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Preface

 Wolf of Fire is a paranormal shifter romance and is the first book in the four-book  Supernatural Curse  series. The recommended reading age is 18+. 

∞     ∞     ∞

To note, this book ends on a cliffhanger. 

Chapter 1

“Are  you  really  going  to  kill  me?”  The  university  student  smirked  at  my  sister  as  his  two  friends flanked his sides. 

Tessa smiled sweetly. “Yep, only ’cause you asked for it.” 

I arched an eyebrow and leaned casually against a bookshelf in the magic shop my twin sister and I owned. “You should be careful what you wish for,” I taunted. 

One  of  the  students  shot  his  eyes  to  me,  his  cheeks  scattered  with  acne.  Fear  grew  in  his expression. 

I just winked. 

Tessa’s hand drew back, her attention shifting to the student she was going to end. 

His throat bobbed. “Is it going to—” 

Tessa’s hand flew forward, the curse exploding from her fingertips. 

A sparkling magenta light zapped through the air, arcing like a glowing firework. The curse hit the  student  square  in  the  chest.  He  seized,  his  entire  body  turning  into  a  stiff  plank  of  disbelief  and hipster clothing as his friends’ gasps filled the shop. 

As he began to topple, Tessa whispered another spell and her magic flowed through the air like a warm cloud, cocooning the student and lowering him gently to the oak floorboards. 

“Told you!” I called good-naturedly to his friends before picking up the feather duster I’d set on the shelf behind me. 

“Holy shit, that actually worked!” one of the students exclaimed. He was probably no more than nineteen given the zits on his face. Like the other university dudes, he wore his jeans low on his hips and had his flannel sleeves rolled up to the elbows. 

The  other  one—a  tall,  lanky  sorcerer—gaped  at  their  immobile  friend  on  the  floor  before  he turned eager eyes on Tessa, then me. “So he’s actually dead?” 

My twin pursed her lips as her magic dispersed. “Clinically, yes. Spiritually, no.” 

The two shared dumbfounded expressions, then looked to me. 

“That translates to he’s dead as a doornail,” I clarified. “At least, for the moment.” 

Lanky Dude squatted and felt for his friend’s pulse. “Shit, his heart really stopped. So, will he remember it? Being dead, I mean?” 

Tessa smiled sweetly. “No, he’ll wake up just as if he were sleeping. He won’t remember being dead at all.” 

“And he won’t be hurt?” Acne’s eyes danced with excitement, his head bobbing between me and my twin. 

I dusted off another shelf. “No harm whatsoever. It’s merely a prank curse, intended for harmless play  only.  But  as  the  instructions  explain,  Practically  Perfect  is  not  liable  for  any  bodily  harm, injuries, magical calamities, or misuse. Should you choose to purchase—” I rattled off the rest of our disclaimer that our magistrate insisted we attach to every potion, brew, spell, enchantment, magical device, etcetera, that we sold in our store. It was a disclaimer Tessa often forgot to disclose. 

When  I  finished  the  long-winded  small  print  spiel,  Tessa  flashed  another  dazzling  smile.  “In other words, use it at your own risk.” 

“Wicked.” Lanky Dude grinned. “How much is it?” 

“Well,  that  depends.”  Tessa  tapped  her  chin.  “We’re  running  a  special  today,  but  the  purchase has to be made before we close this evening to get the deal.” 

“Yeah, that’s why we’re here.” Acne pulled out his wallet. “We saw your ad online.” 

I dusted another shelf. “If you want the deal, it’s five curses for five hundred total, saving you fifty bucks a curse.” 

“What  Tala  said,”  Tessa  stated,  giving  me  a  barely  concealed  glare  that  said,  Okay,  I’m  done throwing the curse. Now, butt out. 

I mimed sealing my lips shut and resumed dusting. 

Tessa fluffed her hair and smoothed her skirt, the flowing floral-print swirling around her calves as she moved gracefully around the teenagers. Some joked that my identical sister and I looked as if we’d been cherry-picked straight from the California coast. Considering we had light tans year-round, naturally blond hair, and deep-blue eyes, I couldn’t exactly argue, but the reality was that we’d lived in Chicago since we were born. 

But our identical looks were where our similarities ended. Whereas Tessa’s persona came off as innocent and fragile, mine was the exact opposite. Typically, I wore fitted jeans and black T-shirts to work. Lifting heavy boxes in the storeroom while wearing strappy sandals and being encumbered by restrictive dresses generally guaranteed a sprained ankle. And the dust and grime on the boxes made me  appallingly  dirty  within  minutes,  hence  why  black  was  my  favorite  color  at  work.  Besides,  I wasn’t really a dress type of girl. I much preferred jeans and a T-shirt. 

The  bell  jingled  over  the  front  door  as  new  customers  entered.  Our  triggered  enchantment released a plume of glitter when the door’s spell activated. It fell on a group of middle-school girls who sauntered over the threshold. They all giggled when the cloud of sparkles settled on their clothes and exposed skin before it disappeared in an aqua-colored fog. 

“Oh my gods, did you see that?” The tallest one inspected her shimmering arm. 

“My skin was glowing!” her blond friend exclaimed. 

“I looked like a fairy,” the one with strawberry-blond curls chimed in. 

I grinned. “I’m guessing this is your first time to Practically Perfect?” 

“Yes!” Strawberry-blond Curls replied excitedly. 

I eyed the remnants of the aqua-hued cloud. “Potion spells are in the back corner.” 

The tall one cocked her head. “How did you know that’s what we’re shopping for?” 

I gave her a sly shrug. “Call it a hunch. Oh, and don’t mind the dead guy on the floor. He’ll be alive in another minute.” 

They  cast  curious  glances  at  Dead  Dude,  then  scurried  to  the  back,  already  whispering  and squealing over whatever scheme had brought them here. 

I bit back a smile. It’d been my idea to add the front door illusion enchantment when we opened the store. The enchantment specifically homed in on each customer’s desires. The group of girls was obviously  here  for  glamour  potions,  hence  why  the  glitter  was  released  to  make  them  glow  and appear  briefly  like  fairies.  Sure  enough,  their  squeals  increased  as  they  began  reading  our  potion labels. 

I  continued  dusting  from  shelf  to  shelf,  paying  particular  attention  to  the  row  of  books  in  our master brewers section. Those bindings beckoned dust. 

Whispering a spell, I let go of the feather duster to check the time on my phone. I was expecting a shipment this afternoon and wanted to know if it was still delivering. The duster continued sweeping since  I’d  temporarily  spelled  it  to  clean  on  its  own.  I  trailed  along  behind  it  before  I  let  out  a  low curse when I saw the shipment was delayed by an hour. 

 Caught in the magical decontamination ward in Pennsylvania, the email stated. 

I grumbled. Those were one of the more annoying delays since they happened frequently to our incoming overseas and fae realm products. The decontamination wards made U.S. Customs look like a  well-oiled  machine,  but  the  Supernatural  Border  Administration  insisted  on  the  wards  since  it removed  any  lingering  spells,  hexes,  or  enchantments  that  could  potentially  hide  black  market materials that less scrupulous business owners were trying to smuggle into the country. 

“So much for getting out on time tonight,” I muttered before shoving my phone into my pocket. 

“So if we buy ten curses, will you drop the price to seven hundred?” My ears pricked toward the voice of Lanky Dude. He was currently fanning through his wad of cash. Acne did the same. 

“Well . . .” Tessa’s eyebrows pinched together. The school girls let out another string of giggles as  they  read  one  of  the  potion  labels—a  love  spell.  “I  mean,  we  don’t  usually  allow  bargaining.” 

Tessa twisted her hands. 

“No  discounts,  guys,”  I  called  over  my  shoulder,  knowing  Tessa  wouldn’t  mind  this  type  of interruption.  She  hated  confrontation.  “The  sale  price  is  five  hundred  for  five  curses,  so  ten  curses would be a thousand.” I moved to the next shelf, gripping the feather duster again. 

“How about eight hundred?” Lanky Dude asked. 

I held eye contact, my expression not faltering. “Ten curses are a thousand even, no bargaining. 

But, if it makes you feel better, that’s actually a very good deal considering the ingredients used in the product.  They’re  hard  to  come  by,  and  I  can  guarantee  you  won’t  find  any  legitimate  curse  on  the market like ours.” 

Lanky Dude continued to eye me, but when I simply arched an eyebrow, he sighed and pulled out the remaining cash. “You got the other five?” he asked Acne. “That was the deal, right? We pay, and Evan gets the curse placed on him to make sure it works?” 

Acne nodded. “Yeah, no problem, bro.” 

Tessa  mouthed   thank  you  to  me  and  stopped  twisting  her  hands  as  Lanky  Dude  and  Acne combined their funds. 

Evan roused on the floor, his eyes fluttering open, just as they finished. 

“Bro, still alive then?” Acne crouched down and clapped his now-alive friend on the back when he sat up. 

Lanky Dude checked the wall clock. “Ten minutes on the dot, just like the ad said. How do ya feel?” 

Evan yawned. “Fine, I guess. Was I really dead?” 

“Yep. Dead as road kill, my man.” Lanky Dude offered a hand to help him up. 

Tessa  daintily  swirled  beside  him.  “Dead  for  an  entire  ten  minutes  and  zero  seconds,  just  as promised.” 

“Wicked.” Evan dusted his jeans off. “That’s some pretty accurate timing.” 

“So  you  really  invented  this  spell?”  Acne  asked  Tessa  as  Evan  rubbed  his  face,  looking  more alert by the second. The side effects of the death curse never lasted long. 

“I did.” My sister bobbed her head. “I invented it last year, but it wasn’t an easy one. That one took several months of careful mixing and brewing to get all of the ingredients right. Too much or too little of the ingredients and the soul wouldn’t stay tethered to the body, causing one’s soul to cross to the afterlife. It took a bit of finessing, but I got the concoction right in the end.” 

Lanky Dude cocked his head. “Has anyone ever  not come back?” 

Tessa’s  sapphire-colored  eyes  widened,  an  offended  expression  streaking  across  her  face. 

“Absolutely not. We don’t sell spells that are lethal. Those types of spells are only found on the black

market. Best to keep your distance from anything like that.” She sniffed and smoothed her skirt again. 

I  placed  the  feather  duster  on  the  shelf  next  to  our  enchanted  clothing  section,  one  of  our  top sellers  to  the  local  supernaturals  in  Chicago.  The  wind  off  Lake  Michigan  could  be  fierce  at  times while the sun downtown could bake you. The clothing adjusted to the elements, either thickening or thinning to accommodate the shifting temperatures. 

I  made  my  way  to  the  front  counter  since  the  college  guys  looked  like  they  were  ready  to purchase. “I can ring you boys up if you’re ready.” 

Tessa  smiled  pleasantly.  “Tala  will  take  it  from  here.  She’s  best  with  the  legal  stuff.”  Tessa waved the college guys my way before twirling to the school girls. 

“Oh my goddess, here she comes!” one of the girls hissed when Tessa glided toward them. 

A grin streaked across my twin’s face, making her cheeks lift as her eyes sparkled. 

“It’s really her!” one of the girls whispered loudly. 

When Tessa reached them, she beamed. “And what are you young ladies looking for today?” 

They all stared at her tongue-tied. 

“Is it always like that?” Lanky Dude asked me at the counter, bills in hand. 

“Usually,” I replied as I pulled out our curse ledger. “Have you heard of my sister too?” 

Lanky  Dude  shrugged.  “Hasn’t  everyone?  The  gorgeous  blond  witch—”  He  coughed,  his  eyes bugging out. “I mean, the young witch with more power than all the witches in Chicago who can brew potions  and  spells  that  other  witches  can  only  dream  of?  Yeah,  we’ve  heard  of  her.  It’s  why  we’re here.” 

“Well,  what  you’ve  heard  is  correct.”  I  opened  the  ledger  to  the  last  page.  “Tessa’s  magic  is wickedly  strong,  which  is  why  you  can  rest  easy  that  the  curses  you’re  purchasing  are  not  only effective but incredibly safe.” 

I pointed at the area on the ledger that tracked who we sold our more dangerous goods to. While the death curses were intended as harmless pranks, they could also scare the living daylights out of someone and warrant unnecessary emergency calls. Our business didn’t need that drama or liability. 

“All three of you need to read the small print, then leave a drop of blood here, which states that you understand the terms and conditions before I ring you up.” 

Evan cocked his head, a lock of shaggy brown hair falling in front of his eyes. “Seriously?” 

I smiled sweetly, doing my best to mimic my sister’s natural charm. Given that Evan’s grumpy expression remained, I resorted to my usual directness. “Seriously.” 

They  all  grumbled  but  allowed  the  enchanted  ledger  to  prick  their  thumbs  before  cataloguing their  blood,  identities,  and  acknowledgement  of  consent.  Once  finished,  I  rang  them  up,  then  pulled ten tablets of the death curse from the locked box under the counter and slipped them into individually sealed bags, each with an instruction card. 

In order for the curses to work, the user had to ingest the tablet and whisper the accompanying spell within ten minutes of taking the tablet. Pretty easy considering that particular curse took months of production to get right. 

A  waft  of  raggenroot  rose  from  each  bag  when  I  cinched  them  closed.  My  senses  tingled  in awareness at the rare plant. That particular root was only harvested in the fae lands and cost a pretty penny. 

Acne  held  out  his  hand  for  the  curses,  and  after  placing  them  all  in  a  carrying  sack  with  our Practically  Perfect  logo  on  the  outside,  I  looped  it  around  his  fingers.  “Make  sure  you  follow  the directions and memorize the spell beforehand. If you don’t follow all of the directions precisely, the curses won’t work.” 

“Roger that.” Acne saluted me. 

The guys dipped their heads together as they began scheming on who they were going to prank at their frat house first. When they reached the front door, the bell jingled again, and each guy went to their enchanted hover board that glided several inches off the ground when they flew. 

Outside, dozens of supernaturals walked along the streets as they meandered through our small supernatural  marketplace  hidden  to  the  humans  in  downtown  Chicago.  Autumn  had  arrived,  and  the sun shone brightly. I was happy to see a familiar sweater on one supernatural that passed—it was our label. 

Turning back to the dusty shelves, I picked up my feather duster and resumed cleaning as Tessa continued to dazzle the middle-school girls. 

The giggles in the corner didn’t lessen as Tessa sashayed about the displays, her skirt brushing the shelves and racks. Each girl watched her with rapt attention, and the smile on Tessa’s face grew and grew the more enamored they became with her. 

My  forehead  puckered  as  I  began  mentally  going  through  the  list  of  herbs  and  roots  we  had arriving in  the  afternoon shipment.  We  were still  short  on  disselweed, so  I’d  have to  contact  a  few more vendors to get the amount we needed by next week—

The front door jingled as a new customer entered. I waited for the spell to trigger, alerting us to what he was here to buy, but . . . it didn’t come. 

The newest customer prowled into the shop, his footsteps silent despite his large frame. He was tall,  easily  six-three  with  meaty-looking  arms  and  a  heavy  brow.  A  black  jacket  with  a  stiff  collar covered  his  upper  half.  Dark  jeans  clung  to  his  strong  legs,  and  a  cap  was  slung  low  over  his forehead. 

I continued dusting but watched him out of the corner of my eye. 

“Right this way,” Tessa called cheerily to the group of girls. 

I set my duster down again and moved to the counter. 

“I can’t wait to try this!” Strawberry-blond Curls exclaimed. “The look on Meredith’s face when I show up to her party glamored, looking better than her, will be priceless.” She sighed. “It’ll be the first time she’s not the center of attention.” 

“And she won’t even know it’s you!” the tall one replied. 

Tessa waved them off to me. 

“Thank  you!”  the  blond  one  called  to  my  sister.  “And  thank  you  for  autographing  our  shirts. 

Meredith will die when she learns that we met you in person.” 

I  hit  a  few  buttons  on  the  register  when  they  dropped  the  potion  into  my  hand.  “I  take  it Meredith’s not a best friend of yours?” 

The  tall  one’s  face  darkened.  “Not  at  all.  She’s  a  total  bitch  who  stole  Ria’s  boyfriend.”  She nodded toward Strawberry-blond Curls, evidently named Ria. 

Ria’s lips turned downward, her face falling. She eyed the potion again, hope blooming in her eyes. “I’m going to use that to win him back. I’m going to look better than Meredith ever did.” 

“You’re  going  to  look  amazing!”  the  tall  one  agreed  before  she  and  the  blond  began  thumbing through the trinkets in our display rack. 

I  checked  the  potion’s  label.  Ria  had  chosen  one  of  our  most  expensive  glamor  potions  that would  transform  her  into  a  statuesque  magnetic-looking,  young  woman  with  perfectly  symmetrical features that would rival a supermodel’s. 

I leaned over the counter to look Ria in the eye. “This potion will last for six hours and will take five minutes before it’s fully effective.” 

Ria smiled, straight teeth appearing between her lips. “Your sister said I’ll be the most stunning girl at the party.” 

“You will be,” I agreed, “but if your ex-boyfriend comes crawling back to you just ’cause you look different than you do now, you might want to ask yourself if he’s worth it. Any guy who doesn’t love you for  you, is a waste of time in my book.” 

Ria’s  eyes  widened  when  I  straightened,  her  gaze  raking  over  my  unflinching  expression.  “He said  Meredith’s  prettier  than  me.  That’s  why  he  dumped  me  for  her.  That  and  she  was  doing everything she could to steal him from me,” she added bitterly. 

I gave a sympathetic smile but then said, “Most guys who allow themselves to be ‘stolen’ would have left eventually anyway.” 

Her brow furrowed. “You sound like it’s happened to you before. Has anyone ever stolen your boyfriend?” She eyed her friends who were still caught up in our display rack. 

“Yep, it happened to me too when I was about your age. Steven Ghastler. I had the biggest crush on  him,  but  then  he  left  me  for  Rosey  Winters.  I  was  devastated.”  I  shrugged.  “But  that  happens  to most  people  at  some  point  in  their  life,  and  when  it  does,  you  have  to  ask  yourself  if  he  was  ever worth  it  in  the  first  place.”  Ria’s  brow  pinched  together  so  I  continued.  “Because  any  dude  who’s chasing pretty faces is probably a shallow dimwit who’s not worth your time.” 

Ria gaped, before she muffled a laugh. 

I grinned and winked at her. 

She eyed the potion again and swallowed hard. After a moment, she bit her lip, then slid the tiny vial across the counter to me. “On second thought, I don’t need the potion. I’m going to the party as myself.” 

My smile grew as I picked up the vial. “Have fun!” Nodding toward her friends, I added, “With a crew like that, it should be a good time regardless. Remember, it’s all what you make of it.” 

Ria’s back straightened, a new light entering her eyes before she gathered her friends, hooking her arms through theirs. “You’re right. It’s what we make of it.” 

Her friends’ mouths slackened when they saw the potion sitting idly in my hands, but then they caught sight of Ria’s determined expression. 

“You’re not buying it?” the blond one asked. 

Ria shook her head. “Nope. I don’t need it.” 

They shrugged, then let out a string of giggles when they showed her the rings on the counter that told fortunes. The blond girl had put one on. It said she’d find love tonight. 

Ria joined in their laughing, before they put the rings back and hurried out the front door. 

I straightened the rings, then tossed the unpurchased potion into the box for items that would need re-shelving. 

Across the store, the lone man in the shop picked up a glass charm in the shape of a toad. All of the charms on that shelf cast protective wards around valuables when activated. 

“Those are perfect for guarding family heirlooms or precious items.” Tessa slid toward him. A pink stain filled her cheeks. “Would you like a demonstration?” 

His lips curved. “If you don’t mind.” 

Tessa’s smile grew, her eyes sparkling—her telltale excitement obvious as I returned to dusting the shelf. 

After  Tessa  finished  her  demonstration,  she  curled  her  finger  at  the  big  guy  and  had  him following her down every aisle. She was more than happy to oblige every time he asked her to show him what our various trinkets, potions, and enchantments did. 

I tried to hide my cringe. While demonstrations were needed at times to sell a product, they also cost  money.  There  goes  six  hundred  dollars  down  the  drain,  I  thought  when  Tessa  picked  up  an elixir. 

Tessa glanced in my direction and hastily put the packet down. 

It  was  only  then  I  realized  I  was  scowling  in  her  direction,  but  that  elixir  took  three  weeks  to fully prepare and cost sixty dollars per packet in raw materials alone. 

“Perhaps I won’t show you that one.” Tessa’s bright white teeth flashed in a smile. “You’ll just have  to  trust  me  that  it  heals  all  imperfections  and  blemishes  on  your  skin  for  a  minimum  of  two weeks.” 

“You don’t need to convince me.” The man smirked. “If your looks are any indication of what it can do.” 

 Oh gods. Gag. 

But Tessa’s lashes descended over her cheeks as she flushed. 

I held back an eye roll. 

“Now  if  you’re  looking  for  tasty  snacks,  we  have  an  entire  aisle  of  scrumptious  low-calorie products.”  Tessa  led  him  around  the  corner  near  the  back  of  the  store.  When  he  turned  down  the grocery aisle, the collar on his leather jacket inched downward. A dark flash of ink appeared. 

I caught a peek of a tattoo in the shape of a . . . constellation? I couldn’t be sure, but the weird star pattern also had spikes around it with triangles. They looked like arrows. 

But just as quickly as the tattoo appeared, his collar lifted, hiding it again. 

My heart rate increased as a sense of uneasiness coursed through me. Slipping quietly to the next shelf,  I  pretended  to  dust  again  as  I  opened  my  senses  and  let  my  magic  wash  subtly  toward  him, hoping I’d get a sense of his aura. But just as a small stream of my magic made contact with his, a hot zap jolted me. 

I  squeaked  at  the  unexpected  flash  of  heat  and  dropped  the  feather  duster.  It  fell  to  the  floor making a noisy clatter, but neither Star Tattoo Guy nor Tessa so much as looked in my direction. They were too enamored with each other. 

 What the hell? My magic is seriously messed up right now.  It was the second time in the past forty-eight hours that my magic had reacted that way.  Maybe I’m coming down with something. 

I hastily crouched down, groping for the feather duster, just as my cell phone rang. I grabbed the duster and whipped my phone out, expecting to see an incoming call from my delivery driver. But the name that flashed on the screen made me pause. 

Carlos. 

My  phone  rang  again  as  Carlos’s  picture  continued  to  stare  back  at  me.  His  deep-bronze  skin, dark hair, and wide smile looked so familiar, and yet not at the same time. When did we last speak? 

Two years ago? We’d kept in touch for a year after his move halfway around the world, but as most relationships go when long distance becomes a factor, the time and commitment proved too tough to navigate. We’d never technically broken up. Our relationship had more fizzled out. 

So why was he calling me? 

Before I could decide if I wanted to answer or not, his call went to voicemail. 

Tessa  continued  dazzling  Star  Tattoo  Guy,  completely  in  her  element.  I  debated  opening  my voicemail to see if my ex had left a message, but my phone rang again. 

My heart leaped, but instead of Carlos calling again, our accountant’s name flashed across the screen. I quickly swiped my finger across it. 

Greyson’s  loud  voice  boomed  through  the  phone  before  I’d  even  said  hello.  “Tala,  you  there? 

Did I reach you at an okay time? Was hoping to go through this quarter’s numbers with you quickly, if you have a minute? I have to get this filed with the SFA today, and I’ve come across a discrepancy that you can probably clear up.” 

 Ugh.   I’d  nearly  forgotten.  Today  was  quarterly  tax  filing  day  at  the  Supernatural  Financial Assembly—every business owner’s favorite day. At least it wasn’t the annual one. Those were even worse since they required in-person filing to ensure nobody was trying to impersonate someone else’s business or magically alter their information. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time a crafty sorcerer had tried to pull a fast one on the SFA. 

“Sure, Greyson. What do you need?” I eyed Tessa as she spoke with Star Tattoo Guy. He held up a  potion  used  to  preserve  one’s  dreams  so  they  could  be  re-lived  when  awake.  That  one  was  very popular with supernaturals who’d recently lost loved ones. 

Except  Star  Tattoo  Guy  seemed  more  interested  in  studying  Tessa’s  slim  fingers  and  swelling cleavage. I held back a scoff.  Men. 

A ding came from my phone. I pulled it away to see that a new text had arrived—from Carlos. 

My lips parted. 

“Tala? You still there?” Greyson’s question snapped my attention to our conversation. 

I brought my phone back to my ear. “Yes, sorry. What did you say?” 

“Can  you  run  through  last  month’s  financials  with  me  on  the  fae  lands  imports?  My  numbers aren’t jiving. I must have hit a key and accidentally deleted a column, but I’m not sure which one.” 

“Sure, let me get to my computer.” I skirted behind the register to the door leading to the office. 

Once  inside,  I  flipped  open  my  laptop.  The  news  popped  up  since  I  kept  up  to  date  on supernatural news online. It was good for business as it kept me sharp with current affairs that could affect supplies and distributors. The latest stories flashed bright pictures, highlighting the fluctuation in the stock market, indicating the companies owned by supernaturals. Below that, an opinion piece had the provocative title,  Is magically altering your body good for your marriage?  And a story in the community section at the bottom reported that the immensely magical New Hampshire millionaire who’d disappeared a few weeks ago was still nowhere to be found. 

I  closed  the  news  so  I  wouldn’t  get  distracted  and  pulled  up  the  program  that  contained  our inventory,  sales,  financials,  and  shipments.  “Do  you  want  me  to  email  over  my  spreadsheet  of  our imports from last month? It might be easier than going through each one.” 

“Yeah, that works. Send it over. Oh, and since I’ve got you on the phone, I’ve been meaning to ask you about Q4’s revenue projections. Do you have a minute to go through those?” 

“Sure, just give me a sec.” I craned my neck to see through the still cracked door. I caught a flash of black material—Star Tattoo Guy’s jacket—then the sound of Tessa’s tinkling laugh. 

 She’s fine. 

Leaning back on my chair, I nudged the door closed so our financials wouldn’t be heard in the shop. When I shifted my attention back to the phone, Carlos’s text appeared. 

 Hey, I’m back in Chicago. Can I buy you a drink tonight? 

I stared at it in shock for a moment, then shook my head.  I’ll get to that later. 

“I’m back,” I said to Greyson. “And yep, fire away about Q4.” 

∞     ∞     ∞

By  the  time  I  got  off  the  phone,  at  least  twenty  minutes  had  passed.  I  hadn’t  heard  the  bell  ring

again, so at least Tessa wasn’t swimming in customers. 

After closing my laptop, I ventured back to the shop, but all was quiet. 

“Tess?”  My  boots  stomped  softly  on  the  floor  as  I  peered  down  each  aisle  and  around  every rack, but Tessa wasn’t up front and neither was Star Tattoo Guy. 

 Weird.  I hadn’t heard the front door jingle, which would have alerted me to him leaving. Even in the office I could hear its faint bell with the door closed. 

“Tessa?” I called again. As a rule, we never left the front of the shop unattended for more than a minute, and since the clock hadn’t struck five yet—when Nicole’s shift started—it was still just Tess and me running the store. 

I moved at a clipped pace to the back storeroom, ’cause if Tessa wasn’t up front or in the office, the back storeroom was the only place left for her to be. 

“Tessa?”  I  pushed  through  the  heavy  door  to  the  back.  Boxes  greeted  me,  all  of  them  neatly stacked and stowed in alphabetical order on the shelves. Silence greeted me. 

Irritation  prickled  my  skin.  Not  again.  I  checked  the  small  employee  bathroom  first.  Empty. 

 Tessa, I’m gonna skin you alive if you disappeared on me again. 

Picking up my pace, I searched down each aisle but didn’t see my sister’s flowing skirt, blond hair, or hear her tinkling laugh. And Star Tattoo Guy was long gone. 

Annoyance sank its teeth into me, tearing off a huge bite. The last thing I needed was my sister leaving for another impulsive trip to wherever the hell she went to this time. Our busiest hours were about to start since it was almost five. 

Grumbling, I was about to head back up front when a breeze caressed my cheeks. It carried the hint  of  street  dust.  I  jogged  to  the  very  back,  and  sure  enough,  the  large  back  door,  only  used  for deliveries, was wide open. 

 Of course.  I sighed in relief.   The shipment must be here.  And to think I’d automatically assumed the worst of Tess. 

Guilt niggled me again as I called, “I can take it from here!” 

My  sister  hated  doing  deliveries.  The  boxes  were  dirty  and  heavy,  and  it  required  careful inventory to ensure everything had arrived and was catalogued and stored correctly. 

But  when  I  reached  the  back  door,  neither  the  hum  of  the  delivery  truck  nor  the  bang  of  truck doors came. Neither did my sister’s cheerful voice. 

Frowning, I peered into the alleyway. It was empty, but a flash of brown in my peripheral vision caught my attention. 

Tessa’s sandal lay on the ground. It was the one she’d been wearing with her floral-print skirt. 

I  hurried  over  to  it,  the  sense  of  unease  returning  and  pulsing  through  me.  Of  its  own  accord, magic coursed through my veins, humming through my body as I opened myself up to the world around me  while  channeling  the  psychic  portion  of  my  power.  Thankfully,  it  reacted  normally  this  time, swirling and growing, unlike what had happened with Star Tattoo Guy earlier. 

Reaching out with my mental power, I settled it on Tessa’s shoe. 

A black cloud of fear hit me first. Then the remnant of a struggle. Tessa’s scream came next, the sharp, piercing sound cutting through my magic’s fog. 

My  breath  caught  as  psychic  energy  poured  through  me,  soaking  into  my  cells  and  infusing  my being with the horrific images pummeling my mind. I fell to the ground and groped for Tessa’s sandal. 

The  second  my  skin  made  contact  with  the  leather,  a  flash  of  imagery  so  intense  and  clear entered  my  mind  that  I  stopped  breathing:  Tessa  on  the  ground  struggling  to  break  free,  meaty  arms enclosed around her, her muffled scream as she tried to call for help, then a flash of a constellation

tattoo with arrows around it as the man dragged her down the alley. 

I dropped her shoe. “Oh my gods!” I exclaimed as my eyes peeled open. 

Panic fired through my veins, and my heart turned into a thumping beast. Because the one thing I knew in the very depths of my soul? 

My sister had just been abducted, and I’d done nothing to help her. 

Chapter 2

I  frantically  felt  inside  me  for  the  witch-twin  bond  that  Tessa  and  I  shared.  It  hummed  slightly  just below  my  navel.  It’s  still  there.  Which  meant  my  sister  was  still  alive,  but  since  our  bond  was  so weak,  that  meant  she  was  far  away.  I  couldn’t  pinpoint  her  location.  He  must  have  taken  her somewhere. Probably through a portal. 

I  whipped  out  my  phone  and  dialed  the  Supernatural  Forces—our  kinds’  military  and  police enforcement—but  an  automated  response  came.  The  robotic  voice  sounded  eerily  cheerful  as  it relayed how nobody could answer the phone at this time. 

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I yelled as the alley’s cold, dry air continued to swirl around me. 

“I’m sorry. All recipients are busy at this time,” the robot replied. “If you would like to leave a message, a local Supernatural Forces member will return your call by the end of the business day.” 

I ended the call, fury slicing through me as fear raced closely behind it. 

Bolting back into the storeroom, my heart was thudding so hard I could barely breathe as I raced to the front of the store just as Nicole came through the door. 

“Heya, Tala!” she called in a chipper voice. “Thanks to your help, I aced my potions exam today, and—” She stopped in her tracks, her head cocking to one side. “What’s wrong?” 

I grabbed my purse from the office. “I’m sorry. I have to go. Something terrible has happened to Tessa, and I’m not getting through to anyone at the SF.” 

“What’s  happened  this  time?”  Nicole  asked  dryly,  then  clamped  a  hand  over  her  mouth,  her cheeks brightening. “I mean, I hope she’s okay.” 

I gave her an anguished look. “It’s  real  this  time.  I  need  you  to  close  up  tonight.  Call  Sajid  to come in if you need help.” I flew out the front door before she could reply, the bell nearly falling from its hook in my mad-dash escape. 

Outside, the cool fall breeze flowed over my cheeks as I tried ringing the SF again on my way to the portal. I hung up when I got the same automated response. “Stupid, worthless organization!” 

The sidewalks were full of supernaturals in our small marketplace. I had to race around people or risk being caught in the congestion. 

“Hey, watch it!” somebody called when I accidentally barreled into them. 

I finally reached the glowing red portal that led to the human side of downtown Chicago. With a single leap, I was through it and landed in a back alleyway in the heart of downtown. I didn’t waste any time. Images of those meaty arms closing around my sister and her icy fear kept smashing into me. 

I whipped my phone out and typed as fast as I could into my rideshare app. The smell of exhaust hung heavy in the air, and I cursed the time. Rush hour traffic had begun. It would be a nightmare to get  out  of  the  city,  and  my  local  Supernatural  Forces’  office  was  inconveniently  located  five  miles west of here. 

Thankfully, an available car was only two blocks away. A few minutes later, the driver pulled up and  I  jumped  in  before  leaning  forward  in  my  seat.  “Please  hurry,  as  fast  as  you  can.  It’s  an emergency.” 

The  tires  squealed  when  he  pulled  into  the  nightmare  traffic  that  was  Michigan  Avenue.  Cars honked  as  everyone  whizzed  by.  If  Tessa’s  abduction  had  happened  anywhere  but  inside  our  small supernatural marketplace, I could have called 911. Even though supernaturals normally dealt with our

issues  internally,  an  abduction  would  be  an  exception.  But  dammit,  Star  Tattoo  Guy  had  taken  my sister in the one area of limited resources. Since Chicago’s supernatural population was actually quite small, our SF office was often lacking in availability. 

My knee jittered up and down as the driver wove in and out of traffic, doing his best to stick to the fast-flowing lanes. It felt like forever, though, until he finally pulled up to the curb outside of the SF office. 

“Thank you! I’ll leave you a big tip!” 

I  didn’t  wait  for  his  reply  before  I  leaped  out  and  sailed  toward  what  appeared  to  be  a  mom-and-pop  barbershop.  I  sprinted  to  the  front  door,  and  a  hum  of  magic  washed  over  my  skin  when  I barreled over the threshold. 

The illusion of salon chairs, mirrors, and blues music disappeared as the Supernatural Forces’

office materialized in front of me. From the outside, no human would have guessed that the supposed barbershop  was  actually  the  gateway  to  the  supernatural  community’s  elite  law  enforcement  and military combined. 

“May I help you?” The receptionist didn’t bother glancing up when I reached the counter. So Jeff was working today. No wonder the phone hadn’t been answered. Thankfully, only two other people sat in the waiting area. 

“I’m here to report an abduction. It took place around an hour ago.” 

Jeff’s gaze whipped to mine, his computer forgotten, but when he saw me, his alert expression flattened. 

My nostrils flared, and I wondered if I should wave a white flag or draw a pistol. 

“Tala  Davenport,”  he  drawled,  then  leaned  back  in  his  chair  and  crossed  his  arms.  “Fancy seeing you again. What brings you here today? Wait.” He held a hand up. “Let me guess. Your sister is the one who was abducted?” 

I gritted my teeth. Pistol it was. “Yes, she was, but I need you to listen and take me seriously this time.” 

“Sure, just give me a minute.” He turned back to his computer, his hand settling on the mouse. 

With the angle of the monitor, I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I had a feeling . . . 

I leaned over the counter to see a game of online poker. “Seriously, Jeff? I’m not joking. I need help. Now!” I banged my fist on the counter, which got a jump out of him. 

He closed his game and gave me a withering glare. “Fine. Let me grab the paperwork, but in the meantime, why don’t you tell me what she’s done.” 

“She  hasn’t  done  anything.  She’s  been   abducted.  Just  now—I  mean,  about  forty-five  minutes ago. You guys need to get on this right away. Her life could be in jeopardy.”  Gods, why am I having to explain this? I mean, I know Tessa’s got a reputation, but she’s been abducted. They should be acting immediately. 

Jeff pulled out a clipboard with the magically enchanted forms on it. “How do you know she’s been abducted?” 

“Because I saw—” I swallowed thickly, the psychic images barreling through my mind. Licking my  dry  lips,  I  said  more  carefully,  “Because  a  strange  man  came  into  our  shop  about  an  hour  ago. 

Tessa was helping him, and she was alone with him. And then she disappeared with only her shoe left behind, so I called in a psychic friend of mine. She felt bad energy and got a glimpse of Tessa being taken. My sister’s disappearance is legit this time.” 

He scoffed. “A guy showed up, and she disappeared with him. Really, Tala?” 

“Did you not hear the part about what my psychic friend saw?” I replied through clenched teeth. 

His eyes narrowed. “Have you thought that maybe this is a prank she’s playing? It wouldn’t be the first time. You know how she loves attention.” 

If looks could kill, I was pretty sure he’d be dead in his seat right now. “It’s not a prank.” 

“Or, maybe she lost her shoe, and that’s why your psychic friend picked up on the bad energy. 

Everybody gets annoyed when they lose stuff. Did you think about that?” 

I  leaned  over  the  counter  more  and  hissed,  “It’s  not  like  that  this  time.  She’s  been  abducted. 

Now, quit wasting time. Who can help me?” 

His disdainful expression grew. “Perhaps you’re overreacting again, like you did last time when you  thought  Tessa  was  abducted.  Was  that  last  year,  or  the  year  before  that?  I’ve  lost  count,  but  I believe  your  sister  has  gone   missing  at  least  half  a  dozen  times  in  the  past  five  years.  Each  time, we’ve enlisted an SF squad to track her down, only to find her sunning herself on a beach in Mexico, or hiding away at an exclusive spa retreat, or what was the last one?” He rolled his eyes. “Oh right, she’d gone on an impulsive road trip with a girlfriend and forgot to tell you about it.” 

Shame at my overreactions made my cheeks heat, but then my lips parted in disbelief. “You mean the SF won’t help—” 

“Look, Tala.” He held up his hand again. “The reality is that Tessa disappears regularly, and it’s not  the  SF’s  fault  that  she  doesn’t  answer  her  phone  or  respond  to  any  of  the  mass  social  media postings asking her to confirm her whereabouts. And how much SF time did we lose on Tessa’s last excursion?” With a tap of his fingers, forms appeared on the ledger, and my sister’s history with the SF scrolled across it in magical ink. “We lost approximately forty-two hours of squad member time on the last one. And I believe you were told that the next time you became worried over your sister’s whereabouts, that you would be billed upfront for the time requested of the SF, unless there was proof something had actually happened to her.” He raised his eyebrows. “Do you have proof this time?” 

“No.” My hands began to shake, so I balled them and hid them under the counter. There was no way in hell I could afford to pay them either. That would probably cost more than I’d made in the last ten years. “Look, I know my sister is impulsive and does things rashly, but this time, it’s  real.”  My tone turned pleading. “This time isn’t one of Tessa’s wayward ventures. She’s been taken, and every second I waste arguing with you is another second that her life could be in danger.” 

“Do you want to pay for our time to guarantee immediate action?” 

“I can’t afford it.” 

His  bored  stare  didn’t  lessen.  “Fine.  In  that  case,  you  know  the  drill.  Fill  out  the  paperwork here,  and  the  commander  will  consider  if  your  case  is  valid  enough  to  warrant  another  SF  squad departing to search for her.” He pushed the magical ledger across the counter. 

Tears of frustration pricked my eyes at how much time had already been wasted, but I placed my hand on the sphere–shaped crystal attached to the ledger. The crystal charm began to fill the ledger out, magically pulling the information from my mind. 

When finished, I blinked rapidly and shoved the ledger back to him. “Okay, paperwork’s done. 

Now can I speak to whoever’s in charge?” 

Jeff  shuffled  the  papers.  “Keep  in  mind,  she  was  the  squad  commander  that  was  in  charge  of your sister’s last two disappearances. I’m sure you remember how that went.” 

 Shit.  Commander Klebus hated my sister. Well, not hated her, but she had about as much patience for Tessa’s flighty nature as one did a bad rash. 

And  while  I  knew  protocol  would  require  Commander  Klebus  to  listen  to  me  about  Tessa’s disappearance,  I  also  knew  that  her  tolerance  had  worn  thin  because  of  my  twin  sister’s  impulsive past actions. 

But how was I to know when my sister’s random disappearances were real versus intentional? 

While it wasn’t unheard of for Tessa to randomly up and leave without telling anybody, there had been a few instances where she’d been in trouble and needed help. 

On one of Tessa’s excursions, she’d fallen off a cliff while hiking in the Grand Canyon. During that particular venture, she’d felt the urge to  find herself and needed time away in nature. However, nature  didn’t  exactly  agree  with  high  heels  on  rocky  terrains.  And  funnily  enough,  even  as supernaturals, we still required adequate hydration when hiking in a scorching-hot desert. My sister hadn’t even thought to bring along a water bottle. 

The SF had found Tessa at the bottom of a canyon ravine following that disappearance. My twin had  suffered  a  nasty  broken  ankle  and  had  gone  twenty-four  hours  without  anything  to  drink.  If  we hadn’t found her when we did, she probably would have died from dehydration. 

I swallowed down my rising fear. Of course, that episode had been two years ago, and there’d been  a  few  false  emergencies  since  then.  Bottom  line,  even  with  my  “psychic  friend”  seeing otherwise, nobody was going to believe me that this time Tessa’s disappearance was legit. 

But that didn’t mean I was giving up on my sister. She was the only family I had, and I loved her regardless of her faults. 

“Just let Commander Klebus know I’m here,” I finally bit out. 

“I’ll get this back to her right away,” he replied with mock sweetness, then returned his attention to his computer and pulled up his poker game. 

“Do you want me to break your computer?” My fingers stretched toward the cable. All it would take was a wedge of my telekinetic power to rip that cord in two. 

The cord began to bend, and Jeff pushed his chair back, the wheels squeaking on the floor as he gave me a shocked stare. 

My responding smile was brittle.  Desperate times call for desperate measures. 

His eyes narrowed. “Fine. I’ll do it now. But have a seat and wait till you’re called.” He hoisted his pants up and sauntered to the corner door. 

I gave his back the middle finger before making my way to the waiting area where the two other supernaturals sat. 

From their  curious  glances, I  could  only imagine  what  they  thought of  me  and my  sister.  I  was certain they’d overheard everything. 

My phone buzzed when I sat down. A text from my best friend, Prisha, flashed on the screen. 

 Hey lady, what are you up to? There’s live music at The Misty Lounge tonight. Want to go

 after you close up? 

I typed in a reply. Can’t. I’m at the SF. 

 Shit. What’d she do this time? 

I cringed. Everyone who knew Tess always thought the worst of her. While almost everyone in the Chicago area knew of Tessa’s brilliant magic and otherworldly spells, most hadn’t heard of her impulsive  actions.  Only  myself,  Prisha,  Practically  Perfect’s  employees,  and  of  course  the Supernatural  Forces,  knew  that  my  sister  disappeared  somewhat  regularly  without  a  care  to  the consequences or how it made the rest of us feel. 

Not  surprisingly,  our  employees  attributed  my  sister’s  flighty  behavior  to  her  brilliant  magic. 

That whole genius savant thing that explained away all crazy and erratic behavior. 

My fingers flew across the screen when I replied. 

It’s serious this time, Prish. Please just believe me. I need somebody on my side. 

Her reply came back readily. 

 Who do I need to kill to find her? 

Despite the gravity of the situation, a laugh escaped me. My response got another curious stare from  the  couple  a  few  chairs  over.  I  clamped  my  lips  together  as  flashes  of  Star  Tattoo  Guy’s  big hands filled my mind. Those hands could crush my sister. 

Again, I tuned into the connection Tess and I shared, the bond that we’d had since birth. I could still  feel  it—a  low  flicker  where  it  usually  burned  so  bright.  She  was  still  alive,  but  I  had  no  idea where she was. 

Another text from Prisha appeared. 

 Seriously, babe. What can I do? Do you need company? 

I was about to reply to Prisha when a coolly authoritative voice said, “Tala Davenport?” 

Commander Klebus stood near the front counter, arms crossed, with an irritated expression on her golden-hued face. 

I quickly typed in a reply to my best friend telling her I had to go before putting my phone away. 

“Here goes nothing,” I muttered as I stood to meet with the vampire commander. 

Chapter 3

To  her  credit,  Commander  Klebus  listened  without  interrupting  as  I  hurriedly  replayed  what  had happened to Tessa. Her piercing blue eyes followed my every movement, and when she leaned back in her chair, her black hair that was dark as onyx brushed her shoulders. 

It  was  only  when  I  finished  that  she  cocked  her  head.  The  overhead  lights  hit  her  face, highlighting  her  once  brown  skin  that  now  appeared  like  molten  gold  due  to  her  vampire transformation. “This sounds like a simple missing person case, which typically resolves itself in a few days when the missing person shows up.” 

 So that’s how this is going to play out . . . 

I made myself reply in an even tone, “Did you not hear the part about my psychic friend feeling the bad energy? About  seeing that someone had  taken Tessa?” 

Commander  Klebus  quirked  an  eyebrow.  “Would  your  friend  like  to  come  in  and  make  an official  statement?  She  would  also  need  to  have  her  psychic  abilities  tested  to  verify  their  validity. 

Until  I  have  sufficient  proof  that  your  sister  was  actually  abducted,  versus  dropping  her  shoe  after willingly leaving your shop on her own, I’m not going to classify this as an abduction. I’m sure you can understand given your sister’s history.” 

My stomach dropped. “You’re not serious.” 

“I am, but again, if your friend would like to come in, we can test her and perhaps change our viewpoint.” 

 Get tested?  The stone in my stomach sank even more, the feeling pulling me down, down, down. 

If  I  came  clean  and  told  her  that   I  was  the  one  who’d  used  psychic  abilities  to  determine  Tessa’s abduction,  then  I  would  have  to  be  tested.  And  not  only  would  my  psychic  magic  be  revealed  but other things would be too. 

My mother’s warning, the warning she’d told me when she was still alive, came back to me like a whisper on a breeze.  Never, never tell anyone. You must keep it a secret, Tala, no matter the cost. 

 Revealing it could summon the Bone Eaters, so you must never tell anyone. 

So  I  hadn’t.  For  twenty-five  years,  I’d  kept  my  forbidden  power  and  immense  magic  a  secret. 

Even though I had no idea who the Bone Eaters were, or if they even existed, my mother’s terror at summoning  them  had  been  real,  as  vivid  and  horrifying  as  a  Bosch  painting.  And  despite  countless searches  to  determine  who  this  elusive  entity  was,  I’d  never  found  answers,  yet  I  still  clung  to  that promise, the last promise I’d ever made to her.  “I won’t tell, Mama. I won’t ever tell anyone.” 

I cleared my throat, forcing myself to remain calm. “If my friend can’t come in, isn’t there an SF

psychic who can come to our shop and assess the area? Then you’ll know that Tessa’s actually been taken.” 

The vampire commander gave a reluctant nod. “I have one psychic on staff, but she’s currently on assignment.” 

“When will she be free?” 

“Depends. It could be within the hour or not until tomorrow. I’ll know more when she contacts headquarters.” 

An  hour  or  tomorrow.  Those  were  my  options.  It  was  a  gamble,  unless  I  came  clean  and  got tested right now. 

I breathed out a terrified yet frustrated sigh as the faint memory of my mother came back to me again.  Never, never tell anyone.  I still heard her hushed words as clear as day, tasted her fear like a bitter aftertaste on my tongue. 

I opened my eyes and hoped I wasn’t making the biggest mistake of my life. “Will you keep me posted about when your psychic seer can come to the shop?” 

The commander nodded. “I can do that.” 

“And  in  the  meantime,  no  matter  what,  the  SF  won’t  look  for  Tessa  until  a  psychic  seer  can corroborate her abduction?” 

“Unless forty-eight hours passes. If that much time passes and she’s still missing, I will follow SF procedure and classify her as a missing person.” 

“But not before then without your psychic agreeing?” I knew my tone had turned pleading, but it felt as though my throat were closing in. 

The commander leaned forward and placed her forearms on her desk, her black SF suit gleaming like an obsidian skin. “Tala, I’m going to be frank with you. Do you mind?” Before I could reply, she said, “Do you know what I see every time your sister goes missing?” 

I quirked an eyebrow and replied dryly, “No, but I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.” 

She continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “I see two girls who grew up without parents while they were shuffled between distant relatives’ homes and were forced to learn how to cope with life on their own. Only thing is that one of those sisters has learned to cope better than the other, and it’s made that sister feel the need to care for the other. And while I think the sisters genuinely love one another, I also think one of the sisters is near to sucking the life from the stronger one.” 

I gave her an incredulous look. “What is this? SF therapy 101? While my sister’s  missing?” 

The commander gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m not saying this to make you angry. I’m saying it to  help  you  see  the  reality  of  what’s  going  on.  How  many  times  have  we  met  in  this  office?”  She waved  around  at  the  undecorated  walls  and  SF  technology.  Holographs  of  Chicago’s  downtown streets danced on the other side of the room in a 3D rendition. “How many times have you sat before me looking anxious and worried while your sister was gallivanting somewhere else in the world?” 

I didn’t reply but kept my hands gripping the armrests. 

Her  expression  slackened.  “Have  you  ever  thought  that  maybe  it’s  time  to  let  your  sister  make her own mistakes and live with the consequences?” 

“It’s not like that. Not this time.” 

She leaned back. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to overstep. It’s just hard. In this job, with domestic issues, we see the same patterns play over and over again, without an end in sight. Sometimes, I can’t bite my tongue anymore.” 

Her words lashed out at me like a razor-sharp whip, because everything the commander saw—

my sister’s flighty choices and reckless behavior—was true. But she didn’t see the caring, vivacious, larger-than-life woman that was also my sister. 

The commander was right about one thing, though. My sister was the only true family I had. Our parents had died in a car accident when we were very young, and our distant elderly relatives, who had shuffled us from house to house, had long since passed away. 

I was so young when my parents had died that only one concrete memory stood out about them—

my  mother’s  worried  eyes  when  she’d  made  me  promise  to  hide  my  secret  no  matter  what.  Never, never tell anyone. 

And now it came down to either revealing that secret or waiting for the SF’s psychic. I steeled myself  against  that  impossible  choice,  my  hands  curling  even  more  around  the  chair  until  they

resembled talons. 

I hated this. Hated everything about it. I hated that some asshole had taken my sister. Hated that I was now having to choose between compromising myself or saving her. Hated that the SF wouldn’t just believe me and do their fucking job.  Hated it. 

But I couldn’t break my promise. “Will you just tell me when the SF’s psychic is free to verify Tessa’s abduction?” 

“I will.” 

I nodded in acceptance. I’d have to wait. I would give myself an hour to wait for their psychic—

an hour of freedom before I sacrificed everything I’d spent my life protecting. 

I  stood  stiffly  from  my  chair.  “Can  you  call  me  when  she’s  free?  Right  away?  No  matter  the time?” 

“Are you sure your friend can’t come in?” 

“I’ll ask her, but I doubt it. She doesn’t like authority.” If the commander saw through my lie, she hid it well. I reached her door but paused with my hand on the door handle. “What are the chances your psychic will actually be free within the hour?” 

The commander shrugged. “How long is a piece of string?” 

 Of  course.   I  gave  her  a  tight-lipped  smile  and  strode  from  the  room,  but  just  as  I  reached  the front lobby where Jeff was still playing online poker, an alternative solution to finding Tessa hit me. 

My breath caught in my throat as my heart began to pump madly. Once outside, I whipped out my cell phone as the evening breeze blew around me. Carlos’s text still sat there, waiting for me to reply, but meeting up with my ex was the least of my concerns right now, regardless of how I’d once felt for him. 

I tapped my finger on my contacts and scrolled to a name that I was loathed to call. But if the SF

refused to search for Tessa until her abduction could be verified, and I wanted to keep my secret safe, then this could be the answer to finding my sister  now. 

I placed the call. 

He answered on the third ring. “Jenkins.” 

“It’s Tala Davenport. I need a contact.” 

“Tala.” A squeaking noise sounded in the background, and I knew the half-demon was lounging back in his chair, probably with his large belly protruding over his pants. “It’s been a long time.” 

 Not long enough.  If Prisha knew I was calling the shady fucker she’d be ranting at me to hang up. “Look, I’m pressed for time. I need a contact outside of the SF that has experience tracking down someone who’s been abducted.” 

“Abducted? Who’s gone missing?” 

I gritted my teeth. He always wanted as much information as one would give him, but that was only so he could use it against you, as Prisha and I had learned during our teenage years when we’d been  a  bit  overzealous  in  testing  our  powers  on  a  weekend  excursion  to  a  questionable  bar  in  the seedier part of Chicago. We’d met Jenkins that weekend and had nearly lost our lives because of it, but I’d saved his contact info for some reason. Now, I was so thankful I had. 

“How  much  for  a  contact?  And  I  want  a  legit  one,  not  some  bogus  contractor  who’s  going  to scam me.” 

The half-demon chuckled. “A good contact doesn’t come cheap. Five hundred, but that’s only for his location. You’ll have to do the rest. You gonna wire me the money?” 

“What are your details?” 

He  prattled  them  off,  and  I  pulled  my  phone  away  and  brought  up  my  banking  app.  A  sickly

feeling swept through me when I saw the money drain from my account. While our magic shop was profitable, I was by no means rich. When the transaction was complete, I put the phone back to my ear. 

“Done. Who is he?” 

“Name’s the Fire Wolf, and according to my sources, he’ll be at the Black Underbelly tonight.” 

Chapter 4

“Wait,  come  again?  You  want  me  to  go   where?”  Prisha  asked  as  I  stood  in  her  doorway.  Her  silky black hair brushed her shoulders when her head bobbed in surprise. 

“The Black Underbelly.” 

“Are you suicidal? That’s in the  Shadow Zone. You know, that lawless area where anything goes and not even the SF patrols?” 

“I know, but Jenkins told me—” 

“Whoa, stop right there.” Gaping, she held up a hand. “Are you talking about  the Jenkins? The shady, half-demon asshole who nearly got us killed when we were eighteen?” 

“That’s the one.” 

She  laughed.  “Damn,  that  was  a  fun  weekend,  but  you  should  know  that  any  explanation  that starts  with   Jenkins  is  an  excellent  reason  not  to  be  doing  something.  Unless  we’re  looking  for trouble.” She waggled her eyebrows. 

“I  know,  I  know,  but  believe  it  or  not,  I  don’t  want  trouble.  Not  this  time.  I  just  want  to  find Tess.”  My  fingers  curled  into  my  palms  as  that  suffocating  feeling  clamped  around  my  throat  again. 

“The SF won’t help, Prish, and I gotta do something.” I didn’t explain further. I’d already filled her in on everything during my drive to her apartment. Well, filled her in about the SF. I hadn’t mentioned Jenkins until just now. 

Prisha’s  midnight  brows  drew  together.  “So  you’re   not  kidding  about  going  to  the  Underbelly. 

You’re really going to take matters into your own hands.” She sighed. “Okay, I get it. I know how hard you’ve worked to keep the vastness of your witch powers out of the public eye.” 

I  gave  a  tight  nod,  guilt  trickling  into  my  veins  that  I  wasn’t  being  fully  honest  with  my  best friend. She didn’t know about my forbidden power, but she would if I got tested. Because the SF tests would not only reveal that I possessed every branch of witch magic there was—binding, telekinetic, shield,  healing,  potion  making,  maximizer,  tactile,  cloaking,  etcetera—they  would  also  reveal  my other  magic.  My   hidden  one.  The  one  that  I  kept  under  lock  and  key,  and  only  practiced  in  secret while  using  Tessa  as  my  guinea  pig—the  magic  I’d  promised  my  mother  I  would  never  reveal  to anyone. Since our parents were dead, my twin was literally the only supernatural in the world who knew about it. 

An  excited  gleam  grew  in  Prisha’s  eyes.  “Okay,  so  it  sounds  like  we’re  going  to  the  Shadow Zone. Let me grab my blades.” 

I waited at the door as she retreated to one of the many bedrooms in her ginormous penthouse apartment. As a descendent from the ancient line of Krishnalanthala warriors, the only Indian family on our continent to be of that line, Prisha’s power was unique in that she could poison her blades with deadly magic and infuse them with unimaginable strength. In that sense, we were alike, since we each possessed  unique  forms  of  magic.  It  was  probably  why  her  father  had  welcomed  me  into  their  fold and had taught me to fight alongside his daughter. I would forever be grateful for that training. 

As I waited in the hall, I studied the pristine building, anything to keep my mind from Tessa and what was happening to her right now. Unlike most buildings, the carpet was spotless and the walls free  of  blemishes.  Prisha  had  only  ever  lived  in  five-star  accommodations.  I  ran  my  finger  over  a sconce. Jeez, even the lightbulbs here were dust-free. 

“Okay,  babe.  I’m  ready.”  Prisha  stood  in  her  doorway,  clad  in  black  leggings  and  knee-high black  leather  boots.  A  trim  cobalt-blue  leather  jacket  adorned  her  upper  half,  but  I  knew  from experience that jacket held an array of deadly weapons. 

I  still  wore  my  jeans  and  T-shirt  from  work,  but  I  also  had  a  fitted  wool  coat  on.  Under  it,  a potion belt was strapped around my waist. 

Prisha  closed  and  locked  her  door.  “You  know,  I  hate  to  say  it,  but  one  of  these  days,  you’re going to realize that your sister needs to learn to stand on her own two feet.” She held up a hand when I was about to remind her that being abducted was entirely out of my sister’s control. “I know, I know. 

This time it’s an exception.” 

“Not you too,” I grumbled. “Commander Klebus already gave me a lecture.” 

Prisha grinned. “How is that grumpy old vamp?” 

“Same as always.” 

Prisha  whispered  a  spell  to  activate  the  wards  around  her  home.  As  they  flared,  she  asked, 

“Does that mean you’re actually starting to listen to one of us?” 

“Tessa’s not like us, Prish. You know that.” 

“I know.” She shook her head, a resigned expression crossing her features. “But you can’t spend your entire life saving her either, Tala.” 

The  wards  sparked,  fully  active  now.  They  were  always  shimmering,  but  that  spell  gave  them another layer of protection since Prisha wouldn’t be home to defend her turf. 

“Anyway,  should  we  go?”  I  gave  her  an  annoyed  look,  letting  her  know  I  didn’t  welcome  a lecture  from  her  either.  I  pulled  out  my  phone  and  tapped  on  the  app  created  by  the  International Supernatural Council. A list of portals appeared on the screen, each highlighting their destination. I’d mapped out our journey to St. Louis, the app coming in handy for that. We’d be there within an hour. 

Prisha snorted. “Put your phone away. We’re not portal hopping. If your sister was kidnapped, time is of the essence, so we’ll be using one of these.” She pulled a portal key from her pocket. 

My  eyes  widened  as  relief  poured  through  me.  Portal  keys  were  precious  and  incredibly expensive. They were also the only way to transfer instantaneously from one location to another, since hardly any supernaturals had enough magic to conjure portals themselves. But given the boatload of money Prisha’s family had, she harbored a bucket of the coveted keys in her bedroom. 

“Are you sure?” 

She squeezed my hand. “Totally.” 

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t go getting all mushy on me.” 

I  laughed  and  squeezed  her  hand  as  she  whispered  the  spell  to  activate  the  key.  In  a  whirling breeze, the world disappeared around us. 

Chapter 5

The portal key dropped us just outside of the Shadow Zone since the Zone’s wards didn’t allow one to transfer inside it. Cold, humid air surrounded us, and since the street looked damp, I guessed it had recently rained here. 

“So how does this hiring-a-hunter business work?” Prisha asked as the blood-red portal to the Shadow Zone waited ahead. 

I  shrugged  as  we  strode  toward  it.  “I’m  not  entirely  sure.  Jenkins  merely  gave  me  the  guy’s location. It’s up to me to do the rest.” 

“Why didn’t Jenkins call him for you, instead of making us come here?” 

“He said the hunter doesn’t have a cell phone.” 

She gave me a disbelieving look. “Please. Everyone has a cell phone.” 

“Okay, probably true, but I’m guessing he doesn’t give out his number or have a secretary book his clients. Jenkins said he only takes jobs after meeting with potential customers in-person.” 

“And if he’s not here tonight?” 

My  hands  tightened  into  fists.  Thinking  about  the  possibility  that  hiring  the  Fire  Wolf   wouldn’t work made fury stir inside me anew at what that asshole had done to my sister. And to make matters worse, if this failed, I would have to go to the SF and expose my secret. 

“He has to be here.” My curling fingers dug into my palms, my nails grazing my skin. “I paid top dollar for this location, and Jenkins may be a wily son of a bitch, but he pulls through when you pay.” 

Or so we’d been told after our last encounter with him. 

Prisha threaded her fingers through mine, forcing my hand to open as we approached the wavy red portal. She squeezed. “He’ll be here.” 

Our  conversation  stopped  when  we  stepped  through  the  portal.  The  popping,  jolting,  and  free-falling sensations stole my breath, and when the portal spat us out, my muscles tensed as I assessed the area for threats. 

But all was quiet. Still, I didn’t let my guard down. 

Here, the moon was hidden, the stars gone—hence its name the Shadow Zone. An entire dome of shimmering magic surrounded this dingy portion of the city—something created over a hundred years ago  when  rival  sorcerer  gangs  had  tried  to  outspell  one  another.  This  place  had  been  lawless  ever since.  Nothing  came  in  and  nothing  went  out  that  wasn’t  through  the  portal  behind  us,  which  also meant if that portal failed, we were trapped here. And unsurprisingly, from here on, we had no choice but  to  remain  on  foot.  Funny  how  there  weren’t  any  hired  rides  in  the  darkest  dredges  of  the supernatural community’s society. 

“The clock is ticking,” I breathed. “Let’s move.” 

We picked up a swift pace and hopped over the damp puddles on the sidewalk. Despite magic coating this entire portion of St. Louis like an oily substance, rain still permeated the warded dome. 

A heavy feeling of bleakness and despair fell around us as we moved quickly and quietly down the street. It was as if Mother Nature was trying to warn us away, telling us to go back, that it was our last chance to save ourselves while we still could. 

“Do you feel that?” Prisha asked, her hand slipping to her inner pocket where a blade nestled in a  hidden  fold.  “It’s  like  the  energy’s  changing  the  farther  we  get  from  the  portal.  It’s  heavy

and . . . cold.” 

My  fingers  strayed  toward  my  potion  belt.  “Yeah,  have  you  ever  felt  that  before  in  magically hidden areas?” 

She shook her head. “Nope.” 

Tall  industrial-looking  buildings  rose  along  both  sides  of  the  street.  Distant  shouts  came  from street  corners  and  windows  above.  As  we  neared  an  intersection,  the  buildings  grew  shorter  and broader, as if a giant had smacked his hand down from the skies and squashed them. They looked like apartment buildings, although I couldn’t imagine anyone willingly living here. 

When we reached the next street, we took a left since the Black Underbelly was situated in the north, and I nearly shrieked when the sound of rodent feet scuttled past us from one of the dark alleys. 

I  clamped  a  hand  over  my  mouth  as  one  of  the  creatures  turned  and  hissed.  A  second  later,  it disappeared in a cloud of red smoke. 

“They have jurats here?” Prisha asked before making a disgusted sound. She pulled a slim blade from her pocket. It glimmered with a blue flame when she infused it with her magic. I knew with the twist of her hand and bend of her knees, her body could turn into a deadly weapon. 

“It appears so,” I replied. “Hopefully, they won’t bite.” 

“If you get close enough, they will.” 

I picked up my pace but watched the sidewalk carefully. Pulsing music came from down the next street. Another jurat shot past us, and its slimy energy slithered toward me. 

I shuddered. 

The nasty creatures had infiltrated the globe a few decades back, but most places had eliminated them. Obviously, in this section of St. Louis, they’d made themselves a nice little home. 

Originally from the fae lands, the jurats’ ancestors—jumicks—had somehow escaped that realm through  the  portals  unbeknownst  to  supernaturals.  Unfortunately,  our  climate  seemed  to  agree  with them,  and  the  lesser  magical  environment  on  earth  didn’t  bother  the  magical  rodents  enough  to  kill them off. 

They’d  bred  with  local  rats  and  had  created  a  hybrid  species—the  jurats—that  proved  just  as hardy as their earthly ancestors and just as magical as their fae lineage. Obviously, the result wasn’t good for anybody. Jurats had been a deadly pest ever since they’d come into creation. One bite from their nasty mouths guaranteed loss of a limb or an infection so toxic you would end up in a healing center  for  weeks.  At  least  they  stuck  to  the  magically  hidden  areas  of  cities,  seeming  to  prefer  the higher magical environment, so they left humans alone. 

The pulsating music grew louder as another jurat scuttled across the sidewalk. 

I nodded toward the vile creature. “Kill them if they threaten you, but try not to draw attention to us.” 

“My thoughts exactly,” Prisha replied. In the streetlight, an excited glimmer sparkled in her eyes. 

I snorted. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” 

“Maybe. So sue me. It’s been a while since we’ve done anything like this.” 

“Just don’t tell your mom. She already thinks I’m a bad enough influence on you.” 

“My lips are sealed, although I might have to tell my dad. He’ll just be proud.” 

“True.” Azad did take quiet delight in the power Prisha and I wielded together. 

The  steady  beat  of  the  music  grew  louder  as  we  approached  the  Black  Underbelly.  More supernaturals  appeared,  walking  along  the  sidewalks  or  coming  out  of  dark  alleys,  as  if  they’d magically popped into existence from some nether region. Nobody paid us any attention, and we all appeared to be heading toward the same place. 

The Black Underbelly, true to its name, had pitch-black exterior walls. Even its windows were painted  black.  No  lights  shone  around  it  except  for  a  neon  ring  of  magical  sparks  surrounding  the door. 

Prisha smirked. “How nice, they’ve lighted up the entrance so we’ll know exactly what door is leading to our doom.” 

“Thoughtful, indeed.” 

We  hopped  off  the  sidewalk  just  as  two  guys  stepped  out  of  a  brothel.  A  cloud  of  purple  mist wafted from the open door, followed by a shrill laugh. 

I caught a peak of a prostitute dressed in lace panties and nothing else at the threshold. Her bare breasts were covered in bruises, and trails of blood ran down her skin from the numerous bite marks on her body. 

My lip curled in disgust. The two guys that had hired her were obviously vampires and not the nice kind. They hadn’t even sealed their bites. 

One of the vamps glanced over his shoulder, his eyes narrowing when he saw Prisha and me. I gave him a wicked grin. He scoffed and turned back around. 

Prisha stepped closer to me as the nightclub loomed. “So who exactly are we looking for at the Black Underbelly? Someone like those two?” She nodded toward the vamps. 

“No,  I  don’t  think  he’s  a  vampire.  I’m  guessing  he’s  a  werewolf  because  of  his  name,  but honestly, I’m not entirely sure what species he is. He’s a hunter, though, who works solo. Apparently, he’s the best of the best. Jenkins said if we’re looking to hire somebody outside of the law, he’s the one.” 

“Sounds expensive.” 

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” I could only hope I had enough to cover his fee. 

“So what’s his name?” 

“They call him the Fire Wolf. Have you heard of him?” 

Prisha’s eyes turned to saucers. “We’re on our way to hire the  Fire Wolf? Um, yeah, I’ve heard of him. Are you saying you don’t know who he is?” 

“Not exactly.” 

“Tala, seriously. He’s one of the most notorious hunters in the community. How do you not know that?” 

I shrugged. “Because if you hadn’t noticed I’ve been trying to avoid all things on  that side of the community  for  several  years  now.”  The  extensive  witch  magic  I  possessed  would  be  coveted  by anybody with nefarious intentions. I would be the perfect weapon, and Prisha knew that. And then to combine  my  witch  magic  with  my  hidden  power,  sheesh,  I  would  be  a  force  to  be  reckoned  with, something any crime lord would desire. 

My  bestie  leveled  me  with  a  hard  stare.  “Which  is  probably  why  you,  of  all  people,  should know more about them than anybody. You know that whole keep your friends close but your enemies closer thing? Just a heads up, the Fire Wolf is deadly and he’s said to be one of the most lethal hunters that ever existed. If you cross him or piss him off, you can kiss your life goodbye, and he won’t make your departure pretty. Apparently, torture isn’t above him.” 

An  image  of  Star  Tattoo  Guy  filled  my  mind.  His  hands  on  Tessa.  His  arms  around  her.  Her screams of terror. Icy rage churned in my stomach as my hands fisted. “Maybe I need someone who doesn’t mind torturing every now and then.” 

She snorted. “Be careful what you wish for.” 

The throbbing music grew louder as we neared the end of the street. The vamp thugs dipped into

the Underbelly, another supernatural doing the same after them. 

We’d almost reached the entrance when the sound of fists hitting flesh and the scent of sizzling magic caught my attention. I eyed Prisha. She cocked her head. Neither of us said a thing. 

We dipped simultaneously around the corner—as usual, we functioned as one—just as another smack resonated through the air. A grunt followed. I winced. That impact sounded like it hurt. 

“You’re going to pay for what you did,” a huge supernatural—probably a half-demon, given the red glowing tattoos on his bare forearms—said to a man who was being held against the wall by two other  half-demons.  “When  Damascus  told  you  to  back  off,  you  should’ve  listened.”  His  fist  flew through the air and landed in the center of the guy’s stomach. 

The dude doubled over, his breath rushing out. Blood trickled down the side of his face, and one of his eyes was entirely swollen. He was beaten up so badly that his features were distorted, but what I could see told me he wasn’t a lightweight. Even beside the half-demons holding him to the wall, he was bigger and taller. His chest was broad and sculpted, his arms coated in sinewy muscle. 

But  despite  his  strong  build,  he’d  obviously  gotten  in  over  his  head  with  whoever  Damascus was. 

“You can tell Damascus to go fuck himself,” the man replied, spitting blood. “Oh wait, I hear he does that regularly when he’s not after little girls. Wasn’t there a girl he took a liking to last month? 

Katarina Varga?” 

“Who  Damascus  takes  a  liking  to  is  not  your  concern.”  Another  sickening  punch  landed  when Red Tattoos hit the man square in the face. 

“Still keeping those pets in his warehouse?” he wheezed. 

The  half-demon  laughed  and  punched  him  again.  The  crunch  of  bone  followed,  and  the  guy groaned. “Pets are always best kept locked in cages.” 

Prisha and I took a step forward. My blood hummed with rage. I’d encountered many bullies in my life, yet none as sick as pedophiles who kept children as pets and hired half-demon thugs to beat up supernaturals who couldn’t defend themselves. 

“Do you really want to do this?” Prisha said under her breath. 

“Do you really want to walk away from this?” 

“Not particularly.” 

My sights focused on the three half-demons in front of us. Magic simmered inside me, rushing so quickly to the surface that it burned. 

“Let him go,” I said just as Prisha slipped another blade free. 

Power  sparked  on  my  fingertips,  energy  throbbing  through  my  entire  body  just  begging  to  be released. The heat inside me grew. Gods, it was as if I was burning up. So much power and magic that wanted  out, and our odds were good. Three against two. 

Red  Tattoos  swiveled  toward  us,  moving  surprisingly  gracefully  for  such  a  large  man.  “And what do we have here?” 

“Here to save the day?” One of the other half-demons smirked as his gaze raked up and down Prisha and me. 

“More like end it,” I taunted, but a rush of apprehension flowed into me. While I wasn’t one to run from a fight, I also wasn’t stupid. We didn’t know the extent of their magic, or if they had backup somewhere, so anything could happen. 

Red Tattoos took a step toward us, malice gleaming in his eyes as the beat-up dude straightened against the wall. 

Prisha widened her stance, drawing her blade over her head as a line of blue fire erupted across

its sharp edge. 

I swirled my hands together, magic crackling between my palms, as I readied a telekinetic spell. 

“Let him go. Last chance,” I called. 

Red  Tattoos  tipped  his  head  back  and  laughed.  I  was  about  to  let  my  spell  fly  loose  when  a sudden wave of dark energy hit me with the force of a battering ram. I faltered, staggering back. My offensive magic receded, no longer at the tips of my fingers. 

“Tala?” Prisha whispered, her blade lowering. 

Dark  magic  pummeled  me  again,  trying  to  fill  my  insides.  What  the  fuck?  I  staggered  back farther, some instinct telling me to run. 

Like  me,  Red  Tattoos  had  doubled  over.  His  face  twisted  into  a  grimace  as  he  glanced  at  his hands, but then he abruptly straightened at the same time as I forced myself upright. 

“Want to play, pretty girl?” he rasped, although his expression looked pained. 

“You’re seriously going after two chicks?” the dude called who was still being held against the wall. 

My gaze connected with Beaten-up Dude, and for the merest second, a wave of heat, magic, and intense earth-shattering power barreled into me. A zap as strong as lightning followed, and I doubled over  again. 

 WTF?! 

But then it was gone. 

Gasping,  I  bolted  upright,  but  the  swagger  in  my  step  faltered  even  though  my  magic  hummed back to life. Still . . . 

“Okay, I don’t know what the hell is going on with you,” Prisha whispered, “but we’re leaving.” 

She  sheathed  her  blade  and  clamped  a  hand  around  my  arm  before  dragging  me  back.  “On  second thought,”  she  called  loudly  to  Beaten-up  Dude,  “these  chicks  are  outta  here,  so  he’s  not  going  after anyone!” 

She whipped me around the corner and back toward the Underbelly’s front door so fast that my head spun. “Tala, are you okay?” 

I panted, trying not to let what had just happened get to me, but  what the fuck was going on with my magic? 

“I’m okay,” I finally managed. 

“What was that?” 

“Nothing. I don’t know.” I gritted my teeth, hating that we’d just left that poor dude to his fate, but Prisha had been right to pull me back. If my magic was on the fritz and wasn’t being reliable, I could  very  well  get  both  of  us  killed.  What  perfect  timing. “Let’s  just  get  inside  and  find  the  Fire Wolf.” 

I  stole  another  glance  around  the  corner  just  as  Red  Tattoos’  fist  connected  with  Beaten-up Dude’s jaw. The poor guy’s head whipped back, more blood flying from his lip. 

I winced. That one looked like it  really hurt. 

“All right, let’s go.” Prisha pulled me back to the Black Underbelly’s entrance, and the pulsing music closed in around us like a thumping cocoon. 

The second we stepped inside, a large male body rammed into us. 

Prisha clutched my arm, and we both ducked when two supernaturals’ fists flew inches from our faces. I pulled both of us out of the way just as one of the supernaturals picked the other up and threw him. Airborne, the guy went sailing before smashing into a wall. 

A chuckle rose from his opponent before he descended upon the guy and began pummeling him to

unconsciousness. 

A tall female vamp carrying a tray full of drinks stepped over the unconscious dude and the one beating  him  to  death.  As  if  such  a  thing  were  the  norm  and  to  be  expected.  Welcome  to  the  Black Underbelly. 

A long bar was positioned off to the left, most of the stools filled. Prisha tugged me toward it, then  surveyed  the  packed  room.  Several  fights  were  currently  occurring  against  walls  and  in  dark corners,  and  I  was  pretty  sure  a  threesome  was  happening  in  a  booth  for  everyone  to  witness. 

Combine all of that with the DJ on the stage doing his best to make us all go deaf, and it definitely made for an interesting place. 

“You  wanna  drink?”  The  tall  female  vamp  who  had  sidestepped  the  brawling  duo  near  the entrance surveyed us. Her gaze trailed up and down our bodies, her lips curving up when she reached Prisha’s face. “You look good enough to eat.” A flash of fangs appeared behind her full lips. “Haven’t seen you here before. What brings you?” 

Prisha ignored the waitress’s come-on as I said briskly, “We’re here to find the Fire Wolf. Has he been in tonight?” 

The vamp cocked her hip and placed a hand on it. Her other hand, still holding the full tray of drinks, didn’t even falter, the move so practiced and skilled that she’d obviously been a waitress for a while.  “No.  Haven’t  seen  him  tonight.  But  when  he  does  come  in,  he  sits  over  there.”  She  nodded toward an empty large booth near the far wall. It was the only booth not occupied. 

“Perfect,” I replied. “We’ll wait there for him.” 

The vamp glided in front of me before I could move farther. “Look, it’s obvious that you’re new here, so I’m going to give you a piece of advice. You don’t sit in the Fire Wolf’s booth. Ever. You do that, and you can kiss any plans with him goodbye.” 

She gave Prisha another sultry stare. “My shift ends in a few hours if you want to stick around.” 

She winked. 

Prisha gave a mock smile. “Thanks for the offer, but we won’t be here.” 

The vamp leaned closer to my friend, her pupils expanding and contracting. I yanked Prisha out of the way before the vamp’s compulsion could take hold. 

“New plan,” I said under my breath, as I pulled her away. “We’re going to sit at the bar and wait for the Fire Wolf to appear, and we’re going to stay far away from any compelling vamps, brawls, or threesomes. Deal?” 

“Deal.”  Prisha  glanced  toward  the  corner  booth  where  a  female  fairy  was  currently  riding  a guy’s dick like a pogo stick. Another supernatural, perhaps a female werewolf or witch—I couldn’t be sure—was topless. She rubbed her bare breasts in the guy’s face as he fingered her. 

The guy abruptly stopped sucking one peak and arched his head back, his mouth hinged open. A second later, he gripped the fairy’s hip with his free hand before slamming her down onto his cock and roaring his release. 

Prisha made a face. “Gross. I mean, don’t get me wrong, feel free to do what floats your boat, but seriously, couldn’t they at least get a room? Like anybody wants to see that.” 

I glanced at the dozen supernaturals who were all leaning against nearby walls or turned in their seats to watch the show. Most were men but there were a few women too. “I can’t say that all of them would agree with you.” 

“Whatever. This place is disturbing.” 

Prisha  and  I  made  a  beeline  for  the  end  of  the  bar  and  hopped  onto  two  of  the  remaining barstools. Within seconds, we were approached by four different species of supernaturals all asking

us how much we charged for hookups. The threesome had obviously been inspiring. 

“Girl, you owe me so much for coming here with you.” Prisha elbowed a guy who was currently trying to grope her ass, and when he didn’t respond to the first shove, I joined her. 

Bolts of magic from both of us hit him simultaneously. He flew back, but the second he was on his feet, he snarled and advanced, revealing a flash of canines as his eyes began to glow gold. 

“Shit. A werewolf on the verge of shifting, and who knows if he’s a rogue or not.” I gathered my magic  into  a  tight  ball  inside  me,  growing  it  and  readying  its  release.  Thankfully,  nothing  weird happened this time. 

I could tell Prisha was doing the same from the blue sparks that slipped along the dagger she’d pulled free from her pocket. One graze of her blade, if it broke skin, was enough to kill a human. To a supernatural,  her  magic-infused  weapons  coated  in  poison  could  pack  enough  of  a  punch  to  render even a rogue werewolf unconscious for several hours. 

But  the  werewolf  abruptly  lost  interest  in  us  when  a  half-naked  siren  sauntered  past  him.  His nostrils flared and he trailed after her, sniffing the air like she was a bitch in heat. 

Before  I  could  blink,  the  werewolf  had  hauled  her  up  against  a  wall  outside  of  the  women’s restroom. His huge erection appeared when he unzipped his pants. The siren wrapped her legs around his waist, her back flush against the black painted drywall. 

“Two hundred,” she said loudly. 

The wolf shoved a handful of bills into her fist just as he plunged his length inside her, his ass flexing when he began thrusting deep like a piston on steroids. 

Well, at least he’d paid. 

Fake  sounds  of  pleasure  came  from  her,  making  me  think  of  cheap  porn  flicks.  My  insides withered at the thought that this was what women were reduced to in this hideous place. 

Prisha and I turned our backs on the latest display, angry energy swirling in my gut. 

“Did Jenkins warn you that this  bar,” Prisha said, putting air quotes around the word, “was also part brothel?” 

“No, funny how he neglected to mention that part.” 

The bartender ambled toward us, a brawny man with a large belly and a heavy brow. I guessed he was a glamoured fairy or half-demon. “What do you girls wanna drink?” His thick forehead looked permanently creased, and one of his hands stayed under the counter. I would have bet money that he held a weapon at all times. 

“Nothing. We’re just waiting for someone,” I replied. 

“Seats aren’t free.” 

Prisha  whipped  out  a  hundred-dollar  bill  from  her  pocket  and  slipped  it  onto  the  counter. 

“Consider this payment for the barstools.” 

He grunted and picked up the bill before lumbering away. 

Music continued blaring, while supernaturals were either fucking or fighting around us. Tension rolled in my muscles as we repeatedly had to fight horny guys off us while trying not to cause a scene. 

It was a serious freakin’ migraine of a job. 

I continually waited for the next assault while trying to watch the front door. “He better show,” I muttered under my breath. 

The  DJ  shifted  to  a  new  song,  another  throbbing  techno  beat  that  half  the  couples  and  orgies were  fucking  in  sync  with.  The  front  door  banged  open,  and  Beaten-up  Dude  stumbled  over  the threshold. 

My spine snapped upright. “Holy shit. He’s still alive.” 

Prisha raised an eyebrow. “I suppose you were feeling guilty for nothing then.” 

I tracked Beaten-up Dude’s movements across the floor. Despite his sorry-looking appearance, all activity in the club stopped as the dancers parted like the Red Sea for him. 

My sympathy for him quickly gave way to confusion. Dancing couples lurched out of the way. A group  of  six  male  supernaturals  began  whispering.  And  most  females  in  the  bar  were  suddenly standing  on  alert,  as  if  the  biggest  and  most  coveted  male  in  the  jungle  had  shown  up  for  mating season. 

Beaten-up Dude straightened, and the earlier persona of a pummeled dejected soul fell away as he rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. He crooked a finger, beckoning the female vamp server his way as he strode toward the one empty booth in the Black Underbelly. 

A second later, he slid onto the dark leather bench of the booth reserved only for the Fire Wolf. 

Chapter 6

“Whoa, what?” Prisha’s jaw dropped. “He’s the Fire Wolf? But those demon guys were knocking the shit out of him. I thought the Fire Wolf was a badass who nobody messed with.” 

“Right? I don’t know what the hell’s going on.” 

Eyes wide, I watched the vamp waitress glide toward the hunter. When she reached his booth, she leaned over the table, her cleavage on full display. The Fire Wolf’s gaze dipped, the corner of his mouth curving up. 

I  winced,  wondering  if  that  smile  hurt,  considering  he  had  numerous  cuts,  bruises,  and  other random injuries. But in my next blink, his split lip disappeared. Following that, the swelling around his  eye  faded  away.  Then  the  bruises  were  gone,  and  his  right  hand  that  had  looked  broken  and mangled became whole. 

The potent scent of casting magic hit my senses. 

“He’s healed,” Prisha murmured. “And he did it so  fast. ” 

“I thought I was seeing things.” 

The  Fire  Wolf  had  gone  from  a  sad-looking,  beaten-up  dude,  to  a  fully  healed  and  fleshed  out menace that looked like he could destroy anyone with the flick of his wrist. And it was all done as if he’d simply flipped a self-healing switch. 

“So, he  is a werewolf?” I whispered to Prisha. “Only wolves and vamps heal that fast, but even for  those  species,  what  he  managed  to  do  seemed  faster  than  normal.  Plus  I  scented  magic,  which never happens when wolves and vamps heal.” 

She frowned. “I caught that scent too. That’s definitely weird. But alpha wolves heal faster than lesser  dominant  wolves,  which  could  also  explain  the  spectacle  he  created  when  walking  in.  So maybe he’s an alpha werewolf, and it was somebody else’s magic we scented?” 

“Could be.” Most knew not to fuck with alpha wolves, but even so, the reaction he’d created had bordered  on  extreme,  even  for  an  alpha  werewolf.  And  something  about  his  healing  .  .  .  something was off. “I think there’s more to it, though.” 

Prisha shrugged as the waitress finally stopped showing off her cleavage and set down the Fire Wolf’s drink. Since all he’d had to do was raise a finger to her, she obviously knew what he liked, which meant he frequented this place often. 

I glanced around again. The dancing, orgies, fucking, and fighting had resumed. Charming, really. 

I  mean,  who  wouldn’t  want  to  spend  their  weeknights  here?  But  whatever.  I  wasn’t  judging.  It  was simply  an  observation  of  the  Fire  Wolf’s  character.  Someone  who  chose  to  spend  their  time  in  this environment  obviously  found  it  appealing  on  some  level.  Good  to  know.  That  gave  me  insight  into how to approach him. No fear. Up front and brutal. I could do that. Hell, that was how I was most of the time anyway. It was my sister who was the softer one of us. She always had been. 

My breath stopped.  Tessa.  I squeezed my eyes shut.  Where are you? 

I gripped the bar top, my fingers digging into it. My twin had been gone for nearly five hours. 

Five  hours.  She  could  be  dead.  I  concentrated  on  the  link  that  connected  us.  No,  you  still  feel  the bond. She’s not dead.  But I had no idea in which direction she was. 

Blinking, I took a deep breath and reminded myself of what I needed to do. Focusing on severed witch-twin bonds was  not helping. I needed to keep my shit together. Bottom line? I couldn’t fail. Not

when Tessa’s life was on the line. I needed to hire the Fire Wolf pronto. 

“Let’s go talk to him,” I said to Prisha. 

But before we could slip off our stools, the fairy who’d been riding the guy’s dick earlier in the corner booth beat us to it. 

She sauntered toward the Fire Wolf, hips swaying, breasts perky and bare. When she reached his side, she dropped to her knees, her tongue darting out. 

I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but considering her hand strayed toward his upper thigh and then his zipper, I had a pretty good idea of what she was offering. 

My  stomach  churned  as  I  waited  for  his  response.  No  way  in  hell  was  I  going  to  prostitute myself to the guy if  that was what he expected from female clients. 

I held my breath as the Fire Wolf’s hand came down on top of the fairy’s. I half expected him to pull her palm onto his crotch, so when he pushed her hand away, a bolt of relief jolted through me. 

She pouted prettily and tried again, but when his eyes flashed red—flames licking his irises—

her hand whipped back and she skittered across the floor so fast she resembled a scurrying beetle. 

The  Fire  Wolf  returned  to  his  drink,  the  flames  in  his  eyes  dimming.  I  had  no  idea  what  color they were naturally, but seriously,  what the fuck was that? 

“Did you see that?” Prisha asked. 

“Yeah. What on earth? Werewolves eyes glow gold, not red, or flamey, or whatever the hell that was.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Hey!” I called to the bartender over the music. “You have a minute?” 

He gave me a grumpy side-eye, but after serving two dudes at the other end of the bar, he made his way toward us. “You actually going to order something?” 

“Nope, still working off that hundred. But I do have a question about that guy.” I subtly pointed toward the Fire Wolf. 

“What about him?” 

“What species is he?” 

He smirked and leaned a forearm on the bar top, then said in a low, conspiratorial tone, “If you don’t  know  the  answer  to  that,  then  this  place  isn’t  for  you.  You  two  should  get  outta  here  while you’re still breathing.” 

“Thanks,  Dad,  but  I  think  we’re  good.”  When  I  continued  to  stare  at  him,  not  moving  from  my stool, the bartender’s beady eyes crinkled in the corners. I assumed that was his version of a smile. I smiled sweetly back. “Yep, not going anywhere. So . . . what is he?” 

He straightened, one hand still hidden under the bar top. “Info isn’t free here.” 

“Never assumed it was.” I reached into my pocket and extracted a fifty-dollar bill, loathing to part with it, but aware that the info could be useful. “What does this buy?” 

He snatched the bill and slipped it into his pocket. “The Fire Wolf’s not an average werewolf.” 

I rolled my eyes. “No shit, so what is he?” 

That beady gleam in the bartender’s eyes returned. “Let’s just say his mother’s genetics had a big impact on him.” He turned his back and ambled away. A foot-long dagger concealed in his hand under the bar top flashed into view. 

“That’s it?” I called after him. 

He didn’t even pause, but I knew he’d heard me over the pulsating music. 

“Looks like he preferred my hundred-dollar bill to your measly fifty,” Prisha said with a wink. 

I grumbled. “Whatever. I guess it doesn’t matter what the Fire Wolf is. All that matters is that he

finds my sister. Come on.” 

I hopped off my stool, Prisha right behind me. A huge group of supernaturals were on the dance floor, swaying and gyrating in groups of two, threes, and fours. 

A few times, we were rubbed up against or pushed into groups, but we quickly fought our way off the dance floor and continued to the Fire Wolf’s booth. 

I stopped when we reached the five-foot radius of dead zone that surrounded him. His booth was the only one that didn’t have other supernaturals pushed up against the seats and table. 

So far, the only supernaturals who’d dared enter the area had been the server who the Fire Wolf had signaled, and the fairy who’d dropped to her knees offering a blowjob. 

Considering I wasn’t into fellatio with strangers, and I didn’t come bearing beverages, I simply stood and crossed my arms, waiting for the Fire Wolf to see me. Lame? Yeah, talk about feeling like an idiot. 

I  knew  I  could  have  stepped  into  the  dead  zone  and  walked  right  up  to  him,  but  invading  the guy’s personal space probably wasn’t the wisest way to make introductions. 

His  drink  was  nearly  gone  when  the  tall  vamp  waitress  brushed  past  me  as  if  I  wasn’t  even there. She set a new drink on the table. 

“Thanks, Val.” Now that his injuries were healed, and he wasn’t wheezing or spitting blood, his voice sounded deep, smooth even. 

She gave him a sultry smile. “Anytime, sugar.” Her hip bumped into Prisha when she sidled past us, her meaning clear when she gave my friend another seductive stare. 

The Fire Wolf took his second drink, and I couldn’t help my gaze straying to his mouth. His lips looked  firm  and  well-shaped.  When  they  closed  around  the  glass  rim,  I  wondered  what  those  lips would feel like on other places. 

 Wow. Really? Is that where my mind just went? 

I  smacked  myself  internally  and  tried  to  view  him  more  objectively.  My  gaze  trailed  over  his body, or what I could see of it from his seated position in the booth. 

His  chest  was  broad,  his  abs  flat  and  probably  chiseled.  Muscled  thighs  strained  against  his worn jeans. The guy looked like he spent every day in the gym. Not an ounce of fat on him. 

 Okay, not really being objective, Tala . . . 

Still,  my  eyes  seemed  to  have  a  mind  of  their  own  as  I  greedily  soaked  in  his  appearance.  It didn’t  help  that  he  had  a  hard  edge  to  him—square  jaw,  deep-set  eyes,  straight  nose.  He  was  a damned  work  of  art.  No  wonder  half  the  vaginas  in  this  place  were  clenching  for  him.  Mine  was beginning to do the same. 

“Smack me, please,” I hissed under my breath to Prisha. 

“Huh?” 

“Never mind.” 

I stuffed my hands into my pockets and reminded myself that the Fire Wolf’s bodily glory wasn’t why I was here. What did it matter, that instead of a sorry-looking and bruised reject, he was actually as beautiful as an angel? A dark angel. Yeah, the gods would never willingly give his kind of beauty to a pure version. 

Sex appeal aside, I knew I needed to ignore my libido and play this right. Since the Fire Wolf obviously  didn’t  like  people  in  his  personal  space,  I  continued  to  wait,  but  damn,  if  standing  there like a fawning groupie wasn’t the most embarrassing moment of my life, I didn’t know what was. 

I was about to say to hell with the dead zone and just walk up to the guy, when he quirked an eyebrow at me. 

“You need something?” 

Of  course,  my  knee-jerk  reaction  was  to  respond,  Your  honor,  may  I  please  approach  the bench?  But I kept my quip to myself and leveled him with an unblinking stare. “I hear you’re the best hunter for hire.” 

“Is that right?” 

“That’s what I hear.” I took an impatient breath, and an image of Star Tattoo Guy flashed through my  mind  again.  His  hands.  His  meaty  arms.  My  sister’s  fear.  Before  I  could  stop  myself,  I  blurted, 

“And I’d like to hire you.” 

He eyed me, and in the dim bar lights, I realized he had amber-colored eyes. The fire in them earlier was gone, but I had a feeling those eyes could ignite at any second. A tingle of unease flashed coldly through me despite the hot room.  Hunter was the perfect word for him. 

The Fire Wolf took another sip of his drink. “Who said I’m open for hire?” 

 Ah, okay.  I hadn’t expected that. “So you’re not a hired hunter?” 

He didn’t reply, and his attention drifted over my head, to the gyrating bodies behind me. 

“I’ll pay you. Obviously. Generously even,” I added. 

He took another sip, his gaze now coasting toward the DJ. A new techno song had started along with  a  magical  display.  Ghostly  images  roped  around  the  DJ’s  equipment,  the  fluorescent  forms  of writhing bodies and phantom orgies a perfect imitation of the real-life supernaturals around us. 

I could be wrong, but even more people seemed to be having sex on the dance floor as the night wore on. 

“Have you ever seen anything like that?” 

For  a  moment,  I  didn’t  realize  the  question  was  directed  at  me.  I  glanced  at  the  dance  floor again. “Are you referring to the magical display or the dancers?” 

“Both.” 

I shrugged. “Magic, yeah, but I can’t say orgies and public displays of penetration are the norm in the clubs I frequent, but it’s not like I don’t know what sex is.” 

His lips twitched for the merest second, so quickly that I wondered if I’d imagined it. He raised his glass to his mouth, his face completely devoid of expression. 

Frowning, I continued to study the guy. For the life of me, I couldn’t read him. Everything about him was a blank slate. Even with his amber eyes focused on me again, he was a closed book. 

I had a feeling that if it came down to combat, he would be on top of me with a knife to my throat before I could even summon my magic. 

A small smile curved my lips. Perfect. He was exactly the kind of hunter I needed. 

I drummed my fingers against my thigh. “So, about hiring you—” 

“Why did you try to stop those half-demons outside?” 

His  abrupt  one-eighty  in  conversation  took  me  so  completely  by  surprise  that  I  didn’t  reply. 

Prisha nudged me. Oh, right. I’d completely forgotten my bestie was even there. 

I  crossed  my  arms,  realigning  my  thoughts.  “I  tried  to  stop  them  because  I  thought  they  were going to kill you.” 

A sardonic smile lifted his lips.  Ha!  So the hunter did have emotions, but apparently, he thought I was full of shit.  Huh.  I shifted my weight onto my other foot, my arms still crossed tightly over my chest. “Is that comical?” 

“You actually expect me to believe that you didn’t know who I was? Or that you were capable of saving me from three fully grown half-demons? If you’d interfered, you would have been killed, so you’re lucky that those three lost interest in your game. And by the way, if that was your way of trying

to get my attention so you could hire me for a job, it was pretty pathetic.” 

Oh, so there it was. He thought my momentary quest to be the hero had all been an act, or a game, or a way to impress him, or perhaps all three. 

Never  mind  that  Prisha  and  I  had  been  genuine  in  our  desire  to  save  him,  even  though  he’d obviously  not needed our help. But how was I to know that he was the Fire Wolf? He certainly hadn’t looked like a hunter when he’d been pinned against a wall, all bloody and helpless. 

But given how his smoldering amber eyes were looking at me like he wouldn’t believe me no matter  what  I  said,  I  didn’t  even  try  to  defend  myself.  ’Cause  guess  what,  Prince  of  the  St.  Louis Underbelly? I don’t need to prove myself to you. I just need to hire you. 

He  continued  watching  me,  as  if  waiting  for  me  to  attempt  a  defense.  Instead,  I  just  shrugged. 

“You  can  believe  what  you  want—I  don’t  really  give  a  shit—but  if  I  happen  upon  someone  getting beaten and ganged up on in the Shadow Zone again, I’ll remember your sage words and cower in the street corner like the good little weakling that I am.” 

His smile disappeared, and his eyes burned red for the merest second. 

 Oops.  I hadn’t meant to go that far, but really? Egotistical jocks were my pet peeve. 

Still . . . Me and my sharp mouth were going to fuck this up.  Seriously, Tala. Can’t you just be a soft feminine witch for one damned night? You probably just blew your chance at saving Tess. 

On pins and needles, I waited for him to wave me away like an annoying fly. I wasn’t the only one waiting for that since Prisha whispered under her breath, “You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?” 

“I know,” I muttered. 

But instead of banishing me from his kingdom, the Fire Wolf took another drink of his half-gone beverage.  When  he  finished  his  swallow,  he  placed  his  drink  down  and  leveled  me  with  an unflinching stare. 

My insides flipped at the look in his eyes. Of course, it didn’t help that the Fire Wolf had turned all of his attention on me.  All of it.  Damn . . . 

His  nostrils  flared.  I  knew  he’d  just  caught  my  aroused  scent,  something  a  werewolf  was perfectly capable of. 

Brilliant.  Now  I  was  not  only  acting  like  a  complete  idiot,  but  I  was  also  acting  like  a  true groupie. 

 Well done, Tala. At this point, you might as well offer a blowjob since you’re no different than every other female in this joint. 

“Okay,  I’ll  play  along.”  He  leaned  back  and  draped  an  arm  casually  over  the  booth.  The movement begged one’s attention to shift to his slabbed chest, but I managed to restrain myself. “So you had no idea who I was and you were merely trying to help. Is that what you’re saying?” 

I shifted from foot to foot. My vagina and I were seriously going to have a conversation when this night was over. “Yes.” 

He waved his arm around the room. “In case you haven’t noticed, nobody here helps anybody. 

This is an every-man-for-himself kind of place.” 

Even  though  my  eyes  kept  trying  to  stray  to  the  muscles  visible  through  his  shirt,  I  somehow managed to reply, “And in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve never been here before, so I’m not exactly up to date on the rules. Is there a manual somewhere I could look at?” 

His eyes grew hooded, those flames making an appearance again. 

Prisha kicked me. 

I  groaned  internally,  but  the  Fire  Wolf  obviously  brought  out  my  snappy  side.  In  my  defense,  I

was a bit stressed out, and I was getting sick of him not giving me a straight answer. 

The memory of Tessa’s fear when she’d been taken washed over me. It’d been  hours since she’d been abducted. We were wasting time. I needed to hire this egotistical fucker, or head back to the SF

and hand my life over to them. 

A  gyrating  body  bumped  into  me  causing  me  to  accidentally  step  into  the  dead  zone.  The  Fire Wolf looked at my feet, then back up at me. 

I took a step back and decided to give this one more shot—no bullshit, no sarcasm, just an adult conversation. “Look, I’m truly here because I need to hire you. My sister was abducted this afternoon, and the Supernatural Forces won’t help me. You’re my only hope.” 

He cocked his head, and for the first time a crack of curiosity shone in his amber-colored eyes. 

“Why won’t the Supernatural Forces help you?” 

“Long story.” 

“But  that’s  what  they  do.  They’re  the  protectors  of  citizens—the  knights  in  shining  armor—to someone such as yourself.” 

“Such as myself? And who would that be?” 

He smirked. “A well-off supernatural female who works nine to five, pays her taxes, follows the law, and never ventures to places like this.” He waved his hand again at the erotic display behind us. 

Wow, judgmental much? Although, he wasn’t actually wrong about the nine to five and taxes . . . 

I arched an eyebrow. “And paying taxes is a bad thing? Seriously, what does that even matter?” 

His expression grew blank again, and that brief flash of curiosity disappeared. “You should try the SF again and stop wasting my time. I can’t imagine they’d actually turn you away.” 

Wasting his time? Wasting  his time? I took a step into the dead zone, not even caring when fire crept into his irises. “But they did turn me down. My sister has a long history with the SF, and they don’t believe me that she was abducted. That’s why I’m here. Time is ticking. I need someone to hunt her down before it’s too late.” 

He lounged back in his seat again, and I knew that I was losing him. 

Although, considering what I saw in my peripheral vision, perhaps it was because I wasn’t the only woman in the dead zone anymore. Fairy-who-liked-pogoing-on-guys-dicks was back, except this time she’d brought a friend. 

Lovely. It was like the vagina rebellion. Prince of the St. Louis Underbelly’s personal space was being thoroughly invaded. 

The  Fire  Wolf  flicked  them  an  irritated  glare.  They  both  stood  off  to  my  side,  caressing  and kissing one another. Of course, the fairy and her friend were mostly naked save for a strip of fabric that apparently counted as underwear. It was as if they were hoping their erotic display would entice Mr.-King-Here-On-His-Throne to come down to join the lowly peasants. 

I snorted. Good luck. He probably only fucked vaginas coated in gold. 

“Did I miss something?” I said briskly when Pogo Fairy snaked a finger up her friend’s thigh to her nether region. 

The Fire Wolf picked up his drink again. 

“You’re a hired hunter, are you not?” I pressed. “And I have money. What I’m requesting is quite simple. I’d like to hire you. Will you please reconsider?” 

There. I’d even said  please. I was adulting at full throttle here . . . although my words had been a bit sharp. 

Prisha  sighed  heavily,  obviously  worried  that  my  temper  was  getting  the  better  of  me,  but  I actually thought I was holding onto my anger pretty well. 

“She was taken right from our magic shop,” I continued over the loud music and the lesbian love show  to  my  side.  “Right  from  beneath  my  nose  by  some  guy  who  was  pretending  to  be  a  customer. 

And it’s already been hours since she disappeared.” I took another step into the dead zone. “Please, I’m actually begging you to help.” 

The Fire Wolf lifted a perfectly shaped eyebrow—the dude’s eyebrows were even perfect—just as Pogo Fairy’s friend cried out, letting loose the loudest fake orgasm I’d ever heard. 

The hunter didn’t even glance at them. 

“Please,” I said again. “I need you to find her.” 

His eyes flashed, his usual amber gaze glowing crimson for a second. 

I took yet another step into the dead zone. I was almost at his table. “We don’t have much time. 

You probably know the statistics of missing person cases. The longer she’s gone, the less chance she has of being found alive.” 

The  vamp  waitress  brushed  past  me  again,  bumping  into  me  on  purpose  no  doubt.  My  nerves prickled  at  her  rudeness,  but  she  didn’t  do  anything  else  other  than  set  another  drink  in  front  of  the Fire Wolf and whisk away his empty glass. 

“That drink’s on the house.” She angled her body to face me. “Is this one bothering you? If she is . . .” She smiled, her fangs fully lengthened. 

 Oh please. 

The Fire Wolf downed half of his new drink, then stood. “It’s fine. I was just heading out. I have a few things I need to finish up tonight.” He threw a couple hundred-dollar bills on the table, which Val collected in one greedy swipe, and with that he strode past me. 

As if I wasn’t even there. 

As if I hadn’t just  begged him to save my sister’s life. 

Pogo  Fairy  and  her  friend  sucked  in  a  breath,  their  lustful  hands  and  roaming  fingers  stopping now that their target was leaving. 

I rolled my eyes. I knew it’d been a fake orgasm. 

Prisha  crossed  her  arms  and  arched  an  eyebrow  at  me.  “Really?  You  couldn’t  play  sweet  and nice for five minutes?” 

The dance floor parted again as the Fire Wolf stalked across the room. 

I grabbed a hold of Prisha and pulled her with me. We hurried after him even though the crowd had returned to a tangled mess of bodies in his wake. 

“I take it that you’re refusing the job?” I yelled to him over the pounding music. 

Of course, he didn’t respond. 

Somehow, Prisha and I managed to reach him before he disappeared through the door. 

I latched on to his arm, not even thinking about what I was doing. His muscles clenched, his skin hot through his shirt. “I’ll pay you five thousand to find her.” 

He glanced down at where my hand was touching him. 

In  the  next  instant,  I  was  against  the  wall,  the  hunter’s  body  pressed  flush  against  me.  Prisha shrieked,  then  pulled  her  blade  out,  but  a  warning  look  from  the  Fire  Wolf  had  her  lowering  it.  He could easily snap my neck in this position. 

The  hunter  leaned  closer  to  me,  his  nose  trailing  down  my  neck  as  he  inhaled.  His  own  scent flooded me. He smelled of citrus and cedar, rich and decadent. My nostrils flared. I’d never known a man’s smell to be so . . .  intoxicating. 

 Damn libido. 

“Sorry . . . what was your name?” he said casually, as if pinning me to the wall with every inch

of our bodies touching was a completely normal way to have a conversation. 

I swallowed, my throat dry, because as much as I was trying to ignore the feel of him, I couldn’t. 

It’d  been  so  long  since  I’d  been  with  a  man.  Months  since  I’d  had  a  random  hookup  following  a drunken night out. And years since my last true relationship with Carlos. 

These days my vibrator was my only boyfriend. And even though the Fire Wolf brought out my snarky side, I couldn’t remember the touch of a man’s body ever feeling so  good. 

I licked my lips. 

His gaze dropped to my mouth. 

“Tala. Tala Davenport,” I said breathlessly. 

His  mouth  parted,  a  wolfish  grin  emerging  before  he  dipped  and  trailed  his  lips  feather-softly along my neck, as if he were about to kiss me. 

I held my breath, nearly straining against him. Anything to claim that mouth on my skin. 

Obviously, my vagina was a lost cause. 

The hunter pulled back just enough to look me in the eyes. “First off,  Tala,” he purred, his voice as smooth as velvet. “You never,  ever give anybody your real name in the Shadow Zone. Secondly, don’t ever  touch  me again.”  His  grip tightened,  a  flare  of pain  jolting  through me,  before  his  mouth drifted closer to my ear, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “People tend to lose limbs when they do that.” 

He abruptly released me and stepped back. 

My knees nearly gave way, but I managed to stop myself from falling. Still, my heart was beating erratically. 

Magic simmered beneath my skin as my insides flamed to life. I couldn’t tell if I was in shock, or turned on, or both. Whatever the case, I’d never been threatened in such an erotic way before, but I had no doubt that he meant what he’d said. If I touched him again, I would lose my hand. 

I stared at him, unable to move. Because despite his threat and that flare of pain at the end, I’d loved every second of his body touching mine. Gods, that was pathetic. 

But  if  the  dude  had  any  reaction  to  the  physical  contact  we’d  just  shared,  he  was  an  expert  at hiding  it.  With  a  shove  on  the  door,  the  Fire  Wolf  slipped  out  of  the  Black  Underbelly  and disappeared into the night. 

Chapter 7

Despite his complete and total dismissal of me, I still attempted to follow him, but the vamp waitress was suddenly there, barring the way. She slipped a slim, pale arm across the door. Given a vamp’s strength, it was the equivalent of a steel bar blocking the exit. 

“He  doesn’t  want  to  do  business  with  you,”  Val  said  with  fake  sympathy.  “What’s  the  matter, sweetheart? Never heard  no before?” 

 Really?  A snarl worked its way up my throat. 

She laughed but didn’t move. “You know, you should count yourself lucky that he talked to you at all.  When  supes  show  up  here  looking  for  him  to  do  their  dirty  work,  he  won’t  even  acknowledge most. Only the lucky ones get a chance to speak with him. And only the  very lucky ones he speaks to in  return.  But  with  you,  he  actually  engaged  in  a  conversation,  so  count  yourself  blessed.  He  must have been feeling generous tonight.” 

I snorted. “Blessed? What a crock. I was simply trying to do business with him, but apparently, he’s too good for me.” 

The vamp smiled. “Finally catching on.” She took in my clothes that I’d bought off the clearance rack. “You couldn’t afford him anyway.” 

“Okay,  enough,”  Prisha  said  as  she  moved  toward  Val,  who  seemed  more  than  willing  to accommodate my best friend. “We’re outta here.” 

The vamp pouted at Prish. “Just ’cause your friend’s leaving, doesn’t mean you need to.” 

“Oh yes, it does.” Prisha pushed her out of the way, and the vampire finally released her hold on the door, allowing my bestie to tug me along with her. 

Outside, the night was cool and dark. Music from inside the Underbelly pulsed around us, as if the building’s walls were dancing to the beat. 

On  the  street  corner,  the  Fire  Wolf  stood  tall  and  sinister  looking  in  the  streetlight.  He  held something in his fingers. It glowed, emitting a yellow flare.  A crystal?  He lifted the yellow gem and began swirling it in a circle in front of him. 

“I’ll  be  sure  to  let  the  huge  dude  with  the  weird  constellation  tattoo  know  that  you  were  too scared to find him!” I called sarcastically. 

The hunter shot me a look just as a glowing circular portal appeared in front of him. Then, he stepped into the hole and disappeared. The self-conjured portal vanished, swallowing the Fire Wolf inside of it. I ground to a halt, my anger and newest sarcastic quip dying on my lips when I realized what he’d just done. 

“Holy shit,” I said. “He conjured a portal  out of  thin air without using a portal key. And what was that crystal thing?” 

“No idea. I thought I’d imagined it,” Prisha replied. 

I gazed at the empty space where the hunter had stood only a second ago. And then it hit me. 

The Fire Wolf was gone and my sister was still missing. And if the SF psychic wasn’t free to corroborate  my  story,  I’d  be  left  with  no  choice  but  to  reveal  the  depths  of  my  magic  and  the  one secret my dead parents had begged me to keep. 

“What am I going to do?” I doubled over, my eyes burning. 

“We’ll find another way.” Prisha’s hands closed around my upper arms, hauling me up. “But this

isn’t the place to figure it out.” 

A scuffle of tiny feet came from the alleyway off to our right. A herd of jurats huddled around something on the ground. Red flashes and puffs of scarlet clouds formed around the magical rodents. 

They were feeding on something. 

My feet moved of their own accord toward them, but a part of me knew what I’d find beneath the repulsive creatures. 

So when I saw pant hems, the same pants that the half-demon who had been pummeling the Fire Wolf had worn, I wasn’t surprised. 

Three bodies lay sprawled in the alleyway, unseeing eyes gazing skyward. Given the state their bodies were in, the jurats had been feasting on them for a while. 

“He  killed  them.  All  three  of  them,”  I  said  in  disbelief.  “Before  he  even  came  inside  the Underbelly. But why? And how? And why did he let them beat him up in the first place?” 

“I’m  not  sure  we’ll  ever  know,  babe.”  Prisha  guided  me  away.  “Come  on.  It’s  late.  And  this place is getting worse with every second that passes.” 

She wasn’t kidding. On the streets and sidewalks, more supernaturals prowled around than had been there previously. 

It had to be around three in the morning. The witching hour had arrived, and the devil’s creatures were out to play. Prisha was right. Despite our combined powerful magic, this was no place to hang out. Especially when my magic might be on the fritz. 

“Hello there, sweet ones,” a man hissed behind us. 

I didn’t have to spin around to know that he was a vampire. I swallowed down my earlier fear at what was happening to my sister and turned to face him. 

He  stood  by  himself  just  off  to  the  side  of  the  alley,  the  lone  streetlight’s  weak  illumination highlighting his gaunt cheeks and pale skin. His nostrils flared. It looked like he hadn’t fed in a while. 

It also looked like he wanted to feed on  me. 

Sure enough, his lips curled in a predatory smile. “You smell delicious.” 

“Too bad I’m not on the menu.” 

He chuckled. “Oh, but you could be.” He took a step forward, moving at lightning speed, then he stood right in front of me, his arm snaking around my waist. 

Prisha  hissed,  then  whipped  out  her  blade  so  fast  it  was  a  blur  before  she  slashed,  aiming precisely for his throat. His eyes widened, and he deflected in a rush, but the weapon nicked his skin, her magic flowing into him. 

He grimaced and staggered back, but he still held onto me, his arm tightening. Crap, so he was an old one. A moment of fear slammed into my gut that I’d have to once again call upon my unreliable magic, but I quickly pulled myself together. 

I  summoned  a  binding  spell  and  blasted  it  toward  him,  but  at  the  last  moment  he  disappeared, moving in a flash of vampire speed despite Prisha’s toxic magic soaking into his cells. 

He  tsked when he reappeared three yards to my right, his feline grin growing despite the blood trickling down his neck. In my next blink, his skin had sewn shut, but an angry red and festering welt remained. 

“Oh, this will be fun,” he taunted, his gaze sliding between me and Prish. 

“I couldn’t agree more.” Prisha lunged, her glowing blue blade slicing through the air, moving like lightning, but the vamp disappeared again. 

Gods, he was fast. 

I summoned my magic, calling upon a shield spell and arcing it around me and Prish. The hazy

dome fell over us, like a cloud of protection, just as the vamp appeared again, his eyes sparkling with delight. But when he dashed toward me again, he collided with my shield and let out a howl when it repelled him in a blast. 

I had more spells ready, a binding one followed quickly by a telekinetic rush, and they left my fingertips before the vamp hit the ground. 

But  just  as  the  whispered  spells  departed  from  my  lips,  a  flash  of  power  rolled  into  me, slamming me in its intensity—speed, insatiable hunger, heated arousal, the strength of a hundred men. 

It hit me so hard that I doubled over and staggered back. 

“Tala?”  Prisha  was  at  my  side  in  a  second,  sheathing  her  blade  before  she  caught  me  from falling. 

My  witch  magic  gushed  to  the  surface,  just  as  the  foreign  power  started  to  ebb.  In  the  next moment, the tidal wave of foreign hunger and speed was gone completely. 

“What the hell is going on with me?” I whispered. 

Worry puckered her features. “I don’t know, but we’re leaving.” 

The magic I’d let loose, the binding and telekinetic spells, had thrown the vamp twenty feet into the air. His entire body was as stiff as a board, but I knew he would have gone farther if that foreign power hadn’t rendered me stupefied. 

I  tethered  my  magic,  calling  upon  it  despite  my  trepidation  over  what  had  just  happened. 

Weaving  my  fingers,  I  maneuvered  the  vamp  to  the  end  of  the  alleyway.  He  landed  in  a  heap,  my binding spell still in place which prevented him from moving. Depending on how powerful he was, it could  take  him  minutes  to  an  hour  to  break  through  it.  In  the  meantime,  the  jurats  hissed  and  a  few scampered toward him. Obviously, somebody was happy about the new meat. 

“Are you going to leave him like that?” Prish asked. 

I gave a hasty nod. “He’s strong. He’ll probably be free within ten minutes. Let’s go.” My hands were shaking when I hesitantly called upon another spell, a cloaking one. 

It  descended  around  us,  making  it  appear  as  though  we’d  vanished  from  plain  sight.  Powerful supernaturals that were close to us would be able to see through it, but most wouldn’t. If nothing else, the spell would help protect us until we reached the portal, because I didn’t trust my other magic to get us there safely. Hell, I barely trusted this one. 

 What the actual fuck is going on with me? 

Prisha guided me toward the street. “Are you okay? You seem . . . off tonight.” 

“I’m  fine.  Let’s  just  get  out  of  here.”  I  didn’t  have  the  energy  to  explain  the  foreign  feeling  to Prisha. Not that I could explain it anyway, since I didn’t understand it myself. 

We  headed  onto  the  street  and  away  from  the  alley.  The  supernaturals  that  had  been  loitering outside  of  the  Black  Underbelly,  and  had  seen  my  magic  unleashed,  were  all  looking  around,  as  if wondering where we had gone. 

Some  of  them  possibly  sensed  us  when  we  passed,  knowing  we  were  close,  but  with  my cloaking spell in place, we were invisible. 

“Maybe it’s for the best that we stay hidden,” Prisha said quietly. “Even though this is the most fun I’ve had in months.” 

“Agreed.”  My  magic  crackled,  more  of  it  writhing  beneath  my  skin.  I  hesitantly  felt  inside  for whatever that foreign power was which had hit me, but it appeared to be entirely gone. Nothing felt out of the ordinary or new. 

I let out an uneasy breath and left my magic humming along my skin, my cloaking spell firmly in place. We jogged back to the portal, keeping an eye out in case anyone strong enough appeared to see

through it, but luck seemed to be on our side for once, because nobody bothered us before we leaped through the portal and left the Shadow Zone behind. 

∞     ∞     ∞

We made it back to Prisha’s apartment building just shy of four in the morning. 

“Thank you.” I gave her a hug at the high-rise’s entrance. “I love you so much for coming with me, and I’m sorry it was such a shitshow.” 

“Nah, it wasn’t that bad. You may have been a wee bit antagonistic to the Fire Wolf, but I know you’re worried about Tessa. Now please, go home and get some sleep. In the morning, I’ll come with you to the SF. We’ll get this figured out so they start searching for her. Call me when you wake up, okay?” 

I  managed  to  nod,  my  throat  too  thick  to  speak.  I  didn’t  know  how  I  was  going  to  sleep,  but Prisha was right. Right now, there was nothing more I could do. I’d called the SF as soon as we’d cleared  the  Shadow  Zone,  only  to  be  told  again  that  their  psychic  still  wasn’t  available  but  they’d have time to test “my friend” first thing in the morning. 

So, for the time being, I was shit out of luck, and my failure was making me feel like absolute crap. I’d completely failed at initiating my sister’s search outside of the SF, which meant I’d have to reveal my powers if their psychic wasn’t free to assess Tessa’s disappearance come sunrise. 

 Please be okay, Tess.  I concentrated again on the witch-twin connection she and I shared. That spark of magic still resided inside me. She was still alive. 

Even though I had no idea where she was, I clung to the belief that she wasn’t dead as Prisha went inside her apartment building and I ambled back to the street. 

 She’s not dead. She’s still okay. We can still find her in time.  It became my mantra as I began walking. 

It was a hike to get back to my home in Avondale from Prisha’s high-rise in the Gold Coast—at least  a  two-hour  walk—but  at  the  moment,  I  needed  to  keep  moving  because  despite  trying desperately to shove the horrifying images of my sister being gagged and bound, or worse, raped and tortured, from my mind, I couldn’t. 

Those horrific images played over and over in my head, like a slideshow of torment. 

It  was  only  a  few  miles  into  my  walk—when  blisters  had  formed  on  my  heels—that  I  finally stopped my midnight urban hike and requested a hired ride. I slipped a healing potion from my belt and downed it in one swallow as I waited. 

By  the  time  the  sedan  pulled  up  to  the  curb,  my  blisters  had  healed,  but  I  still  hopped  in  and watched in a daze as Chicago’s nightlife blazed out my window. 

“Have a good one,” the driver called when he pulled up to my curb. 

I  smiled  wanly  and  remembered  to  tip  him  before  getting  out.  My  sleepy-looking  three-story apartment building rose in front of me. The neighboring buildings were dark, this area not as busy as where Prisha lived. 

Tessa and I rented the apartment on the top floor, so I trudged up the stairs, making loud stomps with  each  step.  When  I  finally  reached  my  door,  I  tried  not  to  think  about  how  I  was  going  to  be sleeping alone in there tonight. 

Tessa and I had lived together our entire lives, and while we’d occasionally been apart to take trips with friends—or when Tessa went off on one of her disappearances—we usually were under the same roof every night. 

I  half  expected  her  tinkling  laugh  to  reach  my  ears  when  I  opened  the  door,  but  all  was  quiet. 

Only  the  hum  of  the  fish  filter  from  the  small  tank  we  had  in  the  living  room  reached  my  ears.  It housed  our  fantail  goldfish—Agent  Orange  and  DJ  Finster—who  were  lazily  swimming  around despite the late hour. 

I closed the door behind me, my fingers shaking as I engaged the lock. I leaned my head against the  solid  wood.  “Please,  please  still  be  alive,  and  please  let  me  find  you.  I’ll  do  anything  to  find you.” 

“Do you always pray to your door?” a deep and smooth voice called out from the darkness. 

My heart jumped into my throat as I whipped around. My fingers automatically went to one of the potions on my belt. Magic crackled under my skin, rushing to the surface, just as a punch of foreign heat and intense mind-altering magic slammed into me. 

I doubled over, unsure if I’d been hit with a spell or if my magic had gone on the fritz again. 

A grunt came from the darkness, then, “Your security’s pretty shit.” 

I gasped as the familiar tone finally hit me. “Fire Wolf?” 

A lamp clicked on in my living room, its light blazing to life. I gaped just like DJ Finster was currently doing at the hunter who stood in my living room. He was as huge as I remembered him, his shoulders  so  broad  they  strained  against  his  shirt.  His  amber-hued  eyes  glittered  in  the  dim  light. 

Here, in my small apartment, his presence commanded the room. 

My mouth dropped open even more. “What the hell? Did you break in here?” 

He quirked a dark eyebrow as a sexy smile curved his lips. “Obviously, yes.” 

I managed to stand upright, the initial punch to my gut and terrifying feeling of surprise falling off me like a snake’s molted skin. I stormed toward him, my fingers crackling as magic rushed through me. 

He simply watched me with interest, not looking concerned or backing up. 

 Arrogant prick.  But at least this time, as magic rose high inside me, it was the magic I was used to sensing and not the weird foreign-feeling crap that had been hitting me all night. 

I stopped a foot away from him, planting my hands on my hips before spitting out, “You broke into my apartment? What the hell’s the matter with you?” 

He  idly  looked  away  and  ran  his  finger  along  one  of  the  end  tables  in  our  living  room  before rubbing  off  the  dust.  His  strong  fingers  drew  my  attention,  then  the  way  his  muscles  bunched  and moved in his forearms. It didn’t help that his profile was strong and breathtakingly handsome. Or that his dark hair curled at the nape of his neck and begged me to slide my fingers through it. 

Seriously, the dude was too beautiful for earth. He belonged in heaven—or perhaps in hell. His kind of beauty was bewitching. Yep, definitely hell. 

A couch and two armchairs circled the coffee table to our left, and he casually perused those too, before  glancing  to  the  kitchen  with  its  old  table  and  chairs  that  Tessa  and  I  had  purchased  at  a  flea market several years ago. 

Our apartment wasn’t large, but it was  ours, and the Fire Wolf was defiling it by breaking into it uninvited.  Even  though  he  was  as  beautiful  as  a  dark  angel  and  my  vagina  was  practically  bowing before him, this was  not okay. 

“I should knock you down right here and wait for the SF to come arrest you.” 

His lips parted, a dark chuckle escaping him. The fucker was actually  laughing. “I’d like to see you try that.” 

“You don’t think I could?” 

He shrugged. “Even if you could restrain me, which I know you couldn’t, I thought the SF didn’t want anything to do with you?” 

“I didn’t say that. I just said that they didn’t believe me that my sister had been abducted.” 

“About that . . .” He stopped his perusal of my apartment. “I find that quite intriguing. I’ve never heard of the SF denying anybody before. Especially, someone such as yourself.” 

I cocked my head. “Oh, you mean the woman who works nine to five, pays her taxes, and never ventures  to  places  such  as  the  Underbelly?  Is  that  what  you  mean  when  you  say   someone  such  as yourself?” 

“Yes, very impressive. You have an adequate memory.” 

I glowered at him. 

“What are you doing here anyway?” I asked when he didn’t say anything further. 

He  strolled  to  the  wall,  studying  a  picture  of  Tessa  and  me  in  New  York.  We’d  gone  to  a Broadway show a few years ago, after snagging a last-minute airline deal. I’d loved every minute of that trip. “I had a change of heart.” 

My eyebrows shot up. “Come again?” 

He moved to the couch back and leaned casually against it. “I said I’ve changed my mind. I’ve decided  to  take  your  job,  but  your  payment  offer  was  laughably  low.  I  demand  half  up  front—ten thousand. The remaining ten to come after I complete the job.” 

 Twenty thousand dollars to hire him. I didn’t have that kind of cash, at least, not offhand. 

I  swallowed  down  my  despair  and  madly  wracked  my  brain  to  see  if  I  could  come  up  with  a solution. It was a hefty fee to keep my secret safe, but if it kept me hidden . . . 

“What made you change your mind?” I asked, stalling. 

He shrugged. “I finished another job tonight, and I’m not doing anything else at the moment, so I thought I’d help you out.” 

My gaze narrowed as I took in his unassuming stance. Help me out. Right. Something told me the Fire Wolf didn’t help anyone from the Shadow Zone unless something was in it for him. After all, his current demeanor was a one-eighty from the man who’d pinned me to a wall only a few hours ago, threatened to dismember me, and made me get all hot and bothered. Thinking about that also reminded me that it had been yet another few hours since Tessa had been taken. 

The clock was still ticking, and the truth was, as much as this hunter unnerved me, he would help keep my secret safe from the SF,  and he would begin hunting for Tessa immediately. But the money? 

Yeah, that was still a problem. 

“I don’t have twenty thousand offhand.” 

“What do you have?” 

“I have five thousand that I can transfer to your account right now. I’ll get the other five thousand to you after I figure a few things out.” Yeah, like sell the family jewels. Only problem, we didn’t own any priceless gems. 

I nibbled my lip, wondering how I was going to come up with the extra cash. My hard-earned retirement account came to mind. Crap. That was probably the only way. 

When I looked up at the Fire Wolf, his gaze was trained on my mouth. He quickly glanced away. 

“And you’ll also get the remaining ten to me when I find your sister?” 

My  heart  leaped.  When  I  find  your  sister.   As  if  it  were  a  given  that  he’d  track  her  down.  As though he didn’t have a doubt in the world that he would find the asshat who’d taken her and deliver his fiery justice. 

Okay, maybe I’d been watching too many action movies lately, but the thought of the Fire Wolf shredding  Star  Tattoo  Guy  to  ribbons  made  me  disturbingly  happy.  Although,  technically,  I  wasn’t really hiring him to kill anyone. I was just hiring him to find Tessa. Still, a girl could dream. 

The Fire Wolf leveled me with a weighted stare. 

“Deal,” I finally said. 

He crossed his arms. “Tell me about the man who took her.” 

“He was big, at least six-three with dark hair. He had strong, meaty arms, like a bodybuilder or maybe a werewolf on steroids. His brow was thick, his hands large, and he had this strange tattoo on his neck. I could’ve sworn it was a constellation tattoo, but there were arrows around it too.” 

His expression didn’t change, but the energy around him grew. “Describe the tattoo more.” 

I closed my eyes, doing my best to picture it again. Dammit, why hadn’t I drawn it on a piece of paper right after Tessa had been abducted when the memory was still fresh? 

I  pinched  my  brows  together,  concentrating.  “There  was  a  circle  around  what  looked  to  be  a constellation  with  spikes  toward  the  middle  and  triangles  on  the  inside.”  I  shook  my  head.  “I  can’t remember exactly, but it was something like that.” 

“And had you ever seen a tattoo like it before?” 

“No, never.” 

He pushed away from the couch so quickly that I took a step back. Damn. The guy could move as fast  as  a  vamp,  yet  the  Black  Underbelly’s  bartender  had  confirmed  that  he  was  part  werewolf.  So what else was he? A hybrid apparently. There were a lot of supernaturals in the community who were of  mixed  blood.  Their  powers  ranged  from  next  to  nothing  to  off  the  charts.  I  had  a  feeling  that  the Fire Wolf’s were definitely off the charts. 

“Where does your sister live? I’ll need to collect a few of her things.” 

I waved toward the bedrooms down the short hall off the living room. “She lives here with me. 

Her room’s on the left.” 

“Show me.” 

I led him to her room, my stomach dipping when I turned the light on. Her bedroom was in its typical  shape—clothes  on  the  floor,  bed  unmade,  crap  everywhere.  The  curtains  were  open,  our reflections in the window pane. 

The Fire Wolf kicked a few things out of the way when he stepped inside, then inhaled. “Did she wear any of these clothes recently?” 

I surveyed the heap in the corner and pointed at the shirt on the top. “That blue blouse with the faint stripes. I think she wore that yesterday.” 

He  collected  the  garment  and  sniffed  it,  then  moved  to  another  piece  of  clothing,  and  then another. He grabbed items in her room too, mostly clothing, jewelry, and other random objects like her hairbrush and the charging cord for her cell phone. 

With each new item, he either smelled it or ran it through his fingers multiple times. 

If I didn’t already know that he was a werewolf, or at least partly werewolf, I would think the dude was a little disturbed, but I figured he was memorizing her scent and perhaps picking up magical footprints from the objects she’d used. 

After  several  more  long  inhales  of  the  shirt  she’d  most  recently  worn,  he  tossed  it  back  in  the corner. “She doesn’t smell like you.” 

“What does she smell like?” 

He frowned as he prowled around the room, touching objects as he went. “Like a witch. I detect the trace of freesia, but your scent is withered almost.” 

I gave him a look. “Are you saying I stink?” 

His lips quirked up. “I never said that.” 

I  swallowed  the  dryness  in  my  throat.  I  wore  a  cloaking  spell  daily  to  hide  the  strength  of  my

witch magic, since the richness of a witch’s floral fragrance was an indication of her power, so him saying I smelled withered made me want to smile smugly. Even this badass hunter had no idea about the magic I was hiding. “I didn’t realize you’d noted my scent.” 

He faced me again, his huge frame dominating the room as his amber-colored eyes bore into me, a hint of mockery in them. “I had you against a wall in case you forgot.” 

My cheeks flushed. I hadn’t forgotten one second of the feeling of his body pressed against mine. 

“Right. I vaguely recall that.” 

He smirked. “You’re blushing.” 

“No, I’m not.” 

“Are you sure about that?” 

I  opened  my  mouth  to  reply,  but  he  spoke  first  as  he  stuffed  whatever  he  was  holding  into  his pocket. “Take me to where she was abducted.” 

“So you’re done here?” 

“I have what I need.” 

“And you’ll give me back the things that you just pocketed after Tessa’s found?” 

The corner of his mouth kicked up. “Are you worried I’ll steal them?” 

“Hard to say. I’m not really sure if you’re the stealing type or not.” 

“You’re right. These things are quite precious. Top of the list for any thief.” He pulled the items from his pocket. He held a small pair of earrings, a thin tank top that could be easily folded, and a hairband. Several strands of Tessa’s long blond hair were snagged on it. 

“You’re going to use those things to track her?” 

“They’re  not  trophies  if  that’s  what  you’re  worried  about.  Now,  take  me  to  where  she  was abducted.” He stepped closer, his large frame looming over me. In the window’s reflection, I realized just how large he was. My head barely brushed the tops of his shoulders. 

“It was behind our magic shop. I need to grab the keys.” I made a hasty retreat to the living room and snatched my purse off the small table by the front door. 

The Fire Wolf leveled me with a heavy stare. “Before we go anywhere, I’ll need you to pay me the five thousand.” 

Ah, so he hadn’t forgotten his payment after all. 

“Not a problem.” I whipped out my phone and pulled up my banking app. “Where do I send the money?” 

He  gave  me  his  details,  but  I  had  a  feeling  the  account  he’d  quoted  me  was  one  of  many. 

Something told me that the Fire Wolf was just as crafty with his finances as he was with his dealings. 

“Done.” I held my phone up to him so he could see that the money had been transferred. 

He grunted which I took to mean that he was happy to continue with business. 

I did a one-eighty toward the door. Even though I hadn’t slept since the night before, adrenaline buzzed through my veins and I wasn’t the least bit tired.  Finally.  Finally, I was getting somewhere. 

“So does this mean you’re officially on the job now?” I called over my shoulder. 

I stumbled when I found him right behind me. I hadn’t even realized he’d crept up on me. Damn, he was good, a predator through and through. I took a deep breath, and my gaze crawled up his chest past those perfect pectoral muscles to his strong neck and square jaw. 

A smirk lifted his lips when our gazes finally connected. 

Fuck me sideways. He’d definitely scented my desire again. I hastily glanced away. 

“Yes, I’m officially on the job.” He reached past me, his arm brushing mine in the process. Once again, tingles of awareness danced across my body, setting my nerves ablaze. 

He opened the door. “After you.” 

I snorted.  What a gentleman. 

In the stairwell, he followed behind me. Once outside the building, I pulled up my rideshare app. 

The  nearest  public  portal  was  only  a  block  away,  but  that  portal  wouldn’t  get  us  anywhere  near Chicago’s supernatural marketplace. Nope, that one would take me to Shanghai, which was great for shopping trips but not so great for getting around Chicago. Human transportation was needed to get me to work each day. 

“No need to hire a car.” The Fire Wolf pulled out that yellow crystal from his pocket. “What’s the address of where she was taken?” 

Holy shit, he was going to conjure another portal. How much magic did this dude have? 

I cleared my throat and tried to act like it was perfectly normal to have a portal conjured before me without an expensive portal key. “She was abducted from our magic shop. Practically Perfect is in the supernatural marketplace, downtown. Its nearest intersection is Wolf Lane and Schloster Row.” 

He  began  swirling  his  crystal  in  the  air,  doing  those  circular  motions  that  had  a  yellow  glow sparking. I listened for a spell or incantation, but none came. For all intents and purposes, it looked like the guy simply wanted a portal to be created, and so one was. 

 Holy hairy balls. 

I  glanced  around  the  street,  my  eyes  wide.  If  any  humans  saw  this  happening,  they  would  be massively freaking out. “Aren’t you afraid somebody will see us?” 

Every  supernatural  knew  that  our  kind  needed  to  remain  hidden.  While  we  were  much  more powerful than humans, they vastly outnumbered us and would no doubt declare war on our species if they  knew  we  existed.  As  a  rule,  we  never  revealed  ourselves  to  mortals.  All  supernaturals  were taught that from a young age. 

The  Fire  Wolf  shot  me  an  amused  smirk.  “I’ve  already  cast  an  illusion  spell  around  our perimeter. Nobody can see us.” 

 Seriously?  Only sorcerers could cast illusion spells, and I hadn’t heard him utter any spells for that one either. 

“What are you?” I blurted. Okay, it was a rude question, I knew that. But at this point, it wasn’t like either of us was minding our manners. I mean, the dude had just broken into my home. 

The portal appeared in front of him, and he put his crystal away. “Are you always this direct?” 

I raised my eyebrows. “Do you really need to ask?” 

Amusement glinted in his eyes before he gestured toward the portal. “After you.” 

Of course, he didn’t answer my question about his genetics. I paused midstep. “How do I know you’re not sending me to the underworld or some abominable location that will leave me stranded in the desert or on top of a frozen mountain? Or what if you’re sending me to some nether region in the fae lands?” 

He cocked his head. “What an active imagination you have. Were you like this as a child?” 

When I raised an eyebrow at him, he reached down and threaded his fingers through mine. 

My breath stopped. His warm palm grazed my skin, his hand rough from callouses. So, he was a man who worked with his hands. Those damn tingles started up my arm again before traveling lower. 

 Seriously, vagina, you have got to be on crack. 

I managed to suppress my frustrated groan at how embarrassing my physical reactions were as he tugged me forward. “Since I can see you’re not the trusting type, which I have to say surprises me, we can go through the portal together.” 

I planted my feet. “Why are you so surprised that I don’t trust people? Oh wait, does it not fit the

prejudged persona you pegged me with back at the Black Underbelly?” 

He sighed. “Just get in the damn portal.” 

I bit back a smile. For some asinine reason, I took great pleasure in knowing that I could rile the Fire Wolf. 

I let him pull me forward, and my breath sucked in when his portal swallowed us whole. 

Chapter 8

The  Fire  Wolf’s  personal  portal  was  just  as  trippy  as  the  public  ones.  The  feeling  of  popping  and breaking closed in around me, but so did the feel of his hand on mine. He didn’t let go. Not once. So when  his  portal  spat  us  out,  our  fingers  were  still  entwined  as  we  stared  at  the  front  door  to Practically Perfect. 

The  second  I  realized  that,  I  let  go.  It  was  unnerving  how  much  I’d  enjoyed  having  our  hands joined, all because the Fire Wolf was big and warm. His delicious scent still tickled my nose. That damn citrusy cedar scent, the richly decadent fragrance doing my head in. 

 Seriously, girl. Pull yourself together.  Prisha was right. I needed to get some sleep. Because I was beginning to act like a schoolgirl with a bad crush, and I was certain that whatever this attraction was,  it  was  one-sided.  Besides,  it  made  no  sense  that  he  evoked  these  intense  sensations  in  me. 

 Honestly, Tala, you don’t even know the guy. 

“So where was she taken?” he asked, breaking the quiet. 

I cleared my throat. Right. The hunter was here to do business. “Inside the store.” 

I  dug  the  shop’s  keys  out  of  my  purse  and  led  him  inside.  He  followed  right  behind  me,  all predatory  and  big.  When  he  stepped  over  the  threshold,  the  enchantment  next  to  the  jingling  bell triggered like it always did. A black dagger appeared above him. 

Before  I  could  blink,  he  dipped  and  rolled.  With  the  flick  of  his  wrist,  a  spell  shot  from  his fingertips and hit the enchantment. It exploded in a plume of dust and smoke. 

The  substance  drifted  down,  creating  a  cloud  around  me.  I  coughed,  and  fanned  it  away,  then arched an eyebrow at the hunter as irritation prickled my skin. “Is there a reason you just blew up my enchantment?” 

He rose to his feet, the picture of grace and stealth. A growl rumbled in his chest. “What the fuck is this? Do you think I’m that easy to kill?” 

 Kill him? He thought the door’s magic was a trap? 

I eyed the enchantment that was now dust. “News flash. Illusions can’t kill.” 

He stalked forward, fire burning in his eyes. His hard, toned body loomed over me, all death and menace at my fingertips. “What kind of game are you playing?” he asked in a lethally quiet voice that promised retribution. 

That deceptively calm question shot straight to my core, but I managed to smother my hormones before I did anything embarrassing. 

When I finally trusted myself to speak coolly, I pointed to where the enchantment had previously perched  above  the  door.  “It  just  so  happens  that  the  black  dagger  that  formed  over  your  head  was merely  an  illusion  enchantment  designed  to  activate  anytime  a  new  customer  enters  the  shop.  Its purpose  being  to  sense  what  each  person  is  here  to  buy,  and  that  tells  Tessa  and  me  where  to  steer them.” I waved upward. “The black dagger? That was merely the enchantment telling me that you’re here to kill. And as strange as it sounds, I was happy to see it. Because if you don’t kill the fucker who abducted my sister, I will.” 

He  gave  me  a  side-eye.  If  he  was  embarrassed  at  his  overreaction,  he  hid  it  well.  “Are  you always this violent?” 

I scoffed. “You’re accusing  me of being violent? I haven’t murdered anyone. I believe it was you

who left three dead half-demons in the alleyway in the Shadow Zone.” 

“So you saw them.” 

“The jurats were feasting on them, kinda hard to miss.” 

“They had it coming.” 

“Did they, though?” While I was never one to back down from a fight, I did have morals. I didn’t go around killing people, even if they attacked me. The gods knew there’d been plenty of times when Tessa and I had been growing up that we’d been targeted by bullies at our school. Funny how the poor kids without parents, who were moved from home to home, were such an alluring target. 

He just shrugged. “We can agree to disagree.” 

“Did  the  job  you  went  to  after  you  left  the  Underbelly  have  anything  to  do  with  those  half-demons?” Of course, he didn’t reply, so I continued. “You were asking them questions when they had you pinned to the wall. Something about a girl named”—I frowned, trying to recall—“Varga, was it? 

Oh, yeah. Katarina Varga.” 

He crossed his arms. “Again. You have an adequate memory.” 

“If that was an insult, I’m not offended.” I studied him, his expression unreadable and stoic. “I’m right, aren’t I? So what did you do? Go to that guy’s warehouse and rescue her?” 

“I don’t talk about other jobs.” 

I grinned. “I  am right.” 

Flames didn’t fill his eyes, but his gaze was weighted, and I once again got the feeling that his attention was focused entirely on me. It made me want to squirm, so I hastily looked away. “Do you want to see where Tessa was abducted?” 

He quirked an eyebrow. “Isn’t that why we’re here?” 

I led him through the shop and didn’t bother turning any lights on. The streetlights from the lane outside danced through the windows, dipping the shop into pockets of shadows. I knew the shop like the  back  of  my  hand.  I  could  have  walked  through  it  blindfolded.  And  considering  the  Fire  Wolf prowled silently behind me, never once bumping into anything, I couldn’t help but wonder if the fire in his eyes also allowed him to see in the dark. 

“Are you ever going to tell me what you are?” I pushed through the door to the back storeroom and flipped the light switch on. Back here, no streetlights or moonlight penetrated the solid walls, and even if he could see in the dark, I couldn’t. And I needed to show him where Tessa had been taken. 

When the Fire Wolf didn’t answer, I turned around to see his carefully blank expression. He was assessing the area and ignoring me. 

 Right. The man is here to do business, Tala, not answer your curious questions. 

Sobering  the  snarky  side  of  me  the  Fire  Wolf  seemed  to  bring  out,  I  waved  toward  the  large doors. “She was taken in the back alleyway, at the loading dock.” 

He  stalked  forward,  his  footsteps  silent.  When  he  reached  the  doors,  he  flung  them  open  and hopped the three feet to the ground. He strode right to where Tessa’s sandal had lain. 

“He took her here.” 

My eyes widened and I joined him in the narrow street. “Yes. How did you know? Do you have psychic power—” I was about to add the word  too, but then stopped myself. 

He  crouched  down,  ignoring  me  again—surprise,  surprise—then  lay  his  palm  flat  on  the pavement. He closed his eyes, and once again, I wondered if he was picking up on magical footprints. 

A second later, his eyes flashed open. “Tell me more about your sister.” 

A lump formed in my throat, and I tried not to think about how long she’d been gone. “She’s my identical twin, so she looks just like me—same height, same light tan, same blond hair, and dark-blue

eyes—but our personalities and magic are very different. She’s softer and loves attention, and she’s the star of our shop. Supernaturals come from all over the region to buy her spells and potions. She’s created magic most have never seen before.” 

He  angled  his  chin  toward  me.  Moonlight  poured  into  the  alleyway,  highlighting  his  rugged features and broad shoulders. 

For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. The dark angel was assessing me again. 

“Your sister’s responsible for creating the products you sell? All of them?” When I nodded, he added, “And what do you contribute to the shop?” 

“I do all of the ordering and inventory, and keep the books—basically, the managing. Tessa’s the face and personality of our store. I’m the bones and mechanics that run it behind the scenes.” 

He continued to stare at me for so long I felt the urge to fidget. Finally, he broke eye contact and looked to where her sandal had lain. 

“Do you know why anyone would want to take her?” 

“No. She doesn’t have any enemies or crazy stalkers. At least, not that I know of, and I’m pretty sure she would have told me if she did.” 

“Has there been a ransom note? Any strange calls to your cell?” 

“No. None.” A moment of silence passed, and my heart felt like it would beat out of my chest. 

“What do you sense? Can you feel anything?” His hand was still on the ground. 

“Darkness,  and  something  bigger.  This  wasn’t  a  simple  spur  of  the  moment  abduction.  It  was planned.” 

I bit my lip to stop my gasp. Planned? Someone had  planned this? 

I  dragged  my  gaze  back  to  his  hand.  It  was  still  pressed  to  the  pavement.  So  he   felt  Tessa’s abduction whereas I had seen it. He definitely had some form of psychic power. “Do you have any idea who took her?” 

He stood with a grim expression. “Wire the other five thousand to my account within twenty-four hours. I’ll let you know when I find her, then I’ll expect the final ten.” 

My eyes bugged out as he pulled the yellow crystal from his pocket. So not only was he staying tight-lipped about whatever he knew, but he was also leaving. 

He began that circular motion in the air again. As before, no spell or incantation came from his lips. Magic grew in the air around him. Gods, he was powerful. 

“I’m coming with you,” I said in a rush just as his portal formed. 

His amber eyes met mine, the energy around him growing. “I work alone.” 

“Not on this job, you don’t. Tessa’s my twin. We share a special connection. I’ll be able to feel her if we get close. I can help you locate her.”  And help you fight. 

He cocked his head. “You have a connection?” 

I nodded. “It’s because we’re witches and twins. You’ve probably heard that some witch twins share a bond.” 

“Why didn’t you mention that earlier?” 

I shrugged. “Um . . . because you didn’t ask?” 

His portal stayed whirling behind him, ready for him to step through it. I expected him to ignore me and disappear, but then he asked, “How close do you have to be to feel her?” 

“Within fifty miles.” 

His eyebrows rose. “That’s quite a distance.” 

“Exactly. I’ll know if we’re heading in the right direction. I can keep us on track. Please. Let me come.” 

“You could get killed.” 

 Killed?  Ah, so he thought I was a weakling. I bit my lip, wondering if showing him exactly how un-weak I was would help. Instead, I jutted my chin up. “I won’t get killed, and if I do, it’s on me. Not you.” 

He continued assessing me, his gaze unwavering. “So you’ll tell me if we’re near Tessa, and you fully understand that you could be injured or killed if things get hot.” 

“I do.” 

“Fine. You can follow, but if you die, I still expect payment. Can you guarantee that?” 

 Well, that’s pretty blunt.  But it was a good reminder that this was merely a job to the hunter, and business  was  business.  I  could  respect  that.  “I  can  set  it  up  with  my  bank  to  deliver  the  money regardless.” 

“Good. ’Cause if you don’t, I’ll come back here, and I’ll take payment my way.” 

In other words, he would rob us dry. “Fine. That’s fair.” 

His jaw clenched, a muscle bulging in the corner. “Also, if your actions compromise this job, or if you alert anyone to where I am or what I’m doing, I will shove you through my portal to a deserted snowy mountaintop and I’m keeping the money.” 

“Does your magistrate make you say those disclaimers too?” 

He cocked his head at me. 

“Ours  does.  But  anyway,  Mr.  Guy-Who-Drives-A-Hard-Bargain.  I  can  live  with  that  too, especially since I know I won’t do any of those things, so you have a deal.” 

He eyed me for a moment, that assessing stare so bold that I had a hard time not looking away. 

He finally said, “You don’t act like most women do around me.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I’m not exactly sugar-coating my words, yet you’re not offended or scared.” 

“Am I supposed to be?” 

His  lips  twitched  but  then  his  face  schooled  itself  into  a  mask  of  smooth  slate.  He  gave  me another unblinking assessment before saying, “Let’s go.” 

Without a backward glance, he stepped through his portal, and I jumped in after him. 

Chapter 9

The  portal  dropped  us  onto  damp  pavement  in  another  dark  alleyway.  Given  the  tall  buildings  on either side of us, and the underlying scent of gasoline and rotting garbage in the air, we were in a city. 

Clouds drifted in front of the waning crescent moon above, barely visible through the narrow strip of sky. Not much light penetrated this dark lane. Only a single streetlight near the mouth of the alleyway illuminated the area. 

A single sedan drove by on the street. Other than that, it was quiet. But, it was nighttime here too, wherever  here was, so I knew we hadn’t hopped to a new country. 

I immediately felt inside me for the bond that Tessa and I shared. Still there. But not humming. 

I swung toward the Fire Wolf. “Tessa’s not here.” 

“I know.” 

“Then where are we and why are we here?” 

“We’re in Portland, Oregon.” 

“And why are we in Oregon if this isn’t where Tessa is?” 

He gave me a side-eye. “Are you always going to ask this many questions?” 

I shrugged. “Does that mean you’d prefer I stay small and quiet and do as I’m told?” 

“Would you if I said yes?” 

“No.” 

“And if I asked you to anyway?” 

“Then I’d say you won’t be getting a tip at the end of this job.” 

A smile tugged on his lips as he began walking deeper into the alleyway. When I made a move to follow, he stopped. “Wait here.” 

I planted my hands on my hips. “Where are you going?” 

“To do something, then I’ll be back.” 

I narrowed my gaze. “You promise you’re not leaving me here? I’ll be royally pissed if this was some ploy to ditch me in some far-off region of the country just so you could work solo.” 

“If I’d wanted  to ditch you,  I would have  sent you to  . .  . how did  you put it?”  He cocked his head. “A frozen mountaintop or empty desert? Now, wait here.” 

Before I could open my mouth, he disappeared deeper into the alleyway in a flurry of speed. 

 Damn wolf.  It was completely unfair that I’d never be able to move like that, unless I agreed to be transitioned into a vamp, which definitely was never happening. 

I wrapped my arms around myself as another car drove by on the street. A few shouts came from a  block  or  two  away,  but  this  was  nothing  like  the  Shadow  Zone,  where  supernaturals  had  been crawling everywhere, and each alleyway had either carried jurats or horny vamps looking for their next easy meal. 

I drifted closer to the mouth of the alley, hoping to get a better idea of what section of town we were in. 

When  I  reached  it,  I  assessed  the  large  warehouses  and  gravel-filled  parking  lots  on  the  long empty  street.  In  the  distance,  a  bridge  was  visible.  I  didn’t  know  Portland  well,  but  I  guessed  we were in the industrial section of town. 

A  squeal  of  tires  came  from  down  the  street,  then  the  sound  of  voices.  Four  guys  rounded  the

corner only a block away. All of them wore hoodies or caps, except for a fifth person that followed them, maybe a woman since they were smaller, but I couldn’t tell from the distance. 

I was about to duck back into the alleyway, when one of the men stopped and pointed at me, then whispered something to his friend. I’d been spotted. 

 Shit.  The last thing I wanted was to draw attention to myself in a city I didn’t know while I was alone in an unknown area in the middle of the night. 

I sank deeper into the alley, keeping my footsteps silent. Still no sign of the Fire Wolf. 

The  group  of  five  shuffled  to  the  mouth  of  the  alley.  I  kept  my  back  pressed  against  the  wall, watching them from the darkness. 

“She went in here,” one of them said. 

“Do you know where this alley goes? She could be long gone.” 

“I  dunno,  but  it’s  worth  looking  for  her.  She  was  carrying  a  purse,  and  it  looked  like  she  was wearing nice clothes. She probably has cash or a phone.” 

The  group  swaggered  into  the  alleyway,  one  of  them  whistling  a  tune  as  the  smallest  one scampered behind the four bigger guys. I reached out with my magic until it latched on to their auras. 

They were all humans. 

“Come on out, pretty girl,” one of them called out in a sing-song tone. “We know you’re in here.” 

 Fuck my life.  I  rolled  my  eyes  and  knew  there  wasn’t  any  point  hiding.  They’d  see  me  if  they kept walking. 

I  stepped  out,  letting  myself  be  visible  in  the  dim  light  that  dipped  the  narrow  alley  into shadows. “Are you looking for me?” 

They all stopped short and spread out, the smallest one again staying behind the others. They’d effectively blocked the mouth of the alley. 

“Yep,” the skinny one in baggy jeans replied as his hand dipped into his pocket. 

I widened my stance. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. In fact, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll go back to the street and keep walking.” 

The four of them looked between each other and then laughed. Baggy Jeans’ hand remained in his pocket. 

“Has that worked before?” Hoodie Guy asked. He took a step closer, the other three following while the smallest in the group scurried toward the wall and into the shadows. 

“Hey, get back out here!” Hoodie Guy snarled at Small One. 

With his or her head down, they shuffled forward. “Sorry.” 

“You don’t fucking hide!” Hoodie Guy barked. 

Small One’s fast-moving nod had my hackles rising. Given the tone of the one word Small One had uttered, I was pretty sure he was a boy, and just a kid given his size. 

I seethed. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size, asshole?” 

Hoodie Guy whipped back to me just as Baggy Jeans extracted a knife from his pocket. 

 Oh, for the love of the Gods. I’m seriously going to have to fight these douchebags. 

“You want me to pick on you, then?” Hoodie Guy swaggered another step my way. We were now only a yard apart from each other. He eyed my purse then looked me up and down. “How about you hand over your bag, and this will be your lucky day? I won’t show you what happens when someone your size needs to be put in their place.” 

I tapped my purse and brought it closer to my side. “Thanks, but I’ll pass. I happen to like this purse.” 

Shocked  silence  surrounded  the  entire  group  for  a  mere  moment  before  the  other  two  behind

Hoodie Guy pulled out switchblades too. Now, three had knives. Wonderful. Although, knives were easier to deal with than guns. But seriously, switchblades? It was like something straight out of  West Side Story. 

I  arched  an  eyebrow.  “Is  this  where  I’m  also  supposed  to  pull  out  my  knife  and  we  all  dance around  each  other  while  singing  ballads?”  Even  though  potions  were  still  strapped  to  my  waist,  I didn’t  reach  for  any.  Instead,  I  bent  my  knees  slightly  and  let  my  magic  swim  through  my  veins, heightening my senses and reflexes. “But since I don’t have any weapons, I guess you’ll just have to take me as I am. And sorry if I don’t sing. I’m not the best at staying in tune.” 

Hoodie Guy growled and lunged for me. “Give me your fucking purse!” 

I dodged to the side as the whoosh of his knife flew inches from my forearm. 

He went flying past me, my move so fast that he hadn’t been expecting it. He lost his footing in his forward momentum, so had no chance when I kicked his knees out from behind. In the next second, he was sprawling on the ground. 

I quickly changed my position, so the alley wall was to my back again, and let my magic ready my reflexes once more. 

With a groan, Hoodie Guy pushed up from the pavement, as his three friends and Small One all took a big step back. 

Hoodie Guy staggered to his feet. “Bitch!” he seethed and came at me swinging again. 

His movements were fast but uncoordinated. I kept a close eye on his blade as my magic begged me to let it loose. I kept a tight hold on it, though, because if I didn’t, then I would have five humans witnessing  my  power.  The  last  thing  I  needed  was  to  haul  the  SF  into  this  unfortunate  run-in  so  the sorcerers  could  wipe  this  group’s  memories  clean  of  witnessing  my  magic.  Something  told  me  that would  not  help my cause if I ended up needing them for Tessa’s rescue. 

I jumped back when Hoodie Guy swung again just as he snarled at his friends, “Cut this bitch!” 

All four of them came at me at once. 

 Double shit.  Sweat broke out along my forehead as I dipped, kicked, and bobbed. Knives flew, arms arced, legs swiped. All of us moved in a swirling dance, me in the center, and even though my magic hummed inside me and my senses were sharp and tuned, air whooshed past me much too close for my liking. Three times I was almost cut, and  fuck, they were keeping me surrounded. 

Hoodie Guy lashed out at my purse again. His knife grazed the strap, cutting into the leather but not  severing  it.  The  other  three  swung,  too,  and  it  took  all  of  my  skills  to  keep  from  getting  sliced open. 

“Why don’t you all fuck off?” I hissed, anger scorching through me as I swiped and kicked when the openings between my defensive blocks allowed it. 

I let more of my magic out, some of my movements blurring as I spun, punched, and jabbed.  So close. I was so close to stepping into territory that would require their memories to be wiped clean of witnessing my power. 

Hoodie Guy howled when my fist connected with his jaw. His head snapped back, blood flying from his split lip. Small One whimpered and took a step away before ducking down to the ground and covering his ears. 

“Get the fuck up and help, you shit bag!” Hoodie Guy yelled to Small One. He kicked, landing a blow to Small One’s ribs, which got a cry of pain from the kid. 

Fury  rose  inside  me,  and  I  let  a  slight  flare  of  magic  shoot  down  my  arm  to  my  right  hand. 

“Leave him alone!” I swung hard and let my magic connect with my hit. 

Telekinetic power flowed out of me, sending Hoodie Guy sailing across the alleyway to crash

against the opposite wall. 

“Whoa, what the fuck, man?” Baggy Jeans took a step back just as I rounded on the remaining three. 

Hoodie Guy moaned, clutching his stomach as he lay bent over on the asphalt. 

“I told you all to fuck off!” I yelled just as a blur of movement appeared in my peripheral vision. 

Before  I  could  process  what  was  happening,  the  Fire  Wolf  was  beside  me.  He  landed  a  solid punch on Baggy Jeans, knocking him to the ground before rounding on the other two. 

“Get lost. Now!” he roared. Raw potent energy surrounded the hunter, flooding the alleyway. 

Baggy  Jeans  staggered  to  his  feet  as  he  and  the  other  two  scurried  back,  nearly  climbing  over each other in their hurry to get away. 

When the Fire Wolf took another menacing step toward them, they all turned and ran. And even though I was slightly offended that they hadn’t responded to me in such a way, I could see why they had to the hunter. A terrifying scowl twisted his features, and his huge fists pumped at his sides. He looked scary as fuck. 

In seconds, the alleyway had cleared save for Hoodie Guy and Small One. The latter was still sitting on the ground, hands to his ears as he rocked back and forth. 

A  low  growl  rumbled  in  the  Fire  Wolf’s  chest.  He  prowled  toward  Hoodie  Guy  who  made  a move to stand, but the hunter beat him to it. 

He grabbed him by his clothing and hauled him up hard against the alley wall until his feet were dangling off the ground. 

“I know you. You squat half a mile away under the bridge.” 

Hoodie Guy’s eyes widened. “Fuck man, I don’t—” 

The Fire Wolf slammed him against the wall again. “If I see you in this part of town again, I’m coming for you.” 

Hoodie  Guy  gave  a  strangled  cry,  sounding  so  pathetic  that  for  a  moment  I  felt  sorry  for  him, until I heard another whimper from Small One. 

I hurried to the kid and crouched down as the hunter said in a deadly quiet voice to Hoodie Guy, 

“If I ever catch you on my turf again, you’re dead. Got it?” 

Hoodie  Guy  made  another  pitiful  cry  as  the  sound  of  dribbling  liquid  splattered  onto  the pavement. He was wetting himself. 

This  time,  pity  did  fill  me.  Who  knew  what  kind  of  life  Hoodie  Guy’d  had  that  had  made  him turn out to be so vicious and cruel. 

The Fire Wolf released him, and Hoodie Guy tipped forward before righting himself and fleeing in the direction of where the other three had bolted. 

When it was just me, the Fire Wolf, and Small One, who was still on the ground rocking himself, I glanced up at the hunter. 

Fire  burned  in  his  eyes,  his  rage  palpable.  “Fucking  druggies.  They  cause  so  many  problems around here.” 

Small One let out another whimper, and I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.” 

The boy flinched. 

“How old are you?” I asked. 

He wiped at his nose and scurried back on the pavement, his limbs shaking. 

I  pulled  my  hands  back,  giving  him  space.  “Sorry.  I  don’t  mean  to  frighten  you.  I  was  just wondering how old you are.” 

“Old enough.” 

The Fire Wolf growled, which got a hasty side-eye from Small One. “You’re still a kid,” he said, his tone not as rough as it’d been earlier. “Like she said, how old are you?” 

The boy looked between the two of us, his eyes wide. “Sixteen.” He wiped his nose again. 

I cocked my head. “Care to try that again?” 

Still breathing fast, Small One pushed to a stand and inched back. Considering I was taller than him, I highly doubted he was sixteen. And while it was obvious he’d been living on the streets for a while, he was also doe-eyed enough to let me know the streets hadn’t hardened him yet. He was still just a skinny kid with a dirty but clear complexion, who probably hadn’t even hit puberty yet. 

The kid moved back again, but since his back was practically against the wall, he didn’t have anywhere to flee. 

“Can I ask your name?” I asked hesitantly. 

“Declan.” 

“How old are you, Declan? I know you’re not sixteen.” 

“I’m . . . thirteen.” 

The Fire  Wolf  and I  shared  a look  of  disbelief.  Thankfully, the  fire  had died  from  the  hunter’s irises. Not that Declan would have noticed. He refused to look either of us in the eye. 

“How old are you really?” I prodded. 

Declan sniffed and wiped his nose again, his gaze on his feet. “Eleven.” 

My heart squeezed.  So young. “And where are your parents?” 

“Not here.” He glanced up at me for the briefest second, still wary looking, but at least he wasn’t making a run for it. “I ran away.” 

I  tried  to  hide  the  crash  of  sadness  that  hit  me.  Not  only  young  but  also  all  alone.  “Was  home worse than being on the street?” 

He looked down, not replying, but then after a minute he nodded. 

“And those older guys you were with? How do you know them?” 

He  shrugged.  “They  let  me  sleep  near  them  if  I  don’t  cause  too  much  trouble,  but  we’re  not friends or anything. I have to earn my keep to stay with them. They don’t do it for nothing.” 

I  imagined  that  he  meant  he  had  to  steal.  Hopefully,  that  was  all  he  had  to  do.  Since  he  was small, he might have been good at pickpocketing. But as he was so young and so boyish, he would be a prime choice for sex trafficking. And since he wasn’t violent like Hoodie Guy, that could be where he’d eventually end up.  Gods. 

On  top  of  that,  given  the  way  Declan  had  reacted  to  the  fighting,  he  probably  had  a  history  of abuse. I’d seen it before when Tessa and I had been passed from house to house growing up. Some of those homes were in areas of Chicago filled with poverty and crime. Runaways were a dime a dozen, and all of them had been abused in one form or another. 

I  glanced  over  my  shoulder  to  see  the  Fire  Wolf  with  a  cell  phone  pressed  to  his  ear,  talking quietly to someone. So he  did  have a phone. Prisha had been right. When the hunter finished speaking with whoever he’d called, he crossed his arms and watched me. 

His eyes had gone back to their usual amber glow, and I gave silent thanks that he wasn’t scaring this kid off or beating him up. I had no idea what the Fire Wolf was capable of but it was a relief to see that he didn’t harm kids. That and he wasn’t rushing me as I spoke to Declan. As much as I wanted to find my sister, this kid needed help too. 

“Do you have anywhere to go tonight?” I asked Declan. 

After a moment, he shook his head. 

“We can get you to the shelter.” The Fire Wolf pulled a wallet from his pocket and extracted a few twenty-dollar bills. He held the money toward the kid. “Hide this, so no one takes it from you. 

And when you get to the shelter, ask for Miranda. Tell her Kaillen sent you. She’ll look after you.” 

 Kaillen? 

Declan’s hand darted out, snagging the money before he stuffed the bills into his sock, under the arch of his foot. “I don’t need the shelter.” 

“You do,” the hunter replied. “Miranda will look after you. She’ll get you food and a bed with a roof over your head tonight. In the morning, she can get in touch with social services—” 

“No way!” 

The Fire Wolf held up his hand. “No social services if you don’t want it, but the shelter employs a few social workers that are experienced with helping kids in your situation. It doesn’t mean you’ll go back to your parents’ house. There are other options.” 

He scoffed. “Like foster care. I know.” 

The  Fire  Wolf  sighed  heavily.  “I  know,  kid.  I  know  it’s  not  easy.  But  at  least  go  to  the  shelter tonight. I’ve already called a ride for you.” 

 That’s who he was talking to? 

I  tried  to  smother  my  surprise.  So  not  only  did  the  Fire  Wolf  not  hurt  kids,  but  he  also   helped them and knew enough about runaways to know where the resources were to assist them? 

And  Kaillen?   I mean, WTF, is his real name Kaillen?  Or was that another alias he went by? 

A minute later, a sleek Cadillac pulled up to the alley’s entrance. 

“That doesn’t look like a rideshare to me,” I commented. 

“It’s not.” 

I waited for the hunter to elaborate, but he didn’t. 

Declan backed up and waved his hands. “No way. I’m not getting in that car.” He turned to run just as the driver of the sedan stepped out. 

The Fire Wolf’s hand clamped onto Declan’s shoulder, and my protective instincts flared. “If he doesn’t want to get in the car, he doesn’t have to.” My hand strayed to my potion belt as I called upon the magic inside me, but the hunter ignored me. 

“You’re  the  one  who  took  this  call?”  the  Fire  Wolf  said  in  surprise  to  the  woman  sauntering toward us from the sedan. 

Red hair draped over the newcomer’s shoulders, and the pale skin of her face reflected like ice in the moonlight. She wore skin-tight pants and was  sans jacket, as though the cold didn’t bother her. 

She shrugged. “I had time. What’s his name?” 

“Declan,”  the  hunter  replied,  his  grip  not  lessening  on  the  kid  even  though  Declan  was  now actively fighting him. 

“Would you let him go?” I snarled. “He doesn’t want to go with her!” 

I advanced on the Fire Wolf, but before I could interfere, the woman bent down to look Declan in the eye. “Hi, I’m Miranda, and I’m not going to hurt you. Can you please stop fighting and remain calm?” 

Declan immediately went slack in the Fire Wolf’s grip. 

Rage fired through me when I registered the woman’s species. I rounded on the hunter. “You’re giving him to a fucking  vamp to feed on? How dare—” 

“I’m not   going to feed on him.” The female vampire cast me a withering glance before turning back to Declan. “I’m a vegetarian.” 

My jaw dropped as the young boy stayed wrapped in her compulsion, a dreamy look on his face. 

“What’s your full name?” she asked him, her pupils constricting momentarily before dilating. 

“Declan Matthew Roundhouse.” 

So he had told us his real name. That aching sadness coursed through me again, and I was about to interfere once more, but one look from the Fire Wolf had me stopping in my tracks. 

“Declan, I’m going to take you to a home for kids like you. I’d like you to remain as calm as you can because nobody is going to hurt you. We’re going to help you find a safe place to live. Okay?” 

Declan nodded dopily, and I glanced between the Fire Wolf and Miranda again. It was obvious they’d done this before. 

 What the actual fuck is going on here? 

Miranda murmured a few more encouraging words, and then held out her hand for Declan. He took it readily, his shoulders relaxed as his fingers curled around hers. 

She  led  him  toward  the  car,  and  I  advanced,  but  the  Fire  Wolf  fastened  a  heavy  hand  on  my shoulder. “He’s safe. Stop.” 

Scowling, I watched as Miranda led Declan to the car, my heart hammering a hundred times a minute. After Declan was shown to the backseat and they’d pulled away, I spun toward the Fire Wolf. 

“What the hell was that? How do you know he’s safe?” 

The  Fire  Wolf  crossed  his  arms  again,  his  face  utterly  blank.  “That’s  Miranda.  She  helps runaways.” 

“But she’s a vamp.” 

“You’re very observant.” 

I gave him a scathing glare. “Don’t play cute with me.  What just happened and how do I know I didn’t just hand that kid over to be her next meal?” 

“What happened is that you just got a taste of what typically goes on in this part of town. There are a lot of drug addicts and homeless in this area. Declan is just one of many. And that little scuffle I got you out of? That happens all of the time around here. I just didn’t think it would happen so soon after  I’d  told  you  to  stay  put  in  the  back  of  a  dark  alleyway.”  He  said  the  last  bit  with  a  hint  of irritation, as if all of this were my fault. 

My  nostrils  flared.  “Okay,  first  off,  I  went  out  to  look  at  the  street  only  once.  I  didn’t  mean  to attract anyone’s attention. And secondly, you still haven’t answered my question. What was that?” 

His face turned unreadable. “That was me getting that kid help.” 

“You’re serious that he’s safe?” 

“He is. You have my word.” 

For  some  asinine  reason,  I  believed  him,  but  I  still  frowned.  “I  don’t  understand.  You’re  the scourge of the Shadow Zone, yet you just helped a runaway kid.” 

“You  don’t  need  to  understand.  Besides,  we  should  get  moving.  I  didn’t  get  a  chance  to  finish what I was doing since I had to stop to help you with that little run-in.” 

My brows furrowed. “I didn’t need your help.” 

His  gaze  grew  hooded,  and  he  was  quiet  for  a  moment  before  replying,  “As  I’m  beginning  to see.” 

I sighed. “Can you just tell me what’s going to happen to that kid?” 

A rumble came from his chest before he growled, “I have an arrangement with Miranda. When I find kids like Declan around here, I contact her so that she can have them picked up. She works with a non-profit organization that helps runaways.” 

“But she’s a vampire, and he’s a human.” 

“There are more human runaway kids than there are supernatural. She finds the work fulfilling.” 

A brief feeling of curiosity filled me along with the squeeze of something else that constricted my  chest.  Perhaps  Miranda  and  the  Fire  Wolf’s  arrangement  went  beyond  casual  business.  “So  she works with other humans in the human world?” 

“She does.” 

“Is she the only vamp in her organization?” 

He inclined his head again. 

I frowned. I’d never heard of such a thing. Most vamps were notoriously selfish and fixated on sex, and they usually lived in the supernatural community in nests with other vamps, but I’d met a few who were different. Perhaps Miranda was one of them. 

And the Fire Wolf did have a point about his arrangement with Miranda. Human children needed more help than our kind did. The supernatural community always rounded up any supe kids that had runaway.  Childhood  was  difficult  enough,  but  add  to  that  the  budding  powers  that  usually  emerged around puberty for supernatural species, and you had a very volatile situation in which our kind could be easily outed. All it would take was one wayward pre-teen wolf shifter to go all furry on his first full moon to have the entire human population up in arms and ready to hunt us down. 

Still . . . why was the Fire Wolf helping runaway human kids in Portland, Oregon? 

He growled. “You’re not going to let this go until I tell you, are you?” 

I shook my head. 

He muttered under his breath, something about a  damn stubborn woman,    before sighing heavily. 

“I have a base set up here in this alleyway, so I come back here a lot, which means that I’ve gotten to know the locals that live in the area, and I’m familiar with what happens around here. You got a taste of the normal activities tonight. So, a few years ago, I decided enough was enough. One thing led to another, and Miranda and I started working together. I find the kids. She takes them off the street. They get the opportunity to have a better life. There. Are you happy?” 

My jaw dropped. The Fire Wolf—the menace of society— rescued homeless kids in his spare time. 

“So Miranda really doesn’t feed from them?” 

He scowled. “No. I’d stake her if she did that, but she never would. She wasn’t lying. She’s a vegetarian who only drinks animal blood.” 

I nibbled my lower lip. I’d heard about some vamps denying their true nature and only drinking from  animals.  It  took  an  incredible  amount  of  self-control,  as  it  went  against  everything  regarding vampiric  nature.  But  if  what  he  said  was  true,  if  he  wasn’t  lying  about  what  he  and  Miranda  were really doing, it was quite . . . admirable. 

 Huh. 

He  glowered.  “Pick  your  jaw  up  and  follow  me,  or  have  you  forgotten  that  your  sister  is  still missing?” 

His comment was like a giant slap, knocking the shock right out of me. 

“This way.” 

I stumbled after him as he led me deeper into the alley. It got darker and darker the farther we went, the little light from the streetlight vanishing behind us like a snuffed-out candle. 

“Why are you letting me follow you now?” I asked, and then cursed when I tripped over a rock on the ground. “I thought you wanted to keep whatever you’re doing back here a secret.” 

“You  know  enough  now  that  it  doesn’t  really  matter.  And  besides,  we  don’t  need  any  more setbacks tonight. We’ve wasted enough time as it is.” 

I kept my mouth shut but then his footsteps abruptly vanished. “Fire Wolf?” I was about to ask

him where he’d gone when I collided with his warm back and his delicious cedar scent flooded my nose. “Oh, sorry.” I retreated a step. 

“The door’s here. You can’t see it, so you’ll have to hold onto me.” 

The alleyway was so black that I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. “Where are you?” 

“Here.” His warm hand slipped over mine, and a storm of nerves fired up my arm. His warmth, his scent, the feel of his palm’s hard callouses pressing against my skin—it was like sensory overload in the most intoxicating way. 

He tugged me forward, and I kept my lips pressed tightly together. Since my brain had joined my vagina in a complete and utter lack of self-control, I figured it was best not to say anything and keep my lips sealed. 

I blindly followed the Fire Wolf as he led me forward. Just as I lifted my foot to take another step, a thick coating of magic descended over me. The magic rubbed against my skin, hot and smooth, like taking a bath in melted butter. I nearly sighed from the tantalizing feel of it. 

A  low  chuckle  came  from  in  front  of  me,  and  I  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  if  the  Fire  Wolf  had known how I’d responded to the warded area we’d just stepped through. 

When the sensation of swimming through silky heat vanished, I blinked. 

“Where are we?” 

We stood in a small room surrounded by brick walls. Several doors were on the far side of the room.  A  couch  and  chair,  along  with  a  large  flat-screen  TV,  sat  in  the  corner.  Beside  that  were  a fridge  and  a  tiny  kitchen  that  reminded  me  of  the  ones  I’d  had  in  studio  apartments.  In  the  other  far corner was a curtained off area. I had no idea what was hidden behind it, but just to the left of it was what I assumed was a closet since it had double doors. Beside that was a large bed. 

I finished appraising the small studio apartment, my eyebrows rising. “Is this your home?” 

“No. It’s a base.” 

I cocked my head. “Like a man cave?” 

His lips twitched. “Something like that.” 

“Honestly, I’m surprised that you brought me here. What if I told your enemies where they could find you?” I waggled my eyebrows. 

But  despite  my  teasing  tone,  his  expression  went  blank,  all  openness  disappearing  from  his features. I immediately missed the way he’d been only a second before. 

“Would you tell them?” he asked, his gaze unwavering. 

“No,” I replied immediately, and I meant it. 

An  amused  glint  in  his  eyes  broke  through  his  stony  exterior.  “I  know.  If  you  had  considered telling anyone, the wards wouldn’t have let you in.” 

My  eyes  bulged  that  he’d  been  messing  with  me.  I  snickered.  “Ha  ha,  very  funny.  So,  if  they hadn’t  let  me  in,  what  would  have  happened?  I’d  have  walked  into  a  brick  wall,  while  you disappeared through it?” 

“No.  The  walls  would  have  trapped  you  within  them,  holding  onto  you  until  you  died  from asphyxiation. It would have been a slow and painful death.” 

Pulses  of  fire  stoked  in  his  irises,  and  I  laughed  nervously.  While  I  liked  to  think  that  he  was kidding, a part of me wondered if he was. He’d killed three half-demons less than a few hours ago and didn’t seem to feel even slightly guilty about it. So yeah, I didn’t put it past him to place deadly wards on his man cave. 

“And you know this because that’s happened to others you’ve brought in here?” 

He  grunted.  “No.  I  don’t  bring  people  here.  The  only  reason  you’re  here  is  to  keep  you  out  of

trouble while I finish what I was doing.” 

“Oh.” A strange rush of pleasure surged through me. So he didn’t allow others into his base, but he’d let me inside. 

But then I internally smacked myself.  Tala, the dude was hired to find your sister and nothing more. He doesn’t actually give two shits about you. 

The Fire Wolf gestured toward his leather couch that looked big enough to comfortably seat three linebackers. “This’ll take a few minutes. You can stand where you are or sit on the couch, but don’t interrupt me.” 

Before  I  could  reply,  he  strode  toward  the  curtained-off  area  in  the  corner  and  disappeared behind the thick drape. 

Chapter 10

I  sat  on  the  couch,  continually  eyeing  the  curtain  the  Fire  Wolf  had  disappeared  behind.  He’d  lit candles,  I  knew  that  much,  since  I  could  scent  their  subtle  vanilla  fragrance  and  their  slight  glow outlined  his  frame  through  the  curtain.  But  beyond  that,  I  couldn’t  see  anything.  My  curiosity  grew. 

 What is he doing back there? 

His  arm  moved,  the  muscled  appendage  rising  like  a  ghostly  silhouette.  A  blade-like  shape appeared in his hand, and then with a long stroking movement in the air, he slashed down on his other arm. 

My breath sucked in. 

A low chanting hum reached my ears, then a rattle of something scattered across the floor before the sharp tang of blood hit my senses. That was when it struck me—he was scrying. 

 He  possesses  enough  sorcerer  magic  to  do  that?   While  I  had  psychic  ability  to  see  glimpses into the past and occasionally the future—something rare among witches as that power was usually commanded  by  psychics  only—I  wasn’t  a  seer.  I  couldn’t  have  found  my  sister  even  if  I’d  used ancient spells and blood rites. That ability was reserved for the select few, the special ones among the psychic and sorcerer species. 

 So he’s a werewolf,  and  he possesses enough sorcerer magic to scry. Huh . . . 

My curiosity again was piqued. I’d never heard of any male werewolf being able to do any of that. 

A buzz came from my purse, startling me, and I realized it was my phone. Gods, I hadn’t even inspected my purse strap yet to see what damage Hoodie Guy had inflicted on it. 

A  glimpse  at  the  torn  leather  told  me  the  strap  would  hold  for  the  time  being,  but  I’d  have  to divest a complicated tactile spell to fix it completely. 

 Thanks, douchebag. 

I pulled my phone out to check the text. My eyes widened when I saw who it was from. 

 Missed seeing you last night. Hoping to catch up with you whenever you get time. 

Gods.  Carlos.  I’d  completely  forgotten  about  him.  And  what  time  was  it?  Surely  he’d  still  be asleep. 

But  my  phone  revealed  that  it  was  already  five  in  Portland,  which  meant  it  was  seven  in  the morning in Chicago. The night was gone, and I hadn’t slept a wink. 

I darted another look at the Fire Wolf’s silhouette through the curtain. His arm was down now and he was kneeling on the floor. More rattling came when he appeared to scatter something in front of him. Bones maybe? 

I  didn’t  know  much  about  sorcerer  scrying.  Like  psychic  seers,  sorcerers  that  were  powerful enough to scry kept their tricks hidden like priceless gems. Perhaps that was the reason the Fire Wolf had  wanted  to  come  back  here  to  scry—to  keep  his  secrets  safe—and  that  was  why  he  was  hiding behind a curtain while chanting so low it was barely audible. He didn’t want me to see or hear him, but  then  I  remembered  the  personal  items  he’d  taken  from  Tessa’s  room.  Had  he  taken  those  so  he could scry? 

In my limited experience with psychic seers, they’d asked for a person’s belongings or clothing before attempting to find them. Perhaps the Fire Wolf needed those kinds of items too. 

Sinking back onto the sofa, I tried to relax and let the soft brown leather cocoon me.  Might  as well reply to Carlos.  At least that would keep my mind off Tess. 

I waited for the butterflies to start in my stomach. That’d always happened before when Carlos and I had been together. But my nerves stayed quiet as I tapped in a response. 

Sorry about not replying. Things have been a little crazy. 

I nibbled my lip and then added to my text before sending it: How long are you in Chicago? 

I didn’t expect his reply right away, so when my phone buzzed, I jumped. 

 Indefinitely. I’ve moved back. Do you want to catch up tonight? 

I stared down at his invitation, my eyes widening. Carlos had not only returned to Chicago and was  contacting  me,  but  he’d  done  so  twice  in  twenty-four  hours.  And  now  he  was  inviting  me out . . .  again. 

So what did that mean? Did he want us to pick up where we’d left off? But how could he think that when things had fizzled out between us? Surely, if we were meant for each other, that wouldn’t have happened. 

 Maybe he’s just being friendly and is looking to connect with old friends.  I finally typed in a reply. 

Thanks for the invite, but I can’t tonight. I’m out of town. 

His reply was immediate. 

 Ok. Let me know when you’re back? 

My heart thumped. Perhaps he wasn’t just looking for old friendships . . . 

I typed one word, and then my finger hovered over it. I wondered how wise it was to send, but then I figured I wasn’t committing to anything, so what the hell. 

Sure. 

I was about to tuck my phone away when I realized that Prisha had planned to join me at the SF

this morning. She still didn’t know that the Fire Wolf had broken into my apartment before whisking me halfway across the country. 

I shot her a text, telling her my plans had changed and the Fire Wolf had actually taken the job. I knew that if she read it, she would be calling me, so when my phone didn’t ring, I figured she was still sleeping. 

But Carlos obviously wasn’t. 

I sat on the sofa, nibbling my lip again as I thought about my ex-boyfriend. When we’d first met, 

Carlos had been a member of the Supernatural Forces, working in their Magical Forensics division. 

He’d been the only werewolf in that department, but he wasn’t a dominant wolf—more middle of the pack—so Carlos was easy to get along with and was genuinely liked by others. 

But despite  enjoying  his job,  he’d  quit the  SF  to  travel. He’d  wanted  to explore  the  world,  so he’d moved from pack to pack as he’d crossed continents, a necessity for a werewolf since he needed to have intermittent contact with other wolves so as not to turn rogue. 

Initially,  he’d  sent  me  photos  from  Europe,  souvenirs  from  Botswana,  and  trinkets  from  the Middle East. I’d cherished those mementos, but then they’d become less frequent, his emails further apart, and what had initially been weekly calls turned into monthly, and then none at all. 

I’d understood his need to explore, even to leave me behind, because I’d wanted him to follow his own path as much as I hadn’t wanted him to go. 

But as time had worn on, my initial heartbreak had turned into acceptance, and then I hadn’t felt anything at all. He’d moved on, and I had too. The relationship we’d once shared now seemed like so long ago, as if it had happened between two people I no longer knew. 

I  sighed.  It’d  probably  been  for  the  best.  Tessa’s  disappearances  had  increased  after  he’d  left, which meant that the SF division Carlos once worked for had grown to know me quite well. I cringed to think about Carlos getting dragged into my sister’s drama. 

I glanced toward the corner curtain again. The hunter was still scrying. I stood from the couch, feeling restless despite the creeping exhaustion that was beginning to swim through my veins. Keeping my  footsteps  silent,  I  traveled  around  the  room,  taking  in  the  details  of  the  Fire  Wolf’s  man  cave, before I began quietly opening things in the kitchen. 

The  fridge  held  a  twelve-pack  of  craft  beer,  several  gallons  of  water,  a  loaf  of  dense-looking wheat bread, a wedge of cheese, and cold cuts. So the hunter was a sandwich man with an affinity for dark ales. 

In the cabinets, a few navy-blue porcelain dishes lay scattered about, all clean. Beside the plates was a canister of enough pre-ground coffee to caffeinate a small army, several cans of cream soups, and  a  huge  canister  of  roasted  nuts.  That  was  all  that  the  Fire  Wolf  stored  in  his  kitchen.  Dense, calorie-laden food. Perfect for packing fuel into your body when you were in a hurry. So he was also practical. 

I  snuck  a  look  toward  the  corner  again.  Another  rattle  of  bones,  or  whatever  the  hell  he  was using, skittered across the floor. Still scrying then. 

I  ventured  to  the  closet  next  and  opened  the  double  doors.  I  expected  to  see  several  sets  of clothes  or  bedding  on  the  shelves.  Instead,  my  lips  parted  in  surprise  at  the  array  of  weapons  that stared  back  at  me.  Enchanted  particle  guns,  throwing  stars,  lassoes,  crossbows,  swords,  wooden stakes, daggers, spears, and every size of blade. Several human weapons were also neatly stored in the large closet—assault rifles and a shotgun. And to the side, an entire rack of potions sat arranged in neat little bottles. 

Curiosity  filled  me.  So  the  Fire  Wolf  not  only  fought  with  magic,  but  he  used  weapons  and witch-brewed potions too. Interesting. He was turning out to be quite well rounded. 

I ran my finger along the tip of a throwing star. Its razor-sharp surface nicked my skin, drawing a drop of blood. I instinctively brought it to my mouth just as something glinted deep within the closet. 

I pushed a row of hanging leather strips aside to see a huge black axe hanging in the very back of the closet. 

My eyes widened. It was so dark, it gleamed like obsidian, and a heavy pulsing aura seemed to surround  it,  as  though  its  blade  were  magic  itself.  Heady  energy  grew  in  the  space,  and  something

deep inside me beckoned me to move closer, to caress its onyx handle and gilded blade. The weapon was power itself. I itched to  feel it, to—

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a deep voice rumbled from behind me. 

I shrieked and whirled around, mortification filling me. 

The  Fire  Wolf  stared  down  at  me,  his  eyes  a  rolling  sea  of  fire.  “And  if  you’re  done  looking through my things, we can find your sister.” 

 Oh shit.  I somehow managed a shaky smile despite being caught red-handed. I eased the closet doors closed behind me. “I’m sorry. The wait was getting a bit long, and I . . . I was having a hard time sitting still. Sorry.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Is that also why you looked through my kitchen and cupboards?” 

A flush stained my cheeks. “I didn’t mean to snoop.” 

“Or you didn’t mean to get caught.” He reached past me and tugged the door back open before pulling  out  one  of  the  leather  strips.  After  slipping  it  on,  I  realized  it  was  a  harness  that  wrapped around his huge chest and flexed with his every move. The hunter added a variety of weapons to it as I tried to ignore the way it hugged his broad shoulders and clung to his toned waist. When he finished, he looked ready for combat. 

“If you’re done gawking, your sister is waiting.” 

My heart leaped. “Do you know where she is?” 

“I have a good idea.” 

“So you  were scrying.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “Did you stay put on the couch at all?” 

I gave him a pointed look. “Actually, yes, I did initially, and despite”—I swallowed awkwardly and gestured toward the kitchen and closet—“having a look at a few things, I stayed away from the corner you were working in so I wouldn’t disturb you.” 

“Then how did you know I was scrying?” 

“Because  your  curtain  isn’t  opaque  with  the  candles.  I  could  see  your  outline.”  A  very  nice outline, but I kept that thought to myself. “And I have ears. I could hear your chanting and when you scattered bones or whatever they were on the floor.” 

His lips twitched. “Bones?” 

“Or marbles. I mean, I don’t really know much about scrying, so I’m just guessing here.” 

His amused expression stayed in place as he nodded toward the wall we’d stepped through to enter his man cave. “We’ll have to go back the way we came. I can’t conjure a portal in here.” 

“Because your wards won’t allow it?” 

“Something like that.” 

I  followed  the  Fire  Wolf  to  the  wall.  As  before,  he  threaded  his  fingers  through  mine,  and  I desperately tried to ignore the feel of his hand, but my belly still tightened and a flood of awareness shot through me. I blamed it on his combat attire. I’d always had a thing for a man in uniform. 

“Ready?” he asked, that amused tilt to his lips present once more. 

I  nodded,  not  trusting  myself  to  speak.  Think  of  Tessa.  Think  of  Tessa.   But  even  that  mantra couldn’t consume me with the hunter pressed so closely to my side. 

He  tugged  me  forward,  and  we  stepped  through  the  thick  wards  surrounding  his  secret  base.  I couldn’t be sure, but it felt as if he drifted closer to me as the wards snagged and pulled at my senses. 

I tried to tell myself that his close proximity didn’t affect me, but who was I kidding, it  totally affected me. It was as if his body beckoned mine to his. Every time he touched me, I wanted to step closer to him, to run my hands up his chiseled stomach or across his broad shoulders, or to inhale his

tantalizing fragrance that drifted over my senses. 

I figured the lack of sleep was catching up with me because I had never reacted to anybody as I did to the Fire Wolf. 

Once  in  the  alleyway,  the  hints  of  dawn  scoured  the  sky.  Swaths  of  pumpkin  and  cherry  hues lined the horizon in a muted glow. 

The  sounds  of  several  car  doors  banging  and  machinery  revving  up  drifted  from  the  streets.  It reminded me that we were in a human city with human equipment, and this industrial section of town was coming to life as a new day began. 

“Do you think Declan’s okay?” I asked. 

The Fire Wolf’s hand was still engulfing mine, but then he pulled away, and I instantly missed the feel of him. “I could contact Miranda to find out, but I’m sure he’s fine.” 

My eyebrows rose. He would really do that? But then I realized that would take time, and we had a locate on Tessa right now. We should act while we had a lead. 

“It’s okay, but if you don’t mind, when this is all said and done, I would appreciate an update.” 

He  stared  down  at  me  as  he  pulled  his  yellow  crystal  from  his  pocket.  “You  really  want  to know?” 

I nodded. “Don’t you?” 

He grunted and began swirling his crystal through the air. His glowing portal began to emerge, a wicked blend of sparks and magic. 

“Does the yellow crystal channel your magic?” 

He gave me a side-eye. “Maybe.” 

In other words,  yes. He gestured for me to go first. “Where are we going?” 

“Have you ever heard of the Williamstown Institution?” 

“No, am I supposed to?” 

He  shook  his  head.  “I  hadn’t  either,  so  I  looked  it  up  while  you  were  caressing  my  throwing stars.” 

A  new  rush  of  blood  flamed  through  my  cheeks,  and  I  wished  it  was  nighttime  again  so  the darkness could hide it. 

But the Fire Wolf continued talking, as if having a random woman ransack his man cave was a normal, everyday occurrence. “It’s an abandoned institution that used to be an insane asylum. It’s been empty  since  the  1950s  and  fenced  off  from  the  main  roadway.  When  I  initially  got  a  locate  on  your sister,  I  kept  seeing  what  looked  like  an  abandoned  warehouse.  That  was  why  it  took  me  so  long, since I couldn’t identify what the institution was and the surroundings were too vague. I was finally able  to  locate  a  road  sign  about  a  mile  away  from  where  I’d  picked  up  her  signal.  It  had  the institution’s name on it.” 

My blood chilled. “And why would they have taken Tessa to an abandoned mental asylum?” 

“I have no idea. Your guess is as good as mine.” 

“Let’s go,” I said, my heart thrumming madly in my chest. “I just hope we’re not too late.” 

He grasped my hand, and we jumped through his portal. 

Chapter 11

The usual sensations of portal travel were there and then gone as my stomach became a whirling mess of nerves and unease. I imagined the horrible monstrosities potentially being done to my sister in a derelict mental asylum. 

When  the  portal  spat  us  out  onto  a  cracked  black  asphalt  drive,  morning  sunlight  lit  the  sky. 

Weeds riddled the pavement, scrawny stalks of plant life stubbornly rising from the broken terrain. 

The old abandoned asylum rose up in front of us, only twenty yards away. Even in daylight, it looked like something from a horror movie. Three stories tall, the building stretched a hundred feet in each direction, and I guessed that it had probably once held hundreds of patients. 

“Creepy,” I said more to myself than anything, but the Fire Wolf grunted. 

Vines and weeds grew around the asylum’s perimeter. Some of the vines snaked up its cracked stucco  exterior  and  infiltrated  the  building  through  broken  windows.  Most  of  the  windows  were boarded up, but the ones that weren’t had obviously been smashed throughout the decades. Bird nests filled their corners, and streaks of caustic poop painted the stucco below the windowsills in streaks of white and black. 

Around us, fields stretched for miles making the surrounding land seem like a sea of quaintness while the asylum was an island of death and horror. 

“I’m sure it was once quite charming,” the Fire Wolf said dryly as we strode toward the main doors. 

“Probably as cheery as a bouquet of daisies.” 


He snorted. 

Our feet tapped quietly on the asphalt, and I felt inside me for the bond with my twin sister. It tingled briefly, and then vibrating slightly as a tug of it came to life. 

My heart soared. “Oh my gods, Tessa!” My pace picked up, my walk turning into a run. 

The Fire Wolf tensed. “Do you feel her?” 

I concentrated on the bond more, willing it to grow to life and lead me in her direction. But as soon as I reached the front door, the initial vibration stilled, and then melted away like ice on a warm spring morning. 

The eagerness inside me died, and I whirled around to the hunter. “I sensed her. She’s been here recently.” 

The Fire Wolf’s nostrils flared. He inhaled, closing his eyes. I watched as his jaw flexed and his fingers curled. “I can scent her slightly on the breeze. It’s not strong, but like you said, she was here.” 

“And now the question is, how long ago?” 

The Fire Wolf growled and opened his eyes again, his irises flashing fire. “They must be moving her. I only finished scrying fifteen minutes ago, and she was here when I picked up her signal. They may  know  that  they’re  being  tracked.  Whoever  took  Tessa  obviously  isn’t  taking  any  chances.  They know the longer she’s gone, the weaker her signal will become for trackers.” 

“Is that how scrying works? If you don’t find her right away, it gets harder and harder to track her?” 

He stiffened. “Something like that.” 

“But why the hell do they want my sister? She’s never done anything to anybody.” 

“I have a feeling that once you’re able to answer that question, we’ll know a lot more about who we’re dealing with.” 

“So what do we do now? Do you scry again for her?” 

He looked away, a tightness creeping along his shoulders. “I can’t, not yet. Scrying takes . . . a lot out of me. I’ll need to rest before I do it again.” 

“Oh.” My shoulders slumped. “You need to recharge your magic.” The infallible Fire Wolf was actually fallible after all. 

His  only  response  was  a  curt  nod.  I  had  a  feeling  the  Fire  Wolf  didn’t  like  admitting  his weaknesses. 

And even though my eyes were beginning to feel gritty and dry, and I knew we both needed to rest, I also knew that would be hard to do since my sister was still missing. 

“So should we sit down here?” I scanned the area. Nobody was around, and I wasn’t opposed to finding a quiet area to rest our eyes. 

His eyebrows shot up. “You want to sleep here? What, in the grass or something?” 

I shrugged. “Have you got a better idea?” 

“Actually, yes. I don’t know if this area is secure, so we’ll return to my base, but before we do, I want to search the asylum. It’s possible they left clues behind or something that will tell us why your sister was abducted.” 

I straightened, some of my fatigue disappearing. “Of course. Good idea.” 

The Fire Wolf grabbed the asylum’s front door—a heavy monstrosity of solid metal covered in peeling paint—and tested it. It groaned but didn’t budge. 

I couldn’t help but think about horror movies in which the characters entered the building when they obviously should have run away from the inevitable doom lurking inside. I focused on the bond with Tessa again. The initial vibration I’d felt had been reduced to a slight quiver. She was definitely gone from here. 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked as the hunter assessed the lock. “The floors in there could be rotted so we may fall through, and if they thought the SF may be onto them, they could have left booby-traps.” 

An amused smirk tilted his lips. “Did you just say  booby-traps?” 

“And if I did?” 

A low laugh rumbled in his chest. “If there are booby-traps, I’ll deal with them.” With a massive wrench,  he  pulled  the  ginormous  barrier  open,  breaking  right  through  the  lock.  The  door  scraped across the pavement making the most unpleasant screeching noise. But despite the thick padlock and rusty hinges, the Fire Wolf had made opening it look like child’s play. 

I planted a hand on my hip. “Are you ever going to tell me what you are?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “You know what I am. I’m a hunter.” 

I rolled my eyes and peered within the asylum. A black abyss waited. “I take it that’s a no.” 

“Your intelligence is turning out to be just as adequate as your memory.” 

“Okay,  Mr.  Comedian.  So  now  what?”  I  peered  inside  again  but  made  no  move  to  enter.  This was definitely turning into the makings of a horror movie. 

“Isn’t this where I say ladies first?” 

I was about to poke him in the chest, but then remembered I may lose a finger for doing that, so I settled with crossing my arms. “I hired you, remember? You go first.” 

He brought a hand to his chest. “You think so little of me? I was trying to be a gentleman.” 

I snorted quietly at the twinkle in his eyes. “You might help homeless kids in Portland, but I have

a feeling that gratuity doesn’t extend to perfectly capable women who work nine to five and pay their taxes.” 

A light wind picked up, ruffling his dark hair. Gods, he was so sexy. “You’re really not going to let that one go, are you?” 

I quickly looked away, anywhere but at him. When he looked like that, I wanted to step closer to him. “What can I say? I felt judged.” 

He flashed me a grin, and damn the man for looking so good. Nobody should be allowed to wear a smile like that. It made me want to sell a kidney for him. 

“And if I apologized?” he asked innocently. 

“Would you mean it?” 

“What if I did? Would it matter if I said I was sorry?” 

My  heart  rate  sped  up,  thumping  away  like  a  frantic  bird  trying  to  escape  my  chest.  When  he looked at me like that—with his amber-hued eyes smoldering like an inferno just waiting to burst to life—and now  sounded like that . . . 

Well,  it  was  enough  for  me  to  want  to  sell   two  kidneys,  which  obviously  wasn’t  smart.  Pretty sure I needed at least one. 

“I  don’t  know,”  I  said,  then  cleared  my  throat.  Damn,  had  I  really  just  sounded  breathless?  “It might help.” 

A slight glow lit his fiery eyes as his nostrils flared. I could only imagine the aroused scent I was giving off. That amused smirk returned before he said, “I’m mostly sorry for how I judged you at the Black Underbelly.” 

His  half  apology  had  my  eyes  widening.  I  debated  between  laughing  at  him  or  punching  him. 

“What do you mean  mostly?” 

“Because I was right about one thing—you do pay your taxes and work nine to five, but you’re anything but an average supernatural.” 

A tingle of unease traveled down my spine. “What makes you say that?” 

“I  saw  enough  in  Portland  to  know  that  you  can  handle  yourself  in  a  fight.  Most  average supernaturals can’t.” He cocked his head. “I’ll admit, I was surprised. Your scent is that of a weak witch, so I know your magic isn’t strong, which means you have actual fighting skills, like a human would.” 

My  shoulders  relaxed.  “So,  you’re  saying  I’m  like  a  human?  A  vainer  supernatural  would  be offended at that comment.” 

“But you’re not offended, are you?” 

I  paused,  doing  my  best  to  school  my  expression.  I  was  anything  but  offended.  I  was  freakin’

ecstatic. He thought I was a weak witch and that my skills were from knowing how to throw a punch. 

My cloaking spell—a spell that I always had in place to hide my strong magic was fooling even him. 

He  had  no  idea  about  the  magic  that  lay  in  my  veins,  which  also  meant  he  had  no  clue  about  my forbidden  power.  This  was  exactly  why  I’d  paid  the  money  to  hire  him.  We’d  started  searching  for Tessa faster than the SF would have,  and my secret was still safe. 

I shrugged, doing my best to hide my gloating. “Nope, I’m not offended.” 

Mr. Smarty-pants smirked, then stepped over the asylum’s threshold. “Since you insisted that I go first . . .” 

I  followed  him  and  then  added,  “But  since  we’re  being  candid,  care  to  tell  me  why  Miranda called you Kaillen?” 

His footsteps stopped, and he peered back at me. “She didn’t call me that.” 

“Oh yes, she did.” 

His shoulders lifted. “In that case, I have no idea.” 

“That’s all you’re going to say?  No idea?” 

He didn’t reply and resumed walking. 

I  followed  behind  him,  intent  on  asking  more,  but  the  morning  sunlight  vanished  as  we  both stepped into the asylum’s foyer. A prickling sense of foreboding shot along my nerves, and my interest in the name  Kaillen vanished. “This place is . . .” I shuddered. 

“Yeah, I can say the same.” 

The  asylum  was  creepy  with  a  capital  C.  Long,  echoing  halls  stretched  out  around  us,  and  a double staircase curved upward from the foyer. It wasn’t so much the building or how it looked that gave me the creeps, it was more the  feeling of the place. It felt haunted, and not in a good way, and the temperature . . . it’d just plummeted, and it felt as if icy spiders walked up my spine. 

An image abruptly filled my mind of my sister bound, gagged, and held inside this eerie place. It was enough of a reminder of why we were here for me to snap out of the web the hunter was weaving around  me.  I  shouldn’t  be  interested  in  learning  more  about  him,  or  whether  or  not  his  name  was Kaillen. All that mattered was finding Tessa. 

“Let’s get this search over with, then get some rest so you can scry again. We need to find my sister.” 

I felt him follow behind me. I no longer cared who went first. 

“Can you still sense her?” he asked as we crept down one hall. It got darker the farther we went. 

It was as if the asylum swallowed any remaining daylight. 

I searched inside myself again for the bond. A mere tingle of it remained, but I latched on to it and  closed  my  eyes,  focusing  on  its  subtle  power.  My  body  tilted  right,  propelling  me  in  that direction. My breath caught as I opened my eyes. 

“I think they had her that way.” I pointed down a long hall to our right. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling,  and  I  was  pretty  sure  unnaturally  sized  rodents  had  claimed  most  of  the  seemingly  endless hallway as their den. 

“How far can you see?” the Fire Wolf asked. 

I shook my head. “Not very far. It’s too dark.” 

“I’ll lead. Stay behind me.” 

“Oh, now you’re the gentleman?” 

His lips brushed very closely to my ear, by mistake or not I couldn’t be sure, as he whispered, “I can be a perfect gentleman when I want to be.” He inched past me, and a river of goosebumps raced up my arms. Desire shot straight to my core but so did a jolt of irritation. The dude was messing with me. He knew I was attracted to him, and he was getting a thrill out of seeing my reactions. 

He prowled ahead on silent footsteps, and I cursed my stupid hormones for letting him affect me so much.  Tessa.  We were here to find clues about Tessa. Why the hell did I have to keep reminding myself of that? 

We traipsed carefully around what looked like piles of animal poop and questionable-smelling carcasses.  A  thick  coating  of  grime  covered  the  floor,  no  footprints  marring  it.  Despite  the  dark interior, I could see that much. 

“It doesn’t look like anyone’s been in here for years.” I gestured toward the floor. “No human footprints anywhere, although there are animal.” 

“I noticed that too.” 

“How do you think they got Tessa in here if it wasn’t through the front door?” 

He shrugged and continued walking. “I imagine there are dozens of ways to enter this place, and we just happened to use the most obvious.” 

We continued on, and I was glad that the floor felt solid. I figured there wasn’t an underground level below us, so some of my worry eased that we wouldn’t crash through the floorboards. 

A keen wail abruptly cut through the quiet. I ground to a halt. “What was that?” 

“What was what?” 

It came again, that sharp, high-pitched wail that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. Every hair on my body stood on end. “You didn’t hear that?” 

“No.” 

Something brushed past my body, like an icy hand trailing its fingers across my skin. I jumped just as a voice whispered in my ear,  “Girl of power and might, secrets and darkness. I see you. I see inside you. I feel your bones.” 

“What the fuck!” I screeched and leaped right into the Fire Wolf’s back. 

He swirled around just as I planted myself against his chest. A cackling laugh disappeared into the darkness behind us as though being swallowed by the asylum itself. 

Trembles broke out across my entire body. 

“What’s wrong?” the hunter asked sharply. 

I shivered again and wrapped my arms around myself. He still stood close, but I’d stepped back enough so that I was no longer touching his chest. “Didn’t you hear that? That voice?” 

For a moment, he didn’t reply, and the only sound I heard was my quickened breaths. 

“No,” he replied evenly. “What did it say?” 

“Something about power and might, secrets, bones. Heebie jeebies, I don’t know, but it touched my skin. I felt cold fingers on me.” I shuddered. 

His warm hand splayed across my back. “Ghosts. You must be sensitive if you’re sensing them. 

Places like this are always crawling with them.” 

 Ghosts? For real?  That was a first. I could honestly say I’d never seen or heard a ghost before. 

Another round of shivers overtook me. “Creepy with a capital C.” 

He replied with a low chuckle, before he warned in a more serious tone, “Stay close.” 

I didn’t need the encouragement. The deeper we ventured inside the asylum, the more I inched toward the Fire Wolf. It was strangely silent in here, and an energy clung to the place, as if its past inhabitants  still  haunted  the  stairways  and  vast  echoing  halls.  Thankfully,  I  didn’t  register  any  more icy fingers caressing me and I didn’t hear any more ghostly gibberish, but my psychic powers were humming full throttle. 

Remnants of energy clung to the walls and fixtures. Every few steps, a mental image would come to me: a patient tied to a bed, glazed eyes staring skyward; a woman with long dark hair screaming, throwing  herself  against  a  wall;  orderlies  in  pale-green  clothing  hauling  a  man  down  the  stairs,  his legs thumping into the steps behind him; a child holding a piece of broken glass and slashing into their forearms over and over. 

Each  time  a  new  image  came,  I  shivered  because  I  knew  I  wasn’t  imagining  things.  I  was registering events from the past. Horrible, atrocious acts had happened within these walls, and their fragments brushed my mind, clawing my senses as they pulled at my psychic magic. 

It didn’t help that what little light entered the building near the front doors and broken windows was long gone. Everything was boarded up the deeper we went, so I had to rely more and more on the hunter to guide me as the unbidden images snaked into my thoughts. 

Several times I bumped into his back when a particularly strong remnant ensnared me, and his

citrusy cedar scent flooded my nose. I inhaled frantically, letting that scent ground me and guide me back to the present. Thankfully, the hunter didn’t seem to mind. Each time I brushed against him, his hand steadied me, almost as if to reassure me that he was still there. 

Still,  it  was  somewhat  surprising  that  he  didn’t  mind  my  bumping  movements  and  stumbling steps, especially given his threat at the Underbelly to dismember me if I ever touched him again. So maybe he did have some gentlemanly qualities. 

I jolted at that thought.  Yeah, and the sky is purple.  I had no idea what was real and what was an act with this hunter. One thing I was coming to learn, though? He was as disarming as he was lethal, and he was a master at hiding behind a mask and only revealing what he chose to. Those traits made him  very  dangerous. 

Pushing my shoulders back, I resolved to stop being so affected by him even if his presence was comforting  in  this  creepy-as-hell  place,  because  it  was  best  to  remember  who  I  was  dealing  with. 

Jenkins hadn’t recommended the Fire Wolf for his looks. 

As we reached the end of the hall, the sound of dripping water came from farther ahead. 

“Do you hear that?” I asked uneasily. A part of me expected to see a ghost hanging from a noose in a shower stall. 

The Fire Wolf stopped. “I do.” He didn’t move. Instead, his entire body tensed. 

“What is it?” 

A long moment passed before he said, “I sense something.” 

I stiffened. “Do you feel a ghost too?” 

“I  don’t  know,  but  stay  close.”  He  took  another  step  and  asked  quietly,  “Do  you  feel  anything from your sister?” 

The quivering remains of my twin bond were nearly gone, but I clung to a sliver of it. “I think we’re getting closer to where she was held, but it’s fading fast. I won’t be able to sense where she was held for much longer.” 

“I think you’re right. Her scent is growing stronger, but there’s something else too.” He made a discontented sound. 

For the life of me, I couldn’t detect whatever the hunter was picking up, and it made my stomach tighten. 

I shivered, and it felt like a ball of lead settled in my stomach. Not only was this place haunted, but now it was also giving off sinister vibes to the hunter. Not good. 

The brush of the Fire Wolf’s warm hand on my elbow had me drawing to an abrupt stop. 

“We’re not alone,” he said so softly that I almost didn’t hear him. 

Those words had only just left his lips when a flare of potent, malicious magic scorched across my skin and two sorcerers appeared in the dark. 

Chapter 12

I instinctively reached for a death potion just as the Fire Wolf’s arms wrapped around me. Before I knew what was happening, I was flying through the air and tumbling to the floor. 

The hunter rolled on top of me, and the stench of the filth surrounding us flooded my nose. 

Before I could react further, the Fire Wolf was off me and throwing a blade. It must have hit its mark because a shrill hiss followed. 

“Go back the way we came!” the Fire Wolf roared. 

The two sorcerers joined hands and the hunter leapt to the side just as they sent a surge of magic blazing at him. 

I stumbled to my feet as the spell created an arc of light in the hall.  Death curses. 

Another curse flew from the sorcerers’ fingertips. It was twice the size of the first. 

“Watch out!” I called to the hunter as I shot a bolt of magic. 

The sorcerer I’d aimed at ducked just as the Fire Wolf dodged, but the sorcerer was on his feet again, throwing a new curse. It lit up the air like a firework, and I finally caught a clear view of them. 

Their gaunt faces were pale, skeletal, and sickly looking, but their magic was dark and heavy, and their feel, their look, their  smell . . . 

My breath sucked in. “Warlocks,” I whispered.  Shit, shit, shit. 

“Yes,” the hunter replied as he whipped blade after blade through the air toward them. “Get out of here!” 

“I’m not going anywhere.” I threw a potion at one of the warlocks, but he dipped to the side, his movements a blur. The potion exploded in a useless cloud on the floor. 

Fuck they were fast. 

I  tried  a  binding  spell,  then  a  telekinetic  one,  then  a  death  curse.  All  the  while,  I  dipped  and moved, swayed and dodged, as they cast spells at me just as fast. 

But  each  spell  I  threw  missed  its  mark.  They  moved  with  inhuman  speed,  as  though  the  wind carried them in gusts, and as if they could disappear and reappear even though that was impossible. 

Sweat  beaded  on  my  forehead,  and  one  of  the  warlocks  hissed  at  me  as  he  began  to  swirl  his palms, crackling power forming between his hands. 

I threw another potion, but he dodged that one, too, moving so fast that no amount of my training could have made me hit the mark. 

 Shit.  I only had three of those potions left. 

A zing through the air caught my attention, right before a throwing star embedded itself into the warlock’s shoulders. A bolt of magic followed, sizzling through the air, but the warlock dodged and avoided that hit from the hunter. 

The  Fire  Wolf  was  fighting  just  as  fast,  if  not  faster,  than  me.  The  warlock  wrenched  the throwing  star  from  his  flesh.  In  another  blink,  he’d  hurled  it  back  at  the  hunter  in  blinding  fury.  My heartbeat skipped, but the Fire Wolf managed to dart out of the weapon’s path. 

I  erected  a  shield  spell  around  myself  as  the  warlocks  lobbed  curses  one  after  another,  going faster and faster and faster. My spell shattered so I turned into a tornado of leaps, dips, and rolls. It took everything in me just to stay on my feet and not get hit. 

 Fucking A. 

I panted and trembled as reality set in. Warlocks were notoriously strong since they were filled with dark magic.  We may not survive this. 

“Tala. Run, now!” the Fire Wolf growled as he erected a shield spell around himself. He threw his shield my way, extending it, but after three rapid hits from the warlocks, his shield shattered too. 

I locked my jaw. “No way. I’m not leaving you with two against one.” 

I  swirled  my  hands  as  the  Fire  Wolf  erected  another  shield  before  withdrawing  a  magically charged gun. He shot over and over at the warlocks. 

But  the  glowing  bullets  missed  them,  the  warlocks’  bodies  moving  impossibly  fast,  as  though they could  see the bullets and avoid them. 

Magic swam through my veins as I summoned all of it. It crackled and filled my arms, flowing down  my  limbs  as  a  ball  of  sizzling  power  grew  at  my  fingertips.  I  hurled  my  arm  back,  about  to unleash an avalanche of power that would stop even these two momentarily, but then an abrupt wave of black energy hit me. 

A scream parted my lips as I flew backward, smashing into the ground. 

My  summoned  magic  vanished,  disappearing  in  a  blink.  I  clutched  my  stomach  in  agony.    Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods. I’m hit, I’m hit, I’m hit. 

Molten,  dark  power  flowed  into  me,  drowning  me  in  its  intensity.  I  curled  into  a  ball.  I  was dying, the pain alone told me that. 

I gasped, then sucked in another breath. The pain didn’t abate, but I was still alive. 

 What’s happening? 

I was vaguely aware that the fighting continued. The Fire Wolf kept throwing, shooting, dodging, and rolling, all the while calling to me over and over. 

But the overwhelming surge of malicious magic kept barreling into me in unrelenting waves. It didn’t stop, but I didn’t die. 

 It’s my fucked-up magic!  My magic was on the fritz again.  Un-fucking believable. 

I  blinked  and  rolled  to  the  side  in  agony.  Through  slitted  eyes,  I  saw  that  one  of  the  warlocks was also doubled over. 

He was on the floor, too, rolling around in a state similar to me. A sickly cry came from him as his partner continued fighting the hunter. 

I clamped my mouth shut, swallowing the yelp of pain that flooded my system, as whatever the hell was happening to me refused to release its grip. 

The Fire Wolf shot a lightning-quick glance in my direction, then a ferocious snarl erupted from him before he leapt and shifted midair. 

Shredded  clothing  fluttered  around  him,  drifting  to  the  floor  like  confetti  as  he  landed  on  four huge paws. Despite my sorry-ass state, I gaped at how beautiful he was. 

An  immense  wolf  with  russet-colored  fur  intermixed  with  dark-gray,  cream,  and  black  hues, stood with hackles raised. He crouched and sprang at the still standing warlock. 

The Fire Wolf landed on the warlock’s chest, smacking the dark sorcerer to the ground, but the healthy warlock was too fast. In a second, he’d rolled away and sprung to his feet. 

Another moan came from the downed warlock as I clamped my lips together to keep from crying out.  Fear  strummed  through  me  as  the  warlock  fighting  the  Fire  Wolf  dodged  right  as  the  hunter attempted to pounce on him again. 

Another spell exploded from the warlock’s fingertips. I tried to cry out, to warn my hunter, but another wave of horrific, sickly magic coursed through me. It hit me again, then again, and again. It was  so  dark  and  twisted  that  I  was  gagging  on  it.  I  could  barely  breathe,  barely  think,  as  the  sheer

vileness of the magic pummeled me. 

The Fire Wolf’s eyes cut my way again. Fire blazed in his irises as his lips peeled back and he turned toward the warlock baring his razor-sharp canines. The warlock hissed in response, revealing rotten teeth as the stench of putrid breath rolled from his tongue. 

Another curse exploded from the warlock, lighting up the dark hallway in brilliant light, but in his wolf form, the Fire Wolf managed to crouch, dodge, and then leap out of the way, all as if it was the same move. 

I sucked in a tiny breath of air, just as the warlock on the ground across from me began to twitch. 

That vile, potent magic continued to bury me, as if filling me up and aching to destroy me. 

The Fire Wolf sprang into the air again and in a twist of limbs and acrobatic grace, landed on top of the standing warlock. 

He sank his canines into the warlock’s flesh. For a brief moment, I registered the tattoo on the dark sorcerer’s skin. 

It was the same tattoo that had been on the man who’d taken Tessa. 

With a crunching sound and the ripping twist of his jaws, the Fire Wolf wrenched his head back and  decapitated  the  warlock.  Flames  abruptly  erupted  across  the  Fire  Wolf,  turning  his  entire  body into an inferno. 

I choked. The warlock had set the hunter  on fire. 

“No!” I croaked barely able to breathe now. 

The  flaming  Fire  Wolf  advanced  on  the  downed  but  still  alive  warlock.  His  paws  were  quick and his body agile. In a blurred pounce, the fiery Fire Wolf landed on the dark sorcerer and sank his teeth into his neck—a neck that also sported the tattoo. 

The Fire Wolf’s flames set the warlock on fire, pitiful wails rising from the vile creature right before the hunter ripped the warlock’s head off. 

I sucked in a deep breath when the vicious dark energy that had been flowing into me abruptly stopped. 

Breaths—glorious  air—rushed  into  me.  Panting,  I  gulped  in  more  air  and  relished  the  oxygen that flowed into my lungs. Slowly, my head cleared as that horrific pain vanished. 

“Fire Wolf,” I croaked. 

Another burst of flames erupted from the hunter, the heat and sheer intensity of it making me want to recoil, but I couldn’t move. I still felt too weak, but my mind whirled. The hunter was on fire, yet he  didn’t  appear  hurt,  and   both  warlocks  had  worn  the  same  tattoo.  That  meant  three  supernaturals were possibly linked to my sister’s disappearance. 

I rolled onto my back, blinking.  WTF. Seriously. 

The Fire Wolf appeared above me in human form, having shifted in a blink. I briefly realized that he was naked and no longer burning. 

“The fire didn’t hurt you?” Now that the bright spells and curses had stopped being thrown, the hall  was  dark  again.  I  couldn’t  see  much  past  the  glow  of  his  eyes  or  feel  anything  other  than  the warmth radiating from his skin, but he seemed uninjured. 

“No, that was my fire. Where were you hit? Where?” His fingers traveled across me, moving at lightning speed, poking and prodding, searching for an injury. 

But since that foreign darkness was no longer trying to leech my life, the pain was gone. 

I inhaled a shuddering breath again. “I don’t think I’m hit.” 

His eyebrows drew together in a tight line, but his fingers slowed. 

For  a  moment,  I  considered  telling  him  that  something  had  happened  to  me,  something  I  didn’t

understand, but in the end, no words came out. He had his secrets. I had mine. All I knew was that my magic had misfired again, and I had no idea how to fix it. 

Chapter 13

“Tala!” he barked. 

“I wasn’t hit!” I forced myself to sit up despite the aching pain in my limbs from the fight, but gods, my muscles were tired. “I’m fine.” 

“Bullshit you’re fine. You were down.” The fire in his irises increased as he assessed me more, but then his movements slowed. “You’re really not hit?” 

“No.” 

“But you—” He shook his head. “What the hell happened?” 

“Beats me.” 

His eyes narrowed. “What did you do?” 

My eyebrows shot up. “What did  I do? I didn’t do a damn thing. I was completely useless in that fight.”  The  shame  of  it  still  burned  through  me.  This  newfound  weakness  was   not  something  I  was used to. 

“You weren’t useless. You fought—” He shook his head again. “You fought well. And you used magic.” His brow furrowed as he eyed me suspiciously. 

 Cheese  and  Rice.   The  nine-to-five  worker  with  supposed  less  than  average  magic  had  just unleashed some serious mojo. Just exactly how much of my true potential had I revealed? 

Suppressing a groan, I somehow got to my feet. 

His hand shot out to steady me when I swayed a little. His skin was as hot as I thought it would be, as if fire still rolled through him. Speaking of fire . . . 

“What about you, dude?” I said accusingly. “You were  on fire and you’re fine. How the hell do you explain that one?” 

His jaw snapped closed and he didn’t reply. 

“Oh, I get it. You get to interrogate me, but I don’t get to even question you.” 

He waved a finger, and a flare of light appeared around us. It was just enough for me to see the decapitated warlocks and the, um, dangling appendage hanging between the Fire Wolf’s legs. 

 Mother  of  all  the  realms.  The  man  was  hung  like  a  horse.  A  fierce  burst  of  warmth  flowed across my cheeks because, holy fuck, the dude’s dick was  thick. 

Unlike me, the Fire Wolf didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by his nakedness. Instead, he planted his hands on his hips, which basically put his manly bits two feet away from me. 

 Do not look down. Do not look down. 

My gaze dropped. 

But  his  next  statement  had  my  attention  snapping  back  up.  “You  did  something  to  that  other warlock. It incapacitated him.” 

My eyes popped and any interest in the Fire Wolf’s Johnson vanished. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t do a damn thing. Like I said, I was useless.” 

He took a step closer to me, a menacing scowl filling his expression. “Don’t play coy with me. I saw what you did. Not only can you fight, and with magic no less, but you did something to him. You sucked his magic from him.” 

 What the hell is he talking about? 

But  then  I  remembered  the  feel  of  the  dark  magic  pummeling  my  insides  and  the  sensation  of

malevolent energy filling me. Is that what had happened? Had I actually siphoned the warlock’s magic from him? 

 But how? 

Wrapping my arms around myself, I tried to ward off the chill that revelation provoked. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

The  hunter’s  scowl  increased  before  he  leaned  down  and  grabbed  his  harness  and  shredded pants. With surprise, I watched as he tugged his pants back on, realizing they’d torn perfectly up the outside seams making them still totally wearable. Same with the chest harness. 

“How are your clothes still intact?” 

“Quick  release.  A  necessity  for  wolves.”  He  waved  at  the  seams  of  his  pants  which  he’d snapped back together, and then at the buckle on his harness which he reattached around his chest. 

Now that his clothing covered his thoroughly impressive male anatomy, I stopped ogling him, but it didn’t stop his very intense gaze on me. 

“I felt something from you before in the alley outside of the Black Underbelly, and then again at your apartment after I let myself in and caught you unaware. I thought I’d imagined it, but now I know I didn’t. It felt as if my magic was being pulled from me, and you had the same reaction then as now. 

You’d doubled over and looked as if you were in pain.” 

My heart skipped a beat. Holy shit. He was right. I’d felt intense, mind-blowing magic flowing into me those times too. Had that been the Fire Wolf’s magic? And maybe the half-demon’s magic as well? And just now, when the vileness had made me want to gag, had that been the warlock’s power? 

During all of those times, they’d been affected too, which would explain their strange reactions and crippling responses. 

But if that was what was happening . . .  What the actual fuck? 

I tightened my arms around myself. “Look, I’m not hiding anything from you.” My words came out shaky, but I was damn near quivering in my boots at what he was implying. Nobody had power like that. “I’m being honest when I tell you I  don’t understand this any more than you do.” 

He cocked his head. Once again, his expression was schooled into an expressionless mask, as if wearing a veil of stoicism was the latest fashion. 

I rolled my eyes, then waved my hand in the air. “But enough of all this, we need to find where they kept Tessa and see if there are any further clues. That’s what matters now.” 

His nostrils flared. “We’re not done with this conversation, but I’ll table it for now.” 

“Okay, Mr. CEO. We can address it at our next board meeting.” 

He glowered, and I gave him a withering stare. 

While he didn’t look happy that I hadn’t explained my newly acquired ability to suck people’s magic from them—which nearly killed me in the process, I might add—he did seem okay with getting back to our original plan. Thankfully. 

He eyed the warlocks’ corpses again. “Why were these two waiting here?” 

“Good question.” 

His frown deepened. “Warlocks aren’t common. Most supernaturals don’t live to see their next day  after  they  encounter  one.”  Everybody  knew  that  warlocks’  dark  magic  came  from  sacrificing humans or supernaturals—hence, why those unfortunate enough to encounter a warlock usually ended up dead. 

“And there were  two  waiting.” I cocked my head. “Do you think they brought Tessa here?” 

He shook his head. “No, if they had, she would likely still be here, but she’s not, which leads me to  believe  that  they  were  working  for  whoever  did  take  her.  And  since  whoever  that  person  is

positioned warlocks here, they didn’t want anybody who managed to hunt them this far to survive.” 

“You’re right,” I said grimly. 

“They’re covering their tracks well.” 

“They have the same mark as Star Tattoo Guy.” I pointed at the tattoos on the warlocks’ shredded necks. 

His eyebrows rose. 

“That’s the name I gave the asshat who took my sister.” 

“Noted.” 

Together, we crouched down at the dead warlocks’ sides to inspect them. I had to cover my nose since  their  singed  skin  smelled  like  rotting  carcasses.  Even  though  the  Fire  Wolf  had  decapitated them, remnants of the tattoo remained on one. On the other, his skin was too scorched to make out the details, which reminded me again that the Fire Wolf could start a fire out of thin air. 

“So that’s why they call you the Fire Wolf, huh?” Which was  so normal . . . I could add it to the list of things I couldn’t explain about this hunter. 

He grunted, which I took as a yes. “Is this what the tattoo looked like on the one who took your sister?” With one long, thick finger, he pointed at the tattoo on the less burned warlock. 

There  was  some  kind  of  constellation  or  star  pattern  which  filled  the  middle  of  the  tattoo. 

Around it was a circle with spikes piercing it and pointing toward the middle. There were triangles on the outside of the spikes, making them look like arrows. 

I  shuddered.  “Yeah,  that’s  the  same  one.”  I  looked  away  from  it.  I  had  to.  “So  what  does  that mean? Are they in a gang or something? And why would they all wear the same tattoo? Wouldn’t that make them easier to identify?” 

“Yes.” 

I waited for him to say more. “Yes, what?” 

“It makes them easier to identify.” 

“So they are in a gang?” 

He didn’t reply. 

“What aren’t you telling me?” 

“Nothing.” 

I rolled my eyes. So he expected me to explain what I knew, but he wouldn’t share jack shit with me. Irritation prickled my skin. “Shouldn’t you tell me since I’m employing you right now?” 

He leveled me with a heavy stare. “Is that what you think you are? My boss?” 

“No,” I replied, and I meant it. I wasn’t that entitled. “But I am paying you to do this job, so can’t you at least share what you’re thinking?” 

He  abruptly  stood  and  took  off  down  the  hall  again,  going  deeper  into  the  asylum,  his  little glowing magical light following him. “No,” he called over his shoulder. 

I  seethed  as  I  jogged  to  catch  up.  “Seriously?  Whoever  took  my  sister  has  warlocks  on  their payroll, and you won’t tell me what you know?” 

He  ground  to  a  sudden  stop,  rounding  on  me.  “My  job  is  to  find  your  sister.  It’s  not  to  reveal things I know.” 

“I  would  just  like  to  point  out  that  your  tone  was  not  condescending  at  all,”  I  replied sarcastically. 

His nostrils flared as energy rolled off him. I was reminded of how people had responded to him at the Underbelly. They’d parted like the tides for him, and now I understood why. 

But  I  held  my  ground  and  crossed  my  arms.  “So  if  you  refuse  to  tell  me  everything,  then  what

will you tell me?” 

He  turned  away  and  began  walking  again,  and  damn  me  for  noticing  how  his  naked  back  was like a work of art. A huge tattoo spread across his shoulder blades in an inky, swirling black design. 

The muscles beneath it bulged and flexed as he moved. And his arms and chest were bare, his strength rippling beneath his skin. Dammit it all to hell, but my vagina was noticing again. 

“I think this is bigger than either of us realize,” he called. 

His  comment  jolted  me  out  of  my  perving.  “Do  you  think  they  have  more  warlocks  who—”  I couldn’t finish my sentence. If there were more warlocks, and they had my sister, I’d be lucky if she lived until tomorrow. My gut twisted. 

“I  don’t  know,  but  I  don’t  think  so.  Most  warlocks  can’t  control  themselves  if  they  have supernaturals they can sacrifice, so if whoever took your sister wants her to stay alive, I doubt they’re entrusting  her  care  to  one.  I  still  think  these  two  were  a  distraction,  or  to  prevent  anyone  from discovering anything further.” 

While his comment didn’t make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside, I did feel an overwhelming sense of relief, because his logic made sense. Tessa was still alive. I could feel it through the bond, so whoever had her wasn’t killing her . . . yet. 

We  rounded  another  corner,  and  the  Fire  Wolf  tilted  his  head,  inhaling.  He  stopped  at  an  open doorway. 

I  eyed  his  magical  light  again  that  hung  over  us.  “How  come  you  didn’t  light  that  earlier?  It would have prevented me from bumping into you so much.” 

“I didn’t want to draw attention to us.” He scented the air again. 

I immediately tensed. “Do you sense something again? More warlocks?” 

He  shook  his  head.  “No,  but  I  can  scent  your  sister.  I  think  she  was  kept  in  here.”  He  veered through the door. 

Inside,  dim  light  dipped  the  room  into  shadows.  Sunlight  from  outside  penetrated  one  of  the windows  where  a  broken  board  hung  down  from  its  nail.  Cobwebs  and  nests  from  various  critters filled the large room that I guessed had once housed patients. 

A dozen beds lined the wall. Their old metal frames were bare except for one. 

A new mattress lay on it. 

I rushed to it, my stomach sinking when I recognized a piece of torn floral fabric caught in one of the bedrails. “Oh gods.” I skidded to a stop next to the bed frame and picked up the remnant of fabric. 

It was the same floral pattern of Tessa’s skirt. 

A  vice  squeezed  my  chest,  and  I  barely  kept  the  panic  from  choking  me.  With  shaky  fingers,  I brought the fabric to my nose and inhaled. Tessa’s rose-scented body wash clung to it. It was faint, but even I could detect it. 

“They kept her here,” I whispered. 

The  hunter  approached  me  from  behind,  prowling  forward  with  silent  footsteps.  He  crouched down and picked something up off the floor. “They were keeping her restrained.” 

I glanced around, looking for handcuffs or ropes but didn’t see any. “How do you know?” 

He  held  his  hand  out  and  opened  his  palm.  His  fingers  were  long  and  thick,  his  hand  large. 

“These are commonly used by the European mafia. And if they were forgotten here, near the bed that held your sister, it’s possible somebody in that organization is behind your sister’s disappearance.” 

My  lips  parted.  The  objects  he  held  were  small  and  dark.  They  looked  like  black  oblong marbles. My nose scrunched up. “What are they?” 

“Hold your hands out.” 

I did as he said, but when I had my arms apart, he pushed both of my wrists together until my hands were side by side. 

Tingles ran up my skin, and I could have sworn his fingers lingered on my wrists. His skin was so warm, and I was reminded of what I’d seen, of how he’d turned into a fire-raging wolf. 

He  pressed  something  on  one  of  the  dark  marble  objects.  A  flare  of  magic  whipped  out  and before  I  could  react,  wires  wrapped  around  my  wrists  at  an  unnervingly  high  speed  until  a  dozen bands encircled my limbs making it impossible to pull free. 

For  a  moment,  I  just  stared  at  my  bound  hands,  before  lifting  my  gaze  to  his.  “You  handcuffed me.” 

“I did.” 

“Why?” I asked, irritation growing in me, but at least it was pushing away my panic. 

“Because you asked me to.” 

“No, I didn’t. I simply asked what they were.” 

He shrugged. “My mistake.” 

I struggled, trying to break free, but the wires didn’t budge. My annoyance grew. Tentatively, I called upon my magic, feeling for the volatile beast that had become my power, half expecting it to punch me in the gut, but it responded normally. 

If the Fire Wolf was right, and the strange occurrences I’d been experiencing lately were related to other people’s magic, then at the moment it wasn’t drawing on his power. Thank the gods. 

I let a flare of power travel down my limbs, then whispered a maximizer spell that would grant me enhanced strength for a few seconds. 

“That  won’t  work.”  The  Fire  Wolf  crossed  his  arms,  not  looking  the  least  bit  perturbed  about having a woman handcuffed in front of him as he stood in an abandoned insane asylum. 

I nearly snorted. This was probably an average day’s work for him. 

I yanked on the cuffs. The wires held, and I yelped when they cut into my skin, digging into my flesh even more. 

“They’re  spelled  to  restrain  all  supernaturals  and  will  tighten  the  more  they’re  tested.  Most supernaturals  learn  to  stop  fighting  them  by  the  time  their  skin  is  turning  blue.”  He  watched  me struggle again, and I swear the bastard was about to laugh. “Most, but not all.” 

I sighed and couldn’t stop another wiggle. The cuffs tightened more. “Okay, ha ha. The joke’s on me. I can’t break out of these. Now, get these damn things off of me.” 

“Such a shame. I was enjoying seeing you cuffed.” 

I blanched and whatever panic or grief I’d felt a moment ago entirely disappeared. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” 

He chuckled and gave me a wicked grin. “Have you never tried cuffs in the bedroom?” 

Okay, my heart did  not  just  skip.  I  squirmed  as  a  flare  of  desire  ran  straight  to  my  core.  WTF. 

 Was he . . . flirting with me?  I shook my head. No, he was messing with me again, just like he’d been earlier.  He  was  probably  doing  it  to  stop  the  panic  he’d  scented  rolling  from  me,  because  the  last thing he needed was a hysterical client on his hands. At least his distraction had worked ’cause panic was the last thing I was feeling now. 

I  watched  as  the  Fire  Wolf  pulled  open  a  small  pouch  on  his  chest  harness.  “Lucky  for  you,  I have a key to these types of cuffs.” He held up a small silver device that was no larger than a sewing needle. It flared when it touched the marble, and a spark of energy zapped the black ball. 

The  wires  whipped  off  of  me,  disappearing  as  quickly  as  they’d  formed  until  all  that  was  left was the dark marble objects he’d initially held in his hand. 

The Fire Wolf dropped the key into his pouch and the marbles with it before he zipped it closed. 

I wondered what else he had in there as I rubbed my wrists. Blood finally flowed back into my hands, and the tingling sensation wore off in a few seconds. 

“So how is it that you have a key to those?” 

“Like I told you, I’m familiar with the European mafia. I’ve had a few run-ins with them before. 

Consequently, I’ve collected some of their devices over the years, and I travel with what I need at all times.” 

I eyed the other contraptions on his chest harness. “What else do you carry?” 

He smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 

“Obviously, or I wouldn’t have asked.” 

He chuckled. 

I clung to that lighthearted sound, because bantering with the Fire Wolf was the only thing that was helping me to keep it together right now. 

I  rubbed  my  arms  again  as  the  chill  in  the  air  grew.  The  shadows  dipped  when  the  sun  went behind a cloud outside. “Do you really think they had those on Tessa? And they had her restrained on this bed?” 

“Most likely.” 

“But why would the European mafia want her, if it was them who took her?” 

“That’s the million-dollar question.” 

My stomach lurched as my mind immediately spun in a million different directions, wondering if my sister had been doing anything on the side that I’d been unaware of. Had she made new friends, or gotten involved with people that she shouldn’t have? She loved attention so much so, she would’ve turned a blind eye to a new friend that flattered her, even if that new friend had ties to the mafia. 

But  how  in  the  hell  would  she  have  met  them  in  the  first  place?  It  wasn’t  like  European  thugs frequented magic shops in Chicago’s supernatural marketplace. 

I took in a deep shuddering breath. “We need to find her. This is getting weirder by the second. 

When will you be able to scry again?” 

“If I eat and get some rest, a couple of hours.” 

Even though adrenaline buzzed through my veins, I knew that I needed sleep and food too. We couldn’t keep up this kind of exhausting hunt without fueling our bodies. “So, where to from here?” 

“We go back to my base. In a few hours, I’ll scry again, and we’ll see if we can catch up with them on my next locate.” 

“And if we do? What are you going to do when we find them?” 

A dark, wicked grin spread across his face. “I’ll do what I do best.” 

Chapter 14

We  traveled  back  to  Portland  using  the  Fire  Wolf’s  personal  portal.  It  amazed  me,  time  and  time again, that the man had enough magic to transport us so frequently. But he wasn’t infallible. Even he had his limits, as I’d come to learn. Scrying obviously took a huge toll on him. 

“Your wall’s not going to eat me this time, is it?” I asked as we stood in the alleyway next to the brick building that hid his lair. I was having a massive sense of déjà vu. The only difference between now and earlier was that it was brighter in the alleyway and there weren’t any junkies lurking around trying to steal my purse. 

“As long as you don’t intend to betray me to my enemies.” He waggled his eyebrows. 

“No betraying today. Scout’s honor.” I held my fingers up in what I assumed was the Girl Scouts’

or Boy Scouts’ salute. 

His lips curved as sounds from the working industrial area flowed in the wind around us. Shouts came  from  the  factories,  and  cars  revved  as  they  drove  by  on  the  street.  But  nobody  had  seen  us arrive.  I  had  a  feeling  that  none  of  the  humans  in  the  area  would  ever  suspect  that  an  immensely powerful supernatural had a man cave in their midst. 

The Fire Wolf grasped my hand, his fingers threading through mine. 

The abrupt feel of him had my throat tightening. I wanted to sink into that warmth. To revel in the feel of his body wrapped around mine, which made no sense. 

I  blamed  it  on  my  current  state.  I  was  tired,  cold,  and  hungry.  All  I  wanted  was  a  hot  shower, some food, and for this nightmare that was my life to be over. But at the moment, the feel of the Fire Wolf’s heated hand around mine was enough, and I allowed myself to enjoy it. 

If he noticed my absurd desire again, he didn’t let on. Instead, we traveled together through the ward into his hidden lair. 

Once  inside,  he  pointed  to  a  door  that  I’d  missed  earlier.  “If  you  want  to  take  a  shower,  go ahead, and there are plenty of clothes in that chest over there.” He pointed again, and I noticed a small storage  box  near  the  couch.  I’d  overlooked  it  earlier,  thinking  it  was  merely  decorative  furniture. 

“Feel free to grab something to wear after you clean up.” 

The Fire Wolf still wore his pants and leather harness, but nothing else apart from that since his shirt had been ripped into ribbons. In the privacy of his dimly lit man cave, my eyes traveled over the thick slabs of muscle on his chest and tantalizing ridges on his stomach. 

When I finished my perving, I made the mistake of glancing up at his face to find that he’d been watching me. 

A  knowing  glint  lit  his  eyes.  I  blushed.  He’d  literally  just  caught  me  red-handed  checking  him out. Could my life get any more embarrassing? 

I made a beeline for the chest and grabbed the first pile of clothing my hands touched. I had no idea  if  any  of  the  clothes  would  fit,  but  at  this  point  I  didn’t  care.  I  just  wanted  to  shower,  get something warm and dry on, and fall into a dreamless sleep for as many hours as I could manage until we set out again. 

Once safely locked in his bathroom, I did a quick rundown of what was on hand. The bathroom was  small,  but  held  all  of  the  necessary  cleansing  products.  Not  wanting  to  linger,  I  took  a  hasty shower, scrubbing myself clean until my skin glowed pink and the disgusting grime from the insane

asylum’s floor was washed from my hair. 

Once I was toweled off, I slipped on a shirt that was about ten times too big for me but figured it made for decent pajamas. Given that it nearly fell to my knees, I didn’t even bother with pants. Those were probably too big for me anyway so would just fall off. 

As soon as I emerged from the bathroom, I heard the hunter speaking quietly and realized he was on the phone. 

“Nothing to report yet,” he said. 

Silence followed as whoever he was speaking to must have been replying. 

“I know,” the Fire Wolf said. “Yes, I’m aware of the time change. I’ll call again tomorrow when I have more info. Right now—” He spotted me, and for the merest second, his gaze skated down my body from my unbound breasts to my bare legs, before moving back up to linger on my chest. 

With flaming cheeks, I realized I was seriously nipping out. 

I  hastily  crossed  my  arms  just  as  he  abruptly  gave  me  his  back,  then  cleared  his  throat  before saying into the phone, “I need to cut this short. I’ll call again later.” 

He hung up before the person had a chance to reply, then slipped his phone into his back pocket. 

Keeping his gaze averted, he waved toward the bed. “There are clean sheets on it, and there’s food in the fridge. Help yourself and get some sleep. We won’t rest long.” He ran a hand through his hair, still refusing to look at me. 

“Okay, thanks, and sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt your call. Was it long distance?” 

He raked a hand through his hair again, still looking away. “Yes. Overseas.” 

Before I could ask anything further, he dipped into the bathroom. 

Not sure if I’d imagined the sudden tension between us or not, I went to the kitchen and pulled out some of the high-calorie items. I hardly tasted any of it as I shoveled the food into my mouth and then drank what felt like a gallon of water. 

My eyes were so heavy by the time I finished, I barely made it to the bed before I collapsed onto it.  The  Fire  Wolf’s  scent  clouded  around  me—that  tantalizing  cedar  and  citrus  aroma.  Despite  the fresh sheets, I smelled him everywhere. 

That  strangely  alluring  fragrance  pulled  me  into  a  cloak  of  security,  as  if  nothing  bad  could happen  to  me  since  I  knew  he  was  here.  Of  course,  that  was  ludicrous.  The  man  had  threatened  to dismember me if I touched him again, although strangely enough, he’d touched me more times than I could count. 

And now that I had a minute to think about it, I realized that his first reaction when the warlocks had attacked was to save me not himself. And even though he’d told me back in Chicago that my death would be on me, not him, he’d seemed genuinely worried when he thought I’d been injured.  Huh. Go figure. 

I nibbled my lip as my lids grew heavier. First, he’d helped the homeless kid in the alley, and then he’d been more concerned about saving me than escaping from the warlocks. 

Something told me that the Fire Wolf wasn’t as he seemed even though his badass persona had made him a legend in the dredges of society. But then I reminded myself about how easily he’d killed those half-demons and how he could turn lethal in an instant. 

A yawn overtook me as images of my sister crept into my mind, but I shut those down as best I could. The hunter was right. Without rest and sleep, we were useless and wouldn’t be able to find her. 

It was time to stop thinking and sleep. 

∞     ∞     ∞

I woke to the feeling of warmth surrounding me. I wanted to snuggle into it forever and burrow myself deeper into the source. 

A deep rumble vibrated against me, the sensation making my toes curl as I sought the luscious heat. My fingers drifted over what felt like a hard limb encased in thick pants. Strange. That did not feel like my leg. 

Whatever I was lying beside shifted, and I rolled slightly, right into a wall. I inhaled. No, not a wall. A body. It was just as hard and alluring as the thigh had been. 

“Carlos?” The name slipped out, coming from my foggy brain. Is that where I was? Had I met up with Carlos after all and we’d had a drunken night after which I’d somehow ended up in his bed?  Oh gods . . . 

Another growl came. “Tala?” 

My eyes flew open. Definitely not Carlos. 

I blinked a few times as I tried to figure out where I was. The room was dark, and the heat I’d been feeling came directly from the body I’d rolled into. A rich citrusy cedar scent drifted toward me. 

Most definitely  not Carlos. 

“Fire Wolf.” 

“You’re awake. Finally.” 

I  hastily  pushed  away  from  him,  embarrassment  flooding  me  when  I  realized  my  wandering fingers  had  danced  across  the  hunter’s  thigh  in  my  sleep-induced  state.  I  assumed  my  cheeks  were bright pink, and I desperately hoped that the Fire Wolf couldn’t see in the dark. 

He sat on the edge of the bed. A quick glance around reminded me that we were in his man cave. 

No drunken nights with my ex after all. Phew. 

I pushed myself to sitting as he snapped a bedside lamp on. Soft light flooded the room. I tried to tidy the mess that was my hair but gave up when my fingers snagged in a snarl. “How long was I out?” 

The  hunter  peered  down  at  me,  freshly  shaved  and  once  again  dressed  for  combat.  His  gaze dipped, moving to my exposed thighs before he snapped his head up. “Five hours.” 

Glancing down, I realized my shirt had ridden up . . .  eek . . . really far.  Thank you, underwear. 

At least I hadn’t just flashed the hunter my cooch. 

I tugged the shirt down, then assessed his clothing. “Did you sleep?” He looked like he’d been up for hours. 

“I did.” 

“You look quite . . . refreshed.” 

The corner of his mouth kicked up. “Is that your way of saying I look good?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Remind me to never give you a mild compliment again.” 

“I have a feeling you’ll do it anyway.” 

I gave him the side-eye, not liking where this conversation was going first thing upon waking. So he  knew  I  was  attracted  to  him.  Big  deal.  Half  the  vaginas  on  the  planet  were  attracted  to  him. 

Apparently, I’d joined the club. 

“Are we leaving then?” I began to push the covers off me and tried to remember where I’d put my dirty clothes. 

As  if  sensing  what  I  was  searching  for,  he  nodded  toward  the  small  table  by  the  kitchen.  “I washed your stuff.” 

My eyebrows shot up. “You did? Seriously?” 

“Don’t look so shocked. I use fae charms to do laundry. It’s quick and easy.” 

 And expensive.  But he didn’t add that part. 

“Okay, thanks.” I eyed my pile of clothes on the table. He’d even folded them. How domestic. 

“You must have a reliable hookup in the fae lands if you can get their charms for laundry.” The fairies were quite good at self-cleansing, and some had made a business out of bottling that type of magic up, but it wasn’t easy magic to capture, and not many fairies had the skill to do it. 

“I have hookups everywhere.” 

“I  bet.”  Of  course,  my  mind  went   there   given  the  double  meaning .  I  could  only  imagine  how many  hookups  the  Fire  Wolf  had  experienced.  Given  the  display  I’d  seen  at  the  Underbelly,  he  had plenty of females, and probably males too, panting after him. Present party included. 

His lips twitched. 

“Should I get dressed? I’m guessing you scryed again so we’re leaving?” 

“Not yet.” 

I frowned. “Do you need to rest more?” 

“I’m  nearly  fully  recharged,  and  since  I  was  able  to  locate  your  sister  yesterday,  I’m  hoping today  won’t  take  as  long,  but  that’s  not  why  I  haven’t  scryed  yet.”  When  I  merely  stared  at  him,  he added, “We need to talk about what happened in the asylum.” 

 Oh. “I thought we already did.” 

“Not enough.” 

 Shit on a stick. “What more is there to talk about?” 

“You took down one of those warlocks.” 

I squirmed. “Is that what you call it? To me it looked more like my magic failed and so did his. 

Perhaps we are simply defective supernaturals.” 

The  Fire  Wolf’s  irises  flickered  with  flames.  “You’re  lying.  Something  happened  between  the two of you, and something you did caused it. What are you?” 

I balked. “What am  I? I’m a witch. What are  you? I think that’s the more interesting question.” 

“Hardly. And stop lying. You know what I’m asking but you’re pretending you’re ignorant.” 

“I’m not lying.” 

“Tala.” My name came out in a low vibrating growl, and damn it all to hell if my pussy didn’t just spasm. “I can scent your deception, among other things.” His voice dipped, turning slightly husky, and that infuriating smile tugged at his lips. 

 Double shit.  Even though my cloaking spell was still in place, it didn’t veil my emotional scents. 

I made a move to get off the bed. “This is a waste of time. We should be going. My sister’s—” 

His hand snagged my forearm, warmth penetrating my skin from his firm grip. “We’re not going anywhere until I know what’s going on.” He shifted closer and the mattress creased under his weight. 

He kept a hold of me, effectively keeping me on the bed. His thigh brushed mine, but he didn’t pull back. If anything, he leaned in more as his eyes glowed like rubies. “What are you?” 

I pulled free of him, then crossed my arms. “I told you. I’m a witch.” 

He sighed. “Tala, we can do this all day. Either tell me the truth or get out.” 

My  eyes  widened.  “What?  You  can’t  fire   me.  I  hired  you  and  paid  you.  You  have  to  find  my sister.” 

“You hired me? And what proof do you have of that?” 

Alarm shot through me, and I swallowed the ball of worry that lodged in my throat. “Payment, for one. I can prove that I transferred money to you.” 

He shrugged. “Not all of it. Only a quarter.” 

“Yeah, but I’m going to get you another five thousand today. You can’t back out now, you took the job.” 

“Again, who’s going to stop me if I do?” 

My breath sputtered, as I realized he could do just that. ’Cause what was I going to do? Call the Supernatural Forces and demand that they arrest him? What proof did I have that I’d even hired him in the first place? A transaction from my bank account proved nothing other than I gave him money. For all the SF would know, they could think that I’d bought an abundance of pink-striped pajamas from him or lost in a poker game. And if I took him to the supernatural courts, again, what proof did I have? 

None. 

 Gods, Tala. So stupid!  I smacked myself on the forehead ’cause we didn’t have a contract or a fairy bargain binding us together. How could I have been so dumb to pay him that money without even the simplest form of proof about what that transaction was for? But I already knew the answer to that. 

I’d been desperate and not thinking straight. 

The Fire Wolf grinned, the expression transforming his face. He was so smugly beautiful that my palm tingled with the urge to slap him. 

“I bet you’re kicking yourself right now,” he taunted. 

“Oh, stop gloating!” I bit out. “It’s not a good look on you.” 

He chuckled. A true, deep chuckle that rumbled his chest until it turned into a full-blown laugh. 

For  a  moment,  I  was  stunned  as  the  Fire  Wolf  howled  in  amusement.  I’d  never  seen  him  look so . . . happy. 

I continued to glare at him, but since that seemed to only amuse him further, I made myself take a deep breath and smooth my expression. “You’re being a fucker, you know that?” 

His eyes widened, then danced in delight. “Did you just call me a  fucker?” 

“I did.” 

“I never knew you had such colorful language.” 

“You haven’t heard the half of it.” 

He chortled again, and I wanted to punch him for wasting time and finding this funny, but he just stretched out on the mattress, as though he didn’t have a care in the world. 

My gaze traveled down his long, hard body. The man was so achingly beautiful. Why?  Why, why, why, why, why  was I so attracted to him? It wasn’t fair especially since it seemed so one-sided. 

The Fire Wolf lifted an eyebrow. “Now, as I was saying, what  are  you? I’m not scrying until I know.” 

A tremble of fear ran through me. He really wasn’t going to let this go. “Why is it so important?” 

“Because I’ve never seen an average supernatural take down a fully transformed warlock. You should have been dead in seconds once they started throwing spells and curses, but you weren’t. You held your own.” 

“Maybe I got lucky.” 

His gaze darkened. “I’m not buying it, so for the last time, what  are  you?” 

Shit, this dude was not   going to waver. He was like a freakin’ dog with a bone, and since I had no proof of our arrangement, he had me in a corner and he knew it. I leveled him with a heavy stare. 

“Fine, but you first. What are you?” 

“That’s hardly relevant to the conversation.” 

“Maybe not, but it’s only fair. If you tell me, I’ll tell you.” 

“So you’re finally admitting that you’re more than a witch?” 

“I never said that. I simply said that if I’m going to share, then you are too.” 

“You seem to be forgetting that I’m not the one in the vulnerable position. I’m holding all of the cards.” 

“Even so, that doesn’t mean I’m saying shit.” 

The corner of his mouth tilted up, and mirth danced in his eyes. “So stubborn.” 

“Perhaps. So, what do you say? You’ll tell me, and then I’ll tell you. Deal?” 

“Are you trying to bargain?” 

“No, I’m merely compromising. It’s what all sane, normal supernaturals do who don’t try to push their weight around and instead work to achieve a middle ground. It’s really quite a reasonable way to live and it’s good for business. You should try it sometime, like right now. What are you?” 

He  watched  me  for  a  moment,  that  slightly  amused  expression  still  in  place.  Finally,  he  said, 

“I’m a werewolf.” 

I sighed. “As I’m aware, but what else are you?” 

The flames in his eyes grew. I didn’t think he was even conscious of it. “And part demon.” 

My eyes widened. Well, that explained the fiery wolf. “Your father’s a demon and your mom’s a werewolf?”  Since  female  werewolves  couldn’t  shift  and  only  carried  the  gene,  their  sons  weren’t usually  strong  wolves,  but  I  supposed  there  could  be  exceptions  ’cause  the  Fire  Wolf  was  hella strong. 

He was quiet for a moment, then said, “It’s the other way around.” 

My lips parted in surprise, before I said, “Your father is the werewolf, and your . . .  mother . . . 

is the demon?” 

He nodded. 

The bartender’s words came back to me.  “Let’s just say his mother’s genetics had a big impact on him.” 

“But—”  I  shook  my  head.  I’d  never  heard  of  such  a  thing.  A  female  demon  carrying  a  mixed-blood child to term, birthing it, and  not killing it? And how the hell did his father and mother meet? 

Granted,  I  didn’t  know  much  about  female  demons,  but  what  I  did  know  was  that  they  almost never  left  the  underworld,  not  to  mention  that  female  demons  were  rare.  Almost  all  demons  were male—so how did his parents . . . you know. 

He was watching me, his expression completely blank. 

“How?” I said simply. 

He shrugged, and even though I wanted to know, I could tell that when it came to his parents, he didn’t want to talk about it.  Ugh.  Even though I was dying to unravel his secrets, I didn’t push. 

“But you can also weave magic like a sorcerer?” 

He didn’t reply. 

“What else are you?” I asked quietly. “Do you also have—” 

In a flash, he was on top of me and had me pinned to the mattress. 

My breath sucked in. The movement was so quick and so violent yet also quite . . . intimate. 

The Fire Wolf hovered above me, heat rolling off him. Flames leapt to life in his irises and that fire made complete sense now. It was demon born. 

His  body  rubbed  against  mine,  the  feeling  entirely  delicious  despite  the  way  he’d  just manhandled me. 

“My  turn,”  he  growled.  “I  just  revealed  to  you  more  than  I  do  to  most,  so  you’re  telling   me something now. What are you?” 

“A witch.” 

A low warning growl rumbled in his chest, and he sank lower onto me, pushing me farther into the mattress.  My  thighs parted,  because  of his  weight,  or  perhaps because  of  how much  I  loved  the feeling of him on top of me, I didn’t know which. 

“I’m  not  lying,”  I  said  breathlessly.  “I’m  a  witch,  but  I  just  happen  to  be  a  particularly  strong one.” 

His brow furrowed. “Then why is your scent that of a less than average witch?” 

“I cloak it.” 

His eyes narrowed. “Why?” 

“To hide how strong it is.” 

The interest on his face grew. “How strong is your scent?” 

I licked my lips and called upon my magic, half expecting it to go on the fritz again. But when I beckoned  it  forth,  it  responded,  swirling  and  rolling  through  my  veins  like  a  surging  ocean  current. 

For the first time, my mind spun and connected the dots. The only occasions my magic hadn’t worked recently, and I’d had that weird pulling sensation of  others’  magic hitting me and filling me, had been in the heat of the moment when I’d been on the offense. Each time it had happened, I’d been stressed out, anxious, or battling. 

But now, as I called up my magic to deactivate my cloaking spell, I wasn’t running. No, I wasn’t running at all. In fact, I was doing the opposite. With the Fire Wolf on top of me, pinning me to his bed, there was no place I would rather be. 

My magic burned inside me, waiting for me to use it. I whispered the deactivation spell, and the weight of the thick cloaking power that always covered me fell off. I breathed a sigh of bliss since it felt as if I were shedding a heavy shroud. My chest felt lighter, my magic more vibrant, and a smile streaked across my face at the feel of being  free. 

I was so used to hiding who I was, not even releasing myself from my facade in the privacy of my own home, that I’d forgotten how incredibly caging the cloaking spell felt. 

When  the  remnants  of  my  spell  withered  away,  my  magic  surged  forth,  filling  my  veins  and encapsulating my essence. 

The Fire Wolf’s nostrils flared, his eyes widening. “Fucking hell.” He inhaled, then lowered his head inch by inch. 

Before  I  could  process  what  he  was  doing,  his  face  was  flush  against  my  neck,  as  he  inhaled deeply just below my ear. 

His  nose  brushed  against  me,  his  lips  like  a  light  feather  grazing  my  skin.  The  feel  of  him  so close made my chest tighten. 

He locked a hand onto my hip, holding me in place as our chests brushed, mine softer against his made of steel. 

He moved up and down my neck, inhaling over and over, as if unable to get enough of my scent. 

A low rumble, almost possessive sounding, vibrated in his throat, and his hips tilted, pressing into my most intimate area, and  fuck me, if I didn’t want to open to him right then and there. 

For  the  briefest  moment,  his  lips  pressed  to  my  skin,  right  above  my  collarbone,  and  then  his tongue darted out to taste me. 

My neck arched, a soft moan working up my throat. 

His  hand  tightened  on  my  hip  again  and  I  felt  him  lengthen  in  his  pants.  His  hard  rod  pushed against my core. I was two seconds away from wrapping my legs around him when he abruptly pulled back and leaped from the bed. 

The absence of his weight and warmth made me want to whimper. My body ached and burned for him, the urge to touch him, smell him, kiss him,  fuck him, nearly making me do the unthinkable. 

Because my sister was still missing, and that was where my concentration should lay. I shouldn’t even be contemplating a scorching affair with the Fire Wolf. 

Balling my hands into fists, I slowly sat up, vaguely aware that my shirt had ridden up again. 

The hunter stood near the kitchen, at least a dozen feet away. He raked a hand through his hair, and then again and again. 

He began to pace, his gaze flickering my way on occasion, but he never looked me directly in the eye. 

I watched as his shoulders rose and fell, his entire body tensed like a taut string. 

A  minute  of  strained  silence  passed  between  us,  and  then  he  growled,  “Cloak  yourself  again. 

Your scent is—” He attacked his hair once more. “Just cloak yourself so it’s not so strong.” 

 Uh. Okay then.  Breathing fast, I activated my cloaking spell, the familiar whispered words so ingrained in my memory that I could have cast it in my sleep. 

The heavy cloak descended over me, the suffocating feeling so recognizable that it felt normal to be so weighted down. 

Once it was back in place, the tension rolling through the Fire Wolf’s shoulders eased, the balls of  muscles  loosening.  He  then  swung  around  to  face  me,  his  eyes  like  burning  embers  and  so accusatory that I drew back. 

“Why do you hide yourself?” 

“I . . . uh . . .” Words left me. The man looked dangerous. And sexy as hell. 

He prowled closer, the agitated energy off him rising. My stomach flipped, and I had the urge to scramble  back  on  the  bed,  but  then  a  moment  of  excitement  danced  through  me  at  the  thought  of whether or not he would chase me. 

And what the fuck was that all about? That was  not  where my concern should be. 

Instead, it should be on finding my sister, not trying to make sense of why he cared if I hid my magic. ’Cause seriously, what did that have to do with anything? 

He stopped a foot from the bed and planted his hands on his hips. The shirt he wore gripped his body like a glove, outlining every hard ridge and plane. Not that I’d noticed. 

He scowled. “You’re powerful, yet you pretend to be weak. Why?” 

My  mother’s  words  came  back  to  me,  as  though  a  ghostly  whisper  reached  me  on  the  breeze. 

 Never,  never  tell  anyone.  You  must  keep  it  a  secret,  Tala,  no  matter  the  cost.  Revealing  it  could summon the Bone Eaters, so you must never tell anyone. 

“Well . . .” The truth was that I hid my magic because I had to hide my forbidden power. And since hiding all of my magic and power was easier than hiding some of it, I’d decided from an early age to keep it all locked away. Only a select few knew of my full witch powers, and only Tessa knew of my forbidden power. But I wasn’t going to reveal all of that to the hunter, so I settled on giving the partial truth, hoping he wouldn’t detect my deceit. “I don’t like the attention, and I don’t want it. My kind of magic is rare and could make me a target. I don’t need that.” 

Thankfully,  the  Fire  Wolf  seemed  perplexed  enough  by  what  I’d  declared  that  he  apparently didn’t scent my half-truth, which meant he still had no idea about my forbidden power. 

His scowl deepened. “What are you capable of?” 

I shrugged. “I can fight.” 

“As I’ve seen. And?” 

“And I can practice every branch of witch magic. There, are you happy? Now you know.” I held my breath, hoping that revelation would keep him from detecting what I was truly hiding. 

“Every   branch?”  When  I  nodded,  he  added,  “I  don’t  know  any  witch  that  can  practice  every branch. Which area are you strongest in?” 

“I’m strong in all of them fairly equally.” 

“How is that possible?” 

“You’re seriously asking me how that’s possible? You’re a werewolf who can set himself on  fire and also weave sorcerer magic. How are  you  possible?” 

He growled. “I’m not the topic of this conversation.” 

“No, but you should be. I’m just as intrigued by you as you are by me.” 

He looked away, his brows drawing together so sharply that a deep groove appeared between his eyes. And in that moment, I realized I  was intrigued by him. My interest in him was more than just physical attraction, because the Fire Wolf was not only a unique supernatural, he was also a mystery. 

The entire underbelly of society was afraid of him.  I’d  been afraid of him when he’d threatened to  dismember  me  in  the  Shadow  Zone.  And  while  I  still  believed  that  he  might  cut  my  hand  off—

maybe—if I pushed him, I no longer thought he’d be entirely unaffected by it. 

Because how much of that ruthless image that he portrayed was an act? 

A memory of him protecting the homeless kid in the alleyway flashed across my mind. Then the secret arrangement he’d made with Miranda, that female vamp. The truth was, in his spare time, the Fire Wolf helped homeless kids in the Portland area, yet he didn’t want anyone to know that, which I understood.  Helping  others  didn’t  exactly  fit  the  cold  and  dangerous  hunter  image  the  entire community believed of him. 

And if anyone understood hiding one’s true nature from the society we lived in, it was me. 

The Fire Wolf took a breath, then shot a hand through his dark hair again. The strands on the top of his head curled slightly at the ends, entirely mussed from his constant need to attack it. I wondered if those strands were as soft as they looked. 

“We  should  move.  It’s  been  eighteen  hours  since  your  sister  was  taken.”  He  abruptly  stalked away from the bed to the corner of the room and slipped behind his curtain. 

That reminder of my sister jolted me back to reality. 

The Fire Wolf was right. He needed to scry, and we needed to go. And all this other stuff—this intimate  revelation  of  our  true  natures  and  his  weird  reaction  to  me  when  I’d  released  my  cloaking spell—none of that mattered. 

All that mattered was finding Tessa. 

Chapter 15

While the Fire Wolf was scrying, I scrambled off the bed to the kitchen and snatched my clothes. 

In the bathroom, I dressed and cleaned my teeth as best I could without a toothbrush. At least the dude had mouthwash. 

Once  my  hair  was  brushed  and  I  was  satisfied  that  I  looked  halfway  decent,  I  returned  to  the couch. Now, with any luck, the Fire Wolf would lock onto Tessa’s location in the next few minutes, and then we’d be off. 

I pulled out my phone to wire him the next installment of money, ’cause even though we didn’t have a signed deal about the job I’d hired him for, I didn’t think he’d actually leave me high and dry. 

And we didn’t have time now anyway to have a contract drawn up or to visit the fae lands for a fairy to seal a bargain. 

Nope. I’d just have to trust him. 

Several  texts  and  missed  calls  filled  my  phone’s  screen  when  I  unlocked  it.  Prish  had  tried  to reach me half a dozen times. Crap, she was probably worried sick. 

I placed a call to her, and she answered immediately, her cultured tone sounding annoyed. “It’s about time. Where are you?” 

“Still with the scourge of society.” 

“He hasn’t killed you yet?” 

“Surprisingly, no.” 

She  sighed.  “Well,  I’m  glad  you’re  not  dead.  I  was  worried  about  you.  What  about  Tess?  Any luck finding her?” 

“Not yet.” I filled her in as quickly as I could, telling her about the asylum and how this didn’t appear to be a random kidnapping. 

She  was  quiet  for  a  moment  before  saying,  “They  took  her  to  an  insane  asylum?  And  the European mafia could be behind this?” 

That  icy  cold  feeling  filled  my  stomach  again.  “Perhaps.  Honestly,  we  don’t  know  much  right now, but I do know that this is much worse than I’d thought.” 

“No shit. But if it was the mafia, why would they want Tess?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine.” 

“But you can still feel her, right? Your bond is still intact?” 

I loosed a breath. “Thankfully, yes. It’s the only thing keeping me sane.” 

We  talked  for  a  few  more  minutes,  and  before  we  hung  up,  I  promised  to  keep  her  updated  as much  as  I  could.  I  then  focused  on  getting  the  Fire  Wolf’s  next  payment  complete  before  I  lost  my nerve or got distracted by the other texts waiting for me. 

I pulled up my banking app and knew that the money would have to come from my hard-earned retirement account. I’d only just opened one a few years prior, and I didn’t have a lot of money in it, but there was enough to cover the hunter’s five thousand now and the final ten after he found Tessa, but there wouldn’t be much left. 

Feeling  slightly  nauseous,  I  watched  the  number  tick  down,  but  as  much  as  I  hated  seeing  that money disappear, my sister’s life and honoring the promise to my mother were more important. 

Once  I  finished  wiring  the  remaining  money  to  the  Fire  Wolf,  I  peeked  toward  where  he  was

scrying in the corner. Like yesterday, his low humming and the sounds of something rattling filled the air. 

I nibbled my lip, and my turquoise phone case flashed in the light when I pulled up my remaining unread text messages. Two other people had been trying to reach me—Nicole and Carlos. 

I  smacked  a  hand  to  my  head  and  read  my  employee’s  message  first.  Gods,  I’d  completely forgotten about the store. 

 I called Sajid in last night to help. We managed. When will you be back? 

Thankfully, Nicole was a long-time employee who knew how to do everything. I’d been thinking about  bumping  her  up  to  a  manager  position,  and  if  she  could  handle  the  store  till  I  tracked  down Tessa, then she would definitely deserve the promotion. 

I typed in a quick reply. 

I won’t be back for a few days. Can you manage without me and Tess? 

Thankfully, she replied immediately. 

 Yep, I got this. See you when you get back. 

Gods, she was a lifesaver.  Definitely need to bump her up to management.  I typed in another reply. 

You’re the best. I’ll pay you double for your hours. Thank you! 

After  I  sent  that  off,  she  replied  with  a  smiley  face  which  lessened  some  of  my  anxiety  over leaving  her  on  her  own.  Satisfied  that  Practically  Perfect  would  survive  until  I  returned,  I  finally pulled up Carlos’s text. 

 Do you still live in Avondale? Was looking at an apartment to rent a few blocks away from

 where you used to live and it made me think of you. 

My lips parted. Carlos was seriously moving back to Chicago, and he was looking for a place to live in my area of town. I frowned, wondering if there was any point in replying or not.  Oh, what the hell. 

Yep, still there. 

I was about to shove my phone into my pocket when it buzzed again. 

 I’ll never forget that night in your bed following the Chris Stapleton concert. You blew my

 mind. 

My  jaw  dropped  to  the  floor.  Whoa.  Okay.  He  totally  just  went  there.  At  least  he  was  polite enough  not  to  mention  that  his  mind  wasn’t  all  I’d  blown.  A  memory  of  the  passionate  night  we’d shared  swirled  through  my  thoughts.  That  particular  night  was  nearly  three  years  ago,  about  two

months after we’d started dating. Gods, that felt like another lifetime. 

I nibbled my lip again as I tried to figure out what to say, if anything. Because that night hadn’t been entirely about sex, even though the sex had been fantastic. Nope, that night we’d both used the

“L” word with one another for the first time. In fact, he was the one and only guy I’d ever said  I love you to. 

My  stomach  did  a  strange  little  flip,  but  it  wasn’t  from  excitement,  more  from  trepidation. 

Because even though Carlos remembered that night, I didn’t know how I felt about taking a trip down memory  lane.  I  stared  at  the  text  for  another  moment,  debating  if  I  would  reply  and  finally  decided against it. 

Just  as  I  was  about  to  shove  my  phone  into  my  purse,  energy  pulsed  into  my  back.  A  looming presence made itself known behind me, and I realized the chanting and rattling from the corner had stopped. 

Yep, the Fire Wolf stood only a foot away and was looking over my shoulder.  So subtle. 

I swirled around to face him. His eyes tracked my movements when I shoved my phone back into my purse, his gaze lingering on it. 

“If  you’re  done  wasting  my  time,  we’ll  get  going.”  The  cold  snarl  flew  from  his  lips,  and  he eyed my phone again. A deadly gleam entered his eye. 

 Um. Okay. What?  All I’d done was check my phone. I hadn’t delayed us. I gave him a look, as though to say,  you’re kidding, right? 

But that irritated expression on his face only grew. 

I  scoffed.  Whatever.   I  hadn’t  wasted  his  time.  To  get  my  point  across,  I  bowed  deeply  before straightening, then said sarcastically, “Of course, Your Highness. Very sorry that I didn’t jump to do your bidding the second you emerged from behind the curtain.” I made a dramatic swirl of my hands and did another bow. 

When I straightened, his nostrils flared. 

Good. One point to the nine-to-five worker. 

With a sharp inhale, he eyed where I’d stored my phone again, that lethal glint still in his gaze, then he did a one-eighty and stalked to the brick wall. 

“We leave now while I have a firm locate on your sister, and once we get there, you tell me what you feel and that’s it. You stand back while I rescue her. I don’t need to deal with rescuing you again too.” 

I balked, my feet coming to a standstill at the absolute menace rolling off him. What had I done to deserve this sudden hostility? 

 Oh, that’s right. Nothing . . . 

But it was almost as though he was angry about the text from Carlos. I knew the hunter had seen it,  but  why  would  it  anger  him?  That  made  no  sense.  Or,  maybe  he  was  grumpy  from  not  getting enough sleep and was taking it out on me. Asshole move on his part, but that would be a more likely explanation. 

“Right. Got it,” I replied curtly. “I’ll tell you how close we are to Tessa and where she is, then will leave the rest to you, Lord Underbelly.” 

He scowled in my direction but refused to meet my eyes when I joined him at the brick wall. I secured  my  damaged  purse  over  my  shoulder,  wishing  that  I’d  left  the  thing  at  home  but  knowing  I couldn’t do anything about that now, and waited for the hunter to lead the way. 

He eyed my bag. “Leave it here. We’ll get it later.” 

“Really?” 

He  nodded  brusquely,  so  I  pulled  it  from  my  shoulder  and  dropped  my  purse  on  the  floor  in relief. 

The Fire Wolf wound his fingers through mine and yanked me to his side. 

I glowered at him as heat poured from him so intensely, that it was amazing he wasn’t sweating. 

 Demon blood . . .  And what a fucking demon he suddenly was. 

That was the last thought that ran through my mind before we jumped through the ward. 

Chapter 16

The  Fire  Wolf  didn’t  tell  me  where  we  were  going.  Shocker.  He  remained  silent  in  the  alleyway outside of his man cave as he extracted his yellow crystal and did his portal-thingy. From there, he locked his hand around mine again and forcefully hauled me against him. 

“What’s with the manhandling?” 

Fire rolled in his eyes, but at my annoyed comment, his grip loosened. “Sorry.” But he didn’t let go,  and  a  slightly  confused  expression  drifted  across  his  features  before  he  locked  his  jaw  and  it disappeared behind his stoic mask. “I should keep contact with you in the portal.” 

He pulled me flush against his chest until our bodies molded together, which was definitely not needed for a portal transfer, and something about his grip felt  possessive. 

“What’s gotten into you?” 

For  the  briefest  moment,  his  grip  relaxed  and  he  shook  his  head.  His  expression  cleared  and another flutter of confusion drifted across his face before he said, “I don’t know. I mean, nothing.” 

 Obviously,  I thought sarcastically . Maybe the dude didn’t sleep at all.  He certainly seemed out of sorts, and he may have been standoffish previously, but he’d never been an outright asshole. 

“Do you understand what you need to do when we get there?” he asked. To the side of us, his portal widened until it was large enough for two. 

“Yep. Tell you where Tessa is and leave the rest to you while my weak ass sits on the sidelines.” 

A muscle in his jaw clenched. “You’re not weak.” For the briefest moment, he leaned down and inhaled, but then he jolted himself upright, his spine snapping into a rigid line. 

Okay, the dude was seriously starting to worry me. 

“Stay close when we emerge,” he added. “I’ll tell you where to go while I handle things.” 

Some of the fight sputtered out of me as I began to wonder if his irritation and discombobulated actions were because of the upcoming rescue. Maybe it wasn’t Carlos’s text or sleep related at all. 

For all we knew, an army was guarding my sister and the Fire Wolf was only one supernatural. 

“Are you sure it’s smart to do this alone?” 

He  eyed  me  briefly,  crimson  fire  rolling  through  his  eyes,  before  an  additional  golden  flare ringed his irises.  Huh, that’s new. 

“I always work alone.” He dipped us into his portal, and it felt as though the ground dropped out from beneath me as the portal winds swirled around us, creating a medley of sensations. 

I welcomed the distraction, since once again, the feel of the hunter’s body and the fragrance of his intoxicating scent were playing mind tricks on me more powerful than a Jedi warrior’s, and that was the last kind of reaction I needed considering his new labile behavior. 

The  transfer’s  jarring  sensations  stopped  when  the  portal  deposited  us  into  a  bustling  city.  We landed smack in the middle of a busy sidewalk, and my eyes widened in alarm before the hunter said, 

“Relax. I have an illusion spell cast around us. Nobody can see or hear us.” 

“Now you tell me.” 

Wherever we were, it had to be in a northern state. The sun was setting, and it was cold. All of the humans hurrying by on the sidewalk wore heavy coats, and the smell of snow hinted in the air. 

A  vibrant  skyline  filled  the  horizon  as  we  inched  to  the  edge  of  the  sidewalk  so  none  of  the humans would walk into us in our invisible state. 

“Where are we?” A shiver struck me so I wrapped my arms around myself. 

“New  York.  That’s  Manhattan.”  He  nodded  to  the  skyline,  then  tugged  me  forward  and  around the corner. 

Several dark alleyways lined the narrow street, and at the end of it was a nightclub. Neon lights flashed around the club’s entrance, and a bouncer was stationed at the front door. 

“A bit early for clubbing, don’t you think?” 

“I think your sister’s kept in there.” He pointed toward the club, then peered down at me. “Can you feel her?” 

My heart jolted, and I immediately tuned into the witch-twin bond I shared with Tessa. My heart thumped even more when the bond vibrated to life, buzzing and glowing. “Oh gods, yes!” 

“Where?” 

I closed my eyes and concentrated on the feeling, my brow furrowing as I let it guide me.  Down. 

“I think they have her underground.” 

My eyes flashed open to find the hunter all up in my personal space. At some point in the last few seconds, he’d moved closer, doing it in that silent way of his. The look of  hunger on his face had me taking a step away. 

“Dude.” 

At my loud comment, he startled and took a huge step back. He shook himself, as if coming out of a trance. 

“This way,” he growled. The Fire Wolf led me into one of the narrow alleyways, then backed me up to a concrete wall. “Stay here, and stay hidden. We don’t need anyone recognizing you.” 

He made a move to leave, but then abruptly turned back to me and slammed his forearms against the wall on either side of my face until he was caging me in. “Who’s Carlos?” 

I yelped in surprise, his movement so violent and so unexpected that I’d been caught completely unaware. But I composed myself and replied,  “What?” 

He growled again. “I saw that text, and I have to know. Who’s Carlos?” 

So it  was the text that’d gotten him all weird and bothered. But again, how did that make sense? I tried to shove him away from me, but he didn’t move. “Seriously,  what is wrong with you right now? 

My sister is being held captive and you’re supposed to save her, and instead, you’re asking me about a text I got?” 

His  jaw  locked,  and  his  nostrils  flared.  He  inched  closer  before  leaning  down.  “I  don’t  know why, but I need to know. I won’t be able to concentrate until I do.” 

Okay, the dude was mental, seriously mental. I’d hired not only the scourge of society but also a complete nut case. How he’d kept his insanity hidden away for the past twenty-four hours was beyond me, but it was now official—the dude was insane. 

I gritted my teeth together. “What. Is. Wrong. With. You.” 

He scowled, the expression so dark and foreboding that my eyes widened. “Just tell me who he is. I feel like if I know, that this . . . feeling . . . in me will go away.” 

 Feeling in him?  Okay. We were now talking about our feelings.  Holy fucking tuna fish. 

“He’s my ex-boyfriend.” 

His jaw clenched so tightly, that I swore the bone was about to snap. “If he’s an ex, why is he texting you?” 

I gave him an incredulous look. “Do you hear yourself right now? What does Carlos have to do with anything? You’re supposed to be saving Tessa!” 

“I don’t know, I just—” His gaze dipped, and he took a deep breath. Heat rolled off him, and his

forearm muscles clenched, still trapping me against the wall. “I think I need to scent you again, to feel

. . . normal. Something’s going on with me. I need—” I tensed when he brought his head forward and his  lips  grazed  close  to  my  ear.  Despite  his  completely  crazy  behavior  at  present,  a  tingle  of goosebumps raced down my spine. “Release your cloaking spell, just for a second.” 

Another shiver ran through me and I wanted to kick myself because now  I  was acting mental too, but I was powerless to resist his request. Or at least, that was what I told myself. 

I called up my magic and deactivated my spell. The heavy cloak fell off me for the second time in twenty-four hours, and my magic surged forth, rushing through my veins and tingling along my skin as it raced from its confining cage. 

The  Fire  Wolf  sank  more  into  me,  as  his  head  lowered  and  his  nostrils  flared.  He  inhaled sharply, the sound fast and deep. A low, vibrating growl came from the hunter’s throat. 

Before I could ask him if he would rescue my sister now, his arms whipped down and pulled me flush against him, those limbs like bands of steel as they locked around my waist in a jolting lash. 

I cried out in surprise as he hauled me up to his chest, his eyes locking onto mine. Crimson fire rolled in his irises, but something else did too. A glow, that subtle golden hue flared behind the flames again, and in that moment, I knew that I was looking at his wolf. 

“You’re not with Carlos anymore.” His voice came out raspy and low. “You should be with me.” 

And then his lips were on mine before I could even process that possessive and totally insane claim. 

The Fire Wolf pinned me to the wall and sealed his mouth to mine like it was the last kiss he’d ever experience. And fuck me if I didn’t respond to it too, which meant I was also certifiable. 

A moan clawed its way up my throat, liquid desire shooting between my legs at the feel of the hunter’s hard body pressed so intimately against mine. It didn’t matter that this was crazy. No,  insane. 

Or that to be feeling this flood of desire and wanting to make out with a demon hunter after he’d been a complete asshole, and all while my sister was  being held captive only a hundred yards away, was appalling. 

None of that mattered. I couldn’t have stopped myself from reacting to him if I’d tried. 

I wrapped my arms around the Fire Wolf’s neck as a rumble of pleasure shot from him. His grip on me tightened, as if he was trying to possess me,  all of me, in one bruising touch. 

My  body  begged  me  to  get  closer  to  him  and  I  lifted  one  leg,  then  the  other,  until  both  were wrapped around his waist. 

He stepped back a little and then shoved me forward against the alley wall again until the cold concrete  pressed  hard  against  my  back  as  his  hands  slid  down  to  grip  my  thighs.  A  low  growl vibrated in his throat as his tongue flicked out to part my lips. 

I opened readily, welcoming him into my moist heat. That demanding vibration again rumbled in his chest, as his hands tightened around my thighs until he was grinding against me as he devoured me in his kiss. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, it struck me as my hands trailed up and down his hard chest and  around  his  strong  shoulders,  that  he  wasn’t  dismembering  me  like  he’d  promised  to  do  if  I touched him. But that ridiculous thought was there one second, and then gone in the next as the Fire Wolf’s intoxicating mouth and feverish hands claimed all of my senses. 

His tongue dipped in to dance and entwine with mine as another deep throaty growl thundered from him. 

Gods, he tasted  good. He licked, bit, and mouth fucked me with his tongue. His hips jolted up, and his thick length tried to pierce me through his pants. 

Another moan erupted from my throat when he molded against my core, rubbing and grinding on the area in which I wanted him most. 

“Fire Wolf,” I breathed. 

I threaded my fingers through his hair. It was as soft as I’d thought it would be as I arched my neck.  Another  possessive  snarl  reverberated  in  his  chest  as  he  pressed  hot,  urgent  kisses  along  my skin. 

One  of  his  hands  traveled  up  and  under  my  shirt  until  he  was  kneading  my  flesh.  His  hand traveled higher until he cupped my breast, his brazen thumb flicking my nipple. 

I cried out, the sensation washing through me like a waterfall of desire. 

“I want you. Now,” he rasped. 

His hips tilted again, driving into me, and a frustrated moan tore from me. There were too many clothes, too many layers stopping him from entering me. I wanted to draw him closer, deeper, anything to get him inside me. 

His lips tore away and then my shirt was up, and his hot mouth was on my breast. He sucked my nipple, rolling that taut bud between his teeth and tongue, and a rush of lust shot to my core, making me so wet. 

“Your scent, fuck, your scent is driving me mad.” He inhaled deeply and kept ravishing my tit as he pressed me harder against the wall until the sheer force was keeping me up. 

His other hand dove down, and the buzz of my zipper sounded before his hand dipped into my pants seeking out my slick folds. With a swift swipe of my panties, his fingers were on me—skin to skin—and then his finger was sliding into me as another possessive growl vibrated from his throat. 

My hands traveled along the breadth of his shoulders and down over the hard ridges and planes of his back. I wanted to crawl up his chest and settle myself on top of him until he buried his length inside me. 

“Fire Wolf!” I cried out when his finger pumped into me boldly. Relentlessly. 

Fucking hell. The wave began to build. So fast. So easily. His scent. His touch. His lust. Just the feel of him. It was all barreling into me as he stuffed another finger inside me as the rough pad of his thumb found my clit. 

He rocked his fingers in and out as his mouth moved from my breast to my lips to my neck. The man  was  owning  me,  commanding  me,  and  I  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  surrender  to  this  sweet torture. 

“Come  now,”  he  growled.  “Come  with  my  fingers  inside  you.”  He  rubbed  harder,  faster,  and fuck me but—

An orgasm exploded through me. I screamed as it ripped me apart, and the crash of it made my body clamp a hold of his fingers so strongly that I felt every hard ridge of those digits. 

A  rumble  of  pure  male  satisfaction  tore  from  him.  He  let  me  ride  his  fingers,  pumping  and thrusting as his thumb refused to stop its torture on my clit. 

My vision swam dark. The waves kept going. It was torture, sweet torture, and it went on and on as the hunter growled in pleasure. 

My body turned to liquid when the waves finally dispersed. I slumped against him, panting, with his fingers still buried deep inside me as my legs clenched his waist. 

“What—”  But  I  couldn’t  say  anything  further,  couldn’t  form  any  words.  I  was  wrecked. 

Completely wrecked. My lips felt swollen and bruised when his mouth found mine again. He gripped me harder, grinding against me more as his fingers slowly withdrew. They slipped out easily, my sex so wet that my panties were soaking when he flicked them back into place. 

He raised his hand and brought his fingers to his nose. Golden light flashed in his eyes when he inhaled, then he placed his fingers in his mouth, tasting me. 

I blinked. The aftereffects from that earth-shattering climax still gripped me. 

He  found  my  mouth  once  more  and  kissed  me  fully,  savagely.  It  was  pure  possession. 

Domination. And I could taste my sex on his lips before he finally pulled back as triumph shone in his gaze. 

“I made you come,” he whispered, his words heavy with pride. 

“Yes,” I breathed. He seemed immensely satisfied. 

A wolf whistle pierced my mind, cutting through my hazy thoughts. Then came the sound of kids laughing, and I realized my pants were unzipped, my legs were still locked around the hunter, and I had a just-been-fucked look on my face. 

It was enough of a reality check to penetrate the fog that had woven around me. I jerked my head back, as  a  ferocious snarl  came  from the  Fire  Wolf.  His gaze  tore  to the  alleyway,  vicious  rumbles coming  from  his  throat  as  he  used  his  body  to  shield  me.  His  eyes  locked  onto  the  source  of  that whistle. 

A group of teenage boys were standing on the sidewalk, all of them jeering in our direction. A couple of them made rude gestures, one pretending to pump his cock while the other nodded and made a movement like he was grabbing tits. 

The  Fire  Wolf  snarled,  the  sound  so  loud  and  visceral  that  it  was  enough  of  a  warning  for  the group of boys to skitter off, their leers turning into snickers, then uneasy stares as they made a beeline for the street corner. 

I took a breath and then another, as my core throbbed with the aftershocks of what we’d done. I quickly  zipped  up  my  pants  and  untangled  my  legs  from  around  him,  but  the  hunter  held  me  firmly, refusing to release his grip. 

I  ran  a  hand  through  my  hair,  barely  able  to  work  my  arm  free,  since  the  hunter  still  had  me pinned so tightly against him. His hard body caged me in as my mind began working and my mouth dropped open. 

“What the fuck was that?” I took a deep breath when his gaze cut to mine. “Why did you kiss me? 

Why did you want me? What are you—” I didn’t know how to finish. I didn’t know how to explain this, any of this, even though it felt so fucking  right to be held in his arms. 

His eyes flashed again, that golden glow lighting the fire behind his irises. Ragged breaths lifted his chest as he shook his head, as if trying to clear his thoughts. 

The  words  he’d  uttered  before  hauling  me  up  his  chest  flashed  through  my  mind.  “You’re  not with Carlos anymore. You should be with me.” 

My lips parted. He’d said that, actually said that. 

The Fire Wolf took a step back and placed me on my feet. I staggered, still limp from that soul-wrenching climax, but I managed to stay upright. 

His nostrils flared, and I could only imagine the scent that was rolling off me as my full-blown witch aroma swirled with the heavy aftermath of my desire. 

The hunter ran a hand over his face as he inhaled slowly and deeply again and again, as if trying to catch his breath while also soaking up every drop of my desire. 

When  another  moment  passed,  he  met  my  questioning  gaze.  Even  though  he  stood  a  few  feet away, his presence was like a looming shadow of menace and lust. He was tenting. Bad. That thick length that I’d gotten an eyeful of after the warlock attack was straining against his pants and, fucking hell, I wanted to reach for it so badly. 

“Put  your  cloaking  spell  back  on,”  he  snapped,  still  panting  despite  his  attempts  to  calm  his breathing. “It didn’t work. I still feel—” He shook his head, running his hand over his face again. “I don’t know what the hell I’m feeling, but your scent—your true scent—it does something to me.” 

 No shit?  That was the understatement of the year. 

I  quickly  called  upon  my  magic  and  activated  the  spell,  anything  to  stop  this  insanity  that  had been born between us. 

The familiar feeling of my cloak settled on my shoulders and then drifted around my frame, like a long-time friend who’d worn out their welcome but you couldn’t kick out. 

The hunter’s eyes flashed again—that golden glow behind the crimson flames still there—just as my true scent disappeared. 

My  eyes  widened  as  that  honeyed  glow  suddenly  registered.  It  was  his   wolf  trying  to  push  his demon powers to the side. 

All of a sudden, everything clicked. It all made complete sense. 

The hunter’s wolf was causing the feeling he kept referencing, because his wolf was attracted to me—apparently,  really attracted. Enough to mean that the Fire Wolf couldn’t maintain his control. 

And that only happened to a werewolf if his wolf had found . . . 

 Holy balls. 

Of  course,  I’d  heard  stories  in  the  community  about  how  male  wolves  reacted  when  they  met their mate, or at least, who their wolf decided was their mate. Acting insane and irrational was top of the  list  as  the  male  began  courting  the  female,  wanting  to  fuck  her  endlessly,  and  fighting  any  male who  came  near  her.  And  that  lasted  until  the  female  accepted  or  rejected  the  male  who  wanted  to claim her. 

My jaw dropped because that was exactly what had just happened. 

But I’d never expected to experience anything like that since I was a hundred percent witch and not a wolf, but considering it was fairly common for male werewolves to mate with species outside of their own, I didn’t know why I’d never considered it. Hell, Carlos was a werewolf, so I knew all about the wolf species, even though he and I had never mated. 

But if the hunter’s wolf had decided I was his mate, that would explain the Fire Wolf’s reaction to me in his man cave when he’d gotten his first hint of my true scent. It had awoken something in his wolf. And if he’d seen the text from Carlos, in which my ex referenced a night he’d spent with me, it could have stirred the Fire Wolf’s instincts which were to claim and possess the female his wolf had chosen. 

But surely, this  couldn’t be. What were the odds of  me being the hunter’s chosen mate? I cocked my head. Didn’t the Fire Wolf understand what was happening here? 

He still stood a yard away from me, his body so tensely coiled that he looked like a taut rubber band ready to snap. Given the confused and irritated expression rolling across his face, I had a feeling he had no clue. All he knew was that he felt an undeniable need to mate with me and claim me as his. 

I  crossed  my  arms  and  told  my  libido  to  cool  it.  Sex  with  this  hot-as-fuck  hunter  was  not happening, especially if the only reason he was suddenly attracted to me was because his wolf told him to be. Not because he, the man, actually wanted this.  Ugh.  Chosen mate? No thanks. 

“How much time do you spend in your pack?” I asked briskly. 

His head whipped up, that look of confusion still there. “My pack?” 

“Yeah, don’t you have one? Surely if you’re part werewolf you have a pack somewhere.” 

His jaw locked. “I don’t belong to a pack.” 

Well, that explained it. The dude didn’t even know what was happening to him because he was

too busy being the menace of the Underbelly. 

“When was the last time you were around other wolves?” 

A muscle in his jaw worked. “What does it matter?” 

“Would you just answer the damn question?” 

“Off and on. I have a few friends who are wolves.” 

 Friends?  I could only imagine who his friends were. “Is that why you’re not rogue?” 

“Rogue? What the fuck, Tala? Why are we talking about rogue wolves when I just jumped you in a fucking alleyway?” 

 Oh.  So he knew enough to know this one-eighty with me was not normal. 

I sighed. “Look, I know my scent did something super weird to you, but right now, none of that matters. How much time have we wasted here? Those fuckers in that club still have my sister.” Guilt flooded me. While I’d just experienced the best orgasm of my life, my sister was trapped underground by a sick asshole who could have ties to the European mafia. 

Thank  the  lord  baby  Cheez-Its  I  still  felt  the  bond  with  Tessa  pulsing  steady  and  strong  or  I seriously would be going mental. 

The  Fire  Wolf’s  hands  fisted,  and  I  saw  again  that  he  was  so  out  of  touch  with  his  werewolf traits—hell, the man didn’t even associate with a pack—that he obviously didn’t understand what had just happened to him. 

But now was not the time to enlighten him. 

He stabbed a hand through his hair, taking another step back. “I’ll get your sister, and I apologize for that kiss, and . . . for what I did. I don’t know what came over me.” 

 What he did, right . . . I figured he was referring to the part where he laid claim to me and finger fucked me. 

“It’s okay. Just find Tessa.” 

The  Fire  Wolf  gave  a  curt  nod,  a  mask  of  resolve  washing  over  his  features  before  he disappeared silently from the alleyway. 

Once I was alone, I sank against the concrete wall, my fingers going to my swollen lips as the memory of that orgasm scorched my mind. 

Nope. Not going there. As much as I knew that sex with the hunter would blow my mind, I was not going down that rabbit hole. I never did understand the whole mates thing between male wolves and their women. I’d always assumed it was instinct driven and nothing more, and in this moment, I feared my assumptions were completely right. 

If I let something develop with the Fire Wolf, while the lust between us would no doubt set the sheets on fire, I would always remember how he’d been before he’d gotten a hint of my true scent. 

While I’d been attracted to him from the second I’d laid eyes on him, he hadn’t felt the same for me. If anything, my arousal had amused him, or worse, he’d used it as a weapon against me. He hadn’t felt any lust until his wolf had gotten a whiff of the true power that flowed through my veins. 

I made a face, scrunching my nose up. Yep, not interested. As soon as my sister was safely back in  Chicago  with  me,  it  was   sayonara  to  the  sexy-as-fuck  wolf  from  the  Shadow  Zone,  ’cause  this nine-to-five lady had no interest in a man who only wanted her because his wolf told him to. 

Chapter 17

“Seriously, what the hell is taking so long?” I shivered again as I stood in the alleyway. The Fire Wolf had been gone for at least twenty minutes, and I was freezing my ass off since I didn’t have his heat to warm me. “No way, girl,  not  thinking about that.” 

But as much as I tried to suppress the memories of the passionate encounter we’d shared, they kept  forming  unbidden  in  my  mind.  Scorching  tidbits  pummeled  me.  His  sweet  breath.  His  large hands. The warmth of his chiseled chest. The feel of him finger fucking me, and then the fantasy of his cock plunging inside me. He would fill me completely. If only I allowed it. 

I nearly came again in anticipation. 

“Seriously, enough!” I hissed. “That was a one and done. And stop talking to yourself. You sound crazy.” 

If anything good had come out of the Fire Wolf’s abrupt need to stamp me as his, it was that it was taking my mind off of  what the fuck was happening inside that club. 

Because the hunter had been gone for so long. Too long. 

I closed my eyes and tuned into the bond with Tess. It hummed and vibrated. She was still there. 

They hadn’t transported her somewhere else, but maybe the Fire Wolf couldn’t reach her. Or what if he’d been caught trying to rescue her? Or he’d been killed? 

“Oh gods.” I pushed away from the concrete wall in the alleyway and prowled on soft footsteps to the street. 

The  sun  had  dipped  more.  Twilight  had  arrived,  and  the  glow  of  Manhattan  lit  the  sky.  I contemplated simply walking up to the club and waltzing inside. But as soon as that thought came, I paused because Tessa was my identical sister. If they saw me, they could think I was her. 

I cocked my head. Could that work to my advantage? 

No. Too risky. 

But sitting here waiting wasn’t working either. An instinct or sixth sense told me that something was wrong. 

“Fuck it.” I whispered a cloaking spell, and it clouded over me, settling beside the shroud that encased my witch scent. That weighted down feeling pressed upon me once more, but at least with the cloak I could move undetected, although if the bouncer was a powerful supernatural it was possible he would sense me. 

Moving as quietly as I could, I snuck out of the alley to the club. A small line had formed, only a few people waited in the queue, but the bouncer was carding everyone, which gave off the impression that this was a legitimate business.  Which just happened to harbor abducted women. 

I stood inches away from a petite female standing on three-inch heels. She kept bouncing from foot  to  foot  as  she  talked  animatedly  with  her  friend.  A  halter  top  covered  her  upper  half  and  a miniskirt  her  lower.  No  wonder  the  chick  was  freezing.  She’d  be  an  icicle  if  she  didn’t  get  inside soon. 

“Can you hurry it up?” she called in an annoyed tone to the bouncer. 

His bald head stayed dipped to the driver’s license he was studying from some dude. I slipped past  all  of  them,  having  to  brush  closely  to  the  guy  waiting  to  get  in  so  that  I  could  sidestep  to  the closed front door. 

The guy looked over his shoulder as I passed. To my relief, I couldn’t sense a supernatural aura, so if he was a supe, he was a weak one. 

“Go on in.” The bouncer handed him back his license and reached for the door. As he did so, his collar dipped down. A flash of that constellation tattoo appeared. 

 Motherfucker. 

Fortunately, he didn’t glance my way when he pulled the door open. As the guy was stuffing his license back into his wallet, I darted inside. 

The  pulse  of  heavy  music  filled  the  entryway  as  I  walked  through  a  dark  tunnel  to  the  club’s interior.  I  tuned  into  the  bond  with  Tessa,  calling  it  forth  to  guide  me,  and  I  could  only  hope  that  I bumped into the Fire Wolf along the way and figured out what the hell was taking him so long. 

The  bond  vibrated.  Down.  It  was  still  telling  me  that  Tessa  was  being  kept  underground.  That hadn’t changed. 

With  the  cloaking  spell  holding  firm,  I  looked  for  a  stairwell  or  exit  sign.  The  thump  of  the nightclub music, slowly coming to life, throbbed around me. 

I passed a couple making out near the end of the tunnel, then it opened up to a large dance room with a horseshoe-shaped bar curving along the far wall. Dimly lit sconces decorated the perimeter of the  room,  and  bright  strobe  lights  and  dancers  in  cages  hung  suspended  from  the  ceiling.  There weren’t  many  people  here  yet—it  was  too  early  for  that—but  the  place  had  the  look  and  feel  of  a bazillion other clubs I’d been to. 

My eyes stayed peeled and my heart raced as I glided forward.  Where  was  the  Fire  Wolf  and where the hell was a stairwell? 

There!  My  gaze  alighted  on  a  corner  door.  A  glowing  red  exit  sign  hung  above  it.  Ha, motherfuckers! Even you have to follow fire codes to front as a legitimate business. 

I  ran  toward  it,  keeping  my  cloaking  spell  tight  around  me,  and  skidded  to  a  stop  at  the  door. 

Turning my attention behind me, I assessed the humans. None of them were looking my way. 

Whipping the door open as fast as I could, I darted through it and shoved it closed behind me. A slight  breeze  ruffled  my  hair.  Blood  whooshed  through  my  ears.  Even  though  I’d  been  training  with Prisha  and  her  family  for  more  years  than  I  could  count,  I’d  never  actually  done  anything  like  this. 

Sure, I could wield a weapon. Sure, I could hold my own in a fight, well, until my magic had gone all kooky. 

But trying to find a hunter and my abducted sister in some bullshit nightclub? Yep, all new to me, and given the adrenaline pumping through my veins, I would be lucky if I didn’t blow this. 

“Keep your shit together,” I whispered under my breath. 

I assessed the brightly lit concrete stairwell before me. Stairs went both up and down. I could only hope I wouldn’t get trapped in the basement. 

The bond with Tessa still hummed inside me. She was still very much alive and definitely  here. 

On hurried footsteps, I took the stairs down as quietly as I could. When I rounded the corner at the bottom, I slowed. Tiptoeing around it, I peeked past the corner to find a short empty hallway . . . 

With three doors. 

 Fucking A. 

I inched down the hall, listening intently. But the only sound I heard was the bass above thumping the floor. 

All of the doors were closed, which wasn’t helping me to choose, and the flash of a gameshow came  to  mind.  And  now  our  lucky  contestant  will  get  to  choose  which  door  holds  the  prize:  one, two, or three! 

Unfortunately, I knew that a shiny new BMW was not waiting for me. 

I prowled to the first door and carefully placed my hand on its handle. Locked. Who would have thought? 

Moving faster, I went to door number two. Also locked.  FML. 

And last, door number three . . . slightly ajar. Hallelujah. 

I crouched down, studying the door handle. It’d been snapped. 

 Fire Wolf. 

I doubted anybody else would have broken the lock. I wished I was able to scent him the way he could detect me, then I could have followed his trail. I sniffed, as though maybe it would work. Of course,  the  only  odors  that  assaulted  my  senses  were  the  mustiness  that  seemed  to  accompany  all buildings  below  ground  level  and  the  slight  smell  of  smoke.  Somebody  who  worked  down  here enjoyed their cigarettes. 

I tightened my hold on the door handle, then checked over my shoulder again to make sure I was alone, before pulling it open slowly and peeking inside. 

Another hallway with doors. 

Of course, there was. 

I almost cursed out loud, but then I heard the low murmur of voices. 

“. . . didn’t think I would find you, did you?” 

 Fire Wolf? 

I crept farther down the hallway, inching along the wall as I sought the hunter’s location. 

Someone else’s laugh came, dark and deep. I didn’t recognize who it belonged to. “It looks more like I found  you.” 

Well, shit, that didn’t sound good. 

The Fire Wolf and whoever he was talking to were in the room at the end of the hallway. The door was slightly ajar and the closer I got, the louder their voices became. 

“Did you really think you’d be able to prowl in here and take what Jakub has claimed?” 

Okay, that  really  didn’t sound good. 

“I still don’t see how that won’t happen,” the Fire Wolf replied in a bored tone. 

“In true fashion, I see your arrogance has gotten the better of you. But Jakub has discovered ways to capture  all supernaturals, even those that harbor your powers.” The sound of clipped footsteps, as though someone were pacing back and forth, came next. “He shall reward me greatly when I present him with you.” 

 Oh fuck. 

Sure  enough,  when  I  reached  the  final  door  and  peeked  through  the  gap,  the  Fire  Wolf  was there . . . on his knees with his hands and feet shackled behind him. Six supernaturals surrounded him. 

One of them was Star Tattoo Guy. 

They formed a circle around my hunter. A tall fairy stood over him and had his hands clasped behind  his  back.  Blue  hair  fell  in  artful  waves  around  the  fairy’s  shoulders,  and  a  wickedly  sharp sword  was  strapped  to  his  back.  Sinister-looking  was  one  word  to  describe  him.  Terrifying  was another. 

My hands clenched into fists as rage burned through me, but . . . what now? A glowing device encircled  my  hunter’s  wrists  and  ankles.  That  band  ensnared  the  scourge  of  society,  the  infallible menace who so many feared.  But how? How had he failed? 

And then I knew. The Fire Wolf’s words when he’d tried to leave me outside in the alley blazed across my mind.  I won’t be able to concentrate until I do. 

 Shit.  His newly formed mate bond had distracted him after all. At the moment, he was probably the equivalent of a rutting stag, running blindly through the woods, as an instinct as old as time told him to return to his mate . . . all while he’d been trying to do his job. And since it was an instinct he didn’t seem to understand, he’d probably been even more distracted. 

So now, my hunter was the hunted. 

A distant, low moan came from somewhere down the hall. Then a shrill, “Tala!” 

My  breath  caught  just  as  the  Fire  Wolf  tensed.  The  six  supernaturals  gazed  down  at  him  with glee,  as  though  unperturbed  by  the  cry  I’d  just  heard.  Because  if  they  were  out  to  hunt  powerful supernaturals,  they’d  literally  just  caught  the  biggest  and  baddest  wolf  of  them  all.  No  wonder  they were content. 

“Tala!” 

My heart thumped.  Tessa.  She could feel that I was close, just as I could feel her. 

I knew that I could creep down the hall, call upon all of my magic and break into whatever room they were holding Tessa in. I could throw my cloaking spell over her. We could run. Escape. It could be that easy, since the assholes down here were currently distracted by the hunter. 

But what would Jakub do to him? Kill him? Torture him? What exactly was going on down here? 

I locked my teeth together. 

“Tala!” my sister yelled again. 

The bond inside me vibrated more. I was  so  close to getting her back, but . . . 

I swore under my breath. 

I couldn’t. I couldn’t leave the hunter to his fate, not when  I’d  been the distraction and the reason for his capture. 

Pressing my lips into a tight line, I crept toward his room. 

Chapter 18

Even though Tessa yelled for me again, I didn’t falter. 

 You’re gonna have to wait, sis. 

If only she and I shared a telepathic link, then I could have assured her that I was coming—just not at the moment. 

I cracked the door open a little farther, only an inch, and thanked the gods that it didn’t squeak. 

Peering into the room, I surveyed the occupants. 

The ring of supernaturals were all looking to Sinister Fairy Dude for direction. I assessed all of them. They appeared to be two werewolves, Star Tattoo Guy—who I was guessing was a half-demon

—and two sorcerers, judging from the magical sparks glistening on their fingertips. 

“A part of me is still surprised that you came just as expected,” Sinister Fairy Dude said with a smug smile. “How unfortunate for you that we were aware of your impending arrival. Our European contact has proven quite useful in that aspect.” 

 European contact? Do they have something to do with the mafia? Or something else?  My eyes narrowed. 

“How much were you promised for finding Katarina? Hmm? Thirty thousand? Forty thousand?” 

The Fire Wolf clenched his jaw but didn’t reply. 

 Katarina?   Why is that name familiar? 

Since  Sinister  Fairy  Dude  had  everyone  in  the  room  enraptured,  I  inched  the  door  open  a  bit more. Nobody’s attention drifted my way.  Just another inch and I can slip through . . . 

“Matija  will  be  quite  disappointed  by  your  failure,  no  doubt,”  Sinister  Fairy  Dude  continued, then turned and paced the other way. 

All the others watched him. 

 Now.  I whipped the door open enough to slip into the room, then returned it to the slightly ajar position I’d found it in. 

I held my breath. 

Nobody glanced my way. 

 Thank you, cloaking spell . . . 

My heart pounded as I stood in the room. Now that I had a clear view of everyone, I got a better feel  for  my  competition.  It  wasn’t  reassuring.  All  six  supernaturals  had  magic  prickling  over  their skin, and I could sense their powerful auras. Nobody in this room was a lightweight. 

 Shit. 

So I’d have to do this fast. It was the only way to survive. Keeping to the edges of the room, I crept closer to the group as their ring leader carried on talking. 

“Jakub will be thrilled at what you may be able to offer him. He’s been searching for the key for over a year now. He’ll . . .” 

 A key? 

The Fire Wolf cocked his head ever so slightly in my direction. 

I stopped as Sinister Fairy Dude continued prattling on. 

The  hunter  didn’t  make  eye  contact  with  me,  but  a  slight  flare  of  his  nostrils  told  me  he  was powerful enough to detect me through my cloaking spell. A new tightness bunched his shoulders, but

he returned his attention to the fairy droning on. 

I held my breath and stayed plastered to the wall. Sinister Fairy Dude continued pacing as his monologue didn’t abate. Seriously, the dude loved listening to himself, but perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing, as nobody glanced my way. It was only the Fire Wolf who had sensed me. I resumed my slow advance to the front. 

Sinister Fairy Dude pivoted when he reached the end of the room. “If nothing else, you’ll be an important  spear  in  Jakub’s  collection,  and  if  you  cooperate,  he  will  make  your  captivity  more tolerable.” 

 Spear?  Collection?  Captivity?  I  shook  off  those  disturbing  comments  and  concentrated  on getting to the best position in the room to fight them. 

I shuffled silently along the wall and vaguely listened as Sinister Fairy Dude continued talking about Jakub—whoever he was—and his collections. He kept mentioning Katarina, too, which didn’t really make much sense. It was almost as if he thought the Fire Wolf was here for Katarina and not my sister. 

 Whatever. Not important right now. 

When I was only a yard from the group, I did one last calculation of how this would go down. 

Sinister  Fairy  Dude  would  go  first.  You  always  took  out  the  leader  before  tackling  others.  Prisha’s father had taught me that. After the fairy . . . 

My mouth set into a grim line. While I didn’t relish the thought of killing anyone, I also knew that I might have to. If these six were anything like the warlocks that had been stationed at the asylum, they would aim to kill me. And if it came down to me or them, I definitely chose me. 

I  stayed  where  I  was,  since  at  the  moment,  I  had  time  to  think  my  plan  through.  Squinting,  I assessed the bands encircling my hunter’s wrists. They were thick and blue—the color of a robin’s egg—with a strange glow emitting from them. 

Whatever  the  brand  of  cuffs  shackling  him  were,  they  weren’t  like  the  ones  we’d  found  in  the asylum, and since I didn’t stock bondage equipment at Practically Perfect, I had no idea how strong they  were  or  how  to  release  them.  I  would  have  to  assume  that  I  wouldn’t  be  able  to  free  him immediately once I reached him, which meant that I would be on my own initially. 

Briefly,  I  closed  my  eyes  and  took  a  deep  breath  before  calling  upon  the  years  of  training  I’d learned with Prisha and her family. Her father had taught me to fight as if I were his own daughter. 

Now, more than ever, I was thankful for those lessons. 

I breathed deeply again.  Be quick. Move fast. Don’t panic. Keep your cool. If you don’t, that weird shit is going to happen with your magic again. 

My eyes peeled open as Sinister Fairy Dude checked the time. “Ah, it’s almost time to test the new collectives to see—” 

I whipped a potion from my belt and threw it at him while casting a binding spell on the others. 

The release of my magic had my cloaking spell falling, but it was worth it as I hit my mark. 

Sinister Fairy Dude let out a strangled cry when the death potion exploded in his face. Yep, I’d just  killed  him,  but  I  didn’t  give  it  a  second  thought,  and  I  didn’t  wait  to  see  if  he  fell.  I  knew  he would. 

I  shot  a  telekinetic  spell  at  the  werewolves,  plastering  them  to  the  wall,  then  whipped  out another potion just as the sorcerers broke through my binding hold and began lobbing spells at me. 

The werewolves broke through a second later—fuck, all of them were strong—then they shifted midair as Star Tattoo Guy tried to charge. I strengthened my binding spell on him, while dodging the sorcerers’ spells. Star Tattoo Guy froze in his tracks. 

“Tala!” the Fire Wolf growled. “Get out of here!” 

I dove past him, casting a maximizer spell when I unleashed a telekinetic wave. All five of them spiraled  back  and  hit  the  wall,  which  allowed  me  a  second  to  assess  Sinister  Fairy  Dude.  He  was definitely down. His unseeing eyes stared at the ceiling. 

Good. One down. Five to go. 

“Dammit,  Tala!”  the  Fire  Wolf  roared  as  the  muscles  in  his  arms  bulged  while  he  fought  and writhed against his cuffs, but they held. 

I ducked and rolled behind a desk when one of the sorcerers jumped to his feet and shot a spell right  at  me.  I  crouched  down  and  began  casting  death  curses  one  after  the  other  over  the  top  of  the desk. My heart thumped in time with my throws. The entire room seemed to shrink around me as I fell into harmony with my breathing. 

 Inhale in, exhale out.  Throw. Charge. Duck. Roll.   Inhale in, exhale out. 

My body fell into the seasoned pattern that I’d spent my entire childhood and adult life training for.  Vaguely,  in  some  part  of  my  brain,  I  was  aware  that  the  new  feeling  of  others’  magic  wasn’t affecting  me,  but  I  didn’t  allow  myself  to  dwell  on  it,  too  worried  that  it  would  interfere  with  the rhythm I’d found. Because I wasn’t messing around. My life could literally end if even one of these fuckers got to me. 

“Tala!” the Fire Wolf bellowed when one of the werewolves tried to pounce on me. “On your right!” 

I swayed to the side, nearly losing my balance as the werewolf sailed over me. “Thanks!” 

But the werewolf landed on his feet and spun while the other closed in. The wolves flanked me, one on each side, and they leapt, coming at me simultaneously with their jaws open as snarls flew, all while the sorcerers worked in tandem while Star Tattoo Guy still fought my binding spell. 

Jumping  to  my  feet,  I  leaped  to  the  side  when  I  hit  both  wolves  with  another  binding  spell midair. 

Although my spell hit its mark as both wolves froze in flight, I didn’t time my landing right. Just as my feet hit the ground, one of the sorcerers lassoed me in a whip of burning magic. My entire body seized, my teeth chattering. A brief sense of panic hit me, but I locked it down before it could grow. 

A ferocious snarl came from the Fire Wolf as he continued to fight valiantly against the cuffs. 

Taking a deep breath, I retreated to that calm place within me. This wasn’t the first time I’d been snagged in a fight. 

 Remember your training. 

My eyes drifted closed as the sorcerer lifted me from the ground. 

“Well, well, what have we here?” He  tsked. “A collective that’s escaped from her room.” 

I peeled my eyes open as my breathing calmed. I didn’t bother with a reply as I opened the well of magic deep inside me. I would need all of it for this. 

“We knew you were hiding your true potential all this time.” The sorcerer’s eyes gleamed. “And I have to say,  very impressive for a female.” He arched an eyebrow at me, his look taunting. 

Obviously,  this  guy  thought  I  was  my  sister,  but  I  welcomed  the  distraction  as  I  beckoned  my magic forth, letting it surge through my body in hot, brimming streams. 

With my body still held suspended in the air, and the sorcerer’s burning magic wrapped around me, I replied through my chattering teeth, “You say  female as if that’s something to scoff at.” 

He laughed “Well, it is. Wouldn’t you agree? It didn’t take too long to subdue you.” 

“Five to one, yet I was holding my own. You’re right. You’re such a big man.” 

His lips thinned, but my jabs seemed to do the trick at distracting him. I let my magic build more

as a slow smile spread across my face. “Tell me what you think of this.” 

A  questioning  expression  came  over  his  features  just  as  I  unleashed  the  full  potential  of  my power. I broke through his binding lasso in a flurry of sparks. 

Power  seared  through  me,  blazing  along  my  limbs  as  my  body  became  a  blur  of  death  and malice. 

I landed on all fours and dodged to the side just as the other sorcerer tried to bind me again, but with my power humming through me, I was too fast. 

I whipped around the room as both sorcerers shot spells at me, death curses again and again, and the two wolves finally broke free of my binding spell and leaped at me once more. 

My heart pumped steadily, as my fingers proved steady and sure. I threw a potion at the wolves, hitting one. It exploded in a cloud of poison, and I whispered a maximizer spell to expand it until it snagged the other wolf midair. 

I vaguely heard the Fire Wolf calling out who was coming at me from which direction as both werewolves fell down in a tangle of seizures. 

Three down. Three to go. 

I kept moving, the spells from the sorcerers unrelenting as I attempted to get closer to my hunter. 

Meanwhile, Star Tattoo Guy finally broke through my binding spell and flicked his wrists. Fire appeared around his hands. 

Lovely. This place was about to get really hot. 

A  snarl  came  from  the  Fire  Wolf.  He’d  somehow  gotten  to  his  feet  despite  the  tightly  bound handcuffs and shackles. 

I  drew  a  blade  from  my  pants  and  whipped  it  at  one  of  the  sorcerers.  He  ducked  at  the  last moment, but it still nicked the top of his ear just as Star Tattoo Guy charged. 

The Fire Wolf leaped into his path and head-butted him. 

Nice. Head-butting. I’d have to try that someday. 

I threw another potion at one of the sorcerers and cast a binding spell at the same time. Both hit their mark. The sorcerer I’d been aiming at went down, dead before he hit the floor as the other let out a strangled cry and rushed to his side. 

Four down. Two to go. 

I whipped around just in time to see Star Tattoo Guy grin before sinking his burning hands into the hunter. 

My lungs seized, panic blooming through me.  No! 

The Fire Wolf’s clothes erupted into flames as Star Tattoo Guy let out a victorious laugh. 

But his laughter died when the Fire Wolf’s entire body became alight. The demon hunter rose to his  full  height,  scorching  flames  rising  from  his  entire  length  before  he  shouldered  Star  Tattoo  Guy awkwardly to the wall in his bound state. He pinned the half-demon against it as the flames weaving around my hunter shifted from blue, to indigo, then purple, and eventually black. 

Star  Tattoo  Guy  wailed  in  pain  as  the  Fire  Wolf  grinned  through  the  flames  licking  his  skin. 

“Haven’t you heard who my mother is?” 

Another burst of fire from my hunter had Star Tattoo Guy’s entire body burning. The half-demon squealed as the black flames swallowed him. 

My breath came fast, my heart thudding at what I was witnessing just as I lobbed another spell at the remaining sorcerer. 

The sorcerer flew back, hitting the wall, but was on his feet just as quickly. 

Heat grew at my back, and a quick glance over my shoulder had my eyes widening. The entire

room was on fire. 

“Tala!” my hunter bellowed. “Get these off me.” 

I whipped around just in time to see the sorcerer dart out of the room. Fuck, he’d escaped. 

I twirled to the hunter. “But the fire!” 

“I can control the flames. They won’t grow past that wall until I tell them to.” 

“Oh.”  Useful. 

“Hurry.  With  that  sorcerer  gone,  who  knows  how  long  we  have  until  he  returns  with reinforcements.” 

I skidded to a stop behind him and studied the glowing blue cuffs. 

“Can you cut them?” 

I crouched down and whipped a blade from the left side of my belt. I didn’t have Prisha’s magic, so  I  couldn’t  infuse  it  with  extra  power,  but  it  was  spelled.  It  could  cut  through  almost  anything. 

“We’ll find out.” 

I  slipped  the  knife  under  the  cuff’s  binding  and  wrenched  up.  A  loud  crack  followed,  and  my knife jerked in my hand, a shock biting through me, breaking through my calm. My heart hammered. 

I cursed. “What the hell are these?” 

“Handcuffs  crafted  specifically  for  powerful  supernaturals.”  He  didn’t  sound  particularly enthused about that. “Can you break them or not?” 

“Give me a minute.” My mind raced through the catalog of hundreds of spells that I had stored in my  long-term  memory  as  the  Fire  Wolf’s  black  flames  continued  to  dance  along  the  wall.  But  like he’d promised, the fire didn’t grow. 

It felt as though my heart was going to beat out of my chest, and it only galloped more when I heard  my  sister’s  shout  from  down  the  hall  again.  She  sounded  panicked  now,  frantic.  Fuck,  fuck, fuck.  Were they doing something to her? 

I tried to concentrate on my breathing again, but my breaths refused to cooperate. 

“Well?” the Fire Wolf snapped. 

“I’ll  need  to  combine  several  spells  to  create  enough  power  to  hopefully  crack  this  binding.  I haven’t attempted anything like this before. I’ll try.” 

“Do it now.” His eyes flashed fire as a flurry of slamming doors sounded from the floor above us,  before  the  beat  of  running  footsteps.  “They’re  coming.  It’s  only  a  matter  of  time  before  they’re here.” 

My hands shook as I combined the three spells that I thought might crack the glowing blue cuffs. 

My breathing was no longer controlled, and my heart was racing like a beast. No time. I had  no time to do this. 

Calling  upon  the  magic  deep  inside  me,  I  summoned  it.  An  ocean  of  power  responded,  and  I began whispering two spells, then interwove them with a third. I tugged at my magic more, knowing that I would need all of it to break through the cuffs. 

My power sizzled and grew, rising inside me as I coaxed it from every fiber of my being.  That’s it. More. More. A little more. 

The  cuffs  began  to  dissolve.  They  sizzled  and  thinned,  and  I  called  upon  my  magic  again.  I needed just a little bit more. 

“Tala! Help me, please, help me!” My sister’s cry cut through my concentration, just as she let out a scream. 

 Tessa!   My  eyes  whipped  up,  panic  firing  through  me,  and  then  a  hammer  of  foreign  heat  and intense magic slammed into me so hard that I flew back. 

 Fuck!  My head cracked against the wall—thankfully not the one on fire—as my magic swirled down inside me, like water draining from a tub. And then, it was gone. 

I groaned as any control I’d had dissolved as the hunter’s foreign power pummeled into me again and again. 

“Not this again.” The Fire Wolf bowed over, a strained expression twisting his features. 

I staggered back up.  Fuck a duck.  Yep, I’d just pulled on his magic. 

 Breathe. Calm down. Stop pulling his power. 

I forced myself to close my eyes and take deep breaths.  Calm.  I needed calm. 

“Are you okay?” the hunter rasped. 

“Just super,” I whispered hoarsely as I crawled back to his side, even though his magic was still hitting me, slamming into me in unrelenting waves. Fuuuuuuuuck, the dude was powerful, and since I was struggling for that calmness that I’d had when I’d been battling the others, it was hitting me at full onslaught. 

“Leave me here,” he bit out, a grimace twisting his face. “Get your sister and go.” 

My stomach dropped as anger fired through me. “Not happening.” 

The sound of running feet reached my ears again, except this time it sounded down the hall, near the stairwell. They were getting closer. 

“Tala! Go!” 

“No!” I snarled. I closed my eyes and again called upon that place deep inside me, the place I retreated  to  when  I  needed  to  think  and  exist  with  nothing  and  no  one  interfering  with  my  magic. 

 Inhale in, exhale out. One. Two. Inhale in, exhale out. 

Slowly, so slowly, the pulsing magic ripping through me from the Fire Wolf slowed. 

“I’ll try again.” I panted. “Just hold still.” 

Thankfully,  my  new  power  had  stopped  draining  him  and  filling  me.  He  gave  a  curt  nod,  his chest rising as unsteadily as mine, then gave me his back and the cuffs. 

I was about to try breaking the cuffs again when the sorcerer who’d escaped suddenly appeared at the doorway with a dozen other supernaturals behind him. 

My lips parted in fear. 

Escaping was no longer an option. 

The Fire Wolf surged to his feet, his entire body blocking me just as the group advanced. Spells came at us so fast that I thought for certain we were dead, but in the next moment, I realized that none of them were hitting us. 

My eyes widened when I sensed the shield spell the Fire Wolf had woven around us. His jaw clenched, his muscles straining, and I could only imagine the amount of power it was taking to keep the group from descending on us with those half-dissolved cuffs wrapped around him. 

 “Break. The. Cuffs. Now.” He panted between each word as the black flames along the wall began to grow again. 

 Too much. Too much was happening, and we were losing control. 

 “Can’t,”  he  rasped  heavily.  “Cuff ’s  still  draining  my  magic.  Can’t  hold  them.  And  control burn.” Veins popped in his neck. 

 Shit. Even though I’d weakened the cuffs, they were still draining him too much. Break them, Tala. Break them now! I crouched down just as a crack appeared in his shield. A spell shot through it. 

The Fire Wolf roared, his entire body rippling as spells, fangs, daggers, and swords came at us from every angle as the group did their best to hack down the hunter’s defenses. 

 No, no, no, no, no, no. 

And that was when I knew. 

We were out of time. 

And only one thing could set us free. 

An avalanche of despair hit me and buried me at once. I had no choice. 

 I’m sorry, Mom. 

Another curse shot by as one of the sorcerers put a second hole in the hunter’s shield spell, and a fireball lobbed by a half-demon shot inside it, setting the carpet ablaze. 

The hunter lurched back as my forbidden magic swirled to life inside me. I concentrated on my breathing, knowing I needed to maintain control since I had one shot, and one shot only at this. 

“Get  ready!”  I  yelled  to  him  as  another  spell  tore  through  his  shield.  “I’m  going  to  strengthen your power and you’ll need to act immediately!” Before he could reply, I gathered the unique magic trapped inside me, calling upon those coiling strands of power and light. My whole body vibrated and warmed, as though expanding and heating to accommodate the awesome power. 

It hummed and swelled, flowing down my arms to my wrists as I directed all of it at my hunter. 

 Now. 

My  magic  shot  into  him  as  the  lid  on  the  well  to  my  forbidden  power  burst  wide  open  like  a geyser. My power flooded his body, multiplying his power a thousand-fold until he became a conduit for death and darkness. 

The Fire Wolf’s head whipped back as black flames shot across his skin, and with a snap of his wrists, the glowing blue bindings shattered as if they’d been as thin as brittle glass. 

I  flew  backward,  putting  as  much  distance  between  me  and  the  Fire  Wolf  as  I  could.  Sweat poured down my face as I struggled to keep my forbidden magic flowing into him, but he didn’t waste any time. 

In a flurry of movements too fast for me to see, the blazing Fire Wolf became a literal hurricane. 

He obliterated the supernaturals surrounding us, turning into a whirling blur of vengeance and snarls, heat and fire—a living being of destruction and cataclysmic power. 

My head grew fuzzy just as my magic began to fizzle out. Ragged breaths made my chest rise and fall as the well of my magic began to run dry. 

I blinked, then blinked again as I surveyed our surroundings. 

The  Fire  Wolf  stood  in  the  center  of  the  room,  his  huge  frame  covered  in  flames.  A  dark  light filled his eyes, and a twisted smile curved his lips. Around him was a sea of blood and flesh, hair and robes. 

Everyone was dead. 

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you enjoyed that,” I said weakly. 

Somehow, I managed to drag myself to my feet, but in a flash, the hunter was there, hooking my arm around his shoulders and half-carrying me out. 

We flew out the door and down the hall as the room we’d been in exploded into black flames. 

A  large  steel  door  barred  our  way  at  the  end  of  the  hall,  but  my  forbidden  magic  hadn’t  fully worn off yet from the hunter, and he slammed a fist straight through it before twisting and yanking it off its hinges. 

“Impressive,” I managed to say as the fog in my head grew. 

His worried-looking eyes shot to mine just before we raced through the door. I was completely limp now, fully dependent on him carrying me. My vision grew in and out of focus, but I managed to assess the cages along the walls with prowling supernaturals locked behind their thick bars. Seven. 

There were at least seven supernaturals locked in this room. 

“Tala!”  my  sister  cried  out,  her  face  a  desperate  mask  of  relief  and  hope.  She  still  wore  the floral dress. It was ripped and stained, but she wasn’t bleeding and she didn’t appear injured. 

“Tessa,” I whispered. “Thank the gods.” 

A small  smile  lifted my  lips  just as  the  fuzziness  in my  head  expanded. The  Fire  Wolf  snarled before setting me gently on the floor. 

“I need to free them,” he said urgently. 

I  managed  a  nod  as  I  blinked  and  tried  to  stay  conscious.  But  a  second  later,  I  was  slumping against the wall, and the last thing I remembered seeing were the cell doors being ripped from their hinges before I sank into oblivion. 

Chapter 19

I awoke to the feel of sheets swirled around me, and the warmth of sunshine on my face. Blinking, I opened my eyes. Above me, my old familiar light fixture dangled from the ceiling. 

I blinked again, wondering why I was so freakin’ sore until I felt the mattress shift next to me. 

A  yelp  tore  from  my  throat  when  I  came  face  to  face  with  the  Fire  Wolf.  In  my  bed.  In  my apartment. In Chicago. 

His amber eyes pinned me with a look full of heat and burning questions. 

“Hi?”  I  offered  by  way  of  greeting  and  was  about  to  ask  what  he  was  doing  in  my  bed  when everything came flooding back to me. New York. The club. Our scorching kiss in the alleyway. Him finger fucking me and my revelation that I was his mate. Rescuing Tessa. Everything going wrong. My forbidden power being revealed. 

“Oh shit,” I breathed, but then in the next breath I bolted upright. “Where’s Tessa?” 

“Safe. She’s asleep in her room.” 

I  scrambled  out  of  my  bed  before  he  could  say  another  word  and  didn’t  breathe  again  until  I stood in her doorway and saw her sleeping on her bed. 

She  was  sprawled  across  her  mattress,  tangled  in  her  sheets,  her  long  hair  spread  across  her pillow like a draped flag. She slept deeply, her breaths low and even. She was even dressed in her favorite lime-green pajamas. 

He was right. She was safe. 

I  sagged  against  her  doorframe,  then  slowly  retreated  to  my  room,  my  legs  nearly  crumpling beneath the weight of my relief. I barely made it back to my bed before I collapsed onto it. 

The  hunter  was  still  lying  there.  His  dark  hair  was  tousled,  his  amber  eyes  bright.  He  hadn’t moved following my mad dash to Tessa’s room. His long body was stretched out, but then he rolled closer to me until he nearly laid on top of me. 

 Okay then.  I brought a hand to my forehead. “What day is it? How long was I out?” 

“Ten hours.” 

I gaped. “Ten hours? But what happened?” Scattered memories returned to me of what had gone down in the final moments in the club. Death. Destruction. Flames. It’d all been a massive shitshow. 

“The  club  has  been  burned  to  the  ground.  I  killed  everyone,  well,  mostly  everyone,  a  few escaped, but I freed those held captive in Jakub’s collection.” He sneered the last word, and my fuzzy mind sped up more and more, clearing with every second. Those supernaturals had been kept in cells. 

 Cages. 

The blood drained from my face. “Who the hell is Jakub?” 

“That has yet to be determined, although, that’s not what I’m most interested in right now.” 

My eyes widened when it hit me what the Fire Wolf wanted to know. Panic seared through me, but  before  I  could  fling  off  the  covers  and  get  away,  his  strong  hands  locked  around  my  waist  and pinned me to the mattress. 

I was so stunned by his action, that for a moment, I lay completely still beneath him. His large body was directly over mine, our chests nearly touching. My heart picked up a staccato beat, as his decadent cedar and citrus fragrance flooded my senses. Another flash of heat filled his eyes, and his nostrils flared. 

Shit. My cloaking spell wasn’t in place. It must have fallen off when I’d released my forbidden power. 

He inhaled, that golden glow lighting the back of his eyes as his wolf prowled forth and savored my scent. And since the cat was out of the bag, I didn’t bother reining it in. It felt so nice not to hide. 

Besides, it might distract him, which could work to my advantage. 

I  attempted  to  cross  my  arms,  but  the  hunter’s  hold  tightened.  A  sly  smile  lifted  his  lips  as  he settled further on top of me. 

Smug bastard. He was enjoying this, but dammit, I would be lying if I said I didn’t love it too. 

But  that  couldn’t happen. The dude only wanted me because his wolf told him to. 

“Well?” I arched an eyebrow. “Care to explain why you’re manhandling me again?” 

“You’re not leaving this room until you tell me exactly what you did to me at that club.” 

So I’d been right. He wanted to know about my forbidden power—exactly what I’d feared. 

“Fat chance.” I called upon a huge dose of my magic and used it to shove him away in a gust of telekinetic wind. 

My abrupt onslaught must have taken him completely by surprise, because he shot to the foot of the bed while I managed to scramble to the bedside without actually laying a finger on him. 

“So what is this?” I asked as I calculated the distance to the door.  Crap. It wasn’t a straight shot. 

“You get to pin me down whenever you want, but I can’t touch you uninvited without losing a limb? 

That hardly seems fair, don’t you think?” My chest rose and fell quickly. No way could I make it out of my room without plowing right into him. So, what then? The window? I grimaced. It was a three-story drop to the ground.  Ouch. 

The  Fire  Wolf  blinked.  His  surprised  expression  disappeared,  and  a  smile  took  its  place. 

“You’re strong enough to get away from me.” 

 A worthy mate.  Those unsaid words hung between us. Did he know yet, what I was? If he didn’t, I wasn’t going to enlighten him. 

Feigning innocence, I shrugged and raised my hands. “So sue me.” 

Flames entered his eyes, and he advanced on me, arcing across the bed in one giant leap. 

 Oh, crap on a stick.  I hadn’t expected him to actually jump across the bed. You know, that whole respecting one’s privacy thing. A bed, after all, did seem too intimate to be a fighting arena. 

“Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?” I spat out, then leapt to the side in the hope that I could  evade  him.  But  the  room  was  small  and  the  door,  unfortunately,  was  now  completely  on  the other side of the Fire Wolf. Of course, he didn’t seem to have any intention of letting me reach it. “It’s rude to invite yourself into a woman’s bed without an invitation.  And, it’s even ruder to be in the same bed with her while she sleeps, and you know, kinda creepy.” 

He chuckled darkly, the sound telling me that he was enjoying this little cat-and-mouse game way too  much.  “I’m  afraid  my  mother  didn’t  teach  me  much  of  anything,  let  alone  manners  in  the bedroom.” 

“Oh, right. I forgot she was a demon.” I dodged to the side when one of his heavy arms swiped out. 

But it sucked for me ’cause I miscalculated the hunter’s next move. It didn’t help that my limbs still felt heavy and shaken from the eruption of my forbidden power. I was definitely not on top of my game. 

The Fire Wolf’s huge arm locked around my waist, and he brought me back to my bed. In a split second, he had both of my wrists pinned above my head and his entire body settled on top of mine. He was as heavy as a slab of concrete, making it hard to breathe let alone escape. Damn. Just  damn. 

Of course, his huge body was also pleasurably hot. Every sinewy and chiseled muscle sank into me. I would have struggled, squirmed against him, but something told me that would not end well for me and my overactive hormones, and given the growing length that I felt against my body, something told me that his wolf would love it a bit too much. 

Gods, this was so fucked up. 

Our faces were only inches apart, allowing me a perfect view of his amber-cut eyes and smooth honey-hued skin. 

“Get off of me.”  Huh, I even sounded calm. Nice one, Tala. 

He smirked, not even trying to hide his satisfaction. “I believe I asked you a question.” 

“Really? And I believe I asked  you to remove yourself from my bed.” 

His chest rumbled, and it took me a second to realize that he was laughing. 

“Is this funny to you?” 

Crimson flames burst to life in his irises, and all mirth left his features, although the heat in his gaze stayed as he settled more on top of me. 

 Seriously? Why can’t I catch a break?  His erection was now settled right against my core, and my damn vagina was fluttering in anticipation, but nothing like  that was going to happen. I knew in a heartbeat the Fire Wolf would be fucking me senseless if I let him. 

His nostrils flared, the glow of his wolf growing more with each breath. But then he shook his head  as  though  trying  to  clear  it.  “Fucking  hell.  Put  your  cloaking  spell  back  in  place.”  His  jaw clenched, a strained expression overtaking his features as his erection grew even more. 

Even though my initial plan had been to use my scent to distract him, it wasn’t going as planned. 

My hormones were proving just as unruly, and I was having insane thoughts of opening my thighs as he thrust himself inside me, both of us saying to hell with the consequences. 

In a rushed whisper, I activated the spell and my witch scent once again grew subdued. 

His  expression  cleared,  if  only  a  little,  as  my  heart  pounded  against  my  rib  cage.  And  even though his wolf was no longer entirely ruling him, that predatory look descended over his face again. 

 Shit.  Maybe sex would have been a better alternative to what was coming. 

But then I thought about those ramifications. Or maybe not. I sighed. Man, I just couldn’t win. 

“Are you going to get off me now?” I asked mildly. 

He shook his head, dark interest alight in his gaze. “Not until you explain to me what happened. 

You unleashed something on me back in the club, and I want to know what it was.” 

“I did?” I batted my eyelashes innocently. 

“Don’t play games with me.” 

“I didn’t realize I was.” 

“Tala,” he said in a warning growl. 

My  breath  caught,  and  fuck  me  if  my  name  on  his  lips  didn’t  create  a  spike  of  desire  that  shot straight to my core. My damn lady parts were going to be the end of me. 

His nostrils flared, and for a moment his wolf shone through again. He ground his teeth together. 

“Are you going to tell me what you did?” 

I shook my head, deciding that playing stupid was the only way out of this. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh,  but  I  think  you  do.”  His  lips  parted  and  he  dipped  his  head  down,  his  dark,  silky  hair brushing softly against my throat. 

“What are you doing?” I squeaked. 

“Prying information from you. Considering that a very delicious scent is rolling off of you, I have

a feeling I know  exactly how to get the information I want.” 

My breath sucked in when he pressed his body even more intimately against mine. I felt every hard line of his torso, the heat of his legs, and the strength of his arms as they formed a cage around me. 

One of his hard thighs parted my legs. He lifted his knee, brushing it against my womanly area just as he nuzzled into my neck. 

“Fire Wolf!” I bucked as panic descended. “Get off of me!” 

But he carried on, nuzzling my neck while doing that embarrassingly pleasurable movement with his knee. 

“Not a chance. You want me. You  crave me. You have from the moment I met you, and I believe I asked you a question.” His lips danced over my skin before he pressed a trail of hot kisses from my ear to my collarbone. 

My back arched, my body betraying me at his delicious onslaught. His tongue flicked out to taste my skin, and my gods if that didn’t feel  amazing, I didn’t know what did. I gasped as his hips tilted, and a very large and very hard piece of the Fire Wolf’s anatomy pressed into me. 

“You’re taking advantage of me,” I said breathlessly. 

“Really? And would you like it if I did? You definitely seemed to like it in the alleyway. I have no problems repeating that act. Perhaps going a bit further. In fact, I plan to plunder you senseless just as soon as you tell me what I want to know.” 

 Plunder me senseless? Oh gods . . .   My  eyes  drifted  closed  before  I  snapped  them  open.  No! 

 Fucking hell, Tala. You are not falling for this fucked-up mating shit! The only reason this man has any interest in you is because his wolf told him to. 

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him just that, but then he caressed down my arm before his large, hot hand cupped my breast. My breath sucked in when his thumb flicked over my nipple. 

A low possessive growl rumbled in his chest before his other hand drifted to my hip where he grasped and squeezed before settling himself more deeply between my thighs. 

A moan escaped my lips despite trying to stop it. 

Gods! What was it about this man? I’d never felt such an intense physical reaction to anyone. 

“Tala?” he asked lazily as he nipped the skin just below my ear. “What did you do to me?” 

I  moaned  as  my  stupid  body  sang  in  glee  at  the  attention  he  was  giving  me,  but  enough  was enough. This had to end before I did something really stupid, like tell him. My eyes narrowed, or at least, I tried to narrow them. “You need to leave.” 

“No.” He nipped at my neck again, then began pressing soft kisses down to my collarbone while his hips executed a tantalizing series of rolls against my core. 

Another spike of desire flared in me, my body responding, betraying me. 

“You’re going to be begging for me by the time I’m done with you,” he whispered into my ear. 

Another  roll,  just  enough  pressure  against  my  core  to  have  my  body  bucking  in  need.  “But  I  won’t give you release until you tell me. What did you do to me earlier?” 

His  hand  was  now  kneading  my  back  muscles,  moving  down  steadily  until  his  fingers  dipped around my ass and reached my core. He probed and stroked my clit through my panties, while also doing maddening swirls and flicks. 

The  waves  began  to  build  inside  me.  How?  How  was  I  being  his  pawn  so  easily?  My  body wasn’t mine. It was his. I was his orchestra and he was the maestro commanding his symphony. 

“I can’t tell you,” I panted. 

“Yes,  you  can.”  His  tongue  flicked  my  ear,  just  the  barest  brush  before  he  was  moving

seamlessly  downward.  The  sound  of  something  ripping  came  next,  then  his  silky  soft  hair  was caressing my bare stomach. Wait, bare stomach? When did that happen? And worse, my panties were gone.  Cool  air  floated  over  my  molten  sex.  When  had  he  removed  those?  I  only  wore  a  shirt  now, which was bunched up above my breasts. I was literally naked. 

Then  the  hunter’s  face  was  between  my  legs,  his  eyes  pulsing  with  smoldering  heat  and  fire before his tongue darted out and—

“Gods!” I arched off the bed as a low possessive growl rumbled from the hunter. 

“Tell me, my sweet.” He licked my core again, long lazy strokes that turned faster and rougher until  my  fingers  were  threaded  through  his  hair  and  he  was  lapping  me  in  a  delicious  dance.  “Tell me.”  A  wave  of  alpha  power  entered  his  words,  his  wolf  shining  in  his  eyes  as  that  command reverberated  through  my  bones.  “Damn,  your  taste  is  addictive,”  he  added,  as  though  he  was  also getting  distracted,  before  he  began  licking  me  in  earnest,  feasting  on  me  in  never-ending  licks  and sucks. 

“Tala,” he commanded again using even more of his alpha power.  “Tell me.” 

My mouth parted, and the words flowed from me of their own accord, his seduction and alpha power impossible to resist. “There’s this power inside me. It’s always there, waiting and lurking, just on the tip of my fingers if I choose to use it.” 

The  pressure  from  his  tongue  increased,  a  low  growl  of  his  pleasure  vibrating  against  me, making me buck off the bed. “Witch power?” 

I bowed upward once more and managed to say breathlessly, “Have you ever heard of a witch who can enhance another supernatural’s magic a thousand-fold?” 

“No.”  He  groaned.  “Gods,  your  pussy.”  He  licked  more,  seeming  to  get  distracted  again,  then rasped, “What do you think your power is?” 

“No idea,” I panted. 

He dipped his finger inside me, a satisfied rumble following when my slick folds parted easily. 

I  tried  to  stop  my  moan,  tried  to  suppress  the  wave  of  humiliation  I  felt  at  how  easily  he  was able  to  master  my  body,  but  I  was  his  and  he  knew  it.  Between  the  alpha  commands  and  his  dark seduction, I was putty in his hands, pliant and malleable, ready for his sculpting. 

“So that’s what you did?” Another stroke of his tongue as his fingers began to plunge inside me. 

“You took this unexplainable power inside you, that enhances another’s magic, and you used that to strengthen me so I could break through those cuffs?” 

“Yes!” My fingers curled around the bedsheets. I was already so close to coming.  So  close. 

“Hmm.”  He  growled,  then  stroked  me  again,  his  fingers  scraping  that  pleasurable  spot  deep inside me. “How long have you had this power?” 

My back arched when he licked again, the gold in his eyes so bright now that they were shining. 

“Always. For as long as I can remember.” 

My shoulders slumped when a picture of my mother’s face burned through my mind. Her features were fuzzy, but I remembered that she had blond hair, a sweet smile, and a way about her that always made me want to wrap my little arms around her waist.  Never, never tell anyone.  Yet, I had just told the Fire Wolf, just betrayed that promise. 

My eyes squeezed shut until he wrung another gasp from me. He was licking me in earnest again, devouring  me,  as  though  he  could  no  longer  control  himself  as  his  fingers  pumped  relentlessly.  My hips began gyrating, moving with him even though I hated that I couldn’t control how I was reacting to this, to  him. 

“Can either of your parents do it too?” 

I shook my head, my mind shifting, trying not to concentrate on his fingers . . . Gods, his  fingers. 

“I don’t know, but I don’t think so.” 

“How can you not know?” 

“Because  they  died  when  Tessa  and  I  were  young.”  I  panted  again  when  another  wave  built, crawling higher, and then even higher. 

 “Tell me.  ”  That alpha command was back in his voice again. 

“All I remember is that they told me not to tell anyone about this power,” I said in a rush. “They made me promise.” 

“And yet you told me.” A triumphant look came into his eyes, his wolf preening. 

I arched again as his mouth lapped and sucked. Another wave. Another crest.  So close. 

“Enough of this,” he said in a deep voice. “I want to feast on you.” He wrapped his hand around my hip, holding me against his face as his fingers continued their onslaught, and with startling clarity, I realized that he’d been holding back, not unleashing the full potency of his seduction until his mouth became  unleashed. 

“Fuck!” My body coiled as tight as a spring as the waves rose higher, higher, and higher. How was this possible? How was this happening? The mountain grew and grew, that peak elongating to an unreachable height until a ferocious growl tore from him, slamming into me, reverberating along my clit, vibrating to the depths of my core, and then—

“Yes!”  My  body  shattered,  bucking,  exploding  into  a  whirling  climax  as  I  writhed  against  his face and fell apart all around him. 

A possessive rumble of male satisfaction tore from his throat as his fingers stayed buried inside me,  fucking  me  in  deep  pumps  while  his  mouth  stayed  latched  on  to  my  clit.  He  still  devoured  me, still licked, still sucked, still  savored, as my climax rolled through me in unrelenting, soul-wrenching waves. 

I  saw  stars  and  light  when  my  new,  awakening  power  activated  again,  pulling  an  ocean  of  his magic and werewolf possession into me. So much desire and power came from him. It was so much, too much, the sensations, the magic, the unrequited  wanting from him. I felt it. All of it. 

“Mine,” he growled, in a low, throaty whisper. “My woman.” 

That whispered comment flowed through my senses, so soft and yet filled with so much rawness that I couldn’t have imagined it. And then I was floating. Floating in a sea of languid sensations, silky heat, and decadent spice as my new power finally calmed, detaching me from his power. 

A low blissful moan escaped me as my body just . . . melted. 

Another satisfied growl came from between my thighs, then the feel of the hunter moving up my body, his rigid erection a pulsing rod against my thigh. My legs opened of their own accord, wanting him, welcoming him. My body betrayed me even now, even after it was spent and loved. 

But instead of sheathing himself inside me, he settled next to me before cupping my cheek and kissing me softly on the mouth. 

“You’re not going to . . .” My question lingered, my mind still fuzzy. 

His erection pulsed against me. He was so large, so full, that he was  throbbing. And the look on his  face  .  .  .  Every  part  of  him  strained  with  need.  He  wanted  release,  but  his  jaw  locked  and  he replied, “When I take you, you’ll come to me of your own free will, not because my wolf commanded it.” 

His  lips  brushed  across  mine  again,  my  womanly  taste  on  his  mouth.  “Thank  you,”  he  said simply, “for telling me about your power.” 

Hearing that comment, knowing that he’d just  owned  me despite me trying to fight him, despite

me  not  wanting  to  share  that  information  with  him,  made  my  eyes  flash  wide  open.  Any  lingering effects  of  my  orgasm  vanished  as  I  beheld  the  massive  hunter  lying  by  my  side,  satisfaction  rolling across his expression as something else did too. Something I couldn’t quite decipher. 

Horror made my eyes bulge.  What have I done?  I stiffened and pushed him away. 

His lips tightened into a frown. He made a move to pull me back, but I shoved his arms away and stayed where I was, my chest rising and falling so fast I could barely catch my breath. 

“Tala?” His silky voice was soft yet guarded. 

“Get off my bed!” I said vehemently. 

His  expression  didn’t  change,  didn’t  falter,  but  I  sensed  his  hesitation,  as  though  he  only  just realized that he’d pushed me too far. “You wanted me,” he said simply, as if that explained away any wrongdoing on his part. “I didn’t force that from you. You’ve wanted me since the moment we met.” 

“Is that how you think this works? Just because my body craves you, you think that you can also command me to tell you things?” 

“I wanted to know what you did to me.” 

My  palm  tingled  with  the  urge  to  slap  him,  but  then  another  emotion  overtook  me.  For  some stupid  reason,  I  felt  like  crying.  My  entire  life,  I’d  hidden  away  what  I  could  do  so  nobody  would ever know, but now, the Fire Wolf knew. I’d  told him, and all because my  stupid  body  wanted  and craved him. 

 Ugh. I’m so weak. 

“Why  do  you  think  your  parents  made  you  promise  to  keep  your  power  a  secret?”  he  asked quietly. 

I  didn’t  reply  as  a  sweeping  sense  of  resignation  filled  me  that  I  couldn’t  take  what  I’d  done back. My secret was out, and the promise to my mother had been broken. There was no going back. 

What was done, was done. 

“Tala?” he said quietly, almost gently. 

I took a deep, shuddering breath, but refused to look him in the eye. “I think they were worried that  if  it  got  out,  I  would  either  be  a  pariah  or  a  target.”  I  didn’t  tell  him  about  the  Bone  Eaters.  I wouldn’t tell him anything more. 

He nodded. “Power like that could be very valuable, coveted by many.” 

“No shit. Pretty sure the SF or some rich supernatural would try to get me on their payroll.” 

A  long  moment  passed  in  which  he  assessed  me  again.  I  could  feel  his  burning,  unvoiced wanting. He’d gotten his answer, but he still wanted more. He wanted  me too. 

I crossed my arms. “I’m not going to spread my legs for you. Whatever this is between us, it’s over.” 

He moved closer to me, his eyes narrowed. “Why are you so upset?” A deep groove appeared between his brows. “You enjoyed that. You  loved what I did to you. I could feel it. It wasn’t just me who wanted it.” 

But I remained quiet and looked away, balling my hands. I looked anywhere but at him—at my bed and its rumpled lilac-colored sheets. My small wooden bedside table with a water ring near the corner. My lone widow that had a gauzy white curtain pulled over it. So many uninteresting things to stare at, but it beat answering the hunter’s burning questions. 

“Tala? Why are you so mad?” 

I sighed. The dude was relentless as hell. “Because I’ve never told anyone about my forbidden power before, but now I have after you  forced it out of me.” 

He didn’t reply, and the silence grew so thick between us that I finally looked back at him. He

was studying me again, the my-face-is-a-blank-slate look that was utterly fascinating and infuriating in its ability to hide  everything. 

I rolled my eyes. At least I hadn’t started crying. Thank the mother of all the realms. “You should really consider poker for a profession.” 

“Huh?” 

I  huffed.  “Never  mind.”  I  blinked  another  few  times  just  to  make  sure  the  tears  I’d  felt  earlier were truly gone. “So now that you know about my power, you can be on your way. You got what you wanted.” 

A brief flare of what almost looked like regret crossed his face, but then he locked his jaw, and that momentary expression vanished. “I had a right to know what you did to me.” 

“No, you didn’t!” I shot back, but then I paused,  hating that pause. Did he have a right to know? 

“I won’t tell anyone about what you can do,” he added. 

His quiet declaration needled my heart, and some part of me—some deep, intrinsic slice of my soul—knew  that  he  wouldn’t.  Because  the  Fire  Wolf  was  more  than  just  a  hunter.  Despite  what  the supernatural community thought of him, a streak of goodness ran through him, defying his demon-born nature, even if his demon side relished the violent aspects of his job. And even if he still hadn’t fully recognized it, his wolf thought I was his mate, and the instinct to protect me would weld itself to his soul—meaning that he wouldn’t reveal my secret. That instinctual reaction would run so deep and so bright, that even a demon-born hybrid wouldn’t be able to fight it. 

 Ugh. Fucking mate bonds. 

Still, even knowing that, it didn’t make everything better, because my entire life I’d kept that part of myself hidden. I’d kept my promise until today. 

When I remained silent, the hunter’s fingers pinched my chin and directed my gaze to his. That stormy, fiery sea flamed in his irises. “This isn’t over between us, Tala.  We’re not over.” 

“Please, just go.” 

That  muscle  clenched  in  his  jaw,  but  he  stood  from  my  bed,  his  dick  still  hard  as  it  pressed against his pants. He towered over me, his massive build wrought with tension. “I’ll go for now.” 

I swallowed thickly. The urge to cry was returning.  Dammit. 

His nostrils flared, but then that unreadable mask descended over his features as he pulled his boots on before slipping through my door. He turned back, giving me one last look from the hallway, his eyes still rimmed with fire, before he left on silent footsteps. 

When I heard the apartment door open and close, I cast out my magic like a net and felt for his aura. It was in the stairwell, going down. He was truly leaving. 

I stopped trying to hold back the tears then, and I buried my face in my pillow before I cried and cried and let it all out. 

I cried from the stress of my sister being abducted. I cried from the knowledge that the hunter had somehow wheedled his way into my soul. And I cried for the secret that I’d spent my life protecting, yet had managed to shatter in the heat of one morning. 

Chapter 20

I didn’t go back to sleep after the Fire Wolf left. I couldn’t. Instead, I’d cried until my eyes ran dry, then wiped my cheeks and sluggishly stood. I stumbled out of my room to check on Tessa again. 

She still slept, her chest rising in even breaths. When I saw her, my throat tightened with so many emotions I thought I’d choke on them. 

My  twin  still  lay  sprawled  across  the  sheets,  bruises  around  her  wrists.  I  winced.  I  hadn’t noticed those before. My frown grew as I studied her sleeping form. What else had they done to her, other than restrain her? 

It  was  only  then  I  realized  that  the  Fire  Wolf  and  I  hadn’t  talked  about  the  club,  Jakub,  or  the other  supernaturals  that  had  been  caged  there.  We  hadn’t  talked  about  what  had  happened  after  I’d passed out, or what he’d done. We’d only talked about my secret, so I literally knew nothing about all of that other stuff. All I knew was that the Fire Wolf had owned me, body and soul. 

The same feelings of humiliation and anger coursed through me again. He’d  commanded me to tell him about my forbidden power while seducing me with his wicked tongue and talented fingers. 

And  I’d  completely  fallen  for  it,  not  even  attempting  to  call  upon  my  witch  magic  to  shield  myself from his alpha command.  So stupid, Tala. 

I  eased  Tessa’s  door  closed.  My  fingers  had  wrapped  themselves  so  tightly  around  the  door handle  that  they  resembled  talons.  Prying  them  off,  I  went  to  the  kitchen  and  brewed  a  huge  pot  of coffee. 

Two  hours  later,  I  was  still  sitting  at  the  kitchen  table,  on  my  fourth  cup,  as  my  mind  whirred. 

There  was  so  much  to  think  about,  too  much.  Because  not  only  was  there  some  strange  new  power manifesting inside me—the one where I sucked out other people’s magic from them and nearly died in the  process—but  there  were  a  lot  of  things  I  hadn’t  understood  when  the  Fire  Wolf  and  I  had  been working together. 

I took another sip from my cup. The more I thought through everything, the more questions I had. 

Like who was Katarina and how did she tie into finding my sister? Now that I’d had time to think about  it,  I  remembered  where  I’d  heard  Katarina’s  name  before.  Not  only  had  Sinister  Fairy  Dude mentioned  her,  but  the  Fire  Wolf  had  asked  the  half-demons  outside  of  the  Black  Underbelly  about someone named Katarina, when they’d been kicking the shit out of him. Except at that time, he’d also asked  about  somebody  named  Damascus,  not  Jakub.  So  what  did  that  mean?  Were  Damascus  and Jakub  somehow  working  together?  And  why  had  the  Fire  Wolf  been  asking  about  Katarina,  only  to then take my job a few hours later? He’d implied that he’d finished his job involving Katarina, but had he? 

The more I thought about it, the more the dots started connecting. Because that strange phone call I’d overheard in the hunter’s lair? The overseas one?  That had sounded like he’d been reporting to someone about a current job, not a past one. Could it be that he’d been reporting about the job he’d been hired for to find Katarina? 

Maybe. 

I frowned as I drank more of my coffee, my mind buzzing from the caffeine. Because the more I contemplated all of this, the more I reached the same conclusion. 

The Fire Wolf had been hunting for Katarina at the same time as he’d been hunting for Tess. 

I  reflected  on  what  he’d  revealed  about  scrying  and  how  he’d  said  its  precision  waned  the longer  it  had  been  since  the  person  had  gone  missing.  But  Tessa’s  abduction  had  been  fresh.  He’d been able to latch onto her easily. 

So how had he known that Katarina and Tess would be in the same place? 

And that was when the answer hit me like a million volts of lightning. 

The constellation tattoo. 

My  mouth  dropped  when  I  remembered  the  Fire  Wolf’s  total  dismissal  of  me  at  the  Black Underbelly until I’d sarcastically mentioned the tattoo right before he’d disappeared into his personal portal. He’d shown up at my apartment a few hours later. 

Was  that  how  he’d  realized  that  Tessa  was  abducted  by  the  same  people?  Was  that  why  he’d seemed  so  interested  in  me  describing  the  tattoo?  Had  Katarina’s  abductors  also  sported  that  same identifying mark? 

I’d  just  reached  that  conclusion  when  Tessa  stumbled  out  of  her  room,  her  blond  hair  a  wild mess around her head, her expression tight with fear. “Tala!” 

Pushing the staggering realization about the Fire Wolf aside, I rushed to a stand when I saw my sister, and we met one another in the middle, both of us throwing our arms around each other. 

“Oh my gods,” she sobbed. “I thought I was going to die there!” She cried harder, and the tears streamed out of her as I held her tight. 

I  began  crying,  too,  just  when  I  thought  I’d  cried  all  I  could  that  morning.  “You’re  safe  now. 

You’re  okay,  and  you  know  that  I  would  never  abandon  you.  As  soon  as  I  sensed  that  you’d  been taken, I began looking for you. I wasn’t going to give up until I found you.” 

She sobbed more. “I knew you would,” she said between breaths. “I knew you’d come for me.” 

She pulled back to look me in the eye. Her face was already red and blotchy. I was pretty sure mine was the same. “But how did you find me? How could you have possible known where to look? And who was that guy?” 

My stomach tightened. “I hired a hunter.” 

Her eyes widened. “Is that who he was? He wouldn’t say much when he stormed into my cell after  you’d  passed  out,  but  he  was  so  agitated,  constantly  going  to  where  you  lay  on  the  floor.  He wouldn’t tell me what happened to you. Why did you fall unconscious?” 

I sighed, the sound deep and aching. “Do you want a cup of coffee first? That question doesn’t have an easy answer, and we’re going to have to make a trip to the SF at some point today. It’s gonna be a long day, but you were legitimately abducted, and they need to catch who was behind it all and figure out  why they targeted you.” The name  Jakub  flashed through my mind along with the question of whether the European mafia was truly behind this or if all of that was a ruse to mislead us. I waved toward the pot. 

“Oh, lovely, delicious coffee. Yes.” Tessa stumbled toward it and grabbed a cup. Her legs were bare, her breasts braless. As always, it was like looking in a mirror. 

After  she  poured  a  mug  full  of  the  piping  hot  brew,  she  snatched  the  box  of  scones  from  the counter, then joined me at our old, creaky flea-market table. 

“I’m starving,” she said and dipped her hand into the box of buttery almond scones. 

Tessa began inhaling a pastry as I eyed the scoured lines that were etched deep into the table’s wood.  I  had  no  idea  who  this  table  had  once  belonged  to.  But  like  everything  in  life,  it  held  its secrets.  Who  knew  what  kind  of  people  had  once  sat  around  it.  Perhaps  they’d  been  happy  or  sad, maybe lonely or irritated, when they’d made these marks. How many other people had picked at its scarred wooden surface while chugging coffee and contemplating their very fucked-up life? 

“Tala?” Tessa said quietly. Her hand snuck across the table to grip the top of mine after she’d polished off her second scone. 

Tears had formed in my eyes again, completely unbeknownst to me. I jolted myself back to the present, back to what mattered most. 

“It’s okay. You’re safe, and you’re home.” 

Tessa squeezed my hand. “Thanks to you.” Her fingers shook when she set the scones aside and brought her coffee cup to her lips. “So how did you find me?” 

She didn’t ask about my tears, and I didn’t enlighten her that they were in fact over a fire-filled demon wolf and not her. Somehow, someway, the Fire Wolf had wormed his way into the fabric of my being, but that needed to become a thing of the past. I would not be used by him again, and I would not let  a  werewolf  mating  bond  interfere  with  reality.  Because  the  truth  was  that  before  the  bond  had formed, the hunter hadn’t wanted me in the slightest. 

Forcing  a  smile  through  my  tears,  I  brushed  them  away  with  the  back  of  my  free  hand.  “Your rescue  was  more  complicated  than  I  thought  it  would  be.  Since  the  SF  wouldn’t  help  me,  I  hired  a hunter.” 

Her brow furrowed. “The SF refused to help?” 

I arched an eyebrow. “Are you surprised after all the stunts you’ve pulled?” 

She sputtered. “What are you talking about? They always look for me.” 

“Not  this  time.  They  meant  it  when  they  said  they  weren’t  doing  it  anymore  unless  there  was proof you were actually missing or if I funded it.”  Which would have been even more expensive than the Fire Wolf. 

A  momentary  flash  of  guilt  flitted  across  her  face,  but  it  was  quickly  replaced  by  defiance. 

“That’s absurd. It’s  their job to help supernaturals, and it’s abhorrent that they wouldn’t search for me just because I’ve had a few run-ins with them.” 

I  sighed  as  a  brief  flare  of  irritation  sparked  within  me.  “You  can’t  blame  them  for  thinking  it was all a prank. You can only cry wolf so many times before they stop believing you. If you stopped being so irresponsible and disappearing like you do, I never would have had to hire a hunter. The SF

would have helped me from the start.”  And I might never have found you. 

It was a thought that had been plaguing me all morning. While the SF had so many resources, the Fire Wolf was unique in his ability to track. Even with a seer or someone with the ability to scry, it was  possible  that  the  SF  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to  pinpoint  Tessa’s  location  so  precisely.  And  if they’d forbidden me from joining them, as I was almost certain they would have since I wasn’t an SF

member, they wouldn’t have had my witch-twin bond to help guide them. But I’d never know if that would have been the case, because the Fire Wolf had found Tess, even though it’d cost me an arm and a leg. 

 Speaking of which . . .   I  still  hadn’t  given  him  the  final  payment.  I  would  have  to  do  that  this afternoon. 

“Tala.”  Tessa’s  hand  pulled  back,  a  hurt  expression  growing  on  her  face.  “How  can  you  say that?” 

But  instead  of  reassuring  her  as  I  usually  did,  I  didn’t.  Maybe  everybody  was  right.  Maybe  it was time I stopped coddling her and forced her to see that it was time to grow up. 

The expression on her face grew the longer I stayed silent, and I felt myself caving. 

 Fuck it. I don’t have the energy for this today. 

“I’m sorry.” I reached across the table again and threaded my fingers through hers. “But anyway, about your rescue . . .” 

∞     ∞     ∞

I told her the whole story but left out the scorching encounter the Fire Wolf and I had shared in the alleyway before entering the club, and the one in my bedroom. No need to go into all of that because the  brief  and  explosive  attraction  we’d  shared  was  over  and  done  with.  I  wouldn’t  fall  prey  to  his seduction again—not to mention that I was still pissed at him for using an alpha command on me—

and I  definitely wouldn’t fall victim to whatever fucked-up mating shit had been born between us. 

I also glazed over the fight we’d had with the supernaturals in the club’s basement, not telling her that I’d taken several lives in the process of getting her back. Those kills were something I’d only just  started  facing.  And  even  though  I  knew  they’d  all  been  bad  men—evil  even—I’d  never  killed anyone before. During training with Prisha and her family, our strikes had always been pretend, never real, yet now . . . 

I’d  killed. 

I’d taken lives, and the unease that accompanied that left me shaken. Even though I knew I would never view death as flippantly as the Fire Wolf, the truth was that I’d do my actions all over again. 

And because of that, I didn’t know what to make of myself. 

But when it came to how we got the upper hand in the fight, I was one hundred percent honest. I didn’t hold anything back. 

“You did what?” Tessa’s eyes were as wide as saucers, like two pools of sapphire. “So that’s why you passed out? You used your forbidden power?” 

I nodded. 

“But you’ve  never  used that around other people.” 

I shrugged. “It was the only way to free him and save you and us.” 

“Tala.” An ache formed in her voice. “You did all of that for me.” 

“Of course, I did.” 

She  reached  for  me  across  the  table  and  drew  me  into  an  awkward  hug.  “What  would  I  do without you?” 

I scoffed. “Probably lead a very interesting, dangerous, and impulsive life.” 

She  laughed,  and  the  tinkling  sound  was  so  familiar  that  some  of  the  unease  over  all  that  had happened lifted. “It would certainly be impulsive.” She released me, her eyes still questioning. “What happened to the others down there?” 

I frowned, vaguely remembering the cages and the supernaturals they’d held. “I don’t know. We didn’t get to that.” 

“I hope Katarina’s okay. She was in the cell next to mine. She was even younger than me, only a teenager.” 

I stilled, but my sister didn’t notice as she continued. 

“And on my other side there was a man named Oscar. They captured him a few days before me. 

Did you know that he can levitate? He has  that much power. There’d been other supernaturals, too, across  from  our  cells,  but  they’d  been  there  longer  than  the  three  of  us,  and  they  were—”  She shuddered.  “I  don’t  know  what  they  were  doing  to  them,  but  it  left  them—”  She  paled.  “It  changed them.” 

My brow furrowed at the horrors she’d seen, even if she hadn’t directly witnessed whatever had been done to them. 

But once again, the name  Katarina  had arisen . 

I tried to speak casually. “Did Katarina ever talk about somebody named Matija?” Some part of

my  brain  remembered  Sinister  Fairy  Dude  asking  the  Fire  Wolf  about  him.  Something  about  a  huge payment from Matija, or something like that. Thirty thousand? Or forty thousand dollars? 

Tessa nodded, her blue eyes dazzling in the morning sunlight. “Yeah, that’s her father. How did you know  that?”  But she  didn’t  wait for  my  answer  and instead  plowed  on. “Katarina  said  her  dad would  come  for  her.  She  was  so  sure  of  that.  I  guess  he’s  some  rich  supernatural  in  Europe—

incredibly powerful—and Katarina’s magic is  amazing. She’s, like, the most powerful teenager I’ve ever met.” 

A sinking feeling formed in my stomach as my earlier suspicion seemed more and more correct. 

Was  that  who  the  Fire  Wolf  had  been  calling  in  his  man  cave  when  I’d  come  out  of  the  bathroom? 

He’d said it’d been an overseas call. Was he reporting to Matija? The stone ball in my stomach sank more as the missing puzzle pieces locked together. 

Because  the  Fire  Wolf  had  shown  up  in  my  apartment  out  of  the  blue  after  that  incident  in  the Shadow Zone. He’d been so eager to take my job all of a sudden, after initially completely shunning me, and that interest had only been born after I’d mentioned Star Tattoo Guy’s tatt right before the Fire Wolf  had  disappeared  into  his  self-made  portal—a  tattoo  that   everyone  in  that  club  where  the supernaturals were held captive had sported. 

But I still didn’t know for sure. Only one puzzle piece was missing. “Say, do you have any idea if the dude who took Katarina had a weird star constellation tattoo on his neck?” 

Tessa’s  eyes  widened.  “How  did  you  know  that?  Katarina  told  me  that  when  we  started comparing details. She said her abductor had that tattoo as well.” 

My heart beat harder. “Did anyone see her abduction?” 

Tess nodded, eyes wide. “Her father did. I guess the guy who took her snatched her right from her home. Her father was across the room when it happened, but they knocked him out with a super powerful potion. Or something like that.” 

My stomach sank to the floor. 

Bottom line?    I’d  been  played.  The  Fire  Wolf  had  been  hunting  for  Katarina  when  I’d  met  him. 

He’d already been on that job when I’d told him about Star Tattoo Guy. The only reason he’d broken into  my  home  and  said  he’d  take  my  job  was   because  of  Star  Tattoo  Guy,  not  because  he’d  had  a change of heart. 

The feeling of betrayal flashed through me, but despite my anger, my practical side kicked in. So the Fire Wolf had been hunting for Katarina from the beginning and then after realizing that the same people  had  taken  Tessa—the  tattoo  obviously  clueing  him  in—he  hadn’t  turned  the  business opportunity down. Because logic deemed that it was possible Katarina and my sister were both being kept  in  the  same  place.  And  if  Katarina’s  trail  had  grown  cold,  but  Tessa’s  trail  was  hot  and  fresh, well, he could then rescue both of them. 

Essentially,  he  could  kill  two  birds  with  one  stone  and  make  double  the  profit.  Anybody  with good business sense would have done that.  I  would have done that. 

So why did it hurt so much? 

 Because he wasn’t honest. 

“Do you know why they took you?” I asked Tessa as I blinked rapidly again. “And do you know who Jakub is? Or Damascus?” 

Her brow furrowed. “I heard them talk about someone named Jakub a few times, but I’ve never heard of anyone called Damascus.” 

“What  about  why  they  chose  you?  Did  you  ever  get  any  inkling  about  what  prompted  that  Star Tattoo dipshit Guy to abduct you? It’s the one thing I can’t figure out.” 

Her head dipped, her cheeks flushing. 

I knew that look too well. “Tessa?” I said sternly. “What did you do?” 

She peeked up at me beneath her lashes, but that cute look wasn’t going to work. 

“Spill it. Now.” 

She twisted her hands. “I may have told him—Preston—about your . . . um . . .” 

My jaw dropped. “Wait, Star Tattoo Guy’s name is Preston? How do you know that?” 

That guilty look on her face increased. “Because I met him a few weeks ago.” 

My jaw dropped. “What did you tell him?” 

Her face fell as she dropped eye contact again. 

“Tessa,” I said in another warning tone. 

She wrung her hands. “Don’t yell at me! I’ve been through a lot.” 

“Then tell me what you did.” 

She  pouted,  her  lower  lip  sticking  out,  but  she  eventually  said  in  a  reluctant  tone,  “I  told  him about your forbidden power.” 

My  breath  sucked  in.  The  world  stopped.  If  I’d  felt  betrayed  by  the  Fire  Wolf,  it  was  nothing compared to how I felt now. “You didn’t!” I shot to standing. “How could you! That’s the secret Mom told me to keep. The one she told  both  of us to keep. How could you tell?” 

“But I didn’t tell him it was  you,” she countered. “I told him  I had that power.” 

“When? How? What the hell, Tess?” 

She had the decency to look at fault, as she damn well should. I was so livid I was shaking. 

“It was when I met him a few weeks ago,” she said in a rush. “When I was out shopping in the marketplace  with  Brandy.  We  bumped  into  him,  and  he  said  he’d  heard  of  me,  about  the  powerful witch who owned a magic shop, and well—” She raised her hands in surrender, as if  that  explained this stabbing betrayal. 

“Why would you tell him about my hidden power, and then lie and claim it as yours?” 

She crossed her arms. “Because he already knew about me and assumed I was as powerful as everyone around here claims.” That flush stained her cheeks again, because we  both  knew the truth of why she was so well known in our local community. “He said I intrigued him, and he was so good-looking, Tala. You have to admit that.” 

I  made  a  face.  “Then  why  did  you  act  like  you  didn’t  know  him  in  the  store  when  he  stopped by?” 

She shrugged. “I was playing coy. I hadn’t seen him in a while, so I pretended I didn’t remember him. Acting like that works well with men. It makes them more interested.” 

A disgusted sound tore from my throat, and I abruptly began to pace. “So he took you because you told him about my forbidden power? But why?” 

She  twisted  her  hands  again.  “Those  men  in  New  York—”  Her  throat  worked  a  swallow,  her face  paling.  “They’re  collecting  powerful  supernaturals,  I  know  that  much.  And  they’re  doing something to them. They  want  something from them, but I don’t know what.” 

My  mind  whirled  again.  They’d  spoken  about  a   key,  if  I  remembered  right.  But  what  did  that mean? 

Recent news stories flashed to the forefront of my thoughts. I’d seen a story just the other day, about that uber-powerful millionaire in New Hampshire who’d gone missing. Could it all be related? 

Could one of those supernaturals they were abducting possibly be the key they were looking for? 

I shook my head, my mind spinning, but then I focused on what I knew—what I now understood. 

“So that’s what they meant,” I said, recalling Sinister Fairy Dude’s words. “It was  me  they were after, 

 my  power that they wanted, which they falsely believed you had.” I turned another accusatory glare at her, but instead of apologizing, she fumed. 

“Well, it’s not fair, Tala! It’s not fair that you got all of the power and I got none! So sue me for wanting attention every now and then. It’s the only enjoyment I have in life.” 

My lips parted, my heart breaking. It was the secret both she and I kept, about our store, about our  life  here.  It  wasn’t  Tessa  who  was  infused  with  powerful  magic,  who  was  the  one  behind  our spells, potions, and brews which were well renowned in our region. It was me. All of it was me, but I didn’t want the attention, didn’t like the spotlight it would put on me. My entire life, I’d been hiding who  I  was,  fulfilling  the  promise  I’d  made  to  our  mother,  so  we’d  hatched  this  plan  to  pretend  that Tessa was the star of our shop, when in reality, it was  me. 

“You promised me that you’d never tell anyone. That was the deal.” Angry tears formed in my eyes again. 

She huffed but wouldn’t meet my gaze. “I know, and I’m sorry, but try living in my shoes, would you? I got nothing, Tala. Nothing! You took everything from me in the womb, and all I’m left with is weak magic that can barely control the spells and curses that  you create.” 

She crossed her arms and sat back in her chair. 

I shook my head, resenting that she went so low. Our entire lives, she’d blamed me for her lack of magic, coming up with the theory that somehow in utero, I’d stolen all of the magic from her, which had made me so powerful and left her nearly magicless. 

But as for my forbidden power, neither of us had any clue where that came from. 

“This is so shitty of you.” I planted my hands on my hips. “You broke your promise to me, and you’re  acting  like  the  victim.”  Hot  tears  scalded  my  eyes.  Why  did  she  have  to  be  so  selfish  and immature? For once, couldn’t she comfort me and own up to what she’d done to  me? 

She  sniffed.  “I’ve  been  through  too  much  to  talk  about  this  right  now.  I   was  the  one  who  was held captive the last two days. Not you.” She stood and stiffly walked out of the room. 

I couldn’t stop biting out, “Yeah, karma’s a bitch, isn’t it!” as she slammed the door to her room. 

Seething, I paced the kitchen back and forth, so freakin’ mad at the only flesh and blood I had left on this planet that I could spit. 

But after frantic pacing and cursing, some of my ire left me as I started thinking more practically. 

And the longer I thought about what Tessa had revealed, the more uneasy I became, because it wasn’t Tessa that Jakub had wanted all along. 

It was me. 

Chapter 21

By  mid-afternoon,  Tessa  had  only  come  out  of  her  room  once  to  shower  and  get  something  to  eat. 

Even though we’d bumped into each other in the hall, neither of us had spoken. 

I fumed as I pulled my jacket on by the front door. Not only did I have to pay another visit to the SF  to  report  everything  that  had  happened  in  the  hope  that  they  could  find  Jakub  and  put  a  stop  to whatever was going on, but I also had to visit Practically Perfect. I hadn’t been there in two days, and since I’d stupidly left my purse at the Fire Wolf’s man cave, I had no way of contacting Nicole to see how things were going. 

The door slammed behind me when I stormed out of our apartment. A part of me had wanted to just leave and not tell Tessa what I was doing, but that would have been childish and stupid. Because the truth was, if my power had been the target all along for Jakub, then logic said he might still want that power—if he was still alive. I fervently hoped he was one of the supernaturals the Fire Wolf had killed,  but  Sinister  Fairy  Dude  had  spoken  of  Jakub  like  he  wasn’t  there,  so  I  also  knew  that  was probably  wishful  thinking.  So  I  could  only  pray  that  Tessa  hadn’t  revealed  that   I   was  actually  the powerful one during her captivity, but if she’d been pressed in any way to explain her lack of powers, it was possible she had. 

That wasn’t a conversation we’d had yet, but it would certainly be happening once I could bring myself to speak to her again. 

The cold wind bit my cheeks when I stepped out of our building. Since I didn’t have my purse, wallet, or phone, I’d have to walk until I got to the L train and could use the measly change I’d found in our junk drawer. I knew I could have asked Tess for money, but that would require talking to her. 

My feet tapped along the sidewalk as I set out, but I hadn’t even made it one house down before a voice rang out behind me. 

“Tala!” 

I stopped dead in my tracks. The tone of that voice . . . no, it couldn’t be. 

I swung around to see Carlos jogging toward me. 

My lips parted in surprise when the tall supernatural grinned. He looked just as I remembered him—raven-black hair though it was shorter now, deep-set brown eyes, permanently tanned-looking skin  given  his  heritage,  and  a  large  build.  His  teeth  flashed  white  in  his  smile,  and  my  stomach clenched. 

Three years ago, that smile was powerful enough to bring me to my knees, but now . . . 

A flash of fire-filled irises blazed across my mind. 

I shook myself. I did  not  just compare the two. 

“Carlos,” I said by way of greeting when he reached me. 

“Hey, I was just stopping by to see you. I’ve texted a few times but haven’t heard back, and then I  stopped  by  the  shop  and  Nicole  told  me  about  the  trouble  you’ve  been  having.”  A  worried expression washed over his features. “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have helped.” 

I cocked my head. “Well, it wasn’t your problem, and I only just found out you got back here and, you know—” I looked at him like it was ridiculous that I was having to explain this to him. “We’re, uh, not a couple anymore, so I don’t see why I’d turn to you.” 

He frowned but didn’t argue. “I wish you would have, though. I joined the SF again, so when I

inquired at work this morning about whether or not they knew about Tessa’s disappearance, imagine my surprise when I read the report you filed with Commander Klebus this week.” 

My  jaw  dropped.  “You  joined  the  SF  again?”  Carlos  had  been  in  their  Magical  Forensics division before he’d left for his around-the-world trip. It’d never occurred to me that he’d try to get his old job back now that he’d returned to Chicago. 

The  wind  ruffled  his  midnight-black  locks.  “I  did,  and  I’m  here  to  help.  It’s  been  forty-eight hours now, so the Supernatural Forces is opening a full investigation. I told them I would deliver that message to you personally.” 

 Now they’re willing to search for Tess?  I wrapped my coat tighter around me, shivering. Damn, it was cold today. “But Tessa’s back. I hired a hunter and we already found her, and ironically, I was on my way to the SF to report everything that happened because she  was  abducted.” 

“I saw that was your concern in the report. Shit, so she really was taken?” His eyebrows drew together. “But what do you mean you hired a hunter?” 

Behind us, a gust of wind broke through the trees as a car drove by on the street. 

I  was  about  to  respond  to  Carlos,  but  then  my  eyes  widened  when  a  yellow  glowing  portal appeared  out  of  thin  air  right  at  the  doorstep  to  my  apartment  building.  It  whirred  only  twenty  feet behind Carlos. 

The Fire Wolf stepped out of the portal at the end of the block, Carlos none the wiser since his back was to him. 

The hunter held my purse in his hand and stepped toward my door only to stop abruptly. Lifting his head, his nostrils flared. 

I knew the second he caught my scent because his head whipped in my direction and then he was striding toward me, his eyes flashing, his broad shoulders tensed. His eyes narrowed even more when they fell upon Carlos. 

While  I  was  happy  to  see  my  purse  in  his  grip,  my  brow  furrowed  at  the  stormy  expression forming on the hunter’s face as he continued to assess my ex. 

My  throat  grew  dry  when  the  huge  hunter’s  gaze  cut  to  mine.  A  territorial  gleam  had  begun brewing in those fiery eyes—a gleam that all mated male wolves had when another male was around their woman. 

The possessive hunger I saw growing on his face shot straight to my core even though I tried to stop  it.  Fucking  mate  bond.  I  steeled  myself,  remembering  his  betrayal  and  how  his  seduction  had pried my secret from me. That hurt and anger began to swirl inside me again. I would  not succumb to this instinctual crap. 

As  if  sensing  my  resolve,  the  Fire  Wolf’s  attention  shifted  back  to  Carlos,  and  the  look  in  his eyes turned into something darker, something infinitely more lethal. 

 Oh shit. 

Carlos had only just realized the massive hunter was bearing down on us when a low snarl left the Fire Wolf’s mouth. 

My breath caught. Because something told me that even if the Fire Wolf hadn’t put two and two together yet about the mate bond, he was still experiencing all of the emotions that the bond provoked

—the most intense of those being the need to claim and possess the chosen female. And rival males were seen as pure threats to be eliminated, especially when the mated male was an alpha. From what I’d seen previously, alpha males were possessive as fuck and the Fire Wolf was  definitely an alpha. 

I clung to my anger toward the hunter, promising myself that I wouldn’t cave to this messed-up werewolf  shit,  because  I  had  bigger  things  to  worry  about  right  now—like  reporting  to  the  SF

everything  that  had  happened,  figuring  out  who  the  hell  Jakub  and  Damascus  were  and  why  they’d abducted my sister for magic that was actually mine, and last but certainly not least, I needed to face this new power that was emerging inside me and figure out what the hell it actually was before my inability to control it got me killed. 

Yep, I definitely had bigger fish to fry. 

But right now? 

“Well, this is shitty timing,” I muttered. Because right now, the hunter was coming for me, and since I was never one to run from confrontation, I braced myself for the storm that was about to be unleashed. 

∞     ∞     ∞
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Bound of Blood

Download  Bound of Blood, book two in the  Supernatural Curse series. 

The Fire Wolf and I found my abducted twin, but my life is hardly back to normal . . . 

Let’s see, my hired hunter has decided I’m his mate, my twin sister is blaming me for her abduction, a crazy and dangerous supernatural is now after  my  magic, and I’m somehow supposed to keep running Practically Perfect despite the disaster that is my life. 

Sigh . . . I just can’t win, especially when the crazy supernatural comes looking for me and my hired hunter goes into full-blown territorial werewolf mode. Did I mention that I haven’t accepted his mating bond? 

Now, it’s getting real, especially when I learn that my hunter has kept a very dark secret from me . 

. . a secret that affects my very way of life. 

Download  Bound of Blood now! 
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Want more paranormal romance from Krista Street’s  Supernatural World? 

Check out her complete  Supernatural Community  and  Supernatural Institute series as well as her standalone  Beast of Shadows. These are completely separate books and series, so can be read before or after  Supernatural Curse, but all of them are set in the same supernatural world. 

 She heals others with one touch. He’ll protect her with his life. 

Download  Magic in Light now! 
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 She’s a low magic witch who needs to pass basic training. He’s her werewolf commander

 forbidden from claiming her . . . until fate intervenes. 

Download  Fated by Starlight now! 

 His rogue beast craves her blood, yet his heart aches for her to save his soul. 

Download  Beast of Shadows  now. 
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