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Chapter 1

[image: image-placeholder]
Shelby


I put my foot down on the accelerator and floored it through the intersection the moment the light turned green. I needed to get to that wedding now.   
Several months ago, a short, curvy lady with a pert nose and a pixie cut had walked into my made-to-order dress shop looking for a rush wedding dress of a special variety. It needed to be fireproof, or at the very least, fire-resistant. When I took the order, I hadn’t realized that I’d be making the wedding gown for the most talked-about wedding of the decade: the first high-profile monster-human wedding since The Wall had lifted a few years ago.
The groom in question? An honest-to-goodness fire-breathing dragon. Hence the requirement for flame-proof fabrics.
This was why I was breaking every traffic law known to man to get to the venue. The dress? The bride had it. But the special cloak covered in gems from the dragon’s personal hoard? The one for the very important but private ceremony at the end of the night? The one that had taken me a full fortnight to make, painstakingly hand-sewing every gem to the fireproof velvet I’d commissioned? That cloak? On my passenger seat.
They’d sent someone to pick it up earlier, and I’d put the vitally important garment in a white box with her name on it on the entryway table. The courier had come and gone, and I’d thought everything was done. I’d sat my ass down on my couch, in my tiny apartment above my workshop, with a tub of Ben & Jerry’s, ready to call it a night.
Realizing I didn’t have any wine to pair with my Cherry Garcia, I’d grabbed my keys to head over to the liquor store. That was when I’d seen it. The box was still on the table.
What.
The.
Fuck.
The courier had taken the small, brown box full of trims and notions, which the delivery guy had dropped off yesterday, instead of the white one with the bride’s—very clearly labeled, mind you—name on it. 
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
The bride of the century didn’t have the cloak of the century, and I was going to have my ass handed to me on a platter.
This was supposed to be my big break. Before Carly had walked into my shop, I’d been struggling to pay the bills. This order was supposed to be the one that saved my ass, and my tiny made-to-order dress shop, catering to the vertically challenged and curve endowed, would finally be out of the red. This was supposed to pull my business out of the slump it had been in for the past year since my ex had slandered my name. 
I turned into the parking lot of the fancy, schmancy hotel where the event was taking place. Despite being so high profile, the guest list was small. According to the bride, they’d wanted to keep it manageable. She’d already been upset when the media had found out about it, and I didn’t blame her. I’d witnessed brides completely losing it from stress in my field of work. 
Carly was chill, though. She didn’t once go bridezilla on me. Maybe that was why she matched her fiery dragon so well.
Grabbing the oh-so-important white cardboard box, I charged toward the side entrance, the one with the sign pointing to the wedding.
I hoped I wasn’t too late. They didn’t need the cape for the normal human ceremony, so I should have time. The door was right there; I was going to make it. I was so focused on that door that I didn’t notice the massive security guard stepping in front of it until it was too late. I barreled straight into the most muscular chest I’d ever felt. 
Oomph!
Holy crap! What the hell was this guy made of? Stone? Giant arms wrapped around me. Nope; not stone. This guy was way too warm to be made of stone. 
I looked up, up, and up, until steely gray eyes met mine. Something inhuman flashed within them. He was hidden behind a glamor, most likely so he wouldn’t scare any of the human guests. I was looking at a monster. 
“I didn’t expect trouble to run right into my arms.” The guard grinned down at me with a set of perfect teeth that looked just a tad bit too sharp to be human. “You’re lucky I happen to like trouble.” 
The illusion he wore worked well, allowing just the slightest bit of the original to show through. I wondered what type of monster he was.
Oops, I’d been staring at him with my mouth open like an idiot. What did he ask me again? I shook off the shock. “Excuse me, but I need to get this to the bride asap.”
“Your invite?” He looked me up and down. 
In my blush-pink sweatpants and a simple t-shirt—I loved creating works of art, but I also enjoyed being comfortable—I was completely out of place compared to the wedding guests. 
“Oh no! I’m not here for the wedding.” I shoved the box between us. “I need to get this to the bride. It’s the cloak.”
“That’s not going to work, woman. It’s a good getup, but you can’t fool me. I bet you’re from the media. They’re plenty pissed we didn’t let anyone in.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Your jig is up. Now get out of here.”
“What? No! This is really her cloak. I hand-sewed the gems on myself. At least call her bridesmaid and ask.” 
He eyed the box like it was a bomb. “I handed her the box with the cloak myself earlier today. I don’t know what’s in there, but you’re lying.
“No, you didn’t,” I said through gritted teeth. “That brown shipping box is full of trims and notions. The courier took the wrong package from the table. This—”  I shoved the box at him again “—is the right box.”
He looked as if he’d heard that excuse before. “Listen; I have a job, one I take very seriously. I won’t hesitate to remove you from the premises by force.”
“No, you listen,” I said, jabbing the fingers of my free hand into his way-too-wide chest. I wasn’t going to let anyone, massive monster or otherwise, fuck up my career. “I’m staying here until you get this box to Carly, and I’m not leaving one millisecond before.” I stomped my foot down as punctuation.
“You are teeny tiny. I could just pick you up and—”  He made a gesture as if he were tossing a ball through a hoop. 
I was short, but I wasn’t exactly someone you’d call teeny tiny. I had a few dozen extra pounds on my frame, making me look even shorter and squatter, especially when I was in sweatpants and a tee.
“Don’t think I wouldn’t toss you just because you’re cute.” He sent me a devilish grin that went straight to my belly. 
Argh! No man should be this hot and annoying at the same time.
“I’m not leaving until—” 
“Shelby? Oh my god, Shelby, is that you?” Dana, Carly’s one and only bridesmaid—the bride had meant it about keeping the event small—rushed over from inside the foyer, her heels making a loud clack-clack-clack on the tile. “Thank god you’re here! I knew I shouldn’t have had that wine before the dress fitting. You taught me how to bustle up the skirt so she can dance. You made it look so easy, but I can’t do it. It’s a mess. You have to help us.”
She grabbed my free arm and pulled me into the splendidly-decorated reception area. As she did, I turned back and gave Mr. Hard and Annoying a smirk. “I told you so,” I said in my most annoying voice possible. Then, because I could, I stuck my tongue out at him.
Ha! Served him right.
“I guess you haven’t opened the box with the cloak yet,” I said, turning back to Dana.
“No, we’ve been so busy getting everything just right, we never had time.” She pulled me into a room with the sign Bridal Suite in gold lettering on the paneled door.
Carly stood in front of three angled mirrors. “Wow, Shelby, you got here fast.”
“I was just outside the entrance. The courier picked up the wrong package earlier. I was just bringing it to you now.” I showed her the box. “Except your doorman wouldn’t even let me through.”
“Oh, Grayson? He can be a hardhead sometimes,” Carly said. “That’s why he’s so good for the job.”
Grayson. I now had a name to put to his way-too-chiseled face. 
“I didn’t want to call you unless absolutely necessary,” I said. “I know how stressful weddings can be.”
“Meh, I’m trying to stay calm,” Carly said with a shrug. “Desmon stresses out about details enough for the both of us. I promise I won’t let a wedding stress me out.”
“That’s the spirit.” I placed the box on the counter, which had a few half-empty glasses of wine and a half-eaten candy bar. I moved the wine glasses to the other side to avoid any last-minute mishaps with the cloak, especially after the trouble I’d gone through to get it here. “Now, let’s see if we can fix this.”
I knelt to figure out what was happening to the long train of her dress. It was bustled up off the ground, but not correctly. It was easy for me to see which button went where, but for someone who’d never bustled such an intricate gown before, it could get confusing.
“Here. This button goes with this loop. See how they’re both light blue and have a crystal sewn above them? The blue buttons and loops without the crystal go together.”
“Oh. I didn’t even notice the extra crystals,” Dana said. “This dress is covered in so many gems and crystals I thought those were part of the decorations.”
“Desmon insists I wear something fancy and covered with gems. I could take it or leave it, but it makes him happy, so…” Carly shrugged.
She was the most relaxed, happy-go-lucky bride I’d ever met. I guessed if I were about to marry a dragon with a hoard of treasures, I’d be happy to wear whatever he wanted me to as well. 
“All done!” I stood and reached for the box. Opening it carefully and keeping my eyes on the wine nearby, I pulled the cloak out of the box and hung it on the rolling rack. 
“Oooh, it’s beautiful!” they both said in unison. 
A knock came at the door, and a woman with her hair pulled into a severe bun poked her head in. This must be the wedding planner. “Are we ready? We’re already running behind. They’re waiting for you for the first dance.” 
“We’re coming,” Carly said, then turned to me. “Thank you for saving the day. Feel free to stay if you want, but if you’ve got something else to do, I totally understand.”
Then she was out the door in a swirl of tulle and crystals.




Chapter 2
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Grayson


I just fucked up, didn’t I?  
I watched as the cutest woman I’d ever met turned her round little ass to me and sauntered away. The image of her sticking out her tongue played in my head on repeat. 
I was going to need some help to get her to forgive me. She didn’t seem the type to forgive and forget too easily once she’d let her dislike of someone solidify. I didn’t want to be on her dislike list at all. In fact, I wanted very much to be in her good books, though I didn’t know why. 
The box she’d shoved under my nose had an understated logo on the top left corner that read Shelby’s Creations. Curious, I dug my phone out of my pocket and looked up the name. Her face stared back at me from the About Me section of the website. Her hair in the photo was darker than the reddish brown it was today, but it was definitely her. 
Shelby. That was what Dana had called her. Shelby was the seamstress who’d pulled together the gorgeous fireproof gown the bride wore today. Very impressive. 
Graham, my brother, walked toward the entrance. He’d been checking out the grounds for any suspicious activity. We’d been told some groups who were against monsters and humans mixing might try to sabotage the wedding. There were groups like that on both sides now, ever since the fall of The Wall.
The Wall had been an ancient spell that had hidden monsters in plain sight for millennia. When the spell suddenly faded, it had taken everyone by shock. Imagine waking up to find out you’ve been living next to demons your whole life, or that you’d been sending your kid to a daycare run by werewolves.
In my case, I’d been at the coffee shop when the lady behind me had started wailing like a banshee. I’d turned into a gargoyle right in front of her face, and she’d freaked out. The entire coffee shop had. It hadn’t helped that the two men in business suits behind her had grown tails, horns, and hooves as they morphed into satyrs. 
With cell phones and live-streaming, once a cat of that magnitude was out of the bag, it could never be stuffed back in. There were spells to erase memory in the short term, even of entire cities, but it had taken only minutes for the internet to be flooded with proof of our existence. Not to mention all the videos on phones that never even made it to the web. 
Many monsters now went out in public as themselves, with no illusions at all to hide their differences, but I still wore mine. Unlike some monsters who had human forms or who blended into human society easily, my natural form still had plenty of humans running away screaming. Some of us were just more monstrous than others.
“Anything unusual?” I asked as Graham joined me at the door.
He shook his head. He, too, wore his personal glamor, though the signs of the monster he was showed through his eyes, and nothing could hide his sheer size. Illusion could only do so much. If we were too big to fit through a door, then we were too big to fit through a door, illusion or not. That required a spell of accommodation.
It had been easy to recreate personal illusion spells for those who needed them, but the universal enchantment that had once encompassed the entire globe required a tremendous amount of magic. That type of magic hadn’t been seen in many generations.
“Can you watch the door for me?” I asked. “There’s something I have to do.” 
Graham narrowed his eyes at me. “Let me guess. It’s about that cute little number who you pissed off a few minutes ago. I heard that exchange from all the way around the building.” 
Gargoyles had exceptional hearing. Sounds reverberated through our stony bodies so we felt every tiny noise as vibrations. 
“Maybe.” I didn’t want to admit anything in case my idea failed and the cutie with the cloak didn’t forgive me. 
“Go do your thing. Maybe you’ll end up like Griff.”
Griff was our brother; there were four of us in total. Gargoyles commonly came in fours, which had made guarding each corner of a building that much easier back in the day. No one needed gargoyle protection for their buildings now, so we took on other security jobs. Our large size definitely helped. 
Griff, the only one of us not to live in our large penthouse, had recently gotten himself hitched to a human. He seemed so much happier now that he was mated, and a part of me was a little jealous, especially since his in-laws accepted the joining. Last I checked, his new mother-in-law wouldn’t stop talking to her paranormal romance book club about how great he was.
Before the fall of The Wall, monsters mating with humans had been a lot less common. When cross-species matches were made, it often meant the human had to hide the truth from their family. This was difficult when babies came along, especially if little Tommy started spitting fire in Grandma’s kitchen.
Sometimes, forget spells could smooth things over, but many chose simply to avoid relationships with humans completely. That meant if they felt the start of a mate bond, they ran the other way. With The Wall down, intermingling was much easier as long as we avoided the groups who protested against what they called “unnatural monstrosities.”
Freed from door duty, I made my way toward the kitchen. Apologies were best made with food in hand, and the appetizers they’d served earlier would be ideal. They’d been personally selected by Desmon, our dragon of the hour, and he had excellent culinary tastes.
Ducking under the small door frame, I sidled up to the chef still on duty, my eyes on the tray of leftover hors d’oeuvres sitting on the marble counter.
“You gonna eat those—” I leaned over to check his name tag “—Michael?”
“No.” He looked me up and down. “You’re working security. Did they feed you?”
“Nope,” I lied. They had, and I’d been sneaking appetizers every time a platter went by from the kitchen to the cocktail area. They had to go through the front hallway, and you bet your ass I was on those platters like college girls on pumpkin spice lattes the first day of fall.
“Take them. You’re huge, and I bet you’re hungry all the time.”
“You’re not wrong.” I reached for the platter.
“Not the whole platter. Here.” He handed me a to-go container. 
I carefully transferred the tiny but very tasty sliders, canapés, and lettuce boats into the box.
“If you’re still hungry, come back here. There are always leftovers at events like these.”
After thanking the chef, I left to find Shelby.
I found her standing at the back of the reception area, watching the first dance with a massive grin on her face. Dressed in a pair of pink sweatpants and a dark gray T-shirt, her reddish-brown hair in a messy ponytail, and the faded makeup she’d put on this morning, she stood out from the wedding guests who were all dressed to the nines. It was kind of adorable. 
I took a deep breath to stop the pounding in my chest, then headed toward my sassy seamstress.




Chapter 3
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Shelby


I hadn’t planned on staying. Ben and Jerry were waiting for me back home, and I still didn’t have my wine. But when the first notes of the sweet love song started playing, I couldn’t help myself. I stepped into the back of the reception area to take a peek.  
Carly was the epitome of beauty, moving across the dance floor with her new dragon husband. Desmon was in his human form because a place like this would never fit his dragon, but otherworldliness emanated from him. Briefly, a lick of flame enveloped them, but it happened so fast that I wondered if I’d imagined it.
There it was again. The preternatural flames flared for just a second, and every gem on the dress sparkled. I sure hoped the stainless-steel thread I’d used to sew them on held up. According to the specs, it had a melting point of 1350 degrees Celsius. I didn’t get that converted to Fahrenheit, but I knew it was hot.
No wonder the dress needed to be fireproof. Dragons must offer their mates some sort of invincibility to fire, or maybe just their fire. I had no idea. Despite living among monsters openly for the last four years, I hadn’t gotten to know many.
There was Marcus, the minotaur who owned the gym next to my workshop. The fairy sisters came by every so often to get dresses made that accommodated their wings. And let’s not forget the teenage mermaid who I’d made a prom dress for last year.
After the fall of the illusion wall, some monsters had chosen to move into predominately monster communities to avoid dealing with the fallout. As you’d expect, not everyone was keen to have a naga next door. But many of those exposed decided to stay in the lives they’d already built.
Caught up in the beautifully choreographed dance, I hadn’t noticed someone stepping close to me. When I felt his warmth against my back, I didn’t even need to turn to know who it was. For someone so huge, Grayson sure moved silently. I whipped around, sending him the best glare I had.
“I’m leaving after the dance,” I whispered. The asshole would probably insist I leave now that my job here was done.
He furrowed his brow, the expression making him look kind of terrifying, but didn’t reply. He was dead wrong if he thought he could intimidate me out of watching this dance.
Instead, I found myself guided toward the nearby bar. Not wanting to make a scene, I let him move me. The last thing I wanted to do was draw attention to myself and ruin such a perfect wedding. I hated being the center of attention.
Not to mention, I didn’t fit in at all. I was dressed for a date with my couch and my e-reader.
At least he was leading me to the bar and not tossing me out like he’d threatened earlier.
Placing a takeout box he was holding on the bar, he lifted me up onto a barstool. I had to stifle a squeak at the huge hands that wrapped nearly all the way around my waist. I hadn’t expected him to actually pick me up.
He pulled another barstool over and sat down facing me, his giant legs framing mine and trapping me in. The closeness had my body tingling with awareness.
That tingle must be anger, I decided. There was no freaking way it could be lust, even if he was covered head to toe in muscles and put the word chiseled in the dictionary.
I stared him down and frowned. Now that I had time to actually look at him, I picked out more details that screamed not human. Did his skin look just this side of gray? I looked again, and it was normal. Maybe it was the light.
One thing was sure: he was a lot larger than he looked. I could have sworn his hands had reached all the way around my waist, but looking at them now, they were big, but not massive.
I could have met a thousand monsters before the fall of The Wall and never have known. We’d been shocked to realize some of our celebrities and big names had been monsters, even some of our politicians too. The founder of a certain tech company was exposed to be a lizardman, though there had been rumors of that long before.
Looking back, it had been quite obvious that not all people were humans. We now knew what to look for because parts of the original monsters showed through. We just hadn’t known it was possible before, and any suggestion that there were monsters living among us would have been considered a conspiracy theory. I bet the conspiracy theorists were all laughing now.
The room broke into applause as the dance ended, and I realized the asshole had made me miss the end of the dance because I’d been too busy staring at him and his perfect body. Great.
“Look, I’m leaving now.” I made to get off the barstool, but Grayson blocked me.
“Stop. I came to apologize.”
Did I hear that right? But it was too late. He only had one chance for a first impression, and he’d blown it.
“Nope. It’s not going to work. You nearly cost me my career.”
He opened the takeout box and held it in front of me with a flourish. “A peace offering.”
I perused the selection of appetizers, trying not to lick my lips. I was hungry. My planned dinner of wine and ice cream had yet to come to fruition, and I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I did this often when I was too busy on a project to break for lunch; then I binged on junk food at night because I was too tired to cook and ordering a proper meal wasn’t in my tight budget. Today was one of those days.
“This one’s fantastic,” he said, pointing to the canapé topped with a dollop of cream cheese, a curl of smoked salmon, and a tiny sprig of herb. “And this one too.” This one was a small, fried dumpling drizzled with sauce and sesame. “Actually, they’re all good.” Unlike me, he didn’t stop himself from licking his lips.
So he was hungry, yet was willing to give up this mighty fine collection of bite-sized deliciousness as a peace offering. That was kind of cute. Maybe I’d give him another chance after all.
He waved the bartender over. “What do you drink?”
I thought of my aborted trip for cheap wine. “A dry white, please.” After a scare like today, I deserved a glass or several.
As the bartender brought our drinks, I turned my attention back to the peace offering.
“Alright. Fine.” I lifted the lettuce boat and took a bite. Mmm, it was so good. “I accept your apology.” The words were said around a mouth full of food.
I hadn’t realized I was so hungry. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the symphony of flavors. When I opened them, I realized Grayson was watching me eat. Great. I turned to give him a piece of my mind, but deflated when I saw his face.
It held a look of utter need, but it wasn’t the lettuce boat he had his eyes on.
No. I must be reading this wrong. This monster guard with the body that would put a world-class bodybuilder to shame was definitely not eyeing me like he wanted a piece. No way. I was not the type of woman to garner this type of attention, especially not from someone like him. It must be the food he was after.
I shoved the container toward him and found my voice. “You look hungry. Eat. We can share.”
He tore his eyes away and stared down at the hors d’oeuvres as if he’d forgotten they were there. Okay, so maybe the look was for me after all. This was new.
I devoured the rest of my lettuce boat and picked up the smoked salmon canape. Then, before I could chicken out, I held it up to him. His eyes met mine again, and his gaze held me captive as he grinned, then ate the appetizer in one bite straight from my hand. I was acutely aware when his lips touched the tips of my fingers.
Suddenly, the fact that I was sitting between his legs, so close we almost overlapped, could not be ignored. He reached for a mini mozzarella ball wrapped neatly in prosciutto and drizzled with balsamic vinaigrette, the tiny toothpick ridiculously small next to his massive hand, and offered it to me.
If he could do it, so could I. I shored up my courage, leaned in, and ate it from his fingers. I was sure the appetizer tasted amazing, but I couldn’t focus on the flavor. All I could think about was how close we were and the tingling that started between my legs. The possessive hand resting on my waist made it even harder to concentrate on anything else.
We continued this way, feeding each other as waiters served the guests their first course. The box was empty when the sounds of hundreds of guests tapping their glasses broke the spell, pulling us out of our little world. I looked over to the couple of the evening up at the front.
They were already kissing, with Desmon holding his curvy human wife in his arms. The surrounding air shimmered and glowed as if waves of fire swept over them. The gems on her dress glittered mesmerizingly.
Grayson’s hand tightened on my waist, pulling me closer. I felt the tips of sharp claws digging lightly through my clothes, though I was sure his hands had looked normal. I turned back to him, the couple up front no longer at the front of my mind.
The way he looked at me had me thinking wildly inappropriate thoughts. He leaned in closer, and I held my breath. He was going to kiss me!
I tilted my head, expecting—I didn’t know what I expected. All I got was a light brush of lips before the sounds of firecrackers broke us apart.
A murmur went through the guests, and at the front, Desmon positioned himself protectively in front of his new bride. Then someone ran right across the reception area’s large double door and down the hall, a security guard on his tail. Grayson’s walkie-talkie cackled loudly from his belt. All I caught was his name and something about a code orange.
He pulled away, suddenly all business.
“Stay here. I’ll be back,” he said, standing. He hesitated for a moment, then pulled me up from the stool onto my tiptoes.
The strong fingers gripping the back of my neck had my belly tingling with lust as he leaned down to plunder my lips. The hand at my waist pulled me into his rock-hard body. His masculine scent surrounded me as I closed my eyes.
The kiss was over before it even started, but somehow it had turned my knees to jelly, and I found myself leaning on him. He lifted me back up onto my barstool.
“Stay right there,” he said again. Then he was gone.
What just happened?
I grabbed my wine and gulped down a big mouthful, hoping the drink would clear my head. It didn’t.
I needed to get out of here before I ended up doing something stupid like going home with Grayson. The way things were going, I had a feeling we’d end up hot and heavy, and knowing my luck with men, full of regrets.
I hated to waste the wine, but I put it aside, apologizing mentally to it. I needed all my wits about me to make it home.




Chapter 4
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Shelby


I took a sip of my latte and closed my eyes with a sigh, trying once again not to think of the security guard with the steel-gray eyes. It was nice to have a moment to breathe. The big project was finished, but that didn’t mean my work was done. I had a fitting later with a client, but I was free to relax for the rest of the morning.  
It was also nice to finally pay my rent on time and have enough in the bank to treat myself to a cuppa joe. I’d been living on instant coffee for weeks, and after missing my celebratory dinner of ice cream and wine yesterday, I thought I deserved a treat at my favorite café.
My landlord, Cecilia, was great. The older lady had been extremely accommodating when it came to my payments being late. Maybe she felt bad for me. She’d been in the building when I confronted my asshole ex about cheating on me with a friend from work. He’d come home to find all his belongings, including the TV and all his electronics, tossed out onto the sidewalk.
I’d had to explain to Cecilia why there was a mess. She’d been a great landlord and even stayed to make sure Justin left me alone, threatening to call the cops on him since the place was technically under my name.
I’d been struggling to pay the rent for the two-story place since. It wasn’t very big, but I needed the bottom floor as a storefront and workshop and the top to live in. Not only was I out the portion of the rent Justin had helped with, but the prick had also bad-mouthed my business after I broke up with him, getting his friends to write bad reviews on every website he could.
A lot of my income came from one-time customers who needed special occasion dresses for weddings and events. Those types of customers rarely showed up now. Carly had been my first in a year. I had a few regulars who came to me to add a custom piece here and there every season, and I’d been relying on those to pay my bills. Just barely.
I’d spent so much time and money over the past year trying to advertise, but with reviews like those, it was nearly impossible to bring in new customers. Carly’s special project had been a saving grace. I was set for the next month at least, but I still needed to keep working. It had been a long time since I’d had savings, and I hated this whole feeling guilty for having a latte thing.
The Witch’s Brew was a tiny café owned by a cheery redhead named Griselda, just across the street from my workshop. I used to come here every afternoon for a quick break from my projects when money hadn’t been so tight.
I loved the place. It had a mish-mash collection of decorations on the walls that screamed eclectic, modern witch, much like its name would suggest. According to the sign on the wall, she’d failed at witchcraft but brewed a mean coffee. There was a photo hung showing what the front of the shop had looked like a decade ago, with a gigantic sign for tarot readings.
I took another sip of my latte, trying to ignore the feeling that everyone in the café was staring at me. Just after lunchtime, it wasn’t particularly busy, but I swore it felt as if every pair of eyes were on me, boring their way through my skull. But when I turned to look, everyone was busy on their phone.
Had I imagined it? Maybe there was something in my hair. I took out my compact and checked. Nope. Everything was in place, but the reflection in the mirror definitely showed the lady with the stroller sitting a few tables down staring at me. I turned to look, but she was suddenly very busy with her toddler.
Strange.
My phone buzzed on the table, and a photo of Grams popped up on the screen. I hadn’t known my dad, and Mom had left me with my grandparents when she’d remarried to an asshole who didn’t want kids. Grams and Gramps had basically raised me.
I picked it up, ready for her to ask me about the business. She was always worried about me living on my own and not making ends meet, which was why she had no idea the business had been struggling since Justin’s online shenanigans.
Before I could even say, “Hey,” Grams blurted out, “I’m so glad you’re dating again, honey. Just know that Gramps and I don’t care what type of other he is, as long as he’s good to you.”
What was she going on about? “Um, I don’t know what you mean. I’m not dating anyone.”
“Oh honey, don’t try to lie about it,” she tsked. “I’m sure the entire world has seen that photo by now.”
Photo? What photo? But Grams was on a roll, and I knew I wouldn’t get a word in sideways, so I waited. How she still managed to have so much energy at her age was mindboggling.
“And on that matter, you really need to dress up for the part when you attend a wedding, especially one as big as Desmon’s. I know you didn’t want to outshine the bride—that dress you made was gorgeous, by the way—but you need to look the part to bring in more business. At least pick up a beautifying spell for your hair and makeup.”
Makeup and hair illusion spells had been the first type of magic approved for sale since they were hard to mess up and extremely temporary. I’d used them before in a pinch, but didn’t like how they felt; there was something, some energy, on my face the whole time. Not everyone felt that way, though. Some couldn’t feel the magic at all.
I looked around the café, and everyone pretended not to be paying attention. I covered my mouth and asked, “Back up a bit. What photo?”
“Psh, you haven’t seen it? It’s all over the internet. Here, let me send it to you.”
Grams had always been an early adopter of all things novel. She’d also reacted extremely well at finding out we lived among monsters; better than I had.
My phone buzzed in my hand, and I clicked to accept the photo. I gawked at the image on the screen. There I was, sitting thigh-to-thigh with Grayson, feeding him a bite-sized appetizer. We were looking into each other’s eyes like we were in love and ready to make out at the bar at any moment.
Oh, my god! You’re kidding me, right?
This was why everyone in the café was staring at me!
“So, when’s the wedding? You know how worried Gramps and I get with you all alone in Darlington. We’re just happy you aren’t by yourself anymore.”
Gramps wasn’t worried about me being alone at all; it was all her, but I didn’t mention it. I did, however, try to clear things up. I spoke as softly into my phone as possible, completely aware that the lady with the stroller was leaning her whole body over in an attempt to listen in.
“I know what that photo looks like,” I whispered. “But it’s nothing.”
“Why are you whispering?” Grams asked.
I sighed. Then in a louder voice, I said, “Because people need to mind their own beeswax.”
Griselda guffawed from the counter while the lady with the stroller pretended she hadn’t been trying to listen in.
“We’re not really dating,” I continued, lowering my voice again. “He was a guard at the wedding. I wasn’t even supposed to be there, but there was a mix-up and—”
“So you met him there? How wonderful! That’s a story to tell the kids. Meeting at the dragon’s wedding.”
Oh boy. Grams was on a roll.
“So, when are you seeing him next?”
“I’m not.” The memory of him telling me to stay and wait for him surfaced. I could have stayed, but I didn’t need another complication in my life, especially since I was still struggling to get out of the mess my ex had made more than a year ago.
Gram’s sigh was loud over the phone. “I know it’s hard to trust after what happened, but there are good guys out there, and there isn’t a spell to age us backward yet, only illusions. I just want you to be happy.”
“I know. Thanks.”
We talked a bit about the dress, and she sent a photo of the bride and groom standing by their seats and kissing, the dress glittering and glowing with gems and magical flames. There were also several photos of the other guests. The photos all seemed to have been taken from the windows.
I asked about Gramps and if his knees were acting up again. Then, after promising to visit soon, I hung up.
I scrolled back to the photo of Grayson and me.
I wondered if Grayson had seen it yet, and if so, how he’d reacted. I had to admit; we looked really cute together in the picture. Despite only having what was left of the makeup I’d put on that morning, I looked healthy and radiant; I was practically glowing. Maybe it was part of his illusion spell working on me.
When the big illusion wall had fallen, I’d thought my grandparents would freak out, but they hadn’t. They’d taken it in stride.
“I watched the internet be born. We went from reading newspapers, to watching television, to living in the future with smartphones almost overnight. This is no different,” Gramps had explained. “Just the other way around. If personal computers the size of a watch can exist, why not magic and monsters?”
Realizing the lady was still craning her neck to see what was on my phone, I stood abruptly and whipped around. She gasped and fell halfway out of her seat, then righted herself and pretended to fuss with her kid. I turned and headed towards the back to the bathrooms, pretending I just really needed to go.
Ha! Okay, so that had been a little mean, but it was funny. Besides, she really needed to mind her own business.
After a quick bathroom break, I returned to my latte and biscotti to watch a few more cat videos until it was time to return to my workshop for my two o’clock fitting. But no number of adorable cats could take my mind off the photo and Grayson.
Needing something more to distract me from Tall, Dark, and Handsome, I finished my drink, got up, and waved goodbye to Griselda, who waved back from behind the bar. Then I headed back to my workshop. If there was one thing that took my mind off everything else, that was work.




Chapter 5
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Grayson


I leaned back in my high-back leather chair and debated with myself for the twentieth time today whether showing up at Shelby’s place of business unannounced would be considered creepy. On the one hand, she hadn’t given me her number, and she’d disappeared when I’d asked her to stay, but on the other, we’d definitely had chemistry.  
I’d been disappointed at the reception to find she’d already snuck out the front while I was dealing with the click-happy photographers at the side of the building. She hadn’t been dressed for the event, though, and she’d said she was leaving when I’d first cornered her with the apology appetizers. Maybe she had somewhere she had to go. Or maybe she’d been uncomfortable with staying, and it wasn’t about me at all.
She couldn’t have left because of me, right?
The kid with the firecrackers hadn’t known what he was getting into. Someone had hired him for a “funny prank,” and he hadn’t expected to end up with two gargoyles on his tail. By the sound of his voice, I was sure he was telling the truth.
He’d been put there to distract us from the photographers dressed as staff, who were taking photos through the windows. We’d ended up catching them too, but not before they’d already uploaded a few of the photos.
I scrolled over to the image of Shelby and I feeding each other and grinned. At least I had them to thank for this momento, even if it meant I was stuck here in my office writing up incident reports for both the EA—formerly known as the Secret Enforcement Agency—and the regular “human” police. I hated paperwork. Ever since the fall of The Wall, I’d had to write two sets for every case.
Considering the human police now worked hand-in-hand with the EA, I didn’t know why I had to submit two separate reports, written in two different ways. A good portion of the police force was made up of monsters anyway; those boys in blue had grown experienced in explaining away many strange happenings over the years.
Each office had a completely different set of rules I had to follow for my reports. It was ridiculous. I wasn’t built for filling out paperwork.
At least my office was in the same building as my home. My brothers and I lived in the penthouse of this large, gothic revival-style building. It was the most elaborately designed building in Darlington and stood out from the newer and plainer-looking metal and glass sky-scrapers. The beige stone and green copper-roofed building housed offices on the lower floors and luxury condos on the upper ones.
Darlington had boomed since the fall of The Wall. For decades it had barely been on the map, but the last few years had seen it turn into a world-class destination. The rapid growth had brought in many new residents, both human and monster, looking to step up in life.
With the funds my brothers and I had saved up over the centuries guarding the buildings of the rich and powerful, the penthouse was an easy choice, especially with our office in the same building. Griff had decided to work for a close friend, one he owed a life debt, so our demon friend Eamon had joined as the fourth.
The penthouse had two levels and a rooftop patio. We’d split the large uppermost floors into five sections: a shared recreational area and four fully loaded suites. It was ideal and reminded us of how things had been for many centuries, with each of us guarding a corner.
Eamon didn’t mind being an honorary gargoyle. He’d been stuck with us for centuries already. Freed by a witch from slavery to a wizard, my brothers and I had been hired by another wizard to protect his abode. We were paid, but Eamon had been spelled against his will to work for the same employer. The destruction of the building to make way for a high-rise had broken his spell.
Technically, we could all have invested our earnings and retired, but the idea of doing nothing hadn’t appealed. And besides, our nature demanded we protect something. So Redrock Protective Services was born.
I propped my phone up against the monitor stand, and with the photo of Shelby feeding me pointed my way, I slogged through the next part of the report.
I wondered if she’d seen it yet. I tried to think of a way to spin this photo into an excuse to visit her, but every excuse sounded just on the wrong side of stalkerish.
The front door to the office opened, and Eamon walked in. He was usually our liaison to the police force since he had a few friends on the inside. He didn’t look too pleased.
“You look like you swallowed a rat sideways. What’s going on?” I asked, glad to have a reason to look away from my screen.
“There’s another missing woman.” Eamon flopped down into his leather office chair and spun to face me. “The family called the police after she stopped answering calls. They found her apartment broken into, just like the other ones. Nothing was stolen.”
That was the fourth one this month. In each one, the women taken were seemingly normal humans who, after a thorough investigation, had been revealed to have unknown ties to magic.
“Does the EA still think it’s magic related?” I asked.
“Her great aunt was a witch. Her family was quite tight-lipped about it; they called her Crazy Aunt Anna and insisted she was clinically insane.”
“Shit.”
The EA had suspected that a group of wizards were behind the kidnappings. Certain groups found the fall of The Wall not to their liking but didn’t have the magical power to re-erect it. If they had enough women with magic to draw from, like batteries, they might be able to recast the spell.
The WEC, short for Wizard’s Elder Council, had been pretty vocal in the early days about performing just such a feat. They had even put out a call for volunteers, asking women who thought they might have magic to contact them. When they hadn’t been able to answer with a straight face what would happen to the volunteers, they’d scrapped the plan.
Of course, they could target powerful witches since they had much more magic and would make larger batteries, but those were hard to control. So instead, they were kidnapping women with latent, unexplored powers, going for quantity over quality so they could easily control them.
“If it really is the Council, then at least we know the women are still alive. They need them alive until they cast their spell. But they are crazy to even attempt it.” Eamon picked up a pen and twirled it between his fingers. “The world population was so much smaller when it was first created. There’s what? Seven plus billion people on the planet now? That’s one mother of a spell.”
“You know there’s some who believe the reason for The Wall failing is overpopulation,” I said. “The creator never imagined a world like this.”
“I bet not. Anyway, they have me on speed dial if they find the next victim before the Council does. I told them we could tack on an extra job.” Eamon sat a little straighter, his eyes on my phone.
The screen had just turned off, drawing his attention.
“Ah yes, our overnight romance sensation. Have you called her yet?” Eamon must have caught the image before it blacked out.
“That’s none of your business,” I said, turning back to my half-written report.
“Oh, but it totally is. She’s a prime target for the wizards. “
“Shelby? I don’t think she has any magic.”
There was a rumor—an unconfirmed rumor, mind you—that gargoyles had an affinity for women with magic. There weren’t enough of us alive presently to confirm or dispel the rumor. Personally, I could never tell if a human practiced magic or not unless it was extremely obvious, and with the beautifying spells now available for mass retail, it was even harder.
A spell could have been self-cast, or it could have been bought at the mall.
“Are you sure about that?”
Emily, our fourth brother’s new mate, didn’t seem to have any magic at all, though a quick trace of her family line had linked her to a forgotten coven many centuries old. The truth was, most humans probably had a little magic in them, diluted beyond use. It could be completely possible that Shelby had unknown magic.
If she had any usable magic at all, she would’ve at least cast an illusion so she’d fit in yesterday. Or a look-away spell to get past me to the door.
“No.” I wasn’t sure about anything; I hadn’t even expected her to be gone when I got back. “But she didn’t exactly give me her number, and showing up at her work seems kind of stalkerish, don’t you think? We get called to keep guys like that away.”
Eamon burst out laughing. “That we do. Maybe instead of showing up at her place, you can hang out at the nearby café and accidentally bump into her.”
I raised my brows. “That’s just as stalkerish.”
Eamon laughed again. “Okay, so that was a bad idea. But maybe I’m wrong, and she’s not a target. The police brushed it off when I mentioned it. They don’t seem to think she’d be a target either, but they said they’ll have a cruiser in her area for a few nights, just to be sure. All the women were taken in the middle of the night.”
I gritted my teeth, unsure how I felt about officers guarding Shelby. For some reason, that felt like my job.
The door to the office opened again, and this time, it was Graham and Gunnar. Eamon updated them on the news while I forced my focus back onto the screen.




Chapter 6
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Shelby


I yawned and rubbed my eyes. It was the middle of the night, and I really should be asleep, but my phone and the never-ending list of saved videos I didn’t have time to watch throughout the day called to me.  
Just one more.
I loved watching the organizing videos and daydreaming about how one day I’d have a place that wasn’t a big mess. It wasn’t that I was particularly messy; it was that everything in my little apartment was mismatched. I’d put all my money into making the front, client-facing workshop look posh and welcoming.
With the soothing voice of the presenter telling me how to create a decluttered and calming aesthetic in my home, my eyes slowly started to close.
The sound of glass breaking was like a bucket of ice water over my head and had me wide awake in an instant. The video was almost finished, and I’d fallen asleep for most of it in a testament to how exhausted I was. But I wasn’t tired anymore, not with my heart beating a mile a minute.
I held my breath, listening to the world around me. Had I imagined it?
No. No, I hadn’t. There was someone downstairs in my workshop. They weren’t exactly being quiet about it either.
What the fuck?
I tiptoed out of bed and over to the apartment door to ensure it was locked. Lucky for me, there were two locked doors and a set of stairs between the back of the store and my home. I had no idea why they’d break into my little dress shop; I didn’t keep anything valuable unless you counted my industrial machine, serger, and press, and those were much too heavy for anyone to steal.
I called the police, and as the call went through, I snuck over to the window to peek outside. There was a white, otherwise non-descript van on the street. I cracked open the window just the smallest sliver.
“Where the fuck is she? They said she worked and lived here,” said a gruff voice.
They were looking for me. But why? And who were they?
The operator picked up, and I whispered the situation to him. He assured me help was on the way and instructed me to stay on the line and stay quiet. If they were looking for me, I didn’t want them to think I was up here.
Moments later, a loud bang reverberated up the stairs as they kicked through the door at the bottom. Panic coursed through me, and I searched for a place to run but found none, unless I was willing to jump out the window. I held my breath and listened to the conversation. There were two of them.
“She must be up here.”
“Jesus Christ! Wake up the whole neighborhood, why don’t you?”
“Listen, I’m not returning to those creepy wizard guys without what they want. You shouldn’t have taken the job without my say-so. Those motherfuckers make me nervous. It’s like they can see straight to my soul.”
“Well, your soul is going to be several grand richer if we get this bitch to the Council tonight. So get kicking.”
A loud bang sounded as one of them kicked my upstairs door. But this one, unlike the thin wooden one downstairs, was a proper door.
“Fuck! My fucking foot.”
Ha! Served him right.
“It’s a fucking metal door.”
That was when the first bright lights of a cop car shone in through the window. Help was here!
That was fast. Maybe too fast. “I see cruiser lights,” I said to the dispatch officer. “But I’m not sure it’s for me. That was really fast.”
“We had a cruiser in the area. You’re good to go.”
I hung up as the two trying to break my door down freaked out.
“How did they get here so quickly? That bitch must have called the police.”
“With you banging around like a bull in a china shop, the entire neighborhood has called the cops. Come on, let’s get out of there. We’ll get her another time.”
Then it all went quiet except for the approaching siren. Not knowing what to do, I stood there frozen for a short eternity until a knock came from my door.
“Hello? This is Officer Hayes. Are you okay?” This was a new voice.
I opened the door just a crack, with the chain still hooked. I knew if someone really wanted to get in, the chain probably wouldn’t stop them, but it made me feel better anyway. A pair of officers greeted me, the closest one with his badge on display.
I huffed out a sigh of relief. Unhooking the chain, I opened the door for them. Behind Officer Hayes was a friendly-looking woman with a ponytail.
“Thank goodness you got here so fast. The dispatcher said you happened to be in the neighborhood.”
The two exchanged a glance, but didn’t say anything about that.
“I’m Officer Cooley,” the woman said. “Are you unharmed?”
“Yeah, they never made it in. Did you catch them?” I didn’t want them getting away.
“We’ve apprehended the two suspects, and we need you to provide a statement.”
“We can use the table in the workshop. Can I put some clothes on first?” I looked down at my oversized tee shirt with the words Don’t be a Prick across the front and a smiling cactus. “I’m not even wearing pants.”
“Yes, please get dressed. But I’m not sure the table downstairs is best. They broke in through the window, and there’s glass everywhere.”
Great. Just great. I’d probably need to spend all of tomorrow cleaning up. And the window! “Oh shit! I have to call my landlord! Let me get dressed really quick.”
I ran into the bedroom and tugged on a pair of leggings, tossed on a bralette, so my girls weren’t hanging free, and put on a t-shirt. Then I shoved my phone into my pocket and stepped back out into my living room. The two were standing awkwardly in my kitchen.
“Sit. Make yourselves comfortable.”
I repeated what I had told the operator, and curiously, they didn’t seem one bit surprised at the mention of a wizard’s council. It was as if they’d expected something to happen. Satisfied with my statement, they walked me downstairs to take a look at my workshop.
It was a mess. There wasn’t just glass all over the front area, but they’d tipped over all my rolling racks where I hung extra material and my patterns. The samples I had on display were all over the floor and stomped on by muddy boots.
They’d even pushed Judy, my trusty dress form, over. What had Judy ever done to them?
But it was the half-drafted pattern on the floor, covered in water and mud, that had me swearing. That was for one of my regulars! I was supposed to be finishing that pattern for her tomorrow and getting a sample ready so she could come in for a fitting.
So much for being on track. Sigh. It wasn’t like I could work in here with all the broken glass anyway.
I pulled my phone from my pocket. “Damn it. It’s almost 1 AM. I can’t call Cecelia now.”
“Your landlord? Call her in the morning,” said Officer Hayes. “We’re going to cordon off the area until the EA gets here to take a look.”
“The EA?” That sounded familiar, and I should know what it was, but it was late, and not all my brain cells were fully functioning.
“The old Secret Enforcement Agency,” he clarified. “Minus the secrecy. The two crooks we took in were normies, but there’s some sort of magic involved. They were speaking gibberish when we caught them, and they looked just as surprised as we did at the nonsense coming out of their mouths. We can’t touch anything until the EA looks through the crime scene.”
“I understood them just fine when they were trying to get in.”
“We believe you,” Officer Hayes said. “The EA suspects it’s a spell to keep them quiet.”
I sighed. More delays. And I was going to have all my stuff rifled through by a bunch of strangers before I could even clean up the mess. “I guess I shouldn’t call anyone to clean anything up yet.”
“Oh, you won’t need to do that,” Cooley said as she tucked away her cell phone. “That’s the great thing about the EA: they insist on helping with the clean-up.”
Hayes rolled his eyes. “They’re just covering their asses and making sure nothing magical is left behind.”
“It’s still nice to have the clean-up and new windows on their dime,” Cooley replied. She turned to me. “I just got off the phone with them. They’re putting you under protection until they finish their investigation. Someone’s coming tomorrow morning to pick you up. We’ll have officers around the building, so you’ll be safe until then. I know it’s hard after what just happened, but try to get some sleep.”
More police arrived, their sirens off to avoid waking the neighborhood, and the two headed towards them.
“We shouldn’t have gone for those snacks, Hayes,” I overheard Cooley say. “We were supposed to be watching this place.”
“We were supposed to be patrolling the neighborhood, and we were still in the neighborhood.”
Cooley sighed loudly.
They were watching this place? But why? Why was I a target? Those men had clearly been looking for me.
I stomped back up the stairs to my apartment, pissed off that my next few days were going to be a mess. I doubted they were going to let me relocate my workshop to wherever they planned on keeping me safe.
Although I set my alarm to remind me to call Cecelia first thing in the morning, I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep after all this, no matter how exhausted I was. There was no point in trying. I pulled out my notebook and favorite pen and got to work doing what I did best; I made a list.
There were appointments I had to move and people I had to contact before some stranger came to hide me away.
The thought of having my very own security guard had me thinking of Grayson again. I was both glad and disappointed that it wouldn’t be him at my door tomorrow. That particular guard was trouble, and I’d had enough of that already. Imagine trying to keep everything professional with him around. Nope, wasn’t going to happen.
I shook my head. Why was I even thinking about him? Chances were, I’d get a bear shifter showing up tomorrow; they were notoriously protective.
I forced Grayson’s steel-gray eyes and sexy smile from my thoughts and focused on my growing list of things to do.




Chapter 7
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Grayson


I downed my whiskey on the rocks as Eamon chugged his beer. It was a Monday night, but the Howling Wolf was busier than usual. 
It was mostly a shifter pub, though there was a group of humans here tonight. I wasn’t sure if they knew they were surrounded by monsters, but if they did, they didn’t seem to mind.
The owner of the Howling Wolf, and the rest of the building, was a former EA enforcer with a giant scar over one eye. The older lycan had been lucky he’d gotten to keep it. Healing quickly was one thing; regenerating an entire eye was something else, unless you were part salamander. He was a good guy, but I wasn’t here for him.
My brother, Griff, stood guard over this building. Not that a simple low rise like this with a pub on the lower floor needed a gargoyle guardian. He sat across the table with his mate, Emily, who was devouring a plate full of loaded fries like a champion.
I eyed her plate. Covered with bacon, green onions, and enough cheese and sour cream to drown a small village, her fries looked mighty tasty. She wouldn’t mind if I stole some.
I reached over.
“Don’t you even think about it,” Emily said, without looking up. “This is mine.”
I snatched my hand back before she could slap it away. “You can’t possibly eat all that.”
She narrowed her eyes at me.
Oops. That was the wrong thing to say.
“Watch me,” was her reply.
Eamon’s phone, which had been on the table, lit up. He frowned. “It’s the EA. I have to take this.” He excused himself to take the call in a less noisy place.
“So,” Emily said, looking up from her giant plate of food. “When are you bringing her by to meet us?”
“Who?” I asked, but I knew who.
She rolled her eyes at me. “You can’t play dumb with me. She was feeding you by hand.”
Griff nodded beside her.
“The entire world saw it,” she continued. “Why isn’t she here with you now?”
“Because we aren’t a couple.” I wish we were.
The two lovebirds exchanged a glance.
Griff scoffed. “Not a couple? You sure looked like one to me.”
I explained the events of the night to them. From the moment Shelby had bulldozed into me until the moment I’d handed over the photographer to the police for trespassing.
“You just met her?” Emily asked. “You two had me fooled. I swear the two of you looked so in love.”
“I thought maybe I wouldn’t be the only mated gargoyle anymore,” Griff agreed.
That was hopeful thinking.
I couldn’t exactly say I was lonely since I had my brothers and Eamon for company, but there was something missing in my life. In the past, women had been simple conquests and nothing more, especially since none had thought me more than a novelty to add to their own list. But after seeing how happy Griff and Emily were, I was beginning to rethink my stance.
It was about time I found a mate, someone I could spend the rest of my life with. Humans didn’t live very long, but I already had several centuries under my belt and had watched the world change time and again. With the mate bond, it was possible for Shelby to live out the rest of my days with me.
I stopped that thought in its tracks. I didn’t even have Shelby’s number. Besides, the only reason I’d even agreed to come out tonight was to stop myself from hanging out in front of her house to catch a glimpse of her, like some creepy stalker. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t keep her off my mind.
A part of me kept thinking of her as mine, but that was ridiculous.
Eamon returned to the table looking like the cat who ate the canary. “They found the wizard council’s next target. There was a B and E just now.” He looked right at me, his demonic eyes glowing with mischief. “Guess who the target was.”
Shelby!
I forced myself not to show any emotion, just in case it was a trap. The wily demon could be trying to get me to admit I wanted Shelby, and I didn’t trust what he’d do to help me.
“Just spit it out,” I groused.
“It’s for your little human, of course.”
“Fuck!” I couldn’t stop the word from flying out of my mouth.
I stood, shoving my oversized chair loudly away from the table. There was a break-and-enter at her place, and I had to get to her.
“Calm your ass. She’s fine.” Eamon poured himself another pint of beer. “They made a mess of her workshop but never got through the door to her home. Police apprehended the suspects—two humans. They were babbling gibberish. Of course, you can bet the Council will deny their involvement till the cows come home.”
“Of course,” Griff agreed. “I suppose they’re sending you to keep her safe until they finish the investigation. Even I’ve heard about the missing women by now, and I don’t keep up to date anymore. They must be getting desperate.”
“Yup. The EA wants to go through her place and chit-chat with her first.” Eamon turned to me. “Then she’s all mine.”
I couldn’t stop the low growl that tore from my throat at his words. I didn’t know why his declaring Shelby as his affected me so much, but I wanted to lay into my friend for even daring to think it.
“Ha, I win!” Emily exclaimed. “He does care about her. That’s jealousy if I ever heard it.” She grinned triumphantly up at Griff. “You owe me a massage.”
“Oh, you’ll get that and more,” Griff replied, much too loudly. He pulled her over onto his lap for a kiss.
I ignored them the best I could as they got too touchy-feely for a pub full of shifters. Okay, so I was a bit jealous. A tiny bit. Eamon only chuckled at their display.
“It looks like we’ve found the solution to your problem. There’s no need to camp out at her favorite café,” Eamon said before downing another chug of beer.
“I wasn’t going to do that,” I denied. I wasn’t sure if I was lying; it had been on my mind since Eamon had suggested it earlier.
“You can take the job. I’m not looking forward to the paperwork with both the police and the EA involved. I have a feeling she’ll be happier with you, and she’ll end up in the same penthouse anyway, just in your wing instead of mine. “Unless you—“
I didn’t let the wily demon finish. “I’ll take it.”
“Perfect! I sent them your number already.” He slammed his mug down on the table. “She’s all yours.”
All mine. That sounded perfect.
I couldn’t wait to show up at Shelby’s place tomorrow. I wondered if she’d be happy to see me.
Realizing that Emily was still thoroughly distracted, Eamon and I each thieved a handful of fries from her plate, eating them quickly.
“I saw that,” Emily said, finally pushing herself off Griff’s lap.
Damn it! Caught red-handed.
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Shelby


I leaned against the wall of my messed-up workshop, rubbing my temples. It was just Cecelia and me now, and I could finally take a breather.  
A pair of EA enforcers had arrived with Investigator Mendoza earlier this morning to look through the place and play twenty questions. Before they left, they’d promised to have someone come in and clean the mess and get the windows replaced, much to Cecelia’s delight.
My landlord had walked in as I was explaining, yet again, what had happened yesterday. Then the investigator had asked some pretty strange questions about my family. Things like if any of my female relatives identified as a witch. And if I’d ever seen anyone sneak outside naked during full moons.
When I said no to both, Mendoza asked if I collected any strange artifacts like unique crystals or grew certain plants. I’d pointed to my collection of common houseplants. All my plant babies were covered in shattered glass. They’d mostly been gifts from the grand opening a few years back, and some were barely alive, but I’d tried.
I was sure Mendoza was a shifter of some kind but couldn’t quite place him. He had to be supernatural if he worked for the EA.
They thanked me again and told me to go through my things and put aside anything important so the cleaning crew knew what not to throw out. I was supposed to stay put until my personal guard arrived.
“Well, that was an adventure,” Cecelia said, way more cheerily than I would have if I’d had my building vandalized. “What strange questions! Have you ever had the urge to dance outside naked under the moon? Pshh. That’s kind of stereotypical, ain’t it?”
“Maybe they’re trying to throw us off?”
Since the fall of The Wall, there’d been plenty of rumors and conjectures about witches and other magic users. Like their monster counterparts, they’d been hiding in plain sight as well, though it had been much easier for them since most magic users were human.
There were so many people and groups claiming different and opposing ideas that it was hard to recognize the truth, even if it was right in front of you. Especially with the addition of non-magic users who’d get offended on magic users’ behalf for continuing perceived harmful stereotypes.
“The EA managed not to answer any of my questions,” I grumped. “And I didn’t have that many. I just want to know why I was a target. Was it something I did?”
“Don’t overthink it,” Cecelia said with a flick of her wrist. “Take the next few days and pretend it’s a vacation. That’s what I’d do. You’ve been working hard. I saw that gown you made for the dragon’s bride. It’s gorgeous.”
“Thank you.”
Which meant she also saw the photo of Grayson and me. She didn’t mention it though.
Then my landlord left for her late-morning massage, leaving me alone in my workshop. Almost alone. There were police stationed outside, and they still had the area cordoned off.
I got to work with a broom, making a safe path for myself so I could gather all the tools and supplies I had scattered around the space. They’d assured me they’d get the place cleaned without messing up my machines, but any small items like my tailoring hams, shears, and fabric weights would be fair game for the garbage unless I put them aside.
I decided that the plants were forfeit. There was no way to get all the tiny pieces of glass out of the potting mix. The sample I’d been working on was covered in muddy prints, so I tossed that too. I had enough muslin left to cut another.
“I’m sorry, Judy.” I had a habit of talking to her when I worked.
Judy was a mess. Since I had so many one-time clients and couldn’t afford multiple dress forms, Judy was one of those adjustable ones. The ones with the springs that expand and contract the shoulders, chest, waist, and hips. One side of her was dented, and the adjustment mechanism broken.
I wondered if I could get the EA to replace her as well. I doubted it.
As I righted my workshop companion, someone stepped through the door behind me. Was my bodyguard here already? I giggled to myself at the thought that silly old me would have my very own personal bodyguard for the next few days. I turned to greet him.
I faced my ex instead.
My mood soured immediately. “How the hell did you get in here?”
I thought there were police outside stopping anyone from coming in. They couldn’t even stop Justin? How was I supposed to feel safe?
“They let me in when I said I was your boyfriend.”
“Well, you’re not. Haven’t been for a year. At least.” I put my hands on my hips. “Now, what the fuck are you doing here?” Then I realized I didn’t care and didn’t have time for this, and I said, “Actually, I don’t care. Get out.”
I stomped over to the door and stepped out into the sunlight. Justin followed after me.
“I’m not leaving, Shells, until you explain to me who this is.”
He waved his phone around. Even with it moving around so wildly, I recognized the photo on the screen immediately.
I knew I probably shouldn’t add fuel to the flame, but I wasn’t in the mood to be nice. Not after last night and this morning. I still hadn’t slept, my work had been completely disrupted, and the last thing I wanted to deal with right now was an ex that wouldn’t leave me the fuck alone.
“That’s my new boyfriend,” I lied.
Ha! Let him chew on that!
His face visibly reddened. “But Shells!” he gasped. “He’s a monster!”
Fuck! I hated when he called me that. I looked around for the closest police officer, eager to get Justin out of my hair.
“You can’t date a monster!” He looked around my workshop. “Shells, baby, I know you’re desperate, but you can always come to me if you need anything. I’ll help you get back on your feet. I’ll help you get out of whatever mess you got yourself into.”
Seeing Marcus at the barrier explaining to one of his personal training clients that his fitness studio was closed today, I started toward him
“Hey! Don’t you run from me.” Justin grabbed my wrist, yanking me back hard.
I hissed and wrenched my arm from him. “Don’t fucking touch me.”
“Me? You’re the one gallivanting around with a monster. You’re embarrassing me. What are my friends going to think?” Justin screeched the last few words.
This had Marcus looking up. He narrowed his eyes at Justin, recognizing him. Marcus had been there the day we’d broken up and had since chased Justin off for me several times. It was good to have a neighbor who was a big, buff minotaur.
Justin had yet to notice the protective minotaur glaring at him.
“Your friends? Your friends know we broke up a year ago. You got them all to write shitty reviews about my business, remember?”
Justin ignored my words. “Well, you can’t stay here. This place is a mess. You can come over to my place.” He reached for my arm again, but I evaded him.
“No, leave me the fuck alone!” I turned and started toward Marcus, who was stomping angrily our way.
I was yanked back by my hair. “You can’t talk to me like that, Shells.” He’d lost his mind.
I was done with this. I shoved him, trying to put space between us and get my hair out of his hand. In the struggle, he smacked me hard in the side of the face. Stars exploded in my vision, and I gasped, my hands coming up belatedly to protect myself.
“Look what you made me do!” he bellowed. “I was just trying to be nice and offer you a place to stay, so you don’t need to be in this fucking mess you—”
His words were cut short as Marcus lifted him up like he would a toddler throwing a temper tantrum. By now, Officer Hayes, who had just returned with coffee, had noticed our altercation and was heading over.
“Can you get him out of here?” I pointed to Justin. “He’s an ex that clearly doesn’t know boundaries.”
Officer Hayes frowned. “I’m sorry we let him through. We thought he was your boyfriend. He showed us a bunch of photos on his phone of the two of you together.” Then he turned to Marcus, who was still dangling Justin off the ground like a petulant child. “You’re handy. Ever thought of joining the police force?”
“I was an Enforcer for the EA for a few years. Not my thing. Too stressful. I just like to lift things up and put them down,” he said, nodding to his personal gym.
Hayes laughed. “Well, you can put this dead weight down over there.”
He pointed to the barrier, and Marcus headed over with Justin flailing uselessly in his arms.
“You okay?” Hayes asked.
“Yeah.”
“Want to press charges?”
I sighed. “I know I should, but I don’t have the time or energy. Justin has taken enough of my attention and time already, and I don’t want to lose any more to him. He isn’t worth it.”
He nodded. “If he bothers you again, you know who to call. But with a neighbor like that, I’m sure he’ll think twice about coming back. Coffee? I bought enough for everyone.”
“Sure.”
We headed over to the small table they’d set up at the entrance to the parking lot. I poured myself a cup from the large cardboard takeout carafe and dumped enough milk and sugar into it to make the cheap coffee palatable. I hoped this would hide the fact that I hadn’t slept at all last night.
Marcus frowned as I added more sugar to my coffee. His fitness guru self was probably cringing.
“Thanks for chasing him off again. I owe you one,” I said.
A giant shadow fell over us, and every head turned to look behind me.
“I’m here with Redrock Protective Services.”
The low and very familiar voice had me whipping around, nearly spilling my coffee everywhere. I’d recognize that sexy, toe-curling voice anywhere.
“It’s you.”




Chapter 9
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Grayson


Shelby’s curvy form had me mesmerized the entire walk from my car, up the parking lot, to the table the police had set up.  
She whipped around. “It’s you.”
I instantly noticed the bruises forming on her cheek. I reached up to touch the red marks gently. “Who did this to you?” I asked, completely forgetting about the others at the table.
“Oh.” Her hand flew up to her face to touch her cheek. “I guess it’s starting to bruise. I’m fine.” She brushed off my question.
The thought of her being hurt had me seeing red. I should have been here to protect her. Instead, I’d been at the pub, trying my damndest not to stalk her.
“Who?” The question came out more gruffly than I’d intended, and Shelby backed away, her soft brown eyes darting around nervously.
Shit! I was scaring her. I tried to calm down, then repeated in a softer voice, “Tell me who hurt you.”
They’d told me she was uninjured from the break-and-enter, which meant this must have happened after. It looked new too; the bruise was just a mark and hadn’t fully formed. It had just happened moments ago.
I looked around for a culprit. I eyed the minotaur. He was standing really close to her and was, in fact, angling his body right now into a more protective stance.
Was this why Shelby had left me at the wedding? Because she had someone at home? I hadn’t even bothered to find out if she was single. I glanced down at her hand; she was ringless. But that meant nothing. With what she did for a living, maybe she preferred not to wear one.
I took a menacing step toward the minotaur. I could handle him. Instead of backing down, the minotaur puffed out his chest, stood his ground, and huffed, blowing a breath through his nose in challenge.
I let out a low warning growl.
“Stop it!” Shelby stepped in between us, annoyance flashing in her eyes. “You can’t just show up and start threatening my neighbor.” She pointed over to a sign that read Bullseye Fitness in bold lettering over a red and white bullseye. “Marcus is a personal trainer and owns the gym next door.”
A neighbor. Okay, the minotaur could live. He was still standing much too close to Shelby for my liking, though. I reached over to put a hand lightly on the small of her back. There. That was better.
“My ex was here a moment ago causing shit,” Shelby continued. “You just missed him. Marcus here helped chase him off.”
Shelby grinned at him and put a hand on his forearm, which had a surge of irrational jealousy exploding in my chest again. I gritted my teeth as I pulled her gently away from the other monster and positioned myself to put space between them.
I hated that I’d been minutes too late to protect her.
Shelby narrowed her eyes at me through wisps of her reddish-brown hair, but before she could say anything, Officer Hayes spoke.
“I thought they were sending Eamon,” said the human, defusing the situation. He didn’t look one bit fazed by my display. Despite being completely human, the force had Cooley and him assigned to many of the cases involving monsters and magical beings; they’d seen it all. “You’re a better candidate anyway, all things considered. Do you know when the Agency will be sending the cleanup crew?”
I shrugged. “No idea. They work on their own time.”
“That they do.”
Hayes sent Shelby a smile, and I had a sudden, inexplicable urge to wipe it off his face. Who was he to smile at her? Was he flirting with her?
The softest of rumbles escaped my throat, and Shelby glared at me as if daring me to make a scene. I took a deep breath in, willing myself to get this under control. I’d never felt so possessive over a woman before.
Still smiling, Hayes said, “We’ll watch your place until they get everything cleaned and replaced. You head out with Grayson. He’ll keep you safe.”
“Thanks for everything.”
“Come with me. I parked down the street.” I ushered her toward my car, my hand still on her lower back. I was eager to get her alone.
I’d brought my personal vehicle instead of one of the company’s armored SUVs. The matte black fully armored Dodge Hellcat wasn’t the stealthiest of cars, but we didn’t really need to hide, not yet anyway. If we ever got to that point, I had hideouts I could take her.
“Wait!” She dug her heels into the lawn next to the parking lot. “At least let me grab my bags. They’re inside.”
She gave an annoyed huff and started toward her workshop. I followed as she made her way along a path cleared of glass. There were two bags on the table: a smaller backpack and a duffle with a roll of paper sticking out of it.
I took the duffle first, then took the backpack from her hands as well. “I’ll carry them for you.”
We were surrounded by Hayes and his colleagues; I wouldn’t need my hands free to protect her until we left the area.
“Thank you.” She fidgeted with her fingers, then said, “I can do the pattern drafting with just my tools and a big table or the floor, but I was wondering if I can ask for a favor. I need to get a sample sewn, and that means I’ll need my sewing machine. Is it possible to bring it? Please? The studio is just digging itself out of the red, and I can’t mess this one up.”
Was her business struggling? How? Her work was exceptional.
I followed her gaze and gawked at the size of the sewing machine she pointed to. This wasn’t the tiny thing I’d seen at the department store. It was made of cast iron, had a separate motor, and a heavy-duty attached table. The Hellcat was a big car since I was a big guy and needed the extra space, but still, that would not fit.
“I will have someone come and pick it up. There isn’t room in my car.” The condition of her workshop and the fact that she’d been in danger here had me on edge. I needed to leave now and get her somewhere I considered safe: my home.
The entire scene made me uneasy, reminding me that a council of powerful wizards was after her. Luckily, the Council wouldn’t want something as petty as kidnapping on the record, so they wouldn’t use any powerful magic to get to her, at least not for now. They’d probably stick to hiring common thugs to keep their name clean.
As I stepped out into the parking lot, Shelby in front of me, Officer Cooley approached the table, her face looking distraught.
“We’ve got a problem, Hayes. All the evidence we had pointing to the Council is gone.”
“What do you mean, it’s gone? We had recordings from the call and our notes from the statements.”
“That’s the problem. I just got off the phone with the precinct, and it’s just like the two suspects. The recording is pure gibberish. Even the notes we took are completely illegible.” Cooley was usually the level-headed one, but she looked perturbed.
Next to me, Shelby stiffened at the news. She chewed at her lip, looking tiny and scared.
“I will protect you,” I said.
She looked up at me, the worry in her soft brown eyes showing her vulnerability. “You monsters I can handle, but this council freaks me out.”
I grunted. I didn’t particularly like the Council, either. They were an outdated institution with outdated views. They wanted the world to go back to the way it was before The Wall fell: ignorant. It had been much easier for the group of powerful wizards to rule from secrecy—controlling the corporations and politicians with spells and enchantments—when the world hadn’t known about them.
I was big and powerful and could protect Shelby from physical danger, and my nature made it so that spells cast on me took a lot of energy, but I was not invincible. Especially not against strong magic. A wizard had once held my brothers and me for decades.
Which was why our penthouse was now strongly warded.
Despite what many believed, magic still followed the rules of physics. Every spell cost energy, and energy didn’t come out of thin air. An exchange had to be made; the equation must be balanced. Inexperienced magic users learned this quickly when they found themselves exhausted or, worse yet, borrowing against their future.
If the Council wanted Shelby for her magic, they wouldn’t expend more magic to obtain her than she could offer in return. They would want a net gain. I needed to get her back to the warded penthouse asap.
“We need to go. The Council may be hesitant to use strong magic now, but I don’t know how long that will last. Come.” I ushered her down the street toward my Hellcat, and this time, she came without protest.
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Shelby


I didn’t know where I’d expected Grayson to take me, but the city’s premier luxury tower wasn’t it. Somehow, the ornate, gothic revival building suited him very well. So did his car. Of course, Grayson drove a matte black, growling beast. Why had I expected a plain SUV like in the movies?  
“Offices are on the main floor, but I’m taking you straight up to the penthouse,” Grayson explained as we walked by a heavy wooden door with the words Redrock Protective Services in gold above it, the words highlighted against the dark granite wall.
“The business owns the penthouse as well?” I asked, trying to make small talk.
Things between us had been a bit awkward ever since he came in and immediately tried to threaten Marcus. He’d even growled at Officer Hayes. I didn’t know what his problem was.
When I’d first seen him, I thought maybe he’d offered to take the job to see me. His grumpiness had rid me of that fantasy almost immediately. It was clear he didn’t even want to be here.
Why did he take the job if he was going to be grumpy about it the entire time? Maybe he’d been trying to avoid me and was pissed off he’d been given a job where he couldn’t. Well, it wasn’t my fault. If it were up to me, I’d be in my workshop working.
“No. I live there with my brothers.”
He did? I thought he was just a security guard. Did he own the business? If it made enough for an office here and for him to live in the penthouse—even shared with his brothers—then he must be used to taking care of high-profile clients. No wonder he was grumpy, stuck babysitting little ole me.
I tried not to stare too obviously at the carved sconces and pillars as he walked me past the main elevators to a smaller, nondescript one just around the corner. He waved an access card in front of the button before pressing it.
We stepped into the elevator, the enclosed space reminding me of how ridiculously large he was. All of a sudden, the air was filled with the essence of him, and I couldn’t inhale without noticing it.
Despite his grumpy attitude, I couldn’t help but notice how he had a hand touching me anytime he wasn’t driving. How could I not? It was all I could focus on, even more so in the tight confines of the elevator.
“The penthouse is specially warded against malignant magic, and there are multiple security features. You should be safe inside.”
The elevator dinged, signaling our arrival on the top floor, and Grayson guided me out to a small foyer with his hand still on the small of my back. I stepped out quickly, trying to put some space between us. I reminded myself that this was a job for him—one he didn’t seem particularly happy about—and not a date.
The foyer was decorated much like the rest of the building and had a table, a few seats, and a single door. Did Grayson and his brothers have the entire floor? Not just a penthouse apartment? I had no idea protective services made that much money. An iris scan later, Grayson opened the door for me.
My jaw dropped at the elegantly masculine decor; everything was dark woods, metal, granite, and leather. Right past the landing was the living room, which had a high ceiling. On the two long sides were upper galleries open to the main area. The place was huge, but considering it was the entire top floor, it made sense.
Eyeing the clean plush rugs, I kicked off my shoes before stepping in.
“Wow! This place is huge.” Mesmerized by the scene, I walked farther into the large space.
Across from the entry were three arched windows which were nearly floor-to-ceiling. On closer look, the middle one came all the way down to the stone-tiled floors, as a pair of French doors. Two giant birds-of-paradise plants framed the doors in matching planters, adding some green to the palette of black, brown, and grey. The doors opened out onto a rooftop patio.
“This is the shared area. Think of it as a gathering space for the four of us. We split the rest of it up into different wings so each of us can have some privacy.” He gestured to the back of the large room, where there were double doors near each corner. “Those two go to Graham’s and Gunnar’s places.” He pointed to the left, next to the kitchen. “That’s Eamon’s area.”
“He’s the only brother without a G name,” I mused out loud.
“Eamon’s an honorary brother. Our fourth brother, Griff, doesn’t live here.” He took my bags and strode toward the double doors next to the library, which was opposite the kitchen. “This is my wing. Let me give you a tour of the common space.”
He took my bags and left them by the door to the wing, and as he did, my feet took me to the large French doors. There was a pool, too! I reached for the door, but Grayson stopped me.
“You shouldn’t go out there until the case is finished. The ward only covers the interior areas of the penthouse.”
“Oh,” I said, disappointed. “I saw the pool. I didn’t bring a swimsuit, but lounging around poolside seemed like a good way to spend the time.” Cecelia had told me to treat it like a vacation.
Grayson grinned. “You can lounge around out there in a swimsuit all day once the investigation is over.”
That had me smiling until I realized I probably wouldn’t be here once the investigation was over. He was probably just flirting for fun, maybe to make me more comfortable. He seemed in a much better mood than he had been when he’d picked me up. Perhaps it was because we were back on his home turf.
He showed me around the common area. The open living room had several huge Grayson-sized reclining couches pointed toward a giant screen and a home theater system. Beneath my feet was the plushest cream-colored rug, contrasting with the darker tiles and leather upholstery.
There was also a game room with a pool table, darts, and, of all things, a jukebox that looked like it had been around since the fifties. The décor in that room differed from the rest of the place, being a bit more eclectic.
The kitchen was huge, and if I were the type to cook, I’d be all over it. There were acres of marble countertops and a breakfast bar with stools that matched the leather of the couch. It looked spotless, as if no one ever used it.
“I guess no one here cooks?” I opened the fridge, and aside from a few beers and a single package of cheese, it was empty.
“Eamon does. He loves food. But he does it in his own kitchen. So do I, when I choose to cook.”
I’d completely forgotten that this was just the communal area, and they each had their own space.
“These are the guest rooms.” He showed me the two bedrooms off to the side of the main area, opposite the kitchen and the powder room.
“Is this where I’ll be staying?” I scanned a room.
It was almost the size of my entire apartment. The desk was small, but I could always spread out my pattern drafting supplies on the floor.
“No,” Grayson said. He stepped behind me, and I was suddenly extremely aware of him. “You are staying with me.”
[image: image-placeholder]I gawked as Grayson single-handedly carried my industrial sewing machine, table and all, as if it weighed nothing. I’d warned him about the machine’s oil reservoir, and he’d stripped down to a simple black tank top to avoid getting his shirt dirty. The muscles on his back and arms rippled with the effort, but he didn’t even break a sweat. 
He didn’t put it down right away when he got through the door, either. Instead, he walked it all the way over to his home office, where he cleared a spot for me with a wall plug.
“Perfect fit. Now we can work together.” He sent me a smile that had me squeezing my legs together.
“Thank you for bringing it over.”
He saw me on the floor and frowned. “Why are you on the floor?”
After showing me around his personal wing, which, unlike the shared area, was loft-style with two bedrooms on the second floor, Grayson had insisted I work in the office. I didn’t mind working in the spare bedroom, but he’d insisted the office had better lighting.
His office was on the lower floor and had two of the tall, arched windows that gave this building its gothic revival look. I had to admit the natural light was a marvelous change compared to the fluorescent of my workshop. There was a bookshelf along one wall and a comfy-looking nook in the corner with a rug, small table, and armchair for reading.
The L-shaped desk, which faced into the living area, was huge—plenty large enough for my roll of paper and pattern-making rulers and L-squares—but I didn’t want to invade his space.
“I’m fine on the floor. I’m sure you’ve got work too. Officer Hayes and Cooley mentioned that working with the EA meant lots of extra paperwork.”
He made a face at the mention of paperwork. I chuckled, knowing I’d hit the nail on the head.
“There’s still plenty of space for both of us.” He cleared the L section of the desk off and gave it a push. That portion of the massive metal and wood desk was on casters. Instead of forming an L with him in the middle, it now extended outward toward me. “You can use that part of the desk.”
When I didn’t immediately move my work over, he got up and did it for me.
“Are you sure? The pattern drafting part isn’t that bad, but cutting fabric and sewing is a messy business. There’s going to be thread and pins everywhere.” I nervously rubbed the back of my neck. I didn’t want to be a hassle, especially since he’d been grumpy when he’d first arrived to pick me up. “And I sometimes talk to myself while I work.”
“I don’t mind.” He held up a pair of headphones. “I won’t hear a thing.”
“Well, if you insist.” I preferred to work while listening to my music or a podcast myself.
We worked in his office together, me on my pattern and Grayson on his report. It was a bit awkward at first, but I soon got used to it. By the time I had the bolero jacket drafted and ready for a test garment in muslin, much of the day had gone by and my stomach was complaining noisily about being empty.




Chapter 11
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Grayson


Shelby was ridiculously cute when she worked. She hadn’t been joking when she’d said she talked to herself. She didn’t just talk to herself, repeating the measurements and what she planned to do next; she also made the cutest little faces to go with her mumblings. She also hummed and sang to her music.  
I’d finished my report already, but didn’t want to leave her side.
It was the grumbling from her stomach that had me realizing I hadn’t fed her.
I pushed away from my laptop and stretched exaggeratedly, and she looked up from her work, resting the eraser end of her mechanical pencil on her chin.
“Ready for some dinner?” I asked.
“Ya. I am pretty hungry.”
I showed her a selection of takeout menus. I wanted to take her out to an actual restaurant on a real date, but that would have to wait until after the investigation.
Her hair, which she’d thrown into a messy bun when she started working, was even messier now. As she leaned over the menus, a piece of hair fell over her eyes. She blew it off her face, only to have it fall forward again.
Leaning over my gargoyle-sized desk, I reached over to tuck the wayward lock behind her ear, and our eyes met. The air between us was at once charged with energy, the same strong pull I’d felt at the wedding two days ago. I wanted to pull her into my arms, but the heavy cherry wood desktop was in my way.
“Indian,” she said, breaking the tension. She pointed to the menu. “Let’s get Indian food. I haven’t had that in a while.”
She made her food selection in an efficient way I admired; I loved a woman who knew what she wanted. Then she cleaned up her work, rolling up the paper and packing away her myriad of rulers, curved and straight-edged, as I ordered our food.
It wasn’t long before the receptionist downstairs called, informing us that our food had arrived.
I didn’t have a dining room table. Having always just eaten alone at the breakfast bar or at the coffee table, I’d never needed one. Everything in my home was custom-made for someone my size, from the counters to the couch and even the barstools.
I took our food to the coffee table, and as I laid out our dinner her eyes went wide.
“That’s a lot of food.”
I surveyed the table and shrugged. “This is my usual order, plus what you asked for. I am a big guy; I eat a lot.”
“I bet you do!” She eyed the couch. “This thing’s huge. I don’t think I can eat over the coffee table if I’m on it without getting food all over the rug.” She took a cushion and sat down on it on the floor between the couch and the table. “There.”
I sat on the couch, so close that my calf skimmed her arm.
She must have been hungry, because she dug into her food with gusto, though she slowed when it was only half done. I’d ordered her a mango lassi since she hadn’t selected a drink, and she finished her meal with that, her face showing just how much she enjoyed it.
I’d never been so jealous of a drink in my life.
As we finished our meal, she laid into me with her questions, eager to understand more of what had disrupted her life.
“So who exactly are these wizards, and why are they after me?” she asked between sips. “I know they found me through the picture that’s being posted all over the internet, but why me?”
“The Wizard’s Elder Council is trying to find a way to re-erect the illusion wall.” It wasn’t classified, and the Council had announced their plan years ago, trying to get funding for their project from organizations and individuals who’d benefitted most from the secrecy the The Wall had provided.
“Yeah, I heard about that online. It was a big deal a few years ago and had people divided. Didn’t they scrap it because it was impossible to make everyone forget monsters and magic existed and erase all the evidence?”
“They haven’t scrapped anything.” I huffed bitterly. “They just stopped talking about it because of all the pushback. They’d thought everyone would want to go back to how things were, but they were wrong.”
Those old wizards just didn’t know when to give up. Life had been better for them behind The Wall, as they’d spelled and manipulated conglomerate CEOs and world leaders to do their bidding, building endless wealth. Spells were harder to hide now that whistleblowers wouldn’t be laughed all the way to the loony bin.
Our first clients at Redrock had been the very people who’d seen the threads of magic connecting the politicians who lied from the world stage to the wizards who’d cast the enchantment. They’d spoken out, and a deep dive had then exposed many others who’d been bought out by old wizard money.
The WEC had memberships from wizards of all colors and creeds. The only thing binding them together was their obsessive need to control the world and the belief that their powers granted them this control by default. Greed held them together stronger than any race or religion.
“So they still want to bring back The Wall and erase everyone’s minds? That’s crazy!” she exclaimed. “It’s been four years. They can’t erase that much of people’s lives. That’s someone’s entire schooling. A toddler would be a baby again.”
“It’s a large spell, but technically possible with enough magic. But the type and sheer amount of magic required not only to cast the spell, but to maintain it for generations, hasn’t been seen in a very long time. They’ll need to draw a lot of magic from somewhere if they’re going to bring back The Wall.”
“So what has that got to do with me?”
“The EA has been watching them for a while now. They suspect that a few missing person cases around the country are connected to the WEC and that they’ve been kidnapping women with latent magic to use as a power source.”
She shook her head, looking confused. “Latent magic? Well, they definitely have the wrong person; I’m as unmagical as they come. And I still don’t understand how that connects to the picture.”
I wasn’t sure how she would take the next little bit of info, but she had the right to know. “There’s a rumor that monsters like myself tend to gravitate toward women with magic. That photo painted a target right on you. I’m sorry. It’s my fault your life is on hold right now.”
She frowned. “Hold on.” She held her hand up in a gesture to pause. “I’m not sure if it’s rude to ask, what with this whole humans and monsters living together thing being so new and everyone arguing over proper etiquette on the internet, but what are you? And this rumor is just a rumor, right?”
How would she react to finding out my nature? It was easy for some monsters to live with humans, especially those who had magic allowing them to shift. Shifters fit in easily in their human forms, and some higher-level demons were experts at fitting into society, especially at climbing the corporate ladder. As gargoyles, my brothers and I would never fit in without the illusion spell, and our natural form looked truly monstrous.
And how would she react when she found out that this monster found her irresistible? I didn’t have a human form to change into, and illusion spells only went so far.
“I’m a gargoyle.”
“A gargoyle!” Her hands flew to cover her mouth. “Gargoyles exist?” She looked me up and down as if trying to see me through the glamor, then she slowly nodded. “That makes so much sense. The slightly grayish tone in certain lighting, the stony gray eyes, the sheer size of you, the rock-hard body.”
She reached out and touched my quad closest to her, giving it a squeeze. “Yup, hard rock.” She continued touching me, her meal forgotten, moving her hands over my leg, the material of my pants barely keeping the tingle of her touch at bay. “I wonder how the illusion works. I see your body, and I can touch it, and everything makes sense proportionally until I concentrate. Then it’s like what I feel is way too big for what I see.”
I leaned over to whisper in her ear. “I am bigger than my illusion, but only slightly. Is there anywhere else you’d like to touch?”
She gasped and snatched her hand away. “Oops. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be feeling you up.” She started to move away.
I pulled her back. “I don’t mind. I like your touch. Keep doing it. I don’t know if there is any truth to the rumor. I find you very attractive, and, yes, I’m drawn to you, but I’m not sure if it has anything to do with hidden magic.”
Shelby bit her lower lip as her pulse quickened. My keen hearing picked up the thud-thud-thud of her heart, but it was her pupils dilating that gave away her interest in me.
“But I thought—” She shook her head. “You were so grumpy when you picked me up that I thought maybe you got stuck with a job you didn’t want.”
“A job I didn’t want? I was ready to fight Eamon for the pleasure of guarding you.” I didn’t care how that made me sound; it was the truth.
“Aren’t I your job right now? Isn’t there something against fraternizing with your client?” Her eyes searched mine.
I grinned. “Since my brothers and I own the company, we make the rules. Besides, the EA is covering this, so they are my client, technically.” I leaned in close. “That means you’re fair game.”
She inhaled sharply at the growled words.
I lifted her up onto the couch with me, reached over the arm, and pulled the handle. Shelby made a sound of surprise as the oversized couch reclined. I hauled her over to straddle my body.
Resisting her was torture. Her very presence distracted me from anything else in the world.
I bucked my hips so she landed higher up my body. Sliding my fingers into her hair, I tightened my grip on the silky strands, pulling her head back so our eyes met. Hers were full of lust and my enhanced senses picked up the vibration of her pulse quickening.
“We shouldn’t,” she whispered, her tongue darting out to lick her lips.
“Why not?” It wasn’t because she didn’t want me; everything about her screamed that she did, from the hands clawing at my shoulders to her quick breathing.
“It’s not right.”
“Fuck what’s right. I want you.” I’d never wanted anything more.
I swallowed her protest with a kiss. She was stiff at first but melted into me quickly. It wasn’t long before she was clinging to me and kissing me back.
I wanted to roar in victory.
Instead, I explored her body with my free hand, sliding across the indent of her waist and over to the curve of her hips. I grabbed a handful of her generous ass as she moaned into my mouth. Her hands moved too, sliding up my arms and shoulders to wrap around my neck.
She was perfection.
I thought of plunging my tongue into her pussy and claiming it as I did now to her mouth, and my cock hardened. I groaned when her hips moved, brushing against it. Eager to feel more of her body I guided her to move with my hand on her ass. Every bump of my cock against her pussy had her digging her nails into my shoulder.
I slid a hand under the elastic waistband of her—
“Hey, Grayson. You were ignoring me, so I let myself in. Have you seen—” Gunnar cut off mid-sentence as Shelby tried to scramble off me.
I held her in place and pulled a blanket over to cover us instead. Her face was red, and she hid it against my chest. I stroked her hair, trying to let her know that it was alright, and she hadn’t done anything wrong.
Fuck! Of all the times for Gunnar to come charging in.
“Gunnar, we have doors for a reason,” I said through gritted teeth.




Chapter 12
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Shelby


I woke with a start, blood pounding in my ears. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I felt around for my body pillow. It wasn’t there. These were not my sheets or my blankets. I shoved them away, feeling claustrophobic, but they were tangled around my limbs along with my ankle-length satin nightie.  
You’re drowning.
The air was thick and stifling as I gasped in several breaths. Strands of my hair, drenched in cold sweat, wrapped around my neck, threatening to choke me. I needed air. Fresh air.
Yes. Save yourself.
My eyes landed on the French doors that led out to the balcony. The night sky looked back at me, promising fresh, clean air. I struggled out of the sheets, untangling them from my clothes and stumbling onto the floor.
Even now, free from the suffocating sheets and blankets, everything seemed to be pulling me back into a thick cloud of confusion. Even getting up off the floor to take my first step toward the balcony was a struggle.
Get out. To freedom. So close.
I took another step toward the door, feeling like my head would explode from how tight it felt. Somehow, I knew it was this place, this room, this building, and I had to get out. If I didn’t, I’d die. I reached for the handle.
Something in the back of my head screamed a warning, and I froze, my hand inches from the door.
Come, said the voice in my head again. Save yourself.
Save myself? Something about those words had me squeezing my eyes shut and shaking my head violently, as if trying to wake up from a dream. But I was already awake, wasn’t I? Where was I?
I was in the spare bedroom of Grayson’s penthouse wing, and he was in the master suite across the hall. He was protecting me from… from something. Another wave of stagnant energy hit me, and my hands went to my throat.
So close to freedom. Come.
That wasn’t me talking. I’d thought it was at first. I shook my head, clearing my thoughts. I stared at the handle.
No. I wasn’t supposed to leave the room.
Grayson had told me the patio wasn’t safe, so the balcony must not be either. I forced myself to look outside the glass of the French doors—really look, not just the quick glance up at the sky I’d done earlier.
There was something out there in the corner of the large balcony: a presence. Something dark and foreboding, like a sleep-paralysis demon, but I wasn’t asleep or in bed. I was awake and standing a few feet away from it, with only glass between us. How had I not noticed it there before?
Panic suddenly infused my core. It was a stab in my belly, visceral and frightening. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t move. All I managed to do was open my mouth in a silent scream.
The presence morphed, the smokey tendrils twisting and forming two large limbs with clawed hands that reached toward me. Then, slowly, the darkness swirled into a hint of a face. The eye sockets grew and hollowed out. The mouth was a black hole that opened impossibly wide, as if it could swallow me whole with a single inhale. The forming face was grotesque.
This time, when I tried to scream, an ear-splitting sound pierced the air. I stumbled back, my arms and legs finally working, then I scrambled toward the bedroom door, away from the aberration on the balcony.
Grayson had said the building was warded, but whatever spell that thing had used had affected me. I’d felt the stifling air, and I’d been so close to opening the door and stepping outside. Even now, I didn’t trust the glass to hold it back.
I flung the bedroom door open and ran through it. Straight into a wall.
“Eeeeek!” I screamed as I fell back onto my ass.
Oh, God! It was dark in the hallway so I couldn’t see clearly, but that was no wall. The beast that stood before me was huge and had horns and wings.
Somehow, that creature on the balcony had found a way in! I screamed again, kicking at the monster that towered over me and crab-walking away from it. Unable to see in the dark hallway, my mind filled in the details with those I’d seen on it outside and with my imagination.
The creature reached for me, its massive arms scooping me up easily and pulling me into its chest.
“Get away from me, you monster!” I yelled, struggling desperately, but it was massive and impossibly strong, and I stood no chance against it.
“Calm, Shelby. What happened?” it asked in Grayson’s voice.
Grayson? But even as I heard his voice, I knew it was true. His masculine scent surrounded me, and I inhaled it, letting it calm me. His arms were warm around my body, filling me with a sense of safety. I leaned into him.
“What happened? I heard a scream?” he asked gruffly.
“There’s something on the balcony.” I looked through the open bedroom door and out to the balcony but saw nothing. The thing was gone. “It woke me up and talked to me in my head. It was trying to get me to go outside.”
Grayson let out a low growl, then he moved and the hallway light came on.
I was in the arms of a monster. One made of stone, with wings sprouting from his back and a set of horns protruding from his head. My heart raced at the sight of him. He was huge and terrifying. I took deep breaths, reminding myself that this was Grayson and he’d never hurt me.
If anything, his being an absolute beast was a good thing. He looked like he could teach that creepy shadow monster a lesson.
Putting me behind him but still holding my hand in his giant mitt, he stepped through the bedroom door and scanned the balcony through the exterior doors. “No sign of it anymore, but stay behind me.”
From behind him, I got a great view of his wings. They sprouted from between his shoulder blades. The bony parts looked to be made from stone, while the rest looked like smooth leather. They were so huge that even when fully folded as they were now, they didn’t lie flat on his back. They stuck out to the sides, making his silhouette even bigger than he was.
I followed his muscular lats down his back past his waist to a thick tail. A tail! I hadn’t noticed that before, though I had noticed that he’d never sat completely back into the couch while he was eating. The spell must have been trying to hide a tail.
Just below the tail was a set of perfect glutes. Forget buns of steel; let’s talk about buns of granite. This was when I realized Grayson was completely naked.
He cracked open the French doors, and the reek of sulfur filled the room.
Ugh! I covered my nose and mouth.
He closed the door and locked it, assuring me, “Magic, definitely. But it’s gone.” Then he turned around, and, knowing he was naked this time, I couldn’t help but take a peek.
Damn! He was ripped. He had rock-like protrusions at his shoulders, elbows, and knees, and his face definitely wasn’t human anymore. He still had his features; or rather, the illusion spell he usually wore had taken aspects of his monstrous face and made them human. Without the illusion, he really did look like a gargoyle of old come alive, with a broader nose, heavier brows, and a large mouth displaying sharp teeth.
My eyes traveled down, curiosity getting the better of me.
“You have no cock!” I blurted out.
There was just stone between his legs. Except earlier, when I’d straddled him, I’d most definitely felt a hard cock between us.
Grayson shrugged it off. “I’m not using it right now. If it’s out all the time, it’ll just get in my way.” A hint of a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “It is a big package. Are you disappointed not to see it?”
My face heated up. “I was just trying to see how you’re different without the illusion.” But his package wasn’t the thing I was most worried about right now. I peeked around him at the balcony. “What if that thing comes back?”
“It needs you to leave the protection of the wards to harm you. Still, I don’t like that it was able to affect you. It shouldn’t be able to do that at all.” He drew the blinds to cover the balcony doors. “You will stay in my room instead. It faces into the shared area. Without a direct line of sight to you, it would take much more magic to cast spells.”
With a swoop, he gathered me into his arms in a bridal carry and started out the door. No wonder all the doors in this penthouse were so huge; they not only had to fit his body but his wings, as well.
He crossed the hall and entered his room, kicking the door shut behind him with his clawed foot. There was a giant bed in the middle of the room, and he headed straight for it. It was so tall I’d probably have to climb just to get on, but he deposited me on top.
It smelled just like him, and the sheets were smooth and silky. Who knew the big bad gargoyle had a thing for silky soft sheets?
Then he turned to leave.
“Where are you going?”
“I will stay in the other room.”
After Gunnar had so kindly rescued me from that mind-numbing kiss earlier, I’d made sure to avoid getting too close to Grayson again. He messed with my ability to think logically, and I wasn’t ready to get physical with my bodyguard. It would only end in heartbreak, and I didn’t need any more distractions.
That was before my close call. What if one of those shadow creatures appeared in the room as I was falling asleep, and I couldn’t fight it off or call for help?
“Don’t go.” I pushed myself up to sitting. “This bed is huge, and I don’t need that much space. I can sleep on the edge so you have plenty of room. Please stay.” I plucked at the sheets. “I’m scared.”
He made a low, guttural sound, then said, “I do not wish for you to be scared. I will cast an illusion.”
I blinked. “Why do you need an illusion spell?”
“You are uncomfortable with my natural state. You were terrified when you first saw me.” He started murmuring a long series of words.
“Wait! I didn’t know it was you at first. I couldn’t see in the dark and thought the shadow monster got in.” I put a reassuring hand on his bicep, and the veins on it felt so prominent they seemed to be carved in place. “You don’t need to wear an illusion spell around me. Just be you.”
He frowned.
“I tried one of those illusion spells they sell in stores once. It only changed my hair and makeup, and at the beginning of the evening, I barely noticed it, but by the end of the night, it started to feel like the air around my face was heavy. A spell to hide all of this?” I motioned to his body. “It must be tiring to wear, and costly. I heard that mythical creatures using them don’t usually have magic of their own.”
“I do not cast magic. Some creatures have magic, but it’s rare. I bought the spell from a witch. It’s more sophisticated than the cheap one you tried, and it’s recurring rather than one-time use, but it does require energy. It drains some of my energy as I sleep to recharge for the next day.”
“Then save it for when you need it. You don’t need it around me.” I yawned, the exhaustion of having my sleep disturbed finally setting in. “I’ll be asleep in like two seconds anyway and won’t care what you look like. Now that you’re here, I feel safe. And really, really tired.”
The adrenaline that had me wide awake just moments earlier was fading fast, and I struggled just to keep my eyes open. It didn’t help that I hadn’t slept a wink last night, either.
I moved over to make room on the bed for him, then settled in. Grayson, satisfied with my answer, lowered himself next to me. The bed dipped under the weight of his body, and I sank into the depression right up against him, but I was too tired to care. Finally, with Grayson’s massive gargoyle body next to me, I drifted off to sleep.




Chapter 13
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Grayson


Shelby paced my reading nook with a pencil tucked behind her ear as she took a call with a client. In her work area on the other side of my desk, a beam of sunlight lit a cream cotton fabric laid out and thoroughly marked with the chalk pencil. She’d already started cutting out pieces of the material; she hadn’t been kidding when she warned me it was messy work.  
I was happy to see her spread her things out to take over the work area. It meant she was starting to feel comfortable working here.
I’d woken up this morning with Shelby in my arms. She’d panicked when she first woke, and I heard her heart beat wildly for a few moments before she realized it was me next to her. Then she’d calmed. Not realizing I was already awake—I had a lot of practice staying statue-still—she’d relaxed back into my body.
I’d never woken up next to anyone before, especially not in my natural form. Any other woman would have run screaming. My past dalliances with women had been brief encounters with witches who knew what I was and wanted a novel experience and nothing more. They were inevitably gone in the morning.
Another option for me had been other magical creatures, and even then, no one took a gargoyle seriously. We were fun and nothing more.
I’d never imagined waking up next to a human. Shelby hadn’t screamed or freaked out at waking up next to a monster. But then, perhaps it was because she had more terrifying monsters to worry about. Whatever she’d seen last night on the balcony had scared her enough that she’d avoided going near a window all morning.
Hell, it had scared her right into my bed last night, despite her avoiding me all evening after that kiss.
Even now, she eyed the window as if any unwatched glass panel would let in a shadow monster. I wanted to envelop her in my arms and tell her that none would harm her as long as I lived.
“Let me get back to you on that,” Shelby said to the person on the other line. “I’ll text you back. Thank you for being patient with me.” She paused for a few seconds, smiling to herself, then said, “Hope to see you soon!” and hung up.
She headed over to me, still in business mode. Her work was very important to her, and I’d noticed that when she was working, her demeanor shifted into no-nonsense, get-things-done mode. It was admirable how much of herself she invested in her work and the pride she had in the pieces she created. The pride was well deserved; few people could do what she did.
It was possible to spell a dress to be fireproof or cast an illusion of a dress, but not against dragon fire. Magic only made dragon fire burn brighter, and that could have been disastrous for the other guests and the venue. In this case, it had taken technology to counteract magic.
“Is it possible for a client to come for a fitting? We can use the lobby or one of the meeting rooms on the lower floors. She needs the jacket for an event soon.” She worried her lip as if she thought I’d say no.
The Council already knew she was here, and with my brothers and I in the building, I doubted they’d attack in the light of the day. It was too exposed, and that wasn’t how they operated.
“There is a better option. You can use the Redrock office. It is private and warded.”
“Really?” She grinned, the smile lighting up my office more than any sun could. “Thanks! How about tomorrow afternoon?”
I nodded.
“Great! I’ll let her know.”
She started to text, but as she did, her phone rang again.
“It’s Grams getting back to me.” She picked up the call.
She’d called her grandparents earlier to ask about any possible magic in her family tree. So far, the WEC had only targeted young females, as older wizards often did, looking for unused magic. Still, I’d messaged a friend earlier this morning to keep an eye on the couple for me. Shelby’s grandparents lived in a small town, so watching the comings and goings around them would be easy.
“Hey, Grams. Um. This is going to be a strange question,” she said, diving right into the potentially awkward conversation she was about to have, “but do the females in our family have magic?”
She didn’t explain anymore, and I concentrated with my keen hearing on the reply.
The woman on the other line was quiet for a moment, then sighed. “My mother was a green witch, and I also practiced plant magic. Or I did; I stopped practicing. Your mother never inherited any magic, and we assumed you didn’t either. Gramps and I decided not to mention anything to you. I wanted to save you the disappointment of waiting for magical abilities that never came.” She heaved a sigh. “We suspect that was why your mother never stayed close to us. She didn’t feel like she belonged.”
“Oh,” was Shelby’s sole reply.
“What happened, honey? Did—” the woman on the phone sounded excited “—did your magic come? I still have all the old books packed away in the basement. Do you need them?”
“No. No. I don’t have any magic that I know of, but some old wizards seem to think I do. They sent someone to break into the workshop two nights—”
The woman on the other end of the call gasped. “Are you okay, honey? Do you need us to come get you? I knew Darlington was a bad place for a lone woman. You hang tight. Gramps and I are on our way.”
“No, no, stop. I’m fine. I’m not at home right now. The EA has me under protection.”
“I see. Maybe whoever is watching you know that hottie in the photo and can give you his number? I can’t believe you didn’t even ask him for it.”
Shelby’s face went red. “I should get going. I have a lot of work to do.”
I chuckled. Her Grams sounded fun.
“Is that him right now?”
“I gotta go. Bye!” She hung up.
“You can ask me for my number now,” I said with a grin. “In fact—” I reached over the wide desk and snatched her phone from her hands, then added my number to it. “There,” I said, handing it back. “It’s under That Hottie from the Photo. I already have yours. It was listed on your website.”
She only had one cell phone, and she’d been using it for both work and personal calls.
“Redrock has already sent someone to keep a watch on your family. I don’t think the WEC will target your grandmother; the victims so far have been young women with no children. The Council is old-fashioned and believes a woman’s worth fades with youth and having a child further drains their value.”
She made a face. “The more I learn about them, the less I like them.”
“So, Granny is a witch?”
“Yeah.” She pushed her hair out of her face. “I can’t believe it was under my nose the whole time. Grams has the most amazing garden; it’s more of a magical place than I realized. She makes all these teas that she calls folk medicine. When I was little, she used to tell me that if you talked to the plants enough, they talked back.” She shook her head. “A green witch. Gramps was a horticulturalist, but he’s retired now. I guess they’re the perfect fit.”
“What about your mother?” Her grandmother had mentioned she hadn’t stayed around.
“I don’t really remember much from the time I lived with my mom, and I never knew my dad. When I was just a kid, she dropped me off with my grandparents and never came back. I’ve spoken to her on the phone a few times, but that was years ago.” She shrugged. “I was better off with Grams and Gramps anyway. I can’t believe they hid it from me all these years!”
My phone buzzed with the grocery order I’d put in earlier today. I’d noticed that Shelby had skipped breakfast and dove right into her work first thing in the morning, after nothing but a coffee. If we were going to stay here in the penthouse for the foreseeable future, we needed groceries. Living like a bachelor and going out or ordering in for every meal and snack had worked when I was alone, but with Shelby here and unable to leave, I needed staples.
“Groceries are here. I’ll go pick them up downstairs.”
“You’re leaving me here alone?” She eyed the window and took a step away from it. “Can’t I come along? It’s just the lobby, right?”
She was still on edge after last night’s experience with what she called the shadow monster. As long as it meant she wanted to stay as close to me as possible, I didn’t mind.
I got up, pulling on a shirt since I’d been working topless and illusion-free all morning. “It’s broad daylight. It should be safe enough. Just promise to stay close to me.”
“Done,” she said, hurrying around the desk to me. “I’ll be stuck to you like glue.” She grabbed my arm, earning her a grin from me.
I mentally thanked the WEC and their shadow for doing me a favor. I much preferred Shelby hanging onto me than avoiding me.
With a quick chant of the illusion spell, we were on our way down to the lobby.
I’d instructed the delivery person to leave the order at our front desk, and Brandon, our concierge, waved the moment he saw me. I stopped to ask him about the missus, who, last I checked, had wanted him to retire and go RVing across the country. He recognized Shelby from the papers and complimented her on the dress she’d made for the big wedding.
“This came as well,” Brandon said, pulling out the bouquet I’d ordered for Shelby from the florist across the street. He handed it to her.
Shelby looked flustered, as if she wasn’t used to receiving flowers.
“I wasn’t sure what type of flowers you liked best, so I went for orchids and peonies. I wasn’t sure if you liked roses.” I watched her face to see if I’d made the right choice.
“They are beautiful. Thank you.”
With our groceries in hand and Shelby by my side, I turned back towards our private elevator, then I heard a feminine voice.
“Hey, Grayson!”
I turned to see Emily running toward us.
“Wait up.”
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I narrowed my eyes at the way too cute-looking woman who ran toward Grayson as if she knew him really well. Who was she? An old client? A lower-floor neighbor? A former lover? Current lover?  
I scolded myself for my reaction. Where did this jealousy come from? Grayson wasn’t mine to get jealous over. Sure, he’d admitted to wanting to take the job, and he’d made it plenty clear he was interested yesterday on the couch, but he hadn’t made any promises, and we weren’t a thing. For now, we were just protector and protected.
The woman stuck out her hand. “Hey, I’m Emily.”
“I’m Shelby.” I took her hand for a shake, trying my best not to squeeze it too hard.
An imposing, Grayson-sized man walked up behind her. In fact, he looked very similar to Grayson. This must be one of his brothers. So far, I’d only met Gunnar briefly. After coming by to say hi yesterday, he’d disappeared into his wing.
“Hey, look. Groceries!” Emily looked up at Grayson. “One day here, and she’s already cured you of bachelorism.” She turned back to me. “I think I’ll visit more often if there’s another woman to hang out with. It’s usually a sausage fest.” She gestured to the large man behind her. “This is Griff. My mate.”
Her mate. That word had been slowly infiltrating normal vocabulary since The Wall fell. I was glad I’d tamped down the green-eyed monster; Emily was his brother’s wife. Griff must be the brother who lived separately from them.
I didn’t correct her that I wouldn’t be staying for the long term.
We all stepped into the elevator, the small space feeling even more cramped than before with two gargoyles in it. I looked up at Grayson and where his wings would be if the illusion wasn’t hiding them. The tops would be brushing the ceiling. I bet Grayson felt cramped in most spaces made for humans. No wonder everything in his home was oversized; it was just right for him.
The scent of the flowers filled the elevator. They were gorgeous and so much more unique than roses. I wasn’t exactly sure how to react to them, though. He kept doing things that showed he really didn’t think of me as just another person to protect, but as something more.
“Apparently, I’m under house arrest with you until they finish up the investigation. The WEC has already caught wind of me. It was easy once they started researching Grayson’s brothers.”
Next to her, Griff grumbled, “It’s not house arrest. It’s protection.”
“Poh-tay-to, pa-tah-to.” She turned to me. “Some idiot tried to grab me outside our place this morning. Griff broke through our window on the top floor and leaped down four stories to stop him.” She grinned up at her mate with adoration.
“I’m sorry this is messing up your life, too,” I said.
“Nah, don’t worry about it. I’m exaggerating,” Emily said, waving her hand. “I’m treating it like a vacation. They have a pool.”
“Yeah, about that,” I said, tapping my fingers together. “We aren’t allowed outside on the patio or even the balcony.” Then I told her about what had happened last night.
“Aww, man. I had it all planned out. I even brought several bikinis.”
Griff frowned, the expression allowing part of his gargoyle nature to show through the illusion. After a whole morning hanging out with Grayson in his natural form—the layout of the desk meant I had the perfect view of him while I worked—it didn’t look so scary anymore.
“The ward doesn’t cover the outside of the building?” Griff asked. “It should. She shouldn’t have felt any of the effects if she was inside.”
“I don’t like it either,” Grayson agreed. “I called Sylvana several times this morning, but the line was always busy.”
Sylvana, Grayson had explained earlier, was the witch who’d handcrafted the spell. She wasn’t a particularly powerful witch, but she did craft strong wards, and that was all she needed to do since she’d made a profitable business of it. However, she was old, had never adopted technology, and still used a rotary phone. Hence, Grayson hadn’t been able to leave a message.
“The shadow monster couldn’t get through, though,” I said. “And it needed me to step outside.”
“That’s reassuring.” Emily didn’t look assured.
We stepped out of the elevator, and Grayson stood a little taller, not having to hunch over anymore.
Emily and Griff got settled in the common area guest room as we put away the groceries in Grayson’s kitchen.
“I still have some work to do to get this jacket ready for the fitting tomorrow,” I said, heading over to the office.
I had most of the pieces cut out already, and that was the most tedious job. Sewing it up should be easily done in an afternoon, especially since it was just a test garment. It didn’t have any of the embellishments and details of the final piece.
“I can make us a late lunch,” Grayson said. He’d already returned to his natural state, and I couldn’t help but admire his broad shoulders. “How about a roast beef sandwich? I got turkey, too, in case you don’t like roast beef.”
“Roast beef is perfect, thank you.”
I was pretty sure making me a sandwich was not a part of his job as my protector, and it was really sweet for him to offer. Especially since he’d admitted that he’d been living off takeout for years.
I grinned. I had a hot gargoyle guard making me a sandwich! Who would have ever thought that possible?
I finished cutting out the left few pieces, set up my mini portable ironing board and iron, and got to sewing up the sample. Sewing furiously, I managed to have most of the body pieces together and both cuffs assembled before Grayson showed up with food.
I had a rule about no food in the workshop—food and pins didn’t get along—so I ate at the coffee table again with Grayson. My sandwich was piled high with meat on a bed of greens, horse radish mayo, and more fried onions than one should ever eat in one sitting.
This was definitely a sandwich I’d imagine Grayson making. There was nothing dainty about it. There was a selection of soda and beers to choose from too.
I only managed to eat half my lunch, but Grayson would no doubt finish it for me. He’d already breakfasted on the leftover Indian food I’d saved from dinner last night. He sure ate a lot of food; though, with his size, I wasn’t surprised.
I bet he needed a ton of protein to fuel all those muscles.
I crawled up onto the couch—I’d eaten sitting on a cushion on the floor again—and sat down next to him, my body sinking perfectly into the dip he made in the soft, buttery leather.
It made me feel safer physically to be close to him, though I wasn’t sure it was safe for my heart. We were getting so much cozier than a guard and his charge, and while it was exciting, and a part of me wanted to just go for it, I also worried it would end badly.
Why was doing the right thing so hard? What was the right thing anyway?
It was so easy to view Grayson as this huge, indestructible force protecting me against all that was bad in the world. I imagined Justin showing up at my dress shop after I was back home, only to be stopped by Grayson’s wall of muscles. Of course, I understood that by then Grayson and I might have parted ways.
A part of me wanted to explore this past what we had now, but at the same time, I knew that I had to put my business first. Before I got into a new relationship, I had to get my finances in order. I couldn’t be living commission to commission anymore.
Staying in a gorgeous penthouse with Grayson and working on my next creation in an office with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city was a temporary break from reality, but eventually, I’d have to get back to real life. And real life involved bills, stress, and a whole lot of unknowns.
Perhaps until then, I should milk this feeling of safety for all it was worth, even if Grayson’s inability to reach the witch who’d cast the protective spell on the penthouse still bothered me. Should the ward fail, I still had the protection of four giant gargoyles and a demon.
Grayson leaned back, his tail snaking protectively around my body. Who knew tails could be so affectionate?
“Are you done?” he asked, eyeing my leftovers.
“Yep. It was a great sandwich. Thanks for making it for me.” I’d never had a guy make me food before, so I’d have eaten it even if it hadn’t been the greatest, but it had been quite tasty. And like everything here, it was huge.
I grinned as Grayson greedily ate the rest. Next to an appetite like his, I felt downright dainty.
As I watched him finish up my food, I realized this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. There was no guarantee to anything in life, and I would never forgive myself if I had this super-hot, attentive, hyper-protective, sandwich-making gargoyle to myself and never let anything happen between us because I was too chickenshit.
I was definitely not ready for a forever after, but a little fling that could grow into something more in time? I’d be stupid not to be all over that. Especially since Emily seemed super happy with Griff.
It had been a while since I’d even thought of men, having been too busy trying to give my business the boost it needed, but now I was good and ready to hit the ground running with a rock-hard gargoyle.
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When we first stepped into the shared area, all my brothers were shocked to see me emerge in my natural form with my hand resting possessively on Shelby’s shoulder. They were all wearing their illusions.  
Gunnar shrugged, said, “I fucking hate wearing an illusion anyway,” and recited the few words to remove his own spell. Then Griff and Graham followed suit. Eamon looked almost the same, except for the pointy horns that now sprouted from his head.
Shelby finally met Graham, who she recognized as one of the guards at the wedding. She also met Eamon, the honorary brother. She’d never met a demon before, and by the look on her face, he wasn’t anything like she’d expected. Eamon was typical of his kind, though: well-dressed and suave-looking, with a well-trimmed goatee. He was currently the only one of us who could pass for a human—if you ignored the dusky aura and horns on his head.
It wasn’t until after dinner, when we were all hanging out in the shared area, that I finally got through to the witch who took care of our wards. Since it affected everyone in the penthouse, I put the call on speakerphone. It wasn’t the elderly Sylvana who picked up, however.
The phone rang a couple of times, then a young-sounding woman picked up. “Auntie Syl’s Wards & Witchery, how can I help you?” Just by the way she answered the call, it was clear she was stressed out and frazzled.
“We need to talk to Sylvana,” I said, cutting to the chase. This must be Sylvie’s great-granddaughter; the last time I saw her, she was still a child.
The woman took a deep breath. “Sylvana, my great-grandmother, passed away last week. This is Sybil, the new owner. Can I know who’s calling and your location so I can look up your file?”
I gave her the details, then said, “I’m sorry about Sylvana. I’m sorry she’s gone so soon.”
“So soon?” Sybil chuckled. “She was a hundred and four on paper when she passed. Which meant she was probably much older. She was ready for a while and would have left a lot sooner if she weren’t training me.”
I forgot how short human lives were. I still had about as long left to live, and I’d already lived for centuries.
The sound of Sybil opening and closing a filing cabinet came through the speaker. “Granny Sylvie always refused to digitize her files, and I’m working with an old-school system now, so bear with me.” She paused. “Oh yes, your location was the one requiring active stabilization last night. From what I know, nothing got through.”
“No, not physically, but the spell was able to affect someone inside the perimeter to try to get them to leave the safe area.” My lips firmed into a thin line.
“I’m very sorry.” Sybil sounded genuine. “When Sylvana was alive, we decided to keep her impending death quiet to avoid anyone who might try to use the change of power to test the wards. Unfortunately, someone or some group figured it out a few days ago anyway.”
I bet it was the WEC again; those old geezers seemed to be causing a lot of trouble as of late.
Sybil continued, “As you know, wards only pull energy when they’re actively working, which was why Granny Sylvie had dozens of them running at the same time. She only needed to send power over to the ones that were actively preventing intrusion. In the nearly century-long history of this business, she’d only ever needed to hold three active wards at once. I’ve been taxed, with funneling my magic over to four, sometimes five wards at a time, including the one for here at home.”
I exchanged five-way glances with my brothers. Someone or something was fucking with the witch.
Sybil continued on the phone, “I understand if you wish to cancel your yearly subscription to the spell if you find it to be less than adequate. I’m sorry for your negative experience.”
Next to me, Shelby stiffened and I put a hand protectively on her thigh.
“No,” I said quickly. It wasn’t Sybil’s fault the Council was targeting her because they were trying to get in here. “We need the spell on the penthouse. Is there anything we can do to help? You must be exhausted.”
“I am. I’m not sure how you can help unless you have a source of magic I can tap into. Groceries or food would be great, though.” There was a sound of a food wrapper in the background. “I’ve been stuck in my home for days, and I’m running low.”
Magic took a lot of energy, and she was most likely eating a lot to replenish herself. Gunnar waved from the adjacent couch, volunteering.
“We don’t have a source of magic,” I said. “But we can get food and whatever else you need to you.”
“That will be extremely helpful.”
Next to me, Shelby cleared her throat. “I hope you don’t mind me inserting myself into the call, but you mentioned you’ve been stuck at home holding them off for days. Have you slept?”
I hadn’t even thought of that.
“Luckily, yes. Thank you for asking. The spells have already been cast, so they only need me for energy. It’s like how your illusion spells recharge at night, drawing energy from the user as they sleep. If anything, I worry I’ve been sleeping too much.”
Because the spells were taking so much of her energy.
I’d seen a witch overextend herself before, the very one who’d freed me from a lifetime of bondage, guarding a building for a wizard I hated. The results had not been pretty. She’d looked like a skeleton by the end, but had exacted revenge on the wizard for the wrong done to her family, and free us in the process.
“We will get you lots of food,” I assured her. “High calories and easy to digest, right?”
“You got it. Those super high-calorie meal replacement drinks are ideal.” She yawned. “Before you go, was that the dressmaker I was talking to? I think the newspaper had her as Shelly?”
“No, it’s Shelby,” Shelby replied.
“Oh, they had it listed as Shelly’s Creation. Talk about bad journalism.”
No wonder Shelby hadn’t gotten any calls from new clients yet.
“Well, Shelby,” Sybil continued. “Do you happen to have any magic? You know, with the rumor and all. Because if you do, that would help tremendously, and you could control your own safety.”
That had Shelby sitting forward in her seat.
“I don’t know. I just found out today that my grandmother is—and her mother was—a green witch, but I’ve never shown any signs, and neither has my mother.”
“Green witches are the best, so full of nature and life. We can do a test to see if you inherited any of their magic.”
“Really?”
“I’ll need to be there, of course. And if you did, I can alter the spell at your location so that it draws part of the magic from you.”
“I don’t like the idea of you tapping into her energy,” I grumbled. The image of the exhausted and rail-thin witch filled my head. I’d promised to protect Shelby, and this didn’t sit well with me.
“With my ability taxed the way it is now, I can only keep harmful beings and spells out. I can’t keep neutral spells of suggestion out as well. The only other option is to keep her far away from all windows, so the spellcaster has no line of sight to her.”
That was what we’d done last night with her in my room.
“Wait a minute,” Shelby said. “It’s my body, and if I can do something to keep myself safe, I want to do it. I also want to know if I have any magic at all. I might not even have any to tap into.”
“Correct,” Sybil said. “It’s a gamble. But if I were there, I could release the spell guarding my home here, and that alone would save me some energy.”
“I can come pick you up,” Gunnar said. “We don’t want the ward here to fail, but we don’t want you overextending yourself, either.”
“If I’m coming over, wait till tomorrow morning to pick me up. I need to pack a few things.” After a pause, she added, “Oh, and how are you guys with small animals?”
Many magic users had pets—some would call them familiars—but they were more like support animals.
“Bring them,” I said. Whatever would help keep Shelby safe was welcome.
“Thanks. You guys are the first ones to ask how you can help, and I appreciate it. I’ll see you soon.”
We ended our call. Then I wrapped an arm around Shelby’s shoulder and pulled her close as Eamon put on a movie.
I didn’t like the idea of drawing energy from Shelby to fortify the ward, but I let it be. I couldn’t exactly pinpoint why it bothered me. Partly it was because I worried using magic would drain her as I’d seen it do to others. But it was something else, too.
If she could protect herself, would she even need me?
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I reached into Grayson’s lap again for the popcorn. Whoever had made it put a healthy dose of butter on it, just the way I liked.  
We hadn’t left his penthouse, but somehow, this felt like a date, especially with the giant screen and surround sound of the home theater system. Instead of sharing a theater with a crowd of strangers, we were among friends and had an entire reclining sofa to ourselves. The need for so many couches was now clear to me. The seven of us took up all four sofas, with Gunnar sprawled all over his own couch.
An action flick played on the big screen, not surprising considering Eamon had put it on, but I wasn’t sure if either Grayson or I was paying any attention. My focus was solely on the massive body I nestled up against. He was hard to ignore, with his massively muscular shoulders and equally impressive abs, which were on full display.
He was only wearing a pair of thin joggers with a hole at the back for his tail. All his pants had the same unique alteration made to accommodate him, and it was the illusion spell that filled it in while it removed the tail visually.
Currently, that tail was behind my back, acting as the perfect lumbar support. It wrapped around my hips and pressed against the side of my leg, pulling me close to his body. The tip moved slowly, sliding over my leg until it draped protectively over one of my thighs.
I wondered if he was moving his tail on purpose or if it had twined around my body subconsciously. The action oozed possessiveness. Or at least, it had at first. Now, as it moved up my leg, his touch made me squeeze my legs together.
I held my breath, looking up at him. Our eyes met, and he grinned. He was totally feeling me up on purpose. Sneaky!
Curious, I reached for his tail. Just like the rest of him, it was muscular and strong. The skin felt like soft leather over granite. Higher up, near my hips, there were hard, thickened ridges, but here at the end, it was mostly smooth and firm. Instead of a pointy, sharp tip, it was rounded and blunt; it had only looked thin compared to the rest of him.
The tip curled slightly around my hand. And flexible. I had no idea the end could curl like that.
I smoothed my palms over his tail, and for the shortest moment, it vibrated.
I looked up at Grayson to find his eyes closed, his lips pressed into a thin line. When he opened his eyes, lust poured from them.
He liked having his tail played with. Who would’ve guessed? I grinned and pumped my hands over it suggestively, as if I was jerking off another part of his body. If he could feel me up with his tail, I could jerk off said tail suggestively.
His body stiffened, then he was leaning over me, his huge hand pressing me down to the couch by the throat. His fingers tightened around my neck as he leaned in close and whispered in my ear, “Naughty girl.”
I shuddered. What had I gotten myself into?
“You need to be punished,” he continued, just loud enough for me. “Have you ever been fucked with a tail?”
His tail? I squeezed my knees together. Here? In a room full of people?
Grayson pulled the blanket higher over our bodies and put the popcorn aside. He was so much bigger that he had no problem reaching over to the other side of me and pulling my legs slightly open. Then his tail slid out of my hands and back onto my leg. This time, it moved much faster, zeroing in between my thighs.
He lifted one finger to his lips in a sign to stay quiet. I glanced around the living room, but everyone had their eyes on the screen, except for Emily and Griff, who had their eyes on each other.
It was all the warning I got before he slipped his tail under my skirt. I bit my lip and closed my eyes, trying to stay quiet as he inched his tail up toward my underwear. Then, finding the edge of the thin fabric, he wiggled it underneath.
Grayson angled his body and bent his head as his strong fingers grasped the back of my neck and tilted my face up to his. As his mouth covered mine, the tip of his tail brushed across the seam of my pussy. He ran it up and down the slit as his other hand pulled my leg open even more. His claws dug lightly into my thigh, ratcheting my lust even higher.
I was getting wetter and wetter, and soon his tail slid in my juices. He swallowed the small whimper that left my lips as he pressed into my pussy with the tip.
I didn’t know which was hotter. His hands controlling me by the back of my neck and thigh, or his tail fucking my pussy. He was lying sideways, facing me. Our couch leaned most of the way back, and I clutched at whatever part of him I could reach.
His tail wasn’t slender, it was thick and muscular, and every stroke into my body stretched me wider. His tongue did the same, invading my mouth and claiming everything it touched.
Oh God, what was happening to me? I’d never wanted someone so badly.
His lips left mine, trailing kisses down my jawline. I gasped when his tail curved inside my pussy, rubbing on something ridiculously sensitive. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I heard the fight scene that was currently blaring in the room, covering my sounds. I leaned into him, muffling every gasp and moan with his chest.
Needing to control the situation, I reached down between Grayson’s legs and under the blanket. I wasn’t sure what I’d find. Yesterday, I’d been sure he was hard when I’d straddled his lap during our kiss, but he’d been bare and smooth when I saw him naked in his gargoyle form, and I’d never seen a cock carved onto a stone gargoyle before.
I touched something large, hard, and heavy. Where there had been nothing but smooth gray earlier, there was now a massive, rock-hard cock, as if it had sprung out from stone. By the feel of it in my hands, it was impressive and impossibly large.
It wasn’t a cock; it was a club, a fucking weapon. I was simultaneously turned on and a little scared. How was that thing going to fit into me? If I’d thought the tip of his tail was thick, I’d been wrong. My fingertips couldn’t touch when I wrapped them around his girth.
Grayson breathed heavily as I explored him, the look of concentration plain on his face.
He hadn’t forgotten about my pleasure, though. When his finger joined his tail, circling my clit through my now-soaked underwear, it was too much. My whole body shook as waves of electric pleasure exploded from my middle and zinged to every finger and toe.
I tried not to scream, but the sudden orgasm was too much. Only the shortest gasp escaped into the room as Grayson’s huge palm covered my mouth, saving me from alerting everyone in the room that we’d been fooling around. I wailed into his palm as the shockwaves traveled through my body, turning me into a shaking, sobbing mess.
“Beautiful,” he murmured, moving his hand to caress the side of my face affectionately.
When I finally returned to reality, I was greeted with the sounds of gunfire from the movie. With the excitement on the screen and how loud the movie was playing, no one in the room had noticed my earth-shaking orgasm.
Grayson smirked, looking triumphant and much too proud of himself. He tucked the blanket around my body as we cuddled for the rest of the film.
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It wasn’t long after Shelby fell apart so beautifully in my arms that she started exploring my body. My cock was so hard now I was sure no blanket could hide it. Her hands were the only thing pressing it down against my body, and if she let go now, I’d be pitching the world’s largest tent.  
I loved the feel of her hands on me, and I didn’t want her to stop, but the movie was ending, and I needed to calm long enough to carry her to my suite without giving everyone in the room a show. I doubted Shelby would appreciate that. Humans were shy about sex.
I took her hands off my dick and shook my head. We were at a quiet part of the movie, and I couldn’t speak without alerting everyone of what we’d been doing; monsters and demons had exceptional hearing.
She gave me the cutest pout, but understood. I leaned over and captured her bottom lip in my mouth, which turned into a kiss. She tasted of buttered popcorn and ambrosia.
Delicious. I could kiss her forever.
By the time I finally forced myself to release her sweet lips, the credits were rolling.
I was still half-hard, so I picked her up in a bridal carry, blanket and all, and used that to cover myself as I excused us and headed to the door to my wing. Picking my way up the stairs, I tried to concentrate as the little minx kissed and nibbled every part she could reach. I deposited her on our bed.
Shelby looked disappointed for a moment when I stepped away from the edge of the bed. The disappointment faded when she realized I was only kicking off my much too restrictive pants. She reached for my cock the moment it sprung free from its fabric confines. My snarl echoed in the room at her touch.
“Ooh,” she said, her eyes large with amazement. “It looks as perfect as it feels.”
With both hands wrapped around me, Shelby stroked from base to tip. I grunted and clenched my hands into fists, trying to stay in control. I wanted to grab her, force her to her knees and demand she open her mouth for me, but I didn’t want to do anything to scare her away. She probably wouldn’t reach my cock if she were on the ground anyway. It was best she stayed on the bed.
A small drop of pre-cum gathered at my tip, and Shelby leaned in to lick it. I groaned. It was too much. Instinct demanded that I reach for her.
“On your knees on the edge of the bed,” I ordered, my hands threading through her messy hair.
I gripped a handful at the back of her head and guided her so she sat back on her heels. With the height of the bed, this was perfect.
“Open wide, Shelby. Suck my cock.”
She wrapped her lips around the mushroom-shaped head, humming as she explored it with her mouth and tongue. Her humming had me twitching in her mouth. I guided her to move, bobbing her head up and down the length of my shaft.
Shelby tried hard to take all of me into her mouth and throat, but my cock was thick and long, and her jaws were small. She took as much as she could and wrapped her hands around the rest, pumping and stroking as she swallowed around me.
“Good girl.” The words were no more than growls.
My fingers still tangled in her hair, I pressed her head down until she gagged softly. Tears squeezed out the corners of her eyes, but that didn’t stop her from trying harder. Her lips gliding over my taut skin and her hands pumping in time with her movements.
She was perfect. Instead of running, she faced every instinct of mine to own and possess her head-on. Perhaps, deep inside, she knew that she was mine and no amount of running or hiding would suffice. Could she be my mate?
I pulled her off my cock, and her lips left me with a loud pop. Lifting her up to her knees, I kissed her, tasting the slight muskiness from my precum on her tongue. I pulled off her tops, glad she wore one of those stretchy bras, and pushed her farther up onto the bed to make room for myself.
Cradled by a pile of pillows, her very presence was a dream come true.
I wrapped my hands around her tiny throat, pressing her down into the bed. Instead of fear, her lust only blossomed higher. Starting at her lips, I kissed and nibbled down her body, claiming every exposed inch.
Perky nipples were a welcome change between silky-smooth skin over lush curves. I caught one nipple between my lips and grazed it with my teeth. She hissed, arching into my mouth. So sensitive. I cupped her other breast with my palm before rubbing the tightened nub between my fingers, careful to keep my claws away from her skin.
Her every reaction was like a drug to me. Addictive. I needed more.
My other hand still around her throat, I traveled down her body and over the soft flesh of her belly, admiring the dips and swells. Delightful. Never had I ever beheld so much beauty. I licked a line down from her navel to her center.
Small hands clasped my horns, urging me lower. While not exactly erogenous zones, my horns were sensitive. Unlike those of animals, they weren’t created for fighting or other biological means but rather carved and molded from stone purely for visual impact.
Normally, having them touched was like getting a head rub, but with her pussy just inches from my face and her arousal controlling my every move, it was the most erotic feeling. Shoving her skirt up to her waist, I tore away the soaked scrap of fabric covering her. I growled as I covered her mound with my mouth.
Her back arched off my bed as I licked her slit from her bottom to the very top of her mound. She was still wet and sensitive from her orgasm on the couch, and when I focused on her clit, she bucked her hips, and her knees closed onto my ears.
“Oh god,” she whimpered.
I held her down, keeping her legs open with my shoulders, and continued licking until she was panting and writhing under me. I wished I’d filed down my claws, made them dull enough to use my fingers, but her skin there was delicate. I used my tail instead, pushing the tip into her slick cunt again to prepare her for my cock.
She cried out, her fists tightening around my horns.
“Yes,” she hissed. “Grayson.”
I climbed up over her body, my tail still fucking her.
“This pussy is mine,” I growled into her ear.
I slipped my tail out from her welcoming depth and pressed the head of my cock at her slick entrance. Capturing her mouth with mine, I pushed in.
She cried out, and I swallowed the sound while the flared head of my cock pressed into her. My tail snuck in between our bodies to slide wetly against her clit. She was so tight I had to struggle to move. I pulled out slightly and pushed back in again, this time sliding a few more inches into her body.
Her fingernails clawed into the skin of my arms.
Fuck. I was hurting her. I froze.
“No,” she whimpered. “Don’t stop. Please, I want this. I want you.”
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I was so full I couldn’t breathe; there was no more room inside of me, not even for air. Grayson filled me completely. I was stretched until the pleasure bordered on pain, and it was the best feeling ever.  
I wasn’t sure how much more I could handle, but I knew that I didn’t want to give up now. I wanted everything Grayson had to offer. Every breath was a sob or a pant, and I wasn’t sure I could handle it if Grayson moved now. At the same time, I didn’t want him to stop.
My gargoyle looked down at me, his eyes full of wonder and adoration, as if I were the most important thing ever. He cupped my cheeks and kissed me tenderly, and I knew I was in good hands.
He was rough and dominating when he needed to be, and soft and tender when it counted. I trusted him.
His tail slid between our bodies, rubbing up against my clit again. I moaned, and my hips bucked on their own, the movement forcing him into me another inch.
Oh god.
“Please, Grayson. I want this.” I reached out, kissing whatever I could reach, grazing my teeth against the side of his chiseled jaw.
My words were all it took to snap Grayson’s control. He pulled out and thrust back into me. Dipping his head, he buried his face into the side of my neck, the sharp points of his teeth scraping lightly at my skin. He was so powerful, so dangerous. An utter beast. And he was all mine.
He moved slowly at first, and the thick flare of his cock’s head brushed up against something inside me with every pull outward. It made me wetter with every stroke until I no longer gripped him so tightly it was hard to move.
“Such a good girl. You’re so wet for me.”
Grayson set a brutal rhythm, driving into me with every thrust. Wrapping my legs around his hips, I surrendered to his every whim and movement as he hammered into me. Ecstasy rushed through my body, sending tingles up and down my spine. A loud scream echoed through the room, and I realized it came from me.
I’d never been particularly loud, but with Grayson, I couldn’t hold back. He made me lose control, and I loved every moment of it.
My muscles clamped down involuntarily around Grayson’s thick cock, and he swore, the feral sound of his voice loud in my ear. I gasped, frozen in a silent scream as euphoria stole all my senses. I came hard, my whole body shaking.
Grayson continued pounding into me, still yet to reach his own nirvana. Stuck up on cloud nine, I felt myself tumbling over again.
“Oh my god, oh my god. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Grayson!” My words ended in a shrill cry as I clung onto my rock-hard gargoyle, a sobbing, crying, but incredibly happy mess.
Snarling into my neck, Grayson came, rutting like a wild beast as he emptied his seed into me. Warmth spread through me as we held each other.
He braced above me, his gorgeous eyes holding mine prisoner. They were such a beautiful blue-gray, the flashes of color in them like jewels set in stone. I reached up to cup his face, bringing it down to mine for a soft kiss.
How could a being so strong and powerful be so soft and tender?
“Stay right here,” he ordered.
I had nowhere else I wanted to be, so I obeyed.
He returned with a warm towel to clean us up. Then, tossing the towel onto the side table, he joined me in bed again.
Grayson was a cuddler too. I’d really hit the jackpot this time.
He pulled a light sheet over us, protecting me from the cool air that blew down from the vents. I found myself enclosed in the fortress of his arms, and I smiled, still floating in contented bliss.
I imagined what someone looking down on us would see and giggled.
“What?” Grayson asked, his lips pressed to the top of my head.
“I had no idea gargoyles were so cuddly,” I admitted. “Not that I’m complaining. This is great.”
“Only with you,” he murmured into my hair.
I snuggled into his arms, surrounded by comfort and safety, and for now, I forgot that I was in danger. It seemed as if no one, not even the strongest wizard, could hurt me here with my monster as my protector. I closed my eyes, exhausted but satisfied to the bone, and slept.
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“Alright, Eamon, try your best,” I said, concentrating on the circle of salt I’d drawn in the middle of the living room.  
Nothing happened. I glanced up at the demon, who had a look of consternation on his face. His body phased out for a moment, almost dematerializing into nothing, but snapped back into place.
“I can’t do it.” Eamon grinned. “I think that means you have magic.”
I turned to Sybil. She had a wide grin, too, as she tucked a piece of so-dark-brown-it’s-black hair behind her ear. She gave me two thumbs up. A pair of pet rats sat on her left shoulder, one white with red eyes and the other black with a glossy coat.
“You weren’t helping, were you?” I asked.
“Nope,” she said. “I haven’t touched it. It’s all you.”
Pepper, the black rat, climbed up onto the top of her head, messing up her hair again. Its tail dangled down into Sybil’s face. She blew at it until Pepper turned around.
I’d had hamsters as a kid, so I didn’t mind rodents, but Emily eyed them warily.
I looked at Emily.
“I didn’t help either; I swear,” she said. We’d established first that she did indeed have magic.
I shook my head in disbelief. There was no way. I didn’t have any magic. Yet here I was, preventing a demon from popping into a circle.
I turned back to Eamon. “Try one more time,” I said, still believing it was a fluke.
Eamon concentrated hard and blinked out of existence. He appeared right outside the circle of salt. “I still can’t get inside.” He reached out to touch the air over the salted line. “It’s a wall to me.”
He shrugged before approaching Sybil to give Salt and Pepper some attention. Both rodents jumped off Sybil to hang out with him instead. The small creatures had already learned that Eamon gave snacks away freely; he’d been working on a huge plate of eggs, bacon, sausages, and home fries when Sybil got in this morning and had offered the two critters pieces of potato and eggs.
“Congratulations,” Sybil said. “You have magic. At least enough to ward a tiny circle. I guess the rumors are true that gargoyles are attracted to women with magic. We’ve got two for two.”
“I wonder if I would’ve ever figured out I had magic if it weren’t for this,” I said.
“Me too,” Emily agreed. “I never even thought it was possible.”
“It’s common not to know.” Sybil finished yet another meal replacement drink and held the empty bottle up to her two rats.
They took turns sticking their heads in to lick the inside of the bottle. Pepper came out with an obvious slick of creamy liquid smeared on the top of his head. Salt grabbed him by the ears and groomed him aggressively.
The two were actually quite cute, making me wonder why I’d given up on pets in the first place. When I’d first moved out with Justin, my hamsters had just passed, and he’d ixnayed finding replacements.
I decided I should research what else was out there and get myself some four-legged companions. You know, to embrace the whole magic-wielding witch thing. Grams was going to have a field day. I concluded I’d better keep it to myself for the time being and figure out the best way to break it to her that wouldn’t end with her coming down to Darlington to dump all her magic books in my lap.
“All it takes is for it to break for one or two generations, and the knowledge doesn’t get passed down,” Sybil continued. “Also, magic has been getting weaker and weaker for generations.” She tossed her bottle to the bin, just making it in, then turned to me. “Do you feel tired at all when he tries to break through?”
“I don’t feel anything.” I’d expected to feel something, though I hadn’t known what.
“That’s good,” she said. “That means that was nowhere near your limit, though keeping a demon out of a small circle with nothing in it requires very little magic.”
“What about keeping him in the circle?” I asked.
“Keeping him in the circle requires extremely strong magic. In the case of that tiny circle there, you are keeping him out of a small area. But if the circle is around him, then essentially, you’re drawing a circle of salt around everything else that isn’t him. That’s substantial; some would even say infinite, which is why you would need to define the end range as well.”
“That makes a lot of sense.” I nodded in understanding. “That’s why you had me define the upper boundary as the ceiling in the incantation, or else the cylinder would go up forever, and it would require a lot of energy to protect.”
“Yes. The surface the salt sits on determines the lower boundary. With many incantations found in old spell books, the upper limit is defined by the edge of Earth’s atmosphere, but oftentimes that’s excessive.”
The more I learned about magic, the more I saw the logic in it. All my life, I’d thought of magic as this thing that defied science when, in actuality, they worked hand-in-hand. Everything required energy, and you couldn’t defy the laws of physics.
My crash course in magic had been a revisit to high school science class. The first rule of magic Sybil recited to me was Newton’s third law: for every action, there was an equal and opposite reaction.
To lift a rock up into the air, I’d need to spend as much energy as it would take to lift it up physically. The difference was that instead of using our physical muscles, which limited how much power and energy we could produce, we were limited by our magical abilities.
“Crafting spells in intelligent and energy-saving ways is how an average magic user can be a formidable one. Wards like the one Granny Sylvie or I cast are much more intricate, with instructions on what parts of the spell to release first if there is insufficient energy.” Sybil opened another meal replacement drink and took a large glug.
It was the third one I’d seen her devour since getting here. The poor woman looked emaciated, and now that I understood how these spells worked, I knew why. She’d been run ragged by the wizards from the council testing her wards.
She’d been tight-lipped when she first arrived about who she suspected was behind the attacks, but after she found out that both Emily and I were on lockdown because of these outdated wizards, she admitted that she suspected it was them.
“Which is why the spell was able to affect you mentally,” Sybil continued. “The spell was considered neutral since it wasn’t physically harmful. With both your energies added to mine, I’m sure this place will be sealed up as tight as a crypt.” She looked wistfully outside at the sunny patio with the pool. “We might even be able to extend the protection out there.”
That had Emily, who had an impenetrable salt circle of her own just feet from mine, perking up. “That would be amazing. But something tells me a circle of salt won’t work out there.”
“The boundaries created with salt are temporary. The moment a strong gust of wind or rain creates a break in the salt, anything can get in until you redraw the line and reset the boundaries with a new spell. That’s a lot of wasted energy. Even if both of you were as strong as I am, it would be a drain to constantly recast the spell.”
While I hadn’t physically felt it when Eamon tried to break into the circle, I’d felt the drain when casting the spell. It felt as if I were on an invisible treadmill, and someone had just cranked the incline to max and turned up the speed. It had only lasted a few seconds, but that was warning enough: everything I did cost energy.
“And, of course, it doesn’t have to be a circle. You can draw a penis with chalk and use that as a boundary if you want. You just need to define the upper boundary,” Sybil added.
I giggled, imagining a demon trying to contort himself to appear inside a cock-shaped area.
Sybil looked outside at the sunny patio again. “A nap in the sun would help recharge my batteries. I wonder if they’ll get angry with me if I mark up their patio with a permanent marker. I’d pay for the cleaning. We can make a temporary warded area.”
“I don’t mind,” Eamon said. “And I doubt the others would care. We mess up this place all the time. We’ll handle a little marker.”
My cell phone rang in my pocket, the cheerful alarm reminding me of the fitting I had with Jen today.
“I’ve got to go get ready,” I said. “Thank you for the impromptu magic lesson.”
“Anytime. Thank you for helping me keep the ward up at this location. I’m already feeling a ton better.”
I gave the witch and Emily each a hug and left to get ready to meet up with Jenny. She was a regular and always made me happier when she dropped by. Today, though, I didn’t know how I could be any happier.
I had magic!
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I stood by the office door, still as a statue, as Shelby worked with her client behind a makeshift change room I’d made with a pair of spare curtains and some strategically placed furniture. The two women chatted freely and loudly during the fitting as if they were old friends.  
“I hope you don’t mind me asking for this extra fitting. I had Judy set to your measurements, but she didn’t survive the incident at the workshop.”
Judy? There hadn’t been anyone else except for the two perpetrators and herself. Who was this Judy?
“I don’t mind coming in. I’m just glad you’re safe. I can’t believe someone would actually break into your place. It’s not like you keep valuables there.”
“No,” Shelby said with a laugh. “And they sure as hell didn’t take my heavy sewing machines or garment press. They just messed up a bunch of stuff.”
“What do you have to replace?” Jen asked.
“The idiots broke some of my rulers and threw all my pattern blocks onto the floor and stepped all over them, and they’re made of cardstock, so they didn’t survive. They also pulled a bunch of expensive fabrics onto the ground, along with all my samples, and stomped on those too. And of course, there’s Judy; her shoulder won’t snap back into place, and her hip is all wonky now.”
I scratched at my temple, confused at what type of injury could cause someone’s shoulder to snap out of place. Then I realized she was talking about the mannequin she used to fit her clothing. I’d noticed it in her workshop that day and had completely forgotten about it afterward.
Judy was her dress form. I smacked my palm on my forehead at how long it had taken for me to figure it out.
“What a shame. And you were just recovering after what that asshat Justin did to your name last year.”
Justin. I’d heard that name somewhere before. That was the guy I’d just missed when I’d first gone to pick her up, the one who’d given her the bruise that was now starting to fade from purple to yellow on her face. What had he done last year?
“Yeah, it’s been hard trying to get new clients with all those fake one-star ratings, but I’ve been surviving. It was worth kicking him to the curb.”
I clenched my hands into fists. That rat bastard. If he ever showed up in Shelby’s life again, he’d regret it.
“Well, I’d say you traded up. That’s the same guy from the photo.”
“Oh, we’re not… He’s just protecting me,” she finished, flustered.
“Uh-huh. Protecting you with his body, I suppose.” The woman laughed. “I’m just playing with you. I’m just glad you’re safe. I’ll be your first customer when you get your dress shop fixed up. Another niece, another wedding.”
“Thank you for sticking around.”
“Always! I’ll always come to you for clothes that actually fit. My girlfriend tried to take me shopping the other day, and nothing off the shelf could handle these ladies. I would need to buy a triple extra-large just to be able to zip it up, take it in by several inches everywhere else, and it still wouldn’t fit because the hem would drag on the floor and the waist would be in the wrong area.” Her client’s voice got more animated as she spoke. “And don’t get me started on the petite section for short women. I’m short, but that doesn’t mean I’m a waif. Your girl’s got a lot to love.”
Shelby laughed. “I hear you, Jenny. The only thing I can wear comfortably off the rack needs to be loose and stretchy.” There was a pause. “Like what I’m wearing now. Most of my clothes are still at home, so I’ve been rotating out these basics.”
She was wearing a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt that said I Sew Because Punching People Is Illegal. It wasn’t high fashion, but it was ridiculously cute on her.
“Lift your arm, Jen. See how the armhole feels. Any tightness anywhere when you move?”
“Nope, no tightness.”
“Reach your arm all the way forward. Okay, now bend your elbows.” A moment later, she said, “I think it could do with another half inch added to the sleeve length. The actual fabric will be a bit thicker too.”
“Do you have it with you?” Jen asked, sounding excited.
Shelby sighed. “I’m actually waiting for it to come in again. I had the yardage out during the B and E. A good yard of it got wrecked; I left it at the workshop.”
“Oh. That’s too bad.”
“But the replacement is on its way. I paid for extra fast shipping, and I’m sure I’ll have it done by when you need it. Especially since you always give me tons of time.”
“You can’t rush perfection.”
“Aww, thanks. I promise it’ll be my best work. I love working on your pieces.”
I pressed my lips together, remembering how she’d sung and talked to herself as she worked. Shelby truly loved her work. It was so rare to find someone so utterly dedicated to her craft.
“I’ve been around since you started Shelby’s Creations, and I’m going to be around until you retire. Nothing is quite made for women like us. Being short and curvy, we get a double whammy of nothing fitting. Normal clothes never hit at the right spots, and petite usually means it’s also made for a B cup at most. Add in the fact that I have big arms that can she-hulk their way through most sleeves, and I’d be stuck in stretchy tank tops and sweatpants for the rest of my life if it weren’t for you.”
I didn’t see the problem with stretchy tank tops and sweatpants. That was what I wore most of the time, unless I needed to be at a special event. But I didn’t comment. Wearing the same thing most days also helped my illusion spell to work more efficiently. It had much practice working with my daily clothes.
Which reminded me of the yearly Monsters & Magic Charity Gala, which was scheduled for the weekend after next. My brothers and I weren’t working security for it. Instead, we had four invitations for the event as guests.
I’d drawn the short straw and was supposed to go and represent our firm. None of us particularly enjoyed schmoozing at the yearly Monster’s Ball, but we needed to have a presence for our business. But with Shelby in my protection, I’d need to send Gunnar or Graham to go in my stead.
Too bad, so sad. I guess I’d have to go next year.
The fitting over, Jen gave Shelby a hug and left after giving me an appreciative look. I knew what she saw: an overly muscled and very human bodyguard. She had no idea of the monster who really leaned against the office wall.
“Alright, everything’s done, and I’m kind of stuck with nothing to do until the fabric comes in.” Shelby had her sample and a notebook in her arms. “I guess it’s time to take it easy, like Cecelia told me to do, and treat the rest of my time like a vacation. Maybe Sybil and Emily got the rooftop patio spelled.”
When we’d left the common area for the fitting, the two had been in the process of drawing a perimeter on the patio with permanent marker. I didn’t mind cleaning off the marker as long as it meant Shelby wouldn’t be stuck indoors her whole time here. The last l’d heard from the EA, they were still working on the case and it would be a while.
I’d love to see Shelby poolside, but I had something more important to talk to her about first.
“You mentioned your business digging itself out of the red, but you never told me why,” I said. “This Justin, he was the same one who gave you the bruise. He messed with your business when you left him.”
“It doesn’t matter anymore.” She took a step toward the door.
“Does he bother you still?” I asked, standing in her way. I already knew the answer.
“It doesn’t matter. You can’t protect me all the time, especially not retroactively. What’s done is done.”
“No, I can’t go back in time and stop him, but I can make him pay for it.” I gritted my teeth. “And I can protect you all the time.”
“That’s really sweet of you. Next time he shows up, I’ll holler.”
Good. We got that out of the way. Now for the other part.
“I can help you with your business. You lost some equipment and supplies; I can help you with those.”
“The items I need to replace aren’t that heavy. I’m sure I can handle it myself. Thank you, though.”
She thought I was offering to carry them?
“I don’t mean that. I have a lot saved up and nowhere to spend it. Let me help you get back onto your feet financially.”
She made a face. “That’s nice of you, but I don’t need financial help. I can dig my way out on my own.”
“But I insist,” I said, cupping her cheek with my hand. “You can stay here with me after the investigation is over. I’ll help you replace what you need, and you can meet with your clients here if you need.”
“Me? Stay here?” Her jaw went slack. “That’s—” She shook her head.
“Well, at least let me replace your equipment and supplies. Especially after last night.”
She stepped back, a look of shock on her face. “Excuse me? Did I just hear that right? You’re offering to pay for my things because we slept together?”
She raised her brows at me, and I realized I had fucked up. She thought I was offering to pay her because we had sex. That wasn’t how I’d meant it, but even to me, that was how it sounded.
Fuck.
“I didn’t mean—you wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for that photo. You were targeted because of your association with me. Let me make it up to you.”
“Oh, hell no.” She put her hand up in my face. “Don’t try to change what you said. I heard what I heard. I don’t need your pity. And I don’t need you to pay for my things, especially after last night,” she said, throwing my words back at me. “Now stop blocking my way and let me pass.”
I didn’t move, and my feisty little human shoved right past me in a huff and stepped out into the hallway.
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I sat on a lounger next to the saltwater pool.  
I couldn’t believe Grayson had offered to pay for my business expenses because we’d slept together. Ugh! I knew he was too good to be true.
Some women would be ecstatic to find an older man—Grayson was much older than me—who offered to let her live in his gorgeous penthouse and pay for her business in exchange for her company, among other things. But that wasn’t me.
Even if he hadn’t mentioned the sex and had made the offer because of some misplaced sense of guilt because I’d been targeted because of him, I wouldn’t take the offer. It wasn’t right. It was too good to be true, and I knew what they said about things like that.
What would happen when Grayson tired of me? I’d have nothing, not even a place to stay, because I’d have moved everything here.
No. I had a plan for my life. I’d made it while enjoying my first bottle of wine after kicking Justin to the curb, and I intended to stick to it. I had to rebuild my business and learn to depend on myself.
My Gram’s voice, complaining about how ridiculously independent I was, echoed in my head, and I shoved it back into the little corner I usually kept it. I knew I was independent.
It wasn’t a flaw; it was a feature.
I’d started my workshop on my own, with no help from anyone, unless you counted splitting the apartment rent with my boyfriend. I’d worked overtime at a shitty job that I hated to save up the money for the first six months’ rent and to purchase all the equipment I needed; industrial machines didn’t come cheap.
Working hard and making it on my own had become a part of who I was as a person, and having Grayson come around and offer to fund my entire life like it was just a drop in a bucket for him rubbed me the wrong way. It made everything I’d worked so hard for feel insignificant.
“Okay, Shelby,” Emily called from the water. “I can’t mind my own business anymore. What’s got you down?” She swam to the edge of the pool, crossed her arms on the edge, and rested her chin on her wrists.
On the other side of me, lounging in a chair with her eyes closed, Sybil added, “I can feel your negative energy oozing my way.”
“I’m sorry.” I didn’t want to affect her negatively, especially since she was the reason we could hang out on the patio in the first place. I really didn’t want to be stuck indoors with Grayson right now.
“You came out all upset. Did something happen at the fitting?”
I sighed and looked around to make sure Grayson wasn’t eavesdropping. “I don’t know. Grayson said something that upset me, but I’m not sure if I’m overreacting.”
“What did he say?” This had Sybil curious enough to open her eyes and twist her body over in her chair to face me. Her two loyal companions, who had been napping on her belly, scrambled to find better positions to snooze in the sun.
As if sensing my distress, Salt, the albino rat, braved the narrow gap between our loungers to come and say hi. I picked him up and gave him a cuddle as I explained to the two what had happened.
I hadn’t had girlfriends I could talk to for a while unless you counted some of my regulars, like Jen, who I felt comfortable with. But still, they were my clients first and foremost, and it just wasn’t the same.
“I’m going to be the devil’s advocate and say that maybe he really didn’t mean to offer to pay you for sleeping with him. I know his wording was kind of shitty, but hear me out,” Emily said from the water. “I’m not sure about other gargoyles, but Griff’s love language is a mix of gift-giving and acts of service. When we first met, he wanted to take care of all my needs immediately, financially, emotionally, and…” she trailed off. “You know. Maybe Grayson’s the same.”
I thought of my short time here. Grayson had gone out of his way to bring my sewing machine over and had carried it all the way from the lobby. He’d also ordered groceries so he could make me a sandwich while I worked. He’d also bought me coffee and pastries from the café across the street and flowers from the florist.
And at the wedding, he’d gotten me a plate of fancy hors d’oeuvres from the kitchen. It had been in apology, but it was still a gift. Maybe Emily was onto something.
But love language? Wasn’t it a little too soon for that?
“But Griff’s your husband. I just met Grayson last Saturday. And if it weren’t for the EA requesting I be under his protection, we probably would’ve never seen each other again.”
Emily pressed her lips together as if trying not to laugh.
“What so funny?” I asked.
“Did you know Grayson was talking about you when Eamon received the call from the EA?”
“He was?” A warm, fuzzy tingling tickled at my chest.
“Yup. He snatched that job up faster than you can say hey.” She grinned back at me victoriously from the water. “Even if the EA hadn’t called, I’m sure he’d have ended up at your workshop. He looked you up. I’m not supposed to know this, but Eamon said Grayson thought about hanging out at the coffee shop by your place to try to bump into you but decided against it because it was a bit stalkerish.”
“It is,” I said. But it was also kind of sweet. And if I’d met him at the café, I probably would have been thrilled to see him again.
“My first reaction when I heard what he said was the same as yours,” Sybil said. “But Emily might have a point here. Also, these guys have been around for a while. The ward on this place dates back to when it was built. He might still think offering to take care of a woman financially is the right thing to do if he’s interested in her.”
That had crossed my mind for a moment. It wasn’t that long ago when men were considered the breadwinners.
“They’ve gone to great lengths to modernize and fit into today’s society, unlike the Council.” Sybil made a face. “But some of their views might still be quite antiquated, especially when it comes to romance. I don’t think these guys date all that much, if ever.”
Maybe I’d jumped to conclusions too quickly. But I still didn’t want his money. We’d just met, and I didn’t want to owe anyone anything.
“Thanks for giving me some insight. I’m still pissed at what he said, but I feel better about it.”
“You know what will make it even better?” Emily asked as she climbed out of the pool.
“What?” I asked, handing Salt back to Sybil.
“Wine. I brought some with me. There’s a Chardonnay chilling in the fridge.”
“I’m in,” said Sybil.
I grinned. She looked so much better now than when she’d first arrived here this morning. The color had returned to her face, and she looked well rested. It hadn’t escaped my attention that she’d been pounding back meal replacement drinks like no one’s business. She must be consuming enough to fuel a bodybuilder. Alcohol was just carbs, right?
“Me too!” It was still late afternoon, but I wasn’t going to turn down wine.
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Grayson


I held the box of chocolates in front of me as I tip-toed into the master bath. Shelby sat in my oversized tub, bubbles up to her ears. I’d given her some time to cool down, but was now ready to explain myself.  
I hadn’t meant that I wanted to pay for her things because of the sex; I’d meant the connection we’d shared. The words hadn’t sounded quite so bad in my head, but once they were out, I’d realized too late what they sounded like.
Shelby opened an eye, and I froze mid-step.
“Hi,” I said awkwardly. “I bought you chocolates, and thought you might enjoy them in the bath.” I had déjà vu of the wedding when I’d brought her the plate of appetizers. This was quickly becoming a habit. I really needed to stop saying the wrong things.
Her face softened. “Thank you. They’ll go well with my wine.”
I eyed the wine glass on the ledge opposite of me.
Then she gasped. “Are those chocolates in a wooden box?”
“Yes.” It was mahogany and lined with velvet and became a jewelry box once the chocolates were done.
I pulled the chair she’d draped her clothes on over to the large tub and sat down, then I flipped open the hinged lid and held the box out to her.
She scrunched her face up in a pouty moue as she scanned the selection of dark and milk chocolate delicacies. “I don’t know which one is which.”
I picked up the card with all the descriptions and grimaced at the gold foil print. It was pretty, but not very legible. I listed out the flavors in order.
“Hazelnut praline, creamy pistachio, passionfruit, blood orange, coffee ganache, almond—”
“I’ll take the blood orange.”
I picked up the one that matched the image and held it up to her. She ate it from my hand with a soft moan that tempted me to join her in the bath. The tub was plenty large enough for the both of us.
“I wanted to explain myself. I didn’t mean to imply that I was paying for your things because we had sex. When I mentioned ‘last night,’ I meant the way I felt last night. Our connection. I want to take care of you.” I took a quick breath so I could fit everything in while I had her attention. “It’s not that I don’t think you can take care of yourself; it’s because it’s something I want to do. I’m sorry I offended you.”
She nodded. “I should’ve given you the chance to explain instead of just stomping out. I’m sorry too.”
“Don’t be,” I said. “If I were a woman, I’d have been just as upset if I thought someone was paying me for sex. There’s nothing wrong with the profession, but if I were interested in something more serious but was treated as something less, I’d have walked out as well.”
“Something more serious?”
“Yes.” I put the box of chocolate down on the counter and reached into the water for her hand. “I want you to stay here after all this is done. It’s not because I think you need financial help or anything like that. I just want you to stay because I—”
I held back on saying what I really wanted to say in case it scared her away. “I like you.”
What I really wanted to say was that I thought she was my mate. I had known something was special about her at first sight. She’d been magnificent, charging into that wedding, cardboard box in hand. I loved how she’d stood up to me despite being less than half my size. Her spunk and grit had me thinking about her nonstop ever since.
The more I knew about her, the more I liked her. She wasn’t just living life in the back seat, letting it take her wherever it wanted. She took charge of her destiny. Owning a business was no small feat, and the fact that she’d stayed afloat despite her meddling ex was a testament to her strength.
This was a woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. I couldn’t imagine ever getting bored with her. I even loved when she was angry at me. She was no pushover and stood up for herself when she felt wronged. The fire in her eyes made me want to calm her flames and conquer that fire, but never put it out.
I’d never cared about what others thought of me. Being a gargoyle, I was considered a monster among monsters. I hadn’t needed anyone’s acceptance. Until Shelby. I wanted her to care. I wanted her to accept me.
At my declaration of like, she looked up at me through thick lashes. “I like you too, Grayson, and I would like to see where this goes after this investigation. But I’m not sure I want to move in so soon.”
Of course she would fight for her independence. It was one of the things I found so charming about her. She knew what she wanted, and because of that, her interest in me meant that much more.
Not many would spare me a second thought for a permanent arrangement. The few witches who I’d entertained in the past had thought of me as just that, entertainment and nothing more. If they were looking to bed a monster, I was acceptable. We’d used each other. With them, I’d never mentioned my life savings; although, in recent years, my business and home might have given me away.
It was different with Shelby. She was no monster chaser or gold digger. She wanted me for me, not because of my novelty or for the riches I’d saved since being freed.
“I understand. You have time to think about it. The last I heard from the EA, they’re still following a lead.” I eyed the hot bath, then sent her a scorching look that promised I’d take care of her every need. “Room for one more?”
She bit her lip and grinned. “Oh, I don’t know, you’re an awfully big boy,” she teased.
I growled low before tearing off my pants and tossing them aside. I climbed into the tub, and the water rose to an alarmingly high level. Lucky for me, this bathroom was designed to handle some water.
Sitting opposite her, I spread my legs so that each of my giant limbs bracketed her body while being careful with the claws on my feet. I leaned back and let my wings hang over the edge of the tub and dangle to the ground.
I grabbed her foot, which she tried to pull away.
“Nuh-uh,” I said. “You can have a say in whether you want to stay or not after this, but I’m giving you a foot rub, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” I didn’t sand down my claws for nothing.
She laughed, then wailed jokingly, “Oh, whatever will I do?”
“You can lean back, close your eyes, and enjoy it.” I pressed my thumbs into the ball of her foot.
She moaned, and I knew filing my claws down for this was worth it. The sound went straight to my dick.
She closed her eyes and leaned her head back on the ledge. “This is the life,” she murmured. “Be careful. If you keep doing this, I’m going to be spoiled rotten.”
Good. I planned on spoiling her a lot more, though I realized I had to be more subtle about it.
After spending extra time massaging her arch and heel, I moved my fingers up her shapely leg to focus my attention on her calf, squeezing and massaging. I massaged higher, past her knee to her thigh. I loved the feel of her thighs; she had curves, and I couldn’t get enough.
As I inched towards the V of her legs, Shelby held her breath. My fingers were just inches away from her pussy, and she opened her legs wider in anticipation. Instead of continuing, I released her leg and reached for her other foot.
Did she deflate a little at the disappointment? She didn’t need to worry; by the end of this, I’d have her screaming my name.
When I released her other leg instead of continuing up to her pussy, she pouted, but only for a moment. The pout turned into a naughty grin as her feet found my half-hard cock. She pressed the bottoms of her feet to either side and stroked up and down. It only took a few strokes before I was fully hard.
“You little tease,” I grunted.
“Me?” She pretended affront. “You’re the one who was teasing.”
She had a look on her face that spelled trouble. It was adorable, and I pulled her over to my side of the tub. She squeaked at being unexpectedly manhandled, and the water in the tub splashed over onto the bathroom floor. I ignored it to nibble at her bottom lip.
I arranged her to sit on my thighs, with her back to my front and my hard cock pressed into her spine.
“Open your legs,” I demanded. I gripped her inner thighs, digging my dulled claws into her flesh.
She gasped, but obeyed.
I delved my fingers between her legs, playing at the petals of her sweet cunt. “Am I teasing now?”
“No.” The word came out in a barely audible whimper.
As I worked the pads of my fingers over her clit, her knees pushed together. I pulled my tail, which had been draped over the side of the tub, into the water and wrapped it around her knee. With a hand on one thigh and my tail on her knee, I pulled her legs open again.
“Do not hide what is mine,” I growled.
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Shelby


I wiggled in the soapy water, trying to rub back against Grayson’s erection, frustrated that I couldn’t play with him the way he did me.  
“Hold still,” he ordered, the firmness in his voice turning me on even more.
“I want to touch you too.”
“After I’m done with you. Now be good and hold still.”
“And what if I don’t?”
His hands tightened on my thighs in warning, and the tail wrapped around my knee pulled my legs farther apart. Unlike last time, his claws were dull. He continued playing with my clit, occasionally delving a finger into my pussy.
My hips bucked involuntarily, and he dug his claws into my thighs. I hissed and tried to pull away. They were dull, but they still stung when he applied pressure.
I reached behind me for his cock, but the slippery water made it difficult.
He growled, “I said, hold still.”
I tittered, feeling ornery. What fun was it if I obeyed every order? I stilled, pretending to obey, but eyed the door instead.
I launched myself out of the tub, spilling water everywhere, and ran for the towel, laughing. “You have to catch me first.”
I wrapped the towel hastily around myself and dashed out of the door toward the bed.
When I turned to look, Grayson stood next to the tub with a giant grin on his face. I put the bed, which was in the middle of the room, in between us, my heart beating fast as he stalked toward me.
We circled the bed playfully a few times before he vaulted over the mattress and landed next to me. I ran, but only made it a few feet before giant arms caught me.
I squeaked and laughed as Grayson lifted me off my feet, then I found myself draped over a set of thick, muscular thighs.
“Naughty girl,” Grayson rumbled.
A massive palm landed on my ass, making a sound much louder than it felt. It stung, but nothing like the sound it made. He grasped my ass and gave it a squeeze.
“This is mine too.”
I shuddered at his possessive words.
He landed another playful spank on my bottom. I turned back just in time to see him lick his lips. His tail snaked up my leg, which by now my body recognized as a sign that I was going to get a lot more attention very soon.
I squeezed my legs together, but in my position, squeezing my legs did nothing. He drew a dulled claw up the slit of my pussy.
“You’re already wet.”
“And you’re already hard.” His cock was trapped under my body, where it pressed urgently into my belly.
I wiggled on his lap, rubbing my body, still mostly wet from the bath, on his cock. Another loud crack landed hard on my ass and I squeaked again. That one actually stung!
“I didn’t say you could move.”
His dull claws dug into my cheeks, pulling them open as his tail slid across the seam of my pussy. I froze in anticipation and moaned loudly when the tip parted my lips and drove in. It fucked me slowly, too slowly. I needed more.
I wiggled in his lap again, this time sneaking a hand between us to press the thick bulge of his cock against my belly, but instead of fucking me harder, he withdrew.
I whimpered at the loss until something cool and wet dripped over my ass. I gasped when his tail returned and, instead of fucking my pussy, it circled the rosebud of my ass. I froze.
“Relax, Shelby. Trust me. I will make you feel good.”
I closed my eyes and gripped his leg as his tail rubbed and circled. Grayson reached down to press the soft pad of his finger on my clit.
“Push out,” he ordered.
When I did, the tip of his tail sank into me a mere inch, aided by the oil he’d dripped over me.
“Beautiful.”
I inhaled sharply and covered my face, embarrassed that he was watching all of this happen.
He rubbed at my clit again and I moaned. His tail sank in even more. Then it started to move.
Oh god. I wasn’t supposed to enjoy this, but I did. I kept my face covered.
Noticing my arms over my eyes, he pulled them free. “Look at me,” he demanded.
I couldn’t, too embarrassed that he had his tail in my ass. I’d never done anything like this before.
“Look at me,” he demanded again. “Does this not feel good?”
I didn’t answer him. A finger delved into my sopping wet pussy, and I moaned, unable to stop myself.
“Tell me, does this feel good?” He twisted his tail in my ass and rubbed my clit again, pulling another cry of pleasure from me.
“Get up,” he said when I didn’t answer.
He wanted me to move? To get up with his tail there?
When I didn’t move, he moved me, first putting me on my feet, then lifting me up to straddle his thighs, my ass still full with the tip of his tail. He positioned my pussy over his cock.
I gripped his shoulders so tightly I was sure I left little half-moons with my nails on his skin.
“We can stop any time you want; just say the word,” he growled in my ear.
He pressed my head down into the crook of his neck, and I buried my face there, glad to have a place to hide for now. I was nervous and a bit scared, but I didn’t want him to stop. It felt good, and I wanted him to show me more.
A hand on each hip guided me down, my soaking wet pussy sliding over the tip of his cock. As the tip breached my lips, I huffed out a breath into his neck.
It was so tight. It felt almost impossible.
Grayson started nibbling on my ear, and the sensation distracted me. I turned my face to catch his lips with mine. As he kissed me, he moved me, rolling my hips and slowly pushing me down. A finger found my clit and added another level of sensation.
I moaned into his mouth, and, suddenly needing more, I bore down. The assault on my senses was too much. I pulled my mouth away and panted loudly against the side of his neck.
The feeling changed from a strange pinch of pain to extremely pleasurable. It was too much. I rocked my body over his lap, suddenly needing more. I needed everything. He lifted me with strong hands up and down his body.
The feeling was intense. I could barely breathe as I bit the muscle at the top of his shoulder. He hissed and rocked me a little harder. The fullness was overwhelming, and I didn’t last long before I exploded with a thin scream, my muscles clenching wildly around him.
Grayson grunted, one hand clenching the sheets so tightly they tore. He slid his tail from my body before leaning back into the mattress and pulling me forward over his body.
“You’re so fucking perfect,” were his growled words before he started bucking his hips and fucking me hard.
He didn’t give me time to think. Despite being on top, he had all the control as another orgasm built and my rhythmic screams filled the room.
He came moments after I did. We lay in each other’s arms, too tired and spent to move. I didn’t mind. I had no complaints at all right now; every last one had been fucked right out of me. I closed my eyes and hummed.
By the time I’d recovered from my mind-blowing release, Grayson had me cleaned, bundled up in his arms, and eating chocolate in bed.
My heart never stood a chance.
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Grayson


I narrowed my eyes at the EA investigator across the desk in the Redrock Protective Services office. Investigator Mendoza had called this morning, requesting that we meet in a secure, magically shielded, and thoroughly soundproof location.  
“You did not bring your charge.” Mendoza looked surprised. “I was hoping she’d be here for the meeting.”
“She is safe with Eamon and my brothers inside a warded zone.” I wanted him to get to the point.
“As is your mate, I assume.” The investigator turned to Griff.
Griff did not reply.
“Alright, straight to business then, I guess.” Mendoza turned to make sure the blinds were closed. “It’s about the coming Monsters & Magic Charity Gala. We would like both of you to be there, with your charge and your mate.”
“Why?” I frowned. “My job is to protect her, not expose her to the entire world at a crowded event. Members of the Council will be there.”
“We count on them being there,” Mendoza replied. “In fact, we’re hoping they’ll catch news before the event of both females planning to be there.”
Griff replied before I could, his rumble filling the room. “You want to use my mate to bait the Council?” My brother looked ready to vault across the desk to throttle the investigator. “Tell me you failed to do your job without telling me you failed at your job, Mendoza. They’d probably send some flunky, and we’d have put our females in danger for nothing.”
“Just consider it before you nix the idea,” said the investigator. “With something as high profile as the Gala, they wouldn’t be able to get a random thug in the door. There are several women still missing, and we believe Shelby and Emily can lead us straight to them.”
“No.” This time it was me. “You want us to allow the Council to take the females so they can lead us back to the others? Absolutely not.” I glared at him. “Do the police know about this? Because I highly doubt they’d agree to it.”
“Of course not. That’s why I’m here in person, and we’re talking in an enclosed room. They’ll know when we need them to. And besides,” he said with an eye roll, “we are EA, not police. We can conduct this however we want.”
“I’m not agreeing to it,” I said. Next to me, Griff grunted in agreement.
“Emily is your mate, and I understand your hesitation,” Mendoza said to Griff, then he turned to me. “But you’re technically only Shelby’s protector because we hired you for the job. You are relieved of duty effective immediately. We’ll pay your company the rest now, and we’ll resume custody of the asset.”
Asset? How dare he speak as if Shelby were an asset his agency could leverage whenever they pleased.
“You’d deliberately put a woman in danger just to further your case?” I growled.
“I’d never ask her to go if I didn’t think we’d retrieve her safely.” Mendoza looked relaxed, as if he had a card up his sleeve.
“And how do you plan on retrieving them safely after the Council gets ahold of them? What assurance can you give us that we aren’t risking their safety for nothing?” I asked. I didn’t plan on agreeing, but I wanted information. Mendoza was holding something back.
“We have enough to convict several of the high wizards, including testimonials from former members. There seems to be some infighting among the Council, and several former members are willing to help us.”
Griff whistled low. That was big. I remembered hearing about a few wizards being ex-communicated from the Council shortly after the fall of The Wall.
“With their help, we can nullify all magic in a given area for a short time to retrieve the women.” Then the investigator’s expression changed, dropping his professional mask. “We have to. My niece is there. They took her shortly after her quinceañera.”
Ah, the Enforcement Agency classic. Instead of removing family members from investigations because of conflicts of interest, they’d shove a desperate uncle onto the case to look for his niece, knowing he’d leave no stone unturned. The fall of The Wall hadn’t changed everything.
“And you know they’re keeping the women alive and safe?” I asked.
“Yes. They need them strong and healthy for the spell.” Mendoza shook his head. “They’ve done similar things in the past.”
With other wizards lending us their magic, the mission was much more likely to be successful. But the idea of putting Shelby in danger, even if it meant saving other lives, was too much. Call me selfish, but I refused to compromise, especially when it came to Shelby.
I’d never forgive myself if she got hurt because I’d put her in a dangerous situation.
“No. You’ll need to find other women the WEC might be after. I cannot put Shelby’s safety at risk.”
Mendoza frowned. “I was serious when I said the EA is terminating our contract with you. We will simply protect her ourselves.”
“Over my dead body. This conversation is over.”
I stood to my full height and ushered the investigator out of our office toward the building entrance. I’d heard enough. Griff appeared just as happy to end the meeting.
“Terminate the contract all you want,” I said on the way outside. “But if you wish to take Shelby from me, you’ll need to send your best team. I’ll be waiting.”
Mendoza just shrugged, as if he’d expected this outcome. “If you change your mind, you have my number.” Then he stepped into his unmarked, armored, EA-issued SUV and drove off.
Griff and I walked over to the cafe across the street to pick up some coffee and pastries to bring back to the penthouse. When we’d left earlier, all three human women had been lounging out on the patio. Emily had lent Shelby one of her bikinis, though Shelby’s breasts and ass had threatened to spill out of the tiny triangles.
At first, Shelby had been self-conscious in the tiny scraps of fabric, but I couldn’t understand why. She was perfect, every part of her, including the little belly she was so worried about. The extra flesh there was needed to bring life into this world, and I couldn’t help but imagine her round and happy with our child.
The mental image shocked me. I’d never had thoughts like that before. My kind bred true with humans. Only the first gargoyles had been sculpted from stone. The rest were born from wombs, like many other monsters. The idea of making another like me hadn’t been tempting before, not after a lifetime of hiding in plain sight atop the buildings of the rich and powerful.
But now, with The Wall gone and magical and magic-practicing folks being accepted more and more into everyday life, things were different. And with Shelby, who accepted me—wings, horns, and tail—it was even better.
I couldn’t wait to see her on the patio lounging by the pool. We hurried back to our building, afternoon snacks in hand.
We didn’t find Shelby and Emily on our patio with the witch. Emily met us at the door, fully dressed, with her hands on her hips, looking none too happy.
“Shelby’s in there.” Emily jerked her thumb towards my wing.
I found her in the exact same position as Griff’s mate, except she looked even more pissed. She, too, was fully dressed again.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Why don’t you tell me?” She waved her phone in my face. “According to this, I’m no longer under your protection since you refused to allow me to help with the investigation?”
I took it from her and read the message on the screen. Fucking Mendoza! He’d sent her everything, minus the important details. Shelby didn’t know that she’d need to get purposefully kidnapped, but she knew that her help could help free other women, including Mendoza’s niece.
It also didn’t mention anything about the Gala, which meant Mendoza still wanted this to happen. He hadn’t given away the game.
“This is my decision,” Shelby said. “You can’t just make it for me without even letting me know about it.”
“It doesn’t matter anymore. You are staying here with me. I do not need the EA’s permission to protect someone who is mine.” I knew as I said it that it was true. Shelby was mine. Mine to love, mine to protect. She was my mate, and no one else would do. “If they want you so badly, they’ll need to send their best because I’m never letting you go.”
Shelby looked taken back—shocked, but not in a bad way. I imagined she felt the same as I had when I’d realized just now in the café that I wanted to start a family with her.
“How am I supposed to argue with that?!” she wailed. “That’s not fair.”
“You don’t. You stay with me and let me care for you forever.”
“That is so ridiculously sweet,” she said, picking her jaw up off the ground. “But you can’t just make decisions for me. You didn’t even let me know what was happening. You bypassed me completely. There are still women missing, and if I can help, I want to.”
I couldn’t stop the low growl that escaped my throat. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about these missing women. I wanted them safe and sound as well, but not at a risk to Shelby.
“No,” I said firmly.
“What? Hang on just one pea-picking moment. You—” she stabbed a finger at my chest so hard I worried she’d bruised herself “—don’t get to make decisions for me.”
She pulled her finger away, and without changing expression, made a fist with her hand. I knew she’d hurt her finger, and I took her fist and brought it to my lips for a kiss as she tried ineffectively to pull it out of my hand. She was clearly angry.
“I was just lucky the police had a cruiser in my area. I hate to think about the unlucky ones they took. I want to help if I can. Let me at least listen to what Investigator Mendoza has to say. It’s my decision to make.”
I let her have her hand back, and she changed tactics. “Let’s make a deal,” she said. “You give me the chance to make my own decision, and I’ll stay here with you a bit longer and see if I can run my business from here.”
“How long?” I asked. Forever.
“For the rest of the month until my rent is due again.”
I thought about it. There was a chance she wouldn’t agree to the mission. In addition, I was sure that after almost a full month here with me, she’d never want to leave. I’d do everything in my power to convince her to stay.
It wasn’t just about me wanting her here with me, though. Shelby clearly cared about the other women, and she’d find a way to help either way. Her independent nature was a part of her and made her the wonderful person she was.
It just meant that I’d need to work twice as hard to keep her safe.
I blew out a breath, knowing she’d won this time. At this rate, she’d win every time. “I’ll call Mendoza back.” I sure hoped Griff didn’t kill me for this, though Emily could be just as convincing.
And that was how we ended up back in our office for the second time today, with Mendoza looking smug as ever.
“I’m glad we didn’t have to send our best team,” the sly bastard said with a grin.




Chapter 25

[image: image-placeholder]
Shelby


Grayson was being a grump. He’d been grumpy since I’d told Mendoza I would help. Call it survivor’s guilt, but I felt bad for the women who hadn’t been as lucky as I had, and I wanted to do something.  
I understood the risks, but I also knew the EA was close to breaking through this case. I wanted this council exposed for what they were doing. They still had their eyes on me, and I didn’t want to live the rest of who-knew-how-long being afraid.
I couldn’t stay in the penthouse indefinitely, even with Grayson and his brothers for company. I wanted to be out in the world enjoying my life, and as long as this group had their eyes on me, I couldn’t. If my actions helped not just to free the other women, but to put away some of the Council members, then I was all for it.
The plan was well thought out and sound. After Mendoza left, his write-up would state that I had agreed to help by answering questions about my family so they could find a possible future target. They recorded that my grandmother had been a witch, but no other females from her line had exhibited magic since. It wouldn’t mention the Charity Gala at all.
Redrock Protective Services already had four invites to the ball, one for each of the co-owners and their plus ones, so showing up there wouldn’t be suspicious at all.
To tip the Council off that I was going to be there, EA had leaked to the fashion magazines and the tabloids that the dressmaker to the dragon’s bride would be at the event, which meant I’d need to be in some of my best work to make it look believable.
Lucky for me, I’d made a gorgeous gown for myself as a practice garment out of leftover material from past client projects. It was white and looked like a wedding gown, but that was nothing a good dye job couldn’t fix.
If things went right, this would be a double-whammy. I’d help solve the case, thus freeing the other women, and it would also be great publicity for my business, this time with the correct name.
We didn’t even need to make up a story to make it extra juicy and ensure they ran the article. The truth was juicy enough. Grayson and I met at the wedding. He ended up being my personal security guard, and the moment the EA had declared I no longer required protection, we’d become a couple, having fallen in love.
Love. Was that part real? It was too soon; I’d only known him for a week. That would be ridiculous. But it made a click-worthy headline.
But I had to admit I was well on my way to falling for Grayson. He was genuinely caring, he was rich but still preferred to work, and he was protective and put me first, even if that sometimes came across as overly possessive.
He opened doors for me, made me food, and had even carried an industrial machine that weighed a ton through his home. He’d given up part of his office so I could work and didn’t complain when my pins and thread ends got left on the floor.
When he’d found out about my business struggles and what Justin had done, Grayson had offered to help me financially and teach my meddling ex a lesson. We’d just met, and he was offering not just to let me move in but to cover my business costs as well.
It should have been a red flag, and with any other guy, it would have been. With Grayson, I just couldn’t think of it like that, especially after what Emily had told me about the gargoyles’ love language: gift-giving and acts of service. While offering to pay my bills wasn’t exactly a physical gift, the sentiment was there.
All these amazing things he’d done for me had left me waiting for the other shoe to drop. It felt as if I were going to find out something horrible about him that would counteract every good thing he’d done. Someone as perfect as him who had eyes for no one else but me simply couldn’t exist. Could they?
Maybe I was already staring the bad in the face. He’d made decisions for me without even consulting me, decisions that would affect my life. But then, he’d done it for my safety. I probably would’ve done the same if the roles were reversed. I wouldn’t want him to put himself in danger, either.
Grayson was being awfully grouchy right now. Not in a whiny or annoying way, just quiet and brooding, absorbed with his workout. He’d been pumping iron with an angry face since Investigator Mendoza had left.
If grumpy workouts and protectiveness are the bad part of Grayson, I’d take it.
I got up from my sewing machine and walked over to his home gym, which was just across from his office. It had made watching him work out that much easier, and I had to say it was a stellar view. His perfect body was even better when he worked it.
“I’m taking a break,” I said, rolling my neck. I had a bad habit of slouching or hunching over when I worked. “Want to take it with me?”
I almost expected him to ignore me or grunt and tell me to leave him alone. But instead, the scowl on his face faded at the sight of me.
He put down his weights and stood from his oversized bench. Then, in one movement, he swooped me up into his arms. Before I realized what was happening, we were already halfway up the stairs.
He stepped into his room and deposited me in the center of the bed. Then he climbed in after me and wrapped his arms and legs around me, his tail twining possessively around my ankle. He buried his face in the crook of my neck and inhaled.
“What are you doing?”
“Memorizing you. I’m memorizing how your body feels next to mine. How you smell, and the sound of your voice.”
Oh. My heart skipped a beat at his words.
“You’re acting like I’m never coming back.” I cupped his angular jaw and gave him a kiss.
“The Council is very powerful. Wizards from this very council once bound our kind to stone, forcing us to protect their castles. It took a strong witch with a vendetta and some very good luck to free my brothers and me. Some of our kind are still locked in stone, and until we find the wizards who spelled them, they will remain that way until their building falls.”
“I didn’t know. I thought you chose to guard the buildings.” There was still so much I didn’t know about his life.
“Not at first. After we were freed, we found employment doing the very thing we’d been forced to do for others. Our last employer was a Council wizard. He tried to bind us back to the building but failed. He did manage to bind Eamon, though, and we stayed with him for centuries, long after Nastafar’s death. Nastafar’s grandson is in the Council.”
“No wonder Eamon has a bone to pick with them. You’re worried the EA won’t be able to keep me safe. That’s why you and your brothers are going to be there, and why I’ll be wearing two trackers; one for you and one for the EA.”
“I will do anything to retrieve you. Even if I have to wage a war I cannot win.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said. “Thank you for understanding that I have to do this. Mendoza’s niece is just a kid. She doesn’t deserve this, and neither do any of the other women the Council has taken. I need to help.”
“You are very brave.” Grayson made a wry face. “And independent.”
I laughed. “You’re starting to sound like my grandparents whenever they mention me and the word independent in the same sentence.”
“It is your life and your decision, but it’s my life, too.” Grayson tilted my head to look into my eyes. “If I lost you to the Council, I do not know what I would do. If we’re unable to retrieve you—or worse, if you die—I will blame myself for the rest of my life for putting you in danger. I will also blame the EA and Mendoza, not just the Council.” His voice got serious. “I cannot guarantee I wouldn’t go mad and take everyone out with me.” His arms tightened around me. “I just found you. I cannot lose you now.”
His actions and words tugged at my heart, and I almost wanted to drop this whole mission just to make him happy, but I knew I couldn’t. Those women depended on me, and so did my own safety.
“You won’t lose me.” I hoped it was true. “And it’s not just about saving the women. I’m locked down because of these out-of-date wizards, and I’ve had enough. I want to be able to go out and not worry about being kidnapped. I want to walk down the street without looking behind me.” I looked around the room. “I can’t stay in this penthouse forever. It’s gorgeous, and the company is great, but I’d go stir crazy.”
“Then, when all this is over, I will take you out. Anywhere you want to go.”
“Is that your way of asking me for a date?”
“I do not need to ask you for a date. You are already mine, Shelby.” It wasn’t the first time he’d said that, but I wasn’t fully sure what it meant.
“What exactly does that mean? That I’m yours?”
“It means that you are my mate. I will protect and care for you for as long as I live and give you all my love. You are my everything.”
Mate. That was serious business. Like getting married. We’d already skipped right past dating to cohabitation.
“But we just met. It’s been a week. How can you be talking about love? Lust, sure. We have buckets of that, but love? What if you get sick of me in a few weeks?”
“Never! You are human, so you don’t feel the pull of the mate bond, but for those of us who do, we just know.”
Mated to a gargoyle. My life had indeed taken a strange turn. The thing was, it felt right. My logical human brain told me everything was moving too fast, and there should be red flags everywhere, but there weren’t. Everything felt right.
“Do gargoyles have any mating rituals? Like the one I made the jewel-encrusted cloak of the dragons for?”
His tail, which had been curled around my ankle, moved up my leg, and I was suddenly very aware of every part of us that touched.
“No, we don’t have any special mating rituals. Many gargoyles never expect to find a mate, so we’ve never developed them.” His massive hands roamed my body, setting my skin alight. “But that means you and I can make up our own as we go.”
“That sounds like a perfect plan to me.”
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Shelby


It felt strange going back to my workshop and home after the last week at Grayson’s. The EA had sent people to clean the place up, and they’d done a good job. Too good of a job. My workshop was pristine.  
There wasn’t a single thread on the floor and no pins scattered on my worktable. They’d even scrubbed the worktable surface, removing the years of wear that had darkened the side I worked at the most often.
All the rolling racks were upright again, with whatever was salvageable of the fabrics hanging on them. Judy was gone, and so were all my houseplants, but the window was new; clean and shiny.
I wasn’t here for my workshop though. I was here for my dresses, the ones I’d made for myself for fun over the years. I kept those upstairs in my closet. I wasn’t even sure if the dress in question would fit me now. It had been a while since I’d tried it on.
I wondered what Grayson would think about my teeny, tiny living space, now that I knew he lived in a spacious penthouse. I hadn’t cleaned before I left, and the place was a mess. I was sure there were dirty dishes from a week ago still in the sink. Unlike the workshop, the EA hadn’t been in there.
I unlocked the door and stepped in. The air was a little stale, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be. There were a few dishes in the sink, but not the pile I’d imagined in my head. I headed over to my bedroom, eager to get the dress and get out. As long as we were outside his home, we were targets for the Wizards’ Elder Council.
I slid open the closet door and grabbed the three garment bags at the very end. I had three options, though I already knew which one I would probably wear—the one from all the wedding dress scraps. I still planned to bring the other two in case one of them could be altered to fit Emily.
Griff had finally agreed to come along with his mate after the rest of the brothers had announced that they would go. They wanted to be close by and ready in case Grayson needed help. The nail that sealed the coffin was when Sybil had announced that she had her own invite—her company provided wards for some big names—and if everyone was going to be gone, then she wanted to go too.
Sybil wasn’t a target for the council the way Emily and I were. Her magic was too strong, and these old wizards preferred their victims to be weak and inexperienced. With the TLC she’d gotten staying at the penthouse for the past few days, she had enough energy to protect herself if she needed to, and all the brothers and a demon being there meant she was also safe from physical attacks.
“Alright,” I said. “Here they are. I know we should get out of here before anyone figures out I’m gone, but I should probably do those dishes and clean out the fridge, or else I’ll come back to a new civilization of hyper-intelligent mold growing in my apartment.”
“I’ll do it while you pack anything else you need,” Grayson said. “Maybe more clothes?”
I knew what he was hinting at. He was hoping I’d bring more of my things over, meaning I’d be more likely to stay at the end of the month when our little trial was up.
“I guess I could use my own swimsuit and a few more changes of clothes.” I grabbed a large organic-cotton shopping bag and started filling it.
The truth was, I didn’t own much, and I had almost everything I needed at the penthouse. Anything I needed day-to-day, he’d already bought for me. The only things I would want were things in my workshop: my clothing press, industrial serger, and worktable. But those things wouldn’t fit in his growly monster of a sports car.
I didn’t want to bring those with me anyway until I was one hundred and ten percent sure I wanted to stay, especially since we’d need to rearrange his office to make room for them.
“Keep the door open so I have a line of sight to you, and keep the curtains closed,” he warned as he started on the dishes.
I couldn’t help cracking a smile at the sight of his huge form hunched over my tiny sink. It wasn’t even his mess, and he’d offered to help. I’d totally hit the jackpot. I was hopeful that by the end of our month together, I’d be head over heels in love, and without a doubt that I wanted to stay with him.
When I stepped out of my room with my packed bag and dresses, Grayson had already finished the dishes and was cleaning out my fridge.
“There’s a dumpster out back,” I said. “I don’t think Cecelia would want that in the building until garbage day.”
Our work here done, I locked up, and we headed home.
And there it was. I was already thinking of the penthouse as home. It was hard to stop myself. It was so comfortable, and Grayson was there. I felt safe and cared for with him in a way I hadn’t felt with anyone else before.
So much for protecting my heart. It was already too late. I already thought of Grayson as a permanent fixture in my life, even though it had only been a week.
Emily met us at the door of the penthouse, eager to try on the dresses. She was a few inches taller than me and less well-endowed, but we were close enough that a few tweaks and alterations would do. If none worked for her, she planned on finding something off the shelf since the Gala was only two days away.
Sybil already had an illusion spell ready, preferring to rely on her magic. She read from the couch, her e-reader in hand and her ratties on her shoulder.
I ducked into the oversized and luxuriously decorated powder room to try on my dress. I’d gained a few pounds since I’d last tried it on, but since the bodice was cut specifically for someone with a bit extra on top and the skirt was flowy with a slit up one leg, it still fit. I grinned at the full-length mirror. Being able to sew came in handy.
When I stepped out of the powder room, I was met with an excited squeal.
“It’s gorgeous!” Emily exclaimed.
“I was thinking of dyeing it so it doesn’t look like a wedding dress.” I turned in place, and the silk chiffon swirled around my legs.
“Ooh. It’ll be so pretty in red,” Emily said before taking her first dress and heading into the powder room.
“Midnight blue,” Sybil offered, then turned back to her book.
I turned to Grayson, who leaned against the kitchen counter. “What do you think?”
Grayson just stared at me, his mouth hanging open. It took him a moment to pick his jaw up off the floor. “Pardon? I didn’t hear the question.”
“I was going to dye this,” I said. “They were giving me color suggestions. What do you think?” I turned around, giving him a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree look at the dress.
“No. Don’t dye it. It’s perfect the way it is.” He stepped forward, took my hand, and spun me around.
“But it looks like a wedding dress.”
“There are plenty of women who wear white to galas. It’s perfect. Wear it the way it is.”
He looked down at me with utter adoration in his steel-gray eyes, and I felt like the luckiest girl in the world. He pulled me up to my tiptoes and leaned in close. In a whisper only I could hear, he said, “I can’t wait to unwrap you from this dress.”
Oh. That promised a lot of fun. In that case, my work here was done.
“I guess it’s staying white.”
He tilted my head up to his and captured my lips in a tender kiss.
The sound of Sybil clearing her throat had us separating. She’d gotten off the couch and was next to Emily, who’d come out from the powder room. The dress looked great on her. It was a little big in the chest, but that was a simple alteration I could finish in an afternoon.
“Alrighty ladies, time for a bit of girl talk,” Sybil said. She turned to Grayson and me. “Sorry to break you two love birds up, but this is important. Girls only.” She pointed to her room.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Trust me,” she said, pulling me by the arm. “This is just for us.”
With both Emily and me in the spare room Sybil had claimed as her temporary parlor, she drew the blinds and locked the door. Then she mumbled a soft incantation. That was a lot of protection. What was happening?
She’d set up a little shrine on the desk and had several candles scattered around. A decent-sized cage sat on the dresser, with the cutest princess-castle-themed pouches and hammocks hanging in it. Her rats were boys, and I wondered if they knew they lived in a princess paradise.
The witch had really personalized this space since she’d moved in last week. She’d explained before that objects had power, and having a few of her things here helped her focus.
“Okay, here’s the plan,” she said, as she lit the candles and dimmed the lights. “The Council doesn’t know that you’ve discovered your magic. Well, they do because I tested you the day I arrived, and I’ve added your powers to help shield this penthouse. But they think I’m only drawing on your powers. They don’t know I’m about to teach you how to use them to defend yourself.”
“Ooh! Another impromptu magic lesson,” I said excitedly.
“The Council usually only targets those with magic they don’t know how to use, so you need to keep this hush-hush. Also, surprise magic is the most powerful, and you only get that boon once.”
Emily and I exchanged looks and nodded eagerly. We weren’t going to let anyone else know what happened in here unless we had to.
“I’m going to teach you three useful spells today. The first is a blanket of silence that mutes any sound you make, including speech. Those inside the blanket can hear each other, but their speech and sounds do not travel out.”
That would come in handy if we needed to communicate in secret.
“The next is a way to section your energy in case they try to tap into your magic and drain it. This spell will show only a small part of your power, hiding the rest so that it appears you’re less powerful than you are.”
“Won’t they figure it out?” I asked.
“If they know to look for it, it’ll be easy to figure out. But I’ve done research into the Council; they like to siphon magic from inexperienced women. I don’t think they’ll check. And some people suppress their magic naturally, especially if they grew up in a magic-free home, as both of you did.”
“So even if they find out, it won’t mean anything,” Emily said. “We could just be doing it naturally.”
“Correct. And the last thing I’ll show you today is how to slowly and surreptitiously dismantle a spell. This is one higher level, but I’m sure both of you can do it. It won’t work for all spells, only for simple ones.”
“I’m ready.” I was. Those wizards wouldn’t know what hit them.
“Then let’s get started.”
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Grayson


I offered Shelby a hand and helped her out of the limo. I’d wanted to come in my fully armored and armed, decked-out Hellcat, but it had made more sense for everyone to come in a limo instead.  
I admired her curves as she smoothed a hand over the skirt. She was ravishing in this dress, and I was glad I’d convinced her not to dye it. I secretly loved that it looked like a wedding gown.
As a human woman, she’d probably freak out if she knew I wanted her in a real one. My monster side knew she was the one for me and there was no point in wasting time. This was the case for the many types of monsters who formed mating bonds as I did.
Shifters of all species—demons, minotaurs, chimeras, and even the rare krakens—all formed mate bonds. Any of those females would understand my total and immediate devotion and wouldn’t blink an eye if I dropped to my knees and proposed right now. But Shelby was human.
Humans would think it was too soon. So, I must wait and satisfy myself with seeing her in white for this occasion.
I walked us up the red carpet. I’d been to too many of these events representing my business to count, but Shelby had said she’d never been to a gala. She looked the part for the event this time, but I felt her hesitancy right through to my fingertips.
I pulled her closer and offered her my elbow, which she hooked her arm into hastily. My closeness would hopefully relax her.
Aside from the dress, she’d done her makeup, which I’d never seen her in before. Despite how long she sat at the mirror, applying layer after layer, it looked natural and understated. The slowly fading bruise, which was now a light yellow, was completely hidden because of her expert brush strokes.
Not knowing what to do with her hair, which she’d said needed to be redyed, she’d fretted until Sybil offered a spell so that all she needed to do was to tie it half up and half down. The spell did the rest.
My mate was dazzling, and I noticed every little furtive glance in her direction. One wolf shifter admired her a little too salaciously, licking his lips at the curves of her hips. I glared at him until he moved his eyes elsewhere. If he dared touch what was mine, I’d remove his hand from his arm.
Shelby’s eyes were wide at the opulent setting. The place had high, palatial ceilings with extravagant chandeliers dripping with crystals. Swaths of glittering fabric decorated the walls and chairs.
“Wow, they spared no expense.” She crossed her legs daintily, the skirt riding up her leg to show her thigh. “I’ve been to this museum before, but it didn’t look like this. They really pulled out all the stops.”
“They’d better. It’s twenty thousand dollars a seat,” I said, eyeing her luscious thighs.
She whistled. “That’s a pretty penny. I guess I’d better finish my steak and down a few glasses before I get myself ‘disppeareded.’” She made air quotes around the last word. 
I grimaced at the reminder. I wanted to enjoy this as much as possible before the part that I dreaded: allowing my mate to be taken from right under my nose, on purpose. Mendoza had promised the EA would work with the media to paint Redrock as the saviors instead of as the ones who’d let their charge get stolen.
It wouldn’t be until after dinner, during the dancing and silent auction, that we’d start letting the females wander off on their own to give the Council a chance to make their move.
“Sybil!”
We all turned to see a male witch dressed to the nines in a pale pink three-piece suit hurrying over.
“Gary. Long time no see; how’s the glamor business going?” Sybil took him by the forearm and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
“Wonderful! Especially now that I got my one-time-use spell into stores. Who knew The Wall falling would make me a fortune.” He glanced around, then quietly added, “I make so much more selling makeup and hair spells to the general public now than I ever did selling glamor to hide things The Wall let through.”
The Wall had had its weaknesses, which was why there’d been rumors about the CEO of one of the largest tech companies being a lizardman. The Wall couldn’t quite hide everything.
“Who are your friends?” The man eyed me and my brothers appreciatively. “Wait, don’t tell me. Tall, dark, and massive. Hard as granite. Rock-like countenance. You gentlemen must be gargoyles.” He focused on Eamon, who hadn’t hidden anything, letting his horns and dusky appearance show. “And a demon.”
Since the fall of The Wall, illusion was optional at the Monsters & Magic Charity Gala. While my brothers and I preferred to wear ours, having never gotten used to showing our monstrous bodies to the world, some, like Eamon, preferred to go with none.
“You made the dragon bride’s dress!” Gary squealed when Sybil got to Shelby with her introductions. “It was gorgeous. I can’t believe you didn’t use a stitch of magic. Well, you couldn’t have. It would have dissolved at the first touch of dragon fire.”
“Thank you,” Shelby said, looking a little flustered. “You’re Gary Glamor from the internet. I watch your tutorials all the time.” She pointed to her face and made an exaggerated circle. “This makeup is from one of your tutorials.”
“It looks great on you, and you didn’t use magic on this either.”
“No. I don’t have magic at all,” Shelby lied.
“All skills. You and I need to talk business. Wedding dresses and magic-enhanced makeup. Later.” He handed Shelby a card, which she read before putting it in her purse.
After Gary’s attention was called away by another acquaintance, I guided our group over to our table. We’d arrived fashionably late so we wouldn’t need to schmooze too much; it wasn’t something my brothers and I particularly enjoyed. Redrock Protective Services had been given our own table. All of us, except for Emily and Shelby, took up a lot of space and required extra elbow room. Sybil was seated at another table with Gary and several other witches.
As the announcer took to the stage and the crowd hushed, I scanned the room for wizards I recognized. Very few of them wore illusions, and, having been around for a long time, they were recognizable to me. We kept track of players and characters we might bump into in our line of work.
It wasn’t a wizard I noticed first, but the alpha pair from the wolf shifter pack that claimed the suburbs of Darlington as their territory. As long as you stayed out of pack affairs, they were easy to get along with and kept their territory free of most crimes.
Adjacent to the pack table were our direct competitors: a bear shifter-owned protection agency. Business was plentiful, however, and we rarely thought of each other as true competition. Nova sent me a nod before eyeing Shelby with interest.
Guests, monsters I knew, had been doing that all evening. Some straight-up stared at Shelby, while others took furtive glances. Most people here knew who or what I was. They must be shocked that a human would accompany me as my date, especially if she knew what I was.
I found the table with our Wizard’s Elder Council representatives. Unlike last year, they weren’t dressed in ostentatious and gaudily out-of-date robes. Instead, they wore tail coats that looked just as stuffy and outdated. At least they were in the same century as the rest of the world now.
I recognized some of the women with them as their wives, women who had borne them sons with powerful magic. Wizards only kept wives who bore them strong sons and divorced any who gave them a girl, even if she had powerful magic. It had always been that way, since times of old.
I’d never understood it. Some of the strongest magic ever recorded was from female witches, and it was rumored that a powerful witch had made the original Wall to protect her monster child from human hunters. There was a time in our legends when humans had hunted monsters, wishing to destroy what they didn’t understand.
To this day, only men could be wizards, while witches could be born as or identify as anything they wanted.
Nastafar’s grandson, Abaddos, sat facing our table. He looked so much like his granddad that I felt the urge to get violent. It was hard not to hold a grudge after being held prisoner for decades.
I forced my eyes away from their table. I had to be careful not to give away our plan. According to the media, I was here to show off my wealth and impress my new human girlfriend.
Ugh. Girlfriend. Something about that word sounded too inadequate to describe my Shelby. She was so much more.
I located the tables with the Enforcement Agency representatives. There were higher-ups I hadn’t dealt with personally. They shared the table with the chief of the human police force and the deputy chief; though technically, the deputy was one of us—a monster. A lone bear shifter, he was respected by both organizations.
Several tables down were the ex-communicated wizards. Whoever had organized the event had been smart to keep them far away from the Council. Visually, they fit into society a lot better than the other wizards.
I was glad to know they had our backs, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure I could trust any of them. They were, after all, cut from the same cloth as those on the Council. I was sure they weren’t helping to save the women. Instead, they were most likely helping to get revenge.
The announcer made a joke I didn’t quite catch, and Shelby broke out into laughter with the rest of the guests. The sound of her laugh filled me with happiness, and I dreaded again the danger she’d chosen to face in order to help the missing women. She was brave, and it made me respect her even more.
I brought out my phone to check her locator signal. The signal blinked on my screen, showing her beside me.
I scanned the crowd again, and my eyes drifted back to the Council’s table.
Shelby turned and put her hand on my forearm, then beckoned me closer with the other. Thinking she had something to tell me, I leaned down, but all she did was straighten in her seat to give me a peck on the cheek. She grinned at me as she pulled away when the server arrived with our starters.
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I played footsies with Grayson under the table, trying to get him to relax as we ate.  
He was wound tight, in work mode, his eyes scanning the crowd and staying on the wizards for much too long. He was used to protecting. His entire body language screamed, this woman is under my protection, do not touch, but that was not our job today.
We were playing the role of a fresh, newly in love couple attending a party together. Right now, he was more interested in the other guests than in me, and that would give us away. The Council already knew I was under Grayson’s protection; they’d tried unsuccessfully to get to me in his home.
We had to give them the idea that we were here for each other and for our businesses, and that we believed we were safe in front of all these people, instead of purposefully trying to goad them to make a move.
Two giant and not very well-disguised gargoyles—Griff and Grayson, both staring at the Council’s table—wouldn’t do. They stood out like sore thumbs.
Grayson in a suit was the most eye-catching thing I’d ever seen. I’d learned that illusion spells and glamor worked much better when the subject was already halfway there. Hence me putting my hair half-up half-down first before using the spell.
Under the illusion, Grayson was wearing a specially made suit tailored for his shape and tail. It was a basic, light gray affair that contrasted with the medium stone of his natural skin and still had some fit issues, but he’d looked dashing in it. I’d thought he would attend in his natural form, so I’d been a tiny bit disappointed when he’d recited his illusion spell.
Of course, he was still ridiculously hot, even with the spell changing his skin to tan, albeit with a slight grayish cast. His horns, tail, and claws disappeared. His not-quite-human eyes were the only things it couldn’t hide fully. The illusion spell made the suit fit perfectly, although it did take away his tail, the most difficult fitting factor, which was unfortunate.
I understood that he was self-conscious about his natural form after hiding it for most of his life, but some monsters were starting to show their true selves in recent years. I really hoped Grayson would be able to do that one day.
He was right, however, that it might be too soon for some to see a full-blown gargoyle walking down the street. And for someone like Grayson, who didn’t seem to thrive on excess attention, it was better to be subtle for his own comfort.
Eamon didn’t seem to mind the attention at all, though his dusky appearance, horns, and the occasional swirl of smoke around his body weren’t nearly as shocking. In his impeccably tailored suit, Eamon looked magazine-cover-ready. His demonic features were selling points and screamed sexy. All the men folk in our group were, and I’d caught myself side-eyeing a few women who’d admired my Grayson a bit too long.
The main course was served, as a thin woman in a stretchy body suit was lifted into the air, spinning from an aerial hammock. As stunning as the performance was, I was too distracted by my food to pay attention to it. It wasn’t even the steak that had me moaning; it was the sauce. Whatever they’d put in it stole the show.
I was surprised I even had an appetite with the nervous business of getting abducted looming over my head. But there was something that told me it would be okay, and what I was doing was for a good cause. I had the EA, the excommunicated wizards, Sybil, and all of Redrock behind me.
Emily and I also had our secret magic. It wasn’t much compared to a wizard on the Council, but we had the element of surprise. Also, Sybil had focused on making what we had more effective. While offensive magic took a lot more skill and energy, we only needed to affect the area right around us for defense.
The dinner and performances went by quickly, and several times I felt eyes on me, which I was sure were coming from the Council’s table. I decided I needed to have my wits about me when and if we got kidnapped, so I avoided the alcohol, even though the red was calling my name.
Beside me, Emily did the same.
It wasn’t long before the dancing started and the guests started mingling again, their meals finished. This was our signal to start giving the Council chances to swipe us from our dates’ arms.
I gave Grayson a kiss on the cheek, his illusion hiding the lipstick mark I left there. “I’m heading to the girl’s room with Emily,” I said, totally taking advantage of the fact that women went to the bathroom in herds.
Grayson squeezed my hand, holding onto it as I walked away.
I let out a carefree giggle. Or at least I hoped it sounded carefree and not nervous. “You have to release me, you know. Unless you want to come to the girls’ bathroom with us.”
He finally let go, and Emily and I walked toward the hallway. After a quick pit stop at the restrooms, we decided to head up to the balcony. We figured it was an isolated enough place for the Council to make their move.
It didn’t take long for one of the wizards to approach us. He looked younger than the rest, though age was difficult to judge. They all looked too old yet too young at the same time, as if they were hiding their real ages. He wore an old-fashioned tailcoat, complete with a vest and a ridiculous bow tie.
“Hello, ladies,” he said. “I’ve never seen the two of you at an event before. Is this your first time at this gala?”
I steeled my courage. “Yes, it is. I’m Shelby.” I stuck out my hand as if he didn’t already know who I was. “You are?”
He took my hand and, instead of shaking it, brought it up to his lips and kissed the back. It took some serious self-control not to snatch my hand away. His touch felt slimy.
“It’s Abaddos the Second. I can’t help but notice that you two came to the event with some old acquaintances of mine.”
“Pardon?” I hadn’t expected someone from the Council to approach us and speak to us. And so candidly, too, as if they hadn’t been sending thugs after us.
“Oh yes, long before there was Redrock Protective Services, those brothers guarded my family home for nearly a century. And the demon for even longer. So good that they found witches of their own and are settling down.”
I exchanged a look with Emily.
“Oh no, we’re not witches. I mean, I just found out I have some magic, but that’s it.” Sybil had mentioned that they preferred taking advantage of women who had no control of their magic. Time to play dumb.
This was the grandson of the last wizard they’d worked for, the one who had tried to bind them again. The one who’d forced Eamon to work for him. I kept my face neutral the best I could.
“I see. So how did you meet?”
I followed the story The EA had given to the media. “He was my bodyguard after a break-in. The funny thing was, I met him the weekend before, at Desmon’s wedding.” I laughed as if I were telling the story to a friend. “Once the police closed the case and decided I was safe, we started dating. I know it’s kind of weird, but things happen.”
“And you?” He turned to Emily.
“Griff rescued me from an annoying drunk last year.” Emily’s nervousness was palpable.
I sure hoped he was taking the bait. Considering the creepy feeling this guy oozed, I didn’t doubt he was used to women reacting badly to him. He probably thought Emily’s reaction was normal and not suspicious at all.
“Wonderful,” he said with fake cheer.
He snapped his fingers, and two large figures materialized behind him. Demons. They had that same swarthy complexion and dusky quality Eamon had and the same fire in their eyes. No illusion was used to hide their demon qualities at all. Though, appearing out of thin air would have given it away already.
Unlike Eamon, who exuded a sexy-yet-playful vibe, these two looked all gloom and doom. Grayson had mentioned that Eamon had once been forced to work for a wizard. Were these demons bound to work for Abaddos?
“You two lovely ladies are wasted on gargoyles.” He made a face that made his aristocratic features look downright nasty. “No matter. You will join us instead, and together we will make history.”
Despite knowing this would happen, I couldn’t stop the pounding panic in my chest as the two demons approached us. It was probably for the best anyway; it made it more believable. I lashed out, kicking the demon who grabbed me, but my feet went right through him. His arms around my body were very solid, however, and no matter how I struggled, I couldn’t get free.
“I’m sorry,” were the softly whispered words I heard before a cloth covered my face and the world went dark.
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Shelby


I woke up with a headache in what looked like a dormitory full of bunk beds. There were young women like me on each of them, all of them looking miserable. Investigator Mendoza had mentioned only a few missing women, but there were many more than a few here.  
I frowned. Had these women gone missing without anyone to report their disappearances?
Emily was still passed out in the bed next to mine. I reached over and shook her shoulders, but nothing happened. She was out cold.
Searching the room for an exit, I found only two possible routes: the door and the window. The door was guarded by one of the demons I had met earlier. He still looked grumpy and miserable. The window—
“Don’t bother,” said a voice from the other side of me. “That window’s a fake. We’re underground.”
I turned to see a young woman who looked almost familiar, though I couldn’t pinpoint why.
“Hi, I’m Shelby.” I stuck my hand out awkwardly, not sure how to greet a fellow prisoner. She ignored my hand and didn’t give her name back. “We’re not allowed to touch. They’re afraid we’ll use sex magic or something to get out.” She rolled her eyes, then turned over in bed to face the other way.
I glanced around, hoping to catch another woman’s attention, but all of them avoided eye contact like they were afraid to talk to me.
Great.
Emily groaned in the next cot over. Her hands went up to her head as her eyes blinked open. “My head.” She spotted me, and she pushed herself up and looked around. “Where are we?”
“I don’t know, but the lady beside me says the window is fake, and we’re underground.”
“Shh,” someone shushed. “They’ll punish all of us.”
I raised my brows, and Emily shrugged. She got up and headed towards the window, and I followed her. Sure enough, the window was a fake. It was a screen playing an outdoor scene.
I carefully and surreptitiously made a small blanket of silence to cover the two of us. Emily recognized it and stepped in closer, pulling the edge of the blanket around her as if it were an actual blanket. She stood close so I needed to expend as little energy as possible.
I spoke, trying my hardest not to move my lips. “The lady on the other side of me looks really familiar, but I can’t place it.”
“Mendoza’s niece?” she said, barely enunciating it.
We’d practiced speaking with our lips open and barely moving. Some of our words were a bit muffled, but we got used to understanding each other. There was no point in a blanket of silence if people knew about it.
“No. I thought that at first, too, but she doesn’t look like him at all.”
“Let’s take a walk around and see what we can find out.”
“Wait,” I said. “I want to test our blanket.”
Keeping my face neutral, I made the loudest, longest “eeeeek” I could without looking like a wierdo. There was no reaction from any of the surrounding women. They all stayed rolled up in bed, looking miserable.
“I guess it works.”
We walked around the room, surveying the others unfortunate enough to be stuck with us. Some of them looked dejected, as if they’d been down here for months. Some of them eyed us warily. We stopped back at our cot.
“The woman next to you looks like the dickhead who approached us on the balcony,” Emily said as she sat down.
Emily was right. She looked like Abaddos. Was she a plant? Or was that why there had been no missing person’s report? Some of the women here were the Council’s own family. I wondered if women like her would even want to get rescued. I was suddenly very glad we had the ability to speak without anyone listening in.
But there wasn’t much we could do now, so we sat down and waited for our rescue.
Bored, I sent out feelers looking for strands of magic. Sybil had practiced this with us, having us touch and feel the magic surrounding the penthouse. There was nothing around this room, not that they needed any magic to prevent us from leaving an underground room with one exit guarded by a demon.
Curious and feeling brave, I reached my consciousness out toward the demon by the door. And sure enough, there was something there. Something thick and oppressive was wrapped around him. It was like a web that surrounded his body, keeping him trapped. That must be the binding Grayson had mentioned.
It was way too intricate for me to even attempt to unravel.
Worried my poking and prodding would be noticed, I quickly pulled my awareness back. They thought I had no magic, so they would be less likely to notice, but I didn’t want to risk it, especially since I knew rescue was on the way.
It wasn’t rescue that came for us, however.
Abaddos and two other wizards stepped through the door a few minutes later. They were still in their tailcoats. Unlike the falsely charming version of him from before, Abaddos appeared much older than he had back at the gala, and he looked stressed. They all did.
“This is our only chance,” one of the other wizards said. “They’re onto us, and if we don’t try now, our efforts will have been wasted. Look at all this magic. It’s now or never.”
He was referring to us. We were the magic they planned to use.
Abaddos scanned the room, his eyes landing on me. “You!” he screeched. “You led them to us.” He stomped toward me, and I shrank back.
He grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me so hard my brain felt knocked into my skull, making my headache even worse.
“She probably doesn’t even know she’s being used, Abe. Look at her.” The other taller, skinny one with the mustache gestured to me. “A chubby girl like her is probably desperate for any attention. He probably told her he liked her and got close enough to plant a tracking device.”
I had two devices on me. One of the tracking devices was a part of my hair clip under the illusion hairstyle. The other was stuck to the arch of my heels.
The tall skinny wizard approached and waved his hand, removing the illusion. He zeroed in on the clip and removed it. “Where did you get this clip?” he asked.
“Grayson gave it to me,” I said, sticking to the story. “He said it was his mother’s.”
The wizard cackled. “See. She has no idea. His mother’s. Ha.” He held up the clip, and it burst into flames in his hands.
“According to the report, she just found out her grandmother had magic. She was raised as a normal human. It’s so good for the EA to do our work for us,” said the shorter man with a belly.
It was so good for them to gobble up all the fake reports. I kept my mouth shut. It was much better for my health if they thought I was stupid. Their prejudice against women was keeping them dumb.
“Let’s stop wasting time and get this spell started. They’ll figure out we’re hiding in plain sight if we dilly-dally.” The tall wizard hoisted me up to my feet. “Come on, everyone. Get up off your pretty little bottoms and follow us. Your destiny awaits.” He made an exaggerated flourish with his hands and turned around to leave.
“Get these girls hooked up to their spots. They better be ready by the time the rest of the Council arrives,” Abaddos ordered the demon. “And don’t you fucking mess up this time, or we’ll drain your energy too.”
Fuck! This wasn’t supposed to happen.
Our men were supposed to find us in time and rescue us. We’d never thought the wizards would push up their plan to cast their ridiculous spell.
“Wait!” the demon yelled. “You promised to let them go if I helped you.”
Abaddos pointed a long finger at the demon. “You defiled my daughter and left her useless to me. No other wizard will want her with that bastard in her belly. You’re lucky I’m letting you live to serve me instead of letting you die with her.”
Holy shit! The woman next to me was Abaddos’s daughter, and she was pregnant.
“Fuck you!” the demon yelled. “I only agreed to help because you promised to free them.”
“I will free them. From this miserable life.”
The demon looked ready to attack the wizard, but it was as if he were held back by a million invisible threads.
Abaddos cackled. “What are you going to do about it? You’re bound to serve me. You can’t hurt me. You can’t even refuse my orders. Now get these women and your little whore hooked up to the machine. I’ll be back in an hour.”
The wizards stomped out of the room.
The demon approached the woman next to me and pulled her into his arms.
“This was my fault, Layla. I should never have—” His voice cracked.
If I’d ever doubted that demons had feelings, I was cured of that doubt now. This demon was in love and in pain.
“I rather die here than be wed to some old man. You were the only happy parts of my life,” the woman sobbed into his chest.
I cleared my throat, hating to intrude on the star-crossed couple’s last moments together. “Can I ask if you know how to break the binding? The one forcing you to work for the jerkwad?”
I knew it could be done. Grayson had once been bound in the same way, and he’d said a witch had severed it. I was no witch, with only a few spells under my belt, but Abaddos had made it clear that we were going to die. I was going to do anything in my power to prevent it.
It was Layla who spoke between sobs. “Someone must agree to take his place in servitude. And someone else must unravel the spell and transfer it to the substitute.”
“And the moment it’s transferred, he can—”
“I can go end that fucker’s pathetic life,” the angry demon finished for me.
“But none of us can do that. I was never allowed to learn magic. I tried once and was locked in the basement for days. My place in life was to be a power source for my future husband.” She made a face. “I know the words to transfer the spell, though. I looked it up before I was caught.”
Emily and I exchange a knowing look.
“We can sever bonds. We aren’t very good at it, but we can,” I said.
A blonde woman a few cots over cleared her throat. By now, most of the women in the room were invested in our conversation. “I can too. I’m not great, either, but I can help.”
Two more stepped up. They’d dabbled a little here and there but never got good at it since it had been before The Wall, and they’d had to hide it. They could learn and help.
“Let’s do it,” Emily said. “The worst that could happen is we fail, and we’re back to square one.”
I reached out with my awareness to the tangled mass that wrapped around the demon like a thousand hands, pulling him down to the ocean floor. I didn’t even know where to start; the strands of magic were so intricately intertwined. I found what I thought was the end of one and followed it, slowly prying it away. But there were others in its way, and I needed the strand completely unraveled before severing the very fine end from his body.
Sybil had stressed that severing thick strands costs a massive amount of energy and would drain us immediately. More spiritual hands joined mine, helping unravel and untwist the labyrinthine mass.
Eventually, I found the thin, almost spiderweb-like end of one strand. I cut it and held it, not knowing what to do with it. A short lesson taught the other women who couldn’t work their magic how to hold the strands away for us. It was a group effort, with over a dozen women helping out, but we’d made progress.
I turned back toward the demon.
Shit. That had done nothing. The mess looked just as bad as before.
I gritted my teeth, refusing to give up. Next to me, Emily had found another end.
Alone, this was an impossible task, but there were many of us working together. We could do this. We only had an hour before the asshat returned, though; we’d better hurry.
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We followed the signal to the old shipping port, where we lost it. Shelby was here somewhere.  
“Our eyes in the sky spotted the van turning into the underground parking on the east side,” Mendoza said through the phone. “They never saw anyone leave the building. They must be still there.”
“We’ll scout it out. Keep us posted.”
Just as Mendoza had said, we found the van on the ground floor, just inside the abandoned parking garage. There were a few other vehicles here, but most of the three levels were empty. Shelby and Emily were nowhere. All we found were crumbling concrete pillars, pitted asphalt, and decade-old oil stains.
Where the fuck were they?
My phone buzzed again, and this time when I answered, Mendoza did not sound happy. “We have a problem. Two problems. There’s a convoy of wizards heading your way. The whole council, if I’m guessing correctly.”
“The entire council?” That was a lot of magic. It would be impossible for us to handle, even with the help of the EA, the reformed wizards, and the police working together now that they’d been alerted to our plan. “Why would the entire council be coming here?”
Before Mendoza could reply, it hit me.
“The spell. They’re going to attempt the spell. Now.”
Griff’s face was a picture of panic, one I’d never seen on my brother before. I was sure I was no different.
Fuck! That would be the end of every woman in their possession. It might also be the end of the world as we knew it. Who knew what erasing four years of memory from the entire world would do? This was horrible news.
“What’s the other problem?” I was almost afraid to ask.
“Our excommunicated wizards aren’t answering,” Mendoza answered.
“Those fucking bastards,” I swore. “I knew they couldn’t be trusted.” We needed them to locate the exact location of the women and lift any spells that prevented us from saving them.
“No. I don’t think that they betrayed us, Redrock. I think they’re in trouble.”
“A bunch of grown-ass wizards? In trouble?”
“They bleed red, just like the rest of us. They were last seen driving to your location, but our drone got shot down. The Council are onto us.”
I sighed. “And you want us to go find them and help,” I finished for him. “Fine, we’ll do it. But if the mission fucks up and I lose my mate, I’m going to eat you for lunch.” I hung up on him.
Next to me, Eamon growled.
“I’m not helping a bunch of wizards. I don’t care if they’ve been excommunicated or not. Once council, always council.”
I understood. Of all of us, he’d had it the worst. “Stay here and keep searching for the females. They must be here somewhere.”
“I can do that. There must be another floor below us. We just need to find it.”
He was the only one here who could dematerialize in and out of space. And if there was a hidden area, he’d be able to find it. If the wizards were here, they’d be able to search through esoteric means as well.
Griff, Graham, and I headed toward the last known location of the missing vehicle, while Gunnar stayed behind with Eamon to continue the search. We found the SUV in a ditch. Three of the allied wizards were knocked out cold in the back.
There were signs of a skirmish at the scene, one involving strong magic if the scorch marks and smell of sulfur had anything to say about it. Broken branches led the way into the woods.
We didn’t need to find the two dueling wizards; the display of lights led us straight to them as they circled each other.
Somewhere back on the road, a vehicle screeched to a halt.
Shit, we’d left the unconscious and vulnerable humans in the back of the SUV. Mendoza was right. They might be wizards, but knocked out and unconscious, they were only human. Knowing our luck, the arriving vehicle wouldn’t be friendly.
“I’ll stay and see if I can help our wizard,” Griff said. “Go protect them.”
Graham and I sprinted back to the road just in time to see two thugs approaching the SUV. They were neither police nor EA.
“Halt. State your business,” I said, giving them a chance to prove they were friendly.
That wasn’t the case. The thugs turned on us, ready to fight.
“Looky here.” The leader rubbed his hands together. “We got some monsters we need to exterminate. Looks like we’re going to get some bonuses today.”
Three of the men behind him shifted, their jaws elongating into snouts. We were up against wolf shifters. Did the resident wolf pack know of these trespassers in their territory? The leader and the last thug stayed human, pulling weapons from their belts.
No matter; Graham and I would have no problem getting these miscreants bound up and delivered to the alpha of the area. They’d rue the day they’d decided to work with the wizard council, no matter how much money they were promised.
I recited the words to drop my glamor. Fangs, horns, and tail sprouted into view. In their eyes, I must have grown a good foot, but to me, I stayed the same. I removed my specially tailored jacket and hung it on a nearby branch. It was hard to find something wide enough to fit my shoulders, and I wasn’t going to ruin this jacket for some misguided shifters.
The pants, unfortunately, would have to be sacrificed. I didn’t have time to remove them, especially with this group of troublemakers ready to pounce.
I turned to face my opponents, ready to kick some ass.
Two of the wolves rushed Graham, snarling and snapping their jaws. The leader charged at me, a crowbar in his hand. I didn’t even try to avoid his first swing. I just stopped it with my arm and grabbed the piece of offending metal, jerking it to the side. This sent the man attached careening into the ditch.
“Thanks for the weapon,” I said with a grin.
The crowbar came in handy as I used it to disarm the other human, catching my opponent’s weapon with the curved end and yanking it right out of his hands. The pickaxe clattered uselessly to the ground. I grabbed the confused man, who was still staring at his hands, wondering where the weapon had gone, and smashed him against the closest tree.
A rain of leaves came down on our heads. When I dropped him, he crumpled to the ground. A snarl was all the warning I got before I whipped around to face an attacking wolf.
I use the crowbar again to block the next attack. The wolf shifter locked his jaw around hard metal instead. I shoved him into the ditch as well, and he landed right on top of the leader, who was just now getting back up. The shifter took the crowbar with him as he flew into the ditch, hitting the leader right in the head.
Sirens broke through the chaos as police cruisers arrived on scene. Officer Hayes stepped out of his vehicle.
“I see you guys have already gotten it figured out,” he said, with his hands on his hips. “Mendoza sent me to pick up the riff-raff. I don’t know what the EA has planned, but I hope you kept them alive. You know how much I hate the paperwork.”
Next to me, Graham was straddling one of the shifters, who was now in his human form again. The other shifter was panting several feet away, alive but probably needing medical attention from broken ribs and maybe a punctured lung.
The one I had thrown against a tree was crumpled at the base, but still very much alive. The wolf in the ditch probably had a sore jaw but would live. The leader, however, didn’t look too good.
“The one in the ditch got hit in the head with his own crowbar. You might want to get a medic on him and that one.” I gestured to the panting wolf on the pavement. “Everyone else looks alive to me.”
Preventing fatalities was the hardest part when working with the human police. They insisted on having perpetrators to prosecute, and they couldn’t do that with dead criminals. We used to ignore the request to keep them alive until we got saddled with the paperwork.
We’d learned our lesson quickly. It was much easier to just punch a little lighter than to give up an entire weekend at the computer.
Two more cruisers and an ambulance arrived on the scene. The newcomers got to work processing the criminals and checking up on the injured passengers.
“Shit, Grayson,” Hayes said, checking up on the leader in the ditch. “Did you have to hit him this hard?”
I pointed to the wolf, which was now being restrained with shift-proof cuffs. “He did it.”
Griff returned from the forest with one of the wizards leaning heavily on him. “There’s another in the woods. But I don’t think you’ll be able to bring him back for questioning. Ashes can’t talk.”
Officer Hayes rolled his eyes.
“It wasn’t my fault,” Griff said.
The wizard leaning on him wasn’t in the mood for niceties, however. “We need to find those women now. The Council called in all their members; they’re going ahead with the spell now. We have to stop them. That traitor changed sides when he realized they were moving forward with the spell. He caught us all by surprise.”
He stumbled toward his vehicle, which was still in the ditch.
“We’re here,” called one of the wizards from a stretcher. He pushed himself to standing.
“Sir,” one of the paramedics said, pushing him back down. “You need to stay down; you need medical attention.”
“No. You don’t understand,” the wizard said. “The Council is trying to reset The Wall and, in the process, erase everyone’s memories from the last four years. It will be chaos. Nothing good can come with it. I need to stop them.”
He murmured a few words, and the bump on his head magically faded. “I’ll hold for now.”
“Where’s Antoine and Tomas?” the other one asked.
“They’re still out. We can’t wait for them. I tried to wake them but couldn’t. It’s just us. We need to go now.”
I couldn’t agree more. “Come on; let’s go. I have a mate to rescue.”
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Shelby


I was holding out a thread for Emily to sever when our demon patient stiffened.  
“Abaddos knows.” His hands fisted at his side. “I felt it. He has so many creatures bound to him he didn’t realize at first, but he knows now. He’s on his way.”
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
“We’re almost done,” I said. “Everyone stay calm. We can do it. This is the last thread.”
I glanced around the room at the dozen or so women who had been helping us. We all looked drained, exhausted. None of us were particularly well-trained, and it showed on our faces. We’d all aged visibly in the last half hour, but if it meant the difference between life and death, it was worth it.
Several of the women who couldn’t help with the magical aspect went around the room, disassembling whatever they could for us to use as weapons. They had taken apart one of the cots completely.
Our victory was so close I could taste it.
There was nothing quite like imminent death by a council of privileged old men sucking out your life force to really make one question what they wanted in life. When this was all over, I was going to tell Grayson I planned on staying with him forever. He wouldn’t be able to get rid of me, even if he tried. I was going to stick to him like glue.
With possible annihilation just around the corner, I realized the last week with him had been the best time of my life. We got along perfectly, and Grayson truly wanted me to succeed; he wanted me to be happy.
“Done!” Emily said, holding up the final thread victoriously.
“Wrap them around me,” Layla said. “All of them. I snuck into the library and read up on this. The spell is still active. It just needs a new target. Shit.” She wrung her hands. “I hope I remember the words right. I memorized it, hoping to find a witch to help, but got caught before I had the chance.”
“What the fuck are you doing, Layla?” Abaddos’s voice boomed from down the hall.
“Ignore him,” I said. “Recite the words. You’ve got this.”
The sounds of their boots were loud as they stomped toward us.
Shit. They were almost here.
Layla took a deep breath and started reciting words in a language I didn’t understand. I ran to the door and slammed it shut. The other demon was conveniently missing. We all piled on the door, adding our weight to the portal. I knew that a closed door, even with a dozen women behind it, wouldn’t stop Abaddos for long, but it would give Layla the time she needed.
It only bought us a few precious seconds. After realizing he couldn’t force the door open physically, the door heated up until we all sprung a way to prevent being burned. The door burst open, and Abaddos and his two colleagues stepped in, rage plain on their faces.
“Layla, you fucking whore. How dare you? I’m your father!”
Layla ignored him and finished the last of her incantation. Nothing happened.
Shit! It didn’t work. And the wizards were here.
Layla looked tired and dejected. She looked as if she’d aged years in just moments. I knew how she felt. That had been our last hope.
With a quick swipe of his hands, Abaddos lifted Layla into the air. She dangled, her feet kicking, and her hand went to protect her neck. At the same time, the energy around Layla changed. Vines of power wrapped around her as if swallowing her whole.
“Don’t you fucking touch her!” the demon roared.
He moved so fast he was no more than a blur. He had Abaddos in the air within moments. The wizard had not thought to protect himself against the demon, and the first slam against the wall sounded like bone cracking.
There went Abaddos’s back, but he was still alive. He formed a bubble of protection around his body, and as he did, Layla dropped from the air.
She landed with a gasp, her arms protecting her belly. I helped her up onto one of the cots.
Her demon sent a fist flying at the old man’s face, but it bounced off the bubble instead.
By now, the two remaining wizards had finally realized what had happened; they’d lost one of their demon slaves. One of them recited a spell, holding the demon in place as he tried to reach his mate.
“Enough!” the tall one screeched. “All of you will sit—”
I didn’t wait for him to finish. Grabbing one of the pieces of metal that wasn’t already in someone’s hand, I lunged for him and hit him as hard as I could. Then, everyone was doing it, and the two wizards were flinging us off left and right while trying to keep the demon from escaping.
I lunged for him again, this time aiming for his head. I was so close to freedom, and I wasn’t about to give in. Grayson was just around the corner; I knew it. I just had to buy us enough time.
But my weapon never made contact. Instead, I was thrown aside as a bubble formed around the two wizards. Then I was lifted into the air with invisible arms and pinned to the wall like a butterfly ready for dissection. I struggled, but it was useless. The other women were all pressed to the wall as well.
“Someone has freed the demon. Who has done this?” The shorter sorcerer glanced around the room. His eyes landed on Layla. “Not you. You bound the spell, but you could not have freed your demon lover. You would have done so much earlier. Who is hiding such powerful magic?”
He approached the nearest woman and reached for her as if delving into her brain. “No, not you.”
Remembering Sybil’s teachings, I compartmentalized my magic. I didn’t have much left. Despite sharing the work with the other women, I was exhausted after removing the binds from Layla’s demon lover. One by one, the wizard scanned us.
I reveled in his frustration when he found that none of us were particularly powerful, especially not enough to have modified such a spell. The joke was on him. None of us could do it separately, but together, we were powerful.
The taller wizard snapped his fingers, and the other demon materialized, looking less than happy. “You. Get them onto the machine.” He pointed a bony finger at Layla’s demon. “Him too. His life force is made of magic. We will use all of it.”
The new demon gritted his teeth as if ready to disobey, but got to work instead. The poor thing had no choice. I was beginning to understand how demons got their bad reputation. They’d been doing the grunt work for evil wizards. The world was never as it seemed.
The two wizards went to get the machine ready, leaving Abaddos to watch us, cocooned safely in his bubble.
As the wizard focused on healing himself, I focused my attention on the binds wrapped around my body. These were much less intricate than the ones that had been on the demon. Unraveling the first strand was easy; the problem came when I tried to sever it.
I was tired. Tired wasn’t even the right word; I was drained. Totally and utterly depleted. I glanced around the room at the other women’s faces and realized that they, too, were trying the same thing. I had to do this. We had to do this.
Help was on the way, and we needed to do anything we could to delay.
Mustering what was left of my strength, I sawed through the thin gossamer thread. It felt as if it were made of steel. It took forever, but eventually, the thread broke.
Yes!
The tall wizard stomped back into the room, his eyes landing almost immediately on me. Abaddos added his spiteful gaze. He’d been too engrossed in healing himself, and he hadn’t noticed me until now.
Crap.
“You! You are the culprit!” he shrieked. “We had no problems before you came. You are the charlatan who spoiled these obedient women. I should have known that only a willful woman would take up with a gargoyle. You are no better than that demon whore.” He stomped up to me, grabbed me by the throat, and shook me hard. “I should teach you a lesson.”
He raised his fist.
I tried to pull my arms up to cover my face, but they wouldn’t move. They were stuck at my sides, bound by his hateful magic. I braced for impact.
But the fist never touched me.
A massive gray hand grabbed the wizard from behind and shoved him hard against the wall. “Do.” Punch. “Not.” Punch. “Touch.” Strangle. “My.” Squeeze. “Mate.”
The cavalry had arrived!
But before I could celebrate, I was lifted up into the air again. This was happening way too often.
It was Abaddos who spoke. “Touch me, and she dies.”
“I don’t think so, Abe.” A man I didn’t recognize stepped into the room, and I was slowly and carefully placed back onto a cot. The man turned to Grayson. “He’s all yours.”
Grayson was on Abaddos in an instant, finishing the job Layla’s demon had started. I turned my eyes from the carnage.
The moment he was done pounding the asshat to smithereens, I used whatever was left of my physical energy to throw myself into Grayson’s arms.
“You’re here.” I fell onto him, suddenly feeling as if I couldn’t hold myself upright or even keep my eyes open.
“You are hurt.” He held me away at arm’s length, looking for injuries. “Where are you hurt?”
“She overextended her magic to buy time for us to arrive,” one of the newly arrived men said. “She’ll recover with lots of extra calories and sleep. Get her into the sun for a few minutes at a time, but don’t let her burn.” He turned to me. “You did good. The witch taught you well. When you’re healed and ready, hit us up for some lessons.”
“A wizard teaching a woman?” Eamon looked surprised.
“The times they are a-changin’. I refuse to be left behind.”
By the time Mendoza stepped in with his enforcers, the two remaining council members had been immobilized, held down by the two sorcerers on our side. Eamon was upset he didn’t get to personally serve it to the wizards but had to be happy with knowing the two members in custody would be locked up for a very long time—most likely for the rest of their lives.
I couldn’t help but notice the envious stare he sent at the other demon and his pregnant mate. Was Eamon looking for a girlfriend? He looked like the type to play the field, but looks could be deceiving.
“Too bad some of the other members caught wind of what was happening and turned back,” Mendoza said as he wrapped a blanket around his niece.
The soft-spoken brunette had helped free the demon, and I’d been so focused on our escape that I hadn’t even realized she was his niece. I smiled at the young woman.
“We caught the few who arrived on the scene early. The other excommunicated members held them for us.” Mendoza looked me in the eyes. “Thank you for helping find my niece. You are very brave, and we couldn’t have done this without you.” He turned to Grayson. “Or you, Redrock. Now take your mate home before the police arrive and insist you stay to give a statement.”
Grayson gathered me into his arms. “You are doing nothing but eat, sleep, and rest until you’re back to your old self.”
“That sounds good to me.”
“And no more being a hero. I love that you are independent and brave. But I love you alive more.”
“I love you too.”
Grayson froze. “You do?”
“Yeah.” I leaned into him, too tired to stand on my own. “And Grayson, I’ve decided something. I want to stay with you. And I don’t mean just for the month. I want to stay with you forever.”
“Done,” he said with finality. He started walking out with me in his arms. “I wasn’t planning on letting you leave anyway.”
“Oh, really?”
“Yup. I had it all planned out. I was going to make you so deliriously happy all the time that staying would be the only option.”
“Deliriously happy, eh? I’m still up for that, you know. But maybe after a nap.”
“Anytime you want. Always and forever.”




Chapter 32
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I arrived at Shelby’s old place to find her landlord Cecelia arguing with a snotty-looking man who looked like he’d left his best days back in a college house party. He was all up in the older lady’s face, but the seasoned landlady didn’t even bat an eye. She turned to look at my car as it rumbled in.  
“Oh boy, this again.” Shelby turned to me. “Let me handle this.”
“Okay, but the second he lays a finger on you, he’s toast.”
“Fair enough.”
She put the latte we’d picked up at the Witch’s Brew into the cup holder and stepped out of my Hellcat. “Hey, asshole. Can you stop annoying my landlord? What the fuck is wrong with you?” She turned to Cecelia. “I’m sorry. I hope he hasn’t been too much of a hassle.”
“He has. He’s been here every day, sulking like a baby and scaring away the clients to all my tenants’ stores. But it’s not your fault, dear. I called the police, but I didn’t get that nice pair who promised to take him away. The new officer says he can’t do anything about it. He says that being annoying isn’t a crime.”
The man huffed. “I’m right here. Stop talking about me.”
Shelby ignored him. “That’s too bad. But I’m glad he won’t be bothering you anymore.”
“Oh, I know, dear. But I’ll miss you so much.”
“What? What are you talking about?” the idiot asked.
I leaned against my car and fisted my hands at my sides. I’d promised to let her take care of it.
Shelby finally spoke to the moron. “I’m moving out, Justin. There’s no reason for you to come here anymore.”
“What? Impossible. You can’t afford—”
She waved her hand in his face. “Hello? Is anyone in there? Or is that brain still empty?”
“What the fuck?” Justin reached for her hand, but Shelby yanked it out of his reach. “What the hell is that on your finger?”
“This—” she waved her left hand around again, the massive diamond on her ring finger glittering in the sunlight “—is a ring,” she finished, as if he was hard of intellect.
I’d proposed the moment we’d gotten back to my penthouse. I’d had the ring for a very long time. It was something in my collection, but I’d never found someone to wear it until now. I’d worried about her response, but Shelby had said yes almost immediately. We’d celebrated our engagement privately all night long.
The human glared at me, then back at Shelby. “You can’t be serious! A monster? You’re marrying a monster?”
He reached for her, and the moment his filthy fingers seized her arm, I reacted. He’d touched her, and now he was fair game.
I closed the gap between us with two giant steps, then I picked him up by his scrawny little neck. “You will never touch my Shelby again. If you do, I will personally break every single bone in your body.”
The stink of urine filled the air as a wet spot grew on the coward’s pants.
Pathetic.
“Ugh.” Shelby made a face. “You might want to put him down before that gets on you.”
So I did, dropping him on his ass.
“Get out of here,” I said. “Scram. And never let me see you again. I won’t be so nice next time.”
The asshole scrambled to his feet. “I’ll sue you for assault, you disgusting monster,” he yelled once he was far enough away.
Cecelia burst out into laughter and taunted the asshole. “I got all of that on the security camera. It shows you grabbing Shelby first. He just came to protect her.”
Justin’s face turned bright red as he stomped away.
Cecelia turned to Shelby and me. “Congratulations. I’m so happy for you. I’ll let you two love birds start packing.”
Eamon drove up with the moving truck we’d rented, and we got to work moving Shelby’s things. She didn’t own much, and it went by quickly.
I was carrying the last overstuffed box from the truck to our private elevator when the Redrock Protective Services cell phone rang. Eamon took the call.
“Go enjoy the rest of the day with your mate,” he said when I returned. “I’ll bring the truck back and pick up our new client while I’m out.”
“What’s the story?” I asked.
“Some woman who sounds really distraught. She wasn’t making much sense on the phone. Something about her mother being a witch and her needing to hide from someone. Her panic is real though, and it sounded like she needed to be picked up. She’s afraid to even leave her motel room, and she hung up quickly because she didn’t want to be tracked.” Eamon shrugged. “She’s either delusional or in danger. I told her I’ll pick her up so she can tell me the whole story in person. I’ll keep her down in the offices until I figure it out.”
“Keep us posted on it. See you later.”
I hurried back up to the penthouse, eager to tell Shelby we had the whole day to ourselves. I stepped into a quiet main area. Griff and Emily had gone home yesterday, and Sybil had left the morning after the Gala, since all attacks on her wards had stopped.
I found Shelby picking up a stack of sewing books from an opened box. She found an empty spot on my bookshelf and slid them in. She was already setting up her things in our home. The thought sent warm happiness through my body.
She turned around and squeaked. “I didn’t know you were here. I keep forgetting how quiet you can be. What’s wrong? Did we forget something?”
“No. Eamon offered to take the rental back, so that means I’m free to spend the rest of the day with you.” We had an appointment with a litter of kittens later in the day so she could pick out her first animal companion as a semi-practicing witch, but other than that, we were free to do anything we wanted.
“I have plans for my gorgeous mate.” I took a step toward her, and she stepped back, grinning.
“Oh, do you now?” she asked, a playful glint in her eyes.
She side-stepped around the desk, putting it between us.
“Oh yes, little mate. I have lots of plans for you.” I prowled toward her, my eyes on the prize that was her perfect, lush body. I licked my lips.
“You’ve got to catch me first.” Then she ran, her tiny frame ducking right under my desk to get a head start.
I started after her, not bothering to run. I caught up to her in our kitchen, trapping her against the counter. Her chest heaved with exertion as I turned her around and lifted her up so her belly pressed flat against the counter. Her legs dangled down the side.
“You were saying?” I asked as I shoved the skirt she was wearing up and over her hips. A pair of lacy panties was all that stood between me and her sweet little cunt. I slipped my finger through the thin fabric and tore them from her body.
She gasped and turned back to look at me.
“You are mine, Shelby. You’ve been mine since the day I laid eyes on you. You just didn’t know it yet.” I gripped the round cheeks of her ass possessively. “Who do you belong to, Shelby? I want to hear you say it.”
She didn’t say it right away, so I pressed her chest down onto the counter and knelt down so that my breath teased at the seam of her pussy.
“Tell me who you belong to, and I’ll make it worth your while.” So I was bribing her to say the words. I didn’t care; I knew the words were true.
“I’m all yours, Grayson.”
I dove into her with relish, letting her sweetness burst upon my tongue.
Fuck! Shelby was perfect. She was everything I needed but hadn’t known I wanted. I didn’t know what the world had planned for us, but I knew one thing: Shelby was mine, and I was hers. She was my entire universe, my everything. And I’d never let her go.




Epilogue
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Shelby was ravishing in her wedding dress, and for a moment, I forgot how to breathe as she walked down the aisle toward me.  
I’d pushed for a wedding as soon as possible, and while Shelby had resisted at first, her Grams had run with it the moment she saw that ring. Shelby’s grandmother was an unstoppable force, and when she wanted something, it was going to happen. Kind of like someone else I knew.  
Shelby wanted something small and intimate, with just close friends and family, which was fine by me. I was happy with anything she wanted as long as she ended the day a Redrock.
Her Grams had done most of the planning and decorating, as evident by the display of greenery everywhere. There wasn’t a pillar or surface that wasn’t wrapped or covered in vines and flowers. 
Apparently, she’d started practicing her magic again and had gone a little overboard in their home. Shelby’s grandfather complained about tripping over vines and getting his clothes caught on brambles, but by the way he spoke, I doubted he was really bothered. He was just happy to see his wife practicing magic again.
The older man handed Shelby off to me as the music ended. The officiant started talking, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from my beautiful bride.
Having already worn her other dress to the Gala, she’d insisted on whipping up something new, so I’d taken her fabric shopping downtown. Just last week, the material had sat rolled up on the table, and somehow it now molded to her body, showing off her curves in the most delightful way. She was truly a magician at the machine.
She’d gone for a short veil that was utterly adorable on her. 
The officiant stopped talking and looked at me. I’d been so distracted by my bride I had no idea what she’d been saying. 
“You’re supposed to say I do now,” Shelby prompted, trying not to laugh. 
A couple of I dos later, I held my new wife in my arms. I plundered her mouth as the room erupted in cheers. 
“Are you sure we have to stay for the rest of the wedding?” I asked. “Can’t we get the DJ to cover for us and disappear?” 
Shelby giggled, planting another kiss on my face, one that I was sure left lipstick all over my cheek. 
“Not today. You wanted this wedding. Now you have to sit through it.” 
I laughed. “There’s an hour before the reception, and we already had our photos done professionally. That means you and I can disappear for at least an hour,” I bargained. 
She narrowed her eyes at me. 
“I’ll make it worth your while,” I whispered in her ear. “I know better places for you to leave that pretty lipstick of yours. And this time, we won’t be living in sin.”
She laughed. “Not like you ever cared about that.”
The officiant returned with papers for us to sign, so I had to behave myself. It was worth it. She was now a Redrock, and I was the happiest gargoyle on Earth.
“Yes,” Shelby said while posing for yet another photo.
I frowned. “Yes to what?”
“Testing out this lipstick. The package did say smudge-proof.” She smiled for the camera again, as if she hadn’t just promised to smear her lipstick all over my cock. 
I glanced over at the clock, then at the line of guests forming in front of us. Fuck tradition.
I cleared my throat. “We have a wonderful backdrop and great lighting at the reception for photos, and we’re asking everyone to form a receiving line at the start of the reception instead.”
Taking my hint, Gunnar helped usher everyone toward the door.
I took this moment to steal away my new bride. 
“Smudge-proof?” I raised my eyebrows at her when we were finally alone, holed up in the bridal suite with the door locked behind us. 
She whipped out a lipstick and applied another layer, pressing her lips together with a loud popping sound. “Smudge-proof and waterproof. Says so right on the package.” She waved the tube of lipstick in my face. 
“We’ll see about that. On your knees, Mrs. Redrock.”
THE END
Want more Possessive Monsters? Sign up for your FREE copy of Griff and Emily’s Story!
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