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Odd Jobs: Book One

 

All recovering drug addict and witch Jeremy Ragsdale wants is to shamble on to the next job without any disasters. Instead, the temp agency saddles him with a fellow witch who hates him, an Amazon one violent outburst away from deportation, and a knight from another world as his boss. Even worse, their jack-of-all-trades magic business stumbles upon a conspiracy to kill Desmond the Great, Atlanta’s sexy star magician. Jeremy must prevent it without letting his colleagues know that he not only has ties to the energy vampires behind the plot, but that his past misdeeds might have instigated the attacks.

Despite Jeremy sporting a suit and tie like a good witch, his lies snowball to bite him in the ass. The lack of trust brewing between him and his teammates could cost Desmond his life and Jeremy his progress on the straight and narrow path if his secrets are revealed. Because no matter how much Jeremy has reformed, there’s still enough bad witch in him to kill anyone who messes with him or the people he cares about.
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Chapter 1

 

 

JEREMY PEEKED over the windowsill as a tall dark-haired man rummaged through the backseat of a car with a rental tag. Despite Georgia being one of the few states free of the cold wave hitting the US in early fall, he wore a long trench coat that made Jeremy sweat just looking at it. When an older passerby struggling with a grocery sack walked down the sidewalk near the stranger, the man ran to help her cross the street. Polite is a good start. Could my new boss be an actual good person? No, Jeremy had to be barmy to fall into that trap again. His last boss was surprisingly pleasant until he stuck two fingers up the crack of Jeremy’s pants and pretended it was a clumsy accident. Jeremy didn’t care if the new chap helped little old ladies through traffic, he was done blindly trusting employers who turned out to be scum. Hot breath touching the back of Jeremy’s neck made him jump.

“Is that him?”

Jeremy glared down at Simone, who was similarly crouched. “Yes, so stop breathing on me.” He batted at her to move away. The temp agency sponsored by the nosy do-gooding Council had to trap them on a fourth job together. “Why can’t you ever remember personal space?”

“Because I don’t respect you enough to care.” Simone crawled on her hands and knees and forced Jeremy to scoot over to give her room. “He’s not bad-looking.”

“All I ask is that he keeps his hands to himself.” Jeremy slipped a hand into his pants pocket, where his switchblade rested. He had given it a thorough scrubbing after pressing it into Grabby Hands’s nostril. Jeremy glared out the window. “I won’t tolerate a repeat of my last hell.” He heard no response and turned to his coworker, who was now quiet.

Simone stared at him and then shook her head. “You still carry around that switchblade, don’t you?”

“My belongings are none of your concern.”

Her face scrunched up. “Who raised you?”

“A woman who doesn’t judge other witches’ athames.” Jeremy looked at his watch. Since magic-for-hire figureheads were usually flashy mages who thrust out their staffs or wands at bad things while less powerful witches did paperwork, it was a shock the new man had come in before they officially opened. “He’s punctual, which is more than I can probably say about our paychecks.”

Simone groaned. “I can’t believe I got stuck on another job with the asshole-attractor.”

“Says the other jinx. Call me if we get a job or if the building is on fire.” Jeremy left the lobby and headed toward his private office. No matter how many times he requested information, the temp agency had barely told him anything about this Clive he’d been sent to work for, other than he was a wizard from another world. That meant no crime ties unless the boss quickly made seedy friends. No. He shouldn’t make assumptions. Every magic-for-hire job had gone wrong in the most disastrous of ways. Jeremy sighed heavily. Optimism be damned.

Snatches of Simone eagerly introducing herself, as if she believed the otherworlder wouldn’t run home after two months, came through the cracked opening of Jeremy’s door. He could hear pleasantries exchanged, and the promises that they would enjoy working together in the future. What bollocks. When footsteps approached his door and someone knocked softly on it, putting off the inevitable was no longer an option.

“A moment of your time, Mr. Ragsdale?”

“If I must,” Jeremy said.

The door pushed open fully, and Clive blinked at shelves from floor to ceiling lined with jars, packets large and small, various crystals, and other assortments of magical objects that were part of Jeremy’s personal collection. It was an inventory that any witch or wizard in any world would envy. “This is not what I was….”

“Not the level of competence you were expecting from the reject the agency sent you?” Jeremy crossed his arms. “I’m not offended. The feeling is mutual.” He sat a small box on his desk and placed his hands on his hips. He tapped his pointer finger on a silver pocket watch under the line of his gray vest. “Are you here for a particular reason?”

“I wanted to assure you that no matter what sort of job you experienced in the past, I wish your time in my employ to be enjoyable.”

Jeremy narrowed his eyes. “Define enjoyable.”

“Congenial and lucrative.” Clive flashed a bright smile, as if no one had ever questioned his motives before.

If his naiveté isn’t an act, he’ll be dead in a week. “Concentrate on business, and we’ll get along fine.”

“What else would I focus on?”

“You’d be surprised.” Maybe he’s not the type, and I can go my first day without threatening to kill him. Jeremy stood silently for a long moment and glanced at the door. That means leave.

“It was nice meeting you. Oh, by the way, my name is Clive.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Jeremy muttered but kept the distance between them.

Clive tipped his head and left the room.

As Clive disappeared into the hall, Jeremy briefly wondered what it would be like if Clive managed to pull his weight and turned the business into a success. It had been a long time since Jeremy could trust his coworkers not to get him killed. He smiled ruefully. It was in the best interest of all parties that Clive got his fill of aiding those troubled by magic and then moved on. Jeremy didn’t need another death on his head if Clive truly meant to play hero.

 

 

THE OUT to Lunch sign with a wide smiley face was the most cheerful part of Clive’s day. Breathing a sigh of relief at the imminent break from hours of awkward silence, suspicious stares in his direction, and several mishaps in hooking up the Internet, he locked the front door of the shop. Try as she might, Simone’s warmth couldn’t hide the fact that she expected him to fail at everything, and Mr. Ragsdale had made as little contact with him as possible. As soon as the clock struck twelve for lunch, his employees sped off in opposite directions. He was sure he hadn’t caused any insult, and sniffing his armpits just in case only provided a normal midday smell, nothing untoward. Confused, Clive returned to his own car and drove to a restaurant where nostalgic tales of battles and a sympathetic ear regarding Earth Realm’s strange intricacies awaited him.

 

 

“I FELT murderous intent when I walked through the door, and it turned out to be one of my employees,” Clive told his fellow knight, Mia, as they sat in a restaurant filled with mounted animal heads and fishing equipment. He didn’t trust the rowboat dangling over their heads, but Mia assured him it would remain secured to the ceiling. “I know I’ve changed over the years, but I doubt I’ve become someone people want to kill before a first meeting.”

Mia’s beer sloshed past the edges of the bottle’s rim as she laughed. “They’ve been through a nasty set of employers.” Unlike Clive, sitting in civilian clothes without the protection of thick leather or armor didn’t bother her. The vibrant blue of her pants and shirt edged in beaded cuffs attracted the gaze of several patrons. Its shimmer in the overhead lights looked so familiar that Clive squinted to see it closely.

His breath caught. “Is that your Sky Cloak?”

Mia grinned wickedly. “You’d be amazed what a dwarf who knows his way around fairy cloth can do.” She shrugged. “I got tired of it hanging around my closet, and since there’s no chance of me going back, I decided to be bold.”

Shaving your head is bold. Desecrating the symbol of your family and…. Clive blinked. Ohhhhh. Well, that’s one way to get back at them. He cleared his throat. “How did the dwarf manage to cut it?”

“Clippers made from sharpened basilisk teeth.”

“In this world?”

“Yep.”

Everyone had told him that he would practically be living in squalor in such a low-magic realm like Earth, but it didn’t lack all the comforts from his old world. “So where was I before you shocked me with this outfit I know you wore on purpose today? Ah, I was complaining about the demoralized castoffs I didn’t know I had to employ until half the paperwork for acquiring my business was signed.”

“Consider it a public service that works toward your green card.”

Clive leaned forward. “Is there any way I can trade them for people who respect me?”

“Not for the first year. You’ll get used to them.”

He shuddered. “They’re always watching, waiting for me to do something wrong. Especially Mr. Ragsdale.”

Mia’s eyes widened. “Tell me you didn’t get a woman named Simone Machado assigned to you too.”

Knots formed in Clive’s stomach, as if he needed any more stress. “If I did?”

One thing Clive didn’t miss from his home was the slanted gaze Mia used to give him when they were surrounded by evil mages she blamed his bad luck for attracting. The same look she was giving him right then. “Why do these things only happen to you?”

In Clive’s peripheral vision, a man pointed at the TV and began speaking excitedly. It was the distraction he wanted instead of confronting the bad news that awaited him, so Clive turned to see a man on-screen dressed in a white tuxedo flicking cards into doves. He bowed while taking off his top hat just as barely dressed men and women whipped long red sheets in the air. They swirled into a cape that landed delicately on the man’s back. Black hair billowed around his face as he drew a wand, summoning true magic. The man held a finger over his mouth, and then everything behind him went dark. Smoke enveloped the man, and he was replaced by the name Desmond the Great with a website underneath where fans could purchase tickets.

The mostly mortal eaters in the restaurant calmly went back to their meals as if nothing shocking had happened. “How can he practice so openly?” Clive hissed to Mia. The Council had made it clear to him during his immigration interview that he was not to even magically light a candle in front of a camera.

“Mortals here see him as those charlatans in the pointy hats who create pretty illusions for entertainment.”

“No one told me that was an option.”

“It isn’t. He was born in this world. I would stay away from him if I were you. His aura is pure black, and even the Witches’ Council steps carefully around him.”

Clive sank into the cushioned booth seat. “It must be nice to be flashy and not worry about being deported.”

“It’s your first day after the orientation period, and you’re already considering fame.”

“I envy his freedom, not his popularity.” Clive flicked the thin round cardboard under his glass. “It takes a while to get used to not using magic for these small things.” Most tavern keepers placed simple stain-prevention spells all around their establishments if they could afford it.

“I don’t miss cleaning after horses every day, or stepping in shit.”

Clive laughed. “That’s the truth.”

“So what’s your next step?”

He should have known that Mia wouldn’t let him change the subject for long. “I hope my latest employee shows up with more positivity. Now that I’ve whined and remembered that a few hiccups in this world are still many times better than the ungodly mess we left behind, I will bravely finish the day.” Clive held up his bottle. “But tomorrow I will win my employees over with earnestness and initiative.” He scratched his chin. “There aren’t too many other worlds I can run to if I fail.”

“May your sword kiss their blood… wait, no bloodshed.” Mia’s mouth wrinkled in thought as she must have been trying to recite a saying not about battle. “Ah. May your business acumen kiss their loyalty.”

“I’ll accept it.”

They clinked their bottles together.

The server came by with a tray and deposited their plates on the table.

Clive frowned at the golden brown food in front of him. “This is the vegetable platter?” He poked one of the firm odd-shaped lumps with a hint of green peeking under the crust.

“The veggie platter is fried.” The server’s hands hovered near his plate. “Do you want me to swap it for another dish?”

“No,” Mia said with a wide smile. “He’s new to town, and this is his first time trying foods like this.”

The server winked at her. “If you’re sure, I’ll leave y’all, but please let me know if you change your mind.” She walked off, and Clive eyed his devious fellow knight.

“You knew what I ordered.”

“Yes, I did.” Mia pointed at the plate. “Go on and be a good Southerner.”

Clive looked at his food in disbelief. “The description said pickles too.”

“Welcome to Georgia.”

 

 

CLIVE ADJUSTED his tie as all three employees sat in front of his desk. The Amazon, Edarra, sat a few inches over her coworkers’ heads, but she was just as fidgety as them. “I suspect that you’ve worked with other companies where the conditions were not ideal. I assure you that Witches for Hire will run smoothly, and I will lend you my ear to suggest improvements,” said Clive. All three employees looked away from him and creaked in their seats. Clive entwined his hands under his chin. “I want us to operate as close as family.”

Ragsdale winced and Simone groaned.

Edarra did a half shrug. “I like being a family.”

“With two strikes, you’d like pineapple skin,” Ragsdale muttered. “I’m sorry, but the best way we can get along is to treat this place as only a business and keep things impersonal.”

“I like your gumption, but let’s avoid words like family.” Simone aimed a glance at Jeremy that was no friendlier than his. “That’s not possible for some of us.”

“That we agree on,” Ragsdale said.

Of course there’s tension between these two. Clive wanted to roll his eyes to the ceiling, but it would seem disingenuous after his speech. For the love of all Praian gods, please don’t let it interfere with me obtaining my citizenship. He cleared his throat. “As I said, I hear your fears, and I’ll find a way to create a working relationship that all of you are comfortable with.”

“I can live with that,” Simone said.

Edarra nodded.

Everyone stared at Jeremy expectantly. His shoulders slumped as he sighed so heavily that Clive worried he would pass out from such a large expulsion of air. “If I must.”

I can’t expect miracles with this bunch, so I’ll take whatever little improvements I can get, Clive thought. “I think we’re off on the right foot.”

 

 

JEREMY WATCHED Simone ready her coffeepot with her back to him as the water in his teapot, delicately painted with butterflies, came to a boil in the small kitchenette. “Eventually Edarra will be too busy on a case, which means we will have to assist each other. I believe speaking will be a requirement.”

“I can only wish that day comes later rather than sooner.” Simone still wouldn’t look at him.

“Do you think I wanted that night to end so badly?”

Simone slammed a box of sugar cubes on the counter as she finally faced him. “It doesn’t matter what you wanted. I killed a dude in front of my kids because God knows what those assholes were going to do to us. But you—” She smiled and shook her head as she turned back to her coffee. “It happened, and despite the piece of shit that you are, I’ll do my job properly.”

The truth was on the tip of Jeremy’s tongue. What he had done, what their only good boss had done to protect him. “I—”

“That smells delicious. Do you mind sharing?” Clive grinned obtusely.

Jeremy’s shoulders hunched. It serves me right for having this conversation here. “This is from my personal stock.” He took his cup and teapot and hurried to his office, closing the door with his foot. Ruining his day further by letting his tea grow lukewarm was unacceptable. I’m being silly. The trouble blew over, and telling her the truth would only endanger her again. Jeremy placed his teapot on his desk and poured the bubbling water into his cup. All I have to do is get through today, and then the next one. If the wizard is too much trouble, I can get myself fired and move on from this bloody nonsense.





Chapter 2

 

 

JEREMY EXPECTED Clive to fail spectacularly, like the others, and no customers slowed the hours. Jeremy felt as if he was trapped in a time hex. Numerous varieties of crushed leaves and powders lay on his desk, open for just one person to come in. Couldn’t someone take a chance on our brand-new and cheaper equivalent to all the other bigger and better magic problem solvers? If he went into the lobby, Simone would either passive-aggressively ignore him, or he would be forced to listen to her lovey-dovey conversations with her husband. Werewolf bond or not, people being that happy in a relationship were creepy.

His phone line beeped, and Clive’s voice came through. “Do you have a tablespoon of ram’s horn shaving and a bundle of soapwort?”

Jeremy snapped forward and nearly knocked his precious tube of bat cream off his desk. He took a deep breath before pressing the button to speak. “I’ll have it measured out shortly.” Jeremy released the button and pumped his fist in the air. “Finally, work!” In minutes, he had the ingredients for ending a boggart invasion combined in a small burlap bag and brought them to Clive’s office, where a nervous woman knotted the strap of her purse in her lap.

“I’ve never done this before,” the woman said, her voice barely louder than the air-conditioning.

“You did the right thing comin’ to us,” Jeremy said in a Southern drawl he had picked up from prime-time cop shows. Those who had little dealing with magic tended to blab more about his activities to paparazzi, and a fake accent made people question their eyes when they laid them on Senator Ragsdale’s son.

Clive’s ingratiating smile toward the client became awkward as it was obvious he was adjusting to Jeremy’s meager disguise. “My associate is correct.”

“My boyfriend thinks I’m crazy.” The client pointed at the ceiling to indicate her infested home. “I know something’s up there, and it isn’t rats.”

“We wouldn’t have taken your case if we thought it was common vermin,” Jeremy assured her. “As a matter of fact, I’ve seen a bad case of boggarts where the property owner woke up to them chewing his ear off.” He shuddered as he looked off into space, remembering the client from his first job coming to them with blood-soaked bandages wrapped around his head. “That poor bastard.” He returned his attention to the woman. “You see, face wounds always bleed more.”

Covering her mouth in horror, the client turned wide eyes to Clive. “You said it was a minor problem.”

“Mr. Ragsdale!” Clive took the spell bag out of Jeremy’s fingers, a deep frown forming a line down his forehead. He gently gave the bag to her. “The point is that you won’t have to worry anymore if you follow our instructions.”

“And if you don’t pave over another one of their habitats. That’s how they got his other ear,” Jeremy murmured.

“Thank you for bringing these materials, Jeremy. I don’t want to keep you from the rest of your work.”

Jeremy awkwardly patted the client’s shoulder. “I should be leaving. We have more cases, but I promise, no one is getting their face eaten.” He left Clive’s office while combing through the conversation to find where he had said the wrong thing. Maybe he wanted me to be less honest for her comfort. He blinked. It had been so long since he worked for anyone who cared that he had forgotten how to be considerate. Jeremy made a mental note. Don’t scare the client. Down the hall, light laughter trickled from the lobby. I’m not the only person bringing bad habits with them. He walked to the lobby door and twisted the handle quietly. Inside, Simone sat eating a sandwich with her head tilted in the direction of her phone, from which Clive’s voice emanated. Jeremy tiptoed closer until he stood right behind her chair with his arms crossed. “I don’t think you have permission to listen in.”

Simone waved at him to be silent.

“My associate might not have stated his warning in the best way, but it would be wise to keep construction outside your house to a minimum,” Clive said.

“I have friends in Alabama. I can go stay with them, and—oh God, is my face gonna be eaten?” their client asked.

“There is no need for anything that drastic, ma’am. Sprinkle these at the four cardinal points of the house, and you should be fine. You can get a handle on this, I promise.”

“You’re sure?” The client’s voice came out in a squeak.

Simone shook her head at Jeremy. “Jeez, you put the fear of the woobie into her.”

He pursed his lips. “I got a little carried away.”

“I’m bored out of my mind too.” Simone grabbed a folded paper from the top of her desk and flipped it so Jeremy could see it was a check. “But this made me happy.” She waved the check in the air. “On time for the second week and the right amount.”

The on-time payments had been the most unsettling thing about Witches for Hire. Because that, added in with their boss’s unchanging pleasant demeanor…. Jeremy twiddled his thumbs. “What if he really is a good person?”

“We keep him in business and stop him from getting himself killed.” Simone looked as if she was thinking about saying more but stayed silent for a long minute. When she spoke again, she looked Jeremy in the eye. “First we have to help him get his green card, which means pushing our asses to help him complete his heroic acts.”

“A task that requires cooperation,” Jeremy said softly. “I’m willing to do it, but you’ve spoken your peace about me at length.”

“Fine. We’ll rely on each other for now, but if you hold back important info that leads to someone trying to kill me again, I will have your ass.”

Jeremy’s eyebrow rose. “That is the most unromantic proposition I’ve ever heard.”

The side of Simone’s lips quirked, but she sucked the smile right off her lips. She pointed at the hall doorway. “Go back to your office before I change my mind.”

Jeremy turned on his heel but stopped midway. “What about Edarra? How can we rely on her when she has two strikes?”

“We’ll come to that bridge when it happens. Now shoo.” Simone waved Jeremy away, and Jeremy left, wondering how they could keep history from repeating itself.

 

 

MOST OF the cultural integration classes had been ridiculous, but for once, watching all those movies and reading that children’s book about MacDonald’s farm came in handy. It was as if the stories were unfolding in front of Edarra on the property they had arrived at. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “Those are a lot of animals.” Goats, sheep, horses, cows, and various smaller animals crawled, walked, and flew along the property they had been called to, blocking most of the driveway. It was her first job in the field with Jeremy. Simone couldn’t stand him and had told her not to trust him if he said the sky was blue. That was probably good advice. Very few honest witches continuously smelled of sage and mineral water. Not once had he walked into the office without the scent of a recent cleansing spell about him. In her old world, only fugitives from the law were so secretive. “We’ll park here and go on foot the rest of the way.”

They got out of the car, taking in the chaos.

Jeremy shook his head at the different kinds of animals. “No wonder the client is getting so many animal-control complaints.”

Instead of following Jeremy to the house, Edarra told him to go on without her. If the cause was outside, it would have to be where the animals were clustered the thickest. Edarra chose a spot where she couldn’t see any separation between fur and feathers. As she made her way past the gravel road and to the newly made dirt path in the grass yard, it was harder not to step on the smaller creatures. Sometimes her foot became part of the journey for ducklings and turtles who didn’t care how big she was. In the middle of it all was a large brown horse, standing calmly. It looked normal and didn’t give off any of the magic that saturated the air. She stepped closer, hoping not to spook it, and her toes itched as the magic grew stronger. Underneath the horse was a disturbed circle of dirt with a leaf popping out of it.

Is that what I think it is? Edarra frowned. I don’t think fey with pure enough blood to give birth to that are allowed in this realm. “This is not in my pay grade.”

“The client is giving us carte blanche to get rid of this mess—fuck me, is that a fairy tree?” Jeremy, who must have changed his mind about checking in with the client first, squatted by Edarra’s foot. He stretched his neck out to get a better view. “It is.” He straightened. “Thoughts?”

“You get a box from the owner while I dig it out, and then we’ll contact the fey.”

Jeremy looked around, past the animals, squinting as if something else might jump out at them. “I agree, except we do the second part when we reach the office. Calling them now might attract poachers before we hit the road.” He pointed his thumb at the horse. “Good luck with that.”

When Jeremy was gone, Edarra stared at the animals with her hands on her hips. I left my world so I wouldn’t have to herd a bunch of stupid creatures. Blowing out her breath, she punched her fist into her open palm. “Let’s get started.” Cautiously, she reached for the horse’s flank. It eyeballed her and only swished its tail in response. It must be entranced by the tree, she thought. That meant the darn thing wouldn’t move on its own. Edarra glanced at the house. She blocked out her surroundings so she could focus on the windows. The shadows inside sharpened into the owner, who had his back to her in the entranceway. Good. She gave her attention back to the horse and clicked her teeth. No movement. Edarra slid her hand up the horse’s back until she was petting its mane. “Sorry about this, fella.” Securing her arms around its middle, she hoisted it into the air over her head, making sure to avoid its kicking legs while it squealed, free of docility. Edarra walked ten feet and settled the horse on the ground again. It tried to rear up, but she pressed her weight on it, forcing it to still. “Calm down,” she said repeatedly until the horse stopped moving on its own. She stepped back inch by inch. The large animal grunted and swung its head toward her. After several minutes, it returned to its trancelike state.

“Now with that over with….” Edarra returned to the sapling, but a Great Dane stood over it. “Dammit.” It took multiple rearrangings, but the animals eventually gave up blocking her, and she could examine the tree in peace. Edarra dug her finger in the dirt surrounding the plant and closed her eyes. Nearly a hundred different heartbeats thrummed against her skin. She used both hands to carefully scoop dirt to the side, and only stopped when Jeremy set the box beside her. “What took you so long?”

“The client needed calming after looking out the window and seeing your strong-woman routine.” Without being asked, he scooped the piled dirt in the box.

In the hole, more of the tree had emerged, tiny buds hanging off the branches. One bud fell off and rolled to the edges of the hole. The leafy pod remained unbroken around the fairy baby inside it, so Edarra pulled a vine out of the ground and twisted it onto a branch with the least number of buds. She picked up the fallen bud and tied it to the other end of the vine. After the tree stood completely exposed, Edarra lifted it up and deposited it in the dirt-laden box. Luckily its base was strong enough to stand on its own, so Edarra only had to worry about any buds she had missed. She thrust her hands into the bottom of the hole, but there were no more vibrations. “I’m done.”

Jeremy wrapped the box with tape, and then the tape itself glowed red with a sealing spell. “I’ll take care of the farm our client never wanted.” He stood and put two fingers in his mouth, letting out a shrill whistle that grew lower and lower. After the animals quieted, Jeremy withdrew a wand from under his shirt. He muttered words that Edarra couldn’t quite catch even with better hearing than a human’s, and the animals dispersed as one, an army of furry butts galloping away. Jeremy shook his head at Edarra. “Can’t control your strength, my ass.” He picked up the box with a smirk in her direction and headed to the car.

“What’s that about?” Edarra dusted off her arms and hands. It was a good thing it hadn’t rained for several days. She returned to the car to see that Jeremy had the package wedged on the back floor so it wouldn’t move. Edarra started the car and drove away from the trampled-looking but animal-free property. She glanced at Jeremy. I’m positive I didn’t do anything wrong, and I used the appropriate strength. Is there a protocol in this world that I missed? Is he going to report me to the Council if I messed up that badly? “What did I do wrong?”

“Huh?” Jeremy stopped looking at the scenery passing by his window and turned to her.

“You said something about my strength.”

“Yeah. You’re supposed to be a screwup who breaks everything she touches, but you need insane control to pull off that job perfectly like you did.”

Edarra grinned. So I did do it well. Her smile vanished. “Why did you laugh?”

“Because it means you pretended to have accidents when you really hurt those people on purpose.”

Edarra scratched the back of her neck. Darn those two strikes! I can’t threaten to smush him if he talks. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Jeremy raised his hands. “I haven’t seen you display any anger issues, so they probably had it coming.” He sat back in his seat and sighed. “It’s a shame. With our boss’s compassion and all of our skills, Witches for Hire could have been successful.”

“Why won’t it be?” she cautiously asked. There was no hint of blackmail in his words, so maybe he truly meant to mind his own business.

“The good bosses don’t live unless they’re packing serious power.”

Edarra’s sigh mirrored Jeremy’s. “He does seem a little naïve and weak. He doesn’t even carry his staff on him all the time.”

“And Clive doesn’t have a large enough support system to kill anyone who targets him.”

“You don’t know that for a fact.”

“I know the look of otherworlders who left their world with practically nothing but the clothes on their backs.” Jeremy’s eyes shifted away from her.

Edarra cleared her throat. “If you say so.” This witch is a little too observant. More homes lined the road as she drove, giant black spiders hanging from roofs and fake tombstones decorating lawns. Halloween had been exciting her first year in the Earth Realm, and the only disappointment had been finding out that adults weren’t supposed to trick-or-treat. It didn’t matter that the money in her pockets was her only possession when she moved here; the new home she’d gotten in exchange had been worth it.

 

 

MAYBE THE future isn’t truly dire, Jeremy thought as Simone smiled at the box Edarra had placed on her desk. “It’s as good a start as any,” he muttered.

Simone gasped. “You had a positive thought and didn’t melt!”

“I have them from time to time.”

Clive poked his head in the lobby from the hall. “Actually, I have some bad news. I need the security system adjusted to allow a demon inside to pick up the tree.”

Jeremy’s smile wilted. Five minutes plus the drive home seemed to be the allotted happiness he was allowed. “Why a demon?” He checked his watch. If the hiring agency was still open, perhaps he could make his case to quit without being dropped from the program.

Clive rubbed his hands together. “It’s someone working for the fey, but demon promises are as strong as theirs. She swore us no harm.”

“Your reassurance would go over better if demons didn’t take souls,” Jeremy said. If I go on the interstate, I can be there in twenty minutes.

“They must have needed the big guns to protect their babies,” Simone said. “Jeremy could just lift part of the barrier on the lobby, and the rest of us could wait safely in the inner offices.”

Jeremy side-eyed Simone. She stared right back at him with her lips set in resolve. Of course she’s demanding I brave it out too. “Who will be delivering the tree?”

“I will,” Clive answered. “It’s my risk to take for allowing the demon to enter.”

“I’ll wait by his side,” Edarra said.

“I’ll go turn off our only defense against Hell’s minions,” Jeremy mumbled as he headed to his office. They’re both insane. Jeremy locked his door behind him and walked to his bookshelf. He pulled it away from the wall and bent down to press his hand on the wood paneling. A wooden square came off in his hand, revealing a small loom with hair weaved through it. “If you guys really want to persuade me that good things aren’t followed by dire consequences, perhaps turning off a demon barrier might not be the way to go.” He shook his head. I will not fall into that trap of hope again, he thought as he freed the ivory pen-thick hair that had taken him years to find.

 

 

AT EXACTLY four, a woman in black leather clothing with ice-blue hair that curled around her head in a misleading halo walked through the door. She didn’t take her sunglasses off as she approached Edarra, who was sitting in Simone’s seat.

Contrary to Clive’s earlier words easing his employees’ worries, his foot was within inches of his staff beneath Simone’s desk. Demons weren’t a foreign sight to Clive. In his world, they usually dressed as harmless citizens to draw in prey, or they went far in the opposite direction to ensure that no lowly human approached them lightly. This demon had obviously chosen the latter. As close as she was, though, the Trakarra ring Clive had pierced through his nipple shouldn’t have been tingling with so much power. Only five of the ring’s eleven sigils had ever flared against his skin, and that was caused by a demon just under the rank of demonlord. All of the sigils he had been trained to painstakingly sense in order to preserve his life warmed in this demon’s presence. The only reason she would be so powerful was if she was residing in the Earth Realm in her true flesh and not a possessed body.

“Are you the one who secured it?” the demon asked Edarra, blatantly ignoring Clive with her back turned to him.

Edarra nodded.

“I’m surprised you didn’t steal a few buds. Everyone else would have made me pay an arm and a leg.” She smiled. “Then I would have made them pay the same. It’s rare that I collect them without shedding blood.”

“Artemis does not condone slavery, and I will punish it if I witness it,” Edarra said adamantly.

The demon tilted her head. “You mean that. Humans can never appreciate the freedom of magical creatures.” She finally looked at Clive, her sunglasses sliding down to reveal pure black irises rimmed in bloodred.

Despite knowing his words didn’t matter to her, Clive spoke up. “That is a sentiment shared by this human.”

“We’ll see.” The demon slapped a lumpy velvet bag on the desk. “Your payment. My employer will also honor a favor in Edarra’s name. If we have future problems, I’m told that we will consider your firm.”

Edarra bowed her head. “We are honored.”

Clive bowed his head too, but the demon was already walking away with the fairy tree in hand. When she was gone, he let out his breath. “I think that was her actual body.”

Edarra’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

“That’s not something we would have allowed in my own world.”

“Earth Realm gets stranger and stranger.”

As Clive emptied the bag on the counter, a diamond as big as his thumbnail and dark pink stones so deep with color that he couldn’t see the counter’s wood beneath them tumbled out. So many priceless jewels because human money meant nothing to the fey. He pushed the larger diamonds and whichever stones looked the most expensive toward Edarra.

“Um….” Edarra frowned at the gems as if Clive was going to snatch them back.

He stepped away a little so she understood that they were hers. I think I still underestimate what horrible people Edarra and the others worked for. “You did the most work, so you get the largest share.”

“Thank you, sir!” Edarra scooped her haul into a sandwich bag and stuffed it inside her vest. Clive almost warned her about leaving such valuables easy to get to, but chuckled at himself for even having the thought. If someone was dumb enough to rob her, that was their great misfortune.





Chapter 3

 

 

FAST BEATS and a mostly bleeped-out woman’s voice singing the details of her night of drinking shook the car’s windows. As the singer repeated the chorus, Jeremy didn’t share her need to pee in a hotel pool at 4:00 a.m., but she did help him win the battle over his drooping eyelids.

Simone spun the volume down as low as it would go. “She sucks, and that DJ can’t mix for shit either.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “I’m not paying a ten-dollar cover charge for it. I just want to stay awake.” He checked his watch again. “Do you want to check on her?” The parking lot had been deserted since the mall closed, and the client was twenty minutes late. The car was under an illusion so security wouldn’t hassle them, and so far their only company were floodlights and a driver making a U-turn.

Suddenly, the entrance door facing them slammed open. Jeremy and Simone tensed in their seats, but it was only their client, in a red apron and waving her hands for them to rush to her.

“You think she laid eyes on it?” Jeremy whispered as he got out of the car.

The young woman continued signaling for them to come inside.

Simone shook her head. “If she saw it, she’d be freaking the hell out, not just waving.”

As soon as they reached her, the client breathlessly pointed inside the dimly lit service door. “He came back again. I still couldn’t see his face, but I heard him scrambling near Taco Bell. Hurry before he makes a bigger mess.”

Jeremy exchanged a glance with Simone, then said to the client, “You stay here, and we’ll take care of it.”

“If he’s some pervert, you guys can hurt him a little, right?”

“We’ll take that into consideration.” Simone held out her hand. “Do you have the keys?”

“Yeah, I got them in my pocket.” The client dumped a clinking pile of keys into Simone’s hand. She stepped out of the way. “Is that everything I’m supposed to do?”

“We’ll let you know if we need anything more.” With his wand in one hand, Jeremy pulled open the door with his free one. Simone followed him inside, and they waited until the girl was out of sight before speaking.

“It’s kind of an asshole thing not to tell her what’s in here.”

“The asshole thing would be to spring her dead sister on her.” Simone shook her head. “I really wish people wouldn’t perform last rites from weird religious texts they find online.”

“It was bad luck her keys dropping in grave dirt too.”

“This girl is getting a steal given how little money we’re taking for this job. Everyone else except Levi would have charged her triple.”

“May we please talk about something else?” Jeremy stepped forward, glad that he didn’t have to bypass family chains in the empty hallways.

“Okay. How’s the life you don’t have?”

Jeremy stopped and peeked around the corner. Nothing moved. “Splendid. How is the family I unwillingly have to hear about every day?” He kept walking.

“In good health. I can’t complain.”

A bottle of taco sauce rolled across the floor in front of them. “Hello, little stalker,” Jeremy whispered. He pointed at the coffee kiosk, and they ducked behind the counter.

Simone opened her bag and took out a bedsheet. She unfurled her end and tossed the other side to Jeremy.

Out of sight, pans banged, and a woman grunted as more condiments crashed to the floor. A brief head nod between them, and Jeremy held up the keys. As soon as he jangled them, the noise stopped. They crouched down as the sound of hands and feet slapping the floor headed toward them.

Around the corner of the kiosk, a woman’s pale face appeared, sniffing the air. Yellow eyes locked on them, and the revenant’s body dipped to the floor while her elbows and knees bent like a frog preparing to leap. She jumped, but Simone and Jeremy whipped the sheet open and slammed her back down with it.

Jeremy wrapped as much of his side of the sheet over the undead woman as he could. Simone mirrored his movements, and they quickly tied the ends together. Nails imprinted under the cloth, so Jeremy slammed his foot on the revenant’s hand.

Simone yanked out her folded blue tarp, hastily straightening it to cover the sheet.

What little of the undead woman’s mind that was intact probably realized she had fallen into a trap, and she fought harder. As they slipped the tarp underneath her body, a leg clipped Jeremy’s stomach. He rolled his body on top of her, so she had less room to thrash. A muffled screeching vibrated his ears.

“Oops.” Simone’s grip broke.

With only one person holding her, the revenant crawled away while Jeremy still clutched its neck. When Jeremy jammed his hand under her chin, the revenant’s jagged teeth could only bite air. “Bugger all, Simone!”

“It was too strong!”

“Excuses do me no good right now!” The revenant slammed him against the wall. “Do something! I can’t hold on for long!”

“I don’t know what to do since I’m so weak and helpless.”

Simone’s out-of-character words shocked Jeremy enough that he briefly took his eyes off the revenant to look at his coworker. She stood, calmly watching. Anger gave Jeremy the strength to hang on even when the revenant’s clawed hands dug into the wall and she began climbing it like a spider. She did it on purpose! Oh fuck this, I don’t need her help. Jeremy freed one hand and dug inside his back pocket for the stake. His legs swung down, but he got them wrapped around the revenant’s waist again. Going for her heart from behind would be harder, but he had no choice. Focusing his magic on the stake to pierce with greater strength, Jeremy drove it into the revenant’s back, the wood sinking in her heart like tearing through paper. The thrashing ceased. Jeremy and the revenant dropped to the floor. He pointed his wand down to thicken the air, softening his landing and saving him from a broken neck. Next to him, the revenant’s torso lay twisted in the opposite direction from her legs. He turned to Simone, who stood with her wand at her side. “Are you happy?”

She tilted her head in thought. “Not really, but I’ll take what I can get.”

Jeremy pointed at the undead girl. “Hurting her was worth your petty desires?”

“She’s dead.”

“Can I wrap her up without you accidentally removing the stake, or do you have other things in mind?”

Simone waved her wand, causing Jeremy to grip his own tightly in readiness for an attack.

The revenant’s arms magically glued themselves to her sides, and the sheet and tarp encircled the whole body.

The wand swung toward her bag, and a long chain with several locks dangling from its links circled the blue mummy. Click after click, all the locks closed.

“Babysit while I go get the car.” Simone walked away, leaving Jeremy behind as if nothing had happened.

His fingers itched. Jeremy glanced down to see power flickering to life like tiny green lightning bolts. Balling his hand into a fist, Jeremy took a deep breath. I will not lose control. I just have to get through tonight and then I’ll tell Clive never to assign us together again.

The outside door opened minutes later. “I got the car out front and running,” Simone said as she turned the corner into Jeremy’s view.

“About time.”

“I could have been slower.” Simone bent and picked up the revenant’s legs. They walked sideways until they reached the doors. Simone led with her back against the door. They quickly dumped their burden on the floor of the backseat and then got themselves situated in the car. “We can dump her in the woods off—” Her phone ringing interrupted her. “The kids better not have broken anything.” Simone pulled out her phone and frowned at its display. She put the phone to her ear. “What’s up?”

Unbloodybelievable, Jeremy thought.

Less than a minute later, Simone cradled the bridge of her nose in her fingers. “Yeah, I’ll be there. Okay, yeah.” She ended the call. After putting her phone away, Simone slammed her fist into her steering wheel.

Jeremy looked at her with a wide grin on his face. “Trouble in werewolf paradise?”

Simone let out a shuddering breath, as if she had a right to be angry, and then became composed again. “The only thing I need you to do is shut up while I drive. Rudy’s hurt, and I have to go pick him up.”

Jeremy faced forward with his chin on his hand. “Werewolf politics are the punishment you deserve.”

“Fuck off!”

 

 

SIMONE’S FINGERS tensed and relaxed over and over again. She hadn’t really tried to kill Jeremy. Her intention had been to scare him enough that he wouldn’t treat her like a weakling again. Okay, a contagious revenant might not have been her greatest idea, but being forced to look at his stupid face for an hour had been her limit. And now this. Simone knew that despite the injuries Rudy’s friend described on the phone, he was fine… ish. She could hear him talking in the background, barely lucid from whatever painkillers they had dosed him with, and with werewolves that meant a shitload of drugs. When she finally turned onto a barely paved road lined with several cars and ice chests full of beer, her hands trembled at the thought of what she might find. “Keep quiet,” she ordered Jeremy as he walked beside her down the driveway and to a stone path.

“I’m not the one to be worried about in this situation,” Jeremy said. “I have kept a cool head all night.”

I should have let the zombie eat him. Simone knocked on the front screen door. Several people inside shouted at two women on a giant TV trying to knock each other’s heads off.

A man mumbling, “Why won’t she take it to the floor?” came to the door in a white tank top and jeans. He opened it and stuck his thumb to the side, where the car-filled driveway led to the backyard. “Ricky, Jones!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Help Simone lug Rudy to her car.”

Simone heard two men answer, and then the man at the door rejoined his buddies inside. He was quickly replaced by two boys in their late teens.

“His leg is torn up, so you might want to start working on it as soon as you get him home,” the first boy said.

“What happened?” Simone asked. As a human, Rudy was hipster nerdiness with a dash of cute. In werewolf form, the only wolves who could beat him were the wolf lined up for pack leader and the elders. “Did an outsider do this?”

“The match for a new pack leader got rowdy.”

Because a regular voting system is too modern and boring. She stared straight ahead while they walked so her breath wouldn’t hitch when she laid eyes on Rudy. Why give the werewolves another reason to see her as an outsider? Surprisingly, Jeremy’s silence was her strongest motivator. If he could keep his mouth shut, then so could she. But her plans of playing nonchalant witch faltered when the boys led her past the thick tree line. Gesturing wildly to a group of men surrounding him, Rudy was the life of the party even with a blood-soaked bandaged leg.

Rudy turned sheepish when he saw her. “I’m sorry the other guy doesn’t look worse.”

“I’m sure you tried.” Simone watched the two boys gallantly choose which side to lift and boost her husband in the air.

One of the werewolves still sitting shook his head. “The fight shouldn’t have ended that way. And him being able to hurt you so badly when you stopped him from killing Ethan? It was plain wonky.” He pointed his beer bottle at Simone. “Would you do us a solid and try sensing any magic on Rudy? A cheater winning pack leader is the last thing we need.”

Simone nodded. “I’ll run tests on him after I have his leg settled.”

“I’m not too shabby myself,” Rudy muttered. “I didn’t sense a thing.”

“What did you guys stuff into him?” Her husband’s pupils were too blown for her to see his irises, and as his blood dripped off the edge of a bandage onto the grass, he continued speaking as if the hurt leg had happened to someone else. Simone let Rudy slur out his good-byes and followed the boys to her car.

They stopped a few feet from it. “What’s in there?” the second boy asked.

“A staked revenant that’s also chained,” Jeremy spoke up. “You called us before we could destroy it.”

The first boy rubbed his nose in disgust. “Y’all have weird jobs.”

Jeremy’s lips twisted, but he looked at Simone before sighing. “I hate being nicer than I want to be.”

“Whatever, pendejo.” Simone pointed at the door, and it swung open on its own. “Lay him on the seat and make sure his legs don’t dangle. As long as he doesn’t touch it, he’ll be fine.”

The two werewolf youths looked like they wanted to protest more, but they deposited Rudy without further comment.

The second boy scratched the back of his neck. “Ted back there isn’t the only one feeling this way, but unless there’s proof, we have to accept the outcome. No matter how much we wish differently.” In conjunction with his words, shouts went up in the house, probably cheering on the winner.

Simone’s shoulders sagged. Everyone had to pretend everything was cool for the sake of the pack. It was times like this she felt the true burden of being married into another monster’s world. Too many eyes were on her to display her emotions just yet, so she got in the car and waited for Jeremy to get in. Rudy’s leg first, and then I figure out what the hell is going on. The two boys stood off to the side like an honor guard as she pulled away.

 

 

IT WAS a forty-minute drive to the old Civil War cemetery that had been retaken by the woods after years of neglect in favor of more well-known historical sites. The road was still passable, but it would take magic to keep it so for much longer. Her plan was to get it over with as quickly as possible. Take care of Rudy’s injuries and then the revenant. Beside her, Jeremy sat with his arms crossed and his lips pursed. “We’ll move the body in a few minutes.” She got out of the car and opened the back door. After Simone lifted the revenant’s head, she pulled up the carpet’s edge. Attached to the floor, hanging by clamps she had installed, was her machete. So far, it had only cut off one living head. She pressed her palm over the sheathed blade and the clamps released. Simone handed the blade to Jeremy who took it and placed it on her seat. She gave her attention back to the torn mess of Rudy’s leg. If she were a werewolf, maybe she could get away with hunting down the fucker who did this. But she was the sensible human who had less reason than any of the pack to act recklessly.

As she pulled Rudy’s injured leg out straighter, his face twisted into a grimace. Her fingers started to shake. To cut so deeply, the other werewolf’s fur, skin, or even part of a claw probably rested in Rudy’s wounds. Since the attack was instigated by the other party’s lust for power, a consumption curse would be the perfect answer to that greed. Add in a dash of concentrated gluttony, and that fucker would feast on his flesh like an all-you-can-eat buffet.

“You smell like a wolf on the hunt.”

“Why shouldn’t I do some hunting? You had no problems stirring shit without consulting me.” Simone unwrapped the end piece of the bandage. Blood stuck to it in globs, and Rudy turned away. Healing the wrong bits to each other was a risk when she couldn’t see specifics under so much blood, so she continued freeing the leg without using her magic to ease Rudy’s pain.

“Stop, stop, stop, stop.” Rudy waved his hands vigorously. “I need a minute.”

Half the bandage hung limply, and Rudy’s leg was no longer in line with itself. Simone leaned her head on the doorframe and closed her eyes. She couldn’t look at Rudy right then because she wanted to beat the shit out of him. “Pinche culero.”

Rudy’s head bowed so low that she could only see his thick hair gathered into a bun like a topknot. “I couldn’t let my friend die.”

“But it’s okay for you? What happened to ‘we make these decisions together’?”

“No calls during a monster hunt, remember?”

“Which is why you call Clive, and he forwards the message to me. The fight was supposed to be next month anyway. ¿Qué carajo pasó?”

“Phaedran challenged Ethan tonight, and Ethan accepted.” Rudy’s mouth pulled down at the corners in an attempt at a puppy face, but the result was too lopsided because of how drugged he was. “He and I thought it would be easier on the pack if they just got it over with.”

“The wolves at the house said he cheated.”

“He had Ethan on his ass in a minute, and me down right after him.”

“Why the fuck did you get between them?”

“Because I saw it in Phaedran’s eyes. He wasn’t just going for the win. He wanted a kill, and that is not my pack!” Rudy slumped so low that he looked like a devastated little kid. “That’s not the pack you left everything for.”

Idioto macho, Simone thought. And I’m dumb too because he’s too messed up for me to stay mad at him for long. She pointed at his leg. “I can only feel your life force trying to heal you. However Phaedran cheated, he didn’t use magic.”

Rudy raised his fist to slam it into the seat but lowered it when Simone shook her head in warning.

“I will be so much more pissed at you if you break my car too.”

“It doesn’t mean that they didn’t cheat,” Jeremy said from the front seat. “I can think of loads of ways to do it without anyone sensing it.”

“Aren’t you glad I work with disreputable guys like him?” Without warning, she began unwrapping the leg the rest of the way, because forgiving him was one thing, but pain was a healthy reminder not to do this again. “What happens if the fight’s outcome sticks?”

“Phaedran won’t forget that I attacked him.” Rudy inhaled sharply as the large portion of his leg came undone along with the bandage. Strings of ripped-apart muscle pulled like rubber bands trying to knit back to their original shape.

Jeremy groaned and unbuckled his seat belt. “I’ll wait outside.” He got out and walked a few feet away, so his back was turned to them.

“You’re telling the kids how this happened,” Simone said.

Rudy’s normal goofy smile appeared. “I’ll do it with great exaggeration and—dammit!”

Turning her head sideways to look at more of the damage, she clicked her tongue. “The bone has been cut through pretty badly too.”

“Less angry healer, please,” Rudy said as he gasped for breath.

“That’s the last of it.” Simone whipped the bandage out in a long streamer while using her magic to push the blood out of it.

“Hey!” Jeremy jumped to the side to dodge a splash of blood.

“Sorta sorry for that.” Placing her now-clean bandage in her lap, she made a sweeping gesture from inside the car to out. Tissue and blood that had gotten on the seat removed itself like the blood on the bandage. She snapped her fingers and the glove compartment flipped open. With a crook of her pointer finger, a small box flew into her hand. Stress was definitely getting to her if she hadn’t thought to put on gloves before. Simone clapped her hands and the blood disappeared from them too. I need to concentrate, so I don’t make more newb mistakes. She took out a square cloth and a stone jar. After flicking the jar open, she rubbed her cloth into the thick gel that had simmered for days and been blessed by she and her grandparents. “Honey, I’m going to need you to stay in control and not bite me.”

Rudy groaned like Jeremy had done earlier and grabbed the car’s roof handle. “Go for it.”

Simone clamped the cloth around the most torn flesh and broken bone. The handle snapped, but Rudy dug his growing nails into the roof. She’d give him some leeway in damaging her interior because there was no way in hell she wouldn’t be screaming her head off. Simone sat back, and the cloth stayed in place. Slowly, she twirled her finger. The length of bandage in her lap swung along with the motion in a perfect circular shape as it wrapped Rudy’s leg again. When the end tied itself off, Simone placed her hands on the finished piece. Rudy shuddered, but she continued, the cloth hardening into a cast as she focused her magic on it. “You’re damned lucky I come from the coven I do.”

Rudy smiled weakly as Simone dropped her hands. “Ask me how lucky I feel a little later.” His hands collapsed to his sides, and his chin drooped to his chest.

Overhead, a net of magic spread in a dome shape, covering a wide swath of the woods. Simone gently kissed the bottom of Rudy’s chin, careful not to touch his body. Jeremy was making himself useful by creating a barrier since burning shit did tend to attract the cops. Should I apologize to him? She shouldn’t have gotten herself so worked up during a job, and even if the risk was minimal, she’d practically endangered her life just like Rudy had. Stupidity and magic were never a good combination, and she had seen enough cases over the years not to forget it. Too tired to pick up the body, Simone hoisted it in the air with her will, not caring that her depleted magic made it wobble. It followed her to Jeremy, who stood in front of a newly made pit. Simone walked back to the car to retrieve her machete. When she returned to the body, Jeremy held a bottle of lighter fluid and matches.

“I can chop its head off if you want.”

“You staked it, so I’m doing my part. Besides.” Simone snapped her fingers and the locks clicked open. The chain unwound itself enough for the revenant’s neck area to be clear of obstacles. She swung down hard with the blade, chopping deep into its throat. “I have pent-up anger to get rid of.”

“Not on me this time?”

Mosquitoes that didn’t want to give up the battle with the coming fall sucked on her exposed arms. Simone knocked them away with her free hand. She looked at Jeremy. “Tell me why. Tell me why I was kept in the dark like a child while you and Levi decided to fight the big bad on your own?”

“It wasn’t like that,” Jeremy said softly. “Levi didn’t tell me what he was up to until that night either.”

“But I’m the one who got to find out by phone that an energy vamp I hadn’t done anything to was on their way to kill me when my kids were two feet away in the backseat.”

“I understand your frustration, but the Council ordered—”

Simone pointed her machete at him. “Fuck the Council. You don’t tell me the truth right now, you and I are duking this out the old-fashioned way.”

“I’d like to know too,” came drowsily from the car.

Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “You’re exhausted, and all you have is a banged-up werewolf. I have a revenant whose blood I have on my shoes to command it as I wish.” His eyes glowed like blue moons in the night. “Don’t threaten me.”

“I can crawl and eat you,” Rudy insisted as unwanted backup.

Simone rolled her eyes. That completely ruins the tone of my threat. “Rudy, stop talking.” She threw her machete on the ground. “Okay, I’m asking peacefully. What happened?”

Jeremy turned so his back was to her. Simone could hear him inhaling loudly. “Bloody hell.” He spun again to face her. “You remember that kid who came in asking Levi to search for her missing friend?”

“Cute little thing that Levi let hire him for a dollar?”

“Yeah, well it turns out the missing friend wasn’t imaginary, like we thought. He was a homeless witch who did tricks on the street corner.”

“And Levi, being the ex-cop, just had to look into it.” Simone sighed. “The witch was one of the serial killings, wasn’t he?”

“The Council wasn’t getting enough done to suit Levi, so he investigated on his own. He found the witch responsible, and then everything hit the fan.”

“Why would the Council keep this hushed?”

“I don’t know, but I didn’t want to be the next victim.”

“It has to be more than that. I’ve never heard of anyone eluding the Council for so long.”

Jeremy shrugged. “Someone was bound to pull it off.”

“Is that it?”

“I only know as much as Levi could tell me before he sent me to look for you.”

I wish I could tell if he was lying. What would be the point in keeping secrets now? Simone’s lips quirked into what little of a smile she could give the jerk. “I won’t set another zombie on you, but this better be the end of it.” She picked up her machete and swung down hard, separating the revenant’s head completely. Simone kicked her leg out with a push of her magic, and both head and body slid into the hole.

Jeremy sprayed it with lighter fluid and struck a match. “May the dead find eternal rest,” he muttered. When the match landed, flames shot out of the grave, and the revenant wailed.

Rudy stared blearily at the fire. “Isn’t it something that you guys can settle your differences when hacking and burning dead bodies? There’s probably a psychological reasoning for that, but the trees look like angels.”

Jeremy bent down in front of the car door, so Rudy could see him. “Your leg is hanging by bone and skin. If I were you, I wouldn’t comment on other people’s issues.”

“Asshole has a point.” Simone watched the flames consume the body that convulsed despite the stake in its heart. There was no reason to fear it because that was all it could do in its death throes—thrash and cry to get back to its sister.





Chapter 4

 

 

THREE MORE twists and the wire closed into a small cage around the metal bottle containing the high-level protection potion. Jeremy had already superglued the top on, so it would only open at the hands of their first witch client who was scheduled to pick up the item an hour before they closed. He smiled wryly. If the boss survives a year, I won’t regret the last job folding within two months, or being stuck with Simone again. For weeks, word kept spreading about Clive’s low prices and honor. You could count on the fey to have the chattiest mouths out of the whole supernatural lot. Save their little ones, and you’re a saint.

“Jeremy, we have a customer up front,” Simone said from the intercom.

The light overhead pulsed red, confirming that trouble had walked through their doors. Can’t I have one fucking happy thought? Fog spread inside a blue crystal ball seated on an open-claw statue that Jeremy had gotten from a tacky décor shop. A man’s form tying lines of power together appeared. He jumped when too much magic zapped through them and burned his fingers. We really are becoming popular if magical cable thieves are casing us. This idiot probably thinks he can come back when we’re closed and siphon magic from the building. He opened the drawer beneath his desk and rubbed his hand across a black stone tablet. Pasting a smile on his face, he went out to greet their guest. “Hello, sir,” he said with a deep Southern accent when he came into the lobby. “How may Witches for Hire be of service?”

Simone’s eyebrows rose, but she nodded that she was letting him take the lead.

“I’ve heard a lot about your shop, and I’m having trouble with a large business deal. Do you have any spell bags for good luck?” the man asked.

Jeremy placed his hand on his chest. “Bless your heart. We’ve had quite a few of those requests, and I was just about to go out for a supply run. We can have some ready if you come back in an hour.”

“That sounds reasonable.”

“Happy to help.” Jeremy held out the hand he had stroked the tablet with.

The man clasped it. “It’s a nice place you have here. I hope your business performs well too.”

That’s because you think all my hard work is a sippy cup for you, bastard, but you’ll pay for that, Jeremy thought as their hands separated.

“An hour,” the man said again while flashing a bright smile.

He’s probably going back to whatever sewer he crawled out of to find a more powerful focus to steal magic. The curse would kick in ten minutes later, and he would regret ever stepping his ugly rainbow sneakers into their office. When Jeremy finished waving to the imbecile, he found Clive standing behind him. “I took care of it,” he said with his normal English accent.

Clive stared at the entrance where the man had disappeared. “What did you do to him, and why didn’t you come to me first?”

How can he be ungrateful about me putting our safety first? Unbelievable. “I made him an example, so we wouldn’t have to deal with magic thieves all year.”

“Your wards didn’t flinch while he tested them, so he wasn’t a threat.”

“He’s not, but someone else more powerful who tries leeching off us might be. There’s a time for lenience, and that wasn’t it.”

Edarra walked in the lobby with a mug of coffee, then stopped as she sensed the tense atmosphere. Her eyes went to the door as if she could conjure up a job.

A nerve ticked in Clive’s jaw. “Leaders make better decisions when they have all the facts. You should have told me about the potential threat.” Clive crossed his arms. “I see no surprise on your faces, so you knew this threat was a possibility.”

“Wel-ll.” Simone scratched the back of her neck. “It isn’t something that we have on the top of our minds when there are usually more serious threats.”

“You can’t expect us to educate you about every danger in our world.” Those were ridiculous standards, and Jeremy had only defended himself. That little curse wouldn’t have made the Council’s eyebrows twitch…. Okay, maybe a stern warning, but Clive is overreacting. He looked at Simone for support, but she was content to let him take the brunt of it. A fine ally she’s turned out to be.

 

 

THIS WITCH is a bigger handful than I thought. By preventing his employees from catching a glimpse of the military perfectionist who demanded a soldier’s best or removed them from his sight, they now saw him as a worlix cub. No matter how Clive pushed or relented, it seemed like he would always fail to find balance. But he had sworn to himself that he would make it in this world, and he was not going to be looked down upon. Especially not by this man. “When you feel brave enough to start your own business, then you may make the hard decisions.”

Jeremy drew his shoulders up and jabbed his finger into Clive’s chest. “Excuse us for trying to keep you alive.”

Simone grabbed his arm. “Jeremy, dammit, shut up!”

“No. We’ve given him too much leeway because of his ignorance. Edarra has taken the most dangerous roles on every field job because of him.”

Clive turned to the Amazon. “Is that true?” He remembered her volunteering to always take point, but he had thought she was overly enthusiastic. In fact, he wanted to have a sit-down with her to ask if bosses taking little risk was what she was used to.

Pushing her wavy hair behind her ear, Edarra leaned her head left to right as if she couldn’t decide whether to nod or shake it. “I don’t mind it.”

“I can’t believe it.” Clive’s eyes widened as he stared at his three employees. “You’ve been treating me like a high-priority target with low defense skills.”

Jeremy frowned. “That sounds like weird military jargon.”

“I can imagine.” Clive boomed the last with his magic, amplifying his voice loud enough for his employees to cover their ears. “I was a damn knight!”

His employees stepped back from him. For the sake of the Amazon’s sensitive hearing, Clive ended the spell on his voice. “I appreciate your efforts, but there was never a need to baby me.” Clive made an oath to himself that he would do everything in his power to hide this conversation from Mia and Raj. He looked at his employees, who stared back in astonishment. “Why are you so shocked? Other knights have come to your world.”

“Actually, it makes sense,” Simone whispered. “That’s why you’re not a dick.”

Jeremy nodded in agreement. “That’s why he does that weird thing of introducing himself as Sir Clive on the phone.”

Edarra raised her hand. “I’m still confused. The knights I’ve met had huge mystical swords. Where’s yours?”

The fascination with knights’ weapons in this world harbored on cruelty. Clive licked his lips. “I broke it into shards and then melted them down.” Three mouths opened in response, but he raised his hand to silence their questions. “It’s a personal matter I don’t like to talk about.”

A smirk appeared on Jeremy’s face. “I knew he had secrets.”

“What I have is a past, Mr. Ragsdale.”

Jeremy looked at his nails. “Tomato, tomahto.”

“Segue,” Simone said. “Why is a friggin’ knight in the Council’s hiring program? That’s supposed to be for low-level mages who haven’t proven their worth yet.”

Clive narrowed his eyes. “Because Mia and Raj set such ludicrous standards for knights that those of us who came after them are paying the price.”

Simone’s frown matched his. “I see.”

“Now I’m lost,” Jeremy said.

Simone crossed her arms. “You know those movies where the overqualified teacher goes to the bad school with underperforming students who need a special kick in the pants to reach their potential?”

“Yeah.”

She pointed at Clive. “You’re the overqualified wizard.” She switched her finger in her direction. “And we’re the underperforming witches.” Next she pointed at Edarra. “And underperforming Amazon.”

“Those interfering tossers,” Jeremy growled.

Holding his hands up in front of him, Clive laughed nervously as he wondered how he was now at fault. “Please remember that I had no control over this situation.”

Simone grinned. “As long as you remember that we don’t need fixing.”

Her smile reminded him of Mia’s. So sweet and yet full of a painful promise if he ever disobeyed her. “Of course. All of you are fine the way you are.” Clive smiled just as brightly. My green card is fucked.





Chapter 5

 

 

“WHAT IF he and Edarra are really going out for coffee and not chasing the adult gremlins like they said they were?” Jeremy whispered. Witches for Hire was still prospering at the end of its second month leading into the hectic Halloween weekend, but he wasn’t a reformed pessimist yet. He laid a gooey egg the size of a golf ball on top of the straw-lined box. If either of them were too loud, a single hatchling would set off its brothers and sisters into joining it. They had collected ten others from the clogged pipes under the kitchen sink of the empty restaurant suffering from a devastating inspection score.

“If he was a lazy asshole, we’d have seen it by now, so shut up. I don’t want these suckers waking up on me.”

Even if gremlins were mindless creatures who could only wreak havoc, smashing them with the sledgehammer for carelessly waking them did seem harsh. Jeremy sighed. The gremlins were a sign that unsanctioned portals were popping up in Georgia or nearby states. The ones that the Council oversaw never had any problems with pests piggybacking on otherworlders. When Jeremy had accrued enough slime to never want to see underneath a sink again, he and Simone snapped the box shut. They lugged the heavy box to the back of Edarra’s SUV and found her and Clive standing, much too clean, next to it. I knew they slacked off!

“We lost sight of the creatures near the warehouses,” Clive said. “I’ll stay here until I catch them. Jeremy, why don’t you go with Edarra to the next job?”

Jeremy leaned back so only Simone could hear him. “I told you so.”

“I get to chill back at the office, so it only sucks to be you,” Simone whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

Jeremy glared at her but said to Clive, “I can do that. I just need to get out of these plastic coveralls.”

Edarra’s nose wrinkled. “You should wash your arms and face. You’re a little ripe.”

Jeremy continued wearing the expression of annoyance, but deep down, he was allowing himself to grow optimistic. Clive took some getting used to, but after his first month of settling in, he liked Witches for Hire. They all did their jobs correctly, and Jeremy was tempted by the urge to trust them despite having been taught many times how unwise it was. This could finally turn out to be the job he felt proud of and a reminder of why he’d decided to help solve others’ magical problems. A couple strolled by arm in arm, and Jeremy smiled at them. Without warning, the man took out his phone and snapped a picture of Jeremy.

Damn! I let my guard down. Tourist or mage, their phone was meeting its maker. When the couple was down the road, Jeremy pointed at the man, willing his phone to malfunction and lose its memory. “So rude.” He saw Simone turn her head toward him, to the couple, and then back to him. “What?”

She broke into laughter.

“What’s so funny?”

“I know why they took your picture. With that plastic crap over your suit, you look like Hannibal Lecter.”

Jeremy glanced at the plastic coveralls protecting one of his favorite suits and tie. “I don’t look like a serial killer!” he shouted at the man, who was almost around the corner.

The man shouted back, “That’s what Hannibal would say!”

“Wanker!” The man was gone, but Jeremy hoped he heard the insult. “I can’t wait for him to make a phone call and realize his contacts are gone.”

“Stop making witchcraft sound lame,” Simone said while rolling her eyes.

 

 

EDARRA TIGHTENED her hands on the wheel as she frowned. That car was behind us earlier.

“What’s wrong?” Jeremy asked.

Following a witch who had cast multiple concealment spells on his body to avoid paying his ex-wife child support shouldn’t have come with complications. Edarra pulled into a gas station. “Go inside and buy something quick, like a lighter.”

Jeremy looked at her and then back at their target. He unbuckled his seat belt and got out. When he returned within a minute, Edarra moved into the right lane.

She checked the rearview mirror again. The car she had spotted stayed behind their target. Good, it’s not us he’s interested in.

“We’ll lose him if you go slower.”

“Not if we keep up with the man who’s following this Cameron Gulley.”

“Wonderful,” Jeremy said as he put his seat belt on.

“We’re not chasing gremlins, so don’t complain.” After Clive had revealed his former knighthood, Edarra was more than happy not to volunteer to comb the sewers. She could do danger, but stomping in human waste was nasty.

“This job has bad juju written all over it.”

Fragile humans and their endless fear. If Clive had sent her alone, she wouldn’t need to worry about coddling the witch.

“Why did I have to get out of the car?”

“I don’t want the other man behind me, especially since I don’t know what his motives are.” Thanks to downtown Atlanta’s slow traffic, her car blended in with the other trapped vehicles. Loud crunching filled the car, and she turned to see Jeremy munching on potato chips. She held out her hand.

“They’re sour cream and onion.”

Edarra beckoned with her fingers for the food.

“I got this flavor because everyone else hates them.” Grudgingly, Jeremy poured a couple in her hand.

After stuffing them all into her mouth, Edarra chewed on them happily. “They’re not hot and fresh as I prefer, but they will do.”

“You’re doing a better job with our food than Clive is.”

“That’s because everyone makes him try weird things. I go for foods that we have similar versions of back home.” Thank the gods there was no Jell-O in her old world. She wished to banish the taste of it from her memories. Her friends swore it wasn’t poisonous, but the texture resembled clotted blood, and its strange sweetness made her anticipate cramping or her organs seizing up. It never happened, but one day she could be right. Ahead of them, both cars stopped. A door opened just a crack, and the top of someone’s head dipped out of sight into a crowd of sightseers wearing white T-shirts with peaches. She switched on her blinker and turned down a side street.

“What are you doing?” Jeremy asked.

“Gulley just went on foot. I think he spotted his second tail.” Edarra sighed. “There’s nowhere to park the car unless you’re a patron at one of these shops. Do you mind goi—” She stopped talking when Jeremy raised his hand.

“Someone is performing heavy magic right now. Strength and hunting is your department, but magic is mine. I’ll go on while you find somewhere to park.”

“Are you sure? If anything happens to you, that’s probably my third strike.”

“One, I’m not dumb enough to get caught. Two, we have no time to waste because whatever I felt is dissipating.” At a red light, Jeremy got out of the car and ran to the sidewalk. He quickly blended in with the other pedestrians.

Edarra had no choice but to keep going. At least he sort of looks like he knows what he’s doing. She circled the area three times before a spot opened up, and she finally got rid of the car. She couldn’t follow power trails like Jeremy, so she sharpened her hearing and concentrated on sounds that didn’t belong. Ignoring car engines, doors closing, and the normal gait of people, she heard deep intakes of breath tinged in the tones of Jeremy’s voice. Do not let that idiot get killed on my watch. She hurried toward the sound until she found Jeremy in an alley, bent over a prone man. Edarra went to his side. With her senses no longer concentrating on sound, her sight and smell returned in force to take in the dead man. His torso was splayed out like one of those fancy roast dishes with the tiny cloth booties. Except the white parts were ribs sticking out and organs and muscles were tossed about in a very messy manner. She covered her nose. Why does he smell so ripe? Edarra stepped closer. His organs were slightly shriveled, and the bones nearest the torn skin were yellowed. This isn’t right for a fresh kill. “He was the driver behind us.”

“I think that’s his heart lodged in his mouth.” Jeremy rummaged through the man’s pockets. He took out a hard card with a string going through it.

“What is it?”

Jeremy hung his head and groaned. “A staff backstage pass.”

Edarra slipped the pass out of his hand to examine it herself. “Who’s Desmond the Great?”

“A one-way ticket to we-are-buggered.”

He sounds more depressed about the ID than the dead body. Edarra reached in her pocket for her phone and dialed Clive’s number.

“Anything wrong?” Clive asked after picking up.

“Our target had extra weight but managed to get rid of it in a severely practical manner. What should we do?”

“Get out of there. I’ll contact the Council.”

“We’re leaving now,” Edarra said as she hung up. Pocketing the pass, she waved for Jeremy’s attention. “He’s letting the Council know, and we’re going to disappear. By the way, do you have a fix on Gulley’s magic?”

Jeremy straightened and crossed his arms. “Clive told us to leave.”

“Yes, and I’m leaving to continue following Gulley. Tell me where he is or don’t waste my time because you’re not powerful enough to do it.” He and Simone disobeyed Clive all the time, so he had a lot of nerve questioning her.

“I’m not some grunt you can antagonize into doing what you want.” Jeremy pulled out a small marble and bent down to the victim. After rolling the tiny ball in the blood that had leaked from the man’s mouth, he lifted it up and offered it to Edarra. “If you want to stupidly follow his trail, then use this.” He swung his hand to the left, and the marble glowed orange. “Gulley didn’t have time to perform a cleansing, so he’s going to be steeped in this dead guy’s essence for a while.”

Without hesitating, Edarra snatched the ball, walking in the direction it told her to go. Muttering reached her ears, but she ignored Jeremy’s complaining and focused on her prey. I don’t know why he’s surprised. I’m an Amazon. We don’t do running away. The marble also grew warm when it glowed, so she kept her hand closed around it and let the heat guide her. Out of the alley and onto the sidewalk, the trail straightened and crossed the street. No cars were coming, so she ran to the other side. She moved her closed fist left and then right. It became hotter as she paused in between the directions. Hurrying past more alleys, she struggled not to draw attention to herself. In their other cases, they faced cursed furniture and practically played animal control for creepy crawlies. This time, it was a real hunt.

She growled as the marble cooled in her hand. Gulley knew he was still being followed. He is not escaping me! Edarra dodged a group of women and other increasing foot traffic. Around the next corner, she spotted her target again. The short man got into another car, and Edarra cursed. She kept an eye out for the car’s general direction while running to a large condominium under construction.

When she reached a side away from the street, she ducked under the heavy clear tarp surrounding the building. The only signs of other people were voices at the other end. Edarra slinked up the stairs to the roof, walking in a crouch as she reached the edge. Traffic had eased off during those few minutes, so she easily spotted her target turning down a side street and into a parking garage. Her stomach rumbled for more chips as she waited for Gulley to either walk or drive out. The marble’s warmth flared anew when a man with a different hair color and clothes than her target exited onto the sidewalk. I take back thinking Jeremy was useless on this trip. The disguised Gulley kept walking until he reached a store called Kitty Purr. The building’s windows were blocked by white fabric. Flashing lights displayed Adult Store. Edarra’s eyebrow rose. That’s unexpected.

After several minutes, Gulley didn’t reappear. Edarra’s options were go inside and drag Gulley out or report to Clive. This world’s stupid rules. Edarra trekked back to her car, where Jeremy was sprawled out with multiple food packages. This human’s metabolism was almost a match for hers. “Does the sex shop Kitty Purr mean anything to you?”

Jeremy blinked with a bite of sandwich in his mouth. He swallowed and shook his head. “I’ve seen it, but I don’t know who runs it. We should ask Simone to look it up.”

 

 

“UH-HUH.” Simone held up her finger because Jeremy wouldn’t stop making that stupid rushing movement with his hands. “You’re sure the owner is close to Phaedran?” Multiple calls led to a werewolf she barely remembered from one of the meetings she had been forced to attend, so she called Rudy for more information.

“They went to a survival school in Florida together,” Rudy said in her ear. “You think this deadbeat witch, Gulley, is the one who’s helping him cheat during his fights?”

“It’s the best we’ve got.” Who knew that werewolves could be crazy preppers too?

“This could be enough to convince the elders to step in.” She heard him inhale loudly and let out his breath in one long drag. “I know you hate this shit, but for something this important, I need you guys to tell the pack elders what you saw personally.”

Yay for meeting giant fur beasts. “What time?”

“Midnight tonight.”

“Will they let Clive and the others come?”

“They’ll have to wait outside.”

“Okay. Go lay your ass back down and rest until we pick you up.”

“I’ll try. See you later, babe.”

“Bye and get some sleep.” Simone turned to Clive and Edarra, who had listened to their conversation less annoyingly. “Kitty Purr is run by one of Phaedran’s old friends.”

“Who is he?” Clive asked.

“A werewolf starting drama in my pack.”

“Is Desmond the Great part of this drama?” Clive rolled up his sleeves. “A friend warned me about him.”

Inclining her chair back, Simone kicked her feet onto her desk. “Let me guess. Black aura, hot evilness, yadda yadda?” She snorted. “He’s unaffiliated, which is like a black mark all by itself in this town.”

“I’ve never heard about him working with werewolves,” Jeremy said.

“He still might not be,” Edarra said. “That killing was a message to an enemy.” She frowned. “That man’s chest looked strange. I could swear that the bones looked decayed.”

Simone snapped her chair to its proper setting, looking sharply at Jeremy. “You didn’t mention that.”

“It’s not good to jump to conclusions,” Jeremy said while adjusting his tie.

“Am I missing something?” Clive asked.

“Aging of the bones like that is a sign of an energy vamp,” Simone said without taking her eyes off Jeremy.

“I’m not familiar with them,” Edarra said.

“They’re witches who at some point drained too much energy from a victim and now that’s the only way they can feed,” Jeremy explained. “I see it as karma.”

“I don’t care what you see it as, you shouldn’t have kept quiet.” Simone faced Clive. I trust him. He hasn’t let me down yet, and swallowing my pride won’t kill me. “I wasn’t considering coming to you, but since there are too many players, I’ll give you a shot.” She pointed at the knight. “We’re obviously dropping the previous client for lying her ass off about her baby daddy being an energy vamp, and I won’t accept charity. I’ll bug Rudy to force his friend who’s responsible for getting his leg banged up to pay you.”

Clive bent his head low. “I’m honored you think I’m worthy.”

“Thanks for not making this hard. Desmond has a lot of followers. If they find out werewolves are fucking around with him, this could get uglier than just our pack.”

“When is the meeting?” Clive asked.

“Midnight.” Simone checked her watch that seemed so behind the time of the meeting that the hands might as well be moving backward. “They never do anything during reasonable hours.”

“Do you have time for a magic show?”

“If you mean seeing a gorgeous witch who doesn’t lie to my face, then yes.”

She felt Jeremy glare at her. “I didn’t lie!”

Clive held up his hands. “We’ll settle it later. I need you two to go together.”

“Why should I go too?” Jeremy asked.

“I need both of you to watch him in the audience while I monitor him backstage. He knows something, or he wouldn’t have sent his man to follow Gulley.”

A night downtown, and she wasn’t buying. “Could you make our tickets kind of in the middle?” Simone asked. “Some of those shows are televised, and my children won’t let me hear the end of it if they spot me in the crowd.”

“What’s the point?” Jeremy asked. “It’s probably sold out by now.”

“Not if I bribe people out of their seats with a little gold,” Clive said.

“How much gold do you have?” Simone leaned forward, finally distracted from her ire at Jeremy.

“Enough that I don’t tell people how much.”

“What a mysterious answer that only filthy rich people give. I’ll remember that during bonus time,” Simone assured him.





Chapter 6

 

 

JEREMY GRABBED a napkin from the table and picked up a Krispy Kreme doughnut, making sure not to crush its pillowy goodness. To think. I have a nice boss who’s competent, and lo and behold, I’m here again about a bloody energy vamp. Why must history be so depressingly repetitive? The seven-thirty meeting meant he had some leeway to make it to the magician’s show at nine, but he was pushing it. Next to him, a young man filled his cup with coffee. Even out of the corner of his eyes, he could recognize Zach’s sun tattoo on his neck. He smiled. “You still coming to these?”

Zach sipped his coffee without adding sugar to it. “Too much stress from my side job recently.”

“So I should prepare to see weirder shit this year.” Jeremy rolled his eyes. Zach’s pet shop, which he used as cover to wrangle illegal otherworld creatures late at night, was probably packed. “I wish otherworld smuggling wasn’t so profitable.”

“Me too. Why are you here? I haven’t seen you attend for almost a year.”

Not since sending out his magical version of Typhoid Mary to ensnare an energy vamp. “Information sharing,” Jeremy said out loud, but he couldn’t banish the memories of his blood streaking the walls in diagrams.

“Long time no see.” Richard, the group’s organizer, joined them and held out his hand to Jeremy.

“May we talk?” Jeremy brought the man closer and whispered in his ear, “I had a run-in with an energy vamp today.”

Richard hastily looked around the room for nearby listeners.

“I’ll get seated,” Zach said. He walked to the circle of chairs.

“Is it starting again?” Richard asked.

Jeremy shook his head. “I don’t know, but it’s wise to warn any mages at risk to stick to shelters.”

“I’ll do that. It’s the beginning of fall, so it might not be too bad.”

More people found seats with their snacks in hand.

Richard tilted his head toward the group. “Are you joining us for the meeting?”

The reason Jeremy tortured himself with the temp agency was so he could stay clean without the meetings. One trip down memory lane wouldn’t kill him. “I might as well.” Richard smiled at him like he had done something brave, but it was easy to jump back into one of the few good habits he had begun years ago.

“Why don’t you start after I settle everyone in?”

“You’re asking a lot.”

“You have an interesting tale.”

More like a warning to stupid young witches.

After they completed the circle and Richard gave his introduction, he waved his hand in Jeremy’s direction. “I know he looks like a new face, but he used to come here frequently.”

Hands and legs fidgeted as the group silently contemplated whether or not Jeremy was there for slipping up.

“He’s come to deliver concerning news that I’ll give at the end of the meeting, but I’ve convinced him to stay and tell us his story.” Richard looked at Jeremy like he was a frightened newbie. “I hand it over to you.”

Jeremy took a deep breath, wondering how far he had really come since his last meeting. “Then I’ll begin with the usual spiel. Hello, my name is Jeremy, and I’m an addict. I’m addicted to heroin. It’s hard to think about it because drugs and magic were something else. There were no limits to what we could—” He swallowed hard. “By we, I mean me and a bloke I was with.” A slight tingle traveled down the back of his hand, the trapped magic gathered in the channels on his skin at just the thought of him. “I’ve been clean six years, but there were some complications I still have to live with.” Jeremy laughed, wishing he could punch his younger self. To two teenagers, reaching new heights of pleasure at any cost had been a grand idea.

A man in his forties raised his hand. “Did the other guy die?”

“No. He’s been clean five years.” And yet every time they came together, disaster struck. “We’re probably better off without each other.”

A man with short black hair raised his hand. “I dated a woman who was like that.” He grinned. “That was the best sex I’ve had in my life.”

“It does tend to be that,” Jeremy said softly. Sitting in a room where he had spun the events of last year into chaos, his strongest instinct at that moment was to go to Desmond. Show up on his doorstep and combine their magics while fucking each other unconscious. After everything that happened, his feet would guide him to his lover the moment he gave in.

Many in the group whispered among themselves about past drug-influenced relationships of their own. Zach stared at him with those big doe brown eyes and leaned close to Jeremy’s ear. “Are you sure you can’t work it out someday?”

Ribs stretched as far back as they could go and half-liquefied organs surrounding the cavity where the victim’s heart once lay appeared in his mind. A body had been the first harbinger of bad things to come a year ago, and it seemed true now too. “No. Fate is a most unkind mistress.”

 

 

PERFECT SOUND quality, even though they were in nosebleed seats, plush chairs that felt like she was sitting on a fuzzy bear massaging her butt, but the jerkass next to her was crunching away on four boxes of candy. After a day of filling out witness statements at the Council’s local office, Witches for Hire was in the clear of any culpability in Dead Dude’s demise. Why Jeremy couldn’t enjoy their cushy surveillance job at Desmond’s magic show with all expenses paid by Clive was beyond her. Simone poked Jeremy with her elbow. “Come on, admit it. That trick with the intersecting fireballs was awesome.”

“Ah yes. Quite impressive. If the energy vamps mean to kill him, we’re lucky that we got to see one of his last shows.”

I’m the one who has the right to be pissy, and yet he’s been a buzzkill since the moment we got here. “Do you think of the worst-case scenario for every situation you’re in? What do you do if you’re in the dessert line at a buffet? Do you imagine how you can choke to death on ice cream and then move on to the cake?”

“Only a Desmond groupie would be mad that I dare to suggest he’s not indestructible. And why does his probable death matter to you?”

“I don’t care about him, per se. I care about how much of a deal everyone makes about having a black aura. Not everyone with one is evil or committed evil acts their entire life. One fuckup can taint your aura forever, so I don’t give any credence to it.” Maybe she was sort of biased because of her abuela’s nearly black aura. She rode the line of neutrality for equal standing with the other coven heads, but family was everything to her. If there was a threat to the brujos that civil justice couldn’t handle, her abuela would cross that line gladly. “For once in your life, live in the moment and just shut up.”

Jeremy’s head tilted in a perfect roll that matched his eyes. “It’s hard to watch when your high horse is blocking my view.”

“If my horse wasn’t metaphorical, I would make him kick you.”

Discontented with his inability to ruin everyone’s night, the sour puss pointed at the stage. “Does every assistant up there have to act like they’re having an orgasm when he touches them?”

Onstage, Desmond walked from assistant to assistant like a dancer switching partners as they moved long white walls into weird geometric shapes. With just the slightest touch of their fingers, the mundane act somehow took on a sensual tone. Simone fanned herself. “I don’t think they’re acting.” It was thanks to Desmond that Atlanta was being called the Las Vegas of the South, and only someone dead on the inside would complain.

“That’s gross.”

“I swear to God, you are the killer of all things fun.”

“Shhhhh!” someone from behind complained.

Jeremy turned around. “Pipe down. He’ll do the same shit tomorrow.”

Simone sank down, wishing she could disappear. Some people did not need to go out in public. “Why do I have to be here with you?”

“Because the great knight told you to do it.”

She leaned in closer to hiss in his ear, “He’s done more to earn my trust than you’ve ever done in the past five years.”

“There was slight evidence to suggest the killer was an energy vamp. Anyways, murderers are the Council’s domain. You wanting to know more means that you want to do more.” Jeremy crossed his arms. “For someone who threw a revenant at me for the ordeal of your children being in danger, you certainly are trying to hit another bees’ nest.”

“Burying our heads in the sand only works if Gulley was working alone.”

Jeremy turned away from her with his jaw set and watched the rest of the show quietly.

Simone wasn’t going to admit the asshole had a point. What do I want to do with this case? If it’s not just about my pack troubles and involves Levi’s murder, can I let the Council take over after knowing they never solved his death or the killings that led up to it? She didn’t know what that answer was yet, so she did her job as an audience member and set her mind free to watch Desmond perform magic in a way that looked new to the oldest spell caster.

 

 

DESPITE HIS theatrics, Desmond wasted not a shred of magic during the performance. Every action was precise, and Clive’s backstage access made it hard to turn away from the man. Explosions of power harmlessly fell over the audience’s heads, but while to mortal sight they dissipated, to a mage’s eyes, they coalesced into swirls of light that gathered into the beginnings of five other tricks the assistants were preparing. It was like Desmond was putting on two shows at once. No wonder Clive had thought the magician was an otherworlder. His control was beyond most humans’ abilities, and the man carried himself like an exotic bird. He was graceful, yet at the same time his movements were unpredictable. When the lights dimmed and the curtains closed, Clive clapped along with the audience.

“Good work, everyone. I expect you to work your asses off the next show.” Smiling broadly, Desmond climbed down the steps and stopped in front of Clive. “Hello. I assume that’s Michael’s badge you altered to your appearance.”

“Yes, but I had nothing to do with his demise.”

Black hair almost touched Clive’s neck as Desmond whispered in Clive’s ear, “That’s why you’re in front of me and not dead.” He pulled away. “Would you like a cup of tea while I get to know the wizard who’s causing a stir?”

“I believe a conversation is beneficial to both our needs. I accept.”

“My suite is on the top floor, where we can have privacy.” On the way, Desmond greeted several fans and crew who congratulated him on another wonderful show, and a few reporters asked for a response. He gave each of them a bit of his time before exclaiming that he wanted to talk shop with a fellow practitioner.

Clive followed the magician into a private elevator. Desmond placed a card key in a slot, and a dark circle on the panel lit up for the penthouse apartment. “How much of your power do you actually reveal?”

“All of it,” Desmond said.

“That’s brave of you.” And probably a lie. No witch would be dumb enough to exhibit all their skills on television. Unless his arrogance delved into foolishness. “Do you know what your assistant was up to in the alley?”

“He thought there was a security risk and investigated it. I considered it a minor problem, or I would have settled it on my own.”

“So you didn’t knowingly send your man to die?”

“Just like you didn’t knowingly send your people after a murderer. The only difference between our actions is that you had an Amazon on your payroll. Anyone else, and they would have been just as dead.”

The elevator stopped, and the doors opened to simple opulence. Cream walls with gold flower patterns guided them to a wooden door. With every step, the brass handle loomed larger. Clive rubbed his eyes. Though their destination seemed closer, sweat formed down the side of his face, and lifting his legs suddenly took all of his strength. No obvious magic pulled at him in the hallway, and he saw no triggered wards. Clive squinted at the walls. The tiniest of breaks appeared in the gold blooms, and more appeared the longer he stared. Every shape was constructed of words that formed figures of sweeping calligraphy. Graceful, arrogant, and extravagant. Desmond must have created the diagram himself. Clive might make it to the door without speaking the words to break the spell, but it would take his strength, and he couldn’t afford weakness in front of the man. He gritted his teeth and stood as straight as he could against his legs’ wishes. “May I please come inside?”

“Hm? How silly of me to leave my security on.” Desmond clutched his hand to his chest in embarrassment, but he took his sweet time delivering him permission to pass. “You may come in.”

The weight on Clive’s body vanished, and so did any question that Desmond was hiding a great deal of his power. The painstaking writing required months of concentration and an obsessively steady hand. If it had been constructed by magic alone, Clive could pass through it feeling the pressure of a gnat. While he now possessed an idea of Desmond’s knowledge, his pride had given the magician a peek at his own power. A smart mage would have asked permission to enter as soon as he stepped off the elevator, but the consequences of knighthood meant Clive was too proud. They entered the magician’s home and were met by floor-to-ceiling marble. “I grossly underestimated how much you make.” A man positioned near the door took Desmond’s coat. When he raised his hand for Clive’s, Clive shook his head.

“He’s very serious about his job. You’ll hurt his feelings.” Desmond deposited his jacket into the servant’s grasp.

“I’m not staying long.”

“Your two witches miss you already? For a fellow Brit, your male witch irritates me whenever he opens his mouth. The female one is more pleasant. She has an earnestness about her that’s rare in your profession.”

I hope those two expected to be eavesdropped upon and didn’t speak of anything too sensitive, Clive thought. “You don’t like letting anyone else control the situation, do you?”

“No.” Desmond sprawled on a white couch with pearls dotting its skirt, his dark charcoal-gray coat and shirt contrasting with the white sitting area. It was a testament that even when surrounded only by furniture, the man hungered to be the center of attention. He beckoned for Clive to sit in an accompanying chair.

The seat didn’t buck and toss him on the floor, so perhaps the childish displays of power were over. Clive intertwined his hands. “What threat did your assistant suspect was aimed at you?”

“Nothing specific. He traced chatter back to Gulley running errands for Perry Stiles.”

Clive filed the name Perry Stiles away for further research. “Do you know why Perry is interested in you?”

“I’m a big fish in this territory, and mediocre witches dream of making a name for themselves by going after me. If Perry or his minions continue to aggravate me, it won’t end well for them.” Desmond flicked his fingers as if shooing away a fly. “Now that I’ve been honest with you, why don’t you tell me why you were following Perry’s acquaintance?”

“Gulley was late on child-support payments, and his ex-wife sought us out for aid.”

“I bet you didn’t expect the body.”

“No, and I didn’t expect the man to be tied to tension brewing in Atlanta’s werewolf packs. I was even more surprised that you had anything peripherally to do with it.”

“Whatever Stiles is planning is bigger than I imagined. Any chance you’ll tell me what happens at the pack meeting tonight?”

Clive smiled at the magician, who was too knowledgeable about their activities, and wanted to give their whole office a sweep for eavesdropping spells, no matter how much it offended Jeremy’s pride. “I doubt anything we’ve spoken about is new to you.”

Desmond smiled. “I’m more than GQ-cover looks.”

“I think you referenced something above my knowledge.” Clive knew exactly what he was talking about. A role-playing couple had used Desmond’s face on the magazine’s latest issue as inspiration for a botched glamour spell and called them for help. The magician could do with less ego strokes.

Wide shoulders sank artfully as Desmond sighed with the dramatic flair of a man who never stopped performing. “There’s no helping it since you’re still new to our world.” The butler rolled a steaming tea set toward them. “Ah, punctual as always.” Desmond returned his attention to Clive. “Let’s talk about more pleasant things. What brought you to Earth Realm, Sir Knight?”

Slapping together general facts and what Clive considered to be common knowledge amongst strangers, he spun Desmond a tale of boredom and half-truths, so the arrogant show-off couldn’t gain more valuable information about him.

 

 

CLIVE MASSAGED his chin after smiling for so long. He and his employees stood in the parking garage, avoiding the lines of cars navigating the exits while unfortunate owners having trouble searching for their cars streaked in between bumpers. “You’re right, Jeremy. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more arrogant man in my life.”

“The curse of entertainment, I suppose,” Jeremy said.

“But I don’t think he’s helping incite a werewolf war.”

“I told you so.” Simone snatched Jeremy’s box of cookie-dough candies.

“Hey!” Jeremy grabbed for it, but she already had most of the candy dumped in her hand.

“You owe me for bitching during the whole thing.”

Footsteps suddenly slapped the concrete a few yards from them. Edarra moved out of the shadow of a truck. “There were no suspicious sounds or behavior from my vantage point.” She tilted her head in wonder. “The audience’s movements and heartbeats were nearly harmonious in response to this magician.”

“It’s not unexpected from a man who puts that much thought into his acts daily,” Clive said.

Jeremy massaged his neck while sending dirty looks to Simone. “What’s the next step?”

“He was irritatingly informed about all of us. I’m beginning to suspect he’s having us followed. We need to watch each other’s backs carefully.” Clive now knew what he needed to about Desmond, so he could safely move the werewolves to his first priority.





Chapter 7

 

 

EVERYONE WAITED by the car, silently staring at the guards with assault rifles lining the driveway and porch. The pack had shown Simone hospitality since day one, but armed monsters speaking into earpieces and eyes glowing in their direction didn’t inspire confidence in one’s survival odds.

“Do they always have so much security?” Clive whispered to her.

Simone shook her head. “Only a few, and never with so much artillery.”

“I’m so glad we came,” Jeremy muttered.

Edarra shrugged. “It’s smart to take precautions when they aren’t sure if they’re targets too.”

Simone glanced at her husband, who hadn’t left the backseat and miserably scratched around his bandage-thick pants leg. She wanted to be a bad wifey and shove him inside the cabin. The quicker they got this over with, the less chance there was she would lose control of her emotions and allow them to smell how much they scared the shit out of her. Werewolves were one thing, but if Rudy’s drunken tales were to be believed, elders’ changed forms matched the size of monster trucks. It amazed her how the human counterpart remained the same, but the beasts within continued growing until the werewolf died.

Rudy clutched the door handle as if he was still thinking about whether he wanted to go inside.

“Babe?”

Her husband got out and walked to them. “Sorry, it’s frustrating knowing they can fix everything if they wanted to.”

“I get it. Take a moment,” Simone said, even though she really wanted him to move his ass faster.

Clive squeezed her shoulder. “Remember the signal if you need our help.”

Edarra nodded. “There’s no magic shielding, so I’ll hear the slightest whisper of trouble.”

As Simone and Rudy walked down the stone path, the guards stepped out of their way without saying a word. The only one who even looked at them was the werewolf holding the door open. He kept his gun held in both hands while his back rested against the doorframe. Past the doorway, a sectional couch spanned half a spacious living room where two wall shelves held books and jars with tiny holes etched on their lids. Something had to be inside them, but Simone didn’t know if it was polite to ask or if she even wanted to. The elders sat apart from each other, so a wide space was left open for Simone and Rudy. Simone moved to sit next to Dennis, the elder she had glimpsed once or twice since joining the pack. He wore a reindeer Christmas sweater that was way too early a reminder of the seasonal hell that would be upon them soon and grinned down at her like a burly uncle.

The second elder, Bethany, pointed at the coffee table. “We have pigs in blankets and cream puffs.” The food rested on a platter with a tea pitcher and a small bowl of lemon slices. “Help yourself.” In a long black pencil skirt and white blouse, she was a more formal hostess dedicated to Southern hospitality.

Plying us with food is a good start, Simone thought as Rudy went after the cream puffs like popcorn. His nonchalant piggery filled Simone with envy. As nervous as she was, she would burp, choke, or accidentally squish the pastry on her leather jacket. “I have reason to believe that Phaedran cheated during his fight, and an energy vamp named Gulley helped him do it. I have also come into information that this same energy vamp is working for another of his kind named Perry Stiles to target Desmond. I don’t know if Phaedran is involved in the latter, but it is cause for concern.”

Dennis stroked his thumb over his bottom lip. “We’ve heard rumors that the fight was suspect. Can you prove it?”

“We can prove the connection between them, but we have no evidence concerning the fight yet.” Digging inside her pocket, Simone withdrew a piece of paper with a photo copied on it from a Facebook group’s archive. The men smiling wide as they propped their rifles next to their knees were a more mixed group than Simone usually saw from end-of-the-world evangelists. Their posts detailing the world’s doom in ten years was based on no credible sources and made her cringe every time she clicked on one of their conspiracies. She tapped Gulley and Phaedran’s faces in the picture. “If you put them in a room together, I or any other witch can prove there was a power exchange between them.”

Dennis held up his hand. “We don’t think adding more magic is a good idea.”

“What do you mean?” Rudy’s fingers crawled like spiders down his leg to scratch as lightly as he could without drawing attention to himself.

“We think a better solution is a rematch,” Bethany said.

“What if Phaedran cheats a second time?” Simone asked.

“Before a rematch, Phaedran and Ethan will be put in isolation for forty-eight hours under our supervision. Earlier today, there was a series of accidents at our construction sites, and there’s evidence of witches behind it. We can’t let this brew into a war between us and Desmond’s followers, so we will forbid Phaedran from having any more contact with Gulley. That will end our pack’s relationship with him and with Perry.”

Propping his hands under his butt, Rudy hoisted himself straighter. “I humbly request the elders witness the second match.”

Bethany’s eyebrow rose, and she exchanged amused looks with the other ancient wolf. “Careful what you ask for. We might decide while watching that being observers no longer suits us.”

“Is that so terrible?”

Dennis kneaded the flakey bread wrapped around the sausage appetizer. “The wolves of your grandparents’ generation thought so, vehemently. Our rule seems to have been romanticized over the years.”

Bethany nodded in agreement. “Sometimes our strong hand was a tad… excessive.”

Simone entwined her fingers with her husband’s. “We understand the risks but still desire your presence.” Rudy’s fingers tightened around hers, signaling that he knew to be quiet and accept what the elders’ answer would be. “What if it won’t stay just a werewolf problem? What will you do if there’s a larger plot in play, and Desmond decides he’s not going to wait for trouble to come to him?” Something bumped the pointed toe of her boot. Simone looked down in time to see a golden brown ball roll under the couch. She followed the path the cream puff came from to an abashed Dennis.

“Sorry ’bout that.” Dennis walked to the edge of the sectional. He dipped two fingers underneath it and pulled up. Simone and Rudy slid against Bethany, who didn’t budge.

When they weren’t touching, Bethany felt as innocuous as a human, but skin to skin engulfed Simone in energy so thick it nearly smothered her. Rudy squeezing her hand brought her back to her senses, while the elders were oblivious. Supernatural folks in general leaked a little bit of magic and energy when they were annoyed, so if this was just a little of Bethany’s power…. Fucking A.

Dennis retrieved the errant dessert and opened his mouth but shut it quickly after seeing Bethany’s disapproving scowl. Sighing, he deposited the treat in the trash. “You wouldn’t have said nothing if we didn’t have guests.”

“Phaedran isn’t that stupid,” Bethany insisted, returning the conversation to its main topic, not confirming whether they ate off the floor when company wasn’t around.

“He might have been an accomplice in the death of Desmond’s assistant,” Simone said now that her head was free of the fuzzies. “That’s not a sign of clear thinking.”

“Only Perry’s man was by the body. The assistant could have been the target,” Dennis pointed out.

“So Phaedran will get away with it,” Rudy said.

“Not in private.” Bethany smiled widely, displaying her growing fangs. “We will have a chat with him about his indiscretions.”

“There’s also you to consider, Simone,” Dennis said. “Our pack is feeling sensitive about witches, and we don’t want any enmity aimed at you for investigating this. You’re a benefit to our pack.”

At least they make a girl feel wanted, Simone thought. “Regardless of what we do, sooner or later the Council will take harsher steps.”

“There was no way to hide the assistant’s body until we figured out what’s going on?” Bethany asked.

“Clive can’t afford to piss off the Council when his legalization isn’t solid yet.”

Dennis looked at her. “How do you think Desmond will respond to the killing?”

“He’s not the kind of man who will tolerate a threat to himself, but I have no idea how hard he’ll retaliate.”

Rudy apologetically pulled his hand back after it knocked against Dennis’s going for pastries at the same time. “If he kills Perry or Gulley, he’ll be doing us a favor.”

“What if Desmond isn’t just a victim?” Simone asked. She didn’t think so, but she did have to consider the possibility. “Perry is one thing, but Desmond the Great is a whole other can of worms.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Dennis said. “We have proof of Phaedran’s ties to an energy vamp, and we think that should settle our problems.”

Simone bowed her head. “We accept your response as satisfactory.” She wanted to say more, but she silently admitted that her motives to press the issue were more personal than for the greater good of the pack.

 

 

AUTUMN ISN’T a myth, Clive thought in the SUV, the yellow lines in the road guiding their way in the darkness as far as the eye could see. Outside, leaves were finally falling, and there was a definite chilly bite in the air. Beside him, Edarra adjusted the heat controls so they were comfortable. “The meeting went reasonably well.” Which was true, but the night held the mood of a show just as flashy as Desmond’s. If someone possessed sensitive information in my old world, my king—dammit, why do I keep thinking of him that way? Clive closed his eyes. Ruth is no longer my anything. Ruth would have received them in private, not publically, where practically everyone in the pack knew the location of this cabin. But why? It’s not for our benefit, and elders such as them fear nothing from energy vamps.

“I wonder why they weren’t surprised about the threat toward Desmond.” Jeremy’s eyes barely showed under his suit jacket, which he was using as a blanket.

Simone turned to Rudy, massaging his bad leg above the bulge of the bandage. “You think they already knew?”

Rudy’s lips moved from side to side as he thought about it. “They have long ears in the supe world.”

But if they didn’t hear it from us or the energy vamps first, that leaves Desmond, Clive thought. As beings in power, it made sense they would have open communications with each other if their followers came into conflict. In the rearview mirror, Simone wrapped her arm around her husband’s shoulder so he could lean against her. Vulnerability without shame when eyes were upon them. It hurt to see reminders of what he lied to himself for years about having. To retain confidentiality, Clive’s options were lie to Simone, ask her to lie to Rudy, or remain silent about his suspicions.

“Are you all right?” Simone asked her husband.

“A fair match is what we needed, and they’re giving it to us,” Rudy answered. “I’ll settle for what keeps our family safe. I want to beat the shit out of Phaedran now that I know he won’t have help, but I’ll stay cool.”

Simone smiled. “He attacks you again, and we’ll flip for kicking his ass.”

Edarra’s gaze met Clive’s. Dissatisfaction twisted her mouth. Do the murders going unanswered not sit well with her either? But if I take on a mission, Mia will never let me hear the end of it. He came to this world so he could have a job like everyone else and not live serving others. Why couldn’t he serve himself? Clive kept his face passive while contemplating ruining his chances of a normal life in a second world. “I’m happy your pack troubles came to a peaceful conclusion.”

Edarra’s eyes went back to the road.

“Edarra’s rather quiet,” Jeremy said. “Don’t tell me you want to play hero.”

“I’m thinking about which route to take back to the office. Your deer run into the road like suicidal sheep.”

“Other than a few strange word choices, you sound like you were born here.” Jeremy’s dark blond head turned in Clive’s direction. “Unlike the knight who almost got us killed changing lanes the other day.”

“Those signs were not properly marked.” No one informed him about the five or more different Peachtree roads, and only dumb royals named so many the same. Whoever was in charge of the city’s design had poor foresight.

“You had to be told what Nutella is,” Jeremy continued to argue, his face not moving an inch more from under his jacket.

“You don’t know what Nutella is?” Rudy asked him.

Edarra smiled. “Jeremy, if you’re so sure about me after two strikes, you can write me a recommendation.”

Jeremy scooted forward to hang on the back of her seat. “My recommendation would be worth gold for the person good enough to sway me to being that nice.”

Edarra waved her hand as if brushing away his words. “Are you that important? I don’t recall you following in your father’s footsteps and running for office.”

Jeremy snorted. “Never. I’m just saying that the Council would consider it a miracle if I made friends.”

Clive didn’t know if Jeremy was boasting or stating the truth. Jeremy and Simone did have power if the Council wanted them to stay employed and out of trouble so badly. But while Jeremy’s attitude hindered his business standing, Clive couldn’t figure out why Simone had the same problem. She was proficient at her job, and other than listening in on phone calls without permission, he had seen no reason for her bad luck. Maybe their last job together was the answer. Unlike riding back home where one of his knights could put off a taxing conversation by begging off to scout ahead, they were trapped in a fast-moving metal box. It was the perfect time to ask about their deceased former employer. “When did the two of you meet?” he asked Simone.

Simone tapped her bottom lip in thought. “What was it, five years ago?”

“I think so,” Jeremy said.

Simone slowed her hands massaging in deep circles on Rudy’s shoulders. “I wanted extra money to play with and looked for a job through the agency. I ended up at the skeeviest place, where this guy was scouring the help-wanted ads the moment I walked in the door.” She snapped her fingers, and Clive knew from experience that the gesture was followed by her thumb aimed at whoever she was talking about. “He actually offered the paper to me to use after him.”

“Don’t act like I wasn’t right,” Jeremy said.

“That time, yes, but you treated every job the same way.”

“Just like you came to every job with optimism like an abused puppy.”

“Why not?” Simone shifted, sending her grumbling husband farther to his side of the long seat. “The office shut-in routine wasn’t working great for you.”

The next shifting came from Jeremy’s side. Without seeing, Clive bet he was pulling on his tie.

“Let’s go back to me being right and you ignoring my warnings,” Jeremy said.

“There’s a difference between saying it’s a shitty job and not mentioning that the boss is a trash fire.”

“I said that he was a scumbag, and me rummaging in the help-wanted ads should have told you no amount of positive thinking was going to save that job.”

Clive did want them talking, but perhaps setting a ward to prevent violence in the car first would have been wise.

“I still think the second job we worked together wouldn’t have gone sideways if you had been nicer,” Simone muttered.

“I had nothing to do with that!” Jeremy threw his jacket aside.

“You wouldn’t give her the spell ingredients she asked for, and you brag about having everything.”

“Not for off-duty shady work I don’t,” Jeremy shot back. “Do you think I was going to let her piss off that coven with ingredients that would lead back to me?”

Clive’s and Edarra’s eyes met in the rearview mirror again, and he fought hard not to smile. They argue like siblings.

“What coven?” Edarra asked.

“A bunch of thieves who were raiding the shops at the nearby outlet mall. Our boss cursed them without knowing they were part of a larger outfit,” Jeremy explained.

“The biggest criminal coven in the whole damn state.” Simone sighed. “One day I came to work, my rims, tires, and most of its inner electronics were gone. I had to buy a new car after that fiasco.”

“Who was Jeremy’s fourth and your third boss?” Edarra asked. “How bad was he?”

“He wasn’t one of the bad ones,” Simone whispered.

“Levi? The one who was murdered?” Clive asked. Finally.

“Underestimated the ugliness of the business,” Jeremy said.

“Did you two like him?” Clive didn’t think they had anything to do with the death, but they were so sensitive about broaching the subject. Something held their tongues.

“Better than most of our bosses. Nice doesn’t work in this town.”

There was real regret in his voice, but he and Simone fell silent, signaling an end to the questioning. The rest of the ride was quiet as they dropped off Jeremy and then stopped in front of Simone’s home.

“The two of you can sleep in a couple hours,” Clive said to Simone as Edarra carried Rudy like a child into the house. Soon it would be just him and the Amazon. In the side mirrors, the running car fogged the air.

“I think I’ll come in on time anyways,” Simone said. “My boys have been a little stir-crazy since their favorite big kid has been put out of action.”

“Good night, and we’ll start a fresh case tomorrow.”

Simone waved at him.

Instead of waving back, Clive bowed his head low in respect. Her conduct that night rivaled the knights he once commanded. Contrary to his original thoughts when he walked into Witches for Hire, he had no undesirables in his employ. Different, yes, but valuable in their own ways. He drummed his fingers on his knee while he waited for Edarra. When she returned, Clive said nothing until her buckle clicked properly. “I have a proposition to make.”

“About Gulley and Perry?” Edarra smoothly reversed out of the driveway, barely pausing long enough for the car to slow as she straightened out on the road.

“Yes. I’m willing to pay you out of pocket to investigate the murders connected to them. Discreetly,” Clive pointed out. “I don’t want Simone or Jeremy linked to our activities, especially if Levi is tied in to this.”

“Why?”

“Their reactions, and our last conversation about it. I couldn’t make out any falsehoods, but—”

“Jeremy hedged quite a bit.”

That indicated Jeremy knew more than he was letting on, and Clive didn’t want to find out that he’d hired someone who contributed to a murder. “Do you think he was directly involved?”

“All I could tell was that he’s really angry when he talks about it.” Edarra sniffed loudly. “The tension around him becomes palpable, and he works harder to control his voice.”

Clive adjusted his coat. It wasn’t chainmail, but it added enough extra weight to make him feel comfortable. “Hopefully we’ll reach a place where we all trust each other.”

Edarra’s white teeth gleamed in the dark. “Are you sure you can trust me?”

My old instincts haven’t failed me yet. “Without hesitation.” Clive took out his cell phone and dialed Mia’s number.

“You’re lucky,” Mia said when they connected. “I was turning my phone off for the night.”

“Sorry for calling so late, but do you know anything about a witch Simone and Jeremy used to work for named Levi Pepper?”

“The former cop?”

“Did you know him?”

“Not well. Everyone became interested in him after his death.”

“Do you remember any rumors from that time?” Clive asked.

“Not much, but I heard the Council shut down all investigations into it.”

“Did anyone say why?”

“No, and they made it clear they didn’t want people to ask. This may not be something you want to look into with your immigration status pending.”

Clive grinned because he could imagine the exasperated look on her face. “Why should I make things easy on myself now?”

“Who knows.” Mia went quiet, and Clive could hear a male voice in the background, just as authoritative as hers. “Raj wants to know if you have a replacement for Goldie yet.”

“I haven’t had the time to browse anywhere.”

Mia went quiet again, and the male voice went on for a full minute. “He says go to a place called the Ragged Shoe. They have great arms, but it’s in a crappy part of town.”

Clive chewed on the inside of his cheek. “He also said something about me being dumb for breaking it, didn’t he?”

“You can ask him yourself over the weekend,” Mia said. “We have a DVD about to play, so I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Good night, and try to have fun for a change.”

The car had grown unbearably hot since they’d been moving again. An Amazon’s body-temperature needs were never convenient to poor humans. Clive clicked off his phone. “What do you do for fun when you get off work?”

“Clubs, drinking with Simone’s werewolf friends because they have the best booze, and hunting.”

“I think Jeremy is right. You belong here.”

Edarra shrugged as she headed toward Clive’s house. “You’re doing well for a newbie.”

Clive stared at the bright street lamps cluttered with gangs of moths and the occasional fluttering bat. “I hope so.”





Chapter 8

 

 

EDARRA CLOSED her eyes in the dark office. Running errands all day left her pooped, and resting her eyes for a short nap before heading out was the highlight of her day. Clive’s chair, which was covered in really good leather, felt like rubbing her back on butter. Hell, she could sleep there all night.

A loud pop and then a metallic object hitting the floor sounded from the lobby.

Ugh. Since she was alone, she’d forgotten to set Jeremy’s security. Edarra cracked her knuckles. So much for sleeping. She crept out of Clive’s office, sticking to the shadows. Edarra hid behind a corner, watching the intruder walk past each door after putting their hand on it. What does this person want?

The intruder stopped outside Jeremy’s office. He or she spread their hands down the door from top to bottom.

Edarra shook her head. If they try breaking in, Jeremy’s booby traps will probably kill them, and I’m the only one here, dammit. “Hey!”

The intruder’s hands dropped to reach inside their thick coat.

Sprinting at her full speed, Edarra reached the intruder before they could raise their arm, and snapped it at the elbow. A male scream filled her ears, but Edarra ignored it to search the intruder. Inside his coat was a gun, and his tote bag was filled with small Ziploc bags and jars. The crying became too grating, so she smashed the intruder’s head into the door. He stopped moving but kept breathing. Edarra let him drop and took out her phone to call Clive. “I really hope this isn’t my third strike.”

 

 

“I WON’T wear the crown.” Clive stubbornly shook his head as cheers roared through the building when the white horse stood on its hind legs. What had possessed him to let Mia and Raj drag him to such a den of mockery to everything he stood for? “You said we would see knights. All I see is showmanship.”

Raj drank from his orange cup citing the cursed place’s name. “It’s part of the fun, so put it on.”

Mia sank her black and white crown on her head and smiled at Clive. “Don’t be such a baby.”

“You two should be as mortally offended as I am.” Clive groaned as the knights pranced on the dirt just as much as the horses had, swinging their weapons around like squires serving on their first day. “They’re an embarrassment to our kind. Why aren’t any of them performing magic? I deserve at least that as entertainment.”

“They don’t have magic. They mostly joust and say pretty words.” Mia stopped talking as the so-called king shouted for order. A young girl pretending to be his daughter stood by his side and waved gracefully to the crowd like the princess she was supposed to be.

The audience around them cheered louder, but Clive shook his head in disbelief. If this was back at home, all in the stands would have thrown their cleaned bones at them in protest. “I see no reason why you brought me here.” People in their section applauded as the black and white knight bowed before them. An elbow poked his side, so Clive clapped too. That phrase that Simone said in extreme situations always eluded him as to its exact definition, but at that moment he understood it. “I cannot even.” Covering his eyes wouldn’t remove the images, but he was tempted.

“There is great value in bringing you here,” Mia murmured so only Clive and Raj could hear. “In our world, we were heroes. The rank of knight meant the most powerful of wizards and a warrior whose sword could turn the tide of war. Here, they are relics who sat around a round table or went on quests. You have to accept that what we were in our world never happened here. Otherwise….” Mia pulled her cell phone out of her pocket.

Raj glared at her. “You don’t have to show everyone.”

She tapped the screen until a video came up labeled Crazy Man on Marta. The black picture box filled with Raj sitting down as he stared openmouthed at a book cover.

“That is it!” Video Raj cried out while pointing out the art on the book depicting a knight with long gold hair sweeping a woman behind him onto his horse. “No knight would be so vulgar, and why is he calling her a wench in the description? He is a fraud, and that armor isn’t worth a mercenary’s stipend.” He got up while waving his arms erratically. “And that wizard! No real mage would dare to wear stars and a pointy hat!” As he went on, two people in uniform approached him. He was told to quiet down, but Raj pushed them away from him. “I will speak my peace, you ignorant—”

Mia stopped the video. “I’ll end it there for my husband’s dignity.”

Raj ran his fingers through his thick black curls. “You were just as bad as me. The only difference was that no one had a camera phone ready to record it.”

“I don’t deny it.” Mia turned to Clive. “Which is why I’m showing you this. There is one lesson you never learned in those classes: how to laugh at yourself.” She faced the knights circling each other and exchanging blows in failed attempts in subtlety to not cause actual harm. “Because if you don’t learn to laugh, you’ll just become bitter.”

 

 

AFTER BEING bribed with a three-scoop ice cream cone when they left Medieval Times, Clive was in a better mood. There was wisdom in Mia’s and Raj’s forced outing, so he took it as an additional chore to earning his green card. “Two months out of Orientation, and I’m not dead or crying to go back home.” It was brisk outside, but still warm enough to walk a little before they returned to their car.

Mia nodded. “Congratulations. Any word on Edarra and the Witch’s Council?”

“They listened to reason, just like I knew they would. I had no idea Jeremy’s library was valuable enough for someone to break in. It was the burglar’s own fault for having a weapon.”

“How are you getting along now?” Raj asked in between licks on his chocolate and coffee flavored cone.

“There has been no new tension since the werewolf dispute was settled,” Clive said.

“That’s a shame.” Raj sighed heavily.

“Has my misery become your main source of entertainment?”

“No. We wanted to steal that Amazon away from you, but that won’t work if you’re a good boss.” Mia touched her shoulder where her knight’s brooch used to be clasped on her cloak in their old world. “There are no fealty oaths to break, so we poach the best talent we can find.”

“I give some weekdays off, and I bought the office an espresso machine.” Clive swiped off a dribble of ice cream from the cone’s edge. “I even got a #1 Boss mug from Simone.”

“Did you capture a car thieves’ ring of sorcerers?” Mia asked.

Oh rounding them and their demons up must have been fun. Clive tamped down his excitement so his voice stayed an uninterested monotone. “No, but I’m sure that happens all the time.”

“What about smash-and-grab jewel thieves who left behind gorgon snakes at the crime scenes?” Raj asked.

Clive gritted his teeth. “No, but I did stop a possible werewolf war.”

“What else have you done?” Mia pressed.

Their stubbornness was too much to take, so Clive stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “What point are you two trying to make?”

“We seek out the most dangerous jobs we can find, and another knight on our team wouldn’t hurt,” Mia said as she drew up beside Clive.

Raj nodded as he finished off the remaining ball of ice cream. “And an Amazon.”

Clive looked at the night sky and shook his head. “I’m fine with running my own business, and I’m going to enjoy cutting into your profits just for being asses.”

Raj lay his hand on Clive’s shoulder. “I know we’re being pushy, but these paltry jobs aren’t like you. You always liked throwing yourself into the thick of things.”

And into a bed I shouldn’t have. “That didn’t work out so well for me,” Clive said out loud. “I know I’m not creating a ruckus like you two did when you first arrived, but I need slow right now. Besides, I’m not completely resting on my heels.”

“How far have you gotten checking out Levi’s death?” Mia asked.

“Not as far as I’d like.”

“If you hear anything else, we aren’t opposed if you share it,” Raj said.

Clive smiled. “You used to be subtler than that. What third party has an interest?” This felt like old times in their old world, when all three of them served different leaders.

Mia held up her finger and tsked him. “I suspect you’ll find out soon, but it’s not our place to tell you. Would you consider sharing if we told you that Levi used to keep notebooks about his work progress?”

“How does that help me?”

“You have two employees who knew his habits. You’re in a better position to question them than we are.” Raj cleared his throat. “If a third party was interested in that.”

“I’ll remember you two if you don’t poach Edarra,” Clive promised.

“Fair enough,” Mia said. “You did come out here, after all.”

Clive shuddered. “Against my better judgment.” Simone was too tight-lipped, and Jeremy did have a penchant for lying. How could he question them without alarming them? “How did you approach your employees’ problems when you first started?”

Mia coughed. “There was a lot of trial and error.”

“In a fair world, it would have been caught on camera phone,” Raj said.

“Everything turned out all right in the end?” Clive asked.

“By the skin of our teeth, and there might have been a few fistfights along the way.”

“But no swords?”

Raj scratched the back of his neck. “Maybe a club or two.”

“Luckily it never got bad enough that blood was drawn.” Mia shrugged. “Follow your instincts, and you’ll do well.”





Chapter 9

 

 

FUCK. MAGIC radiated painfully across Jeremy’s temple and into his face, where his nostrils felt swollen. It was like a live wire under his skin. The pain could disappear with one phone call. It had been four months since the last time he gave in, and if he kept telling himself no, he could make it through one more night. He cradled his hands to his chest in bed and tried not to look at the phone. It pissed him off how mistakes from almost eight years ago still strangled his life. “I can do this,” Jeremy whispered and wished his voice didn’t tremble. He pushed in the number for work.

It rang and Simone answered. “Why aren’t you in yet?”

“Feeling under the weather.”

“Ah, that time of the year. What lie are you going to use this time?”

Jeremy heard the creak of her chair leaning back. “I ran over a dog, and I’m inconsolable.”

“I forgot how depressing you can be during your little fugues. Anything else?”

“No.” Jeremy ended the call and stretched out on his back. If he found a quick lay, he would be fine. He scrubbed his hands down his face. Why can’t it be as easy for me as it is for him?

 

 

NUMEROUS BOTTLES lay on his bed after hours of desperately mixing potions for some relief, and Jeremy could finally stand. The taste in his mouth was horribly bitter, but another concoction with a touch of mint would fix that. Now that he was up, he didn’t want to go in to work and have Simone staring at him with a witch’s curiosity, trying to diagnose what ailed him. He placed a ragged pair of shoes on the floor near his feet and a clean pair next to them. The first pair represented Jeremy doing something really stupid, and the second pair was the smart choice that wouldn’t put him back on a murderer’s radar. Jeremy reached for the new shoes but stopped a fraction of an inch from them as a shy smile that was now a blur flowed into his memories like a stray cat following him home. He grabbed the older pair. “I’m a buffoon.” Soon a long, worn coat and pants joined his ensemble. Dressed for anonymity and the gray chilly weather, Jeremy walked out of his flat to do a very stupid thing.

 

 

IT DIDN’T take long to retrace his steps and find his way to the Kitty Purr. When Jeremy went inside, he was greeted by the cashier performing a quick drumbeat on the glass counter as if customers wanted musical accompaniment while they shopped.

“Take a look around and let me know if you see anything you like.”

A crashing sound came from the back of the store.

The cashier rubbed his hand over his face. “Dammit, Josh! It’s not that hard to stock.” He folded a partition away from the counter and walked toward the noise.

Jeremy wandered down the pristine aisles that resembled the neatness of a grocery store. It’d been years since he’d visited an adult store, and the changes made him feel old. He didn’t dare look at the toys dangling from racks. A single glance would summon the memory of fingers traveling down his nape and a name that few living called him by uttered from full lips demanding obedience. Playful brown eyes used to gleam down on him with mischief while deciding which new contraption suited Jeremy’s body. Jeremy swallowed hard. Not now. Don’t give in to those thoughts. He shook himself and reminded himself that he was there for business.

Name cards stood in between DVD shelves for genres he hadn’t seen before. He dragged his fingers over the edges of animated porn, skipping over women with inhumanly endowed breasts trapped in tentacles and milk squirting out of nipples. Interesting, but too distracting. His digit landed on a scantily clad couple with the telltale signs of everything that bored him in adult film. Straight sex and a guy with a dudebro haircut that made Jeremy envision flexing arms and Zoolander faces.

With his selection in hand, Jeremy headed to a group of locked cubicles. He gained entry after giving up five dollars. Once comfortable on the leather bench seat and surrounded by exaggerated moaning, Jeremy strained his ears to hear outside the booth. The stocker must have messed up again, because he could make out a litany of complaints from the cashier. If only they were stupid enough to spill energy-vamp secrets; then he could go home. He cracked the door open and peeked out. The cashier had returned to the register and had a perfect view if Jeremy crawled out. “Oh yeah, do that right there.” It was sad throwing out encouraging comments, especially since the mediocre fellatio accompanying the world’s worst soap opera wasn’t worth a dime of his money. “Pull that hair and make her scream.” Thank God he turned around! Jeremy balled up a pamphlet detailing Discount Thursdays and stuffed it in the lock before edging his body into the short hallway.

More sex-toy displays decorated his path, this time bigger and interspersed with sex furniture. A long black curtain separated the store from what Jeremy presumed was an office area, so he ducked under it. In front of him were two doors: one a unisex bathroom and the other unmarked. After turning the knob and finding it locked, Jeremy took a brass key with three thin prongs out of his pocket and placed it in the keyhole. It dematerialized into smoke when it came into contact with the lock’s mechanisms. Nebulous streams of air twisted and hardened until there was a small click. Covering his hand with his coat, he opened the door to an untidy office with papers strewn all over the desk. Jeremy pocketed the key and walked inside, shutting the door behind him. He raised his hand and tested the air for any concentrations of magic. Nothing in or on the desk stood out, but the wall pulsed with strange power. Probably a safe. Jeremy grinned. Just like the old days.

Jeremy reached in his pants pocket and pulled out gloves and a thin box. He held the box in his mouth while he slipped his hands into the gloves. After he tugged them in place, Jeremy took the box out of his mouth and opened it; a thin black spine shone in the fluorescent light. Jeremy walked to the section of wall leaking power and placed his hand over it. The painted surface dissolved, and a modern safe stood out. No burning sensation or stiffening of air to indicate any kind of real barrier. Such incompetence! Jeremy thought. There’s no bloody reason to even have a bloody safe if the protection spell is mostly disabled. Shaking his head, he stuck the spine onto the knob. Several spikes of magic popped out like a rainbow of spider legs. Jeremy turned the spine. Every time it hit one of the codes, there was a loud click. Jeremy looked over his shoulder. He wasn’t used to doing this while the occupants were still there. Finally the last tumbler unlocked it, and the door opened. That’s what you lazy lot get for not hiring a professional witch to manage your security. Amateurs.

Inside, notebooks and a square box were the safe’s only contents. Since the smartest burglary jobs were the quickest, Jeremy ignored the box and went for the notebooks. He put away his spine, grabbed his cell phone, and turned on the camera. Holding it steady, he flipped each page and quickly snapped pics without really looking at what he was capturing. Jeremy continued on to the second notebook. When he finished, he didn’t press his luck and returned the notebooks to their hidey-hole. He shut the safe and restored the illusion. Back in the hall, he searched for the employees. The cashier still faced away from him, but the stock worker had moved into the aisles, stacking movies in the ménage section. Jeremy smiled. This was not going to be the poor man’s day.

Ducking behind collars and leashes, Jeremy flicked his finger ever so slightly at a neatly stacked pyramid of movies. A DVD tipped over, setting off a domino effect of porn. The cashier shook his head, and his stocker bent to pick up the DVDs. Jeremy dashed into the video cubicle and pressed the Stop button just as the actress showed real pleasure from having her ass pounded. If they were that enthusiastic from the beginning, I wouldn’t have been so bored. Jeremy looked at the man staring at the camera and making duck face. Then again, I see why it took her so long to warm up to him.

He took out the DVD and returned it to its box. Opening the door, Jeremy pretended to just notice the stocker’s distress and walked to the register. He put the movie on the counter. “It was okay, but I’m not in the mood to buy. I’ll take a box of these, though.” Jeremy grabbed the overpriced condoms from the front display and handed them to the clerk.

The price popped up on the screen, and Jeremy handed over a twenty of his hard-earned money. There was little chance of him using them soon, but buying something gave no one a reason to imagine why he visited the shop. Jeremy took his change and left with his heart intact and the fools inside flailing about in retail boredom. Outside, the sun waged war on fall, removing all traces of that morning’s early frost and torturing every poor soul who left their homes dressed for cold. Jeremy’s coat clung to him in seconds. A man wearing three coats rolled his cart to a trash bin. As he mumbled to himself and dug through Starbucks cups and McDonald’s food wrappers, Jeremy sidestepped past him. The porn shop workers didn’t seem the bleeding-hearts kind, so he wondered why they hadn’t booted the man from in front of their building. Magic that he hadn’t called forth tingled in his fingers. Just for a second the homeless man paused and then went back to rummaging. Jeremy narrowed his eyes suspiciously. Oh that sneaky bastard! On or off the stage, Desmond did love his costumes. Jeremy turned in the man’s direction, but a hand clamped over his mouth.

 

 

“EDARRA, SINCE Jeremy called in sick, I could use your help on a job.” Clive tilted his head in Simone’s direction, who was focused on filling out a letter granting them permission to obtain more trapping cages for dangerous creatures. Every cage and its use were documented to curb illegal smuggling.

She glanced at Simone and nodded. “I’ll join you, then.”

They said good-bye to Simone, who barely looked up as they walked past her desk. During the drive, as Edarra nibbled on a protein bar, Clive remained silent. Perhaps I was wrong, and we shouldn’t investigate the murders on our own. We don’t have a genuine reason to get involved, and Edarra might feel obligated to help me because I’m her boss. Clive pointed at the interstate signs heading for Atlanta. “I want to go to the Kitty Purr and surveil the staff. We can make a U-turn to the office if you want.”

“Do we only watch?” Edarra opened her fingers wide and cracked her knuckles. It was obvious she wanted to do that to someone’s bones.

Clive smiled. I worried for nothing. There’s isn’t a thing anyone could force Edarra to do. “For now, yes. I want to know what these energy vamps are up to, and if they’re related to Levi’s murder.” He raised his hand as if swearing an oath. “I’ll give everything I find to the Council after that.”

“Okay. I’ll keep driving to the porn shop.” Edarra grinned. “Maybe you can show me the good kind of trouble my other jobs failed to deliver.”

“I should say I hope not, but I do miss a good fight.”

 

 

SLOW HUMANS hadn’t yet clogged the roads for their lunch breaks, so Edarra quickly arrived at the exit near the porn shop. She drove them past the Kitty Purr and then parked a few blocks away in a CVS parking lot. On the same side of the street, SUVs blocked them from direct view of the shop. In consideration of Clive’s normal eyesight, she rolled down her window so he could see better. At first there was little activity, but Edarra soon swatted Clive’s shoulder for him to look at the patron who while in disheveled clothes, was still recognizable to anyone who watched that haughty walk every day. Even when he was impersonating a nondescript patron, the man couldn’t slouch.

Clive inhaled sharply. “Jeremy seems to have recovered from his illness remarkably.”

“I bet he’s here for the same reason we are. I’ll move closer on foot, so I can hear anyone inside talk.”

“I should join y—”

Edarra shook her head adamantly. “Stay in the car in case I need to make a quick exit.” Tossing aside the empty fruit juice bottle that she had purchased so they could linger in the drugstore parking lot, Edarra strolled from the car like a pedestrian with a place to be. Once she reached the Kitty Purr’s parking lot, she walked to the wall away from the street and placed her ear and hands on it. Whatever vibrations her ears didn’t quite catch, her fingers absorbed. Edarra felt the heartbeats of two employees, one of whom bungled everything he touched. Underneath those sounds was Jeremy shouting phrases she never would have imagined the uptight man saying. The lack of sincerity saved her from being embarrassed. He’s a worse actor than those porn stars, Edarra thought.

Edarra flinched from the sound of metal grating and whatever else Butterfingers inside the porn shop knocked over. She was praying for him to be fired already when Jeremy’s scent wafted away from Edarra and toward the other side of the shop. His actions puzzled her until she heard the tumblers of a safe turning. Her eyebrows rose. Strange things are taught in that city called London. Edarra faced a conundrum. Pretend not to see him when he left or confront him? Her decision was made when Gulley’s scent carried to her nose. Edarra followed the smell to a car a traffic light away holding two men.

Jeremy stepped out of the shop with a small bag in his hand. He paused to look both ways, taking his sweet time. Edarra bundled the witch close with her hand over his mouth, and whisked him to her lookout spot. He briefly stiffened in her arms, but something gave her away because he relaxed without a word.

Convinced he wouldn’t make a scene, Edarra released him. “Gulley just pulled in with who I think might be Perry.”

Jeremy grimaced as he turned to look at the front of the store. “I appreciate the snatch and grab.”

“Tiny arrogant humans,” Edarra muttered as they returned to Clive’s car. She motioned Clive to sit in the driver’s side, so she sat facing Jeremy.

“I’m parked in the garage four blocks away to the left of us.” Jeremy lowered his body beneath the window so he couldn’t be seen from outside.

“Why are you here?” Resignation clouded the strong tones of Clive’s voice, his half-lidded eyes and slumped shoulders indicating that he expected to hear nothing but lies as he pulled the car out.

“The same as you two, I suppose.”

“Specifics would be nice.”

Despite Clive not being like her old bosses, Edarra did miss some aspects of their horrible personalities. If a fellow employee kept mum about dangerous information, she would have been ordered to hold the tight-lipped person’s legs from the sunroof as they drove at high speeds down a deserted road for answers. Most of the time she said no, but every once in a while, she was glad to say yes. She smiled sweetly at Jeremy. “What did you find in the safe?”

“Nothing that I could bring out, obviously.”

Overheated circuits filled Edarra’s nostrils now that she was in an enclosed space with the deceptive witch. “Why does your phone have that burnt smell from taking a lot of pictures?”

Clive looked at Jeremy in the rearview mirror. “Withholding information is useless.”

“It’s not your concern,” Jeremy said. “You’re both new to this world, so why take on our problems?”

“Because this is my home now, and….” Clive blew out his breath. “Please rise. I look ridiculous speaking to you.”

“Then hurry and drop me off.”

Edarra held out her hand. “Your phone.”

“Fine!” Jeremy thrust his phone at Edarra while tapping his code across the screen. “Enjoy the can of worms you can’t take back.”

“I understand responsibility more than you do, which is why I will inform Simone of our activities,” Clive said.

“You just want to place all the blame on me.” Jeremy’s head rose in anger, his usually combed and styled hair sticking up in all directions, and then he sank down again.

“Regardless of your feelings, it’s obvious that we have communication problems.” Clive nodded sagely. “We’re all at fault, and honesty will fix the situation.”

Edarra winced. Simone was the only one in the dark. What a fine way to repay her kindness. Why did Jeremy have to go sleuthing on his own and make us doubly guilty in going behind her back? Stupid me, wanting to beat up more things after that burglar. I need to find a gym with decent sparring opponents, or I’ll never make friends.





Chapter 10

 

 

JEREMY DIDN’T care if not returning to the office made him a coward. Simone being the sole person locked out of lunch-break vigilantism wasn’t intentional, but blame would fall on his head anyway. The pain radiating through his body since the tonic had worn off was bloody perfect, and the perfect thing he needed to catapult his day from beyond shit to utter hell. Like regular medicine, he couldn’t dump a vial down his throat on an empty stomach. Jeremy drove into a parking lot filled with cars while its neighbors’ sat empty. A chipped painting claiming the city’s best burgers and shakes greeted him while a gas station attendant from next door guarded his parking spots as if he were Gandalf blocking a balrog. Jeremy walked through a rickety door covered in old Coca-Cola signs, scents of well-handled burgers beckoning him inside. A quick glance at the tasty-looking plates of juicy meat accompanied with crispy fries gave him hope that the food might live up to the advertising. After he was seated and had placed his order, Jeremy downloaded a garish game about candy that helped Edarra whittle her time away on stakeouts.

“Urmp-hrm.”

Faces, surroundings, and thoughts from Jeremy’s worst memories faded over time, but smells remained cemented in his mind. The smell of coffee and cleansers mingling summoned hospital waiting rooms as if he were there right then, and a brand of cigar put him back with Levi’s body, his chest cavity blackened and dried while the rest of him was newly dead flesh. Trace hints of apple-tinted cigar smoke wafted to his nose from the throat clearer standing near his arm. Jeremy slowly raised his head. Council Member Salvatore winked at him as if he hadn’t questioned him from when Levi had been discovered until the next morning. Only Senator Ragsdale’s intervention had prevented Jeremy from contradicting his story out of exhaustion.

“May I sit?”

“Sure.” Why not fake civility and pretend he really had the option of denying one of the witches powerful enough to profess himself the magical law of Georgia two centuries ago?

Salvatore whipped the bottom of his tan trench coat out of the way and took the opposite chair. “Have you eaten here before?”

“No.”

Shrugging, Salvatore picked up the menu and read it as if the bloody thing was a bestseller. His flat brown hat slid down shiny bald skin as he turned the pages. He adjusted it to its rightful place by poking his finger up the side of his head, pushing against barely there stubble. Hairstyle choice, early baldness, or protection against a witch stealing his hair was anyone’s guess.

“The only reason a member of the Witches Council would come is because you know where I’ve been.” Jeremy tsked. “It’s a shame you’re too late. Whenever work leaves me with unwanted intel, I dispose of it technically and magically as soon as possible.” It had become Jeremy’s usual protocol after his second magic-for-hire job, when a dryad’s hair almost strangled him for a valuable flash drive he’d possessed.

“That is troubling.” Salvatore motioned for the server, and she nodded at him to wait as she took care of a nearby table.

“You’re ordering even though I have nothing you want?”

“The food smells delicious.”

“Why are you sticking your nose in our case?”

“Murder is always our jurisdiction. You should be the one coming up with excuses for your ongoing investigation.” Salvatore tipped his hat to the server, who was more than happy to sidle to him and get more of that bright smile aimed at her.

“Welcome! How may I help you?”

“I’ll have a swiss burger. Lettuce, tomato only, and rings.”

“How do you like your burger cooked?”

“Rare as your lovely smile,” Salvatore said.

Jeremy wanted to stab his eye with his fork.

“You’re a sweetie. And what to drink?”

“A lemonade, please.”

“All right. I’ll pop it out as soon as it’s done.”

Salvatore clutched the sweater over his chest. “Thank you, from the bottom of my heart, ma’am.”

The server winked at him and walked to the cooking area with a pep in her step to give them the new order.

Jeremy drummed his fingers on the table. “While I appreciate honey being thrown at me instead of a stick, hounding me is uncalled for.” Especially when we both know that stick is coming out very soon.

“I believe my position makes me the judge of that.”

Under the table, Jeremy took out his phone. Sliding his drink closer to the table’s edge gave him an excuse to glance down at his lap. His scrolled through the contacts list until he clicked on Simone’s number to text. Drawing in a long sip, Jeremy typed out his message the best he could, glad that he had the letters’ positions memorized.

“You don’t have service in here,” Salvatore said.

“Excuse me?”

“You have no phone service.”

Part of Jeremy wanted to say sod it and aim his best curse at Salvatore. A quick protection ward over the patrons and see if the big bad witch could live up to his reputation. “I wonder why.”

The waitress returned with a tray of drinks and placed one of the lemonades in front of Salvatore. She turned to Jeremy. “Your food will be out soon.”

“Thank you.” When she left, Jeremy openly plopped his phone on the table. There were no bars and a message saying the phone was disconnected when he clicked the Talk button. He glanced at several other patrons playing on their gadgets without any problems. “For an overseer of justice and equality, you’re a prick. I can walk out whenever I feel like it.”

“You can certainly walk, but you can’t drive.”

A bulb overhead exploded. Servers scrambled to make sure their patrons were okay and offered to recook any meals near the scattered glass.

Salvatore frowned with fatherly concern that didn’t fit his youthful face. “You should be careful about that temper while in public.”

I’m letting him get under my skin. If I don’t stay calm, I might give him a legitimate reason to bring me in. Jeremy cracked his neck on both sides. He breathed out slowly. “What do you want?”

“To be a listening ear in case there’s anything you want to get off your chest.” Salvatore plucked his cigar out of his pocket and rolled it through his fingers. “Perhaps something you’ve suddenly remembered and don’t want to discuss in front of your business associates.”

“If you have a problem believing that I’ve told the Council everything I know, write an official charge. You have no right to harass me.” Their server came with Jeremy’s platter of a cheddar burger with its toasted bun lying on the side. “Thank you.” When they were alone again, Jeremy said, “We’re done speaking, so set my things back to rights.”

“I’ll consider it when I return from the bathroom.” Slapping his napkin on the table, Salvatore jumped to his feet and left Jeremy with his mouth hanging open.

Ice clinked inside Salvatore’s glass as smaller pieces broke and rose to the surface. His drink left unaccompanied with a witch who clearly didn’t like him. It was a dare. No sane person would consider tampering with one of the Council’s meals, but wasn’t there some caution to be adhered to? The restrooms were in a tiny hall past the kitchen. Salvatore could be lying in wait, hoping for Jeremy to curse his food and hold him for questioning afterward. Trap or not, he was toying with Jeremy. Jeremy scoured their conversation for every word spoken to help any self-defense claim he made. Two minutes, max, to make a decision. Jeremy removed a tonic from his inside pocket and downed it. He closed his eyes as the pain was soothed away, but the desire to attempt his own nosiness didn’t lessen.

Quickly looking around for any witnesses, Jeremy reached into his shoe. A thin vial trapped between the cloth and laces touched his fingers. He pulled it out and flipped the top up. While the other patrons were engaged in their own conversations, he dashed two green drops into Salvatore’s lemonade. Instead of turning the light yellow drink darker, the potion blended with the drink as if it was a clear substance. Jeremy dipped his spoon into the mixture and rubbed it on Salvatore’s straw for saliva. He swirled the spoon so the lemonade trapped in it brushed the metal edges. He laid it down on his side of the table just as Salvatore came around the corner.

When Salvatore sat, hazy images flitted in the spoon. Jeremy scooted the spoon just a bit closer to his unwanted dining guest, and the images sharpened. It was a simple scrying spell of intentions that in olden times was used as a greeting between rival coven heads meeting each other. Jeremy was technically in that role for Witches for Hire, and Salvatore definitely counted as a Council representative. It had rarely been used in recent years, but no one considered it a threat. Jeremy took a large bite of his burger so Salvatore wouldn’t notice him being distracted. Damn, it was juicy, and melted on top was quality cheddar. This burger deserved him moaning in pleasure as tribute, but he was loath to do it in front of an audience. Once he stopped chewing, he looked at the spoon. Since it was a tiny reflection, Jeremy had to squint to see a pair of arms, and then two pairs. A tiny face turned, and Jeremy saw himself.

“Anything interesting?”

Jeremy jerked his head up. Brown irises with tiny gray spots stared at him. “Beg your pardon?”

“The little kitchen-witch spell.” Salvatore leaned forward on his elbows. “Do you see anything scary?”

“If I did, are you worried that I might do something about it?”

“We can test your theory.”

Jeremy straightened his shoulders because he wasn’t going to be intimidated by a cretin who pissed on personal boundaries. “You don’t have the right to threaten me when you’re bending your own rules.”

Salvatore grinned with his normal casual demeanor. “That wasn’t a threat. I think an old-fashioned duel would be amusing.”

Jeremy’s gaze returned to the spoon. More shapes and lines solidified, and he could make out what was happening. Hands clutched miniature Jeremy’s shoulders around his neck. Does he intend to kill me? Jeremy thought. “Me against a Council member?” I’ll finish anything between us if he starts it.

“The innocent act must grow tiresome.”

Jeremy stabbed a few fries in ketchup and crunched them into his mouth. Wasting their crispy goodness was the only reason Salvatore wasn’t wearing them. “If I’m saddled with your company, you should at the very least pay for my meal.” His wrist knocked his spoon closer to Salvatore.

“You already ordered, so my presence has no bearing on your financial situation. Also, I only pay for meals during official meetings or intimate settings like dinner.”

The second miniature person solidified into Salvatore. He is the other person. The two men inside the spoon moved faster. Wait. Salvatore slid his hands down and the image moved to heaving lower bodies, Salvatore spreading Jeremy’s asscheeks so he could—Jeremy choked. He grabbed his lemonade. When his throat no longer burned, he stared at Salvatore with wide eyes. “What the bloody hell?”

Salvatore pointed at him. “It’s your own fault for casting spells on my intentions. I wanted to wait for a less stressful time to mention it, but your curiosity always gets the best of you.”

“You absolutely did that on purpose, you wank—” Their server arrived again and brought Salvatore his plate.

“I’m grateful. Watching him eat was torture,” Salvatore said.

The server grinned. “Customers died down so your food was ready faster. Is there anything else I can bring you? Refills?”

“No worries, ma’am, we’re doing great.”

No, we are not, Jeremy thought. He wants to fuck me?

“You two holler if something isn’t to your liking.” The server moved on to another table, leaving Jeremy to share a meal with a Council member who had the hots for him.

“This is a very strange day.”

“You can forget about it for now.”

“Good, because I have too much to deal with.” Jeremy dumped the tainted lemonade out of the spoon, so the images of Salvatore fucking him would vanish. “When I finish my food, my car better purr like it’s brand new.”

“Don’t worry. If anything is wrong with it after I lift my spell, I’ll be willing to service anything you need.”

I should have hexed the cheeky bastard!

 

 

JEREMY LEANED on his car door as he waited for Simone to pick up the office phone.

“I’m a little busy with the Council’s minions acting like Gestapo!” Simone shouted the last away from the phone.

“I knew Salvatore had an ulterior motive.” Divide us so we wouldn’t make a fuss. If Jeremy had reached his senator father, their asses would have been out the door before they touched a drawer. He blew out his cheeks. “How much did they take?”

“You knew the Council was gonna shake us down and didn’t say shit!”

Not everything is my damn fault! he thought angrily. “Salvatore disabled my car and phone. What did they take?”

“Everything with a phone number, address, or anything useful. They had the nerve to act like they were doing us a favor by leaving us these scraps. Wait… you saw one of them in person?”

“I’ll be at the office in thirty minutes.”

“You didn’t answer—”

“Bye.” He hung up and wondered what else could go wrong.

 

 

ONCE, CLIVE could have memorized the military movements of three allied countries’ battalions, and now he only recalled dribbles of notes Jeremy had sent him before ambling off to his car. Cell phones were to blame. They were treacherously easy to use and played cute songs to remind him of scheduled meetings. At least Earth Realm’s laws against mind invasion protected what little information they had left.

Simone leaned over his shoulder. “Payments and phone numbers,” she said with false cheerfulness. “You three have been busy bees.”

He bowed his head low because groveling was the only honorable thing to do. “You have good reason to be angry. In my concern for not opening old wounds or placing you in defiance of your pack’s orders, I dismissed your skills. Please forgive me.”

“You don’t have to be so formal. I forgive you.” She held up her finger. “But I’m not forgiving Jeremy.”

After that very unfun ride with his consultant, Clive was more than happy to, as Simone had put it, throw him under the bus. “I accept your stipulation.”

Simone tapped her finger on the middle margin of the page. “This is the number of a rogue coven I came across at my second job. The one who skipped town after they fucked up my car. There might be hexes set just for dialing the damn thing if you’re not an intended recipient of it.”

If he had known his job would become as complicated as his missions in the other world, he might have reconsidered breaking Goldie. “Do you know any of them?”

“A couple by name, but investigating them will be a pain in the ass.”

“I trust you to pursue it.”

Simone smirked. “That’s one thing I have over the Brit. Jeremy is allergic to anything coven, so he hardly knows the big players.”

“I’m not trying to make this a competition.”

“I don’t need your permission to make it one.” Simone gathered the notes together and tapped them on her leg. “My work will be for nothing if the Council senses we’re making progress again and sends more goons.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t refuse their request.”

“What we need is a coven head backing us, so the Council has to go through official channels instead of stealing our work.”

“I’m too new to get that kind of support.”

“Well, if you don’t think it’s too dangerous for little ol’ me to visit one of the bruja heads, I’ll see what I can do.”

Asking such a thing was monumental for a witch who had voluntarily left her coven. It was the same as Clive crawling back to his king and begging for help. Shame knotted his stomach. “I truly hope you’ll believe that I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“I just don’t understand why both you and Levi did that to me. I’m sure it’s not because I’m a woman, since you kept Edarra in the loop. Is it being a parent?” Simone pointed at her chest softly, as if it would break like glass. “Am I too fragile because I have kids?”

“I didn’t tell Jeremy either,” Clive reminded her.

“Oh yeah, that makes it better. Next time, don’t assume that you know what’s best for me. I’m taking my lunch.” Simone stalked away and swung the door shut hard behind her.

On Clive’s desk, the #1 Boss coffee mug sat in silent judgment of his misdeeds. “I haven’t done much to deserve you, have I?”

 

 

THOUGH NEON green and red lights had replaced bright yellow bulbs to bring in younger blood at the bowling alley, Simone saw few faces under forty. The racket of pins being knocked down transported her to days when she would clap happily as her abuelo rolled. If he scored, it meant tamarind gummies for her as his cheering squad. At the end of the mostly empty bowling lanes, her abuelo stood in the middle of a group of men whose various Hawaiian shirts were more garish than the lighting. They jeered as a bald man stepped up to the line. When he threw his ball, his sleeve lifted, revealing tattoos of eyes split down the middle for grinning teeth and a tongue sticking out in anticipation of a meal. The head of the Sorcerer’s Guild had sported a gray ring of hair the last time she saw him, but time was marking him too. The bowling ball zoomed straight for the gutter, rolled in the dip, and then bounced onto its original path, striking down all the pins. The computer screen read a strike, but the men surrounding the bowler shook their heads.

“You put it down as a gutter, Rick,” Simone’s abuelo said with a hand on his hip. His black hair put up a good fight through the Mexican War of Independence and California’s Gold Rush, but it was finally losing the battle to gray.

The sorcerer’s eyes widened. “I didn’t use magic.”

“Too bad you can’t cheat as well as you lie,” said a white-haired man with an Irish lilt whose muscular arm cradling his ball was covered from shoulder to fingertips with a snake bearing runes. A druid high priest to complete her abuelo’s flush of powerful friends. “This is what real bowling looks like.” He rolled, and his ball sailed down the lane out of fingers no longer forming a snake’s head but creating smaller runes like an optical illusion. All but one pin fell.

“Not as good as me,” Rick muttered. He tried to reach for the scorecard, but he was shooed away.

The druid noticed Simone and pointed at her. “Who’s the lovely lady here to see?”

Her abuelo’s grin lessened wrinkles around his mouth that were too few for his age. “My pretty granddaughter, who looks like she wants to have a serious talk.”

“Hola,” Simone said, suddenly feeling shy.

The other Latino in the group with no signs of tattoos on his skin slapped his thigh. “Simone? With the barrettes?” He pointed at his knee. “The last time I saw you, you were this high!”

“I’ll ask her to say bye on her way out.” Her abuelo waved his friends away. “Go to the snack bar. Y’all are too nosy.”

Edgar, she thought the man’s name was, blew out his lips. “Bastardo tacaño. Stall too long, and I’ll steal your turn.” He crowded the rowdy men toward the counter lined with large signs claiming gourmet food when Simone could only see banners overhead of fried chicken strips and nachos.

“That’s the only way you chiflados can beat me.” Like an old blanket, her grandfather’s magic formed a small barrier around them to block out sound. He slapped the chair next to him. “Siéntate, por favor.”

Simone sat with her hands laid over her lap. “Abuelo, the Council is dogging a case I’m working on. If I want to make serious headway, I need a coven head’s backing.”

“Why not ask your pack elders?”

“They’re hands-off since one solved lead erased a link to werewolves.”

“Ah, mi melocotón, leaving us isn’t all it’s cracked up to be as you let us believe.” Abuelo sighed. “Back in my day, an offense to the werewolves was met by violence with extreme prejudice. They crossed continents to hunt their prey. A blood mark they used to call it.” He smiled. “I guess we all became diplomats over the years. Why is it your problem, though?”

“I admit that part of it is my pride.” Simone looked down at her hands. “The night Levi died, two energy vamps came after me when I was doing a store run with the boys. Me and a coworker killed them, but I never found out who was ultimately responsible.”

Power surged through the barrier, leaking out in a streak of red. Sharp cries let out as bowling balls exploded. Shocked expressions froze on the bowlers’ faces, except her grandfather’s friends. While the alley’s customers didn’t budge a millimeter, the cheating sorcerer raised his arms. Black ink eye faces unfurled from his skin like ribbons and flew down each lane, pulling images from each person’s mind as it passed and consuming them. When they rejoined Rick’s skin, he saluted Simone’s abuelo.

“Damn, that’s something else I owe him.” Abuelo dropped his barrier and pushed out his magic to the broken mess. Shattered pieces of the heavy spheres knitted back together without a scratch, and any scrapes on the frozen patrons healed. Everyone stood just as they had before Abuelo lost his temper. Like windup toys gaining momentum, the mortals continued rolling as if nothing had happened. “You should have told me,” he said through gritted teeth.

“The Council ordered everyone silent.” That night was the first time she had truly felt covenless. “If I had gone to you and Abuela, my willpower would have broken, and everything that I… that I promised our family….” She glared at him as tears fell down her cheeks. “I will not dishonor my oath by being weak.”

Abuelo’s weathered hand cupped her chin firmly. “You have never been weak. The brujas will back you, mi melocotón. I’ll send a message to the Council.”

Simone hugged him. “Thank you.”

“Call your abuela before the day ends, so I’m not accused of acting behind her back.”

Simone nodded as she pulled away. “I’ll call her as soon as I leave.”

“Not before I do this.” He slapped a deck of cards on the table.

Santa Muerte stared at them with praying hands. A pretty woman’s face painted with white skull designs when you first looked, and then the paint deepened into an actual skull if you took your gaze halfway off it.

Simone gulped. “There’s no need for a reading.”

“No, no, no. If you’re in danger, I insist.” Blue lines of power streamed out of the cards onto the table’s surface, making it pulse.

“Abuelo, I’m fine—” Too late; he dealt the first card facedown. The lines on the table flowed faster. She should have dashed from the bowling alley as soon as she got permission, but she hadn’t been thinking.

Abuelo paused as he put down the third card, frowning as he went for another. After the fifth, he shook his head and winced. “I felt that.” He glanced at Simone, sighed again, and then continued placing down cards. When all the cards were positioned in rows of three with a lone one to the side of them, Abuelo sat with his hand on his chin. He touched the middle card and flinched. “Why are you always so….” His shoulders sagged. “You’re just like your abuela.” He scooped the cards in a pile, breaking the magic. “Eh, not too bad.”

Simone blinked. “So what happens?” Why was he always so mean about not turning over the cards?

“Someone might die, but it’s not you, so I don’t care to change the future.”

Simone’s jaw dropped. She leaned forward, her voice coming out in a hiss, “What do you mean ‘no está mal’? Who? Who might die?”

“You’re alive and well, and that’s what matters. How about you join us for a game?” Abuelo looked perfectly pleasant, as if he hadn’t made Simone’s heart stutter with worry. This was exactly why if he whipped out his cards when she was little, she would hide under a table until he put them away. At least he’d stopped using his voice of great doom. The man could shield her away from her power for months, so there was no way to threaten him. Simone leaned over the table with her head slanted, her lips forming a pout. “One little hint, Abuelo?” She batted her lashes.

He looked at her from the corner of his eyes. “Quizás.”

Maybe wasn’t good enough. Simone deepened her pout. “Pretty please.”

“Fine.” Abuelo came closer and kissed her on the forehead. “Stop being nosy.”

Simone sat up and glared. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

You suck. She grinned because if she didn’t make him mad, maybe he would give her more details. “Want to play for lunch money?”

He pulled out a money clip and removed a twenty. “Deal.”

Simone hugged him. “Te amo, Abuelo.”

“Don’t fill my head up with too much gushiness.” Abuelo wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “If you don’t put a stop to the energy vamps, we’ll step in more than just your cover.”

“Don’t get me killed by my cousins for being too interested in my affairs.” She was already asking a lot as one of the covenless. So close to the time of the selection of the new family heads, her status was supposed to make her an afterthought next to her bruja relatives. Only the successors warranted so much, and Simone had enough problems without being accused of sucking up to her grandparents for that position.

“You should have thought about that before causing trouble.” Her abuelo cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted to his friends. “Come back, so my granddaughter can beat you!”

“Maybe this one won’t cheat,” the druid said as he walked over to them.

Simone smirked. “I’ve never needed to.”

The men raised their hands as if fending off an attack, and then Simone let loose for an hour, happy that for once she wasn’t being underestimated and protected for her own good. Sure, that was part of her plan, so the other covens didn’t see what her true intentions were in taking secretary jobs. But it was galling on some days. Every time the pins stacked up, Simone imagined they were every person standing in her way.





Chapter 11

 

 

LUCKILY, EDARRA had programmed the location of their most likely target into her car’s GPS before the Council’s visit, so they had one solid lead left. Simone reached in her bottom left drawer, dug under her box of Little Debbie cakes, and took out a baton. “How about this?” She handed it to Edarra, who had broken her mace on the last job.

Without being told, Edarra flicked her wrist, making the stick snap out to full length. “Nice.”

Next to Edarra, Clive buckled a sword belt around his waist. “It’s not my usual preference, but it will do.” He opened the main door. “We’re not going to be here when Jeremy shows up, so tell him to stay until we come back. In order to stay ahead of the Council, we may need to study whatever we find quickly.”

Edarra pushed her baton into its regular size as she walked out. “We won’t be long.”

“Hold the fortress.” Clive tipped his head and followed her.

“Fort,” Simone muttered. The time ticked away slowly since there were no more customers scheduled the rest of the afternoon. In the safety of solitude, she sang “All by Myself” to the cartoon bobbleheads on her desk staring at her. She tweaked Snoopy’s head and sighed. Maybe I should sneak into Jeremy’s office. Simone tapped Snoopy’s nose harder. With my luck, that little shit would find me as soon as I got his door open.

“Your singing is atrocious.”

Simone glared at the lying bastard, who needed a bell wrapped around his neck. “Fuck you.”

Jeremy sipped from the Starbucks drink he claimed was too sweet for him. Not just his clothes were ragged; his eyes had gone beyond raccoon.

“Are you dying?”

“I had a rough night. Instead of sleeping it off like I intended, I’m here with you wonderful people.”

Simone pointed at the cup. “I see you had time to buy a latte.”

“Edarra’s car was gone, so I decided to buy myself a well-deserved drink.” Jeremy rolled his eyes. “You’re lucky I didn’t top it off with whiskey.”

“You had enough energy to play Sherlock.”

“Clive and Edarra are just as guilty.”

“They’ve only lied to me once. You have established a pattern.”

Jeremy held up in hands in surrender. “Yes, I’ve obviously kept my mouth shut for shits and giggles. I didn’t think for a second that pushing this meant a lot of death was coming my way.” He threw his hands down. “I have two people in this world to worry about: me and my dad. My dad has congressmen friends to avenge him, and I’m a lot harder to kill than I look.” He pointed at Simone. “You let a revenant almost kill me the last time you got involved. What the hell kind of incentive do I have to share my extracurricular activities with you?”

“The kind where you respect me enough to tell me the fucking truth.” Simone snapped her fingers at the door because she was tired of his bullshit. “How about you continue being a selfish dick where I can’t see you?”

“Fine by me.” Jeremy stalked away from her desk and slammed the interior door shut behind him.

Simone growled. “If he’s the one with Death trailing his ass, I don’t give a damn.”

 

 

ROCK, PAPER, scissors. Clive’s shoulders sank as he saw Edarra’s paper. Why do I always pick rock? Accepting his defeat, Clive grabbed the door handle.

Edarra pumped her fist in the air and then hurried to the side with her extended baton raised.

Clive silently counted down on his fingers. After the last digit lowered, he quickly opened the door. Edarra rushed inside, and then Clive followed her. When he closed the door behind him, what little daylight remained lit up a small living room bare of furnishings except for a small coffee table and a microwave plugged into the wall behind it. A dirty mug’s remnants attracted a line of black ants. Clive and Edarra crept along opposite sides of the room. He stopped at the entrance to the kitchen while Edarra continued down the hall. When she was out of sight, he plastered himself against the wall and kept walking. No sounds came out of the kitchen, and he saw no movement. Clive breathed slower and stalked closer to the small room bearing no cooking appliances but a few spell bowls and pots. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was someone on the other side of the wall. Near the edge, he widened his legs into a proper sword stance. Closing his eyes, Clive concentrated on where the unseen presence felt the most saturated and swung his sword in that direction.

Two swords met in a loud clang. It wasn’t Goldie’s sharp tone striking against the echoing wind chimes Clive had grown used to during congenial matches, but it brought a smile to his face to cross swords with Mia. Mia rounded the corner so they were in direct view of each other. They slowly lowered their weapons. “Who hired you?” he asked.

“I was here first. Who hired you?”

A lamp crashed in the back of the apartment. “Edarra!” Clive shouted.

The sound of damage ceased. “Boss?” Edarra called out.

“They’re not our enemies! Raj, she’s an Amazon, so you might as well quit.”

Mia put her hand on her hip. “Still bragging about that.”

Clive hoped he always could. “No poaching. It’s not like I could help that she was always reassigned by the time you asked for any warriors. How’s your knee?” It had been years since he used that code phrase, but Mia’s foot turned slightly so she could pivot without giving away her intention. No knight of their caliber would enter a building with emotions strong enough for enemies to sense them. The threat Clive had felt was close, and if they hadn’t run into him or her yet, then the real culprit probably waited with a glamour about their person. The presence grew stronger with fear the longer they stood there. Ah yes, they’re definitely against the wall.

Edarra and Raj walked into the hallway, two feet apart but never closing that distance.

“Edarra, you’ve met Mia, and this is her husband, Raj.” At the same time, Clive and Mia trained their swords on the wall. “Remove the illusion or die.”

White paint distorted around the outline of a human body. Blinking eyes peered at them until a dark-haired Gulley separated from the wall, clothes clinging to him in sweaty patches.

Clive raised his sword higher. “If I feel a breeze on my skin, I’ll assume you’re draining me and cut your throat.”

Despite nervous glances in search of an exit, Gulley smirked. “You can’t threaten me. Knights don’t murder people.”

The annoying confidence of scum never ceased to amaze Clive. “You’re right, but that makes us more creative.”

Edarra cracked her knuckles. “May I please break him?”

“The Council will know that you tortured me!”

Mia’s brow wrinkled in thought. “I’ve heard the Council’s law of invading minds doesn’t apply to them.” Her fingers squeezed the air like squishing an imaginary grape. “Who knows what will be left of you.”

Clive looked at Mia while Gulley’s throat trembled from trying not to swallow hard enough for Clive’s sword to pierce it. “How many healings are you up for? I can do organs, but bone mending has always been my weakness.”

Mia rolled her eyes. “That’s because your knight’s order was lazy. If your Amazon sticks to simple breaks and not compound fractures, I can heal him until morning.”

Edarra nodded. “Snapping, no crushing.”

The edge of Gulley’s mouth curled up further. “You won’t do it.”

So sure of himself that we won’t go beyond our old world’s limitations. Well, this should free him of those ideas. Tightening his throat and picturing the words in his mind so he wouldn’t mispronounce one syllable, Clive uttered a guttural language that heated the room uncomfortably as he spoke. The lights flickered, and the tip of Clive’s sword smoked. “I sat on the porch the other night and enjoyed the beautiful colors of the falling leaves,” he said, knowing Gulley wouldn’t understand a word he was saying.

“Wait until you have to rake them,” Mia responded in the same harsh language. One of the lights in the ceiling fan exploded. A domed barrier sparkled as glass hit and harmlessly fell on the floor.

“What are you doing?” Gulley’s eyes darted in every direction.

Heat pooled from Clive’s mouth the longer he spoke, charring the wall near Gulley’s ear. “Since you know me so well, why don’t you tell me,” he suggested in English, casually speaking of the Council’s laws, and then breaking them by speaking in Dragon Tongue. I have grown foolish since moving to the Earth Realm.

“Make him stop!” Gulley shouted as best he could at Mia with his jaw restrained by the blades.

Clive released a deeper gust of air and singed Gulley’s hair near his ear. A small touch of what he had summoned burned hotter than regular fire.

Gulley flinched, dripping blood down his cheek and neck.

“Have you ever heard of a Dragon’s Kiss?” He leaned closer so his open lips were almost touching Gulley’s.

“I’ll tell you what happened to Levi!”

Quickly shutting his mouth, Clive dispelled the fire magic into the amulet on his chest before it could burn his insides.

“Go on,” Mia said, the perfect interrogating partner, as usual. She realized that Clive needed a moment to recover and didn’t give Gulley an opportunity to relax.

“It wasn’t me,” Gulley went on. “I was supposed to kill the homeless witch so the Council would think Desmond did it long enough to hold him and leave Levi vulnerable.”

“Why?” Clive asked when he could speak without tasting blood in his throat.

“Desmond and Levi had some kind of deal, and Perry didn’t like it. I swear, that’s all I—” Gulley coughed.

Was it a trick? Clive stepped back and pointed at Mia’s barrier. “Whatever you’re doing won’t help you. Cease, or we’ll act.”

Gulley’s eyes widened in terror. He tried to speak, but his tongue fell out of his mouth to splatter on the floor in pieces.

A hand snatched the back of Clive’s shirt as cracks appeared in the walls around them. As he was swung into the crook of Edarra’s elbow, Clive saw Raj whisking himself and Mia away on a strong gust of wind that carried them out the door. On foot, Edarra jarred him as he watched the ceiling crash down where they had been standing. More parts of Gulley fell to the floor, and Clive knew it was useless trying to save him as the man’s head separated in a gushy waterfall of bones and flesh. A wasting spell, but instead of stealing energy, it takes away the body’s ability to hold itself together, Clive thought methodically as they escaped the collapsing building. These really are monsters we’re tracking, with no resemblance to the human witches they once were. His jaw set as he was placed on his feet. “I won’t let them win.”

 

 

RAJ HELD out his hand as he sat a few steps higher than Clive on the stairway that led to the patio where his and Mia’s team grilled. Edarra stood by, watching the sizzling meat and vegetables on a large pit.

Clive shook his head at the offer of the Calming, a slight push of the mind that submerged it in the brief joy of a favorite memory. It had gotten him through much grief and rage, but it was healthier to feel negative emotions than to embrace the lies his mind taught him were contentment. “I’ll see him.”

Raj sighed. “How is it that the man responsible for your worst memories is still part of your best ones?”

“Traveling to another world couldn’t change my heart.”

“Something has changed in you. You’ve only threatened a Dragon’s Kiss when a death spell hung over the lives of children.”

Beer swirled in its bottle as Clive rotated it. “I wouldn’t have done it.” Not even his king could order him to burn a man from the inside out with flames so hot that magic couldn’t extinguish them. He pointed at Raj without looking at him. “And don’t tell me I would be happier if I worked for you two instead of starting my own business.”

Raj’s knee gently pressed against Clive’s back. “Why were you so adamant about that?”

At the pool’s edge, Mia introduced Edarra to the eclectic members of her magic-for-hire business. One woman possessed the strong cheekbones and wide nose associated with trolls. If he looked closely, her skin did have a faint green tinge to it. Hounding him about Edarra was just being greedy. “I wanted friendship without any of us being beholden to each other. Serving rulers meant that we kept distance between us or risked treason. Here, we’ve been true friends. I don’t want another barrier separating us.” Clive pointed at his own chest. “I may not be going about it in the best way, but this is better than what I’ve had for years.”

“If you keep sweet-talking me, I might ask Mia if she’s interested in a trio.”

Clive laughed. “You’re both too good for me to fall in love with.”

“I beg you to develop better taste when you search for another companion.”

“I beg myself the same thing.”

 

 

MIA POINTED at the tray covered with several cheeses, vegetables, herbs, and sauces. “How do you want your burger?”

“I thought people only asked how long you want it cooked for?” There were too many food traditions in this world. Clive still hadn’t figured out tipping at restaurants, but why did there have to be a hundred different ways to cook a flattened piece of meat? “The blue-white crumbly things, and some of the sautéed onions.”

“Coming right up.” Mia sprinkled Clive’s choices onto a small mound of ground beef and began combining them. “Everything in our world was about practicality. Meals like this came at the price of a lifetime of allegiance, but here?” She gestured, taking in the large barbecue grill teeming with steaks, hot dogs, corn, and skewered shrimp. “All of this without a single oath sworn.” She shrugged. “Both worlds have high taxes, but I can live with that. Have you spent any of your money on something besides business?”

A mint leaf floated in Clive’s drink. He had been told by a huge man with tattoos trailing from his receding hairline into his shirt that no true Southerner could live down there without trying a mojito. Every sip was refreshing. “I bought a farm.”

Mia closed her eyes for a few seconds, as if counting, and then reopened them. “You could have gotten one of those for free in our old world.”

“Leaving didn’t mean I started hating horses, and having my own plot of land for something other than….” He paused. “Is this a pool party?”

“Backyard barbecue. There is a pool here, but no one has whipped off their clothes and jumped in… yet.”

“Anyway.” Clive cleared his throat. “You spend your money how you want to, and I’ll do the same.”

“Whatever you say, Sir Knight.” Mia bowed at the hip, holding her spatula to the side like her sword.

“When I discover what thing from home you still cling to, I will mock you mercilessly.”

“As if I’ll reveal it in your presence.” Mia sidestepped to the sink and washed her hands now that all the food was cooking. “Have you seen Nevarra yet?”

A groan left Clive’s lips at hearing the troublemaker knight’s name. “I hoped he skipped off to another world by now. How can a low-magic realm hold his attention for this long?”

“I have no clue, but I suspect to see him attached to one of your cases soon.”

“A world away, and I can’t avoid my past troubles. It would be easier on me if you told me who bought your services.”

“Nope.” Mia cupped her hands while turning toward her team and Edarra. “Next wave of food is ready! Come and make your plates!”

“Stingy.”

She winked at him. “But I can make a mean burger.”

 

 

FROST-DUSTED NEEDLES still clung to the evergreens, and blue strings of lights straddled a line of reindeer in the sky above the road where Clive waited for the retired detective who had been Levi’s former partner to pass through. Contrary to the orientation classes, which spoke of preparing for Thanksgiving at the start of November, he’d rarely seen turkey decorations or baskets of bountiful harvest. It unsettled him because bad intel, including the innocuous sort, was plain unlucky. He looked at the picture of Benjamin Kearney that Simone had given him from her small stash of items not confiscated by the Council during the first murders. It held enough of Kearney’s essence to scry for his location, but there was almost nothing memorable about the man except for thick black eyebrows forming sharp points, which gave his eyes a dramatic expression even when his face was motionless. None of his employees had met Kearney, since Levi had worked hard to keep his old cop life and witch job afterward separate. Clive frowned. As if he needed another similarity between himself and the dead witch. He ignored the grinning Levi and focused on Kearney’s more serious face. This was a man who didn’t like surprises. Hard steps and then rhythmic breathing sounded down the road. Please let him be a reasonable man, Clive thought as he stepped into view.

With much longer black hair now streaked with gray tied behind his head, Kearney looked far removed from the man in the photograph.

Clive held up his hand. “If I may—” The gun moved so fluidly into Kearney’s hands to point at Clive that he broke off to form a ward. “I mean you no harm.”

“Then you should have used a phone.”

“You are a respected colleague of Levi Pepper. If I lead a trail to you, I do not believe I am honoring his wishes.”

The gun didn’t lower. “State your name.”

“I am Clive, an otherworlder who runs Witches for Hire.”

“The knight.” Kearney lowered his gun to his side but didn’t return it to its holster. “Why are you digging up the past?”

“Because an injustice went unanswered.”

Kearney began jogging in place. “Say what you mean or get out of my way.”

Clive took it as a good sign that he hadn’t been shot yet. He looked Kearney in the eyes and spilled his true motive for putting his nose where it didn’t belong. “I want my people to trust me. Simone and Jeremy worked for Levi, and I can tell they respected him in a way that I want to earn from them. People are dying. In my world, we did something about it, and I’m not willing to give that up here.”

Kearney returned his gun to the holster on his back.

“I need your help. I was told he kept notebooks, and they’re not in the Council’s possession.”

The former detective’s frown seemed to thin his eyebrows into sharper points. “Who told you I have them?”

“Someone trustworthy who won’t reveal that information to anyone who would harm you.”

“Why should I give them to you?”

Clive showed the picture to Kearney without moving closer. “You cared about him as a friend. A murder of someone who served at my back would never sit well with me, no matter how much time had passed. Is this the same for you?”

Silence met Clive’s question for a long moment. “If I consider giving them to you, how do I reach you?” Kearney raised his hand. “Emphasis on if.”

“May I give you a folded frog?” When Kearney frowned at him, Clive went on, “In your world, they’re called origami.”

“What does it do?”

“If you want to contact me—say, at the same time on this road—unfold it and I’ll know.”

“You try anything, I’ll shoot.” Kearney came forward slowly and took the green paper frog whose legs twitched as if it wanted to spring out of his hands. He put distance between them again. “Try not to get yourself killed before I make up my mind.”

Clive nodded. “Thank you for hearing me out. May you enjoy the rest of your exercise.”

“You are a strange one,” Kearney muttered as he picked up speed and jogged past Clive.





Chapter 12

 

 

IN THE following weeks, Clive used their ever-more-frequent jobs to occupy his mind and let the information he had collected concerning the energy vamps and Levi simmer. Earth Realm inhabitants themselves were an exciting distraction, especially their present client who called to stop an impending disaster caused by his own son. They’d gotten similar calls, but those usually concerned unwanted suitors of their children.

As Clive surveyed the football stadium filled with people ignorant of the curse gathering from their emotions, he realized this was a real emergency. According to the client’s text message detailing the spell, one touchdown from the home team’s side would break it. The scoreboard read 0 to 62. Clive closed his eyes in frustration. Are they trying to lose? Football isn’t that hard a game. The crowd cheered as the home team fumbled again. Being outnumbered by away fans added insult to injury. He had been told about high school dynamics, but standing in a triangle around the football field during an active game, with Simone and Jeremy completing the points to prevent a level-four curse triggering was mind-boggling. The fact that a student had set the events into motion was even more unbelievable. Clive checked his phone again to see the boy’s diagram drawn like the crystalline structure of quartz. There wasn’t a single weakness to exploit.

An away player wearing the uniform marked by a grinning pirate, because the people in this world believed them to be a positive influence, ran with the ball after the last snap, slid wrong on the wet grass, and nearly collided into the Warriors’ defense, who hadn’t earned the name painted on their shirts the whole night. His opponents couldn’t quite get him to the ground, and he pushed forward. Another player from the Warriors blocked him, but he wouldn’t hit the ground. Across the field, Jeremy scrubbed his face in disbelief. That trip must have been his doing, and the home team somehow managed to bungle the magical help.

As if feeding off the Warriors’ weakness, the Pirates’ fans shouted down any attempts to start up a chant for the home team. The home fans were cowed into silence, and the Warriors absorbed their negative energy, failing to prevent their opponents’ next two touchdowns. Black tendrils of power waved in the corners of Clive’s vision, disappearing when he tried to look directly at them. Soon the curse’s stipulations would be fulfilled. Damn cutthroat fundraisers and bad economies inciting such ghastly behavior! Clive focused on the Warriors’ boy he heard everyone refer to as the quarterback. His back seemed fully intact, but the boy definitely didn’t have a full spirit. Closing his eyes, Clive squeezed the empty water bottle the client had stolen from the player’s side. Plan B.

Clive imagined Gulley before he died and replayed his body parts falling onto the ground, with more blood and viscera added for stronger effect. The quarterback looked over his shoulder in terror. The link worked! The quarterback lowered his hands and ran as fast as his legs could carry him, urged on by the hideous images only he could see. He skipped past the touchdown line, and his feet pounded the ground without slowing all the way to the parking lot. The Warriors’ fans broke out in shouts so loud that their voices overpowered the Pirates’ fans, who seemed confused about why anyone would celebrate an obvious loss once time expired. The magic streaming around them vanished, most of the crowd ignorant of the catastrophe that had been averted. Now for the client’s far too talented child, Clive thought.

 

 

ROWS OF desks facing a blackboard reminded Clive of the Orientation classes he had spent months attending. If this layout was used throughout regular schooling, Clive couldn’t fault the teen boy, Trey, for the boredom, which had encouraged him to practice dangerous magic. Across from him, Trey sat with his arms crossed, so his body was partially turned to Clive. Perhaps I shouldn’t be that gracious. “Do you know how many people you could have killed?”

With the brim of his baseball cap so low, Trey’s eyes practically disappeared when he rolled them. “It wasn’t a death hex.”

“No, but the spell’s power increased because of how much the other team scored. What did you base your spell on? Your school’s team losing by forty points like they did in other games?”

No answer.

“Your school lost by eighty. That doubled the effects of the curse.”

Trey removed his hat and bent the edge into a deep curve. “I would’ve stopped it if it came to that.”

“How?” the client, Mr. Hardy, Trey’s father, said from behind Clive, gripping a chair’s back so hard that his finger indents didn’t disappear when he threw his hands in the air. “The blowback trying to contain a curse that size would have killed you and those people out there!”

“Those football booster parents hexed our candy just because we win marching-band competitions. They brought it on themselves.”

“I told you let it go, but you did what you wanted to do. Think about the consequences of your actions. You could have killed someone, and I spent what little money I had to keep you from ruining your future.” Mr. Hardy pointed at the door. “What if a witch out there sensed what you almost did? I don’t know….” He dropped his hands, sinking into himself like he thought if he could disappear, so would his problems. “I don’t know what to do with you anymore.” Shoulders sagging even lower, Trey’s father left the room.

Defeating monsters was easy, but sullen teenagers had never been Clive’s specialty. When powerful children came of age in his old world, they could be sent to a knight willing to take on squires, but he knew nothing of Earth Realm’s system of covens. Mia might know, but he didn’t want to give the father false hope. Then again, false hope was better than not trying. “I’ll go speak with him.” He looked at Simone and Jeremy standing against the wall opposite the boy. Their safety probably wasn’t an issue, but if Trey aimed a curse at them…. “Please remember that he’s a minor,” he said before following in the client’s wake.

 

 

JEREMY SMIRKED as he looked at the boy pretending to be more adult than he actually was. He saw Trey glance at the door numerous times while his father was gone, and it wasn’t worry Jeremy saw on his face, but guilt. No matter how shitty a kid was, disappointing the parents always felt horrid.

Next to him, Simone whistled. “They’re probably talking about binding you.”

“I’d like to see you low-rent witches try it,” Trey muttered.

“Simone, do you mind leaving me alone with him for a few minutes?”

Simone raised her eyebrow at him. “I thought you hated kids.”

“I don’t hate them. I’m simply bored with their general stupidity.”

Trey’s fingers tapped on the desk. “Keep on calling me stupid, and you’ll see if I’ve got another curse in me tonight.”

“Don’t get me yelled at by Clive later.” Simone shook her head at the boy, and then it was just the two of them.

Jeremy took Clive’s seat and laid his hands on the table on the only area free of lesson-plan books.

The teen turned his whole body sideways, folding his arms tighter against his chest.

“You look like that cartoon rooster who’s always puffing out his chest and has that stutter.”

In answer, Trey pulled his hat lower so his chin was the only part of his face showing.

“I didn’t call you stupid. I said in general, kids can be, but I’m talking to you because I think you’re smart.” Jeremy smiled. “Which coven’s attention are you trying to get?”

Trey turned his head farther away from him.

“The brujas, the Great Mother’s covens….” Jeremy crossed his own arms. “Come on. You didn’t construct that heavy-duty curse just for payback. That intricacy requires weeks of preparation. You wanted to make a splash where several people in the stands had camera phones.”

Suddenly Trey spun in his seat and slapped his hands on the table. “I’m not signing a contract and throwing away five years of my life, so go fuck yourself!” He swiveled back into his original surly position.

“So you want the teachings without swearing your allegiance to anyone,” Jeremy whispered. “I know a man who fits that description.”

“You don’t know shit.”

“Actually, I do,” Jeremy said with his English accent.

Trey’s eyes darted to him.

Jeremy’s smile widened. “It’s too bad you’re unwilling to listen to me. Obviously, you resorted to a desperate act because you’re a seventeen-year-old with no powerful contacts and zero ability to network. This low-rent witch might have been willing to give you a leg up.” He started to stand, but Trey’s chair scraped the floor while he fully faced him.

Trey pushed his hat back. “I’m listening.”

“Mm-hm.” Stroking his chin as the clock ticked loudly, Jeremy mimicked Trey’s earlier tapping on the desk. When Trey began chewing his lips, Jeremy spoke again. “I have an acquaintance who desires three things in apprentices.” He raised one finger. “Power.” Another finger. “Attitude.” His third finger rose. “And intelligence.” Jeremy put his fingers down. “He also regards my opinion very highly if I send witches I think meet those criteria his way.”

Trey gulped.

“Are you smart enough to control that temper of yours?”

“If you’re not playing me, yeah, I won’t curse anyone else.”

Jeremy dug into his pocket. As soon as he brought his knife out, he clicked the button releasing the blade. Trey jumped away from him, but Jeremy calmly held out the knife to Trey. “Swear a blood oath that you won’t hex innocent people in such a way again, and I’ll give you an invite.”

Trey licked his lips. “I, uh, have my own knife.” His eyes nervously flicked to Jeremy’s switchblade.

“Fine.” After pricking his forefinger, Jeremy clicked the button again and returned it to his pocket. He didn’t change his expression, so Trey wouldn’t think he had intimidated him on purpose.

It took a long minute for Trey to dig a pocketknife out of his sock and release his much smaller blade. “I swear I won’t curse innocent people again.” Trey cut the tip of his finger, wincing. He held out his hand, and Jeremy shook it firmly.

Reaching into his jacket, Jeremy took out napkins. He offered one to Trey, and they both wiped the blood from their hands. Jeremy slid one of the teacher’s notebooks and a pen in front of him and started writing. A single strong glance, and the crumpled napkins burned to ashes.

“I saw my dad’s receipt. Why are you guys so cheap even though you’re powerful?”

“It’s called cutting into an oversaturated market.” Jeremy ripped out the page and folded it. Before he handed it to Trey, he said, “Go to this place, and when you see someone in charge, say these words: an angel sent me.”

Trey blinked as if he believed he was being pranked. “I get the keys to the kingdom by saying something that stupid?”

Jeremy started retracting the hand with the note farther away.

“I’m sorry! It sounds totally cool and shit.”

Jeremy flicked the paper to him. “Bloody right it does.”

Trey stared at the paper, and then looked at Jeremy. “Does your boss know him too?”

“No, which is why you won’t speak his name out loud until we leave.”

“Who are you?”

“A low-rent witch with high-level contacts.”

 

 

“WHAT DID you say to him?” Clive asked Jeremy as they escaped football traffic. Trey had previously only shown respect to his father, but when they left, he apologized profusely and even raised his hat so that his whole face showed. It was a dramatic change considering Jeremy’s disastrous run-ins with other clients.

Clive’s phone rang, interrupting Jeremy before he could answer. “Hello?”

“Witches for Hire?” a man’s panicked voice asked.

“Yes.”

“If the faces on fake money that I was using for totally board game purposes come to life and start chanting in a weird language, is that bad?”

Clive’s eyes closed in irritation. Only money forgers go through that much trouble for fake money. He scratched his head. Should I inform the Council or do the job?

“I’m pretty sure I can’t get out of my house.”

What god was this fool praying to when he transformed objects into money? This should be lesson enough about using indecent practices, and I did leave my work phone on. Clive nodded even though the other man couldn’t see him. “I’ll be right over. Try to stay exactly as you are until I arrive.”

“Thanks and hurry.” Sounds of paper fluttering came through the phone. “I think they’re multiplying faster.”

After calming the client down enough to give them his address, Clive sighed as he ended the call. “Any volunteers for another job tonight?”

Edarra clapped. “The last job got me pumped up, so count me in.”

Simone made a slashing motion with her hand across her throat. “Count me out. I’ve clocked in all the overtime I need.”

“Throw my vote in with Simone’s,” Jeremy piped in.

Clive looked at his watch. Everyone kept telling him he shouldn’t have bothered buying one, but he liked the gadget. “Come in anytime before noon tomorrow, and you’ll get a full day’s wages.”

“You are my favoritest boss!” Simone declared.

“Ehhhh, so-so,” said Jeremy, who must have an allergy to saying nice things about him.

When Edarra pulled her Mazda into their office’s dim parking lot, which received light from a lone street lamp on their block, she pointed her thumb at the window. “Passengers disembark or stay seated for our next destination.”

Jeremy stepped out of the car, crushing fallen branches left over from a storm they had missed. Simone joined him, and after they were safely in their cars with the engines running, Edarra returned them to the road, where hopefully traffic had lessened so they could reach their next customer in time.

The price would-be criminals pay for us to clean up their mess instead of confessing their sins to the Council, Clive thought.

 

 

JEREMY’S CAR windows fogged from the cold. Fifteen more minutes and his feet could cuddle into the warmth of his velvet slippers. A cup of cocoa as he relaxed after that onslaught of teenage noise beckoned to his tired mind just as sweetly. As if his thoughts summoned a contrarian god to spoil his plans, the damn phone rang in through the radio. His father’s number appeared on the small screen, so he accepted the call.

“Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

“I have a flight to Washington because my fellow senator from Alabama is being a first-class son of a bitch. The Great Mother chose this coincidentally bad time to set up an emergency meeting with me.” The call to board the DC plane blared into the car, and Jeremy flinched away from the noise. “She’s making me choose between witches and mortals, or….”

“I’ll meet her as a proxy.”

“This is—no, I don’t need help with my bag. I don’t look that old.” Senator Ragsdale muttered the last to someone speaking in the background. “I think you’re her true goal, and she knows you’ll show if it’s in my stead. I don’t care how she’ll retaliate—if you don’t want to do it, I’ll turn her down.”

Jeremy swerved his car into a U-turn. Wally World, as his dad called it, was open twenty-four hours and would provide everything he needed for the meeting. “I’ll go, and I’ll bleed whatever I can out of her for being so rude.”

“Don’t make this into a fight.”

“I won’t.”

“We’ll see about that. She wants to meet at the memorial.”

After wishing the senator a safe flight and ending the call, Jeremy leaned away from the steering wheel. His magic poured off him in green waves, wanting to consume all that it touched in tandem with his fury. He steered the car with his mind, knowing that if he kept holding the wheel, his power would destroy it. Anger was irrational when too much magic flowed through his body, but the Great Mother had no right to sully Levi’s spiritual resting place. Anyone could visit the bloody thing. In fact, children played among bronze statues erected to symbolize each life lost because their bodies remained in the Council’s custody. It was a token gesture to say that despite most of the victims being poor, they mattered. But, if the murderer wasn’t caught soon, the park was going to get pretty full. Putting an end to the killings was his first priority. The glow surrounding Jeremy diminished, and he continued driving manually. His second priority though would be extorting a queen’s ransom out of the hag for payback.

The forced meeting was the perfect opportunity to dump information into the Great Mother’s hands that he’d squandered by not possessing enough ill will in his death curse to finish off Rosaline. Jeremy licked his lips. Keeping Rosaline out of his thoughts protected him from saying her name out loud and suffering Gulley’s fate if he didn’t personally prepare every drink or morsel of food that entered his mouth until she was caught. He did relish the Great Mother being saddled with the same deadly annoyance. Despite her public persona of the kindhearted maternal figure, she was nothing but an extortionist…. If she couldn’t blackmail witches to do what she wanted by divining their futures, then she threatened them with catastrophic outcomes that only she could prevent, like some common thug. Jeremy’s father had called her bluff and refused to join her coven and become her puppet in the Senate. And oh how she’d dangled a terrible future for Senator Ragsdale’s loved ones in his face. She’d just failed to mention it was a son he didn’t know about from a former lover who’d been brainwashed by her horrid family to think that no man would want anything to do with her bastard.

Jeremy was a rational man. He could accept that those past events weren’t the Great Mother’s direct doing, and she’d just profited off it by making the senator an example of what happened to people who ignored her demands for allegiance. But the parcel addressed to his father that Jeremy mistakenly opened when he first moved to the States had been the final cut. A spread of tarot cards dictating the misfortune fell into his hands a week after his mother’s funeral, with the Great Mother’s condolences. He didn’t remember burning the table or the cards falling into ashes, just his father shaking him to his senses. The Council’s oath of maintaining Jeremy and his father’s restraining order against the Great Mother was the only thing that stopped Jeremy from going after her. That, and knowing her cards failed to see his connection to Desmond.

 

 

ARRIVING FASHIONABLY late to spite the Great Mother was his intention, but every school’s football team having games on the same night turned his childish plan into a genuine delay. By the time Jeremy drove into the lot, he was too irritated to lie cockily about his tardiness and just wanted to get the meeting over with. On the grassy area away from the cars, a roundabout spun. A lone female figure sat on a bench, gazing down at it. Her hair was piled on top of her head to twist down the side of her face in a wide curl. A pristine cream suit completed her illusion of old Southern charm. Jeremy opened his mouth to speak, but a metal glint from the floor of the roundabout caught his eye. The shine came from the streetlight reflecting off a watch attached to a dangling arm. Three other bodies were draped similarly around each rung. When Jeremy walked to the Great Mother’s side, her gaze never left them. “The crazy bitch wants to start a war with both of us.”

“You and Desmond are near the top of the food chain.” Jeremy stepped toward the bodies. The two men wore black suits, and the two women floral dresses.

“They disappeared when they left church. The shuttle-bus driver found a note with my name and number on it but was too inconvenienced to tell anyone about the strange envelope until my people called him.”

“Probably just as inconvenient as you thought it was to contact the Council about your missing witches.” No bloody remains or the lingering magic that normal dead witches emitted for days. The bodies were probably drained of all life, but the fact that there were no organs damaged was a greater cause for concern. When an energy vamp wasted food, they had a bigger source to feed from. “Where are our benevolent overseers?”

The Great Mother pointed at the swing set, where Jeremy could barely make out three people standing in the shadows. They stood as still as the statues with their hands behind their backs, poised as if they would spring on any threat that presented itself. There was no hint of shapes on their faces resembling eyes or other facial features.

“Faradin’s dolls,” Jeremy whispered. Faradin was supposedly the leader of the Council, but he made so few appearances that Jeremy almost thought the man was a myth. Most only knew about a specific sighting of him from a hundred years ago, about Faradin using faceless shadow dolls to strike down a rogue firebug witch trying to burn Atlanta down. “Why did you use my father as an excuse to meet me?”

“I want you to lie to my face while acting as his stand-in. I doubt you care about your reputation. His on the other hand….” She waved her hand, jolting turquoise bracelets on her wrist.

“I can’t imagine why I’d lie to someone as gracious as you.”

Dark blue eyes flared with magic in the darkness. “I’m not in the mood to be mocked!”

The roundabout stopped spinning, and the dolls’ legs all bent at once. At the first hint of magic used in violence, they would subdue the instigator.

“The Council wouldn’t let me at you, but we’re adults,” the Great Mother said. “We can work it out ourselves.”

“What I have isn’t cheap.”

“I also require your agency’s service to act as proxy between myself and Desmond.”

“We already asked him to cooperate, and as much as he dislikes you, I doubt he’ll find your offer any more enticing.”

The Great Mother’s bracelets clacked as she waved her hand with more annoyance. “Desmond is a man of ego, so a knight begging on their knees would sway him. Unfortunately, Mia and Raj are too apathetic to politics for their begging to interest him, but your boss wears his pride like a shield.”

So that answered Jeremy’s question of who hired the other knights, but it left him uneasy how well the Great Mother knew how to manipulate Desmond. “Why would he say yes to helping you when it would likely give you an advantage?”

“Circumstances dictate I can’t be choosey who gets the kill. To show proof of my goodwill, I’ll provide an equal footing by handing you Gulley’s body.”

This scavenger must have been following us and scooped up the body before the Council arrived, Jeremy thought. It suddenly dawned on him that the Council hadn’t said a word about a missing body after Clive reported finding it. He glanced at the unmoving doll. Bollocks. The Council is using Gulley’s body as bait, and now the Great Mother is foisting it on us. “Your offer might satisfy Desmond, but murdering the energy vamp isn’t in Clive’s business ethics.”

“I don’t think she’ll allow herself to be brought to justice quietly, so that’s a moot point.” The Great Mother crossed her legs and adjusted her scarf, the rage smoothing off her face. “What is your price, Mr. Ragsdale?”

“It’s come to my attention that two years ago, an otherworlder entered our realm with a sclera plant. I’ve also heard he sold you a cutting, and it flourishes in your garden.” Jeremy smiled. “I’m not greedy, so three blossoms will do.” Its bulbous white blooms formed a sphere shape with black pollen standing straight, resembling pupils from a distance. He’d have access to rarer powerful spells with just one bud, but he aimed to make good on bleeding her financially.

“That’s worth a hundred and fifty thousand dollars!”

“It’s a shame I don’t like you. Anyone else would have received it for free.”

“You speak as if I can’t reach you before those toys can.” She glanced at Faradin’s dolls.

“I’m simply following your example. Who cares about basic humanity when you can profit from it?”

Slowly, the Great Mother stretched her hand out. “We have a deal.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” He wasn’t going to let her lay a finger on him. Jeremy reached for the bouquet of wilted roses that had been the last of Walmart’s scant selection. He snapped off a bud and then broke its stem in half. Beside the Great Mother, he slapped down the rosebud. Next, he aligned the stems so their top points touched with a leaf connecting their middles. Lastly, he took a piece of twine out of his pocket. He flattened it out horizontally, so the items spelled out: Rosaline. “This is the proper spelling.” Jeremy removed the stems and twine so the bud lay by itself. “That is what her closest allies call her.” Jeremy turned his back on the Great Mother. “A pleasure doing business.” May they do the world a favor by killing each other, he prayed.

 

 

AS SOON as Jeremy left the park, he spotted Raj’s garish orange Dodge Charger trailing him. The unwanted chaperone was probably courtesy of the Great Mother, who didn’t want her treatment of Senator Ragsdale’s son questioned. When he reached his flat, the sensation of numerous needlelike claws trying to escape his skin made him whimper, but he ground his teeth so little sound escaped his mouth. He was long past using potions or other remedies to control his magic. One foot in front of the other, and Jeremy could walk away from the car without Raj seeing a hint of weakness. All he had to do was get inside without making him suspicious.

Jeremy stepped carefully up the steps and stood in front of the main door so his back hid his trembling hands. It took three tries for the key to enter the hole, and he sighed with relief when it went in. Two twists and it opened. Raj pulled away, and Jeremy went into the hallway, where he stumbled to his home in peace. The walls blurred, and everything took on a green cast. Opening his door was easier because he wasted no energy hiding his weakness. He closed and locked the door behind him, then fell on his knees. Using what little strength he could muster, Jeremy crawled to the phone and yanked the cord so the base fell to his level, taking the phone with it. He clicked the On button and dialed a number he’d hoped would never be necessary again.

After three rings, a sleepy but deep voice answered. “Hello?”

“Please fuck me,” Jeremy whispered before he blacked out.





Chapter 13

 

 

“WAKE UP.”

Jeremy groaned at the bright light and covered his face with his hands. A hand slapped his thigh.

“I said wake up.”

Like a scream queen terrified of a psycho killer, Jeremy refused to look over his shoulder. Looking wouldn’t stab a knife through his throat, but it would be just as devastating. There wasn’t the safety of watching from a distance, just a face in a crowd, or the glossy impersonal magazine shot. Jeremy turned around and saw the intensity of Desmond the Great that no magazine cover could capture. A hand smacked his bare ass. “It’s about time.”

“I’m not sure I prepared you enough.”

Jeremy grunted as two fingers thrust deep inside him. “Twat.”

“What was that?” Desmond massaged his fingers into Jeremy as he pulled them out to their tips and then pressed them back in.

Jeremy’s face and his cock smashed against the mattress, and he wished they’d go deeper. “I didn’t say anything.”

“It was only my imagination?” Desmond stopped playing with Jeremy’s hole.

“Mm-hm.” Jeremy spread his legs wider to emphasize his sincerity.

“I doubt that, but I’ll give you what you want.” The bed dipped as Desmond moved. A zipper running down filled the quiet room.

Jeremy licked his lips. Desmond must have already gotten him off for the pain to have lessened. For it to stay gone, more sex was the only option. He closed his eyes as Desmond’s cock touched his hole. Desmond roughly separated his asscheeks so he could slide against Jeremy’s crack. “There’s no point messing about, just fuck me.” Jeremy glanced down and saw a torn-open condom package. At least he’s following the orders of our agreement down to the letter.

“You ring me at one in the morning after allowing yourself to become this sick, and you think you’re in charge?”

Jeremy batted away Desmond’s hair so it stopped tickling his ear. “I told you to get on with it.”

Desmond locked his other hand in his short hair, forcing Jeremy to look up. “That will happen soon, love, but first you’re going to tell me why you waited so fucking long. You look like shit.”

“I used too many potions to delay the effects.”

“All that did was make you seek my help when it was almost too late. The only reason you woke up is because I gave you a blow job. I should get an award for making you cum in this condition.”

Since Desmond had to make a big production of everything, Jeremy reached between his legs and stroked himself. “See? It’s a very simple thing to do.” More taunting evaporated from his lips as a thick cock slammed inside of him.

“What sort of idiot almost waits ’til he’s dying to call for help?”

Desmond tightened his hand on Jeremy’s hair, forcing him to look into his eyes. Dark, angry, and on each thrust filled with so much lust that Jeremy’s mouth watered. Only his weakened state stopped him from voicing how much he wanted Desmond to stay. Not just for the night, but forget everything they had messed up and be together like they once were. Black hair fell over Desmond’s eyes, but it made his expression no less intense. Jeremy looked away, because it brought back memories of staying locked in each other’s arms for days. This was a favor for what they owed each other, nothing more. Desmond moved his hand to replace Jeremy’s around his cock, and Jeremy stared at the wall so not all of his mind would fall into fanciful desires.

Desmond touched Jeremy’s chest, where his heart acted as the main container for the gathered magic trapped by the scars etched on Jeremy’s body. It was brimming with power and causing the blockages that sickened him. “It’s getting worse. You’re not going to heal if you’re thinking yourself somewhere else.” He pulled out with a gentle hand on Jeremy’s back. “Give someone else a call, because you obviously don’t want me here.”

“That’s rich of you, to go back on your word when you’re the main reason I’m like this!”

“I promised on the basis that you would make this easier for both of us.”

“Fuck you!” Jeremy slammed his fist on the bed and lifted his head as high as he could despite his strong emotions summoning the pain back. “Don’t you fucking put that on me. I accepted my role, which is why I took the help that you offered!”

Desmond crossed his arms. “You’re the one guzzling useless potions so I won’t touch you.”

“Did I hurt that big ego of yours? You have countless sycophants at your beck and call, and you can’t get one ex-lover off? Are you sure you didn’t use magic to wake me because you’re—” He broke off as fiery hot agony coursed through his body.

“Dammit, why can’t you just behave?” Desmond’s warm hands pulsing with healing magic clutched Jeremy’s head. “Shh, it’s all right, it’s all right. This is the first time I used magic, so don’t call me a liar later.”

Warmth streamed into Jeremy’s skin, and he tried to pull away, irrationally fearing any more power entering his body.

“Stay still,” Desmond said soothingly as he stroked Jeremy’s back.

The warmth spread and mingled with Jeremy’s magic. Instead of increasing the pain, it tamed the wild magic and turned it to Desmond’s use. Jeremy’s eyes widened from the strain. Something needed to leave his body soon.

“Is this worth not seeing me? None of us can reverse this, so don’t make me watch you die.” Desmond straightened out Jeremy’s legs and positioned him on his lap again. He ran his hand over Jeremy’s chest, and the magic rushed to greet it under Jeremy’s skin. Magic radiated from Desmond’s fingers like a small sunburst. Not all at once, but little shots of magic zipped through Jeremy and tingled in each part they touched.

Jeremy moaned as a cluster of power traveled down his stomach and hardened his cock. Soft kisses below his chin sent more magic between Jeremy’s legs.

“This could have been pleasurable from the start, but you fight me every time. I hate seeing you in pain.” Desmond wrapped his hand around Jeremy’s cock and stroked him until cum leaked from the tip. “Especially when there are better ways to suffer.”

A gale of magic flooded Jeremy’s cock, and he screamed as he came, “You bastard!”

 

 

JEREMY’S EYES opened blearily. Cum clung to his stomach, and he was still draped in Desmond’s arms. The pain was gone. No nausea or needlelike sensations under his skin.

“I believe it’s time for my own pleasure,” Desmond whispered.

Jeremy was rocked back so Desmond could slide slowly inside of him.

“Any objections?”

“Make it quick so I can get some sleep.” Fucking when he wasn’t in pain was the most dangerous part. There was no barrier to dull the feel of Desmond. Jeremy’s dangling limbs gained strength, so he held Desmond closer. The reasons to keep his distance seemed petty and illogical as his ass pulled Desmond in deeper.

“Then kiss me.”

Jeremy opened his mouth to tell Desmond to remember his promise to keep their trysts businesslike, but his open mouth was covered tightly. The force of Desmond’s tongue let him know that their mouths weren’t separating any time soon. Between Jeremy’s legs, Desmond squeezed his cock. With the magic coursing in him and the nonstop attention to his ass, Jeremy’s cock hardened again. If it had been the old days, Desmond would have fucked him until he couldn’t absorb any more magic. Jeremy’s voice breaking into a sob broke their kiss, and Desmond let their mouths stay parted.

He bent Jeremy on the bed and raised one of his legs. Content with the new position, Desmond thrust into Jeremy and happily groaned as each plunge pulled a high grunt out of Jeremy. Teeth nibbled on Jeremy’s neck. “That is a lovely sound.”

The last of the excess magic pulsing through Jeremy drained out with the cum his cock shot. Desmond finally pulled out and flipped Jeremy on to his back. He pushed Jeremy’s legs out wide and sat between them so he could lean down and suck Jeremy’s cock into his mouth. There was plenty of cum on the bed to gain power from, but the greedy bastard simply wanted another excuse to extend skin contact between them. Desmond licked Jeremy’s cock until it was free of the tiniest remnant and then let him go.

Limp from the exchange of magic, Jeremy breathlessly stared at Desmond pulsing with power. His aura glowed bright red with black ribbons of lives taken at his hands. With the magic borrowed from Jeremy, he could probably take on one of the Council and not only survive, but win. That was the sole purpose of the spell that had turned Jeremy into a walking amulet constantly absorbing wild magic: to have enough power to destroy anyone who stood in their way. Desmond looked down at him, his eyebrows raised in question if more sex was on the table. Jeremy knew that despite the power boost, Desmond truly just wanted to fuck him again. That was why Jeremy couldn’t call anyone else. There wasn’t a single witch he knew who wouldn’t abuse what he had given Desmond. For the sake of the people who had died because of them, if Jeremy discovered a permanent remedy, he had to break ties between them forever. Jeremy swallowed hard because he really wanted to say yes. “No, I’m fine now.”

“Good.” As Desmond reached for Jeremy’s shoulder to squeeze it in an obvious gesture of goodwill, Jeremy pulled away. “You know what? If that’s how it is, we’re done.” He stood and stalked away from the bed. His clothes slithered up his body like a snake and fastened around him as if invisible hands attended to him. “I’ve tried everything on my end. You want relief, next time find somebody else.”

Jeremy sat up now that his energy had returned. “You’re just as responsible as I am, and I’m the one who’s stuck like this.”

“You don’t want my help, and I’m tired of feeling like a rapist every time I see you. Find someone else.” Desmond’s coat closed around him, and the door opened without him touching it. He went out into what little night there was, and the door slammed closed behind him.

Although naked on the bed, Jeremy wanted to go after him. No. It had to be done. I know where this leads, and I won’t let anyone else die because of us. He glared at his stupid cock, hardening again because he was surrounded by Desmond’s scent. He sighed regretfully as he pumped his cock in his fist. There were a few toys in his dresser to relieve him with guilt-free sex, but there was no substitute for Desmond’s kisses.

 

 

SIMONE TILTED her head to the side as Jeremy walked in the lobby. “How is it that you look better but also like shit at the same time?”

“Magic.”

“The boss has a job for you that you don’t deserve.”

Jeremy snorted. “My standards are much higher than yours, so I doubt I’ll care.”

“Oh, you will.” She shooed Jeremy away from her desk and toward the inner door. “The good knight is expecting you.”

Jeremy cradled his forehead since he was too lazy to drink a tonic after resorting to drinking himself to sleep. “Why do you bug me as soon as I walk through the door?”

“Why are you ten minutes late?”

Desmond whispering in his ear flashed in his head, so Jeremy cleared his throat. “I just am. Where’s Edarra?”

“She’s off getting me a few things.”

Suspicion filled Jeremy. He was supposed to accompany Clive to a wedding to block the bride’s future mother-in-law from pulling an Endora and sabotaging it again. What instigated the sudden change of my plans? Surprises never boded anything nice, so he stomped to Clive’s office while hoping he hadn’t given up the thought of getting fired too soon. As he raised his hand, the door opened to Clive in a black tuxedo examining him from head to toe. “I’m pleased to see you looking well this morning.”

“Simone said you wanted to see me.”

“Jeremy, I know I’m not as close with you as I am with the others, but you can come to me if you have a problem.” The knight scratched his head like a nervous schoolboy. “You and the others mock my wealth, but I’m not ashamed of it. I earned it, and it’s never a waste if I can use it to help someone.”

“Help who?”

“If you need a consult with a specialist or to buy a service from the Great Mother, I can afford it.”

This probably worked out in his head as a noble request from a lord to his peon, but how the bloody hell could he not see how much he just fucking insulted me? Consult? People break into the office for my supplies, and he thinks I need a consult? “Since we’re being friendly….” Jeremy smiled brightly. “Love, loss, failure, or betrayal?”

“I’m sorry?”

“They’re the four main reasons we get travelers from other worlds. You either loved someone, lost someone, failed miserably at your life, or whoever you were serving sold your ass out. Which one? You want to shove your nose in my affairs, so why don’t you share first?”

Clive’s jaw stiffened, and for the first time, Jeremy witnessed actual anger on the knight’s face. His demeanor changed from relaxed to a military sharpness that would have made a lesser man step back. “Desmond has agreed to the Great Mother’s terms, but Simone will be too busy preparing the spells for tomorrow. I need you to meet with him on my behalf,” he said in a cold voice.

Jeremy blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

Clive closed his office door and shoved past Jeremy. “I don’t care how you feel about the man, you will show him respect if he’s civil and think of someone other than yourself. We need his cooperation to prevent more deaths.”

“Wouldn’t Simone be more useful since she’s his fan?”

Clive stopped in his tracks and faced Jeremy. “I’m asking that you do your damn job.” He snatched the lobby door open and moved out of Edarra’s way as she pushed a rolling metal tray inside the office.

Simone shook her head as Clive went outside. “I would have decked your sorry ass.”

“Why can’t you mind your own business?” This is fucking ridiculous. I saw him yesterday. Dammit, don’t do this to me. Jeremy’s hands clenched. “Are you sure you don’t want to see him, Simone? It makes more sense if you go. I bet you could convince him without any problems.”

“I have personal reasons not to be seen meeting privately with him.” Simone drummed her nails on her desk. “Add this to the column of ‘you brought this on yourself.’”

Jeremy turned to the Amazon. “Edarra, you’re nice. People like you.”

Edarra shook her head. “You wouldn’t want me to do it, because you’re right.” She smiled bitterly. “I’m in the failure group. There are a few things left on the list to buy, so I’ll take care of that.” She followed in Clive’s wake, and the office held a heavy silence in their absence.

“Whatever you’re going to say, please just don’t,” Jeremy whispered. “I’m tired, and I want to get this over with.”

“If this was only about your feelings, maybe,” Simone said. “But you hurt Edarra too. Why the fuck do you keep taking these jobs if you’re so damn miserable?”

“Because I don’t have a choice!”

“That doesn’t mean you get to make everyone around you miserable too.”

Jeremy wanted to go outside, but the sooner he left, the sooner he would have to confront Desmond again.

“You know, you could actually have fun if you’re not an asshole about it. Take in the show without bitching and eat one of those bougie doughnuts.”

“My problems are bigger than a doughnut can handle.”

The chair creaked as Simone leaned forward so she was almost standing in her chair. “I’ll tell you a secret. Everyone has problems bigger than a doughnut can handle. I’m telling you to have fun so that stick up your ass comes out long enough to relax your throat muscles choking on your foot.” She stuffed a folded piece of paper into Jeremy’s jacket pocket and then pointed at the door. “I’m done with your ass. Go make yourself useful and suck up to Desmond.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to go in my place and take Rudy with you? I won’t tell.”

Simone’s eyes narrowed. “Really, you want to play the considerate coworker now? Fuck you! Out or I’ll tell Clive what kind of security spell you have on your office, so he can rummage in it while you’re gone.”

“You act as if you don’t have any secrets,” Jeremy muttered.

“And, puto?”

“I hope your day is a sodding bore.” Jeremy put on his coat, and thunder sounded close by. As if on cue, rain poured from the sky in sudden thick sheets. “Of course it’s fucking raining.” He tightened his coat around him and ran for his car.

 

 

“THIS WAY, sir.” Vince directed Jeremy to an empty lounge room.

Not once had Jeremy seen the valet’s clothes rumpled when attending Desmond during Jeremy’s numerous walks of shame. He didn’t know if the man even liked him and always found it hard to meet his eyes. “Thank you,” Jeremy said as he sat on a chaise lounge.

“Would you like a refreshment while you wait?”

“Water is good.”

Vince cracked open a glass bottle that looked fit for a fine wine. “Master Desmond will be along shortly.” He bowed his head and quietly left Jeremy alone.

Jeremy sighed and sipped his water. Instead of tasting like filtered tap, the bloody drink was crisp to the point that Jeremy checked the label to make sure it wasn’t carbonated twice. “I wonder if he bathes in this stuff.”

The door opened. Desmond walked inside the sitting room and closed the door behind him.

Jeremy sat straighter. “Good after—”

“You think we’re going to start off that pleasantly after last night?”

“Both of us are old enough to keep personal business… personal.”

Desmond stopped at a minibar and poured himself a drink. “No. What you want is to experience zero consequences for your actions.” He faced Jeremy. “You were a dick to me, and now your boss sent you as a representative to ask for my help. If I were a regular businessman, would I be so forgiving if another company’s employee disrespected me and then showed up the next day to ask for a favor?”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “That’s how you want to play this? Tell me, how can I become the obedient employee?” To end the charade quickly, he walked to Desmond. “A blow job? A quick fuck?” Jeremy slid his finger over the buttons on Desmond’s gray vest. “Tell me all the dirty things you want to do to me.”

Batting away Jeremy’s hand, Desmond laughed. “The only thing I want from you is to stop treating me like shit. When I do something for you, instead of cursing at me and trying to pretend that we have no past, be grateful. Is that so hard?”

“Do I seem as dumb as your little fans?” He grabbed Desmond’s tie in his fist, sliding his hand up slowly. The muscles in Desmond’s shoulders bunched so his head wouldn’t lower. Jeremy laughed. “Even playing coy is a scheme. You want more than just a night of fucking. You’re going to push me until you have everything, but I won’t let you win.” He dropped Desmond’s tie. “Fuck your games. Take the blow job and shut your fucking mouth.” Jeremy yanked Desmond’s belt off and threw it on the floor. “Yes, no, thinking about it? Make up your mind before I leave.”

Desmond slid his hands through Jeremy’s hair and then gripped it tightly. “Even when you act brave, it’s still you being a coward. But yes, I’ll let you shut me up for now.”

“Splendid.” Jeremy kneeled down and unclasped Desmond’s pants. The faster I get this over with, the faster I can go back to the office and not hear any more shit. He carefully unzipped Desmond and took out his cock. If he looked up, he’d probably see Desmond’s arrogant smile and punch him in the throat. He has no fucking right telling me how fucked-up I am. He licked the tip and swirled his tongue along it as he sucked Desmond in his mouth. No matter how much of an asshole he is, his dick does taste good. Maybe if I imagine someone else attached to it, I can enjoy this. He sucked Desmond in deeper while remembering the last guy he fucked before Desmond. Bugger, the other guy was a disaster and ran away when I started glowing. It was disheartening not being able to recall a fling that went well. To suck Desmond off faster, Jeremy pulled back and wrapped his hand around the base of Desmond’s cock. He licked Desmond’s shaft and opened his mouth wide. Gathering his spit and digging in his knees, Jeremy sucked on Desmond while using his hand to squeeze and pull. Desmond clutched his hair, but he wouldn’t cum.

“Yeah, that’s not going to do it.”

Jeremy backed off and let Desmond’s cock pop out of his mouth with a slurp. “I can leave you like this.” He eyed the hard cock pointing at him.

“Or you can stay like that.” Desmond grabbed Jeremy’s neck and touched his cock’s moistened end on Jeremy’s lips. “Open.”

Jeremy obeyed, allowing Desmond’s cock to push slowly in his mouth. Unlike Desmond’s usual preference, Desmond kept pushing until Jeremy pressed his hands against his pants in their old sign of his limit. He hasn’t wanted this in a long time. Jeremy shut his eyes and concentrated on relaxing his throat. Desmond’s voice deepened as he pulled out a few inches. He pushed back in and held Jeremy’s head still.

“Take in more,” Desmond ordered.

Jeremy whimpered, but he didn’t fight Desmond filling his mouth to the point he could barely breathe through his nose.

“You’re rusty.” Desmond caressed Jeremy’s neck. “I’ll go slowly. Tap my legs when you can’t take it.”

Jeremy glared at him. He was not rusty. As he started to move his mouth again, Desmond twisted his hair harder.

“No.”

Jeremy looked up to tell him to quit bitching, but when he saw Desmond’s eyes, they weren’t angry. Lust burned in them so hot that Jeremy kept silent and relaxed his jaw.

“That’s my Angel.”

Please don’t call me that. Jeremy looked down so he couldn’t see Desmond’s gaze anymore. Desmond thrust in his mouth in short but hard movements, and then thrust in so deep that he touched the back of Jeremy’s throat. Jeremy dug his fingers into Desmond’s pants as hard flesh fucked his face faster and faster.

“Look at me.”

Jeremy stubbornly stared ahead so he saw what little of Desmond’s cock he let slip out after each thrust, and the tattooed spell on Desmond’s abdomen.

“Angel, look at me.”

Tears slid down Jeremy’s cheek. He didn’t know if it was because of how much he was working to get air or from hearing his old name, but he obeyed. Familiar softness and sadness met Jeremy’s eyes, and he sobbed.

“Shush, love, it’s all right.” Desmond pulled away until only the tip of his cock stayed past Jeremy’s lips and cum shot on Jeremy’s tongue.

Swallowing the salty substance burned his throat after being strained. Jeremy didn’t move and silently pleaded to Desmond to do anything. Touch me, fuck me, just touch me.

Desmond wiped away Jeremy’s tears. He grabbed Jeremy’s arm and yanked him to his feet. Without thought to his own cum lingering in Jeremy’s mouth, Desmond smashed their lips together. Jeremy went limp in his arms and made no resistance when Desmond pushed his mouth open and pressed their tongues together. When Desmond broke the kiss, Jeremy tried to chase him back. Desmond smiled but didn’t let their lips touch as he led Jeremy to the wall. He spun Jeremy around to lean against it. “I forgot that giving a really nice blow job makes you compliant.”

Jeremy barely clung to the wall by his arms and was too drained to roll his eyes. Desmond massaged his shoulder and then squeezed different parts of his back.

“I wish you would always make things this easy.”

Cool air tugged at Jeremy’s chest, and he looked down to see his vest and shirt unbuttoning themselves. The tongue of his belt unloosed itself and snaked to the floor as his pants unzipped. His pants and underwear dropped and jerked on his ankles until he lifted each foot. Now naked, Jeremy stared at the wall.

“I see that brain of yours turning on again. We can’t have that,” Desmond said against Jeremy’s neck.

“What are you going to do about it?”

“This.”

There was a rush of air behind Jeremy like someone moving suddenly, and then Desmond separated Jeremy’s asscheeks. His head thumped on the wall. “Oh fuck.”

“When you’re sweet to me, I’m sweet to you.” Desmond dragged his tongue over the skin near Jeremy’s hole and laughed when Jeremy scratched the wall in frustration. “Is there something you want me to do?”

Jeremy licked his lips. “Yes.”

“Beg me for it.” The teasing continued except for at the one place Jeremy wanted him to ravish.

Fuck him. I didn’t beg then, and I’m won’t beg now. “If you were good enough, you wouldn’t have to ask.” Desmond’s tongue disappeared, and Jeremy wondered if he had gone too far.

“You will beg.”

A hot tongue touched Jeremy’s hole. Long wet strokes made Jeremy a panting mess, but he clenched his teeth to stop from saying another word.

“Stubborn, stubborn, stubborn.” Desmond pulled apart Jeremy’s cheeks wider so his access was unheeded. He dipped his tongue inside Jeremy’s hole, causing Jeremy to moan louder.

Jeremy’s nose smushed into the wall, his shoulders sagging. He’s winning. I’m letting him win. Desmond thrust his tongue inside him rapidly. I don’t care. He can win just this once. When Desmond pulled away again, Jeremy was ready to sit on his face and make him behave. “Hey, put it back.”

“No pouting. I have something better.” Desmond stood and aligned his cock with Jeremy’s empty hole.

“It’s good that you’re not wasting my magic.” Jeremy had been too lost in pleasure to feel the magic seeping out of his skin, but without his mind clouded, it was a low pulse that strengthened on every part that Desmond touched. Like a damn dog waiting for its master to feed it. Desmond caressed his hips, and Jeremy’s magic glowed brighter. Cold lube dripped on his ass. Jeremy looked over his shoulder. “You’re taking too long.”

Desmond chuckled and pressed his lubed cock past Jeremy’s entrance. “I’m impatient too, Angel.” As he pushed deeper, Jeremy planted his feet firmly on the floor to take in more. “You know what I miss?” Desmond asked as he held Jeremy’s hips and thrust faster.

“Shut up and fuck me.”

Desmond wrapped his hand around Jeremy’s throat. “I miss your screams.”

Red tendrils of magic flowed out of Desmond’s hand and seeped into old invisible scars carved all over Jeremy’s body. Jeremy blinked. It was happening too fast for him to stop. There was nowhere for him to go with Desmond fully lodged in him. He whimpered. I have to tell him to stop. We can’t do this after so long. But Jeremy said nothing and waited for their magics to blend. In the pit of his stomach, magic pooled, changing from warm waves to cold and leaving Jeremy too off-kilter to catch his breath. “Desmond.” Jeremy came so hard that his forehead banged the door.

Desmond forced Jeremy to kiss him so his shouts were swallowed by their connected mouths. Jeremy’s legs buckled, but Desmond kept Jeremy up by thrusting hard in him and leaving no space between them. Desmond gazed down on him intensely with his coming release. As Desmond slammed into Jeremy, Jeremy’s magic surged into Desmond in bright yellows and greens, coloring everything in Jeremy’s sight in the same hues. When the room began returning to normal, Desmond didn’t release Jeremy’s lips. No more magic flowed to the magician, but Desmond wouldn’t pull out of Jeremy’s ass. Jeremy moaned for air, but Desmond stroked his tongue inside Jeremy’s mouth without any sign of withdrawing. Finally Desmond released him and grinned.

“Well, that restarted the clock.”

Jeremy could only stare breathlessly at him and glance meaningfully down at the cock lodged in his ass.

“Sorry. That magic burst is going to last a while.” Desmond carefully pulled out his still enlarged cock and nibbled the back of Jeremy’s neck. “Ask of me anything right now.”

“I want to rest.”

“As you wish, love.” Desmond guided Jeremy to the chaise and gently laid him on it.

Jeremy shivered from the tingles echoing in his body. “You don’t let an opportunity slip, do you?”

“I don’t know about that.” Desmond rubbed Jeremy’s thigh. “If it were the old days, my cum would be dripping out of your ass.”

“You’ve taken enough liberties.” Jeremy stretched out his legs and relaxed on the plush-cushioned surface he lay on. “You’ve gotten used to the finer things.” He closed his eyes. “I need some of your hair. We’re going to use it for an intention spell on Gulley’s body.”

“Uh-huh.” The muttered words came from farther away.

“You can supervise the ritual and handle the ingredients’ destruction yourself.”

“Uh-huh.” Click. Click.

Jeremy opened his eyes and looked at his former lover holding a camera. “You still take pictures?”

Click, click. Desmond lowered the camera so he could get a wide shot of Jeremy’s cum on his abdomen. “Only of you.”

Jeremy rolled on his back and held his cock. “What did you do with all the other photos?”

Desmond shrugged and took more pictures. “They’re somewhere.”

Playing the perfect model, Jeremy cupped his balls and moved his other hand to his loosened hole. He slipped his thumb inside, and Desmond licked his lips while rapidly clicking the shutter. “You are so easy.”

“Stay like that.” Desmond put the camera down. He snatched a condom out of his coat pocket and opened it. He quickly rolled the condom on and picked up his camera again.

Jeremy thrust more fingers inside his ass and waited for Desmond to come closer.

“Why are you being so cooperative today?”

“Because I like not feeling pain.” And I like you touching me, Jeremy thought silently.

“Take your fingers out.”

Jeremy smirked. “Fuck you.”

Desmond nodded. “There’s that ass I know and love.” He put the camera down next to Jeremy’s head and grabbed Jeremy’s hair. “My turn.” He pulled Jeremy’s fingers away and scooted so his cock poked at Jeremy’s hole. He picked up the camera and aimed it at his cock. He used his position as leverage, so he could plunge inside Jeremy without needing his full hands and took shots of his cock impaling Jeremy inch by inch. “That looks fucking perfect.” Once seated, he raised the camera to catch Jeremy’s face as he gritted his teeth. Desmond backed off and slammed into Jeremy, his finger snapping the photos as merciless as his cock. “You want me to play nice with Clive. You got it. You want my hair, it’s yours. But.” Desmond pulled Jeremy’s head up so they looked each other in the eyes. “I get more of this.” He punctuated his demands by rocking fiercely into Jeremy, so Jeremy couldn’t speak. “More of you being so fucking sweet that my cock wants to melt inside of you.”

Jeremy could only nod.

“That’s a good boy,” Desmond whispered, and he bit Jeremy’s ear.

Jeremy’s cum spilled onto the expensive fabric as Desmond jerked his hips at a different angle. “Fuck,” he whispered as Desmond plowed his sweet spot. He didn’t think he had anything left, but a tiny burst of power and pleasure collapsed his body into a heap.

“Don’t you dare pass out on me, or we’re going again.”

Jeremy groaned but kept his eyes open, even though all he wanted to do was sleep.

“That’s right, just like that.” Desmond licked Jeremy’s chin and kissed him as he came. A few more thrusts and Desmond finally stopped moving. “Now you can pass out.”

“Bastard,” Jeremy muttered and fell asleep after being drained of so much magic.





Chapter 14

 

 

JEREMY OPENED his eyes to Desmond walking toward him with a towel around his waist. A hand cracked against his thigh.

“Hurry and shower.”

He rolled to his side, dangling over the edge of the chaise before sighing and sitting up. “No rest for the liars.”

“Your terms,” Desmond said as he threw Jeremy’s clothes at his chest. “I have an illusion on you and your car. As far as anyone is concerned, you’ve been screwing around the city and stopped for a lunch break. There’s food waiting on your dash, so you’ll smell like it too.”

“This is all carefully thought out, like you already planned on fucking me.”

“When do I not think about fucking you?”

“Never mind.” Jeremy sat up. “Do you have sage and chamomile in the bathroom?”

“Everything’s already set up for a cleansing spell. If that werewolf of Simone’s drops by your office, he won’t get a whiff of me on you.”

Jeremy sighed. This wouldn’t have happened if I wasn’t working for that stupid knight. He stood and stretched. “You and your hair better make an appearance tomorrow.”

Desmond gathered Jeremy in his arms and kissed him. “Like I said, when you’re sweet, you’ll get anything you want.”

“Stop putting more scent on me.”

Desmond licked Jeremy’s ear and let him go. “As you wish, love.”

“Um, where’s the bathroom?”

Desmond pointed to a wall behind a table and lamp. The table slid forward without jarring its decoration, and a door appeared. “This room has multiple entrances, so I use it for delicate meetings.”

“Most of the pictures I see in the magazines of your little trysts are of your bedroom.”

“What’s your interest in it?”

“Sorry for wasting your time,” Jeremy said as he hurriedly walked to the door, so he wouldn’t make a greater fool of himself.

“Second room on the right.”

Jeremy nodded and opened the door to an impressive hallway sporting marble all down the walls. Why can’t I keep my mouth shut? he thought as he closed the door behind him.

 

 

FLOODLIGHTS FILLED the parking lot with enough light to guide a normal human down the empty winding road for a ways. Edarra walked with Gulley’s body in a medical bag over her shoulder to her open trunk. She dumped him inside and covered him with a blanket.

“You are a shitty negotiator, Jeremy,” Simone said as she watched him sit in the passenger seat.

“As if we have anything valuable enough to entice Desmond to the Great Mother’s base.” Jeremy closed his door and adjusted Edarra’s radio to late-night club music.

“Yeah, and now its security is our job.”

The pulsing noise vibrated Edarra’s eardrums painfully. Why must humans listen to such loud noise? “Whatever happens, happens.” She straightened her coat lined with thin metal plates. There was little chance that she needed armor, but Clive was adamant about splurging, no matter how strong she was.

“Call if there’s trouble,” Clive said. With a staff at his side, Edarra thought he was as impressive as the lady knight. As polite and thoughtful as he was, Edarra couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like battling him. In her old world, it was a rite of passage to face wizards or witches to test an Amazon’s strength against magic. It was another thing she might never experience because of her decision to leave. Edarra shook her shoulders and closed the trunk. This is not the time for that. Edarra nodded at Simone. “Anything happens, you guys keep going.”

“If attackers do come, and any of them look like they’re gonna get away, make sure you steal us some blood and flesh,” Simone called out from her window.

Edarra waved good-bye. Mages are a strange lot. She glanced at the back, where seats blocked her view of the body. Let’s get this show on the road. Edarra started the car and drove off at a slow speed while the second car went in a different direction with a dummy in their trunk. On the road, she constantly checked her rearview mirror, but nothing suspicious appeared. Maybe it will be a quiet night, and these preparations were for nothing. Jeremy must have noticed the grimace on her face because he switched the radio to palatable Christmas songs, which seemed to be playing earlier in November than she remembered from last year. Sarah McLachlan cooing “Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas” relaxed her knuckles. It was one of her favorites because of the sorrowful voice contradicting the lyrics’ well-wishing sentiment. She had first heard it roaming down a sidewalk while looking into the brightly decorated windows of closed shops on Christmas Day after passing her Orientation tests. Since some in her group had family to greet them when they left mandatory isolation, getting the test results right before the holiday was a chance for them to spend it with loved ones. To Edarra, the empty streets only exacerbated her loneliness. Something swung into her peripheral vision high up in the trees behind her. “Clive?”

“Any trouble?” The knight’s voice stole away the lovely song as his name invoked the magical connection to his Bluetooth.

“Looks like it. Do you mind not doubling back yet? I have some aggression I want to release.”

There was a pause, and Jeremy muttered, “This should be fun.”

“Have at it,” Clive said.

Large creatures jumped from treetop to treetop in furry flashes. Edarra pressed her foot harder on the gas pedal. It wouldn’t make a difference. Werewolves could keep pace with a car, and they were going to catch up soon.

“Since this is your wish, try not to get me killed,” Jeremy said grumpily. A tiny bit of light shimmered in front of them in a crosshatch of squares, and he shouted, “Brakes!”

Edarra slammed her foot down just as Jeremy thrust his hand toward the windshield. Usually the power that witches summoned left the wand in a thin stream of concentrated magic. Bursts of magic from their hands when surprised looked like clear balls of energy that, while weaker, could hit more surface area. But the magic streaming from Jeremy’s wand was unlike anything Edarra had ever seen. It was a cone of opaque green light that was thickest where it left the wand’s tip but spread out in a fan that blew out the windshield and the net of the magic trap where it impacted. For an instant, lines of the same color magic appeared on Jeremy’s skin wherever it was uncovered and then vanished. The bumper crashed into the remnants of the ward, crumpling the engine and then stopping just as the dashboard began to bend. Burnt magic filled her nostrils, and dimly she thought she heard the sound of screams from somewhere far away. Whoever erected the trap had received blowback from Jeremy’s attack. She looked at him, but he was leaning forward, gasping for breath. “Are you all right?”

Jeremy nodded but continued taking in deep gulps of air.

Edarra slammed her palm into the door, breaking it open with little time to spare as werewolves leaped off the buildings and landed on nearby parked cars. She whistled like a dog owner calling its pet to chow. “If you want the body, come and get it, Lassie.” She hoped Simone was correct that this was a greater insult than “hellhound spawn.”

In unison, the werewolves jumped. I guess she was right, Edarra thought as she dodged the first wolf and scrambled away from the claws of a second one. “Too slow.” The third wolf lunged at her. She clutched her open door and yanked it off its hinges when the wolf was inches from her face. Pain crackled through her fingers, the net’s magic and Jeremy’s warring inside the metal. Edarra slammed the door into the muzzle snapping closer, and then she sliced the door’s jagged edge across the wolf’s throat. The werewolf spun with the force of her attack, and Edarra jumped above the wolf with her elbow raised. She came down on the back of its neck with a loud crunch as neck and shoulder bones broke. Edarra grabbed the werewolf’s other arm and used it for momentum as she swung her leg hard into the creature’s back. The werewolf howled and frantically waved his furry arms from the pain of having its spine snapped. Edarra turned in time to catch another wolf by its neck and knee it under its chest. She threw the wolf into the first attacker, stunning them as their heads knocked against each other. The wolf whose back she had broken lay still. An unconscious wolf was less likely to wake up soon, so she dragged it to the back of her SUV and threw it on top of the dead body.

“Is that a great idea?” Jeremy asked rather squeakily.

“Only if you can get it together and get my car running soon.” She got back in her seat and drummed her fingers on her steering wheel as Jeremy pulled out his phone and called Clive to give them a magical boost.

 

 

AT THE office, Simone wheeled the body to the wide-open space of the lobby after Edarra arrived with a big smile on her face. The woman deserved to be proud after whooping that much ass.

Rudy shook his head in awe as he received communications with his pack through an earpiece. He was looking pretty snazzy in all black werewolf battle gear. Snuggling up to him would have been nice if she knew where he wore his emergency grenades. “She broke a werewolf in half,” he whispered after contacting the pack to pick up their prisoner. Unsurprisingly, the captured wolf’s companions had disappeared when another wolf arrived to scout the scene.

“Tell me later,” Simone said. I guess he’s not upset since these wolves aren’t local. “Jeremy, you got my stuff?” she asked without looking over her shoulder.

“No, those wheels you hear belong to a dinner trolley.” Jeremy rolled the cart next to the body as if he was going to slump over it and sleep. “This weighs a ton. Do you really need all of this?”

“Probably not, but it’s easier to perform the ritual without heading to my desk or your office every five minutes. Is Gorgeous here yet?”

“Fashionably late, as only assholes can be.”

“He actually called to say he was ten minutes away,” Clive said.

“If my part is done, I’ll wait outside in case someone wants to attack the office directly.” Edarra yawned. “Have fun with the corpse.”

When the door closed behind her, Rudy opened his arms wide. “She took a dude this big and broke him in half,” he said while miming breaking a stick. “I thought only large shit that shift into humans could do that.”

Simone pointed outside. “Honey, go fangirl out of my way.” And then I am so jumping you when I get home.

Rudy walked to the entrance and stopped just outside the door. His hips shimmied slightly so his butt popped from side to side like some Special Forces stripper. “I saw you checking this out.”

Her lips pursed as she tried not to laugh and to keep her composure for the big ass spell she needed to perform. “Get going, Papi.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes after Rudy left. “My sweet tooth is aching.”

Simone raised her hand and closed it in the shape of a beak. “Hush, unless you’re helping. Water.”

Jeremy obediently handed her the full glass.

Simone emptied it into a metal bowl. “Wine.” She took the offered tumbler from Jeremy and wet her thumb in the vintage dark red. Once covered, she slid her finger across the corpse’s lips. The front door opened, and a wave of evergreen scents entered the room. Why can’t all men smell like that? She cleared her throat. “Collect his hair, Jeremy.” There, I said it without squealing.

“I removed a few strands for you, Mr. Ragsdale.”

“Yes, yes, thank you for your cooperation,” Jeremy muttered and brought Simone the hair.

Would it kill him to be nice? Simone added the hair to the bowl and kept her eyes on the body that looked like it croaked that day.

“You touch what’s left of the heart yet?” Desmond asked.

Simone shook her head as she looked at the liquefied section of Gulley’s chest cavity. The Great Mother’s investigation had left him torn open wider than if an energy vamp had laid hands on him. “I have to separate everything back into organs first.” She pointed at the small bottles on the cart. “The green and red ones.”

Jeremy nodded and handed them to her.

At least he’s doing his job right. Simone uncorked the bottles and slowly poured each of them into the bowl. With that done, she faced Gulley’s chest cavity again. Why does there have to be so much… blegh? She closed her hand over Gulley’s mouth and whispered a finding spell. Clive had been sure the liquid bursting from Gulley’s mouth was a mixture of blood and heart, so she started there. She silently commanded the heart tissue to push back down the man’s nasal passage and throat into the top of his chest. A red glob formed, and from that, Simone summoned more of the man’s heart from the splatters lining his rib cage. “Since I have an extra pair of hands while Jeremy plays my assistant, would you care to help me remove it?”

Jeremy handed Desmond a set of gloves. “Better you than me.”

Desmond took off his jacket and folded it. “I don’t mind getting my hands dirty.” He placed it on the desk that had been moved against the wall for more space. After unbuttoning his cuffs, he rolled them up his arms and sauntered to the table. “Please continue leading the way, madame.”

Simone smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Be ready when I pick it up.” She laid her hands under the larger ball of collected heart tissue, which now resembled red Jell-O. Time to set this baby free. Chanting the words the Great Mother had instructed to break the stasis spell, she lifted the heart with Desmond’s hands supporting hers underneath. Simone placed it in the bowl. The bowl’s contents steamed with the addition.

“That isn’t going to smell pretty,” Jeremy said.

“Maybe I can find something to cover your nose and mouth if you’re so delicate,” Desmond suggested.

Was that a BJ comment? Simone shook her head and focused on the bowl. “Quit whining and give me the brown gooey stuff in the Ziploc bag.”

Jeremy obeyed with a disgusted look on his face. “I don’t want to know what that is.”

Simone snorted. “You really don’t.” She opened the bag and scraped a plastic spoon inside it. After scooping out a dollop of the goo, she flicked it in the bowl. Carefully, Simone gave the handle side to Jeremy without touching the wet end. “Burn that.” She returned her attention to the heart ball collapsing on itself back into liquid form. A minute or two, and it’ll be ready. Simone put her hands on the dead man’s chest and breathed heavily, letting her magic seep through the skin and encouraging the body to mimic her. She imagined the man’s veins pumping with blood, but placed a barrier over his gaping chest so the blood stayed inside him. In the bowl, the heart was completely liquefied. “Jeremy, the paper.” Her not-so-eager assistant slapped it next to the body’s hand. “Needle.” Jeremy gently put it in her hand, and Simone used it to poke the man’s finger. Blood dripped from the pinprick as she moved his finger to the paper. “Desmond, please blow on it,” she said with an absolute straight face. I need a raise after this because this is going to be the death of me.

Desmond winked. “That is a request I love fulfilling.” He bent down and blew softly on Gulley’s hand. The stiff hand twitched and spasmed. It jerked until a pointer finger rested on the paper and scribbled erratically, filling the page until Jeremy snatched it away and replaced it with a new one.

Jeremy chewed his lip. “His writing is barely legible.”

Simone rolled her eyes. “What do you expect? He’s dead. Another spell can sort that out later. Right now, I’m focused on getting it all down before Gulley’s heart loses its memories.”

“You mean me,” Jeremy grumbled. “I bet Clive expects me to clean all this up too.”

“He better, because I did most of the work.”

Jeremy raised an eyebrow at her.

“You had an Amazon to defend you, so stop whining.”

“There are a few spells I want to try on him in private, so I wouldn’t mind taking a few parts with me,” Desmond said.

Jeremy wrinkled his lips. “You’re both gross.”

“Wow, you are such a wuss.” The body’s hand jerked harder than before. Simone frowned. “It shouldn’t do that.” It convulsed again, so hard that they heard Gulley’s wrist break. Then it stopped.

Jeremy leaned closer. “Is it done?”

Simone raised her hands in the air. “Everyone, hands off the body. Something weird is going on.”

“You lose control?”

“No, I think it has to do with what we’re asking it.”

“We didn’t ask it any specific questions.”

“It doesn’t matter, intention is intention. Hand me—” Simone broke off as the pricked fingertip blackened and crumbled. Darkened skin spread up the wrist and into the arm. “What the fuck is that?” The head crumbled, and the neck sagged. Black hairline cracks appeared on the cart the body rested on. Simone grabbed the flat silver amulet lined with ruby hearts hanging from her neck and invoked her family’s bloodline. She whispered her abuela’s name to build a ward to contain Gulley and the cart. “That was not good.”

Desmond waved his hand in the air, and the papers flew to it. “These had a stronger protection spell, so they’re not damaged. That was some type of rotting spell.”

“I’ll clean these up and deal with the mess when I’m done,” Jeremy said as he took the papers from the magician without saying another word.

Simone watched him disappear into the hall. First he’s complaining, and now he’s all mum. What did he see? She went to the entrance and opened the door. “All clear, but don’t touch the body. It’s sort of in quarantine.”

“How did that happen?” Clive asked.

“Perry’s employer is interested in a wasting spell. That’s my best guess until I read everything.” Simone nodded to the handsome magician. “Thank you for your help.”

“It’s been an interesting night, so I didn’t mind.” Desmond offered his hand.

Simone shook it like an ordinary witch and not someone who was a member of every fan site the man had.

“You head home, and we’ll take care of the rest,” Clive said.

“Tell Edarra, wherever she’s holed up guarding the place, I said good night.” Simone kept a smile on her face as she walked to her car. I might seriously kill Jeremy if he knows more than he’s saying.





Chapter 15

 

 

BURNING OFF two legs in the purple fire of a small stove increased the putrescent taste clinging to the back of Jeremy’s throat. To protect his senses from being compromised further, a mask suppressing magic covered his mouth and nose.

“Can you finish disposing of Gulley’s body in your office?” Clive asked him. “I want to start cleaning out the lobby.”

Desmond dropped the tongs holding the dead man’s arm. “I would like to collect whole parts for myself.”

You mean in my office alone with me. Jeremy cracked his neck, which was sore after bending over the body for hours. “I’ll save whatever you tell me to, Mr. Magician.”

Clive rubbed his forehead tiredly. “Jeremy, Desmond has been helpful, and letting him supervise won’t kill you. I’m tired from the fumes, and I have my own notes to write down.”

“Half of it is due to my work.” Just the torso and head remained without the use of a proper crematorium, so Jeremy didn’t need anyone telling him how to do his job. “My ashes won’t lose a single memory, so I resent you calling my skills into question.” I know that asshole doesn’t care about leftovers. He wants to fuck. Jeremy glared at Desmond, hoping he could send him a silent message that he knew what the asshole was up to.

Desmond smiled at Jeremy innocently. “Guaranteeing that I could perform my own spells is the main reason I agreed to come here.”

“Whatever you need is yours,” Clive insisted. “Isn’t that right, Jeremy?”

“Of course, since it’s obvious my opinion counts for nothing. Come on.” Jeremy stalked to his office without looking behind him. “You can grab the oven.”

“I apologize for his behavior,” Clive whispered behind his back.

Both of them can sod off! Jeremy pointed his finger at the wooden slat they found near the dumpster out back to hold Gulley’s body and dragged it behind him. He shoved open the hall door and walked to his office.

“A little low-key,” Desmond said as he kept up with the oven, dragging it the same way as Jeremy’s burden. Smoke from its top curved toward a metal bowl hooked to the stove’s side to capture it, but moving jolted a few puffs free.

“It may not be a palace, but don’t set it on fire.” Once inside, Jeremy dumped Gulley in the middle of the floor and then made straight for his desk. “Why don’t you finish him off on your own if that’s really why you’re here.”

“Or….” Desmond closed and locked the door. “It’s distracting to hear the knight moving around while I chant.”

The flames went out without Jeremy willing them to do so. “We’re not having sex. Especially not with that thing in the room.”

“Why do you always question my motives? Even after I was nice and cleaned up after your mess?”

Despite his nonchalance, Jeremy’s shoulders relaxed. He didn’t know how to drive to the place the werewolves attacked without drawing attention to himself, and if Desmond cleansed the area before Rudy’s pack arrived, that was one big worry gone.

Desmond stretched out his arms over the door, and lines of power crackled out of them like lightning, spreading from wall to wall. “That should do it.”

The lines disappeared, leaving an afterimage in Jeremy’s eyes. “We’re not having sex.”

“Are you all right in there?” Clive asked from outside the door.

“I have a few smelly and loud spells to perform, so I placed a ward on the room. I promised not to harm Jeremy’s supplies and offered a trade for the inconvenience. I prefer not to advertise my valuable possessions.” Desmond scratched his head like a sheepish schoolboy, as if Clive could see him. “It’s in my best interest to be careful trusting you with my secrets when a knight of your power hasn’t quite established where his loyalties lie yet.”

“Jeremy?” Clive said.

“Oh, now you’re concerned for my safety.” Jeremy rolled his eyes. “It’s like he said, we’re trading while we burn the body.” He shook his head at Desmond. “You’re an idiot,” he mouthed.

Desmond reached in his pocket and pulled out a small glass rod with brass rings on one end and tiny colored spheres that looked like a rainbow of marbles floating inside it.

Jeremy’s jaw dropped. “Where the fuck did you get that?”

“An otherworlder gave it to me in exchange for housing and a job.”

“Jeremy?” Clive repeated.

“Go away!” Jeremy shouted.

“I was just checking on you.”

“Yes, yes.” Jeremy sprang out of his seat when he heard Clive retreat. Immediately, Desmond held the rod out to the side. “Don’t be a prick.”

“I’m not. But you’ve been tonight. What did I say about you being sweet?”

Jeremy leaned against Desmond’s body. “I’m being nice right now. Please let me hold your staff.” He batted his lashes.

“It’s amazing how rare magical items improve your manners.”

“Letting me touch them will improve my manners even more.” Jeremy kissed Desmond’s chin. The rod lowered, so Jeremy lunged for it. The magic guarding the door grabbed Jeremy’s wrist before he could succeed.

“You didn’t think I saw that coming?”

“It was worth a shot,” Jeremy said.

“I see.” Dark brown eyes looking down on Jeremy gleamed, and then Jeremy’s body slammed against the wall.

“I bloody knew it.”

“I genuinely want to trade a few things, but fucking is good too.”

Jeremy turned his neck what little he could to glance at the corpse. “This feels like literal gore porn.”

“Not for long.” At Desmond’s words, a clear film covered Gulley from head to crotch.

As the glaze gleamed brighter, Jeremy heard bones crunch. “What are you doing?”

“You’ll see.”

As more crunching and cracking filled the room, Jeremy blinked. He could swear the body was a little bit smaller than before. After a minute of the grotesque noises, the body had lost a quarter of its size. The film sparkled blindingly, and Jeremy pursed his lips as the body was now half its size. “Ohhhhh. You have to teach me that trick.” Blood filled the now crystallized object, and a large rock sat in Gulley’s place. Smaller and smaller it shrank until a crystal the size of a half-dollar rested where the body had been. “No ashes, no fuss.” Jeremy blew out his breath in exasperation. “Why didn’t you do that from the beginning?”

“Because I needed an excuse to do this.” Desmond winked, and Jeremy’s clothes disappeared to reappear neatly folded on his desk.

A chill spread over Jeremy’s body as if he had been doused in alcohol. When it receded, the stench that had seemed permanently attached to him was gone. The clothes were a simple trick, but the cleaning spell required hair of the target. Jeremy ran his fingers through Desmond’s hair at his neck. Pretending to obey my stipulations and flaunting his lie in front of me. I’ll steal that damn rod and his pretty crystal. “I assume your ward is now blocking sound.”

“You assume correctly unless you want the knight to hear.” Desmond grinned against Jeremy’s nape. “It has been a while since we had an audience.”

“Not a chance in hell.”

A resigned sigh blew air across Jeremy’s neck. “You’ve become a prude over the years.”

“Fuck you. I don’t want to worry about the crazy shit in your life coming back to bite me in the ass if someone finds out we’re lovers. Last time I checked, you have werewolves and energy vamps with you in their sights.”

“And who ultimately is responsible for that?”

Jeremy’s jaw clenched, but he faced the front. “All you had to do was mind your own business.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing!”

Desmond laid his hand in the middle of Jeremy’s back. “Yes, it was my decision to take credit for your curse, but you weren’t complaining when you had peace to mourn Levi.”

“I said I didn’t say anything.”

“Funny how two words would help you save face.”

“Fuck me or get out.”

Desmond slapped Jeremy’s ass hard. “Say you’re sorry.”

Or not. Jeremy slid his magic into the ward’s spell. I’ll nick a little of this and use it on the arrogant bastard. Warm power flowed into him. Jeremy smiled. This should shut him up for a while. He tried to shape the borrowed magic into an attack, but something zapped his hand, and he flinched back. What the hell?

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ll find out.”

“Desmond, what did you—ah!” Invisible hands circled Jeremy’s wrists and ankles, separating his limbs while keeping him glued to the door. He laughed. “The show running you down, and you need the extra help?” Desmond’s real hands cupped his ass.

“The more you talk, the more I know you’re afraid of how good I’m going to make you feel,” Desmond said, emphasizing his words by jabbing his thumb against Jeremy’s hole.

At Desmond’s mercy was not a good position to be in after they’d both used a great deal of magic and had it tingling through their skin. That was when they made their worst decisions. “I’ve spent years trying to create some independence from your touch. Why shouldn’t I be afraid of you destroying those efforts?”

Desmond kissed Jeremy’s cheek while still stroking his hole. “Why are you so afraid of repeating our past mistakes? We are not stupid teenagers anymore. Would you perform that spell today?” He didn’t wait for an answer, nibbling Jeremy’s shoulder and pressing his fingers past Jeremy’s entrance. “I’m not saying we forget our past, but I think it’s wrong to suffer for it all of our lives.”

“Look at what happens when we’re together,” Jeremy whispered, hanging on to what little reason he had left. “Back in England, you murdered a man, albeit an evil one, so you could steal his power in order to keep me alive. As soon as you arrived in America, you played tit for tat with the energy vamps until they started killing to keep up with your power. And then I go on a mental vendetta because my favorite NA attendee got the life sucked out of him by those fuckers. We are a plague.”

“Would you feel better if you succeeded in being a murderer like me? Do you want to take that back?”

Jeremy closed his eyes and didn’t answer. Out of all the hard choices he’s made, he actually sounds proud that I failed to kill Rosaline. “You’re a strange man.”

“No stranger than an angel who chose not to fall.”

Jeremy opened his eyes and couldn’t help but smile at the corny use of his nickname. “Aren’t you too sophisticated now to say such things?”

“I’m being sensible, unlike an irascible man I know.”

“Expensive toys and bigger words.”

Desmond’s glowing eyes made it hard to differentiate pupil from iris, so they seemed larger. “It’s building, isn’t it? You’re wondering what I have planned.” He trailed his finger under Jeremy’s eye, forcing their gazes to meet. “No need to wait any longer.”

Red light flared off the door, and Jeremy’s breath hitched. “I’m not….” Desmond kissed him, his lips barely touching Jeremy’s at first, then pressing harder. Jeremy tasted Desmond’s bottom lip and licked across perfect white teeth that were probably insured.

“Be good, and I’ll pretend you’re not trembling,” Desmond whispered in his mouth.

“Your imagination.” Jeremy locked their mouths together as the light grew brighter. We’ve performed every damn sex spell there is. He’s simply talking big.

Desmond sucked on his tongue one last time and then said, “Bite on this.” He held up the staff at Jeremy’s mouth.

Jeremy looked at him and at the staff. “What are you going to do to me?”

The small staff gently tapped on Jeremy’s teeth. “Open.”

If the door’s ward wasn’t strong enough, the dead could sense the coming sex magic between them. Jeremy licked his lips. “Clive will—” The rod went in his mouth. Jeremy glared at Desmond.

“Spit it out, and you don’t get to keep it.”

Jeremy clenched down on the rod, looking away from Desmond’s smirk. Free magic was free magic. The red glow deepened, forcing Jeremy to squint. Not wanting to fully surrender, Jeremy tried summoning his magic for various spells, but it ignored him as if it wasn’t part of him. He grumbled around the rod in his mouth, and another of Desmond’s fingers went in his ass. They pushed deep inside him, so Jeremy had to clamp down on the rod or risk it falling.

“That’s a good boy.”

Warmth traveled from Desmond’s fingers buried in Jeremy’s ass to his legs, passing through the magical channels sliced with a razor blade sharpened for flawless precision. The magic rose higher, its heat almost burning as it reached Jeremy’s chest. He breathed heavily as it moved up his throat.

“Where do I start first?” Desmond murmured. “Here?”

Jeremy’s hand pulsed with Desmond’s power, and Jeremy’s magic blossomed inside the appendage in defiance of his wishes. Life sang in the door’s wood under his fingers. It wanted to tell Jeremy thousands of stories about how it lived and what it had seen. The magic in his hand continued growing, pinpricks of pain needling his skin. Unlike Jeremy, the rod in his mouth cooled with magic streaming into it. The longer he held on, the stronger a weapon it would be. As if offended by Jeremy’s greater lust for the rare artifact, the magic in Jeremy’s hand vanished. The already captured magic didn’t dissipate from the glass rod, but being stingy with the power produced by Desmond’s spell was unforgivable. Jeremy faced the door and refused to look at Desmond.

Unfazed by the attempt at pouting, Desmond settled his chin on Jeremy’s shoulder, massaging his fingers in and out of Jeremy’s ass as he spoke. “When I first started performing, I looked for you in the audience. Even after you said you wanted nothing to do with me, I looked for you. Years passed with no sign of you, and I thought I was the silliest man in the world. Then one day, hiding in the very back beneath the shadows of the balcony, there you were.”

Jeremy stiffened but didn’t take his eyes off the door.

“Another year or two, and I could have given up. I would have accepted your decision and moved on.” He licked the lower part of Jeremy’s earlobe. “But you came to me.”

Suddenly, magic hotter than what Desmond previously summoned sprang up inside Jeremy’s right calf. The spell trapping him to the door was the only thing that kept him upright. Hot tendrils of magic spread past his knee and up his thigh. Jeremy leaned his head back as he anticipated it blooming in his cock, but the magic cut off right under his ass. Jeremy wiggled his other leg so he could kick Desmond, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Is there a problem?”

Jeremy moved his hips so his cock brushed the door, making it obvious where he wanted the next power rush.

Desmond slid his hand down Jeremy’s front and grabbed his cock. He stroked firmly from the base to tip while he rubbed Jeremy’s prostate with his other hand. “Why should I give you instant gratification when you made me wait months?”

Just as Jeremy thought about spitting out the rod and punching Desmond, magic pulsed in both his feet and hands and surged up his limbs. As Jeremy dragged his fingers down the wood, a whimper built in the back of his throat. It was coming. All four pathways stopped at the edges of his torso. Jeremy hung his head and moaned, not caring how pathetic he sounded. It’ll feel so good if he finishes. Please, please, please finish it.

“Never call me unkind.” Desmond removed his fingers and thrust his cock so hard inside Jeremy that he had to cover Jeremy’s mouth so the rod stayed put.

With Desmond holding the rod in place, Jeremy was free to cry out as the magic joined at the four points and flooded through his cock and heart. Desmond’s cock acted as a focus, so the magic pulsed and died with each thrust. Jeremy sobbed and wailed as Desmond slammed into him. When Jeremy came, a maelstrom of power consumed the red glow, purifying it to green. Jeremy closed his eyes, weightless and soaring on the magic shared between them, trusting that Desmond could absorb enough that it wouldn’t destroy them.

 

 

JEREMY’S EYES opened. Green smoke floated out of his trash can from a burning condom. Whatever chair he was on felt weird, so he looked around and found he was seated on Desmond’s lap.

Desmond kissed his forehead. “You look like you’ve been fucked for a week straight.”

Jeremy sighed. Snuggled against Desmond’s chest felt too good to lie and say he wasn’t enjoying it. “Where’s my rod?”

“On your desk.”

Jeremy looked, barely moving his head, and relaxed once he spotted the glowing rod filled with their magic. “That thing would be worth millions if I sold it, Mr. Desmond the Great.”

“It’s a good thing my lover is a greedy man who delights in having rare objects no one else has.”

“True. How many pictures did you take?”

“You think I took pictures while you were a sobbing mess and begging me to fuck you forever?”

Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t remember that, and your fucking camera better be shielded like crazy when we’re at my office.”

“You haven’t seen it yet.” Desmond waved his hand at the desk, and the camera appeared right in front of them, still clicking.

“Asshole.”

“Which reminds me.” Desmond stood without dislodging Jeremy from his arms. “My spell did me in as much as you, so I don’t have many shots of us fucking.”

“Why is that a problem?”

“Oh, it’s not. I’m letting you know that I’m taking care of it right now.”

Potions, herbs, and other miscellaneous things floated off the desk to the floor, the rod landing gently on Jeremy’s clothes. Then Desmond walked the old-fashioned way to place Jeremy on the empty desk. Jeremy watched a foil square near his head tear open and the condom inside roll itself over Desmond’s cock. He slowly joined them again, a moan escaping his lips. “Your ass never ceases to amaze me.”

The magic passageways on Jeremy’s skin stung like they had been fucked as much as his ass. With his arms locked around Desmond’s neck and the camera snapping photo after photo, this was how they were meant to be.

 

 

CLIVE EYED the steaming pot that seemed divine after cleansing the lobby of the dueling rotting curses contaminating Gulley’s body. The stench took his and Desmond’s combined abilities to remove, but Simone could work the next morning without a whiff of decay in her space. Jumping on the road after multiple spells wasn’t a great idea when neither he nor Jeremy had chauffeurs to drive them, so they rested in the squat chairs in the kitchenette. “May I please have a cup?”

“Yes, but don’t hog it,” Jeremy said without looking up.

Careful not to spill a drop, Clive poured himself a drink and inhaled the fragrant hints of orange and cardamom. “I wish others took their time making it like you do.” Sharing beverages wasn’t his greatest diplomatic achievement, but it was an improvement.

Though a pleasant quiet moment instead of their awkward silences, Jeremy frowned at his cup. “Why do you keep putting me in these situations? I want nothing to do with Desmond, the Council, and definitely not the Great Mother. As soon as you signed my paychecks, I ended up nose-deep in all three. I don’t want to drown in this mess while you play hero.”

Clive blinked. Put that way, he did come off as reckless. “Yes, we’ve faced bigger challenges than most new businesses are likely to, but why else apply for these jobs if you don’t want excitement?”

Jeremy crossed his arms. “Obviously I don’t want a dull nine-to-five, but I hate dying more. A smart man like you could figure out a way to work this case without bringing the three biggest pains in the asses into it.”

“I’m always open to suggestions.” There was no response, so Clive set his cup on the counter. Cleaning them magically or by hand added on to driving was out of the question. “When you finish, I’ll drive you home.”

“All right.” Jeremy waved at the door to the lobby. “After you, Sir Knight.”





Chapter 16

 

 

TEETH SKITTERED across the tile floor with some of the captured werewolf’s gums still attached to them when his pack leader, Mark, punched him. He must not be happy flying a red-eye from Delaware because his wolves thought it was bright to answer shady Craigslist ads, Jeremy thought. With blood and pulp against bright white, the teeth reminded him of mini snow cones with cherry syrup. Jeremy tapped on the glass. “I need his mouth somewhat intact,” he said, knowing that Dennis, who was standing by watching the beating, was the only one there powerful enough to hear past the specially designed two-way mirror. Elders hadn’t been on the menu that night, so Jeremy had to eat a few wrinkled brown leaves from a plant Zach grew that suppressed the scent of magic from sensitive noses. He was supposed to eat one every four hours, but he took two just in case. The sweat under his collar and urge to giggle inappropriately probably weren’t good signs.

Ignoring his determination to appear businesslike and not drugged to the gills, Jeremy smiled as the traitor’s head slammed into a wall. What if his screen name was Furry_Minion or Bad_Puppy? A snort escaped his throat, so Jeremy coughed into his hand as if he had choked on spit. No matter how the day ended, he wished good luck to Rudy’s pack for even thinking about claiming the moral high ground with him in the future. The underground bunker was practically an NSA black site for misbehaving werewolves. He whispered in Simone’s ear, “I’m not all that eager to endanger my life for answers. It was my idea, but I’m open to suggestions.”

Simone crossed her arms. “I think it’s the perfect plan.” She pointed at the door leading to the werewolf crawling away pathetically from his pack leader’s leg, now lifted to stomp on his back. “Please proceed.”

She’s returned to wishing grave harm on me, I see. Jeremy turned to his coworkers. “Any thoughts in a more helpful vein?”

“I can break his neck in several places if he attacks you,” Edarra said.

Jeremy’s eyes closed in annoyance. “I don’t think hazard pay for this job is worth it.” He looked at Clive, waiting for him to step in and offer up an alternative spell, but the knight’s eyes were fixated on the violence in front of him, emotionless, as if he were somewhere else. And this one’s picked the perfect time to go loopy.

Simone patted him on the back. “Just so you know, I’m mentally going through our contracts for a replacement consultant if you fuck up.”

Unbuttoning his cuffs, Jeremy looked at Rudy, whose eyes glowed yellow as he watched just as silently as Clive. “Tell Elder Dennis I’m ready.”

In the other room, Mark body-slammed the traitor into his chair that he had started out chained to. The traitor lay prone over the broken pieces. Rudy shuddered as if he felt a breeze down his back, and then his eyes flashed back to normal brown. “Dennis says he’s ready for you.” He opened the door.

Jeremy tentatively walked inside. Without the partial wall barrier blocking the view of the whole room, blood streaked across the floor so much that he couldn’t avoid stepping in it. For the sake of showing no weakness, he kept his gaze on the werewolf whose eyes, once closed in agony, opened to watch Jeremy. “Before I begin, I have a request to make of Delaware’s pack leader.”

Mark didn’t take his eyes off the traitor. “What?”

“If he in any way harms me, by accident or with purpose, his life is mine.”

“I will not defend your life in the attempt.”

“I won’t need it.”

Mark stepped out of the way. “The traitor’s life is yours if he causes you harm.”

Jeremy took a deep breath. I have to be true in my intention because a werewolf will hear if I don’t mean it. So he thought back to when he was justice to mages who thought London’s poor were easy targets. Jeremy had no idea what expression he wore, but the traitor flinched away from him.

To save face, the traitor jutted out his jaw and glared at Jeremy. “You don’t scare me, witch.”

“Yes, I do.” His voice was saturated with his true accent, and though the last person he hurt was a cowardly pervert, that darkness was easy to call forth. Jeremy knelt down, his initial fear gone with the remembrance of what he was capable of. He placed his hands on either side of the werewolf’s face. “You’re going to halfway transform, and then I’m going to stick my hands down your throat.” Jeremy stroked his finger along the bridge of the traitor’s nose. “If one of those sharp teeth so much as scratches me….” He leaned in so close that their lips almost touched. “I’ll seal your mouth open and fly hundreds of silver wasps inside of you. They’ll tear you apart from the inside as you scream. When I grow bored, I’ll heal you and start again.”

Licking his lips, the traitor looked at the mirror. “The knight won’t let you.”

“The knight isn’t in this room,” Jeremy breathed out.

“He’ll see—”

“He’ll see what I want him to. Change now, or I’ll change you myself.”

Mark stalked to the traitor. “Fuck this, I’ll do it.” He grabbed the traitor’s neck, his eyes glowing. The traitor tried to pull back, but the bones in his face began cracking without his consent. His eyes bulged, and he whimpered and grunted as his neck stretched out.

It wasn’t the smooth transition Jeremy had seen Rudy go through. With each break of bone and twist of muscle, the traitor’s transformation sounded… wetter.

“Stop!” Mark ordered.

The traitor’s elongated head, with tufts of fur sprouting from his brow to his back, drooped to the side in exhaustion, as if he had been hunting all night.

“Head straight and open your mouth!”

Without hesitating, the traitor’s head straightened and his jaw fell wide open. His knocked-out teeth had regrown, and a giant maw of pink flesh was available to access.

Jeremy leaned closer so he could see into that cavernous throat that seemed to go on forever. If I stuck my head in there, would I hear an echo? He shook his head violently. I should have eaten one damn leaf. Jeremy pulled a thick pair of metal mesh gloves from his pocket. They would provide protection against infection, but the strength of a werewolf’s bite could crush his bones. And yet. Jeremy squeezed his eyes shut as the Robin Hood: Men in Tights theme song popped in his head, and he desperately fought the urge to slap the werewolf with a glove. Eventually, Jeremy gathered himself and slid the first glove on. It draped past his elbow until he wrapped the straps closed. He put on the other one and sat on his heels. “Say ahhhh.”

Like a patient of Dr. Moreau, the werewolf obliged, a long tongue rolling to his chest.

There was no reason to delay, so Jeremy placed his hands in the werewolf’s mouth. The traitor’s tongue rose slightly in reflex at his touch but stilled when Mark growled. The hairs on Jeremy’s neck stood up, but he kept patting. If he died feeling around like an idiot, waiting for a curse to liquefy this imbecile’s insides, he would haunt everyone. Jeremy pulled out his hands. There was plenty of room for him to work without being bitten, so that was one hurdle jumped. He picked up a ceramic jar. The werewolf’s nostrils flared in disgust at what he smelled in the mixture, but he deserved to have it shoved down his throat. “Don’t move.” Jeremy lifted the top off and grabbed one end of a tar-covered rope. Then he stood so the rope could drop out to its full length. Hopefully, the tar and other herbs that might or might not pass muster with any magical authorities in a lawful region would become a suction for the curse the werewolf had been infected with.

There was grumbling from below.

“Oh shut up. I’m not thrilled to be doing this either.” Jeremy pushed the werewolf’s chin so his head tilted back. “One scratch, one bite, and I’ll do so many illegal things to you that I’ll have to bribe my way to another state.” And he meant it. Fuck becoming a furball once a month. Jeremy fed the rope past the werewolf’s lips and lowered it farther. Once the end hit resistance, Jeremy used his fist to shove it down. The rope tugged on his hand as it grew heavier. Shit, how much magic is attached to him? This wasn’t something cast by touch but a potion taken into the body. I suppose no one teaches werewolves you don’t take drinks or food from strange mages. The arrogance of supernatural beings always amazed him. The rope started slipping out of his fingers, so Jeremy clutched it with both hands. The weight continued to increase. “We’re going to have a problem if the rope snaps.”

“How bad?” Dennis asked, speaking up for the first time since Jeremy started.

“This curse is more powerful than I imagined. Since the magic is no longer tied to the wolf, the odds are high that it will explode.” Jeremy looked over his shoulder at the pack leader and the elder. “Soon would be preferable.”

“Mark, please lend him your strength,” Dennis requested.

Jeremy stuck out his elbows to make it easier for Mark to hold him. “I’m losing it!”

Rough hands interlocked with Jeremy’s arms and pulled. “Forcing me to come down here in this mosquito-infested state and now expecting me to help a witch,” Mark groused.

“It’s not a picnic for me either.” Spreading his feet apart, Jeremy relaxed, and the rope finally popped out of the traitor’s throat with a loud squish. The tar had originally been a thin veneer, but what came out of the werewolf was a cluster of pulsing black orbs that looked like eggs. He shook his head in wonder. “Gods, they really wanted you dead if you talked. A curse this powerful could have lay dormant for years.” Jeremy clicked his tongue at the traitor. “You are an idiot.”

The traitor tried to speak, but Dennis cut him off. “You say nothing until we dispose of that… thing.” He turned to Jeremy. “Is there anything else that you need?”

Jeremy looked at the rope. “A larger containment box.”

 

 

IT WASN’T the most civil werewolf interrogation Clive had ever seen, but he understood the need for violence during desperate times. They didn’t rip off his arms or yank out any organs, so that was a relief. Clive looked at Jeremy, who was seated on the now-clean floor with his head slumped on his fist. That killing intent he had sensed when he first met Jeremy briefly returned during the questioning. The magical consultant was oblivious to how the pack leader’s aggression wasn’t only a product of being betrayed but an instinctual attempt to reclaim dominance over the human in his werewolf’s eyes. Jeremy received sidelong glances as if he would suddenly turn dangerous in his sleepy state. Clive knew he should reprimand Jeremy for obviously taking a drug before the trip, but this was the second time he’d ingested something strange to meet a powerful being. What is it about his magic that he wants to hide?

“Sit up straight,” Delaware’s pack leader ordered. “You have no right to hide your face in shame.”

The traitor reluctantly pushed his elbows out and held his head higher.

“Why did you take the job?” Clive asked. Dennis stood right behind him, and Clive tried to ignore the large amount of energy coming off the man. He could be a lifetime buffet to an energy vamp if draining from creatures with souls attached to animals didn’t cause insanity.

“I got fired recently, and the guy’s ad promised easy money. I’d seen a similar ad from the guy last year, and the werewolf who answered it just bought a new car.”

“Who else answered it?”

“Stephen, but he’s probably back at the hotel healing after that Amazon broke him,” the traitor muttered as he rubbed the front of his neck. “Energy vamps say healing is a waste on us when we fuck up.”

Mark threw down a notebook next to the traitor. “Write down every name you’ve heard since you’ve been slumming, and you might make it out of this alive.”

“Does my momma know?” the traitor whispered, picking up the pen and opening the notebook.

“If you were concerned about her, you shouldn’t have taken the job,” Mark said.

“What were your orders?” Simone asked.

“Follow you around and steal anything that looked interesting.” The traitor scribbled on paper as he glanced at her. “And I was supposed to take you or the other witch if I could get you alone.”

Like a snake crawling on Clive’s spine, a murderous concentration of thought emanated from Jeremy.

“What were they going to do with us once they had us?” Jeremy asked softly, a slight gleam in his eyes.

The traitor shifted as if he was changing the position of his legs to get comfortable, but he managed to turn so only his back was to Jeremy. “I don’t know. I was doing what I was told.”

“Kidnapping a person from another pack and possibly starting a war for money?” Simone shook her head in disbelief. “You’re a dumb fuck if I ever saw one.”

“What were your other orders?” Clive asked as deadly intent began leaking from Simone too. He would clearly be the only one not for killing the traitor after questioning.

“Not much, but the other werewolf was asked to watch Desmond.”

“Did he see anything while following him?”

“No, he got lost,” the traitor said, putting down the pad.

Mark growled. “How the fuck did he get lost? Are you both so pathetic that you can’t track one witch?”

“It wasn’t lost like that! I think he got caught in a curse that kept making him go in circles. The vamps weren’t happy about that, which is why we really needed to get Gulley’s body.”

What a strange thing to be prideful about when facing, at the least, banishment, Clive thought. “How did you know what we were carrying?”

“The vamps have contacts in the Great Mother’s camp, so they knew when and where it was going.”

Which meant Clive had to withhold information from Mia and Raj if he didn’t want their movements being shared with the wrong people.

“I need a stronger reason to let you live,” Mark said.

The traitor stared at his hands as if contemplating whether he really wanted to live.

“Do you want to die a traitor?”

Clive raised his hand. “I have more questions before we discuss dying.” He turned to the prisoner. “Does the name Levi mean anything to you?”

“That’s the guy whose old apartment we ransacked. We didn’t find anything. But I remember when I was outside Desmond’s building, one of the vamps, Perry, I think—he said into a phone that they’ll make him pay for what he did to her. He was really pissed off about it, and he said her the way I would address an elder.”

Mark glared at Clive. “Are you satisfied?”

Clive nodded. The prisoner didn’t know anything useful about Levi, and they had plenty on the energy vamps’ motives toward Desmond. Unlike the Great Mother, it wasn’t a power play but a more personal grievance. Desmond had either cursed this mysterious leader of theirs or been in close enough proximity to cause insult. As for the energy vamps, he didn’t give a damn about their vengeance when their actions harmed innocent people.

Dennis motioned for the traitor to rise. “I heard no lies, so you have displayed some honor.” He looked at Clive. “You and your people can leave first. We’ve inconvenienced you enough.”

“If you give me his clothes, I can make a tracking spell on the other werewolf if he’s not at the hotel,” Simone said.

“I’ll give you what you need,” Dennis assured her. He patiently stood by as the Witches for Hire employees walked past him toward the door, which opened to a ladder leading outside the concrete bunker.

It was a steep climb in the hall lit by only one halogen light, but Clive eagerly waited for the others to reach the hatch so he could have sunlight again. As Edarra’s feet moved up for Clive to grab the first bar, a loud squishing with a series of sharp pops sounded behind him. Without looking, his memory conjured up the answer to the familiar noise that Clive thought he would never hear again in this new world. He swiveled to look over his shoulder, and he saw the largest lupine claws he had ever seen completely surrounding the area where the traitor’s head had once rested. Dennis stood emotionless. His body was mostly human, except for the part of his arm that had shifted into a paw that was covered in fur and dripping with the traitor’s blood. The traitor’s body fell without a head, and Dennis unclenched his grotesque fist. Crushed beyond any semblance of bone structure or an idea of what form it used to be, the traitor’s head clumped down to the floor in chunks and strings of skin.

“Sorry, but there was no choice,” Dennis said, his eyes holding no trace of yellow, which Clive hadn’t thought possible in a were’s changed state. “Outside interference during our trials would have made us weak to ambitious packs.”

Mark held his hands behind his back like a soldier at attention. “You kept your word that he wouldn’t see it coming.”

“Holy shitballs,” Simone whispered.

“This is why I hate these jobs,” Jeremy said as he unlocked the hatch.

Edarra shrugged and continued climbing. “I’ve seen worse.”

“I sincerely never want to go to either of your worlds,” Jeremy said while shoving himself outside.

 

 

CLIVE SLICED his waffles into small triangles. “The best thing about Earth is that everything is always open. The city gates would be closed by now.” He stabbed several fluffy pieces with his fork and shoved them in his mouth.

“I’m surprised you can eat,” Jeremy said, even though he took just as large bites of his chocolate chip waffles.

“Like Edarra, I’ve seen worse.”

Jeremy placed his fork down. “I would have appreciated sleeping in my bed over seeing a head crushed.”

“Truth be told, so would I, but sometimes living is the best reward we can have.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “You are as sappy as a Publix holiday commercial.”

Clive wrinkled his brow in thought. “I’m familiar with their bakery goods, but not their commercials.”

Simone sighed. “I’m not happy being on a kidnapping list. I’m thinking about sending my kids to my grandmother’s until this case is solved.”

“How do we proceed from here?” Edarra asked. “This female boss and Perry sound more formidable than Gulley.”

Clive pushed away his cleared plate. “Once they learn the elders have ordered a temporary ban on wolves from other states gaining entry to Georgia, they might do something desperate.”

Simone pointed her fork at Jeremy. “Have you found anything in your dusty books on what that black shit that spread all over Gulley’s body was?”

“That’s right!” Clive slapped the table excitedly. “If the second curse wasn’t a trap on Gulley to stop him from talking, it could be what was done to this woman the vamps are working for. If Desmond cast that curse on her and she lived, of course she would want revenge.”

“It doesn’t explain why she killed Levi or why she’s after the Great Mother,” Jeremy pointed out.

“But if I were an energy vamp cursed by a strange malady and weak, wouldn’t the Great Mother be the perfect meal to gain my strength back?”

“Especially since her people failed to get Desmond even with werewolf help,” Simone added.

Clive frowned. “We have no name or any idea what she looks like. Setting a trap for Perry may draw his leader out, but I think Desmond is the only bait we can lure Perry with.” And if I were a rebellious magician whose reputation meant everything, the first chance I had to kill a nobody energy vamp nipping at my heels, he’d be dead before anyone could ask “Who’s your leader?” Clive motioned for the waitress to bring more coffee. His employees looked content to dig in to their larger plates of food and not worry, so perhaps he should deal with that dragon when he knocked on its cave.

 

 

“ARE YOU up for a night on the town?” Jeremy asked Zach, who was yawning on the other end of the phone.

“I was going to close the shop and head home.”

“No, you weren’t. You were going to throw on something that shouts ‘mug me,’ and you’re going to be on your stoop in an hour.”

“Is this a date?” Zach asked hopefully.

The barely twenty-one-year-old knew he wasn’t Jeremy’s type because they were too much alike, so Jeremy rolled his eyes. “More like a hunting trip where we pretend to be drunk, and you run away at the first sign of trouble.” That failure of a witch has another thing coming if she thinks she can abduct me without a fight, Jeremy thought. Relying on the Great Mother to handle Rosaline since giving her the name was a miscalculation on his part.

There was a deep sigh on the other side. “Ah, one of those nights.”

Jeremy smiled. “You’re still good at being squirrely?”

“I can be two blocks away before you finish saying, ‘Holy shit.’”

“I knew you were still my favorite reprobate.”

“You have strange ideas about fun,” Zach said before hanging up.

Jeremy interlaced his fingers on top of his stomach and spun in Simone’s chair as he watched traffic calming down for the night outside the lobby window. I won’t let her live a second time.

 

 

THEY FOUND new pubs—or what passed for pubs in America: fro-yo spots, karaoke bars—and the occasional idiot who thought they were dumbass college kids to rob, but not one witch or energy vamp stepping out of line. Jeremy scratched his head. “When did this part of Atlanta become so trendy?”

Zach laughed as he swallowed the last of his sausage roll. “We are the new Las Vegas, remember? The foodies have changed the place too.”

“Damn, I feel old.” Even the sidewalk was devoid of holes, and a few late-night bicyclists passed by them. “Maybe we should head farther south.”

“Not this late at night, we’re not. Besides, the crone in that area keeps the place tight. No one’s fucking around on her territory.” Zach tossed his paper wrapper into a trash can. “Are you going to tell me what you’re looking for?”

“Signs of energy vamps.”

“Are you sure it’s not a few people instead of a coven?”

“They’re too widely spread to be a small racket, especially with their current targets.”

“Well, they’re getting fed somewhere.” Zach knocked his shoulder against Jeremy’s. “You always have weird things going on in your life.”

“You have a lot of nerve talking about me.”

Zach suddenly stiffened. He frowned as he turned left and sniffed the air, his eyes taking on a golden light.

“What is it?”

“Speak of the fucking devil. Come on!” Without looking behind him, Zach ran across the street, ignoring shouts from drunken patrons dancing to booming country music.

Jeremy ran after him. There was nothing on his end, and obliging his friend’s problems was the least he could do in return.

Zach led him away from the crowds, finally stopping behind a gas station. He pointed at a small group congregated around a running truck. “They’re selling Binarrah eels,” he whispered.

Jeremy sighed in exasperation. “Why do people sell such nonsense on the black market? I’ll have a chat with them.” He tousled his hair, popped the collar on his jacket, and walked with his thumbs in his pockets, sporting an air of superiority. Think posh asshole thoughts. He stuck his nose a little higher in the air and walked straight into the illegal business deal.

The seller hurriedly slammed the crate top on the box. “You lost?”

“No, just walking. Is the gas station open? I’m doing a beer run,” Jeremy said loud enough for the seller’s companions to flinch.

“No, it’s not fucking open, so go back where you came from.”

“If you don’t work here, then you can’t tell me to go.” Jeremy continued walking forward. The seller and one of the others reached inside their shirts. He faked a sneeze. As if about to cover his mouth, Jeremy lifted his hand but suddenly thrust it out. The seller and his customers crashed into the truck. “Get out of my way.”

“Fuck!” The seller struggled to free himself, and Jeremy squeezed his hand into a fist, swinging the group onto the box.

The box collapsed under their weight, the seller kicking his comrades away from him so he could escape the many feelers trying to grab hold of any skin they could find.

“Wow, that looks absolutely cocked up,” Jeremy said. “Let me help you.” He took out his wand and pointed it at the box. Flames burst inside it.

“No!” The seller tried to stomp out the fire but lights from condos over the closed storefronts came on. He glared at Jeremy and shot to his feet. His companions ran in opposite directions.

“That’s my cue too.” Jeremy put his wand away. In the darkness of a closed tattoo parlor’s stoop, an amber bracelet gleamed against brown skin without the benefit of natural light as Zach waved for his attention. Jeremy rejoined his friend, who looked up at him with those pitiful eyes. “You know I had no choice. If one of them got away, this city would be in chaos.”

Zach sighed as he stepped into the street light. “I know, but I’m getting tired of this. If the Council doesn’t figure out who’s behind the illegal portals, this will keep happening.”

“How about I buy you an Italian ice, and we call it a night?”

His friend stared at the fire burning the black wriggling creatures into nothing. “If you find whoever is smuggling those animals, do me a favor and fuck them up like you would if they were the energy vamp you’re looking for.”

“Consider it done.”

 

 

TWO WEEKS of dead ends. Gulley’s body hadn’t offered up anything Jeremy didn’t already know, and now the channels on his skin tingled down his neck to his balls. Just typical of his body to become accustomed to being shagged on a schedule. Jeremy’s cock rising because he inadvertently sensed that annoying magician was not how he wanted to continue his streak of bad luck. Following his cock now that it was a bloody dowsing rod led him from the rare bookshop he scoured for discarded spellbooks on Sundays to a brick front of mostly mom-and-pop businesses closed for the day. Why does everything I don’t want happen in spades? Nearby, a cop sat in a gas station parking lot with his motor running as he fiddled with a computer screen. Jeremy kept walking until his skin prickled in earnest a few feet from a doorway darkened by an awning. “Why the fuck are you following me?”

The shadows lightened, and Desmond tipped his hat in greeting. There might have been a slight flourish of his long coat as he swept out of hiding, but if Jeremy acknowledged that he’d seen, it worked as well as encouragement. “Quite strange for you to sense me when the knight couldn’t feel a trace of me.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Word is Perry knows you captured the wolf, and he’s not happy.”

Jeremy crossed his arms. “That’s not your concern.”

Desmond looked down at his trimmed nails that gleamed from being freshly manicured. “The great thing about not dating is that I don’t have to give a shit what you want. Perry will come after you, and then I’ll kill him when he tries.”

“Are you hoping I’ll be grateful?” Jeremy rubbed his finger slowly over his lips. “Fall into your arms and beg you to take me forever?” He laughed. “I don’t need your protection. If he comes, he’s mine to kill.”

“You’ve proved that you don’t have it in you. That’s all right. I can do the deed—”

Magic sizzled between them in short little bolts as Jeremy sprang forward and shoved Desmond against the door, pressing his arm into the other man’s throat. “What will you do that won’t put as much blood on my hands as yours?”

“If you can’t be charged for it, then the blame isn’t yours to claim.”

Never listens to me, tosses my opinions to the side as if he’s doing me a favor, and then lies about it. How can he say on one breath we only fuck, and on another he’s willing to kill for me? They had to end. They were going to crash again, and…. Jeremy stared into Desmond’s eyes, and instead of pulling away, he yanked his coat open. As he moved, so did Desmond. “Shut the fuck up, you stalkery arrogant bastard.” He ripped Desmond’s shirt so he could kiss the black hair dotting muscles that were just plain unfair. “Stop playing games. Is that too much to ask? Noooo, you have to check on me like the boyfriend I don’t want.” Jeremy yanked Desmond’s belt away and shoved his hand down Desmond’s pants. He grabbed Desmond’s hardening cock. “Say this is what you’re after. Say you want to fuck me.” Jeremy undid his own pants and ignored Desmond’s raised brow. “Sometimes all it takes is your face to piss me off, but you like that too, huh?”

Still nothing, but Desmond watched Jeremy’s every move.

“You wanted me to see you everywhere, and you got your bloody wish. You’re so famous, and you must laugh because I can’t even get away from your name.” He thrust their hips together, letting their cocks touch. “Tell me, are you happy? Was all of this worth it?”

“That’s yet to be determined,” Desmond said softly.

“What happened to those witty remarks you always have?”

“Oh, you’re finished?” Desmond slammed Jeremy against the brick corner. “That’s not how this works, Angel.” He slid his fingers beneath Jeremy’s pants and sought out the sensitive flesh between his cheeks while squeezing their cocks, his palm layered over Jeremy’s hands, controlling the pressure and pull to his preference. “You’re hard as these fucking bricks while you spout off about what I can’t have?” He punctuated his words by thrusting his fingers inside Jeremy. “You call me and have the nerve to act high-and-mighty?”

Desmond dug his fingers deeper, forcing Jeremy’s breath out hoarsely. Jeremy gritted his teeth to stop from moaning as he was spun to face the wall. “Fuck you,” he got out, his lips nearly scraping on the rough wall.

“I delight in giving you the smallest pleasure, but I assure you it will be small if you don’t say something kind.”

“I’m good,” Jeremy said. A woman walked by them in sharp heels, her eyes not even twitching toward their indecent position. He did put an illusion in place. I don’t care how angry I make him, I’ll murder him if he undoes it.

“You look like you’re someplace else. I don’t like that.” Desmond gripped the edge of Jeremy’s pants and underwear and snatched them out of his way.

Jeremy gulped as Desmond’s cock brushed his bare ass. Is he…? Fingers briefly pried him open for Desmond to sink the tip of his cock in.

“As you wish, Angel, no games.”

Jeremy relaxed the best he could, biting his sleeve to stay quiet as Desmond pushed in inch by inch. When Jeremy’s breath came too rapidly, Desmond paused, waited for his breath to slow, and then pressed on. Desmond reached between them and rolled Jeremy’s balls in his hand. Jeremy sobbed from the overwhelming sensations but didn’t let Desmond retreat a centimeter. He closed his eyes. Instantly, his balls were abandoned, and Desmond clasped his hip to begin pulling out. Jeremy growled at him, “Put it back!”

“Your eyes stay open.”

Jeremy twisted his neck to glare at Desmond but didn’t close his eyes. After waiting for Jeremy to obey for a few seconds, Desmond pushed in, slower than before. Jeremy groaned. He couldn’t take much more of this.

“As it stands, only a very declarative sentence will make me act further.”

“Move, asshole.” An inch of Desmond pulled out, causing Jeremy to clutch on Desmond’s torn shirt. “Fuck me, please,” he said so quietly that Desmond leaned forward to hear. Suddenly, Desmond slammed into him, Jeremy’s knees hitting the wall. Jeremy cried out as Desmond thrust faster without pausing, “Fuck yes! You pull out, I won’t let you fuck me again!”

“Don’t get bossy.” Desmond was so close that Jeremy’s fingers dragged on the sides of his trench coat hanging on the wall. “I wish I had my camera. You look so fucking good like this, Angel.” A man whistling to a song on his iPod sauntered past them. “Remember that time I dropped the illusion, and we gave that copper an eyeful?”

“Don’t you dare!” Desmond’s words didn’t soften his cock any, and truth be told, Jeremy missed the reckless desire of being found with Desmond buried deep in him. “Don’t get me in trouble.”

Desmond brushed the hair off his face. “I miss you, Angel.”

Jeremy’s breath caught, but their eyes never left each other’s. What are we doing? The smart thing to do would be to close his eyes to end the intimacy, but he wanted it. He wanted to be saturated with Desmond’s touch until they drowned in the ecstasy of madness. “Desmond,” he whispered as he craned his neck to kiss the infuriating magician. A frown met the unexpected affection, but Desmond slowly responded. While they kissed, many words appeared in Desmond’s eyes, but also fear. He’s afraid to say the wrong thing and bring this moment to an end. I know what he wants to say because I’m terrified of those words leaving my lips too. But Jeremy remained silent, letting their eyes and bodies do the talking for once. Desmond’s grunts grew louder in his ear, and both men were at their limit. Desmond slowed down as if he could draw out their time together. Jeremy’s head bumped the wall, and he came, shouting as the magic that escaped him vibrated the door and windows to the side of them.

Desmond laid his head on Jeremy’s shoulder, stroking Jeremy’s hair and whispering, “Angel, Angel.”

Jeremy kissed Desmond, their tongues connecting. He knew by Desmond’s jerking hips that he had pushed Desmond over the line. In appreciation, he squeezed his ass, reducing Desmond to incoherent moans. I bet none of your lackeys can do that, Jeremy thought because he wasn’t going to admit out loud to being jealous.

When Desmond stilled, he laughed. “You know when I fuck you, you ruin me for other men.” He carefully lowered Jeremy’s legs. Once Jeremy was steady, Desmond breathed in deeply and exhaled. “You’re going to get mad at me, but it’s technically not my fault.”

Even though he was exhausted, Jeremy pushed himself off the wall. “You forgot a condom.”

“Due to you jumping me out of nowhere.”

“Yes, I should have checked. You sleep with damn near every assistant you have.” Jeremy scrubbed his hands over his face. “Absolutely marvelous.”

“I don’t fuck every assistant, and last I remembered most of my barebacking days were with you when I was on too many drugs to care.”

Jeremy nodded because that was the perfect ending to fucking in dark doorways. “That is classy.”

Desmond yanked his pants back on and snatched his belt off the street. As he tied his coat in place and put on his hat, he looked at Jeremy with the biggest smirk on his face. “You know what? Sod off. This isn’t about a fucking rubber. That was the old us, and you’re too much of a chickenshit to admit it. Well, guess what, Angel, I’m not bloody letting you take it back. Be sure to ring me when you’re on death’s door.” He tipped his hat and left Jeremy fixing himself up in the doorway.

It was his own bloody fault that self-sabotage was no longer on the table. A few fights used to stave off seeing Desmond for months, but Jeremy had been too daft, opening the door so wide that Desmond now had free rein in his life. Jeremy looked at the sky and closed his eyes. Why can’t I make sane decisions? he asked any deity listening. Not expecting a reply, Jeremy opened his eyes and faced the real world, where it was easier if people just tried to hex him.

“Are you about to pee on that wall?” asked a man in a jogging suit whose raised eyebrows at Jeremy’s unbuttoned pants matched the expression of the leashed golden retriever by his side.

“That arsehole.” Jeremy finished fastening his pants and stalked off.

 

 

JEREMY OPENED his door, and the lights came on. It wasn’t a bad flat, but the total silence bothered him after the good then straight-to-hell meeting with Desmond. His home wasn’t devoid of emotion like the cold prick everyone thought he was. On his living room dresser was a picture of him and his father, but there was nothing older. The only remnants of his past were with Desmond. That is so fucking sad, he thought as he closed the door. If he ever told Simone, she’d laugh. No, first her jaw will hit the floor when she learns who I’m fucking, and then she’ll laugh at me for being so dumb. One day, soul mate or not, Desmond is going to give up on me, and then we’ll see how much I really mean it when I say we should live separate lives. Jeremy threw his coat on the couch and began undressing. When he stood shirtless, he stared at the tattooed swirl pattern on his abdomen that ended below his pants. Younger self, you even went with the guy tramp stamp. He sighed and undressed all the way when he reached his bathroom.

As Jeremy turned on the shower, he leaned his head on the dividing wall, letting the gradually warming water stream down his back. That’s the best fuck I’ve had in ages, and all I want to do is go ask him for seconds. He’d make me beg, but he would eventually say yes. Steam fogged the shower glass, so his reflection became as cloudy as his thoughts. Now, I wipe away all the traces of him and go back to lying to myself. Jeremy blinked. Or not quite yet. He could feel Desmond’s cum still in his ass. Jeremy closed his eyes and concentrated on what was part of his body and what didn’t belong. He used the running water to absorb Desmond’s cum and sweat. This is pathetic even for me, he thought as he opened his hands and pushed his magic into the gathered essence. Jeremy turned to the side of the shower, so he wouldn’t have to face his handiwork. Hands identical to Desmond’s touch rubbed across his chest, and phantom lips kissed the back of his neck. Jeremy closed his eyes and shuddered. It truly felt like Desmond was with him. Whispers of promises Desmond had made before flooded his ears, and Jeremy moaned as his asscheeks were pulled apart for a thick thumb to enter him.

“Mine,” the phantom whispered and thrust inside Jeremy.

Jeremy cried out, not holding back like he did with the real man. His face was crushed against tiles, and the phantom grabbed his hips. He was pulled back hard and words of pleasure spilled out of his lips that he didn’t dare utter in Desmond’s presence. When Jeremy came, he pleaded for more, not caring when his legs gave out or the water ran cold. As the magic depleted and the phantom began dissipating, Jeremy cried out the words he had locked in his heart since he came to America.





Chapter 17

 

 

“WHERE ARE we going?” Jeremy asked. They had piled into Clives’s car as soon as all of them arrived at the office that morning. “And why am I always in the back?”

“Because you’re not sitting next to me,” Simone said. “You have this weird gloomy vibe around you this morning, and I don’t want to catch it.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Screw you.” He frowned as they took the exit toward the heart of downtown Atlanta. “Why are we headed to the city?”

“There was an attack at Desmond’s show, and we think Perry’s behind it,” Clive said from next to him.

“Was anyone hurt?” Jeremy tightened his hands so they wouldn’t shake. I know that arrogant bastard could survive Rosaline’s minions, but it’d be something else if she was involved directly.

“No. Desmond had the place heavily warded after his assistant was killed, so no one was hurt even though he wasn’t there.”

Shit, this probably happened while we were having sex. “Why am I here?” Jeremy asked. “I see no reason for all four of us to go.” He would have bathed in sage if he had known they were seeing Desmond. Fuck, maybe I can make a quick potion during a coffee run. “Do you want me to grab drinks or food while we’re waiting to see him? A full stomach puts everyone in a better mood.”

Edarra frowned in the rearview mirror. “Are you well, Jeremy?”

“I’m fine. I’m simply hungry and didn’t know we were dealing with the Great Ass today. My blood sugar must be low, and that makes me grumpy.” Please buy it, and let me out of this damn car!

Simone snorted. “This sounds like you want an excuse to screw off.”

I detest you. Jeremy swallowed down every insult he wanted to call her. “Trust me, bringing edible gifts wins over the biggest pricks.”

This time, Simone nodded in agreement. “That’s true. I bought you a chocolate gift basket two years ago, and you didn’t say anything dumb for a week.”

Though gritting his teeth hard enough to hurt, Jeremy’s smile remained in place. “See? Food is always a great ambassador.”

“Be that as it may, I need all of us to show up, so that I can explain that we’re working diligently to solve the problem,” Clive said.

“You don’t need all of us.” Jeremy pointed at Edarra. “An Amazon might as well be a whole army.”

“When you’re the boss, you can make that decision. But you’re not.” Clive pulled into a parking garage where he took a ticket and spun toward the spots not marked handicapped. “It is nice to hear you being affirmative and a team player.”

Christ, go fuck yourself with your staff. “Yes, go me,” Jeremy said out loud. I will never help you sorry arses again. There was little foot traffic when they left the car, but as they got closer to the building, security guards appeared. They approached when Clive walked to the entrance, but he held up an ID. Whatever was on it convinced the guards, and they were let through.

“Way to go, Obi Wan,” Jeremy muttered.

“I don’t know this acronym and number,” Clive said as they walked down a corridor with a security checkpoint at its end.

The admission shook Jeremy out of his anger. “Mia and Raj are terrible friends.”

The knight’s back straightened. “They are the most honorable people I know.”

Edarra shuffled her feet. “They didn’t play them in Orientation either.”

“That’s no excuse. What if he accidentally watches the prequels first? That will ruin the whole thing for him—not that I care, but there are certain film crimes I don’t want to see perpetrated,” Jeremy said.

“Mandatory movie night at my place will solve that problem,” Simone suggested. “The kids are leaving this weekend, and a small going-away party will be good for them. Even you’re invited, Jeremy.”

They arrived at the table, and the security asked to see their names and badges. Unlike the guards in front, these people had magic. Jeremy smiled inwardly. So how are you going through them, Sir Knight? One of them touched their ear and nodded. “The four of you may come through.” The guard moved out of the way and opened the barricade.

“Gotta love Desmond for putting out the welcome mat,” Simone said.

“We really don’t,” Jeremy muttered.

“On your best behavior,” Clive reminded them.

“I’ll check out the set while you handle diplomacy,” Jeremy said. If he was out of sight, maybe Desmond wouldn’t notice him. Once past the public zone, assistants ran in the audience seats, onstage, and backstage. Crew members shouted at each other while adjusting the lighting, and another group worked on sound. Desmond must have this place running perfectly if I see no signs of the attack.

“I’m busy,” Desmond said from onstage in the middle of the chaos without looking at the newcomers. “Upping security has squandered my time.”

“That’s what we wanted to discuss,” Clive said.

“I know what you want, and that’s not happening,” Desmond said as he inspected the lining of a long cape. “I’ve used up my kindness.”

“In great men, their mercy is endless.”

Desmond laughed. “I can always count on the knight for pretty words.” He folded the cape and handed it to one of his staff. “Okay, over here, where we won’t be bothered.”

Simone eagerly followed along with Clive and Edarra.

Jeremy acted like he was entranced by the costumes. “These are gorgeous up close. Do you mind if I look at them while you guys are talking?” Clive glared at him, but Desmond nodded, and they walked off. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Desmond for any change in his demeanor. This will teach me about being lazy and not doing a proper cleansing spell. I should have anticipated that Clive would do the most inconvenient thing possible.

“Watch it, sound equipment coming through,” a woman said behind him. Jeremy had to scoot forward out of her way, and then Desmond’s shoulders stiffened. He licked his lips. Maybe he has a sore neck from stress. When his coworkers were distracted by a bright light overhead, Desmond’s glowing brown gaze turned to him. Bollocks, he knows! Jeremy looked around, praying there was a bathroom to duck into, but there were too many heads blocking his view in every direction. Desmond made some gesture that he needed to take care of business, and Jeremy walked in whichever direction gave him the most room. Unfortunately, it was slow going, and a hand clamped on his shoulder.

“You little tart,” Desmond growled.

“Shut up! We’ll talk later.”

“We’ll talk now. Here I am feeling guilty about cumming in your pretty little ass, and you have the nerve to walk to my fucking job stinking of my essence like I fucked you a whole night. Funny how I only remember getting off once.”

“Dammit, Desmond, later.” Jeremy glanced at his coworkers, who frowned at seeing him and Desmond standing close together.

“The hell with your bleedin’ feelings.” Desmond shook his head. “You take your shit out on me and then use my cum as your personal dildo? How was I, huh? Did that soulless whatever you summoned get you off right and proper without any emotional baggage to deal with, you fucking hypocrite?”

“Is there a problem?” Clive asked with Simone and Edarra standing behind him.

“No!”

“Yes!”

Desmond pointed at Jeremy. “This prick thinks that my assistants don’t do anything but wear skimpy clothes and look pretty.”

Jeremy’s eyes widened. “I didn’t….”

“Is that what you’re arguing about?” Clive asked.

“Um, well… I wouldn’t put it that way,” Jeremy said.

“How would you put it?” Desmond asked him.

You’re a clever bastard. You know I won’t admit to having sex with you. Fine, then, I’ll play along. “I didn’t insult him,” Jeremy said out loud. “I stated a few reasonable critiques, and he took my head off.”

Clive looked to the side and closed his eyes. “Is there any way I can make up for his rudeness?” he asked Desmond.

“Hey, I said I—”

“Jeremy, I just promised him that his safety is our number-one priority, and you’re making me sound like a liar when his staff has just faced a substantial threat.”

“A stage performer quit because of the danger, and I need a replacement for the night,” Desmond said. “Mr. Ragsdale is powerful enough and the right size.”

Jeremy blinked. “How is that in any way equivalent to a misunderstanding on your part?”

“He’ll do it,” Clive said.

“Fu….” Jeremy stopped speaking as he felt Simone’s gaze on him and the heat from Desmond’s eyes. “One show.”

“Good.” Desmond stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled. “I need an extra outfit,” he shouted. Within minutes a pair of tight shorts was placed in his hands. He held them out and compared them to Jeremy’s body from a distance. “Perfect.”

Jeremy pointed his thumb at the shorts that were barely bigger than his Hanes. “That’s underwear.”

“That’s showbiz.” Desmond threw the pair at Jeremy’s face. “Let’s get started.”

 

 

“THERE ARE a lot of people here,” Jeremy said as the crowd’s overly loud whispers nearly drowned out the staff double-checking costumes and running over instructions.

“They’re super excited to see you make an ass of yourself,” Simone said.

“You have only yourself to blame,” Clive said with crossed arms. “I come up with an agreement with him, and you almost blow it.”

“It’s not my fault he’s so sensitive, and I didn’t do anything wrong.” Jeremy tugged at the bottom of his shorts, hoping they would stretch longer.

“It is weird knowing you’re a leftie.” Simone snickered.

Jeremy placed his hands over the tight material covering his crotch. “Stop looking, pervert.”

“Ten minutes,” Simone whispered, knowing that the countdown of time ground his nerves.

“Shut up!”

The performers were signaled to gather at the edge of the stage, so Jeremy hurried into line. A few looked at him and gave him reassuring smiles, and he smiled back because none of them were responsible for Desmond’s tasteless pranks.

“Good luck,” one of them whispered. Jeremy nodded to him. Unlike other magic acts, the assistants weren’t just one body type or gender. The only thing they had in common was that they were all fit. An announcer in a sparkling blue dress walked onstage, greeting the audience, and they responded with enthusiastic yells. She gave the usual spiel of “Are you ready to see an amazing show?” but her voice held a melodious tone that kicked up the excitement higher. She’s good. The announcers were irregularly selected to keep things fresh, so Jeremy might have only seen her once or twice when he secretly watched in the nosebleed seats. And tonight Desmond has me front and center.

The announcer finished her speech, and the crowd went wild as the curtain opened. Three assistants ran onstage in aerial movements to suddenly freeze in splayed out dancer’s poses that made Jeremy’s joints crack uncomfortably just watching. Jeremy’s cue would be after Desmond appeared. He strained his neck looking because that jerk hadn’t said how he would make an entrance. Desmond always kept it a secret so the surprise on his people’s faces would be as genuine as the audience’s. At least he has an outlet for his showmanship. When they were kids, Desmond had captivated even the most cynical with outlandish spells, barely toeing the line to not reveal magic in front of mortals. Jeremy doubted any other career would have satisfied him.

Smoke flashed onstage in a swirl and turned into a billowing cape. In its middle, the darker puffs solidified into Desmond’s arm, followed by the rest of his body. He whipped the cape to the side as he bowed. “Good evening, ladies, gents, and others. Tonight, we have an incredible performance for you, and a special guest. I present my assistant for the night, Jeremy Ragsdale, son of our esteemed senator!”

I should have known you’d get mileage out of me being your dancing monkey. Jeremy pasted on a wide grin and ran onstage to stand at his assigned position ten feet away from Desmond. The black stage surface gleamed where once a white X had been taped and Jeremy rehearsed hitting that mark over and over again.

“It’s his first night, so he’s a little shy.” Desmond waved at him. “Please give him a warm welcome.”

The crowd clapped and whistled. Jeremy wasn’t going to look like some shoddy cousin invited for a laugh, so he placed a hand on his abdomen, slid his foot out farther behind him, and lowered into a deeper bow than Desmond’s.

“Hold this, please.”

Jeremy blinked in surprise. That’s not what he’s supposed to say. He glanced at the magician and on reflex caught a knife coming straight at his face. “This isn’t the bloody routine!” Jeremy had no time to think as a longer knife came at him. He caught it with his other hand. We haven’t done knife throwing for seven years! This wanker is going to maim me!

Desmond reached into his pants. “Ah, I forgot another one.” He pulled out a long sword, and Jeremy’s mouth dropped.

“You throw that at me, and I’m going to hex you into the next world.”

Desmond wagged a finger at him in response. “Ah, ah, ahhh, Mr. Ragsdale. That’s not how an assistant behaves.” He held up the sword for the audience that had gone quiet to examine it.

“Don’t you throw that!”

Desmond looked at the audience and winked. “Should I?”

“Yes!” the audience shouted back.

“No!” Jeremy backed away. “I’ll run….” As he looked to the side, the other assistants blocked his exit with large walls that were supposed to be part of the first trick. “You’re all traitors!” The audience laughed, and Jeremy gritted his teeth. “I’ve had enough!” With two swift throws, he tossed the knives at Desmond’s head.

Desmond caught the first blade with his free hand, and the other one with his mouth. He took the blade out of his teeth and bowed before the cheering crowd.

Jeremy crossed his arms. “Show-off.”

“I haven’t even gotten started.” Desmond picked up his cape from the floor, and a bin of swords stood in its place.

“What are you going to do with all those?” Jeremy asked. I will blow up this bloody stage if you keep fucking with me!

“A game of catch, if you’re up to it, Mr. Ragsdale.” Desmond pointed the sword at him. “If you’re too weak to handle it, just say so.”

The audience booed, so Jeremy turned his back on them. “I’m not letting you goad me into this.”

Desmond sighed regretfully. “I’m sorry, everyone, but I heard that Mr. Ragsdale was a talented magician. I guess not everyone has my bravery.”

“Chicken!” Simone shouted from the side of the stage out of sight.

Even though it was obviously not an audience member who said it, the crowd chanted the word at Jeremy.

“I’m not—”

“Carolyn, break out the metal rings,” Desmond called to an assistant. “I think they’re more Mr. Ragsdale’s speed.” The audience booed harder.

“Fine! You want to play, I’ll play.” Jeremy held up a finger to shush the audience. “But if I accidentally hurt your precious Desmond the Great, don’t come crying to me.”

Desmond’s eyebrow quirked up. “Is that a challenge?”

“First blood is the winner.” The audience broke into cheers at Jeremy’s words. He rolled his eyes. Sadists. Jeremy raised his hand in the air palm up, and then he bent his hand inward. “Bring it.”

“If you insist.” Without hesitation, Desmond threw knives and swords, the weapons flying at Jeremy as soon as they touched his hands.

When fooling a crowd on television with real magic, just as much skill as speed was necessary to trick the cameras. When the blades came at Jeremy, his motion to snatch them out of the air was also a gesture to turn the handles his way. Soon the bin was empty, and every blade was airborne, Jeremy and Desmond hurling them at each other in a deadly juggle. The faster they went, the more likely one of them would slip up. It won’t be me, Jeremy swore. Putting me in these damn shorts, bitching at me in front of Clive. You will bleed first, dick. As the next knife came at him, something seemed off. Jeremy barely caught it in time and had to act fast to catch the rest of the blades coming at him. When he couldn’t hold any more, he struck at the blades with the weapons in his hands, deflecting them to the side. They clattered to the floor around him, and when the last blade fell, the audience roared. Jeremy’s wrist stung, and he looked down at a small bleeding cut. He glared at the grinning magician but nodded in respect to Desmond. That made the audience scream louder.

“After that wonderful start, now on to the next trick,” Desmond said, signaling for all the assistants to come to him. As they gathered around him, moving the long white walls into place, he whispered in Jeremy’s ear, “You still have a weakness against a little spin on them.”

“Sod off,” Jeremy whispered back. When everything was in place, the assistants ran to the side so Desmond had room to create the powerful fireball spell. Waiting with his arms raised in fake amazement seemed boring, and if Desmond didn’t want to follow script, why the fuck should he? Jeremy sidled closer to the audience. He spoke out of the corner of his mouth to the camera as a microphone was directed toward him from a curious crew member. “Hey, do you want to see something interesting?” The crew member gave him a warning look not to step too far, but the audience in that section perked up and nodded. Jeremy took out his wand that he had stuffed in the side of his shorts and aimed it at the magician summoning colorful magic above him. Jeremy winked at the camera. “Here’s what I know you really want.” Light shot out of the wand in dramatic fireworks that Jeremy hoped looked cheesy enough to spare him a fine. The sparks wrapped around Desmond’s pants, unhooking his belt. Desmond’s pants hit the floor to reveal black underwear and powerful thighs. The magic circling above Desmond’s head vanished as the crowd broke out into jeers and hollers for Desmond to take everything off.

Desmond cracked his neck from side to side. His pants rose to their original position, and then he patiently closed them with his hands. He turned to Jeremy when he finished. “You really shouldn’t have done that.”

Jeremy laughed, but then his smile faltered as he realized his predicament. The only thing he had on were the shorts. “Now, Desmond, let’s be reasonable. You have more clothes than me. This was just a laugh to make your fans happy.” He pointed at the grinning and wide-eyed audience. “I only gave them what they wanted.”

Desmond turned to the side of the stage. “Do we still have that ten-second delay?”

“Desmond!” Jeremy walked backward, searching for any exit. Unfortunately, while his attention had been focused on an innocent joke, the walls had become a perfect maze, and his only escape was behind Desmond. But if he ducked under the table to the side of the magician, he might make it.

Desmond tilted his head to the audience. “Should I teach my naughty assistant a lesson?”

“Yeeess!” the crowd shouted.

“No, no, no!” Jeremy cried out to them.

“I’m only giving my fans what they want.” Desmond held up his own wand, and Jeremy gulped.

Before Desmond’s wrist twirled, Jeremy ran straight for the table. Instead of going under, he slid over, snatching up a top hat and one of the assistant’s giant feathers. When cool air touched his crotch, Jeremy had the hat strategically placed over it and the feather over his ass. He scurried offstage just as Desmond twirled the wand again. Luckily, Jeremy ducked behind a covered table backstage as the two improvised coverings disappeared. Jeremy yanked the table cover away and wrapped it around his waist.

“One more second, and I would have been blinded.” Simone shamelessly pointed while she laughed at him. “I’ve never seen anyone put you in your place that harshly. Assist for him again, so I can take pics next time.”

“Bugger off,” Jeremy said as he stalked by his coworkers. “I’m finding my clothes and getting the hell out of here.” When he passed Edarra, she smiled.

“Not bad,” she said.

He glared at her. “Et tu, Amazon, et tu?”

“We’re on guard duty as part of our promise to handle Perry, but you can go to the office,” Clive said, his lips trembling with the effort not to laugh.

 

 

HIS DOORBELL rang. Jeremy slammed his magazine down, grumbling as he walked to the door. “Who the hell is stopping by so late?” He looked through the peephole, and his fist clenched when he saw who was on the other side. Against his better judgment, Jeremy opened the door. “You have a lot of bloody nerve coming to my home when I want to—”

Desmond thrust a hat and giant feather at him. “The shorts are in my pocket.”

Jeremy’s jaw dropped. “You think we’re having sex? The only thing I want to shove up your ass is my foot.”

Ignoring him, Desmond pushed inside. “You deserved everything on that fucking stage, and I’m here for what I deserve.”

“What do you think that is?” Jeremy asked, but he made no effort to stop Desmond when he shut the door.

“How many times did you get off on my essence?”

Jeremy looked away.

“That’s what I want.”

“I can’t do that so many times two days in a row!”

Desmond narrowed his eyes. He stalked over to Jeremy, looking down on him. “How many?”

“I was in the shower, so I didn’t have to worry about cleaning,” Jeremy muttered.

“How… many… times?”

Jeremy looked at his feet. “Five.”

“So my little Angel has been that pent-up.” Desmond gently raised Jeremy’s chin. “Would you like more of my cum?”

“We can’t,” Jeremy whispered.

“If you were really worried about unprotected sex, you did quite possibly the worst thing there is. If you said the real reason why you don’t want me to cum inside you, that would be real progress. But for now”—Desmond held up the wrinkled shorts—“put these on. We have a lot of work to do if I want to ensure you remember I’m better than any conjuring of me.”

“I already know that!”

“Fuck me so I’ll believe it.”

Jeremy snatched the shorts from Desmond’s hand and glared at him. “If you have what it takes, prove it.”

The smile that slowly lit up Desmond’s face carried every connotation of why he used to be called the Devil. “Be careful what you wish for.”





Chapter 18

 

 

JEREMY SAT with his head on his desk while Simone detailed the spell ingredients they needed.

“Hey, Sir Mopey, are you listening?”

Jeremy didn’t bother lifting up his head. “Sometimes I think I talk too much.”

“Have you pissed off any other witches lately? You sound like you got hit by a self-awareness hex.” Simone rubbed her chin. “I wonder if it’s permanent.”

“Bah!” Jeremy pointed at the door.

“I’m here for business.”

“A simple backtracking spell to find where Perry’s man went off to after that werewolf met him.” Jeremy waved at his door for Simone to go. “I can listen and annoy you simultaneously.”

“I hope Desmond strips you naked again.” Simone stuck her tongue out at him as she left his office.

Jeremy groaned. “That’s my biggest problem.” He still couldn’t believe they had fucked so many times. Even with magic boosting their stamina, it was a ridiculous amount of sex. And his goddamned feather. He rubbed his ass. Who am I kidding? I loved every moment of it.

Edarra knocked on his door.

“Come in, since everyone is leaving it open today.”

“A fun night or a bad one?” she asked.

He sighed again. “Fun.”

“Were you serious when we talked about a letter of recommendation from you being valuable?”

“Yes.” I know Clive and Mia volunteered, so that probably leaves one slot. Usually otherworlders badgered someone from their old world to write one. Edarra must have crashed and burned every contact she had left. The outcast witch in Jeremy respected that. “I can pen a letter by the end of this afternoon.”

“Thanks.” Edarra held out her hand, and Jeremy shook it. “It really means a lot to me.”

Jeremy shrugged. “You’re one of the few people I know who’s earned it. You’re a solid fighter, and while not adept at magic, you’re not out of your depth when it’s used around you.” He frowned at Edarra. “Why didn’t you work for Mia? Wouldn’t she be a warrior’s top choice for collecting heroic deeds?”

Edarra bit her lip. “It would have been too easy. I don’t think the jobs she’s hired for count as much in the impossible department with a bunch of weres and otherworlders on her team. Clive’s outfit is mostly humans, so him pulling off a heroic task holds more weight.”

“In other words, he’s more likely to fail.” Jeremy laughed. “I….” He trailed off as he noticed a knightly interloper behind Edarra. “That’s what you deserve for eavesdropping.”

Clive smiled. “I’m not offended, and if that’s the reason I have an Amazon on my payroll, I’ll gladly accept it.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “I see you’ve returned to being annoyingly positive.”

“I’m a wizard of many talents. Are the spell ingredients ready?”

“Probably not, since we’ve bugged him all day,” Edarra said, clearly less worried than when she first began working there about being caught gossiping.

Jeremy raised his hand to indicate five minutes.

“Then we should be done before we go to Desmond’s.” Clive walked away, muttering, “I have no idea why someone would curse a romantic rival with bad lighting in all of their portraits.”

Edarra stepped away as if she was following Clive but swung her leg in a circle to return to her original pose on Jeremy’s doorjamb. “Besides, if we beat the other knights and the Council in solving the case, I’ll definitely have made the right choice.” The way she beamed, smiling from ear to ear at the prospect of accidentally falling in with a ragtag team of heroes, replaced Jeremy’s sex euphoria with guilt.

 

 

“I ADMIT there are nice perks to this job,” Jeremy said as he broke off a piece of Kit Kat bar where he sat next to Simone under the ticket counter, so they could scan visitors for threat potential. To stave off boredom, the ticket attendant gave them free candy to munch on while they worked.

An orange Tootsie Roll sucker popped out of Simone’s mouth. “For once I agree with you.” She picked up her root beer and sipped it. “It’s kind of sad that you’re this hardworking because a client fed you,” she said while pointing at the magical display Jeremy had created on the ticket counter’s wall that showed the power potential of everyone who stepped up to it.

“I’m not ashamed of being easy.”

“I don’t know what dick got into you, but I hope you have the dude’s number on speed dial.”

“That’s none—” Jeremy broke off as the lights on the display glowed dark red. Fuck. If Perry has that kind of power, why would he need a boss? Or…. Jeremy took out his phone quickly to call Clive, but his phone that had a perfectly working signal earlier now flashed a no-service message at him. He rose to his knees, and Simone grabbed his arm.

“We’re not supposed to engage!”

“Don’t worry. It’s against his code to attack unless provoked,” Jeremy said loudly as he stood. He faced Salvatore. “Isn’t that right?”

“Correct, Mr. Ragsdale,” the Council member said.

Simone joined Jeremy’s side. “Howdy.”

Jeremy held up his phone. “Why do you keep messing with my belongings?”

Salvatore smiled. “I like getting your attention.”

Simone held up her useless phone too. “And me?”

“I don’t want Desmond to know that I’m here and then disperse,” Salvatore said.

“Desmond the Great doesn’t run from anyone,” said the ticket seller as she angrily slid change to her customer through the hole in the plastic barrier.

Jeremy raised an eyebrow. “Or the Council just wants to make a creepy entrance.”

“I prefer mysterious over creepy,” Salvatore said.

Simone whispered in Jeremy’s ear, “Is he why you’ve been doing all that sighing and sex-tired slouching lately?”

“No!” Jeremy exclaimed.

Salvatore’s hand passed through the plastic barrier as if it was fog. He smiled as he raised Jeremy’s hand to his lips. “I would like to be.”

“Are you in tonight’s show?” someone in line asked in astonishment.

Several gasps filled the room just as Jeremy’s crotch began tingling. Why does the universe hate me?

The crowd cleared a path for Desmond, who had Clive on his heels. In the most grandiose of side-eyes, Desmond glared at Salvatore with one eyebrow raised and head slightly tilted so he wasn’t forced to directly look upon him. “Is there a problem?”

Jeremy snatched his hand back and hoped Desmond could read his face. We aren’t dating, so don’t act jealous. Salvatore didn’t attempt to touch him again, but Jeremy put space between them anyway.

Without touching Jeremy, Salvatore still managed to put on an air of seductiveness as his forefinger unconsciously caressed the glass where Jeremy’s face was. “No problem. I’m having the pleasure of being reacquainted with Mr. Ragsdale.”

“Pleasure?” Clive’s eyes darted between the two of them in speculation.

“Never mind that,” Jeremy said. “We need to move somewhere private.”

Salvatore nodded. “You’ll find no protest from me.”

“Wow, he wants you,” Simone whispered in Jeremy’s ear.

Jeremy batted her away. “You’re not helping.” He turned to Desmond, who should have stopped glaring and acted like a rational man. “Desmond, it’s your show—you lead the way.” He grabbed another candy bar from the shelf for the trial of egos he was about to endure.

The ticket seller wrung her hands with her head bowed low. “I’m sorry, sir.”

Desmond waved away her apology. “This isn’t your fault, and I prefer to handle serious threats myself.”

“I’m anything but a threat,” Salvatore said with a wide grin.

“Then you should have come with an invitation.” Desmond snapped his fingers. “Follow me, intruder.”

Jeremy scrubbed his hand over his face. You’re stepping too close to that line of pissing off the Council for the sake of earning more respect among your employees. The way Clive stayed quiet, Jeremy knew the man sensed the dick-measuring contest too.

The knight motioned for Simone and Jeremy to walk by his side. “Let them go at it, and we’ll stay in the background and listen,” Clive softly instructed them.

“They’re not going to blab anything we don’t already know,” Simone whispered.

“That depends on how much they can irritate each other.”

Jeremy shook his head in exasperation. “If they reach that level of anger, I doubt they’ll use their words.”

Clive nodded. “True, but we have to let the salamander eggs fall where they may.”

What the bloody hell does that mean?

 

 

CLIVE WATCHED the two arrogant men in front of them. The Council member would have duty as his priority, but his interference might push Desmond toward stubbornness. Why did the Council have to appear now? He glanced at Simone and Jeremy happily eating junk food as if they were preparing to watch a sparring match. It would be entertaining, but Clive didn’t know how to work it to his advantage. Simone was dependable, she would follow his lead, but Jeremy…. He sighed. Desmond led them to a room stuffed with costumes and old dusty props. Meeting in what was practically a storage closet was probably another dig at Salvatore.

When everyone was inside, Salvatore shut the door. “I appreciate you giving me a moment of your—”

Desmond interrupted him. “You will not come to my place without my permission again.”

Already off to a peaceful start, Clive thought. Some of the Council must have visited before, so why was the hostility so great between them?

“Other than your suite, this is a public building.”

“I don’t care.” Desmond crossed his arms. “This is a sanctuary against your kind, and my people don’t need you walking in whenever you feel like it.”

“They have nothing to fear from us!”

“Only if they follow your rules to the bloody letter.”

I think this is, as Simone puts it, my cue. Clive cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, I am aware of your different ideas, but there is a danger to the entire state. Our priority should be solving that problem instead of bickering.” He smiled at Salvatore. “I respect everything you and the Council have done for Georgia.” He pointed to Desmond. “But I understand his concern. He has the same worries that Mr. Ragsdale has about authority figures in our world.” Jeremy choked on his candy bar, and Clive resisted the urge to glare at him. “Perhaps if we meet like this again, both of you would prefer my office. It can be neutral ground for both of you.”

Salvatore smiled at Jeremy. “I’m not opposed to seeing your office, Mr. Ragsdale.”

Of all the people this man has to be attracted to. Clive clasped his hands around his middle. “Are we able to come to an agreement in trying times, gentlemen?”

“For now,” Desmond said. “What does the Council want with me?”

“We know the wolf was in the Elders’ custody, and that he’s no longer alive,” Salvatore said. “That leaves you as the best bait available.”

“You come uninvited, and now you’re asking to endanger my life?”

Clive interjected, “While his approach isn’t the greatest, he has a point.”

“One I have already considered,” Desmond said. “What I don’t understand is why I should do it on your behalf when this has-been’s ultimate goal is me.”

Seeking out justice and saving lives probably won’t convince a man bearing a black aura, Clive thought. Gold isn’t the way, and I’m too fresh in this world to know Desmond’s goals. What to barter with someone who’s famous and rich? Clive set his jaw but took a deep breath. As arrogant and powerful as Desmond is, he’s no different than the nobles from my world. I know how to deal with them, and I know how to deal with him. “In your words, I sense a prior grievance with the Council’s ways. Airing them out will be a good way to start out on a diplomatic step.”

“If there’s concern about how we’ve handled this witch, we were never opposed to criticism,” Salvatore said.

Desmond toyed with the end of a black ribbon lacing a red corset hanging from a rack. “You detained me a year ago because I was a convenient suspect without regard to what the truth was. Now that the Great Mother’s people are casualties instead of homeless witches, finding the real murderers is your top priority.”

Salvatore laughed. “Arranging the facts however you like won’t change your history, or the clear justifications we had in suspecting you. And while I appreciate that you consider us to be equal to gods, we are not omnipresent.”

“Oh how you wish you were.”

Both witches stood with eyes glowing, power crackling between them as they let their tempers get the best of them. Clive opened his hand in preparation of forming a ward to protect himself and his employees, but after a long moment of silence, neither man moved beyond posturing. Their eyes returned to normal, and they stood in front of each other as haughtily as before.

Desmond swept his hair behind his ear. “I’ve done nothing in this state against your regulations, and yet you’ve sent investigators to England about me.”

Salvatore raised his chin. “We do not ignore evidence of murder.”

Clive hadn’t found any public records about the magician other than after he became famous, so he was curious what the Council’s contacts had conjured up.

Jeremy shook his head in disgust. “Clive, we’re wasting our time. We’ll find Perry our own way.” He held up his snack and drink. “Thanks for the refreshments, but I don’t have time for your bullshit.”

Clive cringed inwardly. Why does this man possess so little tact?

Jeremy stalked to the door before Clive could stop him, and then he looked back at the group. “Something stopped the energy vamps last year, but I don’t know what will happen when Perry gives his boss Desmond’s heart. I guarantee it won’t end well for the covens or those who follow Desmond. I’ll be in the lobby. Sort your shit out or don’t. I’m not listening to you children bicker anymore.” Jeremy left the room and slammed the door behind him.

“As the only representative the werewolves have for this impromptu meeting,” Simone said, “Jeremy has a point. This energy vamp is stirring up shit just by using her lackeys. I don’t want to see what she can do at full power either.”

Salvatore stuck out his hand to Desmond. “I swear that our investigation into your past is paused until the energy vamps are dealt with. That is the only promise I can make.”

Desmond stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I have a second condition. As payment for my services, I want to be considered if upon apprehension of the energy vamps, there are powerful objects confiscated. One or two magical items won’t be missed from your vault.”

“We’ll consider your request.”

It was an oddly peaceful exchange brought on by both men being insulted by Jeremy, but Clive would take it. “Now that we have that settled, what plan does the Council have in mind for the trap?”





Chapter 19

 

 

SNUGGLES, OR whatever the cat’s real name was, jabbed its white paw at a chipmunk whose struggles for freedom finally ceased. The bodies at the park had nagged at Jeremy’s mind for weeks. They hadn’t looked like fresh kills, so how could they have been dead for most of the day without the Great Mother knowing? On a hunch, Jeremy tracked cat after cat until he spotted one about to obtain a kill. If Jeremy’s neighbors were going to let their furry babies roam all night and shit in everyone’s yards, then it was plain common sense to take advantage whenever he needed to solve a magical problem. Distracted by its prey and oblivious to Jeremy’s presence because of his ward, the cat froze when Jeremy pointed his wand at it. Jeremy came out of the bushes, looked around quickly for any witnesses, and then walked over to the two animals.

The chipmunk no longer moved. Jeremy placed one hand on its tiny head and his other on the cat’s. The smaller animal’s dwindling life force easily pulled away and seeped inside the cat. Jeremy placed both hands on the still living animal, but instead of allowing the borrowed energy to fully absorb, Jeremy willed it to rise over the cat’s skin. At first, his fingers trembled from the effort, but a light gleamed on Snuggles’s fur for a moment and then disappeared. To test his theory, Jeremy gathered a tuft of fur stolen from a bush Snuggles had rubbed against and laid it on the ground. He whispered a scrying spell and lit a match over it. The match died out quickly, giving no indication that Jeremy’s hands were literally on the cat the spell should have sought out. Next, Jeremy dropped the chipmunk’s fur on the ground and repeated the spell. A thin line of light like a red laser shone from the ashes and pointed straight at the cat.

“Well, we are truly buggered,” Jeremy muttered as his shoulders sank. If this was Rosaline’s means of elusion, there was no way to find her. Not for him, the bleedin’ Council, or the Great Mother. He released the cat’s mind from his power, careful not to hurt it since he wanted it home in the same condition he’d found it. Snuggles streaked into the trees in a flash. Seconds later, the yowling of two battling felines came from the same direction. Snuggles ran back to Jeremy with a bigger cat on its trail. Jeremy winced and pointed his wand toward the cat, who had no idea why another cat was trying to eat it. Snuggles’s pursuer stopped midpounce as the chipmunk’s energy dispersed, and then stalked away coolly, as if eating one of its kind was on purpose.

When Jeremy turned around, Snuggles and the chipmunk were gone. “And thus continues the circle of life. I wish everything were that fucking simple.” Jeremy pushed himself to his feet, brushing off dirt and leaves from his pajama pants. Light gray was just starting to peek through the trees, so it was both too late and too early to find a bar.

 

 

DRIVING FOR hours to clear his mind was on top of the list of things Jeremy liked about America. He could live to four hundred and always have new places to travel. To avoid traffic, Jeremy took the back roads. Every curve hid the road ahead, and it was easy to pretend he was a lone wanderer. Eventually the cars returned, and German-themed restaurants appeared. He kept driving until he pulled into the parking lot of a small grocery store that was empty except for two cars parked at the very back. Jeremy headed inside, where two teens manning a register together greeted him. He grabbed a trolley and rolled it to a small fridge filled with sodas he hadn’t seen anywhere else in the state. Spicy ginger ales that burned as hard as liquor, and the fizziest root beer his father had added to his first float after leaving England. Handfuls of long striped candies completed his sugar run, and he strolled to the register, which now sat empty of clerks.

Jeremy looked around, but he didn’t see anyone on the other side of the store. “Hello?” No answer. He abandoned the trolley and pulled out his wand. As he stepped forward, his foot thunked against something hard. On the floor, a shoe and the leg attached to it continued behind the corner of the counter. Slowly, Jeremy walked around the other side. Lying tangled in a pile of limbs were the two teens, who, judging from the visible shoulders of the boy rising and falling slightly, were still alive.

Red light flared outside the windows, flames circling the shop in a high blaze.

“Wonderful.” Jeremy couldn’t drag them out in time, and the windows and doors were probably warded shut. Fire spread inside, burning across racks and collapsing shelves rapidly. He snatched a bottle of lighter fluid off a shelf before it caught flame. Quickly, he snapped it open and sprayed it on the wall closest to the parking lot. The wet pentagram caught fire, and Jeremy pointed his wand at the wall. All of the flames and heat gathered to that spot in a large wave of power. “Break.” The wall blew out. Smoke, dust, and melted candy stung his nose and mouth. Jeremy squinted through the mess, but the witch responsible didn’t appear.

As he stepped near the hole, a metal glint caught his eye. Jeremy dropped to the floor, two gunshots going over his head. He scurried behind the canned goods. Footsteps crunched on rubble. Without moving his head, Jeremy scrounged for any weapon. His finger touched a charred broom handle a few feet away. Quietly, he dragged it closer to him, dipping the brush end in bubbling green apple and cherry hard candies that had melded into a molten cascade of drippy goo. When the muzzle of the gun cleared the corner, Jeremy swung the broom as hard as he could. The gun clattered to the floor, and Jeremy scrambled to his feet while summoning his magic into an energy ball in his hand.

Grunting, with his hand covering his burned face, it was hard for Jeremy to recognize Perry from the day he’d walked into Levi’s office and threatened to stop him investigating the serial murders. That failure of a witch had his hand extended with a similar sphere of magic, but his shone bloodred with anger and was aimed behind the counter. “Put yours out,” he growled.

“So you can kill me first, and then take out the witnesses? No thanks.” Jeremy swung his hand out to hit Perry, but their magics clashed. Jeremy’s fingers bent backward from the force as Perry gritted his teeth in pain. Neither of them could move closer, and both witches summoned barriers of red and yellow between their bodies.

“I’ll drink in every bit of magic you have, so you can join Levi.” Half of Perry’s face was a translucent mask of cooling marbled sugar, but he managed a thin smile.

“I guarantee that you’ll see hell before me.” Contrary to Jeremy’s words, Perry’s barrier began closing the distance between them, darkening into black tendrils that greedily sucked up Jeremy’s magic. Jeremy tried to move back, but Perry’s power drew them together like magnets. Regular magic wasn’t going to beat him, but if Jeremy opened up the channels in his body while admittedly feeling intense fear and anger, he was likely to hurt the clerks too. Perry’s hand was almost on his chest, and physical contact meant instant death. Jeremy licked his lips. I have to do something.

Perry’s magic crackled like lightning. “There’ll be nothing of you left to identi—” He suddenly shrieked in agony, his back convulsing as he was lifted off the floor. The mysterious force slammed Perry to his knees, revealing Desmond behind him with a hand piercing through his torso.

Jeremy stared at Desmond’s bloody hand, transfixed by witnessing him kill that way a second time. Unlike in England, Jeremy felt no horror, because Perry had just tried to kill him and two innocent people.

“I’m sorry for being late,” Desmond said as he retrieved his hand and the energy vamp slumped onto his stomach.

Perry didn’t stir. Hopefully the bastard’s dead. Jeremy rubbed his forehead, exhaustion eating at him now that the adrenaline was gone, and there was no way to hide their relationship anymore. As soon as they reported the incident to the Council, which they had to after so much magic exploding in one area, Faradin’s dolls or the Council member himself would collect them for questioning. Who knew when they’d be released from custody due to the lies they’d told.

“You should leave before I start the cleansing spell,” Desmond said so calmly that Jeremy’s frantic brain didn’t register understanding at first.

“I’m sorry, what was that bloody nonsense you spouted?”

“Go home now, and no one will know you were here.”

Jeremy waved his arms around the destroyed store. “Removing the evidence makes all of this look like a planned murder. I’m not in the mood for you to play white knight, so just call the fucking Council. While you’re doing that, I’ll call my father, and maybe Simone, because she’ll love me owing her a gigantic favor.”

Desmond’s bloody hand pulled upward, and the body floated off the ground to meet it. “Perry was the only one she trusted. Killing him is my chance for her to make a mistake.”

He hasn’t even figured out a way to say Rosaline’s name without triggering one of her curses. “Why do you do these things when they affect me regardless of your intentions?”

Desmond frowned. “Because your life means everything to me. I’m not capable of changing that.”

“So I’m supposed to stay quiet until things blow over?”

“Yes!”

“The Council will restart its investigation into your past if they think you went back on your word.” Jeremy closed his eyes. “It’s obvious that he came here with the intent to kill. I can’t lie about this. This isn’t an ideal situation, but I’m not using you as a scapegoat for my problems.”

“Her sole attention is on me, which will change if she knows you’re involved. For both our sakes, you need to let me finish this.”

“You crazy asshole,” Jeremy muttered. “If your plan gets cocked up, I’ll confess my part to the Council no matter what you say.”

“As long as you give me time, I’m good with that.” Behind Desmond, the body shrank and squeezed itself into a small crystal just like the one Jeremy had seen in his office.

“And don’t wear that thing outside your home!”

“I won’t rub Perry’s death in everyone’s faces.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Until the Council pisses you off again. Seriously, don’t carry the evidence on you because you want to brag.”

“I won’t.” Desmond looked Jeremy in the eyes. “This will go better for you if you admit this outcome was inevitable.”

“Of course. Killing people and lying about it is natural for us by now. As usual, I’m going to sit in my office with more secrets and hope the people I work with don’t notice anything different.”

“You might not like it, but we have to play it smart.” As Desmond moved closer, he still looked handsome with a shrinking dead body next to him. “I am pleased to hear you care about my well-being.”

“Because this was my problem to handle, not yours.”

“I was right about Perry making a move on you.”

“Twat.”

With a tip of Desmond’s hat and a low bow at the waist, Jeremy was yanked out of the store, shadows surrounding the building until it was covered from ground to roof in dark clouds. “You wouldn’t have me any other way,” Desmond whispered to Jeremy, whose feet didn’t stop moving until he stood at his driver’s side door.

Why does my romance always have to end with ripped-out hearts?

 

 

“CLIVE’S BEEN in his office all day long.” Simone blew out her cheeks. “He even cast some heavy-duty spells against eavesdropping. I wonder what’s going on with him.”

Jeremy shrugged nonchalantly, but he chewed on his bottom lip for a second too long. “He must be doing something very knightly and important.”

I can’t tell if I have a right to be suspicious, or if I’m more paranoid because of the recent drama. “You’re no help.” Simone tilted her head to the side. “I think I heard his door close.”

“Are you turning into a werewolf by osmosis?”

“Don’t mock me just because I want to be prepared if the shit hits the fan. It might be quiet since Phaedran withdrew his claim to be pack leader, but the asshole who started this is still out there. I’d think you’d be as unhappy with loose ends as I am.” The silence should have had Jeremy coming up with ten worst-case scenarios off the bat, but him being super calm was weird. I am not just being paranoid. Simone tapped her pen on her desk. “No theories from you?”

“At this point, I have no clue what’s going on either. As long as I’m not dragged into unnecessary shit, I don’t care.”

“Ah, the Jeremy we know and wish would look up the word positivity.” Simone checked her watch. “He’s been on the phone for twenty minutes.”

“Your dedication to shove your nose in other people’s business is impressive.”

“A dedicated witch would have cracked that eavesdropping spell by now.”

Jeremy tilted his head to the side. “What’s the difference between learning the bad news now and hearing it in the next five minutes?”

“You’re correct that I have bad news to report,” Clive said from the entrance to the inner offices.

A cat bell for her boss was going on Simone’s Christmas gift list. “So what’s the deal?”

“I don’t know if I’m surprised or disappointed in myself for trusting Desmond, but he’s gone back on his word and killed Perry,” Clive said with a grave edge to his voice. “That man has no human decency to care so little about how his actions could lead to more deaths.”

Simone sighed. Choosing between the hot magician and her job was inevitable since Levi hadn’t been fond of him either. “What’s our next move?”

“We look for more leads.” Clive scrubbed his hands across his face. “It won’t be easy. We have limited options.”

“Would it make any difference if Desmond acted in self-defense?” Jeremy asked.

“From the manner in which Perry was killed, I believe it’s safe to say that Desmond hunted him down like a dog without care of hurting civilians.”

Simone tapped her pen on her desk. “You look kinda pissed; like mano a mano, to the death kinda pissed.”

“In my world, I would consider it. Here, I believe duels are considered murder or manslaughter,” Clive said.

The stressful occasion called for chocolate and caramel, so Simone unwrapped a Snickers miniature under her desk. “That’s smart thinking, since Desmond’s tricks are amped down so no one’s seen how powerful he is.”

“But he shouldn’t be ignored either.” Clive bundled his arms to his chest as if that would stop him from getting out a sword and seeking out the magician right then.

Ugh, why am I surrounded by macho men? “So far you have a popular dude killing a man who wanted him dead very badly. Any action against Desmond isn’t going to look good for you in this town, and it’ll make our jobs a lot harder. I’m saying look at the bigger picture.”

“I agree,” Jeremy said. “We don’t know the exact details of how Perry died, and honestly, Desmond has shown more patience than I would have.”

Simone’s eyebrow arched. “Did you just take my side on behalf of Desmond?”

“Savor this moment,” Jeremy said. “The werewolves are happy, and Perry is dead. We should leave the energy vamps to the Council since that is their job.” Clive opened his mouth to speak, but Jeremy held his hand up to interrupt him. “This isn’t your world, and we’re not knights. You don’t have the right to risk our lives so you can defeat the great evil.”

Jeremy sounded reasonable, but when he explained his point, Simone didn’t feel good about being practical. She felt more like a coward. “We came here for a job, but we didn’t sign a blood oath to die for it.”

Clive bowed his head in surrender. “All right. The energy vamps and Desmond are the Council’s problem. It’s my fault for asking too much of you.” He looked at his watch. “There’s a client coming in twenty minutes. I’ll go prepare.” He tipped his head at them and returned to his office.

When he was gone, Simone shook her head. “How much money do you want to bet he’s contacting Mia and seeing if she wants to help him bring down the energy vamps’ boss?”

“That’s a sucker’s bet if I ever heard one,” Jeremy said. “Mia’s people will probably back her too. I think she’s hired nothing but crusading idiots.”

Simone met Jeremy’s eyes. “Mia has the people who’ll support something this dumb, and we’re a bunch of cowardly quitters. Don’t you envy them maybe a little?”

“Are you asking because Desmond the Great is her target?”

“He’s pretty, but only my husband is worth risking my life for. No, I’m imagining if we were more like Mia’s people—dependable and self-righteous.”

Jeremy laughed. “If you ever see me displaying such suicidal qualities, you have my permission to bash me on the head.”

“It must be nice to be so sure of your apathy. The rest of us aren’t so lucky.”

“If you play hero with Clive, you might come closer to being me than you think.” Jeremy laid down the spell ingredients he had originally come to deliver.

“You sound like a man who did more than just carry Levi’s last message,” Simone whispered.

“I’ve been down the self-righteous route, and it only ends badly.”

Simone watched Jeremy walk away. You didn’t ask for my help and kept me in the dark until someone tried to kill me and my kids. Fuck the chico malo getting away. With Clive and Mia, we can win, and I won’t end up like you. Since they only had one client that day, Simone had a lot of time to contemplate if she was going through with her plan. She waited until Jeremy left because the knowing glances he sent her were annoying. He probably knows what I’m going to do, but it’s my fucking life anyway. Rudy is almost at full health, and with the kids out of town, I can be a little dumb. Simone slammed her day planner closed and marched to Clive’s office.

“Is there anything you need?” Clive asked when she knocked on his door.

“I’m not a knight or big on starting fights. I can defend myself, but I’m no Edarra.” Clive looked intently at her, so Simone pressed on, “But none of that means I can’t back whatever play you’re running. We’ve been acquaintances long enough for me to guess that you’re not happy with how this case ended. I’ll only ask once. Can you use my help?”

Clive smiled. “I need and want it.”

Simone let out a deep breath. “Bueno, tell me what I can do.”





Chapter 20

 

 

NOBODY. NOBODY. Nobody. Simone took a large gulp of her coffee. “At least we’re being paid overtime for this,” she said to Edarra, who was seated next to her in the front passenger seat as they surveilled the entrance to the theater. She looked at the amulet resting on her chest. “I kinda want the damn thing to glow, so I can go home.”

Edarra poked her with a granola bar. “At least you had candy the first time.”

“That’s because we’re on a night stakeout without Desmond’s permission.”

“Sneaking does put a damper on things. How are Rudy and the boys?”

“Rudy is scratching at his leg like a real dog—don’t tell Jeremy—and the boys have stayed at their grandmother’s long enough to miss me. She had them make me a ‘Thinking of you’ card.”

“It must be nice to feel wanted,” Edarra said wistfully. “Is the pack treating you any better?”

“They’ve agreed to use me as a paid consultant the next time they run into magical trouble.”

“The way you’re intermixed in so many worlds, I have a hard time understanding why you’re a secretary.”

“I need a holdover job where I can clock out at night and make plans for a more solid career on my free time.” The only bad thing about working with competent people was that they eventually wanted to know why she took menial jobs. Clive was deliberately naïve for whatever his personal reasons were, so his disinterest might have caused her to drop her guard around Edarra. Jeremy had so many secrets that while he suspected her jobs had deeper motives, he mostly kept his thoughts to himself. One day Simone might not be so good at juggling, and she hoped by then that she knew whether she could trust Edarra with the truth or not. Having an Amazon by her side in the future would be valuable, but she also truly liked the woman. Her secretary jobs were the best way to gather intel on Georgia’s witches for the brujas, so she concentrated on her assignment. Still no one suspicious. Just delivery after delivery, and staff setting up a barricade for the long lines.

Edarra’s gaze roamed the sidewalk and streets from atop hands resting under her chin. “Why did you offer to help Clive with something this dangerous?”

“The energy vamps hurt my husband by proxy. I don’t give a shit if Desmond is their real target. I will not let an attack on my family go unanswered.” Her amulet blinked a bright blue three times. “Ill will, the urge to kill, and Desmond in the source’s thoughts. Let’s check it out.” They put their snacks down and got out of the car. Simone walked in front with a camera in her hand to complete the tourist look, and Edarra followed close behind. Snapping a few pictures as she slowed down, Simone aimed her lens at a couple arguing near the rear entrance where a deliveryman waited with large packages. Her amulet glowed brighter. Simone pushed Edarra’s loose hair behind her ear so she could whisper, “I’m seeing what’s up with them, and you keep an eye on the deliveryman.”

Edarra nodded, and they split up.

Simone stopped next to the couple and frowned at her camera as if she couldn’t figure out the settings. “Flash or no flash,” she muttered. Displaying an embarrassed smile, she looked at the couple. “Hi, I’m awful with gadgets. Do you know how to work these things?”

The man snapped his fingers. A green fireball flared to life in his hands. “Cut the shit, bruja. You’re one of the soon-to-be-dead witches working for Clive.”

His female companion waved her hand and a piece of pole from the barricade broke off and flew into her grasp. “The knight should have stayed out of our business.”

Simone clicked the shutter release and looked at the screen showing the captured image. “Quemen,” she whispered.

The couple cried out and collapsed to the pavement, jerking in agony even though no fire touched their flesh.

A commotion from inside the theater distracted her, and Desmond in red-caped glory over a dark gray suit stormed toward them. The couple stopped bucking on the ground, picked each other up, and ran. Simone had no time to figure out why the hell Desmond had broken her hex, but when she turned to Edarra to tell her she was going after them, Edarra was gone. “The hell?”

Desmond paused as he squinted in the direction the couple had gone. “Tiresome peons.” He stretched his hand out toward them and twisted his fingers in a strange gesture.

“What did you do?” Simone asked because the couple didn’t stop running and continued to get away around the corner. If they ended up dead, there would probably be traces of her magic on them.

“Nothing that concerns you. The knight knows that I don’t want his help.”

“Jesus Christ, are all men this dumb?”

“I’m not weak enough to need him or the Council.”

“I’m not denying your strength, but you remind me of my coworker, Jeremy. He’ll get himself in all kinds of trouble and never admits when he needs help.” Simone looked at the man who had used his shows to help many of the covenless. There wasn’t a benevolent witch to take his place if he got killed, and the vacuum would throw Georgia into chaos. “He’s a bitter shit and keeps his distance from people. I’d hate to see you become like him.”

A smile played on a corner of the handsome magician’s mouth. “There are worse fates.”

“The deliveryman was in on it too,” Edarra called out as she rushed out of the theater. “His boxes smelled weird, but I didn’t think it was a good idea to confront him when anything could be inside of them. I got your people to contain them in a ward.”

“I appreciate your concern, Mrs. Machado, but I’ll handle the rest,” Desmond said.

Simone growled in frustration. “Why did you kill Perry? Why bring the Council down on your head when they were offering you a temporary free pass?”

At first Desmond began turning on his heel as if he was going to ignore the questions, but then he faced her. “There are some things so precious that you give up everything for them. If it was just my life, I could have kept my oath.” Desmond tipped his hat. “Good day, ladies, and try not to get yourselves killed. You’re not as annoying as your boss.” He slipped into the theater with a determined expression on his face.

“Do you think he’s protecting someone he loves?” Edarra asked.

“It wouldn’t occur to me that the tabloids missed the existence of a lover that important to him,” Simone said.

“Can you imagine what that person is like?”

Simone shook her head. “I can’t even fathom the existence of a person not blabbing to the world that they’re banging Desmond.”

“Maybe it’s a shy and sweet person who doesn’t like the limelight.”

“Either way, it has to be someone really weird.” Simone took out her cell phone. “I’ll update Clive.”

 

 

CLIVE NODDED. “I’m glad to hear you’re safe. Maybe ease your surveillance off a couple streets back.” Dammit. He glanced at Jeremy, who stared at him from the other side of the desk with a raised brow. This world is relaxing me beyond the point of reckless. “I’ll see you two later.” He hung up as Jeremy riffled through the possible client’s request folder.

“Did the surveillance on Desmond pick up something interesting?”

“You’ve made it clear that you want nothing to do with my crusades.” Numerous times and in the most disrespectful ways that you could. “Why are you interested?”

“Curiosity.” Jeremy poked at the folder. “If this man’s complaints are legitimate, I honestly have no idea how he’s still alive.”

“I thought that myself, which is why I bumped his meeting up sooner than usual. I don’t see many poltergeists in my world.”

“Who gets to pay a visit to the murder house?” Jeremy practically batted his lashes at him.

Clive sighed. If only he showed as much eagerness for all of our cases instead of only the strangest ones. “Since I can tell you want to stick around to meet the client, would you please let me do the talking?”

Jeremy threw his hands up. “I’ll stand in the corner like a good little Jack Horner, and you’ll forget I’m there.”

“Care to wager a few of your hundred dollar bills?”

Jeremy shook his head adamantly. “Why bet when we both know I’m lying.”

“As incentive to exhibit good behavior.”

“The satisfaction of being right should be your only reward. Yeesh,” Jeremy said as he put the folder down. “Mr. Haunted has a child. I’ll definitely let you break the worst news to him.”

“I’m thrilled that you leave the dirty work to me.”

“That’s what bosses are for,” Jeremy said as he left Clive’s office.

Clive stared at the paperwork on his desk. “How do I tell a father that his haunted house carries bigger influence with children, and their son might kill the whole family while they sleep?” The City Watch in his old world handled domestic problems, so he didn’t know how to approach this. He looked at his door. “I’ll have to ask Jeremy for advice.” He didn’t dislike his irascible employee, but there was a tension about him that increased every day. Clive opened his bottom drawer and removed a decanter of plum wine. It was one of the few treasures he had taken with him. He took out two of the matching glass cups and filled them. After swirling it and allowing the drink to capture the sunlight, Clive rose from his desk and headed to the stubborn man’s office. He knocked on the open door. I swear this thing is only open when he wants something.

“Murder houses are probably more prevalent here because less people have magic. They don’t have wards to sense these kind of monsters, and killers can go on for decades murdering in peace.” Jeremy applied a sticker label to a small jar and crossed his arms. “Normally, I’d give you hell for appearing at my door like an orphan begging for more porridge, but this family is fucked.” He raised his fist and ticked off on each of his fingers as he spoke. “Vomiting, dizziness, his kid talking to imaginary people, dead pet, and finding knives around the house.” Jeremy lowered his hand. “Someone is dying in that house soon.”

“Will destroying the house work?” Clive asked as he offered the second glass to Jeremy.

Jeremy shook his head. “Homeowners usually aren’t too thrilled about that option, especially when it doesn’t always work. Poltergeists this dangerous are like viruses. They attach to people and can move wherever the family goes. They can send offshoots of themselves to thrive off terrorizing other houses, so destroying them completely might never be a possibility.”

“You’re right about them not being so bad in my world. Thank you for educating me.”

“It’s the best I can do with what little time we’ll have left,” Jeremy muttered.

“Is working for me so horrible? Sometimes you don’t seem to mind me.”

“Fundamentally, we’re never going to see eye to eye. It’s better that I move on when another not-so-shitty job appears.”

“I’m not asking you to share my views or beliefs.”

“Can you work with Desmond after what he did to Perry?”

Clive blinked. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

“It is. You see, my only problem with how Desmond handled the situation is that I wouldn’t have agreed to any truce. If anyone wants to kill me with equal fervor, that person dies.” Jeremy smiled. “I have no honor because it only gets people killed.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Clive said softly. “But it’s true, neither one of us will back down.”

“That’s why I’ll take myself out of your hair when the time comes.”

“Any chance you’ll change your mind?”

“No,” Jeremy said without hesitation. “Not when I’ve only seen the worst in people make a difference.”

“You really didn’t have a charmed youth, did you?”

“I didn’t, and that’s the end of that conversation.” Jeremy pointed at the bottle. “This will be the starting point of a powerful spell that can release the family from the poltergeist’s power.”

I guess our pleasant conversation has to end. Clive picked up the bottle. “How does it work?”

“It summons the fears of every ghost that poltergeist has encountered. Even if it’s not one solid spirit, something will click in its memories and cause it fear,” Jeremy explained.

“Won’t that piss it off too?”

“Yep. That’s why you should bring your staff and any other protection items you have.”

“Try not to get us killed.”

“It’s more me than us, but Edarra might break me in half if you die.”

Clive shook his head. “I’m happy to see your priorities are consistent.”

 

 

MCMANSION AFTER McMansion rolled by with an occasional true sprawling mansion sprinkled between them. “These are probably tiny compared to what you have in your world,” Jeremy said.

Clive sighed from the driver’s seat. “Yes, I lived in a castle, but it’s not like I owned the thing.”

“It still counts, moneybags.”

“According to your strange rules that you use to make digs at me.”

Jeremy whistled as they drove by the brick governor’s mansion. I’m a hypocrite because I’ve been inside that house, but he doesn’t know that. He wanted to forget himself. All that brushing shoulders with people who touted family values on Sunday, voted against scary liberal ideas on weekdays, but came with open palms out to Senator Ragsdale on Saturday to help them cast success spells for elections. Jeremy hated the difference in how they treated his father in public versus privately, but the senator would chuckle with a gleam in his eye and say, “That’s politics.”

“You probably spent your time guarding rich people at balls and eating rich people food.”

“I was also fighting wars. I don’t believe those are glamorous in your world either.”

“You officially win this argument,” Jeremy said. Silence met his comment. He summoned what little consideration he had for others and changed the subject. “I expect lunch to be fabulous since we’re headed near the nice foodie places.”

Clive looked at him as he slowed the car at a stop sign. “You wheedled me to bring you. Why should I treat you too?”

“The food around here is too expensive for my unnoble blood, so you should be buying.”

The knight shook his head as he turned down a short road. Clive made another turn and a driveway to a large glass art piece of a house stood in front of them. For early December and Georgia’s abnormally warm days, some foliage should have been left, but every plant surrounding the house was dead.

“Would it be wildly inappropri….” Jeremy shook his head and frowned. “I forgot I’m with you and not Edarra. You don’t know squat about American movies, so breaking out into the Ghostbusters song would be a waste on you.”

“Why are you so eager? Usually I have to fight you to be the bare minimum of enthusiastic, and now you’re professing your desire to sing.”

Jeremy smiled so brightly that it made him look unguarded for a brief moment. “Ghosts are nostalgic. They’re the first things you sense when your magic starts to grow, and they’re the only beings in this world with a justified reason for being pissed.”

“Sometimes you’re rather simple.”

“Comments like that are why I don’t share things with you,” Jeremy said.

“It wasn’t meant as an insult. It’s just nice to know that you’re not complicated all the time.”

“You say that like I’m sudoku.”

“I played that game at a restaurant. It was very soothing.”

“Whatever floats your boat,” Jeremy said as Clive parked behind an SUV. They got out of the car and walked down a bricked pathway to an intricately carved door with stained glass windows Jeremy couldn’t see through. He waved his hand at the door. “You do the honors.” I don’t want whatever’s haunting the place to take a mystical shot at me first.

Clive rang the doorbell.

It opened, and a man in his midthirties answered. “Witches for Hire?”

Clive nodded. “I’m the man you spoke with on the phone.” He pointed to Jeremy. “This is my associate, Mr. Ragsdale.”

The man frowned. “The senator’s son?”

Jeremy smiled widely. “I get that a lot,” he said with a Southern accent. “I’m sorry, but no relation.”

“My mistake. Please come inside.” The client held the door open for them.

Jeremy tried not to shiver when he crossed the threshold. Showing fear would give the entity’s crushing presence a foothold to worm its way in their thoughts. Shit. This place is a fucking Hell House. “Did you construct your house on top of an older one?”

“Yes. There was rot in the older house’s foundation, so I decided to start over completely.” The client half smiled as he opened his arms to encompass the whole entranceway and the rooms beyond. “I made the designs myself.”

“Mr. Evans, did you follow my directions?” Clive asked.

The client cleared his throat. “There was a problem with that. My wife and son couldn’t leave. Every time they tried… an accident happened.”

“Big Bertha knows you’re up to something,” Jeremy said.

“Who?” Mr. Evans asked.

“I believe he’s referring to the poltergeist,” Clive said. “May we see your wife and son?”

“They’re in the living room. Follow me.” Mr. Evans walked toward a hall that led past the gleaming white kitchen. As they passed the room, a set of knives sailed through the air.

Clive stopped them midair, still pointed at Mr. Evans’s head.

“What was that—” Mr. Evans broke off as he noticed the floating weapons. “How?” He licked his lips. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

“If we weren’t capable of ending this haunting, this dark presence wouldn’t be so scared of us,” Clive said firmly.

The lights flickered.

The gauntlet has been thrown, Jeremy thought.

“Mr. Evans, your family,” Clive reminded the man.

Mr. Evans frowned as if he was reconsidering, but he finally squared his shoulders and continued leading the way.

When they reached the living room, Jeremy saw a woman sitting on the couch with a little boy cradled in her arms.

“It’s doing it again,” Mrs. Evans said. She had dark circles under her eyes, but beneath the fear and exhaustion, anger lingered in the edges of her set mouth.

Looks like I’ll have an ally if I deem this place too far gone and in need of torching. Jeremy slowly walked around the couch and kneeled at the edge. “What’s your name?” he asked the boy, who moved his face out of his mom’s neck to peek at him.

“Kevin.”

“I’m Jeremy.” He pointed at his boss. “That’s Clive. He’s a wizard who kills nasty things.”

The boy’s eyes widened, and he smiled at Clive’s staff. “Like Harry?”

“Just like him. Now what the wizard needs you to do is tell him about your new friends.” The boy frowned, but Jeremy went on, “You see, real friends won’t hurt you. Real friends are nice to you and your family. Have your new friends been nice to your mom and dad?”

The boy shook his head emphatically.

“What’s he talking about?” Mr. Evans whispered to Clive loud enough for Jeremy to hear.

“Ghosts prey on children because they’re more sensitive to them,” Clive whispered back.

“Oh my God,” Mrs. Evans said, horrified.

Jeremy raised his hand and motioned for the parents to stay calm.

Mrs. Evans looked down at her son. “Please tell us about your new friends, sweetie.”

The little boy swallowed. “They brought me the toys you hid. They played with me. But… they’re always mad. I gave them candy, but they still hurt the mail lady.”

“Her parked truck ran over her foot after she delivered the mail at our door last week,” Mr. Evans explained.

“Did they say why?” Jeremy asked.

“She never saw them crying for help.”

Jeremy turned to Mrs. Evans. “Have there been any crime reports related to your house?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. We bought it from an older man who had retired here and hated having so much space.”

Jeremy took out his phone. “The man’s name?” he asked, his fingers already poised to enter it in the search engine.

“Ebediah Cooke.” The TV flashed on at Mrs. Evans’s words. Spiderweb cracks formed on the TV’s surface, and Jeremy threw his hand out just as the glass exploded outward.

Jeremy whispered a spell of protection around them that would hold unless Bertha’s rage reached critical levels. With that taken care of, he was able to tap in his query. Nothing came up at first except for a brief mention in an article about gardening. He held up the small picture that accompanied the headline. “Is this him?”

Both parents nodded.

Jeremy looked up at Clive with his lips twisted in disgust. “He’s squeaky clean.”

Clive sighed. “That makes this job more unpleasant.”

Mr. Evans shared a confused look with his wife. “Why?”

Counting off on his fingers, Jeremy replied, “One, this is a haunted house with a conglomerate of pissed-off ghosts. Two, it wasn’t haunted before the last guy bought it. Three, the former owner doesn’t have an arrest record, which means it’s likely that whatever went down here, the evidence is still here too. Decaying evidence.”

Clive glanced meaningfully at the mother, and she covered her son’s ears. “If the victims weren’t found during the construction, something of the old house must be intact.”

“The gazebo,” Mr. Evans whispered. “Mr. Cooke begged us not to tear it down because it was where his wife used to sit all the time.”

Jeremy searched online again. He shook his head. “No mention of him ever having been married.”

With a sharp tap on the floor with his staff, Clive squared his shoulders. “We cannot leave you alone in the house. We can either return another time, or you follow us outside to investigate.”

“Can’t we go to a hotel?” Mrs. Evans asked.

Not if you don’t want to be dead by morning, Jeremy thought silently. “It’s likely you’ll never make it past the road. Ghosts are really good at car accidents.”

“If we wait?” Mr. Evans asked.

“The reason poltergeists are upset is because they’re murdered victims who’ve retained a strong will to live,” Clive said. “Even as ghosts, they want to survive. They will do everything in their power to stop their demise, including sabotaging efforts of police searching for their bodies. They can move their bodies to other parts of the land during the investigation.”

“This isn’t much of a choice,” Mrs. Evans said. “What about Kevin?” Her hands kept covering her son’s ears. “I don’t want him to see dead bodies.”

“We can cast an illusion that will block out what’s really being shown to him.” Jeremy looked from wife to husband. “We can do the same for the two of you.”

“Wouldn’t that be shameful if we pretend not to see these horrors?” Mr. Evans asked.

Clive shook his head. “The only person who deserves to see them is their killer.”

The clients convened quietly amongst themselves until Mr. Evans gathered their son in his arms. “Okay, we’ll leave it to you.”

Clive pointed his staff opposite the way they had come in, and they walked single file to the back door. They stepped carefully around the glass littering the floor.

Jeremy contained his whistle as they walked by a large Mark Twain bust. So Southern and rich people of them, he thought. He pointed at the statue just as it trembled. “As if I didn’t see that coming.” The statue shook, but the poltergeist couldn’t move it.

“Don’t taunt it,” Clive muttered.

“I’m not. I don’t want to get bashed in the head by the décor either.” Jeremy hurriedly shooed the family through the swinging broken double doors leading to the spacious yard. He acts like I’m gonna call the stupid thing Casper when I’m standing right next to a kid. If it was only the two of us, I’d totally taunt the fucker. As they walked on the lawn, a thick branch from an ancient tree broke and sailed toward them.

Clive lifted up his staff, and the branch slammed to the ground.

Mr. Evans pointed at the gazebo, and they ran to it as the small breeze picked up into a gale.

“Never mind, Jeremy, mock it!” Clive shouted.

Jeremy grinned. The gazebo stood in front of them, but the intricate wood started cracking. “Looks like Little Casper’s afraid of us!” he yelled. “You big bad ghosts can’t handle some digging!”

Clive ushered the family away from Jeremy and closer to him.

“Too bad you didn’t put up this kind of a fight with Mr. Cooke. I doubt you’d be fertilizer if you had.” Jeremy suddenly sprinted away from the group and started skipping when he put enough distance between them. “What, no glass to throw? Maybe you can chunk some dirt at me!” Part of the gazebo’s railing snapped and flew at his head. Jeremy took his wand out of his pocket and whipped it in the plank’s direction. “Bibbidi.” The wood turned into a bouquet of flowers. Another piece broke and sprang for his head. Jeremy spun and pointed his wand at it. “Bobbidi.” The entire roof of the gazebo cracked off and tumbled to the ground on its side, rolling fast to Jeremy. “Cheating wanker.”

Jeremy moved into a bullfighter’s stance. As the gazebo’s top reached him, he slammed his magic into it, stopping it midroll. The crinkling of all the glass from the house, any spare wood from what was left of the gazebo, and tree limbs dotting the yard swirled into a deadly tornado, preventing his celebration. “It’s one thing after another with this bloody tosser.” He cupped his hand over his mouth as he had seen rude viewers at a basketball game do. “You suck!”

A wave of debris spiraled toward Jeremy, who ducked behind the gazebo roof. Small fragments from the oncoming ghost wind pelted his shelter like a dartboard. “This is marvelous.” Heavier junk began hitting the gazebo. “Clive! I believe it’s sufficiently pissed!”

“I knew I could count on you!” Clive shouted back at him. Unlike Jeremy’s previous bosses, who had left him in the lurch when he acted as bait, Clive saturated the gazebo roof in a brash yellow glow of a ward as solid as Desmond’s work. The channels in Jeremy’s body twitched to form a link with it. Jeremy balled dead clumps of grass into his hands so he wouldn’t be tempted to touch the gazebo. Instead of sating the conduit of magic running through him, fucking Desmond regularly seemed to shorten the timetable for releasing the excess power. “That bloody magician,” Jeremy muttered.

Harder thunks and crashes of debris slamming against Jeremy’s shelter grew louder as the house’s unwanted guests hurled bigger objects to break Clive’s ward.

“I’ve had enough of your tantrums!” Clive’s voice boomed so loud that Jeremy ducked lower and shielded his ears. “I know someone has caused you great pain, but this family will not be a surrogate for your wrath.”

The gale died down, so Jeremy quickly peeked over the gazebo’s edge to see Clive now surrounded by the winds of destruction that had been aimed at him. Like the eye of a tornado, the air directly against Clive was still. Clutched in his hands, his staff pulsed with power. Light burst from its bulbous knob on top. Like a sliced orange skin, spikes emerged from it, allowing more light to escape the staff, revealing its source, a golden orb suspended in its middle. It sent out a flare of magic so strong that the wind and the whispers of voices trapped on the property died instantly.

One by one, the wooden spikes resumed their position on the staff, sealing the orb away once again. Clive shook his head. “There are more bodies than I anticipated for it to be this powerful. At least it’s weak after using so much power.”

“Have Simone or Edarra ever seen it fully unsealed?” Jeremy gazed longingly at the staff. It was too ostentatious for his tastes, but that crystal must be rare.

Clive bit his lips as if thinking about his answer, but he turned his back to Jeremy and walked to the pit where the gazebo had originally stood. “No.” He pointed his now nondescript staff at the ground, where only a bench and cement were left. “We’re on a treasure hunt. Please think of your fondest memory.” His magic churned bucket-sized piles of dirt onto the grass. To the right of them, moans of happiness emitted from under a bush of intertwining vines, which unraveled to reveal the sleeping clients.

He must have hid them there while I distracted the poltergeist. Jeremy switched his attention back to the excavation as plastic started to show under the dirt.

Clive gave his staff a little wave, and the dirt stopped. He knelt on the ground and placed his hands flat on it. Sighing, he stood with a distasteful look on his face. “I count ten bodies.”

“Time for a full-on cleansing spell,” Jeremy said. Alarm flooding Clive’s face was the only thing that made Jeremy reach behind him on instinct and grab the butcher knife’s handle as little Kevin, who had woken sooner than his parents because of the ghosts’ influence, almost jammed it into his side. “You are so lucky you picked a fucking kid to possess.” Jeremy flicked the boy’s head, and Kevin’s eyes rolled into the back of his skull. As Jeremy caught the boy, he glanced at the unmoving entranced parents. “Since your spell didn’t hook into the kid strongly enough, you owe me the decency of not blabbing about me knocking out their kid.”

Clive scratched his head apologetically. “I didn’t see a thing.”

 

 

“IT’S REALLY over?” a dazed Mr. Evans asked Clive and Jeremy as he shook their hands again.

Clive nodded. “Yes, finally.”

“See?” Mr. Evans said as he wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “We didn’t have to destroy the house like that lady said. She probably watches too many movies.”

“No,” Jeremy said. “Burning the house down and the ground surrounding it would have been the best first option. There are only a handful of agencies like us who could beat a haunting of this size without coming to harm. At our prices, everyone would have laughed at you and told you to go fu—go for a much higher amount.”

Mr. Evans shook his hand a third time to probably stop him from talking while his wife began glaring. “Thank you so much again. I’ll remember you if I or my friends ever run into this kind of trouble.”

“You’re welcome,” Clive said.

“Thank you, Mr. Wizard and Mr. Magician!” Kevin waved at them as they moved to the door.

Jeremy actually waved back and bowed again.

I guess he has some good points with the younger ones. When the door shut behind them, Clive looked at Jeremy. “We made a good team in there.”

“My mind hasn’t changed. I’m still leaving you the first chance I get.”

“I’m not doubting your resolve,” Clive said as he got in the car. When Jeremy was situated properly, he started it and smiled as Kevin waved good-bye with both hands from a window. Before they reached the end of the driveway, another car pulled up, and an older man got out.

The old man walked to Clive’s window and tapped on it. “Pardon, but are you the ghost exterminators?”

“Is that who I think it is?” Jeremy asked out of the side of his mouth.

Clive kept his face smooth of emotion except for slight confusion at being addressed by a stranger. An hour earlier, and those ghosts would have settled down if we gave them him. He lowered his window and smiled. “Yes, may we help you?”

“I was wondering if you disturbed the property too much.” The old man’s shoulders sagged. “I know it’s not mine anymore, but the family has been kind and let me know when they did any construction.” He pointed at the neighboring house. “Properties lose value that way, and the neighborhood association takes things like that very seriously.”

Clive tilted his head to the side. “Thank you for the advice.” He raised his hand and slowly lowered it parallel to the old man’s face. “Why did you come here?”

“So I could assess the damage and shoot anyone before the cops were called. With all the robberies, it’s easy to make it look like a break-in.” The old man blinked and clutched his throat. “I’m not supposed to say that.”

Clive’s jovial smile disappeared. “With the truth spell I put on you, yes, you are. And you’ll keep talking when the cops get here.”

The door to the house opened slowly, and Mr. Evans stepped outside with a fireplace poker clutched in front of him. “Mr. Cooke?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Clive turned to their client. “Call the police as soon as we leave. This villain won’t be able to move or shout until you say the words, ‘He’s a murderer’ in the presence of a person with a gun—other than him.”

Mr. Evans’s jaw set, and his chest rose and fell quicker as it dawned on him what the killer’s intentions had been. “I wish those ghosts had killed you.” He looked at Clive. “It’s safe for me to go inside?”

“Yes, and Mr. Cooke will patiently wait out here.”

Mr. Cooke licked his lips as he struggled to move. “What have you done to me?”

Jeremy leaned over to Clive’s side of the car, so he could stick his head out the window. “He did a far nicer thing than what I would have done to you.” He sat back and pointed at the steering wheel. “We’re done, so now it’s time for you to feed me expensive food.”

“Since you almost got stabbed, pick anything you want,” Clive said as he drove around the car blocking them and left the serial killer in their rearview mirror. I know Mr. and Mrs. Evans probably aren’t in the best moods after lack of sleep, but I don’t think they’ll kill him before the cops arrive. Maybe rough him up a little. He glanced at his passenger as they drove away from the large houses. I wonder what Jeremy would have done if he’d done this job alone. Would he have allowed the murderer to live? Jeremy was right. Sooner or later their moral differences would create enmity between them, and perhaps his leaving was for the best.





Chapter 21

 

 

JEREMY CHEWED on the morsel in his mouth as if it was the most delicious thing in the world.

The food was good enough to warrant high compliments, but Clive wasn’t moaning about it. When he accidentally grabbed for a potato on the wrong plate, Jeremy smacked his hand away.

“There is plenty of food to share without becoming violent,” Clive hissed.

Jeremy’s hand guarded the plate as if Clive intended to do it again. “Mine.”

“Like some spoiled king,” Clive muttered. Jeremy watched him suspiciously before he went back to scooping up hummus with pita chips. The tapas restaurant wasn’t badly priced, but the high tab adding up was because of the six plates on Jeremy’s side alone. Clive received more glares, but then Jeremy resumed stuffing the crispy and steaming hot potato squares in his mouth. In the darkest corner of Clive’s mind that had been burned repeatedly and didn’t need another high-maintenance lover, he thought Jeremy looked sort of cute while shoveling food in his mouth and glancing at him like it would be snatched away.

Truth be told, that was all Jeremy had in common with Ruthein: being demanding. Light hair to Ruth’s dark, and blue eyes to Ruth’s brown ones. They are both handsome, but the man who really reminds me of him is…. Clive’s hand clenched around his fork as Desmond’s face appeared in his mind. If anyone acts like a king, it’s him. He sighed. Simone and Jeremy believed he was being too harsh on Desmond for killing Perry when the man had tried to kill him multiple times. Am I being an ass to him because he reminds me of Ruth? We don’t even know the exact circumstances of Perry’s death to really judge Desmond’s actions. Silence from Ben also made it apparent that Clive had little chance of getting his hands on Levi’s notebooks. When Jeremy turned his attention to his purple cocktail topped with a candied slice of grapefruit, Clive cleared his throat. “I want to talk about Levi.”

Jeremy’s sipping stilled. He removed the straw from his cup and gulped down the contents in one swallow. “Why?” As the server walked by, he pointed at his empty glass. “I’ll have another one of those, please.” The server nodded, leaving Jeremy facing Clive again with his hands going for the sangria pitcher.

Perhaps it was unwise to have two forms of alcohol at the table. Clive waited until Jeremy filled his wine cup. “I noticed that you become stressed when the topic is broached.”

“Yet you continue to bring it up.”

“That’s because we’ve never had a solid conversation about what happened. What I know is that he was killed by an energy vamp, and you were one of the last people to see him alive. Since I’m in the same position as him, I would like to prevent meeting a similar end.”

“You want all the dirty dirt, I take it.” As soon as the fresh cocktail landed by his elbow, Jeremy upended it into his mouth. “I’ll have that raspberry thing next,” Jeremy said before the server could get two feet from their table. He waved for Clive to continue when they were alone again. “Go on. You must have so many burning questions.”

“Perhaps you should slow down,” Clive suggested as Jeremy drank nearly his entire wine goblet in one gulp.

“Ask before I change my mind.”

“Did you know how close Desmond and Levi were?”

“Imbecile,” Jeremy muttered.

“You said—”

“I meant for you not to ask me stupid questions. Levi and Desmond hated each other. It’s why I never guessed they were hunting the energy vamps together.” He forlornly looked into his empty tumbler. “How could I imagine that they were thick as thieves?” Jeremy sniffled. “They had a good plan to capture the serial killer, and the Council fucked it up. They trapped Desmond in a fortress while Levi was left in the cold.” He slapped the table hard enough to disturb people eating at nearby tables. “Who the hell did Levi think he was, telling a guy he loves him and then dying? A rude person, that’s who.”

Clive’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. I had no idea that you and he—”

“There was no me and him because I have shitty taste in men.”

More heads moved in their direction. “How about I go to the bathroom for five minutes, so you can cool down?” Clive asked, since they were causing a scene and it was obvious Jeremy wouldn’t let him finish one damn sentence.

“That is the most brilliant idea you’ve had all day. Piss off for a spell and drown in the bleedin’ toilet for all I care.” Jeremy laid his head on his hands and lazily popped olives in his mouth.

This was somewhat productive, Clive thought as he stepped away from the table and the stares. Why has Desmond kept silent about working with Levi all this time? And why has Jeremy too, for that matter? It can’t be just because of Levi’s last declaration of love.

 

 

AS SOON as Clive returned to his seat, Jeremy continued where he left off and poured himself another cup from the pitcher of sangria.

The way he was drinking, Clive thought he’d have finished the whole thing by now. Clive looked at his watch. “It’s been about forty-five minutes. We should get on the road soon.” He motioned for the server to bring them the check, and Jeremy hurriedly refilled another cup of wine. “I didn’t mean drink faster.”

“I’m not driving.”

The server left a small black folder standing on their table. “I hope you enjoyed your meal,” she said. She grinned at them and went to another table hailing her for refills.

Clive frowned when he looked at the bill. “Three pitchers of sangria? We only ordered two.”

Jeremy giggled. “I finished one when you went to the bathroom.”

Clive looked at the giant pitcher that held little ice. He sighed. “Come on,” he said as he stood and laid several bills on the table.

Jeremy saluted him. “Whatever you say, boss!” It took three tries, but he got on his feet and slapped away Clive’s attempts to hold him up straight. “If I wanna walk sideways, I’ll walk sideways.”

“I take it back. You’re not cute at all,” Clive muttered.

“What’d ya say, Sir Knight? Do you have any Grey Poupon, Sir Knight?”

“Just walk to the car,” he grumbled. When they reached the parking lot, Raj’s soft voice carried over to them from a nearby car. Clive turned and waved at his hand in greeting but froze when he saw the topic he had just been discussing shaking hands with the knight. Fuck.

Raj looked at Desmond, and they exchanged some type of silent agreement with simultaneous nods. They walked over to them and stopped by Clive’s car.

“I didn’t expect to see you,” Raj said.

Clive tried not to glance at his drunk companion. “Likewise. Is the Great Mother asking for his cooperation again?”

Desmond loftily shrugged one arm. “Something like that.”

“How does she feel about you not being trustworthy?” If Raj wasn’t there, it would have been a golden opportunity to question Desmond about how well he really knew Levi. Gods, his luck had soured lately.

Desmond laughed. “Understandably cautious and rather practical.”

“Do you mind elaborating?”

“We should be going,” Raj interrupted. “I don’t want to hold you up.”

Or let anything slip about what you’re up to. Clive cleared his throat and faced Desmond. “I understand the threat to your life Perry was, but it would help me gravitate more to your side if I heard how the confrontation began.”

“I have the Great Mother’s knights to rely on, so it’s not your business to know.” Raj’s back stiffened slightly at being called the Great Mother’s, but Desmond continued as if he hadn’t meant to give insult. “The circumstances were personal, but I assure you, Perry pressed the issue.”

“But you knew we were dealing with other murders that Perry hadn’t committed. The deaths could continue.”

“Take out your penises,” Jeremy suddenly said very loudly.

Raj blinked. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

Jeremy pointed at Desmond and Clive. “Take out your penises and measure them.” He grinned like his words were in any way appropriate.

Clive scratched his forehead, not wanting to meet Raj’s eyes. “He drank a lot of wine.”

“After you got me nicked by a knife.” Jeremy wagged his finger. “I taunted a poltergeist.”

Desmond stepped closer to Jeremy with a predatory gleam in his eyes. “If you take yours out first, I’ll definitely show you mine.”

Jeremy licked his lips. “You’re hot when you’re not a dick.”

Desmond’s smile grew wider. “Funny, I was about to say the same thing about you.”

“That’s enough. We need to return to the office.” Clive grabbed Jeremy’s arm and guided him to his seat.

“I’ll call you later,” Raj said as he and Desmond walked away to end the very strange encounter.

Clive shook his head as he got in the driver’s seat. He looked at Jeremy, who was already knocked out. After he snapped the seat belt around Jeremy’s middle and then put his own on, he asked, “What is it with you being hit on by powerful men?”

Jeremy didn’t answer, lost in his drunken slumber and no doubt having the luxury of forgetting the embarrassing conversation.

 

 

JEREMY OPENED his eyes, and the first thing he saw was Simone giving him the stink eye. “What’d I do?” he asked as a yawn broke out of his mouth.

“You got propositioned by Desmond,” she said, as if the world was ending.

“When the fuck did that happen?”

Simone’s eyes widened. “You don’t remember?”

“Clive said he was pretty drunk,” Edarra said as she passed by Simone’s desk with a coffee mug in her hand.

Simone rolled her eyes in disgust. “You’ve been sleeping it off for two hours. Get your ass back to work.”

I saw Desmond? Jeremy racked his brain, but all he could remember were brief flashes of fried potatoes. Of course he pops up when he’s the reason I drank that much wine to begin with. He didn’t know not seeing him for almost two weeks would stress him out so badly. Physically, Jeremy was nowhere near the breaking point because of how much sex he’d gotten regularly, but his body and heart didn’t want to slip back in the habit of long separations. God, I’m fucked up.

“Lucky bastard,” Simone muttered while Jeremy stumbled to his office.

No. Lucky would be if I was seeing him tonight and…. What did he say to me?

 

 

BOMBASTIC MUSIC blared as the credits rolled, and Simone’s kids sang along with the music despite the lack of lyrics. Jeremy smiled. Watching the original Star Wars trilogy in a marathon never grew old.

“Everyone in pajamas!” Simone shouted. Her boys protested loudly, but not even Rudy could suppress his yawn.

Jeremy rubbed his hands together maniacally. “Enjoy your bedtime while I get more cake!” It was bad enough that Simone and Rudy were the poster couple for how soul mates meeting usually sparked a whirlwind of lust that led to domestic bliss, but creating the three most adorable children in the world meant he had to torment them. The boys were rambunctious but helpful with whatever their parents needed in playing hosts, and were the annoyingly cute combination of their parents that made people ooh and aah over Simone’s dark eyes and Rudy’s stub nose.

As the kids gained a much more energetic boost to their complaints, Simone looked ready to dump the popcorn remnants on his head. “You are such a dick,” she whispered out the corner of her mouth. “I see pajamas in the next five minutes, and you get a second small piece of—” Three sets of feet pounded up the stairs before she finished. Simone pointed at Jeremy. “Fix you a plate and get out, asshole.”

“Aww, I thought we were bonding.” Upon inspection of the Machado family’s DVD shelves, Jeremy deduced Rudy was the one responsible for the black-and-white sci-fi movies and naming their middle child Jules. The werewolf genre wedged next to teen slashers reeked of Simone’s warped sense of humor. He had been on his best behavior like a good little witch, handed over his wand at the door, and didn’t even pretend to conduct magic because he wanted the same respect returned if Simone came to his home. Jeremy pointed at the swear jar on the living room cabinet that was already a quarter full. “You need to put in two dollars.” All because she thought he’d cursed too much that one time she brought her kids to work at the job back in Kennesaw.

Simone took the amount out of her wallet and dropped it in the jar. “Don’t act like you’re not responsible for the rest of it.”

Rudy rose off the sofa with his bottle of hard root beer. “We should invite you more often, Jeremy. If you come every weekend, we can pay for all three boys’ college tuition.”

“I don’t curse that much,” Jeremy muttered. A soft sniffling caught his attention, and he followed the sound to where Clive hadn’t moved on the couch. He frowned. “Are you all right?”

Clive rubbed his eyes dry. “Yeah. It was unexpected to be reminded of home.”

Simone’s eyebrows shot up. “You have spaceships?”

“No, but those Ewoks are similar to our battle bears. Ours are three times as big, but they also joined us humans to defeat a great evil.” Clive looked up at them, his eyes still sparkling with tears. “Is this George Lucas originally from your world?”

Jeremy tilted his head to the side. “Yessss… I… think.” He glanced at Simone, who shrugged.

“Battle bears sound like worthy opponents,” Edarra said through a mouthful of cake. “I would love to fight one.”

“I have need of your restroom,” Clive said as he headed upstairs.

Jeremy walked to the swear jar where Simone was still standing and removed a five-dollar bill from his pocket. “Is he fucking with us?”

Simone shook her head. “His eyes were really red from crying. I didn’t mean to make him sad.”

“I kind of want to show him more films to see what other weird shit he has in his world.”

“Wow, you’re an asshole.” Simone put another dollar in the jar. Loud stomping returned, and she rolled her eyes. “The power of sugar.”

“Dammit, I have two dollars to use.”

“Too fucking bad, ya little shit. There you go. Two down.”

“What?”

“I provided entertainment and pizza. You can fork over money for my potty mouth.”

“Hypocrite!”

Simone pointed at the kitchen and said to her boys, “Then it’s teeth and bed.”

Rudy followed the kids into the kitchen but stuck out his head. “I suggest you all get some before I do,” he warned.

“He will finish it,” Simone said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Jeremy followed the male members of Simone’s family into the kitchen and proceeded to bogart his way in front of the boys. “I technically paid for this,” he said while slicing off a large chunk of cake.

“Never invite him again,” Simone’s eldest boy, Elijah, whispered to Rudy.

Rudy wrinkled his brow in thought. “I don’t know. I like the fear he instills in you three about loss of food.”

Jeremy looked up from the slice of cake he had just taken a bite from. “I can cut off another piece to seal this lesson in their minds.”

“No!” all three boys shouted in unison.

“Stop torturing them,” Simone said.

Edarra pointed at the pitcher of white sangria. “May I please have the recipe for that? It’s times like this I hate human open-carry laws.”

“Sure.” Simone pointed to the side of it. “Look on the counter next to the Sprite.”

“You sure are holding back,” Jeremy said. “I only saw you eat a small slice earlier.”

Simone waved away his comment. “I wasn’t very hungry.”

“I wonder if that has anything to do with the empty Oreo package I saw in your car.” Jeremy licked frosting off his fingers.

“You had cookies?” asked the youngest, Andres, his dark brown eyes staring at his mother like she had committed the greatest betrayal.

The cuteness was a gut punch to Jeremy, but Simone rolled her eyes, completely unaffected by the puppy gaze of her son. “That’s an empty wrapper I’ve had in my car forever.”

Elijah placed his hands on both his brother’s shoulders. “There’s only one way to find out.” He ran out of the kitchen with his brothers close behind him. Seconds later the front door opened and closed.

Simone gritted her teeth. “I know they are not going to sniff my car.”

Rudy crossed his arms. “I can’t blame them, Stingy. If you’re hoarding Oreos, the Thin Mints in the freezer are mine.”

Clive stomped down the steps with his phone in hand. “Where’d the boys go?”

“They went outside to play Columbo thanks to this dickhole,” Simone said as she pointed to Jeremy.

Jeremy finished wrapping his food in foil and put his hand on his hip. “Serves you right for that bloody swear jar.”

“Swearing while saying swear jar only proves my point.” Simone looked at Clive. “You were gone for pretty long. Is there any trouble we need to know about?”

“Just business for me to take care of,” Clive said. “I don’t mind being on the clock so late.”

Trouble, Jeremy thought. That was always the cause when Clive’s forehead made that weird line down the middle. Jeremy couldn’t tell if the crease was a scar or a natural indent. The knight’s timing was convenient because Jeremy’s smile started fraying the longer he watched what he and Desmond didn’t have.

Edarra straightened like she expected a fight to come any minute and welcomed it. Another clusterfuck coming their way would probably be the cherry on top of her version of a perfect night.

“If you want to wait until morning to tell me, I’ll allow it,” Simone said as the door burst open.

“I knew you lied!” Elijah cried out before he even entered the kitchen to point an accusatory finger at Simone.

Simone raised her face at the ceiling with her hand on her hip. “Especially if you take that troublemaker with you.”

 

 

AS SOON as they were on the road, Jeremy slapped his hands on the back of Clive’s seat. “What new disaster are we facing, oh fearsome knight?”

“A man and woman were brought into the ER with heart attacks and no prior health problems,” Clive said without taking his eyes off the road.

“Energy vamps?” Edarra asked.

“Likely, but one of them was home alone when they collapsed, and the other was at a party with friends. Neither encountered any strangers lately.” Clive’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “Either the vamps leeched the memories from their minds, or they’re draining their victims’ energy through an intermediary source. Information that might have been easy to garner if Perry was alive.”

“Debatable.” Defending Desmond was becoming a habit, and Jeremy would be glad when the knight found another focus for his frustration. “I doubt he was the type who would have squealed.”

“But he could have led us to whatever plot has been implemented or alerted us what to be on the lookout for.” Clive frowned in the rearview mirror. “Never discount any information you can gather. We need to find out the cause of this before more people die.”





Chapter 22

 

 

WATCHING CLIVE mope around the office for days wasn’t something Edarra enjoyed. After hitting a dead end because the heart attack victims were transported to another hospital under a Dr. Faradin’s orders, their investigation seemed pointless. Each clue was snatched up either by the Council or the Great Mother. For all her determination to use her strength to help people, she could only manage to save idiots. “There is no honorable way to do this,” Edarra explained for the fourth time as she held out the unfolded blanket. Pete, the first idiot, straining on the toilet for thirty minutes, thought he could beg his way out of his predicament, but it was pop a squat or get torn apart from the inside out.

Jeremy waved his hand for the client to speed up. “It’s not going to come out on its own.”

“Fuck you, Dave!” Pete shouted to his brother outside the door, who was just as guilty for bungling the summoning spell.

“I said I was sorry!” Dave, the second idiot, shouted back.

Pete gripped his knees and groaned.

Jeremy seemed less patient every minute, even though his part was easy. “I told you to stop paying attention to other shit.”

The client glared at him.

“Sorry, bloke,” Jeremy muttered. “Bad choice of words.”

“Why do you sound British all of a sudden?”

“I’m practicin’ for a play,” Jeremy said with that fake Southern accent.

Edarra sighed. Sometimes it sucks having inhuman strength. She glanced at her partner for the disgusting job. He really couldn’t find a spell to get it out?

“Fuck it, we’ll be here forever.” Jeremy yanked the client forward, and Edarra sprang to the side of them with the blanket open.

“Ugh.” With a cloth covering her gloved hand, Edarra grabbed for the client’s ass. At first her hand closed on something soft, but the tips of her fingers touched a hard object. She used her other hand to snatch on to it.

“Hey, hey, it’s moving!” the client screamed.

“You better have the enclosure ready.” If Jeremy didn’t and she had to glop onto the disgusting creature a second longer than she had to, it was going up his ass next.

Jeremy nodded.

“Okay.” She looked at the client. “Calm down and breathe slowly.”

“Oh-oh shit,” Pete whispered.

It’s a good thing this is an interdimensional being, or his butt would look like a xenomorph tore out of it. Edarra stepped back in a burst of speed she hadn’t used outside of Simone’s witch gym. The blanket jerked as the small goblin was enveloped. It screeched for its freedom, but Edarra calmly slammed the goblin against the tile floor. “Please stop, or I will break you.”

The goblin growled, but it stopped struggling.

“I’ll take that.” Jeremy held up a round glass globe with its lid on the floor, and Edarra slowly lowered the goblin inside. Jeremy locked the lid in place, chanting under his breath while orange light consumed the globe.

When the glow turned black, there was a small beep like what Edarra would hear when she left a phone message, and then the light disappeared, leaving a pearl sheen in its wake. Edarra looked at the client draped over his knees in unconsciousness. “At least we’ve already been paid.” She frowned at her arms, where she hadn’t been able to avoid smears of shit. “What kind of world has ass goblins?”

“The kind where witches perform magic above their expertise,” Jeremy said.

“Do we report this?” If the goblin fully entered their world, it didn’t seem like the sort of easygoing creature that would spread rainbows and love.

Jeremy made a sound between a tsk and a cough. “Their blunder was unintentional enough that I doubt they could replicate another portal. Besides, we’d be wasting easy money. These idiots are bound to muck up another spell and call us again.”

Edarra sighed as she looked at the spa tub and fancy sink that she doubted could hold more than a cup of water. “So they called us over Mia and Raj because we’re less likely to alert the Council?”

“Probably.”

“Does that kind of make us shady?” she asked while squirting hand soap up and down her arms.

“Just cheaper and less trouble,” Jeremy said. “Having no affiliation to any big player means we’re more likely to get the really desperate.”

“In other words, don’t look a gift horse of people needing saving in the mouth.”

“Yep.”

For a low-magic world, Earth Realm had its own complications. Not too good or evil, but a lot of gray. Edarra had lived in one extreme, but she wasn’t used to the middle ground yet.

Jeremy passed her a towel when she finally felt clean again. “On to the next job.”

 

 

THE DOOR opened, and Edarra blinked at the teen boy with black eyeliner and a headband keeping back his bangs. His eyes were red, and despite the dark makeup, he looked fragile.

“Are you Witches for Hire?” the boy asked.

“Yep,” Jeremy answered. “You the kid, Eric, with the sick cat?”

The teen turned pleading eyes on both of them. “Can you help her?”

Eric’s love for the sick pet motivated Edarra a hell of a lot more than the spoiled brats they had left behind with a sharp warning. But if she screwed this job up, she was gonna feel awful. Cats were adorable, and this kid was a sweetie. Edarra followed Jeremy inside the small house.

“She’s in here,” Eric said as he led them to the front window where a tree with a few straggly lights shone. A black-and-white cat lay on the floor next to the tree. Her eyes opened, but she made no effort to look at the guests. “Kerry’s been worse today, but she’s been sick for a week.”

Jeremy leaned down and gently stroked Kerry’s head.” He pulled back suddenly. “Shit!” He looked up Edarra. “Get Clive on the phone.” Next, he pointed at the boy. “You get out of here, and we’ll handle this.”

“I’m not leaving her alone,” Eric said firmly.

“Bloody hell. Fine.” Jeremy bit his thumb and blood glistened on its tip. He placed the digit over the cat’s mouth and whispered, his blue eyes glowing. The cat raised its head to lick it, at first with the tiniest strokes, and then long ones as it rolled onto its feet with renewed vigor. Jeremy handed the cat to the client, who laughed as Kerry bumped her head against his palm.

“What did you do?”

“Out!” Jeremy shoved the client at Edarra.

He gave it his energy, Edarra thought. If it’s been drained to this extent…. Edarra grabbed the boy’s free arm and dragged him outside. Whatever stole the energy was probably an item inside the house. She looked closely at Eric, whose eyes weren’t just dark from eyeliner. And it’s not only the cat that’s been affected.

“What’s going on?” Eric asked her.

“Your family might have picked up something bad recently.” Edarra pulled out her phone and called Clive.

“Are you finished?” Clive asked as soon as he picked up.

“We may have gotten a break about that other thing.” Edarra glanced at their client, frowning as he tried to catch every word of their conversation.

“Do you need help?”

“One moment.” Edarra hit Mute on her phone. “I know you’ve already paid, but since your cat is healthy again, please show your gratitude by not moving from this spot.”

Eric cradled Kerry—who was affectionately nibbling his shirt—to his chest. “I won’t move an inch.”

“Thanks.” Edarra rushed back in the house. “Jeremy!” she called out.

“Kitchen,” the witch answered.

Edarra followed his voice to a cramped space with every counter covered in dirty dishes.

“They’ve probably been too tired to clean.” Jeremy pointed to a healthy blooming poinsettia sitting on a small window ledge beside brown cacti.

“Is it cursed?”

“Not in the traditional sense. This isn’t aimed at the family. The plant’s job is to sap energy from unlucky buyers and adjust according to strange powers in its presence, like witches or anything not human.” Jeremy shook his head. “It’s sophisticated enough that only a witch looking for this would find it. Most might not realize what was happening to them until it was too late.”

Edarra looked back the way she had come. “Unless they have a poor pet that becomes affected first.”

“Correct.”

Edarra raised the phone to her ear again. “Did you hear all that?”

Clive sighed from the other end. “Yes. What’s the object?”

“A houseplant.”

“Can it be transported safely here?” Clive asked.

Edarra hit Speaker, so Jeremy could hear the knight too. “Clive wants to know if we can move it safely.”

Jeremy frowned. “Yes, but only if we destroy evidence. If we kill the goblin and put this thing in the globe, we can drive it around without problems. But my magic will seep into the spell, affecting it. If whoever this witch is goes to trial, she could say we framed her.”

“Damn,” Clive said with the sound of drawers closing in the background.

“What’s the unsafe way?” Edarra asked.

“One of us holds it in the backseat, so it’s at least some distance from the driver,” Jeremy explained.

“I’ll do it.” Edarra picked up the Christmas plant and began walking to the car without looking back at Jeremy. When she stepped outside, Eric still stood where he had been told to stay, and his cat rested on his shoulder. “Do you know where this plant was purchased?”

Eric scratched his head. “My mom got it from some truck parked at a gas station that’s connected to McDonald’s about half a mile that way,” he said while pointing down the road.

“Tell your parents not to buy any more, and give us a ring if you see the person who sold it,” Jeremy said as he unlocked his car doors. “One of us will call again today to ask for more details.” He hurried and got in the car.

Edarra climbed in the backseat. She clicked the Off button on her phone, but nothing happened. Edarra looked at the screen, and it was already black. Hm, I don’t even feel anything. If she hadn’t had the phone fully charged, she would have thought it was her imagination. She held the plant on her lap, and Jeremy drove away from the curb quickly. He must be driving fast for my sake. “You don’t have to kill us to get to the office. I can take whatever this energy-sucking plant can throw at me.” That’s what I’ve always been able to do no matter how I’ve failed; I can be strong.

At first, Edarra held the plant high on her knees, but halfway to the office, she noticed that her grip kept lowering. To do this to an Amazon was extraordinary. “You could probably kill an auditorium filled with people, and not one would notice their life was in danger until it was too late. If there are other poinsettias like this, it’s a big problem.” Edarra’s head drooped, and she shook her head.

“It’s working faster on you because it senses you’re not human,” Jeremy said, checking on her in the rearview mirror. His gaze flicked to her and back to the road several times.

“Don’t stop the car.” Edarra’s words slurred, but she didn’t loosen her grip.

“I would never defy an Amazon,” Jeremy said and pushed his foot harder on the accelerator.

Her eyes almost closed again, but a sharp keening jerked her alert. “What’s that sound?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“It sounds like….” Edarra tilted her head to the side so she could make it out. The sound was closer the lower she moved her head. She frowned at the goblin locked in the globe. “Ah. The goblin isn’t a happy camper.”

“Its energy is probably being drained too,” Jeremy said. “I have a protection spell on the engine, but I only have it on the front of the car.”

Obedient without question and thoughtful. We should be in more dangerous situations. The scenery outside her window became a blur, so Edarra focused on the gray seat covering in front of her to stay conscious. Edarra had no idea the car had stopped moving until Jeremy opened her door with a worried Clive standing next to him.

Clive stretched his arms out with a large pot of soil in them. “Place the plant in here.”

Edarra obeyed because she was too exhausted to question him. “Mission complete.”

“Rest as long as you need to in the car, and I’ll put this somewhere safe until the Council picks it up,” Clive said.

“I’ll go bug Simone for Oreos because she can’t say shit about me asking for you.” Jeremy patted Edarra on the shoulder and went inside the office with Clive.

Out of her pocket, her immigration-status card fell onto the pavement. Across the surface, the letters glowed golden and seemed to rearrange themselves. Instead of four heroic acts remaining, as it had appeared before, it now read three. Edarra’s lips trembled with a small smile. Well, what do you know? I guess in this world, I’m not such a failure anymore.





Chapter 23

 

 

JEREMY HUDDLED under the quilt as he clutched his hot chocolate in his father’s cozy living room. On the TV screen, Rudolph had reunited with his family, and the snow monster was sent packing. It’ll be weird if Clive watches this and goes, “Hey we have one of those too.” He looked into his mug of misshapen marshmallows that were mostly melted. Could I sit and watch Christmas movies with Desmond? Are we capable of domestic nonsense like that? The sex was great, but he’d forgotten what they were like when they weren’t in bed.

“What are you thinking about?” his father asked.

“Nothing I’ll tell you anytime soon.” Jeremy leaned back on the sofa so he could sit on his legs. “What’s next on the menu? Gremlins?”

His father frowned. “We watched that last night.”

“We didn’t watch the sequel.”

Laughing while he stood, the senator held his hands up in surrender. “All right. Another Gremlins movie, and then I pick the next one.”

He’s so picking White Christmas. “I’m good with that.” The doorbell rang, and Jeremy jumped to his feet. Since he had won the next movie pick, the least he could do was answer the door. “I need another refill, so I’ll go.” Jeremy shook his head as he walked down the hall. Who would so rudely show up this late on Christmas night? He peeked through the curtain and sucked in his breath through his teeth. Speak of the sexy magician, and he appeared. Jeremy opened the door to Desmond dressed in a long gray coat. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

“I wasn’t sure if I was coming over until now.” Desmond held up a blue package covered in cartoon characters. “There weren’t a lot of wrapping paper options left yesterday.”

“What is it?” Jeremy asked as he stared at the oblong shape.

“It’s a chocolate log.” Desmond cleared his throat. “I didn’t want to overstep my boundaries by giving you an extravagant gift. A cake seemed like less pressure.”

Jeremy cocked his head to the side. “That’s a mouthful of subtext.” Him and my dad in the same house again. This will be interesting. He stepped away from the door so Desmond could enter. “A brief visit. I’m watching movies with my dad.”

“You did always like celebrating the holidays,” Desmond murmured.

In the old days they stayed in bed until Christmas passed. Jeremy closed the door behind Desmond and heard the stomp of his father’s feet.

“Who is it?” Senator Ragsdale asked. He stopped in his tracks when he caught sight of Desmond. “Is everything okay, Jeremy?”

“Yeah, we’re just gonna talk.”

Desmond held out the log cake to Jeremy’s father. “It’s something to eat for dessert tonight or tomorrow.”

His father blinked at the present, but he took it. “I’ll put this in the kitchen while you talk.”

When they were alone, Jeremy stuck his hands in his pockets. “Why are you here?”

“I’m tired of playing games. I love you. That hasn’t changed since we’ve parted, and I want what we used to have.”

Jeremy’s legs went numb, but he stayed on his feet. It was just a cake and a phrase Desmond used to tell him every day. There was no reason for his body to have hysterics and twitch from head to foot with the urge to throw himself in Desmond’s arms. Too damn silly! Jeremy shook his head to clear it. “We’ve been over this before. It’s too dangerous, and you have energy vamps on your ass. It’s not really the time to have this discussion.”

“We have sex, some giant threat pops up, and then we have to lie low. Maybe instead of going through crises alone, we’re better together.”

“Desmond, it never works out.”

“When have we given it a real chance since you left England?” Desmond raised his hand before Jeremy could interrupt him. “I’m not bringing that up to blame you, because I think the space between us was necessary. We both became better adults than the stupid kids we used to be, and you’re the one who saw that we needed to change. But I think we’ve waited long enough.” His dark gaze stared into Jeremy relentlessly. “The us right now is probably the best version there will ever be, and we have to make a decision if we’re going to continue this cycle for the rest of our lives.” Desmond pointed at the two of them. “Like today. I want to spend Christmas with the man I love, and I don’t want to be at this point in another year. Is that what you want?”

Jeremy’s vision blurred as Desmond spoke. Why can’t he call me an asshole or a coward? He could take it when they were angry at each other, but earnestness between them clawed its way into his heart no matter how hard he rejected it. “How would it work?”

“By being honest. I started by telling you how I feel, and I want to know how you feel too.” Desmond smiled. “I’m not saying you have to say anything right away, but I want whatever’s between us to move.”

“You already know we’re soul mates,” Jeremy whispered.

“There’s a difference between a spell telling me I’m the only one for you and hearing those words come out of your mouth.”

Jeremy laughed despite the tears falling down his cheeks. “I hate when you’re charming.”

“I’m being really patient and not asking if that’s a yes.” Desmond brushed Jeremy’s tears away. “Think about your answer, so you can be sure about what your decision will be. Because if you say yes, I’m going all in.”

“Is this an inappropriate time to say ‘that’s what he said?’”

“I’m okay with you making a joke that’s not at the expense of my feelings.”

Jeremy sniffled. “And you made me cry.”

Desmond closed the distance between them. He stroked his finger down Jeremy’s nose and smiled. “Then we’re even. I’ll be going. Try not to avoid me too long.”

“Smartass.”

“Merry Christmas, Angel.” Desmond moved his finger to Jeremy’s chin and touched Jeremy’s bottom lip. He then stepped back, tipped his hat, and walked out of the Ragsdale house.

Jeremy’s father poked his head around the corner from the living room. “You’re sure that you’re okay?”

Jeremy nodded as he wiped his face on his shirtsleeve. “You must think I’m an idiot for letting him back in my life.”

Hesitantly, Jeremy’s father came around the corner and set his mug on the kitchen counter. “I don’t know what to think. That man is a hell of a lot more grown than that asshole who was on our stoop six years ago. As a matter of fact, both of you have changed a lot. I trust your judgment.” He squeezed Jeremy’s shoulder. “It’s your decision to make, so don’t let my thoughts influence it.”

“Why do things have to be so complicated with the two of us?”

“Your problem was probably meeting him too soon. You both would have been happier meeting now than as kids.”

“It’s funny how I still wouldn’t trade our pasts for someone else’s if it meant we always got along. Does that sound wrong to you?”

Jeremy’s father shrugged. “That’s love.”

 

 

JEREMY HOVERED somewhere in a warm state of not quite sleep but not alert either. Finally after several hard years, he was ending this one on a cautiously good note with Desmond. No fighting or accusations. Maybe we really are leaving our cycle of self-destruction. He could make the hard decision tomorrow. For now, he’d sleep—

“Jeremy!” His father frantically shook him awake.

Jeremy blinked his sleepy eyes open. “What is it?”

His father pointed at the TV. Across the screen, a breaking news bar flashed: DESMOND THE GREAT HOSPITALIZED AFTER COLLAPSING.

“That isn’t possible.” Jeremy’s stomach dropped, and he blinked several times to see if the words would change. Nothing could hurt Desmond. He was always the last fighter standing. Jeremy sprang to his feet. What do I do? We’re supposed to stay away from each other publically while Perry’s death is still recent. He put his hands on his forehead. What do I do? His back straightened with resolve. I have to see him. He listened to the report until it repeated the hospital’s name where Desmond had been taken. “Dad, I’m leaving.”

“Is it safe?” Senator Ragsdale asked as he watched Jeremy put on a coat.

“No, but I can’t leave him alone.”

His father smiled. “I’d say you’ve already made up your mind.” He pointed to the area of the house where his room was. “Take anything from my supplies that you need, and don’t let your guard down when you get there.”

Jeremy nodded. “Don’t worry. The scariest person in that building is going to be me.”

 

 

HE CLUTCHED the steering wheel so hard while he drove that his knuckles were white. I had one good talk with Desmond, and that vamp thinks she has the right to take him away from me? Gods help him, every death spell in his memory ran through his head, ready to be used if he caught sight of Rosaline. Jeremy’s nostrils flared the angrier he became, forcing him to breathe deeply so he wouldn’t lose control of his car. Remain calm now, so you can take your anger out on that bitch later. He pulled into the hospital lot and parked quickly. News reporters crowded the side of the building, but Jeremy snuck past them with an illusion of an EMT worker hanging over him. Beyond the sliding doors, cops patrolled the lobby but paid him no mind as he walked toward the reception desk. Jeremy smiled at the nurse attending it. “Where has Desmond been placed?” he asked with magic seeping into his voice to make her answer truthfully.

The nurse frowned and shook her head. “I’m sorry, but only his physician can know that.”

She should have given it freely to him. Jeremy frowned. Someone already put a spell on her. He stretched his hand out toward the nurse’s head, power flaring from his fingertips. If digging it out of her head by force was what he had to do, so be it.

“Jeremy.”

His magic died out in surprise, and he turned to see Simone and Edarra standing impatiently.

“You finally got the message,” Simone said. She started walking away without seeing if Jeremy followed her. “We told you we got him stashed on the fifth floor.”

They must have left a message on my phone, Jeremy thought.

“It’s amazing to see a witch brought down by something so old,” Edarra said as she followed Simone, and Jeremy rushed to keep up with them.

“What kind of spell was used?” he asked.

“A Snow White hex.” Simone shook her head as if she still couldn’t believe it. “I know. It’s so 1700s, but it worked like a charm. True love’s kiss is the only way he’s waking up.”

As they got in the elevator, Jeremy’s shoulders relaxed. He leaned his back against the wall and tried not to smile. It was a great spell to take out a witch other than Desmond.

“Wow, you’re smiling because Desmond got taken down a peg.” Simone rolled her eyes. “You’re as bad as Clive.”

The doors opened to an empty floor.

“We moved the patients to another level for their safety,” Edarra said. “If things get ugly, I need elbow room.”

Clive approached them. “I’m surprised you got here so soon,” he told Jeremy.

“Well, late by our standards,” Simone said.

Clive looked up and down the hallway. “Be that as it may, I’m glad we have all hands.”

Jeremy frowned. “Why are we the only ones guarding him? You’d think the Council or the Great Mother would send their people.”

“About that….” Clive motioned at the valet Jeremy had seen by Desmond’s side since he had arrived in America. “He insisted on us being the only ones to handle security, so the Council’s people are concentrated on the patients.”

“It was my master’s request in case he fell ill from a curse,” Vince, the ever quiet valet, said from behind them.

In order to save Desmond, Jeremy needed to separate him from the others. “Did you see how it happened?”

Vince nodded. “An apple from a fruit tray. It was such an old-fashioned curse that no one really has protection against it anymore.”

“They probably knew that Desmond could only love himself the most.” The more Clive talked, the more Jeremy wanted to throw him out of a window.

Vince cleared his throat. “I would appreciate not insulting my master while he’s incapacitated. One would almost think you show this bravery only while he’s asleep.”

Jeremy glared at him, pretending to reach for his wand in anger. “Care to put money on that?”

Clive put his hands between them. “Forgive us for being insensitive. I wouldn’t like it if similar words were said about my friends either.” He turned to Edarra. “Please guard the elevator doors. I’ll stick to the windows, and Simone and Jeremy can handle Desmond’s door.”

Jeremy looked at Simone. “Do you mind starting a barrier while I grill him?”

Simone raised her eyebrow. “Why can’t you do it?”

“Because we need to make sure this building won’t lose its stability if energy vamps attack, and we have to start quickly.”

Simone nodded. “You work on skin protection, and I’ll get your barrier.”

“I swear, you act like I never work,” Jeremy muttered. He turned back to the knight. “I’m going to find whatever metal I can and form them into gloves.”

“I’ll go watch the hall with Edarra,” Clive said, and he left the valet and Jeremy alone.

When Simone stalked away and placed her hands on the wall next to Desmond’s door, Jeremy whispered to Vince, “During an attack is the only way to do this subtly. When I give the signal, do a spell that’s loud and bright.”

“Of course, Mr. Ragsdale.” Vince looked at Jeremy with such a surety of trust that he would wake up Desmond that Jeremy fought the urge to hug him.

He never doubted that I would come. “What do you have up your sleeve? You always have the sneakiest things.”

Vince smirked and pulled a heptagon object from his pocket. “Just a few things, sir.”

Jeremy grinned. “Sneaky and nasty. That’s why I’ve always liked you.”

 

 

SIMONE STARED at the floor. Black spots crumbled the tiles and spread cracks along the surface. “The evil witch’s brigade has come to kill Snow White.”

“Fuck!” Clive cried out.

If he’s dropping f-bombs, then this can’t be good, Simone thought. The cracks stopped, but new black spots appeared on the walls. They stopped after barely forming. Take that, fuckers! “What’s the trouble on your end?” she asked the knight.

“I have to leave the fight.” Clive frowned as he held up his staff. “Your barrier can protect the hospital for a time, but they have a powerful talisman that’s draining patients. Many are going to die if I don’t find the wielder.”

“Go, and I’ll take point on defense,” Edarra shouted. She bent her metal-gloved fingers. “Their powers are going to have a hard time working on me with these on.”

“I’ll take down whatever I see in my way, but if you have to choose between Desmond and the hospital… do what you have to do.” Clive ran to the elevators.

Simone caught Jeremy muttering, “That’s not a hard decision for you to make.”

She looked at Jeremy. “Passive aggressive much?”

“I’m simply noting a ‘save all innocents, but the sinners should be left to drown’ statement when I hear one,” Jeremy said.

“I don’t think he sees things as black and white as you think.”

“Wow, I thought you were Desmond’s number-one groupie.”

Simone shook her head. “Whatever. I don’t have time for this.” She shouted to Edarra, “Anything else looking wonky on your end?”

“Not yet—stay where you are!” Edarra squatted low with her leg back, and the corner wall burst apart as something huge broke through it. She caught the muscle-bound behemoth with their hands interlocking.

Jeremy’s eyebrows rose to his hairline. “He looks like the fucking Hulk.”

“He probably juiced up on his way over here,” Simone said. The wall crumbled more, and a man the same size as his companion bumped past Edarra. “Our turn.” She had to put more magic than she normally would into the barrier to protect the integrity of the hospital’s structure, so plan B was now her only option. As the juggernaut ran toward her, Simone placed her hand on her hip, obscured by her long coat. At least he’s not inhumanly fast like Edarra. When the man reached her, Simone grabbed the handle of her machete and stepped to the side as she slashed the near-giant’s throat. The other energy vamp bellowed, and out of the corner of her eye, Simone saw that Edarra had twisted his body like a corkscrew. Simone’s opponent dropped to the floor on his knees, trying to stop the bleeding at his throat. The floor buckled under him, and blood gushing from his wound slowed. Shit! The barrier isn’t stopping him from draining energy out of the parts that he’s touching.

“You want help?” Jeremy called out.

“Shut up!” Simone tightened her hand on the weapon. “You should not have come here.” That’s the only guilty sentiment he’s getting. Simone clutched the machete with both hands and swung as hard as she could under the man’s chin. His head flew off, and the floor under him returned to its original state. “Edarra! Treat them like zombies!”

“Got it!” Edarra slammed her fists into the energy vamp left standing, snapping his or her arm sockets, and gripped her opponent’s head. With a hard yank, the energy vamp’s head tore off.

“Oh shit,” Simone whispered. “Score for the good guys!”

“That is fucked-up,” Jeremy said in an awed voice.

Edarra looked back at them. “Three more are on their way.”

“God, these fuckers don’t know when to quit. Can you fight one on your own?” she called out to Jeremy. I think all he has is that useless switchblade.

“I have the old man to help me out.” Jeremy slapped the shoulder of his new buddy.

I swear, he gets along with the weirdest people. “I take it back: you’re still lazy.” He has the most magic, so if we go down, he better fucking make sure we don’t die. Simone flexed her fingers. “Let’s do it!” she shouted. In preparation for her next fight, she really needed to search for cooler sayings.

 

 

WHEN TOSSER number five or six—bloody hell, there were a ton of these guys—tried to double-team Simone, Jeremy brought his fingers to his lips and whistled. “Sleeping magician, come and get him!”

The idiot actually turned around instead of diminishing their opponent’s odds like sensible monsters.

All that energy was probably clouding their judgment. Another reason why witches turned energy vamps were pathetic. Jeremy snapped his fingers and light flashed from Vince’s direction. While Jeremy had been spellcasting, he’d thrown in a little something extra for a powerful illusion mixed in with hypnosis. To the others, the energy vamp ran at full speed, but in reality, he was now slowed to a snail’s pace. Jeremy dashed into Desmond’s room and laid eyes on his unconscious form. Just like the legends of the curse, Desmond didn’t look sickly. His cheeks bloomed with color, and it would have surprised no one if his eyes opened at that very moment.

To pull it off without alerting the others, Jeremy had to be quick, but it was hard to ignore the fact that Desmond was almost taken from him. “You’re not allowed to leave me,” Jeremy whispered. He bent over Desmond’s still body. “We’ve had our problems over the years, but love was never one of them.” He thought about England. How they’d met as boys first learning to use their magic, and he’d invited Desmond to his home to show him what real family was like because Desmond’s parents were useless wankers. Jeremy remembered the time they had first made love, and the first time he had slept in Desmond’s arms. He pictured Desmond standing on his stoop, awkwardly holding a chocolate cake. This was not the time for cowardice. Jeremy brushed black strands off Desmond’s face. “I love you.” He joined their lips softly. Desmond’s eyes twitched. Then they opened like they should do for many years to come. The smallest frown touched his forehead, and Jeremy stroked the line away. “Now stop being a laze-about, Mr. Great Magician.”

Aware of what little time was left in his spell, Jeremy ran to the hall where the energy vamp was still moving agonizingly slowly while the illusion showed him hunched over struggling doppelgangers of Jeremy and Vince. Jeremy waved his hand, and the real energy vamp fell on Vince in the exact place of the illusion. Jeremy hurriedly slid on the floor to end up in his doppelganger’s location and chanted for the illusion to end. The energy vamp on top of him suddenly flew into the one giving Simone trouble. They tangled into a floating ball and then hit Edarra’s two opponents. All four gathered into a ball of limbs crunching into each other with blood spurting out, but not down. Their own blood circled them as they compacted into a sphere like a condensing star.

“That is fucked-up,” Simone said with a sickly look on her face. “Are you doing that, Jeremy?”

“Nope.” Jeremy stood and helped Vince up. Behind them, Desmond walked out of his room fully clothed.

“Hot damn.” Simone faced Desmond rather than watch the flesh ball growing smaller and smaller.

When nothing but a large red stone hovered in the energy vamps’ wake, Desmond clasped it in his hand. “I appreciate you defending me. I’ll dispose of the rest of the trash.”

Jeremy shivered. Is it bad that I’m really turned on right now?

“Are you rested, sir?” Vince asked his boss.

“Yes. Please bring the car around while I finish here,” Desmond said as if he was discussing an after-dinner ride.

“Of course, sir.” Vince followed Desmond into the elevator while Jeremy and his coworkers stood speechless.

“There aren’t many times that I can say this, but he’s pretty badass even by my world’s standards,” Edarra said.

“He is Desmond the Great,” Simone said as she took out her phone. When it was answered by Clive, she smiled. “Guess who just managed to beat a fucking Snow White curse?”

 

 

THE DOORBELL rang, and Jeremy froze in his chair. He had waited hours for that sound when he returned home from the hospital, but it still made him nervous. No matter how much time it took for Desmond to evade the paparazzi who had separated them almost immediately once his recovery was announced, there was no turning back after Jeremy revealed his true feelings. He knew Desmond was behind the door. If I open it, everything between us will be different. Am I ready for that? Jeremy stood and walked to the door. Yes. He opened it, not surprised to see Desmond on the other side. “You took longer than I thought.”

“Traffic, and I made sure no one followed me.” Desmond cupped Jeremy’s chin, but he didn’t move closer. “I can’t wait anymore. Not after what I felt.”

“I know.” Jeremy’s breath caught in his throat, but he looked Desmond in the eyes and spoke clearly. “What do we do now?”

“You kiss me and everything will be okay.”

Jeremy closed his eyes. I should have known he’d expect me to make the first move. He opened his eyes and lunged forward, closing his mouth over Desmond’s and holding the magician as tightly as humanly possible. Desmond’s tongue greeted his, just as desperate to embrace. No insults, no favors, just us how it used to be. His feet were caught in Desmond’s unyielding gait, forcing him to walk back. He smiled and tried to talk, but Desmond sealed their lips again before any words left Jeremy’s mouth. All right, all right. We can walk and kiss. They walked like that into the hall. Jeremy heard his belongings scrape over the floor as Desmond magically scooted any object out of their way.

Jeremy’s back brushed the door before it snapped against the wall. Don’t think you’re the only one who’s impatient. He stared at Desmond’s clothes, and they whipped off the magician’s body. Desmond did the same, and Jeremy could barely stay on his feet as his pants slid away. When they were both naked, an invisible force snatched Jeremy from behind, and he was placed gently on the bed. His drawers staggered out of their dressers, one after another until a bottle of lube flew out of the third one and floated to Desmond’s hand. He held on to the bottle for a long moment and stared at Jeremy.

Jeremy frowned. “What’s wrong?”

Desmond shook his head. “Nothing. This is a perfect moment, and I just want to—” He broke off as Jeremy floated him to the bed as he had done.

When Desmond was close, Jeremy wrapped his arms around his neck. “Hurry up and fuck me.” Laughter filled his ears, and then Desmond nibbled his chin.

“Stop being impatient, brat.”

“Then fuck me already. Unf!” Jeremy blinked at the ceiling. That bastard pushed me down. He tried to turn, but he was magically frozen on his back. He glared at Desmond. “My need to be fucked is lessening.”

Desmond leaned over Jeremy’s cock until his mouth hovered over the tip. “Now?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Rising, but could use a little encouragement.”

Instead of his tongue, Desmond rubbed his thumb across the end of Jeremy’s cock. “Fast or slow?”

Jeremy inhaled deeply as he visualized the symbols on his body and relaxed controls that he hadn’t touched in years. “I’ll take anything you can give.”

Desmond fully engulfed Jeremy’s cock with his hand. “We’ll see about that.”

Without speaking, both men unleashed their power upon each other, exchanging unearthly pleasure until they fell in each other’s arms and shook from the aftereffects.

Jeremy locked Desmond close to him with his thighs, and then Desmond was inside him. Magic flooded through him, and for a brief moment they floated as their powers linked to one another.

“My Angel,” Desmond whispered as they hit the bed again.

Incoherent groans escaped Jeremy’s lips as Desmond and a tidal wave of magic fucked him in unison. Nothing was ever going to be as good as this, and Jeremy was done lying to himself that he could give it up.





Chapter 24

 

 

“I CAN’T find another way. I looked everywhere, but I can’t find her.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes at the phone he had on speaker. His superb mood from fucking day and night for a week wasn’t supposed to be ruined by nearly a dozen requests to find Desmond’s soul mate. The calls started innocently enough every time. Some plea to appeal to his soft heart.

“Have you ever been in love?” the lying bastard continued.

“No, Mr. Sheffield. What would you like Witches for Hire to do for you?” Here it comes.

The man sighed. “I know it will cost a lot of money, but… is there any way you could do a locating spell for a true love. I swear, she was the one.”

Jeremy’s finger stroked down his cheek. “Do you have strands of her hair?”

“No, I was hoping we could work around that.”

“A more general spell?” Jeremy asked. He scooted the black tablet resting on his desk into his hand.

“Yes, that sounds perfect! We went to a magic show, so maybe a ticket stub will do?”

“I’ll see what I can do and call you back later,” Jeremy said. “When is the best time?” He closed his eyes and pictured himself and Desmond. If his intentions are foul, do him harm as he would inflict. Jeremy opened his eyes as the man kept rambling.

“Thank you again,” the man said when he finished.

Jeremy grinned. “You’re welcome.” He hung up.

“I hope that was with the aim of self-defense.” A tall man stood in front of him wearing a cream suit that made his skin strikingly darker against it.

How the hell did he sneak up on me? Jeremy glared at the man. He had no hair and, just like Salvatore, was at an indeterminate age that Jeremy couldn’t tell if it was by choice or nature. Across from him on the shelf, a teddy bear angel statue’s eyes had gone from black to red. “It was part of a job.” Jeremy leaned back in his chair calmly, even though he wanted to reach inside his jacket for his wand. Maybe he didn’t figure out too much of what that conversation was about from just my end.

“There has been a great deal of chatter since the incident with Desmond, and I came to request that if any specific details about that event become clarified for this agency, the Council would like to be informed,” the stranger said with his hands folded over his stomach.

Oh that’s brilliant. A fucking Council member is trying to track down Desmond’s soul mate. Does this whole fucking city want a way to control Desmond? Jeremy smiled like no one was trying to use him like a damned leash. “That decision is Clive’s to make, Faradin.” Jeremy knew the physical description of all members except him. He waved his hand at the otherwise empty office as Faradin’s brow rose at his guess. “As you can see, I’m the only one here.”

“Then please deliver my message to the knight.” Faradin didn’t deny the accusation and folded his arms behind his back. “Good day, Mr. Ragsdale, and be careful with those curses so we don’t have to pay you a more official visit.”

“Yes, yes, we wouldn’t want that.” Asshole, Jeremy thought. When the door closed behind the Council member, Jeremy jimmied the food drawer Simone had forbidden him from going inside of. The drawer popped open, but Jeremy didn’t reach down immediately for the bag of chips. He hovered his hand over them, sending the tiniest shock of magic below his fingers. The air crackled, and he sighed. “What kind of mean person puts hexes on snacks?” He growled and dialed Simone’s phone.

After three rings, Simone picked up. “What part of ‘we really have to be quiet when approaching a salamander’s lair’ do you not fucking understand?”

“Faradin came by to say some cryptic shit, and I want to stress eat.”

“And?”

“You have chips,” Jeremy whined.

“All you have to do is go to the damn….” Simone sighed.

“That’s right. I’m not allowed to leave since I’m answering the phone.”

“Oh my God, fine, just stop fucking calling.” The line clicked off.

Jeremy put his phone down and eagerly grabbed the chips without a reaction from whatever spell Simone had on the thing. He ripped open the bag and filled his mouth with nacho cheese goodness. At least munching would stop him from being dumb and calling Desmond. Who knew what eavesdropping spells that fucker Faradin might have left behind. Jeremy groaned. I should probably do a couple seeking and cleansing spells so I’m sure. All because I’m stuck here since Simone is registered to handle dangerous flame animals. Who gets weird licenses like that, anyway?

 

 

“YOU WORKED in a pet shop?” Clive asked Simone as she left out food treats for the mini fire beast.

Simone nodded. “It was good money when I was planning a wedding. It just made sense to keep up my license in case it ever came in handy.” She laid down her last piece of raw cod. “Trapping some jackhole’s illegal pet wasn’t what I had in mind, but it’s kind of fun.”

Clive held up the long whistle she had given him. “Are you sure it will come at me?”

“It’s gonna want something a lot more substantial than sewer rats.” Simone stepped back and hurried behind a wall. She stuck her thumb up, and then Clive blew the whistle. Orange flared down the alley, and she thanked every deity she served that she wasn’t the one luring it out. She flexed her hand from a remembered sting that had burned and itched for days. A nearby trash can rattled, and red streamed past the building Simone hid behind as the serpentine figure flew to the bait… which was really bad, because salamanders didn’t fly. Oh shit. She waved her hands frantically at Edarra to bag it right then.

Edarra sprang from her hiding place and wrapped a leather bag over the feasting wyrm.

She jumped to Edarra’s side, and despite the Amazon’s hold, it started to escape her grasp.

Clive pointed his staff at the creature, but it was immune to most magic. Nothing happened. “What’s going on?”

“It’s not a salamander. It’s a fucking wyrm!” Simone snatched part of the bag to keep Edarra from flying off and dragged her weight down. How the fuck did someone get this past Customs?

Clive rushed to them and placed his hands on the bag. The leather hardened into black rock under their hands, forcing Simone to drop it from its heavy weight.

Edarra stood without budging an inch, still holding a friggin’ boulder. “Much better.”

Simone shook her head. “That thing is probably three hundred pounds.” She turned to Clive. “What did you do?”

“I coated it in lava rock with actual lava inside. Wyrms aren’t fond of cold weather, so that should make it cozy.”

“Good thinking.” Simone put her hand on her hips. “While that was fun, we just earned a shit ton of paperwork with the Council, who’ve already paid us a visit today. I don’t know what the client was thinking. Even we have to report a creature like this.”

“It would make an amazing pet,” Edarra said with wide pleading eyes. She tilted her head at Clive and batted her lashes.

The knight laughed. “I’m tempted too, but none of us are keeping one.”

Edarra’s shoulders slumped.

Simone put her arm around the Amazon. “I’ll make it up to you with dinner since we’ll be signing shit until midnight.”

 

 

JEREMY WALKED to his car after closing up the office. He couldn’t believe none of his uptight coworkers had thought to take pictures. He’d never seen a wyrm before. Otherworlder books claimed their venom was among the fastest and deadliest among most magical creatures. Simone gave him chips, so he only had the right to air his complaints at Clive. I swear, I work with the dullest people. Jeremy unlocked his car door.

“Mr. Ragsdale, a moment of your time, please,” Salvatore said as he stepped out of the shadows.

Jeremy pointed at the man. “Lurking is how people get cursed. If this is about the wyrm, I wasn’t there, so there’s no reason why I have to fill out paperwork.”

“That’s not why I’m here.” Salvatore stopped a few feet away.

Jeremy looked at the Council member in his long coat and hat sitting low on his head. For once, the man’s cigar was gone, and they weren’t inside a building. “Quitting the habit?”

“No. I don’t smoke when I’m on duty.”

Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want?” He’s probably disabled my car. If I open all the magic channels in my body at once, I might stand a chance against him.

“A long time ago, I interviewed a man who had spoken with Desmond when he was on a bender.” Salvatore took a step closer. “It was when he first arrived in America, and Desmond complained about following a lover who’d abandoned him in London.”

All his bloody secrecy, and he blabbed our life story in the first pub he got sloshed in?

“Travel records weren’t as well-kept back then,” Salvatore continued. “But after some years we finally tracked down the employees working the phone desks for months ahead of the time Desmond arrived.”

“Where are you going with this?”

Salvatore ignored Jeremy’s question and kept talking. “In order not to disrupt their lives and still achieve the answers we wanted, we had to perform a delicate memory spell that lasted for several years. Every weekend, these workers write a letter to us with names from manifests. It has been slow going, but I had a funny feeling about you, and the way Desmond acts when other men approach you. And the accents, of course. You do have a more refined voice, but underneath when you’re upset, it’s the same as Desmond’s.”

Jeremy thrust his jaw out. “Prove it.”

Salvatore smiled. “That’s what I’m explaining. We did. I ran your name through the spell, and a woman sent back your full name and itinerary connected to your ticket.”

Jeremy braced himself, unlocking as many of the controls on his body as he could, but darkness surrounded him. Not sucking away his power like an energy vamp, but compressing against him with so much magic that it suffocated him.

“I’m sorry to be so forward, but we want you to come along quietly,” Faradin said as he materialized with his arms around Jeremy.

Everything was too fuzzy for Jeremy to break away. The darkness comforted him, and he sank against Faradin without fighting.

Salvatore stood over Faradin’s shoulder in the dark fog, growing smaller and smaller. “I’m jealous that you get to hold him,” he said before dwindling to nothing.

 

 

A HARD banging sounded at the door, each thump louder than the last. Jeremy sighed. He could ask for entry, but he’s too pissed to care. Salvatore smirked at him, and Jeremy shifted uncomfortably. It is kind of embarrassing that kidnapping me makes him this angry. He tried to see if there was any give in his restraints, but they wouldn’t budge. Jeremy glanced at the four depressingly powerful Council members he had woken up to find seated at a long table across from his much shorter one where his arms were stretched along the surface. The torches of gray flames that shone a washed-out cast over the room reminded Jeremy more of a tinted Instagram photo than it gave the presence of being treated to an audience of near omnipotent beings. Perhaps if he hadn’t peeked inside that hell dimension when he first took on for-hire jobs, he would have been intimidated.

But that weird light wasn’t for show. Magic from the life force of the earth and what he assumed were other worlds pulsed along his channels in small zaps, itching along his skin as if they were fighting for dominance over his body. Jeremy didn’t know what would happen if one of the entities won, and getting out was his best shot at not finding out. Jeremy opened his mouth to yell at Desmond, but black cracks appeared in the double doors. The entrance crumbled like glass, and Desmond, suffused with power, climbed through the hole.

Faradin clapped slowly. “Always the showman.”

Desmond ignored him, walking until he kneeled down by Jeremy so their faces were inches apart. “Did they hurt you?”

Worried eyes moved up and down Jeremy’s body to confirm he hadn’t suffered a magical ailment or physical harm, but Desmond still waited for his answer like a puppy that’d lost its toy.

“I’m fine. I’m not happy, but I’m fine.”

Desmond jerked his cape over his shoulder in a cascade of cloth that settled down his back. Magic or no magic, Desmond was the only one who could pull it off without looking like an idiot. “You’ve overstepped your bounds, you arrogant joyless tosspots!”

“This session has been called because of the black aura you came into our territory with,” said the Amazon member, Reza. Her brown skin was lighter than Faradin’s, but her long curly hair was equally dark as his eyebrows. “An explanation of its origin should have been delivered to us, but we received nothing.”

A blond man who looked like an over-the-hill rocker, who fit Council Member Leo’s description to a T, pushed his hair behind his ear. “You have your quick rise to fame to thank for our lenience.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes at the punk rocker wannabe’s Southern accent, which was thicker than his fake one. “You detained me because you think I have evidence condemning Desmond. That’s absurd.”

“Your departure from England and Desmond’s aura changing hold a close time line,” Faradin said.

“But you can’t prove it without invading my mind. I assume it’s my mind since you think I’m weaker than Desmond and won’t put up much of a fight.” Jeremy tsked. “These actions are on par with the energy vamps.”

“We’ll discuss them later.” Salvatore leaned forward in his seat. “Right now, we’re discussing you. Will you consent to the mind reading?”

Jeremy glared at the whole table, not caring how powerful their combined strength was. “Sod off.”

Desmond squeezed Jeremy’s shoulder. “What he said goes double for me. We’re leaving, and you’ll get a fight if you try to stop us.”

Biceps bulged as Reza flexed her arms, given free rein to display her strength thanks to a sleeveless red bodysuit. “I won’t turn down your offer if you’re dumb enough to mean it.”

“Desmond, do what they say for now.” Jeremy wasn’t relenting, but the gray light the flames cast indicated they were confined somewhere between worlds. If the Council had control of a nexus, Jeremy and Desmond combining their strength wouldn’t be a match for four witches draining power from who knew how many realms. He looked at the place where Desmond had entered, and the hole was gone. Desmond must have noticed it too, because he hadn’t let go of his arm. Maybe they could link and latch onto the nexus themselves, but the Council had the benefit of knowing which worlds they were connected to. Hell dimension, dragon world—they could end up draining the wrong kind of magic or getting sucked anywhere. “As I said, they have no proof other than we’re lovers.”

“We told you—” Faradin started, but Jeremy interrupted him.

“You told me a supposition without evidence. Yes, I might have left England around the time of the imagined crime you think Desmond committed, but that doesn’t make me a witness.” Jeremy moved his fingers slightly in the direction of Desmond, who quietly pulled out the chair next to him. Legal arguments were tedious, but his father was a politician who had thought it best to educate him in witch and human laws. “If he is guilty, you should have detained him alone.”

“Your actions speak of one who was either a witness or an accomplice. We weren’t chancing that you would run again,” Faradin said. “Upon entering our state, your boyfriend immediately sought expensive means to ward his mind from us.”

“A reasonable action if one was after fame among our kind.”

“Or to intentionally break our laws,” Leo said, his bracelets jingling under his leather jacket’s sleeves.

“Why should we follow them if you don’t?” Jeremy asked.

Faradin spread his hands out. “These informal settings are for your benefit. If you provide accurate testimony, that will be considered when debating leniency.”

“It’s a dog and pony show to let people know you still have control over Georgia during a time of upheaval within the witch community and illegal portals shooting out wyrms.” I should have been a lawyer in another life, Jeremy thought.

Desmond cleared his throat for Jeremy’s permission to speak. Under different circumstances, this might have been a kinky courtroom game.

Jeremy nodded slightly.

“I believe you captured Jeremy as bait because you fear witches desire the stability I provide without strict rules.” Desmond pointed at Jeremy’s shackles. “Your obvious ploy for control over me is deplorable. Your actions today show you to be nothing more than bullies.”

Nice touch of righteousness, Jeremy thought. “What’s the point of enacting laws if you yourselves refuse to obey them?” he asked the Council.

Faradin laid his chin on his interlocked hands. “If being a bully means everyone knows that we treated Desmond like an ordinary citizen, then we can live with it.” He clasped his hands together, and the chains on Jeremy’s wrists tightened. “We will hold Mr. Ragsdale for questioning until we have our answers. You may stay and confess your crimes, Desmond.”

Desmond’s chair toppled to the floor as he stood. “Then I accuse you of using this hearing to enslave a type-eight magical being.”

“The bloody hell are you doing?” Jeremy hissed. I thought we were doing agreed-upon silent motions for shit like this. He shook his head emphatically. Keep your fucking mouth closed.

Faradin, Reza, and the rocker rose, while Salvatore remained seated like he was watching an entertaining play.

“How dare you make such an accusation,” Faradin said with his fists clenched. “What is your evidence?”

Desmond pointed at Jeremy’s restraints. “I see a type eight confined right in front of me, and you have expressed no desire to let him go until he gives you what you want. Their rarity makes it illegal to hold them against their will by the word of even greater laws than your authority.”

Reza crossed her arms. “Prove it.”

Salvatore smiled. “I’d also like to see this.”

The magical bindings disappeared from Jeremy’s wrists, and he massaged feeling back into the indentations left on his skin. Jeremy glared at Desmond, who motioned for him to stand too. He knocked the hand away. “I’m not in the mood.”

“We don’t have many options,” Desmond whispered.

“I’m not doing that in front of these assholes,” Jeremy growled out.

“I’ll let you borrow my wand for a day.”

Among Desmond’s collection of magical items accrued with his new wealth, Jeremy coveted Desmond’s wand most because it was carved from a tome tree and probably too expensive to even put a price on. Jeremy licked his lips. “Two days.”

“Honestly, I can’t believe how much of a prude you’ve become over the years.”

“I am not a prude.” Jeremy got to his feet and wrinkled his nose at the Council. “Bossy know-it-alls are not to my tastes.”

Desmond’s eyes bored into him. “Not even Salvatore?” he asked so softly that Jeremy barely heard him.

“Stop blabbering.” Jeremy held out his arms. I’m taken prisoner and now he accuses me of being attracted to a Council member he just asked me to have sex in front of? “Get it over with quickly.”

Desmond gently lifted Jeremy’s chin so they were looking in each other’s eyes. “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

“I want this shitty night over with,” Jeremy mumbled.

“Then focus on me.”

Desmond’s voice grew louder, and anything beyond his face glowed too bright to see. “Do you think I need a spell like this to get off?” Jeremy smiled. “Looks like I’m not the only one going soft.” Desmond kissed him, and it was like their little personal world shrank even smaller. Jeremy heard a murmur outside of their bubble, but Desmond leaned Jeremy’s head back to kiss him fully. Even with his mouth filled with hot tongue, Jeremy tried to glance beyond him.

“Eyes on me, where they belong.”

“Just because I can’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not the—” Jeremy jumped as his cock was suddenly in Desmond’s grip. He hadn’t felt his clothes disappear. I know I said fast, but he could have warned me. Jeremy’s legs tensed as magic gathered in Desmond’s fingertips stroked his cock with the lightest touch. “Oh shit, oh shit.”

Desmond’s eyes flared to an eerie bright brown. “Look at me.” He squeezed, and the shock of magic entering Jeremy’s body took his breath away. Jeremy started to fall forward, but Desmond caught him.

“There’s no point in this if they don’t see everything.”

Invisible hands steadied Jeremy, and he was pushed slightly back so beyond the bright light, the Council could have an unobstructed view of his cock as it lit up. Those invisible fingers grabbed his ass, and Desmond tilted Jeremy’s head back. Their lips met at an awkward angle, while simultaneously, phantom fingers entered Jeremy’s ass. Jeremy’s whole body jerked as he came, filling Desmond’s hand. Power gushed into Desmond’s body, and the invisible hands disappeared. Panting for breath, Jeremy realized he was crushed to Desmond’s side. He licked the skin on Desmond’s neck, not caring that the illusion was gone, and he could see the four Council members staring at him.

“Every orifice?” Faradin shook his head in amazement. “How did you accomplish that? Everyone usually stops around sex organs.”

“My guess is a razor blade or scalpel for such fine lines.” Salvatore bowed his head in respect. “The intricacy of the spell is impressive.”

Warmth suddenly trickled down Jeremy’s skin as his clothes reappeared. He was glad for Desmond’s magical help because he was too exhausted to dress on his own.

Reza sat back down and frowned. “Be that as it may, there’s still the unexplained black aura that brought us here. We are not going to forget it because holding Mr. Ragsdale against his will goes against this world’s accords. This isn’t the end of this conversation.”

Faradin also sat. “You may go. But if we find another witness, you’ll be in front of us again.” He looked at the other two Council members. “Are you also satisfied for now?”

Salvatore sipped from his glass of water. “We certainly saw plenty, but a second demonstration from behind would prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that Mr. Ragsdale’s status as a protected magical being is accurate.”

The rocker laughed. “Score that on your own time.”

Desmond glared at Salvatore. “That was the only demonstration you’ll ever see.” He helped Jeremy start walking to the doors that had also returned.

“For now,” Salvatore whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

Desmond’s shoulders stiffened, but he didn’t respond.

At least his witch in shining armor was thinking more about getting them the hell out of there than fighting. Things were going to be really weird if Jeremy saw those Council members again. “We are willing to forgive your infraction if you speak of this to no one.”

“The knowledge of your condition spreading is far more dangerous than Desmond,” Faradin said.

Jeremy saluted the Council. “I sincerely hope we never meet again.” When they passed through the doors, he and Desmond were greeted with the cold winter darkness of an abandoned strip mall that Jeremy thankfully recognized as being not too far from his office. When he looked back, the entrance had sealed behind them into a solid wall of a closed grocery store. “They’re probably at another location already.” He couldn’t get out another word because Desmond grabbed him into a desperate embrace, locking their mouths so that Jeremy didn’t have a chance to take a breath. As usual, cool and strong until he’s in private.

Desmond kissed Jeremy one last time and then pulled away. “If they had hurt you, I would have lost it.”

“If they had hurt me, I would have said let’s take them on.” Jeremy laughed. “You were really stubborn about that door.”

Dark brown eyes that looked black in the shadows widened in confusion. “You’re not mad at me for being the cause of this?”

“I knew they wouldn’t attack me unless I made a move first. That’s the only good thing about being kidnapped by hall monitors.”

“I hear a but.”

“But they aren’t going to take chances with their territory being in danger from your feud with the energy vamps. If you don’t keep your nose clean, they’ll find a reason to detain you, and possibly permanently next time.” Jeremy shivered in the cold. “I think we need to bring the fight to her and end this.”

“How is that keeping our noses clean?”

“Fewer bodies, and playing hero might add brownie points to your record.”

For the fourth time, Desmond looked back in the direction of the vanished entrance.

Jeremy yanked the magician by the collar, so they were forced to look into each other’s eyes. “What will you do if you manage to use the residual power left behind to scry their next location?” He sighed as he touched their foreheads together. “Going barbarian won’t help me.”

Desmond’s strong arms hugged Jeremy close. “In the old days, you used to declare war on our enemies. Why are you so calm?”

“The Council are dicks for this, but it’s nice having one less secret hanging over my head.” His thighs brushed against Desmond’s. Sex was the best distraction, and Desmond’s nose nuzzling his neck and inhaling showed his lover’s willingness to be swayed.

“Maybe you’re not a prude after all.” Desmond lifted up Jeremy’s chin. “If she’s standing in front of you weak and defeated, can you do what has to be done? Because in that moment of hesitation, she’s going to strike with everything she has.”

Not having left legal defender mode yet, Jeremy rebutted, “What if she comes for me and you’re not there? Would you still think I don’t have what it takes?”

“That depends if your coworkers are nearby. You don’t want them to see your darker side, and that could weaken your resolve.”

“So what does your little housewitch do? Stay at home with a pot of tea ready?”

“Nothing,” Desmond said. “I’m going to cause such a ruckus that she’ll spend her free time hunting me. The Great Mother and I came to an agreement, and we’re combining our people to search for the energy vamps’ lair.”

“Since my main goal right now is distracting you from the Council, I’m going to save my well-deserved outrage for later.”

“In the meantime?”

Jeremy smirked. “We find a quiet place to ward off tonight, and then we release as much pent-up frustration as we can.”

Desmond took in their run-down surroundings. “It could take a while, but I see a lot of cars.” His head tilted to the side. “When was the last time we fucked in a boot?”

“Something abandoned or no deal.”

Sighing heavily, Desmond looked at the sky despondently. “You see? You’ve become an absolute prude.”

Jeremy pulled on the sash of Desmond’s coat while twisting the ends in his hands. “Hurry before I change my mind.”

“Whatever my Angel wants.”

 

 

SALVATORE SUCKED his cigar in his mouth and concentrated on the other end long enough for it to light.

Faradin crossed his arms as he looked at him. “Really?”

Salvatore breathed out a long puff of smoke. “Why not? It was sound reasoning to watch the spell performed twice. It’s not our job to assume all the channels embedded in his skin were functioning.”

“The things you’ll do to see Ragsdale’s cock and ass.” Reza stood as she tapped her watch. “I have to interview refugees from Gaulus in an hour, so try not to ruin our reputation in the meantime.” A vertical line of light streaked down to the floor to open into a portal to Savannah. After she walked through the portal, the line of light vanished.

“Why pursue him when he has a soul mate?” Faradin asked. “All you’re doing is antagonizing Desmond.”

Salvatore grinned. “Which can lead to two wonderful results: fucking Jeremy and fighting Desmond.”

Leo whipped his hair over his shoulder. “We wouldn’t be going through this shit if England would turn over what they have. Am I the only one who thinks they acted cagey the moment we mentioned Ragsdale?”

“No, and I’d love to find out why,” Salvatore said. He nodded in respect to Faradin. “On my free time, of course.” A pile of paperwork slapped onto the desk from out of nowhere. Salvatore picked up the first page and frowned at the autopsy report. “The energy vamps’ work?”

“A body I believe was killed in a similar manner to blame them,” Faradin said.

“A lone body or more?” Leo leaned forward to skim through the front half of the pile. “I’m guessing more.” His head sank down on the table, his hair curtaining his face. “We have two serial killers.”

“Georgia is becoming popular for that.” Salvatore stubbed out his cigar and began separating the papers into what were obvious energy vamp kills, and a second pile for their new organ thief.

 

 

CLIVE FLIPPED through the newspaper pages displaying movie times. Everyone always tells me to watch more, but there are so many. He understood most of the abbreviations, but 3-D was stumping him. “Does it mean I have to buy three tickets?” A gagging sound broke his concentration, and Clive sprang out of his chair. He picked up the border collie before her head lowered to the floor and rushed her to the kitchen where she threw up a liquid mess on the smooth floor. I drop one piece of jerk pork, and I’ve been paying the whole night. Clive sighed. Of all the stupid inventions in this world, who decided that unmovable rugs were a good idea? Serena looked at him with her long pitiful face. “It’s my fault, lass. I won’t bring any more spicy food into the house.” He stroked her back in long arcs until she settled down so he could clean.

 

 

FOR THE first time, Clive was running late to work. He didn’t feel too guilty because he couldn’t leave his dog until she was able to hold down food again and display her usual energetic self. On his way out the door, he groaned at his forgetfulness and rushed to his bedroom to grab his staff. As he sighted the object, he saw that next to it on the bedside table, an origami frog had unfolded. Clive took out his cell phone and called the office. “Expect me later this afternoon.”

 

 

CLIVE INCHED his car down the road, searching for any signs of Ben. An arm in the high grass waved to him. On the wrist was the watch he had seen Ben wearing during their first encounter. Clive looked at his staff. If I bring it and it’s not a trap, he might not be cooperative. No, Ben was taking a greater risk showing up than he was. Clive parked the car on the far side and got out weaponless. After shutting the door, he climbed up the hill.

On his back on a thick tuft of weeds was Ben, with an empty wrapper beside him. He pointed at the oblong package on his abdomen. “Chicken biscuit if you’re interested.”

“I’ve had no breakfast, so I eagerly accept.” Clive gingerly reached over and took the biscuit. Unwrapping it brought the smell of seasoned chicken with a hint of peppers. After one bite, he smiled at the still crunchy breading protecting juicy meat. Clive sat down and discreetly looked for the notebooks. They were nowhere in sight, so they must have been hidden close by. Paranoia wasn’t a bad idea given that more unscrupulous people would kill for them.

“Energy vamps almost hex Desmond forever, and you’re still investigating. What do you hope to accomplish that no one else has?” Ben asked.

Clive swallowed down his food. “No matter how powerful these enemies are, they are human enough to possess our faults and to eventually make a mistake that I will capitalize on.”

“Levi would have liked you.” Ben pushed himself to his feet. “Come on. I’ll show you where I stashed the notebooks.” He led Clive down a path packed down with the footprints of mostly only one shoe type.

“Is this a private sanctuary for you?”

“Something like that. It’s the easiest place to stash things from mages.” Ben jumped onto a smaller path where the sound of bubbling water traveled to them.

When they entered the clearing, Clive saw why the spot was ideal for storing secrets. Four streams crossed around a small patch of land. Even a person who possessed very little magic could create a powerful protection ward there. “I didn’t know you practiced.”

Ben leaped into the middle to the patch. He scooped handfuls of dirt away, unearthing a metal box. With the box clutched to his side, he quickly rejoined Clive’s side. “Levi taught me what I needed to survive in this town.” The lid popped open at the touch of his thumb. “It’ll be nice to not have these hanging around my neck anymore.” He pulled out three notebooks and handed them to Clive. “They have other case notes in them, but Levi was, well, a bit of a neat freak. Everything is tabbed and color-coded.”

“Do you mind if I go through them now? I believe your opinion is valuable too.”

“Go ahead. Today is my hike day, so nobody will miss me.” Ben sat on a large rock and removed his shoes and socks. He dipped his toes in the stream. “I’ll get comfortable while you read.”

Clive found his own rock to spread out on and opened the first book. The notes began with trivial dates and case names. Some were marked with unhappy faces because of repeat customers due to stupidity. Humor and excitement seeped into the notes after the arrival of two witches Levi hired on when he could afford it. Clive smiled as Levi documented his problems with Simone’s eavesdropping and Jeremy’s cantankerous behavior. Then they grew worrisome as Levi delved into their first shared employer, who left for another country and was never seen again. Jeremy’s name was written next to “killer” with a question mark. Clive’s shoulders bunched, but he kept reading. The next pages described the workplace becoming more stressful, but then the entries skipped a few weeks. They started back up again with that former employer found in France. There was a bolded note that if the man ever went near Jeremy again, Levi would bring the man up for attempted murder charges with the Council.

Clive blew out his breath. Shit. Why didn’t he write what happened? The entries moved on to Levi’s gestures of goodwill to earn Jeremy’s trust. Evidently Levi succeeded because the mistrustful man was described as open and helpful in gaining new customers. “That I definitely would have liked the exact details of,” Clive whispered. As he read on, Clive realized that the more specific the notes, the less emotional Levi was. Levi must have cared a great deal about Jeremy to be so vague. Last Resort, the name of Levi’s business, ran smoothly for several months until an innocent case about a child searching for her imaginary friend. Now dread filled Clive because he knew what was coming. The first body and then others found that were publically attributed to exposure. The angrier Levi was about the murders, the more the daily notes became a few short phrases. Another bolded note: Desmond. Similar Murder in England.

Clive frowned. Is that what caused the black aura? Another entry described Levi flying to London, followed by notes of crossed-out names except for, “The Angel and the Devil.” The Devil had Desmond in parentheses next to it and a question mark beside Angel. This must be a person too. But if Levi thought Desmond was the serial killer, why did he work with him? And there was no sign of the energy vamp boss Perry was supposedly working for. For pages onward, the entries were about regular jobs until an entry documenting a homeless man who had witnessed a woman faint right next to him two weeks before Levi died. Clive closed the books in frustration.

“I share that sentiment,” Ben said quietly.

“None of this makes sense.”

“I have another stumper for you.” Ben brushed off his shorts and walked to Clive. He squatted beside him. “I can’t figure out why Desmond isn’t an energy vamp. That first kill should have done it, but he’s not addicted to sucking down magic.”

“My employees witnessed him shape a body into a crystal instead of absorbing all of its power. Maybe that’s what he did in London.”

Ben shook his head. “I think Levi thought he had some sort of powerful object that protects him when he absorbs a lot of magic. I think he and Perry were partners, they had a falling out, and what Perry really wanted was that artifact.”

“What good would it do Perry after he’d already turned into an energy vamp?”

Ben shrugged. “Maybe Perry thought it could restore him.”

“What about Perry’s boss?”

“No one has actually seen her. This could be a North by Northwest situation, and she doesn’t exist.”

Clive tilted his head to the side. “I have no idea why cardinal directions are applicable to this case.”

A long black eyebrow rose into a curl loose from Ben’s topknot. “Do yourself a favor and look up Alfred Hitchcock films. You’ll thank me later.”

Clive gritted his teeth. Why does everything in this world have to be a damn movie reference?





Chapter 25

 

 

“DO YOU think I’m too softhearted?” Jeremy asked.

Simone raised an eyebrow at her desk phone, from which Jeremy’s voice was emanating. “I think it’s safe to say yes. What’s bringing on the small talk?” Jesus, Jeremy had been weird all week. Usually he got grumpier and grumpier, but lately the opposite had happened. “Who are you fucking?”

There was a sputtering sound from the other end.

Simone smiled. Nailed it like someone’s nailing him….

“You certainly make a lot of assumptions,” Jeremy finally said.

“A minute-later response means I’m right.” She opened her water and drank a couple sips. A woman walked in view of the office and kept walking toward the door. “Yes, my boredom is over!” Talking to Nice Jeremy isn’t bad, but the quick turnaround is creepy.

“Do you mind having lunch with me today? I recently got something off my chest, and I’ve been thinking that keeping too many secrets from—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Later.” Simone clicked off the speakerphone.

The soccer-mom-looking woman came inside the office with her purse clutched tightly in her hands. “You are Witches for Hire, correct?”

Simone slapped on her money-making smile. “Definitely. How can I help you?”

“This is embarrassing.” The other woman sat across from Simone. “My brother is newly engaged to a man he just met, and I’m wondering if you could do a….” She leaned forward and whispered. “A background check type spell.”

“Are you familiar with magic?”

“There were a few practitioners in my family’s heyday, but it’s frowned upon today.”

I bet a few of them practice without her even knowing, Simone thought. “Do you have hair or other personal items?”

“Yes.” The woman reached in her purse and whipped out an old Polaroid with the dark-haired man’s face scratched out by what looked like wear, and a figure beside him that was almost whited out.

“It was a picture of my brother with a woman.” The potential client looked at her hands. “That’s why I’m here. I was messing with a small truth spell, and it touched the picture. I know my brother probably wouldn’t want me to snoop, but… I need to know why he’s hiding this.”

Simone chewed on her bottom lip. Move up the line or pass? It is a slow day, and plenty of people come in after discovering family secrets. But do I buy her story?

The woman’s shoulder slumped. “I’m sorry for troubling you with my small problems. Thank you for your time.” She held out her hand, and a loud siren went off in the building. The woman withdrew her hand as if stung.

Simone slowly rose from her chair. “Who the fuck are you?”

The woman stood with a smirk on her face. “Interesting security.”

“Our top-notch witch is in charge of it.”

Clive burst from the inner door with Jeremy behind him.

The woman took a step toward them, but an invisible barrier stopped her from taking another one. She glared at Jeremy. “What do you have of mine, Mr. Ragsdale? If you return it to me, I might not kill you.”

“Who are you?” Clive asked.

“A witch with an interest in poinsettias,” Jeremy said softly.

This bitch just waltzed right in, asked us to do her legwork, and… and…. Simone’s hands clenched into fists when the energy vamp’s words clicked in her head. She looked at the tight-lipped bastard who even after she asked him numerous times if he was hiding anything, had withheld a personal item of the head vamp. One call on the emergency line to her aunts, and they’d Mortal Kombat Fatality this puta by strangling her with her own intestines. Simone’s problem was that the only other person in the room who’d be down for a brutal bruja hex was the number-two guy she wanted to torture. Standing in front of them making threats might not rank high enough for outright murder in Clive’s book.

A powerful force banged against the barrier, and Simone hoped it’d break, so she had an excuse to live out every murder fantasy in her head. The energy vamp stared at her nails as if bored. “I considered sparing you after I kill Desmond, but I’m starting to change my mind. What do you have of mine?”

“A few hair strands that Levi procured,” Jeremy admitted.

Clive raised his hand. “None of my people were responsible for the theft, and you can’t take all three of us on. Why did you come here?”

The energy vamp’s eyes glowed yellow as if she wanted to test out that theory, but she held up the photo instead. The scratched face filled with Desmond’s image, but the other figure remained a white blob. “I was going to let you solve the mystery of this whole soul mate business, but I may need to find someone with a less pressing expiration date.”

Simone blinked at the photo, which snapped her out of killing with extreme prejudice thoughts. “Where did you get that?”

The witch smiled. “Funny you should ask because you’re the reason why I’m here. It’s enchanted for only the men in this photo to see the image, so who’s better qualified than you to find out the identity of this other man?”

She’s right. My blood gives me an advantage because I’m a werewolf’s mate. “Why don’t you ask someone else who doesn’t hate you for getting their husband jacked up?”

“Because a human mated to a werewolf is rarer, and therefore can build a stronger spell,” the energy vamp explained. She smiled as she laid the picture on Simone’s desk. “I know there is hostility between him and you, Knight, but more than that, you saw what he did at the hospital. Do you really want a man like him running around impervious to all manner of curses?”

Clive glanced at Jeremy. “Can you control sound in here?”

Jeremy nodded.

The energy vamp tapped her cheek with a sharp intake of breath. “You should decide quickly. The old folks’ home down the street doesn’t have the best infrastructure to endure my spell for long.”

Simone sighed. The murder option was out the window. If Psycho Bitch was telling the truth, her death might spark it.

As soon as Jeremy lifted up his hand and slowly closed it like he was squeezing a stress ball, the three of them formed a huddle.

“We are going to have quite a long talk,” Clive said to Jeremy while barely moving his lips.

Simone covered her mouth with her hand. “Do you think the picture is legit?”

“She wouldn’t have brought it if it wasn’t.”

“We can’t let her find out who that other dude is. She knows we’re not bad guys, so why bring it to us?”

“She’s hoping we work the case for our own gain and probably has a copy that will change based on what happens to the original.” Jeremy swallowed hard. “It’s what I would do.”

“You are the expert on shady shit.” Simone shook her head in disgust.

“If we accept the job, she seems like the type to want a signed contract.” Clive frowned at the energy vamp. “I’m not up for that.”

“Maybe we can—” Jeremy began, but Clive cut him off.

“An innocent could die if she finds the right spell.”

“What do we do?” Simone asked.

“We take the job because we don’t have a choice either way,” Clive said. “Her propensity for killing makes her threat credible, and she may have other hostages we’re unaware of to force Mr. Ragsdale’s hand. Assuming he cares.”

Last-name basis. Clive was definitely as pissed as she was. “I vote that Clive is probably right. What about you, asshole?” Simone turned to Jeremy.

“He doesn’t get a vote,” Clive said before Jeremy could answer.

Jeremy crossed his arms. “Yes, I’m so awful and not an honorable knight who couldn’t possibly be considering this job because he wants the photo for himself.”

“Don’t assign me your low morals.” Clive pointed at the energy vamp. “Make us heard again.” When Jeremy snapped his fingers to end the spell, Clive addressed the vamp, “We’ll take the job and upon completion, Mr. Ragsdale will hand over whatever property he has of yours. He will also remove the barrier.”

“Not a chance in hell,” Jeremy said.

Simone glared at him. “Stow your drama. She’s not gonna try anything until we give her what she wants.” Deep down, she prayed she was wrong.

“Shit.” Jeremy waved his hand in the air, and the alarms stopped.

“What a quaint spell.” The witch rubbed her hands together. “We have a deal.” She suddenly leaned forward while keeping her hands at her sides. She tilted her head toward Jeremy. “Do you know my name?”

“That’s not something you give out freely,” Jeremy said.

Simone closed her eyes. Fuck me. I’m going to kill him.

The woman sighed. “A simple no would have sufficed, but avoiding me hearing a lie means yes.” She walked backward while keeping Jeremy in her view. “Have the results soon, so I can forgive your trespass.”

When she walked out the door, Clive pointed to the inner offices. “I want you out of my sight, Mr. Ragsdale.”

“I’m not a child who hangs on every word you say, Sir Knight.”

Clive rushed to Jeremy’s side so quickly that Simone thought he was going to hit him. “If I look upon you longer than need be, so help me I will strike you.”

Jeremy’s eyes glowed. “If you want to try, then go ahead.”

“Why didn’t you tell us you had her personal items and name?” Simone asked. “You knew she and her people were a danger to my pack, and you had the tools to bring her down this whole time.”

Jeremy’s eyes stopped glowing. “It’s not that simple. What I have isn’t enough to kill her, and she has several curses in place for anyone who utters her name. I only have two strands of her hair.”

“That’s more than enough!” Clive shouted just as Edarra walked through the door.

The Amazon froze. “Did I miss something?”

“Big Bad paid a visit, and Jeremy got caught holding out on her name and hair,” Simone said.

Edarra frowned at Jeremy. “Why would you do something so grievous?”

“Because Mr. Ragsdale only thinks about himself,” Clive answered. “I’ll be in my office for the rest of the day.” He stalked off, and the two women stood staring at Jeremy.

“Fuck this.” Jeremy turned toward his own office.

Oh hell no. Simone followed him because they were so not done.

 

 

“BRILLIANT,” JEREMY muttered because his only choice was to slam the door on Simone. He didn’t close it and put his back to the cabinet. “Come on, give me the ‘I done fucked up’ speech.”

“Don’t belittle this shit. This was about you one-uping us, so you can say how much smarter you are.”

“It’s not like that!” Jeremy shouted. “I didn’t know if your plan or the Council’s would work, so I kept the hair as a backup.”

“When were you going to whip it out and save the day?”

“I was going to tell you.”

“When?”

“Today! That’s what I was bloody trying to tell you earlier.”

Simone’s eyes widened in astonishment. “Are you fucking serious? You expect me to believe that bullshit?”

“You’re the one who cut me off!”

“Well, you know what? It was too fucking late anyway!” Simone threw her hands up. “I don’t know what to say to you right now, so I’m walking away and hopefully, you’ll stay out of my way too.” Simone turned her back on Jeremy and left his office.

A few moments later, Edarra stood in the doorway, and if Jeremy heard one more speech, he’d walk out. “There aren’t a lot of pieces left to take out of my hide.”

“I can hear the truth in your words, but you’re still keeping secrets,” Edarra said calmly. “There’s a reason why you feel responsible for this cursed witch and want to fight her on your own.”

Jeremy sat at his desk and scrubbed his hands over his face. “The curse she has laid out is laced with a fuck ton of hexes associated with sound and sight, which prevents me from verbally speaking what I’ve done, or even writing it down.”

“Aren’t you our resident expert on hexes?”

“Telling Levi the truth got him killed, and even if Simone and Clive are jerks to me, I’m not letting the same thing happen to them.”

Edarra smiled. “If you were always this honest, you would have fewer problems. Are you telling me this because you know I have fewer qualms about murder than the others?”

“If it’s not an innocent, yes.”

“If you’re worried about their opinions swaying your hand at the fateful moment, perhaps you’re not ready to confront her.”

Jeremy picked up his pen and touched it to the piece of paper on his desk. “No. I’m not backing down again because that means losing someone else close to me. I don’t care if I have to magic my conscience away to do it.”

“At least your resolve is faultless. I suggest revealing your whole role to Clive. His help might make the difference between losing or winning the battle,” Edarra finished and then left the doorway.

Things aren’t that simple, Jeremy thought. Clive would be useless with his irritating knight’s code, and Jeremy couldn’t forget that if he had reached Simone just five minutes later, her and her boys might have been killed. Jeremy had bungled the first attempt, so the risk was on his shoulders. It didn’t matter if success meant blackening his aura. Rosaline had to die.

 

 

“I DON’T need your assistance.”

“Piss off.” Jeremy snatched the file off Clive’s desk. “I’m not sacrificing my reputation because working with me hurts your tummy or some other bollocks.”

Clive frowned. “I don’t trust you, so I don’t trust you with our client’s requests. I’ll fill out the order.” He held out his hand for the file.

Jeremy raised his middle finger and stalked to his own office. I love how that tosser believes that he has enough money to just let me sit and collect a paycheck because letting clients suffer longer than they have to is better than working with me. “What a fucking hypocrite.”

“Kettle, Mr. Ragsdale,” Salvatore said as Jeremy passed him in the hall because the Council were creepers.

“What are you doing here?”

Salvatore’s eyebrow rose. “Ooooh, you’re in the doghouse, especially if you don’t know that.”

Jeremy glared at Clive’s office. “I don’t even know why I give a shit what happens to them.”

Salvatore grabbed Jeremy’s arm before he could move by him. “That’s because you’re protecting him most of all,” he whispered in Jeremy’s ear. “I’m not cruel enough to put my lover through such agony.”

Jeremy yanked his arm free and straightened his shoulders. “Too bad I’ll never know.” He headed into his office and slammed the door behind him. He gathered the spell ingredients and began making the best phobia-affliction spell that had ever been created. Maybe Edarra or Simone will stop Clive’s sorry ass from throwing it out. Jeremy’s lips twisted in disgust. If he throws it away, I’ll fucking hex him.

 

 

CLIVE SHOOK Salvatore’s hand. “Thank you for coming.”

“You’re facing a mighty conundrum that could have far-reaching consequences. We appreciate being contacted in the matter.”

“I didn’t expect for that photo to be placed in our possession.”

Salvatore nodded. “This vamp wants to create more discord and chaos. Finding out who Desmond’s soul mate is is the first step toward that goal.”

“Will you accept custody of the photo?”

Salvatore shook his head. “The identity is already known to us, and taking it will give Desmond an argument that we are not only targeting him but his loved ones too. The Council must be seen as neutral.”

“I saw what Desmond did at the hospital. Doesn’t such power in a man with a black aura concern you?”

“Yes, but there are other ways to obtain what we want without involving bystanders.”

Clive sighed. “Are you saying I should destroy it?”

“That’s for you to decide, Sir Knight.” Salvatore clasped his hands over his cup of tea. “I see there’s tension in the workplace.”

He would notice that grumpy ass walking around, as if this situation was my making, Clive thought. “He’s a liability I hope to be rid of when this year finishes.”

“I hope so too.” Salvatore sipped his tea. “He seems vulnerable to poaching right now.”

Clive stilled. “You’re scouting him for the Council?”

“We’re always searching for talent, and I know his secrets.”

“He lies to my face on a daily basis. That is not a person who should be responsible for upholding the rules of this world.” Clive shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re seriously contemplating this.”

“I can’t believe how blind you are. The truth around him is so obvious I can’t understand why you don’t see it.” Salvatore smiled. “Then again, I was present for the incident with Levi. I know everything he did, and while his actions had unforeseen consequences, it was an honorable effort, even if he won’t admit it.”

“I still can’t trust him.”

“As I said, that’s a bounty for us.”

Clive held out his hand. “I don’t agree with your choice, but I wish you luck.”

 

 

SIMONE LOOKED over her shoulder at Clive’s closed door. “This feels like I’m in the principal’s office being asked to snitch on other classmates.”

Edarra sighed. “This isn’t comfortable for me either.”

His employees’ reticence couldn’t be helped. Clive was essentially asking them to spy on Jeremy. “I’m not asking this for fun. Sometimes Jeremy lets things slip around you two.”

“And not around you,” Simone said, correctly assessing Jeremy’s silent hostility toward him since the energy vamp’s visit. “The only thing he’s said recently about Psycho Bitch is that he wants to face her on his own in some macho last stand to the death.”

“He said sort of the same thing to me,” Edarra said.

Clive squeezed his eyes shut. These are things they should have come to me with. He smiled so he wouldn’t stop the stream of honesty he had to pry out of his employees. “Did he say why?”

“He hedged around that part, but I think he wants to avenge Levi,” Edarra said. “Were they a couple?”

Simone blinked. “Eh….” She bit her lip. “I don’t think so, but Levi might’ve had the hots for him. I can’t believe I never asked him that.”

“While that does sound like a plausible reason for Jeremy not being forthcoming, that doesn’t excuse his behavior.” Clive glanced at his shut door. Waiting for Jeremy to go to lunch was a good idea. He wasn’t as nosy as Simone, but he had his moments. “I’m going to find out who the other person in the picture is. I need your help with that, but I don’t want Jeremy involved.”

“You’re sure you want to open that can of worms?” Simone asked. “If we find Cinderella, we’re gonna have every witch, wizard, and otherworlder on our ass to get their hands on it.”

Ah, from the fairy tales I read, Clive thought. Simone said her kids loved the movie, but he didn’t quite understand why humans of Earth Realm told children stories of feet being chopped off before they went to bed. Perhaps it was a bravery test. “That’s why I contacted the Great Mother. If we find the answer, we’ll personally deliver the photo into her hands, where she will keep it under guard.”

Edarra frowned. “What is our reason for doing this, and how will the energy vamp not know that we’ve given the photo to someone else?”

“Desmond is too great a threat to rely on him being satisfied with the magician act forever. He doesn’t flinch from killing in cold blood, and that magic he used at the hospital? Those are the kind of spells I’ve only seen evil witches perform.” He held up his hand to forestall Simone’s protests. “We’ll create a copy with a few innocuous features of someone already dead, do whatever we can to clone the original’s essence to the copy, and then we’ll deliver that to the energy vamp.”

“Jeremy does have a point about you being judgmental,” Simone said. “You can’t know that Desmond is capable of being evil just because his techniques are questionable. I still don’t see why—” She cut off as Clive slid a folded piece of paper across his desk for the two women to read. Simone unfolded it and gasped. “Is that… is this real?”

Clive smiled. “That’s how much the Great Mother is willing to pay us if we determine the other person’s identity.”

Simone handed the paper to Edarra, and even Edarra blinked in astonishment. “I could buy that fey weightlifting set,” she whispered.

“I could pay for college and retirement.” Simone groaned. “Why are you making me choose between my conscience and money?”

“I genuinely feel that giving this information to the Great Mother is in the best interests of everyone, but I want you two on board with me,” Clive said. “You have to be with me 100 percent, or I hand over the picture to the Great Mother without solving the mystery, and we get no money.” He looked at Simone. “Besides, I thought you of all people might want to figure out who in this world could make Desmond fall in love with him.”

“Okay, not knowing does chap my ass a little,” Simone admitted. “But is it any of my business?” She took the pay quote from Edarra and stared at the huge number again. “You are handing our results to the Great Mother, and it’s not like she’s ever tried to kill Desmond.”

Clive turned to Edarra. “What about you?”

Edarra scratched the back of her neck. “I’m good with receiving money from a client who isn’t evil. I’ll take it.”

He grinned. “And you’ll have the joy of knowing something that Jeremy has no clue about.”

Simone returned his smile. “That does sweeten the pot a little.”

 

 

“WHATCHA WORKING on?” Jeremy asked as he lounged over Simone’s desk trying to look at the paperwork covering it.

Simone separated her files into four piles. She pointed at the first one. “Human glamour failure.” Her finger moved to the next one. “Hex gone wrong.” She pointed at the remaining files with two fingers. “Suspected but unproven hexes. Why are you so interested?”

“You guys are acting weird.” Jeremy crossed his arms. “I know you’ve been working overtime, but I haven’t seen a case that warrants it.”

“Hmmm.” Simone rubbed her chin. “It’s almost like you can’t be trusted. I wonder where you got that idea from.”

“Ah. Pushing me to the side to make you assholes feel better about yourselves. Congratulations, you’re acting like a bunch of primary school children.”

“Is that your way of admitting we’re hurting your feelings?”

“No, but it does add to my feeling of superiority over you.”

“Keep telling yourself that, and no, you can’t sit at our lunch table.”

“Are you still pissed at me?”

Simone looked up at him. “More like I’m disappointed in myself for thinking that you’d grown up a little. You might act like less of an asshole sometimes, but you’re the same secretive guy who won’t trust anyone. I’m tired of making the same mistake. That’s all.” She waved her hand at the inner door. “You can go now.”

 

 

SIMONE COUNTED down. A few more seconds and she would see if the spell had worked. She rubbed her bandaged thumb that she had prodded with a needle numerous times. If it didn’t work, she had probably created an extremely dangerous love spell. The whole blur on the picture slowly solidified into the red outline of a man with his arms around Desmond’s neck. “It’s working!”

Edarra focused her inhuman vision on Simone’s work. “There’s no discernible bone structure to his face yet. How long before the image is whole?”

“Half a day maybe, but we can’t hold on to it any longer if we want to keep Psycho Bitch in the dark.” Simone sighed as she turned over the photo to Edarra. “I guess I won’t get to see who it is.”

“That might be for the best. I don’t think it’s a good idea to be in possession of something that people will kill for. I’ll be on my way.”

After Edarra was gone, Simone picked up the copy of the unaltered photo that she had doused earlier with a potion that had failed. That concoction didn’t have any of her hair or blood, so it was safe to leave remnants on it for more authenticity when they gave it to the energy vamp. Simone took out the newspaper clipping of a year-old obituary used as packing paper in one of their recently delivered boxes. She imagined the stranger’s facial features in her mind. The outline of his lips and deep eyes appeared, and then she pictured the outline of his chin.

Soft footsteps entered the lobby, and she looked up to see Clive standing near her desk.

“Finished?” he asked.

“Yep.” Simone slid the copy to Clive to inspect it. She might not agree with his outlook on Desmond, but those photos were her best work. They were also good enough that she was glad Clive and Psycho Bitch wouldn’t blab to the world that she performed the spell. Not hiring out her services as a full consultant would look even more suspicious. She had really lucked out being sent to an otherworlder with no clue about coven politics.

Clive inspected the copy from every angle and nodded in respect. “I can’t tell the difference between this and the original.”

“Awesome.”

Clive put on the coat that had been resting in the crook of his arm. “Now it’s my turn to take the reins.”

“Be careful,” Simone said as Clive tipped his head again and left. She let out a large breath as she reached under her sweater to hold her amulet. “Please let this be the end of it, and don’t let my boss get killed.”

 

 

THE CROWDS cheered at the TV as a football team with gold helmets crossed the thick line in front of the tall yellow fork. A frosted beer slid next to Clive’s hand.

The energy vamp sat next to him without glancing in his direction. “I’m flattered a knight like yourself feels so threatened by me, but warding the whole block from energy drainage was excessive.”

Clive took the photo from his pocket and held it at waist-level below the bar. “Not taking precautions would be foolhardy.”

The witch sighed. “I hate how otherworlders don’t underestimate me for being a woman. That makes them so much harder to kill. My essence.”

Clive reluctantly passed her the small envelope. I wish Jeremy had told me about it instead of handing it over to her when good planning could have made this a great weapon.

“You shouldn’t look so disappointed. It only would have been used to annoy me. Give Mr. Ragsdale my love.” She got up and left while the crowd broke out into loud groans.

“Are you paying for her meal?” the server asked.

The energy vamp was already gone from sight. “Evidently so.”





Chapter 26

 

 

THE PHONE rang. Clive glanced at it, and his fingers felt heavy with dread. His clairvoyance was a minimal ability, so when it warned him of bad news, his day was going to all the hells. He reached for the phone and crashing noises filled the room before it touched his ear.

“I need your help in Atlanta quickly,” the Great Mother said. “A group of our children are being held hostage in the fair near our compound. I suspect a traitor, and I can’t risk our young ones’ lives.”

“I’ll be there soon.” Clive jumped to his feet. On his way out of his office, he stretched his hand out, and his staff flew into his grasp. “Simone, Edarra!”

Jeremy opened his door. “What are you shouting about?”

As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t leave Jeremy behind when lives were at stake. “You too. Follow me.” Clive stalked out to the lobby, and he heard Jeremy’s footsteps behind him.

“I’m sorry for the inconvenience. We have enough information to schedule an appointment, and we’ll call for more details later,” Simone said on the phone, halfway out of her chair. “Um-hm.” She rolled her eyes. “Thank you, good-bye.” She looked at Clive. “What’s up?”

“An emergency.” Clive looked around, and Edarra stood up from behind Simone’s desk with a large box in her hand.

“Dangerous artifact that’s sensitive to the touch,” Edarra said. “I was going to leave it with her to be catalogued, but I take it we’re going somewhere?”

“The county fair near the Great Mother’s.”

Jeremy pointed at the staff. “Why are we going there with extra firepower?”

“Children could be harmed.” Clive sped up, and the others followed him outside.

“But why?” Jeremy asked again. “Why did they call us?”

“Because we can help.” Clive turned to Edarra. “You drive. I want my hands free in case we get another call.” He got into the front passenger seat and impatiently waved the others inside. They have to be after the picture. How did that energy vamp figure out that we gave her a copy? It was a perfect match. He glanced at Jeremy. I know he didn’t betray us, because he knows nothing.

“Why am I the only one asking questions?” Jeremy asked after he clicked his seat belt around his lap. “You guys don’t seem surprised.”

Simone sighed. “We should tell him. Luck isn’t on our side, and that stupid picture will come into play, I’m sure of it.”

Jeremy laughed. “You gave it to the Great Mother. Lecturing me about keeping secrets, and you’re no better than me.”

“You’ve made it clear from the beginning that you don’t want me endangering your life by following my knightly instincts,” Clive said as Edarra pulled the car on the road.

“They’re working superbly for you. I wonder how many people will be dead when we arrive,” Jeremy said.

“You sound like you wish it just to prove a point.” Clive looked at his phone but it remained silent.

“If the energy vamps get that picture, you can explain your same excuses to Desmond.” Jeremy leaned back. “I’m glad not to have been part of your stupidity for that reason alone.” He turned to Simone. “Good showing, number-one fan.”

Simone glared at him. “Sitting beside me only makes you easier to curse.”

“Taking lessons from the knight, I see. Blaming others for your fuckups is always the way to go. At least you can’t be deported for getting innocents killed.”

Clive turned in his seat to face the bastard. “There are children in that compound you’re eagerly gloating about coming to harm.”

Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “That only makes your transgression worse.”

Clive righted himself. All he does is judge people without taking responsibility for his own actions. I messed up, but I will salvage this situation if it’s the last thing I do. His fist clenched. I’ll protect as many of the Great Mother’s people as I can. At least traffic was minimal. It was midafternoon, just before the rush of people leaving work, so they had time before the streets teemed with cars. I should have burned the picture, he thought as Edarra pulled in to the parking lot filled with running people. Barriers and wards from either the Great Mother’s people or mages caught in the trap were set up haphazardly around small groups taking shelter from the sound of tearing metal. “Stay together and despite anyone’s thoughts about each other at the moment, work together.” Clive got out of the car and headed toward the area everyone was running from.

Teetering back and forth was a Ferris wheel with its occupants hanging on as the doors swung open wide. On the ground beneath it, a white sheet with blood peeking from its edges covered a body.

“That is so not good,” Edarra said as she walked and strained her neck to watch at the same time.

Clive gritted his teeth. “We have to stabilize it. Edarra, I might be able to temporarily set it to rights if I can use your strength.” He pointed at the gawkers gathered at a safe distance. “Block their view of us.”

Simone nodded. “On it.” She looked around the popcorn and cotton candy strewn ground and smiled when she spotted a large tarp dangling from the bottom of a spinning ride. Simone squinted and a hard wind caught the tarp. It sailed in the air and landed on the onlookers. “Good to go, boss.”

Clive’s phone rang. “Hello,” he said when he answered it.

“I’m giving one of her minions the picture now,” the Great Mother said. “Supposedly, her people will leave the fair.” There was silence for a long moment. “Any activity on your end?” she asked, sounding tired.

“Nothing since we got here.” A shot of dark green light sailed toward them, and a hand yanked on Clive’s collar. He pointed his staff at the light as he went down, but the arrow of pure magic flew by, unaffected. The arrow burned a black hole into the Ferris wheel’s base, straight underneath it. “Fuck.” He turned off his phone and put it in his pocket.

“You’re welcome,” Jeremy said.

Clive looked at the suited chest that was squashed by his weight. “Thanks,” he muttered and rose to his feet. “My magic should have stopped it.”

“It felt like death. Nothing you or I did was going to stop it.”

Simone got to her feet with Edarra’s help. “Way to go with the quick reflexes.”

Edarra shook her head. “That would not have been a pleasant way to die.”

“At least we know their ringleader is playing captive audience,” Jeremy said. “While that kind of weapon can only be shot off at a distance, I doubt she’s the type to share that power. She’s watching us.”

“You and Simone concentrate on finding whatever eyes she has here, and Edarra and I will focus on the Ferris wheel,” Clive said.

“Edarra is the best backup you’ll get, but you need more than one person,” Simone said.

Clive took out his phone. “I know.” He waved Edarra to follow him and continued forward.

“Who are you calling?” Edarra asked as Clive put the phone to his ear.

“The Council. This is beyond just us now.”

A large crack rent the air. The ride swung wildly, and Clive could hear children screaming. He dropped his phone and sprinted to the base of the ride. He pointed his staff in the direction of running attendants who tried to stop him. “Away from me.” They turned around in a trance and walked as if drunk in the opposite direction. He whipped his staff to the side, and a cluster of fallen metal poles rolled to his feet. He twisted his fingers and the poles mimicked him and rolled into tight bunches of metal. He floated them to the base of the ride, and they tangled themselves into ropes that secured it.

Edarra wrapped both arms around one of the biggest supports. She pulled and the wheel began straightening. “What do we do now?”

“We hold our position no matter what.” Around them, the energy vamps gathered and joined hands. “This should be interesting.”

Power generated at the base of the vamps’ feet.

They’re going to break the ground under us like they did in the hospital. Clive opened his mouth to call back Jeremy and Simone, but saw there was no reason to as heavy fog rolled into the fair. That takes care of the archer and any other onlookers, he thought. Since I don’t have to worry about making too much of a mess…. Clive struck out with his staff and swung it in a large arc. Lightning erupted under the energy vamps, sending chunks of earth and his enemies flying. Some vamps still stood and reclasped their hands. “Stubborn mules.”

As they chanted, a table whirled out of the eating area and into the air at high speed. It hit a barrier, but more tables flung themselves at them, creating a divider between them and Clive.

Clive smiled. I know more stubborn witches. Since he could give the Ferris wheel his full attention, he had an easier time constricting the poles and forcing them to hold the ride’s weight. “I have no idea how this machine works, so we’re going to have to turn it manually.”

Edarra nodded as she spread her legs for a stronger grip. “I’m already prepared for the hard way.”

The Ferris wheel stopped shaking. “Start bringing the cars down.”

Edarra groaned as she spun the huge circle down so the first car reached her level. “Hurry and jump out!”

The people inside obeyed while staring at Edarra as she moved on to the next one.

When the last car was emptied and the children who were the intended victims were standing off to the side with their own barriers cast around them, Clive told Edarra to move back too. Sweat dripped down his face, and he couldn’t hold the Ferris wheel in place for much longer. On the base of the ride, the poles began snapping. Clive allowed more on the side to break faster and pushed with his magic. With a terrible whine, the ride dropped sideways and crashed so hard that the ground shook. It’s those bastards’ turn. He clutched his staff tight and turned to the pile of tables. He no longer saw any limbs sticking out, and he waved to Simone and Jeremy to release their magic. One after another, the tables collapsed, but behind them was a rusted hole in the fence and no energy vamps. “Dammit.”

Clive’s phone rang. He pulled it out, and a number he had just added showed up on the screen. He pressed the Talk button.

“Interfere again, and your people will die with the Great Mother,” said the vamp, who was really reminding Clive too much of the monsters from his old world. The phone went dead.

He glared at his phone. “I swear by the gods, this offense will not go unanswered.”

 

 

JEREMY YANKED off the rest of his torn jacket. This is what happens when you trust people. The truce was barely in place with Desmond before the Great Mother decided that she needed more control over him.

“Please continue. This will be the highlight of my day,” Salvatore said as he walked up to Jeremy and Simone sitting on the concrete edge of the fairgrounds.

Jeremy raised an eyebrow at Salvatore’s unusually unkempt appearance. “What happened to you?”

“A building in downtown came to life and tried to obliterate its inhabitants.” Salvatore turned his head to take in the damage. His chin set, and a vein popped in it. “I believe this is the reason for the distraction, and probably just as many memory spells for this area too.”

“Big bad mama wanted a pretty picture for her photo album. I guess it’s too tacky to say I told you so,” Jeremy said.

Next to him, Simone got to her feet. “I’m gonna see if there’s healing I can do. Do us a favor and fall in a sewer while I’m gone.” She stomped off, leaving Jeremy alone with the Council member.

Jeremy looked at Salvatore suspiciously. “This was a public attack with hundreds of witnesses. How have you not captured her yet?”

“You’re an esteemed witch, Mr. Ragsdale. I ask, how would you track an energy vamp who spends most of her time in other worlds, literally wears a skin suit made of reptile shape-shifter leavings, and covers her head in a quilt knitted from hairs of multiple jinn?”

Jeremy couldn’t begin to contemplate scrying for a wig from super rare teleporting creatures, and he’d never realized that Rosaline’s skin wasn’t her own. That explained why his alarm didn’t go off until she was standing a foot from Simone. “You’d have to be a billionaire to afford those. A whole quilt?”

“Yes, a goddamned quilt. Luckily, there is one thing on Rosaline’s body that she can’t hide.”

Saying her name was an obvious humblebrag, but Jeremy bit. “What’s that?”

“The curse placed on her isn’t under her control, so she has a harder time hiding that. Her attacks on Desmond are an attempt to kill the spellcaster before we track her down.”

“You can only track her movements with said spellcaster’s personal items.”

Salvatore looked pointedly at him. “Which we have plenty of.”

Jeremy shouldn’t be surprised or indignant by Salvatore’s fake interest to steal parts of his essence, but it did hurt his pride nonetheless.

“It also helps if you stay alive long enough for us to catch her. The curse will lose its voracity when you’re dead.” Salvatore leaned down so their faces were close. “Seek asylum, somewhere, and I strongly advise you to tell Clive the truth.”

“No oath that you’ll protect me oh so valiantly?”

“If I could, I would place you above all, but my position prohibits me from such a decision. You are Faradin’s duty.” Salvatore straightened and walked away.

“Where’s Simone?” Clive asked as he and Edarra stood in Salvatore’s place a minute later.

Jeremy shrugged. “Flounced off to go heal people.”

“Yes, a dishonorable endeavor.”

I am too fucking tired for this shit. Jeremy allowed his magic to build inside him, so his eyes glowed. “Fuck off.”

“I’ll be glad to see the back of you,” Clive said and followed the sounds of the wounded.

Edarra stood without moving. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” Jeremy said. “Everything is peachy.” I’m waiting to be hexed any moment because of you buffoons, and I just found out the Council is collecting bits of me.

“You stink of fear,” Edarra said as she left to join Clive.

Bloody right I do.





Chapter 27

 

 

JEREMY CHECKED his phone again, but there were no messages from Desmond. For a week, Desmond had been dodging him, and Jeremy had no clue what he had done wrong. He has to know Rosaline has our photo, so why isn’t he calling me?

“You know how a baby leviathan is coming at us at high speed?” Simone asked. “I think it’s a good time to join in the fight.”

Jeremy sighed and put his phone away. A kitchen stove bounced off a nearby wall, and food abandoned by eaters running away in terror covered the floor. “It’s not my fault the Council isn’t doing a better job containing the illegal exotic animal market.”

“I didn’t ask for a critique!”

He lifted up his wand, pointing it in the direction that Simone’s wand and Clive’s staff were already aimed.

The large water beast’s hide was protected by lush scales in every spectrum of blue down its body to end in a myriad of green down a spiky tail. A translucent blue membrane fanned out around its neck as it roared.

“It’s wigglier than that darn wyrm,” Edarra said.

Why should we go through so much trouble? Jeremy thought. He whipped his wand away from the others and used his magic to fling the oven he had seen earlier to a corner of the dining area. He whisked another oven to another corner and repeated his actions until the beast was in Jeremy’s uneven square.

“What are you doing?” Clive asked.

“Ending this.” Jeremy swiped his hand in the air, and all the unplugged ovens turned on, instantly generating more heat than they would have on their own.

The leviathan reared back and slammed into the ceiling. It hit it again, but with less force as the room steamed like a sauna. As the water sweated out of the beast’s body, it wailed in high-pitched shrieks. When its coils barely twisted, Clive touched Jeremy’s shoulder.

“That’s enough.”

Jeremy didn’t drop his hand.

“We can capture it alive.” Clive grabbed Jeremy’s wrist and slowly lowered it. “Are you okay?”

Jeremy pulled his hand back. Zach would never forgive him for killing such a magnificent creature. Any other day, a leviathan’s beauty would have stunned Jeremy to silent admiration, but that day he didn’t care. It was a hunk of sea monster that was in his way. He shook himself to clear his cloudy head. “Yeah.” I’ll feel okay when I reach Desmond. “What’s next?” he asked out loud.

“Nothing. We bag it and then go home.” Clive turned to Edarra. “We’ll use our magic to help you bind this thing into a smaller containment unit.”

Edarra looked at the now unconscious leviathan with a wide smile on her face. “It’s nice to use my real strength without hearing kids screaming in terror.” She dragged the sea creature by its whiskers. It didn’t struggle and only made a low grumbling sound. “This would make an excellent pet, don’t you think, Jeremy?”

“Maybe.” Jeremy magically cinched its legs together while Simone and Clive prepped the Cthulhu toy. When the stuffed animal’s tentacled mouth was open and waiting for its new occupant, the three of them pushed the much larger creature inside with little effort. With a flash of bright light, the leviathan disappeared completely. The stuffed Cthulhu’s eyes glowed as the sealing took hold.

“I’m so happy Mia gave me this as a joke,” Clive said. “I never imagined it would come in handy.” He bounced it in his hand. “These creatures are rare in my old world, so even I’m tempted to keep it.”

“I don’t blame you,” Simone said.

Edarra looked at her slimy hands. “I’ll go rinse this off, so none of it stains my car.” She pointed at Jeremy’s face. “You have gunk on you too.”

Jeremy’s shrug was barely a lift of his right shoulder. “I’ll wait until I go home, so I can cork it in a bottle.”

Simone pulled a napkin out of her pocket. “Do you mind if I borrow some of that?” she asked Edarra.

“Waste not, want not,” Edarra said.

Jeremy thought about letting Simone wipe him off too because when he imagined getting home and cleaning, he lost all enthusiasm to expend the effort.

 

 

CLIVE WATCHED Jeremy climb up his home’s steps at a snail’s pace.

“I expected more fight out of him after the fiasco at the Great Mother’s,” Simone said, her arm dangling on Clive’s seat. “He seems more than just lazy lately and kind of burnt-out.”

“Do you think he’ll miss working with us?” Edarra asked.

Clive frowned. “I doubt it. I don’t have time to think about him when there are more pressing matters.” And it’s not my fault he’s this way. I gave him plenty of opportunities to be part of the team. “We need to figure out why Desmond has vanished.”

“Do you think he’s already under a curse?” Simone asked.

“That energy vamp wasn’t one to waste time.”

“I guess we’ll find out sooner or later.”

 

 

JEREMY FROWNED at the message light blinking on his phone. He pressed the button to play it and smiled for the first time that day when he heard Desmond’s voice.

“I want to see you, but I don’t know if you were telling the truth about having a solid go at it. Do you really love me? Am I just convenient to you because of my magic? I want to be more than a fix, and I don’t think that’s possible for you.”

Jeremy’s breath stopped. “What?”

“I want….” Desmond sighed deeply. “It doesn’t matter what I want because you’ll never love me as much as I love you.”

The line clicked off, and Jeremy stared down at the phone. He wanted to replay the message so he could pretend he heard it wrong, but he knew it was useless. “Why don’t you believe me!” Jeremy shouted. The phone flew off the kitchen counter. The counter’s edge cooled his anger as he clutched it tightly. “What’s the point of trying if it won’t work out? I told him exactly how I felt, and this is his answer?” He touched the handles of the cooking knives in their stand. There’s no reason why he’ll love me, and there’s no reason why I should live. Jeremy blinked. Wait, what? He dropped his hand from the knives and backed away. Fuck me. It’s not us acting weird; we’re fucking cursed. Jeremy rubbed his forehead. “Is it a self-harm hex?” If he assumed wrongly, an incorrect cure could worsen the effects.

Jeremy left the kitchen so he wouldn’t become distracted from his realization. Think, think. What do I have to combat this? Sage for a cleansing, maybe wine to represent truth, and hemlock. Jeremy smacked his head. Not hemlock! Maybe something not herbal because I might poison myself. As he walked, his hand brushed the curtain rope in his living room. It’s thick enough to do the job. Jeremy yanked his arms to his side and fell to his knees. He closed his eyes and focused. Desmond has to be in the same state I am. That’s why he left that message. I have to think straight, or we’re both going to kill ourselves. He clawed the carpet, leaving red stains where his nails ripped past the skin. Think, dammit!

But I’m a liar. Clive and the others don’t trust me, so why should Desmond? I should be honest for once. What I’m afraid of most is that these are Desmond’s true feelings. I won’t change into a better person. I know what to do. Jeremy rose to his feet and walked into the kitchen. He pulled out the longest knife and shuffled to his bathroom. Jeremy ran the taps and stood silently as it filled with warm water. “I know what has to be done,” he muttered. When the tub filled high enough, Jeremy cut off the water with his magic. Without removing his clothes, he sat in the tub. This should be easier than the first time I tried. Jeremy looked at his wrist and slashed the knife diagonally down his skin. Blood spurted into the water, and Jeremy smiled at how pretty it was. Once more, and I’ll have peace. Jeremy raised his second wrist before the other one lost too much sensitivity. Soon, Desmond and I can be together forever.

The bathroom door creaked open. “Good, you’re not dead yet.” Rosaline smiled as she stepped inside. “Mirror spells are more enjoyable if you take your time. Cut your chest.”

Jeremy slashed just over his left nipple. His hand slipped, and the knife fell in the water, gashing his thigh before hitting the bottom.

Rosaline tsked. “You must keep it straight, so you can do it right.” She wiggled her fingers, and the knife sailed out of the water back into Jeremy’s hand. “Now cut your neck like a good boy.”

Specific words like cut were the only reason Jeremy brought the knife down the side of his throat without killing himself immediately.

Rosaline kneeled by the edge of the tub and ruffled her fingers through Jeremy’s hair. “I was very annoyed when I found out Levi wasn’t the one who cursed me. All that effort to kill him for nothing. Slice down your cheek, deeper. And then I give a young man the perfect opportunity to move up in the world making portals for me, and that didn’t pan out either.”

Jeremy closed his eyes. He had no idea who she was talking about, but that didn’t stop his hand from cutting so deep that he almost touched bone. He groaned as his head rolled to the side.

“Do it again.”

He struck a similar cut down his cheek next to the first one.

Under Rosaline’s skin, dark veins flashed mutely like a neon sign covered by curtains. “Now I have to find a black-market specialist in portals with a happy childhood, kidnap their parents, and threaten to rip out their hearts.”

Jeremy blinked sleepily at the cursed power flowing through Rosaline’s body, ignoring her endless prattle. My doing. He tried to think, but Rosaline trailed her finger up his neck to the cuts on his face.

She pressed against both wounds. “No one can just die. They have to be vindictive shits.” She leaned down, her hair falling across Jeremy’s face. “Such the little liar,” she whispered. “No wonder Levi didn’t trust you enough to tell you he was working with Desmond.”

The finger on his face thickened, and Levi hovered over him instead of Rosaline, destroying his moment of clarity. “I hate seeing you hurt another good man with your lies. You won’t be happy until Clive dies too.”

His soft voice used to make Jeremy feel at ease, but those were words Levi would never say to him. Not after that night. She had no right to take it away. The anger of using Levi to crush his mind cut through the numb emotions, burning into rage and clearing Jeremy’s mind. Levi was gone, and Rosaline’s hand hovered in a claw over Jeremy, close to where his heart lay. He closed his eyes and pictured the deep reservoir waiting to be tapped inside him. “Wrong,” he murmured.

“Hm?” Rosaline bent closer.

Jeremy launched himself up, clamping her arms to her sides. Skin sloughed off away from his fingers, losing its human flesh tone to hit the floor in thin lizard sheddings. “I said you’re fucking wrong, bitch. Desmond isn’t the one who cursed you. It was me.” He stepped out of the tub without releasing Rosaline as the tainted magic responded to his touch and opened all of his controls.

Rosaline struggled to break free, but Jeremy’s magic commanded her still, and she relaxed like a puppet just like he had been in the tub.

Jeremy smiled bitterly. “Next time you imitate someone, make sure it’s not a man whose last words to that person were that he loved them.” Jeremy had stood in shock after hearing them, and then Levi kissed him. In that moment, Jeremy wished there was a way he could love the man back just as deeply. Black cobwebs of dark energy fueled by Jeremy’s hatred spread along any of Rosaline’s skin he saw. Like soldier ants linked to a queen, his magic seized control of Rosaline’s mind, telling him everything it learned about Rosaline from the day it originally spawned on her body after attacking Jeremy’s cursed bait. They told him the spell placed on him and Desmond was a curse meant to increase inhibitions, so the afflicted would murder themselves.

What I need to do is lower them. Jeremy didn’t have specific ingredients to do it the clean way, but shabby would suffice when he didn’t know how long his lucidity would last. Jeremy sucked in Rosaline’s magic as she had done to countless others and let it sway the curse to lifting. The curse clung because Jeremy didn’t have the photo, so he pressed his head against Rosaline harder and absorbed more of her magic. She screamed as her bones snapped and her skin wrinkled. “Not so fun when it’s you, is it?”

The compulsion to end his life finally vanished, leaving a lingering euphoria in its wake. One more pull of energy, and he would be free of the whole curse. At least Desmond had likely returned to his right mind, so he felt no fear. Desmond would be healed and come back to him. Jeremy would deal with Clive in his own way, and fuck everyone who stood in his way. Jeremy frowned at Rosaline. “How do you and Desmond do it?” He licked his lips and let go of her arms as his fingers on one hand formed a claw. “It’s something like this, correct?” He stabbed his hand through her crumpling chest, closing around her beating heart. Jeremy was dimly aware that he had lowered his inhibitions too far. Rosaline’s body slumped to ashes on the floor. He kicked at the pile of dead psycho bitch. Who cares?

As he turned the corner out of the bathroom, his clothes squished with every step. That won’t do. Jeremy shook himself. The cuts, blood, and water disappeared. “I should go have fun.”





Chapter 28

 

 

JEREMY WHISTLED as he opened Witches for Hire’s front door without touching it. He sauntered in the lobby and stroked the wall. “You’re going to do me a favor and trap all the people who’ve angered me,” he whispered to it. “Then they’re going to see how fun it is to take orders.” Jeremy placed both hands on the cold plaster. He could feel the tendrils of magic flowing out of his office to form the security ward. Too much magic was still stored in him, and he needed to dump it quickly. Like a web connecting over the whole building, Jeremy’s stolen magic and ward twisted into a more efficient spell. That should do it.

Someone tapped on the window.

Jeremy looked, and Desmond stood in the rain with a hat draping his face in darkness and his long coat billowing. “Down, girl,” Jeremy said to the security blanket. “We’ll play later.” The net deactivated, and the door opened wide with Desmond’s magic.

“Is it my turn to play?” Desmond asked.

“Depends on what you have in mind.”

Desmond’s eyes flashed, and a strong wind cleared Simone’s things off her desk.

Jeremy’s eyebrow rose. “Spring cleaning?” He grunted as he was snatched off his feet and floated on his back to the desk. His shoes untied themselves and flew into the wall. “Foot massage?” Next, his belt unbuckled, unlooped itself, and slapped the wall. Jeremy’s pants and shirt unbuttoned and shimmied off his limbs to join the rest of his stuff. “Oh, laundry.” He smiled. “You were always good at chores.” His underwear ripped off. “You’re certainly thorough.” The air around him became heavy, and it slammed him flat, leaving Jeremy barely able to turn his head.

Desmond loomed over him with a smirk on his face. “Mocking me only means I’ll take longer to fuck you.”

“I killed the evil witch, so I deserve a prize.” He threw his hands out, dispelling the magic trapping him. Wrapping his fist in Desmond’s tie, he whispered, “Fuck me.”

Desmond hmphed in response, pretending he wasn’t as horny as Jeremy was.

Easing his hold on Desmond’s tie, Jeremy leaned forward, so he could nibble on Desmond’s chin. “Fuck me, please, and I’ll ride your cock like a shake weight.”

Pants quickly unzipping was his answer. “See what happens when you ask for things nicely?” Desmond licked his fingers one by one. “Let’s see how long you keep it up.”

Jeremy moaned as wet fingers entered him. “I’ll be all the nice you want if you fuck me. Fuck me until I’m too tired to speak, and then fuck me more.” When Desmond’s fingers went deeper, Jeremy gripped his hair so they looked into each other’s eyes. “Fuck me so I forget we ever spent time apart.” The fingers disappeared and Desmond clutched his hips, planting Jeremy on his cock. “Yes!”

“Angel, I’ll fuck you so I’m the only thing you can remember.”

 

 

JEREMY SIGHED as he stared at his nails. I miss his cock already.

“You all right?” Simone asked as she put her purse on her desk.

It’s a good thing I remembered where everything went. Jeremy smiled. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I swear you have mood whiplash.”

Clive walked in the lobby. “May I speak with you in private, Jeremy?”

Jeremy bit his lip. He was itching to set the trap, but he had to indulge the tedious man until it was done. “Sure.” He followed Clive to his office and remained standing when the knight sat.

“Mia is coming in to help me. Desmond’s strange behavior makes me believe he’s under a curse or fighting one. Since I am responsible, I want to put together a powerful protection spell that could keep him and his soul mate safe. I need everyone for this, including you.” He folded his hands onto each other. “Will you do that? We don’t have to let bygones be bygones, but I would like the rest of our time to be congenial.”

This will be interesting, Jeremy thought. His trap wasn’t intended to hold so many people, especially knights. It would be an excellent test of his abilities. He grinned in anticipation. “What do you need me to do?”

Clive sighed in relief. “I hoped you would understand. Are you familiar with tome wood?”

“Extremely rare wood from high magical realms that’s believed to spring from roots of the Tree of Life.” I should kill him just for asking me such a dim question.

“I have a smidgen, and I need you to soften it for a potion. A simple lavender oil laced with aloe will do.” Clive got up from his desk with a sheaf of papers in hand. “Rudy is joining us too, so you can use a few of his hairs to add in strength.”

Jeremy nodded. “That would definitely make the protectee formidable.”

“I wish we could get along without the fights.” Clive took out a glass vial with a tiny shaving inside it. “Thank you for putting aside our differences for the day.”

Jeremy smiled sadly. “Some people aren’t meant to get along.”

“That’s true. I’ll see you in a little while.” Clive tipped his head and finally left Jeremy alone.

Whistling as he had done earlier, Jeremy went to his own office and shut the door. He looked at the ancient bark. “Too bad,” he said as he reached for a jar with a black label. He opened it with his head tilted back so he wouldn’t inhale the fumes, then dumped the shaving in the acid. It bubbled into smaller particles until nothing was left. “Have fun reversing the spell now, Sir Dickhole.”

 

 

SIMONE PULLED her husband aside. “I’m gonna be late tonight.”

“On the same case that was already solved.” Rudy scratched his head. “Why are any of Desmond’s affairs our business? Should you really be tracking down his soul mate?”

She rolled her eyes. “You mean to tell me you’re not curious? Besides, it’s more than that. Desmond is under some curse, and since his soul mate is in the picture that was used in that spell, so is the other guy.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand why anyone would keep being in love with Desmond a secret.”

“I don’t think it’s a mystery you want solved.”

“Um, yeah, I do. If Desmond’s true love gets whacked, he might go on a rampage and be brought down by the Council.” Simone groaned. “And then the Great Mother absorbs his people, and that’s way more power than I’m comfortable with someone like her holding. She doesn’t strike me as the type who’s happy about the Council’s role even though we need them. Did you know that last night they stopped a black hole that bootleg portal jumper somehow created by falling into the blowback? If that dude wasn’t already dead, my grandparents would have wasted him. There’s too much weird shit for one person to be in charge.”

Rudy tilted his head to the side. “No ulterior motive?”

“Some, but look, between resting with my family and being at work, I choose family. I swear. I dodge an asshole boss, but now I have to help save the city every week.” Simone wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck. “It’s not easy being Supergirl.”

“Not Wonder Woman?”

“Naw, too many people I want to heat ray.”

“So finding out who Desmond is boinking is purely to help save the world?”

Simone held up two fingers. “As God as my witness.”

Rudy leaned in so his lips touched her ear. “Every time Jeremy comes back from his mysterious illness, he always has Desmond’s scent on him.”

“What the fuck did you just say?”

“Also, Desmond smells jealous whenever Jeremy is close to any attractive man, including Clive.”

“You knew! You fuc—Oh shit! He’s working on the spell!” Simone dashed inside the inner offices, where the knights stood chatting with Edarra.

 

 

JEREMY SIPPED his mocha frap while watching Rudy incline his head toward him, and Simone’s eyes widened. She turned to stare at him with her mouth dropped open, and Jeremy gave her a little wave. I think the cat’s out of the bag. Fucking werewolves. He looked at Clive huddled with the knights and Edarra. It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m done with all of them.

“You have the potion sorted out already?” Clive asked with a dumb smile on his face.

“Was I supposed to work on that now?” Jeremy tapped his bottom lip while frowning in confusion.

The others stopped talking.

“You know how important it is.”

Jeremy put his drink down. “No, I don’t. Correcting your mistakes isn’t one of my priorities. Tell me, how is Desmond’s life any of your business? I mean, let’s be honest, you’ve trashed it because Desmond doesn’t fit into your tiny box of perfect good.”

“That’s not true.”

“If a miserable knight like you can’t be happy, then the bad apples shouldn’t be either.”

Simone grabbed Clive’s arm. “He’s not himself. Jeremy, stop this. It’s not what you want.”

“No. This is the epitome of Mr. Ragsdale,” Clive said. “He’s instigated this since the moment we met.”

“I agree wholeheartedly, prick, and thanks to tweaking Rosaline’s spell so I didn’t kill myself, all that matters is what I want,” Jeremy said.

Clive frowned. “Who’s Rosaline?”

Simone turned to Jeremy. “She’s the energy vamp who came to our office. Rudy says Jeremy’s had Desmond’s scent on him several times throughout the years he’s known him.” She shook her head in disbelief. “What kind of person keeps their mouth shut about fucking Desmond?”

“The kind who left England to get away from him!” Jeremy shouted. “We did a daft spell when we were kids, so I’ve always known we were soul mates.” He glared at Simone. “Except unlike you, I didn’t get the happy ending. I got misery, death, and every fucking witch trying to hunt me down to get to him. Then you rubbed it in my face.” Jeremy laughed. “You know what he told me when he first tracked me here? He said he would become a star. He said he would be so big that I couldn’t turn my head in any direction without seeing his face. And he fucking did it! Those dates with other men where he’s posing for the cameras were meant to hurt me, and you brought those damn magazines in every day!”

“Did it ever occur to you I would have stopped bringing them if you had said something!” Simone shouted back at him.

“It doesn’t matter.” Jeremy looked at everyone in the room. “I’m done caring about the consequences of having him.”

Clive’s voice took on that quiet military tone that he should have realized only intimidated weak idiots in his old world. “Where is that bark I gave you?”

Jeremy smiled. “You mean the one I soaked in sulfuric acid?”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want the spell reversed. The original intent was to force me to commit suicide, but I was able to deflect part of it, and it morphed into a lack of inhibitions.” Jeremy grinned. “The curse took away my fears and guilt.” He tapped his chest. “I’m happy, and if you care about me, you’ll keep me this way.”

Clive stepped closer to Jeremy. “Listen to me. It might seem okay now, but it’s a curse, and they always go bad. If you were in your right mind, you’d never consider this.”

“I knew you wouldn’t understand. Which is why I’m going to kill you.” Jeremy snapped his fingers, and red translucent walls came down, separating everyone from Clive except for Jeremy.

Edarra threw her body against the wall. “I can’t break it.”

Mia drew her sword, but when she struck it, she had no luck either.

Clive moved his hands out to his side. “Jeremy, you don’t want to do this.”

“Like I said, I’m only capable of the true wishes of my heart, and I really wish you’d die.”

Clive’s eyes glowed. “I can’t say I won’t enjoy this, but you brought this on yourself.”

An invisible force brushed against Jeremy’s front, but it couldn’t budge him. Jeremy yawned. “Too bad your staff is in your office. That might be the only thing that could break my binding.” The knight came at him, and Jeremy twisted out of the way of a fist speeding toward his face. He smiled. This is marvelous. When Clive’s hand closed on his elbow, Jeremy entangled his legs between the knight’s and elbowed him on the side of his head.

Angry, Clive wrapped his hand around Jeremy’s throat, but a section of the red ward bent outward like a hand and burned Clive’s wrist.

“Sorry, but I don’t fight fair.” Jeremy punched Clive, filling the blow with his magic.

Clive recoiled and clutched his face, a green line of power edging the cut skin.

“Like I haven’t fought people like you before. Where I come from, the Council didn’t give a shit about people like me or Desmond. We either fought for survival or died. Not that I expect any….” Jeremy punched Clive again. “Noble like you to understand.” Clive tried to block his next blow, but Jeremy poured more magic into his hand. There was some resistance from Clive’s invisible shield, but it cracked away under Jeremy’s power. He hit Clive’s arm, and it broke. Jeremy grinned at the knight he had driven to his knees. Simone and Mia kept shouting while Edarra rammed her body at the ward over and over again. Mia and Raj stepped back from the barrier and started chanting. Jeremy looked down at Clive. “You have no clue what it’s like to be hunted for your magic and know that there’s no one to help you. Desmond and I were the ones who protected our neighborhood. That’s how he got the black aura. He killed a serial killer who murdered a child, but that means nothing to you.”

Jeremy looked at his blood-covered knuckles. “I even lied to myself and thought that’s why I left him.” He shook his head. “No. What really scared me is that Desmond killed him because he knew I would have done it. He always protects me. Just like he did when that fucker Perry tried to kill me.” Jeremy glared at the knight. “I won’t be that sniveling coward again!” He arced his leg wide and swung it toward Clive, the force of his magic sending the knight flying to crash through the lobby window. Jeremy stalked to the broken opening and stepped over the windowsill. “It’s my turn to protect him.”

Clive tried to climb to his feet, but Jeremy waved his hand and toppled the knight back onto the glass-strewn concrete.

“Stay down, dog. It’s almost over.” His switchblade felt so good in his hand. Why did I ever think working a nine-to-five job would fix me? Jeremy looked down at his suit. This has to go too. Light surrounded him, leaving behind white-blond hair in its wake, a chest barely covered in a red unbuttoned shirt that flapped in the wind and tight black leather pants that rode on his hips just beneath his tattoo. Jeremy inhaled the air as if he hadn’t breathed it for years. “Much better.” He focused on Clive again. “Where was I? Right, I was going to eviscerate you.” His knife shone in the streetlights. As Jeremy lunged for Clive, an arm wrapped around his waist.

“What have I said about these pent-up emotions?” Desmond whispered in his ear.

Jeremy shivered, basking in Desmond’s scent as he was held. “He has to die.”

“If he comes for us, so be it. But.” Desmond nibbled on the rim of Jeremy’s ear. “I want to fuck you all night, and that can’t happen if we’re being hounded by the Council.”

Jeremy pouted as he lowered his knife. “He was going to put me back the way I was.”

“Shhh.” Desmond’s hands cradled Jeremy’s face. “And you taught him a lesson. Now tell me what you really want, Angel.”

Jeremy turned so he could face his lover. Their lips met, and Clive became the last thing on his mind. When they broke away he said, “Fuck me.”

“As always, ask nicely, and I give you anything.” Desmond’s power closed around them in a black ball of energy, and the office and Clive disappeared.

 

 

“SENATOR RAGSDALE?”

The senator turned to see Jeremy’s coworker standing behind him. “How may I help you?”

Simone looked around at the aides wrapping up their work for the night. “Would you please follow me?”

Senator Ragsdale frowned. He hadn’t officially met the young woman Jeremy had worked with on multiple jobs, but Jeremy seemed to trust her. “Okay.” He followed Simone into the hall, where a man stood waiting. As they got closer, the man lifted his head and revealed a badly bruised face. Isn’t that the knight? “What’s going on?”

“There’s something wrong with Jeremy,” the knight said.

Senator Ragsdale reached out to touch the damaged face. The familiar strange energy of Jeremy’s magic tingled through his fingers. “Did my son do that to you?”

The knight smiled bleakly. “Evidently, he was withholding a lot of anger.” He pointed at the exit. “I would like to explain in private.”

 

 

SENATOR RAGSDALE watched the headlights go by as they drove against traffic.

“I’ve seen him annoyed before, but he usually uses words as his weapons.” Clive took a hand off the steering wheel to touch one of the large bruises on his face. “This should have healed. Was that strange power of his already there or was it part of the curse?”

“He already possessed it,” Senator Ragsdale said quietly. “It makes no sense. Jeremy knows better than to let his temper get away from him.”

“It’s a consequence of a lowered-inhibitions curse,” Simone said from the backseat.

“It probably wasn’t the intention of the original spell and developed as an unfortunate side effect to counter it,” Senator Ragsdale said.

“I see where Jeremy gets his proficiency in spells,” Clive said.

“Has the Amazon located him yet?” the senator asked.

“No,” Simone said. Her phone rang. “Never mind.” The line connected, and Edarra’s voice emitted from the radio.

“Jeremy’s at Desmond’s condo in the city, and they are, as Simone would say, boinking like rabbits. Their magic is putting on quite the light show,” Edarra reported.

“Fuck!” Senator Ragsdale clutched the overhanging grip in frustration. “Stop by my townhouse.”

“How bad is it?” Clive asked.

“If they lose control, Jeremy could take himself and that whole building out.”

“You have a plan?”

“Yes, but it means hurting him in a way I swore not to.” Senator Ragsdale closed his eyes. Please forgive me, Jeremy, for what I’m about to do.





Chapter 29

 

 

EDARRA HELD up the sledgehammer. “Are you sure you want me to use my full strength?”

“Desmond won’t be holding back, and neither should you,” Clive said. “But remember, distract him enough so Jeremy’s father can get through to Jeremy.”

“Whatever you say, boss.”

Clive faced Simone and the senator. “Are you two sure you can do it without my help?”

Simone nodded. “The little fucker might be fond of me, which is why he kept me behind the barrier. If he sees you, it might piss him off and send him off the deep end again.”

Clive sighed. “I usually have to stab someone before they hate me this much.” He held out his hand to Jeremy’s father. “I’m sorry for contributing to this situation, and I wish you luck.”

Senator Ragsdale shook it, and then the four of them broke into pairs.

As Clive and Edarra walked to the parking lot, Salvatore separated from the shadows. He gazed at the sky filled with green lightning. “The magic they’re leaking up there is incredible.”

Clive dropped to his knees. He might not get along with Ragsdale, but he was partly responsible and needed to make it right. “I beg that you give us a chance to rectify the situation before the Council interferes.”

Salvatore placed his hand under Clive’s arm and pulled him up. “There’s no need for that, but it gives me confidence in giving you a chance to fix this.”

Clive nodded grimly. “I won’t let it come to you.”

“There is one thing I can do.” Salvatore took out his phone and punched in a number. “Hello? Yes, I just had to say that Jeremy looks splendid when he’s being fucked. I took quite a few pictures for surveillance purposes, and—” Salvatore pulled the phone away from his ear and shrugged. “I guess he hung up.” The sky darkened and thunder rumbled as more green lightning flashed in the sky. “Ah, that should be him. He’s all yours.”

Clive blinked, and in that moment, the Council member was gone.

Edarra pointed her sledgehammer down the street where Desmond slowly walked toward them.

“Where the fuck is Salvatore?” Desmond growled. He looked left and right for him, but his lips puckered when he only saw Clive and Edarra. “You’re not worth my time.” As he turned away, Edarra cleared her throat.

“If cowardice is your prerogative, so be it, but I expect more from Desmond the Great.” Edarra stroked her chin thoughtfully. “Or maybe I shouldn’t. You did allow your lover to take the brunt of the fallout with that vamp.”

Desmond stopped. “I accept your childish attempt to bait me, so please don’t regret it.” The sky opened and lightning scored the ground.

Clive grabbed Edarra’s shoulder and levitated them above the attack.

“That’s cute, but it’s not going to help you.” Desmond slashed his hand through the air and lightning arched sideways.

Clive thrust his staff out and sucked the lightning into it. His staff warmed but received Desmond’s power without flinching. His eyes strained from the glare, and when Desmond dropped his hand, Edarra was gone from his side.

Desmond looked around. “Playing hide-and-seek, are we? Good luck with that.”

Clive smiled. “It’s awfully hard to face two opponents when you can’t see both of them. Like I really hope she doesn’t distract you while I—” He broke off as he turned his staff sideways. Armed with Desmond’s additional power, Clive sent out a beam of magic enclosed in Desmond’s lightning and struck at the magician.

Desmond whipped his hat off and flipped it so the inside faced Clive.

Clive watched as his magic was absorbed into what looked like a cloud of blackness inside the hat. It’s a wizard’s bag. Clive frowned. “You really do borrow from whichever magical path suits you. That’s unseemly.”

“Only an uptight wizard would care.” Desmond waved his hat like a fan. “Any more tricks?”

A hammer crashed into solid air a foot from Desmond’s head.

“That, you shouldn’t have done.” Desmond threw his hat in the air, and it spun faster and faster. A silver tip poked out of the black space.

Clive pointed his staff at Edarra and whisked her into the air just as a sword flew at the space where she had been standing. The sword stopped midair and turned to them. Clive knocked it aside with his staff. More swords came at them, and Edarra caught a blade that Clive had been too slow to block.

“Now I’m annoyed,” Edarra said. She walked to the side of the street and dug her hands into the front bumper of a car. With a large heave, she chucked it at Desmond.

The car broke in half as an invisible force ripped it apart.

“I can last longer than you.” Edarra picked up another one and spun it over and over before flinging the car at the magician. Desmond’s barrier took longer to break it apart. Clive waited for Edarra to throw a third car, so he could time his next attack closely with it.

As he prepared to release his magic, something glowed out of the corner of his eye. Clive glanced to the side and saw one of the swords sticking out of the road pulsing with a strange light. When Clive searched out the other swords, he found them all glowing in a circle around them. “Shit.” Pointing his staff at Edarra, he scooped her up in the air while at the same time launching himself. He had no time to form a shield as they flew up quickly. The ground exploded in a light so bright it blinded him. Clive landed them on top of a building and ducked down as the repercussion hit their height. When the shaking finally stopped, Clive opened his eyes.

Edarra was squatting beside him, rubbing her ears. “Cleanup is not going to be pretty.”

Clive looked over the edge. “He’s gone. Desmond must have guessed that we were bait.”

Edarra cracked her knuckles. “If we can’t reverse the curse, am I allowed to beat him?”

“Within reason,” Clive said because there was no way he was telling her no with that pissed-off glint in her eyes. “It’s up to Simone and the senator now.”

 

 

JEREMY PUT his cup of sweet tea down. “Clive or Simone?” he called out. “No matter. I don’t give a shit who it is as long as you leave.”

His father stepped into the light. “And if it’s me?”

“Then I’ll ask you nicely twice.” Jeremy pointed to the door. “Go away.”

“I need you to fight this. Jeremy, this freedom isn’t worth wasting the effort you went through to be the man you are today.”

Jeremy tilted his head to the side. “Oh yes, I’m so admirable with fearing my own power and my soul mate. I should enjoy being a bitter bastard for the rest of my life.”

“You and Desmond were coming into your own without magic.”

Something clinked behind Jeremy’s father.

Jeremy looked behind him and rolled his eyes when he saw Simone placing a clear crystal on the floor. “So you enlisted the help of my coworkers. That’s not encouraging. Why don’t you go home and let me be happy?”

“Because I remember the last time you let your instincts rule you. I did not see a happy result,” Senator Ragsdale said.

Jeremy’s fists clenched. “Don’t bring that up.”

“Then don’t force me.”

A green fireball flamed into existence in Jeremy’s hand. “You should be more worried about forcing me to act.” His father disappeared, and Jeremy sighed. “Of course you used an illusion. At least you’re smart enough to know you can’t take me.” Even more annoying was that Simone had disappeared too. “What now?” he shouted. “Is it time for the daily moral?” The room took on a shimmer, and instead of Desmond’s filthy rich flat, craggy walls and dented floors took its place. Jeremy’s breath stilted as he recognized the run-down home from his childhood. “Stop it.”

The door that shouldn’t have existed opened, and a teenage version of him ran inside. “He did it for me,” Younger Jeremy whispered, each word dripping with agony. “It’s my fault, and we can’t take it back.” Even though walls separated them when Younger Jeremy sprinted into the hall and headed to his old bedroom, the real Jeremy could see everything.

“Father, stop it!”

The illusion played on, and Younger Jeremy picked at a loose floorboard. “I’ll go back to him,” he wailed, finally digging the slat free. Even though Younger Jeremy had kicked the habit, finding the drug stash and prepping the needle had been like riding a bike. In moments, he had the right dose to numb the pain. Younger Jeremy stopped as he filled the needle to the imagined line.

“Stop this!” the real Jeremy cried out to his past version as he remembered his thoughts from that night. That decision he made at the last moment to do more than just numb himself.

Younger Jeremy looked sadder and closed his eyes as he continued filling the needle. “I just want it all to go away.” He injected himself and lay down on the floor, expecting never to wake up.

The real Jeremy watched his younger self convulse and then go still. “Father, stop it!” he shouted.

But the illusion didn’t end, and somewhere near the kitchen, a woman’s voice called out, “Jeremy! Are you home? I wasn’t expecting you, so I don’t have anything for supper. I could bake a cake. Jeremy!”

The real Jeremy went to his knees as tears filled his eyes. “Make it go away.”

“At least give me a hello.” The illusion of his mother stopped in the doorway as she spotted Younger Jeremy prone on the floor. “Jeremy!” She fell to her son’s side and shook him. “No, no, no, you can’t do this to me. You can’t!” She slapped at Jeremy’s chest, but he wouldn’t wake.

The real Jeremy cradled his face in his hands, but without looking, he knew the scene by heart. The shuffling sound of his mother digging through his boot for his athame. The crying sound she made as she slit her wrist wide and blood dribbled on Jeremy’s chest. The feeling of her power effusing him, and calling back that single spark in him that hadn’t faded yet, and gasping awake in her arms. His own sobbing as he realized what she had done and what the price would be.

The room changed into a hospital room where Younger Jeremy was connected to so many wires. His mother patted his head and begged him to tell her why he did it.

Younger Jeremy looked at her with pain in his eyes as if just being tore him apart. “I’m bad, Mama, and I’ll become worse if I go to him again. I can’t help myself.”

His mother kissed his forehead and said she would make everything all right again.

The real Jeremy hiccupped as he cried. And she did. She even found my father when all she had to go on was a Southern American accent and a love of politics.

Then it dissolved into another hospital room, where Jeremy held his mother’s hand as she lay in the last moments of the cancer that struck out of nowhere and pushed her into a last battle just six months after Jeremy tried to kill himself. No spell could heal her, and even though Jeremy knew he was the cause, her last smiles to him couldn’t have been prouder.

“I’m sorry,” Younger Jeremy cried against her hand.

His mother beamed down at him, shaking her head. “I haven’t been able to give you much in this world, but I gave my boy his life. That’s everything to me.” She caressed Younger Jeremy’s face. “Look at you dressed in a suit like a proper man. I never thought I’d see that.” She squeezed his hand. “Promise you’ll stay my good boy, and don’t hurt yourself again.”

Younger Jeremy nodded.

The real Jeremy looked up, and his father was cradling his face the way his mother had done.

“You have been ever since then. You were not happy when you lived by no rules and did whatever you wanted. It almost destroyed you.” Tears dropped down Senator Ragsdale’s cheeks. “I love the man you’ve become, and I can’t lose my son.”

Jeremy blinked and warmth filled him. When he looked down, he was wearing a suit again.

“There’s my boy.” His father hugged him, and the room returned to normal.

“I have to go,” Jeremy sobbed out. “I can’t be here.”

Senator Ragsdale pulled back. “Okay.”

Large arms scooped him up into an embrace. Jeremy didn’t know how long Desmond had watched, but he buried his face in Desmond’s neck and let the world disappear.

 

 

“HOW ARE you cured too?” Simone asked the magician.

Desmond kissed the top of Jeremy’s head. “I didn’t know he overdosed on purpose.” He looked at her. “I know we’ve created a lot of mayhem, but may we save our apologies for tomorrow?” Without waiting for an answer, green light surrounded the couple, and they disappeared in a flash.

Simone blew out her breath. “I kind of understand why he keeps so many secrets. He’s still an asshole, but at least he has some good reasons for it.”

Senator Ragsdale laughed as he wiped his face dry. “I’m sorry my son caused so much trouble, and thank you for your help.”

Simone snatched up her crystals and smiled at the politician. “It was nice seeing you in action.” She led him out of the apartment, and they went down to the lobby in the elevator. She was pooped and couldn’t wait to hop in bed. As they walked outside, devastation met their eyes as far as they could see. “What the hell?”

Clive and Edarra walked over to them, the former scratching his head. “Desmond got a little feisty.”

Simone raised her brow at the smashed cars. “I’ve seen that kind of damage before.” She turned to Edarra.

Edarra shuffled her feet. “In my defense, Desmond is the one who blew up the street.”

Simone groaned as she shook her head at the sunlight growing brighter. “I can’t believe that fucker stuck us with cleanup duty.”





Chapter 30

 

 

JEREMY TOOK a deep breath as he walked in the front door. “How are you, Simone?”

She looked at him with a frown. “Better when you pay the bill I placed on your door for my hard work.”

He winced. “Yeah, Desmond mentioned something about making the block look like a war zone.”

“Uh-huh. I want a full summary on how wonderful Desmond as a lover is added to my fee.”

Jeremy looked sideways. “Actually, concerning that…. While under the spell and since I’m kind of an exhibitionist when I’m horny—”

Simone held up her hands. “I don’t give a shit about you.”

“Well, you’re going to care that we sort of had sex on your desk.”

Simone’s jaw dropped.

“Don’t worry, we tossed all your stuff on the floor, and I did clean it afterward.”

“Jeremy!”

Jeremy hurriedly moved to the back of the office and sighed when he stood outside Clive’s door. He knocked gently.

“Come in.”

When he went inside, the first thing that greeted him was Clive’s battered face. “That looks so much worse than I remembered. Let me take care of that.” Jeremy slowly walked to him, so his actions couldn’t be seen as another attack.

“I know you’re not going to hurt me, so you don’t have to look so cautious,” Clive said. He turned his chair to face Jeremy. “Unless you’re under another curse.”

“No, I’m good on that front.” Jeremy nonetheless softly put his hands on Clive’s face and absorbed the magic he had leeched out into the wounds as little curses that wouldn’t heal. Each bruise disappeared when the magic was sucked out, and Clive sighed in relief when his face was clear again.

“We’re not going to be friends, are we?”

“I guess we fundamentally cannot get along.” Jeremy pulled his hand back. “Truce?”

“Or at least we try not to kill each other.”

Jeremy laughed. “I think I can do that.”

“Jeremy.” Clive sat up straighter. “I know it was Rosaline’s doing, but lying was also a large part of it. How about I’m honest with you, and you’re honest with me?”

Jeremy held out his hand. “Agreed.” They shook, and Jeremy left Clive’s office. The rest of the day turned out boring like many others, and they didn’t spend it blaming each other for the fiasco. I wish I could genuinely work here without causing conflict, Jeremy thought.

“You look like you’re contemplating something deep.”

Jeremy looked up to see Salvatore standing in his doorway. “Here to deliver dire warnings?”

“You killed an energy vamp while under a curse she placed on you. It’s definitely self-defense in our eyes, and there was a tornado in a nearby county to add authenticity to the cover story. I can now see you again in a more unofficial capacity.”

Jeremy’s eyebrow rose. “I’m already with someone.”

“I know, but there’s no reason you can’t see two men.” Salvatore winked. “By the way, I thought I’d return the evidence we had collected since the case is over.” He slapped down a pile of photographs of Jeremy and Desmond locked in various poses.

“Bloody hell!”

“Those were the pictures from the stash Rosaline had missed at Desmond’s old place in England.” Salvatore smiled. “We’re far more thorough than she was.”

Jeremy snatched the photos to his chest. “Thank you for returning them.”

“You’re welcome.” Salvatore checked his watch. “Isn’t it time for lun—”

The sound of a loud throat clearing interrupted him. Desmond stepped into Jeremy’s office with a large bouquet of roses. “You can leave now that your message is delivered.”

Salvatore tipped his hat at Jeremy. “Have a good day.”

“He will, and he’ll also have a good night.” Desmond looked down on Salvatore. “Without your help.”

Salvatore smiled on his way out the door.

Desmond held up the flowers. “These are okay, right? I figured we’re public now, so I can do things like take you to lunch.”

Jeremy crooked his finger. “Come here.”

Desmond moved closer, and Jeremy grabbed his tie.

They kissed. Jeremy smiled as they parted. “Yes. But no more desks, or you’ll get me in trouble.”

Desmond looked askance at him. “How about baby steps, and I only fuck you on your desk?”

“I guess we can afford to be a little bad.” They kissed again, and Jeremy wondered what their future would be like. “If the Council comes at you again, I’ll be right by your side.”

“They’re no longer a problem to us.”

Jeremy frowned. “Why?”

“The London Council felt the power we built up that night. In exchange for never stepping foot on England’s shores again, they’re closing the case on their end.”

“Which means no Council here will have the authority to punish you for that crime anymore.” Desmond brushed his finger against Jeremy’s lips, and Jeremy licked it. “Both of us can never go back?”

“You can argue that the deal was made without your permission if you want to return.”

Jeremy shook his head. “No. I was done with it when I hopped onto a plane here. This is my home now, and living peacefully with you beats a chance to reminisce while always looking over our shoulder as the price.”

“That’s good.” Desmond leaned in, rubbing his nose on Jeremy’s cheek. “I had about thirty seconds to answer at the time and hoped you wouldn’t hate me.”

Jeremy shuddered. “I had all the reminders I needed at your home. That part of our life is over, and now we are hot-blooded Americans ruled by capitalism and apple tarts.”

Desmond laughed. “We’re supposed to call them pies here.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “No need to be savages.”

“Tarts it is, Angel.”

His eyes closed in pleasure. “Our names are the only part of the old days I want to keep with me, my Devil.”
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