The old farmhouse stood tall in front of me, its worn wooden exterior giving off a sense of warm familiarity.

An old, forest-green Land Rover sat in the driveway. Next to it was a black BMW SUV.

Oh, hell, no.

I pulled my Jeep up the driveway and parked. And just as I killed the engine, I heard the yelling.

It was coming from the barn.

I slipped out of my Jeep and rushed over. The barn doors were open.

The sharp smell of recently hewn wood greeted me as I walked into the barn. Work surfaces and tables were strewn with various tools, such as knives and planers, in every corner of the barn. As I looked around, I noticed that scattered among the furniture pieces were some spectacularly carved designs featuring a fusion of animals and plants intricately intertwined.

Blake and Dash stood facing each other. The testosterone in the air was practically palpable. Both men were poised like they were about to tear each other apart—a half-demon and an alpha werewolf.

Both men were over six feet with the sheriff a few inches taller. Blake was a beast of two hundred pounds of solid muscle. Dark locks cascaded down his neck and framed his attractive face. Still handsome. Still a dick.

Dash was not as heavily muscled. The handsome face was paired with a chiseled body, long and slender, the muscles cut and defined, his abdomen rippling with a six-pack. I knew. I’d seen it.

According to my dearest aunty, as part demon, Dash could be hundreds of years old. That meant he likely had much more life experience than Blake. And by the way his dark, mesmerizing eyes held that bit of mischief and the way his full mouth curled toward the tip, he thought Blake’s presence was hilarious.

Dash’s dark blond hair had saw dust in it, which only made him hotter, tempting me to run my hands through it.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Dash, his voice cold and collected, his eyes flickering with amusement.

“I know you’re part of that degenerate, sick group,” growled Blake. “The Forsaken are your pals. Aren’t they? But you’re done. You’re finished. It’s over for you.”

A dark chuckled erupted from Dash’s throat. “Is that so?”

“Yeah.” Blake leaned forward, his hands curled into mallets. “I know she’s been protecting you. It stops now.”

“And you’re going to stop me, wolf?”

Blake snarled. “I am.”

Dash laughed, and the sound had the hairs rising on the back of my neck.

Looked like things were about to get ugly. I got here just in time.

They hadn’t heard me come in.

Before I could stop him, Blake lowered himself into a crouch. His muscles tensed as he prepared to attack Dash. Then he lunged forward. The half-demon’s eyes gleamed with a mixture of amusement and something darker as he effortlessly sidestepped Blake’s assault. With a swift movement, Dash had Blake pinned against a wooden beam, his hand wrapped around the alpha werewolf’s throat.

A sly grin played on Dash’s lips as he leaned in closer. “You really think you can take me down, wolf?” Dash’s voice was taunting, his grip tightening ever so slightly. The air crackled with tension as the two powerful beings—alphas—faced off in a battle of who had the bigger penis.

It was one of those instances when I was glad I wasn’t a dude.

Blake let out a laugh. “Is that all you got?”

“This is my warm-up,” said a grinning Dash.

With a grunt of effort, Blake twisted out of Dash’s grasp. In a flash, he regained his footing and faced Dash with a smirk that looked truly demented.

“Just you wait,” Blake growled through gritted teeth. “I’ll show you what an alpha is really made of.”

Dash’s lips curved into a smirk. “I’m waiting.”

With a sudden blur of movement, Blake delivered a swift punch to Dash’s stomach. But Dash was ready for it and easily dodged the blow.

The two alphas circled each other, their movements fluid and calculated. It was like watching a deadly dance unfold before me.

So stupid. So male.

“You punch like a girl,” Dash taunted, a glint of challenge in his mesmerizing gaze. “You sure you’re the alpha wolf? You seem more like an omega to me. You lack direction and authority, little pup.”

Blake’s nostrils flared with anger, and his fists clenched at his sides. He sprang forward again, his teeth bared in a snarl. But once again, Dash was one step ahead, easily evading Blake’s attack.

“You can’t defeat me, wolf,” Dash taunted. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

Blake growled and charged again, but this time, he managed to land a punch on Dash’s jaw. The half-demon stumbled back slightly, surprise flickering across his face before it was replaced with a cold expression.

“Like I said.” Dash smirked, wiping away a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth. “You punch like a girl.”

With a roar of frustration, Blake launched himself at Dash once more. This time, he aimed for Dash’s midsection and managed to tackle him to the ground.

For a moment, it seemed like Blake had the upper hand as he straddled Dash’s chest and rained down punches on him. But then, with a sudden burst of strength, Dash flipped them over so he was now on top.

“You should know better than to underestimate me, wolf.” Dash sneered as he landed several blows on Blake’s face.

But even as Blake grunted in pain and fought back against Dash’s onslaught, I noticed something strange happening to him. His eyes were glowing brighter than ever before—almost like they were filled with fire.

And then it hit me—he was tapping into his werewolf abilities in order to gain an advantage over Dash. Because in human form, he could never win.

I rolled my eyes. This was not what I had in mind coming here.

Without waiting any longer, I rushed over to the two men. “What the hell is going on here?”

Dash released Blake and pushed off of him. “Your sheriff thought it was a good idea to come to my place and throw around some threats.”

“He’s not my sheriff,” I said. “Looks more like a pissing contest to me.”

Blake got to his feet and rolled his shoulders, looking like he wanted to plow into Dash one last time. “Your boyfriend is involved with The Forsaken. I know he is.”

Oh, shit.

I opened my mouth to say that Dash wasn’t my boyfriend but realized I didn’t know what he was to me. It wasn’t like we’d been on a date. So I decided to ignore that and placed myself in between them instead.

Blake stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against one of the work tables.

“Why are you at each other’s throats?” I demanded, looking between the two of them. But what I really wanted to know was how Blake made the connection and how the hell he knew or, rather, suspected that Dash was involved with The Forsaken?

Dash’s gaze flickered from me to Blake and back again before he let out a frustrated sigh. “This idiot thinks he can just waltz onto my property and demand answers from me.”

Blake scoffed. “I wasn’t demanding anything from you. Just trying to get some information. Didn’t realize you were so sensitive.”

“A sensitive man is in tune with his life. I take that as a compliment.” Dash smiled.

I held up my hand to stop them before things got any more heated. “Okay, okay. Let’s all take a step back here.”

I turned to face Blake, raising an eyebrow at him expectantly. “What are you doing here, Blake?”

Blake’s eyes met mine, and I could see the frustration and anger reflected in his gaze. “I know. I know everything.”

I shrugged. “Know what?” I didn’t like that intense look in his eyes or the confidence in his voice.

Blake tossed a glance in Dash’s direction. “He’s what you’ve been hiding this whole time. Your source. He nearly got Emma killed.” The sheriff pointed a finger at the half-demon. “And he killed those boys.”

Dash leaned forward. “I didn’t kill those kids.”

My heart picked up its pace at the mention of the dead boys. Dash had wanted nothing to do with the ritual that would raise a demon king, and The Forsaken had stripped him of his memory because of it. He’d also saved Emma and all of us, but I couldn’t say anything in front of Blake, not unless I wanted to confirm his suspicions. I wouldn’t.

The sheriff sniffed. “You’re involved. I know you are. I can smell it on you. The scent of death. Destruction. Evil.”

Damn. That was some serious honker if he could smell the scent of demon off of Dash. And just like Kolton had said that he’d smelled something different about me, the fact was, werewolves had an exceptional sense of smell. Now that he was this close to Dash, the sheriff could probably smell the demon on him.

The half-demon ran his hands through his hair. “I might be a lot of things… but I’m not a child killer.”

Blake’s face twisted in rage. “You are. And I’m gonna prove it.” He leaned forward some more. “And when I do, you’ll be finished. They’ll hang you for it.”

Dash shrugged like Blake’s threats meant nothing. “I didn’t do it. You came out here for nothing.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Not nothing. I’ve been doing some digging,” Blake began, leaning in closer conspiratorially. “I know more about you than you think.”

I frowned. Dash was a very private person, and for good reason, now that I knew what he was involved in. I doubted Blake got any information about him from anyone in town.

Dash laughed, seemingly having reached the same conclusion. “For a sheriff, you’re not a very smart one. Wonder how you got elected.”

Blake growled and moved to place his face inches from Dash’s. “What the fuck did you just say?”

I shook my head. “Seriously? This again?” Part of me wanted to leave these two idiots and let them battle it out. But I needed to speak with Dash. Alone. And having Blake here was ruining my plan.

Dash chuckled. “Looks like I hit a nerve.”

I had yet to encounter anyone, except for Kolton, who wasn’t intimidated by Blake’s powerful demeanor and predatory edge.

The tension rose along with the scent of male perspiration. Blake’s face turned a deep shade of red as Dash’s eyes gleamed with a dangerous determination. But I also saw some humor there. Yeah, he was enjoying this.

Blake backed away, surprising me, but I was more surprised at what came out of his mouth next. “Kat, now that I know who your source is, how about you come with me back to the station so I can take your statement.”

My jaw dropped. “Excuse me? I never said he was my source. And I’m not going with you anywhere. Not after what you did.” I could feel Dash’s gaze on me, but I wouldn’t look away from Blake.

Blake shook his head, his features wrinkling. “What are you talking about?”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “You blabbed to the Gray Council when you said you wouldn’t,” I started, anger boiling inside my chest. “And now I’m stuck with a Merlin investigator watching my every move, just waiting for me to screw up. You happy now?”

Blake watched me a moment. “You can’t blame me for one of the Merlins showing up to check on you to make sure you’re doing your job.”

“So you don’t deny it?” Motherfracker. I should have just let Dash kick his ass.

Blake threw me a lazy smile. “I’m the sheriff. What did you expect?”

“How about some loyalty.” Something occurred to me. “And what about Emily? You turn her in, too? Even after you promised her parents you would keep her safe, you lying sonofabitch.” The thought of that little girl stuck in some cell with her powers and mind stripped from her made me sick. “How could you? How could you do something so evil to a little girl?”

Blake’s expression darkened, and the next thing I knew, I was staring up at him. “I love that little girl as if she were my own,” growled the werewolf.

If he thought he was scaring me, he was wrong. I straightened. “And you turned her in anyway. What does that say about you?” It said he cared more about his career than everything and everyone.

“I didn’t,” he seethed.

“That’s it. Get out.” Dash pulled me away and put himself between me and the burly werewolf. “You’ve got three seconds to leave before I make you leave.”

Blake flashed his teeth. “I’d like to see that.”

“Don’t tempt me, wolf,” said Dash. “Out of respect for Kat, I haven’t killed you. But keep threatening her, and I will.”

Ohhh no.

I thought Blake would retaliate, but the sheriff only laughed. “You’re finished, Dash. It is Dash. Isn’t it?”

The half-demon just stared. “It is.”

Blake began to walk away. “This conversation isn’t over.” He turned to look at me. “Not even close.”

As Blake disappeared out of the barn, I couldn’t help but feel a mixture of relief and anger. Part of me felt relieved that the questioning was over, but another part of me burned with anger at the situation I found myself in.

Also I feared the retribution that was sure to come. Because I knew, beneath it all, a deep fear lingered. This wouldn’t be the end of it.

Nope. It was only the beginning.
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Iglanced over at Dash, who still looked tense and guarded. “So, how old are you?” The words came flying out of my mouth.

Dash flashed me a smile that had my heart do a jump start. “Older than you.”

“Ha. Ha. Seriously, like… a hundred? Two hundred?” The fact that Dash was most probably more than a hundred years old didn’t bother me. In fact, I was all the more intrigued. Possibly turned on.

The half-demon let out a sigh like the weight of the world sat on him. “Why’d you do it, Kat?”

I knew exactly what he meant. I leaned back against one of the heavy wood buffet tables and crossed my arms. “Because it was the right thing to do. And I’m not sorry I did.” Even though my aunt didn’t agree with me.

Dash’s eyes narrowed, searching mine as if trying to decipher the truth behind my words. After a moment of strained silence, he finally spoke, his voice low and serious. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into, Kat. This goes way beyond doing the right thing.”

I straightened, meeting his gaze head-on. “I can handle it. I’m not afraid.” I wasn’t. I was more driven now and had a purpose as well as a way in to The Forsaken group.

A flicker of something unreadable crossed Dash’s face. “You should be. You should be very afraid.”

“Well, I’m not. Friends do things for each other. You’ve saved my ass more than once. It’s just something we do.” My list of friends was slim to none. And I wasn’t about to lose Dash.

His gaze settled on me. “Friends? Is that what we are?”

“Yes.” I shifted under his intense stare.

I’d admit I wanted something more, but I wasn’t sure it was the right time to even have those thoughts, all things considered. Especially now that I’d be a part of an evil group I’d sworn I would destroy, looking to hook up wasn’t the brightest idea.

Dash’s eyes narrowed as he studied me. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

I shrugged nonchalantly, trying to appear unfazed by his words. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

“Stubborn,” he muttered under his breath.

“And you’re overprotective,” I retorted.

He flashed me a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Someone has to look out for you.”

“I can take care of myself,” I insisted. I’d been taking care of myself since the tender age of seventeen. I didn’t need anyone then. I didn’t need anyone now.

“I have no doubt about that,” Dash said with a hint of admiration in his voice. “Your magic… tell me more about it.”

His voice was so soothing I found myself answering. “What do you want to know about it?”

“Which side of your family does it come from?”

“Neither. I’m an anomaly.” I’d struggled with that fact since my magic had materialized. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever heard of or seen. It wasn’t White magic or Dark. Not elemental or borrowed from demons. It was just… different. Despite years of research, I could find no explanation for my unusual gift.

It seemed as though my magic shouldn’t exist.

A moment of silence lingered between us before Dash spoke again. “You know, most people are afraid of demons like me.”

“Half-demon.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “Should I be afraid?” I knew it in my gut, my witchy instincts, that Dash would never hurt me. Ever. But then again, my gut had been wrong lately.

He chuckled softly and shook his head. “No, Kat, you shouldn’t be afraid.” Then his expression turned serious again. “But you should be careful. That’s all I’m saying.”

The low rumble of his voice stirred something in me. “Fine. I’ll be careful. Happy now?”

Dash ran his hands through his locks, the muscles in his forearms flexing. He looked at me and said, “If you leave now, you might still have a chance. Go to Canada. Alaska. Anywhere remote. I don’t think they’ll bother looking that far. It’s your only shot.”

I clicked my tongue. “I’m not a coward. And I’m not running. Besides, I’m not leaving my aunt again. Ever.” No way in hell was I doing that to her again.

Dash seemed to want to argue, but whatever he saw on my face told him it was pointless. “I can’t let you do this.”

“Too late. It’s done.” I knew he was only trying to protect me from something far more dangerous than him—The Forsaken. But I had a plan. “Listen,” I said slowly. I pushed off the buffet and stepped closer to him. “I came here to ask you if you could give me intel on The Forsaken. As much as you can,” I added quickly, remembering the mage Eli Souza on the floor of his apartment convulsing when he tried to speak the names of The Forsaken.

Dash’s dark eyes dipped to my lips, and my pulse rocketed. “What do you want to know?”

My body shivered lightly as I took a final step forward until my boots were a few inches from his. “Everything. Who’s the leader? How many are there? What do they want?”

“World dominance. And you’ve already met him.”

“Algar,” I answered, knowing Dash probably couldn’t say the name. I met the half-demon’s eyes. “When’s the ritual?”

A flash of regret washed over his handsome face. “Soon. Tomorrow, I would think.” He was silent and then added. “You still can leave—”

“No.” I pressed my hands to my hips. “Not going to happen. So, how do I destroy them?”

Dash gave a small laugh. “You can’t. They’re too powerful.”

I shook my head. “Nothing’s too powerful. They must have a weakness.” I searched his face. “Do you know what that is? I mean, you’ve been with them a while. Right?”

Dash looked away from me, his eyes flicking over his barn and the furniture. “I’ll have to think about that. Nothing comes to my mind.” His eyes narrowed on my face. “Why? What are you thinking?”

I took a deep breath. “I have a plan.”

The half-demon cocked a brow. “You have a plan?”

“Yes.”

“It won’t work.”

“You haven’t heard it yet.”

“Still won’t work.”

“I’m going to infiltrate their inner circle,” I replied confidently. “By joining them, I’ll get to destroy them. See where I’m going with this?” My heart thumped at the thought of infiltrating that group, getting to know their dark secrets, and then using them against the group.

Dash shook his head. “Yes. And it won’t work. Too dangerous.”

I sighed. “You sound like my aunt.”

“She’s a smart witch.” His deep gaze sparkled with amusement as it locked on mine, sending an unexpected ripple of butterflies through my belly. He looked incredibly attractive in that snug leather jacket, the short hem accentuating his fit physique. And those dark jeans hugged his muscular legs and trim waist perfectly.

“Look,” I started again. “This is a great plan. The best plan is to take these assholes down once and for all. I’ll be one of them soon. I’ll get to be privy to their secrets, their plans. And hopefully, within a few weeks, I’ll have enough to destroy this group. Once they’re gone, I won’t be tied to them. We’ll be free.” It sounded crazy when spoken out loud. To be part of a group so foul it made me sick to my stomach.

Dash’s face went through a range of emotions that was hard to pinpoint. He leaned forward and took my hands. His rough, callused skin was like sandpaper against the flesh of my palms.

“I know what you’re trying to do,” said the tall half-demon. “But it won’t work.”

“Why not?” I demanded, irritated.

“Because you’re new. They won’t trust you. They’re not about to tell you anything. You’ll just be a grunt for years. Even after years in their service, I barely knew anything.”

“You knew about Emma. You saved her. You saved us.”

Dash squeezed my hands tighter. He glanced at my lips again. This time, my face flamed like I was getting a chemical peel. “If you ask too many questions, they’ll get suspicious. And your plan will fail. They’re not stupid.”

“Then I’ll just have to be smarter than them. And you’ll help me. Right?”

Dash said nothing for a long time. “Of course, I’ll help you. I just wish… I wish you hadn’t done it.”

“I know.” Me too, on some level.

Dash’s jaw clenched, and he pulled his hands away from mine, running one through his tousled hair in frustration. “You don’t understand. They’re not just some petty criminals you can outsmart. They have powers beyond anything you’ve ever seen.”

I squared my shoulders, determination hardening in my gaze. “I don’t care how powerful they are. Everyone has a weakness. A weak spot. And I’m going to find out what that is.”

“They won’t hesitate to use any means necessary to maintain their power,” he said. “And if they find out what you’re up to, they’ll kill you.”

“A necessary evil.”

Dash’s hands shot out and took hold of mine. “I don’t want anything to happen to you,” he said, his voice soft and sincere.

“Nothing will happen.”

I clung to him tighter, feeling the emotions between us simmering like a pot ready to boil over. Dash’s conflicted gaze bore into mine, his unspoken words heavy in his stare.

“I had to do it, Dash,” I whispered, my voice barely audible above the thumping of my heart. “This is our chance to make things right, to end their tyranny once and for all. To get rid of these evil bastards. Don’t you want that?”

Dash exhaled through his nose. “Yes. More than you know. And I want something else, too.”

He flashed a wild, feral grin and pulled me closer, his hands gripping my hips with a possessiveness that made me shiver. His hot breath brushed against my skin, sending delicious tingles down my neck as he claimed me with an urgent kiss. Despite the exhaustion and chaos of recent events, all I wanted was to be consumed by Dash, to lose myself completely in this moment of savage bliss.

He grabbed my neck and crushed his lips with mine. My breath hitched as he captured me with his tongue, exploring every inch of my mouth until I was lost in the consuming sensation.

I surrendered completely to his touch, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him closer as I gave myself over to the intensity of our passion. Every nerve in my body was on fire as he devoured me with his kiss, unleashing waves of pleasure that rocked me to my core.

He was everything I craved at that moment—hot, strong, and utterly irresistible. With each caress of his skilled hands, I felt myself melting under his touch. This was more than just good. It was pure ecstasy.

I gasped for air, trying to catch my breath. He let go of me, his own breathing heavy and labored. The desire in his gaze almost pushed me over the edge.

With one swift motion, he lifted me into his arms. I could feel the heat emanating from him, igniting a fire within me as his hands roamed over my curves, leaving trails of need in their wake.

Dash lowered me gently onto a sturdy and smooth wooden cabinet, his larger frame pressing against mine. He moved his lips along my jawline, down my neck, and across my collarbone, causing a delicious heat to spread throughout my body. This half-demon knew how to turn me on. I could feel the intense desire pulsing through my core and into my fingertips. Suddenly, he pulled away from our kiss and looked down at me with hunger in his eyes. In a flash, he pulled off his jacket and then his shirt.

So, of course, I had to rip off my shirt too.

I tossed it behind me and got working on my jeans until I sat there in only a bra and panties.

The next thing I knew, Dash was on top of me again, and then my panties disappeared. He was a magician, too.

As he pressed against me, I wrapped my legs around his waist, feeling the strength in his muscles as he shifted positions. Our bodies moved together in perfect harmony as we lost ourselves in the moment.

The Forsaken and all other thoughts vanished from my mind. The world around us disappeared, leaving only the two of us in our own little world of pure bliss.
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By the time I made it back home from Dash’s place, the town of Moonfell was cloaked in darkness, the only source of light coming from the warm and inviting glow that spilled out of the many windows of the quaint cottages I passed by. The street lamps stood tall like sentinels, casting their golden radiance onto the deserted streets below. The barren branches of the leafless trees jutted out into the sky like skeletal fingers, a stark reminder that winter was right around the corner.

And, of course, I couldn’t stop thinking of Dash on the drive back.

The sex had taken me by surprise. I’d gone over there to drill him with questions. I’d never expected to be naked the next minute, entangled with the handsome half-demon. Yes, there, I said it. Half-demon. I didn’t care what he was. I cared about who he was.

Still, I’d never imagined that my first time having sex with Dash would have been in his barn, on a hard surface, surrounded by saw dust. And let’s be honest, I had thought of it—lots of times.

It had been spontaneous. It had been wonderful.

It had been just the thing I needed to distract me from what I was about to do.

I was to become a member of The Forsaken.

Holy shit on a stick.

Despite the memory of the intimacy I had shared with Dash in the barn—the warmth of his touch, the intensity of his gaze—it all felt like a distant dream now as I drove through the darkened streets of Moonfell. The pressure of my impending initiation into The Forsaken pressed on my shoulders, casting a shadow over the fleeting moments of passion I had experienced just hours before.

My pulse thumped as I thought about it. The group I’d vowed to destroy, and here I was about to get my membership card. Now that I knew the ritual—whatever that was—would likely be sometime tomorrow night, I was filled with dread. I was excited at the prospect of finding out their secrets, of who they truly were, but terrified at the same time.

What would they ask of me? I’d seen what they’d done to Dash, how they’d cursed him and then were hurting him as they drained him of his demonic magic.

The one thing that’d been bothering me since that night was what Algar had said, like he knew what type of magic I had… knew what I was.

I needed to know.

He could have been full of shit, just trying to get a rise out of me, but something at the back of my mind said that wasn’t the case. He’d also sent one of his mages to test me somehow. I’d nearly died.

But I didn’t.

And somehow, that was his answer.

Worse was I knew I’d be stuck. I was about to sell my soul to The Forsaken and become bonded to them.

I couldn’t help but feel trapped and hopeless. The thought of being tied to them forever filled me with dread, but what other choice did I have? The only way out after the initiation was death. Someone could also decide to take my place, which I knew would never happen. Who in their right mind would switch places with someone in a group that killed kids?

Me apparently.

And if my plan didn’t work, I would be bound to them for the rest of my life.

Nope. It would work. It had to work. The alternative was not an option.

I gripped my steering wheel with shaking hands. I needed to talk to my aunt. I needed her guidance and her snarky remarks to whip me into shape before tomorrow. I knew she was still angry with my decision, but I also knew she’d be there for me.

But first, I needed to speak to Annette. I’d texted her before I left Dash’s barn.

Me: Can I come over? I need to talk to you.

Annette: Yes! We’ll talk over drinks.

Me: Be there in ten minutes.

Knowing that Blake had blabbed to the Gray Council about me, which had inadvertently reached the Merlin Group, I knew they’d be on Emily’s case before too long. I had to warn her. She needed to be prepared in case the Gray Council or any witch council sent their goons to her house. They might even take Emily away.

I slapped my steering wheel. “Fuck.”

The thought of Blake sent a rush of rage through me. My body trembled as it always did when I was pissed. A humming sensation followed, filling my body and causing my skin to tingle. Before I could stop it, my umbra magic sifted from my body like black mist, like I was overheating. It wanted to help. To find whoever was making me feel this way and take care of it.

But this was not the time for a magical showdown. I needed to be calm.

A few moments later, with a much calmer demeanor, I pulled into Annette’s driveway, right next to Tilly’s white SUV.

Seeing the witches would be a good distraction from The Forsaken. I realized at that moment I could never tell them about my new membership. They were new friends, and sorry to say, I didn’t completely trust them. Especially Tilly. She’d blab to Blake the first chance she got if it meant it would bring her closer to him, closer to being inside his pants. And if I told Annette, she’d tell her husband, who happened to be Blake’s best friend.

Yeah, not going to happen.

I killed the engine and slipped out of my Jeep. I took three steps and tripped over a skateboard in the driveway.

“Damnit!” I cursed and managed to stay upright and not nosedive onto the hard asphalt.

With a throbbing ankle, I limped and maneuvered around three bicycles to finally climb up Annette’s front porch steps.

I raised my fist to knock just as the front door swung open.

Annette stood in the doorway, her cheeks flushed like she’d been doing some serious house cleaning. The petite witch was dressed in cozy sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt, her hair thrown up in a messy bun.

Her eyes rounded. “Thank the cauldron you’re here.” She reached out and pulled me inside.

I frowned, surprised at the strength in that tiny forearm. “I’m not that late. Am I?”

“I didn’t know you had a friend in town,” said the mother of five, the stress high in her voice.

“I don’t.”

“That’s not what she says,” Annette replied as she shut the door and hurried down the hall.

“She?” Oh, hell no.

I rushed after Annette and glanced into the living room. Sitting on the couch were her five daughters, a combination of red and blond hair that corresponded to their respective witch or werewolf identities. The only exception was little Elsie, who had yet to show any signs of her supernatural potential and could be either. My gaze rested on Emily, who seemed to have improved since the last time I saw her. The dark circles under her eyes were gone, but she still carried a haunted expression. My chest tightened at the idea that Blake had blabbed, and the council might take her.

The five usually lively daughters were all stationary and looking slightly frightened, more like paper cutouts than actual living creatures.

And just when I passed the living room and stepped into the kitchen, I spotted her.

“Kit-Kat. How nice of you to join our party,” said a smiling Marita, sitting by herself at the kitchen island.

Her sleek black hair was swept back, revealing her chiseled features. She was undeniably beautiful but carried a certain aloofness about her. Her narrowed eyes glinted in the light, adding to her predatory aura.

She’d changed since I’d last seen her. This time, she was wearing a blood-red pantsuit. And with her pale skin, she really did look like a vampire. But she was all mage.

Standing in the kitchen, giving her a wide berth, were Tilly and Cristina. Cristina’s red hair gleamed under the light, and her pale, flawless skin looked a little green at the moment.

Both witches looked like they’d wet their pants and wanted to run home to change. I didn’t blame them.

Even though Annette, Tilly, and Cristina weren’t a part of the Merlin Group, Marita had a way of putting everyone on edge.

Crap. Of all the people I did not want to see tonight, Marita was at the top of the list.

“So, Marita here says you two are friends?” Annette came around to stand at the opposite end of the island.

I shook my head. “We’re not friends. I only just met her this morning. She’s a spy.” She was a hell of a lot worse, but I wouldn’t say anything in case the girls heard.

Marita clicked her tongue. “Now, now, Kit-Kat. I’m not a spy, silly.”

“She’s here to investigate me,” I said and crossed my arms as I stood next to Annette. “Sent by the Merlin Group. To get dirt on me.” To get rid of me, no less.

“But I thought you weren’t a Merlin?” Cristina asked, looking slightly confused.

“I’m not. I just work for them.” I was tired of having this conversation.

Marita spread her red lips into a smile that looked rehearsed. “That’s right. A partnership that’s very valuable to you. Isn’t that right, Kit-Kat? You wouldn’t want it to go away.”

I clenched my jaw. “What are you doing here?” I needed her gone so I could speak with Annette.

Marita pulled out her silver cigarette case and flipped it open with her thumb. She selected a cigarette from the shimmering box, placed it between her lips, and raised an eyebrow at me as she snapped her fingers. A flame danced at her command, lighting the tip of the cigarette.

“I’m just here for a casual visit, dear,” Marita purred, exhaling a plume of smoke that curled around her like a sinister halo. “I want to get to know you. And what better way than to hang out with your besties?”

Annette was shooting daggers at Marita, staring at the cigarette on her lips, but she didn’t stop her. I knew why. She was afraid if she fell on the wrong side of that investigator it might reach the council’s ears. Right now, she couldn’t afford any attention her way, for Emily’s sake.

I narrowed my eyes. I wanted to kick that mage out on her ass. “Well, you’ve seen them. It’s time for you to leave. Goodbye.”

Marita took a drag off her cigarette and blew it my way. “Careful, Kit-Kat. You don’t want to be rude, now, do you?”

Yes, I really did. “You’re wasting your time. Annette and her family aren’t involved in my work. They’re just my neighbors.”

The female mage smiled. “That’s not what I heard.”

I shook my head. “I’m not buying it. You’re lying. You shouldn’t be here. Is that even allowed? This is harassment.”

“I’m here on official business, darling,” Marita said, and then she took a long drag off her cigarette. She pulled out her silver case and stretched out her hand. “You want one?”

“No.”

“You sure? Just one cigarette. Come on. I know you want one.”

“I’m fine.” Damn her. She was enjoying seeing me struggle.

The scent of smoke wafted through the air as she blew out shoots of white mist, her eyes fixed on me. “The Merlin Group is concerned about certain... activities in this area. Rumors of dark magic and unauthorized spells being cast.”

I kept my focus on Marita, but from the corner of my eye, I saw Annette and her friends glance at each other. Not obvious at all. Damnit.

And by the quick smile returning to Marita’s lips, I knew she’d seen it too.

My heart slammed in my chest, knowing Marita was referring to the demon summoning performed by ten-year-old Emily, which had caused three deaths. The young witch had made a huge mistake, but she was just a kid. Kids make mistakes. She shouldn’t be taken from her parents and her mind lobotomized for her lack in judgment. And I wouldn’t let Marita take her.

“What do you want to know?” I needed to stir this conversation my way. The sooner Marita had her answers, the sooner she’d be out of this house and, hopefully, would forget about Annette’s family. Yeah, I doubted that.

The female mage shrugged. “How about you tell me what you’ve been up to since you arrived in Moonfell. What have you been doing for fun?”

I frowned. “For fun? I didn’t come here to have fun. I came to solve a case. Which I did, by the way.”

“Well, you have been having some fun with that hot carpenter,” said Tilly. She tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder and stepped closer.

Marita’s expression grew curious. “Who?”

“Nobody.” The last thing I needed was for her delicate nose to be in Dash’s business.

“Why do you have saw dust in your hair?” Tilly picked something out of my hair, a small piece of a wood chip between her fingers as she held it up.

Shit. “I do?” I reached up and touched my hair. “Weird. No idea how that got there.”

Tilly snorted. “I do. How about you give us some juicy details? Cauldron knows we need it right now.”

“Uh…” I glanced over at Marita. She was still smiling at me, but her eyes… her eyes held something that strangely resembled hate.

“I want to know too,” said Cristina, smiling, but she didn’t move an inch from where she was.

Just when I was about to tell them there was nothing to tell, the sound of feet slapping the hardwood turned my attention around.

Elsie walked right up to Marita with her bulldog—bullpup—expression, her small frame puffed up with courage. She planted herself before the mage, stuck out a tiny finger, and said, “No smokin’.”

Love that kid. She reminds me of me.

Marita laughed, but she looked like she wanted to either eat Elsie or curse her. “Cute kid. What’s her name again?”

Annette placed a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Elsie. Why don’t you go play with your sisters.”

I glanced over at the living room. The remaining daughters were all watching us with terrified expressions. No one was playing.

But Elsie didn’t budge. “No smokin’,” growled the tiny kid, and I could see the werewolf in her right there at that moment. The kid had some serious courage.

Marita rose to her feet and looked down at Elsie with amusement now dancing in her eyes. “And what are you going to do about it?”

Elsie’s expression turned serious, seemingly contemplating her options for a moment before she spoke again. “Bad. You out of me house.”

A chuckle escaped from me at this unexpected turn of events. I couldn’t believe this little girl had just stood up to one of the most powerful mages in the Merlin Group. Even her mother hadn’t dared a peep.

Marita raised an eyebrow at the little girl. She narrowed her eyes and said, “Make me, little one. And see what happens.”

“Elsie!” Annette scooped her daughter into her arms and hurried out of the kitchen.

Smart move.

I hated the chuckle from Marita. I had a strange feeling she wanted to hurt Elsie, and she’d enjoyed doing it. The mage was a total psycho.

“Well.” Marita let out a breath and looked around the kitchen at Tilly, Cristina, and then finally at me. “I think I’ve gotten everything I need.”

She watched me for a long, uncomfortable moment as I tried to figure out just what she’d learned by coming here. Apart from the demon summoning, I didn’t know what else.

“I won’t outstay my welcome.” She flicked the butt off her cigarette on the floor.

“You’re not welcomed here,” I told her before I could catch myself.

I expected her to issue another threat, but all she said was, “See you soon, Kit-Kat.”

We all watched in silence as the hateful mage sashayed her way down the hallway and finally out the front door.

“I hate that woman,” said Annette, walking back into the kitchen while looking over her shoulder like she was expecting Marita to pop back in. “Something’s foul about her.”

I couldn’t agree with her more. But I knew she’d come to Annette’s for the sole purpose of making everyone uneasy and on edge. She wanted to instill fear. She wanted the community to know she was here and investigating us, not just me.

“She has good taste in clothes, though,” said Tilly. “She’s a total bitch. But she was rocking that pantsuit. Just saying.”

“Who wants a drink?” Annette held a bottle of red wine in her hands.

“Me!” chorused Cristina and Tilly.

“I’m just glad she’s gone,” said Cristina, wrapping her hands around her middle.

“Yeah.” She might be gone from Annette’s house, but Marita wasn’t gone, gone. She wasn’t finished. Not with me, she wasn’t.

And I knew I’d see that pale chain-smoking female mage again before too long.
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Iwoke up the next morning feeling like I was hungover, even though I hadn’t had a drop of alcohol in my system. My neck was stiff, all the way down across my shoulders.

I’d barely slept. If I had managed an hour, I was lucky. I kept tossing and turning, my mind filled with images of Dash, The Forsaken, the ritual that was to happen later tonight, and—last but not least—creepy as shit Marita.

I wanted, no needed, a good night’s sleep. I needed my full strength for what was supposed to go down later tonight.

But that wasn’t going to happen.

I kept staring at the clock on my phone, waiting to fall asleep and dreading what was to come. The air in my room felt heavy, almost suffocating, as if the darkness outside was seeping into the cracks of the walls. And then there was the cigarette smoke scent that wasn’t really there, but I could smell it.

I could really use a cigarette right now.

Damn that mage. She was torturing me with her cigarettes, and she was enjoying seeing my internal battle.

The thought of Elsie challenging the mage brought a smile to my face. She was a feisty little character. And she had more courage than all her older sisters combined.

Still, that look in Marita’s eyes, the one that told me she wouldn’t think twice about hurting little Elsie, made me hate that mage even more. I needed to find a way to get rid of her before she did something, like curse little Elsie.

But how does one get rid of a Merlin investigator who’s been investigating you?

I had to talk to my aunt. I knew she could help me.

I’d thought about talking to her on my way home back from Annette’s, but when I climbed up the stairs and poked my head into her room, her light snoring told me all I needed to know. I wasn’t about to wake a ninety-seven-year-old witch. That would get me cursed.

I also wanted to pick her brain about the ritual. Dash wasn’t super helpful, and I knew it was because he was still bound to The Forsaken and couldn’t divulge the information I needed.

That’s where Aunty Luna came in. She was basically a living, breathing encyclopedia of all things magical and supernatural.

My mind wandered over the ritual, and my insides churned. I reached out and grabbed my phone. I had a feeling Dash was up and about.

Me: Are you picking me up tonight for the ritual?

I stared at the screen for a few moments before I saw the three dots.

Dash: Yes. I’ll be there around eleven.

I exhaled, feeling like I had a gremlin sitting on my chest, like I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs.

The sun rose in a hazy glow, casting long shadows across the room as I stumbled out of bed. My head was pounding, the events of the previous day weighing heavily on my mind.

I yanked my bag off the small antique chair next to my night table where I’d tossed it last night and heard a thump as something solid fell out of it. I looked down.

It was a silver case. Marita’s case.

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease wash over me. Ignoring the warning signs, I opened the case to find a single cigarette inside. My heart raced with conflicting thoughts—the fear of it being cursed and the temptation of giving in to the familiar comfort of smoking. I shook the case and quickly closed it, trying to push away the knowledge of how good that one cigarette would feel right now.

My hand trembled as I opened the case and took out the cigarette. Part of me wanted to light it and give in to the familiar pleasure while another part fought against it, knowing how much disappointment I would feel in myself afterward.

But my resolve faltered. I pulled out my antique lighter from my bag and made my way to the window. I yanked it open and lit up, sitting on the sill as conflicting emotions battled within me. The smoke filled my lungs, and with it came a mix of regret and satisfaction. Was this really worth it? Would I regret this decision later? At that moment, all I could focus on was the warmth of the flame and the taste of smoke on my lips.

Then Marita’s smiling face flashed in my mind’s eye.

She’d done this on purpose. She’d snuck in the case, knowing I’d told her I quit and it was an ongoing struggle. Knowing that I’d smoke it. Knowing I was too weak to resist. That I’d give in to temptation.

And she’d succeeded.

“Damnit.” I tossed the cigarette out the window as frustration hit, cursing myself for being so weak.

I hated that mage.

I grabbed her silver case and tossed it in the garbage. After I washed out my mouth and brushed my teeth, I made my way downstairs. The smell of coffee greeted me, but Aunt Luna was nowhere to be found.

I spent the rest of the day into the late evening going through the Merlin database, very surprised they hadn’t revoked my privileges. I also perused my aunt’s stash of old magical tomes—the older and more worn-looking, the better—looking for information on every magical ritual I could find. Even demonic. Everything.

There was a lot to read, and after spending more than ten hours hunched over reading, I felt my eyeballs were about to pop out of their sockets and land on the tome I was flipping through.

I found a lot of information on magical—or ceremonial—rituals, but it was always the same thing. Whether high or learned magic, the information encompassed a wide variety of forms. The practitioners used rituals and invocations to tap into power and call upon the spirit world. Most of the time, it was to the goddess, but sometimes to the devil. It didn’t matter where you got your powers from. The rituals were very similar.

I couldn’t find any information on The Forsaken in the Merlins’ database or my aunt’s books. Obviously, they had gone by different names over the years, so I searched for dark mage covens and dark witches that would have stood out.

Nothing. It almost seemed as though they didn’t exist. Guess that’s exactly what they wanted.

When my phone said ten o’clock at night and still no Aunt Luna, I began to get nervous.

“That’s it. I’m going to go look for her.” I stood up, knowing I couldn’t go far since Dash would be here in an hour.

The sound of the door shutting pulled me around. “Where the hell have you been?”

The thump of my aunt’s cane hitting the floor was loud as she made her way to the kitchen.

“I’m a grown woman. I don’t need your permission to stay out late,” she said with a tiny smile.

“But you’ve been gone practically all day. I was getting worried. Where were you?”

“Well, if you must know…” she began as she dropped her purse on the kitchen table, pulled out a chair, and sat. “I was with Oliver.”

“Doing what?” The moment those words left my mouth, I knew I was about to regret them.

Aunt Luna flashed a smile. “Your question should be what we didn’t do.”

Eww. “I’m just… surprised, that’s all. And I was worried.”

“Why? Because women my age are not allowed to enjoy sex?” She pointed her cane at me like a baton. “I’ll have you know that I get pleasure from sex.”

“Okay. Too much information.” I tried not to get a visual of my naked aunt with her gentleman caller—too late.

My aunt chuckled. “I had a very nice evening. Thank you for asking,” she added coldly. Her eyes rolled over me. “You look terrible.”

“Love you too.” I dragged myself to the coffee pot and poured myself another cup. I turned around and took a sip of the scalding liquid, hoping it would kickstart my brain into action. “I need to talk to you about something,” I said, setting the mug down with a clatter.

My aunt raised an eyebrow, her piercing gaze fixed on me. “Is this about the Merlin investigator?” she asked, her voice low and serious.

I stared at her. “How did you know? I haven’t had the chance to tell you yet.” I was surprised how she always seemed to know exactly what was going on in my life.

“It’s all over town,” answered my aunt, as though this was the usual gossip.

“Okay, well. She was at Annette’s last night.”

“An invited or uninvited guest?”

“Uninvited.” I took another swallow of coffee. “Not sure why the Merlins saw fit to send her. She seems… unhinged. Something is off about her. But I can’t figure it out.”

“What did she want?” asked my aunt.

“To get more dirt on me,” I answered, making my way toward her. I placed my coffee mug on the hard counter. “I didn’t even know she was there until I got there. Looks like she knows or suspects about the demon Emily summoned.”

My aunt’s face went slack. “What? But how? Only a few of us know. How could she know this?”

I shrugged. “Maybe she’s just bluffing and tossing random crap at us. But I’m not sure. The Merlin Group sent her. She must be very good at her job.” Good at discovering people’s dark secrets.

The night had taken a turn with Marita’s presence. So much so that I’d forgotten to warn Annette about Blake and how he blabbed to the council about me and possibly Emily.

An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach as I pondered the implications of Marita’s sudden appearance in our lives. My mind raced with questions, each one more concerning than the last. How much did she really know? And what was her endgame in all of this?

My aunt’s expression mirrored my own worries. “If you’re not careful, she’s going to find out about you. About The Forsaken. About this foolish deal you’re about to take part in.”

I looked at my aunt. “She won’t. I’m pretty sure they know what they’re doing. I can barely get any information about them. There’s no way she can.”

“But how do you know for sure?” my aunt pressed. “You don’t know anything about this mage except that she’s been sent by the Merlin Group. She has more resources at her disposal than you ever had.”

“True.” I worked alone whereas she probably had teams of fellow mages at her beck and call. Maybe they were here in Moonfell already, snooping out information about me. The thought had my insides boil.

“You need to be extra cautious,” she said, her voice tight with concern. “If this Marita is indeed onto you, we have to act swiftly to protect ourselves.”

I smiled at her use of we. “I will. But first, I need to ask you about rituals. Specifically, The Forsaken rituals. What can you tell me about them?”

“Why?” grumbled my aunt.

I sighed. “You know why. Please? Am I not your favorite grand-niece?”

Aunt Luna glowered at me. “You’re a fool if you think flattery will sway me.”

“Fine. I need to prepare myself. I just want to know what I can expect, or something close to it. Dash couldn’t give me much, so it’s down to you and the Merlin database.”

Aunt Luna hesitated before speaking, her eyes darting around the kitchen as if checking for eavesdroppers. “Their rituals will be cruel, disturbing,” she began, her tone grave. “They’ll be steeped in blood and sacrifice, binding you to forces beyond your understanding. Once you embark on that path, there’s no turning back. Do you understand? Do you know what you’re getting into?”

“Yes. Like I told you before, this is the only way to take them down. I’m going through with it. You can’t stop me or change my mind. So, please, continue.”

Aunt Luna’s eyes narrowed, her lips forming a thin line as she considered my request. After a long moment of tense silence, she finally relented with a heavy sigh.

“There’ll be blood.”

I nodded. “I figured.”

“They’ll cut you. Maybe more than once.”

I frowned. “More than once? Why? Where?” The idea of more scars didn’t frighten me. Hell, I healed faster than anyone I knew. Plus, my skin barely left any scars, though I never understood why. But to be cut more than once for a ritual? That sounded ominous, even for someone like me.

“Only blood can cast an unbreakable bond to a coven like The Forsaken,” Aunt Luna continued, her gaze piercing into mine. They’ll need lots of it. Perhaps your wrists, your thighs.”

“My thighs? Wait—will I be naked?” Now, that was a mortifying thought.

My aunt shrugged. “How the hell should I know? Maybe you should have asked them if this was going to be an X-rated ritual before you signed up for it.”

“Ha. Ha.”

My aunt gave me a pointed look. “And then the curse that will bind you to them, well, I’m guessing it’ll hurt like a sonofabitch. Yes, they’ll enjoy that, I should think. The pain they’ll cause will arouse them.”

“Eww.”

My stomach clenched tighter, knotting with dread as Aunt Luna spoke and painted a horrific picture of the sacrificial rites. I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant, but this was pretty gross. And a necessary step to put an end to the destruction that The Forsaken had unleashed upon our town.

“And then?” I prompted. “So they’ll cut me, and then I’ll feel pain. Probably the curse that’ll bind me to them. And then?” I’d seen what they did to Dash, so I wasn’t surprised about the pain thing.

Aunt Luna leaned forward, her gaze intense. “Then,” she said with determination, “they’ll say their incantations and take from whatever demon’s or dark god’s power they worship and borrow from to cast a binding spell on you that can only be broken when you die.”

Or if someone volunteered to take my place, which was highly unlikely. But I kept that to myself. I didn’t want to interrupt her.

“Once the incantations are spoken, the connection will be established. You will be bound to them.” Her mouth clamped shut, but I could tell by the frown on her face there was more.

“What? What is it?”

My aunt glanced at me. “Haven’t you ever considered that this is exactly what they wanted from the beginning?”

“I’m not sure what you’re saying.” I kinda did, but I was trying hard not to admit it.

My aunt let out a sigh. “I’m saying… did the thought not cross that huge head of yours that this…” She hit her cane on the floor hard. “Is exactly where they wanted you? This whole thing with Dash was to orchestrate your surrender to them? So you would belong to them in perpetuity?”

Oh, shit. “Okay, I see your point. But they couldn’t have known I’d offer to take his place. I could have said no.”

“It was a fifty-fifty shot. And they took it.” She cocked a brow. “They knew how the two of you cared about each other. And they used it against you.”

A flame of anger ignited in my belly. I hadn’t let my emotions interfere with my work. Ever. I’d always distanced myself from business associates, even my love life. And it had worked out well, or so I thought.

All until now. Until I met that little scrawny cat in my backyard and everything changed.

If my aunt was right, and The Forsaken had used Dash to get to me, I was playing right into their hands. The realization hit me like a ton of bricks, each piece falling into place with sickening clarity.

I was more entangled in this twisted game than I had ever imagined.

As the pieces of the puzzle slid together in my mind, a chill spread down my back. My aunt’s words echoed in my head, her warning now a haunting truth that I couldn’t ignore.

Okay, so even if they’d played me, I still had a card to play.

“Even if what you say is true, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m still going to infiltrate their group and destroy them. All of them.”

“It does change everything,” argued my aunt. “It means they want your magic, Kat. And they’ll use it through you. They’ll make you do awful things… terrible things…”

I clenched my jaw. “I won’t let them.”

My aunt let out a laugh. “You won’t be able to stop them once you’re bound. You’ll be a puppet, forced to do their wicked deeds.”

I shuddered at the thought. The idea of accepting this evil and corruption was repulsive to me, but I knew I had no other choice.

I stared at my aunt as her words sank in. Fear and uncertainty welled, but a spark of defiance flickered to life within me. I refused to be a pawn in someone else’s twisted game. If The Forsaken thought they could manipulate me so easily, they had another think coming.

I let out a shudder, feeling bile rise in my throat at the thought of the horrors that awaited me.

“What will happen to Dash?” asked my aunt after a moment of silence.

I sighed. “A free man? I’ll ask him. He’s coming to pick me up.” I glanced at my phone. “Shit. It’s almost eleven. He’ll be here soon.”

My aunt shook her head. “This is a mistake.”

“This is how it’s going to be.” I said, my jaw set in a grim line, “I’ll face whatever comes my way. I won’t back down. I won’t give up.”

Aunt Luna gave me an appraising look, her eyes narrowing as she studied me. “You’re just as stubborn as I was at your age.” She snorted. “It’ll only get worse from here.”

I smiled. “I’m sure.”

The sound of the doorbell reached us.

“That’s Dash.” I straightened, my heart suddenly thrashing in my chest. “Wish me luck.”

“I do not,” I heard my aunt call out as I hurried to the door.

When I reached the front door, I grabbed the handle and pulled it open. “Dash—”

But Dash wasn’t standing on the threshold.

It was the same mage who had tried to kill me a few nights ago, right here on my aunt’s front lawn.

Well, this was unexpected.
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Iquickly pulled the door shut behind me so as not to worry my aunt. I had a feeling she was not putting up such a huge fight about all this because she thought Dash would be with me. Not this asshat.

“What the hell is this?” I demanded, not caring to hide the animosity in my voice. He looked the same as he did that night.

A dark cloak hung loosely around his shoulders. I could see his face clearly under the porch light—worn and rugged with sharp features. His long hair hung in dirty strands down to his shoulders, giving the impression he hadn’t washed it in a while. One of his eyes gave off an unnerving glint while the other was damaged and useless, marred by scars.

I glanced over his shoulder and spotted a dark SUV parked in the street in front of the house. Next to it stood two more of The Forsaken mages, their hands clasped before them.

“We’re here to escort you to the binding ceremony,” said my mage attacker.

“Sounds like a mating ceremony.” I looked back at the mage. “Where’s Dash?”

The mage just blinked.

“Where’s Dash?” I repeated louder this time. “He’s supposed to take me.” A thought occurred to me, and my throat tightened. “What did you do to him?” If Dash wasn’t here, it meant he couldn’t be here. Something was up.

The mage shook his head, but I could see a hint of a smile across his thin lips. “I don’t know anything about that.”

“Sure you don’t.” I felt my magic rise, itching for me to let it loose on this guy. “If you did something to him, you’ll live to regret it.”

At that, he gave me a full-on smile. “Highly doubtful.”

As always, my umbra magic responded to the threat with pulsing and throbbing energy as it wanted out. But if I did anything stupid, I would ruin my chances of joining this group. For my plan to work, I needed to be a member.

The mage seemed to sense my magic, and his smile turned cunning. “We’ve danced this dance before, you and I. Shall I repeat what I did to you?”

Yeah, I wanted to drop-kick that smug smile off his face. “This time, I’ll be ready for you… you… do you have a name, or shall I make one up?”

“You can call me Brother Matias.”

I matched his smile. “You’re not my brother.” Even my real brother wasn’t a brother.

Brother Matias pulled out a bundle of folded dark material from inside his cloak. “Put this on,” he tossed it at me.

I caught it and inspected it closer. I could feel some tiny tingles of energy etched into the material. It was spelled. “What is it?”

“Just put it over your head.”

My mouth fell open. “It’s a bag. You want me to put this bag over my head? I don’t think so.” I was already wired tightly thinking of the ceremony and what they would do to me, but with a bag over my head and not being able to see, well, that was a whole other mess.

“We’re not taking you if you don’t put it on. Rules are rules.”

Damn. I looked across the street. The last thing I needed was for Annette and the girls to see this. But most of the lights were off except for the flickering of what I suspected was the television coming from the living room through the closed drapes.

I swallowed hard. “Fine.” I took a deep breath. “If this smells like pee, you will regret it.”

I pulled the bag over my head and immediately felt a strange tightening around my head and neck. Even with my eyes open, there was only darkness.

Good thing I wasn’t afraid of the dark.

But I hated not being able to see.

As the magic of the bag enveloped me, I felt a surge of disorientation. The material of the bag seemed to mold itself around my face, almost as if it had a mind of its own, and I noticed a strong smell of sulfur. The tingling sensation intensified. For a moment, I thought I heard whispers echoing in the depths of the blackness, faint and muffled like distant echoes bouncing off unseen walls.

“Let’s go,” I heard Brother Matias say, and then I felt a strong hand tighten around my arm. He jerked me forward, and I stumbled, only his hold on me keeping me from falling on my face.

“Careful, asshole,” I growled, and he tightened his hold on me until it hurt. Yeah, he was enjoying this.

“Stairs,” was his only warning as my boot slipped on the first step, and then I stumbled all the way down. I hissed as I heard my knee pop followed by pain.

Brother Matias yanked me harder and manhandled me across what I could only assume was my aunt’s overgrown walkway to the waiting SUV.

The sound of a door opening reached me.

“Get in,” said Brother Matias, and then I felt a hand push down hard on my head. The next thing I knew, I was hauled, none too gently, into the SUV. I fell forward, and using my hands, I pulled myself up. I felt the cool leather under my palms. Expensive. Not like my Jeep’s torn and worn upholstery.

A hard body crashed into mine, knocking my shoulder, and I was shoved sideways over to the middle seat. I heard a car door shut, and then I could feel the weight of someone sitting down on my right side. On my left, I sensed another presence just before I was nudged and then felt the forceful impact of another car door shutting. I was sitting between two mages.

I was sandwiched in. “This is cozy.”

I’d never been blindfolded or blinded with a bag over my head, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like not being in control. I felt vulnerable. Weak. Like I wanted to jump out of my skin.

And I bet this was exactly how The Forsaken wanted me to feel—like they were now in control of me. That I couldn’t fight back. How could I if I couldn’t see?

All I had to do was rip off this damn bag.

But then my plan wouldn’t work.

The engine roared to life, the vibrations thrumming through the seats and into my bones.

As the vehicle lurched forward, I braced myself against the sudden movement, my injured knee protesting with a sharp twinge.

“How far is the ceremony?” I figured if I couldn’t see where we were going, I might as well get an informed answer so I could figure it out later. Was this The Forsaken headquarters? Or just one of their many facilities?

I was answered with silence. No surprise there. In my haste, I’d forgotten to grab my bag with my cell phone. I could have tracked it later, but I doubted they would have let me bring anything.

My thoughts went to Dash. If he knew these mages were coming to get me, he could have given me a heads-up. But he hadn’t called or showed up. Something had happened to Dash—something he wasn’t expecting since he said he was coming to take me.

I inhaled deeply through my nose and suddenly found it hard to breathe with that bag over my head.

My heart pounded as the SUV continued to speed along, the rhythmic hum of the engine creating a tense backdrop to my racing thoughts. I could sense the mages on either side of me, their presence suffocating in the confined space. The air grew heavy with unspoken tension, each passing second feeling like an eternity.

My anxiety increased, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I was doing the right thing. I was second-guessing my decision to take Dash’s place. Maybe I could have found a way to take down The Forsaken without joining them. Maybe I was looking at this all wrong and getting myself involved in something I would regret for the rest of my life.

Yeah, having a bag over my head was screwing with my mind.

“How long is the ritual?” I asked, trying to rid my head of my doubts. And when no one answered, I pressed, “Are you taking me there or somewhere else? Maybe you have something else in mind, and maybe this is a trap.” Come to think of it, it could be.

“It’s not a trap,” said the voice to my right, which I recognized as Brother Matias.

“I don’t know that.”

A sigh came from my right. “It’s not,” answered Brother Matias, the irritation high in his tone.

Good. This little trip would give me some intel on him at least. From what I could tell, he wasn’t a patient mage.

“Were you taken to the ritual with a bag over your head when you joined?”

Brother Matias remained silent for a moment. I could feel his hesitation, his internal debate on how much to reveal to me. Finally, he spoke, his voice low and guarded, “No, I wasn’t. But times have changed, and precautions must be taken. The Forsaken are more vigilant now than ever before.”

Ah. They didn’t trust me. I got it. I wouldn’t trust me either.

I furrowed my brow under the bag, trying to piece together the cryptic information he was giving me. The Forsaken were known for their secrecy and their ruthlessness in achieving their goals. Why did this binding ritual need such intense security measures?

The SUV suddenly made a sharp turn, jolting me sideways in the seat. Anxiety surged through me, my mind racing with thoughts of what awaited me at the end of this journey.

A cell phone ringing filled the silence.

Brother Matias’s shoulder brushed against mine as I felt him moving.

“Yeah,” said Brother Matias. “We got her.”

The her being me, obviously.

“Not yet,” continued Brother Matias. “We think we know where it is. Once that’s secured, we’ll only need the tablets for the spell to work… Yes. I understand. I’ll get it done.”

Spell? What spell? And what tablets was he talking about? If this was another take at raising some demon king or worse, I wanted to know about it so I could stop it. If they were looking for special tablets, I wanted to find them first.

The more information I got, the better, but the call ended, and I didn’t hear anything else.

After what felt like hours but was probably only a couple of minutes, the vehicle finally came to a stop. The engine cut off, and the door beside me opened, letting in a burst of fresh air.

Strong hands grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me out of the car. I stumbled, my injured knee buckling under my weight, but before I could hit the ground, the hands steadied me and guided me forward.

I could hear voices around me, muffled by the bag over my head. They sounded excited and eager like they were preparing for something big.

Me.

My heart pounded as they led me forward, the uncertainty of what lay ahead making my pulse race even faster. The hands guiding me were firm, urging me to move. My boots hit a solid surface, pavement or asphalt, echoing the hollow footsteps of the group surrounding me.

The hands directing me came to a stop, and I could sense a shift in the atmosphere. Whispers swirled around me. I strained to hear what they were saying, but it was as though the bag wouldn’t let me, like it knew what I was allowed to hear and what I wasn’t.

I heard a door creak open, and I was hauled through. My boots slapped on what I could only guess was a hard, slippery surface. We were inside a building. Where? My guess was somewhere in Moonfell, but that’s all I had.

The air inside was heavy with the scent of musty old books and something else, something metallic and sharp that made my skin prickle. My captors remained silent, their presence a looming shadow around me as they guided me through what felt like a labyrinth of corridors.

I couldn’t sense if we’d passed a magical ward or anything that would keep me from accessing my umbra magic. Or if that bag acted as a magical deterrent.

So I tested it.

I reached out to the shadows around me, not knowing if there were any since I couldn’t see.

As I channeled my energy, I felt a pulse and swirl in response. I reached out and grasped the shadows, feeling their cool wisps slip through my fingers like silky strands. Good. I still had access to my magic. If things went sideways, I could always shadow-jump my ass out of this mess.

Finally, we came to a stop. Someone roughly ripped the bag from my head, blinding me momentarily against the dim light filtering in through small, dusty windows high above. Blinking rapidly, I tried to adjust to my surroundings.

I found myself in a vast chamber filled with eerie symbols etched into the stone walls, glowing faintly with an otherworldly light. Looking around, I had a weird sense of déjà vu—that I knew this place and had been here before. But as I tried to recall where I was, I got nothing.

In the center of the room stood a circle of cloaked figures, their faces obscured by hoods. Maybe thirty or forty of them, all members of The Forsaken.

As someone pushed me forward, I noticed an altar at the heart of the circle, adorned with candles flickering ominously in the dimness. Dread coiled in the pit of my stomach as I realized the gravity of the situation I was in. Too late to turn back now.

A row of cloaked figures parted, and then I saw him.

Dash.

He stood, his bare chest glistening with sweat and blood, in the center of another circle drawn in crimson. Strange symbols and runes, painted onto his skin like dark tattoos, seemed to pulse and writhe as if imbued with some kind of power. The pain etched across his face at the sight of me nearly had me undone. His eyes, usually warm and inviting, were now clouded with turmoil and something darker.

Brother Matias thrust me forward into another identical blood circle next to Dash before moving away.

“Dash?” I ventured, staring into that lovely face.

The half-demon’s dark, piercing eyes met mine, and he just shook his head.

“It’s time,” said a voice that I recognized.

I turned to see Algar stepping forward. With his cowl over his head, I’d never even seen him in the sea of other cloaks. Shadows plagued his pale face, making the dark circles under his light eyes more severe. It was impossible to guess his age. But he was old, maybe even ancient. The no eyebrows thing was still creepy as hell, though.

Algar’s thin lips stretched into a sinister grin. “Welcome, Katrina Lawless,” he said. “To the first day of your life.”

Yeah, not creepy at all.


9




Algar moved closer, his gaze piercing through me like a blade. “You have been chosen, Katrina Lawless,” he intoned, his voice carrying a strange mixture of reverence and malice. “Chosen to fulfill a destiny that has been written in the stars since the dawn of time.”

“I doubt that,” I deadpanned, trying to steal a glimpse at Dash, but he was staring at the ground, his face furrowed.

Algar’s chilling laughter echoed through the chamber, shattering the silence. “Yes. There’s that fire I like so much. That delicious defiance.”

Eww.

“You will make a valuable member of our ministry.”

I doubt that, too.

I glanced around. The other forty—let’s say forty—members were all silent, their faces hidden under their cowls, but I could feel their excitement. It made me ill.

“Brothers and sisters…” Algar’s voice rose. “We are witnessing the end of a member and the rise of a new one. The cambion has served us well. But tonight, we are getting something better.” His pale eyes fixed on me. “Welcome, each and every one of you, to the dawning of a new age—one where our power will grow exponentially, and our influence will reverberate far beyond these hallowed walls.”

I looked around at the distant crowd of shadowy figures, their hoods concealing their faces and identities. It almost felt as though they didn’t want me to know who they were—yet. Or maybe I’d never know.

I wondered what in the world I was getting myself into. For someone like me, who preferred solving murders or finding missing kids, I had never been more out of my depth. Yet here I was, being initiated into a secret coven, one responsible for many deaths. It was, in my book, the true meaning of evil.

But I had a plan. And this was part of it. I had to see it through.

“Tonight, after so many years of searching, we finally have within our grasp a rare breed. Much rarer than our cambion.”

“Really?” I asked. “What’s that?” It bothered me that Algar seemed to think he knew more about me than I did. And by the widening of his smile, I was guessing he knew it, too.

“After tonight, your life will never be the same,” said Algar.

“Yeah, I got that part.”

A member stepped forward. He was short, stocky, and below the rim of his cowl, I could just make out some red hair. “We should just kill her and take her power. The cambion has served us well. Why waste it? Why are we throwing it away now? This is wrong.”

I looked at Dash, not appreciating the way that mage referred to him as an it. But again, he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“I say we kill her. Kill her now,” said the same member.

Okay, now he was just being annoying.

I pulled on my shadows, letting them coil around my wrists like living bracelets. “Try anything, buddy, and you’ll never see the outside of this place.”

“Calm down, Brother Owen,” said Algar. He put a hand on the other mage. “This was written in the stars.”

The mage’s face darkened under his hood, his mouth grimacing. “It took over a century to tame the cambion. Are you saying it was all for nothing?”

“Not nothing.” Algar looked at me. “He’s brought us this gift.”

Oh, shit. Looked like my aunt had been right.

As if to punctuate the growing turmoil, Dash let out an unearthly growl. His eyes shifted from their dark brown to a fiery shade of gold, the darkness within him welling up to the surface. He was a cambion, a creature born of a human and a demon, and from what I’d researched, his power was a wild, brutal force.

But I knew he couldn’t do anything. Just like that night behind his barn, Dash was enslaved.

And I was about to be the same.

Wonderful.

The one called Brother Owen turned his attention to me. “I don’t trust the bitch.”

“Right back at you, dick,” I said. Something about that five-letter word set me on edge.

The other members shifted and murmured under their hoods. I could feel their eyes on me, assessing and calculating. I thought about grabbing Dash and just shadow-jumping our asses out of here.

But Dash was bonded to this group. They would find him, and I’d have ruined my brilliant plan, which didn’t sound so brilliant at the moment.

Algar’s smile faltered for a moment before he regained his composure. “We do not wish to waste the cambion’s power, but we must also consider the potential of our newest member.”

“And what potential is that?” asked Brother Owen, his voice dripping with disdain.

“Power,” said Algar. “Pure and untamed power that has been hidden for centuries, waiting for its rightful owner.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And you think that’s me?” Yikes.

Algar nodded confidently. “We have been searching for someone like you for a very long time.” He paused and looked around at his coven. “With your powers combined with ours, we will be unstoppable.”

I couldn’t help but feel my stomach churn at the thought of becoming part of this group of twisted individuals. But I knew I had to play along if I wanted to find out more about what they were planning.

“So what do you want from me?” I asked cautiously.

“We want you to embrace your true nature,” said Algar. “To tap into your full potential, embrace the dark magic that flows through your veins, and join us in our quest for ultimate dominance above all.”

I glanced at Dash again, wondering what he was thinking about all of this. Did he really believe in their cause, or was he just going along with it because he had nowhere else to go?

“And if I refuse?” I asked.

Algar’s smile turned into a sneer. “You cannot refuse. You have willingly exchanged your service for the cambion. Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

I knew he was just playing with me. There was no turning back. I knew it the moment those words had left my mouth that night, “I’ll take his place.”

My heart skipped a beat at his words, but I didn’t let my fear show on my face. Instead, I focused on my anger and frustration. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. This was not the future I had envisioned for myself. I had always thought my powers were a miracle, having not manifested until my late teens. But now, these strangers were talking about embracing them, using them for their own twisted purposes.

“So what exactly is your plan?” I asked, stalling for time.

Algar leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with excitement. “Our coven has been searching for ways to increase our power and control over the supernatural world,” he answered, surprising me. “We have discovered ancient texts that speak of a ritual that can awaken and amplify the powers of a chosen one.”

“And you think that’s me?” I asked incredulously.

“Yes,” said Algar confidently. “We believe you are the one foretold in these texts.”

I looked at Dash again, hoping for some sort of support or guidance from him. But his face remained unreadable behind his mask.

“And what does this ritual entail?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

“It is a complex and dangerous process,” said Algar. “But with your powers already strong and untamed, we believe you are more than capable of surviving it.”

Surviving it? That didn’t exactly inspire confidence in me. But before I could voice my concerns, Brother Owen spoke up.

“What about the cambion?” he demanded coldly. “We cannot allow him to remain free while we undertake this ritual.”

“I’ll take him,” said a clear female voice.

It was my time to growl.

The slender figure stepped from the wall of hooded members. She lowered her cowl, revealing luscious blonde hair that framed a pretty face. Her eyes locked on Dash, and I didn’t like the look that crossed her features—carnal and possessive. She was looking at him like he was the prize she’d been waiting for, had been promised.

Dash was staring at her like he wanted to rip out her throat. There was history here. I could sense it.

“All in good time, Sister Wynona,” answered Algar, and he turned to look at Dash. “But for now, we must find a way to control him after the ritual is complete. A few… curses should do the trick.”

“Like hell, you will,” I said firmly, pulling on my shadows. There were plenty of shadows in this hell hole. It was perfect. “That wasn’t part of the deal. Me for him. And he goes free, or the deal is off.”

Brother Owen laughed mockingly. “And what do you think you can do to stop us, little woman?”

I shrugged. “Castration keeps popping into my head.”

The mage’s face twisted in rage. “You’re going to regret that.”

“I’m sure I will.”

The air in the room seemed to grow colder, and I could feel Dash’s anger simmering just beneath the surface. He clenched his fists, the muscles in his jaw working as he fought to stay calm.

“No curses,” I hissed, my voice trembling with anger.

Algar shrugged indifferently. “Fine. If the cambion behaves, there’ll be no reason for any curses. But if he steps out of line…” He looked at Dash. “You know what will happen. Don’t you?”

“I do,” said Dash, speaking for the first time since my arrival. “And I won’t.”

“Good.” Algar rubbed his hands together. “Then let us begin.” Algar’s smirk widened, his eyes glinting with malicious glee. The other mages exchanged knowing glances, the excitement practically radiating off them.

I glanced over to the mage called Wynona. She wasn’t smiling.

Without a word, Algar produced a wicked-looking dagger from the folds of his robe, its blade glinting in the dim light of the chamber. He stepped closer to me until I could smell his poignant breath. He reached out and grabbed a fistful of my shirt.

“Hey!” I cried, taken aback.

Before I knew what he was doing, he cut and sliced off my shirt until I stood there in that circle in my bra and jeans. I wasn’t a prude or anything, but it was awkward as hell.

A member stepped forward, holding a ceramic bowl, and gave it to Algar. The leader dipped the fingers of his free hand into the mixture and began to smear in over my skin.

I gagged at the smell, a mixture of rot and something close to manure.

As he dipped each finger into the repugnant concoction, I could feel the chill of the chamber seeping further into my bones. The mage’s eyes, once filled with excitement, now glazed over as if they were seeing an entirely different vision. I, on the other hand, felt the magnitude of their collective suspicion pressing down on me, each finger coated with the mysterious paste, branding me with their collective mistrust.

After smearing the last of the nasty mixture, Algar gave the bowl back to the waiting mage and moved over to Dash.

“Give me your hand,” he commanded.

I watched as Dash did as he was told.

And with the dagger, Algar sliced Dash’s palm, causing blood to pool to the surface. The half-demon didn’t even blink or flinch.

Next, the mage stepped toward me. “Your hand.”

I thought about giving him the finger, but I reluctantly gave him my right hand.

I hissed as he carved the soft skin of my palm. I wasn’t as resistant to pain as Dash was, but I knew this cut would heal in no time with barely a scar.

Algar grabbed my bloodied hand and Dash’s, joining them.

As he squeezed our hands together, the blood from our palms mingled and dripped on the floor, leaving a dark, sticky stain. I watched, horrified, as the blood seemed to come alive, seeping through the cracks in the floor and the walls of the chamber, binding us together in a grotesque, unseen ritual.

“I’m sorry,” came Dash’s voice. “You should have never gotten involved.”

“Too late for that,” I said, my heart thrashing.

With a sinister smirk, Algar raised his arms, and a slowly building crescendo of whispers began to fill the room. An eerie light smoldered in the corners of the chamber. I could see the shadows dancing on the stone walls as though alive.

“By blood we bind, by darkness we find,” chanted the mage, his voice growing louder and more urgent.

Algar made a swift, sweeping motion with his arms, blood from our palms still dripping onto the cold stone floor.

Then the mage stepped back, his eyes locked on our joined hands, and began to chant in a language I couldn’t understand. Dark. Malevolent. Evil. The other mages started chanting in unison, their voices rising and falling in an eerie cadence. The syllables echoed through the chamber, building a sense of unease that clawed at my chest.

I tried to focus on the words, but my mind was racing with questions about what was happening. I found myself unable to tear my gaze away from the mage, his eyes blazing with a malevolent power that seemed to seep into every corner of the chamber.

As the chanting reached a crescendo, the chamber was suddenly engulfed in a vibrant radiance, blinding me momentarily. When my vision cleared, I saw that the blood from our joined hands had formed a glowing symbol on the floor, pulsing with otherworldly energy.

Suddenly, I was hit by some unseen force, both cold and hot, tearing inside me. A scream escaped my lips as I jerked, nearly falling backward as Dash’s strong arms held me up. I blinked, my head spinning and my heart pounding in my chest.

Algar’s gaze fixed on me as he continued his chant. The other mages joined in, their voices now a cacophony of dark power. The symbol on the floor began to glow brighter and pulsate with an otherworldly energy. I felt the heat radiating from the glowing symbol on the floor, and a sense of dread washed over me. This ritual was not for any good purpose. It was fueled by darkness and malice.

Algar’s voice rang out above the others, “Our blood ties us together, and our connection to the shadows has been revealed. The cambion’s pact is now broken, replaced by another.”

With those final words, a bolt of lightning shot forth from his fingertips and struck the symbol on the floor, causing it to flare up with an intense brightness before fading away.

I felt a rush of energy flow through me as though something had been unlocked within me. But along with it came a deep sense of dread and foreboding.

As the chamber fell into a tense silence, I slowly released Dash’s hand and stepped back, my mind racing with uncertainty and fear. What the hell did I just do? And why did I feel like I was about to throw up? Was I different now? I had no idea. I was too wired. My mind was too overwhelmed to make sense of it all.

The mage, Algar, turned to me with a dark smirk on his face. “Welcome to the fold,” he said, looking at us with an unsettling mix of admiration and malice. “You are now bound to The Forsaken and to our cause, Katrina Lawless.”

I stared at my palm. It wasn’t bleeding as much anymore. Surprisingly, this ritual wasn’t as bad as I thought. I’d expected worse. Much worse.

And with a flick of my wrist, I still had full control of my powers. Clearly, Algar and his minions had underestimated me and my magic. I smiled inwardly. Joke’s on them. Taking this group down would be a lot easier than I thought.

Still, I didn’t like Algar’s smile. And when the color faded from Dash’s face, I started to get scared.

“What?” I whispered over to Dash. “What is it?”

“I’m so, so sorry,” he croaked out.

“I know. You’ve already said that,” I replied, not realizing the true meaning behind his words.

Before I could react, something cold was wrapped around my neck.

“Hey!” I spun around, seeing Algar sneering behind me.

I reached up, my fingers touching something solid like metal. It was thick, maybe two inches, and wrapped around my neck like a choker, pulsing with magic. I slipped my fingers around it, trying to yank it off, but the metal was too strong.

“What the hell is this? Take it off.” My voice came out harsh and panicked.

Algar chuckled darkly. “You didn’t think we’d allow you to use your special magic on us. Now, did you?”

Shit. I reached out to my shadows, my umbra magic, but it was like hitting a brick wall. It felt like I was a kid again, and no matter how hard I tried to conjure magic, I couldn’t.

My heart pounded as I realized the gravity of the situation. They had put a magical inhibitor on me to prevent me from using my powers against them. Bastards.

“You will not be able to use your powers on any member while you’re wearing that collar,” said Algar.

“Fuck you,” I spat. “This wasn’t the deal.”

Not sure why I was surprised. This was just the sort of thing I should have known they’d do. Crap. My aunt was going to be pissed.

And what did that mean for my brilliant plan?

The next thing I knew, a bag fell over my head, and everything went black.
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Something cold and rough pressed against my cheek. And a cool breeze rolled over my face. The air carried a crisp, outdoor scent, almost like a mix of pine and rain. It was a welcome relief from the stuffy, damp smell of the damn bag that had been placed over my head…

Bag over my head!

I jerked awake and sat up. Glancing around, I only took a few seconds to get my bearings. I was sitting on my aunt’s front porch. I was home. My body shook involuntarily at the cold air brushing against my skin. I was only my bra and jeans.

And I had no idea how or when I got here.

A throbbing pain came from my hip. Someone from The Forsaken group probably tossed me like an old rag on the porch sometime during the night. They didn’t even bother to give me anything to cover myself. It was the end of October, and it was freezing. At least they’d removed the bag over my head.

The events of last night came crashing down on me. The trip with the bag over my head. Dash. The ritual. The collar.

As Algar’s words echoed in my mind, I reached up to my neck. Sure enough, my fingers felt the cold, hard surface of the dull metal collar meant to protect the other members from my magic.

The sky was streaked with pinks and oranges, and I could make out the rising sun over to the east of Moonfell. At the break of dawn, when my powers were at their weakest, I summoned what little energy I had left and felt a faint tingle in response.

Not much but good enough to tell me I could still use my umbra magic—just not against any member of The Forsaken.

I’d underestimated those sons of bitches.

But they didn’t know me or how stubborn I was. Like hell was I going to keep this collar. I would find a way to remove it.

For that, I needed my aunt.

I stood up and stretched, happy to see that my knee was better. Like I said, I healed fast. I flipped my palm over to where Algar had cut it. A tiny white line remained across the soft flesh, but I could barely see it. I wondered what Dash’s looked like.

Dash.

I went to grab my phone, only to remember it was inside with my messenger bag.

Moving over to the door and finding it unlocked, I pushed in and closed it behind me softly. I didn’t want to wake up my aunt.

But as soon as the scent of lovely coffee hit me, I knew she was awake.

I found my bag next to the entrance, pulled out my phone, and dialed Dash’s number. After it went to voicemail, I quickly texted him.

Me: You okay? Call me.

My gut tightened at the thought of what The Forsaken might have done to Dash. They’d talked of curses to keep him in line. And even though Algar promised they wouldn’t curse Dash, I didn’t believe him. These people were liars. They would do whatever they wanted if they felt their group was threatened in any way. And right now, that was Dash. He knew their secrets, or at least some of them. The fact was, he was a liability. I needed to find him.

The sound of something hard hitting the floor pulled my attention up.

“Why are you in only a bra?” cried Aunt Luna, hunched over her cane in the hallway across from me. Her zebra print nightie stopped just above her knees, showing off her purple plush slippers. “I’ve been going out of my mind with worry.”

“Long story.” I pocketed my phone, grabbed the gray cardigan from the coat hanger at the entrance, pulled it on, and continued forward.

Her eyes narrowed on my neck. “What in Satan’s balls is around your neck?”

“We need to talk.” I moved past her and her frown, making a beeline for the coffee machine. I grabbed a mug, filled it with delicious coffee, and took a sip before turning around—

“Ah!”

My aunt stood before me. She reached out and touched my collar. Her eyes widened as she snatched her hand back like it had bitten her.

“Cauldron be damned,” she said as anger crossed her features.

I ran a finger over the collar. “You know what it is?”

My aunt nodded. “That’s a rusane. A powerful magical repellent. It’s used on familiars and such creatures when they’re too wild to tame. I’ve even seen it used on a demon once. But I’ve never seen one used on a witch before. That’s a sacrilege. Not to mention illegal.”

“Wonderful. Guess there had to be a first.” I took a large gulp of coffee and winced as it burned my throat.

“The Forsaken put that on you? But why?”

“To keep me from using my magic on them.”

“Dash didn’t have one.” My aunt turned around and looked toward the front door as though she was expecting Dash to waltz in.

“No, he didn’t. Guess they think me more of a threat. And they should.”

My aunt’s head whipped back around. “This isn’t funny, Kat.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“Where is Dash? Isn’t he with you? I thought the two of you left together.”

“About that.” I lowered my cup. “It wasn’t Dash at the door last night. It was two members, here to take me to the ritual.”

My aunt glared at me. “Why didn’t you tell me. You made me think you were okay.”

“I didn’t want you to worry. Besides, they were taking me to the same place. It didn’t matter how I got there.”

“And where is this place?”

I shrugged. “No idea. I had a bag over my head.”

At that, my aunt wavered on the spot, and for a second, I thought she might collapse.

She pointed her cane at me. “You’ve got some explaining to do, missy.”

I nodded. “You better sit down.”

“It’s one of those, eh?”

“It is.”

Once she was seated at the kitchen table, I grabbed a chair, turned it around to face her, and sat.

“They took me to a place here in Moonfell. I’m sure of it,” I began and gave her a retelling of the entire trip, what I’d heard in the ride over, and then, finally, the ritual.

When I was done, I leaned back and watched my aunt’s face, searching for a glimpse of what she was thinking, but all I got was her signature frown.

Her eyes narrowed. “Do you feel any different?”

I thought about it. “Not really—”

“Do you feel the need to kill? Any murderous thoughts?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

I sighed. “I think I know my own mind.”

“Mhmm.”

“So?” I ventured. “How do I get this collar off?”

“You don’t.”

My mouth fell open as a wave of anxiety slammed into me. “But you just said they’re used on familiars. If that’s the case, I’m sure they can be removed. Right? Aunt Luna?”

My aunt’s eyes shone with grief. “That’s just it. Rusanes are not meant to come off. They’re permanent. Like permanent eyebrows.”

The coffee in my belly churned. “Hang on. Are you saying you can’t remove it? Even with a spell?” I was doing my damnedest to stay calm, but my stomach was having a dance-a-thon with my innards. It had never occurred to me that I might not be able to remove the collar. That I might be stuck with it… forever.

Aunt Luna’s eyes softened, a rare vulnerability peeking through her tough exterior. “Even with a spell, dear, the rusane is bound to you. It’s a dark magic that locks on to your very essence. Removing it could mean... risking everything. It’ll kill you.” She paused, her gaze lingering on the collar around my neck.

I shook my head, refusing to believe it. “But surely there must be something we can do.” The weight of the collar was suddenly heavy against my skin. Heat rushed to my face from my neck, and I felt like I couldn’t get enough air, as though the collar was choking me.

Her features hardened once more as she leaned forward. “Calm down before you give yourself a stroke.”

I gritted my teeth and pulled on the damn collar. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one with this fucking thing around your neck.”

“Language. This is still my house.”

“I had no idea they would do this,” I said, feeling stupid that I hadn’t anticipated this from them.

My aunt shook her head. “This would have never happened if you hadn’t agreed to join that evil cult.”

I let my hands fall on my lap. “I’m really not in the mood for this. You know why I did it. And I’m not going to talk about it again. What’s done is done.” I reached up and pulled on the metal again. “I. Want. This. Off! How the hell am I supposed to defeat these pricks if I can’t even use my magic on them?”

Damn. I hadn’t thought this through. If my aunt couldn’t figure out a way to remove this collar, I was screwed.

Aunt Luna’s jaw tightened. “I told you. It’s not that simple. This isn’t something we can just reverse with a wave of a wand or a few spells thrown at it.”

“Well, then, what do you suggest I do? I won’t live with this thing around my neck like a chained animal. I won’t,” I snapped, the frustration building up inside me. I felt bad lashing out at her, but she wasn’t exactly making this any easier.

“I might have a friend who can help,” Aunt Luna said, her tone serious. “I’m not saying she’ll be able to remove it, but she knows more about rusanes than anyone else I know. Well, anyone who’s still alive.”

I felt some tension release around my neck. “And you’re sure she can help.”

“Sure? No. But she’s all we’ve got.”

“Okay.” I sighed.

Aunt Luna’s expression softened. “I’ll give her a call. If anyone can help with the rusane, it’ll be her.”

I swallowed hard, feeling like the rusane was a prison around my neck, trapping me and preventing me from doing what I needed to do.

I couldn’t argue with her logic, but it didn’t stop the anger from bubbling inside me. How could I defeat these cult members when I couldn’t even use my full powers?

“Let’s say we do manage to get it off,” said my aunt. “Won’t your new friends notice?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “They’re not my friends.”

She shrugged. “They gave you jewelry. Friends give jewelry.”

“You’re enjoying this. Aren’t you?”

My aunt sighed. “I’m not. But if you take that off, how will your plan of infiltrating their group work. They’ll notice if you’re not wearing their gift.”

She had a point. “I can make a duplicate. A copy. Make it look like the same rusane, but it’ll be just a regular necklace.”

My aunt pursed her lips. “That could work. Yes. Good idea.”

“I get those sometimes.”

“What about Dash? Where is he?” asked my aunt, her worry for the half-demon obvious. She cared about him. So did I.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’ve called, but he didn’t answer. I’ll give him a few more minutes, and I’ll call him again. If I don’t hear back in an hour, I’ll head over to his place.”

A grunt of disproval came from my aunt’s throat. “It’s not over for him.”

“What?” I threw back the last of my coffee.

“If you think The Forsaken will leave Dash alone after years of service, you’re a fool.”

I let out a long breath. “I don’t. I know it’s not that simple. And I know you don’t really ever leave that group.” Only by death, it seemed.

“So, what now?” asked my aunt.

I tapped my empty mug with my fingertips. “Now I start taking them down.”

My aunt chuckled. “And how are you going to do that?”

“What do you know about magical tablets? I’m guessing they have to be powerful, possibly dangerous. I heard them talking about some tablets on the way to the ritual. They want them to complete some spell. Coming from them, it’s going to be something evil, and lives will be lost—”

My aunt’s cane fell to the ground with a loud clunk.

“No… it can’t be…”

I leaned forward and picked up her cane. “No? Do you know what tablets they were talking about?” I handed her cane back to her. From her fearful expression I had a feeling she knew exactly what tablets.

My aunt’s hands trembled as she gripped the cane tightly, her crooked fingers turning white. She took a deep breath, her eyes locking with mine. “The tablets,” she began, “are ancient artifacts of immense power. The kind of power mortals should never wield. If I’m right, these were created by the first coven, a group of sorcerers who sought to control the very fabric of reality itself.”

“That doesn’t sound creepy at all.” I leaned in closer, my heart pounding in my chest. “And The Forsaken want to use them for their spell?”

My aunt nodded gravely. “If they get their hands on those tablets, the consequences could be catastrophic. They could unleash forces beyond anyone’s control, plunging not just our town but the entire world into chaos.”

I swallowed hard, trying to wrap my head around the magnitude of what she was saying. “I have to stop them from getting those tablets.”

“Yes,” she agreed with a firm nod. “But it won’t be easy. The tablets are protected by powerful enchantments, curses, hidden in a place only known to a select few. You can’t just waltz in and take them.”

My mind raced, trying to think of a plan. “Do you know who has access to the tablets? Maybe we can reason with them, convince them not to hand them over to The Forsaken.”

My aunt’s expression darkened. “I’m sorry, but I don’t. Like I said, very few people know of their existence, their whereabouts even less.”

“So they can be anywhere.”

“That’s right,” answered my aunt.

“I’ll just have to find them first.” Looked like I was going to have to be besties with that horrible group sooner than I thought.

“And how do you suppose you’ll do that?”

I grinned. “I’ll make The Forsaken tell me where they are.”

My aunt’s eyes widened in alarm. “And you think they’re just going to tell you?”

“No. I’m pretty sure they won’t. I’ll just have to make them tell me without knowing they told me.”

My aunt stared at me like I’d just told her that her outfit made her look old. “You’re an odd one.”

I smiled. “I’ve been called worse. Listen, stopping whatever evil spell they’ve got cooking is the first step in the right direction. It’ll give me time to think of a way to destroy these evil bastards.”

My aunt pointed a finger at my neck. “Before you can do anything, we need to take care of that rusane. Because if you can’t get it off, your plans will be pointless.”

“I get that.” My mind raced, trying to piece together a plan that seemed nearly impossible. The rusane pulsed faintly on my skin, a shackle binding me to a fate I couldn’t escape.

Suddenly, a loud knock echoed through the kitchen, breaking the tense silence.

I leaped to my feet. “Dash.”

“Bring him inside for a cup of coffee,” my aunt yelled after me as I bolted toward the front door.

I pulled open the door. “Annette? You’re up early.” With her hair sticking out loosely from a half ponytail and in her pajamas, it looked like she just jumped out of bed and ran over.

“I know. I’m sorry,” said the witch, speaking fast. “But I had to come over as soon as I heard.”

“Heard what?”

Annette took a breath and said, “Dash was just arrested.”
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“I’m going to kill Blake,” I growled, my hands tightening against the steering wheel of my Jeep as I imagined it to be the sheriff’s neck. “Why did he do that?” I had a feeling I knew the answer, but I wanted Annette to confirm it.

Annette pulled her elastic out of her hair, and then gathered her light brown locks into a messy ponytail on top of her head. “I’m not exactly sure, but I kept hearing Liam talk about The Forsaken. I think Blake believes Dash is one of them.”

“He’s not,” I said, which was true. Dash was no longer a member, but it looked like Blake didn’t get the memo.

With everything that was going on, I didn’t need the sheriff of Moonfell County getting in the way. I needed Dash. Not only because he was an ex-member but because I had feelings for him, damnit. I hadn’t felt this way about anyone in, well, forever. I didn’t know if it was because we were a lot alike or if I was just hormonal—or because the sex had been earth-shatteringly amazing—but I cared for the half-demon. I wasn’t about to let him rot in some cell because Blake had a hunch.

From the front passenger seat, Annette turned to look at me. “Are you sure? I mean, you don’t really know him.”

“I do know him,” I snapped at her, not really caring that I might hurt her feelings. This wasn’t about her or me. It was about Dash and getting him out of there before Blake discovered anything. Before he discovered the truth about Dash.

The witch sighed next to me. “Well, I just hope Blake isn’t being stupid and arresting Dash because he’s jealous. You do realize he’s in love with you.”

I flinched. “What? You can’t be serious.” This was the last thing I needed right now.

“Maybe not in love, in love. But he’s totally infatuated with you. He’s an idiot. Everyone can see you’re not interested, everyone except for him.” Annette ran her hands through her ponytail. “Poor Tilly. She has it bad for Blake. She’s been wanting to jump the sheriff’s bones for years. But it’s like he doesn’t see her, see her, you know?”

I’d seen that first hand when Annette had invited me to dinner. Blake was being flirty and stupid, which Tilly had taken offense to. But in my defense, I’d never enticed him or encouraged him to act on his feelings—whatever they might be. I had seen the way Tilly looked at Blake, seen how much she cared for him, and I didn’t want to get in her way.

Besides, the only emotion I was feeling right now for the sheriff was the need to strangle him.

“He is an idiot. And you really think he arrested Dash because he’s…” I couldn’t say those words. I was just too angry with him.

“Has the hots for you?” finished Annette. “I’ve known Blake a long time. I’ve never seen him react the way he does when you’re around. So, maybe? Or it was the motive behind his actions. He’s different when you’re involved.”

“He’s an ass.” The way he’d gone into my Jeep and taken that bag of money Orik had lent me and then demanded I tell where I’d gotten it still set me on edge. I would not forget that.

“But Blake wouldn’t arrest anyone if he didn’t have proof.”

I slowed my Jeep at the next stop sign. “Well, he did. Dash is innocent. Blake has no proof.” Yeah, I was lying out my ass, and the fact was I had no idea if Blake had somehow managed to get proof of Dash’s involvement with The Forsaken. But I didn’t want to or have to explain to Annette the ties Dash had to The Forsaken because it would lead to me, and I couldn’t afford any screw-ups. Not until I removed The Forsaken for good.

Without Dash’s help, Emma, her eldest daughter, would have been killed as a sacrifice. Annette, Tilly, Cristina and Blake had been there when I’d gotten Dash’s text, giving me the location of the ritual. She knew, as did Blake, that I had help. That someone had given me that location. Blake was right. It had been Dash. And I was pretty sure Annette had her own suspicions, but I knew she wouldn’t give him up even if she had proof because he’d saved her daughter.

And this was her way to say thank you, to pay back the only way she could.

So, maybe she knew it was Dash. Maybe she’d known this whole time…

Annette raised an eyebrow, her blue eyes sharp with suspicion. “You know something. Don’t you? Something you’re not telling me. It’s written all over your face. You can trust me. I won’t tell.”

I pressed on the gas, and the Jeep lurched forward. “I don’t know more than what you just told me.” Another lie.

“You do,” said the witch, unfazed. “I can sense when something’s off, and right now, you’re radiating secrets like a lighthouse beacon on a stormy night. What does Dash have to do with The Forsaken?”

“Nothing. He doesn’t have anything to do with them.” Not anymore. So, that technically wasn’t a lie.

I liked Annette more than any neighbor I’d ever had. But I wasn’t ready or willing to let her in on my plans. She could pester me all she wanted, but I wouldn’t tell her.

“Fine. Don’t tell me. What’s with the choker? Is that a gift from Dash?”

Shit. I’d totally forgotten about the rusane. It’s not like I could hide it either. Maybe I should have borrowed one of my aunt’s scarves?

Annette leaned forward for a better look. “I didn’t take you for someone who likes jewelry. You don’t even wear earrings or rings. It’s kinda of… rough but simple. Like you.”

I gave a nervous laugh. “I’m rough and simple?” The fact that she didn’t recognize it helped my tension drop a little. If Annette—a skilled White witch—didn’t know what a rusane was, maybe I’d get lucky, and no one would know I was tethered to The Forsaken. Because that would be bad. And I would end up in that cell instead of Dash.

“So, what’s the plan?” asked Annette.

I took the next left. “I’m going to go in there and demand that he release Dash.” It sounded ridiculous, and I knew it wouldn’t be easy. But I wasn’t about to let Blake take Dash away from me. Not when we were just starting something—whatever that was. I wanted to see it through.

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“It better work.”

As I pulled up to the sheriff’s office, my mind raced with the possibilities. Annette’s words echoed in my head, her warning about Blake’s feelings for me adding another layer of complication to an already tangled web of secrets and lies.

I parked next to a dark sedan, surprised at how packed the parking lot was at this hour. I killed the engine, and both Annette and I got out.

“Oh, no. What is she doing here?” asked Annette.

I followed her gaze.

Marita leaned against one of the parked cars, a cigarette hanging from her full lips. She caught me staring, smiled, and gave me a finger wave.

I returned the favor and gave her my “middle finger” wave.

The Merlin investigator’s face wrinkled in anger.

Annette snorted. “You really do know how to piss people off.”

“One of my many talents.” What could I say? She caught me on a bad day. I wasn’t in the mood to entertain Marita. I didn’t know how she found out about Dash’s arrest, but I knew she was here because of it.

I hurried past Annette, climbed the steps to the building’s front doors, and pulled them open.

The scent of coffee was the first thing that hit me. Then the scent of male perspiration mixed in with aftershave.

The hallway was teeming with paranormals, mostly male, and if I had to guess by the thick muscles hidden under their jeans and shirts, they were werewolves and shifters. It looked like Blake had called in reinforcements.

All for Dash.

Their heads turned as I approached with Annette behind me. The air inside was heavy with tension, and I could feel their suspicions as I walked past them. Their expressions were hard, threatening, and if they thought that scared me, they were dumber than all those muscles combined.

Glancing around, I couldn’t see that nice receptionist I’d met the last time I was here. Maybe it was too early for her.

Steeling myself, I headed toward the end of the hallway where I knew Blake’s office was. When I reached it, the door was open. That was a good thing because I was ready to kick it down.

Dash stood across from Blake’s desk, two male paranormals between them. His hands hung before him and handcuffs bound his wrists. Our eyes met, and a tiny smile spread across those fine lips that had warmth pooling in my middle. What was that about?

Blake looked up as I entered, his expression unreadable. “Why am I not surprised.”

I faced him squarely. “You need to release Dash. He’s innocent, and you know it.”

Blake’s eyes moved to something behind me. “Annette. Is this your doing?”

Annette moved to stand next to me. “She had the right to know.”

“No, she doesn’t,” snapped Blake. “She has no authority in my county.” He leaned back and looked at me. “Word on the street is your reputation’s been blowing up lately. That’s what happens when you get involved with the wrong sort of people.”

That explained what Marita was doing here. “The Merlin Group have their own agendas. That has nothing to do with Dash.”

Blake scoffed. “It does when your reputation is on the line.”

The two bigfoots guarding Dash started laughing.

Heat rushed to my face, and I jammed my hand in my pocket, feeling the hard, cold surface of my antique lighter. Now was not the time to burn down Blake’s office, but it was hard not to think about it.

I reeled in my anger. “You can’t just go arresting people because you don’t like them.” I wanted to say because you have the hots for me, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t go so well. “It’s very unprofessional. Very un-sheriff like.”

Blake shook his head. “Here you go again, letting your mouth go off when you don’t know shit.”

I looked over to Dash. With that smile, he didn’t look like someone about to be put in a cell. In fact, he looked like he was enjoying himself.

Damn.

I pulled my hand out from my pocket and crossed my arms over my chest. “Then how about you tell me. Because the way I see it, you’ve arrested someone without proof.” In our paranormal communities, when you were arrested for a crime, you were brought before a council, who would serve as judge, jury, and potentially executioner, depending on the evidence presented. And it wasn’t always a good thing.

Blake laughed again. “This is my county, Kate. I’m the sheriff here and we do things my way. When I say your boyfriend’s life is over, I mean it’s over.”

Okay, now I was pissed. “And what is he being accused of? Jaywalking? I think some of that sheriff power is going to your head. You need to take a moment and think about what you’re doing.”

The sheriff’s face darkened, and I saw a flash of fury fill his eyes. “He’s your source. The one you’ve been keeping from me. He’s with that Forsaken group.”

This again. I kept my face blank. “He’s not.”

Blake flashed a smile that chilled me. “And now you’re lying to my face.”

Yup. That was true. “I don’t know what you think you have, but without proof, you can’t do anything.” Blake had gone too far. I knew what Annette had said about his feelings for me, but this felt different.

It was as though the Gray Council was coming down hard on him, and they wanted someone to be blamed for the recent deaths. And it looked like Blake was going to nail them on Dash.

Yes. He was correct about the connection between Dash and The Forsaken. But Dash hadn’t killed anyone. Well, not that I knew of.

My gaze darted over to Dash, expecting him to say something, but the handsome half-demon just stood there, enjoying the display, like he was watching some reality TV show.

Blake leaned forward and interlaced his fingers on his desk. “You know, I’m really disappointed in you, Katrina.”

“Looks like we finally have something in common.”

“I thought you and I… well… I thought we could have been something. I’m a catch. The most wanted bachelor in Moonfell.”

“In your dreams, pal.”

Annoyance crossed the sheriff’s features. “But I don’t date sloppy seconds.”

“Blake!” hissed Annette. “How can you talk like that? This isn’t you.”

“Guess you didn’t know him as well as you thought,” I told her. But by judging by the vein that throbbed on his forehead, I knew there was more to this story. “So, they have you by the balls. Don’t they?”

Blake frowned, but for a second his tough demeanor slipped, and I had a peek at something like fear behind his eyes. “What?”

Oh, yeah. I got him. “Let me guess. The Gray Council? What do they have on you, Blake? Did they promise you something? Oh, no, they didn’t. They threatened you. Didn’t they? They threatened to take away this job from you if you didn’t find something to connect the past deaths with The Forsaken. So you picked Dash.” Because you want him out of the picture.

Blake clenched his jaw. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I stepped closer. “Yeah, you do.”

The sheriff’s eyes hardened as he looked at me. “Nobody tells me what to do. I run this place. Me. No one else.”

Again I saw a slip of his tough-guy exterior. “Keep telling yourself that, but it doesn’t excuse you from arresting someone without proof.”

“Proof? You want proof. Here.” Blake reached inside his desk drawer and tossed a transparent evidence bag at me.

I caught it, feeling the weight of something inside as I inspected its content. It was a cell phone.

“There’s all the proof I need,” said Blake, a winning smile crossing his features. “I have the text he sent you the night Emma was taken. He’s the one who texted you that night. He told you where they were going to sacrifice her. He knew.” His gaze hardened, and I could see the conflict in his eyes. “He’s one of them. And that’s all the evidence I need to have him committed.”

Crap. He had me there. Through the transparent evidence bag, I could tell it was an older flip phone, most probably a prepaid one. A burner phone. That, too, was highly suspicious.

If this was truly Dash’s phone, there might be more than just my text on here. There were probably plenty of other texts and phone calls that could connect the half-demon to worse things than Emma’s kidnapping. I gripped the cell phone in my hand, trying to think of a way to get Dash out of this mess.

I looked at Dash. The half-demon was smiling at one of his guards. The guard, though, looked severely uncomfortable.

The fact that Annette was keeping quiet and not reacting confirmed my suspicions that she knew Dash was somehow connected with The Forsaken but was on his side because he saved her girl. I was glad she was here with me, glad to have another soul on my side right now.

Blake stood up and snatched the bag with the cell phone out of my hands before sitting back down. “I’ll take that.” He stuffed it back in the drawer.

I took a step closer, desperation creeping into my voice, but I forced it down. “But you don’t have all the facts. There’s more to this than you know.”

“I know more than you think,” said Blake, that smile returning to his face. “And… he’s not registered as any paranormal that I can find. It’s like he doesn’t exist. No date of birth, no previous address. Nothing. And you’re telling me that’s not suspicious?”

“Plenty of paranormals are not registered. That doesn’t mean anything.”

“Bullshit. Stop covering for him. Or you’ll end up where he’s going.” The sheriff leaned forward. “What’s that around your neck?”

“And where is he going?” They only sent paranormal criminals and murderers, those deemed as untreatable with any amount of therapy, to one place. The paranormal prison, Grimway Citadel.

“That’s none of your business,” answered the sheriff. “Now, you’ve wasted enough of my time. You need to leave.”

I planted my feet. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Blake stood up. “Leave, or I’ll have you arrested.”

Motherfracker. “On what grounds?”

“For obstructing a case and willingly withholding valuable information.” His eyes went to Dash. “I can arrest you for just for being involved with The Forsaken.”

I gritted my jaw. He had me there.

“Go. I need to process the accused and prepare for transport tomorrow,” said Blake.

I frowned. I knew exactly where they were taking him. But I couldn’t move. Not without Dash.

“Kat, go. I’ll be fine,” said Dash.

“You sure?” I hated to leave him.

Dash flashed me a sly grin. “Oh, I’m sure.”

“Come on, Kat,” Annette said as she pulled me gently with her. “There’s nothing you can do now. Let’s just go.”

I let Annette yank me around. I didn’t bother looking at Blake. But when I looked over to Dash one last time, the tall half-demon just gave me another smile that told me not to worry.

But as we turned the corner and left, I knew what I had to do.

Blake’s case was only holding because of that one piece of evidence. Without it, he had nothing.

So, obviously, I had to remove it.
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It didn’t take a genius to figure out what I was doing, alone, at midnight, sneaking my way across Ridge Road.

I crouched behind a parked car, the sheriff’s building in view. The lamppost next to it cast a bright light over the area, highlighting the large sign that read: Moonfell County Sheriff’s Department. The building itself was unremarkable with its plain brown brick exterior and faded beige siding.

I also got a view of the two guards stationed at the front. The same two I’d seen next to Dash earlier today.

“Blake. You’re not as dumb as I thought.”

No, it seemed the sheriff knew precisely what I would do.

Yes, this was a stupid move. Not one of my best. But I couldn’t let Dash rot in that jail. I didn’t care about his past. He was a complicated guy. I got that. But he’d done some real good in this town, saved my bacon a few times.

As if I would ever let go of a man who could give me two mind-blowing orgasms simultaneously. Hell no.

“I’m coming with you,” Aunt Luna had said when I’d told her about my plans. She’d showed up in my room ten minutes later, dressed in a skin-tight, black cat-suit. Even her cane was painted black. “You need backup. That’s what I am.”

I tried hard not to laugh. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

Then she got angry.

My aunt slammed her cane on the hardwood floor. “And why not? I’m a skilled witch. I’ve broken into a few places in my youth. I can glamour myself into any situation I see fit.”

“I’m sure. But I don’t want anything happening to you. It’s bad enough that Blake has Dash. And I’m sure he’ll throw my ass in jail the moment I piss him off more than what I already have.” Love or not, the guy looked like he was trapped. And I knew he’d send me to join Dash if the council asked him to.

My aunt waved a hand at me. “Blake’s just a pup. He knows nothing.”

“I wouldn’t tell him that.” Not with his fragile ego.

“The point is, I can help you. Who else have you got?” She lifted her chin defiantly.

She was right. “I know. But I’m not willing to risk it. If I get caught, I get caught. Me. Alone. I can’t have you getting into any trouble. Please, understand. I need to do this on my own.”

“Fine.” My aunt sighed. “I just don’t understand Blake. Why is he reacting so hastily? From what I know, this isn’t like him.”

“I think he’s being pressured by the Gray Council,” I said, stuffing my lighter into my pocket. “Or they’re threatening him.”

“You mean he’s being blackmailed?”

I nodded. “It would explain his rash behavior. My guess? They’re threatening him with his job.”

“But why? Why does the council care so much about our little town?”

“They don’t. They care about The Forsaken and their reputation. People talk. And I’m sure now a lot of our neighboring paranormal towns are aware of The Forsaken and what they’ve done. I’m guessing they’re scared that’ll happen to them, and they’ve let the Gray Council know.”

“Hmm. Maybe you’re right.”

“Did you reach your friend yet?” I tapped the rusane around my neck, feeling like a pet with a collar. I felt like I was branded.

“I did.”

“And?”

“And we have a lot of work to do.”

The rusane seemed to tighten around my neck. “But it can be done. Right? It can be removed?” If I couldn’t get this damn collar off, I was in serious trouble.

My aunt nodded. “Yes. I believe it can be removed. But it’ll take a lot of work. A day or so.”

“That’s amazing. As long as it can be done.” I looked at my aunt. “If you want to help, get this thing off of me. The sooner, the better. The rest I can handle.”

My aunt narrowed her eyes. “Word of advice?”

“What?”

“Don’t get caught.”

“I don’t plan on it.”

And that’s how I ended up here a half-hour later, alone and about to do something really stupid.

I took a deep breath and waited until the two guards faced each other, laughing about something. That was my cue. I ran across the street.

I had to time this perfectly or else it would all go to hell. I couldn’t afford any mistakes, not with what was at stake. Dash.

Once their backs were completely turned, I ran as quietly as I could toward the side of the building. Yeah, there was a front entrance, but I was willing to bet there was also a back door or even a side entrance.

Reaching the edge of the wall, I flattened myself and then carefully peered around the corner. Two additional guards were stationed at the back.

Damnit. Blake really wasn’t taking any chances. He’d placed security at both entrances to the building.

The only way for regular people to get in.

I wasn’t regular. I wasn’t like anyone I knew.

I could feel the pulse of energy coming from somewhere near the back door now that I was closer. Seemed like Blake had a mage or a witch draw up some wards, something that would most probably keep any witch from using a glamour or anything magical on the guards.

Smart. He had both entrances warded. Good thing I wasn’t planning on using either to get in.

I harnessed my anxiety and anger to fuel my powers, and the shadows responded, wrapping around me like a protective cloak. Their strength and energy seeped into me, giving me confidence. Through concentration and instinct, a shadowed doorway appeared beside me as it had before.

I’d shadow-jumped a few times now, but only from one open space to another open space. Never from outside to somewhere inside.

What if I screwed up and found myself lost inside a wall or stuck between floors? Not a good visual. And I’d be dead.

I shook off those morbid thoughts and focused on why I was here. To save Dash.

So, concentrating on Blake’s office, I stepped into the portal, not wanting to end up inside a wall or on the roof accidentally.

And just like that, I shadow-jumped. In a split second, I went from standing outside the sheriff’s building in the cool air to appearing right inside Blake’s office.

I let out a shaky breath and patted myself down. “Looks like I’m still in one piece.” Feeling slightly relieved that I wasn’t part of the wall decor, I made my way over to Blake’s desk, where he had conveniently placed the only thing that could bring down Dash.

I yanked open the drawer. The transparent evidence bag with Dash’s cell phone stared at me.

“You should have locked it, Blake. Not that smart, after all.”

But he thought with the guards positioned at both entrances along with the added wards, he didn’t have to. That no one could get in.

But I just did.

Grinning like a fool, I grabbed the bag with cell phone and stuffed it in my pocket. With my heart slamming against my chest, I hurried over to the door, peeled it open ever so gently, and poked my head out.

The hallway was deserted except for the low night lights from the ceiling. I crept along the hallway as silently as I could. So far, I could only make out offices on the first floor. If Dash was being held here, it had to be the basement.

Hesitating briefly, my eyes scanned the dimly lit hallway, searching for any sign of movement or indication that I might be under surveillance. With a new sense of urgency, I darted towards the door leading down to the basement. I gripped the door handle, pushing it open and allowing myself to descend into the unknown.

As I made my way down the creaky, dimly lit stairwell, I could hear the soft hum of an engine, like that of a generator echoing through the walls. I had no idea if Blake had added more guards here, but I was about to find out.

My footsteps echoed ominously as I reached the bottom of the staircase. The basement was a labyrinth of old filing cabinets, empty desks, and dusty shelves, relics of a bygone era. Shadows danced and flickered. My buddies. Without them, I could never have broken into Blake’s building.

My skin pricked just as I felt some magical energy around me. More wards.

A row of cells appeared in the distance, their metal doors adorned with intricate locking mechanisms that looked spelled. Probably were.

My rusane pulsed. Looked like it recognized this magic. Magical repellents. Maybe they were cousins.

I crept forward, my eyes adjusting to the dim light as I moved through the rows of cells. So far, every cell was empty. And I couldn’t feel the presence of anyone hidden in the shadows.

“Dash!” I whispered, my voice barely audible above the noise of the generator and the sound of my boots echoing against the cold stone floor.

But when I got to the last cell, that one was empty too.

“What the hell?” Maybe Blake had moved Dash and had placed those guards as a decoy? Fear hit me. What if this had been his plan all along? What if I’d walked right into his trap?

I was screwed.

I looked over my shoulder, expecting to see Blake or his goons jumping out of the shadows to grab me and shove me into one of those empty cells.

But no one was there. No one came at me. The basement was empty. I was the only one here. No Dash.

And when my eyes settled on something silver, I knew this wasn’t a trap at all. Dash had been here, but now he was gone.

The only evidence that a prisoner had been here were the handcuffs lying on the cold stone floor.

Inside the cell.

I let out a laugh. “Dash, you devil. How the hell did you get out?”

The man, or rather, paranormal, was half-demon. For all I knew, he’d shifted into a fly and flown away when no one was paying attention. My smile grew as I imagined the shitshow Blake would put on when he found Dash missing from his locked cell. I would pay to see that. Unfortunately, I couldn’t be here when it happened.

Dash had made a run for it. He’d left his phone in the process. Maybe he couldn’t get it without someone seeing him? Either way, I was leaving with it.

Now, it was my turn to leave without getting caught.

Something small and white caught my attention at the foot of Dash’s cell door. It was a folded piece of paper. I picked it up.

Kat, figure out how to remove the rusane.

—Dash

I shook my head as I pocketed the note. “How the hell did he know I’d come here?” Guess he knew me better than I thought. But I was glad we were on the same page concerning the rusane. It needed to come off like yesterday.

Dash had escaped. He wouldn’t go to his house because that’s where Blake would look once he found out that his prisoner was gone. And he couldn’t go to my place either because Blake would definitely search for him there.

I had no idea where the half-demon would go, but I wasn’t worried. Dash was resourceful. Wherever he was, Blake would never find him.

Having Dash now on the run put a damper on my relationship with him, but I couldn’t get sidetracked with that right now.

Grinning because Dash was going to be okay, I turned around and hurried back down the corridor, up the stairs, and away from any magical repellent. I did not want to get stuck in a wall. I headed back toward Blake’s office. It was sort of a safe zone for me to use my magic now that I knew I could.

I yanked the door to Blake’s office open and slipped inside. As soon as I shut the door, I pulled on my magic, focusing on the darkness surrounding me. My umbra magic surged through my body, surpassing even the rush of adrenaline. A doorway made entirely of shadows appeared next to me. Without hesitation, I stepped inside and disappeared into the darkness. In the blink of an eye, I reappeared just outside the sheriff’s building, in the exact same spot I was before.

This had been way too easy.

I smiled. “Not so clever after all. Are we, Blake?” I laughed.

“Going for a midnight stroll?” asked a female voice behind me.

My body tensed as I spun around to face the unexpected guest.

Marita stood before me, her signature cigarette dangling from her smiling lips.

Ohhhhh shit.
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Well, this was awkward.

I didn’t know how much she’d seen, but she’d definitely noticed that one moment I wasn’t there, and in the next, I’d reappeared beside the building. The Merlin Group, nor any group knew about my special brand of magic. And I’d rather keep it that way.

So, in these tight situations, it was advised to play dumb.

“What the hell do you want?” I gave her an annoyed look and tried my best to keep my cool. “Still spying on me? Don’t you have something better to do?”

“No.” Marita crushed the cigarette butt under her heel, the light from a nearby streetlamp glinting off her glossy hair. Her white pantsuit seemed to radiate in the darkness. Unlike me, she wasn’t attempting to blend in. “Breaking and entering carries a heavy punishment.”

“Are you going to tell on me?” No point in lying. She’d caught me red-handed, in a matter of speaking.

The investigator chuckled and then rolled her eyes over me like she was looking for something. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?” See, playing dumb again.

Marita pointed to the wall. “How did you get in? Are you some sort of shapeshifter witch? Did you morph into a tiny ant or something? Is that how you got in? From that small crack in the brick wall?”

If she thought I was some witch who could morph into a bug, I was going with that. “And what if I did? You going to write that in your report?”

Marita kept smiling. “The Merlin Group doesn’t know about your… abilities. Do they? Nah. They don’t. Because if they did, I would know about your little transformations.”

“It doesn’t matter what my abilities are as long as I get the job done. And I’ve always gotten the job done.”

Marita cocked a brow. “Oh, it matters, Kit-Kat. It matters a lot.” She pulled out her silver cigarette case and plucked out another cigarette. “A witch relies on her reputation. Take someone like you, for example. Without a stellar reputation, you wouldn’t be getting those contracts. It doesn’t take much for the Merlin Group to grow suspicious. Something like keeping a vital part of your magical abilities hidden wouldn’t go so well. I can promise you that.”

Anger welled inside my chest. “Well, then. Guess I’ll have to look for work elsewhere.” My income would take a massive hit if I lost the Merlin Group as a business partner. It seemed as though that was a very real possibility right now. I would have to find a way to cope with that potential loss.

Marita snapped her fingers and conjured a flame, using it to light her cigarette. “No need to be so dramatic, Kit-Kat. I haven’t sent my report… yet… still something about you is different. And I will figure it out.”

I clenched my fists, trying to keep my composure. “You do what you gotta do.” Crap. The last thing I needed was for Marita to get knowledge of my magic.

She took a puff off her cigarette, blowing a stream of smoke toward the open sky. “Did you get my gift?”

Her gift being the cigarette that she’d sneaked into my bag. “I tossed it in the garbage where it belongs.”

“Right.” She smiled in a way that said she knew I was lying. “I’m just saying some lines shouldn’t be crossed, Kit-Kat. Trust is a fragile thing. You may feel invincible now, but one day, when you’re desperately seeking a new job, you’ll realize that reputation is everything in our line of work.”

I stared at her, the reality of her words settling in my gut. “My methods are my own business. Not your concern.”

Marita watched me for a moment. “I take it your jailbreak didn’t go as planned?”

“What jailbreak?”

“It’s Dash. Isn’t it? The name of the guy who was arrested? The one who killed those kids?”

My insides tightened. “Dash didn’t kill anyone. He’s innocent.” I felt an overwhelming need to protect Dash’s good name in Moonfell.

At that, Marita threw back her head and laughed. If the guards hadn’t heard us talking before, they had surely heard that.

“Oh, yes, he’s very innocent.” The investigator laughed. She straightened and said, “What? You couldn’t get him out? Is it the wards? You’d need very powerful magic to break them. Guess you’re not as skilled as you thought you were.”

“I don’t know what you think you saw, but you can’t prove anything. I’m here alone. I didn’t break out anyone.” I looked over her shoulder across the length of the building, expecting the guards to come at us any second now. But they didn’t. No one came. It was almost as though they couldn’t hear us, as though Marita had put some sort of magical sound barrier over us so they wouldn’t.

“Well, that would make your attempted breakout quite pathetic, Kit-Kat.” Marita smirked. She took a deep drag off her cigarette and blew out plumes of white smoke. “Why do you even care so much about this Dash character that you would risk getting caught? What’s he to you? Is he your boyfriend? Your lover?”

“He’s my friend,” I told her. Like hell was I about to share intimate information with some Merlin investigator.

Marita watched me for a minute, her gaze intense. “You’re sleeping with him. Aren’t you?”

I shot her a glare, my eyes narrowing. “Even if I was, that’s none of your or the Merlins’ business who I sleep with.”

She laughed a low, cruel sound that reminded me of the bark of a hyena. “Oh, how little you know, Kit-Kat.”

I clenched my jaw. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“What did you take?” she asked, throwing me off for a second.

“Excuse me?” Yup, I was playing dumb again.

Her eyes rested on the pocket where I’d stuffed Dash’s phone. I didn’t know if she had some sort of X-ray vision, but from the look on her face, she knew I’d taken something. I had to get rid of the phone as soon as possible. Without the phone, Blake’s case would crash and burn.

Marita started to circle me. “What did you take? If you couldn’t take your boyfriend with you… then… what is it?”

I stood my ground. I wouldn’t give her the cell phone. And if she tried to search me, well, I might accidentally blast her with my umbra magic.

I kept my expression neutral. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied, feigning innocence. “I’m just out here for a midnight stroll.” I decided to use her own verbiage.

Marita let out an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, come on, Kit-Kat. Don’t play coy with me. We both know you took something from that jail cell. What was it? If you tell me… I might not write a report about anything tonight. I might let it slide.”

I stayed silent, not wanting to give anything away.

She stopped circling and faced me directly. “I promise.” She put a hand over her left breast. “Merlin’s honor. Tell me what you took, and I’ll pretend like I never saw you tonight.”

I trusted Marita as much as I trusted a mosquito not to bite me. “Like I said. I didn’t take anything. So you just go ahead and write that report. I don’t care.”

The investigator tutted. “You’d risk your life? Your reputation for him?”

I narrowed my eyes. “My life?”

Marita’s white teeth gleamed in the semi-darkness. “Do you honestly think the Gray Council is just going to turn a blind eye when they find out you tried to help a convicted child killer escape?”

If Marita reported tonight’s event to Blake, surely the Gray Council would get involved. Losing the Merlin Group contract was one thing, but getting on the wrong side of the Gray Council was a whole different beast.

I stepped closer, feeling the pricking of my umbra magic along my skin. “Dash didn’t kill those kids. The Forsaken did.”

“And he’s one of them,” she added with a grin.

I glowered at her. “He’s not.” Not anymore.

“Your life is over, Kit-Kat. You should have stayed away.”

“Is that a threat?” If she came at me, if she tried anything at all, I would defend myself. She might be a powerful mage, but I was powerful too. More so at night. And she obviously didn’t know that.

“Oh, no, no, Kit-Kat,” Marita drawled, her voice dripping with irony. “I’m merely stating a fact. Do you really want to go up against the Gray Council? I’ve seen what they do to those who cross them.” A glint of excitement danced in her eyes, and I could see she was relishing the chance to put me in my place. “Deliciously vicious.”

I shook my head. “I think I’ll take my chances. Besides, it’ll be my word against yours. I’ll take that bet.” It was a horrible situation to be stuck in, but there you had it. Everything leading up to this moment was on me. I did this. And I’d own up to it. Whatever the consequences, I’d deal with them.

I didn’t know much about the Gray Council, but I knew they were powerful and ruthless. If they found out I had helped Dash escape, there was no telling what they might do to me.

I took a step back, trying to keep my composure. “What do you want from me?”

Marita’s smile widened. “It’s simple. I’m here to evaluate your conduct. To see if you’re deemed worthy of working with the Merlin Group. And from what I’ve seen tonight, I’d have to say a big no.”

“Fuck you,” I said. “Do what you want. I don’t have time for this shit.” Nope. If I lost the Merlin Group because I was trying to save a friend, so be it. I was okay with that.

Marita chuckled coldly. “Oooh. Temper, temper.”

I turned on my heel and started to walk away. Let her write her report. She didn’t have anything but her words. She had no proof. The proof was in my pocket…

“Nice rusane, by the way. Was it a gift?”

My legs bolted into place. I turned around slowly. “What did you say?” If she knew what rusanes were, I was in bigger trouble than I thought.

Marita flicked the butt off her cigarette, the end glowing a fiery red before fading into darkness. “A witch with a rusane around her neck. Now, that I’ve never seen.”

“It’s just a necklace, a choker,” I said, trying to play dumb again but falling flat.

Marita grinned wickedly, amusement dancing in her eyes. She came closer until I could smell cigarettes on her breath. “That precious little trinket around your neck is no mere necklace, and you know it. I don’t know any witch who would allow that. Unless she was forced to.”

Swallowing hard, I squared my shoulders and met Marita’s gaze head-on. “You can ask your questions, but it doesn’t mean I’ll give you an answer.”

Marita arched an eyebrow, her expression unreadable. “Only a very powerful group can handle rusanes. Why would you let anyone have a hold on you? On your magic? You’re basically their pet. You do know that. Don’t you? Oh, Kit-Kat, what a mess you’re in. You’ll never be free. Never again.”

“I can handle myself.”

Marita’s voice dripped with condescension as she leaned in closer, her eyes narrowing. “Can you, though? You may think you have it under control, but a rusane is no ordinary magical object. It binds you, restricts you, and marks you as someone’s puppet. And from the looks of it, your strings are being pulled more than you realize.”

The air around us seemed to grow heavy with Marita’s ominous words, pressing down on me like an invisible force. I felt the cold metal of the rusane against my skin, a constant reminder of the power it held over me.

“You don’t know anything,” I retorted, trying to sound defiant despite the doubt creeping into my mind. “You don’t know what I’m capable of.”

Marita chuckled softly, a sound that seemed almost primal. “Oh, but I do, Kit-Kat.” Her smirk faltered for a moment before she regained her composure. “And I know enough to see when someone’s in too deep. You can’t outrun your fate, Kit-Kat. The sooner you accept it, the easier it’ll be.”

Marita laughed—a cold, humorless sound that set my teeth on edge. And with that, she turned on her heel and walked away, leaving me standing alone in the eerie silence of the night.

“That is one creepy bitch,” I muttered.

I stood there, my heart pounding in my ears, as the reality of the situation truly set in. The Gray Council would not hesitate to destroy my life for attempting to undermine their authority.

Marita’s laughter lingered long after she had disappeared, her boot heels clicking down the moonlit alleyway. The lingering doses of skepticism and mockery left me with a queasy feeling in my gut. It was true; I hadn’t broken him out, but he had.

Worse was that if she told anyone, like Blake, that she saw me tonight, I’d be blamed—for Dash’s escape and the disappearing evidence, which was me.

If Marita blabbed, like I knew she would, it meant I didn’t have long before my life would change forever. Forget the Merlin Group. The Gray Council would hunt me down. My time was running out.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Marita had somehow gotten wind of more than she was supposed to.

I started to trek back to my aunt’s place. Looking over my shoulder as I reached a spot behind a parked car, I saw the guards were still positioned at the front of the building. They hadn’t heard a thing.

I quickened my pace to hurry back. Thoughts about Dash, his cell phone, and Marita fueled my legs.

Maybe Dash and I could run away together? That all sounded fine until I added my aunt into the equation. I’d already abandoned her for twenty years. I wasn’t about to desert her again.

Guess Aunt Luna was coming with us.

First, I needed to dispose of this phone. Prepaid phones didn’t have billing records. No phone. No proof. I had to destroy it.

I couldn’t toss it into a pond or dig a hole and bury it. It needed to be gone and never found again. And for that, I needed my aunt. I was pretty sure she knew of ways to melt cell phones until no magic could even trace them. If she was still up, which I had a feeling she was, and waiting for me, we were going to do it as soon as I got in.

It might take a few hours for the spell to prepare and the cauldron to get to the right temperature if that’s what we were using. In a few hours, Blake would make the unpleasant discovery of his missing prisoner. And then the phone.

And I knew he’d search my aunt’s place first.

So, the sooner we destroyed the evidence linking Dash to The Forsaken, the better.

Just as my aunt’s Victorian home came into view, I spotted the dark SUV parked in front of it.

What the hell are The Forsaken doing here at this hour?

The doors to the SUV popped open, and four mages got out. I recognized Brother Owen right away, his bright red hair giving him up. With his thick, stout body, he looked more like a troll than a mage. I had no idea who the other three were, even with their cowls lowered. They might as well put their hoods back up.

Without realizing it, I reached up and touched the rusane. Brother Owen saw that and gave me a chilling smile.

Bastard.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked as I came right up to them. Like hell would I show them fear. I didn’t fear them. I despised them.

Brother Owen’s smile turned chilling as he said, “We’re here because we have a job for you.”
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“Now? It’s a bit late. Don’t you think?” The hairs at the back of my neck rose as two of the mages stepped in behind me.

“It doesn’t matter what we think or what you think,” said Brother Owen. “The Forsaken demand your service, and you will obey.”

I snorted. “I’m not a dog. How about you ask nicely, and then we’ll see—”

Searing pain exploded through my lower back, and I crumbled to my knees.

Instincts kicked in, and I pulled on the shadows around me, ready to slice these sonsofbitches, but my magic didn’t come. It was as if my very essence was being drained away. I couldn’t reach my magic.

Whatever spell they’d used on me was still burning, spreading like a nasty wildfire under my skin. Gritting my teeth, I forced myself back up, glaring at him with defiance.

“What’s this? Initiation?” I hissed through clenched teeth.

Brother Owen leaned in close, his hot, pungent breath on my face. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be. You know what we’re capable of.”

I gritted my teeth, refusing to let them see my pain. “What’s this job you want me to do?”

He straightened up, a satisfied smirk on his face. “We need you to retrieve a relic for us.”

“The tablets?” I blurted before I could stop myself. I needed to work on my spewing vernacular.

Brother Owen frowned. “Who told you about them?”

“Brother Matias,” I said, having overheard his conversation. “And they’re here? In Moonfell?” If Aunt Luna was right and these tablets were the source of some evil spell, I couldn’t let these asshats get a hold of them.

Brother Owen’s gaze lingered on me for what would be considered an impolite amount of time. “Let’s go.” He turned and walked to the SUV, opening the back passenger door for me.

Right. “Fine.”

As I slid into the passenger seat of the SUV, the leather upholstery felt cool against the overheated skin from my palms. I couldn’t shake off the lingering unease that prickled at the back of my mind.

Brother Owen got behind the wheel and started the engine. The streets of Moonfell passed by in a blur as we drove towards an unknown destination. The only sound filling the tense air was the low hum of the engine.

Brother Owen remained silent, his steely gaze fixed on the road ahead, but I could feel his calculating eyes from the rearview mirror on me every now and then. He didn’t seem thrilled that I had joined their little group. I knew better than to trust these members of The Forsaken, but for now, I had to play along if I wanted to uncover their true intentions. And get my hands on these tablets before they did.

Again, I found myself sandwiched between two mages in the back seat of an SUV. At least this time they didn’t put a bag over my head.

And I’m not sure that made me feel any better.

As we reached the outskirts of town, the landscape shifted from familiar buildings to dense woods that seemed to swallow us whole. Trees loomed overhead like silent sentinels, their twisted branches casting eerie shadows on the ground.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, we pulled up to an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of town. The place looked ominous in the dim moonlight, like a remnant of the past that refused to be forgotten.

In silence, the four mages got out of the vehicle. I followed their example and slipped out of the SUV. The air outside was heavy with the scent of damp earth and decaying leaves. I followed the group, my footsteps echoing softly on the cracked pavement as we made our way toward the warehouse. Its windows were boarded up, giving it a foreboding appearance.

“Seems like a strange place to put powerful magical tablets,” I spoke to no one in particular. And, surprise, surprise, no one answered.

Brother Owen led the way, his long dark robe billowing behind him like a cape as he approached the rusted metal door. With a flick of his wrist, he murmured an incantation that caused the locks to click open, revealing the darkness within.

As we stepped inside, the musty smell of neglect surrounded us. With a distinct click, followed by a buzzing noise, dim lights flickered to life above us. It wasn’t much, but it provided enough illumination for us to see our surroundings clearly.

The warehouse was filled with crates and old machinery, casting long shadows that seemed to come alive in the flickering light.

“So, when do I get to wear one of these Jedi robes?” I asked.

And again, no response.

“Such a chatty bunch.” I looked around. “So, where are these tablets?”

The silence that followed my question was deafening, broken only by the sound of our footsteps on the cement floor. Brother Owen gestured for us to follow him further into the warehouse, his expression unreadable in the dim light. The air grew colder as we ventured deeper into the heart of the abandoned building. The deeper we went, the stronger the sense of foreboding wavered inside me.

Finally, we reached a small alcove hidden behind a stack of crates. I turned on the spot, not seeing anything magical or anything of value, really. Just more and more crates.

My gut told me this wasn’t right.

I looked at Brother Owen, dread filling my insides. “There’re no tablets here. There never were. Were there?”

The mage’s grin stretched across his face like a predator baring its teeth. “If you think I’d trust you with them, you’re an idiot,” he spat, eliciting laughter from his fellow mages. “We’ve already acquired the tablets.”

Crap. There went my plan. “For some spell. Right?”

Brother Owen’s eyes widened with a manic gleam. “Not just any spell. The ultimate spell—one that will grant us unimaginable power and control over all of creation. On All Hallows’ Eve, when the veil between worlds is at its thinnest, we will harness its energy and unleash the true extent of our dark desires. After tomorrow night, life will never be the same.”

Not if I can help it. His boasting told me I had one day to get my hands on those tablets. I could still manage it.

“So, why am I here then?” Again, the other mages circled me. They’d brought me here for a reason, and it looked like I was about to find out why.

Brother Owen grinned. “To test you.”

“Test me?” I looked over my shoulder at the other three mages, standing way too close to me. “You already know what I can do. I thought you needed me to retrieve the tablets.”

“Ha.” Brother Owen chuckled. “You think we’d entrust you with something so important to the cause? Brother Algar thinks you’re trustworthy… but we don’t.”

I tried pulling on my magic again, but it was like I was just a regular human. I had nothing to protect myself with. Except for my fists and legs, which I never really learned how to use in self-defense.

The air grew heavy, and the scent of sulfur reached me. They were drawing up their magic, Dark magic, and borrowing it from some poor demon bastard in hell. If it was similar to what I witnessed them doing to Dash, even as a half-demon, I was pretty sure the demon in question was pissed.

Yup, this was bad. I stiffened. “What kind of tests are we talking about?” I could guess the type, but I was stalling, hoping to find a way to get the hell out of here.

Brother Owen’s face wrinkled in hatred. “Ones to test your loyalty.”

“Ah. I know those. I’ve used them myself. But I have to say, four against one… it’s not exactly fair.”

“Life isn’t fair,” answered Brother Owen.

“Look. Obviously, I didn’t join because you were offering a free membership to the gym. I took Dash’s place. I’m here now. I’ll need time to adjust. Like everyone else.”

Brother Owen shook his head. “That might have been what Brother Algar was after because of what you are—”

“And what’s that?” It really bothered me that even Brother Owen seemed to know something about me, about my magic, that I didn’t.

Brother Owen’s eyes flashed with malice as he leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a menacing whisper. “You’re a beacon, a vessel of power that we cannot allow to fall into the wrong hands. Your very existence threatens the delicate balance we strive to maintain.”

“The balance? You mean your balance?” Which was basically just whatever was most evil.

He smirked, a cruel twist to his lips. “We know what you are capable of, and we cannot afford to let you stray from the path we have set for you.”

“Good to know.”

My mind raced, trying to piece together the fragments of information they were revealing to me. What did they want from me? And why did it seem like everyone knew more about my identity than I did?

Drawing himself up, Brother Owen whispered Latin, his hands taking on a sinister mien. Before I could press for more answers, with a flick of his wrist, black energy dripped from his fingers.

I braced myself.

And then he hurled a ball of black, demonic energy at me.

I dropped to the ground and felt something hot scrape the top of my head. I didn’t wait for the second blast before rolling to my feet. I saw the door we came through and ran for it.

I didn’t have anything to prove to them. And I didn’t care that running away made me look like a coward or a fool. I only cared about getting my butt through that door.

Four against one—one without magic—well, that wasn’t exactly a fair fight. And they knew it. It’s why they brought me so far away from the other members.

A crate exploded to my left, sending shards of wood and dust in the air.

I kept running. Are they trying to kill me? Anger coursed through my body.

Another blast to my left. This time, I felt it zoom past my cheek.

I didn’t dare look back or stop. The doorway was near. Only about ten feet and freedom was mine.

The air moved to my right.

I jerked to the side, but a searing wave of agony shot through my back like a bolt of lightning. My muscles spasmed, and I fell, crashing onto the unforgiving ground. The demonic curse took hold, engulfing me in flames as I writhed in pain. It felt like every inch of my body was on fire, my insides melting with each passing second. My mind was consumed with the sensation of burning flesh, realizing it as my own.

And just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, the pain abruptly stopped, leaving me panting and trembling on the ground.

The tension released from my muscles, and I gasped for air. My breaths were ragged and unsteady as I tried to calm myself. My body finally relaxed, but my head was still throbbing, and a metallic taste lingered in my mouth.

I had no idea what curse they’d thrown at me, but it hurt like a sonofabitch.

I threw my gaze around the building. I’d moved to the left side of the warehouse, away from the door.

I could barely see anything through the haze of debris and dust in the air, but I caught a glimpse of dark robes approaching. Slowly. Like they weren’t in a rush to kick my ass.

I was in a rush to get said ass out of here. I wasn’t sure what I’d do once I was outside, but I just wanted out.

The air around me was thick with the scent of burnt wood, and my hands still shook from the adrenaline. My vision slowly adjusted to the dimly lit warehouse, my gaze darting around. The door was slightly ajar, and I managed to stand, pushing myself up from the ground.

I stumbled towards the partially open door, my heart pounding in my chest. As I reached the threshold, I could feel the cool night air on my face.

Maybe I shouldn’t have accepted to take Dash’s place. I couldn’t help but second-guess my decision, especially when I had four skilled mages wanting to kill me.

“There’s no place to run, little witch,” came Brother Owen’s voice from behind me. More voices rose in laughter. “You can’t hide from us.”

Sure I can, motherfracker.

Through the darkness, I could make out a line of trees, the beginning of a forest.

Losing them in there was my only shot.

“Stand and fight, witch, show us what you’ve got,” called Brother Owen. “Don’t be such a coward.”

Watch me.

I made for the trees, tripping and stumbling forward. I didn’t have magic, but I had plenty of adrenaline.

“Come on, witch, show us what you’ve got.”

“You took away what I’ve got,” I yelled. Yeah, this rusane thing was a nightmare.

The trees were about five feet away. Almost there—

A shape appeared before me.

I stumbled over what felt like a large branch, but I managed to stop before I fell flat on my face.

“I told you, you can’t hide,” said Brother Owen, a smug grin on his face as tendrils of darkness spilled from his outstretched hands. The bastard had pulled some magic teleportation. No way could he have appeared like that without it.

“Algar won’t be happy if you kill me,” I said, breathing heavily.

“I’ll deal with Brother Algar,” said Brother Owen, just as I heard the tread of the other mages come closer from behind.

I could see the whites of his eyes roll over me slowly.

“Katrina. You are quite lovely. I’m going to savor every moment as I slowly end your life.”

Asshole. But I wasn’t done yet.

A new rush of adrenaline poured into me. My pulse fast, I crouched, grabbed the branch that was the size and weight of a baseball bat and straightened.

That awarded me a laugh from all the mages, of course.

“That won’t save you,” said Brother Owen.

I shrugged, slowly turning my body so I had all four mages in my line of sight. “Maybe not, but I’m going down smashing balls.”

The mage frowned. “You’re dead.”

Yeah, I figured he was going to say that.

The mage’s eyes became patronizing, and with a flick of his wrist, more of the same black energy dripped from his fingers like black electricity. His grin expanded at what he saw on my face.

“You can’t beat me, Katrina,” said Brother Owen, his hands on his hips, speaking to me as though we were old friends having one of our usual conversations. “You have no idea of the power I wield. And you’ll never be part of it.”

I gripped my makeshift bat, my head still swimming with pain from his curse. “I’m good with that.”

He laughed. “Witches are useless. Weak. And the females shouldn’t even exist.”

Now, why did he have to go and say that? He thought… what? That this female was just going to lie down and let them kill her?

Seething, I knew I didn’t have much, and the odds that I came out alive were almost nonexistent. But I had the element of surprise. And I was going to use it.

Pulling all the strength I had in my body, I lashed out and swung my ball-buster—yes, that’s what we’re calling it—as hard as I could, right on Brother Owen’s cojones.

The mage cried out in pain, holding on to his man berries as he fell forward on his knees.

I stared at my ball-buster, impressed. “Not bad. Not bad. Maybe I’ll keep you.”

Aware of the other three mages coming at me, I swung out my ball-buster again, this time at the first one who dared to step toward me. He flinched but not before my bat connected solidly with his jaw. I heard a sharp snap as he collapsed.

The mages were definitely off guard, but my luck couldn’t last forever. Taking a deep breath, I prepared to face the two remaining mages.

One, a tall man with shaggy gray hair, began to incant a curse, his eyes glowing with an unnatural light. The second mage, a stern-looking male, had scars peppering his face as though he’d had severe acne as a kid. He raised his hands and called forth a swarm of glowing green orbs.

His wrist flicked, and green bursts of energy shot my way.

And this time, my ball-buster couldn’t save me.


15




Iblinked as the green energy came at me—the green death because there was no escaping that. My life didn’t flash before my eyes, only a green light.

Something hit me from the side, and I went sprawling to the ground. My ball-buster slipped from my hands.

I glanced over my shoulder, catching sight of a colossal creature made of darkness and sharp claws just as the full force of that cursed spell struck it. The thing was massive, standing at least nine feet tall. It had a lion’s head with horns like a bull, talons resembling hunting knives, and eyes that glowed red.

I’d seen this creature before. The night when Emma was to be sacrificed.

Said creature was Dash.

“Get back, cambion!” shouted Brother Owen, who seemed to have recuperated from his nut-crushing incident. “I command you to leave!”

The beast that was Dash curled his lip into a wicked snarl, and even in the darkness, I could see green smoke coiling from his body. Whatever curse was intended to kill little me seemed to have almost no effect on Dash or perhaps not enough to truly hurt him.

“I said leave!” cried Brother Owen, his eyes wide and looking a little frightened and shocked. “Be gone, demon!”

Dash flinched as a green flash of energy hit him in the back.

With a deafening roar, Dash lunged toward the mage, his massive form suddenly becoming an indistinct blur of shadow and fury. The mage, caught off guard by the sudden attack, stumbled back, his lips moving as he tried to call up another spell. In a flash, Dash’s claws found their mark, ripping through the air to extend deep into the mage’s chest and leaving only a trail of blood in their wake.

With a final stroke, Dash sliced the mage’s neck and tossed the body like it was a dirty rag.

Holy shit. Looks like Algar had kept his word and hadn’t put a curse on Dash to keep him from hurting The Forsaken. I’d take that as a win.

The second mage was stunned into inaction, watching as Dash tore through his associates with ease. Blood leaked from his nose, and I knew it was the mage I’d smacked across the face with my ball-buster.

“Kill it! Kill them both!” shouted Brother Owen. Yeah, I hated that guy.

The mage hesitated for a moment before raising his hands and calling forth another swarm of glowing green orbs. But it was too late. Dash had already spotted him, and with a roar louder than any lion’s, he charged straight at the mage.

As the green orbs rained down upon Dash, they exploded into a shower of sparks, the air crackling with energy. But Dash plowed through them like they were mere water balloons.

Wow. Now I knew why they wanted Dash on their side. They needed to control him because it looked like their magic had little effect on him.

Dash’s monstrous form filled the air with an almost tangible menace as he raced toward the mage. The mage’s eyes widened in terror, his once-confident gaze now permanently etched with fear.

Another green orb erupted from the mage’s shaking hands, its impact landing harmlessly near Dash’s jugular. The creature simply snarled, his eyes glowing with a fiery intensity. With each passing moment, the mage’s power waned, his spells losing their potency as Dash’s relentless pursuit drew ever closer.

The mage, sensing imminent doom, unleashed a final, desperate bolt of energy. But it fizzled in midair like a candle snuffed out by an unseen breeze. Dash’s eyes remained fixed on his target, a predator preparing to pounce.

The Forsaken mage’s once imposing presence crumpled like dry leaves in a gust of wind, his magic spent and his will broken. With a final, pitiful scream, he turned around and ran.

Now look who’s the coward.

Movement caught my eye, and I spotted the fourth mage with a ball of fire in his palm.

“Dash! Behind you!” I shouted.

Dash spun around, and the fireball exploded on his arm, tall orange flames enveloping it. Dash howled in pain as he dropped to the ground and rolled onto his back, cradling his injured limb. Looked like fire affected the half-demon.

The air around us was thick with the acrid stench of smoke and the scent of singed fur. Just as Dash scooped up a handful of earth with his other hand and patted it over the flames to finally extinguish them, the mage threw another fireball.

“Dash!” I yelled, pushing to my feet. I had to do something.

He leaped sideways, and the fireball crashed into the ground where he’d been a second ago.

In a blur, Dash threw himself at the mage. The two collided in a mass of fur and magic sparks, curses, and grunts, filling the air as they tumbled across the ground.

I ran toward them, adrenaline pumping through my veins. I had to help Dash, but I didn’t know how. I couldn’t use my magic.

Just as I was about to reach them, Dash let out a fierce roar and flipped the mage over him, sending him flying several feet away. With lightning speed, Dash was on his feet again and charging towards the mage.

“Muriti!” shouted the mage.

A wall of ice rose up from the ground between them.

Dash slammed into the icy barrier with such force that it cracked and shattered into pieces. But that gave the mage enough time to unleash another fireball towards him.

This time, however, Dash was ready. He dodged the fireball and lunged at the mage once again.

A cry escaped the mage’s lips as the creature attacked. In a blur of limbs, Dash quickly pounced and pinned the mage down with one paw planted on his chest and another raised menacingly.

“Stop, you filthy beast!” shouted Brother Owen, his eyes wild. “What are you doing? Stop! You’re forbidden to strike a member! I command you to stop!”

Right. The redhead. I’d forgotten him.

Brother Owen’s lips moved in a dark chant as he approached an unsuspecting Dash from the back. He was going to try and kill Dash while he was busy with the other mages.

I wasn’t able to use my magic against The Forsaken, but I could use my ball-buster.

In a frenzy, I searched the ground and found it. I snatched it up and hurled myself at Brother Owen, swinging.

My ball-buster made contact with his head, causing a horrible crunch. The mage staggered, but he didn’t go down.

“That’s some seriously hard head,” I told him, breathing heavily.

Faster than I would have thought possible, the mage clapped his hands together once, cried out, “z’itchiq!” and sent forth a gust of darkness from him, rippling like a wave of death.

It hit me in the chest.

Darkness slammed into me. The same pain hit. Only more intense.

And everything went black.

When I came to, it felt like an eternity had passed. A searing pain gripped my neck, making it impossible to take a breath. I opened my eyes to see Brother Owen’s pale gaze fixed on me. He was holding me up by the neck, his hands wrapped tightly just above the rusane, and my body rubbed against his, completely helpless.

Fear surged through me as I desperately tried to break free from his iron grip, but his fingers were like unbreakable steel. My panic turned into dizziness, and I knew I didn’t have much time before I blacked out again. I needed to act fast.

Brother Owen pulled me closer, his face contorted into a sneer. “You stupid bitch,” he spat, his hot breath smelling of decay. “I warned you that you were no match for me.” Sweat glistened on his forehead and nose.

Defying the pain in my throat, I managed to rasp out, “Go screw yourself.” It took all of my strength to speak those words.

He moved his face next to mine. “After I’m done killing you, I’ll kill your boyfriend.”

I couldn’t see Dash or hear much apart from the pounding of blood in my ears. I gathered all the spit I could muster and spat in his face.

The mage’s face twisted in anger. He narrowed his eyes and said, “You’ll pay for that.”

I figured I would, but I still enjoyed it.

Brother Owen’s hand pulled back, and I braced myself as his palm collided with my cheek in a backhand slap. My vision exploded with white-hot stars, blinding me momentarily. Before I could recover, his grip tightened around my neck, squeezing until black spots danced across my eyes.

As he chanted the ancient words of a dark curse, tendrils of inky darkness slithered out of his left hand, coiling like serpents around his arm. I knew this time his demonic magic would be my end.

Desperately, I closed my eyes and reached for my own power, calling upon the depths of my umbra abilities. But again, nothing responded. No darkness flew from my fingertips. No shadows danced at my command. Nothing.

This was how it would end for me—at the mercy of a twisted mage and powerless to stop him.

“You’ll never be one of us, witch,” said Brother Owen, an ugly scowl on his face.

Panic surged through my veins like wildfire as I struggled to breathe in the suffocating darkness. My mind was a jumbled mess, unable to process the chaotic sounds of battle that echoed around me. Was Dash still alive?

I was a powerful witch, but now, without my magic, I was nothing but a helpless target for the mage’s cruel attacks. Despite this, a flicker of determination ignited within me.

Summoning all the strength I had left, I lunged forward and gripped his face with shaking hands. Ignoring the searing pain as his sharp nails dug into my flesh, I drove my thumbs into his eyes and pushed with all my might.

The mage shrieked in agony and thrashed me around like a ragdoll, but I refused to let go. With every ounce of willpower I could muster, I pressed harder and harder until, finally, I felt a satisfying release around my neck.

I collapsed to the ground, unable to catch my breath as if I had swallowed a caustic acid. My lungs burned with each gasp of air, sending waves of agony through my body. In the distance, Brother Owen’s screams echoed in my ears, and I couldn’t help but feel satisfaction knowing I had inflicted such pain on him without even using magic.

But my body was punished for my actions as dry heaves racked my frame, leaving me trembling and weak. Every inch of me throbbed with pain, aching and screaming for mercy. As I struggled to get up, my eyes met the mage’s bloody face as he advanced towards me with darkness coiling around his hands like serpents.

“You bitch,” he hissed through gritted teeth, hatred dripping from every word. “Fucking whore—” Blood spurted from his mouth, and he stumbled forward, falling only a couple feet away from where I lay.

What the hell?

The sharp, pointed tip of a claw pierced his trachea with incredible force, ripping through flesh and causing a torrent of dark blood to spurt from the wound. It was like a sudden burst from a broken sprinkler, coating the inside of his throat and leaving him gasping for air.

Brother Owen’s eyes bulged in shock and pain, a look of confusion etched onto his face as he turned partially towards his attacker. Blood continued to pour from his neck and mouth, staining the ground beneath him.

Dash, the monstrous being responsible for this gruesome attack, stepped into view. His claws were stained red with blood, evidence of his brutal nature.

The mage’s face contorted with rage, yet his lips were unable to form coherent words as he tried to cast a hex upon the cambion. But before he could complete the spell, Dash moved with lightning speed and plunged his clawed hand directly into the mage’s heart.

A high-pitched cry of agony escaped Brother Owen’s lips as he fell to his knees, blood streaming down his chest and pooling at his feet. His eyes remained wide with disbelief, his features twisted in pain, shock, or perhaps both. With one final thud, he collapsed face-first into the dirt and never stirred again.

Dash was next to me in a flash, his large, furry body pressed gently against mine. A clawed finger traced down the side of my cheek softly, his red eyes filled with sudden sadness.

“I’m okay,” I wheezed, my throat still raw. “Thanks to you. How the hell did you find me?”

A blinding burst of light erupted, and in place of the enormous, fearsome creature, now stood a man. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his sculpted muscles gleaming in the dense light. The only thing covering his body was a thin layer of sweat that seemed to accentuate every curve and bulge.

“I followed you,” answered Dash, concern flashing over his face. “I was waiting for you at your aunt’s house when I saw them take you.”

“After your break-out.” I smiled. “I came for you, you know.”

“I know,” said a smug Dash.

“How did you escape?”

“I’ll tell you all about it later. But first. I need to get you out of here before the others come. I’m parked just down the road.”

My eyes moved to his arm where the skin was blackened and charred. “Your arm.”

Dash brushed it off like it was just a wasp sting. “It’s fine.”

My head was spinning, and my body felt like lead, but I nodded weakly. “I think I can walk.”

Just as I tried to stand, Dash’s strong arms scooped me up and lifted me effortlessly into his embrace.

I leaned back into him, feeling safe and protected in his hold. “Okay, that’s good too.”

Even though I knew I could walk, I let him carry me all the way to his Land Rover.

Because why the hell not?
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“Your face looks like it’s been part of a boxing match,” said Aunt Luna as she smeared some foul-smelling ointment on my left cheek and jaw.

I shifted in my seat. “It’s fine. Doesn’t hurt.” It did, but I knew I healed fast, and it would be much better in the morning. Plus, I didn’t want her to worry. I was alive, and that was a freaking miracle, thanks to Dash.

“Oh really?” My aunt pressed her finger to my cheek.

“Ow! Why did you do that?”

“Liar.” Ignoring my outburst, my aunt continued to administer the ointment. “I know it hurts. You can’t fool me. I know everything.”

A snort came from Dash, who was watching the scene with an amused grin as he leaned against the wall next to the dining room table.

I narrowed my eyes at the half-demon. “Keep laughing. You’re next.”

“I’m fine,” replied Dash. “You need fixing.”

My aunt whirled around in her chair and pointed the jar of ointment at him. “That arm of yours needs my attention. So, yup, you’re next.” When my aunt turned back to me, I saw the jar shake in her hand, and my insides tightened.

“I’m okay,” I told her, recognizing the fear in her features. “Nothing happened.”

“Like hell, nothing happened,” snapped my aunt. “They wanted to slaughter you. They took you away to kill you. That’s not nothing.”

“But they didn’t kill me.” I reached out to take her hand, but she slapped it away.

“They would have if it weren’t for Dash,” she said. “You were defenseless without your magic. They wanted you dead, Kat. You could have died tonight. I could have lost you.” Her last words came out strangled, and my throat tightened.

I blinked fast. “I know. But I didn’t die.” The moment we came home, I had spotted Aunt Luna sitting in the living room with an old tome on her lap.

“You did it! You broke him out!” She’d clapped her hands excitedly at the sight of the half-demon.

I’d looked over to Dash before telling her exactly what had happened, from the non-jailbreak to the ride with The Forsaken. Her winning smile had vanished, replaced quickly by a furrowed brow and thin lips. She hadn’t smiled since.

“They’re going to find out what happened. They’ll retaliate.” Aunt Luna placed the jar on the kitchen table.

“They won’t.” I waited until she was looking at me. “Brother A—” my throat tightened like Brother Owen’s hands were on my neck again, squeezing. For a fleeting moment, I panicked, thinking I was about to choke to death, that the rusane would finish the job for him.

But then the feeling subsided, and I could breathe again.

“What the hell just happened?” My aunt was staring at me, eyes round in a panic.

I shook my head. “I’m not sure…”

“It’s the bond with The Forsaken,” said Dash. “You can’t speak their names.”

Oh, shit. The memory of Eli flashed in my mind’s eye when he ended up convulsing on the ground as he tried to give me the names of his former group. Damn. I would have to remember that.

“Their leader,” I tried again, and seeing that I could breathe, continued, “had no idea what the others were planning. They did it on their own without his knowledge.”

“Those bastards,” hissed my aunt.

“Yeah, and worse.” I reached up and touched the cold metal of the rusane. “But it actually turned out better than I thought.”

“What?” My aunt snapped her fingers at Dash. “You. Sit.”

The handsome half-demon pushed off the wall, grabbed an empty chair, spun it around, and sat facing my aunt, offering her his injured arm.

“I mean,” I started again, “that if they hadn’t kidnapped me and tried to kill me… I wouldn’t have figured out their next plan.”

Both Dash and my aunt looked at me, but my aunt finally asked, “What plan? Can you even speak of it?”

“Good question.” But I had mentioned the tablets to my aunt before, so I took a chance. “The tablets…” I waited, and when my throat didn’t close up, I said, “they already have them.”

My aunt cursed. “Idiots.” She jabbed a finger into the jar and spread a healthy dose of the ointment on Dash, who didn’t even flinch as she worked it into the burned flesh.

I frowned. “I can speak of the tablets but not speak their names? How does that make sense?”

“I have a theory why that is,” said my aunt. “It’s the rusane.” She rubbed the ointment deeper into Dash’s wound. “I think… and it’s just a theory… but I think the magic in the rusane is offsetting the binding spell.”

“You’re kidding?” That bit of news was interesting.

“I’m not,” continued my aunt. “When you mix such powerful spells and enchantments together, you’re bound to screw something up. Their binding spell and the rusane were never meant to work together.”

“Right.” Because if they had, Dash would be wearing one too.

“Don’t get me wrong. You’re still bound to them,” said my aunt. “But you’ll notice that you have more leeway than the others. Best to keep that to yourself.”

“Good to know.” And it would work in my favor. “They’re going to perform some big spell tomorrow night,” I voiced, testing my aunt’s theory and finding truth in it. I could talk about The Forsaken’s plans without going into some sort of anaphylactic shock and dying.

My aunt’s eyes flashed open. “On All Hallows’ Eve? When the spirit world is strongest?”

“Yes,” I confirmed. “They’re planning to use the tablets for some spell that will take control over everything and everyone.”

Aunt Luna’s face hardened. “This is bad. Very bad.”

I nodded. “And they’ll have all the power they need with those tablets. That’s why they wanted them so badly.”

“We need to act fast,” my aunt said firmly. “We need to stop them before it’s too late. We need to get our hands on those tablets.”

“I would if I knew where they were keeping them.” I looked at Dash. “Any ideas? You’ve been with them the longest. Where do they hang out? They must have a home base somewhere where the gang meets up.” Like all cults and magical sects, they needed a place to congregate. It had to be somewhere in Moonfell. I just didn’t know where.

The half-demon stared at my aunt as she finished with the ointment on his arm. “I was never allowed to know where they met. I know it’s here in Moonfell. It’ll have to be somewhere remote, somewhere they won’t be disturbed, away from most people.”

Damn. “Searching the entire county of Moonfell would take weeks.”

“And you’ve got about a day, Kat,” added my aunt.

“No pressure.” I took a deep breath, feeling the load of the situation bearing down on us. The moonlight filtered through the curtains, casting a haunting glow on my aunt’s face, and I knew we had to act. “Let’s start with the most isolated places in Moonfell first—places like that warehouse that would be hard for us to reach but also easy for them to escape.”

As I rattled off a list of secluded woodlands, even one abandoned school and train station, Dash listened intently while my aunt wrapped up his injured arm with some gauze.

He’d saved my ass countless times. He was a gorgeous, kind, intelligent male, an attentive lover, and he was mine.

And then I realized something.

I jerked in my seat. “You can’t stay here,” I said to Dash. I grabbed my cell phone. “It’ll be morning in a few hours. And Blake will be here.”

“Blake? Why would he come here?” asked my aunt.

“Because he’ll suspect I had something to do with the fact that Dash is not in his cell anymore. Which you still haven’t told me how you did it.”

Dash smiled but said nothing.

“Fine, keep your secrets,” I said, not minding at all because it was sexy as hell. I stood and pulled out the transparent evidence bag with his cell phone. “We need to destroy this until there’s not even a spec of dust left.”

“Give it to me,” said my aunt. With her cane, she pushed herself up from her chair. “I’ve got just the thing.”

I gave her the bag and the phone. “Are you going to stick it in one of your cauldrons? Melt it with some spell?”

My aunt moved toward the kitchen. “Not with a spell.” She disappeared behind the counter. When she came back up, she heaved a white plastic jug onto it. “I’m going to melt it with some hydrofluoric acid.”

Dash laughed. “That’ll work.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Not sure if I should be amazed or a little scared that you have that in the kitchen.”

Aunt Luna smiled as she grabbed a plastic container and placed it next to the jug on the counter. Then she pulled the cell phone out of the bag and dropped it in the container, twisted the jug, and poured some liquid acid into it. Next, she moved over to the stove and turned on the fan.

I heard a sizzling sound, and smoke coiled from the container that held Dash’s cell phone.

The room began to fill with an acrid smell. However, I couldn’t help but find the whole situation oddly fascinating. I always knew my aunt was a skilled witch, but using acid to destroy evidence was something new to me.

Curious, I walked over for a better look. The sizzling sound continued for a few more minutes. As the smoke cleared, all that remained of the cell phone was a pool of transparent liquid—the acid.

I couldn’t help but feel a strange satisfaction in watching the cell phone disappear. “What about the evidence bag?”

My aunt gave me a look that said, “Please… I’m just getting started,” grabbed the bag, and tossed it in the kitchen sink.

“Fue ren ta!” she said, and the bag burst into flames.

I barely caught the scent of burnt plastic as the bag melted within seconds until all that was left was a few droplets of melted material. My aunt turned on the tap and washed the remnants down the drain.

“Ha!” My aunt turned to me with a small smile. “There. All gone. Blake will never find it.”

I sighed. “Good. That’s one thing taken care of.” I looked over to Dash, sitting at the table. I couldn’t help but feel how normal this all was. A small part of me longed for the simplicity and normalcy of a life with Dash and my aunt, but I knew deep down it was impossible. My fantasy shattered as quickly as it appeared, leaving me feeling torn and uncertain about what the future held.

“Where will you go?” I asked him, knowing Blake would look for him at his place.

“I’m not sure,” he said, those dark eyes boring into mine. “I have other properties. I might go north for a while. Till things calm down.” He stared at me the way that had my belly doing a few summersaults. “You should come with me. That sheriff will make your life hell. Come with me.”

He had a point. “Yeah, Blake is going to have a little tantrum when he sees your empty cell. And then he might pee himself when he finds out your cell phone is missing, too. I know he’ll come for me.”

Dash stood up and came closer. “Then we leave together.” His eyes rested on the rusane. “Have you figured out a way to remove it?”

“Working on it,” said my aunt, as she pointed to a small cauldron on the stove that I hadn’t noticed. “It still needs a few more hours. But it’ll work. It’ll remove that thing from Kat’s neck.”

Dash looked back at me. “Then we leave when it’s off.”

I shook my head. “I’m not leaving my aunt. Not a second time.”

“Luna comes too,” said Dash, and I saw my aunt’s cheeks turn red. “We all leave, or none of us do,” he concluded, his voice final.

I shook my head again. “I can’t.”

“Why not?” Dash inspected my face. “That sheriff can’t link you to me now. He’s got no proof. All he’ll know is that I’m gone and the evidence too. He’s got nothing. No one knows you were involved. And they can’t prove it.”

“That’s not exactly true,” I told him, leaning my hip against the counter. “The Merlin investigator, Marita, was there. She saw me. Well, she’s not sure what she saw, but she did see me appear out of thin air next to the sheriff’s building when I wasn’t there a second ago.”

My aunt’s face wrinkled into a frown. “You think she’ll tell?”

I thought about it. “I think she’s very thorough at her job. She’ll report something. I’m sure of it. I’ll lose the Merlin Group as a contract. If she reports me to the Gray Council, if they think I’m associated with a group that kills kids, they’ll hunt me down.”

“All the more reason to leave.” Dash took my hand. “Let’s leave now.”

I shook my head. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t let The Forsaken conjure whatever spell they’re planning. Worse comes to worse, we can leave after I figure out a way to remove or destroy those tablets.”

My eyes moved to my aunt. She was very quiet all of a sudden. Her eyes were sad. She didn’t want to leave her home. I wouldn’t either.

I didn’t want to run away. Not again. But I had tampered with and destroyed evidence. I was guilty.

And I’d do it all over again for Dash.

“I’m not leaving without you,” said the half-demon. That rumble in his deep voice had tiny fires lighting up all over my skin.

Damnit. That did all kinds of things to my hormones. “Maybe we won’t have to. If we can destroy those tablets, it should keep The Forsaken from doing anything drastic for a while. Keep them quiet. Blake will back off without any evidence, and Marita will leave in a few days. If she doesn’t report my breaking in, I’ll be fine. It could work.” I glanced at the tall half-breed. “But you should still lay low for a while. Till things blow over.”

“I’ll lay low, but I’m not leaving.”

I sighed. “You’re a stubborn beast. You know that?”

“And what about the sheriff?” asked Dash, concern thick in his tone as his fingers tightened around mine.

“I can handle the werewolf,” I said. “Besides, he’s got nothing on me now.” It was really just Marita’s word against mine. “Blake can’t find you here. If he does, he’ll send you straight to Grimway Citadel this time.”

Dash was silent for a moment. He let go of my hand. “You’re right. And you need to rest.” He moved away, grabbed the acid jug from the counter, and started for the front door.

My aunt and I shared a look, and then I ran after him.

“Wait. How will I reach you?”

Dash opened the front door and turned around as I reached him. He leaned close and put his free arm around my waist, pulling me against him. “You don’t. I’ll reach you.” He pressed his lips against mine in a tender yet fiery kiss.

My heart pounded as Dash pulled away, leaving me breathless and exhilarated. “Don’t go back to your farmhouse,” I said, my anxiety showing itself because I had a feeling that’s exactly what he was going to do.

Dash gave me a slow smile. “I’m not afraid of your sheriff.”

I knew he wasn’t. “He’s not my sheriff.”

“Don’t worry about me. Just get that rusane off your neck.” Then, without another word, Dash stepped off the front porch, got into his Land Rover, and drove off.
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It felt like only minutes from when I shared a kiss with Dash before the banging at the door started.

“Keep your pants on! I’m coming!” shouted my aunt, her cane thumping loudly on the hardwood floor as she moved as fast as her ninety-seven-year-old body would allow.

I leaped from the couch, where I’d apparently fallen asleep. “I’ll get it. I have a feeling it’s for me.” I grabbed my phone. “Six twenty-four. He’s very early.” And judging by the loud, constant banging, also very angry.

With my eyes still crusted and not entirely awake, I shuffled in front of my aunt, grabbed the door handle, and pulled it open.

Sheriff Blake stood on the front porch, his hair sticking out on one side like he’d had a fight with his comb and his shirt untucked with the top button fastened to the middle section. Looked like he got up in a hurry. Guess he just found out that Dash was missing—and the evidence.

Oops.

“You better have a good reason to wake us up so early.” I glared at the sheriff, who was glaring right back at me. I cast my gaze behind him. I counted about six other males and one female. “Reinforcements. I don’t think we have enough coffee.”

“What is the meaning of this!” My aunt appeared at my side, still wearing the same night gown from last night. She had her game face on and really looked “surprised” to see Blake, though we’d been expecting his visit.

“Where is he?” Blake pushed me out of the way and stormed into my aunt’s house.

“You better have a warrant,” I called after him, though knowing full well those human rules didn’t apply in this paranormal community.

The other seven strangers followed him in, walking like they owned the place.

“Thank you for wiping your feet,” growled my aunt, her lips continuing to move. I suspected she was preparing a spell or two.

My aunt and I shared a sidelong glance, and then I hurried after Blake and his minions.

“Check the upstairs,” Blake ordered, and one of the males, a dark-skinned one, pulled out what looked like a gun from inside his jacket as he climbed up the stairs.

“Guns?” I ran to put myself in front of Blake. “You brought guns to my aunt’s house. You stupid ass.” Anger rushed me as I studied the other six paranormals, all shifters, and weres, if the scent of animal was any indication. I couldn’t see any guns on them, but I had a feeling they were all carrying.

The sheriff whirled on me. “Where is he? We’re gonna find him anyway, so might as well give him up now. Before something bad happens.”

I pressed my hands on my hips and looked up into his face. Yeah, he was that tall. “Whoever do you mean?”

Blake’s face rippled in anger. “I’m going to find him, with or without your help.”

“Who the hell are you talking about?” Dash. Dash. Dash. “No one’s here, you idiot. Just me and Luna.” No, Dash had left and hopefully was long gone by now. But I knew the half-demon didn’t leave town. He was here, somewhere in Moonfell.

The sheriff’s eyes flashed a warning, and I could see the muscles in his jaw tighten. “You don’t want to cross me, Kate.”

“Neither do you, Blaky.”

“Where’s Dash,” questioned the sheriff after another moment of glowering.

I shrugged. “Locked up in a cell, I presume.”

“Don’t fuck with me. I know you had something to do with his breaking out. And if you don’t come clean, you’ll end up where he was.”

I gritted my jaw. “Is that a threat?”

“Tell me where he is.”

I raised my hands in the air. “Well, he isn’t here. And how is that my fault if your prisoner escaped? I had nothing to do with it.” For a second, I feared that Marita had told Blake she’d seen me just outside his office building. If she had, I was screwed.

“She’s right.” My aunt shuffled our way. “Kat was with me all night. We played bridge and went to bed. She had nothing to do with all that.”

Blake turned his head. “You two. Search the basement,” he ordered the only female and one of the males with a forgettable face.

“You won’t find anything down there except for my collection of goods,” said my aunt. “And some spiders.”

Blake focused on me. “What happened to your face,” he asked, seemingly only having noticed my bruised face and jaw.

I shrugged. “Fell down the stairs.”

For a moment, the sheriff seemed to lose some of his hard demeanor, replaced by a caring expression. “You should see a healer.”

“I’m fine. My aunt’s very capable in the healing arts.”

“I excel in many things,” she said proudly.

Blake shook his head, his anger returning. “I know you broke into my jail last night, and you set your boyfriend free.”

I sighed. “You’re wrong. And what proof do you have?” Here it comes. If Marita blabbed, I’d know at this moment. Unless there were cameras I wasn’t aware of. That would be bad.

“I don’t need proof. I know you did.” He moved to the kitchen and started to open the drawers. “I just don’t know why you’d let go of this murderer when you know he’s responsible for those kids’ deaths.”

“He’s not.”

“He is. And that was for the council to decide. Not you.”

I had no idea how the Gray Council would handle a situation involving a coven that resembled more of a cult. With Sykes’ death and Blake’s involvement in rescuing Emma through a ritual, there was proof that The Forsaken were responsible for the deaths. However, since none of the other members could be found, and Dash had been caught with the cell phone, he would most likely end up in prison. The Gray Council would be determined to make an example out of him and enforce their strict laws. Death seemed like a very real possibility. They were desperate for someone to pay for the tragic murders of the innocent children.

But now, without the cell phone and incriminating texts...

“So… where is it?” asked Blake, just as my aunt hobbled into the kitchen looking murderous. She looked like she wanted to use Blake’s head as a piñata.

“Where’s what? I told you. Dash isn’t here.” Playing dumb was beginning to be one of my specialties. The sound of more drawers being opened and furniture being dragged across the floor was loud. I looked over and saw Blake’s goons in the living room, turning over cushions and tossing them on the floor. Their complete disregard for my aunt’s things was starting to piss me off.

Blake slammed the drawer closed, making me jump. “The cell phone that was in my desk. Where is it?” His face had taken on a few shades of red.

I cocked a brow. “Careful now. You’re going to give yourself a stroke.”

The sheriff ran his hands through his hair, making it look even messier than before. “I’m warning you. Give it to me.”

“I can’t give you what I don’t have. It’s not my fault you lost your evidence.” If the sheriff could kill with a look, I’d be dead by now. Even though he was irritating me with his accusations—that were all sound—I felt sorry for him. I could tell something was off. He was sweaty and on edge. I noticed a panic in his eyes I’d never seen. He was scared and trapped. That flirty, confident façade was gone.

Blake grabbed me by the arm hard. “I’m done playing games. Where is the cell phone?”

I tried to pull my arm free, but the bastard was terrifyingly strong. “Let go of me.” My magic pulsed, feeling the threat. However, I couldn’t do much this early in the morning, except maybe use my lighter. But I wouldn’t risk it in my aunt’s house.

Too bad I didn’t bring my ball-buster with me.

My aunt stepped in front of us, her hand raised in a calming gesture. “Sheriff, please calm down. I assure you we have no idea about any missing cell phone.”

Blake sniffed the air like he had caught a scent. His eyes darted to the kitchen, specifically to the plastic container my aunt had used to melt down Dash’s cell phone.

Shit. We’d forgotten to put it away.

A growl escaped from the large werewolf’s throat. He let go of me and moved to stand over the stove. He lowered his head a little and sniffed again.

Uh-oh.

Blake tapped the container with his fingers. “What was in here?”

“The remains of my bladder-control spell,” said my aunt with a serious expression. “I don’t wear Depends.”

The sheriff frowned, but he didn’t press it. Then he moved to the small cauldron my aunt was intending to use to remove the rusane and jammed his hand into it.

“Hey!” yelled my aunt. “It’s not ready!”

Ignoring her, Blake moved his hand around the seemingly boiling hot substance, searching. After a few seconds, he pulled out his hand. It was red, with the beginnings of blisters, but werewolves healed fast. I knew his injuries would heal within the hour.

With her cane, my aunt took a swing at Blake and hit him in the gut. “You could have been cursed, you idiot! Never, ever touch a potion that’s not ready.” Though I’d seen her do it countless times.

Blake seemed taken aback for a second, staring at the old witch with a shocked expression.

She tossed him a towel. “Wipe it off. Unless you want to lose that hand. I don’t have anything to grow back limbs. Only salamander shifters can do that.”

He seemed to consider her words as he took the towel from her and began to wipe his hand. “I’m sorry. I just… I can’t find it anywhere, and I know Dash was responsible for those kids’ deaths.”

My heart sank at his words. He truly believed Dash was guilty.

“Look, Blake,” I started, hoping to diffuse the situation before it got out of hand again. “I understand your need for justice for those kids, but Dash is innocent. He had nothing to do with their deaths.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I know him,” I replied firmly. One could never truly know a person in only a few weeks, but deep down, I felt like I had known Dash for years and knew him more than anyone else. I knew he’d changed. I knew he’d probably done some horrible things in the name of The Forsaken. But he was different now. The proof said he was against the ritualistic sacrifice of those kids to raise some demon king. He’d been cursed without a memory for it. Dash wasn’t the murderer Blake thought he was. At least, not anymore.

“You think you know him? He’s capable of murder!”

I shook my head. “Whatever you might think of him, he didn’t kill those kids.”

Blake scoffed. “So, why did he run? Explain that to me.”

Shit. He had me there.

“I’ll tell you.” Blake came closer to me until I could smell the musky scent of his perspiration. “Because he’s guilty, and he knows it. He knew what would happen to him, so he ran away like a coward.”

I opened my mouth to retort just as the front door burst open.

Three women came barreling through. Not women, witches. And my neighbors.

I felt a wave of energy from them, like a million pricks on my skin. The air smelled of rose petals and lavender, but underneath was the scent of White witches: pine needles, wet earth, freshly cut grass, and wildflowers.

Annette—wearing polka dot pink and white pajamas, barefoot, with her light-brown hair hung to the left in a mashup ponytail, like she’d slept that way—was head of the group.

Tilly sashayed her way behind in a red silk robe that hugged her curves, leaving little to the imagination. Her toned legs were long and lean, and on her feet were a pair of red kitten heels. She didn’t have on any makeup, and she looked like she’d just gotten out of bed moments ago. But she still looked better than any one of us.

When my eyes found Cristina, I was a little surprised at how put together she looked. Her hair was sleek and perfectly straight, and she wore a matching green skirt suit that set off her green eyes. Yeah, she’d mastered some spell for that. A one-minute-get-ready spell. I needed one of those.

“Hi guys, what are you doing here?” I asked as they reached us in the kitchen.

Annette opened her mouth but then snapped it closed. When she finally spoke, she asked, “What happened to your face?”

I shrugged. “Long story. I’ll tell you later.” And later I’d have to come up with some lie because I wouldn’t tell her the truth about my little fight with The Forsaken.

Annette frowned but then turned her attention to the sheriff. “Blake, you’ve got some explaining to do,” said the witch as she marched right up to the big werewolf.

The sheriff sighed. “This has nothing to do with you, Annette. You should leave.”

Annette cast a glance my way. “We’re not leaving. Not until you do,” she retorted.

Cristina came forward. “We’re not going to let you arrest Kat.”

“Especially now that we like her,” said Tilly, surprising me. Hell, I was extremely surprised to see them all here this early, but I was more touched by their solidarity.

A chuckle came from my aunt, and I watched her as she settled into a chair facing the group. She wore a smile like she was enjoying the show. She didn’t look very concerned about Blake’s threats.

The sheriff’s jaw twitched. “Who told you I was going to arrest her?”

“Liam did,” said Annette. “He can’t keep secrets from me. He knows what’ll happen to him if he does.”

Blake opened a cupboard and started rummaging through the contents. “Well, it’s really not up to you or Liam what I do. I’m the sheriff here. Not your husband. And he shouldn’t be telling you anything.” He slammed the cupboard shut.

“Careful,” I warned. “You break it, you fix it.”

The look Blake gave me exuded pure loathing.

“Well, he did.” Annette pressed her hands on her hips. “See, Kat couldn’t have broken Dash out. It’s impossible.”

Blake gave a mock laugh. “Really, Annette. Maybe you should stick to being a house wife and raising your girls and leave the police work to me.”

Oh, no, he didn’t.

Red blotches appeared on Annette’s face, but she managed to keep her cool. I wouldn’t have.

“I know for a fact that your sheriff station was equipped with very powerful wards, at the front and back entrances. I know because I know the witch who put them there, and he told me that no one could get through. Not even a powerful witch or mage. The wards would have killed them.”

“So what’s your point?” said Blake, clearly not impressed with what Annette had just told him.

Annette pointed to me. “She’s standing right here. Kat would never have been able to get through. She would have died trying. No one could get past those wards. No one.”

Annette was very convincing. Hell, if I didn’t know about my own abilities, I would have believed her. But Cristina had seen me use them the night Emma was to be sacrificed. And knowing what I know now, I was pretty sure the three witches all knew about my “special” magic, which meant she knew or suspected that I could have entered the building.

“It’s not her, Blake,” said Tilly, moving to stand next to him and running a hand over the sheriff’s muscled arm.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him,” I said, which was true. I’d gone to do it, yes, but Dash had beaten me to it. And now, Blake couldn’t prove anything, not without the cell phone.

Blake moved away from Tilly. “Then how the hell did he get out, huh? Someone helped him.”

“He escaped on his own,” said Cristina. “We don’t know what kind of paranormal he is.” She looked at me as though waiting for confirmation, or she knew that I knew. I just wouldn’t tell anyone. “If he was, say, a mouse shifter or some small critter, he could have easily gotten out. And he wouldn’t need to use the front door either. He could have used a vent or something that was small enough for him to fit and get out of the building.”

Ha. She was right, and I was surprised that Blake hadn’t thought of that before coming here and demanding things.

“She’s right,” said my aunt, and we all looked at her. “Your prisoner escaped on his own. There’s no way my niece could have entered the building.” Her eyes disappeared under her frown. “It’s time for you to leave.”

The sound of bodies moving our way pulled my attention toward the hallway. Blake’s minions all congregated in the kitchen.

“Nothing upstairs, boss,” said the dark-skinned male.

“The basement’s clean too,” added another male, the one with the forgettable face.

“Nothing’s here,” said the only female in the group. She had a rough sort of voice, like she didn’t speak very often.

I clapped my hands together once. “Well, I think that sums it up. Doesn’t it? Nothing’s here, and no one is hiding in the basement.” I pointed to the front door down the hall. “Get out of my aunt’s house.”

For a moment, I thought Blake was going to refuse and keep looking or tear my aunt’s kitchen apart, but the big werewolf started to walk out of the kitchen, his minions following his example.

I let out some of the tension in my body as I watched his large frame walk down the hall. I looked over to my aunt, and she gave me a “that was close” kind of look.

I followed Blake and his crew down the hallway. And just before he closed the door, he turned around and said, “That choker looks stupid on you.”

“Always such a charmer.”

Something passed over his features that I couldn’t quite catch. “This isn’t over,” he said. “And when I find your boyfriend, this time I won’t be so lenient. This time I’m going to kill him.”

And then he slammed the door in my face.
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Without a phone or any means of communication, the only way I could maybe get in touch with Dash was to go to his farmhouse.

I’d waited for Annette, Tilly, and Cristina to leave, thanking them for their support, and then I’d jumped into my Jeep. I forgot to brush my teeth and wash my face, but who cared at this point? Blake wanted to hurt Dash, maybe even kill him. I’d never thought him capable of something this harsh, but people would do crazy things when desperate or trapped. And that’s what it felt like to me. The Gray Council had a hold on the sheriff. They were blackmailing him or threatening him. Whatever the reason, Dash was going to pay for it—with his life, possibly.

I couldn’t let that happen.

I never thought Dash would be stupid enough to stay at his own house, even though he’d said he wouldn’t leave without me. But he’d stay close. My feeling was that he’d stay in the woods behind the farmhouse, behind the area where I’d found The Forsaken draining him of his magic that night. Maybe he even had a cabin? Who knew.

The drive to the farmhouse was a blur. Normally, I would take in the beauty of the landscape this early in the morning. I sped down the winding country road, my mind racing with thoughts of Blake and his threatening words. A chill settled in my bones as the reality of the situation began to set in.

I’d thought about the consequences of meeting Blake and his goons on my way to Dash’s. I knew that’s where they all went after leaving my aunt’s place. It might look suspicious of me, but at this point, I didn’t care. I had to warn Dash.

As I drove the Jeep over bumpy terrain, tree branches scraped along the sides. Finally, I reached my destination: a white farmhouse surrounded by green meadows and apple trees. The red barn next to it completed the idyllic picture.

And I’d never met any other cars or SUVs.

I let out a breath and pulled up to Dash’s house. The gravel driveway crunched under my tires.

No old, forest-green Land Rover sat in the driveway. No other cars, just my Jeep.

But that didn’t mean he wasn’t here.

I parked, killed the engine, and got out. That’s when I noticed all the tire marks across the driveway.

“Looks like the cavalry was here,” I muttered, following all the tracks toward the front of the farmhouse. There were even tracks in the grass, the Annabelle hydrangeas, and daylilies there flattened and destroyed.

“You do delicate work, Blake.”

I looked up to the front door. It was open. Scratch that. It was blown off its hinges like something powerful kicked it in.

“Blake,” I muttered under my breath. “Looks like you’ve gone rogue or lost your damn mind.”

I stepped up to the front porch, walked around the busted door, and went inside.

And cursed.

They’d trashed the place.

Everything was in shambles, and a sense of unease settled in my stomach. Tools and books were scattered across the floor as if someone had been searching for something, likely Dash’s cell phone.

“Bastards.”

Shattered glass and debris littered the hallway as I made my way in further. I was hit with a sense of anger at seeing all of Dash’s things broken and scattered. It was thoughtless and rude, and again, I felt the desperation in Blake’s actions.

But Dash wasn’t here.

I walked out and went toward the barn. One of the doors stood open, and I held my breath, not knowing what to expect. If Blake destroyed all those gorgeous pieces of furniture that Dash worked on, I’d go find my ball-buster and request a meet.

But strangely enough, the inside, the furniture, and the tools seemed fine, untouched. Either Blake appreciated the work of art here, or he got a call and left before he could ruin anything inside.

In any case, Dash wasn’t here either. Did he take my advice and leave? I’d admit, the thought of him gone did squeeze my heart a little bit. You never knew what you had till it was gone. Wasn’t that the way it went? But him staying with Blake hunting him down was just crazy. And this was no time to be selfish. Dash leaving was the best thing for him right now. He really might have left Moonfell.

But I still had a place to look.

I trekked around the barn and headed for the forest beyond. The sun rose slowly in the distance.

The dense forest was shrouded in a blanket of mist, adding an eerie quality to the surroundings. The trees stood tall and imposing, their branches reaching out like gnarled fingers in the dim light of dawn. As I ventured deeper into the woods, a foreboding feeling settled over me, the silence broken only by the occasional rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze.

I followed a winding path that led me further into the heart of the forest, my senses on high alert. Every now and then, I thought I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye, but when I turned to look, nothing was there but trees and shrubs.

“Probably a squirrel.”

Suddenly, a rustling sound ahead made me freeze in my tracks. I instinctively reached inside my pocket, yanked out my silver antique lighter, and pulled on whatever magic I could reach in the forest, readying myself for whatever or whoever lay in wait.

As I advanced, the rustling grew louder until, finally, a figure emerged from the trees.

But it wasn’t Dash.

It was Marita.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked and kept my hold on my magic and the lighter. Sending a few fireballs toward the investigator would make me feel good, but it would also land me in paranormal jail, and it seemed I was in enough trouble as it was.

Marita smiled, her eyes on my lighter. “Same as you, I suppose.” With her dark, gelled-back hair, tailored dark suit, and six-inch heels, she looked out of place in the forest.

“If you’re going to go hiking in the woods to look for mushrooms, you need boots,” I told her and lifted one of my legs to show her. “You’re going to sprain an ankle in those.” Though somehow, I seriously doubted that. She probably floated.

“Mushrooms?”

“I love mushrooms. Don’t you?” Loved them on my pizza.

“He’s not here, you know,” she said and pulled out her signature cigarette case. “I’ve looked.”

“I’m just here looking for mushrooms.”

Marita snapped her fingers. A yellow flame emerged, and she proceeded to light the cigarette on her lips. She blew out a shoot of smoke and offered me the cigarette case. “You want one?”

I clenched my jaw, hating how the nicotine still had a hold on me, like the rusane. “No.”

“Then why do you carry a lighter if not to indulge in this delicious nicotine habit?”

“It anchors me. Reminds me of the right decision I made by quitting.”

Her lips spread into a smile. “And did you? Quit?”

I narrowed my eyes. How could she possibly know that I’d lit that one she’d stuffed in my bag? “Yes.”

“Your loss.” She snapped the case shut and slipped it inside her jacket pocket.

“I didn’t see a car,” I said. “How did you get here. Did you fly? Let me guess… you teleported your creepy ass. Didn’t you?”

The Merlin investigator flashed me another lazy smile. “Can’t tell you all my secrets, Kit-Kat.”

“Same.”

Marita took a drag off her cigarette, watching me, her gaze calculating and undeniably sinister. “Your involvement with the suspect doesn’t look good. First, I find you snooping around the sheriff’s building in the middle of the night, the same night this Dash character escapes or was let out, and now I find you here, at his property, when there’s a manhunt out for him. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you helped him escape.”

I dropped my lighter into my pocket. “I didn’t. You saw me. I was alone.”

Marita let out a chuckle that made me want to slap her. “Maybe. But then there’s the question of the evidence that mysteriously disappeared.”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

The smirk on her pale face said otherwise. “I am curious, though,” she said and took another puff off her cigarette. “Why are you here now? Any man in his position would have disappeared. But you seem to think he’s still here. Why? You are very naïve if you think a man in danger would stick around for a little sex.”

“You’re here too,” I pointed out. “What’s your reason for being here? And why are you in the woods?” The fact that she was in the woods, further out, didn’t settle well with me. She was obviously trying to find Dash, just like me. But why? Was she going to call Blake if she found him?

“Like I said,” commented the investigator. “Same as you.”

I glared at her. “You wanted to catch him. Didn’t you? Bring him in. Why? What does the Merlin Group have to do with The Gray Council?” I doubted she would tell me, but it was worth a try.

Marita’s expression remained cool and unreadable. I could tell she was trying to decide how much she wanted to reveal. Finally, she took another drag off her cigarette and said, around billows of smoke, “Let’s just say our organizations have a history.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t explain why you’re here looking for Dash.” Before all of this, I wouldn’t have thought they even knew he existed. It all started with Blake. When he reported the doings of The Forsaken and the connection between them and Dash. And then Marita showed up. Coincidence? I think not.

“I have my own reasons for finding him,” she said, her tone dismissive.

“And those are?” I pressed. If they had anything else on Dash, apart from his cell phone, which was now destroyed, I wanted to know.

She smirked at me. “Like I would tell you.”

I rolled my eyes, already regretting asking the question. “Fine. I’ll find out anyway. Sooner or later, the truth will come out. And I’ll know the real reason you’re sneaking around Dash’s property.”

Marita’s smirk sent a wave of irritation through me. She took a step closer. “You’re treading in dangerous waters,” she warned. “Curiosity killed the Kat.” She grinned. “And in our line of work, curiosity can lead to much darker fates.”

“You threatening me again?”

A laugh escaped her. “I don’t need to. You’re doing a splendid job yourself.”

“Whatever game you’re playing, Marita, I’m not one to be intimidated easily,” I retorted, trying to match her steely demeanor with my own resolve.

Marita watched me. “You’re not what I was expecting.”

“Yeah? And what’s that? A strong, independent female.”

“A woman who’s led by her emotions.”

Yeah, that comment pissed me off. I’d been very careful not to let my feelings interfere with my work, and it had worked out fine these past twenty years. Although I had been lonely for a while, it had worked out just fine. Until now.

“Caring for the wellbeing of another person is not driven by some hormones,” I said, keeping the anger from my voice. I wouldn’t let her see how much that comment affected me.

Marita took another drag off her cigarette, her eyes narrowed. “You’re too emotionally invested in this man, Kit-Kat. You’re letting your feelings cloud your judgment.”

I rolled my eyes. “I know how to separate my emotions from my job.”

“Do you? Because I’ve seen the way you defend him.” She studied me for a moment before continuing, “Are you in love with him?”

My cheeks flushed with embarrassment and anger. “That is none of your business,” I snapped.

Marita gave me a sly smile. “But it is now. Isn’t it?”

I gritted my teeth, trying to keep my cool. I couldn’t let her get to me. “Why are you really here?” I asked again.

She hesitated for a moment before sighing and flicking her cigarette butt onto the forest floor. “To discover the truth. To discover your involvement with a murderer.”

“He’s not a murderer,” I hissed.

Marita let out a laugh. “Oh, really? And how would you know? I’ve asked around. You’ve only just met this Dash recently. You can’t possibly now the truth about his past… what he’s done… and believe me… he’s done a lot. More than you’ll ever know.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. “What are you talking about?” And why did she sound like she knew about Dash’s past? Did the Merlin Group have a file on him? The Gray Council?

“You really don’t know. Do you?” Marita said, interrupting my thoughts. “You know, I overheard the sheriff say if he’s captured, they’re going to kill him.”

“I heard that too.” I took a breath and added, “but he won’t. I think the sheriff’s involved in something that’s clouding his judgment. He’s not thinking straight.”

“Really?” asked Marita, her brows up in interest. “Like what?”

I snorted. “Like I’m going to tell you.”

Fury flashed on Marita’s face, distorting it and really making it less attractive than before, and a spark of energy hit the air. The mage was pulling on her magic. “You think you can protect him?” she snapped. “Keep him safe from the consequences of his actions? You’re playing a dangerous game, Kit-Kat, and you have no idea who you are dealing with.”

I squared my shoulders, refusing to back down. “I know enough to understand that things are never as black and white as they seem. Dash may have a past, but that doesn’t define who he is now. And I trust him.”

Marita’s laughter was sharp and cutting. “Trust him? That’s rich coming from you, a mere outsider who struts into this town twenty years later like you own the place and know everything about everyone. You’re just a pawn in a much larger game, and if you’re not careful, you’ll find yourself in too deep to get out.”

“Looks like I’m already in too deep.” I’d broken the law and stolen evidence, even was on my way to break out a prisoner. A year ago, hell, a month ago, I would have never done anything like that, but circumstances had changed.

I had changed.

“Yes. I can see that.” Her dark eyes focused on the rusane around my neck. “A witch who can shift into creatures and who wears a rusane. Now I can say that I’ve seen it all.”

“Why don’t you just send your report and be done with it? I’m tired of this shit. If the Merlin Group doesn’t want anything to do with me after that, I’ll accept it. Just go away. You’re giving me a migraine.”

It was obvious Dash was not here. I wanted to warn him about Blake’s intentions, but I had a strong feeling the half-demon already knew. Still, I wanted to see him.

Marita shrugged nonchalantly. “You’ve made this personal, Kit-Kat.”

Somehow, I had a feeling she meant it was personal about her. Weird.

“Isn’t it?” I asked. “You’re up all in my personal space. And you’re following me. If that’s not personal, I don’t know what is.”

The investigator smiled at something she saw on my face. “See you soon, Kit-Kat.”

I watched her go, feeling her exit was also the fall of my career with the Merlin Group. I realized, at this moment, I’d made peace with the fact that the Merlin Group was lost to me as regular work. There was always work to be found, always a missing kid or a murder to be solved. I could live with that pay cut.

Dash was on his own.

Right now, I had more pressing matters. Tonight, The Forsaken were going to use some ancient tablets to conjure a devastating spell.

And somehow, I had to stop them.
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“How soon will it be ready?” I asked, wincing as the smell of that sizzling potion shot up my nose. “Smells like bile. God, I hope I don’t have to drink it.” Because I didn’t think I could keep it down if I did.

My aunt shoved me aside. “Of course not. You’re supposed to put it on the rusane.”

“Good to know.” I moved over to the table and fell into one of the chairs. My nerves were shot, my mind shifting from the spell The Forsaken were performing tonight to Dash’s whereabouts. Now that he’d escaped from custody and we’d destroyed the evidence, his chances of clearing his name weren’t good. But I knew if he’d stayed in that cell, things were undoubtedly going to be worse. Something was off with Blake. It was like he was acting on someone else’s orders.

And I was going to find out who.

My aunt stuck her finger in the mixture and tasted it. “Mmm. It’ll be ready in about two hours.”

I cringed. “Great.” See? She did do that.

My phone vibrated as a text came in. I snatched it up.

“Is it Dash?” Her hopeful expression tugged at my heart.

“We killed his phone. Remember? It’s from Annette.” Not that he couldn’t get another burner phone. I was hoping he would. And soon.

Annette: Hey. If you’re not busy, can you come over? The girls want to show off their Halloween costumes.

Me: Sure. I’ll be right there.

“What does she want?” She turned back to her boiling cauldron, muttering incantations as she sprinkled what looked like salt into the mix.

“The girls want to show me their Halloween costumes.” I couldn’t even remember if I’d ever dressed up for Halloween when I was their age. If I didn’t have any memories, that’s because I didn’t.

It also gave me the opportunity to talk to Annette about my suspicions that Blake might have told the Gray Council about Emily. I had no proof, but she deserved to know. Or, at least, she deserved a warning.

“How’s that young witch who summoned the buer demon?” asked my aunt, pulling the thought right out of my head. “Are her parents keeping a close watch on her abilities? You don’t want that kind of power to be known. Not at such a young age. She’ll need a strict training regimen, too.”

I crossed my legs at the knee. “I’m sure they are. It was a pretty traumatic experience for all of them. The last time I saw Emily, she looked a little better but still miserable. I don’t think she’ll ever get over what she did, but she can learn to live with it.”

My aunt looked over her shoulder at me. “Such wise words.”

“Ha. Ha.” I stood up and stretched. “Well, I should go. I won’t be long.”

“You’ve got two hours, so there’s no need to hurry back.”

I left my aunt to her potion making and proceeded down to the front door. I grabbed my jacket from the coat hanger, hauled up my boots, and headed out.

The cool October air was soothing on my cheeks. It was cool, not cold, and I couldn’t even feel a breeze. As far as I knew, no rain was in the forecast either. If it stayed that way until sundown, which was in about three hours, it would be a fantastic Halloween night.

With each step, the crunch of fallen leaves under my feet echoed through the air. I made for the blue cottage with a bold red door. Five pumpkins graced the porch, each one carefully carved with intricate and frightening faces. As I approached, I noticed one pumpkin stood out from the rest. It had been partially carved and decorated with a black marker, creating the silhouette of a dog or a wolf. I knew immediately that it belonged to Elsie, the youngest of the girls.

I knocked on the front door. When no one answered after a whole minute, I rang the doorbell. Nothing. I leaned forward. Muffled voices came through the door. They were home, just too busy to hear the door.

Finding the door unlocked, I pushed in.

“Hello? Annette?” I shut the door behind me, and using the wall for balance, I pulled off my boots.

“Woof!”

“Ah!”

I fell back against the wall, my heart thumping against my chest. I stared at a small child dressed in a gray dog costume with pointed ears, a long, bushy tail, and paws. It was one of those one-piece costumes.

“Hi, Elsie,” I pushed off the wall. “Didn’t see you there. Are you a wolf?” The pointed ears and gray faux fur gave it away. Or she could be disguised as a husky or a malamute, but I didn’t think so.

“Woof!” She growled and then spun around and hopped away like a bunny rabbit.

“She’s still figuring it out,” said Annette as she appeared. “Thanks for coming.” She shoved a bundle of material into my arms. “How are you with a needle?”

I shrugged. “Guess we’re about to find out.”

Annette let out a laugh. It was such a nice laugh, genuine, and something I didn’t get to hear a lot these days.

“Come,” she said and pulled me with her to the dining room area.

The table was hidden under piles of material, a sewing machine, boxes of glitter, glue gun, ribbon, and beads. Annette had transformed the room into a makeshift costume workshop.

“This is amazing,” I said, looking around.

“Thanks. Can I get you something to drink? A glass of wine?”

A glass of wine sounded amazing, but I didn’t think I should be drinking alcohol right now, especially since my aunt was going to work a spell on the rusane soon. I didn’t know if my being a little tipsy would interfere with her magic, and I couldn’t risk it.

“Coffee would be great,” I told her. “Black.”

Annette smiled and walked to the kitchen. She came back moments later with a steaming mug of delicious-smelling coffee.

“Thank you.” I took a deep sip of the hot liquid, sat down, and placed the bundle on the table. The material was black and green. I shook it out and let it fall. It was a robe with a green academic crest on the front. “Why does this look familiar?”

“It’s a Harry Potter wizard robe,” said Annette, taking the seat across from me.

“It’s a Slytherin house robe,” corrected Emily as she joined us at the table. She wore a black sweater and skirt with a green tie. “Gryffindor is lame. The true power is with house Slytherin.”

I raised a brow, sharing a look with Annette, who couldn’t hide the slight worry in her frown. “Good to know,” I told her, studying her face. She looked healthier than the last time I saw her, but she still had that haunting look in her eye. The loss of her childhood. I knew that look very well. “Love it. You look great.”

Emily shrugged, her face turning a bright red as she spun around and marched into the living room. Elsie was nestled against her father on the couch, watching what I recognized as one of my favorite movies, Beetlejuice.

Liam caught me looking and raised his arm. “Hi, Kat.”

“Hi.” I smiled, marveling at how normal and wonderful Annette’s family was. Yeah, it wasn’t perfect, but it was to me. If I ever had a family of my own, I’d want one just like hers.

“There’s a tear in the armpit seam right there.” Annette leaned forward, grabbed the Slytherin robe, flipped it over, and pointed to a small rip.

I grabbed the robe back from her. “I’m glad it’s in the armpit, where no one will see my awesome stitch work.” I took another gulp of coffee and then picked out a needle and black thread from the thread box to get to work. I felt eyes on me and looked up to find Annette staring. “What?”

“You think she’s gone over to the dark side. Don’t you?” said the mother of five, her voice carrying a slight tremor.

My lips parted as I tried to come up with something that wouldn’t add to her distress.

“It’s not about the dark side or the light side,” I replied carefully, focusing on stitching the tear in the robe and not my fingers. “I think Emily is finding her own path, just like we all do at some point in our lives. People change. They grow, and sometimes they explore different aspects of themselves. It doesn’t mean she’s turned evil or anything.”

Annette’s expression softened slightly, but her eyes still held a lingering worry. “I just can’t shake this feeling that something is off. Ever since that… incident, she’s been different. Distant, secretive.”

I paused my sewing, meeting Annette’s gaze. “I think that’s a normal reaction after everything she went through. She’s still processing. And at her age, who knows what goes on in that tiny brain? She’ll never be the same.” Not after causing those three deaths. She’d carry them forever.

Annette shook her head slowly. “You mean… I’ve lost her?”

“She’s lost that innocence. Her actions made it so.” At Annette’s eyes welling with tears, I quickly added, “But that doesn’t mean she’s evil or turning to the dark side, like you said. She’s still your daughter and coping the only way she knows how. If that’s becoming part of Slytherin house, that’s okay.”

“I just can’t bear the thought of her losing her innocence,” Annette whispered, her voice barely audible in the room. “She was always so full of light, so funny, always playing tricks on her older sisters. How could things have turned out like this?”

“I don’t know,” I told her, “but it will get better. We stopped it before it got worse. And now she just needs time.”

Annette nodded slowly, her tears shimmering. “She hasn’t done any magic since. Nothing. Not even to tease her older sisters like she used to. It’s like she’s afraid.”

My eyes darted over to the living room. Emily sat on the other side of her dad, looking every bit like a normal ten-year-old girl. Not a powerful witch who could summon demons on her own.

“I think that’s a good thing for now,” I said, looking back at Annette. “But she will. When she’s ready.”

Annette let out a shaky breath and grabbed a bundle of red velvet material to begin stitching black lace around the trim. “Maybe that’s a good thing. I keep looking over my shoulder every time I’m out doing shopping, thinking that the council will show up and take her from us. I know Blake said he would never tell, but I can’t help it. I’m terrified.”

Damn. Here it comes. “About that—”

“Give it back!” shouted a voice.

I turned in my seat to find three girls barreling into the dining room.

“It’s mine!” shouted the same voice, which belonged to Elanor, the eight-year-old werewolf. She wore a red dress styled with black lacing on the bodice and black lace over the skirt.

Ella, the twelve-year-old werewolf, climbed up on one of the chairs, dangling a basket at her younger sister’s head. With her painted grayish skin, bloodied clothes, and multiple lacerations, we had ourselves a zombie. “Says who?”

“Because Little Red Riding Hood has a basket, stupid!” cried Elanor.

“Girls,” warned Annette. “That’s enough. We have a guest.”

“Give it!” Elanor stomped her feet and let out a growl. Her eyes flickered, and for a moment, I could see a flash of gold in them.

Annette sighed. “Ella. Give her back the basket. Now.”

Ella rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She tossed the basket and Elanor snatched it up with a strange, tiny, possessive smile.

“Here. It’s finished.” Annette handed the velvety material to Elanor, who wrapped it around her shoulders and tied it at the neck.

“That’s a great costume,” I told the little girl.

Elanor flashed a smile. “I know. And she gets eaten by the big bad wolf.”

“Right.” Damn. Guess raising werewolf kids was different than witchlings.

“Loser!” Elanor smacked Ella with her basket, let out a squeal, and ran out of the dining room.

“You’re dead!” Ella ran after her sister.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “It never gets boring. Does it?”

“Not with five girls,” answered Annette, just as her eldest daughter joined us.

Emma donned a sleek, striped ensemble reminiscent of Wednesday Addams with a matching school jacket and floor-length skirt in shades of black and gray. A dark wig adorned her head, framing her face with straight bangs and two perfectly braided shoulder-length strands. She was the epitome of gothic elegance and looked absolutely stunning.

“Are you taking your sisters trick-or-treating tonight?” I asked.

Emma made a face. “No. I’m going to the dance. Dad’s taking them.”

“There’s a Halloween dance tonight at the high school,” whispered Annette. “I think she has a crush on one of the senior boys.”

I smiled. “Ah. What it is to be young and in love.”

Annette snorted. “They have no idea.”

“What?” Emma stared at us with a frown. “Is something wrong with my costume?”

“No. You look great. Amazing,” I told her.

The young witch smiled and made her way to join the rest of the clan in the living room.

Once I was satisfied with my sewing, I cut the thread, folded the Slytherin robe, and placed it on the table. “Done. No more rip.”

“Thank you, Kat.”

“My pleasure.” I stood up. “The coffee went right through me. Can I use your bathroom?”

“Of course. You don’t need to ask.” Annette smiled at me and went back to work on a medieval-looking red dress, carefully threading elongated sleeves. She caught me staring and said, “I’m greeting kids as Melisandre from Game of Thrones, you know, from the TV show?”

“Yes. I’ve seen the television series.” I would have preferred to read the books, but I hadn’t had the time to curl up on the couch with a good book in months. My line of work didn’t really allow me a lot of free time.

Annette picked up a choker-like necklace with a large red jewel fastened in the middle. “Look. It’s like yours.”

My hand reached up to the rusane, and a feeling of nausea hit me. “Right. Just like mine.”

I turned around before Annette could see my face and read what was there. I reached the small powder room just off the entrance and locked myself in. Only then did I release a breath.

My aunt had to remove this damn thing. The room was really tiny, and I felt claustrophobic. The rusane seemingly sensed my feelings, and it felt as though it tightened around my neck, making it worse. I couldn’t breathe.

I moved to the window and cranked it open a bit, inhaling the cool air. I took another breath, deeper this time, and slowly, my tension began to loosen.

“…I did everything you asked,” said a voice I recognized.

It was coming from outside.

I flattened myself against the wall and peered out as much as I could without being seen.

Blake stood in the side yard of Annette and Liam’s house. Next to him was a tall bald man I’d never seen before with a dark mustache. With his dark suit and self-important air, he gave off an FBI vibe.

“You gave us nothing,” corrected the stranger, staring at Blake with disappointment.

Despite the chilly air of the autumn evening, a cold sweat broke out along my spine as I strained to hear their conversation. Blake’s normally confident demeanor was replaced with a tense unease that made my heart race.

The bald man’s steely gaze bore into Blake, his expression unreadable. “Enough excuses. We’ve given you ample time. Now it seems we must take matters into our own hands.”

“I swear I did everything I could,” Blake protested, his voice tinged with desperation. “I had him, but he escaped. I can’t just hand him over when I don’t have proof. The only bit of evidence I had was the phone.”

“And you’ve lost that too,” said the stranger.

My breath caught in my throat as the realization dawned on me. They were talking about Dash.

Who the hell was this guy? He wasn’t one of The Forsaken. I was certain of it. Then, that only left one other option. The Gray Council.

The bald man’s expression darkened as he stepped closer to Blake, his gaze piercing through him. “You were supposed to surrender him to us, Blake. We cannot afford any slip-ups now. The Forsaken have grown too strong, too powerful. We need to take care of that.”

Blake shifted uncomfortably under the man’s scrutiny. “I’ll get him back,” he protested, a touch of desperation lacing his voice.

The bald man crossed his arms, his expression unreadable. “You better. The council won’t wait. Get it done.”

“I will. Just give me a few more days.”

“You don’t have more time.” The stranger watched Blake. “I’m not sure how the town will react once they know you cheated your way to the sheriff’s office.”

Blake’s face was in profile, but I could see his jaw clenching. “I’ll get him.”

The stranger looked at Blake and said, “You’ve got twenty-four hours.” And with that, he turned and walked away, disappearing from my view.

I slipped back as well, not wanting Blake to see me or smell me somehow. These werewolves had a pretty outstanding sense of smell and energies.

Okay. That was a lot of information dumped just now. I was right, though. That stranger had Blake by the balls. I didn’t feel sorry for him. If he really did cheat to get the sheriff’s seat, he didn’t deserve it.

But that’s not what had my chest tight. It was the fact the Gray Council wanted Dash.

I had to find him before Blake did.
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“And you think the stranger is one of the Gray Council members?” My aunt poured some of that potion she’d been brewing with a large spoon into a smaller ceramic bowl and placed it on the counter.

“Oh, yeah. And Dash is to be sacrificed like a lamb,” I said. “He’s their only link, apparently. And he’s not even a member anymore. I really hate Blake right now.”

My aunt pressed her hands on the counter’s edge. “I mean, a little white lie every now and then is fine. But cheating? I hate cheaters.”

“Me too.” A thought occurred to me. “Kolton was right. He knew Blake had tampered with the votes. Holy shit. Kolton was probably meant to be sheriff. Not Blake.” That was a very interesting thought. The people had voted for Kolton, and Blake had stolen the victory from under him.

My aunt’s eyes widened in realization. “He’s an ass.”

“He’s worse than that. And now, to save it, he’s going to give them Dash.” Now, it all started to make sense. The panic I saw on Blake’s face. His overreacting to everything. He wasn’t trying to save the town from The Forsaken. He was just trying to save his own ass.

My aunt’s expression turned grave. “The Gray Council is known for their extreme methods of dealing with supernatural threats. Killing is nothing to them if it’s to maintain balance in the supernatural world.”

“Killing Dash,” I said, feeling my stomach drop.

“Yes. They see it as necessary for the greater good,” my aunt explained, her voice heavy with disapproval.

My mind was reeling with this new information. “I have to find him and warn him that Mr. Moustache is out to get him. I just… have no idea where he is. He’s not at his farmhouse. He doesn’t have a phone.” I sighed and looked up from my chair. “Dash is on his own. Until he finds me, I can’t help him.”

My aunt was looking at me like she was about to protest. “Let’s get that rusane off of you now. One thing at a time. And once it’s off, you can use your magic freely around those Forsaken bastards.”

I smiled. “Yeah. But that still won’t help me find those damn tablets.”

With one hand on her cane and the other holding the ceramic bowl, my aunt waddled over to the table. “If only we knew where they were,” she said and placed the bowl on the table. “It’s cool enough now. I just need to spread the mixture over the rusane like paint.”

“More like a paste—wait.” I bolted up in my chair. “What did you say?”

My aunt frowned. “I need to put that mixture on the rusane.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Oh, my god, that’s it.” I shot to my feet. “You’re a genius!”

My aunt looked smug. “You’ve only just realized that now?”

I grabbed her by the shoulders. “The rusane is filled with magic from The Forsaken, right?”

“Yes.”

My heart slammed in my chest. “So, what if we used it to make a locator spell? Wouldn’t it take us right to them?”

My aunt’s eyes widened with recognition. “Yes. You’re right. You’re absolutely right.”

I let my aunt go and straightened. “How long would it take to make the locator spell?”

“Not long,” said my aunt. “We have everything. All we need is the rusane and a kick of magic. That thing around your neck is like a living GPS. We can do it right now.”

I took a slow breath. “Let’s do it.”

My aunt flashed a mischievous grin. “We’ll get these bastards.” She hobbled over to her cupboard, filled her arms with candles, a leather pouch, and a box of chalk, and dumped them on the table.

She yanked out a chalk and tossed it to me. “Draw a circle on the floor, big enough for you to step into. Inside the circle, I want you to draw a five-pointed star.”

I gripped the chalk. “Yes, ma’am.” I did as I was instructed. When I was done, I set the chalk on the table. “Now what?”

My aunt handed me five candles. “Place a candle on each of the star points.”

With the chalk in my grip, I knelt next to the circle and did as I was told. “Done.”

My aunt raised a single hand. She closed her eyes and mumbled, “Ilumirium.”

With an influx of magic, one by one, the candles sprouted a flame.

“Wish I could do that,” I said.

My aunt chuckled softly, her eyes twinkling with ancient knowledge. “We all have our strengths. This is just not yours.”

I stared at the circle, feeling a little anxious. “Okay. So, what’s next?”

My aunt pointed to the circle. “I need you to step into the circle.”

“Okay.” I did as she instructed, feeling a surge of adrenaline mixed with trepidation. The flames flickered and danced as I stepped into the chalk circle.

“Are you ready?” my aunt asked with a serious expression. “Once I cast the spell, it will attach itself to the rusane and to you. You won’t be able to rid yourself of it for another two hours or so.”

I nodded. “That’s fine. Let’s get this done.”

My aunt raised both hands, cleared her voice, and chanted, “By the power of the elements, I summon thee. I seek your help in finding the ones called The Forsaken, hidden from sight they be.”

A surge of power shot through me, causing my body to tense and my breath to catch in my throat. The energy from the elements merged with my own aura, throwing off my balance and nearly causing me to stumble. I clenched my jaw as a tingling sensation spread from my fingertips down to my toes.

The candles flickered and danced, casting shadows on the walls of the kitchen area.

I could feel the magic building around me, crackling in the air like static electricity before a storm. It was both exhilarating and terrifying, knowing we were tapping into forces far beyond my understanding and expertise.

And then the energy reached a crescendo, culminating in a blinding flash of light that seemed to originate from within me. The world spun and twisted around me, colors blending and swirling in a dizzying whirlpool. I felt weightless as if my very essence was being pulled apart and rearranged in the chaotic maelstrom of magic.

I clenched my jaw. A flashing wave of translucent yellow light swam up from the circle on the floor to finally reach my knees. I watched as it continued to spread up my leg to my hips and chest and finally to my neck.

I couldn’t see the light anymore, but I felt its warmth around my neck, around the rusane.

I cringed as another torrent of energy surged through me—larger this time—with a force that sent me shaking.

And then it stopped.

As the swirling vortex of magic dissipated, I found myself standing in the center of the circle, my breath coming in ragged gasps. The room was silent, the only sound the soft hum of the refrigerator. My aunt’s eyes bore into mine, intense and searching as if trying to gauge my reaction.

I looked down at my hands, expecting to see them glowing with residual magic, but they appeared just as they always had. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that something inside me had shifted irreversibly.

“Did it work?” I reached up, touched the rusane, and frowned. Humming pricked my fingertips. It always had a soft hum, but this time, it felt more like I had a necklace made of a hundred bees.

“Of course, it worked,” snapped my aunt. “Walk around the house and see if you feel a pull in any direction,” she instructed. “The rusane will tell you where to go.”

I nodded, still reeling from the intense surge of magic I had just experienced. I stepped cautiously out of the circle, feeling the weight of the rusane against my neck like a tangible reminder of the magic coursing through me. With a deep breath to steady myself, I began to walk slowly around the room.

As I moved, I focused on the sensation emanating from the rusane. I advanced toward the back door—and the humming stopped.

Huh. Interesting.

I spun around and walked toward the dining room, feeling both the rusane’s humming again and my aunt’s intense gaze on me.

But when I moved to the back of the dining area, the humming grew faint until I could barely feel it.

Okay. Not this way.

I moved out of the dining room and headed toward the living room at the front of the house. The rusane sparked back into life, stronger this time. It felt like a faint vibration against my skin, urging me on, almost like a compass pointing me in the right direction. I could sense a subtle tug toward the hallway. The rusane pulsed softly against my neck, its hum growing slightly louder with each step I took.

I passed the living room and kept walking, following its guidance.

The rusane was guiding me, tugging me toward the front door, toward the outside.

Excitement filled me. “It’s working. I think it’s working. It wants me to go outside.”

“Of course, it’s working. I did the spell,” said my aunt, slight irritation evident in her voice as she shuffled forward with her cane.

Grabbing my jacket and swinging my messenger back over my head, I pulled open the door. “Two hours, you said. Right?”

My aunt stood next to me by the front door. “Yes. Give or take a few minutes.”

“Should be plenty of time. I’ll take my Jeep. Well…” I took a deep breath. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

“I know.” I started down the steps.

“And, Kat?”

“Yeah?” I turned around at the warning in her voice.

My aunt’s face was cast in worry. “Be careful. Remember, you won’t be able to use your magic against The Forsaken.”

“I know.” And that was still a huge problem. I gave my aunt a forced smile. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it.” Then I thought of something. “Do you have a safe place to put the tablets once I get them? Somewhere no one can find or sense them?”

My aunt nodded. “I can think of a few places like that. Just get back safely, and then we’ll figure it out.”

I opened the door to my Jeep and tossed my bag onto the passenger seat. I climbed in and started the engine, feeling a mix of excitement, fear, and determination.

The rusane pulsed steadily against my neck as I drove down the familiar streets. My aunt’s warnings echoed in my mind, reminding me that this mission was dangerous. And without the use of my magic, I would be at a major disadvantage.

But I couldn’t let that stop me. I couldn’t back down now. If the rusane could lead me to The Forsaken’s headquarters, I was going. This was my only shot at stopping whatever spell they had planned tonight.

And I would.
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Idrove down the winding roads of our small town. The houses grew sparser, replaced by dense woods that seemed to press in around me. The rusane’s hum became more insistent, a constant presence I couldn’t ignore even if I tried.

I took the next left. The rusane’s vibrations grew stronger, guiding me and leading me away from our downtown core and deeper into the heart of the forest that surrounded our town.

I didn’t question the rusane or my aunt’s locator spell. I knew in my gut this was the way to find those bastards and where they’d been hiding all this time.

My thoughts flicked to Dash, wondering where the tall half-demon was and hoping he was safe. I shook my head. I couldn’t think of Dash right now. I had to focus on the rusane and where it led me. If I didn’t read the pulses right, I might miss the location.

Or worse, the spell would stop working, and I’d be left with an empty gas tank.

I finally reached the edge of the forest, where the rusane’s pull became almost overwhelming. The constant pulsing was giving me a headache.

“Okay, okay. I get it. You want me to go in the forest. Well, I can’t go through with my Jeep.”

I parked near a trailhead I could see and killed the engine. Slipping out of my vehicle, I took a deep breath and stepped out into the cool, crisp air of the woods. I looked around. We were at the highest point, according to Moonfell’s typography, with few houses or any kind of buildings, and none inside that forest.

But the damned rusane wanted me to go in there. I was sure of it.

“Fine. I get it. I’m going.”

I stepped on the trail and walked into the woods. The rusane guided me deeper into the heart of the forest. It was getting dark, but I could still see pretty clearly. The overcast of the tall trees snuffed out the light, but I had enough illumination to see where I was going and not to skewer one of my eyeballs on a branch.

After a ten-minute trek, the rusane pulled me toward a hidden path that wound its way through the undergrowth. The path seemed to have been carved out by something larger than just animals passing through.

As I ventured deeper into the forest, the air grew heavy with the scent of petrichor and decaying leaves. Shapes moved, my eyes playing tricks on me and making me question whether I was truly alone in this place. I quickened my pace, determined to uncover where my fabulous necklace was leading me.

Suddenly, a soft glow caught my attention up ahead. A faint light flickered through the dense foliage, drawing me closer. As I approached, the rusane’s pulses thrummed with a newfound urgency, resonating with a throb of warmth that beckoned me.

Pushing aside a tangle of brambles, I stepped into a small clearing.

And there, in the middle of it, nestled between two large shrubs, were double doors. Like an exterior cellar door you’d find on an older home.

The faded green paint was almost gone, giving way to rot. I could see the soft yellow light spilling from the edges.

“Well, hello, there.”

Grinning, I yanked open the doors. I was immediately hit with the strong smell of musk and mildew.

The dim light from the small lanterns hanging on the walls revealed a staircase leading down into darkness. The rusane’s tug became almost frantic as if urging me to descend into the unknown depths below.

I let out a breath. “Here we go.”

I pulled the doors closed behind me and started down the steps.

The flickering light that had guided me here revealed walls covered in ivy and moss, their tendrils reaching out like ghostly fingers trying to reclaim what nature had long ago lost. Dust motes danced in the air, catching the golden glow that emanated from an old lantern hanging on a rusted hook.

Once I reached the bottom, I was in a dirt-packed tunnel, about six and a half feet by five feet carved from the depths of the earth and lost in shadow.

“But where do you lead?”

I realized this was probably one of many secret entrances to The Forsaken’s homebase. It was a nasty, grimy one, but it led somewhere.

I started walking. I tested my umbra magic, pulling all the shadows around me—there were many—and felt just a tiny spark of my power.

That’s when I knew I was at the right place.

I quickened my pace. The tunnel looked like it never ended, and my aunt’s spell was on a timer.

As I pressed forward through the damp, earthen passageway, the walls seemed to pulse with a latent energy. The air grew colder, carrying hints of otherworldly magic around me like remnants of dark spells cast by The Forsaken.

My footsteps echoed softly, the only sound in this subterranean realm. The tunnel seemed to stretch on endlessly, the walls closing in around me with each step I took.

“Seems like I’m a little claustrophobic.”

Time passed. I checked my cell phone and cursed. I’d been walking in the tunnel for an hour.

Damn. Did this tunnel have an end to it? It had to lead somewhere. Right?

As I delved deeper, a sense of foreboding gripped me, a primal instinct warning me that I should turn around and go back. But my legs kept propelling me forward, driven by my stubbornness and will.

And just when I thought the damn tunnel would never end, I faced another staircase with a collection of steps leading up.

Exhaling, I climbed the old staircase, the wooden steps worn down by centuries of use. Each step creaked under my weight as I ascended, the sound echoing ominously in the narrow passage. I felt like I was in a cheesy horror movie.

As I reached the top of the staircase, a heavy wooden door loomed before me, its surface etched with strange symbols that seemed to writhe and twist in the dense light. I hesitated for a moment, my hand hovering over the doorknob, as a sense of trepidation gripped my heart.

With a deep breath, I pushed the door open slowly and peered into a vast chamber. It was dimly lit by hundreds of candles, but no one was there.

I slipped through the opening and stepped inside. The air was heavy with the scent of burning candles, incense, decay, and ancient magic.

“Looks like I’m in the right place.”

But when I gave the chamber a good inspection, it hit me. The familiar scent, the tall drapes, the symbols etched into the stone walls…

This was the place where The Forsaken had performed their ritual on me, where they’d cast the rusane.

If this was their common room where they performed all their rituals, the tablets would be here somewhere. They had to be.

With my heart in my throat, I ran across the chamber, my footsteps echoing in the cavernous space. The flames of the candles flickered wildly as if responding to my urgency. I scanned the room frantically, searching for any sign of these mysterious tablets.

A wooden chest caught my eye, nestled amid a pile of books and ancient-looking artifacts. I hurried over, and with trembling hands, I lifted the lid.

Two stone rectangles, about six by nine inches, lay on the bottom.

The surface of each stone was etched with elaborate and ancient runes and symbols, their lines glinting with a faint, otherworldly glow. As I reached down to touch the stones, I could feel a tingling sensation coursing through my fingertips, as if the very essence of magic was contained within them. The sight both mesmerized and unnerved me, and I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of power these mystical stones held within their depths.

I’d never seen magical tablets before, but I was going with my gut.

Just as I grabbed them, voices reached me. I spun around. They were coming from the tunnel I’d just trudged out of.

“Shit.”

I couldn’t go back that way. I needed another way out.

I yanked the tablets out and stuffed them in my bag.

“Time to go.”

I ran around the chamber until I spotted another door. I pushed through it and found myself into a narrow corridor. I shot forward, wood paneling on either side of me. Rounding the corner, the corridor opened up into a much larger hallway with vast rooms on either side.

The posh hallway had been decorated with over-the-top expensive paintings and rooms that I recognized. I’d been here before—seventeen years ago.

My legs stiffened like I’d been spelled with an immobilization curse, and I halted.

I was in my childhood home.

“Okay. This is weird.”

And then something else hit me. That sense of familiarity I’d felt when The Forsaken had removed the bag from my head, that feeling of déjà vu, of being there before.

And now I knew why.

I blinked, looking around. “What the hell is going on?” Not to mention the implications. What did my family have to do with The Forsaken?

“You!”

I spun around. My favorite butler was marching my way from down the east wing of the grand house with a look that said he wanted to kill me—or eat me. It was a close call.

“How did you get in?” shouted Fender, looking around as though I’d just crawled from one of the windows.

“Gotta go.”

With the tablets carefully hidden inside my bag, I bolted down the hallway toward the front door.

And that’s when my mother stepped into the hallway from one of the dens, her long black dress flowing at her heels.

“Katrina? What are you doing here?” Shock was plastered over her pretty face, but she didn’t look angry or upset. She looked sad, for a lack of a better word. Guess she’d forgiven me for attacking my father the last time I was here.

I ran past her. “Hi, Mom. That dress is smoking hot on you. Bye!”

Without another glance, I sprinted toward the front door, yanked it open and rushed out.

Adrenaline pulsed, urging my legs. But soon I knew it would give out. And I still needed to find my Jeep.

Yet I’d done it. I had the tablets. I didn’t have much time before The Forsaken discovered they were missing.

The Forsaken. The Forsaken’s homebase was my parents’ house.

No, it couldn’t be. Could it? Yet I’d emerged from their basement.

So, yeah. My family were part of The Forsaken.

I didn’t see that coming.
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When I finally reached my aunt’s house, after climbing up the hill and finding my Jeep where I’d left it, I was drenched in sweat and smelled like a men’s locker room.

“Aunt Luna?” I called as I dragged myself in, my legs feeling like jelly after all the walking and running I’d done. “I did it. I have the tablets.”

I wanted to pull off my boots, but I suspected the blisters I’d created would rip more skin the moment I yanked them off. Better keep them on until I found her.

“Aunt Luna? Where are you?” I yelled from the bottom of the staircase. When I didn’t get a response, I climbed up, very slowly, and searched her room. She wasn’t there. I checked the other rooms, even mine, but they were all empty. “Okay. Where is she?” She knew I’d be back and was counting on her to hide the tablets. “You better have not left me to play bridge with your girlfriends.”

I walked back down the stairs, feeling my blisters burn with each step. I moved to the back of the house, to the kitchen, but still no sign of my aunt.

I sighed. “Great. Just great.” Not great. Where the hell should I hide the tablets? Sooner or later, they’d make the connection if Fender Bender hadn’t told them already. Funny, I got the feeling he was a member—or wanted to be.

The sound of tires crunching the old asphalt driveway hit me.

“Fuck.”

Panic hit. Too late. The Forsaken knew I’d stolen the tablets and now they were here to kill me.

Just when I had the bright idea to stash the tablets in the oven, the front door opened.

I froze as the sound of footsteps came closer. I couldn’t use my magic against them since we hadn’t used my aunt’s potion, which was still in the same spot she left it in that ceramic bowl. So, I did what any other witch would do in my position.

I grabbed the biggest kitchen knife I could find and turned to face my enemy.

“Dash?”

Dash raised his hands in surrender. “I know I should have come earlier, but do you really want to stab me?”

I dropped the knife. “I thought you were them.”

“The Forsaken?”

“Yeah. I did something.” I opened the flap of my messenger bag and pulled out the tablets, feeling their magic tickle my fingertips.

Dash smiled at me. “I’m impressed.” He took the tablets carefully in his hands. “They’re very powerful. I can feel their energy. But how did you do it? How did you know where to look?”

I tapped the rusane around my neck. “I have to thank your old pals for that. See, with this choker, my aunt was able to perform a locator spell.” I quickly filled him in about my hiking through the woods, the pull of the rusane, the tunnel, finding the tablets, and finally ending up in my parents’ house.

Dash was silent for a long time. “You think your parents are members?”

“Aren’t they? Do you remember ever seeing them?” I knew he couldn’t speak of them before if he had, but now he could.

He shook his head. “No. But that doesn’t mean they’re not. Most of the time, the members would keep themselves hidden from me. I never saw many faces.”

I rubbed my eyes, feeling a major migraine making an appearance. “This is insane. My parents? Part of that group. I mean… my father… yeah. I could see that. It would also explain his sudden rise in power. Maybe The Forsaken are supplying him with limitless power in exchange for my mother’s cash. But my mother… I don’t know. It’s not like her.” But I’d been gone for so long that I barely knew either of my parents anymore. Or my brother.

“Blake’s looking for you,” I blurted, just remembering why I wanted to see him so badly.

The half-demon gave me a sly smile. “I know. I hurt his tiny ego by escaping.”

I laughed. “Yes. But it’s more than that. He wants to hand you over to the Gray Council. I overheard the conversation between him and some bald guy from the council. You’re the only tie they’ve ever had on The Forsaken.” Again I recalled that bit of conversation I’d overheard. “So, now Blake’s crazy antics all make sense. He’s doing all this to keep a job that’s not even rightfully his. He looks desperate. He’s not in his right mind. I’m afraid of what he might do to you.”

“The wolf doesn’t scare me,” said the half-demon, his voice calm, but I could sense the menace in his tone. “He’s no match for me.”

I believed him. “Maybe not. But the Gray Council scares the shit out of me.” Especially after all the rumors I’d heard of what they’d done. Most paranormals who were arrested by the Gray Council were never seen again.

“I’ve faced worse than the Gray Council.” His dark eyes held mine. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why doesn’t that make me feel any better?” No. It was almost like he wanted them to find him. So that he’d what? Fight them? My brain was too exhausted to think about that right now.

Dash handed me back the tablets. “You need to find a place to hide these, or they’ll find them again. And it can’t be here. It’ll be the first place they look.”

I nodded as I slipped the tablets into my bag. “I know. My aunt was supposed to help me with that. But she’s not here. She was supposed to wait up for me.”

Dash’s expression softened slightly, a flicker of concern crossing his features. “Your aunt… where do you think she went?”

I shook my head, trying to push away the nagging worry that clawed at the edges of my mind. “I don’t know. But she wouldn’t just leave me like this. Not when she knew I was on my way back with or without the tablets. And there was the rusane we were supposed to remove too.” I pointed to the bowl of mixture on the table. “Something must have happened.”

“Maybe she went looking for you?”

I shook my head. “Without a car? And at her age? Doubtful. She wouldn’t have made it past Annette’s house.”

I scanned the kitchen and the dining room again, looking for clues that would tell me the whereabouts of my aunt.

A piece of paper was stuck to the fringe with a magnet that wasn’t there this afternoon.

“Wait a minute.” I made to move toward the fridge and tripped on something solid on the floor. I crouched and picked up my aunt’s cane. “Okay, now I know something is definitely wrong. She wouldn’t go anywhere without this.”

Dash watched me as I set her cane on the counter and moved to the fridge to snatch the paper.

I have your aunt, Kit-Kat.

If you want to see her again, come to 557 Birch Lane.

I looked up at Dash as he took the paper from me. “Marita. The Merlin investigator. She took my aunt.” A strange sort of fear hit, and my body went limp. If the tablets weren’t secure in my shoulder bag, I would have dropped them.

Dash’s face darkened with fury, and I peeked a flash of his creature self. “Why?”

My entire body was trembling now, both from exhaustion and fear. “I don’t know. I don’t even think she’s ever met my aunt.”

The half-demon looked like he wanted to go to war with Marita’s face. “It doesn’t make sense. Why would she hold your aunt as a hostage?”

“I don’t know. But I’ve got to go.” If she hurt a white hair on my aunt’s head, that bitch was dead.

“I’ll drive,” said Dash as he marched down the hall. His fast pace and heavy tension were clear indications of how much he cared for my aunt. I had to run to catch up to his long legs and felt a cramp at my side. Life was laughing at me.

I climbed into the large green Land Rover just as Dash turned on the ignition.

“We’ll find a spot to hide the tablets after we get your aunt back,” he said as the engine roared to life, and he backed out of the driveway.

I had no idea what game Marita was playing. But it was clear she was playing dirty.

I could play dirty too.

With the sun set, and the darkened streets, the community’s children were out trick-or-treating, dressed in their Halloween costumes. I would have loved to stay in the house to give out candy for the first time in over twenty years, but I had to find my aunt.

As we sped through the quiet streets, the glow of jack-o’-lanterns and the laughter of children in costumes faded behind us, replaced by the shadows lurking in the night.

Shadows. My arsenal. Marita had no idea who she was dealing with. I didn’t care who she worked for. If she hurt my aunt for whatever twisted reason, I was going to kill her.

The address Marita had given was in a part of town I barely ever ventured to—a place where the streetlights were scarce and the houses seemed lonely and forgotten.

“Do you know where Birch Lane is?” I asked, not seeing a GPS on the dashboard of the old Land Rover.

“I do.” He took the next left at the stop sign. “Why would this Marita take your aunt? It doesn’t make sense.”

“I don’t know. She’s supposed to be investigating me.”

“Did you threaten her? Maybe this is her way of retaliating?”

I thought about it. “More like she did the threatening. She was there the night you broke out. She almost saw me use my umbra magic to shadow-jump. She thinks I’m some sort of witch shifter who’s keeping my abilities from the Merlin Group.”

“You are in a way,” said the half-demon, speeding down the road.

“I am. And it’s been fine… until now. But I can’t understand why concealing my abilities would have her take my aunt. I’m missing something.”

“Mhmm.”

“The Merlin Group have their own set of rules. As a Merlin, they expect you to abide by them, by the code. I’ve worked for them for more than ten years. I know how they think, how they work. And this? This is not them. They don’t kidnap old witches because one of their freelance contractors made a few fuckups.”

Dash turned his head and stared at me. “What are you thinking?”

“I think Marita’s gone rogue. She’s acting on her own twisted impulses with an unnatural obsession for me. Every fiber of my being tells me she wants to cause me pain and suffering, and she knew exactly what taking my aunt would do to me.” The thought alone had bile rising up in the back of my throat. It would destroy me.

“But you said you’ve never met her before.”

The memory of Marita’s eerie smile sent a wave of fury through me. “I haven’t. Not until she came here.” I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm my heart, but it didn’t work. “She’s a twisted, creepy bitch. And if she hurt my aunt… “

Dash’s grip on the steering wheel tightened until I thought it might snap. “Then that twisted, creepy bitch is as good as dead.” His voice was laced with a dangerous edge, promising retribution for any harm that may have come to my aunt.

I was grateful for the backup, thankful that Dash was with me, fighting my battles. Marita was a powerful mage. I could sense the power radiating from her, though I was sure I felt a glamour about her as well, like she didn’t want anyone to feel the real extent of that power. She’d be a formidable opponent, no doubt about it.

But the sun had set, and shadows reigned supreme, empowering me with my own badass magical mojo. And then there was Dash—a half-demon with his own mystical and powerful magic.

Yeah, Marita didn’t know who she was messing with, but she’d know soon enough.

The heft of the tablets on my thighs reminded me of another situation that needed remedying. These tablets were no joke.

“I have to find a place to stash these,” I said, tapping my bag. Fender and my mother were the only ones who’d seen me, but they might just think I’d snuck in to talk to my mother since the last time didn’t go so well with my daddy dearest. Still, it gave me some time to find a place to hide the tablets.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Dash as he took the next right. “I have a friend who can help.”

I searched his face. “A friend? And we trust this friend?” I was curious about Dash. I didn’t know much about him, apart from what we’d experienced. I knew he was a loyal friend, a fantastic lover, and I felt a deep connection to him, one that I had never felt before. But if he had friends, I wanted to meet them.

A tiny smile pulled his fine lips. “We do. He’s here in town—a keeper of secrets. I’ve known him for more than sixty years. He can hide the tablets for us. The Forsaken will never find them.”

“Wow. I have to meet this friend.” A friend of Dash’s for more than sixty years, when the half-demon himself didn’t look a day over forty. I had to remind myself that he was a lot older than he looked.

“You will. You’ll like him.”

I smiled. If Dash trusted this friend with the tablets, I knew I could too. And at this point, it wasn’t like I had any other options. The Forsaken would come looking for the tablets, and I couldn’t have them anywhere near me.

“We’re here,” announced Dash, and I followed his gaze.

Dash’s grip on the steering wheel tightened as we approached 557 Birch Lane.

It was an old, abandoned church, probably here before we paranormals moved in and took over the town, pushing the humans out.

We pulled up to the overgrown parking lot, the gravel crunching under the tires as Dash expertly parked the car. The old church loomed before us, its weathered stones and broken stained glass windows whispering of a forgotten time.

I stared out the window. “She took my aunt here?”

“Looks abandoned,” said Dash. “Whatever she wants, she doesn’t want anyone knowing.”

I had to agree. And it could be only be bad.

Just as I was about to slip out of the SUV, Dash grabbed my arm.

“Leave the tablets here,” he said.

“Right.” The last thing I wanted was for Marita to get her hands on them.

Dash pointed to my feet. “Under the seat.”

I did as I was instructed and slipped my bag with the tablets under my seat before getting out of the Land Rover.

I looked up at the church again, seeing a faint yellow light coming from one of the shattered windows. Candles, if I had to guess.

I reached out and tapped my umbra magic, feeling a powerful tug in response.

Good. I was armed and ready.

Marita. You’re mine.

Dash led the way, his footsteps echoing on the cracked pavement as we approached the entrance. The wooden doors creaked open with a spine-chilling groan, revealing a dimly lit interior that seemed frozen in time.

As we stepped inside, a musty scent filled my nostrils, mingling with the faint odor of decay. A soft rustling came from the far end of the nave. Dash and I exchanged a knowing glance before we hurried toward the source of the sound.

An altar stood at the far end. As we approached it, we felt a sudden gust of unnatural wind, and a series of candles lit up on top of the altar.

And then a figure materialized from the shadows—Marita.

She stood there in a black pantsuit tailored to perfection over her slim figure, and her eyes gleamed with an otherworldly intensity, locking on to mine with a knowing gaze.

“Welcome, Kit-Kat.” Marita’s voice echoed through the ancient hall, each word dripping with an eerie sweetness that belied the danger beneath. “I’ve been expecting you.”

“Where’s my aunt, Marita,” I yelled, looking around but only seeing darkness and shadows except for the light from the altar. “Where is she? You psychotic bitch!”

Just as I shot forward, Dash had my arm in his grip, pulling me back.

“Her name is not Marita,” he said to my ear. “It’s Rita.”

I looked at Dash, my heart pounding so hard I could barely hear myself think. “How do you know that?”

Dash’s jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed dangerously. “Because that’s my ex-wife.”
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Ihad a slight brain fog moment, and then, “That’s your ex-wife?” Yeah, totally was not expecting that. Not only did it throw me off completely, but it sort of all made sense now.

Dash glared at his ex-wife. “It is.”

“Ah.” I stared at him. “And judging from that look of pure loathing on your face, I’m guessing things didn’t end well.”

“Not exactly.”

“Oh, come on, darling,” purred Rita. “You used to love me.” Her dark eyes glinted with a mix of frustration and longing. The flickering flames seemed to enhance her sinister aura, making her appear even more ominous than before.

It was hard to describe the look on Dash’s face—disgust, revulsion, extreme hatred.

“That was a long time ago,” he said. “I was young. Stupid. I wish I’d never met you.”

“Ouch.” Rita laughed as she pressed a hand to her heart. “How you wound me, darling. We used to be so good together. We were perfect. Just the two of us against the world. The things we did. I’ve never felt that connection with anyone.”

“You’re a disease,” spat Dash.

I was sensing a lot of history there, and maybe one day he’d tell me. But now wasn’t the time. “Do you even work for the Merlin Group?”

I’d never asked her to show me any identification. I’d just taken her word for it. It was a bad move—one I wouldn’t be making a second time.

Rita made a face like she’d bitten into a piece of moldy bread. “That pathetic witch club? God, no. Way too boring for me. All that good makes me ill.” With a flick of her wrist, she produced a sleek silver cigarette case and placed a slender white stick between her lips. Reaching for a nearby candlestick, she tilted the flame towards the end of the cigarette, lighting it with practiced precision. The soft glow from the candle illuminated her face, casting shadows across her sharp cheekbones and highlighting the deep red shade of her lipstick. As she took a long drag, the smoke curled around her like a veil.

She looked at me and said, “You sure you don’t want one, Kit-Kat?”

“What I want is to pummel your face into the ground,” I ground out, winning a laugh from Rita. “You’re not a mage. Are you?”

“She’s a demon,” Dash answered. “A lacubus. A cousin to the succubus species.”

“No shit.” And that explained the glamour I felt whenever I was near her. She was hiding her true nature, her true identity.

All this time, she had me think she was going to report me to the Merlin Group, that my behavior was irresponsible, and I was in league with murderers. I’d fallen for it, too. That added stress of losing a constant flow of cash had seriously affected me.

She’d played me. This whole time she’d played me. And for what? What the hell did she want from me?

I took a step forward. “Where. Is. My. Aunt.”

Rita pulled her eyes from Dash to look at me. As she exhaled a puff of smoke, her eyes gleamed with a dangerous glint. “Where’s the rush? I thought we were all getting along so well.” She took another drag from her cigarette, the tip glowing like a fiery ember in the dimly lit room.

Dash’s jaw clenched in frustration. “What are you really doing here, Rita? I haven’t seen you in over a century. You didn’t come all this way just for a trip down memory lane. What the fuck do you want?”

Rita smirked, tapping the ash off her cigarette and using the floor as an ashtray, of course. “Oh, come on, darling. Why are you looking at me like that? We were good together. Remember? The way we made love for hours…” She made a sound in her throat like she’d just had an orgasm. “Exquisite.”

“You manipulated me,” said Dash. “All the parties. The sex. I was too young and stupid to realize what you were doing to me. What you are. It was never about making love.”

Rita’s smirk widened, a knowing glint in her eyes as she locked gazes with Dash. The tension between them was thick with unspoken history and unresolved emotions. I watched them, feeling like an intruder in a scene that was far more complex than I had ever imagined.

The ex-wife part didn’t bother me one bit. I wasn’t the jealous type. But I didn’t like how she’d manipulated me, using something she knew I didn’t want to lose—the Merlin Group contracts. And for what? To get information about me. Yeah, that’s what. But the fact that she’d also manipulated Dash, well, I hated her for it.

As Dash stood there, his muscles tense and coiled like a spring ready to snap, Rita took another leisurely drag off her cigarette.

“You always were too serious, Dash,” Rita voiced, her tone dripping with honeyed deceit. “But you can’t deny the fire that burned between us. It was real.”

Dash shook his head, a mixture of anger and regret dancing in his stormy eyes. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Rita. What do you want?”

Rita tapped the ashes from her cigarette. “You, darling. I’ve realized something’s missing in my life, and that’s you. I want you back.”

Damn. All this was because she wanted her ex-husband back? She was definitely crazy.

Dash gave a mock laugh. “That’s never going to happen.”

Rita stilled, but her lips formed a smile. “I always get what I want.”

“Not this time,” said Dash.

At that Rita’s face pulled into a hard mask. “So you decide to replace me with that?” She flicked a finger my way. “A weak, pathetic witch?”

I strained to keep my cool. “Come closer and I’ll show you how weak I am.” If Dash wasn’t here, I’d have already thrown myself at her, binding her with my magic.

Rita took a step toward Dash, her eyes full of acid. “I see how much you’ve changed, and I don’t like it one bit. Is it because of her? It doesn’t matter. Once we’re together again, you’ll be as you once were.”

Dash’s jaw tightened, his fist clenching at his side. “I already regret everything I’ve let you and your manipulations take from me. Understand this. I’ll never be with you. Ever.”

Rita’s eyes flashed with anger at Dash’s rejection. “You will, darling. You just don’t know it yet.”

Tension gripped my shoulders at how she sounded victorious, like she’d already won the game she’d been playing this whole time.

I looked at Dash. “What does she have on you?” Apart from alerting the Gray Council or Blake of Dash’s whereabouts, I couldn’t think of anything else.

Unless that’s exactly what she’d planned.

“You called the Gray Council. Didn’t you?” I stared at her hard. “You betrayed your ex-husband because he can’t stand your skinny, manipulative ass?”

Rita watched me, a predatory smirk playing at the corner of her lips. “Careful, Kit-Kat. You wouldn’t want to make an enemy out of me.”

I scoffed. This woman had no idea who she was dealing with.

“I’m not afraid of you,” I said, standing my ground. “I’ve fought nastier bitches than you.”

“Oh, but you should be,” Rita replied smoothly. “I have connections and resources that you could only dream of.”

“Yet here you are, trying to get your ex-husband back in bed with you. Why? I’m guessing because nobody wants you.”

Rita’s eyes narrowed slightly before she regained her composure. “You need better insults.”

I grabbed Dash’s arm. “You should go. They’ll be here.”

“I’m not leaving you,” said the half-demon, making my chest do a gooey squeezy thing.

The sound of clapping turned my attention back to Rita. “How disgustingly touching. I think I just threw up in my mouth. Sorry to disappoint this little performance, but I didn’t contact the Gray Council or the Merlin Group. No one’s coming. It’s just us.”

Strangely, I believed her. “Okay. Cut the bullshit. You wanted me here. I’m here. Now, where’s my aunt. I’m tired of asking.”

Rita’s hand twitched by her side as if she wanted to slap me. But instead, she took a deep drag from her cigarette and exhaled slowly.

Dash stepped forward then, placing a hand on my shoulder to calm me before turning his steely gaze on his ex-wife. “Where is Luna?”

“Fine,” she conceded with an exaggerated sigh. She moved to the left of the altar, and yanked on a heavy drape. “Here’s the old bat.”

The drape fell to the ground and I sucked in a breath.

Aunt Luna was suspended in the air about five feet off the ground. Her eyes were closed, and I had no idea if she was alive or not.

“Don’t worry. She’s alive,” said Rita. “But for how long? That depends on you.”

Fury flared in me as I whirled on her. “What did you do to her!”

Rita flashed me her perfectly white teeth. “She’s in a perpetual state of sleep. Kind of like a coma.”

Tears welled in my eyes as I stared at my aunt’s body hanging, looking lifeless and so fragile. She didn’t deserve this. “You’re dead. You’re fucking dead.”

I yanked on my magic, channeling all the shadows lingering in the church, and there were many of them, ready to tear this bitch apart.

But nothing happened.

I tried again, digging deeper into the dark corners of my mind and beckoning the shadows forth with all my might. But I only found emptiness, a void where there should have been an endless wellspring of power.

Panic rose in my chest as I realized the shadows were not responding to me. I was defenseless to help my aunt. What the hell is going on here?

“Your magic won’t work on her,” said Dash, quickly.

I stared at him hard. “Why the hell not?”

The half-demon turned his gaze on his ex-wife. “I only joined The Forsaken because of her. She made it seem so alluring and exclusive, a privilege to be included in if they extended the invitation. But I have deeply regretted the decision for years.”

Because they’d made him their slave. “And she’s one of them.”

Rita clapped her hands. “Bravo. I thought you’d never get there.”

I was screwed. I had no power, no means to save my aunt. And she knew it. The day she saw that rusane on my neck was the day I had lost.

The air moved with a sudden influx of energy. It was coming from Dash.

I looked over and saw coils of black energy dripping from his hands. He didn’t need to call his power from a demon. He was part demon.

I watched as he advanced on Rita.

“Ah, ah, ah,” warned Rita. “I wouldn’t do that, dearest. If you kill or hurt me, the old witch dies.” She shrugged. “It’s one of my signature spells. Call it self-preservation, if you will.”

“Bullshit,” I spat.

Rita grinned. “It’s not. But are you willing to risk your aunt’s life over it?”

I felt trapped again. The rusane around my neck, tightening, squeezing. Even if I had my powers, I might not have been able to use them. Not if I didn’t want my aunt to get killed. I had no idea if Rita was lying or not. But as the twisted demon that she was, she probably did have some backup spell.

Dark energy coiled around Dash like snakes, their hisses echoing in the air. The sight was both horrifying and awe-inspiring—the power of a half-demon unleashed. But I could see the torment in his eyes. He wanted to save my aunt too. And the fact that he stopped his advance on Rita meant he knew she was capable of such deceitful backup spells.

We could do absolutely nothing to save my aunt.

“Why are you doing this?” I hated how much emotion showed in my voice. I couldn’t help it. “She’s done nothing to you.”

Rita stepped closer, her gaze flicking between me and Dash. “It’s very simple. You can have your precious aunt back on one condition.”

Here we go. “And what’s that?”

Her eyes fell over Dash. “That you break off your relationship with Dash and swear to never be with him. Ever again.”
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Istood there, stunned and speechless. My world had been turned upside down in a matter of minutes. Not only was Marita not Marita, but she was also the ex-wife of Dash, someone I had grown to care for deeply. And now she was asking me to end things with him? The man who had given me the first real connection and happiness I’d felt in a long time?

But my aunt’s life was on the line, and I would do anything to save her, even if it meant sacrificing my relationship with Dash. It tore me apart inside, but I knew what I had to do.

I would give anything to save my aunt.

Even Dash.

“My, my, you’re taking your sweet time.” Rita laughed. “Do you care so little for your aunt here? You care more about satisfying what’s between your legs than her life?”

“Shut up.” I wished I could kick her in the face. “What happens if I refuse your demands?” My voice echoed in the room, heavy with disbelief.

Rita chuckled, her smug expression not faltering for a second. “Then your aunt dies. Simple as that. Your choice.”

“Kat,” started Dash, and I raised my hand to stop whatever he was going to say.

My eyes fell on my aunt. The longer I stared at her hanging suspended in some magical coma, the more I felt sick to my stomach.

“If I agree,” I said, my gaze on Rita again. “How would you know if I even took up with Dash again?”

“I’ll know.” Her smile was cruel. “That’s the beauty of spells. They’re only as strong as the caster. Your aunt has been spelled with one of mine. It can’t come off. As such, I’ll know if you see Dash again, intimately. It’ll trigger my spell.” She snapped her fingers. “And your aunt will die.”

At this moment, I hated this demon bitch more than I’d ever hated anyone. I wished I could just kill her and be done with it.

But it wasn’t about me. It was all about Aunt Luna.

I wanted to scream, to run, to do anything but stand there, paralyzed by the sheer magnitude of this situation, but I knew I couldn’t lose my aunt, not like this. Not to some twisted game of power and control.

Dash stepped forward, his eyes pleading with mine. “I know she’s playing a game, but we have to be smart about this.”

“You think.”

He took my hand, and warmth pooled in my belly as he squeezed it. “It’ll be fine, Kat. You need to save Luna,” he whispered. “That’s all that matters.”

“Ugh. You guys are so disgusting,” spat Rita. “Get on with it. I have trick-or-treaters to scare. Making them cry is one of my life delights.”

I could feel my heart breaking as I felt my rusane, tightening around my neck. Its energy seemed to be feeding off my fear, and I could almost hear it whispering in my ear, laughing.

I owed it to my aunt, and to Dash, to at least try and get her out of this alive.

“Fine,” I spat out, my voice shaking with anger. “I promise I’ll end things with Dash if you let my aunt go.”

Rita’s eyes flashed. “Excellent. I knew you’d come around, Kit-Kat.”

“Get her down,” I ordered, moving toward my aunt, my arms out just in case I needed to catch her.

Rita’s lips moved, and I felt a sudden flood of energy in the air around me.

My aunt’s body dropped—and I threw myself forward, catching her just before she hit the ground.

I fell to the floor, cradling my aunt, and then gently lowered her. “Aunt Luna? Aunt Luna can you hear me?” At first, I thought she was dead, but then her eyes fluttered open and she stared wide-eyed at me.

“She took me right out of my home!” she croaked, and I helped her up to a sitting position. “Knocked me out cold with some demonic spell. I can still smell its vile substance.” She blinked and looked around. “Where am I?”

I let out a breath as relief poured into me. “An old church. But we’re going home.” She looked a little disheveled, but otherwise she looked in perfect health.

My aunt’s eyes looked over my shoulder, and then they narrowed as they focused on something. “That’s her. She’s the one. What does she want?”

I shook my head. “It’s over now. You think you can walk?” I knew if I asked Dash to carry her to the Land Rover, she would feel insulted.

My aunt gave me a look. “Of course I can walk. I’ve got two legs.”

I crab-walked around behind her, so I could slip my hands under her armpits, which would make it easier for me to lift her up. But Dash was next to me in a flash as he pulled my aunt gently to her feet and steadied her. Now back on her feet, she looked frail, wobbly, and tired from whatever spell or curse Rita had bestowed upon her.

I wrapped an arm around my aunt’s middle, holding her close. “I didn’t bring your cane, so you’ll have to use me as support.”

My aunt ignored me as she glared at Rita. “She’s a demon. Isn’t she? I can smell it.”

I cocked a brow. “She is,” I said, impressed that my aunt had figured it out so quickly when Rita had fooled me for so long. “Let’s go home.” I tried to steer my aunt toward the exit, but she wouldn’t move, like she’d nailed her toes to the floor.

“Why? Why did she do all this?” asked my aunt.

I knew I had to tell her something, or she’d wouldn’t let me take her home. “She’s Dash’s ex-wife. And in exchange for you, I agreed to never have a relationship with him.”

My aunt’s mouth dropped open. “You did what? That’s ridiculous! You can’t let her dictate your life like that,” she exclaimed, her gaze flickering between me and Dash. I could tell she was trying to piece together what she’d missed while in a magically induced coma.

“I didn’t have a choice,” I tried to explain. “It was either that or she’d kill you.”

Anger flashed in my aunt’s face as she looked over to Rita, who was still standing off to the side with a smug expression.

“And what about you?” my aunt demanded. “What do you get out of all this? Revenge? Satisfaction at ruining the lives of others?” She mumbled what felt like a curse under her breath.

Rita leaned against the altar and placed another cigarette on her lips. “I always get what I want,” she said and lit the tiny white stick with a candle. “You see, Dash and I were once happily married. I know he still loves me. Love like that never dies. But he’s become too attached to you and your niece here.” She gestured towards me with a sneer.

“So you thought kidnapping me would solve your marital problems?” My aunt scoffed.

“Not just kidnapping,” Rita said with a wicked glint in her eyes. “I also planned on taking your life force and using it to increase my own power. It’s something we demons do. Something we’re very good at.”

My stomach lurched at the thought of Rita taking my beloved aunt’s life force for her own selfish gain.

“You are a disease,” I spat out, using Dash’s description of her and feeling anger boiling inside me. How could Dash marry someone like that?

“Yet here we are.” Rita smirked and took a long drag off her cigarette. “You agreed to give up Dash in exchange for your aunt’s safety. You’re not good for each other anyway, so I’m really doing you a favor.”

“That one’s crazier than a banshee in the morning sun,” said my aunt.

She had that right.

The only good turnout tonight was that Rita wasn’t a Merlin investigator, which meant my contract with them was still standing. I would gladly exchange that for a chance at a future with Dash, but it didn’t appear it would ever be possible.

I felt my aunt’s body shaking in my grip, and my heart gave a tug. “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “We’ll fill you in on the drive home.”

I felt Dash’s eyes on me, and when I cast my gaze on him, he was staring at the floor with a painful expression.

“I’ll need a gin tonic,” said my aunt as I pulled her with me down the nave, Dash on her other side. “Make that two.”

I smiled. “I’ll give you three if you want.” At this point, I’d give my aunt anything she wanted.

“Wait,” called Rita, and we all stopped dead in our tracks. She let out a laugh and added, “I almost forgot. I’m not done yet.”

I spun around, feeling a bout of rage coming in. “Are you kidding me? What else could you possibly want?”

Rita’s eyes moved to Dash, and a wicked smile twisted her features. “Dash stays with me.”

“No way,” I ground out. “You’ve had your fun. You won. Our relationship is over, but he’s free to go. We made a deal.”

Rita’s eyes flashed with demonic energy. “I lied. Dash stays or your aunt dies.”

“You fucking bitch.” I let go of my aunt, ready to kick and punch Rita to a bloody stump, knowing all too well that she’d kill me before I landed my first hit.

Rita’s gaze moved to Dash, her smile widening. “What will it be, husband? Will you stay or shall I kill the old, smelly witch?”

Dash’s features twisted into a menacing and deadly expression, his lips pulled back in a savage snarl. His entire body trembled with an uncontrollable rage and raw strength, as if he was on the brink of transforming into his beast and attacking her. I would love to see it, but Rita had said if we harmed her, my aunt would die. It was a risk I wasn’t willing to take, no matter how much I wanted to witness Dash unleash his fury.

But then what he said next nearly sent me to my knees.

“Let them go, unharmed, and I’ll stay,” he said, his voice loud and filled with enough hatred for all of us combined.

I spun to Dash. “No.” But I knew there was no other way.

Rita’s satisfied grin had bile rising up in the back of my throat. “Done!” she said happily like she was the auctioneer and we just placed the highest bid.

Gently, Dash offered my aunt’s arm as she stumbled, and I quickly grasped it before she could fall. Her expression was one of deep sadness, her eyes filled with unshed tears that threatened to undo me.

Dash’s warm breath tickled my ear as he brushed up against me, his voice deep and filled with sorrow. “Take the tablets to 12 Main Road,” he instructed. “Tell Nelson I sent you and to keep them safe.”

Something cold and metallic dropped into my open palm, catching me off guard. As I looked down, I saw a set of keys resting there.

With trembling hands, I carefully pocketed the keys, feeling their weight against my skin. Dash turned to Rita, their gazes locked in a fierce stare down.

Dash stood there, facing his ex-wife with his hands clenched into fists, like he’d love nothing more than to use them on her.

He’d been used and abused by The Forsaken for god knew how long, and just when he was finally rid of them, he was going to be a servant once again.

As Rita continued to gloat, Dash flexed his fingers, the tension in his muscles visible even through his thick leather coat. I could see the cogs turning in his mind, trying to figure out a way to end this. I had no idea if Rita, being a full-fledged demon could take him down. But right now, it was like she had complete control of him, holding him by invisible chains.

If he killed her… my aunt would die.

“Dash?” I asked, fear making my voice tremble.

Dash turned to look at me, and then some of the tension in his body left at whatever he saw on my face.

“Luna will be fine,” he said. “Don’t worry.”

“I’m still waiting, darling,” said Rita, her voice dripping with venom. “Don’t disappoint me, Dash. I’ll make sure your actions today were not in vain.”

Without another look my way, Dash walked up to the altar to stand next to Rita.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” said my aunt.

“Me first.” I really thought I would, especially when Rita grabbed his face and pressed her nasty lips against his in a slobbery kiss. She caught me staring and flashed me a winning smile. The room felt like it was closing in on me, the oppressive atmosphere a mix of sulfuric stench and betrayal, making me feel nauseated.

I turned around, not wanting to witness any more. My heart pounded like a war drum.

“Come,” I told my aunt. “Let’s go home.”

My aunt gave me a weak smile. “Let’s go home.”

With my aunt’s arm secured in mine, I pulled her with me down the corridor. I felt a cold sweat break out on my forehead and down my back.

“Bye, Kit-Kat,” Rita cooed, her voice icy enough to make the blood in my veins freeze. “Nice doing business with you.”

I raised my free hand behind me, not bothering to turn around, and flipped her the finger. I knew she wanted me to see Dash with her. She knew it would hurt me, so she wanted to rub it in my face that she had won, and I had lost.

And I had lost a lot lately. The ability to use my magic against The Forsaken and now Dash.

My reasons for taking his place were noble, but now they only seemed foolish in light of this new development. It was too late to change anything now, though. I was stuck in this situation, torn between conflicting emotions and regrets. What was done was done.

I needed to focus on right now, and that entailed me getting my aunt safely home, away from Rita and her demented demon ass.

And that’s exactly what I did.
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Idropped my aunt off back at her house, made her two gin and tonics, and helped her to bed. Only after I was sure it was okay to leave her for a little while, I hopped into my Jeep next to Dash’s Land Rover that I’d parked in the driveway and headed back out.

With the night’s events I was way too wired to sleep. Plus, I had to do something with the tablets, fast. No way in hell was I going to leave them in the house while my aunt was still so fragile. My theory was that they’d find the tablets by following their source of magic. So, if I was right, that would lead them straight to my aunt’s house, which was why I was driving them away from it.

Or Fender Bender blabbed to whichever master he served, and they would be at my aunt’s front porch.

Still, if they did, they would sense that the tablets weren’t there, and hopefully that would make them leave.

Yeah, that was lame. But it was all I had.

Every time I replayed tonight’s events with Rita, my foot slammed on the gas pedal and my Jeep soared forward, way too fast on a small, quiet street.

If I kept going like that, I was either going to hit a tree or kill someone.

I had to keep shaking the anger off. It would help no one if I ended up in a ditch or in a casket.

With a deep breath and a steadying of my nerves, I slowed my vehicle down and continued at a more respectable speed. The sensation of the tablets’ magic pulsating through the bag on my thighs, like the ticking of a bomb, was a constant reminder that I needed to get rid of them ASAP.

When I finally made it to the address Dash had given me, it was nearly midnight. By a miracle, I hadn’t caused any accidents, but few cars were on the road at this time.

Would this Nelson be up?

I parked my Jeep at the curb and got out. I was in the downtown core of Moonfell, where most of the shops and restaurants were nestled. I could even make out a part of Kolton’s Blue Demon from where I stood. The lights that peered from the windows told me the diner was still open.

I stared at the rows of buildings, tightly packed together. The address Dash gave me belonged to an antiques store. The sign Nelson’s Oldies but Goodies was glowing in the night, casting an eerie light upon the cobblestone street.

I adjusted the strap of my shoulder bag and approached the store. No lights shone from the inside as I peered through the large bay window at the front of the shop lined with creepy antique dolls and other trinkets I barely noticed. The dolls were enough.

I rang the doorbell and stepped back. As I waited, I thought about what I’d do if this Nelson character wasn’t here. My aunt said she’d help me find a place to hide the tablets, but she was asleep now, and the last thing I wanted to do was to wake her up and stress her with this. I’d told her the tablets were taken care of, and I didn’t want this to make me a liar.

A moment later, I heard a lock click, and the door creaked open to reveal a tall, lanky man with a shock of silver hair and a weathered face. He peered at me through half-moon spectacles perched precariously on his nose, his gaze sharp and calculating, as if he could see straight through me with his ancient eyes.

“Can I help you?” he inquired, his voice a subtle blend of curiosity and wariness.

I hesitated for a moment, weighing my words carefully. “I really hope you can,” I said. “Dash sent me. Are you Nelson?” I figured he was, but I had to be sure.

“I am.” Nelson’s gaze lingered on my bag, and I couldn’t help but notice how his eyes seemed to detect something. When he saw my rusane, his eyes practically popped out of their sockets. “Is that a rusane?” He opened the door and stepped out.

Thank the cauldron, he was fully dressed and not naked.

His crisp white shirt was immaculately pressed, the sleeves rolled up to reveal long, gangly forearms. The dark pants hugged his lean frame and ended in polished dress shoes. The silver strands of his hair were carefully combed back, giving off a distinguished air. Even at this late hour, he was dressed as if he was ready for another day of work, not preparing to retire to bed. His attire spoke of determination and perseverance, of a man who refused to let age slow him down.

Nelson’s face was a canvas of curiosity and recognition. “Would you look at that,” he breathed, leaning forward and way too close to my personal space.

The pricks of energy assaulted my face from the stranger, the scent of incense and something else I couldn’t place. My guess was Nelson was a witch, probably a Dark witch.

I took a step back. “Dash said you would help me.” I twisted my bag around to my front and flipped open the flap. “I need to hide these from The Forsaken.”

Nelson frowned at the mention of the group. “That’s all I need to hear. Please. Come on in,” he ushered me inside his shop. “What do I call you?”

“Kat,” I answered as I stepped inside. The bell above the door chimed, announcing my arrival.

As I crossed the threshold, I couldn’t help but feel as though the store itself was alive, watching us with a thousand unblinking eyes. Maybe it was those disturbing dolls.

The interior was dimly lit with antique relics and trinkets lining the walls and shelves. In the center of the room stood a large wooden table with an ancient-looking map sprawled across it.

The main space of Nelson’s Goodies was a labyrinth of antique curiosities, each artifact whispering its own secrets to me as I navigated through the store. The air was heavy with the musty scent of dust and time. I couldn’t help but wonder how many other magical objects were hidden within these walls, waiting to be discovered.

“Is Dash a friend of yours, then?” Nelson asked, his fingers adjusting a stack of old books bound in leather as he spoke.

“He’s...” I hesitated, unsure of how to describe our relationship. Well, not anymore. “He’s a friend, yes,” I decided, choosing not to reveal too much about our association. It wouldn’t matter in the end. I didn’t think I’d ever see Dash again. Not if Rita could help it.

She was jealous of me, jealous of my relationship with Dash. And she was making sure I would pay for it.

Nelson nodded. “Well, any friend of Dash’s is my friend. Come,” he instructed as he made his way over to a glass counter at the other end of his shop. He turned on a table lamp, illuminating the area in a soft yellow glow. “You can put those here so I can take a better look at them.”

He cracked his fingers. Then, from behind the counter, retrieved a large magnifying glass that looked older than him. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

I did as he instructed and dumped the two tablets on the counter.

Nelson’s eyes widened as he picked up the artifacts, his fingers brushing against the cool stone. Using the magnifying glass, his expert gaze darted between the them, taking in the intricate symbols etched upon their surfaces. He seemed to be in deep thought, his brow furrowed as his mind worked to decipher their meaning.

“These are not ordinary magical tablets, Kat,” he said after a moment. He put the magnifying glass down and looked at me. “They’re imbued with powerful magic. The symbols are ancient, dating back centuries.” Nelson’s gaze was fixed on the tablets, his expression a mix of curiosity and reverence. “These are unlike anything I’ve ever seen,” he murmured, tracing the lines with awe-filled fingers. “They seem to... embody the very essence of the supernatural world. How did you come across these?”

I hesitated, my lips parting to speak but then closing again. The truth was a dangerous game, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready to reveal it just yet. But if I wanted Nelson to hide these, I had to tell him. Dash trusted this guy. I had to believe he knew what he was doing when he told me to bring them here.

“I stole them from The Forsaken.”

Nelson’s face shifted in anger. “Miserable, narcissistic group.”

Yup. I liked this Nelson character.

The old man leaned in close and said, “Dash has been controlled by them for over a hundred years. I’ve tried to free him, but it’s impossible.”

“It’s not impossible.” I took a deep breath. “He’s out.”

The old man was staring at me like I’d grown a third arm from my forehead. “But… how?”

“I took his place.”

For a moment, Nelson said nothing. He just eyed me again in that same strange way, like he couldn’t understand the words coming out of my mouth, like I was speaking to him in a foreign language.

Finally, he broke eye contact and moved his hands over the tablets. “They were going to use these. Weren’t they? Tonight, if I had to guess. All Hallows’ Eve, when the energies of the spirit world are at their peak. A perfect opportunity for them to drain those energies and fuel their dark magic.”

“You guessed right.”

“That would have been a terrible thing. These tablets,” he said, still tracing the ancient symbols with reverent fingers. “They’re the key to unlocking something far more sinister than we could ever imagine.”

I nodded solemnly, shifting uneasily on my feet. “It seems that way.”

Nelson’s expression hardened. “I’ve been following the group for a long time. Knowing that you stole these from them, it seems plausible that they were planning to use the tablets as a gateway, a conduit for the supernatural energies to unleash chaos into our world.”

I let out a breath. “I really hate those guys.”

Nelson flashed me a smile. “Me too.” He placed the tablets back on the counter. “The Forsaken will never find these.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. You can hide them? Keep their energies hidden so The Forsaken won’t know where they are? Ever?”

Nelson nodded. “That’s right, dear, Kat. They will never get their hands on these again, they must never.”

I looked at the tablets. A sudden realization dawned on me. These weren’t just inanimate objects. They were weapons, tools for change. For power. And tonight was the night when that power could be harnessed. And I’d stopped it.

“So, how do we—you—do this?” I asked, looking over my shoulder to see where he could hide the tablets.

Nelson’s laughter rang out like the pealing of bells, full of mischief and power. He brought his hands together with a sharp clap, and suddenly the air around us crackled with magic. My hair stood on end as an unseen force caressed my face.

“Ot di vac, un ez sinium!” Nelson’s voice boomed in a language I knew wasn’t Latin.

The tablets began to tremble, their runes vibrating in unison. A bright red light radiated from them, illuminating our faces in its fiery glow. A blinding flash of white light followed, and when I could finally see again, the once large and bulky tablets had shrunk down to the size of matchboxes.

“Holy shit.”

“Holy shit.” Nelson laughed. “I love that expression.” He grabbed the now tiny tablets and placed them somewhere behind the counter.

I had to close my mouth when I realized it was still hanging open. “And that’s it? They’ll never find them?”

“That’s it.” Nelson grinned proudly. “Kat, I sense your disbelief. But don’t worry. Such wonders are my specialty. The transformation you witnessed was a spell to conceal their essence, making them all but invisible to the untrained eye. Now, they are safe.”

Thank the cauldron. I leaned forward on the counter. “Are you a witch?” I was still unsure about the energy I was getting from him. It was familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d felt it.

Nelson flicked his eyes at me. “I’m what you would call a cambion.”

My lips parted. “Like Dash.” I’d remembered The Forsaken using that term when they spoke to him. They never called him Dash, just cambion.

“That’s right,” continued the old man. “I’m half-demon. Mum’s a witch. Dad’s a demon.” He chuckled like this information was a big joke.

It explained the witch vibes I was getting, and now that I knew, the demon’s vibes, like Dash’s.

“So, you two are like brothers, then.” Nelson was most probably a lot older, considering his gray-white hair and his aged skin.

Nelson grinned, revealing for the first time a few missing teeth. “I’d like to think so, yes.”

I smiled back and realized how comfortable I felt around Nelson. It had been a great decision to come here. Dash had been right. Nelson took care of the tablets.

“So where is Dash?” asked Nelson. “Why didn’t he come with you?”

“With his ex-wife,” I grumbled.

“Rita?”

I looked at him. “You know her?”

Nelson made a face. “Nasty piece of work. Why the hell would he put up with her again? He hated her. The demon’s a blood-sucking leech!”

I sighed and leaned on the counter. “Long story. But let’s just say she manipulated him. So he’s staying with her.”

“For how long?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I felt my chest tighten at that declaration. To keep my aunt safe, Dash would stay away. I knew he would. I didn’t know what Rita would do to him, and I didn’t want to know. The idea of him and her together filled me with rage and disgust.

“Well, that’s unfortunate,” Nelson said, his tone heavy with disapproval. “Dash is a loyal friend and decent soul. He doesn’t deserve that.”

“He doesn’t.” No. He deserved me. I tapped my fingers on the counter. “I don’t think Rita’s the type of person who deserves anyone, to be honest.”

“She deserves a hole in the ground,” spat Nelson.

“Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

“But what can we do?” Nelson shook his head, his gaze distant. “Sometimes, people get suckered into relationships that aren’t good for them. It happens more often than we think.”

I couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh. “Ain’t that the truth.”

Nelson sighed. “Life’s a cruel mistress. That’s for sure.”

I stared at the half-demon. “So, how long have you been in Moonfell?” Having another ally like Nelson would help me get rid of The Forsaken. Losing Dash was a hard pill to swallow—a loss I’d never recover from. But Nelson was a pretty decent number two. And so far, I thought we both enjoyed each other’s company.

The cambion smiled. “From when before the roads were paved.”

“Huh. That long.” Interesting. That would make him a few hundred years old. Yeah, Nelson was a valuable asset.

“Would you like some tea?” he asked. “I have a small kitchen in the back.”

“Thank you, but I really have to go. I need to check on my aunt. She’s sick, and I don’t want to leave her alone for too long. Raincheck?”

“Ah, yes. It’s very good of you to look after your aunt.” He watched me a moment. “What is your last name?”

“Lawless.”

Nelson’s eyebrows rose, like they all did at the mention of my family name. “You’re a Lawless. How extraordinary.”

I laughed. “Not quite.”

He jammed his hands into the bowl of jelly beans I hadn’t noticed was there and popped in a few into his mouth. “And your aunt must be Luna,” he added, in a matter-of-fact tone between chews.

“You know my aunt?”

Nelson smiled. “I do. I caught her and her friends trying to steal one of my dolls. She was much younger than you at the time, but she had the same wild spark in her spirit.”

I shook my head, laughing. “My Aunt Luna? Trying to steal? I can’t believe it.” But I could. I really could.

Nelson was really growing on me, and he felt like a grandfather, like the one I never had.

“Nelson, would it be okay if I popped by every now and then, maybe for some advice? That sort of thing.”

The cambion smiled. “That would make me very happy.”

I returned his easy smile. “Thanks for your help tonight. Truly. You saved my ass.”

Nelson laughed. “If your ass needs saving again, you know where to find me.”

Laughing, I pushed off the counter and made my way back to the front of the store.

When I reached the door, I pulled it open, halted, and turned back around. “Thanks again, Nelson.”

The cambion’s face pulled into a wide, toothy grin. “Anytime, Kat.”

With a smile, I closed the door behind me.

I felt lighter as I stepped onto the sidewalk, the weight of the tablets gone from my shoulder bag.

The tablets were safe. The Forsaken wouldn’t come looking for them at my aunt’s place. They were hidden forever.

But Fender Bender had seen me, and so had my mother. One of them would tell my papa, who, for all sakes and purposes, was a member of The Forsaken.

They’d link the disappearance of the tablets to me, though they had no proof. I was their newest member and not to be trusted.

I had no idea what they’d do to me.

I figured I just had to wait and see.
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The sun blazed high in the sky, its rays beating down on my skin and warming me to my core. A gentle breeze danced across my face, carrying with it the faint smell of barbecued meat. Not a single puffy white cloud could be seen in the endless expanse of bright blue above me. It was the perfect day for a barbecue, one of the last few warm afternoons before the cold grip of winter set in.

Yet that wouldn’t lift my spirits.

My feelings for Dash, well, were buried deep, almost to the point of denial. When I got home late last night, still high on adrenaline, I found my aunt still sound asleep. Despite my attempts to push him out of my mind, I knew thinking about Dash would only tear me apart. Right now, my aunt needed me to be strong, just in case The Forsaken decided to show up at our doorstep.

They didn’t. At least not last night.

I’d stayed awake practically the entire night, or rather, a few hours before the morning sun showed its bright face.

I got up when it was clear I wouldn’t get any sleep and dragged my zombie-esque body downstairs to make a much-needed cup of coffee.

I’d felt ill, physically ill, at Dash’s loss, like part of me was missing.

I hadn’t realized how much he meant to me… until he was taken away.

“There you are. Honestly, Kat, I’m beginning to think you’re trying to hide from us.”

Blinking fast, I turned to see Annette marching my way with a glass of red wine in her hand and a friendly smile. With her rosy cheeks, red lips, and hair pulled into a high ponytail, she looked great. I couldn’t see a single stain on her jeans or her top.

“Thanks.” I took the glass of wine from her. “Thank you for inviting me. This is great. The girls seem to be enjoying themselves. Did they have a good Halloween?” Ella and Elanor were standing next to their father who was working the grill, their eyes on the juicy meat patties. Emma and Emily were making it snow on Cristina and her husband, whose name I couldn’t remember for the life of me. They were clapping and encouraging the young witches. I spotted Elsie lying on the ground, her limbs flailing in an attempt to create snow angels on top of the grass-covered snow. I was happy to see Emily having such a good time. She deserved it. And she’d finally started to use her magic. That was a very good sign.

“They did,” answered Annette. She sighed and added, “I don’t know what they’ll do with all the candy they got.”

“They’ll eat it all. Trust me.”

“Yeah. You’re probably right.”

As I took a sip of the wine, the rich notes of grapes and oak rolled over my tongue, momentarily distracting me from the ache in my chest. Annette’s presence was like a warm blanket on a cold night, comforting and familiar. I was glad I came.

Annette followed my gaze, her smile faltering for a moment before she regained her composure. “They’re resilient, my girls,” she said quietly. “Stronger than we give them credit for.”

“They are.” I nodded, watching as Elanor tugged on her father’s sleeve eagerly, her eyes gleaming with a ravenous hunger. Even though they were just still just kids, Emma and Emily had already endured so much as young witches. But looking at their smiling faces, you would never know Emma had been abducted and nearly sacrificed or that Emily had summoned a powerful buer demon that caused chaos in town.

I cast my gaze around Annette’s backyard. Three large folding tables were piled high with delectable food and an impressive selection of alcoholic beverages. The aroma of grilled meats wafted through the air as Liam tirelessly tended to the grill. The atmosphere was alive with joyful chatter and lively music emanating from a small cordless speaker.

My eyes landed on Blake, his tall figure standing out in the crowd as he casually sipped on a beer and engaged in conversation with Tilly. She looked absolutely stunning in her tight skinny jeans, ankle boots, and a short black leather jacket that showed off her curves topped with a daring low-cut red top. But the werewolf didn’t seem to see her see her. His mind was elsewhere.

“Your aunt couldn’t come?” asked Annette, looking slightly disappointed.

“She’s not feeling well today,” I told her, which was true. “I think she has a cold or something.” My aunt’s pale face this morning, with the added dark circles, nearly had me call Sonia Winter, Moonfell’s local healer.

“I’m fine.” My aunt had brushed my concern away. “Just need some rest. I’ll be fine in a few days. Stop fussing and get me some coffee.”

Rita’s spell had done a number on my aunt. In fact, she looked like she’d aged a decade. It took a truly twisted individual to inflict such harm on someone already in their golden years.

I despised that demon for what she’d done to my aunt, to Dash, and to me. After I was done with The Forsaken, I was going after Rita.

But another, more sinister threat lurked beneath the surface, one that made Rita’s actions pale in comparison.

A dark secret nestled deep within my family history, one that could potentially unravel everything I thought I knew about myself.

My family were part of The Forsaken.

It was absurd and felt like a bad joke. I’d kept that bit of news from my aunt. I would tell her, just not until I knew she was better. This kind of information might give her a stroke. She needed her strength back. Then I’d tell her.

“Well, I’m really glad you came,” continued Annette, yanking my thoughts back to her. “I don’t think we’ll get another warm day like this in November.”

“Probably not.” I looked over to my aunt’s house across the street. “Which reminds me, I need to tend to all the flowers and get that grass cut before it gets too cold.”

“Oh, Liam can cut the grass for you. No problem.”

“Are you sure? That would be great.” I didn’t think my aunt owned a lawn mower. I assumed she used to pay someone to do it and then stopped when she ran out of money. Another wave of guilt hit. If I’d come home sooner, I could have helped.

Annette waved me off. “Of course. I think he’s cutting ours tomorrow, so I’ll tell him to do your aunt’s, too.”

“Thanks. And let me know much I’ll owe you.”

“Liam would never take your money,” said Annette, looking over at her husband as he flipped the meat patties into a waiting plate with such an adoring look. “Not after all your help with Emma and Emily. He would be insulted. It’s a werewolf thing.”

It was a guy thing. “Well, I wouldn’t want that. But thanks.”

Annette’s eyes zeroed in on my rusane. “Are you going to tell me the story about that choker?”

I stared at the witch, knowing she meant well. She was a true friend to me. Even then, I couldn’t tell her about the deal I’d made with the very people who tried to sacrifice her eldest daughter.

“It’s sort of a talisman,” I began, remembering that after the party I would have to ask my aunt to help me remove it if she was up to it. “To keep me safe.” To keep me trapped and my magic in check, that’s what.

Annette’s eyes rounded with intrigue. “So it was a gift? From Dash?”

“Yes,” I lied. I hated lying to her. I felt like a complete asshole. But the truth would only make things worse. I’d probably lose her friendship if she knew I’d allied myself to the group of mages that wanted to sacrifice Emma.

“Too bad he’s out there in hiding,” said the witch. “I’d love to meet him properly. Have him meet the girls. The two of you make a lovely couple. Not sure how Blake would react to seeing him, but who cares. He’s been such a prick lately.”

“Mhmm.” According to everyone, Dash was still an escaped convict. Except for Annette, who seemed to agree that Dash wasn’t involved with The Forsaken group. Not when his information helped us save Emma.

“You know, I half expected to see that horrible Marita person,” said Annette, looking over her shoulder as though she thought she might see her in the backyard, smoking her cigarettes.

“She’s gone,” I told her, knowing that Rita wouldn’t show her face again in Moonfell. She’d gotten what she wanted, and now she was gone for good. “And she won’t be back.”

However, this raised a new problem. I would hunt down Rita. The only issue was I didn’t know where she lived or where she might have taken Dash. Maybe Nelson would know.

But even before I started planning my revenge against the evil bitch, I had to find a way to remove the spell or curse she put on my aunt. She had led us to believe that it was an unbreakable “special brand” of magic, but she didn’t know my aunt’s capabilities. And my aunt was the most knowledgeable witch I knew. If anyone could break Rita’s spell, it was Aunt Luna.

Besides, I couldn’t stand by and let my aunt suffer under this curse for the rest of her life. And I didn’t trust Rita. I suspected the curse was far worse than she let on. My instincts told me she had placed something even more sinister and malevolent on my aunt, like a fatal illness or something that would change her in a negative way.

“She’s gone? Really?” Annette’s eyes widened. “Do you know what she wrote in her report to the Merlin Group? Did you lose the contract?”

I shook my head, feeling like an idiot that Rita had been playing me right from the start. “I didn’t. She had nothing on me. Total waste of my time and the Merlin Group’s money.”

Annette sighed. “Well, that’s a relief. That woman gave everyone the creeps. Glad I won’t see that bitch anymore in my town.”

I laughed. “She was a real bitch.” And a lot worse. The thought of Rita brought thoughts of Dash, and my chest gave a little squeeze.

“What’s the matter?” Annette stared at my face. “You look sad. Is it Dash? Oh, I’m so sorry he’s gone. Must be hard for you. But I’m sure he’ll be back,” she added, though the uncertainty in her voice said otherwise.

The truth was I didn’t think I’d ever see Dash again. Well, not until I took care of Rita. But I had more pressing matters to attend to first. “I’m fine, really,” I said, swallowing hard.

Laughter reached me, and I turned my attention toward it, finding Tilly as its source. The gorgeous witch was rubbing her hands over Blake’s arms, her body pressed against his. A normal, warm-blooded male would be all over that. But his face was turned in the opposite direction, and his body was stiff, not at all melting at Tilly’s touches.

“What’s wrong with him?” I asked, wanting to steer the conversation away from Dash. “He doesn’t look like he’s enjoying the party or Tilly’s advances.” He’d always seemed a bit oblivious to the constant flirting from the stunning witch. But now he looked like he was in some sort of weird stupor that made me think of my aunt when she was in her magical coma.

“Oh, you didn’t hear about Blake?” asked Annette in a voice that suggested I keep my voice down to a whisper.

I leaned forward, curious. “No. What about him?”

She glanced over her shoulder and then turned to me and said in a hushed tone, “He stepped down as sheriff.”

“What?” I was not expecting that. When I’d spied him through the bathroom window, he’d seemed adamant, even desperate to keep his job.

“Yeah,” continued Annette. “And he didn’t really give a reason. Just said he didn’t want the post anymore. That’s what Liam told me.”

My eyes rested on Blake. By the looks of it, the decision to step down was not his. The Gray Council had made him do it. And then I realized something else. It hadn’t been Blake’s idea to cheat his way into the sheriff’s office. It had been the Gray Council’s.

They had made it so, cheated the votes so Blake would be sheriff, and in turn, they could then control him. Control the sheriff. Control the county.

But they wanted Dash. And Blake couldn’t deliver him, so they forced him to step down, or they would have revealed how he got the sheriff’s seat. Guess Blake didn’t want to suffer that humiliation. No surprise there.

“So, what now? Will there be a vote or something for the new sheriff?” Fortunately, Blake had kept quiet about Emily to the council. Marita, or rather, Rita, hadn’t been a result of Blake’s report. Emily was safe.

Annette took a sip of her wine. “No need. Kolton was sworn in this morning as the new sheriff of Moonfell. Apparently, Blake asked for him. And I remember Kolton coming in second during the votes five years ago. It makes sense that he would take up that position.”

“So, Kolton’s the new sheriff,” I mused, sifting through this new information.

“He is.”

So Blake, in the end, did a good deed. But he was still scum to go along with it. That position had been Kolton’s, and he’d stolen it. Kolton had known, or suspected as much. And he’d been right.

I needed to speak to the owner of The Blue Demon. “Listen, I gotta go,” I said, handing her the now-empty glass of wine. “Thanks for the wine.”

Annette just smiled. “Thanks for coming for exactly ten minutes.”

“Ha. Ha. I promise I’ll stay longer next time.” I waved her off and started for my aunt’s house. I wanted to see Kolton. I was happy for him. He should have been sheriff all those years ago.

And now things were going to change with him in charge. Kolton wasn’t the type of werewolf to be persuaded by the Gray Council. I’d bet my life on that. With him as our county’s sheriff, we could be sure to have an honest, reliable leader.

Did I feel sorry for Blake?

Nope.

Smiling, I crossed the street, jogged the rest of the way, and halted just before I leaped up my aunt’s front porch.

Someone was already standing there. Not someone. The boss of Tombstone. Orik.

“Uh… this is a surprise,” I said, knowing in my gut why the Dark fae boss was here and what he wanted.

Orik stepped off the porch. His arms and neck were decorated with detailed tribal markings that seemed to glow faintly. His gaze was intense and focused, a sharp contrast to his simple gray baseball hat. His strong frame was accentuated by his tight T-shirt and jeans, exuding an air of power and control. It was clear that he commanded both respect and fear with his mere presence.

I’d known he’d show up one of these days to demand his “favor.” I just never expected it to be so soon. Like a year would have been nice.

“Hello, Katrina Lawless, long time no see,” said the fae boss, a touch of laughter in his tone.

I frowned, feeling my blood pressure rise a few digits. “I saw you last week.”

He leveled a stare at me. His eyes flicked to the rusane around my neck. If he knew what it was, he didn’t mention it. “I was just about to ring the doorbell, but here you are.”

“Here I am.” Not sure why I just repeated that. “Why are you here, Orik?” I knew why. I just didn’t want to face it right now. I’d hoped to have a glass of beer with Kolton to shoot the shit with him and toast to his long-belated sheriff position.

His smile was cold. “You know why. I’m here to collect my favor.”

“So…” I exhaled, realizing how sexual that sounded, but I knew it wasn’t. “What is this favor you want me to do?” I felt eyes on me. When I looked over across the street, Annette, Christina, and even Tilly were all huddled together in Annette’s backyard, leaning heavily on the white picket fence that looked like it might collapse under their weight and staring in my direction. “Crap.”

Orik laughed. “Friends of yours?” As he stepped closer, I felt his aura surround me like a weighty fog. My heart pounded, but I refused to let fear show on my face. I knew better than to underestimate the immense fae power that coursed through Orik’s veins.

“Neighbors.” Very nosy neighbors, apparently. I was surprised Tilly hadn’t jogged over just to get a good look at Orik’s butt. Even from a distance, anyone with good eyesight could see he was very handsome.

Even Blake was looking our way. Not that made a difference. He could look all he wanted. He could do absolutely nothing to me anymore.

“And you don’t like them?” inquired the fae boss.

I shook my head. “Not really. I’m just being polite. You know. Being neighborly and all that.” The less he knew about me, the better. “You wanted me to steal an artifact, right?” I remembered him saying as much and that he required my special talents to retrieve it. I wasn’t sure if he was referring to my use of umbra magic, as Brother Algar had hinted at, or my investigative skills that I had honed over the years.

“That’s right.” A dangerous glint shone in Orik’s eyes, and I felt like I was staring into the face of a mountain lion, ready to pounce for my jugular. “I have something of great sentimental worth that I need you to retrieve.”

Okay. I could do that. Stealing mysterious artifacts seemed to be my new lot in life. “And what’s this artifact? Magical, right? Dangerous? Deadly? All of the above?”

He handed me a manila envelope. “Everything you need to know is in there.”

I took the envelope. “How very 007 of you.”

Orik smiled again, his features as pretty as he was dangerous. I wouldn’t let his smoldering good looks fool me. The fae was a killer. He was not my friend.

I slipped the envelope under my arm, feeling its bulk. “When do you need me to start?”

The fae’s face shifted into a steely mask of seriousness. “Tonight.”

Of course, he did.

But it wasn’t like I had a choice. I’d made a deal with a fae boss. There’s was no turning back from that.

I’d been back in Moonfell less than a month, and I’d already made deals with a Dark fae boss and joined The Forsaken. Not sure what that said about me.

“And what if I can’t get this thing for you tonight?” I asked. “What happens then?” Unpredictability came with this type of work. It was crucial for me to have all the information before proceeding.

Orik watched me, his eyes glinting with an otherworldly intensity that made my blood run cold. A slight smile played at the corners of his lips, revealing sharp teeth. “That would be bad for you.”

“I thought you’d say that.” I tapped the envelope under my arm. “So, once I do this thing for you, we’re even. Right? I won’t owe you any more favors. Right?” I wasn’t going to take any more chances with this trickster race. I needed a clear and definitive answer from him. I wanted him to flat out say it.

“That’s right.”

Good enough. “Okay.” I knew then that whatever task lay ahead for me would be dangerous and unpredictable in the world of the fae. But I was also a curious beast. The wonder alone would have prompted me to go look anyway. What was this object the fae boss wanted me to retrieve that he wouldn’t do himself or assign to one of his minions? And why wouldn’t he do it? Maybe it was because he couldn’t. And that’s where I came in.

“I’ll be seeing you, Katrina,” said Orik as he walked off.

“Yes, boss.” Looked like I wasn’t about to get any time off.

With a final nod, Orik turned and strode away, his heavy boots thudding against the pavement in a steady rhythm. I could feel the power and strength radiating from him, like a force of nature in human form.

I watched him walk toward a 1970 black Ford Mustang, if I had to guess—a classic muscle car. It fit the fae perfectly.

It seemed my hopes for a break from my hectic life were quickly fading.

As if sensing my disappointment, Orik paused and turned back to me. “And Katrina?”

I raised my eyebrows in question, wondering what else he could possibly have to say.

“This stays between us,” he advised, his voice laced with warning. With that, he got behind the wheel. The car’s engine exploded with a cacophony of loud growls, ready to tear up the road and leave everything in its wake.

I watched his car disappear at the end of the street, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the looming uncertainty of what was to come.

I knew my life was about to take another turn.

And not for the better.
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Accepting my new gig could be my doom…

After fifteen years of marriage, I catch my husband cheating on me. What do I do? I laugh, which probably wasn’t the reaction he expected.

And then I laughed some more.

So, when a job comes my way from The Twilight Hotel—a paranormal hotel in midtown Manhattan that serves as a sanctuary and residence—I take it.

Cue in tattooed, sexy as sin, grumpy restaurant owner Valen, who can’t do drama or high-maintenance women. The problem? He’s cruel and dangerous.

And he’s hiding something.

Rumors arise of a dark spell that would mean the hotel's closure, and I don’t know who I can trust. Do I have what it takes to fight this new evil? We’ll see.

Brace yourselves. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.

Try it now!
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