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      I bring my hand to my face, covering my nose, and look around. Blood stains the walls, dripping from the rafters and pooling on the floor. I take in a breath through my mouth, but the putrid smell of festering blood is unavoidable.

      Pulling a flashlight from my utility belt, I carefully step over a significant puddle of blood and shine the light on the wall. It’s dank and dark in this basement, and it being the middle of the night doesn’t help the situation. CSU needs to get their asses here and set up.

      “There’s something written in black ink under the blood,” I say over my shoulder to another police officer. “I can’t make it out, but make sure it’s photographed properly.”

      Taking another look around the room, I do my best not to gag from the scent of not only old blood but also cat urine and the water-rotten floorboards above me. The blood splatter analyst hasn’t yet arrived, but I already know what he’ll say.

      The blood was put up in layers.

      It doesn’t make sense, but things that don’t make sense are my specialty. Though even for me, none of this adds up. The blood…the cryptic writing behind it…the knife I found lying in the middle of the floor that’s tip is in perfect condition and obviously hadn’t been used to murder anyone…it’s all so obvious.

      As if someone was trying to get my attention.

      Well, they have it, but it doesn’t make me any less annoyed. Thankful for the plastic coveralls I have on over my clothes, I go over to a storage closet door and shine my light around it.

      Sometime after the first layer of blood was thrown around the room, someone opened the door and smeared it. It’s long been dried, stained into the cement floor, forever soaked into the old wooden frame. They were careful to get enough new blood over the door to try and cover it up, which leads me to believe someone of importance was once in the closet.

      Suddenly, the air around me shifts, and my head buzzes with thoughts that aren’t quite my own. I blink, shaking my head rapidly to get rid of them. What the fuck was that? I could hear the voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      Taking a steadying breath, I cast a sideways look at the officer behind me and reach for the door. The knob sticks when I turn it. I tuck my flashlight under my arm and twist the knob with both hands.

      The door slowly creaks open. I grab my light and rest my free hand on my gun, standing back just in case something with fangs and claws jumps out at me. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Cold, musky air billows out, along with the rancid smell of a rotting body. I turn my head, but the alternative isn’t much better. The whole place needs to be burned to the ground it smells so bad.

      Eyes watering from the scent of death, I flick the light around the little closet.

      “If this is the body you called me in for, I’m going to be pissed,” I only half joke, raising an eyebrow. The officer comes over, face pale, and looks at the dead cat.

      “We take every life seriously here at the Philadelphia Police Department,” he deadpans, and for a split second I think he’s serious. Then he tips his head, looking at the cat. “I didn’t know that was in there.”

      “While I’m glad I wasn’t pulled out of bed for a cat murder, I still don’t get why I’m here,” I say, and turn around, facing the young officer who responded to the initial call.

      He looks at me like I’m crazy and don’t realize I’m standing in a room dripping with blood.

      “I’m a homicide detective,” I go on, trying to be patient. I wasn’t just called out of my bed at three a.m. for this. I was called out of my bed, forcing me to leave Thomas and Gilbert, who were both still naked after we had sex. I was so comfortable wrapped in Gil’s arms while Thomas rubbed my back. My time with the guys is limited to the night, and the sun rises early in the summer. “I know it looks like there’s enough blood here to say there’s been a murder, but without a body, we can’t make assumptions. This could be pig blood for all we know.”

      “Right, I’m aware.” He shifts his weight nervously. “This seemed like your area of expertise.”

      Keeping my face neutral, I hold my gaze and wait for him to go on. Over the years of taking on some of the weirder cases that pass through the homicide department, I’ve gotten the reputation of being Philly’s very own Fox Mulder.

      “She asked for you.”

      “Who?”

      “Mary Green. The woman who reported the blood. She said only Detective Bisset could help.”

      After solving the “vampire murders” that terrorized the city only months ago, a few articles circulated around social media about me, hailing me a hero and all that. The situation still makes me feel uneasy.

      The murderer really was a vampire, not a human acting as one, like the city believes. The only human involved in the situation was more or less framed for multiple murders he didn’t commit, though he definitely aided in the deaths.

      I feel guilty and relieved at the same time.

      The officer’s brow furrows. “She said the voices told her to find you.”

      “Voices?” I swallow hard. “Where is she?”

      “In a squad car out front.”

      I dismiss him with a nod and leave the basement, gulping in fresh air as soon as I’m outside. I remove the coveralls and go around the house to find this lady who’s hearing voices.

      There was a time when I wouldn’t have given her the slightest benefit of the doubt. If you hear voices you’re batshit crazy and should be on medication. But then I walked into an old house and lifted a thousand-year-old spell.

      “Mrs. Green?” I ask when I open the car door. She has a blanket around her shoulders and looks as stricken as someone should when they discover the basement of their rental property could be the backdrop for the prom scene of Carrie. “I’m Detective Bisset.”

      Mrs. Green blinks and pulls the blanket tighter around her shoulders. Slowly, she turns her head. “They know,” she whispers.

      “Who knows?”

      She shifts her gaze around, wincing as if someone just slapped her hard on the face. I’m starting to lean toward my she’s-batshit-crazy theory right now.

      “The Dark Ones.” The words come out hoarse and strangled, and she looks me dead in the eye. “They know about you.”

      As hard as I try, I can’t stop a chill from running down my spine.

      “And what did they tell you?”

      She closes her eyes. “They want the night. They say it’s theirs and they want it back.”

      I exhale, head feeling fuzzy again. “Make sure you give a statement to the responding officer,” I mutter, and step away. I go around the squad car, watching flashing lights from the CSU van come down the road.

      There’s no need to put any stock into this lady. If I were a betting woman, I’d put a hundred bucks on her being off her rocker, and another fifty on her being the one who staged the blood bath in the basement. And probably twenty-five on her being a compulsive cat hoarder who’s going to get arrested for animal neglect on top of her other charges.

      Tipping my head up to the dark sky, I think of Thomas’s and Gilbert’s handsome faces. Of Hasan’s rippling muscles, and Jacques’s deep, sad eyes.

      Keep it together, Ace.

      Shaking myself, I go back to work, wrapping things up quickly since there’s not technically a body.  I pull out my phone and send a text to Jac, telling him I’ll be headed home soon.

      He replies right away, telling me to be careful, and adds a bunch of emojis at the end of his text. I laugh, shaking my head. I never should have shown him that, though I’m sure he would have figured it out on his own. Jacques is quite smart, and I know he’s enjoyed learning about new inventions way more than he’d ever let on.

      Taking one last look at the squad car that holds Mrs. Green, I pocket my phone and take a few steps in the direction of my Charger. Something feels off, and it’s not the over-the-top crime scene in the basement.

      I can’t put it into words, because it’s quite literally just a feeling. I’ve had them before, and as a cop, I know how important it is to listen to your gut. And right now, my gut is telling me to go down that dark alley two doors down from the blood house. It’s my weekend off, dammit, and I want to spend every minute of it with my guys.

      But as I get closer to the alley, my head gets all muddled again, and it’s like a million people are talking all at once on a frequency only I can hear. At first it’s just a quiet whisper, like a mouth right up to my ear, breath warm on my flesh. I whirl around, fists clenched, ready to fight.

      Of course, there’s no one there.

      A tumult of whispers weigh down on me, and I bring my hands over my ears to drown them out. I can’t tell what they’re saying, and the bombardment is making me go on the defense. The tips of my fingers start to feel warm.

      Dammit. Not now.

      I bring my hands back down, balling them into fists as I try to quell the magical fire I seem to only be able to conjure up when I’m faced with certain danger. Forcing myself to take a deep breath and find my fucking zen, I shake out my hands and mentally tell the voices to go screw themselves.

      I turn to go back to my car, and a flash of light catches my attention at the last moment. It came from the alley. Pulling my gun from its holster, I sprint over, gravel crunching under my boots. I come to a grinding halt, eyes wide and nostrils flaring.

      “Motherfucker,” I curse, and reach for my radio. Looks like this is my crime scene after all. Before I can get a word in, something moves behind me. Gun raised, I turn on my heel.

      Standing before me is a man, pale, gray, and the spitting image of the dead body lying on the ground feet from me.
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      “What the fuck?”

      I blink, and the man stares right at me. I shuffle forward, finger hovering over the trigger on my gun. The man doesn’t move, doesn’t flinch, doesn’t blink. And now I don’t think he’s staring at me so much as staring through me.

      I swallow hard and inch forward, mind going a mile a minute. There’s a dead body next to me. Cops walked up and down this alley not that long ago, meaning whoever dumped the body could be nearby. I should go, call this in, and canvass the area for the murderer.

      But there’s also what I think is a ghost hovering feet from me.

      “Hey.” My voice comes out strangled, forced, but what the hell was I expecting when talking to a ghost. “Can you hear me?” If I weren’t so stunned, I would have rolled my eyes at myself for sounding so fucking lame.

      The ghost flickers, reminding me of a video game character glitching before the whole game crashes. The air around me fills with heat, and the whispering is back, so close I can feel a breath on the back of my neck.

      I whirl around, heart racing, but nothing is behind me. I spin again, and the ghost is gone. Gun still raised, I take a step away from the body, keeping my back to the wall behind me so no one can sneak up and take advantage of my shocked state. Blinking rapidly to try and clear my head, I exhale heavily and half expect my breath to cloud around me like it does in movies.

      Though if the last few weeks have taught me anything, it’s that Hollywood knows shit about the paranormal. Jacques, on the other hand, is a walking—and flying—encyclopedia of the supernatural. My free hand jerks up to grab my phone to call him.

      I’m at work. As a detective. A detective who, for the last few years, has proved over and over that the supernatural doesn’t exist. But things have changed.

      Reaching for my radio instead, I call it in and go back to examine the body. Right away I know something isn’t right, and I mean other than the fact a dead guy is lying on the dirty alley ground.

      His hair has been combed and styled. His clothes are clean. There are no obvious wounds, no blood staining his clothes, no bruises around his neck or wrists. Thick makeup coats his face, hiding the death pallor.

      He’s been professionally embalmed.

      I stand up, waiting for an officer to get here, and pull out my phone after all. But I don’t call Jacques, not yet. I dial the station and ask if any bodies have been reported missing from a local morgue.

      One has, and it’s only three miles from here.
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      “I lied.” I put my Charger in reverse, eyes going to the backup camera.

      “About what?” Hasan’s heavily accented voice comes through the speakers. Explaining how cell phones work was hard enough, trying to get the guys to understand how you can connect it to Bluetooth and have the conversation “hands free” was pointless. It doesn’t help that I don’t really understand it myself, but I at least don’t question it.

      “I’m not coming home. Not yet.”

      “Why?”

      “Turns out there was a body, though he died of natural causes.”

      “Then why are you there?”

      I carefully back up, turning my wheel so I can get out of the spot I parallel parked in. “The body was stolen from the morgue.”

      “Morgue,” he repeats, trying to place the word. For being over a thousand years old, and not having English as their first language, I have to hand it to the guys for picking up on things fast.

      “It’s where they keep bodies and prep them for funerals. The whole thing is weird.” I hesitate, knowing if I mutter the word “ghost” Hasan will take to the sky and come find me. All of the guys are overprotective of me, which annoys me as much as I appreciate it. Hasan was a badass warrior back in his day, and he’s never said anything, but I think he misses it.

      It was his calling.

      He was doing what he was meant to do.

      Ridding the world of evil. Making it a better place. Fighting for a cause he believed in with his entire being.

      Helping me fight crime is the next best thing.

      “I’ll call you as soon as I know what’s going on. Do you want me to pick up pizza on the way home?”

      “Do you have to ask?” he shoots back, making me laugh. I get a flash of his handsome face, and feel the longing for home grow in my heart.

      And warmth grow between my legs.

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Be careful, Acelina.”

      We hang up, and I speed to the morgue. Technically, I’m not responding to the call. Stolen bodies are all kinds of fucked up, but it’s not what I deal with. Though tonight, I need to find out more.

      The morgue owner is inside with several officers, going over the security cameras. I stand behind them and watch, slowly going over the footage. There are exterior cameras on all the doors, along with one in the hall outside the room the body was stolen from.

      Three minutes of footage are missing. The screen goes black, and when the picture comes back, the front doors of the funeral home are wide open.

      “Ballsy,” I mutter, shaking my head. Whoever stole the body didn’t seem to be worried about getting caught. And leaving the doors wide open like that…it’s either a rookie mistake or done on purpose to get someone’s attention.

      “And the alarm never went off?” one of the officers asks.

      “No,” the owner says, shaking his head. Thin black hair is combed over his forehead, in a similar fashion to the dead guy’s. I bet he was the one who styled it, and I distantly wonder if he thinks it’s weird to style dead people’s hair like his.

      “It went off when I stepped inside. We have motion sensors. I just don’t understand.” He looks at us, expecting answers. “You heard the guy from the alarm company. They didn’t detect a single disturbance. How is that possible?”

      “How did you know the door was open?” I ask. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “The wife thinks I stopped smoking,” he admits guiltily. “I go out every night for a cigarette. I guess my cover’s blown now.”

      His fingernails on his right hand are yellowed, and he smells like smoke. I’m sure his wife knows he never stopped.

      I step away from the computer screen and look around. The entire place is stuffy, with bouquets of plastic flowers placed in every corner and red-and-black patterned carpet that was last updated before I was born.

      There was nothing significant about the body stolen. Mr. McGregor’s service is set for tomorrow, and “the usual turnout” is expected. He was seventy-three when he died of cancer, which he’d been battling for the last ten years. A retired school teacher, beloved by his late wife and children. I can’t see any sort of immediate connection to the House of Horrors downtown.

      And seeing his ghost? That makes even less sense, though nothing about ghosts makes sense to me.

      Whoever broke in and stole the body is good. They left no fingerprints, no scratch marks on the locks. They slipped in and out, completely unnoticed by the cameras and the motion sensors.

      I spend an hour combing over the place, walking up and down the path from the morgue to the front door over and over again.

      And I find nothing.

      Instructing one of the officers to check nearby buildings for cameras that might have picked up on something, I head back out, phoning in an order of four large pepperoni pizzas to one of the only places around here open this late at night.

      I’m yawning by the time I pull onto the gravel driveway of my large brick estate. I park and get out, going around to the passenger side to grab the food.

      “You got pizza?” Thomas’s voice cuts through the night a second before his feet hit the earth.

      If I couldn’t sense his presence a moment before he spoke, I would have startled. His arms fold around my waist, pulling me away from the car. I spin in his arms, hooking mine around his neck. He brings his head down, kissing the side of my neck.

      “You smell weird,” he says, but it doesn’t seem to bother him. His tongue lashes out, making me shiver in the warm, humid air.

      “That would be from the funeral home.” I arch my back, pressing my core into him, and run a hand down his bare chest. He folds his wings closer to his back, moving his head up to kiss me before pulling away and taking the pizza from the car.

      “Do they always smell like that?”

      “The ones I’ve been in do.” I go up the stone steps and open the front door. Light from the TV in the living room spills into the foyer, but it isn’t enough for me to see where I’m going. I take off my shoes, then slide my hand up and down the wall as I feel for the light switch.

      I take the pizza into the living room, where Hasan and Gilbert are glued to the TV. I swear I’m going to have to set a timer on that thing. Leaving three boxes on the coffee table, I take one outside onto the back porch and wait for Jacques to swoop down from the top of the roof.

      “Acelina,” he says, landing without a sound. My grimoire is in his hand, along with a pen and another notebook. “I trust everything went all right.”

      “As all right as a murder investigation could go. Only there wasn’t anyone there who was murdered.” I sit on the edge of the porch, folding my legs up underneath me. Jacques leans against the stone railing, impressive wings held out slightly behind him.

      “Why were you there, then?”

      “The whole thing was weird, and weird is kind of my thing.”

      He sets the books down, waiting for me to go on. I open the pizza box, take one slice, and motion for him to have the rest. He reaches down at the same moment, and his hand brushes against mine. My physical interactions with Jacques have been limited, but I’ve fucked him in my dreams many times.

      And I’m pretty sure he’s fucked me in his, even though he says he doesn’t dream.

      A chill runs through me, all the way down my spine, which bursts with heat at the thought of his touch. Forcing away my attraction to him, I gulp in fresh night air and look down at the piece of pizza in my hand.

      “The room was covered in blood, as if someone took buckets and literally threw them at the walls. It was too much to be from one person, I know that for sure.” I take a bite of pizza, chewing slowly as I consider my words.

      “What do you know about ghosts?” I ask, deciding to cut right to the chase.

      “Not a whole lot. Why?”

      I set the pizza down in the box, wiping my hands on a napkin. “I think I saw one tonight.”
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      “You think you saw a ghost?” Jacques echoes.

      “Yes. Let me backtrack a minute. The woman who owns the house discovered the blood in the basement. She called it in, and asked for me. She said I’m the only one who can help her, and when I talked to her, she said something about ‘the Dark Ones.’”

      Jacques’s chocolate eyes fill with concern. He moves closer to me, as if he’s afraid a Dark One will appear from thin air and grab me.

      “And then you saw a ghost?”

      “Pretty much,” I say, leaving out the part about hearing voices. “I saw a flash of light in the alley where I found the body, and the ghost of the dead guy was standing right there.”

      “Hasan said the body was stolen from a morgue.”

      “Right.”

      “He died of natural causes.”

      “Also right.”

      Jacques sits next to me, hanging his feet off the edge of the stone porch. My heart lurches, and I have to fight everything inside of me not to lean in and rest my head on his shoulder.

      “In movies, the air around ghosts gets cold. Cold enough to see your breath.”

      He nods. “That’s one thing the movies have gotten correct. Ghosts pull energy from the air.”

      “The air around this guy was warm, much warmer than the air around me.” I look into Jacques’s eyes for half a second.

      “Ghosts can’t make the air around themselves warm.”

      “He looked like a ghost.”

      “I was under the impression this is the first ghost you’ve seen,” Jacques deadpans.

      “Technically, yes.”

      “Then how can he look like something you’ve never seen.”

      He’s being logical, but he’s still annoying me for some reason. “He was transparent and looked exactly like the body on the ground. What else could he be?”

      A line forms between Jacques’s eyes. “I don’t know.”

      I sigh and stand up, going to the edge of the porch. Placing my hands on the weathered stone railing, I look out at the dark yard. This century-old estate needs a lot of work, both inside and out, and I haven’t had a chance to do it. And honestly, I don’t have much desire to do it.

      Jacques’s hand lands on my shoulder, and the warmth from his skin seeps through the thin material of my T-shirt. I close my eyes, letting out a slow breath.

      “We’ll figure it out, Acelina,” he promises, voice deep and steady. “That’s what you’re good at, right?”

      He’s trying to lighten my mood and make me feel better. He doesn’t mean for his words to jar me, but they do. I don’t have much else. My parents are dead and gone, my remaining relatives want nothing to do with me, and I’ve never had anyone I could call a close friend.

      Work was everything, and I put my heart and soul into it. I was good at it. I did figure things out. But now…now I’m questioning everything, starting with myself.

      Jacques steps in closer, and his powerful aura closes in on me. Goosebumps break out along my arms, and Jacques sweeps his hand down, feeling the bumps on my flesh. I turn around, face-to-face with him.

      He parts his lips, tongue darting out and leaving a trail of wetness in its wake. His large frame blocks out most of the light from the porch lights behind him, casting his wings in a sort of golden glow.

      He’s so damn beautiful, and his deep, dark eyes hold back so much emotion. My heart lurches, and every fiber of my being aches to be held in his embrace. The feel of his arms around me is familiar and foreign at the same time.

      “Ace,” he starts, saying my name softly, and inches forward. Heart in my throat, I turn my head up, breathing in everything around him. A soft breeze rustles my hair, blowing a few strands over my face. Reaching out, Jacques gently brushes it back, tucking my hair behind my ear, and then runs his hand down the length of my back, stopping right before my ass.

      Shuffling forward, I take in a deep breath, breasts rising and falling against his chest. He moves his gaze from my eyes to my lips, and turns his head ever so slightly. His fingers inch down, playing with the hem of my pants. Heat rushes through me, leaving me feeling weak in the knees.

      “Jac,” I whisper back, reaching up to touch his face. I cup my hand around his cheek, and he closes his eyes, leaning into my touch. His fingers slip past my pants, dancing over the top of my ass now. Groaning, he moves in, closing the distance between us, and wraps me in both arms.

      And then he tenses, pushing me away as if I’m suddenly offensive. Without another word, he jumps off the porch, taking flight into the night.

      Shuddering, I exhale heavily and pull my arms in around themselves.

      “Jackass,” I mutter, though really, I have a hard time being mad at him, or any of the guys for that matter. Jacques’s past is still mostly a mystery to me, but I know being under a love spell, watching the woman he loved die, and then being cursed hasn’t been easy on him.

      I grab my piece of pizza and close the box, leaving it out here for Jacques. I finish eating, grab my grimoire, and then go inside to shower and go to bed.

      “Are you okay, Ace?” Thomas asks as I get into the kitchen. He’s leaning over the sink washing dishes, and the sight of this half-naked, muscular man with wings doing something as domestic as the dishes has me reeling.

      Damn Jacques for getting me all hot and bothered.

      “Long night, that’s all.” I force a smile, feeling bad for not going into it about the ghost. I just don’t want to right now, that’s all. “I smell like dead people, so I’m going to take a shower.”

      He shakes soapy water from his hands and strides over, taking me in his arms. Planting a big kiss right on my lips, he dips me back and grabs my ass.

      That’s one way to brighten my mood.

      “If you need me to help you wash your back or anything, let me know.”

      Smiling, I hook my arms around his neck. “Twice in one night? Are you getting greedy?”

      He responds with a kiss and lifts me up, placing me on the kitchen counter. Stepping between my legs, he gives me his famous cocky grin. “I could fuck you all night and it wouldn’t be enough.” His lips land on my neck. “And I didn’t have you to myself. I suppose I am greedy.”

      I smile, welcoming the distraction, and tip my head to the side so he can keep kissing my neck.

      And then my phone rings, and I know by the ringtone that it’s work.

      Groaning, I untangle from Thomas, who’s not ready to part ways yet, and grab my phone from the living room.

      “Bisset,” I answer.

      “Hi, Detective. This is Deena from the lab. We got the results back from the blood in the basement. It’s not human.”

      “I’m not surprised. Have you narrowed down what kind of animal blood it is?”

      “Kinds,” she says slowly. “It’s several different kinds of animals, and the full DNA report won’t be back until the morning. I wanted to let you know you’re off the case—literally—since it’s not human.”

      “For curiosity’s sake, can you have the full report sent to me in the morning?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Thanks, Deena,” I say, and hang up. Biting my lip, I go to the front door and shoot the deadbolt into place. The guys, who all have extremely good hearing, no doubt heard the entire conversation but patiently wait for me to explain.

      “Why would someone fake a crime scene like that?” I ask, more so thinking out loud than asking them.

      “To cover something up or distract you?” Gilbert suggests.

      “Distract me from what, though? Another murder? It’s not like I was out on patrol or anything. I was home.”

      “Maybe it was the opposite.” Hasan turns away from the TV, jaw set and shoulders drawn back. “They wanted to get your attention.”

      His words make something click in my head. “The crazy lady who found the blood did ask for me. She could have staged it to look like a murder knowing I’d come out to investigate.” I mull it over for a second and then shake my head. “But that doesn’t explain the stolen body.”

      Or the voices I heard.

      “Was anyone murdered?” Gilbert asks.

      “No. The body that was stolen was a man who died from natural causes. The blood was all animal. If someone wanted to get my attention, they had a funny way of doing it. Though I suppose I’m glad no one was actually murdered.” I rake my hair over my shoulder, thinking. “If I said ‘the Dark Ones are coming,’ would that make sense to any of you?”

      Hasan’s large shoulders move up and down in a shrug. “Many called themselves the Dark Ones in our time. And on TV,” he adds, just as serious.

      “You’re right. It’s too vague.” I let out another sigh and go upstairs to shower for real this time. I have to be at work in the morning, and need a few hours of sleep before going in.

      Thomas is in my bed when I get out, but this time, he just takes me in his arms and holds me against his firm chest, rubbing my back until I fall asleep.
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      I flip a page on the report, shaking my head. The blood in the basement was mostly cow blood, with a few splashes of pig thrown in for good measure. The first layer of blood is assumed to be a week old, with the freshest layer having been spilled not long before we got there.

      It was a setup, I know for sure.

      Now I just need to figure out why.

      “Morning, Detective,” Nick, an officer at the precinct, says as he comes over to my desk. He’s holding two iced mochas, and one has my name on it. “Thought you could use one. I heard about the call last night.”

      “Thanks,” I say, taking the coffee from him. “Just another Tuesday, right?”

      He laughs, eyes lingering over me a moment too long. “Right.”

      I force a smile and look back down at the papers in front of me. I’ve never once claimed to have social grace, and situations like this irritate me. I can’t tell him to fuck off even though I want him to. He just brought me coffee for one, and two, we work together. Plus, he’s a nice guy.

      “We’re going to Pete’s for lunch today,” he goes on. “Want to tag along?”

      “Uh,” I start, “let’s see what the day brings.”

      It’s like I cursed myself, because not even a minute later, I’m called out for a murder. A body was found in an abandoned church, with satanic symbols smeared on the walls with the victim’s blood.

      I gather my shit and head out, trying not to think too much into it. The writing on the wall behind the animal blood was too smeared to be deciphered, but from the analysis, the words were written in recognizable letters, not symbols.

      The church is on the edge of town, and was used as a daycare until a few years ago when there was a massive scabies outbreak that forced it to shut down. I park near the front and show my badge to the officer standing by the door. A strong smell of mildew wafts out at me as I walk in, and the faded rainbow wallpaper has seen better days.

      Through the hall, past a nursery room that still has cradles and rocking chairs set up in it, we come to the chapel. The body is laid out on the altar, throat slit and eyes dug out. Slowly, I scan the room, taking everything in.

      Right away, I can tell the woman was killed elsewhere and dismembered on the altar soon after death. The way the body is positioned lets me know whoever put her there wanted a shock factor.

      There are various symbols drawn on the altar wall behind the body, and that’s where the killer made a rookie mistake. A large pentagram is front and center, surrounded by The Eye of Horus and Hecate’s Wheel. None of the symbols are connected, and putting them together doesn’t make any sense.

      I walk around the body, eyeing the poor woman up and down. She has defensive wounds on her hands, and there’s a good chance we’ll be able to get DNA from skin samples under her nails.

      The table underneath her is marble, and I’m betting we can get some fingerprints off it as well. I can tell by the smeared blood that her body was moved and finagled around a bit to get the desired look.

      My boots click on the wood beneath, echoing throughout the large cathedral. Putting on gloves, I carefully move a blood-soaked strand of hair off her neck.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I mutter. There are two puncture wounds on the woman’s neck, put there after her death. I’m positive we’re dealing with a copycat. The vampire murders got a lot of media attention, and there are still a handful of people adamant the murders were done by actual vampires. They’d shit themselves if they found out the truth. Vampires have infiltrated our city for years. I might have gotten rid of one baddie and her baby vampires, but there are more undead out there than I can count.

      Hours later, I leave the church feeling a bit like my old self, which isn’t something I’ve felt in a while.

      Confident I’d catch the murderer.

      Knowing there’s no way in hell something paranormal is behind it.

      I get into my car, open the windows, and crank the air. I pull away from the church, and that confidence starts to crumble. All signs point to a copycat of sorts, and not a very good one at that. The symbols are a culture-mashup mess. The fake vampire bites were done after death, and gouging out the eyes was just a step over the top to shock and scare people.

      But what if it is something paranormal? What if I put another human behind bars for life for murders they didn’t actually commit?

      A foreign feeling rises inside of me, and it pisses me the fuck off. I’m good at my job. I know what I’m doing. I always catch the bad guy. I’m not going to fuck this up. I’ll get to the bottom of it, arrest a very human murderer, and get on with my life.

      But there’s a first time for everything.
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      I shuffle out of the way in the very busy Chinese restaurant. I put in a large takeout order, not sure if I should feel bad about picking up dinner tonight instead of cooking like I had planned. I’ve never been very domestic, and it’s not like I’m in a traditional relationship or anything.

      I still don’t know how to classify the guys. Thomas and Gilbert don’t see the need to put a label on it, and the concept of girlfriends and boyfriends without a promise of marriage doesn’t make sense to Hasan. And Jacques…I don’t know what the hell is going on between me and him.

      A large group comes in, crowding the already small restaurant even more. I have twenty minutes before my order is ready, and instead of leaning against the wall and hoping no one touches me, I check the time on my phone and go outside.

      I’m in a part of the city I don’t frequent too much, so I lazily walk down the block, trying to kill time before the food is ready. I make it a street over and see a New Age bookstore.

      I used to scoff at places like this. I used to question the sanity of anyone who went in there. And those who worked there? Total scam artists. But now…I bite my lip and cross the street.

      A bell dings when I push open the door. The place doesn’t have air conditioning, and the large ceiling fan blows the scent of books and herbs all around me.

      “Blessed be,” the clerk says to me, making me force a smile and roll my eyes the moment I look away. I might have magic powers and shack up with men cursed into gargoyles, but that doesn’t mean every pot-smoking hippy in Philly who believes in magic has powers too.

      I browse through a selection of bagged herbs, wondering if everything is actually what it’s labeled to be, because it all looks like chopped-up grass to me. The little shop has everything I’d expect: crystals, overpriced bohemian clothing, little fairy statues to put in your garden to “encourage real fairies to visit,” tarot cards, and various books.

      A book about ghosts catches my eye, and feeling stupid, I reach out and pick it up. The image of that guy, gray and void of emotion, floating above his body, is seared into my mind. He had to be a ghost. What else could he be?

      “Trying to contact the dead?” the clerk asks, striding over. Her long black skirt swirls around her ankles, and a dozen crystals hang around her neck. If she’s trying to enforce the New Age stereotype, she’s doing a good job.

      “Not necessarily,” I reply, deciding to humor her, and look back at the book.

      “Good. When you go knocking on the door of the dead, you never know who will answer.”

      “So you have contacted a ghost?”

      “I have,” she says, not trying to hide her pride over it. “But I’ve had many years of practice and know the proper protection spells.”

      I need to force another smile and leave. But, shit, this is too entertaining. “What kind of spells?”

      “It’s quite complicated. I fear if I went into it more it could lead you down a dangerous road. I do offer spirit communication services.”

      And there it is. Some things never change. She’s a total scam artist and should be ashamed of herself for preying on the weakness of others. Because who’s desperate enough to come into this place and hire some quack-psychic to contact a lost loved one? Someone deep in mourning, heart ripped in two, lost and confused.

      “Right. Well, I’ll, uh, take this.” I hold up the book, too curious to pass it up now. She rings me up, going on and on about past clients who loved her services, and practically shoves a business card in my hand.

      I roll down the top of the brown paper bag and turn to leave. A young woman with long, dark hair and pretty blue eyes hurries in through the door and bumps right into me, dropping the box full of crystals and stones she was carrying.

      “Oh, shit!” she swears. “I’m so sorry.” She drops to her feet and starts picking up the crystals. “I’m such a klutz sometimes. Okay, most of the time.”

      I set my book on the counter and drop down to my knees, helping her scoop up the crystals.

      “It’s okay. You probably couldn’t see over the box anyway.”

      “Thanks for being understanding, and no, it was hard to.”

      “You have a lot of crystals,” I muse, dropping a handful of oval-cut rose quartz pieces back into the box.

      “I went through a phase,” she says, and laughs at herself. “I’m selling them. Lyra will take them back at half price, but it’s better than nothing, right?”

      “Right.” I reach forward and pull an amethyst out from under a display of herbs.

      “You look really familiar,” the girl says, straightening up. Her eyes drill right into mine and then she slowly looks me over, almost as if she’s checking me out. “Have I seen you in here before or something?”

      “Nope. It’s my first time in here.”

      She bites her lip and smiles, a blush coming to her cheeks. “Well, perfect timing for me, then, right?” Dropping another few stones into the box, she extends her hand. “I’m Gemma.”

      “Ace,” I say, and shake her hand and then stand. Gemma grabs her box and gets to her feet.

      “Are you going to summon a spirit?” Her eyes go to the book. Then she quickly shakes her head. “Sorry, my aunt says I’m too nosey. But ghosts fascinate me. I’ve seen a few before, you know.”

      My first instinct is to call bullshit on her. After all, she just came into a New Age store to sell well over a hundred crystals that obviously didn’t work. Surprise, surprise, I know.

      “You have?” I ask before I can stop myself. My curiosity is getting the better of me, and I know what I saw.

      “Yeah. After my parents died, I kind of went looking for them. Ghosts, I mean. I really wanted to talk to my mom one more time.” She looks away, color coming back to her cheeks. “I was young then. I know how silly it sounds.”

      “It’s not.” Gemma looks to be around my age. No matter how many years have passed since the death of my own parents, the wound still hurts. Not knowing who killed them has haunted me more than any ghost ever will.

      “Have you ever tried it before?” she asks, looking over her shoulder as she walks to the counter. She sets the box of crystals on the counter. Lyra tells her she’ll go through them and will get her a price later in the day.

      “Tried what?” I look at the door, wanting to just leave.

      “Summoning a spirit.”

      Lyra eyes me with fake concern. Bitch, we both know you just want my money.

      “No.”

      Gemma hikes her oversized purse up over her shoulder and walks over to me. “Be careful. The first time I tried contacting my mom, someone else answered.”

      I just nod, remembering the saying “if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.” I think she’s a crock of shit, but that’s her belief and I respect it.

      “You don’t believe in this stuff, do you?” She grabs the door and pulls it open, standing aside to let me through first.

      “Some of it,” I say, being honest. “But most…no.”

      “Then why’d you get the ghost book? Sorry, being nosey again.”

      I laugh. “It’s all right.” I start in the opposite direction of her, holding the book under my arm. I make it a few yards away when I hear Gemma yelling. I turn around and see a large man in a hooded sweatshirt grabbing onto her purse.

      “Hey!” I yell, and take off after him. He sees me, shoves Gemma back, and starts running. Gemma stumbles, the heel of one of her shoes catching on the other. She did say she was clumsy, and heels are the devil. She stumbles back and hits the exterior wall of the building, catching herself before she falls to the ground.

      Letting the ghost book drop to the sidewalk beneath my feet, I run after the guy. He’s fast, but I’m faster. He’s a good fifty feet ahead of me, weaving around the busy sidewalk without caution.

      He bumps right into a mom carrying a baby, who almost falls off the sidewalk into oncoming traffic.

      Asshole.

      I race around her, jumping over boxes and dodging around a food cart. The guy ducks down an alley, and a car comes screeching out, slamming on the brakes at the last second to avoid hitting him. I don’t stop as fast, and my hands slap against the hood as I slide across, sprinting down the alley, which dead ends against a chain link fence.

      Realizing he’s cornered, the guy ditches Gemma’s purse and pulls a knife from his pocket, flicking out the blade. Heat tingles the tips of my fingers. I clench my fist to try and quell the flames, but the guy advances and I throw my arms out to block him from slashing me with the knife.

      I take a quick step back, fire breaking out along my fingers, and raise my leg up, bending my knee and kicking him hard in the back. He recovers quickly and spins around. His eyes widen when he sees the fire surrounding my hand, and for a split second, I think he’s going to tell me to stop, drop, and roll.

      And then he realizes I’m the one controlling the fire.

      “What the hell are you?” He raises the knife, stance going from predator to prey, needing to protect himself from me. I’d be lying if I said the power didn’t feel good. Deep down, I know that’s a bad, bad thing.

      But right now, there’s a large man with a sharp knife feet from me.

      “Freak!” he sneers, and slashes the knife through the air again. The fire burns brighter around my hand. I can feel the heat, but it doesn’t burn me or cause pain.

      “Drop the knife,” I order, holding my hand out in front of me just like I would my own gun. “And put your hands on your head. You’re under arrest.”

      I slide my feet forward, getting closer to him. The flames rise higher, the heat too much on his face. The knife clatters to the ground and he puts his hands up. Using my foot, I slide the knife away and bring my right hand down, shaking it to get rid of the flames. I need to call this in and have the guy arrested.

      Before I can even get my phone, I hear the familiar sound of sirens, and a car door slamming shut right outside the alley. Shit. I clench my other fist, but it does no good. My heart is still pounding, adrenaline still pumping. Motherfucker.

      I’m running out of time. I suck in a deep breath and slowly let it out, imagining my hands looking normal again. It’s a bullshit meditation Jacques has had me doing, and it actually works this time.

      The flames go away not a moment too soon.

      “Who the hell are you?” the guy asks again, oblivious to the officers coming at him.

      “That’s something we’d both like to know,” I say pointedly, and step away so he can get cuffed. I’m still unclear on my new identity as a witch.

      Once the guy is arrested, I pick up Gemma’s purse, brushing off dirt and gravel, and turn to go back to the street. She’s standing on the corner near the alley, face pale and looking visibly shaken. She looks at me, the purse, and then my hands.

      She couldn’t have seen.

      Or could she?

      No. There’s no way. It happened too fast…right? Goddammit. I need to learn how to control my powers.

      “Thanks,” she says, voice weak, and takes her purse. “You just…you just went after him like it was nothing.”

      I shrug, never one to be comfortable with compliments. “It’s my job.”

      Gemma gives me a blank stare.

      “Literally,” I go on. “I’m a detective.”

      The officers bring the guy out of the alley and head to the cop car. “Nice work, Bisset. There’s been a warrant out for him for two weeks now,” one of the officers says.

      I brush off that compliment too. “I was in the right place at the right time.” I look back at Gemma, and if I thought she was pale and stricken before, I was mistaken. Because right now she looks like she might pass out.

      “Gemma?” I reach out for her, thinking I’m going to have to scoop her up before she hits the pavement.

      She jerks back, eyes going wide. A weird feeling starts to form inside the pit of my stomach, warning me something bad is coming.

      “You’re Detective Ace Bisset?” She swallows hard and lowers her eyes to the ground. “The same one who caught the vampire murderer?”

      “Yeah. Disappointed?”

      A few seconds pass before she forces a smile and looks up. There’s something in her eyes, something she’s trying hard to repress. I can’t place it, not yet.

      “No, not at all. I just, uh, thought you’d be bigger, that’s all. You just look so…so normal.”

      I laugh. “Thanks, I think.”

      “But good for us girls, right? We can still kick ass.”

      “We can.” The bad feeling winds deeper, and I look out at the street behind her.

      “I should go,” she says suddenly, and takes a quick step back.  Her face tightens, and I’m finally able to place the look in her eyes.

      Regret.

      “Thank you.”

      “Sure,” I say, voice lost as she hurries away.
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        * * *

      

      I set the bag of takeout on the dining room table and go back into the kitchen to grab a stack of plates. Now that the sun sets later, I start getting dinner ready so the guys can eat as soon as they wake up. They’re always hungry, and once we get eating out of the way there’s time for other things before I have to go to sleep.

      It took a couple of weeks, but I finally adjusted to a new sleep schedule. This whole only being awake at night thing sucks ass. After setting the table and filling up glasses with ice water, I go outside and look at the sky.

      The sun won’t set for another ten or so minutes, and the humidity brought out every single mosquito, driving me back inside. Settling in the library, I pick up the one book I keep out on the coffee table. The cover is worn and the spine has seen better days. I can’t actually bring myself to read this copy of Jane Austen’s Emma, and I can’t be certain my mother even held this copy in her own hands, but the book has enough significance to me on its own.

      I was so young when my parents died, and my mom was a minimalist before it was trendy. I don’t have much to remember them by, just a box full of old photos and two sealed jars full of their ashes. I never found a good place to spread them, and keeping the ashes sealed off and hidden away in a box became easier over the years than continuing to search for a place for them to rest.

      The one framed family photo I have of us sits on the fireplace mantel. The photo was taken a month before my parents were brutally murdered. Jacques found the frame when I was unpacking my belongings and told me I should honor the memory of my parents. I think it was his way of telling me repressing the past isn’t going to get me anywhere.

      I bring Emma to my chest, eyes shifting to my mother’s face. Tears brim my eyes, and I shut them tight, refusing to cry. Crying doesn’t solve anything. It’s a waste of time and energy.

      Nothing is going to bring them back.

      Nothing can block out the memory of finding my mom and dad lying in a pool of their own blood.

      I clench my jaw and tighten my grip on the book, turning my sadness into anger. Their case is still cold. Swept under the rug like it’s nothing. I vowed to solve the case, but going back means reopening my own wounds. But for them, I’d cut my own heart right out of my chest.

      The front door opens and closes, echoing throughout the large house. I set the book down, run my hands over my face, and get up, holding onto the anger.

      Being pissed is easier than being sad, after all.

      “Hey,” I say to Jacques. His deep brown eyes meet mine, and his brow furrows ever so slightly. Damn him for being so perceptive.

      “Acelina.” His voice is deep, rattling something inside me. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah, fine. Hungry? Food is ready.”

      He knows I’m lying, but won’t push me. The rest of the guys come into the house after that, and sitting around the table with them makes me feel better almost instantly. It’s been a while since I’ve had a family, but being here with the guys, who know me—the real me—and don’t judge a single thing I do, it feels like one.

      “How was work?” Gilbert asks, spooning fried rice onto his plate. “Find any bodies?”

      “Try to show a little empathy, brother.” Thomas eyes Gil.

      “Fine. Did you empathetically find any bodies?” Gilbert says again with a smirk.

      “Actually, yes. And it’s an interesting one.” I break my egg roll in half and dip it into duck sauce. “It was set up to look like some sort of occult-related murder, but everything was a mess.”

      “Aren’t murders usually messy?” Thomas quips.

      “Not if they’re done right,” Hasan says matter-of-factly, not looking up from his food.

      “Everything about death is messy,” Jacques counters.

      I take a drink of water. “Physically, yes, it was a mess too. But I meant the setting. The body was placed on an altar like it was trying to look like something from a horror movie.” I go on to explain the crime scene, and all the guys agree with me that it’s a setup.

      Jacques sets down his fork and leans back, pressing his wings against the back of the chair. They say it doesn’t hurt, but it looks so uncomfortable to sit like that.

      “Someone set up a fake crime scene with animal blood, and now there’s a body. Do you think they’re connected?”

      “I already considered that,” I tell him, digging back into my fried rice. “And so far, nothing connects them other than being out there when it comes to murder. If there’s a connection, I’ll find it.”

      Jacques looks me right in the eye and gives me a small smile. “You will.”
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      I snap a hair tie around my wrist and grab my running shoes from the closet. It’s still humid as fuck outside, but I need to go for a run. Wearing just a sports bra and shorts, I jog down the rear staircase, coming into the kitchen. Jacques is sitting at the table in here, head bent down over my grimoire. He’s been translating it into English for me, and the process is slow going. Mostly because he only has a few hours to work on it before he gets turned into stone again.

      The answer to breaking the curse is in there somewhere. It has to be.

      “Going out?” he asks, flicking his eyes up at me for half a second.

      “Yeah. I need to run.”

      “Feeling restless again?”

      I open the fridge and pull out a bottle of water. “Is it that obvious?”

      “No. But I can tell.”

      Biting my lip, I turn around and face Jacques. The others don’t know about the weird bond Jac and I share, and neither of us are eager to bring it up. I’ve seen into his mind, read his thoughts, felt his emotions. We’ve fucked many times in our dreams, and it’s not your run-of-the-mill sex dream.

      I dream it.

      He dreams it.

      It’s all kinds of fucked up.

      “I have a lot on my mind,” I offer, twisting the cap off the water bottle.

      “Are you thinking about work?”

      I take a drink and nod. “And other things.”

      “You’re not going to elaborate, are you?”

      “There’s no point,” I sigh, my mind flashing to the image of my dead parents. My mother’s lifeless eyes haunt me the most. “Nothing can change the past.”

      “Right.” Jacques sets down his pen and closes the book. He stands, stretching his large wings out behind him. “And speaking of the past, I finished another section of the book.”

      “Thank you. What’s this one about?”

      “Goetia.”

      “What is that?”

      “Complicated dark magic.”

      “Oh.” I put the cap back on my water bottle. “So my ancestors were into dark shit, huh?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s explained, but there are no spells indicating its use.”

      I nod, and that feeling of frustration comes rushing back. If my mom were alive, would I have answers to these questions? I never knew about this house or my aunt. As much as I don’t want to harbor feelings of resentment, I can’t help but feel them start to form. I was young, too young for any of this to be explained, but did they know I’d come into powers eventually?

      I just want to talk to my mother.

      “Goetia involves conjuring demons to carry out acts for you,” Jacques goes on.

      “You weren’t kidding on the dark part. I’m guessing there’s a catch.”

      Jacques gives me a wry smile. “There’s always a catch, and demons always want something in return.” He steps closer and my heart lurches. “It’s not something you want to get involved in.”

      I run my eyes down his bare, muscular chest, stopping at the waistband of the athletic pants he’s wearing. He was surprised at how comfortable and light the fabric was when he put them on, and it was oddly endearing. There are so many things I take for granted here in this century.

      He reaches out, fingertips brushing over the top of my shoulder. A chill runs through me, but instead of making me feel cold, it sparks a fire along my spine, heating me up from the inside out.

      Jacques brushes my hair behind my shoulder and runs his hand down the length of my arm, stopping at my fingers. Gently, he intertwines his with mine, and inches closer. Intense feelings of love and desire threaten to take over, and I struggle to separate them from what I’m really feeling.

      I like Jac.

      I’m attracted to him.

      I’d very much like to feel his arms around me, have his lips press against mine, and have his cock thrust into me.

      He’s looking at me the same way, but I wonder if he’s looking at me and seeing her. Braeya. The woman who cast love spells on him, messed with his heart and head, and ultimately, was the reason all four of the guys got cursed to be the way they are.

      My eyes fall shut and I bring my head down, resting it against Jacques’s chest. Slowly, he slides his arm around me, resting his hand on the small of my back. My heart lurches. I bring my free hand up, feeling the small ridge of scar tissue on his side. Everything inside me is on fire.

      His other hand settles on my waist, and he shuffles closer, widening his legs. I move in, needing to feel more of him against me. He moves his head down, parting his lips. Goosebumps break out along my arms, and my heart starts to pound.

      “You should run before it gets too late,” he whispers, fingers digging into my flesh. He’s fighting his feelings toward me, or at least his attraction. I don’t know why, and it’s getting harder and harder not to feel hurt by it.

      I swallow my pounding heart, not ready to move away. “Do you want to come with me?”

      He brings his head down, nuzzles his lips against my flesh. “Why run when I can fly?”

      His breath is warm against my neck and his words make me smile. “True. If I could fly I probably wouldn’t go for a run in this heat either.”

      “Be careful out there.”

      “I will be.” Lifting my head, I look into his eyes and see the longing and desire reflected back at me. I’m tempted to kiss him, to be the one to make the first move and just see what happens. As if he can read my mind—again—he moves away, picking up the grimoire and going back to the table.

      “I’ll keep watch tonight,” he says, voice strained. Taking the notebook and the grimoire with him, he goes out the back and takes off into the night.

      Trying to shake off the feelings he gave me, I take another drink of cold water and head outside, stopping on the cobblestone path leading to the driveway for some light stretching.

      Hasan jumps from the roof, gracefully sailing down to the ground next to me.

      “The usual path tonight?” he asks, looking out at the street.

      “Yeah,” I say, and pull one arm across my body. “Though I probably won’t go as far. It’s pretty damn hot out, but I need to run. Either that or hit someone,” I grumble, and pull my hair up into a ponytail.

      He gives me a grin. “Hit me.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You think you can take me?”

      “I know I can take you.”

      Rolling my neck, I move back and take on a defensive stance. “Come at me, bro.”

      “Bro?” He cocks his head to the side.

      “Never mind.” Using the distraction to my advantage, I take the first swing and almost get Hasan right in the face. He ducks out of the way at the last minute and blocks my blow before turning on me and sending one my way.

      We continue sparring, practicing our moves and perfecting my defenses. I spin around, ready to land a kick right between Hasan’s legs, when he jumps up, wings spread.

      “No fair,” I pant, lowering my leg. I wouldn’t really kick him that hard in the dick. I happen to like his big dick too much to risk hurting it. “I can’t fly.”

      “Your opponents are rarely your equal,” he tells me. There’s something sexy about a guy with an accent, and something even sexier about a guy with an accent who can get your blood pumping the way Hasan just did.

      “Right. And once I learn to do this—” I flick my hand out, trying to conjure the flames. Nothing happens. I shake my head at myself and lower my hand. “Then I’ll be the one on top.”

      Hasan suddenly advances, taking me by the waist. “I do like when you’re on top.” He crushes me in an embrace, lips landing on the side of my neck. “Your heart is beating fast.” He flattens his large paw of a hand over my chest, feeling my pulse.

      “Sign of a good workout, right?”

      He nods, gathering my hair in his hand. “Why did you want to hit something?”

      I let my eyes fall shut and my head rest against his firm chest. “It’s just…I don’t know.”

      He moves away only so he can give me an incredulous look. “I don’t believe you.”

      “You shouldn’t. Because I do know.” Letting out another breath to try and steady my breathing, I turn away from Hasan to grab my water. I take a drink, pass the water to Hasan, and sit on the stone steps leading to the house. “I’ve been wondering a lot lately if my mom knew about this…about the magic. It would be so much easier if she’d told me about it, or left some sort of cryptic ‘if-you’re-watching-this-then-I’m-dead’ sort of video for me to watch that explains it all. I just…I feel alone.”

      “You’re not alone.” He says each word slowly and deliberately. His words, though simple, strike something inside of me, and the tears I fought off earlier threaten to come back.

      “I know,” I whisper, eyes shutting. “I know.”

      Hasan takes me in his arms, lifting me to my feet. I let him pull me right to him, relaxing in his strong embrace. He tips my chin up and kisses me. I surrender to him, kissing him back with desperation.

      Hasan picks me up, still kissing me, and carries me into the house. We’re alone now, with the others off flying around the night, on the lookout for danger. Hasan shuts the door behind him with more force than necessary, and the blow echoes through the house, rattling the pictures hanging on the wall.

      “I need to fuck you, Ace,” he growls. One of the best things about getting in bed with Hasan is how direct and animalistic he is. He’s not afraid to tell me exactly what he wants. He’s even less afraid to just do it. I’m his for the taking, and fuck, I love it.

      With me still in his arms, he crosses through the house, going to the kitchen. He lifts me up, placing me on the kitchen counter. I wrap my arms around his neck, widening my legs and welcoming him in between. He steps forward, lips on mine once again.

      “Ace,” he growls, taking his lips from mine. He puts them on my neck, nipping and sucking at my skin. I toss my head back and let my hands slide down his broad shoulders and over his muscular chest, feeling every ridge of muscle and every line of scar covering his skin. A warrior through and through, the battle scars left on this beast of a man prove how lethal he is, reminding me how intense things are about to get.

      He brings his mouth to my neck again, teeth grazing my skin before biting harder, sending a shock to my system and causing desire to swirl inside me. He wraps my ponytail around his hand and jerks my head to the side, further exposing my neck. I’m a sucker once I’m kissed there, and Hasan and the twins know it. It’s my kryptonite, and I’m more than okay with them all using it to their advantage.

      I bring my hands down to the waist of the dark jeans he’s wearing, circling my thumb over the metal button. His cock is starting to get hard, and feeling it rise and stiffen against me makes me so fucking wet. Slowly, I undo the button, feeling the tip of his cock already sticking out the top of his pants. The zipper goes down on its own, unable to hold back his erection. I slide one hand inside, spreading precum down his shaft. He groans, head drooping forward from my touch. I continue to jerk him off, bringing my hand up, circling the tip of his cock with my thumb, and then moving my hand back down until I cup his balls.

      One of his hands slides down my back, feeling for the hook on my bra. I lean away, removing my hands from inside his pants. He groans, missing my touch already.

      “It’s in the front,” I whisper, slowly pulling down the zipper of the bra. He licks his lips, eyeing my breasts, and eagerly takes over undressing me, pushing the straps of my bra over my shoulders until it falls down my arms.

      Arching my back, I hold onto his biceps as he leans in, kissing his way down my neck until he reaches my breasts. Taking one in his mouth, he gives a hard suck and circles his tongue around my nipple. Heat rushes through me, making me more and more desperate for his touch.

      He straightens up, mouth going to mine again, and kisses me like his life depends on it. I scoot closer to the edge of the counter, wrapping my legs around him, rubbing my clit against his cock. The fabric of our pants is in the way, but it still feels good. Still kissing me, Hasan reaches down and pulls my shoes off, letting them drop to the kitchen floor with a dull thud.

      Then he puts both hands on my shoulders and pushes me back, until I’m lying on the island counter. Roughly, he sweeps his hands down and hooks his fingers into the elastic waist of my shorts and yanks them off, leaving me in my pale yellow panties.

      Modern undergarments are still new enough to him that they turn him on even more. If I were to go out and get actual lingerie, I think his head would explode. I smile at the thought of it, loving the effect I have on the guys.

      There’s nothing traditional about us. Gargoyle aside, everything about our relationship is different. And I love it.

      Hasan moves down, trailing kisses from my breasts to my stomach, stopping just above my pussy. He spreads my legs wider and tosses one over his shoulder. Knowing how much I hate being teased, he slowly walks his fingers up and down my thigh, mouth hovering over my core, breath warming me even through the fabric of my underwear.

      I lift my ass into the air, pushing my pelvis against him. My clit is begging to be touched. Licked. Sucked. Stroked.

      Fuck. I need him. Now.

      Hasan takes a hold of my panties and practically rips them off, throwing them over his shoulder with haste. This time, he dives right in, mouth open, and I gasp loudly with pleasure as soon as his tongue lashes against me.

      “You taste so fucking good,” he growls, lapping up my wetness. My eyes flutter shut as tingles of pleasure make their way through me. I’m pretty sure I’m lying on packages of soy sauce and fortune cookies left out from dinner, but I don’t care. Nothing matters right now except what Hasan is doing to me. Because I’m close to coming already.

      He further parts my legs, shifting his position and moving a hand under my ass. His fingers brush over my asshole, causing me to stiffen slightly. Hasan flicks his gaze up, a devilish glint in his eyes.

      Then he plunges his tongue inside me, sweeping it up over my clit. I reach down, taking a tangle of his long hair in my fingers, and lift my head up off the counter, watching him eat me out. I’m so close to coming, and he knows it. Gripping my ass, he slides me to the edge of the counter and slips a finger inside me, going right to my G-spot. He gently presses against it as he continues to work his tongue, slowly speeding up his movements until I’m right there teetering on the edge.

      My mouth falls open and I pull his hair, body reacting as the orgasm rolls through me. He keeps eating me out, holding me tight against his mouth, feeling me squirm with pleasure and magnifying just how fucking good this feels.

      My heart is racing and my pussy spasms wildly around his finger. He lowers me back onto the counter and kisses my thigh before straightening back up. Light pours down on me, and suddenly I feel exposed. I’m lying here, naked and panting, on display for the world to see.

      But only one person can see me right now, and the way Hasan is looking at me gives me all the confidence I need. He stares down at me like I’m the only woman in the world, like I’m all he needs and everything he wants.

      Still trying to catch my breath, I push myself up and place a hand on Hasan’s waist, urging him closer again. One of his large hands lands on the small of my back, steadying me, helping me stay upright until I can think straight again. He licks his lips, moving in to kiss me again.

      I bring my hands up, feeling the scars on his chest, and trace one with my fingertip.

      “What’s this from?” I ask once he stops kissing me.

      “I don’t remember,” he confesses, not interested in talking about his battle scars. “I fought a lot.”

      I slowly slide my hands down, following another faint scar that ends right above his navel. I part my lips, shifting my gaze lower, and a deep hunger takes over when I look at the shining tip of his cock. My pussy quivers at the thought, and even though I’m still recovering from the orgasm he just gave me, I want him inside me.

      Hasan steps back and pushes his pants down. I watch, practically salivating, as he strips himself naked. He’s away from me for just seconds. But in those few seconds, I become desperate for his touch again. As soon as his pants are off and he’s back within reach, I pull him to me, welcoming him between my legs. His hard cock presses against my clit, making me let out a moan.

      Before spreading me wide and thrusting that big dick inside me, he wraps me in his arms, wings spread slightly behind him. I close my eyes and rest my head on his chest, taking solace in his embrace.

      I’m naked. Vulnerable. Definitely distracted.

      But I feel so fucking safe with him. With all the guys. I’ve never had a bigger sense of security than I do now.

      “Are you ready, Ace?” he growls, wrapping my hair around his hand again. He pulls my head to the side and grazes his teeth over my neck.

      “Yes,” I pant, aching to feel him inside me. Tingles plague my body, sending little pulses of pleasure to my core. I’m so hot for him.

      His hands travel down my body, not stopping until his fingers hover between my legs. He plunges one inside, spreading my wetness. His other hand lands on his cock, and I grip his waist, preparing myself, going crazy with anticipation. His thumb circles my clit, and even I’m not expecting it to feel as good as it does. Moaning loudly, I let my head fall back as I enjoy the fuck out of his touch.

      “You like that, Ace?” he grunts, moving his thumb faster.

      “Yes,” I moan. “Don’t stop.”

      Trying to somewhat return the favor, I take hold of his cock, slowly sliding my hand up and down, and he continues to touch me. I’m already hot and bothered from before. It doesn’t take long until I come again, wetness spilling from me.

      “Your turn for fun,” I breathe, unable to open my eyes just yet.

      “I am having fun,” he assures me. “I like making you come.”

      I run my hands up his back, stopping at the base of his wings. “I like when you come too.”

      “Well, in that case…” he says, and picks me up, carrying me into the family room. We won’t fit on the couch, not with his wings, so he lays me down on the soft rug in front of the fireplace instead, moving on top of me. Parting my legs, I welcome him between them, feeling the tip of his cock rub against me.

      His lips collide with mine and he guides his cock to me, lining it up and then thrusting in. Hard. Deep.

      I cry out again, filled by every inch of his massive cock. Wings spread behind him, Hasan pulls out only to thrust in deep again, sending a shockwave of pleasure through me. He brings his hips back, almost sliding that big dick out of me, and then pushes in again. Hard. Harder. My heart races again and I angle my hips up so he hits me in just the right spot.

      Slitting my eyes open, I steal a glance at him, feeling even hotter when I see the look on his face, knowing he’s enjoying this just as much as I am. His breathing becomes ragged, and I know he’s getting close to coming.

      But I don’t want it to be over for him. Not yet.

      I plant both hands on his chest and push, having to use all my strength to get him to move. His eyes widen and he opens his mouth to ask me what’s wrong, but I don’t give him a chance. I move out from under him, shove him back down on the ground, and climb on, straddling him.

      Taking a hold of his cock, I slowly lower myself onto him.

      “You said you like when I’m on top.”

      His lips pull into a grin. “I did. And I do.”

      Hands gripping my waist, he watches me fuck him, tits bouncing in his face as I ride him hard, feeling a third orgasm start to come on, winding deep inside me. I pitch forward, hands on his chest, almost weak from sex-induced bliss, and move my hips in a circle.

      Hasan’s breathing quickens and his fingers press into my flesh. He bends his legs up, hitting me from another angle and bringing me down against him. Then he comes, and feeling his cock pulsing inside of me is all I need to send me over the edge.

      In a swift movement, he holds me tight and rolls over, finishing on top with his cock buried balls-deep inside of me.

      Panting, heart racing, and sweat dripping down my brow, I let my arms fall to my sides. Hasan pulls out and lies down next to me, pulling me onto his chest. We stay like that, recovering in silence, for a few minutes.

      “I’ll get the shower ready for you,” he says, brushing hair out of my face. He kisses me once more and gets up, flying up to the second story and landing over the balcony instead of taking the stairs. I smile and exhale heavily, not yet ready to get up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake up alone, which isn’t unusual. Hasan isn’t much of a cuddler after sex, and after sleeping all day the last thing he wants to do is lie in bed with me as I sleep. My heart is racing and my mind is fuzzy. I had a nightmare, but I can’t remember what it was about.

      But I know Jacques was in it.

      And Braeya.

      I close my eyes and push my hair out of my face. It’s still damp from the shower, letting me know I haven’t been asleep for all that long. Seeing everything through Braeya’s eyes, I saw her with Jacques. They were standing around a fire, and Jacques was holding something.

      Thinking back, I try to conjure the image from the dream. It was a necklace. That’s what he was holding. There was some sort of symbol engraved onto the stone, but I can’t remember what it was.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I replay it all in my mind. And then it comes rushing back. Jacques holds up the necklace, and firelight reflects off the shiny obsidian stone.

      “Be careful, Acelina,” he says, eyes drilling into mine. “The Dark Ones are coming.”
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      I rake my hair back over my shoulder with my fingers before twisting it up into a messy bun at the top of my head. I stare down at the papers on the desk. I’ve been at work for an hour staring at the few details we have on the murder from yesterday. Picking up the crime scene photos, I lean back in my chair and prop my feet up on the bottom drawer of my desk.

      The body was moved. Posed and displayed for shock value. I look over each photo and trade them for the coroner’s report. The official cause of death was blunt force trauma to the back of the head. My victim has defensive wounds all over her, but there’s no sign of sexual assault.

      We still haven’t gotten an ID on her.

      I set the files down, mind jumping back to the basement filled with animal blood. The Dark Ones. What the fuck are Dark Ones? It’s such a vague term used over and over throughout literature and in movies to represent something bad.

      Crazy cat lady Mrs. Green is just that—crazy. And dreams can just be freaky dreams. Not every single dream I have with Jacques in it is some divine intervention. I’ve had my fair share of normal dreams about all the guys before.

      But this was different. I just know it.

      “Hey, Ace,” Tiffany Woo, a crime scene photographer and the closest thing I have to a friend, says as she walks by my desk. “Are you all right?”

      I snap my head up, blinking rapidly. “Yeah. Fine. Just, uh, deep in thought.”

      She lowers her eyes to the photos on my desk. “I’m glad I wasn’t the one to photograph that scene. You know that weird stuff freaks me out.”

      Nodding, I force the old Ace to come to the surface. “And you know that weird stuff is a bunch of bullshit.”

      I hate lying, specifically when people lie to me, but it doesn’t feel much better when I do it too, even though it’s for her own good.

      “I can hope. That looks like a demonic sacrifice or something.”

      I bring my finger down on the symbols painted in blood on the walls. “They didn’t know which demon to summon, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “These symbols aren’t what you’d use if you were really trying to summon or sacrifice something to a demon. If demons were even real at all,” I quickly add.

      “That makes me feel better. Maybe. Actually not. Because now we’re dealing with an even crazier psycho killer.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe someone is trying to cover up a murder by making it look like the vampire murderer but got their facts wrong.”

      Her lips pull into a half-smile. “Good thing you’re in charge of this investigation.”

      “Yeah. Good thing.”

      “See ya later, Ace.”

      I nod a goodbye and get back to work, having a hard time concentrating again on my case. It’s unlike me and it’s frustrating as hell. Rubbing my forehead, I rest my head in my hands.

      The blood in the basement…the newest layer was fresh. How did whoever put it there know Mrs. Green would go look at the house that night? She rented out the shitty space and rarely went there. It was unoccupied so it’s not like she was checking on a tenant issue.

      I open up my laptop and log into the system, ready to pull up Mrs. Green’s name and get her address so I can go talk to her.

      “Shit,” I mutter to myself. I’m getting further and further away from my investigation, the one I’m getting paid to work on. But the blood…the Dark Ones…the ghost…I can’t stop thinking about them. They’re calling to me, and I know it’s important.

      “Detective,” an officer calls, standing in the threshold of a conference room. “You ready?”

      Ready? Ready for—oh fuck. “Yeah. I’ll be right there.” I gather up the case files and go into the conference room to discuss the case with the rest of the team. I don’t have much to go on, which is outside of my norm. Though, with a murder like this, no one questions me.

      I comb through missing persons’ reports after the meeting and come up empty-handed. I refill my coffee mug and sit back at my desk. Staring at the crime scene photos again, I try and get inside the mind of the killer. Why this church?

      The murder was premeditated, obviously, but I feel the killer is new to this by the mistakes made. Fingerprints were wiped down, but we were able to get a few partials off the marble altar. Nothing that matched in the system, of course.

      We got decent skin scrapings from under the victim’s nails. Being able to match fingerprints and DNA to the fucker who killed her will bag us a win in court. Well, as long as we can catch the guy.

      The phone on my desk rings, and a glance down tells me the call is coming from the front desk of the office.

      “Bisset,” I say into the receiver.

      “There’s a young woman here to see you,” the secretary says. “Gemma Hayes.”

      “I’ll be right up.”

      I close my files, lock them away in my desk, and go to the front of the building.

      “Hey,” Gemma says, face tight. She’s holding two coffees, and looks nervous. “Sorry to barge in here on you like this. I don’t think I actually thanked you yesterday. I was a little flustered.”

      “It’s all right.”

      She holds out a coffee. “I wasn’t sure what to get you, so I just got my usual order, an iced caramel frap.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her, and take the drink. I don’t go to Starbucks often, but when I do, this is what I order.

      “Have you had lunch yet? I’d love to buy you something to eat. It’s the least I can do, and I feel like such an asshole for leaving without thanking you.”

      I’m about to tell her no, but I am hungry. “I haven’t, but you don’t owe me anything.”

      “Please. It’d make me feel better. I could hardly sleep last night I felt so bad.”

      “Fine. Let me grab my shit.”

      I go back to my desk and get my purse, then lead Gemma out of the station. “I was just doing my job, you know,” I remind her as we stop at a crosswalk.

      “Oh, I know. And if you weren’t there, I would have lost this vintage Chanel bag and a few thousand bucks. I don’t usually carry cash with me, but as you saw yesterday I was selling a few things.”

      I just nod, a little curious but not caring enough to go into it more. The light turns and we cross the street.

      “I’m doing that minimalist lifestyle,” she continues. “You know, that trendy one right now where you thank your things before letting them go.”

      “You thank them?” I lift an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, but it’s not as hokey as it sounds, I promise. It’s a good way to let go of the past and make room for new beginnings. And now that I’m saying it out loud, it does sound really hokey.”

      I chuckle. “Hey, if it works I guess that’s all that matters, right?”

      “Right. And it has been. I hang onto a lot of junk, and getting rid of it feels good. Want to eat here?” She waves her hand at a diner on the corner. “I’ve never been here before, but it looks cute.”

      “It’s decent,” I say, having eaten here a handful of times since it’s close to work. We go in and get a table in the back. Gemma looks over the menu, and things start to feel weird already. I haven’t gone out with a friend or even a coworker one-on-one like this in a while. I didn’t realize how much I’d alienated myself until the guys came into my life and reminded me how good it felt to be alive.

      “Can I ask you something?” Gemma sets down the menu.

      “You just did.”

      She flashes a nervous smile. “I mean something personal.”

      “You can.” I lean back. “But I can’t promise I’ll answer.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The waitress comes to take our order, and once she leaves Gemma picks up her straw wrapper, twisting it between her fingers.

      “You said you weren’t going to try to communicate with the dead, but did you?”

      “No.”

      She rips the wrapper in half. “No, as in not yet, or no as in…”

      “As in no.”

      “Do you even believe in ghosts?”

      I pick up my Coke and take a sip. “I didn’t until recently.”

      “What changed?” She leans in. “Did you see a ghost?”

      I shrug. “Just trying to keep an open mind, that’s all.”

      “Right, right. I bet you see a lot of crazy stuff being a detective.”

      “I do. I’m a homicide detective, so crazy is kind of my thing.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s insane. No wonder you’re interested in ghosts,” she says with a laugh. “I believe in ghosts and all that stuff. Obviously, right? And I have tried to contact the dead.”

      “Tried?”

      “It didn’t work.”

      “Oh, I’m, uh, sorry?” I watch Gemma’s face fall, eyes dropping to the table.

      “It’s probably for the best. My parents died when I was eleven in a car crash. They’d just dropped me off at a friend’s house and were on their way to dinner. I still feel guilty about it.” She shakes her head and pushes her dark hair back. “Anyway, I’ve tried a few times over the years to contact them with no luck. Though if I did get a hold of my mom’s spirit, she’d probably throw her shoe at me or something for playing around with a Ouija board.” She smiles, eyes glazing over as she remembers her mother. “She believed in this stuff too.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say genuinely. “I lost my parents when I was nine. If I were to try and contact someone, it’d be them.”

      Gemma looks up, lips parting. Remorse is salient in her eyes again, and it doesn’t make any fucking sense. “I had no idea. Sucks, doesn’t it? Growing up without them.”

      “Yeah. It did. It still does.”

      “Were you adopted by another family?” she asks hesitantly.

      “No. I lived with my uncle for a while, and then he split up with his wife, who wasn’t related to me, but she let me stay with her until college. We haven’t talked in years.”

      “I moved in with my aunt and uncle too. They’re way older with grandkids and stuff now. I always felt like a burden.”

      “Me too,” I admit. I always knew there were many other kids out there like me, but despite the therapist’s efforts that first year after my parents’ death to get me into groups and talk about my feelings, I never went. Mostly because no one was there to take me. “Do you still talk with your aunt and uncle?”

      “Yeah. We’re close. They’re a bit overbearing, which is why I moved into the city. They’re Amish.”

      “Oh, cool. But I bet that made being into ghosts and magic interesting.”

      She laughs. “Just a bit. So…how did you lose your parents?”

      “They were killed.”

      “Like, murdered?”

      I press my lips into a thin line, fighting back emotion. “Yeah.”

      “Oh my God. How? Sorry. That falls into the I’m too nosey realm.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, but don’t go into any further detail than that.

      “Did you find them?”

      I don’t answer that either.

      “Sorry. It’s just…I’ve never met anyone who lost their parents so young before.”

      “Neither have I. And yes. I did.”

      Her face pales. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It was a long time ago.” I catch a dripping bead of condensation off my glass. “So…what do you do?”

      “I’m a nurse. Right now I’m at a nursing home and in school again to get my bachelor’s so I can hopefully move to a hospital soon. I like my patients, but we’re so understaffed.”

      “I don’t think I have the patience for that.”

      She gives a wry smile. “Sometimes I don’t think I do either.” She talks about work, and then we chat about magic a bit. The awkwardness fades away, and as weird as it is to sit here talking to her, it’s nice.

      When we get up to leave and she asks if I want to get together again, I say yes. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but I think I might finally have a friend.
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      “I am so sorry for your loss,” I say again, feeling a tug on my heart. Lily Turner’s parents returned home from a business trip to find their daughter missing. With her being nineteen and in college, they didn’t jump to conclusions right away, and it was only after a few hours of calling and texting that they grew to worry and contacted the police.

      They just identified her body.

      “Do you know of anyone who would want to hurt Lily? Did she have any enemies?” They’re standard questions, but the murder is anything but.

      Her mother’s face is pale and she hasn’t stopped crying since she set foot into the station. She looks at me, mouth opening but unable to form any words.

      “No,” her father answers instead. “Not that we know of. Everyone liked Lily.”

      I nod, and give them another minute or two before going on with the rest of my questions. They’re both too emotional to give me anything to go on. I tell them to go home and get some rest, and I’ll follow up in the morning.

      “Online,” Mrs. Turner croaks out as she rises unsteadily to her feet. “Lily was bullied online.” Her jaw quivers and she starts crying again, calling out for her baby.

      I shift my gaze to Mr. Turner. “Do you know anything more about this?”

      He shakes his head. “Lily didn’t seem bothered by it. It didn’t seem serious. Just online trolls.”

      “Anything can help. The more I know, the faster I can catch the asshole who did this to your daughter.”

      He swallows hard and nods. “She got cyberbullied on Facebook in a group she ran with friends.”

      “What was the group about?”

      “Spirituality and Wicca.”

      “Lily was Wiccan?”

      “In some ways.”

      I pull out my notebook. “What is the group called?”

      Mr. Turner pinches the bridge of his nose. “I don’t remember. She said these people joined the group, harassed everyone and told them they were going to hell. She got a few private messages but blocked the guy messaging her. She told me she felt sorry for him to be filled with such hatred.” His eyes fill with tears. “That’s the kind of person she was. Saw the best in everyone. Felt for everyone.”

      “Do you have access to her Facebook account? Or any other social media for that matter?”

      “Her computer stores all her passwords,” her mother says between sobs. “It’s in her room.”

      “Would it be all right if I stopped by? I’ll take a look around for anything out of the ordinary and pick up the computer.”

      “Do whatever you have to do.” Her father takes my hand, eyes set with heartache and rage. “Find the asshole. And give me five minutes alone with him before turning him in.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      The Turners stay at the station, making funeral arrangements. I feel bad for them, I really do, but I can’t put any more emotion into this. I need to stay rational so I can find the killer.

      And I will.

      With the key to the Turners’ house in my pocket, I get into my car and drive to their house. They don’t live all that far from the church, which makes me wonder if the killer is nearby as well. I survey the house, looking for any sort of signs of forced entry before going inside.

      Lily’s mother spoke to her the night before she was found murdered. She was on her way home from work, and judging from the discarded uniform on the floor of her bathroom upstairs, it looks like she made it home.

      Lily’s room is neat and clean like the rest of the house, with crystals and dreamcatchers decorating the window. I sift through her bookshelf, not finding anything of interest, and open her computer.

      It’s password protected, of course. If her parents don’t know the password, I can get IT to get me in eventually. Biting my lip, I take another look around the room and do my best to guess the password. After enough failed attempts to get me locked out, I close the laptop and head downstairs.

      A gray tabby cat meows at me from the foyer, hunched down and eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Hey, kitty,” I say, and then notice the collar. Crouching down, I hold out my hand and pray this cat isn’t an asshole. Most are. Apprehensively, he comes over, and I snatch him up, narrowly avoiding a thrashing from his back claws.

      “Shadow,” I read his name out loud, and then let him go. I open the computer again and type in shadow. It doesn’t work. I try a few variations, getting in with the password shadow123. Not the best, but also not the worst either. People use their pets’ names for passwords a lot. It’s a bit predictable, but that’s working out in my favor.

      Letting out a breath of relief and feeling like I hit a small victory, I close the computer again and head out, making sure to lock the door behind me, and pocket the key I got from Lily’s parents. I go door to door next, asking the neighbors if they’d seen anything weird the night Lily got home from work.

      No one had.

      I head back to the station, and spend another hour looking through Lily’s social media accounts. She has a decent amount of people on her block list, and it seems her father was right about her not engaging in any sort of negativity.

      There are several new messages from a guy named Roy Tenant. The last was sent two days before she was murdered, calling her an abomination and saying she would rot in hell for doing the devil’s work.

      I print out the messages and pass on the link to his profile to our cyber unit to see if they can locate him so I can bring him in for questioning. It’s getting late, so I close the computer to bring it home with me so I can continue my search through the night. I’m making dinner tonight instead of buying takeout, and need to stop at the grocery store.

      By the time I finally pull into the driveway, the sun is almost setting. I put my Charger in park and get out, going around to the passenger side to get out my grocery bags, purse, and everything I brought home from work. I’d rather kill my arms by carrying everything at once than make two trips.

      The sun dips lower in the sky, and I can feel the guys start to awaken. I have to set one bag down on the porch to unlock the door. Gravel crunches behind me, and at first, I think it’s bits of stone falling from Thomas and Gilbert, who are frozen as statues right behind me.

      Then I realize the crunching of gravel is coming from the driveway behind me. I whirl around and see a car headed right toward me.
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      “Motherfucker,” I grumble, recognizing the car and the people inside. They’re my neighbors, so to speak, and the teenage boy in the driver’s seat has given me grief in the past. I caught him and the girl sitting next to him creeping around the property looking for paranormal activity, specifically the lack of stone gargoyles attached to the house.

      If they don’t leave in the next five minutes, they might be seeing more than they bargained for tonight.

      Sighing, I set my parcels down and walk along the cobblestone path. Jared puts his car in park and gets out. Thankfully he’s not holding a camera this time.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, folding my arms over my chest, anxiety forming. The sun is close to setting. I shift my eyes to the girl in the car. She hasn’t gotten out, but she’s not secretly filming either. Not as far as I can tell, at least.

      “We have a Memorial Day party and my dad wanted to invite you.” He pulls a crinkled piece of paper from his back pocket and tries to smooth it out. He hands it to me, eyes going to Thomas and Gilbert, who are getting closer and closer to waking up. I can feel it.

      “Thanks.” I take the paper, not even looking at it, and fold it in half. “I’ll try to make it.”

      “If you don’t want to come, then don’t,” he scoffs. “Don’t act like you’re interested when we both know you’re not.”

      This little asshole gets under my skin. He doesn’t know how good he has it. “You know nothing about me, and let me remind you, murderers don’t take holidays.”

      His face pales a bit and he lowers his gaze to the ground. “Right.”

      “I have work to do. Tell your dad I said thanks for the invite.”

      He nods, looking back at the house again as he tries to think of a reason to stay. He’s an arrogant kid, but not the smartest. One look around this place tells you I’m in desperate need of yard work. An offer to help clean up this place would buy him time and an excuse to look around.

      “The gargoyles look the same.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “Okay?”

      “You said you had them cleaned and restored. But they look the same.”

      “That’s the point. To keep them in the same condition without wear and tear from the elements.” I have no idea if that’s even true, but I say it in a way that makes it sound believable. “Thanks again. I have work to do now.”

      He nods, looking up at the house. Hasan can’t be seen from the front, but Jacques can. This kid needs to leave. I wave my hand at his car, eyeballing the girl, whose head is turned down to her cell phone.

      Jared leaves, and I hold my breath and curl my fingers into my palms to keep flames from erupting from my hands. I’m not in danger, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared the guys would wake up when Jared and his girlfriend were here.

      The guys are far from defenseless, but I honestly don’t know what they’d do if someone was around when they woke up. I wait until Jared’s car is out of sight before unlocking the door and going inside.

      Setting my groceries on the counter, I preheat the oven and take Lily’s laptop, going out onto the porch just in time to see the stone on Thomas and Gilbert crumble and turn to dust, disappearing before it hits the earth.

      They wake up slowly, stretching and brushing off gravel. Before they’re even on their feet, Jacques jumps down from the roof, flesh more gray than usual.

      “Ace,” he breathes. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      Stone continues to crumble away from his skin. “I felt your fear.”

      “Really?”

      Thomas steps closer. “So you were afraid of something? Who do I get to kill?”

      “No one.” I step back, looking up at the house, and wait for Hasan to join us. “The neighbors stopped by, and I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to get them to leave before you woke up. If someone sees you…” I shake my head. “I don’t know what would happen.”

      “You’re worried about us,” Gilbert says with a smile. “It’s nice.”

      “It could be a total shit show if someone got you on video. I’m pretty sure it would be seen as a hoax and not taken seriously, but if it was…I don’t know.” I bite my lip and look down the driveway again. I could install a fence and a gate, keeping people from driving up to the house. But I don’t have the time or funds for that right now. “Do you have to go onto the roof?”

      “Yes. It’s part of the curse,” Jacques says.

      “Dammit. It’d be so much easier if you could hide out in the basement or something.”

      “We weren’t always here.” Thomas looks at his spot on the porch. “Before you, Ace, the last place I remember being was…” He closes his eyes, thinking back. “…A church.”

      Gilbert nods. “Yeah. I remember it now. I think. It’s there.” He taps the side of his head. “But I can’t bring it to the surface.”

      “You’re older than the house,” I say, and lead the way up the porch stairs. “It’s been something I’ve been meaning to look into but haven’t had a chance yet.” I open the door and go into the kitchen. All I know is this house was built by a relative and has been lived in by someone on my mom’s side of the family ever since. Before my aunt died, she rented out the house for the cost of the property taxes.

      “And we’re in Philadelphia. Someone went through a lot of trouble and probably expense to get you here.” I wash my hands and start making dinner. “It’s on my to-do list.”

      Thomas comes up behind me, pulling the pen from my hair, letting my locks cascade down over my shoulders. He puts his lips to my ear and both hands on my hips.

      “What else is on your to-do list tonight?”

      Chuckling, I turn around and rest my head against his shoulder, not fully realizing just how fucking scared I was of the guys getting seen until right now. Jacques’s eyes narrow ever so slightly and he turns, wings creating a cool draft.

      Is he jealous? None of the others have an issue with our arrangement. Thomas and Gil enjoy sharing—as do I—and Hasan doesn’t quite believe in monogamy.

      Maybe the issue is Jacques does.

      Thomas kisses my neck and squeezes my ass. “What are we making for dinner?”

      “This,” I say, and pull up the recipe on my phone. Hasan and Gilbert go into the living room to watch TV, and Jacques gets the grimoire and sits at the table, working on translations, while Thomas helps me make dinner. If anyone were to look in on us…I laugh to myself at the thought.
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      “Close your eyes.” Jacques takes my hand in his. “And try again.”

      I push my shoulders back and try to relax. The floor beneath me is uncomfortable. My jeans are too tight and my underwear is riding up my ass. Don’t get me started on my bra.

      Trying to channel my energy into my fingers, my mind shifts from everything I’m trying to block out to wondering if I’ll burn Jacques.

      “It’s not working,” I huff, pulling my hands back and shaking them out. “I can’t concentrate.”

      “Keep trying. You can get this, Ace.”

      I uncross my legs and nod, taking in a deep breath to try and center myself. “I don’t understand how magic works.”

      “I think that’s part of your problem,” Jacques starts, getting to his feet. He reaches down and takes my hand, pulling me up. “You want an explanation for everything.”

      “That’s what I do. I find things out. If I knew how I was conjuring flames, I could make it happen again.”

      “You bring in energy and are able to convert it into magic.”

      “But how?”

      He smiles. “Those same questions used to haunt me.”

      “Really?” I pick up my glass of wine and take a small sip. I don’t drink often, and one glass can do me in. Setting it back on the coffee table, I sit on the couch, angling my body toward Jacques. He brushes his thick, wavy hair back and sits next to me, his proximity sending tingles down my spine. Just being near him is soothing, like he’s one of the missing pieces to the puzzle that is my heart.

      “I used to be a lot like you, Ace. I didn’t always believe that those claiming to be victims of black magic were telling the truth. And then my sister got possessed by a demon.”

      “Is that why you became a priest?”

      He gets a distant look in his eyes. His life was so long ago—hundreds and hundreds of years—but with the curse, it’s almost as if no time has passed for the guys. The pain is still there, and I know there’s more to Jacques’s past than any of us know.

      “One of the reasons.” He holds out his hands. “Try again.”

      “I’m scared I’ll burn you.”

      “You won’t.”

      “I could.”

      His lips curve into a smile. “You have to figure out how to use your powers first.”

      “Ah, right. So you have nothing to worry about.”

      “You can do this, Ace. Stop thinking about how and focus on what you feel.”

      Nodding, I inhale and close my eyes. Letting out my breath, I think back to chasing the thief in the alley. The way my heart raced. The knife in the guy’s hand.

      The way he looked at me like I was a stupid, helpless woman.

      “Dig deeper,” Jacques instructs.

      I try to bring up the anxiety I felt when Jared pulled into the driveway and the worry it brought on if anyone were to see the guys waking up. It’d be like losing part of me if something happened to them. My feelings for them have grown, and I know they feel the same. My fingertips start to buzz with energy.

      And then my thoughts shift, and suddenly I’m standing in my childhood home, not understanding why my bare feet are slipping on the hardwood floor. I call out for my mom. Something is wrong. I don’t know what, but I can feel it.

      Mom doesn’t answer.

      Neither does Dad.

      The strong smell of sulfur fills the air, filling my nostrils and making me feel sick. I blink in the dark, crossing the living room to find the light switch. Before I get there, I trip over something.

      Something large and heavy.

      The room is dark. I can’t see anything. But that thing I tripped over…it smells like Mom’s perfume.

      Fire erupts from my hands, and I yank them back just in time. Opening my eyes, I watch the flames shoot upward, blurring the air around them with heat. My heart is still racing, and no matter how hard I stare into the fire, I still see Mom’s lifeless eyes. I still smell the sulfur and the blood. I still remember the way my feet slipped out from underneath me when I finally turned on the light.

      Falling into a puddle of the blood pouring out of Dad’s head.

      “Ace,” Jacques calls. “That’s enough.”

      The fire grows taller. Embers fall to the couch beneath, and Jacques pats them out. I ball my fists and wait for the flames to die down.

      “You did it,” Jacques says with a smile on his face. I wish I could return his excitement, but my mind is still in nine-year-old Ace’s head, finding her murdered parents all over again.

      “Ace?”

      My lip quivers, and everything else comes rushing back. All the repressed emotions. The shit I went through and the anger I never dealt with over my uncle passing me off like I was nothing.

      I close my eyes and turn away, but not in time to hide the single tear that drips down my cheek.

      “Ace,” Jacques whispers softly. He wipes away the tear and pulls me into an embrace. I relax against him, listening to his heart beating. It’s slow and steady, and is the only thing calming me down right now.

      “It’s all right,” he soothes, running his hand over my hair. His touch is so gentle, so intimate. I don’t want him to let me go. “Where did you go?”

      “Back to the night I found my parents.”

      He runs his hand over my hair. “Tell me what happened.”

      I’m not sure I can find the words. I recounted the horror to the police, then again to the detectives. And twice to my therapist. I’ve tried to block it out ever since.

      Not dealing is my way of not feeling. Bury the past and hope it doesn’t rise from the grave.

      “I woke up in the middle of the night with this pain in my chest. It wasn’t physical pain, and I know how weird that sounds. I just knew something bad was going to happen. I thought it was going to happen to me. I was terrified. I remember lying in bed, too scared to even move, for what felt like hours.”

      I open my eyes, afraid that if I keep them shut, visions will flash before them. Jacques continues to run his hand over my hair, and my heart starts to slow. If he wasn’t holding me, I’d come undone.

      “The floor was wet. It was too dark for me to know I was stepping in blood. I still smell it like it’s here around me.”

      “Smell what?”

      “Sulfur.”

      “Are you sure it was sulfur?” He pulls me onto his lap. Being close to him feels so right, like this is where I’m supposed to be. I don’t know if the feeling is real or because of the dreams, but right now, I don’t care. I need him.

      

      “Yes. As soon as I smelled it from the vampires, I knew. But my parents weren’t…they weren’t killed by vampires.”

      “Other demons can smell like sulfur. Not just vampires. Can you go on?”

      “Yeah.” I swallow and go into survival mode, recounting the details without letting myself feel. “They were on the floor, bleeding from the head. It, uh, it…” My heart starts to race.

      “Take your time,” Jacques soothes.

      “They were hit. Their heads, I mean. Someone smashed them together hard enough to crack their skulls. But that’s not all. Their hearts were frozen from the inside out. No one knew what could have done it, and they were killed a few hours before I found them. I don’t remember anything before that, though. I didn’t hear anything at all. There was no sign of forced entry. Nothing was stolen. Even though I was young, I heard the rumors that it had to be something supernatural. But I knew it wasn’t. Because I was going to find the bastard who killed them and do the same to him.”

      “And that’s why you became a detective.”

      “One of the reasons,” I say with a wry smile, repeating his own words from earlier. “So…that’s what I thought about to get the fire to work. All it takes is a bad flashback and I’m good to go.”

      “No,” he assures me. “We know your powers are triggered by your emotions, which is common. You’re using them defensively, and thinking about past tragedies makes you feel vulnerable.”

      “It’s like I went back there all over again. I try not to think about it. And yes, I know how unhealthy not dealing is. But it got me this far and I’m doing just fine, right?”

      “You are.”

      “Can we do something else? Maybe try a spell from the book or something?”

      “Of course. Let’s go over the newest translations about elements.”

      I move out of Jacques’s embrace and get the book. We sit close together, flipping through pages as he explains to me what was written and elaborates on what he knows from his own experience.

      “So,” I say, flipping through the book. “What kind of spell can I try? Something with immediate results would be best. I like instant gratification.”

      Jacques chuckles. “Don’t we all.”

      “I can’t wave a magic wand around and see sparks or anything like that so I know it’s working, right?”

      “That would be too easy.” He takes the grimoire from me and flips through it, stopping on a page with smeared ink and some sort of yellow stain over the words.

      “A glamour spell.” He runs his finger along the messy ink, reading whatever is written in Latin. “This is considered basic magic.”

      “Sounds like a good starting point. What do I need?”

      He gets up and goes outside, returning in a few minutes with a handful of light gray stones from the yard. He sets them on the coffee table and then goes into the kitchen, rummaging around in the cabinets until he finds what we need.

      “What am I doing?”

      “You’re going to cast a glamour and make the rocks appear a different color.”

      “I can do that?”

      He smiles. “You can.”

      “How does magic work?” I ask, watching him pour herbs into a bowl.

      “Do you want the long answer, or the one that’s easy to understand?” He looks up, eyes meeting mine. A smile plays on his lips.

      “Easy answer, please.”

      “Magic is manipulating energy to do your will. Some people, like you, are born with the ability to work spells in your favor.”

      “And spells…it’s more than rhyming words strung together, right?”

      “Right. It’s much more.” He taps the grimoire. “Everything here has been carefully crafted. The right words paired with the right herbs, tested over and over to make sure it gets the same results.”

      “So in theory, I could create my own spell.”

      “Yes.” He looks back to the bowl and pushes it over to me. “You need to invoke the powers of the herbs.”

      “How the fuck do I do that?”

      Jacques laughs. “That’s one thing I can’t explain since I’ve never done it. Try to feel for it.” He takes my hands, sliding his fingers over my own. His touch is warm, welcome, and I don’t want him to let go. “When you feel it, imagine the rocks in whatever color you want. You’re not actually changing their color, just the way we see them.”

      “And this is a basic spell? It’s complicated.”

      Jacques circles his thumb over my pulse point. “You’ll get it, Ace. You’re smart.”

      I nod and inch forward, looking at the bowl of herbs beneath my hands. “Okay. I’ll try.”

      I hold my hands out over the bowl for so long my arms start to get tired. Nothing happens. Come on. I imagine the herbs glowing like they would in a movie. I inhale, and feel something tingling under my hands, similar to the feeling of static electricity.

      I open my eyes and see little flecks of light shining from within the bowl of herbs.

      “Can you see that?” I ask, not blinking.

      “See what?”

      “The lights.”

      “No.” Jacques slides a stone in front of me. “Don’t tell me the color. Imagine and change it.”

      Red. Turn red. I move my hands from the herbs to the stone, and feel the energy transfer.

      “It’s pink,” Jacques says, turning his head. “Is that what you intended?”

      “I was going for red.” My eyes widen and I poke at the stone in disbelief. Pink is basically watered-down red. The spell worked. Holy. Shit. “How long does it last?”

      “On something like this, probably a day. On yourself, hours at best.”

      “I can glamour myself?”

      “You can. And others.”

      I blink, trying to take it all in. “Can I try again?”

      “Of course.”

      I hold my hands over the herbs and repeat the process. The second stone is a deeper shade of pink.

      “Thank you,” I say, tearing my eyes away from the stone.

      “For what?”

      “For helping me with magic and translating the book. You’re a good teacher.”

      “I’ve always enjoyed teaching,” he says, picking up the book again, seeming almost flustered by the compliment.

      “How do you know so many languages?” I ask.

      “I was taught at a young age.”

      “Who taught you?”

      “My father. And then I was taught more at a monastery.”

      “I took Japanese in high school and don’t remember any of it.”

      Jacques looks at me. “That’s one I don’t know.”

      “Is there anything in here about curses? Specifically how to break one?”

      “Yes, but it’s vague.” He flips through the book, landing on a page that’s written in Latin. “This one is what I’d consider a generic spell. It rids negative energy attached to a person or object.”

      “Would it work?”

      “It’s not powerful enough to break this curse.”

      “I still don’t really understand the curse,” I start, closing the grimoire. “You were all cursed together…but only you were involved with Braeya, right?”

      He stiffens. “Right.”

      “How were the others involved? Were you friends before?”

      “No.”

      “But you knew each other?”

      “Yes.”

      His one-word answers are already annoying me. I feel like I’m interviewing a difficult suspect. “So you were working together?”

      “In a way, yes. Thomas and Gilbert were new to the Templar at that time. They were sent my way for disciplinary reasons.”

      I laugh. “I’m not surprised.” I bring my legs up underneath me. “So…Braeya.” I have so many questions about her. She’s a stranger yet I feel like I know her, and I hate her as much as I feel bonded to her.

      “What’s done is done.” Jacques stands and strides to the large floor-to-ceiling windows.

      “I am so sick of this shit!” I stand up, grimoire falling from my lap. “I get it—talking about the past sucks. It hurts and brings up memories of things we’d like to forget. But not telling me about her isn’t doing you any favors. It’s not doing Thomas, or Gilbert, or Hasan any either. So go be a baby and pout like you usually do and leave it to me to figure this shit out on my own.” I pick up the grimoire. “I’m going to bed.”

      Without giving him a chance to say anything else, I turn on my heel and stomp up the stairs, fully aware of how childish I’m acting when I’m accusing Jac of acting like one. But I’m so damn frustrated with him.

      I go into my bedroom, setting the book down on the dresser with more force than necessary. Deep down, I know where my frustration is coming from. I opened up to Jacques, showed him a side of me I never let anyone see. Brought up things I haven’t spoken about in years.

      I let him in. I trust him. I’m falling for him.

      And he keeps the walls up so high around himself I can’t even see over them to get a glimpse of what’s on the other side.

      “Goddammit,” I curse, and sink down onto my bed. Pushing people away before they have a chance to hurt me is a defense mechanism I’ve used before. Is Jacques feeling the same way? Maybe I can subtly leave a psych 101 documentary on during the day tomorrow. The guys are able to remember things they’ve heard when they’re in stone.

      Feeling bad for yelling at Jacques, I get out of bed and strip out of my clothes with the intention of taking a shower and then going to find Jac. I pull my shirt over my head, and someone opens the door.

      I whirl around. Looks like Jacques had the same idea.

      “I’m sorry,” he says right away, and the blunt apology takes me aback.

      “Me too.”

      He’s staring right into my eyes, and just now notices that I don’t have a shirt on. “Do you want me to come back?”

      “No,” I say, and pick up my bathrobe. Slipping it on, I sit on the bed and motion for Jacques to join me. “I’m sorry I called you a baby. You’re not. Obviously, since you’re like a thousand years old.”

      He sits next to me. “Maybe I’m an old baby, then.”

      I smile and lean back against the pillows. “You said it, not me.”

      Resituating his wings behind him, he looks out the window. “I did meet her before,” he starts. “We were sent to her village to educate the people on the word of God.”

      “Let me guess, they weren’t happy about it?”

      “No. It was the first of many problems, and at the time, I believed in the mission of the church and wanted to stop evil from spreading.” He brushes my hair back, tipping his head closer to mine. “Then, I believed anyone with magic was working with the devil.”

      “Would you have sentenced me to death?”

      “Yes.”

      A chill runs through me, and Jacques slides his hand along my arm. “There was much I didn’t know, and it took being cursed to see it all.”

      “That’s some silver lining, huh?”

      “What’s a silver lining?”

      “It means you find something good in something bad. I really don’t know why it’s called a silver lining, though.”

      He nods. “I like that phrase. My silver lining was gaining the sight I never had. I went into the Templars with blind faith. I did things I’m not proud of in the name of God. I thought I was doing the right thing.” He looks away, and I wonder if this is hard for him to admit.

      “If it makes you feel any better, most of what you all believed back then is bullshit anyway. The earth isn’t flat. The sun is a star in the center of our solar system, and mental illness is caused by chemical imbalances in the brain and not demons. And dumping your shit into the street—definitely not a good idea unless you’re trying to start a plague.”

      I get a small smile out of him. The air conditioner kicks on, rattling throughout the large house and pumping out cold air. I shiver, and Jacques’s first reaction is to comfort me. His arm slips around my waist, and he pulls me in against his wings. They’re large, patterned with swirls and loops, velvety soft and warm.

      “Is it annoying having wings?”

      “Sometimes. Though I do enjoy being able to fly.”

      “I think I would too. Though I’m scared of heights.”

      He smiles again. “The fear lessens when you’re in control.”

      Gently, I run my fingers along the inside of his wing. “I won’t be able to break the curse anytime soon, but maybe I can lessen it. Make it so you can stay inside or something. I wish I could keep you with me during the day, even if you’re in stone. I…I miss you guys,” I admit, and as soon as the words leave my mouth, they tug on my heart.

      “I miss you too, Ace. We all do.” He pulls me closer and my heart lurches. Is he finally going to kiss me? “And I hate leaving you during the day. I want to be here with you all the time.”

      My heart swells and I want so badly to break this curse. My life has been completely turned upside down, and the only thing keeping me grounded is having the guys with me. Knowing they’re here for me no matter what. I’ve never had anyone I could rely on like this before, and my feelings grow deeper for them every day.

      If they could be with me during the day…if we could go out together…share more than just the night…

      “I wish I could help you with everything else,” he says softly. “Not just with magic.” He runs his hand down my back, and the feeling of butterflies flutters in my stomach. “I’d like to make you dinner more often and take you on…on…I think it’s called a date.”

      Smiling, I look up. “Yeah, that’s what it’s called. And a date would be nice. Really nice.” My eyes fall shut and I think of Jac looking human again, in dark jeans and a button-up shirt. We’re at a swanky restaurant—hell, I’m even wearing a low-cut, form-fitting dress—and we’re talking and laughing, sharing a bottle of wine, and getting excited over how delicious the food is.

      We’re having fun. Not worrying about demons or magic or breaking a curse. We’re just enjoying each other’s company, carefree and fun. Together. Fuck, I want that so bad.

      “What if I combined the glamour spell with a concealment charm?” I ask, finding the thin line of scar tissue on his side. “Maybe I could hide your wings. You could go out with me then.”

      He considers it for a moment. “It’s worth a try.”

      “I’ll start on it tomorrow.”

      “I’m eager to be human again, but do not spread yourself too thin. It won’t be long before something senses the magic inside you and tries to take it for their own. You need to prepare. Focus on honing your powers for protection.”

      “Right,” I say, thinking back to the warnings about the Dark Ones. “It won’t be long.”
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      “Ace.”

      My eyes flutter open and I roll over. I’m snuggled up in Jacques’s embrace. I fell asleep in his arms last night, and I can tell by the soft light filtering in through the windows that dawn is fast approaching. My heart drops. I don’t want him to go.

      “It’s almost sunrise.”

      I sit up, seeing that Jac had covered us both up with the light blue comforter, and turn to look at him.

      “You stayed with me all night?”

      “I did.”

      I’m smiling again, even though I’m trying not to. He’s been through so much yet is still so caring. “Thank you, Jac. That means a lot to me.”

      “I didn’t want you to wake up alone in case you had a nightmare about your parents’ death.” His arm slips around me and he pulls me close. “You seemed peaceful.”

      “I don’t remember my dream, so I’m going to go with yes.” I rest my head on his chest. “Having you here with me all night was nice.” I curl my leg up, hooking it over his. “It’s comforting.”

      “It is,” he agrees, bending his neck down. His lips brush against my skin as he talks, and every nerve in my body awakens.

      “I do feel a little bad you were stuck up here with me all night.”

      “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      I turn my head up, heart in my throat. “I want you to stay.”

      “I wish I could.” He holds me tighter against him. “You’ll break the curse, Ace,” he adds softly, knowing what I’m thinking. He gently combs my hair back out of my face, looking into my eyes. It’s such a simple gesture, but the moment is intimate between us.

      My heart is beating right along with his, and I want him to give in. To kiss me. To tell me he loves me.

      “I was thinking about what you told me…about your parents,” he starts.

      I swallow hard, reaching over Jac for the bottle of water I have on my nightstand and taking a drink. “And?”

      “You said you didn’t hear anything at their time of death.”

      “Right. I was asleep, so it makes sense. But you’d think I would have heard something. I’ve always been a light sleeper.” I recap the water bottle and stretch out my neck. “They were brutally attacked. That’s not…that’s not a quiet event.”

      “No, it’s not.” I shiver, and if it wasn’t for Jacques holding me, I’d come undone. The memories are still vivid and the pain is still fresh.

      “Your great aunt who left you this house…how was she related to your parents?”

      “She was my mom’s aunt. My grandpa was her brother.”

      “And you never saw anything that would make you think your mom had powers?”

      I let my mind go back to my mother, to her beautiful green eyes, her soft hair that always fell in perfect curls around her shoulders.

      “Nothing concrete. I mean, I thought she was magical just because she was my mom,” I admit with a smile. “I still miss her.”

      “I’m sorry, Ace,” Jacques says softly. He brushes my hair back and rests his forehead against mine. Lips parting, I tip my head to his. My heart thumps, and I want so badly to kiss him. To lose myself to him and finally give in to the feelings we’ve both been denying.

      “Your mother must have had powers. That alone is a reason demons attack. If she cast a protection spell the moment the demons entered the house, you wouldn’t hear anything.”

      My eyes fall shut. “They attacked her because of the magic?”

      “They could have, and it makes sense to me to be the reason. For centuries, demons have preyed on others with powers. Some are able to harvest the magic from within, and others simply don’t like anything else out there being as strong as they are.” Jacques cups my chin and turns my head up. “That’s enough for now. We’ll talk about it more tonight. And Ace?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We will find the demon who killed your parents. I will scour the earth and we will get your vengeance, ripping them limb from limb and making them die a slow, painful death.”

      My eyes fill with tears. “That’s one of the nicest things anyone has ever said to me.”

      Jacques’s lips curve into a smile. I shift my weight, turning my body in toward his. He leans close, and I can feel the heat radiating off of him. Fuck, I want him. All of him.

      The front door opens and closes, echoing up the stairs and into my room. The others have gone outside. Jacques needs to as well. I have no idea what would happen if he didn’t return to his spot on the roof. He said it was part of the curse, and it’s a part I have to change.

      I won’t let anything happen to the guys.

      “I have to go,” he whispers, but doesn’t make a move to get up.

      “I know.” I push up onto my knees, wrapping my arms around his shoulders. He pulls me in close, crushing my breasts against his chest. I sweep one hand down over his torso, fingers hovering at the waistband of his pants.

      This time, he doesn’t tense or move away. This time, he tips his head down, and kisses me.

      His lips, soft and warm, mesh against mine. My heart leaps out of my chest and every nerve in my body comes alive. The world stops around us, and time freezes. It doesn’t matter that the sun is rising on the horizon.

      All that matters is his lips on mine, and how kissing him is as natural as breathing. He further parts his lips, and his tongue pushes into my mouth. He slides his hand along my cheek, gently caressing my ear with his thumb.

      I bring my hands up, fastening them around his neck, gripping his shoulders and bringing him closer to me until there is no space left in between. My heart beats along with his, and I know without a doubt I never want a day to go by without him kissing me.

      “Ace,” he groans, and brings his hands down to my ass. Squeezing it, he moves me onto him so I’m straddling his lap. He brings his hands up my back, fingers pressing into my flesh. He kisses me again, hard and demanding.

      The kiss has the magic of a first kiss with the passion of star-crossed lovers finally reunited. But it’s over as quickly as it started, and when he pulls away, it’s like I forgot how to breathe and the only way I can get air is to have his lips on mine again.

      “Ace,” Jacques says again, eyes losing color. His tan skin is turning gray, and I’m suddenly terrified he’s going to crumble to pieces if he doesn’t get back to the roof.

      “You have to go,” I say, panicking. He nods, knowing it to be true, but looks at me as if letting me go will hurt worse than crumbling into nothing.

      I spring up, racing to the window. I unlock it and throw it open. Jacques moves toward it, and I practically shove his wings through to get him outside, just in time. I fall back onto the bed, heart racing from both finally kissing Jacques and fearing that he was going to die before my eyes. I roll over, hugging my pillow and wishing it were him. He’s right outside, as are the others, and yet I’m back to feeling lonely again.

      It’s earlier than I need to get up, but there’s no way I can go back to sleep. Plus, I fell asleep hours before I normally do and I’m not tired. Clouds are covering the sky this morning, and the air has taken on a chill. I change into exercise clothes and go for a run, and then shower, get dressed, and eat breakfast with time to spare.

      Picking up the grimoire and Jacques’s translations, I spend a good hour studying and practicing the glamour spell three more times. By the third time, my white rock glows a fiery red.

      Getting a second cup of coffee, I do a bit of Google searching on how to break curses. I’m certain everything I’m reading online is bullshit, but if this book in front of me exists and has real spells, then maybe there’s a chance some of what I’m reading online has merit too.

      By the time I have to leave for work, I have a list going on everything I can find about breaking curses. A lot of the information repeats itself, stemming from different cultures and religions, which makes me think there might be some truth in it after all. I add my curse-breaking notes to my bag, grab Lily’s laptop, and head out to work.

      I toss everything in the car and then dash back into the house, bringing out a battery-powered radio. I change it to a pop station, which Thomas and Gilbert have grown rather fond of, and turn up the volume.

      I rest my hand on Gilbert’s, which has become a twisted talon set in stone. “See ya later.”
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        * * *

      

      “I looked at that Roy guy’s account,” Erica tells me, pulling up something on her computer. She’s my go-to person on the force when it comes to anything dealing with computers. “And it’s interesting.”

      “Interesting how?”

      “The account has been logged into from multiple IP addresses, which isn’t uncommon depending on what devices you’re logging in from. People have multiple computers, tablets, phones…you get what I mean. But then, most would be in the same area. But his account has been accessed from California, Texas, and Missouri, and no, he’s not traveling. The logins are too close together for that.”

      “Someone is sharing the account.”

      “That’s what it appears.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “Can you narrow down the locations?”

      “Already done.” She grabs a printed list from her desk.

      “Thanks. While I have you, can you comb through my vic’s computer? See if you find anything else?”

      “Of course. Do you know the password or do you need me to crack that too?”

      “I figured it out. It was her cat’s name,” I say as I pull the laptop from my bag.

      “That would have been one of my first guesses. If you need anything else, you know where to find me.”

      I go back to my desk and check with local law enforcement from the other cities Roy’s account was logged in from. They haven’t had any murders remotely similar to the one I’m investigating. It’s a pain in the ass to get Facebook to give up access to messages, and having compelling evidence in a murder case would have helped.

      Feeling like I’m back at square one, I fall back to good old-fashioned police work and leave the station to talk to Lily’s friends and coworkers to see what they know. I grab my jacket, flipping up the collar to try and keep the misty rain off my neck, and head out.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, I get back into the car with a heavy sigh. Everyone loved Lily. She was sweet and kind and wouldn’t hurt a fly. She had no creepy ex-boyfriends. No stalkers. Even her boss loved her. If this wasn’t personal, it’ll make finding the killer that much harder.

      But not impossible.

      My phone buzzes, and I dig it out of my purse. It’s Gemma, asking if I want to have dinner tonight. Smiling, I unlock my phone to text back a reply. Dinner is too close to sunset, and I don’t want to lose a minute with the guys. I have magic to practice tonight, and I promised Thomas and Gilbert we could start Game of Thrones this week. I didn’t want them to watch it without me. Their reactions to TV and movies is entertaining even now. Plus…it’s Game of Thrones. I love that show.

      I open the text and ask her if she wants to grab lunch instead. She starts typing right away.

      Gemma: Yeah, that’ll work! I go on my lunch break in a few minutes. Want to meet at that Chinese takeout place by Lyra’s Magic Shoppe?

      Me: I’m actually in that part of town. I can be there in fifteen minutes.

      Gemma: Great! Order me an egg roll? LOL It’s been a long day already. I’ll pay you back!

      Me: Just one? ;-)

      Gemma: I could eat a dozen today. I stress eat :-O I always get a #5 plate there. See you soon.

      Me: I’ll put in the order, no worries.

      Gemma: Yay! Thanks hun!

      I put the phone down, check off the last name on my list, and drive over to the restaurant. I get in a few minutes before Gemma, who looks exasperated when she huffs down at the table. She’s wearing navy blue scrubs with her name badge clipped to her collar. My eyes go to it out of habit, wanting to place names and faces in case I need to reference them later. Her hair is blonde with pink highlights in her photo—she looks much better with her natural dark color—and she works at a nursing home called Silver Living.

      I’m so used to looking for the bad in people, trying to find ways to incriminate them, I’ve forgotten how to be a friend. Our food is ready just a minute later, and we sit at one of the few tables in this little place to eat.

      Gemma talks about work, telling me about an annoying family member of a patient she’s taking care of, along with an asshole doctor who almost killed someone by prescribing medication the patient is allergic to.

      We talk and laugh throughout lunch, and it surprises me how fast time goes by. The mist has turned into rain when we leave, and Gemma curses under her breath when we get to the door.

      “I picked a great day to walk,” she grumbles.

      “I can drive you,” I offer. “You can’t be far, right?”

      “No, which is bad for my waistline,” she jokes. “I come here every time I work a nightshift. They’re the only place open past midnight.”

      I zip my leather jacket and open the door. We dash across the street and get into the car. I have to shove my bag into the back, and the paper inviting me to the Memorial Day party falls out onto the floor.

      “What’s this?” Gemma unfolds the paper. She was right about being nosey. It doesn’t bother me, though, not yet at least.

      “Nothing I’m going to,” I say, and start the car, unsure if I need the heat or the air. It’s humid again, but a little chilly. May is so fun in Pennsylvania.

      “There’s all-you-can-eat BBQ and an open bar.” She grins. “I’ll go if you don’t want to. Unless it’s like an ex’s party or something.”

      “Not an ex, just a neighbor.”

      “You don’t like them?”

      I pull out onto the street. “I don’t know them. I moved recently but honestly have no intention of getting to know my neighbors. I’m so social, I know.”

      Gemma laughs. “You recently moved?” She scans the paper. “Onto this street?”

      That bad feeling comes back in my stomach, and my muscles twitch as I resist the urge to jerk the wheel and send Gemma flying against the window.

      What the fuck?

      “Near there.”

      “Interesting. I, uh, had a friend nearby when I was a kid.”

      “I thought you said you grew up in Amish Country?”

      “Yeah, I did. In Lancaster. But we came into the city every now and then. My parents’ graves are here.” She’s talking quickly and looks down. She’s lying and I have no idea why.

      “Oh. Okay.” Silence falls between us the rest of the way to Silver Living.

      “Thanks again, Ace.” Gemma unbuckles. “Did you give any more thought to going to Lyra’s tarot card reading next week?”

      I make a face. “We’ll see.”

      “You don’t believe yet, do you?”

      “Not yet. Hey,” I say quickly before she gets out. “The herbs at Lyra’s…are they real?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Is the Devil’s Shoestring really that? It looked like someone picked up twigs off the sidewalk and bagged them up.”

      She chuckles. “Yeah, Lyra’s legit. Not every place is, though. Even though Lyra’s overbearing and a cheapskate, I go back to her place for that reason.”

      “Thanks. And if I can get away from work, the tarot thing might be entertaining.”

      She smiles. “Don’t you want to see if there’s a tall, dark, and handsome man in your future?”

      “I can dream,” I laugh. There’s not just one tall, dark, and handsome man in my life.

      There are four.
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        * * *

      

      I set everything on the kitchen table and open the grimoire, pulling out the folded paper with my own notes. I read them over until the oven beeps, get up to put two lasagnas in the oven, then go right back to the book.

      I woke up the gargoyles, bringing them back to the men they used to be. I can hold fire in my bare hands and not feel the heat. I can do the glamour spells. Obviously I have magic inside me. I need to figure this shit out and do something with it.

      Uncapping a pen, I stare at my notebook. Jacques said I can make my own spells, and the spells already written in the book aren’t strong enough to break the curse. I’m sure it takes years of practice to get to the point of creating spells, but what if I combine what’s already written?

      I make lists of the ingredients of every spell translated so far that could be applied to curse breaking, circling anything that’s mentioned more than once, thinking maybe if I double those ingredients, I’ll up the ante and make a spell that’ll pack a punch.

      It sounds too easy, I know, but it’s all I’ve got right now. Getting annoyed with myself for not thinking up a genius idea that will break this curse, I get up, not able to sit still any longer. Checking on the food in the oven, I spend a few minutes cleaning up the kitchen and pull out the vacuum.

      The guys and I have fallen into a routine. It was weird having to show them how to do simple household chores, but since they never lived in this millennium until recently, those simple things were foreign to them.

      This house is so damn big it takes all of us to keep it clean. I get the living room, kitchen, and dining room vacuumed, then stop to keep working on dinner, mixing up a salad and getting garlic bread ready to go in the oven later.

      I sit on the porch steps, waiting for the guys to wake up. My thoughts drift back to that bloody basement, back to the vacant look in Mrs. Green’s eyes when she told me about the Dark Ones.

      There was no connection made from the stolen body in the alley to the blood on the basement walls. The two are being treated as separate incidences, though my gut tells me otherwise.

      And now I’m thinking about ghosts again, mind going crazy with everything Jacques and I talked about this morning. If there was a way to speak to the spirits of my parents, I’d know what happened.

      I’d know how to make sure it never happens again.

      Bits of stone and dust start to fall from Thomas’s and Gilbert’s wings. I watch, impressed every time I see them shift from stone to man. Well, almost man.

      “Morning, sunshine,” I say, getting to my feet. Gilbert shakes dust from his hair and smiles, looking up at the house for the others to join. “How’d you sleep?”

      Gilbert gives me a glare. “Like a baby.”

      “Yeah, it’s really comfortable up there,” Thomas deadpans.

      “It looks terrible, really. I can only imagine the stiff neck you’d wake up with.”

      “That’s not the only stiff part I wake up with,” Thomas says with a smirk. Jacques joins us, followed a moment later by Hasan. My heart feels full the second the guys awaken, but the feeling of butterflies when I look at Jacques is new.

      And I like it.

      “Dinner should be ready soon,” I say, going back inside.

      “What’s all this?” Jacques asks right away, looking at the kitchen table.

      “Curse Breaking: 101. I’m going to give it a shot tonight. I know it won’t remove everything, but if it makes it so you can stay in the house during the day I’ll call it progress.”

      “I agree,” Jacques says. “I’ll help you with it after dinner, if you’d like.”

      “Thanks.” I look into Jacques’s eyes, remembering the way his lips felt on mine. I want to grab his hand, lead him upstairs, and have him kiss me again. This time, the sunrise won’t stop us.

      But dinner does. The timer goes off, and I get dinner out of the oven before it burns. A few minutes later, we’re all seated in the dining room.

      “What is your plan?” Gilbert asks.

      “I’m going to wing it and see what happens.”

      “Wing it?” Hasan questions.

      “It means just try something without a plan, basically.”

      “That’s not a plan.”

      “It’s a plan to not have a plan,” Thomas tries, grinning. “Which is something I can relate to.”

      Jacques rolls his eyes. “And we know how that’s worked out for you.”

      “I’m hoping if I start with the basics, something might work.” I sink my fork into my food. “And hopefully I don’t make things worse.”

      “Test it on me,” Thomas offers. “If it makes me evil, they can stop me, and if you kill me, they can make sure you feel guilty the rest of your life.”

      I give him a glare. “Thanks.”

      He winks. “Thank me later.”

      I plan to, and I think he knows it. “I guess I should say I’m trying to weaken the curse instead of break it,” I begin, and pick up my garlic bread. “It was laid with powerful magic, much more powerful than I’m capable of now, but I gotta start somewhere, right?”

      Jacques meets my eye. “Right. We all have faith in you. You will break this curse.”

      “No pressure or anything,” I reply with a smirk. “There’s one spell in there to get rid of negative energy. I’ll try that one first and see if it does something.”

      “It will,” Gilbert assures me, having more confidence in my magic than I ever will. The sound of my ringtone echoes through the house, and I get up, hurrying to get it before I miss the call. It’s not someone from the station calling, but it is work-related.

      “Bisset,” I answer.

      “Hey, Ace, it’s Tiffany. Sorry to bug you after hours.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I have papers that need to be signed off on, and I’m hoping to get you to do it.”

      “No problem, but I’m home and not at work.”

      “I assumed so,” she says. “Which is why I have the papers with me and can stop by. It’ll just take a minute.”

      I hesitate. There’s no way to tell her no without it being obvious. And it really will only take a minute. “Sure.”

      “Great! Thanks, Ace. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Do you need directions?”

      “I think I know where it’s at, and I’ve seen the pictures you showed me. I’ll just look for the creepy gargoyles. Can’t miss them, right?”

      Oh. Shit.
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      “Shit.” I hang up the phone and turn around.

      “What’s wrong?” Hasan asks.

      “Someone from work is stopping by for a minute so I can sign some papers.”

      Thomas cocks an eyebrow. “And that’s bad?”

      “No, but this person just happens to be the only person in the world who knows I inherited a house with four creepy gargoyles on it.”

      “You think we’re creepy?” Gilbert retorts, faking offense.

      “The creepiest,” I shoot right back, looking into his blue eyes. I wonder if he knows just how much I need him. He and Thomas both have this way of lightening the mood and easing my tension without even trying. They balance me out.

      “But in all seriousness,” I say, “she’s going to wonder. I’ll just…I’ll tell her you were too creepy and I had you removed.”

      “That hurts, Ace,” Gilbert goes on, pressing his hand to his chest. “But it’s believable.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t want me to answer the door?” Thomas quips, flashing his cocky grin my way.

      I laugh, tension leaving me. I’m so grateful for those two, and I want to make sure they know it.

      “Maybe next time,” I say, shaking my head, and go back to the table. If Tiffany is coming from the station, we have some time. But she must have already been on her way, or was leaving from her house, because ten minutes later, she knocks on the door.

      The guys go into the library, and I hope Tiffany doesn’t ask for a house tour. This place is impressive.

      “Thank you so much,” Tiffany says when I open the door. She turns and looks at the bare spots on the porch steps. “What happened to your gargoyles?”

      My gargoyles. I like the way that sounds.

      “I didn’t like them. They were pretty creepy.”

      Tiffany gives me an incredulous stare for a second before pulling the papers from her bag. She knows I don’t get creeped out. I like weird, and I don’t believe in anything paranormal.

      Or so she thinks.

      “This place is amazing!” She looks around, following me into the living room. I set the papers on the coffee table, not needing to read through them. I’ve filled out this form a thousand times and can read it in my sleep.

      “Thanks. I haven’t decorated much. Or at all, really. But it’s in decent shape. There are a few things that need to be updated, but it’s not too bad.”

      “Once you get everything done, this place is going to be amazing. You need to have a housewarming party just to show it off.”

      “Give me like five years to get started on that,” I say with a laugh. “And at least another three to figure out how to decorate.”

      “If you want to bounce ideas off of me, feel free. I’ve been binging HGTV lately when Mavy wakes up in the middle of the night. Which has been nightly for the last three weeks.”

      “Sounds rough.”

      She nods. “It is. But I’d do it all over again.” She looks around the house, her gaze landing on the dining room. Specifically, the five table settings. “I didn’t mean to interrupt dinner,” she apologizes. “Especially when you have guests.”

      “It’s fine. It’s just my cousins,” I say, going with a lie I’ve previously told. “They’re back in town.”

      “Well, I’ll let you guys get back to dinner. See you tomorrow.”

      I walk her to the door and watch to make sure she gets into her car safely. As she’s driving away, the headlights of her car illuminate what looks like a person hiding in the bushes. I jump off the porch and race down the cobblestone path. I’m not wearing shoes, and I don’t have my gun.

      Neither stop me.

      “Ace?” Gilbert calls from inside the house. I can feel their presence behind me, sprinting out to defend me against the monster that’s lurking in the yard.

      Only it’s not a monster. It’s fucking Jared, and he has his video camera again. He tries to run away, but smacks face-first into a tree in his attempt to leave. His camera smashes into his face, lens cracking from impact.

      I tackle him to the ground, so wishing I had cuffs on me. I give him props for being persistent, and he’s definitely onto something. But dammit, I can’t let him get away with this.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I say, pulling him to his feet. “Again?”

      “They’re not there!” he stammers, pointing to the house.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I take a hold of his arm and start directing him to the house.

      “They were there and now they’re not!” His eyes are wide with disbelief, and he walks toward the house without resisting just so he can get closer. Then he realizes what’s going on and jerks away. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m arresting you.”

      He spins around, jaw falling open. “You can’t arrest me.”

      “Watch me.”

      “All I did was trespass.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “And that’s illegal.”

      “But I can’t go to jail for it.”

      I push him forward again. “Glad you know more than me. I’m only a lowly detective who didn’t study law enforcement in college before joining the police force.”

      “Don’t you have better things to do?”

      “Like find murderers? Yes. But it’s hard when this teenage boy keeps harassing me.”

      “I’m not—you can’t.” He looks at me, face paling for real this time. “I could get in trouble for that.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      We go up the stone steps and Jared slows, looking at the posts where Gilbert and Thomas usually sit. I direct him to the living room and have him sit on the couch. One of the guys lands on the roof, hard and heavy and totally done on purpose.

      Jared jumps.

      I get my phone, but instead of calling this in, I grab that Memorial Day invite and call Jared’s father. His phone rings once. Twice. Three times before he answers. Jared’s dad has my number, but he still sounds startled when he answers.

      “Hello, Richard,” I start. “This is Detective Ace Bisset from down the road.” I turn and look at Jared, enjoying the panic on his face a little too much. “I just caught your son sneaking around my house with a video camera and was hoping you could come get him.”

      Richard sputters. “I’ll be right there. I am so sorry, Detective. I…I’m speechless. Jared is a good kid.” I hear keys jingling in the background. “He has a girlfriend. I don’t know why he’d film you. Not that you’re not attractive or anything. That’s not the point.”

      Oh. Ew. His dad thinks Jared was sneaking around trying to get a shot of me naked or something. I wonder if the truth is comforting or concerning.

      “Right. I’ll see you soon.” I hang up and turn back to Jared. He’s going through the footage he recorded. I hold out my hand for the camera. With a sigh, he hands it over.

      “Why are you protecting them?” he asks as I delete what he recently recorded.

      “Protecting who?”

      “The gargoyles.”

      Seriously, kid? “I’m not. Because I can’t. They’re just stone statues.”

      “They were there, then they were gone. Then back again. And now gone again. You can’t remove them and put them back up over and over like that. It’s just not possible.”

      He leans back on the couch and looks at me, arrogance lost. “I’ve lived out here most of my life. I’ve been past this house more times than I can count. And the gargoyles were always there.”

      “Call me crazy, but people can redecorate.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Watch your mouth,” I scold. “Or maybe I’ll change my mind and I’ll feel safer putting that teenage peeping Tom behind bars for the night.”

      He swallows hard. “I’m not the only one who’s noticed. Darla’s seen them too. And she has nightmares about them. If you’re protecting them…I’m going to find out.”

      Dammit. I want to hit something right now. Leave it to this stupid meddling kid to make me feel like the bad guy in Scooby-Doo right now.

      “Listen,” I say, recognizing something in Jared that I see in myself. “If I’m strong enough to protect four ancient gargoyles who come alive at night, then I’m not someone you want on your bad side.”

      Right on cue, one of the guys jumps down from the second-story balcony, and the sound of wings flapping echoes through the house. Jared jumps, twisting around to try and see into the dark room behind us.

      The color drains from his face.

      “You’re looking for something you’re not prepared to find,” I tell him. “I get needing to find answers and the compulsion to dig deeper. Trust me, I get it. That’s what I do for a living, after all. But this…the only thing you’ll be digging is your own grave.”

      I think I laid it on a little too thick there. Oh well. Maybe scaring the shit out of him will finally keep him away. I don’t really want to arrest him and have any sort of paper trail leading anyone to the house and the guys. And I really do understand. If he wasn’t such a pain in the ass, I might admire the kid’s drive to uncover the truth.

      The house shudders the way it does when the back door is opened and shut. A moment later the porch lights go out. Jared just about jumps out of his skin and peers through the curtained living room window. We’re in a room at the front of the house, right off the foyer.

      “I really am sorry,” he says, voice wavering. “I didn’t mean to piss you off and make you go all ragey.”

      I cross my arms. “Stop playing victim.” A car turns into the driveway. “Does your dad know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That you think the gargoyles are real.”

      He looks away. “No.”

      Nodding, I step away from Jared and move to the front door, wanting to get Richard inside as quickly as possible so he doesn’t have time to stop and look for the gargoyles. Or lack thereof.

      He’s almost to the steps when I open the door, too flustered to notice anything. Thomas and Gilbert have taken their spots again, wings drawn up around them to hide their human features. They’re as still as stone, and if you didn’t know any better, it would be all too easy to pass them by in the dark and assume they are statues.

      “I am so sorry and so embarrassed,” Richard says as soon as he’s in the house. Gilbert lowers his wings, looks over his shoulder at me, and winks. Keeping my face neutral, I shut the door behind us and motion to the living room.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” He rounds on Jared. “Trespassing? Trying to get pictures of her?” He runs his hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “Do you want to be labeled a sex offender for the rest of your life?”

      “Dad,” Jared starts. “I wasn’t taking pictures of her!”

      “Then what in the hell were you—we’ll talk about this at home. Did you tell Detective Bisset you’re sorry?” Richard shakes his head.

      “Yes, I did. And I’ll say it again. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t let it happen again,” I say.

      “Get up,” Richard orders Jared. “You have no idea how lucky you are she didn’t press charges or arrest you herself.”

      I walk them to the door, mind made up about that stupid picnic. There’s no way in hell I’m going. My hand lands on the doorknob and I mentally reach out, seeing if the guys are still on the porch. They are, and I feel them before I see them.

      “No!” Jared recoils. “No, no, no! They weren’t there a minute ago!”

      Richard grabs Jared’s arm and gives him a swift jerk. “Not this again.”

      “I’m not crazy, Dad!”

      “In the car. Now,” Richard says through gritted teeth, making me feel bad for the kid. He’s not crazy, but what the fuck is anyone supposed to believe? Gargoyles don’t come to life and move around. Magic isn’t real. Anyone who says otherwise is crazy.

      I believed it.

      And now I’m living it.

      Fuck, this sucks. Jared is an arrogant prick but he doesn’t deserve to be treated like a crazy person. He doesn’t need to be taken to therapy and prescribed drugs for a condition he doesn’t have.

      Because magic is real. These gargoyles are actually men. And monsters do exist.

      I don’t have time for this, and my brain is already fried. The only thing I need to worry about when it comes to Jared is keeping him the hell away from my house and yard.
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      I should have made the circle bigger. Crowding in the salt circle I made on the living room floor, I inhale deeply, trying to draw energy in around me. I’m sitting cross-legged on the wooden floor, holding out my hands. Thomas links his fingers through mine and meets my gaze.

      “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” I push my shoulders back, thinking I should have put my hair up into a bun or something. There are white candles along the salt line, bringing in positive energy. Or so the grimoire said. After going over the notes I made this morning with Jac, we decided a generic curse-breaking spell would be the best to try first. The spell works by banishing negative energy, which is used to send and create curses.

      We’re sitting in a circle of salt for protection, have white candles all around us, and the mixture of herbs in the bowl near me will help vanquish negativity once they’re burned. Jacques said there’s a note added in there that makes him believe this spell has been used many times for centuries by my ancestors.

      Despite it all, I still have a hard time believing in this shit.

      Millions of people light candles every day and they don’t do spells. Thousands burn stinky herbs, like the mix I have in a bowl next to us. And even more believe in positive energy, karma, and a higher power looking out for them.

      But to me, this still feels like a joke.

      I look into Thomas’s eyes. He was born over a thousand years ago and doesn’t look a day over thirty. He turns to stone when the sun rises. He has wings.

      Magic is real. Obviously. So why is this so hard for me?

      Gilbert and Jacques are behind me, watching. Hasan is outside, keeping an eye out on the yard to make sure there aren’t any more interruptions tonight. Having an audience behind me makes me nervous, and though Gil won’t admit it, I know he’s worried about his brother. Who the hell knows what could happen.

      I get to work, still feeling like I’m a B-grade actress in a low-budget paranormal movie, and grab the bowl of herbs, taking a sage smudge stick from inside and lighting it. Once the smoke starts billowing, I waft it around Thomas and force myself to concentrate.

      “Do you feel anything?” I ask him.

      “I feel like coughing,” he replies with a smirk, turning his head away from the smoke.

      “Glad this is working.”

      “You have to power it, Acelina,” Jacques says, voice coming from behind me.  “The curse is there, inside or around or maybe both. You need to reach in—metaphorically, of course—and feel it. Find out what powers it, and how to break it.”

      Setting the smudge stick down, I take Thomas’s hand again and let my eyes fall shut. Once more, I’m painfully aware of everything I shouldn’t be thinking about, though this time, I’m able to push it away.

      Focusing on the warmth of Thomas’s skin on mine, I listen to my heart beating. The thumping in my ears fades away, and another heartbeat starts to echo in the distance. I squeeze Thomas’s fingers, and his heartbeat grows louder and louder in my head.

      Show me the curse. Something dark rushes out at me. Show me the curse. Red eyes peer out from the darkness. The sound of crickets surrounds me, and moonlight reflects off a still pond. Pain radiates through my entire body, and I’m cold.

      Lifeless.

      Dead.

      I’m watching from above my body, looking down at my tattered dress pushed up around my waist, at the thick blood dripping from my mouth, and the bruises on my neck from being strangled. It’s like I’m looking into a mirror of death, but the body on the ground doesn’t belong to me.

      It’s Braeya.

      Shadows rush, cloaking me in darkness once again. Then someone screams. It’s a broken-hearted, defeated cry, and I once again get a flash from above. An older man scoops up Braeya, holding her close as he sobs.

      Something falls out of her clutched hand, shining under the stars. Braeya’s father brushes her hair back, using his sleeve to wipe away the blood from her face. His tears fall, and darkness starts to swirl above us.

      With trembling fingers, he picks up the shiny object, holding it up to the moonlight to see what it is. My own heart skips a beat, and whispers of the curse circle me. It’s covered in blood, but there’s no mistaking the object in Braeya’s hand. It’s a crucifix, and there’s only one reason she’d have it.

      Jacques.

      I yank my hands out of Thomas’s and fall back, almost landing on a candle. Jacques catches me, moving the candle out of the way just in time. I push myself up, scrambling to my feet.

      “Fucking hell,” Thomas mumbles, rubbing his forehead. “Did you see all that too?”

      I nod and look at Jacques. Everything rushes back and things start to click into place.

      Braeya and her father were trying to get inside information on the Templar Knights, and already had a chip on their shoulder—rightly so—for the Knights trying to force Christianity onto them. But then Braeya realized Jacques wasn’t some crazy fanatical priest but really believed in making the world a better place. Gilbert told me they saw each other after she lifted the spell. Had she gone to him, taken his cross as a sign of peace, and was returning to her coven to tell them to lay off?

      My heart is still racing. I rapidly blink, shredding the lingering emotions, and take in a deep breath.

      “Did you love her?” I ask Jacques.

      His dark eyes sadden and he looks away. He knows I’m talking about Braeya. “I don’t know.”

      Usually his lack of actually answering would annoy me, but I believe him. He was spelled to think he was in love. He was kidnapped, tied up, and visions of love and happiness—even having his own family—were forced into his head. That would fuck anyone up.

      “What the hell happened?” Gilbert asks, looking at each of us.

      “I think Ace channeled something,” Thomas explains slowly. “And I saw it through her?”

      “Yeah,” I breathe. “I think that’s right.”

      “What did you see?” Gilbert’s on the edge of the couch, blue eyes wide.

      Thomas looks at me, and then at Jacques, and I get it. He doesn’t want to speak of Braeya’s death in front of Jacques. Thomas looks Gilbert in the eyes, and something unspoken is said between them. Gil nods and leans back against the couch.

      “I feel kind of sick,” I admit, and run my hand over my face. Thomas wraps his arm around my waist and leads me up the stairs. We’re both still unsettled, and I’m thankful for a moment alone to gather my thoughts.

      “That was fucked up,” Thomas says when he closes my bedroom door. I sit on the bed, processing everything. “But now we know why we were blamed for her death. You don’t think—”

      “No. He didn’t do it.” My heart starts to slow and I fall back against my pillows. “I’ve had dreams or visions or something,” I admit. “I’ve seen what she did to him. How much she got into his head. He wouldn’t hurt her.”

      “This is fucked up,” he repeats, and lies down next to me. “Are you all right?”

      “I think so.” I turn my head, taking solace in his crystal-clear eyes. “I didn’t break the curse, but something happened. Honestly, I didn’t expect a damn thing to happen.”

      “You’re so confident in everything but magic,” Thomas says, moving onto his side and shifting his wings underneath him. Hand landing on the curve of my hip, he gently kisses my neck. “You need to start believing. You have power inside of you, Ace.”

      I cuddle up against him, snaking my arms around his shoulders, and find the comfort I’m looking for. His large body spoons around mine, making me feel safe and protected. Gently, he kisses the back of my neck.

      “What you did might not have been what you hoped to do,” he whispers. “But it was amazing, Ace. You are amazing.”

      My heart speeds up, and tears bite the corners of my eyes. I feel so much for him right now, and it’s more than physical. I’ve offered my heart to him, and though it’s battered and bruised, he took it willingly, never blinking an eye at the mistakes I’ve made.

      He likes me for me, and as lame as it sounds, I’ve never had this before. Not with friendships. Not with relationships. The bond I have with Thomas borders both: he’s my friend as much as he is my lover, and I never feel like I have to hide anything from him.

      Thomas runs his fingers up and down my back, starting off innocently enough. Then he inches my shirt up, deft fingers finding the clasp on my bra, and undoes it with one hand. He pulls me onto him, and I straddle his waist, feeling his already hard cock press against me. I raise my hands over my head, letting him strip me. He cups my breasts in his hands, bending his knees so his cock rubs against me.

      “You are powerful, Ace,” he growls, running his hands from my breasts to my shoulders and bringing me down so he can kiss me. “And it’s fucking sexy.” In a swift movement, he flips us over, and with him now on top, he kisses his way down my neck, over my abdomen, stopping only to remove my pants.

      Still reeling from the spell, the same desperation fuels us both. I want to feel him inside me, fucking me into oblivion so I don’t have to think about anything else other than how good his cock feels. And he wants the same.

      I’m naked in front of him, and he moves away only to remove his own clothing. He dives down between my legs, not wasting a single second. His tongue, wet and warm, lashes against me, trailing up my pussy and flicking my clit.

      I moan when he sucks me, working his tongue with impressive speed. Tipping my head up, I watch him eat me out, getting hotter from the sight of his head between my legs. The fervor between us is always strong, just like it is with Hasan and Gilbert too. But having gone through something together, something fucked up and, in all honesty, something scary, bonds us closer at the moment.

      Neither of us want to forget, but we don’t want to think about it right now either. Thomas is doing a damn good job making sure the only thing I can think about is how close I am to coming, how good his tongue feels as it licks my pussy. He lashes his tongue out again, groaning as he laps up every drop of wetness I give him.

      Something about doing magic turned me on too, making the orgasm come on strong and fast. Thomas plunges a finger inside me right before I come, stroking my G-spot and feeling my pussy tighten as I come. As soon as the orgasm is over, he moves away, going to the side of the bed and guiding me down so my head is hanging over the edge.

      With his cock in his hand he steps up, stroking the long, thick shaft. I reach out above my head, one hand landing on his ass, and pull him to me, welcoming his cock into my mouth. He leans forward, supporting himself with one hand, and rubs my clit with the other, not stopping until I’m coming again.

      He’s getting close too and begrudgingly pulls his hips away, not wanting me to stop sucking his dick but wanting to finish inside me. I squeeze his ass, giving him one final hard suck before he steps back, and push myself back down on the mattress.

      On the bed in a second flat, I bend my knees up and grab his cock, guiding it to my entrance. Propping himself up on his elbows, he spreads his wings above me and pushes his cock deep inside, groaning with pleasure.

      “Fuck me hard,” I pant, and those three words are all it takes for Thomas to go animalistic, thrusting in and out hard and fast. My head hits the headboard behind me, but we don’t stop.

      I grab Thomas’s ass, digging my nails into his flesh, lifting my hips so he hits me at just the right angle. I know he’s close to coming, and I know he’ll wait until I come again. He bends his head down, lips finding the sweet spot on my neck, and tingles shoot through me. My pussy contracts around his dick, and he grunts, burying his cock as deep inside me as he can. We climax at the same time, both panting, hearts racing together.

      Thomas pulls out and lies next to me, wrapping me in his arms. I snuggle closer, eyes falling shut. Performing magic and then having mind-blowing sex suddenly catches up to me, and exhaustion crashes down on me. We lie there together for a few minutes, neither of us wanting to move.

      Then Thomas gets up and starts the shower, knowing the water needs a good few minutes to warm up. He takes my hands and helps me to my feet, and gets in the shower with me, washing my hair and massaging my shoulders.

      “You spoil me,” I tell him, turning around and hooking my arms over his shoulders. Water cascades down his wings, and if it weren’t for the glass door instead of a curtain, we’d have a water mess on the floor every time we showered together.

      “I like spoiling you.” He moves my hair back, rinsing out the conditioner. “Even when I was a knight, I never felt like I had a purpose. But with you, I do. I care about you, Ace, more than I’ve ever cared about anyone.”

      His arms fasten around me, and I feel him tense ever so slightly. I don’t see the vulnerable side of Thomas very often, as he masks his emotions with jokes and a cocky attitude.

      “I care about you too, Thomas,” I say, blinking water out of my eyes, and smile at him. “I remember the first night I saw you guys. I was so scared.”

      “And here you are, naked in the shower with me.”

      I laugh. “We’ve come a long way.”

      “We have. And as shitty as this curse is…I’m glad I woke up to you.” There are a million jokes he can make right now, but he brings his head down, resting his forehead against mine. I close my eyes to keep water from splashing in them, and let out a breath, surrendering to him. I’m completely vulnerable, but I trust him completely, just like I trust the others.

      “I think I love you, Ace,” he whispers, and my heart skips a beat. No one has ever told me they loved me before. I hold onto him tighter, needing to feel every inch of him I can against me.

      I’ve craved love, longed to be in a relationship with someone I can trust, someone I can be myself around. And now I finally am, but it’s not just with one person. And I love them all.

      “I love you, too.”

      He turns his head down and kisses me, and I start to get turned on all over again. The water doesn’t stay warm for long in this old house, so we get out before it turns cold.

      After getting dressed in my PJs, I brush my teeth and climb into bed. Thomas gets in with me, holding me in his arms until I fall asleep, which happens in minutes.

      I’m sound asleep when my phone rings. I left it downstairs, and the echo of my ringtone isn’t enough to wake me.

      “Ace.” Jacques’s voice comes from the doorway. I sit up, blinking to adjust my eyes. It’s four-thirty a.m., the start of nautical twilight but not quite sunrise yet.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Your phone was ringing. I assume it’s work.”

      “Oh, right.”

      Jacques crosses the room and hands me the phone.

      “Yep. That was work.” I call back, and the phone is answered right away.

      “Detective Bisset,” the officer says. “Time to rise and shine. There’s been another murder.”
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      I duck under yellow police tape, holding up my badge for the young officer to see. He nods and moves aside, letting me into the crime scene. I step into a small coffee shop, and despite the metallic smell of blood and death around me, the scent of coffee lingers in the air and, dammit, it’s making me want a coffee. I could really use some caffeine right now.

      Like the scene surrounding Lily at the church, a pentagram is smeared on the wall behind the counter in blood. The Eye of Horus and Hecate’s Wheel are next to it, but the killer ran out of room and the wheel is crammed in. The scene doesn’t have the same theatrics as the first murder, making me think the killer got interrupted or panicked and left before he was finished.

      A hasty murder often leaves behind good, hard evidence. The body is on the counter, blood dripping down from the victim’s smashed-in skull. Like Lily, he has defensive wounds, and the place is trashed. This guy put up a fight before he was killed.

      We comb through the place, finding the initial fight to have broken out in the back. The body was dragged to the rear door, which requires a code to open. So the killer wanted to take the body out…was he going back to the church? Or planning to find another?

      Once he realized he couldn’t get the body out back, the killer dragged the victim to the front and struggled to get him onto the counter. There are blood smears and probably a gold mine of fingerprints around here. Like Lily, this guy was posed, with his hands crossed over his chest. Unlike Lily, his head falls to the side, and one leg is hanging off the counter, furthering my belief that the killer didn’t intend to have the body discovered here.

      He might not have meant to kill him here either. I look at the body, taking in how young this guy is. Lily was young too. I want to find the killer. Now. All right, asshole…where were you going to take him?

      Tiffany shows up and looks around at the symbols drawn on the wall as she gets her camera out of the bag.

      “Holy shit,” she mutters under her breath. She attaches a lens to her camera and walks over by the body, looking at me and then the symbols behind us. “Please tell me this isn’t some sort of sacrifice.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “But that’s exactly what the killer wants it to look like.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll find out.”

      She brings her camera to her face. “You will.”

      I go around the scene again, directing the CSU, and go back to the symbols written on the wall in blood. The way a pentagram is drawn can change the meaning of it. Starting it from the bottom left is associated with the element earth. This pentagram was started at the top and wasn’t drawn in a continuous line.

      Hello, mistake number one.

      Once Tiffany takes pictures of the body, I put on clean gloves and carefully uncross his arms. He’s wearing a watch, and there’s a bloody fingerprint on the large face.

      And hello to you too, mistake number two.

      Turning away from the body, I see the manager who found the body sitting in the corner farthest from the counter, tears running down her face. She’s pale, looking like she’s going to puke and then pass out.

      “Hi, Betty,” I start, sitting down across from her. “I’m Detective Bisset. Is it all right if I ask you a few questions?”

      “Yeah,” she says and rapidly nods.

      “Let’s get started with the basics. Why were you here this morning?”

      “I opened the store.”

      “It was pretty early.”

      “I needed to do inventory and make a new schedule. It takes about an hour and a half to do both.”

      “Were you here yesterday?”

      She nods again. “I opened in the morning and left around three-thirty.”

      “Was Josh here when you left?”

      “Yeah. He started at three.”

      “When was he supposed to work until?”

      “Close. Which is ten-ish. I say ‘ish’ because we close a little early if we’re slow and stay open a little later if we still have customers.”

      “Was he by himself?”

      “He wasn’t supposed to be.”

      “Who else was working?”

      Betty blinks and more tears run down her face. “I…I don’t remember. I can’t think right now.”

      “It’s okay. Do you have a schedule or a way to check who clocked in and out?”

      “Yeah, I do.” She wipes away her tears and gets her phone, hands shaking, and opens an app. “Rachel Jameson worked with him. She clocked out at ten-seventeen. And he never…he…” She breaks down, and I take the phone from her, writing down names.

      “Do you have Rachel’s number in here?”

      Betty moves her head up and down and brings up her contact list. Using my own phone, I call Rachel. The call goes to voicemail.

      “Oh my god, you don’t think she—”

      “I don’t make assumptions. Is the address listed for Rachel up to date?”

      “As far as I know it is.” I write down Rachel’s name and address, then get an officer to go to her house and make sure she’s okay. I need to question her if she is.

      “How long has Josh worked here?” I ask Betty, sitting down across from her again.

      “A couple of months.”

      “Has he ever given you any trouble?”

      “No.” She takes a minute to collect herself and go on. “He was a great kid. Hard worker and everyone liked him. We always said he could make anyone laugh.”

      “You’re his boss, but did he ever say anything about his personal life?”

      “Yeah, he did. We’re all pretty close here. He talked about his friends and his girlfriend. But he never said anything concerning.”

      Neither had Lily.
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      I sit heavily at my desk and reach for my coffee. It’s cold, but I still swallow a mouthful down. I just got done briefing my team on the cases, and my frustration is growing. The killer is the same, which I was sure of before the partial prints we got from Lily’s crime scene matched the print on Josh’s watch.

      But how he’s choosing his victims…I can’t see any connection. Not yet. I pick up my pen and tap it against my desk and close my eyes, thinking. The image of the ghost from outside the bloody basement flashes before me and the same whispering voices echo in the back of my mind.

      Dammit. I need to concentrate. We have two young victims here, and are dealing with a serial killer. The FBI will jump all over this case if it gets media attention, and I’m not losing it.

      The end of the day is nearing, but I don’t think I’ll be home by sunset. I spoke with Josh’s family already and still need to question his girlfriend. Rubbing my forehead, I pull out my phone and text Jacques. Once they wake up and realize I’m not home, he’ll check the phone.

      Pushing thoughts about the ghost aside, I focus back on my case. Only a few days passed between Lily’s murder and Josh’s. The killer could already have his sights set on his newest victim.

      But how the fuck is he choosing people? The setups at the crime scenes make me feel like it’s not random. Lily was a quiet girl who lived in the city her whole life. She was attending a local community college, and from what I could gather today, no one in her friend circle had even heard of Josh, who was outspoken and loud.

      Two years older than Lily, he was back in town after wanting a break from college because he couldn’t pick a major. His mother told me he intended on going back in the fall to study psychology.

      I spend a good hour filling out paperwork and discussing the case further with a blood splatter analyst, who confirms the direction the pentagram was smeared onto the wall. A dull headache is forming by the time I finally leave, and I get into my car with my mind swimming in thoughts about murder. There’s something obvious I’m missing, and I can’t put my finger on it.

      The sun has already set, and Jacques texted me back to let me know they were all inside away from prying eyes. Starting the car and opening the windows to let in fresh air, I call Jacques. He answers but doesn’t say hello.

      “Jac? Are you there?”

      “I am in the house,” he replies. “Acelina?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. I’m headed home. Is everything still good over there?”

      “Yes.” Pots and pans clank in the background.

      “Are you cooking?”

      “I’m attempting to make dinner.”

      I smile, remembering him telling me how he wanted to help me more. Knowing how much he cares about me loosens the knot in my chest. “Thank you. I can try breaking—weakening—the curse again tonight.”

      “Only if you feel up to it,” he says, and I’m able to sense his hesitation. His concern is endearing though foreign. I can’t blame him, or any of the guys, for worrying about me. I worry about them too. “Though you should get more sage if you do.”

      “Oh, right. Mine burned up. I can swing by a place and pick some up. See you guys soon.”

      Hanging up, I put my car in drive and head to Lyra’s Magic Shoppe.
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        * * *

      

      The wind chimes ding when I open the door, but Lyra isn’t at the counter. Hopefully, I can make it in, grab my shit, and pay before she has a chance to talk to me. The store is messy, unlike the first time I was in here. Boxes are haphazardly strewn about, and the display of herbs I need to sort through to find the sage is discarded on the floor, looking as if someone started putting inventory away and stopped halfway through.

      I pause and look around, hear someone shuffle around in the back. This place wasn’t robbed, but something isn’t right. It’s not my problem. I need to grab the sage and get out so I can work on breaking the curse. And getting naked with one of the guys doesn’t sound too bad either. I’ll welcome any distraction.

      It takes me a minute to sort through the box of herbs, and once I finally locate the sage smudge sticks, I grab three and go to the counter. A minute passes before Lyra comes out, wiping her eyes. Dammit. I should say something comforting, or at the very least ask if she’s okay.

      “Are you all right?” I ask.

      “A friend died this morning.” She takes the sage sticks and rings them up.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “I saw it in the cards,” she goes on, reminding me why I don’t ask people what’s wrong. They open up and spill their guts. “I saw the warning but didn’t think…In the deck, death can represent the end of a phase, not actually death. And Josh…” She stops, turning away and wiping her eyes.

      “Josh?” I blurt, thinking there’s just no way. “Josh Pickett?”

      “Yes, you knew him?”

      Trading my wallet for my badge, I show it to Lyra. “I’m going to have to ask you a few questions.”

      She blinks a few times, mouth falling open in shock.

      “Okay.” She stares at me for another second, almost looking nervous. Then she sniffles, finishes ringing me up, and hands me the bag. “Do I need a lawyer?”

      “Are you guilty of anything?”

      She shakes her head. She might scam people with her tarot readings, but I don’t get a feeling she’s a murderer. Not at all. “What was the nature of your friendship with Josh?”

      “I was kind of like his mentor.”

      “Kind of like?”

      She plays with one of the crystal necklaces hanging around her neck. “He was new to this,” she starts, sweeping her hand out in front of her. “Maybe a year or so ago, he came into my shop for the first time looking for answers.”

      “Answers to what?”

      “Life,” she answers with a watery smile. “It’s how a lot of people become involved in the craft. They can sense there is more in the world and want to get to know the spirits. Josh told me he’s always felt the pull but resisted, knowing his parents wouldn’t approve. He was home in the city for summer break and would come in a few times a week. We’d mostly talk about Wicca or our experiences with the paranormal. Josh was having visions from a past life. I taught him how to channel the visions into lucid dreams so he could get the answers he sought.”

      “And did he?”

      “In a way. He met his girlfriend at a divination workshop I held around Yule.”

      Reaching into my purse, I pull out my phone and log onto Lily’s Facebook account. “Have you seen this girl before?”

      Lyra leans in, studying Lily’s face. “No. Do you think she killed—”

      “I can’t discuss matters of the case at the moment. When was the last time you saw or spoke to Josh?”

      “Last week. He and Ginny—his girlfriend—came in and were looking forward to the tarot class coming up. Josh has grown so much. He was going to do a reading.”

      Nodding, I take a minute to think. “You said he knew his parents wouldn’t approve of him.”

      “Right. They’re rather old-fashioned.”

      “Did he ever tell them?”

      “Yes, around the same time he met his girlfriend.”

      “Do you know how that went down?”

      She nods and trades the crystal in her hand for another. “It wasn’t as bad as we expected. His parents didn’t take it seriously and believed he’d lose interest in being Wiccan eventually.”

      “But he was open about his beliefs?”

      “Yes, very much so.”

      I shove my parcels back in my purse. “Thanks, Lyra. And I’m sorry for your loss.” Before she can ask another question, I turn around and hurry out of the store, needing to get back to the station.

      I think I just found my connection.
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      “Captain Harris?” I say, knocking on the doorframe to his office. The door is open, and it looks like he’s ready to head home for the day.

      “Come in, Detective.” He looks up, lines of stress visible around his eyes. After the vampire murders, another occult-killer is a PR nightmare, as well as an actual nightmare for anyone who’s, well, alive. Though this time I know the victims aren’t randomly grabbed for fresh food.

      I cross the office and stop next to his desk. “I found a connection between our victims. I think we’re looking at hate crimes.”

      The captain straightens in his chair. “Hate crimes?”

      “Yes. Both victims identified as Wiccan.”

      Captain Harris leans back, nodding. “Go on.”

      “The crime scenes were set up to look like some sort of sacrifice went on, as if someone who believes in the occult is responsible. The scenes were meant to shock and scare whoever found the bodies. The first victim was set up at a church, like something right out of a movie. And I believe the killer wanted to do the same with the second victim, but wasn’t expecting a fight.”

      “He was hoping to kidnap him.”

      “Right. And take him out the back, but once he realized the back door needed a code to enter, he had to finish what he started.”

      Captain Harris nods. “The boy could have identified him. So why not make it look like a robbery gone wrong?”

      “I wondered the same thing, and I believe the killer is fixated on sending the message and has carefully chosen his victims.”

      “They want to frame someone with opposing beliefs.”

      “Exactly. If the public were to believe there’s someone out there kidnapping innocent victims off the street to sacrifice to the devil, there’d be a movement against anyone who believes in anything remotely close to that. But the killer has made several mistakes that make it obvious it’s a setup.”

      “The symbols?” he asks, having sat in on my meeting previously.

      “Yes.” I open a folder and set it down on the desk. “I have a list of religions and belief systems with documented cases of human sacrifice, and none of them use the symbols painted on the walls at the crime scene.”

      The captain slides the file in front of him, looking at the list.

      “Both crime scenes had the same symbols drawn on the walls, and they’re from different religions representing very different things. And none have ever been tied to human sacrifice.”

      “You think this is compelling enough to label it a hate crime?”

      “Yes. If the murders were done by a mentally ill individual who really thought they were appeasing some sort of demon, then why arrange the bodies post-mortem? If they really believed the murders had meaning, the last one wouldn’t have been done in haste at a coffee shop.”

      The captain’s lips curve into a smile. “I agree. Let’s catch this asshole before anyone else is killed.”
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      The smell of tacos fills the house, and the TV echoes into the foyer. Hasan and Gilbert are in the living room watching Star Wars, and hardly look away from the TV to greet me as I walk through.

      Thomas and Jacques are in the kitchen, bickering like an old married couple about how to make Spanish rice. I stand in the threshold of the kitchen, watching with amusement before stepping in.

      “You guys do know I have a box in the pantry, right? You just dump in the package of spices and you’re done.”

      Jacques looks down at the phone on the counter. “This says homemade is better.”

      “Not always. Didn’t I tell you not everything on the internet is true?”

      “Why would people lie?”

      I stifle a laugh. “Honestly, I don’t know. I think a lot of it is opinions. Dinner smells good. Thanks, guys.” I sit at the table and pull the sage sticks out of my purse.

      “How was work?” Thomas asks.

      “Pretty good today, actually. Well, considering what I work with. I found a connection between my victims,” I say, and tell them everything I just told the captain.

      Covering the pot of rice on the stove, Jacques turns to me, muscular arms folded over his chest. “When I was new to the Templars, we were once ordered to burn a church and put the blame on a village of Pagans.”

      “Why?” I try to meet his eye, but he stares at the window behind me.

      “To make the surrounding villages turn against them.”

      Thomas shuffles his feet, moving closer to me. He already wondered if Jacques could have actually killed Braeya. A divide between them is the last thing we need.

      “Did you do it?” he asks.

      “No.” Jacques turns back, pretending to check on the food.

      “Why not?” I ask carefully.

      “A storm blew in. We’d been in a drought for weeks. There were no clouds to be seen, and right before we were going to set off, it poured.” Though his back is to me, I can see the tension in his shoulders. Letting out a breath, he turns around and looks right into my eyes. “It was the first time I questioned the mission. It was as if God himself sent the rain to save innocent lives.”

      “I had no idea,” Thomas says quietly. “Was this before Gil and I were there?”

      A small smile comes to Jac’s face. “No. It was after. Though I’m fairly certain you two were in that very town.”

      Thomas snorts a laugh. “But not at the church.”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head, remembering Thomas and Gilbert saying they frequented brothels back in their day. Times have certainly changed.

      “So, the curse,” I start, opening one of the plastic bags with a sage stick inside. “Should I try the same thing tonight? Maybe I’ll see more.”

      “Are you up for it?” Jacques asks. “It took a lot out of you.”

      “Yeah. I skipped working out this morning, so I’m good.”

      “Okay.” Jacques turns back to the rice. He has a few suggestions on how to make magic easier on me, and explains how witches are able to pull energy from sources. Instead of doing that, I’m pulling from myself. I need to tap into energy around me instead of wearing myself out. We talk about it throughout dinner, and after watching the rest of Star Wars: Episode IV with Hasan and Gil, I take a shower and change into leggings and a tank top, knowing I’ll most likely crash right after doing magic.

      “You didn’t kill me last night,” Thomas says with a smirk. “Want to try again?”

      “Sure, but I can’t make any promises.” I look up from the circle of salt I’m pouring on the living room floor again, though this time, it’s much bigger.

      Hasan and Gilbert hang out in the back of the room, silently watching, and Jacques stays nearby on the couch, just in case I pass out and almost fall into an open flame again or something. The audience doesn’t make me nervous this time around, though, because I know something will happen, even if it’s not what we’re hoping for.

      Once Thomas and I are sitting in the circle, I light the smudge stick and carefully wave it around both of us. Instead of jumping right in like I did last time, I follow Jacques’s instructions on how to ground, using crystals to pull in energy from the elements air and earth.

      Holding an amethyst in one hand, I hold my other up in front of me and look at my fingertips.

      “Ignis,” I whisper, and feel heat rush through my hand. “Ignis.” I close my eyes and imagine the flames around my hand. Ignis. Ignis. “Ignis.”

      This time, it works, and a small flame erupts from each of my fingers. I squeeze the stone tight in my opposite hand and bring the other down into a bowl of herbs Jacques mixed up for me. With a sizzle, they ignite, and a billow of smoke wafts up around me. A strange feeling comes over me, almost like I just chugged a coffee and the caffeine is hitting me all at once.

      “Ready?” I ask Thomas, closing my fist to put out the flames. I set the amethyst in the bowl of herbs, and go about the spell, trying to dispel the negative energy around Thomas.

      Nothing seems to happen, and I grit my teeth in frustration. “Dammit.” I look to Jacques. “It’s not working.”

      His brow furrows. “Perhaps we can try a different spell—”

      Something tugs in my chest, a deeply buried instinct. “Wait.” I close my eyes, taking Thomas’s hands. The tug grows stronger, and out of impulse, I decide to try something simpler.

      “Show me the curse,” I whisper.

      Almost instantly, I’m transported back, though this time, I’m seeing things through Braeya’s eyes, and I’m very much alive. Something cold and hard is in my hand, and I don’t have to look to know it’s the metal cross Jacques gave her. A heavy door closes behind me, and I pull up a hood, turning my head down as I slip through the shadows of a dark corridor.

      I hurry out of the building, seeing the shadow of a cross illuminated by moonlight on the ground in front of me. Holding up my skirts, I rush through the yard and disappear into the woods. My heart is beating fast, and I’m scared.

      Something moves in the trees behind me. I stop, and hold up my hand. The same rush of heat flows through my fingers, but instead of turning into flames, little blue lines of electricity crackle up and down my fingers.

      “Hello?” I ask, voice thin. A dark shape emerges from the brush. It’s a large man in dark robes. He pulls back his hood and grins. Panic floods through me, and my hand sparks with electricity. I shove it in the guy’s face, shocking him like a taser, and take off.

      I know what happens next, and I don’t want to see it.

      I squeeze my eyes closed and tighten my grip on Thomas’s hands. Show me the curse, I order, wanting to see Braeya’s father performing the magic. Thomas squeezes my hand back, and I can feel Jacques moving closer.

      “Ace?” he asks, but his voice is distant, almost like I’m underwater. “Are you all right?”

      I open my mouth to tell him I am, but no sound comes out. Just trying to talk to him pulls me away from the vision, and the fight to stay in it pulls me in different directions. I can’t stay in both. I need to pick one, to fully submerge myself into the past or keep watching from a distance, not able to take in all the details.

      I press my nails into Thomas’s flesh and let go of everything around me.

      Darkness circles me, and whispers in a foreign language fill my ears. I’m Braeya again, cold and lifeless. Her soul is gone, and all that’s left is the empty vessel I’m hiding in, watching everything unfold.

      The moon rises higher in the sky. Dew starts to form on my hands, and bugs crawl over my face. The night goes on, oblivious to the terror just committed. It won’t be long now before her father finds her, and there’s no need to feel his heart break all over again. The curse. Show me the curse.

      I’m squeezing Thomas’s hands so hard it must hurt. He holds steady, and in the distance, I can hear his heart beating along with my own. Braeya’s body is picked up, clutched against her father’s chest, and taken back to a cabin hidden in the woods.

      Darkness is surrounding us, following us, becoming us. Words spoken out of grief and anger can’t be taken back, and the actual curse hasn’t even started yet.

      I start to lose focus as my head begins to throb, and I become less aware of the vision and more aware of my physical surroundings. No. I’m so close. I need to hang onto the vision and stay.

      Show me.

      I’m back in Braeya’s body again, head turned to the side. I’m facing a wall but I can see dried herbs hanging above me, and a bookshelf full of tomes and jars filled with potions. A fire is lit behind us, casting moving shadows on the wall. My arm is pulled and the sleeve pushed up.

      Braeya’s father starts chanting, and tears fall from his eyes, splashing onto my outstretched arm. He rubs something over my flesh, and then plunges a knife into my wrist. A bowl is propped under my arm, and the same is done on the other side.

      Suddenly, Thomas yanks his hands back. Blinking open my eyes, I’m forced back into the present too fast. I throw a hand back to catch myself before I fall, only to realize my fingers are ablaze.

      Oh, shit.

      No wonder Thomas let go. I was burning him. Jacques pushes me upright, and I curl my fingers into fists to extinguish the flames.

      “Did you see all that?” I pant, still trying to get my eyes to focus.

      “I did.” Thomas stands up and steps over the circle. Gil moves forward, making sure his twin is all right. “It’s worse than we thought, brother.”

      “What are you talking about?” Gil asks, stopping short.

      “The curse,” I start, holding onto Jacques for support. He helps me to my feet, but I’m still unsteady. “It’s not just complicated magic. It’s blood magic.”
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      “Blood magic?” Hasan repeats, eyes going from me to Jacques, not sure which one of us will explain it. All I know is it’s bad, considered black magic, and that it’s something I’d never attempt once I figure out how to actually do any sort of magic.

      “That’s why we’re bound to you,” Jacques says dryly. “By blood.”

      It takes a few seconds for his words to sink in. But when they do, a chill runs down my spine. “I’m related to her.” I bring my arms in over my chest. “To Braeya.”

      “It appears so.” Jacques takes a step back. “And it makes sense. You said it yourself: there was a reason we were moved to this house. And the moment you stepped through the door…”

      “You look just like her,” Thomas says. “From what I’ve seen, at least.”

      “You do.” Jacques is right by me again, large, dark wings hiding the others from view. He reaches out, fingertips sweeping over my cheek. His touch is familiar, though this time, it’s not from the visions. It’s from just us being together.

      Me and him.

      Not Braeya. It’s strange, how seeing the world through her eyes forced me to separate her feelings from mine. Did it do the same for Jacques?

      “But you’re nothing like her,” he adds softly. “Your heart…” He pushes my hair back. “Your heart is pure.”

      “There are plenty who will disagree with that.” A slight blush comes to my cheeks. I’m far from pure, though I think I understand what Jacques is saying. “So, if I just give you some of my blood can we break this curse?”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Of course not.” I bring my hand to my head, rubbing my temple. “I feel like I just got done with a long workout.” I look over at Thomas. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. A little singed, but fine.” He holds out his hands so I can see the marks, which look like bad sunburn. “I’ve had worse.”

      Not protesting as Jacques leads me to the couch, I sink down and smile. “I kinda can’t believe I did that.”

      “You should have no doubt in your powers now,” Jacques tells me. “Braeya’s family came from a long line of powerful sorcerers.”

      “The bloodline has been watered down some, right? I mean, Braeya is like my great, great, great, great, great aunt or grandma or something. With a few more greats in there. The line is a thousand years old.”

      “Blood is blood,” Hasan says from behind me. He comes around to the couch, sitting next to me. He’s concerned, and takes my hand, looking me over just to be sure I’m really all right. “And magic isn’t passed the same way.”

      “Right. It can skip generations.” Jacques blows out the candles.

      “So my mom might not have ever had powers,” I say out loud.

      “And your aunt who lived here…I don’t think she did, either.”

      Head spinning, I bring my legs up under myself and rest my head on Hasan’s shoulder. He loops his arm around me, pulling me in so I’m nestled between his wing and his body.

      “Right,” I start. “Because if she did, you would have woken up the moment she walked through the door. Maybe she knew I did? Fuck,” I sigh, and shake my head. “This would be so much easier if I could just talk to her.” I bite the inside of my cheek. Obviously, I can channel the past. I have that book on summoning spirits, and what better way to figure this shit out than to ask someone who has the answers.

      “No.” Jacques turns, wings sweeping behind him so fast they create a draft through the air that blows out the candles and scatters the salt across the floor. “It’s not that easy.”

      “What’s not that easy?” Gilbert asks.

      “Summoning a spirit.”

      Gilbert shifts his gaze to me. “Who do you want to summon?”

      “No one,” I say, getting agitated. I can fight vampires, hold fire in my hand, and go back a thousand years. I think I can handle summoning one little ghost. “I’m not summoning anything.” I yawn and my eyelids feel heavy. My body is tired, but there’s no way I can slow down my mind.

      Not right now.

      “Jac?”

      “Yes, Ace?”

      I swallow hard and sit up. “I’m sorry for what she did to you.”

      His lips curve into a small smile. “I don’t blame you, Ace. I never did. You’re not her.”

      “No. I’m not.” Needing a drink, I get up and go into the kitchen. Something feels weird, and I can’t describe it any better than that. It’s like I had a bit too much to drink, as well as too many coffees, and am walking into a room full of static electricity. I hold my hand up, trying to get a better feel.

      “Are you all right, Ace?” Gilbert asks, coming into the kitchen.

      “I think so.” I bring my hand down. “Something feels…off.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “I can’t. It just…it doesn’t feel right.”

      Gilbert steps closer and the feeling grows stronger.

      “Wait,” I say, and he stops. “Back up.”

      He takes a few steps back, and the weird feeling fades.

      “Come closer.”

      He does, and the feeling gets stronger. I step in front of him, closing my eyes and resting my hands on his chest. “I think I’m still feeling the curse. Do you guys feel it all the time?”

      He shrugs, taking my hands in his. “It would make sense if we did since we’re cursed, but it’s been so long I don’t know what normal feels like anymore.”

      “Hopefully I can fix that.”

      “I don’t know if I want to be normal.”

      I tip my head to the side, twisting my hand around in his so I can slip my fingers through his. “What do you mean?”

      “The curse breaks and then what? What happens to us?”

      My heart thumps. It was a thought that crossed my mind more than once, and one I didn’t want to think about. I finally found someone I could trust. The guys know me—the real me—and I know them. I didn’t want to think about them leaving after the curse was lifted.

      “I don’t know,” I confess.

      “I like you, Ace. You’re powerful and sexy and unlike anyone I’ve ever met. I like this world. And I like having the powers of a gargoyle. But I miss the sun and not having to hide in a house.”

      “You miss living.”

      “Yes. I want to live with you. But all the time.”

      There’s nothing more I want either, but I haven’t the slightest idea how to make it happen. Gil wraps his arms around me, and exhaustion finally hits. I lean against him for a minute, then tip my head up and part my lips. He leans down and kisses me, and the feeling of his tongue in my mouth sends tingles right through me, warming my pussy and making me wet.

      “Want me to fuck you and then rub your back until you fall asleep?”

      “When you talk like that, I definitely want you to stay with me too.”

      He chuckles and scoops me up, turning to go up the back stairs. I hook my arms around his neck, kissing him once more. And then my phone rings.

      “Dammit. That’s work,” I sigh, hearing the specific ringtone I have set for the station come through the house. “I can ignore it if we’re fast.”

      “I can make you come in minutes, Ace.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that. But what about you?” I run my hand down his chest, not wanting him to put me down yet. “I don’t want to shortchange you.”

      “I’d rather take care of you. If I have to finish myself off I can. And then you can fuck me properly when you get back.”

      “Mmmm, I like this idea.”

      My phone rings again almost as soon as the first call ended, and it’s work again.

      “Maybe you should get that,” Gilbert grumbles. “There could have been another murder.”

      “You’re right.” He sets me down and I wobble, feeling a little lightheaded. Gilbert loops his arm around me, holding me steady.

      “You said you were all right.”

      “I am. I’m just a little dizzy, that’s all.”

      “Sit.” He pulls out a kitchen chair and goes into the living room to get my phone.

      “Bisset,” I say into the phone as soon as I answer. My head swims, and the spinning hasn’t stopped. I need to lie down and close my eyes until I’ve recovered from using magic.

      “Hey, Ace,” the officer on the phone says, and I recognize his voice right away. It’s Nick, one of the few people at work to call me by my first name even though I prefer it the other way around. “We might have found your murder weapon.”

      “Where?”

      “In an alley two blocks from the coffee shop. We got the scene roped off, and the jeweler across the street has surveillance cameras. She’s on her way in to run the tapes for us.”

      “Text me the address. I’m on my way.” I hang up and close my eyes, inhaling deeply. Maybe a coffee will help? And some Advil. And maybe another taco, because using magic makes me hungry.

      “I don’t think you should go anywhere,” Gilbert says slowly, hating the words he’s saying. He doesn’t like being told what to do, and he doesn’t have to say it for me to know he feels bad telling me what to do. But I can’t disagree right now.

      “I’ll be fine in a few minutes. They think they found the murder weapon and might have a recording of the guy ditching it.”

      “Fuck. I wish I could take you.”

      “That’d be nice.”

      He pulls up a chair next to me and presses the back of his hand to my forehead. “You feel hot. I thought you did before, but I was hoping you were just hot for me.” His cheeky grin does little to hide his concern. “Maybe I should get Jac—”

      “I’m fine,” I interrupt, but as each second passes, I feel less and less fine. I exhausted myself and need a few minutes to recover. That’s all. “Can you get me some water? I’ll rest a bit, then I’ll go.”

      Gilbert’s full lips press into a thin line, and worry takes over his young, handsome face. He gets up, wings swooshing behind him, and brings me a glass of water. I chug half of it down and feel much better.

      “I’ll sit here a minute,” I say to appease him. How the fuck am I supposed to break the curse when doing something simple like this wears me out? I fold my arms on the table and rest my head. A minute later the spinning stops. I finish the water, use the bathroom, and feel back to normal.

      “You rebounded your energy,” Jacques says, startling me a bit as I step out of the bathroom. “Try grounding yourself next time after you open a circle.”

      I nod, debating whether to tell him I have no idea what that means or wait until I get back. Turns out the look on my face says it all.

      “You took in energy from your surroundings and your body isn’t used to it. But that’s a step in the right direction. You’ll get the hang of this, Ace.”

      That explains why I felt so weird right after. “Where did the energy go?”

      “Inside you somewhere.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Sounds dirty.”

      To my surprise, Jacques actually laughs at my lame joke. The amusement is fleeting, though, and his brow furrows. “It makes you stand out, Ace.”

      “Stand out to who?”

      “Demons.”

      My heart skips a beat, and everything he said about my parents comes rushing back.

      “Right.” I hold up my hand, feeling my fingertips tingle with heat. “I’ll be ready if they attack.”

      Jacques lifts his hand, putting it right up to mine. “We will be too.”
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      “Good boy,” I tell Maximus, patting him on the head. The dog turns to me, ears flattening as he sniffs my hand. “I know. I smell weird,” I say softly. “Don’t freak out.” The dog found the baseball bat, half hidden under the dumpster, when his owner was taking him for a walk. The owner heard about the murder this morning and called the police when he thought he saw blood.

      I retrace the steps our killer might have taken, going from the alley to the coffee shop. He wanted to take Josh out back, probably to a car he had waiting. Had he driven through the alley and tossed the bat out the window in a panic? He missed the dumpster and didn’t stop to pick it up. He left in a hurry.

      The murder didn’t go according to plan, yet he still set it up and claimed it. Unless he really thinks he’s framing someone. We were careful with the details we let the press know about with Lily’s murder, and even more tight-lipped this time around.

      Thinking back to the criminal psychology classes I took in college, I’m not sure how to classify this guy. He has a Zodiac Killer-vibe going on with the cryptic crime scenes, but I fully believe he’s setting them up that way to try and trick everyone, not confuse and mislead the cops. He’s not trying to take credit, not yet at least, which is why he got rid of the bat.

      He had to cross two main roads to get to this block, and several stores have back doors that open into the alley. I make notes of their names and will have officers go to them later to see if there’s any footage or if anyone saw a car speeding through here early in the morning. We’ve questioned everyone we could so far around the coffee shop, but with the murder being so early in the morning, not many places were open and occupied.

      I’m walking back to the dumpster when the voices rush up on me. I whirl around, not knowing what to expect. It’s like a crowd of whispers, too far away to decipher what’s being said yet right up in my ears at the same time. My head spins, and the energy that rebounded inside me bubbles up, making both my hands heat up.

      The feeling of being watched weighs heavily on me, and it’s not coming from the officers a hundred or so yards down. Swallowing my pounding heart, I keep my hands at my sides, ready for a fight. I’m basically a beacon of magical energy right now, and demons are like moths to a flame.

      My mind goes back to the bloody basement, back to the words written in black ink under the animal blood. The situation was chalked up to a prank, and is the last thing I need to be thinking about right now. So why the fuck does it keep popping up in my mind?

      “Find anything?” Nick’s voice echoes off the brick buildings, too loud in my ears. I ball my fists and force myself to take in slow, steady breaths.

      “No.” I walk back down to the dumpster. “Killer must have panicked. The murder already didn’t go as he wanted. He was worried about getting caught. Let’s check traffic lights in the area around the time of the murder. See if anyone ran a red or got caught speeding.”

      The bat is bagged and tagged, taken back for evidence. I’m sure we’ll get matching fingerprints, along with Josh’s blood, if not Lily’s too. The lawyer who takes on this case is going to have an easy win in court.

      I just need to find the murderer.
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      “Ace?”

      I look up at Gilbert, who stops at my bedroom door. I came upstairs to change ten minutes ago but am still wearing the same clothes I went out in.

      “Hey.”

      “You okay?” He comes into the room and sits next to me on the bed.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, brow furrowing. Gilbert puts his arm around me and brings me to him.

      “Can I help make you okay?”

      “You are helping,” I say, and rest my head against him. “Just by being here.”

      “That’s easy,” he says with a smile. “What’s bothering you?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      He gently nudges me. “Just a little. Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Yeah, it might help.”

      Gilbert gets up, shuts the door, and comes back to the bed, taking me in his arms. We lie down with my head on his chest. He traces the curve of my hip with his finger.

      “I’m usually good at what I do,” I start. “When it comes to work, I mean. And I know I just had a breakthrough with making a connection, but something is bugging me and I just can’t figure it out.”

      “You will.”

      “But what if I don’t?”

      “Then you don’t,” he says, and I sit up, staring quizzically at him. “You’re human, Ace. You’re going to make mistakes. Lord knows I’ve made plenty. What I’m getting at is you can’t beat yourself up over everything that goes wrong. I haven’t known you for that long—which is a fucking shame, really—but the woman I’ve gotten to know is one of the most incredible people I’ve ever met.”

      “You’re too kind.”

      “I mean it, Ace. You just take whatever’s thrown at you and don’t bat an eye.” He switches our positions, moving to the side so he can look down into my eyes. “If someone told me one woman would make me feel like this, I would have called them a damn fool. But here you are, making me fall in love so hard I never want to go back.”

      “Oh, Gil,” I breathe, tears welling in my eyes. I never thought my heart was capable of feeling so much. Using his thumb, he catches a tear that rolls down my cheek. He presses his lips to mine, and his kiss brings more comfort than his words.

      I bring my hands up, gripping his waist, and let the world fade away. He breaks away for air, and the look in his eyes does me in. My heart lurches again when I see him look at me like I’m everything he wants and needs in this world.

      The cracks in my long-broken heart have started to heal, and I’ve never wanted anyone more than I want Gil right now. He kisses me again, hard and passionate, and I know he feels the same desperate desire to manifest the feelings we have for each other physically.

      Turning my head to the side, I drag my nails along his back and slip my fingers inside the waistband of his pants. He kisses my neck as I pull them down, and then puts his lips back to mine before kissing a trail down my neck.

      He pops the button on my jeans and kisses my stomach, teasing and tender, before stripping me bare. I pull him on top of me again, and his heart beating along with mine feels almost as good as the orgasm I know he’s going to give me. I never really knew what it was like to be in love, and now I get why there are so many songs about it.

      It’s amazing.

      Gilbert slips two fingers inside my wet pussy, rubbing against my inner walls, and lashes his tongue hard against my clit. It almost hurts.

      Almost.

      Then he turns his head, teeth gnashing the skin on my thigh. He likes it rough, and—fuck—I do too. My breathing quickens and I feel myself teetering on the edge of an orgasm. He can feel it winding inside of me, and slows his movements, teasing me.

      “Don’t you dare stop,” I pant, lifting my head off the mattress.

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      I arch my back, pushing my pussy back into his face. “I’ll tie you down, touch myself, and make you watch. But won’t let you get close.”

      “You’re ruthless, Ace,” he mumbles, lips against me. He kisses his way up and down my thigh, then goes back, spreading me wide as he sucks at my clit. I clamp my hand over my mouth, crying out as I come. Wetness spills from me, and Gil moans, moving one hand back to stroke his cock as I come.

      I’m panting, chest rising and falling rapidly. Feebly, I reach for him, directing more than pulling him onto me. He’s already naked, and his dick is gleaming with precum. He kneels over me, above my waist, and looks down at me with his cock in his hand.

      “I want to fuck your tits,” he growls, and leans over. I push my breasts together, never having done this before. He pulls me up a bit, shoves another pillow behind my back, and then starts thrusting. I look down, watching his cock slide back and forth between my breasts. Opening my mouth, I stick out my tongue, catching the tip of his cock.

      Groaning, he speeds up his movements, then slows down so I can suck the tip of his dick. Gripping the headboard, he thrusts hard and fast again, pulling back at the last second and moving down to finish inside me.

      I buck my hips, getting off on knowing he’s close to coming. There’s something so hot about feeling his dick pulse inside me, knowing I’m the one who made him come. I bend my knees up, burying his cock deeper inside me. He pushes in balls-deep, circling his hips. Then he pulls in his wings and flips us over so I’m on top.

      Reaching down, he plays with my clit as I ride him, trying not to come until I do for the second time. My breasts bounce up and down, and my hair falls in waves over my back. I don’t care who can hear us now. I pitch forward, and he thrusts up against me, hitting me exactly where I need to feel it to come. His thumb is still circling my clit, drawing out the orgasm and making me see stars. He rolls us back over again, cock buried in me as deep as it can go. He brings his head down, teeth sinking into my neck, biting me hard and growling as he finally lets go and comes.

      “You are fucking sexy, Ace,” he pants, pulling out. “You can see why I don’t want to leave you, right?”

      “Right,” I pant, a smile coming to my face. “I don’t want you to leave either.” He lies down, pulls the sheets over us, and runs his hand up and down my back. I close my eyes, thinking of ways to break the curse. They’ll lose their strength and their ability to fly. Gilbert says he likes having those powers. I’m willing to bet Thomas does too, and I know Hasan does.

      And Jacques…I honestly have no idea.

      “Oh my god,” I say, and sit up.

      “Ready for round two?” Gilbert jokes.

      “Kind of, but I just had an idea.”

      “A sex idea?”

      I shoot him a look and then laugh. “No. It was something you said, though. Well, not entirely. Your wings.”

      “Yeah?”

      “They’re the only things that obviously give you guys away.” Their claws and fangs only come out when threatened now. The longer the guys have been with me, the easier it’s been for them to appear human. But not the wings, of course.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “A concealment spell. I saw one in the grimoire. Jac translated it. The intent of the spell is to make the caster be able to slip through places unnoticed, but what if I can change it so we conceal your wings?”

      “Then we could go out in the real world with you.”

      “Exactly. You’d appear human.”

      Gilbert sits up, blue eyes wide with excitement. “Let’s try it.”

      I smile, mirroring his excitement, and swing my legs over the bed.

      “Now?” Gil asks, catching my wrist. “Aren’t you exhausted?”

      “Not as much as you’d think.”

      “Well,” he starts, pulling me back into bed. “If I didn’t wear you out, I didn’t do my job.”

      I giggle and fall against him. “You did a damn good job. Twice. I think that rebounded energy is hitting me. And the thought of being able to go out together…” I let my mind wander, something I don’t usually do, and imagine myself out with the guys. It’s not like I have friends to introduce them to, but I could run into someone from work. I don’t think anyone would care much, but knowing I have four boyfriends would raise questions.

      “Do you have what you need?”

      “Probably not.”

      Gilbert moves his large hands to my shoulders and starts massaging my muscles. “For a witch, you’re lacking magical supplies.”

      “I know. I’ll go back to the magic store tomorrow.” Suddenly it hits me how much things have changed. I went from logic and reason’s number one fan to a witch with real powers.

      It still sounds weird to say it.

      I lean back against Gilbert, tipping my head up so I can look at his face. He and Thomas were born into a rich family and, already having older siblings to take over their father’s inheritance and carry on the family name, were basically cast off and left to their own devices. When Thomas refused an arranged marriage, they were both shipped off to the Templars.

      No wonder he likes it here.

      The guys have gotten to know the world a bit through what they’ve seen on TV, but will be shocked when we go out for real. I want to do this for them.

      “Are you hungry?” Gil asks.

      “Kind of. Are you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll go downstairs with you,” I tell him. “I want to look through the book and see what I need.”

      Gil gets out of bed, puts his pants back on, and tosses me my clothes. We go downstairs and find Thomas glued to the TV, blue eyes wide as he clutches the remote and stares at the screen.

      “Are you watching The Bachelor?” I pause, looking at the screen.

      “They compete for his affection?” Thomas doesn’t look away from the TV.

      “Yep. That’s reality TV for you. They get paid to do that too.”

      “What are you doing up?” Thomas turns, realizing how late it is. “Did you not satisfy her, brother? She had to come down to get the real thing?”

      “Quite the opposite. She worked up an appetite.”

      “And I have an idea about a spell.”

      A line of worry forms between Thomas’s eyes. “More magic?”

      “I don’t have what I need to do it,” I explain. “But if I can pull it off, I’ll be able to conceal your wings and you can leave the house at night.”

      “What can I do to help?” Thomas is on his feet in a second.

      “You can tell me where Jac is. I’m guessing he has the book.”

      “He did,” Thomas says, going into the kitchen. “But he left it here when he and Hasan went outside.” He hands me the book. We heat up the leftover tacos and sit at the table. I flip through the book as I eat, looking through the notes for the spell. Curious to see the latest translations, I flip to the middle of the notebook, finding where Jacques left off.

      There are only a few lines written down, and as soon as I read them, I know why Jacques stopped. This section in my grimoire talks about communicating with spirits. I set the notebook down and go through the grimoire, matching it up to Jacques’s translations. I don’t know how to read Latin, but it looks like there’s a spell for this. Typing the words into a translation tool online isn’t the most accurate, but I can at least get an idea.

      If my ancestors communicated with the dead, then I should be able to too. I want answers to the million questions I have. A part of me is missing, and will always be missing, until I find the person responsible for their murder.

      “Did you find it?” Gilbert asks.

      “Find what?” I jerk my head up, flipping the page.

      “The concealment spell.”

      Blinking rapidly, I turn another page. “Not yet.” I trade the grimoire for the notebook and flip through the pages, knowing the spell to be toward the end of Jacques’s notes.

      “Got it,” I say, and put the notebook on the table. We all bend over and read the spell, which requires a long list of ingredients I don’t have as well as a quartz crystal amulet for the caster to wear.

      “You want to make it so when we wear the amulet, our wings are hidden from sight,” Gilbert says, still looking down at the spell.

      “Right.” I look at the guys, taking in the size of their wings and wondering how the hell this charm will work. Will people just not notice the wings? They’ll notice two muscular, shirtless men walking around, that’s for sure, and I don’t know how to get shirts on them with those wings. Luckily they don’t seem bothered by the cold. Well, not yet at least.

      Will they still be cursed by the time winter rolls around?

      I make a list of things to pick up on the way home tomorrow, and take the grimoire upstairs with me, telling Gil and Thomas to hang out downstairs and binge more of The Bachelor. Really, I want some time alone with my book so I can translate the little section about spirits.

      I toss the book on my bed and go into the attached master bath to brush my teeth. I look around the dated room, anger filling my heart. Did my aunt know about magic? If she didn’t, someone in the family did.

      Could they have protected my parents?

      The past is in the past…yeah, yeah…I know. I can’t change what happened. Being angry about what could have been only damages myself in the long run. I know all that, yet it does little to stop the feelings.

      Getting into bed, I turn on the lamp on my nightstand and open up the book, flipping back to the page about spirits. It’s a painstaking process to try and read this messy cursive writing and then enter it into the online translator without making a typo.

      I get a few lines translated before I start to feel sleepy. The book talks about lifting the veil and reaching into the other side. I think what followed was an incantation, but the words didn’t directly translate, and the last thing I need is to get a word or two wrong in a spell and summon Bigfoot or something.

      Asking Jacques to translate makes the most sense. He knows his shit and has been working on this for weeks. But I don’t want to worry him…and I also don’t want him to tell me no. He knows I’d summon my parents in a heartbeat if I could, and having him try to stop me will only cause a fight, and that’s not something I want to come between us. Those weird feelings from the love spell Braeya put on him are finally starting to go away, and I really like the way things are headed.

      Closing the grimoire, I rest it on the bed next to me and shut off the light. My head is still spinning, and obscure thoughts about summoning my parents float through my mind as I drift off to sleep. I dream about my parents, and it’s like I’m transported back to the night I found them.

      We’re eating dinner, which is the last thing I remember. Mom made meatloaf, and I secretly liked it but didn’t want to admit it. Jessamyn Ross from school overheard me say I liked it and made fun of me. I sit at the table with crossed arms, doing my best to scowl and act like I’m not hungry.

      Then everything fades to black. The smell of sulfur surrounds me, and I wake up in bed, knowing something is wrong. But this time, I can’t move.

      I open my mouth to scream and call for my mom and dad, but no sound comes out. I’m paralyzed, stuck in the bed. My heart races as I try to open my eyes.

      This isn’t how things went down. I woke up that night with a bad feeling surrounding me, and silently slipped out of bed. Wake up! I force my eyes open, but I still can’t move.

      And now I know why I couldn’t move in the dream. Something is over top of me, breathing down my neck. Red eyes glow through the darkness, and the smell of sulfur is strong enough to choke me.
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      The thing jerks forward, gnashing its teeth at me. A low growl rumbles from deep inside its throat, and thick, slimy drool falls onto my chest. My heart lurches and adrenaline surges through me. I bring my leg up and knee it hard between the legs. I have no idea if this thing has a dick or if it’s even a man, but a hard crotch-shot can stun anyone.

      The blankets slow my movements, and my blow loses momentum. The thing grunts, hardly reacting to the pain, and continues forward, curling its lips back.

      “Get off me,” I say through gritted teeth, and bring my leg up again. I yank my hands free from its grasp, skin tearing on its jagged claws. I manage to free myself and roll over, falling hard onto the wooden floor beneath the bed. “Guys!” I shout, clambering to get away. The effects of my nightmare are clinging on for dear life, muddling my head and making it hard to breathe.

      The thing grabs my hair and yanks my head back. Still on the ground, I plant my hands on the floor and extend my legs, knocking the thing off balance. It falls, ripping out strands of my hair on its way down.

      Where are the guys? They can feel when I’m afraid, and they’re not here, bursting through the door to protect me. Something is wrong. Really wrong.

      I need to get to them. Now.

      I scramble to my feet, holding my right hand out in front of me. “Ignis!” I shout, flicking my eyes from the creature to my hand. The fire doesn’t start, and the creature darts forward, pale moonlight illuminating its face. It’s human-like, but has sunken-in eyes and pale, wrinkly skin. The flesh around its hands has started decomposing, but that doesn’t seem to slow it down any.

      “Ignis!”

      I shuffle back, flicking my hand to try and ignite the flames. Dizziness crashes down on me, making me stumble.

      I’m weak and depleted, like my energy—and my magic—has been sucked out of me. The thing rises to its feet, lips pulling back again to reveal jagged teeth. It opens its mouth in a growl, and the stench of sulfur wafts out from inside.

      The thing lunges at me, and I brace myself, waiting for the damn magical fire to start around my fingers. I’m scared. This is a life-or-death situation. It’s always worked before, even when I didn’t want it to.

      Why can’t I conjure the fire now?

      I hesitate, sure flames will erupt all around me and I’ll burn this motherfucker down. And that hesitation is all it needs. It lands on me, claws scraping across my shoulders and over my chest. Shock crashes over me and I fall back, head whacking hard on the floor. The back of my right hand smacks the nightstand, causing pain to radiate all the way up to my elbow.

      It’s on top of me again, acting like a rabid dog desperate for the kill. Ignoring the pain in my hand, I catch it around the neck and fight with everything I have to keep its teeth from sinking into my flesh.

      “Ace!” Hasan bellows up the stairs. The floor vibrates as he lands on the second-story landing and rushes to the master bedroom. I’m on the floor in front of the door, and he hits both me and the creature as he opens it.

      The impact hurts, but it’s enough to knock the thing off balance. I shove it off me, and Hasan reaches down, grabbing it around the neck. He lifts it up effortlessly and twists its head clean around. The thing goes limp, and he tosses it to the floor.

      “Are you hurt?” He reaches down and pulls me to my feet, looking me over. His eyes are clouded with worry. He pulls me to him, relief washing over his large body when he sees I’m okay.

      “I don’t think so.” I gulp in air, needing to hold onto him. “What the hell was that thing?”

      “A ghoul.”

      “What?”

      Before he can explain, the ghoul starts to twitch. With its head still twisted the complete opposite direction, it rises to its feet.

      “What the fuck?” I dart back, grabbing a pistol from the nightstand. Magic already failed me once tonight. I’m not going to be a fool and rely on it again. I pull back the hammer and fire three shots into the ghoul’s head. Black, goopy blood splatters out and the ghoul collapses, only staying down for a few seconds.

      Hasan grabs me around the waist and turns, racing out of the room.

      “They can only be killed with iron,” he says, and jumps off the balcony. I turn my head in, holding onto him as we glide down.

      “Well, fuck,” I say, exasperated, the second we land. “What about cutting its head off?” He told me before that cutting off heads is an effective way to kill pretty much anything.

      “Do you have a sword?”

      “No.” I look up, watching the ghoul bump into the walls as it exits my bedroom. It comes to the balcony and tumbles over the railing, landing with a sickening thud. More nasty blood splatters out. That’s going to be a bitch to clean and I highly doubt I’ll be able to scrub the stains out of that expensive area rug.

      “Can’t you just rip its head off?”

      “It won’t kill it, but I can.” His wings spread behind him and he lets me go, ready to grab the ghoul and rip it in half. I raise my gun, ready to shoot if it comes at us too fast. It’s just the one, though. We can handle it. “But ripping heads off takes too long.”

      “Heads?” I flick my eyes to him. “There’s more?”

      “Yes.” He lurches forward, half running and half flying toward the ghoul. It bites him as he picks it up, and bright red blood runs down Hasan’s wrist. He grabs the top of the ghoul’s head with his other hand, fingers pressing in so hard it cracks the ghoul’s skull.

      With an animalistic growl, Hasan twists the ghoul’s head at the same time as he pulls it from its body. I look away, the sound of vertebrae breaking enough for me.

      “Where are the others?” I ask once the ghoul’s body is discarded on the floor. Its eyes are still open and its fingers are twitching, like it’s trying to find its head and put it back on its body.

      “Outside. We tried to stop them before they got to you. Are you sure you’re—”

      Something crashes through the living room window. Another ghoul rushes in, making horrible screeching noises as it rushes at us. I fire off a few rounds, but it does nothing to stop the ghoul. Hasan flies forward, hitting it hard in the head and sending it back several yards.

      Iron. What the fuck do I have that’s iron? I hold out my hand, giving magic one last-ditch effort. Nothing happens, and my heart is pounding. What’s the point of having—fire. The fireplace poker. It’s old and came with the house, and I’m willing to bet it’s made out of iron.

      I spin, tossing my gun onto the couch, and grab the poker. Hasan has the ghoul by the throat, holding it out and away from him, not sure what to do with it. Ripping it to shreds is only a temporary means to an end, and probably is just going to piss it off even more in the long run.

      Tightening my grip on the poker, I raise it and shove the pointy end into the ghoul’s heart. Its body twitches, and then it goes limp. The red light glowing from within dims until there is nothing left.

      Hasan drops the dead ghoul onto the floor, and we both turn, seeing the decapitated body continue to twitch and reach for its head. I step over and bring the fire poker down into its chest.

      “How many more are outside?” I ask, yanking the poker up. Ghoul blood splatters my face.

      “Half a dozen at least.”

      “Fucking hell!” I go back to the fireplace. Ignoring the little broom, I grab the large tongs. They’re not ideal for stabbing, but they’ll do. I hope.

      Hasan takes them from me and forces them apart, breaking the two pieces apart at the hinge.

      “Good thinking.” Sucking in air, I run to the front door. As soon as I step onto the cold stone porch, it hits me just how fucked we are. Not because there are eight ghouls doing everything they can to rip my gargoyles to shreds, but because the sun will be up in a matter of minutes.

      Thomas and Gilbert have four of the ghouls grouped together, and they’re taking turns grabbing one, flying twenty feet up, and dropping it to the ground while the other throws punches.

      Jacques is head-to-head with two others, large wings spread behind him, looking like an angel of death as he curls his fist and delivers blow after blow. One of the ghouls rushes toward him, and Jacques grabs it by the throat and uses it as a shield, hitting the other ghoul in the face. The sound of heads smacking echoes through the yard, and both ghouls stumble back.

      But the fuckers won’t die. Not until I stab them in the heart with my iron poker. I raise the poker in my hand and make a move to jump off the porch.

      “Stay here,” Hasan orders, holding out a hand. His dark eyes are set and he’s in battle mode, ready to go out there and bash skulls and do what he was made to do. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “I’m not a princess,” I snap, nostrils flaring.

      “But you are human.” He jumps off the porch, flying over to Thomas and Gilbert. Thomas has one ghoul by the ankle, holding it upside down.

      Hasan calls to him, and Thomas flaps his wings, going up another ten feet. Holding steady, Thomas waits for Hasan to fly over and shove the blunt end of the iron tong into the ghoul’s chest.

      It stops struggling immediately, and Thomas reaches down, pulling the iron from its body. He lets the ghoul fall to the ground, and then dive-bombs another, tag-teaming with Gilbert to take out the next ghoul.

      Hasan goes after two at the far side of the yard, and realizing Jacques has no way to kill the ghouls he’s fighting off, I leap off the porch with the iron poker raised.

      “Hey, fuck-face!” I yell, and the ghoul closest to me whips around.

      “Ace!” Jacques calls out, turning toward me. The other ghoul attacks, biting Jac hard on the neck. He grabs it by its head, pulling it away. He doesn’t let go, and a chunk of Jacques’s skin comes off along with it.

      One of the ghouls comes barreling at me, and I slow, holding up the poker. He’s making this easy as he practically impales himself. But before the poker can hit it in the heart, he’s pulled back and thrown to the ground. Jacques swoops in, thinking I’m about to get my face chewed off.

      “It’s iron,” I pant, unable to see behind Jacques’s wings. Those things are close. His eyes meet mine for a fleeting moment, and I think he’s going to tell me to go back inside and stay away from the danger just like Hasan.

      Instead, he nods and whirls around, taking to the sky and knocking the nearest ghoul to the ground. I run forward, poker raised in my hand again. This time, I bring it down on the ghoul, breaking its sternum on my way to its heart.

      “The sun,” Jacques calls to the others in warning, and spins around with more grace than anyone his size should possess. He grabs the other ghoul by the arms and brings it to me, holding it out so I can kill it too.

      “Are you hurt?” he asks me when he drops the dead ghoul to the ground.

      “Not seriously,” I say, knowing he can see the claw marks on my arms. “But you are?”

      He brings his hand to his neck, as if he’s just now realizing a chunk of skin is missing and he’s bleeding. “I’ll heal.”

      One of the ghouls breaks away from Thomas and Gilbert and comes barreling at us. Jacques takes the fire poker from me and throws it forward with impressive accuracy.

      “I didn’t know priests were so well versed in warfare,” I say, running my eyes over him.

      “I’m starting to enjoy the ability to surprise you,” he replies, and moves forward to pull the poker from the ghoul’s body. He comes right back to me, protective but not doting. Obviously, I can hold my own. I take the fire poker back and move farther out into the yard, looking for more.

      “I think we got them all.” Thomas lands a few feet from me, wiping ghoul blood from his face.

      “Check the house,” Jacques says once Gilbert comes over. He flicks his eyes to the horizon. “Hurry.”

      Hasan pulls his part of the tong from a ghoul and tosses the body on top of another.

      “You’re not supposed to let them bite you,” he tells Jacques, smirking.

      Jacques raises an eyebrow. “You should have told me that sooner.” He wipes away a drip of blood.

      “What the hell just happened?” I ask, heart still racing. I’m on edge, not fully convinced all the ghouls are gone.

      “Ghouls attacked us,” Hasan answers.

      “I know. But why?”

      “Ghouls are sent,” Jacques starts.

      “Sent?” I question. With the adrenaline wearing off, the exhaustion I felt before hits again.

      “By someone—or something—with powers.”

      “Someone knows who I am,” I say slowly as things start to click in my mind. “And I don’t just mean they know I exist. They know I’m a witch.”

      “Yes,” Jacques says, not attempting to soften the blow. “For ghouls to find you, you had to have been marked.”

      “Marked? How?”

      “I believe the term is a ‘calling card.’ Some sort of hexed object was put into your possession to draw the ghouls to you.”

      “How?” I ask again, and quickly shake my head. “And when?”

      “Tonight,” Hasan says, still gripping the piece of twisted iron. I think he’s wishing for another ghoul or two.

      “I’ve been home all—shit.” I push a strand of hair back, and it gets stuck in a splatter of ghoul blood on my neck. “I went into town to investigate the murder weapon.”

      “Did you have a bag or anything with you someone could have slipped something in?”

      “No. I left my purse in the car.”

      “The car,” we all say at the same time. We run over, and the feeling of having all my energy drained increases. Rays of sunlight start to stream down on us, reflecting off the tinted windows of my Charger. We’re skating on thin ice. The guys need to go back up onto the roof soon.

      The three of us look the car over, and Hasan finds something shoved behind the license plate.

      “Hex bag,” he says, dumping out the contents of a little black bag into his hand. Jacques looks it over and nods.

      “Someone tagged you. And this…” He picks up what looks like a chicken bone covered in little scratches. “This binds magical powers.” He snaps the bone in half, and suddenly I don’t feel like I’m going to collapse.

      “Whoever put this here knows exactly who you are,” he says, and his words bring a chill through me. “The sun is almost up. We have to go, Ace, but be careful until sunset. I believe you are in danger.”

      “Great.” I press my lips together in a wry smile. “And I’ll be careful. I’m a cop, guys; for years, I’ve always had at least one person gunning for my death. I can handle myself.”

      Hasan stiffens. It’s not that he doesn’t believe me, it’s that he worries, and caring for someone enough to worry is a fairly new concept to him. I’m sure if he had his way, he’d play bodyguard twenty-four seven and protect me from anything remotely unpleasant.

      “These aren’t your run-of-the-mill humans,” Jacques points out as if I don’t know. “Controlling this many ghouls means the sender is powerful.”

      I look out at the yard, wondering what the fuck I’m going to do with the bodies. “If they’re so powerful, why not come after me themselves?”

      Jacques shakes his head, not sure. “Maybe they wanted to test you. Or have you killed while keeping their hands clean.”

      “So you think it could be a human and not a demon?”

      “Many demons live as if they are human. They’re able to sink their claws into more people if they can blend.”

      “Demons are just lovely,” I say, shaking my head and looking at the skyline. They came at the perfect time too…almost as if whoever sent them knew once the sun rose I’d be screwed. My magic was blocked, and my line of defense will be turned into stone in less than five minutes.

      Were they expecting the fight to last longer? If they want to kill me, they’re gonna have to try harder than that, and I have a feeling they will. We walk back to the porch, knowing our time is coming to an end.

      Thomas and Gilbert come out of the house, shutting the front door behind them. It’s a moot point since my living room window is smashed in. I’m tired. Bleeding. There are ghoul bodies all over my house and yard. And now I need to board up that fucking window before going to work.

      “We didn’t see anything in the house,” Thomas says. “I’d look longer but…”

      “Go,” I tell them, and hold up the iron fire poker. “If any are left, I got this.”

      “You’re badass, Ace,” Gilbert says with a smile, but it quickly fades. “I hate leaving you.”

      “You’re not really going anywhere,” I shoot back, not wanting to think about it. They’re here. Within arm’s reach. But they can’t do a damn thing if I’m in danger. It’s so frustrating and so fucking unfair. I need to break this curse.

      “Be careful,” Hasan tells me, and takes to the sky, landing on the roof. Thomas and Gilbert go to their spots on the front porch, and I walk around the front of the house with Jacques, hoping to get one or two more questions about ghouls answered before he turns to stone.

      I set the fire poker down and bend one foot up to brush gravel from the bottom. Jacques keeps walking, needing to get to his spot before the sun rises. Suddenly, he stops and whirls around, his movements slowed by the sun.

      I turn, going for the fire poker, but it’s too late. A ghoul runs along the roof of the porch, holding a sharp and bloodied spear. It’s bigger than the others, and its eyes glow bright amber instead of red.

      It lets out a screech, and the sound reverberates through me, making my vision blur. I know I have to move, but the dizziness hits hard and I stumble, falling back and whacking my head against the cobblestone. Pain shoots through me, shocking me and rendering me paralyzed for a few seconds.

      

      My mouth opens and my hands slip as I try to move out of the way. Jacques throws himself in front of me, pulling his wings over his body to try and act as a shield. The spear slashes through Jacques’s wings and hits him hard in the chest. He rolls off me, landing hard on his back. The ghoul jumps down, landing just yards from us.

      “Jac!” I scream, scrambling to my feet. The ghoul hisses, fangs showing and amber eyes glowing in the early morning twilight. It bends down and sinks its teeth into Jacques’s arm.

      “Get away from him!” I scream, and heat rushes through me, erupting from my heart. Flames ignite from my fingers, and my entire hands are swallowed by red-hot fire. I throw my hand forward, and the flames grow. The heat is so intense it almost hurts.

      Good.

      My feet leave the ground and I tackle the ghoul, wrapping my hands around its throat. I scream out of anger and fear, and the ghoul slashes its claws at me, scratching my cheek.

      The ghoul catches fire and I let go, tripping over my own feet in my desperate attempt to get to Jac. He’s trying to get up, with one hand pinned to his body and the other trying to pull the spear out.

      “Ace,” he grunts, and his movements slow. The sun is almost up, and his skin is taking on a gray pallor. I clench my fists and put out the flames.

      “No, no, no,” I cry, and put one hand on his chest. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “You’re okay,” he says, and stops struggling. “That’s all that matters.”

      “Don’t talk like that.” I grit my teeth and grab the spear with both hands. “This might hurt.”

      Jacques turns away, bracing himself. I yank the spear free, and he falls to the ground. Blood spills out around him, staining the cobblestone beneath us. I drop to my knees, tears filling my eyes, and slip one hand under his head. He’s turning to stone right before my eyes, and there’s nothing I can do to stop the bleeding.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I cry, and my tears splash down onto his chest.

      Jacques’s eyes flutter closed, and he becomes completely still.

      “Jac!” I bend down, burying my head against his neck. The heat is leaving his body just as fast as the blood. I can’t lose him. My heart can’t handle the death of another loved one. “Jac!”

      He suddenly jerks away and tries to sit up.

      “You shouldn’t move,” I tell him, hands shaking. “Let me get a towel or something. I’ll stop the bleeding.” I move to stand but he grabs my wrist.

      “There’s no time, Ace,” he says slowly, and pushes himself up. “I need to go.”

      I get to my feet and take his hand, hefting him to his feet. Unsteadily, he shuffles forward and spreads his beautiful wings, holding out a hand to keep me at bay. His eyes meet mine.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      Bits of stone crumble off his wings as he takes flight, landing on the roof without a moment to spare. He becomes a gargoyle again, trapped under the sun. I’m shaking, hands slick from Jacques’s blood.

      “Jac?” I call one last time, not expecting him to respond. My legs feel weak, but I take a few steps back so I can look up at him. He’s in his usual pose, but this time, there’s a big crack in the stone on his chest.
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      Sunlight reflects off the blood pooled on the cobblestone. A smoldering pile of ash is next to it, smelling like I burned a week’s worth of garbage. Blinking back tears, I move away from the house and look at the carnage left in the front yard.

      What the hell am I supposed to do with the bodies?

      I bring a trembling hand up, pushing my hair out of my face, and fight the fear that threatens to plague me. Someone knows who I am. They knew where I was last night. Have they been watching me?

      “Are you watching now?” I ask through gritted teeth. Anger surges through me and flames start to flicker around my fingertips again. I hope they are watching. Then I can catch them and end them.

      Too angry to put out the flames, I go to the pile of ghouls Hasan left and bring my hand down, lighting them on fire. They ignite, and the magic in the flames causes them to turn to ash just like the others. Refusing to let myself think about Jacques, I hurry around the yard and drag the ghouls into the same pile, turning them all into ash.

      Once the ghoul bodies are burned, I feebly walk to the house, stopping next to Thomas and Gilbert. They’re standing strong, posed like usual with nothing out of the ordinary. I rest my hand on Thomas’s wing, closing my eyes and wishing I could talk to them, figure out a way to keep them with me during the day.

      Still barefoot, and now painfully aware of the uneven ground underfoot, I hastily walk around the house to look up at Hasan. I saw him take off but didn’t see him land. I need to know he’s okay. From what I can tell, he is.

      But Jacques isn’t.

      Are his injuries paused, and will they pick up right where we left off? Will he weaken as the day goes on? I love all my guys, and the thought of losing even one of them terrifies me.

      They are my family. I don’t want to lose another family. I can’t. I hardly survived it the first time.

      I break through spiderwebs as I hook up the hose, dragging it around front to wash away the blood. Everything I do is methodical, and it’s almost like I’m covering up a crime scene. I guess I am, in a sense, though I’m not the guilty party.

      Going into the house, I realize there is no way I’m going to get things cleaned up in time for work. I haven’t called off in three years, and when I did I was so sick with the H1N1 virus I was hospitalized for two days.

      I call in, saying I got food poisoning, and don’t feel bad about lying.

      Setting my phone down on the kitchen counter, I grab a broom and dustpan, and a cardboard box from the basement. I line it with a garbage bag and start cleaning the glass from the broken window.

      “This looks original,” I grumble, noting the thick broken sheets. “Fuck you, whoever sent them and bound my powers. Fuck. You.”

      I grab the last of the big pieces and get the broom next, sweeping little shards into a pile. I’m going to have to go over this with the vacuum a few times before I’m sure the glass is actually gone.

      A car turns into the driveway, and my heart jumps out of my chest. I drop the broom and race into the two-story living room to get my gun from the couch. I don’t have many rounds left, but I rarely miss a target.

      I just hope this one can die.

      But it’s not someone coming to hunt me down and kill me, at least I don’t think so. It’s Richard from down the street, and he keeps his car running as he apprehensively gets out, eyeballing the broken front window.

      “Shit.” Keeping my gun in one hand, I rush into the kitchen and grab a sweater, slipping it over my arms and pulling it tight around my neck to hide the blood and scratches.

      “Hello?” Richard calls, stopping on the cobblestone. The blood has been washed away, but the ashes are still there. “Detective Bisset?”

      I open the front door, gun in my hand, and step onto the porch. Richard looks me over, and his eyes widen. Oh, right. I have claw marks on my face.

      “Are you okay?” he rushes out. “I’m on my way to work and saw smoke.” He looks away from me to the large pile of smoldering ghouls. They don’t look like anything more than a heap of rotting garbage at this point.

      Which is exactly what they are.

      He looks back at the broken window, and I know I can’t say things are peachy and send him on his way.

      “It’s taken care of,” I say instead, and keep my arms close to my body. I’m not going to offer an explanation, and I don’t think he’s going to ask. “Thanks for, uh, being a good neighbor.”

      He nods and points to the broken window. “Speaking of being a good neighbor, do you need help with that?”

      Dammit. I do. Because I don’t know how to fix it, and I need it boarded up so I can leave the house.

      “You teach history, right?” I ask, remembering him saying his area of expertise happens to be the same time period this house was built.

      “I do.”

      “Do you know of any places that work with historical homes? I think the glass was original and I’d like to replace it with something close if possible.”

      “Yeah, I know a guy who restores anything from early American history. I can give him a call.”

      “Thanks.” I bite my lip, fully aware of how fucking awkward this is. I thought moving out into a rural part of town would mean not having to deal with neighbors, yet here I am.

      “It might be a while before he can come out, and even longer until he can get new glass ordered. I have some leftover plywood from a project I started last summer. I can bring it over so you can board up the broken pane in the meantime.”

      “That would be great. Thanks, Richard.”

      “Jared has vocational today and doesn’t have to be in until noon. I’m going to send him over. The kid is handy, and it’s the least we can do,” he adds before I can protest. Right. I almost forgot I could have had Jared arrested. No wonder Richard is going above and beyond to be a helpful neighbor.

      I appreciate the help, really I do, but right now I don’t need anyone else at the house, especially Jared. Unfortunately, I do need the window boarded up so I can leave. And it’s more than just that right now. I’m someone’s target, and they went to great lengths to try and take me down.

      Being around me is dangerous.
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        * * *

      

      After cleaning up the mess in the living room and my bedroom, I take the world’s fastest shower before Jared gets here. I was already covered in blood and got more on me when I scrubbed the floors clean. Richard expected him to move slowly since it’s early and today is Friday, meaning he lacks motivation, but I have a feeling once Jared knows he gets to come inside the house, he’ll spring out of bed.

      Toweling off my hair, I’m careful not to rub over my new scabs, then walk out of the bathroom into the bedroom. I mopped my floor clean, but my sheets are twisted and on the floor, and when I look at my bed, I remember waking up with the ghoul on top of me. How did it get in? Were the others sent as a distraction?

      One or two ghouls would have been enough to kill an average human. With my background in law enforcement and my training in martial arts, I’m a bit above average when it comes to self-defense, but nearly a dozen ghouls…that’s overkill.

      The sender has to know about my protectors. And sending them so close to dawn? They needed the cover of night but pushed it as close to sunrise as possible. Does that mean they know the guys can only protect me in the dark?

      I toss my towel onto the foot of the bed and go to my dresser to grab a bra and underwear. My body is sore, and I can’t stop worrying about Jacques. He shouldn’t have risked himself for me. I would have been fine.

      Maybe.

      Probably.

      Okay, probably not. I still have a dull headache from hitting the back of my head on the ground, but it’s nothing a little coffee and Advil can’t fix. I pull on dark jeans and a gray tank top, accessorizing only with my gun and badge.

      Combing my hair with my fingers, I’m heading out the door when I realize the grimoire is gone.

      “Fuck!” I race to the bed, throwing the pillows back. I left it here last night. It had to have fallen in the scuffle. Desperately I drop to my knees and pick up the blankets.

      The book isn’t there.

      Throwing the blankets back, I get down onto my stomach and look under the bed, blindly reaching forward and feeling around for it. Suddenly, it makes sense. Having that many ghouls sent to kill me was overkill. But sending that many to take me out and get the book…

      That’s what they wanted. Whoever sent the ghouls, whoever knows about me and the guys, wants my book.

      I get up, not ready to give up yet, and look around the room. Thinking back, I replay the attack over in my mind. There’s one more place I can look, and relief washes over me when I see the book wedged between the nightstand and the mattress. I grab it and hug it against my chest. Jacques’s notes were left downstairs, and though they’re not complete, they are an exact copy of the book in English.

      Racing down the back staircase, I find his notebook untouched on the table, right where we left it, along with the list of ingredients I need in order to do the concealment spell. Maybe I should do one for the book too. Keep it away from anyone who wants to get their hands on it.

      I put the grimoire and the notebook in my purse in the closet, but it doesn’t feel safe. This house is so damn big. Someone could be in here, hiding and waiting, and I’d never know.

      I need to get a dog. Or two. Maybe even three.

      Rubbing my forehead, I go back into the kitchen and plug in my coffee pot. I’ve lived my life in somewhat of a routine for years, and it’s helped me stay on top of things. Today didn’t start out at all like I expected, but I need to get back into my rhythm so I can function. I can’t afford to waste any time.

      Twisting my hair into a messy bun on the top of my head, I watch the coffee brewing, and get a cup poured by the time Jared pulls into the driveway. I watch through the broken window as he parks and gets out, going around to the passenger seat to get a tool bag. He takes his sweet-ass time coming up to the porch, and stops to look at the gargoyles along the way.

      I open the front door as he reaches for the doorbell, startling him. Should I feel bad I found a bit of satisfaction in that?

      “Hey,” I say, and step aside, letting him in. “Thank you for coming to board up the window.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” he scoffs, and I’m reminded all over again why I can’t stand this asshole. “My dad still thinks you’ll change your mind and arrest me.”

      “I still could.”

      “That was days ago. You missed your chance,” he taunts, thinking he has the upper hand here. “And now you owe me. I want to come over at night.”

      “You really know nothing about the law, do you?” I shut the door behind him, taking a glance at Thomas and Gilbert. I want to go back to last night, before the ghoul attacked, and be back in bed with Gil, talking about spells and magic with hope and excitement.

      I should have known that would have been short-lived.

      “I’ve arrested people for crimes they committed years ago,” I go on, taking another sip of coffee. “You’re an arrogant asshole, you know that, right?”

      He turns, eyes wide. I don’t think anyone has ever called him out like this before. “I’m going to tell my dad what you said!”

      I roll my eyes. “All right, Draco. Go tell Father. See how much I care.” Though I’m fairly certain his dad will agree with me.

      Jared sets the bag of tools on the coffee table, surveying the damage.

      “What happened?”

      “I was cleaning the window and I slipped,” I smoothly lie. “The ladder fell right into the window.”

      Jared nods and sets the tool bag down, getting out a tape measure. I finish my coffee and pick up the broom again, sweeping little bits of glass from under the couch. Jared goes back outside and brings pieces of plywood onto the porch. I sweep up more glass and move the couch back, taking the cushions off to shake them out.

      “You seem to have done this before,” I say to Jared as he lines up the first piece of plywood.

      “My parents make me do Habitat for Humanity every year.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” I look out the window at him.

      “I guess it’s not, but I’d like to take a normal vacation every now and then. We haven’t been anywhere fun in years.”

      “You have no idea how good you have it, do you?”

      “Please,” he spits. “Are you going to tell me about your rough childhood now?”

      “Hardly.” I pick up a few big pieces of glass from under the couch cushions and toss them in the bag. Scooting the couch to the opposite side of the room, I sweep the floor again, making sure I didn’t miss any pieces of glass, and then go get the vacuum.

      I go over the couch and each cushion three times, not wanting to sit down and get a piece of glass in my ass. This couch came with the house and I never took the cushions off to vacuum before. The thought never crossed my mind, and seeing all the crumbs makes me a little scared to look at the other couch in the larger living room.

      I run the vacuum over the rug a few times, finally feeling satisfied that the glass is cleaned up. I take the box into the kitchen, setting it by the back door so I can take it out and dump it in the recycling later.

      Feeling a little paranoid, I check the closet and make sure my purse is still there. The book and the notebook are stashed safely inside. I close the closet and turn around, the feelings of being watched and attacked still lingering.

      My phone rings, and I go back into the kitchen to answer it. It’s work, and I debate not answering. I don’t want to deal with anything else right now. Work has always been my first priority. It’s always been the most important thing in my life. And now…now it’s taking a back seat.

      “Bisset,” I say into the receiver.

      “Hi, Detective. It’s Deena. We got the DNA results on the bat.”

      I can tell by her tone of voice it’s not the results we were expecting. “And?”

      “It’s human blood, as you already know. I was able to get hits on three different sets of DNA, and none were from our victims.”

      “Three?”

      “Yes. I’ll send the official report to your desk.”

      “Thanks,” I say, and it looks like I’ll be going into work today after all. I’m at least waiting a few hours to make my food poisoning story believable. I hang up, sticking my phone in my back pocket, and go back to the porch to check on Jared.

      Was the baseball bat used to murder three others? If Josh’s blood had been on it, I’d be more likely to say yes. But given the fact I was called out and hexed, I’m more inclined to say it was planted. The bat had a lot of blood on it. It looked like a murder weapon.

      Just like the basement looked like a crime scene.

      I need to talk to Mrs. Green, the woman who owns the house and the one who discovered the basement. If someone wants to get my attention, that’s one thing. But messing with a real investigation crosses the line.

      Unless the two are connected. And if they are, I’ll figure it out.

      “Can you hold this?” Jared asks, and I snap my attention back to the present.

      I put my hands on a piece of wood, holding it in place as he plugs in a nail gun and pops a few nails into the frame.

      “It’s not perfect,” he says almost apologetically. “But it’ll keep wildlife out.”

      “What about curious teenagers?” I tease, and actually get a smile out of him. He looks away so I don’t see it.

      “I think it’s strong enough to hold them off,” he replies. “Though if they’re really curious, I’m sure they’ll find a way in.”

      “Good thing I’m installing motion sensors and cameras this weekend.”

      Jared packs up the tools. “You might want to tape plastic around it or something to keep bugs and rain out.”

      “Will do. Thanks again.”

      He nods, stopping on the steps to look at Thomas and Gilbert.

      “Go ahead,” I say, knowing what he’s thinking. “They’re just stone.”

      He sets the tools down and touches the statues. The first time I felt the gargoyles, before I knew who they really were, they were warm to the touch. It threw me. Scared me a bit, even though I didn’t want to admit it to myself.

      “Just stone,” Jared echoes, patting Thomas’s chest. He grabs his bag and walks down the cobblestone path, stopping abruptly as he looks at something on the ground and then tipping his head up to Jacques.

      “If they’re just stone, then why is that one bleeding?”
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      “Sure it is,” I deadpan, staring at Jared with a straight face. Inside, I’m freaking the fuck out. Because Jacques was bleeding when he turned to stone. I don’t know what actually happens to them when the transformation is complete, and that terrifies me even more.

      “See for yourself,” he says, waving his hand up. Swallowing hard and forcing myself to move slowly, I go down the porch steps, across the path, and shield my eyes from the sun as I look up.

      A few drops of blood rolled out of the crack in Jacques’s chest, leaving little streak marks on the gray stone. I continue to stare, heart racing, and realize the blood is hours old and dried, and he’s not actively bleeding. Jared noticed a dried stain, something easily overlooked by most of the world. This kid is good, and I hate it.

      “That looks like dew or something,” I tell Jared, crossing my arms over my chest. “Statues can’t bleed.”

      “Whoever supposedly restored them did a shitty job. The crack is new and seems to have happened overnight.” He stares at me, waiting for me to counter. “It looks like it’s going to fall to pieces.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I snap, needing to remind myself to calm down. “They’re old. They have some wear and tear, of course.”

      “Yeah, you’re right about them being old.” He shifts his gaze to Thomas and Gilbert, and I know what he’s thinking. In gargoyle form, the guys look like they were made yesterday. It struck me when I first saw them.

      “It sounded like your dad isn’t a fan of the paranormal. How’d you get interested in it?” I ask, hating that I’m chastising the kid for being curious and following his instincts. Yeah, he’s an entitled asshole, but that doesn’t mean he’s hopeless. And having him at odds with me isn’t going to help my case.

      “Why do you care?”

      I shrug. “I don’t, really. I just find it interesting that you have such different beliefs.”

      His shoulders tense and he furrows his brow. “Do you believe in the paranormal?”

      “I’ve seen some things I can’t explain,” I say, leaving it at that. “Thanks again for boarding up the window. You should get going so you’re not late for school.”

      With a curt nod, he goes to his car, throws the bag in the back, and pulls out of the driveway. I wait until he’s down the road to run inside and go out onto the porch roof from my bedroom window. Jacques is up on another peak, one I can’t get to, but I’m at least able to get a better look.

      I don’t see any fresh blood but looking at the crack in the stone makes me sick. Going back inside, I straighten up my bedroom and go downstairs, turning on the TV in the living room. Today is going to go by so slowly and sitting around the house isn’t going to make it any better.

      Wrapping a blanket around my shoulders, I turn on the TV and end up falling asleep for a few hours. I get something to eat once I’m up, and sit at the kitchen table to try to think.

      I have two pressing issues, and I’m torn between which one to focus on first. Catching the murderer is important. But so is not dying, which makes figuring out who sent the ghouls move to the top of my list. I won’t be a very good detective if I’m dead, after all.

      “The blood in the basement,” I say out loud, absentmindedly looking out the window. “The ghost and the stolen body. The fake murder weapon.” Had the same people who set up the basement planted the bat? Did they realize their mistake of using animal blood and decide to go for the real deal this time around?

      The bat was planted as false evidence to get me out of the house. Once I arrived at the scene, someone stuffed the hex bag under my license plate so I would lead the ghouls home.

      They know I’m a witch. They might know about the guys. And they know I’m a detective working on the murders of Lily and Josh, and knew enough to know what kind of murder weapon we’re looking for. We’ve been careful to keep details out of the media, but things get leaked. Family members know, and one small comment to someone can lead to news going viral overnight.

      “They knew the bat would be found,” I say to myself. The owner of the dog said he walks him every night around the same time when he gets off work. He lived in the area and of course knew about the murder and was hyper-vigilant to anything out of the ordinary. They were counting on the dog sniffing out the blood.

      And the basement…I still have nothing. Stealing a body is a serious crime, and the case is still open. With no leads, of course. Since it’s not my case, I haven’t followed it closely, but now I think I need to go into the office and check on any new findings.

      Everything is connected somehow. I will figure it out.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never felt this frazzled before, and I’ve worked on some high-profile cases. Being frustrated with a case is something I can handle. Solving murders takes time and isn’t at all like it is in TV crime shows, where evidence is clear and things are either black or white. Investigations take time, and there’s a lot more paperwork involved than most people think.

      The difficulty of a case doesn’t get to me, no, it’s the hard time I’m having right now separating myself from work. I feel like a shitty detective, and the loss of my sense of identity is about to send me into a tailspin. I need to be Detective Bisset, all work and no play, focusing on the case until the murderer is caught and the streets of Philly are a bit safer than they were before.

      But I can’t stop thinking about Jacques, and doing a spell to help the guys, or the fact that I fought fucking ghouls this morning.

      I put my Charger in park and cross the street. Wind chimes ding above me as I push open the door to Lyra’s Magic Shoppe. There are a few people in here, and things are back in order. Pulling my list from my purse, I walk around, getting almost everything I need.

      “Detective,” Lyra says, face paling.

      “I’m just here to shop.” I set the stuff down on the counter and she relaxes.

      “Oh, good.” I watch her as she rings me up, noting the redness around her eyes from crying. “Interesting combination of herbs,” she mumbles. “What type of spell are you attempting?”

      “Nothing in particular,” I say with ease. “I’m just getting a few things to have on hand.”

      “You should get the vervain then too. It keeps vampires away.”

      Hah. Could have used that a few weeks ago. “Sure. I’ll take some.”

      “We just got a fresh shipment in.” She grabs a bag for me and goes on to tell me everything else I should add to my “base supply,” which is really her way of making a few extra bucks.

      “I’ll light a candle for you tonight,” she says as I take my bag. “To guide you to the one responsible for Josh’s…for his…” Her eyes fill with tears. “He was like a son to me, you know.”

      “I’ll find the murderer.” I keep my voice low so no one else hears me. “I always do.”

      The wind chimes sound behind me, and two women step in. They’re talking, and one of the voices sounds familiar.

      “Ace?” Gemma exclaims, eyes going wide. “You’re…you’re…here. You’re here,” she repeats, staring at me as if I’m a ghost.

      “Yeah. I had to pick up some things.”

      The older woman standing next to Gemma looks just as shocked. “You’re Ace? The detective?”

      “I see you’ve heard of me,” I say, turning my gaze back to Gemma. She grips her purse tight and hasn’t moved an inch since she saw me.

      “Yeah, I, uh, I…I told her how you stopped that…that guy who stole my purse,” Gemma mumbles, tripping over her words. The older woman grabs Gemma’s arm, gripping tight.

      “Excuse us,” she says, and turns Gemma away. Raising an eyebrow, I shake my head and go out the door. I don’t have time to stand around talking, anyway.

      “Ace, wait!” Gemma calls after me, bursting out the door. I stop and turn.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She points to my face. “You have scratches, and you look like you haven’t slept.”

      “Oh, right.” I bring my hand up, feeling the cuts on my cheek. “Some people resist arrest,” I say. “And I don’t sleep much while working on a case.”

      “I can only imagine. So…do you want to get coffee or something? I know I can use a cup. Or two. I worked the nightshift last night. My treat.”

      Usually, the thought of sitting and talking with anyone is the last thing I want to do. But right now, company actually sounds nice.

      “Sure.”

      “Really?” She blinks and rapidly shakes her head. “I mean, great.” She motions to the cafe across the street. “Shall we?”

      I roll the top of the paper bag down and fall into step with Gemma, going to the crosswalk.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” she asks. “I don’t mean to pry, but you have this look in your eye that makes me think you broke up with a boy last night or something.”

      “No breakups here.”

      “But it is about a boy.”

      “It might be.” The light changes and we cross the street.

      “I have a very good I hate men speech ready if you need it. Guys can be such assholes.”

      “This one isn’t an asshole,” I say, and while I’m not telling the truth entirely, it feels good to talk about this. I’ve never had a close girlfriend to spill my guts to. I used to act like I didn’t see the appeal of having a close female friend, but really, I was keeping the idea at bay so I wouldn’t feel like I was missing out.

      “But he did something stupid?”

      “Yeah. Something really stupid.”

      “What’d he do?”

      I open the cafe door. “I can’t tell you. It has to do with work.”

      “Ohhh,” she coos. “You’re dating a co-worker. Is that against policy or do they just add that in for drama on TV?”

      “We work in different departments, so it’s okay.” We get in line and Gemma silences her phone, which keeps dinging with text messages.

      “So how mad are you?”

      “I’m not mad. I’m worried. He’s out on an assignment and, uh, did something risky and I won’t be able to hear back from him until tonight.”

      “Ahh, got it.” We move up in the line. Gemma’s lips curve into a sympathetic smile. “I worry too,” she says softly. “I feel like anyone I care about is going to die. The therapist told me it was normal and would go away, but here I am, twenty-four and still worrying I’m cursed.”

      “I feel that way too sometimes,” I admit.

      “Have you been subconsciously punishing yourself by not letting yourself develop real relationships?”

      “Is that something your therapist told you?”

      “Yeah. And it was kinda true until I graduated and got a job at Silver Living. I was a bit of a loner before.”

      “I was too. Still am, if I’m being honest.”

      She playfully elbows me. “At least you have a boyfriend.”

      I smile. “True. You’re not seeing anyone?”

      She shakes her head. “I just went through a string of losers and am taking a break for a bit. And by that I mean I’m having as many no-strings summer flings as I can.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “In theory,” she says with a laugh. “I’ve never had a one-night stand before. So here’s hoping the guys aren’t all freaks.”

      “Being a freak might not be a bad thing.”

      She wiggles her eyebrows. “I like the way you think.” We go up to the counter, order our coffees, and snag a table in the back while we wait. “Have you and your boyfriend been together long?”

      “Not too long.”

      “You seem to really care about him.”

      She really is nosey, and while I didn’t mind at first, I can’t get into a round of Twenty Questions with her about my “boyfriend.” First of all, I don’t have just one boyfriend, and second, my boyfriends aren’t quite human.

      “How was the night shift?” I change the subject before she digs deeper.

      “Huh?”

      “You said you worked the night shift.”

      “Oh. Right. I did.” She forces a smile and looks away. “It was hectic, as always. But I like working nights because management isn’t there.”

      “That would be a nice perk.”

      “It has its drawbacks, but I’d much rather deal with that than have the director of nurses breathing down my neck. She’s a terrible human being. Our supply closet just happens to run low every time she takes a vacation. I’d report her to the state board of nursing if I wasn’t worried about losing my job.”

      “If you got fired because you reported something, you’d have a big lawsuit on your hands. That’s illegal.”

      She taps her chin. “You’re making it sound tempting. Get my asshole boss out of the picture and sue her. What am I waiting for?”

      We both laugh. “Seriously, though, if you think she’s doing shady stuff, report her ass. Running low on supplies makes your job harder, and it’s not good for your patients. You have to stand up for those who can’t, right?”

      Gemma suddenly gets fidgety and looks like she’s going to throw up.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, finding her behavior too weird not to mention.

      “Yeah.” She closes her eyes in a long blink. “It’s, uh…my aunt and uncle.”

      “The Amish ones?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are they okay?” I watch her shoulders relax just a bit.

      “Yeah, yeah…they’ve been bugging me to come visit and I don’t want to. They care since I’m family, but they’re a bit judgmental.”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, I can see that being stressful.”

      “You’re a good person, Ace,” she says quietly, and looks away. She doesn’t speak again until our coffees come, and she jumps up to get them. “Have you decided about going to your neighbor’s party? It’s coming up on Monday, right?”

      “Shit.”

      “You forgot about it, didn’t you?”

      “I did. I’m supposed to bring a side dish, and I don’t cook. So I guess I’m not going.”

      “I’m a great cook and have the best recipe for macaroni salad from my aunt and uncle. I’d love an excuse to make it and then eat it until I feel sickly full. I can make it and we can go together. If you want, I mean.”

      I don’t want to go to Richard’s party. I don’t want to meet the other people on the street and pretend I’m interested in what goes on in their lives. But being friendly with the neighbors and figuring out who’s who in the nearby houses will definitely work in my benefit. What better way to do it than when everyone is all together?

      “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      Gemma beams and takes a sip of her coffee. “Yay! I’ll make it so you have fun, okay? They’re having free drinks, so it’ll be easy. Do you drink? I never asked, did I?”

      “I don’t very often, but yeah. And I’m probably going to need a drink or two to get through this party. The guy who’s hosting—Richard—has a son who I caught trying to take pictures of me through my bedroom window.”

      “Ew! What a perv! Did you arrest him?”

      “I gave him a warning but will if he so much as sets foot on my property again.” I’m still leaving out most of the truth, but damn, it feels good to talk. Now I get the appeal of hanging out with friends. “Which reminds me, I really need to install a few cameras at my place.”

      Gemma almost spits out her coffee. “You don’t have security cameras?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I imagine your job makes you pretty paranoid.”

      I shrug. “It can, but I also know how to defend myself and I’m a good shot.”

      “Right.” Her eyes go to my gun on my belt. “I’ve never fired a gun before.”

      “I won’t say it’s fun because this is a tool not a toy, but there is something very satisfying about hitting your targets.”

      She smiles. “It seems like it.”

      I take the lid off my coffee to let it cool down faster.

      “What’d you get at Lyra’s? Your bag is pretty full.”

      “Just some basics, though she was out of mugwort.”

      “I have a ton of it,” Gemma offers. “I can give you some if you need it.”

      According to my book, mugwort helps with divination and dreams, and could help me see more of the curse. “I don’t want to take your stash.”

      “I have plenty, really. Will you be at the police department later? I can bring it by.”

      “Don’t go out of your way. Bring it Monday. And thanks.”

      “No problem. That’s what friends are for, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So Lyra canceled her tarot reading this weekend. Do you want to maybe go see a movie or something?”

      The last time I saw a movie, I had a boyfriend. A human boyfriend. So…it’s been a while. And I love movie theater popcorn.

      “I’m gonna say maybe, depending on the boyfriend situation.”

      “Of course! It’d be fun to double date sometime. Which would require me getting a date in the first place.”

      “I don’t think you’ll have trouble with that. You’re freaking gorgeous.”

      She waves her hand in the air, dismissing the compliment. “Me? Have you seen yourself? You’re in incredible shape.”

      “I work out a lot.”

      “And I’m way too lazy to.”

      I laugh. “It’s part of my job, in a way.”

      “True. That makes me feel better.”

      I smile, realizing that sitting here talking is making me feel better too.
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      I toss the paper bag from Lyra’s into the passenger seat and close the door behind me. Pulling the seatbelt over me, I feel calmer and clearheaded after having coffee with Gemma. This having friends thing just might be all it’s cracked up to be after all.

      I drum my fingers on my steering wheel, deciding what to do. Going home and taking a nap—and making sure Jac hasn’t cracked more—sounds nice. But going into work and taking a stab at this case sounds more like me. Sitting around waiting for the sun to set will make the time go by slower than it’s already going, and honestly, being alone with my own thoughts makes me a little anxious.

      Even though I called in and said I had food poisoning, no one seems too surprised to see me. Work has been my whole life pretty much since I started here. After meeting with the other officers working on the investigation and going over the evidence found on the victims’ social media accounts, we start to put together a profile for our suspect.

      I leave at exactly five o’clock, feeling more like my old self. The confidence in solving this case is back, but I don’t have tunnel vision blocking out life around me. I’m worried about Jacques. If something did happen to him, how would the others take the news?

      The guys feel like protecting and serving me is their job, but keeping them safe is mine. I woke them up. I’m the reason monsters will attack. They’re bigger and stronger than me, but I’m the one with the magical powers.

      I make a detour to an electronics store on the way home, picking up just one camera for the time being. A good security camera costs more than I expected. My knowledge of hooking stuff like this up is limited to what I can learn from a YouTube tutorial, and I give up almost as soon as I start, realizing this old house isn’t wired in a way that I can easily hook up the camera to Wi-Fi from the outside of the house. I’ll have to go back out and get what I need to attach it later.

      Going back inside, I lay out everything I need for the concealment charm. I have everything I need except the actual medium to carry the charm. The spell calls for a necklace to be worn, and while basically anything will do, a quartz amulet would hold in the power the longest. The quartz necklaces Lyra had are pretty and on a delicate chain, which isn’t practical and could easily break. I got them anyway, knowing a quick fix is all I need to make them work.

      I take the quartz off the chain, removing the decorative pink beads, and string it through a leather cord, tying it with enough length to easily slip over my head. Then I get supplies ready just in case Jacques wakes up bleeding. My fingers tremble as I lay gauze and bandages on the coffee table in the sitting room. I add a couple towels, wet rags, and a blanket too, preparing for the worst.

      Feeling restless, I change and go for a run, then clean the bathrooms when I get back. With time left before sunset, I shower, change into shorts and a T-shirt, and get started on dinner.

      My sunset alarm goes off on my phone two minutes before the actual sunset, and I drop everything and run outside, grabbing the first aid supplies on the way. I look from the horizon to the clock on my phone over and over, counting down the seconds until the official sunset.

      Thomas and Gilbert wake up first, stone crumbling away as they emerge. Gilbert jumps down, shaking out his hair, and lets out a breath of relief when he sees me.

      “You’re alive.” He strides over, putting both hands on my waist, and looks me over.

      “I am.”

      Thomas walks behind me, playfully smacking my ass. “She looks good from this side too.”

      I reach behind me and take his hand, heart thumping. “Guys, I have to—”

      Hasan swoops down, looking just as relieved as the others to see me. They turned to stone right after we fought off the ghouls. My fate was as uncertain to them as Jac’s is to me.

      We all look up, wondering why he hasn’t changed yet. Tears well in my eyes, and I turn to Thomas. “He got hurt. Right before he turned. There was one more ghoul and…and…” I break off, squeezing my eyes shut. Tears roll down my cheeks, and Thomas tugs me forward, cradling me to his chest.

      Gilbert and Hasan take off, flying up to the roof. Thomas places a hand on the back of my head, gently turning me away so I don’t have to see.

      “What happened?” he asks.

      “There was one hiding out. It threw a spear at me but Jac took the blow. It hit him in the chest.”

      Thomas tenses, and I pull back, looking up at the roof. Hasan’s back is to me, blocking Jacques from sight. He’s not moving, not saying anything. This isn’t good. Gilbert jumps down, face sullen and shoulders hunched forward.

      “Is he dead?” I ask, voice trembling.

      “I don’t know,” Gilbert responds, brows furrowed.

      “It’s my fault,” I choke out. “I should have moved or stopped him or—”

      Gravel rains down on us, and we take a step back and watch Jacques break free from the stone. He pitches forward, and if it weren’t for Hasan, he would have plummeted right off the roof. Hasan grips his arm and brings him down. Blood drips down Jacques’s chest, but it’s not nearly as bad as before.

      Gilbert rushes over, taking Jacques’s other arm and keeping him upright. They bring him inside, sitting him on the couch. I grab a towel and spring forward, pressing it against the wound.

      “Ace,” Jacques breathes. “Did you get them all?”

      “Yes. I set them all on fire.”

      “That’s my girl,” he says with a small smile. I bring the towel back and look at the wound. It’s small, much smaller than before, and is already healing.

      “You’re…you’re okay.”

      “Yes.”

      “How? Not that I’m not happy, but I don’t get it.” I trade the towel for the damp rag. Carefully, I clean off his chest. The wound, which was a large gash, is now small and closing up. His skin is still torn and tender, and fresh blood pools at the surface, but it’s nowhere near as damaged as when he turned.

      “I don’t know,” Jacques answers, shifting his eyes up to the others.

      “Sleep,” Hasan offers. “Sleep heals.”

      “Makes sense,” Thomas says. “Magic turns us to stone, taking away what little humanity we have left. And bleeding and feeling pain is about as human as it gets.”

      “I was so scared,” I confess. “I thought you’d wake up dead.”

      “You can’t wake up dead,” Gilbert mumbles, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Hasan elbow him. “I know what you meant,” he adds.

      I clean up as much blood as I can with the rag and tear open an alcohol swab, doing my best to clean the wound.

      “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you guys,” I say as I cover the wound with gauze. “You’re…you’re like my family.”

      Thomas’s hand lands on my shoulder. “You’re like ours too, and I like this family arrangement much better than the one I had before.”

      Smiling at him, I grab a clean rag and wipe the blood off my hands. Jacques sits up, wincing, and rolls his neck. His wing is almost healed as well, and the only evidence it was torn is a small scar.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      “Sore,” he says, hand going to the bandage on his chest. “And tired, even though I just woke up.”

      “Rest,” I say, gently pushing a piece of tape down on a corner of the gauze and noticing his skin is warm. Too warm. I press the back of my hand to his forehead. “I think you have a fever.”

      All of the guys tense, and I realize that a fever back in their time could be a death sentence.

      “The spear you were stabbed with was filthy,” I add, and stand, gathering up the first aid supplies and pushing them aside. “Go upstairs and lie down,” I tell him. I have leftover antibiotics from the last time I had a sinus infection. I started feeling better after I picked up my prescription and never took it, but hung onto it in case I got sick again.

      Jacques looks at me, ready to protest that he’s fine and doesn’t need to rest.

      “Now.”

      With a sigh, he gets up and goes to the stairs.

      “I’ll be right up with medicine and food.”

      The annoyance leaves his face and his eyes meet mine. “Thank you, Ace,” he says softly, and it hits me that he’s never had anyone take care of him before.

      “What’s all this?” Hasan asks, voice coming from the kitchen. I make sure Jacques actually goes upstairs into the master bedroom and then go into the kitchen to explain to the others how I’m going to do the concealment spell.

      “I have another spell idea,” I say, opening the book. “And if you guys think it’ll work, we should probably try it first.”

      “A separation spell?” Thomas asks, looking down over my shoulder.

      “Yes, but I’m not trying to break anyone up. I want to separate you from whatever forces you to go back to the same spots every morning.” I find the spell in the book and cross-reference it to Jacques’s notes.

      “I’ll have to tweak it a lot, but in theory, it might work. Right?”

      “Right,” Gilbert says. “Not having birds shit on me when I’m sleeping would be nice.”

      “That would be, though that’s not what made me consider the spell. I don’t want anyone seeing you.” I go into the pantry and grab a can of chicken noodle soup. “It’s not breaking the curse, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “It’s progress,” Hasan says.

      I heat up the soup, find Tylenol and the antibiotics, and go upstairs. Jacques is in bed, leaning back on the pillows but not covered up. The lights aren’t on, and I carefully move through the dark to set the bowl of soup on the dresser.

      “I hope you’re not allergic to amoxicillin.” I turn on the bedside light and twist open a water bottle, handing it to Jacques.

      “What is it?”

      “Medicine. It’s called antibiotics, and it kills bacteria—the sickness—inside of you.” I sit on the bed next to him, opening the pill bottle. “And this one will lower your fever and help with pain.” I put the pills in his hand and he looks at them curiously. “You swallow them whole.”

      “This little thing cures illness?”

      “You have to take more than one, but yeah. Pretty cool, huh?”

      “We’ve come a long way.” He pops the pills in his mouth and takes a drink.

      “A very long way.” I trade the pill bottles for the soup and turn on the TV that sits on my dresser.

      “You don’t have to sit here with me,” Jacques says, stirring the soup.

      “I know. I’ll stay long enough to make sure you don’t have a deathly reaction to the medication and then I’ll get back to work.”

      “Work?”

      “On breaking the curse. And figuring out who sent the ghouls.”

      “Maybe you should take it easy,” he says gently, bringing a spoonful of soup to his lips.

      “I’ll take it easy after these assholes are caught. You know how I operate.”

      “I do, and I know how much you wear yourself out in the pursuit of catching the bad guy.”

      “I’m okay,” I tell him. “I fell asleep early this morning after I got everything cleaned up. And sitting around doing nothing will drive me crazy.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “How do you think I feel?”

      “You need to rest way more than I do. You’re sick and injured.”

      “One more day of sleep and I’ll be fine.”

      “I hope.” I get up, grabbing a blanket from the closet.

      “I think this is overkill, Ace,” Jacques says as I cover him up.

      “You’re welcome.” I sit back down next to him, flipping through channels. Hasan likes action movies, specifically science fiction ones, Thomas and Gilbert prefer comedies, and Jacques is drawn to documentaries. It’s interesting how different they all are, and how attractive the different qualities are in each of them. I turn on a documentary about the Civil War that Jacques had been watching and lean back, adjusting the pillows so I don’t put too much pressure on his wings.

      “Thank you, Ace,” Jacques says when he’s done eating. “For taking care of me.”

      “You’re welcome, though I’ll admit I’m not really sure what to do. You’re not exactly human, but you still are in some ways.”

      “I’m starting to feel better, so whatever you did is working.”

      “Starting to feel better?” I raise my eyebrows. “I thought you said you were fine.”

      “I’m not dying, so I’m fine.”

      “There’s a pretty big difference between ‘not dying’ and ‘fine,’ you know.”

      “I’m starting to realize that.”

      “Mental health is just as important as physical health now. And happiness is important. People don’t want to just survive. They want to live.”

      “Was that what you were doing before?” he asks softly. “Surviving?”

      In the literal sense, no. But in the way he means it…yes. “I was afraid to get close to anyone, but now that I have…”

      “It’s nice, isn’t it?” He twists, wincing slightly from the pressure the movement puts on his wound, and cups my face. I push myself up, drawn to his full lips. My heart lurches and I close my eyes, tipping my head to his. For the second time, he kisses me, and instantly my body craves more.

      Jacques moves his hand from my cheek to my hair, and his tongue slips into my mouth. Desire to feel his body on mine sweeps through me, hardening my nipples and making my pussy ache with need.

      I cup his face, stubble rough on the palm of my hand. Kissing me harder, he pulls his hand through my hair and gently runs his fingertips down along my shoulder, sending a chill through me and making me shiver.

      “Do you not like that?” he asks softly, lips brushing against mine as he speaks.

      “I do,” I whisper back. “It turns me on.”

      I can feel him smile, and he kisses me again, running his fingertips over my shoulder once more before letting his hand fall down my back. He bunches up the hem of my tank top and flattens his hand over the small of my back, pressing me against him.

      Pushing up onto my knees, I hook my arms around his neck and not so gracefully move to straddle him. He grips my waist, sliding down onto the mattress, and brings me with him. I lose my balance and put a hand on his chest to catch myself.

      “Shit,” I say when he flinches. “Did I hurt you?”

      Jacques answers by squeezing my ass and raking his fingers up my back so he can pull me back to him. I’ll take that as a no. Lifting his head off the pillow to kiss me, he shifts his weight and moves his wings beneath us.

      I’ve been on top many times with the others before, and they’ve all said the pressure from my weight doesn’t hurt their wings. It bothers me for all of a minute or two, and then all I can think about is how good it feels to fuck them.

      Jac is no exception, and I fall forward, holding myself up with one hand and curling the other around the back of his head, combing his hair with my fingers. He moans and wraps both arms around me, kissing me harder than before.

      “I’ve wanted to do this since the night I first saw you,” he says between kisses, bunching up the hem of my shirt.

      “Why didn’t you?” I don’t give him a chance to answer, needing to kiss him again. My heart is racing, my body humming with anticipation. He brings his hands up again, gripping my shoulders.

      “I wanted it to be you.”

      “Me?” I break away, moving only far enough back so that I can look into his eyes.

      “Yes. You.” He kisses me again. “Not her.” He brings his hand up to my face, pushing my hair back, and I know what he’s talking about.

      “Who do you see now?”

      “You. Only you.” He drags his fingers up my back and pushes his hips into mine. I rock back, needing to feel his cock harden beneath me. I’ve felt it before in my dreams, seen it even, had it push inside me. But right now, everything is new. Everything is happening for the first time, and it’s just us.

      Sitting back, I rest my hands on his chest and circle his wound with one finger. I gently rock my hips, rubbing against his dick. Jacques puts both hands on my waist, licking his lips as he looks at me, cock hardening.

      I’m so hot, so wound up and ready to be fucked. And he hasn’t even touched me yet. My clit begs to have his deft fingers on it, to have him rub me and make me come so hard we have to change the sheets.

      I drop down, kissing his neck. He takes the hem of my tank top in his hands and bunches it in his grip, pulling it up over my head. I push myself back up, allowing him to admire my breasts. Gripping the headboard, I lean over, tits in his face. He takes one in each hand and brings his mouth up, tongue circling my nipple. He takes the other between his thumb and forefinger, squeezing it just hard enough to send a jolt through me.

      Bending my head down, I kiss his lips, then leave a trail of kisses down his neck. Gently, I press my lips over the gauze on his chest.

      “I never thanked you.” I splay my hand on the opposite pec, fingers sliding over his nipple. “You saved my life.”

      He sits up quickly, arms fastening around my waist. Flipping us over, he parts my legs and moves between them. The tip of his large cock sticks out from the waistband of his athletic pants, and my pussy quivers, knowing that big thing is going to be a tight fit. But—fuck—it’s going to feel good.

      Wings slightly spread above me, he buries his head in my neck, kissing and sucking as he reaches down, caressing my thigh. I bend my knees, wrapping my legs around him, getting wetter and hotter by the second.

      “You said you didn’t know what you’d do if something happened to one of us.” He thrusts his cock against me. “I feel the same about you, Ace. When I saw that ghoul, I thought for a second you were going to die. And I’ve never felt such pain and horror at the same time. All I knew was if we lost you, we’d be lost. You’ve given us hope and a reason to live every night with meaning again.”

      My heart is in my throat and I swallow back my emotions. I’m not as eloquent in my words as he is, and everything would come out jumbled if I tried to say something similar back. I lived a lonely life, never fully realizing how much I isolated myself and guarded my heart. They tore down walls I didn’t realize I had put up.

      “I don’t want to lose you. Any of you.”

      “You won’t.” Jacques kisses me like it’s the only thing he’s allowed to do, and I can’t get his pants off fast enough. I sit up, crashing into his chest, and push them down as far as I can get them. He shifts to the side and removes them, then swiftly tugs at my shorts. I lift my hips off the mattress, easing the shorts off.

      He runs his hand up my thigh, fingers sweeping over my core, brushing my clit through my panties. Slipping his hand beneath the fabric, he groans when he finds how wet I am, and strips them off me as fast as he can.

      Widening my legs, I welcome him back on top of me, and reach down and wrap my fingers around his thick shaft. I pump my hand up and down it a few times, circling my thumb over the tip. Then I angle my hips so I can rub him against me, using his cock like it’s a sex toy and he’s only here to please me.

      He turns his head down, watching me rub his cock on my clit, and then kisses me again. I circle my hips as I rub faster and faster, tingles shooting all the way through me. I moan as I come, holding his cock against my clit, drawing the orgasm out as long as I can.

      Spreading my legs wider, he takes my hand off his cock and holds it on the pillow above my head. He lines up his cock and puts his lips to mine as he slowly pushes in. He fills every inch of me, so tight it almost hurts. Gently, he pulls back and thrusts in again, taking the time to warm me up and get me ready for what’s to come.

      He said he’s wanted to have sex since he first saw me. He’s held out, resisting until he was able to see me as me and not as Braeya. The attraction between us has been static but definitely there, driving us both wild.

      Bringing his head down, he kisses the side of my neck and presses my hand down into the pillow. And then he starts fucking me, hard and fast. The bed shakes, hitting the wall behind us. My mouth falls open and my breath hitches in my chest. That big cock rubs against my clit, stroking my inner walls in exactly the right places.

      I hold onto him, feeling connected on another level, and close my eyes, unable to process anything other than just how amazing this feels. Holding himself up with his elbows, he kisses me with desperation again, and slows his movements just long enough for me to catch my breath. When he starts up again, I’m hit with an orgasm. Coming from deep within, it rolls through me, pussy spasming around his cock.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” he groans, lips going back to my neck.

      “You’re…you’re just…so…big.”

      My words send him over the edge, and he bites my flesh and pushes in even deeper.

      “Jac!” I cry out, and one hand flies to his chest. He’s in so deep it almost hurts, but I’m so overcome from the last orgasm I don’t stop him. His breathing quickens and he lets out a moan, mouth still against my neck as he comes. His cock pulses inside me and his heart thumps along with mine.

      He kisses me before pulling out and rolling over on the mattress. Panting, I don’t move, but turn my head to look at him. He pulls me into an embrace, spooning his body around mine.

      “I never knew if I really wanted her before or if she made me want her,” he starts, lips brushing against the back of my neck as he talks. “Now I know.”

      “Did you want her?”

      “No. Compared to this, it was nothing.”

      I twist in his arms, hooking my leg over his. “I’ll find a way to undo what happened because of her.”

      “I know.” He brushes my hair back. “Though if it wasn’t for what happened, I never would have met you. Maybe…maybe this was how it was meant to be all along.”

      “What about the others?”

      “They got mixed up in it when they shouldn’t have. They had nothing to do with her.”

      I close my eyes and wiggle closer to him, not sure if he’s trying to say he wishes it was just me and him. I care about them all the same, and the others don’t have an issue with our arrangement.

      Jacques is the only one who’s ever seemed jealous. Now that we’ve finally slept together, I hope it doesn’t create problems.
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      “You’re bleeding, but it’s not bad,” I say, smoothing the gauze back over Jacques’s wound.

      He slits his eyes open, looking down at his chest, and nods. Not too concerned, he relaxes again, reaching for me. Still naked, we cuddle up together, and he runs his fingers up and down my back. I put my leg over his and comb my fingers through his hair.

      Being able to heal while sleeping is amazing. Lifesaving. I can’t rush the guys to a hospital if they get injured, and my medical know-how is limited to first aid performed in the house. I know the guys want to be human again, but if I start chipping away at the curse, am I putting them in danger?

      Jacques’s hand drops to the mattress, and I push up on my elbow, watching him sleep for a moment. Curling back up against him and hiding under the covers would be nice. It’s too early for me to actually sleep, but getting something to eat and turning the TV back on sounds so tempting right now.

      But I can’t give in to temptation, no matter how innocent it is. I have work to do. Carefully, I move away from Jacques and tuck him back in. Turning on the ceiling fan, I get dressed and gather up the dishes, taking them down into the kitchen. Stomach grumbling, I go to the pantry, too lazy to make anything, and grab a granola bar.

      “How is he?” Hasan asks, striding in from the living room.

      “He’ll be fine. Sleep speeds up the healing process or something.” A glimmer comes to Hasan’s eyes as he considers my words. “That does not mean you get to be reckless,” I add.

      “I’ll do my best.” He gets something from the fridge and goes outside to keep watch around the house. I tear open my granola bar and sit at the table, looking over everything I have laid out for the spell. The floor creaks behind me, and I see Thomas’s reflection in the window next to me.

      “Want to be my guinea pig again?” I pick up one of the quartz amulets and run my fingers over the smooth stone.

      “What is that?”

      “A guinea pig is a rodent, but the phrase means to be a test subject or the first person to try something new.”

      “Oh, and sure. What am I trying?”

      “The concealment spell.” I turn around, expecting to see Thomas’s face light up with excitement. Frowning, he strides forward and lays his hands on my shoulders.

      “Why don’t you take a night off?”

      “I don’t do nights off.”

      “I’ve noticed.” He massages my muscles and my eyes fall shut for a few seconds. “It’s going to catch up to you.”

      “It hasn’t yet.”

      “Not recently.”

      I turn around, eyeing him. “What do you mean?”

      “You get tired and behind and I know you can’t be happy.”

      “Fine. That might be a little true, but we have some very pressing issues right now.”

      Thomas sits in the chair next to me and takes my hands in his. “You deserve to have fun, Ace. Taking time off for yourself isn’t a bad thing.”

      I drop my gaze. “I know.” Having a hard time relaxing isn’t anything new and is probably one of the reasons I’ve had a hard time making friends over the years. Dedicating my life to work is admirable and all, but doesn’t make for a good social life. Deep down I know why I was so hesitant to stop and relax before: I didn’t want to realize how lonely I was. I didn’t want to give the void in my heart time to ache and remind me how pathetic my life had become.

      That was true then, and now my life is anything but pathetic. I’m not lonely. Being with the guys makes me happy.

      “You’re right.” I look into Thomas’s blue eyes. “I do need to have fun. So…what should we do?”

      “Drink and watch TV? I wish I could take you out to a restaurant like they do in movies.”

      I shift my eyes to the table again. “Maybe you can.”

      “The concealment spell.”

      “Yes. If we can hide your wings, you can come out with me.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say so?” Beaming, he lets go of my hands and picks up the crystal. “Let’s do this.”
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      I hold my hand over the bowl of herbs and close my eyes. Thomas sits in front of me, and Gil is next to him, curiously watching.

      “With this charm, I conceal your wings,” I repeat for the third time, and reach inside the bowl, curling my fingers around the crystal. It grows hot in my hand, and a jolt of electricity passes through me and into the stone. I open my eyes just in time to see it glowing blue for a few seconds before fading.

      “Okay,” I say, turning to Thomas. “I think it worked.”

      He pushes his shoulders back and leans forward, letting me slip the crystal over his head. It falls against his chest, and nothing happens.

      “Motherfucker,” I mumble, pursing my lips. “I really thought it would—”

      Thomas touches the crystal and the blue light inside it comes back in a bright flash, passing through his fingers, up his arm, and to his wings. Encased in blue light, they flicker a few times, and then disappear.

      “Oh my god.” I stand up so fast I knock over the chair behind me.

      “Holy shit, you did it,” Gilbert exclaims, jumping up to walk around Thomas.

      “Yeah,” I say, too stunned to form a coherent sentence. Thomas flexes his shoulders and then reaches behind him. He turns, showing me his back.

      The wings are gone, and in their place are tattoos on his back in smooth black ink. Blinking rapidly, I shake myself and extend my hand, flattening my palm over his back.

      “Can you feel this?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Thomas answers, and rolls his neck. “I forgot what it’s like to not have those fuckers attached to me. It’s weird.”

      I lean in, looking at the tattoos. Gilbert is right there with me, just as stunned. I trace the lines with my finger, and Thomas lets out a breath.

      “Fuck it feels good to have my back rubbed.”

      “I bet,” I say with a laugh. “Take the amulet off.”

      “Already?”

      “Yeah. I need to test something.”

      Thomas turns, and with a frown, he pulls the amulet over his head. The same blue light flickers through him, and his wings are back. I take the amulet from him and give it to Gilbert, who eagerly slips it over his head.

      The same thing happens.

      “You did it, Ace,” Thomas says, not taking his eyes off his brother. “It’s amazing.”

      Nodding, I go back to the table and pick up the second crystal. “Let’s see if I can do it again.”
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      “Here,” I say, pulling shirts and shoes out of a shopping bag. “I guessed on the sizes and can run back in if they don’t fit.”

      Thomas pulls a black T-shirt over his head. “It fits.”

      “Good.” I reach over the center console of my Charger and pull the price tag off. “Now let’s hope the shoes fit too.”

      Gilbert smooths a navy blue Henley over his chest and stretches out his arms. “It’s strange having clothes on again.”

      Twisting so I can reach into the backseat, I undo the top buttons on his shirt. “It looks good on you at least.”

      He flashes a cheeky grin and looks curiously at the shoes. I tear open a package of socks, and a few minutes later, the guys are dressed and ready to go out. Jacques was still sleeping when we left, and Hasan was stunned and a little unnerved when I had him try on the amulet. I’m getting two more crystals tomorrow so they all can have an amulet, though something tells me Hasan isn’t too eager to go without his wings.

      We drive downtown, and while the guys have familiarized themselves with modern times through TV, it’s nothing like seeing things in real life. We park and get out, slowly walking down the street so they can take it all in.

      Gilbert walks a little ahead, and Thomas takes my hand. They’re alike in most ways, but Thomas is the more affectionate one, I’ve noticed.

      “I don’t know how busy this place is. It might take a while to get a table,” I say, stopping in front of a restaurant. “It’s new and popular, and people from work are always saying how good it is.”

      “Give it a try?” Thomas asks. “I don’t care if we wait for a table.”

      Gil goes ahead, holding the door open for me. He’s like a kid on Christmas morning and it’s so damn adorable.

      “Hi,” the hostess says, running her eyes up Gilbert’s muscular body. “How many?”

      Gil has no idea what she’s talking about, but he doesn’t let it slow him down. He flashes a smile, making the hostess blush. “How many do you want?”

      She giggles and plays with her hair, not caring that his question makes no sense.

      “Three,” I say, and Thomas tightens his arm around me. I give her my name and she motions to the bar. “You guys don’t have IDs,” I whisper, and look at the bar. The bartender’s a woman. “But that might not be a problem tonight.”

      There are two seats open at the bar, and I take one and Gil takes the other. Thomas stands behind me, with a hand on my shoulder.

      “This is better than I thought it would be.” Gilbert moves his chair closer to mine.

      “You haven’t even had a drink yet.” I turn to him, smiling, and he puts his hand on my thigh. “Flash that same smile at the bartender when she comes over. Technically, she should ask to see your ID, but not everyone does when you look older than twenty-one.”

      “And if she does ask?”

      “Say you forgot it and don’t order alcohol.”

      The bartender mixes a drink, casting her eyes in our direction. She looks at Thomas standing with his hands on me, and makes the connection we’re a couple. She can tell Gil is his twin brother and assumes he’s single.

      With a smile, she comes over and gives us a drink menu. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I don’t know what these are.” Thomas reads over my shoulder.

      “To be honest, I don’t either.” I scan the menu. “I’ve never heard of half these drinks. And I don’t know much about your time period. What did you drink? Wine? Mead? Vodka’s been around for a long time, right?”

      “Wine, and sometimes cider,” Thomas answers. “But not like the sweet stuff you got.”

      I laugh. “So nothing sweet for you guys. Maybe try an Old Fashioned. It’s made with whiskey.”

      “Old Fashioned,” Gilbert repeats. “Interesting name.”

      “The Bee’s Knees is even better,” I say with a smile. “That’s what I’m getting. I don’t really like the taste of alcohol and it sounds like it’ll be sweet.”

      The bartender comes over, flashing Gil a pretty smile again. “Hi, how are you guys doing tonight?”

      “Good, thank you,” Gil answers, and hearing his accent makes her smile even more. “How are you?”

      “I’m doing all right, thanks. What can I get for you?”

      She doesn’t ask for IDs, thankfully. We order drinks, and right after they come, a band starts to set up near the bar. This is a neat place, a bit too hip for my taste, but a perfect place to take the guys for their first outing.

      “This is good,” I say, taking another sip of my drink and offering a taste to Thomas, who’s almost done with his drink already.

      “Why don’t you go out more?” he asks me after he tries my drink. “This is great.”

      “I didn’t really have anyone to go out with,” I confess.

      Gil takes a big gulp of his drink. “Now you do. We’re going to take you out. At least once a week. You need it.”

      “I do,” I say as the alcohol starts to hit me. “Thanks, guys, for making me go out.”

      “You’re an amazing woman,” Thomas starts, leaning in close. “And you need to have fun every once in a while.”

      “Specifically with us,” Gilbert adds, making me laugh. We’re done with our drinks by the time we’re called to the table. The food is amazing, and we talk and laugh throughout our meal.

      None of us are ready to call it a night once we’re done eating, and after checking my phone to see if Jacques or Hasan need anything, we head out, walking down the street.

      “There’s a lot of American history in this city,” I say, fingers intertwining with Gilbert’s. Thomas wraps his arm around my waist, falling into step with me. “They have tours, but they’re mostly during daylight hours, so, uh, sorry.”

      “I was never big on learning history,” Thomas says. “Our father insisted, which is probably why I hated it so much.”

      “It is why I did,” Gilbert tells us. “I hated anything he told us to do.”

      “That’s understandable. I didn’t really enjoy history in school, though now I find it interesting.”

      “I enjoy it more now,” Thomas starts. “We missed so much while sleeping. It’s hard to fathom. Humans are worse than monsters.”

      “I know, right? You should be glad you slept through some of history’s darkest days. It’s easy to think the world is doomed.”

      “The world has you,” Gilbert says. “And you have us. Doesn’t seem so doomed that way, does it?”
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        * * *

      

      “Promise me,” Thomas says, stepping in front of me as we walk along the river at Spruce Tree Harbor Park, “we’ll come back out tomorrow.”

      I’m standing with my back to Gil’s front, and his hands are on my hips. “I’m not opposed to that idea,” I reply, shivering when Gil’s lips brush against the flesh on the nape of my neck. “This place is neat, and I can only imagine what you guys are thinking.”

      “I’m thinking we were born into the wrong time,” Thomas tells me. “We were meant to be here. With you.”

      “I agree.” Gilbert kisses my neck, and I’m very aware of people passing us by. I’m sandwiched between two gorgeous men whose hands are eagerly wandering over my body. “I used to think fate and destiny were a bunch of bullshit, but maybe this was how it was supposed to go the whole time.”

      Thomas nods. “Having a shitty father, being forced into the shitty Templars…if it was leading to this, then it was worth it.”

      “It was,” Gil echoes. “And don’t forget, we were shitty knights.”

      We all laugh and Thomas inches in, cupping my chin in his hand. “You’re doing a good job talking me up,” I say, blushing slightly.

      “I told you, Ace,” Thomas says, “you give us purpose, and we’ve never had that before.”

      Gilbert gathers my hair into one hand, moving it aside. He kisses my neck again, getting a physical reaction out of me. My pussy quivers, sending a jolt through me that makes me start to grow wet.

      “I know you like being out,” I start. “But do you want to go home?”

      “To have sex?” Gil asks, lips still against my skin.

      “Yes.”

      Thomas puts his lips to mine, tongue slipping past my lips. “I want to fuck you now.”

      “Public indecency is a crime. Was it back then for you? I’d think so, but your laws and beliefs were quite a bit different.”

      “Are you asking if we could fuck on the street?” Gil lets my hair go.

      “Yeah.”

      “Depends on the street.”

      I turn, catching his cheeky grin. Shaking my head, I take his hand and step forward, looping my arm through Thomas’s.

      “How do you feel? I’m not sure how long the charm will last.”

      “Fine,” they say at the same time.

      “Good. Explaining why you suddenly got wings would be a challenge.” We slowly walk back along the river, and it hits me again how much I’m regretting not having a life before this. Though the more time I spend with the guys, the more I’m buying into this whole destiny thing.

      Maybe I never had good relationships before because everything was leading up to this. If it was, does this mean things will last?

      We walk by a group of people, and a single voice stands out to me. I slow, looking through the little crowd of people, and spot a black ponytail. She laughs, and I know exactly who that is.

      “Gemma,” I call, and she turns around with a smile on her face. It disappears the second she sees me, and it’s like she was caught in the act or something.

      “Hey!” she says, trying to recover before her friends notice. The older woman I saw with her at Lyra’s earlier today is there again, face sullen as she stares at me, unblinking. Then she turns to the man next to her, whispering something in his ear.

      Gemma pushes through her group of friends and hugs me.

      “Ace! How are you?”

      “Good,” I reply, stiffening. I’m not a hugger.

      “I take it your boyfriend is okay,” she says softly, stepping away. Her eyes go to Thomas and then Gilbert, and then she realizes that we walked up here together, with Thomas’s arm linked with mine and my hand fastened on Gil’s.

      “Yeah, he is. I guess I should say they are.”

      She widens her eyes and looks at Thomas and Gilbert again, trying to put it together. She’s nosey and admits it, but I don’t think she’ll flat-out ask me what’s going on. Not in front of the guys at least.

      “This is Gemma,” I say, finding my manners. “And this is Tom and Gil.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Thomas says, holding out his hand. Gemma takes it then immediately yanks hers back.

      “You shocked me,” she laughs, shaking her hand. She’s trying hard not to obviously check them out when she notices the crystal hanging from Gil’s neck. “Pretty. I’ve always loved clear quartz for its simplicity.”

      “It’s a nice night, isn’t it?” I ask, painfully aware that I’m awkward at small talk.

      “It’s gorgeous out. Warm but not humid. We’re going to grab some food before the park closes. Do you, uh, want to join us?”

      “We already ate, but thanks,” I say, noticing all of Gemma’s friends staring not at me, but at the guys. I get it, they’re attractive identical twins, but no one is looking at them with admiration or lust.

      They’re looking at them like they know exactly what they are.
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      “It was nice seeing you,” I rush out, taking Gilbert’s hand again.

      “Are we still on for a movie tomorrow?” Gemma asks, taking a step forward.

      “Uh,” I hesitate, and Thomas gently nudges me.

      “You should go. Have fun,” he says.

      “Yeah.” I force a smile. “I’m still on for it.”

      “Great!” Gemma says. “And if you guys want to come, I have no problem with it whatsoever. As long as you don’t mind me being the third wheel. Fourth wheel, I think? I mean, if you guys are all…sorry. I’m getting too nosey again.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “And yes, we are.”

      She sweeps her eyes over the twins and then leans in close to me, smiling. “You are lucky. Here I am trying to get one guy who’s not a total loser, and your ‘boyfriend’ isn’t even a guy. It’s two.”

      I laugh, not sure at all how to proceed. Gemma seems like a progressive person, and society is more accepting of people living out of the norm, but coming across relationships like this still throws people for a loop.

      Just wait until she finds out I have two more boyfriends.

      “I’ll see you later,” I say, giving Gil a gentle tug. The bad feeling in the pit of my stomach starts to form, making my fight-or-flight response kick in. There’s nothing around me to fight, and while I hate running away from anything that frightens me, I know enough to listen to that voice in the back of my head.

      “Are you okay, Ace?” Thomas asks after we’ve put some distance between us and Gemma. “You’re tense again.”

      “I feel better now. Did you get a weird feeling around her?”

      “No.” Gil turns around, looking at the little group one more time before we cross a street and head out of sight. “Did you?”

      “Yeah. They were staring at you.”

      “Well, we are rather handsome. Me more than my brother,” Thomas says with a smirk.

      “You guys are mirror images of each other,” I retort, hardly able to keep the smile off my face. Something weird is going on, but they’re still able to put me at ease and make me laugh.

      “That hurts, Ace,” Gil says. “I thought we were close enough now for you to see the small differences between us. And realize that I’m the better-looking one.” He leans in, lips against my ear. “With a bigger cock.”

      It would be so easy to laugh and squirm against him, to tell him I need to feel his cock inside me to make that call, and have them compete in bed for who can satisfy me the best. But that damn voice won’t shut the fuck up.

      “I’m sure they were thinking about how they’d love to strip you down and get dirty, but there was something else. It’s like they know who you are.”

      “You mean what we are.”

      I swallow hard. “Yeah. Gemma is into New Age shit and says she’s communicated with spirits. I know a lot of those people who practice Wicca don’t actually have powers, but do you think any of them do?”

      “I’m sure of it,” Gil says. “Your powers are probably above and beyond, but we’ve encountered a few witches in our day who were able to bend energy in their favor.”

      “Shit,” I mumble, and pull my car keys from my purse.

      “Ace.” Thomas stops me, grabbing my wrist and pulling me to him. “Relax. Maybe they could sense some magic, but come on, do you really think they jumped to the conclusion that your two incredibly sexy boyfriends are really thousand-year-old Templar Knights who were cursed for the death of a Pagan’s daughter who put love spells on a young, impressionable priest?”

      “Yes. That’s exactly what they’re thinking.”

      Thomas laughs. “You’re impossible sometimes, Ace, and I love that about you.” Before I can protest, he cups my face and kisses me hard and deep. “Feel better?” he asks when he pulls away.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “You can thank me again later.” He winks and takes my hand. “Let’s go home.”
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      “How are you feeling?” I ask Jacques as soon as I step into the house. I take off my shoes and set the bag of takeout we picked up on the way home on the living room coffee table. He sets his book down and gets up, eyes glimmering when he sees me.

      “Much better, thanks to you.” He strides over, grabs me tight around the waist, and plants a big kiss on my lips.

      “This is nice,” I breathe, hooking my arms around his neck. I arch my back, pressing my hips into his.

      “Hasan told me about the spell.”

      “Right! I almost forgot,” I say with a smile, bringing my mouth to his once more. “You’re a little distracting.”

      He runs his hands down my arms, stepping back and looking through the house for Thomas and Gilbert, who are just walking through the door.

      “Incredible,” Jacques says out loud to himself. He gives my hands a squeeze before letting go so he can look Thomas and Gilbert over. I sit on the couch, heart feeling full as I watch the guys talk.

      Hasan comes into the house a moment later, dark eyes shining as he tries not to smile.

      “You’re not the only one with surprises,” he says, and flicks his gaze to Jacques, who gives him a tiny nod. Hasan strides forward, holding out his hand.

      “What is that?” I ask, leaning forward. Hasan sits next to me, and the couch groans under his weight. I slide closer and pick up an oval-shaped stone. It’s black and smooth and has something engraved on one side.

      I recognize the engravings right away as runes, but don’t get the significance. I turn the stone over in my hand, and it has that same static feeling the herbs did when I invoked them to cast the glamour spell.

      “Where did you get these?” I ask, taking another stone from Hasan’s paw of a hand.

      “The roof.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “The roof? I don’t—no way. No fucking way.”

      Hasan laughs and nods. “Yes.”

      Thomas and Gilbert come over, looking at the runes with confusion. I line them up, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “How?” I ask, stunned.

      “I had a theory,” Jacques starts, coming back over. He puts his hand on his chest, wincing slightly as he moves, and sits down in an armchair across from me. “You brought up a point that made me curious, and after a little investigating, we found them.”

      “Investigating?” I question.

      “I smashed things and he looked,” Hasan explains.

      “What’s going on?” Thomas asks, poking at the runes.

      “The stones are what forces you outside every morning,” I say. “So I think that means if I move them to the library, that’s where you’ll go. Right?”

      “We think the same,” Hasan says. “And we’ll find out in a few hours.” He reaches into the bag of Chinese takeout. “Are you tired, Ace?”

      “A little. I’m off this weekend, so it’s okay. I can stay up until sunrise and make sure you guys are okay.”

      “Or you could rest until then and we can wake you up,” Jacques suggests.

      “I like that idea.” I push up off the couch and go over to him, pressing my hand to his forehead. “I don’t think you have a fever anymore.”

      “That medicine worked,” Jacques says, shaking his head in disbelief. He has a hard time believing in modern medical advancements, just like I had a hard time believing in magic. It’s funny how rooted our beliefs are. It’s a bit eye-opening, really, to experience it firsthand.

      I never believed in magic, and it’s still hard for me to wrap my head around. A tiny pill that can cure illness and rid you of fevers would have been considered magic back in Jacques’s day, and he was rightly skeptical.

      “You’re supposed to take the antibiotics once a day for a week,” I remind him, carefully pulling the gauze back to look at the wound. “I don’t want you to become septic or anything.”

      “What is septic?” Hasan asks.

      “Basically blood poisoning. The infection spreads through you, and even with the advancements we have today, it can be life-threatening.”

      “I’ll be fine in the morning,” Jacques presses, and he might very well be. I have no idea what’ll happen to the medication in his system when he turns to stone. Still, I’d rather not take any chances. I love Jac with my whole heart and having him wake up sick and weak isn’t happening on my watch.

      “Let me clean this,” I say, pulling the rest of the gauze off Jac’s chest. I half expect him to protest, but he nods and gets up, following me into the kitchen. I get the first aid supplies from the bathroom down the hall, and motion to the table. He pulls out a chair and sits.

      “I don’t want you to worry,” he says, watching me tear open an alcohol swab. I clean the wound from the center out, and then cover it with antibiotic cream.

      “I care, so that’s not possible.” I open up another bandage and press it to his chest. “I do think you’ll be fine. Healing while you sleep is incredible. Maybe I can work it so that aspect of the curse stays with you.”

      Jacques doesn’t laugh, doesn’t even smile. He waits until I finish tending to his wound to take my hand and pull me into his lap. Straddling him, I wrap my arms around his shoulders and tip my head down to his, looking him right in the eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he says, and runs his hands up my back.

      “Bullshit. I can tell.”

      He presses his lips together and looks away, then brings his gaze up to my breasts, admiring them for a second before inhaling. “Hasan and I are in agreement about this,” he starts, and slides one hand under my shirt, needing to feel my bare skin on his palm.

      “About what?”

      “You are in danger, Ace.” A line forms between his eyes, and his jaw tenses. “There is someone or something out there who has gone through great lengths to hurt you. We’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      “I know you will.” I bring my arms up and run my hands through Jacques’s hair. “What are you getting at?”

      “We’re strong as gargoyles. Able to heal from lethal wounds.” He closes his eyes in a long blink. “Even though we can’t be with you during the day, we both feel we’re better able to offer protection in the form we are.”

      “Are you saying you don’t want me to break the curse?”

      “Not yet. Hasan is a great warrior, and even he would have struggled against the ghouls as a human. We don’t have magic. Once the curse is removed, our powers will go along with it.”

      “You’d rather stay like this than be human again?”

      “For you, Ace, yes.” He puts his lips to mine, and the emotion I was holding back spills out. A tear rolls down my cheek, landing on Jacques’s chest.

      “I can’t ask you to do that,” I say, lips still against Jac’s. “I know how much you want to be human.”

      “You’re not asking anything. Let us stay as we are so we can keep you safe, at least for now. I love you,” he says, so softly I almost don’t hear him. “I failed before to protect the ones I loved. You asked why I became a priest: that is why. I won’t fail again, Ace. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      Another tear falls, mixing in with our kisses. I feel so much for him right now, for all the guys. They’re so good to me, I almost feel like I don’t deserve any of their affection. Jacques stands, cradling me in his arms as he crosses the kitchen and goes into the library.

      Using his foot to close the door behind us, he pushes me up against a bookshelf and kisses me hard.

      “My whole life,” he pants between kisses, “I wanted to find someone like you. I wanted to believe in the concept of love and soulmates and husbands and wives. I looked and hoped until my heart became tainted through the sins of those closest to me. And then I gave up.”

      He sets me down and unbuttons my pants. My body is reacting to his touch and I’m craving more of it. But my heart wants him as much as the rest of me. I don’t want to just have sex. I want to make love to him, to join together and transcend what we feel.

      “And then I met you,” he continues, slowly inching down my pants and underwear at the same time. His fingers brush over my clit and I bring my mouth to his neck, sucking at his skin as he fingers me. I step out of my pants, kicking them aside.

      “I gave up on love too,” I moan. “I didn’t let myself get close to anyone because I was scared of getting hurt. You gave me no choice,” I say, tipping my head to his.

      “Should I be sorry about that?” He pushes his fingers deeper inside, and my knees weaken.

      “Not. At. All.”

      I grab Jac’s pants, pulling them down, and drop to my knees. I take his cock in my mouth, sucking him hard. His hand lands on my head, fingers tangling in my hair, and he groans as I run my tongue up and down his shaft. I cup his balls, stopping only when I feel them begin to tighten.

      Jacques picks me up and my legs go around him. The wet tip of his cock pushes against my entrance, and in one swift movement, he pushes inside me, pinning my back to the wall. My feet rest against his wings as he thrusts in and out, holding me with ease. I cling to him, overtaken with everything said and done tonight.

      He comes only seconds after I do, and we fall back on the couch, both panting. We stay there, wrapped in each other’s arms, and my eyes grow heavy.

      “Let me carry you upstairs,” he murmurs. “You have some time before sunrise to sleep.”

      “Okay.” I hold onto him as he scoops me up, and I forget about his wound until my cheek rubs against the gauze. He doesn’t seem to be in pain, and he definitely was more than fine a few minutes ago. He lays me down in bed and gets in next to me.

      “If this is what being cursed feels like,” he whispers, folding his arms around me, “I’ll stay cursed forever.”

      Smiling, heart so full, I close my eyes and drift off to sleep, waking a few hours later. Sunlight glows on the horizon, and I hurry out of bed to get dressed and use the bathroom.

      The guys are all in the library, holding their runes. It makes me a little sad to know they’re leaving me, but the sense of family I’ve been missing since the day my parents died is starting to come back.

      I go right to Hasan and throw my arms around him. Wrapping me in a bear hug, he lifts me off the ground.

      “Thank you,” I say once he sets me down.

      He kisses my forehead and tips my chin up to his. “You’re worth it, Ace.”

      “You’re going to make me cry again, and I hate crying,” I say with a laugh. Looking out at the others, I start to get nervous. “If this doesn’t work, will you know to get to your spots outside in time?”

      “I think so,” Hasan answers, but doesn’t sound certain. “I don’t feel compelled to go onto the roof, and I usually do.”

      “Same with me,” Thomas and Gilbert answer at the same time.

      Nodding, I try to push the nerves away. “You should probably spread out. You guys, uh, take up a lot of room when you’re in stone.”

      “Way to make me feel dehumanized,” Gilbert teases, and Thomas elbows him.

      “Like you can feel human with those things on your back again.”

      “Next time you guys wake up, I’ll have concealment charms for all of you.” I take a step back, looking at the time on my phone. I looked up the exact time of sunrise, and we’re only a minute away. Having the guys inside during the day saves us from a world of possible issues, but having them randomly placed around the library is going to look weird too. They’re heavy as fuck, though not impossible to move.

      I direct them each to stand in a corner, making it look more deliberate once they’ve become statues. My heart speeds up and I count down the remaining seconds. I’ve seen them turn to stone before and find it fascinating to watch the transition.

      Sunlight streams through the windows behind us, and slowly, their humanity is stripped away as they turn to stone once more. I stand rooted to the spot for a good minute, making sure they don’t crumble apart or start cracking.

      They don’t.

      “It worked.” I’m beaming, laughing out loud at my disbelief. They’re inside, safe with me. I gather up the stones, intending on safely stashing them with my grimoire. And then it hits me, and the joy is stripped away.

      If someone were to get ahold of the runes, they’d have some control over my gargoyles. I have to make sure that doesn’t happen, no matter what.
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      I don’t wake up until eleven-thirty. For the first time in a while, I don’t feel overwhelmed or anxious to start the day. My thoughts aren’t consumed with work and murder, but rather with the guys and everything that’s happened between us. I lounge around in bed for a while, enjoying doing nothing, and then get up and make a cup of coffee.

      Taking it onto the back porch, I drink it in silence, admiring the nature around me all in its natural habitat, which is a better way of saying I’ve done shit to the yard. Having lived in apartments my whole adult life, I’m pretty clueless as to what to do with gardening, and I don’t know how to put in any sort of landscaping. The lawn is in desperate need of being mowed, and now that the guys are safely inside, I can call someone out to do it until I get a lawnmower myself.

      It’s nice and sunny out this morning, and after I finish my coffee, I bring the grimoire out with me and spend an hour or so studying and practicing magic. Then I fill the rest of the afternoon doing adult things I don’t really want to do but have to anyway, though today I don’t mind grocery shopping, paying bills, and cleaning the bathrooms as much as I usually do.

      I’m putting groceries away when my phone buzzes on the counter with a text. I grab it, a little afraid it’s work. I’m enjoying my time off and don’t want to leave when it’s getting closer to sunset. It’s Gemma, and I remember we had plans for tonight.

      

      Gemma: Hey, lady! What movie do you want to see?

      Me:  I don’t even know what’s playing. You can choose. I’m not picky.

      Gemma: What about First Comes Love? It’s a romantic comedy and Aidan Shepherd is in it. I’ll see anything with him in it.

      Me: He is easy on the eyes LOL

      Gemma: You can bring your boyfriend. Boyfriends? I don’t want you to think I’m judging you or anything! I’m actually jealous. You’re dating hot identical twins…seriously not fair.

      

      Thomas and Gilbert would love to go, and will be thrilled to go out two nights in a row. Is it rude to bring them, though? I’m new to this whole having a female friend thing. We were supposed to go to a movie just the two of us for girl bonding or whatever.

      

      Me: I’ll see if they want to go, but they probably won’t be into a rom-com.

      Gemma: Want to grab dinner before? Or after?

      Me: Before would be great. What time?

      Gemma: There’s a 7:30 showing, so if we eat at 6 that’ll give us plenty of time. I can pick you up.

      Me: I live far from the theater. I’ll meet you instead and we can pick a place to eat from there.

      Gemma: Sounds good!

      

      I put the phone down and go back to the groceries, looking forward to hanging out with Gemma again, but a little disappointed I won’t be here when the guys wake up. Thomas and Gilbert know about the movie—and encouraged me to go—but I write a note anyway and tape it to the library door.

      Feeling sort of bad for entertaining the thought of making them stay in the dark during the day now too, I go into the basement. The library is clean, heated and air conditioned, and homey. But it has windows. And if people came over and went into the library, they’d see my “statues.” The basement is a step up from being outside, right?

      It’s safer, that’s for sure.

      Turning on a light, I look around, hands on my hips. I haven’t spent much time down here at all. It’s cluttered, with boxes full of crap I need to thoroughly sort through and get rid of once and for all. Knowing that if I put it off again, it’ll never get done, I open the nearest box. I’ve looked in it before, and discarded it when I saw it was full of files and papers. It’s heavy, and the box rips when I try to drag it closer to the old wooden stairs.

      “Dammit,” I grumble, and start picking up the papers. And then I notice my great aunt’s name on one of the papers. I sit cross-legged on the floor, quickly sorting through the box. It’s full of documents and receipts, and it seems dear Aunt Mary was a bit OCD with her bookkeeping.

      People like this make my job easier.

      “Thank you, Aunt Mary,” I say out loud, flipping through a binder labeled HOUSE. She has statements from everything, including taxes, any updates she paid for, and—bingo—the deed. She bought the house the year my mother was born, and it cost a lot of money, even back then. I comb through the rest of the binder, looking for any sort of proof of transaction about the gargoyles, and find nothing.

      But I do find a black-and-white picture of the house from the year it was built in the late 1800s. And it doesn’t have gargoyles.
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      “How did you meet your boyfriends?” Gemma stirs her mojito with the straw. “I need you to teach me your ways.”

      I laugh, glad I went over a story in my head on the way here. I’m a good bullshitter, having seen people bullshit and lie while being questioned over and over again. I’ve also realized that the best lies are the simplest, and fucking that up is easier than most think.

      “Through work.”

      “Right.” She brings her drink to her lips and takes a sip. “You mentioned that. Did you start dating one first? How did the whole dating both at the same time thing happen?”

      I shrug. “It kind of just did.” Which is true. “I went out with Tom first, and then realized I had feelings for Gil as well, and it just kind of went from there.”

      “And they’re totally fine with it?”

      “It was their idea.”

      “Damn, girl.” She shakes her head, laughing. “That is just so unfair. Why didn’t you say anything before when you were talking about your boyfriend?”

      Because I wasn’t talking about the twins, but boyfriend number three. “Not everyone is so understanding.”

      “Oh, right. I did that whole experimenting thing in college, and the one week I had a girlfriend was really enlightening. People are assholes. Like what does it matter who we’re sleeping with?”

      “Exactly. And yeah…people can be assholes.”

      “So,” she says, looking down. Her shoulders tense and she gets that look of regret or guilt on her face again. Gemma’s pretty transparent with her emotions, though I have no idea what’s going on right now. “Tell me more about them. Where are they from? They have really interesting accents.”

      “Europe.”

      “Britain? I can’t place the accent.”

      “Yeah. They traveled a lot growing up, so I think their accents were influenced heavily from the time they spent in France.”

      “Wow, that’s awesome. I haven’t been out of the US. I’d love to go to France.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I don’t want to go alone, though, and thinking of Jacques’s face when he sees what Paris is like now makes me smile.

      “Thinking of a romantic getaway?”

      “I might be.” I reach for the bread in the middle of the table.

      Her phone dings, and she reaches into her purse to read the text message. Her body language shifts again, shoulders tensing as she types back a reply. “So both Tom and Gil work in the same department?”

      I know she’s nosey, but she’s prying just a little too much. And she seems uncomfortable.

      “Yeah. They do.”

      “Imagine the good-cop, bad-cop they could pull. Though I’m sure you already have.” She wiggles her eyebrows and we both laugh. She turns her phone on silent and tosses it back in her purse. After that, she relaxes again, and we continue to talk and laugh throughout dinner.

      Her phone has been blowing up, quietly vibrating, and she ignores it until we get to the theater. Standing in line with me for popcorn, she huffs and digs it out of her purse.

      “I’ll be right back,” she tells me, and practically stomps off. The line is moving slow, and though it’s loud in here, I catch a few words of Gemma’s conversation by reading her lips. She’s telling whoever is on the phone “no” over and over, and says “because she’s a decent person” more than once. Before she hangs up, she tells the person on the phone “then you do it” and closes her eyes, slowly letting out a breath.

      I turn away when she comes back, not letting her know I was listening.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” she says, waving her hand in the air. “It’s my boss. She wants me to pick up more shifts even though I’m maxed out on overtime.”

      “There’s a shortage of nurses right now, isn’t there?”

      “Yep. I’m seriously considering going back to school for something else.” She pushes her hair back and looks down. “I’ve always loved interior design. You said you just moved into a big old house. That’s like my dream to decorate.”

      Did I tell her I moved into a “big old house?” My brain has been a bit fried and I can’t be sure. I might have mentioned moving, but I don’t think I’d ever refer to my house as “big.” That’s too braggy for me, and I can’t stand people who try to show off their material wealth like that.

      “Yeah,” I say, and shuffle forward. “I did.”

      “When did you move in?”

      The air between us shifts, and luckily the woman ahead of us gets out of line and we’re next to order. I get a large popcorn and a Coke, and even though I’m full from dinner, keep stuffing my mouth full so Gemma won’t ask me any more questions. I’m new at this whole having a female friend thing, and I don’t know how to properly handle this. Can I just tell her to mind her own business? No, that’s rude and obvious.

      If the house wasn’t harboring so many secrets, I’d have no issue talking about it. And some people, like Richard, really are interested in structures rich in history.

      “Let’s talk about magic,” she says once we’re in our seats and waiting for the movie to start. She just checked her phone again and shook her head at whatever she read.

      “What about it?”

      “You’ve been into it, right? I know you said you’re a skeptic, but come on. It’s not like I’m going to judge you.”

      “I really haven’t, and I’m still not sure it’s real.”

      She frowns. “There’s nothing wrong with believing in it.”

      “Oh, I know. To each their own.” I don’t want to insult my only real friend, but something isn’t sitting right with me. Maybe she’s not as good of a friend as I thought, and I know I have to look into this objectively. Though for now, there’s nothing I can do. I have to keep up the act that I don’t suspect anything. “And I do believe in it, just not as widely as you, I guess.”

      She laughs. “I have no idea what you mean by that.”

      Sticking my hand into the bowl of buttery popcorn, I laugh too. “I mean, I don’t think just anyone can learn how to do magic or go to Lyra’s store and get the right ingredients for a spell. If magic were real, it would be more calculated than that, right? Besides, if it were so easy, everyone would do it.” I smile, then stick the popcorn in my mouth to buy me a bit more time. I stand by my answer, though. Not just anyone off the street can do magic. Any old words strung together and said while burning herbs haphazardly thrown together won’t do shit.

      “Yeah, I suppose so too. Though I think people can be taught.” Her hand goes to her purse, and I can see the glowing screen of her phone from within. “So trying magic is really something new for you?”

      “I can’t really say I’ve tried it. Just started not being as skeptical as before.” I look at her hand and she drops the phone. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she says quickly. “It’s someone I work with, begging me to come in and fill in a shift tonight.”

      “Oh, okay.” I don’t believe her, and that bad feeling I get in my gut starts to grow tense.

      “So, this party at your neighbor’s house,” she says, changing the subject. “You said the kid was trying to get pictures of you, right?”

      “Yeah. Little perv.” I internally cringe as the words come off my tongue. Jared is a pain in the ass, but he doesn’t deserve any shit for a crime he didn’t commit.

      “I think you should dress all sexy, show off those tits you’re always hiding, and then have your boyfriends show up and scare the piss out of the kid.”

      I laugh. “That might be one way to deal with him.”

      “So, your boyfriends,” she goes on, voice changing pitch. “Do they live with you?”

      “When they’re not traveling for work, yeah.”

      “Do they travel a lot?”

      “Depends on their assignment,” I say, and thank the fucking stars, the commercials start. We turn our attention to the screen, and the tension leaves me once the movie starts. Gemma makes hilariously inappropriate comments about Aidan Shepherd throughout the movie, making me laugh even more.

      “I had a nice time tonight,” Gemma says after the movie is over and we’re walking together into the parking lot. “Do you want to get drinks or anything?”

      “Sounds fun, but I’m beat tonight. Can I take a rain check?”

      She elbows me and giggles. “You want to get home to those hot boyfriends, don’t you?”

      “I’d be lying if I said no.”

      “Seriously, it is not fair.”

      I laugh and pull my keys from my purse, looking around the parking lot. Surveying my surroundings and assuming everyone is up to no good is a habit, and one that more people should adopt.

      “Where are you parked?” I ask Gemma, wanting to make sure she gets to her car safely.

      “Right there.” She motions to a silver Honda with a bumper sticker that says “Wiccan and proud” in between two pentagrams. “See you Monday.”

      I watch her get in her car, then slide into the driver’s seat of my Charger and get my phone out of my purse, tapping the screen to check for calls.

      There are seven, and they’re all from Jacques. My heart races as I call him back. The phone rings. And rings. And rings.

      Finally, he answers.

      “Ace?” he asks, always questioning if it’s really me calling.

      “Yes, is everything okay?”

      “It is now.”

      “But it wasn’t?” I rush out.

      “There was someone at the house.”
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      I put my car in park and kill the engine, getting out and racing up the steps. Hasan is standing on the porch with the concealment amulet around his neck and the spear the ghoul stabbed Jacques with in one hand. I do a double take, seeing him without wings for the first time. He’s tall and muscular, with a strong, masculine face and battle scars showcasing his time spent in battle.

      Even without the wings, he’s intimidating.

      “Is everyone okay?” I ask, taking the steps two at a time. Hasan hooks his arm around me, lifting me up the last step. He moves in front of me, ready to guard and protect me if need be.

      “Yes,” he says, not taking his eyes off the yard. “You should get inside, Ace.”

      The porch lights illuminate the tattoos of his wings on his back. “No way. I’m not going to leave you out here alone. What if whoever was here is still out there.”

      He turns his head slightly and I see his eyes glimmer. “I hope they are. Get inside. We think they were looking for you.”

      “Fine, but only to get my gun.” I step forward and put my hand on his shoulder, feeling my heart lurch. “Be careful.”

      He reaches up, putting his hand over mine. “I will.”

      I go inside, finding the others in the living room. They appear more relaxed, and the TV is turned on but muted to give the illusion someone is home.

      “Hey,” Jacques says as soon as he sees me. The gauze is off his chest, and there’s only a small scar where the wound was. My heart does a weird skip-a-beat thing when our eyes meet. “How was the movie?”

      “It was good. You all are okay? Did anyone see you?”

      “Breathe, Ace,” Thomas says, moving away from the window. He puts his hands on my shoulders and leads me to the couch. “You did a good job covering the windows in the library, so I don’t think so.”

      “So what happened?”

      “We heard someone at the door as soon as we woke up,” Thomas starts. “At first we thought it was someone trying to break in, but then they started walking around the house, looking in the windows. We could see them, but they couldn’t see us in the dark.”

      “Right. You guys have night vision. So they just looked around?”

      “One looked in the house and the other went to the pile of ashes in the front yard.”

      “The ghoul ashes.”

      Thomas nods and flicks his eyes to Gilbert. “Hasan was about ready to rip their heads off, but we recognized them as human.”

      “Specifically, as a human we saw last night,” Gilbert finishes.

      “Last night?”

      “We saw your friend—the one you went to the movie with today—at the park last night,” Thomas goes on.

      “Yeah, but she was with me.”

      Gil shakes his head. “We didn’t see her. It was the older woman who was with her last night.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” Gil sits next to me. “And last night, you said you thought she looked at us and knew we weren’t human.”

      “Right. And she did.” Anxiety builds in my chest and I look up at Jacques, needing him to say something wise and comforting right about now. “Which seems even more likely now since she fucking showed up at my house.”

      “Which is another reason we stayed out of sight. If she was looking for something paranormal, she didn’t find it.”

      “How did you get her to leave?”

      “We turned on a light,” Thomas says with a smirk. “Easy but effective.”

      I run my hands through my hair, mind racing. “So she comes here, not thinking anyone was home,” I think out loud. “She has to be looking for you guys, trying to figure out what you are.”

      “Whatever she was doing, she didn’t want to get caught.” Gil puts his hands on my shoulders, massaging my muscles. “She drove away fast once the lights turned on.”

      “I should look around the house. If she left in a hurry, she might have left something behind.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Jacques offers. “In case something is out there.”

      Thomas picks up the other concealment amulet. “You should wear this. If they’re looking for monsters, they’ll have to try harder.”

      Jacques takes the amulet and slips it over his head. His wings glow blue for a split second and then disappear. I haven’t seen him without wings, and the sight of him looking human makes me feel like I’m looking into my dream again, and we’re about ready to go out and have a normal evening together without worrying about people spying and demons attacking. He looks behind him, flexing his shoulders.

      “You did an excellent job on the spell, Ace.”

      “Thanks. I still need to make two more. I’ll pick up more crystals tomorrow.” I push up off the couch and make it a few feet before my phone rings. It’s work.

      “Dammit,” I grumble, and hurry to get my phone from my purse. “Bisset,” I answer.

      “Hey, Ace,” Officer Nick Beasley says. “I got something for you.”

      “Another body?”

      “Even better. Your killer attacked a girl, and she got away.”
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      “I was going to my car for my break,” Anna Webber, the most recent victim, says. She’s sitting in the back of an ambulance, blanket wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Physically, she’s fine, having escaped with a few scratches and bruises. “He was crouching down behind it and jumped me before I knew what was happening. Once he grabbed me, I went into autopilot or something.” Her eyes, which are heavily lined in black, fill with tears. “My dad’s a Marine and taught me martial arts as soon as I could walk.”

      “Did you hurt him?” I ask. “Anything significant that might make him seek medical attention?”

      “I twisted his arm, but I don’t think it broke. I kneed him in the dick and that’s how I was able to get away.”

      “Do you take your breaks around the same time every night?”

      “Yeah. Whenever I’m working that shift.”

      “And you usually go to your car?”

      She nods, black hair falling into her face. If you were going on stereotypes, Anna fits what one might paint a modern-day witch to look like. “Yeah. It’s quiet out there.”

      “You said you didn’t see his face since he was wearing a mask, but is there anything else you remember that could help us identify him?”

      She closes her eyes. “He’s white, and didn’t feel much taller than me. He smelled like cigarettes. Sorry I can’t help more.”

      “That’s a big help right there.”

      “There’s one more thing,” she says, hands trembling. “He called me a sinner.”

      “Do you identify as a Wiccan?”

      She opens her eyes. “I consider myself more Pagan.”

      “Are you open about it?”

      Reaching inside the blanket, she pulls out a necklace with a large triple moon symbol engraved on a silver circle. “Yeah.”

      I question her a while more, then look around the scene of the attack. The killer watched her long enough to learn her patterns, to know she comes out here alone at night. I find cigarette butts on the parking lot near a dumpster. Bagging them for evidence, I’m willing to bet the killer stood here waiting, lighting up one after another to kill the time.

      I have my team go around the area, checking for surveillance footage from nearby businesses to this minimart. I go back to the station and spend a few hours at my desk, trying to see if there are any connections between Lily, Josh, and Anna that could let me know how the killer is picking his victims. He knew they were all Wiccan or Pagan, and went after them when he knew they’d be alone.

      His first murder went according to plan. He wasn’t able to stage the second, and his third got away. If he feels like he has to complete a ritual or is doing God’s work by ridding the world of sinners, he’s feeling pretty desperate right now and will strike again.

      It’s nearly dawn by the time I get back to the house. Nothing eventful happened while I was away, thankfully, and Jacques said he walked around the house looking for anything out of the ordinary, and didn’t find anything.

      “I should take a look too,” I tell him. “I’m a detective, after all.”

      “You’re a tired detective,” Jacques reminds me. “You need to sleep while we’re still here and you’re protected.”

      “I know, and you’re right. But it bugs me to leave things unsettled like this.”

      “It’s not unsettled. We’re here.”

      His words bring comfort, and I go upstairs, strip out of my clothes, and brush my teeth. I lazily remove the makeup I put on, reminded of why I don’t usually wear it, and then fall into bed. Jac comes in, and he’s wearing the amulet again. He gets in bed with me, wrapping me in his embrace. It’s easier to cuddle without the wings, and I’m sure it’s way more comfortable without them.

      “I moved the runes to the basement.” Jacques brushes my hair over my shoulder. “Just in case someone comes around again.”

      “Thanks. It’s safer down there.”

      “It is. Get some sleep now, Ace.”

      “Night, Jac. I love you.”

      He kisses my cheek. “I love you, too.”
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      It’s my weekend off, and technically, I don’t have to be at the office. But between Anna getting attacked last night and Gemma’s friend creeping around the house, I can’t help myself.

      I get to work and spend a few hours working on my case. I order takeout, and as I’m eating, my mind drifts to the bloody basement and the cryptic warning of the dark ones looking for me that amounted to nothing. It was all said and done purely to get a reaction out of me, and something about that still doesn’t sit right with me.

      The house was a rental property, and had been vacant for quite some time. It was in poor condition before someone threw animal blood all over the walls. Why was Mrs. Green there so late at night?

      I bring my container of fried rice with me as I search through the files of that case, finding Mrs. Green’s info. I quickly finish my food and take off, driving across town to Mrs. Green’s house.
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      The door opens just a second after I knock. An older lady with light pink hair peers out at me through a screen door, looking like she’s ready to lay into me for going door-to-door selling things and interrupting Judge Judy.

      “Hi, Mrs. Green. My name is Ace Bisset and I’m a detective with the Philadelphia Police Department.” I hold up my badge for her to see. She looks at the badge and then at my face. She’s seen me before, but doesn’t seem to recognize me at all.

      “Oh, hello.” A cat winds around her ankles. I was right about her being a crazy cat lady at least.

      “I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about your property on Fifth Street.”

      “Did you find the hooligans responsible for the prank?”

      “Not yet, but if I can ask you a few questions, it could help.”

      “Then of course.” She shoots back the lock on the screen door and pushes it open. The hinges creak and another cat jumps off a side table, running out of sight.

      “On your original statement, you said the house has been empty for several months.”

      “Yes,” she says with a sigh. “The previous renters left it in bad shape.”

      “Why did you go to it that night?”

      “Someone was interested in seeing it. They called and requested a showing in the morning. I went to open up the windows and air it out.”

      “Do you have the name of the person who wanted to see it?”

      “I should, somewhere. But I can’t remember. That whole night…it’s just a blur.”

      “Do you remember talking with me?”

      She looks a little startled. “We spoke before?”

      “Yes, that night.”

      “I don’t remember you, and I would. You have pretty green eyes like my daughter.”

      “You asked for me. By name.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m sorry. Everything from that night is blurry.”

      “You spent the next two days in the hospital, correct?”

      “Yes. I had a terrible headache and was just so out of it. I hardly remember anything. I don’t even remember going to the house. All I remember is what the police told me after.”

      “Did the doctors find out what was wrong?”

      “No. They think it might have been from stress.”

      “And you’re better now?”

      “I was better the next day. Weirdest thing.”

      Yeah. That is weird. Too weird.

      “What about your call log? Is their number still there?”

      “Oh, probably. I didn’t even think about it. After I missed their appointment and they didn’t contact me back, I assumed they weren’t interested. Especially if they heard about the blood.”

      She gets up, cats following her, and returns with her phone. She scrolls through her calls and holds the phone out for me to see. “That’s the number. See how late they called? Nine p.m.! Hardly gave me any time to get the place checked on, though it’s a good thing I went over, right?”

      “Right.” I copy down the number, thinking the late call was done on purpose, knowing Mrs. Green would have to go over there that night and discover the blood. “Thank you, Mrs. Green. I’ll be in touch if we find anything further on your case.”

      Once I’m back in my car, I pull up a simple Google search and enter the number I got from Mrs. Green’s phone. The service in the area sucks, and it takes a few seconds for my results to load.

      “Is that right?” I say out loud, looking at the top hit. I check the number just to be sure I didn’t make a typo.

      I didn’t.

      Whoever called Mrs. Green to set up what had to be a bogus appointment was calling from Silver Living. I drum my fingers on the steering wheel. Gemma works at Silver Living, but this happened before I met her. And there are countless others who could have placed the call, from patients to doctors to the slew of other people who work at a nursing home. Just because Gemma works at Silver Living doesn’t mean she’s behind this.

      But she very well could be.
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      “Hello, Detective,” Lyra says when I step into the shop. “Are you here to shop?”

      “Yes, just shopping today,” I assure her, and go right for the crystal necklaces. “This is all I need.”

      “They’re pretty, aren’t they?” She wraps one in tissue paper.

      “Very.” I get my credit card from my wallet. Lyra wraps up the other necklace and rings me up.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “Actually, yes.” I hand her my credit card. “I think you know my friend Gemma, right?”

      “I do! She’s been coming in here for years.”

      “Who is the older lady who came in here with her the other day? We’re supposed to all get together this weekend and I forgot her name.”

      “That’s Marissa.”

      “Has she been coming in here for years too?”

      “Only when she’s desperate.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Lyra makes a face. “I follow the Three-Fold Law—you know, where what you put out into the universe comes back to you and it should never harm anyone—and I believe anyone who practices should. Marissa…she’s more of a believer in personal gain. I’ve made my opinions known and have refused to sell her ingredients if I know the spell will do harm.”

      “Do you know how she and Gemma got to know each other?”

      “Through work, I think.”

      “Work? Marissa’s a nurse too?”

      “Goodness, no.” Lyra raises her eyebrows. “She lacks the compassion for that. I want to say she handles insurance. She probably enjoys denying people coverage.”

      “Thanks, Lyra. It’s nice to know who to watch out for.”

      “Anytime, darling. I can sense raw power in you. It needs to be nurtured in the right direction.”

      I turn to leave, then stop and go back to the counter. “I believe the person who killed Josh might go after another who shares his beliefs. Just to be safe, I’m going to get an officer to keep watch over you.”

      Lyra’s hand flies to her chest. “Am I in danger now?”

      “I don’t believe so, but I’ll stay until the officer arrives.”

      “Thank you, Detective. I knew there was something special about you the moment you walked through the door.”

      I step out front to call the station. Lyra could very well be a target, and she has a wealth of information about her Wiccan and Pagan customers. It could be catastrophic if the killer got his hands on her.
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      I sit at my desk, staring at a calendar. The more I look into it, the more it adds up. And the more it adds up, the more I know Gemma was involved.

      And the stupider I feel.

      Someone from Silver Living called Mrs. Green to come out and look at that house late at night. The house was set up to look like a mass murder had gone on, and I was likely to be called out to investigate it. Someone did something to Mrs. Green, trying to make her forget who she spoke with as well as get her to rattle me.

      And the body stolen from the morgue? Guess where he spent his final days on hospice care. Silver Living. The night the fake baseball bat was planted was the night the hex bag was stuck to my car to attract the ghouls. I saw Marissa and Gemma the next morning, and they both looked shocked to see me.

      I never told Gemma where I live, I’m sure of it. Yet she knew my house is old and big. I lean back, pulling on a strand of hair. The Memorial Day flyer! She saw it in my car and knew it was for my neighbor’s party. That’s how she figured out where I live and what my house looks like…and how Marissa was able to find it and snoop around…which she did while Gemma and I were out together. Gemma was on her phone constantly, probably talking to Marissa.

      And that day I chased down the robber who stole Gemma’s purse. She saw me use my powers. She had to, and she’s known all along who I am. I clench my jaw, so angry at myself for not seeing right through this shit. Was I that desperate for a friend?

      There’s only one way to know for sure. I grab my purse and storm out of the office to go to Gemma’s house. Fuming, I get into my car and try to calm myself down. I don’t want my hands catching fire and burning my car up. And maybe there’s an explanation for all this.

      “Stop being stupid,” I tell myself, pissed there’s a small part of me that wants this to not be true. Gemma used me, and if she had anything to do with the ghouls…My fingers start to smoke.

      Calm down…calm down…calm down. I inhale, hold it, and let it out. It does little to ease my anger. Jacques got hurt, really hurt, from the ghoul attack. I look up Gemma’s address, follow the GPS’s directions, and get to Gemma’s little house in record time. Her car is parked in the driveway.

      Squeezing my fists closed, I get out, go up to the front door, and ring the doorbell. She doesn’t answer. If she suspects I know, she’s not going to answer. I ring it again and peer through the window, trying to catch a glimpse of her.

      Instead, I see a knocked-over lamp and shattered glass. Oh. Shit.

      I go to the front door and try the knob. It’s unlocked. I step in and see clear signs of a struggle.

      “Gemma!” I shout, rushing through the house. The back door is wide open, and little drops of blood trail down the wooden deck. Cigarette butts litter the stone path going from the deck to the garden, and I know Gemma doesn’t smoke.

      “Shit.” I push my hair back and get my phone, dialing Gemma’s number. I might be pissed at her, but I sure as hell don’t want her to become the latest victim in my investigation.

      Her phone rings inside the house.

      I rush back in, finding it on the counter. There’s one other missed call, and it’s from Marissa. From five hours ago.

      If Gemma is alive, she’s living on borrowed time.

      The killer must have gone into a rage of sorts after Anna got away and went for the next person on his list. He could have taken her right after he left the minimart. If that’s the case, she’s probably dead already.

      I hold my phone in front of me, ready to call this in and get every available cop in the city to try and find her so we can catch this killer, but I hesitate. Calling this in will take time. Time we don’t have. We’re not any closer to finding the killer.

      But there might be another way.

      There is a location spell in the book, and if I can get it to work, I’ll know exactly where Gemma is. But if I can’t get it to work…I’m wasting time. Biting my lip, I make up my mind. I rush into Gemma’s room, looking around for her hairbrush. I find it on her bed. Taking it, I rush out to my car and fire up the engine.

      Whipping out my phone, I order my team to put out an APB for Gemma as I speed all the way home. The moment I pull into the driveway, I spring out of the car and run into the house to grab the grimoire. I don’t remember the specifics, but I do know Jac said this was a fairly easy spell as long as the caster can channel the energy correctly.

      But I don’t have a map.

      Mumbling obscenities to myself, I print out a map of the city spanning four pages, and tape them together. Using one of the crystal necklaces I got from Lyra’s today, I hold it in one hand and Gemma’s hairbrush in the other.

      I close my eyes, lifting the necklace off the paper until the tip is barely brushing against the surface.

      “Where are you, Gemma?” I whisper, and imagine energy coming in, wrapping around her brush, and going to the crystal. The chair starts to move, and the crystal goes to the right side of my paper like it’s being pulled by a magnet.

      I print out a bigger section of just that area, hoping to narrow down the location further.  It worked. I think.

      At least now I have an address.
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      I park a block away from the address I got from the location spell. The crystal landed on an old warehouse that sits empty for most of the year, opening in the fall to sell Halloween props and costumes before abruptly closing and storing their inventory overnight to sell again the next year.

      The building is in shambles but has been brought up to code while keeping the creepy feel. The owner says it helps bring in customers, and he must do pretty well considering that’s his only business. The place is the perfect backdrop for an episode of Supernatural, and it’s almost annoying how stereotypical the killer is.

      The building has been a subject of controversy among this neighborhood for the last few years. It’s an obvious eye sore, and a rich developer has been trying to buy out the land from the storeowner. They’ve gone back and forth and even landed in court. I never paid much attention to the case, but it looks like they’re at blows again.

      There’s a For Sale sign out front, with a public showing of the property in two days. People will pass through here…and discover a body.

      My heart races so fast I can hear each and every beat resounding through my head. I flatten my hands on my jeans, wiping them dry before pulling my gun from its holster. Waiting until a car drives by, I get out of my car and make a dash across the street, slipping behind the ivy-covered chain link fence and out of sight from passersby.

      Everything inside me tells me this is wrong. I should have called this in. I shouldn’t be going into an unknown building without backup. I’m going against every fiber of my good-cop being, but what am I supposed to do? Call this in and say a magic crystal landed here on a map? If I said I’m here on a hunch and it turns out to be nothing, I’ll have wasted valuable time and resources. I’m not here on a hunch. I’m here because of magic, and there’s a good chance I’m walking into nothing.

      Silently, I move through brambles and overgrown grass, inching closer and closer to the building. It’s quiet, though it’s not like I expected to hear Gemma’s screams of horror and protest.

      The smell of cigarettes fills the air. I pick up the pace and move around to the back of the building. Bright sunlight streams down on me and I squint, looking at the building. The entire thing is dirty and dusty, and looks like no one has stepped foot in it since last Halloween.

      Then I see the marks on the cement path by one of the doors. The door has been pushed open and closed several times, scraping clean paths in the dust on the cement. It could be the killer.

      Heart hammering even faster now, I creep forward and see what looks like smeared blood on the doorframe. It’s been wiped away, leaving behind a rust-colored stain. It’s easy to overlook, but I’ve seen it enough to know exactly what it is.

      Looking around, I pull my phone from my pocket and call the station, giving my location and requesting backup. Protocol tells me to wait until they arrive, but my instincts scream that I don’t have much time, and if I don’t go in now, Gemma might not make it. I go to the door, finger poised over the trigger of my gun, and listen for a moment. Hearing nothing, I push the door open, immediately going on the defense. Nothing jumps out at me and attacks.

      Waiting a beat, I close the door behind me so nothing looks out of place, and slink further into the building, going through the front of the store. The shelves are set up, and a few leftover Halloween decorations remain, casting eerie shadows throughout the building.

      A set of swinging double doors leads to the storage room, which is filled with boxed-up decorations and costumes. Through there, a single metal door opens into the rest of the warehouse, which hasn’t been touched since its days as a women’s hosiery manufacturer. It’s dark and dank, full of halls and rooms that make it like a fucking maze.

      Voices float down the hall, and I stop, ducking into a doorway, and raise my gun. But the voices don’t grow louder. Whoever is talking isn’t moving. I suck in a breath and turn my head to listen. The voices are muffled and I can’t make out the words.

      Moving away from the door, I start down the hall again, following the voices. They echo, making it harder to understand. Then they suddenly stop talking, and organ music fills the air.

      “What the fuck?” I mouth to myself. With practiced patience, I stay calm and continue down the hall, keeping constant vigilance. The music gets louder, and the tune is familiar but I can’t place it.

      The hall comes to a T, and I pause, tipping my head to figure out what direction the music is coming from. The sound echoes throughout the building, making it hard to pinpoint.

      I close my eyes, listening. Right when I think I determined where the music is coming from, it stops. The feeling of being watched hits me hard, making my skin crawl.

      A chorus of voices breaks out, carrying the same tune as the organ, and it hits me. I know why it’s familiar. It’s a hymn commonly sung in church.

      “Shit.” I run down the hall, and the music gets louder. Our killer thinks he’s ridding the world of sinners. If he’s playing prerecorded church services, Gemma might still be alive.

      The hall stops at another set of double doors, but unlike the others, these are locked. I step back and look at the frame. Like the rest of this section of the building, it’s weak and crumbling. I’ll have better luck going for the hinges than for the lock.

      Mustering all the strength I have, I kick the door, hearing the frame crack little by little each time. It weakens, hanging unevenly from the hinges. I step back and use my shoulder to hit the doors hard in the center. They cave in, and I tumble down, getting splinters in my hand on the way.

      Ignoring the pain, I push up onto my feet, gun raised. I’m in a processing part of the warehouse, and the old machinery has been left untouched, collecting dust and cluttering this place. The windows have been covered, and I blink rapidly, trying to focus my vision.

      A red light on a CD player glows from the back of the room, and next to it, tied up on one of the machines, is Gemma. She’s gagged but tries to scream when she sees me. Blood drips down her chest, and the start of a pentagram is smeared on the wall behind her.

      Oh shit. I interrupted the killer.

      Breath leaving my lungs in a rush, I hold out my gun and whirl around. The fucker could be anywhere, hiding behind a machine or lurking in the shadows. Fuck! I need to get Gemma. She’s losing a lot of blood and won’t last much longer.

      I fight against the urge to blindly run to her, and force myself to take careful, calculated steps, looking ahead of where I’m going. I don’t see the murderer, but that doesn’t mean he’s not in here.

      A preacher’s voice booms from the CD player, starting a sermon about cleansing the earth of the devil’s poison. What a fucking lunatic.  I get to Gemma, and she starts thrashing against her restraints, tears rolling down her face.

      I turn around again, taking one final look for the killer before lowering my gun. I keep it in my right hand and pull the gag from Gemma’s mouth.

      “Ace,” she sobs.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her, forgetting I’m pissed at her and trying to untie the rope around one of her wrists. I can’t get it one-handed, but I don’t want to set my gun down. I fumble with it for another few seconds, hands shaking with frustration.

      I don’t have time to waste. I have to untie her. The more time I waste, the less likely we are to get out of here alive. Setting the gun down on the machine next to her, I’m able to undo the knot on her left hand.

      “Ace!” she screams as I reach for her other hand. I don’t get a chance to find out what’s happening. Something hits me on the back of the head.

      And then everything goes black.
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      My eyes flutter open, and bright light shines down, making me close them again. It gets brighter, so bright it hurts. My chest hurts when I inhale, and the smell of blood surrounds me, harsh and metallic, making me sick. I’m lying down, and the rotting rubber belt of a machine is under my back.

      Something splashes on me, running down my face and cascading to the floor.

      “I cleanse this world of your sins.” A deep male voice rattles just feet from me, and I slit my eyes open again only to get hit with more water in the face.

      “I’m not a vampire,” I say, spitting out water. “Holy water isn’t going to work on me, dipshit.”

      “Ace?” Gemma groans. Oh my god, she’s still alive! I turn my head, blinking from the bright lights, and see her on the floor. Her hands are tied behind her back, and her feet are bound together. Her clothes are stained with blood and her face is pale.

      We need to get out of here.

      The killer steps back, moving the spotlight out of my eyes. I pull against my restraints, realizing that they’re tied around my wrists in self-tightening knots. The more I pull, the tighter they get. My feet are tied too, and the ropes burn the skin on my ankles when I attempt to pull them free.

      I called the station. Backup will be here soon. I turn my head to the other side and see my phone on the floor, smashed to pieces. We can be saved.

      “You’re both sinners,” the killer says, stepping around me and going to Gemma.

      “No! I’m not! I’m not!” Gemma tries to scramble away but can’t move. “Don’t hurt me! Please! Don’t hurt me!”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and pull as hard as I can against the restraints. I can get past the pain, but it’s no use. I can’t pull myself free.

      “I’m not a sinner!” Gemma pleads.

      “You are, and I’m going to make sure the world knows it.”

      “Why?” I shout. “Why are you doing this?”

      “People like her, like you”–he points at me with the baseball bat—“are a disgrace to humanity.” Sunlight filters through the window behind him, which is so dirty it blocks out most of the light.

      “We’re not the ones killing people, asshole.” I tug on the ropes again.

      “I am doing the world a favor.”

      “You’re fucking crazy, that’s what you are.” I’m egging him on, pissing him off, I know. But I’m hoping I can distract him from hurting Gemma and try to buy as much time as I can before backup arrives.

      He comes over and hits me hard across the face with the back of his hand. “You have the devil inside you.”

      “I wish I did. It’d feel a lot better than this.”

      He brings the bat down on my side, and pain radiates through my ribs. “Keep talking, whore. It’s not going to change your fate.”

      He kneels down in front of Gemma and wraps his hands around her throat. He’s going to strangle her. I have to do something.

      “Stop!” I yell, twisting my hands around to feel the rope. It’s old and fraying, digging into my skin and making me bleed.

      It can burn.

      I wrap my fingers around it and feel the fire erupt from inside me. The rope ignites, burning away from my hands. I push myself up and slide down the machine. With the pressure of being pulled tight gone, the knots around my ankles loosen, but the killer rounds on me before I can get my feet free.

      I hold up my hands, and he stops short, eyes widening with fear. I can see the reflection of the flames in his eyes, and I yank one foot free.

      “Maybe the devil is inside of me after all,” I sneer.

      He swings the bat at me, and I raise my arms to block it. It hits me hard in the palms of my hands, but the fire cushions the blow, protecting me somehow. I yank it back, out of his hands, and pull my other foot free.

      The bat catches on fire, glowing red-hot in my hands. I swing off the machine, head pounding and every muscle in my body aching.

      “You’re the disgrace.” I swing the bat, hitting him hard in the stomach. He pitches forward and I bring my knee up, catching him in the nose. Blood drips from his face and he stumbles to the ground, slipping on his own nose blood and cracking his head against the corner of a machine.

      I flick my hands, putting out the flames, not taking my eyes off the killer. He’s knocked out but not dead, and I’m not taking any chances. Walking backwards, I pick up the charred rope he had bound around my wrists. It’s burned and too short. Dropping it, I get the ropes from my ankles and bind his hands behind his back before going to Gemma.

      Her eyes are wide, but she’s not looking at me with fear.

      “Careful,” I tell her, helping her sit up. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.”

      “You…you saved me.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Thank me later. We need to get you out of here.” I undo the ropes around her wrists and move to the ones on her ankles. “Can you walk?”

      “I think so,” she pants, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. I help her to her feet. The killer starts to stir and Gemma shrieks with fear. My fingers prickle with heat, reacting on their own accord to my fear. Helping Gemma over to another machine so she can sit, I go around to find my gun. It’s next to my smashed phone, and still has all its bullets, thank God.

      And then I hear sirens.

      The killer rolls over, struggling to get to his knees.

      “Move and I’ll shoot,” I threaten, pointing the gun at him.

      “I’ll tell them!” he cries. “I’ll tell them you have the devil’s power.”

      “Go ahead. I’m sure they’ll believe you.”

      He gets up and lunges at me, pulling at the ropes on his wrists. I step out of the way, turning on him and pistol-whipping him in the side of the head with my gun. He falls hard, face smacking into the cement floor.

      The sirens grow louder, and I take Gemma by the arm again, helping her move toward the door.

      “We’re down here!” I shout once I hear my fellow officers enter the building. I wipe blood off my face, realizing for the first time that I’m bleeding, and turn to Gemma. I want to tell her this isn’t over, that I know what she and Marissa did, but I can’t. She looks so defeated, so weak.

      Instead, I hook my arm under hers and tell her it’s going to be okay.
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      I knock on the door frame of the open hospital room. Gemma lifts her head off the pillow and tries to sit up when she sees me.

      “I brought you flowers,” I say, walking in.

      “Ace.” She winces as she pushes off the mattress, forgetting she can just raise the head of her bed up. “I could thank you a million times and it’ll never be enough. You saved my life.”

      I set the flowers down on the little round table in the corner of the room. Crossing my arms, I go to the window and look out at the city below.

      “We need to talk.”

      My words bring the temperature down a notch in the room, and when I turn around, Gemma’s brows are furrowed.

      “You know,” she whispers hoarsely.

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Did you know before…before I was kidnapped?”

      “Yeah.”

      She wraps her arms around herself. “You knew and you still saved me.”

      “Of course I did!” I spit. “I’m not a monster. Not like some people.”

      “Ace,” she pleads. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t? You just pretended to be my friend so you could try to kill me? Yeah, it’s not like that at all. What a great fucking friend you are.”

      “Let me explain.”

      “What good will that do?”

      “Ace, please.” Tears fall from her eyes. “You are my friend! I…I didn’t want to do it. They made me.”

      “Give me a break.” I roll my eyes, too angry to stay and hear more. “You used me this whole time.”

      “No, I didn’t! I didn’t even tell them I met you, and then they found out and made me get information on you.”

      “They made you? Come on, Gemma, you’re a grown-ass adult. Did they hold a gun to your head and force you?”

      “No.” Her lip quivers and she starts to cry. “They said if I did this they’d let me be part of their coven. I…I just want a family again.”

      My jaw tenses, but I refuse to let myself feel bad for her. She made her bed. She gets to lie in it.

      “You want to be part of a family that hurts people for no reason?”

      She shakes her head. “They told me you were bad. Part of a coven who turned their backs on their fellow witches.”

      “What?”

      “I…I don’t really know the details. Marissa told me that her grandmother needed help with a spell to save a sick child and your family wouldn’t help her. There were rumors you come from a long line of really powerful sorcerers. The kid died. Marissa made it seem like you were dangerous and needed to be stopped.”

      “You believed the wrong person. And look where that got you.”

      Gemma starts to cry again, and I feel a little bad. I understand wanting a family more than anything. I really do. But not at the cost of innocent lives.

      “I’m so sorry, Ace. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but please know I’m so, so sorry.”

      I close my eyes in a long blink. “If Marissa thought I was so bad and wanted revenge, why didn’t she come after me herself?”

      “She said you had an army of demons guarding you. That’s why she sent the ghouls. And when you…you…”

      “When I didn’t die?”

      “Yeah. When I saw you the next day, I was so relieved you were okay, but Marissa said it was proof. There’s no way a witch could fight them all off. Something is protecting you.”

      “What she called demons are more like angels. She got one thing right at least. They are protecting me, and fighting off those ghouls was child’s play for them. The only thing holding them back from going after everyone involved in this is me asking them not to.”

      Gemma casts her eyes down, and I’m starting to feel torn. I’m mad at her. She was wrong. At the same time, I can see where she’s coming from, even though it doesn’t offer an excuse.

      But does it mean I can forgive her?

      “Where is she?” I ask, and Gemma knows who I’m talking about. I stopped by Marissa’s house before I came here, ready to rip her to pieces myself. Legally, though, not physically. She planted false evidence and is facing jail time. But her house was empty and she never showed up for work.

      “I don’t know. I called and she didn’t answer. I thought she’d come see me.”

      “Do yourself a favor and move on. She never cared about you, Gemma.”

      Someone else knocks on the door, and Gemma’s Amish aunt and uncle rush in, throwing their arms around her before they start scolding her for moving away and into a dangerous city.

      Gemma introduces me as the police officer who saved her life, and her aunt and uncle thank me over and over.

      “You should come back to the farm,” her aunt tells her, brushing her hair out of her face. “Enough with this nonsense. It’s time you come home.”

      I look Gemma right in the eyes. “I think that’s a good idea too.”
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      I sink onto my bed, tired, sore, and fighting off a killer headache. I can’t get Gemma’s words out of my head. My family had magic. We’re rumored to be powerful.

      They refused to help.

      Why? They had to have a good reason. If there’s truth to this at all. Tears fall from my eyes, at first out of anger.

      I’m mad at myself.

      At Gemma.

      At my family for keeping magic a secret from me. Didn’t someone realize it would all come crashing down at some point? And if that someone knew…they could have saved my parents.

      “No,” I say, and wipe away a tear. They didn’t know. Because if they did, then that changes everything. Pushing off the mattress, I go to my closet and pull out that stupid book I bought from Lyra. The section from my grimoire about summoning spirits has yet to be translated, and I doubt anything in this mass-produced book is correct. Still, I’m going to try it. If I can talk to my mom, just for a minute, I can get all the answers I need.

      The book says I need a mirror, three white candles, sandalwood incense, and an object that belonged to the deceased. I get everything I need and take it upstairs, holding my mom’s necklace in one hand. I light the incense and the candles and look down into the mirror.

      “I summon you, spirit, to cross the veil,” I whisper over and over. I clutch the necklace and look in the mirror.

      Nothing happens.

      I try again. And again. And again.

      “Stupid spell,” I say, and blow out the candles, not bothering to close the circle since nothing fucking happened anyway. I clean up, shower, and get dressed in PJs, and then go downstairs, cuddling on the couch with a bottle of wine and Netflix. I’m drifting off to sleep when the floor creaks.

      “Ace?” Gilbert calls, stepping into the living room. I sit up, catching the bottle of wine before it spills. Though there’s not much left to spill out.

      “What the fuck happened?” Gil’s eyes widen, seeing the bruises on me, and he rushes over. The rest of the guys follow, and their eagerness to make me feel better does me in.

      “You could say I had a rough day.” I rub at my eyes and tell them everything that happened. When I’m done, Jacques takes my hand, gently pulling me off the couch.

      “You need to rest. You’re exhausted, physically and emotionally.”

      “I feel it,” I admit, and go upstairs with him. He wraps me in his arms and lies down in bed with me.

      “I’m so sorry, Acelina.”

      “I feel like the world’s worst detective. I didn’t see any of that coming.”

      “It’s easy to turn a blind eye on people we care about. You figured it out. You saved Gemma, and you caught a killer. That’s a lot for one day.” He smiles and kisses my forehead. “Lie down with me and get some sleep.”

      “I can do that. Thanks, Jac…for everything.”

      He kisses me softly. “Of course, Ace. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”
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      Somewhere around three in the morning, I wake with a start. Jac is still in bed with me, and he’s asleep. Tightness grips my chest, and it’s the same feeling I had the night my parents died. I sit up, ready to wake up Jac and tell him I had a nightmare when I see someone cross the hall.

      Her hair blows behind her, and the smell of lavender fills my nose. It’s familiar and calming. Without thinking, I get out of bed, quietly slip across the room, and follow her.

      She’s a step ahead, going in and out of my sight. Her long white gown swirls around her feet, and she turns back, eyes meeting mine in the dark.

      “Ace?” Hasan says, looking up at me from the TV as I go through the living room. “Are you okay?”

      I don’t answer him or look away from the woman. I just shake my head, picking up the pace so I don’t lose her again. The library doors creak open, and by the time I get in there and turn on the light, she’s gone. I slowly turn around, knowing she was in here somewhere.

      Something bumps on the floor, and I whirl back, finding the copy of Emma that I keep on the coffee table now on the floor. I pick it up, and the cover is warm, as if someone’s been holding it. I cradle the book to my chest, and the scent of lavender grows strong again.

      The lights flicker above me. Something swooshes behind me. I turn around and am face-to-face with the woman. Her green eyes sparkle and her full pink lips curve into a smile when she sees me.

      The air leaves my lungs, and it feels like my heart stops beating. I stare at her, unable to move, breathe, or blink for a solid ten seconds. And then it all comes rushing back, and I gulp in air.

      “Mom?”

      
        
        To be continued…
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