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      As I ran down the dark alley, a single thought thrummed through my brain.

      This damn demon is going to make me late for my job interview!

      Well, demon was an overstatement. The ugly red creature skittering through the trash and around puddles was a Belphegor—a lazy sloth demon. They were slovenly creatures, extremely low on the food chain, kind of like the divorce attorneys of the underworld. They were bottom feeders. Nobody liked them.

      The only reason this naked mole rat of a demon ran so fast was the gleaming slayer blade in my fist and my determined expression.

      “Where are you going, little guy?” I cooed. “Don’t you want to get to know me better?”

      Get to know the pointy end of my blade better, anyway, but we’ll leave those details for later.

      I glanced left and right to make sure there weren’t any witnesses before charging forward. Luckily, this part of the city was deserted. Otherwise, I’d have to answer a lot of unwanted questions. On either side, brick walls and busted windows streaked by. Muddy water splashed up the sides of my boots and onto the only pair of dress slacks I owned. My new-to-me suit was going to be a mess. Maybe I could clean up in the bathroom before the interview.

      If I had magic, I could cast a glamour or magic my clothes spotless, but even though I was born into a wizard family, my magic wasn’t exactly good. Or useful. I was a dud. Faulty. A few magical cards short of a full deck.

      My parents had fantastic magical abilities. They’d been less than excited when they’d learned I couldn’t even conjure simple spells. No one knew why. I was “special”. Too bad it made me a pariah to my parents and in the magical community.

      But I’d worry about my mommy and daddy issues another time.

      Today, luck was on my side, however. Nobody hung out in this part of Detroit. The burnt-out buildings and rotting-garbage odor saw to that. I could chase my prey to my heart’s content without interference.

      “Come back here,” I shouted, sprinting down the back alley after the little demon.

      The creature, about the size of a bulldog but with humanoid arms and legs, scampered through a pile of garbage before pausing to glance back. Before I could get excited, it took off again. The pit sniffer was going to make me follow him all day.

      “Ugh! Stop and face your judgment like a man!”

      Except… the creature wasn’t a man. With an ugly pug-like face, goat horns, and scaly skin the color of blood, it came straight from hell. A baby stealer. Child killer. A scourge on society.

      And it had truly pissed me off.

      After peering over one scaly shoulder, it darted into an abandoned building.

      I tore left, cutting into the open doorway after it. In a few quick sweeps, I scanned the building. Abandoned warehouse. Graffiti. Trash. The smell of death and decay. Some used drug paraphernalia in one corner. Sharp, stabby objects in another.

      In other words, a demon’s playground. The perfect place for it to lure me in to gain the upper hand.

      “Craptastic,” I muttered while checking my watch. My interview started in fifteen minutes. If I left right now—

      A body hurled toward my face. Arms and legs hit, claws scrambling for purchase in my hair, ripping and tearing clumps from my scalp. The demon caterwauled while it attacked, its voice a combination of a coked-up human and a dying giraffe.

      “I know your name,” it hissed. “Once they find out, you are dooooomed.”

      How could it? No one knew my name. But it didn’t matter. If I wanted the job—or to stay in this city—the monster couldn’t leave with that secret.

      “They aren’t going to find out, you overgrown Chihuahua,” I growled, grabbing it with one hand while slashing at it with the blade in my other.

      It dodged my strike. Using my hair as a rope, it flung itself onto my back. Claws dug into my scalp as it attempted to bite my neck and rip my hair out at the same time.

      Without thinking, I hurled my body backward, sending us flying into a wall. I expected to thud into concrete, but I felt the surface behind me give way instead. Glass shattered, raining down on us. We fell through the window, landing hard on the ground outside, the demon pinned beneath me.

      The sloth demon screamed, half-goat bleat and half-tortured duck quack, and tried to scramble from beneath me, but I whipped around, trapping it with one hand. My fingers curled around its thick red neck as I raised the slayer blade until the weapon glinted in the morning light streaming between abandoned buildings.

      The demon’s yellow eyes darted from the blade to my face as its feet pistoned and its hands clawed. “Don’t! No. I’ll swear fealty. I’ll do your bidding. You can use my power. Whatever you want!”

      Mercy.

      It was asking for mercy. This creature who had brought nothing but death and destruction to the human world since it had wriggled out of some hellhole begged for my mercy. How many people had died at its hand, I could only guess, but the number was likely in the dozens. And this type of demon liked to prey on children. My heart ached at the thought.

      Gritting my teeth, I tightened my grip on the gleaming blade. “What I want is for you to go back to hell where you belong.”

      I stabbed down, sinking the blade into its torso. Black blood bubbled from its chest cavity, putrid and foul. It gave one garbled squeak, then it was gone.

      Its body began to break down, disintegrating until it was nothing but a black stain on the dirty concrete.

      I cleaned the blade on the dirt before rising, swearing to give it a proper cleaning when I had the chance before stowing it in the shoulder holster I’d purchased online. My suit jacket would hide it from view, which was a good thing since it technically wasn’t mine.

      And yes, technically, I’d stolen it from a heavily guarded magical vault. And, technically, both the human and magical law enforcement could arrest me. But I couldn’t worry about that right now. I had somewhere to be.

      I glanced at my watch.

      Shit. My interview!

      Without thinking, I took off, running out of the alley and down the street. I happened to be a few blocks from where the interview was, which was the good news. But the bad news was the streets there became more crowded the farther I went. It was nine on a Monday morning in bustling downtown Detroit. Though it was summer, it was early enough it was a pleasant seventy degrees. People were out and about—walking the main drag, sipping coffee, pushing baby carriages, and generally getting in my way.

      Sprinting around them, I offered rushed apologies.

      “Excuse me. In a hurry. Baby on the way. Coming through!”

      I gathered more than my share of dirty looks, but, if I missed this interview, I’d have lost it all. My godmother had gone to great lengths to get me in the door with the best magical slayer agency in the Midwest. It took both skill and luck to get a few moments with Lawrence Chambers, but she’d pulled some strings.

      And I was late.

      Damn that demon…and damn my bad luck.

      I found the office building quickly enough, a giant monstrosity of glass and steel that towered twenty stories over my head. Pushing through the revolving doors, I rushed into the lobby.

      Everything about this place screamed wealth and prestige. Ceilings soared up to three stories, dripping with modern light fixtures, and swanky art sculptures and expensive furniture decorated the lobby. My footsteps echoed on the polished floors. I probably left mud in my wake, but I couldn’t worry about that now, not when the clock above the receptionist’s desk read 9:17. Nearly twenty minutes late now, and I had been instructed by the person scheduling the interview not to keep Mr. Chambers waiting.

      So much for good first impressions.

      I knew his floor and office number, so I rushed past the receptionist, a trim and well-groomed young man in a headset behind a huge marble-slab desk.

      When he spotted me jogging for the elevator, his eyes rounded.

      “Miss, where are you going?” He stood abruptly, nearly toppling his chair as I tore past.

      “No time. I know where I’m headed.” I gave him a friendly salute, which didn’t help his shocked expression, but he’d just have to sit his venti-mocha-drinking ass back in his cushy desk chair because nothing would stop me from heading upstairs.

      The elevator doors were already open when I got there, thank the stars, so I slid inside, and then thumbed the button for the twelfth floor just as a couple of security guards rounded the corner.

      With a smile and a wave, I said, “Great work, gentlemen,” just before the doors slid closed in their faces.

      Boy, they sure took security seriously here. Well, they had to since this building housed several companies, including the one I had an interview with, which happened to be the best supernatural detective firm in North America. They dealt with a lot of shit, the worst kind. Monsters humans only thought existed in their nightmares, so no wonder security kept a watchful eye on anyone who entered.

      Still, I had an appointment, so I wasn’t sure why they were worried.

      It became clear when I turned around, catching my reflection in the elevator’s mirrored wall.

      In my rush to make it to my appointment on time, I hadn’t even thought about what my demon fight might have done to my appearance.

      When I’d left my apartment this morning, I’d dressed in my best suit. Well, my best happened to be a Salvation Army find on half-off Tuesday, but the black pantsuit had been clean, pressed, and even lint-rolled free of Mr. Nutterbutter’s—my kitty’s—fur. I’d also styled my hair and put makeup on.

      That was not what I looked like now.

      My snarled, tufted brown hair was yanked up in tufts, making it look like I didn’t even know what a comb was, let alone how to use one. Demon claws had shredded my pressed suit, and it glittered with tiny glass shards from the broken window. I had a nasty scratch on my cheek and smudged eyeliner beneath my eyes, so I resembled a “raccoon in a bar fight” more than “upstanding young adult ready to tackle a job assignment”.

      Horrified, I ran my hands through my hair, attempting to smooth it, but I quickly realized demon blood still stained my fingers.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” I tried scrubbing my hands on my slacks just as the elevator doors slid open.

      When I lifted my gaze, Mr. Chambers, along with seven security guards, waited on the other side.

      I waggled my fingers, trying to appear nonchalant, while my heart tried to beat out of my chest.

      I’d blown it—my one shot.

      “Hey there. I’m here for the interview,” I said with a pathetic smile.

      The security guards rushed forward, but Mr. Chambers held out an arm to stop them.

      “This is the girl you mentioned?” he asked in his deep baritone. Six-two and intimidating with penetrating dark eyes, ebony skin, and a bald head, he looked badass.

      A guard nodded. “That’s her, sir. We’ll get her out of here now.”

      Mr. Chambers didn’t lower his arm. “Winter Davenport?”

      “Guilty as charged,” I said, trying and failing to sound lighthearted. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Mr. Chambers raised an eyebrow. “Your godmother spoke highly of you. Were you assaulted on your way here?”

      “Not exactly…” I said, shrugging. I couldn’t tell him what I’d been doing. No one could know about the dead demon since I wasn’t technically supposed to have a slayer blade, and killing it without a license was illegal. If anyone found out, I’d be thrown into the magical world’s version of the slammer—one that made Orange Is The New Black seem like a tropical vacation—so I would take that knowledge to my grave.

      Mr. Chambers shook his head, seeming disappointed in me. Apparently, he and my godmother went way back. He’d been doing her a solid by granting me an interview—one I’d squandered.

      “I’ll just see myself out then.” Holding back tears, I reached out to press the button to take me to the lobby. My heart and my hopes plummeted the twelve floors before I even touched it. What would I tell my godmother? Andrea had been so excited for me. This had been my one chance at a better life.

      “Not so fast,” Mr. Chambers said, his face betraying no emotion. “You still have an interview to complete.”

      I lifted my head, dropping my arm. “I… do?”

      He gave a solemn nod. “And I have high hopes it’ll go better than the first impression.”

      My heart leaped. “It will, sir. It will.”

      I stepped off the elevator. When I ducked around the security guards, they pinned me with suspicious scowls, but nothing could get me down now. I had a second chance.

      Or I’d thought so…until I walked into the interview room to see four glares directed at me.

      The first belonged to Dax Murphy, the one person who could ruin any chance I had.
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      “Ms. Davenport, have a seat,” Mr. Chambers said, gesturing to the empty chair beside Dax.

      I glanced between the chair and Dax’s face. Did he recognize me? His expression betrayed nothing but annoyance and disgust—probably at my lateness and my appearance. Granted, I was a hot mess, but he didn’t have to sneer like I was dog crap he’d found on his shoe.

      Dax Murphy had to be one of the hottest guys I’d ever laid eyes on, which didn’t help. Around six-and-a-half-feet tall and built like a Hemsworth, he had stacks of muscles and thighs like tree trunks. His piercing blue eyes and perfectly messy hair made me wonder if he cast spells on himself every morning to look so good. Any girl in the world would gladly drop their panties if he so much as sneezed near them, which made him a smug bastard.

      Far too cocky for my tastes.

      But besides that, the blade under my arm just so happened to belong to him. I’d stolen it from his family’s vault.

      Whoopsie.

      “Ms. Davenport,” Mr. Chambers repeated. “Sit. Down. Now.”

      Realizing I’d frozen in place while staring like a lunatic, I hurried over and settled in the chair next to Dax. He cleared his throat slightly, making me realize I probably didn’t smell great, either. Demon blood originated in hell, after all, so it didn’t exactly smell like roses.

      While Chambers stalked over to take his seat behind a massive wooden desk, I scanned the room, taking in my competition.

      Besides Dax, two other applicants, a male and a female, had shown up for the interview. Probably of Hispanic origin, the guy had short, dark hair and almond-shaped eyes. He flashed me a quirky smile, showing off straight white teeth. His clothes weren’t as dressy, but they were much cleaner than mine, though more streetwear than interviewing attire. Not to stereotype, but he seemed the type who would trick out his ride, bump the latest rap, and attempt to use cheesy pick-up lines on the girls he passed.

      And speaking of girls, the one beside him seemed young to be applying for an internship. Severe but fresh-faced, she had straight dark hair parted down the center and round cheeks. Her wide gray eyes observed everything, almost as if she were taking notes. In a bright yellow turtleneck, an oxford-type jacket with elbow patches, and a pleated skirt, she brought to mind a valedictorian at an all-girls prep school.

      Only Dax had dressed for success in a stylish suit and expensive shoes. No doubt he’d end up getting the job. I imagined he got everything he wanted without even asking.

      Douche.

      “Attention, everyone,” Mr. Chambers started, steepling his fingers. “We don’t have a lot of time, so I thought we’d conduct this as a group interview. Since Ms. Davenport finally decided to grace us with her presence, we can begin.”

      His brown eyes shot to me, making me squirm in my chair. They’d had to wait for me. That explained why everyone, except Mr. Pretty Fly for a Magical Guy, was shooting me dirty looks.

      Or it could be the fact I smelled like I’d swan-dived into a sulfur pit.

      “We had planned to hire only one intern, but circumstances have changed.” His expression tensed at the end of his declaration, piquing my curiosity. What had happened to make them need more than one, and how many did they plan to accept?

      The other girl raised her hand.

      Definitely used to being teacher’s pet, I thought, rolling my eyes.

      “Yes, Miss Fienberg,” Chambers said.

      “Sir, do you mean you will be accepting more than one intern? Because I can assure you that I am more than capable of taking care of any tasks you require. Alone.”

      I snorted. Out loud. I couldn’t help it. Total nark. She was a hall-monitor type for sure. One who probably didn’t work well with others, which explained why the idea of more than one intern put a knot in her granny panties.

      Chambers side-eyed me before nodding. Whoops. “Yes. If you’d let me finish, Miss Fienberg, I’ll explain. We’ve recently lost a few staff members.”

      “To retirement?” Miss Kiss-Ass asked.

      Chambers paused. “No. To… death.”

      The room fell silent. Even Miss Kiss-Ass had nothing to say to that. Face fish-belly white, she gaped like a guppy, mouth moving but no words coming out.

      Chambers rose, walked around his desk, and leaned against it, exhaustion etched into the slump of his shoulders. “Look, I don’t want to sugarcoat the situation. Recently, we’ve suffered significant losses. We are up against something big here. While we can use every hand we can get, we understand if some might find the position too dangerous.”

      Beside me, Dax scoffed. “I assure you, sir, I am not worried about a bit of danger.”

      Chambers narrowed his eyes, straightening to his full height. “This is not a bit of danger, Mr. Murphy. However, you will not be out in the field, so danger will not be a concern. Interns will work in the office where it is relatively safe.”

      Miss Kiss-Ass’s shoulders dropped in apparent relief. It was Mr. Pretty Fly’s turn to speak.

      “Um, yeah, sir? When my mom signed me up for this camp, I was, like, not told what I’d be doing. Is it all, like, paperwork? I’m not great with the alphabet.” He flashed his bright smile again, but I could tell the conversation was going over his head.

      “This isn’t a camp,” Chambers said with a stern frown. “It’s an internship at an investigation firm. We specialize in demon location and removal.”

      “Ohhhh,” Mr. Pretty Fly said, fervently nodding. “I got you. Demons. Dope, yo.”

      Yet, I was fairly sure the dude didn’t “get” Chambers one bit.

      “I’m still interested,” I said, attempting to flick glass dust off my jacket sleeve inconspicuously.

      Chambers eyed my outfit with annoyance. Clearly, I hadn’t been successful. I couldn’t win for losing today.

      “Yes, well, whether you can handle working at our firm has yet to be determined. The assignments are difficult, the hours are long, and the pay is, frankly, barely enough to live on.”

      This wasn’t unexpected news. To become an investigator—and therefore a demon slayer—hopefuls had to start as interns at a firm, notoriously low salary a part of the job. To the others, demon-slaying might be considered a fun or rewarding career choice.

      But for me—it was a calling. Slaying evil might be the only thing keeping my internal demons at bay.

      “I’m in,” I said.

      “Me too,” Miss Kiss Ass said nervously.

      “Yeah, man. I’ll take this ride, I guess. But one big question: are there snacks?” Mr. Pretty Fly leaned so far back in his chair it nearly toppled over.

      If the firm paired me with any of these people, only the Lord could help me. I wasn’t sure any had two brain cells to rub together.

      “Wonderful,” Chambers said in a deadpan voice.

      Dax nodded. “What’s our first assignment?”

      “This way.” Chambers stood, then ushered us out the door.

      We entered a bustling office with a typical modern-day setup: cubicles with chest-height glass partitions separating them, desks, computers, filing cabinets, and printers. The people behind the desks busily typed or talked on the phone. If a regular peeked in, they’d have no idea Supernaturals worked cases centered around Demons, Succubae, and Familiars. Keeping the office’s appearance normal was probably the point. No cause for suspicion should someone accidentally stumble in.

      And I’d shown firsthand how crappy their security was. Sheesh.

      We filed past an open conference room. Being my nosy self, I peeked in. Several people sat in office chairs while a man in a white dress shirt stood by a wall monitor. The image on the screen immediately grabbed my attention. A figure on the ground had his or her entrails spread out like party streamers the rest of him a blackened mess as if it had been burned. Gruesomely horrible, I hadn’t seen anything like it in my brief time hunting demons.

      As I stood there, he clicked through several more images, each increasingly worse. Charred. Bloody. One, two, three, four victims. Murdered in violent and horrible ways.

      Someone grabbed my arm. Instinctively, I grabbed for the knife at my side before I remembered where I was. Chambers stared at me intently, making me glad I’d stopped myself in time.

      “This is for investigative staff only,” he said, pulling the door closed. “You need to follow me. This way.”

      His eyes roved over my face, trying to size me up. Sure, he knew my godmother—they’d been on some sort of league together—but that didn’t mean he trusted me. In fact, the way he stared let me know he did not trust me.

      “Sorry, sir,” I said, remembering I was already on thin ice. Paper-thin ice. Basically tried to walk-on-water thin ice.

      He turned, leading me over to where the others waited.

      Boxed stuffed with files filled the room. A paper explosion that made my insides crawl. A doer, a fighter, a runner, I might be, but I was not an organizer.

      Gah.

      “Please organize these files by date. Let me know when you’re finished, and I’ll take you down to the mailroom. There’s a lot of organizing that needs to happen down there as well.”

      A smirk ghosted over Chambers’ lips. He was testing us, practically challenging us to quit.

      Or maybe he got off on making people suffer by papercut. I bet he had jugs of lemon juice hidden for the occasion.

      Chambers shut the door without another word, leaving the four of us alone. I glanced between Miss Kiss-Ass, Mr. Pretty Fly, and Dax.

      This wasn’t what I signed up for.

      But I needed this job and what it could provide. I had no other options.

      Sighing, I grabbed the first box I could find, then started searching for a date. The investigator’s scrawl was barely readable. It was going to be a long day.

      Kneeling, Dax opened a box across from me, appearing just as miserable. His eyes darted up to my face, lingering for a beat too long.

      “Do I… know you?” he asked.

      Heat flamed in my cheeks. I shook my head. “Nope. Definitely not.”

      He tilted his head, scrutinizing me. “Yeah, I do. I think I’ve seen you somewhere before. Where?” He ran his finger and thumb along his chiseled jaw. Eyes the color of summer skies bored into me.

      “You don’t know me,” I said in a “these aren’t the droids you’re looking for” sort of way. “You and I have never crossed paths.”

      He wouldn’t figure it out, right? It had been dark that night. I’d been in a mask. There was no way he could know I’d stolen his family’s most prized possession.

      Could he? My chest tightened. Was it getting hot in here? The blade, though well hidden, seemed to burn beneath my arm. I needed a better hiding spot ASAP.

      Miss Kiss-Ass snorted. “Yeah, I doubt you two have ever run in the same circles.”

      I shot her a dirty look. Homegirl was mocking me—the nerve.

      But Dax wouldn’t drop it. He kept staring. “I do know you. I’m sure of it. I just need to figure out where, but don’t worry. When I set my mind to something, I always figure it out.”
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      It was precisely the kind of house I’d expected from an asshat like Dax Murphy.

      The mansion was set far back from the gated entry. Luckily for me, the binoculars I—ahem—“borrowed” from the local hunting store, allowed me to see everything in clear detail.

      The Murphys were one of the wealthiest families in the Midwest, so several publications had featured their ten-million-dollar estate. It wasn’t hard to view nearly every room on Google to note entry and exit points, as well as where I thought their vault might be located.

      It was seventeen-thousand-square feet of marble, granite, stainless steel, and handcrafted furniture. The website said it had six bedrooms, eight full baths, a sauna, a movie theater, a bar, a fitness room, and a two-story library. The pictures I’d seen gave the entertainers on MTV Cribs a run for their money.

      It was gauche, ridiculous. There were starving children in Africa, yet this douche had his own private sauna.

      A few days of surveillance on the comings and goings of the Murphy family and staff, and I was reasonably sure breaking in would be a piece of cake. Still, nerves twisted my stomach in knots. In hindsight, those four chili dogs hadn’t been the best choice for dinner.

      I could do this. I had to do this. Otherwise, no part of my plan could move forward.

      The Murphys didn’t need the slayer blade in their vault. They were master warlocks and witches, some of the best the magical community had, which also explained why they were so wealthy. They had a collection of magical artifacts they’d purchased with their boatloads of money for no other reason than they could.

      Flynn Murphy, the patriarch of the house, had been a secret advisor to two U.S. presidents. Genevieve Murphy, his wife, was a successful entrepreneur in her own right, though how much she did by magic, I could only guess. It didn’t hurt to have spells when interacting with humans. It was one of the reasons witches and warlocks were also exceedingly wealthy.

      Too bad that never panned out in my case, but such was my luck.

      Dax Murphy was their only son and the third person who lived in the house. Sure, they had staff, but Dax and his parents were usually the only ones home at night—unless Dax was entertaining.

      In the week I’d climbed this tall pine to watch him through binoculars, Dax had brought home four different women. All were blonde and beautiful, dressed to the nines in sexy clothing and high-heeled shoes. They’d fawned over him like he was the reincarnation of Zac Efron. And he’d kept the girls secret from his parents, who stayed in the other wing of the house.

      Maybe Mommy and Daddy wouldn’t approve of their only son’s lifestyle choices.

      All the women left from a side door the next morning, so Dax’s parents were none the wiser. And the same woman never returned twice.

      I felt bad for the girls. They probably didn’t know they were one-night stands, playthings to a playboy like Dax. It solidified my resolve to take the demon blade away from him. He didn’t deserve it.

      The blade should have been mine, anyway. It was rare to find a demon blade that could banish demons so handily, and I’d been tracking this one’s whereabouts while trying to scrounge up enough cash to buy it from the black-market seller, but the Murphys swooped in before I had the money.

      It was another example of the rich tromping on the poor, and I’d finally had it. Just call me Robin Hood.

      Only Robin Hood hadn’t had to deal with an advanced security system. Luckily for me, Dax didn’t like Mommy and Daddy knowing about his nocturnal dealings. Each time he hosted a lady friend, he walked them out before his parents woke up, which meant he had to disable the house alarm.

      He’d guide the woman to a side door near the pool, type in the alarm code, and exit. Then, he’d show her out the gate to a cab or Uber he’d called.

      While he did, the side door remained unlocked and the alarm off.

      I couldn’t believe my luck.

      Once I knew my entry point, I had to consider where they’d keep the blade. My best guess was in the basement. The Murphys had a trophy room full of stuffed animal heads, suits of armor, and other magical items. I figured they kept the blade in there, but they might have it secured in a vault.

      However, I’d grown up around criminals. My parents taught me how to crack a safe like some parents showed their kids how to finger-paint. I was proficient in combination locks, key locks, and electronic control panels.

      To be on the safe side, I’d purchased a particular magical item from that black-market dealer with the money I’d saved to try to buy the blade.

      As I sat on the high branch, getting pine sap on my jeans and generally wishing Dax would wake his ass up and get his lady friend out of the house already, I felt prepared.

      At about six AM, I saw a light click on inside. The door from the house to the pool area cracked open. Dax and his leggy blonde appeared, seeming sheepish but satisfied.

      I needed to hustle.

      I pulled down my ski mask, completing my break-in ensemble. Jumping from my perch, I landed on the ground and began sprinting to the metal fence that bordered their property. At the start of my surveillance, I’d found the quietest place on their lot with no surveillance cameras.

      It didn’t take me long to scramble over the fence, through the trees on the edge of their property, and then sneak up to the main yard.

      Dawn was breaking. It was still dark enough to offer cover, but I was running out of time if I wanted to get inside before Dax to returned to the door he’d left open.

      Creeping along the brick wall that bordered the courtyard where the pool and hot tub were, I listened for the happy couple. I could hear them murmuring as they waited for the Uber driver to pull up. I was sure the app told them the driver was almost there, but what they hadn’t counted on was the giant branch that had fallen across their driveway, even though there wasn’t any wind.

      Just call me a girl scout. I was always prepared.

      Since they were occupied, I slipped around the brick wall and into the pool area. Staying tightly against the wall, I darted around until I was at the door. The fool had even left it open a crack.

      I walked right inside.

      The interior was exactly as I’d pictured it—fancy wallpaper, polished floors, and sconces on the walls. I didn’t have time to check out their color palate since I needed to get my ass to the basement. Using the pictures online, I’d sketched out a layout, so I went over it in my head. With a glance left and right, I took the right hallway and hurried past several closed doors until I came to the stairwell.

      I jogged down it in record time, then stopped to get my bearings.

      The basement was a bachelor’s playground: pool table, wet bar, leather couches, and the most massive TV I’d ever seen. Dax’s bedroom was down there somewhere, but so was the trophy room. I jogged over, then opened the first door I could find.

      A giant bed occupied the first room. Nope. Also, gross. I knew what had taken place there only a few hours earlier. Someone definitely needed to wash those sheets.

      Closing that door, I crossed the hall and opened the next.

      Bingo.

      The trophy room had surprisingly high ceilings for a basement. Wood paneling ran around the edges while the stuffed animal heads decorated the walls. There were more leather couches and a stately desk, but the pièce de résistance were the lit-up cases on the back wall.

      So many magical items were on display that it was hard for my ADHD-riddled mind to take them all in—relics, wands, swords, trinkets, and even shrunken heads. I wanted one so badly, but there wasn’t time.

      The safe was in the middle cabinet, the first one I opened. It was a home security safe, standard for keeping jewelry and other valuables away from petty thieves like me. I’d expected something more formidable from the Murphys, but maybe they didn’t think anyone would dare steal from them.

      I loved confident people who were used to getting their way. They always underestimated people like me who’d had to fight for every scrap they’d ever gotten.

      I probably could have cracked the keyed combination in ten minutes, but I didn’t have that kind of time. Digging into my pack, I pulled out the magical item.

      The seller, who went by Sneaky Joe, had called it The Ultimate Key. He claimed it could break into any lock—no matter the kind. I had my suspicions, but I’d dealt with him before and he’d mostly been a man of his word.

      The device didn’t look like much, a small half-sphere in all black with four equidistant spikes around the edge. I followed Sneaky Joe’s instructions by murmuring the incantation, placing the flat, magnetic side against the safe beside the keypad lock, and pricking my finger on one of the spikes. Smearing the blood on the strange lettering on its front, I swore under my breath. If this gave me hepatitis, Sneaky Joe would be eating soup for a while.

      The device glowed red. After a puff of smoke and a small bang, the safe slid open.

      Inside was the most beautiful object I’d ever seen.

      Supposedly, elves crafted this demon blade during the 11th century. It was known in certain circles as I Raug Sidren, which roughly translated to The Demon Flayer. The etched runes along the blade and the intricate gold-filigree handle was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      No wonder it had cost so much.

      I reached out, then lifted it out of the safe.

      And the room went completely black.

      Shit.

      The safe wasn’t the only precaution the family had placed on their prized possession. Suddenly, I couldn’t see. It wasn’t that the room was dark—it was the fact I was completely blind.

      I cursed. Why had I been so quick to touch the blade as if I were some sticky-fingered toddler in a toy store? What now, genius?

      My mind whirred so hard on the problem I missed the footsteps coming down the hall until it was too late.

      “Who the hell are you?” Dax Murphy asked.

      Double shit.

      If this powerful family caught me stealing from them, I’d be handed over to Magical Law Enforcement for sure. There was no way in hell I was letting that happen.

      Without thinking, I turned and ran blindly in his direction.

      I must’ve caught him by surprise because I plowed right into him. My body hit him, and I knocked him over. I fell hard, too, rolling and bashing into a wall. Something toppled and fell.

      “What the hell?” he shouted. “Put that down!”

      Shaking my head, I realized I still had the blade in my fist. I swung out wildly. “Stay back.” I backed up, then used my hand to slide along the wall until I found the exit. Even blind, I could retrace my steps. If Dax Murphy would stay out of my way…

      “You can’t take that,” he said. He hadn’t advanced toward me. Did he not know I was blind? Boy, I must’ve been good at faking it. Or maybe Dax couldn’t tell if a woman was faking it—that was more likely.

      “Stay back, or I’ll cut you,” I warned, backing into the hallway.

      But my bluff wasn’t working. I heard his footsteps head in my direction. As I waited for him to charge me, I heard a female voice instead.

      “Dax, what’s going on?”

      “Rebekah, get back inside,” he said, suddenly sounding fearful.

      Rebekah? Had he had two women over? But her voice sounded young. Incredibly young. Dax liked the co-eds, but the ones he’d brought home all looked legal. What in the hell had I stumbled into here?

      Perv.

      I swung the blade in the direction of his voice.

      “No, don’t,” Dax said, his fear and embarrassment apparent. “Look, just take the blade and go.”

      Apparently, he was worried I’d figure out he was into young girls. He must’ve been willing to give up this fantastic knife to keep his secret.

      I had secrets—bad ones—but nothing as gross as this.

      Should I help the girl? The blindness spell was starting to wear off, so maybe I should. But if I waited to be able to see properly, he’d call for backup. I’d be toast then. I couldn’t afford to be caught. If I were, everything would fall apart.

      Reminding myself his kinks were none of my business, I took the blade and fumbled my ass out of his house before he changed his mind.
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      “Do you even know how to alphabetize?” Miss Kiss-Ass asked as she snatched a file from Mr. Pretty Fly’s hand. “You’ve been staring at this one for fifteen minutes.”

      He glanced up from the cell phone he’d been hiding behind the folder she’d just snatched from his hand. “Oh, hey. Sorry, dudes. My bro just texted me something really important.”

      Miss Kiss-Ass yanked his phone away. “It says, ‘Check out the titties on this 1,’ and then there’s a picture of a Hooters’ waitress.” She glared.

      He shrugged. “You have to admit those are some nice titties.”

      She looked as if she might murder him with her laser-eye beams. I wasn’t sure if witches had the power to pull that off, but if anyone could perfect it, it was that bitch.

      If these two geniuses killed each other while Dax and I let it happen, Chambers probably wouldn’t be happy about it. I glanced at Dax, but he was busy reading the file he held and ignoring everyone else. It looked like peacemaking was up to me.

      “I’m sure that… I’m sorry, what’s your name?” I asked Mr. Pretty Fly.

      “Jason. Jason Pardo.” He held out a fist straight out, nodded for me to do the same. When I did, he bumped mine, then opened his while making an explosion sound with his mouth.

      “Right,” I said, my head hurting from the effort it took not to roll my eyes. “I’m sure Jason just feels like we all must—that our first assignment is bullshit.”

      Miss Kiss-Ass narrowed her eyes. “I’m willing to do anything Mr. Chambers asks of me. If you can’t do that, maybe you should show yourselves out. It looks like you need a shower anyway.” She shot that last barb at me, raising one dark eyebrow.

      Daaaamn. She had some nerve since I still appeared as if street brawls were my favorite pastime, while it seemed like her mom ironed her underwear. I liked her spunk, just not the stick up her butt.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Francis, but my friends call me Frankie.” She jutted out her chin. “You can call me Francis.”

      “Ok, Frankie,” I said, taking her challenge. “We can either work together and get this done”—I gestured to the never-ending file boxes—“or we can be jerk-wads to each other and all get fired. Which would you prefer?”

      She gave me her patented stare, snatched a folder from the pile, and turned her back on us. While I watched, she began weaving her fingers in what I could only guess was an organizing spell. Of course she knew one of those.

      God… Today was the worst—first demons, then stuck-up witches. I wasn’t sure which I’d rather face more. At least with demons, I could solve the problem with a blade.

      Jason stepped close enough I could smell his frat-boy cologne. “Thanks, dude,” he whispered. “Files are not my jam.” He nudged me with his shoulder as if we were now on the same team, which we weren’t. I was a team of one.

      I retreated into my bubble. “What exactly is your jam?” I asked, my voice laced with disdain.

      He didn’t seem to notice. Grinning to show off his big white teeth, he pulled a deck of cards from his pocket.

      Great. He was a warlock who used his incredible talent to do stupid human card tricks. This day was one disaster away from being the worst on record.

      “Pick a card, any card,” he said, spreading the deck out and shuffling them into intricate patterns. But instead of stopping and making me select one of his fifty-two friends, he started flicking them into the air. As he did, each card transformed, first folding into delicate triangles and then morphing into red and white birds. Those mutated further, turning into delicate, shimmering birds that flitted above our heads. Soon, fifty-two tiny crystal doves circled the ceiling.

      “Parlor tricks,” Dax said, smirking. “Cute.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Jason’s magic was intricate and complicated. It took a hell of a lot of skill to transform objects that way, especially into the ethereal doves that fluttered around the ceiling. Yet, Dax dismissed Jason’s talent like it was nothing.

      “And what can you do?” I asked. I barely refrained from adding, Other than look like a smug idiot in a thousand-dollar suit.

      Dax zeroed in on me, and I regretted my smart mouth. The less attention he paid to me, the better. At least until I could figure out a way to get him fired or find myself a new position.

      He squared his shoulders. “My magic is more… physical.” His chest puffed up, eyes sparkling like he thought his body, his charm, was his magic. And I was sure it had made plenty of women’s inhibitions disappear.

      In fact, his charms seemed to work on Frankie. She stopped magicking the files. Instead, she gazed at Dax’s broad chest as if she had X-ray vision and could see underneath his shirt to the muscles all those hours at the gym had defined. Eyes dilating, she began twirling a strand of hair around her finger in the first playful gesture I’d seen her make.

      “What do you bench, bro?” Jason asked, as unselfconscious as a guy could be.

      Dax smiled. “About three hundred. Most days.”

      “Dope,” Jason said, giving him an appreciative nod.

      Gag me with a demon blade.

      “Shouldn’t we work on these files?” I asked. “Even with magic, it’ll take all day.”

      Dax set his file down. “Sounds good. Why don’t you get on that, Summer? You and these two have it under control. I’m going to see if Chambers needs anything else. I’ll be back.” He flashed a charming grin as if that settled it.

      But it absolutely did not. First, he’d called me by the wrong name. Besides, if he thought he could trick us into doing this mind-numbing work while he cozied up to the boss, he had fewer brain cells than I’d initially thought.

      “Now, just hold on,” I said. “We are all supposed to—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, an explosion rocked the office.

      The room shook. Boxes fell. Debris rained down from the ceiling as the floor buckled beneath my feet, throwing me sideways.

      My body collided with something hard. Brain jarring in my skull, it made everything feel fuzzy and far away.

      Bomb. Someone had blown up the office.

      When I could finally shake the dizziness away, I realized I’d landed on top of Dax. Our body aligned, the hard muscles of his chest and thighs nestled against my softer curves.

      His blue eyes stared into mine. For the first time, he seemed apprehensive—maybe even scared.

      After I scrambled off him, I stood, my head spinning. I clutched it, willing my brain to work.

      What the hell had just happened?

      Outside the closed door of the file room, people screamed, smoke trickled in from under the door crack, and the building still quivered as the overhead lights flickered before finally dying, plunging us into darkness.

      I turned to the door, but stumbled over Dax’s prone body and almost went down again. He oomphed.

      Jason piped up, “Dudes, what’s happening?”

      A light flared. Frankie’s fingers glowed as she conjured a witch light, holding it aloft. Her face was ghost white as she stared at the door, clearly terrified about what waited on the other side.

      “Stay here,” I said.

      I ran to the door, then ripped it open.

      Chaos greeted me.

      Smoke roiled across the destroyed space. Someone had blasted the once-pristine office apart. Overhead lights dangled, resting on broken cubicles. Wires and shards of metal jutted at dangerous angles. Papers fluttered around like injured birds. People stumbled about, wiping at blood and ash on their faces and injuries.

      I tracked the path of destruction until my gaze rested on a gaping hole punched in the building. Where a wall once stood, the blue sky now took its place. That explained the breeze.

      It must’ve been a bomb. Could there be more? The confusion I’d felt suddenly crystallized into fear.

      I needed to get the hell out of here.

      Yet, the explosion had hurt people. Some crawled out of the debris, bleeding and moaning. A pair of legs, still in sensible high heels, stuck out from a crumbled wall, the body they belonged to not so much as twitching.

      Two thoughts warred. I should help these people, and If this had anything to do with my past, I need to get the hell out of here.

      I froze, unable to decide. Did I run and save myself… or did I risk my life and everything I’d worked for up to this point to help people I didn’t even know?

      Beside me, a woman staggered out of a cubicle. Blood had turned her blonde hair pink.

      Without thinking, I hurried over to slip an arm around her.

      “Where’s the stairwell?”

      Bloodshot eyes roved over my face before she gestured with a trembling hand. “That… way.”

      As I helped her out, I spotted Dax helping another injured person while Frankie used magic to put out smaller fires. It looked like Jason might be using his magic to push smoke out into the open air.

      Trying not to breathe the acrid smoke, I helped the woman toward the exit. Dax followed with the other person. As we hurried by Chambers’ office, which was now missing its glass windows, the man staggered out of it, coughing and holding his bleeding arm against his chest.

      Dax stopped. “Sir, what happened here?”

      For the first time, Chambers’ confident expression did not make an appearance.

      No, all I saw was fear.

      “It’s the Viceroys—they’ve come after us again. They won’t stop until either we’re dead, or they are.”
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      “Who are the Viceroys?” Frankie asked, clutching her coffee cup with trembling hands. She may have liked to appear tough and capable, but she was young. I’d bet the explosion had been her first up-close experience with violence.

      “The better question would be what are the Viceroys,” Dax stated, gaze focused across the street at the building we’d just left.

      Since we hadn’t been injured in the blast, Chambers had instructed us to wait for him in the coffee shop across the street. We’d tried to protest, arguing we could help the wounded, but he’d refused. He’d told us if we didn’t obey immediately, he’d fire us on the spot. Then, he’d disappeared back into the building as everyone else streamed out.

      Currently, ambulances, fire trucks, and police vehicles blocked our view of the action. Red and blue lights reflected off the mirrored surfaces in the shop we’d been forced to inhabit. From our vantage point, it was clear the emergency personnel had evacuated the entire building. Humans flooded the sidewalks and streets, excitedly talking on their cell phones. Many gaped up at the giant hole the bomb had punched in the top of their once-pristine skyscraper.

      I heard people throwing the word “terrorism” around in several conversations in the booths around us. And, by all accounts, it did appear as if a bomb had gone off on the twelfth floor, but I’d been there. I’d felt the vibrations. Tasted the residual magic in the air as we’d helped the wounded out of the building.

      The humans would blame Al-Qaida, which was probably for the best. Whoever these Viceroy characters were, they were more than likely much worse than a human suicide bomber.

      Dax leaned forward, glancing around as if he were about to give us the scoop on the Viceroys, but Frankie held up a hand.

      “Wait,” she said, tugging on her ear. As she did, a ring on her middle finger started to glow. Magic buzzed in the air. Suddenly, the din from the coffee shop disappeared, as did the sirens from outside.

      “Okay. Proceed.” She gestured for Dax to continue.

      Well, color me impressed. She’d enacted a cloaking spell with the same ease I’d expect from an advanced witch. Had she already graduated from an academy? She barely looked eighteen, which wasn’t old enough to have completed the necessary four years. Was she a magical prodigy?

      Dax noticed Frankie’s skill as well. His perfectly shaped eyebrows slid into his hairline, amazement and respect creeping into his expression. “That was a nice bit of handiwork.”

      Frankie blushed a deep red. “Thanks,” she said. “It was nothing. Just a Kauffman Cloak.”

      “Impressive,” Dax said, making her duck her head and smile.

      Lord help the girl. If her cheeks got any redder, they’d burst into flames. I thought she’d be too smart to fall for his dollar-store charm, but book smart didn’t mean she had common sense.

       “Anyway…” Dax said. “The Viceroys are a new phenomenon in the magic community—the latest breed of villain. Apparently, they are a group of highly skilled Supes who are intent on wreaking havoc. However, no one knows what their end goal is.”

      “Wicked,” Jason said. “Have you heard this one? What’s the best way to get rid of a demon? Exercise a lot. Get it?”

      No one laughed, but Jason snickered at his joke.

      “And people think my jokes are bad,” I said, but Jason just shrugged and got back to work on the donut he’d ordered.

      Thoughtfully, Dax ran a finger along the rim of his coffee mug. “Some think they’re linked to the increased rise in demon sightings around the city. Like they’re summoning them for some reason. It took a lot of power to destroy half a building like that. Maybe they’re using the demons to strengthen their abilities somehow.”

      I perked up at this. There had been more demon activity lately. Were these Viceroys to blame? I’d never heard of anyone harnessing demon power before. Demons were ornery creatures. They were more likely to kill the summoner than help them—if someone could even manage to summon one, which was extremely hard to do. If this group was messing with demons, they were either extremely stupid or immensely powerful.

      Frankie took a sip of her coffee, wincing as if she didn’t like it. Was she drinking it to impress Dax? Jeez. “How do you know all this about the Viceroys?”

      Dax slouched, throwing a casual arm over the back of the booth. “Oh, you know. I hear things. My parents are on a lot of boards. They know many important people.”

      I could not roll my eyes hard enough, but Frankie and Jason bought into Dax’s act. Frankie, I imagined, because she wanted to sleep with him. Jason probably wished to be Dax.

      I only wanted to know more about these demons.

      Leaning forward, I clasped my hands together. With how much Dax annoyed me, it was in my best interest to keep them where I could see them—to stop them from inching toward the slayer blade hidden at my side.

      Correction, Dax’s slayer blade. The one I’d stolen—the one he’d likely kill me to get back.

      “What kind of demons are they releasing?” I asked. “Incubi? Succubi? Mammons? Cambions?”

      Dax’s confidence deflated. “I’m not sure what kind, but aren’t they all the same?”

      “Aren’t they all the same?” I asked, unable to hide my incredulity. “Is every dog breed the same? Is every Tarantino movie the same?”

      “Nope,” Jason answered brightly, sounding happy we were talking about something he could chime in on. “The Hateful Eight is way different than Pulp Fiction, but it’s still violent as shit. And don’t get me started on Kill Bill.” Pretending to grip an invisible katana, he sliced it through the air while making swooshing sounds.

      Exhaling heavily, I dreamed of a day life wouldn’t force me to interact with the mentally deranged.

      “How did those other agents die?” Frankie asked Dax while Jason continued his fake sword fight.

      “Well, you didn’t hear it from me,” Dax started conspiratorially. “I heard they sent a team in to stop a demon inhabiting a children’s wing in a hospital. They sent their best agents, but when they arrived, it wasn’t the low-level demon they’d expected. From what the rumors say, the intel they were given was purposefully wrong…and fed to them by a Viceroy agent working from the inside.” Raising his eyebrows, he scanned us until he got the proper awe he wanted. Frankie and Jason went wide-eyed on cue.

      “Either way, it was a bloodbath. They lost ten of their best agents that day. And the demons they battled all escaped. The agency has been trying to track them down since.” Dax’s expression went solemn while Frankie’s looked pensive. Even Jason stopped his antsy jittering.

      “Ten agents,” Frankie said. “Oh, my God. No wonder they needed to hire us all.”

      “And the rest just got attacked,” I said, thumbing over my shoulder to the chaos behind us. “Who could even be left? An accountant? The mail guy?”

      “I was a mail guy once,” Jason said. “But they fired me for calling in a bomb threat to get a day off. Who would have thought my voice was that recognizable?”

      Dax quirked an eyebrow at Jason, opened his mouth, but then snapped it shut.

      Well, at least we can agree on one thing, Dax, I thought wryly. No sense wasting breath on the likes of Jason.

       Dax decided to ignore Jason outright, commanding the table’s attention again. “If the Viceroys are trying to take the agency out, it means they want a clear path, no one standing in their way for whatever they want to accomplish.”

      “And they’ve got it,” I said, mulling it over. “Chambers’ firm is the only demon-slaying agency in the city.”

      “They could call Magical Law Enforcement in,” Frankie pointed out, but Dax shook his head.

      “They are busy with an international incident. Something big. Either way, I’m fairly sure this has to be handled here.” He straightened his shoulders as if he alone would be the one to solve every problem.

      Just as I was about to vomit onto my muffin, the door chimed. Chambers walked in, spotted us, and made a beeline for our table.

      Frankie waved her cloaking spell away as he approached, then reapplied it as soon as he stood in front of our table.

      Chambers looked terrible. His eyes were red and watery, soot covered his clothes, and blood that didn’t appear to be his stained the sleeves of his dress shirt.

      “Sir,” Dax said, rising to attention. “What can we do?”

      Chambers’ gaze roved around our group. “It appears to be seen, but today’s events have prompted me to rethink your assignment.”

      Was he going to fire us because it was too dangerous? Panic tightened my windpipe. I swallowed hard, forcing my next words out.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      Chambers’ gaze bored into me. “It means I’ve decided to promote you. Follow me.”
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      Chambers’ black SUV stayed silent as it skimmed down the city’s side streets.

      Buildings and shops buzzed past, ones I’d typically recognize, but he took turns so fast down streets I’d never ventured down before. I didn’t know if he purposefully made it hard to track our journey, but it did nonetheless. None of us had a clue where Chambers was taking us, and he didn’t seem inclined to share. Frankie had peppered him with questions for the first ten minutes, but when he only answered with grunts, she took the hint and clammed up.

       Stuck in the backseat between Dax and Jason, I barely had room to breathe, much less think. Dax’s cologne mixed with the smell of a burrito Jason had somehow produced from his pocket—no idea how—was making me car sick. And when Chambers snapped his fingers, magicking the windows completely opaque—even the front—the feeling only intensified.

      If we didn’t reach our destination soon, Chambers would need new upholstery.

      Chambers kept driving as if the front window showed him more than a completely black expanse of nothingness.

      “How can you see where you’re going? Did you spell the windows so only we can’t see?” Frankie asked, pressing her sweaty palms to the glass. She peered out as if there was something to see. One finger ran nervously along the collar of her turtleneck.

      Chambers was one of the world’s leading warlocks, and deception was one of his specialties. If he didn’t want us to see where we were going, there was no way to find out until he revealed it. I took comfort in knowing I still had the demon blade pressed against my armpit. It might not smell like roses, but it would help me in a pinch.

      Not that I didn’t trust Chambers. He’d always been good to Andrea, my godmother. Apparently, they’d been close at the Academy in New Mexico and had stayed that way since, both being members of some society she wouldn’t speak about. She trusted him so he wouldn’t harm us, right?

      What would my mother say right now? Trust no one. A truly warm person, my mother. Yes, that was sarcasm.

      The ride became bumpy. Chambers turned, easing up on the gas. Soon, he parked. Swiveling in the driver’s seat, he peered at us.

      “What you see here, you aren’t allowed to reveal to anyone. Understood?”

      We nodded, but it didn’t seem to be enough. Pressing his index fingers together, he hooked his pinkies into what I recognized as an oath spell.

      “Do you pinky promise?” he asked, the magic tingling in the air.

      I glanced around at the people I’d been stuck with all day. They seemed willing, so I didn’t have much choice. If someone broke a magical pinky promise, they’d be cursed. Lately, my entire life seemed like someone had my voodoo doll in a blender, so how much worse could it get?

      “We pinky promise,” we all chanted in unison.

      Four beams of light shot from his pinky fingers then wove around ours like neon rings before fading into our skin. Seeming satisfied, Chambers got out of the car. After eyeing each other uneasily, we followed.

      I’d been expecting a posh apartment complex with a swanky garage filled with expensive cars, but that certainly wasn’t the case. We stepped out into a large, drafty warehouse filled with car parts. Four disassembled cars took up center space. Piles of stacked tires, rims, and other indiscernible metal shapes dotted the perimeter. The smell of motor oil and rubber permeated the muggy air, so thick I could almost taste it, but at least it saved me from Dax’s cologne.

      “A chop-shop,” Jason said, peering into a cut-open BMW. “Very Gone in 60 Seconds.”

      “Chop-shops are illegal,” Frankie said, scrunching her nose. In her schoolgirl uniform, she seemed the most out of place in this dirty and illegal enterprise.

      “What is this?” I asked, scanning the periphery. “A hobby? You know, model cars would be less expensive and more, um, legal.”

      “Never mind,” Chambers said, motioning us forward. “This way.”

      “Your hideout is here?” Dax asked, also seeming stunned.

      Chambers shrugged, stepping around a discarded blowtorch. “I can’t go home after what happened. And the rent is reasonable.”

      He led the way through the shop to a back door, which led to a set of rickety stairs. We entered a dingy basement room full of computer equipment… and an extremely hyper dog. The dog yipped and jumped at Chambers, whining and wagging his entire body in excitement.

      Chambers bent, petting the dog before refilling the food and water dishes on the floor in the kitchenette. The smell of waste wafted up from a yellowed pee-pad in the corner, but the dog was adorable and made me miss Mr. Nutterbutter terribly. Luckily, my cat was mostly self-sufficient because I had a feeling I’d be here a while.

      I crouched, held my hand out, and waited for the dog to sniff my hand. He bounced to me, flopping on his back so I could rub his tummy. The scraggly mutt ate it up, licking my hand and staring at me with big, wet eyes. It turned out, I was much better with animals than humans. They were so much less complicated.

      While we milled around awkwardly, Chambers headed to his computer setup in the middle of the room. High-tech monitors, humming PCs, and one rolling office chair took up the center floor. Along one wall, a camping cot, mini-fridge, small pantry shelf, and open suitcase were the only other items in the room. A door on the far wall had to lead to a bathroom.

      At least, I hoped it was the bathroom. I didn’t see any yellow jars anywhere.

      This was not the pad I expected a sophisticated guy like Lawrence Chambers to have. It was desperate, sad, and pathetic.

      And a lot like my apartment, actually.

      Dax made a face, and Frankie looked as if she might bolt at any second. Only Jason nodded in approval, walking over to the giant monitors.

      “You play Call of Duty on this thing?” he asked. “Or Resident Evil? You should friend me.” Jason beamed. Lord in Heaven. If I had to spend one more hour in this mind-numbing group, I’d definitely get dumber.

      Chambers ignored Jason, taking a seat in the rolling chair. With a few clicks, images appeared on the monitors. Surveillance video played, showing dark shapes floating into an Emergency Room entrance. They dove in like flying shadows. I counted five before the video cut to the exterior of the bombed high-rise building. The same dark shapes zoomed into the revolving door. Seven this time. And no one seemed to notice.

      “What are these?” I asked, leaning in. “Shadow Puppets?”

      Shadow Puppets were Supernatural beings that shifted into oily, black substances that could float, fly, or even inhabit another being to control them.

      Chambers shook his head. “Not Shadow Puppets. We have alerts for that kind of thing. This is something… different. Something we’ve never seen before, but we think it’s demon related.”

      I nodded. Shadow Puppets were rare. I’d never seen more than one operating with a gang of other beings. Seven was something unparalleled.

      “How can the camera see them, but humans can’t?” Frankie asked, leaning closer.

      “That I don’t know,” Chambers answered flatly.

      “Is this the Viceroys?” I asked. “Or could they be casting spells? Something like a Darkness Rises attack?”

      Chambers glanced up, seeming impressed with my knowledge. “It could be similar to Darkness Rises, but we have wards against that, too. Whatever these are, whoever set it in motion, they knew our security system and how to get around it.”

      “Which is why you think it might be someone on the inside,” Dax said, inserting himself. I could tell it was bothering not to be in Chambers’ spotlight. “You might have a mole,” he added.

      “We might have a mole,” Chambers repeated. “Which is why you all are here.”

      “Us?” Frankie asked, pressing a hand to her chest. “My mother said I was supposed to learn magical surveillance. She didn’t want me to come if it was going to be dangerous.”

      Chambers tiredly scrubbed his face with one hand. “It wasn’t my intention to thrust you into this. But things have changed. Half of my staff is either incapacitated or dead, and I can’t trust the rest. Anyone could be the mole. But you four,” he scanned us up and down, “the chance you’ve been recruited by the Viceroys is unlikely.”

      Hey. I didn’t like the fact he was insinuating we weren’t Viceroy material.

      “What do you want us to do?” I asked, hand on hip. I had half a mind to walk out, slayer’s license or not.

      “Granted you are willing, I’d like your help. I don’t have any agents I can trust, and I need fresh eyes.” He rubbed his eyes this time. Since sitting down, a bone-deep weariness had fallen over him, making me wonder when the last time he’d slept was. “I’ve been at this for… for a long time.”

      Frankie gestured at the screen. “Do you have more footage?”

      Chambers gave a humorless laugh. “Do I?”

      He clicked on a folder icon, and a list of video files a mile-long scrolled across the screen. “I’ve reviewed as many as I could, but, as you can see, there is more to go through.”

      “I’ll say.” I noted the four computers, but only one chair. “We’re going to need more chairs. And coffee. It looks like we’re going to be here a while.”

      Dax and Jason went upstairs. They returned with two folding chairs and two tires, which they stacked into a sort of seat. Frankie flipped on the coffee pot on top of the mini-fridge.

      I plopped on the tire seat, both anxious and exhausted, ready to finish this mess. The dog, whose name I learned was Jackie, curled up at my feet.

      After much insistence, Chambers crashed on the cot. When he immediately began snoring quietly, I knew I was right about him being exhausted. I felt a bit proud he trusted us enough to hand everything over.

      Until we started reviewing the surveillance footage, anyway. Good gravy, could there be anything more mind-numbingly boring?

      Most of it was videos of building fronts—people coming and going, and cars driving by. The most exciting event in five hours of reviewing time was a dog chasing a cat up an alley. I watched it three times just to feel alive.

      My video mates weren’t faring much better. Frankie appeared fidgety, probably wired on caffeine, muttering something about, “There has to be a spell to speed this up.” Dax used his fingers to keep his eyelids open, and Jason had quit trying. He slept with his chin on his chest, drool rolling down his chin.

      I kicked his chair leg.

      “Wha— Huh? Mom?”

      “Do I look like your mom?” I asked sarcastically.

      He tilted his head as if considering it. “Kinda. That line between your eyebrows when you frown looks just like hers, but yours is deeper.”

      I rubbed at the aforementioned forehead line. “No, it isn’t. Plus… rude! And keep looking. We need a lead.”

      But my hope was fading. We’d been at this for over five hours. That was twenty hours of surveillance with nothing—not a blip or even a whisper.

      Frankie slammed her fist on the desktop. Chambers stirred, but he didn’t wake. I shot her a look, but, in her agitation, she didn’t notice. “There has to be a better way!”

      “Like what?” I asked, cracking my back. Sitting on two tires for hours on end had kinked the muscles. How had I ended up being the only one without a chair?

      Frankie scrunched her face, pressing her hands to her head. Her straight black hair had frizzed, giving her a bit of a poodle look, but I didn’t mention it because I wasn’t rude like some people. Sheesh.

      “Arg! There’s got to be a spell.” Frankie waved her hands, staring at her magic ring as if it had let her down.

      Jason blinked. “Yeah, like a filter spell. I used one of those to find a Twix I dropped in a dumpster one time.”

      “Why would you have been near a dumpster while eating?” I asked, afraid of the answer, but Frankie cut me off.

      “What did you say?”

      Jason smiled. “A Twix. It was from two Halloweens ago when I dressed up as the Joker, but my buddy also dressed up like the Joker, which I was kind of pissed about, but then he gave me that Twix.” He grinned. “I found it in my glove compartment two years later and was so pumped, but then it fell in that dumpster.”

      “No, not that,” she said. “The other thing. A filtering spell?”

      “Oh, yeah. That. You can cast a spell to sort through stuff to find what you’re looking for. You know, if you need to find a lotto ticket for your mom or a tooth you misplace.”

      “A tooth?” I asked, just marveling at Jason’s life.

      “Stop talking,” Frankie said before I could get my answer. “A filtering spell. That’s it.”

      Dax leaned back in his chair, finally joining the conversation. “Do you think it’ll work?”

      Frankie flexed her fingers, warming up her ring. It let off a soft red glow. “I think he should’ve mentioned it five hours ago. And not talked so much about the Twix.”

      Jason shrugged. He dug something out of his pocket. It was a lone chicken nugget, which he popped into his mouth as Frankie began the spell.

      Her ring glowing purple now, Frankie pulled up the first video Chambers had shown us. The slimy, black shadows slipped into the hospital like sentient smoke. Putting one hand over that monitor, she placed her other over the long list of files.

      We gathered behind the chair as her inaudible chanting made the air tingle with magic.

      Soon, the files on the screen began to scroll as if an unseen hand controlled the mouse. Data buzzed by until they abruptly stopped. One clicked open.

      A video played, a grainy image showing a nondescript street corner. A graffitied stop sign tilted precariously by what looked like a concrete mausoleum. But it couldn’t be since there wasn’t a graveyard in sight. Corrugated metal covered the center as if blocked an opening. An entrance of some sort?

      As we watched, several black shadows cut across the screen. They slipped between the metal and concrete, disappearing inside.

      “What is that?” Dax asked, pointing to the concrete box.

      Frankie screwed up her mouth, but a voice behind us answered.

      “That is the condemned underground pedestrian walkway.” Chambers said. When we swiveled, he’d stood, his eyes lit up. “And our next clue.”
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      Chambers grabbed his coat while stuffing his feet into shoes. The dog whined, circling the stairs. “I’ll be back. Stay here. Don’t leave.”

      Stay? Was he crazy?

      “Sir, you can’t go alone,” Dax said, jumping up. “Let me go with you.”

      Chambers shook his head. “I can’t let you do that. You aren’t a trained agent. I’ll be back in an hour. Stay here where it’s safe. I mean it.”

      “What about food?” Jason said. Apparently, his pockets were finally empty.

      “There’s some in the fridge,” Chambers said, grabbing his keys and hurrying up the stairs. “I’ll be back. Take care of Jackie.”

      I scooped up the little dog. She lapped at my chin, whining. “He’s leaving us here, too,” I murmured.

      His footsteps thundered up the stairs, then I heard the car start and pull out. When I thought the coast was clear, I stood, set the dog down, and headed for the stairs.

      “Where are you going? He said to stay here.” Frankie’s tone ratcheted into full-on hall monitor.

      “You can stay here,” I said. “I’ve got things to do.” That underground pedestrian walkway had my brain in overdrive. Were there more entrances like that? Demons liked to hide in dark, dank places. With the location being underground, there’d be no street cams to catch me slaughtering monsters. I could erase a few of Satan’s minions before bed and put that beautiful blade to work.

      Jackie whined at my feet. I rubbed her head, sad I couldn’t take her with me.

      “Can you bring back take-out?” Jason called from where he studied the contents of the mini-fridge. “The food here is definitely not dope.”

      I ignored him and Frankie’s whining pleas. Placing my hand on the doorknob, I twisted.

      Nothing happened.

      Locked. No problem. I could pick it. But then, a pulse of magic jolted through my body. I froze, my muscles tightening, then started jittering as the magical taser worked its way through my body. My teeth clamped together, my limbs gyrated, and pain blasted through me in seemingly unending waves.

      All I could think was, Please, God, don’t let me wet myself.

      Finally, it released me, and I sagged against the stair railing.

      A voice spoke from behind me. “He magicked us in. Didn’t you feel it?”

      I whirled around, ready to punch whoever had spoken. Dax scanned my face. “Are you okay? That was a lot of voltage.”

      He was being nice, but it annoyed me. Dax wasn’t nice. He was a rich bastard who entertained underage girls. “I’m fine,” I said, spitting the words out through my still-clenched jaw. “And I did feel the magic. I just thought I could get around it.” Pretending every muscle I had didn’t feel like it was on fire, I started back down the stairs.

      Dax reached around me, holding a hand a few inches away from the door. “This is powerful stuff. He’s good. We’re stuck here.”

      “Oh, man. Are you kidding?” Jason whined. “All he’s got in here is soup. Soup!”

      I was locked in with these three imbeciles. Could I drown myself in canned soup?

      I pushed past Dax, stomped down the stairs, hurried past Frankie and Jason, and flopped on the cot. If we were going to be here a while, the bed was mine. Heaven help the person who tried to take it from me. Jackie circled the cot, and I pulled her onto my chest. Her warm and slightly smelly body comforted me as I waited for my muscles to stop involuntarily contracting.

      Dax slumped into one of the folding chairs. “We might as well get comfortable. He could be gone a while.”

      “I guess I’ll make the soup,” Jason said, sounding depressed for the first time. The unmistakable sound of a can opener whirred. “God, it smells awful. Clam Chowder!”

      “I can’t believe he locked us in,” Frankie said. She’d taken a seat next to Dax. Quite close, actually. She edged closer. Peering at him dreamily, she batted her eyelashes.

      She wasn’t bad looking—if one ignored the poodle hair and the desperate need wafting off her. And Dax did like them young. Bastard.

      “What do you think we should do to pass the time?” she cooed.

      Dax didn’t seem to notice her advances. If he did, he ignored them. “Maybe we should watch the videos around this time. See if there are any clues.” He stood, then circled to the monitors.

      Frankie straightened, huffing in annoyance and disappointment. “If there were more clues, my spell would’ve found them. It’s that good.”

      “The soup is chunky. Oh, God! Why?” Jason cried.

      “Then, we’re stuck,” Dax said, frustrated.

      “We could talk,” Frankie said, trying again. “Tell each other our deepest, darkest secrets.” She giggled. Somewhere, she’d lost her college-professor jacket. She’d also pushed the sleeves of her turtleneck up, making her appear younger somehow. Vulnerable. How had she gotten mixed up in this? Chambers should’ve sent her home. She didn’t need to be around a creep like Dax.

      “Yeah, talk,” Jason said, blowing on a bowl of soup that smelled like a fish’s naughty bits. He winced but took a bite anyway. Then he spoke with his mouth full. “We cou’ pla’ truff or daya.”

      “What?” Dax asked.

      “Truth or dare,” Frankie said, brightening. “That sounds fun!”

      Dax raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t protest. I threw an arm over my face, hoping it signaled it would take a team of coked-up horses to drag me into that ridiculous game.

      “Who wants to go first?” Frankie asked, excited as a teeny bopper at a Justin Bieber concert. “Dax?”

      “You go,” he said, attention straying to the computers. I knew that look. He wanted action—needed to feel the handle of a blade in his fist. That feeling was all-too-familiar. I hoped Chambers would be back soon. Being stuck here too long would make me crazy if I wasn’t there already.

      “Okay, fine,” Frankie said. “Jason, truth or dare?”

      “Dare,” Jason said. His soup was gone, and he’d found a sleeve of crackers. How he stayed so slender and toned, I had no idea.

      Frankie giggled. “I dare you… to turn that dog into a chicken.”

      Threateningly, I waved my hand. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Fine,” Frankie said. “Show us your best trick.”

      Jason waggled his dark eyebrows. “‘Kay. Hold on. Give me a second.”

      My curiosity piqued, I leaned over in time to see Jason turn his back. For a while, his hands moved over his face, but we couldn’t see what he was doing. When he whirled around, I thought my eyes would pop right out of my head.

      Where Jason’s face had been moments before, now Dax’s had taken its place.

      “Holy shit,” Dax muttered, bolting upright in his chair.

      “Holy shit,” Jason mimicked in a perfect imitation of Dax’s voice.

      “How did you do that?” Frankie asked, jaw dropped.

      Jason faced away from us. When he twisted back around, Dax’s face had been replaced with Frankie’s. “Tada,” he singsonged in her voice.

      He performed amazingly advanced magic—the likes I’d never seen before. Were all the interns magic savants?

      All except me.

      Swallowing hard, I cuddled the dog closer to me. She smelled like canned dog food, but she was comforting and sweet. She lapped at my chin softly. I stroked her ears.

      “Do Winter,” Frankie enthused, clapping her hands.

      “Do you want to keep all your fingers?” I shot him a hard glare.

      Defensively, he held up his hands. The next time he turned, Jason looked like himself.

      “Your turn.” Jason shot at Frankie with finger-guns, sound effects and all.

      Frankie laughed, practically bouncing. “Truth.”

      “Okay, okay,” Jason said. He rubbed his hands together, brown eyes sparkling. “Let’s see… Who was the first dude you ever kissed?”

      Frankie’s cheeks bloomed pink. Covering her face with her hands, she spoke through her fingers. “I haven’t.”

      She’d never been kissed? This girl was so young. I couldn’t help myself. “How old are you?”

      Her gaze darted toward me, embarrassment quickly turning to anger. “Old enough to be here. I graduated from college by eighteen by working my ass off. My mom says no one should question me. I can do more advanced magic than people twice my age.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Clearly, I had hit a nerve.

      “Plus, it’s not your turn,” Jason said to me. “Unless you want to go next.”

      “Dax is next,” Frankie said brightly. “Truth or dare?”

      “Dare,” he said, but she shook her head.

      “There aren’t any good dares we can do here. Pick truth.”

      He sighed. “Okay, fine. Truth.”

      Smiling, she rubbed her hands together. “What kind of girls do you like?”

      I side-eyed him, knowing the answer to that. I’d seen enough at his house. Not like I could forget the underaged one he had hidden in his basement. Just thinking about it made my skin crawl.

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I like what every man does, I guess.”

      Jason nodded knowingly. “Nurses uniforms?”

      Dax laughed. “No, just… a girl who is smart, talented, and funny.”

      “And weighing a buck-o-five with legs up to here,” I added, holding my hand up to my chin. “And don’t forget a nice rack.”

      Dax shot me a glare, his eyes narrowing. Shit. I should learn to keep my big mouth shut.

      “Winter should have to go,” he chimed in. “Truth or dare?” His eyes locked on me like tractor beams.

      “No, thanks.”

      “Truth or dare?” he repeated. “It’s only fair. You’ve been listening to our secrets. It’s your turn.” His voice sounded hard and unyielding. The others focused on me as if smelling blood in the water. Even Jackie took notice and jumped off my chest, skittering across the floor to a quiet corner.

      Traitor.

      “Fine, whatever,” I said. “Truth.”

      “Why were you late to the interview?” he said. “And why did you look like you’d been in a street fight?”

      Ah, yes. The one question I couldn’t answer honestly. Well, there were a ton of questions I couldn’t answer, but none they knew to ask. “I was mugged,” I said. “But you should have seen the other guy.”

      Dax narrowed his eyes. “Mugged where? By whom?”

      “In an alley. And I couldn’t see. They attacked me from behind.”

      Dax’s eyes narrowed further. “Somehow, I have a tough time believing someone could sneak up on you from behind. Did they use magic?”

      “Yes,” I said, panicking a little.

      “What spell?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I was immobilized.”

      Dax sniffed. “How did you get free?”

      Damn it. How could I have? I tried to think, but nothing came to mind, so I switched tactics. “Why are you asking me so many questions? Don’t you only get one in truth or dare?”

      “Guys,” Frankie said, breaking in. Never was I so thankful for her constant yapping than right then.

      “There’s something on the monitor.”

      All eyes shot to the computers.

      She was right. One displayed the underground walkway entrance. I’d taken it for a static shot, but it was a live feed from the surveillance camera across the street. A figure approached, walking with purpose toward the boarded-up entrance.

      Chambers.

      “He’s there,” Dax said. We crowded around the monitor.

      For a few moments, we watched him inspect the entrance, his hands out, likely running diagnostic spells. Suddenly, he whirled around, glancing over his shoulder as if something had startled him. As Chambers stared into the distance, I tensed, my Spidey senses tingling, but I couldn’t see what had caught his attention.

      Abruptly, he whirled around and started to run.

      “Oh, no!” Frankie gasped, grabbing my arm. “Something’s after him!”

      Three black shadows darted after him, then swirled around him like a black tornado. Chambers cast spells that were useless against the black monstrosities.

      In horrified silence, we watched while the black funnel peeled back the sheet metal and dragged him underground.

      The lid slid into place. Chambers had disappeared.
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      “Oh, my God. Oh, my God!” Frankie paced back and forth, her hands covering her mouth before yanking at her hair. “They took him. They took Chambers.”

      Jason sat in one of the folding chairs, appearing forlorn. For once, he wasn’t eating, which meant the situation had genuinely shaken him up.

      Dax and I stood several feet apart, quietly pondering what had just happened. My mind whirled. Something had taken Chambers, likely the creatures that had blown the office up. Had it been a trap to get him alone so they could drag him into their liar? Were the Viceroys that good?

      “It was a trap,” Dax said like he’d been reading my thoughts. “It was probably a way to get him alone.”

      “He was no match for those things,” I said, agreeing. “They took out his best agents and his office, which left him no choice but to search for them on his own.”

      “But he isn’t alone,” Jason said quietly.

      “Huh?” I asked.

      Jason lifted his head. “Chambers isn’t alone. He has us.”

      Well, I’ll be damned. The boy had a point. The Viceroys hadn’t counted on three brand-new interns starting on the day they’d taken out the rest of the office. And they hadn’t thought he would have us on standby on the rare chance of an attack.

      “We’re locked in,” Frankie said. “Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. That.” I glanced at the door.

      “But I can get us out,” she added.

      “What?” Dax and I shouted in unison.

      “Why didn’t you mention that sooner?” I asked, ready to rip her perfectly manicured eyebrows off.

      She shrugged. “Chambers told us to stay here. Plus, I thought it would be fun. Maybe give us a chance to get to know each other better.” Her eyes strayed to Dax. Ah. She wanted to get to know Dax better. So the girl had more tricks up her sleeve than I’d realized.

      “Open the lock. Now.” Dax’s jaw flexed. He wanted out as badly as I did.

      Frankie, shame-faced, dropped her head. She started weaving her fingers. “Give me a minute.” The ring on her hand glowed a bright purple, pulsing as she wove her magic. Finally, she stopped, sweat glistening on her upper lip. “There. I lifted his spell.”

      Dax and I took off at the same time.

      “Guys, I think we should go together,” Jason called, following close behind.

      But I couldn’t care less about sticking together. If there were demons and crime bosses involved, I didn’t need the added hassle of protecting Frankie and Jason. Dax? Well, he could fend for himself.

      We barreled into the chop-shop, only to find Chambers’ vehicle gone. The ones left were in various states of disrepair. I halted, scanning the garage. No Uber or taxi would come out here. Based off the location listed on the surveillance footage, it was too far to run.

      Damn. What now?

      Dax seemed to come to the same realization. Chambers had stranded us in more ways than just the one.

      “I can transport us there.”

      We whirled around. Jason stood beside Frankie, hands stuffed in the pockets of his oversized Adidas pants.

      “You can get us there?” I asked. “How?”

      “Transportation spell,” he said casually, like pulling it off would be a cakewalk. But what the hell? It was a difficult-to-pull-off spell for a group of advanced magical users, much less for one young dumbass.

      “How did you learn a transportation spell?” Frankie said, cocking her head. She propped her hands on her hips like she couldn’t believe it.”

      “Oh, well, it was on a dare. My bro bet me I couldn’t get inside the girls’ locker room at school, so I stopped going to class to study the transportation spell instead. It took me two weeks to perfect it.”

      “Did you get into the girls’ locker room?” Dax asked, seeming mildly amused.

      A huge grin spread across Jason’s face. “You know I did. But I also failed all my classes that semester. Worth it!”

      Dax laughed, but Frankie was unamused.

      “Simpleton,” she mumbled. Louder, she said, “Let’s go.”

      “Okay,” Jason replied. “But we have to go together. All of us.”

      “Now, wait a minute,” I said, but Dax cut me off.

      “Sure, let’s go.” He approached Jason and Frankie. Soon, all attention was on me.

      “Shouldn’t we get backup?” I asked, stalling. My plan had been to lone-wolf it, so Jason’s unexpected announcement had thrown me for a loop. If they tagged along, I couldn’t use my demon blade. I itched to put it to good use.

      Dax shook his head, running his hand through his hair before shaking it out. Of course, it fell perfectly back in place. “We’re running out of time. They could have injured Chambers or worse. Plus, they blew up or compromised the backup, remember?”

      Damn. Yes, but none of this sat well with me. My choices sucked—put my lot in with the three stooges or have them leave me behind. I did not play well with others, but I couldn’t go unless I dragged them along.

      Shit. Triple shit on a stick.

      Gritting my teeth, I walked over to them. “Fine. But don’t expect me to save your ass when a demon tries to gnaw it off.”

      Dax barked out a laugh. I couldn’t tell if he found me funny or if it were some sort of mockery. Either way, I didn’t care. My priority was to rescue Chambers, so he’d decide to hire me on as a full agent after the internship. I could get my slayer’s license, then I’d be free from Dax Murphy and his merry band of misfits forever.

      “Wait,” Jason said, holding up a finger. “I found something downstairs earlier that we need now. Hold on.”

      Dax grumbled about needing to hurry, but since Jason was our ride, so to speak, so we waited while he sprinted downstairs and back. I half expected him to appear lugging stale calzones, a birthday cake, or something equally ridiculous. Instead, he had weapons.

      Even some badass swords sheathed in scabbards. My heart thudded with wild excitement.

      “What are those?” Frankie asked. She seemed a bit disgusted, but I reached out with grabby hands.

      Jason tossed me a thin sheath, then gave Frankie and Dax each a weapon.

      “Jason, you are brilliant.” I pulled the samurai sword from its curved scabbard. Beautiful Japanese inscription scrolled over the shining blade. As I gave a few practice swipes in the air, palpable magic coursed through it. It didn’t feel as powerful as my borrowed demon blade, but it would do the trick.

      Dax had a sword similar to mine. Jason armed himself with metal nunchucks. Frankie did not seem pleased with the thin blade he’d given her. She held it like merely touching it might cut off a vital organ. Beyond thrilled aptly described my satisfaction. Going in empty-handed sounded about as smart as sliding down a razor blade into a vat of lemon juice. The other three had magic. Me… Well, they didn’t know I was a witch who couldn’t cast. Even though my parents were powerful magic users, I’d been born useless, and no one knew why.

      This blade, and my skill with it, would more than make up for that.

      Gathering in a small circle, we waited for Jason’s instructions.

      “We have to hold hands,” he said, wiping his on his pants.

      Hold hands? Oh, God of all that is holy, are you punishing me?

      I took Jason’s hand, then reluctantly put my other in Dax’s giant mitt. His touch was surprisingly gentle. When I glanced at him, he gave me a nod. “It’ll be all right.”

      Startled by his kindness, I muttered, “Yeah, okay.” Articulate, I know.

      “Ready, dudes?” Jason asked.

      The seriousness of what we were about to do settled over us like a dusting of frost. This wasn’t a joke or a game. If what they’d been told about the Viceroys was true, it could be a life-or-death situation. We couldn’t take anyone who would willingly conjure demons lightly.

      I didn’t get to ponder any longer because Jason’s magic grabbed hold of me, yanking me away.

      My body disintegrated. The feeling of being flushed down a magical toilet—belly button first—took hold of my senses. I’d once ridden a waterslide that swirled me around before dumping me into a giant bowl, and it felt similar.

      Before long, it spit us out on the cold, hard ground. My arm ached, and my throat felt tight.

      I gasped, scrambling up. Palms scraped by cold concrete, I shook them off and glanced around.

      Ahead, the rectangular concrete entryway rose from the ground. The scenery was pretty typical—abandoned buildings, weeds sprouting between cracks in the sidewalk, a flashing streetlight. A chilly wind harshly whipped my hair across my face. The stench of underground refuse permeated the air. Along with it, faint hints of dark magic wafted by. It was hard to hide the smell of sulfur from those who had developed a nose for it.

      Demon magic. I knew it well.

      My hand itched to draw the dagger, but I remembered the samurai sword strapped to my back. I stood, adjusting it.

      Thankfully, the area was deserted. A crumbling row of buildings behind us looked like it had once been a strip mall, but trees sprouted out of the cracked parking lot. One even grew through a broken window. A deserted and desolate road had been blocked off. I had a feeling we were far from civilization where only the evil roamed.

      Someone groaned. Beside me, Frankie rolled onto her side. “What happened?”

      I hurried over to her, offering a hand. “Are you okay?”

      She took it, rising on wobbly legs. “Where are we?”

      I gestured to the underground walkway entrance. Right now, it resembled the aboveground graves in New Orleans cemeteries far too much for my peace of mind. When she spotted it, Frankie shivered and edged closer to me.

      Dax staggered into view across the street, Jason close behind him. His spell worked, but it had scattered us around. It hadn’t crossed my mind that Jason might not know how to control the spell. Belly swooping, I thanked my lucky stars he hadn’t pulled a Ron Weasley and “splinched” me. My body being in two different places would make trying on outfits difficult.

      I started to say so when Dax’s eyes went wide. He drew his sword, shouting, “Look out!”

      I whirled around. Someone marched toward us, upraised hands glowing like atomic bombs ready to explode.

      “Don’t do anything stupid. I’m here to help,” a voice said from behind the fiery extremities. “I’m a friend of Chambers.”

      A… woman?

      As the blinding infernos dimmed, a woman clad in black, skin-tight leather came into view. She had a gun strapped to her thigh, her black hair blowing in the wind. Exotically beautiful, she looked like she could kick all our asses without messing up her blow-out.

      Who was this badass female, and where could I get a catsuit like hers?

      “Who are you?” I asked, sounding far too awed.

      She smirked, her red lips quirking up. “I’m Nadia, and I’m here to help.”
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      “How do we know you aren’t lying?” Frankie asked. She’d kept close to me since we’d arrived on the scene, and she didn’t move even as she popped an attitude at Nadia. Frankie was the queen of attitude, but at least I wasn’t on the receiving end for a change.

      Nadia didn’t seem fazed, though. She shifted her weight from one high-heeled boot to the other, her leather pants flexing around perfectly muscled thighs I’d kill for. “You don’t—not yet—but you will soon. I can prove I’m here to help Chambers, but we need to hurry. He’s in trouble.”

      “We know,” Frankie said, sounding a bit like a kid who was trying to show off. “Why do you think we’re here?”

      Dax hadn’t taken his eyes off the woman. Truthfully, I couldn’t blame him. I was entirely hetero, but even I could admit… daaamn, she was fine. The way the leather catsuit molded around her ass could make any mouth water. And her dark hair cascaded down her back in salon-perfect waves. Exotically slanted eyes lined in thick black eyeliner hinted she might have at least some Asian heritage, although her features were hard to place. And was that a tattoo—snaking down her neck and behind her collar?

      Like he was coming out of a trance, Dax blinked rapidly, then straightened his shoulders before addressing her. “We’d love some help. First, however, we need proof you’re on our side.”

      “Well, I’m fae, and it’s a known fact my people can’t lie. Just ask me what you need to know, but make it quick. The longer we stay here chitchatting, the more likely it is Chambers won’t make it out alive.”

      Nadia was fae? She didn’t look it, but that didn’t mean much. Fae came in all shapes and sizes. As though reading my mind, she pulled her hair up to reveal pointed ears and a climbing-vine tattoo that disappeared under her collar. Maybe she was a halfling. That would explain the subtle fae features mixed with dominating human ones.

      “Nice ink,” Jason said, pointing to her neck. “I got this one last year.”

      He pulled up his sleeve, revealing someone’s face tattooed on his bicep. It had been sloppily inked, and I was afraid to ask who it was supposed to be. “It’s Bruce Lee from Enter the Dragon,” he supplied, then whirled his nunchucks until one smacked him in the arm. “Oww.”

      Nadia frowned, brow furrowing. I’d bet we weren’t the skilled team she’d been expecting.

      “Jason, we don’t have time for that,” Dax admonished. “Nadia, are you working with Chambers? Do you intend to help us save him?”

      “Yes, and yes,” she said, her face betraying no emotion.

      “How did you know he was here?” Dax asked.

      She quickly answered. “He called me on his way over, said he was worried the situation might go south. If he didn’t call me back in fifteen minutes, I was supposed to start looking for him. As you know, he never called back.”

      Dax nodded, seeming appeased. Awfully trusting, wasn’t he?

      “Wait a minute,” Frankie said. “We don’t even know she’s fae. Those ears could be spelled.”

      Nadia ran a finger along the edge of one elvish lobe. “They’re not, but I see your point. Fine. Run a truth spell on me. Quickly.”

      Frankie glanced around at us for confirmation.

      “Do it,” Dax said.

      She didn’t need much convincing. In only a few seconds, Frankie started conjuring, her hands weaving and her ring glowing. A thin golden strand floated out from her ring, wafting over Nadia’s shoulders. It hovered there, waiting.

      “It’s like Wonder Woman’s lasso of truth,” Jason said from where he stood beside me. To himself, he murmured, “I wonder if Frankie could ta-da an invisible plane.”

      Frankie wasted no time. “Are you who you say you are? Do you work with Chambers?”

      Expression serene, Nadia nodded, then added, “I am who I say I am. I want to help Chambers.”

      “Enough,” Dax said, putting his hand on Frankie’s arm. “I believe her. We need to go.”

      When Frankie lowered her hands, the golden lasso disappeared. Nadia shimmied the residual magic away, leaving both boys—okay, me too—with glazed eyes and dropped jaws as they gaped at her sensual movement.

      Only Frankie’s harrumph snapped us out of it.

      Nadia chuckled, then drew the gun from the holster. And yeah, that was hot, too. Sheesh.

      “So, we’re going in?” Nadia asked.

      Dax nodded, drawing his blade from the scabbard on his back. “We’re going in.”

      Blood pounded in my ears, the familiar buzz of anticipation mixed with apprehension skittering down my arms and causing my fingertips to tingle. Heading into a magical crime syndicate’s lair with a bunch of weirdos wouldn’t be my first choice, but I did love slaying demons. It jump-started my mojo like nothing else.

      Weapons drawn, we gathered at the covered underground entrance, staring at it as if we expected those shadowy creatures to burst out and attack. I had no idea how effective my blade would be against them, but if the smoke monsters weren’t just spells, they had to take shape at some point. If they did, the sharp edge of this blade would do some damage. I gripped it tightly, my smile greedy.

      Frankie shuffled closer, bumping her shoulder into mine. I could practically smell her fear.

      “You should stay here,” I said. “Keep watch. We’ll come get you after.”

      “No way.” She glanced between me and the entrance. “You guys need me. I’m the best spell-caster.”

      She had a point, but still…

      “I don’t want you to do something you aren’t comfortable with,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I want to do it. It’s just…”

      “You’re scared,” I offered.

      She nodded.

      “So am I. Besides, only idiots and psychopaths wouldn’t be afraid, so, good news, you’re not one of those as far as I can tell. But don’t worry. I have your back.”

      She flashed me a grateful smile. A feeling I hadn’t had in quite a while swirled in my stomach—a good one. Was this what a new friendship felt like?

      Well, I’ll be damned, I thought. Maybe Frankie was all right.

      But as soon as Nadia made Jason levitate the metal lid off the underground entrance, my warm glow quickly vanished.

      A wave of the rotten-egg stench of sulfur rolled out, making the others gag. Since I was already used to it, I just held my breath and waited for it to pass. Inside, we stood near the edge of a stairway that led into what I had to assume was the depths of hell. It definitely smelled like it did. In the dark, we had no idea what kind of horrors awaited us down below. Frankie’s dimmer-than-a-candle witch light creepily illuminated the crumbly concrete stairs, which were stained by dark brown smears that looked a lot like dried blood. Beyond that, there was nothing but impenetrable blackness.

      “I can make the light brighter,” Frankie whispered.

      Nadia shook her head. “We don’t want to announce our presence. Not yet.”

      Frankie nodded, but her eyes widened when she realized Nadia meant we had to descend the stairway to hell in complete darkness.

      Cue the ominous music.

      “Hang on,” Dax murmured. “I have something that can help.” Closing his eyes, he placed his thumb and forefinger on each eyelid while chanting, “Night sight.”

      Blinking owlishly, he peered down the dark stairwell, then nodded. “Who’s next?”

      Frankie’s hand shot up. She rushed to Dax’s side, smiling slightly as he put one hand on the back of her head and the other over her eyes. I had a feeling her willingness had more to do with getting Dax’s hands on her than the night vision.

      Dax spelled Jason and Nadia in quick succession. My turn next.

      “Ready?”

      Maneuvering until he was in front of me, he stood close. Too close. His demon blade rubbed against my arm, the steel cold. I didn’t want him to touch me, but I wouldn’t be able to slay demons blind, damn it.

      Shit. Shitty-shitty, bang-bang.

      “Fine,” I said, muscles tense.

      Dax shuffled even closer. His body lined up with mine until barely a breath could get between us. A whiff of his cologne filled my senses, his earthy, male aroma no doubt one that made co-eds everywhere cream their panties. Even I had to admit it was tantalizing. With his artfully tousled hair, bright blue eyes, and chiseled jaw, I couldn’t deny his attractiveness. And those muscles, yum. But he and I were mortal enemies, even if he didn’t know it. And I had to make sure to remember that he was a perv and a total bro… no matter how good he looked.

      “Ready?” he asked, his breath teasing the hairs around my face.

      “As I’ll ever be,” I said, trying hard not to notice how big and strong his hands were, how good he smelled, or how hard his body was as it brushed against mine.

      He placed one at the back of my head to stabilize it while his thumb and forefinger rested on my eyelids. The magic zapped into my skin, making it tingle. When I opened my eyes, it was as if I were wearing night-vision goggles. I could see down the dark stairway. Not entirely, but enough to know if enemies headed our way.

      “Neat trick,” I said, straightening my jacket and taking a step away from him.

      “Thanks,” he said. “It comes in handy.”

      “I bet it does.”

      Nadia took the first step down. “Let’s go.”

      And just like that, I found myself plunging into the darkness after pure evil with four relative strangers. Just an average day in the life of an illegal demon slayer.
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      The underground walkway was dark, cold, and stinky, usually my favorite combo, but with Frankie clutching my arm and yelping at every sound, I seriously started to doubt all my life’s choices.

      “What was that?” she moaned, whipping her head to the left.

      “That was Jason walking beside us,” I said, prying her fingers from my bicep. There had to be permanent impressions in my skin. “And can I remind you that we’re trying hard not to let the bad guys know we’re here? You know…because they’ll kill us.”

      Frankie’s hand quickly found my bicep again. I shouldn’t have mentioned the killing part.

      Nadia scowled at the trembling Frankie. “Get her under control,” she whispered harshly.

      “Me?” I muttered back. “I told her to stay behind.”

      Nadia narrowed her eyes, which glowed green in my night-vision. “Just do it,” she ordered.

      I grumbled, shooting a nasty glare at her back. She wasn’t the boss of me. God, these people made me feel so turned around.

      Ahead, Dax, Jason, and Nadia took the lead, stalking through the creepy abandoned tunnel with their weapons drawn. I wanted to be up there, not back here with Senorita Scaredy Pants, but Frankie had a death grip on my arm and was not letting go any time soon.

      There hadn’t been any sign of Chambers or the Viceroys, nor any demons they might have let loose to frolic in the cobwebby darkness. The underground walkway was concrete, graffitied with various tags and drawings. According to Nadia, it was just a concrete tunnel that authorities in the 1920s thought might be a way to help pedestrians avoid the weather and cut down on automobile accidents. Plus, it saved the city money since they didn’t have to put up streetlights or pay traffic cops. But they fell into disrepair decades ago. Since then, they’d become a haven for the unsavory.

      The rats and spiders stayed mostly out of sight, but we could hear skittering feet. The smell of mold and dank water lingered. Even with our night-vision spell, it was hard to see more than a few feet in front of our faces since there was virtually no light. The ceilings were low, giving the whole place a mausoleum feel. I was good with dark places, but the claustrophobic feeling this damn tunnel gave me was not improving my mood.

      “How much farther?” Frankie whispered. She was so close that her hair brushed my cheek.

      I tried to channel my patience before answering. “We don’t know. They could be anywhere. But you could maybe head back.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “I’m not a coward.”

      “No one here said you were.”

      “My dad said I couldn’t handle it. I can’t quit, or he’ll be right.”

      Ah, so that was the reason she was so hellbent on going with us despite her nearly crippling fear. I didn’t want to play Dr. Phil, but my curiosity was piqued. “Your dad said you couldn’t handle it?”

      “Yeah. He said I’d quit before the week was out, but I’m not going to. He doesn’t get to act all smug and self-righteous like I know he will if I quit. He doesn’t get to be right.”

      The pain in her voice was evident. A pain that was definitely familiar. Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I said, “My parents aren’t exactly gems, either.”

      “Parents don’t know everything,” she answered.

      “Parents can be assholes,” I replied.

      Nadia whirled around, her expression cold and hard. “Can you two stop talking?”

      “Sure,” Frankie said.

      Biting back a smart-ass retort, I said nothing. I couldn’t believe I’d thought she was hot. She was a stone-cold bitch. Well, if I were honest, that was kind of hot. Still, I didn’t like people talking down to me.

      I stopped. “There’s nothing down here. Are we even sure this is where we saw the smoke creatures take Chambers?”

      Dax and Jason halted, glancing between Nadia and me. She seemed to realize lines were being drawn. She straightened her shoulders, tossing her perfect hair back. “This is where they took him. I know it. Are you questioning me? I thought we already established I was telling the truth.”

      “Did we?” I asked. “Because I remember you rushing us through it.”

      “Winter, come on,” Dax said. “We doubled checked. In-fighting is only going to get us in hot water.”

      “I’m just wondering if we can trust her. Chambers said there was a mole on the inside. From where I’m standing, Nadia looks a bit mole-ish to me.”

      Nadia opened her mouth. Instead of words, though, a howling screaming came out.

      No. Wait. That sound didn’t come from her. It was something much worse.

      Something cold and vaporous swept over me, trickling down my body like a giant icy hand before slinging me backward. I flew three feet, smashing into the wall. My shoulder jarred against the cold concrete, then my back. Luckily, I managed to stop my skull from colliding with the wall. I crumpled into a ball on the ground, disoriented and terrified.

      What in the holy hell was that?

      Shaking my stupor away, I jumped up, drawing my sword.

      Whatever had attacked me was gone. At least, if it weren’t, I couldn’t see it. I did spot Dax and Jason sprawled on the ground. Frankie curled in a fetal position in the corner. Nadia stood in the center of the walkway, her gun drawn, though I wasn’t sure what good it would do.

      “What was that?” I asked, blowing strands of hair out of my mouth.

      She pivoted, putting a finger to her lips. For the first time, there was fear in her eyes.

      I gripped my blade, turning in circles as I inched closer to Nadia. Dax and Jason were up, heading in our direction. They seemed shaken but okay.

      Frankie? I wasn’t so sure. She crouched near the floor like a beaten dog. I wanted to comfort her, but there wasn’t time.

      It was back.

      The howling returned, a bone-chilling cry that echoed around us, making me question what direction it came from. The walls trembled. Bits of concrete fell from the ceiling, splashing in puddles and cracking on the ground. Suddenly, dark shapes shot our way. Clouds of roiling black smoke, just like we’d seen on the video, sliced between us, darting and weaving like attacking crows.

      A scream. Frankie’s. I whirled in her direction just as one of the black clouds hit me in the chest.

      I went down hard, my back colliding with the ground, my body skidding through a puddle. Shaken, I stared up as a body began to take shape.

      The black cloud solidified, first becoming a smoke outline of a person, then filling in with a more tangible shape. It appeared to be a man in dark clothing, a black trench coat hanging to his shins, and a dark rodent-like mask covering his features. In his hand, he held a sword.

      Thank my somewhat lucky stars, I had held onto mine. I skittered back, thrusting my blade out as he regarded me. Tilting his head, he spoke.

      “It’s you.” He said it as if he recognized me.

      And being recognized was not a good thing.

      “It is me, mother trucker, and this is my sword.” I swung the blade at his middle.

      As the blade arced toward him, his body went from a solid to a gas, his abdomen proofing into black smoke my blade sliced right through.

      What the…

      The wild swing I took twirled me around, knocking me off balance, and it was all the advantage he needed. A boot caught me on the rear, propelling me forward. I staggered, holding my hands up to keep my face from smashing into the wall.

      Anger flared in my gut. That son-of-a-bitch had kicked my ass. Literally.

      In a rage, I twisted around, drawing my blade with me.

      He hadn’t suspected I could recover that fast, and my sword cut into his side before he could ghost-ify himself again. A cry emitted from his lips. He stumbled back, grasping at the place where I’d hit him. I got the impression he wasn’t a great swordsman, depending mainly on his ability to shift.

      Bully for me.

      I struck again, over and over, slicing like a kid playing Fruit Ninja. He dodged and shifted, parried and blocked, but I was too much for him. My blade hit flesh, nicks and cuts multiplying until he was panted and stumbled as blood pattered onto the floor.

      “You like that?” I mocked. “I can keep going all day!”

      He backed away as if he didn’t like it at all.

      Stopping to assess my situation, I tried to catch my breath. A glance around showed my friends in similar battles with masked people who ghosted in and out. I wanted to help, but I had my man to finish up.

      Lifting my blade, I shouted, “Say hello to my little friend.”

      Stupid, but I was having way too much fun.

      I charged at him, blade held high.

      He took one look at me before fading into black smoke, then shooting back down the tunnel from whence it came.

      Whirling, I went to help my friends, but their opponents turned tail and ran as well. Black streaks sped away, disappearing into the dark.

      “They left?” Dax asked. Dirt-smudged, his shirt torn, he still seemed to have fared well in his fight. Nadia appeared utterly unscathed, but I imagined that was what happened when a badass fae brought a gun to a knife fight. Jason slouched up to us, hovering a hand over a cut on his arm before pushing a healing spell into it. His skin glowed before stitching itself back together. Duly impressed, I started searching for Frankie. She hadn’t moved from where she still cowered in a ball.

      “Hey, Frankie,” I said, touching her trembling shoulder.

      She flinched before peeking wide, terrified eyes up to my face. “Is it over?”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “I guess so. Not sure. They left, though.” I offered her a hand.

      “What were those things?” she asked, gaze flitting over my shoulder as if the smoke people might reappear.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anyone shift from human form to smoke and back like that. Have you?”

      She shook her head. “That’s either advanced black magic or a form of Supe I’m unfamiliar with. But there were so many. I just don’t understand.” Confusion pinched her brow, but at least she’d stopped shaking.

      “Over here,” Nadia called.

      Yanking Frankie along, I ran toward where the others gathered in an alcove down the hall. Jason, Dax, and Nadia hovered over a dark lump on the dirty ground. It took my night-vision sight a moment to identify it as a man.

      Chambers.

      Dax knelt, then placed his fingers on the man’s neck. I held my breath.

      “He’s breathing,” Dax said.

      Jason knelt beside Chambers, too, weaving magic I had to assume was a healing spell, though I wasn’t sure how he could know what was wrong with the man.

      “We need to get him out of here,” Nadia said, staring down the dark hallway where our attackers had retreated. “More will be coming.”

      Dax hefted Chambers into his arms. “Go.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice.

      I grabbed Frankie by the hand, my sword gripped in my other palm. Taking the front, we sprinted toward the walkway, our feet splashing through puddles, not caring if we made noise.

      We had Chambers. Now, we had to get the hell out of Dodge.
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      “I can’t believe we got out of there,” Dax said, slumping onto Chambers’ desk chair. “It was like they just let us go.”

      I glanced up from the dirty glass I’d been pouring Chambers’ last bit of whiskey into. “Maybe it was my badass swordsmanship. It scared them away.”

      We had gotten out of the underground walkway without a peep from the smoke people. Up top, Nadia had produced a car and piled us all into it. Now, we were back at Chambers’ secret apartment, trying to figure out what to do next.

      Dax’s steely blue gaze cut to me. “Where did you learn to handle a sword like that, Winter?”

      I took a big swig of the good stuff before answering in my usual cryptic fashion. “Sword school. I was the Blade-ictorian.”

      “Funny,” he replied, his snark evident.

      Damn. I was wasting my best material on these people.

      Nadia shook her hair out before pulling it into a perfect ponytail. “They let us go because they were outmatched. They didn’t think we would find them so soon. It was three against five. Well, four,” she said quietly. She cut her gaze to Frankie, who was occupied tending to the unconscious Chambers.

      I glanced over at Frankie. Seemingly recovered from her fears, she focused all her energy on waking Chambers up. It seemed if she could use her vast knowledge of spells in any given situation, she was fine. Anything that came to blows or dark spaces filled with spiders made her melt into a pile of goo. Sadly, I wasn’t sure how long she’d make it in this job, but she’d been so insistent I didn’t have the heart to tell her.

      “Something has been on my mind,” Dax said, turning the office chair toward where Nadia stood. “How did you know where Chambers was again?”

      She unzipped the top of her catsuit, revealing a form-fitting white tank top before answering. “I told you. He called me on the way there. Said if anything happened to him, I should come to the location I told you about.”

      Dax’s narrowed eyes stayed glued on Nadia. “But he was insistent about going alone. Why did he trust you? And, if he were so worried, why not have you go with him?”

      Nadia jutted a hip out. “Well, Mr. Twenty Questions, if you knew Chambers as I do, you wouldn’t need to ask those questions. You’d know why he trusts me more than anything else, and you’d know he wouldn’t want to put me in danger unless he had to.”

      Dax’s hard expression didn’t falter. “Convenient he’s not awake for us to ask him.”

      They shared a tense look before Nadia finally said, “We used to date. Okay? Is that what you wanted to know?”

      Dax finally dropped his gaze. Apparently, her answer had satisfied him. Me, on the other hand, I wasn’t so sure. Chambers was an attractive guy, but Nadia was a goddess who looked much younger than him. That didn’t always matter, but I just couldn’t see those two together. Plus, Dax was right. Chambers wasn’t awake. We couldn’t ask him to confirm. We had to trust her, and trusting was not on my shortlist of things I was good at.

      Nadia cut her gaze to where Chamber laid on the cot with Frankie weaving healing spells over him. His dog, Jackie, had whined and curled up beside him, refusing to leave even for bits of sliced turkey Jason had found at the back of the fridge. The dog’s loyalty was endearing in a way that turned my stone heart into warm mush. Too bad humans weren’t more like dogs.

      “Guys,” Frankie said. “I think we should take him to a healer. This is beyond my skill. None of my spells are waking him up.” She wrung her hands, scanning out faces. “Jason, you try again.”

      “Bro, I’ve already tried my best stuff. It was no bueno.” He frowned sadly, setting down a donut I swear he must’ve magicked out of thin air.

      “We cannot take him to a healer,” Nadia said. “No outsiders. We don’t know who’s working with the Viceroys. It’s too dangerous.”

      We watched Chambers sleep, the tension thick.

      What could we do now? If Chambers didn’t wake up, that was awful, but something else was bothering me. I didn’t believe Nadia’s story, and I’d thought of a way to test it. “Hey, Nadia, do you know my godmother, Andrea Tilman?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. Never heard of her.”

      “That’s weird,” I responded. “Chambers and Andrea are super close. You think if you’d dated, he would have mentioned her.”

      Dax narrowed his eyes, paying close attention now, but Nadia shrugged it off. “He didn’t mention her. Maybe they aren’t as close as you think they are, Winter. A lot of women want to be close to Lawrence Chambers.”

      “And only you were lucky enough?” I asked, trying to sound skeptical, but she was a fox, so, yeah, no wonder he picked her.

      “Why the Spanish Inquisition, Winter?” she asked, putting her hands on her slim hips. “Are you perhaps trying to draw the heat off yourself? Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t one of those smokesmen recognize you? Now, why would that be?”

      Fear tingled in my chest at her words. She’d heard that? Shit. I thought I’d been the only one close enough.

      I took another slug of whiskey. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Nadia.”

      She took a step toward me, her gun strapped to her thigh. My sword was across the room in its sheath. Stupid. So stupid.

      Nadia’s glare never left me. “I know what I heard, Winter Davenport. The guy you were fighting knew you from somewhere.”

      Everyone’s attention was on me now—even the dog’s. She stared at me from behind graying eyebrows.

      Et tu, Brute?

      The problem was Nadia was right—the guy had recognized me. I wasn’t sure why, but these people could not go digging into my past. It would destroy everything I’d tried to do for the last five years.

      I decided playing dumb was my only option, so I needed to get the hell out of here as soon as possible. Forget these people. They were not going to destroy my new life before it had even begun.

      “I must have one of those faces,” I said, gesturing to my mug. “I’m not a smoke monster, nor do I consort with them. And I don’t like you accusing me of something just to take the heat off you, Nadia. I didn’t trust you from the start.”

      She glowered at me. The rest of the group stared between us. Lines were being drawn and alliances were about to be formed, and I didn’t like my chances.

      “You know what?” I asked, jumping up. “I don’t need this. I’m out of here. Tell Chambers to call me if he ever wakes up.”

      I strode across the room, then grabbed my sword.

      Dax stood. “That isn’t yours.”

      Ironic coming from him, but I gripped it hard and glared. “Are you going to take it from me?”

      His jaw clenched. I could tell he was seriously considering it. Good. Let him try. I’d already beaten him once, and a fight sounded good right about now.

      “Winter.”

      It was Frankie. She’d gotten up. Now, she stood between me and the exit. Her eyes were pleading. “Don’t go.”

      I looked at her, this kid I’d only met today. She was nineteen, too young, too vulnerable. She had no idea about the kind of darkness out in the world. I couldn’t protect her.

      “You should go home, too, Frankie. We all saw how you reacted in that tunnel. Your dad was right. You are too chicken shit to handle this.”

      She made a strangled sound as if I’d struck her. Then her eyes welled with tears. Whirling away from me, she covered her face and ran to the bathroom.

      Jason watched it from the cot, gaping as if he couldn’t believe I could be so cruel.

      Well, good. Now they knew—I was no one’s friend.

      “Get out,” Nadia said, jabbing a finger toward the door.

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. Still gripping my sword, I got the hell out.
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      At least Mr. Nutterbutter was happy to see me.

      The minute I pushed into my apartment, the cat was there, twining around my legs and yowling like a banshee.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, shutting and bolting the door before slipping past him. The intrusion charm in the shape of an evil-eye necklace clacked against the wood, reminding me to be careful on entry. Most witches could spell the shit out of their residences, but since my magic was, well, garbage, I had to rely on things I’d purchased: the rune charms on the windows, the intrusion ward charm on the door, and the transportation blockers around my bed I had to reapply fortnightly.

      If I were smart, I’d get a dog or a man, but both seemed like too much trouble.

      I flipped on the lights, grabbing for the demon blade just in case.

      But when the light illuminated the apartment, there was no intruder, just the usual destruction of a person who was a slob at heart. Items were strewn across the floor, over the back of the couch, and on the chipped coffee table. My laundry piled on a hand-me-down chair begged me to do something about it. I couldn’t remember if the load were clean or dirty, so I’d have to do a smell test later.

      Speaking of smell, an awful aroma wafted from the kitchen. I headed there first, Mr. Nutterbutter following close behind while keeping up his refrain of aggravation.

      My gaze swept the kitchen, finding the dirty dishes had gone moldy, the trash can overflowed, and Mr. Nutterbutter’s litter box was full of clumps.

      Damn. How long since I’d been home? Two days? Three?

      I rubbed weary eyes, turning the coffee pot on. Then I checked Mr. Nutterbutter’s gravity feeder before filling his water dish. He watched me with angry yellow eyes until I dug into the cupboard, cracked a can of food, and set it on the floor. He set to licking, giving me the side-eye, but at least I’d appeased him for the moment.

      If only humans were that easy.

      I fell onto my couch, pushing the unopened mail to the floor. Only then did I reach for my cell phone on the end table. Phones were tracking devices. People had no idea how they could be used to pinpoint their whereabouts and lead those they’d rather avoid right to their door. Anyone worth their salt could figure out where I lived, but they didn’t need to know my every move. Plus, the only people who had this number would be calling to nag me or ask about unpaid bills. I didn’t need those reminders when I was out on the job.

      The job.

      God.

      I’d made Frankie cry. God, I was a bitch. Still, it had been for her own good, even if she didn’t know it. I’d seen the horrors demons could do. And those Viceroy characters? They had to be worse if they were controlling demons while using their powers to transform into those smoke thingies. They had no idea what they were playing with. Demons were notoriously hard to command, and often turned on their summoners at the worst moments. It was kind of like adopting an abused pit bull—they were sweet and helpful until they weren’t.

      Frankie wouldn’t last a week in this world—she was too soft. She’d end up murdered. If no one else had the balls to tell her, I would.

      I did her a favor. Really.

      So why did I feel like shit?

      The phone vibrated against my chest. Lifting it, I glanced at the notification.

      Six voice mails. I had a feeling I knew who they were from. Instead of listening, I opened Instagram and flicked through pictures of cool knives and kitten grams until my eyelids grew too heavy.

      I had no idea how long I’d been asleep when Mr. Nutterbutter jumped onto my chest. Apparently, the cat food had resolved his anger. Now, he was happily purring away, sinking his nails into my tank top.

      “Hey, watch the merchandise.”

      Hot and sweaty, I moved him down to the end of the couch, then stripped off my leather coat, throwing it on the cluttered coffee table next to my newly acquired samurai sword. I’d probably eventually have to give that back to Chambers, but it gave him a reason to call me. I had no idea if I still had a job after walking out on everyone, but it was getting a bit too question-y around there for my tastes. I hadn’t signed up to work with that Nadia character, and I certainly hadn’t planned to work with Dax.

      Stripping down, I took a hot shower, then changed into clean, non-ripped clothes. It was nice not to be covered in demon blood or bomb residue for a change.

      My thoughts flitted to Chambers. Had they taken him to a healer? Had Jason put down his taquitos long enough to work his magic? It wasn’t like me to think about other people. It wasn’t as if I’d had a lot of people to think about since I’d left my parents’ house five years ago. Only my godmother, my landlord, and my bill collectors knew my address.

      I lifted the phone, accessing my voice mail. Andrea’s voice greeted me on the other end.

      “Hey, Winter, just calling to see how the job interview went. Call meee.” She singsonged the last part. Andrea was the perkiest fifty-year-old in the world. She even wore pink for God’s sake.

      The next voice mail was more of the same. “Hey, Winter. Sorry to bug you. The interview should have been over… three hours ago. Just wondering… You know how I worry. Anyhow, give me a call.”

      The third was a bit more desperate. “Winter, are you home? Why don’t you ever answer your phone? I tried texting you. Just… call me when you get this. It’s important.”

      I didn’t even listen to the fourth, fifth, or sixth voice mails. Andrea had probably worked herself into a frenzy. She was always doing that, worrying about me. Since she’d taken me in after my parents kicked me out, she’d fretted over me. I was mostly independent at that point, seventeen, and I thought I knew better than anyone else how life was supposed to go. I’d had a major chip on my shoulder… probably still did. That was why I didn’t want to call her back. I didn’t want to hear her disappointment when I told her how bad it had gone. She’d gotten me that interview after all.

      I put my hand on my forehead. Coffee—I needed coffee.

      Dragging my sore body up, I shuffled to the coffee pot, but when I got there and poured myself a mug, I realized how long I’d let it sit. Spitting the bitter stuff into the sink, I emptied the pot and dug around for another filter.

      My phone chimed.

      Andrea. I’d let it go to voice mail.

      Yet, it stopped ringing, then started again. I let this go on three times before I’d had enough. Storming over to the table, I lifted the phone.

      Unknown number.

      Shit.

      Who was it?

      I told myself it was likely a telemarketer, but then why had they called three times in a row? Those fools usually gave up after once.

      Slowly, I pressed the answer button.

      “Hello?”

      “Winter,” a male voice said.

      “Who is this?” I asked.

      “It’s Jason, bro. You’ve gotta get down here.”

      “Jason? Where are you?”

      “We’re at some weird healer’s pad. It’s hella creepy. There’s a candy parrot and this crazy mad scientist’s room. I mean, stuff straight outta Willy Wonka, if you know what I mean.”

      “Willy Wonka?” I asked. “Did you take Chambers to a healer?”

      “Yeah,” Jason replied. “Nadia brought us here. But it’s weird.”

      “Oh.” Something stirred in my gut, sour and uneasy.

      “Anyway, you need to get here right away,” Jason insisted.

      I sighed. “Jason, I don’t know… Nadia—”

      “It’s not Nadia,” Jason said, cutting me off. “It’s Chambers. He woke up, and he specifically asked for you.”
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      I stared at my phone, peering at the address Jason had texted me, then at the building in front of me. Could this be the place?

      Jason had said the healer’s place was creepy, like a mad scientist’s lab, but the building in was… well, cute. The facade was in a nice part of downtown Detroit where the gentrification had scrubbed the graffiti off the walls, and police made regular rounds. Nestled between an upscale coffee shop and a boutique, the sign read “Little Sweetie’s Candy Shoppe.” The sign had an adorable cartoon girl with a huge smile and perfect orange pigtails licking a lollipop.

      Candy Shoppe? This had to be a mistake.

      Yet, I felt a tug of magic from inside.

      Even though I couldn’t do magic, I could always feel it, sometimes before others who were sensitive to it. Witches and warlocks could usually spot a magical signal if it was strong enough and they were close enough, but I was like a bloodhound for the stuff which was kind of stupid because I couldn’t do a single bit of it myself.

      Humans couldn’t feel magic. They went about their day, sipping mochas and chatting on cell phones, oblivious to the supernatural world. But for those of us trained in the subtle art of magic detection, it was there, like the tingle of electricity before a storm. The hairs on my arms stood up under my leather jacket, which was making me way too hot, given how warm the afternoon was.

      I glanced up at the sun, wondering what time it was. After I’d gotten the call, I’d fed Mr. Nutterbutter again, chugged some coffee, and bolted out of the door. Now, I wished I’d taken the time to eat something or pack a snack. Running on empty did not make for the best decisions.

      Whatever. I could manage. I was here to figure out why Chambers wanted to see me. Hopefully, he wanted to give me a promotion for how badass I was in that creepy tunnel.

      I pushed inside the sweet shop.

      The color pink overwhelmed my senses the minute I stepped inside. The place looked like Willy Wonka’s candy factory had chugged a bunch of Pepto Bismol, then threw up everywhere. One wall displayed every type of candy imaginable on bright pink shelves. The other had a counter with a refrigerated case full of ice cream. Swirling handwriting in multiple colors listing the types of ice creams, shakes, and malts decorated the chalkboard. The floors were white and turquoise checked, and little pink tables rested neatly beside the front window, which had pink ruffled curtains.

      “What in the actual f—”

      “Winter,” someone said, cutting me off.

      I whirled, and there was Jason. He’d changed his clothes. Now, he wore a baseball jersey for some team I didn’t recognize, paired with baggy athletic shorts. His sneakers seemed brand new, as did his straight-brimmed baseball hat. He smiled when he saw me.

      “Glad you are back, bro. Things have gotten strange.” He gestured at the three-foot-tall cardboard cutout of a dancing ice cream cone with a creepily ecstatic face.

      “I’ll say. Where the hell are we?”

      “Candy purgatory?” Jason suggested, eyeing the Snickers bars. “Really, it’s just a front. Come downstairs. You’ll see.”

      He led me around a door toward a metal spiral staircase painted… pink, of course. We went around and around, descending one, two, three stories. By the fourth, I started to worry.

      “How far down does this go?” I asked.

      “We’re almost there,” he answered with his mouth partially full. It seemed he’d snagged one of the candy bars from upstairs. When—I had no idea. I hadn’t taken my eyes off him once he said my name.

      We turned down the last flight of steps, then exited into what had to be the laboratory. I’d expected a sterile, cold environment full of test tubes and beakers, but what awaited was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      Colors assaulted my eyes—pinks, blues, oranges, and yellows. There were tubes, tubs, and containers everywhere, but these looked more like candy jars and decorative bowls than anything found in a silence lab. Something boiled on a burner at one station. Another had a machine pulling bright red taffy. The sugary smell of strawberry icing tickled my nose. I was instantly hungry and worried at the same time.

      It was like Willy Wonka and Tim Burton had a candy baby. I half expected Johnny Depp in a wig to stroll in.

      Something fluttered above my head. I whirled toward it, hand shooting to the samurai sword sheathed at my back. A bird of many colors floated down, landing on a perch near the taffy-pulling station. It was a parrot, yet unlike any other in existence, since this one seemed to be made from candy. Its feathers were molded cotton candy, its eyes were gumdrops, and its beak was two curved pieces of Jolly Rancher.

      It blinked at me from its perch, squawking.

      “Jason, what in the hell am I looking at?” I asked, leaning toward him like I was scared the bird would hear me or something.

      Jason shrugged. “I told you it was getting weird. Plus, I liked the original Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory movie better than the remake, and neither had this parrot in it.”

      “I wonder why?” I asked, sarcasm dripping from my voice as the parrot’s soul-sucking eyes stared at us.

      A door opened across the room. A figure stepped out. A woman wearing as many colors as the bird walked toward us. “So, you’ve met my Lolli.” She pointed to the bird

      I nodded, taking this new person in. She was obviously the proprietor of the shop and a color enthusiast if I’d ever seen one. Her pleated skirt was every color of the rainbow with a polka-dotted top to match. Her high-heeled shoes, which clacked on the tile floor, cycled through so many colors I couldn’t keep up. Curled in a Shirley Temple bob, her hair was turquoise and pink, matching the colors upstairs.

      “If a rainbow pooped out a woman, that is what it would look like,” I whispered to Jason. Then I turned to her. “Hi. We haven’t met. I’m Winter Davenport.”

      The woman glanced at my outstretched hand, but she didn’t shake it. “I know who you are. Come in, come in. He’s been asking for you.”

      I glanced at Jason, and he shrugged. He didn’t seem terrified, so I had no choice. I started toward the open doorway.

      On the other side, it was less laboratory and more hospital room, but without losing any of the color motifs—orange and pink striped the walls. The hospital bed was pink and purple, the sheets bright blue. Chambers looked drab in comparison, but I smiled when he turned his head.

      “You’re awake,” I said, approaching his bedside. “You can’t keep a good man down.”

      “No thanks to you,” Frankie murmured. She and Dax sat in lavender-colored chairs at Chambers’ bedside.

      Frankie’s eyes darted up to mine before a glower settled over her face. What I’d said had pissed her off. She had every right to be mad, but I didn’t take it back. She shouldn’t be here. Well, maybe here in the candy shop was okay. What was the worst that could happen? Someone could choke on a lollipop? We could all blow up like Veruca Salt?

      Chambers ignored her comment, gesturing for me and Jason to sit. The multicolored woman hurried over to check a bag of a purple liquid draining into a tube in Chambers’ arm.

      “So, you’ve met Bianca,” he said, gesturing to the nurse woman. “She’s a world-class healer. She knows Frankie’s parents.”

      Bianca gave a small bow. “It’s my pleasure. Though, he was in quite a state when you brought him here. I had to pull out the big guns.”

      Jason leaned toward me, whispering, “And by guns, she means candy. She used suckers and licorice. It was weird.”

      “You keep saying weird. We need to get you a dictionary, buddy. But, yeah, weird.” I patted his arm.

      Bianca heard us. “My methods are… unique, but they work as you can see. You’ve heard about spoons full of sugar making the medicine go down? Well, I’ve taken that and tweaked it a bit.” She gestured to the tray of candy beside Chambers’ bedside.

      “Magical medicinal candy,” I mused. “I guess it’s better than a kick in the teeth.”

      “Much better,” Chambers said, smiling at Bianca. “Without her, I might have been lost.”

      “Hey, where’s Nadia?” I asked, finally noticing her absence. “Did she have a bitch convention to attend or…”

      “She had something to attend,” Dax said.

      Very cryptic. Hmm.

      “Well, I hope you gave her as much shit for leaving as you did me,” I murmured.

      Chambers waved his free hand in the air. “Listen, we don’t have time for bickering. “Winter, there’s something we need to discuss with you.”

      “Discuss away. The surge prices for Uber are horrible right now. But make it quick, Judge Judy comes on in an hour,” I said, leaning back until my sword clunked onto the chair.

      The others rolled their eyes, but Chambers kept focused. He turned to Dax. “Show her.”

      Dax nodded. He stood, then began weaving his hands, forming a spell on his outstretched palm. Before long, he’d projected an image against the far wall. A big V flashed before it shifted to a picture of someone wearing a giant rat mask with exaggerated and cartoonishly horrible features.

      “What the…” I leaned forward.

      “Winter Davenport,” the voice said. “That is not the name we know you by. You have made a huge mistake. For that, you must pay. Come to the Clutch at midnight. Come alone. If you do not show your face, many will die.”
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      I stared at the wall long after the magical message disappeared, unable to get my heart to stop pounding. They knew me. How? Who were they? What was the Clutch… and how could I possibly go there knowing I’d be walking into a trap?

      So many questions. My mind swirled, my heart pounding until it felt like I might pass out. Whatever this was, it was bad.

      In my time as an illegal demon slayer, I’d killed my share of lesser demons. Maybe thirty? And if I killed off one of the Viceroys’ demons, it would piss them off and they’d want revenge. There was no way I was going to the Clutch, not unless I wanted a nice dirt nap.

      “What did that mean, Winter?”

      Dragging myself out of my thoughts, I glanced up. Everyone stared at me, but Dax had asked the question.

      “Huh?” I asked, playing dumb and wondering how I could bug out as fast as possible.

      “What did that message mean, Winter, if that is even your real name?” Frankie repeated. She crossed her arms over her chest, which was hidden by another awful turtleneck. This one was fresh but just as God-awful as the first, evergreen in color with small birds on it. Did her parents own stock in Horrible Attire Warehouse?

      I was using humor to deflect when what I needed to do was deal with their questions, then get the hell out. It was stupid to show back up in the first place. Forget getting a real slayer’s license. I needed to get out of Dodge.

      “Answer the question, Winter,” Chambers said, sitting up straighter in his hospital bed.

      “I am,” I said, stalling for time. “Which question was it? How do I get my hair so lustrous and smooth?”

      They glared, even Bianca, the candy witch, and her dumb parrot that seemed to have flown in here just to watch me squirm.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, my heart hammering even harder. “I didn’t exactly tell you all the truth about me.”

      Everyone stared, waiting for more. Sheesh. How much did they need to know?

      “Winter isn’t exactly my name.” I gave a little shrug.

      “Why lie?” Chambers asked. His eyes were cold, calculating. I’d lost the job already, but there was no way I was going to tell these people everything. I made up a convincing lie.

      “Because I was a foster kid turned juvenile delinquent. I have a bit of a record. I did some breaking and entering, stealing. Nothing terrible, and I never hurt anyone, I swear. But I knew if I told you my real name and you did a background check, there was no way I was getting that job.” I lowered my head. “And I really needed it.”

      That part wasn’t a lie. What was I going to do now? I didn’t even have enough money in my account for a bus ticket, and I couldn’t hock my samurai sword. Chambers was going to demand it back in a minute, right before telling me what a lowlife I was.

      “What is your real name?” Chambers asked quietly.

      I sniffed. “Raya.” That part was true.

      “Raya what?” he asked.

      “Raya Lawrence.” That was a total lie. Jennifer Lawrence was my favorite actress. She was so badass.

      “Well, Raya Lawrence,” Chambers said. “We need to discuss what to do next.”

      I stood, dusting off my pants. “Let me help you there.” I held up three fingers. “One, fire my ass. Two, forget you ever knew me. Three, get that candy stuff out of your arm. It’s starting to turn you purple, and it’s not your color. You’re more of an aquamarine type of guy.”

      That part wasn’t a joke. Chambers’ normally brown skin had a purplish tinge to it. What in the world was in that IV bag?

      “I’ll see myself out.” I started toward the door.

      “Not so fast,” Chambers said.

      Sighing, I lifted the samurai sword off my back, then I turned and held it out. “She’s a beauty. Treat her well.”

      “Not that,” he said, waving the blade away. “We need to discuss how we will handle the message from the Viceroys, and what we’ll do to support you when you follow their instructions.”

      “Huh?”

      “What?” Frankie squeaked at almost the same time. “You can’t be serious. Are you suggesting we help her?”

      Chambers sighed deeply. “Yes, yes, I am.”

      “Why?” Frankie nearly shouted. “She’s done nothing but screw-up, badmouth us, and leave us in the lurch. Not to mention crack the worst jokes. And I mean the worst.”

      “Ouch,” I said, rubbing my chest. “Kick a girl when she’s down, why don’t you?”

      She jutted her chin out. I had a feeling it was all she could do not to stick her tongue out, too.

      “I don’t think that’s a good plan, either,” I said. “If I go into this Clutch place, my insides are going to become my outsides if you get my meaning.”

      Chambers shook his head. “Not if we’re there to have your back. Not if we stake it out and use you as bait to capture them once and for all.”

      “Bait? Now, hold on.” I held up my hands, but Dax and Frankie were nodding.

      “Bait sounds good,” Frankie said. “I like bait.”
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      This was the stupidest plan in the known universe.

      I adjusted the sword at my back, then straightened my jacket. Mainly, I fidgeted to stall. Frankie’s voice in my ear, put there by her expertly woven spell, sighed. She cleared her throat, then hissed, “What are you waiting for, Raya? Let’s get this over with.”

      I stared at the invisible entrance to the passageway that was supposed to lead me to the Clutch, the Viceroys’ secret layer. They’d left a magical signature on the message spell, which Jason had been able to track to this fantastic conservatory outside the city limits. I’d had no idea a place like this existed with its manicured gardens, bubbling fountains, and giant glass greenhouses that seemed like something out of a storybook. Three domed structures rose out of the trees in the distance as twilight tinged the sky a pinkish purple.

      The place had an aquarium, neat parks, picnic areas, and, apparently, a secret magical cartel hideout.

      Terrified to my marrow, I decided to focus on the amazing scenery around me. It was breathtakingly beautiful. A butterfly garden to my right wafted a floral scent into the air while birds chirped overhead. A child’s laughter mingled with the distant sounds of a band playing in a pavilion down the street. Sunlight glanced off the domed roof of the conservatory, making it sparkle like a giant diamond in a sea of green.

      It made no sense whatsoever that this would be where a magical crime family set up shop.

      “Are you guys seeing this?” I asked. They were using a combination of spells to spy on me, some convoluted mumbo-jumbo that had Frankie pouring water into some magical basin and demanding everyone leave the room. She’d claimed she could see everything, but Chambers had sent Dax to get a good old-fashioned lapel camera from his chop-shop office. Sometimes, human technology was just as good, if not better, than spells.

      Frankie did not seem amused.

      Frankie’s voice echoed in my ear on waves of magic. “We see everything, Wint—I mean, Raya. Now, head up to the conservatory.”

      “You head up to the conservatory,” I mumbled, my voice snide. Then, louder, “Call me Winter. Also, can you tell me again how this is going to work so I don’t end up with my guts exploding out like a bloody piñata?” I made an explosion sound with my mouth, expanding my hands apart like a bomb going off.

      “It’s going to be fine.” This time, it was Chambers’. “We are watching from the van parked on the street. Do you see us?”

      I glanced over, careful to appear stealthy as I scanned the gray truck with a giant rose magically painted on the side. It was parked down the street from the pathway that led to the conservatory. They couldn’t park close or it would raise suspicion, but, from that far away, how would they be able to get to me in time if the Viceroys decided to use my head as a volleyball?

      “I see the van. Who drew that rose? It looks lopsided.”

      “Focus, Winter,” Chambers said. “You head into the conservatory, then go down to the basement level. You’ll be able to feel the magical signature. Follow it to the doorway of the room where the Clutch will be.”

      “And then…”

      “And then you go in,” Frankie said, sounding like a pissed-off teacher. “Now, move, Winter. It’s getting dark.”

      “Don’t the Viceroys like the dark? They’re practically made from it.” I was stalling, but why? I’d run into plenty of dark buildings and dangerous situations. I’d had demons spit venom in my face and throw spikes at my head. But I understood demons. These Viceroy characters were something entirely new, and my danger meter was blaring.

      But I’d never been good at listening to it.

      “I’m going in, but I swear to Morgan Freeman if you don’t have my back and my head gets ripped off or some other equally gruesome shit, I will find a way to come back and haunt each one of you. And this is no Casper, the Friendly Ghost situation. Think Paranormal Activity. Got it?”

      Frankie sighed.

      “We’ve got you, bro. But ghost you would be pretty dope. I bet you look good in white,” Jason mused.

      “Let’s not find out,” I said, starting to move.

      The conservatory was still open, which meant walking in with a samurai sword on my back would make the patrons a tad nervous. Luckily for me, Frankie knew a way to glamour it so it was invisible. I’d thought to leave Dax’s demon blade back at my apartment, but the sword made up for it.

      Chambers said I could use it for the mission, which made me feel slightly better. He’d told me it was his father’s and had been imbued with special abilities, though he hadn’t been able to tell me exactly what those were since we’d been on a time crunch. Now, with it hidden on my back, I started wondering what it could do.

      So, other than my hidden sword, I looked like any other patron approaching the conservatory right before it closed. A few stragglers were squeezing in before the place shut for the day. I filtered in with them, glancing around. On my right, a lily pond threw out the tangy smell of treated water while some sort of late-blooming tree wafted perfume from my left. The glass entryway opened to a three-story dome. Inside it, all manner of plants and flowers bloomed. I didn’t know flora, but it contained all hues and shapes. It smelled wonderful in here.

      A little girl skipped over to press her face into a giant red blossom. Adorable. I hoped the kids left before I found the Viceroys and kicked their hornet’s nest. Maybe that was why they’d put their secret entrance in here. They could drag a few innocent bystanders into the mix. The bad guys loved tripping the good guys up with a few poorly placed kids.

      “Guys, I don’t know about this,” I said, my gaze on the little girl.

      “It’s our only shot at them, Winter,” Chambers said. “We have to take it.”

      “Fine,” I said as one mom glanced up. And… I realized it looked like I was talking to myself. Great. Waving, I said, “Bluetooth headpiece,” while pointing to my ear, but she ushered her family away while watching me warily.

      Way to blend in, Winter.

      It was muggy in here. I’d already worked myself into a nervous sweat before entry, but I didn’t dare take off my leather jacket since it might negate the spell hiding my sword. Instead, I focused on finding the stairs to the lower level. A few sweet-smelling passages later, I spotted a staircase winding down.

      After glancing left and right, I snuck over to it and started to descend.

      “Can I help you?”

      I peeked back. An employee in a red polo was giving me the side-eye.

      “Just heading down to get a better look. I hear it’s lovely down there.” I smiled, hoping my grin appeared more “nice patron” and less “Ted Bundy.”

      “Didn’t you see the sign?” She thwacked it with two fingers. “Employees Only. You can’t go down there.”

      “Oh. What? Really? My friend said there’s a lower level with… roots and… dirt.” Shrugging, I made a “who-knew” face.

      The girl did not seem amused.

      “Winter, do something,” Frankie whispered in my ear. “Spell her. Use a simple Forget-Me Charm. Even you can manage that,” she sniped.

      “Oh, yeah, right,” I said, anxiety swirling in my gut.

      Only, I could not manage a Forget-Me Charm. Didn’t Frankie realize it was why I was a demon slayer? Blades didn’t require magic. They just needed muscle and a bit of determination—a bit of heavy slash-slash action.

      “It’s easy,” Frankie said. “Hook your first finger and thumb into circles, leaving the rest splayed out, then say, ‘Forget Me’ three times.”

      “A simple Forget-Me Charm,” I muttered. Maybe I could manage it, though.

      “What?” the annoyed employee said. “Am I going to have to call security?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “No. Hold on. Can I just show you something? It’s, like, the next big thing in finger puppetry.” I started the spell, positioning my fingers just as Frankie instructed. “Forget me. Forget me. Forget me.”

      Then, I pushed the spell forward.

      The girl stumbled back as if struck. She wobbled before sinking down, sliding against a far wall until she ended up in a sitting position. Her eyes fluttered closed, her head slumping to the side.

      “Did I kill her?” I squeaked, running over to check her pulse. It was still there. Phew. What the hell had I done? Even for me, that was a stupid move. But at least some magic had come out of me. There had only happened once or twice in my entire life, so why now? Was it Frankie’s spell or something else?

      “Get a move on, Winter. Someone is coming,” Dax hissed in my ear.

      Leaving the employee to her, um, nap, I ran down the stairs as fast as I could.

      The basement had a low ceiling. It also had dingy, seventies-style tile in a mustard yellow running the length of the floor. Stained ceiling tiles ran in rows overhead, and florescent lights flickered at even intervals. There were a few storage closets, a bathroom, and other doors I didn’t explore, but not much else.

      “Where’s the magic?” I murmured, holding my hand out as if that would help me feel it. More often than not, if there were magic around, I would feel it as a tingle in the air, not something tangible.

      I closed my eyes, knowing every second that went by made this escapade more dangerous. Someone would find that employee at any minute, and they might come looking for me. Someone would call the police, and it would be a big deal.

      Then, I felt it, a pulse almost like static electricity. It was down the hall and to the right.

      I followed the tingle, feeling it grow stronger the farther I got down the hall. The lights seemed to dim, and a strange smell infiltrated my nose.

      “Guys, I think I’m close,” I said.

      There was no response.

      “Guys?”

      Suddenly, the floor trembled and buckled.

      Then it opened wide like a mouth before swallowing me whole.
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      I fell.

      Arms wheeling and legs kicking, I dropped through open space with only one thought in my head.

      Shiiiiiiit!

      The hole was dark, so I couldn’t see how far down it would be before I splatted. Terror blasted through my frazzled brain. In vain, I tried to think of spells that might stop my fall.

      Not that they would work. Nothing would save me.

      I was dead. A pancake. A gooey splatter no one would ever find.

      Why hadn’t I traveled more? Or at least put on my good underwear?

      I squeezed my eyes shut as a cry escaped my lips, knowing the end had to be near.

      Suddenly, my descent halted. My body froze, bouncing up and down in space as if it had an unseen bungee cord attached to it. When I finally stopped, my feet pointed toward a dimly lit patch of dirt, body suspended in midair.

      I hadn’t died. Woo frickin’ hoo!

      But where was I?

      Torches flickered on earthen walls, illuminating the space around me in a twenty-foot radius. Blackness encased the rest. I couldn’t see anything above me to indicate how high up the conservatory basement was, and I couldn’t see past the torches toward space I could perceive but not view.

      I needed to get free before whoever brought me here found me.

      Yet, my arms and legs stayed frozen, pulled out at angles as if invisible ropes tied me. I struggled, but there was nothing to struggle against. Magic held me secure.

      Pinned. Stuck. Stranded. Chambers’ sword was still strapped on my back, disguised and ready, but I couldn’t wield it if anyone came looking for me.

      “Guys?” I whispered, hoping beyond hope Frankie’s communication spell had held. “Guys?”

      Nothing. I was on my own.

      Well, shit in my shoe and call me Shirley. What now?

      “Hello, Raya,” an unmanned voice boomed.

      Well, crap. This day had gone from bad to worse.

      “Um, hello, creepo. Care to show yourself? Or do I have to guess about how ugly you are? Hmm, let me see. Somewhere between a blobfish and a proboscis monkey with a bad haircut?” I stalled, trying to buy time, but for what? My hands and feet wouldn’t budge.

      “We’ve been watching you, Raya. You’ve been hunting demons… illegally. What would your new friends think if they knew?” The voice slithered around me like an oil slick, echoing in one ear and out the other. It made the hairs on my arms rise, my lady bits shriveling.

      “Snitches get stitches,” I replied. “Or maybe you’ll like this one better. Blabbers get stabbered. Either way, you’ll keep your mouth shut if you know what’s good for you.”

      If whoever it was even had a mouth. Some of the uglier demons didn’t. But this didn’t seem like a demon’s style. They had more of a lead you down a dark alley and rip your face off quality. No, this had a magical signature.

      “Show yourself,” I demanded.

      “You’re in no position to command us,” the voice hissed. “But very well. We want you to see us.”

      The voice slithered away, swirling on the ground like a mini smoke tornado, growing and strengthening until it resembled what we’d seen on the video and at that underground walkway.

      Slowly, it solidified into not just one person, but two. They wore those strange, distorted rodent masks. One was a melted-looking Mickey Mouse, and the other was a grotesque wolf with extra rows of teeth. Both wore all-black garb underneath.

      “Do you guys wear those masks on Halloween to make children second-guess their life choices, or was I right about how ugly you are? I was right, wasn’t I? It’s okay to admit it. That’s the first step to recovery.”

      “Stop your incessant yammering,” the voice boomed, still distorted by magic. “All you do is run your mouth.”

      My eyes narrowed as recognition tingled at the base of my skull. “What did you say?”

      “Enough,” the other voice, the one I thought came from Nuclear Holocaust Mickey Mouse, thundered. “Raya, we’re here to make you an offer.”

      “That I can’t refuse?” I asked. “No thanks.”

      Melted Mickey took a threatening step forward. “We won’t tell those magical rubes what you’ve been up to if you’ll come work for us.”

      Work for them? Well, that was unexpected. Of course, my answer would be no, but it gave me more time to stall. As they’d been talking, my arms and legs had sagged a bit, the magic keeping my hands in place weakening. If they lost focus, maybe the spell would drop entirely. If it did, I could grab my blade.

      “You want to hire me, eh? Isn’t that interesting? What is it you like about me? My people skills? That has to be it.”

      “We know your strengths and your weaknesses,” Wolf Mask said. “Don’t test us.”

      Never one to listen to authority, I tested my fingers, realizing I could wiggle them now.

      “Is there health insurance? Dental?” I asked, focusing all my energy on my hand. I managed to flex it—my wrist, too—though I kept the movements subtle. No point in tipping them off to the fact they were slacking. “I’d like to look over the benefits package.”

      “If you don’t agree,” Wolf Mask said, “we can compel you instead.” His hand shot out, and a jolt of magic zapped right above my heart. My body seized, muscles tightening until pain rocketed from my limbs and skull. My teeth clacked together over and over.

      It hurt like hell.

      “Stop,” melted Mickey Mouse ordered his partner. “We didn’t agree to this.”

      Even through my pain, I heard the concern. For me? Viceroys had compassion? At least one did. The other kept zapping me. Or maybe…

      The world dimmed. I fought for consciousness against the pain.

      I needed to stay awake. Needed to—

      Something hit me. Hard.

      I fell to the ground. A split second later, whatever knocked me out of the air landed on top of me. A body scrambled up, pressing down on my arms and legs until I was free of the pressure.

      “Let her go,” a male voice demanded. A familiar one, though my addled brain was having a tough time placing it.

      The shing of a blade leaving a scabbard snapped me out of my stupor. A blade? My blade? No. Mine was still on my back, digging between my shoulder blades. The sound had come from the person who now ran toward the masked Viceroys.

      Dax.

      Jesus jumping Christ, what was he doing here?

      I scrabbled up, gaping as Dax sliced at Wolf Mask. Disintegrating himself, Wolf Mask turned his abdomen to smoke before Dax’s blade made contact, but Dax was good. Even as he swung with one hand, Dax released a spell with his other, aiming at Wolf Mask’s face. It blasted Wolfie in the snout, making him stumble and stagger back.

      Dax whirled toward me, glancing down with a concerned expression. “Winter, are you—”

      “Behind you,” I shouted, throwing a hand out like it would help.

      Melted Mickey had run up the second Dax had turned to me. Now, Melted Mickey used some sort of smoke rope to try to choke the life out of Dax.

      Dax dropped his blade, reaching with both hands to try to free his airway as his face began to turn an alarming shade of blue.

      Wolf Mask circled hungrily. Though dazed by Dax’s spell, he’d recover soon enough.

      I needed to get up. Fast.

      My head spinning, I forced myself to stand on noodle legs. Regardless, I reached behind me, drawing the blade. The sound of it leaving its scabbard sent a tingle through my spine. My energy seemed to double, then triple, with the blade in my hands. Suddenly, my eyes cleared, my head feeling less fuzzy.

      This blade was badass.

      I charged at Wolf Mask.

      Slicing down, I forced Wolf Mask to shift into smoke again as my blade went through his legs, then I attacked Melted Mickey on the backswing, cutting upward, but being careful to miss Dax by an inch or two. Melted Mickey puffed into smoke. Dax staggered away, gasping and clutching his throat.

      “Try the sword next time,” I said, kicking his blade over to him.

      Catching it with one hand, he gave me a nod before charging at Wolf Mask, leaving Melted Mickey to me.

      Well, giddy-up.

      Dax and I slashed, parried, dodged, and kicked. Each time, though, the masked assailants morphed into smoke before our blades could make contact. They were better than the Viceroys I’d faced in the underground walkway, more skillful, fluidly moving from solid to gas and back again.

      Dax and I kept shooting glances at each other. We were both tiring. Soon, we would wear out, and that would be it. Done-zo.

      “Use your magic,” I shouted. Swirling left, I tried to catch a corner of Melted Mickey before he morphed into smoke again. No luck.

      “I’m a bit tapped out,” Dax yelled back just before he bent to scoop up some dirt. He flung it at Wolf Mask’s eyes. It worked for a distraction, staggering him, but Dax was too fatigued. He missed, crashing into the ground.

      “Enough,” Wolf Mask growled.

      He stood straight, raising both hands.

      Magic crackled through the air, taking hold of me. That same electric pulse that had shocked me before rocketed through my system. Only this time, it was much worse.

      Pain. Unimaginable pain.

      It felt as if my brain would explode.

      “Klaus, no!”

      Did he say Klaus?

      Melted Mickey rushed toward his partner. In one move, he wrapped his arms around Wolf Mask, evaporating them into nothingness.

      The pain stopped. Groaning, I laid on the dirt, shaking and wondering what in the holy hell just happened.

      Dax rolled over, his bloodshot eyes meeting mine. “You’re… welcome.”

      Lifting an eyebrow, I wondered if I could call those two back. I had an arrogant prick I could offer them in my place.
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      “I didn’t ask you to come to rescue me, you know,” I told Dax. We sat on the floor, trying to catch our breath. By his expression, he was having a hard time keeping his dinner in his stomach just like me.

      “Right. Like you had it all under control.” He leaned over, then spit blood onto the dirt floor.

      “If you must know, I had them right where I wanted them.” I stood, wobbling a little before steadying myself. “Speaking of right where we want them, that is us if those two come back. We need to get out of here.”

      Because I was a lady and my mother taught me manners, I offered him a hand up. Surprisingly, he took it. I pulled him to his feet.

      He glanced around the dark hole. “How do you propose we get out of here? Frankie said the portal went in, but she couldn’t see a way out.”

      “So you guys saw me fall?” I asked, yanking a flaming torch from the wall. It made me feel very Laura Croft.

      “Yes,” Dax said, getting his own torch. “That’s how I knew you needed backup. Jason transported me to the hole, and you know the rest.”

      “Did you volunteer or draw the short straw?” I asked.

      “It was my idea.” He took a few steps, using the torchlight to illuminate the darkness. “Which way?”

      I glanced left and right. The hallway ran in both directions, both appearing the same—pitch black, cobwebby, and haunted.

      “Dealer’s choice,” I said, gesturing.

      Dax shrugged, then picked left.

      I would’ve picked right, but whatever. If he were right, fine. If not, I could hold it over his head and sacrifice him to the man-eating spiders that lived in this never-ending butthole of a cavern.

      We walked, keeping our swords in one hand and the torches in the other. The guttering torchlight created weird shadows, making the eerie tunnel even creepier. Worse, stuff I couldn’t see skittered away from us, darting into shadowed holes.

      “What was that?” I squeaked after an unusually large one darted off just outside of our view.

      Dax swallowed, clearly no more pleased about the critter than I was. “A rat?”

      “On steroids,” I suggested.

      He gave a small laugh. “I’ve heard illegal rodent steroid use is on the rise. I mean, did you see the size of those two back there? Huge.”

      “A joke from Mr. Dax Murphy? Well, I’ll be damned. Did you get knocked on the head back there and suddenly develop a personality?” I couldn’t help but let a smile creep over my face.

      He smirked. “You’re not the only one with jokes, Winter. You just don’t give anyone else a chance.”

      “Are you calling me a joke hog?” I asked, still smiling despite myself.

      “Some kind of hog.” He shot me a look, a twinkle in his eye.

      “Careful,” I joked. “I still have this stabby thing.” I swung the sword.

      “Did I ask you before where you learned to use a blade like that?” He side-eyed me.

      “Yes, you did. And I declined to answer. A lady has to have some secrets, or a guy gets bored. Mystery.” I waggled my eyebrows.

      “So you’re worried about me getting bored of you?” he asked with a hint of flirtation.

      “I don’t give a damn if you’re bored, Dax Murphy. All I want to know is how to get out of here. Don’t you have enough magic for a spell?”

      “That’s my other question,” Dax replied. “How are you a witch who can’t do magic? I mean, there are some, but they normally just go about their lives. Maybe become accountants or teachers. They don’t take internships with one of the best demon-hunting agencies in the world, then track down an evil cartel on their first day.”

      “What can I say? I’m advanced.”

      “But the magic? What happened?”

      God, he wouldn’t drop it. “Look. You’re not Oprah, and I’m not some sobbing housewife. I don’t have to tell you about my life, and you don’t have to tell me about yours, okay? Let’s just… enjoy the cobwebs in silence.” I didn’t want to know his deep dark secrets. There were plenty, I was sure, mainly the young girl—Rebekah—he’d had at his house that day. Just thinking about it made the anger I’d tamped down flare again. But, of course, I couldn’t bring it up or reveal I was the one who’d broken into his house.

      Instead, I slashed at a cobweb with my sword, grinding my teeth.

      He cleared his throat, seeming unhappy about how I’d dealt with him. Apparently, he was so used to women throwing their bras at him the second he walked in the door that he couldn’t handle me. Frankly, no man had been able to. And that was fine. Really.

      I thought I’d pissed him off enough to warrant a long silence. But, a few minutes later, he started up again. “I don’t know if I trust Nadia.”

      At least this was a topic I could jump on board with. “You don’t say?” Tilting my head, I quirked my mouth up. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      Ignoring my smart-ass comment, he continued. “You know she refused to take Chambers to the healer? Frankie and Jason had run through every healing spell in their repertoire, but Chambers just seemed to be getting worse. Nadia kept insisting we couldn’t trust anyone even when Frankie said she knew the candy lady personally.”

      “If you’ll recall, I didn’t trust Nadia from the start,” I said.

      “And then, when we finally insisted, she left. Just told us to have Chambers call her when he woke up.”

      “Really? That bitch.” Except, wasn’t that precisely what I’d done and said? I didn’t remind Dax of that, though.

      “And how did she know the moment we’d get to the underground walkway?” Dax added, using his sword to slash through a particularly thick cobweb. “Even if Chambers called her, how did she get there at the exact minute we did unless she was watching and waiting?”

      I shook my head. All along, I’d suspected Nadia was working with the Viceroys, but it was nice to hear someone else finally put it together.

      “So what do we do?” I asked. “We’re stuck in a never-ending dirt tunnel with no magic and no way out, and we can’t trust our backup even if they could find us.”

      Stopping our progress, I turned and aimed my torch back the way we’d come. There was nothing to indicate where we’d been and no discernable change ahead. It was as if this tunnel went on forever. Maybe it did.

      Dax sheathed his sword. Carefully, he set his torch against the wall, then held out his hands and closed his eyes.

      “I think… I think there is an illusion spell at work here. Hold on.” Light radiated from his hands, and his face scrunched as he worked his magic. Finally, the tingle of electricity flooded the air.

      In an instant, the dirt tunnel was gone. In its place, a gross, disgusting sewer appeared.

      When I looked down, I realized my boots rested in foul-smelling water. The dirt walls were concrete, drippy, and cracked from age. The torch in my hand had turned into a flashlight.

      The Clutch, or whatever they’d called it, had been an illusion, one I wished we could have back because losing it brought the sewer stench.

      “Oh, God!” I drew my tank top up, covering my mouth and nose. “Can you magic away that smell?”

      Dax put a hand to his mouth. Stagnant water now covered his flashlight, so he left it there. “I think I see a ladder up ahead.”

      He was right. Now that the sewer was visible, there was a ladder only a few feet away. I sheathed my sword, and we started climbing, Dax first with me following. He had a little trouble with the manhole cover, but he was able to shove it free. Soon, we stood in the middle of a dark side street.

      A car honked and veered around us, headlights momentarily blinding us before it sped away. Night had fallen, and the streetlights were unpredictable. If we didn’t get off the road soon, we’d end up flattened.

      I grabbed Dax’s sleeve, tugging him over to the sidewalk. For a moment, we just stared at the manhole we’d escaped from.

      “You got us out,” I said, clapping him on the back. “Good on ya.”

      “Thanks. I can do some magic. Mostly combat stuff. My dad insisted I learn to defend myself.”

      Oh, no. Did he think it was heart-to-heart time again?

      “Great. Well, anyway, we need to get back to Chambers and the others. Do you know—”

      There was a pop, and the air shivered. Two figures appeared on the sidewalk before us.

      Frankie and Jason gaped, their jaws dropping.

      “What happened to you two?” Frankie asked, reaching for my hair.

      I hadn’t given a thought to my appearance, but, yeah, I’d fallen down a hole, battled two lunatics, and trudged through a sewer!

      “I got a blowout,” I said, batting her hand away. “Dax did, too.”

      Jason put a hand to his mouth and nose. “What is that smell?”

      “Poop, Jason. It’s poop.” I shook sewer water off my boot.

      “They dropped us into a sewer,” Dax explained. “We’ve only just escaped.”

      Frankie nodded. “We watched for your signal, but we couldn’t find anything until just a minute ago. They must’ve blocked everything.”

      “The magic was very thin down there,” Dax agreed.

      “Cool. Can we get off the street?” I asked. “Just in case those sewer rats come back?”

      “Sure, bros. A One-Way Ticket out of here, coming right up.” Jason held an object in his hand, one I’d seen before. It was an actual ticket, but this one was magical. Called One-Way Tickets, the moment they were used to transport, it meant the spell was used up, so they disappeared. They were extremely hard to make, and I wondered where Jason had gotten four and why he even needed it in the first place.

      Either way, he doled them out, then smiled with his big white teeth. “Catch ya back at the pad.”

      Gripping his ticket, he disappeared.

      “Where is this going to take us?” I asked. But Frankie disappeared without answering. The person who created the ticket set the destination, so I had no way to direct it where to go. It might also be a place protected from someone magically transporting in. Why else would I need it when Jason could transport us by himself? Knowing we were traveling into an area with more security only added to my nerves.

      When I glanced at Dax, he shrugged, disappearing, too.

      These people were far too trusting. I considered forgetting the entire thing and trying to get a cab to take me home, but then I remembered cabs didn’t come out here at this time of night.

      “Oh, well,” I said aloud. Then I squeezed my ticket, feeling it pull me into space.

      Swirling and whirling away into nothingness made me feel like glitter flushed down a toilet. In a split second, I stood on solid ground again.

      The sound of water lapping at a shore surrounded me. Moonlight illuminated a body of water stretching in all directions. A boat tooted its horn, seagulls soaring through the air. What the…

      “Winter, this way,” Frankie called.

      When I turned around, I saw the strangest house I’d ever laid eyes on.
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      It had to be Frankie’s house. Of course. If her choice in wardrobe were any indication of her taste, the house made total sense.

      The shape of the building baffled me. If a house and a beehive made a baby, this place would be it. Plus, it resided on a small island in, what turned out to be, the middle of Lake St. Clair.

      In the moonlight, I took it all in.

      From the outside, the building bowed and sloped into a pinecone shape. Two or three stories, it had round windows glowing with light, interspersed throughout in no discernable pattern. The shingled siding and rounded hedges only continued the pinecone aesthetic. Beyond the grassy lawn, a little dock led to a boat bobbing gently on the moonlit water. Lazily, a cat regarded me from one of the wooden slats before slinking away.

      I wondered if there were more pinecone houses, but this one appeared to be the only building on this island. There wasn’t a road connecting us to the mainland, which stretched to the south. Boat travel must be the only way to get in or out.

      That or One-Way Tickets. If someone had magic, living in the middle of a lake wasn’t a problem.

      “Winter,” Frankie impatiently said.

      “Coming,” I said. Then, to myself, I muttered, “That turtleneck must be cutting off the circulation to her brain.”

      I walked up the cobblestone path, the cement steps, and into the house. The front door was open. My eyes widened when I realized it was rounded wood, making me feel like they stole it straight out of Winnie the Pooh’s Hundred Acre Wood.

      The inside was even weirder. Rounded, domed, and cluttered with so many items, it made it difficult to navigate through the rooms. Books of many shapes and sizes were piled everywhere. Some even hovered off the ground while others snapped at people when they walked by.

      Three more cats peeked out from behind piles before scurrying away. I wondered how many more awaited in different rooms. There were also cat pictures on the walls and a few cat photographs on a mantel across from a set of couches that must make up the living room.

      To the right, a staircase curved around and up. A long, dark hallway to the left led to what might be a kitchen or dining room, though I couldn’t tell from here.

      “Don’t stand in the doorway,” Frankie admonished. “You’ll let the seagulls in.”

      “The what?” Seagulls in the house? When I took a step in, Frankie shut and locked the door behind me. No turning back now.

      A round, jolly woman who looked exactly like Frankie scurried into the room as she led me through the foyer and into the living room. Frankie’s mom was pleasantly plump with a black beehive hairdo sprayed into submission. It was a style I hadn’t seen in a while—and one no one had likely worn since the 1970s—but it fit her somehow. It was so high and stiff I figured some magic went into maintaining it. Also, did Frankie’s family have a thing for bees? And cats? Turtles, too, for that matter. Those turtlenecks had to be for a reason.

      “You’re here,” Frankie’s mom said, pulling me into an unexpected hug. “Come join the others! And I have canapés.”

      Canapés?

      “Um, thanks,” I replied. “But where are we?”

      “My house,” Frankie said, appearing embarrassed. “Mom, just let her come in. They were just in the sewer a minute ago.”

      “Oh,” she said brightly. “I wondered what that smell was.” The woman pulled out a short, squat wand from her pants pocket, then waved it at me. Soon, the sewer stench dissipated, a strong aroma of roses replacing it. I was happy not to smell like dead rats anymore, but the funeral-home odor that replaced it wasn’t much better.

      The wand let me know she was an old-school witch. Since they weren’t necessary, they had fallen out of fashion long ago—much like her hairstyle.

      “This way,” she said, clapping her hands. She bustled through another rounded archway. As she did, she flicked her wand right and left, banishing piles of books deeper into the house to clear a path. They soared away, crashing down somewhere in the house. A cat yowled and scampered away, but it only seemed startled instead of hurt.

      That was one way to clean. I needed her to come to my apartment.

      Frankie’s mom led us into a round living room about the size of my entire apartment. Here, the ceilings rose two-stories tall, and floor-to-ceiling windows showcased the picturesque lake. The moonlit waves made silver stripes dance along the far walls. Three nice, though extremely floral couches sat in a U-shape in front of a roaring fireplace, even though it was the middle of summer, and the clutter was gone. The warm glow of the fire was soothing, though, and it made me realize how bone-weary exhausted I was.

      Dax had just taken a seat on one of the couches. He glanced at me, his eyebrows shooting up as if he were surprised to see me. Well, what had he thought would happen once we’d all used our One-Way Ticket? Jason, too, looked surprised. He sat beside Dax and was already elbow-deep in canapés, which turned out to be tiny puffed pastries with various toppings on them.

      “Oh, bro, your hair…” Jason pointed at my head.

      My hair? When I reached up, my fingers touched something foreign. Concerned, I spotted a mirror on the far wall and ran to it.

      So, it turned out when Frankie’s mother fixed my sewer smell, she’d also fixed my messed-up hair. It was now coiffed into an identical-to-hers beehive that extended almost two feet from my scalp.

      “What in the… Cripes. I mean, this is something.” I put on a fake smile since Frankie’s mom watched me with interest.

      “It flatters you, dear,” she cooed. “Canapé?” She held up another tray, which had magically appeared in the palm of her hand.

      She was a magical Martha Stewart. And a deranged hairdresser. I needed to get out of here—pronto.

      Just then, a man wheeled Lawrence Chambers into the room.

      My boss looked weak, but he was upright and no longer purple, so that was something. Still, he seemed frail in the wheelchair, his lap covered with a blanket. The man pushed Chambers near the fire, then went to stand next to Frankie’s mom.

      This man had to be Frankie’s dad. He had similar eyes, and his scowl mimicked Frankie’s pissed one. Was this the man who’d told his daughter she wouldn’t be able to hack it out there in the real world? I withheld my judgment for now.

      “Now that everyone is back,” Chambers said, “we can discuss what happened.”

      “What happened?” I incredulously asked. “You used me for bait… and it almost got me killed. If it weren’t for…” I glanced at Dax, but I didn’t want to give him more of a big head. “Um… if it weren’t for my exceptional fighting skills, I’d be dog meat.”

      I averted my gaze from Dax, and he had the wherewithal not to correct me.

      “You’re not dog meat, Winter,” Chambers said in that calming voice that set my teeth on edge. I didn’t want to be calm. I wanted to yell, but they were being too nice. Frankie’s mom even offered me the tray of canapés. I stuffed one in my mouth to avoid pitching an embarrassing tantrum.

      “We didn’t learn much,” Frankie said. She grabbed one of her mother’s yellow throw pillows, then held it to her chest. “Except Dax is really good with a sword.”

      A bright blush broke out on her cheeks. I wondered if she wrote, “Frankie Murphy,” with hearts around it in her diary.

      “We learned more than you think,” Chambers said, gesturing.

      Jason got up, his cheeks still full of appetizers, but he chewed and swallowed like a snake swallowing a live rat. I half expected him to dislodge his jaw. Once he could speak, he cleared his throat as he pulled out a laptop.

      “Our magic failed in the sewer, but good old-fashioned technology didn’t.”

      He tapped a few keys, and an audio recording started playing. The sounds of a struggle were followed by what must’ve been me screaming, though I had no memory of it. Then, a voice shouted, “Klaus, no!”

      I tensed, my body breaking into a sweat. He had said Klaus. Closing my eyes, I waited for the pounding of my heart to subside, hoping to God no one noticed how shaken up I was.

      “What does it mean?” Frankie asked.

      “The one in the melted Mickey Mouse mask said it,” Dax replied. “He shouted it when his partner started barbecuing us.”

      “Is it a real name?” Frankie asked. “Or a fake one to throw us off the scent?”

      This time, Chambers was the one to answer. “Jason ran Klaus through every database we could get our hands on. Obviously, there are a lot of Klaus’s in the human world, but the wizarding world is much smaller. There were a few hits of interest, then we stumbled onto this.”

      Chambers nodded to Jason, who swiped his hand across his computer screen, then shot it toward a wall. A man’s image projected there, tall and handsome with white hair and dark eyebrows. His eyes were narrow and shrewd, looking as if they could peer into someone’s soul and evaluate them on the spot. Impeccably dressed in a three-piece business suit, he had on polished dress shoes. In his hand, he held a jeweled cane.

      One I knew far too well.

      My legs gave out, and I dropped into the chair behind me.

      It couldn’t be… could it?

      “This is Klaus Fischer, a warlock and spell caster. He was once a respected member of the magical community, but he turned to crime about a decade ago. The police arrested him for petty thievery twice before he completely dropped off the map. No one has seen or heard from him—or his family—since then. Some believed them to be dead, but no bodies were ever recovered.”

      My mouth went dry, but my palms were damp. And my heart would not stop careening around inside my chest. Did they notice? Could they tell?

      Dax rose, moving closer to study the image on the wall. “So you think this might be our guy?”

      No, it couldn’t be. Could it? I would know. Or would I? I hadn’t seen him in five years. Or had it been longer? I’d lost track.

      “This might be him,” Chambers said, nodding solemnly. “There’s an excellent chance the Viceroys are this Fischer family. Klaus was known to spend his time researching powerful spells. His ambition might have driven him to such heinous acts of violence against his own kind.

      “W-what is he after?” I stammered.

      All eyes swiveled in my direction. I cleared my throat, trying to remain calm. “Why would he hurt people? Why would he try to take your agency down? What would he have to gain?”

      “Power. It’s always about power,” Chambers answered. “If they take down the law enforcement branches and investigation firms, then crime can run rampant. They can do what they want. It’s just like the human mobsters during Prohibition.”

      “But what do they want to do?” I asked, feeling suddenly chilled.

      Chambers shook his head. “I don’t know, but it seems like it has something to do with you, Winter.”

      “Me?” I replied far too loudly.

      “They specifically asked for you,” Chambers answered. “Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I swallowed hard. “Not sure why that is.”

      “What did they say while you were down there?” Frankie asked, pinning her sharp eyes on me.

      I shrugged. “Not a lot. They wanted someone to torture, and they thought I looked like a prime candidate.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Frankie said, leaning forward in her chair. “They could torture anyone. They wanted something else from you.”

      “They didn’t.”

      “Winter…” Chambers said. “You need to tell us the truth. Otherwise, we cannot allow you to continue working with us.”

      “Yeah,” Frankie said. “We might start to suspect you’re with them.” She said this like she already suspected it—and had for a long time.

      “Guys, this has been fun, but if you’re going to start accusing me of shit, I’m going to go.” I stood, holding a hand up as I backed to the door.

      But as I did, I bumped into Frankie’s dad. Apparently, he had moved to block my way. Dax and Jason rose as well. They glanced at Chambers, who gave a sad-looking nod. At his signal, they both started to weave spells.

      “What are you doing—” My body froze. They’d magically pinned me. “No. Stop. You can’t do this.”

      “Winter, I’m sorry,” Chambers said. “We need to know what’s going on.” He gestured at Frankie. “Go ahead.”

      Frankie laced her fingers together. She cracked her knuckles, then wove an intricate spell, hooking fingers and flaring them before repeating the pattern.

      When the magic hit me, everything went fuzzy. When I came to, I felt… drunk.

      “Winter, you are under a truth-telling spell,” Chambers said. “What we ask, you will be compelled to answer. Do you understand?”

      “I understand,” I mumbled, my lips moving as if they were someone else’s, but I was too fuzzy and warm to be worried. The dancing flames of the fire drew my focus to their flickering glow.

      Chambers continued. “Is your real name Raya Lawrence?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      “What is your real name?”

      “Raya,” I said, then hiccupped. I followed it with a few giggles. It felt good. My insides were champagne bubbles, and my arms were cotton candy. Could I eat them? No, that was silly. I snickered. “I do like to be called Winter.”

      Chambers nodded. “What is your last name, Raya?”

      I squinted at him. There was some reason I didn’t want to tell him what he asked. For the life of me, though, I couldn’t remember why. Still feeling warm and gooey, I giggled again before answering.

      “My name is Raya Fischer. Klaus Fischer is my father.”
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      I wasn’t exactly sure what happened after I told everyone my deepest, darkest secret. Still under the glow of the truth-telling spell, the memory was a bit fuzzy. What I did remember was a few gasps, the tray of canapés hit the floor, and Jason starting to choke.

      I had simply grinned like a fool, feeling high as a kite.

      Then Frankie snapped her fingers.

      The spell fell away, leaving me cold and suddenly aware, almost as if I’d just realized I was naked in a crowd of people. I staggered around, searching the room for a way out, not sure if I should run or try to explain.

      “Winter,” Dax said, his face full of shock like he was still processing the betrayal. I felt a twinge of regret for lying to him, a strange feeling I didn’t quite understand.

      “Raya,” Frankie said, spitting the name out like it was spoiled food. “Her name is Raya. It rhymes with betraya.”

      “Clever, but I don’t go by that name anymore,” I mumbled.

      “It doesn’t matter what you go by,” Frankie growled. “You’re one. You’re a Viceroy.”

      And there it was, the thing I’d been running from my entire life. The reason I’d left, changed my name, and started trying to make a new life. The truth was I hated people who thought I was a villain just because my family was. I wanted as much distance from them as I could get. Somehow, no matter where I ran, the stigma always followed me. They always followed me. From the start, I should’ve known it was them. But I hadn’t wanted to believe they’d sunk so low.

      “Wait, hold on,” Jason said, finally able to breathe after spitting out his canapé. “Winter isn’t bad, right? She’s on our side.” He turned to me. “Aren’t you?”

      His expression was so innocent and sweet behind that cool-guy streetwear and a fancy hat. I felt my heart began to melt. “Jason, no. I—”

      Frankie threw out a hand, and my voice died in my throat. A spell had paralyzed my vocal cords. She was pissed now.

      “Don’t you think it’s bizarre the minute she walked into the agency, it blew up?” she asked. Her voice rose until it was a shrill crescendo. “That they attacked us underground, but she was able to beat them? That she escaped the sewer without a scratch? She’s a spy.”

      I was about to explain it had been my exceptional fighting skills when Chambers held up his hand.

      “We don’t know Winter is a spy.”

      “Thank you,” I said, realizing Chambers had canceled Frankie’s spell with one of his own, giving me my voice back.

      He stared hard at me. “But we don’t know she’s not.”

      Oh.

      “So we’re going to have to take her into custody until it’s sorted out,” Chambers said.

      What? Oh no. That couldn’t happen.

      I backed up, only to bump into Frankie’s dad again. His hands glowed a crimson red, radiating heat I bet would not feel nice on exposed skin.

      “Hands where I can see them,” he said.

      Darting my gaze to the right, I found Frankie’s mom. A small tornado spiraled between her palms, her sweet demeanor gone. “Do what he says. And to think I gave you canapés.” Shaking her head, she asked.

      “Enough with the stupid canapés,” I said. Glancing left, I spotted an opening between Jason and Dax. They seemed too stunned to have drawn weapons or cast spells. Seeing it as my only way out, I tore in their direction.

      I locked gazes with Dax. Not on purpose, but as if my eyes had a will of their own. He still looked shocked, almost unable to comprehend what he’d learned about me. Part of me wanted to stop, to explain myself, but I’d been well versed in capture. My parents had made it clear—I was never to let anyone or anything take me if I could avoid it. Nothing good ever came of captivity.

      As I was about to pass Dax, a jolt of energy caught me square in the back. It shoved me like a giant hand. I flew into the wall, crashing into it. Hard. My brain rattled in my skull, making all my senses go dull. When I could process again, I tasted blood in my mouth and pain nearly everywhere.

      Jason peered down, his dark hair flopping into his eyes. “Sorry, dude.”

      “It’s… okay,” I groaned, realizing I couldn’t move. Worse, the grogginess had floated back in, taking my senses with it.

      The world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke, someone was playing music.

      Slowly, my sluggish brain picked out the melody of a song playing in the background. It was an old show tune, not one with a title I recognized, but one I’d definitely heard at some point.

      Who would be playing a show tune at this hour? My upstairs neighbor? I rolled over to find the broom to pound on the ceiling, but I realized I wasn’t in my apartment. Instead, I was somewhere unrecognizable.

      Fieldstones made up the walls, and the floors were concrete. Across from me, old, rusty metal bars locked me into a tiny twelve-by-twelve cell. There was nothing but a wooden bench under my back, a bucket in the corner. I could only imagine what that was meant for.

      Had they put me in a dungeon? How very medieval.

      When I moved, someone stirred. I leaned my head back, spotting Frankie on the other side of the bars. She sat in a wooden chair, glaring at me. Yet, the oddest thing—she no longer wore her yellow turtleneck. Now, she had on a 1950’s-style prison guard uniform straight out of Shawshank Redemption.

      “What’s going on?” I croaked. My throat was dry, making it hard to speak. “Do you have any water?”

      Frankie’s eyes narrowed. “Traitors don’t get water.”

      I dragged myself up, glancing around. “Where’d you learn your prison etiquette? A gulag? The Spanish Inquisition? Where is everyone?”

      “Deciding what to do with you,” she said, a black baton appearing in her hand. “I will use force if you try anything.”

      “Wow, Frankie. Didn’t take you for a girl who liked BDSM. I have to say, I’m impressed. The boys will be, too, especially if you wear that uniform.” I winked.

      She scowled.

      “Look, I was just kidding,” I said. “But if you don’t like the joking around, I’ll stop, okay? I’ll talk normally.” Was it possible for me to be anything but a smartass? Guess we’d find out. “But I need to tell you, Frankie, I’m not a spy. I swear.”

      “What good is your word, Raya? You lied about everything.” The hurt tone had returned, and it reminded me how young she was. And what a bitch I’d been to her.

      “You’re right, okay? You’re right. I did lie about a lot of shit. But you have to see why, right? The minute you found out who I was, I was clapped in chains.” I gestured to the cell bars. “How can I ever prove I’m a good person if no one will ever trust me based on who my parents are?”

      She sniffed but didn’t have a smart retort. I took that as a good sign.

      “I didn’t know my parents were going by the name The Viceroys now. I didn’t even know they were in Michigan. Last I heard, they were in Las Vegas, working with mob bosses to rig card games at the casinos.”

      “That’s a thing?” she asked, her eyebrows flying up.

      “The house always wins,” I said with a nod. “They were small-time criminals, mainly. A few bank jobs here and there. They hadn’t ever killed people.”

      “Well, they have now,” Frankie said, her arms barricaded over her chest again. I’d reminded her that my parents were bad people. This was not going well.

      Diplomacy and oral argument weren’t my strong suit. I liked fighting better, but since I didn’t have my cool sword and was stuck behind bars, talking would have to do.

      “I took the job at the agency to help undo my parents’ wrongdoings. I wanted to make up for some of the crap they did. The explosion had to be my parents’ way of getting back at me for leaving. They must’ve followed me here. Set me up. When I left, they were kind of pissed I didn’t send them a forwarding address.”

      “You just left?” Frankie asked. “Like… you didn’t even say goodbye?”

      I nodded. “They wouldn’t have been too keen on me hitting the road since they had major plans for me.”

      Frankie raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      I wasn’t ready to spill all my secrets, so I said, “Running the family business. They didn’t care I didn’t want to influence card games or break kneecaps. My dad isn’t a great listener.”

      “Mine, either,” Frankie said, glancing back at the stairs that lead up.

      “You said he’s hard on you?” I asked, leaning in. I wanted to know, yet I sensed I was making headway with her. If I got her on my side, maybe I could get out of this goddamned cage.

      “He’s old fashioned. You saw my mom. She uses magic to make desserts and clean the house. I don’t want to do that.”

      “Who would?” I asked. “Though, those canapés looked good.”

      Frankie shrugged, sagging in her chair. “I’d always been good at school, which was fine with him, but the minute I told him I wanted to go into criminal justice, he flipped. He said no daughter of his would be working in an investigation agency. When I got the internship interview, he was so pissed.”

      “My parents would’ve been pissed, too, if they’d known. But pissing parents off is kind of part of the deal. It was for me, anyway.”

      Frankie nodded, seeming to forget we were enemies. “I don’t know what I’m going to do now. My dad says I need to quit the job, or he’s going to kick me out of the house. He doesn’t want me involved in any of this.”

      “I got a couch you can crash on,” I said, stretching out the kinks in my back. The bench beneath me was as unyielding as the metal bars keeping me caged. Yet, I had a feeling this place had recently been magicked into being, probably just to contain me. Maybe there was a way out. As I searched for one, I continued my offer. “I’m not the best roommate, but I would never tell you that you can’t hack it. From where I sit, you’re pretty badass.”

      She finally lifted her eyes to mine. Scanning my face, she evaluated whether my offer was genuine. I wondered the same. Would I let Frankie sleep on my couch? When she wasn’t a total bitch, she was pretty great.

      “I mean it,” I said. “If you don’t, you know, use that nightstick on me. I’m not into that sort of thing, but I’m sure we can find you someone who is.”

      She magicked the guard’s nightstick away. Suddenly, the entire illusion melted away. Instead of a dank basement dungeon, it became a typical basement. With couches and a large, flat-screen TV on one wall, it had a wet bar on the other. A glowing beer tilted precariously above a mini-fridge, and a painting of dogs holding magic cards hung near the stairs.

      I’d known it.

      There were bars around me, though, glowing red ones that shimmered and buzzed like lightsabers. I had a feeling if I touched one, I’d regret it.

      “How long am I going to be stuck down here?” I asked.

      Frankie shrugged. “My parents and Chambers are discussing your fate, though Chambers isn’t feeling well again. Whatever your parents did to him, it’s really knocking him out.”

      A pang of guilt washed over me. If Chambers didn’t recover from whatever my parents did, I would kill them.

      The thought shocked me. Would I truly kill them? If it came to it, would I be able to murder my own parents?

      Gut clenching, I pushed the thought away. It wouldn’t come to that. The police would arrest them, and they’d send to jail.

      Right?

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to stop thinking about what would happen to my parents now they were murderers who had blown up buildings. They were no longer just petty criminals. They killed people in cold blood. How could my mother have agreed to this? My father had always been cold, distant, and power-hungry, but my mom? My stomach roiled, and I worried I might upchuck all over the nice Berber carpet.

      How could they?

      And if the law caught them, what would happen? Would they execute them? Magical Law Enforcement did not play around, especially with people who unleashed demons.

      What were they doing meddling with demons anyway? I knew they’d been tinkering with the idea. In fact, discovering my father’s obsession with how to summon demons had been the straw that broke the camel’s back. I’d been seventeen at the time, fed up with his crimes and the shady people who always hung around my house. How thin and worried my mother looked all the time. And then, I’d gone into my basement and witnessed him attempting to summon a demon.

      I left and called Andrea, my godmother, right then. She’d helped me escape that night, and I hadn’t been back since.

      At some point, he must have succeeded in bringing demons to our realm. Now, he was using their powers to grow his own. That must’ve been the shifting-into-smoke spell we’d seen. Transforming a body like that over and over took serious magic. But to what end? What were they trying to do?

      I pressed my head into my palms.

      “Are you okay?” Frankie asked. “Do you need a doctor? Satya is here.” When I blinked at her, she added, “The lady from the candy shop. She’s trying to make Chambers feel better.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t need a doctor. A new identity, maybe, or a One-Way Ticket.”

      Footsteps coming down the stairs drew my attention, my heart pounding. Had they reached their verdict already?

      But where I’d expected Frankie’s father or Chambers, it was Dax instead. He walked toward Frankie, glancing between us.

      “She’s awake,” he said.

      “And she can hear,” I quipped. “What’s going on, Dax?”

      He took a deep breath. “They want to turn you over to Magical Law Enforcement. Chambers is stalling, but Frankie’s dad is pushing hard for it.”

      “What?” I said, my heart nearly stopping as I scrambled up. “They can’t do that. I didn’t do anything.”

      Dax met my gaze. “I know that. I’ve been listening from upstairs. I believe you, Winter.”

      Winter. He called me Winter.

      My heart warmed.

      “So what do we do?” I asked, beginning to pace.

      Dax approached the bars, examining them. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      Frank jumped up. “What? You can’t do that. My dad will be pissed! Besides, what if she’s still lying?”

      “She’s still under the truth-telling spell, Frankie. She can’t lie.” Dax skimmed an open hand over the bars, wincing and yanking back when sparks shot out.

      Frankie grabbed his arm, trying to pull him away. “Dax, stop! I’m going to have to tell on you.”

      He pivoted, waving his hand. Eyes rolling back, Frankie crumpled to the floor.

      “Wow,” I said.

      Dax didn’t stop. He blasted a hole in the drywall right where the bars met, making a hole big enough for us both to climb out—me on my side and him on his.

      “Hurry,” he said. “I’ll stall them, but they’re coming.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice. I got the hell out.
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      I scrambled my ass out of that basement like it was on fire.

      The basement, not my ass.

      Dax and I climbed over the destroyed drywall and concrete, clawing our way outside. I was on one side of the bars and he was on the other, but our movements were the same. Feet scrabbled against the wall as hands grabbed clumps of grass and pulled. It was still dark, so not much time could have passed since I’d been knocked out. Grateful for the dark, I cast my eyes around the yard and the lake.

      “The sound of the explosion was dampened,” Dax said between grunts as he hefted himself up. “But they’ve likely got alarms. I set a few traps, but—”

      Behind us, a small explosion went off, shaking the house and the ground I pulled my top half along.

      “What the hell?” I said, glancing at Dax. “Did you just kill them?”

      Dax stood, then offered me a hand. I took it, allowing him to help me up. But before I could let go, magic tingled over my skin as a spell took hold of us.

      “Winter, we need to go to your apartment, but there are wards on it. I need a drop of your blood, along with your consent to get through them. Do you consent?”

      He spoke fast, grabbing my hand and flipping it over. With the other, he drew out a needle. He held it poised over the pad of my index finger.

      “Into my apartment?” Everything happened so fast I couldn’t think straight.

      Another explosion. Someone cried out, and something fell. Across from me, a cat streaked along the grass like his tail was on fire.

      “Do you consent?” he shouted.

      “Yes!”

      He pricked my finger, put his own in the drop of blood, then swirled it on my wrist. “Repeat after me, Winter. Home again, home again. Jiggity-jig.”

      I stared, appalled. “Did you just touch my blood? Were you not paying attention in health class?”

      “Winter, focus. There’s no time.”

      Another explosion. Blue light shot out of Frankie’s windows. He was right—we didn’t have time. We were toast if they caught us.

      “Okay, okay. Home again, home again. Jiggity-jig.” What ridiculous magic.

      Dax’s magic pulsed from his hand to my arm, swirling in the spiral of blood he’d drawn on my wrist before traveling up my sleeve. My body began to disintegrate like sugar in a glass of water. I swirled away.

      Only to reappear facing a blank wall.

      I spun around to find Dax beside me, dusting the mud and dirt off his usually impeccable jeans and a button-down. “Damn. These grass stains will never come out. My favorite jeans, too.”

      “Where did you… Oh.” I stopped speaking when I realized we were in my apartment. He’d done it.

      “You got us in,” I marveled. “I have wards, protections. A Norwegian witch sold me a propellant spell that was supposed to be unbreakable. That dirty bitch lied. Huh. Just goes to show you can’t trust a witch you meet on Craig’s List.”

      Dax gave a short laugh. “Your wards are shit, but one was tricky. That’s why I needed your blood and consent. I always get consent.” He winked. I rolled my eyes, yet he was in a chipper mood. He smiled, checking out my apartment. “Don’t worry. I’ll rebuild them. For now, could you get us something to eat? I’m starving.”

      I blinked at his familiarity. He’d just busted me out of jail, blown up something or someone in Frankie’s house, aligned himself with a potential criminal, and now he was rebuilding my wards?

      What in the Michelle Pfeiffer was happening?

      And had he just given me the warlock version of “Go make me a sandwich”?

      To think I’d almost done it, too.

      “Now, hold on a tick,” I said, stepping in front of him.

      His hands already glowed with ward magic, but he snuffed the spell out and waited for me to continue.

      “I just can’t get over how you decided you were suddenly on Team Winter. Can you explain?”

      He shrugged casually. “I told you. You were still under the truth-telling spell, and I heard what you said to Frankie. I realized you weren’t some spy, and you needed a quick getaway before they handed you over to law enforcement. After that, you would’ve been untouchable.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” he said, smiling brightly. “Now, you’d better let me do this before Frankie and her weird family transport into your living room. It’ll be harder for them to enter if they don’t have you with them, but it’s probably still possible unless I add additional spells.”

      “Um, okay.” My head spun. Right now, I didn’t know up from down, but what he said sounded right. Plus, I had some vodka in my kitchen. After the day I had, I needed it.

      The minute I walked in my kitchen, Mr. Nutterbutter accosted me, meowing up a storm. It seemed he was too scared to greet me with Dax in the living room, but he had no trouble meowing his head off now that we were safe. I picked him up, rubbing his head as he yelled cat obscenities at me. Then, I cracked open a can of cat food and clunked it on the floor.

      With the cat dealt with, I glanced around. The trash and dirty dishes were slightly more horrifying than the last time I’d been here. A tinge of embarrassment flooded me, but who was I kidding? There wasn’t a lot I could do about my pigsty of an apartment. Too bad I didn’t have Frankie’s mom’s wand. I settled for throwing as much as I could in the trash, then lighting a candle to help with the smell. Then I checked the fridge.

      Sadly, there wasn’t much edible inside. The milk was likely bad, and the sliced meat in the drawer might take on a life of its own if we opened the lid. Thankfully, there were pizza rolls in the freezer, along with a can of concentrated orange juice. I popped the pizza rolls in the microwave, then stirred up the juice.

      Then I found the vodka.

      I made myself a screwdriver, drank it, and poured another. After I made Dax one, I headed back into the living room.

      Dax was still in the process of weaving spells around my apartment. He’d fortified the door and windows, then focused on the walls, floor, and ceiling. It was some pretty intricate spell work. I was impressed. I’d taken him for only a semi-capable mage, but he was doing some next-level shit.

      I drank my screwdriver, not needing the reminder everybody in the world was better at spell casting than I was.

      The alcoholic buzz in my veins taking the edge off, I sank into the couch and watched Dax finish his last spell. Finally, he turned toward me. I held out his screwdriver.

      “Whoops, mine disappeared. I’ll get another one. And, so that you know, the cuisine here is only three stars. I hope it’ll be to your liking.”

      I sauntered into the kitchen, poured myself another drink, and grabbed the plate of cooked pizza rolls. When I sat them on the coffee table, Dax lifted an eyebrow.

      “What can I say? I fired the chef last week.” I took a pizza roll and popped it into my mouth, instantly regretting it. The tomato sauce was like lava straight from the bowels of hell.

      Dax twiddled his fingers. Instantly, my mouth cooled.

      “Thanks,” I said around a mouthful of food. Once I swallowed, I asked, “Hey, when did you get so good at magic?”

      Dax shrugged, grabbing two pizza rolls, but letting them cool between his fingers. “I don’t want everyone I meet to know what I can do right off the bat.”

      “Is that so?” I asked, leaning back. “So you keep secrets, too?”

      “I keep secrets, too,” he admitted. “Just not secrets as big as you, Winter.”

      I sighed, sipping my drink. One of his secrets, I knew for sure, but, again, I couldn’t say boo about it. Instead, I decided to keep the focus on me for once. “If your parents were renowned criminals, would you tell people who you were?”

      He seemed to ponder this before shaking his head. “No. No, I don’t think I would.”

      “Exactly,” I said, pointing a finger in the air. My drink sloshed a bit. The alcohol was hitting my bloodstream and taking the edge off, but maybe I needed to slow down just in case Frankie’s family came bursting through my door. I hadn’t eaten or slept much in the last few days.

      Dax took a sip of his drink, then set it back on the table. Maybe he didn’t need to forget all that had happened today, but I sure did. Now lots of people knew who I was. I’d never work in this town again. Maybe not in the magical community at all unless I could get a new identity. I’d already tried that once, and look how that turned out.

      I took another long pull on my drink. If I weren’t careful, I might end up crying into it. The last thing I wanted was for Dax to see me cry. I didn’t want anyone to see that.

      “We’re safe here, for a bit, but it’s probably not a good idea to leave. It’ll give us some time to rest and think up a plan. So, Winter, what are we going to do now?” He tilted his head, letting his gaze roam over me.

      Why did I get the feeling he was talking about more than figuring out an escape route?

      “We’re going to sit, eat, and drink,” I said, realizing I sounded a bit drunker than I’d like. “And hope your wards are as good as you say they are, Mr. Murphy.”

      “Oh, I’m as good as they say I am,” he said, letting a smile slink up his face.

      He was flirting with me, using that Murphy charm. Damn if it wasn’t working! If I were honest, he had to be one of the most handsome men I’d ever laid eyes on. When I said he was a Hemsworth, even that wasn’t doing him justice. His hair was a golden blond color rarely seen on most men, his eyes so blue they rivaled a cloudless summer sky. Each feature on his face was flawlessly sculpted right down to those gorgeously full lips.

      And then there was his body. Oh, God. Massive biceps, rounded pecs, and flat abs all barely hidden by his well-fitting shirt. I wanted to rip it off him. Run my hands over every sculpted muscle. I wanted to worship at the altar of his body.

      Lord, what was I saying? I shouldn’t want Dax. In fact, I should kick him out of my apartment right this minute. I’d hidden his demon blade safely in my bedroom. If he found out, he would not be casually sitting on my shitty couch drinking with me. He would not be gazing at me as if he wanted to worship at the altar of my body, either.

      But he didn’t know about the blade. And he leaned closer to me, his eyes trailing down my face and lingering on my lips. He was close, only a few feet away. I could smell his scent, the manly musk and warm, earthen undertones that drew me closer no matter how bad of an idea this was. I could almost taste the sexual tension in the air.

      “Winter,” he whispered, not moving closer, but not backing away. “I think I want to kiss you.”

      “Then do it,” I found myself saying. My eyes drifted closed as I felt him move in, the air stirring between us, then his lips brushed against mine.

      It was the softest touch of skin on skin, but it ignited a flame inside me. Warmth radiated out from my chest as a tingle started down lower. My lips pressed on his, as silken as satin. His lips tasted like orange juice and wanton lust. My body warmed further, urging my hands to grab him and pull him onto me.

      How would it feel to have his broad hands run down my body? To have him draw me close and press our bodies together? To rip my clothes off and take me right here on this couch? The tingle down low intensified. I wanted more. Not just a soft brush of skin on skin. I wanted more of him.

      It had been so long since someone touched me. And half past never since someone as glorious as Dax Murphy put his large hands on my body. I needed this. I would not let him go.

      When I leaned into the kiss, I hoped he got the goddamned hint.

      And he did, pulling me closer. He swept his tongue over my lips, a request I granted by letting him in. He tasted sweet and hot. The tingles radiated down my thighs. Having more of him just made me want to go farther. Reaching out, I gripped his shirt, drawing him even closer. He groaned into my mouth, then seemed to remember himself and pulled back.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, let’s just slow down.” He shifted back on the couch, running a hand down his shirt. “That was nice.”

      “Nice?” I raised an eyebrow, not understanding. One minute, he was hot and heavy. The next, he glanced around as if looking for an exit. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Was it my breath? Oh, sweet heavenly lord.

      “No,” he said, his face pinching up. “Could I use your bathroom? Freshen up a bit? Then we can pick up where we left off.” He ran a hand down my cheek, sending those tingles across my skin again.

      “Sure,” I said, pointing toward my bedroom. The bathroom was inside it. Freshening up was a good idea, but also staying right here on the couch wasn’t bad either since the alcohol was making me sleepy. How many drinks did I have? It was starting to get hard to remember.

      My head sank back on the couch. I must’ve dozed off for a minute because, before I knew it, an alarm was blaring.

      Lurching up, I blinked toward the sound. It came from my bedroom, from the… the safe.

      The demon blade!

      Groggily, I raced over to the room, then, staggering, threw the door open.

      Dax was in my closet with his back to me, hunched over the open safe. He whirled when he heard me, the demon blade in his fist. As his eyes met mine, his face was a mask of betrayal and anger.

      He sneered, the blade pointed at my heart. “So it’s true. It was you who broke into my house.”

      “Dax, let me explain—”

      His hand shot out. A spell hit me in the chest, taking me down. I fell, and I didn’t get up.
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      I lay on the floor, feeling the burn of the spell spread across my chest. The spell hurt, but what bothered me more was Dax tricking me.

      He was taking the blade, along with my only ally—himself. Well, no, I couldn’t let that happen. I needed the blade at least.

      Staggering up, I lurched toward the door, blocking Dax’s only exit. Pain surged in my body, but I gritted my teeth and ignored it.

      He glared, the blade still in his hand. “Get out of my way, Winter.”

      “I can’t let you go,” I said, though my words were a sloppy mess even to my drunk ears.

      Dax snorted. “Listen to yourself. You’re drunk. Drugged. Didn’t you notice? You can’t fight me.”

      “Did you… drug me?” I asked, my vodka-logged brain coming to the realization slowly. I had gotten very drunk extremely fast.

      He nodded. “Yes. And I used you to get through your wards and into your apartment before turning you over to Magical Law Enforcement. I was fairly sure you were the thief at my house that night, but when I heard who your parents were, well, that just confirmed it.”

      I shrugged. “So?”

      “So?” he asked, his face incredulous. He held up the blade. “Do you even know what this is? Do you know what it can do?”

      “It kills demons,” I said sloppily. “And I put it to better use than you… ever did.” I hiccupped, swaying on my feet, knowing if he came at me there was little I’d be able to do, but unable to step aside.

      “Oh, Winter.” He clucked his tongue. “You are a mess. You said you didn’t want to be like your parents, but you are just a shittier version.”

      “Well, at least I’m not some asshole who is into little girls.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”

      “Who’s Rebekah?” I asked.

      Rage flashed across his face, more anger than I’d ever seen on him. “Don’t you ever speak her name again.”

      “Why? Ashamed? You should be.” I waved a hand around, trying to hold it together as the hurt I felt struggled to break free. He’d kissed me. Seduced me. Worse, I’d let him.

      Dax seemed to see my pain, but it changed nothing.

      “It turns out you’re not the only one who can lie to get what you want. Now, step aside.” He held out one glowing hand as if he might cast another spell, but he held back as if, even after all he’d uncovered, he didn’t want to hurt me.

      But he had hurt me. I wanted to hurt him.

       Holding back was your one mistake, you son of a bitch.

      I kicked out as hard as I could.

      It caught Dax off guard. He doubled over, his free hand on his crotch, holding his now-throbbing nuts.

      I darted toward the blade, but Dax wasn’t fully incapacitated. His hand flew up, pressed into my stomach, and released the spell into my abdomen.

      Pain shot through me like a lance. Gasping and sucking wind, I rolled away, kicking out hard.

      Two of my blows landed, one to his chest and another to his skull. He moaned as his hands went to his head. I scrambled for the blade. But when I glanced up, it was gone. Had he spelled it away?

      While I pondered where it went, his arm shot out, the spell hitting me again. This time, he pulled no punches. My insides ignited, and my brain became a roaring inferno.

      I fell, skin sizzling. The pain was incredible. I screamed, tears spurting from my eyes as I writhed on the ground.

      And then, the pain stopped.

      Gasping with relief, I lifted my head. Dax stood in the doorway, panting. Why hadn’t he left?

      “I can’t let you… t-take that blade,” I said, gritting my teeth as I dragged my body along the floor toward him. “It’s all I… have left.”

      “No, Winter,” he said, stepping over my prone body. “All you have left is your freedom. If you don’t get out of this apartment in five minutes, you won’t even have that anymore.”

      He wove his hands in a circle, shimmered, then disappeared.

      Rolling over on the carpet, I let the tears flow freely down my cheeks. I should just lay here until Magical Law Enforcement came to haul me away. What good was all I’d done to get away from my parents, to start out on my own, and try to live a better life? Nothing had come from it. Now, I was older, broke, and about to be incarcerated until my breasts were no longer perky.

      That had to be the real tragedy.

      But I wasn’t a quitter. The old me might have given up, but the new me couldn’t. It would only prove my parents right, and there was nothing I hated more than letting people gloat over my failures.

      Pushing up, I dragged my aching body toward my bedroom. I didn’t look at the open safe, the rest of my shitty clothes, or my worthless costume jewelry. I’d leave it all behind. I only had one thing to save. Well, two.

      I dug into the nightstand drawer, fishing around until I found what I needed—my only One-Way Ticket. Andrea had given it to me for emergencies. This was a goddamn house on fire, so I palmed it. Then I limped to the kitchen.

      Mr. Nutterbutter glared up from his empty can of wet cat food like I hadn’t given him enough. I scooped him up. Just in time, too, as my door began to glow with a pulsing green light, alerting me Magical Law Enforcement was outside.

      Gripping the One-Way Tick and Mr. Nutterbutter to my chest, I spoke the magic words she’d created as a password. “Bippity Boppity Boo.”

      Yeah, my godmother was a bit of a nut.

      My body began to tingle. Mr. Nutterbutter began to howl. The front door blew open, wooden shards flying all over the place, but we weren’t there to see the rest since the amulet sucked us away.
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        * * *

      

      My feet splashed into water as my consciousness caught up to my body.

      “What the hell?”

      In my arms, Mr. Nutterbutter freaked out, clawing up my bicep as he fought to keep his tail out of the water. Trying not to get my skin shredded, I glanced around.

      The One-Way Ticket had worked. N.B. and I transported from Detroit to Palo Alto, California, right to my godmother’s house. The problem? It had deposited us in her pool. The shallow end, thank goodness for small favors.

      Yowling, the cat climbed onto my head. I slogged up the pool steps, calling out, “Hey, Andrea? Are you home? You’ve got guests.”

      The giant house beside the pool had sliding doors. One slid open, revealing Andrea, who stared at me like I’d grown two heads. Well, technically, I had both a cat and a human head right now.

      “Winter? Is that you? And why is that cat screaming?”

      “It is me,” I said, giving her an embarrassed smile. “And the cat is mad because we ended up in the pool. Sorry. I would have called, but I’m being hunted by Magical Law Enforcement.”

      “Oh no,” she said, hands going to her face. “Come in, come in.” She gestured me toward the house with her eyes trained to the skyline as if she expected them to drop down from the trees in attack mode.

      My shoes squeaking and my pants dripping, I stepped into my godmother’s California mansion.

      Andrea was rich. Not Steve Jobs rich, but at least an early investor in Apple rich. She was a fae living and working in the human world, trying to keep one toe in each. Thanks to a glamour powder she bought from some fae apothecary fortnightly, she passed as human. I was sure her fae friends had other tricks up their sleeves to keep their tech business ahead of the game.

      And, for those keeping score, yes, I did have a real-life faerie godmother.

      I wasn’t mad she used her fae connections to get rich. Well, maybe a bit jealous since her house was worth about ten million, and she never looked a day over thirty despite being in her eighth or ninth decade. Soon, she’d look younger than me. Jerk.

      But Andrea was the nicest, most genuine person I’d ever known. She’d been close with my mother before she’d met my father and he’d corrupted her. When I’d decided to leave my family and change my identity, Andrea had been the one to help me get set up in Detroit and kept my identity and location a secret from my criminal parents. She’d gotten me the interview for the internship with Chambers, too.

      Everything I had was because of her, and I’d squandered it all. Standing there, dripping water on her clean, marble tile floor, I felt like absolute garbage.

      “Oh, honey, you’re all wet. I’ll get you a towel, but first…” When she pushed a button, a series of beeps sounded. Andrea had human and magical security built into one system. It was one of the things her company offered, which was why they were so successful. It was also why she’d been able to hide me for so long.

      Until I let Dax Murphy into my life.

      Asshole.

      Ugh. I wanted a hot shower to wash the stink of him off me.

      “There. Even Magical Law Enforcement shouldn’t be able to find you. Now, let me get you that towel.” She trotted off down a long hallway.

      Mr. Nutterbutter howled again, reminding me he was in my arms.

      “I’m just going to put the cat down— and there he goes. Sorry. He’s probably going to hide under a bed for a while. Traveling through space does that to him.”

      She couldn’t hear me. I was talking to myself. And soaking wet. Slightly drunk, too.

      I fell onto her couch, wishing I could crawl underneath it.

      Andrea’s living room was too nice. I dripped on the expensive rug while my rear end soaked into her white couch. When I slid onto the floor, I didn’t feel any better. I could see my reflection in her giant flat-screen TV, and I looked like a drowned rat. Nope, I didn’t belong in this ten-million-dollar house. It had six or seven bedrooms, at least that many bathrooms, and a giant kitchen. I also knew that, like her fae compatriots, she had a room in the basement she’d transformed into a replica of her home in Faerie with plants and trees that grew out of a magic floor.

      “Here you go,” she said, returning to the living room with the fluffiest towel I’d ever seen. It was sky blue. Probably expensive. I dried off, then she pulled me back onto the couch and sat next to me.

      “Well, look at you. It’s just so good to see you. I know it’s under less than ideal circumstances, but I’m glad you’re here, you know? We’ll get it fixed up. I know it. Let me get some healthy food in you. You look too skinny. Have you eaten?”

      I shrugged, toweling off my hair.

      She patted my arm, then affectionately tucked a damp strand behind my ear. “So what happened?”

      “Well, it’s a long story.”

      Then I burst out crying.

      “My parents… And I was working for Chambers… This guy named Dax….” I sobbed, falling into her arms.

      She let me cry, holding me and stroking my back. After I managed to control myself, I told her the entire story. She let me finish, nodding at the right parts. Finally, when I finished, I looked at her.

      “So what do I do?”

      “Whoa, darling. That’s some heavy stuff. Let me see.” Tapping her chin with her finger, her eyes darted up to the dangling light fixture.

      “I think what you should do is stay here with me for a while.” A smile spread over her beautiful face.

      “Really?” I said.

      “Yes,” she exclaimed, grabbing my hand. “Just think about it. Spa days. Great meals. Girl time.”

      It sounded nice. Really nice. And I was so tired.

      “Maybe I can just take a nap on your couch for a bit.” After I laid down, she brought a blanket over and covered me up. Andrea tucked me in, then brushed damp hair out of my face. “Sleep tight, a chuisle mo chroi.”

      For the first time in a long time, I slept without bad dreams.
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      For a few days, I did absolutely nothing.

      Well, honestly, I did a few things. I watched copious amounts of bad TV, ate anything Andrea placed on the coffee table in front of me, and let Mr. Nutterbutter sleep on my chest without complaint.

      That was about it.

      Well, that wasn’t exactly right, either.

      I did a lot of thinking—wallowed in self-pity. I wondered what Frankie was up to. Fretted over whether Magical Law Enforcement would find me. I worried someone had firebombed my apartment, blowing up my collection of Happy Meal toys from the eighties along with it.

      Everyone had a hobby, right?

      I thought about Dax. About how he’d tricked me, then shamed me. But I also thought about how he’d warned me that M.L.E. was on their way. Why had he done that? Wouldn’t it be in his best interests to let them take me? If I were incarcerated, I wouldn’t have any way of stealing back that blade, which I’d already decided I would get back… just as soon as I could get off the couch.

      Why had he warned me? Why hadn’t he used his magic to fry me into crispy tater tots? I couldn’t figure it out.

      I understood why he’d tricked, seduced, and drugged me—pretty standard routine. The same techniques my parents had employed to get what they wanted from whatever mark or rube got in their way. I’d witnessed more underhanded dealings like that than I had anything else in my childhood. It had gotten to the point where I ended up confused if my parents’ guests hadn’t been tied screaming to a chair in the basement.

      Speaking of my parents, had they guessed where I was? Did they know where Andrea lived? She was good at hiding with her high-tech magical security system, but it seemed my parents had also improved on their skills. They’d taken out Chambers’ agency piece by piece—used demon powers to augment their own. That was new and terrible. When I’d spilled that part to Andrea, her eyebrow had disappeared into her hairline. She’d murmured something about talking to someone before disappearing upstairs.

      I wanted to know what she’d found out, but it would require me to get off the couch.

      How was Chambers? Had he healed? I couldn’t help feeling bad that my parents were responsible for his injury. Shame filled me over the fact they’d killed his employees.

      Mothers. Fathers. Sisters. Brothers. All dead because of my parents.

      It was too much. Too heavy. I couldn’t carry it, so I put it down and watched TLC.

      TV became my life, and I began memorizing schedules and channels. My day was planned around sitcom reruns and reality shows. House flippers and bake-offs fit in neatly beside game shows and old movies.

      After two weeks, Andrea began to ask questions.

      For quite a few days, she’d let me sink into her couch. She’d smiled while feeding me, happy to have someone in the house. She’d baked and cooked, intent on fattening me up, and I ate whatever she produced. But, as the days progressed, her smiles became tighter, filled with concern. She started hovering behind me, her hands on the back of the couch, the air filled with unspoken words.

      At the two-week mark, she sat on the coffee table, grabbed the remote, and turned off the TV.

      I blinked. “Is something wrong?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Agreeing to let you live here was a mistake.”

      “What?”

      I sat up, dislodging Mr. Nutterbutter, who yowled as he slunk off to the kitchen. “If it’s about the mess, I’ll clean up.” I started to gather my used plates and napkins.

      She put her hand on mine. “It’s not about the mess.”

      “Is it about the cat? I can clean the litter box. I’ve gotten lazy, but I’ll do it.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that, either.” Her expression was kind but sad.

      A pit formed in my stomach, and my throat constricted. “I can pay rent. I don’t have any money per se, but I’ll figure something out.”

      “Winter, I love having you here. I do.”

      “But…” I said, swallowing my tears.

      “But I realize now that letting you live here is only allowing you to hide from your problems. You’re not living. Winter, you’re just observing other people’s lives.”

      I shrugged. “Living is hard.”

      “It is,” she agreed. “But we all have to do it.”

      I nodded for her sake, but I wasn’t sure I could anymore. “What about the M.L.E.?”

      “I can help with that,” she said. “There are ways of blocking their location spells.”

      “Okay, but what about Chambers? And Dax? He’s still pissed about me stealing his blade. Besides, where would I even live?”

      She patted my hand again. “We can set you up someplace else. Wherever you want.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll just… I’ll just screw it up again.” The tears started. Ashamed, I blinked them away. I never cried. Yet, I’d done so several times in the past two weeks since I landed on her doorstep.

      I put my head in my hands. Andrea scooted closer, rubbing a hand down my back.

      “You know…” she said. “Before your mother met your father, she was lost like this. It was Senior Year at the Academy, and her magic had not improved the way she wanted. She thought they were going to flunk her. She worried she’d be relegated to working at an ad agency or something.”

      As tears slipped down my nose, I nodded. I wasn’t sure where this walk down memory lane was going, but if it allowed me to keep my head buried in the sand for at least a few more minutes, I would listen.

      “Your mom got depressed around finals. It was December, so a lot of people stayed up studying all night. No one slept. People were getting pretty desperate. One girl even blew up her room, but that’s another story.”

      I sniffed. It was the only response I was capable of at the moment.

      “Anyway, I tried to help her by steering her toward a guy she’d been crushing on for a while. He was from Austria, and he was charming. She’d wanted to meet him all semester. I thought if I pushed her toward him, it would boost her spirits enough to get her head back into her studies, so she’d finish out her year.”

      “But she didn’t,” I said, offering the next part of the story. I knew it too well. My mother had met my father in their senior year at the Academy. They’d fallen in love. My father, being the blossoming megalomaniac he was, had convinced her to leave the Academy and start grifting. She’d agreed.

      What I hadn’t known was Andrea had been the one to push them together. That explained why she’d always been loyal to my mother, even after my parents had become criminals, even when associating with Mom put Andrea in danger.

      She’d felt guilty.

      “It isn’t your fault my mom went with my dad,” I said, lifting my head.

      “And it isn’t your fault your parents were terrible role models,” Andrea added, squeezing my hand. “You don’t have to sit here feeling guilty for all they’ve done. You aren’t them, Winter.”

      “Tell that to everyone else,” I said.

      “Right.” She straightened, obviously getting ready for one of her cheerleader speeches. “You need to get back out there. Show them you can do it. You can be good, follow the law, and help people while doing it. Sure, you stole that blade. That was wrong, but he stole it back, so no harm there. Other than that little slip-up—”

      “Don’t forget the illegal demon-slaying,” I said, holding up a finger.

      “Right. That,” she said, deflating a bit before popping up again. “No one knows about that, and you’re going to stop, so it isn’t a problem, either. We can fix all that. And we can get you back out there. I can find another agency. Maybe in Alberta. We can get you a new name and a new place, and—”

      “No,” I said.

      “What?”

      “I said no.” I stood, letting the blanket fall away. “I’m not all these things you say I am. I’m not good or brave. I’m a drain on society—on you. I’ll just screw it up and ruin another one of your contacts, so forget it.”

      Hurrying to the door, I found my shoes, then shoved my feet into them as Andrea came up behind me.

      “Winter, wait.”

      I didn’t stop. Rushing down the hallway, I jerked the door open, busted outside, and darted down the driveway.

      I kept running long after she’d stopped calling after me.

      I ended up at an expensive coffee joint. With no money and no interest in their seven-dollar coffees, I didn’t see the point of going in, but I had nowhere else to go. My plan had begun with “storm out of Andrea’s house,” and it ended with “um, what now?”

      I stumbled into the coffee house, thirsty and tired even though I’d only ran a couple of miles. When I got a glimpse of the sleek stainless-steel countertops, minimalist Feng Shui decor, and swanky people typing away on their laptops, I realized coming in was a mistake.

      All their eyes darted up to me. Embarrassingly, they all quickly averted their gazes. I had to look a mess in a pair of Andrea’s yoga pants and a worn, loose-fitting sweater. I hadn’t washed my hair in who knew how long, and I’d pulled it into the world’s messiest bun on top of my head. With no makeup, I knew my face was likely as greasy as the bottom of a French fry box.

      I probably looked homeless, or at least like someone who cared little for her appearance. And the worst part was I had no money.

      Slinking toward the back, I hurried toward the last booth. My eyes darted from the counter to the other tables to the door. Should I bolt? Where would I go? Back to Andrea’s? I didn’t think I could face her. I’d meant what I said—I didn’t want a do-over. Didn’t need her charity. Didn’t want her to set me up somewhere new only to disappoint her again.

      Maybe I could go back to Detroit, talk to Chambers. He might forgive me if Andrea vouched for me again.

      No. It would only draw my parents right back to my friends, and they’d been through enough. Maybe if I stayed away, they could forget I’d ever happened. But what else could I do? I literally had nothing.

      I put my head in my hands, wishing I could do some goddamn magic. If I could glamour some paper to make it look like money or alter my appearance enough to ask for a job application, I’d be okay. Damn it, why was I born with no magic when my parents clearly had a ton?

      Boy, pity party for one in the back. I’d changed venues, but it hadn’t changed my attitude.

      “Can I help you?” someone asked.

      When I glanced up, an employee stood by the table, staring down at me like I had a disease. She curled her lip, putting a hand on her aproned waist. “Do you want to order something?”

      I shook my head. “No… um… I was just… I need to go.”

      “Yeah,” the barista said. “You need to go back to Andrea’s.”

      Confused, my brows scrunched. “What did you say?”

      The barista blinked. “I said you need to go.”

      I edged out of the booth, then shuffled to the door as my skin prickled. Had I heard what I thought I did? No. I couldn’t have.

      I walked out of the coffee shop, hustling to the street corner. Not watching where I was going, I accidentally bumped into an old lady.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said.

      She peered up at me from behind her thick glasses. “It’s okay, dear. As long as you go back to Andrea’s.”

      “What?” I asked, stepping back.

      She shook her head, looking confused, then shuffled away.

      I had heard it that time. Was it some sort of spell? My godmother wasn’t a witch, but she knew plenty.

      Forget that. I wasn’t about to let her manipulate me.

      I took off in the opposite direction.

      Spying a park, I cut across the street and onto a path that wove through well-manicured shrubbery. Just as I started down the trail, a golden retriever jogged up to me.

      “You need to go back to Andrea’s,” it said, wagging its shaggy tail. It regarded me with black eyes.

      A talking dog? This was getting out of hand.

      “Tell her to leave me alone. I’m not coming back,” I said to the dog, feeling just as crazy as it sounded.

      “Winter,” the dog said, its jowls moving up and down like Mr. Ed from the TV show of the same name. “We have Andrea. If you don’t return now, we’ll end her.”
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      I ran back to Andrea’s house, not even stopping to breathe or think things through. The only thought rebounding through my brain as I tore back was, Andrea’s in trouble.

      Nothing could happen to my godmother. She was the best, most selfless person I knew. If my parents did anything…

      Oh, God. This was all my fault. They’d tracked me to Andrea’s house. The good news was that Andrea had been my mother’s best friend. There was no way my mom would ever hurt Andrea, right? Yet, they knew how to get to me, didn’t they? They’d never leave me alone. It must be driving my father crazy that I’d eluded them so far. He always had to be in control.

      As I ran up her driveway, I spotted the signs of an attack before I even got to the house. Blown open and splintered, the door looked as if someone had shot a fireball at it. It had to have taken considerable magical strength to get through her security. My parents had gained strength in the last few hours. It must mean they’d released more demons. Either that or they’d found some other source of magical power.

      Seeing the remains of the door made my throat tighten, but it spurred on my resolve. I charged into the house.

      “Mom? Dad? Andrea?”

      The smell of acrid smoke stung my nose as I found more evidence of fire attacks. The couch was a charred mess, and black smears streaked the walls. Someone had completely shattered the wall of windows facing the pool. Shards of glass sparkled like spilled diamonds.

      I held out my hands as if I could cast magic. Who was I kidding? I needed Chambers’ samurai sword or Dax’s demon blade, but I had neither. Defenseless as a human, yet I’d walked right into the remains of a battle.

      Spotting something I could wield as a weapon, I rushed over and grabbed Andrea’s fire poker from beside the cold fireplace.

      A wild yowl startled me. As I whirled around, a furball charged out of the kitchen, then darted for my legs.

      “Mr. Nutterbutter!” I scooped up the cat. He meowed in my arms, crying as if he’d witnessed what had gone down here.

      “It’s okay,” I said, holding him close with one arm while keeping the poker held out with the other.

      Carefully, we tiptoed farther into the house.

      But there was nothing to find. The scenes of struggle had been confined to the living room. The rest of the house seemed untouched. Where were they? Why had they called me back if they were just going to leave?

      When I found the portal, I finally understood.

      I found the shimmering pool of magic on the back patio. They’d likely not been able to cast it inside the house with all the wards and faerie mojo inside. But out here, beside the pool, their magical portal held. I stared at the round swirling vortex suspended vertically in the air beside Andrea’s matching lounge chairs. Through it, the pool and patio were visible but distorted like objects seen through turbulent water.

      They’d left it for me. And if that weren’t clear enough, they’d burned another message into the concrete.

      “Come in, or she dies,” it read in an uneven scrawl.

      Damn. At this point, my parents had turned full-on villains. Nothing they did or said should surprise me anymore. Yet, I couldn’t quite believe it had come to this. For five years, they’d left Andrea and me alone. Why now? What were they playing at?

      With no way to know where the portal would take me or what awaited me on the other side, my heart jumped up my throat. I assumed I’d end up where my parents had Andrea in their clutches, but where was that? The underground walkway? The Clutch? Somewhere more sinister? My father was known for theatrics, but if they’d been attacking Detroit, I assumed their home base had to be near there.

      Maybe I was wrong, though. It could suck me into the middle of the Atlantic Ocean or drop me into an active volcano. Would my parents murder their own daughter? I didn’t think so, but they’d done a lot of stuff I hadn’t expected since I’d left them.

      But what choice did I have? Andrea would—and had—do anything for me. I couldn’t abandon her.

      I set Mr. Nutterbutter on the grass. “I’ll be back for you, big guy,” I promised, patting him before releasing him. He slunk off into the shrubs, green eyes wide as he evaluated his unfamiliar territory. I watched him disappear into the leaves, hoping he’d be okay until I could find him again. But he wouldn’t be safe where I was going, so this was my only option.

      Straightening my shoulders, I took a deep breath before stepping through the portal.

      My body tightened and contracted. It felt as if I were tumbling in a washing machine and on a roller coaster at the same time. I couldn’t see or feel, but I had the sense of being flushed away on the giant toilet ride again.

      Then, just as suddenly, I came to, stumbling forward in the middle of a cavernous room. I looked up. And up. And up some more.

      Holy shit. My father had finally gotten the lair of his dreams.

      My dad had always been a James Bond fan. For years, he watched every movie, starting with the Sean Connery days and making his way through Pierce Brosnan to Daniel Craig. He would watch them religiously, learning lines and studying the set design. But it wasn’t because he liked James Bond. No, he liked the villains and their lairs.

      What stretched out before me would make any Bond villain cream in his knickers.

      The giant cavern rose four stories overhead, stretching back farther than the eye could see. Rough rock made up the ceiling and walls, but the floor was smooth concrete. Ahead, several long hallways headed off God only knew where, some storage lockers, and piles of other materials, but what drew my attention was clearly my father’s piece de resistance. Suspended from the ceiling, a giant glass enclosure hovered. I couldn’t see inside, but I’d bet money on it being the place he summoned people to make himself appear all-powerful. It was easy to imagine him in some sort of giant swivel chair, where he would turn around slowly like Dr. Evil in Austin Powers.

      “Raya,” a voice boomed, shaking the entire room and me with it. “Come upstairs. We are waiting for you.”

      “Impressive,” I said with a twitch of my eyebrow. “Such a big voice, but when do I get to see the man behind the curtain, Oz?”

      They didn’t answer. My parents didn’t like to play games. It was why I was a weird loner to this day, but tell that to my therapist.

      I started toward the curved staircase that rose out of the ground, circling to the glass enclosure on the second level. As my footsteps echoed through the cavern, a few other weirdos in black robes and mouse masks scuttled away from me. It seemed my parents had gathered a cult following. None of their converts tried to stop me from my mission to finding my parents. Either my mother and father told them to leave me alone, or my “don’t mess with me” face was working.

      As I marched up each stair, I tried to see what awaited me inside the glass enclosure, but it was impossible. My father had planned everything carefully, so a person had to be right up next to his lair before they could discern what was inside. Was Andrea in there? Were my parents?

      Cautiously, I continued up the spiral staircase. I had managed to hold on to the fire poker. Keeping it in my closed fist, I let the metal make me feel the slightest bit more secure, even though it was no match for their demon magic.

      They would win. Of that, I was sure. But what could I negotiate before they claimed their victory?

      When I finally made it up the long flight of stairs, the glass enclosure loomed ahead. Here, the glass was opaque, making it impossible to see inside. My hands trembling, I marched up to the curved glass doors and stared inside, heart pounding.

      Slowly, the curved glass doors drew back, revealing my father’s lair, my parents, and Andrea.

      Seated in a leather chair, Andrea had her arms on the armrests, but her body was immobile. A spell held her in place. Her eyes widened when she saw me approach. Seeming sad and frustrated, she shook her head. If I knew her like I thought I did, she was telling me I shouldn’t have come, but we both knew that wasn’t an option.

      My parents stood near, gazes on me. Without their weird, creepy masks, I could finally see their faces. It had been a few years, but they didn’t look any older. My father’s hair had gone entirely gray except for a small hint of black near his robe collar. Longer than I’d ever seen it, the tips brushed his shoulders. My mother’s was plain and brown. Like always, she was too shy or scared to show off even though she was crazy beautiful. At least, she used to be. Now, face haggard, she appeared wrung out—probably exactly as I looked now.

      Quickly, I scanned the rest of the room—no giant swiveling chair in sight, only a few nice rolling office chairs. Many expensive computers and monitors hugged one wall while an office table and several chairs dominated the center. I wasn’t sure why their choice of plain office furniture disappointed me. I’d expected something more elaborate and sinister, but I had more important things on my mind. Namely, saving Andrea.

      My parents regarded me warily as I entered. For a moment, my mother acted like she might hug me, but my father’s posture suggested she’d better not. It was the same dynamic as when I lived at home, him dominating her while she submitted to his crazy whims. Did I forgive her for always kowtowing to him? The way I clutched the fire poker told me the answer was not even a little bit.

      “You’re finally here,” my father said, stepping forward. “No more spells. No more illusions.” He glanced in Andrea’s direction at this. “It’s time to talk.”

      I didn’t drop the fire poker. “Maybe we can talk about how a young adult needs space from her parents, huh? Being a stalker is not cool, Dad.” I gritted my teeth. “When will you leave me alone?”

      “We’ll leave you alone when you stop hunting down and killing our demons,” he gritted out, his eyes cold. “We know you’re just doing it to spite us.”

      I scoffed. “It’s not all about you, Dad. Maybe I hate demons and the way they eat babies and torture children. Did you think about that? Also, why are you messing with demon magic anyway? If you play with fire, you’re going to get burned. You, of all people, should know that.”

      “What we’re doing—what we’re planning—is not your concern,” my father said, his eyes darting toward someone on a screen behind him. “If you were to agree to come home, maybe you’d earn your way back into the inner circle.”

      “What inner circle is that, Dad? The one where you tell everyone what to do, huh? The one where you make us all commit horrible acts for some unknown reason? Where you make us take all the risks while you reap the rewards? Yeah, no thanks.”

      My father growled, one hand erupting in flames. I brandished the fire poker as if egging him on, even though one piece of metal against all his power wouldn’t last two seconds. But I didn’t care. I was sick of bowing down to my father. That part of my life was over.

      The flame on his palm burned brighter. He wasn’t backing down either.

      My mother hurried forward, holding a hand out. “This line of conversation is not productive.” She turned to me. “Raya, we want you to come home. You’ve had your fun, but it’s time for you to join us again. We’ve managed some amazing things. We have something huge planned to show the Regulars exactly what we can do. Really get their attention.”

      “I bet I know what it is,” I mocked, flashing my teeth. “Killing a bunch of people while creating mass chaos. What happened to you, Mom? The woman I knew was a thief, but she wasn’t a murderer.”

      My mother chewed her lip. The pause gave my father the window he needed to take over once more.

      “Don’t you try to emotionally manipulate her, Raya. You’ve done that all your life, and I won’t stand for it anymore. She may want you to join us, but I’m here to warn you. Stop what you’re doing. Otherwise, I will take you out.”

      Cold and unyielding, his expression told me the truth. The power had gone to his head. He would kill me if I didn’t stop.

      Yet, I had no intention of doing so, not by a country mile. But I had to get Andrea and myself out of here before letting him in on that little secret.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll stop. Just let her go.”

      My father’s brown eyes narrowed, making his crow’s feet more pronounced. “You think it’s going to be that easy, do you? Have you already forgotten what happens if you betray this family?”

      I hadn’t forgotten. Time and time again, my father had shown me the lengths he would go to punish someone who had betrayed him. Once, when I was seven, I’d walked into our garage to get a popsicle from the outdoor freezer and found him electrocuting a man tied to a folding chair. Another time, when I was thirteen, he actually called me down to witness him magically torturing a friend of his who’d turned us into Magical Law Enforcement. It was one of the many times I’d seen my father be cruel.

      My gaze drifted from my father’s face to Andrea. She mouthed, It’s okay, and smiled.

      My mother held out her hand. “Klaus?”

      He turned his flaming hand on Andrea.

      “Dad, no!” I took a step forward, but it was too late.

      My father shot a bolt of lightning from his fingertips, straight at Andrea’s heart.
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      I couldn’t believe it. No way in this world was Andrea dead.

      Yet, I watched it happen. I saw my father shoot the magic straight into her heart. Witnessed the murder in his eyes. I watched as she fell, landing hard on the concrete floor. As she lay there, immobile, acrid wisps of smoke from her sweater wreathed around her head before floating toward the ceiling. The smell of charred fabric and flesh reached my nostrils.

      “No!” I screamed.

      At the same time, my mother whirled on my father. “Klaus, how could you?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he challenged me with his gaze.

      Challenge accepted, motherfucker.

      I ran at him in a blind fury, fire poker extended.

      He watched me advance, interest on his face. Just as I got within reach of him, he flicked his hand sideways.

      One minute, I charged toward my father. The next, I flew sideways as a magical fist caught me in the abdomen. My body soared until it hit the far wall. I smacked into it, crashing down.

      It took me a moment to regain my senses. When I did, the pain began in earnest, throbbing in my back, my wrists, and my head. It didn’t matter. I welcomed it. Andrea was dead, and it was all my fault. I should feel grief, but nothing other than rage whirled in me.

      I let it fuel me, hoping it could help me tear my father apart.

      Weakly, I pushed up, shaking my head until my vision stopped blurring. When I looked up, my mother had my father by the arm.

      “Stop this now, Klaus. We never agree to kill Andrea. And Raya? You can’t possibly—”

      “I’ve had enough of Raya,” he shouted, snarling. “She’s not going to ruin all I’ve built.”

      “All we’ve built,” she reminded him.

      His eyes landed on me. “She’s up.”

      I stood on unsteady legs, readying myself. My fire poker was gone, but it had been a useless weapon anyway. When I was reasonably confident I could stay upright, I ran at him again.

      This time, he flung me to the other side of the room.

      I hit the wall, then smashed down. The room didn’t dim. Instead, everything went entirely black. When I came to, I could barely move. Several bones felt broken. I wasn’t sure if I could sit up, let alone stand, but I would not let him win. Not if I had breath left in my body or blood pumping through my heart.

      I forced myself up, using the wall to keep me upright.

      “I’ll… never stop. You’ll… have to kill me.”

      My father sneered. “It sounds like it has come to that, so it can be arranged.”

      “Klaus,” my mother said, her voice pleading. She sounded so weak. I couldn’t look at her. My father was a monster, but she was the one who fed that monster. Let it kill again and again.

      I took a trembling step toward my father.

      As he held out his hand, the magic crackled between his fingers. He had more power now than I’d ever seen wield. He’d kill me, and it would all be over. Maybe I could be with Andrea wherever she was.

      I took another step. “Do it!” I shrieked.

      He lifted one corner of his mouth, extending his hand.

      “No!” My mother launched forward, crashing into him. He fell onto the floor. Before he could get up, my mother shot a spell at him, pinning him to the ground with writhing blue magic.

      Then her eyes met mine.

      “I can’t hold him long,” she said. “Raya, you have to go. Now!”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “Where can I go that he won’t find me?”

      She winced, knowing I was right. Her face contorted as if she were arguing with herself about something. When she raised her head, it seemed as though she’d decided.

      “Recite these words after me, exactly as I say them, and do it quickly. He’s attempting to break free from my spell as we speak.”

      “Georgia, no,” my father forced out through clenched teeth, but she ignored him.

      “Raya, repeat exactly what I say, all right?” She waited for me to nod before continuing. “Im leith-cín gúl in cín bodui.”

      Should I trust her? Her expression was pure desperation. She wouldn’t risk angering my father for no reason. Carefully, I repeated the strange words, wondering what she was playing at.

      As the last word left my lips, an explosion went off inside my chest.

      That was the best way to explain what I felt, though even that paled in comparison to the ball of light that blasted from my heart and radiated out in all directions. It was my own personal Chernobyl. Heat and light flashed down my limbs and up my neck, filling my head with bubbles of magic that also exploded, creating their own shockwaves.

      I fell to my knees, though the move barely registered. Experiencing a tsunami of heat and light, I couldn’t sense anything else. It finally began to subside, along with the pain in my limbs and torso. The weakness and aches I’d been experiencing diminished with the magical bomb, leaving me feeling the best I’d ever felt.

      I stood, glancing at my still-glowing hands before gaping at my mother.

      She gave me a small smile. “He was scared of your power, so he suppressed it. When you were a child, only four, you did something so magically advanced we knew you were special, but you were also headstrong. He used a spell to block your powers, and he’s been doing it ever since. I always meant to tell you, but then you left. But it’s good you know now. You’ll need them to stand up to him. You’ll need them for what he’s about to do.”

      “What?” I asked, not sure what she was talking about, nor exactly how to form words. Even my mouth felt foreign to me. “What are you saying?”

      “You are an immensely powerful girl, Ray Bear. He was worried you would be more powerful than him someday. You’ll have to be now.”

      Staring at my glowing hands, I tried to understand. I had power? I’d always had power…and my father had blocked it?

      “I’m so sorry your life turned out the way it did, but this is the only gift I can give you.” My mother offered me that sad smile again. Then she winced, glancing down. Still under her spell, my father was putting all his energy into escaping.

      And it appeared to be working.

      “I have to go, Ray Bear. I’m sorry. I’ll try to keep him away from you as best I can.” She turned toward my father. He was already sitting up, and the electric tendrils that had been so bright a few minutes ago were dimming.

      “Mom.” I held my hand out to her. “Don’t go.”

      She tilted her head. “Oh, Bear. If I stay, he’ll never leave us alone. I love you.”

      “Mom.” I began to walk toward her. As I did, a blue flash filled the room, momentarily blinding me.

      When I could see again, she and my father were gone.
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      I had magic. I truly did.

      The few simple spells I’d tried worked spectacularly. The main problem was I wasn’t a spell caster. I hadn’t learned many because they never worked for me. Yes, I had raw power coursing through my body like an electrical current, but I couldn’t channel it.

      Not yet, anyway.

      Despite how good the magic felt inside me, there was still the fact my godmother was dead. Carefully, I made my way toward her still form. Kneeling beside her, I brushed an errant hair out of her face. Could I use my magic to bring her back? Bringing people back from the dead used very black magic, and it usually had terrible life-altering consequences. Yet, at that moment, I was willing to do anything. But I didn’t know the spell for it.

      I touched her cheek, which was already cold. Her expression was peaceful. I took one ounce of solace in that. The rest of me felt rage and anguish, torment and shame. I couldn’t even cry. Tears eluded me as I slipped my hands under her body, then lifted her into my arms. Her head flopped against my chest, resting there as I stood.

      She was light, a tiny slip of a person. How had I not noticed how small she was? How breakable? How had I not protected her the one time she’d needed me instead of the other way around?

      Taking a deep breath, I began the laborious trek out of my father’s evil laboratory.

      As I moved past the display screens at the back of the room, I remembered my father’s eyes darting to something when he discussed his plans. Even though I still carried Andrea, I realized I had to see what. I eyed the three large computer monitors on a long sleek counter.

      My gaze roved past maps and schematics for various parts of Detroit. It seemed my father had every inch of this city in his sights. How could I narrow down what he was planning if the entire city was up for grabs?

      Then I spotted the flier for the music festival. It started today, an outdoor festival full of people with little in the way of security or protection should someone try to attack it.

      Damn, that had to be it.

      Setting Andrea in an office chair, I began scrolling through the information. Just as I thought, my father had put extensive research into the festival: where everything was located, who would be there, what security firm they’d hired, how many people, etc. He had maps of the stage, the backstage area, the vendors, everything.

      I sucked in a breath. It was the perfect target. These people wouldn’t know what hit them.

      I had to do something.

      And yet, I had to get Andrea and myself out of here first. I picked her back up. There were still minions scuttling around in the depths of the lair. I could hear footsteps, but no one came to confront me. Since I’d bested their leader, they were probably too scared to fight me themselves. I needed to get out before they figured out how useless with magic I truly was.

      Glancing around, I realized how long it would take me to find a way out of here if there were even one available. My father’s lair was huge and underground. I wasn’t even sure what country I was in, let alone how to get back home.

      Then I remembered the spell Dax had taught me.

      I had to set Andrea down again to bite my finger, then swirl the blood on my wrist. Then, I picked her back up, hoping it would work.

      “Home again, home again, jiggity-jig.” Still a ridiculous spell, but I had to hope it would work.

      My hand began to glow, and the sensation of a million bubbles bursting in my blood returned. Before I knew it, we were disintegrating piece by piece.

      We materialized on a deserted street corner at night. The wind blew overgrown weeds around as an abandoned building loomed to my left, a streetlight blinking to my right.

      Detroit. I was home.

      I’d expected the spell to take me to my apartment, but then I remembered Magical Law Enforcement had taken it over. I was still a wanted criminal, and now I held a dead body in my arms. I guessed they wouldn’t just forgive and let live. Plus, I had to stop the Viceroys from attacking the festival and releasing demons that would kill scores of people on their way back to hell.

      But how? And what to do with Andrea? I couldn’t just leave her somewhere.

      I needed help, but everyone I’d ever trusted was either dead or hated me.

      But would they listen if I told them what I’d learned?

      It didn’t take long to spot a surveillance camera on one of the streetlights. Chambers’ surveillance system might have been efficient, but it wasn’t discreet. My arms ached under Andrea’s precious weight, but I didn’t mind. I carried her over to the camera’s unblinking black eye, hoping I’d get Chambers instead of my father.

      “Mr. Chambers, Frankie, Jason, if you’re watching this, there’s going to be an attack on the music festival tonight. Soon. Maybe happening right now.” Glancing up at the moon, I shivered. It could already be a bloodbath. “I need help. We need to stop it. Please.”

      I waited, breaking into a sweat from exertion and nerves. Could I go to the festival alone to try to stop the demons? Maybe, but with what? And I still didn’t have anywhere safe to leave Andrea? I couldn’t fathom just setting her down somewhere. That thought was almost as horrible as what might be happening at the music festival.

      Yet, as the minutes ticked by and no one showed, my unease grew. Maybe Chambers and his crew weren’t watching. Perhaps they hated me and didn’t care what I had to say.

      “Put your hands up,” a voice behind me shouted.

      Shit. They had called Magical Law Enforcement. I should’ve known better.

      Slowly, I turned around, gripping Andrea’s body. “As you can see, genius, I can’t put my hands up. Sorry.”

      Yet, no officers in uniforms waited to cuff me magically. Instead, Frankie, Jason, and Nadia stood there.

      “Got ya,” Jason said, holding up a hand for a high-five. When I didn’t return it, he gave one to himself.

      Frankie took a step back. “Who is that? Is she… dead?”

      “Can we just… Listen, there isn’t time to explain. My parents are probably going to unleash some demons at the music festival downtown, and we don’t have a lot of time. Oh, and I have magic. I just don’t know how to use it. Can you help me?”

      All three seemed stunned at my words. Nadia was the first to shake free of her shock. “We can help you. But first, let us help your friend. Jason can send her somewhere safe.”

      She started forward, but I took a step back.

      “Listen, I don’t want to be a bitch,” I said, “but I still don’t trust you, so… back the F up before I blow your eyebrows off. Capisce?”

      She frowned. “You don’t have a lot of choice in who you trust right now, Winter. Chambers sent us. He’s recovering, and he seems to be thinking more clearly. He regretted holding you over the crimes of your parents. He wants to make it right.”

      “He does, does he?” I asked, smirking a little. “Well, I accept I’m sorrys in the form of cash or charge.”

      “How can you joke with a dead person in your arms?” Frankie asked.

      I stared at Andrea, my throat tightening. “The jokes are the only thing that keep the blackness away.”

      “Noted,” Jason said, stepping up. “I’ll send her somewhere safe, I promise.”

      I smiled at him. Gentle Jason. Silly, ridiculous, ditzy Jason. He was the only one who hadn’t betrayed me.

      Reluctantly, I slid Andrea into his arms. He gave me a sad smile before blinking out of existence.

      “Now, what’s this about a music festival?” Nadia raised one perfectly manicured eyebrow.

      “I’ll explain on the way, but we gotta move. Now, more importantly, does anyone have a sword?”

      Nadia lifted a duffle bag I hadn’t previously noticed. When she unzipped it, she dug inside, then handed me Chambers’ samurai blade. I almost wept for joy.

      “Welcome back, baby,” I said, pulling the shining steel blade from its sheath.

      Jason popped back into existence, blinking a bit and shaking his head. “Where are we headed?”

      “Hart Plaza,” I said. “But we need to go in through the back. Is that possible?”

      “Yeah, but hold on. Let me look up the layout with my phone.” Jason grabbed his cell, doing a quick search while I marveled at the marriage between technology and magic once again. Then, I spent a few minutes worrying my parents had already killed thousands of people.

      “Got it,” Jason said, stowing his phone. “Time to saddle up. First, we need to fuel up. All this magic is making me hungry.” He pulled a protein bar out of his pocket, unwrapped it, then chomped down.

      I smiled. “Don’t ever change, Jason.”

      We circled up, putting our hands on each other’s shoulders. It was the closest I’d been to them, well, ever. Yet, having them near soothed something that had inflamed inside me. They were like a balm on a wound.

      “Let’s kick some demon ass,” Frankie said, looking as if she were utterly terrified but trying hard to hide it. She straightened her red turtleneck, pushing her dark hair over her shoulders.

      Nadia gave her a cool smile while securing her blade to her back. “One of my favorite hobbies.”

      “Mine, too,” I said. Maybe Nadia wasn’t so bad after all.

      Jason, having finished his protein bar, closed his eyes and began humming. Before long, we were blinking out of existence.

      We materialized into a world of light and sound. I blinked, holding my sword up, ready for an attack, but the assault on my senses was not demons howling. Instead, it was the steady beat of electronic music playing loudly behind us.

      The lights that swirled in the darkness were colored spots and strobe lights from the stage, though the row of dark objects behind us blocked them. Finally, I took in the smell of human waste and realized what I was seeing.

      “Port-a-potties? Seriously, Jason? You dropped us off behind the port-a-potties?”

      He shrugged. “You said we needed to materialize somewhere out of the way.”

      Creaking door hinges and the familiar thwap of plastic hitting plastic let me know people were using said port-a-potties. If they happened to look between the cracks, they would see Nadia and me with our blades and probably freak. People at music festivals were understanding, but maybe not a weirdos-with-swords level of understanding.

      “We need to disguise the weapons,” I told Frankie.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.” She took a deep breath, which I was sure she regretted because of the smell, then set to work transforming our swords and Nadia’s gun. Soon, my beautiful gleaming blade turned into a short, stubby glowing tube. It pulsed in time with the music, as did Nadia’s.

      “But will it still cut?” I whirled around, spotted a plastic trash can, and took a swing at it. Even though my pulsing glow stick didn’t even reach the can, it split in half, scattering trash everywhere.

      “I guess it works,” I said. “Geeze. I’ll need to be careful.”

      “We all will,” Nadia said. “It doesn’t seem like there are any demons here now. How will we be able to spot your parents?”

      “Look for the evil megalomaniacs, I guess.”

      They stared at me.

      “I don’t know. Black robes. Weird rodent masks. The smell of hell itself. You’ll figure it out.”

      Leading the pack, I walked around the row of port-a-potties and stepped into the crowd.

      There were even more people than I feared. Huge lines of concertgoers milled about, waiting for vendors or the bathroom. From what I could see, thousands were in the main area in front of the stage, thrashing and writhing to the sound of electronically created beats.

      “Whatever happened to a good old-fashioned guitar?” I murmured.

      “What?” Frankie asked, trying to hear me over the music.

      Waving her away, I began scanning for any telltale signs of mayhem.

      Frankie waved her hands. Suddenly, the music was a dim drone.

      I glanced at her. “What did you do?”

      “Sound-dampening spell,” she offered. “Pretty standard.”

      “You have something for everything, huh? Did I mention I’m going to need you to tutor me when we’re done here?”

      She gave me an incredulous look. “Let’s just focus on not dying.”

      “Agreed,” I replied.

      If I thought I could spot my parents in the throng of bodies, I was wrong. People were dressed in costumes and clothing of every sort. Many had on hats that blocked their faces. Some even wore facemasks stretched over their noses and mouths. It would be so easy for my parents to slip in here, summon creatures from the depths of hell, and release them into the crowd.

      Panic began to wash through me as I scanned people. How could I save them? Was I right my parents would come? I had a hunch this was the right place, but how would I find them?

      Then I had a thought. No one knew my parents better than I did. If I couldn’t spot them in time, maybe I could think like them.

      Where would be the ideal place to summon demons in this chaos? They would need a place that wasn’t in full view of everyone with enough room to complete the summoning spell. They wouldn’t want it too far from the main crowd if they were trying to send a message. More casualties meant more coverage.

      I scanned the festival until they stopped at the main event. The lights danced around as smoke rolled out. A few figures rocked turntables on the stage. Below, a curtain with the name of the festival ran around the stage scaffolding so the crowd wouldn’t have to stare at the inner workings underneath.

      Underneath.

      “Under the stage,” I said almost shouted.

      “What?” Frankie asked.

      “Under the stage! Let’s go.”

      This time, I moved with purpose, cutting through the throng toward the main event. But the closer I got to, the denser the crowd became. I realized it was futile. People wouldn’t just let us waltz to the front. We needed to go around the back. Even there, many gave us dirty looks and shouldered us out of the way. They’d worked hard for their places in the crowd, and they weren’t about to give it up for anything.

      This wasn’t working. I needed to think harder.

      My gaze traveled around along the sides of the stage where only crew and press were allowed.

      I grabbed Frankie’s arm. “Frankie, quick, we need crew credentials, backstage passes, something.”

      “The VIP is behind the stage,” Jason pointed out. Apparently, he was digging the music since he was having a hard time containing his dance moves. He did a version of the robot, then some pop and locking that was actually rather good—if we had time for that kind of thing, which we did not.

      “Hold on!” Frankie scrambled around until she finally spotted a girl in a green bikini top and black leather pants with a VIP lanyard dangling between her breasts. Two minutes later, we all had one.

      We cut through the crowd, following the signs for VIP.

      Two tall bouncers stood in front of the VIP entrance while tall wooden fencing obscured the area behind them. We held our passes out, and they glanced at them before nodding us through.

      The area was clean and very posh. White tents had been set up in three regions around a grassy zone, each with swanky chairs, glass tables, and potted palms. Classy Christmas lights illuminated the scene while waiters walked around, serving drinks on silver trays. Rich people sipped cocktails at the makeshift bar that probably cost more than my entire outfit, while others chatted in rattan chairs as the techno music droned on.

      “Remind me to be rich in another life,” I said.

      “A lot of witches and wizards are rich,” Frankie replied. “Magic has its perks.”

      “Are your parents rich?” I wasn’t sure why I cared. It just felt nice for us to be having a conversation where she wasn’t accusing me of being a criminal for once.

      Her expression grew unreadable. “They’re just… I don’t know. My dad can’t always focus on stuff.”

      “Speaking of focus, you two,” Nadia said. “We’re headed that way.”

      She pointed toward the restrooms. It seemed I would have a night that began and ended near the toilet. I hoped my luck with my parents was less shitty. Har, har, har.

      Smiling at the wait staff, we headed toward the bathrooms, then hooked right before we got to the entrance. Skirting around the slightly nicer port-a-potties, we reached the back fence, the one separating this area from the main stage.

      “Up and over,” Nadia said, putting her sword back in its sheath. Then she scaled the six-foot fence like Spiderman.

      “Daaaamn,” Jason said, putting his fist to his mouth. “She makes me quiver in my undershorts.”

      I gave him a look. “Is that a saying where you’re from?”

      He shrugged. “Nope. But that’s how I feel.”

      “Gross. Keep your quivering undershorts to yourself and give me a boost.” I sheathed my sword, then put my boot in Jason’s clasped hands. When I went over that wall, I didn’t make anyone quiver in their undershorts. I landed roughly, nearly scraping my face on the wood on the way down. Then I popped back up and brushed off my jacket, hoping no one saw. Nadia gave me her patented raised eyebrow to let me know she definitely did see it.

      A second later, Jason and Frankie appeared on the other side of the fence. They’d used magic to make it over.

      “No fair,” I said, dusting off my pants.

      “Heads-up,” Nadia said, drawing her blade.

      Something in her voice made any jokes I was going to crack die in my throat. The air tingled with music, but also dark magic. I could taste it in the back of my throat like I’d eaten something foul.

      When I turned, I saw why.

      The stage was jamming with lights, sounds, and dancing DJs. Underneath, something much darker churned.

      Two hooded figures stood around a swirling abyss. I recognized the portal right away, a window straight to hell that would belch up its horrible contents into the world if we didn’t do something to stop it. Yet, this portal was larger than any I’d ever seen. Could I have underestimated my parents once again?

      It didn’t matter. They had to pay.

      I drew my sword. “We go in and stop this. No mercy.”

      My friends all nodded. They knew what I meant.

      My parents had done this and so much more. They deserved to die.

      “We use the element of surprise,” Nadia said. “Rush up and attack quickly. On the count of three. One, two, three!”

      We ran under the stage toward the portal.

      My parents were so focused on the magic they didn’t hear us coming until we were nearly on them.

      Standing at my father’s back, I raised my blade, ready to strike. Hearing me, he whirled around.

      Only, it wasn’t my father.

      It was Frankie’s.
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      The hooded figure by the portal was Frankie’s father.

      I stumbled back, not sure what I was seeing. What?

      “Dad?” Frankie asked, dropping her hands. Just a moment earlier, those hands had been coursing with electrical current.

      I realized Frankie’s parents could hear each other under here despite the throbbing music above. Frankie must’ve extended her cloaking bubble to allow us to hear each other as we fought. It made sense. One wrong move and they might send us to hell. And I didn’t want to think about what a bummer that would be.

      “Frankie?” he asked, staring at her from behind his Emperor Palpatine hood. The shadows made his face look dark and sinister. “What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?” she shot back. “What is this?” She gestured at the portal.

      Her father blinked as us while Frankie’s mother slowly approached us. Even in her black robe, she sported that insane beehive hairdo. It threw me so much I didn’t react when she shot a spell at us.

      The magic hit me in the chest, immobilizing my body. I watched as it hit Nadia and Frankie as well, rendering them into statues. But Jason… Where was Jason? Had he waited until now to make a taco run?

      “Frankie, honey, you shouldn’t have come here,” her mother said, wringing her hands while her gaze darted to the pulsing and swirling portal. It wasn’t completely open yet, but it was nearly there. I could smell the sulfur from here.

      “Is this what you’ve been doing on your bowling nights?” Tears welled in Frankie’s eyes. “How could you?”

      “Oh, honey, don’t be mad,” Frankie’s mother said, fingers fluttering around like confused birds. “It was only supposed to be a one-time thing. A demon here. A demon there. But you know how things go…”

      “No, I don’t,” Nadia retorted. “How does releasing creatures that torture and kill humans go? Please. Enlighten us.”

      Frankie’s mom gave Nadia a thin look. “Look, missy. This is none of your business.”

      But Nadia was not backing down. “It is my business that the healer you recommended nearly killed Lawrence Chambers. Now, it’s all starting to make sense.”

      Frankie’s mom clutched at pearls she wasn’t wearing, but she didn’t deny the accusation.

      The puzzle pieces were clicking together in my head faster than I could keep up. That candy lady was evil. She was conspiring with Frankie’s parents, who were in league with my parents. That explained why they hadn’t wanted Frankie to take the internship. It also explained why Chambers hadn’t recovered. And why they’d been so quick to lock me up in the basement. Probably, if I’d stayed there any longer, my parents would have shown up to get me instead of the M.L.E.

      Damn. This was diabolical.

      Literally.

      The portal shivered, making the ground rumble. The humans outside wouldn’t notice since they were all jumping and dancing to loud, insane music, but I certainly did. “It’s opening!”

      Frankie’s parents rushed toward her. “We need to get out of here right now.” They unfroze her, then grabbed her arms.

      “What about my friends?” she shouted, but her parents didn’t give us a second glance.

      My eyes flicked from them to the throbbing orange suck hole that would soon pump out enough demon babies to fill my nightmares. Trapped like we were, they would devour Nadia and me in seconds. Then, the creatures would start on the unsuspecting crowd out there.

      “Let’s go, dear,” Frankie’s mom was saying.

      They tried to drag her away, but, in one fluid motion, she yanked free of her parents and blasted them both with a spell that knocked them on their asses and out cold.

      There was no denying it—Frankie was a badass.

      She whirled to us.

      “Hurry,” I shouted. The swirling orange butthole was now an angry red.

      “Why are you always telling me what to do?” she yelled. “I just saved your ass!” She waved her hands, and the spell holding me disintegrated. Then she wove her fingers and pushed out, sending her parents’ innate bodies behind us and through the wall to the back of the VIP area.

      “Where’s Jason?” she asked, glancing around.

      “I don’t know,” I said, drawing my sword out as Nadia did the same. “But we can’t investigate because here they come.”

      The first of the demons dragged itself over the lip of the portal, then stepped into our world.

      It was ugly. Nightmarish. This one was a skeletal abomination about the size of two humans stacked on top of each other with long, sharp claws and glowing orange eyes. Huge horns curled off its head and spikes protruded from his massive back, which flexed as it pulled itself up and stood before us.

      Yet, worse was the quivering member swinging between its legs. Penises, in general, weren’t pretty, but a demon one was especially gross.

      “It’s an Asmodeus,” I shouted, crouching and readying my blade. “Whatever you do, don’t let it get ahold of you. They’re super horny.”

      “What?” Frankie shrieked, taking a step back in horror.

      Luckily, Nadia didn’t falter. She charged forward, drawing her blade up and swinging down in a beautiful arc meant to sever the demon’s head from its shoulders. Instead, the creature caught the blade in one boney hand, then yanked Nadia toward him. She screamed as he drew her toward his grotesque body. A long tongue slithered out, licking at her hair as she thrashed in his arms.

      Asmodeuses were nasty but totally focused on sex. With Nadia distracting him, I ran around the bastard, dipped low, stuck out my blade, and sliced the backs of his legs.

      He howled an inhuman sound, dropping to his knees. Nadia rolled away, popping up with her blade in hand. She seemed frazzled but ready to return to the fray, which was a good thing since two more demons were climbing out of the abyss.

      Yet, the things struggling out didn’t appear to be demons. They looked like twin boys about ten years of age. Dark, preternaturally large eyes blinked as they stood before us. They had black, slicked-back hair and skin so pale it must’ve never seen the sun. Their expressions were cartoonish, almost human but not quite.

      They were Cambions, children of Succubi who forced themselves on humans, then carried their offspring. They were tricksters, using their humanoid looks to fool other children into following them to their deaths or convincing demon slayers not to attack.

      Those big eyes didn’t fool me. I knew they’d rip out my innards just as soon as look at me. While Nadia ran back at the Asmodeus, I squared up with the two Cambions. They stared at me with blank expressions as I readied my blade.

      Before I could attack, three more demons clambered out.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      “Frankie, you have to close the portal,” I yelled, then ducked as one of the Cambions jumped at me. Rolling away, I sliced out. It shrieked as my blade cut through its arm.

      While it was licking its wound, I shot a glance back to Frankie. She stood still, not moving, her eyes round as saucers.

      “Frankie!” I shouted right before both Cambions ran at me. One opened its mouth and shot green goo, which hit my jacket and ate through the fabric until my skin began to burn.

      “Gah!”

      After I ripped the jacket off, I tossed it away. I hated to battle in just a tank top, but I also liked having skin.

      As I was dealing with that, something slithered by and grabbed my ankle, yanking me toward the pit. When I looked down, a snakelike demon I’d never seen before wrapped itself tighter around me and tried to give me another tug. I swung down hard. My blade took its tail off and sent the snake demon screaming away, but the gross tail stayed wrapped tightly around my, leg dripping black goo onto my boot.

      Before I had time to cut that away, a succubus flew up. Its mouth wide open, its gaping maw tried to latch onto my throat. I slashed right and left, sending her away, but more were coming. At least a dozen were on the ground, and a dozen more pulled themselves out. A few shuffled between the stage supports toward the unsuspecting crowd just a curtain away.

      Nadia was battling like I was, but Frankie had backed up to the fence. She stared in horror at the scene.

      And where the hell was Jason?

      This was a mess. We had to contain the portal first, or there’d be no stopping the spread of monsters.

      “I’ll be right back,” I shouted to Nadia. Then, I sprinted toward Frankie.

      Her frightened eyes saw me coming, and she shook her head as I thundered up. “I can’t do it, Winter. I just can’t. These things…” Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      I grabbed her arm. “Listen to me. You can do it. You’re a bad bitch, and you’re great at magic. You can do it. Do you hear me?”

      She shrugged, still crying.

      I gripped her arm harder. “Do you want to prove your mom and dad right?”

      She blinked as if hearing me for the first time.

      “Everything I’ve done, everything I learned to do, is to prove I’m not like my parents. It’s to undo the wrongs they’ve done. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      She nodded slowly. Maybe I’d gotten through to her. Perhaps I’d not messed something up for once in my life. The moment was cut short when she yelled, “Look out!”

      A hand gripped my shoulder, then yanked me backward.

      My legs flailed as I was hauled through the air, but one of the stage struts abruptly stopped my journey. It smashed into my side, crunching bone and nearly knocking me unconscious before I fell to the ground.

      When I could look up, I couldn’t believe what I saw. The demon before me was massive. He wasn’t tall since the stage above us was only about twelve feet, but hunched over like it was, it was hard to tell what its height was. Massive muscles coiled under red, scale-like skin. Its face was skeletal and horrifying, like every demon on TV rolled into one. The smell of sulfur curled off it like a bad cologne. It watched me with eyes that burned with blue fire.

      It was a big one, a level-two demon second only to Satan himself. I’d only heard about them but had never seen one because they were rare. They didn’t leave hell for just any old occasion.

      They were also immensely powerful and nearly impossible to kill.

      Great.

      As I was calculating all this, it grabbed me by the ankle and swung me around, bashing my body into another stage strut. This time, I was sure I felt ribs break before I hit the ground.

      Pain blared from all over as the world grew dim. I was passing out, I could feel it, but, somewhere down deep, I knew I needed to get up and fight or it would just stomp me with one of its massive hooved feet and end it.

      This was not how I was going to go out.

      With my last remaining energy, I tried to feel that tingling magic again just as I had in my father’s lair. I focused inward, so deep it felt as if my brain and heart were one.

      Magic. I need magic. Heal my wounds. Fix me.

      At first, nothing happened, but then the smallest trickle of warmth started to spread. It felt like someone switched on a faucet inside my chest. A tiny stream of warm magic began to build in my heart and radiate out. Soon, I could feel my feet and hands again. Then, it was my legs and arms.

      It was working. My magic was working!

      When I was finally able to raise my head, I realized the demon wasn’t advancing on me. It was stomping toward the front.

      Toward the crowd.

      “No,” I groaned, crawling forward on my elbows and knees. I wasn’t healed, not anywhere close, but the magic had given me enough to stay conscious. Still, pain exploded across my body at every movement, but I had to keep moving forward.

      The demon slipped out from under the stage. The music around us must’ve blocked out the shrieks because I was sure there had to be some.

      I crawled faster. The pain in my ribs seemed to grow exponentially, making it hard to breathe, hard to think.

      Elbow. Knee. Elbow. Knee. I crawled toward the front of the stage.

      When I finally got there and slid under the curtain that blocked the crowd from view, I stared out in shock.

      Everything was in chaos. The demons had made their way into the crowd, scattering people. The problem was, not everyone had noticed. Some were still dancing, not aware man-eating demons were frolicking about. As I watched, one of the succubi swooped down and latched onto the neck of a concertgoer. His friend laughed, snapping a photo.

      They think it’s part of the show!

      “You have to get out. You have to run!” I stood, swaying on my feet, using any remaining lung power I had to scream, but no one could hear me.

      What could I do? So many would die tonight, and no one could hear me.

      A giant boom shook the entire area. The music cut off, and the lights went black.

      Someone screamed.

      A stampede began. Everyone rushed up and out, clamoring over each other in a mad attempt to flee, though most had no idea what or who they were running from. They’d seen enough terrorist attacks and mass shooters on TV to know that getting the hell out might be their only salvation.

      But now, without the stage lights, it was dark and panicked. People were acting crazy. I saw more than one knocked-down concertgoer not get back up.

      “Stop,” I said, stumbling forward. Wrappers and trash littered the main floor, but the people were all clustered on the ramps, bottlenecked and stuck. The demons had made their way up there, too, and were picking off those stuck at the back of the crowd.

      My gaze roved around the chaos. There were so many demons, and I was on my own.

      This was my greatest nightmare.

      I drew my sword. It didn’t matter. If I saved one life before I lost my own, it would be worth it.

      A series of pops sounded in the air. Ten people materialized around me. Each held a different magical demon blade, all glowing with slaying power.

      The one closest to me turned. Dax Murphy gave me a nod, then rushed toward the demons. The rest of the slayers did the same.

      Holy hell, they’d come. But how?

      Another pop shook the air, depositing Jason beside me.

      “You went to get them?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I’m your dude. I got you backup.”

      I clapped him on the back. “You are my dude.”

      Then I dove into the fray.
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      We kicked some demon ass that night.

      No need to rehash the gory details, but, between the twelve of us, with Jason and Frankie as magical support, we managed to finish off that group of demons pretty handily. Much blood was shed, and many demons banished back to hell. I may have enjoyed myself a bit too much. Killing demons was way too much fun.

      Dealing with the human population after the demons were dead? That was a lot more trouble.

      Many were injured. A few even killed. Jason and Frankie, along with some of the magically talented demon slayers, managed to track down most of the survivors and rearrange their memories of what happened. They blamed it on another terrorist attack. I was not a huge fan of that strategy. In my humble opinion, people should know about the shit they were dealing with, but, much to everyone’s relief, I wasn’t in charge.

      So, we’d cared for the wounded, then cleaned the mess up.

      And Frankie was the star of the day.

      She’d managed to close that portal after all, even with demons trying to eat her face. With Nadia as security, Frankie used her kick-butt magic to shut one of the most powerful portals ever recorded.

      But all she could think about were her parents.

      M.L.E. had arrested them. They were set to go to trial, then prison, for a long time.

      She had no siblings, no close aunts or uncles, and her grandparents were dead.

      But she had one thing—a friend who knew exactly what she was going through. Me.

      I moved in with her two weeks after the music festival.

      Lawrence Chambers had recovered, and he’d convinced M.L.E. to drop any investigation into me. He’d also protected Frankie to make sure she didn’t have to pay for the sins of her family, either. He was a great old dude, and we were super grateful to him.

      However, his health wasn’t back to one hundred percent, and he’d decided to retire.

      And guess who he’d put in charge of the Detroit branch of his firm?

      Dax freakin’ Murphy.

      That chaffed me more than a boatload of sand in my butt crack.

      Sure, Dax had technically also saved the day by swooping in at the last second with his Avengers slayer team, but what about all the demons I’d cut down by myself before that? Nobody talked about that. Nobody seemed to recall how I’d warned everyone the attack was coming or figured out where it would happen. They were all so happy I wasn’t in M.L.E. custody that they’d forgotten I might like some accolades, too.

      Not that I was bitter or anything.

      Whatever. Frankie and I were trying to settle into our new normal of her being exasperated with me until I made her laugh and me trying to figure out what the hell was the deal with her magical house. Rooms moved. Things disappeared. Walls sometimes talked. It was weird, to say the least, and Mr. Nutterbutter was not having it. He now lived in the kitchen in a cat bed in the corner, and he only left if I promised bacon.

      We were in that very kitchen drinking coffee and scrolling through our phones the morning someone knocked on our door.

      Frankie looked up at me, and I stared back. “Were you expecting someone?” she asked.

      “Who would I be expecting, Publishers Clearing House? No one knows I live here but you, Jason, and Chambers.”

      Her eyes went round as they always did when she was scared. I reached for the samurai blade Chambers had let me keep while she readied her attack spells.

      Together, we tiptoed to the front door.

      The front door was a strange thing that changed color and shape based on its own whims. Today, it was black and rectangular with no window out to the outside world. We had no way of knowing who was on the other side unless Frankie had a spell she wasn’t telling me about. My magic was still mostly useless, but we were working on it. Frankie had been giving me spell lessons.

      “Who do you think it is?” she asked.

      “Oprah. She wants your recommendations on her book club choice.”

      Frankie scowled. “We open it on the count of three.”

      “Fine,” I said, lifting my sword.

      “One, two, three.” She threw the door open.

      “Hello, ladies—” Dax said, but I cut him off by swinging my blade at him.

      But the bastard was fast, dodging left just in time to have the blade sail past and slash into the briefcase he held. It was a solid thing, most likely magic, but my sword did bite into the leather nicely.

      He held up the damaged case, raising an eyebrow. “Is that all, or do you want another swing?”

      “I’ll take another swing,” I said, but Frankie pushed me back.

      “Hi, Dax. How are you? Would you like to come in?”

      My jaw dropped. She knew how I felt about Dax Murphy, that lying, no-good, smug—

      “Yes, I would, Frankie, thank you.”

      Dax entered, still eying me like I might strike. He might be a liar and a bastard, but no one had ever said he was stupid.

      “Come to the kitchen,” Frankie purred, adjusting her mint-green turtleneck. “We have tea.”

      “We have tea,” I mocked, trailing behind. Was it wrong to strike a man in the back? Yes, but would it feel good? Also yes.

      Dax Murphy sat at our kitchen table in his thousand-dollar suit with his perfect hair, then folded his hands together. Frankie sat beside him. I stood off to the side, still holding my sword.

      “I’ll keep this brief,” Dax said, loosening his silk tie. “Chambers has put me in charge of the Detroit branch of the slayer firm. While I’ve found some amazing staff, there are some gaps.”

      “Gaps?” Frankie asked, blinking doe eyes at Dax in her weird way of flirting.

      He nodded. “I know you two probably don’t want to step foot into our offices again, too many bad memories, but I’ve come to offer you jobs.”

      Frankie clapped her hands, bouncing in her seat. “A job? That’s great!”

      “Is it?” I said. “Or is your staff just going to gossip about Frankie and her parents behind her back?”

      I knew how this went. People were vindictive assholes when one’s parents were criminals.

      Frankie shrunk down in her chair. “Oh, right.” Her gaze traveled back to Dax.

      He patted her hand. “I wouldn’t allow treatment like that in my office, I assure you.”

      Right.

      “I’ll do it. I want to do it.” Frankie beamed, taking Dax’s outstretched hand.

      Damn it, seeing her so happy made it hard for me to poo-poo her decision to take the job. I didn’t think employment with Dax would go well, but who was I to stand in the way of her happiness?

      I let them have their moment, stalking out the door and across the living room to the back porch that overlooked the lake.

      The house was weird, but it had one of the best views. The lake was calm today, frothy waves lapping against the dock and seagulls bobbing on the water while a few cartwheeled overhead. The air was fresh and blew my hair back from my face while the sun kissed it with its warm, mid-July rays.

      It would be hot soon. Maybe I’d take a dip. Perhaps I’d go for a run or watch a bad TV marathon. But then, what was I going to do after that? I had no job, no prospects. And my parents were still on the run, probably looking for me. I should move on but to where? I had no money.

      I needed to learn magic, but Frankie was my tutor. If she took the job with Dax, that would be over. What would I do then?

      Footsteps on the porch made me whirl around. Dax nodded, then gave me a one-shouldered shrug. When I didn’t cut him in half, he took that as an invitation to join me.

      “Frankie agreed to take the job,” he said, gazing out over the water.

      “Great,” I replied dryly.

      “There’s been some activity across the country. New Mexico. It could be the Viceroys trying to build up power again.”

      I swallowed hard. “So?”

      “So, we could use someone who knows them.”

      This burned my biscuits. I whirled on him. “So you want to use me again, is that it? Dumb old Winter is so easy to trick and simple to get rid of. Use her and lose her. Is that it? How dumb do you think I am?”

      At least he had the good sense to look ashamed, though it could be an act. “I don’t think you are dumb.”

      “Yeah, well…” Good comeback, Winter.

      “I’ve had some time to think about what I did. Even though you did steal my blade first, what I did was wrong.”

      I glowered into the distance, but I was shocked. Dax Murphy was apologizing to me?

      “What do you want from me, Dax?” I asked, still not looking at him.

      “Consider taking the job. Even as on a trial basis. I saw what you could do back there. We need you.”

      “Who’s Rebekah?” I asked.

      He stared at me, his eyes wide, but I held my ground. “If you want me to consider a job with you, I want to know who Rebekah is. You know all my secrets, now I want to know yours.”

      Dax swallowed, yanking on his tie. “If I tell you, you must swear not to tell anyone. Do you swear?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Pinky swear,” he said, holding out his hand.

      When I held my hand out, Dax wrapped his pinky around mine. I did not focus on how smooth his skin was or how good he smelled. When our fingers joined, a magical tingle broke out along my skin. I shivered, unable to help myself.

      His spell wound around my finger, securing my pinky swear. Now, if I told his secret, a curse or something equally as foul would befall me, but what did I care? I wasn’t going to tell anyone.

      Dax pulled his hand away once the magic was secure, then stared out at the lake. “Rebekah is my sister.”

      “Well, that’s a very boring secret,” I said. “Why don’t I buy it?”

      “No one knows about her,” he said, side-eyeing me before looking away again. “She is afflicted with a magical illness that most people do not understand. There is a lot of superstition surrounding her malady. Frankly, my parents are ashamed of her. Most people have no idea she even exists.”

      That was true. I did extensive internet research on Dax and his family, I hadn’t seen any reference to him having a sister.

      “So she’s just, like, locked away in the basement all the time?” I asked, feeling sorry for the girl. What kind of affliction could she possibly have? Demon measles? The gout?

      Dax shook his head, his expression still tight. “I’m there with her. In case you haven’t noticed, I still live with my parents. There’s a reason for that.”

      I pondered this. He stayed for his sister? That was admirable. And if he weren’t some weirdo pedophile and was only trying to protect her secret, that meant all the nasty things I’d thought about him were false.

      Still, I felt like something didn’t add up.

      “I won’t tell anyone,” I said, pivoting to leave.

      He nodded, then added, “I hope you consider the job. It’s a real offer. We could use you, Winter.” Then he walked away, leaving me alone on the porch.

      When I glanced back, I noticed something at my feet—the briefcase with the slashed leather.

      Glancing around, I lifted and inspected it. It was an easy flip-lock. I slid my thumbs along it, flipping it open.

      The demon blade—the one I’d stolen and he’d taken back—was strapped to the briefcase’s smooth lining.

      A note rested beside it. This is yours if you promise not to steal anything else.

      A gift and a jab all in one. I closed the lid, then held the case close to my chest as emotions swirled inside me.

      Frankie appeared in the doorway, eyeing me. “Well, are you going to take the job or not?”

      I sighed deeply. “Yeah, I guess, but only to look after your clumsy ass.”

      “Or to look after Dax’s perfectly shaped ass?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

      I scowled.

      “Well, yay!” She clapped her hands again. “I’m going to start going through my mom’s closet for a wardrobe.”

      “Frankie, stop. We need to talk this over.”

      I followed her inside, knowing her outfit choices were the first of many disasters I was going to help her avoid. There were only so many turtlenecks the world could take.
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      The figure in black stood at the end of the long, dark cavern, illuminated by candlelight. It was an illusion spell, but it did the job of creating the grim atmosphere they intended.

      I swallowed hard, adjusting my tie. I wanted to get this over with as soon as possible. Just being in the same room with these murderous psychopaths made my skin crawl, but I was doing what I had to do, what I’d always done—preserving my family at all costs.

      The two hooded figures might have admired that if they were less insane.

      They wore their distorted masks, the melted Mickey Mouse and snarling wolf as if I didn’t know who they were. Of course, I knew. People didn’t make a deal with the devil thinking it was an angel. They knew they were signing their name in the red guy’s book no matter what.

      “Come forward,” the howling voice called.

      Grinding my teeth, I did as told, stopping before the stone dais where the pair stood. I clasped my hands at my waist, trying to look nonchalant. “Can we speed this up? I have a meeting at five.”

      “Did you give her the job?” The voice that spoke was genderless and inhuman, not coming from either figure directly, so I couldn’t tell which had spoken. It was probably for the best not to know too many details. As my father said, the devil was in the details.

      “I gave her the job as you instructed, yes,” I answered.

      “And she accepted it?” The Mickey Mouse cocked his or her head.

      “Yep. As far as I know.”

      “You need to know,” the voice boomed.

      My hands involuntarily formed into fists. “Look, I’ll be able to keep a close eye on her. What more could you want?”

      “We want her,” the voice said. “We’ll be coming for her when the time is right.”

      “How wonderfully cryptic,” I murmured. “Fine. But you do as you promised.”

      “We made a bargain. We will follow through if you do. You may go.” The wolfish one waved a gloved hand in dismissal. “But know this, if you cross us, everyone you know and love will be devoured.”

      “So you’ve said,” I answered, trying to keep the fury out of my voice. They’d found my one weakness, my one sticking point. I couldn’t risk my sister—I’d do anything to protect her. Even this.

      “You’ll finish Raya yourself when the end comes,” the wolfish one said, staring right at me.

      Anger rose, threatening to boil over. “That wasn’t part of our deal. I can’t do that.”

      “You will end her, or we’ll end you. How would Rebekah feel about that?”

      The anger was turning to fury now. How dare he speak her name? I had tried so hard to shield her from all this. Sweet, loving, non-magical Rebekah.

      I spoke through gritted teeth. “Fine. I’ll do it. But you leave my sister alone or I will end you.”

      The wolfish one seemed to grin harder, though maybe it was a trick of the light. “We’ll be in touch.”

      They disappeared—as did the cavern. Everything disintegrated until I stood alone on a dark street corner, wondering what in the hell I’d just agreed to do, but knowing I had no choice.

      When they gave the order, I would be the one to take Winter out for good.
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Chapter One

      “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 empty 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, he’d drugged me, then he’d 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 chalk 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 sulphur lingered—the unmistakable scent of a demon attack. 

      



  




CHAPTER TWO

      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. This is 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 actually a really 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. Come save my ass or something. ‘Kay?”

      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 sulphur 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 properly motivate you?” 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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      Of course, magic is real. Everybody knows that.
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      Just like that, the Supernatural Academy swoops in and recruits me. But I don’t belong there, and everyone else agrees, including, Rowan Underwood, this rich and annoyingly handsome warlock who has it in for me. He’s investigating the theft of magical artifacts, and he thinks I’m involved. 
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      But I can’t worry about that, not while dead kings try to drain my essence or a spell from these angry pixie minotaurs sends my hair follicles into overdrive until I look like Cousin It.

      Yet, I can’t avoid Rowan, and while I learn enough magic to stay alive, I also need to keep myself from falling for a guy who’s clearly my worst decision ever.
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