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      “Try the spell’s finger placement again,” Frankie demanded like a drill sergeant drunk on her own power. “And this time, don’t screw it up.”

      I stared at the sharp, hard lines of her eyes and lips as she scowled. She was wearing another of her awful turtlenecks, the kind I swore she’d found in her aunt’s charity pile—back in the 1980s. This one was hunter green with small beige birds that seemed to be desperately trying to fly off the awful garment to no avail.

      But even though Frankie’s attire wasn’t exactly on point, her frown was. Geez. She could scare the beard off Mr. T with that mug.

      “Why are we doing this again?” I asked. “Remember what happened last time? Your mom really liked those throw pillows.”

      Frankie tapped her toe, putting her hands on her hips. “Stop changing the subject and cast.”

      Come to think of it, maybe Frankie wasn’t a drill sergeant. Perhaps she was more like a dominatrix, one who hadn’t tapped into her sexual power yet. I pictured her in a leather jumpsuit, but I quickly switched visual images. Black was not her color.

      However, getting Frankie laid would probably improve her mood. Too bad there weren’t more warlocks who liked to be told what to do and where to stick it. Hmm, was there a dating app just for witches and wizards? It could be called “Witched” instead of “Matched.” People would list hobbies such as gnome gardening and broom travel.

      “What are you waiting for—a personal invitation?” Frankie glowered from the other side of her mother’s ornate coffee table. “Do it, Winter!”

      “Damn, I was really onto something,” I muttered, getting my hands into position, both out, fingers spread, pinky and thumb connected.

      We were in her living room. Well, technically, our living room since I was staying here now since her parents had been sentenced to magical prison, leaving Frankie alone for the first time in her nineteen years. Also, my last apartment had been charred into oblivion by the Magical Law Enforcement when they searched it for me a couple of months ago, so living together was mutually beneficial. It gave me a place to crash and Frankie someone to direct her general annoyance toward.

      But I didn’t have to pay rent, so at least there was that.

      “Your fingers are wrong. Here.” She marched over, skirting around a fat calico cat that had hunkered between us to watch or hork up a hairball, I couldn’t tell which. Frankie tweaked my finger placement, inspected it again, and gave me a nod. “Go ahead.”

      “Shouldn’t we do this outside, so I don’t set the carpet on fire again?” My gaze drifted to the spot about ten feet away, where the tan carpet was now a perfect black circle.

      Frankie shook her head. “You’re going to get it this time or set my house on fire. It’s do-or-die time.”

      “Feels more like die time,” I murmured, then said louder, “At least grab the cat. What’s his name again?”

      “Dirk,” she said, scooping the fat calico into her arms.

      “Dirk? Really? Did he have a career in adult entertainment before this?” I raised an eyebrow.

      She scowled. “Quit stalling and cast.”

      I sighed, getting ready. She was right—I was stalling. So far, none of my magic had done what I’d wanted it to. In fact, it had done more damage than any of us could have expected. So far, I’d set the carpet on fire, blown up a shrub, and removed the tail of a red squirrel living nearby. He was still pissed about that one.

      I was a walking disaster—a human Chernobyl. Yet, Frankie still insisted on teaching me. It was a good thing she excelled at extinguisher spells.

      Ever since my mother released me from my father’s blocking spell about a month ago, I’d had access to a well of magic, but it felt more like a river full of raging rapids than the nicely flowing stream Frankie described. It was this undercurrent running beneath my skin, but the moment I tried to tap into it, it would flood everything or simply not function at all.

      But Frankie was right about one thing. It was do-or-die time. If I were going to learn to use my magic before my father returned to finish the job he’d started when he’d tried to kill me, I needed to figure myself out and quick.

      I sucked in a deep breath and held it, keeping my hands exactly as she’d taught me. Then I tapped into my well of magic.

      When I focused, when I really focused, I could feel a pulse of power running under my skin. I told the energy to flow into my fingers. When I thought I had it right where I wanted it, I said the incantation while moving my fingers in the gestures Frankie had shown me.

      A blast of blue electricity flooded the room before receding. Frankie took a step back while the cat scrabbled free from her arms. Yowling, it bolted. I reached up, feeling my facial features. As far as I could tell, they weren’t blown away or rearranged.

      “Did it work?” I asked.

      Frankie gaped, her jaw nearly on her chest. “I… I’ve never seen the spell do that before.”

      “What?” I asked, running my hands over my cheeks and down my neck. I’d been attempting an invisibility spell, something easy. Considering Frankie’s expression, it hadn’t gone to plan.

      I walked to the mirror over the fireplace, peeked at my reflection, and gasped.

      “What the deuce?”

      Parts of my face were missing, but others were still visible. My eyes floated above vacant space while my nose hovered alone beneath it. When I turned my head, my ears were visible, but they, too, seemed to be suspended in midair.

      “Oh, God, Frankie. Help. What did I do?”

      Frankie hurried over, still staring at my mostly nonexistent face. “I think you reversed the pinkie fingers or something. God… This is bad, Winter.”

      “Yeah, it’s bad! Help me.” I ran my hand over my face again. My features were tangible, but I couldn’t see them. “Fix me!”

      “I will. I mean, I’ll try. What did you do?” She squinted at the space where my visible head used to be.

      Just as she prepared to attempt a reversal spell, the mirror on the mantel spoke.

      “‘Sup, ladies? Frankie. Wint— Oh, my invisible man! What happened?” Jason’s face peered out from inside the mirror.

      “Jason, I told you not to do that. It’s rude,” Frankie shot back. “What if we were in our underwear or something?”

      Smirking, Jason raised an eyebrow. “Bonus for me?”

      “No. We work together. That’s sexual harassment. Now, what do you want?”

      “Sorry. Anyway, I was told to call you. Something big went down, and the boss wants all his agents to meet here in thirty minutes.”

      “He’s back?” I asked, my pulse beginning to thud.

      “Boss is back. He wants to debrief us.” Jason’s eyes dipped down, and he spoke more to himself than us. “I hope he brings donuts.”

      “Focus, Jason,” I said. “We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

      “Right. Sorry, bro. Can you make it in? Something bad kinda happened.”

      “No,” I snapped.

      Frankie spoke over me. “Yes, we’ll be there.” Then she waved her hand, and Jason’s face disappeared.

      “I can’t go in looking like this,” I said, gesturing to my ghost-gone-wrong face. “I look like a reverse Jack-O-Lantern!”

      “Don’t worry. We have thirty minutes. Well, twenty-five at any rate. I can undo it. Probably. Maybe. Hold on. Let me get a few things.”

      She turned and stalked toward the kitchen, sending two cats skittering away in her wake. While she rummaged, I fell onto the couch, miserable.

      Dax was back from his investigative mission—or wherever the hell he’d been for nearly the entire time he’d been our boss. When Lawrence Chambers had been forced into early retirement due to a botched spell performed by one of the evil magicians known as The Viceroys, he’d handed the reins over to Dax Murphy. My main issues with Dax were—well, it was a long list. He and I had made out once. But then he’d drugged me and searched through my belongings to steal back a blade I’d kind of stolen from him first.

      Asshole, right? Him, not me.

      I still had his dagger, the extremely expensive, immensely powerful one I’d—ahem—taken from his house. In a strange act of kindness, he’d given it to me when he asked me to work at the agency again. However, I was still pissed at him for tricking me. That was the real crime here. He’d made me think I wanted him. Made me feel vulnerable.

      I hated being vulnerable.

      And now I worked for his company, which was a stupid move in hindsight, but his was the only supernatural investigation agency in town, or even in the state. Plus, no one else wanted to hire me, considering my parents were public enemy numbers one and two.

      Either way, things were complicated.

      It had been easy working there while Dax was gone. Jason was great, and the new hires didn’t make me want to rip my hair out—mostly. The Viceroys seemed to have buggered off, at least for now, and only a few demons had been released. Low-level wizards messing around had been responsible for those, but the beasts had been easy to kill.

      And I loved killing demons.

      As for my parents, I’d heard nothing from them. They hadn’t even made a peep when Frankie’s parents, who’d been in league with them, had been sentenced to twenty years in prison for their role in releasing all those demons into a concert full of humans.

      Did my father feel bad he’d gotten Frankie’s parents put away like that? Did he even have feelings anymore? After he killed my godmother, I suspected he had no heart whatsoever.

      “I got it!” Frankie came running back into the room with something black in her hand. As she got closer, I saw it was a ski mask.

      “What is that for?” I scrunched up my nose as she pulled it over my head.

      “There,” she said, admiring her handiwork. “Let’s go.”

      “Let’s go?” I got up, peering in the mirror above the mantle again. Now, no one could tell half my face was missing, but I still looked insane wearing a black knit ski mask in September. It was seventy degrees outside. “I can’t wear this thing.”

      “Sure you can. Your spell will probably wear off in an hour. And, besides, you know what a hard time I have reversing your spells. They’re so… sticky.”

      “I’ll give you sticky,” I said, making a fist, but she ignored me. Instead, she pulled me toward the kitchen to where her transportation circle was drawn in salt on the tile floor.

      Before I’d let her drag me any farther, I slipped my hand over the knife holster I wore tightly against my ribs, making sure the demon-slaying blade was still there. Confirming it was, I grabbed my leather jacket from the back of a chair, then scooped up my company-issued cell phone from the table.

      Why we needed phones when most of us could use magic to communicate was a gripe for another day.

      “Get in the circle,” Frankie said, still dragging me by my arm like I was a little kid. “Don’t step on the salt.”

      “Are you going to get us to the right floor this time?” I snarkily asked. I wasn’t the only one who screwed up spells in this house, though Frankie rarely did. So when it happened, I liked to harp on it for weeks.

      Rolling her eyes, she grabbed the baggie of Red Sea salt from a drawer. She used it to finish the circle, drawing the patterns that would take us right to our downtown Detroit office if we were lucky. It was cheaper than Uber at any rate.

      She stepped over the carefully drawn lines, then took my hands in hers as she shook out her shoulders and prepared to say the incantation.

      “You don’t look too bad in a ski mask,” she said. “If that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “It’s not,” I shot back. “I just don’t want anyone to confuse me for a bank robber and shoot me. That would put a damper on my day.”

      “Are you worried about seeing Dax?” she asked, her eyes penetrating my soul.

      “No. Why would I be?”

      “Because you still have feelings for him?” She cocked her head to the side, black hair cascading over one shoulder.

      “You’re the one who nearly swoons whenever he walks into the room.”

      She sighed. “He’s good looking, but I’m not the one who made out with him.”

      “Can we please just transport ourselves through space and time now?” I shook her hand with impatience.

      “Fine. Close your eyes.”

      Reluctantly, I did as she said. She shook her arms out, then took a deep breath before starting her chant.

      Frankie’s transportation spell felt a bit like riding a malfunctioning carnival ride. One minute, we were standing on solid ground. The next, we were hurdling haphazardly through the air. I squeezed my eyes shut and held on, knowing if I looked, I’d lose my lunch like I had every other time.

      Why hadn’t we taken an Uber? I’d even take the haunted cab ride from Scrouged over this.

      My feet hit solid ground. I pitched forward, smashing into Frankie, who howled. My eyes popped open to see the office, though it wasn’t in the state I expected.

      The neat cubicles were demolished, papers and personal items strewn about. Ergonomic desk chairs lay on their sides like felled animals. Glass glittered in the aisle from what appeared to be a smashed flower vase while the wilted flowers lay on the damp carpet beside it. Above us, two overhead lights flickered. One was shattered, the frame hanging partially out of the ceiling.

      Over it all, the smell of sulfur lingered—the unmistakable scent of a demon attack.
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      The agency office looked like it had been torn apart by a herd of raging rhinoceros.

      Frank and I stood in the rubble. We didn’t speak as we took everything in—destroyed desks, flipped-over chairs, and charred carpet.

      “Demons,” I said, reaching to draw out my slayer blade. Its etched runes flashed in the fluorescent lights as I held it out at the ready. It liked killing them as much as I did.

      “One demon,” Jason corrected, stepping up beside me. He surveyed the damage while munching on a hot dog.

      “One demon?” I repeated, not believing this level of mayhem could come from a solitary creature.

      “One,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Cool mask, bro,” he added before taking another bite. “New look for you. Very avant-garde”

      “Yep, that’s why I’m wearing it. I’m making a fashion statement.” I stuck the blade back in its sheath. “What the hell is going on here, Jason?”

      “About an hour ago, Boris brought in a demon. Mean little bugger. It turned the place upside down before we could contain it. And you gotta check this thing out. It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

      “Was it twenty feet tall?” I asked, glancing around at the destruction. What kind of demon could do this with several of our best agents on its tail?

      Jason shrugged. “It was just a little sloth demon, barely a threat. But this one did something unexpected. This little bro-nado… he can do magic.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, whirling on Jason. “I must’ve misheard you. I thought you said he could magic.”

      “I mean just that. The demon casts spells. He turned Amelia Bennet into a lizard, then blasted George Martin with some sort of immobilization spell. The magic seems kind of haphazard and chaotic, so this is what we got.” Jason gestured around to the mess. “We have him trapped in the interrogation room. At least that has some wards on it to keep the little dude’s magic contained.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, trying to calm my nerves and think. Demons did not have magic. They were evil creatures who were large, strong, and nearly immortal. They could tempt humans into doing things and maybe appear to be something they were not, but they certainly couldn’t cast spells.

      It would be terrible if they could.

      As my confusion grew, I tried to run my hand through my hair, only realizing I still wore the mask when I felt it on my head. Oh, yeah. I looked like a sideshow freak—perfect addition to this insane day.

      “Are you sure it was a demon?” Frankie asked, her eyes roving over the mess.

      Jason held out a hand, gesturing down the hallway. “See for yourselves.”

      He led us through the workspace, carefully stepping around the glass and broken desk pieces.

      “Why not have someone clean this up?” Frankie asked. I could tell her hands were just itching to start repair spells.

      “Sonya wants to leave it for the boss man to see. Just in case there’s pertinent evidence or whatever.” Jason’s eyes bugged.

      “Ugh, Sonya…” Frankie said, tossing her head back in anguish.

      “Did someone call me?”

      I’d never believed in the phrase, “Speak of the devil and she arrives,” before, but we witnessed it happen as Sonya turned the corner and stalked our way.

      Sonya was Dax’s new hire, his head of security, and his all-around killjoy party pooper. Even Frankie, who’d previously been our resident killjoy, couldn’t stand her. I’d once seen Sonya throw out a staff member’s birthday cake before we’d even celebrated because it had come from a human bakery and “might not be safe.”

      It was buttercream. What could be safer than buttercream??

      Sonya stopped in the hallway, blocking it with her six-two, muscular frame. Her blond hair was pulled severely away from her face, and the dark eyeliner made her appear suspicious and surprised at the same time. She was built like a lady line-backer, which would be awesome, except she hated everything that sparked joy. She’d banned alcohol from staff parties, started monitoring all our office messages and emails, and had made us wear name badges for God’s sake. That was just crossing the line.

      “Winter, what happened to your face?” She tilted her head, her ponytail trailing across one masculine shoulder. “A little bit early for skiing, isn’t it?”

      “Haven’t you heard? It’s the latest fashion. I’m surprised you haven’t gotten yourself one already. Get on board, Sonya.” I gestured to the mask as if she should revere it before eyeing the door behind her. “Is it in there?”

      “The demon?” she asked, knowing full well that was what I meant.

      “No, my dignity. Yes, the demon.”

      “It is, but you can’t go in there.” Sonya’s cold blue eyes regarded me calculatingly.

      Frankie made a discouraged grumbling noise, but I wasn’t so easily turned away. “And why is that?”

      “Dax wants to see the demon himself. It’s a matter of utmost importance to the company. Plus, it isn’t safe for you.”

      My eyes narrowed, not liking what she insinuated.

      “Safe for me?” I asked, taking a step forward. “Do you mean me specifically?”

      I was used to people mistreating me because my parents were the leaders of the most notorious magical crime syndicate in the area, and, yeah, I got a little pissed when people brought it up.

      Frankie put a hand on my arm. “Don’t,” she whispered. Then, even quieter, she said, “Hold on.”

      A moment later, an alarm began buzzing. All heads turned toward the elevator, where a crash could be heard.

      “Another one?” she asked, stepping around us. “Jason, you’re with me.”

      They took off in the opposite direction, disappearing around a corner. I stared after them, wondering what could be wrong this time.

      Frankie grabbed my wrists to stop me from following. “That will keep them busy for a bit. Come on.” She pulled me toward the interrogation room.

      “You did that?” I asked, staring in wonder. Frankie had never been one to break the rules. Maybe I was rubbing off on her.

      Her smile widened. “A little projection charm will make them think the demon got out. It’ll buy us a few minutes.”

      I put her in a headlock, then kissed the top of her head. “My little delinquent. I’m so proud.”

      Twirling out of my grip, she pulled me forward. We pressed our ears to the door, straining to hear the sounds of a wild demon inside.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Frankie whispered.

      “Me neither. Good sign. I’m going in. You stay here to guard the door. If Sonya comes back, thrill her with tales of red tape and filling out forms in triplicate or something. Now, please unlock the door.”

      I put my hand on the knob, but instead of casting an unlocking spell, Frankie gripped my arm. “Is this another one of those times when you think you should go in alone, but it’s a stupid idea, and you should take someone with you?”

      I raised my nonexistent eyebrows, flashing the demon blade. “I’m not going in alone. If you hear screaming, you can… I don’t know—save my ass or something. Okay?”

      She nodded, licking her lips and turning her eyes back toward the sounds of disturbance down the hallway. Quickly, she cast the unlocking spell. “Hurry.”

      I turned the handle, then slipped inside the room.

      Pulse thudding in my ears, I glanced around. Whoever built this space had watched entirely too much cop show TV. It looked just like the interrogation rooms from Law and Order or any of the many spin-offs—a metal table, two metal chairs, and a two-way mirror where someone could observe without being seen.

      What I didn’t see was the so-called magical demon.

      “Come out, come out, you little bugger.” I took a step into the room, the blade still in my hand. “I just want to talk.”

      “Of course you do,” a voice hissed from under the table. “You want to know about them.”

      Carefully, I lowered myself to a crouch and peered under the table. There, hidden by shadow, was the sloth demon. Small and squat with scaly red skin, large arms, and short legs, he appeared to be a pretty standard demon. His face was ugly as sin, and he smelled like a sulfur pit threw up on him, which fit the bill as well. Small, curved fangs gleamed in the scant light that reached his hiding place. I knew there were nasty claws on those red mitts of his, but none of that mattered if he could cast on me.

      I held out my hands in a placating fashion. “Look, I’ll put the blade away if you’ll play nice and don’t blast me. Deal?”

      “I’d be loath to make deals with humans,” he hissed. “But, by all means, put that dagger away. Just the sight of it burns.” He held an arm up to block the blade from view.

      Slowly, I sheathed the blade, keeping my eyes trained on the demon. “What’s your name?”

      “My name is of no consequence,” he hissed. “That’s not what you want to know, regardless.”

      “You like to cut to the chase. Okay, I can respect that. I want to know two things. How did you gain the ability to cast magic? And where are my parents, and did they send you here?”

      A low chuckle rumbled from the demon’s red belly. “You think knowing those things will solve your riddle, do you? Mortals are so small-minded.”

      My hands closed into fists. “I thought we were playing nice, bub, so why the name-calling? Do I need to find a way to motivate you properly?” My hand reached toward my ribs to where the blade rested.

      The demon hissed. “I will answer one of your questions, though the second question is two in one, and I cannot answer either. Even if you plied me open with that blade.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” I murmured. “I love a good flaying, but okay. Answer question number one, but do it fast. I don’t have a lot of patience. My slaying hand gets itchy.”

      Also, I’d heard footsteps heading this way. Any minute, Sonya would figure out what we were up to, then it was game over.

      The demon snuffled and shivered a bit before answering. I wondered if they’d injured him while getting him into this room. It certainly appeared subdued from the monster who tore apart an entire office full of wizards.

      “My ability to cast was given to me by one of your kind in exchange for something. It was to aid me in one task and one task only. Then, I will have fulfilled my purpose.”

      “Really,” I said, leaning forward until I was nearly under the table myself. “And what task was that?”

      The demon crawled forward until I could see his beady red eyes. “To kill you.”

      Then a spell hit me right between my eyes.
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      I’m dead.

      For an undetermined amount of time, I stayed sprawled on the floor, believing the demon’s spell had killed me. I thought about all my unfulfilled dreams, my wasted potential. All those unanswered emails. I hadn’t even worn clean underwear today for God’s sake.

      But I slowly began to realize that if I were having all these thoughts, I likely wasn’t dead. Either that… or heaven was more of a bummer than we could have possibly imagined.

      I opened my eyes.

      I was flat on my back, staring up at the ceiling tiles. A metal table leg lay beside me. On the other side, there was a smoldering pile of putrescence that smelled worse than anything I’d ever encountered.

      The involuntary gagging started right away. I rolled over, retching.

      “Oh, thank the goddess, you’re alive.” Frankie scooted into my line of sight. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I think… I was dead. The demon shot me in the face.” I reached up, finding my features still intact though the smell of burning fabric hung around me.

      “The ski mask burned off,” Frankie said, her breathing erratic. She knelt beside me, her hand on her chest. “I think… I think your botched invisibility spell saved your life. The demon’s attack went right through your head.” She leaned against the wall beside me, legs trembling.

      “What happened?” I said, sitting up. My head throbbed a bit, but the pain was tolerable.

      “I heard a blast and a thud, so I came in and saw you on the floor. That thing attacked me.” She pointed to the grease spot on the carpet.

      “You blasted it?” I asked.

      Frankie nodded.

      “Good girl.” I patted her arm, scooching to sit beside her.

      “I thought you were dead,” she repeated.

      “I’m not.” I laid my head on her shoulder. “But I might’ve been if not for you.”

      “Don’t do that,” she murmured, putting her arm around me. “Don’t keep almost dying.”

      “Okay,” I whispered. “But how’s my face?”

      “As ugly as ever.” She chuckled, her shoulder bouncing slightly under my head.

      “Hardy har-har. Nice to know trauma doesn’t take away your terrible sense of humor.” I pulled her into a hug.

      As we were settling into our nice moment, the door blew open, smashing into the table and skidding to the floor. Frankie and I cowered against each other as Sonya and Jason ran into the room.

      “What in the heck?” Sonya asked, glancing around.

      That was another thing about Sonya. She didn’t swear. A party pooper if I’d ever met one.

      Her gaze landed on me. “What did you do?”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “I was doing your standard prisoner interrogation protocol 0758 in the employee handbook, Sonya. You know 0758, don't you?”

      She squinted, then glanced at Jason, who shrugged.

      I stood, helping Frankie to her feet. “It’s okay, Sonya. You’re new. I’m sure Dax won’t mind if you have no clue what’s going on or you don’t know the basic protocol.”

      “What won’t I mind?”

      Dax Murphy stepped into the room.

      If I had balls, they would have crawled up into my body at that moment.

      Dax looked like a model in a fancy magazine⁠—expensive suit, perfectly knotted tie, a hundred-dollar haircut, and the most handsome face this side of Henry Cavill. He was also my boss and the guy who’d lied to me after drugging and making out with me.

      My insides wiggled like a vat of worms when he scanned the office, then zeroed in on Frankie and me.

      We brushed demon splatter off our clothes.

      “Hey,” I said as casually as I could. “How was your trip? Bring us anything?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Everyone, conference room. Five minutes.”

      He turned, then walked out of the room.

      Damn, he had a commanding presence. It made hating him ten times harder, but I was good at it, so I figured I could manage.

      Sonya stormed out after giving us a disapproving glare. Jason lingered, crouching to inspect the grease stain that used to be a demon.

      “What spell did you use, Frankster?” He pulled a pen out of his pocket, then poked at the goo.

      “An obliterate curse. I made it myself.” She blushed.

      Jason reached up with the hand that wasn’t poking at demon soup to give Frankie a high-five.

      “Don’t throw a party just yet,” I said. “We’re about to have our asses handed to us for destroying evidence and killing their star witness.”

      Frankie and Jason’s smiles faded.

      And, unfortunately, I was right. As soon as we entered the conference room and sat, Dax began to lay into us.

      “The demon is dead, yes?” He tapped his pen on the table, a sign of his disapproval. He also didn’t look at us—me specifically.

      “Yes, it’s dead,” Frankie said. “But he was trying to kill Winter.”

      “He said he’d been sent here just to kill me,” I added.

      All eyes shot in my direction. Frankie mouthed, “Really?”

      I nodded, trying to seem nonchalant. Lots of people and hellish creatures had tried to kill me lately.

      “What exactly did he say, Winter?” Dax’s blue eyes locked in like tractor beams, the rest of the room following suit. It was the first time I realized all active agents were at the table, the two new guys, Mark and Boris—two meatheads Dax brought in with Sonya—and us. They were big, muscled, and didn’t say much. We hadn’t exactly bonded yet, but I didn’t care who knew about my near-death experience.

      Slowly, I answered Dax’s question. “The demon said something like, ‘I was given magical power in exchange for agreeing to do one task.’ Then he said he wanted to kill me right before he blasted me in the face. Just your standard assassination attempt.”

      Sonya leaned forward. “And the spell went through your head?”

      “Yep,” I said, touching my face. The demon’s spell had somehow torn apart my botched spell, bringing my entire head back, though I hadn’t seen myself in the mirror. For all I knew, I could now resemble a cross between Freddy Krueger and a blind hairdresser’s last victim, but that hardly mattered.

      “Someone sent him to kill me. Who wants me dead?” I said aloud. It was what I’d been mulling over since I’d woken up after the attack.

      No one answered. We all knew—my father.

      “So, your parents are giving demons magical abilities now?” Frankie asked, breaking the silence. “That’s bad.”

      “Understatement of the year,” I murmured.

      Dax steepled his fingers. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Winter, you were under a powerful spell when you went into that room. That magic could have tainted anything you thought you heard.”

      I frowned. What was he insinuating? “It was my spell. And, no, nothing was tainted. I know what I heard.”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Sonya said, “but can we address the fact Winter and Frankie created a distraction so they could sneak into the interrogation room after being explicitly told not to and not only managed to nearly get killed, but also kill the demon we hoped to interrogate?” Her eyes darted from me to Dax and back like a sibling tattling to Daddy.

      I shot a nasty glare in her direction, wanting to say something sarcastic, but knowing better. Mine and Frankie’s positions at the agency had always been precarious. Both our parents were known members of the criminal group, The Viceroys. No one around here trusted us, even though we’d saved all their asses during the event that came to be called The Demon Concert Attack. No one remembered we’d revealed the plot and gone by ourselves to stop hell from taking over Michigan one drunken rave-goer at a time.

      Dax turned to us, his face serious. “Frankie. Winter.”

      “Yes?” Frankie trembled in her seat. She would not take being fired well. I would have to console her with lots of chocolate and maybe a new turtleneck. She’d be devastated, but we all knew it was coming eventually. I could—

      “Don’t do it again. Now, moving on.”

      The rest of his words blurred into noise as I realized we hadn’t been fired. We’d been admonished. Barely. No stern talking to. No probation or suspension.

      Wow.

      Across the table, Sonya’s face morphed from shock to anger. Folding her giant man arms across her chest, she leaned back in her chair as her gaze fell on me.

      I shouldn’t have smiled, but I did. No one ever said I was a nice person.

      “Now, I’ve called you all here to address a serious issue.” Dax waved his hand. A wall screen across from him displayed an image of a small, abandoned spot in a downtown area. Several dilapidated buildings with sagging roofs and tree-filled parking lots scrolled past as the camera, finally stopping on an outdated structure. A rusty sign read, “IGA SuperMarket.” It creaked eerily in the wind.

      “What is this?” Sonya asked, putting both palms on the table and leaning forward to peer at the screen.

      “This,” Dax began, “is your next assignment. This place is haunted, and I need you to clear it of ghosts.”

      “Ghosts?” I asked. “But we’re mainly a demon-hunting agency.”

      Dax tapped his pen against the tabletop again. “We’re the only paranormal agency in the state, and this is in our state—in northern Michigan in a town called Antedate. It’s a former logging town that lost its residents when the main industry dried up. A few folks stayed, and they need our help. They think a ghost has been killing their livestock and haunting this supermarket.”

      “You want us to go up there to investigate a haunted supermarket?” I couldn’t believe my ears. What were we—the cast of Scooby-Doo?

      “Yes,” Dax replied, staring me down.

      I scanned the table for everyone else’s reactions. Dumb and Dumber weren’t responding while Sonya had a sour expression, which was normal. Frankie seemed concerned, but there was no way she would speak out. Jason had magicked himself a Twinkie, which he was currently engrossed in eating.

      Like usual, it was up to me.

      “I don’t mean to always be the voice of dissent here, but why? Why would we waste time and resources on a haunted IGA when there are certainly bigger fish to fry—like my parents and The Viceroys?”

      “The Viceroys haven’t resurfaced in several months,” Dax said dismissively.

      “Wrong. They just resurfaced by sending a demon who can do magic to kill me!” Suddenly, my pulse pounded in my ears, my hands gripping the table as if I were about to flip it over.

      But my anger didn’t drum up the reaction from Dax that I wanted. “We aren’t certain what happened in there.”

      “I am.” I was angry now. Boiling mad.

      Dax’s expression hardened. “Winter, if Chambers would have wanted you to run the agency, he would have left it to you, but he didn’t. He left it to me. And, as long as I’m in charge, I get to say what missions we go on, and I say we are going on this one. You leave within the hour.”

      He stood, pushed his chair back, then stalked out of the room.

      Sonya followed, then Mark and Boris. That left Jason, Frankie, and me at the conference table.

      “Guys, does this seem like a totally stupid assignment to you?” I whispered.

      Frankie shrugged before nodding. “Maybe he has a good reason he’s not telling us about.”

      “Jason, do you know what’s up with this?” I asked.

      He wiped the last of the twinkie crumbs off his mouth. “No, bro-sephus. He doesn’t tell me anything about work. But we do talk about Kung-Fu movies a lot, which is dope. Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon is his favorite. Kind of pedestrian, but I’m showing him some good stuff from my collection.” Jason did some wild chopping in the air, expression determined. I was so used to it that I even didn’t blink.

      “What do you think is going on, Winter?” Frankie asked.

      I stared out the open door, my gaze on Dax’s retreating back. “I don’t know, but one thing’s for certain. Something is up with Dax Murphy.”
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      Rubbing my hand over my brow, I blew out a breath, grateful to have escaped that conversation with Winter while still in one piece. She might be reckless, flippant, and childish, but damn if she wasn’t one of the most observant people I’d ever met. And lying to her, especially now, seemed nearly impossible.

      She was going to find out. It was only a matter of time.

      And then what will happen, Dax? Smart guy, eh? When she finds out her parents are blackmailing you, forcing you to keep tabs on her with the ultimate goal of taking her out, what will happen then?

      Knowing Winter, she’d likely castrate me and serve my balls up on a platter.

      But it wouldn’t come to that—I wouldn’t kill Winter. Of course I wouldn’t. I would figure something out before The Viceroys decided it was time to take her out. That was the plan, or it had been. To buy time, I’d keep her and the agency busy, and out of their hair for a bit, and they’d forget about the plot to end their daughter’s life.

      Time to do what, smart guy?

      That…I didn’t know.

      Yet, the attack at our office was a bad sign. Had The Viceroys sent that demon—or had someone else? Did others besides Winter’s demented parents want her dead? Or had they gotten sick of waiting for me to finish the job?

      If I had to protect her from other outside forces, my job was suddenly twice as hard, and it was already nearly impossible.

      Shit.

      I wanted to talk to Chambers to get his advice, but if I told anyone, I’d have to reveal Rebekah’s secret and risk exposing her. There was no way I could do that.

      Poor Rebekah.

      Poor Winter.

      I blew out another breath, hoping it would clear the air and my conscience at the same time. It didn’t, so I called the house instead.

      The phone rang three times before Mrs. Volkov’s unmistakable voice came through on the other end. “Hello?”

      “Mrs. Volkov, hi. Just calling to check-in.”

      “Who is this?” she groused.

      “It’s Dax. You have this number saved, right? In case you need to call me?”

      “What number? What you want?” she asked in heavily accented English.

      I sighed. “How is Rebekah?”

      The old woman groaned and burped, blowing into the phone before answering. “She is fine. You called an hour ago. She was fine then. She is fine now.” Blatant annoyance colored her tone. Apparently, she didn’t care that she was being rude to her employer and one of the wealthiest men in the state. But wasn’t that why I’d hired her? She didn’t take crap from anyone.

      That and she was a babayaga, a witch so old and powerful no one would dare come up against her—not even Klaus Fischer and his Viceroy lunatics.

      “Can I talk to Rebekah?” I asked.

      “Fine. You wait.” There was some shuffling before my sister’s voice replaced the old woman’s.

      “Dax?”

      “Hi, Bek. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Mrs. Volkov made me borscht again.” Her tiny whisper barely made it to my ears. “I hate borscht.”

      “Well, you need to listen to Mrs. Volkov,” I scolded. “At least until Mom and Dad get home.”

      “When will that be?” she asked. “And when will you be home next? You promised to watch The Princess Bride with me.”

      Her words cut deeper than demon blades. “Soon, Bek, soon. I have some work to do. Afterward, I can come home.”

      And not worry about her safety all the time, I thought dryly. But I would always have to worry about Rebekah, wouldn’t I? Her disorder made my life a damnation as well. She would never be safe. Not until she was healed—and I had been assured by dozens of healers, doctors, and shaman that there was no way on Earth that was possible.

      Still, I would keep looking. Our family hadn’t gotten to where it was by taking no for an answer.

      And I hadn’t become the youngest head of a supernatural investigation firm for nothing. It gave me resources, staff. Information.

      I flicked my fingers in an unlock spell, then slid my top desk drawer open. The crisp manila folder was still there, untouched. I ran a finger across it, not daring to open it again. Once had been enough. And the information inside… Phew, it was dangerous. And potentially liberating.

      Carefully, I shut the drawer and replaced the locking spell. Then I added another charm just to be sure.

      No one else could find out the contents of that file until the time was right. It had the potential to save us all… or ruin everything.

      And the person who had the most to lose, and the last one I wanted to find out, leaned back in her chair and peered through the glass partitions, her green eyes, the color of spring leaves, penetrating more than the wall of glass.

      Winter knew something was up. She could sense it.

      I sighed again. It was becoming my favorite pastime—that and worrying myself into an early grave.

      Oh, Winter, how are we all going to make it out of this alive?
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      “People live like this?” Jason stared around at the field, the tall pine trees, and the unending two-lane blacktop that stretched for miles and miles without a single store in sight for his snacking pleasure.

      “One time, I came up here for Girl Scouts,” Frankie said.

      I gaped.

      “Well, not here, here. Up north. We rode horses. Mine stopped every five seconds to take a crap.” She swatted at a fly, then jumped as a long blade of grass grazed her ankle.

      I was not a country kid, but my teammates were soft. A few mosquitos were not going to get the best of me. “Where’s the ghost?” I asked, turning toward the grocery store in the distance. It seemed like a silent gray sentinel in the sea of tall grass.

      Antedate was less of a town and more of a series of widely spaced houses, one gas station convenience store with a sandwich shop inside, and one ancient hardware store. Oh, and a haunted grocery store just to round things out. From the corner where we stood, it seemed to be hopping on this Tuesday afternoon. We’d seen one car, one stray dog, and a squirrel. That had been it so far.

      Thrilling. It had been such a good use of our time magicking ourselves out here for this. I chewed my lip instead of the person I’d rather snap at instead.

      Dax had declined to come, saying he had business to attend to. He’d said we had more than enough manpower while nodding to Boris and Mark. Yet, now, Boring and Boring-er were standing off to the side, smoking cigarettes like idiots. Thankfully, Sonya had decided not to come because, “Someone had to stay and clean up the mess.” What a martyr, that one.

      She’d said the last bit about cleaning up while scowling at me like I was the one who’d torn through the cubicles and smashed the lights.

      Glad to be rid of her, I hadn’t minded the travel up here, since Jason transported us instead of having to use one of Frankie’s crazy salt circles, but now, staring down the haunted supermarket, I was starting to have second thoughts. I’d seen enough Stephen King movies to know that buildings could turn on people, and this dilapidated monstrosity truly did look haunted. The windows were boarded up, the foundation tilted unsteadily, and there was a strange odor wafting from that direction. The trees and weeds surrounding it loomed menacingly, large, dark, and spooky.

      Good thing not much scared me anymore.

      Frankie, Jason, and I stood together, kicking at the gravel and swatting bugs. The sun overhead was hot for a mid-September day, and I was starting to sweat beneath my leather jacket. I was also starting to get pissed off. Well, continuing to be pissed off. This assignment was bogus. Something wasn’t right. Having to stand here and wait for Boris and Mark to finish their cancer sticks was the last straw.

      Soon, I couldn’t take it any longer.

      “I’m going in,” I said to Frankie and Jason. I stalked toward the ancient grocery store without waiting for anyone to respond. Rip the Band-Aid off, that my motto. That, and We are all born wet, naked, and hungry. Then things get worse.

      “Winter, wait,” Frankie called as she and Jason ran to follow. “Don’t go in there alone. You need to stop doing that.”

      “Well, I’m sick of waiting around,” I huffed. “Everyone wants to talk about the right way to do something, but no one wants to actually do it. We need to investigate, so let’s go.”

      Mark and Boris moseyed up, flicking their butts into the grass like idiots. “You going in?” Boris said in a surprisingly normal accent. I guess I’d never really spoken to him since he’d been hired a couple of weeks ago. This entire time I’d been picturing a “Boris from the iconic characters Boris and Natasha” style dialect, but he spoke like a Midwesterner. Disappointing, just like the rest of him.

      I stuck out my chin, trying to look badass. “Yeah. Why not?”

      “Let’s go then,” Mark said, glancing at Boris, who nodded. Apparently, they were a set, like big, dumb salt-and-pepper shakers.

      “Fine. You watch my back,” I said, “Frankie, Jason, you can stay here. Keep an eye out.”

      “No way,” Frankie protested. “We’re coming.” She raised an eyebrow at Jason, who gave two thumbs-up, but I’d bet he just wanted to scan the aisles for leftover donuts or something.

      I glanced at the crew. Five of us going into a supposedly haunted grocery store sounded like the beginning of some ridiculous joke, but at least we were doing something.

      “Fine. We’ll all go. Joy of all joys.” I made a face.

      Leading the pack, I stomped across the road and into the store’s weed-filled parking lot. As we got closer, the building’s facade became clearer. The wood siding was extremely old, judging by the wear and tear. The sidewalk led to a set of steep stairs, which were not handicap approved or shopping-cart accessible. It illuminated how outdated the store was. Time did move slower Up North as they said, but this was a bit more than behind the times.

      On the left side, wooden stairs led up to a second story, making me think whoever had owned this place lived above it. My brain made a mental note to remember there was more to explore than the first level before hurrying up to the door.

      The front door was boarded with plywood, though it was loose and weathered from the elements. Still, I paused and glanced over my shoulder. “Frankie?”

      She wove her fingers into her normal magic knots as her ring pulsed blue. The plywood fell away, landing in the weeds on either side of the concrete steps. An old wooden door appeared, the glass insets long gone.

      I peered inside. The place was dim, dirty, and nearly empty. From my vantage point, the only things visible were a few shelves, trash, and a checkout counter with an ancient cash register perched on top.

      “Any ghosts?” a voice said in my ear.

      Jumping like a scalded cat, I nearly fell off the stoop and took Jason with me. I grabbed his arms, startled, then slightly angry. “Don’t do that. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      Frankie, on a lower step, smirked. “I thought the mighty Winter Davenport didn’t get scared.”

      “I wasn’t scared. I was… startled. There’s a difference. Whatever. I’m going in.”

      To keep my pride intact, I grabbed the door handle and pushed the door open.

      It creaked on rusty hinges, letting everyone and everything in a mile radius know I was going in. There was nothing awful inside, anyway.

      Still, the hairs on the nape of my neck rose as my boots crunched on the broken glass inside.

      It was an ancient store. Even without the goods on the shelves or the signs on the walls, I could tell how outdated everything was—from the home-built shelves to the old cash register with large circular keys similar to a 1940’s typewriter. On the left, there was an old deli refrigerator with sliding doors in a yellowing cream color. On the right, there was an open area where two plastic chairs laid on their sides next to a small round table, as if people might have sat inside and had lunch.

      “Hello? Any ghosts?” I walked into the store, scanning the place.

      Decay had crept in like a fungus. The ceiling was cracked and peeling, falling in places where it was clear the rainwater had leaked in. Small clusters of trash and a pile of leaves—that I had a bad feeling might house a nest of rats—hid in the corners. The linoleum tiles were peeling, some gone completely. The smell of rot and mildew made the back of my throat tickle.

      “Any ghosts?” Frankie whispered in my ear, nearly restarting my heart.

      I clutched my chest, breathing hard. “Don’t. Do. That. You and Jason both. Are you trying to kill me?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “Sorry,” she whispered. “But, seriously, any ghosts?”

      I shook my head, reminded myself I wasn’t scared—not of this dumpy place. A bit afraid of the rats and rabies, maybe, but not of ghosts.

      But then, something dragged along the ceiling above us. Slowly. Deliberately.

      “It’s upstairs,” Frankie hissed, clutching my arm. She was a bit of a baby when it came to this kind of stuff. I kept reminding her that she was in the wrong line of work, and she kept giving me those dirty looks.

      “Ghost is upstairs,” Boris told Mark, who nodded. Together, they turned and headed out.

      They were going to beat me to the ghost, then get all the glory. Nope. Not this time.

      I turned and barreled past Jason and Frankie, making a beeline for Mark and Boris, who were heading toward the exterior stairs. Just as they were about to mount the first step, I called, “Hey!”

      They pivoted in unison.

      “What?” Boris asked.

      “What’s your plan?” I asked, stalling as I hurried up to them. I didn’t have a plan either, but I wanted to get there first somehow. Except, they were blocking the only entrance upstairs, and these two knuckleheads were big. I’d need another way up.

      “The plan is to go up there and stop the ghost,” Boris said, side-eyeing Mark, who nodded. I coughed to hide a laugh as they began to climb the most rickety set of stairs I’d ever seen in my life. No way they were going to make it up without falling through a broken board.

      It didn’t matter. I had a better idea.

      I ran back around to where I’d left Jason and Frankie. They were inspecting an old can of beans, which was faded and bulging. Leave it to Jason to find the only food in the place.

      Stepping into their line of sight, I waved my hands to get their attention. “Put that down. Jason, quick, transport me upstairs.”

      He glanced up from his can. “Upstairs? Oh, yeah. Okay.”

      I drew my demon blade, then readied myself as he stretched out his hands.

      “Wait,” Frankie said. “You can’t use a demon blade on a ghost. Duh.”

      I glanced at the gleaming blade in my hand. She was probably right, but it made me feel better to hold it. “Fine. You come, too.” I grabbed her free hand with mine, then pulled her toward me. “Jason can send us both.”

      “He can?” she asked, gulping.

      “Don’t worry. What could possibly happen?” I gave Frankie a reassuring squeeze.

      Jason flexed his fingers, then began the patented transportation spell he was so good at. Finally, he placed his hands on our shoulders.

      Traveling by magic never felt natural or comfortable, but I was getting used to it. Between the sensation of being dragged forward by the navel, corporal form turning to dust like Thanos had suddenly snapped his fingers, the weird swirling, and then the popping up in a different place, it was a serious brain bender.

      In this case, though, we popped into being on the second floor of the haunted grocery store where we came face to face with an angry ghost.
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      “Oh my God,” Frankie screamed, jumping behind me.

      Thinking fast, I slashed the blade out as something darted forward, hissing and snarling. It was a dark brown blob that moved quickly, aiming right for my face. I wasn’t about to have it nearly blown off again, so I dodged left, pulling Frankie, who was still holding my hand, with me.

      We fell sideways, smashing into solid wood. Dust flew everywhere, clogging the air. The floorboards groaned, making me worry we’d fall right through, but I had other problems because the ghost was back. It ran at us, thundering over the saggy boards. Still hissing, its yellow eyes flashed.

      “Stab it,” Frankie screeched, yanking me in front of her.

      But I was still thinking about the yellow eyes flashing in the darkness and that hissing sound. Quickly, I formed a simple witchlight spell with my thumb and forefinger—one of the few I could manage without royally messing up—and pushed it into existence.

      Light flooded the ancient apartment, far more than I’d intended, but it worked. The ghost skidded to a stop, blinking in the blinding light.

      Except… it wasn’t a ghost. It was a raccoon.

      “What is that?” Frankie asked. “A possum?”

      “Raccoon,” I replied, wryly watching as the animal skittered toward an old dresser and shimmied behind it. “Not a ghost.”

      Sighing, I moved the hand casting the insanely bright light around, illuminating the rest of the dust-laden space.

      The windows were boarded up, the remaining furniture was ancient and broken, and the raccoon had definitely had his way with the couch like a kid going to town on a birthday cake. Fluff had been dug out and tossed everywhere, leaving a hole in the center that was probably his crash pad.

      I didn’t see any goddamned ghosts.

      Thundering footsteps pounded in our direction. The door across from us blew open. Boris and Mark rushed in, hands out, ready to cast.

      “What happened?” Mark asked.

      “A wild goose chase happened,” I almost growled, lowering my blade and dousing my light in frustration.

      “Goose? It was a raccoon.” Frankie sounded confused, still eying the place where the pest had disappeared.

      “I swear, Frankie, you are the smartest dumb person I’ve ever met. Let’s get out of here.”

      Grabbing Frankie’s hand, I started to lead her past Boris and Mark, then down the rickety stairs. They groaned and creaked, making me nervous about death by plywood, but we made it to the ground safely. I scanned the weed-filled parking lot. Jason rocked back on his heels, staring at us with his hands in his pockets in the same place we’d left him. Dax stood beside him, dressed in a clean suit.

      My blood boiled at the sight of Dax in his expensive clothing, not one hair out of place. I stormed his way with Frankie in tow.

      “What did you find?” he casually asked when we got to him.

      “What we found was a whole lot of nothing. Nada. Zip.” My temper flared as I planted my hands on my hips. “Are there any other pointless assignments you want to send us on? The case of the Devious Dust Bunnies? Or, maybe, the Mysterious Disappearance of Dax’s Good Sense?”

      “Winter, lower your voice,” he said, taking off his sunglasses and narrowing his sky-blue eyes.

      “Oh, no. Not this time. We left the office—where we were just attacked—to come to the middle of fucking nowhere to search for some dumb ghost. That, by the way, turned out to be a raccoon! A goddamned trash panda.”

      I expected Dax to get angry. Instead, he shifted to study the ancient grocery store. “I’m glad it was nothing. That means everyone is safe.”

      “Safe?” I asked, but Frankie cut in.

      “Where’d the tip come from? Who said it was haunted?” Frankie asked, squinting into the late afternoon sun.

      “I’d rather not say,” Dax answered, his face pensive. “Well, nothing to see here. We should get back.”

      “What’s happening?” Boris and Mark raced toward us, sweating and out of breath. They’d come down the stairs at an amazing pace, which was surprising considering how rickety they were. It couldn’t be safe to—

      An awful creaking noise filled the air, then the ominous sound of wood splintering.

      I glanced up in time to see the exterior stairs start to crumble. Before I’d even processed that fact, the entire staircase dislodged from the building and crashed to the ground with a deafening thud.

      We all gaped at the carnage, taking in the fractured boards and the excessive dust motes in the air. A dog had begun barking in the distance, and a car engine started. Boris and Mark’s eyes grew round as they glanced from the destruction to their boss.

      “Let’s go. Now.” Impatiently, Dax made a hurry-up gesture.

      Jason gestured for everyone to get in a circle. “One transportation spell coming right up,” he said. “Where to, boss?”

      “Back to the office,” Dax said, adjusting his expensive cufflinks. “Step on it.”

      “Right-o,” Jason said, snapping off a silly salute.

      He gestured for everyone to hold hands, like Frankie and I had earlier. I had a problem with the command, though, since I stood between Dax and Frankie.

      Dax held out his hand, acting as if he couldn’t care less that we were about to touch for the first time since the night in my apartment. The night we… Hurriedly, I shut my thoughts down. I was already sweating enough. I didn’t need to soak through my leather jacket.

      Even as I scowled at Dax’s hand, I knew I had to take it. There was no way I could avoid it without making a huge scene, which would be worse than the slight awkwardness going on now. Still, I couldn’t make myself do it. I couldn’t reach out to willingly touch Dax Murphy.

      Put your big-girl panties on, Winter. You’ve killed demons, carried your dead godmother in your arms, dealt with psycho parents, and survived your dad hiring a demonic beast to kill you. You can do this.

      Gingerly, I slid my palm into his.

      His skin was warm and softer than I’d remembered. Unlike my damp mitt, his was the epitome of professional detachment. He held my hand firmly and calmly with no trace of a tremor. Even though I pretty much hated him, I had to hand it to the guy. He was as cool as a cucumber in Alaska.

      When I glanced at him, he twisted his lips in a semblance of a smile, murmuring so only I could hear. “Thanks for coming out to this place. It couldn’t have been the first thing you wanted to do after nearly getting your head blown off your shoulders.”

      Heat flashed through me—the embarrassed kind. “Yeah, no, it wasn’t what I wanted to do, but you’re the boss, I guess.”

      He made a sound at the back of his throat that made me question exactly what he felt at that moment. Frustrated? Conflicted?

      Unsure?

      Jason’s spell grabbed hold of me before I could puzzle it out.

      The flushed-down-the-toilet feeling swept us away. In a blink, we were back at the office, deposited between the reception desk and the elevator.

      “We’re back,” Dax said, brushing invisible country dust off his somehow-still-immaculate suit jacket. “Teresa, can you… Where’s Teresa?”

      We glanced toward the receptionist’s desk where Teresa, the perky twenty-something who wore too much lipstick, always sat. Yet, she wasn’t there.

      Odd.

      A strange feeling began to tingle in my chest. Reflexively, I reached for the demon blade under my arm, but I didn’t draw it. My tingly bits had been known to misfire now and then.

      “Where is Teresa?” Dax asked again.

      Frankie shrugged. Boris and Mark moved to check behind the desk… like maybe she was hiding under it. Imbeciles.

      “She’s probably in the bathroom,” Jason offered. “I heard her order from Mario’s. That place gave me mad gas last time, bro. Explosive.”

      “Thank you, Jason. As always, so illuminating,” I said, walking past the desk and into the hallway. From here, I could see the other agents’ cubicles. They were empty, too.

      Shit.

      “Guys,” I said, drawing my blade this time. “Where is everyone?”

      Flashbacks from months ago raced through my mind. That day, The Viceroys had attacked this very office, placing a magical bomb that blew up half the place and killed eight people while injuring many others. It had been our first day here, but one of the last for Lawrence Chambers. He’d never fully recovered from those events.

      Blade in hand, I began stalking through the office.

      This time, though, there weren’t any explosions, disintegrated office equipment, or giant holes in the walls. There weren’t any signs that anything horrible had happened at all. Even the demon destruction from earlier had been cleared away. Everything seemed in place, so where was everyone?

      Voices echoed from down the hall, probably in the conference room.

      I raced that way, blade in hand.

      When I got to the closed door, I put my ear to it. People were talking. I also recognized the voices. No one was screaming or crying hysterically. Had my dire thoughts been wrong, my anxious feelings a mistake? Could they just be hanging around eating birthday cake or something?

      As I twisted the doorknob, I thought, I hope they saved some cake for us.

      When I pushed open the door, though, I realized I should always trust my gut.

      There was a body on the conference table.

      It was purple. A bright Barney-the-Dinosaur purple, to be exact. From head to toe, any exposed skin was an awful shade of violet. I scanned the hair and clothes, noting the manish arms and trim fingernails.

      Sonya.

      “Is she…”

      The receptionist, Teresa, whirled around. She answered on a sob, tears streaming down her face. “She’s dead!”
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      “Tell me what happened one more time.” Dax rubbed his brow, smoothing back his hair while he waited for an answer.

      After he made certain Sonya was dead and beyond medical or magical help, he’d gathered everyone in the entranceway. It was the only place big enough to hold us all since the conference room was currently occupied with an extremely purple dead body.

      Teresa wiped her eyes again. Her mascara was smeared all over her cheeks, yet she didn’t seem to care. “She was just… dead. I went to see if she wanted coffee, and she was… p-p-purple.”

      “No one came in the office while we were gone? No visitors? No deliveries?” Dax asked.

      Teresa shook her head. “No one. After you left, it was just us.” She gestured around at the staff who’d stayed behind.

      I surveyed the group: Poppy from Marketing, Ranajay from Customer Service, the two guys from Accounting whose names I couldn’t remember, another lady from Human Relations—either Rita or Rose, maybe, but I didn’t remember her name either.

      Geez, there were more people here I didn’t know than those I did. I needed to get around the office more. Join a book club or something.

      Altogether, there were about a dozen people here who could be considered suspects. None looked capable of murdering Sonya. Yes, they were all from the wizarding community, but with low-level abilities. People didn’t go into accounting if they could blast the shit out of someone using only their hands.

      Still, they could have let someone in. All knew how to bypass the excellent magical security system designed by my dead godmother’s firm.

      Oh, Andrea. It pained me to even think about her. She was gone because of me. It was why I drank to put myself to sleep. A little gin and tonic never hurt anyone. Too bad I never stopped at a little.

      I pushed thoughts of Andrea from my brain, tuning in to Dax’s questions. “And you found her in the conference room alone?” he asked Teresa.

      She nodded, loudly blowing her nose. Her brunette bob haircut stuck up on one side like she’d been tugging at it. “Yes. Sonya was on the floor. We moved her to the table after we determined she was d-d-dead.”

      “You moved her to the table?” Frankie asked. “You aren’t supposed to touch a crime scene at all!”

      The staff members, the people who answered the phones and crunched our numbers, nervously eyed one another. They had no idea what to do with a dead body. Whoever attacked made sure no one who could stop them was around before they went after Sonya. She happened to be the only person we’d left behind who had a shot at using her strength to foil a plan.

      That was likely why she was dead.

      “And it smelled strongly of peppermint,” a mousy woman from Accounting added.

      Peppermint?

      Jason snapped his fingers. “The Candy Witch.”

      We all stared.

      Wide-eyed, he grabbed my arm and shook it lightly. “Remember when Frankie’s parents suggested a healer for us after Chambers got ker-plow-ied?” He made an exploding sound with his mouth.

      “I’m not sure the correct term is ker-plow-ied, but yes, I remember. You call her the Candy Witch?”

      I remembered the woman in the Candy Shoppe well. It had been so bizarre. Crazy colors. Candy medicine. A rainbow parrot flying above it all. That couldn’t be hygienic, could it? Bird droppings did not a sanitary hospital setting make.

      Jason nodded vigorously. “She gave me gumdrops. They were delicious, but they smelled like peppermint. Everything she touched smelled like peppermint.”

      “The Candy Witch,” I whispered. Ah, it was starting to click into place now.

      The Candy Witch knew Frankie’s family, and we had learned Frankie’s parents worked for my parents as members of The Viceroys. We were also fairly sure the Candy Witch had poisoned Lawrence Chambers, making him even weaker than he’d been after being attacked in the sewer, something from which he’d never fully recovered. Yet, when Magical Law Enforcement came calling, her shop in Detroit had been abandoned, and no one had been able to track her down once we’d figured out she was a criminal.

      Could she have been the one to kill Sonya? It was starting to seem highly likely.

      As I pondered this, I glanced at Frankie, who appeared to be shrinking before my eyes. Like a turtle startled by a loud noise, her head dipped farther into her the neck of her sweater. I had a feeling if she could find a spell for it, she’d stick her entire head in there.

      Frankie had been having an even harder time adjusting to her parents being criminals than I had. Any time someone mentioned them, she seemed to melt into the floor. She was doing that now. I wanted to comfort her, but Dax hurriedly waved his hands at us. “We need to wrap this up. The trail could be going cold. Anything else?”

      Timidly, Teresa raised her hand. “Also, sir, your drawer in your office was broken into. I’m not sure if anything is missing or not.”

      Dax’s startled gaze darted up, landing on Teresa’s face. “My office?”

      She nodded. “Top drawer.”

      His frown deepened.

      Now, what in the fresh hell was this? More secrets? What had he been keeping in the top drawer, and exactly how many skeletons were buried in this office? I was determined to find out.

      “Frankie, Jason, Winter, I want to see you in my office right now. The rest of you, except Boris and Mark, go home. Boris and Mark, you will guard Sonya’s body until Magical Law Enforcement shows up.”

      “You got it, boss,” Mark—I think—said. Honestly, they were starting to blur together at this point.

      I didn’t like being ordered around, but I had about a million questions for Dax Murphy. Cornering him in his office might just get me the answers I needed.

      We followed him down the hall, where he shut the office door and set about casting a series of spells to cloak and recloak our conversation. Then he checked the contents of his top drawer before sliding it shut and falling tiredly into his chair.

      “What is our game plan here?” he asked, casting his gaze around for our answers. “How do we find this Candy Witch?”

      “Shouldn’t we notify Sonya’s family?” Jason asked, being the voice of reason. Surprisingly…

      Dax snapped, then pointed at Jason. “Good man. I’ll put someone on that. Now, what else do you have that might help?”

      Jason and I shrugged, but Frankie cleared her throat. “I might know where Evanora’s hideout is.”

      “Evanora?” Dax asked.

      “The Candy Witch,” Frankie added sheepishly.

      “What? Why didn’t you tell anyone?” I asked, whirling on her.

      She shrank even farther. “No one asked me.”

      “No one asked you? She’s a wanted criminal,” I squeaked, but Dax cut me off.

      “We’ll go now. See if we can track this individual down ASAP.”

      “What about waiting for Magical Law Enforcement? Aren’t they on their way?” Frankie asked, sounding scared. Would she get in trouble for not revealing where the Candy Witch’s hideout was before now? If they came knocking, I would not let Frankie go down for this, that was sure. It wasn’t her fault she knew criminals. I’d known loads of them in my day.

      Dax stood, straightening his expensive suit coat. “We don’t need to wait for Magical Law Enforcement. Actually, we should go before they get here. Don’t want them pointing the finger at Frankie unnecessarily. Prepare to travel. We’ll leave in fifteen minutes. If you need to pop home to take care of anything, I suggest you do so quickly.”

      “Just us?” Jason asked.

      Dax nodded. “We keep this small. Move fast. Get in. Get out. If we apprehend this woman, MLE will be pleased. Maybe then they won’t be so pissed at Frankie for keeping this information from them.”

      Frankie nearly melted to the floor.

      I rolled my eyes. Was he using Frankie’s fear as an excuse to hurry this along? It wasn’t her fault no one had thought to ask her about the Candy Witch. Every move Dax made was politics and P.R. lately. I might not have liked Sonya, but she was a person, and she was dead. I wasn’t concerned about how his office might look to the MLE—I wanted justice and to maybe track down my parents for good measure.

      And what did his top desk drawer have to do with it?

      The other two exited Dax’s office, but, apparently, he could tell I wasn’t budging. He came around the desk and leaned against it, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

      “What is it, Winter?” he asked, but I could tell his patience was running thin.

      “I have questions, and I’m not going on another assignment until you answer them, buckaroo.” I crossed my arms, too, letting him know I meant business.

      “You know, most subordinates don’t call their boss ‘buckeroo’.” He almost smiled as he said it.

      I shrugged. “You knew what you were getting into when you hired me back.”

      “I did. You have no idea how many times I have to remind myself of that.” He sighed. “But I value your straightforward approach, so shoot.”

      “I prefer stabbing to shooting, but, regardless, I want to know who gave you that grocery-store tip. Obviously, they wanted us out of the building so they could attack Sonya. Oh, also, what the heck was in your top drawer?”

      “I can’t tell you where I got the tip about the grocery store—no matter how many times you ask—so save your breath. But I want you to know I’m keeping it from you to protect you.”

      “Protect me, my ass—”

      “I think you are perfectly capable of protecting your own ass. How are the spell lessons with Frankie going, anyway?”

      I frowned. “Fine.” Awful. “And you’re changing the subject.”

      “Isn’t it in your best interests to learn as much magic as you can? You know, in case your parents attack again?”

      I laughed. “When have I ever had my own best interests in mind?”

      “Noted.” Dax gripped the desk, sucking in a deep breath. “Well, as much as I love our talks, I have to get ready for our next mission. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He stood and held his hand out, indicating I should head to the door.

      “This conversation isn’t over, Dax.”

      Tiredly, he ran a hand over his brow. “With you, Winter, they never are.”

      I shot him a dirty look, not sure if that was a jab, but it definitely felt like one. When I stepped out, the office door shut behind me. The sound of the closing latch solidified the fact I had learned nothing, and I was terrible at getting information out of people.

      Just add one more item on my self-improvement list, I grumpily thought.

      A hand on my arm startled me. Without thinking, I worked against my attacker’s thumb, whipping my arm around as I pivoted and pulled the demon blade in one smooth move.

      “Ow!” Frankie howled, pulling her hand to her chest as hurt flooded her face. “Why’d you do that?”

      “Frankie! Ugh. I’ve told you a hundred times, do not sneak up on me.” I holstered the demon blade as the spent adrenaline started leaking out of my system.

      “I didn’t sneak up on you,” she whined. “You just weren’t paying attention. I called your name three times.”

      “Yeah, well…” I ran my hand through my hair, glancing at Dax’s office. “I had other things on my mind. How’s your hand?”

      I reached for it, but Frankie was already running a healing spell over it. It was likely an overreaction, but I felt bad I’d hurt her. She shook her hand out, giving me one more admonishing look before refocusing. “I have something important to tell you.”

      “What?” I was distracted, frustrated, and acting like a bitch, but Dax had put me in this mood, so it was his fault. He hadn’t answered a single one of my questions.

      “I need to talk to you in private.” Frankie peered around before dragging me through the office to her cubicle. She’d decorated it with little knickknacks, cat photos, and cutouts of her favorite boy bands. It looked like a high school girl’s bedroom. I seriously needed to talk to her about trying to seem cool to her older co-workers. Before I could, though, she pushed me down in her office chair, spun me to face her, and began casting a cloaking spell.

      “Sonya says no cloaking spe—” But my words died in my mouth when I remembered Sonya was dead. Damn. Suddenly, I felt bad for every time I’d mentally made fun of her man arms.

      “There.” Frankie brushed her hands together, happy with her spell. “I need to make this quick. Some people around here are good cloak breakers.”

      “We don’t have a lot of time. We’re leaving.”

      “This is important, Winter. I wanted to know what was so important in Dax’s drawer that would cause someone to kill Sonya.”

      “Yeah, you and me both,” I murmured.

      “Well, I’ve been studying a little imprint spell that allows me to see objects that were once kept somewhere… and see what they leave behind. All physical objects leave a signature like a package of old meat does a smell—”

      “You can save the magic lesson for later. What did you find?”

      Frankie bit her lip, shaking her head. “You’re not going to like this.”

      “Tell me,” I said, suddenly extremely focused.

      “Winter,” she said. “A file was taken. It had a name on it. Fischer. It was something about you.”
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      I nearly choked on my own spit. “I’m sorry. What?”

      But Frankie’s face hadn’t broken out into a prankster smile. “The file had your name on it in big letters, and I got a sense there was something very important in it.”

      “Why me? Couldn’t it be about my parents?”

      She shook her head. “I’m almost positive it wasn’t about your parents. It was about you. I got a sense Dax didn’t want you, in particular, to see it. I’m very rarely wrong. You know that.”

      “Well, it must’ve been a boring file since everyone already knows everything about me.”

      “Apparently not—not if whatever info it held was important enough to kill over.”

      “What could it be?” I asked, holding my head. Frankie’s words didn’t make sense because I didn’t have any other secrets. Everyone already knew mine.

      “Your parents already hid something from you for twenty-two years. Couldn’t they have hidden something else? Maybe you have other powers you didn’t know about. Both sides would want that information. Your parents, especially.”

      I shook my head. Had she been eating paint chips? None of it made sense. “If my parents hid other powers from me, they would know about them, wouldn’t they?”

      Frankie paused, thinking. “Well, yeah, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But maybe they don’t want other people to know. Maybe that’s why they broke in, stole the file, and killed Sonya. Maybe she knew about it. That would make sense.”

      “What would make sense is if they tried to kill Dax. The file was in his desk. Why wouldn’t he be the one bloated and purple in the conference room right now?” I jabbed a finger in that direction.

      Frankie frowned. “Maybe he’s too powerful.”

      I snorted mirthlessly. “More powerful than The Viceroys?”

      Frankie shrugged. “I’m just telling you what I found.”

      “And I’m telling you that you’re wrong. We’ve got big problems, but rearranging my life isn’t one.” I pinched my forehead. There was no way—no way—I had other secrets. I would know. It had to be something related to my parents. But what?

      “Why are you dismissing this out of hand?” Frankie asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Because it’s wrong,” I said, agitated. I felt like I’d swallowed a basket of snakes. “Everything feels… wrong.”

      Frankie sighed. “We’ll figure it out. It’s going to be okay.”

      I shot her a look. “How do you know it’s going to be okay?”

      “I don’t, actually. It’s just something people say, right? They tell you it will be okay if somethings wrong. And, sometimes, it is.”

      “And sometimes it isn’t,” I said, standing before I said something I’d regret. “But whatever, it’s not like I could learn anything else terrible about my family I didn’t already know. Remember when they tried to kill all of Detroit?”

      She rolled her eyes. “How could I forget?”

      “A lot of Titos and Sprite… or maybe that’s how I forget. Are we leaving yet?”

      Frankie checked her phone. “We still have ten minutes. We can head home if we hurry.”

      “Fine. Let’s run and feed the cats.”

      “Yeah, I need to get something, too,” she added.

      “What? A new outfit?” I jabbed, taking my frustrated anger out on her choice of clothing, but she let it slide.

      “You’ll see. Let’s go.”

      Frankie and I left her cubicle. We were hoping Jason was still around. He was the only one who could get us there and back fast enough for Dax’s tight timeline. Frankie was out of salt. When we turned the corner, Jason stood at the front desk with Teresa, who was still crying.

      “… and I just can’t get over it, you know? I mean, I’ve never seen anything like that. She was just so… purple.” Teresa wiped at her tearstained face as Jason nodded sympathetically.

      When he saw us, he jumped up. “I gotta go, Teresa. I’m sure Sonya’s family won’t blame you for her death or anything, bro.”

      Teresa blinked at him. “I hadn’t even thought of that. Ohhhh!” She began crying all over again.

      Yikes. I felt bad for Teresa and all, but this was too much. After the weird crap Frankie had just tried to throw at me, I couldn’t process anyone else’s emotions. Not right now.

      Frankie took my hand, gesturing for Jason to grab the other one. “Get us out of here. Now.”

      He nodded, said his transportation spell, and we were sucked away.

      We reappeared in Frankie’s parents’ living room. Two of the cats that—moments before—had been napping on the couch—ran for cover, terrified, as our bodies solidified. Feline fluff floated in the air as I surveyed my surroundings and flexed my legs.

      “We have ten minutes,” I said, glancing at my watch. “Nine technically. Grab what you need. I’ll feed the cats. Jason, do you need to go home?”

      He shrugged. “Not really. Jorge has a lady friend over, so it’s better if I stay away for a few days. That dude is territorial. Massive alpha energy whenever he’s got his woman over.”

      Jorge was Jason’s roommate, but we’d never met him. From what I could tell, he wasn’t exactly the nicest dude, but Jason didn’t seem to mind. His mind, as always, was on food. “You guys got any snacks for the road?”

      Frankie gestured to the kitchen. “Find something in there. I need to go upstairs and check something really quick.”

      Frankie ran up the stairs, sending more cats flying in different directions, her pleated skirt bouncing with each step. She needed more battle-ready gear. The schoolgirl look might do it for some people, but it was not at all protective.

      Thinking of Frankie in some badass armor, I ran to the kitchen and found Mr. Nutterbutter under the table, looking put-out as Jason rummaged through our pantry.

      “It’s okay, dude,” I said to the cat. “Jason’s our friend, remember? I’m gonna get you some tuna, buddy.”

      Mr. Nutterbutter did not look persuaded, but when I cracked that tuna can, he didn’t turn his nose up at that either. Stroking his head a bit as he ate, I gave him one final pat, then I set out several more cans for the hungry eyes staring from the dark corners of the kitchen and headed upstairs.

      Frankie had given me the spare bedroom when I’d moved in a few months ago. Since all my stuff had basically been destroyed by the MLE when they tossed my apartment, I hadn’t changed the guest room much. It had been Frankie’s mother’s craft room, so it still looked like a hobby store had thrown up inside of it. The wallpaper was decorated with pink flowers with a border of white geese following each other in a never-ending line that moved when I wasn’t looking at it directly. The closet was full of yarn, fabric, and some small poof balls that rolled of their own accord while making tiny squeaking sounds. And the little buggers couldn’t die either. Believe me, I’d tried.

      But the bed was comfortable—and Frankie let me stay rent-free—so I couldn’t complain. Especially since I had no money.

      Well, I wouldn’t complain about anything but the ungodly ugly wallpaper.

      With the door shut, I stripped naked and redressed, getting ready for battle—breathable black pants that allowed for easy movement, a gray tank top, my knife holster with the demon blade inside, and then my trusty leather jacket on top. Finally, I strapped on the samurai sword Chambers had given me when he’d retired from demon-slaying a few months ago.

      Battle ready. Now, if only I could get my magic to work.

      I walked across the hall to Frankie’s room. “Hey, do you think you could give me a quick lesson on defensive magic again?”

      But Frankie was busy digging through her closet. Boxes and bags had been tossed on her bed—which was a disturbing shade of pink, as were her walls and carpet.

      “What are you looking for, a new interior decorator?” I asked, inching closer. “I mean, I get it, but now is not the time.”

      She whirled around, a strange metal device in her hand. “Ah-ha! I found it.”

      “What is that?” It seemed to be a small copper tube, just big enough to fit in someone’s palm, with a display window in the center showing blue liquid.

      “This is a Truth-Teller.” She held it up for my inspection.

      “A what?”

      “A Truth-Teller. I dissected one of those silly magic eight balls the Regulars love, kept the multi-sided die and the gel, and added this cool tube. The spell compels anyone who holds it to tell the truth.” She beamed as she held it up to the light.

      Frankie had a way of magicking things—taking ordinary objects and turning them magical. Most of the time, they worked. Sometimes, they didn’t. Once she’d fiddled with a toaster, and it still banged around the basement setting small fires we constantly had to put out. It was a good thing her fire extinguisher modification worked a lot better than the toaster mod had.

      “How does it work?” I asked, slipping it into my palm. The cylinder was cool against my skin. It began to tingle, but Frankie quickly snatched it away and dropped it into her pocket.

      “If you had held it any longer, it would have compelled you to answer any of my questions truthfully,” she said. “Though maybe I should have you hold it and ask you who ate the last of my key lime pie.”

      “I told you it was the cat. Now, about that device.” I pointed to it, changing the subject.

      “We can use it on Dax. We can get him to tell us about the file, Winter. Then you’ll see I didn’t make that up.”

      My gaze strayed to the bulge in her pocket. “Why would Dax lie to us?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m going to get to the bottom of it.” With quick fingers, she moved the Truth-Teller to her trusty fanny pack and zipped it tight.

      I did agree Dax was hiding something. I just didn’t agree on what. Still, the Truth-Teller would come in handy. That fanny pack, on the other hand…

      Jason appeared in Frankie’s doorway, his pockets bulging with road snacks, but for Jason, they were a battle necessity. “Ready, bros?”

      “Ready.” Flexing my hands, I tried to tap into the magic I still couldn’t wield. I would feel much better if I could blast someone with my eyeballs or shrivel their nuts with my mind, but all the training with Frankie hadn’t paid off. It turned out that I was an unbelievably bad magical student, but who could blame me? I spent years fighting and slashing. Small finger moments just seemed so… boring.

      Frankie whispered something in Jason’s ear, and he nodded. Then he approached, ready to perform his transportation spell. “Dax called and told me not to meet him at the office. We’re all going to meet up at the rendezvous point.”

      “The rendezvous point?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “What are we, James Bond?”

      Jason smirked. “Oh man, who’s your favorite Bond, Daniel Craig? No, I bet Sean Connery. Those eyebrows.” Jason waggled his eyebrows as he assessed my taste in Bonds throughout the decades.

      “I prefer the villains. Much more interesting,” I said. “Now, enough chitchat. Let’s go.”

      Jason obliged, moving over to touch our shoulders and whisk us away once again.

      But when we swirled into existence, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      Arctic tundra stretched before me. Ice and snow marched out as far as the eye could see, a blinding sheet of white that reflected the sunlight, making everything sparkle like diamonds. But the beauty was brutal. It was clear the temperatures weren’t like they were at home. My hands and face already felt bitten by the cold winds.

      “Frankie, why didn’t you warn us?” I put my hands together, blowing into them for warmth.

      Frankie sighed and began weaving, her ring glowing purple as she cast a spell to warm us instantly. “When you have magic, you don’t have to dress for the weather. Now, where’s Dax?”

      As one, we turned, spotting the fortress.

      There, in the distance, a giant ice castle rose out of the tundra. Huge icicles poked out of the ground, rising higher and higher into a giant ice pyramid. It shimmered in the light like an icy diamond.

      “Elsa? Is that you?” I asked with a smirk.

      Jason shook his head. “It’s just like the Fortress of Solitude from the 1978 movie Superman.” His eyes grew wide with wonder. “I mean, almost exactly like it.”

      “You’ll be more impressed to know it’s made of rock candy,” Frankie added, squinting against the harsh sunshine.

      “A cotton-candy enema wouldn’t surprise me at this point,” I said. “Where’s Dax? What are we supposed to do? Freeze to death while we wait for him to get off his conference call?”

      But as I scanned the horizon, there was no sign of Dax. An uneasy feeling crept over me. Why had he told us to meet him here instead of traveling with us? What exactly was the plan, and why hadn’t I asked before being transported to this candy-coated nightmare?

      “Jason, get us the hell out of here,” I said, scanning the landscape for danger.

      “Why?” Frankie asked nervously, but I waved her question away. I focused on trying to get Jason to haul our asses out of this godforsaken place ASAP. I had a bad feeling.

      He put his hands on our shoulders, then closed his eyes. I waited for the magic toilet to flush me away, but it turned out I was going to be waiting a long time.

      “There’s no magic here,” he said with wide eyes. “It’s blocked.”

      “What? No, I cast the heating spell.” But as she said it, I felt the cold seeping in, the biting wind picking up, and my hands and feet starting to tingle. “What the hell?”

      “What the hell is right. Someone locked the magic down after we arrived.” I drew the samurai sword from my back.

      A colorful object swooped in, flying in circles around our head as it squawked. The bright hues of the bird’s feathers were in stark contrast to the unending white everywhere else.

      “That parrot!” Jason pointed at it as it did another lap in the sky. “That’s the Candy Witch’s bird.”

      The parrot squawked again as if agreeing. “Follow me,” it said. “Into the castle. Squawk!”

      We exchanged glances. There was no way I was following that demented bird.

      “Come,” it said. “Stay here and die. Squawk!” It flew back toward the rock-candy castle, leaving us to decide our fate.

      This was a trap. Goddamn it! And where was Dax?

      “What do we do?” Frankie asked, trembling as she held herself against the cold. Her lips were already purple.

      “We go to the damn castle. Without magic, we’ll freeze to death out here,” I said, annoyed. “I just hope that bird tastes as good as it looks ‘cause I’m gonna kill it and eat those tasty drumsticks.

      We trudged toward the rock-candy castle, shivering our fannies off. The cold was bitter, and the wind was biting. We weren’t dressed for the weather—not even Frankie, because she thought her magic could solve anything!

      Maybe I was pissed at her or Jason for getting us here without asking any questions, or at Dax for somehow getting us into this, or maybe I was just pissed at myself because I should’ve known better. Out of everybody, I knew evil minds the best, and I should have seen a trap like this coming a mile away.

      Or maybe I hadn’t because I’d trusted my friends.

      I gave Frankie the side-eye as we trekked. This had all been her idea. Had she been in on this all along?

      No, not Frankie. I couldn’t believe that.

      Could I?
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      As the youngest head of a magical investigation firm, I should have had my shit together. I should’ve known what to do. There had to be a reason I had this powerful job at my age, wasn’t there? Some knowledge I possessed, some skill?

      And yet, when Winter left my office, all I wanted to do was call her back, tell her everything, and ask for her help.

      But I couldn’t do that. Not without ruining everything.

      So fixing this fucked-up nightmare was up to me.

      I slid the desk drawer out once again as if looking for the third time would make the file magically reappear. Of course it wasn’t there. The Fischers were clever and apparently one step ahead of me. How they knew I’d found the one piece of information that could bring them down and where I kept it was beyond my area of expertise. Did they have a tracking spell on me? A spy working in my office? That had happened before, and it seemed the most likely. But who?

      And did it even matter? They had the file. They knew what I knew.

      Now it would be a race to see who could act first.

      Which was precisely why going to the Candy Witch might be a good idea. She might know something. And, if Frankie could persuade her to side with us, then the trip would be worth it. But were we walking into a trap? Most assuredly.

      If The Viceroys had started hiring bounty hunters—like the demon they’d sent to kill Winter and whoever had killed Sonya—they were done partnering with me. I’d fucked up. Again.

      Still, I needed to know where things stood. I wanted to hear it from them before considering my next move.

      But I couldn’t do it here.

      Rising, I cast a transportation spell that took me to the office in my house, swirling through the wards and charms before landing in my office. Glancing around, I took in the cherry wood-paneled walls and lit-up bookshelves, which were decorated with my various totems and trophies. Nothing seemed out of place, including my antique desk, its drawers shut tightly, warded, and protected well enough to keep Viceroy’s out, though how they’d been able to breach my wards at the agency office was a mystery for another day. Still, I went around, sensing for magic, making sure none of my wards had been breached. They were intact. Thank God for small favors. No one had dared attack my home.

      I glanced toward the door leading up the stairs. Being home meant I should check on Rebekah and Mrs. Volvok, but I could do that until after I’d done my business.

      Settling into my leather desk chair, I pulled out the drawer and drew out the slim sacrificial knife.

      Blood magic had been outlawed for ages, but that didn’t stop The Viceroys from using it as their primary method of communication.

      Uttering the dark magic left a bitter taste on my tongue. Then I rolled up my sleeve and cut the Chathan symbol into my flesh. Blood dribbled out, falling on the wood of my desk, but I ignored the pain and spoke the final word of the incantation.

      A feeling like my entire body was being scraped over rough stone followed before the room shivered. Suddenly, a narrow window opened in front of me. In it, the man in the mouse mask appeared.

      Klaus Fischer liked theatrics—that much was clear. He loved the wolfish-rodent mask he’d worn during the attacks last year. He had donned it now to talk to me in the hope of intimidating me. The problem was I thought Klaus Fischer was a weak, pathetic man who bound his tiny daughter’s magic because he was afraid of her. A baby.

      Klaus Fischer was pathetic. I hated him. I hated sitting here in front of him while pretending we were on the same side, but, once again, I needed to play this smart.

      “Why are you contacting me?” His voice slithered out like a slug, swirling around me like a dank breeze.

      “You know why,” I shot back. “Someone killed my head of security.”

      He didn’t flinch. “Sorry to hear that.”

      “You aren’t,” I said. “You killed her. That breaks our agreement.”

      “I didn’t kill your employee,” Klaus said dismissively. “But our agreement seems to be in breach, regardless. You haven’t followed through.”

      “I told you. The time isn’t right. Winter is always around those friends of hers. I can’t just kill her outright. I need more time.”

      “Time is up. We know you’ve been digging into family secrets.” Klaus leaned forward. I had a feeling he was sneering behind the mask.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Two could play at that game.

      “We’ve had enough of your deception. Now, we will bring you to heel.”

      I leaned forward, gripping the table. This was getting out of hand. “Let’s renegotiate. We’ve both done some things we regret. Perhaps we can come to an agreement and move forward.”

      “The time of agreements is through. Now, you will learn to do as you are told or face the consequences.”

      I was about to retort when a scream echoed from behind me. At first, I thought it was Klaus playing games with me, but then I realized it was coming from the door behind me. The door to the house. My house.

      Rebekah.

      I was out of my chair and tearing across the office to the door in a split second. Flinging it open, I pounded up the steps and down the hall to Rebekah’s room.

      What I saw nearly brought me to my knees.

      The signs of struggle were everywhere. Rebekah’s flipped-over desk, her vanity mirror smashed with its contents dumped all over the floor, the pink fabric canopy top shredded into pieces, and the comforter discarded into a crumpled heap on the floor, its material littered with scorch marks, visibly told the tale. The smells of magic and fire lingered in the air, traces of it able to be seen by the well-trained eye. Shimmering trails of spells thrown by whoever had dared attack my home were clearly visible to me, anyway.

      Mrs. Volvok had put up a fight if the amount of blood splattered on the white carpet and the smell of hellfire were anything to go by. Maybe she’d taken one of the bastards out—hopefully, a couple. I prayed it was true. The thought gave me some solace when I turned to glanced at her crumpled body.

      “They came for her.” The gurgling voice of Mrs. Volvok made me jump. “They had magic. I was… overwhelmed. I’m… sorry.”

      I dropped to my knees beside her, readying my hands for healing spells. “Mrs. Volvok, hold on.”

      But as I began the spells, her head dropped to the side. A last death rattle sounded before her eyes went blank.

      I cast the spells anyway, even knowing it was too late. They’d killed her—slit her throat from ear to ear. Her shapeless house dress was drenched in her blood. One of her hands was broken, that arm twisted at an unnatural angle. Brutal.

      Her death was on my head, too. I’d brought her here. Put her in harm’s way. I seemed to be doing that a lot. Sonya. Mrs. Volvok.

      Rebekah.

      I raked a trembling hand through my hair. Rebekah. The monsters who did this had my sister.

      All of this had been planned. The timing seemed more than coincidental. This was a setup—one I should have seen coming.

      My hand strayed to the note left by the old witch’s body. Scrawled in sloppy handwriting, someone had written, Come to this location… or she dies. Come alone. Tell no one.

      Longitude and latitude coordinates for somewhere in northernmost Canada were listed underneath the words.

      I crumpled the letter into my fist, wishing I could tear it to pieces and burn those, but it was clear I’d be going wherever they told me. Doing whatever they told me to do. I was trapped. Stuck. Game over.

      I ground my teeth until the taste of enamel powder spiked my tongue, but nothing could change the fact I’d failed. I hadn’t protected her. I tried to keep her away from these maniacs, but, in actuality, I had thrust her into this world. Now, she’d been kidnapped.

      Going to the MLE wasn’t an option. I burned that bridge when I’d consorted with The Viceroys a few months ago. My parents were unreachable for at least a few more days. I couldn’t bring anyone from the agency with me or risk their lives, too. Winter, Jason, and Frankie were likely in jeopardy as well. They’d gone on ahead without me, likely either because of Winter’s impatience or more manipulation from who’d ever staged this.

      If that Candy Witch weren’t involved in some way, I’d eat my hat. The Fischers and their Viceroy team, too.

      I put my head in my hands. Why had Chambers picked me? If he hadn’t done that—if I’d never stepped foot in his office—none of this would be happening. Rebekah would be safe, watching Teen Beach Movie or something equally as awful and adorable.

      Once more, I glanced toward her bed, the knife blade of understanding piercing my heart again. My poor, poor sister. What was happening to her right now?

      I wallowed in pity and fear for one more minute. Then I got pissed.

      After I got up, I uncrumpled the ransom note and prepared the transportation spell.

      I would rescue Rebekah, Winter, and everyone else. Even heaven couldn’t help those who stood in my way.
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      “The damn castle is made out of candy.”

      We stood before the giant crystal pyramid, staring at its wonder. Even though I was freezing my fanny off and would have to get robotic toes after these were taken by frostbite, I couldn’t help but marvel at the structure’s elegance. Each piece of rock candy rose in beautifully clean lines that met at the castle’s peak at least a hundred feet up. Other shimmering candies radiated off the sides near the base, giving it a formidable appearance, much like a spiked ring of protection around a medieval castle. The sun glinted off it, making the entire thing shimmer and shine.

      And yes, I had broken off one of the smaller exterior pieces and put it in my mouth. What was I going to do—not taste it?

      The candy was sweet. Perhaps a little flavorless, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      There was a giant crystal door ahead of us, so big a semi could be driven through the opening. The door was solid candy like the rest of the building, but I had a feeling it was magically protected and wouldn’t simply crack to pieces if we chucked something at it or if I took to hacking at it with my sword. I wanted to put my sword to good use. Instead, I just clutched it with one hand as I crunched on hard candy and weighed our options.

      “Go in or freeze to death? What do you guys think?” I asked, glancing at Frankie and Jason.

      Jason seemed to think about it, but Frankie rolled her eyes, edged around me, and then stormed toward the front door.

      “Frankie, wait…” I raced behind her.

      “Evanora, it’s Francis Fienberg. Can you let us in?”

      Jason and I flanked her, battle-ready. Though, without magic, there wasn’t a lot we could do. So, instead of focusing on the fact we might be dead soon, I elbowed Frankie in the ribs. “You really should have more people call you Francis. It’s classic.”

      “Shut up,” she said, elbowing me back. “Now, when you get in there, do not joke. Evanora doesn’t like it.”

      “She doesn’t like jokes? Apparently, she hasn’t met me yet.”

      Frankie gave me that look. “I’m telling you, Winter. Don’t.”

      I shrugged like I had no real control over the situation. Frankie wanted to admonish me again—she loved admonishing people—but when the giant crystal door began to crank open, we both snapped our mouths shut.

      Together, Jason, Frankie, and I crept inside the crystal palace.

      It looked exactly how I’d pictured it. The floors were polished rock candy with ceilings soaring high over our heads that dripped with crystal chandeliers sparkling with artificial light. Ahead of us, a grand staircase curved up to the second-story balcony. My gaze drifted up, finding the only source of color in the place.

      The Candy Witch.

      She was wearing her usual Willy-Wonka-nightmare attire of a red-and-green striped skirt, purple-and-orange striped leggings, and ruby-red shoes that curled up at the toes, which seemed reminiscent of The Wizard of Oz. Her blouse was pink with bright green polka dots, and her hair was a curly mess of yellow and red swirls that resembled cotton candy.

      Her deep-set frown seemed out of place on a person wearing such festive clothing. She sneered when our eyes met. “Francis, I thought I told you to get yourself away from these people. Your parents would be so ashamed.”

      “Evanora, these are my friends. You remember Winter and Jason. They’ve been helping me ever since my parents broke the law and went to jail.” Her voice wavered, but she managed to put some emphasis on the last part, a good reminder to Evanora what happened to the people who crossed us last time.

      She scoffed, tossing her cotton-candy-colored hair. “Your parents knew the laws of these so-called magicians are bogus; only the weak choose to follow them willingly.” Her eyes narrowed, her hands gripping the balcony railing so hard bits of candy broke off under her colorful fingernails.

      “You sound like my parents,” I shot back. “They’re crazy. Are you crazy? What does that color palette say about you?” I gestured at her outfit.

      Her lip curled as her assessing gaze moved from Frankie to me. “Raya Fischer. You’ve brought such shame on your parents. No wonder your father has put a bounty on your head.”

      A bounty on my head, eh? That was new information.

      I didn’t let the witch know her words had any effect on me. Instead, I smiled. “Tell my father I’d love to see him come and collect it himself, but I know he doesn’t have the balls.”

      I gripped the handle of my sword as my heart beat into my throat. My father was too much of a coward to face me himself, so he had bounty hunters and mercenaries do his bidding. That was a new low. It also explained the demon. He’d likely been released and sent for me by some wayward warlock.

      “Is that why we’re here, Evanora? Do you want to try to take me out, too? The last guy who tried is now a grease stain on the carpet, but, by all means, let’s do this.” I lifted the blade over my shoulder, putting my game face on as my blood buzzed with anticipation. “Come down and face me.”

      Her eyes narrowed, her lipsticked mouth pinching into what might have passed as a smile on someone who’d never seen one before. “I don’t need to face you, dear.”

      The Candy Witch lifted both hands as if she were a worshiper in a church service, but instead of bringing out the Holy Spirit, several dark shadows appeared in the doorways.

      Well, shit. She had minions.

      Each of the seven figures lumbering into a circle around us was eight feet tall and made of what seemed to be burnt gingerbread. They were misshapen, malformed, and ugly as sin—like the baker had been drunk when he’d made them. Beady black eyes leered, strange downturned mouths grimaced, and big drippy feet tromped forward.

      They moaned as they circled menacingly close, bringing the smell of burnt cookie with them.

      “What in the fresh hell is this?” I asked, lifting my blade with one hand while tossing the demon blade to Jason with the other. It might not have powers against baked goods, but it could cut through gingerbread like a hot knife through butter.

      “Seize them,” the Candy Witch shouted.

      “Heads up,” I said, readying myself for battle. Jason, Frankie, and I backed up, forming a tight circle.

      The gingerbread Frankensteins lumbered forward, grabbing at us with their mitten-like hands. I slashed out, cutting off one arm while knocking back another. I ducked as one tried to grab me, then sliced again.

      The smell of gingerbread filled the air as tiny particles of it covered the floor. Still, they didn’t cry out or fall back as my blade cut away large hunks. They also didn’t crumble or fall to bits when I kicked them. They were made of stronger stuff than that.

      But there were only seven men. How bad could it be? Jason used his blade, and Frankie fought the best she could without magic. It should be over, so why wasn’t it?

      That was when I noticed more cookies forming a second circle around the first set. Damn. Someone had been a busy little witch.

      Two grabbed Jason, pinning his arms even as he stabbed the demon blade into them over and over. I watched, my terror mounting, as they began to drag him away, but I couldn’t look long because two more had Frankie. They started pulling her in the opposite direction, a muffled scream rising from her lips.

      Ducking under a large, lumbering cookie, I sprinted in her direction. I sprang in time to launch myself on the back of one of the monsters. Gripping with one hand, I hacked off the cookie man’s head, watching in awe as it fell to the floor, its frosting eyes and mouth wide as if it were surprised to find itself separated. Yet, the body kept going.

      “I can’t kill these things!” I shouted in frustration.

      Frankie glanced up as they dragged her along. “It’s no use, Winter. Just stop fighting. We can negotiate.”

      Negotiate? Did she hear herself? I had never been a negotiation type of person and wasn’t going to start now. Slashing and kicking, that was how you handled a situation like this.

      I hacked at the gingerbread men dragging her away, cutting at legs and arms, cleaving off pieces like a butcher going to town on a fresh cut of meat. Still, they kept moving with whatever parts they had. When one fell to pieces, another came to take its place.

      Sweating and cutting, hacking and slicing, I didn’t realize they’d moved us into a dark hallway lined with cells until it was too late. In a panic, I tried to backpedal, but two of the last gingerbread men thrust me through an open cage door and slammed it shut.

      I ran to the door, slashing out with my blade, but they shuffled away and returned with Frankie, tossing her in the cage next to mine.

      “Come back here and fight like a cookie man!” I screamed at their retreating backs.

      “Give it up, Winter,” Frankie said quietly.

      She was sitting on the floor, her arms around her knees, her chin resting on her chest. It was the posture of defeat, one I hated seeing on her. Without magic, I knew she felt helpless, but this was no time for surrender.

      “Frankie, get up. We can figure a way out of here.” Putting my sword down, I tugged on the bars, which appeared to be black rock candy instead of metal as I’d first thought. Maybe I could break it. I picked up my sword, then started sawing.

      “There’s no way Evanora would make these cells easy to break out of, Winter. She’s one of the best.”

      “I’m one of the best, too.” I yanked on the bars, kicked them, and swung my blade against them, but they held steady without a scratch to show for my efforts. It had to be magic.

      “Where’s Jason?” I scanned the five remaining cells, but Jason wasn’t anywhere to be found.

      Frankie shrugged. “Maybe she’s separating us. Trying to make sure we don’t organize a jailbreak.”

      “I’ll give her a jailbreak,” I said, though I wasn’t sure what it meant. “They better not be doing anything awful to Jason. Or my demon blade.”

      “Evanora doesn’t believe in torture if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      I side-eyed her. “Yeah, well, I remember her saying something about ‘you will die,’ so excuse me if I don’t take your word for it.”

      Frankie shook her head. “Evanora is not a killer.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about Evanora. Tell me what you know. Don’t leave out any details. Maybe it can help me figure out what to do next.”

      Frankie shrugged. “She’s a powerful witch—kind of weird. My parents would have her over for dinner sometimes. Everything would smell like peppermint after she would leave. Once she gave me a Barbie for my birthday, but I was already fourteen at the time. She was always kind of out of it and in her own world. She really likes movies.”

      “None of that was helpful. Thanks a ton.” Rolling my eyes, I slid down the bars and sank onto the floor. “Why does she have us here?”

      Frankie darted her gaze over to me, then said what we were both thinking, “She’s going to hand you over to your parents.”

      I winced, biting my lip. “Yeah, I was worried about that.”

      Frankie scooted over to the bars we shared, then gripped them. “Maybe you can get your magic to work here. Yours has always been way more powerful than mine. If you could tap into it, you might be able to get around the blockers keeping mine and Jason’s locked down.”

      I considered this, but I didn’t hold out much hope. My magic hadn’t worked well even at the best of times. Now, with all other magic blocked, I had no confidence I’d be able to use magic for scratching an itch, let alone to get us out of here.

      “Try it,” Frankie said, sensing my reluctance. “Just try.”

      “Well, now, who’s giving out the pep talks here, you or me?”

      “Hurry,” Frankie said, glancing at the opening across from us. “She’s bound to come check on us soon. Or get those demented cookies to do it.”

      “Let ‘em come. I’m hungry. I just need a giant glass of milk.”

      Frankie sat back on her heels, bringing her hands together. “An unlocking charm. Follow what I do. Watch closely.”

      I watched as she folded her hands together and interlocked three fingers, then gave a twist to the right and left. It was a simple spell. I did as she said, folding my hands and moving my fingers as she did. Nothing happened.

      I sat back, blowing out a breath. “Nada. No magic.”

      “Are you sure? Try again.” Frankie nodded at my hands.

      “Such a bossy pants,” I murmured, doing it again. “Nothing.”

      “Winter, you aren’t trying. I can tell,” Frankie gripped the bars like she was going to come through and whack me with a ruler.

      “I am,” I shot back. “What do you know? You can’t tell if I’m trying or not.”

      “I can!”

      “Ladies,” a voice said, “let’s calm down.”

      We both glanced up to see Dax Murphy in the entranceway. He wasn’t in chains. No gingerbread man had him by the throat. Yet, he appeared anxious and beaten down.

      “What the hell—” I started, but he cut me off.

      “I’ll answer your questions, Winter. Soon. But first, we have a meeting to attend. I’m told they want you in shackles. I tried to make a case you didn’t need them, but then they explained you hacked up half their men. I told them it didn’t sound like you, but we both know it does.”

      “Dax, what are you—”

      He held up a hand. “Please, let them put these cuffs on you. It’ll speed up the process. I don’t have much time.”

      I didn’t understand what was happening or what he was talking about, but I didn’t have time either. Two lumbering gingerbread guards came in with crystal handcuffs in their large mitted paws.

      They unlocked Frankie’s cage first before shackling her. I watched, my heart thundering in my chest.

      When they came for me, I held up my blade. “You sons of bitches better get ready to track down all your parts.”

      “Winter,” Dax said, finally exasperated and, surprisingly, upset. “Please. You need to comply. They have my sister.”
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      They had Dax’s sister.

      I let that idea swirl around in my brain. Rebekah was here? Why would the Candy Witch want an adolescent girl? My parents mostly wanted me for revenge, but also out of fear of what I might become. What could they possibly want with Dax’s sister? From all I knew, she was just a little girl with a grave illness no one would speak about.

      Yet, Dax’s expression convinced me. He was miserable. I’d seen him an hour ago, and it seemed as though he’d aged ten years in that time. Rebekah was the one person he loved more than anyone else, so, if she’d been taken, it would explain why he’d be here, not needing any shackles to keep him contained. He couldn’t fight them. Not until his sister was safe.

      And that put us in a very tight spot.

      That didn’t stop me from feeling pissed Dax got to walk along free as a bird while Frankie and I shuffled forward with our hands cuffed by sharp rock candy. Sure, I’d cut down half the Candy Witch’s cookie army, but it still wasn’t fair Dax was free. Now more than ever, I wanted to grill him and use Frankie’s Truth-Teller, but I wasn’t sure if she still had it in her fanny pack. Even if she did, we couldn’t exactly use it with my hands cuffed.

      Pissed off, I hobbled along the crystal hallways with Frankie at my side and the lumbering gingerbread assholes at my back. Dax walked ahead, not glancing back, so I settled for shooting eye daggers at his head. Sister or not, he’d gotten us into this. Of that, I was certain.

      My sword was back in that cell, and I’d given Jason my demon blade. Both of those weapons meant more to me than anything I owned. If I didn’t get them back, someone was going to have a very bad day.

      We stayed in the long corridor until we got to a huge throne room with a crystal dais and an oversized patterned window in the wall behind in. The glass mosaic depicted the Candy Witch staring out at a crowd of people bowing in supplication.

      “Ego much?” I murmured.

      Frankie shot me a look. No jokes, she mouthed.

      The Candy Witch was absent from her throne, as was Jason.

      “Hey, Dax, where’s Jason?” I asked.

      Dax glanced around as if the thought just occurred to him. “I don’t know. I’m sure they’ll bring him along shortly.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but the Candy Witch entered the throne room. She’d changed her outfit. Now, instead of looking like a candy shop threw up on her, she looked like a candy shop had sex with a renaissance festival, and they’d produced a mutant baby. Her skirt was long and her bodice low, but they were both in the demented candy colors she loved so much. Her cotton-candy hair was coiffed into one of those medieval queenly hairdos, but it was actually a hairdon’t if you asked me.

      Bad joke, but humor was all I had going for me at the moment.

      “This is just ridiculous.” I leaned back, gazing up at the ceiling. “What did I do to deserve this, Lord?”

      “It’s my lady,” the Candy Witch said, sitting on her throne. “Or Your Highness if you’d rather.”

      “The last time I checked, you were a candy shop owner/mad scientist. No one has elected you queen as far as I can tell.” I glanced around the magical throne room and back as if to make my point.

      As if on cue, her remaining gingerbread men came lumbering over from both sides. They flanked her, awaiting her orders. So those were her subjects.

      I shook my head. “You know, the flying monkeys would have totally ripped the Wicked Witch apart given enough time. And your gingerbread men look less forgiving than monkeys. Though, they are less likely to throw poop.”

      “Does your mouth ever stop running, Raya Fischer?” She cast an evil sneer my way.

      The use of my old name was starting to piss me off. “I don’t go by that anymore. Be polite. I don’t call you a demented hag, even though that’s the most fitting moniker.”

      Dax held up a hand. “Winter, that’s enough.”

      “You’re enough,” I mumbled.

      Dax stepped forward, taking control. “We’ve come as you asked. There’s no need for this. If you hand over my sister, we won’t mention to the MLE that it was you who killed one of our own. Refuse, and we’ll make sure you are brought to justice.” He clasped one hand over his wrist while acting as cool as a cucumber.

      Evanora smiled, batting her pink eyelashes. Did she have a crush on him like so many before her? Maybe he could sweet-talk her and take her to bed so he could get us the hell out of here. At least I’d get something out of Dax’s sexual prowess this time if he did.

      “Mr. Murphy, who are you to speak to me about laws when your parents have made so much money out of the ones they helped to write? Magical Law is a farce, a group of self-important idiots who want to control magic so they can consolidate power. But magic isn’t theirs to control.” Her eyes went wild at this. She spoke about magical laws in a fanatical way that made the hairs on my arms stand up. She truly was crazy. Not a good sign.

      “Regardless…” Dax said, running a hand through his golden hair—he was being tantalizing on purpose, I could tell. “There are laws, and we must follow them. If we don’t like it, we can go through the proper channels and try to get them amended. Throwing out all edicts because you don’t like a few would descend the world into chaos.”

      She smiled, revealing stained teeth. “Maybe I like a little chaos.”

      The floor beneath our feet began to rumble. A crack snaked across the throne-room floor, widening between us and the dais until it opened like a giant maw. As the floor shook, I tried to stay on my feet while simultaneously keeping an eye on Frankie. Seemingly horrified, she gaped at the chasm being created.

      “What is that?” I asked when the rumbling stopped.

      “This is my masterpiece.” The Candy Witch stared down in joy and satisfaction as if she were gazing at her newborn child.

      All I saw was a huge, gaping canyon filled with strange swirling mist and a few twinkling fairy lights.

      “Creepy fog. Great. Can we get back to letting us go so we can get the hell out of here?”

      She smiled, preening a bit as she touched up her crazy-colored hair. “You’ll be leaving, dear, but I don’t think you’ll like how. Regardless, while we wait for your parents to arrive and reward me for my loyalty and cunning, I think I’d like some entertainment. And I find the best entertainment is when talented people are set against great odds.” She glanced at me as her wicked smile grew.

      “I don’t think I like where this is going,” I said.

      “Evanora,” Frankie said, trying to get her attention to no avail.

      The Candy Witch stepped off her dais and sauntered toward the edge of the chasm, peering down. “Yes, Raya, I think you’ll provide some wonderful entertainment, but you’ll need a partner.”

      Now, this pissed me off. “Leave Frankie out of this.”

      Frankie shuffled closer to me, her cuffed hands wrapping around my arms. “Evanora, please.”

      The Candy Witch smirked. “Not Frankie.”

      The Gingerbread Men behind Dax grabbed his arms, catching him unawares. He didn’t even have a second to attempt to fight them off before he was pinned. “What are you doing? Get your hands off me.”

      But they held him firm, manhandling him to the edge of the chasm just as the ones behind us pulled Frankie away and pushed me beside him.

      We stood at the precipice, peering down. How far was the bottom? If they pushed us in, would we splat and die? My heart pounding in my chest, I refused to let fear enter my features. I wouldn’t give that Candy Bitch one ounce of my fear.

      Beside me, Dax still tried to bargain. “Let’s stop this and talk. The Fischers will want to speak to me.”

      My parents would want to speak to him? Why? Every one of his words brought me closer to the realization that Dax might be working for the other side.

      Dismissively, the Candy Witch flicked her hand in the air. “When the Fischers get here, they can deal with you however they want. In the meantime…”

      The Gingerbread men picked us up, dangling us over the chasm. My feet windmilled as I stared at the swirling mist. “Let me go,” I shouted, but then revised it to, “On second thought, don’t. Don’t let me go.”

      The Candy Witch’s laughter sounded evil. “This will be such fun. You must get through the trials, then make your way to the castle at the center of the maze where your loved ones wait.”

      “You will let my sister go this instant or pay the price,” Dax demanded, his eyes sharp as demon blades.

      The Candy Witch didn’t seem the least bit afraid. Instead, she turned her attention to the gingerbread men behind us. “Good luck.”

      At this, the gingerbread man holding me let go.

      I fell, tumbling into space.
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      “Fuuuuuu…”

      I tumbled over and over, dropping through swirling mist as I went.

      There was no up or down, no left or right. Everything rushed by in a blur. Streaks of color smeared as I dropped past them. The walls of the chasm seemed to be painted with something, but I couldn’t discern what, nor could I grab on since the sides were too far away.

      So I kept falling. What in the hell else was I supposed to do?

      Magic. I had magic!

      Quickly, I thought over the spells Frankie had taught me, but none came to mind. Besides, casting wasn’t an option since I was plummeting to my death!

      The ground rose beneath me, a swath of green that came up fast. All I could think was, Noooo, as I pushed my hands forward in a futile attempt to stop myself.

      It was as if someone slammed on the brakes. My body stopped falling like a rope had caught me around the middle. My legs and arms lurched downward, but the rest of me jerked to a stop just four feet from the grassy ground.

      Blinking, I glanced around, realizing I had done it. I’d used magic to stop myself from falling again. Now, if I could only get it to do other things.

      A scream drew my attention to another figure streaking down from above. This time, I threw my hands up and thought, Stop, at the body hurtling toward the ground.

      Dax lurched to a stop a few feet above me. I watched as his arms and legs snapped down, yet his middle came to a complete stop in mid-air. As he gaped at me, the surprise registered on his face… right before he lost his lunch.

      I almost laughed as Dax Murphy, Mr. Suave himself, threw up a fifty-dollar lunch onto the grass below us. Luckily, he was beside me and not above me.

      “What… happened?” He blinked, swiveling his head up to stare into the canopy of mist above us.

      “They threw us in. I saved your life. You’re welcome.” I shrugged, then windmilled my arms and legs as I attempted to reach the ground a few feet below. Unfortunately, it was like I was stuck with no way to get down. My magic had kept us from plummeting to our deaths, but I was not sure how to turn it off.

      “Can’t you get us down?’ Dax asked, arching a self-important eyebrow like he didn’t remember that he’d just made a sidewalk pizza on the ground.

      “Hold your damn horses.” Wiggling, I twiddled my fingers. I even tried a few spells Frankie had taught me, but nothing brought me closer to the ground.

      “Shit.”

      Dax sighed. “If there’s magic, then let me…” Moving his hands in two sweeping motions, he pushed down.

      We came unglued, falling into the grass. I stood, brushing myself clean. Dax, however, was going to need a good dry cleaner.

      “These pants were five hundred dollars,” he mumbled.

      “Well, that’s a stupid amount of money to spend on pants. Mine? Ten dollars. Salvation Army. Cheap. Smart.” I gestured to my hardy but stretchy black pants like I was on the runway. “Now, where in the hell are we?”

      Glancing around, I took in the Candy Witch’s hallucinatory dream.

      It felt like a surrealist watercolor painting of a summer’s day. The sky was a vibrant blue, so brilliant it hurt my eyes. The never-ending stretch of grass was the kind of green only seen in crayon boxes. White birds floated in the sky, though their movements were strange and off-kilter, making me think they were magicked there. Smells were weird, too. All at once, I detected the aromas of ballpark hot dogs, lilacs, and fresh running water, though I saw none of those things.

      But the strangest thing was there were no sounds save the ones Dax and I were making.

      “What in the fresh hell is this?” Dax asked, glancing around. “That witch made this?”

      “If she did, we better watch out. She has a habit of animating childhood treasures and making them awful. I keep expecting a teddy bear to try to rip my head off.”

      Dax made a noise of agreement, shading his eyes from the sky’s brilliance. “It’s bright, but there’s no sun. No sounds, but the smells are insane.”

      “What did you expect?” I was still annoyed with him, and I wanted him to know it. Though we were thrust here together, we weren’t on the same side. He was a liar and a thief. I only wished I knew exactly what he’d lied about and what his plans were.

      Suddenly, something spasmed in my jacket pocket. Instinctively, my hand dipped in and closed over a cool metal cylinder that hadn’t been there the last time I’d checked. I pulled it out, then opened my palm.

      The Truth-Teller. Frankie must’ve slipped it in there right before they’d chucked me into the abyss.

      “What’s that?” Dax asked.

      I shoved my fist in my pocket, quickly letting it go so it couldn’t take control of me. “It was a… tampon.”

      He recoiled like a typical male.

      Carefully, I zipped my jacket pocket to make sure I couldn’t lose Frankie’s amazing invention. I had a feeling it would come in handy.

      While I ruminated on this new development, I made a one-eighty turn and spotted the maze.

      “Holy Helena,” I said, giving a low whistle.

      I’d grown up infatuated with the movie The Labyrinth, starring David Bowie in some extremely tight pants. Seeing him that way had spurred my sexual awakening, but, more so, ignited my imagination with the strange labyrinth full of the weird creatures and stunning traps. It seemed the Candy Witch might have had a similar love for the movie since the gray stone maze with the castle behind it seemed remarkably familiar.

      “That’s the maze.” Dax shielded his eyes again, squinting in that direction.

      “Ding, ding, ding. Tell him what he’s won, Patricia!” I started toward it without waiting.

      He jogged up behind me. “Winter, listen. We need to work together.”

      “Oh, now we need to work together?” I cooed. “Well, Dax, if you recall, we don’t synergize, as they say, and I’m not feeling like teammate material after you got us captured by an insane weirdo who wants to use us as pawns in her game!”

      I kept walking.

      “Winter, I’m sorry.” He jogged beside me. “You don’t understand what’s been going on. I haven’t had much choice.”

      “Ha. You’re Dax Murphy. I’m fairly sure you’ve had more choice than anyone I’ve ever met.” I gave him what I hoped was a withering stare. It seemed to cow him enough that he shut up. We tromped to the maze’s outer wall in silence.

      But when we got to the twelve-foot-tall stone wall with an arched entrance in the middle, he started again. “We need to have each other’s backs in there,” he said. “There’s no telling what’s inside.”

      “And me without my sword and dagger.” I sighed. Without those two lovely pieces of honed and magicked steel, I felt naked. Worse than naked. Bent over prison style.

      “But your magic works here,” he offered as he took out expensive cufflinks and rolled up his sleeves. “As does mine.”

      With a few movements, a shimmering light formed a sort of magical barricade in front of us about six feet wide and just as high.

      “Protection,” he said, glancing at me for approval.

      Still mad, I merely nodded. “Let’s hope the worst thing in there is made of cookies because, damn, I’m hungry.”

      His eyes swept the moss-covered stone walls. “I have a feeling it’s going to be worse than cookies. Stay beside me. The shield won’t work if you get out of range.”

      I glowered. He’d pinned me to him in the guise of protection. It felt far too much like oppressive patriarchy to my liking. My skin crawled at the thought of cowering behind his stupid shield.

      “I’ll be fine, thanks.” I stomped through the arch, glanced down identical maze pathways, and picked right.

      Only to have the ground open beneath my feet and suck me up.

      Shiiiit.

      This time, instead of falling, I found myself sliding. Skidding down at an intense rate, I rolled over onto my stomach, scrambling to grip onto anything I could as I rushed downward.

      “Winter!” Dax called, but even his voice disappeared as the slide took a turn and kept going. It was too late for him to save me.

      What have I done now?

      I kept grabbing, trying to slow my descent, but the walls and floor were smooth as glass. The little light I had from the hole above disappeared once the slide curled left, and I couldn’t even see. Instead of being scared, though, I was pissed. Why was I continuously falling? Couldn’t the witch think of anything more creative?

      Finally, the slide leveled out. I began to slow, my descent ending in a soft mound of fabric. Shocked to find myself on solid ground, I glanced around only to find more blackness.

      Son of a biscuit, this was just one complication after another.

      Not able to see, I crawled forward, feeling more of the soft material ahead of me. It seemed like a series of pillows, both big and small, stacked on top of each other in all directions, but why or what else might be in the space, I didn’t know.

      A loud, echoing cry behind me made me whirl around even though I couldn’t see what might be coming. Still, I could tell someone had fallen down the slide behind me, landing on the pillows at the base with an oomph.

      “Dax?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “These pants are definitely ruined now. Where are we?”

      “No idea. Did you fall? Why are you down here?”

      “I told you that we have to stick together.”

      Oh. He’d followed me down into the depths despite not knowing if it led to certain death. That was… nice. Still, admitting that made me feel all twisted up inside, so I focused on my search. I tried to find any information I could on the room we currently inhabited.

      “Feels like a lot of pillows,” I said, giving him the play-by-play. “I haven’t found much yet.”

      At that moment, my hand brushed into something solid.

      This was new.

      I followed the hard object up, finding it curved out a bit in the middle like some sort of sculpted lamp or an ornate piece of furniture.

      “There’s something here.”

      “What is it?” Dax began shuffling toward the sound of my voice.

      “I don’t know.” I traced over some strange ridges before coming into contact with something softer, something more… organic.

      I snatched my hands back, an awful feeling coursing through my body.

      What I’d found wasn’t an ornate lamp or piece of furniture.

      It was alive.

      As if to confirm my suspicions, a gravelly voice filled the room with sound and my heart with dread.

      “The question is not a what, but a whooo.”
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      There was the snap of the match, the smell of sulfur, a blue flash, and a steadier yellow light as the thing I’d found brought the fire to a lantern.

      I reeled, bumping into Dax, whose arms wrapped around me and drew me away from whatever it was we’d stumbled into. We stopped at the far wall with nowhere left to run. The lantern light illuminated the low-ceiled room with no discernable exits besides the slide up and possibly a hallway on the other side of the creature bathed in shadow.

      Speaking of creatures. We watched, speechless, as the thing held the lantern up and illuminated itself.

      It looked like an owl had mated with a large lobster. But, upon closer inspection, I realized the hard outer shell was black plated armor. Yet, the idea this was merely an owl stuffed into a suit of armor didn’t work, either. The body proportions were too humanoid. There were legs and boots, arms and gauntlets. An owl’s body wouldn’t have fit inside that getup no matter how hard someone shoe-horned it in.

      It didn’t wear a helmet or face covering, so we could see its expression. The owl appeared to be a species called Tyto—which I’d learned thanks to a children’s movie I was probably way too old to enjoy—with wide white feathers radiating around large black eyes. A small yellow beak rested beneath them, sharp and dangerous looking. Speaking of danger—a sword hung from a strap on its back.

      And here I was without mine. My hands itched to take his.

      Mentioning hands made me realize Dax’s arms were still around me. When I shook loose, he let go as if he’d forgotten he was cradling me as well. This trip was making us far too casual.

      Needing something to think about besides Dax Murphy, I decided to speak.

      “Hi there. Nice to meet you. Can you tell us who you are and what are you doing way down here?”

      The owl blinked its large eyes before slowly answering. “The right question is—what are yooou doooing here?” He drew out the ooou syllables like a cartoon character.

      “We know what we’re doing here,” Dax said. “We’re supposed to get through the maze, but we’ve already found ourselves beneath it. How do we get out and back up?”

      The owl guard pointed a gauntlet-covered hand—wing?—in Dax’s direction. “That is a better question.”

      Without another word, the owl guard turned and lumbered away, his armor clanking as he maneuvered around the pillow-covered floor.

      “What do we do?” I asked, aware that, despite my better judgment, I was asking for his help, but I was too shocked to figure out this insane situation on my own.

      “I guess we follow him. I’ll go first.”

      Once again, he cast his protection spell. This time, I didn’t make a fuss about walking behind it. That owl guard was weird, and what we were likely to encounter had to be even more bizarre.

      I wasn’t wrong. Ahead of us, the caverned opened, a hole far up in the cave ceiling letting in light so we could see the scene before us.

      There were beds—many beds—laid out in a row, stretching from us to a platform on the far side of the cavern. As far as I could tell, the beds were hovering above a very deep chasm that plunged into darkness. I had a feeling when we got to the bottom of that one, there wouldn’t be soft pillows to comfort our fall.

      “What is this?” Dax asked, anger tingeing his voice. I could tell he didn’t like the silliness of this place one bit.

      The owl guard seemed unphased. “This is The Slumber Crossing.”

      “Yeah, okay, but what do we do here?” Dax gestured at the beds in frustration.

      Once again, the owl seemed nonplused. “Yooou cross.” His beak twittered at the end, reminding us we were not in Kansas anymore.

      Dax growled and threw his hands up, letting me know it was my turn to take over.

      “Hey, there, Mr. Owl… Man Guy. Thanks for showing us here. Cool place. Did you decorate yourself or hire it out?”

      He blinked.

      “Right, so… here’s the thing. I have a feeling it isn’t going to be as simple as bopping across a bunch of soft beds. There are traps. Am I right?”

      The owl guard dipped his head, a solid indication I was on to something.

      “Sooo, can you tell us what those traps are?” I batted my eyelashes, completely unsure if there was any way to win an owl over to my side. I was fresh out of pocket mice or severed rabbit heads.

      The owl guard shook his head, swiveling it around before coming back again. I’d seen documentaries of owls doing this, but to witness it in person was impressive.

      His words were less so. “I can’t tell yooou anything.”

      “Great.” Sighing, I glanced back at Dax. “We go across, and we take our chances. I don’t see any other way, and we’re wasting time.” I knew he cared deeply about his sister, and I didn’t want Jason or Frankie dead. And, for Jason, an empty stomach probably felt like death, so we needed to hurry.

      “Right. Okay.” Dax had dropped the shield and readied himself, adjusting his rumpled shirt sleeves and flexing his fingers. “Magic works, so we use magic. I’ll transport us.”

      He wove his hands in a spell before reaching for me, but instead of transporting us to the other side, a shock zapped my arm.

      “Ow,” I said, rubbing it. “What was that?”

      Dax looked at his hands, surprised. “It feels like the transportation spell is blocked. Damn it.”

      “I don’t trust magic anyway. Let’s just cross.”

      He scowled but agreed. “Fine. I’ll go first. You follow.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Lord, you say that a lot. Just do it. How bad can it be?”

      He glanced back. “You should never say those words, Winter. Ever.”

      “Okay, just go.” I made a shooing motion with my hand. This was the one time I was happy to let him go first.

      Dax made a face, but he walked to the edge of the pillows and carefully placed one foot on the first floating bed. I held my breath, waiting for it to plummet or flip over. Instead, it bobbed a little bit and held. Carefully, he placed both feet onto the quilted bedspread.

      “It feels like a normal bed,” he quipped.

      “What did you think it would feel like?” I asked, moving to the platform’s edge and getting ready to step on myself once he was safely across.

      “I don’t know what to expect anymore. Nothing in this place makes sense.”

      “Stop thinking with a sane mind,” I replied. “Try thinking with a crazy one. I’ve been doing it for most of my life, and look at how that has worked out.”

      He made a sound that was almost a snicker, making me realize I had made Dax laugh. I hadn’t done that in a long time.

      But now was not the time for laughter. Now was the time for carefully walking across beds as if we were kids worried about waking up our parents. Dax went across the first slowly, then stepped from one to the next in line like a tightrope walker with no safety net.

      Once he was firmly standing on the second bed, I stepped on the first one.

      It was disconcerting to feel the floating bed bobbing up and down, but it settled itself almost like a rowboat when I distributed my weight. The comforter and mattress felt normal, albeit a little squishy. When I got to the far side, the bed tilted, giving me the feeling it might flip over and pitch me into the abyss.

      “I hate this,” I said out loud, crouching.

      Dax, who was almost across the second bed, glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t be a baby, Winter. It’s just a bed.”

      What he didn’t see, as he was chastising me for being a baby, was the tentacle that had snaked out from the bedspread in front of him!

      It reached for his ankle.

      “Dax, look out!”

      His head swiveled around, looking everywhere but down. In the confusion, the tentacle wrapped around his foot and pulled. Dax fell heavily onto the bed, then was yanked under the comforter, disappearing from view.

      “Dax!”

      I rushed from my bed to his. Standing on the pillow, I ripped up the comforter, expecting to find some sort of attacker.

      What I found were plain white sheets with no sign of Dax Murphy.

      Panicked, I glanced around. There was no sign of him anywhere. I whirled to see the owl guard watching from the platform.

      “Where is he?” I demanded, but the owl shook his head.

      “Fine, bird brain. Don’t help me.” I dropped to my knees and ran my hands along the mattress, feeling for magic or a secret pocket that might lead to a portal—anything that would explain where Dax had gone—but there was nothing. Gripping the side of the bed, I swallowed my fear and leaned down until I could see underneath, but there was nothing there, either.

      “Dax!” My voice echoed through the cavern, coming back as if mocking me. “Dax!”

      I’d lost him. No. This couldn’t be.

      Just when I’d begun giving up hope, a gasping sound echoed down the path. I watched as Dax dragged his soaking wet body out from another comforter four beds down.

      Thank God.

      I rushed over, climbing carefully from bed to bed until I reached the one floating next to his.

      “What happened? Where did you go?”

      He spit water out, his head sagging as he let the wetness drip from his hair to the pillowcase. “Something… got me. Had to… fight it. Underwater.”

      “Underwater? How does that make sense?”

      He blinked through wet eyelashes. “Stop thinking with your… sane brain,” he said, throwing my words back to me.

      “Okay, okay.” I glanced around the beds with newfound fear and confusion. “Do you think some of these bedspreads hide portals?”

      Dax nodded, sucking in deep breaths as he coughed.

      “So… we need to be extra careful as we cross.”

      Dax nodded again. “I have… an idea.”

      He stood, holding onto the bed’s metal frame headboard for support. Then he made some fancy hand motions, casting the spell toward the remaining beds on our path. They shimmered as magic crystallized, chilling the comforters until they were frozen and hard as glass.

      “That will make them more difficult to remove. If things try to come after us, they’ll be slowed down.” He still rasped and coughed, but his strength was coming back. I could see it in his posture and the ruddiness returning to his cheeks.

      “One should hope.” I stared at the three dozen beds we had to cross before reaching the other side. My magic was spotty at best. If I were dragged underwater by some beast, I’d likely die. Unless…

      “Hey, can you do me one favor?” I asked.

      “What is it?”

      Surreptitiously, I glanced over my shoulder. “Get me Mr. Hootenanny’s sword and scabbard?”

      “I can try.”

      Dax cast the spell with quick movements of his hands. In seconds, the sword floated off the owl guard and soared toward me. The owl’s eyes grew wide as he watched the weapon land in my hands. He made an aggravated noise as I strapped it on. It fit surprisingly well, considering.

      “Sorry about that,” I told him. “If I see you on the other side, I’ll give it back, but a girl needs protection. You understand.”

      If owls could kill with looks alone, this one would make it happen.

      Guilt trying to gnaw at me, I turned toward the task at hand. Forty beds lay ahead of us. We’d gone through five. At this rate, we’d never get across.

      “We need to go faster,” I said, syncing the buckle on the scabbard’s strap until it was snug against my chest. “We need less caution and more just stupid speed.”

      Dax stared into my eyes. “Speed. Yes. We run. I’ll go fir—”

      “Enough of that,” I said, climbing onto his bed and pushing my way in front of him while keeping my hand on the headboard to steady myself. “Here we go.”

      Taking a deep breath, I ran.

      Jogging on the beds felt like running through quicksand, but we managed to move faster, getting over six or seven beds in the time it took us to do the first two. It seemed Dax’s spell held, and nothing snaked out to drag us under the bedspreads—until we got about twenty beds in.

      At this bed, something had broken through his spell. Dark red tentacles wriggled out of the patchwork comforter, lashing around like hungry snakes in search of prey.

      I stopped on the bed before it, waiting for Dax to catch up. When I nodded to the tentacles, he gave a low growl. I drew the owl’s sword from the sheath. “Watch my back.”

      “Are you sure—”

      I jumped on the bed, then began slashing. The first tentacle met my blade, separating from the base with a horrible squishing sound. Black ooze soiled the bedspread as it retracted, and another came to take its place.

      I kept slashing, chopping, severing appendages, and making a horrible mess of the bed. Dax stood behind me, shooting magic at anything I might have missed. Soon, all the tentacles were gone, leaving behind a scene from a sci-fi movie in its wake.

      “Did it,” I said, wiping my sword on the ruined bedspread to clean it.

      But, as I did, I felt something grip my ankle.

      “Winter, watch out!”

      Before I could react, the tentacle grabbed me and yanked me away.
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      I plunged into a world of water.

      The tentacle had indeed ripped me from the floating bed, right into a cold murky body of water without allowing me to take even one last breath.

      The shock of it was so all-consuming I didn’t even fight for the first few seconds. I couldn’t believe I was underwater, that I was being plunged even deeper by a beast I couldn’t see but could only feel as it pulled me into the choppy depths.

      But I knew I had to fight and fight fast. I didn’t know any underwater breathing spells that could sustain me while I figured this out. My only chance at survival was to get free and return to the bed as Dax had done—except, he had magic. Mine wouldn’t cooperate under normal circumstances, so I doubted anything would work as I slowly drowned to death.

      But, thankfully, I had a damn sword.

      Sensing where the tentacle was wrapped around my ankle, I leaned down and grabbed the squishy appendage. Thanking God or whomever that I’d kept a grip on my sword—one of the only things I remembered to do—I began sawing away at the gross, globby thing.

      My only problem was I was freaking running out of air! Each second I battled this creature, my lungs and brain screamed for oxygen. It took all I had to try to ignore the desperate pleas from the life-sustaining parts of my body so I could focus on saving my stupid life. My lungs burned, and my body begged for just one tiny sip of air. Still, I could feel the tentacle giving way.

      After one last strike, the creature released my ankle, and I was free.

      But I was still underwater. Deep down.

      I tried to swim, but it was nearly impossible with the heavy sword in my hands.

      I knew what I had to do.

      Giving it a silent farewell, I let the sword drop. Then I kicked with everything I had toward the light above me.

      Just when I thought I would die, my head broke the surface. Dax grabbed my arm, then hauled me up. I laid on the soaking wet bed while I drew sweet, sweet air into my lungs. They’d never been so happy with me in all my life.

      “Are you okay?” Dax asked, hovering over me.

      I nodded heavily, coughing and gagging.

      “Hold on. Let me try…” He moved his hands. Soon, the burning in my lungs seemed to decrease. Energy coursed through me, warming me until I almost felt like myself.

      “Thanks,” I said, getting to my hands and knees on the pillows. “I lost the sword.”

      “I thought you were dead,” he said, brushing wet hair off my face, an intimate gesture very unlike him. “You’re alive. We can get you another sword.”

      Then he smiled as if he were happier to see me than any person in the known and unknown worlds.

      I blinked up through wet eyelashes. Why was he staring at me like that?

      Awkward and unsure about Dax’s sudden affection, I drew my gaze away and stood, gripping the headboard, and glanced around. We were nearly across, having skipped past at least a dozen beds since the portal up didn’t seem to be the same one that went down.

      When we stepped foot on the far side, I had never been so happy to feel solid rock under my feet. I’d kiss the ground if it weren’t an absolutely disgusting idea.

      Dax stood beside me, closer than normal, as if he were happy we’d both made it through this together. I half expected him to grab my hand. I resolved to punch him if he did. No matter what we’d just been through, I had to remember he’d lied to me, gotten my friends and me into this mess, and used sexual advances to convince me that he was into me before drugging me and breaking into my safe. One little shared life trauma didn’t erase that.

      But he didn’t grab my hand. I could save my punches for someone else.

      A path led off to the right, angling up, which gave me hope, but a clanging sound stopped us in our tracks.

      “Not again,” I whispered as the owl guard stepped into view.

      “My sword,” he said, holding out its hand.

      Damn. I’d promised the guy I’d given back if I saw him on the other side. Here we both were, but I had nothing to give.

      I took the sheath off, then handed it to him. “Sorry, man. Some sort of very cranky squid dragged me under. I had to let the sword go.”

      His gauntlet closed around the scabbard’s strap, but his eyes never left my face. “My sword.”

      “I know, dude. I’m sorry.” I shrugged, gesturing toward the beds as if that explained everything.

      The creature shook its head. “Yooou will owe me.”

      Then, he turned and walked away.

      Dax breathed a sigh of relief. “I thought he was going to try to take your head off. You got away easy with an I.O.U.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t so sure. His words left a metallic taste in my mouth akin to that time a curse had been cast on me. My skin crawled, and my follicles tingled. I would have to repay that owl one way or another.

      Dax and I followed the path as it wound up. At least we were headed in the right direction, though it was still dark, and Dax was forced to use more of his magic to light our path. Without that sword or any weaponry, I felt useless, wet, and pitiful.

      “Why do you think your magic doesn’t work?” Dax asked, moving a bit ahead of me so he could illuminate the stone path.

      “Well, my dad put a blocking spell on me when I was a kid because he was afraid of my power, and I never studied magic like some smarty pants I know.” I kicked at a rock, the worthless feeling settling in my gut like a stone.

      “I wasn’t asking to be a jerk. I’m just genuinely curious. Frankie says you have power. Lots of it.”

      “Frankie talks about me?” I reminded myself to chastise her when we got back. I didn’t care if she was being kept prisoner by demented cookies. She should know better than to tell Dax Murphy my secrets.

      Dax seemed to sense this. He changed the subject. “I could teach you magic. I know you have a good tutor in her, but there are some things I know that might be helpful. Defensive spells. Attack spells.”

      “Ah, you really know how to sweet-talk a girl.” I brushed a cobweb away as it tried to tangle in my damp and messy hair. “I think I’m good.”

      He made a displeased sound deep in his chest.

      “What?”

      “You always do that.”

      Anger flared up inside me. “I always do what?”

      “Push people away. You’ve had to be on your own for quite a while. You’re self-sufficient. That’s great. But haven’t you learned by now you have to let people in? I’d have thought moving in with Frankie would have helped, but it seems that lesson has gone unlearned.”

      Oh, now I was pissed.

      “Okay, Dr. Phil. You want to psychoanalyze me? How about you, Mr. Needs-to-Impress-Everyone? Mr. Always-in-Charge. Mr. No-Hair-Out-of-Place. Do you honestly think you’re fooling anyone? No one can be that perfect.”

      He shuffled to a stop. “I don’t want to be perfect.”

      “News to me,” I said, throwing my hands up. “You want everyone to look up to you, but you are willing to do some shady ass stuff to make that happen. Why did we end up here, Dax? What deal did you work out with the Candy Witch?”

      He swallowed hard.

      I glared back even harder. “I thought so.”

      My hand went to the Truth-Teller in my jacket pocket. It was still safely where I left it. If I asked him, would he take it and finally tell me the truth? Not likely. I didn’t need a device to let me know he was lying. I could see it on his face.

      My heart pounded with anger and resentment. I took off, climbing up the incline without him. It grew dark fast, but I didn’t care. Using one hand on the wall guided me, I sped away. I could deal with the dark if it got me away from Dax Freakin’ Murphy.

      God, he made me so crazy. Why were men always trying to control me? My father with his spell and Dax with his seemingly well-meaning criticism? And who was he to judge? He didn’t have his life together if he was stuck in some parallel universe with me, a defunct witch and demon hunter, while the enemy detained his sick sister.

      My angry stomping didn’t cease until I’d gone a considerable way up and realized there was light at the end of the tunnel. Literally.

      The path ahead of me was illuminated, with more light spilling in from around the bend. Quickly, I hiked my way toward the glow until the road led me out of the cavern and back into the maze.

      Hurrying out, I stepped onto the overgrown trail, putting my hand on the maze’s stone wall. Then I looked left and right, trying to get my bearings. We were deeper in than we’d been before, but how far we’d traveled was impossible to tell. I couldn’t see anything above the stone wall, and each path that led away from me ended with another that looked the same.

      “Which way now?” I mumbled.

      “If I might offer a suggestion,” a male voice said.

      I whirled around, my hands forming fists. There, in a patch of shadow, was one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen.

      He was thin and angular, tall and dark, with flowing locks and soulful brown eyes. Every feature was perfect—from his Roman nose to his chiseled chin and smooth brow. He wore a collared dress shirt, its buttons open to reveal a pale, muscular chest and loose-fitting pants that hung low on his hip bones. He wore no shoes, and he had no armor or weapons. Yet, his stare was as disarming as any I’d ever seen.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “I am Antony. I live here.” He arched a dark eyebrow as if intrigued by me. “Who are you?”

      “You live here? In the maze?”

      He nodded. “Could I interest you in a cup of tea?” He thumbed over his shoulder toward where the path to the left.

      “Thanks, but I don’t take tea from strangers. Company policy.”

      One side of Antony’s mouth curled up. “Too bad.”

      “I could, er, use some directions if you were so inclined.”

      That eyebrow lifted again—even his mannerisms set my heart to fluttering. A bad sign indeed. “I think I have a map back at the house. If you come, I could give it to you.”

      Just as I was mulling over his offer, Dax tore out of the cavern, putting himself in front of me, his hands dancing with magic. “Stay away from her,” he growled.

      Antony raised his hands as if he had no intention of attacking me. Meanwhile, I nearly died of mortification.

      I grabbed Dax by the arm. “What are you doing?” I hissed. “Maybe don’t come in guns blazing unless you see blood or hear screaming.”

      He shot a disbelieving glance over his shoulder. “I see you alone with a vampire, and you expect me to play nice?”

      A vampire? Now that was interesting.

      I took another look at Antony. How Dax could tell from the man was a vamp was beyond me. Sure, he had pale skin and long white teeth, delicate hands, smooth skin I wanted to lick…

      I was getting carried away.

      “How do you know he’s a vampire?” I murmured, hoping Antony couldn’t hear. He’d taken to watching us with a certain intrigue that made me nervous.

      “Can’t you smell it?” Dax asked. “They have a certain… odor.”

      “That doesn’t seem very nice,” I said. “You must’ve made that up. I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      He shook his head. “Do you have any experience with vamps?”

      “Well, no…”

      “I rest my case.” He turned his attention, and his dancing magic fingers, back to Antony.

      “I am a vampire,” Antony admitted. “But I mean you no harm. And I do have a map if you’d like to take a look. I might have some biscuits, too. I don’t get many visitors, and you two are very… interesting.”

      “He has biscuits,” I whispered in Dax’s ear. “And, more importantly, a map. Which we need.”

      “No. Definitely not. Nope.”

      But we didn’t have much time. Besides, if Antony had a map, that was a risk I had to take.

      “Think about Rebekah,” I said as I edged Dax and toward Antony. “Let’s see that map.”

      “Winter,” Dax said as if to dissuade me, but I’d already made up my mind.

      “Come or not,” I said, closing the gap between myself and the super-hot vampire.

      Antony watched me, his eyes cataloging far more than the average human could. When I got to him, he smiled, flashing his sharp white teeth. “Right this way.”
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      I wasn’t sure how someone, especially a vampire, could live inside a maze, but when we turned the corner, there it was. The labyrinth walls widened enough to create a small alcove with room for a little home and yard. The house seemed straight out of a fairy tale with hand-hewn wooden shingles, a crooked chimney, and two cute windows that stared out like eyes. Scant rays of sunlight made it past the high wall, but Antony had managed to plant daisies and tulips in the window boxes. Their fragrance plus the woodsmoke brought up memories of quaint villages and hot cocoa by a fire.

      How or why this vampire had come to live inside a maze was a question that swirled around in my brain, but then there were a lot of questions whizzing around in there at the moment.

      Like, why was his house so quaint and homey? The building before me was not at all what I’d expected. When I thought of vampires, it was all stereotypes: dark drafty castles, coffins, bats flying about. What he revealed was far sweeter and more normal.

      “You keep your coffin in that thing?” I asked Antony as I followed him up a little cobblestone path.

      He glanced back, throwing me an amused smile. “Do you always believe everything you hear about a person?”

      “I do if I hear it over and over again,” I said. “What myths are true then?” I was unable to hide my curiosity. My parents had never allowed me to associate with vampires since they thought them subhuman, and I hadn’t really had experiences on my own either. Vampires were elusive and rare, and they tended to stick to their own kind.

      This vampire stopped beside his curved wooden door, ticking off superstitions on his fingers. “Coffin is false. Turning into a bat is false. Direct sunlight is true. It hurts us, so we avoid it. Stake through the heart is true. Let’s see. What else? Oh, garlic is false.”

      “Drinking blood,” I said, remembering I had no weapons.

      His eyes narrowed.

      “It’s true.” Dax stopped beside me, his cold glare landing on Antony like a threat. “They’ve been known to kill human and magical creatures alike.”

      Antony didn’t back down. “And warlocks have been known to burn whole villages to the ground.”

      “Touché,” I said, glancing at Dax.

      Dax didn’t have a response. Instead, the warlock and vampire scowled at each other like their very gazes could incinerate the other to ashes. Me? I found this all rather amusing.

      “So… that map?”

      Antony nodded, opened his door, and pushed through. I went to follow, but Dax grabbed my arm.

      “This is a bad idea,” he hissed.

      “A lot of things were bad ideas. Coming here at all. Trusting the Candy Witch. That haircut.” I pointed to his head, then, while he was distracted, I pulled my arm out of his grasp and stepped into the little cottage.

      The interior was just as cute as the exterior. Warm fieldstone made up the walls, and polished hardwoods lined the floors. Dried herbs and flowers hung from the rafters that sloped toward a circular window near the roof’s peak. A wooden frame for the mattress took up one side of the room while a table and two chairs occupied the other. Near the bed, a small bookshelf, lined with leather-bound books, had been set next to a log propped on one end to be used as a nightstand.

      “Charming,” I said as I whirled around, taking it all in. “You live here alone?”

      He headed over to a small potbelly stove, then began to build a fire. “Sadly, yes. There aren’t many of us who live in a maze.”

      “And how did that come to happen?” I asked. “You weren’t born here, were you?”

      “No. I came here after an injury to heal, and I never left. Evanora was kind enough to let me stay. Tea?”

      “Sure,” I said, though strong coffee, mixed with a little bourbon or Irish whiskey, was more my speed, but what was a girl to do?

      “Sit, please.” He gestured to the two chairs. I folded myself into one while Dax hovered by the open door, looking uncomfortable.

      “Close the door, Dax,” I whispered harshly. “What were you, born in a barn?”

      Dax obliged, shutting the door and taking a lot of the light with it. Now, in the dim and smokey cabin, I wished I hadn’t told him to do that, but I wasn’t about to admit I was wrong to Dax Murphy.

      “How do you survive here?” Dax asked as Antony brought a plate of biscuits to the table.

      Antony’s startling blue eyes darted up to Dax before straying back to the table. “There’s more in the maze than you’d think.”

      “Like what?” Dax asked, placing both palms on the table like he was a police detective on a TV show.

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Try me,” Dax said.

      “Okay,” I cut in. “That’s enough of the twenty questions. I’m sure Antony doesn’t enjoy being grilled while he’s been kind enough to invite us in and feed us.” I shot a look at Dax to drive home my point, but he just glowered.

      “It’s okay. I’m used to questions from outsiders.” Antony set the kettle on the top of the stove, then turned toward us with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “You probably aren’t used to Dax’s lack of manners,” I said. “Don’t mind him. He was brought up by the uber-rich.” I put my hand to my mouth, loudly whispering. “You know the type.”

      This brought a smile to Antony’s face and a deeper frown to Dax’s.

      “So that map.” I picked up a biscuit, then took a bite. It was quite good. I wondered how he was able to get supplies in a cursed labyrinth, but it seemed the question would have to wait since Antony returned to the table with an ancient scroll and rolled it out.

      A giant maze sprawled across the ancient paper with so many twists and turns it made my head spin. I found the entrance and traced the open paths, but wasn’t sure where we were now.

      “Where is your cottage?” I glanced up at Antony.

      He gently picked up my hand, then moved it until my finger rested about a third of the way into the maze, near the right-hand side. “There.”

      I wanted to focus on what he was saying, but the feel of his strong hand on mine sent goose bumps over my body. His touch was cool and confident, fingers brushing along the skin of my hand in a way I wasn’t aware was even possible. Could someone get turned on by a handshake? They could if it were from this guy.

      My eyes found his, their startling ice-blue depths seeming to lock into me like a tractor beam. I had the sudden urge to throw myself on to Antony for more than a handshake. A dangerous urge, but one nonetheless.

      Dax cleared his throat, and Antony pulled his hand back. I shook my head, telling my lady bits to chill. We had a mission to complete and little time to do it in.

      As the kettle started to whistle, I glanced around the cottage for a clock, but I couldn’t find one. “Antony, do you know what time it is?”

      He strolled over, then began pouring tea into china cups. “No idea. I don’t track time like that here.”

      “Then we should be going,” Dax said, reaching for the map, but Antony was quick. He placed his long, slender fingers on it, pinning it to the table.

      “I never said you could take it.” This time, his demeanor was challenging, territorial.

      Dax glared. I could see he was considering using a spell to blast the shit out of the vampire, and that would likely be very bloody… and not just for Antony.

      I held up my hands in an attempt to broker the peace. “Calm down there, banditos. Maybe we can make some sort of magical imprint of the map? A copy or something?”

      Antony shook his head. “No magic will work on this map. It is magic itself.”

      “What about a memory spell?” Dax asked.

      Antony shook his head. “No magic.”

      Dax swore under his breath. “Then, we’ll have to buy it off you. What do you want for it?”

      There it was. Dax’s wealth and privilege had taught him if he wanted something, all he had to do was name the right price, and the Murphys could pay. But what the hell did he think a vampire might want? Antony lived in a magic maze. He didn’t need money here.

      “There’s only one thing I want,” Antony said.

      “Name it. I might not be able to get it to you now, but I promise I’ll have it to you as soon as I leave this place.”

      “What I want,” Antony said, fixing a steely gaze on me, “is one night with her.”

      “What?” Dax and I shouted at the same time.

      “Absolutely not,” Dax replied.

      “I promise I won’t do anything to her that she doesn’t want me to.” Antony arched an eyebrow seductively.

      Daaaamn. This vampire was suave. And did he know he’d already started my engine with just the touch of his hand? But one night? Not only was that stupid and risky for me, but we also didn’t have that kind of time. We had to save Frankie, Jason, and Rebekah.

      “Hear me out,” Antony said, leaning against his cottage wall. “I’m lonely. All I want is some company, and I desire hers. One night only.”

      “No. We need to get to the center and rescue our people,” Dax said.

      “It doesn’t take two people,” Antony replied. “Only one of you needs to reach the center.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “You think you two are the first she’s sent on this quest of hers?” He arched an eyebrow again, looking sexy and mysterious.

      “No, no, no. We aren’t even entertaining this. Let’s go. Winter?” Dax held out his hand for me as if to usher me out of the cottage, but I held back.

      “He’s right, Dax. You can take the map. You can save Frankie, Rebekah, and Jason. Get them out before my parents arrive.”

      “But—”

      I cut him off. “With this map, you can save them in record time. Without it, we’ll be bumbling around in the dark forever. No one will be saved. Think about it, Dax. We don’t have a choice.”

      “No,” he whispered, but he didn’t follow it with a stronger argument, so I knew my logic was sound. But then his hands began to glow. “There’s another way.”

      The vampire, sensing danger, hissed as his fangs extended. Sharp fingernails grew into long claws that could flay flesh and definitely ruin Dax’s day.

      “Don’t do this,” I said. “Don’t fight. I’ll stay here. You go on.” I handed the map to Dax, and Antony made no move to stop me.

      Dax pinned it to his chest, his eyes darting from me to Antony. “Winter…”

      “I can take care of myself. Go rescue them.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Go!” I pushed him out of the door. He stumbled through, clutching the map to his chest. Grabbing the doorknob, I met his gaze one more time. “Think of Rebekah. She’s probably really scared right now. She needs you to get there as fast as possible. And, if she’s as cool as you say she is, I’d like to meet her one day.”

      I couldn’t imagine the fear of a preteen girl trapped with that insane witch. The sooner Dax got to her, the better. I could deal with my parents and Evanora later. No sense in rushing into my demise. Maybe some extra time might help me figure out my magic, or perhaps it would give me one last night of pleasure before the end.

      “Winter,” he said again, a pleading quality in his voice I’d seldom heard. His eyes begged me not to do this, but his attempts at talking me out of it were over. His sister was his priority—as she should be.

      “Save Frankie and Jason, too,” I added, patting Dax’s hand. “He’s probably sad there aren’t enough snacks in prison.”

      Dax made no move to leave. He just stared forlornly.

      Yet, I knew I was doing the right thing. I closed the door on him, then set the latch.

      When I whirled around, Antony watched me, his eyebrow seductively arched again. His voice was a sexy cat purr when he spoke. “Well, Winter, what do you want to do first?”
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      I stared at the tantalizing vampire as my loins quivered. The weird part was I never used the word loins before—and I would likely throat punch someone pretentious enough to do so—but that was the kind of effect Antony was having on me.

      He had to be the hottest man I’d ever laid eyes on.

      Was it stupid to agree to spend the night with him here in his small, aromatic cottage? Probably. I’d been known to do lots of stupid things, but none sounded quite as fun as the prospect of working up a sweat with Mr. Sexy.

      Dax wasn’t pleased, but that should make me even more inclined. He’d been pretty nice to me since coming to this crazed wonderland, but that didn’t excuse any of the terrible things he’d done leading up to that point. Plus, I’d given him the map, sending him on his merry way to let him be the hero, the white knight riding up on his steed to save his sister, Frankie, and Jason.

      And I could work off some pent-up energy.

      Antony watched me quietly while all these thoughts ran riot through my brain. His posture was both regal and relaxed as he leaned against one of the beams that kept his angled roof up. I, on the other hand, felt awkward as hell just sitting at his kitchen table.

      I drummed my fingers on the wood, tapping out a beat. “So… what should we do?”

      Antony smiled. “Whatever the lady pleases.”

      God, even his responses were sexy.

      “Well, I have to warn you. I’m not exactly used to this kind of thing. I’m more of a “go on a few dates, get to know a person, check out their Instagram stories, awkwardly sext until it dries up” kind of thing.”

      Antony cocked his head as if he had no idea what I was talking about.

      “Right. Stuck in a maze. No Instagram. Got it.” Making my thumb and forefinger into a gun, I gave him a wink and a finger shoot… and instantly regretted it. How was I so bad at this? Oh, that’s right. I didn’t date. Hadn’t ever really dated. And the last person I’d made out with was Dax, and he did it just to trick me, so…

      Antony closed the short distance from the beam to the table and leaned forward, placing both palms on the wood until our faces were only a foot apart. “You are quite beautiful, Winter. Even your name—it’s like freshly fallen snow.”

      He stared into my eyes, melting me with each passing second. There was no one more handsome or sexy in the world. His chin, his cheeks, his lips were all the work of a master sculpture. The soft indent at the base of his throat was smooth and alluring. The rounded chest and flat abs peeking out of his halfway unbuttoned shirt made me want to undress him fully. He smelled of rosemary and cinnamon and a scent I couldn’t name—fragrant and musky—but it all made me want to bury my nose in his chest and inhale.

      Then lick my way down.

      But this was stupid. I shouldn’t be this vulnerable with a vampire I’d just met. Truthfully, I should watch him carefully, keep my distance. Protect myself. Yet, my thinking brain grew quiet as he leaned closer, cutting the space between us in half.

      “Winter, your skin looks so soft. Could I touch it?” His eyes traced the contours of my cheeks, lingering on my lips as his mere presence sent tingles down my spine.

      “Okay,” I whispered, the rational part of my brain officially silenced for good.

      His slender fingers brushed against my cheek, skimming along my jaw and trailing down my neck, causing an explosion of tingles to break out along my skin. “Mmm. As soft as I imagined.”

      “Yeah,” I replied as my mind turned to mush. His mouth hovered mere inches from mine, making it impossible to do anything other than stare at the round fullness of his perfect lips.

      “Winter,” he said with deliberate slowness. “You look as though you want me to kiss you.”

      I parted my lips, my heart pounding in my chest. My breathing increased, and those tingles got their own tingles.

      “I can smell your desire,” he purred, letting his fingers trail up my neck and back over my chin before gripping the back of my head. “Can I kiss you?”

      My heart nearly leaped from my chest. “Mmm-hmm.”

      He pulled me to him as our lips met, and an explosion of sensations radiated out to all parts of my body. His lips were cool and soft as they moved urgently over my own. I tasted the tea on his tongue, both minty and evergreen, as it teased my lips apart, and I welcomed him in.

      His kiss was expert, both firm and inviting, making me lean forward and wrap my arms around his strong back, feeling the muscles ripple as he indulged in moving his other hand to my neck and pulling me closer.

      God, this was hot. But it was also moving extremely fast. Panting and breathless, I pulled back. “Do you kiss all the girls you bring over?” I asked, trying to give myself a minute to think.

      He chuckled. “How many girls do you think I get here?” His fingers kept tracing lines on my throat, making it hard to concentrate.

      “I don’t know, but if any come this way, I’m sure they don’t want to leave. You are… something, Antony.”

      “They don’t want to leave,” he purred. “You won’t want to either.”

      I smiled. If he did other things like he kissed, he was probably right.

      But, apparently, he wasn’t into my witty banter because he came in for another kiss while he took my hands and pulled me out of the chair, then maneuvered me toward his bed.

      Was I truly going to let this happen?

      When he began trailing kisses down my neck and skimmed his tongue along my collarbone, the answer became very clear.

      Hell yes, I was.

      He lowered me onto his bed, the soft comforter cushioning me as I sank into it. As I lay on my back, Antony stood over me. He finished unbuttoning his shirt before letting it drop to the floor, revealing his perfect chest and abs, his porcelain skin and small hard nipples above a washboard stomach was the icing on the cake. And below that, the V of wonder angled toward something else rather interesting.

      “You look good in my bed, ma chérie,” he purred, letting his gaze rove over me. “But you have far too much clothing on.”

      “Oh, well, I guess we can fix that. I don’t really…”

      He put a finger to his lips, then reached for my jacket, helping me deposit it next to his shirt, leaving me in my tank top and leggings. Situating himself between my legs, he leaned down and began trailing kisses over my neck and chest again while his hands found other areas to explore.

      It felt so good being desired by a man, one who was super sexy, who didn’t want something from me other than the delight of my body.

      Or so I thought… until his fangs sank into my neck.

      The pain was sharp and immediate. So was the shock of his actions.

      “What the fu—”

      I shoved up hard, my palms hitting his chest with as much force as I could muster. It was enough to dislodge his mouth from my neck, but he wasn’t finished. His hands found mine, pinning them to the bed as he came in for another bite, hissing, but I was not about to let that happen.

      I kneed up, catching him in the side, which didn’t do much since he’d placed himself between my legs. At the time, I thought it was foreplay, but now I realized it was another way to keep me pinned. He used his considerable weight to press me to the bed as his fangs, red with my blood, moved back to my neck.

      “I like it when you fight, ma chérie. It just adds to the pleasure. Yours and mine,” he said, his breath pulsing against my skin. Then he bit me again.

      “You sonofabitch!” I howled as his fangs dug deeper. He sucked hard, drawing my life-force into himself. “Get off me!”

      “But you taste so good,” he muttered, his mouth still pressed to my skin. I could feel him sucking my blood, drawing it down the long column of his throat. I could also feel him growing rock hard between my legs as he did so. He was getting off on my anger and my body—on my blood. And it was all my fault. I had let him. I’d agreed to stay. I’d let him seduce me, take off my clothes. Dax had warned me, and I’d been so stupid.

      But I was no damsel in distress.

      Yet, I had no weapon.

      Then I remembered I had magic, no matter how ill-behaved it was.

      Closing my eyes, I dug for that warm radiant ball of light that was so elusive. It took me a while to concentrate while he sucked down my blood and ground himself into me, groaning with pleasure, but I was able to block it out and find the spark. Just as I had when we were falling, I thought, Stop!

      Magic exploded from within me, and the cottage blasted apart.

      Windows shattered, decorations flew off the walls, and the door thwacked open. A chair tipped over with a crash, and something ceramic wobbled precariously before falling in an impressive burst of pottery shards to the floor. But still, the damn vampire continued to suck my blood!

      “Oh, you are so feisty,” he growled, grinding into me while he sucked more of me down.

      I struggled and fought. But the more blood he drained, the weaker I became. Soon, my limbs wouldn’t respond. My head felt fuzzy, and disorientation kicked in. He was going to kill me.

      Stupid, stupid! Geez, Winter. Who’d have thought being horny would end your life? That kind of shit only happened in slasher films. I had the worst taste in men!

      “Stop,” I said again, but nothing happened. Everything felt far away. The world became blurry and dim.

      This was it. I was going under.

      Suddenly, I heard footsteps, and then a figure appeared behind Antony. He grabbed the vampire by the neck and hauled him off, throwing him across the room. There was a flash of light, followed by a scream. Then the smell of burning hair wafted through the air.

      A face hovered over mine.

      Dax.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, staring down at me with concern.

      “I’m fin…”

      Then, everything went black.
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      I awoke to someone gently brushing my hair out of my face.

      Blinking, I opened my eyes. The filtered light from overhead cast a shadow on the face of the person who tended me so carefully, making it impossible to see, but the fingers brushing my hair back were the most loving I’d felt in a long time.

      “Mom?” I whispered.

      Dax Murphy’s face came into view. “Do I look like your mother?”

      Oh.

      “A little,” I mumbled. “Same haircut.”

      “Ouch.” He smiled, his hand moving away as he peered down. “How are you feeling?”

      I sat up, instantly regretting it. My head pounded and my neck…

      Oh, God! I put my hand to it, feeling the tender skin there. “Ouch. How bad is it?”

      “I think it’ll heal,” he said as he gently drew my hand away and examined it. “Vampire bites are hard to heal, but I did my best. You should see a doctor or shaman when we get out of here.”

      “If we get out of here,” I moaned, holding my head. Had I really been seduced by a vampire and nearly killed only to be saved, yet again, by Dax Murphy? The injustices would never cease.

      My nose twitched as it detected the smell of fire and roasted meat. Glancing over, I spotted a small animal, already skinned and gutted, hoisted over a spit while a fire burned beneath it.

      “Did you… build a fire and hunt for food?” I rubbed my head. How long had I been out?

      Dax turned his attention from me to the now-dead animal, giving the stick it was impaled on a turn. It appeared to be a rabbit, though I hadn’t had much experience with dead animals. My food came mostly from bags or cans.

      “I caught this while you were passed out. We need food if we’re going to continue.”

      Ah, yes, we were supposed to be on a quest to find Frankie, Jason, and Dax’s little sister. I’d nearly forgotten. Now that I remembered, I wanted to forget again. The task seemed impossible. The maze, with all its twists and turns, had taken its toll on me. I was so tired.

      “Ug, how are we ever going to get to the center of the maze now?” I threw my head back, sprawling on the mossy ground. I was being dramatic, but everything felt impossible at the moment.

      “Relax, Winter. I’ve got it covered,” Dax said, pulling out a scroll.

      The map! He laid it out before me, the intricate lines of a finely drawn maze a wonder to behold. There were also spots I hadn’t noticed before, labeled with words like “Montibus Orni” and “Insula Gemitus.” In the center of it was a drawing of a castle with “Puteo Moris,” scribbled on it. That must be where we had to go—our goal in this maze. But could a map actually make this quest so easy? It felt like another trick. I half expected it to suck me into a vortex or give me genital warts.

      “This map has to be a fake, right? Some sort of trick for you to leave me alone with that…” I trailed off, not wanting to talk about what a dumbass I’d been to stay behind with a vampire. I shivered, rubbing my hands over my arms.

      Dax noticed, inching closer. “Hey, are you okay? I know he bit you, but did he…”

      “No,” I said sharply. “I’m fine.”

      Dax’s eyes narrowed. “You can tell me, Winter. Believe it or not, I’m a good listener.”

      I shook my head, not wanting to tell him what an idiot I’d been to think that vampire wanted me for more than just a snack.

      As if sensing I wanted to change the subject, he smoothed his hands over the parchment paper between us. “The map is not a fake. At least, it doesn’t seem to be. After I rescued you, I followed the path here, putting us much closer to the castle if this is to be believed, which, surprisingly, I think it is. Every twist and turn on there,” his finger traced a line, “I found out here.” Dax’s finger followed several twists and turns until stopping nearly two-thirds of the way to the center of the maze.

      I blinked. “You covered this much ground with me while I was unconscious?”

      He shrugged, leaning against the wall. His collared shirt was unbuttoned a bit and his sleeves were rolled up, showing he’d been busy while I napped. He looked casual and sexy at the same time, which had to be his superpower. “It was easy with this…” He pointed to the map. “And magic.”

      I nodded, mulling this over while realizing what I needed to say next, even if it were a bitter pill to swallow. “Thanks for saving me.”

      His eyes crinkled at the corners as if he found my gratitude amusing. “You know, when you said you wanted to stay behind, at first, I thought you wanted to get it on with that… guy. But then, I figured it was your plan all along to trick him into letting us have the map. You sacrificed yourself and your safety to make that happen. Good thinking, Winter.” He patted my shoulder before rising and crouching on the other side of the fire, giving the animal a few quick turns.

      I watched his deft hands as he turned the rabbit over. Was he giving me an out, letting us both believe I had planned to get away with the map all along? I was sure he knew as well as I did that I hadn’t been nearly that clever. I’d been thinking with my southern half, not the much more reasonable northern territories. But he was saving me the embarrassment by concocting that story and acting like he believed it.

      Score another point for Dax Murphy. If he kept this up, I might forgive him for how horrible he’d been a few months ago.

      “How long have we been down here?” I asked, sitting up. Pain lanced across my brain. Holy shit, my head hurt. I palmed it, taking deep breaths as I waited for the lightning to subside.

      Dax handed me a canteen sloshing with liquid. I glanced between it and him. “Where did you get this?”

      “It was a requisition spell. And, to answer your first question, I think we’ve been here four to five hours, which means we better err on the side of caution and leave soon, though not before you’re feeling up to it.”

      I wondered if I’d ever feel up to it, but I nodded as thanks for the water and took a swig. It was lukewarm, but fresh and clean. It soothed my throat and helped my throbbing head. Meanwhile, Dax pulled his rabbit off the spit and set it on a rock to cool.

      “Where’d you learn to be so industrious?” I pointed at the rabbit before taking another swig from the canteen.

      He picked up a second rock, this time with a sharp edge, and began cutting the rabbit meat into sections. “My uncle was an outdoors’ man and hunter. He took me a few times. Other than that, I just like the Discovery Channel.

      “You learned this on TV?” I arched an eyebrow.

      “You’d be surprised what you learn while stuck inside with a twelve-year-old all the time.”

      “Your sister,” I said quietly.

      He nodded, dropping his eyes to the meat as he worked.

      It was time to ask. “Dax, what’s wrong with her?”

      His eyes flicked up, and his frightened expression returned. I’d seen it there every time the subject of his sister came up—pure terror. Features tightening, he continued to look down at his work while he answered.

      “Rebekah has a chronic illness, one that’s not well understood in the magical community. If people knew… There are a lot of misunderstandings about it. People have prejudices.”

      Prejudices? I’d never heard of a disease like that. He was talking about some kind of magical leprosy or something. But nothing like that existed, did it?

      “So you keep her hidden? What kind of life is that for a kid?”

      His eyes darted up, and fear turned to anger. “What kind of life would it be if she were dead, Winter?”

      I held up my hands. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s clear you care a lot about her.”

      Dead? What did he mean by dead? I wanted to ask, but I could tell this line of questioning upset him. He’d been so kind to me about topics I didn’t want to broach that I couldn’t bring myself to ask.

      “She means everything to me,” he said quietly. “I would do anything for her.”

      He handed me a rabbit leg and took one for himself, shoving it into his mouth so he wouldn’t have to answer my questions, at least for a bit.

      I chewed on the meat, finding it surprisingly delightful even though I felt sad for the dead bunny. Resting my back against the maze wall, I gazed out, wondering what other mysteries were hidden behind these walls. We’d met the strange owl guard, a floating bed passage, and a bloodthirsty vampire, not to mention that weird squid.

      “What do you think we’ll find at the center of the maze?” I asked.

      Dax wiped rabbit grease off his chin. “Frankie, Jason, and Rebekah, I hope.”

      “Do you trust the Candy Witch?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t trust many people—definitely not her.”

      “Yeah, no kidding,” I murmured.

      He stared before pointing from his chest to mine. “Pot. Kettle. You don’t trust anyone, either.”

      “Most people don’t give me a reason to trust them,” I shot back.

      He smirked and continued eating, but I wasn’t finished with him.

      “Why did you hire me back?” I asked.

      He swallowed hard. “What?”

      “Why did you hire me back?” I repeated. “I know you think I’m reckless, impulsive, crazy…” I stopped before I talked myself out of a job.

      He paused before taking a bite of his rabbit, chewing carefully, and swallowing before answering me. “Reckless and impulsive basically mean the same thing.”

      “Whatever,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “I know you think I suck at magical investigative work, at working in teams, and at listening to orders.”

      He nodded. “Can’t argue there.”

      “So, why, Dax? Why did you want me back?”

      His blue eyes finally sought my brown ones and held. Something passed between us I couldn’t quantify. Something warm, sweet, and uncomfortable. Something new.

      “I brought you back, Winter, because no one has ever challenged me, made me crazy, and then made me want more… like you do.”

      I blinked. Was he… Did he just admit he wanted me around?

      No. I must’ve heard him wrong. I wanted to ask additional questions, but he stood, kicking sand into the fire and using magic to tuck the rest of the rabbit meat into a small container, which he pocketed for later.

      “We need to go.” He stood, waiting for me.

      I raised an eyebrow. That was it? That was the whole conversation?

      And he thought I was the awkward one?

      I stood, wobbling a little, but feeling stronger on my feet, especially after the food and water. Still, I wished I could learn a healing spell that would take this headache away. Frankie had taught me something over a week ago, but I’d never gotten the hang of it.

      As we began walking, I tried running through the finger motions. Unfortunately, before I’d even completed the spell, magic shot out and blasted a small boulder ahead of us, causing pebbles to cascade over the path.

      “Damn.”

      Dax whirled around, looking for enemies, but I just shrugged. “It was my terrible magic at work again. Sorry.”

      I kicked at one of the boulder fragments, instantly regretting it when my toe started to throb. Great. Now I needed two healing spells, and I couldn’t do a single one.

      “What were you trying to do?” he asked, slowing to walk beside me.

      I took a deep breath. “A healing spell. Frankie taught me a while ago, but I haven’t mastered it. Just one more thing to write about in my epic fail journal, along with that perm in sixth grade and the time I tried hoverboarding. Those scooters are so dangerous.”

      “Try it again,” he urged.

      “The hoverboard? No, thank you.”

      “No, the spell. Try again. I want to see what you’re doing.” He stopped on the path, watching me intently.

      God, how embarrassing to fail in front of Mr. Perfect, but what the hell else did I have to do? I ran through the finger motions again, but he stopped me halfway through.

      “The pinkie is like this and the index finger…” He used his fingers to manipulate mine, gently correcting, his fingers soft and supple. “There. Try it again.”

      I did, seemingly doing it right, but when I cast, nothing happened. He stared, scrutinizing. “You’re doing a weird thing with your breath.”

      I held my hand up to my mouth, wondering if it was the rabbit breath, but he put his hand on my abdomen just above my belly button. “Keep this muscle tight and straighten your shoulders when you cast. Project with confidence. Pretend you are yelling at me for something stupid I did.” He smiled, his eyes sparkling.

      “Oookay.” Frankie had never mentioned anything about my breath, but then, for Frankie, magic had always come easy.

      “My dad taught me something that might help,” he said, noting my hesitation. “Magic is more about love than hate. So, while you cast, try to do it from a place of love.”

      “Love?” I arched an eyebrow.

      “Love.” He turned that amazing smile on me once again.

      I felt a strange tug at my heart and dipped my eyes, wondering how I could cast with all these emotions swirling inside me, but Dax was waiting, so I decided to try again.

      It was a bit like being a test subject under glass, but I attempted the spell this time, keeping his words in mind. When I shot the spell toward my stumped toe, a tingle began, followed by relief as the pain went away.

      “It worked!” I grabbed Dax by the arms, jumping up and down.

      Then, I pulled him toward me, wrapping my arms around him.

      Why I’d done it, I wasn’t sure, but, suddenly, Dax Murphy and I were locked in an embrace.

      Surprisingly, I didn’t pull away. Didn’t even want to. I liked my arms around his broad shoulders, the smooth plains of his body aligning with the rounder parts of mine. Even stranger, Dax didn’t pull away either. His arms circled my waist, his hands resting on the small of my back.

      Dax smelled of wood smoke and cologne. He felt solid and soft at the same time. Something rumbled in me that felt a lot like desire.

      “I’m sorry for what I did, Winter,” he whispered, his fingers tracing the contours of my waist. “I want you to know, no matter what happens, that I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I whispered as all my senses flooded with sensations—his smell, his touch, and the sound of his shirt fabric as it brushed against my skin. I found myself tilting my head up, my mouth aligning with his. I could smell the sweetness of his breath and the lingering whisper of his aftershave.

      And, damn it all to hell, but I wanted to kiss him. Despite everything, I wanted it more than I’d wanted anything in the world.

      It seemed like he did, too. He closed his eyes as he brought his lips down to meet mine.

      My mind and body lit up with wonder as our mouths met. I’d thought I’d enjoyed myself with Antony, but this kiss with Dax was a hundred times better. His lips were soft and supple. One hand held me close while the other moved up to cup my face, his thumb brushing over my cheek with such tenderness I nearly melted into a puddle at his feet.

      I gripped his back, not wanting to let him go. Yet, I knew kissing him was one more bad idea in a series of terrible ones. He’d tricked me before. Even though this time felt different—he felt different—how was I to know? Why should I trust him now when everything in me had told me he was lying before?

      I thought of the Truth-Teller in my pocket, knowing I should get it out and make him hold it and answer all the questions swirling around in my mind. Then I could know for sure.

      But, first, I needed to kiss him for another hour or so.

      The next events happened so fast they were hard to follow. I heard the crumbling of rock and the horrible splintering sound of stone coming apart. When I opened my eyes, I saw the maze wall behind us, cleaving into two halves. Before I could react, hands reached out from the newly formed crack in the wall and grabbed onto Dax.

      He was yanked from my arms, drawn into the stone’s dark abyss, before I could suck in a breath.

      The last thing I saw was his startled expression before he disappeared, the wall closing around him.
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      I pulled Winter closer, inhaling her scent as I ran my hands down the supple curves of her body. It felt so good to be in her arms, to stop the pretense that I didn’t want her, and finally kiss her the way she needed to be kissed.

      Ever since that night at her apartment, the night I drugged and tricked her so I could get my blade back, I’d regretted my actions. I’d been hell-bent on retrieving my stolen weapon, so focused on getting revenge on the person who’d dared to steal it from me that I hadn’t stopped to think about what I was doing.

      Then I’d kissed her, and everything began to change.

      It hadn’t been an immediate one-eighty. No, I’d been too angry and focused on revenge for that. She’d been the thief who’d risked Rebekah’s secret for a dumb sword, and she deserved to go to jail.

      But after I left, I couldn’t get her off my mind. I’d lay in bed at night, remembering the taste of her wet, delicious mouth, how it felt when she’d climbed on top of me. But it was more than lust. She was spectacular on the battlefield, smart and funny. The obsession got so bad I’d nearly been happy when her parents made me keep tabs on her. It gave me an excuse to bring her back to the agency.

      To keep her close.

      And now we were kissing again, and all felt right with the world. She must’ve forgiven me, though, because of the things she was doing with her hands…

      Only, those weren’t her hands.

      Rough fingers dug into my skin, yanking me so hard I had no recourse but to lurch back. Winter fell from my grasp, her shock the last thing I comprehended before the darkness swallowed me.

      “Winter!” I grabbed for her, but my hands sliced through empty space.

      But she was gone, and the hands that had yanked me away kept pulling. Where were they taking me?

      Focusing on my attacker, I wove an attack spell, aimed, and fired.

      The spell lit up the darkness, an explosion of blue sparks that showed me some kind of monster with more arms and teeth than sense. Yet, my spell didn’t slow it down as it spirited me away at an amazing rate.

      “Put me down!” I shot another spell, but it also lit up the dark without its desired effect. My magic useless, I tried fighting and kicking, but more hands appeared to bind me.

      I glanced back, thankful Winter had been spared. “Where are you taking me?”

      Many voices answered me, all in unison. “Puteo Moris. You will pay for what you’ve done.”
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      “Dax. Dax!” I pounded my fists on the stone over and over, but all it did was give me sore hands.

      Dax was gone.

      No, no, no! This could not be happening.

      Squaring off, I turned toward the maze wall and worked through a blasting spell Frankie had taught me, but, before I could even get it off the ground, or attempt to anyway, I stopped. What if Dax was in the wall somehow? What if I blasted it to Kingdom Come and took him with it?

      A day ago, that would’ve seemed like a great idea. Now? Now, I wanted nothing more than to get him back.

      Pressing my hands to the stone, I felt for some indication of where he might have gone, but all I sensed was a cold, unyielding rock.

      “Dax!” I punched the wall. Pain exploded across my knuckles, then traveled up my arm. Idiot! I did the healing spell quickly while my mind raced through scenarios. How could he be gone? How?

      “Yooou won’t find him that way,” a voice behind me called.

      When I whirled around, ready for a fight, I found myself face to face with the owl guard.

      “It’s you.” My voice was laced with disappointment as I stared into his soulless black eyes.

      “It is me.” He spoke with the slow, creaky voice of an unoiled machine.

      Here, in the daylight, his features were clear. His black metal armor was old and worn, rusty at the hinges, and creaked as he shifted. His feet were bare, revealing orange, knobby bird talons, but he had those large gauntlet-style gloves on what I assumed were human hands, though I had no idea if that were the case. His owl face was still uncovered, and those round black eyes stared directly at me as I took everything in.

      “Do you know where they’ve taken my friend?” I asked, cutting to the chase.

      Slowly, he nodded his feathered head.

      “Where is he?”

      “The queen’s dungeon, Puteo Moris. He broke one of our cardinal ruuules, and he will be punished.”

      “Cardinal rules? What the hell? Does this place have rules? A vampire tried to drain me of my blood, but I’m sure Dax deserves to be in jail,” I snarled sarcastically. “What did he do?”

      “Killed one of the wildlife.” The owl blinked and swiveled his head again, then settled back to staring.

      Wildlife? The rabbit?

      “We had to eat. You guys didn’t exactly pack us lunches. No bologna sandwiches. No Snack Packs.”

      His only answer was more blinking.

      God, he was infuriating! Now I knew how people felt when they had to deal with me. “You need to let Dax out.”

      The owl guard cocked his head.

      “Then, take me to him,” I demanded. “Now.”

      The owl’s gaze zeroed in on me. “It is yooou who owes me, human. Not the other way around.”

      “Your sword. Yeah, yeah, sorry about that. If I could have held onto that and lived, I would’ve. That squid creature dragged me underwater. You know how it goes.”

      Apparently, he didn’t follow or didn’t care. Either way, he made no move to help me find Dax.

      “What do you want, my firstborn? A gift certificate to Dairy Queen? What?” I waved my hands in frustration.

      His taloned feet shifted, causing his armor to clank. “I want a replacement sword. Then I will take yooou to your lover.”

      “He isn’t my lover and a sword? Really? Where around here do you think I’ll find a sword?” I gestured around the maze with its unending blank walls and mossy ground. “There isn’t exactly a blacksmith or Renaissance Fair around.”

      The owl guard turned, then started walking away. I wanted to let him go since he’d offered no help and was creeping me out with his weird blank stares and lack of communication, but I had no other way to find Dax. The map had been in his possession when he’d been snatched. Without it, I’d be stumbling along blind until time ran out. Who knew what kind of horrible things might befall my friends between now and then?

      I shifted to watch the owl lumber off, with slow, creaking steps. Finally, I jogged to catch up with him.

      “Fine. I’ll get you a sword if you just tell me where.”

      “Follow me.” He kept plodding forward without looking at me, just one clanking step after another. At this rate, I’d die of old age before we even got started.

      We walked side by side, the only sounds the wind whistling around the stone walls and the shifting of his armor. I kept glancing behind us, hoping against hope Dax would appear, having saved himself from a wall monster or moss-demon like last time, but no such luck.

      “How long is this going to take?” I asked.

      The owl kept trudging. “It takes what it takes.”

      “You like to talk in riddles, eh? That’s cute.”

      Holding up a gauntlet-covered hand, he pointed. “There.”

      I followed his directions, only to spot more maze. “That’s just a blank wall. I think you’ve lost it, my man. Or are you a lady? Honestly, I can’t tell.”

      “There.” He pointed again. “Can’t yooou see it?”

      I squinted at the wall a few feet away from us. It looked like all the others—gray stone covered in moss. Nothing marked it as special or interesting.

      Taking a step closer, I put my hand on it. “Is this a Platform Nine and Three-Quarters thing? Do I run at it?”

      “Dooo what yooou wish.” The owl leaned back, resting against the far wall.

      Great. He was super helpful. Maybe he got off on watching me bash myself into a wall. Well, the joke was on him because there was no way I was running at this thing full force.

      My hands tripped over the smoothed stone, feeling, pressing. Suddenly, a rock beneath my hand clicked back, and a rumbling started.

      “Oh! This is more of a Diagon Alley thing. Cool.”

      I stepped back, watching as the stones began rolling around to reveal an arched doorway into another world.

      “Ho-ly shiiit.”

      I stepped forward a bit, close enough so I could peer inside. A small village straight out of a movie had appeared. There were thatched-roof houses and little muddy footpaths, chickens with children chasing them, and even a small-town square where a lady in an ankle-length dress sold herbs and spices from a basket.

      “Is this real?” I asked, glancing back at the owl, but he had closed his eyes. “Way to nap on the job,” I murmured.

      Time was a-wasting, so I sucked in a deep breath and ducked under the archway. I made it to the footpath leading right through the little village. How or why there was an entire town inside Evanora’s maze, I didn’t know. But then, there was a lot about advanced magic I didn’t understand, considering I’d spent most of my life learning how criminals manipulated the laws of magic or how to wield a blade.

      Was all this fake, made up by Evanora’s twisted imagination, or did she somehow bring this village, complete with villagers who seemed to be going about their daily lives unaware they lived within the walls of a madwoman’s labyrinth, here?

      If I appeared strange—dressed in athletic pants, leather jacket, and a tank top—to the handful of people who were going about their business, no one mentioned it. No one even glanced my way. They were too busy.

      A chicken crossed my path, feathers fluttering, and a little boy, with holes in his knickers and dirt on his face, chased after it. Down the path, someone hollered at a dog, while another chatted up a baker in front of a cart covered with small brown bread loaves. Woodsmoke and wet earth competed with the smells of livestock and roasted meat.

      But, above all else, the clang of metal on metal caught my attention.

      A blacksmith.

      I veered that way, following the sound until I came to a shack. This building was made of hand-hewn bricks stacked on top of each other with a wood-shingled roof. Beside it, another building with a roof but no walls stood beside a massive stone fireplace. Scattered around it were the implements of a blacksmith: hammers, anvils, chisels, bits of iron, and buckets of water. Some of his work—horseshoes, tools, cooking utensils—had been haphazardly stacked on a table in the back.

      And yes, there was one freakin’ sword!

      I hurried over to it, taking the blade in my hands. It was a fine piece of work. The broadsword was made of polished steel, sleek and practical with a rugged hilt and beautifully sharp edges. I twirled it around, feeling the balance, which was also excellent.

      As I was admiring its beauty, I felt something sharp press between my shoulder blades.

      “Steal my sword, and it’ll be the last thing you swipe, you cutpurse.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa… Let’s not be too hasty. I was just admiring your handiwork.” I held up my hands, slowly turning around. The woman holding a blade to my back moved it to my front, keeping it steady near my heart.

      “This yours?” I nodded to the blade in my hand.

      She tilted her head, letting me know it was indeed.

      A woman blacksmith? Well, color me surprised. I guessed there was no reason a woman couldn’t have made this fine bit of steel.

      “It’s magnificent.”

      “Flattery won’t distract me from the fact you were about to make off with it.” She narrowed sparkling green eyes. She was nearly as lovely as the blade, tall and statuesque with a slim figure, great legs, and strong, muscular arms. Her auburn hair was long and tied in a braid that trailed down her back. As I’d said before, I was fully hetero, but women like her made me question whether an exception could be made.

      I must’ve been staring too long because she poked the blade into the skin of my chest, not enough to draw blood but enough to get my attention. “Are you daft? Set the blade down before I call for the constable.”

      I did as she said, lowering the blade while keeping my eyes on her. “There. I’m doing it. See? You can lower your blade, too.”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      I tried a smile. “It’s no trick. I need a blade, but I’m willing to trade for it.”

      But, damn, now that I thought about it, I didn’t have anything to trade. I didn’t have any money. Even if I did, it would be worthless here. I had no goods, no items that would be worth anything to this woman.

      I tried another tactic. “Do you have any chores that need doing?”

      She sneered. “With those scrawny arms? What do you think I need done, scarecrow replacement?”

      I grinned. “A girl with a sense of humor. My kind of lady.”

      “Who are you? I haven’t seen you around here. And with a town this small, it’s hard to miss a fart on the other side of town.”

      “My name is Winter. I’m not from here. I came from the maze.” I nodded over my shoulder toward the arch.

      She frowned. “Don’t know any maze. Out-of-towner, eh? What do you need with a sword?”

      “It’s for this friend I have. I lost his.”

      She slid her blade into the sheath at her hip. “A replacement sword. Well, the one you spotted will make him happy. It’ll cost you a pretty penny, but there’s no finer blade on this side of the Green River. I give you my word on that.”

      “Right, so… I can’t exactly pay, but I need it and fast. Maybe I can come back later with payment?”

      Her hand strayed to the hilt of her sword again. “No pay. No sword.”

      I clenched my jaw. “There has to be something I can do. Some awful task you don’t want to do that needs to be completed. A beast I can slay for you.”

      Her eyes darted up at this. “There is a beast.”

      “Okay, cool,” I said, flexing my neck. “Just take me to it and lend me that sword.” I reached for the broad sword, but she got there first, her blade swiping through the air, stopping me before I could pick it up.

      “No blade. I can’t afford to lose it to the Mètminwi.”

      “What’s a Mètminwi?”

      She shook her head. I didn’t like the flash of terror that crossed her features one bit. “You’ll see. Follow me.”
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      As we stood outside of the creepiest woods I’d ever laid eyes on, I wondered what I’d done in a past life to deserve this.

      “You say it’s in there?” I pointed toward the dark tree line and even darker shadows.

      Maeve nodded. That was her name—Maeve. She told me that and much more on our short walk to the edge of the village. She’d also explained a creature lurked in the woods, once who occasionally came out to steal livestock and the occasional child, neither ever to be seen again.

      “And what did you say it was called?” I was stalling, of course, but I didn’t like the look of the trees or the smell wafting from the dank forest.

      “It’s a Mètminwi, a slender demon, a creature neither alive nor dead. It sucks the souls of its victims out through their eyeballs before disemboweling them and eating their livers, or so the stories go.”

      She wiggled her eyebrows. I almost laughed, but it was my eyeballs and soul she was talking about.

      “Pleasant. And how is it killed?”

      She shrugged. “No one knows.”

      “Perfect.” I scrubbed my hands over my face. Damn, I was tired. And thirsty. Hell, I was just plain annoyed at the circumstances encompassing my life. “So I’m just going out there to do… what? Tickle it to death?”

      “You’re the one who has to have the sword. Speaking of which…” Maeve lifted the scabbard strap over her shoulder, then handed me the broadsword.

      I took the beautiful blade, still encased in an equally impressive sheath, and held it carefully out in front of me. “I thought you said I couldn’t use it?”

      Maeve tossed her braid over her shoulder. “I figured it might help you survive long enough to kill that thing, which would be good for the village.”

      I smirked. “Oh, so this is just about the village, hmm?”

      Her smile was radiant, her green eyes sparkling. “Definitely about the village and not because I like you.”

      “Definitely.” I slipped the scabbard strap over my head, then fit the sword between my shoulder blades. It felt good there. “Now, on to killing this demon.”

      Maeve pointed toward the darkest part of the forest. “There. Be careful. It likes to lure its victims to the river and drown them…”

      “Before sucking their souls through their eyeballs. Got it.” I gave Maeve one last smile, pivoted, and marched determinedly toward the demon’s hang out.

      Even though I loved slaying demons, I didn’t feel great about this particular assignment. Mainly because I was in a magical forest that might hold any number of secrets, spells, or traps. But also because time was a-wasting. Every second I spent trying to slay this demon to get the sword to appease the owl guard was another moment Dax and the others were in peril.

      I should just take the sword. Hike back to the archway and the owl guard. Maeve had been so nice to me, though, I couldn’t do it. I needed to slay this slender demon quickly, then be on my way.

      Yeah, right. Quick and easy demon-slaying… said no one ever.

      I slipped through two thin white birch trees that angled away from each other, stepping into an even darker part of the forest. Here, it was as if the tree canopy was so dense it let in very little light. Even though it was daylight, I could only see a few feet in front of my face as I cut through the branches and scraggly brush threatening to trip me and rip my clothes. The air was different, too, thicker with the faint scent of decay and death that made my nerves tingle and my fingers want to draw the blade.

      Why did demons have to live in the worst places? Couldn’t one hang out in a nice sunlit courtyard or a street-level bungalow?

      I drew the sword, pulling it from the scabbard and brandishing it before me. Its solid structure made me feel a bit better. It wasn’t my demon blade or Chambers’ magical samurai blade, but it would do in a pinch.

      I closed my eyes, trying to sense where the demon might be.

      Demons had a smell and a sort of magical signature, and I was good at tuning into both after years of practice. It was like chum in the water, and I found this particular demon’s aroma almost instantly. The sulfur and rot smell came from a dark corner about ten yards away. As I stepped closer, I saw it was a small cave, even gloomier than the forest.

      “Geez, I am not going in there,” I whispered. “But maybe I can smoke him out.”

      Putting the sword back in its scabbard, I clasped my hands together and tried to feel for my magic.

      Dax had shown me that I could wield magic, bend it to my will, if I concentrated and used the techniques he taught me. But he wasn’t here to remind me about finger placement or how to use my breath, so when I formed the fire spell and pushed it forward, far too much magic poured out.

      “Holy hell!”

      Heat and light roared from my hands, a giant flamethrower raging as it shot into the cave’s mouth. It was too much. Too hot. Too out of control. Foliage sizzled and caught fire as the cavern blazed.

      With a yelp, I shut off the valve of magic. The flame erupting from my hands died. However, the damage was done.

      Panting, I assessed the aftermath. Much of the groundcover was on fire. That was a problem, but I could probably put it out. Maeve said there was a river here somewher—

      A shrieking blur burst out of the cave, tearing toward me.

      I barely had time to register the attack before a snarling monster, stinking of burnt hair and rot, clawed out at me. I caught a glimpse of preternaturally long arms and fingers before a giant maw opened wide and attempted to rip my face off!

      I dodged, reaching for my sword as the beast tore past me, crashing into the foliage before whirling around to make another pass. There wasn’t much time between attacks, but it gave me a moment to yank the blade free of its sheath. Gripping it with both hands, I whirled and slashed in one fluid motion as the beast pounced.

      The sword rang true, sinking into the demon’s shoulder. Black blood spurted as the creature shrieked and ran, taking a course away from me and the sword. I heard splashing behind me.

      The river.

      Damn. I hated battling demons in water, especially hand-to-hand combat with a creature from hell. It was dangerous and sloppy. I would also smell pretty ripe when I was done, but I needed the Mètminwi dead, not just wounded and pissed off.

      Grumbling, I trudged toward where I’d heard the splashing. Dax better be grateful when I finally rescued his ass, especially after all I’d been through. I could think of a few things he could do to repay me.

      My thoughts cut away as I made it to the riverbank.

      In the gloom that filtered through the trees, the river was barely visible, but I could see little flashes of light as the water tumbled over rock. More importantly, I could hear it burbling. Judging by the sounds, it was neither big nor deep. Thank goodness for small favors.

      But where was the freakin’ demon?

      After a few moments of waiting, a shape rose out of the water. Even in the darkness, the monster glowed with strange bioluminescence that let me see him clearly.

      If the legends of Slenderman were based on anything, it was the Mètminwi. Legs and arms were impossibly long and narrow, and those fingers… damn! Like knives. Its face was horrible, skeletal with huge dark eyes and a mouth twice as big as it should be with rows and rows of needle-like teeth. It grinned, tilting its head and chittering as if calling me, letting me know the water was fine, but I would not be so easily swayed.

      “Hey there, guy. Come on out of the water. Let’s chat.” I gripped the sword tightly.

      The smile grew even wider, stretching like a knife slash from both ears. Then, the beast screamed and darted forward.

      I had the blade ready, lifting it and swinging down, but the demon used those long boney fingers to catch my blow and deflect it. The momentum of the swing carried me forward, so I tucked and dove, rolling on the ground and jumping back up as those knifelike fingers slashed at my face. I parried with the blade, hearing the clash of bone on steel, then juked sideways as it used its other hand to try to gut me. I kicked out, trying to take it down. As I did, the muddy edge of the bank crumpled under my feet. Sliding, I skittered forward, tumbling toward the water.

      Oh, shit.

      As I fell in with a splash, the water whirled around me, stealing all my senses except touch. I could feel the blade in my hand and the current on my body as it tried to drag me away. Panic rumbled in my chest as I swirled, bumping over the rocky bottom as my lungs begged for air.

      Not again. Not this time.

      I fought to stand as the current continued to try to drag me away.

      Bony fingers closed around my arm, then yanked me up. For a second, I was grateful until the demon pulled me out of the water. Then it sank its teeth into my neck.

      As its sharp fangs crunched into my skin, I had the foresight to bring my sword up, thrusting hard and aiming true. The blade bit into the demon as it made a snack of my throat.

      I screamed as it shrieked, dropping me like a sack of potatoes.

      I fell half into the river, half on the shore, oomphing as the air rushed out of my lungs. Gasping, I tried to suck in a breath as the monster came for me again.

      It had bitten me, dropped me, and tried to drown me. I’d had enough! It was time to end this once and for all.

      With everything I had left, I whirled around and slashed, cutting the demon across the chest. My blade parted the skin in a thin line that quickly began to ooze black blood. As it reeled back, shrieking, I cut down the other way. More black blood spurted as the demon squealed and thrashed, falling into the shallows as it gave its last death throes. Then it went still.

      “X marks the spot, asshole,” I said, too wet and injured to be funny.

      I put my hand on my neck, touching the sticky blood. How bad was it? I didn’t feel too weak, but demon bites were likely to get infected, and I was no healer. This bite was really going to inconvenience me—goddamned demon.

      I limped over to the body, staring down at his ugly form. How many children had he taken from their mothers? Countless ones over the ages, I guessed. Angry for those imagined children, I reached down and grabbed him by the scraggly hairs on the top of its head. Then I used the sword to separate its head from its gross, smelly body. The monster would disintegrate in a few hours, but this head would prove to Maeve I’d done the job if the state of my injuries didn’t convince her.

      Once finished, I limped my ass back out of the forest.

      When I slipped through the twin birch trees and out of the darkest part of the forest, Maeve was there. She gaped at the sight of me.

      “Of all the gods, what happened to you?” She rushed forward, wrapping an arm around me and ducking under mine so I could put my weight on her. “I see you killed it, though it took a bite out of you.” Glancing at my neck, she shivered.

      I nodded heavily. “I must be delicious because creatures here keep wanting to eat me.”

      “We need to get you cleaned up,” she said, but I shook my head.

      “There’s no time. I need the blade, and I need to get back. Someone—actually several someones—are counting on me.”

      “You need medical attention, or that bite is going to get nasty. I can do it myself at the forge. It won’t take any time at all, so don’t argue. I won’t take no for an answer.”

      I didn’t argue—too tired and sore to try. Plus, the thought of Maeve tending to me was more tantalizing than I wanted to admit. It seemed there were a few benefits to a demon bite after all.
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      “There,” Maeve said, stepping back and admiring her handiwork. “I did my best at any rate.”

      I stood, a little wobbly on my feet, but my neck did feel better. It was no healing spell like Dax liked to cast, but her cleaning and poultice definitely made the wound hurt less. Her freshly baked bread and company were icing on the cake. I was sad I couldn’t linger any longer.

      “I have to go,” I said, grabbing my poor damp jacket. “My friends need me.”

      Sadly, Maeve nodded. “We sure could use someone like you around here, someone with your talent to keep the monsters away.”

      “I’m really sorry. Your hospitality has been wonderful, but my friend has been taken to Puteo Moris, and I need to get him free.”

      “Puteo Moris?” Maeve looked horrified. “The castle?”

      “I guess.” I strapped the sword on, clutching the wet leather jacket in my fist, but Maeve’s expression stopped me in my tracks. The terror in her eyes was worse than when she spoke of the demon. “Is it that bad?”

      Her head bobbed up and down. “No one who goes there ever returns.”

      “Well, I guess there’s going to be a first. Thanks again.” I stood to go.

      “Winter.” She grabbed my hand. “Be careful at Puteo Moris. The queen who rules there is notoriously cruel.”

      “Worse than a Mètminwi?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, shoot,” I replied. “They should put out a brochure. Sell tickets. The most horrible place in the world.”

      She gave me a thin smile, and I knew she thought I was a goner. Not exactly the kind of start to the rest of my journey I’d hoped for.

      “Thanks for the poultice,” I said, touching my neck before slipping my hands into my jacket pocket only to find Frankie’s Truth-Teller still inside. I’d forgotten about it—just as I’d forgotten about Dax’s lies. I’d been so worried about kissing him and rescuing him that I’d missed the fact he’d been keeping secrets from us the entire time. Well, if he were alive, I’d have to get the truth out of him before I took his clothes off.

      But first, I had to get to Puteo Moris and keep us both alive.

      With a last look at Maeve, I left her forge and started up the cobblestone path the way I’d come. I couldn’t see the stone arch, but I knew where it should be. When I got to it, I was able to walk through it, coming back into the maze. There, the owl guard stood against the wall with his eyes closed and his head tucked to the side as if he were sleeping.

      I stalked up to him. “Hey. Wake up.”

      Large black eyes blinked open as his head swiveled in my direction. “You have the sword?”

      Reaching for the strap, I lifted it over my shoulder and handed him the scabbard. “There. Are you happy? Don’t say I never got you anything.”

      The weird owl guard blinked.

      “Let’s just… Can we go?”

      “Go?” he asked. “We are here.”

      I gave him a look I hoped he took for what in the actual fu—

      “There,” he said, pointing. “The entrance to Puteo Moris is there.”

      I turned a one-eighty to face where he pointed. What I had once seen as another boring maze wall was now a huge opening. Beyond it rose a giant spread of flat land with a massive stone castle in the center. Four large turret towers—two in the center on either side of the entranceway and two on the outer edges—jutted up like fists while guards peered over their edges. Colorful flags snapped in the wind as a fire burned on the ground below, some sort of carriage set ablaze for who knew what reason. The smell of smoke and pig shit was strong, and the sound of men’s voices, as well as general human activity, echoed from within the walls. The castle was gnarly and pitted, so unlike the rock candy structure that had started our journey. This one made me feel as though I’d get mucky just by looking at it.

      “This is Puteo Moris?” I turned to ask the owl guard, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      “And took my sword, too,” I grumbled, turning nervously back around. When I looked at the castle again, a guard had appeared on the muddy track outside of the castle’s entrance.

      “You there,” he said. “Stay where you are.”

      I shook my head as I started to back up. “That sounds like a bad idea, so I’m just going to go.”

      But when I whirled to leave, I bumped into another guard in similar attire—metal chest plate, dirty tunic, and dented helmet. There were no gingerbread guards here. These guys were human and nasty.

      “Oh, hey,” I said as he grabbed for my arm. “Whoa, hands off, bucko.”

      I ducked and whirled, his hand slipping off my bicep. Suddenly, a guard appeared, then another. It was as if they were popping up from thin air. I turned, trying to run, but they gripped my clothes, skin, and hair.

      “Let me go!” I fought and kicked, but they pinned my arms behind my back, wrenching my wrists up so hard I felt they might break. Someone kicked my feet away. I fell forward, landing face-down on the ground. My only saving grace was when I shifted my head in time to avoid a mouthful of dirt.

      When I tried to scramble up, a boot on my back shoved me down. Twine lashed around my wrists as I cursed their mothers and brothers—basically their entire family for seven generations—before I was hauled upright again.

      “Is this any way to treat a lady?” I asked, angrily spitting out foul-tasting—please don’t let it be shit-laced—mud.

      “A lady doesn’t talk like you do,” one of the guards replied.

      I scoffed. “You have some very archaic views on how a woman should act.”

      They didn’t reply. Instead, they marched me inside.

      We went through the gate, under the portcullis, and into the stables and outer court. It seemed like a scene from Game of Thrones, right down to the glowering men, neighing horses, and the incest that was likely going on behind closed doors.

      “Boy, the Candy Witch sure does have a boner for Medieval stuff, huh?”

      The guards didn’t answer. They shoved me inside the building, down a set of dank stairs, and into the dungeon.

      Another freakin’ dungeon.

      The ceilings were low and arched, made from rough stone, as were the walls and floor. It smelled of mildew and suffering. The dripping of water and the occasional moan were the only sounds as they hauled me toward a rusty metal door.

      “Let’s talk this out, boys. Do you like bribes?” I offered, but they pulled the door open and shoved me in all the same. Damn. Second jail cell I’d been pushed into in the last twenty-four hours—a new record.

      “Winter?” a male voice said.

      I whirled to see a man emerge from a dark corner. He stepped into the light.

      Dax.

      Not able to help myself, I ran to him, then threw my bound hands around his neck.

      He pulled me into an embrace.

      My heart soared. Even though I was tough and didn’t like depending on anyone, being locked in yet another stupid dungeon was not high on my Things That Get Me Going list. However, it had led me straight to Dax, exactly the place I wanted to be.

      Somehow, he was still clean, unharmed, and, amazingly, still smelled good. The thinnest wisps of his cologne lingered on his neck as I pressed my nose to it. His scent, as always, stirred something in me, and I fought against the urge to bring my mouth to his. The last kiss had been hasty. I needed to remember that I was still unsure of his motives.

      I pulled back and took a step away, smoothing my clothes with bound hands. “So, hey. Hi. What’s up?”

      “Are you okay?” he asked, cutting right to the chase as his eyes skimmed over me for injuries. With one hand, he reached gingerly toward the bandage on my neck. Then he began to tease out the knots in the twine around my wrists. “What happened? Who did this?” His voice was fierce and protective, as if he wanted to save me and avenge me all at the same time.

      With my hands freed, I touched the wound. “Long story. Slender demon. Bad biting problem. It’s fine.”

      “Winter.” His expression darkened even further. “That sounds bad. Should I take a look at it?” He stepped forward, reaching toward the wound.

      I stepped away, slapping a hand over it. “No need. Someone patched it up for me.”

      “Who?”

      What was his look? Could it be jealousy? This was new.

      I smiled, remembering fondly. “A woman named Maeve. A blacksmith.”

      “Oh. Still… a blacksmith? That doesn’t sound like a great idea.” Yet, the jealousy left his face as the concern flooded back in. “What are you doing here?”

      I scoffed. Had he hit his head?

      “I came looking for you.”

      Frowning, Dax walked over to the bars, gazing out and rubbing a hand over his developing five o’clock shadow. Somehow, he looked even more handsome with the beginnings of a beard than he had without one.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” he said.

      “I shouldn’t have? Why? I was rescuing you.”

      His blue eyes darted to me. “But now we’re both in here. How can we reach the center of the maze and save our friends if we’re both locked up?”

      I bristled. Was he calling me incompetent? “Well… we’ll get out.”

      “I’ve tried that.”

      “Well, now I can try.”

      Dax frowned, but he didn’t try to stop me, which was the reaction I’d been expecting. So, a bit nervous and camera-shy, I closed my eyes and tried to feel for my magic.

      Yet, there was zip, zilch, nada. Not even a flicker. I felt more impotent than a Viagra user staring into an empty pill bottle.

      “Magic is blocked here, too?”

      He nodded.

      “Why didn’t you say so?” I asked, deflated.

      “I didn’t want to discourage you. What if you could find a current? Zap us the hell out of here?”

      Shaking my head, I made my way over to the small basin of water, thankful for something to do with my hands while I mulled everything over. “Can I clean up?”

      “Go ahead. Water is something we have a lot of.” He pointed to the dripping wall on the right-hand side.

      As I plunged my hands into the cold water, I ran through everything that happened and our current predicament. We were both prisoners in a dungeon Maeve said never released prisoners. Neither of us had magic or weapons, and we were running out of time.

      This was bad. Really bad.

      But we’d been in worse scrapes.

      With my hands and face clean, I flung the water from my fingers before approaching where Dax sat in a pile of fresh straw. I plopped beside him, though I gave him some space. Things were still tense between us, and I had no idea how I felt, let alone where his head was at.

      What topic to tackle first…

      “So, did they feed you anything yet?”

      Of course I turned to food. That rabbit meat was long gone, and my stomach grumbled. Where were Jason and his snacks when I needed them?

      Dax sighed heavily. “No food. Just water. The guards mostly ignore me. I had a feeling they were waiting for us both to get here.”

      “Like this was always part of their plan?”

      “I’ve also had a feeling she’s been watching and orchestrating this entire thing from the beginning.” He glanced up as if he could see the Candy Witch’s eyes peering down on us like some sort of giant, evil overlord.

      My eyes followed his, but all I could see was a drippy dungeon ceiling and some slimy rocks. “She plays with humans like some people play with video games. We’re like human SIMS to her.”

      “And now we’re right where she wants us to be. The question is—what comes next?”

      “Usually bloodshed,” I offered.

      At this, Dax regarded me. His blue eyes glistened with an intensity I didn’t often see from him, even when our situation was dire. “Listen, Winter, I want to say this to you before it’s too late. Your parents… you need to let me handle things when they get here, okay? It might be best if you don’t fight. Just try to run. Get the hell out of here. And, if there’s a chance, would you take Rebekah with you? She really is fragile, and any little disturbance puts her and everyone in great danger.”

      “Dax, you know I’m not going to flee, but I will help with your sister if I can. But if you won’t tell me what we’re dealing with, I’m at a loss. If I had information, I could be more helpful.”

      I clasped my hands on my lap, waiting for him to tell me the secret was too important to share and I should mind my own business, but then he started talking.

      “Have you heard of Carrie Syndrome?” He cast his eyes to his lap, waiting for my answer.

      “You mean, the magical affliction related to the Stephen King book, Carrie, where the girl goes crazy, burns the school down, and kills everyone?”

      Dax winced. “That’s the one. There’s a medical term for it, Ardenti Magis—the burning mage. It sounds much nicer than Carrie.”

      I stared, my eyes popping wide. “That’s what she has?”

      His gaze dropped to the floor as his fingers found a piece of straw and began shredding it. “When she was four, she burnt her preschool classroom to the ground and killed five of her classmates. She said it was because someone took her fingerpaints.”

      I put my hand to my mouth. “Oh, God.”

      He swallowed hard. “Do you know how badly she feels about that? How much she’s cried over it? Even years later. But there’s nothing she can do. She can’t even go out in the world to make amends or do good works to try to atone. She can’t even leave our house. If people knew, she’d be stoned to death. That’s what they used to do to witches like her—not just the humans, but other witches, too. They would kill their own just so they wouldn’t attract undue human attention. While people with Ardenti Magis are still locked away and reviled as monsters.”

      I leaned my head against the rough wall as I imagined what his sister’s life must’ve been like. “That’s awful. Poor girl.”

      “It’s a wonder she hasn’t burned the Candy Witch’s lair down yet. Maybe they have her in water. That’s really the only thing that helps when she’s upset. Or some kind of suppression spell.”

      “Which is why you two sleep by the pool.” I remembered the house’s layout from that time I broke in and stole his demon blade.

      Dax gave me a questioning look before also remembering why I knew what his house looked like. A small smile crept onto his face. “Yeah, the pool area. I moved in there with her shortly after the preschool incident, helping to keep her calm.”

      “I always thought it was so you could ferry those blondes in and out without your parents noticing.”

      He shot me a look. “I didn’t bring home that many blondes.”

      “That’s not what I saw.” I arched an eyebrow.

      “How long did you watch me?”

      I grumbled a bit, not exactly wanting to admit it. “A couple of weeks.”

      “A couple of weeks?” His eyes went wide. “Stalker.”

      I pushed on his solid shoulder. “I was getting the lay of the land.” I tucked my hands in my pockets only to feel my knuckles graze against something cool and solid. My fingers ran over the cylinder—Frankie’s Truth-Teller.

      Going into this, I’d been determined to use it on Dax. Right now seemed like the most opportune time. He was talking, sharing, and being the most open I’d ever seen him be. Now was the time for truth.

      “Now you know about my sister. You’ve seen my house. What else do you want to know?” he asked.

      I touched the cool device as my heart thundered. What did I want to know?

      Yet, I let it go, drawing my hand out. “Tell me whatever you want.”

      He rubbed a hand over his stubble. “Let me see. I am a Taurus. I like Thai Food. Kung-Fu movies. What else?” He tilted his head until his blue eyes were locked with mine.

      I tried to concentrate as his presence overwhelmed me. He was so close, his body inches from mine. His dress shirt was unbuttoned to the middle of his chest, allowing a tantalizing view of his smooth muscles. He was in amazing shape. I wondered what he looked like beneath that thin slip of fabric.

      “Winter?” Dax was staring. I’d taken too long to answer.

      Quickly, I tried to change the subject. “What’s it like having more wealth than you know what to do with?”

      “It’s obscene. My parents care far too much about that house and far too little about their children. But I don’t want to talk about them. Let’s talk about you now.” He scooted closer as his voice dropped low. His eyes flicked to my lips before slipping back up to gaze at me.

      My heart was pounding, my chest heaving up and down as I contemplated what to say. What was I even doing here with Dax Murphy? He and I were just too different. I’d seen his type, and I wasn’t it. I should use this moment to hand him the Truth-Teller—demand to know what he’d been lying about.

      I swallowed hard, trying to break the spell he had me under. “What about the other women? All those beautiful, long-legged ones? Why would you be here gazing at me when you have all that waiting?”

      There. I’d said it. Talk about Truth-Telling.

      I waited for him to stammer an excuse about how they had good personalities and I’d misunderstood, so I’d remember what a prick he really was. All this good feeling would fade away, and I could get back to despising him instead of this horrible mix of emotion I was currently drowning in.

      When I finally dared to glance up, I found him studying me with the strangest expression. “You’re so beautiful.”

      “Forget it. I don’t need more platitudes. I know how plain I look—”

      “Winter, how could you think that?” He reached out, tenderly cupping my cheek in his palm. He held my gaze, pinning me with the stare that had turned a thousand women’s hearts to mush. And here it was trained only on me.

      His thumb gently stroked my cheek before he whispered. “Winter, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. I don’t care if I ever see any of those other women again. Not if I can have you.”

      That was all it took. He had me… hook, line, and sinker. I forgot the Truth-Teller as I leaned forward, wrapped my hands around his neck, and pressed my lips to his.
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      Dax pulled me to him as our lips met, soft, wet, and tentative as if we weren’t sure what to do with each other. I knew what I wanted to do, but I didn’t think it wise. I’d kissed these lips before. I’d reveled in his taste, like the first bite of chocolate dessert to a starving man. This kiss was no different. It made heat burn through my body, and my fingers began to tingle. His whispered breath made me shiver as one of his hands found my hair and wove into it, drawing me closer.

      I wanted to move closer—wanted to mold myself to his rock-hard body and make all the mistakes in the world—but this was Dax Murphy we were talking about.

      Despite everything in my body screaming not to, I pulled away.

      He let me go, blinking as I sat up. “Is… everything okay?”

      I both nodded and shook my head. “I just… I don’t know.”

      He seemed to get it right away, another plus on the list of reasons I had to continue desperately making out with him. “I’ve hurt you before.”

      I nodded once.

      “You don’t want me to do it again.”

      I nodded. Mind reader, this one.

      He got on his knees, taking my face tenderly in both hands. “Winter, I swear this to you, whatever I’ve done in the past, it’s over. I just want to take care of you… to be with you. I’ve wanted it for a long time.”

      I let my gaze trail up to his. His expression seemed sincere, but how could I know?

      “Let me show you.” His blue eyes searched my face for answers. Would I say yes or no?

      Well, how could I answer that? It seemed it would be in the only way I knew how. I’d do what felt good at the moment.

      I leaned forward, put both hands on his shoulders, and pushed him backward into the straw. Then I climbed on top of him.

      Straddling his body, I kissed him again, but there was no holding back this time. I’d been timid before, but that was over. I was a demon hunter for God’s sake. I did what I wanted when I wanted it, and, right now, I wanted Dax.

      He seemed to enjoy my newfound enthusiasm. His hands gripped my hips, keeping me pinned as his kisses heated up. I could feel his excitement beneath me, and in the way his chest heaved up and down. Yanking on his shirt, I sent the buttons flying as I revealed the glory of his chest and abs. Then I took my time, sliding my fingers down every ridge as he watched, breathing heavily.

      “Winter.” The word was like a prayer. I liked it on his lips. I bent to let him know how I felt.

      He moaned, bringing a hand to my nape as he gazed into my eyes. “Tell me what you want, and it’s yours.”

      “I think you know,” I said, biting his neck before nuzzling into it.

      He gave me a questioning look, but I left no doubt in his mind as I ground my hips into his.

      Dax groaned, sucking in a breath. His hands clutched my legs as if he were holding on for dear life.

      “But the guards,” he said.

      I smiled wickedly. “Let them watch.”

      Then I followed through on all the promises I’d made to myself… and I had my way with Dax Murphy.
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      We lay side by side on the straw in blissful post-coitus, tangled in each other’s arms. Dax played with my hair, twining strands around his fingers. I lay in the crook made by his elbow in a state of euphoria I hadn’t felt in a long time. Cocooned in his strong embrace, I could almost forget we were in a dungeon awaiting the arrival of an insane witch and my murderous parents.

      “Do you think the Candy Witch watched?” he asked, twirling my hair around his finger.

      “If she did, she certainly got quite a show.”

      He chuckled. “You were… amazing.”

      I laughed. “Bet you say that to all the girls.”

      He groaned. “You’ll have to stop saying that now. From now on, there will only be one girl.”

      “One girl?” I stopped picking at the straw in my fingers as my chest tightened. “What one girl?”

      He propped on one elbow, staring at me in confusion. “What one girl? Winter… I mean you. What I said before, I meant it.”

      My breath caught in my throat, and my heart began to pound again. “What?” I hastily sat up, pulling my tank top down and reaching for my jacket.

      Slouching into my jacket, I stood and dusted the straw off my pants as my emotions ran rampant. What was Dax talking about? We’d just had sex. No one had said anything about being together. How could we be together? I was barely functional as a roommate. I could not be in a relationship, especially not with Dax Murphy. There were so many things wrong with that picture.

      “Geez, you’d think they’d bring us some food.” I wanted to talk about anything else but us.

      He stood, too, his face flush with concern. “Winter, I thought we… I thought we shared something really special back there.” He pointed to where we’d had our literal roll in the hay.

      I pursed my lips, shaking my head. “I think you misunderstood.”

      God, how could I get out of here? This situation was a mess. I didn’t want to be with Dax, did I? I bit my lip, simultaneously wanting to run away and throw myself into his arms. To press my nose to his neck and inhale his scent. To feel his solid arms around my body and know, for just for a second, that everything would be okay.

      I wanted that more than anything.

      But I never got what I wanted, did I?

      “It’s never going to work, Dax,” I said, pivoting away from him.

      He put his hand on my shoulder, then slowly spun me around. “Don’t do this. Don’t push me away like you do everyone else.”

      It was like he had X-ray vision and could see right through me. Of course I was pushing him away. I pushed everyone away. I was impulsive, selfish, and had a big mouth. I was broken beyond repair. I didn’t do relationships for a reason, because if I did, it would only end in misery for everyone involved. And we had enough of that going around right now.

      Still, with my heart already breaking, I forced myself to stare into Dax’s eyes.

      “Winter, please,” he began.

      I cut him off by pressing the Truth-Teller into his hand.

      Caught off guard, his fingers closed around the small metal cylinder as he lifted it to inspect it. “What is this?”

      My heart pounded, my mouth dry. Was this what I wanted? Did I want the truth, or did I want Dax? Would it even work with the moratorium on magic in this cell? I didn’t know.

      “Dax, give it back,” I said, reaching for it.

      But it was too late. Light began to emanate between his fingers as a small hum filled the air. Dax held his hand out as if he wanted to drop the Truth-Teller, but his fist remained clenched.

      His eyes darted from it to me. “Winter, what’s happening?”

      “I… I don’t know.” I stared, horrified and transfixed, as the light from the Truth-Teller filled every corner of the cell with sharp yellow light.

      Dax raised his other hand as if to shoot a spell at the device, but, just when he was about to cast, an expression I could only call wonder slid over his features. His eyes went round, his jaw slack. The hand he was about to use to shoot a spell dropped to his side as his gaze stared out blankly.

      In a strange robotic tone vibrating on the same frequency as the object in his hand, Dax said, “Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies.”

      “Damn it, Frankie,” I whispered, trembling. Why had she given this thing to me?

      My gaze trailed back to Dax, transfixed by the glowing Truth-Teller. Did I ask? Did I dare? Once I opened Pandora’s box, there was no going back to that moment in the hay where everything in the world felt right and good.

      No turning back.

      I licked my lips as the words slipped from my mouth. “Dax, why did you hire me back to the agency?”

      His gaze was still blank as he answered. “Your parents told me to.”

      It felt like a gut punch. “My parents?”

      “Yes,” his robotic voice answered. “They wanted you close. They wanted me to keep an eye on you.”

      My mouth felt like the Sahara. “Why?”

      “Your parents think you will attempt to stop them again. They won’t let that happen.”

      My heart was thundering so hard I could feel it in the tips of my fingers. “What did you have to do with it?”

      He blinked once. Was he wrestling with the spell? If he was, he wasn’t having much luck because the truth kept tumbling out. “They want me involved. They want me to… kill you.”

      I took a step back, my hands shaking. Pressing them to my head, I attempted to process what I’d just learned. The only reason Dax wanted me close was because… because he was waiting for the right opportunity to kill me.

      I doubled over, holding my sides. I’d wanted the truth, and I’d gotten it, but this was worse—so much worse—than I could have ever imagined.

      Everything, all of it, was a lie.

      “Oh, God.” I shuffled back, banging against the cell doors. Dax stood still, entrapped in the Truth-Teller’s spell. Maybe I’d keep him that way forever because I didn’t think I could face what came after this.

      I barely heard the footsteps approaching our cell. Then two men—guards, probably—started shouting. “What’s going on in there? What are you doing?”

      A jumble of words assaulted me as keys clanged in the lock.

      I backed into the wall as they unlocked the cell, rushing in to grab Dax. The Truth-Teller was knocked from his hands as they yanked him back, the glow extinguishing as the device rolled into a patch of hay.

      “No magic,” one of the guards yelled as he yanked Dax’s wrists behind his back and began to bind them with twine.

      Dax blinked, slowly coming out of the spell. “What’s going on? Winter?”

      When his eyes found mine, dawning comprehension settled over his features. He remembered what he’d said. He knew he’d told me the truth.

      “Winter, no.” He struggled against the guards, but they yanked him steadily toward the open cell door. “Let me explain. Winter, please.”

      I shook my head, putting all my energy into keeping the tears threatening to fall at bay.

      The guards didn’t care that Dax wanted to ply me with more lies. Dragging him away, they forced him out of the cell and down the hall as he struggled and bellowed my name over and over again.

      “Winter, I’m sorry. Please, let me talk to her. Winter. Winter!”

      A door slammed, then he was gone.

      Crumpling to my knees, I let the tears fall.
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      “Get up. It’s time. Your parents are here.”

      I stirred, sitting up as I fought off sleep. As soon as I heard the words parents, the drowsiness dropped away. I was exhausted, but there was nothing like knowing the leaders of the biggest magical crime syndicate—and the family who wanted to murder me—were in the building. It was quite the pick-me-up.

      On my feet in two seconds, I brushed hay off my body as I stared at the person who’d spoken.

      The Candy Witch was here in all her bat-shit-crazy glory. This time, she wore a saucy Renaissance fair dress in bubblegum pink with purple threading and laces that cinched it skintight. Her breasts were large mounds threatening to spill out of the low-cut top, and I wondered if that was eye candy for my father or just how she liked to dress when murdering people.

      “Great outfit,” I said. “Are you sponsored by Bubble Yum or Wrigley?”

      She didn’t take the bait. “Let’s go. Your parents are waiting.”

      Pulling the cell door open, she waited for me to exit. Carefully, I checked my pockets, noting the Truth-Teller, which I’d grabbed after Dax had left, was still there.

      Glancing back at the cell, I sniffed. “I give this place two stars. The accommodations were mediocre, but the service was abysmal.”

      She scowled. “You should be happy you don’t have your friend’s accommodations. His are much less hospitable.”

      It had been a few hours since they’d dragged Dax away, but if she wanted me to care he was being mistreated, she was barking up the wrong tree.

      God, how he’d lied to me. More than I could have possibly imagined.

      I squared my shoulders. “He’s not my friend.”

      She gave a curt laugh, tossing her head as her poufy purple hair shook. “That’s not what we saw earlier.”

      My eyes darted to hers. “Perv.”

      The Candy Witch just smiled darkly.

      “You really do like to watch, don’t you? All this madness you’ve created—do you just sit around and watch it all? It’s like a real-life soap opera to you, only you get to pull the strings.”

      Her head wiggled slightly as if she thought about defending herself, but then she decided not to. “Move. Your fate has been sealed. At least try to meet it with some dignity.”

      I pulled on the lapels of my jacket. “If you knew me at all, lady, you’d know dignity is not on my personality shortlist.”

      A guard behind us came forward, apparently picking up on my hesitation, and shoved a staff between my shoulder blades to motivate me. Smiling at my pain, the Candy Witch sashayed forward while the guard and I followed.

      As we walked, I thought about running, about attacking her or the guard, but more guards seemed to appear everywhere we went. Even if I did get away from the one at my back, I’d be swarmed the minute I stepped out of line.

      But I couldn’t just give in and let my parents kill me. Last time, my mother had taken mercy on me, which was the only reason I was alive today. I had a feeling my father had either killed her or made her life so miserable over the last time, that she’d not be so inclined to help. Chewing on my lip, I ruminated on the idea my own mother might be dead. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it since she’d never been Joan Clever, or even Kris Jenner, but if she were dead, it was because she’d saved me. I realized I didn’t want her to be dead, no matter how many awful things she’d done.

      It was my father who deserved to die. All of this began and ended with him. He was the poison in her veins, the overlord to her weak-mindedness. But what could I do to stop him? He’d been extremely powerful the last time I’d faced him, and I had a feeling he’d only grown in power since. There was no way he would face me if he couldn’t destroy me. What would his followers say if I bested him again? They’d likely all leave, which was exactly why I had to do it.

      That… and I kind of liked breathing.

      We left the dungeon, starting up a perilously long flight of stone steps that twisted around and around until I worried I’d be sick. Finally, we reached the landing and came out into a hallway, obviously leading into her throne room. The same one we’d found when we arrived, which was baffling and yet not the strangest thing I’d seen today. She was a witch, after all.

      As I glanced around the tall crystal ceilings and sparkling crystal floors, my gaze swept back to her dais.

      And there was my father.

      He sat in her throne, back straight, eyes straight ahead, hands gripping the armrests as if he wanted to rip them off and bludgeon people with them. Dressed in a business suit with a strange thin tie and black sunglasses, he had his hair slicked back into a tight ponytail secured at the nape of his neck. It was an odd outfit, making him look like he worked for the FBI or was some sort of assassin.

      Boy, he loved theatrics almost as much as the Candy Witch did. These two deserved each other.

      As we approached, his cold glare landed on me.

      It felt like fingers of ice trailing down my skin. One corner of his mouth curled up as he watched our approach. My heart pounded in my chest as I was forced to walk toward him. The guard didn’t let up until I was in front of the dais, only ten feet from my father. He scowled down at me like I was a bug he’d like to crush under his expensive shoes.

      Beside me, the Candy Witch gestured in my direction. “Sir, I present your daughter to you.”

      His head flicked up as if he’d forgotten the Candy Witch was even in the room. “You can call me Your Highness or Your Majesty, Evanora, since you like titles so much. You, however, resemble more of a jester than a queen. Perhaps I’ll call you that. A fool.”

      Her jaw clenched, her hands clawing into each other, but the Candy Witch dipped her giant purple head. “As you wish, Your Highness.”

      Dismissively, my father flicked his hand at her. “Step back. This is between my daughter and me.”

      He turned to me, his expression as cold as glacial ice. I offered him a forced smile. “Hi, Dad. Sorry if you didn’t get my Father’s Day card. I was going to send one, but then I remembered when you tried to kill me, so… I guess it got lost in the mail?” I shrugged.

      My father pulled off his dark glasses, peering at me with eyes so similar to my own that it was uncanny. After several long beats, he finally spoke. “I’ve been wondering what went wrong with you, Raya.”

      There was that name again, the one he’d given me, the one that marked me as a part of him—how I hated it.

      “What went wrong with me, Dad? Maybe it was that time I saw you murder that guy in our shed? Or how about when you used to teach me how to scam the other kids in my second-grade class? Or maybe it was the lock-picking set you got me for my tenth birthday? Hard to choose which one fucked me up the most.”

      He shook his head in disgust. “It’s your mother in you. Weak genes. What was I expecting from a common witch?”

      “Where is my mother?” I asked, my heart thudding and teeth gritted. Please don’t say dead. Please don’t say dead.

      “I left her back at our headquarters. I didn’t want her screwing anything up again.”

      “Or saving my life again,” I mumbled.

      My father scooted closer to the edge of The Candy Witch’s throne. “I gave you a chance. You squandered it and cost me six months of planning, not to mention two of my best minions. And I know you would do it again in a heartbeat.”

      I fixed him with a leveling gaze. “You know I would.”

      “Which is exactly why your life ends here. Today. I’m not going to let anything get in my way this time. I have big plans, Raya. The biggest this magical community has ever seen. Too bad you won’t be around to bask in my glory.” He gripped the throne’s arms so tight that bits of candy began to break off in his fists.

      The Candy Witch took notice. “Oh, sir, please be careful with that. It took a long time to make.” She took a step forward, her hand out.

      “I told you to call me Your Majesty,” he snapped.

      With a flick of his wrist, a bolt of electric blue magic blasted into the witch, making her fall backward. She lay on the ground, body seizing, her medieval dress poufed around her legs until her guards came and propped her back up. Like a wounded animal, she cowered, eying the exit.

      This time, when her eyes met my father’s, there was as much hatred as fear. “Your Majesty, I am so sorry.”

      My father lifted one corner of his mouth in a disgusted sneer before turning back to me. “Now, Raya, it’s your turn.”

      My turn.

      I clenched my body, stiffening every muscle as I waited for what he was about to do to me. Could I save myself? Could I cast something? My brain ran through the spells Frankie had shown me, but, in its frantic state, nothing seemed to stick. Plus, all magic had been blocked here. Well, except for my father’s, apparently.

      If he were going to blast me, I would just have to let it play out and see if my body could devise a solution of its own as it had right before I’d been about to plummet to my death at the start of the maze. My magic hadn’t let me die yet.

      But, instead of blasting me, my father gestured to the guards in the wings. They marched out, returning a few minutes later with prisoners in tow.

      I nearly crumpled when I saw them.

      Frankie, Jason, and Dax hobbled out in crystal candy handcuffs. Frankie and Jason looked all right, but Dax appeared to have been badly beaten. A cut dribbled blood above his eye, the skin around beginning to turn purple, and he held himself as if his ribs—or possibly a limb—might be broken.

      He was in a lot of pain—that I could tell.

      I reminded myself that I didn’t care. He’d betrayed me again. In fact, he’d never stopped betraying me. It had always been a game. Everything he’d said. How he’d called me the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen… and that tender lovemaking.

      All lies.

      Still, if he were working with them, why would they beat him up? It didn’t make sense unless he’d done something to anger my father.

      As I took this all in, a guard came up behind them, half-carrying a tiny thing in a dirty white nightgown. Her wide, searching eyes made her resemble like an abused animal straight out of those Sarah McLaughlan commercials.

      “Rebekah,” I whispered.

      When her eyes finally found Dax, she cried out, trying to get to him, but the guards held her back. I wondered if she’d burst into flame then and there, but either she’d gotten it under control, or, more likely, they were doing something to keep that particular power at bay.

      As Rebekah whimpered, Dax’s unwavering gaze landed on his little sister and held. “It’s okay, Bek. It’ll all be okay.”

      “Dax, what’s going on?” she asked, her eyes glistening with tears. “Who are these people? Why are we here?”

      So he hadn’t told her he was working with criminals. That didn’t surprise me. Why would he want his little sister to know what an evil man he was?

      My father, growing tired of the theatrics, waved his hand. Suddenly, everyone’s mouths clamped shut. Moving my lips up and down, I realized he hadn’t done the same to me. He liked having someone to monologue with who could respond accordingly, and it appeared I was his favorite target. This didn’t surprise me in the slightest. After all, I’d gotten my smart mouth from him.

      “Now…” he said, rising and rubbing his hands together. “It’s time we got to business.”

      “What are you going to do to them?” I asked, fear and revulsion warring in me as he stalked closer to my friends.

      “Remember Andrea?” he asked, prowling menacingly close to Jason. “She had to pay for her disloyalty, too.”

      Oh, Andrea. Of course I remembered my godmother, the woman who’d taken me in and loved me like I was her own up until the moment my father had killed her in front of me. Anger as bitter and corrosive as poison welled in my stomach.

      “Stay away from them,” I forced out through gritted teeth, wishing I could strike him down then and there.

      My father glanced at me, then at my friends. With a smirk, he shot a bolt of energy at Jason.

      I tried to run forward as guards grabbed my arms and yanked me back. Instead, I was forced to stand there and watch as Jason writhed in pain, collapsing to the ground as his body seized from my father’s awful magic. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air.

      “Stop!” I pulled against the guards, but their hands were too strong. God, I couldn’t stand this. Couldn’t watch it. Not Jason. He’d never hurt anyone in his life. I had to help him.

      Stop, my brain shouted.

      The guards flew back as if yanked away by unseen cords. I gaped, transfixed, as their bodies skidded along the crystal candy floor, crashing to a stop at the far wall.

      Holy shit. I had done that. My magic had blasted them away.

      My father took notice, too.

      He stopped torturing Jason and whirled on me, the blue magic crackling in his hands.

      “So, you have your magic again, I see. You even broke the wards that keep it in check. But can you wield it?” He flung his hand toward me, shooting his magic right at my chest.

      Instead of thinking, I cast. Stop!

      His magic hit a wall, spilling across it like paint thrown against a glass dome. In wonder and awe, I watched it slide off. I’d done that. But I still didn’t really know how.

      As his magic fizzled and died, my father and I stared at each other. He smiled. “That’s good. I wanted you to fight back. It would be no fun if I killed you outright. A Fischer dies on their feet.”

      “If that’s our family motto, it’s a stupid one.” I crouched, gesturing for him to come at me. “Come on, Dad. Let’s see who’s left standing.”

      My father unbuttoned his jacket, shrugging it off and dropping it to the ground. As he rolled up his sleeves, I shucked off my leather jacket and flexed my hands, wishing for a sword, but magic would have to do. I felt it tingling inside me, ready to go off.

      But would it be enough?

      I didn’t have time to wonder for long as he darted toward me.

      This was it. The battle for our lives had begun.
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      In all my imaginings of this final battle with my father, I thought it would be hard, if not impossible. Yet, now, locked in combat with him, I could admit I’d had no real concept of how difficult it might be.

      He was a hyena while I was merely a wounded rabbit. If he were a warship, then I was a dingy with a hole in it. I was only a dull spear to his warhead.

      His magic slammed into my shield over and over, pounding it with an amazing blue arc of sizzling fire. Whatever power I had went to keeping myself from being fried to a crisp while trying to hold the magical dome in place. He would stop for a second, leaving me gasping and shaking on the ground, then attack again, another onslaught that drove me backward and down until I crouched in a little ball, the dome of magic around me so small I could smell my hair burning.

      My father stalked around me like a panther. His glasses were gone, his ponytail loose. He appeared both deranged and in need of a good haircut.

      “I’m disappointed, Raya. A Vision Witch told us you would become one of the most powerful creatures to walk the planet, but look at you. You’re barely as good as you were at age three. A simple blocking spell? Is that all you know? Infantile.”

      I stood shakily, trying to exude confidence I didn’t have. “I know other spells,” I insisted, desperately running through them in my head.

      He barked out a hollow laugh. “Let’s see one then. Hit me. I’ll even give you a free shot.”

      A free shot? Really? His hubris would be his undoing, but only if I could fire off a magical attack so powerful it would destroy him in one swoop. But how could I do that?

      My gaze shot to Frankie, who seemed to be pleading with me to finish it and save her, but what spell could I use?

      The only one I could think bring to mind was the fire spell I’d used to set her carpet ablaze. Fire would do the trick if I could manage it.

      “Go ahead,” he said, mocking me as he stood with his shoulders straight and his face unafraid. “Give it your best shot.”

      Taking a deep breath, I centered myself and planted my feet. Then I reached deep inside myself to access my magic, the tingling well I could feel at the core of my being, before twisting my fingers into knots and speaking the Latin incantation. At the last word, I pushed my hands forward as if throwing a fireball Street Fighter-style, right at my dad’s head.

      A giant ball of flame rolled out of my hands. The heat was so intense I stumbled backward, but I kept my head up as it rolled toward my father, consuming him in one giant conflagration. It curled around him, tongues of flame licking out as the candy beneath his feet melted and the smell of burning flesh clogged the air.

      I did it. I really did it.

      The fire rolled off, and there stood my father. Unharmed.

      He patted out a smoking sleeve before meeting my disbelief with the biggest smirk in the world.

      “That was it?” he asked. “That was your big spell? I guess your death really will be on you since you couldn’t even stop me when I gave you a free pass.”

      “This is your fault,” I shouted, hate for him burning through me hotter than any fireball. “I can’t do magic because you kept it locked up for so long. This is all on you!”

      He gave me a dismissive wave. “You’ve always blamed your problems on other people, Raya. Did you ever stop to think about what you are responsible for? How about the fact these lovely people are now going to die because you brought them into my life? It’s sad what you’ve done to them.”

      My father strolled over to where Frankie, Jason, Dax, and Rebekah still stood cuffed, his electric blue hand beginning to glow.

      My panic doubled, clenching my guts. “Dad, stop. Leave them alone. Come back over here. I’m the one you want, remember? I’m the one who stopped you last time. Remember how I ruined your plan? The one I’m sure took you months to set up…”

      “Who should be first?” he mused, walking slowly behind each one. He held his hand up over Jason’s head. “This one?”

      I shook my head. “Leave Jason alone.”

      “What about this one? Francis?” When he put his hands on her shoulders, she flinched under his electric touch.

      “No, not Frankie. Leave her alone,” I almost begged, inching closer. I could barely breathe. “Please.”

      To my surprise, the Candy Witch stepped forward, too. “Klaus, no. Not her. She’s with me.”

      My father’s eyes narrowed. “I told you, Evanora, to call me Your Majesty, but you refuse. You always did think you were too good to serve at my behest. Maybe you need a lesson.”

      He grabbed a fistful of Frankie’s hair, yanking her forward as tears ran down her face.

      “Stop,” the Candy Witch and I shouted in unison, but my father whipped his free hands in our direction.

      Suddenly, I was frozen. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. All I could do was watch as he ran his hand down Frankie’s cheek. She couldn’t even pull away since he’d kept her frozen like the coward he was. He didn’t even have enough pride to face us while we were all free. No, he’d made sure the odds were in his favor, binding everyone else and picking on me because he thought I was the weakest one out of the batch.

      Well, he was wrong about that.

      I could get out of his spell. I knew I could.

      Stop, I thought. Stop!

      But it was like he’d blocked that particular talent of mine. No matter how many times I thought it, nothing happened. I was stuck. Beside me, Evanora seemed to be having the same problem. Little squeaking sounds emitted from her throat as if she, too, were trying in vain to get out of my father’s freeze spell.

      Evanora—maybe that was it. Maybe if I couldn’t get myself out, I could get her out. But why would I do that when Dax or even Frankie would be a better choice? Still, I thought proximity might matter, that my magic might need to be close to something to work, and Evanora stood right beside me.

      But what if I freed her and she didn’t care? No. I believed she loved Frankie like Andrea had loved me.

      Besides, I had to try something. My father inched his zapping hand down, bringing it closer to Frankie’s heart as tears streamed down her face and soaked her turtleneck.

      I hated him more than anything, and I loved her more than life itself.

      Love.

      Dax said magic was more about love than hate. Focusing on my love for Frankie, I closed my eyes and thought, Free, giving it everything I had, then pushed it in Evanora’s direction.

      The witch stumbled forward, clutching her chest. Her gaze swiveled toward me as my father’s head snapped up.

      “What—” was all he had time to say.

      Evanora clapped her hands. Before the burst of sound finished echoing around the cavernous room, she and Frankie disappeared in a shiver of magic, leaving the lingering smell of peppermint on the air.

      But that wasn’t all she left. Two other things happened simultaneously—Jason, Dax, and I were released from the immobilization spell… and the gingerbread guards began to swarm into the throne room.

      As the realization his plot had been foiled, my father’s face crumpled, his horrified expression priceless. I wished it had lasted longer than a microsecond so I could have savored it before he started to blast the shit out of the gingerbread men.

      An epic battle ensued.

      My father’s blue electric beams blasted out like a laser light show on crack while the cookies piled on top of him. They all charged, one on top of the other, a cookie avalanche he couldn’t stop. As the smell of burnt baked goods filled the air, I ran toward Jason, Dax, and Rebekah.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Jason, not able to take my gaze off his chest, which was burnt to a crisp. But Dax was already there, applying healing spells to it.

      “You have magic?” I asked Dax before remembering I was never going to speak to him again.

      He nodded. “We all do. Jason, can you get Rebekah out of here?”

      Clearly in a terrible amount of pain, Jason nodded once.

      Dax rushed to his sister, taking her by the hand. “You go with Jason. He’ll get you to safety.”

      “Dax, you need to come, too. Please,” she begged, holding onto his arm for dear life.

      But he glanced over at me. “I need to stay and help Winter.”

      Help Winter? More like kill Winter. But before I could protest, he’d put Rebekah’s hand in Jason’s, and they were gone.

      “There went my ride,” I murmured.

      Dax turned to me. “Winter, I wanted to tell you—”

      “Save it,” I said, throwing a hand up. “I’ve heard my quota of lies today.”

      He shook his head. “I need to explain—”

      An explosion of cookies erupted, cutting him off. My father climbed from detritus, shaking off the burnt cookie crumbs before whirling on us.

      Pivoting, I held my hands out, ready to think some magic at him, until I heard Dax call, “Winter!”

      He threw a long, slim object my way. When I caught it, my heart soared—my samurai blade. I almost kissed it. Instead, I pulled it out of the sheath and faced my father. “Can I have that free shot now, Dad?” I spit out that the last word like it tasted foul, and it wasn’t an exaggeration. This man didn’t deserve to be called my father.

      Then, screaming out a war cry, I raised the blade and rushed toward him.
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      My father stood his ground, raising both hands, ready for me. Then he shot his blue magic directly at me—from his eyeballs!

      It felt like being sizzled alive.

      The electric magic coursed through me, feeling like current had replaced the blood in my veins. Every inch of my body felt torn apart and burned. I fell back, seizing on the ground as my teeth clacked together, blood filling my mouth. Yet, the painful magic didn’t stop.

      This was it. He’d done it. My father was actually going to kill me.

      It hurt so much. I just wanted it to be over.

      A loud cry and a thud returned me to my senses. The magic stopped its cruel humming dance through my system, and I forced my head up.

      My father and Dax were locked in battle, their magic circling like spinning tornados of blue and orange. Dax had his hands on my father’s throat while Dad tried to wrap one around Dax’s cranium. The magic crackled and sparked as two titans of magic did their best to kill each other. Meanwhile, I did my best to rise and breathe.

      Sucking in huge lungfuls of air, I found my sword and limped over. Even though Dax was a bad man, my father was evil incarnate. I had to help Dax stop him. And my only chance to do so was right now.

      I stumbled up behind my father, intent on attacking him while he and Dax fought, but it was as if he sensed me. With one hand, he thrust forward, sending Dax crashing into the far wall. Rock candy shattered on impact as Dax’s body hit it unforgivingly hard. His limbs went completely limp, almost boneless, as he must have blacked out before disappearing beneath an avalanche of candy shards.

      “Dax!” On instinct, I started to rush to his aid when my father caught me around the neck.

      “You are done,” he hissed, lifting me to my toes and squeezing until my airway closed. No matter how much I clawed at him, feet scrabbling to find purchase on the ground, he wouldn’t release me. “These hands brought you into the world, and they will take you out.”

      He stared, crazy eyes matching his insane mind. As he choked me, he reveled in my impending death. I could see it in his eyes. He would be happy when I took my last breath. He would watch with glee.

      But I couldn’t die. I would miss those I loved too much—Frankie, Jason, the weirdos at the agency. Mr. Nutterbutter. My mother. Even Dax, no matter how awful he was.

      Instead of accepting my death, I pushed all the magic I could muster from inside myself into the samurai blade, then stabbed it into my father’s middle.

      The blade pierced his magical wall, slicing right through. I felt it enter the soft wetness of his stomach before it struck harder bone. Through the handle, I felt the magical blade begin to eat away at the flesh around it. I felt the magic continue to pour out of me and into the blade as my father sagged, his grip on my neck loosening.

      “Oh,” he huffed, eyes wide. He stumbled, almost losing his balance.

      Oh. His last word. Dear old dad would be so disappointed.

      He dropped me before staggering backward. The blade slipped free from his flesh, blood gushing from the wound, the red spatters macabre against his pristine white dress shirt.

      I sucked air into my mangled throat as I watched him bleed out.

      Clutching at his wound, he tried to put pressure on it while casting, attempting to magically stop the blood, but there was just too much spurting out. It was an amazing amount of blood. I watched, transfixed, as it next painted his trousers, then the floor, in red.

      He swayed almost drunkenly before falling over a piece of cookie guard and going down.

      Weakly, I moved until I stood over him.

      Expression bathed in gut-clenching terror, he gasped and shook. It was obvious he couldn’t believe this was the end. He couldn’t believe I was the one who’d ended him, either.

      Neither could I…

      Almost numb, I watched my father take his last shuddering breath. I stood there for a long time after, frozen, staring at what I’d done.

      I’d killed him. I’d killed my own father.

      But had I? He was so powerful. Maybe it was all a trick.

      I backed up, shaking now. The blade was still clutched in my hand. It was as if I couldn’t drop the bloody blade even if I wanted to.

      It had all happened so fast. One minute, Dax and I were…

      Dax!

      Dropping the blade, I ran to where he’d been buried under razor-sharp shards of candy.

      Furiously, I dug through the sharp pieces, cutting my hands and bleeding everywhere, but that didn’t matter. “Dax? Dax, answer me!” Candy dust made me cough, stinging my eyes, but I continued yanking away pieces until I found him.

      He was covered in powder, nearly every bit of him white. His eyes were closed, and he didn’t stir when I brushed the grime off his face.

      “Dax? Please, are you alive?” Digging my feet into the ground for leverage, I heaved another chunk of candy off his chest, surprised at its heavy weight.

      Finally, he took a big breath, then coughed.

      “Oh my God, you’re alive.”

      Blue eyes appeared, breaking up the sea of white. When he saw me, he smiled. “Winter.”

      “I’ll get the rest off you.”

      I started to haul more of the heavy candy pieces off him, but he grabbed my hand with his free one. “Wait. I need to tell you something. I don’t have much time.”

      “You’re not going to die. Just hold on.”

      But he didn’t let go of my hand. “It isn’t that,” he said. “The MLE is coming. I called them. I’ll be arrested soon, but I have to tell you this before I go. Where’s the Truth-Teller?”

      “What? Dax, did you hit your head?” I shrieked, gaping at his foolish words. I had to get him free!

      He shook his head, causing pieces of rock candy to rain down. “Just get it. Hurry.”

      “Dax?”

      “Please,” he pleased, licking the powder from his lips. “They’re going to be here any second.”

      Confused, I glanced around until I spied my jacket, one of the only black objects in the white room, and darted over to it. The Truth-Teller was still in my pocket. Pulling it out, I ran back to where Dax still lay under the fallen wall.

      “Give it to me please,” he said, his voice thin.

      I slipped it into his palm, but before he closed his fingers around it, he said, “Ask me why I agreed to your father’s plan. And ask me what I feel now.”

      “Dax…”

      His fingers closed around the Truth-Teller, his stare going blank. “Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies,” he said in that robotic voice.

      Nearly on the verge of tears, I sucked in a deep breath. “Why did you agree to my father’s plan to kill me?”

      His face stayed blank as the truth spell took hold of him. “I agreed to his terms because I knew it would let me protect you. I planned to stop him from hurting you. I couldn’t let anything hurt you.”

      “Didn’t you do it to save Rebekah?” I asked, pulse skipping erratically.

      “Yes. But for you, too. You and my sister, above everyone else, are the two people I would gladly give my life for. I would have done it, too, if it had come to that.”

      Oh, God. I wanted to believe his words so badly, but were they true? Had he tricked the Truth-Teller? But if he could do that, why wouldn’t he have done it before?

      Gnawing at my lip, I pulled the Truth-Teller out of his hand. I wanted him to look me in the eyes as I asked him this last question. With the object out of his grasp, his eyes fluttered, recognition flooding back. He stared at me in confusion. “Winter?”

      I put a finger to his lips. “Tell the truth, Dax. But this time, no spells. How do you feel now?”

      He gazed up into my eyes. “I think… I think I’m falling in love with you.”

      My jaw dropped as a shuddering breath escaped my lungs. “Dax, I—”

      Several popping sounds echoed around the throne room. Before I could whirl around, hands grabbed at my shoulders and yanked me back. “Step aside, miss.”

      “Let me go,” I fought the grip of whoever had me, twisting around until I saw the MLE badge.

      “We’re the good guys,” the man said. “We’re here to help.”

      “No.” I tried to extricate myself from his grasp as his colleagues swarmed Dax. Another group encircled my father.

      It was all happening so fast. “I want to stay with him,” I begged, trying to head toward Dax, but a guard grabbed my arm.

      “He’s under arrest. Besides, you need medical attention.”

      “No, I don’t. Just let me stay.” I tugged at his fingers, realizing I was smearing blood on him. “Dax!”

      “Winter,” Dax rasped. “I have to tell you something. There was a file.”

      But a wall of men stepped in, separating us. “Get her out of here,” the annoyed guard yelled as I fought him. Another hurried over, putting a hand on my head. I was about to tell him where to stick it when the familiar pull of a transport spell washed over me. My body was wrenched forward by my belly button and swirled away as I shouted Dax’s name over and over.

      I stumbled into being, falling forward as arms reached out to grab me. “Winter! You’re okay!” The warm, soft body smelled familiar as it drew me into an embrace.

      “Frankie?” Slowly, I put my arms around her.

      She rocked me back and forth. “Oh my goddess. That was so scary. Are you okay?”

      I didn’t answer her. For the first time in a long time, I was speechless.
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      The pool at Dax’s parents’ house was much nicer than I wanted to admit. I wasn’t a sit-by-the-pool-and-tan kind of person, but Rebekah loved swimming. We’d come over to check on her, so here I was, in a wicker lounger with a drink sweating on the glass table beside me.

      It was definitely the kind of life a person could get used to.

      Frankie sat in the matching lounger beside me while Jason got ready to jump off the diving board. Rebekah watched him from where she floated on a pink pool noodle, one hand over her eyes to block the sun.

      “Jump,” she shouted as Jason did a few hops on the springy board, but failed to actually launch himself into the water.

      “Is it cold?” he teased, acting like that was why he wasn’t taking the plunge… instead of the delighted expression on Rebekah’s face as he teased her.

      Frankie pulled her sun hat down lower on her head. “It’s heated, you fool. They’re rich. They don’t swim in cold water.” She was clearly not paying attention or following their little game. Frankie wasn’t a pool girl, but she wasn’t wearing one of her turtlenecks, thank God. Her outfit consisted of a short-sleeve shirt and a corduroy skirt, no bathing suit in sight, making it clear to everyone she was not going in the water. Not that anyone had asked her to. Rebekah had taken a shine to Jason’s carefree attitude right away. She’d warmed up to me when we’d bonded over a love of the films My Neighbor Totoro and Ponyo. That, and I just kept showing up, determined to make sure she was okay.

      Since Dax wasn’t here to take care of her, I had to be as often as I could. He’d asked me to, and I wasn’t about to break my word.

      In the pool, Rebekah was splashing water up at Jason. “Jump, chicken!”

      “Are you sure?” He stood on the edge of the diving board, peering down as if nervous.

      “Do it,” she yelled with glee.

      Jason shrugged, bounced twice, then rose into the air. But at the last second, his hands flashed in a spell and he disappeared

      “What… Where did he—” Rebekah stopped talking and squealed, thrashing around as Jason appeared in the water beneath her. He swam up, surfacing just in time to catch a face full of water from the riled Rebekah. “You got me!”

      Jason grinned, cutting a mean backstroke away from her as she chased after him.

      “Are his parents home?” Frankie asked, her big dark sunglasses turned in my direction.

      I glanced at the huge mansion behind us. “Hard to tell. They never come out to say anything. Sometimes, Rebekah says her mom is home, but I never see her.”

      “Weird,” Frankie said, reaching for her Shirley Temple. She took a sip before continuing. “You’d think they’d spend more time with the only kid they have left.”

      I tensed at her words, each one like a tiny papercut on my heart. “You talk about him like he’s dead.”

      “With the way they run that prison, he might as well be.” Even from behind her glasses, I felt the hard glance she shot me. Leaned in closer to me, she hissed, “So you need to stop with all these ridiculous plans of yours.”

      I leaned back, closing my eyes against the September glare. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Frankie.”

      “Winter, he was sentenced to fifteen years on Marshall Island. They gave him the maximum time allowed for conspiring with your parents. Because the insane man confessed, even his hotshot lawyers couldn’t get him out of it.”

      “He wanted to tell the truth,” I said.

      He’d told me before they locked him up that he was done with lying—no matter what. And, besides, why couldn’t they see he’d been trying to save my life, not take it? If I could, why couldn’t Magical Law Enforcement?

      “I know that, and you know that, but the MLE isn’t messing around. They’re glad you took out your dad, but The Viceroys haven’t stopped their attacks. If anything, they’ve gotten worse since your father died.”

      God, The Viceroys. They were the eternal thorn in my side.

      “Speaking of attacks, have you heard anything from Evanora?” I asked.

      Frankie shook her head, “No, and thanks for bringing it up. It’s not as if the police don’t ask me nearly every single day. If she contacts me, everyone will know, okay?”

      I waved my hand in a dismissive gesture, letting her know it wasn’t a big deal to me. The MLE was hounding her for information, going so far as to put tracking spells on her location and little spy pixies in her garden. The other day, one of those nasty sprites bit me when I was out on the dock having coffee. I nearly smashed the thing before I realized it wasn’t a hornet.

      “They’ll find Evanora. Do they really think she’s behind the new attacks?”

      “Yes. They had intel saying she was trying to weasel your dad out even before you killed him.”

      Sighing, I side-eyed Frankie. Somehow, she always managed to bring up the fact I’d murdered my father on a daily basis. Yes, I was glad he was no longer hurting anyone. However, I didn’t want to think about it all the time. I’d reminded her of this, but, in typical Frankie style, she just said whatever she thought, so there was no point. It was one of the things we had in common.

      But thinking about my father always made my mother come to mind. With his death, I thought she might finally contact me, but she hadn’t. This either meant she was upset with me for what I’d done, or he’d done something awful to her, and I just didn’t know it yet. Neither explanation helped me sleep at night. The alcohol attempted to make up for the comforting embrace of my mother, but it only worked a little.

      “What about the file Dax mentioned?” Frankie asked.

      I shook my head. “No luck. I’ve gone through his office, his room, everything. There’s no mention of any file. If we want to know what was in it, we have to ask Dax.”

      Jason, dripping wet and toweling himself off, came over to us. “What you girls yapping about?”

      My gaze traveled to his chest, where the permanent burn marks now resided. My father had given him third-degree burns. Without magical intervention, they probably would have killed him. Instead, he was healed, but it had left pretty wicked scars. If he were insecure about it, he didn’t show it.

      “We’re just talking about how Dax is in jail, and we all should just move on,” Frankie said, shooting me a look.

      Jason shook the water out of his ear before sitting in another lounge chair. Rebekah was still happily swimming in the pool, far from our conversation.

      Jason grabbed my drink, nearly inhaling it before saying, “I thought you’d be talking about how dope it’ll be for Winter to be the boss.”

      I cringed as Jason held his hand out for me to high five. “Let’s not get too excited,” I said.

      “Don’t leave me hanging.” He moved his open hand closer to me.

      “I am very much going to leave you hanging.” I sat up, feeling the sweat slip between my shoulder blades. “What if I just don’t show up to work tomorrow?”

      “You can’t do that.” Frankie straightened. “You are the interim head of the firm, Winter. Everyone is going to want to talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Which is exactly why I shouldn’t go.” I picked up my glass before remembering Jason had drunk it all. “I shouldn’t be head of the firm.”

      “You’re only interim head of the firm,” Frankie reminded me. “They’ll pick a new leader as soon as the selection process is complete.”

      “But how long with that take?” I whined.

      “Only a couple of months,” Frankie said.

      “Ugh!” I laid back on the lounger, pulling a towel over my head. “That’s way too long for me to be in charge,” I mumbled into the fabric.

      When I sat up again, they were both staring. For once, Jason’s expression was serious. “You have to be in charge, bro. It’ll allow you to decide what cases we take. You know, what problem we tackle.”

      He shot me an encouraging wink.

      I smiled, nodding slowly. “I get to decide what we’re going to do.”

      “Exactly.” He glanced toward Rebekah before looking back. “You can decide who we go after… and who we might help relocate.”

      I scrambled to a seated position, realizing what Jason was implying. Yes, I was fully on board with that idea.

      “Do you think we can?”

      Jason nodded. “I’ve been doing some research.”

      “What are you two talking about? What research?” Frankie suspiciously asked, peering over the rim of her glasses. “What are you two plotting?”

      I grinned as the plans forming in my head seemed to merge with Jason’s. Maybe I wasn’t crazy. Perhaps we really could do this.”

      “Are you two thinking… No. Nuh-uh. That’s crazy. We’d be jailed for life.”

      “Jailed for life or not, we need to do what’s right,” I said, locking eyes with Jason. “We’re going to bust Dax out of jail.”
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CHAPTER ONE

      “That’s it. You’re cut off,” the bartender said, coming over to take my empty glass away. 

      I watched it scrape across the rutted bar, my eyes dragging slowly from that image to his face. The image blurred a little until finally coalescing into a thirty-something man who was not at all pleased I was getting shitfaced at, of all things, a bar. 

      Didn’t he know that’s what these establishments were for? 

      “You’re not the boss of me,” I mumbled, reaching for the bottle in his fist. He easily moved away, and my hand swam through empty air before banging on the bar. The jolt of pain knocked a little sense into me. 

      Well, shit. Maybe I was bit drunker than I thought. 

      How long had I been sitting in this dimly lit bar, sucking down drinks with the drone of a sports game in the background and the smell of stale liqueur in the air? One hour? No, it had to be two. Or more? It was not a good sign that I couldn’t remember. I’d left work at five, annoyed with the complaints of employees I had no idea how to manage, instead drowning my sorrows in at least seven glasses of whiskey. 

      Or was it eight?

      “It’s for your own good.” The bartender wiped wet ring in front of me with a rag before tossing it over his shoulder. It wasn’t a bad shoulder. Come to think of it, his whole body—under that dingy flannel and ratty jeans—wasn’t bad. 

      He watched me drunkenly appraise him. “You can’t drive in this state. Want me to call you a cab? An Uber?”

      I shook my head, batting at him. “I’m… a witch. I can use magic.” 

      “Right. And I’m a merman. You should see me swim. Just call me Michael Phelps.”  

      He laughed, dimples appearing in his cheeks beneath the growth of about a day’s worth of stubble. His eyes were green and watchful beneath heavy brows. He was cute in a sloppy way with his home haircut, threadbare lumberjack attire, and an earring? Did I date guys with earrings? That didn’t seem like me. Then, I reminded myself I didn’t date anyone. The guy I liked was in a magical jail for the next fifteen years. 

      That was part of the reason I was drinking myself into a stupor, wasn’t it? It wasn’t simple my job. Dax was imprisoned, and I had no way to free him. The guilt was eating away at me. My father had been the one to threatened and kidnapped Dax’s sister, making Dax agree to do things he never would have, mainly collude with international criminals that happened to be related to me. 

      Plus, there was the whole “watching my every move so he could kill me thing.” Yeah, that.

      But we’d worked that out. He’d explained that everything with a Truth Teller in his palm, his eyes holding mine as Magical Law Enforcement barreled in, sealing his fate once and for all. He’d told me the truth, that he cared about me, that he’d wanted me closely so he could rescue me, that he’d never wanted to hurt me. 

      Then, he’d been captured and sentenced to fifteen years in prison. No hope of parole. 

      Those assholes didn’t even offer conjugal visits. 

      Back in the bar, I got up, stumbling a bit as the world tilted. Grabbing the bar stool, I closed my eyes until it stopped spinning.

      “Hey, are you sure you don’t want me to call you a cab?” 

      When I looked up, I found the nice bartender watching me with real concern. He was sweet. What was his name? Matt? Mike? I should probably have learned it by now. I’d been coming here on the regular for the last few weeks. Had it been Michael? 

      “I’m good, Michael” I said, feeling for the well of magic that always bubbled like an undercurrent below the surface of my skin. “Or, I will be in a minute.” 

      He frowned as if he didn’t believe me. Or maybe I’d gotten his name wrong. I gave him a wave, smiling awkwardly before digging in my pocket for a wad of cash. Not bothering to count it, I slapped it down on the bar.

      “Keep the change, ya filthy animal.” What did I need with human money for anyway? With a wiggle of my fingers, I could turn paper into replicas so good it could fool any Regular. 

      As he started to reach for the bills, I tried my damnedest to walk in a straight line toward the door. 

      I mostly succeeded. 

      Stumbling into the street, I glanced around. It was a Thursday… Or was it Tuesday? Either way, it was about nine PM, and the downtown street was bumpin’. Cars cut down the road, swirling the steam spilling from the manhole covers while the stoplights blinked red to green. The city never smelled great, but with the colder air, the odor was mostly hidden under car exhaust and a street vender’s piping hot Coney dogs. From down the street, a bar thumped with Pop hits while ladies in tight dresses shivered in line along the building’s side. 

      Detroit was gritty and raw, but I loved it, down to the smell of sulfur wafting from one of the alleyways. 

      The distinct smell of a demon. 

      My senses tingled as I locked onto the scent. It was my best skills, my bloodhound sense that allowed me to track only one thing: the minions of Hell itself. And now that I’d sensed one, I needed to sober up fast if I was going to do something about it. The heat from the enchanted dagger in the holster beneath my arm indicated I was about to do just that. 

      Well, yippee kai yay. It was time to slay some demons. 

      I slapped my palms together, rubbing them in excitement. At least, that’s the action I attempted, but my hands slapped only once before my body tilted, and I stumbled sideways and crashed into a brick wall.

      Oh yeah. I was still drunk. 

      Pulling into a patch of shadow at the side of the bar, I tried to remember the sobering spell Frankie had taught me. The problem was remembering it when I was sober was hard enough, so how the hell did she think I’d keep it straight once I was drunk? 

      It took me a few moments to remember I’d written the incantation in the notes tool on my phone. With fumbling fingers, I turned my phone on and pulled up the app. 

      Once the words stopped swimming, I read through the incantation, nodding to myself as I remembered. It was simple. I just needed to make sure I didn’t mess it up and, like, I don’t know… blow my own head off. Last month, I’d made my face disappear, which had not been great, but in hindsight had saved my life when a magical demon had tried to kill me. So, actually, my failures were also the things that saved my ass. 

      With this thought in mind, I shook out my hands and remembered to breathe like Dax had taught me. I remembered his words about magic being rooted in love, not hate. 

      Then I cast the spell. 

      “Sobrius sursum.” I shot my fingers at my face. 

      The spell hit me like a bucket of cold water. I stumbled, my leather jacket grazing against the brick wall as I nearly fell into a pile of garbage before righting myself. My head throbbed and a burnt taste lingered in my mouth, but when I stood up, the world was no longer spinning, and I could think clearly. The spell had removed the alcohol from my bloodstream. Well, most of it. I was still a little buzzed, but that was okay. With magic and my enchanted blade, I could slay demons in my sleep. 

      “Good job, Frankie,” I whispered, putting the phone in my pocket and zipping it up. “Now, about that demon.” 

      I found the sulfur scent again easily. It was like a skunk trail on a crisp October night, so distinct you couldn’t miss it. Well, the humans could. They walked around, breath puffing against the chilling temperatures, chatting and laughing like there wasn’t an agent from Hell lingering in the shadows hoping to kill them. 

      A pair of girls, barely legal, walked close, both wobbling on high heels they clearly weren’t used to. They were headed toward the sulfur scent, and the dark apartment complex it was wafting from. Not good. I had a feeling they were as drunk as I had recently been, the perfect mark for a demon’s next meal. 

      “Careful there, ladies,” I said, stepping in to block their path. “There’s a perv that way flashing his naughty bits. And, let me tell you that is not a sight you can unsee.” I shook my head making a sound with my lips to indicate I’d be scarred for life. 

      “Like a baby carrot left in the fridge too long.” I wiggled my pinky.

      Their eyes went wide. The brunette exchanged a look with her redheaded friend before turning her gaze back to me. “Thanks. We’ll just… go in there.” She pointed to the bar I’d just left. Maybe they’d have better luck with Mark. Or was it Marcus?

      “Sounds good. That’s a nice joint. Ask for Mike.” I patted the brunette on the shoulder perhaps a little too hard because she mouthed Ow before they grabbed hands and clomped across the street. 

      With them safely taken care of, I prepared to meet my prey. 

      I followed the scent down the street and into a back alley toward a large, dark building that loomed in the distance. From the street I could tell it was about four stories of decaying brick and molding drywall. About fifty apartments, all vacant, making it a demon’s playground. They loved these places. It was one of the reason they flocked to this city and the reason I’d ended up here. And it was my job to make sure they died painful, agonizing deaths before they could take anyone out with them. 

      I inched my way toward the building’s entrance while surveying the scene. As my boots cut up the uneven sidewalk, I scanned each broken window. Black squares stared down at me like vacant eyes. New graffiti covered old graffiti, and trees grew up in the courtyard in the center of the U-shaped block, letting me know this place had been long dead. 

      The creep factor had been turned up to eleven, but it would take more than a little darkness and decay to scare me. Though, I still had a fear of cookies thanks to the Candy Witch’s gingerbread soldiers last month. What kind of lunatic animated baked goods?

      I glanced up, noting each of the four stories, every apartment, tracking all places the little bugger could hide. Throwing a glance over my shoulder at the street and finding it abandoned, I drew the demon blade. In the moonlight, the ancient runes etched into its steel glimmered before fading again. I’d always loved this blade, but now it brought me joy as well as sadness. This was Dax’s blade, the one I’d stolen from his house. It had been the reason I’d first laid eyes on him, the reason we’d first kissed (though that was a bitter sweet memory since he’d drugged me and tricked me to get it back). 

      Yeah, we had a rocky past. It was, as they say, complicated.

      The thoughts sizzled away as the demon’s scent tickled my nose. He was close. And big, judging from the stench. Either that, or he’d had a spa day in the bowels of Hell just for funzies before voyaging up. 

      I stalked forward, finding an empty doorframe and pitch blackness inside. The door was long gone as were the windows on either side. Peering in, I saw the standard fare of garbage, animal waste, and crumbling building materials. The rest was a black void of nothingness ready to swallow me whole. 

      Did I go in? I had a habit of rushing into things that were super dangerous without thinking, several times getting myself into deep trouble, but my head was still attached to my shoulders, wasn’t it? Plus, I had the demon blade AND magic. That was new as of the last few weeks, and I’d almost forgotten to use it. 

      Quickly, I ran through the shield spell Frankie taught me, doing the fancy finger work and speaking the words before pushing it out. A tingle of magic ran down my arms and out my fingers before solidifying into a shiny barrier in front of me. 

      There. I was all set. Nothing bad could happen, right?

      Dax had always told me not to say that or even think it. Bad juju. Frankie would say I should call for backup, but no matter how much I loved Frankie and Jason, calling them here would only slow me down. 

      I didn’t believe in luck or waiting for back up. I believed in cold, hard steel and myself. 

      With the blade in my fist, I barreled inside. 

      The smell was strong here—leftover Easter eggs mingling with rot and decay. Spider webs traced sticky fingers over my face, making me cringe and bat them away. Mold made my throat tingle as I stalked down spongy floorboards, my boots shuffling through the trash and making far too much noise. So much for a quiet entry. It didn’t matter. I wanted this bugger to know Death had arrived.

      There was a thud down the hall and the sound of scampering. The demon had heard me coming and seemed to be moving away rather than towards me. Good sign. It was scared of me. As it should be. I was scary. 

      I gave up being quiet and ran down the dark hallway. The light from the doorway died, leaving me in almost total blackness, but I didn’t need to see. My senses were honed by the magic that coursed through my veins. I was a finely-tuned machine. A power house. A—

      The demon stepped out from behind a wall, blocking my path. 

      He was fucking terrifying. His body—as large as the most massive human—blocked my path and glowed a dim red. He was a Samael, a fire demon, and he was HUGE. Heat radiated off his boiling skin, and fire burned where his eye sockets should be. Giant black horns scrapped the drywall as he swiveled his massive head in my direction. 

      Huge cloven hooves shook the floorboards as he settled himself to block my path. When he opened his mouth, a roiling bog of hot, putrid stink spilled out as he roared loud enough to shake the foundations.

      “Son of a biscuit,” I murmured, readying one hand with another protective spell while the other clutched the blade. “You’re a large fella, aren’t ya? How about a water spell? Then the old stabby stabby. That’ll put a damper on your day.”

      As I was about to form the spell, something shifted behind me. I had just enough time to whirl around in time to see a tiny sloth demon jump into the air. His eyes flashed, as did the blade in its fist. I spotted the weapon right as it arched toward me and buried itself between my ribs. 

      



  




CHAPTER TWO

      I had enough time to think What the hell?! before the blade sliced into me. 

      A sloth demon moving that fast? Using weapons? Were these two working together or was it a coincidence they were both here? Why hadn’t my barrier spell helped? Because he came at me from behind?

      This all flashed through my head as the metal knife cut into me. I heard it punch through my jacket and felt it slide between my ribs. I felt the blow knife’s hilt hit me and the shock as the demon’s eyes met mine. 

      “Revenge is sssweetest when ssserved warm,” the bastard’s gravelly voice said as the demon pirouetted away, his stubby legs flashing with surprising quickness and agility.

      I wanted a snappy comeback, but there was a kitchen knife stuck in my abdomen, and, judging by the sticky wetness soaking my shirt and sliding down my waistband, I was going to be in real trouble fast. 

      “Healing spell,” I murmured as the hand that clutched my demon blade pushed against the wall to keep me upright. The problem was, I was having a hard time thinking of a healing spell. It didn’t help that I’d been quite drunk moments before, and some of that alcohol was still in my veins. The other problem was I hadn’t been practicing healing spells. I’d been more concerned with the spells that let me kick ass. 

      Stupid! I thought, shaking my head. Frankie was going to be so pissed when she found my dead body. 

      No, I was not about to go down like that. Not at the hands of an ugly-as-sin sloth demon. 

      I pulled the knife out and chucked it away, listening as it clatter against the floor. Pressing my free hand to the wound, I tried to push magic into the cut. 

      Forget spells. I needed raw energy to stop the bleeding, or I was done for. 

      The roar behind me reminded me that bleeding out wasn’t my only problem. 

      The damn Samael was still behind me, and, apparently, he’d set the wall on fire. Flames began licking up the drywall before creeping across the trash on the floor. The garbage went up like dry tinder, and soon, the whole hallway was ablaze. 

      This explained why he wasn’t attaching. He was scared of the enchanted blade in my fist and had decided on a more passive murder route. 

      As if to confirm my suspicions, the damn demon roared, satisfied with this new development which was sure to burn me to a crisp while allowing him to watch. 

      Double shit. I needed to get the hell out of here. Fast. 

      Yet, I was still bleeding, and my legs had begun to stop listening to commands. In fact, they seemed like they were going to stop working all together. Taking a few steps toward the door, one buckled, making me stumble and slide against the wall before righting myself. The world spun. I could see the exit, but could I get to it in time? 

      Another roar from Mr. Fire Ass behind me, and the walls began to shake. The demon was intent on taking the building down on top of our heads before it could burn to pieces. Well, screw that. I was getting the hell out if I had to crawl. Which… it appeared I did.

      I fell on my hands and knees as my head spun, and my vision blurred, but I kept pulling my body forward through the trash and rubble. The smoke began to sting my eyes and burn my throat, but I was more concerned with the fuzziness that was clouding my thoughts and making everything hard. Was I going to pass out from blood loss? That could not happen. 

      The doorway was in sight. If I could just make it…

      The sloth demon jumped out of the shadows. The little shit had found the knife, still gleaming with my blood. He raised it over his head, ready to finish me. I held my hand up, hoping for a spell, or some magic to shoot out of me at this point because I was out of options. The demon glanced at my weak attempt, a slow, satisfied smile spreading across his ugly face just before he prepared to stab me. 

      Blue light crackled through the air. A bolt hit the demon right in the chest, lighting him up like a Christmas tree. He sizzled and shrieked as he dropped the knife and took off into the darkness. 

      Had I done that?

      “Winter!” Figures ran in the doorway. The firelight illuminated two familiar faces as Jason and Frankie sprinted through the entranceway toward me. 

      Oh, thank all the gods.

      “Demon,” I groaned, collapsing. As if they didn’t know. I heard Frankie begin to mutter attack spells, her ring glowing purple as she cast. The Samael demon shrieked in anguish. It made me happy that it would be the last sound I was going to hear because I was pretty sure I was going to die in this trash heap. 

      Everything felt so cold. I slumped against the floor as the world dimmed. 

      “Hold on, broseph,” Jason said, his hand resting on my shoulder. “I’m going to get us out of here.” 

      The last thing I felt was the swirl of transportation magic as it sucked me away. Then I knew no more. 

      ***

      Something was licking my eyelid. 

      That was the first sensation my foggy brain could process. 

      Once I realized the strange, papery sensation was coming from my left eye, I batted an arm and dislodged whatever creature made up the weight on my chest. The animal—who’d been happily humming like a car engine—bolted, springing off my body and skittering across the floor. 

      When I pried open my eyes, I spotted Mr. Nutterbutter high-tailing it out of my room. Poor guy. I’d scared the hell out of my cat, and not for the first or last time in his nine lives.

      “Hey.” Jason leaned forward in the chair. It seemed he’d taken up residence at my bedside and had fallen asleep. He rubbed his eyes and ran a hand through his messy, black hair before smiling at me. His dimpled cheeks and warm smile were a sight for sore eyes after my near death experience. “How you feelin’, dude?” 

      “Like a shish kabob,” I said, touching my side where the demon had stabbed me. “Did you guys patch me up?” 

      I lifted my shirt—a different one than I was wearing earlier, which made me hope Frankie had done the undressing—and found a clean bandage which I promptly ripped free. 

      “Ow!” I writhed as the tape took off half my skin. 

      “That’ll teach you to rip off my bandages,” Frankie said, shuffling in from the hallway. She was wearing—I kid you not—a pink, fuzzy robe with a huge yellow rubber duck embroidered on it. “You’re healing, I see.” 

      I stared down at the wound and found she was right. The skin was new-looking and smooth, nothing like the bleeding gash it had been. 

      “Yeah, thanks,” I said, poking the new skin. “You did a great job.” 

      Frankie sucked in a deep breath, holding it as she pinched her lips together and shot Jason a look. This meant something was up. Frankie never walked away from a bragging session about how good her magic was and how she was the youngest witch to ever create spells that were currently being used at an Academy. 

      She was pissed at me. I could see it written all over her face. 

      “Look, Frankie—”

      “No, you look, Winter.” 

      “Here we go,” said Jason, getting up. He was always uncomfortable with conflict, especially between Frankie and me. “I’ll go see if there are any leftovers in the kitchen.”

      We let him go, our eyes locked on each other. I knew she was spoiling for a fight. She had been ever since I’d become the interim boss and had not made her Head of Security like she wanted. I reasoned that I was going to be replaced any minute, so I didn’t really have the right to name a new Head of Security. She reasoned I was being an asshole. 

      “If you have something to say,” I started, “say it.” 

      Frankie crossed her arms over her chest, covering up that ridiculous ducky. “You’re a selfish prick.” 

      “Can a woman be a prick?” I mused. 

      She shot me a look. 

      “I know I’m selfish. You know I’m selfish. This is not news, Frankie.” 

      “Arg! It is if you risk our lives, which you did. We had to transport across town, run into a burning building, and take on a Samael demon. Not to mention that sloth that Jason had to chase down a back alley after he brought you here and helped me SAVE YOUR LIFE.”   

      “And I said thank you. What more do you want?” 

      “I want you to stop rushing into dangerous situations alone!” She tugged on her hair making her bangs stand up at an odd angle. 

      I bit my lip. “You know I’m not going to do that.” 

      She let out another frustrated groan. “Then, maybe I’ll just stop saving your ass.” 

      “I had it handled,” I lied. “I was almost to the door.”

      She glared at me.

      “How did you find me, anyway?” I said, trying to take some of the heat off since we both knew I was not going to change and suddenly become a “team player.” 

      Frankie bit her lip, silenced by my question which raised all kinds of red flags. 

      “Fraaankiiie,” I said, stretching out her name. “How?” 

      She shook her head. 

      The answer slammed into me like a semi. “My phone! You bugged my phone? I had it off, but I turned it on to check the sobering spell. I told you not to do that!” I punched my fists down on my comforter in frustration. “You can’t surveil your friends. It’s rude!” 

      “Rude is leaving work without telling your friends where you are going. Rude is going to a bar alone to drink and leaving us wondering where the hell you are. Leaving us to worry all night if you’re going to come home or get killed or…” She pulled her lip between her teeth as her eyes began to shine. 

      Oh shit. She was going to cry, and it was all my fault. 

      “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I just… needed to blow off steam. Just… don’t cry.” 

      “Blow off steam by getting killed?” She swiped at her eyes, sniffing. “Because you know you’re all I have.” 

      There is was. Her main fear was I was going to be taken from her just like her parents were a few months ago when they were arrested for colluding with my parents and releasing a bunch of demons on a music festival last summer. Ever since then, when I’d moved in and taken over as her best friend and housemate, she’d been clingy and scared. But, I wasn’t used to having people worry about me. No one since Andrea had cared when I came or went. No one worried if I didn’t come home except Mr. Nutterbutter, and he was mainly in it for the tuna cans. 

      I really was an asshole. 

      “I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it this time. I patted the bed for her to sit. “I will think about you the next time I go demon hunting.” 

      “You’ll call me,” she said, wiping away tears. “You’ll let me come along.” 

      “Fine. I’ll let you come along.” I wasn’t so sure, but saying it right now didn’t feel like a lie so I kept going. “But you can’t wear that duck robe.” 

      She punched my arm. Hard. Boy, she really had been pissed. 

      “Okay, fine you can wear the robe. It might help. The demons will be terrified. I’m terrified.” 

      She hit me again.

      “Ow! You can’t hit a person who just nearly died.” 

      “You’re fine, remember?” She let one corner of her mouth kink up. 

      “Thanks to you,” I said. “Though I still maintain that I had the whole situation under control.” 

      “Right. Leaving half your blood on the floor was all part of the plan.” Frankie ran her hands through her hair, then secured it back with a pony tail holder. “We cleaned that up too, by the way. No evidence.” 

      “Nice work. So, about that attack. I think I might need to learn some healing spells.” I tilted my head, glancing at her from the side. 

      “You think?! Geez, Winter. For someone smart enough to head up an agency, you can be pretty dumb.” 

      “I’m only interim head,” I reminded her. “I’m sure I’ll be replaced pretty soon.” 

      “About that.” Jason appeared in the doorway with a waffle in one hand and a phone in the other. “I just got a text.” 

      “Good for you, buddy,” I said super condescendingly. “We’re all really proud of you. Phones are fun.” 

      “No, bro. Listen. It’s from the company. We need to be in the office in an hour. They’ve hired the new head of the agency, and he’s going to hold his first meeting.” 

      “Looks like you’re out.” Frankie turned on her heal and stalked back to her room, leaving Jason and me to stare at each other with our mouths open. 

      He was the first to speak, and I waited for some nugget of wisdom, or a movie quote to sum all this up. 

      Instead he said, “I hope they bring donuts,” before turning and walking out of the room. 
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