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      Five years ago, a desperate witch made a pact with a demon. Now Robin Landon, the owner of Landon Talent Agency, splits her time between managing the actors she represents and laboring as a demon’s minion.

      

      When Robin refuses the demon’s order to kill Jackson McKee, a witch with a day job as a camera operator, she must balance her growing feelings for the intended target and evading the vengeful demon’s wrath.

      

      Out of options, Robin turns to her former nemeses with the Paranormal Talent Agency. Will their daring plan save Jackson from the demon, or will Robin lose both her chance at love and her life?
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      As the founder and owner of Landon Talent Agency, could I ever have predicted I’d make a deal with the devil? Okay, technically, Barbara Knollman was a low-level demon. But still. I’d agreed to do the demon’s bidding and, if I wasn’t yet entirely sorry for having made that deal, I definitely had regrets.

      Now I sat in the overstuffed leather chair opposite the Councilwoman, my hands clasped in my lap, eyes downcast like I’d been called to the principal’s office. Though, in a way, that was true.

      “Robin, this has worked out perfectly,” Barbara said. She stood at the window overlooking Main Street, immobile, her brown hair swept back in a tight bun. She returned to her chair behind the imposing solid wood desk and sat, her hands resting on its surface, talon-like fingernails displayed.

      The effect worked. I swallowed audibly and Barbara chuckled. “You really wanted the supernatural underworld to be exposed?” I asked. A few months ago, a local pain-in-the-butt reporter revealed a crazy genie to be a serial killer. And then outed the lot of us.

      Barbara smiled, her small sharp teeth drawing attention. “Yes. I did. I foresaw the path to my success. It included the exposure,” she explained, tapping her manicured talons against the fine wood-grain.

      “I’m not sure I understand what this has been about,” I admitted in a small voice. My boss could see the future, but she kept her visions a secret. Even I didn’t know what success she sought.

      Barbara looked down on me, her minion. “You will. Everyone will.” A demon posing as a 50-something year-old human, she also happened to be the unofficial head of the Las Vegas City Council. Technically that position fell to the Mayor, but Barbara held the actual power.  Interestingly, although the paranormal underworld had been exposed, she had not. I wondered if she saw that in her vision.

      My skin crawled as she stared at me, an ambiguous smile on her face. Now what? I waited. It would do no good to ask. After five years as her minion, I certainly learned my place. Maybe I used to be a witch, but today I was powerless and under her thumb.

      “It’s time for the next step,” the Councilwoman stated. “You will shut down your agency.”

      I gasped. Shut down my agency?

      “I want your full focus and attention. There is a being in town who must be eliminated.”

      Surely she doesn’t mean⁠—

      “And you will eliminate him.”

      My jaw dropped open and I stared, aghast, at the demon. Close my agency and kill someone? I needed to buy time. “Who?”

      “His name is Jackson McKee.”

      I waited to see if more information would be forthcoming. Nada. I risked her wrath. “Who is Jackson McKee?”

      She gave me a withering look. “It doesn’t matter. I need him killed.”

      I blanched at her tone and directive – and pushed back. “If I don’t know what kind of paranormal being he is,” I reasoned, “how will I know how to kill him?”

      Barbara pursed her lips. “He’s human, but with abilities.”

      Hmm. A witch like me? An empath like Catherine, that irritating fellow talent agent?

      “So you can kill him like any other human.”

      I paled but nodded. Where was she going with this? “Okay. Where do I find him?”

      “He’s about to be a cameraman on Forbidden Island.”

      I remembered receiving character breakdowns for actor submissions for that film and seized my opening. “Since it’s a movie production, maybe it would make sense to keep my agency open so I have a natural in to get on set. After all, I sent actors to it.”

      Barbara stared impassively. I wasn’t stupid. I knew she knew why I made my suggestion. She sighed. “Fine. Keep your agency open. I want him dead within the week.”

      I gulped.

      She glanced down at the paperwork on her desk. I took that as my cue to leave and scurried out of her office, with nary a backward glance. I wasn’t a killer. What could I do now?
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      The drive back to my office passed in a blur. I remained on autopilot while I considered my options. I was a glorified gopher for Barbara. That was it. She’d never asked me to kill someone before. Why would she ask me now? Could she have seen it in a vision? Surely not.

      I zipped my black VW Jetta coupe into my designated spot outside the office building housing Landon Talent Agency but remained seated for a few minutes, my mind still buzzing. It wouldn’t hurt to do a little digging, at least find out who this Jackson McKee was. Maybe he deserved to die.

      The wind whipped against me when I exited the vehicle. I shuddered and pulled my beige coat tighter. Even in Vegas, December could be uncomfortably cold.

      Who was I kidding?

      I wasn’t going to kill this guy.

      I hurried into the two-story stucco building, took the stairs up to my locked office. I maintained a small enough agency that I didn’t need to keep regular business hours or employ an assistant. I barely noticed the gray couches and end table with a lamp on it as I moved through the space. The office had come furnished. The furnishings did the job. I closed the door to my inner sanctum behind me and collapsed into my rolling chair, the one piece of furniture I had paid for. My butt needed to be comfortable!

      My laptop quietly booted up, and I found my eye drawn to the only personal touch I’d added to my office. A picture of my childhood cat, Patches, his scraggly image in the frame I’d designed. The black, white, and orange stray had shown up one day and stayed with me for years, vanishing after the accident. I ran my finger along the edge of the wood. The painted images of blue waves, red flames, green trees, and white clouds represented the earth’s magical elements. With a frown, I yanked my finger back, slammed that line of thinking to a halt, and focused on my purpose.

      A niggling thought at the back of my mind told me Forbidden Island would begin filming tonight, but I wanted to confirm that. And the location. This might be one of those rare occasions when an agent visited a set. If Jackson McKee was a cameraman on the movie, unless he was shooting b-roll elsewhere, he would be there.

      I sighed when I called up the production information. Mia Fynn was producing. She wasn’t a bad person – well, nixie, actually, a water spirit – but we just didn’t get along. To be honest, I didn’t get along with anybody in this town. Yet another drawback of being tied to a demon. I shrugged. It was what it was. Although I was beginning to wonder if I could change that.

      The cast list drew my focus. I groaned. Besides my actors, the Paranormal Talent Agency represented several others. Its real name was the Peterson Talent Agency, but once it started catering to the other-than-human acting crowd, the nickname stuck. I saw Catherine’s boyfriend, Alex the half-incubus, on the list, as well as Evie, the vampire, and her human boyfriend, Ryan.

      The possibility of running into any of them didn’t thrill me. Barbara had sent me to cross paths with them enough in the past. I distinctly remembered the time Evie outed me as a demon’s minion to Catherine; such a sarcastic vampire. And then (unfortunately, but accurately) called me out for not even knowing what my demon boss’s plans were. My cheeks reddened at the unpleasant memory. Some things never changed; I still didn’t know my boss’s ultimate plan.

      On the positive, I confirmed my belief that filming started tonight. I scanned for the address, saw it was near my Summerlin office. That was convenient. Checking my watch, I had two hours until night fall and call time for the shoot. Okay, this was good. I’d plan to be there, scope out this Jackson McKee.

      And then what?

      Kill him?
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      I tugged on the bottom of my fitted purple t-shirt, observing the frenzied activity on the set. Cones blocked off sections of the grocery store parking lot next to the park where tonight’s scenes would be filmed. Despite the name Forbidden Island, the movie took place in Las Vegas. I hadn’t read the script; something about the island being an analogy for the loneliness of living in a city surrounded by people but remaining apart. I wouldn’t know anything about that.

      Up ahead, set lights reflected off green hair pulled back in a ponytail. I inwardly sighed before heading in the nixie’s direction. She turned at the sound of my footsteps. I didn’t miss the downturn of her lips before she plastered a fake smile on her face.

      “Hi, Robin, what can I do for you?” Mia Fynn asked, all fake-solicitous with her set visitor. Not that I was bitter.

      “Hi, Mia. I wanted to check things out since I have a few actors on this movie.”

      Her eyebrows rose a fraction. She wasn’t buying it, but I doubted she’d challenge me. “Of course, welcome,” she said, her smile still not reaching her emerald eyes. “Let me know if you need anything.” And with a small nod, she glided away.

      I took in the controlled chaos. For anyone who’s never been on a set, you have your director, assistant director, director of photography, camera folks, and actors (both lead and background, otherwise known as extras). Not to mention wardrobe, hair and makeup, and a bunch of others whose names I could never keep straight, even after five years in the business.

      I spotted a portly gentleman hoisting a camera and decided to begin there. I crossed the park, passing in and out of the artificial lights, my sneakers making whisper sounds in the grass.

      “Excuse me? I’m looking for Jackson McKee,” I said to the back of the man carrying the camera.

      He turned, a quizzical look on his face. “Jackson?” Confusion cleared from his blue eyes. “Oh, do you mean Jack?”

      “Maybe? I’ve never met him,” I confided. “I’m Robin Landon of Landon Talent. I was told to find him on set.”

      “Gotcha.” He hefted his body in a circle, scouting the crowd. He stopped and pointed. “See that man by the RED 8K.” I scanned until I saw the man standing beside the expensive camera on a tripod. “That’s Jack.”

      I nodded and smiled. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      I considered the backside of Jackson McKee as I approached him. He had close-cut brown hair and wore an Imagine Dragons t-shirt stretched tight across well-defined muscles, over jeans molded to a very fine backside indeed. Heat suffused my face.

      Not good, thinking naughty thoughts about the man I was supposed to kill. That sobered me instantly. I stopped about five feet from him.

      “Hi, can I help you?” His chocolate brown eyes searched mine.

      “Um,” I rather eloquently responded.

      Jackson McKee took a few steps toward me. “Are you okay? Do you need something?”

      Only a few inches taller than me and probably late-twenties like me, he radiated coiled strength. He rubbed his jaw, my mind hearing the scrape of his fingers against the stubble, wanting to brush my fingers across it too. My eyes widened at this instant attraction.

      Jackson’s smile faltered. “Ma’am?”

      Ma’am? What was I, his mother? I strode forward, hand outstretched. “Hi, I’m Robin Landon of Landon Talent.”

      His hand closed around mine and held a second longer than customary. His eyes searched my face again. What did he see in my brown eyes that had him so curious? I’d been told often enough through the body language of others that I was a humdrum plain-Jane. Instantly forgettable, someone once said. But Jackson didn’t look at me that way. Not like a frump in jeans with her shoulder-length brown hair in an unassuming pony tail.

      “Hello, Robin Landon of Landon Talent,” he responded formally.

      I burst out laughing.

      Jackson released my hand and smiled. “What can I do for you, Robin?”

      “I’m just checking out the set.”

      He stared at me. Yeah, he caught that the answer made no sense, given I had asked for him by name. He appeared to let it go. “Well, then, welcome to the set.” He shrugged. “Did you want to see something in particular?”

      You with your shirt off, my mind shouted. I blushed again. Good grief, this was ridiculous.

      He smirked and I wondered if the blush was visible in the low lighting. Man, I hoped not. I wasn’t sure how I expected this first meeting to go, but this was not it.

      “Nope,” I finally answered his question. “Just poking around.” That, at least, was true.

      “Okay. I guess let me know if you need anything,” he said, uncertainty in his voice.

      “I will, thanks,” I responded brightly then turned before I shoved my foot any further in my mouth. Did I hear him chuckling as I walked away? What a great first impression. Wait. Why was I trying to make a good impression? That ran completely counter to my goal. I groaned aloud.

      “Robin, are you okay?”

      I sarcastically thanked the universe for increasing the awkwardness of the evening and turned to face Catherine Rodham. Her long blond hair curled down around her shoulders and her blue eyes expressed concern. Huh, that concern was new. Catherine and her Paranormal Talent Agency friends were always so rude to me. I didn’t know how to answer her. Part of me wanted to blurt out the whole sordid mess. I sighed instead. “I’ll be fine. Thanks.”

      If my genuine appreciation surprised her, she hid it well. “Okay, you seem off, is all,” she continued.

      I almost wanted to take offense. But, I worked for a demon. What did I expect? “I’m trying to get a handle on something,” I said. She was an empath of a sort. A magical human lie detector, I’d learned. She’d sense if I lied.

      “I know we haven’t been friendly,” she said, “but if you ever need anything.”

      Both of us looked shocked by her offer and I smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      She nodded and moved away, her face still expressing uncertainty. She wasn’t alone. She and her friends always just tolerated me. Maybe I could ask them⁠—

      I shut down that thought. Barbara would be none too happy if I involved anybody else. And she had spies everywhere. She’d find out, for sure. I let that possibility go. Permanently.

      With unexpected clarity, a plan came to me. I searched the crowd for Jackson again. A thrill of desire snaked through me when I saw him. He was laughing at something a fellow crew member was saying. His perfect white teeth flashed in a captivating smile. I made my way to him.

      “Hello again, Robin Landon of Landon Talent,” he greeted me.

      “Hi, cameraman Jackson McKee,” I responded in kind.

      We both grinned.

      “Would you like to have breakfast or lunch with me tomorrow?” I blurted out the question before I could talk myself out of it. I didn’t know if this was a good idea, but it was all I could come up with. Get close to him and… what? I’d figure it out as I went.

      His eyes widened in surprise. I braced myself for the rejection. “I would love to,” he accepted and my jaw dropped open. “Did you think I’d say no?”

      “Um,” I shook my head, “I didn’t know.”

      “Give me your phone.” I handed it to him. He entered his information. “Send me a text so I’ll have your number. We’ll go to BabyStacks for brunch, if that works for you.”

      Our eyes met and I swore something flared. Desire? This was a dangerous path I’d started down. I ignored the foreboding now flooding through me.

      “It definitely works for me.”
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      I kicked myself for arriving at BabyStacks so early. There was no traffic to speak of and I zipped along Buffalo Drive toward Desert Shores. My heart fluttered when I saw Jackson standing just inside the front door by the hostess station. I scanned the cozy restaurant décor, noting the red-brick-style flooring and natural wood and stone accents throughout. My eyes returned to Jackson. He again wore a pair of jeans and a concert t-shirt. How was he not cold? It was probably his uniform style. I smoothed out nonexistent wrinkles from my purple long-sleeved fitted shirt over leggings and boots.

      “Guess I wasn’t the only one eager for brunch,” he quipped and I chuckled. “I’ve already put my name on the list. When I saw how early I was, I figured I’d go ahead and do so. That way you wouldn’t have had to wait at all,” he explained.

      “That was very gentlemanly of you.”

      “I try.”

      We smiled at each other.

      “Jack, party of two?” The hostess broke the spell. We followed her to a two-top table next to a stone wall. Jackson pulled my chair out.

      “Thank you,” I murmured. He took the wooden chair opposite. We watched each other as the hostess placed menus in front of us. “The hostess called you Jack. Do you prefer that to Jackson?”

      A half-smile flitted on his face. “Normally I do, but I like the way you say Jackson.”

      “You do?” I asked with a flirty smile back.

      “I do.” His voice sounded huskier.

      “Okay, then. Jackson.” We stared at each other. I rubbed my lips together; his eyes followed the movement with interest. Okay, then, indeed! I opened up the menu.

      “Have you been here before?” Jackson asked.

      “I haven’t. I assume you have since you picked it.”

      “I have, but it’s been awhile. The pancakes are awesome, as you’d expect by the name.”

      “I’ll have to try some.”

      After that scintillating exchange, the conversation lulled while we perused the menu and surreptitiously checked the other out. He still had his five o’clock shadow; it worked for him, highlighting the contours of his jawline and kissable lips.

      Kissable? I inwardly rolled my eyes. Time to focus on why I asked him out. Not just because I found him sweet and insanely attractive.

      “How long have you been a cameraman?”

      “A few years. I tried acting first, believe it or not, and hated it.”

      “You hated it?”

      “Turned out I didn’t enjoy the audition process.”

      “I don’t think anybody does.”

      “True. But I also didn’t enjoy memorizing lines.”

      My brow furrowed. “Why did you want to be an actor at all then?”

      He laughed, low and sexy. “I didn’t, to be honest. A photographer told me I had the look for it and I thought it might be fun.”

      I echoed his laughter. “You definitely have the look,” I said. An instant flush crept up my neck. He quirked an eyebrow. “I’m a talent agent. It’s my job to notice.”

      He nodded, but the twinkle in his eyes told me he didn’t buy my explanation.

      “It’s too tough a business if you aren’t committed,” I added.

      “Exactly. I did, however, discover that I enjoyed watching the cameramen. So, I took some classes, did some student films, and ta da, now I’m a full-time cameraman. What about you? How long have you been a talent agent?”

      My smile fell and I swallowed past the lump in my throat. How to explain that I got my agency by signing a pact with a demon?

      “Hey, it’s okay,” he said with concern, reaching to take one of my hands in his. “We’re just getting to know each other. If it’s not something you want to talk about⁠—”

      I rolled my eyes, tried to laugh off the awkwardness. “That’s a long boring story.” I pulled my hand from his when the waitress appeared to take our order.

      His eyes stayed on me as I purposefully kept my own on the waitress. She took the order and departed. I dropped my gaze to my lap. I needed to get this conversation back on track.

      “Tell me about the others on set.”

      Jackson took my conversational redirect in stride and regaled me with his histories with various members of the crew. Slowly the conversation became loose and fun. So, of course, I realized it was time to make it weird again. I needed to remember my goal.

      “Do you know Barbara Knollman?”

      “The Councilwoman?”

      “Yes, that’s her.”

      He shrugged. “I know of her. I’ve seen her on Entertainment Daily but I’ve never met her.” He tilted his head. “Why do you ask?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Why?” He frowned slightly.

      I needed to say something but my thoughts swirled in consternation. Why would Barbara want him dead if he had never met her? Could he have done something he wasn’t aware of?

      “Why do you ask if I know the councilwoman?”

      I decided to provide part of the truth. “I sometimes do work for her,” I started vaguely. “Anyway, she mentioned you the other day.”

      Understanding dawned in his eyes, but there was an undercurrent of something unreadable. He knew more than he was saying, I’d bet money on it. “That’s why you were checking me out on set?”

      “I wasn’t checking you out,” I disagreed. He grinned. “Okay, I was checking you out. But you were checking me out, too,” I reminded him.

      He laughed. “Yes, I was. I freely admit that.”

      “Why?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. Ugh. That sounded pathetic.

      Again, the inscrutable expression, though his face quickly smoothed out. “There’s something about you, Robin.”

      My jaw dropped open and I snapped it shut. This hunk of a man thought there was something about shy, unassuming me? That blew my mind.

      Not that I had low self-esteem or anything, but I understood my strengths. Physical beauty wasn’t one of them.

      I redirected the conversation back to safer ground and the rest of the breakfast passed as expected. For the life of me, I could not understand why Barbara wanted this man dead. When Jackson walked me to my car and hugged me goodbye, promising to call, I made my mind up.

      I would challenge the demon.
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      “What did you say?” Barbara Knollman’s icy tone clashed with her fiery eyes. Did I smell brimstone? I clamped down on my overactive imagination, ignored the acid burning a hole in my stomach. I lifted my chin and met her hard stare.

      “You heard me.” The calm in my voice amazed me. I willed my poker face to stay in place. “Unless you can give me a good answer to why you want Jackson McKee dead, I refuse to kill him.”

      The demon’s red eyes slowly returned to their normal obsidian. Fathomless black holes, I sometimes thought. I withstood the urge to shudder. Barbara smiled, her small, pointed teeth unnerving as always. She stood and leaned over her desk.

      “You are not in a position to refuse,” she responded, her reasonable tone belying the steel beneath.

      “Yes, I am,” I retorted. “What’s the worst you can do?”

      Barbara lifted a single eyebrow.

      My cheeks reddened. Well, yeah, she could probably damn me to hell for all eternity. I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter,” I insisted. “I’m not a killer.”

      “Now I’m confused.” She retook her seat, the fabric of her pants whispering as she crossed her legs with deliberate slowness. “Either you aren’t willing to kill him at all or you’re only willing to kill him for a good reason. Which is it?”

      Her saccharine tone chilled me. “He doesn’t even know you,” I redirected. “None of this makes any sense.”

      Barbara sighed, startling me. “Fine.”

      “Really?”

      “Not that I owe you an explanation,” she continued. “But my visions showed me that his death is necessary.”

      “For what?”

      “For me to achieve my goal.”

      “What goal?” I couldn’t believe how belligerent and demanding I was being. Did I have a death wish this morning?

      “That is not information I plan on sharing.” Barbara stared placidly at me, waiting for my response. I considered it for a half minute, made a show of considering my options.

      “That’s not good enough.” I took a deep, steadying breath, which did not go unnoticed by the demon, who sneered.

      “It’s not?” Her tone remained light, but I didn’t buy it.

      “No. It’s not. I refuse to kill anyone. For any reason.”

      She tilted her head.

      “That wasn’t in our agreement,” I added, hoping to find an end-run around her demand.

      “Are you sure, minion?”

      I hesitated. No, I wasn’t sure. I had been in such a low place when I made the deal. I didn’t remember much about what I had signed in blood. That was bad, right?

      “I gather from your silence that you realize the folly of refusing?”

      Goosebumps rose on my arms. I opened my mouth. How much longer would I live after uttering this next phrase? “I do – and I choose to do so anyway. I refuse to kill anyone. Do what you will.”

      I felt defeated and yet free. She might smite me down, or something like that, but at least I would leave this world not a killer. I gripped the sides of the chair, feared how much it would hurt.

      “Okay,” Barbara responded with a nod. “You won’t kill him.”

      That rendered me speechless. I released my death grip and tried a small smile. “Thank you?”

      “You may leave now,” she said, her black eyes flat.

      I darted from the room, pleased, but wary. The smarter part of me understood I missed something important. I had to have.

      There was no way the demon would allow me to defy her like that.
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      An invitation the next day from Jackson almost distracted me from my terrified waiting-for-the-other-shoe-to-drop feeling. Almost. He had texted with a late invite to dinner. Although he apologized for the last minute text, I understood the unpredictability of a movie shoot.

      I stood now before the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my closet door, evaluating my outfit choice. The weather was mild for December and I thought I could get away with wearing a long-sleeve shirt dress over leggings without a jacket. I kept my hair in its serviceable ponytail and skipped makeup.

      He seemed to like me for me, so I wasn’t going to mess with that. A quick check of my watch told me he would arrive soon.

      Sure enough, the doorbell chimed, and I crossed the stone floor from the bedroom through the living room. My breath caught in my throat when I opened the front door. Jackson looked yummy. My gaze traveled the length of him, from his fitted navy blue button-down shirt to his dark jeans and cowboy boots. His permanent five o’clock shadow begged to be touched. He smiled at my clear appreciation, skin crinkling around his eyes.

      “You look beautiful,” he greeted me.

      “Thanks, so do you.”

      He held his arm out, and I allowed him to lead me to his car, actually a Ford F150 truck. I must have made a noise.

      “Yeah, the truck’s big,” he said. “I like to go camping, plus it’s good for lugging camera equipment around.” He opened the door and helped me into the cab.

      I was rarely in bigger vehicles; I felt incredibly high up. The feeling triggered a giggle. Jackson glanced at me inquisitively. I shook my head.

      “Just marveling at the view from up here.”

      We drove the short bit on South Town Center Drive and turned onto West Charleston Avenue, heading for Red Rock Casino. It was a great complex off-Strip, including a movie theater and bowling alley.

      But, we were headed to 8 Noodle Bar, an Asian fusion restaurant, for dinner. Busy for a weeknight, Jackson maneuvered his behemoth toward the back of a parking lot, near a parking lot light. The dark mountains rose in the distance beyond the casino.

      Jackson hurried around the front of the truck to open my door and help me down. Our eyes locked and a thrill raced through me.

      “Are you hungry?”

      My jaw dropped at his double entendre. I failed to respond around the cotton balls in my mouth.

      He chuckled. “I meant for food.”

      “Of course.”

      “At least right now,” he teased.

      I threaded my arm through his. Before we took two steps, he tensed. I stole a glance at him, wondering what had changed. His eyes had a glassy, far-away look. He slammed to a halt, causing me to stumble. He remained silent. With small movements, he assessed our surroundings.

      Anxiety fluttered in my chest. “Jackson? What’s wrong?”

      He didn’t respond. I looked around, trying to identify the source of his concern. Nothing jumped out. Parked cars. A few people approaching the casino in the distance. Everything seemed normal.

      You know how they say, in times of stress, things move fast yet slow. Turned out that was accurate.

      I glanced up at the parking lot light illuminating us.

      A loud pop broke the silence.

      Jackson threw me to the ground, his body shielding mine.

      A dome of glowing light shimmered like a force field around us.

      Glass shards from the light fixture bounced off the air above us. The lighting unit itself followed. I uttered a choked scream and flung my hands over my head, but the unit bounced harmlessly off the shimmering light and crashed to the ground beside where we huddled.

      My brain struggled to process what happened. That falling light could have killed us, probably should have. How did we not get hit? What was that weird shimmering light surrounding us?

      Jackson shot to his feet, pulling me with him. He seemed satisfied by whatever he saw when he stared into the darkness before hurrying to the truck. He yanked open my door.

      “Get in,” he ordered, before running around to his side of the truck.

      The tires squealed when he backed up. We roared through the lot. Once on Charleston, I risked speaking. “What happened back there?” The silence stretched and I wondered if he would answer.

      “Someone tried to hurt us.”

      “That wasn’t just an accident?”

      He glanced at me, worry etched across his face. “No.”
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      “How do you know?” I asked.

      Jackson turned the truck onto South Town Center Drive. “I felt an energy change.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Someone caused that light to fall.”

      Acid pooled in my belly. Someone tried to kill us? Barbara’s flat smile and obsidian eyes flashed in my mind. “Who would do that?” I asked instead.

      “Someone with telekinesis.”

      “Telekinesis? You mean, someone moved the light with their mind?”

      “Yes.”

      “A witch?” I squeaked the question, unsure how he’d respond.

      He glanced at me again, expression unreadable. “Maybe.”

      “Did you keep the light from hitting us?”

      He entered the code to open my small community’s security gate. “Yes,” he answered. We watched the security arm rise.

      “Are you a witch?” Even though the overall supernatural underworld had been outed a few months ago, most supernatural beings still preferred not to announce their presence to the world.

      He kept his head straight, looking ahead and not at me. “Yes.”

      “You have telekinesis, too?”

      He startled at that and then nodded understanding at what I was asking. “No. I have protection magic.”

      “You created a personal shield for us?”

      We pulled into my driveway and he killed the engine. He turned to face me. “Something like that,” he said with a brief smile. “We need to get into the house and off the street.”

      We exited the vehicle and hastened up the walkway to enter my single-story stucco home. Once I locked the door behind us, my racing heart rate calmed to closer to normal.

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      Jackson released a breath I hadn’t realized he was holding. “Yeah. That would be great.”

      I indicated he could sit on the chocolate-brown loveseat in my small living room and stepped into the kitchen opposite. “Wine okay? I have both white and red.”

      “Red would be great.”

      I poured us each a glass of Merlot. I could hear Jackson moving around. He was at the bay window overlooking the street when I returned to the living room. I paused, shaken at the sight of him standing off to the side, peering through the blinds, guessing from the movies he was trying to make himself a smaller target. A lump formed in my throat. This was all my fault.

      “Here’s the wine,” I announced and set the glasses down on the coffee table in front of the loveseat. Jackson glanced at me before returning to stare out the window. His body tensed when I approached him, which confused me. I hesitantly touched his shoulder. “Hey. Come sit down.”

      He didn’t respond, so I reached to take his hand in mine. “Let’s talk about what happened.” He nodded and I led him to the loveseat.

      We both grabbed our wine like it was water in a desert and took large gulps. Jackson met my eyes. “What do you think happened?”

      The demon tried to kill you? “I’m not sure,” I hedged. “What do you think happened? How did you know that light was going to fall?”

      “Part of my ability comes with an increased sensitivity to the use of magic around me. Right after we started walking, I picked up an energy source.”

      “What kind of energy source?”

      “I wasn’t sure at first. That’s why I stopped walking. I needed to focus on identifying where the mounting energy was coming from. I didn’t know if it was intended for harm initially, but then I knew it was being directed toward us.”

      “How?”

      He gave me a lop-sided smile. “That’s the million dollar question, I suppose. I can feel it and just sort of know where it’ll be sent.” He shrugged. “That’s all I got.”

      “So then you used your… protection magic?”

      “Once I knew it was coming, yes.”

      “That’s when you erected the force field. Or shield? What would you call it?”

      He chuckled. “Either of those works. I imagined a barrier between us and the magic, and then it was there.”

      “Protecting us from both the magic itself and the resulting damaged light falling?” I broke eye contact with him as I pondered. My gut feeling that Barbara hadn’t just accepted my refusal to kill Jackson must have been correct. Who was this new person? A replacement killer?

      “What are you thinking?”

      I resumed eye contact, striving to keep my face a blank. This would be the perfect time to explain my defunct-witch status. But how to begin?

      “You don’t seem very surprised.” Although said in a neutral tone, I felt the question poking around the words.

      “I saw Elizabeth Addison’s expose on Entertainment Daily,” I offered by way of explanation and it worked.

      Jackson laughed. “Yeah, I thought that reporter did a number on us with her morning show. But, I was wrong.”

      “You were?”

      He shrugged. “Despite her big exposé and continuing coverage, nothing’s really changed for any of us, day to day.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Barbara had predicted we’d be brought to light, and she also wasn’t surprised it hadn’t become a big deal. None of which I could say to Jackson.

      Jackson tilted his head. “What?”

      “Just wondering why someone would want to hurt one or both of us.”

      His expression hardened. “I intend to find out.” He placed a hand on my knee. “It’ll be okay. Normally I’d say since I’m a witch, I was the target.”

      No kidding. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’ll talk to the head of the Witches Council about what happened.”

      “There’s a real Witches Council?” Even though I was a nonfunctioning witch, I knew about the Witches Council. But I couldn’t acknowledge it without telling him about me – and about Barbara and her order. Not until I understood what was happening.

      Jackson squeezed my knee. “That reporter doesn’t know the half of what goes on in this town.”

      “No doubt. Wait a minute,” I interrupted myself. “You said ‘normally’ you’d believe you were the target?”

      “You could be the target,” he admitted.

      “What? Why?” My questioning tone only partly feigned.

      “I could tell my magic was drawn to protect you from the first moment I saw you. There’s usually a reason.”

      “Oh.” An ugly thought reared its head and my hands formed fists. Disappointment bubbled at the idea that he wasn’t interested in me, that I’d misread his protection magic as romantic intentions.

      “You’re going to be fine,” he assured me, misinterpreting.

      I uncurled my fingers. “I’m sure I will,” I murmured. “You probably need to go. So you can start investigating.” I rose and he stood awkwardly beside me.

      His eyes showed confusion. “Probably. Rain check?”

      I half-smiled. “Absolutely. Call me?”

      “I will.”

      I strode past him toward the front door. We stood in the open doorway for a moment. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      I nodded, feeling like a bobblehead, but not trusting myself to speak.

      Jackson leaned in to hug me, careful not to get too close as my arms limply went around him. Confusion practically radiated off him. I couldn’t blame him but I couldn’t banish that ugly thought.

      I closed the door, listened to the truck’s engine roar to life and then fade as he moved further and further away.

      A single tear slid down my cheek and I returned to the loveseat, picked my wine glass back up. I downed the rest in one large swallow and considered what I had learned. The ugly thought had told me the truth. Now I understood Jackson’s interest. He had never been interested in me for me. It was his magic telling him I needed protection.

      I remembered our brief encounters. He sure seemed to be into me. Could I have misread his intent all along? I was so confused. Well, just like I told Jackson, investigation was the next step.

      I headed to the kitchen for more wine fortification. I’d need it if I was going to challenge the demon. Again.
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      The déjà vu was strong today. I sat before Barbara Knollman in her office, once again gripping the sides of the leather chair like my life depended on it. Light streamed through the window behind her, the warmth not penetrating the chill on my skin.

      Barbara stared at me, dark eyes revealing nothing. Her hair was pulled back in its typical severe bun and her hands rested on her desk. Waiting.

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. It was now or never. “Did you hire someone else to kill Jackson?”

      Barbara blinked then slowly smiled. The predator visible beneath the calm exterior. “To kill Jackson?”

      Her question-as-answer confused me. “Yes?”

      “Are you sure it was a single target?”

      Barbara’s not so cryptic response floored me. “You were trying to kill us both?”

      Barbara held both hands up. “I did nothing to you; I wasn’t there,” she denied. “Be careful what accusations you throw around without proof, Ms. Landon.”
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