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IKNOW WHAT YOU ARE.

I flipped the card between my fingers. No matter how many times I did that, it always said the same five words. And only those words. Nothing else. No name. No address. Nothing. Nothing that could help me identify who sent it.

The card had fallen on the front porch this morning when I was on my way to do some errands. Someone had stuck it in the door frame late last night or early this morning.

If the owner of the card’s sole purpose was to rattle me, they succeeded.

My said errands were to pick up a few herbs and ingredients for my Aunt Luna.

“Don’t forget lizard’s tail!” she’d hollered at me on my way out. “I’m taking a dip in my cauldron tonight.”

No idea if she meant that literally—the dip or the lizard’s tail. I didn’t want to know.

But my first stop was supposed to have been to Dash’s place. I hadn’t been able to make sense of what had happened two days ago. The unanswered questions and raw emotions were like a tangled mess within me, leaving me unsure of how to approach him. I’d spied on Dash yesterday afternoon, sitting in my Jeep. I hadn’t been ready to confront him yet.

Now I was.

My mind was consumed with questions, each one pulling me in a different direction. Did he truly have ties to The Forsaken? And if so, why did he betray them to help us? Were they responsible for erasing his memory?

But despite all these doubts and uncertainties, a part of me couldn’t bring myself to turn him over to Blake, the county sheriff. It went against my instincts, but I couldn’t shake off the feeling that there was more to this situation than met the eye.

Normally, I would have no hesitation in providing the sheriff with all the information he needed to make an arrest. After all, it was my job and duty as an investigator.

But this time was different. Dash had played a crucial role in helping us defeat The Forsaken, and I couldn’t just turn him over. I needed answers from him, and I couldn’t let him go until I had them.

Dash was a mystery I couldn’t solve, and turning him in would mean losing my chance to figure out his secrets.

And the sheriff? Blake was pissed at me, and I didn’t blame him. If I were in his shoes, knowing someone had information that could potentially solve the deaths of Tim and Samuel as well as the attempt on Emma’s life and the summoning of a demon king, I’d be angry, too. And unfortunately, I was part of that group harboring secrets.

Yeah, I’d hate me too.

Sykes, my father’s assistant, had been the ring leader, from what I could tell. Although he was dead, many of The Forsaken members had escaped. Not to mention I had a feeling there were a lot more of them, more than at the ritual two nights ago. If they’d been here as long as my aunt had suggested, like centuries, I feared Moonfell was infested with The Forsaken.

And still, questions remained. Was Dash an excommunicated member like Eli? Was he spelled not to reveal the members’ names? Possibly.

What I did know was that perhaps we had stopped the ritual, but we hadn’t stopped the group. If I wanted to rid the darkness from Moonfell, I needed to destroy every single member. I just didn’t know who they were or how many.

With Dash being the only one left alive that I knew of, I couldn’t shake off the uneasiness of Blake’s impending discovery. He was getting closer to figuring out the truth.

I could feel my heart clench every time I thought about the tall, alluring not-werecat.

That was the other thing. What the hell was Dash?

I’d been on the Merlin database all last night, trying to figure out what kind of shifter he was. From what I’d read, most of the time, shifters and weres could only shift into one specific creature or beast. Not three as Dash had done.

I’d made up my mind this morning to confront him. I had it all planned out in my head, my words rehearsed. Only, I hadn’t expected to be interrupted by that lovely note.

I KNOW WHAT YOU ARE.

If that were true, whoever sent the note knew more about me than I did.

And now, finding this card kind of threw me off my course for a moment.

“More coffee?”

My gaze lifted to meet the face of a strong, muscular black man. He stood in front of me like a towering mountain—sturdy and unmovable. His skin, the color of rich ebony, glistened under the light. I couldn’t help but feel small and insignificant in his presence. The coffee pot looked like it was about to shatter into a million pieces in his thick hand.

“Sure.” I watched as the owner of The Blue Demon poured steaming hot coffee into my mug. The sounds of the busy restaurant with the morning crew were just hitting me now.

“So, I heard your Aunt Luna’s risen from the dead.” Kolton turned and placed the coffee pot back on the burner.

“News travels fast.” I knew faking her own death and attending her own funeral—because she was eccentric in that way—would eventually bite her in the ass.

Kolton leaned his beefy forearms on the counter, a smile curling his lips. “Secrets in Moonfell never stay buried for long. It’s a small community. People love to talk.”

An unfortunate occurrence for my aunt. But I did tell her that sooner or later, her faux-dead scheme would be found out. Guess she was hoping she still had a few more years.

I took a sip of my steaming coffee. “You make it sound like everyone in this town has secrets.”

“They do,” said the large werewolf. “We all have secrets.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong. I was the queen of secrets. But that statement did make me curious about his secrets.

“I hear you’re going to stick around for a while,” continued the werewolf. “Help get that house back into shape.”

I nodded and took another drink of coffee. “That’s the plan. It might take a few years with my salary. Maybe a decade.”

Kolton laughed, a hearty, deep sort of laugh that you couldn’t help but smile at. “What about your better half? Will they be joining you?”

I gave a mock laugh. “What better half? They’re better off without me.”

“I seriously doubt that.” Kolton’s expression grew serious. “There’s a story here. What happened?”

I realized this was a very personal question, but I still found myself opening up to the big werewolf. Something about him made me feel at ease. His voice was soothing like a shrink’s.

“We grew apart,” I told him. “He wasn’t a bad man. He didn’t cheat on me or anything like that. And if it’s anyone’s fault, it was mine. I didn’t let him in.” Just like I never let anyone in. “I pushed him away, and he finally left.” My stomach churned with the guilt I still felt.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I hear he’s remarried and happy. He should be. And I’m happy for him.”

“How very mature of you.”

I gave him a smile and took another gulp of coffee. “This coffee is amazing.” I wanted to steer this conversation elsewhere fast.

Kolton straightened proudly. “It’s Colombian. A werewolf pack down there ships it to me. Only the best in my restaurant.”

I tapped my coffee mug with my fingertips. “I hope you pay them well.”

The werewolf grinned. “I do.”

“Kolton!”

A woman’s sharp voice pulled me around. Her short stature was accentuated by her petite frame, her fiery red hair pulled back tightly into a ponytail. Middle-aged, her pretty face was set with high cheekbones and a delicate nose. The apron around her waist was small and stained with various cooking ingredients, but the words The Blue Demon were sewn into it in bold, black letters. A tray hung in her right hand, and on her left was a piece of paper.

“Have you seen Jessie? She’s late for her shift.” The waitress slapped the paper on the counter. “I’m up to my eyeballs with customers. And now I have to take on hers, too? I don’t get paid enough for this.”

She pulled the elastic of her ponytail. The scent of dog reached my nose, and the energies that wafted from her were all werewolf.

Kolton pulled out his phone. “I’ll call her.”

“Call Maggie too,” said the waitress. “I don’t want to be stuck here all day on my own.”

“I’ll take care of it, Sela,” said Kolton, his phone on his ear.

“I’ve got babies to feed, you know,” continued Sela. “A family to take care of since my baby daddy died.”

Damn.

“And now I’ll be exhausted by the time I get home,” she kept going. Her posture suddenly changed and she was bent and leaning heavily on the counter. “How am I supposed to take care of my babies when I’m dead tired? My babies need their mommy. I’m all they have.”

“You’ll get double pay today, Sela,” said the werewolf.

Sela’s demeanor changed as she stood straight and flashed a quick smile. “Good.”

She caught me staring at her smile. Then she glared at me as though I was somehow responsible for Jessie not showing up before spinning around and heading for the kitchen.

“You do realize she just played you?”

The way Sela was quick on her feet told me she wasn’t tired at all, and she had the stamina of a teen in a forty-year-old body. Werewolves.

Kolton shrugged, his deep voice reverberating around the bar as he spoke to someone over the phone. The words “shift” and “late” were all I could make out.

I reached over and grabbed the paper just as the werewolf pocketed his phone. “The Annual Pumpkin Carving Festival?” I read. “Is that really a thing?” I couldn’t remember if there had been one back when I was living here as a young person.

“It has been for the last four years,” answered Kolton. “As long as Helen’s been mayor. She takes the competition a little too seriously. She’s a competitive little werefox.”

I’d only met the mayor of Moonfell briefly a few times, but she exuded a nervous energy that seemed to be constantly propelling her forward.

“I’m not surprised.” I placed the paper back on the bar’s counter. “I bet Dash wins every year.” Shit. I cringed as the words just flew out of my mouth. I didn’t want to talk about Dash, not until I’d had a conversation with him.

Kolton dried a cup with a dish towel. “I don’t remember him ever competing. Why’d you think Dash would win?”

Because he’s an amazing artist. “Because he’s got very talented fingers.” Damn. Now that sounded dirty.

Kolton laughed, and I felt a rush of heat rocket over my face. “I wouldn’t know.”

I totally walked into that one. I cleared my throat. “What I meant to say is that he’s a talented artist. His work is amazing. His barn is filled with intricate furniture and beautiful wood carvings. He’s truly gifted.”

The werewolf placed the cup under the bar. “He’s doing better? I haven’t seen him lately. And the last time we spoke about him, you said he was in a bad way.”

True. Kolton didn’t know that Dash was part of The Forsaken or that he’d saved all our asses two nights ago. Kolton just thought he was a loner type guy who kept to himself.

And now it all made sense why.

“He is,” I answered and then took a large gulp of my coffee. “He’d lost his memory, but it’s back now.”

An image of him flashed in my mind’s eye just as he’d finished drinking my aunt’s counter-curse. How disturbed he’d looked, like a person who hated himself.

“Glad to hear it,” said Kolton. “No one should go around not remembering who they are. It’s not right. More like a nightmare.”

But some people wished they hadn’t gotten them back. Like Dash.

My stomach squirmed at the thought of seeing him again. I had so many questions for Dash. As an investigator working on behalf of the Merlin Group, what I should have done was hand him over to Blake and been done with him.

But I couldn’t. Not when he’d saved us. Not when I knew deep down there was good in him. Or at least, that’s what I told myself.

And if I didn’t do this now, today, I’d never confront him.

Determined, I slipped off my stool, reached for my bag, and yanked out my wallet. “How much for the coffee?”

Kolton shook his head. “Your money’s not good here,” said the handsome werewolf.

My mouth parted. “Why’s that?”

Kolton’s dark eyes bore into mine. “When you save one of our own, I consider that a debt that we owe you.”

My heart swelled at the sincerity in the tone of his words. I wasn’t used to this sort of kindness. Hell. I’ve never gotten any.

But here, in this supernatural town—where werewolves and witches coexisted, the town where I’d sworn I’d never return—was a glimmer of hope. Kolton’s words resonated with me, reminding me that not everyone was driven by self-interest. Maybe there were more allies than enemies in this fight against darkness.

With gratitude filling my heart, I smiled at Kolton. “Thank you,” I said sincerely. “But you really don’t need to. I can afford coffee.” For now, at least.

“At the rate you’re drinking it, I’m not so sure.” The werewolf smiled.

I stared at the large—now-empty—mug. I’d drunk two cups of coffee in under fifteen minutes. What did that say about me?

That any moment now, I’d get the coffee shakes.

A high-pitched scream interrupted my thoughts.

“That came from outside.” I hurried toward the kitchen, the direction of the scream. Kolton, being a werewolf, had leaped over the counter and was already out the kitchen’s back door just as I reached it. Yup. Werewolves and their supernatural speed. Even in their human forms, they excelled in physical abilities and endurance.

I hit the back door with my shoulder, pushed it open, and stepped outside.

Sela’s tear-stricken face turned at the sound of our approach. Her eyes were round and wild, and she ran to bury her head on Kolton’s chest.

I moved past them, and the cool October air rolled over my cheeks.

That’s when I spotted the body.

At first, I mistook it for a black garbage bag carelessly tossed next to the metal bins. But as I got closer, the stench of blood and innards hit me, and I realized it was the crumbled and torn remains of a human being. The body was in a horrifying state, lying in a pool of its own blood and guts with shreds of clothing strewn around. I could make out where the head was, but most of the face was torn off. From what was left, I could see she was female. Barely. The sunlight glinted off the exposed rib cage, revealing deep bite marks that could easily crunch through bone. Only something with incredibly strong jaws could have caused such extensive damage to a human body.

The air was thick with the stench of blood and guts, overpowering any other scents like pine trees, earth, or wet dog that I typically associated with werewolves. Instead, a curious mix of sweet candy canes and butterscotch lingered in the air, tainted by a hint of sulfur.

She’s a fae. Correction. She had been a fae.

“She’s dead! Oh my god, she’s dead!” Sela wailed, her voice reaching a state of hysteria. “They killed her!”

“I know. I know.” Kolton pulled Sela into a tight embrace, surprising me with his gentleness despite his large stature. I wasn’t sure if he was an alpha or pack leader, but he definitely acted like one. After letting go of Sela, he instructed her to call Blake as he held on to her shoulders tightly. “Hurry and get inside.”

The waitress nodded silently, wiping her tears away before disappearing through the back door.

My eyes fell back on the body. “You know who she is?” By the amount of blood loss and the discoloration of her skin, she’d been dead for a while. Probably killed sometime during the night.

Kolton’s jaw twitched, his eyes on the body. “It’s Jessie.”

Ah, hell.
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It didn’t take long for Blake—a.k.a. Moonfell’s county sheriff to show up.

I was still taking pictures of the body when I heard heavy footsteps approaching.

He stood tall, towering over me at a height of at least six-three or possibly even six-four. His figure was impressive with two hundred pounds of solid muscle. Dark locks cascaded down his neck and framed his attractive face. A neatly trimmed beard added to the attractiveness of his chiseled jawline. As he looked at me with his intelligent, brown eyes, I felt more like he was studying me. His shirt hugged his body, emphasizing his toned abs while the snugness of his jeans revealed the strength in his legs.

Pretty. But still a dick.

Blake threw a scowl my way as he marched up to the body. That look said I shouldn’t be here. This wasn’t my place.

I hadn’t seen him since yesterday at this very diner, him threatening to throw my ass in jail because I wouldn’t give up my source. Guess that was still on his mind.

“Who found her?” asked Blake.

“Sela.” Kolton folded his beefy arms over his chest. “She came out here to take out the trash.”

“How well did you know her?” asked the sheriff.

“As well as anyone,” answered the werewolf. “She’s been working for me for the past six months.”

Blake knelt next to the body and sniffed. Although I was considered a paranormal as well, it still freaked me out a bit when I saw werewolves do that.

I watched as the sheriff’s face darkened and his brows drew together. “I’m getting an animal scent. Maybe even werewolf.”

“Would be consistent with the way the body’s all torn up,” I said. “You’d need to have large claws to do that to flesh. And large teeth to be able to chew through bone.” I hadn’t felt any paranormal energies apart from the dead woman’s. But weres had incredible senses, and anyone would be a fool not to take note.

Blake’s dark eyes narrowed on me. “What the hell are you doing here?”

I flinched at the animosity in his tone, like he’d slapped me. “Uh… having my morning coffee.” Yup. He was still pissed.

Slowly, the sheriff stood, and I had a feeling he did that just to prove how much taller he was than me. If he wanted to make me feel small and insignificant, it didn’t work.

A muscle pulled along Blake’s jaw. “Why are you here? Who called you?”

Annoyance rushed me. “I was having coffee. It’s not a crime in this town. Is it?” Maybe for me it was.

Blake sighed through his nose. I wasn’t sure with the way he was staring at me whether he wanted to tear me up like Jessie here or throw my ass in jail.

“What happens in this town doesn’t concern you anymore,” said the sheriff, still with that angry tone. “You were hired for one case, and that’s over with. I checked with Jack. Said the case was closed with the Merlins.”

Jack Spencer was the assistant director of the Merlin Group in New York and the one who’d given me the case about Tim’s murder. I’d called him the morning after Sykes had been killed and filled him in. Technically, Blake was right. But he didn’t need to know.

“You’re done here.” Blake pointed to the body. “Right now, you’re messing my crime scene.”

Motherfracker. To think that I’d “considered” having dinner with him. “I’m still an investigator. Investigating crimes like this is what I do. And I’m very good at what I do.” And the case with The Forsaken was far from over. My gut said it was just the tip of the iceberg.

Blake narrowed his eyes, obviously skeptical of my abilities even though I’d clearly proven myself with Emma’s kidnaping and the removal of the imminent threat—Sykes and the ritual. “Not in this town, you’re not. We don’t need your services anymore. In fact, I can arrest you for meddling in this.”

Wow. I really didn’t understand what Tilly saw in this guy. “Really? You’re going to go there?” I could have pulled the “if it wasn’t for me—Dash, really—The Forsaken would have gotten their way, and Emma would have been killed” card. But I didn’t. I wasn’t that shallow. And I didn’t solve cases for the attention or the glory. I did it because I wanted to put bad guys out of business. And I liked it.

Blake surveyed me for a moment. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking behind that mask of anger and steel exterior, but the intensity of his gaze made me slightly uncomfortable. “The thing is, Kate,” he continued. “You can be an investigator all you want. But here. In this town. My town. You’re not. You don’t work for us. You work for the Merlins. And no body’s hired you, so you should leave.”

Shit. He had a point. Technically, I was just another resident of this town without any legitimate reason to be involved. I had no authority here.

But I was still a paranormal investigator. It’s what I did. I couldn’t just turn it off now, especially with a dead body two feet from me.

I took a deep breath, hoping my words would bridge the growing divide between us. “The Merlins may not have officially hired me, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a case worth investigating here. You could use someone like me on this.”

Blake gave a mock laugh, and I wanted to punch him in the teeth. “I don’t need liars and pretenders.”

My face went lava-hot. “I’m not a pretender.”

Blake stepped into my personal space until his chest was an inch from mine. “You knowingly keep important information about killers that we could put away for good. But instead, you protect them. You protect kid killers.”

I shook my head. I hated nothing more in the world than those who took the lives of the innocent. “It’s not like that, and you know it. I’ve already told you.” I got that he was still pissed about that. But now… now this felt personal.

“Why won’t you give me your source?” He said it like I’d done this to him personally. As though we were close and I was doing this to spite him.

This wasn’t about him or me. It was about getting the truth. Protecting Dash until I had all the information I needed from him.

I looked into his eyes and saw a fleeting moment of emotions there, a tenderness. Blake’s stern expression softened, his anger subsiding as he looked at me the way a man looks at a woman when he wants to be more than friends.

Damn. I didn’t need this right now. “Like I said.” I took a step back, creating some distance between us. “I won’t reveal my source.” I raised my hand. “And before you go all off on me again, it’s not about protecting killers or anyone else. It’s about the bigger picture,” I said, my voice calm but firm.

He arched an eyebrow, seemingly intrigued by my response. “The bigger picture?”

I nodded, my resolve strengthening with each passing second. “I can’t confirm if my source is involved with The Forsaken, but my source could be the key to unraveling a much larger evil. If we rush in without gathering all the necessary information, we risk jeopardizing everything.” There. That was good enough.

The big werewolf watched me intently, his penetrating gaze never wavering. I could see the battle of emotions flickering within those piercing eyes. The anger and frustration were still there, but now I also saw a glimmer of interest.

And… then it was gone.

Blake’s expression contorted with fury. “Keeping your source makes you just as guilty. And now they’ve killed again.”

My lips parted. “You think The Forsaken did this?” It wasn’t impossible, but I’d say highly improbable. But then again, I didn’t know much about the group. Could they have done this? If so, why? To what purpose? Why kill Jessie in this way? Was Jessie a member? Had she fallen out with them?

If this was the result of The Forsaken somehow, I had all the more reason to seek Dash out.

Still, this killing was very sloppy. Not much thought had been put into it. It was wild and uncontrolled. Very different from what I’d seen and learned from that group.

“The only way we’ll know for sure is if we retrace her steps,” I said. “From what I can tell, it looks like she never left the restaurant. They jumped her. She never saw them coming.” And from the looks of it, she never stood a chance. Whatever had done this was extremely powerful to defeat a fae.

“I don’t need your help,” hissed Blake, giving me a hard look. “You’re not working this case. You can leave now. No one hired you.”

I opened my mouth to object, but Kolton beat me to it.

“I did.”

Blake and I turned around to see Kolton standing with his hands on his hips. I’d totally forgotten he was there.

“I hired her.” Kolton’s eyes held a challenge as he spoke to Blake.

The sheriff scoffed. “You can’t just do that.”

“Sure he can,” I interrupted, grateful for Kolton’s backup on this. At least I knew he had my back. But I also suspected he knew I could help. “I don’t just work for the Merlin Group. I have clients from various backgrounds and handle a range of cases.”

Kolton took a step forward, his stature just as commanding and intimidating as Blake’s. In a fight, I wasn’t sure who would be the victor. But in Moonfell, Blake was the sheriff. Did that mean he was the alpha here? From Kolton’s defiant expression, it didn’t look like he got the memo, or he just didn’t care.

I was on Team Kolton.

Blake looked unfazed by Kolton’s presence. In fact, by the tiny smirk on his lips, he seemed to find the challenge amusing. “This is my town, Kolton. I’m the sheriff. Not you. You lost that vote. Don’t you remember?”

I perked up. Had Kolton tried to be sheriff and lost? Interesting. The plot thickened. It made me wonder how different things would have been if Kolton had been the sheriff.

“That’s because you slept with half the females in this town to get their votes.” Kolton’s voice dripped with indignation, his gaze unwavering.

Damn. I wish I had some popcorn.

Blake gave a mock laugh. “Keep telling yourself that.”

More than just surface-level disagreements obviously fueled their rivalry. While I wasn’t very familiar with Blake, his cocky demeanor and irresistible charm from our first interaction suggested there may be some truth to it.

Like Aunt Luna had said, Blake was sex on a stick.

In my short time back in Moonfell, I thought the county had done well in picking Blake. Clearly, he had their best interest at heart.

But so did Kolton.

I watched the tension between Blake and Kolton escalate, their words laced with hostility. It was like witnessing the clash of two titans, each unwilling to back down.

“I tell it like it is,” said the owner of The Blue Demon. Kolton’s voice dripped with mockery, his eyes never leaving Blake’s. The tension in the air was palpable, and I couldn’t help but get caught up in the power struggle between the two werewolves.

Blake’s jaw clenched. “You think you can challenge my authority? I’ve been running Moonfell for years. Never had any problems.”

“Until now.” Kolton’s expression was unreadable.

The sheriff’s lips curled in a snarl. “What the fuck are you trying to say?”

I exchanged a quick glance with Kolton, silently urging him to keep his cool. We couldn’t afford to let this escalate into an all-out war. Not yet, at least.

“Listen, Blake,” I interjected, trying to diffuse the situation. “I’m here to help. I only want to help.”

Blake shot me a look. “If that were true, you’d give me the name of your source.”

Not this again.

“I have my reasons.” I was not going to talk about this again.

Blake looked at Kolton. “I don’t trust her. Neither should you.”

“Thanks,” I said, my irritation full-blown.

“For all we know, she could be working for The Forsaken,” accused Blake.

I pressed my hands on my hips. “I’m not. And you know it.”

Blake turned to look at me. “The fact is, Kate, I don’t. I don’t know you. You show up now after all these years later. Who knows where your loyalties lie. All this shit that’s happened? All started when you arrived.”

“I arrived here after Tim was killed. I wasn’t involved in that.”

“So you say. But we can’t know for sure.”

Okay, now he was really starting to piss me off.

“Fact is,” continued Blake, “I don’t trust you.”

“I do,” interrupted the owner of The Blue Demon. “This is my place. And one of my waitresses was murdered. I asked Kat if she could find out who did this. This is a small town. Word will spread about what happened to Jessie by lunchtime. It’s bad for business. The sooner she finds them, the sooner I can get my place back in order.”

At first, I thought Blake would continue to object. Instead, he just said, “Fine.” He looked at me and added, “Just stay out of my way.”

I gave him an army salute. “Yes, Captain.” What an asshat.

Kolton and I exchanged a quick glance, amused by Blake’s obvious frustration. It seemed like the sheriff wasn’t accustomed to being challenged, especially not in his own town.

Tough. I wasn’t about to let his sour attitude dampen my determination. Now that I was “officially” on this case, I would be on it like stink on a skunk.

“Thank you, Sheriff,” Kolton said with a hint of sarcasm. “I’m sure Kat won’t interfere with your investigation. I just want justice for Jessie. Find the assholes who did this.”

Blake huffed, clearly irritated by Kolton’s confident demeanor. “Just make sure you keep me updated on any progress.” He pulled out his cell phone and turned his back to us, walking away.

I wasn’t sure if he had directed that statement to me or Kolton.

Once Blake was out of earshot, I turned to the owner of the diner. “Well, that went better than expected.”

Kolton shook his head. “You have quite the talent for pushing people’s buttons.”

I shrugged. “What can I say? It’s part of my charm.”

Making an enemy of Blake wasn’t ideal, especially in a small town like Moonfell. But he started it.

I’d keep it professional. I was on Kolton’s payroll now, so to speak, and being the curious beast that I was, I wanted to find out what had happened to Jessie. More importantly, who or what had killed her and why?

And I would find out.
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The morning had certainly taken an unexpected turn. Between the mysterious note and Jessie’s tragic death, I knew I would have a lot on my plate for the foreseeable future. I’d likely have my hands full for the rest of the week. Or maybe month.

And now I had one more thing to add to that growing list—something I’d put off long enough.

I stared out the window of my Jeep. The last time I was here, I’d parked at the end of the street, the edge of the road, my Jeep partly hidden by the trees and the bushes. Today, I’d driven right up to the large farmhouse. No point in hiding. Not for what I was about to do.

A large forest-green Land Rover sat in the long driveway. It looked like Dash was here.

I turned off the engine and rubbed my trembling hands along my thighs. My heart pounded against my chest, and I took a deep breath, trying to control it. I didn’t know why I was so nervous. I wasn’t the one with all the secrets. Well, yes, I did have some secrets, but Dash was somehow involved with The Forsaken—the horrible group of mages that went on a killing spree to raise some demon king.

He’d put me in an impossible position with Blake. Not to mention that I was jeopardizing my job and my reputation. All it would take was for Blake to report my behavior to the Merlin board, and I could kiss those contracts goodbye. I couldn’t afford to be on the Merlins’ black list. They paid well, and it was consistent work. I couldn’t lose that contact, not when I’d worked so hard for so many years to get it.

I needed answers, and I needed them now.

Resolute, I pushed my car door open and slammed it shut with my hip. I climbed up the stairs to the front porch and knocked. I waited. After a whole minute had passed, I was just about to knock again when the sound of a wood saw pulled me around toward the barn.

“Of course, you’re in there.”

I climbed back down the steps and headed toward the large red barn. The double doors were closed. I thought about knocking, but with the loud racket he was making, he’d never hear me.

I pulled open one of the double doors and stepped inside the barn. The scent of freshly cut wood filled my nose as I stepped into the room. It looked exactly as I remembered it with workbenches and tables cluttered with tools like knives and planers. Pieces of furniture were scattered throughout the space, but what caught my eye were the beautifully carved designs on some of the pieces—a combination of animals and plants intricately woven together.

A large table saw sat in the middle of the barn. Dash was presently hunched over it, pushing a large slab of wood through the blade.

The sight of him sent a jolt of electricity surging through my veins, making my heart race. I couldn’t deny that he was stunningly handsome with a strong and well-crafted physique. Every movement he made—from cutting and chipping wood to flexing his back muscles—exuded strength and confidence.

He hadn’t heard me come in.

I could slip out now, and he’d never know I was here.

I felt my body lean back—

No.

I had to do this.

I took a breath and walked over to the table saw, maneuvering around furniture to place myself in his line of sight. The last thing I wanted was to spook him and make him accidentally slice off one of his pretty fingers in the process.

His head snapped in my direction.

Our eyes locked for a second.

I saw a moment of surprise in Dash’s eyes followed by a flicker of acceptance. His grip on the slab of wood tightened, and he quickly switched off the table saw. The deafening silence that filled the barn felt almost suffocating.

I had rehearsed the words I wanted to say to him countless times, but now, standing here in front of him, all coherent thoughts fled from my mind.

Awesome.

“I wondered when you’d show up here.” Slowly, he walked toward me, his fingers lightly trailing along the intricately carved edges of the furniture as he passed by. It felt as if time had slowed, each step bringing him closer until he stood mere inches away from me.

So many emotions swirled within me—nervousness, anticipation, and an indescribable vulnerability. But more than anything else, I felt a sense of longing.

“So you knew I was coming?” Of course, he did. He knew I couldn’t let this go.

“I did.”

“Then you know more about me than I do you.”

Dash sighed heavily and closed his eyes for a brief moment before opening them again to look at me with an almost desperate longing in his gaze. “What do you want to know?” he asked quietly.

“Who are you? What are you? And why are you involved with The Forsaken?” I blurted out quickly, feeling bolder now. A flash of that night when Dash had transformed into a creature of nightmares to save us all from Sykes flashed inside my mind’s eye. Yeah. I definitely had no idea what he was.

“I’m Dash. You already know this.”

“But who is this Dash? And why can you transform into different beasts? You’re not a were or any kind of shifter I know. I’ve done my research. I can’t find anything.”

He looked away before answering in a low voice. “I’m not like anything or anyone.”

“No shit.” We had that in common.

“I guess you could say I’m a type of shifter.”

“That doesn’t exactly help me.” I moved closer. The scent of his perspiration was intoxicating. Damn. Why did he have to smell so good and look so hot?

Dash watched me, and I could see the swarm of emotions behind those dark, penetrating eyes. “Can’t you just accept that?”

I couldn’t help but notice how he’d avoided the question. “No. I want to know what you are. I want to know why you ran off like that after you got your memories back. I want to know if you’re part of The Forsaken.”

Dash wiped the sweat from his brow with a cloth he pulled from his jeans pocket. “I’m sure you’ve already guessed that part.”

My breath caught. “So you’re not denying it?” His words struck a chord deep within me. I was really hoping he was going to tell me he wasn’t.

Dash was a member of The Forsaken. He was my enemy.

“Why?”

He paused for a moment, as if collecting his thoughts, and then continued softly. “As for why I’m involved with them...” He trailed off and shook his head lightly before turning back to meet my gaze again with a sad smile playing on his lips. “That’s complicated.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. How could you be part of that group? How could you when you came back and stopped Sykes from killing Emma? You went against them. Isn’t he part of your crew?”

A frown pulled Dash’s handsome face. “I’m not part of any crew.”

He took a step closer, his eyes still fixed on me as if trying to convince himself that I was really standing there in front of him. The scent of freshly cut wood mingled with the anticipation hanging in the air.

“You can call it whatever you want. But you’re clearly tied to them somehow. Why?”

As I studied Dash’s expression, searching for answers in the depths of his eyes, I could see the turmoil within him. His silence spoke volumes, revealing a battle being waged within his very soul. It seemed as if he stood at a precipice, torn between two worlds, grappling with an internal struggle that threatened to consume him.

Finally, he exhaled heavily and ran a hand through his tousled hair. “I joined The Forsaken years ago,” he began, his voice tinged with regret. “It was a decision born out of desperation and misguided loyalty. They promised me power, control, and everything I thought I wanted at the time. I was young. Stupid.”

I listened intently, my heart pounding. I’d been young and stupid many, many times.

“But then... then I discovered the truth,” Dash continued, his voice trembling with a mix of sorrow and anger. “The Forsaken wasn’t what I thought it was. They were using me, manipulating my desires for their own gain. The bottom line is that they want to destroy everything good in this world and replace it with their own twisted version of order. It’s nothing more than a facade, a means to exert control over those they deem unworthy.”

“Like me,” I blurted, recalling what Sykes had told me. I’d also been a tool twenty years ago when I was to be sacrificed for one of their rituals. But I’d escaped.

His words hung in the air, heavy with regret and disappointment. A shiver ran down my spine as I imagined the horrors Dash must have witnessed, the atrocities he had been forced to commit in the name of this evil organization.

“Why didn’t you leave? Why didn’t you walk away from all of this? From them?” I still couldn’t picture Dash being all buddy-buddy with Sykes and the rest of them. It didn’t feel right.

A bitter smile crossed his lips, tinged with self-deprecation. “Leaving isn’t that simple. The Forsaken... they’re not the kind of group you can just walk away from. They are a part of me, a part I can never truly escape. They hold secrets that could destroy everything and everyone I care about if I’m not careful.”

The mage Eli popped into my head. “I’m guessing you can’t give me the names of any of the members?” Eli had tried, and it had nearly killed him. But I had to try. Dash wasn’t a mage, so maybe he had some kind of superpower we magical practitioners didn’t. Yet I didn’t want to see Dash on the floor thrashing and foaming from the mouth either.

Dash didn’t answer, but his eyes carried a weight I would never understand. I could see the pain etched into every line of his face, the weight of his choices heavy upon him.

Frustration was building up. “Did they curse you? Did they remove your memories?” It was the only thing that made sense.

Dash stared at the ground. “They did.”

I felt a pang in my heart. “Why?”

The carpenter wouldn’t meet my eyes, but his jaw clenched, and the tightness in his body told me he would like to punch whoever did that to him. Perhaps kill them. “Not important anymore.”

“Like hell it isn’t.” I pressed my hands on my hips. “How am I supposed to make up my mind about you without all the details? The devil’s in the details. Right?”

I was met with silence.

I gritted my teeth in annoyance. Part of me wanted to slap him or punch him. But that was just an excuse to touch him. Let’s be honest. I must have been experiencing a hormonal imbalance. Yeah. That’s what it was.

“You refused to do something for them. Didn’t you?” I asked, watching his face closely. “You wanted to leave the group. Or maybe you didn’t want to be part of a faction that kills kids. Is that why they cursed you? Did you try to stop the ritual with Emma, and they cursed you to teach you a lesson?”

Silence.

“They tried to kill you, Dash. You do see that. Right?”

Was he good, or was he bad? Maybe good and sometimes bad? His actions told me he was good, decent. He had to be. So why was my stomach in turmoil?

He finally met my gaze. “I’m not a good guy, Kat. I’m the bad guy here. Don’t forget that.” His voice was rough, clipped, as though he could see the struggle inside me. Maybe he could.

His words weighed heavily on my chest, pressing down like a heavy weight. I shook my head. “If you were such a bad guy, why did you save us? You could have let Sykes kill Emma or me. Let him raise that demon king. But you didn’t. That’s not the actions of a bad guy.” Just the actions of someone with conflicting interests.

He was silent for a beat. “You don’t know me. I’ve done… things. Terrible things.”

“And so have I. I’m not saying you’re perfect. No one is. And we all have our demons.” And then some.

He sighed heavily, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand as though he was uncomfortable with the topic. “You’re right. We all make choices, and those choices often have consequences. Some of those choices are dark and messy, and they define who and what we become.”

My heart ached for him, for his burden. I couldn’t begin to fathom the weight of those choices, the darkness they hid beneath the surface. What the hell did The Forsaken have him do? Nope. I couldn’t think of that right now. But I knew one thing for sure. His actions spoke louder than any words, and they screamed of a man who had been fighting for something greater than himself.

“Why did you save us, Dash?” I let the question soak up the silence between us, hoping he’d say what I wanted him to say. That he was good. That he cared.

“I saw your magic,” said Dash suddenly, throwing me out of my thoughts. “You manipulated shadows.”

Shit. He’d seen my magic.

“That’s right.” No point in lying. “Shadows are my friends.”

Dash’s eyes flickered with recognition, a mix of curiosity, and something I couldn’t decipher. I could see the gears turning in his mind as he tried to piece together the puzzle of my abilities. It was unnerving to be laid bare like this, my secrets exposed to someone who had already shouldered his fair share of darkness.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” he admitted, his voice laced with a hint of awe. “You could mold them… mold them into weapons.”

I swallowed, wondering what he’d do with that knowledge. “I can.”

Dash was still watching me with open curiosity. “What do you call it?”

“Umbra magic.”

“Umbra magic,” repeated Dash, testing the words on his ohhh-so-fine lips. “Has a nice ring to it.” He smiled then. It was the first time I’d seen him smile like that since he was back at Aunt Luna’s house. Before he drank the counter-curse potion, it was a kind of smile that would get me into looooads of trouble.

I waved my hand before me. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?”

I pointed to his mouth. “That. This isn’t about me. It’s about you.”

“It’s also about you.”

I let out a frustrated breath. “Stop twisting my words. You know why I’m here.”

I could feel his eyes on me, studying me intently as if trying to decipher the depths of my soul. The air felt heavy with anticipation, the weight of his answer lingering between us. At that moment, I realized Dash and I were more alike than I had initially thought.

We both had secrets, and we both dealt with darkness.

I hesitated, biting my lip before deciding what to say next. “You’re putting me in a very difficult situation.”

“Why?” Dash folded his arms over his chest. “Because of the sheriff?”

Yes. “No. Because I don’t know if I can trust you.”

Dash’s dark eyes searched my face. “You can trust me.”

I let out a small laugh. “Can I? I don’t think I can.” I rubbed my eyes, trying to figure a way out of this giant clusterfuck. “I don’t need this right now. I could have used your help with the dead fae.”

Dash stared at me. “What dead fae?”

Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. Too late. “We found a dead female fae behind The Blue Demon. Torn to pieces. Looks like a werewolf attack or some other shifter.” Or perhaps a monster shifter like Dash. “Where were you last night?” I asked before I could stop the words from flying out of my mouth.

Dash narrowed his eyes. “You can’t be serious?”

“I am.”

Dash sighed through his nose. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

And I believed him. But I’d been wrong about him before. “See? This is so wrong. I can’t even trust you anymore.” Part of me wanted to ask him about the note I’d received this morning, but I couldn’t bring myself to drag it out of my pocket.

Dash reached out a hand, hesitating for a moment before gently brushing his fingertips against my cheek. The gesture was tender, speaking of regret and longing. His voice was barely a whisper when he finally spoke.

“You can trust me, Kat. Always.”

My heart wavered between anger and confusion. How could he expect me to understand? How could I trust someone who had willingly aligned himself with those who sought to bring chaos and destruction to our world?

“Can I?”

Dash’s eyes widened, something dark flashing in their depths. He watched me through a strand of his dark blond locks. “Are you going to turn me in?”

My throat squeezed. I turned around before he could see the turmoil on my face. “Not yet.”

And I marched out of the barn.
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Ibarely remember how I drove back home to my aunt’s house. My emotions and thoughts were all over the place, jumbled like a great jigsaw puzzle that was missing pieces so you couldn’t quite finish it.

I pulled into the driveway, killed the engine, and headed for the front porch. I needed to talk to my aunt. I had to tell someone about what I’d learned about Dash, and she was the only one I trusted at the moment.

Plus, she was the smartest witch I knew. She might have a better understanding of who Dash truly was.

Still, I had a decision to make. Did I hand Dash over to Blake?

I couldn’t decide yet.

Damnit. Why was my life so ridiculously complicated at the moment? Only just a few weeks ago, my life was boring. Mundane. Perhaps even routine. But not complicated. I hated complicated. Complicated screwed with your head.

And now, I had a new case to solve.

The thought of a cigarette briefly crossed my mind, but I pushed that urge away. What I needed was a giant cup of coffee.

I pushed open the front door of her three-story Queen Anne Victorian, seeing the peeling blue siding and web of vines crawling up the sides, a reminder that I needed to take care of the house. And the knee-high grass and weeds at the front.

More to add to my list of things to do.

The weight of my decision pressed heavily upon me as I closed the front door. I could feel the tension building within my chest, and my heart pounded with an urgency I couldn’t ignore.

I hated this kind of thing.

“Kat? Is that you?” called a voice from the opposite side of the house.

“Yes, it’s me, Aunt Luna.” I peeled off my shoes and marched barefoot across the hallway to the back of the house and the kitchen, where I suspected I’d find my aunt.

I made my way into the kitchen, smelled something foul in the air, and—

“Ah!” I shrieked.

“Ah!” my aunt responded in an equal shriek.

My dear, ninety-seven-year-old Aunt Luna was wearing a bathing suit.

Her body was adorned in a bright pink and red floral-print bathing suit that contrasted with her snow-white hair. And to complete the look, a pair of leopard-patterned heels hugged her feet.

“You’re wearing a…”

My aunt gave me a pointed look. “It’s a bathing suit. Not the Ebola virus.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “Yes.” What else was I supposed to say?

Her hazel eyes disappeared under the folds of her skin as she frowned at me. “Your hands are empty. Where’s my order of lizard’s tail?”

Oh, crap. “I forgot.” My gaze fell on her large, iron cauldron on the stove, simmering that awful smell.

“You forgot? That was the most important ingredient on your list. Even I have a better memory than that.” My aunt sighed. “Guess I’ll have to go myself and fetch some then.”

I flicked a finger at her. “Not wearing that you’re not. Besides, not everyone knows you’ve risen from the dead. You might cause a few heart attacks.”

My aunt shrugged. “We’re too many in this town anyway. What’s a few less idiots?”

“Listen, I have to tell you something.” I moved to the kitchen island and pulled out a stool.

My aunt joined me. Her cane thumped loudly on the hardwood floors. She dragged a stool from the island and sat with some effort, her bones popping like the crackling of a fire. “Does it have something to do with why you forgot my lizard’s tail?”

“Yes. There’s been a murder at The Blue Demon. A female fae.”

My aunt’s eyes rounded. “That still doesn’t explain why you forgot my order.”

“She was torn to shreds, you know. Little ribbons of flesh.”

“And?”

“And…” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the card. I slapped it on the counter. “I found this this morning. It fell on the porch. Someone stuck it in the door frame, either last night or early this morning.”

My aunt leaned over and read, “I know what you are?” She looked at me. “Still doesn’t explain why you forgot.”

I let my head fall back with a sigh. “I went to see Dash.”

“Ah-ha!” My aunt slapped the counter with an open hand. “Now that’s the ticket. I knew it had to be something substantial.”

“I wouldn’t call it that.”

“No? Did you jump his bones? You look like you want to jump his bones. He looks like he wants to jump your bones.”

“Stop that.” I slapped my forehead. “Nothing happened. Well, not that.”

My aunt leaned forward on the counter, and the scent of rose water filled my nose. “Then why are you all red-faced and look like you had a hot flash?”

I did need a cold shower. “He told me.”

“Told you what? That he wanted to jump your bones?”

“That he’s a member of The Forsaken.”

“Hmm. That… is a problem,” said my aunt, her smile turning into a frown as she leaned back.

I had confided in my aunt about the events of that fateful night when Emma was meant to be sacrificed, and Dash came to our rescue.

Despite her awareness of the uniqueness of my abilities, when I revealed my umbra magic to her and explained how I could shape shadows into weapons, she responded with a simple, “Wicked.”

I let my head fall on the counter with a thud. “It’s a major problem. He confessed he’s part of a group of psychos that kills kids. What the hell am I supposed to do now? Turn him in? I know that’s what Blake wants. He’s threatening that if I don’t give him my source, he’ll throw my ass in jail.”

“Dash saved you. Remember that,” I heard my aunt say. “If what you say is true, and I believe it is, he went against his members to keep you safe. Those are not the actions of a child killer.”

“I know that,” I spoke to the counter. “This is so messed up.”

“I like Dash,” continued my aunt. “He seems a bit conflicted. He’s challenging his loyalties because of you.”

I raised my head, not sure why, but my heart started to thump at her words. “Not because of me.”

My aunt cocked a brow. “Did you not feed him when he was in his cat form when no one else paid any attention to the miserable cat?”

“I did.”

“And did you not keep him safe here while you tried to figure out what had happened to him? Asked around to see if anyone knew him?”

“Yes, but—”

“And did he not step in to challenge your stupid father at that dinner party when he was choking you with an illegal curse, and no one stepped in to help?”

I clasped my hands around my neck. The memory of that experience made me feel ill. I flinched on the inside as I felt the nightmare snare wrapped around my neck, choking me again. “He did.”

Dash had intervened and stopped my father while my mother did nothing, and my brother and the rest of the guests laughed at my expense. I was dying, and they laughed. I’d been their entertainment. And not for the first time.

If Dash hadn’t accompanied me, if I’d been alone, I had the horrible notion they would have left me to die because my mother would have been too embarrassed to stop it.

I rubbed my temples, trying to jumpstart my brain. “I need coffee.” I walked over to the coffee machine, glad to see it on, and poured myself a cup. I swallowed a mouthful and turned around to face my aunt. “What the hell do I do now?”

“Well,” exhaled my aunt. “I don’t know about you, but I like Dash. And giving him up to the sheriff won’t solve our problems. Will it?”

“Our problems?”

“The Forsaken are still out there. Growing stronger. You might have incidentally stopped one of their plans, but make no mistake, they’re out there conjuring up more. Worse than you can imagine.”

“Oh, I can imagine plenty.” They’d tried to raise that demon king—twice—and failed. It wouldn’t surprise me if they were already summoning other demons and devils. “And Dash is a part of that.”

“Hmmm.” My aunt’s jaw moved like she was gnawing on some food.

The Forsaken were a dark and powerful group seeking to unleash unimaginable horrors upon the world. Dash’s involvement with them was undeniable, but a glimmer of hope shone through his actions.

He had saved me—twice. No one in my thirty-seven years had ever saved me. Ever.

But he did.

My aunt’s words echoed in my mind. I liked Dash, too. Maybe a little too much for my own good. Something about him… something was different from all the men I’d met. Maybe it was the darkness in him. Maybe it was because I had some of that, too.

Perhaps a spark of goodness was left in him, buried beneath all the darkness.

I knew I couldn’t turn him over to the sheriff. Not when he had proven himself to be a true ally. Besides, he might hold the key to defeating The Forsaken once and for all. If they were growing stronger, we needed all the help we could get.

“I think he’s tried to leave and couldn’t,” I said after a moment of silence while I sipped some more coffee. “Maybe that’s why they cursed him.”

“So they were responsible for that? Bastards. I ought to cut off their balls and feed them to my cauldron. I hear testicular stew is a delicacy in Tombstone’s night market.”

I snorted. “Nice visual.” I sighed. “So, what now? If I don’t hand Dash over to Blake, the next time The Forsaken strike, I’ll be blamed.” And I’d blame myself, too. I didn’t know if I could live with myself if they went after more kids again. “And now, with the dead waitress, Blake’s assuming it’s The Forsaken again.”

“He’ll assume that until you give him Dash.”

We sat in silence for some time, my aunt and me, contemplating the situation. I could see her mind working, the cogs and gears grinding and turning as she figured out our next move.

“Well,” she finally said, breaking the silence. “We can’t have you blamed for The Forsaken’s actions, and we can’t hand Dash over to them either. It doesn’t feel right. Let’s hope you have enough time to destroy that group before they strike again because they will… if they haven’t already.”

I tipped my head back and finished my cup of coffee. “You think the dead fae is them? What?”

My aunt eyed my empty cup with wide eyes. “Could be. Maybe they needed something from her. Maybe she saw something, and they shut her up. Permanently.”

I moved over, rinsed my empty cup in the sink, and then pulled out my phone and flipped through the images I’d taken earlier before Blake showed up. “I need to retrace her steps before she was killed. See if anyone saw anything.” I had a lot of work to do.

“But, Kat,” said my aunt. The worried tone in her voice had me sitting straighter. “You can’t trust Dash. Not when he’s tied to the group. He’ll always be loyal to them… not to you or us. Remember that.”

I nodded, unable to bring myself to say anything. She was right of course. But that didn’t mean I had to like it.

My aunt snatched up the note on the counter. “I don’t recognize the handwriting. You say you found it this morning?”

I nodded and joined her at the island. “It fell on the porch when I opened the door.”

She closed her eyes and placed the card on her forehead.

I angled my head for a better look. “Can you see who wrote it?” I had no idea if my aunt’s magical abilities led her to see in the past or future, but I’d take it.

My aunt dropped the card and looked at me. “No. I have a headache.”

“Right.”

“But there are ways to find out who wrote it,” she said, and I perked up. “I’ll need a few hours, but I know a spell that can reveal the owner of that card.”

“Good. Thank you.” At least that was some good news. Whoever had sent that card felt like a threat to me.

The chime of the doorbell had me turn around. “Blake. That sonofabitch. Can’t even give me a moment’s peace.”

“Be civil,” my aunt called as I marched to the front door with my bulldog expression.

I grabbed the doorhandle and hauled it open. “I told you. Kolton hired—”

Not Blake. But still not someone I wanted to see either.

A man stood on the threshold. His face was clean-cut with modern brown hair, hazel eyes, and a familiar mocking smile that I could never trust.

“Hi, sis,” said my brother Brad. “Long time no see.”

My rage ignited like the motor of a car. “What the hell do you want?”

“Who is it, Kat?” The thump of a cane and the sudden brush of my aunt’s body as she squeezed in next to me told me she didn’t care anymore about her faux death.

“No one important,” I answered, my eyes never leaving my brother’s face.

Brad stared at my aunt and made a face like he’d bitten into an onion. “Fuck me, that’s nasty. You should have stayed dead—”

Whack!

I retrieved my throbbing fist as Brad staggered back. Okay, so punching my brother in the face might not have been one of my brightest moments, but the bastard had laughed while I was choking to death. He deserved worse.

“Ow.” Brad laughed as he massaged his jaw. “You’ve never hit me before.”

“You better watch your mouth,” I hissed. He could insult me all he wanted, but I wouldn’t let him disrespect the only person in the world who loved me.

My body tensed as it always did in these situations, causing me to tremble. I could feel a surge of energy coursing through me, but I suppressed it quickly. I felt the pulse of my magic awaken, not that it would do any good right now in broad daylight.

My aunt stepped around me to face Brad. “You were a little shit as a boy, and I see things haven’t changed,” said my aunt with a laugh.

My brother’s face reddened. “We’ll see about that. Things have changed for you,” he added, that cunning smile returning.

I was going to punch him again. I knew it.

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked, my right hand throbbing.

Brad let out an exaggerated breath as he took in the house. “Can’t wait till the bulldozers get here.” He spread his arms wide. “A three-story modern masterpiece. And a terrasse on the rooftop.”

My aunt looked at me. “What’s he talking about?”

“I’m talking about the new house I’m building for my wife,” answered Brad.” Right here. In this very spot.”

I pressed my hands on my hips. “But there’s already a house here, you idiot. This is Luna’s house. Her property. You’re fucking delusional.”

Still smiling, Brad pulled out an envelope from inside his jacket pocket. “You see,” he began, tapping the envelope with his fingertips. “You haven’t paid the property taxes in over three years. Plus interest. In a prime location like this, it’s very expensive. That’s twenty thousand dollars of back taxes.”

I sucked in a breath through my teeth as I looked at my aunt. “Is any of this true?”

A pained look crossed my aunt. “I ran out of money,” she said, her low voice tugged at my heart. “I never expected to live this long. My savings have run dry.”

Shit. Another reason why I should have come back home sooner.

He was still smiling that cold, devious smile. “Father paid it all, of course.”

“You mean your mother,” grumbled my aunt.

“If you don’t pay us back in three weeks, the deed of sale reverts to us,” said my brother. “You’ll lose all your ownership rights.”

I snatched the envelope from Brad. I shook my head, my fingers fumbling as I ripped open the envelope to see if what he said was legit. “This can’t be right.” I glanced at the letter. It was a receipt of the twenty thousand and change paid by the Lawless Corporation. I gave my aunt the letter. “Can they do that?”

My aunt took her time to read the paper. Finally, when she looked up at me, her eyes were filled with moisture. “It seems as though they can.”

Brad laughed like the idea of my aunt losing her home was the most hilarious thing he’d ever heard. “Better start packing, sis.”

“Go to hell,” I yelled.

Brad chuckled all the way to his expensive, white Mercedes S-Class sedan.

As I watched my brother drive away, I could feel the lump forming in my throat. My aunt’s tears had trickled down her face, and her trembling hands were clinging to the letter as if it was her last hope. I looked back at my aunt’s house—the place where I had all my best memories, the only place where I felt loved. This house felt more like home to me than my parents’ house.

And I’d be damned if I let Brad demolish it to put up a modern box house.

“I’ll get you the money.” My throat was raw, and I struggled to hold back my emotions as I watched tears stream down her face. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. I promise.”

I meant it. I just didn’t know how I was going to come up with the cash.
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“I’m sorry, but the bank doesn’t recognize freelancing or contract work as a stable form of employment.”

That’s what the teller at the Moonfell Bank told me when I went in earlier and tried to get a loan.

“But I’ve been working for ten years straight. You can call the Merlin Group in New York. They’ll vouch for me. I’m on their payroll.”

The teller, a petite woman with golden hair who looked like a cherub, shook her head and smiled at me while she turned me down. “I’m sorry. But unless you can provide proof of full-time employment, we can’t help you. You must understand. The bank needs to protect itself.”

Despite my strong urge, I refrained from flipping her off.

But I managed to slam the bank door on my way out. Very mature. Yet I felt a profound sense of satisfaction.

I refused to go home to my aunt without a solution. I’d promised her that she would not lose her home, and I didn’t intend to break that promise.

I needed money. And right now, Kolton was my employer, if you will. We hadn’t discussed my fee, but it was in no way near the amount I needed to save my aunt’s house.

My stomach churned at the thought of losing the only home I had ever known. The memory of my aunt struggling to hold back tears haunted me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of helplessness.

Damn my father. I knew this was him. Him and my brother. My mother would never agree to something so wrong. Or maybe she had. The truth was, I didn’t know her. Not anymore.

I knew I had to act fast if I wanted to save my aunt’s home. My mind raced as I mulled over my options. With Brad and the Lawless Corporation in control, I couldn’t help but feel like a pawn in a game orchestrated by those who sought to take advantage of my aunt’s distress.

I parked my Jeep on the curb facing The Blue Demon and went around to the back. Yellow police tape was wrapped around the garbage bins and a tree where Jessie’s body was found. The scene was empty, but I still wanted to take another look now that I was on my own and didn’t have a massive pain-in-the-ass sheriff breathing down my neck.

I took my time walking around and searching for clues, anything that might help determine what had killed Jessie. After about fifteen minutes and finding nothing new, I headed inside the restaurant to search for the owner.

The late afternoon crowd wasn’t as noisy as the morning crew. In fact, I only counted four customers.

Conversations hushed as I entered The Blue Demon, the dim lighting casting long shadows across the worn-out wooden floors. The aroma of fried food hung heavily in the air, mingling with the faint scent of stale beer. A man in his fifties eyed me suspiciously as he nursed his beer. The others completely avoided my gaze.

Everyone seemed on edge, for lack of a better word. Seems like the news of what happened to Jessie had spread.

Sela, the redheaded waitress, was still there, taking the orders from one of the two booths that were occupied. I spotted a younger woman wiping down tables near the counter. She had long brown hair pulled into a tight ponytail and kind eyes that seemed to hold a hint of sadness.

“Excuse me,” I said, approaching her cautiously. “Are you Maggie?” I figured she was the other waitress Sela had mentioned earlier.

The young woman looked up from her task and offered me a weary smile. “Yes. Can I help you with something?”

Once I got close enough, I felt the paranormal energies wafting from her and the scent of horse or maybe even deer. My money was on a weredeer.

“I’m investigating Jessie’s death,” I explained, trying to keep my voice steady. I reached for my bag and then remembered I hadn’t received my new cards yet. “Can you share anything about her? Were you close?” By the obvious redness in her eyes, I was going with yes.

Maggie nodded. Her expression turned solemn, and she sighed softly before motioning for me to join her at a nearby booth. As we sat down, Maggie’s gaze lingered on the empty seat across from us.

“She was my friend.” Her hands trembled slightly as she picked at a loose thread on the tablecloth. The weight of grief hung heavily in the air, suffocating any semblance of normalcy that might have remained in The Blue Demon.

“What can you tell me about her? Did she have a boyfriend? A partner?”

Maggie wiped her nose. “She’s been dating Seth for a year now. She thought he was about to pop the question.” I could tell that the memories of Jessie weighed heavily on Maggie’s heart. Her kind eyes seemed to hold even more sadness now as if the bulk of her grief was almost too much to bear.

Seth. I committed the name to memory. “So they didn’t have a falling out or anything?”

“No. She would have told me.”

“Was he a werewolf?”

Maggie blinked slowly. “No. He was fae. Like her. Why do you ask?”

“Because of the way she was killed.” I watched her eyes slowly widen as she put the pieces together. Even though this Seth wasn’t a were or shifter with claws, I wouldn’t rule him out. Not until I paid him a visit. “Does Seth live in Moonfell?”

The waitress shrugged. “I guess so. I don’t know. We never talked about that.”

Finding a fae male called Seth in Moonfell would be easy enough. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“Last night. Here. Before the end of my shift.”

“What time was that?”

“Midnight.”

I leaned in closer, my curiosity piqued. “Who locked up?”

“I did.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I thought she’d left. I didn’t check the back. I went home… I didn’t know…” the last of her words came out in sobs.

I debated reaching out to pat her hand but thought better of it. That wasn’t me.

Maggie’s tear-filled eyes met mine. “Blake said a werewolf killed her. Is that true?”

“We don’t know for sure,” I answered, which was the honest truth. Strange that she was on a first-name basis with the sheriff. “It could be a lot of things. We’ll know more in a few days.”

Also, the coroner’s report would tell us. I doubted Blake would offer it to me freely. Looked like I was going to have to sneak into the morgue to get it.

“Can you think of anything unusual that happened last night? Strange noises maybe? A group of shady customers?”

“No.” Maggie sniffed. “Just the regulars.”

I thought it strange that Maggie didn’t hear anything. Jessie would have been screaming, trying to save her own life. There’s no way no one had heard anything.

As I pondered the inconsistencies of Maggie’s testimony, my mind raced with the possibilities. Could she be hiding something? Or was it simply a case of shock and grief clouding her memories? Either way, I knew I had to dig deeper if I wanted to unravel the truth behind Jessie’s gruesome demise.

“Maggie,” I said, my voice filled with empathy. “Are you sure nothing was out of the ordinary? Even the smallest detail could be crucial in figuring out what happened.”

She wiped away her tears, struggling to recall the events of that fateful night. “I can’t remember. Sorry.”

“Is Kolton around?” I looked past her to the kitchen area. Now would be a good time to discuss my fee.

“He said he had business to take care of,” answered Maggie. “I don’t know when he’ll be back.”

“Okay.” I watched her face. “If you do remember anything, please give me a call.” I reached inside my bag, retrieved my pad of paper, and then scribbled my phone number. “Here. You can call me anytime. My name’s Kat Lawless.”

Her eyes widened at the mention of my name, something I was now accustomed to.

“He was looking for you.”

“Who? Kolton?”

Maggie shook her head. “No. I just remembered.” She hesitated, clutching on to a flicker of memory. “Something was odd about a man who came in just before closing time.”

“Like what?”

“He was wearing a robe. I thought it was strange. He smelled like a witch.”

A mage. Shit. Was The Forsaken looking for me?

My heart quickened its pace as I listened intently. “Tell me everything you remember about him.”

Maggie sighed, her voice shaking slightly. “He was tall and had this unsettling aura around him. The moment he entered, it felt like a shadow fell inside the restaurant. That’s when I knew he was a witch.”

“A mage.” When she looked at me with a question in her expression, I added, “Pretty sure he’s a mage. Please go on.”

Maggie continued, her voice now hushed, as if the memory itself would bring him back. “He went to the bar and ordered a drink.”

I leaned in closer, my pen poised above the paper, ready to capture every detail. “Did he say anything?”

“He asked about you,” Maggie whispered, her hands trembling. “He wanted to know if Kat Lawless came here often.”

My heart skipped a beat at the mention of my name. How did this mage know me? And more importantly, why was he looking for me?

“What did you say?”

“Jessie answered him,” said Maggie. “She told him we didn’t know you. And to hurry up because we were about to close.” She bit her lip. “You think he killed Jessie? Why? She didn’t even know him.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. If he was looking for me, I’d have to say no. And the way her body was torn apart—” I caught myself before going further, but it was too late.

Maggie’s mouth clamped up, and she began to sob.

Nice going, Kat.

“Sorry,” I tried. I could be insensitive at times. On a job, I’d forget that the victims were people. I’d learned long ago that it was better to disassociate myself from the victims and the atrocities that had happened to them. It was easier to solve the cases when I didn’t get emotionally involved.

But sometimes being a rock didn’t solve anything either.

Maggie’s head snapped toward the bar. “I have a customer.”

I shifted my gaze to the right, drawn to a stunningly handsome man with sleek black hair, thick lashes, dark eyes, straight nose, angular jawline, and defined eyebrows. He exuded a Mediterranean aura. His smug expression showed he was aware of his good looks.

I recognized him immediately. The vampire Remy.

I watched Maggie as she walked to the bar and took the vampire’s order, my insides churning as my head tried to make sense of everything I’d learned so far.

I was having a hell of a start to the week. Dash. The mysterious note. The dead waitress. The upcoming loss of my aunt’s house. And now the mage who was looking for me.

I needed a vacation.

The dead waitress was a problem, but I was hoping the situation was just a freak accident or a lover’s quarrel turned ugly. If Jessie had been seeing a werewolf on the side, and they’d found out about Seth, it’s possible they’d killed her out of a jealous rage.

I looked up at the sound of the vampire’s soothing voice as he said something to Maggie. Her eyes welled with tears, and she disappeared into the kitchen.

I was up and heading for the vamp before I’d even realized my legs were moving.

“Remy,” I said as I sat on the stool next to him.

The vampire looked at me, and I could see sadness in those dark, beautiful eyes. He blinked and it was gone. “Kat. Looking lovely as always.”

“Did you know the victim?”

Remy nodded, his hand around the glass of beer. “Sure.”

“Can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt her?”

“Not really. She had one of those bubbly personalities. Not really my type. But she was kind.”

“Hmm.” A buzz came from my phone, and I snatched it up. It was a text from Jack.

Jack: The Merlin Group won’t front you the 20k loan. Sorry. I tried.

“Fuck.”

“Problem in paradise,” purred the vampire, edging a little closer.

I snorted. “I wish it were that simple.”

The vampire inched closer still. “Anything I can help you with?”

I pulled my eyes away from the hot vampire’s mouth before that got me into trouble.

“A woman as beautiful as you should smile more,” purred the vampire.

“Your flattery won’t work on me, blood sucker.”

Remy pressed a hand on his heart. “You wound me, witch.” He smiled.

I grinned back. I didn’t know what it was about this vampire, but he was growing on me.

I looked down at my phone again, desperation hitting hard. If the Merlin Group wouldn’t help me, I was royally screwed.

We’re going to lose the house.

“Tell me what’s wrong. Maybe I can help?” Remy pulled back, and all that flirtatious demeanor quickly faded as a serious expression came over his face.

I took a breath. “I need a loan. The bank refused me because I don’t have permanent employment. And now the Merlin Group won’t help either.”

“How much to you need?”

“Twenty grand.”

The vampire whistled. “That’s a shit load of money.”

“And if I don’t come up with it in three weeks, the Lawless Corporation’s going to steal my aunt’s home and destroy it to build some modern box.”

“I live in a modern box, but I get your point.” The vampire watched me for a moment without speaking until it got a bit awkward. “Your family doesn’t sound like good people.”

“They’re not. My aunt is the only one I care about. And if I can’t find the cash in time, she’ll lose her home. Everything.”

The vampire sighed through his nose and rested his elbows on the bar. “I know where you can get a loan like that.”

I sucked in a breath through my teeth. “Wait, what?” If I could get a break from the shitshow that was my life, I’d take it. My aunt meant everything.

Remy rubbed the back of his neck. “Not sure I should tell you, though. You’re not going to like it.”

I leaned closer. “If it can help secure my aunt’s house, it doesn’t matter if I like it. Do I have to sell a kidney or something?”

The vampire turned around and leaned his back on the counter. “Only one guy in Moonfell has that kind of cash lying around. A few buddies of mine got loans from him.”

The information clicked together. “He’s a loan shark.”

“He is.”

“Okay. I don’t care. Who is he, and where can I find him?” This was good. If he could lend me the money, we were saved.

The vampire’s dark eyes searched my face. “His name is Orik. He owns the bar called Goat’s Blood in Tombstone. He’s kinda the boss there.”

Oh. Shit. That was the name the fae Rus Grove had let slip when Blake and I had been interrogating him about the van. “You’re kidding.”

The vampire took a sip of his beer. “Told you that you weren’t gonna like it.”

“No, it’s fine. I’m glad you did.” I might not like it, but if it meant I could save my aunt’s house, this Orik could have one of my kidneys. I slung my bag over my shoulder. “Thanks, Remy. I owe you one.”

The vampire flashed me a sensual smile. “Careful. I can take you up on that.”

“Yeah, bet you would.”

Remy frowned. “Where are you going?”

I took a deep breath. “Into the lion’s den.”

The vampire pushed off the counter. “I want to tell you that you shouldn’t go alone, but I have a feeling you’ll just ignore me.”

“You got that right.” I turned and marched toward the exit.

Yup. Looked like I was going to Tombstone again.
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My Jeep lurched over the tracks, marking my entry onto the wrong side of town as I bounced in my seat while heading south on the bumpy road. Tombstone was home to all the dark and dangerous supernatural beings who didn’t quite fit in with our normal society.

Going into Tombstone on my own was stupid. There, I could admit it. Good thing I had just the right amount.

I was desperate. And if this Orik was willing to lend me the money, I’d take it. And I’d think about the consequences later. Good plan.

Once I took care of the money issue, I’d be free to focus on the other matters—like the dead waitress and the mysterious mage, who I suspected sent me that note.

I thought about calling Blake. Having backup would have been the right thing to do. If he wasn’t so bent up about knowing who my source was and threatening to throw my ass in jail, I would have asked him to come with me. But then I’d have to tell him why, and I wasn’t sure I was comfortable with that.

The truth was, I was comfortable on my own. I’d always been a solitary creature.

I’d followed up on my lead with Seth. It wasn’t hard to find him. He was sitting on the curb of one of the local bars, drunk out of his mind as he sobbed the name “Jessie” over and over again. I couldn’t get much out of him, but I didn’t get the impression he was responsible at all. Looked like the fae was in mourning.

And if Seth didn’t kill her, who did? And why?

Next, I’d swung by the county morgue. Even though the coroner, an owl shifter by the name of Stevie, was willing to give me the results of the autopsy after I explained to him who I was, he’d told me he wasn’t finished. He said he would email the results as soon as possible.

By the time I made my way over to Tombstone, the sun was setting fast. Soon the town would be covered in darkness. Good. I needed that. I needed my umbra magic with me if I was about to face this Orik.

The last time I’d been here hadn’t been a pleasant experience. I’d faced that fae Rus Grove again, who years ago had grabbed me and shoved me into a dark alley. It had been clear what he’d intended to do to me as it had been the very first time my magic had materialized and saved me from him.

My fingers clenched my steering wheel. I didn’t doubt this time would be just as unpleasant.

My phone buzzed, and I glanced at the passenger seat where I’d left my phone. The screen lit up.

Dash: Can we talk?

My stomach clenched. “Damnit.” I didn’t need this right now. I couldn’t think about Dash at this moment. I couldn’t think straight when he was involved. My brain went into stupid mode. I had a weak spot where he was concerned, and that would get me into trouble.

Maybe he was worried I’d turn him in to Blake. Yeah, that had to be it. There’s no other reason why he wanted to talk to me—or so I told myself.

I grabbed my phone and brought it in front of me so I could keep my eyes on the road. I slowed to the next stop and quickly typed a response.

Me: I’m busy.

I tossed the phone on the seat and pressed on the gas. I kept glancing over to my phone, expecting Dash to text back. He didn’t. And I was surprised at how that affected me.

“Ugh.” I let out a puff of air. “Focus. I need to focus.”

Finally, the sign Goat’s Blood came into view. Of course, it had to be painted red with the image of a poor goat with its neck cut. Typical.

I didn’t know why, but the image pissed me off.

Seeing a spot just a few cars down, I parked the Jeep and killed the engine. I grabbed my phone and checked it one last time for a text from Dash. When there wasn’t one, I stuffed my phone in my bag and slipped out of the Jeep.

As I stepped out, I couldn’t help but notice the darkness that surrounded me. The streets were unusually dim and foreboding as if the setting sun had been shrouded by heavy clouds, turning what was left of the evening’s light into night. This wasn’t a natural occurrence. This was Dark mages at their best.

The air reeked of sulfur and dark magic, enveloping me like an invisible cloak, and a mocking laugh drifted on the breeze.

“A cigarette would be good right about now.” Probably. It would give me a little boost and calm my nerves, but I’d hate myself afterward. I still wanted to like me for me when I was done with this place.

I tapped my jeans pocket and was rewarded with the hard metal of my lighter. I never knew when my buddy fire would come in handy. And I had a feeling I needed all the friends I could get.

I walked over to the entrance of the bar where music sounded from inside. As I pushed open the door to Goat’s Blood, the music grew louder, enveloping me in a cacophony of pounding drums and screeching guitars. The dimly lit interior was filled with a haze of smoke, casting an eerie glow over the patrons scattered around the bar. The mix of humans and creatures blended seamlessly together—vampires, werewolves, faes, and even a few demons. Interesting place.

I made my way through the crowd, trying not to draw too much attention to myself. I could feel every single pair of eyes following my every move. I was a stranger, a newcomer, and strangely enough, I felt like bait.

In my haste to get the money to settle the issue with my aunt’s house, I forgot to ask Remy what this Orik looked like. I had a feeling he’d find me sooner or later, though, seeing as this was his place.

Finding an empty stool at the bar, I signaled the bartender, a female fae with dark green skin, who turned her head and ignored me completely.

“Nice.”

The hairs on the back of my neck rose, mixed with the cold tingling I always felt when someone was watching me. I looked over my shoulder, trying to be inconspicuous. Trouble was, it seemed every single person in this joint was watching me.

Instincts kicked in and so did my magic as a humming sensation filled my body, causing my skin to prickle. I reached out to the shadows around me and kept them close. The last thing I wanted was to start a bar fight.

But if they started it…

Damn. Okay, so maybe coming here on my own was a stupid move. Too late now. I was already here.

That’s when I felt the air move behind me.

I spun around in my seat, shadows at the ready. Only it wasn’t Orik.

“What the fuck are you doing here, witch bitch.” Rus Grove, the owner of Grove Autoshop.

He looked the same: tattooed with piercings all over his face and ears. His muscles showed through a dirty tank top, and his pants were ripped at the knees. He had countless rings on his fingers and gold chains around his neck. His hair was thick and shaggy with streaks of gray.

I wasn’t expecting to see him again so soon. Hell, I wasn’t expecting ever to see this bastard fae again. A pungent odor wafted off him, a nauseating blend of body odor and bodily excretions. Nasty.

I made a face. “Don’t you people bathe?”

Rus snarled, revealing his pointy canines. “I told you what would happen if I ever saw you again, sweetheart.”

I adjusted my body so I’d be ready for anything he threw at me. “That I would kick your stinky ass?”

His eyes narrowed, and he took a step closer, the muscles in his arms flexing ominously. “You crossed me, witch. I let you go before, but that doesn’t mean I won’t kill you this time.”

I snorted. “You let me go? As I recall, I had you by the balls, fae.”

Rus let out a growl that had my magic stand at attention. “You should have stayed on your side of the city. But now that you’re here…” his eyes traveled over my body slowly, and when he licked his lips suggestively, I almost threw up.

“You touch me, and it’ll be the last thing you ever do. Promise.”

Ignoring his threats, I focused on my magic. The shadows danced around me in a sinister ballet, hungry for the taste of blood. I needed to make a decision and fast. I could either stand my ground and fight, or I could leave before things got messy.

“Leave her alone, Rus,” ordered a male voice.

I glanced over Rus’s shoulder. The man, or fae, strolled forward, his arms and neck adorned with intricate tribal tattoos that pulsed with a faint glow. His gray baseball hat was a stark contrast to his dark, intense gaze. His T-shirt showcased his toned arms, and his jeans clung to his muscular legs. I could sense a power emanating from him, his aura bright and commanding. The dude radiated power and cruelty.

And just by the way Rus slipped away from me like the frightened rat that he was, I knew who the fae was. Orik—the boss of Tombstone.

“I thought you’d be taller,” were the words that flew out of my mouth.

Orik’s eyes narrowed for a second, and then he threw back his head and laughed.

Huh? I was not expecting that.

I studied his face. It was handsome, but his mouth had a hard edge as his eyes bore into me.

“Are you lost?” asked Orik, still watching me with that unsettling gaze. I knew what he was doing. He was trying to read me, trying to figure out who I was and what I was doing here. But mostly he was trying to figure out whether I was a threat to him and his community.

“No.”

“Why are you here?” He smiled, but his voice held no warmth. It said, “If I smell a threat, I will eliminate you.”

I shifted in my seat, noticing how the room seemed to be at a standstill waiting for what I was about to say next. “I came to see you.”

Orik’s face didn’t even move. “Why’s that?”

Here it comes. “I need your help.”

At that, the fae’s eyebrows twitched under the rim of his baseball cap. “Is that so?” He watched me for a beat longer. “And what kind of help are you looking for?”

Blood rushed to my face as I tried to keep it from showing the turmoil in my stomach and how unbelievably embarrassed I felt. To ask a stranger for cash? That was a new low for me.

“Money,” I told him. “I need cash. I was told you were the guy to help me. Did I get it wrong?” If Remy lied to me, he was about to lose a few canines.

Orik came to lean on the bar next to me. He pointed a finger at me. “Aren’t you the witch who violently attacked one of my men?”

Yup. I knew that was coming. My eyes flicked to where Rus was sulking in the shadows next to three other fae with a nasty snarl on his face. His body was poised as though he was waiting for Orik to give him to signal to launch his attack on me.

I glanced back to Orik and cringed inwardly at the intensity of his gaze. “He was being uncooperative in my investigation. All that ugliness could have been avoided if he’d just answered some very simple questions.”

Orik flung the same finger at me. “And you believe you had the right to question him?”

“I do. I’m an investigator. I was working on the case of a dead teen. And his van was seen.”

Orik made a sound in his throat that was barely audible with the pounding of music. “But you don’t have the right. Not here, you don’t. You or that arrogant bastard sheriff.”

Uh-oh.

The fae boss flashed me a smile. “You put your hands on my guys in my town. I kill for less.”

I stared into Orik’s cold eyes and swallowed hard, feeling the sudden rise of anxiety in my chest. “He had it coming.” And he’d put his hands on me first. It was only fair that I returned the favor.

Orik scoffed, grabbing the edge of the bar with his fingers. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve crossed a line, witch. I can’t let this go unpunished.”

Shit. This was getting worse by the second. “Maybe if you had more control over your guys, I wouldn’t have touched him.” Okay, perhaps not the best choice of words here.

Orik’s eyes narrowed further. I could see the fury and threat in them. “Careful, witch. I’m feeling generous today. But keep it up, and I’ll cut that pretty face of yours.”

You’ll be dead before you lift a finger. “Look. I didn’t come here for a fight. I came here to see if you’re willing to help me. Trust me, I wouldn’t be here if I had any other choice.”

The fae boss smiled. “That. I believe. What’s your name?”

“Kat Lawless.” If he recognized the name, he didn’t mention it.

“Okay then, Kat Lawless. The next time you want to question anyone in my town… you come to me first,” he said, surprising me.

I nodded. “Done.”

The tattoos on his neck glowed brighter. His eyes were filled with amusement, but I also saw a warning in them. “I might just let you get away with that, but remember, Tombstone is ruled by one and one alone.”

“Got it.” I could feel the power emanating from him, and it was both exhilarating and terrifying at the same time.

The fae boss surveyed me again like he was still contemplating what to do with me. “How much do you need?”

Holy shit. He was going to help me? “Twenty grand.”

Orik didn’t even bat an eye. He just pushed off from the bar and disappeared into a back room. I took the opportunity to glance over at Rus, who was—surprise, surprise—still ogling me with the same amount of animosity as a rabid dog.

The fae boss reappeared a moment later with a stack of bills in his hands. He plopped them on the counter. “Twenty Gs.”

I stared at the stack of cash. I’d never seen so much money before in my entire life. I couldn’t believe it. Orik had just handed me a stack of cash that could change my life. But I knew better than to show my gratitude. I knew what was next.

“So how does this work? What’s the deal?” I asked, shoving the money in my bag without showing any emotion. “You want something from me. Right? Don’t you always?”

Orik smirked, his eyes shining with mischief. “You’ve got six months to pay me back.”

“I can do that.”

“But,” began Orik, a strange smile forming over his lips. “Taking my money is also signing a contract.”

My mouth parted. “What kind of contract.”

“The kind that requires a favor. Maybe not now. Maybe a month from now. But I’ll need that favor.”

I frowned. “If it’s sexual, you can forget it.”

The fae boss laughed before he tsked and added, “Not that I would complain, but no. Nothing like that. But let me just say this: You take that money and you owe me. You can’t refuse when I come calling for my favor.” He leaned his back against the bar. “So what will it be? Still want that money?” His eyes went to my bag.

I knew I should say no and give the money back, but I couldn’t. Not when it meant I could save my aunt’s house.

Yet making deals with the fae was not to be taken lightly. “I do.”

At that, Orik’s smile widened. “Good. Till we meet again, Kat Lawless, the witch.”

I nodded and left, making my way to the exit as fast as I could without running. I wanted to put as much distance as I could between me, the fae boss, Rus, and all those inside.

It seemed my journey to Tombstone had paid off. I now had the twenty thousand dollars in my possession and could save my aunt’s house.

So why did it feel as though I’d just made a deal with the devil?
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Iwas twenty thousand dollars richer.

Not exactly. More like twenty thousand in debt. Yet I couldn’t help but grin as I drove. The thought of my aunt’s face when I showed her the bag of money would be worth whatever favor Orik would ask of me.

I didn’t bother asking Orik what would happen if I didn’t pay it back. That part was obvious. I guess Tombstone was an appropriate name for the neighborhood, after all.

I kept glancing at my phone on my way back home. I hated to admit it, but I was hoping Dash would text back.

He still hadn’t.

I’d yet to make a decision about him. The fact that he was involved—a member—of a group of mages that sacrificed innocent lives for their personal gain went against everything I believed in. I put away bastards like that for a living, and I felt damn good about it.

But not with Dash.

I hated myself for being so indecisive when it came to the shifter or whatever the hell he was. He still wouldn’t tell me. Yet I knew I’d have to make up my mind sooner or later. Either I brought his ass in to Blake, or I let him go.

But what did that look like?

Damnit. I knew the real reason behind my indecision. My heart. Because my damn heart was involved.

Just as I slowed at the next stop, I heard the buzz from my phone.

My stupid heart leaped as I glanced at the screen. I felt a small pang of disappointment as Annette’s name flashed on the screen.

I waited for the next stop sign, stopped the car, and grabbed the phone.

Annette: Having cocktails with the girls. You in?

I wasn’t used to having people invite me to their homes for cocktails. Or wanting to spend time with me in general. I didn’t think I was a very likable person. I liked me. And I always thought that was good enough. The truth was, I didn’t want the mess that came with friends and relationships. I’d never really had friends growing up or as an adult. Was Annette my friend now? I guessed she was.

“You’re socially awkward,” my Aunt Luna told me over and over again. “You need to get out there and mingle. Spread your wings—not your legs.”

I sighed. She was right.

Me: Be there in five minutes.

I was only a block away from her house and my aunt’s house. A drink or two might do me some good. Might help me forget about Dash.

I headed for Annette’s. I could see the outline of her house, yellow light spilling from the many windows. The houses in the neighborhood were dark beneath the smothering dim of night. Most had their lights turned off, casting shadows onto their dark exteriors. The streets were empty and quiet, only illuminated by the occasional streetlamp.

I spotted Tilly’s white SUV parked in the driveway. I looked for Blake’s, but I couldn’t see it anywhere. Good. He was the last person I wanted to see—

A shape leaped from the bushes on the side of Annette’s house, just below Emma’s bedroom.

“Shit.”

I mashed on the gas, drove right up to Tilly’s vehicle, and slammed the brakes before I hit her bumper. Not that she couldn’t afford a little de-bumping, but I couldn’t.

With my eyes still on the silhouette, I shifted my Jeep into park and rushed out, not even bothering to close the door or shut off the motor.

The Forsaken are here for Emma again.

I’d never guessed they would come back, seeing as their ritual had been an epic failure. I’d even promised Annette that her girls were safe now. I should have kept my mouth shut. Still, why were they here? Maybe they had other plans for her.

And I had plans for these bastards.

The shape dashed across the lawn to the neighboring house with me at its heels.

The figure stilled when it reached the backyard as though it heard or felt me coming. Now that it stopped moving, I had a better view of what I was staring at.

It wasn’t human. Actually, it wasn’t like anything I’d seen before.

In the dim moonlight, the figure before me was illuminated, revealing its monstrous features. While it had a humanoid shape, it was three times the size of a regular man. Its skin was a sickly shade of gray, stretched taut over bulging muscles and skeletal frame. Its eyes were black pits, sunken back into its skull, and its mouth was a gaping maw filled with jagged, pointed teeth. It stood slightly bent, reminding me of a gorilla or an ape. Its six arms ended in five-inch sharp claws that seemed ready to strike at any moment.

The air around me was filled with a putrid odor, like rotting meat and decaying flesh. The stench of death clung to this creature standing before me as though the bowels of hell had spat it out.

“Dash?” I voiced, unsure. I’d seen him shift into a beast, a cat, and a crow. My gut told me he could morph into many other shapes. Was this another one of his alter egos?

The thing cocked its head, watching me with its black, empty eyes. Those were not Dash’s eyes. Even in his beast form, I’d recognized him in there.

This wasn’t him. This thing was a demon.

Now that I had that covered. It was time to react.

“Who are you?” I figured we’d start with the basics. “You got a name?”

A wet, guttural growl emanated from the creature’s throat.

“Are you The Forsaken’s pet?”

Another growl and a sniff.

Not much of an answer. But looking at the thing’s claws, it seemed like just the right size to have torn Jessie to threads. This was definitely what had killed her, or that’s what it looked like to me. I had the what, but I needed the why.

Demons didn’t roam around our realm without someone summoning them first. And you needed to be skilled in the Dark arts to even begin to try summoning a being from hell. And if The Forsaken was behind it, which I believed they were, why kill Jessie?

I’d have to figure all this out later. First, I needed to kill this thing. I couldn’t let it kill anyone else.

As if it sensed my intentions, the demon crouched low, its six arms swaying slightly as though anticipating the kill. Me.

I don’t think so.

The creature opened its maw and wailed, its claws extending.

I tapped into my magic, its solid yet malleable essence coursing through me. With all my strength and determination, I extended my reach beyond my physical capabilities to grasp the waiting shadows—my trusted companions. At that moment, a surge of power rushed through me, warming every inch of my being like a river flowing through my veins. The shadows were under my control now.

And I would rip this demon to pieces.

My eyes narrowed, the power surging through me and fueling my resolve. The shadows swirled around, their darkness growing concentrated as if waiting for my command. With a sudden burst of energy, I began weaving them together into a vicious whip, coiling and twisting until it was ready for use.

The demon, sensing the change in the air, bared its fangs and prepared to attack. Its eyes glowed with malice. As the beast lunged forward, I struck, sending my shadow whip lashing out like a deadly serpent to wrap around its clawed arms and ensnare it tightly.

“Gotcha.”

The creature roared in pain and fury, struggling against the bonds, but my shadow whip held fast, tightening its grip on its prey.

In that moment of pure intensity, I could see the twisted, malevolent spirit beneath the creature’s hellish form. I focused on controlling the shadows that swirled within me, gathering their dark power to crush the demon before it could sink its claws into me or kill anyone else.

With a hellish roar, my shadow whip snapped in half.

“Oh, shit.”

My heart raced as I watched the demon break free from my shadowy restraints.

“You’re a strong sonofabitch. Aren’t you?”

It lunged at me again, its immense strength and speed making it impossible to dodge or outmaneuver. Plus, it had six arms, and now it was pissed.

I reached out to touch the shadows once more, feeling their cold, dark energy swirling around my hands.

But Mr. Six-Arms got to me first.

I screamed as hot pain flared up my thigh, and I felt wetness trickle down my right leg.

As I clutched my leg, doubled over in agony, the demon stood before me, its triumphant face contorted with rage and satisfaction. My grip on the shadows weakened, their power slipping away from me like sand through my fingers.

“Okay, you wanna play rough, tough guy?”

Yes, I was injured. But I was far from beaten.

Still clutching my injured leg, I struggled to my feet, reached inside my jeans pocket, and retrieved my friendly antique lighter.

“See how you like fire.”

Yes, I may not possess the ability to conjure fire from nothing like most White witches could. However, ten years ago, I discovered I had a different kind of power—control over existing flames. It all started when I accidentally burned myself trying to light a cigarette.

I pressed down on the ignition switch, and a flame flicked into existence.

With my lighter in one hand, I tapped into my magic and pushed outward with my other hand.

A fiery ball shot from the lighter, aimed directly at the demon.

It hit.

The demon roared in surprise as the fireball slammed into its chest, engulfing it in walls of orange and red flames. Its eyes glowed with renewed malice, and it let out a deafening wail of fury, struggling to break free from the inferno.

And for good measure, I let another one of my fireballs rip.

The second one hit within seconds below the beast’s waist.

My body shook, and both adrenaline and magic coursed through me as I watched the demon burn. I exhaled in satisfaction as I waited. Weird, I wasn’t getting the usual burning flesh stink.

And then, with a small puff, my fire went out.

And Mr. Six-Arms was still standing. Unharmed. Unburned.

“What the—”

A sense of dread crept up within me, an awareness that this battle was not one I could win.

A demon that fire didn’t affect? Never heard of it. But then again, I wasn’t an expert in all things demon. I needed to have a chat with Annette.

“What are you?”

The demon pulled its maw in what I supposed was a smile, though it just looked like it was stretching its mouth to see whether I’d fit in one bite.

Right. I stuffed my lighter back in my pocket.

The demon roared and leaped at me with astonishing agility, its six arms outstretched and ready to tear me apart. It was ugly and creepy, but I had no time to waste on fear; I had to rely on something. If fire didn’t kill it, and my umbra magic barely made a difference… I was running out of options.

I channeled my umbra magic, pulled the shadows around me, and created a ten-foot wall in front of me.

Just as the demon hit the shadow wall, which was as solid as a brick, it stumbled back, momentarily dazed by the sudden hard surface.

And then I bolted.

It wasn’t a great plan. But I wasn’t known to conjure great plans out of thin air while being chased by a demon.

My heart pounded in my ears as I limped as fast as I could toward my Jeep. If I could maybe get it to follow me away from the neighborhood, I’d start there and try to figure out how to kill it later.

I made it to the sidewalk and shot a glance behind me just in time to see the demon’s shadowy figure leap onto the pavement.

I hobbled down the block. The cool night air stung my lungs, but I pushed through the pain.

As I neared the Jeep, I heard a blood-curdling howl behind me. My heart skipped a beat, and I could feel the demon gaining on me.

I wasn’t going to make it.

Something hard hit me in the back, and I went sailing into the street.

I stumbled, trying not to lose focus on the pain that had suddenly engulfed me. My mind raced as I slammed onto the concrete, wondering what had just happened. In the corner of my eye, I could see the demon, its eyes filled with murderous intent.

Clawing the ground hard enough to break the skin, I pushed myself up with the adrenaline rushing through my veins. With one last surge of willpower, I turned around to face it head-on.

I came to this point hoping my umbra magic could save me, but I never anticipated the final confrontation would come so soon. As the demon lunged towards me, its malevolent grin widening with excitement, I braced myself for the impact.

But I wasn’t done. Not by a longshot.

Desperate, I yanked on my shadows again, willing them to flow from my body, and morphed them into a spear.

It might not kill the demon, but it would hurt it and give me enough time to get into my Jeep.

Limping forward, I hurled the spear towards the creature and stumbled, falling onto my hands and knees.

Despite my fall, my shadow spear sailed straight and true.

And just when it was about to skewer the demon, I heard a pop of displaced air. The demon’s body seemed to shimmer and distort like a heatwave. It took a step forward and then disappeared, almost like stepping through a portal.

Now, that was unexpected.

“Kat? What are you doing out here?”

I spun around, surprised to see Annette, Tilly, and Cristina on Annette’s front porch.

I flopped down on my butt. “Getting my ass kicked.”

The demon had escaped, but I knew it would be back. Somehow, I knew once it tasted human flesh, it would want it again.

And this time, I’d be ready for it.
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“Can you describe the demon?”

Annette’s fascination with all things demon still surprised me. As a White witch, she drew her magic from the elements, not borrowing power from demons as Dark witches did. Yet she was still fascinated by them to the point where it came across as almost an obsession—one that was pretty handy right about now.

“Six arms. Big. Grayish-colored skin. Mostly humanoid.”

“Ah.” Annette leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. Despite her short stature, her fiery energy made her seem larger than life. She wore comfy jogging pants and an extra-large T-shirt with her hair hastily thrown into a bun. “That sounds like a buer demon. They’re mostly muscle. Not the brightest demons. They’re controlled by someone. Kind of like golems.”

“Golems?”

“Yes. Golems can be summoned with a spell, just like a buer demon. And usually, they need to use an amulet or some artifact that’ll allow the summoner to control the golem. Blind obedience. Until it’s not.”

Sitting on Annette’s dining room table, I leaned forward, curious. “You mean sometimes they don’t obey—ow!”

Cristina sat on a chair next to me and looked at me through her eyelashes. Her red hair gleamed under the light, and her pale, flawless skin seemed to give off some internal light. She aimed the tissue forceps and needle holder at my bleeding leg, where a ripped section of my jeans revealed the wound on my mid-thigh. “I’m doing my best here. It wouldn’t hurt if you stopped moving.”

A snort came from Tilly. She tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder and tipped her wine glass at me. “You’re supposed to be the tough witch around here, Kat.”

“I am tough.” In reality, that cut didn’t need stitches. Just time to heal. It was something I’d discovered years ago after I was following a werecat suspected in connection with a murdered witch in Woodbridge, Connecticut. The werecat had cut me up pretty badly, and being far from any town, it was a two-day hike back. Only once I reached my Jeep did I notice that the cuts had healed on their own with only minor scars.

I wasn’t about to tell my new friends and neighbors that I could heal from a wound like that. It would only lead to more questions about me and my magic. I didn’t feel like opening that can of worms now. Besides, I wasn’t in a sharing mood.

“I’m almost done,” said Cristina. I felt a pull of my skin where I’d been cut as she went back to stitching my leg.

“It’s a miracle you weren’t killed,” said Annette. “You got lucky.”

“Hmmm.” But it wasn’t luck. The demon had just upped and vanished. From what Annette had just told me, it was more like it had been sent back. By who? Now, that was the question.

“Here.” Annette poured some red wine into the glass next to me. “Wine dulls the senses.”

“Not for me,” said Tilly with a wide smile. “It makes me horny.”

I laughed and took a sip of my wine. For some reason, Dash’s face flashed into my mind. I shook those thoughts away and glanced over at the living room. Having an open-concept house and sitting at this angle on the table, I could see into the living room, the entryway, and the kitchen.

Annette’s five girls were gathered around the television, watching a movie. The two youngest, Elanor and Elsie, were sitting on the rug with a bowl of popcorn between them while the three older girls sat on the couch.

Emma, the eldest, laughed at something, and it brought joy to my heart to see her, alive and well, cuddled around her sisters. It had been a close call. But in the end, we’d prevailed, mostly because of the one that shall not be named. Okay, Dash.

Emily, the middle child out of the five girls and a witch, sat on the couch away from her older sisters. The first time I’d met her, she’d hexed a beak on her older sister Ella. Her blonde hair was tied back in a high ponytail, giving me a clear view of her face. I could see that her eyes were red from crying and had dark circles under them. She clearly hadn’t slept in days.

“What’s the matter with Emily?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

Annette looked over to her daughter and let out a sigh. “School bullies.”

I knew all about school bullies… and just bullies in general. The world would be a better place without them. “Can something be done about it?” The poor girl looked awful.

Annette took a large gulp of her wine. “Liam’s been to the school. Even talked to the parents. But it hasn’t helped.”

I knew what she meant all too well. Kids could be mean.

“She shut down a few days ago,” said Annette. “She doesn’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“Hopefully, these bullies will get bored with her and move on to their next victim,” I told her. “Where’s Liam?” I just noticed that Annette’s husband, the werewolf, wasn’t here.

“Still at work.” She filled her empty glass with some more red wine. “Last minute arrangements for the pumpkin carving festival on Saturday.”

I’d learned a few days ago that Liam was a councilman for Moonfell County. It was hard picturing that big werewolf in a suit and tie. Or maybe he just went to his meetings in jeans and a T-shirt.

Tilly leaned her hip against the table. “We heard something killed a waitress at The Blue Demon last night. Did you know?”

I nodded. “I did. I was there when Kolton discovered the body.”

Tilly’s eyes gleamed with interest. “You think this buer demon killed her?”

“It makes sense. And when I get the coroner’s report, I’ll have a better idea.” I looked at Annette. “Can you remember if this buer demon has weaknesses?”

Annette gave me a pointed look. “You’re not thinking of going after it. Are you? That’s crazy.”

“I’m crazy.”

The mother of five blinked as she thought about it. “I can’t think of anything right now. Let me look into it, and I’ll get back to you.”

“You said someone controls the demon,” said Tilly, making circles with her wine glass. “So who summoned it?”

Good question. “I don’t know yet.”

“It’s The Forsaken.”

We all looked at Cristina. “They did this. I’m sure of it.”

Annette’s face paled. “Kat. Could they have done this?”

I sighed. “I’m not sure,” I lied. Because, in truth, they were my first suspects. They also had the means to conjure such a creature. I just didn’t know why.

Annette’s mouth moved, but no words came out. “But… but you said they wouldn’t be back. You told me they wouldn’t. You swore to me.” Her eyes welled with moisture, and I could see the fear dancing in them.

Oh, shit. “I did. And I also said they weren’t finished.”

Annette sucked in a breath through her teeth. Her eyes moved over to her girls in the living room, who were oblivious to our morbid conversation. Panic filled her eyes.

“They’re not here for you,” I told her, another lie. Because the truth was I had no idea if they were here for Emma or another one of Annette’s girls. I hated lying to her. But I didn’t want her to do anything stupid, like go after the demon herself.

Annette glared at me. “Then why was it here? Near my house?”

Damn. “Well, it wasn’t technically. I drew it out from down a few blocks. I saw it down the street, and I went to investigate.” Another lie. What the hell was wrong with me? It seemed as soon as I started vomiting lies, I couldn’t stop.

“But it’s still in our town,” said Tilly. “Our streets.”

“What do they want with my babies?” asked Annette, her voice hoarse with emotions. “Why, my girls?”

I reached out and put a hand on her arm. “They don’t. We don’t know it’s them. All we have is a demon that someone summoned. That’s it.”

“It’s them.” Cristina looked at me. “You know it.”

I did.

Annette’s hands trembled as she clutched onto the edge of the table, her knuckles turning white. Her gaze shifted between me and her innocent daughters, who were giggling at something on the TV in the living room, all except for Emily.

“We need to protect them,” Annette whispered, her voice barely audible. “We can’t let anyone take my girls. Not again.”

Tilly stepped closer to Annette, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We won’t let anything happen to them, Annette. We’ll find a way to stop this. Won’t we, Kat?”

I nodded, though a heavy unease settled in the pit of my stomach. The Forsaken, a coven of dark mages that had terrorized us only a few days ago, had resurfaced once again. Their thirst for power knew no bounds, and their actions were ruthless and unrelenting. I knew we weren’t rid of them. I was just hoping for some more time.

I took a deep breath, trying to maintain my composure as I looked into Annette’s terrified eyes. “Annette, I’ll protect your girls. I won’t let anything happen to them. You have my word,” I assured her, my voice steady despite the fear creeping into my own heart.

Her wet eyes met mine, and I could tell this time she didn’t believe me. A part of me wondered if she had some of Tilly’s mind abilities and could read my thoughts. See the lies.

Tilly gulped down her glass of wine and smacked her red lips together. “What I’d like to know is why would they want to summon such a monstrous creature?”

Another good question. “We still don’t know for sure that it’s them,” I replied, my voice firm as I tried to reassure both Annette and myself. “And why was Jessie killed? Is there a connection? Or was she just a victim of the wrong place and wrong time? I need to dig more into who this waitress was.” And see if she was somehow connected to The Forsaken.

The group had cursed Dash with amnesia because I guessed he’d retaliated. Maybe Jessie did too, and they had summoned the buer demon to do their dirty work.

“I wish we knew who they were,” said Tilly, grabbing the corkscrew and twisting it into the cork of a new bottle of wine. “What about that old wizard with the toenails? Maybe he could help. Maybe he can shed some light on their motives.”

“Their motives are evil,” I said before I could stop myself. “But maybe I will go see Eli.” The idea of me going to see that creepy old mage again had the hair on the back of my neck standing on end.

“So you agree?” Annette watched me closely, and I didn’t like the desperation I saw in her eyes. “You think it’s them?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but a loud voice and matching body interrupted me.

“Where the hell did you get this?” Blake, a.k.a. the county sheriff, waltzed into the dining room.

And in his hands was my bag of money.

Oh, fuck.

Anger and a slip of panic filled me. “That’s my bag. You went into my Jeep and stole my bag?”

“You left your motor on.” Liam came up behind the other werewolf. “We wanted to shut it off.”

“Don’t change the subject.” The sheriff thrust one of his big hands into my bag and pulled out a wad of cash. “There’s twenty thousand dollars in here.”

“Wow,” said Tilly. “I didn’t know you had that kind of cash lying around. If you’re looking to invest in some real estate, let me know.”

“She isn’t,” said Blake, looking angry as hell.

I gritted my teeth. “It’s none of your business. Give it back.” I reached out to grab my bag, but the bastard held it away from me. “Give me my bag, Blake. I won’t ask you again.” This was not going to end well.

Blake gripped my bag in his thick hands. “Where did all this money come from, Kat?”

Motherfracker. I slipped off the table, feeling my magic coursing through me, but it was useless. All the lights were on. There were no shadows to be used.

“Wait! I’m not done!” shouted Cristina. “You’ll rip the stitches out!” But I was already off the table and going for Blake.

“Give it back. I won’t ask you again,” I growled.

“Blake, man,” soothed Liam as he came to stand next to his tall friend. “Give it to her. It’s her bag.”

Blake kept his eyes on me. “That’s not her money. She doesn’t have money. She’s broke. If she had money, she would have fixed that stupid house of hers.”

“Fuck you,” I said, blood rushing to my face as I wished I could conjure my shadows to kick his stupid ass. However, he wasn’t wrong, though I hated that he knew. But this wasn’t any of their business. I didn’t want them to know my money troubles.

“Blake, seriously. Give it to Kat,” said Tilly, her voice calming as she reached out and placed a gentle hand on his arm.

Blake hesitated for a moment, his gaze flicking between Tilly’s comforting touch and my rage. My heart pounded, and I could feel the desperation radiating off me like a palpable aura. If he took that bag from me, I’d lose the house. Plus, I’d owe a favor to the fae boss without anything to show for it.

“Where did you get this money?” Blake ordered again, expecting an answer from me. When I didn’t answer, he said, “What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“You must have done something to get all this money. What was it?”

“Blake. That’s enough,” said Annette. “Kat’s right. This is none of our business.”

“But it is.” Blake stepped closer to me until I could smell his musky aftershave. “She did something to get all this cash. Didn’t you? Something stupid.”

Again, with the name-calling. I was starting to hate this sheriff. “What I do in my personal life is none of your business.”

“It is when the safety of one of my people is concerned.”

“I’m not one of your people.”

“Just give her the damn bag,” said Liam, his voice rising, and I noticed Annette moving to the living room. The girls must be freaking out and scared. Nice going, Blake. But if I could do my magic, I would have smashed his ass against the wall.

Blake glared down at me. “Not until she tells me where she got it.”

“Give it back.” I hated that my voice shook with emotions. He had no idea what he was doing.

Blake seemed to realize I wouldn’t talk. “Fine. I’ll just take this with me and confiscate it.” Both Cristina and Tilly drew in a shocked breath.

“Blake. Don’t be stupid,” said Liam.

Blake glanced at his friend and then back to me. “I’m doing this for her.”

“You’re doing this for you, not for me,” I seethed. If he thought stealing what was rightfully mine was a good thing, he was dumber than I thought. My eyes narrowed in defiance. “You have no right to take this, and you certainly have no right to invade my privacy. My life.”

Blake set his jaw in a firm line. “I have the authority to confiscate this if I believe it’s connected to criminal activity.”

Cristina rolled her eyes. “Come on, Blake. It’s twenty thousand dollars. Not twenty million.”

But to me, it might as well have been twenty million because I’d do anything and pay any amount if it meant I could save my aunt’s house.

My body trembled with anger. “Criminal activity? You know nothing.” Okay, so maybe Orik was involved in criminal activity and did so by having this kind of cash lying around his bar. But I didn’t. Not yet.

He raised an eyebrow, skepticism clear in his voice. “Then why all the secrecy? If you have nothing to hide, why not share with us where you got it?”

Liam intervened, his voice calm and rational. “Blake, let it go. Give her the damn bag. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Not until she tells me where she got it.”

“You’re an asshole,” I said, my face hot from anger and embarrassment. This time, the sheriff had gone too far. If he confiscated my money, I’d break into his office and steal it back. It’s not really stealing when it belonged to you in the first place.

The sheriff waved the bag at me. “You’ll never see this money again if you don’t tell me—”

“I made a deal with the fae boss in Tombstone, all right!” I shouted louder than I’d anticipated. “My brother’s threatening to tear down my aunt’s house if I don’t pay back the overdue taxes!” I screamed.

Blake just stared at me, stunned for a moment.

So before he could react, I ripped the bag from his grip, whirled around, and stormed out of the house.
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Iwas so pissed at Blake I marched all the way to my aunt’s front porch before I realized I had left my Jeep parked at Annette’s house.

“Damnit.”

Tucking my bag of money under my arm while pulling my magic close and my shadows closer, I turned around and ran back to retrieve my vehicle. I was ready for Blake. If he came back threatening to take my money again, I was going to go crazy on his ass.

I got into my Jeep and drove it back to my aunt’s. Only when I turned off the engine did I let myself relax just a bit.

Damn. I needed a cigarette like I needed air.

Cursing myself for being so weak, I took a deep breath, slipped out of my Jeep, and headed inside.

I yanked off my boots and threw them across the entry, wishing I’d pitched them at Blake’s face.

My body pounded with fury and magic—a very dangerous combination. If there’d been shadows at Annette’s, I’m afraid it would have been ugly. I might not have been able to stop myself. Blake had attacked me in a way, and my magic only wanted to protect me.

I stepped out of the foyer, my head humming with emotions, and halted.

All my fury evaporated when I spotted Aunt Luna sitting in an armchair in the living room in the dark.

“Aunt Luna? What are you doing sitting in the dark?” I joined her in the living room.

My aunt looked up at me. “I’m used to it. For two years, I couldn’t turn on the lights.”

“Yes, because you faked your own death. But you don’t need to anymore.”

“The darkness is comforting. It’s quiet.”

I didn’t like the morbid tone in her voice. And I knew why. “It’s going to be fine. I’ve got the money.”

My aunt looked up at me. “What happened? Why are you so flushed?”

I shook my head. “Just Blake being Blake. Did you hear me?”

“You look like you had a fight.” She raised her cane and nudged me with it. “And not the good kind.”

“Is there a good kind?”

“Yes. When it involves makeup sex.”

“Oh, my god.” I rubbed my tired eyes and let out a deep sigh. The events of the day had taken a toll on me, especially Blake’s tantrum, but I knew the battle with the demon had truly drained me. Mental fights could be just as exhausting, if not more so, than physical ones.

I walked over to the side table and switched on the table lamp, filling the room with a warm, yellow glow.

“What happened to your jeans?” My aunt leaned forward in her chair. Her face was tired, and the shadows were aging her by a hundred years. “You’re bleeding.”

Oops. I’d forgotten about that. “I fought a buer demon.” I retraced the events leading up to my torn jeans and sliced thigh. It had already stopped bleeding, and I could feel my body healing the wound. My aunt just saw the blood that had seeped out when I leaped off the table and pulled the stitches.

“It’s The Forsaken,” said my aunt as she leaned back into her chair, echoing Cristina’s and the other witches’ thoughts. “They’re up to their evil deeds. I told you. Until you destroy every single member, they won’t stop.”

“Even Dash?”

My aunt narrowed her eyes at me. “You know what I mean. And don’t bring that poor man into this. I think he’s suffered enough.” My aunt sighed. “He was a victim of circumstance. A good man in a pit of darkness.”

Yeah, my aunt cared about Dash. So did I, damnit.

I tried to gather my thoughts while I listened to my aunt’s words. She was right, as always. The Forsaken would never stop until they were completely eradicated. But it was easier said than done. These mages were powerful and resourceful, and except for Dash, I had no idea who they were.

It seemed like our battle would never end.

But I couldn’t ignore the truth that Dash was one of them—a member of The Forsaken, just like Sykes and the others we fought against. My heart ached at the thought of him being involved in such despicable acts.

“You know, we can’t save everyone,” my aunt said, her voice soft but firm. “Some people are beyond redemption.”

Her words stung. I had once hoped Dash could be different, that he could be the exception to the rule, but maybe he just couldn’t escape his true nature, no matter how much he tried.

“If it’s The Forsaken, why would they summon a demon and kill that waitress?”

My aunt shrugged. “Who knows why evil does what it does? It’s evil.”

I shook my head. “There has to be an explanation. As far as I can tell, she didn’t have enemies. And I don’t take her for a full member of The Forsaken. She wasn’t a mage, and although she was a fae with some magic, it doesn’t appear as though she had a lot of it.”

“It didn’t save her,” said my aunt, pulling the words right out of my mouth.

“If she was involved with them, she might just be an acolyte. A spy. It wouldn’t surprise me if these mages had some of their people planted all over the county. Maybe she refused to do something for them.”

“And maybe they just wanted to get rid of the evidence,” replied my aunt.

“Yes. That’s a possibility, too.” I thought about it. “And if that’s the case, they summoned this demon to get rid of their other spies?” That could work. But then, they’d have to acquire more spies, and I didn’t think that would be easy—even for The Forsaken. But that didn’t explain why the demon was lurking around Annette’s place. I’d swear on my life that no one in that house worked for The Forsaken.

I let my head hang back. “Annette thinks I’m a liar.”

“Why? Are you?”

I looked at my aunt, seeing her sneer. “Maybe a bit. I told her—no, I promised that The Forsaken were done with her girls. But that demon was prowling outside her house.”

My aunt’s frown was lost in all her wrinkles. “That is unfortunate. Do you think they want that girl again?”

I shook my head. “Doesn’t make sense. That ritual is performed every twenty years. They tried and failed. They can’t want Emma.”

“But maybe one of the other girls.”

My heart thrashed. “I can’t let that happen. I won’t. Not these girls.” I barely knew them, but I was already very attached to them. Annette’s girls—Emma, and the others—had become the center of my focus. The demon was after them, and I needed to protect them at all costs. “If that demon was there for one of the girls… I need to figure out a way to kill it. Fire didn’t work. Neither did my umbra magic.”

“Hmmm. That is a problem.” My aunt tapped her lips with a crooked finger. “You need to kill the summoner. That will cut the bond between monster and master.”

My brows rose at this bit of news. “You think?”

“I know.”

I snorted. “Okay. Well, how do I find the summoner? It could be anyone in the county?”

“Then you better start looking quick before it kills someone else.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“It is. Ask Dash. He will help.”

His name sent a tingle through me. “He won’t. He can’t. He’s tied to that group. Why would he help?”

“Because he cares.”

I wasn’t sure about that.

My aunt eyed me a moment, and I could tell she wanted to say more on the subject. “What was the fight with Blake about?” she asked instead. She glanced at the bag as though it was the first time she’d seen it. “And why are you holding on to that bag as though your life depends on it.”

“In a way, it does.” We’d gotten off track. I grabbed the other armchair and whirled it around to face my aunt before I sat. “Listen. I have the money to pay back the Lawless Corporation.” I handed her the bag. “Twenty thousand dollars. I’ll go to the town hall first thing tomorrow and settle this.”

My aunt was silent as she went through the bag, staring at the bills. Her frown kept lowering to the point where I couldn’t see her eyes. “Where did you get this?”

I knew it was coming, and I’d prepared for it. “It’s a loan.”

“From the bank?”

“Kinda.”

My aunt slammed her cane on the floor. “Don’t be a smartass. If this is not a loan from the bank, then how did you get it?”

“From someone called Orik.”

My aunt brought her eyebrows together in thought. “Why does that name sound familiar? Is he a friend of yours?”

“Not exactly. I only met him today.”

My aunt jerked in her seat. “I remember now. He’s the one who controls Tombstone. That good-for-nothin’ mob boss. You borrowed money from him? Kat. How could you?”

I threw up my hands. “Because no one else would lend it to me. I asked the bank, and they said no because I don’t have full-time employment. The Merlin Group basically told me to fuck off, so I had nothing else. This was the only way to keep your house.”

My aunt shook her head. “I would have never wanted you to do this. To tie yourself to that fae.” She watched me for a moment. “What did he ask for in return?”

“To pay him back in six months.”

“And…”

Yeah, my aunt wasn’t stupid. “A favor.”

My aunt pressed her hands on her chest. “Cauldron be damned.”

“It doesn’t sound that bad.”

“Are you stupid! Of course, it’s bad.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I’m tired of being called that.”

My aunt let out a sigh. “I’m sorry. You’re not stupid. Just brainless, foolish, and thick.”

“You called me stupid again, just with other words.”

“Kat, listen to me. You need to give it back.”

I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest. “No way. We need it.”

“I’ll find another place to live. I hear the senior’s residence, Halfway to Heaven, has a few vacancies.”

I jumped to my feet. “No. You’re not going there. You’re staying right here in your home.”

“Don’t you get it?” My aunt waved a wad of cash at me. “He’s going to ask you to do something evil. He’s a Dark fae. And the leader of Tombstone. You can’t get involved with him.”

“It’s too late. It’s done.” I knew my aunt was right to express caution. But doing something a bit shady in order to keep the money and the house—I’d do it again in a heartbeat.

My aunt shook her head, her eyes filled with worry. “Kat, you don’t understand what you’re getting yourself into. The Dark fae are not like us. They operate by a different set of rules, and once you’re in, it’s almost impossible to get out.”

“I don’t care,” I said defiantly. “We need the money. Do you want Brad to take this house away from you? To tear it down and build some McMansion? This is the only place that ever felt like a real home to me. I won’t. I won’t give it up.”

My aunt’s eyes filled with tears, and she looked away from me as though she didn’t want me to see how much this was truly affecting her.

“It’ll be okay,” I said, my throat constricting at the visible pain over my aunt. “I’ll pay back what’s owed, and we’ll never have to speak of this ever again.”

My aunt sighed, running a hand through her white hair. “Fine. But I want you to promise me that you’ll be careful.” My aunt’s voice grew quieter, more somber as she continued. “Promise me you’ll be careful, Kat. And if the favor is too much, you’ll tell me…”

“Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. I promise.” Here I went again with my promises. I had a feeling this one I couldn’t keep.

And tomorrow, I was going to go to town hall and settle the payment.

No one was going to take my aunt’s house.

Not my brother. And certainly not Blake.

“Oh, before I forget.” My aunt reached into the folds of her dress and pulled out a rumpled card. “Here.”

“Ah. The infamous card.” I took it back and flipped it over. “It’s got some stains on it. I take it that’s a good sign. Do you know where it came from?”

My aunt shook her head. “Unfortunately, whoever sent it made sure it couldn’t be traced with magic. I got absolutely nothing.”

“But we know they’re magical,” I told her, glancing back at the card.

“Powerful magic, that’s for sure. I’m sorry, Kat. I wish I could have helped.”

I looked at my aunt. “You did help.” Now, my suspicions that the card belonged to a member of The Forsaken were stronger. I didn’t tell her about the mage that was looking for me back at The Blue Demon. That would only worry her. My mind raced with thoughts of the card and the mysterious mage back at The Blue Demon. The danger was real, but right now, I had more important things to attend to, like keeping our house and stopping this buer demon.

“Thank you, Kat,” said my aunt, a smile spreading over her face as she held on to that bag of cash.

“You’re welcome.”

And just seeing that smile made it all worth it. Whatever Orik threw at me, I’d take it like a shot.
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The next morning, I made my way to Moonfell’s town hall to speak to the clerk responsible for overdue taxes and deeds of sale for properties. My aunt had insisted on coming with me, but I told her it was better if she stayed behind. If things didn’t go as planned, I didn’t want her getting involved. It was my fault we were in this mess. If I’d come home sooner, none of this would be happening.

“I’ll come straight back,” I’d told her, seeing the worry etched across her brow. “It’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

“When you’re involved, of course I worry,” my aunt had replied. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to take that.

I drove my Jeep down the street and parked right in front of the town hall building, a colonial white brick, two-story with four white pillars at the front. I didn’t know how long I sat in my vehicle, staring at the bag of money on my lap, my heart hammering like I’d just jogged here.

“Let’s do this.”

I turned off the engine and slipped out. Closing the door with my hip, I stepped onto the sidewalk—

And with a resounding thud, I face-crashed into a hard body.

My bag of money slipped from my hand and landed with a thump at my feet.

“Damnit.” I bent down to pick it up and looked up at the owner of the solid chest my face had assaulted.

“Dash?”

His dark eyes flickered with amusement as they met mine, causing an unbidden flutter in my stomach. He looked good in that short leather jacket. Damn good. And those dark jeans snugged his strong thighs and slim waist.

I rubbed my face. “Are you trying to give me a concussion?”

Dash grinned, his voice laced with playful sarcasm. “I was hoping to bump into you.”

“Ha. Ha.” I couldn’t help but blush at his presence, even though I knew it was dangerous territory.

Before I could object, Dash reached down, grabbed my arms, and pulled me up with ease. I didn’t like the fact that my stomach quivered at his touch. Nope. Not good.

“I came to talk to you,” said the mysterious man, his voice smooth like melted chocolate.

“Really? How did you know where to find me?”

“Your aunt told me.”

“Ah.” Of course, she would. In her eyes, Dash was a perfectly good guy. Not a member of The Forsaken. I tilted my head slightly, trying to suppress the chaos of emotions within me. “I’m actually on my way to the town hall to…” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to disclose this part to Dash. Not that I didn’t trust him, but I wasn’t sure my aunt would want him to know our troubles.

“To pay back the late taxes on your aunt’s house,” said Dash, surprising me. “Your aunt told me. She also told me what your family intends to do to it.”

“Did she now?”

Dash took a step closer, his eyes suddenly filled with concern. “She also told me where you got the money.”

Yep. Good ol’ Aunt Luna could never keep her mouth shut. “Are you’re here to tell me how stupid that was?” Last night’s events with Blake came crashing back, and I was filled with sudden anger. That sheriff really knew how to push all my buttons.

Dash shook his head, sending some tousled locks over his forehead. “No. I understand why you did it. I would have done the same to save the house.”

My mouth parted, and… nothing. I had nothing to say to that.

My mind reeled with a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. Dash’s understanding took me by surprise, shattering my preconceived notions of him as a dangerous member of The Forsaken. How could someone who exuded such an air of danger and mystery also possess a compassionate side? He was the bad guy… right?

Damnit. Why couldn’t he just be a bastard so I could give him up to Blake?

“This is so messed up,” I breathed before I realized I’d said that out loud.

Dash closed the distance between us, his eyes searching mine for a glimpse of understanding. His touch was gentle as he reached out, his hand hovering over my trembling fingers. Despite the fire that burned within me, I couldn’t help but be captivated by the tenderness painted across his features.

“A word of advice,” Dash said softly, his voice slicing through my inner turmoil. “You can’t trust Orik.”

I pulled my hand away. “You know him?”

“You could say that.”

I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. “I don’t trust him. It was purely business. I needed the money, and he was willing to lend it to me when no one else would.”

“Yes, Orik will lend you money. That’s not what I mean. I’m speaking about the favor you agreed to.”

I swallowed, knowing this favor would come and bite me in the ass one of these days. “If he thinks I’m going to sleep with him, he can shove that favor up his ass.”

Dash chuckled, and I found myself grinning despite myself. “If only it was just sex.”

My eyes narrowed at his comment. “What do you know?”

“I know that it’ll be much worse than meaningless sex,” answered Dash.

Weird how he’d used the word “meaningless” when speaking hypothetically of me and Orik shagging. Like he was certain I wouldn’t enjoy myself or like it.

“Can you elaborate on that?” I asked him as images of me and Dash tangled, naked on my bed tried to run through my mind. Nope. Not going there.

Dash’s intense eyes bore into mine. “He’s going to ask you to kill someone for him.”

“No. He can’t.” I knew accepting the favor would mean delving into the darkest corners of my soul and becoming a pawn in Orik’s sinister game, but I had never imagined he’d ask me to kill someone. Steal. Break someone’s bones. Those were the favors I imagined a mob boss would ask of me. Yet I couldn’t turn down the cash. I wouldn’t.

“He will. That’s what he does. He gets others, those desperate for cash, to do his dirty work.”

“You say it like you experienced this before. You’ve done business with Orik?” It didn’t surprise me. Now that I knew where Dash’s loyalties lay, Orik was probably one of his pals.

“You need to be aware of his intentions, which are purely narcissistic and evil,” said Dash, not bothering to answer my question.

Dash’s words continued to echo in my mind as I carefully crafted my response. “I figured as much.”

As I stood there in shock, my mind raced with thoughts of what Dash had just told me. The warning in his eyes told me he wasn’t lying. He knew what he was talking about.

“So you’re saying since I agreed to this favor, he’ll ask me to commit murder?” I asked Dash, my voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded solemnly. “I’m afraid so. He’ll put you in a difficult position that will test your loyalties and your principles.”

I sighed deeply, feeling the weight of the decision pressing down on me. I didn’t want to hurt anyone, not even for money. But I also didn’t want to anger Orik and have him take back the loan that would save my aunt’s house.

I stared at the bag in my hand. I was screwed. Too late to turn back now. I had run out of options.

I glanced up at Dash. “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about? Orik?”

Dash looked away from me. “Yes. But… not just that. There’s something else.”

Ah. He wanted to know if I’d made up my mind about whether or not I’d turn him in to Blake.

I knew Dash had something else on his mind, and I could see it written all over his face. He looked like a man who had been through too much and was still dealing with the aftermath.

“Just tell me what’s on your mind, Dash,” I prompted, trying to read between the lines. I knew he had his reasons for trying to warn me about Orik, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was hiding something.

Dash took a deep breath, and I could see the struggle playing out in his eyes. “Have you made a decision about me?”

Yup. I was right. I opened my mouth to answer, but my bag vibrated with an incoming text.

“Just a sec.” I grabbed my phone. It was a text from Annette.

Annette: Hey. Sorry about last night. If you feel like talking, I’m here.

I dropped my phone back into my bag. I didn’t feel like reliving that experience or talking about my personal life again. Blake had embarrassed me. He’d forced personal information out of me. He’d made a spectacle of me and my life, and I wouldn’t forget it.

“Bad news?” asked Dash.

I shook my head, his voice pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s nothing.”

“Doesn’t look like nothing.” Dash’s voice was deep with concern.

“Nothing I can’t handle.” I’d love to kick Blake’s ass. I sighed. “And to answer your question… no. No, I haven’t. Not yet. I just… I just have too many things happening in my life. I can’t focus. There’s the dead waitress, the house, and now that demon.”

“What demon?” Dash furrowed his brow, concern etching deep lines across his face.

I thought about whether I should disclose more to him. He was a member of the group I suspected had summoned the creature. Still, I had already told him about the waitress. Plus, he might have some insight.

“The buer demon that nearly kicked my ass last night.” Dash’s eyes widened in shock as I recounted my run-in with the demon. We both remained silent for a moment, the weight of the revelation settling heavily between us.

“Is this the work of The Forsaken?” I asked him. “I thought they were finished with Annette’s kids. Why would they do this?”

Dash looked away from me. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know if it’s them? Or you don’t know why they summoned that demon?” I couldn’t help but feel frustrated. Dash was usually so forthcoming, yet he seemed lost when it came to the Forsaken. It was like talking to Eli all over again. I didn’t want Dash to suddenly convulse because he spoke of the members, as Eli had done. But I needed answers. I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm.

“I don’t know if it’s them,” Dash finally admitted, his voice filled with a mix of uncertainty and irritation. “The Forsaken operate in secrecy. Even among our ranks, I’m not privy to everything.”

“So you’re saying it could be them. Right? That they’re not finished? That they’re killing again?”

Dash nodded reluctantly. “It’s possible. The Forsaken have always been unpredictable, and their motives are shrouded in darkness. If they believed Annette’s children posed a threat, they might resort to extreme measures to eliminate them.”

A surge of anger pulsed through me. How could they justify taking innocent lives? “How can you be part of that?” I accused.

Dash didn’t respond.

“How do I kill the monster? My aunt suggested that I kill the master to kill the beast. Is that how it works?”

Again, Dash didn’t answer.

Which, of course, only made me a hundred times angrier. “Whatever. I don’t need your help.”

“Calm down,” Dash said softly, his hand gripping my arm. “You can’t go charging after a buer demon without a plan.”

“Watch me,” I snapped, trying to pull away from him. “The only plan I have is to stop them before they kill anyone else.”

Dash’s grip tightened. “And what about your own safety? Have you even thought about that?”

That made me pause. Of course, I had thought about it, but in that moment of fury and determination, it had been pushed to the back of my mind.

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” I said through gritted teeth.

Dash shook his head. “That kind of reckless behavior will only get you killed.”

I glared at him. “So what do you suggest? What’s your brilliant plan?”

He let go of my arm and stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Is this them?” I yanked out the card I’d found on my doorstep and shoved it at him. “Do they want to kill me? Is that it?”

Dash took the card from me and inspected it. “When did you get this?”

“Yesterday morning. They want me dead. Right? Because I killed Sykes? Because I stopped their ritual?” To save Emma and to keep the demon king from traveling to our world, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.

Dash looked at me, his eyes filled with a mix of sympathy and guilt. “This could be them, but I’m not sure.”

“It’s well-protected,” I told him, taking the card back. “My aunt couldn’t tell me who or where it came from. The card’s warded with magic.”

Dash ran his fingers through his hair. “You’re connected to them. You stopped Sykes. That makes you a threat in their eyes.”

A wave of tension washed over me as he confirmed what I had suspected. The Forsaken wanted me dead because I’d stopped their ritual.

“So did you,” I told him, remembering how he’d taken on the shape of a beast. I thought of something. “What’s going to happen to you? They must know what you did. Right? Will they punish you?”

Dash let out a sigh but stayed silent. The anger in his eyes was unmistakable, and I knew then that my suspicions were correct. They were planning to punish him. Would they go as far as killing him?

“Fine.” I exhaled and tucked my bag under my arm. “I have to go. I want to get this over with.” So I can finally move on and focus on getting rid of the buer demon.

Dash hesitated, his expression conflicted. “Wait,” he said, reaching out to grab my arm before I could leave. “I need to tell you something.”

I turned back. “Tell me what?”

“I’m sorry,” he said simply.

I raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Sorry for what?”

“For not being there when you needed me,” Dash replied, his voice filled with regret. “For not telling you the truth about who I am and what I’ve done.”

I felt a pang of sympathy for him. He seemed genuinely remorseful, and it was clear he had been struggling with these secrets for a while now.

“It’s fine,” I said, trying to reassure him. “You don’t owe me an explanation.” And I really didn’t want to know.

“I can protect you,” said Dash suddenly, making me stop.

I glanced at the handsome man. “No. No, you can’t. I can protect myself.”

Dash shook his head. “This is different. They put a target on your head.”

In so many words, Dash had just confirmed that the note was from The Forsaken. “So be it. There’s nothing I can do to change that.”

Dash looked over to the town hall building. “There is.”

I blinked at him. “What?”

“I’ll wait for you here. We still need to talk.” He moved away and leaned against the brick wall of the building.

I had no idea what he meant by that. And it didn’t escape me that he’d basically ordered me to come back to talk to him. Funny, coming from Dash, it didn’t bother me one bit. But if it had been Blake…

But right now, I needed to focus on paying the debt and securing my aunt’s house.

With bated breath, I moved up to the massive double doors of the town hall building, my heart pounding, and walked in.
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Iwaltzed into the building, my emotions running high. Dash was the last person I expected to see this morning. I hadn’t been mentally prepared, and now my brain was all mush with a giant dose of emotions. And when that happened, I did stupid things. I couldn’t afford to be stupid right now. I needed to be smart.

I walked through the entrance hall of the building, trying to calm my racing heart and nerves. The grandeur of the building never failed to impress me, but today, it only added to my anxiety.

With a deep breath, I pushed open the doors and entered the grand foyer. Sunlight poured through the tall windows, casting a warm glow over the marble floors. The bustling energy filled the air as people hurried about their business. I was trying to make a mental note of my surroundings. However, my mind was in overdrive, and I knew I’d forget everything as soon as I left the building.

My bag vibrated again. I stopped and pulled out my phone, thinking it was Dash. It wasn’t.

Annette: My girls have decided you’re coming over for dinner tonight. No exceptions.

She was using “the girls” card. Nice try. But it wouldn’t convince me. I needed space. And although her girls were adorable and fun, I didn’t want to be around them. Not today.

Another buzz came from my phone as I held it.

Annette: The girls made you some chocolate chip cookies. They’re in the shape of cat faces. For Kat. They love you.

Wow. She was really trying. Guess she felt guilty. But she shouldn’t. What happened wasn’t her fault. What happened was Blake and his giant ego and alpha mentality. After what he did, he deserved a smackdown. And I felt obliged to give it to him.

Another buzz as another text came in.

Annette: Blake is sorry for what he did. Please come.

I sighed. I doubted Blake was ever sorry once in his life. And this felt like Annette covering for him. He was her friend. I got it. But he wasn’t mine. She wanted to smooth things over so the next time we were all together, it wouldn’t be awkward. And I knew she wasn’t going to stop. So I had to do it for her.

Me: Can’t. Busy.

There. Short and to the point. Was that me being a bitch? No. That was me politely telling her that I needed space and didn’t want to talk about why I needed space, so stop texting me.

I turned my phone off and slipped it back into my bag, next to the wad of cash.

Have to kill someone?

Dash’s words echoed in my head. I hadn’t thought this through at all. Too late. I lay in bed last night going over what Orik would have me do after my conversation with my aunt. Stealing would have been fun, thrilling even, but killing? It was something I wasn’t sure I was capable of.

Yet knowing that Dash was out there waiting for me gave me some comfort. He knew more about Orik than any other person I knew, except for Remy, who I suspected didn’t know him at all. I needed to prepare myself for what Orik would throw at me, and Dash was the best person to learn from.

And again, the tall, handsome man was helping me.

And again, I didn’t know what to do with him.

Spending more time with Dash wasn’t a bad idea. The more I did, the more I’d learn about who the man behind that mysterious shell was. Or so I told myself. And maybe I was full of shit.

Being seen with Dash was probably not a good idea either. This was a small town. People talked. It would be best if we went back to his place—to talk, of course—away from prying eyes.

I approached the reception desk, where a middle-aged woman with glasses sat, her eyes scanning a stack of documents. She had short, brown hair the color of straw and sharp, elf-like features. “Excuse me,” I said with a smile. “I’m here to see someone about late property taxes.”

The woman looked up at me with a bored expression. “What was that?”

Paranormal energies wafted from her—animal… likely rodent—and if I had to guess, my money was on a mouse shifter.

“I’m here to pay off a debt.”

She blinked at me as though surprised I was standing right there. “And what debt is that?”

I didn’t appreciate her condescending tone. “Luna Lawless. Late taxes on her property.”

“What’s the address?”

“1225 Briarwood Lane.”

The woman moved her fingers over her keyboard and started typing. “Ah, yes. Luna Lawless. She owed quite a bit on past-due property taxes. The interest is fifteen percent.”

That was robbery if you asked me. “That’s right.” I nodded, feeling relieved that everything was going smoothly so far. “Is this where I pay?” I couldn’t see a safe or anything that would keep the money secure. This was out in the open with no privacy.

“No,” said the clerk. “I’m just going to open your file. Mr. Fletcher will take care of the transfer of funds.”

“Right.” Never heard of him. But then again, I had never set foot in this building before either.

She looked up at me again with a raised eyebrow. “The records show the house was transferred to a Katrina Lawless.”

“That’s me.”

She scrunched up her nose like she was trying to get my scent. “I’ll need to see some ID to confirm that.”

I rummaged through my bag and pulled out my wallet, handing her my driver’s license. I watched as she placed it on the surface of a scanner and made a copy.

She handed back my driver’s license, her brown eyes narrowed. “What’s your relation to her?”

“She’s my aunt.” Not that it was any of her business.

The clerk snorted. “I hear she’s back from the dead.”

Here we go.

“That’s quite the performance,” continued the clerk. A smile formed on her thin lips. “I heard they had a funeral for her and everything. If she thought pretending to be dead would settle her taxes, she’s a stupid old lady.”

“Watch it,” I growled before I could refrain from showing my anger.

The woman seemed unfazed by my attitude as she continued typing away on her keyboard. “Some people just have nothing better to do, I guess. I think she was lonely and pretended to be dead to get attention. That’s what happens to old people. Their families forget them or don’t want to be bothered with them. Sad really. She might have been better off dead.”

I swore I was going to punch her mousy-mouth if she didn’t shut up about my aunt.

“Well, she’s not,” I replied with a sarcastic tone.

She gave me a disappointed look, as though I was somehow responsible for my aunt’s actions. Okay, maybe I was partly to blame. But I’d never asked her to pretend she’d died.

“Well, according to the file, since the transfer of title went to you, it was your responsibility to pay the taxes. Not hers. Why didn’t you?”

Again, with the personal questions. But I found myself answering them anyway so I wouldn’t screw up our chances. “Yes. You’re right. I messed up. I should have paid them. But the truth was, I didn’t have any money.” Partly true, but I would have been able to pay the much smaller amount two years ago.

The clerk tsked and shook her head. “And now you’re in a bit of a mess. Aren’t you?”

I didn’t like how it sounded as though she was thrilled about it, thrilled at my predicament. I had a strange feeling as soon as I was gone, she’d pick up her phone and gossip about me and my aunt.

She printed out a form and handed it to me. “You do realize this is quite a large sum of money.”

“I know.”

Her eyes rolled over me as though she was looking for the cash. Her eyes settled on my bag, and they widened. “How are you going to pay for it? You know, Mr. Fletcher is a very busy man. I hope you’re not here to waste his time.”

Total bitch. “I’m not.”

“Hmmm.” She picked up her phone and dialed a number. “Yes, there’s a Katrina Lawless here to see you. Yes. Yes.” She hung up and looked at me. “He’s waiting for you in his office. Take the elevators up to the second floor and make a left. His office is at the end of the hallway.”

“Thanks.” I made my way to the elevators and pressed the button for the second floor. The doors swished open, and I walked to the end of the hallway until I reached an office with a nameplate on the wall that read: Milton Fletcher, Moonfell County Tax Assessor.

I knocked twice on the door.

“Come in,” said a male voice.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Through that door awaited Mr. Fletcher, a man who held the power to change everything for me.

A sixty-year-old man with a full head of snow-white hair styled in a wild and unkempt manner that stuck up high above his head like a mad scientist’s experiment sat in a worn leather armchair. His face was lined with wrinkles, the kind that said he worked long hours and wasn’t getting paid enough, and his brow was furrowed in a deep frown. He was a small man, given that his feet didn’t touch the floor as he sat in his chair, and seemed to compensate with his tall hair.

The walls were lined with bookshelves filled to the brim with thick binders and folders. His sharp suit and polished shoes gave off an air of authority, and his piercing gaze seemed to size up every person who entered.

The office had a faint smell of old books and freshly brewed coffee, an oddly comforting contrast. Underneath it lingered the scent of Mr. Fletcher’s expensive cologne, a subtle mix of sandalwood and musk.

But I also detected another scent, the unmistakable smell of White witches—pine needles, wet earth, and freshly cut grass muddled with wildflowers.

Mr. Fletcher was a witch.

“Ah, Miss Lawless,” he said with a forced smile that was reserved for all clients as I entered. “Please come in.”

I pulled my lips into my own fake smile. “Thank you.”

“Please have a seat.” He motioned for me to take a chair in front of him and then leaned back in his own.

“So,” he began, steepling his fingers together, “what brings you here today?”

I handed him the slip of paper. “I’ve come to pay the late taxes for my aunt’s house,” I said, as though he didn’t already know. His hair… his hair was moving slightly as though he was underwater. Weird. But it told me he’d spelled it to look like that. Even weirder.

His eyes flicked down to the paper I’d given him before returning to mine.

“Ah, yes.” He tapped a finger on his chin thoughtfully. “As I recall, the Lawless Corporation took care of the late taxes. I believe they would like to purchase the property.”

More like stealing it. “I know.” Brad’s smiling face popped into my mind’s eye. “But now I’m here.”

“Aren’t you part of the Lawless Corporation?”

“No.” My voice sounded rough, but I wasn’t here to discuss my dysfunctional family, especially with a stranger. I wanted nothing to do with them or their shady corporation.

Mr. Fletcher put his lips in a small “o,” his eyebrows high on his head. “Interesting.”

“Interesting?” His waving hair was making me dizzy.

“Yes. Very interesting.” Mr. Fletcher eyed me like I was a great puzzle he wanted to solve.

Part of me wanted to bolt. Fleeing a scene or a situation had come in handy when I was a kid. But as an adult, I had to keep my butt in the chair if I wanted to get my aunt’s house back. Even if it meant enduring more of the scrutiny of the creepy witch.

He finally motioned for me to proceed. “Your aunt’s late taxes are quite substantial, Miss Lawless. Or should I say yours… because it was up to you to pay them.”

“I know. My bad.” The load of that screw-up weighed heavily on my shoulders. “Yes, I’m aware of that. I want to pay them off.”

Mr. Fletcher’s eyes searched mine, and I could see the components turning in his mind. “I understand your desire to right a wrong, but are you absolutely sure you want to take this burden upon yourself? Owning a home that large comes with a lot of financial responsibilities.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

“But you were unable to make the payments before. You believe you can continue to pay them?”

“I do.” Well, I’ll have to. “And once I’ve paid back that debt, the house will be ours again? The ownership stays with us, right?”

“Hmmm. In theory, yes.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well.” He folded his hands on his desk. “Your aunt seems to be back from the dead.”

“Yes, I know.”

“And as she signed over the title to you before her death, I believe it should be fine.”

I let out a breath, doing my best not to show this witch how nervous I was or how his words were causing my stomach to skip rope with my intestines.

“How can people even do that? Take away homes like that?”

Mr. Fletcher hesitated before responding. “When a property becomes delinquent on its taxes owed, Moonfell County can sell the property to the highest bidder or make arrangements for the property to be transferred to a new ownership, providing that all unpaid taxes and penalties are paid.”

“And the Lawless Corporation jumped on it.” It wouldn’t surprise me if they’d been waiting for the exact moment the property became available to steal it from Luna.

He leaned back in his chair, the creaking of the leather making a soft, almost melancholic sound. His keyboard started to type, but his hands remained on his desk. “And how to you intend on paying? By check or credit?”

“Cash.” I laid my bag on my lap and pulled out the wad of bills. “Twenty thousand dollars,” I said and dropped them on his desk.

Mr. Fletcher’s eyes rounded as he grabbed the stack of bills. His lips moved as he counted the money. “Is this a bank withdrawal? I’ll need the receipt to confirm.”

“Uh… not exactly.” I realized that was the wrong this to say the moment Mr. Fletcher dropped the cash as though it had burned his fingers.

“Where did this money come from, Miss Lawless?”

Shit. “Why does it matter. Money’s money. Right?”

Mr. Fletcher’s face darkened. “Do you have a paper trail of where the funds came from? Investment? Inheritance? Royalties?”

I didn’t like where this was going. “I don’t. Why does it matter?”

“Oh, it matters.”

My stomach dropped at his words. “How?” I asked warily.

Mr. Fletcher leaned forward slightly and clasped his hands together on top of his desk. “Unless you can provide financial documents showing me where this money came from, I can’t accept it. You could have robbed a bank.”

“I didn’t.” Now I was pissed.

“Or this could be money laundering. A scheme. We want nothing to do with that.”

“So you’re not going to accept this money?” This was not happening.

“Unfortunately, no,” he said. “I’m sorry. But I can’t. Please shut the door on your way out.”

Fuming, I stood and stuffed the money back in my bag, feeling a little numb. The crisp bills that represented my last hope of saving my aunt’s home stared back at me as if mocking my futile attempts. My heart sank, and a knot formed in my stomach.

“Please,” I stammered, my voice trembling. “Isn’t there anything else I can do?”

Mr. Fletcher sighed sympathetically. “Believe me, Miss Lawless, I wish there was something more I could do. However, council regulations require a proper paper trail for any financial transactions involving debts owed to the municipality. My hands are tied.”

I felt tears welling up in my eyes, threatening to spill over and betray my fragile composure. I spun around and rushed out of the office, leaving his door open, on purpose, of course.

How would I face my aunt now? How could I face Dash when he asked me how that went?

The walls of the building passed me in a blur as I hurried out the front doors. I thought about lying to Dash, but he’d probably guess the truth on my face. I never did master the poker face.

I tried to maintain a stoic expression as I marched out of the building. However, when I reached the front doors, Dash wasn’t the one waiting for me.

Blake stood by my Jeep with a serious demeanor. “There’s been another murder,” he informed me, his face heavy with worry.

Well, shit.
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Istood atop a grass-covered hill known as Moonfell Heights and gazed down at the town sprawled beneath me. As a teenager, I spent a lot of time here. It was the perfect spot for some privacy with a stunning view of the town. However, this location also held a tragic significance for two young lovers who had met their fate here.

Blake had said another murder, but I was looking at two dead bodies—male and female. Both were equally marked with gashes and cuts that marred over eighty percent of their bodies.

“Damnit,” I whispered.

Their limbs were crooked and bent at unnatural angles. It looked like they’d stumbled and tried to flee toward the forest before the creature killed them. Bile rose in the back of my throat.

I stepped toward the closest victim, knelt next to the body, waved the flies away, and gagged.

The scent of rotted flesh wafted toward me like the smell of bodies baking in the hot sun for days. However, these bodies had only just died a few hours ago—maybe nine hours—and had only spent two to three in the sun. They shouldn’t be smelling that way just yet. Not for several more days. It wasn’t natural.

But nothing was natural about being slain by a buer demon. Their talons and fangs were venomous, equipped with poisons not found here on Earth, which would explain the condition of the bodies.

I had been exposed to the toxins, but that was another story.

If I were a White witch or a Dark witch, I could have performed a spell or some ritual that would have revealed the location of the summoner.

But I was neither.

I had to rely on good ol’ instincts and smart detective work. My instincts were usually right.

Another option would be to ask Annette and the other witches, but I wasn’t sure Blake would want them involved. And with the way Annette had reacted to the buer demon being so close to her house, I wasn’t sure that would be such a good idea.

Breathing through my mouth, I looked over the body. Splatters of blood stained the dirt, and more blood soaked into the ground where the head was—blood vomit from the scent of bile still emitting from it. The victim, a young Asian female, appeared to be around sixteen or seventeen years old based on the fullness of her face and cheeks, which were miraculously unharmed. She was dressed in a cute pink top and jeans. Judging by how her chest had been torn to ribbons, it looked like she died in the same manner as Jessie, the waitress.

My eyes glanced over to the young man next to the large pine tree, a few feet away from her. It looked like he’d run in the opposite direction and didn’t try to save his girlfriend. I didn’t blame him. If I were him, I’d be scared out of my mind coming face to face with a buer demon. It was an instinct to flee. I totally understood.

A small, ripped piece of clothing caught my attention next to the female, pink and stained with blood. The way it was ripped told me it had been left by the claws of whatever had killed her.

My hand darted out and grabbed the torn piece of clothing, stuffing it into my pocket. I wasn’t sure why I did that. I was deliberately stealing evidence.

Dash had seemed knowledgeable about the buer demon. I could have used his help on this, but when I’d exited the building, he was nowhere to be seen. He’d probably seen Blake on his way and made a run for it.

I wasn’t sure how that made me feel. Angry? Hurt? Pissed that he’d just taken off, knowing what I’d gone in to do. Unlike Blake, Dash wasn’t an asshole. Or maybe I just tried to tell myself that to make myself feel better.

I felt a chill run down my spine. As much as I wanted to think that the killing of Jessie had been an isolated incident, deep down, I knew it wasn’t. The killer, the demon, was still out there, lurking in the shadows and picking off victims at will.

Why did they die? Why did the buer demon pick them as its next victims? What did these victims have in common? So far, it didn’t look like they had anything in common.

It all seemed… random.

“Do you have any leads?” I asked, hoping Blake had some sort of clue that could help me put the pieces together.

Blake shook his head. “Not yet. Their IDs make them residents of Moonfell. Cole Anderson and Joanne Chow. Both go to our high school.”

I cringed. I didn’t want to think about my high school experience. Those horrors were best kept in the closet.

“Annette says you fought a demon last night.”

I figured she would tell him. He was the sheriff after all. “You should take these bodies away before the turkey vultures or maggots get them.”

Blake walked over until he loomed over me. “I wanted you to see them first. I didn’t want anything to be touched until you had a look.”

“I’m flattered. I thought you didn’t want me near this case.” Yeah, he had nothing and didn’t want to admit that he needed my help. My expertise and experience.

The sheriff sighed. “I’m sorry about last night, okay? You caught me on a bad day.”

“Wow. It’s always about you. Isn’t it.” Bastard. I didn’t have time for his crap. After how he treated me, I really should just leave him to try and figure this out. I shouldn’t be helping him at all. Hell, I shouldn’t have followed him here, either.

But I wasn’t doing this for him. I was doing this for the town but mostly for me. Now that I’d seen what the buer could do, I wanted to stop it before it killed anyone else. No one would be safe until the creature was dead.

“I said I’m sorry. What else do you want?” Blake’s tone was laced with irritation. Clearly, he wasn’t used to apologizing. Not that this apology was any good, either. It wasn’t.

I stood up slowly. “Nothing from you.” I pulled out my phone and started to take pictures of the victims.

Blake said nothing as I walked carefully around the bodies, snapping as many pictures as I could.

“I’m worried about you,” came the sheriff’s voice behind me. It was soft, even gentle. “When I saw that bag of money…”

“You thought what? That I’d robbed a bank?” I leaned over the teen boy and snapped a picture of his torso.

“No. That you were in trouble.”

I hated that he sounded sincere. “I’m not in trouble.” Total lie. The truth was, now that I couldn’t pay off the late taxes on my aunt’s house, I was in more trouble than I cared to admit.

“That’s not what it sounds like.” Blake’s gaze lingered on me, his concern growing. “If you had to borrow money from a scumbag like Orik, it means you’re in serious trouble.”

“My life is off limits to you. Got that?”

The sheriff sighed. “Look, I know you’re still angry at me. And I’m sorry about your aunt’s house. I am. I really am.”

“Good for you.”

“Wow, you’re infuriating.”

My head snapped in his direction, my anger boiling on the surface. “Excuse me?”

Blake held up his hands in surrender. “Okay. Bad choice of words.” He lowered his hands when he realized I wasn’t going to attack. Not that I would have in the middle of the morning with no shadows to be found. “You’re one of us, Kat, whether you like it or not. That makes you my concern.”

“It doesn’t.” I wasn’t anyone’s concern. Now, he was just aggravating me.

With my phone in my hand, I scrolled through the pictures I’d taken of Jessie. Her wounds were consistent with the ones on these two victims. The buer demon didn’t feed on its victims. They were more just kills. The thrill of the kill. Or it had been commanded to kill them.

I slipped my phone into my bag. I’d taken enough pictures, and most of the scene was already committed to memory.

“You should have called me. That’s what I’m trying to say here,” continued Blake.

“And why should I do that?” I glowered at him. “My personal life is none of your business, Sheriff. You need help with this case? Fine. But that’s where this ends.”

“I would have come with you.”

I shook my head. “No. You would have tried to talk me out of it. Or just got in my way.”

Blake’s eyebrows shot up on his head. “Shit. You hate me that much?”

I let out a breath of air. “I don’t have time for this. Why did you want me here? What do you want from me?” I’d had enough of this conversation. I knew where it was going. He wanted me to say, “No, of course, I don’t hate you, Blake… blab blah blah.” I wasn’t stupid. This was his pathetic attempt to try and smooth things over. It didn’t work on me.

I kept my face blank and waited for his response.

The sheriff cast a glance at the bodies. “Is this the work of that demon you fought last night?”

Good. Glad he’d steered the conversation back to business.

My eyes fell over the victims. “Looks like it. I compared them to the dead waitress. I’m not an expert, but I’d say the same creature killed them.”

“The coroner’s report on the waitress Jessie couldn’t link the cause of death to any known paranormals,” confirmed the sheriff. “It’s why I wanted your opinion. Since, you know, you’ve dealt with this kind of thing before.”

Not really. Demons and devils weren’t my forte. I was a bit annoyed that the coroner hadn’t emailed me the results.

I let out a frustrated breath. Moonfell may have been a small town, but the people here were tight-knit and like family to each other. The thought of some demon preying on the community made me sick.

Blake’s gaze fixated on the gruesome scene. “Then there’s a demon loose in our town. And it’s already killed three people.”

“That’s what it feels like to me.” All the evidence was pointing to the buer demon so far. But I still didn’t understand why the creature was doing this, and that was important.

When Blake looked at me again, his features were hard. “The Forsaken. They did this. They summoned this demon. Didn’t they?”

I’d been thinking about that since I got in my Jeep, but I wasn’t so sure anymore. “I’m not sure—”

“It’s them.” Blake pointed to the dead girl. “They fuckin’ did this. Why? Why can’t they leave us the fuck alone.”

I ran a hand over my forehead. “See, that’s what I’m struggling with. The Forsaken are organized, smart. They don’t do things if they don’t have a good reason first—one that helps them get more power, influence, whatever. But this…” I waved my free hand over the bodies. “And Jessie’s death? What’s the connection? You said you didn’t have one.”

The large werewolf shook his head. “I don’t.”

“And that’s because it feels… off. This doesn’t look like premeditated killings or even ones that make sense. It’s all random. Chaotic. As though these poor kids were at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Blake thought about it. “You think some random demon decided to show up in our world to kill those kids because… because it happened to be walking out here?”

“Okay, so it sounds a bit lame when you say it like that.”

“Because it is lame. That’s not what happened.”

Here he goes again with the attitude. “Enlighten me.”

“I told you,” said the sheriff, his voice thick with venom. “The Forsaken did this. They’re mages. Right? They have the power to summon demons. They’re doing this for revenge because we stopped their ritual.”

I got why Blake thought this. It made sense that The Forsaken would lash out after we ruined their carefully crafted plans. Still, my gut said otherwise. “I don’t think so. I think this is something else.”

“I thought you were a good investigator.” He scoffed.

I gritted my teeth, heat rising to my face. “I am.” That’s it. I was going to kick him in his man-junk.

Blake raised his arms and gestured to the bodies. “It’s right in your face, but you refuse to admit it. Why? Because you’re still protecting them. Aren’t you?”

Not this again. “I’m not. I just don’t think this is them. It’s too dirty, unsophisticated. There’s no real motive.”

Blake clenched his jaw, his brown eyes going dark in the sunlight. “Give me your source’s name. If it leads to nothing, I’ll drop it.”

Like hell he would. If I gave Dash up, he’d throw his ass in jail, and I’d never see him again. He and his crew would try to get answers and names from Dash—which he couldn’t give—and maybe end up killing him. I wasn’t about to take that chance. There were still so many unknows when it came to Dash. I wanted to figure them out on my own terms. Not with Blake’s threats.

“My source has nothing to do with this.” But that was a lie since I truly had no idea. My gut was telling me no, but when it came to Dash, my gut had been wrong. So, so wrong.

“Prove it,” challenged Blake. “Give me their name.”

I shook my head. “I think we’re done here.” I started to trek toward my Jeep.

“I’m this close at throwing your ass in jail,” threatened the sheriff. “You might not have killed these people directly, but by withholding evidence, you might as well have.”

Fury shook my body. “You’re a real prick. You know that?”

Blake threw up his hands in frustration. “Then tell me how to stop it. How do I stop this demon if I don’t know who’s summoning it?”

I thought about that. “I have an idea.” Though if I did find out who was doing this, I was doing it for me, for the town, not for Blake.

Blake folded his beefy arms over his chest. “How?”

“A tracking spell.” I’d heard of witches who could track the energies emitting from a hole in the Veil, an invisible supernatural layer that acted as protection from all things demon and devils. But sometimes the Veil had cracks called Rifts, where demons got through.

If there was an opening in Moonfell, a tracking spell might be able to find it. And if I was right, the summoner shouldn’t be too far away. Find one, find the other.

“You can do that?”

Nope. “I’ll need my aunt’s help. Maybe even Annette and the others. But it’ll work.”

My aunt was the most experienced witch I knew. If a tracking spell could find holes in the Veil, she was the witch who would conjure it.

“And if you find it? What will you do?”

I looked at the sheriff. Only a few days ago, I’d found him appealing, sexy, and possibly date-worthy. Not anymore. “Kill it.”

Blake raised a skeptical brow. “On your own? Annette told me it nearly killed you.”

“It didn’t. It’s a powerful species, but demons can be killed.”

“I want to be there.”

Great. “Fine. I’ll call you when I’m ready.”

Blake didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t argue further. We stood there in silence for a few minutes, both lost in our thoughts with me trying to calm my anger. I needed to get away from the sheriff before I did something stupid.

“I’m sorry about your aunt’s house,” Blake finally spoke up.

I turned to him, surprised by his statement. “Thank you.”

He let out a sigh. “I know it doesn’t mean much now, but I truly am sorry.”

“I appreciate it.” It wasn’t an easy thing for him to say, and I could tell he meant it.

“But now, with that money, her house is hers again. That’s good news.”

“Right.” My stomach clenched. I didn’t want to have to tell my aunt that my super plan didn’t amount to much. I’d failed. Worse, I’d tied myself with a mob boss.

“I gotta go.” Before Blake could stop me or try and force me to let him come with me, I spun on my heels and made for my Jeep.

Thoughts were spiraling in my head. At first, I might have believed that The Forsaken were involved in the killings. Now? I wasn’t so sure. And that terrified me.

If this wasn’t them, who had summoned the buer demon and why?

These were all important questions I needed to answer.

But first, I had something to take care of.
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Even in the late morning and under a cloudless blue sky, Tombstone always seemed to be cloaked in darkness and gloom. The sun’s rays struggled to reach the narrow streets, casting deep shadows and adding an eerie aura to the neighborhood. It was as if the light was pushed out by an unseen force, creating a perpetual state of darkness—spell work, of course. But for me, this was perfect. The dark corners and shadowed alleyways worked for me.

I drove down Wicked Way. My destination was the Goat’s Blood bar since I had no idea where Orik lived. Not that I would just show up at his place. He might take that as a threat. The last thing I wanted was to piss off the mob boss.

Going to see him alone in Tombstone was dangerous. Going to see him about returning the money and forgetting about our contract was even worse.

But I couldn’t—and didn’t want to—use the money Orik had loaned me if it wasn’t for saving my aunt’s house. Now that it wasn’t an option anymore, I wanted to give it back. All of it. Wipe my hands clean, so to speak, and forget I’d ever met him.

I jerked in my seat and cursed as the Jeep hit a pothole. If I lost a wheel here, I was screwed. But my luck would have it that the Jeep kept moving forward, all four wheels accounted for. I decided not to take a chance, so I slowed down.

I thought about calling Dash but then thought better of it. I needed to focus on one thing at a time. I couldn’t have thoughts of Dash popping into my head while I pleaded with Orik. The best thing would be to swing by his place later. I didn’t know what to expect from the mysterious man, but if he could give me some pointers about the buer demon, it would be worth the drive.

Plus, I had the feeling he still needed to talk to me about something.

A shape caught my attention to the right.

Orik.

The mob boss had another baseball cap over his head, but it didn’t distract from the way he exuded an air of power and danger.

He wasn’t alone.

Standing next to him was a pretty blonde woman, her hair cascading in waves and her eyes filled with admiration. I couldn’t tell what paranormal race she was, but I wasn’t getting any fae or vampire vibes from her. But I was too far away for a better assumption.

Orik’s sharp features and intense eyes gave off an intimidating aura while the woman’s delicate visage and bright smile contrasted against him.

And between them was a child.

Curious, I pulled my Jeep to the curb once I’d passed them. I killed the engine and adjusted my rearview mirror until I got a clear picture.

Yup, there was the evil, vicious, deadly mob boss standing next to a pretty blonde woman and a little girl.

“Probably one of his employees,” I muttered to myself.

My jaw fell open as the child, no older than four, with big blonde curls and rosy cheeks, threw herself at his legs. Orik picked up the child in his arms and cradled her. He kissed her forehead like I’d seen fathers do to their children.

Fathers?

“Oh, shit.” I leaned forward for a better look and smacked my forehead on the rearview mirror. Nice, Kat.

With my forehead throbbing, I knew I was looking at Orik’s family. His wife or girlfriend and his daughter.

His face was beaming. The love he had for this child was plastered all over his features. This was not the face of a cruel mob boss but of a loving father.

I sat there in my Jeep, completely stunned. The image before me shattered every preconceived notion I had of Orik. How could this man, so terrifying and ruthless in his line of work, also possess such tenderness and love for his family? It was as if I was staring at two completely different people.

The woman by his side, her eyes twinkling with adoration as she watched Orik interact with their daughter, had an air of warmth and grace about her. Her presence seemed to soften the edges of Orik’s hardened exterior. At that moment, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy. To witness such a pure display of affection and devotion made me long for something similar in my own life.

Even a rough fae like Orik could have a normal life, where a woman and child adored him.

I pulled my eyes away and stared at my bag filled with his cash. It seemed Orik had a little Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde going on—as a loving father and as a thug.

When I glanced back, the woman and child were walking away, and Orik was headed in the opposite direction.

I exhaled and lowered my gaze to stare out the front of the car. My nerves were shot. I hated owing anyone favors, especially someone I hardly knew anything about. I couldn’t let the image of a model father get in the way of the Dark fae male who, according to Dash, would have me kill someone on his behalf.

Nope. I was going to give him back his money and sever all ties with him—

Knock, knock!

I flinched in my seat. I turned to see Orik’s face in my side window.

Oh… shit!

“Get out of the car,” ordered the fae male. A frown covered his face. He didn’t look happy to see me.

I had a split moment of thinking maybe I should start the Jeep and get the hell out. But then I’d just look like an idiot and come across as though I was afraid of him.

I wasn’t.

I grabbed the bag and slipped out of my Jeep.

“Saw everything you wanted?” Orik’s face was still stuck in that deep frown of his, his full lips curved downwards. He looked livid, like he wanted to throttle me.

“You knew I was watching?” Damn, the fae had eyes in the back of his head.

He leaned forward until the scent of his aftershave slapped me in the face. “I don’t like spies. If they’re not my spies, I usually kill them.”

Yeah, that fatherly image just evaporated.

“I didn’t mean to spy, I swear. I came looking for you.”

At that, Orik stepped out of my personal space. “What do you want?”

I liked that. Straight to the point. “Here’s your money. I don’t need it anymore.” I held the bag in front of him. “It’s all in there,” I said, wondering why he wasn’t taking it. “You can count it. I didn’t use any of it.”

Orik stared at me, amusement flashing over his face. “What happened?”

“What do you mean?”

Orik scoffed. “You seemed pretty desperate when you came to me for money. So what changed?”

I didn’t want to share more than I had to with the fae male. I had a feeling the more he knew about me, the more arsenal he had to use against me. “Let’s just say the money’s no good anymore.” Which was true. Without a paper trail, it wasn’t.

The fae male gave a soft laugh. “You’re sure you don’t need it anymore?”

“I’m sure.” I was screwed too. Without a bank loan or a legitimate source of funds, I was going to lose my aunt’s house.

And I was to blame.

“Fine.” Orik took the bag. He pulled out the bills and flipped through them like a deck of cards.

“It’s all in there,” I told him, pointing. “I didn’t use any of it.”

Orik ignored me and continued to count. After a few minutes, he looked at me. “It’s all here.”

I sighed. “Like I said. Well, thanks for doing business with me.” I watched his face, not liking the tiny smile that spread over his mouth. “So, we’re good? I don’t owe you anything anymore. Right? I gave you back your cash.”

Orik’s expression hardened, and I felt the tingles of energy over my skin. “A deal’s a deal. You can’t back out once the deal is made.”

“Says who?”

“Says me.”

Orik’s voice carried a hint of threat, his eyes gleaming with an otherworldly light. I stiffened under his stare, my tension rising. I had managed to strike a deal with him, and now it was time for him to hold up his end.

“I didn’t use the money. The deal is off,” I retorted, trying to keep my voice steady. “The money’s all there. Our business is done.”

“Our business is just beginning.” A cruel smile played on Orik’s lips as he took a step closer, the air around us crackling with energy. My heart pounded, but I stood tall, refusing to back down.

I braced myself as Orik’s words hung in the air, a heavy silence settling between us. The tingles of energy grew stronger, crackling with a hint of danger.

His eyes bore into mine, their vibrant depths now filled with an intensity that sent shivers down my spine. “You see, once you enter into a deal with a fae, the only way to break that contract is death,” he said, his voice low and laced with a predatory edge.

My hand went to my lighter in my pocket. “Are you threatening me? I’m not some weakling. I’m not so easily killed.”

“You misunderstand,” Orik replied, his voice dripping with menace. “I’m not threatening. I’m educating you. See, it was never just about the money. You came to me, and we made a deal. And that deal still stands.”

“Until when?” Damn. I was not expecting this. I’d hoped our deal would have been off with the return of the cash. But I’d been stupid. I’d rushed into a situation that I clearly knew nothing about. And now I was paying dearly for it.

“Until I decide you’ve fulfilled our contract.” Orik’s voice held an edge of warning as he locked his gaze with mine. I had been so focused on securing the money I hadn’t fully considered the consequences of making a deal with a fae. Now, standing before Orik, I realized I had unknowingly stepped into a dangerous game.

His eyes narrowed, and a wicked smile played upon his lips. “You owe me something much more valuable than mere money,” he said, his voice dripping with malevolence. “I can always get more money. But favors? Favors are hard to come by. Favors get shit done.”

“What do you want me to do?” Anger soared inside me, fueling my defiance. “I’m not killing anyone for you. If that’s what you’re expecting. I won’t kill for you,” I repeated.

Orik tilted his head and chuckled darkly, a sound that seemed to reverberate through the air. “You’ll fulfill our arrangement.” He cocked his head to the side. “I will ask… and you will do. It’s quite simple, really.”

He took a step forward, his presence engulfing me like a suffocating cloud. Anger surged within me as I tried to steady my racing heart. I wouldn’t underestimate the fae power that flowed through Orik’s veins.

“I never asked you to take a life,” he said, his voice silkier than before. “But I require something equally significant—a task that only you can accomplish.”

“What?” The weight of his words settled upon my shoulders, pressing down upon my conscience. Sweat trickled down my brow as I struggled to maintain my composure. “Tell me what it is,” I managed to say, though my voice wavered with uncertainty.

Orik’s eyes gleamed with a dangerous glint. “There is an object that has great sentimental value to me. I need you to retrieve it for me,” he revealed, his voice laced with a mixture of anticipation and amusement.

My mind raced, trying to come up with a way out of this predicament. I couldn’t just agree to do whatever Orik asked of me. But what choice did I have?

“What kind of item?” I finally managed. If he wanted me to steal something, well, that’s something I could work with. I felt myself relax just a bit.

“That is not for you to know just yet,” Orik replied cryptically. “All you need to know is that it will require your unique skills and abilities.”

“Really? I find that hard to believe.” For one, I was new in town, in a way. Orik knew next to nothing about me. We had that in common. There was no way he knew about my umbra magic. Unless… Rus told him.

I swallowed hard, my mind racing through all the different possibilities. What could he possibly want from me? What could I possibly offer him that was more valuable than taking a life?

“How do you know Dash?” There, might as well get some intel for myself.

Orik’s smile widened, revealing sharp teeth that glinted in the dim light of the alleyway. “Are you friends with Dash?”

“No. I’m investigating him.” Totally true. “What can you tell me about him? What’s he done for you? Do you deal with him instead of going directly to The Forsaken? Is that the deal?”

“You don’t know anything. Do you?” said Orik.

I hated the laughter in his voice. But it was true. I didn’t know anything about Dash. Not really.

“Can you tell me anything about him?” I tried again.

Orik’s eyes narrowed, a flicker of annoyance passing over his face. He seemed to consider my question for a moment before finally relenting. The air around us grew still as if even the wind was holding its breath in anticipation of his answer. A flicker of amusement danced across his face before he finally spoke.

He leaned in closer, his voice dripping with a mix of superiority and amusement. “Dash is not someone you want to cross paths with, my dear. He’s cunning, ruthless, and has a knack for getting what he wants. As for me, I have my own dealings with him, but that is none of your concern.”

“That’s it?”

“Dash... he’s a slippery one,” Orik continued, his voice carrying a weight of caution. “Some say he holds the secrets of the underworld within his grasp. He’s got his hands in many pots, always playing both sides of the game. He might be part of The Forsaken, but he’s been known to strike deals with individuals like me.”

Curious, I leaned in closer, hungry for any morsel of information I could gather. “Why would someone like Dash need to make deals when he’s already got powerful allies?”

Orik chuckled darkly. “Because even the most powerful have their weaknesses. Dash has secrets buried deep beneath that slick exterior that could bring him down. And that’s where I come in.”

My mind whirled as I processed Orik’s words. Dash was quickly becoming more enigmatic and dangerous than I had initially anticipated. If I was to continue my investigation into him, I would need to tread carefully.

It seemed like I had no way out of this without causing harm or getting harmed myself.

“Why are you investigating Dash?” asked Orik.

My lips parted as I thought of a response. “I can’t tell you. Part of an ongoing investigation.”

The fae male laughed. “You are a strange creature, Katrina Lawless.”

That I am.

“When do you want me to retrieve this mysterious item?” I asked. “I’m busy, you know. I’ll have to see if I can schedule you in.”

The fae boss watched me for a moment before turning his back to me and walking away. “All in due time, Kat. All in due time,” he said over his shoulder.

I watched the male fae walk away with the bag of money, knowing deep down that I’d screwed myself royalty by coming here in the first place.

Fetching or stealing something for the fae boss didn’t sound too bad or dangerous.

But I knew it would be. I knew anything that involved that fae had to be perilous.

This was the worst morning I’d had in years.
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Icouldn’t face Aunt Luna. Couldn’t tell her how I’d failed royally after I’d told her all of her problems were solved. That I had this foolproof plan to save her house.

The weight of this failure was crushing me. I hadn’t felt this low in a long time. And it wasn’t a good feeling.

Orik’s money hadn’t worked, and now I was left with a crumbling feeling of desperation. And desperate people do desperate, stupid things.

And here I was, doing the thing I swore I’d never do again.

I glanced at the impressive, brown brick home with its steeply pitched gable roofs, intricate stonework and masonry, and imposing wooden beams set in a smooth stone or stucco exterior. It sat in the middle of a grand estate, sprawling over acres of lush meadows. The majestic three-story Tudor manor encircled a central courtyard while the property was shielded by dense woods that led to a massive pond.

Pulling my Jeep up the long driveway, I parked.

I gripped the steering wheel and squeezed. “What the hell am I doing here?” My heart slammed in my chest as I recalled the events from the last time I was here.

My father tried to kill me.

He’d used an illegal spell on me, a nightmare snare, and watched as I’d slowly succumbed to it, the life slowly slipping away from me.

Worse, he’d done it at a party in front of his friends and acquaintances. My brother had watched with glee, but my mother had had a visibly disturbed expression.

That reaction was the only reason I was here now. I needed her to listen.

And if it hadn’t been for Dash, I wasn’t sure my mother would have had the courage to stop my father. If it hadn’t been for Dash, I would have suffocated to death.

My thoughts moved to the handsome carpenter. He’d volunteered to come with me to that dinner party after he’d seen how much it tormented me to go and then had saved my life. How could I turn in someone like that?

Aunt Luna was fond of Dash, and if I did turn him in to the county sheriff, I had a feeling she’d stop speaking to me.

Having Dash with me again would have helped me face what I was about to do, but I didn’t want to involve him with more of my dysfunctional family drama.

I didn’t know how long I sat in my Jeep before I finally willed my ass out. I checked my pocket, making sure my antique lighter was there. No way I was going in without a backup plan. Said backup was that if my father tried anything again, I would fry his ass.

I trudged along the gravel path, my boots making a crunching sound with each step. The elegant gardens on either side of me seemed like they belonged in a fairytale, but the closer I got to the imposing double doors of the house, the more I felt a sense of disgust building up within me. The beautiful exterior was just a facade for what lay inside—a place that held so much pain and heartache for me. It was almost suffocating, like hitting an invisible barrier.

Resolute, I pressed my finger on the doorbell and leaned back, my right hand stuffed in my jeans pocket and wrapped around my lighter. I wasn’t taking any more chances with my life.

The front door creaked open, and a tall man emerged. I had to tilt my head back to get a good view of him. His hair was a mix of black and gray, cut short without much thought, while his face held a stern expression. His prominent nose gave him an almost regal appearance. He was dressed in all black, with tailored gray pants that accentuated his form. The faint traces of cold energy and the scent of vinegar and sulfur hit me—the scent of Dark witches. He was the same man who’d opened the door when I was here with Dash.

“Yes? What do you want?” The man’s voice dripped with a hint of mockery as he gave me a quick once-over. His nose wrinkled at the sight of me as though my ordinary clothes were giving off a foul odor.

“I’m here to see Evangeline Lawless,” I told him, my voice stripped of any emotion.

The doorman loomed over me. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No.”

A wicked smile spread over his face. “Then I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time. Ms. Lawless is a very busy woman. She’s presently occupied with a very important lunch with equally important people. Without an appointment, you can’t come in.”

Like hell, I wasn’t. “Tell her that her daughter is here to see her. She’ll want to see me.”

The doorman’s expression shifted to one of amusement. “Her daughter?”

“Yes, her daughter. You’ve seen me before, only a few days ago. Or are you so dim-witted that you can’t remember a face?” Yes, I probably shouldn’t have said that, but he was starting to irritate me.

The doorman’s expression twisted with anger. “I don’t care what you say. We don’t allow hooligans and thieves inside. You’ll have to schedule an appointment like everyone else. Goodbye.” He took a step back and began to close the door.

Motherfracker.

As the door was closing, I shot out my foot and forcefully pushed it against the door. With my body weight behind it, the door flew back.

So did the doorman.

He slipped on the polished floors and fell with a cry and a flurry of undignified movements. As he looked up at me, fury burned in his eyes, and I could feel the pricks of energy rise in the air. He was about to spell me.

But I beat him to it.

I held my lighter in my left hand while I manipulated a ball of fire with my right. “Don’t,” I warned, “because I will burn you if you try anything.”

“Your father will hear about this!” he seethed, spit flying from his mouth.

Yeah, he knew who I was, which only pissed me off further. “Be a good dog and stay down.”

I rolled the fireball around my hand in warning one last time before letting it go. I turned around and headed down the foyer to the dining room. I walked fast, knowing I didn’t have much time before my father threw me out. I had to act quickly.

The wooden panels seemed to go on for miles as I ran. The house was divided by a grand double staircase, creating two distinct areas. The walls were decorated with paintings and wainscoting, giving off a cozy and inviting vibe. The furniture showcased exquisite nineteenth-century artistry, exemplified by the intricate carvings in the luxurious wood.

Yes, the house was beautifully crafted and furnished. But it repulsed me.

I made it to the dining room, my heart pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat. The bustle of many voices reached me. My hands were shaking with adrenaline, and I had to take a moment to compose myself before pushing open the doors.

Inside, my mother sat at the head of the table, her back straight and regal as she held court over a group of Dark witches. They all turned to look at me as I entered, their expressions ranging from surprise to annoyance.

“Hello, Mother,” I said, my voice steady despite the nerves that threatened to overtake me. It wasn’t that I was nervous to see her but more about what I was about to ask.

My mother’s gaze was like ice as she looked at me. “Katrina? What are you doing here?” she asked coolly. “And why are you holding a lighter?”

“Oh, shit.” I flicked the lighter shut and stuffed it back in my pocket.

“Is this the daughter you never speak of?” asked a witch with an overly tanned face that made her look years older and with enough makeup to start her own beauty shop.

The mockery in her tone set my nerves on edge. But then the whispers and the mocking laughter just made me want to burn the pretty floral centerpieces—along with a few witches.

“I heard she died when she was seventeen,” said another witch with sleek white hair. “Isn’t that what Alistair had said? That she’d drowned when she fell off one of his yachts?”

Her comment didn’t surprise me. Father was such a sweetheart.

“I heard she was in a mental institution,” whispered another witch with short red hair, though her comment was loud enough for everyone to hear. “Locked up after she tried to kill her father. Attacked him with a knife while he was sleeping.”

“No, it was poison,” said a brunette witch, wearing a necklace of small, white bones as she narrowed her eyes at me. “She tried to poison her entire family… and the help.”

That statement was received with a collection of oohs and ahhs.

Wow. This was getting better and better.

I clenched my jaw, trying to keep my cool. My mother’s eyes scanned me up and down, taking in my appearance.

Her face paled as she plastered on one of her infamous fake smiles. “I’m in the middle of entertaining my guests. You really shouldn’t be here.”

“I came to talk,” I replied, trying not to sound too desperate. “Can we go somewhere and talk? I promise it won’t take long.”

A flush appeared on my mother’s face. “Really, Katrina. This isn’t the time.”

I folded my arms over my chest. “I’m not leaving until we talk.”

I saw the hesitation and the final decision behind my mother’s eyes.

“Excuse me, ladies.”

My mother glanced around at her guests before standing up gracefully in a sleek, black dress. Her shiny, dark hair flowed effortlessly down her back. She walked out of the room. I followed her into the hallway, where we could speak in private.

“Well?” she said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “What is this about?”

“Nice to see you too, Mother.”

Evangeline Lawless narrowed her hazel eyes at me. “What do you expect? You show up unannounced. Interrupt an important luncheon.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. If I made her angrier with me, she wouldn’t help me. “I’m sorry,” I began, not that I was. “It’s a bit of an emergency. And I didn’t know who else to turn to.”

“Is that so?”

“I need your help,” I blurted out before losing my nerve. If my aunt knew where I was, she’d probably beat me with her cane. She would never have agreed to this. Good thing I didn’t tell her.

My mother raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Really? And what kind of help do you think I can provide?”

“Money.” Might as well just come out and say it. The word felt strange on my lips.

“You left without even a goodbye, and now you’re asking me for money?”

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

“You disappeared for twenty years. And you show up now? Asking for my help?”

I gritted my teeth, trying to control the swirl of anger that threatened to take over. “I’m not doing this now. You know why I left.”

She stilled. “No family is perfect.”

“A family that resorts to physical abuse to extract magic from their children is not a family at all... It’s a prison.”

My mother’s mouth fell open, and she flinched like I’d physically assaulted her. “I’ve never hurt you. I’ve never hurt any of my children.”

I smiled coldly. “No. You just didn’t do a damn thing about it.”

My mother’s face flushed, and she was looking at everything but me. “If you’re here because you want an apology from me…”

“No. That’s not why I’ve come.” I shook my head, though she could have apologized many times over in the last few minutes. She just never did.

“What is it, then?” My mother watched me a moment, and then her gaze traveled back to the dining room, probably worried that her guests were gossiping about her. Of course, they were. And, of course, she was.

“It’s your fault I’m here,” I said before I could control my temper. “If you had just left Aunt Luna’s house alone… I wouldn’t be here interrupting your important lunch.”

My mother’s lips tightened, and she looked up at me, her eyes gleaming with a mixture of confusion and irritation. “What are you talking about?”

I sighed. “The late taxes? The twenty thousand dollars that the Lawless Corporation paid. The transfer of the deed of Aunt Luna’s house to the corporation if I don’t pay it back? Brad’s plan to demolition the house?” I looked over her face, seeing total confusion. “You didn’t know. Did you?”

My mother opened her mouth—

“Well, well, well. Look who’s come to pay us a visit.”

A tall, commanding figure with a broad frame and jet-black hair strode towards us. The cut of his suit only added to his air of authority and affluence. As he neared, a feeling of unease washed over me.

Alistair Lawless, or should I say Alistair Vargas because that was his real name before he changed it, came strolling our way. He’d married my mother for her money and her position. And he’d thanked her all these years by cheating on her with multiple lovers.

If I had to guess, I’d say my mother chose to stay with him because she was too embarrassed or ashamed to ask for a divorce. She was too weak.

I caught a glimpse of the doorman snickering at me before disappearing down the hallway through a door.

“Fender says you attacked him?” accused my father.

I snorted. “Well, Fender Bender lied.”

“He said you threatened to kill him with fire?” My father watched me curiously. “I didn’t know you possessed elemental magic.”

“I don’t.”

He smiled a cold, deceitful smile. “So you steal spells and pretend that you’re capable of magic. Typical. And I can’t say that I’m surprised at all. You were always very good at pretending.”

“I don’t give a shit what you think of me.”

“Katrina,” hissed my mother, “don’t speak to your father that way.”

My father raised his hand. “It’s okay, darling. She was always rude and lacking in manners. That’s what happens to those who can’t do magic. They become bitter and envious of those who shine with it. She’s simply a fool. In the animal kingdom, wolves will often kill their weak or disabled offspring.”

I’d had enough of him. “Screw you.”

My mother gasped and slapped her hands over her mouth, but dearest Papa trembled with rage. His eyes rounded, the whites showing, and it looked as though they might pop out.

I slipped my hand in my pocket and yanked out my lighter as I waited for him to make the first move. It might have been idiotic to say what I did, but I’d had enough. If he tried anything, I’d fire back. Yes, he was powerful. Very powerful.

But so was I.

Alistair pulled on the energies around him. The air dropped a few degrees, so I knew what was next.

“Alistair, no,” pleaded my mother, which earned her another few points.

But I’d insulted the king. And now I’d pay the price.

My father yanked on his power. I knew he could easily deflect a fireball.

But I was two steps ahead.

I pressed the ignition on the lighter and pushed out. Sending a thread of fire—not at Alistair but at the massive chandelier above us.

The chandelier burst into flames and then went out.

Leaving us in semi-darkness.

See, those old houses didn’t have a lot of windows and natural light. They were dark with heavy drapes. So if you removed a source of light, chances were, you’d be left in shadows.

The bursting chandelier had my father temporarily stunned.

It was all I needed.

I pulled on the shadows around me, gathering them tightly, and then I pushed out.

A rope made of shadows shot out and wrapped itself around my father’s neck before he could react.

Panic was high on his expression as he punched and pulled desperately, trying to remove my rope.

His face turned an ugly shade of red before he fell to his knees.

And then I pulled harder.

My shadow ropes squeezed around his neck. “How does it feel?”

My father desperately clawed at his throat, trying to remove my shadow rope, but he couldn’t. He didn’t know this magic. It wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen.

My umbra magic.

“Kat! Stop! You’re killing him!” my mother screamed, though she was staring at me—not in fear but in… recognition? What was that about?

If I were like my father, I would have watched him die with a smile. But I wasn’t an asshole. Even though he deserved it.

With a soft pull of my will, I let my shadows go, and my umbra rope dissolved into a mist.

“You!” wheezed my father, a hand around his throat. “Get out! Get out of my house! And don’t ever come back!”

I looked at my mother as I answered. “Don’t worry. I won’t.”

And with that, I made my exit.
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Hurting a member of your own family physically doesn’t leave you with a fuzzy feeling inside. I was flooded with conflicting emotions, mainly anger and disgust at myself for losing control.

Yes, I know. My father would most likely have killed me that night at the dinner party as part of a show for his guests. He was cruel. Psychotic. Demented.

I didn’t want to be that person. I was nothing like him. I didn’t even look like him.

Yet deep down, a part of me felt satisfaction, almost pride, in standing up to my abusive father. Was I truly capable of such violence? Was I becoming like him? The thought made me sick to my stomach.

But I wasn’t like him.

The fact that I just let him live proved it.

Still, I wanted to speak to someone who’d understand. And only when I saw the big white farmhouse and red barn did I realize that person was Dash.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t home. And after a phone call and a text message that received no answer, I made my way back home to face my aunt.

It was time to have a chat with her. Time to tell her everything.

“I’m sorry. I tried,” I said once I was inside the house and had made my way to the kitchen. I’d also decided to come clean and tell her everything—from the town hall’s refusal to take Orik’s money to the mob boss refusing to break our contract and, finally, my last attempt to get money out of my mother, which only resulted in assaulting my dearest papa.

I’d left without a dime to my name.

I was surprised at how emotional my voice was. I wasn’t used to that. I blinked, only realizing then that my aunt wasn’t dressed in her usual bright colors. “Why are you dressed all in black?”

My aunt was hunched before me on her cane, wrapped in a black dress, a stark contrast to her usual vibrant wardrobe. Her newly dyed purple hair was tucked under a black beret. Her eyes, usually bright and lively, were now downcast and sad. The black fabric hung loosely on her frame, emphasizing her slumped shoulders and haggard appearance.

“I’m in mourning.”

I fished out my lighter and settled it on the kitchen counter, giving it a little tap as my way to say thanks. “Who died?”

My aunt cast her gaze around. “This place. This house. Your brother is going to smash it down until there’s nothing left. It’s dead.”

Guilt hit hard. “Not yet. There’s still time to figure something out.” I could go see Helen, the mayor of Moonfell, and beg her for an extension on the transfer of the deed of sale. And if that didn’t work, I would find a way into the town hall records database and alter the records myself. Yes, I would break the law for my aunt. I’d deal with the consequences later.

I wasn’t giving up just yet. I wouldn’t.

My aunt gave me a hard look. “I never asked you to go see your parents.”

I frowned, surprised at her words. “Why are you saying that? I can’t let Brad destroy this house. And if it means I have to beg for money from my mother, I’ll do it again in a heartbeat.”

My aunt sighed, looking weary and tired. “I didn’t want you to get hurt. What if your father had done something far worse than the nightmare snare spell to you? He could have killed you, Kat.”

“But he didn’t.” More like the other way around. And now he and my mother had been privy to my unusual source of magic. Not sure what my father would do about that. He hated being challenged. My mother would have told him the reason for my visit by now. Knowing him, he’d do everything in his power to keep me from getting back my aunt’s house. Of that, I was certain.

“He’ll retaliate,” my aunt voiced after a moment. “He’ll come after you. Put you in your place, that kind of thing. That’s what he does. He’ll send Brad or someone else to hurt you.”

I figured as much. “He can try.”

“He will try.” Concern flashed over my aunt’s face. “He’s become incredibly strong over time. I can’t quite understand it, but his magic has grown in a way that doesn’t seem natural.”

“I’m pretty sure he pays for his spells.” With my mother’s fortune.

“Yes. I’m sure there’s that. But he’s a ruthless witch with no morals.”

“Evil bastard,” I said. “Go on. You can say it.”

“There are worse things than evil bastards,” said my aunt. “And your father’s it.”

To anyone else, it would sound absurd to have one’s own father seek you out to give you a beating, but not to me. It was just the thing I knew he was capable of.

But he didn’t know my magic. Even though I’d revealed it to him, it was only a peek of what it could to. What I could do.

So, I say, let him come. And I’ll be waiting.

My eyes fell over my aunt. I hated seeing her so dejected, beaten, and terrified. It looked like breaking the law was going to be my only option to save the house.

“I need a favor,” I said, knowing that if I kept her mind busy with a task, she’d stop wallowing in despair for a while.

My aunt cupped her hands over her cane and leaned forward curiously. “What kind of favor?”

I smiled at the renewed spark in her eye. “One that requires your special talent,” I answered and realized how much I sounded like Orik.

My aunt shrugged. “Well? Out with it.”

I grabbed a stool from the kitchen island and sat. “Okay. I was thinking—”

“Thinking is good.”

“You said that to kill the buer demon, one must kill the summoner. Right?”

“That’s right.”

“But without knowing where the summoner will be, it’s pointless.”

My aunt adjusted her beret. “Yes. I get the feeling you’re about to share something important.”

My pulse throbbed with excitement. “If you were able to track the source of the rift to where the demon enters our world, I think we’ll find the summoner. They have to be nearby. Right? If this buer is controlled like a golem is, it needs orders and instruction. They can’t do it miles away. If we can locate the rip in the Veil, we’ll find the summoner.”

A knowing grin spread across my aunt. “And you need me to conjure a tracking spell?”

I mirrored her grin with one of my own. “I do. Can you manage it? Do you know of a spell that can pinpoint an opening in the veil? If not, I’ll ask Annette—”

My aunt slammed her cane, causing the hardwood floor to vibrate beneath my feet. “Who do you think I am? Of course, I can do that spell.” She looked at me. “I have years more experience in spell casting than all your housewife witch friends combined.”

I felt some tension leave my shoulders. “How long will it take?”

My aunt cocked a brow. “How long do I have?”

I thought about it. “Well, I saw the buer demon around eight at night near Annette’s. And I believe it had just crossed over into our world. How about around midnight-ish?”

My aunt nodded, her eyes gleaming with determination. “I can do better. How about around ten o’clock tonight? I’ll need some time to gather the necessary ingredients and prepare for the ritual. I believe I have everything here in my potion cupboard. Fetch me that big cauldron over there.” My aunt pointed to the iron cauldron sitting on the top of a large oak sideboard.

I slipped off the stool and made my way toward the sideboard. “Yes, ma’am.”

“What will you do when you find the summoner?” asked my aunt as I hauled the heavy cauldron over to the stove.

“If I can convince them to destroy the demon or send it back to hell, I won’t have to kill them,” I answered. “And if we manage to apprehend the summoner, we may finally get some answers as to why they’re doing this. After that, I'll let Blake deal with them. He’s convinced it’s The Forsaken.”

“I have to agree with him,” said my aunt.

I shook my head. “I’m not so sure.”

“Why do you say that?” My aunt grabbed a jar from her cupboard and waddled back to the waiting cauldron. She poured what looked like blood into the pot and then hobbled back to the potion cabinet.

I leaned against the kitchen counter, knowing my aunt would only be frustrated if I offered to help when she didn’t ask, so I didn’t. “A feeling.”

“A feeling?” My aunt balanced two glass containers on her left arm and walked back to the stove. “Is that considered good investigator work? Feelings?”

“Ha. Ha. You know what I mean. The killings feel off. Like there’s no real thought put into them. The Forsaken are organized. They don’t do things without thinking them through first.”

“The Forsaken are evil bastards. Don’t try to get into their heads. You might get stuck.”

“I just don’t see it as them.” I sighed as my aunt sprinkled something like dirt into her pot. “Is that grave dirt?”

“The ashes of a Dark witch. It’s the only thing powerful enough to track a weakness in the veil.”

I flinched. “Ew. I hope you had their consent.”

My aunt dumped the entire contents of another jar with yellow liquid. “What does Dash think? Did you ask him?”

Hearing his name sent a tiny flutter through my chest. “I bumped into him at the town hall. Where do you get witches’ ashes these days? Have you been to Tombstone?” It was the only likely area where my aunt could fetch such horrible ingredients.

“Yes, I told him where you were,” said my aunt, completely avoiding my question.

“I know.” My aunt’s fondness for Dash was no secret, and the fact that he showed up at her doorstep this morning likely delighted her.

“He said he didn’t know if it was The Forsaken.”

My aunt gave me a level stare. “Do you believe him?”

Strangely enough, I did. But I couldn’t shake off the feeling of doubt that lingered in my mind. Despite my gut telling me otherwise, I found myself responding with a strange certainty.

“Yes. He wasn’t lying about that. I wanted to ask him about the buer demon. He seemed to know a lot about it, but after I was done with the town hall, he was gone. There have been two more deaths,” I said, realizing I’d forgotten to include this part of my morning retelling. “Two teenagers up in Moonfell Heights. Died in the same way as the waitress Jessie.”

My aunt’s shoulders slumped, and sadness spread across her face. “How horrible for those young people to die in that way.”

A flash of the torn-up bodies appeared in my mind’s eye, but I quickly brushed it away. “That’s why we need to find the summoner before this gets out of hand.” Something occurred to me. “You know, is it possible that The Forsaken did summon this buer demon, but it’s not listening?”

“It’s unlikely. Their sole purpose is to obey their master.”

I crossed my arms as I thought more about it. “No. I mean, we’ve all heard the stories of Dark witches summoning demons and how their subjects turned on them. What if that’s what’s happening now? What if the summoner fucked up?”

“Language.”

“If the summoner lost control of its creature… That would likely explain how wild and unfocused the killings are.” As the words left my mouth, it almost made sense. Summoning demons was a dangerous business. Most would say foolish. And I’d been foolish in my younger years as I attempted to do just that and ended up burning down my apartment. From what I remember, just one wrong word, one rune that wasn’t clear enough, could open the door to the demon you were trying to control.

“If you’re right, it’s much worse than we first thought.” My aunt mumbled a few inaudible words and proceeded to tip the contents of a vial into her cauldron. She leaned back just as a loud pop sounded, and a puff of yellow mist rose before disappearing.

I wrinkled my face at the stench of rot coming from her cauldron. “How so?”

My aunt continued stirring. “It means we have a killer demon in our midst that cannot be controlled, not even by its own summoner.”

Damn. She was right. “Does that screw up my plan?” It was the only plan I could think of. Without knowing where the buer demon would appear, I’d never find it before it killed more innocent lives. It could show up anywhere.

My aunt pressed her lips together until they disappeared completely. “It does complicate things. But we’ll have a better chance at destroying the demon with the summoner’s location. There’s still likely a link between them. Like a mark, if you will.”

Not sure what she meant by that, but she was so confident that I was going with it.

I couldn’t help but think about the gravity of the situation. We were dealing with a demon that was impossible to control and was wreaking havoc on innocent lives. I felt a heavy responsibility to put an end to this nightmare, among all the other things that were simultaneously happening. I would have to find time to settle the score with my aunt’s house.

“What does this mark look like?” I asked, wondering if once the summoner called it up it stayed with them forever. Did Dash have a mark? Did The Forsaken mark him?

My aunt chuckled, the grim sound echoing through the kitchen. “In the realm of demon summoning, there’s always a mark—a manifestation of the pact the summoner has made with the beast. It’s a part of the deal, the price they pay for the power they seek. And somehow, it’s always visible to the trained eye. It could be something as subtle as a faint scar or as overt as a burning emblem etched into their skin, but it’s there to be seen.” My aunt cast a glance my way. “Why? Why are you so curious about the mark? Does this have something to do with Dash?”

Damn, that old woman was perceptive. “No. I just want to get all the info I can get before I go into battle. You know… know your enemy.”

“Hmmm.” Another loud pop echoed through the room. My aunt’s eyes widened as yellow mist billowed from the cauldron, momentarily obscuring her figure.

“Smells delicious.” I laughed.

“It smells like Lucifer’s feet. But it’ll do the trick.”

I burst out laughing. “You nasty old woman.”

She pointed the spatula at me. “And don’t you forget it.”

My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I yanked it out.

Annette: Please come.

“Is it Dash?” My aunt looked over her shoulder at me, and I hated the worry in her eyes, worry for him.

“No. It’s Annette. She’s been trying to get me to come over for dinner all day.”

“You should go.” My aunt stirred her cauldron. “She’s a nice witch. I’m not so sure about her friends, though. Especially the blonde slut.”

I smacked my forehead with an open palm. “I think I’ll go and have some drinks with the slut.”

My aunt snorted into her cauldron, and I was glad to see her smiling and not dejected like when I’d first walked in.

I quickly texted Annette.

Me: I’ll be there.

I needed to kill some time anyway. By the time we finished dinner, my aunt’s tracking spell would be ready.

And the summoner would be mine.
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“You my cookie.” Laughed Elsie, the four-year-old with cheeks to go around and the most beautiful golden spiral locks I’d ever seen. “You.” She thrust a cat-face-like chocolate chip cookie at me with three eyes and no mouth.

“Yes. It’s a cat. Like my name.” I smiled at the little girl and took the offered cookie. To her, my name and a cat were basically the same thing. For all I knew, she thought I was a cat.

“Enough with the cookies, Elsie. Kat won’t eat her dinner.” Annette shooed her youngest daughter away into the living room, where the rest of the siblings gathered around their werewolf father, Liam, who was stretched out in front of the TV.

I laughed as Elsie jumped over her father and landed with her knees in his ribs.

“God, she’s cute,” said Tilly, sipping her wine. “The perfect child.”

I took a bite of my cookie, which was surprisingly moist and very good. “You want kids?”

Tilly snorted. “God, no. And ruin this delicious body?” she rubbed a hand down her side very slowly.

Cristina gave a short laugh and popped a kalamata olive into her mouth. “You talk about your body like it’s a piece of cheesecake.”

“Not a piece, darling, the whole cake,” answered Tilly with a sensuous smile.

Annette had had five children, and I thought she had a rockin’ body. But I kept that to myself.

Speaking of the witch, she came back, glanced at her friends, and asked in a hushed tone, “So you went to see that Urik in Tombstone? What’s he like?”

Oh, crap. I was wondering when this would come out.

“It’s Orik. And, yes, I did.”

“And?” Tilly leaned forward. “Is he as hot as I’ve heard? They say he’s really sexy. He’s a fae. Isn’t he? The fae are excellent lovers. Trust me.”

I believed her. “And probably a killer.” But he was also a father.

Annette reached back and tied a knot in the bun on the top of her head. “I can’t believe you went there alone. Why didn’t you come to us? We would have helped.”

I cringed. See, this was why I didn’t have many friends. I couldn’t stand the way they were all looking at me like I was pathetic. Weak.

Part of me wanted to leave. But I cemented my feet to the floor and endured the humiliation. I knew she was only trying to help. But that didn’t mean I had to like it either.

“Because that was a private matter,” I began, seeing the three witches’ eyes locked on me with every word I said. “I didn’t want anyone to know about our—my money problems. I did this. I need to get out of it.”

“But why Orik? Why didn’t you ask the bank for a loan?” Cristina tossed another olive into her mouth. “I know Andre. He’s the finance officer at Moonfell Bank. He can help.”

I shook my head and swallowed the rest of my cookie. “The bank refused. Let’s just say I went to see Orik only as a last option. But what good did it do? The town hall refused the money.” I didn’t want to get into too many details. The less they knew about my personal life, the better.

Annette swore. “So what are you going to do?”

“You said your brother would tear down the house?” added Cristina.

I started to feel uncomfortable with all this talk about my problems. “I’ll figure it out.” I looked away and grabbed my wine glass, hoping they’d get the picture and drop the subject.

“We heard about the others,” said Cristina, seemingly understanding my body language to change the subject. “The other murders.”

Since Liam was Blake’s best friend, it didn’t surprise me that the witches would know.

“Who were they?” Tilly popped a tortilla chip into her mouth. “Blake won’t tell me.”

I shrugged. “Just a couple of teenagers who happened to be in the buer demon’s path.”

“So you think it’s the same demon? The buer demon?” Annette watched me closely, as though she was trying to read my mind.

She didn’t look as terrified and upset as before. I guessed she figured if the demon was killing others away from her house, her daughters were safe… or at least not on the buer’s radar.

“I do.” I took another sip of my wine. “Just don’t know why. But hopefully, I’ll know later tonight.”

“Oooh. Are we going demon hunting tonight?” Tilly tossed another chip in her mouth and chewed loudly. I wondered if that’s what I looked like when I was chewing on my nicotine gum.

“I don’t know about hunting,” I said. “But my aunt’s working on a tracking spell that should be ready later tonight.”

“To track the buer demon?” asked Cristina, nodding to herself as though she knew all about tracking demons.

“More like the summoner.” I explained the connection with the demon and its master as well as why the tracking spell should work.

“I’m coming with you,” announced Annette, her face fierce like fighting this demon would somehow protect her daughters.

“Me too,” added Cristina as she glanced over to Tilly, who shrugged.

“What?” Tilly laughed. “You know I’m in. But what I want to know is…” She leaned closer. “What happened to the half-naked guy on your porch?”

“Ooooh. Me too. Spill it,” ordered Annette, a huge smile on her face. “He was hot.”

“Smokin’ hot,” chimed in Tilly with a wink.

Crap. I didn’t want to talk about Dash. The less they knew, the better for me. “Nothing happened. He’s just a friend.”

“That blush on your face says otherwise,” teased Tilly.

“A friend with benefits?” asked Cristina.

“Those are my faves.” Tilly drank the last of her wine and proceeded to pour herself another generous glass.

I wasn’t sure what Dash was to me or what I was to him, but I was leaning toward friends more and more.

What am I thinking? Dash couldn’t be my friend. He couldn’t be anything. He was a member of the wrong team. The dark side. The Forsaken.

Damn it, why did this have to be so complicated? Why couldn’t we just be enemies and leave it at that?

“Speaking of faves,” announced Tilly, and we all turned our heads in the direction she was looking.

The sheriff of Moonfell walked into Annette’s house like he owned the place or, rather, like he was here all the time. He glanced our way before moving straight into the living room to greet Liam. Elsie threw her tiny arms around his leg and stuck there like she had Velcroed herself to his pants.

“Hey, Sheriff,” Tilly purred out a greeting, flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder.

Blake smiled proudly at Tilly’s flirtatious tone before turning back to Liam. They nodded at each other before getting into a hushed conversation. Probably about the recent murders. Liam was a werewolf, too. Maybe Blake needed his insight on something.

Blake had also demanded to be there when I was ready to confront the demon. Unfortunately, I’d agreed to it. Guess I was going to have to divulge my plans to him. As sheriff, he was entitled. As a werewolf douche, he wasn’t.

Annette poured another round of wine for everyone except for Tilly, whose glass was filled to the rim.

“So…” started Tilly, leaning against the counter with a smirk on her face.

I knew where this was going but pretended not to know what she was talking about anyway. “So?” I asked casually, taking a sip of wine.

“So… when are we going to meet this guy? What’s his name again?” Tilly’s eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Dash,” answered Annette with a smile.

I sighed. “Nothing is going on,” I said a bit too loudly as I caught Blake’s head snap in our direction.

“But you’d like there to be,” teased Tilly. “Admit it. You want to jump his bones. Hell, I’d jump his bones.”

“Whose bones are we jumping?” Blake appeared in the kitchen, though I’d never seen or heard him coming.

Tilly’s eyes flashed to mine before looking at Blake. “Yours, of course.” She laughed, though I knew she really meant it.

“Right.” Blake gave her the same confident, I-can-get-you-in-bed-in-five-seconds-flat smile that he gave all females.

An awkward silence followed, and Tilly looked positively like she wanted to throw herself at Blake, kind of like Elsie had done, but with different motives.

“Can I get you something to drink, Blake?” asked Annette, cutting into the silence.

“A beer would be great.”

Annette smiled and made her way to the fridge.

“What did I miss?” asked the big werewolf. When I looked at him, I realized he was directing the question to me.

“Not much,” I answered, wondering why he was asking me.

The large werewolf surveyed me for a moment. “You look like you’re planning something.”

“I do?” Was he psychic, too? I pressed a hand on my hip. “Well, I’m not.”

“Really? Did you forget about our date tonight?” Blake had lost his smile. I knew exactly what he was referring to.

“You’re going on a date?” Tilly’s face fell. So did her smile. At first, she looked taken aback, but then her face changed. And when she glared at me next, it was like she just caught me in bed with her husband.

I raised a hand. “Uh… there’s no date.” Was he as dumb as he was big? Couldn’t he see what he was doing to Tilly? Didn’t he know she was in love with him?

“Yes, there is,” pressed Blake, completely oblivious to Tilly’s reaction. Or maybe he just didn’t care. “Tonight. You said yes to tonight.”

Tilly’s face was changing color by the second, and now Cristina was frowning at me. Fantastic.

I glanced at Tilly. “It’s not what you think. It’s not a real date.” Shit. I shouldn’t even have said the word date. I was going to strangle the sheriff.

I noticed a visible tension release from Tilly at my comment. Okay. So far so good.

But when the big idiot reached out and touched my arm—ever so gently, with a smoldering look that shouldn’t have been there—Tilly’s body stiffened, and she stormed away.

“Are you and your aunt doing okay?” asked Blake, completely oblivious to what he’d just done, how he’d hurt Tilly.

I slapped his hand away. “Nice going. You’re a real idiot. You know that?”

The sheriff shrugged. “What?”

“Uh… what’s happening? What’s the matter with Tilly?” Annette handed Blake his beer, her eyes on her friend walking away.

“Blake,” I grumbled, though I could tell by the confused expression on the witch that she had missed the show.

The sheriff took a sip of his beer. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t do anything.”

My gaze went to Cristina, who was the only one who’d seen the exchange, but she, too, was looking at me like I’d purposely flirted with the sheriff to hurt Tilly.

Wonderful. I should have stayed home.

When I first met Blake, for a fleeting moment, a small part of me entertained the idea of going on a date with the town’s sheriff. But as we got to know each other, it became clear that his traditional, alpha ways clashed with my independent, strong-willed personality. And once I found out about Tilly’s crush on him, any romantic thoughts were immediately shut down. Plus, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he still wanted to lock me up at any moment for my refusal to give up Dash.

Annette looked at me. Splatters of tomato spotted her blouse. “Dinner is ready. The lasagna just needs to cool for a bit, but everyone can take their seats,” she announced a bit louder.

The girls all jumped up from the living room floor and rushed to the dining room table like a pack of starving wolf pups, their father following at a lazy pace behind them. They all took their seats without a fuss. Even little Elsie pulled out a chair and climbed into it.

I smiled, though I was feeling more and more uncomfortable. I wasn’t used to having dinner with people—paranormals. I was socially awkward. No point in denying it. Before, I would use my cigarettes as an excuse whenever I needed a break and could walk away from social gatherings. But I’d ditched that habit.

I moved to the dining table. Cristina grabbed a chair in the middle of the table and sat, looking everywhere but at me.

I hesitated for a moment, not knowing where to sit. This was the awkward moment when you didn’t want to sit in someone’s regular spot. I was hoping Annette would tell me where she wanted me to sit, but the witch was just staring at the table, her lips moving like she was counting.

I cast my gaze over the table. The setting was simple, but it held a certain charm. In the center sat a large lasagna dish, surrounded by six bottles of wine. Each place was marked with a different place mat. The glasses varied in height and material, some plastic with faded Disney character designs—mostly princesses.

“Oh. We’re missing a chair?” said Annette, scratching her head. “I’ll get a folding chair from the patio.” She disappeared just as I was about to volunteer to get it for her. Anything to get away from Tilly’s glare.

Blake sat next to Liam, and even before his ass had even touched his chair, he’d filled his plate with a generous scoop of lasagna.

Annette appeared moments later with a chair she squeezed next to Ella’s at the other end of the table.

“Where’s Emily?” asked Annette, her hands on her hips as she glanced around at her girls.

“Who cares,” said Ella. “Probably crying in her room like a baby again.”

“I’m not a baby,” echoed Elsie, shaking her head.

Annette sighed. “I’m going to check on her. Kat, please, make yourself at home.” The mother of five slipped out of the dining room and headed up the staircase to the second floor, where her daughters’ bedrooms were.

My heart tugged at the thought of Emily crying over her school bullies. I had lots of experience with bullies. Hell, I’d be considered an expert. I wanted to help, but I knew this wasn’t any of my business.

I couldn’t help but notice Tilly sitting in a chair away from Blake, as far as she could get from him. She’d lost that pizzazz I loved so much about her. She looked… she looked hurt.

Damn, that werewolf.

My circle of friends was limited at best, and Tilly had proven herself as a capable witch and a friend. I’d need her again if I was planning on staying in Moonfell for a while. Which I was.

Somehow, I had to make this right. And to do that, I had to step out of my comfort zone and talk to her.

Yet the thought of opening up to her made me feel vulnerable—something I hated. It was a conflicting and uncomfortable decision, but one I knew I had to make.

I made my way toward her. “Tilly? There’s nothing going on—”

The witch got up and moved past me, ignoring me completely, and sat in the chair next to Cristina on the opposite side of the table.

I cringed on the inside. I would have preferred a slap.

Great. I pulled out a chair and let myself fall into it. This was going to be a swell dinner.

I really, really should have stayed home.
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By the time dinner was over, I was a sweating mess. Stress sweat. Tension sweat, whatever you wanted to call it, my pitties were swimming in it.

After another failed attempt to speak with Tilly once the males had congregated in the living room, leaving us females on our own to tend to the dishes, I’d decided I’d had enough.

I could only do so much. If she didn’t want to speak to me, that was her problem. I hadn’t done anything, and I was too old to run around trying to please everyone. Hell, I’d never pleased anyone.

I stepped off Annette’s porch, glad of the brisk October air to cool my hot cheeks, and walked toward my aunt’s house. I was anxious to get the tracking spell working. The sooner I’d discovered the summoner and vanquished their demon, the better off we’d all be.

“Don’t forget to call me when you’re ready,” Annette had said while I was pulling up my boots.

“Sure.”

“I want to be there too,” yelled Blake from the living room, where Elsie was brushing his hair with a doll’s comb.

“Yup.” The last thing I wanted was to have Blake anywhere near me if Tilly was there, too. But it didn’t expect her to be there tonight.

I sighed and walked faster. I needed to focus on finding the demon summoner. I might even have to kill them. Yes, it sounded a little extreme. But I didn’t think they’d come with me willingly. Then again, if they were members of The Forsaken, our lives meant nothing. It would be better to rid the town of that summoner.

I was so deep in thought that I never saw him until he was right in my face.

There, at the bottom of my aunt’s porch steps, someone was blocking my way.

Someone? A figure in a heavy black cloak faced me.

The figure was a tad taller than me, and his face was hidden under the cover of the cloak.

I laughed. “Dash? Is that you? Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” I’d been wondering when he’d show up. My heart did a tiny backflip. I wasn’t sure I liked the effect he had on me. “Dash?”

He kept his face hidden under that cloak, and the longer we stood there, the quicker I realized that maybe this was not Dash.

A jolt of energy crackled through the air, and a surge of darkness shot from the figure’s fingertips.

“Okay, not Dash.”

The figure pulled back their cowl.

“Definitely not Dash.”

His face was worn and tired with sharp features that could only be described as masculine. His long hair hung greasily down to his shoulders, clearly in need of a wash. One of his eyes was blue, filled with malice and harm. The other eye was pale and marred by a white scar that ran from his hairline to his jaw, rendering it useless. Another gust of energy swept through the air and prickled my skin. This was not the attractive shifter or whatever Dash claimed to be. The smell of sulfur stung my nostrils, making my eyes water. He was drawing magic from a demon. Of that I was certain.

Great. Just what I needed tonight.

“Are you one of The Forsaken?”

The mage—because that’s what he had to be—stared at me for what seemed like an eternity. His unsettling stare could only be described as “serial killer-esque,” not that I had any personal experience with that type. It was clear that he had come for me because I’d ruined their ritual.

“You the one who sent me that card?” I stared at the mage.

The mage remained silent, his gaze fixated on me. His mangled eye seemed to scan over me, but not in a sexual way. It felt more like he was deciding which part of me to harm first.

“You couldn’t have picked a worse time to show up,” I commented, realizing I was slightly unprepared by his sudden appearance. But then again, there was only one of him, and I could handle him. Right?

“You have something we want,” he said suddenly.

“Oh, really? And what’s that?”

The mage cocked his head to the side, and I could see a twisted grin on his face. “You.”

I looked down at myself and shrugged. “That feels kinda pervy.”

“You are a being that should not exist, yet here you are,” the mage replied coldly.

“Yet here I am.” I clenched my fists, taking a step closer to him. “You know nothing about me,” I spat.

The mage’s expression remained stoic, but I could sense a flicker of hesitation in his eyes. “I know enough. I know what you are,” he said, echoing the exact words on that card. The mage’s expression was unreadable. “You upset the balance.”

I laughed. “The balance?”

His appearance remained serious and unchanging. He stared at me intensely for several moments before speaking again. “It is not acceptable for mere witches to disrupt the natural order of our kind,” he said sternly.

“Spare me your riddles and tell me like it is.” I didn’t have time for this crap.

“It’s simple. You have something we want.”

I pursed my lips. “Let me guess. My magic?” I took his silence as my answer. “You can’t have it.”

The mage’s lips twisted into a malicious smile. “Oh, we will have it one way or another.”

I frowned. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I didn’t like how confident he was like he was already planning something. No way could they take my magic from me. Could they? I’d heard the stories of Dark witches draining other witches of their power. I just always thought they were rumors.

Unless this was different. Unless they were planning to force me into submission.

The mage’s eyes narrowed as he raised his hand, a surge of power crackling in the air around him. “You will belong to us,” he hissed, the air around us growing heavy with magic. I could feel the pressure building, threatening to crush me if I didn’t comply.

“I don’t belong to anyone.” I had fought too damn hard most of my life to claim actual magic, and I wasn’t about to let some self-righteous mage take it from me now.

He tilted his head slightly; his face stretched into a smile that had the hairs on the back of my neck rising. “You belong to The Forsaken.”

“This is what I say to your precious Forsaken.” I flipped him off.

The mage’s smile faltered, replaced by a look of cold fury. The air crackled with power as he raised his other hand, dark energy swirling around him like a malevolent storm. “You will regret defying us,” he growled, his voice reverberating with an otherworldly echo.

“That’s usually how it goes.” I stood my ground, pulling the shadows around me.

With a sudden surge of power, the mage launched a barrage of dark energy towards me, the force of it sending me flying backward. I crashed hard on the ground, pain flaring through my body as I struggled to push myself upright.

Okay, he was faster at the draw than I’d expected. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

The mage advanced toward me with predatory grace. “You cannot hope to resist us forever,” he taunted, his eyes alight with cruel triumph.

“I will.” With a defiant glare, I channeled my umbra magic into the wellspring of power that resided within me, yanking the shadows around me and creating a long sword.

Excitement and desire flashed in the mage’s one good eye as he stared at my newly formed shadow sword, like he wanted a piece of that. Like he wanted all my magic.

“I won’t let you take my magic,” I growled through gritted teeth, my voice laced with determination.

“Who said anything about you having a say at all?” mocked the mage. He muttered something in a language I didn’t understand. Even though I couldn’t comprehend the language, the emotion behind his words was unmistakable. They were filled with death, darkness, and a desire for destruction.

A dark gray haze glowed around his hands, solidifying as his fingers manipulated his demonic magic, and his lips moved, giving it strength. The scent of sulfur was heavy, nearly making me choke.

A surge of dark energy radiated from the mage, tendrils snaking out towards me with lethal intent. I danced to the side, narrowly avoiding the deadly shot that seared the ground where I had stood a moment before. Gritting my teeth against the pain that exploded up my leg, I lunged forward with my shadow sword, aiming for the mage’s exposed flank.

With a deft twist of his wrist, he conjured a shield of crackling energy to deflect my strike. The impact sent reverberations up my arm, jarring my bones. But I didn’t relent. I pressed on, persistent in my assault and determined to break through his defenses.

The mage’s one-eyed gaze narrowed in concentration as he countered each of my moves with precision and power. It was like trying to fight a tempest. Every strike met with an equal force that threatened to overwhelm me.

But he was quicker than I anticipated, dodging my attack with a swift sidestep. His hand shot out, and a blast of black energy hurled toward me.

I cursed and swung my shadow sword before me. The mage’s magic hit, and the impact sent shockwaves through my arm.

Okay. He wanted to play hardball? He got it.

Gritting my teeth against the pain, I retaliated with a surge of umbra magic, sending tendrils of shadow snaking toward the mage.

The tendrils wrapped around his limbs like living restraints, binding him tightly, but to my dismay, he merely laughed, his voice filled with triumphant malice.

“You can’t escape us.”

“Who said anything about escaping?” I yanked on my shadow ropes, pulling them tighter, just as I had done to my own father. Yeah, I might need some therapy after this.

But the damn mage kept laughing as I continued to squeeze. He should be scared or at least suffocating. But he wasn’t. He was smiling.

And then I knew why.

The mage’s form suddenly flickered and started to fade like a translucent hologram, his features becoming distorted and indistinct. Then with a final shudder, he simply vanished into thin air.

My shadow ropes fell to the ground like writhing snakes before exploding into a cloud of shadowy mist.

Shit. “Neat trick. Care to share how you did that?” I spun around on the spot, looking for the mage, but I couldn’t see him.

The street fell silent, the only sound the rustling of leaves in the wind. I tightened my grip on my shadow sword, my heart pounding. Suddenly, a voice whispered in my ear, “You can’t defeat what you can’t see.”

I whirled around, but nobody was there. Panic clawed at my throat as I realized I was completely exposed. The mage was right. How could I fight him if I couldn’t see him?

Damnit. In this moment, the absence of White or Dark magic was a frustrating realization. If only I could conjure up some kind of spell to reveal the mage or a counter spell to remove his invisibility. But with only my umbra magic, I was screwed.

“I’m here,” echoed a voice behind me.

I spun around with my sword and hit nothing but air.

I cried out as searing pain exploded from the back of my head. I stumbled to my knees, my vision blurring.

This had gone from bad to worse in a matter of seconds.

Darkness shimmered at the edges of my mind, and I felt my strength weaken. He’d hit me with some curse. I could feel its malevolent power coursing through my veins like a virus, infecting and spreading with each passing moment. Every inch of my body felt consumed by the curse, like a thick poison slowly seeping into my being.

I was in no shape to fight an invisible foe, but I had to.

I pushed myself up, which made my head pound even more. Where’s the Tylenol when I need it?

“Stop fighting, witch,” he mocked. “There’s no point. Let go. Join us. Just give in and join us. Embrace our power and bask in the adoration of those who fear us.”

“Is that what you told Dash? You need to work on your pitch.”

I gritted my teeth against the pain, refusing to succumb to the darkness threatening to overtake me. With shaky hands, I focused all my remaining energy on tapping into my umbra magic. The curse twisted and writhed inside me, but I channeled my power towards it, trying to unravel its hold.

I felt a release, not much, but enough for me to see clearly.

For a split second, the mage’s outline became visible before he faded again into invisibility. I couldn’t see him clearly, but I could sense his presence now.

It was enough.

With a fierce determination, I launched myself forward, swinging my shadow sword blindly in his direction. The blade connected with something solid, eliciting a grunt of surprise from my opponent.

“Not so invincible. Are you? Jackass.” I panted. Encouraged by this small victory, I pressed on relentlessly, not giving him a chance to strike back.

“You got lucky,” said a voice in my ear.

“Ah!” I jumped and whirled around, slicing the air with my sword. But this time, that’s all I got. Air.

Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I focused on my shadows. I closed my eyes and extended my senses, reaching out with my magic to feel for any disturbances in the air. And then, a faint whisper of malevolent energy brushed against my skin.

My eyes snapped open just in time to see the mage materialize behind me, his eyes gleaming with malice. Before I could react, he unleashed a barrage of demonic energy.

In a split second, something dark and swift collided with my body, sending me crashing to the ground. Agonizing pain shot through my waist, causing me to scream out as I fell. The pain from my hip bone was so intense my teeth began to chatter.

Filled with panic, I tried to get up, but my body felt weak and unresponsive. As I fell back onto the ground, each breath was shallow and strained, like I was having an asthma attack. It felt like there wasn’t enough air in the world. Every muscle in my body burned with pain. Something was wrong. What was happening?

And then the strangest thing happened.

The mage just left.

I stared, my jaw somewhere around my middle, as a member of The Forsaken walked down Briarwood Lane and disappeared into the cold night.

Wasn’t he here to kill me? So why hadn’t he finished the job?

My stomach twisted in a spasm of nausea. I rolled to my side as I vomited. Then came the fever of the century.

Agony consumed me as my body erupted in a fiery inferno, every pore on my skin oozing sweat. My limbs thrashed uncontrollably, betraying me and becoming unrecognizable to my own consciousness.

The pain steadily grew, and nausea set in. Darkness crept closer, threatening to engulf me. Struggling to keep my eyes open, I knew exactly what was happening. He had cursed me and left me here to die.

There was no escape from this curse. Only death was waiting for me. The end was close, too close.

As heavy footsteps sounded in the background, my vision faded to black.
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My dreams were a never-ending abyss of darkness and terror. The sound of death and agony echoed in my mind, but I couldn’t tell if the screams were coming from me or someone else. It felt like I was lying in a coffin with something cold and hard pressing against my back. The chill seeped into my bones as though I had fallen through thin ice, completely exposed to the freezing waters below. Fear took on many forms in my dreams, and at that moment, I was experiencing two: the fear that kept me paralyzed and the fear that had me crying out in terror. Dreams could be strange like that.

“Don’t go overboard. You’ll give her a heart attack,” a sardonic voice interrupted my dream.

“Can you please just stop yelling at me?” Another voice chimed in, dripping with anger and frustration. “I need some room to work.”

“Let me handle it,” said a third voice. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Get out of my way.” A loud smack echoed through the room.

My head fell forward, and a warm liquid touched my lips. I felt it pouring down my throat, but it didn’t feel right. Something was blocking my airway, and I feared I might choke in my sleep. In a panic, I used all of my willpower to force myself awake. The grogginess faded away, and I realized this wasn’t a dream.

Slowly, I opened my eyes to see four faces staring back at me.

Annette’s hands clapped together. “Thank the cauldron.”

Aunt Luna leaned in closer, her nose almost touching mine. “Kat? Can you hear me?”

I nodded, but suddenly, my body began to spasm and convulse. I gasped for air as another wave of cold hit me, and I winced in agony. A small part of me longed to go back to the dream. Anything was better than this slow death from the inside out. The mage had cursed me with something that was slowly killing me.

“Give her the tonic,” my aunt barked at someone behind her.

I heard the sound of rushing feet, and then someone draping a cloth over my face as they lifted me up and poured liquid down my throat. It tasted sweet and tangy, like lemon juice mixed with honey.

But it didn’t help. The convulsions continued, each one more violent than the last until I couldn’t hold back anymore.

Everything exploded out of me—water, bile, and blood—until nothing was left but dry heaves.

“Is she going to be okay?” whimpered a voice that I knew belonged to Cristina.

“Of course she will.” My aunt’s voice cracked as she rubbed my back in soothing circles. “She’s strong. She’s a Lawless. She’ll be fine.”

For what seemed like an eternity, I lay there on something soft, a bed or a couch, shivering and sweating as my body tried to rid itself of whatever poison was inside me.

In my line of work, I’d been cursed before—multiple times—just never with something so strong, powerful, and deadly.

My eyes fluttered open to see Tilly looming above me. Well, that was a surprise. She avoided my gaze and didn’t say anything, which was fine. This was not my issue. It was hers. If she had a problem with her feelings for Blake, that was on her.

She placed her hand on my forehead as my body convulsed like I was trying to ride a wild horse at a rodeo. “She’s still burning up,” she said with concern.

“I don’t understand,” whimpered Cristina, her voice shaking with fear. “Why isn’t your tonic working? She shouldn’t have a fever like this. She should be getting better or at least not worse. Right?”

“Give her another dose of the healing tonic,” my aunt commanded firmly. “Give her all of it.”

Following my aunt’s instructions, Annette gently lifted my head and held a mug to my lips. “Take a sip of this. It’s filled with powerful ingredients like oregano oil and rosemary. It’ll help combat the curse and make you feel much better.” Her smile was forced despite the worry in her eyes. I attempted to swallow, but my body trembled, causing some of the tonic to spill down my neck and onto my clothes. Still, I managed to get a few generous gulps in my mouth.

The warm tonic eased down my throat again, but this time it brought with it a sense of relief, like a wave of earth magic flowing through my body, healing and soothing every inch it touched. My mind felt clearer and energized as I welcomed the warming sensation. The well of energy within me spun and revitalized, calming my pulse and slowing my breathing. Though I still felt achy and sick, the tonic had brought me back from the brink of feeling like I’d been hit by a car. At least for now.

As the violent convulsions subsided, I slowly opened my eyes and took in my surroundings. My aunt’s cozy living room came into focus, the warm glow of lamp light casting shadows on the walls. I became aware of the softness of pillows cradling my back, realizing I was lying on the plush sofa.

Something soft brushed the side of my cheek, and I turned my head to stare at my aunt’s smiling face. And then she frowned.

“You scared the hell out of me!” she yelled. The worry in her voice had my eyes burning. “Don’t ever do that again. You hear me?”

I nodded and gave her a weak smile.

“Do you remember who did this to you?” asked Annette.

My body rose as she sat at the edge of the sofa near my feet.

Tilly bumped her hip on the sofa’s armrest. “Was it the buer demon? Did it come back? Is it still here?” She threw her head around as though she expected to see the massive demon burst into the living room.

With a shake of my head, I mustered the energy to utter one word, “Mage.” Damn, my voice was harsh and sounded just like it did when I’d partied all night, drinking and smoking cigarettes.

“A mage?” my aunt, Annette, Tilly, and Cristian chorused.

I nodded, feeling another wave of fever lash through me. Taking a shaky breath, I said, “The Forsaken. The bastard cursed me.”

“We noticed.” My aunt exhaled, leaning heavily on her cane.

“We found you lying half dead in front of your house,” said Tilly.

“We heard some commotion outside, and then we saw you,” added Annette.

“Thanks,” I swallowed. “Thanks for carrying me inside.”

“We didn’t.” Tilly stared at me, and I wasn’t sure what I saw there. “Blake did.”

I winced on the inside at the thought of the sheriff carrying me. “Ah.”

“I told him to leave so I could work on my healing tonic,” said my aunt. “Didn’t need that big werewolf in my way.”

“Why did the mage attack you?” Annette stared at me, curiosity high on her features.

Because he wants my magic. “Because I ruined their ritual.” I didn’t want to get into the real reason why the mage attacked me. The Forsaken wanted my magic. Wanted it because it was different. They lusted after its uniqueness. Not going to happen.

He’d said they knew what I was. Even I didn’t know what I was. All I knew was that my magic was different from any witch I knew.

Still, I didn’t like it.

I wanted answers, but at the same time, I feared what they might reveal. A war waged inside me as I struggled to come to terms with my true identity. But this wasn’t the time.

“But we were there too,” said Annette. “We all stopped them.”

“Maybe that’s why they sent the demon,” added Cristina. “To kill us all.”

Tilly shook her head. “Then why did it kill that waitress and those kids?”

“Right.” Cristina screwed up her face as she thought about it.

“It’s because I killed Sykes.” I sat up, feeling marginally better by the second. “They want revenge because I killed him.” Again, with the lies, but right now, I wasn’t ready to divulge the truth.

Annette pressed her hands on her thighs. “You look better.”

My smile wavered as I still felt a bit queasy, but I was already recovering. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I feel better. Without my aunt or your help, I would have died.” I pushed the thought away, but it lingered at the back of my mind. If they hadn’t come for me, I wouldn’t have made it out alive this time.

“Do you think the mage’ll be back?” asked Cristina. “To kill you?”

“Cristina,” hissed Annette, glaring at her friend.

I shifted against the sofa. “No, it’s fine. And yes, I think he’ll be back. Either him or someone else.”

“What I’d like to know is… why didn’t you come get me,” said my aunt, a murderous look in her eye.

“Too busy getting my ass kicked.” I took a breath and said, “If I’d thought I had time, I would have probably run into the house.” I glanced around the faces that surrounded me, trying to see some annoyance there but finding none. Just worried expressions aimed at me.

My aunt was shaking her head. “He’ll be back, Kat. Once he gets word that you’re still alive, you’ll see him again. Either him or another mage. And this time, if his curse doesn’t kill you, he’ll use something else. Something worse.”

“Great. I love being popular.”

“You’ll have to stay inside the house,” continued my aunt.

I glanced at her, grateful that she cared. “I can’t do that.”

My aunt raised her chin and gave me her signature authoritative frown that could scare your eyebrows off. “Oh, yes, you can, and you will if I say so.”

My lips parted, and I laughed. “Listen. I’m grateful for your help. Grateful for saving my life, but you can’t expect me to stay in this house forever. I have a job to do.” A demon to kill.

“Your aunt’s right,” said Annette. “You need to stay inside. It’s the safest place for you for now. It’s not forever. Just until we can figure out how to stop these mages from trying to kill you.”

I shook my head. “I really appreciate your concern, but it won’t work.”

My aunt’s eyes creased with worry. “You’re not grasping the gravity of the situation. The Forsaken will never give up. They’ll keep coming until you’re dead. It could be tomorrow, or in a month, or even in twenty years. For them, time is inconsequential when it comes to seeking revenge on a target. And just when you think they’ve moved on, they’ll strike mercilessly and end your life.”

“Didn’t you tell me that it was my job to rid the world of The Forsaken?”

My aunt pressed her lips in a hard line. “I did.”

“And how can I do that stuck inside a house?”

“Let the sheriff deal with them for a while,” said my aunt. “That’s his job.”

But it was also my job. I stared at my aunt and prepared myself mentally for what I was going to ask next. “Is the tracking spell ready?”

Aunt Luna’s eyes widened, and then she cast me a hard stare. “You can’t be serious?”

“As a heart attack,” I replied, stealing her infamous one-liner.

“Your aunt is right.” Annette cocked her head to the side, her eyes rolling over me like she was looking for wounds and bruises. “You almost died.”

I raised a finger. “Almost being the key word here.”

My aunt hit her cane on the wood floor with a resounding boom. “Be serious, Kat,” my aunt repeated, her voice rising in incredulity.

“I am. I’m very serious.”

“It’s too dangerous,” she said, shaking her head. “You need to focus on healing and staying safe tonight.”

I let out a sigh of frustration. “I feel fine. Better than fine.” I jumped up and fought against the mild dizziness. “See? All better.” I really was better, but I could understand how none of them believed me since moments ago, I was on my death bed.

“I’m with your aunt,” agreed Tilly. “You’re not ready. At least stay inside tonight. We can go look for the demon tomorrow night.”

I gritted my teeth. “No.”

“Why not?” asked Annette.

“Because I can’t have another dead body on my conscience when I know I could have stopped it,” I replied, frustration seeping into my voice.

A fierce determination burned within me as I locked eyes with my aunt, refusing to back down. I could see the worry etched into her features, a silent plea for me to reconsider flashing in her gaze. But I couldn’t ignore the call to action that resonated deep within my soul.

They hadn’t seen the torn-up bodies, what that buer had done to them.

“I can’t sit back and do nothing,” I declared, my voice unwavering. “We have the means to track down the summoner now, and we can’t waste any time.”

The urgency in my tone matched the pounding of my heart, fueled by a mixture of determination and fear. Every second wasted could lead to more innocent lives lost and more devastation wreaked upon our world. I couldn’t live with that.

The room fell silent. We all knew I was right. The demon had to be stopped, and we had no time to waste.

“And if the summoner turns out to be one of those mages?” shot my aunt. “You barely survived this attack.”

“He could have killed you,” added Annette.

“He almost killed you,” echoed Tilly as she and Cristina shared a knowing look.

“But he didn’t.” I shrugged. “He took me by surprise. I’m ready now.” If he hadn’t pulled an invisibility spell, his curse would have never reached me. But if I could only find a way to dispel or counter that magic with my own powers, taking him down would be easy. My umbra magic had already managed to penetrate the spell slightly. With more concentration, I could shatter it entirely.

Annette looked torn between wanting to agree with me and wanting to protect me. My aunt, on the other hand, was not budging.

“This is not up for debate,” my aunt said firmly. “You are staying inside this house until you’re fully healed.”

I crossed my arms stubbornly and glared at my aunt. “I appreciate your concern,” I said through gritted teeth, “but I am fully healed. If I wasn’t, I’d stay. I swear. But I feel fine. And I have a job to do.”

The lines on my aunt’s face deepened as she opened her mouth to argue, but then she closed it again with a resigned frown. She knew once I had made up my mind, there was no changing it.

I leaned in, curious and eager, and asked again, “So is it ready?” I watched her carefully, taking in every twitch of her eyebrows and crease of her lips.

She looked up at me with weary eyes and said, “It’s ready.”
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“It’ll be more effective if performed in the spot where you last encountered the demon,” my aunt had said just before I left her house, my three witchy companions in tow.

“Got it.”

Annette didn’t seem too pleased to venture so close to her house, but she kept her mouth shut and seemed to relax when I opted to use a spot a bit further from her front porch, like on the sidewalk.

“There. I just texted Blake.” Tilly stuffed her phone in her pocket.

Our gazes met, and I waited for her to add something like she had overacted earlier. But she just causally looked over to Annette’s house just as the front door opened and the big werewolf stepped out.

I looked away. I wasn’t exactly thrilled to have him with us, but I knew it would make my aunt feel better that he was. It was the only reason I wasn’t objecting. And I had technically agreed for him to be there.

Now, with the spell intact and reinforcements, I was ready.

More like ready to watch.

I couldn’t do a tracking spell or any kind of spell. So that’s where my new neighbors came into play.

I knew both White and Dark witches had their own versions of locator or tracking spells. Seeing as my group consisted of White witches, we were going that route.

“Here’s the map you asked for,” said Blake as he reached us.

I grabbed the paper map from him. “This is all of Moonfell?”

“It is,” answered the werewolf.

“Good.” I lowered myself to the concrete sidewalk and carefully unfurled the map. Using my phone’s flashlight, I hovered it over the map. Its crisp edges rustled in the breeze as I smoothed out the wrinkles with my hand. The colorful streets and landmarks were laid out before me like a puzzle waiting to be solved. My eyes scanned over the intricate details, taking note of every turn and intersection.

“Now what?” asked Blake, and I sensed some tension in his tone.

I looked up at Annette. “Now we do my aunt’s tracking spell.”

Annette knelt next to me. “Thank you for helping me,” I told her. I was completely clueless when it came to spells and curses. They didn’t work for me, so I’d given up on them years ago.

Annette’s eyes lit up. “I’m really excited to try your aunt’s spell. I’ve done my own locator spells, you know, to find the kids’ lost toys, mostly. Elsie’s been stuffing her dolls down the toilet.”

“Yikes.” I laughed. “Sounds dangerous.”

She sighed. “Yeah. You don’t want to know.”

Remembering what my aunt told me, I took the piece of bloodied pink fabric I’d stolen from the crime scene and placed it carefully on the map. That was our only connection to the demon. The only thing that had its mark on it. If Blake recognized it, he didn’t say anything.

I leaned back and gave the small, scribbled note, my aunt’s tracking spell, to Annette. “Your turn.”

Annette took the note, and her eyes traveled over the spell. Next, she reached up and gently tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear before grabbing a tiny container about the size of a saltshaker. She twisted the top off and carefully sprinkled some powder over the map in front of her. The green-colored powder fell lightly, almost like makeup glitter, coating the map and torn fabric in a shimmering layer.

Annette leaned back, her eyes fixed on the spell in her hand. Her voice rang out, clear and commanding, as she chanted, “Power of the elements, I summon thee. I seek your help in finding the demon who broke through the veil, who lurks in shadows.”

The wind picked up, rustling our hair. I could feel the presence of something otherworldly stirring at her words. With each syllable, the air seemed to grow thicker and heavier, charged with power.

My body tensed, and I felt my breathing quicken. The powerful energy from the elements merged with my own aura, causing me to lose balance. With determination, I clenched my jaw and tried to regain control as a tingling sensation spread from my fingertips to my toes. To steady myself, I placed a hand on the ground as the energy grew stronger and shook me like a fever with intense tremors.

That was some serious spell. Go, Luna.

A blinding flash of light exploded in front of us as magic surged through the atmosphere. On the map, the torn and stained fabric spun rapidly on its axis like a whirlwind.

“Is that supposed to happen?” Blake was leaning behind me, his breath hot on the back of my neck.

I stared at the fabric. “Yes.” Actually, I had no idea, but I believed in Aunt Luna’s spell work and Annette’s magic.

“This is so much better than fishing in toilets,” expressed Annette, her eyes wide with a huge smile plastered over her face.

Tilly rubbed her arms. “And that’s why I don’t have kids.”

In an instant, a green glow enveloped the map, causing the dust to lift off and swirl around like a miniature storm. My eyes widened in amazement as the particles merged to form an arrow that pointed toward the bottom left of the map. Just as quickly, the dust condensed into a tiny sphere no larger than a pea before falling back onto the map with a soft thud.

“Holy shit,” I exclaimed in disbelief.

“Your aunt knows her spells,” said Cristina with equal awe in her voice as mine.

“She does. She really does.” I leaned forward with my phone’s flashlight, waving it at the map. “The dot is covering an area that looks like a forest.”

“That’s Oak Ridge Park,” said Annette, leaning forward. “It’s a five-minute drive from here.”

Good. That was good. A sense of relief washed over me.

I stood up, brushing off my jeans with my free hand. “We go on foot.”

“I agree,” said Blake, staring at the map suspiciously, like it was going to jump up and bite him. “It’ll be more discreet if we arrive there on foot and not in our cars.”

“Right. I didn’t even think of that.” Annette quickly grabbed the container with the green dust, folded the map, and stuffed them into a large tote bag.

“Let’s move. The summoner is there now.” I pocketed my phone.

“Like now?” Tilly was staring at me like I had fungus growing on my forehead.

“Yes, now. Before the demon claims any more victims.” I glanced at everyone around me. “That’s where we’ll find the summoner. If we stop the summoner, we stop the demon.”

“What if we’re too late?” Tilly asked, her voice shaking slightly. “What if the demon has already killed someone else?”

“We can’t think like that,” I said firmly, knowing it was a possibility. “We have to focus on stopping the summoner first. Then we’ll deal with the demon.” I was hoping to force the summoner to banish the demon back to hell. But I knew it wouldn’t be that simple. There’d be a fight. There’d be blood. And maybe one of us would die, but that wouldn’t be me.

“This way,” said Blake, taking the lead, which kind of annoyed me.

Tilly nodded, her expression determined as she stood up, grabbed her bag, and quickly snuggled up to Blake.

Annette gave me a piercing stare. “You hate him. Don’t you?”

“Hate is a bit extreme. Let’s just say I have a strong dislike for his constant presence.”

The witch chortled. “He can be bossy sometimes.”

“Sometimes?” I scoffed. “More like all the time.”

Sadness crossed Annette’s features. “You know. There’s a reason he’s like that.”

“A jackass?”

The witch smiled. “No. Bossy. Overprotective.”

“I thought that came with his being an arrogant sheriff.”

“When he was only seven years old, his mother was brutally killed in front of him,” said Annette, her voice carefully low. “He was hiding under the bed. Too scared to move. Not that he could have done anything. He was just a boy. Liam told me.”

I sighed, my gaze on the large werewolf as he and Tilly walked ahead of us. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Just remember that the next time he gets all overprotective like,” said Annette. “He cares. He wants to protect everyone. He just gets carried away sometimes. But his intentions are good.”

I wasn’t sure how it made me feel about Blake. On one hand, I could understand his actions now, the way he always seemed to put the community first. It was an admirable quality for a sheriff. But I was too strong-willed to have someone dictate how to do my job or run my life. As much as I respected him as the sheriff, I refused to be pushed around.

A heavy blanket of silence enveloped us as we cautiously crept toward Oak Ridge Park. The crunch of leaves under our feet echoed through the stillness as if afraid to disturb whatever entity lay in wait for us. My heart raced with anticipation as we followed Annette’s directions. And just as she had promised, after ten minutes of walking, a line of tall trees emerged in front of us, marking the end of the neatly organized houses.

“This is it,” said Blake, over his shoulder. “No flashlights,” he ordered.

I resisted the urge to throw my cell phone at the back of his head, following my conversation with Annette. It was hard.

With the werewolf still annoyingly in the lead, we all followed him through the dense thicket of trees. The ground beneath our feet shifted and crunched under the weight of dried leaves and twigs as we trudged along the narrow dirt path that seemed to stretch endlessly into darkness.

“Good thing werewolves can see in the dark,” whispered Cristina.

I couldn’t argue with that. Bringing Blake along on our journey was definitely paying off.

The pine, oak, and fir forest pressed close on either side, making it really difficult to see anything as we trekked the dirt-packed trail. Still, the moon overhead cast enough illumination so as not to gouge our eyes out at the nearest branches.

The forest grew denser around the path. The deeper we hiked, the darker it got until I could barely make out any trees, just silhouettes of them and Blake’s large shoulders.

Darkness grew, and it got colder the higher we hiked. A chill rushed through me, and it wasn’t from the cooler air. This was different. This was demonic.

We were on the right path.

The park was shrouded in an eerie silence as we pushed our way through the dense thicket of trees. Our breaths emerged in wispy white clouds, floating up into the cold air. The only sound was the crunching of leaves and twigs underfoot, a stark contrast to the bustling hubbub of the town we had just left behind. The looming branches cast shadows that danced across our faces, creating an unsettling atmosphere. It felt as though we were the only living beings in this desolate place.

The smell of smoke from a fire hit me just as Blake turned around, and we all halted. Blood pounded in my ears.

He made some police or military hand gesture that I had no clue what it meant. But I understood.

We were close. They were close. And to keep quiet.

Heart leaping into my throat, I exchanged a look with Annette and Cristina. Tilly was still ahead of us next to Blake and followed him as he veered off the path and hiked deeper into the tangle of trees and underbrush.

The mage didn’t know it, but their fire was leading us straight to them.

Smoke permeated the air as we made our way through the dense forest, tracing its wispy trails. The scent was overpowering, drowning out any other smells. Despite not being able to see or hear the fire, I could sense it through smell alone.

The closer we got to the fire, the deeper the silence grew.

“Remember,” I whispered, knowing that Blake could hear me, though I wasn’t so sure about Tilly. “These mages are very powerful. Stay frosty. And don’t let the bastard get away.”

The semi-darkness lifted around me as the forest thinned. Shockingly fast, we came to what looked like a clearing where tall grasses grew instead of trees.

Through a gap in the trees, I could see a wood pyre about a foot tall. High red-orange flames wreathed into the air, the smoke filling the clearing and casting the whole place in a hellish glow.

In the dim moonlight and a few yards away from the fire was a creature of nightmares.

It towered above us, humanoid yet monstrous. Its sickly gray skin strained over massive muscles and a skeletal frame with black pits for eyes and jagged teeth in a gaping maw. It was bent like an ape with six arms, all ending with razor-sharp claws.

The buer demon.

And there, standing next to the fire with a book in her hand, wasn’t a mage, but a young girl.

I blinked the darkness from my eyes. “Emily?”
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Obviously, my plan of killing the summoner just went down the crapper.

Emily, Annette’s ten-year-old daughter, had summoned the buer demon. I could scarcely believe my eyes as I took in the scene, but it was her.

She turned around at the sound of our approach, and her expression fell. She looked… she looked terrified. Her eyes filled with tears.

“I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I was just trying to make them stop. I just wanted them to stop.” The last of her words came out in a sobbing mess. The book she was holding slipped from her grasp and landed on the ground next to her feet.

The “them,” I guessed, were her school bullies.

Damn. Emily had tried to summon a demon to teach her school bullies a lesson. The kid had some serious magical skill although she lacked direction. I was glad I wasn’t in Annette’s shoes at the moment.

The buer demon was just standing there, watching, as though it hadn’t decided who to kill first. It didn’t seem interested in Emily. Thank the cauldron for small mercies.

“This is insane,” said Tilly, her eyes flicking between the buer demon and little Emily.

I glanced at Annette and saw the pain on her features, but mostly I saw guilt. She felt responsible for her daughter’s actions, and I had a feeling I knew why.

“Emily!” cried the witch.

And then she was rushing to her daughter with Tilly and Cristina running behind her.

“Wait!” I cried. A strange feeling of déjà vu rose in me as the image of her other daughter, Emma, tied to a boulder flashed in my mind’s eye.

The buer demon’s attention snapped to the oncoming figure. Annette.

With a powerful thrust of its legs, it launched itself at her.

“Shit.”

I made to move, but a strong arm pushed me back. I stumbled just as Blake ripped off his shirt, pants, and everything until he stood in all his naked glory under the moon.

Beneath his skin, I saw ripples changing his features: a longer jaw, wider head, and carnivorous teeth the size of my fingers. Then in a flash of gray fur and a snarl, the man transformed into a two-hundred-pound wolf.

The wolf, Blake, glared at us with intelligent yellow eyes, growling. With a forceful kick from his hind legs, the wolf charged towards the demon.

The demon let out a guttural roar as the massive gray wolf lunged towards it, claws gleaming in the dim light filtering through the trees. The air crackled with an otherworldly energy as the two beings clashed, teeth and claws meeting in a flurry of deadly strikes.

With a flick of my wrist, I summoned the shadows to me and shaped them into a sharp dagger. My heart pounded as I weighed my options. If I could just plunge this blade into the demon’s brain, I could end this creature’s reign of terror. But one wrong move could mean hitting Blake by mistake. I couldn’t take that chance.

Damnit. My heart raced as I made a split-second decision and charged toward the witches. Annette held her daughter close to her chest, her knuckles white with fear. Emily’s face was drained of color, and she swayed unsteadily on her feet. As I got closer, I could see a vivid red mark on her neck, just below her jaw.

I knew I was looking at the mark my aunt had told me about—a sign that linked the summoner and the demon.

“Get Emily out of here. Now,” I yelled.

“But what about the demon?” asked Cristina.

“We’ll figure it out,” I told them. “Let’s get Emily home safely first.” I did not want anything to happen to that little witch. Not on my watch.

“I’ll stay,” said Tilly. “Maybe I can persuade the demon. I can get inside its head. Make it leave.”

I thought about it. “This guy is out of your league. I don’t even think Blake can defeat it.” At my words, Tilly’s eyes rounded with fear, and I quickly added, “But together, we can.”

Tilly seemed to relax a little at my words, but knowing a little about her and how she felt about Blake, she wasn’t going anywhere without him.

“Go,” I urged Annette. “Take her and go. Hurry.” Emily clutched to her mother like a lifeline. I could see her trembling in fear, and it broke my heart. She was just a child caught up in something she didn’t understand.

Without another word, Annette dragged her daughter in the opposite direction and back through the tangled underbrush of the forest. At least she did what she was told.

A deafening howl ripped through the air.

We all snapped our heads in the direction of the sound.

“That sounded like Blake,” I exclaimed. It was his unmistakable howl, but it sounded different, almost desperate. Something was definitely wrong. It sounded like he was in trouble.

The eerie silence that followed wasn’t a good sign either.

“Blake!”

Tilly ran towards the direction of the howl, her boots pounding on the forest floor. I followed close behind, my heart racing with a mix of fear. Cristina’s loud thumping told me she was right behind me.

As we pushed through the dense foliage, the air grew heavy with a palpable sense of dread. Blake wasn’t my favorite person right now, but I didn’t want him to die. I just wanted him to stay out of my life.

Soon, we stumbled upon a clearing where the wolf stood facing off against the towering demon. Its six arms swayed menacingly like it was getting ready to slice up Blake.

The wolf stood his ground, and I could see blood stains over his light gray fur. His left side was drenched in blood.

Damn.

Tilly wasted no time, her eyes flashing with fierce determination as she galloped toward the wolf. Scratch that. Make that the demon.

“Is she going to try to do her mind tricks on the demon?” I asked.

“Yup.”

“Has she ever tried that before?” I knew she could manipulate regular supernaturals with her mind magic. But demons? That was a whole other beast.

Cristina was rolling tiny stones, her magical stones, in her right hand like she was rolling dice. “I don’t think so.”

The witch rushed past me. Her voice rose in a lilting chant, weaving a spell that crackled with energy.

I ran after her, and what I saw next nearly made me trip.

Tilly stood in a superhero’s pose—not sure what else to call it—facing the demon. With her head bent in concentration, I knew she was attempting to slip into the creature’s mind in the hopes of controlling it.

The buer demon’s attention snapped to her, the wolf forgotten. And then it just froze.

Holy crap. It was working! Tilly was inside the creature’s head.

Cristina seemed to have come to the same conclusion as she slowed down, watching Tilly from a distance.

The air in the clearing crackled with Tilly’s magic. The witch was relentless. And she had some serious lady balls. Beads of sweat formed on her brow as she maintained her focus, delving deeper into the demon’s psyche to keep it subdued.

Now, I could kill it.

With my shadow blade still in my hand, I advanced, seeing my only opportunity. I had to make this count.

But then a sound ripped from the demon’s throat. A horrible, wet cackle. The thing was laughing.

“Tilly!” I howled as fear cascaded down my back. “Get out of there!”

The witch stood immobile, her eyes glazed over as if her own mind manipulation power had turned against her. She was frozen in fear with no escape.

The buer demon leaped at her. It swung three-clawed hands towards Tilly—

A flash of gray fur and Blake was there. He cried out as he took in the blow head-on, one that would have torn Tilly in half.

He crashed into a tree with a sickening thud, his body crumpling to the ground.

“No.” Tilly snapped out of her trance, horror etched on her face as she rushed to Blake’s side.

The demon let out another guttural laugh, relishing in the chaos it had caused.

Bastard.

Gripping my shadow blade tightly, I charged at the demon. But Cristina beat me to it.

With a primal scream, she shot a handful of her magical stones. They flew in the air and hit the demon, exploding into a blast of white fire on contact.

The buer demon let out an unearthly screech as a wall of white flames soared above its head, illuminating the area like a strong spotlight. It thrashed and writhed, trying to break free from fire.

And then, just like my umbra had done, the fires extinguished.

But instead of lashing at us, the buer demon spun around and fled into the shadows of the forest.

Guess it had had enough.

But I wasn’t done yet.

“Is he okay?” I ran up to Tilly, who was kneeling next to the wolf. His chest was rising and falling. He was alive. And when his yellow eyes turned to look at me, I knew he’d be okay.

I looked over to Cristina as she joined us. “Stay with them.”

“What about you?” asked Cristina as she pocketed her stones into a small leather pouch.

“I’ve got a score to settle.”

Cristina and Tilly’s voices rose in objections behind me as I charged after the buer. I wasn’t going to let it get away.

Not this time.
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My magic alone may not have been enough to defeat it in the past. But I was holding on to the possibility that after being attacked by the wolf, influenced by Tilly’s mind control, and scorched by Cristina’s fire, it had been weakened enough to be killed. It was a gamble, but it’s all I had.

The sound of my feet pounding against the ground echoed through the forest floor. My heart raced with adrenaline as I thought about the score I needed to settle. I pushed forward, determined to confront and defeat the buer that had caused so much chaos and death. With every step, I could feel the weight of responsibility and vengeance driving me onward.

This had to end now. Now that I knew Emily was the summoner, the only way to get rid of the demon was to kill it.

I might not be able to see through the darkness like Blake to find the buer, but I could smell it.

I followed the scent of sulfur mixed with burnt flesh.

And found it.

Fifty feet ahead of me, the looming silhouette of the buer demon came into view. It whipped around at my approach. It wasn’t like I was trying to creep up on it with all the noise I was making.

The buer hissed at me, baring its fangs and forming a low growl deep in its chest as I approached. Smoke emitted from its large body. Cristina’s magic had worked well.

The creature lunged at me, fangs bared and claws extended. I barely managed to dodge its razor-sharp claws, but a scratch still scored my arm before I could back away.

A burst of pain served as a reminder that I wasn’t invincible. But I didn’t care. I had to end this tonight.

I twisted my shadow blade in my hand as I rushed forward again.

The ground quaked as the buer demon emerged, its massive claws tearing through the earth as it charged towards me at a speed that seemed impossible for its size. I quickly sidestepped to avoid being slashed by its razor-sharp claws, causing the demon to roar in frustration. It charged at me again with renewed ferocity. Its massive arm struck out, sending me reeling and disorienting me. As the demon whirled around to face its foe, its eyes burned with hatred and primal rage. My mind was flooded with fear; this was a formidable opponent, and it didn’t seem as injured as I had hoped.

This is not good.

The demon closed in for the kill, hitting me from the side as it clung to me, its maw snapping as we crashed to the ground. Agony shot through my chest as the demon’s claws jabbed through my soft skin. Shit. It was going to shred me into little bits.

I couldn’t die like this. I’d just quit smoking.

“U’qtir es pa,” came a voice I recognized all too well.

The release on my chest was instantaneous.

I gulped down air as I watched the buer demon move away from me and go to stand next to a tall, handsome man.

“Dash?” I croaked, completely baffled.

“Krit um d’ak,” said Dash, his voice strong and commanding.

The buer demon hung its head, looking as submissive as a good dog with lots of training obeying its master.

A crackle of energy surged through the air, tingling on my skin like static electricity. A faint silver shimmer materialized, resembling the outline of a doorway.

The buer demon let out a low, guttural sound, almost like a whimper, and stepped through the glimmering portal before it vanished completely. So did the gateway or whatever that was, leaving only a darkened line in the grass like it had been burnt.

Yeah, now I had even more questions for Dash.

With effort, I pushed myself to my feet. “How did you do that? You controlled it? It obeyed you?” I’d never seen anyone control a demon like that. If I hadn’t seen Emily standing next to her summoning circle, I would have thought Dash had conjured the demon.

Dash smiled. “One of my many talents.”

“Don’t play around.” I stared at the spot where the demon had stood just moments ago. “Is it dead?”

Dash shook his head. “It’s back to where it belongs.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How did you know where to find me?” The last time I’d seen him was at the town hall, and I hadn’t heard from him since. Even if Dash was stalking me, I found it strangely arousing.

“I didn’t. I was tracking the buer.”

“You’re a mage. Aren’t you?” Only a mage—a very powerful Dark mage—could send a demon back to hell when he hadn’t summoned it in the first place. It would also explain his ties with The Forsaken. They were, after all, mostly mages. I felt a trickle of wetness down my temple and wiped it with my sleeve. When I looked down, a smear of bright red covered it.

“You’re hurt.”

Dash was next to me in a flash.

“I’m fine,” I said, which wasn’t technically a lie. “I heal fast.” I was fine. I was alive, but probably wouldn’t have been for very long if Dash hadn’t shown up when he did. “Why do you even care?”

“I care.” His words hung in the air between us, his gaze so intense I felt like I might spontaneously combust. As his eyes locked with mine, they trailed down to my lips, igniting a fire deep within me.

“Right.”

He leaned in closer, his breath hot against my face. Desire flashed in his dark eyes before he suddenly tilted his head and pressed his lips against the corner of my mouth. My heart raced as he did the same to the other side, pulling gently on my lips.

I was caught off guard by his actions but found myself responding eagerly, kissing him back with equal fervor. When he slipped his tongue between my lips, I couldn’t help but shudder with pleasure and feel a heat bloom over my skin.

It had been so long since I had been kissed like this—with passion and desire—and it was setting my whole body on fire.

His hand slid around my back while the other tangled in my hair, bringing me closer to him. My arms instinctively wrapped around his waist as our kiss grew more intense. I moaned softly as he explored my mouth, tasting faintly of coffee. All I wanted was more.

My fingers twisted in his hair as he pulled me even closer, causing a surge of heat to rush through me. Part of me wanted to rip off his clothes and touch every inch of his hard body.

I let out another moan as I pressed myself against him, feeling the electricity between us. His hands began to roam under my shirt, sending tingles through my body as I yearned for more. In response to my desire, his touch became more aggressive, and pleasure coursed through every fiber of my being.

And then he pulled away.

I stood there like a breathless idiot, watching as Dash’s features and body contorted and shifted until he appeared before me as a crow. And then, with one powerful flap of his wings, he took flight and disappeared into the night sky.

“Kat!”

I turned to the sound of my name and spotted Tilly, Cristina, and Blake rushing toward me through the forest canopy.

“Where’s the demon?” Blake’s chest expanded as he breathed heavily, wearing only his jeans. I could see a large gash on his right side where the buer had cut him while in his wolf form. Other than that, he looked fine.

“It’s gone. I killed it,” I lied and pointed to the spot in the grass that was singed where the moonlight shone just brightly enough to see where the demon had disappeared through a portal. Yeah, I lied. It was easier to lie and keep my encounter with Dash a secret if it meant keeping him away from Blake. I didn’t feel great about lying to them, especially when they were here trying to vanquish the demon like me, but I didn’t have a choice.

“Oh, my god, your face is all red,” observed Tilly, stepping closer. “You look like you have a fever.” Her eyes moved to my head. “You’re bleeding.”

“I’m fine.” Damn. A few seconds earlier, they would have caught me in a passionate embrace with Dash. Tilly and Cristina would have probably cheered me on. Blake? Blake would have thrown a fit and then would have questioned Dash. He wasn’t stupid. He knew Dash was my source. But for some reason, he was waiting for me to say it. “Have you heard from Annette? How’s Emily?” I asked, wanting to steer the questions away from me.

“Annette just called me,” answered Cristina, pulling a small twig from her hair. “They made it home safely.”

“The poor kid is a mess,” added Tilly.

“The poor kid got people killed.” Blake was staring at the spot where the buer had disappeared.

A flicker of anger soared in my gut. “What the hell are you getting at?”

Blake kept staring at the spot in the ground. “If you hadn’t killed the demon, god knows how many other people would have died. She had no business summoning a demon. What the hell was she thinking?” He ran his fingers through his hair.

I propped my hands on my waist. “She was thinking she was trying to get rid of those bullies. She messed up. That’s what kids do. Mistakes are part of growing up.”

Blake shook his head. “I can’t let this slide,” he added, his voice low and full of regret. He looked like he was in hell.

I stared at him incredulously. I didn’t care how hurt he looked. “What are you going to do?” I shouted, and there might have been some spit. “Throw her in jail? Is that your plan? Is that how you think she’ll learn from her mistake? She’s only ten years old. Ten years old!”

Blake glared at me. “Is that what you think? That I’d throw my best friend’s daughter in jail?”

“No one puts ten-year-olds in jail,” said Cristina.

“No. But there’s juvie for magical offenders.” Tilly shrugged when I glowered at her. “Just saying.”

Fear clutched at my throat as I looked over to Blake. “No. You can’t do that to her. She’s a child.”

“A child who had three people killed,” answered Blake, his voice full of sorrow. “There are rules in our paranormal communities. We all know you don’t give a shit about them. But the rest of us do. I do.” His features tightened as he added, “Emily has to pay for what she did.”

I stared with my fists at my sides as the big werewolf just left back through the trees. I stared until he disappeared into the darkness.

“He won’t do that,” said Tilly. “He’s just really emotional right now. We all are. We’re still all shocked to know that Emily summoned that demon. I know Blake. He wouldn’t do that.”

I watched as Tilly and Cristina headed after Blake, at a much slower pace, as they ducked below branches and avoided being speared in the eyes. Both seemed confident that Blake wouldn’t toss a ten-year-old in some paranormal juvenile detention center.

I wasn’t so sure.

As a law man, the sheriff of this county, I knew he had to do something. The parents and loved ones of those killed by the buer demon would demand justice.

I was glad that wasn’t part of my job. Blake wasn’t my favorite person of late, but I wouldn’t wish to be in his shoes right now.

I sighed. I needed a damn cigarette, but I’d quit that nasty habit.
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“Ican’t believe a ten-year-old witch summoned a powerful demon like a buer,” my aunt was saying as she sipped her coffee. “Where did she even learn how to do it?”

I shrugged. “The internet? Who knows. My guess is that she probably stumbled on a book her mother had stashed away. Annette is obsessed with demons. It wouldn’t surprise me if she had demon-summoning books. Lots of them.” I remembered how guilty she looked when she first saw her daughter. I was betting Emily found Annette’s demon library.

My aunt pointed a gnarled finger at me. “Those should be locked away and hidden with spells. What is she thinking, leaving such dangerous books around for children to find? It’s like keeping a loaded gun on the table. Very irresponsible of her.”

I stared at my coffee mug. “Hmmm.” It was easy to pass around the blame. I didn’t have children, so I had no idea how hard it was to raise them and watch over them. I only had to watch over myself, and that alone was a fulltime job—and I didn’t always get it right.

But what I did know was that Emily was probably terrified now that her secret was out. And Annette was most likely going out of her mind with grief and self-loathing.

“And Dash banished the demon,” commented my aunt.

My belly warmed at the thought of his lips on mine. “Yes. He says he’d been tracking it.”

“And you think he’s a mage?”

I sipped my coffee. “A Dark mage. You should have seen the way he controlled that thing. Like a well-trained dog.”

My aunt pressed her lips together in thought. “Hmmm.”

“What, hmmm?”

“Mages don’t control demons if they weren’t the ones who summoned them in the first place. I’ve never heard of a mage with those abilities. And I’ve been around a very long time.”

“Just one more reason why The Forsaken have their claws in him. Because Dash is a powerful mage. He’s unique.” And powerful enough to transform into different beasts. The more I thought about it, the more it all started to make sense. Only someone with great magical skill could take on different shapes. And that was Dash.

My aunt raised a skeptical brow. “A mage turned carpenter?”

I shrugged. “Why not? He’s very good with his hands.” Whoops. Too late to take it back.

A smile spread across my aunt’s face. “Is he, now?”

“Ha. Ha. You know what I mean.”

“A powerful mage who let himself be cursed? How does that happen?”

She had a point. “Even then. If he wasn’t prepared for the curse, he had no way of protecting himself.”

“Well, I’m glad he was there,” said my aunt. “That buer could have killed you.”

“I know.”

Dash was a member of The Forsaken—a group of evil individuals who only cared about power and were willing to sacrifice innocent lives to attain it.

And he’d saved me.

Again.

And he’d kissed me.

Damnit. Damnit. Damnit.

I grabbed my phone and texted Dash.

Me: We need to talk.

I dropped the phone on the table top and tried very hard not to stare at it.

My aunt tapped her mug. “That young witch. Ten years old, you say?”

“Yup.”

“That’s a lot of power for such a young witch,” said my aunt. “She’ll be a force to be reckoned with when she gets older. Mark my words. She’s the one to watch.”

“If Blake has his way and puts her in some paranormal juvie, her life will be ruined. Isn’t it enough that she has to spend the rest of her life knowing that her actions cost three people their lives? I would think that was punishment enough.”

My aunt frowned. “You think the sheriff would do that? Didn’t you tell me the witch child is his best friend’s daughter?”

I nodded. “One of five daughters. Yes.”

My aunt clucked her tongue disapprovingly. “Well, I suppose it doesn’t always come down to personal relationships when it involves the law. And if Emily’s powers truly are as strong as you say, they might feel like they have no other choice but to take drastic measures.”

My stomach tightened at her tone. “Worse than juvie?”

My aunt sighed. “There are worse things than sending your child to one of those unfortunate centers.” She stared at a spot on the table, her brows furrowed like she was recalling some not-so-good past memory.

I leaned forward and pushed my coffee mug. “Like what? Tell me.” The weight of the situation was bearing heavily upon me.

My aunt’s lips moved like she was preparing them for what she was about to say. “They might feel the need to suppress her powers.”

My mouth fell open, and my tongue felt too large for my mouth. “I’m sorry. Can they do that? Wait a second, who can do that? They? They who?”

“The Gray council. The White council. Basically, any damn council with a power trip. They’ll say it’s for her own good, to save her from herself, but in reality, it’s because they fear what she can do.”

The Gray Council, an ancient organization that governed the supernatural community, held immense power and influence over the sheriff. They were known for their strict rules and unwavering enforcement of them, often viewing any use of magic outside their regulations as a threat to their control. And we all knew how much I cared for rules.

Emily had proven herself a very capable witch, and at only ten years old. She had a special talent. But to be deprived of her powers because she made a mistake?

“This is bad.” Hell, this was even worse than just staying a few months in juvie with a bunch of other screwed-up or just confused kids. She’d have a life, make friends, and would be the same when she came out. But this… this was like having a lobotomy.

My aunt nodded solemnly. “Yes, it is. If they decide to go down that route, they could strip away her powers completely. She’d be like any ordinary human while her entire family is paranormal. She wouldn’t be able to draw any magic for the rest of her life.”

“They can’t do that.” A chill ran down my spine as I imagined Emily losing her connection to the supernatural realm. It would be a fate worse than death for her, especially considering how much she had embraced her abilities. The thought of her becoming powerless and oblivious sent a surge of anger through me.

“They can,” answered my aunt, “and they will if they feel she’s a threat to others.”

I watched my aunt’s face. “There’s more. Isn’t there? I can tell. You’ve got that look in your eye.”

My aunt forced a smile. “I had no idea I had a look.”

“Tell me.”

“I was your mother’s age when I heard what had happened to a witch called Erika. She was a powerful Dark witch with an affinity for summoning demons.”

“Like Emily. But she’s a White witch.” Or was she?

“Erika’s powers grew,” continued my aunt, “and then one day, she caught her husband with another woman in their bed.”

“Nice.”

“She reacted out of emotions and called upon a demon. Before she could stop it, the demon killed her husband and his mistress.”

I understood her reaction. “So they stripped her of her powers?”

My aunt looked troubled. “Worse.”

“Worse?”

“They removed her powers yes, but then they erased her memory. Erased the person she was. She didn’t remember this place. Her friends. The paranormal world. She became unaware of the supernatural world that she was once a part of.”

A tinge of anger rose to the surface as I thought of Dash. “What happened to her?”

“They gave her some money, a new identity, and pushed her out into the human world. I never heard about Erika after that.”

My aunt’s words hit me like a freight train. “And you think they’ll do that to Emily? Erase her magic and her mind? That’s barbaric.”

“They might,” my aunt replied, her voice laden with concern. “The council has become increasingly ruthless in dealing with threats, real or imagined. They claim it’s for the greater good, but I fear they’ve lost sight of what truly matters.”

My mind raced with possibilities, contemplating the fate that awaited Emily if the council discovered her powers—if Blake reported it. Would they come for her in the dead of night, dragging her away to erase everything she held dear in front of her family? Her mother and father? Her sisters? The thought sent a shiver down my spine.

“Emily is just a child. A ten-year-old kid. She doesn’t deserve this. She’s a witch. She didn’t even know what she was doing.” Okay, maybe that was a bit of a stretch. She had to have known and studied for weeks to be able to summon the demon. Maybe she just wanted to scare them. I didn’t believe she wanted her bullies dead.

But then again, I didn’t really know Emily.

“We can’t let that happen,” I said firmly, clenching my fists. “We have to find a way to protect her, to keep her from the council.”

“I agree.” My aunt’s eyes sparkled with anger. “That’ll be up to the sheriff. It depends on how much he’s going to report. And what he’s going to report.”

I nodded, understanding the weight of her words. The sheriff held the power to either condemn Emily to a life of mundane normalcy or fight for her right to retain her powers.

“I’ll just have to have a talk with Blake,” I declared, determination coloring my voice. I didn’t want to have to talk to him, but I would if the fate of a little girl was in jeopardy. He was being a bastard to me because I wouldn’t give up my source, but I was hoping he had real feelings for Emily. He’d seen her grow up. He was practically her uncle.

“It’s a start,” agreed my aunt.

“I’ll make him understand that Emily is not a threat. She’s just a scared little girl who wanted to protect herself. She made a mistake. They can’t crucify her for that.”

My aunt snorted. “Witches have been burned at the stake for much less, my dear.”

I rubbed my temples, feeling a migraine on the way. I’m pretty sure I would have done the same thing and called up a demon to teach my brother a lesson, if I’d had powers like her. I knew what it felt like to be bullied. I could see myself in Emily, or her in me. I got why she did it, and that didn’t make her a monster. She just wanted the bullies to stop.

My aunt’s gaze softened as she placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I know you care for your friend and that little witch. But convincing the sheriff won’t be easy. Remember where his loyalties lie.”

“The council.”

“Yes. Her best bet is if you can find evidence to support your claims and show that Emily didn’t have any malicious intent.”

“She doesn’t have a malicious bone in her tiny little body. She’s just a kid.”

My aunt raised her brows. “A very powerful kid.”

I couldn’t shake off the sinking feeling in my chest as my aunt’s words echoed in my mind. Suppressing Emily’s powers? It seemed unfathomable, cruel.

The council held immense power, and their influence reached deeper than anyone could imagine. The hidden puppeteers were pulling the strings of our small town, ensuring that the supernatural remained hidden from the mundane world. It was a delicate balance, and Emily’s situation threatened to disrupt it all.

“The truth is, I don’t know the sheriff well enough to know what he’ll do.”

“If he tells the council, that little girl’s life is finished.”

I didn’t like the finality in my aunt’s voice. Any council that would do that to a little girl was evil in my book. And I kicked evil’s ass for a living.

“I dated a council member once,” declared my aunt. A smile broke over her face. “He had a brilliant mind. Too bad he couldn’t use it in the bedroom. It was like sleeping with a turtle.”

Coffee flew out of my mouth. “Aunt Luna. You can’t say these things when I have coffee in my mouth.”

My aunt shrugged. “Why not? It’s the truth.” She giggled, and I smiled at her, wiping my lips. It was nice to see her smile. She hadn’t smiled since the threat of losing her home had come to light. My insides twisted at the thought.

One thing at a time…

I shook the thought and focused on what I had to do at this very moment.

I downed the rest of my coffee and leaped out of my chair.

Aunt Luna watched me with concern etched on her face. “Where are you going?”

“I need to warn Annette first. She needs to know what you just told me.”

And then I’d have my talk with Blake.
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Iwalked up the steps, taking in deep breaths as I went. My anxiety was through the roof, but I forced myself to knock on the door. I looked over my shoulder, recognizing Blake’s BMW SUV parked at the curb.

Guess my talk with Blake would happen sooner than I’d expected.

My phone vibrated with a text. I yanked it out of my bag.

Dash: You need to stay away from me.

I frowned at the message. “What the hell does that mean?” Like hell I would. It only made me want to see him more.

I stuffed my phone back in my bag just as the front door swung open to reveal Annette standing there with red-rimmed eyes.

“Hi,” I said softly. “Can I come in?”

The witch nodded and ushered me in. “Of course. Come in.”

I followed her inside, and we made our way to the kitchen where Tilly and Cristina sat around the kitchen island.

Liam and Blake were sitting at the dining room table, their conversation cut short as soon as they saw me.

I wonder what that was about.

I glanced at Tilly, curious how she’d receive me. She’d been pissed about Blake showing affection toward me—unwanted affection—but she gave me a short smile as she met my eyes. Good. At least I didn’t have to worry about her getting jealous again over nothing.

I peeked over to the living room. It was empty. Not one of Annette’s girls was there watching TV or playing games on their tablets.

“Hi, Kat,” greeted Cristina.

“Hi.” I leaned on the island and glanced at Annette. “Where are the girls?” I hated to admit it, but maybe Annette and Liam sent their girls away to keep them safe from the council. I would have done the same.

Annette wiped her nose. “Upstairs in their rooms.”

Crap. I would have preferred her telling me they were in some remote location like Greenland.

“I came to see how Emily’s doing.” I felt Blake and Liam’s eyes on me as soon as the words left my mouth.

Annette’s body stiffened and her lips trembled. “I’m so sorry,” she said, tears starting to leak from her eyes. “I never meant for any of this to happen.”

“It’s not your fault,” I reassured her, thinking of reaching out to take her hand but then changing my mind.

“But it is,” she insisted. “If only I had been more careful with my books...if only I had taught her better...”

“You’re an amazing mother,” I told her firmly, realizing I’d been right about her stash of demonic tomes.

Annette let out a shaky sigh and reached for a tissue from the box on the table. “I’m not.”

“You couldn’t have known this would happen. Kids do stupid things. It’s part of growing up.”

“Kat’s right.” Cristina took Annette’s hand. “I wish I’d had a mother like you. You can’t blame yourself for what happened.”

“And you can’t watch over them day and night either,” added Tilly. “Kids are smart. And if Emily wanted to use your books to summon that demon, she would have found a way to do it.”

“I should have burned those damn books years ago,” said Annette.

“She would have found another way around that,” I added to Tilly’s theory. “Kids are extremely resourceful.”

Annette wiped her eyes. “I can’t believe she did what she did. My sweet Emily.”

“More like a badass,” said Tilly.

“Well...she’s definitely scared now,” Annette admitted. “But she’s also very remorseful. She knows she made a huge mistake. She didn’t know what she was doing. She’s only ten. You don’t know anything at ten.”

But Emily did. She was clever. Resourceful. Again, she reminded me of myself at her age—minus the buttload of magic, of course. But I knew she hadn’t intended for the demon to kill those people. She thought she could control it. Remembering how pale her face was, how distressed she’d looked for the past few days, I knew the young witch regretted her decision. She was trying to fix it, but it was beyond her skill.

Annette sighed heavily, her eyes reflecting a mix of emotions. “I never thought she would go this far,” she whispered, her voice laced with regret. “I raised her to be better than this. She was always such a kind-hearted child.”

Cristina squeezed Annette’s hand tighter, offering a reassuring smile. “She still is. She made a mistake. We all make mistakes when we’re young. We learn and grow from them.”

Annette looked at each of us, her eyes shimmering with gratitude. “I’m glad you’re all here. I don’t know what I’d do without your support.”

Tilly leaned forward, placing a comforting hand on Annette’s shoulder. “You’ve got it.”

The room fell into a heavy silence as we all contemplated the magnitude of the situation. It was hard to believe that a ten-year-old girl had summoned a demon, regardless of her intentions.

But she had. We’d all seen it.

“So what do we do now?” Cristina finally broke the silence, her voice laced with concern.

Annette looked at each of us, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. “I don’t know.”

I glanced over at the sheriff, and seeing that he was in conversation with Liam again, I figured this was a good time. “What has Blake said about the whole thing? Has he said anything about Emily?”

Annette’s face hardened. “What do you mean?”

I lowered my voice. “Has he made a decision about Emily.” At the silence between the witches I added, “Has he mentioned the council?” I knew this would be a sensitive subject, but Annette and Liam needed to know. They needed to know what the council might do to their ten-year-old daughter.

A flash of panic appeared in Annette’s eyes as my words finally hit home. “You think he’ll report it?”

“He won’t.” Tilly glared at me, her voice filled with conviction. “I know Blake. He wouldn’t do that to you or to Liam.”

“To little Emily,” agreed Cristina.

Me, well, I wasn’t so sure. “He’s said this? He said he won’t report it?” Not that I wouldn’t believe him. I just wanted to make sure.

“Not exactly.” Annette looked over to where Blake and Liam sat, still in deep conversation. “You think that’s what they’re talking about?”

“I do.” It made sense that Blake would talk to his best friend first before announcing his decision to Annette.

Cristina set her coffee mug on the counter. “Even if he does, and I’m not saying that he will, but even then. What could they do?”

“I told you. They’d put her in magical juvie,” said Tilly.

If only it were that simple.

“What is it?”

I snapped my head around to find Annette watching me. “What?”

“You know something. Don’t you?” Annette crossed her arms over her chest. “What? Tell me. If it has something to do with my daughter, I want to know.”

I nodded and began divulging what I came here to say, everything my aunt told me, and watched as Annette’s eyes filled with tears again when I got to the magical lobotomy part.

Annette’s hands trembled as she wiped away a stray tear. Her gaze darted between me and the table where Blake and Liam still conversed in hushed tones.

“So you’re saying they would take Emily away from me,” Annette whispered, her voice barely audible.

I nodded solemnly, my throat constricting with empathy. “They would. According to my aunt, they wouldn’t hesitate to remove her from you if they deem her a danger. If Blake reports her.”

Annette sucked in a breath, her grip tightening on the edge of the table as anguish etched across her face.

Tilly narrowed her eyes at me. “Why do you keep saying that? I told you. He won’t. He wouldn’t do this.”

“Even if he did,” I chimed in, “I don’t think he knows what they would do. He probably only assumes she’d end up in juvie—not the removal of her powers and her memories.”

At that moment, I thought of Dash. He’d been confused, broken. I could only imagine how much worse it would be for a little girl, a little witch.

Still, I didn’t think the sheriff would report Emily if he knew what the council was capable of, if he hadn’t already.

My heart ached for her and the impossible situation we found ourselves in. I had witnessed the incredible potential of their daughter’s powers. It was clear that if left unsupervised, untrained, that would lead to other problems.

Annette’s trembling hands covered her mouth as she absorbed the horrifying revelation. Tears streamed down her face, her anguish mingling with disbelief. Tilly and Cristina exchanged worried glances, their concern mirroring my own.

“But... but they can’t do that to Emily,” Annette whispered, her voice choked with emotion. “She’s just a child.”

My throat constricted as I witnessed the agony etched on Annette’s face. The motherly instinct within her was fiercely protective, unwavering in its determination to shield her daughter from any harm. That kind of love transcended all boundaries.

Tilly stepped forward, her voice gentle yet unwavering. “We won’t let that happen, Annette. We’ll do whatever it takes to keep Emily safe.”

Cristina nodded, determination gleaming in her eyes. “She’s our family too.”

Annette shook her head. “But what if he does. What if he takes her away from me.”

A piece of my heart broke off at the anguish in her voice. First it was Emma, kidnapped by The Forsaken and nearly killed. And now it was Emily.

“I’m telling you,” Tilly’s voice rose with concern. “Blake wouldn’t do this.”

“Do what?”

We all flinched as the burly werewolf stood behind us like a wall of muscle. He folded his arms over his chest, his eyes glinting in the dim light of the kitchen. His stern expression matched his solid build and imposing stature.

Liam came up behind him, his features grave, troubled, and looking a lot like the night Emma was taken.

Tilly cast a glance in Annette’s direction before answering. “Well…see… Kat was just informing us that…well, what Emily did… if it was reported…”

“Are you going to report my child to the council?” Annette faced Blake, her gaze fierce and looking like she was about to go all spell-crazy on his ass if he should say the wrong thing.

Blake flicked his eyes casually my way. “What have you been telling them?”

Of course, he was going to blame me for Annette’s distress. “The truth.”

Annette stepped closer to Blake. “Are you? Are you going to give my little girl to that council so they can lobotomize her? Take away her powers? Who she is?” Tears fell freely from her eyes. “Are you that heartless?”

Blake’s face and the tip of his ears reddened as he glared at me. “Nice. Real nice.”

I gritted my teeth. Yeah, the bastard was blaming me for this.

“Tell me!” Annette punched the sheriff in the chest. “Are you going to take her away! You sonofabitch!”

“Annette, stop.” Liam grabbed his wife by the shoulders and dragged her away from Blake before she could land any more punches. I wish I could have landed a few.

Annette struggled to get out of her husband’s deadlock grip, but Liam never let her go. “Don’t let him take her. Don’t let him take away our baby,” cried Annette, her voice cracking with sobs. “She’s just a little girl. She didn’t know what she was doing. You can’t let him take her.”

“I won’t,” soothed Liam. “Because he won’t take her. Isn’t that right, Blake?”

Everyone looked at Blake, but of course the bastard was still glaring at me, like I was the instigator to Annette’s misery. Maybe I was.

“He’s right.” Finally Blake looked at Annette. “It’s my job to report it, but I won’t.”

Not sure I liked that he started with that.

Annette’s sobs grew louder, her whole body trembling in Liam’s grasp. “You won’t? You won’t report her?” she demanded, her voice wavering.

Blake’s rigid stance wavered for a split second, as if he was caught off guard that she would believe he’d actually do it. He drew a deep breath, regaining his composure. “I won’t.”

Annette wiped her tears from her face. “I need you to promise me, Blake,” she pleaded, her voice choked with desperation. “Promise me you won’t take my baby away.”

Blake sighed heavily, his anger fading into a resigned weariness. His gaze softened, and he took a step toward Annette. “I promise,” he said, his voice gentle yet resolute. “I won’t take her away from you. I swear it.”

“Thank the cauldron.” Annette’s tear-streaked face turned towards her husband, her eyes filled with an anguished plea as he held her tightly.

“Why not?” My voice cut through the sudden silence. I didn’t want to have to ask this question, but I had to. “Why not?” I repeated.

“Kat,” hissed Cristina, and she shook her head at me when I glanced at her. Even Tilly was glowering at me now. It was almost as though they thought I wanted him to report the little witch. I didn’t. I just wanted him to be straight with us, with Annette and Liam.

“Because I don’t believe she poses a threat,” Blake said firmly, his eyes now fixed on Annette’s tear-streaked face. “But you need to find a way to control her powers, for her own safety and the safety of others. If this happens again… if she hurts anyone else…”

“She won’t.” Annette’s eyes widened with hope, her desperation slowly transforming into a glimmer of relief. She tried to steady her voice, still trembling with emotion. “She’s learned her lesson. I’ll keep my eye on her. Now that I know what she can do. And I’ll burn all my demon books.”

Blake nodded. “That’s a great start.”

The tension in the room eased as those words hung in the air. Annette leaned into her husband’s embrace, seeking solace in his unwavering support.

Of course, I had to mess with that.

“So what will you report?” I asked, and everyone’s attention swung back to me again. “What will you tell Helen? Or the victims’ loved ones? Their families?”

Blake’s glare returned as it fixated on me. “What?”

I shrugged. “I mean… you’ll need to report something. Right? Those three deaths? So what’s our story?”

“She’s right,” said Tilly, and I was glad someone else saw this problem. “If this is going to work, we all need to stick to the same story.”

Blake watched Annette for a moment. “A rogue demon. A demon slipped through the Veil.” His eyes met mine. “And then Kat killed it. That’s all anyone needs to know.”

“Okay.” It was just as well. Plus, it was partly true—according to them. Dash had vanquished the demon, not me. But they didn’t need to know the truth.

“Now that it’s settled, I’ll see you all later.” I waved to the witches and Liam and started down the hall.

“Where are you going?” demanded Blake, as though he was the boss of me.

I looked over my shoulder, feeling Tilly’s eyes on us, but I kept my gaze on the sheriff. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I need to see someone.”

And with that, I crossed the living room and walked out.
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The Blue Demon contained a lot more paranormals than the last time I was here. Either Blake had already called Helen, who’d spread the news around town by the time I got here that the demon had been taken care of, or they were just trying to get a bit of normalcy back into their lives.

An array of pumpkins, both intricately carved and untouched, adorned every inch of the diner. Some lined the floor of the entrance while others perched upon tables and even the bar itself. Their misshapen faces seemed to flicker with life in the dimly lit diner, like a group of playful spirits waiting to come alive in the darkness. The scent of cinnamon and nutmeg lingered in the air, adding to the festive ambiance as I made my way through the sea of pumpkins towards the bar.

The pumpkin-carving festival had completely slipped my mind, but as I made my way towards the downtown area, I was greeted with colorful banners advertising the event. Since cars were not allowed in the closed-off downtown area, I had parked a few blocks away and walked the rest of the way. Along the path, I couldn’t help but stop to admire the skillfully carved pumpkins on display at various tables in the town square, each one boasting its own unique and elaborate design.

Dash would have carved the crap out of any pumpkin.

Nope. Not thinking of Dash right now.

I made my way through the diner filled with people, both men and women, friends and family, gathered around tables and booths. They eagerly devoured their meals of pasta, burgers, and fries.

I noticed Sela among the crowd, taking orders from one of the occupied tables. Maggie, the younger waitress looked up from one of the tables, a pad of paper in her hand. Her eyes rounded when she saw me, and a look of terror crossed her pretty features.

Wonderful. I was getting a reputation, it seemed—the bringer of death.

Ignoring the waitress, I made my way toward the bar, where a strapping black man was wiping down the counter.

I walked over to the bar, grabbed an empty barstool, and sat. “Hey, Kolton.”

The werewolf looked up. “Is this a social call or are you here to give me an update.”

I gave him a smile. “Both.”

“What can I getcha?” Kolton’s muscles flexed as he polished the counter top. Now that I knew he’d tried to become sheriff of this county, I couldn’t get it out of my mind, wondering how things would be different.

“Beer please. Heineken if you have it.”

The werewolf placed a freshly drawn tall glass of beer in front of me on a square paper napkin. He pressed his hands on the counter and leaned forward. “And?”

“And the demon has been taken care of. In case you didn’t know, it was a demon.”

Visible tension left Kolton’s shoulders. “That’s what people are saying. I just wanted to hear it from you.”

“It was.” I took a sip of my beer. “Mmm. Good.”

“And you killed it.”

I looked up from my beer into the dark, penetrating eyes of the werewolf. I knew they had heightened senses and could most probably read people extremely well. Lying to a werewolf was not advisable. But I couldn’t tell him the truth either. No matter how much I wanted.

“Yes.” I kept my face as blank as I could. “It was a buer demon,” I continued, adding some truth to my lie. “A nasty creature.”

“How did it cross over to Moonfell?”

I wiped my lips. “Not sure. The logical explanation is that it crossed over at a fragile spot in the veil. It happens. It sucks, but it happens.”

“And it kept coming through the same spot every night?”

I hadn’t thought about that part, but I wasn’t about to tell him about Emily. “It appears so.” I wasn’t well-versed in Demons 101, and I had no idea if they were able to slip through into our world using the same opening. “They’re not as stupid as we think. Once it found its way into our world, it kept coming.”

“Until you killed it,” concluded the werewolf. He eyed me intently, his gaze unwavering. It was as if he could see right through my facade, straight to the core of my secrets.

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, avoiding his piercing stare. “Yes,” I replied. “It nearly killed me.” Which was true.

“But it didn’t. You killed it.” Kolton’s nostrils flared, as he caught my scent. Could he smell the stress sweat? Shit. Yeah, he did.

Despite my attempts to maintain a poker face, the werewolf’s sharp intuition made me feel exposed, as though he could see right through my lies.

I took a large mouthful of beer. “Hmm. Yes,” I said, feigning nonchalance. I hated lying to the werewolf, but I couldn’t risk telling him about Dash or that little Emily had summoned the damn demon.

Kolton leaned back and crossed his muscular arms over his chest. His gaze bore into mine, unyielding and insistent. “You’re not telling me everything.”

“Huh?”

“I can smell it on you.”

Damnit. I hated being right.

He arched his brows. “Spill it.”

I tapped my beer glass with my fingertips, trying to figure out how much I could tell him without exposing Emily and Dash. “I have magic. It’s different.”

“I knew that,” answered the werewolf.

I stared at him. “You did?” Could he smell my umbra magic?

The massive werewolf nodded, a knowing smirk tugging at the corners of his lips. “Werewolf senses aren’t just limited to scent, you know,” he said. “We can detect the presence of magic too.”

I leaned forward slightly, my curiosity piqued. “So you’ve known all along? Since the first time I came here asking about Dash?” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It made me feel exposed. Did that mean that Blake could smell me too? Damn, that sounded wrong.

He chuckled softly. “Not all along, but for a while now. Your aura gives it away. It’s…unusual. Just like you.”

I wasn’t insulted that he’d just called me unusual. I took it as a compliment.

Relief washed over me as I realized he was more perceptive than I had given him credit for. Maybe I could confide in him after all. He hadn’t told anyone about my magic. If he had, I would have heard about it by now.

“But why didn’t you say anything?” I asked, just to test my theory.

Kolton’s gaze sharpened as he regarded me. “Not my secret to tell.”

“Right.”

“But I’m here when you’re ready to talk,” added the werewolf.

“Thanks. I might need that one of these days.”

Kolton filled a bowl of nuts and set it next to me. “Is that why you left Moonfell when you were seventeen? Because you were… different?”

My hand hovered over the nut bowl. “Yes.” No point in lying.

“It happens a lot in werewolf packs,” said Kolton. “Sometimes pups are rejected by their family, or their pack, for whatever reasons. Most of the time it’s because they’re weak. They have to leave and try to find another pack.”

“That doesn’t feel right,” I told him. “Especially at a young age. To be cast out like that by your own people.” Memories of my younger self came flooding in. My own family, my own parents had also rejected me because they thought me weak, an embarrassment to the Lawless name. They wanted me out, and in the end, they’d gotten their wish.

Kolton thought about it. “It makes them stronger. They don’t really have a choice. It’s survival. In the end, they realize it was the right thing to do. It was their path.”

I looked up at him and chewed a few nuts. “Speaking from experience?” Curiouser and curiouser. One of these days, I wanted to have a beer with Kolton and hear all about his life. I had a feeling it was a very interesting tale.

The large werewolf smiled. “Maybe.”

I grinned. “Then you and I have a lot in common, my friend.”

Kolton laughed, a hearty, deep laugh that turned my smile into a large goofy grin.

But what Kolton said was true. Having been left to my own devices at such a young age, I was most definitely stronger for it. And like the werewolf said, my own pack had rejected me.

“So…” I wiggled in my seat. “Is there a Mrs. Kolton?” Come to think about it, I hadn’t seen him with a lady werewolf or any lady at all. Or maybe he liked men?

Kolton narrowed his eyes but kept smiling. “You’re full of questions today.”

I shrugged. “I’m feeling a little wild.” And strangely comfortable talking to him.

The smile on Kolton’s face vanished. “There was. She died.”

I stiffened in my seat. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked such a personal question. I’m an asshole.”

The werewolf shook his head, his smile returning. “It’s fine. It was a long time ago.” He took a dishtowel and started to wipe down some glasses. “What about you? Is there anyone in your life?”

An image of Dash flashed in my mind’s eye. “No. And now’s not the time. I’ve got way too many things happening in my life.”

“What about Dash?”

I glanced at the werewolf to find a knowing smile on his handsome face. “What about him?”

“He’s a decent guy. Aren’t you two friends?”

“Sure. I guess you could say that.”

“Nothing more?”

I glared at him. “Nothing more.” So why was my heart slamming in my chest?

Kolton laughed as he continued to dry some glasses. The damn werewolf could most probably hear my stupid thumping heart.

I was starting to feel more at ease with the large, imposing werewolf. He had a reliable quality to him, to his manor. He was loyal—the type of guy who always had your back. He would have made a fantastic sheriff.

“So, sheriff, huh?” I was a curious beast. Plus I wanted to steer this conversation my way.

Kolton chuckled. “You don’t miss a thing either. Do you?”

“Nope.”

Kolton sighed and looked away. “I put myself out there. I lost. End of story.”

“Yeah right.” I took another sip of beer. “There’s a much bigger story here. I can feel it in my bones.” Not that I thought Blake was a bad sheriff, but I was curious as how the dynamic would be with Kolton as the sheriff of Moonfell.

“What story?”

I spun around. To my right, a man with strikingly handsome features leaned over the counter.

“What can I getcha, Remy?” asked Kolton. He eyed the vampire with so much ferocity that said, “Ask about the story and I’ll pound your head in.”

The vampire slapped on a smug grin. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

Kolton regarded the vamp for a moment longer before pushing off the counter.

“So.” Remy leaned closer to me. “Did you meet Orik?”

Kolton’s back muscles flinched, but he didn’t turn around.

“I did.”

“And? Was he able to help you with your… problem?”

I glanced at the vampire. “He wasn’t.” If fact, going to see Orik had only resulted in having more problems. I had signed a contract with the fae boss. I was screwed.

Remy looked genuinely disappointed. “I’m sorry. I wish I could help.”

I sighed. “At this point, no one can help.” Because in a few weeks’ time, my aunt’s house would be torn down and replaced with a modern box, and we’d need to look for another place to live.

In fact, we should start looking now.

I took another sip of my beer, feeling it churn in my stomach. “Do you know of any rentals in the neighborhood?”

“Are you moving out of your aunt’s place?” Kolton had returned with Remy’s beer. I waited for him to ask about Orik, but he didn’t.

“Yes,” I told the werewolf.

“I thought you liked it there,” said Kolton.

“I do. My loving family is forcing us out.” I told him about what my family had done and what my brother came to tell us. As I finished my story, Kolton’s face grew concerned. And right now, he looked like he wanted to rip something apart.

“I don’t have twenty thousand. And since the banks aren’t lending me anything, we don’t have a choice. But don’t worry. I’ll find something suitable for us.”

“I’m sorry,” he said sincerely.

I shrugged, trying not to let it bother me too much. “It’s fine. I’ll figure something out.” I always did.

Kolton crossed his arms over his large chest. “Does Blake know about this?”

“Bits and pieces. I don’t want him involved.” Hell no.

“He’s the sheriff,” continued Kolton. “He might be able to help.”

I shook my head. “He can’t.”

Kolton raised an eyebrow. His expression was filled with skepticism. “Can’t? Or you won’t let him?”

I hesitated for a moment, contemplating how much I should reveal to Kolton and Remy since the vampire was wayyy too close.

“It’s complicated. But even the sheriff can’t help. Once my family has their claws sunk into something, they never let go.”

Kolton leaned in closer, his eyes filled with concern. “You need to find another pack.”

“Amen.” I tipped my head and finished my beer.

“You should get a lawyer,” offered Remy. He took a swig of his beer before setting it down on the counter with a thud.

I gave a mock laugh. “I can’t afford one. And I’m not sure anyone can do anything at this point, but what I do need is a place for me and my aunt.”

Kolton nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Well, I might be able to help you out,” he said. “I have a friend who owns a few properties around here. Let me talk to him and see if he has anything available. It won’t be as big or as fancy as your aunt’s place, but it’ll be a roof over your heads.”

Relief washed over me, and I couldn’t help but smile gratefully at Kolton. “Thank you. At this point, I’ll take anything.”

“It’s the least I can do,” he replied with a shrug. “So how much do I owe you?” Kolton reached for something under the counter, and when he returned, he had a pen and what looked like a pad of blank checks.

His comment took me aback for a second until I realized what he was talking about. “Nothing. I can’t take your money.” Even though I was desperate for cash, taking Kolton’s money for something I didn’t even do felt all kinds of wrong.

The werewolf frowned. “I hired you to take care of Jessie’s killer. And you did. You killed the demon.”

“You killed a demon?” Remy was staring at me like he either wanted to devour me whole or take me to bed.

“I did.” I hated lying, but I couldn’t tell them the truth. Again, the beer churned in my gut. I should have opted for coffee.

Kolton gave me a level stare. “I always pay my debts.”

I believed him. “It’s not a debt. And I can’t take your money. Besides, it wasn’t official. We didn’t sign a contract.” No, because the only contract I signed was with Orik. “I helped out a town. That’s all.”

Kolton watched me with his dark eyes. “I’ll pay you back somehow.”

I smiled. “I’m sure you will.”

Now that I’d done what I came here to do, I needed to find Dash. That text message he’d sent was starting to bother me.

You need to stay away from me? And after that kiss? Like hell, I would.

“I should go.” I slipped off my seat and reached for my wallet.

“No.” Kolton gave me a dismissive wave. “Your money is no good here.”

“Ah. Right.” I smiled. “Thank you. I’ll see you guys later.”

My heart raced as I made a hasty retreat, knowing I needed to confront Dash.

You need to stay away from me…

In my brain, that was code for me to get my ass over there.

And so I would.
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On the entire ten-minute drive to my aunt’s house, my mind was on Dash.

The mage was truly a mystery. He had his demons. We all did. He was a tortured soul. Was he bad? Probably. But I’d seen the good in him. I had to talk to him, get everything off my chest once and for all.

But first, I wanted to tell my aunt that we had plan B. Said plan was a possible rental for the two of us. For the time being. Until I figured out our next move. Preferably, pounding my brother’s head in. Then I’d go see Dash. I didn’t care that he’d asked for me to stay away. I was going.

He saved my life—twice—kissed me and then told me to stay away?

Yeah, like that was going to happen.

And I couldn’t ignore the pull towards him any longer, no matter how conflicted it made me feel.

Just as I pulled up my aunt’s driveway, I noticed a man standing on the porch next to her. I recognized him. It was Milton Fletcher. Moonfell County’s Tax man.

“No…” I growled as I killed the engine and rushed out of my Jeep. I bolted up the stairs, anger filling my stride. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Katrina,” reprimanded my aunt, leaning heavily on her cane. She looked tired, old, dejected. I hated seeing her like this without that eccentric flare. It wasn’t her.

“We still have two and a half weeks,” I yelled and stepped right in his face. “You can’t kick us out. Try it, and I’ll hurt you.” My body shook, and my magic—though limited in broad daylight—rushed to the surface. Guess I’d have to fry his ass.

Mr. Fletcher leaned back. “I was just explaining to your aunt—”

“Did my father send you? Is that it?” Crap. I knew attacking him the way that I had would eventually come back and bite me in the ass. I should have thought it through. I wasn’t ready. We weren’t ready to go to another house. And now it looked like we’d be tossed in the street.

Mr. Fletcher took a step back. “No. The Lawless Corporation didn’t send me. I’m here on Moonfell County’s tax business.”

“To take away my aunt’s house,” I hissed. “Don’t you have anything better to do than destroy people’s livelihoods?”

Mr. Fletcher’s mouth fell open. “I…”

I pointed a finger in his face. “You should be ashamed of yourself. How could you do this? My aunt is elderly.”

“Thanks for throwing around my age,” grumbled my aunt.

“I haven’t even had the time to look for a new place for us to live,” I yelled, feeling my blood pressure rise. I started to seriously regret my visit to my family’s house. This was my father’s doing. I was sure of it. If it was just me on the street, I could manage. But my aunt?

No. This was all kinds of wrong. I refused to let my aunt be put out on the street, especially when she’d done so much for me.

My body trembled as I felt the surge of magic within me, and I knew I had to calm down before I lost control in front of Mr. Fletcher. But if he was going to tell us to leave, I couldn’t be blamed for what I was about to do.

He was a witch. He had magic, and he would use it to defend himself. I knew attacking a member of the county’s finance division was wrong, but if he came here to throw us out on the street, I would.

Mr. Fletcher’s face took on a few shades of red. “Now, there’s no need for threats—”

“Sure there is,” I pressed, leaning in closer. “Your mouth is moving, I threat.”

I could feel the magic fizzing within me, eager to break free and lash out at the man before us. My grip on my temper was slipping, and I was about to say something regrettable.

“Katrina, let the man speak,” said my aunt, though she looked like she wanted to pummel him with her cane if he stepped out of line. I’d pay good money to see that.

I took a deep breath and tried to regain my composure. “Why? I know I won’t like what he has to say.”

“Let him say it anyway.”

The pain in her voice had me turn around and look at her. “He’s going to tell us to leave.”

My aunt gave a shrug. “Then so be it.”

Like hell, so be it. “No.” I glanced back at Mr. Fletcher. “This isn’t right. And you know it.”

Irritation flashed in Mr. Fletcher’s gaze. “Will you let me speak, or shall I come back when you’re not hysterical.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Did you just call me hysterical?”

“Kat. Let the man speak, for cauldron’s sake.

“Fine.” I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest.

Mr. Fletcher cleared his throat and pulled out a large manila envelope from the briefcase I hadn’t noticed he was holding. He handed it to my aunt.

“I came here to tell you before your niece here had a fit—”

“Watch it,” I warned.

“That the deed of this property has been reverted back to you, Katrina Lawless.” Mr. Fletcher looked between us. “So, you see, there really was no need for threats. This house is yours again.”

“What?” I grabbed the envelope from my aunt and pulled out a stack of papers. “But how is this possible?” My eyes searched the papers, but they never really saw anything but blurred letters. My hands were shaking so much.

Mr. Fletcher cleared his throat again. “Someone by the name of Dash Dreux paid the outstanding bill to the Lawless Corporation. And by doing so, your property is once again yours.”

The papers slipped from my hand. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“He said that Dash paid our debt,” answered my aunt, and when I glanced at her, her eyes were swimming with tears. “He saved us.”

I stood there, letting the words sink in.

Dash had paid off our debt. My debt, since I was the one to blame for not paying the taxes.

Dash. The Dark mage. The evil member of The Forsaken. The man who’d saved me twice… had now saved me again. Me and my aunt.

My heart was hammering so hard in my chest I thought I might throw up.

“Kat…”

It was just one word, but the warning behind it had me rush over to my aunt.

And just in time.

I caught her before she fell. Wrapping my arms around her, I lifted her up. “Let’s get you inside and in a chair.”

Mr. Fletcher opened the front door for us, and I gently helped my aunt to one of the armchairs in the living room.

I lowered her into the chair, taking a moment to steady her. She looked exhausted, wrung out from the sheer intensity of the moment. A wave of relief washed over me along with a strange mixture of gratitude and confusion.

Why would Dash do this for us? I knew he and my aunt got along really well, but that wouldn’t entice a person to pay a twenty-thousand-dollar debt.

Yet here he was, saving us. I couldn’t help but feel a tug of curiosity, wondering what his motives were. Maybe I was overthinking things. Maybe Dash was just a nice guy, and maybe I was full of shit.

Tears trickled down her face as she looked up at me, her eyes filled with gratitude. “I can’t believe… why would Dash do this?” Her eyes met mine. “I knew it. You’re having sex with him.”

I coughed out an embarrassed laugh. “Me? No. I’m not. Not at all.” I wondered why I had to confirm it three times. Maybe because Mr. Fletcher was still here watching the situation.

My aunt sniffed and dabbed her eyes from a tissue hidden within the cushion of her chair. “Thank you, Mr. Fletcher. You’ve been very helpful.”

Mr. Fletcher nodded, closing his briefcase. “Don’t mention it, Luna. It’s my duty as Moonfell County’s Tax Assessor to handle these matters. I’m glad we could resolve this issue.” His expression softened. “I’m very happy you get to keep your home.”

“That makes both of us.” I thought about apologizing to the witch and then forgot about it just as soon as the thought entered my brain.

“Well, I’ll let you two catch your breath,” Mr. Fletcher said. “Have a good evening.”

The witch gave a nod and headed toward the door. I followed him out and closed the door behind him.

I stood there for a moment, trying to wrap my brain around what had just happened. I was so sure Mr. Fletcher was about to tell us to leave the house because Brad and the bulldozers were coming in the morning. I’d never expected this.

As soon as the door closed behind him, my aunt’s tears flowed freely. She looked up at me, wiping her face. “I can’t believe he did this for us.”

“I know.”

My aunt looked at me with knowing eyes. “You have a special connection with him.”

“Why? Because I fed him when he was a cat?” I walked back to the living room and let myself fall into the other armchair. I tried to brush off her observation, but deep down, I knew there was something between Dash and me. And especially after that kiss.

My aunt gave me a sly smile. “That… among other things.”

“Ha. Ha.”

“Well, whatever it is, I’m glad he was able to help us. Only a man with a heart of gold would go out of his way to help an old lady like that. He truly is a rare breed.”

“That he is.” I couldn’t hide the relief in my voice. This weight that had been hanging over our heads for so long was finally lifted. We didn’t have to move. We could stay.

“We’ll have to pay him back,” added my aunt.

I nodded. “I know. It might take me a few years. But I will. This whole thing is my fault.”

We sat in silence for a while, both lost in our own thoughts. Finally, my aunt broke the quietness by standing up from her chair.

“I need a drink to calm my nerves.”

I jumped out of my chair. “Sit. I’ll get it.”

“There’s gin in the cupboard next to the sink,” my aunt called out as I made my way to the kitchen. I poured her a generous glass of gin and returned to the living room.

“Thank you, Kat,” said my aunt as she took the glass from me with trembling hands and took a sip. She closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. “I’ll need another one in a little while.”

“Do you mind getting it yourself?” I moved toward the foyer and slipped on my boots. “I gotta go.”

My aunt smiled wickedly and raised her glass. “I hope you’ll thank him well. More than once.”

I grinned back at her. “You wicked creature.” Although I’d be lying if I hadn’t thought of the handsome mage and me, our naked bodies entangled on his bed. “See you later.”

I shut the door behind me and rushed to my Jeep. I could just call him. But this situation required a face-to-face kind of meeting. The last text I’d gotten from him said he wanted me to stay away.

But after paying off that debt, even the hounds of hell couldn’t keep me from going to him.
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As the sun sank below the horizon, the sky transformed into a mesmerizing mix of dark pink and navy hues. The Jeep jostled on the transition from a paved road to a dirt path as branches scraped against the sides. I continued down the winding route, ascended a hill, and caught sight of a white farmhouse nestled amid lush meadows and rows of apple trees. A red barn stood beside it, completing the picturesque scene.

And an old, forest-green Land Rover sat in the driveway. Dash was here.

Just as I pulled my Jeep up the driveway, the front door to the farmhouse swung open, and Dash came out.

My heart jumped at the sight of him. I couldn’t help it. And after that kiss, it seemed my feelings for him had only intensified. No. I wasn’t here to start a relationship. Not that he would even want one. Besides, Dash was still part of my ongoing investigation into The Forsaken.

I was here to know why he’d paid off the debt. Or so that’s what I told myself.

I parked behind the Land Rover, killed the engine, and slipped out. I shut the door with my hip, and the next thing I knew, Dash was next to me.

“Did you fly over?” I laughed.

“I told you to stay away.” Dash’s handsome features were twisted in rage.

Okay. “What the hell is happening here?” I had not expected him to look like he hated me because that’s how he looked right now. I tried not to let it affect my ego, but I did feel it shatter just a bit.

“You shouldn’t have come.” Dash’s words struck me like a punch to the gut.

A storm brewed in his eyes. I tried to wrap my mind around this new tension, but all I could feel was the knot in my stomach that refused to loosen.

“Tough,” I told him. “You don’t own me. I come and go as I please.”

He moved past me. “Get back in your Jeep and leave.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Not until you tell me what the hell is going on?”

Anger rippled over his features as he stood next to my Jeep. “Didn’t you get my text messages?”

“Yes.”

“I told you to stay away. What part of that didn’t you understand?”

“I understood perfectly. I chose to ignore it.”

Dash ran his fingers through his hair. “This is serious, Kat. You have no idea how serious.”

“So tell me.” I searched his face. “Tell me, how is it that you paid off our debt, an act of pure generosity and kindness, and now are acting like a total asshole?”

Dash took a deep breath, his eyes narrowing as he stared at me. “Kat, I’m not trying to be an asshole. It’s just... you don’t know the whole story.”

“Then tell me,” I insisted, my voice shaking with frustration. “What is going on? You know, my aunt is going to be really disappointed in you.” Yeah, this is not how I’d envisioned this reunion in my mind.

He sighed, running his hands through his hair again. He seemed to be considering telling me but then changed his mind as he opened my Jeep’s door.

“You need to leave. Please, Kat. Just go.”

I gritted my teeth, trying not to be hurt by his sudden dismissal. “No.”

“God damnit.” Dash slammed my Jeep’s door. “What is it with you? You’re as stubborn as a pnifrit.”

I raised a brow. “I’d be insulted if I knew what a pnifrit was.” No idea.

The tall mage let his head fall back. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“Uh, why are you doing this to me?” I waited until he was looking at me again. “You paid our debt. My debt. Why?”

Dash looked away from me. “Because I didn’t want your aunt to lose her house.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Bullshit.” Yeah, I was calling him on it. “And that kiss? What the hell was that?”

The mage’s eyes darkened. “A mistake. A moment of weakness. It won’t happen again.” He glanced away again.

Ouch. “Fine.” Not really. “So then, why won’t you look at me?” I wasn’t an idiot, and I wasn’t born yesterday. That kiss meant something. It meant something to him.

Dash shook his head and finally met my gaze. “I told you to stay away.”

“I don’t do well when someone gives me orders.” I searched his face. “What’s happened to you? I thought you were my friend, and now you’re acting like a jackass.” He was resembling Blake more every few seconds.

Dash looked over to the barn. The setting sun cast gleaming rays on the metal roof. “I’m not a good guy, Kat.”

“Right now, I’d have to agree.”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“And I’m not laughing.” I clenched my fists, determined not to let his words affect me. “But that’s for me to decide,” I replied, my voice laced with defiance. “You may not see yourself as a good guy, but I know there’s more to you than you’re letting on.”

Dash’s shoulders tensed as he turned to face me fully. His eyes bore into mine, filled with a mix of anger and vulnerability. “You don’t know who I am… what I’ve done.”

“I don’t care,” I said, my voice filled with frustration. “So you’re a Dark mage. So what? There are lots of Dark mages.”

Dash let out a bitter laugh. “A Dark mage? Is that what you think?”

I shrugged. “It’s the only explanation I have as to how you commanded and then banished that buer demon. If I’m wrong, please enlighten me.”

His knuckles turned white as he clenched his fists. “You wouldn’t understand,” he spat, the frustration evident in his voice.

“Well, that’s for me to decide,” I retorted. “You can’t just push me away and expect me to accept it without an explanation.” Especially not after that kiss and the desire I witnessed in his eyes.

But I’d be lying if I said that was the only reason. It wasn’t. Dash had proven himself a true friend. A loyal friend. And I didn’t have many of those. Hell, I didn’t have any.

Dash exhaled heavily, his frustration evident in his clenched fists. “It’s not safe for you to be around me,” he finally confessed.

Confusion and concern filled my mind as I took a step closer to him. “What are you talking about? Why wouldn’t it be safe?”

He hesitated as if grappling with his internal demons. Shadows danced across his face, mirroring the turmoil within his soul. “Forces are at play, Kat, dark and dangerous forces that will stop at nothing to get what they want. And if they find you here… if they find you with me… they’ll do everything in their power to destroy you.”

“The Forsaken? I know they’re after me. I fought one of their mages.” When Dash didn’t respond, I added, “I know you’re tied to them, and I have a feeling that maybe you wish you weren’t. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

“It does. I’m not a Dark mage.”

I narrowed my eyes. “A wizard, then? A witch?” My gut tightened at my next thought. “A necromancer?” But that wouldn’t explain his control over that demon.

He finally met my gaze, his eyes conveying a pain I didn’t understand. “You don’t know what you’re asking for. The Forsaken are more than just an enemy. They’re a plague, a sickness that consumes everything in their path. And if I stay near you, I risk becoming infected, losing myself to that darkness.”

“I know darkness,” I told him. “Haven’t you noticed? It’s where my magic lives. Where it thrives.”

Dash’s voice took on a harder edge, his eyes flashing with the intensity of a man who’d been pushed to the brink. “The Forsaken are a force of pure darkness. Their reach extends far beyond anything you can imagine.”

“I have a great imagination.”

Dash sighed, the frustration and guilt etched across his features. “I wish it was that simple. But the Forsaken are relentless, and I can’t risk endangering you.”

“I told you I can take care of myself.”

Dash shook his head. “Not this. Not with them.”

I sighed. “I’m not dead yet, so there. Isn’t that proof enough that I can take of myself?”

Dash hesitated, his eyes flickering between mine, searching for a response. “You… you make me feel things I’ve never felt before, and I can’t control it.”

Ah. Now we’re talking. “And how is this a bad thing?”

He sighed, his anguish apparent in the way his broad shoulders slumped. “It is.”

I moved so we were face to face. “So you’re a tortured soul with imperfections. So what? Perfect is boring. I like a bad boy. Keeps me on my toes.” I laughed. He didn’t.

“Look,” I tried again, “I didn’t come here for the kiss. Well, partly. But because I wanted to thank you on behalf of my aunt for what you did. You have no idea how happy you’ve made her. My aunt means the world to me. And seeing her so distraught and scared… I don’t want to see that ever again.” I swallowed hard, the emotions making my throat tight. “I’ll pay you back. I swear it.”

“I don’t want your money.”

“Well, I always pay my debts, so you’ll get it eventually, but it might take a while. Like…five, six years. Dash? Dash.” I reached out to grab his hand, but he pulled away.

Okay, two strikes on my ego. Was I going to go for thirds?

“You saved me, like, twice,” I said. “And you saved my aunt’s house. So why are you acting like this? I don’t care about The Forsaken. Fuck The Forsaken.” My breath caught. “You’re married?” Yeah, that would explain his actions.

Anger rippled in my gut. I took a step back, trying to process the information. Married. How could I have missed such a crucial detail? The realization stung, piercing through the budding affection I had allowed myself to feel for Dash. It was like a slap in the face, awakening me from my temporary infatuation.

“I’m not married.”

“Then you have a girlfriend.”

Dash shook his head and said nothing.

I threw up my hands. “So what the hell is it? What? Tell me?”

I stared at Dash, the silence between us growing heavier by the second. Confusion mingled with frustration as I tried to piece together the truth. If he wasn’t married and didn’t have a girlfriend, what was going on? Why was he pushing me away? The answer seemed to elude me, slipping through my fingers like smoke.

I searched his eyes for any sign of the truth, desperately trying to decipher the emotions hidden within. A vulnerability etched his features, a hint of sadness, and it tugged at my heart. It was as if he wanted to say something, but the words remained locked in his throat.

“Just tell me,” I pleaded. “Why are you pushing me away?”

Dash took a deep breath, his gaze never leaving mine. “It’s not about another person,” he finally admitted, his voice laced with a mixture of sorrow and regret. “It’s about protecting you.”

I blinked. “From the Forsaken. We’ve been through this.”

“From me.”

My jaw fell. “You’re saying you’re going to hurt me?”

Finally, Dash let out a deep sigh, his shoulders slumping as if carrying a burden. “Look,” he began, his voice laced with resignation. “It’s complicated.”

“I love complicated. Spill it. I’m not leaving until you tell me.” I could feel the frustration creeping into my tone.

Dash took a step closer, his eyes filled with a mix of regret and longing. “I can’t explain everything right now,” he murmured. “But please, believe me when I say I have reasons why I can’t be with you.”

I studied his face, searching for any hint of deception, and despite the hurt and confusion swirling within me, I couldn’t deny the sincerity etched in his features. Something was genuine about him.

“If you don’t want us to be friends anymore, I’d like to hear the reason.”

Dash stared at me for a moment. “I am of the Forsaken bloodline.”

I shrugged. “I know. We’ve covered that part.”

He shook his head. “I’m part human, part demon, Kat. Cursed to exist in this realm but never able to truly belong anywhere... or to anyone.” He paused for a moment as if collecting his thoughts.

My mouth fell open. “No shit.”

Dash’s revelation hit me like a ton of bricks, but it all started to make sense. How he was able to control that buer demon. How he could transform into different animals and beasts.

Dash was part demon.

I’d never met a half-breed demon before. “Okay.” I nodded to myself as I sifted through this new revelation. “You’re half demon. And you thought… what? That I wouldn’t want to be around you if I found out? I don’t care what you are. To me, you’re Dash. The guy who saved my ass twice and who helped save my aunt’s house. That’s all that matters.”

“That’s part of the reason.” His features tightened as though he was recalling something. “But it’s more than that. I’m bound to their service.”

“The Forsaken?” I asked, still trying to wrap my head around everything.

“It’s a long story,” Dash replied, his gaze distant as if lost in thought. “I thought… I was an idiot… but I was young and impressionable. They accepted me for who and what I was. Only years later, I discovered their true motives as to why.”

“And what’s that?”

He looked at me and said, “Control.”

“Control of you?”

Dash whipped his head around toward the barn like he’d heard something or felt something.

“What?” I looked over his shoulder, but I didn’t see anything.

Dash reached out and grabbed my arm hard. “You need to leave.”

“Hey,” I struggled, trying to free myself of his hold. The damn half-demon had werewolf strength in that grip.

He opened the door and shoved me into the seat. “Go. Go now. And don’t come back.”

I looked up at him, trying not to be pissed because of what he’d just told me, but this manhandling rubbed me the wrong way.

“I’m not going anywhere—”

He slammed my Jeep’s door in my face, and with a final look at me turned around and walked away.

I gritted my teeth, staring at his fine ass as he moved toward his farmhouse. I’d admit it hurt. I’d let my feelings get in the way. I never did that. I’d learned early on to protect myself, to protect my heart.

“Damnit.” I hit the steering wheel, frustrated at myself. “Screw this.” I turned on the engine, shifted into reverse, and slowly maneuvered out of the driveway. Once I backed down the long driveway, I turned the Jeep around and drove back onto the road.

It had been a mistake coming here. I should have stayed with my aunt. Dash and his fine ass could go to hell. I didn’t need him. I didn’t need anyone. I was fine on my own.

But why was he acting so strange?

After a minute of driving down the dirt road, I slammed on the breaks.

“Shit. Shit. Shit.”

With my hands gripping the steering wheel, I made a U-turn and drove back. As I sped down the dirt road, my mind was racing with so many questions. I needed answers, and Dash was going to give them to me.

I didn’t care that he was half demon, a very rare breed. Hell, I was an oddity myself. We had that in common.

I slowed my Jeep as I spotted the entrance to Dash’s driveway, not wanting him to see how reckless I had been driving. I put my Jeep in park just at the entrance. Sitting there, I took a deep breath to compose myself before facing him. I didn’t want to confront him high on emotions. I might do something stupid. Or say something stupid. Or both.

When I cut the engine, voices trailed through my open window. I leaned over to the passenger seat and peered through the bushes.

A cluster of men wearing heavy dark robes surrounded Dash. They were talking to him, but they were too far away for me to make out anything. Since Dash lived on a quiet street with no traffic, I couldn’t imagine how they had arrived here. I scanned the sky for a helicopter but saw nothing. It was as if they had appeared out of thin air, as if they had walked through some kind of portal.

I knew who they were the moment I laid eyes on them.

The Forsaken.

The group made their way behind the barn, Dash with them. I watched until they disappeared behind it.

So, of course, I followed them.
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Icrept silently behind the barn, careful not to make a sound as I approached the spot where Dash and the Forsaken had vanished.

With the sun now completely set, darkness surrounded me. And I welcomed it.

I pulled on my friends, the shadows, and kept them with me, wrapped around me like a blanket. I wasn’t taking any chances.

This was my shot at getting a closer look at who The Forsaken were. Yes, I’d fought some of these mages with Sykes, but they’d all vanished after I’d broken their ritual.

We didn’t have names or faces. Blake was already hounding me for Dash’s name, and I knew he wouldn’t wait forever. This was my chance to give him someone else.

I had to take it.

Plus, I was a curious beast. I wanted to know why they were here and what they wanted with Dash.

As I cautiously approached the barn, my heart pounded. The familiar scent of woodchips filled my nostrils, mingling with an undercurrent of something sinister. I could feel the energy shift in the air, a palpable heaviness that made my skin prickle with unease.

Yeah, they were definitely up to something.

As I rounded the corner, I was met with a peculiar scene.

A hidden courtyard materialized before my eyes, bathed in an eerie glow. The Forsaken stood in a circle, their dark robes billowing in the wind as they chanted in a language I couldn’t comprehend. In the center of this mystical gathering stood Dash, his eyes closed and his body completely still.

Curiosity mingled with fear within me as I observed this covert ritual. What were they doing to him? Why was he standing in the circle?

The Forsaken continued their incantation, their voices rising to a crescendo. The energy in the air grew thick and oppressive, making it difficult to breathe. I counted six of them, and none of them were wearing a red robe like Sykes. Theirs were an identical black.

Suddenly, a blinding light erupted from the center of the circle, briefly illuminating the scene before plunging the area back into darkness. Dash cried out and stumbled, falling to his knees as he struggled to maintain his balance.

Bastards.

What the hell were they doing to him? It was almost as though they were draining him of his magic. Either that, or they were taking it from him to replenish theirs.

“Where is she?” commanded a voice, though I couldn’t tell from which cloaked asshat it was coming from.

“I don’t know,” replied Dash, still on his knees.

“You’re lying,” said the same male voice. “I told you what would happen if you didn’t bring her to us.”

Her? Shit. They were talking about me.

“You disappoint me, cambion,” said the same mage. “What use are you to us if you can’t do what we command you to do.”

Dash slowly pushed himself up, and my stomach churned at the blood leaking from his nose and his mouth.

Pain shot through my chest at the sight of his injuries. He looked so weak and vulnerable, surrounded by these dark mages who seemed to have complete control over him.

“I told you,” said Dash, his voice surprisingly strong. He straightened his shoulders. “I don’t know where she is.”

The mage tsked. “Wrong answer.”

The mage’s lips curled into a wicked smile as he chanted an incantation. From the depths of darkness, tendrils of night dripped like poisonous tar from his outstretched hands. I could feel the demonic energy pulsing in the air, sending shivers over my skin.

With a flick of his wrist, the mage unleashed a streak of pure darkness that struck Dash with the force of a thousand blows.

He doubled over and collapsed onto the ground, writhing in pain. The demonic curse had struck him, and he curled up into a tight ball as it coursed through his veins. The smell of burning flesh overwhelmed my senses. Dash’s flesh was burning from within.

I could only watch in horror as he lay motionless, consumed by the dark magic flowing through his body.

Motherfrackers.

Dash’s body quit seizing, and I sucked in a ragged breath as he pushed himself to his feet again, looking pale and much worse than a moment ago. His shirt had burned away, leaving deep blisters over his chest and his back.

The mage’s eyes darkened with a sense of superiority, a smug smile curling on his lips. “I could do this all night, cambion,” he taunted, hands planted firmly on his hips as if challenging Dash to a game. “But I’ll stop if you just listen and bring her to us. Swear to this, and I’ll stop.”

Dash remained silent.

Now Dash’s attitude and his texts started to make a lot more sense. He’d been tasked with bringing me to The Forsaken, and he’d refused. And now he was paying the price.

Fury flashed over the mage’s face. He thrust out his hand, and a ball of liquid night shot out and hit Dash in the chest.

Dash stumbled back, resisting whatever the demonic magic was doing to him. His body shook, and rage rippled over his face.

In a swift, explosive moment, Dash’s body contorted and expanded. His human form was engulfed by thick, black fur as his bones cracked and reformed into those of a massive creature, nine feet tall with the head of a fierce lion complete with sharp bovine horns. His eyes glowed red like hot embers, and his claws were the length of daggers. The beast let out a deafening roar that shook the ground beneath my feet.

The mage raised his hand, and a whip materialized, glowing a sickly green. He swung it at Dash, the creature, who let out a piercing wail as deep, bloody gashes appeared on his body. The mage’s face contorted in a twisted grin of amusement as he continued to lash out at Dash, relishing in the pain he was causing. Even in the dim light, I could see the pleasure written all over his expression. He was enjoying himself. Enjoying bringing pain to Dash.

I hissed under my breath. Why wasn’t he fighting back? I’d seen his beast before, well, this one. It was terrifying and strong. At the very least, he could change into a crow and fly away.

Unless he couldn’t. Unless, just like Eli couldn’t give me The Forsaken’s names, Dash couldn’t fight back.

He was powerless.

Fuck.

But I couldn’t just stand here and watch. I had to do something. They were hurting Dash because of me.

I moved closer, careful to stay hidden in the shadows. Suddenly, Dash, the beast’s eyes snapped open, revealing an intense red glow that sent shivers down my spine. His gaze scanned the area and rested on me.

Oops.

I froze in place, my heart pounding in my throat. Dash’s eyes had an intensity to them that I had never seen before. All that anger I’d seen in his gaze before was gone. An uneasy feeling washed over me as I realized that I had been discovered. A flash of fear rippled over his features… and then…he was in his human form again… and very naked.

“Who do we have here?” The mage that had been torturing Dash turned around. I could see his face clearly now, pale, dark circles under his light eyes. No eyebrows, and I was going to guess no hair.

Crap. Guess my cover of darkness wasn’t keeping me hidden like I thought. Or these guys could sense me? Maybe sense my magic?

Adrenaline surged through my veins as I realized they knew I was here, watching from the shadows. The Forsaken turned their heads toward the direction of my presence, their eyes glowing ominously in the darkness. They could sense my magic and my anxiety but failed to discover my exact location.

Taking a deep breath and keeping my umbra magic in tow, I stepped from the shadows and into the circle of light, my eyes fixed on Dash. “Leave him alone,” I growled, my voice laced with anger.

The same mage, let’s call him their leader, lowered his cowl. Yep, bald.

His skin was smooth and pale, like a freshly laid egg but etched with deep lines that gave away his age. A mischievous smile stretched across his face, making his pointed chin jut out.

“And here we thought you didn’t bring her,” he said in a smooth voice with a knowing smirk. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. It was eerie and unsettling, creepy as hell.

“He didn’t, asshole. I followed you.”

“Kat, get out of here—” Dash cried out and stumbled to his knees.

The mage leader’s arm was extended, his fingers curled in a menacing gesture, and his lips moved rapidly as he finished casting his curse.

“Okay. Show’s over.”

I closed my eyes and focused on the darkness surrounding me. My heart pounded, and my hands shook with a mix of fear and anger. As I channeled my energy, the shadows seemed to pulse and swirl in response.

With a powerful surge, I reached out and grasped the shadows, feeling their cool wisps slip through my fingers like silky strands. Drawing them closer, I molded and shaped them until they transformed into sharp, deadly daggers. I opened my eyes and faced my enemies.

I was going to cut those sons of bitches to pieces.

It would be tough fighting off six seemingly powerful mages but not impossible.

Besides, if I could reach Dash, I might be able to shadow jump us out of here. That ability still needed practice, but it was all I had at the moment.

The Forsaken leader raised an eyebrow at my display of magic. “Impressive,” he said with a sneer, and I could make what looked like desire in his eyes. And it wasn’t anything sexual. “But it won’t be enough.”

“Let him go.” I gripped my shadow blades, ready to use them at the first sign of movement.

“Kat,” pleaded Dash, his body trembling as he fell forward on his hands and knees.

Maybe the smart thing to do would have been to sneak away and leave Dash to whatever fate The Forsaken had for him. Fighting The Forsaken alone was crazy.

But I couldn’t.

Something inside me refused to let go. Dash had saved my life. He’d paid off my debt. The least I could do was free him of these bastards once and for all.

The fact that he hadn’t given me up to them spoke volumes. I couldn’t betray him, either. I wasn’t about to give him up. Not now. Not ever.

The leader interlaced his fingers before him. “Your magic… is quite surprising. I’ve never seen the like. So you’ll understand that when I heard about the fate of brother Sykes, I became very curious about the witch who killed him with a spear made of shadows. Where does it come from?”

I shrugged. “I pulled it out of my ass.”

The leader chuckled, a dark and sinister sound that sent chills down my spine. “Cocky, aren’t we? I like it.”

“We should take her now and drain her of her magic, brother Algar,” said another mage with a long nose. I couldn’t see his face from under his heavy cowl.

The one named Algar shook his head. “Patience, brother Owen. We don’t want to scare the creature. If you scare it, you spoil the meat.”

The mages all nodded their contentment like I was the magical meal of the day.

I might have thrown up a bit in my mouth. “I don’t get it. You wanted Dash to bring me here? So why send one of your mages to try and kill me with a curse?”

Algar’s smile twisted into a sinister grin. “It was all just a test. A way to confirm our suspicions about your true identity. And now that you’re standing here in front of me, it’s clear that we were right.”

“Right about what?” I asked, though I had a feeling I already knew the answer.

“Kat, get out of here,” came Dash’s voice. “I’ll be fine. Leave. Leave now.”

I spared him a glance, my heart aching at the sight of his battered and broken form. “No. We’re getting out of here together. Just hold on a little longer.”

“You don’t understand,” hissed Dash. “You need to leave.”

“You two are growing quite the bond,” Algar mused, his voice low and sultry. “It’s a shame I’ll have to break it.”

I turned my attention back to the mage leader. “Screw you. Let him go, or I will start making grown men cry.”

The Algar gave me a slow, wicked smile. “Even if you somehow manage to take us all down, it won’t matter. The cambion’s contract with us will remain unbroken. The Forsaken are numerous and relentless. We are everywhere, and you cannot kill us all.”

“Try me.”

The mage’s deep, throaty laugh echoed through the dark as he turned to look at Dash. “I can see why you’re so devoted to this witch. She’s got fire in her.”

I inched closer to Dash until I was about ten feet from him, my hands curled around my shadow blades. A little bit more and I would reach him. I might have to fight off baldy here, but it was a calculated risk.

The mage’s eyebrow quirked as I moved forward, causing me to pick up my pace slightly. “Our deaths will not break the pact,” he informed me. “Once you submit yourself to The Forsaken, your soul belongs to us. There’s no undoing.”

“Bullshit.” I stared at them, knowing he was just trying to throw me off. With no more of these mages, Dash would be free. He’d be safe.

Even before I came back to Moonfell, The Forsaken were abusing Dash. They’d cursed him, let him roam around as a cat without the knowledge that he could change back into his human form. I’d found him half-starved with a broken arm and his memories gone.

I hated these bastards. I hated what they were still doing to him.

“It’s true,” came Dash’s voice. “Even if you kill them all, I’m still bound to them. To The Forsaken. I’ll never be free of them.”

Hmmm. Not exactly what I wanted to hear, but I could still work with that.

“What’ll it take?” I felt a pang of nausea as the mage leader’s pale eyes fixed on mine. I rubbed my palms over my arms as a sickly little feeling of dread rolled through me.

“Kat.” Dash struggled to his feet. “Don’t. Get the hell out of here.” My heart leaped at the emotion in his voice, but I kept my eyes on baldy.

Algar gave me a cold smile as the other mages mumbled words I couldn’t catch. But their body language said it all. They were thrilled.

“The only way the cambion can break his vow… is if another takes his place.” A wicked, contriving grin spread over Algar’s face.

Right. I knew exactly what he was suggesting. I could feel Algar’s eyes boring into me, challenging me to make a decision.

I felt a cold certainty settle in my bones. My heart pounded as the weight of what I was about to say seemed to make my chest heavy.

“Kat! Get the hell out of here!” shouted Dash.

Of all the stupid things I’d done in my life, this took the number one spot.

And before I knew what I was doing, my mouth opened, and the words that would seal my fate spilled out.

“I’ll do it. I’ll take his place.”
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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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