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Dedication
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Chapter 1

Andy


"You've got to be kidding me," I groaned, coughing as I waved away the cloud of dust I'd just inhaled. Knowing my family, I was lucky it was just regular old dust and not some cleverly mixed inhalant meant to turn your lungs inside out, or melt your skin, or something equally hideous. 
I muttered to myself as I carefully finished opening the dusty old box. I'd been putting off sorting through my inherited junk for most of my adult life. But every once in a while, when I was short on cash, I'd leave my perfectly normal human life and venture to the other side long enough to find something to sell off. Somehow, that felt more acceptable to me than using the money that still sat untouched in the family account. That was their money. And fuck them.
Although…I wasn't even sure how much of the vast family fortune was left after the government and the witches' council was done with their fines and seizure of assets and all that crap. 
I tried to stay out of it. I'd been a small child when my remaining relatives were executed for crimes against nature. Only my age had saved me from being implicated. Even the magical community wouldn't execute a six-year-old child.
I came from a long line of evil assholes, so it should surprise no one that I was slowly dismantling their carefully hoarded legacy and selling off family heirlooms to the highest bidder. Being cold like that just came naturally.
I sighed and carefully started pawing through the box of odds and ends. I had a detecting charm sitting on the floor beside me—because touching anything that once belonged to a Lovell witch without taking the proper precautions was just asking for pain and horrors. My family tended to give birth to strong witches capable of high-caliber magic, and they were known for inventing their own spells. So of course they also tended to create scary shit and hoard the knowledge like the misers they were. 
I pulled out a few of my mother's old journals. Those would be going straight into the fireplace, and I'd scatter the ashes over moving water when I was done, just in case. I shuddered at the slight buzz of magic that emanated from them even now. Yep, definitely needed to take the "kill it with fire" approach. 
Setting the journals aside, I pulled out a chalice. "Gold," I said, with a grin. "Perfect." Placing that one in the sell pile, I pulled out a couple jewel-encrusted incense burners and an athame that didn't have too much magical residue clinging to them. They could be sold off just for the decorative components. I ran a thumb over the red stone in the handle of the athame. I'd eat my best pair of granny panties if that wasn't a real ruby. 
Not bad for a day's haul. I could definitely pay rent for a few months with what I'd get from those. And I barely even felt anxious or depressed at the reminder of my roots. A bang-up day, all around. 
I went to close the box, meaning to just toss the rest of the loose riffraff rattling around the bottom into the nearest dumpster, but a glimmer of something caught my eye. I paused, kneeling, leaning cautiously over the box. Okay…that big ol' ancient tome definitely hadn't been there a few seconds ago. I glanced at the detecting charm on the floor beside me. It was still pulsing a soft, steady green. No dangerous magic detected. 
"My ass," I snorted. No way did I trust the magically appearing book. Especially since it looked like a serious grimoire. Sucking in a breath, I slowly reached out and picked it up, my fingers sliding over the slightly warm, oddly textured cover that could only be made of some sort of skin. Because, why not, right? Only the best in items made out of pain and torture for the Lovell witches. 
I yelped, falling back onto my wide ass as the power that had been disguised suddenly manifested. The fucking book was dripping with magical energy, like an overflowing buffet table beckoning to the witchy side of me with promises of gluttonous, mind-bending levels of more. 
I sighed. Fucking family. It had been disguised, until I touched it. I could probably sell the damned thing—whatever it was—to a magic collector, or to a witch who was as interested in power as the rest of the supernatural world always was. But I knew I had to actually open the damned thing first and see what was inside. Because knowing the source, I'd probably be better off destroying it than selling it. No one should possess the kind of knowledge my family had. 
Damn it. I'd really been hoping for a nice, easy trip to the pawn shops today. But no. I had to deal with more of this shit. This was why most of the estate was still sitting there untouched so many years after the deaths of my upstanding parents. Yeah. The sarcasm was thick. This stupid book was probably going to be a bitch to destroy.
I crossed my legs and glanced at the detecting charm. It was flashing purple now that I had broken whatever dampening magic the book had on it. Purple meant strong magic—duh, thank you very much charm—but still not harmful. Interesting.
I didn't have a shit-ton of magical ability, thanks to my refusal to learn most of the stuff that had landed my family a mass beheading, but I gathered what I had, drawing strength from the earth beneath me, the plants that packed my little rental house, the growing things outside. Then I gripped the book and opened the cover. 
The shrieking was so loud I dropped the book open on the floor as I covered my ears. "Gryphon shit!" I muttered. What? Did my family create a book that murdered people with sound waves or something? Sounded like the sort of pointless crap they'd get up to—particularly Aunt Nightshade. Ol' Shady was quite the prankster. You know, if ridiculous things that turned out to be deadly could be considered good fun.
I froze as all my mediumship senses flared to life, alerting me to the presence of a spirit. Great. A fucking haunted screaming death book. Just what I always wanted. I rolled my eyes upward, taking in the apparition that had materialized, its see-through form tethered to the grimoire by cords that only someone like me could see. 
I thought his coloring might have been fair when he was alive, though it was hard to tell with ghosts. His foggy form was tallish and broad-shouldered, but lean. And, because the fates really must like playing jokes on me, the face that wavered in and out of focus for a split second before becoming wispy smoke once again was that of an angel, all high cheekbones and full lips. The eyes were the only bit of color left, not really eye shaped, but orbs of glowing blue that probably had something to do with whatever scraps were left of his life energies. 
He had to have been a paranormal in life. Humans didn't retain that much energy in death. I wondered what he was. From what I could tease out from the little bits of his remaining power, it wasn't something I'd ever encountered before. 
"Yo," I said with a little wave. 
The ghost crossed his arms over his non-existent chest and scowled at me as if I should cower at his fury. "Lovell," he said in that hallow, neither here-nor-there voice most spooks had. "What are your intentions?"
I sighed and leaned forward, putting my elbows on my crossed legs, and resting my chin in my hand. This was probably going to take a while. Sounded like he was some sort of guardian or something.
"Well," I said tiredly. "I was intending on selling this box of junk so I can pay rent. But I get the feeling my day is about to go to complete shit."
He blinked down at me. As if ghosts needed to blink. He didn't even really have eyelids in his misty form. But it worked, somehow, his burning blue eye orbs winking in and out of sight. It was weird how they mostly maintained their corporeal mannerisms even when they were dead. "You're a Lovell."
I shrugged. "I guess. Although I don't usually admit that. People tend to go all 'oh, you're one of them.' Then the screaming or the sucking up starts. So, I try to pretend the name doesn't exist."
Ha. I'd just confused a ghost. I grinned at the way his barely-there brow wrinkled as he tried to puzzle me out. "You have denounced your coven?"
I shrugged. "The coven doesn't really exist anymore. It died with my parents. You know, when they were executed? Not really up on current events, are you?"
He drifted off, wandering over to peer out the living room window. It was weird, but buildings did seem to have some sort of tangibility to ghosts—at least in the sense that they could see them and distinguish which plane of existence they were on. "We're in the human world," he said in surprise. Then he turned back to me, and I got the impression of a ghostly eyebrow raise. "Why are we in the human world?"
I pushed myself to my feet and went to get a glass of water. The ghost trailed along after me to the kitchen. Apparently, his tether to the book allowed him a fair amount of room to travel. Made sense. Whoever tied him to it probably intended to use him in some capacity, maybe for information gathering or something. Wouldn't do to bind your incorporeal slave too tightly. I added ice to my glass and pushed a dusty strand of my green hair back out of my face as I glanced at the clock on the stove. "So, what's in the book?" I asked, ignoring his question about my living situation. "And make it quick. I need to get this wrapped up before my roommate comes home. Human. Prone to fainting and all that crap." I waved a hand.
Of course I lived in the human world. Gods and demons, everyone in the paranormal world took one look at me and ran away, made the sign of protection against evil, or tried to get on my good side so I'd share all my secrets to power and scariness. No thanks. Humans just thought I was another human—an eccentric who liked plants and died my hair funky colors. Sure, it sucked to live here with the normies, where I had to keep my magic side under wraps. But it sure as hell beat dealing with all that other crap. 
The ghost drifted closer, and I frowned at him. He reached out a hand and dragged it through my aura, making me shiver at the cold. And wait a second…had I just felt him touch my arm? "You're different than your predecessors," he mused. "I think you might be the one."
I rolled my eyes. "The one? The one what? Look, if this is some magical quest bullshit, you can just stop right there. I'll get you unbound from that weird book. If the thing is clean, I'll sell it to some witch for a pretty penny. If it's full of unimaginable horrors, I'll burn it in dragon's fire and scatter the ashes, maybe say a blessing. The end."
He raised his ghostly eyebrows, his glowing blue eyes flashing as he grinned. "Oh, yes. You'll do nicely, I think. Come." He beckoned to me as he headed through the wall, back toward the book. 
I rolled my eyes and eyed the liquor cabinet, wondering if I might need something stronger than water for this. Sighing, I set my water glass aside, got out a container of salt, and headed back to the living room and the newest complication in my life. 
The ghost hovered over the book. "It's a bestiary," he said, in a voice that said a lecture was coming. Perfect. Just great. I'd managed to land the nerd ghost. 
I crossed my arms over my chest and dropped into a nearby armchair that I'd gotten at a flea market because it was actually big enough to accommodate my less than delicate frame. "Goodie," I said dryly. "Just what the world needs, another dictionary." 
But I knew it was more than a list of magical creatures. The power pouring off the thing was making my teeth ache and my stomach churn. And my fingers itched to touch. Nope. Not happening. Fuck all that power bullshit. All that came from that was an inability to wear hats. You know…cause no heads. I really cracked myself up sometimes.
The anxiety was definitely starting to kick up. My parents had died because of shit like this. I wanted nothing to do with it. 
"It is not a dictionary," the ghost huffed. As if he needed to breathe. 
I rolled my eyes. "Do tell."
He miraculously seemed to sense my sarcasm. I got the ghostly equivalent of a glare as he hovered above the book, and I swear all he needed was some thick-framed glasses and a bow tie. "Turn to the table of contents, please."
I wrinkled my nose in disgust at the thought of touching the damned thing again, but Amy would be home in like half an hour, so I did as I was told, flipping to the yellowed, hand-written page that outlined the contents of the big book. I skimmed the words. "Cool. Magical creatures. In a bestiary. I'm so surprised." But even as the words left my mouth, I saw that I'd spoken too soon. The contents listed weren't creatures—they were abilities. 
Funny enough, the ghost didn't seem impressed with my wit. "Do you see beasts listed out there? This bestiary has nothing to do with educating witches about the various and sundry magical creatures."
I waved a hand, already feeling tired. "Lay it on me, dude."
He almost smiled—as much a guy could, with no real face and nothing but a gaping hole for a mouth. But then his expression went dark—like avenging spirit kind of dark. Angry ghosts were the worst. Almost as bad as demons. "The magical entities are bound in the pages of the book. Your ancestor collected them and crafted a spell to imprison them."
I swallowed, not liking that I knew exactly where this was going. "So they…could be drained. That's why all the power is dripping off this thing. It's a combination prison and battery, isn't it?" And it was carefully indexed by which ability the witch wanted to pull from the creatures within. As if the type of creature held no importance—only the type of powers that could be gained from it.
Fucking hell. My gut clenched at the thought. There were actual, living beings stuffed in the pages of this grimoire. And the person who possessed it could just suck their life essence out and use it for spells and who-the-fuck-knew what else, whenever they wanted. Convenient. Clever. And probably absolute hell for the things being used for their power. 
"Damn it," I muttered. "What the fuck am I supposed to do with that?" I couldn't just burn it. Or…I could, but it would kill the contents. And I couldn't very well give it to another witch who would use it as intended. I glanced at the writing again. Illusion, strength, the ability to manipulate the elements, dream walking, mind manipulation, inducing mortal fear, raising the dead, the list got worse and worse…. "Shit, shit, shit."
The ghost smiled sadly. "You'll do it, won't you?"
I groaned. "No. I have no idea what you're talking about." I had shunned high magic. I hated dealing with curses. And I had absolutely no experience with life bindings. 
"You know exactly what you have to do," he intoned in the voice of someone used to preaching about morals and duty. Nerdy and uptight. He must have been a real peach in life. "You are obligated by blood debt to free the beings who are imprisoned, then destroy the book and all traces of the magic that created it."
I ground my teeth together. "I'm not obligated to do anything, dude." But I knew I would. Because, shit, I couldn't just leave people trapped inside some creepy book. Even if the "people" were…. I flipped to the first chapter. Fair folk. Aw shit. Really? Way worse than angry ghosts. I really had to muster that moral compass, and remind myself that yes, arrogant, beautiful creatures who were more wild thing than person were still technically people. And that was probably just the tip of the iceberg. A lot of the listed abilities were absolutely not fae in nature.
And…this was probably going to require a visit to the magical world to gather shit to do the magic that I'd sworn I'd never use. 
Just fucking perfect. 
I glanced at the ghost to find him watching me with a strange expression on his non-face. "What?" I demanded. 
He gave a gusty sigh. "I suppose you should just start at the beginning and work your way through the book. I will, of course, wait until the others are freed before I ask you to release my bond as well."
I stared at the possibly once-handsome, uptight dead guy, surprised he didn't want me to send him off to the otherworld right now. "Why?"
He pressed his ghostly lips together. And no, there was no reason for me to notice how pillowy and lush that mouth was. When it flickered into view. Because he is a fucking ghost, self. Get it together. "It's my duty to protect the others," he said airily. "Since I'm the only one who has any ability to manifest outside the book without being summoned."
I arched a brow at him, feeling around the edges of his nearly non-existent aura. "What are you?" 
He lifted one see-through shoulder and refused to answer the damned question. "Dead."
I narrowed my eyes. There was more to this than he was saying. But it didn't really matter. All I had to do was free some powerful, undoubtedly pissed-off magical beings and get back to my boring human life. There was no reason I should care about the motives of one weird spook. 
I lifted the cover of the book with one sock-clad toe, flipping the thing shut. "Okay," I said with what determination I could muster. "I need to go make rent. Then we'll see about freeing a fae."
I mentally catalogued what I knew about defensive magic, and what charms I could whip up with the ingredients I had on hand. Because fae might be pretty and ethereal, but they were also deadly as fuck when angered. 
Good times.
"Oh," the ghost said in a far too nonchalant tone of voice. "Remember, there will likely be a steeper price than usual."
I sucked in a long breath, then slowly blew it out. "Steeper?" Because of fucking course. Any magic had its price, but something this morally off would have a much higher cost than, say, a little spell to help flowers grow or mend a sock.
Those glowing blue eye orbs seared into mine and I regretted even waking up that morning. Maybe even being born. "Someone has to pay for the way your family has wronged these creatures."
And I was the only Lovell left to pay the tab. 
Yay me.




Chapter 2

Elijah


I woke and slowly unfolded myself from the yellowed pages of the cursed bestiary to the sound of swearing. I had felt the planar shifts—I knew the book had been pulled from one realm to the other, but still, the sharp tingle of magic over my aura was like an unexpected, and not entirely welcome, touch against my barely remembered skin. 
I should have noticed it the first time the witch brought the book across the planes to the human world, but…sometimes I slept, and my absences from the waking world seemed to get longer as the years went by. If it wasn't impossible for a creature of my caliber, I might worry whether a ghost could suffer from depression. 
More likely, my spirit just wasn't meant to be abused like this, worn away and chipped with despair. Any being would feel weary at this point.
Another round of colorful cussing shook me out of my melancholy. Once, I had been a creature of compassion and love. But somewhere along the line, the dulcet tones of a witch in distress had become music to my vengeful ears. 
Fortunately—or unfortunately, for my dark tendencies—this witch appeared to be trying her best to prove there were still some good ones left. Even if she did cuss like a minotaur with a hangover. 
"Are you well?" I asked, manifesting as much of a presence as I could, just in case. She was the key to destroying the Lovell abomination of a grimoire and granting my freedom, after all. It wouldn't do to let her be damaged before she could finish the job.
Angry gray eyes met mine from under a fierce set of nearly-black brows. This witch really was…solid…for a woman. "Fucking peachy," the witch replied, rubbing her abused shin. "I must have moved that damned thing last time I was here and forgot to put it back." She shoved the footstool aside and I took the chance to study my surroundings. Ah, the infamous Lovell castle. Overkill, of course, and unpleasantly creepy, even to a ghost. The place was soaked in pain and misery. But I supposed it was a beautiful structure, under all the dark, simmering energy. 
No doubt some would find it lovely just as it was. My previous owner certainly had. I barely held back a sneer. I was supposed to be convincing this Lovell to help me. "Are you sure you can trust any of the equipment here?" I asked, wincing as I started to levitate a mortar and pestle toward the box she'd brought. I thought better of it almost immediately. No. Not that item. That one had been used for something involving blood and semen a little too recently for my liking.
At all was too recently for my liking. The heavy stoneware hit the rug with a thud when I released it. 
Only then did I realize my error. The Lovell witch was watching me with narrowed eyes. "You're a poltergeist," she said, crossing her strong arms over her chest. This woman was certainly no one's idea of delicate. Quite a few ancestors were probably rolling over in graves and all that. But maybe all that solid presence meant she was a survivor. Maybe she would at least survive long enough to destroy the damned book.
I sighed. "Yes. I'm a poltergeist."
She paced around me in a circle as I hovered over the bestiary. "Not just any ghost can effect solid objects. I knew you weren't human." She lifted a brow. "What are you?" Those sharp gray eyes were flashing, a clever mind trying to figure out the energies coming off me—energies she had likely never encountered before.
I crossed my arms over my chest and tilted my chin in my best righteous intimidation pose. "What are you" was just a step away from "How can I use you and everything you are?" A person only fell for that once in his lifetime. Especially if it got him killed and bound to a spellbook. "I'm a ghost, woman. A shade. A specter. A spook. A haunt." I arched a brow at her. "Are you addled? A bit slow perhaps?''
She wasn't impressed. "You know, whatever you're hiding, I'll figure it out eventually."
She was so sure of herself, so unconcerned. I really had no doubt she would. Eventually.
"You will certainly try," I said, swirling away to become mist, then rematerializing behind her. "But you have better things to do at the moment, Miss Lovell."
It was strange, I didn't even know her name. Her weird, loudly dressed human roommate had come home and the witch had ignored me until the woman left again for some outing with friends. I could have sworn I heard the roommate call his new witch Andy. But that had to be a jest. No self-respecting magical practitioner, let alone a Lovell witch, would allow herself to be named Andy.
"Never," a low, rich female voice growled at me, magic lacing every word, "ever, call me that."
I blinked at the spitting fury before me. "What? Miss Lovell? Whyever not?"
Though…I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that. It was soaked into every surface, suffused the very air around this place—Lovell wasn't a name, it was a curse. An insult. A black mark to anyone who didn't care more about titles than basic decency and the lives of other beings.
She snorted. "My name is Oleander. But even that is theirs. So it's Andy. Andy Love. Because that's an acceptable human name."
She smirked, the dangerous expression just like her ancestors, but better…strangely alluring somehow. "And it sounds absolutely stupid. So that's an added bonus." She lifted a middle finger and waved it at the hall in a rude gesture. "Fuck you, Lovells, with your fancy silver forks and your basement horror show. Fuck. You."
I gaped at the creature, with her frizzy green hair standing on end, in her ripped jeans and her anything but elegant female form. Then I did something I didn't know I even could do in death. 
I…laughed.
It didn't feel the same. And judging from Andy's expression, it sounded awful. But it was genuine. It was feeling something other than tired, futile rage. 
"Come on," Andy said, stuffing her green hair back into a messy bun and scooping up the book. "All the better spell stuff is upstairs in the workroom." She shook her head. "Either there or in the basement. But the entire fucking world could burn before you talked me into going down there ever again. I'm stupid. Not suicidal." She rubbed the top of one foot against her opposite calf, her face pinched in remembered pain. 
Ah, yes. If I recalled correctly, the basement laboratory had been booby trapped when I was last called on to serve a Lovell. Nasty work, that. The woman was lucky she still had two legs, if she'd stepped foot down there unawares.
I followed along after Andy as she made her way across the entryway to the sweeping staircase that led to the second floor. It was strange to see the Lovell mansion looking so shabby and abandoned. It was obvious no one had lived here in some time, everything just as I remembered it from when this witch's father had last called on my powers to allow him to spy on a rival—but everything was covered in a deep layer of dust. A few items were missing here and there, expensive things that held no significant magic. Interesting. "I quite understand why you choose not to reside here," I said as I trailed along after the witch. "But why is a witch of your caliber residing in the human world?"
She huffed and kept walking, treating me to a marvelous view of her plump ass, something I wouldn't have appreciated nearly as much when I was alive. Sadly. Being dead had a way of changing your outlook on life. 
"You knew my family, right?" she ground out. "One of them…did this to you." She glanced back over her shoulder, anger flickering like a live flame in those dove gray eyes. 
I was taken aback. It was…touching…that she should give a damn about my treatment. No one else of her lineage ever had. "Yes," I said slowly, drifting beside her as we reached the second story landing. "I had the unfortunate pleasure of knowing several generations of Lovells. It was your…great grandmother…I believe, who tricked me and turned me into this." I waved a see-through hand at my misty form. 
She nodded, the gesture sharp and hard. "Well, then you know what kind of people they were. All of them rotten to the core. People like to throw around the word 'evil.' But usually they don't use it in the right context. In the case of my family, 'evil' doesn't even begin to describe it." She shrugged. "They're all dead. Most of the family died in some epic battle when a bunch of asshats tried to take over the magical world—the gloaming, they called it. My parents were executed for their crimes." She turned to me, trapping her full bottom lip between her teeth. "I was just a kid. Six years old. They couldn't very well behead me alongside my parents. So here I am. But the entire magical world knows the Lovell name. If a magical family wasn't in league with the assholes, then they probably had loved ones who were tortured or killed by them. I can't lift a finger without drawing the attention of everyone around me."
I nodded in understanding. No one held grudges or clung to suspicion quite like a supernatural being—and witches were the worst. They had one foot in the magical world and one foot in the human one. It tended to make them more vulnerable than their supernatural peers—and more paranoid and guarded. 
I followed Andy to the workroom on the second floor. It was a handsome room—if you ignored the macabre implements and the grime. A small area had been cleared on the wooden workbench under one tall, stained-glass window. Clearly this witch didn't spend much time at the ancestral home, but it looked like she did come here from time to time. Probably when she needed to do serious spellwork. Magic came easier in this realm. She plopped the bestiary in the center of the cleared space and put her hands on her hips. 
"Okay." Sighing, she stooped and riffled through a small stack of books that were tucked away under the bench, free from dust, their covers gleaming with care. "Bindings. Right." She pulled out an intermediate magic book and flopped it on top of the bestiary. "Piece of cake."
I gaped at her. "Are you jesting? You…don't know how to do magic?"
She leveled that intense gaze at me. "Of course I know how to do magic. I'm a witch, aren't I?" She flipped a page, running a finger down the table of contents, and her cheeks flushed a bright, angry red. "So I don't have formal training. Big deal."
I sighed. Breathing wasn't strictly necessary, but there were times when it was required to express one's absolute horror. "The bestiary is high magic! It was created by the matriarch of the Lovell line. And you think you're going to destroy it using a magical primer for children?"
She slapped her hand flat on the book and turned to me, her lips twisted into a sneer. "Do you have any better ideas, asshat? How's your magic working ability these days? I assume if you could just spring yourself, you'd have done it by now."
I glared, feeling my aura surge within me, the little remaining dregs of my power swirling through my noncorporeal being. "I can sense strong magic in you. I assumed you knew how to use it. This is pointless." I waved at the instructional book. "Take me to an elder."
She snorted. "You want me to take this thing," she said as she shoved the bestiary across the workbench, "to an elder magic practitioner and trust that they'll destroy it rather than hiding it away and continuing to use the people enslaved in the pages? Or better yet, maybe they'll study it and figure out how to make a book of their very own, so they can trap even more living creatures to do their bidding."
I exploded, my misty form puffing out into nothingness while my voice remained. "Don't be daft."
She rolled her eyes. "Spooks. Nothing but smoke for brains." Then she went back to perusing her little instructional book. 
I floated in the in between, feeling lost and dejected all over again. For a moment there, I had dared hope. And that flare of remembered light made my entire being sing. But an untrained witch who had to use manuals was never going to be able to destroy the book. And the finding and subsequent loss of that rare hope was like a physical blow, after having been without it for so long.
Sometime later, I became aware of nagging. Rousing himself from my stupor, I flowed into my visible form. "Finally!" my new witch was griping. "What were you doing? Napping? Come here and tell me if this will work."
I floated over to the workbench, taking in the array of ingredients and spell paraphernalia that were littered across the surface. I had no idea how long I'd been out of it, but Andy had been busy during my break from reality. "Attempting to just destroy the whole book runs a really high chance of killing the creatures who are bound up inside it," she was saying, her strong, plant-stained hands dancing as she spoke. "And I'd probably blow myself up in the process. You just know there are counter spells and shit woven in there." She grinned at me, manic light dancing in her gray storm cloud eyes. "But I bet old Granny Crazy Pants didn't worry too much about someone in her own bloodline coming along and teasing out the bindings one by one." She slid a pile of spellbooks over for me to look at. "See. If I do a few smaller spells at a time and tailor them to the specific creature we're targeting—one by one—I think I can wiggle them free."
I blinked at the mad genius standing before me. "Wiggle them free? You're insane." But as my eyes trailed over the notes she'd scribbled down and the potions and sundry items she'd prepared, I almost felt like I had a real body again—as if my heart was racing. "This…might actually work."
She gave me a dangerous smile. "It might. Are you on speaking terms with the other residents the book? Cause I'm pretty sure they're gonna be pissed when I start yanking them out."
I rolled my eyes heavenward, praying for mercy. "We have a minimal awareness of each other, but we have been called upon to use our powers together at times. Most will at least recognize me when they emerge."
She chewed on her lip again. And really, that shouldn't affect a dead person, but here we were. It made me wish I had a body so I could reach out and use my thumb to save the plump skin from damage. "You're different than them," she said, oblivious to my strange thoughts. "She bound you so you can travel more freely."
At my nod, she continued. "What about them? Do they even know what's going on? Are they aware?"
I met her eyes. "They are aware. But it's a disjointed, unsettling sort of existence. Every time a witch uses the bestiary to call on some portion of their power, it…it's like a portion of them is sliced off, torn away and disconnected. And when they are summoned fully, they have lost bits of time, so they will feel disoriented and defensive."
"They're going to be angry," she said flatly. "Powerful beings, newly free, and full of rage."
I nodded again. I didn't want to dissuade her from freeing them. But it wouldn't do any of them any good if the first creature to emerge from the bestiary tore their helpful new witch to shreds. "And there's also the price."
She closed her eyes and took in a long breath. "Of course." All magic came with a cost. Usually it was paid with ingredients or personal energy. But the imbalance caused by decades of imprisonment and abuse…the universe would demand balance, and the price was sure to be steep. 
For one dizzy moment, I saw straight to this young witch's soul. I saw the burden she carried and the cost she continued to pay on behalf of her family, again and again, long after they were gone from this life. 
"Goddess damn them all," she muttered. Then she squared her wide shoulders, and her gray eyes took on a flinty cast. "Well, let's free a fae. If I'm still alive after, we can tweak this process for the next one."
I reached for her without thinking, surprised when my hand skated along the smooth surface of her cheek before it sank through. Her skin was so warm. So alive. It made me ache like a physical wound. All that warmth, and I was asking—no demanding—that she risk her life to free a dead man and a bunch of cursed beasts. 
Maybe I really had lost every last bit of goodness I had ever possessed. 
She pulled back with a hiss, her gray eyes wide. "You touched me."
I looked away, pulling in on myself, my misty being roiling and churning on the soft ethereal currents in the room. "Apologies. Carry on."
Andy huffed, then set about placing the bestiary in a spell circle she had chalked on the dusty floor. At least she had the sense to do this here, in the non-ordinary realm. The last thing I needed on my conscience was to know we had unleashed a feral beast into the ordinary human realm. 
I watched in silence as Andy lit candles and burned herbs, her magic strangely earthy and grounded for a Lovell. Then she opened her channels and started chanting, murmuring words and drawing graceful gestures to direct and unweave the magic, like a seamstress picking apart a woven blanket. I stared in wonder at the deep well of power that I could suddenly sense spiraling down, down, deep inside Oleander Lovell. She might reject her family's legacy. But there was no denying who she was. 
Thank spirit for that. Because it was going to take all that power to unweave the fae's binding without triggering the half-dozen traps I could now see woven into the bestiary, revealed beneath the glowing streamers of Andy's magic. Andy grunted, then her face stretched into a grim smile, her eyes closed as she maneuvered around her grandmother's traps. 
Gods and angels, the woman was actually enjoying this.
"Ah!" she gasped out at last, pulling back her magic with an almost audible click, like a key turning in a lock. A shockwave of magic rippled over the room. Andy fell to her knees as a set of short, sharp antlers began to emerge from the open pages of the bestiary. 
Andy scooted back on her ass, accidentally smudging the chalk circle that may or may not have held back the being she had just released. I floated in front of her, as if I could provide some sort of protection from the fury we had just released. 
Long, graceful arms lifted from the book, nimble hands gripping the edges as the fae pulled herself from the book like climbing up from a hole. Andy's back hit the workbench as the tall, slender fae woman emerged in all her glory, naked and strong, her long limbs inked in silvery markings. The terrible fae shook her head to get the long, golden-brown hair out of her face, then lifted a hand and conjured her bow and arrows, nocking the bow and aiming it at the cowering witch. Glowing eyes and short, sharp fangs flashed as the fae's power-laced voice filled the room. 
"Lovell bitch," she said, drawing her bow, lean muscle flexing and magic flaring about her, ensuring her aim would be true. "Cower. Beg."
"Niamh," I said, holding out a hand and manifesting every bit of physicality I could manage. "Please, wait."
Andy fumbled for something in her pocket, and for one glorious moment, I thought she had a plan, a defense, some suitably devious weapon for a Lovell. 
I gaped at her when she pulled out a plastic…pen. "Think I know what the price was," she slurred, her eyes going unfocused. Then she uncapped the pen thing, pulled up her shirt and slammed the device into the soft skin of her stomach. "Fuck me sideways." Her limbs trembled and her skin went pale as she listed to the side, her eyes rolling back in her head.
The fae woman snarled at Andy, ignoring me. "I will enjoy watching your blood spill, Lovell."
Then she loosed her arrow. 





Chapter 3

Andy


Something cold was sliding over my body in soft waves. It felt nice against the backdrop of total shit I was currently feeling. Nausea barreled through me, and I rolled onto my side, trying to remember where the hell I was. There didn't seem to be any concerned citizens or a frantic roommate hovering nearby. I swallowed back bile and forced myself to sit up, blinking in confusion at the ornately carved antique table leg that filled my vision. 
Something flickered in my periphery, a misty presence that seemed to be the source of the cool, comforting sensation against my skin. "Andy? Oh, thank heaven above, you're awake!" The ghost's voice penetrated my brain fog and events started trickling back in. 
Right. I was at the ancestral home, not my nice, human apartment with my flighty roommate who would at least know to have turned me on my side so I didn't drown in my own vomit and gotten me some medical attention. My only assistance was a dead guy who could maybe poltergeist an ashtray or something. Cool. 
I looked around the room for the murderous fae, only to find it empty of fair folk at the moment. The sudden movement made my head throb, but I ignored it. "Where'd she go?" I muttered intelligently. It always took a while for the brain to come back online after a hypoglycemic episode, and this one had been a fucking doozy. The spell magic took its "price" right out of my damned body. That was always the risk with strong magic. But…hadn't I been about to get shot or something? I glanced down, patting my body with clumsy hands, looking for wounds. No gushing blood. No pain. Huh.
Elijah was hovering back and forth, doing the ghost version of hand-wringing—pressing his fingers together until they merged into one smoky ball, then pulling them apart and reforming them again. His probably-handsome-if-he-was-solid face drew into a frown at my question. "Niamh? She's gone. After I deflected her arrow, she actually listened to me long enough for me to tell her you had freed her. She said it looked like you were dying anyway, without any help from her arrows." He shrugged one barely-there shoulder. "Then she left. I would assume back to her people." He hiked a misty thumb toward the shattered stained-glass window on the other side of the room. 
"She jumped out a second story window?" I asked in surprise. Then I held up a shaky hand. "Wait. You know what? Never mind. I don't care, as long as she's gone and not trying to jab me full of holes."
I grabbed the edge of the solid table made from magic-infused, old-growth wood and hauled my ass up into a somewhat upright position. My legs felt all wobbly and my head ached, but I'd live. 
"What was all that?" Elijah asked. When I stood, the empty glucagon pen rolled across the floor and the ghost hovered over to look at it, floating in this weird-assed horizontal position with his one arm going through the floor as he tried to read the label on the pen. 
I sighed and went to retrieve the thing from the floor. "Emergency injectable," I said tiredly, tossing the thing in the nearest dusty, needlessly decorative trashcan. "The spell made my blood sugar drop to fatal levels. The shot brought it back up." I paused and bent over the trashcan as a wave of nausea hit me, a side effect of sending your blood sugar skyrocketing after a near-fatal low. 
When the sensation passed, I shuffled around the workroom, looking for enough ingredients to make some sort of charm to make me stop feeling like a left-over dogshit sandwich. Elijah came to hover closer, one cool, misty hand stroking along my arm in that almost-there way of his. His face was probably expressing concern, but it lost a bit in translation, what with the deep, shadowy eye sockets filled with eerily glowing blue aura energy. "You are…." He seemed to be searching for the right words, and I had to wonder just how long the guy had been a ghost, if diabetes was an unusual word for him. "Diabetic? Is that the term?" 
I nodded, and he shook his head vehemently. "No. No Lovell witch could have such a human disease."
I sighed and took down some dried cardamom and ginger root, glad I'd had the foresight to stock a few things in this creepy old house just in case. Yarrow maybe? I took a second to evaluate my headache. Wouldn't hurt to treat that too. I tossed things into a fairly clean mortar—one of mine, that hadn't been used for evil rituals—and avoided looking at my ghostly busy-body. He was right. Usually, witches had just enough magic running through their blood to give them immunity to most diseases. We weren't as impervious as fully supernatural races, since we did tend to have more human ancestors—but chronic diseases were rare. And even more so if one came from a strong family line, one laced with extra powerful magic. Like the ancient Lovell line.
I sighed and put on a sarcastically cheerful voice. "Normally, you'd be correct, my fine non-corporeal friend. But you know how it is, curses have a way of making life inconvenient." 
I felt him hovering closer again, brushing against my aura in a way that was…disturbingly pleasant. Wow. I really needed to get out more, get some real human interaction or something. "You're cursed?" His ethereal voice was even softer than usual. Full of pity. 
"Eh," I said, as if it was nothing, starting in on grinding up the herbs, adding a few other things as I went. "People hate my family. I'm lucky it's not a killing curse. At least, not the immediate kind. Though, today was a bit too close for comfort."
The ghost peeked over my shoulder to watch me work, which was just freaking weird, since I could feel him right there but also…not…at the same time. If I turned my head, I could see through him. He was ever so slightly shimmery, which made the rest of the room look like I was looking through cloudy silver water. And his shoulder was partially inside mine. "Why haven't you just had the curse removed?" he asked, as if that was just a simple thing. 
I rolled my eyes. "Oh! I never thought of that. Thank you for that stunning advice. I'll just pop out and have that fixed right now, shall I?"
He made a noise that I'm sure would have been an unimpressed snort, if he had the right physical tissues for it. As it was, it was kind of a stuttering exhale. "Well, with some people, it is necessary to state the obvious."
I waved a hand over the mortar full of powder, infusing it with a bit of magic to enhance the anti-nausea and anti-headache properties of the herbs, careful not to use too much energy. Goddess knew, I should lay off the magic for a while after that last little adventure. And…fuck, that meant no portals for a while. Which meant I was stuck here in purgatory with the tainted energies of the ancestral home. I tucked the mortar and pestle under my arm and scooped up the damned bestiary, then headed downstairs to the kitchen. It was the one place I had actually cleaned up and kept somewhat useable for my brief trips here to Horror Land. The ghost floated along behind me as I relented and explained.
"The curse was cast by someone powerful, and it was meant to affect my entire family line. Clever, really. It makes the Lovells prone to life-threatening conditions that would normally be considered 'natural causes.' Takes the possibility of blame right out of the equation. Less chance of the person who cast it getting caught. And, you know, probably really satisfying in some sick way, to know your enemy's entire family line will eventually die out early. It's woven into my DNA."
He made a hissing sound beside me as he drifted along, keeping pace outside the banister, hovering in thin air. "That complicates things."
I reached the first floor and headed toward the back of the house, to the over-sized kitchen. "Yep. I'm sure as shit not messing with it on my own. And I could hire someone to try to break it, but things have the potential of going very wrong if they fail." Messing with unweaving something from a person's DNA could result in fucking up every bit of genetic material in your body. Which, you know, could mean anything from slow deterioration to instantaneous melting, depending on how bad you fucked up. And most of the people powerful enough to pull it off would probably be happy if the last remaining Lovell melted into a puddle. So…no. I'd just live with type one diabetes like a large portion of the human population, thank you very much. Technologies for the disease were rapidly advancing. It wasn't the death sentence it had probably been back when Elijah was actually alive. And I could augment things with magic and witch potions. No big deal. 
You know, unless working a powerful spell caused the universe to balance things out by sucking out your energy stores. But whatever. I guess next time I'd need to carb load before I tried to release a mythical beast from a cursed grimoire. 
But then again, there was nothing to say the price would be the same the second time around. Magic was finicky that way. 
I set the book on a fairly dust-free marble countertop and got out the things to make tea from the powder I'd just created. Elijah hovered silently. I tried—and failed—as usual not to focus on how I always ended up paying for my fucked-up family's wrongs. The Lovells deserved to be cursed. They were, by and large, horrible people. But for fuck's sake, I hadn't done anything evil—unless you count stealing wi-fi from my neighbor for a while. Geesh. I hardly thought that warranted a curse on my genetic makeup. 
"It's unfair," Elijah said, his ghostly voice startling me out of my pity party, even if his words did echo my own thoughts. "You carry the burden of your family's transgressions, even now, years after they were all wiped from this plane of existence." His glowing eye orbs met my gaze, and for a second there I got a more solid glimpse of his perfect, chiseled features. He shook his head, reaching out a ghostly hand toward me, as if he would squeeze my shoulder. But of course, the touch just slid through me, making me shudder. "I'm sorry this has happened to you, Oleander. You seem to be the one shining pearl in the ocean of blackness that is the Lovell line."
He glanced away, taking in the kitchen, with all the ridiculously kitschy human touches I had added over the years just to chip away at the snooty, cold feel of the place. His ghostly lips quirked upward in amusement, and he nodded toward the cookie jar that I never used but just had to buy with the hopes my family were turning in their graves. "I like your…cow."
I grinned. "Thanks. It moos."
He let out a breathy sound that I supposed must be ghost laughter. "Of course it does. Your grand matriarch would have hated it. Nice choice."
I leaned against the counter and sipped my tea. "I know." The concoction was slightly fucking awful. But I was too tired and too lazy to so anything about the taste. I just tipped my head back and chugged. 
Elijah stared at me, ever the spook critic. "Is that how they take tea in the human world these days?"
I shrugged and rinsed my cup out before setting it in the sink. "That didn't qualify as tea, dude. It tasted like a snail's arsehole."
He continued to stare.
"What?" I said defensively. 
He poofed out of existence momentarily, then re-formed. "Your…way of speaking…is unlike any aristocrat I've ever met." 
That was definitely an attempt at being diplomatic. I winked. "Thank fuck for that." Then I stretched and glanced out the window at the slowly sinking sun. It wasn't getting dark yet, and I hated the idea of staying the night in this house. But I was exhausted and shaky, and I couldn't reliably portal until my magic reserves built back up. I could go into town and pay for a portal home. But that would mean enduring the stares and whispered gossip. And I was in no fucking mood for that if I could avoid it. So, sleepover at the asylum it was. 
"I'm going to bed," I informed my new companion. "Feel free to…I don't know, go wherever dead people go when they aren't busy spying on the living." The ghost made a face that was oddly sad, and I suddenly recalled what he'd said earlier about the fae. "And thanks for deflecting that arrow. I'm not really a piercing kind of girl."
He wavered, and I thought maybe the ghost was tired too. It had to take energy to affect solid matter, even to a small degree. And spirits typically didn't have much energy to spare. "Rest well, mistress witch," he said with a semi-sarcastic head tilt. "Open the book and call my name if you need me." His expression lost all levity. "It may take me a while to return on my own otherwise."
Then, he was gone, swirling into a shimmery fog that flowed into the bestiary, leaving nothing behind. 
I sighed. Ghosts always made me sad, even though my mediumship abilities meant I had lots of exposure to them. There was just something so…poignant…about interacting with the shade of what had once been and never would be again, even if most ghosts were just shallow remnants. 
I tested my blood sugar with one of the test kits I kept stashed everywhere. Sighing, I pulled an insulin pen out of my back pocket and attempted to correct the now high blood sugar that came from the glucagon. Standard procedure was to go to the hospital after using one of those things. But I was a witch. I did have some enhanced resilience. I'd be fine. Probably.
I made my way to my old bedroom with dragging feet. All traces of anything childlike had long ago been removed, but I passed another room—probably a guest suite, since I was an only child—that was fully decked out in bows and hearts and little girl pink. It was eerie as fuck. If I was ever planning on living here—which I was absolutely not—the first thing I'd do was get rid of that crap. I flicked my wrist, using a bit of my remaining magic to shut that door so I didn't have to look at it. Creepy fucking house. 
When I reached my room, I flopped face-first onto a slightly dusty, but humanly peasant-level, mundane bedspread, and passed out. Maybe I'd wake up and realize this whole pain-in-the-ass day had been nothing more than a bad dream.
I slept like the dead. For a while.
Bad dreams weren't unusual for me, particularly when I'd spent the day immersed in the dark miasma that hung around the Lovell mansion. But I didn't usually wake up in terror. 
I kept my eyes closed and my breathing even as I tried to figure out what had woken me. I wasn't a complete newbie. I had set wards and protections and done a thorough cleansing on the rooms I used, including this bedroom. So there shouldn't be anything evil lurking here. 
As I lay there not moving, the bed shifted as if a weight was pressing down on the mattress. Fear skittered over my skin, giving me goosebumps. Goddess, this had better not be another ghost. I was so fucking not in the mood for playing intermediary with the spirit world at dark-o-clock in the morning after the night I'd had. Especially with a spirt strong enough to poltergeist. But sometimes they were insistent. 
I gathered my power to me, happy to find that it was replenishing nicely after my tea and most of a night's sleep. It might be witching hour, but I had gone to bed early. I'd take it. 
The weight on the bed shifted and I felt a foreign magic rise in reaction to my own. "Oh, no, little witch," a rich feminine voice purred, magic-laced and flowing over my aura like a caress. "None of that."
Strong, slender fingers were wrapped around my neck before I even had time to react. I pulled my hands up and planted them on the person's body, sending pure, raw energy at them through the contact. It would be like getting hit by lightning. But of course, fae have magic of their own—deeper magic, older magic than witches. My spell dispersed, fizzling out without any effect. 
I tried to bring my knees up to ram them into the lithe, powerful body that was pinning me to the bed, but of course that didn't work either. Fae were hunters by nature, fully capable of taking down large prey. I was so fucked. "What the hell do you want?" I managed to grunt out between gasping breaths. Apparently, she wasn't going to immediately choke me to death. So, yay, bonus! 
She growled, low and dangerous, then shifted with all the sudden grace of a jungle cat, the strong hand releasing my throat to grip my hair and drag me from the bed. 
"Ow!" I yelped. "Son of a bitch. What the fuck?" I hit the floor with a thump and half a dozen fey willow-the-whisp lights danced into existence, lighting the place with an eerie glow that made me want to follow them anywhere—even right off a cliff to my death. "Oh, cut the damned theatrics," I snapped, gripping my hair at the roots to counter her grip and keep her from ripping it out.
The fae snarled something in a language that was incomprehensible to anyone but the fair folk. Then she yanked me to my feet and shoved me into a nearby antique wing-backed chair. "Theatrics?" she hissed, the depth of rage in her voice making the hair on my arms stand on end. "You," she said, gripping my chin in her strong fingers and tilting my head back. Her leaf green eyes reflected light in the darkness, like the eyes of an animal. "Your ancestor bound me in a grimoire and used my powers against my will for untold years of torture. Then I am ripped from the pages by a bumbling witch with no finesse or talent, only to find myself disoriented and inundated with the vile energies of suffering and darkness that suffuse this place." She narrowed her eyes at me, showing fang, the eerie whisp lights glinting off her sharp-pronged antlers. "Then I escape. Return to my people. To my family. And what do I find?"
I swallowed, narrowing my eyes in return. "I don't know. A bunch of naked satyrs doing the dirty with the local deer population? Nice antlers, by the way."
She squeezed my face so hard I knew I'd have bruises. "I find them all gone. Dead. Murdered in a war that I slept through! Most at the hands of your people."
I sighed. "Story of my life, bro. Wanna punish me for shit I didn't do? Cool. Get in line."
I reached out a foot, kicking the nightstand as hard as I could. The fae just watched me in confusion, but it did the job. The bestiary teetered and fell to the floor, the pages flopping open. "Elijah!" I yelled. "Wake the fuck up and help me out here or something, you useless ball of smoke." 
I wasn't really sure how to summon a captive spirit from the book for use. Hadn't thought I'd need to, for fuck's sake. 
The fae kicked the book farther away from us with a look of disgust on her face, as if she couldn't stand to be near the thing. Not that I blamed her, really. 
Elijah slowly materialized, shimmering in and out of existence until he took in what was going on. "Niamh!" he gasped in his misty way, shooting forward to try to insert himself between me and the psychotic deer lady. "Stop! Don't harm her!"
She released my face and took a step back, but her hand still rested on the rustic-looking, hand-crafted dagger at her belt. "Ghost. Why do you defend this monster?"
He held up his hands in a placating gesture, as if a see-through dude could really stop the fae from murdering me. I slid sideways out of my chair and stood, getting a good connection to my magic. They both ignored me. "Niamh, she is the key to our freedom. She isn't like the rest. She freed you—and almost died in the process—for no reason other than that it was the right thing to do."
The fae started prowling, pacing back and forth with this lean, silent grace that at any other time I might have found sexy. Apparently, my brain was still a bit fried from recent events. Because…what? She wants to murder you, Andy. Not the time to ask for a quickie.
"What am I to do?" the fae bit out, waving a hand at Elijah. "My clan is gone. My life is gone. The world as I knew it is irrevocable changed."
Elijah let out a long, hollow sigh. "I'm sorry. I admit we didn't think of that. We only thought to release you from your prison so we can destroy the book."
I edged slowly toward the door an inch at a time to avoid notice, while the ghost defended me and the fae hunter paced. Cowardly? Maybe. But I wasn't keen on dying tonight, and no one took on a fae hunter and lived. Well…except apparently my evil ancestor. But who knows what kind of underhanded tricks great Granny Wolfsbane had used? Old Wolfie probably knew all kinds of nasty little spells and traps. I was shit out of luck on that front. 
I had almost made it to the door when the fae rounded on me. 
I squared my shoulders and straightened my spine as death bore down on me, her lithe form outlined by dancing willow-the-whisps. Huh. At least I'd die with twinkle lights. Festive. 
The fae halted in front of me and crossed her arms. "As the current owner of the bestiary and a Lovell witch, you are responsible for the crimes of your bloodline."
I rolled my eyes. "I'm really not."
But she ignored me. I was beginning to think that was going to be a thing—if I lived long enough. "You will take responsibility."
I sighed. "Yeah, sure, fine. Whatever. All my fault. I'm responsible. All better now?"
She tilted her head, her narrowed green eyes sharp and calculating. "Yes. You will provide for my needs until such time as I call your blood debt fulfilled. Beginning with food and shelter." 
I gaped at her. "What? You want me to…keep you? Take care of you like a…a…pet, or a kid, or something? No fucking way. Get out." I pointed at the window, since it looked like that was where she'd come in. The repair people were going to have so many questions. Or maybe not. Maybe they'd just assume I had thrown someone out the window to their death and accept that as typical Lovell behavior. I was tempted to let them think that just for fun. If I lived that long.
Elijah let out a resigned sigh from behind the fae. The woman—Niamh, or whatever—just smiled, slow and wicked. "You already agreed to take responsibility. A bargain has been struck. You can't refuse now." She shrugged. "You should have set more specific terms." She bared her pointed teeth at me. "And I am not a pet or a child."
I put my face in my hands and just…breathed for a minute or two. I was so fucking stupid. Everyone knew you had to be ridiculously careful what you said around the fae. Their damned magic just latched right onto things like bargains, and agreements, and debts. 
I lifted my head to meet a pair of angry but triumphant green eyes. "Cool," I said in a flat voice. "You're stuck with me now. You're just gonna love it, I promise." My voice dripped with sarcasm. If she wanted to hang around while I bumbled through my boring, fucked up life, more power to her. She'd get her damned room and board too—but she never specified her terms either, so she was getting dollar-store cup noodles and the old, rotted doghouse behind my rental in the human world. We'd see how long she stuck around after that. 
"Well," I said, wiping my hands on my jeans. "Since I'm up now, I might as well be productive." I brushed past the fae woman and flipped on an actual light, then picked up the bestiary. "Make yourself useful, deer-head, and help me figure out how to free a…" I flipped to the next section of the book. "Jinn? Yeah. Okay, a Jinn." Fuck me sideways with a rusty mace. "Help me figure out how to free a pissed off Jinn from this thing and keep it from murdering me."
Elijah did something with his face that might have been an eye roll, you know, if he had eyes. "You're sure you want to attempt him next?"
I shrugged, as if I was absolutely cool with unleashing a being of fire who could control minds and shit. Why not?
My beautiful, deadly new fae shadow just smiled that evil smile, a hint of fang showing, probably relishing all the ways this would end with my guts on the outside or something. Woo-hoo. 





Chapter 4

Andy


Have you ever seen a lethal, sexy fae hunter with deer horns wearing a pair of faded, too-short gray sweats and a men's tank top? No? Well let me tell you, it's amazing. Weird. But amazing. I had to make a serious effort not to burst out laughing every time I laid eyes on Niamh. But she'd threatened to gut me and use my insides to make boot laces the first time I gave in to that urge, so I did my best to keep a straight face. 
It had been a couple of very long days since I freed the fae.
"Look," I said to my unwelcome house guest. "I can't take you to the human realm. I mean…have you ever looked in a mirror? If the ears and the teeth didn't do it, the freaking antlers would certainly raise some suspicions, deer girl. Then we'd have the Supernatural Alliance beating down the door because I violated the treaty and brought a non-human species to earth without registering it. No thanks.
I could probably make her a masking charm, but with her innate magic, it would take more energy than I was willing to expend. 
She narrowed her bright green eyes at me, hands on her hips and that imperious, "I'm-better-than-you-witch" look on her face. "I don't care about silly human treaties. You will not abandon me here in this…den of evil and pain…so you can hide in the human world. What is it you really need from there? You're a witch. You belong here."
I sighed. How was it that she could threaten me one second, then act like a possessive boyfriend the next? My life was getting fucking weird. "You were there, cupcake," I reminded her. "We went over the possible spell ingredients we need to free the jinn. I have most of it in the human world. It will save me having to deal with the assholes at the market here."
"You spurn my looks," the testy fae said, fingering the sharp point of one antler. "And yet, your ancestors sought my people's connection to the beasts, coveted it so badly I was imprisoned for it."
I rolled my eyes. Really? Now her feelings were hurt? I was getting a headache. I tore my eyes away from her perfect lips and put my hands on my hips, aping her posture and glowering right back. The last thing any fae needed was an ego boost. They were all well aware how beautiful they were. And they were damned proud of it. "I could give a crap less about your looks," I ground out. "I just don't want to deal with the market or the Alliance. So you will stay here, and I will go get the stuff I need from home. And maybe some more clothes for you. Really, no one wears hunting leathers for fun anymore, even here."
She growled. Literally growled at me. "Fine. But you will return before sunset."
I arched my eyebrows at her. "Are you…afraid of spending the night here alone? Is that what this is all about?"
She stalked toward me, forcing me to look up to meet her eyes. Her sharp little fangs flashed as she leaned into my space. "I am not afraid of some overdone witches' hovel."
I went up on my tiptoes to get in her space right back, refusing to be cowed. "Then what the hell is your problem, deer girl?"
She huffed and her eyes slid sideways. "The human world has its dangers, just as this one does."
I blinked at her. "So?"
Elijah appeared, sliding through Niamh, and making her shudder in distaste. "She's worried about you, Andy."
The fae snorted and threw her hands up in the air as she spun away. "Absolutely not. Go on then, scurry off, witch."
And with that, the weirdo glided out of the room. 
I glanced at Elijah. "She's ridiculous. Does being bound to that book like…rot your brains or something?"
He shrugged one misty shoulder. "I fear she may be…attached to you. You freed her and gave her a place to shelter until she gets her bearings. She has lost her family. Her entire clan." His aura-blue eyes flared momentarily with some strong emotion. "And you know the fair folk are prone to arrogance and possessiveness. I'm afraid she now considers you her witch."
I rolled my eyes at that bunch of bullshit. "So stupid."
He tilted his head and floated closer, running one cool, almost-there hand up my arm and making me shiver. "Do you not find her attractive? I sense she feels drawn to you."
I gaped at him. "What are you? Spook match maker now? Besides, even if we disregard every other weird fucking thing about this situation, I've known her a total of two days."
His blue eye orbs gazed at me unblinking. "Dalliances and attachments have been known to occur in far less time." His voice took on a haughty tone. "Besides, I can hardly partake in fleshly pleasures these days. I have to get my jollies somewhere."
I groaned and swiped a hand through him, and he poofed into smoke with a hollow, ghostly laugh. Then he reappeared across the room. "In all seriousness, Andy. You could do worse than having a strong fae hunter to protect you. The beings you release from the bestiary will be dangerous. And even without all that, it sounds very much like you need a partner to help carry some of your…earthly burden."
I widened my eyes at him, not knowing what to say in response to this weird turn in the conversation. "I'm not hooking up with some fae chick so I'll have a live-in bodyguard. For fuck's sake, Elijah."
He shrugged again and drifted past me. "Worth a try, I suppose. You know, when I was alive, I considered purity to be the ideal. Ghosthood has made me realize how much I missed out on in my life. I wouldn't want you to make the same mistake."
I turned and grabbed up my backpack. "So, what you're saying is that you're a pervert and you're planning on spying on me when I'm naked." Great. Fantastic. 
He laughed. "Oh, do calm yourself. I'm teasing, Andy." But something in his voice said not all of that was a joke. 
"What the hell are you?" I asked for the millionth time. "One of those sorcerer monks who live in the caves?" 
He huffed. "Hardly. Didn't you have things to do? Places to be?"
I eyed the bestiary where it lay on an end table in the dusty parlor we'd taken to using. "Should I take that with me, do you think? Or will it be safe here?"
He drifted closer to the book, trailing his misty fingers over the cover. "I suppose you should keep it close. But then I will have to come along. I can't move far enough away from the book to remain here while it is in another realm. My tether may be looser than the others', but it's not that lenient."
I shrugged, then belatedly realized what he was saying. "Which would mean deer lady would have to stay here alone in the creepy house."
He nodded. "Yes. But she is a hunter. I'm sure she'll be fine."
I remembered some of the nasty booby traps I'd disabled early in my visits to the ancestral home and shuddered. "Uh. You know what, maybe you'd better stay here. And…can you sweep as much of the house as you can reach for booby traps? I'm afraid I might have missed a fun surprise or two." I hadn't really been all that thorough since most of the traps weren't triggered by Lovell blood.
Elijah let out a gusty dead-guy sigh. "If I must. Shall I warn your guest as well?"
I nodded. Then I held up a hand to stop him from hurrying off. "What did she mean, about my ancestors wanting her people's connection to beasts?"
He gave me a misty smile, sad and…old. "Niamh's clan were known far and wide for their connection to animals. They could communicate with them, coax the animal spirit to do wonderous things."
I swallowed hard. A few things were starting to make awful sense to me. "Wonderous…or terrible?"
Elijah drifted closer and the shimmery outline of his chiseled features wavered. "Any ability or power can be terrible, if used that way."
I sighed. "Yeah. I think I've seen what my family did with her powers. Goddess damn it."
I turned away to stow the nasty bestiary under a couch cushion, then called up a portal to the human realm, hoping what I brought back wasn't going to cause Niamh to go on another let's-kill-Andy rampage. Then I stepped across the threshold and put the magic world behind me, where it belonged. 
The portal spat me out in my tiny backyard in the human realm. I took a moment to breathe, just centering myself and getting my bearings. The flow of aether here was slower, more distant, spread out thinner over every non-magical atom of the human world. I shook out my hands to relieve the tingles in my fingertips and cracked my neck. Then I went into the house and straight to my bedroom. 
"Hey, Bis," I said, hurrying to his pen and flipping open the lid so my pet could escape his enclosure. I had made him a charm that made him look like a garden variety rat to my human roommate. But Bis was…special. And I never kept him in his cage when I was around. He must be pissed at me for leaving him cooped up playing pet rat for days on end. I scooped him up and touched his little pink nose to mine. "We're going on a little trip, buddy," I said, setting him on my bed as I went about packing a duffel bag full of clothes sand other things I thought I'd need.
I was going to have to spend at least a couple more days over there in Crazy Land, if the last few days was any indication of how this whole "free the captive freaks" thing was going to go. If I lived through freeing the jinn, I'd make another trip back for anything else I needed. I refused to think about how much time I was going to have to spend on the other side if I was going to free all the creatures bound to the bestiary.
Content with what I'd stuffed in my bag, I held out an arm so Bis could climb up onto my shoulder, then took my empty backpack to the kitchen. Amy was kind of a ditz, so she put up with my unusual interest in herbology and cooking without asking questions. Half of our postage-stamp back yard was taken over by garden boxes that were currently overflowing with herbs, and I had two entire cabinets filled with dried plants and other various items. Amy thought they were all just hippie herbal remedies and kept her party-girl self away from it all. Which was for the best. I might use my witchy magic for good. But that didn't mean all the ingredients were exactly safe. 
I riffled the cupboards, stuffing bags and jars into the backpack I'd brought. I had spent most of the last two days pouring over spell books and examining the binding on the jinn's section of the bestiary. Every creature's binding spells were different, tailored to their unique powers and abilities. Great Granny might have been pure evil, but she wasn't stupid. The way she had constructed these bindings was…genius, actually. But that was the thing with my family. People liked to dismiss criminals as unintelligent. That would be a huge mistake when facing the Lovells. I didn't think there was an unintelligent gene in any of my ancestors. Well…except old uncle Abrus, who blew himself up making a spell for exploding fruit…but there's always one exception to the rule, right? 
I had to admit, as much as I liked a good puzzle, I was glad the bitchy fae and the weird ghost dude had been there while I did my research. They were mostly silent while I worked, but when I was ready to talk through things out loud (which I often did even when alone) they were able to offer valuable insight into the magic and the way it flowed differently for a being like a jinn. 
I'd never met a jinn in real life, and trust me, I wasn't looking forward to it. They were basically demons with all kinds of specialized powers. Apparently, if the fae and the ghost could be trusted, my jinn was a fire elemental who could possess people, morph into animals, and who the fuck knew what else. The bestiary's categories for this being were vague, with things like "travel, fire, shifting, and identity," so…who knew what all was included under those categories. What my great grandmother considered normal and "Goes without saying" was probably a hell of a lot different than my definition. But one thing everyone was clear on was that the guy could control fire.
I was probably going to die. 
"It's been nice knowing you, Bis," I said to my fluffy friend. "I hope you live a full life when I'm gone. Maybe find your way to the old forest and live with the flying elk."
He chittered at me and patted my cheek with one pink, clawed front paw. At least someone would miss me when I was gone. 
A quick trip out to the garden and I had everything I needed—at least, all the things I could get over here in the human sphere. Now I just had to make up some excuse for my absence and notify my roommate. I was gonna lose my crappy job at the corner store, but eh, I hated that gig anyway. And I could always sell some more stuff from the Den of Horror if I had to. 
I might tell the others it was a pain in my ass, but in reality…the thought of leaving those creatures—those people—trapped for all eternity didn't sit right. And right or wrong, I did feel responsible in some way for my stupid family's assholery. They had caused the world so much pain. If I could undo even a tiny bit of that, I'd sleep better at night. 
"Okay, Bis," I said, slipping the backpack onto my back and hefting my duffle bag as I called to my power. "Hang on tight. We're going for a ride."
He buried his tiny hands in my messy green hair and chirped a sound that roughly translated to "Let's go, bitch!" I smiled as I whisked us to the magic realm. 
I immediately stopped smiling when I saw what was waiting for me on the other side. "What the fuck did you do to my kitchen?" I demanded, dropping my bags and advancing on the flour-covered fae and the smoking oven.
Niamh drew herself up to her full, lean height and glared. The intimidation technique lost a little something, what with the streak of flour on her perfect nose and the smudge of what I really hoped was chocolate on the corner of her mouth. "I was hungry," she said, lifting her chin. "You left with no indication of when you might return. For all I knew you had abandoned us here in this abhorrent house. But nothing works like it did in my…other life." She sniffed in what might have been haughty disdain, but something was off….
"Oh, my goddess, are you crying?" I blurted. Awesome, I know. But look, insensitivity was like a genetic trait in my family. Give me a break. 
The fae crossed her arms over her chest and blinked rapidly. "What? Of course not, witch."
Then her bright green eyes lit on Bis. "What in all the worlds is that?" Anger quickly replaced her shock. "What have you done, witch?"
I held up my hands, hoping to ward off the approaching hunter. "Nothing. I didn't do it."
She backed me up against the kitchen counter, her lean body pinning mine, one long-fingered hand wrapping around my throat to hold me in place while she studied Bis. "Lies. You may have disguised this creature, but I can sense its wrongness. Its…abomination."
I sighed, letting a pulse of magic out to zap her where her skin touched mine. She ignored it, but I saw the way the corners of her mouth tightened. That stung her. And it made me feel better. "I didn't do it. I found him that way." I reached up and awkwardly pulled the little charm from around Bis's neck. "He was the only one left alive…and I couldn't just kill him."
Niamh released me, and I absolutely did not shudder at the slow slide of her fingers against my throat as she stepped back. "Explain," she demanded.
I let out a long sigh. I'd rather not relive that horror, but I had a feeling she wasn't going to let it go. Elijah drifted into the room brows arched. "You are both alive? I thought for sure the witch would kill you when she saw what you'd done. I told you, one does not tamper with a witch's kitchen."
He halted when he saw Bis. "What in heaven and hell is that?"
I reached up and scooped the poor guy off my shoulder so I could hold him and give him chin scratches. "Don't listen to them, baby," I cooed. "You're the most beautiful one in the room."
He tilted his head back and purred. I looked at Bis as I spoke, rather than the curious ghost or the simmering-with-suppressed-rage fae. "I came back here the first time when I was fifteen. By this world's rules, that's old enough to be considered an adult when it comes to matters like estates and inheritance and stuff. That was also when I was finally old enough to leave the children's home and live on my own."
Bis sensed my unease and curled up, rolling into a small, spiky black ball with a white stripe down the middle. He tucked his rat-like head and fluffy skunk tail inside, presenting nothing but oversized hedgehog prickles. "The whole place was booby trapped. Probably to keep people from stealing shit. Kind of a last middle finger from my parents to the rest of the world. They might be dead, but no one was getting their hands on the Lovell fortune or their precious spells and inventions."
I shrugged, trying not to remember how terrified and alone I'd felt, as the last person on earth with enough Lovell blood to cross through the family wards. "I deactivated a lot of the traps and spells just using my blood and magic. I could sense something running off some sort of magical battery though. So…I followed the energy signature."
It had led me to the basement. And a booby trap that almost cost me my leg. But I managed to make my way into…what? A laboratory? A workroom? A particularly vivid level of hell? I knew exactly what my parents had used Niamh's magic to do. And it was horrific. 
"There were a lot of…specimens," I said, swallowing hard. It had been awful. And sad. Bits and pieces of various animals preserved by magic or mundane means. "And there were some completed creatures. But Hibiscus was the only one that was still alive after all those years. The preservation spells had failed on the others." Bis's spell was about to fail too, but for some reason I just couldn't let it go. Anger had made me see red. It had taken over my whole world as ten years of silently suffering the judgements, and insults, and bullying just…overwhelmed me. 
"I freed Bis and burned everything else. The specimens. The other dead creatures. The spell books and notes—all of it. I wanted it erased. I wanted…." I wanted to erase everything, my whole family history, and the Lovell blood that flowed in my veins. I might have just let myself burn too, if Bis hadn't woken up and given me a pitiful little chirp. 
"So," I said with fake cheer as Bis unfolded and scurried up to sit on my shoulder and pat my hair. "There you have it. One hedge-rat-skunk thing. Ta-da!" Jazz hands seemed appropriate, so I threw those in for good measure. 
The fae chick was just staring at me. 
"You burned it?" Elijah said quietly, drifting over to hover by us. "Everything? Even the notes and instructions?"
I nodded. I knew what he was thinking. Most people probably would have kept the notes. And any other Lovell would have immediately set about trying to re-create the process and improve on it to make new and better horrors. 
"Yeah," I said tiredly. "All of it. You can go down there and inspect if you really want to. But I'd watch your legs if you still have them. One of the steps is carnivorous." I should probably get around to fixing that but…honestly, it was sort of amusing, if you didn't look at the scars on my leg. And it wasn't like I was ever going to spend a lot of time here. 
Niamh didn't move. Elijah puffed out of existence for a few long moments, then returned. "It's as she says. The entire workroom is empty but for ashes and…." He glanced at me, then back at Niamh. "And a little shrine to the forest folk."
I felt my face flush. Shit. I forgot I put that there. Niamh jerked in surprise and opened and closed her mouth a few times. "You asked forgiveness from the mother and father?"
I shrugged. "I am a witch. We're supposed to be connected to nature. Even if all my ancestors seem to have forgotten that little fact."
Niamh paced closer and I braced myself to zap her if she went for more choking. Instead, she held out a finger to Bis. "Hibiscus. That is not a Lovell name, little one." He chirped, but I stayed silent. I'd chosen the name because it didn't fit the family tradition of naming everyone important after deadly plants. Poky little rodent named after a bright tropical flower. Seemed right to me. 
Bis sniffed Niamh's finger, then stood on his back legs, reaching out his clever hands and chittering non-stop. Niamh smiled and gave a nod as if she understood everything he was saying. "I will allow it." 
Then the little traitor let the fae lift him up and put him on her shoulder. She nodded along to his continued chattering as she turned away. "Oh, really? I see. And how do you feel about that?"
I rolled my eyes. "Um. Hello? My kitchen?"
She waved a graceful, dismissive hand. "You may make me baked goods now, witch. Containing cocoa."
I ground my teeth together. "I hate you."
She turned away before I could be sure, but I thought I saw the hint of a smile. My stomach growled though, and it was dinner time. I heaved a sigh and set about making something quick. And some brownies. Because I might need extra carbs for the spell I was thinking of attempting. Not because the fae said so. 
After we were both full and Bis was situated in my bedroom behind some wards with firm instructions not to wander, I harnessed my lady balls and set about spell prepping. The ghost and the fae both hovered, offering unwanted advice while I ground and mixed ingredients and made notes. Then I moved everything outside to a slate slab in the overgrown back courtyard, were there were less things to catch fire, and started drawing my spell circle, glancing at my books every few minutes to make sure I had it right. 
"I still can't believe our savior is relying on children's magic primers," Niamh muttered darkly. 
Elijah said something too soft for me to hear, but I ignored them. I was used to people underestimating me. And besides, this crap took concentration.
I'd never drawn a freaking summoning circle before. But that was essentially what this was, modified to summon the jinn out of the book, rather than wherever the heck demon-like creatures usually resided in their down time. Oh goddess, this was going to go so wrong so fast. 
"Just don't break the circle this time," Elijah reminded me, doing that hand-wringing thing again, merging his misty hands and pulling them back apart. 
I rolled my eyes. "Not like I meant to the first time, Ghost Boy."
Niamh inspected my circle with narrowed eyes. "The mistake nearly cost you your life. Only my amazing mercy saved you. The jinn will not be so kind."
I pointed a finger at her accusingly. "Ha! Mercy? You fucking shot me!"
She shrugged, tucking her golden-brown hair behind one pointed ear—which I noticed was suspiciously pink at the tip. "I don't know what you're talking about. If I'd shot you, you'd be dead."
Elijah huffed his airy ghost laugh. "Right."
I took a deep breath and centered myself, wiping my dusty, chalk-covered hands on my jeans as I stood. "Well, let's see if we can burn Lovell Castle to the ground, shall we?"
Slender fingers wrapped around my own, surprising me. The stinking fae moved like a…well…a magical being who'd hunted in the old forest all her life. "Please try not to die," she said seriously, her leaf green eyes boring into my own. "I need you to cook my breakfast in the morning."
I sighed. My life. But I didn't let go of her hand. All things being equal, summoning a bound jinn from layers of Lovell spellwork was bound to cost more than freeing Niamh had. And that had almost killed me. If I had to, I could probably siphon some magic off the fae through our skin-to-skin contact. If she let me. 
"Are you sure you don't need another brownie?" Elijah asked nervously, hovering near the pan I'd brought outside earlier. 
I shook my head, glancing down at my glucose monitor just to be sure. "Blood sugar is through the damned roof already," I said with a shrug. "If the magic doesn't take its price out of my body the same way it did last time, I'll end up in DKA." I waved off his questions. "Too much sugar equals a trip to the hospital or the healer, it's just slower to kill you than a low."
He moved to hover near the circle, closer to the bestiary we'd placed inside, maybe hoping to be the first thing the jinn saw. I mean, he hadn't been able to talk Niamh out of shooting me when she was freed, but hey, it was worth a try. 
I gathered my power, pulled from the earth and plants around me, strengthening my connection to the mother goddess and father sky. "Well, here goes nothing," I muttered. 
Then I set about unweaving magic booby traps and bindings so I could summon a jinn. 
It was hard work, and it felt like it took for-freaking-ever. But eventually, I felt the last of the bindings dissolve. An angry rush of red-hot energy filled the summoning circle, followed by a ten-foot-high burst of dancing flames that singed my eyebrows from where I stood, even through the heat-resistant wards I'd set. 
The flames decreased and a whirlwind of sparks showered the inside of the circle, fading away to reveal a pulsing, person-shaped ball of fire. The flames solidified and I blinked in surprise. He was…holy hell. Beautiful, rich, red-brown skin, bare to the waist except for the glint of gold jewelry, dark brown hair shot through with reddish strands. A surprisingly slim, compact body that moved with the grace of a dancer or an acrobat. Big, dark-lashed amber eyes met mine, and the man smiled, sultry and beckoning. 
"Hello, witch," he purred in a voice full of sin and promise. "Come closer."
I actually took half a step before Niamh jerked me back, her fingers squeezing mine in a death grip. "Andy!"
I halted and straightened my spine. "Even I'm not that stupid," I muttered. Even though he'd almost lured me into suicide.
His smile widened, becoming something dark and dangerous. "Oh, but you are, little Lovell bitch, if you think a summoning circle can hold me." 
Then the entire courtyard erupted in flames.




Chapter 5

Andy


Heat rose all around me, dry and blistering, as the Jinn's fire sucked every last bit of moisture from the air. I saw his smile through the lashing tongues of flame, dark and bitter, a cold counterpoint to his fire. Niamh's fingers squeezed my own, the crushing grip grinding my bones together as we stood under her hastily erected barrier. I poured my own magic into the shield, but the sweat was evaporating from my skin faster than it could form, doing nothing to cool my body. We might not burn at this rate—at least not until he finally wore the barrier away—but we could still die from the heat in the air around us. 
Niamh shifted her grip, sliding one long arm around my waist and pulling me close. "We've unleashed hell," she muttered. "Any ideas, witch?"
I shook my head mutely while I tried to figure out what to do. All around us, the courtyard had gone up in flames, the rambling, overgrown place reduced to ash in seconds. This wasn't just any fire. I didn't know much about Jinn, but I had done my research. There wasn't anything on this mortal plane that could extinguish a jinn's fire except the creature who had cast it. 
The barrier pinged an odd note, then seemed to warp inward. I tensed, sure we were about to die. But it was just Elijah, the ghost going incorporeal and popping in on our side of things when he found he couldn't just float on through. 
"Andy," he said, his voice desperate as he flung himself at me. 
I reared my head back as the ghost…coated me. It was a strange sensation, hard to describe. Not possession. He was still on the outside. But I could feel his sprit essence plastered to my skin. I gasped in a breath of hot air as Elijah's misty ghost self eased the heat on my skin, his chill touch making it easier to think. 
"Why are you fools protecting the Lovell?" the Jinn's bored, sultry voice purred from right outside our barrier. 
I glanced up to find him pacing there, dragging one long claw along the curve of our protective bubble, leaving sparks behind. It reminded me uncomfortably of someone cutting through metal with a saw. I hoped like hell he wasn't cutting himself a nice little doorway. 
"Recall your fire!" I demanded, straightening my spine and pulling away from Niamh slightly. "For fuck's sake, you're ruining the wolfsbane. And the poor roses will never grow again."
He tilted his head, molten amber eyes regarding me from a face that was just too pretty to exist. His long black lashes swept downward, and one corner of his sinful mouth tilted up. "Of course," he cooed. "I'll stop the fire. If you come out and play with me." His eyes met mine again and the smile showed fangs. "I'm going to take you apart piece by piece, bitch. I'll take back every year your ilk has stolen from me, every ounce of power. I'll take it out of every slice of that juicy, voluptuous hide." 
I ground my teeth together. "Oh, for fuck's sake. I didn't do anything to you! I just freed you, moron." I glanced at the fae at my side. "Is everyone in that book mentally impaired? Is that how you got trapped? You're all just colossally fucking stupid?"
She bared her teeth at me. "Not the time, witch."
I shrugged, feeling Elijah slide all along my skin with the movement, over every inch of my body in a way that was just…whoa. We were going to talk about that later. For now, I ignored it and just told myself I was glad for the ectoplasmic body armor. The jinn had stopped pacing, his stillness somehow even more threatening than his prowling and his threats. "You freed them?" he said, flicking his eyes to Niamh. 
I crossed my arms over my chest and glared. "Put. Out. The. Fire. While there's still anything left in this place to pawn!"
He arched a dark brow at that. "They are not under your control? You aren't forcing them to use their magic to protect you even at this moment?"
I threw my hands up in the air. "Do they look like I have any control over them? They follow me around by choice. Again, I'm pretty sure you're all brain damaged. One too many forced spells or something. Maybe it's the prolonged lack of socialization?"
He stopped smiling. Which, once again, like with the prowling, I think I preferred the maniac smile. "Prove it."
I arched my brows at him. "What?"
He lifted a hand, putting out the flames there so I could see his graceful fingers and oddly delicate, three-inch long claws. "If you're not forcing the fair one and the ghost to protect you, then it should be no difficulty for you to simply step across the barrier away from them."
I sighed. "Oh, yeah. Sounds like a great plan. I love being roasted alive." But hey, maybe it would be less awful to burn up quickly rather than stay in here and sweat to death?
Those shimmering eyes went half-lidded in a look that was nothing but sultry challenge. "Afraid?" He shrugged one bare, golden-skinned shoulder. "The witches with the most power are always the most afraid of losing it. Their fear of ever appearing weak makes them grasp for things that don't belong to them. Like the power of others."
I rolled my eyes. "Fine." I stepped away from Niamh. "Elijah, get off, would you?"
The fae immediately grabbed my arm, halting me. "Oleander, this is madness. How do you know you can trust him?" Her green eyes flicked over my shoulder toward the jinn, then back. 
I shrugged out of her grip. "I don't. But I'm hot. I'm fucking exhausted from working the spell to free his ass, and…I'm tired, Niamh. Just really fucking tired. Maybe he'll put me out of my misery."
Elijah flowed off my skin and formed a misty man-shape between me and the jinn, blocking my escape—as much as he could. "Witch? You can't mean that. Do not throw away the precious life you've been given. Trust me when I say you will mourn its loss." He lifted a ghostly hand to brush along my cheek. "I will mourn its loss. Please don't go, Andy. We've work yet to do."
I side-stepped him. "You guys act like I'm going to an execution," I said dryly. "But I'm not. At an execution, your fate's already decided. The guillotine will fall. But he's one of you. There's always a small chance I'll live." I dragged out my best devil-may-care grin and stepped through Niamh's barrier and into the firestorm. 
My hair immediately started to crackle, and blisters formed on my skin. I was sure my clothes were burning and sticking to me. But hey, it wouldn't matter in a couple more minutes anyway, right?
Seemed a fucking stupid way for my cursed life to end, but what did I know?
A pair of flaming hands gripped my upper arms, drawing me forward a step so I stared into the jinn's eyes. He was utterly terrifying, but some dim recess of my brain found it amusing that I was taller than him. "You're a gutsy thing, aren't you, witch?" he purred. 
His touch set my shirt on fire, and I swallowed down a whimper. "It's not so hard," I croaked, the dry air and smoke making it nearly impossible to draw breath. "When you're never given a choice."
Those mesmerizing amber eyes flickered. Kind of pretty. Not the worst thing to be staring at as you died. "There is always a choice," he whispered, leaning in so his lips touched the scorched shell of my ear. "Do not make me regret mine."
Then the fire was gone. 
A whirlwind of fresh air whipped through the courtyard, clearing the smoke so I could breathe. I wasn't sure if it was the jinn or the fae who called it. I was just thankful I could draw another breath. 
"Look what you've done to her!" Niamh barked, shoving the smirking jinn aside and snatching me close. 
I hissed and yanked away from her touch. "Fuck!" I griped. "Not making it any better here, fae."
Elijah hovered at my side. "Andy. Please let me help."
I rolled my eyes. Damn. Even my eyelids were seared. "If you must."
His cool caress made me sigh in relief as he wrapped himself around me. It must be costing him energy to keep himself so tangible, but at that moment, all I cared about was making the pain stop. At least I still felt pain. Which meant the burns probably weren't deep enough to damage nerve tissue. Yay! 
I tried to straighten my spine and look like a badass. But working heavy magic and being cooked alive had really taken a lot out of a girl. "So," I said to the jinn, who was lounging against a blackened tree stump, his flowing harem pants pristine and his perfect, compact dancer's body bare from the waist up, and dripping gold jewelry. "That was fun." I made a shooing motion. "Well? Off you go. Free to make someone else's life a living hell."
The slow smile that stretched his lips did not seem like a good thing. He pushed himself off his tree stump and swaggered our way, a little dancing pep in his step that made me want to smack him. "Oh, I think I'll stick around for a while," he said with a wink. "See how that heals."
He reached out to draw a finger along one of my arms, barely touching my blistered skin. Then he grinned at Niamh. "Is there drink in this place? Food? I've been starved of pleasure for far too long in those moldy old pages!" He linked his arm through the fae's and dragged her from the courtyard like they were old friends, and this was all some happy lark. 
Fuck my life.
I stiffly shuffled after them, turning and heading upstairs to my room when they went toward the kitchen. I couldn't care less what the fuck they did as long as I could sleep. And maybe a cold shower. Yeah. Possibly. If I could manage to peel my clothes off my crisped skin. 
I had just set my foot on the bottom stairstep when something occurred to me. I stopped, turning toward Niamh before the jinn could drag her all the way to the kitchen. "The cost," I said, my voice carrying weirdly in the creepy mansion. Sure, I was tired from un-working a massive set of binding spells and helping Niamh with the barrier. But I hadn't had a massive hypoglycemic crash or felt any other weird magical balancing act occur as payment for the power I'd used. "I didn't pay the cost."
The jinn chuckled, the sound like tinkling bells, and completely at-odds with his wicked look. He leaned around the taller fae woman and winked at me. "I did." He shrugged when we all gaped at him. "Took quite a chunk out of my reserves. But I'll recover, thank you for your concern."
I held up a hand. "No!"
He just smiled. "Too late, witchy-poo. You owe me."
Fuck, fuck, fuck! He'd paid the price for my magic so I would be in his debt. And with a magical creature of his power, I couldn't refuse if he decided to call in the favor. The rules of magic would just bitch slap me until I paid up. "Motherfucker," I muttered, turning and trudging up the stairs. The sound of his rich laughter followed me all the way to my room. 
I slipped into my bedroom and shut the door behind me. Bis scampered across the hardwood and started to climb my pantleg with an agitated peep. I awkwardly bent and scooped him up before he could dig his little claws into anything crispy. "Hey little guy," I said tiredly. "It's been a really bad fucking day." I touched my nose to his and set him back down on the blanket pile he'd made in the corner of the room. "Just…stay there for now, okay?" 
The rat-skunk-hedgehog hybrid trundled over obediently and hunkered down on his bed. I was pretty sure he could understand me. Which was creepy in so many ways, since I knew how he'd been created. I wouldn't put it past my family to throw a dash of human intelligence into the mix just for funzies. 
The fucking creeps.
Elijah slipped from me to go have a word with our new jinn friend, and to relay a list of ingredients to Niamh for a burn salve. But I wasn't alone for long. The fae appeared at my door far quicker than I had expected, carrying a bowl of something. Her leaf green eyes traveled over my singed self and her gaze hardened into something that could cut. "I'd kill him, if he wasn't already trying to make amends."
I arched a brow at the fae hunter as she kicked my bedroom door closed and paced over to set the bowl on the nightstand. "Strip. I'll get the shower going."
I sighed and wrestled my insulin pump out from under my shirt. The pump itself was a little hot, but it was warded with enough magic to survive a nuclear strike, so I was pretty sure it would survive. The plastic tubing was completely melted. But no biggie. I could replace that. Setting that aside, I got rid of what was left of the adhesive patch, then gingerly started peeling off the remains of my t-shirt and jeans. It wasn't as bad as I expected, since my clothes were all-natural fibers. They were only stuck to my blisters in a few spots. Finally I was gloriously naked, reveling in the feel of nothing but air against my poor, abused skin.
I padded to the bathroom to find Niamh waiting. She had turned the opulent, but aged, shower on so it was just a trickle. That way it wouldn't beat against my raw skin. I took her hand and let her help me in, since walking and maneuvering pulled on my tight, blistered, cracked flesh. The water was just the right temperature—cool enough to be soothing, without being too cold.
"Thanks for helping back there," I said, feeling awkward in the silence since Niamh didn't seem inclined to leave. "With the barrier and all."
She nodded, an edge of anger to it still. "It was stupid, stepping outside the barrier like that. You can't trust everyone you meet, Andy. Just because the creatures in the bestiary have been wronged, that doesn't mean they aren't evil themselves. You had no reason to think he wouldn't just burn you to ash."
I tilted my head back to wet my poor, singed hair. "I'm not an idiot, fae. I don't just go around blindly trusting people. Hello? Did you ever meet my family? I couldn't trust my own damned mother, and I knew it from the time I was born."
She came to perch on the closed toilet lid closer to me, and I didn't miss how her eyes lingered on my body. "Then why? Were you truly…. Did you wish to die?"
I sighed and turned the tap off, gingerly lifting my arms to squeeze the water out of my short hair. "Honestly? No. Not really. But it's not like I'm afraid of dying, either." I let her wrap a towel loosely around me, then looked up into her eyes. "I'm not suicidal or something, if that's what you're worried about. I just had a really good idea about the kind of game we were playing." I waved a hand in the general direction of the kitchen downstairs. "That is a very powerful being who has been powerless for ages. He needed to be in control. He was asking me for a show of good faith. Otherwise there was no way he was going to back down. Don't you get it? He needs to feel like he is in control, or he'll lose his shit." I could tell that within five seconds of meeting the lunatic. But then, I was good at reading people—especially the psychotic ones. 
She let out a sigh and some of the tension left her shoulders. Her graceful fingers traced my jaw. "I forgot," she said softly, her voice full of sadness. "I forget sometimes that you aren't at all what you seem."
I arched a brow at her, making my tight face skin pull. "Oh? And what am I then?"
One side of her pretty mouth curled up in a mischievous smirk. "Oleander Lovell. The one who came after."
I just stared at her. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
She stepped back, and I immediately missed her touch. "It means you are more than the human or the inept ex-witch that you pretend to be. You may not want to be in tune with the magic. But you are. And thanks to your horrid family, you're more…aware…than anyone I've met in a long time."
She shrugged and turned away from me to head back into the bedroom, and I absolutely took a second to enjoy the view. That ass. I shook myself and followed her. "Okay."
She picked up the bowl and motioned me closer. "I was going to bring you the herbs for a tonic. But the jinn conjured this from somewhere. He said it would help with the burns. Do you wish to inspect it? I can't sense anything evil myself."
I padded over and leaned in to sniff at the bowl, which appeared to contain some sort of creamy herbal mixture. "At this point," I said with a shrug, "I'm willing to try just about anything to make it feel better."
She nodded and gestured at my towel. I let it drop and spun to present my back as indicated. "I think…" she said as she carefully smoothed a dollop of the mixture over my back, "that you're correct about the power play. But I have no idea what to make of the man now. He's downstairs drinking something he found in a cabinet and telling ribald jokes to your ghost. He acts as if he has not a care in the world. How is he not…upset…after his imprisonment and all that has happened?"
I sighed at the immediate relief that flowed from wherever the lotion touched. "I don't know," I said at last. "He seemed pretty damn pissed down in the courtyard."
She huffed and I relented. "But yeah, I know what you're saying. Still…you came back here pretty quickly after you stormed off. And who knows? He's a jinn. Maybe he just likes the chaos. I suppose we'll find out soon enough."
She smoothed the heavenly mixture over my shoulders, back, and buttocks, then down the back of my legs. I relaxed bit by bit, the pain melting away so all I felt was the slow, sensual glide of her hands over my skin. "Turn," she said, her voice a bit lower than usual. 
I smiled to myself, then spun, holding my arms out at the sides and pointedly not reminding her that I could do the front myself. Leaf green eyes burned into mine as those graceful hands slid over my shoulders and chest, pausing to circle the heavy globes of my breasts, then skate downward over my belly and hips. 
I grinned when she went to her knees, her hands sliding over my thighs and down my legs. When she finished, she looked up at me, the heat simmering in her eyes plain to see. "My arms?" I asked, holding out my hand. 
She smiled, slow and predatory, then took my hands, working the lotion up to my elbows before she stood again to get my upper arms. Then she tossed the bowl aside and returned to my breasts, stroking the light, oily stuff over my nipples, bringing them up to tight peaks. "How do you feel?" she breathed. "Still hurting?"
I tilted my head, letting my damp hair brush my shoulder. I wasn't a pretty girl. Not delicate or terribly feminine. But I'd been around long enough to know that didn't matter so much to some people. Sex was all about the energy. And the buzz of electricity that hummed between me and the fae was everything. "No, surprisingly," I said, licking my lips. "Apparently, the jinn really is sorry he almost cooked me like a hotdog over a campfire. That mixture was magic."
She snorted, stepping back to draw her shirt off over her head and drop the sweatpants to the floor. "You're still not up for anything vigorous," she said, coming close again, pressing her long, lean body to mine as she crowded me back toward the bed. "Magical fatigue."
I rolled my eyes as I looped my arms around her neck. "Bossy. Because, of course you are."
She growled and nipped at my neck before trailing those lips up across my jaw to my mouth. Goddess, she tasted like tender new grass in a meadow of sunflowers in high summer. That's the only way I could explain it. Something that was so fair folk you'd have to experience it to understand. "The blood runs hot after a battle," she murmured against my lips. "It races for the hunt."
I chuckled and tilted my head back to let her nibble at my ear. "Not much of a battle. Or a hunt, really. More like us almost dying. But I get it." There was something primal thrumming just below my skin, pounding in my veins. I'd felt it before, a time or two—usually when I had been extra close to ghosthood.
Niamh backed me onto the bed, then slid down my body, skimming over my sensitive flesh with hands and lips, avoiding the recently burned bits, nibbling and suckling at my nipples, biting a line down my ribs, pressing lingering kisses to the soft swell of my stomach. Then she parted my legs and bent her head, stroking the flat of her tongue along the entire length of my aching pussy. I growled impatiently and reached down to grip her antlers, guiding her to where I wanted her. I was too tired and magically drained to want much more than a quick orgasm. But Niamh seemed to understand. She attacked my clit with a vengeance, swirling her tongue over the nub, sucking on it so hard I saw stars. I bucked under her, chasing my release, feeling the magic swirl between us. Sex magic was as potent as any earth element. For a moment, it brought you closer to the source of all creation. That was something humans never seemed to understand, but that a witch knew in her very blood and bones. I'm sure the fae felt it too, with their connection to nature.
Niamh's strong hands gipped my hips as she drove me higher, and I moaned loudly as I came, unashamed of my pleasure. The fae continued to kneel between my legs for a time, pressing lingering kisses to my thigh. Then she slid up my body, hovering over me with her hands braced on the bed to press a kiss to my forehead. 
I reached for her with heavy limbs, intending to return the favor, but she pulled away. "Not now," she said, her voice velvet and promise. "Later. When you've rested." 
She stood. "I've got a jinn to babysit," she reminded me, returning to her no-nonsense hunter tone of voice. "It's not like Elijah can do anything if the guy decides to go on a rampage."
I didn't think the fae could do much more than the ghost, when it came right down to it. She was powerful. But a jinn was stronger. And their magics were different, not on the same plane. I let her go, though. Because she was right. Someone should probably go play adult. And it certainly wasn't going to be me. I crawled onto the bed the right way and pulled a blanket over myself. "Thanks for the orgasm," I mumbled into the pillow. "Ten out of ten for efficiency."
She snorted a laugh and bent to press a kiss to the side of my head. "Stupid witch," she muttered fondly. "So trusting."
I ignored her and pretended to sleep. 
She was wrong. I wasn't overly trusting. I just knew people. And what I was rapidly coming to understand about the fae was that she was terrified of being alone. She had her freedom. But when she found out that her clan was gone, she'd come right back here to me and Elijah—to the only people she knew. And she had refused to leave. Now she wanted to bond more deeply with me. She wasn't going to get closer and then fuck me over. That wasn't how the creature worked. 
Now the jinn downstairs? That guy would use sex as a weapon, as a tool to manipulate and dominate people. It was part of what he was. If he climbed into your bed, you'd better bet it was time to run. I snorted to myself at the thought. 
He was pretty though. 
I woke slowly from dreams of some eastern-looking place with high, arch-ceilinged buildings and piles of sumptuous cushions, where everything was made of sheer, brightly-colored fabrics and a person could drown in sensual pleasures. 
"The fuck?" I scrubbed a hand over my face, erasing the harem from my brain. Goddess, maybe I had brain damage from all the heavy magic use the past few days. I really needed to get this bestiary dismantled and go the fuck home to the human world where I belonged. 
A cool sensation glided over my skin, and I turned my head to find Elijah hovering nearby, running one misty hand along my arm, up across my collarbones to cup my cheek. "Feeling okay?" he asked softly, his blue eyes glowing. 
I swallowed hard. Oh. Ghost in my bed. Ghost who could poltergeist and touch things sometimes. Clearly the fae had broken my brain earlier with her little let's-sex-up-the-witch routine. "I'm fine," I managed to answer, flinging the covers aside and sitting up. 
That meant I sat through Elijah. But he just meandered on out of my body and went to float around my room as I got dressed. "The jinn is coming," he said calmly, his expression something I couldn't interpret. "He said he needed to inspect your burns."
I finished pulling on a pair of loose lounge pants and a tank top, then ran a hand through my tangled, singed hair. I'd need to trim off the burned parts, damn it. I was going to ask what Elijah meant when the bedroom door opened and in walked temptation incarnate. 
Fucksticks. 
The jinn prowled across the room, his hips doing this little rolling thing that most men's bodies just didn't do. He still wasn't wearing a shirt, and I couldn't help but notice the glittering gold nipple and belly button piercings. "Hello, my witch," he purred in that soft voice. Crap. That was no good. 
I crossed my arms over my chest and glared down at him. "Howdy. What the hell are you doing in here?"
He just continued on past me, prowling around me in a slow circle, his head tilted as if he was examining me. "Oh, that's beautiful. I did a lovely job, don't you think?"
When I just arched a brow at him, he reached out a hand and drew a claw down my forearm, drawing my attention there. "My markings. Beautiful, aren't they? That one is my name."
My blood ran cold. Glancing down, I saw what he was talking about. Not red marks or scabs from my burns, but barely there, slightly raised symbols and curlicues, like decorative scars lacing over my skin. I turned my arm over in horror, realizing that the marks were everywhere, covering every inch of me that had been burned a few hours before. 
"What did you do?" I breathed, my voice shaking as terror and rage consumed me in equal measures. Goddess save me. He'd…put some kind of binding on me.
The jinn just smiled pleasantly and looked me right in the eyes. "Why, I marked my property, of course. How does it feel to be owned, Lovell?"
Then he turned toward the door and started whistling, rolling a little ball of fire between his ring-bedecked fingers. "Oh, this is going to be so much fun." 




Chapter 6

Aahil


I paced the boundaries of the charred courtyard, my bare feet crushing the ashy remains of flowers and overgrown weeds. My mind was still unwilling to truly believe I was free. The time I'd been bound in the book was agony enough all of its own, but…it was only a drop of sand in the hourglass of my long imprisonment. 
I had been foolish. So foolish. Any other Jinn would have laughed me out of existence if they knew how I'd ended up imprisoned in a spelled bottle for an eternity before I landed between the pages of a musty old witch's grimoire. How I'd practically handed the witches the means to enslave me, to use me, first for their pleasure, then for power. 
But I would never be that foolish again. I had learned my lesson. Thoroughly. Witches were not to be trusted. They liked to side with the humans, calling my kind demons and monsters…but witches were the real monsters. They used their magic only to grasp and greedily hoard power that didn't belong to them, all so they could control and subjugate others. 
My lips curled up into a bitter smile. The tables had turned. Now I had a witch of my very own to torment and use as I saw fit. I would extract every ounce of vengeance, for every decade I had lost, from her witch hide. And I would make sure it hurt as much as my own betrayal. 
My original betrayer might not be around to pay for her crimes. But the Lovell's weak little descendant would do just fine. Rage boiled inside me like the churning of lava inside a volcano, ready to burst out at any moment and destroy anything that stood in its way. 
I glanced down at the remains of an old, overgrown rosebush that was somehow still identifiable after my rampage. Memories assailed me, when by all rights, they should have long faded. Rage and bitterness would do that—keep things close to your heart that could only wound. 
She had loved roses. Wore their scent on her skin and in her hair. We had made love many nights on a bed of rose petals as we made plans to defy the order of things and marry. I growled, swiping a clawed hand through the remains of the bush, erasing it from existence. At least I had the smug satisfaction of knowing that she was dead, her bones long-decayed in the ground or her ashes scattered in a funeral pyre hundreds of years ago. She was nothing more than a bad memory in the mind of one neurotic jinn. 
"You are nothing," I whispered to the ghost of her memory. But somehow it didn't make me feel quite as satisfied as I had hoped. 
"Aahil?" A hollow, otherworldly voice called me back from my desperate musings. I stopped pacing, turning to look at the ghost that hovered nearby. 
Elijah was an annoying pest. He'd been given more freedom by the witch who bound us all in the book, his main usefulness in the ability to travel unseen and spy for his owner. Afterall, it wasn't like the ghost could do anything to harm the witch who'd imprisoned them, incorporeal as he was. But that freedom had always made me resent the ghost, even though I knew it was utterly absurd to envy a dead man. Especially one who had never really lived while he was alive.
"Oh, Spook! I'm sorry…I didn't see you there," I purred, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning against a smoke-blackened stone bench. "Apologies." I leered. 
Elijah, always the epitome of goodness and light, simply regarded me with a sad look on his see-through face. Pity the asshole was so…dead…he might have been quite good looking once upon a time, if the hints of lip, and jaw, and high cheekbone that occasionally rose to the surface of his churning etheric being were any indication. 
"Aahil," Elijah said again in that whispery voice. "Release your bindings on Andy. She means us no harm."
I snorted and waved a hand in a "go on" gesture. "Oh, good one. Please, tell me another jest, my misty friend."
Elijah drifted closer, only his upper body formed, the legs trailing into whisps of silvery smoke that curled along the ground. "It is no jest. She's the one I've been looking for, hoping for all these years. A Lovell who isn't evil. She has a conscience. Her moral compass tells her she should release us and destroy the grimoire. We need her. All of us."
I straightened and strode right through the ghost, shivering in delight at the cold almost-touch against my superheated skin. Elijah gave a hiss, some of his ethereal being turning to actual smoke as the jinn fire that danced on my skin managed to burn away a bit of that ghostly magic. I grinned happily. There was nothing quite so satisfying as annoying the holier-than-thou spirit. 
"Oh, she can continue her work," I said, turning and spreading my arms like a benevolent god. "In fact, I insist upon it." Fire leapt into my hand and I rolled the flames over my fingers as I tilted my head and glanced toward where I knew the little witch had come upon us and stood eavesdropping. "If she doesn't, I will burn her alive from the inside. Slowly. Starting with the very cells that make up her blood and organs." I flexed my fingers, demonstrating how my binding connected me to the disgusting witch. 
A gasp and a throaty groan were my reward as I heated up her tissues by just enough to avoid permanent damage. 
"Aahil!" The ghost actually tried to attack me, mustering enough poltergeist strength to push me back a step before Elijah ran out of power and popped out of existence. 
The witch hit her knees, then fell on her face on the sooty garden pavers. Such an overreaction to this minimal demonstration of my power over her. 
"You sonofabitch!" she muttered into the ash-covered ground, struggling to push herself to her knees. 
I frowned, then went to crouch nearby and observe. "Your aura doesn't look so good, Lovell," I observed, keenly aware of how the roles were reversed—of how many times a Lovell had used me, drained me so badly I could barely crawl across the ground like a worm, turned into a burned out husk of my former self.
The fat witch managed to get to her hands and knees, but her arms shook as if they could barely hold up her weight. "Are you so weak?" I said with a cluck of disapproval. "How disappointing. This will take all the fun out of the torture I have planned."
Interesting gray eyes met mine from under a mop of unruly—and slightly singed—dark green hair. "Oh, fuck you," she muttered in a husky alto. Then I felt her begin to draw power from the earth. Truly a green witch, then. But too bad for her, I had destroyed all the plants nearby. And I doubted anything was left alive in the soil. 
Reaching out, I placed a hand on her shoulder and shoved, easily sending her tumbling back onto the ground. "Don't try to use your magic on me, witch. I've had enough of that to last me several lifetimes."
She huffed, but the trickle of a power draw continued. "Not. Using. It. On you. Asshole."
She fumbled for something at her waist, pulling out some black and silver device that was covered in wards. Some combination of magic and technology? Strange. But then again, she was a Lovell, and they were nothing if not…inventive. Usually in increasingly horrifying new ways. I snatched the device, yanking it free when I found it was attached to some sort of plastic tubing. 
The witch growled, "What the hell?"
But I ignored her, turning the device to and fro as I studied it. There were numbers on the front, lit up in glowing circles. I touched them in the order the lights seemed to indicate and was rewarded with a new display. "What manner of weapon is this?" I demanded, trying to make sense of what looked like a graph and some numbers. Maybe a power grid of some sort? A reading of the thing's magical charge?
The fae hunter chose that moment to come jogging into the courtyard. "Andy?" Her sharp green eyes zeroed in on me, where I knelt near the fallen witch. "What have you done?" 
She slid to her knees and pulled the plump witch into her arms, and I raised a brow. "Oh, is that how it is? Fucking your captor now, Niamh? I thought you said that was the action of the weak-minded? Careful now, or you'll end up labeled a dirty jinn. Or worse—a hypocrite."
She bared her sharp little teeth at me. "I will gut you." Then she turned back to the witch. "Andy? Oleander?" The woman had closed her eyes, and Niamh patted her cheek in a soft slap. "What do you need? Your injector?"
The witch's eyelashes batted open slowly and hazy gray eyes focused on the fae with apparent difficulty. "No. It's not that bad. Just…some juice." She sighed. "And get my fucking insulin pump back from that asshole before he finds a way to destroy it. I need that."
The fae held out her hand for the weapon. "Give it to me."
I huffed and stood. "What manner of weapon is it? Will she just turn it on us? Is this what she used to enchant you and the spirit into believing her lies?"
Niamh stood, carrying her witchy burden with supernatural strength despite her lithe form. She was quite a bit taller than me, and I didn't care for how she towered over me. Lesser beings loved to give me shit about my size. Not that it mattered when I could fry them with a flick of my fingers. I lifted my chin a notch and squared my shoulders to reminder her who she was speaking to. 
"Give me the box," she ground out. "It's a medical device. She needs it to live."
I tucked the box into the pocket of my harem pants. "No. If she needs it to live, then I will keep it right here." I smiled, slow and sensual. "I control whether she lives or dies. Let her see how it feels to be so powerless."
The fae turned away, muttering "You're a dead man."
Empty threats. We both knew she wasn't strong enough to defeat a jinn, fae hunter or no. 
I followed the fae, a niggling curiosity moving my feet without conscious thought. She took the witch to the kitchen—which was one of the few places in this derelict cesspool of evil that looked like it had been thoroughly cleaned. Depositing the witch in a chair at the table, Niamh hurried to the refrigerator—wonderful inventions, those things—and pulled out a glass picture of what looked to be orange juice. Hurrying, she poured a tall glass of the stuff and set it before our would-be captor. 
The witch's hand shook as she grasped the glass. Really? All this over a little heating up? Pathetic. 
The witch chugged the entire glass of juice like the pig she apparently was. I scoffed. "So ladylike."
Oleander Lovell lifted a shaking hand and extended her middle finger in a gesture I recognized as an insult. I might not have soaked up much current culture in my brief times out of my prison, but that gesture was one I knew well. "Go fuck yourself," she added for good measure.
I shrugged and gave her a lurid leer. "Are you threatening me with a good time?"
She rolled her eyes and leaned forward, putting her forehead on the table with a thump. 
Niamh hovered like a fussy mother goose. "Are you okay now? How long will it take to know if you're okay?"
The witch waved her away. "I'd know when my blood sugar starts coming up if that donkey fucker over there would just give me my pump," she said, her voice muffled. "It has a monitor on it."
Niamh rounded on me and paced forward, stalking. As if she had any hope of overcoming a fire elemental. I laughed. "Oh, gods. You really are besotted with this disgusting creature, aren't you?"
Then the fae lunged, fangs bared and a hunting knife appearing from somewhere. I easily dodged the knife and dematerialized, teleporting and appearing right next to the witch. "What have you done to bespell the fae, Lovell?" I demanded. "A potion, perhaps? Infatuation? Some sort of lust spell?" 
The witch elbowed me directly in the cock and balls. 
Well, didn't see that one coming. I could have put up more of a fight, of course. But I bent over, sending magic from my root chakra to soothe my injured jewels, allowing the fae to snatch the device from my pocket. 
I let her. I didn't want the thing anymore. It had lost its entertainment value. And I was sick of listening to the two of them whine. Surely there was food and drink around here somewhere? Something more pleasurable than observing these imbeciles.
I snorted at myself. There was revenge to be had. But jinn weren't exactly known for having a long attention span.
Oleander lifted her head and took the device, then she stood and went to a kitchen drawer. I dematerialized and teleported over to stand at her side again, peering around her to see what she was up to. Was she about to power up the weapon? Entrap me somehow? I'd burn her to ash where she stood before she could fire off a spell. 
"Would you get out of the way?" the witch said, shoving me aside. 
I narrowed my eyes at her. "Do not touch me, filthy Lovell."
She didn't look at me as she pulled out a plastic packet that held more of that tubing that dangled from the device. She pulled a blue cap off the end of something that was attached to the tubing, revealing a long, wicked-looking needle. Then my puzzling new toy proceeded to stab herself in the soft, pudgy flesh of her stomach. 
"Witches really are strange creatures," I mused. "It will make it harder to torture you if you actually enjoy pain." I smiled, slow and wicked. "But I can work with that."




Chapter 7

Andy


Once I got my new site in and my insulin pump connected, I took a look at my blood sugar readings, happy to see they were coming back up to normal. Then I finally let myself have the freak out I was entitled to. Brushing past the ridiculously slinky, hot-as-hell jinn asshole, I started gathering up ingredients for yet another restorative tea. Fucking hell, I hated that crap. But I needed my power to regenerate as quickly as possible so I could just be done with this whole damned mess. 
"What are you doing now, witch?" my flaming new best buddy asked from inches away. 
I stepped into his space, since he seemed to hate being touched by a dirty witch. It worked and he slid away, apparently not willing to let me make skin on skin contact. Interesting. Maybe there was a weakness there that I could use to get him to take his fucking binding marks off me. 
For once, I was almost hoping I had inherited a little bit of my family's evil, conniving blood. I could use a little deviousness to deal with this one, I could just feel it. 
"I'm making a restorative tea," I answered dryly. "Since freeing you from slavery and then getting enslaved myself in thanks has been a little draining. Oh…and you tried to cook me from the inside out and caused me to go hypoglycemic. So, there's that. Gee…why would I ever need to bolster my strength?"
I moved to fill the teapot, making him slide out of my way again to avoid my evil Lovell touch. Maybe he was afraid I'd contaminate his magic or something. Though…he had bound me to him, so I didn't see how it would make any difference. He looked down his pert nose at me, his thick black lashes half-lowered over his molten eyes. Fuck, was he trying to get me flustered, or did he just naturally look like some sort of harem porno come to life? 
"Carry on, witch," he said darkly. "You'll need your power to free the next creature from the grimoire as soon as possible."
I turned to face him, squaring my shoulders and looking down. It was really cute, how short he was. Like…he seemed so much bigger when he was raging and setting shit on fire. But apparently it was just little man syndrome. I tried not to let the red-brown abs and lean, chiseled pecs distract me, staring into the sex eyes instead. Not really an improvement. But I tried. 
"No," I said flatly.
He arched a winged black brow at me and crossed his arms. "No? Have you already forgotten who is the master and who is the slave in this situation, my plump little quail? You will free the rest of my unfortunate companions, and you will do it now. As soon as your power is restored. Otherwise I will roast you and eat you like the demon your people always accuse my people of being."
I glanced at the black claws that tapped away on his bicep in irritation. Yep. Could totally see him cooking me and eating me like some sort of feathered fowl, using those claws to flake away the crispy skin and get to the juicy bits. 
"No," I repeated. "I will get the rest of them out. But I'll do it on my own damned time. Jesus fucking Christ, so far I've faced a death threat every time I attempt to help. I've fried my powers out twice in a short time. Oh, and been nearly forced into a diabetic coma. So no, I'm not doing it again until I'm damned good and ready!" 
I poured water over the herbs in my stupid Hello Kitty mug—the one with kitties wearing little witch hats on it—and waved a hand over it to activate the magical properties of the plants. "Right now, I'm going to drink my disgusting tea, take a nap, and hope my power comes back by tomorrow. Then I'm going to go back to my house in the human world and take care of shit that actually matters—you know, like the life I had before this fucked-up bestiary landed in my lap? I've got bills to pay, a job to try to salvage. Though I'm probably long past fired by now from all the days I've missed. My roommate has probably called the police to look for me. I have stuff to do that doesn't revolve around this magic bullshit."
I picked up my tea and turned away. But the jinn just appeared right in front of me again in a light shower of smoke and sparks. "You will remain bound to me until you free every last creature from that cursed book, witch. I don't care if you wither and die from overuse. You will free the people your family has enslaved and used." He reached out a finger, pressing a claw into my chest, between my breasts. "I am entirely capable of cutting out your heart and eating it as you gasp your last breath, witch."
I shrugged. "Go ahead. Cook me. Slice me up. Burn me out. Then you can just free the others yourself." I grinned at his thunderous black scowl. "Oh…wait…you can't, can you? I'm willing to bet only a witch of Lovell descent can undo those bonds without killing everyone in the book. Did I get that right? Hmm?"
No one had said it, but I had felt the failsafe measures that were woven into the bindings when I was pulling them apart. The creatures belonged to a Lovell, or to no one. And their deaths wouldn't be pretty or painless. Typical of my family to be so selfish and cruel. 
The jinn's scowl melted into something darker, something that made my skin break out in goosebumps. "Fine. Play your games. Delay. But the fact remains that I own you now, Lovell."
I snorted. "My name is Andy. Not Lovell. And whoop-dee-doo. All you want to do is force me to do something I was already doing on my own. So scary."
One corner of his mouth lifted in a dangerous smirk. "There are other uses for a binding like that," he reminded me. "You have to be alive and able to use your magic to free the others. But there's a lot of gray area between 'alive' and 'well.'"
I rolled my eyes and told my lady parts to calm the hell down at the roil of dark, unpredictable elemental power that came off the guy. Empty threats. 
I made my way to the stairs and headed toward my room, feeling those molten, crazy-as-fuck eyes on me the whole time. I got the distinct feeling that my ancestors had done something a lot worse to him than bind him to a book for a few centuries. There was way too much rage swirling in his aura. That level of anger was usually caused by pain. A shit ton of pain.
I didn't want to know what that was all about. I had learned early in life that I stood a much better chance of sleeping at night if I didn't know what kind of depravities my relatives had gotten up to. The stuff that was public record from their trials was bad enough. But I knew for a fact it wasn't the worst of it. Not by a long shot. 
"What did they do to you, you poor bastard?" I muttered under my breath as I shut my bedroom door behind me. 
"They exploited his most vulnerable moment, then used him terribly," a hollow voice said, cool mist brushing over my aura as Elijah materialized in the room. "More than that isn't my story to tell."
I sighed. I had forgotten that I was never really alone. The walls had ears. And so did the floors. And the air around me. "What do you want, mist man?" I said, raising my mug of swamp water and pounding it like I was shotgunning a beer. 
He floated over to examine Bis, who was sleeping on his little bed, apparently oblivious to my fucked-up life. "I wanted to make sure you were well after all that has happened," Elijah whispered.
I rolled my eyes and tugged off my socks and pants, then crawled onto the bed in my underwear and a camisole for the power sleep of the fucking century. 
"Right. Because everyone needs their little witchy tool to finish the job." I flopped down on my back and stared at the ceiling. "Don't worry. I won't back out. But I really do need to check in on my real life, you know."
He let out a breathy ghost sound that might have been a sigh. "And what is this, then? If that is your real life, back in the human world? Is life here a pretend life?"
I let out a short laugh. "Pretty much. Some fantasy book made up by desperate humans who don't understand what bullshit the magical world really is."
The door opened and Niamh strolled in, closing and locking the portal behind her. "Arrogant monster," she muttered under her breath, her green eyes snapping with rage. 
I sighed. "Oh, hi. Yeah, come right on in. What now? Did the widdle jinny-winny call you names?"
She tossed her bow and knife onto the bedside table and gave me an impatient look down her perfect nose. "He's unstable. Being bound in the book must have destroyed his wispy, elemental brain." She crawled onto the bed with me and flopped down like she belonged there, in my bed, at my side, one graceful hand tracing circles over my stomach. "I will find a way to get rid of him," she said tiredly. "It may take me a bit. Even a hunter of my skill must admit a jinn is not my usual quarry."
I rolled my eyes. "Just ignore him. He'll get bored and wander off eventually. I haven't interacted with them before, but from what I've read in my books, his kind are notoriously drawn to shiny new mischief. And my life is the epitome of boring."
Niamh leaned in and brushed her nose along the side of my neck, breathing me in before she dropped a kiss on the sensitive flesh there. "You are the opposite of boring, Andy. He'll never leave. Not with such a temptation in his sights."
I shivered and rolled onto my side. "Stop that. I really do need sleep, you know."
And what was this anyway? Were we like…dating now?
She chuckled, messing around to get things just right so she could lay her antlered head on the pillow by mine, spooning me from behind, holding me close as I drowned in her green, woodsy scent. "As you wish, my witch."
Elijah floated up through the mattress from below, materializing as if he were lying on his back on the bed in front of me, one arm behind his head and his legs crossed in repose. "Aahil is a complicated creature," he said easily. As if hanging out in my bed was just business as usual. "But all he wants is to ensure the bestiary is destroyed. I doubt he'll cause you any actual harm, as long as you prove that you harbor him no ill will and that you intend to free the others."
I blinked my eyes slowly. Sleep was dragging at me, but my mind was too wired to let rest come anytime soon. "Kind of what I figured, honestly," I said on a yawn. "I've met real monsters. He isn't it. Much as he wants to seem like he is."
Niamh pressed a kiss to the back of my neck, pressing against my back suggestively. "Let me help you sleep," she purred. 
I huffed a laugh at the single-minded fae. And at my stupid response to a strange creature I'd known just a few days. But I found myself wiggling my butt back against her, lifting an arm to loop backward around her head as I twisted my upper body to meet her kiss. 
Those her lips were soft on mine, followed by the slight tease of sharp teeth. Her slender fingers worked their way downward, across the curve of my rounded stomach and under the waistband of my underwear, and I started to roll onto my back to give her easier access. 
Then I registered the cool, otherworldly aura that was still brushing up against mine on the other side. "Shit," I muttered, grabbing Niamh's wrist to stop her from reaching her goal. "Ghost perv in the room."
Elijah chuckled, the sound a distant, airy rasp. I opened my eyes to find him lying propped up on an elbow, those glowing blue orbs that passed as his eyes pointed right in our direction. I thought I saw a wisp of a smile cross his barely-there lips before he spoke. "Don't mind me."
Okay, that was weird, right? Really weird. Definitely. And not…hot? No, I told myself firmly. Clearly you need to get out more, Andy. The ghost voyeur is not a turn on. But hey, I was from evil stock. Who was gonna blame me if I ended up with a weird kink or twelve?
"I don't mind if he watches," Niamh whispered against my skin, her fingers inching lower once more. "Elijah surely longs for physical intimacy even more than the rest of us."
I groaned. "You guys are so weird."
But so was I. 
I couldn't seem to look away from Elijah's ghostly face as Niamh's fingers found my clit and started slowly working it like an expert. "She's so responsive," the fae said in a conspiratorial tone, egging on our watcher.
My breath started to come in shallow gasps and I rolled, bringing her on top of me so I could capture that talented mouth. 
Elijah stayed, hovering nearby while Niamh raked my camisole up and lavished attention on my tits. She suckled and licked, dragged her sharp little fangs over my heated skin. When she licked two fingers and slid them inside me, I groaned, back arching when that was followed by a little spark of her magic. My nerve endings came alive as my senses sent me little hints of wind, and grass, and moonlight nights.
Our silent companion was quiet as a…ghost. But I felt his presence all the same, a cool, misty otherness there on the periphery as Niamh drove me to orgasm, wringing pleasure from my overwrought body faster than I'd imagined possible. Maybe…possibly…probably helped by little zing of excitement I got from having an audience.
Huh. Apparently, I liked being watched. Who knew?
I was boneless, my limbs heavy and my brain about to shut down from the combo of exhaustion and pleasure hormones. "Niamh," I mumbled. This was the second time it had been all about me. I was shaping up to be a terrible lover. 
She chuckled and pressed a kiss to my slack lips. "Mmm…don't worry. I know you're exhausted. The whole point was to stop your constant thinking and make you sleep. You'll have plenty of time to return the favor, witch, I'm not going anywhere."
I might have been imagining it, but I could have sworn I felt something cool slide over my cheek and heard a whispered, ghostly, "Rest," before I tumbled over into darkness. 




Chapter 8

Andy


I took a breath and steadied myself, shaking out the tingles in my hands and feet that came from traveling between realms, adjusting to the smaller amount of ambient magic that was available here on Planum—the non-magical realm. We emerged from the portal in a sheltered spot in my rambling little garden, behind an overgrown trellis where I could be fairly certain my roommate wouldn't see me just pop in and out of existence. 
No one in my mundane life here on Earth knew I was a witch. Sure, I told everyone. I said I was wiccan. That I loved working with herbs and tonics. That I grew my own vegetables and flowers. But no one really believed I would mean anything like real magic. They thought I was just one more hippy-dippy, crystal loving, herb smoking, "special brownies" and rainbows yahoo. And that was exactly how I liked it. The less I had to interact with the actual magical community—here or back in Mageia—the better. It kept the insults, evil eyes, curses, and pleading for me to share my family's evil secrets to a minimum. 
"This is the most pathetic witch's garden I've ever seen," the jinn asshole at my side muttered, glancing around the over-stuffed postage stamp back yard of my rental house with his hands on his hips and a sneer on his absolutely-not-gorgeous face. The jerk had insisted that he accompany me, since he refused to let me sneak off to another realm where I could secretly work some nefarious magic against all the beings in the bestiary or some stupid shit like that. I had protested, but of course that got me nothing but a tension headache. 
Technically, it was illegal for me to bring a magical being across realms without a license. If I got caught, it would give the Supernatural Alliance a reason to throw me in jail. And let's face it, they were probably looking for a reason to put the last Lovell behind bars, even if I hadn't done anything wrong. Everyone would feel safer knowing there weren't any more of us out running around, able to cause mischief or start wars that would upset the entire magical community, that sort of thing. 
But the jinn-hole didn't give a damn about my reputation or wellbeing. So, here we were. At least he could somewhat fit in with the humans. A pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and some converse, and he looked almost like any other douchey twenty-year-old playboy. Okay, so…maybe not. He really was just too much. Too pretty, too alluring, too damned not human. But at a glance, he'd do. He didn't have antlers, he could keep his fangs hidden, and he had even trimmed his claws, so it just looked like he enjoyed black nail polish. 
My life was so weird. 
I shifted the bestiary under my arm and headed toward the house. "C'mon jackass," I muttered. 
Keeping the book with me meant I also had Elijah, for what that was worth. The ghost might not be much help in the physical sense, but sometimes a girl needed moral support. And it seemed like Aahil was at least as interested in tormenting the ghost as he was in making my life difficult, so maybe it would deflect some of his attention away from me. 
Poor Niamh had not been happy to be left behind. But what the heck was I supposed to do with a six-foot tall, fanged chick with antlers? She didn't look even remotely human most of the time, with her angular features and glittering eyes. And she gave absolutely zero fucks about following human societal norms. 
So, she was relegated to pet sitter. Bis had been perched on her shoulder, carrying on what looked like an enthralling conversation of squeaks and paw gestures when we left.
"Why in all the realms would you choose to live here?" Aahil asked as he followed me through the screen door and into the house. "I mean, I understand not wanting to live in that den of darkness and rot that you call an ancestral home. But to entirely leave the realm. Very un-Lovell-like."
I pinned him with an unimpressed glare. "That's the whole point, moron."
He arched a brow at me and crossed his arms over his chest, leaning his butt against the kitchen counter. "Addled in the head. I see."
I rolled my eyes and set the bestiary on the countertop with a thump, then went to get a large Ziplock bag to fill with extra pump supplies and all the various crap I needed in order to not be killed by sugar. "Look," I said tiredly. "I get that you hate my family. But did it ever occur to you that they weren't my favorite people either? I came here to get away from the magical community in Mageia because everyone there knows who I am. They all hate me. Or want to use me. I think the hate is preferable, honestly."
He was quiet for a few minutes as he watched me pack up my paraphernalia. I pulled vials and pens of insulin out of the fridge and put those in an insulated kid's lunchbox with ponies on it, then piled all that stuff with the bestiary. 
"You are a very confused creature," he said slowly. 
I snorted. "I think you mean confusing."
He appeared right beside me without a sound. It was freaking unsettling. And I shuddered to think how my ancestors had probably utilized those powers. "No," he said, lifting an eyebrow. "I didn't misspeak. I meant you're confused." He waved a hand to indicate the unimpressive little kitchen with its linoleum floors and laminate countertops. "You have untold wealth moldering away in that horror show you call a mansion. And you are a Lovell witch. You could have everyone cowering at your feet, hoping to stay on your good side, unwilling to displease you because they'd never know what secret evil your wicked mind could have in store for them. And yet…you are this." He wrinkled his nose at me, as if this was something absolutely repugnant. "You are clearly confused."
I shrugged. "Fine. I'm confused. We'll go with that."
The front door opened and closed, and I heard Amy humming to herself. She walked through the living room and past the kitchen, then froze and backpedaled, her eyes going round for a second before she broke into a relieved smile. "Andy? Oh my god, Andy!" 
I found myself with an armful of pink and blonde fluff. Amy and I weren't really that close. We weren't besties or anything. Mostly she minded her own business, and I did the same, all while splitting rent and occasionally getting drunk together to mourn the state of our crappy human lives. She must have been really worried about me, if she was hugging.
"I thought you were in a basement somewhere being raped and murdered!" she said as she pulled away. "Where the hell have you been?"
While I thought about which version of the made-up story I wanted to go with, she registered that we weren't alone. Her eyes slid to my sex-on-a-stick companion, and she froze. "Oh," she said, a little breathless. "Hi. I'm Amy, Andy's roommate." She held out her hand and did this gross girly blushing and eyelash batting…thing. 
I was about to make up some reason for Aahil's refusal to touch her when his expression melted into a sexy smirk and he took her hand, bringing it up to his lips. For fuck's sake. Amy was going to need new underwear. If she didn't already. I was pretty sure she was also pregnant from the contact. With triplets. 
I rolled my eyes and ignored their chattering while I perused my herb cupboard. I should probably stock up on a few things while I was here. If releasing the rest of the bestiary was as much of a pain in the ass as the first couple creatures had been, then I was probably going to be stuck in the magical realm for a long time. 
"What are you doing?" The voice that spoke from right over my shoulder was Amy's. But Amy had never once in her life sounded so sultry and inviting. 
I turned, a bundle of dried wolfsbane in my hand, to meet Amy's warm golden eyes. Shit. Amy didn't have golden eyes. Usually. I darted a look around the room, noting that the jinn was nowhere to be seen. 
"Knock it off," I said, pushing past Amy to get a container for the herbs I wanted to take back with me. "It's fucking creepy."
Amy leaned against the counter beside me and rearranged her tits in her pushup bra. "Really? The Lovell bitch who put me in the book thought it was delightful." 
I scowled. "Get out of her, Aahil. Seriously. If you fuck up her little human brain, I will fuck you up."
I'd never seen possession up close in real life like this. Couldn't say I was a fan. But I could well imagine my predecessors would have been delighted. Aahil could do whatever he wanted to Amy right now, and no one would be any the wiser. He could make it look like she'd done all manner of weird, stupid, underhanded, or dangerous things. 
He could kill her. And everyone would just call it suicide. 
My magic flared up inside me. Amy was a ditz. But she was my ditz. "Get the fuck out of her," I ground out. 
Amy laughed, Aahil's deeper, more sultry voice joining hers as he materialized across the room. "Oh," Amy said, her eyes blue again, and her entire being somehow…less. "Your boyfriend is so funny," she said, as if Aahil had just finished telling us a joke. 
I narrowed my eyes at the asshole, wondering just what he had implanted in her mind to make her think he was my boyfriend. "Yeah. He's a real riot."
She winked at me and whispered, "lucky," as she walked by me. Then in a louder voice, "Well, it was nice to meet you, Aahil, but I've got to catch some sleep before my next shift." She waved at us both and headed off to her room, as if she had completely forgotten I was supposed to have been missing for several days, presumed locked in a basement raped and murdered. 
"What did you do?" I demanded. 
Aahil raised his hands as if he were completely innocent. "Me? I just gave her a reason for your absence. Who can blame a woman for becoming flighty and irrational when she is so enamored of her hot new lover?"
I shook my head at him. "There are so many things wrong with that sentence, I don't even know where to start. Maybe you should just google what century it is and the evolution of feminism first, then we can sit down and chat."
He grinned, evil incarnate. "Oh, none of that really matters, darling. Because enlightened times or not, I own you." The faint markings on my skin heated up a bit as a reminder. "I do what I want." He spread his hands and gave me a joyous smile. "After all, thanks to you, I am a free man!"
I was really regretting my life choices. Should have just burned the damned bestiary with him still in it.
I piled the herbs with the rest of my crap on the counter and headed to my bedroom to grab clothes. Aahil followed along, poking and prying at everything he touched as he passed. Nosey asshole. He plonked his pretty ass on my bed while I went to rummage around in my closet and dresser, those gold eyes taking in every detail of my inner sanctum. The he started bouncing up and down, making the bed squeak. "Quaint."
I rolled my eyes. "So sorry it's not the harem you're used to."
The bed stopped squeaking and I squeaked instead, letting out a startled sound that would make a squashed mouse proud when the jinn appeared directly in front of me, pushing me backward out of the tiny closet. "You find that funny, do you?" he purred, prowling, using his small, decadent body to push me backward. "Is that how you see me, Lovell? As a kept whore, just like the other witches in your family?" The back of my legs hit my bed and I sat suddenly. 
What the fuck? Clearly Niamh was right, this guy was unstable. He'd gone from zero to one hundred on the rage scale in an instant. I stared up at him in shock as he kept coming, pushing me back on the bed and crawling over me. My back hit the mattress and he planted his hands on either side of my head, a dark, sultry god staring down at me with the fury and pain of centuries in his eyes.
"That's what they used me for at first," he breathed, his voice sending chills over my body. I couldn't think, couldn't muster my magic to defend myself. All I could do was stare up into those dangerous, compelling eyes, frozen like a startled rabbit in the eyes of a wolf. "Should I return the favor?" he purred, lifting a hand to draw the newly sharpened point of one long claw from my collarbone to the top swell of my breasts, the sharp appendage parting the cotton of my t-shirt like it was nothing. "Should I make you fall in love with me? Make you lose yourself in me? Devote your life to me? All before I betray you and use you over and over. Just like your ancestor did all those years ago?"
He leaned in closer, knees on either side of my hips, his groin pressed to mine, those inhumanly beautiful lips mere inches from my own. "I could make you beg for me, reduce you to a trembling mess of pheromones and need, manipulate your mind, use that plump body in every way possible before I bled your magic from your veins. Would you like that?"
Holy fucking shit. He was using some sort of enchantment on me that I didn't understand. Had to be. But how was he so powerful here, away from the magic realm? And why the ever-loving fuck did I want to say yes? I sucked in a breath, my chest heaving against his, my skin flaring with heat. I wanted him to destroy me with whatever this dark lust between us was. I wanted to burn.
"Andy, no!" Elijah's eerie voice was just enough to snap me out of whatever the fuck was going on. 
Above me, the jinn smiled like a dark flame. "No? Perhaps not today, then."
And then he was gone, his slight weight and heavy magic vanishing from against my body so fast my head spun. I sat up, feeling utterly lost. What. The. Fuck?
Elijah hovered between me and the jinn, looking as furious as a mostly see-through poltergeist could. "She is not the one who did this to you, Aahil! Andy deserves your mercy and understanding, not your misplaced rage!"
Aahil lounged indolently against my cheap, second-hand vanity, examining his claws. He glanced up, a bored look on his face, all that intensity and rage from before wiped away as if it had never existed. But his words were poisoned barbs. "Do not preach to me, angel. I have no need of your salvation." 
Then the jinn dematerialized and vanished. 
"Fuck," I muttered succinctly. 
Absolutely none of that was good.
Elijah drifted for a moment in the middle of the room. "I'll find him." Then he, too, vanished. 
"Great." I'd just lost not one, but two fucking unlicensed magical beings in the human realm. Perfect. 
Do not preach to me, angel. 
I guess now I knew why Elijah was so strong. I lifted a hand to push my hair back from my face, ignoring how badly the hand was shaking. 
I was in way over my head. What had I unleashed on the world? This was the last time I tried to do the right thing, that was for damned sure. 
Eventually I managed to stop moping and drag myself off the bed. I finished packing up my clothes into a duffel bag, added a few little luxury items, and dragged my bag to the kitchen. There was still no sign of Elijah or Aahil. I ignored the fact that they were probably out wreaking havoc on the human world and I'd likely be in magical jail by the end of the day. I was good at that—ignoring shit that would keep most people awake at night. It was kind of the story of my life. 
I stared down at the bestiary. If I took it with me on my errands, I could be sure Elijah could find me whenever he chose. But what if my taking the book caused him to be recalled from wherever Aahil was because of distance? In the end, I decided to leave it at the house while I was out. There was always the risk of it being stolen, but the chances of another magic user figuring out it was here were pretty low in the human realm. I tucked it into the cupboard with my hanging racks of herbs, just to discourage Amy from casually fucking with it out of curiosity. 
Then I locked up the house and headed down to the little convenience store where I worked. Nothing had changed. It was still the same little gray brick corner store with the obnoxious orange and green sign above it, adds for cigarettes, booze, and gas-station-quality hot foods plastered in the windows. But for some reason, my stomach gave a little lurch at the sight of the place. I had been in Mageia less than a week. But with how crazy things had been, it felt like I had been gone a lot longer. Pushing aside the ridiculous sappiness, I opened the door and went inside. 
My boss was working, as expected at this time of day. He got the privilege of working the cushy day shift, while the rest of us grunts got the nights and weekends. Not that I minded really. It was shitty work, and dealing with customers sucked. But I was pretty sure I could handle a robbery if I had to, thanks to my hidden magical abilities. And it paid the bills. Mostly. Still better than living in the magical realm and all the complications that would come with that bullshit. 
Bob looked up with a bland greeting on his lips, then he recognized me, and his expression melted into a scowl. He wasn't a bad guy, normally. Like everyone, he had his good points and his bad points. But, for better or for worse, life as convenience store owner was pretty much the height of his ambition. He had given me a job and put up with my green hair, my at times inconvenient medical needs, and my eccentric behavior. But skipping out on all my shifts for a week straight was probably a bit much. 
"Hey," I said with a cheery wave and a wince. 
He glanced at the overhead cameras to make sure there was no one loitering in the aisles, then crossed his arms over his paunch and narrowed his eyes at me. "Where the hell have you been? You don't show up for work. No call in. No text or email. No return calls. Nothing. Then you just come strolling in here looking for your paycheck. Is that it?"
I held up my hands. "I'm sorry! I had…something come up. Unexpectedly."
He snorted. "Something came up. And you couldn't even bother to call in. I had to scramble to get your shifts covered, wonder if you'd be there for the next one. I'm going bald because of you, Andy!"
I raised a brow. He'd been well on his way to bald before I added to his stress level. But I didn't think now was the time to point that out. "I'm sorry."
"And?" he said tiredly. "I'm guessing you're not here to ask for more work?"
I sighed and went over to the counter. "I need at least another week off…probably more. The…situation that came up…it's going to take me a while to take care of that and get back on my feet."
He watched me suspiciously. "What's going on, kid? Is this some medical thing? Or are you caught up in something illegal?"
It was my turn to roll my eyes. "Nothing so dramatic, I promise. I just need time off. I don't want to talk about it."
And really, there was only ever one way for this to end. But if I at least pretended I was interested in keeping my job, maybe he wouldn't try to withhold my last paycheck or something. 
"I can't just give you a couple weeks off after you no-showed every shift for the past week, kid." He reached under the counter and pulled out a bank bag. Taking out an envelope, he handed it over. "I had your direct deposit stopped. But I printed a check in case you decided to explain yourself."
I took the check and gave him a nod. "Thank you. I appreciate this. And everything else. Really."
Then I walked out on my job. It was just a stupid minimum wage job at a convenience store. No big deal. But for some reason it was a big deal. It felt like giving up a little bit of my life. Like the stupid fucking magical bullshit I had avoided for so long was now chipping away at my hard-won sense of normalcy. 
As I expected, my check and the little I had put away in my savings account wasn't quite enough to cover my portion of this month's rent and utilities, so after I stopped at the bank, I headed to the pawn shop. Still no sign of Elijah or Aahil. Though, the pawn shop was pretty far from my house and the bestiary, so I wasn't sure if Elijah's tether would let him travel that far. 
I took the money the pawnbroker had given me for the amulet I'd brought and turned to leave…and walked right through Elijah. The ghost's cool, misty presence swept through me, and I shivered. His hollow voice followed me as I headed for the door. "You could have gotten far more money for that back home."
He materialized in front of me a second time. I stuffed the cash into my back pocket and brushed past him. Once we were out on the sidewalk headed toward home, I finally replied. "Sure, selling my family heirlooms to a magic trader sounds like a great idea." I could have gotten at least three time as much money as I'd just gotten from the pawnbroker, if I had taken the amulet to someone back in Mageia who dealt with amulets and charms. But that wasn't how I did things. The last thing I wanted was someone using one of my family's nasty trinkets. Even if the item seemed harmless, you could never be sure what kind of fuckery had been woven into it by the Lovells. So, I stripped the items of all their magic, then brought them here to Planum to be sold off for their base components, sometimes as jewelry or housewares, sometimes as individual bits of gold or gems. It was safer for everyone that way. 
"I knew you had a good heart the moment we met," Elijah said as he drifted along beside me. 
I didn't look at him, muttering out the side of my mouth so no one passing by would see me talking to myself. Mediumship wasn't exactly a common ability, even among real witches. "I would call bullshit, but then, I guess you'd be as good a judge of character as anyone…angel."
He poofed out of existence for a second before reappearing. "I thought so too, once. But then, arrogance often leads one astray."
I shook my head. "Why hide it? What you are? You've been pretty damned secretive, but I knew you weren't human when you were alive. Your ghost is way too strong for that. So, what was the point?"
He let out a long-winded ghostly sigh. "You are right, of course. It's hardly important now. Even the ghost of an angel is still just a ghost."
I didn't believe him. There was a reason he had tried to keep his angelic nature a secret. But we were drawing near a little bench the city had installed along the sidewalk, under a couple of anemic ornamental cherry trees. I recognized the lithe, compact figure waiting for us, and all thoughts of angelic secrets scattered. 
Aahil. A slurry of emotions churned inside me, embarrassment over my reaction to his little freak-out wanting to come to the forefront, right behind a stray thought about what it would be like to kiss the terrifying demonic asshole. But I chose anger instead, clinging to it like I was a drowning man and my fury was a life raft. "Hey there, fucker," I greeted in a cheery voice as I halted in front of him, hands on my hips. "Glad you could finally join us. Done with your tantrum now?"
The jinn's sultry eyes slid up my body, from my sneaker-clad feet to my face. His voice was as condescending and dismissive as ever. "Spook here insisted that I bring this closer to you." He tapped the book he held in his lap. The bestiary. He had taken the dustcover off one of my hardcover books and wrapped it around the grimoire. Probably a smart move. But I wasn't going to tell him that. 
"Thank you," I ground out, turning to continue back toward home. Feverfew and fairy rings, it wasn't like the jinn was under any obligation to come back. Fuck knew I was happy he wasn't out setting shit on fire and possessing people or whatever the hell else a powerful jinn could do. I really didn't want to spend the night in witch jail.
Not that I knew what that was like. I tried to avoid the Supernatural Alliance at all costs. They tended to be a bit more barbaric in their punishments than the human police. 
I mean, the last Lovells to get on their bad side had parted ways with their heads before being burned and having their ashes scattered over holy water and fed to nematodes, so….
We walked in silence for a time, and the house was in sight before the jinn finally disrupted the peace. "I can hear your tiny brain worrying from way over here. Never fear, witch," he purred. "I only did some exploring. I would never leave without my prized possession." And all the marks on my skin started to itch. 
"Fuck you," I snarled as I brushed past him, enjoying the way he flinched away at the last second to keep my shoulder from touching his. Asshole. 
Jotting out a quick note for Amy, I explained that I'd be away for a while, on a trip with my new…boyfriend. Gag. Then I tucked the money for rent and utilities into our secret hiding place so she could pay the bills for another month. 
I eyed the jinn. He seemed weirdly unwilling to part with the bestiary. He hadn't set it down since we got back. Probably afraid someone else would use it to imprison him again. I let him keep it, for now. The four winds knew I had enough of my own shit to carry. Herding him out back, I gathered up my magic and took us the fuck back home. 
It was only as the last of my physical being faded from Planus, in that moment before transition, that the terrible, awful, disgusting realization occurred to me. 
I had just thought of the magic realm as home. 




Chapter 9

Andy


We arrived at the Ancestral Hall of Horrors without incident. Which you would think would be a given, but with the way my life was going lately, I took nothing for granted. I wouldn't be even a little surprised if I found out the landing area in the ballroom was rigged to blow up after a certain number of uses or something fun like that. 
Some weird part of me tensed up when we didn't find Niamh waiting for us when we arrived. It was stupid to look forward to seeing her strange, beautiful fae face light up at the sight of me. I wasn't under any illusion that our sexy times meant she was suddenly girlfriend material or something. Niamh, Elijah, even Aahil—any overtures they made toward me couldn't be taken seriously. They were powerful creatures who had been locked away from the world for so long they craved physical experiences. That was all. I was more than happy to go along for the ride, as long as I got a few orgasms out of the transaction. But that was all it was. A passing thing. An itch that needed scratching before the weirdoes moved on and I returned to life as usual. 
But somehow, I just knew I was going to do something stupid, like go and get myself attached to the damned horned woman then be all sad when she left. 
I found her out in the scorched garden courtyard, wearing a pair of flannel pajama pants and a camisole she'd stolen, muttering to Bis while they both dug around in the ashes. I paused at the entry, watching the sunlight glint off her golden-brown hair, loving the way she moved around, crouching, then crawling on all fours, then back to crouch or kneel, all with this fluid, almost animalistic grace. She was at home in her element. I could feel her connecting with the earth and working her magic both in the plants and my rodent friend.
Niamh sat back on her haunches with a happy hum, one hand hovering before her as she used her fae magic to coax some deeply buried seed to life. Bis chattered happily, going up on his hind legs and clapping his front paws together in a too-human gesture of excitement. A tender new shoot emerged from the earth, pushing upward, turning a darker green as it went, leaves forming and unfurling. When it was about a foot tall, Niamh moved on to a nearby rosebush, pushing her power into it to repair what damage she could, leaving the previously blackened, shriveled leaves dark green and glistening. It was an impressive display of power. And seeing the deadly hunter focused on something so…soft and nurturing was just too sickeningly sweet for words.
I really was in trouble.
Aahil snorted behind me and made his way to the stairs. I hadn't really given him a room, but he had gone ahead and taken over one of the abandoned bedrooms down the hall from mine anyway, in his typical arrogant fashion.
All the mooning over Niamh had me feeling all mushy and sentimental, so I squared my shoulders and trailed after the petulant jinn. He turned and gave me an unimpressed look when I followed him into his stolen bedroom.
"Oh," he said, his bitchy voice dropping a register, becoming dark temptation and sin. "Decided to take me up on my offer from earlier, witch?"
I rolled my eyes. "Oh, knock it off. I came to apologize."
He took off the fitted red leather jacket he'd probably stolen somewhere from the human world, and paced to a dusty old dresser. I think this had been a guest room once. Nothing really looked familiar to me in here, but the dresser was littered with junk, like someone had left in a hurry. Probably to avoid a beheading.
Huffing, Aahil waved a hand, setting everything on top of the dresser on fire. I watched tiredly, hoping I wasn't going to have to invoke one of the new fire suppression wards I had hastily put together since his little garden stunt. But he showed a scary amount of control. When the fire died, the unwanted objects were gone, turned to dust that he brushed into a nearby trashcan with one graceful hand. The surface where everything had burned up was completely undamaged. Jumping juniper berries, he was even stronger than I guessed if he could control fire with that precision. 
"And just what are you apologizing for, Lovell," he said. His voice was soft and calm, but full of daggers and bitter poison all the same. 
I sighed. "I'm sorry you're hurting. I'm sorry for whatever my ancestors did to mess you up so badly. I just…I'm not your enemy, you know? I just want to make things right and get on with my life."
I don't know what I expected. I mean, it wasn't like the slinky, sharp-edged demon fire elemental was going to just smile and tell me all was forgiven and "let's just be the best of friends." 
He ignored me completely, taking an old grimoire he'd found somewhere in this monstrosity of a house and going to flop on the nest he'd made out of cushions, pillows, silk sheets, and decadent velvet blankets. Clearly, he'd found the linen storage, which was warded against dust and decay. I had no idea when he had the time to explore so thoroughly, but then again, he could dematerialize and pop in and out of places. So I suppose it took him less time than most to poke around someone's mansion and find all the hidden goodies. 
He opened the book and started reading. I watched him for a few minutes, my arms crossed over my chest while I waited for a response. 
Finally, he lifted those dark-lashed golden eyes up to look at me. "Are you still here? You'd better hurry up and get to work on your spell prep, little witch, before I start pulling your strings."
The binding marks on my skin warmed in warning and I huffed, slamming the door behind me as I left. Fine. He could just continue to be a complete dick. I'd done my part. I had apologized, and it wasn't even like I had done anything wrong! 
But as I made my way back downstairs, I forced myself to snuff out the anger. It was no use raging at that asshole. He would either take me at my word and get over it, or he wouldn't. It was up to him now. And really, he wasn't forcing me to do anything that I hadn't already planned on doing anyway. I did need to get to work on the spell prep. The faster I got the remaining beings out of the bestiary, the sooner I could get back to my real life. 
I stopped back by the garden to find that Niamh had gotten dozens of little plants started. She was sitting on a wrought iron bench that had legs made to look like curling vines, while she chatted away with Bis. Hibiscus was standing on the top of a cracked fountain, front legs waving and head held high as if he was giving some sort of rousing speech. 
I plopped down by Niamh and absolutely did not feel anything in my chest when she smiled at me, her sharp canines doing nothing to detract from the warmth in the expression. "He's telling me about the book he wants to write about misuse of magic," she whispered. "I'm glad you're back," she said, taking my hand in one of her dirt-and-ash-stained hands. "Were you able to get the supplies you need for the spell?"
I nodded, not letting myself dwell on the idea of my pet as some sort of nerdy magical studies teacher…or question of whether she was glad to see me or just glad I was back so I could free her next companion from the book. "I got everything. Had to quit my job. But I was able to pawn enough old junk to pay my rent."
She frowned. "I still don't understand why you insist on living in the human realm, away from the magic." She waved a hand to encompass all the ambient magic that lingered in the air, and in the plants, and earth here in Mageia. 
I shrugged. She wouldn't get it, even if I tried to explain. To the fair folk, living away from this connection to the natural world would be even more torturous than it was for an earth witch. And she wouldn't understand how much my family connections had fucked me up. Even I was surprised at the depth of that damage sometimes. "Did you know Elijah is an angel?" I asked, steering the conversation away from my issues and toward a more important topic.
Angels were rare. And they didn't just wander the Planus or Mageia on a whim. Most dwelled in their own plane of existence, only visiting us lesser beings when they had wisdom and enlightenment to dole out. They were the self-proclaimed guardians of the realms, beings of truth and light and blah, blah, blah. I wasn't sure what their end game was, but the story was that they existed to ensure all the realms kept functioning at some sort of baseline of virtue. And they were so powerful, no one dared contradict them.
Personally, I felt like if their story was true, they set the bar for that baseline of virtue really low. I mean, the Lovells were allowed to exist, for example. Which wouldn't have happened if I was in charge of goodness and light, that's for damned sure. 
Niamh grimaced. "Yes. I knew."
I pulled my hand away, turning to glare at her. "And were you ever going to tell me? For fuck's sake, a being that powerful could be more dangerous than you and the flaming ass-hat jinn combined!" If Elijah were alive, I'd be shitting myself. But even as a ghost, who knew what he was really capable of. Was he just pretending to be nothing more than a poltergeist? Why? What the hell did he want from me? 
The ghost had been conspicuously absent since we got back, and I hadn't called him out of the book to yell at him yet because quite frankly…I had no idea how to handle this situation. I had stupidly started to feel like I could trust him, like the ghost had no other motive than to free the creatures from the bestiary. And really…could I trust any of them? 
I really was dumb sometimes. I knew how manipulative and untrustworthy people could be. Hell, I was the sole heir to the legacy of some of the worst manipulators ever to exist. And yet…here we were. 
I stood. Niamh's long fingers wrapped around my wrist, halting me. Her leaf green eyes were earnest and her face pleading. "We all know what he is. But he has his reasons for not sharing the information with you. There is no ill will involved, if that's what you're thinking, Andy." I tried to pull away, but she yanked, her greater strength keeping me in place. "Think, foolish witch!" she snapped. "Think. If you were any other Lovell and you stumbled upon the bestiary, what would you do? Even if you initially proposed to free us all, what if you were presented with a temptation so powerful it made you change your mind?"
She pulled on my arm again, and I sank back down to sit next to her on the edge of the fountain. Bis scampered up to perch on my shoulder and pat my cheek. 
"Oleander," Niamh said softly, her thumb stroking the underside of my wrist. "I want to trust you. To believe you. I do. But you have to understand things from our side of this. Clearly, you're not like the rest of your family. But if you were, if even a bit of that dark compulsion for inflicting pain and subjugation lurked in your veins…the moment you found out about Elijah, what would you do?"
I let out a slow breath, all the fight going out of me. She was right, of course. The blood in my veins was tainted with evil. I might not ever feel the impulses or give into them…but I could tell you without a doubt what anyone else with my blood would do. "I'd refuse to free him." Lovells were notorious for their cleverness and their inventive spellwork, all of which only got more and more devious with every generation. "I'd find a way to use him, probably invent some spell or ritual to get at his lost power, even though my ancestors weren't able to manage it. I'd figure it out." And I'd then have the power of a motherfucking angel at my disposal. 
I'd be pretty much unstoppable. I could do whatever—take whatever—I wanted, and no one could stop me. 
Hell, it was probably what the original owner of the bestiary had hoped for when she imprisoned the dead angel. A ghost would be handy for spying and information gathering, sure. But there was no way that was the only thing they were keeping him for. 
"I'm not them," I whispered, trying to find my strength again, when the weight of my family history tried to drag me down. "I'm not."
Niamh nodded, cupping my jaw and turning my head so she could press a soft kiss to my lips. "I know. Prove me right."
I pulled back and reached out for my connection to the earth, to growing things and life. To nature and balance, finding my center again. 
"That's what I was about to do," I told the fae with a shrug. Because, duh. Why else was I busting ass to free the next creature who would probably hate me and try to kill me. 
I stood and went to get to work. 




Chapter 10

Andy


"Gargoyle…gargoyle…oh, black tourmaline!" I muttered to myself as I crushed and mixed, stewed and prepped. At least I knew a bit more about gargoyles than I knew about fucking grumpy-assed jinn. 
Not that it was much. 
Once upon a time, gargoyles had existed in both the mundane Planus realm and the magical Mageria realm, like a lot of creatures. When things started to get hairy and lines were drawn and treaties crafted, most magical folk came over to this side. Gargoyles, though…they were slow to change. Slow to take decisive action. Slow to do anything, really. I suppose it came from being made out of stone and being so closely connected with the energies of rock, and mountain, and immovable objects. But whatever the reason, a lot of them stubbornly stayed behind in the Planus, protecting the abodes of their powerful magic-working masters, even after those masters were long gone. 
Planus had always had very little magic, but when droves of magical beings left the place, that sparse well of power grew even more depleted. It was not a good time for gargoyles. They slowly lost their own magic, burned themselves out protecting cathedrals and mansions for faithless masters who were never going to return. And what did they get for their stupid loyalty and clinging to tradition? They got turned to stone—like, real stone—slowly hardening in place until everyone thought they were just stupid statues. 
See? This is why everything about magical families sucks. All I saw when I thought of the plight of the gargoyles was the stunning lack of loyalty their masters and employers had shown by leaving them behind. Sure, it was the gargoyles' choice to stay. But didn't the people they worked for—who often benefitted from their protection without any form of payment or thanks, by the way—didn't they owe it to the slow-natured creatures to try a little harder to save them?
Witches were really bastards. How more of us weren't burned at the stake on a regular basis, I'd never understand.
I finished up my spell prep and looked everything over. I had elements to call to the deep, stone nature of a gargoyle, to rouse them a bit in case they had gone somnolent inside the book like they often would in the outside world. Lots of elements for personal protection and to help me smash through good old great granny's spells and booby traps. 
"Here's hoping I don't die," I said to Bis, who was riding on my shoulder, watching my work with a critical eye. 
The little abomination had insisted, according to Niamh's translation and my basic understanding of his gestures, that he wanted to be present this time. He was pissed at me for leaving him out when I freed the others, no matter how hard I tried to get him to understand that I was just trying to protect him. 
I packed all my stuff up into my messenger bag and headed out to the side courtyard. I didn't want to summon another pissed-off, destructive asshole in the garden where Niamh had just healed all those plants. So I had ventured out to one of the mansions million other outdoor nooks earlier, swept for and eliminated the boobytraps my ancestors had left scattered about the space, and did a quick cleansing with Niamh's help. 
Elijah was still missing in action. The coward.
Striding into the courtyard, I dumped my stack of stuff and got to work setting out candles and chalking a circle that may or may not hold the summoned gargoyle. According to everything I'd read, they had the annoying habit of being unaffected by wards and some types of magic. Which was why they made such excellent sentient home protection devices. Ugh. 
Niamh strolled in, the bestiary tucked under her arm. My eyes narrowed when Aahil came trailing after her, wearing something he'd found somewhere in the house that might have once been a woman's skirt, but he had somehow turned it into this flowing wrap thing that bared one shoulder and accented his narrow waist before flowing loose over his harem pants. 
He met my eyes and gave me his standard evil bastard smirk. I ignored him entirely, taking the book from Niamh and setting it inside the spell circle, open to the section on gargoyle powers. 
"Well, folks," I said with a manic grin, rolling up the sleeves of my black and green flannel shirt. "Ready to watch me get dead?"
I scooped Bis off my shoulder and tried to put him up on the top of an ugly centaur statue in the corner, out of the line of fire. But the stubborn little thing clung to my fingers with his strong, clever little hands and chittered at me like he was cussing up a storm. 
"Look," I said for the dozenth time. "I don't want you getting killed when this goes tits up—which it will, because it always does. I'm trying to protect you, you little terror," I said as I tried to pry him off me without hurting the little guy.
"He wants to know who will protect you, if he's not there," Niamh informed me, fighting a smile. She came to solemnly look the rebellious rodent in the face. "I will protect her, Hibiscus. Elijah will help. She is not without allies."
He huffed, but let me put him down. I rolled my eyes when he stood on his back legs, crossed his little rodent arms, and turned to face away from me like a child in a snit. Whatever. At least he would be safe…ish. "Keep it up, and I'll go back to the rental and get your hamster cage, young man!"
He set himself down on all four paws and gave me an unimpressed look. Oh good, we had moved on from toddler tantrum to petulant teenager. I flipped him off. 
Niamh went to stand between me and the spell circle. I didn't bother arguing with her about getting out of the way, since I knew it was pointless. "Elijah!" I called to the book. "You might want to get your ass out here, so you're not trapped in that circle."
The ghost misted out of the book and floated over to hover at Niamh's side. As if he could stop the gargoyle from murdering me by ghosting all over him. This bunch. I swear. They were going to give me a permanent migraine. "Nice to see you, Spooky," I commented. 
He made a gusty sound. "You can berate me as much as you like later, Andy. After we free this poor soul from captivity."
Right. Poor soul who was probably going to rip my arms off and beat me to death with them or something equally graphic and awful. Gargoyles were ridiculously strong. The creature wouldn't even need magic to snuff me out. Would probably squish me like a bug.
I sucked in a deep breath, then froze when Aahil casually drifted over to stand on Niamh's other side, joining my wall of protection. I forced myself not to overreact. Asshole would probably just step out of the way when he realized he was accidentally standing in the way of my pain and death. 
Calling on my magic, I started chanting, turning my focus inward as I battled my way through my ancestors' magic, unraveling all the work they'd done to imprison the gargoyle and use it for its power. 
The last bit of the binding spell broke, and I sucked in a breath, feeling tired down to my bones. I guess this time the cost had been taken in the usual way—from my energy reserves and lifeforce. I felt exhausted all of a sudden, but not in the same sort of shaky, unreal way I did during a low blood sugar episode. 
Thank the goddess for small miracles. 
The gargoyle appeared in the circle with a thud, an ugly, pug-faced, dark stone monstrosity with stubby little wings and lion paws. It roared and shifted into person-shape, and I tilted my head back to take in what had to be nearly seven feet of rippling, stone-hard muscle. Black horns curled from his forehead, arching up and back, over his tightly curled, dark gray hair. 
He paced right through my damned circle like it didn't exist and grabbed the nearest bit of statuary—a cross-eyed mermaid with lopsided boobs—picked it up, and flung it through the nearest wall. 
Yep. Pissed off monster. I was just so shocked. 
Goddess, I was tired. I wanted nothing more than to get this over with so I could go nap for a day or two and restore my reserves. 
Yellow eyes scanned the courtyard, and fangs flashed as the guy spoke. "Where is the witch?" he demanded, his breath coming in rapid bursts, like he'd just run a mile—or a few dozen, I guess, since he wasn't human. Might take a bit more to wear the big guy out. 
No one moved.
"Where is the witch who did this?" he asked again, his gaze sweeping over Elijah, Niamh, and Aahil. "Where is the one who…freed us?"
I sighed and stepped forward, a bit surprised when Aahil didn't immediately move right out of my way so I could go get squashed. Huh. He must not want his toy to get broken before he had a chance to play with it. I shouldered past him and crossed my arms over my chest, lifting my head to meet the massive gargoyle's yellow eyes. 
"I'm right here," I said, my voice wobbling a bit with energy depletion. It wasn't fear. I was too damned tired to really be scared.
"Andy—" Elijah protested, he and Niamh moving at the same time, the ghost tangling up inside the fae for a second as they both tried to intercept me. But the gargoyle reached me first, crossing the distance between us in two long strides and gripping me by my upper arms. Yep, this was it, I was about to be beaten to death with my own arms. Spectacular. 
I called to what was left of my magic, pleading with mother earth to bolster me, but it was sluggish. The gargoyle released me before I even had a chance to try and zap him with a repulsion spell. 
I gaped at him, mouth hanging open like an idiot, when the big guy dropped to his knees before me with a heart-wrenching sob. "Kill me too," he pleaded, his deep, gravelly voice breaking as tears trailed down his dark gray cheeks. "Please."
Okay. So…that wasn't quite what I had expected. 
I looked to the others, at a loss. Niamh frowned. Aahil just lifted one elegant shoulder in a careless shrug, his bored expression still firmly in place. Elijah did that weird hand-wringing thing he did where he fused his ghost appendages together and pulled them apart. "Oh, no…" the ghost sighed sadly. 
I agreed. Seeing a big, scary dude like this fall apart was a bit unsettling. But I was tired. And if I wanted to take a nap, I needed to get this over with. I reached out my hand and set it between the gargoyle's horns, atop his springy corkscrew curls. 
His yellow eyes closed, and his shoulders slumped in complete surrender, ready to accept his death.
I patted him like a good dog, my hand heavy. Speaking was a chore, but I managed, somehow. "Gonna need you to carry me upstairs and put me in my bed when I pass out, big guy."
The edges of my vision closed in as he opened his eyes and looked up at me in surprise. I saw his hands come up. 
Then I fainted. 




Chapter 11

Zhong


My new master was strange and beautiful. I sat by her bed and watched over her as she slept, feeling bereft…lost. 
Everything I had hoped to achieve had been for nothing. It had all been a stupid, pointless dream. Now here I was, free at last, but all I could do was mourn what I had lost. Cecelia was gone. I was alone again. Except for my new master, a powerful Lovell witch who had refused to end my life and trusted me to carry her soft, fragile body inside, when she didn't even know me. I looked down at my hands. Nothing made sense. 
The fae woman hovered nearby, intermittently poking at a device attached to my new master and frowning. The ghost drifted in and out of existence, currently unformed and looking like nothing so much as a displaced bit of fog. The testy jinn was pacing in the hallway, muttering to himself about worthless servants and weakling witches, uncontrolled flames flaring into existence on his fingertips from time to time. 
They were all worried about my new master. Which said more loudly than words just how different she was from the witches before her. My new witch groaned and lifted a hand to rub at her face. I could feel the earth energies inside her slowly stabilizing. Her spellwork had left her severely depleted. But she was recovering. 
From freeing me. 
She blinked her captivating gray eyes at the ceiling, muttered "Fuck me," then started to sit up. I moved to help her, desperate for anything to distract me from the pain of being alive. All the other supernatural creatures in the room moved closer, as if to protect the witch from me. Because I was big, scary. Unstable. 
I ignored them, just like I had ignored the judgements all my life. I might be a big, dumb lump of stone, but even I didn't like watching people suffer. I slid my arm behind the witch's back and eased her upright, reaching out my other hand to brush the tangled green waves of hair from her face. She blinked at me, going still for a moment, before letting out a long sigh. 
The fae patted the witch's shoulder from the other side of the bed. "I checked your monitor, just like you showed me," she said, a note of pride in her voice. "You didn't drop."
I had no idea what she was talking about, but it made my new master smile fondly and say, "Thank you," with genuine gratitude. Then she turned to me.
"You brought me up here?" she asked calmly. 
I nodded. "As you commanded, master."
She frowned at me. "I didn't…command you. I asked. I think. And I'm not your damned master!"
I opened my mouth to protest, to ask how I was supposed to live without a purpose, without someone to serve. But the jinn interrupted, shoving past the fae to scowl at my master and I, his arms crossed over his chest, barely restrained magic pulsing in his aura. "The witch can't be anyone's master, idiot, since she clearly belongs to me."
I glanced between them as my witch rubbed at her arms. Only then did I notice the faint silvery-white markings on her skin. My brows drew together as a sudden, protective surge of anger rose up in me. "You marked a witch? You enslaved my master?!" 
My wings snapped out to the sides, and I bared my fangs. I might be new to my duties here, but this was unacceptable. How could my master be my master if she was under someone else's control? And how could the jinn even consider enslaving another being, after being treated this way himself for so long? My body trembled. I needed a master. I needed a purpose. I needed…to not feel like I was about to come apart at the seams. 
I needed to smash that smug smile right off the jinn's too-pretty face. 
Easing my arm out from behind my master so as not to jostle her while she was still recovering, I stood, looming over the bed and the tiny jinn. "Remove the marks from her flesh."
He looked up at me, one black eyebrow raised. "Not a chance in hell."
I made a grab for him, but he dematerialized, appearing at the end of the bed with a taunting leer. "You're no match for me, you clumsy pile of rock."
I turned to size him up, debating how best to snap his tiny neck. But my master pushed me out of the way, climbing to her feet with a muttered, "Move morons. I've gotta pee." 
I blinked at her as she brushed past me and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind her with a sharp thud. 
The fae shook her head at me. "Some advice, stony one? Just ignore Aahil. Everyone else does."
The jinn flicked his wrist in a graceful motion and the hem of the fae's shirt caught fire. She cursed in her native language and sent a bright stream of fae magic at the flame. The jinn must not have been serious, since the flame went out. Demon fire normally couldn't be extinguished by anyone but the one who cast it. Maybe he was just testing her? I couldn't tell if the jinn and the fae were friends or enemies. Just one more thing to add to the pile of confusion inside me. 
My witch returned from the bathroom, running a hand through her green hair in an attempt to untangle it. She stopped at the sight of the fae's singed shirt, shook her head, then continued walking past us all, toward the door. I followed, not wanting to let her out of my sight. 
The jinn snorted and trailed along behind us. I shot a warning glare over my shoulder as he followed us down the sweeping staircase. My witch caught the look and sighed. "Ignore him. His yapping is way worse than his bite."
The jinn disappeared, reappearing at the foot of the staircase just as my master went to step down onto the floor. She teetered and windmilled her arms to halt herself and keep from slamming into the jinn. He gave her a predatory smile that made me want to squash him all over again. "Do I need to show you how bad my bite can be, witch?" he purred. 
She gave a dry laugh and started moving again, as if she was going to step right into his space. I was surprised when he took a quick step backward to avoid touching her. 
She arched a brow at him, but said nothing, simply turned and walked away—ignoring him, as she and the fae had recommended. I didn't miss the way the jinn seethed at being dismissed. 
I see. He wanted attention. I was not going to be the one to grant his wish. I followed my master into her gleaming kitchen as if the jinn didn't exist. He didn't join us. 
My new master started getting things out of the refrigerator and piling them on the countertop. She must be hungry, after expending all that energy to free me from the cursed book. I went to help her, and she watched me, her expression wary. That was okay. I was used to people being intimidated by my very existence. But there was really nothing I could do about how I looked. 
"Please sit, master," I said gently. "You need to rest. I will prepare your food."
She rolled her gray eyes at me and planted a hand on one lush hip. "I'm not helpless, you know," she informed me. As if I hadn't witnessed just how strong she was. She might look soft, with her short stature and her round figure, but I could feel the power inside her. And from the frank look in those gray eyes, I had a feeling she possessed the same iron will of her ancestors. Even if she put it to use for different purposes. 
The fae came to shoo the witch over to a chair at the table. "No one thinks you're helpless, Andy. Let the man make you a sandwich. You did just drain yourself freeing him. He owes you."
She narrowed her eyes at the fae but did as she was told, sinking down to sit in one of the dining chairs. "I'm not your master," she said firmly. I could feel her eyes on me as I made her two sandwiches and placed them on the plate the fae handed me. "I don't own any of you," she said as she withdrew the device she wore clipped to her waist and touched the screen with little beeps. "You're free to leave whenever you please."
I felt panic rising up inside me at the thought of being cast out and adrift. Setting the plate in front of her, I met her eyes. "I would rather you dispose of me, master."
She frowned. "Stop that. I'm not going to murder you. Make yourself some food and sit down." She pointed sternly at the chair nearest hers. "Then you can tell me why you keep asking me to off you."
I sighed, but did as I was told. The need to be directed was too strong to override in my current state of mind. Memories of Cecilia were creeping in around the edges, digging sharp claws into my heart. It had probably been a hundred years or more since I lost her. But I had spent most of that time in the unthinking in between world of my captivity in the book. To me, the wound seemed fresh. Raw. I sat and stared at my sandwich while the fae went about making her own food. "Please, master. I'm not hungry."
She pointed at the sandwich. "Eat. And tell me what's causing you so much pain."
I did as I was told. The sandwich tasted like dust in my mouth. But I knew, on some level, that my body appreciated the nourishment after being starved for so long. The previous owner of the book only fed us if it was absolutely necessary to maintain our abilities. 
"I used to be a free gargoyle," I said between mechanical bites of my food. "I had a master, but they discharged me from their service when they moved here to Mageia." I sighed. "I wasn't like the others of my kind, content to guard buildings. I wanted…I wanted to see things. To live a different life than what tradition dictated."
I swallowed, trying to keep the sandwich down. 
"When I came to the magic realm, I met a woman," I said, my voice flat, unable to figure out what I should feel. The overwhelm was drowning me, pulling me down into numbness, but flashes of sharp, painful emotions bursts through at random. "She was a dreamer like me. She was half nymph, half human. She saw the world differently than her kind, but she still had that carefree nymph mentality." I couldn't help the wistfulness that crept into my voice. "I envied her that. The way she could just flit from one thing to the other with such curiosity. I always had to fight the urge to be rigid and inflexible."
I ached with the memory of her laughter, her teasing. The touch of her small hand. The way she was always going on about her dreams and all the places she wanted to see, all the things she wanted do and experience.
I licked my lips, my mouth gone dry. "I tried to give her the life she wanted. I tried to get a job like a normal person, rather than living my life as a stone sentinel. I…we wanted a life together, I thought…." I heaved a sigh. "I was stupid. No one wanted to hire me for anything except typical gargoyle contracts. Which would mean I'd be tied down to one place, guarding it, unable to travel with Cecelia and see the world." 
I grimaced as I recalled her words to me. "She didn't want to stay in one place. She wanted her freedom. She said maybe we should split up. Go our separate ways but…I was foolish. Devoted."
My witch didn't look impressed with my story. She had devoured one of her sandwiches, but now she was just glaring at me. 
"Please, master, eat your meal. Your energy is still depleted from your spellwork," I said softly. 
She huffed. "You can read my energy? No—wait. Don't distract me. I want to hear the rest of your story. How did that stupid cow fuck you over?"
I blinked at her. "I…what?"
She took a bite of her sandwich, still glaring while she chewed. Then she gestured angrily with the hand that held the food. "I know where this is heading, dude. And I already want to stab a bitch. Go on!"
I shook my head in confusion. "I…um. I decided that if I wanted to make a life for myself and give Cecelia the life she wanted, I needed to train my magic so I could be more employable. I have some affinity for magic working beyond my basic gargoyle abilities, it's just that no one ever bothered to teach me anything—gargoyles are supposed to be happy being guardians." I shrugged. "I finally found someone who would help me. I entered willingly into a contract with a witch. She agreed to help me work on strengthening my magic, and I agreed to do odd jobs for her in the meantime. It was meant to mutually beneficial—I would earn some money while getting the training I needed to find a better job. She would have the assistance she supposedly needed around her estate."
"Let me guess," my new master said, her voice as dry as the deserts. "The witch was a Lovell and she screwed you over."
I nodded sadly. "I was too trusting. I…it is my weakness, I suppose. The witch imprisoned me. First at her home, then later in the book. I stupidly held out hope that Cecelia would find a way to free me. But…she did not."
The witch was watching me closely. "What did she do, big guy?"
I picked at the crust of my sandwich, unable to meet her eyes. "She…fell in love with the witch. I'm not sure if it was consensual, or if there was an enchantment involved. But I was gone from her sight. Then one day the witch called me from the grimoire only to tell me that Cecelia was dead. She said if I continued to struggle against her hold, she would find and kill everyone I loved." I closed my eyes. It had probably been an empty threat. The way she flaunted Cecelia's death was probably meant to break me and make me submissive. I knew this. And yet…it had worked. 
My new master gripped my hand and squeezed, startling me. My eyes flew open to find her staring at me intently. "You were tricked, gargoyle. They both took advantage of your optimism and your loyalty. And yet you mourn the loss of the woman you loved? She doesn't deserve your devotion. Not then, and certainly not now!"
I hunched my shoulders. "Yes, master. I'm aware." I forced myself to meet her eyes, feeling like I might shatter into a thousand broken pieces. "And still, my heart grieves as if it happened just yesterday."
She sucked in a slow breath and heaved a truly massive sigh. Then she sat back, releasing my hand and picking up her unfinished sandwich. "I'm not going to kill you" she said firmly. "So just stop that nonsense."
I tried not to argue, but the words spilled out anyway. "I have no reason to live. My family is gone. My master dismissed me. The world does not want me. And the one person I thought would stay by my side forever forgot me the moment I was out of sight. Death would be a mercy."
She rolled her eyes at me. "I tell you what. Give it a month. If, in a month, you still want me to put you out of your misery, we'll talk. But," she held up a hand to forestall my protests. "You have to promise me something in return."
I sighed. That was how it worked with witches. There was always a cost. A bargain. Usually one that was horrifically unfair. "Name your price, witch," I said tiredly.
She smiled at me, the expression transforming her round face into a thing of beauty and joy. "During that time, you have to live. No more of this moping and melodrama. You're free. You can leave if you want." She must have seen the panic on my face because she rushed to add, "Or you can stay here, I guess. The rest of the idiots are still hanging around, so what's one more weirdo in my life?"
I let out a breath, the tension leaving me. "I will try, master. Only, please don't send me out there alone. I can't…I need a master."
She pressed her lips together as if considering something, then gave a curt nod. 
Pushing away from the table, she turned to the fae. "Can you show him to a room somewhere and help him find clothes to replace those rags?"
The fae woman nodded, then winked. "As you wish, mistress." She danced out of the way to avoid being smacked while the witch muttered about not calling her that. Then the fae regarded me with brilliant green eyes, her head tilted to the side, listening to something only she could hear. "Ah, here he comes."
A small rodent of some kind came scurrying into the kitchen, screaming with its harsh chitters and yelps. My witch—Andy, what a strange and fitting name—bent and grabbed the thing, holding it under its front legs while it kicked and yammered. 
"What is with you?" Andy inquired. Then seemed to listen to the chattering. "I'm sorry, okay. Geesh. I was a little busy freeing trapped creatures from cursed books and passing out from energy depletion."
The rodent stopped chattering with a huff, its expression almost people-like. It flung out one front paw toward me and grunted. 
"He wants to show the gargoyle around," the fae said with a suppressed smile. "He says you treat him like a child, but he can help. And he'd like you to know that he knows where you sleep and he knows all your secrets, and he now has a translator so he can share them with anyone who asks."
My witch walked over to me and held out the strange creature. "Here," she said in a flat voice. "Take this."
Then my witch left me alone with a laughing fae and a smug…hedgehog…thing.
She really was a strange and beautiful witch. 




Chapter 12

Andy


I pushed the hair back from my face and stood looking down at the assorted ingredients on the table, pondering what to add to the mix to counter strong elemental water magic. The next creature I was going to attempt to free was a being called a water weaver. Rare. Reclusive. Able to call up floods or monsoons and conjure water from thin air. 
I snorted to myself at the thought of the Lovell Horror House floating away on a magic tsunami. I suppose that would take care of the damned booby traps and artifacts, wouldn't it? At the very least, the place and all its nasty junk would be off my property—it was someone else's problem, then. A girl could dream.
To balance out the water element…metal. I had some moonstone and some hematite somewhere around here. And. Oh! Wild Gynostemma. I had some of that in the cupboard. And there was some mugwort in the overgrown back garden—the one Aahil hadn't burned down with his little tantrum. 
I turned to head that way and nearly collided with seven feet of winged, horned, stone-skinned lurker. Zhong stepped out of my way, as silent as ever, then followed me to the garden. It was eerie how quietly the big, heavy stone guy moved. And of course he was my constant shadow now. 
It was annoying as hell. But also…I felt bad for the guy. I might be an asshole, but I wasn't blind. Gargoyles were loyal and devoted by nature. He clearly felt lost and alone, and he needed someone to cling to. I wasn't going to be like every other dumbass magical practitioner and just abandon him. This was just his nature. He couldn't help it. I handed him a basket and some garden shears. "Here. Do you know what mugwort looks like when its ready to be picked?"
His yellow eyes were intent and curious. "No, master. But if you'll show me?"
I nodded and fought my way through the tangle of wild, overgrown plants and weeds. "Here," I said crouching to show him a nice head of mugwort. "See how these clusters here have a bit of pink to them? That's what you want for this sort of spell. I need that whole basket full. I'll be cooking it down to make a big vat of strong tea."
He nodded and carefully snipped the cluster of mugwort off and placed it in the basket. "I will gather all I can find. What will you do with the tea? Is it for freeing the water weaver, or for some other spellwork?" He looked down at his knees as he crouched there. "I'm sorry master. I'll be quiet."
I reached over and shoved him, taking him by surprise enough that he fell on his butt in the weeds. His surprised yellow eyes met mine and I grinned. "Stop apologizing for existing. You can ask questions. If you're being obnoxious, I'll tell you. But I like talking about plants and witch magic—as long as it's not being used to torment people." I moved off with my own scissors to find some mugwort to murder. "I'll make the tea and douse the ground before summoning the water weaver. The mugwort is a plant associated with the water element, and it's good for mental stability. The poor guy might need that after being trapped in the book. And using the water for a carrier will help tie the spell to the earth, which is where my power comes from."
He nodded as he worked. "It will anchor things. Give you some control."
I sighed. "Yeah, hopefully. Though honestly, I haven't really been able to control anyone who comes out of that book, so I'm not holding my breath on this one. 
He came closer to let me put my pile of mugwort into the basket. "You risk so much to free creatures you've never even met."
I shrugged. "Well, someone's gotta fix what my family fucked up."
He patted my back with one big mitt. "It is noble of you to take up that mantle."
"Nah," I huffed. "I just want that book gone. And besides," I held up my arms so he could see Aahil's markings. I didn't want the big guy developing some kind of hero worship over my masochistic stupidity. "I kind of have to do it. Aahil said he won't release me from his bond until I free everyone in the book." Even if I had already planned on doing that anyway. Asshole.
Zhong's yellow eyes narrowed. "The jinn is in chaos. Unstable."
I laughed. "You have no idea, dude. But he'll get bored of his games and go away eventually. At least that's what all the textbooks say—that they're easily distracted. Some shiny new thing will come along." I hoped. Goddess, did I ever hope. So far, the hot little terror had showed remarkable stubbornness in his need to annoy me. 
Zhong and I worked along companionably for a time. He asked occasional questions about magic, and I remembered that he had wanted to learn, once upon a time. I helped fill in what blanks I could in his knowledge, not that I had much formal training of my own. It was nice, having someone around who didn't want to kill me or keep dangerous secrets from me, or snark at me constantly because we weren't admitting that we were catching feelings. Zhong was…comfortable. 
Goddess, I really was losing my mind. But I wondered if the house back in the mundane world would look good with a gargoyle on the roof. Would the neighbors complain? 
Eventually, I made my way back inside, sweaty and covered in dirt from crawling around in the weeds. I managed to get Zhong to stop following me long enough so I could take a bath, by giving him a pile of children's magic primers to read. I left him in the newly cleaned study with Bis perched atop the giant's head, clinging to one curling black horn. Then I slipped away to my room. 
I passed Niamh in the courtyard on the way. She waved distractedly with one hand as she coaxed a seedling to life with the other, still hard at work on her quest to repopulate my scorched courtyard. I tried to tiptoe past the room Aahil had claimed, stepping over the creaky floorboard and shuffling along the carpeted runner. But of course he sensed me anyway. 
"Witch!" he called, opening his door to lean against the frame, wearing nothing but his loose, flowy harem pants and a whole lot of body jewelry. 
The light from the window across the hall glinted off his gold nipple rings and the ruby gem of his belly button piercing. I forced my eyes to focus on his, noting the red flecks in the liquid gold. I stared at his long black eyelashes, rather than at his wicked, sensual mouth, or his lean, muscular dancer's body. "What?" I snapped. 
He smirked at me, as if he knew exactly how hot he was and exactly how hard it was to hate him and want to lick him at the same time. "Come here, pet." 
He spun on a bare foot and padded back into his room. Ah, hell. That was a bad idea. I'd probably end up horny or dead. Maybe a little of both. 
I stomped after him, crossing my arms over my chest and realizing just how damp my sweaty tank top was. Ugh. He stopped by the dresser and picked up a bit of black ribbon, bringing it over to me. "Bend down," he commanded. 
I arched my brow at him. But if I just did what he wanted, maybe he'd leave me alone and I could get to my bath sooner. I bent at the waist so he could fasten what I realized was a choker around my neck. When he was done, I straightened and looked in the mirror of the small vanity that stood nearby. A large ruby glimmered at the center of the necklace, winking as if it held a live flame in its center. 
"Uh. Thanks?" I said awkwardly. What did one say to the psychopath who wanted to murder you, but also kind of turned you on and had just given you jewelry?
He reached up and touched the stone with one graceful finger. "Every pet needs a collar," he purred. "It helps remind others who you belong to."
Aaand there it was. Aahil being Aahil. I immediately tried to unfasten the necklace, only to find that there was no clasp. I heaved a sigh, dropping my arms to my sides, not even trying to yank the ribbon off by force. He had magicked the damned thing on me. 
"I hate you," I informed him. 
His smirk faded, replaced with a look of disdain. "Oh, I'm so hurt by that, Lovell. Did you think I longed for your affection?"
I rolled my eyes. "Goddess forbid." Turning, I walked out of the room and across the hall to my own bedroom, slamming the door behind me and locking it. 
Fucking jinn.
So maybe, yeah, some tiny, small, very miniscule part of me had hoped he was being nice for once. That maybe my apology the other day had finally worked its way through his stubborn skull and into his pea-sized brain. But nope. Now I was collared like a dog. Fan-fucking-tastic. 
I made sure the bestiary was still where I'd left it, resting on a bookshelf near my bed for safekeeping. Then I made my way into the bathroom for a nice, long soak in the large, ornate tub.
Mostly, I hated the creepy family estate and everything in it. But every once in a while, I could see what it might have been. If it hadn't been inhabited by pure evil for hundreds of years. It might have been a magical place—in the fairytale sense—full of comfort, and luxury, and pretty things. 
I felt like a princess as I sank down into the massive clawfoot tub with its gleaming swan and flower spout and handles. I leaned back with a sigh, covered in mounds of fragrant bubble bath from a recipe I had created myself. The afternoon sun lit up the tall window with brilliant color, making the stained-glass painting of splashing mermaids and fauns seem as if it would come to life. 
I barely remembered the place from my childhood. Bath time then had been a strict affair tended to by a nanny who insisted I make sure I didn't leave a trace of hair or DNA anywhere, lest an enemy use it to cast black magic against me. Never mind that a toddler shouldn't have enemies to begin with. I was a Lovell. That meant it was my destiny to be universally hated. 
Now, I luxuriated in the tub, scrubbing my hair and body, then spraying off with the handheld sprayer that was shaped like a leaping dolphin. I gave not a single fuck about leaving behind bits to be used against me. I was already subtly cursed, and everyone in the magical community was either afraid of me or preferred to pretend I didn't exist. I was pretty sure no one was going to sneak into my bathroom in search of hair. 
And if they did? Fuck 'em. I wasn't going to live my life in fear, no matter what the people who birthed me had tried to instill in me. 
I reclined with my head on the back of the tub, cushioned by a bath pillow, humming to myself while my mind drifted from one thing to the next. I tried to focus on a million other things. But I couldn't help lifting my hand to run my fingers over the collar Aahil had placed around my neck. The red stone was warm to the touch—warmer than my body or the bathwater—and I could feel a bit of the jinn's wild magic inside it. 
My traitorous mind drifted back to that moment the other day, when he'd pinned me to the bed and threatened to use my body. Irritating. Asinine. Beautiful…seductive, full of wicked promise. Ugh. 
My hand slipped beneath the water, slicking over my heavy breasts and my round stomach, my legs parting as I moved lower, finding my clit and stroking slowly, sending bursts of pleasure through me. What would it be like to be owned by the jinn? It was a stupid thought. Dangerous. Illogical after how he acted. But…my breath quickened. 
I was pretty sure I was just as awful as the rest of the Lovells, I just expressed it a bit differently. 
Aahil had pretty much admitted to being a pleasure slave himself at one point. And the man oozed heat and lust. Who knew how old he was—how long he'd had to practice? He could probably do things to me that I couldn't even begin to imagine. 
I shivered as the pleasure built, rubbing my clit faster, racing toward the orgasm that was right there. I thought of Aahil, of all that dark, off-limits sensuality. Water splashed over the rim of the tub as I came fast and hard, biting back the name that wanted to escape my lips. 
I sat in the tub panting, somewhat mortified that I just got off to the thought of Aahil the dickbag. Whatever. He was hot. Ha, ha. Punny Andy, real punny. 
Sighing, I heaved myself up out of the tub, pulled the plug, and got dried off. I padded into my bedroom in my towel and collapsed on the bed, my tired brain already returning to the spell prep I needed to do. I thought of Zhong and our amiable conversation while he did something helpful and assisted me in the garden earlier. Why couldn't my lusty fantasies focus on someone nice, for once? 
Visions of miles of gray, marbled muscle, intense yellow eyes and curling black horns immediately rose up. I wondered what his chiseled lips would feel like, what that smooth skin would feel like against my own. I already knew how soft his springy steel gray curls were, and how well he liked to follow directions…. 
I put my face in my hands and let out a frustrated, muffled groan. Well, turns out I could fantasize about nice guys too. Way to go, Andy. 
A cold shiver danced across my skin, the magic in me standing at alert in response to the faint echo of another powerful magic user. I turned my head to find Elijah's misty form hovering alongside me, as if he were stretched out on the bed on his back, hands folded over his middle. I could see the bedding through him, and his features were indistinct, except for the glowing blue orbs where his eyes should be. "Having unwanted thoughts?" he said in his hollow voice. 
I flopped onto my side to face him, one hand under my pillow. "Decided to stop being a coward and come talk about withholding information?"
He made a ghostly approximation of a sigh. "I'm sorry Oleander. I never meant to hide things or lie in a malicious way. But surely you can see how telling anyone what I am—especially a powerful witch of the Lovell line—would be a grave mistake."
I huffed. "I'm not that powerful. And I get it. I do. But still. What else are you hiding from me, Elijah? Do you have some kind of ulterior motive here? Are you really just interested in freeing everyone and destroying the book? Or are you…I don't know…hoping you'll have your revenge when one of them finally kills me? You're not…hoping I can restore you or strengthen you into a revenant or something, are you? Because let me tell you right now, I don't do death magic." Not only was necromancy illegal, it was also disgusting and way beyond my limited abilities. 
His form swirled into smoke, then coalesced facing me, aping my posture as we both lay on our sides. "You say I shouldn't fear you because you're not a powerful witch. But..you are powerful, Andy. Much of your power is dormant, underutilized, untrained. But you're the most powerful Lovell I've ever met. You just don't realize it yet." He sent out a misty appendage to stroke along my face, the cool touch tingling along my aura. "I know now what a treasure you are—that my initial instincts about your moral compass and your fortitude were correct. I don't mind you knowing what I am now. But I had to be sure first."
I rolled my eyes. 
"As to the rest…of course I don't want any of those other things. I…when I was alive, when I was an angel, I was self-righteous and arrogant. I believed the propaganda and lies my people tell themselves so that they feel superior. My choir, in particular, held chastity and purity to be the most important virtues a being could possess. We saw the beings here in this realm and in Planus realm to be base, lost to their animal instincts and urges. Primitive." 
He let out a hollow chuckle. "I was a prick, Andy. I'm pretty sure I deserved to die. I levied so much judgement against others while believing myself to be a paragon of virtue. Meanwhile, I'm pretty sure most of my brethren were only giving lip service to the supposed virtues they espoused."
I arched a brow at him, and he rippled—a shrug, I realized belatedly. "I know for a fact that they engaged in carnal acts. I saw a few of them doing just that after I died and could travel as a spirit, unseen."
I laughed. "Peeking poltergeist perv."
For just a moment, I got a glimpse of his handsome face, and it was twisted with wry humor. "Pious peeking poltergeist perv," he corrected primly, leaning into the alliteration. 
I laughed, flopping onto my back, and stared at the ceiling. "I'm not mad at you, Elijah. You don't have to hide and sulk. I know you all have your wounds and your secrets. And you guys have all the reason in the world to be angry and hateful. But I can't help it that I'm a Lovell. All I can do is try to fix things—even if it's too little too late. Especially in your case."
He misted out of existence, only to reappear above me, hovering so he could look at my face with those glowing blue eyes. "Your ancestor used my pride and my backward beliefs to lure me in." 
I reached up without thinking, trailing my fingers through his misty form as if I could touch his face. My fingers swirled through him, and he shimmered at the almost-touch. 
"I thought she was repentant. I thought I could save her soul. I thought…well, I thought myself in love. In lust. And I hated myself for it. When she realized she couldn't control my powers, she killed me. It shouldn't have been possible for a witch to murder an angel. But my guard was down. My sense of my own perfection so overinflated…I never saw it coming. She bound me the moment my body disintegrated."
I let out a long breath. "Goddess. Great Granny and the rest of my female ancestors must have been real lookers, because they seemed to have charmed quite a few of you into stupidity." I bit out a short laugh. "Good thing I'm fat, weird, and abrasive. No risk of me luring anyone into anything."
He solidified a little more, his outline becoming more opaque, his features showing through. He ran a hand along my skin again, and I could just barely feel his cold touch. "You are nothing like the rest of your family, Oleander. Your heart is good, even if it is a bit wounded by all you've been through." The ghostly touch drifted to my lips, making my skin tingle. "But you're wrong about that last part. You do lure people in. I wish I was a solid, flesh and bone creature again, so I could touch you."
I shivered in response to the yearning in his voice. Had he really never done anything carnal when he had a body? Sad to realize only once the opportunity to enjoy life was gone, how badly you had missed out. The physical body was built for pleasure. There was nothing more natural than sex and sensuality, in whatever form. Our physical bodies were an expression of the earth, of the raw life force that pulsed through us. Any witch understood that. Even those who were asexual could appreciate other physical pleasures in their own way. But it sounded like Elijah's people didn't even allow that much.
Poor angels.
"I wish I could touch you too," I whispered. "Elijah, I'm so sorry. For everything you've lost." His life, his entire belief system, the potential to fully experience the world around him…it must be hell, being stuck in this in between, able to see and hear, but never fully interact with the world. 
He drifted lower. "Who were you thinking of, in the bath?"
I huffed an embarrassed laugh. "You are a peeping perv!"
A misty chuckle floated on the air. "You did allow me to participate in your interlude with the fae," he reminded me. "I assumed the invitation still stood. Though I did think you were angry with me for keeping secrets. So I stayed out here."
I groaned. My life was so weird. 
"Who did you think of while you pleasured yourself, Andy?" he whispered, cool tendrils of sensation stroking along my aura, making me shudder. 
I was absolutely not going to admit it had been Aahil. "Doesn't matter," I said instead. "Take your pick. The world is filled with beautiful people."
"Take off the towel." The words were barely a whisper, drifting disembodied in the air. "Take it off and sit up, so you can see yourself in the mirror."
I probably should have just said no, like a sane person. 
But I'm not sane. I'm a fucking Lovell.
I sat up, losing the towel and positioning myself so I could see my reflection in the floor length mirror that sat opposite the end of the bed. I studied my reflection curiously, wondering what he was up to. I didn't hate my body. I knew that we were lucky to have this form, that our bodies were an expression of the goddess, the earth, the spirit that gave us life. But I also knew I didn't fit most of the beauty standards of the human society I usually lived in. I was plump. I had stretch marks and my breasts didn't defy gravity. My damp, shoulder-length hair hung in dark green waves and coils framing my round face. I had nice eyes, I thought. Somewhere between gray and blue. And my skin was clear and healthy, at least. 
I glanced at Elijah as he drifted up behind me, tendrils of his misty, incorporeal form wrapping around me. "Do you recall when I merged with your aura before?" he asked.
I nodded. He had somehow fused himself to my aura when the jinn tried to burn me alive, using his cool, ghostly being to shield me from harm. I had felt him like a second skin. I wondered now, though…. "Could you feel me?" I asked softly. "When we were merged like that? You could feel, couldn't you?"
He sighed, the misty sound rippling over the skin of my shoulder, making me shiver. "I was attached to your aura. I could feel what you felt. And I could, I think, send some of my own feelings through the link—helping you to feel cooler, more comfortable, to not feel the pain as much."
I licked my lips. "And if we did that now?"
His misty form curled around me, covering my skin from head to toe. He did it more slowly this time, since it wasn't an emergency, letting me feel what he was doing and see how our energies merged. It wasn't possession. He couldn't control me. He wasn't actually in my body. He was just riding along in my aura, our energy fields merged.
I drew in a deep breath, adjusting to the sensation, feeling like I was a different person—or at least like my awareness had shifted. For the second time today, I glided my own hands over my body, caressing and squeezing. But this time I watched myself in the mirror with new eyes. I couldn't communicate with Elijah like this—not in any real tangible sense. But my perception shifted, and I knew it was because of what he was thinking and feeling. 
I glanced in the mirror and saw a goddess, all beautiful curves and valleys, soft lusciousness to be explored and experienced to the fullest. I saw a woman who was the very definition of sensual, begging to be touched. I leaned back on one hand, letting the ghost enjoy the view as I slipped my fingers into my pussy, feeling my body clench around the delicious intrusion, stroking and fluttering. I moved to stroke my clit, head thrown back and chest heaving. Shit, I was so turned on. Yet again, this wouldn't take long at all. 
I drew it out a much as I could, riding the edge of my orgasm, letting Elijah drink his feel of sensation and pleasure. But eventually, I couldn't take it any longer. I lay back, stroking my clit with one hand while two of the fingers of my other hand thrust inside, alleviating the empty feeling that was begging to be filled. 
I gasped as I came, feeling a distant echo of my pleasure somewhere in my awareness. 
Eventually, I crawled up the bed and dove under the covers, my limbs heavy and my eyelids fluttering shut. I felt Elijah flow out of my aura, leaving me feeling oddly empty. "Thank you, Oleander," he whispered, his voice sounding stronger, more…real. 
I opened my eyes to find him lying beside me, his form wavering between poltergeist and mist, blue eyes glowing, and faint golden streamers of energy arcing out from his back. 
"Your wings are pretty," I mumbled intelligently. 
He came closer, his handsome face as solid as I'd ever seen it. Cool mist touched my lips in the imitation of a chaste kiss. "I can't stay this solid much longer," he said sadly. "I'm sorry."
I shook my head. "Doesn't matter. I know you're here, even if I can't see you."
"Always," his disembodied voice whispered as he disappeared. "Sleep, Andy. You have important work to do when you rise."
I yawned. "Don't remind me."
My invisible lover chuckled, the sound echoing around the empty room. "Sleep."
So I did. 




Chapter 13

Andy


I wish I could say sex with a ghost was the strangest thing I had experienced in my life, but sadly, it didn't even get an honorable mention. 
It did sound like something a Lovell would do though, which didn't make me feel too warm and fuzzy. Still, this was Elijah we were talking about, not some demented ghoulish spirit I'd summoned from the depths of hell. 
Semantics, probably. But I didn't care.
The ghost in question had been slightly more opaque ever since our encounter, a bit more solid—still not able to really affect the physical world, but I could make out more of his features. And every once in a while, you could just catch the faint golden glimmer of energy arching out of his back and up over his head. I had never seen an angel in person, and I knew they weren't all the holy crap they were rumored to be, but still, I got a little shiver when I brushed up against his aura—at the mere glimpse of just a sliver of the creature he must have once been. 
I was glad that we'd ironed things out. It was nice to have him hovering around my workbench, offering suggestions and answering questions as I tried my best to prepare to free a water weaver from the bestiary. It would be yet another rare and powerful creature that I had no experience with, and I wasn't holding out much hope that it would be as easy to deal with as Zhong. The gargoyle was a miracle. I didn't get blessings like that, so I knew it wouldn't happen again. 
The water weaver was an elemental of Aahil's caliber, but even more mysterious. He was likely to just straight up fill my lungs with water before I even got a chance to explain that I was freeing him rather than summoning him for nefarious purposes. 
A big hand patted my back, rubbing in soothing circles, dragging me out of my anxious spiral. I turned to glance upward into Zhong's concerned yellow eyes. "It will be okay, master—uh, Andy," he said, clearly making an effort to honor my wishes and stop calling me by stupid titles. "You freed the rest of us. You can do this. And I will protect you to the best of my ability. As will the others."
He lifted his hand to push the green hair back out of my face, his eyes a bit sad still, but full of this weirdly open need—the need to be useful, to find his worth in serving others. It was both irritating and endearing all at once. His rock-like skin was oddly smooth, like polished marble, as his fingers glided over my cheek. 
I lifted a hand and covered his fingers with my own, holding his hand against my face. "Thank you," I said on an exhale, for once allowing myself to take the comfort he offered. Being in Zhong's presence was easy. Comfortable. There was none of the posturing, or appearances, or trust barriers that existed with the others. Niamh and Elijah were growing on me, and we were working through our stuff. But with Zhong…there just wasn't any stuff. How he could be so weirdly solid and trusting, even after his apparent wounding at the hands of my ancestors and his past lover was strange to me. But his entire being was magnetic somehow. 
I licked my lips, suddenly wanting to say something, but not sure what. Zhong's yellow eyes watched me, the black pupils dilating. Then his gaze lowered to my lips, and I nodded, stepping a bit closer, not sure what the fuck I was doing, but going for it anyway. I wanted the solid, easy strength of him. And I wasn't really big on denying myself what I wanted. Why bother, when a misplaced curse or an angry enemy of my parents' might off me at any moment? "Live like you were dying," was a very human sentiment—but they knew a thing or two about having less than stellar life expectancies.
The gargoyle wrapped his big hands around my waist and lifted me up, plopping my big ass on the workbench like I weighed nothing. Then he stepped between my knees, his leathery gray wings spread slightly, head tilted in question. "Master?"
I rolled my eyes. "Andy. Stop talking and just come here. And no, that is not an order. Just an invitation, if you want it."
He smiled softly, a little slip of fang showing as he moved closer, cupping my face in his big hands before he pressed his smooth lips to mine. He was so sweet for such a big, powerful guy. So gentle with me, like I might break. Which, I mean, he absolutely could break me, so that was fair. 
I curled my hands around his hips, content to follow his lead, losing myself in the gentle caress of his lips and tongue, smoothing my hands over his muscular back and venturing out to touch his wings. Goddess, what would sex be like with this massive creature?
He shivered under my fingers, like a man too-long deprived the warmth of another's touch. And goddess, I could see myself spending entire days exploring his big, strange, beautiful body, mapping out every inch of him and curling up in his big arms where maybe, for once, I might figure out what it was like to feel safe. 
But of course, this was my life. 
"I know what you did." Aahil, almost shouting. 
A muffled whump of displaced air sounded out in the hallway, and I heard Bis chittering angrily while Niamh tried to talk him down. Elijah had drifted out there a few minutes ago, and I heard his hollow voice as well, a pleading note to it now. 
Zhong pulled away slightly and turned toward the doorway as the ultimate headache came blazing into the workroom. Literally. Aahil was all lit up from the inside with his fire magic, like he was about to burn the entire fucking mansion down. That explained the noise out in the hall. He'd probably started a fire and set off one of my suppression wards. 
Heh. Nice to know they worked. Take that, jinn-hole. 
He was barefoot and bare chested, as always, his body piercings gleaming under the flickering heat of his red aura. His golden eyes shimmered like candle flames as he paced the length of the workroom, trailing a finger over the back of a chair, leaving it singed and smoking. His dangerous gaze slid over Zhong, taking in his proximity to me. "First the forest creature, then the poltergeist," he sneered. "Now you're fucking the servants. Tacky witch. Especially when you have work to do." 
The ruby charm on my stupid collar heated up suddenly, growing uncomfortably hot against my skin.
I narrowed my eyes at the asshat. Zhong tried to step between us, but I shoved him aside, sliding down off the workbench and crossing my arms over my chest, not looking away from the pissy jinn. "Don't worry, Zhong," I said evenly. "I've got this. You can go check on Bis and let Niamh and Elijah know I'll meet them out in the back garden with the rest of the spell ingredients. This won't take long."
I didn't want Zhong getting hurt, and jinn fire would burn everything. Even stone, if it was directed just right.
The gargoyle looked torn, but he was nothing if not obedient. Eventually, he sighed and strode out of the room. 
"Well?" I said, waving a bored hand at the jinn. "You done bitching now?"
He slid closer, almost within touching range. I was tempted to reach for him, just to see him slide away from me the way he always did. The jinn had a real problem with the idea of me touching him. 
But apparently, he could touch me. At least, enough to put me in shackles. The necklace—scratch that, collar—at my throat only grew hotter, and I knew it was probably leaving burns behind. 
"Did you forget who you belong to?" The sensual purr of his voice made my knees weak, but I wasn't fooled. That wasn't seduction in his smooth voice, it was pure danger. 
"I belong to myself," I reminded him. "Your damned dog collar doesn't mean anything. And you certainly don't get a say in who I do or don't fuck." I snorted. "What? Are you jealous, jinn? Goddess, what a fragile little ego."
He looked up into my eyes from under his dark lashes, something dangerous flashing in his eyes and…oh, fuck, he was probably going to murder me for pointing out his weakness. 
He lifted his perfect nose in the air and tossed his silky black hair over his shoulder. "What do I have to be jealous about, witch? I merely dislike the thought of another entity inside that empty head of yours. Ghost possession lacks the…finesse…of my own abilities." He smirked at me. "Besides, I own you. I could have you on your knees anytime I want."
I snorted. "Not fucking likely." Even if parts of me perked right the hell up at that. No, Andy. Bad girl. Don't drink the poison.
Aahil's eyes narrowed, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. The faint white markings on my skin heated up, like warm honey sliding over my entire body, glowing slightly with golden light. His perfect, beautiful mouth curled up into an evil grin. "Kneel."
I glared right back at him and refused to move, even as I felt his power pressing in on my aura, his bindings on my flesh urging me to comply. He really could make me. And he was going to fucking have to. Because I might go down, but I was going to go down swinging, damn it.
I pulled on my own power, fortifying myself with the essence of the earth, drawing it into me and strengthening my will. We'd been dancing around whatever the fuck this was for far too long. If he wanted to finally have it out, fine. "Fuck you."
Aahil's expression shuttered, his pretty lips losing their cruel tilt, becoming a grim line. "I could force you, witch. You know I could. Your little ghost's possession tricks are nothing compared to a demon."
I let out a short breath, almost like a sob. Goddess, now is not the time to be turned on by power, Lovell. "Maybe."
He tilted his head. "I'm not like your other pets," he murmured, "I won't coddle you, or treat you like some precious thing. You are mine and I will use you. I will strip you bare and leave you a quivering mess of desire. I'll burn you alive, witch."
I shuddered. What the fuck was happening right now? I took a step closer to the jinn, looking down into those mesmerizing golden eyes. Why was he like this? So sharp edged and angry? If anyone was burning up here it was him. He was a live, open flame, and I was so tempted to step right into the fire, like a moth with no sense of self-preservation. 
As I stared into those liquid gold eyes, I felt his wild, fiery aura beating against my own, all the sexual tension I'd been denying since he was dragged from the bestiary coiling inside me, and something clicked into place. 
I saw him. 
I saw past the haughty, bratty exterior to the need it was hiding. "You want me to submit to you," I breathed, so out of my element, but knowing I was right, in that deep, intuitive way that only a true earth witch could, with the bit of me that could read the seasons and the give and take of life. "You need it."
His eyes flared brighter, his mouth twitching with something between a sneer and a smile. Uncrossing his arms, he lifted a hand, trailing one black claw along my jawline and downward, across my throat, tracing the vulnerable blood vessels that beat there with the thundering of my heart, denting the skin, but not—quite—drawing blood. 
"Scared, pet?" he whispered, his voice sliding inside me, shivering under my skin with all its wicked temptation and dark promise. 
I swallowed thickly, my mind whirring. All of his temper tantrums, his hot and cold mood swings, his posturing, and the way he couldn't stand to be ignored or left out…it all suddenly made perfect sense. Taking my life in my own hands, I did the most natural and dangerous thing in the world. 
I knelt at the jinn's feet. 
My eyes never left his as I tilted my head, baring the collar at my throat.
He sucked in a deep breath, his hot aura swelling, growing brighter and stronger as a thin line of fire flared to life around us, easily overcoming my suppression wards, burning nothing, but trapping me within a circle of deadly flames. "Do you even understand what you're doing?" he said, his wicked voice slightly rough, sending tingles sparking through me, like a wildfire about to ignite. "The risk you are taking playing with fire this way?"
I couldn't look away from this powerful, wounded creature, honestly surprised he was even making an attempt to warn me. "Yes."
How had I missed this? It was so obvious. He had all but told me from day one. He needed me to submit to him. He was unstable, struggling with control, lost as to how to move forward now that he was free. He had spent too much time—much longer than the others—under someone else's control, crushed under their heel.
Aahil craved the same connections that the other denizens of the book craved. But he wasn't like them—he was an elemental creature of pure energy, a consuming fire…and he wasn't capable of lowering his guard. He needed to feel like he was in complete control. He needed to know he was no longer powerless, that he was in charge. It was a trauma response, a coping mechanism…and much needed catharsis, all in one. 
His searing fingers stroked the skin of my throat, just above the collar, his yellow eyes searching mine, his gaze vindictive, but also laced with fear. I knew what he was thinking. What any sane person in my position should be thinking—that Aahil could so easily cross the line from control into domination and subjugation…into degradation. What if his need for revenge took over? I was fragile compared to this creature, a slip of flammable paper in the grip of a hungry flame. 
I leaned into his touch, lowering my eyes the way I thought a submissive person might. "I trust you," I whispered. I had no experience with this sort of game, but I could sense what he wanted.
He slipped his fingers under the collar and tugged, forcing my head up so my eyes met his, his expression fierce, full of anger and longing all at once. "Say it again."
I curled my fingers into my jeans-clad thighs and stared into his hungry, hurting soul. "I trust you. Master." The word felt strange on my lips, but I uttered it anyway, knowing I was literally playing with fire. Hoping I was right, that I wasn't about to be completely destroyed—at least, not in the deadly sort of way. 
Aahil's hand wrapped around my throat, claws pressing in slightly, his skin burning hot. "You're mine," he murmured, his other hand coming up to stroke my hair back from my face, claws raking against my scalp, tugging at my hair hard enough to make my eyes water and my core clench in some weird combination of fear and lust. "Say it," he purred, stepping closer, bringing with him the scent of hot cinnamon candy, wood ash, and incense. 
"Yours," I breathed. But I couldn't help adding, "this time."
His eyes flashed and one corner of his perfect lips curled up at the hint of a challenge. Then he removed the hand from my throat. He trailed his claw-tipped fingers along his own faintly luminous red-brown skin, from his long throat, down across his lean, but defined chest, pausing to toy with the gold hoop in one of his hard nipples. I licked my lips, wanting to toy with his piercings too, wanting to feel the heated metal against my lips and tongue. His eyelids went heavy and half-mast as he drew in the lust I must be pumping out like crazy. 
His hand slid lower, outlining his tight, smooth abs, past his ruby belly button piercing, moving to the waistband of his light, flowing harem pants, tugging teasingly at the fabric. "I've got better uses for your mouth than talking, pet."
Okay, so I was new to this whole being ordered around thing, and I was all about women's empowerment. But…goddess, he could boss me around all he wanted in that orgasmic voice of his. I lifted a hand, looking up at him in permission before tugging down the waistband of his pants, pulling him free so I could taste his rock-hard dick. He was hot there, too. Almost burning against my fingers. And pierced, of course he was pierced, the prince Albert hoop gleaming dully at the tip of his uncircumcised cock.
I looked up at him again, as if I needed his permission. He nodded, fingers raking through my hair, the warning prick of claws obvious. I stroked him with my hand, pulling back his foreskin before licking his swollen head, my tongue playing over the warm metal of his piercing. 
He wasn't gentle. He tugged at my hair again, guiding my head where he wanted it, then thrusting into my mouth, slow and deep. "No hands," he ordered, and I dropped my hands to my thighs again, bracing myself, making a ridiculous needy noise as he fucked my mouth.
He cupped my jaw with the other hand, his thumb stroking my cheek, running over my wet, stretched lips. His eyes glowed and fangs flashed as the jinn used me for his pleasure. 
And fuck if I didn't enjoy every moment of it. His slender dancer's body arched above me, and I knew that rough as he was being, this was Aahil holding back. He was a mythical creature, a seductive, dangerous demon of legend. His slight, pretty form was just an illusion, window dressing meant to lure mortals into his flames. I groaned against his silken skin as power and lust coursed through me, both my own, and the seductive powers of the jinn that flowed through my body. 
Aahil growled, his hand returning to my throat, pressing harder, restricting my airflow as he snarled and thrust deep, his cock hitting the back of my throat as he came, forcing me to swallow while I was still starved for air. His other hand still gripped my hair, holding my head back, forcing me to look up at him. 
I swallowed him down, drowning in the taste and scent of cinnamon and fire. Then he withdrew, releasing his grip on me, finally allowing me to draw in a deep, shuddering breath. The elemental stood above me in our little ring of flame, his eyes dancing with the light from his fire. 
Then he dropped to his knees, his fingers sliding through my hair with more gentleness. 
"Are you damaged, witch?" he whispered, his face emotionless, but his gold eyes riveted to mine. "Regretting your choice?"
I shook my head. "Fine," I said, my voice husky, throat a bit roughed up from the enthusiastic dick I'd just tried to swallow whole. But it was mostly true. I was fine. Aahil had been purposefully rough, but he hadn't actually hurt me. 
He pulled me closer, his perfect lips caressing mine. "Good pet," he murmured, his smirk returning. "And a generous owner rewards obedience."
I snorted at that, but he kissed me again, harder this time, deeper, his tongue tangling with mine, his flaming aura wrapping around me and sparking something inside me, like holding a torch to the fuse on a stick of dynamite. I gasped against his lips as I convulsed, arching into him and coming hard, nearly drowning in the warm, overwhelming waves of heat and pleasure. 
"Holy fucking shit," I muttered eloquently when he pulled back, as I struggled to catch my breath. What the hell was that? 
Aahil just smirked at me with his usual arrogant, asshole smile before he gracefully stood, turning his back on me as the flames around us extinguished. "Just a taste, little witch," he promised. "Remember who you belong to."
Then the asshole sauntered out of the room. 
I lifted a hand and flipped him off. I should go smack him around or something. But…I still couldn't feel my legs at the moment. Maybe I'd wait to put him in his place til after the lingering effects of the life-altering orgasm faded. 
Holy shitballs. 
And I was supposed to work magic after this?




Chapter 14

Andy


My knees were still weak, but I managed to somewhat smooth out my tangled hair and get my breathing under control by the time I got to the courtyard with my spell supplies. Goddess. I was not going to let Aahil know how shaken I was. I lifted my chin a notch and slapped on my best let's-get-down-to-business face. 
Of course, everyone was there. So I was surrounded by stuff that wanted to tug at my emotional strings. Not the best situation when dealing with water energy. 
Niamh watched me with her leaf green eyes, one brow arching in snarky, know-it-all question. I wanted nothing more than to explain to her so she could calmly tell me how the hell to handle the out-of-control jinn…and maybe make me forget all about dick for a while. I could also feel Zhong's eyes on me tracking my every move, like always, but this time the sensation brought with it the knowledge of how secure I'd felt in his arms, how right his lips had felt pressed to mine. Elijah hovered nearby, and I knew he was probably contemplating slipping inside my skin to protect me, but after basically having ghost sex with the specter, that sort of thing would be a little awkward. 
Aahil leaned against an oversized cement flowerpot near where I was getting ready to work. I refused to let myself even look at him, but I felt those mesmerizing gold eyes following my movements, watching every step of my set-up. 
"You should probably make the containment circle bigger," he commented in a bored, lazy voice. "What's the matter, Lovell? That tired out after one little orgasm? Does the little witchy poo need a nap?"
I did look at him then, feeling the surprised—or probably not so surprised if we're being honest—eyes of the others on us at his little declaration. "Fuck. Off."
One corner of his perfect lips curled up in an evil, poisonous smirk. "I doubt you could survive a fuck, Lovell. You barely made it through a blow job."
I rolled my eyes. I now knew exactly what Aahil needed—I had seen inside him, got a glimpse of that dark corner of his mind where he was absolutely terrified of not being in control. But that didn't mean I had any clue how to fix this thing between us. Or that I didn't still want to smack him every time he opened his stupid, pretty mouth. "Okay," I muttered, aping the jinn's bored tones. "Whatever helps you sleep at night genie." 
I startled when he suddenly materialized right beside me, crouching to draw a long black claw through a symbol I'd just made on the cracked pavers. "Focus. I don't want to lose my pet because I broke her tiny little brain. I've only just begun to get my revenge. That line can't touch this one."
I huffed. "I know how to draw runes. Go away."
I did know. And I had fucked it up anyway. Clearly, I was just fine. Yep. Peachy. 
Aahil disappeared with a little puff of smoke, rematerializing to sit perched on the side of his potted plant. "Hurry up, Lovell. Before you fall over and start snoring."
A whistling noise and a blur of movement, and one of Niamh's arrows thunked into the trunk of the small ornamental tree next to Aahil's head. "Leave her alone, demon."
He pulled one leg up and wrapped his arms around it, the other leg swinging, barefoot and relaxed, like a bored child. Niamh's quiver of arrows burst into flames. 
The fae bared her teeth and threw her quiver to the ground, dousing it with magic to smother the flames. The jinn was only fucking with her, since she was able to actually put the fire out. But she took a step toward Aahil anyway, happy for any excuse to attempt to maim him. 
Elijah popped up to hover between them. "Not the time," he said in a hushed voice that whispered like wind through the leaves in autumn. 
Zhong had moved closer to me. His wings were half-spread, his stance saying he was ready to defend me at a moment's notice. 
I ignored them all. Let them fight to the death over whatever claim they thought they had on me. I had more important shit to do. I slowly, carefully redrew the fucking rune I had messed up. Aahil was right about that. Probably would have fucked everything up if he hadn't pointed out the error. 
Not that I was ever going to admit it. 
I needed to get this done. Then, if I survived, I was going to sleep for a week. Alone. 
I pulled on my magic, calling up my connection with the earth. The gemstone on my collar flared with ruby light, growing uncomfortably warm against my skin. Bis chittered at me helpfully from his place atop an ugly little gnome statue.
I didn't need Bis's input to realize what was going on. I could feel it. Just fucking great. The psychotic jinn had linked our magics together when he collared me. And if I had to guess, I'd say our little sexual encounter had strengthened the link. Wonderful. 
I silently explored the connection, grinning to myself when I realized he had left himself wide open. Apparently, I wasn't the only one who was prone to mistakes when spellcasting. Standing, I dusted my hands off on my jeans, then waved a hand, lighting all the candles in my spell circle with ease, since I was using the jinn's elemental fire magic. 
I was surprised when he didn't immediately start bitching about the use of his power or come over to set the marks on my skin ablaze. But then again, he was busy telling everyone how he owned me and how they'd better fuck off or he'd set them on fire. Making friends, just like always. 
Now that I saw through him, his little act was just ridiculous. He was keeping everyone at arm's length on purpose, being as abrasive and bratty as possibly so they couldn't get close, so they'd have no chance to use him. Cute. Even if it made me want to strangle him. 
I turned my focus on the spells and incantations I needed to bash my way through my family's spells and unweave the enchantments that held the water weaver within the bestiary. "Any idea how pissed-off this one's going to be?" I muttered to the assembled asshats behind me as I mentally wrestled with one of Granny's magical booby traps. 
Niamh stepped up a bit closer behind me, and I felt the others fall in line as well, close, but not too close, giving me room to work my magic. "No idea," she said evenly. "None of us have ever met him."
Spec-fucking-tacular. The annoying creatures behind me had all met at one another at some point during their stint inside the book, even if it was only a dim awareness of the other person when both their powers were called into the same spellworking. The fact that the water weaver had never been used in tandem with the others could only mean one of two things. Either the water elemental was so weak they were never used, or they were so powerful they could be used alone, without the need to ever combine magics. 
Of course, my twisted brain also provided me with a third option. Maybe no one had ever called on the creature because it was too powerful to control at all. Not a nice thought.
I sent extra power to my spell circle. It was stronger than the ones I'd attempted to use on Aahil or Zhong before, supplemented now by Aahil's fire magic, as well as my earth magic. But I still had very little hope that it would hold. 
The spells and wards crafted to bind these beasts to the bestiary were powerful, and they restrained the enslaved creature, preventing it from attacking its master. In order to free the creatures, I had to release those bindings, and in doing so, I destroyed everything protecting me from retribution. 
I snarled as I fought my way through the particularly strong bindings on the water weaver, sweat pouring from my face as I pushed and pulled magic, as I used herbs, and stones, and bits of my own soul to dismantle my family's spells. Then everything just…clicked. It was like once I was past the initial barriers, everything just…got easier.
I didn't notice the rain, at first. I was so focused, I just assumed the dampness was sweat. My head pounded from all the exertion, and my eyes were unfocused. But I gradually realized those were raindrops hitting my skin. Fat, soft raindrops falling up, striking the underside of my chin and the palms of my hands with a cool, magic-laced tingling sensation. 
I blinked, forcing my eyes to focus here on the physical plane, rather than the magic dancing in the ether. Silvery rain was falling upward, then pooling in a shimmering sheet above the courtyard, like the rippling surface of a lake, inverted into the sky. 
Emotions bloomed in my chest along with the rising crest of water magic that flowed through and around me. Sadness, pain, desperation, elation, joy, lust, revulsion, peace, yearning. It was like I felt everything all at once, every complex human emotion shoved through my being with an unstoppable force. I gasped, tears joining the sweat and the rain as I clutched my chest. 
Holy fucking shit.
I sucked in another breath as the water weaver began to materialize in the center of the courtyard. Focus, Andy. If earth magic was grounding and nourishing, air was enlightening and effervescent, and fire was mercurial and all-consuming, then water was…fluid. It was emotions and life, gentle rain and raging tsunamis all wrapped up into one element. I took a deep breath and rode the current, knowing that the feelings swirling inside me weren't all mine. They were water magic. Untamed and flooding out in a tidal wave. 
I raised my hands, palms out in what I hoped was a placating, peaceful gesture. The being who materialized in the center of the courtyard glowed with a blue-white aura that rippled in the rain. The downpour—or up pour, I suppose—suddenly halted, silvery drops hanging suspended in the air between the earth and that hovering steel gray sheet of water that filled the sky. 
The water weaver was…ethereal, I suppose. Though that word seemed severely lacking. Tall and slender, beautifully androgynous, with shoulder-length, platinum blonde hair so light it was almost white. They had light tan skin, and piercing turquoise eyes. 
The creature's liquid turquoise eyes watched me from a perfectly blank face, no sign of intention obvious. Goddess, I couldn't tell if I was about to be murdered or…not. I fucking hated this shit. I lifted my chin a notch. "You're free. I mean you no harm."
Heh. I sounded like a Martian from a bad Planus realm movie. We come in peace. I was so going to get drowned now. 
The water weaver wavered, going misty like fog, drifting over to stand right before me in the blink of an eye. They materialized so close they could reach out and place one cool, strong hand on my chest, right over my heart. 
The others moved around me, all going on the defensive. But the water weaver ignored them. Those fascinating turquoise eyes stayed focused on my face as magic pulsed between us, flowing outward from their hand into my heart.
I pulled up my earth magic to prepare a defensive spell, but I was too slow. Heat bloomed from my right side as Aahil went up in flames. The jinn's elemental fire sizzled as it came into contact with the suspended raindrops around us, steam rising in the air. "Remove your hand from my pet," he demanded.
I glanced to the side, surprised to see the tiny terror had become a towering pillar of flame. His clawed hands hung loose at his sides, and his expression was flat, but those gold eyes held the promise of pain and death. I suppressed a shudder at the not-so-subtle reminder that under the bratty facade, the man really was a powerful force of nature. 
Before I could open my mouth to tell Aahil to stand down, Niamh spoke up. "Release her." I heard the soft, distinctive sound of her drawing her bow. 
Elijah's hollow voice spoke from my other side. "Peace. She has not summoned you to be used."
A solid presence at my back told me Zhong was about to yank me out of the water weaver's reach. 
Still those turquoise eyes held mine as if the others didn't even register, the creature's magic flowing through me, pulsing out from my heart, talking to every molecule of water in my body. Fucking shit. This being could probably burst every cell that made up Oleander Lovell with a thought. Bye-bye little witch. Farewell last of the Lovells. 
But that was only if the rest of the idiots didn't get themselves killed in the futile attempt to protect me. "Please—" I began, but of course Aahil had zero chill. 
The jinn's flames roared outward, lashing angrily in warning. "Release my witch!"
The water weaver's eyes flicked to the side, toward the enraged fire elemental. A blink, that was all it took. Aahil's flames were quenched in an instantaneous deluge of water—water that should have evaporated when met with elemental flame, but instead snuffed Aahil like a candle in a stiff wind. 
I blinked at the jinn, who stood there with his mouth gaping open, clothing plastered to his lean body, and his wet, dark hair streaming water into his face. 
"How dare you," he hissed like a wet cat. "I will incinerate you from the inside out. I will…."
The water weaver ignored the jinn completely, turning back to face me, their expression never changing from that blank, emotionless mask. Withdrawing their hand from my chest, they reached out and touched the top of my head in some kind of weird benediction. 
I sighed. "So…I'm not dying today?"
One corner of their mouth lifted into a tiny, soft half-smile. They closed their eyes and just like that, every drop of water around us vanished. They stepped back, pinching a fold of their dingy gray cotton shirt between their fingers, then plucking at it with a meaningful glance. 
I let out an unhinged cackle. "What…you want a bath?"
That earned me a full smile, both corners of their expressive lips tilting up faintly. 
I rolled my eyes and turned away. "Yeah, okay. Why not." Scooping up the bestiary—which was still somehow dry, the creepy-assed thing—I headed back toward the house. "Come on," I told the strange water creature. "Not like anyone here can stop you anyway, right?"
I had a feeling this was the most powerful creature I had encountered. And they still hadn't spoken a word or done more than pat my head. They hadn't even needed a gesture or a spell to snuff out Aahil like a used match. 
The jinn let out a small burst of magic, drying himself off with a soft puff of heat and displaced air. He had stopped growling threats, but the sparks in his narrowed eyes said it all. He was currently thinking up ways to murder our new guest. Probably for real this time.
Zhong's big hand landed on my back, and the giant of a gargoyle bent slightly to meet my eyes as we walked. "Are you okay, master?"
"Andy," I reminded him. "Yes. I'm fine." I halted, causing everyone else around me to stumble to a stop. 
The water weaver just kept walking, head turning this way and that, lifting a graceful hand to trail over a curio here or there as they explored the Lovell Horror Show. 
"The cost," I muttered. "I don't feel any magic drain." I yanked my insulin pump off my belt and glanced at the display. My blood sugar was fine. "Nothing."
I suddenly recalled how breaking the bindings had gotten easier for a time there. Had the water weaver somehow…helped me even while they were still bound inside the book? How the fuck strong was this thing?
The strange creature ahead of us reached the bottom of the sweeping staircase and turned back to look at me, arching their pale brows and nodding toward the stairs in question. I sighed and started walking again. "Yeah," I said tiredly. "Upstairs. There's a big old bathtub in the suite at the end of the hall."
That earned me a beautiful smile that would have been absolutely stunning to behold…if it weren't for the long, thin, viper-like fangs that flashed. 
If pulling dangerous shit toward you like a magnet was a superpower, then I had it in spades. Glancing wearily at the others, I followed the water weaver as they flowed up the first few steps. 
Then the doorbell rang. 
I mean, when it rains, it pours, am I right? Ha. Very punny, considering that I had just freed a creature who made it rain upside down. I turned slowly and plodded back toward the front door. Even tired as I was, I could sense the strong magic signature that waited on the other side of the portal. 
"Go hide," I told my assembled lurkers. Of course, they ignored me. 
I slid the bestiary onto the bottom shelf of the slender table that stood along the hall, out of sight of the door. Better safe than sorry.
I pulled the door open and crossed my arms over my chest, pushing my shoulders back and pretending I wasn't about to fall over from exhaustion, ignoring how my wet shirt clung to me and my damp hair wanted to stick to my face. "Can I help you?"
No one just up and paid the Lovell House of Horrors a friendly visit. It was either someone looking to curry favor and learn the family secrets for their own dark purposes, or it was someone come to rant at me for how my family had destroyed their family. 
I raked my eyes over the woman on the doorstep. Dark, stretchy uniform, almost military-style haircut, muscular build, toting a shit-ton of custom charms and weapons, and radiating strong magic. I added a third option to my visitor list—I was in trouble. 
"Field Mage 3765," the woman said in a firm voice, runes flashing on her hands, magic prepped and ready for casting. "The Supernatural Alliance has requested an inquiry into the rise in magical activity at this residence."
I sighed. "There's no law against doing magic."
The field mage narrowed her eyes. "This residence is under surveillance concurrent with judgement number—"
I held up a hand, cutting her off before she could quote more Alliance bullshit at me. "Yeah, yeah, my family was a bunch of shitheads and now the government gets all nervous whenever I work magic. I got it."
She raised a hand, gesturing toward our assembled audience with a flick of her finger. "Please explain the presence of so many powerful and rare supernaturals in your home."
I huffed. "I'm building an evil army to overthrow the government so I can have all the Halloween candy to myself. Clearly."
The woman was not impressed. "Deflection and misdirection. But nothing good can come from a Lovell gathering power."
Anger swelled in my gut. Fucking magic assholes. How many times did I have to prove that I was not my family? That I was more than the sum total of other people's fuck ups? "It's none of your business who I invite to game night," I ground out. 
She raised her glowing hands, and I knew what was coming next. Truth charm. A sort of compulsion magic that was banned if you were a normal citizen. But the fucking Alliance could use them whenever they wanted to.
"How have you enslaved these creatures and for what ends?"
Niamh spoke up before the mage could cast her spell and force me to answer. "We are not slaves," the fae woman bit out, coming to stand at my side. "This witch is righting her family's wrongs. She has done no evil."
Zhong's big hand squeezed my shoulder, and although the mage probably couldn't see him, Elijah hovered nearby. Even Aahil stood in clear defiance, his hands on his narrow hips, little flares of magic dancing over him here and there in warning. 
"Sanctuary."
The water weaver's voice was the most beautiful sound I'd ever heard. Seriously. Like…angels wept somewhere out there over the beauty of that lilting, power-laced voice. The water magic in it pulled all my emotions to the surface, tugging at my heart and leaving me inexplicably…verklempt. 
I blinked back tears of rapture and forced myself to pay attention to the mage on my front steps. "Like they said. Sanctuary. They were all wronged by my family in various ways. I've offered to let them stay here until they get back on their feet. But by all means, dude. Attack me for doing nothing wrong. Everyone else always does." I smiled sweetly at her. "And we both know you're the sacrificial lamb anyway. Might as well fulfill your purpose, right?"
Because, honestly, if the Supernatural Alliance truly suspected that this massive increase in magical power signature suddenly coming from the Lovell mansion meant that the last remaining Lovell heir was about to unleash some unholy terror on the world, they'd send more than one single field mage. This was them testing the waters. Seeing if I would splatter this mage on the marble steps for all the world to see. Then they'd have more of an excuse for storming the evil castle.
She knew it. I knew it. And that was probably why she was being such a dick. 
The woman compressed her mouth together in a grim line. "If you're really trying to right your family's wrongs, you're fighting an uphill battle," she muttered. 
I lifted a brow at her. "Doesn't mean I'm going to stop fighting. One thing I did inherit from my fuckhead ancestors—we don't give up easily."
She shook her head, the magic in her hands fading to nothing, showing she really didn't believe I was a threat at the moment. "You push, they'll just push back," she warned softly. 
I met her hardened hazel eyes. "Yeah, well, fuck them." I lifted my voice, knowing we were probably being watched, maybe recorded by magical or mundane means. "I suggest you asswipes find something better to do than badgering an untrained earth witch!" Then I slammed the door in the mage's face. But I didn't miss the hint of an amused smirk that crossed her lips before she disappeared from my sight. 
Damned Alliance. I hadn't done a single fucking thing wrong. The only person I put at risk on my stupid quest to destroy the bestiary was me. And I certainly wasn't going to let the Alliance get their hands on the grimoire. Those fuckers would lock it away, call it evidence or an "implement of the dark arts." But they'd sure as shit preserve it, and I was pretty sure they wouldn't hesitate to use it whenever it suited them. 
Dickwads. 
Bis scurried up my body to perch on my shoulder, chittering up a storm as I went to retrieve the bestiary. I snorted a laugh when the skunk-rat-hedgehog hybrid extended one paw and flipped off the door. I patted his soft little head. "Thanks for the moral support."
He gripped my fingers in his dexterous paws and squeezed, giving me a chirp and a tilt of his cute little head. 
Niamh nodded. "He says they're wrong about you. You're a good person, and you shouldn't let it get to you. I agree."
I handed the book off to Zhong and scooped Bis into my arms, earning a startled chirp of outrage as I settled him on his back like a baby so I could ruffle my nose into the soft fur of his belly. He kicked me in the face with his back paws, then curled up into a spiny ball. But I just laughed. 
I looked up to find the water weaver standing stock-still in the middle of the big foyer area, those turquoise eyes once again trained on me. "Um…what?" I said intelligently.
They flowed across the floor—seriously, I was pretty sure they didn't even have feet with all gliding they did. The tall, ethereal beauty looked down at me with a questioning gaze. How could someone express so much without talking or changing their facial expressions? 
I held Bis out like an offering, somehow knowing that was what the creature wanted. They lifted their hands, palms cupped, and arched a brow. 
I shrugged. "Sure, why not. Just don't hurt him."
Then I handed my best friend to the new supernatural I'd just sprung from a cursed book. 
Bis let out a little peep of surprise, then slowly uncurled a bit, sticking out his cute little nose to sniff the water weaver's hand. Apparently, he liked what he smelled, because he fully uncurled, gripping the water weaver's thumb and standing up on his back legs like a person. The water weaver brought Bis closer to peer into his little rodent eyes.
Then the water weaver slowly smiled, like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. Bis ran a paw over his head in a self-conscious gesture, flattening the stripe of fluffy white fur there. I shook my head at this bizarre interaction. 
The water weaver lifted sparkling turquoise eyes to mine and gently handed Bis back to me. "Enchanting," they said, their voice making my heart hurt again. 
I nodded and put my weird companion back on my shoulder, where he happily chittered about something. I was too tired to even ask. 
The water weaver turned away and headed toward the stairs again, gliding up them with unnatural grace. I didn't miss the way Aahil's eyes narrowed, as if he was hoping the newcomer would suddenly trip and tumble to their death. 
No such luck. We all made it to the top of the stairs in one piece. After I showed our new houseguest the big tub and the collection of bath stuff, I left them to it. Returning to my room, I realized I was still trailing a host of weirdos. 
I turned to them, one hand on the doorknob. "Uh. Guys? I'm fine. Really."
Aahil scoffed and turned away, striding toward his own room. "As if anyone cares." He slipped inside his sanctuary and the door clicked shut behind him. 
I shook my head. Such an asshole. And a liar.
Niamh and Zhong shared a look. Elijah hovered at my side doing his ghostly version of hand wringing. "What?" I demanded. 
Niamh gave me a slow, slightly evil smile. "We all want to comfort you, Andy. But we're wondering who you'd prefer." Her leaf green eyes slid toward the door not far from mine, where Aahil had disappeared just seconds before. "Or maybe you'd like other company?"
I groaned and opened my bedroom door. "I don't suppose anyone would listen if I said 'no company.'" 
Zhong touched my hair, gently fixing a wayward tangle before he handed me the bestiary. "I would feel better if you had someone with you, master. The water weaver is an unknown. And there are…other dangers." 
I didn't miss the glare he directed toward Aahil's room. Goddess, I did not have the mental capacity to deal with relationship drama right now. Not that there were any relationships. Sex. Sex drama. Kill me now.
"I'm going to go in there," I pointed into my room. "I'm gonna wash my face and hands, put on some ugly, comfy clothes, and collapse face first into my bed." I reached over and tossed the bestiary onto my dresser. "You weirdos want to watch me snore, knock yourselves out. But I swear to fuck, if I see one more little bit of posturing or jealousy, I'm going to throw you out the window. Understood?"
Niamh grinned. "I think I've proven I can share." She slipped past me into the room, and I narrowed my eyes at her. 
"Sleeping, fae," I warned her. "That's it."
Elijah disappeared and reappeared on my bed, his misty outline nearly indistinguishable from my bedspread. I looked back at Zhong, who was still hovering in the doorway. "Well?" I snapped impatiently. "In or out?"
He lurched across the threshold in a very un-gargoyle show of speed. "In."
I huffed a laugh. "Lock the door behind you. I'm done with the rest of the world for the foreseeable future."
Then I made good on my promise. Cleaned up and clothed in my ugliest, comfiest yoga pants and t-shirt, I collapsed into bed. Niamh curled up facing me, holding one of my hands, while Zhong shyly curled up close to my back, draping a big arm over my waist to hold me close. My eyes fluttered closed as Elijah covered me like a misty blanket over my aura, settling inside my soul. 
I slept like the dead. 




Chapter 15

Andy


I ended up sleeping through half of the next day. It had been a long week. When the edge of the bed dipped and I registered the soft afternoon sunlight behind my eyelids, I decided it was probably time to drag my butt out of bed. I really didn't want to leave my warm, cozy nest, though. The real world was such a pain in the ass these days. 
I missed my nice, boring life in the human world. Back when I could just pretend that I didn't have a single ounce of magic in my blood. Back when the Lovell mansion was just a creepy place to go to every once in a while, to get something to pawn for rent money. 
The thought had me opening my eyes despite my desire to stay in bed. Shit. Rent. My roommate back in the Planus realm was probably back to thinking I'd been kidnapped or murdered. And rent would be due again soon if I wanted to continue to have a place to live. 
But did I want to continue to live there? Shit. Who knew how long it was going to take for me to get the remaining two creatures free of the bestiary? I had saved the hardest for last. And even then, once they were free, what was I going to do with all the displaced magical creatures I was accumulating? Part of me said they weren't my responsibility. But another part said I couldn't just leave them to fend for themselves, not when it was my family's fault they were now lost and adrift after decades—or in some cases centuries—of slavery. 
I sat up and rubbed a hand over my face, all the warm, cozy feelings fleeing in the face of about a million worried thoughts. I froze when I saw who was in my room. Zhong was perched on the edge of my bed, half turned toward me with a fancy silver serving tray in his big hands. He gave me a shy smile and held out his offering, arranging it over my lap as I sat up against the headboard. 
"Good afternoon, master," he said in his deep, gravelly voice. "Niamh said we should check on you because of your human illness. She said you might need to eat?"
I glanced down at the tray of finger sandwiches, fruit, and juice, my spiraling thoughts coming to a standstill. "My human illness…oh. The diabetes. Right." I sighed. "I'm fine. My pump alarms would be going off if anything crazy was going on with my blood sugars." I unclipped my pump from my waistband and held it up to show him. Everything was fine. 
He rubbed the back of his neck, and his gray cheeks took on a faint pink tone. "Oh. Sorry. I didn't know." His earnest yellow eyes met mine and he rushed to reassure me. "I know I'm behind the times because of being trapped in the book, but I'm trying to learn. I've been reading the books you gave me. And Niamh showed me how to use your laptop. She said that was okay?"
I smiled at him, forcing back a laugh at the thought of the slightly less tech impaired fae hunter teaching the completely tech impaired gargoyle to use the somewhat old-school witch web to learn about Mageia realm pop culture. The smile faded pretty fast though, when I realized they wouldn't find much about my medical condition or my insulin pump on the web here in the magical realm. There weren't many humans in Mageia, and the magical creature population didn't much care about things like human illnesses and human medical technology. The few humans who did live in this realm were usually well-kept by a magic user beneficiary—either as workers, or occasionally as lovers. Any illness they might have was usually either mitigated by magic while they were here, or they were taken over to the human realm for ordinary medical care. My case was different, since I was a witch and the medical condition in question was the result of a curse and all. 
"Tell me what you've been learning," I said to the gargoyle, trying to find something to be happy about. Zhong's thirst for knowledge was cool. Even if I knew it was motivated in large part by his belief that he needed to be useful. 
He turned toward me a little more, pulling up one big, trouser-clad leg. At some point, we were all going to need to go shopping. We were quickly running out of old clothes we found around the mansion and altered with magic to fit my ever-growing list of guests. Guests who seemed hell-bent on becoming permanent members of my non-existent household. 
The gargoyle was smiling so happily though, I couldn't really be that mad about it. "I've memorized the basic spell ingredients and their properties, like you suggested. I also learned a little more about the Alliance. Um…we all thought it was a good idea to brush up on any changes to their laws, since we've been out of the loop so long. After yesterday's encounter, we felt it was better to be prepared."
I arched my brows at him. "We?"
He shrugged one massive shoulder, then flexed and resettled his wings. "Me and the others. The fae, the ghost, and the jinn." He frowned. "I guess the water weaver too. But it's hard to tell how much they're actually listening to anything. It's like they're only half here, you know?"
I sighed. There was so much to unpack in all of that. "It's not a bad idea, learning more about their rules and crap. I'm sure they're not about to let it go, now that they realize I've got all these magical non-witches living under my roof." I ate a finger sandwich, then made myself spit out the question that was bugging me the most. "Aahil helped? Or at least, participated in some way? That's a new one."
Zhong let out a long, tired sigh. "Yes, master. Uh…Andy. He was his usual charming self. But, as much as I hate it, I believe he is concerned about your safety, just like the rest of us."
I let out a short laugh. Yeah, right. I'm sure that's what it was. Not just a need to protect his prized possession. My brain chose that moment to show me a vivid memory of the jinn's molten gold eyes and the intensity in them as he fucked my mouth while I knelt before him in the workroom. 
Shit. I really was a Lovell. Truly beyond fucked up. 
I pointed at the tray to indicate my leftover sandwiches as I entered the carbs I had eaten into my insulin pump. "Hungry? There's way more than I can eat here."
The gargoyle smiled and stole a sandwich, popping the whole thing into his mouth in one small bite. Yeesh. 
"How is the weaver?" I asked, already feeling tired at the thought of having one more crazy weirdo kicking around. One more person that I felt responsible for. 
Zhong shook his head. "No idea. He…they? They don't talk. They just float around touching things and looking off into space. It's unsettling." He snorted. "But at least they aren't loud, or violent, or wildly unpredictable. They haven't ruined anything yet."
I huffed. Yeah. Aahil was a little shit. Zhong hadn't even seen the half of the jinn's fiery tantrums, but he already seemed tired. 
"I don't think he can really help it," I said as I set the tray aside and swung my legs over the side of the bed. "Aahil, I mean. He's been abused. I won't say it was worse than what the rest of you experienced. It's not some sick competition. But…I think he was captive the longest, and I think…." I sighed heavily, looking down at my hands. "I know they abused him, Zhong. The witches in my family did terrible things to him. They used him for more than just his power." I gave the gargoyle a wry look. "But on top of all that, he has fire magic coursing through him. It's an unpredictable energy, one with a lot of potential to get out of hand. I think unstable is just part of who he is. The same way your energies are so solid and steady because you have the affinity for the energies of stone and earth."
The gargoyle studied my face for a long time before he spoke. Finally, he reached out a big hand and cupped my cheek. "You are so understanding, Andy," he said quietly. "And I can't say that's a fault, since you've been so good to me and the others because of it. But…please be careful." He ran a thumb over my cheekbone, his yellow eyes searching mine. "Don't give your heart to the jinn. He'll burn it to ash and not feel an ounce of remorse. I don't think you can save everyone, mast—Andy. Even though I know that's what you want."
My chest hurt. Yeah, objectively I knew Zhong was probably right. But I also suspected that it was a little too late to save me from myself. I might not love the jinn—goddess, no—but I found myself caring for him, wanting to help him through the darkness he was currently stumbling around in. I should try to rein it in, though. At least attempt to be smarter. 
"Is it your job to protect my heart now, too?" I asked the gargoyle with a teasing voice, reaching up to grasp his wrist and give it a squeeze. 
He licked his lips, blushing again, but determined. "Perhaps." Then his hand slid back to cup the back of my head and tug me a bit closer.
I tilted my face up and met his kiss, opening up to his slow, soft exploration. My hand dropped to his leg, and I slid my palm upward over his solid thigh, squeezing gently, admiring the swell of hard muscle beneath the thin fabric of his pants. 
I huffed a laugh against his lips when Zhong effortlessly lifted me up and pulled me onto his lap. One big arm banded around my back to hold me in place, while the other stroked the outside of my thigh in slow, soothing motions. I kissed him again, drinking him in. There was heat between us, but not the all-consuming, rushed passion I had experienced with the others. There was no pressure, no expectation for anything more than this—just gentle caresses and deep, slow kisses. It was nice. 
But I had to force myself to pull away eventually. "I have stuff to do," I said between short pecks on his wide mouth. "But I am definitely on board for more of this later." I met his eyes, conscious of our positions and the way the gargoyle seemed to have latched onto my supposed witchy authority. "That's not an order, or an expectation, or a condition though. You get that, right? Like, if you say no, I'm not going to punish you or throw you out or something. You're your own person now."
He smiled softly against my forehead before pressing a lingering kiss there. "I understand."
"Well. Good," I said awkwardly, clambering off his lap as I started blushing. "Just so we're clear. And…um…it doesn't bother you to share?"
His expression was unreadable as his glowing yellow eyes met mine, his wings flaring a bit before he flattened them against his back again. "No. I'm not bothered by your desire for the others."
Except the jinn. No one had to voice that one out loud. Zhong's reservations where Aahil was concerned were crystal clear. But even then, he wouldn't stop me from doing something stupid. Which, let's face it, was absolutely in the stars for me. I was who I was. 
"Okay. Cool," I muttered. I turned around to go to the dresser and dig out some clothes. Goddess, I wasn't good at this sweet stuff. And it had been a while since my last threesome. Well…before the bestiary came into my life. Whatever. I was just all around awkward when it came to relationships. And…crap…was this "relationships," or just sex? Fuck it all, I was going to have to talk about it with them, wasn't I? 
But for now, I had important distractions—uh, things to do. I nodded to Zhong and hurried off to the bathroom to shower. I wasn't hiding. You were hiding. Shut up. 




Chapter 16

Andy


After my shower, I got dressed in my favorite pair of worn jeans, a comfy t-shirt, and a hoodie. Fall was coming in the human realm, and I knew there would be a bite to the air. I found Niamh in the kitchen, an old cookbook splayed on the counter, surrounded by some of the herbs she had nurtured to life in the back garden with her fae magic. 
I eyed the book warily. "I really don't know about eating anything made using recipes from a book you found lying around in the Lovell House of Horrors," I told her as I edged around the massive center island to see what she was doing. 
It looked like a harmless recipe for herb bread, but you just never knew around here. I scanned the ingredients for obvious poisons. 
Niamh waved me away from the book. "Stop it. I'm not an imbecile, Andy. I do know a few things about herbs. This is just a mundane, run of the mill cookbook. It's from the human realm."
I sighed, but I was relieved to see the little Betty Cooker label imprint on the book. About as human as you could get. I slipped an arm around the fae's slender waist and tilted my head up in a silent request. She smiled fondly, the expression not at all hindered by her sharp canines, before bending to obligingly kiss me goodbye. 
"Going out?" she asked when she finally pulled back. She cast a glance at the bestiary that was tucked into my armpit, then stroked my hair with a strong, graceful hand. It was so beautiful how Niamh could love, and cook, and garden, and murder prey at a couple hundred paces with her fae reflexes and archery skills. She was effortlessly female and a strong, skilled hunter and magic user, a combination that would probably blow a lot of human's little minds, since they seemed to think "female" or "nurturing" meant soft and weak. 
"Yes," I sighed in answer to her question. "I need to go to the Earth realm to take care of some things there."
Niamh frowned. "Are you sure I can't come with you? I could wear a glamour." She waved at her antlers in frustration. 
I shook my head. "No. Glamour is such a waste of magic. And it's unreliable. You never know when some random human is going to see right through it. The last thing I need is one more reason for the Alliance to come breathing down my neck. And illegally transporting an unregistered magical creature to Planus would sure as shit do it."
A hint of incense and heat drifted to me, and my shoulders tensed at the sudden, inexplicable desire that rose up in me. Goddess damn the jinn and his seductive magic!
"Poor fae," Aahil said smoothly, having appeared in the room without our noticing. "It must be such a burden, looking like a beast. But don't worry. I will accompany my pet, so she doesn't get lost along the way."
I ground my teeth together and spun to face the little terror. He was fully dressed for once, wearing his human disguise of fitted jeans, a soft black t-shirt, and that stupid red leather jacket. He brushed his dark, silky hair back from his molten gold eyes and smirked at me. He might pass as human—barely—but he was still way too pretty to ever be considered "normal." He looked like the front man for a modern glam rock band. "Feeling okay, pet?" he taunted.
I tore my eyes off his compact hotness when I realized I had been staring. Fuck my life. "You're not coming with me."
He shrugged one leather-clad shoulder. "You can't stop me, witch. In case you forgot, you wear my marks. Not the other way around. Besides, I've already met your charming roommate and seen your quaint little hovel. What's the harm?"
I arched a brow at him. "The last time you met my roommate, you possessed her and made her think I was dating you. You probably fried braincells that she doesn't have to spare. That's the fucking harm!"
He sighed. "Did I lie, Lovell? Do you often suck the cock of a guy you're not dating?"
I ground my teeth together. Niamh snorted and I pointed a warning finger at the fae. "Don't you start too. I can only handle one asshole at a time."
The jinn lifted a dark brow at me. "Now, I think we both know that's not true, pet. You do have two hands. And a tongue. Besides, I doubt it's her asshole the fae wants you to handle anyway. But, to each their own."
I threw my hands up in the air. "Yep," I said sarcastically. "Of course that's what I meant. And my dating status is definitely what I was upset about. Not the whole possession thing." Shaking my head, I headed out back to the semi-permanent portal in the courtyard. "All of the magic books I read about jinn left out the little detail where when they use too much elemental magic, they fry their own damned braincells."
I gripped the bestiary and stepped through the portal without looking back. But I could still hear Niamh's stupid laughter as I left the magic realm. 
Goddess. The idiots. My face was still red from all the talk about what I might or might not be able to do with people's asses, when I stepped out of the portal into the overgrown little backyard of my rental house in Planus realm. 
Of course the portal didn't immediately close, since there was a fucking jinn stepping through it behind me. 
I sighed. He was right. I couldn't stop him. He was way more powerful than me, even if I wasn't wearing his damned bindings. Or his slave collar. So I did the next best thing—the one action guaranteed to get to him. I ignored him. 
Opening the bestiary, I whispered, "You can come out now, Elijah. We're through." I was fairly certain my roommate, Amy, couldn't see spirits, even if Elijah wasn't exactly your every day, run-of-the-mill spook. Even among witches, true mediumship abilities like mine were rare. Yep, most witches get cool affinities for growing certain helpful plants or making super-effective potions or something useful. I got the ability to see and hear dead people. Sounded about right.
Maybe the dead just had a whole lot more to say to a Lovell than any other witch—since we'd probably created a disproportionate number of ghosts, and all. 
Mist poured from the book like a column of twining smoke before coalescing into a more or less man-shaped form. Elijah had seemed a bit more solid and opaque after our little…whatever you want to call it the other day, when he was inside my aura during sexy times. But the effect seemed to be fading with time. Now he was almost back to his usual see-through appearance. 
"Why are we here?" he asked in his hollow voice. "Not that I mind traveling. But it is a bit disorienting hopping between realms without a body."
I grimaced. "Sorry. I just didn't want to leave the bestiary behind." I hated having the book out of my sight. I was just too afraid of what might happen if the wrong person got their hands on it. They could probably find a way around the family wards, eventually, and use the book and the creatures still trapped within the pages for their own evil powers. And on top of that…I was scared that until the book was completely destroyed, there might be some way to re-capture the beings I had already freed. 
Elijah drifted closer, lifting a misty appendage to brush a cool touch along my cheek. "You're right to be so protective of the grimoire. I'm just happy it was you who found us."
I couldn't help a small smile at that. Things were weird lately, but I couldn't exactly say I was sorry I'd found them, either.
"You can't fuck smoke, pet," the jinn commented in a bored tone as he brushed past me and stalked right through Elijah like he wasn't even there. "So stop making those disgusting eyes at the spook." He glanced back at me over his shoulder. "I thought we had things to do."
I stifled the urge to chuck the bestiary at his head. "We don't have anything to do. I have stuff to do. You just followed me like a little lost puppy. No one invited you. No one wants you here." I waved my hand at him in a shooing gesture. "Be gone, stray!"
He gave me a look that made me regret my words, his face blank and his eyes gone cold. The bottom dropped out of my stomach and adrenaline shot through my veins. Then the jinn just…disappeared. 
I let out a long, gusty sigh, since apparently, I'd been holding my breath. "Great. I've lost the fucking demon in the human realm. Again. I'm so going to magic jail."
Elijah materialized by my side. "You hurt him. The elemental is more fragile than you know."
And didn't that just make me feel like shit. Because I did know. But I couldn't help sniping at him anyway. He just begged for it. 
Tears flooded my eyes, and I slapped a hand to my chest as the emotions I felt went from zero to one hundred in a blink. "Wha—" 
I sucked in a sobbing breath, then turned toward the strong magic signature that had materialized behind me. 
The water weaver strolled barefoot through the overly long grass, their big turquoise eyes darting around the postage-stamp yard, taking in every detail. Then those eyes met mine and the elemental smiled gently. "I will find him." 
My heart swelled with the beauty of the ethereal being's voice. Then the water weaver was just…poof…gone in a soft shower of mist. 
"Motherfucker," I muttered, sniffling back tears as my poor emotions tried to equalize, now that we were out of range of the water elemental and the creature's amplifying magic. 
"I daresay if anyone can handle the jinn, it's the water weaver," Elijah said. And he sounded tired, even for a ghost. 
I looked at him. "You realize that's now two elementals I've let loose on the unsuspecting human population. That I've brought here without a license. And I'm the one who is going to be punished when they start murdering people or causing tsunamis, or fires, or whatever."
Elijah's misty voice was full of dark humor when he spoke. "I'm sure it won't come to that. The jinn can't stand being away from you for too long. And the water weaver seems… adrift. I'm sure they will want to return to familiar surroundings once they've corralled Aahil."
I just stared at the ghost, my mind not able to tackle everything that was wrong with his statements. Aahil couldn't stand to be away from me? Bullshit. "Whatever," I muttered, heading into the house. 
Amy was in the living room watching classic movies and eating ice cream. She started when I spoke. "Bad breakup?" I asked. The scene before me was not new. Amy was a serial dater. 
She blinked at me owlishly from an unusually make-up free face. "Andy?" 
Then she set her ice cream on the coffee table and launched herself off the couch toward me. "Ohmygod, you're alive!" she said in a rush. "You ran off with that boyfriend of yours, and no one could reach you, and I thought you were dead in a ditch in some exotic European village like that one movie we watched or something!"
I awkwardly patted her back. "Nope. I'm fine."
She pulled back to look me in the eyes, studying my face for something. Honesty, maybe? "And? Are you going to run off again? Rent was due on Friday, and I had to drain my savings to pay your share."
I did my best to keep the emotion from my voice, keeping my tone light. "What? No way. I just lost track of time. You know how it is. When you're…obsessed with a new guy. Right?" Gag. Goddess save me from ever being that girl. 
Amy nodded solemnly. "I get it. Men are a waste of time."
I stepped away and headed toward the door. "I'm going to the bank now. I'll pay you back for this month's rent and see if I can pull out enough to pay for next month too."
I slipped out the front door and headed down the sidewalk toward town. Toward the one pawnshop I trusted to handle antiques. "Goddess."
I had to face the facts here. It didn't make sense to keep paying for an apartment I never visited. And let's face it, I still had two more creatures to free from the bestiary. Strong creatures. Things of myth and legend—literal nightmares, if we were being honest. It was going to take some heavy spellwork. Probably some costly magical ingredients. And then—if I even survived—I was still going to have to figure out what to do with the flock of people who were currently depending on me for room and board.
Several of whom I was rapidly developing all kinds of unwanted feelings for. 
I couldn't continue to live in the human realm. At least, not for the time being. I'd need a few months to get things sorted before I could come back and stay. And…part of me was coming to enjoy using my magic. I enjoyed the challenge of stretching myself. Of testing my previously untested abilities. I…wanted to be a witch. A real witch. Not just a pale shadow of what I could be. 
I wasn't my ancestors. I didn't want chaos and power. But…I was surprised to realize I also didn't want to return to working at the local convenience store and pretending to be boringly ordinary, the way I had the last fifteen years of my life. Niamh was right, damn her fae wisdom. I had been cutting off a huge part of who I was by denying my magical roots.
Elijah drifted along at my side as I mulled things over. My fingers ran over the pile of pilfered jewelry I had pocketed before I left the Lovell Death Trap. It was all non-magical stuff. Pure adornments, nothing more. But the rings, necklace, and broach were all made from real gold and gems. 
I was going to have to argue long and loud with the pawnbroker to get him to realize that what I had in my pocket was worth a small fortune. I would get more for it if I sold it to a reputable jewelry expert. But I didn't want to deal with the questions and crap that would come with it. I knew full well the pawn guy had shady connections he could use to get three times the amount he was going to pay me when he re-sold the stuff. So he could just fork over a decent amount now if he wanted me to come back with more treasure in the future. 
In the spirit of embracing my magic and stretching my skills… I just might have crafted a small charm that I wore around my wrist for just these kinds of interactions…one that enhanced my bargaining skills and made the other party more likely to agree to whatever terms I offered. 
You see, sometimes coming from a long line of shady fuckers was helpful. Lovells often got their way. Usually using magic to ensure it. 
Too bad that hadn't helped my parents with the whole beheading business. But you win some, you lose some, right? 
"Are you okay, Oleander?" Elijah said, his concerned whisper jarring me from my morbid thoughts. I must not be hiding my jumbled, conflicting emotions nearly as well as I'd hoped.
"I'm going to have to move out," I said, straightening my spine as I said it aloud. "I can't live as a human over here while I'm working on the bestiary over there."
My newfound desire to connect to my magic didn't quite overshadow the bitterness and anger I felt at having to give up the normal, human façade I had worked so hard to build. 
"I'm sorry I brought this burden to you, Andy," the dead angel whispered, brushing up against my shoulder and sending a little chill through me. "I could sense you were the one I should reveal the book to. But…I feel like I've wronged you. I've asked you to give so much of yourself. And now you must give up the life you wanted for yourself. I'm not sorry for your success, for their freedom. But…I'm sorry for your pain."
"Well," I said tiredly. "Somebody's gotta pay the piper, right? The Lovell bullshit karma just happened to land on me. I won the shit lottery. It is what it is."
Then I pushed open the shop door and went to haggle with the proprietor. 
An hour later, I had paid Amy back for this month's rent and delivered a check to the landlord for next month. I waited until Amy retreated to her room to nap, then I packed up as much as I could carry. I couldn't exactly hire a moving truck to take my shit to another realm. I could use a magic mover service, but there would definitely be some questions from my human roomie. And I didn't want her involved in my magic life. It could end badly for her. Not because it was expressly forbidden to tell our secrets or anything—there were quite a few humans in the know. I couldn't tell Amy anything because of who I was. It was better if no one thought I had a weak human friend to use against me. 
I carried one load of crap through the portal and returned for the remaining two suitcases. Then I impatiently waited near the rickety trellis that hid the portal. "Where the fuck are they?" I muttered. 
I couldn't just leave two unlicensed elemental terrors in the human realm. Portals like this were strictly monitored and activated by witch magic. And even if they somehow managed to coerce a witch into making them a portal, the two elemental creatures couldn't portal themselves back to the mansion. The Lovell estate had far too many wards and protections laid on it for any intruder to survive an attempt at unauthorized entry. Even beings as powerful as Aahil and the weaver. 
Just as I was really starting to worry, there was a sudden sizzling sound, accompanied by a wave of mixed magics. Aahil and the water weaver appeared before me. 
I blinked at them. "About fucking time! Where were you?"
Aahil was still steaming—hence the sizzling—as he burned away what must have been a colossal drenching. "Miss me, did you, pet?"
I rolled my eyes and ignored him, turning to the water elemental. "Thank you for retrieving my wayward little demon. Goddess only knows how he'd manage to live without me."
Aahil sneered. The water weaver just smiled and patted me on the head. "Home?"
I nodded, giving the ethereal being a smile in return and reaching up to grasp their hand just to piss Aahil off, since he really did seem to be weirdly possessive of me in his own odd way. "Absolutely."
I stepped through the portal with the elemental at my side, knowing the jinn would have to follow just so he could get the final word. He hated being ignored.
I grinned to myself when the jinn stepped through right behind us. Then I turned and closed up the portal with a wash of earth magic. "See?" I said to the jinn. "Was that so hard? Good boy."
He had me pinned up against the fancy French doors of the courtyard in a heartbeat, his burning hand around my throat. "Do not speak to me as if I am a dog meant to follow panting at your heels, witch."
His eyes flashed, and his voice held that dangerous tone that said I had pushed him right up against the knife edge of his trauma. Oopsies.
I had dropped the bestiary and my overstuffed bags when he grabbed me. I wrapped both hands around the jinn's wrist, knowing I had zero hope of stopping him if he decided to cross over from domination into straight up murder mode. "Aahil," I managed to choke out. "I'm sorry."
He blinked, some of the darkness in his eyes receding. I knew he was about to make some flippant sex joke and pretend he hadn't just shown me all his pain and insecurity. 
But he didn't get the chance. 
A long arm snaked around the jinn's throat from behind, and he was pulled back against the water weaver's tall, slender body. "Peace," the water elemental whispered. "Bank your flames."
I saw the panic in Aahil's golden eyes as his grip on my throat immediately loosened. As he was no doubt magically overpowered by the being behind him. I was afraid for him, for a second there. If the water weaver stirred up the jinn's already unstable emotions the way they did mine every time they spoke…that would be a living nightmare for Aahil with his past trauma. It would be torture. 
But whatever the water weaver was doing to the jinn seemed to have the opposite effect. The coiled tension in Aahil's body lessened. He dropped his hand from my throat. "No…" he whispered, his smooth, seductive voice breaking. 
Then the water weaver lifted their free hand to cover the jinn's golden eyes, shielding him from me. "Go," the water elemental said to me, those turquoise eyes staring into my soul. 
I went. But not before I noticed the silvery tears that had begun to fall from under the water weaver's hand, leaving wet tracks on the jinn's red-gold skin. 
I knew Aahil's need for independence, his anger, and his bitterness so well that it seemed almost obscene to witness his weakness and vulnerability. It wasn't fair. He hadn't chosen this. He wouldn't want me to see. 
Tearing myself away from the intense, terrifying depths of the water weaver's eyes…I turned, grabbed up my suitcases, and ran away. 




Chapter 17

Aahil


I was drowning. Surrounded by water and unable to escape. Floating lost in a sea of my own helplessness and despair. A sea of weakness, where I was vulnerable and exposed, waiting for someone, anyone, to come along and finally tear into my soft underside and spill my guts. To finally end my suffering. 
I had lived for centuries. I was tired. A powerful being reduced to a broken, overused toy. 
"Peace," that liquid voice said again, spearing into my brain, soaking through my out-of-control aura and into my raw, overexposed skin. 
I shivered. Cold. I was cold. I'd never been cold in my long, long life. I had been alone. I had been imprisoned in darkness, yearning for the sound of another voice, the touch of another living, breathing person's hand—even if that touch was that of a captor set on using me physically and energetically until there was nothing left. 
But cold was new. 
"Peace," the voice said again, and I managed to swim up out of the waves of heavy emotion, to get my face above the surface enough to draw breath. 
I snapped back into my body, back into awareness, shuddering violently in the embrace of my newest captor. "Fuck you," I hissed, drawing on my fire element only to have it fizzle out like a match in a rainstorm. "I won't," I bit out, gnashing my teeth and lifting my hands to dig my elongated claws into the water weaver's perfect white flesh. "I won't submit to you. Kill me now. Because the moment you release me, you're dead."
I pulled against the grip on my throat and the hand covering my eyes. My body bowed away from the taller being behind me, even as some traitorous thing deep inside me insisted that I relax, give in, lean back into the power behind me. 
Mind tricks and manipulation. I wasn't born yesterday. 
"Let go of me," I twisted, still firmly trapped, my magic frustratingly out of reach. Unresponsive. 
It was too much like being bound. Like being tied to the tiny metal lamp or the old musty pages of a witch's grimoire. I opened my mouth to demand my freedom, but a sob escaped instead, raw and wild, like a wounded animal. 
"It's okay," the beautiful voice whispered against my hair. Maddening. I would gut them the moment I was free, revel in the hot spill of their guts across the pavers. I would—
"I have you. You cannot do harm here…"
I would rain down death. I would rend them limb from limb, set the corpse on fire, and dance in their ashes. I would—
"…even to yourself. I will not allow you to self-destruct."
What? No. That wasn't…I wasn't afraid of myself. Ridiculous. 
The air burned as it flowed into my lungs. Like I couldn't quite get enough of it. The irrational fear rose up that without enough oxygen my life's flame would be snuffed out for good. 
I thrashed. The hand covering my eyes lifted and moved lower, to band about my chest and hold me still. I struggled to lift my eyelids, but they were too heavy, held shut by magic stronger than my own. 
The water weaver's magic pressed in around us from all sides, like a weight against my aura, holding me together. Not just restraining me…containing me. 
Another sob escaped and my body was wracked with the aftershocks, pain splintering through me like a physical thing, even though I knew it came from my mind. 
From my own broken psyche. 
Images flooded my mind. Snippets of memory that I thought I had long-since buried. I recalled every time I'd been imprisoned. Every time I'd been used as a bed slave or had my magical powers drained from me. I remembered yearning for touch after so long spent in my dark prison, only to have the witches who summoned me demand that I use my seductive powers to woo enemies and break them, or to service the witch or coven who summoned me. 
I remembered a familiar pair of gray eyes looking down at me as I knelt in my spelled slave collar, my own blood pooled around my knees while an entire coven of witches writhed in pleasure, high on my powers. Magic that was dragged from me using blood magic and the bonds of slavery. I remembered how it burned. The power draw. The humiliation. The effort of reaching for my flames again and again with the futile hope that for once it would work and I could set them all on fire. Maybe I would burn along with them until we were all nothing more than ash. 
Those gray eyes were so cold and haughty. So sure of their superiority over the cowering animal I had become. Oleander Lovell had the same beautiful gray eyes as her ancestor. And it made me want to vomit every time I looked at her. 
It made me want to hurt her. It made me want to hurt myself. Set both of us on fire to purge the world of the Lovell taint that we both carried inside us. Her from her bloodline. Me from my time under their control. 
"It wasn't this witch who hurt you," the fluid voice whispered, slithering through me like a cool, sinuous snake. "This one isn't your destruction. Perhaps she is your salvation?"
Fear skittered through me at the weaver's words. A wave that consumed me, that nearly drowned me, blotting out all rational thought. "Salvation?" I choked out, even my voice sounding like I was drowning. 
I would kill us both one day, myself and the Lovell bitch. Not because I wanted to. But because she awakened this fear inside me. This weakness. Because as hard as I tried to pretend otherwise…I wasn't in control. I was a firebomb waiting to go off. 
"Shhh…" the voice whispered. "So much resistance. It will devour you alive."
I sagged against the terrible being, all of the fight going out of me, making more of those stupid, human sobbing noises. 
If I kept my eyes closed, I could pretend no one saw me. I could pretend I was alone once more in the darkness of my lamp prison, or between the pages of the cursed book. Where no one could see my weakness. 
I cried until I felt completely wrung out. Empty. 
Then, suddenly the magic lifted, and I could open my eyes again. 
I yanked out of the water weaver's grip, and they let me go, graceful hands trailing over my skin in a mockery of a soothing caress as I moved away. 
"Do you have a death wish?" I snarled, putting space between us, then spinning to glare at the being who had dared mess with my mind. With my soul. 
The ethereal beauty cocked their head, pale hair falling over one of their sparkling turquoise eyes as they searched my face for something I didn't understand and didn't want to understand. "Do you?"
I growled, flashing my fangs. "Don't you ever fucking touch me again, you disgusting hunk of algae."
One corner of their stupid, perfect mouth lifted in a small half-smile, revealing one long, slender viper fang. "You're welcome."
That voice flowed over me like a caress. I had no idea how the others could stand it, quite frankly. It made me feel like I was about to lose it and burst into pure flame. "I'll murder you slowly," I promised. 
But it was an empty threat and we both knew it. I had never encountered another being more powerful than me. Never. Until now. And the realization of just how much more powerful was staggering. It brought every single fight or flight instinct I possessed roaring to the surface. 
The water weaver just shrugged and moved away to examine a stalk of purple flowers by the defunct old fountain. "You will not harm the girl," they said evenly, that voice as soft and devastating as always. "I will not allow it."
I huffed. "She's mine. I'll fucking break her in half if I feel like it. That's what pets are for."
All that got me was another of those slight half smiles. "I will always stop you," they promised.
I whirled and stormed out of the garden. Smug bastard. I would find a way to eliminate them. 
Because there was no way I could tolerate someone knowing all my fears. Even if the thought of having someone to control me was darkly seductive in its own way. 
What if I really couldn't hurt myself or the others? What if I could let myself go and know that at the end of the day the water weaver would always catch me before it went too far and I destroyed everything? 
But that would require trust. Which was the one thing I no longer possessed. Especially trust in anyone who held any sort of power over me. 
The desire rose up in me, stronger than ever before, to dominate, to hurt. To exorcise this darkness that seemed permanently woven into my soul. 
I suppose we'd see if the water weaver lived up to their promise. 




Chapter 18

Andy


I avoided Aahil for the rest of the day and most of the next one. Something inside me just said I shouldn't push my luck. He seemed to be perfectly fine with this arrangement, although I could feel the pulsing burn of his magic through the blood red stone at my throat. I trailed my fingers along the choker—his collar—a traitorous part of me wondering if the little terror was okay. Wondering what I would do if he commanded me to kneel before him again. 
Goddess, I was a sick freak. Lusting after the unhinged jinn was going to get me killed. 
So, I did my best to ignore it. Solid plan, right? It wasn't like I didn't have roughly a dozen other life-threatening issues to worry about. I unpacked all the crap I had dragged over here from the human dimension. Then I pulled out spell books and got to work trying to figure out the next puzzle so I could free the…um…. I flipped to the next section of the bestiary and frowned at the powers listed there. Fear. Terror. Stealth. Moving unseen in the shadows. Madness? 
I looked up at Elijah, where he was currently hovering near my bookshelf, studying the spines of the old books I had moved from the main library to the little study I had cleaned up and claimed as my own. "What the fuck is this thing?" I said, tapping the bestiary page. "There's no title. Just a bunch of powers that don't add up to anything I can identify."
He drifted closer, pausing to trail one misty appendage along my aura above my arm, as if he was offering a comforting touch. I shivered slightly under the caress, not willing to examine the way I did actually find his little ghostly touches comforting. Maybe I really did have a death kink, between wanting to fuck a ghost and wanting the jinn to murder me during sex…. 
"There are many words to describe his kind," the ghost murmured thoughtfully. "But many cultures believe that naming the creature gives it power, makes it more tangible."
I arched a brow at him. "Superstition."
He halted before the desk where I was sitting, his bottom half merging with the furniture as if he didn't notice that he was hovering in the desk. "Every superstition has a grain of truth," he said in his professor ghost tone of voice, all haughty and holier-than-thou. Which…ha, ha, that made a lot more sense now, since I knew he was a freaking angel. 
"Well," I said tiredly. "I'm not afraid of a little hoodoo nonsense. What the fuck is this thing?"
He sighed his hollow sigh and puffed out of existence, reforming into a glowing misty ball that hovered over the text. "A nightmare," he said finally. "Darkness. A thing of shadows. A bogeyman."
I stared at the ghost hovering over the cursed grimoire. "A bogeyman."
He dematerialized and reformed in front of me, rearranging his see-through form to look like he was sitting on my lap, and I snorted at him. His ghost form was indistinct. But I got the impression of height. Maybe long-limbs. If he was a living person and he sat on my lap we'd probably end up in a tangled heap on the floor. 
"I'm concerned," he said, ignoring my amusement. "The last two creatures in the bestiary are arguably the most dangerous. You've been working so hard at this. You're tired, Andy. And I know there are things in your head you'd rather not voice. Emotional complications from this whole endeavor." 
I looked into his glowing blue eye orbs. "Yeah. It's no damned walk in the park. But we're almost done, right? The way I see it, the sooner I get these people free, the sooner I can destroy the book for good and be done with the whole mess."
Elijah slowly faded from my sight, but his voice drifted to me from the other side. "Of course. Just…please be careful with this one, Andy."
Then he was gone. Even when I couldn't see a ghost, I could sense their presence. And my connection to Elijah was stronger than most, either because of his lingering angelic aura or because of my own attachment to the spook. But this time he was well and truly gone, returned to the book where he wouldn't hear me unless I called him. 
His departure seemed abrupt, and I sat there frowning as I tried to figure out why he'd left so suddenly. The study door opened a bit and a pair of curling black horns appeared. "Andy?" Zhong asked softly. "Are you busy?"
I shook my head and gestured at the mess of open books on my desk. "It seems like I'm always busy these days." I smiled to soften my grousing so the sensitive gargoyle wouldn't take it personally. "But I've always got time for you. What's up?"
He eased the door open, then pushed it mostly closed behind him. Crossing the room, he pushed some of the books aside to set down a plate of angel food cake liberally covered in strawberries. "Niamh learned a new recipe. She used her magic to grow the berry plants and make them bear fruit. It was amazing to witness." 
He moved around to lean his butt against the desk on the other side of me, where he wouldn't be sitting in my snack. "I know you don't take enough breaks. So I thought I'd bring you something."
I sighed. The man wanted to feel useful. I needed to remember that. "Well," I said, gesturing at the bestiary. "Elijah says this next being is some sort of bogeyman. Do you want to look through the reference books for any hint as to what kind of herbs and stones might be helpful for containment while I eat?"
He didn't have the magical knowledge that I did, but he was smart, and he could read. That was pretty much all I was working with myself, if we were being honest. My formal magical education was severely lacking. Most of what I knew was stuff I'd taught myself using books and trial and error. And if nothing else, he knew his stones and crystals.
Zhong smiled at me, showing a slip of fang. "I'd be happy to help." I could almost hear the "master" he had just made himself not say out loud. 
I smiled back. "You're adorable."
He blinked his yellow eyes at me, caught off guard. Then he ran one big hand through his corkscrew curls and over a horn. "Me?"
I grinned, enjoying his discomfort. "Yes, you." Research could wait a little while longer, right? I did need a break. I'd been studying books for a couple hours now for a basic spell to cage "darkness." It was a ridiculously broad search. 
Zhong scooted closer along the desk, his tail lashing behind him as he reached out to slide a big hand through my hair. "You're beautiful. What you see in me, I have no idea. But I'm glad I please you."
I huffed. "Dude. I'm chubby, and awkward, and about the least girly girl you'll ever meet. Beautiful? Probably not. But that's in the eye of the beholder, right?" I stood and moved to stand between his knees. "Personally, I think you're beautiful. Come here and kiss me again, gargoyle." I tilted my head up and waited. 
Zhong did not disappoint. He cupped my face in his massive hands and bent to press his lips to mine in a sweet, gentle kiss that warmed me from the inside out. I sighed against his lips, carefully running my tongue along one of his fangs and earning a deep, rumbling chuckle. 
I planted my hands on his heavily muscled thighs and slid my palms upward, enjoying the solid feel of him. His own hands slid over my back and down to grip my ass, pulling me in closer, pressing my hips against his groin so I could feel the rock-hard desire swelling between us. Oh, goddess, I'd so much rather lose myself in Zhong than do research for a spell that was probably going to kill me. 
I pulled my lips from his with colossal effort. "Fuck me," I demanded. 
His glowing yellow eyes met mine and his expression softened, one hand lifting to caress my cheek. "Are you sure? I'm…still not whole, Andy. I don't want you to feel obligated. To think you have to…pity me."
I paused then, taking a deep breath and making myself really think about this. Zhong had ended up in the bestiary because he was betrayed by his lover. A lover he had emerged from the book still mourning. Who he had wanted to die for. He was clearly prone to unwise attachment, and he wanted me to be his master. Sex was probably a terrible idea. 
But it wasn't my decision to make. I wasn't the one hurting. I wasn't the one who had been trapped in a book for years. 
"What do you want?" I asked him softly. "Whatever you want is fine. I mean it Zhong. If you don't feel good about this, then it won't happen. If you are clinging to me just because you think you have to, well…I won't say no to comforting you. But I want to know that you are consciously choosing that. I don't want to use you or take advantage of you, big guy." The rest of my words hovered in the air between us unspoken. I wasn't his past love. I wasn't my ancestor, to trick, and use, and manipulate without a single thought for anyone else's needs or feelings.
He leaned in to press his forehead to mine, his dark lashes lowering, hiding his yellow gaze. "I…." He sucked in a deep breath and slowly let it out. "I know I asked you to end my suffering, Andy. I was…reeling. Wounded. I'm still wounded, even though intellectually I know my love was one-sided, my attachment illogical."
I huffed. "From what I understand, love is always illogical. Not that I'm an expert."
He opened his eyes again, smiling a shy, secret smile just for me. "Maybe we can learn about that together. Someday. But for now…I feel affection toward you, Oleander. And a need to not be alone. Can that be enough?"
I licked my lips, tasting him there. "Absolutely." I pressed a brief peck to his smooth gray cheek, then leaned back to look him in the eyes, my hands still splayed on his thighs. "I feel really drawn to you," I admitted, feeling my cheeks heat up, but knowing I needed to be clear and honest with him because of his past. And because of who he was. "I'd like to explore this. I'd really like to get naked together. But you know there are the others…and I'm not really in a position to make some life-long commitment to anyone right now."
He nodded. "I understand."
I winked at him. "Good. Then do you want to fuck me senseless right here on the desk, or…?"
He laughed, low and rich, before pulling me into another kiss, deeper this time, full of longing and a passion that was real, and vulnerable, and unsettling to my jaded heart. "I go where you lead."
Again the word "master" was unspoken, but I felt it in my soul. And in my lady bits. He was giving me control. I was in charge. I was his master, even if I didn't want to acknowledge the responsibility of owning a gargoyle. 
I opened my mouth to reply, but was interrupted by the emergence of one see-through angel. "What…?" Elijah paused, then sighed. "Oh. I'm sorry. I felt some strong emotion from you and was afraid something had happened." He started to fade away. "Carry on."
I reached out, dragging a hand through his intangible, misty form as I remembered how abruptly he had disappeared before. "Wait!"
He solidified again—at least as much as ever. "Yes?"
I sighed. "Earlier. Did I say something to upset you?"
He wavered, his outline rippling as a ghostly sigh undulated through him. "No. It was…my own issue. I apologize."
I narrowed my eyes at him. "You're lying. Angels aren't supposed to lie. Isn't that like…illegal or something? Against angel-boy code?"
He made a sound that I interpreted as scoffing. "Haven't we already established that most angels are, in fact, full of shit?"
I snorted. Zhong glanced between us, one big hand still resting on my hip. "Is everything okay, Elijah?" He stared the ghost down, a deep frown creasing his forehead before he turned to me. "The ghost thinks he isn't as important as the rest of us," he said, a bit of anger lacing his deep voice. "He thinks since he is incorporeal, he isn't a person."
I arched my brows at him, then turned toward the hovering spirit. "Elijah? What the hell upset you earlier? No bullshit. Tell me the truth."
He let out a gusty sigh. "It was nothing."
I looked at Zhong, hoping the observant giant would tattle some more. "I was talking about hurrying up and freeing the rest of the creatures so I could destroy the book and get this over with. He just…poofed off."
"Oh." Zhong's expression turned sad as he regarded me. "Probably for the same reason we all dread that day. Because…once your mission is accomplished and the book is destroyed, you'll have no further reason to put up with us." He glanced at Elijah's wavering, ghostly form. "And what will happen to you, Elijah? When the book is destroyed, won't you lose your anchor to this world?"
I froze, ice sliding through my veins. "What?" 
Of course that was it. Duh, Andy, you stupid, stupid witch. If I destroyed the focus object that Elijah was tied to, there was a good chance I would destroy the ghost as well. 
"Fuck," I bit out.
Elijah drifted closer, one ghostly appendage lifting to stroke along my cheek, his cool aura brushing up against mine in a barely-there touch that made my heart ache. "It's how things should be, Andy. I've lingered in this world far too long as it is. Perhaps when the book is destroyed, I will move on to where I belong."
I glared at him as tears filled my eyes, making his outline even wavier than usual. "You asshole. You can't just…die. What if destroying the book doesn't send you on over to the other side? What if it destroys what is left of your soul? And…what if I don't fucking want to let you go?!" 
I planted my hands on my hips to stop the sudden shaking in my limbs. What if all I ever knew of Elijah was a few ghostly touches and a sad smile as we worked to save everyone else and destroy him in the process? 
"No," I said firmly. "Nope. Not happening. I won't hurt you, Elijah. I'll find a way to anchor you here. I won't destroy the book until I know you're safe."
He moved closer, his misty aura merging with mine along my front as his glowing blue eye orbs burned into my own gaze. "Andy, you can't risk the others being trapped again because you're worried about a man who is already dead. I won't let you risk their lives."
Zhong interrupted, reaching around me toward where Elijah hovered. "What if we refuse to risk you for our freedom. The choice isn't yours to make, Elijah."
I gave the ghost a smug look. "Yeah. What if I'm not the only one who cares what happens to you, spook?"
He seemed stumped by that, hovering almost motionless before us. "I…." He sighed. "Fine. When the last creature is freed, put it to a vote. If every one of them agrees, we will not destroy the bestiary. But if even one person objects, you will rid the world of that abominable creation once and for all."
I narrowed my eyes at him. I knew what he was thinking. He was thinking that the others wouldn't risk their freedom for a ghost. He was probably certain that Aahil would vote to destroy the book. The jinn was constantly insulting Elijah and pushing his buttons. 
But Elijah didn't seem to realize what I had realized—that the more the jinn lashed out at someone, the more he probably cared. I think that was just how broken he was. But I had time to convince him. Hell, if it came right down to it, I'd promise him my complete and utter subservience if it meant Elijah was safe. 
The ghost had done nothing but look out for the others all this time, searching for someone to free them, helping to ensure the book found its way to me—and that I did my duty and unbound the others. He deserved the same. 
"I'll find a way," I promised. "And you'll see. They will all agree."
He sighed. "Perhaps." 
I knew he didn't believe it for a second. But it didn't matter. I believed in my abilities when no one else did. It was how I'd learned to live my life. I wouldn't harm the ghost. I would find a solution, no matter what.
Elijah drifted closer, pressing into my aura in the ghostly imitation of a hug. I opened myself to him, like I had that time in my bedroom, letting him sink into me, feeling our essences combine. 
It was a perfect way to end up possessed by an evil spirit. But this was Elijah. The exact opposite of evil. I sighed at the sensation of holding and being held. Like embracing a loved one who had just come in out of the cold—a bit chilly but comforting all the same. 
Zhong's hand rubbed circles on my back. "Elijah?"
I tilted my head, a bit dizzy with the sensation of seeing with two sets of awareness. "He's here."
Zhong smiled softly and shook his head, as if he couldn't believe my antics. "If that doesn't show you how loved you are, ghost," he murmured, "I don't know what will."
I felt Elijah's emotions flitter through me, there and gone in a flash, but I thought I sensed a bit of embarrassment there, and a bit of hope. He wanted to be cared for. And I did care. I wasn't sure it could be called love or anything silly like that. But I liked the ghost. I enjoyed being near him. I wanted him to continue to exist, for fuck's sake. 
Zhong pressed a kiss to my temple, then put a finger under my chin, turning my head to look at him. "Can…that is…if it's okay…. Sky and stone!" He cleared his throat, his gray cheeks flushing pink. "Will the ghost be joining us?"
I laughed in surprise, feeling Elijah start to move away, preparing to separate himself from my aura. "Sure," I said happily, using my magic to cling onto him and will him to stay. "If you're not weirded out by it?"
Zhong shrugged one massive shoulder, the pink shade on his cheeks spreading up to the tips of his pointed ears. "I don't mind. I…like the idea of Elijah being there. Of him being included."
I grinned happily. "Goddess, I'm so glad you are all such freaks."
I could feel Elijah's amused agreement. "Elijah agrees," I added. Then I turned and went up on tiptoes to kiss the gargoyle, reveling in the dual sensations, knowing Elijah was feeling everything I was feeling, through my body and my aura. 
Zhong truly didn't seemed bothered at all, simply accepting both of us like it was the most natural thing in the world. Goddess, if I could bottle that openness, care, and genuine acceptance and sell it, I'd be able to cure all the world's ills in one fell swoop. 
I opened to him and Zhong deepened the kiss, holding me close while he plundered my mouth, leaving his usual softness behind for the moment. I pushed into him hungrily, demanding more. 
I yelped when he gripped my ass and lifted me. I instinctively wrapped my arms and legs around him like a monkey. The gargoyle chuckled his deep, warm chuckle and carried me out of the study and up the stairs to my room.




 Chapter 19

Andy


Aahil's door was ajar as we passed, and I thought I saw a flash of red and gold there, but Zhong didn't slow, carrying me to my room and kicking the door shut behind us. He lowered me down to the bed and I refused to let him go, reeling him in for another kiss, feeling Elijah's pleased warmth inside me as the ghost wholeheartedly agreed with my actions. 
Zhong hovered above me, wings spread and curled around us, blocking out the light. I slid my hands under his open-backed t-shirt and upward, over miles of smooth, defined muscle. He was massive, and rock hard—ha, ha, very punny, Andy—and I had no idea how this was going to work with our size differences, but that wasn't going to stop me. 
"Clothes off now," I demanded between more of those soul-deep kisses. 
The gargoyle huffed a deep laugh and pulled back, yanking his modified shirt off with ease, since it was slit open in the back to accommodate his wings. He started on the fly of the trousers he'd found somewhere around the mansion—and Goddess, I didn't want to know who in my family had ever needed clothes that big or why—and I leapt into action. He grinned at me as I pulled my own clothes off, racing him to nudity. 
I flung my last sock over his head at the same time that he stepped out of his pants and kicked them aside. Laughing, I scooted back on the bed and made the grabby hands motion at the gargoyle. "Goddess, you're a masterpiece," I breathed, raking my eyes over his chiseled body and the truly breathtaking gray cock that was probably going to split me in half. "Come here!"
He ran a hand through his curly hair and over one of his horns—the gesture one of supreme embarrassment. I seemed to make him do that a lot. I shuffled over to make room on the bed, then ran a hand over my own curves, from breast to hip, then inward to stroke my clit, putting on a display for the gargoyle and pleasuring myself, but also giving Elijah a jolt of pleasure as well. "Any day now, Zhong."
Elijah's lust was mingling with my own, making me impatient. Zhong put a knee on the bed and leaned over to kiss me again, smoothing his big hand over my breast, then the curve of my hip, batting my hand away from my core so he could take over, circling my clit with one big finger before he slowly slid the thick digit inside me. 
I moaned into his mouth as his tongue tangled with mine, thrusting in time with his finger. Arching, I lifted my hips, wanting more. Wanting him, even if I was pretty sure that was going to be a challenge my poor little vag might not be up for.
I reached down and got a grip on his massive cock, stroking him slow and firm, putting in a little twist of the wrist at the end. "I want you inside me so bad."
"Are you protected?" the big gargoyle breathed, nuzzling into my neck. 
I nodded, gripping his shoulders as he continued to work me with his finger. "On my lower belly if you want to check. Permanent until revoked." The first thing I did the minute I was old enough was to make sure I couldn't accidentally create any more evil little Lovells to carry on my family line. That contraceptive spell was ironclad. 
"I trust you," Zhong murmured against my skin, not bothering to pull away and inspect my mark. 
He added another finger, and I lost my grip on him—and on reality—at the stretch and press inside me. Goddess. His thumb circled my clit as he curled his thick fingers, and I felt orgasm building, rippling through me, heightened by the sense of Elijah's pleasure alongside my own. Zhong pressed kisses along my jaw to my neck, then dragged his fangs along my skin, and I lost it, gasping as I clenched around his fingers, my own hands digging into his wide shoulders. 
It was amazing, but it still wasn't enough. I had barely caught my breath before I was sitting up, urging the big gargoyle back. "Lie down," I panted. "Your turn."
One corner of his lips curled upward in a heated smirk. "Are you always so bossy during sex?"
I shoved his shoulder, pressing him down to lie on his back, letting him arrange his wings comfortably before I climbed on top of him. "I'm not bossy," I said firmly. "I'm assertive." 
Leaning forward, I planted my hands on his broad chest and kissed him again. Goddess, I would never get tired of kissing this man. Of the way his lips lingered on mine, the caress of his tongue like a hint of things to come. Everything about him said steady, sure. Kissing him felt like a promise. It felt like more than just sex. 
Which was terrifying, so we weren't going to think about that right now. Focus on the giant monster dick, Andy. Priorities. 
I reached between my legs and gripped him, dragging my clit up and down his length a few times just for fun, groaning at the glide of hard, hot, smooth skin over my engorged flesh. Then I sat up, angled him the way I wanted him, and sank down, one slow, careful inch at a time. 
I probably went cross-eyed at that point. 
Zhong's big hands gripped my hips, steadying me, keeping me from impaling myself the way I wanted to. I had never had a lover this massive. It was like the sensations were all new—the act of sex familiar, but completely different as he touched me in new ways. 
I couldn't take him all. I let out a frustrated growl when the pleasure became pain as he bottomed out while I was still several inches from being able to sit on his hips. I leaned forward again, letting Zhong slowly guide my hips. He thrust in careful, shallow movements, the slow glide of him inside me like the best kind of torture. 
His deep groan of pleasure rumbled through me where we were pressed together, and I felt an echo of the sentiment chiming through my aura as Elijah felt it too…as Zhong slowly, thoroughly fucked us both. 
My breasts squashed to Zhong's chest as he slid me up and down his length, the friction of my nipples dragging over his sculpted chest driving me wild. This position was amazing. But as awesome as it was, I wasn't in the mood for slow and sweet. I stretched up to kiss the gargoyle again, pulling off him so I could roll to the side and hop off the bed. 
Zhong quirked a brow at me, but followed, running his hands over my back and through my hair. I winked at him and climbed back onto the bed on all fours, looking back over my shoulder to make sure he took the hint. 
I didn't have to worry about that, though. Zhong chuckled and came to stand behind me, which put him at the perfect height next to my tall bed. He pulled my hips back toward him as he lined up his cock, pressing home with a long exhale. "Quartz and granite," he muttered. "This isn't going to last long, mast—Andy."
His big hand smoothed over my generous ass, and he shuddered before he pulled back to thrust again. 
I gripped the bedsheets and rocked into him, aching and full. "Don't hold back," I panted. "Please."
A big hand tangled in my hair and pulled, making me arch my back, holding me still as he pulled out and thrust back in, harder and faster this time, less careful. A zing of pleasure radiated out from my core, zipping along my spine and curling my toes. I was so close, stretched out, and stuffed full, and aching, Elijah's presence in my soul amplifying every sensation. 
Zhong released my hair, using one hand to grip my hip while the other reached around to rub my clit, his deep, hard thrusts never stopping, pushing right up against that boundary between pleasure and pain every time. 
I convulsed, the orgasm hitting me so suddenly that I barely had time to draw in enough breath to shout his name. My legs went weak, and I found myself pressed face-first into the mattress as Zhong covered me, fucking me through his own orgasm, finally losing the last vestiges of his careful control. 
Pleasure swamped me as he stilled with a deep, rumbling groan, spilling inside me. He was so big that I felt every spasm of his cock as he came. I shuddered beneath him, gasping for air, feeling like I was at the brink of coming again just from the feel of him emptying himself inside me. 
Zhong pulled out and I moaned at the sensation, rolling over to catch my breath. I gripped the sheets and threw my head back when he knelt, slipped a finger inside me and worked my clit with his thumb until I came, shuddering and gasping for air. 
I tangled my hands in his tight curls as he pressed a lingering kiss to the inside of my thigh. Then I ran a hand over one of his horns, reveling at how warm the smooth, hard surface was beneath my fingertips. 
Zhong scooped me up like the puddle of boneless goo I had become and carried me to the bathroom, lowering me into the big clawfoot tub and filling it with warm water and bubble bath. Unlike most other guys I'd been with, he didn't fall asleep or run off. Instead, he pampered me, pulling up a stool by the tub and washing my hair, scrubbing my back, and massaging my shoulders. 
It was…new. Being pampered like this. I could definitely get used to this. 
Elijah stretched like a sleepy cat inside me. Then he slowly pulled his being from my aura, effectively de-possessing me. The misty ghost angel looked a bit less see-through as he hovered by the tub. I could almost make out the shape of his face, the hint of high cheekbones and a square, angular jaw. He dragged a misty hand over my cheek. "Thank you, Andy."
Then he disappeared, leaving me alone with the gargoyle. 
I recalled the conversation that had preceded all this. Elijah thought he was going to die for good once I freed the last of the trapped beings and destroyed the bestiary. He thought this might be the one and only time he got to experience intimacy with me. 
And he might be right. 
The hot tears on my cheeks were nearly indistinguishable from the bathwater. But of course, my attentive Zhong knew the difference. He rinsed my hair one final time, then bent and scooped me up out of the water like a child, wrapping me in a fluffy towel and carrying me back to the bedroom. 
I tried to hold back. I really did. I had learned early on in life that blubbering and crying over life's injustices didn't solve anything. It was a waste of time. But I couldn't help it. Something broke loose inside me and I bawled like a baby. For myself. For Elijah and the life he'd lost. For every bit of suffering my evil ancestors had caused. It was like once the floodgates were open, I couldn't stop. 
Zhong just climbed under the covers with me and held me, stroking my hair and muttering nonsense platitudes and reassurances until I cried myself out. Then he kissed my forehead. I met his eyes, and he gave me a sad smile. "What will you do, master?" he whispered, "when it is time to say goodbye to the ghost?"
I narrowed my eyes, feeling my jaw jut out like a stubborn child. "Simple," I said firmly. "I won't. There will be no goodbye." 
I was a fucking Lovell. We defied magical law and created horrors others couldn't even dream of. If anyone could figure out how to keep a ghost alive without binding, it was me. 
The question was…did Elijah even want to stay as he was?
Could I really deprive him of the chance, however slim, to move on to something better on the other side? Or would that make me every bit as evil as the rest of my loathsome family? 




Chapter 20

Andy


The next day, I set to work figuring out what I would need for the spells to free a literal boogeyman from the bestiary. You know, creature of darkness and fear with hundreds of names in hundreds of cultures around the world? Fun times. But all the while I was also worried about Elijah and just how the hell I was going to manage to destroy the bestiary at the end of all this without destroying my ghost angel. 
Yes, I just thought "my ghost," but we weren't going to focus on that. 
So, I wasn't exactly in the greatest of moods when Aahil came wandering into my workspace just dripping danger and lust. Shit. Something had clearly set him off, if the slow, predatory way he was moving was any indication. But quite frankly, I just wasn't in the damned mood to put up with his drama. 
"What the fuck do you want?" I demanded, not looking at him as I pushed buttons on my insulin pump to give myself an extra dose of insulin to cover my current blood sugar spike. 
When he didn't answer, I tucked my pump away on my waistband and startled to find him right up in my space, his gold eyes molten and full of some powerful emotion I didn't understand. He reached out and flicked the warm ruby of my collar with one black claw. "When are you going to get on with freeing the boogeyman?"
I rolled my eyes at him, too wrapped up in my own worry to deal with his shit at the moment. Waving an arm at my workbench, which was scattered with books and random ingredients, I scoffed at him. "A lot faster if you weren't in here asking dumbshit questions."
His eyes flashed, one corner of his lips lifting in a cruel smirk. "Testy today, are we, pet?"
I batted his hand away and turned to start closing spell books and putting them away. Squatting down to reach a lower bookshelf, I bit out, "I'll work at whatever damned pace I need to work at. You prodding me and bossing me around constantly won't change that."
I know, I know, antagonizing the unstable jinn wasn't exactly the smartest move. But he was right. I was in a terrible mood. I couldn't think of any way to help Elijah, I had all these powerful, lost beings to take care of since they'd all been displaced by my stupid family. The Supernatural Alliance had been curiously silent, but I knew they were just waiting for me to give them an excuse to fuck with me. All I wanted was a damned day to myself to just…not have to do or be anything for anyone. And…I guess some part of me was just spoiling for a fight. I hadn't interacted with Aahil much since our last run-in. I had no idea what to even call whatever the fuck was crackling in the air between us. Anger? Frustration? Attraction? The plague?
"Watch how you talk to your betters, witch," the jinn said, his voice low and husky as ever, beautiful and deadly, like a sharp dagger hidden under a swath of decadent silk. "You forget your place, Lovell."
The boiling pot of frustration and anger inside me spilled over and I lifted a hand, flipping him off over my shoulder without looking back, the need to lash out—to wound—growing by the second. "I'm not the one wearing harem pants and slave bracelets, dipshit. Go back to your bottle or something, genie."
I could say I was surprised when the jinn suddenly appeared behind me, sinking his clawed fingers into my hair and yanking my head back so far I nearly fell on my ass. But we all know that would be a lie. 
I glared up into those churning gold eyes, watching the flames there dance and grow. "You're begging me to put you in your place," he accused. "Do you think goading a being who is so much stronger than you is really wise, witch? Or…do you really have a death wish? What, have you finally decided to end your cursed family line?"
I swallowed hard, ignoring the sudden rush of arousal that shot through me the moment he yanked on my hair. "Fuck. You."
He smiled, slow, and hot, and promising pain. "Ah. I see." He cranked my head back further, making my neck ache, and my hand shot out to grip his thigh behind me to keep from falling over. 
"Don't touch me, Lovell," he purred. I removed my hand as it suddenly began to sting, burned by a flash of heat from the jinn's body. "I say when you are allowed to move, what pleasures you're allowed to experience. And touching me at will is never going to be one of those pleasures. Understand?"
He yanked my hair again and I whimpered when the pain immediately transformed into another shot of lust. I wasn't sure if that was the jinn's seductive magic and mind manipulation at play, or if I was really just that horny and desperate. At that moment, I didn't much care. I just wanted the distraction. The total reprieve from all my worries. I knew, instinctively, that Aahil could blot out everything else, if I played along.
"I understand," I managed to grind out. 
He yanked at my hair again, this time shoving his knee into the middle of my back to keep me from falling over backward. The move arched my upper back, making my tits jut out like a display. His golden eyes flicked dispassionately toward my boobs, then back to my face. "You understand what, pet?"
I knew what he wanted. And I was dumb enough to give it to him, if he'd just make the thinking stop. "I understand you're in control here…master."
His beautiful lips curled up in a grin that was pure, decadent sin. But the way his eyes darkened and narrowed sent a bolt of fear skittering down my spine, the animal part of recognizing an unhinged predator looming over me, no matter how small and pretty he looked. "Get up," he snapped, releasing me so suddenly I fell backward onto my ass. 
He jerked his head toward the workbench. "Take off your clothes and spread yourself out up there, toy."
I knew better than to push him by disagreeing…especially when I really liked this idea. But I glanced at the door and arched a brow. He rolled his eyes and flicked a hand toward the door, and the lock clicked. "Now, witch," he said in a flat voice. "Before I lose interest in this game."
I turned and went to the workbench, stripping out of my clothes with shaking fingers. My whole body was flashing hot and cold as arousal and fear warred within me. What the hell was I doing? Was I completely insane?
Turns out that yes, yes I was. 
I shoved the rest of my spell books and notebooks out of the way, feeling the jinn's burning gaze travel over my plump lines as I awkwardly clambered up onto the bench. I didn't want to face him, uncharacteristically embarrassed by my less than graceful body next to all that slinky, demonic sexiness. But I couldn't help looking up, my gaze drawn right to his like a magnet. 
The jinn's smirk slowly turned even more wicked as he padded over to me, his bare feet silent on the expensive rug. Planting a hand in the center of my chest, right above my breasts, he shoved. I fell back under his supernatural strength, my back slamming hard against the solid wood surface of the workbench. "Stay there," he commanded, his silky voice so quiet, but so full of danger. "Don't move. If you do, I will make you beg for your life."
I sucked in a sharp breath. I was so in over my head. Don't get me wrong, it was sexy and all…except for the part where I wasn't entirely sure he was joking about the whole torture thing….
I stared up at the gaudy mural on the ceiling, re-examining my life choices, but I didn't get too far. A pair of scorching hot hands, the skin smooth as velvet, touched my knees, gliding up my thighs in a caress that was at once sensual and possessive. Aahil reached the crease of my groin, then stroked back downward, drawing his claws down the soft skin of my inner thighs with just enough pressure to make me hiss. He could hurt me so easily. 
I might even like it.
But some part of me, somewhere under all the lust and stupidity he inspired, knew that what Aahil needed more than anything in the world was my trust. So I forced myself to relax, not to tense up at the reminder of how deadly the little terror could be. I pulled my magic to me, wrapping myself in a soothing, empowering blanket of power that tasted of mother earth, of green things and life, even as the fire of Aahil's aura burned against my own with the wild abandon and utter destructive chaos of a wildfire. 
He shoved my thighs apart and I made myself keep my hands at my sides, pressed firmly against the smooth wood of the workbench. A stinging bite to my inner thigh had me tensing in a combination of pain, surprise, and lust. "Careful," he warned, and I lifted my head just enough to meet his glowing, molten eyes. "I wasn't joking before. I will hurt you, my soft, pathetic Lovell. Just give me a reason."
I dropped my head back against the wood with a thump. The words were right there on the tip of my tongue. I wanted to snark at him. To tell him to just get on with it already. That I wasn't afraid of him. 
But I was fucking terrified. 
Not that he would actually lose it and kill me—though that was a distinct possibility here. No, I was afraid of the dark part inside me that craved this. 
The first swipe of Aahil's hot, wet tongue over my folds sent my back arching up off the table on a gasp, my hand instinctively reaching for the jinn's silky black hair. 
I froze, slamming my hand back down to the table. But it was too late. Aahil's wicked mouth was gone from where I wanted it most. I gasped again, this time in pure shock as his fangs sank into my thigh, slicing through skin and drawing blood. He made even that feel like pleasure, somehow, the sharp sting making my core throb as he drew back to stare at me, his expression dark and hooded. "Move again, and I won't let you come on my cock, witch. You'll be too busy bleeding on the floor."
I swallowed reflexively. "Sorry…master," I managed in a choked whisper. 
For the love of the goddess, he hadn't even really done much of anything to me yet, good or bad, and I was a quivering mess. 
His superheated hands glided up my thighs again, and I could feel him spreading the sticky blood from his bite wound across my skin. "You look so pretty in red, pet," he purred, every syllable laced with lust magic and darkness. 
I shivered, praying that didn't also count as moving. But he let it slide, bending his head to lap at my folds once more. His mouth was just as superheated as his hands—even more so. The hot strokes and flicks of his tongue against my clit were almost unbearable. 
Aahil tortured me in the best way, licking, nibbling, and sucking, then drawing away, working me up, then backing off until I was panting with need, fighting my urge to speak, to beg, to order him to finish what he had started.
He drew back and a pathetic keening sound worked its way free of my throat and snuck past my lips. The jinn chuckled. "Good pet," he said, reaching up to fondle one of my breasts, then pulling back, drawing a claw over my sensitive, hardened nipple. "Come here and we'll see how you hold up to fucking a fire elemental."
I sat up, feeling a bit lightheaded, and slipped off the workbench, making my way over to the indicated fainting couch in the corner. Aahil twirled his finger and raised one black brow at me. "Drape yourself over the back with that fat ass in the air, witch."
I ground my teeth together with the urge to tell him to suck my left tit. I wasn't used to being bossed around like this and it didn't come easy. But I could sense the flicker of darkness around the jinn's flaming aura. He was holding back. Collaring his rage and pain, exorcising it in the only way he knew how. 
I bent over the back of the antique fainting couch, dimly wondering if Great Granny Evil Pants had ever fucked anyone on the thing. Knowing my family, it had probably been involved in all kinds of sex magic rituals or something. 
I didn't feel anything sinister from the shiny brocade fabric beneath me. No, all the sinister was currently approaching me from behind, a looming presence too big to belong to one small, pretty man. A scorching caress slid across my ass, then withdrew. I jolted at the sudden slap that reverberated from my ass cheek through my entire lower body. Pleasure, followed by the sting. Like touching something hot immediately realizing you'd been burned. 
Yeah…that summed up Aahil pretty good. 
I clamped my mouth shut against the desire to beg for more. Another caress lulled me into a false sense of security and sensuality before another stinging slap. He paced the spanking so that I never knew what was coming next, and every nerve ending lit up with every touch, begging for more. 
I gripped the back of the couch and turned my head to press my mouth to my arm, stifling the urge to spin around and make demands. To see the beautiful being behind me. To touch. To take. It was like I was holding back a floodgate. 
Then he was there, barely giving me a moment to register the warm, blunt object probing at my dripping folds before he thrust, filling me, finally. His cock felt just as perfect and blazing hot as the rest of him. One thrust, two, and then I was clenching around him, unable to hold back any longer. I came fast and hard. 
"Aahil!" I gasped, writhing, fighting to break his strong grip on my hips so I could turn and see him while he fucked me. 
He slammed home hard, and stilled immediately, pinning my hips to the couch. One clawed hand came up and around to grip my throat and yank my upper body more upright, so my spine was arched and contorted in a way my big girl body wasn't used to. My hands came up instinctively to grip his wrist. "I warned you not to move," he hissed, "not to touch me." 
I could feel the tremor in him as he fought with himself. He was crumbling. I knew it. If only I could get him to let me turn around so I could look him in the eyes. So I could reach out and touch him, show him that a witch could be kind and giving. That we could both give up control and it would be okay. "Just let me see you, please."
Oh, Andy. When did you become such a damned starry-eyed dreamer? 
Aahil's grip on my throat tightened as he leaned in, plastering his chest to my back so he could lean up and whisper in my ear while black spots danced at the edges of my vision. "I warned you," he growled. "Remember that." His aura swelled, feeling even wilder and more out of control than ever. 
And it was laced with darkness.
He leaned back far enough to draw his other hand down my back, raking his sharp claws across my skin, leaving behind searing tracks of pain. I hissed and bucked under him, hating how even when I was pissed off, my body couldn't help but respond. 
He ran his nose along my shoulder. "I can smell your lust," he purred, his voice gone oddly flat. "Should I show you, toy, what it's like to drown in lust while your own blood pools around you?" He pulled back and thrust hard, and I sobbed as the flutter of another orgasm started, this time not driven as much by natural desire as his overpowering lust magic. I was drowning in his aura. I was lost. 
And so was he. 
Goddess, we'd both fucked up. Bad. 
I pulled at my power, wrapping it around me and sending it out to zap him everywhere we were connected. But the jinn just laughed, dark and unhinged. He pulled out in one sharp, hard motion, then gripped my hair, dragging me off the couch and throwing me on the floor. I hit my hands and knees and tried to crawl away, drawing power to chant a ward. But the jinn was too fast. He materialized in front of me in a flash, lifting one graceful foot and using it to lift my chin, gracefully and effortlessly forcing me back into a kneeling position. 
"I'm going to make you bleed and come until you pass out," he promised, his face still that strange blank mask. "Until you no longer know who you are. Until you can never feel lust again without seeing my face, witch."
Just like my ancestors had probably done to him. My soul wept.
I held up my hands in surrender. "Aahil—" I began. 
But he shoved with his foot, and I fell backward. The jinn was there before I even finished landing, stepping between my legs. "Tell me to stop," he said with a sharp, feral smile. "Beg me. Offer me anything to keep your sanity. I want to be sure you know exactly how it felt."
That was the exact moment I realized Aahil wasn't seeing me anymore. He was lost in his trauma. In his own torture and pain. "Aahil, it's me. It's Andy," I said, working hard to keep my voice even. "Cut it out, jackass. This isn't fun anymore."
His fiery aura was now joined by actual fire that somehow only burned along his skin. The rug where he stood started smoking where his feet touched it. He was going to burn me alive if he touched me. But I couldn't move. I was suffocated by his powerful, all-consuming aura. 
For one brief, heart-stopping moment, he paused, his golden eyes focusing on me, filled with desperation. "Scream," he whispered. 
I shook my head. No. No way. If I screamed, the others would all rush in here. And in the mood Aahil was in, and the obvious evidence of what we'd been doing, they wouldn't rest until Aahil was dead. Which would probably result in them ending up dead, because the jinn was more powerful and deadly than my other lovers. And he was clearly not in the mood to fuck around. 
"Call for help," he insisted, nudging my leg with his toe and leaving a searing burn behind. Then, that mask fell again. "Do you remember how long I called for help the first time, witch?"
I closed my eyes and channeled earth energy into my power centers and along my skin, hoping to at least make myself strong enough to survive him until he came back to himself. I was so fucked.
Aahil knelt between my legs, his skin burning where it brushed mine, and my eyes flew open. Reaching out a finger, he drew a burning line along my arm. I gritted my teeth at the sting, all his ownership marks flaring to life, my necklace heating up to sear me at his touch. 
"Aahil, please," I tried one more time. "You're better than this. You have to be."
But Aahil wasn't home. The blank, haunted eyes of a demon stared out at me from the jinn's body. He gripped my legs in both burning hands and yanked me toward him. Then he froze above me. 
I blinked and he was staring down at me, his golden eyes once more aware, with a graceful, long-fingered golden hand wrapped around his throat. Turquoise eyes met mine over the jinn's shoulder, and the water weaver tilted their head, as if in question. 
I sucked in a breath, fighting the sudden upwelling of emotions that the water elemental's presence always caused. But I felt something else in there—emotions that weren't mine. 
Aahil's eyes watched me intently as I sat up, his now normal-temperature touch falling away from my legs. Fear, regret, loss, confusion, adrift… the jinn was afraid he would never truly be in control of the monster my ancestors had created inside him. 
"Help," I whispered in a fake yell, as if I was calling for aid the way he'd ordered me to. 
He narrowed his eyes at me, no doubt realizing the same thing I had. His telling me to scream, to call for the others a moment ago. It wasn't just the sadistic side of him reveling in my fear and pain. I think…it was the real Aahil crying out for help. He knew he was lost, and he had tried his best to get me to save myself. 
I pushed myself up onto my knees and reached for the jinn. 
"Don't touch me," he snapped.
I grinned at him and wrapped my arms around him anyway, not quite touching him. 
"What are you doing?" he demanded, his voice brittle and breathless. He sounded angry. But all I heard was fear. 
"It's called an air hug," I said smugly. "It's like a hug-hug, but without touching. Cause dude, you need a hug so bad you don't even know."
He hissed. 
I sat back to see that the water weaver had released the jinn's throat to kneel and wrap their long arms around his waist, hugging him from behind, their pointed chin resting on top of the jinn's head. 
I grinned. "See? Doesn't that feel nice?"
Aahil exploded. Or at least…he tried to. It was amusing to watch the guy who had just lost it during a dominance game and almost murdered me now unable to free himself from the grip of one pretty, ethereal water being. 
"Peace," the water weaver said in their soothing, magical voice. 
Aahil growled but stopped struggling. "Let me go, damn it."
The weaver sighed but released the jinn. Aahil stood, magically re-clothed in his harem pants and glittering jewelry. He opened and closed his mouth, then lifted his chin, righting his haughty, arrogant persona again. "It took you long enough," he sniped at the weaver. "I thought you said you'd stop me from hurting your precious witch." He snorted. "I knew you were full of shit."
The jinn's eyes flicked toward where I was still kneeling naked on the floor. His expression flickered through so many emotions, there and discarded in a flash. I almost felt sorry for him. In a different dimension somewhere, maybe that Aahil was even now apologizing to his witch and begging for mercy. But this Aahil? This one was determined to be an asshole until the bitter end. 
"Next time, marshal the one brain cell you have to your name and don't go looking for death," he snapped at me.
Then the jinn turned and stormed toward the door, which I noticed was still shut and locked. The weaver's powers were amazing. 
The beautiful being before me tilted their head, their voice even and free from any strong emotion. "I will always stop you, little flame."
Aahil snorted and flung the door open so hard it splintered as he stormed from the room. I wondered why he didn't just dematerialize and pop off to his room to pout. But apparently, he had decided he'd used enough magic for the time being. 
Either that or he thought the door thing was more dramatic. 
I sighed and stood, realizing I was still buck-ass naked. The water weaver's turquoise eyes traveled over my body as I grabbed my insulin pump and my discarded clothes and started pulling them on. Great. I'd barely even talked to the powerful being, and here we were, me with all my wobbly bits on display after he just saved me from a BDSM session gone horribly wrong. 
"Thanks," I said, deciding to just embrace this new level of fucked-up in my life. 
The weaver stood and came to lean against the workbench beside me as I finished pulling on my shirt. "You work hard to save us all," they said with a graceful wave of their hand. "I will do the same."
I took a deep breath and willed my unsettled emotions to chill. "What did he mean? When Aahil said you promised not to let him hurt me? Did you guys like…plan this or something?"
The water weaver's ethereally handsome face was blank for a minute, all their attention caught by the hunk of carnelian on the other side of the room, which was currently soaking up the sunshine that spilled through the window. They seemed to do that often, their attention caught and held by things around them in a way that made me wonder what they saw. 
Finally, they shook their head, their fine white-blond hair rippling with the motion. "The flame is drowning," they said enigmatically. "But still he struggles to learn how to swim.'
I arched my brows at him. "Aahil is a fucking mess. But…I think part of him wants to heal. He's not as evil as everyone assumes."
The weaver nodded and reached over to pinch a strand of my green hair between their fingers. "As I said," they murmured, apparently distracted by my hair color. 
I chuckled. "Was that what the metaphor was about?" When they released my hair and patted my head. I sighed. "You helped him get control of himself, didn't you? Is that what you meant by stopping him?"
The weaver straightened and bowed their head to me slightly, an almost wistful smile lifting one corner of their lips. "In a way."
I huffed. "Are you always this obtuse, dude? Uh…wait, I keep meaning to ask, what are your pronouns?" I scrubbed a hand over my face, embarrassed by my own rudeness and obliviousness. "I never even asked your name."
"Hasumi," the weaver said, their voice as flowing and beautiful as ever, laced with the feeling of amusement. "And thank you for asking about pronouns. That is…a new concept to me. I think…neutral pronouns are appropriate."
I sighed and stuck out my hand. "Nice to meet you, Hasumi. Welcome to the crazy house. Thanks for saving me from death by flaming cock or whatever."
Hasumi slowly reached out and took my hand. "Thank you for your assistance as well," they said, as tranquil as ever. "Though being bound to a book seems far less harrowing than death by inflamed penis."
I snorted a laugh, then couldn't stop, releasing the weaver's hand to grip my stomach as I bent over double, wheezing with cathartic laughter. Goddess, I had almost died from being Lovell levels of horny—you know, like, only one a Lovell would think any of what had just happened was a good idea, and yet….
"I want to try again," I said when I was finally able to breathe again. I met the weaver's calm turquoise eyes, expecting Hasumi to tell me that I was insane. "I want him to know he can touch someone without breaking or being broken."
Hasumi simply nodded again, their attention already wandering as they drifted around the workbench, touching all my stuff. "I will stop the flame from spreading out of control," they commented absently. "I will stay with you until you have finished your task?" They tapped a slender finger on the cover on the bestiary. 
I sighed. "You don't have to. But I would appreciate the help from someone who isn't set on killing me, or calling me master, or binding themselves to me or something." How bad was it, when the distractible, flitting water weaver was the most reliable of the bunch?
"Boogeyman?" they said as they pinched a leaf of bergamot between their fingers and sniffed it. 
I let out a tired sigh. "Yeah. I think I've got it all worked out. But I need some spell grade onyx and black tourmaline, I think."
Hasumi drifted over to stand in front of me again. "Yes. I will go? Wherever it is you go for such things?"
I blinked at them. "The market. I'm going to the market in Pentagram Square. It will be easier to find spell-grade crystals here in this realm."
They smiled a blinding little smile, then glided out of the room on light feet. As if nothing that had happened in the last few minutes was of any concern. 
And…why did I get the weird feeling that Hasumi hadn't spent much time around actual people? I should probably be concerned about that, if they were intending to go with me to the market. But honestly? I had so much shit on my list of stuff to worry about that this seemed pretty low priority. 
I picked up the bestiary and my shopping list and stood there for a second, my eyes drifting over the room, my brain finally catching up with what had happened in here. 
I could still feel the heat of Aahil's mouth, of his touch on my skin…inside me. And I had a crystal-clear moment where I recalled the way he had looked at me, his eyes begging me to call for help. I touched my collar, feeling the soft pulse of Aahil's warm magic within the ruby that hung at my throat. Damn it, I was going to help him get control of himself. I had to undo the damage my ancestors had done to the jinn. 
And…okay, maybe I was a little bit invested for my own stupid Andy reasons. 
Right. Save everyone from the bestiary. Save Elijah from being banished. Save Aahil from himself. No big deal. I was a fucking Lovell, after all. Impossible shit was right up my alley. 




Chapter 21

Elijah


Andy wasn't very pleased with the lot of us. I knew she would rather complete her trip to market without an entourage, but none of us were willing to let her go off alone. I had done enough spying for the Lovell family in the past to know just how the Supernatural Alliance operated. The organization really did seem to have the greater good in mind. But like any institution, they had their flaws and bias. Andy's family were all traitors, serial killers, or sociopaths. The Alliance wouldn't much care that Oleander was different. They would simply be relieved to have an excuse to get rid of her, thus wiping out a problematic bloodline and taking that particular concern off their to-do list. 
I was surprised they hadn't returned after that first visit with some sort of warrant or other. It made me nervous and made me wonder what they were planning. I drifted along behind the others, taking in this village that I hadn't seen in years. Pentagram square was a well-known marketplace for the magical community. My memory of how this place looked hundreds of years ago was now overlaid with the modern façade of the place. It was a strange mishmash of old-world architecture, and new world aesthetics. The main street was lined with the most popular shops—gemstones and crystals, herbs and sundries, magical items. There were also the more mundane things such as clothing stores, and places where you could buy the few electronics that worked in this realm, as well as trinkets, and knickknacks that would be useful during a trip to the human world. All manner of people crowded the sidewalks, mostly witches and other magical beings, but there were a few human servants or spouses.
For anyone else, a trip to Pentagram Square would probably be fun. It was a place to come and mingle, a place to embrace your supernatural heritage, and to obtain and enjoy the magic that surrounded and suffused everything in this realm. I suppose most people weren't here looking for ingredients to undo a curse while on the lookout for discriminatory authority figures.
"Do you all have to walk so damned close?" Andy said, shooting a dark a look at the beings gathered around her.
Zhong and Niamh flanked her on either side, barely giving the witch room to breathe. Aahil walked in front, as if he was too busy and important for the rest of us, but he never got more than a few steps ahead of Andy. Whether that was out of fear for himself or our witch, I wasn't sure. I had a feeling he hated crowds as much as the rest of us, for his own dark reasons. The water weaver trailed behind the jinn, taking everything in with their usual sense of calm curiosity. 
I wondered how long it had been since the weaver saw the outside world like this. As far as I know, the Lovells had rarely used his powers, and only in groups. They had been fearful of losing control of the powerful elemental who could influence their emotions. 
Niamh snorted. "Do you think I didn't see the way that association person looked at you when they came to the door?" She bared her small, pointed canines. "If any more of those assholes show up today, they're going to end up with an arrow through the eyeball."
Zhong nodded along with this bloodthirsty assessment. "I don't trust them, Andy. They only help when it's convenient for them."
Andy sighed and rolled her pretty gray eyes. "I don't trust them either. But they're not going to do anything in a crowded market in front of witnesses. Bad publicity, you know?"
I understood her thinking, but I didn't necessarily agree. The Association wouldn't want any bad publicity, that was true. But that only meant they'd find some way to make Andy seem to be the villain in the eyes of the townspeople. And…from what I was sensing in the auras around me with my weakened angelic perception, it wouldn't take much to convince anyone that the last remaining Lovell witch needed exterminating. 
Andy waved the others away as she approached the crystal shop. "Seriously, back the fuck off so I can shop. You can all stay out here." She pointed firmly to a bench on the sidewalk outside the shop. "I'll be right back."
I floated through a passing man with faun heritage, hovering among the milling masses, unseen except by Andy. Her mediumship abilities were powerful and rare. I suddenly had the urge to thank her for seeing me. For making me feel real. No one else had noticed me today. 
If I was solid, I would rub my head. I felt a bit drifty and confused. Probably from all the auras and magic around me. It was getting harder to consistently hold myself here on this plane with my thinking intact—most ghosts didn't last as long as I had, but then again, I had a bit more purpose than some. It was easier to hold myself to this plane in secluded environments, like the heart of the Lovell mansion. Harder when there were so many people milling about. I drifted closer to Andy, trying to keep near the bestiary, since my anchor helped ground me. 
Of course, this also meant that I had to accompany her inside the shop. 
The glass-paned wooden door thumped shut with a gentle tinkle from the bells and charms that hung over the entryway. I felt the warding against evil spirits as it slid over what was left of my aura. I didn't mean anyone in here any harm, so the wards didn't react. But it was still an unpleasant sensation. 
I shook it off, pulling up the treasured memory of bonding with Andy, of how she had given me the ability to feel physical sensations again, even if it was just a temporary thing. The fact that the witch would share her magic with me, that she would willingly let me possess her, was astounding. What was more—she didn't even seem to realize how profound the gesture was or how much that experience meant to me. 
Once she had freed the last enslaved creature from the bestiary, the book would be destroyed, and I would become untethered from this plane. The memories and experiences I shared with Andy would be among my last. I felt blessed, even as I lived out the rest of my cursed existence. 
I floated around the shop as Andy bartered for the spell-grade onyx and black tourmaline she needed. My witch was sometimes flippant or cranky when forced to interact with other people, but her bargaining skills were strong. I suppose growing up as the last living member of a family with a reputation like hers had ensured she could stand up for herself. 
The transaction finished, Andy turned to leave, but a man off to her left stepped out from a display of quartz and blocked her path. He was well-groomed, dressed in black from head-to-toe, and had that certain arrogance about him that said he came from one of the old witching families. "Oleander Lovell," he purred, bowing slightly. He straightened and gifted Andy with a soft smile that probably looked polite, if you couldn't see his aura. "What a pleasure to finally meet you!"
I floated closer to Andy, debating whether I should go get the others. The man's magic was dark and tainted. Warped.
"Nope," Andy said with a forced smile. "You must have the wrong girl. My name's Jessica."
He tipped his head back and laughed. "Jessica. Oh, you're hilarious, Miss Lovell. What a delight."
She rolled her eyes. "Great, you're one of those."
He paused to stare at her in surprise. "One of those?"
She shrugged and stepped around him. "Look, dude. I've heard it all before. I'm not interested in your stupid flattery. And I'm not planning world domination. I don't care about increasing my power. I couldn't give a fuck less about revenge. Just buying some stones."
He followed after her, his cheeks flushed with color. "A Lovell buying grounding stones, stones for connecting with the powers of the dark, and you expect me to believe you've nothing up your sleeve?" He stepped closer and linked an arm through Andy's in an overly familiar way. "Come now, darling. My family and yours have long been allies. We've only been waiting for you to make your move, ever since you came of age. Tell me what it is you're working on, and I'll do everything in my power to help."
She scoffed and yanked her arm away. "No, thanks."
He didn't back down, arrogance, entitlement, and greed radiating off him in waves. I prepared to pop out and get Zhong. Or Niamh. Even Aahil wouldn't put up with anyone touching his precious pet. I wondered if Andy even realized how much they all adored her. 
Before I could dematerialize, Andy had the problem under control. Her eyes flashed and she turned to the guy, smiling sweetly. Then she gripped his shoulders. He leaned in, looking gleeful, as if he was expecting her to whisper some kind of profound wisdom or illicit invitation in his ear. But all he got was Andy's knee to his balls. 
I winced in sympathy. It had been a very long time since I had a body of my own, but I still remembered exactly how that felt. 
The guy swore and fell to his knees. "No means no, asshole," Andy informed him evenly. 
The shopkeeper hustled out from behind her counter to come to the fallen witch's aid, her eyes narrowed at Andy in accusation. "I think it's time for you to leave, Lovell," she hissed. 
I bristled. It wasn't Andy's fault the guy wouldn't leave her alone. He was offering to help with dark magic, to ally himself to the evil Lovell family. And yet, it was Andy who was being looked upon with suspicion. 
"Don't worry about it," Andy said on a long sigh, just for my ghostly ears. "I pick my battles. She already sold me the stones before she was mad enough to fuck with them. Let's go."
She strode outside, tucking the wrapped gemstones into her messenger bag with the bestiary. I drifted along after her, phasing through the door. The others were waiting for our witch with varying levels of patience. 
"What took so long," Aahil snapped. "Are you really so slow-witted you can't tell one gemstone from another? What a useless witch."
Zhong narrowed his eyes at the jinn as if he'd like nothing more than to pound him into the pavers. Niamh ignored them and stood from her place on the bench, stepping in front of Andy and capturing the shorter woman's chin in her capable huntress hands. "Are you okay? Your face is bright red."
Andy batted Niamh's hand away and started walking down the sidewalk. "I'm fine. Don't be dumb."
Hasumi popped into existence from somewhere. The curious water weaver had probably been off exploring while Andy wasn't looking. "You are angry. Livid," they commented.
Andy glanced at the elemental and sidestepped them. "Thanks for the newsflash. I had no idea."
I drifted closer to them as they all walked along. "She was approached by a black magic practitioner who wanted to assist her with her nefarious plans," I said. Andy would never admit to them that she was upset. But my witch had struggled with these sorts of things all alone for too long. I knew she'd benefit from their support. 
Even if the support was…unsettling. 
Niamh paused as if she was going to turn around and go back to find the man who had upset Andy. A burst of flame flared to life in Aahil's palm. And Zhong turned his big, adoring puppy dog eyes on the witch. "Does that happen often?" the gargoyle said softly. 
Andy eyed them all like an impatient parent presented with a bunch of misbehaving offspring. "Stop overreacting. We've got a couple more places to stop before we can get out of here. I need to restock some of the less common herbs while I'm here."
We all followed her. But no one was happy about the idea of people pestering our witch. She had enough on her plate without the additional stressful reminder of her family past. It was depressing, though, to watch her move about in the magical community. I could suddenly understand why she had insisted on living among oblivious, non-magical humans for most of her life. 
People watched her. Particularly the older generation of witches, who had probably known her parents. Andy's current companions didn't help matters. There were lots of magical creatures walking the streets here. But none so rare or powerful as the people surrounding Oleander Lovell while she did her shopping. Witches and humans stared, curiosity overcoming their fear of the infamous witch. And some had a covetous look on their faces. As if they were jealous of Andy's property and would like to know how to snatch up the power that surrounded her. 
Sometimes people whispered things under their breath as we passed—warding themselves against evil or simply spitting insults. A few witches breathed offers of loyalty or assistance in exchange for Andy's magical secrets. 
I was startled when a woman slammed into Andy's shoulder in passing, nearly knocking our witch down in the street. Andy just swayed with the hit and rubbed her undoubtedly bruised arm. "Maybe I don't need the extra herbs after all," she muttered. "For fuck's sake."
Aahil glanced back over his shoulder, one corner of his lip lifted in the parody of a smile. The woman who had just passed us so rudely screamed in rage as her hair caught fire. The jinn turned to face forward, humming a happy tune under his breath. 
I shook my head. The flames weren't the strong demon fire he was capable of—thank all that was holy. The woman was able to snuff them out with a wave of her own magic. "You shouldn't do that," I said, drifting over to hover by the petite jinn's shoulder like an invisible conscience. 
He snorted. "Don't preach to me, angel. I couldn't give a fuck less about your holy morals."
I huffed a ghostly sigh. Unfortunately, it wasn't my much-tarnished sense of right or wrong that had motivated me to speak up. "Idiot," I muttered. "Everyone will blame Andy for that."
The witch overheard and let out a wry snort. "He's right, Aahil. She's just going to tell everyone that she accidentally bumped into me, and I hexed her. Not helping."
He just shrugged one shoulder in a graceful, rippling motion. "And? Maybe these low-lives will keep their disgusting corpses away from your personal space if they're taught the appropriate level of respect."
She just sighed, but Zhong tried to reason with the unreasonable jinn. "Fear isn't the same as respect," he ground out in his gravelly voice. 
Aahil scoffed. "Shows what you know, boulder for brains."
Niamh bristled. "Leave him alone, jinn. He's right. You'll only make things harder for Andy. And I don't want to waste an arrow on you."
Aahil grinned and lifted his middle finger at the fae. 
The weaver stepped between them, forcing the jinn to hastily move to avoid physical contact. It was sad, really, how much the man feared touch. "The jinn's feelings for you make him uncomfortable," the wonderful being said easily, stripping Aahil bare as if discussing the weather. "His fear makes him lash out. It doesn't bear attempting to reason with him."
Then the water weaver danced away to study a sparkling window display of blown glass. 
Andy glanced at the jinn and smirked. "Wanna talk about your feelings for me now?"
He set the hem of her shirt on fire. "The only feeling you evoke in me, witch, is disgust at your utter stupidity." Then he stormed off ahead of us. 
Andy laughed as she extinguished her shirt fire, and we all enjoyed the way Aahil's shoulders hunched defensively for a second before he got ahold of himself. 
"Look at her laughing it up," a man's disdainful voice sniped, cutting through Andy's joy like a sharp blade. "I bet her whore of a mother sounded exactly the same as she was murdering entire families for their power."
I looked around to find the source of the voice. A troll cross of some kind, tall and lanky, with slightly greenish skin. His glare followed our group up the street. "How can you be seen with the likes of that filth?" he called loudly, addressing the non-witches in our little group. "Traitors!" 
The people with him jeered and a small crowd was gathering like magic. "Or were you cowardly enough to get yourself enslaved by the bitch? Weaklings! I'd kill myself before I let a filthy Lovell use me that way."




Chapter 22

Elijah


Niamh was on the troll-cross in a flash, knocking him backward and pinning him against the side of a clothing shop with her dagger pressed to his throat. "Do not speak of things you do not comprehend."
Aahil materialized at Niamh's side, and the troll guy's cronies put some distance between us and them as fire danced in the jinn's hands, his dark hair lifting on an unseen breeze. "Roasted boar is so delicious. Did you want some too, Niamh dear? Or should I just roast the one and burn the others to dust?" The nearest guy, clearly a shifter—probably a boar judging by Aahil's words—blanched and started stuttering some sort of apology.
Zhong had thrust Andy behind his massive stone body, but she pushed around him and strode over to gather up her enraged lovers. "Seriously, guys. I'm telling you to just ignore these morons and their bullshit. Their tiny brains will never be able to understand anything you say to them. And you're making a scene! Stop it before I have to listen to even more bitching."
She sounded bored of the whole thing. Unconcerned. But I noticed her right eyelid twitching. And her insulin pump beeped faintly with what I knew was a low blood sugar warning. She had told us once—in a rather heated argument about why she needed some time alone—that stress could make her condition fluctuate. 
Hasumi appeared and smiled calmly at everyone. "What a lovely blue sky," they said, their hypnotically beautiful voice demanding everyone's attention.
Feelings of calm and contentment washed over the place. Even I could feel the effects of the water elemental's emotional influence, and I was usually immune to the magic of others. Niamh and Aahil let Andy drag them away. The hecklers slowly drifted off as if they had completely lost interest in the whole thing. 
Andy let out a shaky breath. "Thanks," she said tiredly, pulling a glucose tablet out of the container in her pocket and popping it into her mouth. Then she shoved Aahil's shoulder and leveled a glare on Niamh. "You know you just gave the Alliance a really good reason to come knocking at my door again, right? This is why I didn't want you fuckers coming with me in the first place. It draws too much attention, and you just can't ever seem to behave like normal people! And—"
She paused as a woman approached, her blue eyes determined and her back ramrod straight beneath her business attire. "What now?" Andy muttered under her breath. 
The woman stopped before Andy and nodded. "Good afternoon." She stuck out a hand, which Andy reluctantly shook. "I'm sorry to bother you, but I'm new in town. I was on my lunch break, and I noticed your gargoyle." Her eyes traveled the length and breadth of Zhong's massive frame. "And I was wondering where you obtained it? Would you be interested in selling? I could use some help around the ancestral home, and they are so hard to come by these days. My grandmother always swore by the creatures."
Andy just stared at the woman with her eyebrows nearly touching her lovely green hairline. Zhong shifted closer to Andy, as if he was afraid she might actually sell him, right there on the street. 
"I…what?" Andy managed, finally finding her voice. "You…that's…no I'm not interested in selling my friend who is a completely sentient PERSON!"
Her voice rose to a shout and the other woman took a hasty step back. "I'm sorry if I offended you," the lady huffed. "No need to be rude about it. The thing doesn't have an owner's mark. So of course I assumed you might be interested in making a sale."
Andy's magic flared around her. "I suggest you get the fuck out of my sight before I mark you, you little twit."
The woman wisely retreated to the safety of a nearby herbal shop—probably the one Andy had been intending to visit. Andy's face was flushed, and her breathing was heavy. "I swear to fuck. What is wrong with people?"
Zhong put a big hand on her shoulder. "It's okay, master. It's natural for people to think you're open to offers, since you haven't put an owner's mark on me."
She turned to him, and he winced when the full force of her indignation fell on him instead of the retreating woman. "People mark their gargoyles? Like…like a fucking brand or something?"
He nodded, his yellow eyes sad. "It's just how things are done, ma—Andy. And it does give us some protection from people who think our unbranded state is an invitation to buy or steal us." He shrugged his massive shoulders. "Even when I was working to become an independent gargoyle, I had my…nymph friend…mark me so others would leave me be."
I think we all heard the painful stumble there. The way he was so carefully not saying what he meant—his lover, the woman who had ultimately betrayed him and sold him off to the Lovell who put him in the bestiary. Zhong clearly wanted a place to belong. But the last person who marked him had betrayed him. Badly. 
Andy rubbed her forehead like she could feel a headache coming on. Oh, my dear, sweet, naive witch. Any other Lovell would have already marked the gargoyle the instant they realized the powerful being was unmarked—with or without his consent. 
She bit her bottom lip for a moment. Then her stormy gray eyes took on a dangerous glint. "You want a mark? Fine. We'll get you a mark. Right now. Where? The stone smith? Ward shop?"
Zhong looked like he was overjoyed at the thought of Andy marking him up like property. "Are you sure, master? A ward shop would be able to it."
"Don't call me master," Andy snapped. Then she stomped off in the direction of the nearest ward shop. 
I floated along, bemused. And a little concerned. That look in her eyes spelled trouble. But as usual, I couldn't wait to see whatever craziness she intended as it unfolded. 
I floated along after Andy and Zhong, following them into the ward shop while the others waited outside. Andy paused long enough to glare at Aahil, Niamh, and Hasumi. "No disappearing. No killing anyone or setting them on fire. Just stay put and don't cause a scandal while we're gone!"
Then she stomped into the shop to demand an owner's mark for her gargoyle. I watched curiously as the elderly ward maker got out his supplies and set up his space. Creating the mark on a gargoyle involved a chisel. I got the impression Andy hadn't known that. Her eyes narrowed as she eyed the tool. Her pump alarm beeped again and she absently fished some more glucose tablets out of her pocket and tossed them into her mouth, her suspicious gaze not leaving the little ward maker as she chewed. 
I drifted down at waistband level so I could look at the display of her insulin pump. Her blood sugar was low, but not dangerously so. She batted a hand through me in an almost tangible touch. "Knock it off, creeper. Don't put your head in my crotch."
The elderly ward maker turned to her with wide eyes, letting out a startled little cough. "Um…excuse me?"
She rolled her eyes and waved her hand through me again. "Sorry, don't get all excited. Just a ghost. You know how it is. They're always being creepy."
His bushy white eyebrows rose, giving the gnome a million wrinkles on his forehead. "I…see."
He settled on a wooden stool near his table of supplies and gestured for Zhong to sit in a chair with an armrest tray and a reclining back. "Where would you like the mark?" the guy asked in a no-nonsense professional tone. 
Zhong looked to Andy, his heart in his eyes. He was overflowing with joy at being claimed, at belonging. It almost hurt to look at the fondness he showed so openly. "You can make it look however you want it to," he told her softly. "So…you know…you can put it wherever you think it would, um, look nice?"
It was comical when the big, hulking, stone man blushed, his gray skin going a dusky pink color. I glanced between them, silently observing their awkwardness. Andy didn't seem to fully understand what he was offering, since she was still busy glaring at the chisel. 
"He means he'd like you to put it somewhere sexy," I whispered helpfully. I might not be able to enjoy the type of relationship Andy as building with the others. But I was happy to help them out. They were all hurting souls who deserved happiness. They deserved to know the good inside each of them. They deserved each other. My hope for them was bittersweet, overlayed with the realization that I wouldn't be a part of whatever they managed to build. That I would be gone once the bestiary was destroyed. 
Andy swatted at me again, her hand passing through my torso this time. "Oh, shut up. I'm not stupid. I got the lewd implications. But I'm not putting a tattoo on his dick."
The gnome ward maker did a bang-up job of pretending not to hear Andy apparently talking to herself about Zhong's dick. "It is a good practice to place the ward where it is easily seen in public," he advised, picking up the chisel with a steady hand. This guy must have seen some strange things in his long life to be so immune to the wonder that was Andy. 
Andy huffed, and I smiled. Clearly, the lusty witch had been thinking of putting her mark somewhere a bit more private, despite what she said. 
"How about here?" she finally asked, trailing a finger down the side of Zhong's throat to just above the juncture of neck and shoulder. 
Zhong tipped his head to the side in acceptance. "As you wish, master."
The gnome positioned himself as Andy stepped aside to watch. 
"Is this going to hurt him?" she demanded, crossing her arms, concern apparent in every tense line of her body. 
The gnome shrugged, but Zhong answered. "It stings a little," he said easily, dropping his head back against the chair, unconcerned. "Probably like it would if you got a tattoo."
Andy relaxed marginally. "You better not be lying. If this hurts you, I'm going to kill you."
He huffed a deep laugh. "I promise. You won't have to murder me. Master." He said the last word with so much reverence. The gargoyle's soul was so pure, his energies becoming less blocked every day he spent with Andy and her refreshing combination of acceptance and spark. 
As the gnome prepped Zhong's marble-smooth skin with a mineral solution, he waved Andy toward a thick book on the counter. "Pick out a design, if you would, Miss."
Andy returned shortly with the book open to a circular design that looked kind of like a wreath made from leaves and flowers. "What do you think of this one?" she asked Zhong, holding it up. "It reminds me of how much you like working in the herb gardens learning all the names and uses for things."
I watched the big guy melt just a little. Andy really had no clue how sweet she was. How much Zhong—and all of Andy's new companions, really—liked being noticed, being truly seen.
"I like it," Zhong said with a nod. 
The gnome glanced at the page, apparently committing the image to memory just that quickly. "What name shall I place in the mark?"
Zhong smiled at Andy. "Oleander Lovell is my master's name."
But Andy held up a hand. "No. Don't put that! The owner's mark should belong to Zhong…." She glanced at the gargoyle with a frown. "Do you have a last name?"
He stared at her, his face gone blank. "I…um. No. No last name."
She nodded. "Just Zhong then."
The gnome shrugged and got to work, chiseling the design into Zhong's skin like a master sculptor, then burning the magic ward into it, tying ownership and control over Zhong's body to…Zhong himself. I doubted the gnome had ever fulfilled such a strange request, but he was far too professional and polite to react.
My witch really was too perfect to be real. I smiled proudly as the gnome worked quickly through the process. My instincts hadn't failed me. I had chosen so well when I decided to reveal the bestiary to Andy and ask for her help. She was probably the only witch alive who would never take power from others. Independence and freedom were so important to her. So ingrained into the essence of who she was. 
Zhong didn't seem nearly as thrilled with her as I was at the moment. As the ward maker worked, the gargoyle's earlier euphoria faded. By the time it was all done, the big guy looked downright surly. Which was a foreign expression on the easygoing man. 
Andy paid the ward maker, thanked him for his excellent work, and led Zhong out the door. Pausing on the sidewalk, she put a hand on the gargoyle's forearm. "Are you okay? I knew it! That hurt more than you said it would, didn't it? Can I get you a charm for the pain?"
He just stared down at her. "I'll live," he said in a flat voice.
Niamh came over and examined the owner's mark, a wry grin stretching the corners of her pretty mouth. "Oh, that's perfect! Andy, you're a wonder."
Aahil glanced at the mark, gave a little sniff and said, "My marks are better." 
Andy hissed as the jinn did something to her binding scars that made them light up for a second with golden light, momentarily distracting her from Zhong—which was probably the jinn's intention. "Fuck off, jinn! No one asked you."
Hasumi stood a bit further away from the group, their head tilted to the side as they watched. I got the impression they were waiting for something. 
I drifted closer to Zhong, not fully understanding why he was upset, only that he was. The poor man's aura was practically humming with hurt. "Zhong," I said, trying to get his attention. "What is it?"
He glanced at me, then looked at the ground. "I don't…." He tugged the collar of his shirt up to hide his pretty new etched-gold tattoo. "I thought…." He opened his mouth. Closed it. Sucked in a breath and tried again. Finally, his deep voice came out short and bitter. "I thought you wanted me," he blurted at Andy, slapping a big hand over his neck. "But you were only making a joke. Why am I not good enough for you?!"
We all just stood there, staring at him in shock. 
Andy frowned, stepping closer, gripping his wrist and tugging, urging him to stop covering up his mark. "I'm not making a joke!" she said in outrage. "Zhong, stop it. You should wear that mark like a badge of honor. You belong to yourself, you big, beautiful idiot. No one else gets to mark you as property or try to buy you! That mark says you belong to no one but you."
He looked down at her, his angry expression crumpling into pure pain. "But I want to be your gargoyle, Andy."
She took a deep breath, and I watched as understanding dawned at the same time for both of us. His feelings were hurt. He felt rejected. Of course. 
"Oh, Zhong," she said, reaching up to press a palm along his chiseled jaw. "This has nothing to do with me wanting you. Or… well, I guess it kind of does. I care about you, you big, sweet thing. And someone who truly cares about you would never take away your freedom—even for show."
He stared down at her and I watched it sink in. Andy refused to mark him because she loved him more than the woman who had betrayed him. Possession wasn't love. Ownership wasn't affection. This was the ultimate expression of love—the freedom to be his own man. 
Of course, Aahil had to go and ruin it. "You should have just gotten the big dog a collar," the jinn drawled in a bored tone as he examined his black claws. "Honestly, have I taught you nothing, pet?"
Andy sighed and turned to head down the sidewalk. "Come on asshats. Let's go home."
I drifted along after her, clinging relentlessly to my essence so I could stay anchored. So I wouldn't miss a second of this—of all the things that made this growing circle of beings a…family. 
And Andy had just said we were going home. As if the mansion was exactly that—our home. If I had a heart, it would be glowing with happiness. Instead, all I had were the thin tendrils of my temporary existence, but I would cling to them for as long as I could. 




Chapter 23

Andy


Boogeyman. Baboulas. The Sack Man. El Coco. There were myths in every culture and language out there about some scary creature or other who was used to frighten unruly children into behaving. No one seemed to agree on what they looked like. Or how their magic worked.
Even what they ate was varied from account to account—but the most common suggestion was, of course, kids.
I took a deep breath, chugged the rest of my orange juice to help bolster my blood sugar, and hoped like hell this boogeyman didn't have a hankering for a witch dinner. I mean, Zhong and Hasumi hadn't tried to outright murder me the moment I freed them from the bestiary. But if past experience as any indicator, that still gave me a fifty-fifty chance of attempted murder, since Niamh had tried to shoot me and Aahil had set me on fire. 
There wasn't a lot of objective, factual knowledge about boogeymen. Or boogeywomen? Was that a thing? Boogey people? I steered myself back on track. Putting this off for as long as possible meant more time before I had to risk destroying Elijah. But it also mean that the remaining two creatures—the remaining two people—would remain stuck inside the nasty book for that much longer. I wasn't going to let my wussy tendencies make someone suffer. 
I took one last long look at my notes. I really had no clue what I was doing. Forget the danger from the angry people I freed—it was a miracle I hadn't managed to kill myself by attempting to mess with the book's binding spells to begin with. But, I was all we had. Elijah had been right to come to me, and to insist that I fix this by myself. Anyone else would be loathe to part with all the power the book held. 
I made my way downstairs, stopping in the kitchen to rinse out my juice glass and leave it in the sink. 
"Are you ready?" Elijah slowly misted into existence beside me. 
I sighed. "Ready as I'll ever be, I suppose." I squinted at him. "Are you sure you don't know anything about this boogeyman thing?" 
There was one thing all the notes and legends and stories agreed upon when it came to boogeymen. They were creatures of darkness and shadows. In some strange way, that made them similar to ghosts in my mind. Misty. Ethereal. Able to move around unseen….
Elijah hovered before me, leading the way as we headed out to the back courtyard to summon a boogeyman. "I'm sorry, Andy. I've never even met this one. The Lovells who owned the bestiary rarely pulled from Hasumi's powers. But they used the boogeyman even less. As far as I know, only one Lovell attempted to use the boogeyman's magic while I was enslaved. It scared them even more than the water weaver."
He glanced back at me, and I lifted an eyebrow. "Let me guess, that one Lovell who tried went splat in some awful and gory manner?"
He huffed a hollow chuckle. "Not quite. They went completely, stark raving mad."
I scoffed. "That doesn't tell me much. All of my family members were psychotic crazies." Thank fuck I had sworn to never act in any manner my family would have considered "befitting a Lovell." I did everything in my power, every day, to avoid being anything like the people who birthed me.
I entered the courtyard to find the crew all there. Even pissy-ass Aahil. The jinn was awfully concerned about my welfare, for someone who tried so hard not to seem concerned about my welfare. 
Elijah paused for a moment, swirling around to face me—as much as a barely visible dead guy could—the glowing blue orbs that made up his eyes pointed at me. "This was something else," he said softly, bringing me back to the conversation about my crazy relative. "Something much worse. It was like he was seeing things no one else could. He lit himself on fire and threw himself off a cliff."
I sighed. The only Lovell to try to use the boogeyman's power had torched himself and went cliff diving just for good measure. "Of course he did," I muttered. "I wouldn't want any of this to be easy."
I double checked my summoning circle, the book, and all my assorted herbs and crystals one last time, just to be sure. But everything was just as I'd set it a few minutes ago before I ran back upstairs to check one last textbook. At two of the cardinal points, I arranged the black tourmaline and obsidian we had obtained from the market. The stones would, hopefully, call to the darkness of the creature I was about to set free, and the herbs at the other cardinal point and scattered all around the courtyard would, hopefully, help with grounding and centering so the creature wouldn't go berserk the moment they landed. 
All the crystals and herbs did was amplify the magic I drew from the earth and channel to my will. But I was willing to take every little bit of help I could get. Especially against a being who apparently inspired flamboyant suicide. 
"Okay," I said, standing back and wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans. "Everyone ready, got your popcorn so you can really enjoy the show?"
Niamh snorted. Elijah silently hovered so close I could feel his misty vapor on my skin. Hasumi was…. Okay, so Hasumi was standing in the decorative birdbath. I doubt anyone had ever even used the thing for its intended purpose until I came along and filled it. I didn't question the water weaver, though. If they prepared for battle with dark forces by taking a bird bath, who was I to stop them? Zhong had his shoulders back and his jaw set in a hard expression, ready to defend. Aahil just studied his claws with a bored expression. "Any day now, pet. We didn't all come out here just to watch you stand there looking stupid."
I sighed. "Thanks for insulting my intelligence. That really helps."
He arched one dark brow and looked up. The ruby at my throat flared with heat. "I said you looked stupid," he purred. "Not that you are stupid. I suppose looks can be deceiving." He didn't sound too convinced that was the case here. 
I rolled my eyes. 
Turning my back on my companions, I pulled on my earth magic and got to work undoing Granny's bindings and traps so I could release the boogeyman. 
Sweat popped out on my forehead and trickled into my eyes as I struggled under the physical and mental stress of trying to feel my away around and stay one-step ahead of the magic safeties that were built into the bestiary. Of course there wasn't just one set of spells for the whole book. The Lovell witch who had created this abomination of a prison had woven fail safes into every single creature's individual binds. 
And the ones on the boogeyman were especially strong. It made sense, I suppose. What creature would the bestiary's owner fear more than the one who was literally made up of fear? I almost botched the whole thing at one point. The mental gymnastics of unweaving the bindings and dodging the traps set for anyone who might be stupid enough to try was a bit like running an obstacle course while someone launched missiles at you in a random pattern. The tail of a particularly nasty boobytrap spell managed to brush my aura and I fell to my knees in a wash of pain and dizziness as the spell ate away at my magic. 
I felt a wash of magic—earth, water, fire—and I shook myself free of the spell. Holy shit that had been close. I think the thing was set to drain a person until they died, feeding power back into the bindings on the bestiary. My ancestors did not fuck around. And…I was pretty sure every one of the people behind me had just given a little piece of themselves to bolster me up long enough to pull free. 
Even the snippy jinn. 
I felt the last of the traps fall away and the bindings loosen as I finally overcame the last of my ancestor's spells. I had a moment to let out a relieved breath. Then the sky darkened, just a little, like dusk starting to fall. I glanced around the courtyard, waiting for the boogeyman to appear. 
Nothing happened.
I thought I sensed a bit of deep, smoky magic. But then it was gone. 
We all just stood there, waiting for the shit to hit the fan. After a long pause, I shrugged at the others. "Looks like I got lucky for once in my life." Maybe the boogeyman had done what they all should have done upon being released—maybe he'd just fucked off right on out of here. 
My shoulders sagged in relief, and I gathered up the crystals I'd used. 
"It's just…gone?" Niamh said, her sharp green fae hunter eyes darting around the courtyard, still waiting for the attack. "I sense nothing. But this seems too easy."
I shrugged. "Not looking a gift horse in the mouth," I informed her firmly. I was tired. Fighting free of that trap just a few minutes ago had drained me—literally. All I wanted was a nice, long nap. 
"What now?" Zhong asked as he came to help me pick up my mess. 
I handed him the crystals. He knew where to put them, and I was dead on my feet. I checked my blood sugar on my insulin pump's display screen and saw that the magic had once again taken its price from my very cells, on top of the effects of the trap. No wonder I was starting to feel all floaty. I scrabbled in my pocket for my little baggie of honey candies and stuffed a few in my mouth. First, I had to sugar myself up. But then I was going to sleep for days. 
"Someone check on me in about fifteen minutes or so and make sure I'm not dead," I called out as I headed for the stairs. Something felt off. But then, that was to be expected. Having low blood sugar affected your cognitive function, since your brain wasn't able to get the energy it needed to function. 
I plodded upstairs, checked my blood sugar one last time—still low, but it would take a little while for the sugar I had ingested to hit my bloodstream—then I collapsed face first into bed. 
I woke up to more of that darkness outside my bedroom window. It wasn't actually dark—I had probably only slept a couple of hours—it was just a very dreary day. The steely grey sky cast everything in shadows. It looked like rain was coming. Maybe a good thunderstorm would roll in. I did enjoy the lightning. And the rain might help replenish the water weaver so I could get some more energy off them. 
I sat up and tossed off the covers, proudly noting my bright red nail polish and the rings I wore on my fingers. Still all there. Good. A witch was only as strong as the face she showed the world and the magic she controlled. And I was on course to become the most powerful magic worker in an age. 
If I wasn't already there. 
I grinned at the five rings, three on my right hand, two on my left. They were all still nearly full of stored power. But I should top them off. I wouldn't want the other covens or the Alliance to come upon me with less than full strength. 
Which reminded me…I needed to look into making more ghosts. I was fairly certain I had discovered a way to use Elijah's power to control lesser spirits. There were always a few homeless people hanging around the edges of town. No one would miss them. And if I made their deaths suitably horrific it would shock the souls, and the spirits would linger and be more likely to form ghosts. No other Lovell had ever had a ghost army. I whistled a happy tune as I got dressed and pinned my green hair back into a vintage-looking twist. Had to look the part. 
And the part I played was absolutely stunning, one of power and old coven prestige. The corset had belonged to my great grandmother. It was imbued with the tears of a dozen dying children and woven from feathers plucked from a mated pair of living ravens. Anyone who tried to lay hands on me would be crippled with grief and overwhelmed with such despair they'd be easy to dispatch. 
Checking the rings one last time, I patted my hair and winked at the mirror. I paused. The gray eyes staring back at me through my reflection grew clouded and confused for just a moment. I'd had the strangest thought. For just a second there, I thought my appearance looked wrong somehow. I tilted my head to examine myself from all angles. No, everything was just as it should be. I looked exactly like a high-class, high-magic witch from an elder line. 
I left the room and headed downstairs. Then downstairs again. To the laboratory. Removing the protective spells that hid it from prying eyes, I opened the bestiary. I pulled off the red ring on my right hand and placed it into the spell circle that was carved into the table. Then I tapped the book and said the incantation to summon the power of fire. 
The jinn appeared in a weak flare of light, then collapsed to his knees. His slender frame shook, from rage or from magical exhaustion—hard to say which. But I was leaning toward it being exhaustion. Surely, he was too broken to experience anything as strong as rage. 
"Top up the ring for me," I said evenly. 
He looked up at me from under his once shiny mop of ragged black hair, the reddish streaks that had once adorned it faded now to dull brown. Oh. Well, apparently, he was still strong enough to be angry—if only just. It was almost admirable, the way he refused to give up his will, even when he'd been so thoroughly used. "Fuck you, bitch," he ground out, his pretty voice gone all harsh. 
I grinned. "Not this time, thank you. Just the magic."
He spat on the ground. He was probably trying to spit at me. Cute. But the pathetic thing wobbled where he knelt on the floor, and his aim was a bit off. I rolled my eyes and touched my magic to the compulsion spell that was woven into his bindings. "Fill the ring."
The little demon's spine straightened, back arching as his mouth fell open in a silent scream. There. That was better. Glowing red power flowed from him, channeled into the ring on the table for easier use later. You never knew when an enemy coven would come after you. Best to have your weapons easily at hand. 
When the ring had absorbed and stored all that it could, I waved a hand at the compelled jinn. "That's enough for now."
He collapsed as if his strings had been cut, sprawling boneless on the rough stone floor. Oh, darn. I hoped I hadn't actually killed him. I had planned to use his lust magic to seduce the heir of the Firestone coven on Friday. I walked over and nudged the jinn with the pointy toe of my boot. "Get up."
He didn't respond. 
I crouched and ran a hand over his slender chest, which didn't seem to be rising and falling anymore. My magic told me what I had feared. The little weakling was dead. 
I sighed in exasperation. It would be costly to find another demon to bind to the book. And this one had been an excellent lay, too, when compelled to behave. But, that's how these things went, I supposed.
I stood, then threw out a hand to steady myself as a sudden wave of dizziness swept through me. I pressed my palm to my chest. 
Aahil. His name was Aahil, and I was supposed to save him. I was supposed to be better than this. Better than them. 
I shook my head as the odd sensation passed. I was better than the other witches. I was the strongest witch my family had ever birthed. And that was quite an accomplishment, given our esteemed bloodline. I had my parents to avenge. I didn't have time for silly sentiment over a broken tool. 
But something inside me split. I felt it tear. Felt myself become a watcher—a helpless prisoner in my own mind, witness not only to the physical motions of my body, but to my thoughts and feelings as well. 
I struggled ineffectively, unable to stop that other me as we calmly set Aahil's body on fire, burning him to ash in an instant using magic. Witch fire probably wouldn't have had much effect on him, if he was still alive. But now the jinn was just flesh and bone. And then he was ash. He burned just fine. 
Pity, the other me thought as I suffocated with the urge to scream, that I had to use up part of the power I gained from him just to dispose of the corpse. 
Then I flipped the page and summoned the gargoyle. Hopefully this one was a bit more durable. 




Chapter 24

Hasumi


Oleander Lovell was a strange witch. Well, all witches were strange—all people were strange, for that matter. But Andy definitely stood apart from the few other Lovells I'd had the misfortune to know. 
They had all taken one look at me, felt my strong elemental power, and immediately set about trying to find a way to use me. But here was Andy, calling upon no power but her own as she braced herself and started unweaving the spells to free yet another trapped being. Her wavy green hair lifted in a breeze the rest of us couldn't feel, and I could sense the sweat trickling down her face and across the curves and valleys of her body. Her magic shivered through her, solid and fertile as the earth it came from, the energy of life and death, creation, and the seasons. I felt her struggle and I nearly stepped in to help, but one thing rang loud and clear in this Lovell's aura—she was fiercely independent. It was a source of pride for her. It was the way she had survived being an outcast. So I wouldn't take that from her, not unless I was certain she was going to fail. 
Funny thought, that. I was constantly bombarded with the feelings of the other beings around me—even the whispers of godspark in the plants and trees, if I wasn't careful to close it down. Over the course of my long life, I had grown…immune to it, I suppose. I still heard and felt it all, but I tended to dissociate, to float above it all, detached. Or, the opposite would occur and I'd catch some echo of thought or feeling that was so beautiful, so fascinating, that I would lose myself in it and forget the outside world existed. Detached or distracted. Always out of step with the other sentient beings around me. Usually that meant their emotions didn't impact me. That their feelings weren't as important to me, somehow. But this witch…for reasons I had yet to understand, I cared about her wellbeing. And so, if she was about to die from one of her relatives' boobytrap spells while she was trying to thwart the bestiary, I would step in. 
I knew the others felt the same way. Fascinating, the way this witch so easily inspired loyalty in creatures who had so little left to give. 
She managed to struggle free of the magical trap and finish dismantling the bindings on the creature she sought to free. We all waited with wary anticipation as the sky darkened to a steely gray. I felt the magic of the boogeyman when its bonds were broken, but then it simply…faded. 
I watched the sky changing colors as the others talked about the anticlimactic lack of a boogeyman. Strange…those looked like rain clouds, but I sensed no water in them. I sent out my awareness, seeking for the source of the beautiful gray-blue skies. It wasn't sunshine and fluffy marshmallow clouds, but I had always found the gray storm clouds just as pretty. I trailed after the others as they headed inside. 
"Someone check on me in about fifteen minutes or so and make sure I'm not dead," Andy called out as she headed for the stairs.
Why would she be dead in fifteen minutes? I mentally shook myself and tried to orient to what was going on around me. I'd gotten lost again, in thoughts of storm clouds and silvery rain. Oh, right. Her curse. The human disease was inconvenient, and it made it difficult for her to weather the cost of working magic when the power decided to balance by taking from her physical body. But as with everything, Andy seemed to navigate this with the ease born of practice and years of stubborn tenacity. I smiled faintly. I liked this witch.
The others began to drift off, each seeking their own spaces. I wanted to join them, wanted to be part of their lives in a way that was completely foreign to me. Instead, I went to the plush window seat that was situated along the curve of a turret wall. If it did rain, the water would sluice over those pretty stained-glass panes in mesmerizing waves.
I settled in and made myself comfortable. A soft, crocheted blanket had been left there, and I pulled it over my body as I curled up and watched the rain that had begun to fall. Strange, I thought in a detached way, that I still couldn't sense the water. But I was right about the show it put on as it trickled over the bright colors of the windowpanes. 
I woke feeling confused. I hadn't intended to nap, but the rain on the window had been so soothing. The storm was over now, leaving behind a dull gray afternoon. I stretched slowly, then emerged from my warm cocoon to go in search of the others. I was hungry, and they generally all like to eat together. I found I enjoyed that. I still felt separate from them. But the way they seemed to just accept my presence whenever I joined them for mundane things like food or entertainment was…warm. It made me feel more grounded than I had in a long time. 
Sometimes, I felt like I would come untethered from my physical form and just…drift away, lost in feelings or in the water in the air around me. Maybe I would just return to the source, become water myself one day. But I feared that less since Andy had freed me from the bestiary and given me a place within her growing family. 
That reminded me, I should check in on Aahil. The alluring jinn was so lost. But he was also so close to breaking free of the horrors that haunted him. I wanted to help. I wanted to see him in all his beauty, whole and balanced. And he and Andy would fit so well together, I wanted to see that, see them overcome their challenges. 
I hadn't been so vested in people in a very long time. 
I drifted through the house, sending out my emotional awareness to locate the others. I stumbled as I made my way across the marble entryway and toward the kitchens. Such darkness and pain. The others were always struggling with their emotions, all of them trying to heal from difficult things, trying to navigate a world where they didn't quite fit. But there were usually at least some of the lighter emotions woven into their energy alongside the heavy ones.
Right now, every aura in the mansion screamed in anguish. 
I hurried through the house, trying to find them, trying to figure out what had them so scared, so lost in pain, loathing, and despair. But…I couldn't find them. I returned to the entryway, trying to keep a tight rein on my own emotions so I didn't bombard them with my worry and growing fear. I tended to overwhelm people with my magic, even when I wasn't trying to. That was part of why there was always distance between me and others.
Where was everyone? I could feel them. They were here, scared and in pain, but I couldn't see them. I couldn't even seem to really home in on where they should be. I rushed down hallway after hallway, throwing open doors and searching mostly unused rooms full of expensive antique furniture as I used my wretched compulsion-laced voice to call for them. I was mindful of Andy's warning that she might have missed some boobytraps or dangerous artifacts in her cleaning attempts. I didn't want to trigger one of the nasty Lovell creations. But what if the others had? What if that was why they were all in such pain?
My search grew more desperate as my own emotions rose up to swamp me. Where was everyone? The Lovell mansion was huge, but I still should have been able to locate the others using my senses and all the emotions they were putting out. 
I spun in a circle, running a hand through my hair and giving it a yank, as my eyes searched the empty hall on either side of me. How long had I been searching? Up stairs, down hallways, through empty rooms. Up more stairs endlessly until I reached an attic space filled with disgusting Lovell artifacts and trunks of old clothes. Back down the stairs, through the same hallways again, down more stairs to the basement that was saturated with the lingering despair caused by generations of dark experiments. Back to the main floor. Through the kitchens. I had supernatural endurance, but my legs were burning, my lungs aching from drawing in breath. 
The emotions I felt from the others had started to fade the longer I searched, until finally they just…stopped. 
I stretched out my awareness, searching for them, reaching into the echoing void. I felt…nothing. No Andy. No angry, wounded jinn, or defensive fae. No kindly, but damaged gargoyle. No tired, heartsick angel. I was…alone. 
I strained harder, sending my senses out wider. Maybe they had left the house. But I felt nothing. No neighbors. No pets. No grass, or trees, or little beetles crawling on the earth. 
I shook my head, tugged at my hair, sent my awareness, further. If I really pushed myself, I could feel into the other realms. Nothing detailed, just a fleeting sense of those other lives on the periphery of my awareness.
But this time, I found nothing. 
The house, the town, the entire world, and the worlds beyond were…empty. Silent. 
I sank to my knees on the cold marble floor. Alone. I was used to feeling alone. I had always been cut off from others because of my abilities, I had to struggle every day not to dissociate completely from reality. But this…this was a new and horrific version of aloneness. It was an endless void stretching on into eternity, with only myself and my weak ties to reality at its center.
My pulse echoed in my head, insanely loud in the absence of all the other sensory feedback I was accustomed to. My skin itched, as if it crawled with a thousand little insects, and I realized I had grown accustomed to the constant sensation of other auras against my own. I gripped my hair in both hands and tugged, trying to rip myself in half right down the middle so I could crawl out of this nightmare. 
Sensory deprivation. I knew what was happening, but I couldn't stop how it felt. My pulse thundered. My breath rushed loudly in and out. Alone, alone, alone. There was no one here to help me. There never had been. I had always been alone. I clawed at the floor, my fingernails breaking as I tried to bury myself, to anchor myself. I was starting to drift away. I couldn't hear the emotions, feel the life. But the water was still there. It was part of me, and I was part of it. Maybe it was time for me to go back to the source? No. I couldn't go back there. That would be the end. But…the silence. The deprivation sent both my physical and emotional body into spasms as I lay on the hard marble floor…I couldn't stay here. I couldn't take this any longer. 
"Help!" I screamed into the silence beyond the thunder of my own breathing and heartbeat. "Anyone. Someone!" 
Something shining and silver fell to the ground, and it took me a moment to realize it was my own hair. I'd torn clumps out in my madness. I didn't care. My body was starting to feel distant. The water called to me. Return. Return. Return….




Chapter 25

Zhong


Andy was so brave. So kind. My heart ached as I watched her stand there and work high magic without any formal training or guidance. I knew how difficult it could be just to harness the little innate magic that I had into a simple child's spell. How Andy had managed to learn so much on her own was mind boggling. Sometimes I was afraid it wouldn't be enough. I was afraid the brave, selfless witch who had rescued us all from the bestiary would run up against stronger magic. Something her clever stubbornness and the energy she drew from the earth couldn't overcome. 
I watched her struggle with the spells her ancestors had put in place to keep anyone from messing with the bestiary. My fingers curled inward, fists clenching so hard my claws bit into my currently soft flesh. My teeth ground together, fangs pricking my bottom lip. I wanted so badly to run in and grab her up, hold the plump witch in my arms and protect her. 
But this wasn't something I could protect her from. And Andy wouldn't appreciate my interruption anyway. She didn't like people helping her. Which was awful for me, because all I wanted was to be useful to her. I just wanted a purpose. The magic started to ebb, and I felt Andy's pull on the earth magic around us slow, since I too was connected with the element. Andy was okay. She didn't need me saving her. Didn't really need me at all, actually. 
It was a stupid thing, this need to serve. I hated how gargoyles were treated. And in another life, before the bestiary, I had risked everything to be free of those expectations. To be my own person with my own skills so I could provide for my mate. And now, when this amazing woman refused to take advantage of my vulnerability, when she marked me with my own name and did her best to teach me magic and give me the independence I had always thought I wanted…. 
Now I didn't want any of that. All I wanted was to belong to Andy and feel like I was of use to her in some way. I knew she would never be a cruel master. And she would help me learn and grow, keep me from stagnating, from turning to stone inside and out like my kin who were abandoned in the human world by their faithless witch masters during the immigration back to the magic realm. 
I forced myself to focus on the conversation at hand, to brace for danger. But nothing happened. The sky had grown darker—as if we needed to add a rainstorm to the mix. I scented the air, I reached out with my ability to feel magic and…I thought I felt something, for just a moment, like smoke in the night, but then it was gone. 
The boogeyman had simply…left. 
As capable as I am at handling a physical fight, I didn't actually enjoy them. I felt myself gradually relaxing as we all looked around. Aahil frowned for a second before he spun on a heel and gracefully sauntered back toward the house. The water weaver's smooth brow wrinkled for a moment, then smoothed out again as they stared up at the silvery-gray clouds. I watched them for a second, but the pretty, ethereal elemental seemed to be lost, in that way they got sometimes. Letting out a long sigh of relief, I left Hasumi to their contemplation and followed the others inside. The jinn and the water weaver were extremely strong elemental creatures. If they didn't sense anything wrong, then we were probably fine. 
I put a hand on Andy's back for a moment as she headed across the main entryway. She leaned into the touch briefly, and I smiled, the last of my worry leaving me at the feel of her warmth under my hand. Everything had gone well. The trapped creature was free. Andy was safe. And the others as well. 
"Someone check on me in about fifteen minutes or so and make sure I'm not dead," Andy called out as she headed for the stairs.
I huffed a laugh. She was so nonchalant about her illness, something that would have caused other witches—who took their immunity to such things for granted—to panic. My witch was strong. I just wish she realized she didn't have to be strong all the time. That she could lean on me, and the others too. 
Everyone went their own way when Andy headed upstairs, so I made my way up after her, giving her a wave before heading into the workroom she used for her spell prep. Andy smiled tiredly at me and returned my wave before continuing on down the hall to her bedroom. 
I eased the ornate workroom door closed behind me and went to the bookshelf to fetch a little field guide on magical plants and their uses. I had been working on memorizing the information when I got a chance. Andy said it was still a good idea to look things up and double check properties and such before attempting a spell or potion. But she had also commented, with a wry tilt to her tempting lips, that sometimes you had to think fast out in the real world, and a reference book wasn't always available. 
When had she needed to do magic out there, alone and unprepared? Had someone tried to hurt her? Was this when she was just an orphaned child shunned by her peers? I wanted to ask, wanted to know all about her hurts so I could maybe do something to soothe them. But this was my Andy, fierce and strong, and she never talked about that kind of thing, if she could help it. 
Maybe someday she'd trust me enough to let me fill that need for her. To be the one to help her carry her burdens. Maybe then I'd be of use to her. Until then, all I could do was be here. I sighed and took the little book over to a corner desk where Andy had put a comfy, oversized chair just for me. I sat down, settled my wings comfortably so the ends trailed over the armrests and the rest of them wasn't too crushed. Then I opened the handbook and started reading. 
I woke to the sound of my own snoring. My chin was on my chest and the book had slipped from my fingers to rest in my lap. Oops. I hadn't even felt tired when I sat down. I had been sleeping better the last week or so, my old fears, and worries, and heartache fading as I spent more time with my new family. But apparently, I still wasn't sleeping as well as I should be. 
I yawned and put the book on the desk. Levering myself up out of the chair, I paused to stretch my arms above my head and twist my torso from side to side, extending and closing my wings. I felt heavy and stiff. 
My stomach rumbled, and I realized it must be well past dinner time. I made my way downstairs to the big, surprisingly homey kitchen to make some food. It was comforting here, in this space that Andy had so clearly begun to take over as her own. I could hear the others moving about the big house, sense a hint of their magics. I was also becoming more connected to the house itself, like I would if the property belonged to my master. The bond was weak still, but it was enough for me to get a general sense that no one had broken in or crept onto the grounds with ill intent. The knowledge made me feel useful. It was my job to guard the premises. 
I put together a massive tray of sandwiches, made up just how everyone liked them. Then I got out vegetables, and fruit, and drinks. I arranged everything nicely on the table and smiled to myself. Hopefully Andy would be happy. She might not let me serve her formally, but I could do these little things to make her smile. That would have to be enough, for now. 
I left the kitchen to find the others and let them all know I'd made food. I found Aahil in one of the courtyards, patiently setting flowers on fire, for some reason. The jinn was unhinged. I knew Andy desperately wanted to save him from himself. But personally, I was pretty sure he was too far gone. Besides, a person had to want to be saved in the first place, didn't they?
And…there was also the fact that I knew he liked to hurt Andy. And that she let him. It made all my protective instincts kick into overdrive. A gargoyle didn't let someone lay hands on his master, didn't let him collar her and leave bruises on her ripe, tender flesh. 
I stifled the urge to strangle the smaller man. "Aahil?" I said evenly instead. "I made us dinner if you're hungry. It's in the kitchen."
Despite my feelings toward the jinn, it was nice when we all gathered together for meals and things like that. Almost…like a family. 
"Oh, fuck off," the jinn bit out, his silky voice impatient. He snapped his fingers at me. "Go lie down somewhere you won't be underfoot like a good doggie."
I took a deep breath and let it out. "Fine. Don't eat."
His cruel, mocking laugher followed me as I left the courtyard. "Good doggies only come when called, Zhong! All your eager tail wagging is useless."
I forced my shoulders to stay down and not hunch up around my ears at his taunting. He wanted a reaction. I refused to give him the pleasure. 
I found Niamh next, in the opposite courtyard, planting flowers and coaxing them to bloom, rather than destroying them. She had created a magical wonderland of greenery here, including a sheltered seat made from the living trunks and branches of a pair of interwoven trees she had grown and coaxed into place over the course of just a few days. It was one of Andy's favorite places to go when she needed some quiet time with her earth element. The fae was sometimes blunt and stand-offish on the surface. But inside she had the heart of a true romantic, out here filling the courtyard with flowers for her lover. 
"Niamh?" I said with a smile, just as she finished coaxing a blue rosebush to bloom. "I made dinner. It's in the kitchen."
She didn't even look at me, all her concentration on the flowers. "No one asked you to make dinner."
I blinked at her. "Um. Okay, but I just thought…"
Her sharp hunter's eyes snapped up to focus on me, the leaf green gaze cutting. "Oh, you thought? Is that even possible with a hunk of stone for a brain? I don't need you trying to worm your way into my relationship with Andy. No one wants you here. You're worthless."
I backed away. What had I done to make Niamh mad? There must have been something. I was kind of slow and stupid—rock for brains, and all. My shoulders fell as I left the courtyard. My body still felt all heavy from my nap, and now it felt worse. As if I suddenly weighed more than I should, and every step took more effort than usual. 
I found Hasumi next. The water weaver was in an enclosed atrium of sorts. I thought it must have once been an aviary, judging from the bars and fake branches that had been arranged in the now-dead foliage. I think they were meant to be perches. Hasumi was working at a tall, triple-tiered fountain. As I watched, they waved a graceful hand, directing a stream of water out of thin air and through the inner works of the fountain, blasting out years of dirt and debris. The fountain would be beautiful once it was working again, water pouring from the mouth of an elegantly carved stork with its wings spread then down over the ruffled lip of the fountain's basins. The aviary would be another beautiful place for Andy to escape the world, once it was restored.
"Hi, Hasumi," I said quietly, not wanting to interrupt their work. The water weaver was new to us, but they were fascinating, and they seemed to need us as much as we needed them. We were all cast adrift, now that we were free. Like the rest of us, Hasumi had been in the book for so long that they didn't seem to have any people left out here on the other side. When the water weaver dropped the water into the fountain and stopped blasting it, I continued. "I made us dinner. Sandwiches. In the kitchen. If you're hungry?"
I squared my shoulders and gave myself a mental eye roll at how stupid I sounded. It happened every time I talked to the handsome elemental. I felt like a tongue-tied teenager all over again, my big, hulking self feeling bulky and awkward next to the slender, androgynous being. 
Pretty turquoise eyes focused on me and the usually detached, floaty elemental frowned, their chiseled lips turning downward at the corners in disgust. "Are you still here? I thought you would have left by now, since you have your own mark now."
I twisted my hands together nervously as a wash of pure, sick-making contempt flowed from the soft-spoken water weaver, hitting me in the gut. "What good is a dim-witted gargoyle who can't even be a proper servant?" They turned away, their shiny silver hair rippling with the movement, so beautiful. And they were so right. 
I left the atrium as the weaver went back to filling the fountain with sparkling silver water. I was worthless. I couldn't even make them lunch, for fuck's sake. 
Hasumi was right. What good was a gargoyle who was their own master? 
Feeling heavier than ever, my feet dragging slightly along the marble floor, I went to find Andy. 
The witch was in her room. I tapped softly at the door, then pushed it open when I heard her mutter a soft curse. "Andy?" I said softly. "I made you some sandwiches. I know you must have used up a bunch of energy unworking all that magic. Food's in the kitchen. Or…I can bring you a plate, if you're hungry?"
She sat up over the edge of the bed, her gray eyes studying me dispassionately. "Sandwiches? Couldn't you come up with something better than that? Rosemary and mortars, you're a useless thing."
I hunched my shoulders, my eyes on the floor. "I'm sorry, master—"
She hissed impatiently and I glanced up at her again. Andy was angry. Of course she was. I was a moron. "Don't call me that!" she snapped, standing and moving to her vanity to brush her hair. Her eyes met mine in the mirror and she waved a hand. "Well? Don't you have anything better to do than stand there staring at me?"
I licked my lips. "Sorry. You're right. I'll just…go…do the laundry?"
She tossed her hairbrush aside and turned to face me. "The laundry? I have spells for that sort of thing." She did? That was the first I'd heard of it. Maybe she had been keeping it from my pathetic feelings wouldn't be hurt. 
"Look," Andy said, her voice softening, "I know you want a place to belong, Zhong. But let's be real. There isn't anything you can do that me or the others can't do a million times better. Maybe you should just leave. You're a free gargoyle now, remember?"
I hunched farther into myself. It felt hard to breathe, like my lungs wouldn't expand all the way. "What? No…mast—Andy, please…."
She turned her back on me. "Leave, Zhong. Go be free. We don't need you here." Then she walked into the attached bathroom and slammed the door. 
I shuffled out of Andy's bedroom and down the stairs, nearly tripping over my own impossibly heavy feet. My knees didn't want to bend right, and I stumbled off the bottom stair, going to my one knee in the middle of the open entryway with its marble floor and high ceiling, and paintings of old, dead Lovells. 
My breath came in shallow pants. My heart wasn't beating fast enough. I lifted a heavy hand to touch my own face, feeling the smooth, unforgiving sensation of stone. I was turning to stone. But even though I was heavier in my shifted gargoyle form, I was usually also stronger. Moving had never been difficult before this. 
It's because they don't need me, I thought sadly. And that felt right. No one needed me. I was useless. Purposeless. And an unwanted gargoyle eventually turned to stone. 
I couldn't move my arm to return it to my side. It was frozen in place. I tried to turn my head, but my neck was solid rock. My heart was sluggish in my chest, no longer pumping the blood and oxygen I needed. I maintained full awareness and sight, even as my eyes froze in place, fixed on a wall hanging of some great battle that was probably just some Lovell massacre or other. I could feel the painted gazes of generations of dead witches staring down at me, judging me. They would have put me in my place long before now. It was only Andy's un-Lovell kindness that had let me stay here for even this long. 
"Oh, look," Aahil's sensual voice said from somewhere to my left. "It's turned into stone."
"Makes a good statue," Niamh commented dryly. "Much more useful as a decoration than it was when it was alive. Maybe we can put it in the garden to scare away the crows."
"It would make a lovely water feature, if we drilled a spout through its mouth," Hasumi chimed in. 
"Too ugly for that," Elijah commented, drifting past with the faint hint of shimmering angelic wings at his back. 
"Too much trouble anyway," Andy said in a bored tone as she walked by. "We can destroy it later and use the pieces for gravel in the back courtyard. 
I tried to protest, to move, to scream. But I couldn't move. Couldn't even form tears. 
"I heard there's sandwiches in the kitchen," Andy said, her voice moving away as she headed toward the back of the house. 
I tried to draw in one more small, labored breath, but even that was impossible now. The memory of my lungs screamed for oxygen. I could feel the burning, even if I had no real body anymore. I wouldn't die from it, I didn't think. 
No. Death would be a relief. But this…this was punishment for ever thinking I could be more than I was born to be. I couldn't even fulfill the basic role of servant that I was born to. How could I ever have dreamed of being more? 
My mind screamed in terror, trapped in the immovable prison of my cold stone body. 




Chapter 26

Aahil


Boring. And to think I had actually been worried about my stupid, reckless pet witch. I watched her as she glanced at the darkening sky. There was a little hint of some sort of…smoky ethereal magic—I could only guess it was the boogeyman, since every boogeyman I had ever met in my long life had different abilities and magical flavors. But then it was just…gone. No flare. No drama. No panicked screaming for my help, unfortunately.
How tedious. 
I made my way inside with the others, all too eager to shut myself in my borrowed room alone for a while. I wouldn't free the Lovell witch from my magical bindings until every last miserable being had been freed and that fucking book of hers was destroyed. But it still made my gut churn to watch her cast her stupid, soft earth magic against all those well-crafted, horrifically deadly spells that her ancestors had woven into the bestiary. 
I did like to keep my assets intact. That was all it was, this disgusting urge to wrap my arms around her and shield her with my magic, to drag her away and lock her up somewhere safe from harm. It didn't mean I had suddenly started to develop feelings for the silly, frustrating woman. Not at all. 
"Someone check on me in about fifteen minutes or so and make sure I'm not dead," Andy called out as she headed for the stairs.
I followed the witch upstairs, my eyes narrowed as I watched the sway of her plump ass. I slammed my bedroom door so hard it was a wonder it didn't break. The doorknob had gone a little lumpy and melted from the heat of my touch. 
I remembered the feel of Andy's soft skin under my hands, her lush curves mine for the taking, that stupid trust and understanding in her wide gray eyes. But I also recalled very clearly how powerless I had been against the deep, visceral urge to destroy her, to burn every ounce of pain and helplessness I had felt at the hands of her ancestors into her weak pink flesh. Sometimes it was like I forgot who I was. As if I couldn't remember if I was a man or a monster.
I swallowed convulsively. 
Crossing the room, I stood in front of the gaudy vanity that was carved with various figures in poses of ecstasy, their wooden facial expressions looking more like masks of torture than rapture. I had chosen this room because the ugly piece of furniture had amused me at the time. Right this moment, though, it seemed slightly disturbing. I certainly knew the fine line between ecstatic pleasure, and pain so bright it felt as if your soul was about to leave your body. The faces in the carvings were accurate. 
I stared at myself in the mirror, raising a hand to trace the outline of my own face. "You are Aahil," I said softly, watching the inner fires flicker in my eyes, urging the flames to steady as I reminded myself who I was. "Son of the wind and sands. Jewel of the eyes of your creator." I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin as I glared at the petite, lean, sensuous man in the mirror. "You are pleasure and seduction. You are control and fury. You are the flame. No one controls how brightly you burn."
I had been free once. So long ago it felt like a distant memory of a faded dream. The passing years had given me a more solid form to compliment my elemental energies. But once…I had been the heat rippling above the dunes. I was the warmth of the breath that whispered between two bodies as they drown in carnal pleasure and created life. I was the glint of the sun on the hawk's wing…I was breath and life. I felt the truth of my being settle into my physical body, the vessel that contained me deceptively small and pretty, but full of immense power. "I am," I whispered fiercely. "I am. I am me. I belong to no one. I am Aahil. The prince. The flame."
Feeling better—if a little stupid for performing pep talks for my mirror—I shrugged out of the jacket I had pilfered from the human realm and lay down on the pile of velvet and silk I had amassed, relaxing into the cushions I had hoarded for myself when I found myself here in this new place. I am Aahil, and I make my own way, no matter the circumstances. 
The thought haunted me, though…if I was so fierce and independent and free, why the hell was I still here in this house of horrors? Why was I clinging onto the witch who freed me like a child at their mother's teat? I breathed deep and sent my magic out, feeling along the connection to my pet. Just to check on her wellbeing, to make sure the idiot hadn't fried her brain when she went up against her great grandmother's spells. Not because I felt adrift now that I was free. Certainly not because I was soothed by the sensation of her lifeforce against mine….
I woke some time later. A glance at the colorful leaded panes of the bedroom window told me it was still gray outside, though maybe a bit darker than it had been when I laid down, so…early evening? Not that time really mattered to me. The bottle I had been kept in for a hundred years had no day or night, just a tiny, sparsely furnished room in a pocket dimension where I had passed the hours, years… decades… by reading books that sometimes appeared and drinking wine that never truly dulled my mind. Then I was transferred to the bestiary, where there was no sense of time in the endless half-aware, formless dark of my prison. I was no stranger to waiting and boredom. In fact…the ability to even notice the changing of the days, the ticking of the old wooden clock at the foot of the stairs—it sometimes made me feel off-kilter and wrong, like none of this was real. 
I sat up and went in search of someone else to torment before I could get all maudlin again and continue tormenting myself. 
I found the water weaver in one of the back gardens playing with their water. I leaned a hip against an old stone urn beside the doorway as I watched the ethereal, androgynous beauty work their magic. They moved through some sort of flowing forms that were similar to martial arts or moving meditation. Their graceful hands drew shapes in the air, directing a long sheet of water into shapes and movement. 
It was inspiring how easy and fluid their control was, how they directed the water like a symphony, with such power and control. But it reminded me of how they had controlled me. How they had wrapped their arms around me and contained me before I could break my too-soft, too-trusting witchy pet. The ease with which Hasumi overcame my flames was deeply unsettling. 
They must have sensed me, despite the way they were concentrating on their water weaving practice. Hasumi straightened and the racing water froze in its current infinity symbol shape, hovering in midair for a moment before the weaver banished it to mist with an elegant flick of their wrist. 
"Show off," I muttered, keeping the wonder out of my voice. Sure, their magic use was impressive. But I wasn't about to let them know they intimidated the hell out of me. 
I'd never met another magical being who could overwhelm me with their magic. Certainly not another elemental. The witches didn't count. They hadn't overpowered me, they had tricked me. Trapped me. It hadn't been a fair fight. 
"Hello," Hasumi said, pacing over to take a seat on a stone bench on the opposite side of the doorway from my urn. "Can I help you with something, little flame?"
I scoffed. As if I need their help. Laughable. I straightened and uncrossed my arms, walking over to stand looking almost directly into those stunning turquoise eyes. The water weaver was so ethereal and unassuming I tended to forget how much taller they were. "How did you do it?" I bit out, feeling the squeeze of anxiety in my chest. 
They tilted their head at me, silvery hair falling over one shoulder in a sparkling waterfall. "What do you refer to, pretty flame?"
I sighed impatiently. "You stopped me from murdering the witch. How? I have mind-control abilities of my own. It didn't feel like that. What kind of magic did you use on me?" And could they do it again? Had they really promised to help me? To keep me from becoming a monster, to keep me from complete self-immolation? Was that even a possibility? 
I felt a gentle probing at my aura, like the cool trickle of a spring rain. "Not mind-control," the weaver—Hasumi—said in that rich voice that seemed to penetrate right into your soul. "Emotions. Water energy and emotions are closely linked."
Emotions. Hah. "Fire doesn't have emotions," I scoffed. "All a good flame does is burn, hot and bright."
Hasumi smiled, but it was a sad smile, with a hint of something else. Something that said they saw more than I knew. That they knew more than I could comprehend. Arrogant asshole. "What are you grinning about?" I demanded. And how did they never react to anything? If they were supposed to be all about the emotions and shit, how were they always this placid?
"You," the weaver said easily. "I'm grinning about you. So much rage in such a small package. Like a bomb…or…a firework. All bang and sparkle. But you'll burn yourself out if you burn too hot, little flame."
I stepped closer, really damned tired of the whole "little flame" bit. And…fireworks? I'd give them fucking fireworks. I reached out, slipping a hand through that waterfall of silver hair and getting a nice, tight grip. I couldn't stand other people touching me. It made my skin burn and my muscles clench, and my magic stir angrily under my skin. I had been touched too many damned times against my will. But this I could do. I could initiate touch. Especially if I was firm, demanding…in control. 
"Should I give you something else to smile about?" I purred, putting on my best sultry voice, pulling out the magic that let jinn like me bespell people, drag them into a sexual haze and feed from their auras. 
Hasumi just looked up at me, calmly accepting the grip in their hair, my sudden aggression, and the rising sexual tension in the air between us. "If you like," they replied to my threat. "Though, I'm not capable of fearing you, beautiful jinn, if that's what you're after."
I scoffed. I would fucking ruin them. But maybe they'd be strong enough to survive me. I told myself that might be fun. I ignored the sudden, bright, desperate longing for a sexual partner who might actually be able to withstand me at my worst. Blocking out the stupid thought, I bent my head as I pulled the weaver closer, capturing their perfect chiseled lips with my own. 
Energy rose up around us. Mine. Theirs. Some weird twining mixture of both, that made steam billow in the air. Strong, graceful hands wrapped around my hips, pulling me closer so I stood between the weaver's knees while I devoured that willing mouth. They tasted like the clearest, coolest, freshest spring water after a hot summer's day in the desert. I felt myself sinking into the kiss, the weaver's very presence softening my sharp edges, soothing, dissolving my boundaries. I pulled back a little, just enough to bite down on their bottom lip, my grip on their hair tightening, reminding them who was in charge. Reminding them that I was dangerous. That I wouldn't roll over and beg for their tender affection. 
I felt the magic of them rise up in response, a gentle swell on a quiet sea, deceptively powerful and unstoppable. Some of my rage slipped away. My grip on them loosened and they pulled me closer, their hands sliding up my back as they ended the kiss so they could press those amazing lips to my jaw, my collarbone, the center of my chest. I felt myself lean in, my defenses and my fears rapidly crumbling around me, my need for revenge abandoning me, leaving behind this strange, fragile, defenseless, needy…thing. 
I jerked away, rage surging through me. "Stop it! Get your magic out of my mind!"
Hasumi let out a long sigh, as if I was being irrational and they had just known this was coming. "Your magic reacts to mine. Your mind welcomes me in. I didn't do anything to you on purpose, Arshil."
I narrowed my eyes at them, still pissed at myself for losing control that way. Letting your guard down in a vulnerable moment—like during a heated embrace or some such nonsense—was a really good way to end up trapped and imprisoned in a lamp or a gods-be-damned book for the rest of your life. Stupid, Aahil. Really stupid. 
Then I registered the rest of what the weaver had said. "And my name is Aahil. Not Arshil."
Had they gotten my name wrong on purpose, as some subtle insult? Or did the asshole really not even care? They hadn't been around here long. And they did tend to just…drift off into space sometimes, vacant and staring at things the rest of us couldn't see. 
Whatever. Like I gave a fuck. I spun and stalked out of the courtyard. Surely there were less infuriating ways to get my jollies. I wasn't going to admit just how much the encounter with the water weaver had terrified me.
I came upon the big, lumbering hunk of rock in the hallway outside the kitchen, where he was calmly sweeping the floors. As if the simple witch couldn't cast a simple spell to clean her stupid mansion. "Hello, dog," I said, leaning against the far wall and crossing my arms in a nonchalant posture. 
I still felt all stirred up by my encounter with the water weaver. Making some mischief always made me feel better. And the gargoyle should be easy pickings. The idiot wore his squishy, very un-rocklike heart on his sleeve. 
He narrowed his yellow eyes at me and let his fangs show when he spoke. He really was an impressive monster of a man. I might find all that smooth, marble muscle attractive, if he wasn't so boringly loyal and earnest. Disgusting. No wonder he'd been an easy target for his manipulative bitch of a mate before he got tied to the bestiary. 
I ignored how I had fallen for the same sort of tricks myself. One can't be clever and wary all the time. Perfection does have to rest sometimes. Zhong didn't have that excuse. 
"What do you want, Asshil?" he said, deadpan. 
I sneered. "I want someone to entertain me. I'd snap my fingers and ask you to jump to it, servant, but if that's the best your lagging wit can some up with, I fear the endeavor is hopeless." I flicked a finger at a dust bunny. "You missed a spot, Rover."
He gave me an unimpressed look, then seemed to decide ignoring me was the best approach. Pity. That was less entertaining than if he had just shouted at me. But sometimes the long game was more amusing. So, I followed him, teleporting to him every time he thought he was moving away from me as he completed his chores—chores the boring oaf had probably made up himself, since only he would be that mundane. Who made work for themselves?"
After about the dozenth ribald joke—this one sung to him in a lilting tenor pitched to grate on the nerves, with Andy's name inserted at just the right spot, accompanied by my best deranged orgasmic moan—the gargoyle finally lost his calm. "Go the fuck away and stop talking about Andy that way! I'm serious, Aariz, I will beat you to a pulp if you don't shut the hell up."
I huffed. "Aariz? That's the best you can come up with, guard dog?"
He narrowed his eyes at me. "Well, it is your name. Unlike some people, I know how to use those. You know? People's actual names? Instead of things like 'doggie,' or 'servant?'" 
I frowned at him. Did he really think my name was Aariz? Was he actually mentally impaired? If so, that would explain a lot. And make this way less fun. 
"Whatever," I muttered, moving off down the hall to find something else to do. "Have fun with all…that." I waved airily at the mop and bucket the big oaf had managed to find somewhere. His muffled snort behind me sounded a lot like "Thank fuck," as I walked away. 
Niamh was out in the side courtyard in an open space she had cleared of dead brush, practicing her archery. Why she bothered was a mystery to me. The fae who were chosen to be elite hunters were born with natural aptitude for such things. It was in their blood. Niamh could cease practicing for a hundred years and still be the best archer around. But that's just how boringly stubborn the woman was.
She'd be better off practicing her silly, nature-based fae magic. That shit was seriously weak. Sure, she could perform some simple routine spells and toss around a bit of raw energy. But most of her abilities lay in manipulating plants. Just fuel for my flames, if she ever decided to try that nonsense on me. 
I watched an arrow fly at the makeshift target she had erected on the one solid stone wall. It struck dead center. 
"Poor form," I said in a bored tone. "I think it's about three millimeters to the left of true center."
She ignored me and rapidly shot three more arrows at the same spot, each arrow she fired splitting the previous one down the center.
"Waste of arrows." I observed. 
She continued to ignore me as she quickly, efficiently hit the target in a tight circle, spiraling out from the center with meticulous precision. 
"Woo," I cooed in a tone of mocking, false awe. "Scary huntress can hit the big, threatening, stationary bale of straw. How droll."
She finally turned her leaf green eyes on me. I had to admit, the tall, strong, catlike fae woman was striking. I could see why my pet put up with her—if the uptight fae female was actually any good at using that body in the bedroom. "What do you want, Siraaj?" she snapped. "I'm busy."
I arched an eyebrow at her. "Did you just call me…Siraaj?"
She snorted. "I always knew you were shallow, but are you really so empty-headed you forgot your own name, jinn?"
I laughed. "Oh, this is rich. Did one of you come up with this little scheme on their own? Or was it a group effort?"
She frowned and went to re-position her target and remove the arrows that were still undamaged. "What the hell are you yammering about now, Siraaj? No. You know what? I don't care. Get out of my sight before I shoot you."
I rolled my eyes. "My name is not—"
I dematerialized mid-sentence to avoid the arrow that came flying at my face. 
"So testy, fae," I chided when I solidified next to the doorway. "No need to shoot a man in the face simply because you're so old your memory is failing you."
The next arrow actually skimmed my earring as I sidestepped, setting the gold hoop swinging. Impressive, really. "Oh, fine," I muttered. "Nothing could be more boring than watching you perform low level tricks all day anyway."
I waved a hand and set her straw bale on fire. With jinn fire. So, that was going to burn to ash and there was no way she could stop it. I did limit it to the straw target though, rather than letting it spread to the rest of the courtyard. I didn't care what Oleander Lovell would say if I set her house on fire. Nope. I just didn't feel like listening to her complain. That was all. 
I found the ghost-angel in the big, creepy Lovell library. He liked reading, since that was about the only thing he could do in this form, besides lurk about spying on people. Sad, really, that the Lovells had an angel trapped in their damned book, but the only use they could make of him was as a dead, incorporeal peeping tom. 
"Boo," I whispered theatrically as I slid into an antique leather chair. The Lovells were the scum of the earth, but they did have strong magic. The spell on this antique had kept it in pristine condition, the leather as buttery soft and smooth as the day it was made. I sighed as it hugged my ass.
"Hello, Enaya," the ghost said in a distracted voice as he moved to the last open book in the row that lined the desk and bookshelves. "Can you turn the pages for me please?"
"Enaya?" I scoffed. "That one isn't even close. You guys are really failing at this little prank."
Elijah finally lifted his head and directed the eyeless blue glow of his gaze at me. "What are you talking about? What prank?" He floated to the first book in the row, over on the big antique desk. "Pages, please."
Elijah loved the reading, but turning pages was a bit of a challenge. He could poltergeist it, but that used up his pathetically low reserves of magic pretty fast. And making a breeze to ruffle the pages wasn't exactly a precise thing. So, he made all the other idiots who lived here stop in and turn pages for him as they went about their day. 
I suppose when you were as pathetically boring as my current housemates were, turning pages for a ghost would seem downright exhilarating. 
"Don't even try to deflect, Spooky," I said, humoring the pathetic specter as I went to turn his stupid pages. Though…I did make sure to mess up a few so he'd be missing pages. Otherwise, what was even the point? "I'm onto you and your stupid name games. Though what the point is, I can't even begin to guess. Am I supposed to feel insulted because you called me by the wrong name? Am I a child barely out of diapers now?"
The ghost drifted to my side. "I don't know what you're talking about. I called you Enaya. Your name is Enaya, right? So, what is the problem? I think you're the one pulling pranks. Just what are we supposed to call you?"
I opened my mouth to tell him off. But…wait…my name wasn't Enaya. But what was it? I think it was a boy's name. Maybe. I looked down, trying to remember if I was a male or a female. No, yeah…definitely male. Right?
Then I rolled my eyes at myself and shoved down the sudden panic I felt inside. "Don't be stupid. My name is Rayhan, and you know it." I turned and walked away, muttering, "Idiot ghost. Your brain must have passed on and left the rest of you behind."
But I was starting to feel…strange. I looked down at my hands. They didn't look like my hands. They looked…wrong somehow. Like they didn't belong to me. I shook it off. I knew what I needed. Spending some time with my pet would make me feel better. 
I found Oleander Lovell with her nose in a children's spell book primer, as if the grown woman knew nothing about formal spellcasting. 
Which…was sadly believable. I'd never met a more powerful and more incompetent witch in my life. 
"Jinn," she said without looking up. "Come here. I have a job for you."
I scoffed. "If you're going to try to order me around, you could at least use my name."
She looked up, those steel gray eyes pinning me in place. "Pets don't get names, jinn. Stop talking back before I decide you've earned a punishment."
I opened my mouth to disagree, but then I shook my head. For a second there I felt so confused. It was almost as if I had truly thought I had a name. Absurd. I touched the leather collar at my throat, felt the weight of the heavy ruby charm my owner had put there. Then I quietly walked over to her side and knelt on the hard floor. 
"I'm sorry, master," I whispered. "What is my task?"
She put her book away and finally deigned to look at me, the disapproval and impatience written clearly on her usually soft features. "Why are you talking so much today? You know you never speak until spoken to."
I nodded emphatically. I did know that, didn't I? Yes. I only existed to serve my witch. Why would I have anything to say? I glanced down at my hands again, that weird, panicked, floating feeling coming back in spades. Name. I had a name once, didn't I? Those weren't my hands. They looked alien to me, like they were disconnected from my body. 
"You'll go find the last coven leader who is blocking me from taking over the witches' council. Do as you usually do." She waved a dismissive hand, as if the details weren't that important. "Seduce her, break her mind, drain her power, and bring the magic back here to me. And don't get caught."
Images and thoughts swam through my head. Yes, I'd done that before. Countless times. I was a tool. I was magic, and sensuality, and fire, and whatever other tool my witch needed to use to crush anyone who opposed her. I could remember that. 
But that wasn't who I was anymore. I was free. I was fire, and the desert wind, and the sun on….
"Jinn!"
The sharp crack of my witch's palm across my cheek brought my swimming thoughts to a halt. Blood trickled down my lip, but I ignored it. I deserved that. I…I…what was "I" anyway? We…this thing I was…it didn't get to have thoughts or memories. It only existed to be used. And used. And used. 
I couldn't feel my hands. My body felt numb and distant. I was hers to control. 
I bowed my head, knowing I didn't have words anymore. 
Who was I? 
Where was I?
This time, the hit wasn't from a warm, fleshy hand. It was from a spell. I shook my head to clear it, then relaxed, letting the familiar painful tendrils of icy control burn through my synapses and take control of my mind, body, and soul. 
"What's your name?" the sweet, curvy, green-haired witch asked, her low voice cajoling. 
"Nothing," I whispered. I was nothing. No one. I didn't exist. 
Her pretty lips curled upward in a smile. "That's right. Now go do your job, then when you get back here, you can go into the book. You've earned a rest, haven't you?"
I glanced from the witch to the powerful grimoire of creatures she had left open on the desk beside her. No, no, no. Not that. If she put me back in there….
It would be relief, the nothingness. After all, that's what I was, right? Nothing….




Chapter 27

Niamh


I clenched my teeth together as I watched Andy work her magic. Watching witches work their spells was always interesting. The common theory was that witch families were spawned from some other magical creature, perhaps fae or something similar, their blood diluted and changed by thousands of years of interbreeding with humans. It wasn't a popular idea among the snooty high-class magic working families, but I could see how it might be possible. I could feel Andy's magic. I could tell what she was doing, how she was directing it, and hear the symphony of the spells she was casting and breaking—but it was as if she spoke another language, one with a heavy dialect and impenetrable layers of slang that I could never hope to understand. From what I'd heard from other witches, that sentiment went both ways—they couldn't understand or work fae magic either. 
Which meant I could do nothing to help my soft, vulnerable, almost human lover as she went up against spells that could literally tear her apart. I gripped my bow, waiting for the boogeyman to appear. I might not be able to help Andy with Lovell magic, but I could certainly hit a moving target. And I could use my own magic on anything that wasn't that cursed book. 
The instant the bindings on the bestiary were broken, dark, tantalizing, fearful magic shivered over my skin. I had never met a boogey man before—at least, I'd never encountered a creature who referred to themselves as such. They were supposedly reclusive, good at hiding, and didn't really have just one set of agreed-up appearance or powers. But the fear…that was one of the few things that all the stories of boogeymen had in common. I tightened my grip on my bow, almost eager for something to hunt. I had been cooped up here, inactive, for far too long. 
But the cowardly creature decided to flee instead of fight. I felt the magic drain from the place, leaving behind a group of confused and wary magical beings looking around at the steely gray sky. 
Disappointing. 
We all headed inside, but I couldn't help casting one last look back over my shoulder, searching for a threat. The hair stood up on the back of my neck and all my muscles tensed for a fight. But all I saw was the water weaver, wandering at their usual aimless pace behind us as if they were lost in their own world. I faced forward again, trying to shake the feeling of being watched. 
"Someone check on me in about fifteen minutes or so and make sure I'm not dead," Andy called out as she headed for the stairs.
I nodded and mentally made note. Fae hunters were the protectors and providers of our clan. But somehow, caregiving felt like an extension of that. I would guard Andy's wellbeing, even if that meant mothering her a bit to ensure that her body had what it needed to keep her healthy. 
That damned curse. I would rip it from her cells myself, if I didn't think it would kill her. Witches were proud and arrogant people—nearly as proud and arrogant as my own people, if I was being honest. It had to chafe at Andy, knowing that she carried such a human weakness inside her, and one that all her peers were immune to. But my new mate carried this burden the same way she carried all of the bullshit that had been foisted on her thanks to her horrendous family—with a little bit of attitude and almost staggering amounts of stubbornness. 
It was almost warriorlike. Made me want to kiss her senseless. 
I smiled faintly at my thoughts. When I had emerged from the bestiary, I was full of rage. When I left this place to find that my entire fae clan was long dead and gone, I had been gutted, awash in grief. But then the loneliness had set in. I was adrift. Who was I without a clan to protect and hunt for? A fae's clan was everything. So, I refused to leave Andy's home and pledged myself to her for no other reason than I couldn't figure out what else to do. My clan was gone. And setting out into the world on my own, a world that I hadn't navigated for several hundred years, and which was drastically changed…. It just felt safer to stay right here. 
Taking a tumble between the sheets with the curvy witch had just been a distraction, an added benefit. But I wasn't stupid. I knew what was happening here. I was falling in love with the stubborn, borderline insane witch a little more every day. The thought called to mind distant memories of past loves, of that telltale softening inside my heart, combined with the intense need to protect. 
My shoulders tightened, but I didn't allow myself to look back as I felt someone—or something staring at me. Never let the predator stalking you know you were afraid. It just made them that much more likely to pounce. 
But…that wasn't right. There wasn't a predator behind me…because that would make me prey. And a fae hunter was never prey. 
I spun, narrowing my eyes at the empty, echoing marble entryway. Everyone else had gone their separate ways. I was completely alone. Not even Andy's pet rodent was anywhere to be seen, though I studied the vines that trailed along the walls near the window just to be sure. 
I turned, stepping over a twisted tree root and making my way past the ancient, crumbling stairs that had once led to the second floor. This ruin had once been a beautiful mansion for some rich magic user, and now it was little more than plant-covered rubble. But I could find some shelter here until dawn. I glanced out what was left of an arched window that was empty of glass, at the rapidly darkening sky, as I pondered whether starting a fire would be worth the risk of calling attention to myself. 
Brushing aside the thick leaves of a banana tree, I paused and glanced around again. I could sense the predator that stalked me. It watched me from somewhere nearby, playing with its prey. 
I wasn't prey. I was a skilled and dedicated fae hunter, protector of my people. I had nothing to fear from the night. Or from the wilds. 
The wild….
A single, hair-raising, soul-stealing howl rose up in the twilight, echoing off the crumbling walls of my pathetic shelter. I crouched instinctively, trying to make myself smaller, like a rabbit frozen by the approach of a wolf. 
Except…I wasn't being hunted by wolves. 
The call sounded again, off to my right this time. Then to my left. Behind me. In front. They had me surrounded in this perfect maze of a crumbling ruin. All the better to chase me. The better to play. To exhaust me and make me beg for death. 
I slid a bone-handled blade into my hand as the Wild Hunt sang to the moon, calling for my blood. 
I wasn't a hunter. I was prey. And they would run me into the ground. But I wouldn't make it easy for them. 
I wove through the overgrown plants that had escaped the courtyards and atriums of the place and now grew over the crumbling walls. I climbed the highest tree and perched there with my bow. 
My bow. 
I wish I had my bow, but I'd lost it, hadn't I? All I had was this knife. The one I had made myself when I came of age and took my place as a hunter. This knife had been with me since the very beginning. 
My knife. 
I wish I hadn't lost it. But I had, hadn't I? That's right. My knife was gone.
I crouched in the tree, curling my bare hands around the rough branches as the fae hounds of the dreaded Wild Hunt thundered into the ruined house, the massive, magically strong beasts maddened by the smell of my blood. By the smell of my weakness.
You can't protect yourself, my little antlered snack. The hound's voice in my head was a strange fusion of its thoughts and its creator's will. Couldn't protect your family. Can't even protect yourself. Pathetic. They really called you a hunter? 
Another hound joined the first one, circling the base of the tree where I hid. Pathetic. Weak. Best jump down here now and let us rid the world of your failure, little morsel.
I hissed, fighting the hold their words had on me, the way they slid into my mind and sabotaged my will with the magic of their dark, unseelie master, whoever they were. 
But my thoughts were growing jumbled and cloudy. 
Come down, come down, come down, yet another hound taunted, prancing around like an overeager human pet, rather than the terrible, massive beast it was. Its giant paws held claws thicker than my fingers. Glowing bluish saliva dripped from its jaws and hit the plants and broken marble below with an acid hiss. 
The tree shook as one of the monsters rammed a broad shoulder into it. Come down and show us how weak your clan's supposed protector really is. 
I slipped, nearly falling, my limbs moving too slow, heavy under the sickening call of the Wild Hunt. I wanted to do as they said. Why stay hidden up here like some frightened bird in the branches? I wanted to fly. To run. To smell the wildness of the wind-swept moors and feel the tingle of the moon's magic on my bare skin. I wanted my feet on the earth. My senses were alive, pulsing, yearning to hunt. To run. Run, run, run….
The tree shuddered again, but this time I didn't fight to stay perched where I was. Instead, I stood, pushing up with the powerful muscles of my legs, calling my fae magic up to bubble through my blood, wild and free. I was one with the night. I was the hunt. I was the prey and I had to run. 
I leapt off the tree branch, over the heads of the massive, black fae hounds, summersaulting in the air and landing nimbly on my feet like the forest creature I was. Glancing over my shoulder, I smiled. Then I ran. 
My surroundings were a blur. I ran fast and hard. I leapt over fallen walls and scrambled through dense, exotic vegetation. I crushed night blooming flowers beneath my feet, and I howled at the moon, even as she called for my death. Blood pounded in my veins. I was alive! My soul sang!
I was flying so high I didn't feel the impact of the heavy hound body smashing into me from the side. I was still smiling with wild euphoria as my body hit the ground and rolled, my tender, naked flesh scraping over sticks and stones. 
But I felt the teeth sink into my skin. The moon shone brightly overhead, still calling to me. The hounds' saliva burned like a thousand angry bees as it seared my flesh, acid and magic. I clawed, and kicked, and howled, scrabbling to defend myself with my bare hands as the pack of ravenous hounds descended on me and tore me to pieces. 




Chapter 28

Elijah


I felt the flash of dark magic, just like all the others. They all shared one long, wary glance. Then the boogeyman's presence faded. If I had a physical body, I would have let out a sigh of relief. But still….
The memory of that brief flash of magic lingered. It had reminded me of my own magic, in some way. I pondered as I floated along with the others and into the house. As an angel, I had existed in another realm, one that even witches and other magical beings couldn't easily access. But angels had the ability to move more easily between realms. That's why everyone thought us so ethereal and all knowing—really angels were just good travelers. And now, as a ghost, I existed partially in yet another realm that was inaccessible to the others. 
I wasn't sure where I went when I lost consciousness and slipped away into that quiet darkness. All I knew was the feeling of the boogeyman's magic had reminded me distinctly of that. Of that in between place. 
It was quiet there. It was muffled and dark. But it wasn't empty. There were things that lived there, just beyond the awareness of the living. And they weren't all benign watchers. 
I floated in the entryway with the others. 
"Someone check on me in about fifteen minutes or so and make sure I'm not dead," Andy called out as she headed for the stairs. 
Everyone started to disperse, and I considered whether I should try to convince one of them to help me read my books, or if I should retreat to the bestiary. The bit of my essence that held me tethered here sometimes grew…depleted. Returning to the bestiary seemed to help replenish that. And I had to be careful to keep myself strong enough to stay connected to the living world. My essence was slowly fading ever since I had woken up and started regularly spending time outside the book. Resting helped bolster it. But the truth was, I was still waning. It was slow, but noticeable. 
Andy worried that she would have to destroy me when she destroyed the bestiary—because the book was my anchor. What she didn't know was that I had accepted my fate. Because with every creature she freed, the book itself weakened. Which meant the spells tying me here weakened. By freeing the others, she would free me, whether she wanted to or not. The book would eventually lose all remnants of its own semi-sentient energy, and I would slip free. And with nothing to anchor me here…. 
I didn't know if there was a heaven or hell. I suspected not. I had resolved myself—mostly—to fading into nothingness. But I hoped like heaven and hell that the in between place wasn't a final destination for my kind. Because that would be much worse. 
I tried not to let myself dream of what could have been, if only. I tried not to imagine how things might have been different, if I had met Oleander Lovell as a living, breathing man. There was no use dwelling on impossible things. 
I drifted through walls until I reached the Lovell library. Most of the books and artifacts in this house were at the very least vaguely disturbing, and at most chillingly dangerous. But there were some things the Lovells had excelled at that didn't involve murder. A few of the books were actually interesting, informative, or fun, and they didn't talk about how to manipulate magic into powerful new spells meant to subdue or decimate all who opposed you. 
I drifted over the books that were laid out in the library for me, reading two pages of each one before moving on to the next. When Aahil passed the doorway, I called out to him to turn the pages for me, but the jinn just kept walking, pretending he hadn't heard me. Typical.
If I had eyes, I would have rolled them. That poor creature needed love and connection more than he would ever admit. I just hoped he didn't completely destroy Andy—or himself—before he realized it. 
I hovered by the doorway for a moment, pondering which one of my housemates I should search out for assistance. But then Niamh came striding by, clearly geared up for some gardening time, with a little spade in her hand, and that bright energy about her that she got when she was yearning to make things grow. 
"Niamh?" I said, drifting further out into the hall. "Can you help me for a moment, please?"
She looked at me, then looked around and kept walking. 
Fine. The fae could be a bit stand-offish sometimes. I knew she was a good woman with a fierce protective streak, but she had her own wounds to deal with. Our years in the bestiary had left us all with scars. Even those of us who didn't have bodies. Not all scars were physical. 
I drifted across the hallway and through the wall into the kitchen, where I found Zhong making lunch for the others. "Hello, Zhong," I said happily. The gargoyle was a nice guy. And I thought Andy needed his steady, adoring presence in her life. She needed someone to show her what loving devotion and quiet support looked like—things I suspected she had never experienced before. 
Zhong ignored me, his focus on making things just how the others liked them. 
I let out a faint, gusty sigh. "I know you're busy, but…."
He picked up the platter he was preparing, glanced my way with a frown, then marched out of the room. 
Unease slid through me, making me waver and lose shape for a moment. That wasn't like Zhong. 
I found Hasumi in the bathtub, playing elaborate games with the water as the elemental took a nice soak. Fondness welled up inside me, probably helped along by Hasumi's magic. The water weaver's simple, childlike joy and wonder humbled me. I couldn't interrupt that just to ask them to go turn pages for me. 
I drifted across the hall to Andy's room. She was standing by her bed, flipping through the bestiary, a frown of deep concentration on her face. My dear witch. I had never met someone so focused and so committed to her duty to do what was right. Aahil might yammer about how he had bound her to him to ensure she finished freeing the others and destroyed the book, but that was all nonsense and everyone knew it. Andy would right the wrongs done by her family if it killed her—which it had every chance of doing. But she had been planning on freeing us all to begin with. Oleander Lovell was stunningly, brilliantly unique among her bloodline for one reason—she didn't need anyone to tell her what was right or wrong. 
I longed to be able to step up behind her, to wrap my arms around her waist and pull her back against me, to wrap my wings around us and shield her from the world for as long as she would let me while I tried to sooth that frown off her face.
But I was nothing but a specter. A ghost. The leftover whisper of what had once been a person—and a boring, misguided one, at that. 
"Andy?" I said softly as I hovered behind her. "I know you're busy, but would you mind turning pages for me?"
She shut the bestiary and tossed it on the bed, and I felt the ghost of a smile cross my ghost of a face. It was such a small, selfish thing, and I knew that kind of ego and pride were sinful, according to the indoctrination I had thrown at me when I was alive. But the fact that Andy was never too busy for me…it made me feel almost warm inside. The warmth was still just a memory, but it was almost there…just out of reach, tantalizing and teasing. 
Then she turned around, still frowning, and…walked right through me as if she didn't even see me. 
I shook off the disconcerting and wonderful feeling of her aura moving through mine, then drifted after her. "Andy? I'm sorry to bother you. I know you just came up here to rest."
She ignored me, going to strip off her pants and toss them over the chair by her vanity. Wearing nothing but her t-shirt and underwear, she checked her insulin pump, walked through me again, and climbed into her bed, pulling her covers up to her chin and closing her eyes. 
I misted out of shape, then reformed, a terrible suspicion filling what was left of my raggedy soul. "Andy?"
She rolled over onto her side, one hand under her pillow, her eyes fluttering open for a second. Just long enough to look at me. No. Not at me, through me. I waved my arms, hovered closer, attempted to touch her cheek. 
But Andy couldn't see me. 
The witch with the powerful mediumship ability didn't seem to know I was there. 
I drifted backward, true panic overtaking me. No. It couldn't be. Not this soon. My fading had been so slow until now. Surely this couldn't happen from one second to the next. They had all talked to me out in the courtyard. They had seen me. 
But…everyone in this house had just ignored my request…because they didn't know I was here. 
I felt the darkness closing in as I lost my hold on the living world and slipped momentarily into the in between. The quiet dark embraced me, welcoming me home with its muffling embrace. And…something moved. 
Fear swamped me, the absolute certainty that I was about to stop existing. 
But…at the same time, some part of me was clearer here. More focused. As if I had just shaken off some evil spell. What had moved in the murky space before me?
Then I saw it. A faint tendril of darkness, even blacker than the place where I hovered, and glinting with a subdued sheen. It stretched from me, off into the distance, and it was…shrinking. As if it couldn't truly stay connected to me here.
I followed it, even as realization hit me. The tendril of blackness attached to my luminous being at chest level, where my heart would be, if I had a body. It was magic of some sort. It had a feeling…almost like an aura. And I had felt this aura before.
I followed the shrinking tendril of magic until I was expelled back into the mortal world. And there he was. 
The wavering, misty boogeyman was huddled in the corner of Andy's workroom, in the shadows that clung unnaturally to the ceiling. And his glittering black eyes were staring right at me.
"You!" I said, floating closer. 
Just then, a terrified, high-pitched shriek reached my ears. Bis came running into the room, crying for Andy, his adorable eyes wide and frightened, quills standing on end and little clawed feet scrabbling at the floor as he desperately looked around, seeking his master. 
I shot a glare at the boogeyman, but he had retreated even further into the amassed shadows by the corner of the ceiling, and I couldn't actually see him anymore, just the occasional glitter of his night-black eyes. I reached for Bis, then realized I couldn't really touch the rat-skunk hybrid. He ran into a chair leg, fell onto his back, struggled to right himself, then cowered under the piece of furniture, making terrified, mournful little squeaks the whole time. I misted, moving down to his level. "Bis," I said softly. "Can you hear me, dear little soul. It's Elijah. I'm here."
He chirped, but kept breathing hard, as if his poor little heart was about to pound out of his chest. I noticed a glint. Narrowing my focus, and knowing what I was looking for now, I saw the tendril of blackness that trailed out from Bis's chest and toward the boogeyman. 
I flowed out from under the chair, righteous indignation filling me. "Release him, you foul, hellish creature!"
A hissing mutter was his only response. The shadows shifted, and one of those tendrils shot out, headed right at my chest area again. I snarled and shifted to the in between, trying to dodge out of the way. 
The move seemed to weaken the tendril, and the magic faded away. I shifted back into reality. Then I surrounded Bis with my essence. Concentrating hard, I managed to shift just a part of me into the in between place and back, effectively severing the black tendril from poor Bis. 
The little hybrid slowly stopped crying and looked at me with wide, almost human eyes. He let out an inquiring chirp, and I did my best to explain. "It was the boogeyman. He almost bespelled me with his fear as well. I think he caught you in some sort of nightmare, but I found a way to stop it."
He chirped, then scrabbled out from under the chair. When he saw the writing blackness that hung in the corner of the room, he went up on his back feet, extended his arm, and gave the boogeyman a forceful middle finger gesture, practically roaring his rodent rage. 
Then, the little guy went to all fours and trotted off, pausing in the hallway to look back at me and give me an impatient little wave. 
The others. Of course! If Bis and I had been caught up in this strange magic….
We found them all in the courtyard where Andy had released the boogeyman. And where he had appeared to leave but had really only caught us all in his magic. The sights and sounds that greeted me, now that my mind was clear and I could actually see, were chilling. 
Andy was in the center of the space, near where she had done her spellwork. She sat on the ground, shaking and sobbing, tears streaming down her round cheeks, arms wrapped around herself as she rocked. "I'm not like them," she whispered, her wide gray eyes unseeing. "No. No, no, no!" She dug her own nails into her arms as she clutched herself harder. "I killed them," she whispered. "I killed them all."
I went to her, my heart breaking at her terror and her broken sobs. Enfolding her in my essence, I severed the black tendril holding her in her nightmare. 




Chapter 29

Andy


Have you ever had a really emotional dream and when you woke up you still couldn't quite shake whatever you were feeling in your dream? One where strong emotions followed you into the waking world? That's exactly how it felt to come out of the fog that was boogeyman magic. It took a bit for what Elijah was saying to soak in. All I knew was that I was still slightly terrified, Bis was rubbing against the side of my leg, chirping, Niamh was rocking back and forth hugging herself, Zhong was tentatively patting his body and studying his fingers as he wiggled them around, and Hasumi was staring off into space, whispering to themselves and shuddering. I noticed all of this in the space between one breath and the next, just before a lean, inhumanly strong ball of overheated jinn slammed into me. 
Aahil's arms wrapped around my neck in a death grip, and he buried his tearstained face in my shoulder. My arms went around him instinctively, even as my sluggish brain tried to process this utter weirdness. Flames leapt up intermittently from random spots on Aahil's skin, singeing me, but I didn't let go. Because I heard what he was muttering in between the wracking sobs that shuddered through his beautiful body. 
"Tell me I'm real," he gasped desperately. "My name. Say my name. Please!" And "I'm fire. I'm only fire. I don't know what shape I'm supposed to be. Who am I?"
He phased out, then back in, and the feeling of him disappearing and reappearing in my arms was really fucking panic inducing. "Aahil," I whispered into his silky, disheveled hair. "You're my snooty, arrogant Aahil. And you're so much more than your fire. Shh…." 
I looked around at the others, hoping someone could help me out here. Because I was holding the jinn while he sobbed like a wounded child, and I was pretty sure this was going to go south real fast, the second he realized what was going on and regained his dignity—and his stubborn defensive walls. 
Hasumi's turquoise eyes met mine and the water weaver flowed across the courtyard to me, kneeling at my side. I felt the cool, tranquil nudge of their magic right before Aahil snapped back into total awareness and lost his unholy shit. 
The jinn shoved at me, long black claws out and teeth bared, attempting to launch himself backward out of my arms, which was an awkward maneuver since I was sitting on my ass in the dirt, and he was basically sitting in my lap. His claws tore my shirt and pierced my right shoulder—mostly on accident, I think—drawing blood. Fire flared around him as rage lit his beautiful, terrifying features. Great. He was going to go fucking supernova. Right on top of me. 
I couldn't move fast enough. It was like one of those movies where something horrific is happening on screen and they slow that shit way down so you can really appreciate all the detailed terror and gore. 
Thank fuck for our water weaver. Hasumi's water doused the jinn's flames before they could burn us all alive, and Hasumi wrapped long arms around Aahil, drawing him back against their chest, their long white-blonde hair falling forward over Aahil's bare shoulder in a way that seemed uncomfortably intimate. "Peace," the water weaver's compelling, melodic voice commanded. 
I felt my shoulders drop and the tension leave me as their power worked on me too. Aahil growled, but went still, his head dropping, ragged breathes sawing in and out of him, his lean chest heaving. 
"It's okay," I told him, feeling slow and stupid, darting a glance around at all of them. "It's okay. None of it was real. We're back in reality now." 
I looked to Elijah for confirmation, since he seemed to be the one responsible for breaking the spell. Were we free of the nightmare? Or was this just the deceptive beginning of yet another hellish experience? 
The ghost drifted around us, reaching out a spectral hand now and then to bat at something I couldn't see. It took me a stupidly long time to realize that the boogeyman's dark magic still lingered faintly in the air. 
"You're free for now," Elijah confirmed. "But the boogeyman is still here. It can move between realms. Which is how I figured out I could disrupt its magic. I can escape it by shifting from here to the space between the realm of the living and the realm of the dead."
I glared. "Where is the fucker? Can you see it?"
Bis patted my leg and chirped at me insistently. I petted his sweet skunk-striped head and scooped the rat-skunk-hedgehog into my arms as Hasumi released a grumbling and very pissy Aahil. I pushed up to my feet, Bis still tucked into one arm. Niamh and Zhong joined us.
"He's saying he thought he lost you and turned into a normal rat," Niamh interpreted. "Everyone was trying to catch him in traps or poison him because he was just an animal." She frowned and reached out a finger to rub the spines on his back. "A cat ate him."
"I'll murder that fucker with my bare hands," I growled, drawing up magic from the earth to reinforce my power. "I'll feed him to the fucking cats!" How dare the monster go after Bis. That was a really, really bad move, asshole. 
Elijah's misty touch against my skin brought me back to reality. "I found the boogeyman upstairs in your workroom with Bis," he said flatly. "I'm not sure if they've moved since then, or what we're going to do about them, but we've got all of us now. We should be able to do something."
I ran my free hand over my face. As mad as I was about Bis and the others being tortured, I had to think about this a bit more logically. Every being I had freed from the damned bestiary had come out of that book traumatized and expecting the worst, their magic instinctively lashing out. "We'll try to talk to it first," I said flatly. 
I felt the incredulous stares that were aimed at me. "Talk to it?" Aahil demanded. "Are you insane witch? Has your last tiny, shriveled brain cell finally died? Did you enjoy the nightmare you just lived so much you want to repeat it?"
I handed Bis to Niamh, then stepped right up into Aahil's space. "Fuck you, jinn. I just lived my worst fucking fears come to life. I'm pretty sure we all did. And do you know what happened to me in that nightmare?"
He tossed his head and gave me a haughty look of disdain. "Your fat ass wouldn't fit in those pants anymore? Maybe you broke a nail? Realized you're an abysmal disappointment of a witch?"
I refused to let him bait me. "No," I said, keeping my voice soft, not giving into the temptation to shout at him. "I became one of them. Just like my family. I wielded the full weight of my magic. I felt it grow inside me with every little step I took into the blackness of my blood." I narrowed my eyes at him. "I killed you first, drained your magic and broke you, then discarded you like a used toy. I took what I wanted without thought for consequences as long as it made me stronger. I watched the slow death of my conscience and my soul along with every single person here."
I stepped back and headed toward the door to the house, my back to them all. "I know what my family would do right now. They'd set a black spell that would imprison or drain the fucker who just dared put us through all of that. And they wouldn't feel one single bit of remorse for it."
I paused, my hand on the arched doorway. "But I'm not them. I'll never be like them. So yeah, we're gonna fucking talk to it first before we try to kill it."
I checked my glucose monitor, tucked it away, and marched toward the stairs, following the feeling of dark magic, refusing to look at the faces of the people behind me. 
Sure, it was probably weak. Stupid. A naive thing to do. But I could still feel the ghost sensations of my nightmare clinging to my psyche. I could recall exactly what it felt like to be high on the power of death and domination. How I had watched from the outside as the Andy I knew disappeared. And it made me want to vomit. 
I gripped the banister and drew on every last bit of determination I could muster. When I reached the top of the stairs, I turned toward my workroom. It was still in there. I could feel it, the pulsing, alluring darkness tinted with fear, growing stronger with every step I took toward it. 
When I entered my workroom, I couldn't see anything out of the ordinary. But I could sense it. Like that creepy sensation I always got when there was a ghost watching me. Elijah glided over and into me, and my vision rippled and wavered as I welcomed the ghost's possession. I felt him shift something in my perception, maybe showing me a little hint of the strange in between world where ghosts went before they fully passed on. And I finally saw the boogeyman. 
The thing hovered up in the far corner of the room, a pulsing web of black tendrils holding a shapeless, inky cloud. "I see you up there," I told the boogeyman, crossing my arms over my chest. "Not a nice trick you've been playing on us. And after I was nice enough to free you from that creepy damned book."
The others came to stand around me, but I could tell they couldn't see what I was seeing. 
"It's afraid," Hasumi whispered, a slender hand coming to rest on my lower back, bringing with it a slow trickle of emotions—fear, confusion, rage, desperation….
"We won't hurt you," I said, holding my hands up. 
Aahil scoffed. Niamh rolled her eyes. But Zhong nodded along, his gentle expression earnest. "Andy's a good witch," the gargoyle said to what must look like empty space to him without Elijah's help. "She freed us all. She's working on destroying the book."
I waited what seemed like an eternity, holding my breath. Please don't make me do something awful, I begged in my mind. I felt a sense of comfort coming from both inside and outside me—Elijah and Hasumi picking up on my thoughts. It was creepy, and yet…I'd take all the comforting I could get at the moment. 
I didn't want to carry on the Lovell tradition of cruelty. 
Finally, the muddled cloud of darkness pulled back, drawing inside the long, lanky form of the man who hung from my ceiling. He reminded me of a spider, the way his long limbs were arranged, angled backward so he clung to the wall and ceiling by his hands and feet, and with the help of the long, thin, black tendrils of his power. His skin and loosely curling hair were a deep, blue-black color. And his unsettling eyes had red slit pupils set against complete blackness where the iris and whites should be. 
"Who are you?" A deep, misty voice that was barely a whisper issued from his black lips, and I was pretty sure even his teeth were some shade of gray, though it might just be all the shadows. 
I felt Elijah pull away, de-possessing me, and realized that the others were now looking up at the boogeyman as well. He had left the camouflage of his otherworldly magic. 
I waved. "Hey there dude, nice of you to join us here in reality. I'm Andy Love. Or Oleander Lovell, if you want to get on my bad side, which—oh, hey, you already did! The short version of the story is that my entire family were evil assholes, but I try my best not to be. Elijah here brought the nasty grimoire to me, and I've been trying to free you jerks, but everyone always comes out swinging. At least you didn't set me on fire, I suppose."
I cut a look toward Aahil, but the asshole just grinned slyly at me, as if he was proud of almost killing the person who'd freed him. "Niamh shot you," he reminded me. 
I waved a dismissive hand at him. "She apologized."
Zhong coughed behind his hand to hide a laugh and I rolled my eyes, returning my attention to the monster on my ceiling. "Wanna come down here so we can talk without me giving myself a crick in my neck?"
Those weird eyes flicked around the room, examining each of us in turn. Then he slithered down the wall like something in a superhero movie with bad CGI. When his feet lightly touched the ground, he pulled his raggedy black dress shirt straight and tilted his head at Zhong. "I remember you."
The gargoyle licked his lips and nodded. It was weird to see such a big, hulking guy look so afraid of the gangly thing in the corner. "Yeah. We were called out at the same time once or twice, I think. But I couldn't see you."
The boogeyman paced a little closer. "Does the witch tell the truth? Are you truly free?"
Zhong rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. Then his yellow eyes lit up with an idea and he eagerly went over and pulled his shirt aside to show the boogeyman his tattoo. "She refused to mark me. But other people in the market tried to stake a claim, so she got me this. It's my own name. I'm…my own master." He glanced around at the others. "We're all here by choice. She let us go, but we all chose to stay with her and help her free the rest."
The boogeyman narrowed his strange eyes as he studied the gargoyle, then he spun on a heel and padded over to me, his long bare feet quiet on the polished floor. "Lady witch," he said in a surprisingly cultured, formal voice. "I apologize for my instinctive actions. Am I truly free to leave? I will not encounter snares or booby traps if I try to depart?"
Oh, that was why he was still here then. 
"Um. Nothing I set up. But my family were assholes. I've been dismantling booby traps and nasty spells around here for years. I think I got them all, but every now and then I get a fun surprise." I lifted up my pantleg to show him the scars that not even magic could erase. "Man-eating stairs, for example."
He tilted his head again, the strange movement reminding me of a spider considering his prey. Then he turned to Elijah. "You'll help me check for traps before I try to depart, since you can see into the beyond for hidden spells, spirit."
I could almost feel Elijah's mental eye roll. If he had actual eyes instead of just empty glowing sockets, I'm pretty sure those suckers would be rolled back into his skull. We couldn't free a creature that was humble. Oh, fuck no. The arrogance in this guy was growing with every second he was solid, as if he was shedding his fear and replacing it with ego. Great. Just what I needed. Another asshole. 
But Elijah was clearly much nicer than me. Must be an angel thing. He just held out a ghostly hand in invitation. "Come with me. We'll examine the front entrance."
I sighed. "You kids have fun. Let me know if you need help with anything." Then I paused, meeting the eerie red eyes of my newest acquaintance. "Just let someone know when you leave for good. I think we'll all wait to sleep until you're gone."
He smirked at me. Honestly. Smirked. After all the shit he'd just put us through. I wanted to slap the look right off his face. But I wasn't too keen on taking a trip down nightmare lane again anytime soon.
Elijah poofed out of existence and, with a jaunty bow, the boogeyman did the same. 
We all waited in silence until we were sure the sense of his dark magic was traveling away from us, fading as he went to wherever ghosts and boogeymen hung out when they weren't in the world of the living. 
"Well, that was fun," I said in a fake cheery voice. 
Aahil didn't look at me, even to snark, as he dematerialized and left. I went to Niamh and Zhong for hugs and warm, loving kisses. I wouldn't admit it out loud, but I was so glad for their solid, supportive presence. 
"I'm going to go check the perimeter and grounds," Niamh said when she drew away. She glanced up at Zhong, then slapped him on the back. "Come on, guardian, let's put you to work."
He nodded agreement and followed. I frowned after them. Niamh was a hunter. She was built of for guarding and loved to know what was going on around the house at all times. But…I thought maybe this current insistence on doing security checks probably had something to do with whatever nightmare she'd experienced. 
That Zhong had gone along so readily was worrying. I was going to have to talk to them all about what they'd seen, at some point. We probably all needed paranormal psychology visits…but then, we'd needed that before this. 
Bis chirped at me with the cadence that indicated he was on the search for food, then trotted off, leaving me with Hasumi. 
I turned to the weaver and let out a tired sigh. "Thank you for helping us. With the fear and…with Aahil."
Haumi's beautiful turquoise eyes flitted from me to the doorway. "You should go to him."
I arched a brow at the weaver. "Who, Aahil? Right. So he can flambe me? You know he won't tolerate me trying to coddle him. Even if he really fucking needs a hug."
Hasumi let out a faint laugh, those pretty eyes twinkling. "Which is precisely why he needs you. Us, perhaps?"
I was surprised when a little shiver of anticipation and attraction lit through me. Sure, Hasumi was beautiful. And I admit, I'd thought about what it would be like to make out with the ethereal elemental. Hey, I'm a healthy, red-blooded witch who is well acquainted with her sensual side. But this seemed sudden and poorly timed, even for me.
Hasumi moved a little closer, reaching out a graceful hand to touch my cheek and I finally caught up. Oh. Uh. Not entirely my emotions I was feeling just there. Did that mean the water weaver wanted some of this? Or…we were talking about Aahil, weren't we? Did Hasumi just want a little taste of fiery jinn? 
"Both, actually," they whispered, making me shudder. "But I wouldn't want to be accused of influencing your feelings one way or the other." Turquoise eyes searched mine, Hasumi's gaze intense and…yearning? "We have all been unsettled by this experience," they said evenly, fingers still caressing my cheek. "Would it be so wrong to find comfort in each other's arms? Isn't this what mortal bodies are for? I would hate to…take this form for granted."
And the way they paused just there…yeah, I had a feeling it had something to do with a certain nightmare. Apparently, even the water weaver had insecurities and fears. 
I licked my lips, trying to think of just one rational reason to resist. I knew there were probably like, a million. But nope. Nothing. I came up blank. 
Hasmi's lips were soft, but persuasive, their kiss like a dance, communicating so much feeling that I was swept off my feet. I threaded my hands through their soft, sparkling white hair, delighted at how it was even nicer than I had imagined, slippery as silk through my fingers. Their tall, lean body brushed against mine, but the physical sensations felt almost distant. I was too wrapped up in the emotions swirling around me to go eagerly searching for touch. 
When I came up for air, I stared into shimmering turquoise eyes that reminded me of pictures I'd seen of the warm oceans back in the human realm—tropical waters that I'd never actually seen in person, so bright they couldn't possibly be real. "The jinn is lost," Hasumi whispered, still gazing into my eyes, his expression patient, waiting. "I believe we can help him find his way, using the sensuality he is so familiar with. But he needs your strength."
I just stood there for a few seconds, common sense warring with the urgent feeling in my chest. The ruby suspended from the collar Aahil had placed on me was growing warmer by the second, and I was pretty sure that wasn't just coincidence. Aahil was still battling something that had him on edge. He was hurting. Again. Still. Fucking always, even though he'd never admit it. And I was stupid enough to want to stop that suffering. 
I grabbed Hasumi's hand and dragged them into the house and up the grand staircase to Aahil's room. When I grabbed the doorknob, it was hot to the touch, and heat radiated off the door itself. In a weird quirk of memory, I recalled the training videos in the human world, the ones where they told you that if you were in a fire and there was a closed door with heat behind it you should never open the door. It would let oxygen in and feed the fire. 
Ignoring common sense seemed to be a new pattern with me. I twisted the knob and opened the door. 
The room wasn't on fire. Yet. Aahil had been pacing the length of the room. He stopped when we entered, and Hasumi gently closed the door behind us. The room was like a sauna, the air so hot it made me start sweating almost instantly. But saunas had steam. This was uncomfortably dry. Like the desert. 
Aahil's red-brown skin was slightly flushed, but he otherwise looked comfortable in the stifling atmosphere. Well, comfortable except for the visible tension that gripped his beautiful, sculpted dancer's body. He narrowed his eyes at me, his gaze flicking past me to take in Hasumi, then back to me. "What are you doing, pet? I didn't call for you."
I shrugged and took off my t-shirt, tossing it aside and fanning myself. "You didn't? The flaming necklace say otherwise. And holy fuck, Aahil why is it so hot in here?"
His eyes traveled over my unexciting black cropped camisole and the bit of muffin top caused by my jeans, and he snorted. "Well, it's certainly not hot because of your lingerie, I assure you, witch." A sly look crossed his features, but for some reason, this time I could see it for the act it was. "Your ancestors would be appalled at your abysmal attempt at seduction."
I rolled my eyes. "You can't hide behind your snarky comments anymore, Aahil," I informed him, walking over and staring him down. "You're upset. We all are. But you've been refusing to deal with your shit, and I think that's just made everything worse. I'm worried about you."
He flexed his fingers, claws appearing then disappearing as a little flare of magic washed over him. "I don't know what you mean."
I sighed and reached for him. "It's okay to need comfort when something awful happens, asshat. You already put your dick in me. I'm pretty sure a hug's not going to kill you."
He huffed at that, but I was shocked when he didn't flinch away from me. Aahil always avoided letting others touch him. He had to be in control of every interaction, always the initiator, thanks to the trauma my ancestors had inflicted on him. 
But now…the jinn just stood there. He was rigid in my arms, but he let me wrap my arms around his waist and rest my chin on top of his head. He didn't even bite me or anything. 
"Your fears and your desires are at war," Hasumi whispered, their melodic voice like a gentle caress as they moved closer. "You risk being overwhelmed by your past if you shut out those who would help."
Aahil's hands lifted, coming up to rest at my hips, and for a split second I thought he was actually softening to the idea of affection. But his grip quickly became possessive, his fingers digging into the soft flesh, pulling me away and shoving me behind him as he snarled at the other elemental. 
"Why are you here? What do you want? You've offered to help me keep from losing control, but why? Why do you care how I abuse my pet? What's in it for you?"
Hasumi didn't react to Aahil's defensiveness and the challenge in the jinn's sultry, yet dangerous, voice. The water weaver simply gave the jinn a soft smile and tilted their head, causing all that pretty white hair to cascade over their shoulder, rippling against the soft pastel silk of their loose shirt, their entire being radiating gentleness and light. "Perhaps I merely hate to witness unnecessary suffering." Then the smile slid into a smirk, those turquoise eyes twinkling. "Or perhaps my motives are a bit more selfish."
I watched over Aahil's shoulder as Hasumi glided closer. Not quite touching the jinn, but leaning down close to whisper in his ear, they added, "Perhaps I like a challenge."
I swallowed, trying to ease my suddenly dry throat. Um. What? Hasumi was so fluid and ethereal, so quiet and patient. Their soft, steady personality was the exact opposite of the cruel, oftentimes frightening dominance Aahil sometimes displayed. And yet…suddenly I could see Hasumi all too easily controlling a situation, guiding and manipulating everything just so without ever losing that deep, eerie calm. 
Aahil let out a short laugh. "So you both came traipsing in here, thinking now was good time to ply me for sexual favors? When you think my guard is down and I'm vulnerable? What—have you just been dying for another taste of jinn seduction magic? I'll gladly feast on your soul's energy."
He turned to me and the markings on my skin flared to life with a burn that was just this side of too much. "I'm not your toy to be used whenever you need a fix," he warned, his voice going dangerous as he slipped into darkness. "You're scared, and unsettled, and you want me to use my magic and my body to make you feel better. Is that all I am? Is that my only purpose to you disgusting fucking witches? Do you not understand the power you hold on your cursed leash? And yet this is how you choose to use it."
I shook my head, my voice coming out all breathy from the hint of pain that was pulsing out from his marks on my body. "No, Aahil. Listen to yourself. You're not in the past. You're here with me. Andy. Not those others. I don't own you, idiot. You bound me. I couldn't give a shit less about your damned power. I just…want you to be okay."
He stopped before me, our hips brushing as his eyes flashed from crimson flames to amber. "Why?"
The word was a whisper, barely audible on his sinfully beautiful demon lips. I couldn't look away from his face, but Hasumi touched my shoulder, sharing their power with me, bringing me the flavor of the emotions Aahil kept carefully subdued. Desperation. Longing. Fear. An intense desire to be wanted. Aahil wanted to be seen and wanted, not for his jinn abilities or his elemental powers, but for himself. But he thought that was a weakness. Something to be exploited and used to subjugate him again. 
I touched his cheek. He let me. "Because I'm an idiot and I'm pretty sure I love you, somehow," I said honestly. "Fuck. Maybe you'd better just kill me now. Put us both out of our misery."
An actual laugh huffed out before he could stop it. The jinn covered my hand with his own, his claws out as he squeezed my fingers. Then he opened his flame-bright eyes. "Oh, well then. That puts a different spin on things, doesn't it?"
I looked at him, my instincts only now telling me that I should run. "Uh…why?"
He smiled, slow, sultry, and wicked. "Because that gives me all the power."
I shook my head. He would see it that way, wouldn't he? But whatever helped, I suppose. No one ever said baring your feelings to a damaged, crazy-assed fire elemental was a good relationship move. 
My heartrate kicked up a notch as Aahil pulled me closer, his free hand lifting to grip the back of my neck. "You want to make me feel better, pet? Offering yourself up for comfort?"
I licked my lips, fear and arousal coursing through me in equal parts as I made myself slip into as much submission as I could. One day, me and Aahil were going to go at this like equals. But he wasn't quite there yet. So I murmured a breathy, "Yes."
He pulled me down into a biting, demanding kiss. His skilled lips and tongue were superheated, molten against my own, and I immediately imagined what that burning mouth would feel like against other parts of my body. 
"And you?" Aahil demanded as he released me, his burning eyes darting to Hasumi. "Here to watch the show, water weaver?"
Hasumi gave him a knowing look. "I told you I'd stop you from harming our witch. Go ahead and play, little flame. I'll control the fires when I feel it's necessary."
Aahil narrowed his eyes at Hasumi and let out a little warning growl, but I could see right through his protests. Holy fucking shit. This was what Hasumi had meant. Aahil needed to let go of his fears, he needed me to submit to his control and show him that he could be intimate with someone without destroying them, and that I could honestly care about his welfare. But he also needed boundaries. And someone stronger than him to enforce them. 
When the jinn turned his attention back to me, I felt a bit like I was free falling, having just launched myself off the tallest cliff I could find. But the water waiting below would be soft when it caught me. I didn't have to fear the landing. Hasumi would protect us both. 
Not a dynamic I ever would have imagined myself enjoying. But if it let me be with these two amazingly hot, powerful creatures, then who was I to complain?




Chapter 30

Andy


Aahil's beautiful amber eyes bore into me, focused, aimed like a weapon. There was a serious weight to that glare, as if he was trying to ask me something important, some burning question only I could answer. But I wasn't telepathic. 
"Strip," he said, his voice and his entire posture melting into a dangerous, sensual purr. "But leave the top on."
I wanted to push back—it was kind of second nature for me to wave the middle finger at anyone who thought they should tell me what to do. I had battled all my life to prove that I was my own person, not whatever the fuck other people expected of me based on my family. But this was a different battle all together. My playing submissive was part of the war plan. My even being here, begging Aahil to work through his issues, that was the power move. 
So I toed off my socks, disconnected my insulin pump, and slipped my pants and underwear off, tossing everything in a heap, leaving myself standing there in nothing but my stretchy black cropped camisole. I had no idea why he wanted me to leave that on. It wasn't lingerie by any stretch of the imagination. But I was a frumpy, boring single—until recently—witch, whereas Aahil was a jinn with some serious sex magic. His imagination was a fuckton better than mine. 
The jinn circled me, reaching out to draw a single black claw along my skin, from the area just above my breast and below my collar bone, around my shoulder, across my back and to the other side. "You're here, naked and pleading for attention, pet," he said in a thoughtful voice, that undertone of darkness lingering at the edges. "A witch, here at my mercy. What should I do with you?"
The pretty white markings of the bindings he had seared into my skin when I freed him from the bestiary flared to life, his burning magic rising around us, lifting his silky black waves from his shoulders, sparks coming to life in the red streaks hidden in his black hair. "A part of me wants nothing more than a good old-fashioned bonfire, you know?"
"No magic," I said, lifting my eyes to meet his just this once before sliding a glance toward Hasumi. "He can do anything he wants to me, as long as I survive it. But no magic."
Hasumi's glittering turquoise eyes flicked from me to Aahil, running over the hot, compact jinn thoughtfully before the water weaver nodded. "I think that's a good limitation. No magic, Aahil." Then the weaver flicked their elegant fingers and snuffed Aahil's power under a wave of water magic.
Aahil growled, his glare piercing me like flaming daggers, little sparks flaring in those golden eyes. "You don't control my power, witch. I do."
I swallowed and fought the urge to lift my chin and yell. Instead, I tilted my head down and glanced at him from under the curtain of my messy green hair, keeping my posture meek, but letting my emotions show on my face. "Exactly," I said softly. "I don't want your magic, Aahil. No games, no getting high on jinn seduction magic. I'm not here because of that bullshit. I'm here for you."
He froze, his leanly muscled dancer's frame going absolutely still. Yeah, I'd hit home with that one. After all, it was clearly what he was most afraid of. That all anyone ever wanted him for was his power, his magic. Maybe his beautiful body. He had been ensnared and used for those things over and over, most recently by my relatives. But as much as he had to hate the thought of being used again—as much as he raged and blathered on about that—there was a bigger fear that the boogeyman had just revealed to the jinn and to anyone who had heard the man's terrified sobs as he woke from his nightmare. 
Aahil was afraid he was his magic and all the things everyone wanted to use him for. He was afraid that without that, he was nothing. And if no one wanted him for his power, then that must mean no one wanted him at all. He was no one. 
I wanted to reach out for him, pull him in against me and hold him the way I had down there in the courtyard when he was coming apart in my arms. But I knew better. I bit my lip and waited, trying to be as still as the startled, dangerous jinn. 
He moved like the flame he so resembled, fluid and quick, one warm hand pressing into my chest just above my breasts as he pushed me backward. "Sit."
The back of my legs hit the mattress and I sat suddenly, catching myself with my hands. Aahil looked down at me, a wicked smile curling the edges of his perfect bowstring lips. "I'll refrain from using my magic, pet. But in exchange you agree to do everything I say, no hesitation and no yapping. If you piss me off, I won't need magic to punish you. Do you understand?"
I nodded, my throat suddenly dry. But other parts of me were decidedly wet. Fuck me and my twisted Lovell blood, I loved it when the snotty little jinn threatened me. Mostly because I knew he wasn't joking. 
"Do I get a safe word?" I couldn't help but snark. 
He closed the distance between us, one burning hand landing on my shoulders, sliding up my neck to tangle in my hair and yank my head back, forcing me to look up at him at an awkward angle. "No."
"I'll be able to monitor your emotions at all times," Hasumi said easily. 
Until I heard that melodious voice, I kind of forgot they were there. The taller elemental appeared behind Aahil, leaning over the jinn's shoulder to whisper in his ear. "If you push her too far, I'll stop you. But if I have to stop you because you can't control yourself, you'll be punished—at the time and place of my choosing. Do you understand?"
There was just a tiny little hint of a smirk in that beautiful voice as Hasumi repeated Aahil's words. The jinn growled, his magic flaring up in reaction before he pushed it back down. "Am I fucking you too? Or are you just here to blather on like an idiot?"
Hasumi slid their fingers down Aahil's naked spine as they drew away. "I'll watch."
The water weaver sank into a chair off to the side and I felt the little tremor that went through Aahil's body and into the hand that held my hair. Then the jinn returned all that scathing, sensual focus right back to me. He released my hair and trailed his fingers down from my shoulders, claws scraping over my skin, a dangerous, titillating reminder of what I had just signed up for. 
I sat still as Aahil pulled the straps of my camisole down to the middle of my upper arms. Then he tugged down the front of the fabric until it lay under my breasts, shoving them upward like an underbust. "Such perfect, heavy tits," he purred, pausing to palm one of my breasts, kneading, then squeezing hard enough to make my breath catch. "Hmm… sensitive too. I wonder how they'd look with my dick between them."
I sucked in a breath as Aahil's other hand lifted to pinch my other nipple. "Oh, goddess, yes let's do that," I begged.
He lifted one winged brow. "I warned you about the yapping, witch." Then he slapped the side of my breast, leaving a perfect, stinging red handprint behind. "Last warning."
I jumped at the impact, but he hadn't hit me too hard, just enough to make a noise, leave my skin tingling, and make me yearn for his warm palm to smooth it away. Yeah, surprised the fuck out of me too. But here we were.
Aahil's flowing harem pants slipped to the floor in a billow of red and gold. I bowed my head, letting my eyes skim over him. Goddess, he was perfection. His red-brown skin was smooth and nearly hairless, stretched over lean pecs and taught, flat abs. The piercings in his nipples and belly button glowed a warm gold in the soft afternoon light. I hoped someday I'd get to play with them. My eyes trailed downward, then got stuck, riveted on the sight of his hard, glistening cock. 
"See something you like, witch?" Aahil purred, reaching down to stroke himself. I licked my lips as his foreskin rolled back, revealing more of the hard, damp head of his dick with its gleaming piercing. I suddenly recalled in vivid detail what it had felt like to have him fuck my mouth, and I was more than game for that. 
"Too bad," he said with mock sympathy. "I'm not here to be used for your pleasure, Lovell. This time, you're my toy."
Oh, that sounded both sexy and awful at the same time. I glanced up, meeting his burning, flame bright eyes. 
"That's right," he said softly, a smirk lifting one corner of his lips. "You want to prove something with this whole submissive act of yours? Fine. I'll use you in any way I see fit. But I'm not here to make you come."
I felt my eyes go wide. Ah, shit. That was not my kink. 
Aahil dematerialized, then reappeared behind me, gripping my elbows and pulling them together, binding them with a length of some kind of rope he'd gotten from goddess knew where. The jinn's movements weren't hurried, but he was efficient, and I soon found my arms bound behind me, rope twining around them in some intricate pattern from wrist to shoulder.
Then he appeared before me once more, smiling happily to himself. "A lovely, lush, little Lovell, wrapped up like a present just for me."
He moved too quickly for my eyes to follow, returning to me with a vial of something golden, which he waggled before my eyes with a taunting look. His magic flared, just for a moment, and whatever was in the vial bubbled. 
A slender hand appeared around the strong, graceful column of Aahil's throat, long fingers pressing into his skin, just over his pulse point. Glittering turquoise eyes met mine as Hasumi spoke, their fluid voice barely a whisper. "No magic, jinn. That is the second time. I won't allow it again."
Aahil smirked. "So sorry."
Hasumi squeezed harder, the force of their grip denting Aahil's beautiful skin. "You will apologize when you're done with this."
Then the water weaver was back in their chair again, long arms crossed over their chest and expression bored as they looked over at us. 
Aahil ignored the water weaver, uncorking his little vial of liquid with his teeth. Then he stepped closer, dribbling the oil over my tits. It was hot. Just this side of too much. But the liquid heat sliding over my sensitive skin did things to me. 
Aahil tossed the vial aside and reached for me, hands sliding over my breasts again, teasing for a moment, coating them in hot, slick oil. Then he wiped his hands on the bedsheet and cupped my breasts, pushing them together, the more than generous weight of them filling his hands.
I watched without breathing as he gracefully slid his dick between my tits, slowly fucking them, his golden eyes riveted downward, watching. My eyes slipped closed, and I leaned into him, unable to do anything other than take whatever he was willing to give. My core clenched, wishing he was fucking me there instead. But the smooth glide of his rigid heat was sexier than I'd expected. 
"Look at me, witch," the jinn commanded, his voice devoid of magic, but compelling all the same. 
I opened my eyes, my gaze locking on his as his thrusts sped up, the top of his cock tapping the base of my throat. "You are mine," he purred. "This plump, delicious body of yours belongs to me."
I knew what my answer was supposed to be. I was here to give him my trust, to let him have his way and see that he wouldn't lose control after all. But this was me we were talking about. My mouth moved before my brain could catch up. 
"For now," I sniped. "But if this is all you've got…."
He didn't frown or glare at my inability to follow directions. Oh, no. Not my jinn. Instead, he smiled. It was an expression of pure joy. Because I'd just given him an excuse to give in to his darkness. 
He released my breasts and grabbed me by the front of my camisole, yanking me off the bed with one hard pull. I couldn't use my hands to catch myself, so I hit my knees, the impact only slightly softened by the rug underneath me. Aahil didn't give me time to get my balance before he was there again, hand in my hair, yanking my head back. "You were warned about the yapping," he said evenly. "Open. And if you scrape your teeth, I'll spank that fat ass until you're begging for mercy."
I opened my mouth, debating if I should just scrape my teeth on purpose now or wait a little while. 
I expected ruthlessness. Punishment. And he was rough with me, but nothing I couldn't take. I leaned into his thrusts, moaning a little because this wasn't the punishment that he thought it was. There was almost a freedom in this. I didn't have to worry about what to do next. All I had to do was be here for Aahil, taking everything he gave me.
I was surprised when his motions slowed. Aahil's touch was surprisingly gentle as he pulled out to tease me, sliding the hot, damp tip of his cock across my lips before slowly slipping back inside my mouth. His grip on my hair was firm, but not painful, and I took a moment to catch my breath and to fully drink him in. 
He smelled like some sort of pleasantly smoky incense, and he tasted of cinnamon and something sweet. I wasn't sure how much of that flavor was him and how much was the oil. My eyes met his and warmth uncoiled inside me as when I saw the intensity there. He was battling his darker instincts and his trauma, torn between that thing inside him that insisted on destruction and something else—maybe the real Aahil, the one who wanted to share this with me, rather than play dominance games. And he was winning. I swirled my tongue around his shaft and let out a little hum of encouragement. 
The jinn's eyes slipped closed, and he thrust deeper, well aware of my tolerance level, since this wasn't the first time he'd had his dick down my throat. I swallowed around him, wishing my hands were free so I could grip his hips, maybe fondle his balls, so I could give to him, rather than just taking what he allowed. He could do this. He could let me love him without getting lost in his memories.
The wet sounds, the little puffs of his breath as he chased his own pleasure, it was enough to have me throbbing inside, wanting more. But when I felt the soft nudge of awareness that reminded me we weren't alone? I glanced to the side, caught an intense, lust-drenched turquoise gaze, and I moaned. 
Aahil's movements slowed, and he followed my gaze. "Enjoying the show, weaver?" he asked, his voice husky and full of promise.
Hasumi shrugged one elegant shoulder, as if their gaze wasn't dripping desire. "It would be better if you untied her and let her touch you, the way she's dying to do."
Aahil froze, pulling out completely and staring at the wall, as if it had the answers to all of life's deep mysteries. Then his gaze returned to my face, his hand running through my hair, stroking the tumbled waves back from my forehead, his mask gone and his hesitance clear. "Is that really what you want, pet?"
But what he was really asking was if I really thought he could do it.
I nodded emphatically. "It's fun to do this stuff sometimes." I chuckled, my cheeks heating up. "Okay, so I'm really fucking into it apparently. But Aahil, I just want to…be with you without all this drama. No one really has to be in charge, you know." That was the wrong thing to say, and I backpedaled when his expression started to shutter. "I'm not saying you have to give up control. Just…I'd really like to touch you. Please?"
"No magic," he said softly, his hand still stroking through my hair, as if the rhythm was soothing his nerves. 
I nodded my agreement. "No magic. Yours or mine. I promise. I'm not here to hurt you, Aahil."
He just…disappeared, leaving me to stare at Hasumi. Was that a no, then? How long was I supposed to sit here naked with my arms tied behind my back? It would be just like the asshole jinn to leave me here as punishment for trying to make him face his emotions. 
"Don't worry," the water weaver said with a mischievous smile. "If he doesn't come back to this plane soon, I'll untie you myself. Then I'll finish what the jinn started. I'm certainly not afraid of intimacy with a beautiful, generous witch." Hasumi winked, and the wave of emotions they sent my way had my core clenching and my clit pulsing. "And I won't leave you wanting, believe me."
Aahil re-appeared behind me, his hands busy undoing the bindings. "Ha. As if I need a water freak's help to drive a simple witch mindless with pleasure. Who the fuck do you think I am?"
Maybe Hasumi's magic was helping, or maybe I was just more aware now. But under Aahil's snarky, arrogant comment, I could hear the truth. The question of who he was without all the weird walls he'd put up had him seriously worried.
My arms ached a bit when they were free, but Aahil slid his hands up from my wrists to my shoulders, massaging them briskly as he used the excuse to whisper in my ear. "I'll allow you to touch. But I'm still your master, witch. Remember that."
I huffed a laugh. I could hide my emotions too. "Anything you want, as long as it ends in mutual orgasms."




Chapter 31

Andy


Aahil's husky chuckle reverberated between us, where his warm chest pressed to my back. "Bed."
I didn't need to be told twice. I stood, taking a second to let the blood flow return to my legs, since I'd been kneeling for so long. Then I stumbled over to the bed and flopped down with a groan. "I'm not built for gymnastics." Holding those simple postures had been a bit rough. Maybe I needed to start up a yoga practice or something. 
Aahil crawled onto the bed with me from the end, sliding his warm hands up my legs to part my thighs, pausing to squeeze the soft, plump flesh there for emphasis. "Not built for gymnastics," he agreed. "You're built for comfort, my dear, oblivious Lovell. A man could sink into you and get lost."
I rolled my eyes. "I'm not sure if that's an insult, a compliment, or a hint that I need to lose weight."
Aahil scoffed. "Didn't I revoke your right to yammer? Don't think punishment is off the table, now that you've convinced me to be nice."
I smiled at him as he continued to crawl up my body, warm skin gliding over mine until he was lying over me, his lean, hard length pressed to my soft curves. Moving slowly, I reached out to touch his face, to trail my fingertips along his perfect jaw and tuck a silky strand of black hair behind his ear. "You really are beautiful, you know."
He narrowed his eyes at me. "Don't be mushy, woman."
I schooled my face into mock seriousness. "Sorry. Sorry. Please put your cock in me now, master," I deadpanned. I squirmed just a little for emphasis. 
Aahil shook his head, but I thought maybe he was suppressing a laugh. "I have no idea why I find this attractive." Then his warm lips were on mine, stopping any more of my oh-so-witty outbursts. 
I parted my thighs, shifting to meet him as Aahil slowly slid home, finally filling the ache inside me. He was so hot—literally—a pulsing heat inside me that drove me mad with every skillful, smooth glide of his body. My hands slid over his muscular back, gliding down to grip his perfect ass and press him closer as I met his thrusts. 
I was startled how quickly climax washed over me. But then again, I had dreamed of Aahil letting me love him this way for quite a while now. And I wasn't lying about how much that whole bondage and dominance play had turned me on. I pressed my face into his shoulder, drawing in his smoky scent and muffling my moans.
Aahil shifted his weight onto one elbow, putting distance between us so I couldn't hide, the other hand coming up to cup my face. His liquid gold eyes met mine, full of fiery sparks. "Again. I want to watch you come. I want to see myself reflected in your eyes when you shout my name, witch."
I shook my head, gasping for air. But truthfully, it wouldn't take much. Especially with Aahil looking at me that way. As if he could see right into my heart, but was stunned to see himself there. 
I pulled a leg up, nudging him, and he wrapped an arm under my shoulders as we rolled so I was on top. I lifted myself up on my knees and sank back down hard enough to make my breasts bounce, feeling Aahil's heat so deep inside. His hands gripped my hips, claws denting the flesh as he thrust up beneath me, driving us both higher. 
"Oh, fuck, jinn," I gasped, my head back and eyes closed as I chased my next orgasm. "Don't stop. Just like that." I grabbed his hand and tried to direct it to my clit, the need overwhelming.
And of course, I broke the jinn right before I got a second orgasm. Fuck my life. 
Claws dug into the soft flesh of my hips, breaking the skin in places, his hands searing where they touched, as Aahil's magic flowed out around us like fire, ready to consume and destroy. 
My eyes flew open in surprise. He had been fine. Fine. But the monster staring up at me was not Aahil. My Aahil had left the room. 
"Is this what you wanted?" He snarled, showing a bit of fang, his eyes dancing with red flames. "Tell me." He slammed upward, inhumanly strong hands pulling me down, impaling me over and over, pleasure crossing into pain as he made himself a robotic tool. Just like I'd accidentally commanded.
Tears gathered in my eyes, even as my half-finished orgasm tried to get back to business. "Aahil. I didn't mean it like that. Please—"
Cool hands smoothed over my sides, trailing down to my hips, coming to rest over Aahil's where they clutched me. "Aahil," Hasumi said in a deceptively soft voice, flowing like water as they moved to sit behind me, straddling Aahil's legs, the weaver's front pressed to my back. "Come back to us, jinn."
Aahil's breath hitched in and out in a harsh pant, and the flames in his eyes flickered as the water elemental's magic filled the room, manipulating emotions, sending calm and clarity. I watched as the jinn slowly came back to us, his amber eyes losing some of their burning intensity as his grip on my hips eased up, retracting his claws. 
"Andy?" His beautiful, husky voice shook, devoid of its usual magic and arrogance. I had never want to kill anyone quite so badly as I did at that moment. I wanted to murder every witch who had ever used him. I wanted to find the fucking boogeyman and turn him into a bug so I could have the pleasure of stepping on him.
I let out a long sigh. My rage probably wasn't helpful at the moment. "Right here," I breathed. "I'm sorry, Aahil. I didn't mean to push you. But I'm here, it's okay."
He pulled a hand out from under Hasumi's grip and hid his face under his arm. "I knew this was a terrible idea. I'm a monster, witch. Damaged. Broken. If you strip away all the things you hate about me, then there's nothing left."
I shifted forward, keenly aware that he was still seated inside me. "Hey, Aahil?"
He moved his arm just enough to give me a wary, questioning look. I took the opportunity to press a kiss to those beautiful lips. He startled, but his hand came reflexively to cradle the back of my head, his lips parting and his tongue hesitantly coaxed into dancing with mine. "I thought you weren't going to let Hasumi show you up?" I teased as I sat back up, gently rolling my hips in invitation. 
Aahil's expression slowly slid back toward lust, especially when he really took a moment to look at Hasumi, who was now holding me, one long arm wrapped around my chest, just under my breasts, pushing them upward like a display. 
"Witch, I almost just fucked you to death," Aahil said in an exasperated voice. "You're playing with fire. Or maybe you're suicidal?"
Hasumi leaned in to press a soft kiss to my skin, at the juncture of neck and shoulder. "I told you I wouldn't let you hurt her," they purred. Then they lifted their head, looking over my shoulder at Aahil. "I know you are afraid, little flame. But you don't have to be alone. Let us see what's possible if we work together, hmm?"
Aahil was silent for a moment. But then he slipped back into his usual jinn act. He smiled, slow and sultry. "Better hurry and catch up then, water weaver," he taunted, lifting his hips to press in deep as he cupped my breasts, this thumbs circling my nipples, sending electric zings of pleasure through my body. 
Hasumi disappeared from behind me, then reappeared in the blink of an eye. Only this time, instead the flowing fabric of their clothes, I felt only the sleek glide of smooth, warm skin. I twisted, unwilling to get off Aaahil, but also really wanting to see Hasumi naked. I couldn't even begin to guess their gender. I thought I felt the soft press of small breasts against my back. But then they moved closer and a long, hard length pressed along the crack of my ass. 
I was so confused. 
"Does it matter?" Hasumi breathed in my ear, clearly picking up on the emotion. 
I turned back to face Aahil, who was grinning like a demon, but I pressed my ass back against Hasmi. "Honestly?" I said, my voice a little breathless since Aahil was not pausing for this discussion, still undulating under me in a way that had me seeing stars. "Not one fucking bit."
"I thought so," Hasumi said, letting a bit of that liquid power roll over us. "Lift up a bit, Andy. And you," they said with a flick of a hand against Aahil's taught stomach. "Pause."
The jinn narrowed his eyes at the order, but whatever Hasumi was doing let him keep control over the urge to lash out when the water weaver was the one giving orders. I leaned forward against Aahil's chest, a bit worried about what they were up to. Anal was fine. I just hadn't had someone in my ass and my pussy at the same time in a quite a while. Not since that one wicca orgy a few years ago…. Yeah, earth witches get freaky sometimes.
I sucked in a breath, tensing when Hasumi's graceful fingers glided over the place where Aahil and I were connected. "Oh, goddess!"
Aahil chuckled into my hair, then pressed a kiss to my temple, gripping my upper arms to keep me in place as he slowly pumped in and out of me, giving Hasumi time to stretch and tease. 
I came again—hard—before they were satisfied with their torture and Hasumi was finally fully seated inside me. With Aahil. I wanted to be some amazingly awesome lover. But honestly, all I could do was lay between them, gasping and moaning as both of them fucked me into oblivion, my brain completely broken by the sensations that overwhelmed me. 
When I came again, I took a while to float back down to earth, my entire body humming and languid with bliss. I found myself lying on my side, with my head pillowed on Aahil's shoulder and Hasumi spooning me from behind. I'd gotten a glimpse somewhere along the way. The water weaver was absolutely gorgeous. Hot as hell. But their body was very different from any lover I'd ever had. I had so many questions, but that could wait until my brain wasn't buzzing with post-orgasm haze. 
"Aahil?" I managed to mutter. "Are you okay?"
The jinn snorted. "Don't be stupid. You're the one who just had two dicks crammed in you, witch."
I groaned. He was back to avoiding. But Hasumi rescued me. "You two will talk about all of this," they said firmly. But it came with a wash of sleepy contentment that pulled me along for the ride. "But it can wait until after we nap."
I was so on board with that plan. Anything to put off the battle that I knew was coming when Aahil was finally forced to admit he had feelings and insecurities. And that he wanted help. 
My eyes were just starting to drift closed when a cloud of black, smoky tendrils erupted from the bedroom wall. The boogeyman stepped out from the blackness, his red eyes glinting at the sight before him. "I hate to interrupt all this, mistress Lovell," he said, sketching a sarcastic bow. "But it seems there's a ward blocking my exit. And your angel friend was too much of a prude to ask for assistance."
"You can't just barge in like that!" Elijah insisted as he floated up through the floor to hover before the boogeyman, his aura wavering with his anger. "Have you no respect for privacy!"
I barked a laugh, startling everyone in the room as I flung out an arm to point an accusing finger at the ghost. "Privacy? You're going to lecture someone about privacy?!"
Elijah rotated toward me, puffed out of existence, then reformed. "But he's a stranger."
The boogeyman laughed, his deep voice sending chills up my spine. "Somehow I think the more's the merrier when it comes to this witch's bed." He smirked at me. 
I flipped him off. "Keep it up and I'll take a nap or fifteen before I get around to breaking that ward so you can leave."
Hasumi and Aahil had abandoned me to find clothes. I shoved myself up to sit against the headboard and yanked my camisole up to cover myself as the creeper of a boogeman just sat his ass right down on the edge of the bed and winked at me. "Was that an invitation, witch?"
I put my face in my hands and let out a half-scream-half-groan sound that was the only way to express my current feelings. 
The boogeyman patted my back. "There, there, my dear. Just tell yourself it's a bad dream."
I sighed. "I've tried that every day since I found the damned bestiary," I grumbled. "Hasn't worked yet."




Chapter 32

Andy


If it wasn't one fucking thing, it was another. I felt like my magic never got a rest these days, like a constantly overworked muscle that never got to recover. And let's be honest, my poor body and mind weren't much better. Everyone else's energy felt gross too—just as dampened and bogged-down as my own. Though, I thought the recent trauma-by-boogeyman was probably to blame for most of that. 
I had managed to get half an hour to myself after my interrupted interlude with Aahil and Hasumi. I used it to go to my own room, lock everyone out, and take a nice, long, hot shower. I wanted to think about what this new development meant for the three of us. Was this a regular thing now? Would Niamh, or Zhong, or Elijah care? They hadn't seemed to, when they all came to harangue us out of bed. But maybe that was because there were more important things to deal with at the moment. 
Which…yeah, there were more important things to deal with at the moment. 
So, me being me, of course I shoved aside all the messy relationship bullshit and focused on the whole boogeyman trapped in my house thing. The absolute last thing I needed was for the creep to get bored or decide he needed to feed on all of us again. One round of living a literal nightmare was enough for me, thank you. 
So, I toweled off roughly, tossed on the first mostly-clean t-shirt and jeans I found, finger-combed my damp green waves and headed off to put out yet another fire. A breather would be nice in between paranormal complications. A nap that wasn't due to magical exhaustion or injury. Maybe a nice week's vacation somewhere without magic at all….
I left my room and made my way down the hall toward the stairs. Niamh and Zhong were leaning against the wall partway down the hall, whispering to each other in hushed tones. They stopped talking when they saw me, both of them straightening and giving me their own version of a concerned look. Zhong's was a soft, sad smile. Niamh's was a wry twist of the lips and one raised eyebrow. 
Niamh lifted a hand and waved me over. Her fingertips were stained with green, and I could sense the earth clinging to her. She'd been outside, working in one of the many courtyard gardens. She was always there, when she wasn't pestering me. I was hit with a surge of longing. I was an earth witch. I drew my power and strength from mother earth and her growing things. But I hadn't spent any time at all refilling my well since I got here and started working on the damned bestiary. I was surrounded by ancestral grounds and neglected gardens, but they had no appeal to me. The earth here had always felt vaguely repulsive to me. I longed for my tiny, over-stuffed little herb garden back on earth. 
"Andy?" Zhong said, his deep voice full of concern. "Are you okay? What is it?" His eyes narrowed as he reached for me. "Did those two…do something you weren't okay with?" 
I shook my head adamantly to prevent him from working up a good defensive rage over my imagined abuse. A manic laugh wanted to bubble up out of me. If he knew how much I'd enjoyed that little bit of rough treatment, the ridiculously sweet, kind guardian would probably run away. "It's not that," I assured him. "I'm just tired. This bullshit never ends. And now I have to figure out how to unwork yet another family spell. And because it's a family spell, that probably means it's nasty in some way, shape, or form." My voice rose to an annoying note. "I just wanted a nap." I whined. 
Zhong's big, strong arms wrapped around me, pulling me in against his rock-hard chest, his wings curling forward around us slightly. "I'm sorry, Andy."
Niamh brushed her green-stained fingers through my hair as she moved to stand behind me, her other hand rubbing my back, below Zhong's arms. "You have had quite a lot on your plate," she commiserated. But she wasn't about to let me wallow and complain for long. "But you're a strong witch. A survivor and a defender. A warrior in your own way." She leaned in to whisper in my ear, her voice teasing. "Surely you're not giving up so soon? What happened to all that indignant anger we all know and love so well?"
I huffed against Zhong's solid chest. "Oh, piss off. I can be pathetic for a minute. I've earned it."
Zhong chuckled, the sound rumbling through me as he moved one hand to the back of my neck, his big thumb lying along my jaw. He tilted my head up, forcing me to look into his yellow eyes, and his smile was sweet, even with the hint of fang. "You're not pathetic, Andy. And no matter what the fae says, it's okay to be weak sometimes. I'll always shelter you when you need a place to rest."
I opened my mouth to argue with his cheesy statement, but he didn't let me interrupt. "No. I'm supposed to serve you. To be a guardian. It's in my nature. Let me have this."
I sighed, but relaxed in his arms and was rewarded with a soft, slow kiss that made me forget what I was even upset about in the first place. Niamh brushed my hair aside and planted a lingering kiss on my neck, pressing her tall, lithe body against my back as her arms came around my waist. 
Mmm…fae-gargoyle sandwich and I was the filling. What had I been worried about again? 
A skitter of fear danced through me, and I pulled away from Zhong's kiss, my eyes fluttering open as a smoky black mist began to form beside us. Oh. Right. Boogey man trapped in my house. 
The black smoke coalesced and drew inward as the boogeyman's tall, lean, black-clad form stepped out of the darkness. "Oh," he said in that upper-crust tone. "I see how it is. Lusty little Lovell, are you shagging them all, then? Is that the price for freedom these days?" He waved an elegant, long-fingered hand impatiently. "Well, come on then. If I have to fuck you to get out of this place, then let's get to it. I've got things to do once I'm free."
I let my head thump against Zhong's chest and tried my best not to let the asshole bait me. I should be good at ignoring annoying creatures by now. I'd dealt with Aahil's bitchiness for weeks. But I still wanted to strangle the guy. 
Sucking in a deep, bracing breath, I disentangled myself from my lovers and brushed past the boogeyman, ignoring the way his misty black aura called to something dark inside me. "I'm not sleeping with you, creepo. Come on."
I led the way down the sweeping staircase to the entryway, where the others were gathered. I found myself having trouble meeting Aahil or Hasumi's eyes. But I told myself it was just because I had to focus on important things. That was all. 
I tilted my head back and called on my magic as I studied the complex, barely-visible-if-I-looked-at-it-just-right grid of wards that arched over the tall ceilings and trailed down the walls. The magic protections in this place had been built over hundreds of years, with each generation of Lovell crazies adding to them and strengthening them. Most magic users warded their houses to keep things out. I should be surprised that my family had also warded ours to keep things in. But at this point, nothing would surprise me. 
The ward hadn't prevented Niamh, or Zhong, or Aahil from leaving the premises. It also hadn't prevented me from taking Elijah with me to the market or to the Planus realm. So, it must be crafted specifically for non-corporeal entities. Since Elijah didn't seem to count, that meant it was designed to contain living non-corporeal entities. 
And you know where I'm going with this. Lovells were a bunch of creepy, sadistic motherfuckers. If they had a whole ward in place, then that probably meant the boogeyman wasn't the only creature of his kind to be held inside the walls of the Lovell mansion against his will. 
Ugh. 
"It allows me through," Elijah said, coming to hover at my side as he confirmed my thoughts. "But most magic disregards the dead. There's not much reason for a witch to contain a ghost."
I swallowed uncomfortably, hoping the ghost angel couldn't see the guilt in my aura. Because I could definitely think of at least one reason for a witch to want to set a ward to keep ghosts contained. But I sure as shit wasn't fessing up to that now, not to Elijah. I was pretty sure he wouldn't appreciate the lengths I had gone to in order to rid the house of dead Lovells.
"Well," I sighed, dropping my second sight as I looked back down at my feet. "This is going to be a shitty job." I glanced at the boogeyman, who was standing near the stairs with his hands clasped behind his back and his posture upright, like some dark, silent butler watching from the wings. "Unless you'd let me bind you to an object and try to carry you through?"
The red part of his eyes grew larger, overtaking the black. "No offense, witchy darling, but fuck no."
I nodded. Hadn't really expected the stranger I had just freed from years of imprisonment in a book to let me turn around and bind him to a locket or something. But it was worth a try. 
"This is way beyond my skill level," I said, glancing around me. And way beyond my pay grade. Which was zilch. Living life as a human had been so much easier. "So," I said with a cheery smile. "Who's gonna help me figure out how to tease that ward apart without tearing down the whole damned protection grid?"
Because I was not going to sit here with no wards in place. There were way too many people out there who would just love to lob something nasty my way and get rid of the last living Lovell, wipe us out for good. Not that I blamed them. But I still didn't want to end up a puddle of charred goo. 
Elijah hovered closer, his cool, misty aura brushing my own. "I'd help you if I could, Andy."
I sighed. "It's the thought that counts, right?"
"I'll assist," Niamh said, sharing a look between me and the boogeyman that said she'd do just about anything to get the creep out of the house for good. 
"You know I'll help you, Andy," Zhong pitched in. "I don't have a lot of magic, but what I have is yours."
Hasumi was busy examining the way a ray of light from the window had lit up one of the decorative stones that lined the arched doorframe. But they waved a hand at me without looking up. "I will assist."
I licked my lips and nodded. It was still going to be a headache to figure out how to untangle just that one ward. But if they were willing to lend me their magic, at least I'd have enough raw power to achieve something. Aahil was conspicuously quiet, but I didn't even look his way. I knew exactly where he'd tell me to shove it if I even thought about bleeding power off him to use in my own spells. It was too close to what my ancestors had done. And I'd never ask it of him. 
"I would be willing to draw ward schematics and help with the circle," the jinn said in a bored tone, crossing his arms over his chest. "Since you're so abysmal at it, pet."
I flipped him off for the insult to my skills. Even though he was absolutely right. Drawing schematics for wards and spells was slow and painful for me and required me to study about half a dozen text books while I was doing it. But I didn't miss what he was really saying—he wasn't willing to let me pull magic from him. But he did want to help. What a softie. 
"Okay," I said, clapping my hands together. "Let's get the stuff we'll need and spread it out here." The wards were mostly anchored to a central starburst pattern in the tile of the entryway that aligned with a matching one on the painted ceiling. Might as well get this done now. 
It took most of the night and half of the next day, but eventually, we had a massive spell circle chalked onto the tiles and the appropriate spell ingredients spread around us. I read through the steps of the spells I would use one last time as Aahil retraced a portion of the circle with sure, graceful strokes of chalk. 
Then we all sat down around the circle and got to work. I held a gold bowl that contained a few drops of blood from each of my magic donors. It would serve as a focus object that would let me connect to them and draw from them temporarily. The boogeyman watched impassively from his spot near the front door. I was surprised when Aahil moved closer. The Jinn wasn't going to participate in the magic portion of this, so he stayed out of our circle. But he sank down behind me, gracefully folding his legs as if he were about to start meditating. 
"You can do this," he whispered, for my ears only. "Don't embarrass yourself, pet. It would make your master look bad."
I huffed a laugh. "I hate you."
A warm hand cupped the back of my neck for a brief moment. "I think you lie almost as well as I do." Then he stopped touching me and raised his silky voice a little so the others could hear him. "Are you going to get on with it, or not? If there's nothing entertaining going on, I'd rather go take a nap, boring witch."
I snorted, but I squared my shoulders and braced myself, sucking in a few deep breaths to center myself and connect to my earth magic. Power swirled through me, fed to me by the mother earth under the floors, by the stone, and plants and essence of life all around me. Then I muttered the words of connection, calling to my helpers. 
I felt the flare of each thread of power, like small rivers joining the main branch of my own magic, making it rage and threatening to spill over the banks. Niamh's magic had a similarity to my own, a fondness for the wild and growing things. Zhong's magic had the steady strength of stone, enduring and true. And Hasumi's power was like a whole other river, crashing into my own and carrying me along. I had to concentrate to keep from getting swept away by the beauty and strength of them all. But I managed, somehow, turning my attention to the spell circle, activating it, and tapping into the ancestral wards. 
There were so many spells here, so densely woven. It was like picking apart the magic bindings that held each creature to the bestiary, but more complex. I had to simultaneously focus on every overlapping layer of magic as I tried to single out the one I wanted. 
My head hurt, and my heart hammered in my chest with the strain of channeling so much energy. I felt sweat slide down my cheeks and back and gather under my breasts. My hands shook as they clutched the golden bowl that linked me to my borrowed power. 
But, thread by thread, I slowly destroyed the Lovell containment ward. 
When it was done, I struggled to extract myself from the working, pulling back sluggishly from the web of wards, then deactivating the circle. I held the bowl out, my vision sparkling with the urge to black out. "Aahil?"
The jinn was there in an instant, sending fire to burn away the blood in the bowl, severing my connection to the others and ensuring no trace of them would remain behind to be used again. 
I set the bowl aside and pushed myself shakily to my feet, shifting my weight to ease the pins-and-needles sensation in my legs. The boogeyman appeared before me and sketched an elegant bow. "Madam witch."
I waved him away. "You're free. Go." 
Zhong opened the front door. The boogeyman smirked at me, his red eyes flashing. "See you around, witchy darling."
Then he scattered into black smoke and trailed out the door.
Which was great. Because now I could black out. 
The last thing I remember was something hot wrapping around me and the absurd thought that Aahil had beat the others to save-the-fainting-damsel duty today. Which was weird for the jinn. 
Then, I finally got a damned nap.




Chapter 33

Andy


I slept until the next day. My dreams were surprisingly pleasant, all things considered. Not a nightmare to be found. And when I woke, I figured out why. Hasumi was curled up beside me, gently stroking my solar plexus area, over the tank top that someone had put me in. I recognized the water weaver's soothing ripples of magic before I even opened my eyes. They were nudging emotions my way. Feelings of contentment, vitality, wellness…. 
"Welcome back," that achingly beautiful voice whispered. 
I covered Hasumi's hand with my own and opened my eyes, turning my head on the pillow to gaze into sparkling turquoise pools. "How long have you been here?"
They just gave me a soft, enigmatic smile. "Long enough to make sure you were rested."
My gaze flicked to those perfect, chiseled lips, and I had the sudden impulse to kiss the water weaver. But I turned my head away to stare at the ceiling. I wasn't sure if we had that kind of relationship, or if that was just a one-off thing, or if they were really more interested in Aahil and sex was something we were only going to get up to if Aahil was involved. Besides, I was pretty sure I had morning breath, since I'd slept like the dead for who knows how long. 
Slender fingers touched my jaw, turning my head back to face Hasumi as those perfect lips brushed mine. "Do you always feel so conflicted inside?" they asked, clearly peeping on my emotions. 
I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against theirs, surprised that I didn't really mind if they peeped. "Honestly? Have you seen the shitshow that is my life? No, I don't usually feel this conflicted—it's usually about ten times worse. This is only me being a little conflicted. Mini-conflicted. Just this much." I held up my thumb and index finger with about half an inch of space between them.
Hasumi chuckled, the sound like ripples in the smooth surface of a still lake. Goddess, why did everything they did evoke such beautiful imagery in my mind? I wanted to touch. I wanted to ask questions about the beautiful body I'd barely caught glimpses of before. But reality was slowly seeping in, and my brain was demanding that we get up and do something productive. 
"I'm not only interested in your jinn," Hasumi said out of nowhere. Probably mind-reading again, or whatever it was they did with their emotional sensitivity that made it seem like mind reading. "If that helps to ease your fears."
A small, mischievous smile graced their lips and their eyes twinkled with humor. "I admit to using the excuse to get closer to both of you. But my motives are pure. Mostly."
I laughed. "You know," I told them, deflecting all this talk about my twisted relationships. "You used to never talk to us. I think I've heard you speak more words in the last two days than the entire time you've been here."
I sat up, and Hasumi followed suit. "I was…acclimating. I learned to keep my thoughts to myself, before I met you, Oleander." They gave a graceful shrug. "Self-preservation, I suppose. Now I find my thoughts overflowing into words. There's a lot to take in, so much movement and life around you."
I ran a hand through my hair, privately thinking I could do with a lot less "movement and excitement" in my life. "I've been wanting a nice, long nap for a while now," I told the weaver as I stood, dislodging a disgruntled Bis, who I only now realized had been sleeping at my feet. "Thanks for whatever you did to make me feel so rested." I still felt a little awkward around the powerful, ethereal beauty. 
I think Hasumi picked up on that. They stood and ruffled a hand through my messy waves, then headed toward the door on silent feet. "I think I'll check in on our jinn," they said easily. Then they were gone, slipping out the door before I could think of anything to say. I felt bad for making them feel unwanted. If I had. Who knows? Maybe they were just bored. It sounded like they'd been in here watching me sleep for quite a while. Not exactly a stimulating pastime. 
I showered and got dressed in my most comfy "I'm a real witch" hoody and stretchy jeans that barely qualified as real pants. Then I made my way downstairs to the kitchen in search of breakfast. Bis just gave me a gimlet eye and went back to sleep. 
Whatever healing Hasumi had performed worked wonders. My magic didn't feel nearly as burnt out as it should, and I didn't have the usual aches and pains that came with channeling too much power or working spells beyond your skill level. I made myself waffles and coffee, then filled a new insulin cartridge for my pump, all in peaceful quiet. 
It was unusual to get the kitchen all to myself these days. Zhong liked to cook and take care of the rest of us, Niamh occasionally liked to try her hand at baking so she could use the herbs and flowers she was nurturing back to life out in the gardens. And Aahil was always pacing around the place, full of restless energy and the need to cause mayhem. Elijah usually floated in to chat with me when I had down time. But today, the place was deserted. 
I frowned, hoping they weren't all missing because there had been some new catastrophe while I slept. 
Taking my coffee, I headed upstairs to my workroom to find the bestiary. There was only one entry left in the book. The sooner I freed the last creature, the sooner I could get to destroying the book and getting my old life back. 
But the thought wasn't as happy as it should be. I still didn't know how to keep Elijah here when I destroyed the book—the thing that was currently anchoring him to this plane of existence. I could try to transfer his binding to another object, but chances were high that I'd lose him in the process. And yet, I couldn't let that book continue to exist once they were all out of it. I couldn't risk someone finding it and using the residual energies to either re-imprison my friends or catch new victims. But I was getting ahead of myself. I had to free the last creature from the bestiary before I got around to destroying the book.
I was frowning and muttering to myself when I entered the workroom. I paused when I saw Zhong sitting at the desk off to the side, his imposing figure bathed in rose gold and greenish blue from the morning sun that spilled through the stained-glass windows. He lifted a hand to scratch behind one curling horn, then turned a page in the book he was reading, all his attention on whatever he was studying. 
I crossed the room and peeked over his shoulder. "Whatcha doing?" I asked, taking a sip of my coffee. 
The big guy started, turning to look sheepishly at me. "Andy! Wow, I must have really been absorbed, huh?" He held up the book for my inspection. "Did you know there's a section in here about gargoyles and how to use them to reinforce protective wards on your property?"
I huffed as I glanced at the magic textbook. "No. Not information I've ever gone searching for." I wanted to tell him that it wasn't information he needed to search for either. But I knew he wanted to feel useful, so I let it go for now.
He set the book aside. Then he turned his rolling chair so he could pull me over to stand between his knees, his big hands coming up to stroke up and down my upper arms. "How are you feeling? I wanted to stay with you, but Hasumi said you had been feeling overwhelmed lately. He made us all leave you alone."
"Ah," I said with a slow smile. "I knew it was too quiet around here. How did they get everyone to bug off?"
He shrugged, his wings flicking out then resettling against his broad back. We had altered some t-shirts for him to accommodate the giant bat wings, and he looked amazing, the stretchy cotton clinging to his massive shoulders and pecs. "Well," he said with a soft, amused note in his voice. "They didn't say as much—you know how they are. But I think the implied threat was that if anyone bothered you before you came looking for us specifically, we might accidentally drown where we stood."
I huffed a laugh. I never would have actually asked for peace and quiet and some time off—I had too much to do for that. But I was still touched that Hasumi had felt my need and taken steps to make it happen. "They're far sweeter than I ever gave them credit for," I mused. 
Zhong patted my hip. "You have good taste in mates."
I rolled my eyes and cradled my coffee cup like it could save me from awkward conversations. But I guess it was bound to happen sometime. "Mates? Not really a witch thing. More like fuck buddies."
Zhong frowned. "No. You care about them. Us. All of us."
I sighed and side-stepped the whole feelings conversation. "Zhong. Does it bother you? Me being with Aahil and Hasumi? Or even Niamh, or Elijah?"
The gargoyle just gave me a confused look. "Why would it bother me?"
I waved a hand helplessly. "Because you seem like the type of person to be really…devoted. Committed. To one person."
He smiled, catching my hand and lifting it to press a kiss to the back with his marble-smooth lips. "I am prone to those things. You say the words devotion and commitment like they're bad things. And like I can't feel that way toward you." He shrugged. "I can acknowledge that those things have been used against me in the past. But I can also acknowledge that you are different than my other love. And you never promised me anything like a single mate bond. And of course others would find you just as amazing as I do. I'm just happy when you're happy, Andy."
Then the big guy smirked at me, showing a slip of fang. "And besides, it's sexy seeing you with the others. Imagining what it would be like to share you with them."
I fanned my face as my cheeks got hot. "Okay. Point taken. Have you seen the bestiary?" Because otherwise I was going to jump the gargoyle, and even though that sounded like a terrific idea…I did have one more trapped soul to free from the cursed book. No pressure or anything. 
Zhong chuckled, the deep rumble of his voice making my toes curl. "Yes. I have it here." 
We had all started keeping it in turns, making sure one of us had eye on the thing at all times, just in case. It was nice not to have it glued to me and have to lug it around all the time, but I admit, it made me anxious having it out of my sight when I knew it could still be used for no good.
I took the book over to the workbench and perched on a stool to study it while Zhong went back to his own book, leaving us to read in companionable silence. I sipped my coffee while I flipped the thick parchment pages of the book. The last entry was different than the others. The grimoire was formatted to look like it was just a bestiary at first glance—a text that described various magical creatures and their attributes. But the last entry wasn't labeled. It was just a list of powers and affinities that didn't make a lot of sense to me. 
Most of the stuff was standard magic that most witches could perform on their own. And the additional items were worded in an obtuse way that could mean just about anything. There was lots of talk about shadows, and purpose, and rebirth. But none of it fit any creature that came to mind. How was I supposed to unweave the binds and let the poor creature out if I didn't know what I was freeing? It kind of helped to use sympathetic or complimentary herbs and stones in my spells….
I was still frowning over the list of mundane powers when Elijah poofed into existence, shaping himself into a misty ball shape that hovered over my workspace. He had been doing that more lately—not bothering to take on his usual vaguely man-shaped form—and I worried that his essence might be fading. But of course, he'd never tell me. "Sorry to bother you, Andy. But the association people are here," his disembodied voice informed me. "They're pounding on the front door as we speak."
I closed the bestiary with a thump. "Fuck my life."
The ghost nudged up against me and I felt his wry humor. Then he disappeared again. 
I made my way down the ridiculous sweeping stairway and to the front door. Pulling my recently replenished magic in close, just in case, I pulled the heavy carved and warded panel open to revel the woman who stood on my doorstep. 
"You again," I said in an unimpressed voice, before she could even open her mouth. "The Alliance must really hate you, to make you keep coming out here and risk getting murdered for no reason."
"Field mage 3765. I am here under the authority of the Supernatural Alliance to investigate—"
I interrupted her before she could even get a good rant going. "The Alliance doesn't even let you have names, do they? That's dicktastic of them."
She blinked at me, but I got a muffled snort from her partner. Hey, look at that. They sent more than one mage as cannon fodder this time. They must really be expecting me to go ape shit. Where field mage 3765 was short and muscular, with close-cropped brown hair, the woman beside her was tall and thin, with elven features and lavender hair that said she probably had some mix of fae and witch in her blood. She arched a pale brow at me as I looked behind them to the two others, one average-looking nerdy male witch and a centaur woman. All of them were wearing the Alliance's preferred stretchy uniform in some shade between navy and black, and they all had belts of various potions, charms, and weapons. The nerdy guy and the centaur were fanned out behind the other two, looking nervous. Great, just what I needed. Nervous authorities with weapons that might "accidentally" go off at any time.
I crossed my arms under my boobs and leaned against the doorframe, like I was just having a boring chat with a neighbor. Not that I knew what that would be like. My neighbors didn't even so much as look at me when I was here. They'd had the pleasure of living next to the Lovell estate long enough to know better. Wouldn't want to accidentally offend a Lovell witch. Or worse—accidentally make friends with one. 
"What do you want this time? Did I play music too loud? Too much dancing naked in the yard?" Which was funny, because the nearest neighbors were also situated on grand estates with plenty of space between us. They'd have to be spying on me pretty hard to hear or see anything.
Field mage 3765 crossed her arms as well, aping my posture. But she had her feet spread in a solid, ready-for-anything stance and her back was ramrod straight. "The Association recently received several complaints regarding your appearance at the Pentacle market in the presence of some suspicious paranormals."
I rolled my eyes. "Oh, my goddess. No. Not shopping! How dare I?"
She wasn't amused. In fact…her hazel eyes were a bit bloodshot, and she had dark circles under them. In fact…her whole team looked a little peaked. "In addition to these complaints," she informed me. "The Alliance monitors reported the sudden appearance of several powerful beings at this residence sometime yesterday afternoon, including two elementals, a fae, an unbound gargoyle, some sort of spirit, and one unknown entity." 
Fuck. How had they suddenly homed in on exactly who was in my damned house? Then it occurred to me just what I'd been doing around that time yesterday. I'd been fucking with the damned wards. Shit. I had screwed something up. Just perfect. 
I arched my brows at her. "Wow. That's some invasive peeping you've been doing. I made some adjustments to my wards. But you already knew I was providing sanctuary to a few unfortunate people who have been wronged by my family. We talked about that last time. What's got your panties in a twist now?" 
Her eyes narrowed. "The neighboring five estates all report inexplicable episodes of fear and night terrors shortly after that time. They have accused you of harboring an illegal demon in your home and sending it out to torment them."
I rolled my eyes. "Of all the fucking dumbass nonsense. Like I've got nothing better to do than pick on my neighbors."
She moved her hand to the taser on her belt, the other hand pulling a small, folded piece of paper from her pocket. "We have a warrant to search the mansion for illegal demons, and to detain anything we might find."
I took the warrant and read it. Fucking Supernatural Alliance. I didn't really have anything to hide. But I also didn't want people poking around in my creepster mansion and finding some relic or booby trap I hadn't gotten to yet. "This so dumb," I muttered under my breath. 
Someone in the pack of Alliance goons coughed to cover a laugh. I looked up and searched their faces. I was surprised when I saw nerdy guy hurry to smooth out his smirk. Goons with a sense of humor. Who knew? 
"Look," I said tiredly. "I have one demon class creature here, but he's a jinn and they have free travel privileges, right? One of my ancestors had him bound to a…lamp. You know how the older generations were." I gave her a "what can you do" look. "I can give you the lamp so you know I'm not holding him against his will, if you want." Sure, I could give her a jinn lamp I'd found in a pile of junk when I was cleaning. Wasn't sure if it had been Aahil's at some point or not. Nor was I entirely sure it was clean of dark magic. But why fuss over details, right?
"As to the searching," I said, barring their entry until I made myself clear. "I need you to put on record, right now, however you need to do it, that I am letting you inside my home in good faith. I haven't been here long, since I live mostly in the Planus realm, and I take no responsibility if you or one of your people trigger some nasty thing I haven't gotten around to cleaning out yet. 
She arched a brow at me. "Are you saying your house is boobytrapped, Lovell?"
I shrugged. "I'm saying I've almost died a few times myself, bumbling around here. And that's with Lovell blood in my veins. You know how these old houses are."
She sighed, her shoulders slumping a little, but waved a hand at her fae-blood companion. "Put a note in the file stating we were warned the premises might not be safe but chose to proceed anyway."
Her companion's lavender eyes stared into 3765's for a second, and I got the fleeting impression that they might be more than just work partners. "You're sure, Jacki? What if this is all just a set up?"
Jacki waved a hand. "Just note it. You know as well as I do how they want this to turn out." I took a brief look at her aura. Yeah. She was tired and ragged. 
"Higher ups giving you grief, Jackster?" I sniped. 
She turned those hard, tired hazel eyes on me. "Just let us do our job and try to warn us if we're about to get blown up? I haven't had a day off in two weeks."
I snorted, but once her partner held up the mobile device showing the logged warning, I stepped back to let the Alliance people into the house. 
I'm pretty sure my Lovell ancestors were out back rolling in their graves right now. The last time an Alliance person had set foot in this house was when they came to help me get some clothes before they shipped me to the orphanage. Right after they beheaded my parents for crimes against witchkind. 
"Holt will interview your…guests," Jacki the field mage said in a tight voice, waving the nerdy witch forward. "He's good at detecting lies, so please save us the hassle, and don't fuck around. The rest of us will sweep the residence for illegal demons. Just tell us what parts of the place are potentially hazardous."
I snorted. "It's all potentially hazardous if you aren't a Lovell," I said dryly. 
Niamh nodded to the curious fae-blood in passing as she headed to the formal dining room. "Come on, you can interview us in here." She met my eyes and shook her head. I agreed. Bunch of bullshit. 
But we complied. Refusing would only arouse their suspicions even more. And I'm sure if they really looked hard enough, they'd find some reason to lock me up, or castrate my magic, or something. 
"You're the jinn she mentioned?" Jacki asked, looking at Aahil. 
He was leaning against the knoll post at the foot of the stairs, looking like sin incarnate in his silky harem pants and a skintight black t-shirt, barefoot, with bits of gold and piercings sparking everywhere. His eyes flared with inner fire, and I could just feel his need to fuck with her. 
"Please don't, asshole," I said in a flat tone. "Not the time."
Jacki arched a brow at me, and I shrugged. "Some of my new friends still have a tiny chip on their shoulders from all the ways my relatives fucked with them. You're better off treating them like they're feral." I couldn't quite keep myself from smirking. 
She rolled her eyes. "Because of course you couldn't make this easy."
I shrugged. "I'm not the one being an invasive pain in the ass. I was just over here minding my own business."
"And yet, The Association is convinced you're building an army so you can finally have your revenge. Maybe pick up where your family left off with the whole witch supremacy thing." She waved at me. "Lead on. I'm about as sick of this shit as you are."
I huffed a laugh. At least we had that in common. 




Chapter 34

Elijah


The Alliance people were quick and careful as they searched the premises. They really did seem set on getting the job done and getting out of here. Not that anyone could blame them. The Lovell estate was a creature of nightmare and legend, and Andy had done nothing to set their fears at ease. The field agents seemed inclined to avoid Aahil after Andy's warning, so only I noticed when he shared a look with Andy and Zhong, then disappeared. There was a nice, big, locking drawer in the desk in Andy's workroom. He would make sure the Bestiary was out of sight. 
None of us wanted some strangers—let alone the Supernatural Alliance—to get their hands on the book. I was still bound to the book, along with the last creature Andy had yet to free. And there was no guarantee that the others couldn't be bound again using some sort of high-level tracing spell or the like. The Alliance wasn't lacking in magical resources.
Of course, the Alliance people didn't find any illegal demons. The field mage in charge nodded gruffly to Andy as they left, and told our witch to watch her ass. Somehow it felt less like a threat and more like a warning. There was something going on with the organization, and the thought made me feel even more restless than usual. 
The others all congregated in the informal living room we had unofficially claimed as our own. I floated through the wall to join them, only mildly struggling to stay in this plane. My tether was getting weaker. I might still be bound to the book, but it seemed all that could do was slow my steady fade from this world.
If I had a body, I'm sure it would go cold at the thought. But the emotions I felt were a shallow echo of that remembered terror. 
You were never meant to be here to begin with, I told myself firmly. So why do you feel so hopeless? 
I managed to pull myself through the wall and more fully into this plane, forcing myself into some semblance of a shape, rather than the formless ball of aether that was becoming my default. I had to at least see this through—make sure everyone was free from the bestiary and the book was destroyed. Then I could rest. Or fade away completely, or whatever lost spirits did when they reached the end of their usefulness. 
"…bunch of uptight dickbags," Andy was saying. She flopped down onto the couch next to Zhong and the gargoyle patted her knee. 
I became hyper focused on the flush of color that suffused my witch's cheeks. Her temper was flaring, and it called up the memory of how warm it felt when I merged with her. How for the first time in forever I had actually felt things when she carried me with her. When she let me participate in her life. In her pleasure. I had never had someone welcome a voluntary possession. And I made sure the witches who controlled me before this thought I was too powerless to attempt an involuntary one. I might be dead and disenchanted, but I was still an angel. I had some faint moral compass left.
I didn't realize I had drifted closer until my essence brushed up against the warm, living earth magic that suffused Andy's aura. She looked up a me with curious gray eyes, shoving her forest green hair back from her face. "You okay, Elijah?"
I felt my shape waver for a second before I reformed it. My physical shape wasn't the only part of me that was fading in and out these days. It seemed my mind was just as unreliable, prone to drifting off on tangents, longing for things that were beyond my reach. "Fine," I said, pushing out a misty appendage to stroke along her aura, just above her shoulder. "Just woolgathering."
She frowned at me, a deep groove appearing between her brows, and I thought she was about to call me on my lie. But Aahil interrupted, drawing her attention back to more important matters. "You need to stop fearing them, witch," the jinn said, his silky voice full of menace. "You hide and cower and make all this effort to be beneath notice. Invisible. And for what? So the whole world can continue to disrespect you and push you around?"
He snorted, little sparks bursting from his fingertips and dancing on the ends of his dark hair. "You're a fucking Lovell. It's time you started acting like one."
Andy gave him an unimpressed look. "Yeah, sure. I'll just go and get to work torturing people and starting wars then, shall I? Did you suddenly suffer some sort of memory loss? Forget how much you loathe Lovells?"
The jinn flicked his fingers dismissively. "You're always going on about how you're different. Prove it. Wield the damned power we can all sense stuffed down inside you. The audacity of those people coming in here and violating your sanctum. No other witch would allow it. Stop being a coward."
"Aahil," I murmured. "Too far."
"Fuck you, jinn," Andy snapped. 
But Niamh surprised us all. She leaned forward in her chair across from Andy, her elbows on her knees as she looked the witch in the eyes. Her voice was surprisingly gentle for the forthright fae. "He's right," she said evenly. "And you know it."
"Andy is not a coward," I cut in. "She's one of the bravest people I've met."
The fae waved that away, pausing to shove a wavy lock of golden-brown hair back behind her sharp-pronged antlers. "Of course she's not a coward. We all know Aahil just can't risk complimenting anyone. "But he's not exactly wrong, is he Andy? You've hidden away in the human world for most of your life, pretending to be human, to be anything but what you are. You haven't had any formal magic training, and it seems like you go out of your way to avoid using your magic when other magic users are around." She grinned. "And yet somehow you managed to break through all the nasty Lovell spells on the bestiary and free us. You've deactivated who knows how many traps and spells around this mansion. And just yesterday you managed to unweave a centuries old ancestral ward."
"What are you saying?" Zhong asked, his big hand moving to Andy's back, as if to say he was there for her. I envied him at the moment. I could tell Andy was upset and uncomfortable, but I couldn't throw myself between her and the others the way the big, living gargoyle could.
"I'm saying," Niamh answered, her green gaze never leaving Andy's. "She's been suppressing her magic this entire time. I can feel it. Aahil can feel it. I know you're not as strong magically as we are, but I'm sure even you can sense it if you look hard enough, Zhong."
Hasumi's rich, flowing voice cut through the tension in the air, like drops of water falling into a bucket. "Oleander's magical well is deep. But she's cut off from it." Plunk, plunk, plunk…as if what they were saying was just natural and everyone knew it. 
I made a sighing sound, or the best approximation I could manage, just to convey my annoyance with them all. "Obviously. But why the sudden insistence on pushing her?"
Andy just glared around the room at us all. "You fuckers. Stay out of my aura!"
Aahil just smirked, completely unrepentant for poking around learning her secrets. "The push is because she's being stupid. Thinking small. It doesn't suit you, Andy. My pet might cower for me, but she shouldn't show weakness to anyone else. It's embarrassing."
Andy lifted her middle finger. Aahil flicked his own fingers at her and the ruby at her throat flared with magic, making her hiss as if she'd been burned.
Their flirting was uncomfortable. I never knew if they were going to try to kill each other or start having violent sex right there in front of everyone. I reeled my wandering thoughts back in from that tempting tangent.
"You think whatever is wrong with the Supernatural Alliance is a threat to us?" It finally clicked in my poor, misty mind. 
Aahil winked at me. "Good job catching up, spook. Nice of you to join us."
Niamh shrugged. "Whether or not they're a threat is beside the point. Poking around with the wards ended up exposing us and decreasing your security. Every time you work with the bestiary you risk blowing yourself up. You need to learn to work with your magic so you can protect yourself."
Aahil nodded. "Let the world know you're not to be fucked with and at least some of them will take the hint and get lost."
"It really would serve you," Hasumi added, coming to perch their ethereal rear end on the arm of Aahil's chair. "You're a wonderful woman," they said easily, "and you'd make an astoundingly powerful witch if you learned to embrace your magic. Hiding and flying below the radar has served you well thus far. But the others are right, the agents the Alliance sent here were brimming with discontent, worry…foreboding. And your efforts to help us have made you more visible. You should seek out another earth witch to teach you formal magic."
Andy moved through me when she stood, her warmth like a sharp stab through my being, welcome but sudden. Then it was gone. She threw her hands up in the air, her voice just shy of a shout. "You don't think I've tried?" She shook her head, her voice full of poison. "No one will teach me. The clean witches are too afraid I'll sully their reputations or their magic. And ones who would have me are already rotten. They just want a chance to use me or learn all the dark Lovell secrets and spells. I tried." Her voice quieted to a flat whisper. "For years I tried."
The raw hurt in her voice shocked us all, I think. She didn't deny that she had been downplaying and disregarding her true power. She didn't tell us we were wrong about the need to defend herself. It was worse. It was like she had torn open her chest to show us the gaping wound to her heart. "No one wants a fucking Lovell witch getting better at magic."
No one wanted her, her tone and her posture said. Witches needed community. They needed fellow magic workers and covens to support them magically and emotionally. But the entire magical community had shut her out. 
I reached for her, attempting to twine with her, to offer comfort. But she moved away, storming from the room. "I have shit to do," she snapped. "One more person to free from that goddess cursed book before I can go back home and forget any of this even happened."
The room was quiet after she left, everyone soaking in what Andy had just said. That all she wanted was to wash her hands of this whole mess. That once the bestiary was gone, she'd be gone too. 
That she planned to leave us. 
"She's just hurting and defensive," I said into the aching silence. "She didn't mean it."
Aahil snorted and puffed out of existence, transporting himself elsewhere. Probably to his room to sulk. Hasumi gave me a sad, watery smile and did the same, maybe chasing after the jinn to keep him from setting anything on fire. 
Zhong and Niamh shared a look that said they'd expected this all along. 
I couldn't stand it. The lack of faith in Andy. The heartbreak they were all feeling. 
My heart was broken too, but not by this. I always knew I couldn't stay. That I'd only have her for a moment before I was gone. But it had to hurt worse, to think she was the one who would be doing the leaving. 
I shifted realities and flowed through the dark, cold space in between, reappearing in the material world, in Andy's workroom. 
Sure enough, our witch had the bestiary spread out on her workbench, muttering to herself as she flipped pages. 
"Do you need any help?" I asked, loving how she didn't even start at the sound of my voice. She was a strong medium. She had probably sensed me before I even fully crossed over into this plane. 
She huffed and pushed up the sleeves of her baggy sweatshirt, clearly still angry and defensive, but determined to channel it all into solving the puzzle before her. "I can't figure out what the hell this last one is. There's no name here, just like with the boogeyman. And these abilities are all so random and obtuse. Who the hell knows what they meant by this? Could be anything." She scoffed. "Shadows. Transitions. A bunch of mundane magic any witch could do. Useless."
"I wish I could be more help," I said, moving closer. "But whatever they are, your ancestors never called them when one of us was active. Maybe they never had cause to combine our abilities. Or…perhaps they were just that scared."
She snorted. "Lovells aren't scared of anything. That's why they were all so terrible. And why they're all dead."
My eyes caught on a word near the bottom half of one of the pages of description. "Wait. What was that. Go back."
She paused and let me peruse the book. There, in the middle of some Greek sentence that all looked like gibberish to me—except for one word. "Psychopomp," I murmured.
She ran a finger over the text, her gray eyes darting to me. "Psychopomp? But that's…I'm a psychopomp, technically. Anyone who can speak to spirits is. That doesn't really tell me anything."
But I could see the gears turning in her head as she scanned the page of attributes again, with the argument about fellow witches fresh in her head. "Fuck me," she bit out. "They trapped another witch in there." 
She snarled as she grabbed a piece of notebook paper and started scribbling spell components and ideas. "You fucking degenerate, backstabbing bastards," she hissed. "Who the hell enslaves their own kind?!"
But we both knew the answer to that. A Lovell, that's who. 
And it was a Lovell who was going to free whatever poor witch had the misfortune of crossing Andy's ancestors. 




Chapter 35 

Andy


Every once in a while, I delude myself into thinking that I'm a smart woman. Then life puts me back in my place. I was still fuming while I went around adjusting things in the spell circle that now covered most of the tile in the back courtyard. Too bad I believed in cleaning up all traces of spellwork after each use. It was chancy, but I was tired of all of this…I probably could have risked reusing the basic outline from the boogeyman to free the last creature from the bestiary. 
Creature. Hah. Witch. The last prisoner in that cursed book—besides Elijah, whose spirit was tied to the damned thing in a different way—was a witch. I thought I was well past being surprised by my family's evil. But this was just twisted. 
Part of what made magic users like the Lovells able to cause such pain and suffering in others was that they didn't have any respect for any race other than witches. If you weren't a witch, then you weren't really a person. You were an animal. An insect. Easily crushed and undeserving of even a single drop of remorse. Some of the really old families had no guilt or shame for behaving the way the Lovells did, because in their eyes they'd done nothing wrong. 
But trapping and using another witch was a step beyond. It proved that no one was safe when it came to the Lovell quest for power. The hints about this particular witch's powers were mutterings about darkness, and shadows, and veil work, alongside some other rather mundane things that hinted at an earth witch. With that theme of darkness in there, I wouldn't be the least bit surprised if I was about to come face to face with some long-lost ancestor who had pissed the family off and ended up bound in the book. 
I stood and shook out my hands, calling for my power. The others had gathered behind me, as usual. After how things had gone with the boogeyman, Bis flat out refused to stay inside, and he perched on my shoulder, gripping my shirt and a chunk of my hair with his clever little hands as he gave a running commentary on my spell prep. All he needed was a piece of chalk and a pair of glasses and he could start his teaching career at the local magic school. 
It would be cute, if it wasn't annoying as hell. "Bis," I said with a sigh. "Please do me a favor and shut up." 
He huffed and gave my hair a little yank, but at least he did stop chittering in my ear. 
"He was just telling you the little ways your sketching has improved since you watched Aahil draw that last one," Niamh said as she came to stand beside me. "You learn fast, Andy. If you found a teacher who understood your magic, you'd be an expert in no time. Even the Alliance would hesitate to mess with you then."
I forced my shoulders down from around my ears. "Thanks, Bis," I gritted out from between clenched teeth. 
None of them would shut up about the idea that I should just trot off and find a magic tutor. As if it was just that easy. As if I hadn't tried and failed a billion times when I was younger. They just didn't get it. Yes, I was constantly tamping down my magic. Yes, I was a damned Lovell, and I had all the power of my bloodline—and more, I suspected. But all that power did was scare people away or attract crazies. No one with common sense and a conscience would agree to teach me once they realized how strong I was, or how wild the untrained Lovell magic inside me really was. And I wasn't about to be twisted and used by some power-hungry dark witch. First, they'd show me all the dark and wonderful things I could do with my nasty magic. Then they'd convince me that each little slip further into the dark was for the greater good or that the people involved deserved what was coming to them. Then I'd end up the most powerful dark witch of the age. 
I'd seen that play out already. It was the standard recipe for dead Lovells. That way lay beheadings. Been there. Done that. Got the t-shirt. No, thank you. 
Once I freed this last person from the family grimoire of horrors, I could work on saving Elijah and destroying the book. Then I could go home—back to my real home in the non-magical Earth realm—and forget all about Lovells, and curses, and the dormant magic inside me. Back there, the worst thing I had to worry about was paying my bills and keeping my diabetes under control. Piece of cake. I wouldn't have monsters roaming the halls and the Supernatural Alliance showing up at my door scrutinizing everything I did. I wouldn't have to worry about the judging glares from everyone I passed on the street. I could go to the damned grocery store without some black witch propositioning me with a new way to harvest souls or whatever nasty thing they dreamed up next. 
I'd be free of all of this.
I glanced at Niamh, met her leaf green fae eyes, and ground my teeth together. Sure, there were things I'd miss. But I'd deal. Alone was kind of my thing, before this bestiary crap came along and messed everything up. 
I looked away, scanning my circle one last time. 
"Your lines are grotesque," Aahil commented from behind my left shoulder. "But the basic shapes are there. They'll probably hold. Maybe."
I rolled my eyes. "Gee, thanks sweetheart. Just what I needed to hear, darling."
He scoffed, and I felt the hint of a claw through my t-shirt as he dragged a fingertip down the center of my back. "Never call me that again. It's disgusting."
I huffed. "So sorry, Master. Aahil. Divine god of fire and sand."
He chuckled, low and smooth. "Mmm…better."
"Great ruler of assholes and idiots everywhere," I continued. "Snarky pain in my ass who never knows when to shut up and is deathly afraid of big, bad, scary feewings…."
My shoes caught fire and I snorted with laughter as I spoke the words to activate the anti-jinn fire charm I always carried with me these days. The fire went out and Aahil teleported his slinky ass over to the others, his perfect nose in the air as he pointedly ignored me. 
I smirked at our stupid byplay, but the half smile slid off my lips as quickly as it had appeared. I was about to free a powerful witch who had been wronged by their own kind. This was going to be ugly. I didn't know if any amount of explaining or apologies would save my ass. And I had no clue how the witch would react to the gathering of supernatural weirdos around me. 
Only one way to find out, I supposed.
I nudged the bestiary with my foot, ensuring it was perfectly centered in the smaller spell circle to my right. Then I drew power from the earth beneath my feet and got to work unraveling bindings and booby traps. 
My head pounded, my limbs shook with exhaustion, and my skin burned with dozens of tiny cuts from one of Granny's nastier anti-tampering booby traps by the time I felt the bond break. I sagged in relief, wiping sweat out of my eyes. A strong arm wrapped around my back, and I leaned against Zhong's side without protest. Goddess, breaking these bindings seemed to get harder each time I attempted it. 
My glucose monitor beeped and I swore, pulling away from Zhong to dig some glucose tablets out of my pocket and toss them into my mouth. I knew the others were still mitigating some of the magical cost, taking it as their own to spare me. But apparently this time I'd used enough magic that the cost came out of my body as well. At least this time the blood sugar wasn't so low that I passed out. That had nearly gotten me an arrow to the face when I released Niamh.
I chewed the chalky, orange-flavored tablets and reminisced over my previous near-death experiences as I watched the center of my spell circle. A figure had materialized there, crouching on the pavers in a fading haze of dark magic. His voice was cold and even as he pushed himself up to standing. "Hello, Lovell," he intoned. "Come to make good on our bargain? Or did you think to try and use me once more?"
I blinked at him, my brain scrambling to make sense of what I was seeing. Witch. He was definitely a witch, tall and a bit skinny, with unnaturally red hair the color of dark blood. His skin was too pale though, with that almost bluish undertone that dead people got sometimes. And his long red lashes framed eyes that had no distinction between iris and pupil, just fathomless black. His clothes were ragged—fitted workman's pants and a button-down shirt that might have once been black or white but were now a dark, dirty gray-brown, like he'd been rolling around in the dirt. 
He lifted an elegant hand and flicked his fingers at me, his thin, bluish lips twisting into a nasty smirk. "It seems your bindings have finally failed, bitch. Don't worry. I'll save your family the trouble of punishing you for breaking their toys."
The ground rumbled beneath my feet, not a real, physical sensation, but an echo. As if the earth was telling me there had been an earthquake somewhere nearby. My new witch friend's smile deepened, and his thin body swayed as I felt a dark, awful power move through him. 
I took a deep breath, pausing when a massive rumbling crash echoed through the air. I thought it came from somewhere behind the mansion, where there was nothing but unkempt forest and…."
"Andy," Hasumi said softly from my left side. "I feel—"
Aahil interrupted, popping into existence on my right. "You should probably take a look at your back yard, pet. I think you need an exterminator."
The witch started laughing, low and eerie. "Poetic justice," he laughed to himself, looking more than a little unhinged. "Lovells wiped from existence by Lovells. I'll make you mine too, baby witch, once they've had their fun."
Then his eye snapped to the other creatures who hovered protectively around me. "And you've brought new treasures to add to my collection, too." His expression lost some of its cuckoo-clock madness and hardened into more of a focused cold rage. "Thoughtful of you."
"Shit." I flung up a hasty shield as he sent a ball of neon green magic at me. The spell hit my shield and almost got through, but Niamh and Aahil were adding power to my last-minute protection. The green magic hit my own with the sensation of decay—maggots and rot, putrid and poisonous. I gagged at the sensations that washed through me, even behind my shield. 
But my eyes were drawn to the wall behind the witch. Movement caught my eye, and I stared in horror as a pair of skeletal fingers were followed by a head covered in desiccated skin and wispy hair, the face of the dead Lovell blank as it scrambled over the stone wall that separated this courtyard from the wilds behind the mansion. It was accompanied by others, the corpses flinging themselves clumsily over the barrier. 
The red-headed witch thrust a hand backward, toward the wall, blasting the stone barrier apart, allowing his dead minions to pour in through the opening with ease. He lobbed another spell at us, trying to get in around the edges at Zhong and Hasumi. Trying to kill them and add them to his army. 
Fuck me sideways. 
Hasumi fell to their knees, their graceful hands over their ears as they shook their head back and forth, murmuring, "No, no, no." And I didn't want to think about what kind of emotions they were feeling from the animated corpses. Or the fucking terror I had just unleashed on the world. 
Witch. Ha. Why would my ancestors bother to keep a boring old run of the mill earth witch in the bestiary? Stupid, Andy, so stupid. What combined the powers of a witch who was a strong psychopomp with elements of darkness, shadow, and death? Glad you asked. It was witching 101, even for witches like me who lacked a formal education. I couldn't believe I had overlooked this.
There were things that could possess even a witch. Dark things. Things that fed on death and suffering and had powers that reached beyond the veil. And that was how necromancers were made. 
I pushed out a pulse of my own magic, shoving back the corpse that was currently reaching toward me, pushing its undead arms through the magic that only defended against living threats or things with auras. The corpse—which was wearing the remains of a floral dress that was suspiciously similar to my grandmother's favorite solstice dress—stumbled backward with a weak cry, then lurched into motion again. 
"Is there…Andy? Is there a fucking crypt on the property?" Niamh said as she slashed at a corpse with the dagger she had pulled from her boot. 
I groaned internally. I knew I was going to regret not moving those fucking bodies. "Maybe."
Elijah poofed in and out of existence as he had his own version of Hasumi's little meltdown. "The ghosts…Andy, what have you done? They're all so…angry."
Have you ever had one of those moments where you suddenly regret every single life choice you've ever made? Well, that's what this was. But I didn't even have time to really slow down and appreciate how badly I had fucked up. 
Aahil started setting animated corpses on fire. They somehow managed to scream with this unholy voice that echoed in every dimension like demons as they burned. 
"Hey!" I shouted, my voice echoing over the sound of crumbling stone, corpse screams, Hasumi's sobbing, and the crunch of Zhong and Niamh destroying old bones. "Yeah! You, jackass. Just stop and listen for five fucking seconds!" I waved my arms at the necromancer to get his undivided attention. He seemed to be a bit distracted by whatever unholy connection he had to the dead things around us, his thin, shadowed face relaxed into a blissful expression that looked somewhere between euphoric and orgasmic. Ugh. Necromancers. 
Those black eyes slowly focused on me again and I fought the urge to cringe. "I freed you," I yelled, planting my hands on my hips and lifting my chin, trying to keep looking and sounding pissed off, when what I really felt was about ready to pee in my pants. This was like, the last straw. The cherry on the what-the-fuck sundae. I was done. So done. "Stop attacking us. You're free. I'm not doing anything to you, so fuck off! And take the dead people with you."
He blinked. His long red hair stopped doing its weird floating thing. And his pupils shrank just enough to show a thin ring of violet iris. He held his hand up, and every single corpse, even the ones who were on fire, froze in place. "Say that again, Lovell," he intoned, his cold voice carrying across the courtyard even though he never raised his volume.
I cleared my throat and dropped my weak shield, taking half a step toward him, away from the suffocating ring of protection offered by the others. "I'm not the one who imprisoned you, as you clearly noticed. The rest of my family is dead. I'm releasing everyone who was bound to the bestiary so I can destroy the damned thing." I gestured behind me. "You're the last one," I told him evenly. "Ask them. They were bound too."
He narrowed his eyes, his sharp features looking even sharper. "The bindings didn't fail," he said slowly, cautiously. "You…broke them. On purpose."
I nodded and crossed my arms over my chest. "Yep." A couple of the flaming corpses finished burning, toppled over, and went out, leaving behind a pile of ash. Jinn fire was nothing to scoff at. "So…could you maybe stop throwing dead people at us now?"
He stared at me for a long time. Then he crossed his arms over his own chest, aping my posture. "You freed me."
I sighed. "Hearing not so good? Yes, you're free!" I waved a hand at the horizon. "Feel free to ride off into the sunset or whatever. Just…maybe pick up after yourself before you go." I glanced around and let out a muttered, "Jesus tap dancing Christ," at the sight of the ruined wall and the half-decomposed body parts strew around. Yep. Probably going to have nightmares after this. 
He closed his eyes in a long blink, then rubbed at his forehead, his motions sharp and agitated. "You freed me."
I shook my head. Was he stupid?
"You knew," he accused, lifting his head once again to glare daggers at me. "You knew about the bargain, so you decided to trap me in a different way, since previous Lovells failed to harness my powers through force."
I blinked at him. "I…what now? Aahil can you please put those out?" I waved at the corpses that were still burning without taking my eyes off the necromancer. 
The jinn muttered something about me being boring. But the fires went out. 
The necromancer paced closer. All of his corpse puppets collapsed to the ground like marionettes with their strings cut. My crew of misfit creatures tensed around me, ready to murder his ass. Mostly. Hasumi was still kneeling on the ground with their head in their hands, their curtain of silvery hair hiding their face. And Elijah kept fuzzing in and out like bad TV reception. I cleared my throat and forced myself to focus on the redheaded terror in front of me, rather than the massive horde of ghosts that were appearing behind him. Countless Lovells yelled accusations that only I could hear. 
Yeah. Probably shouldn't have locked them in the crypt. The crypt that I could now see pieces of strewn around the grounds through the hole in the courtyard wall. But you know, hindsight and all that.
"You really don't know?" the necromancer said, drawing my gaze back to him. My head was pounding from all the ghostly yelling, and every once in a while, a cold ball of rage slid though me as the ghosts tried to attack me. My medium abilities were the least useful shit I had ever inherited. 
"Um," I said intelligently, my eyes drifting over his shoulder again as my cousin Arum's ghost called me fat and stupid and wished I had been beheaded alongside my parents. Thank goddess, my parents weren't in the herd of ghosts. They had been killed and burned somewhere else, far from here. 
"I made a deal with the last Lovell who tried to use my powers," the necromancer was saying. "That if she freed me, I would work alongside her willingly, as a partner rather than a slave. She was supposed to be considering it."
He glared down at the ground and tapped one foot impatiently. "I had planned to use the deal to get free, then let her bumble into her own death when she tried to play around with dark magic that she didn't understand. But now the magic of the blood bargain seems to think I still need to honor this ridiculous deal." 
I shook my head. "You mean…."
He snarled at me. "You set me free, so now I owe you a working partnership to satisfy the damned agreement."
He clenched his fists. "I'm tempted to just kill you and save us both the headache."
I snorted a laugh. "Buddy, it's tempting, let me tell you." I threw my hands up and nodded at the ruined courtyard. "I didn't ask for this shit. I was just trying to do the right thing and get rid of that fucking book. Some days, I'd prefer death."
He let out an irritated huff. "Fucking Lovells." Then he brushed past me and headed toward the house. 
"Hey!" I yelled after him. "Where the hell are you going? You've got corpses to pick up, asshole."
He shoved his blood red hair back out of his face and gave me a cold, hateful look. "I'm going to bathe for the first time in a century or so. Maybe find a meal." His cold lavender eyes flicked around at the others. "Make your other slaves clean up the mess."
Then the necromancer just waltzed his ass into my house and slammed the door. 
I spluttered. Made a weird snorting noise. Flapped my hands in helpless, frustrated confusion. Then I looked around at the others. "Did you see that? Did that just happen?"
Niamh nudged a corpse with the toe of her boot. "The corpses are still here, so I'd say it's real. Unless the boogeyman is back. Then who knows? It could all be a nightmare."
Aahil tapped me on the shoulder with one long claw. "Can I burn the rest now?"
I seriously considered it. I'd been trying to get rid of these bodies for years. But there was probably some bad karma in that or something. And knowing my luck, it would only make the ghosts even more pissed at me. "Hold that thought for now, jinn."
I squatted down next to Hasumi and put a hand on their shoulder. "Are you okay?"
They shuddered and looked up at me with tears in their turquoise eyes. "It's just…a lot. Pain. Anger. Mixed-up, distorted, unnatural things."
I nodded. "I'm sorry."
Elijah hovered at my side, doing his version of hand wringing. "Andy? Andy tell me it wasn't you."
I sighed and stood. 
"What wasn't you?" Zhong asked curiously. 
I ran a hand through my hair. "It was me," I said flatly. "I'm sorry, Elijah," I said, gesturing at the milling herd of angry ghosts that only me and the dead angel could see. "It was the only way to shut them up."
I had never seen Elijah angry at me before. Emotion in general was hard to sense when he moved so fluidly between here and the beyond. Plus, what was left of his angelic aura seemed to make my ghost a bit calmer than most earthbound spirits. But his anger and bitter disappointment were very clear at the moment. "How could you?" he whispered. Then he disappeared. 
I scrubbed my hands over my face and paused to look at my insulin pump, then popped a couple more glucose tablets. Still low, but I'd live. 
I looked up to find Niamh, Zhong, Hasumi, and Aahil watching me with curious expressions. They knew I'd done something to upset our friend. And I was surprised to realize that they truly cared. They were waiting to see if they should be pissed at me too, on his behalf. I groaned. "Okay, so…when I inherited this horror show of a house, I might have had a little ghost problem."
"This estate is steeped in long generations of evil and misery," Hasumi said softly. "Of course the souls of its dead would linger."
I nodded. "They're bitter, spiteful, nasty remnants of awful people. Or sad, despondent leftovers of half-way decent people who came to visit and never left alive. And I'm a fucking medium. When I was younger, I couldn't control the ability at all."
Niamh arched her brows at me, her green eyes full of pity. "Your home was filled with angry spirits only you could hear. And you refused to carry on their legacy."
I sighed. "Bunch of assholes, the lot of them."
Zhong gave me a sad look. "You can't blame the dead for their pain, Andy."
I shrugged. "I know, okay? I tried to have the bodies moved. The Lovells were always buried in the family crypt, which of course is right out back. When I realized the ghosts would be happier if I had an accident and joined them, I knew I had to either get rid of the house or get rid of the ghosts. They almost succeeded in killing me off in ways that would look like random coincidental clumsiness." 
I sank down to sit cross-legged on the ground, as far from dead uncle Hemlock as possible. "I couldn't sell the house. It was a whole mess, but basically I wasn't allowed to sell it to any private buyers—I agree with the government on that one, only creeps would be wanting it, hoping to find and exploit dangerous Lovell magic. And the government wanted to keep eighty percent of the sale price in 'taxes and levies' if I put it up for government purchase. Hell, the lawyers had to fight hard enough just to keep them from seizing it all when my parents were executed." I was trying to live in the human world, but I knew I needed a fallback plan here in the magical world just in case. "And besides, I've been pawning shit from this house for years. How else would I ever live on minimum wage?" I waved that all away. "I petitioned the city years ago to let me have all the bodies moved from the crypt to the public cemetery. Most of the ghosts would leave with their bodies. But the city shot me down. Repeatedly. No one wants evil Lovells buried next to their precious loved ones."
I gestured tiredly at the back acreage and the ruined crypt that had once been hidden by tall trees and overgrown landscaping. "So, I sealed the fucker. I found a spell in one of my mother's disgusting journals to help me bind the spirits and keep them in the fucking crypt where they would leave me the hell alone."
In retrospect, there was a lot wrong with that. Mostly the fact that it was pretty heartless and I didn't know how it would affect the…mental health of the captive ghosts. 
"I always meant to find a better solution," I muttered, guilt making my chest feel tight. "I've had a lot on my plate."
And honestly, it just hadn't been too important to me at the time. I hardly ever came here. And my family was evil incarnate. Maybe they deserved a little eternal suffering. Who was I to say otherwise? 
Look, I fight the good fight against the evil in my blood. But I don't always win. 
"I'll fix it," I said as I pushed myself to my feet. "I'll…do something with them that isn't shoving them in a stone box." I rubbed my temples. "But I swear to fuck if they don't shut up, I might change my mind!" The last bit was directed at the yammering crowd of invisible ancestors who were giving me a headache and doing their best to stir up all my old past trauma and emotional damage. Old aunt Nightshade was currently suggesting the most painful ways to poison me and giving graphic details of what the gruesome result of each would be.
Family, am I right? 
The other living people around me were all looking at me like I was insane now. Great. 
Understanding came from the last place I expected it. Aahil stepped up and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, steering me toward the house. "Your family and their eternal souls can rot in hell for all I care," he said, his smooth, velvety voice full of cheer. "Personally, I'm glad you tortured them for years. They hurt you, pet. They hurt me. The others. Probably countless nameless, faceless people over the years. A couple decades in a dark box is hardly worse than they deserve." He squeezed the back of my neck. "Only an uptight angel prick would be angry with you over that." He winked at me, his gold eyes filled with mirth. "Honestly, knowing you have that sort of vindictiveness in you is getting me hard. Would you like some company when you go out and dance on their graves?"
I couldn't help it. I laughed. Even though it wasn't funny. Even though I really hoped he wasn't serious. I laughed so hard I cried, the tears washing away a little bit of the heaviness of guilt and shame. No matter how far I fell, or how far my moral compass went off course, apparently, I'd never be alone. Aahil would always be right there with me. 
I paused, stumbling over those thoughts. The oblivious jinn kissed my neck and sauntered off, clearly intent on starting something with our creepy new asshole guest. 
Niamh touched my hand as she passed by, headed into the house to back up Aahil's threats with her bow and blades. Zhong gave me a searching look, then followed them. 
Hasumi stopped beside me, tilting their head to look at me with those perceptive turquoise eyes. "Your intuition isn't wrong," they said softly. 
I turned my head sharply to look at them. "What?"
"About the jinn," they clarified. "Full of rage and pain. Quick to anger and afraid to show his vulnerabilities. But the man has come to adore you, in his own way. He also doesn't have the same ideas of right and wrong that some do. So, yes, no matter what you become or how you choose to live your life, I believe you've gained a loyal companion in a very unlikely source."
Their perfect lips curled upward in a soft smile. "Unsettling?"
I licked my lips, then nodded. "Very."
Hasumi pressed a soft kiss to my forehead, then glanced back over their shoulder at the ruin of the courtyard before heading inside. "There will be consequences for releasing this one into the world," they said, beautiful face devoid of emotion. "But I think you're strong enough to survive it."
I sighed and stepped over some ancient relative's skeleton as I headed inside. 
"I sure as fuck hope so," I muttered. 
Because the exploded crypt full of bodies and the herd of angry ghosts were the least of my problems. 
Necromancy was forbidden magic. To become a necromancer, a witch had to voluntarily taint themselves, mind, body, magic, and soul. Animating corpses was just the tip of the iceberg. A dark witch like this was probably more powerful than anyone I knew, and with no compunction about things like right or wrong. And I was now harboring that kind of evil in my home. If the Supernatural Alliance knew, they'd have all the evidence they needed to finally lock me up and severely punish me. The last living Lovell witch taken care of, just like that. 
And that was without addressing the fact that the property was currently littered with debris and dead people. 
Bis chittered in my ear, and I started. I had completely forgotten he was there, hiding under my hair. I reached up and petted his white-striped head. "I know, buddy," I said. I didn't need Niamh's interpreter skills to know exactly what my little rodent companion was saying. "We're completely fucked."




Chapter 36

Andy


I found the necromancer in my kitchen eating all my food. He finished a bowl of cereal and started in on a slice of toast from the pile by his elbow. His tall form hunched protectively over his hoard, one long arm coming out to wrap around the fruit bowl and pull it closer when I entered the room. 
The others had apparently decided that he was harmless enough—at the moment—because Zhong was the only one in here with the tainted witch. Either that, or everyone else was off somewhere planning how to get rid of the necromancer. Hasumi trailed a hand lightly over my back as they passed, heading out toward the garden area with the big fountain that the water elemental loved so much. I thought maybe they needed some peace and quiet with the water to recharge after the emotional war zone they had just endured. 
Zhong gave our uninvited guest one last long look before the big gargoyle came over to kiss the top of my head. "You okay for a bit, master? I'm going to go check things out."
I didn't waste the energy telling him to stop calling me that. Zhong would do what he wanted. I knew the urge to climb the walls and check the grounds from the rooftops was killing the gargoyle at the moment, so I waved him away. "I'm fine. Pretty sure if he wanted us dead, we would be by now."
Zhong gave me a look that said he wasn't amused, but he slipped past me out the door, off to check the grounds for intruders or stray magic like a faithful gargoyle guardian—even though we had wards. Well, what was left of the wards after my tinkering…. Maybe it was a good thing he was going to check them out after all. I knew we all felt a bit…raw…after the last two encounters with assholes we freed from the bestiary. I thought of Hasumi cowering on the ground in emotional anguish and I wanted to punch the jackass black witch who was eating my toast. 
But my irritation with the necromancer warred with the sliver of sympathy that wanted to wedge its way in when I really looked at him. The man ate like he hadn't seen food in years. Which, given how skinny and unwell he looked, and given the fact that he had belonged to my family…was probably true. He flicked his hair back out of his face and sat up long enough to look me in the eye. 
"You can stare all you want," he said in that cold, even voice. "But you won't learn all my dark magical secrets and unlock my power by gaping at me like a spectator at a carnival freakshow, Lovell."
He snagged an apple from the fruit bowl and bit into it with teeth that I just now noticed were a dark, blue-black color. How had I missed that before? Because, yeah, that wasn't creepy at all….
"I don't care about your power or whatever idiotic, super-secret unholy deal you made to turn yourself into a necromancer," I bit out, crossing the room to get myself some orange juice and a sandwich. 
Sure, my stomach was still a bit unsettled by the recent memory of walking relatives, but it was past lunch time, my blood sugar was still a little low from the magical cost of breaking all those bindings on the other witch, and I was hungry, damn it. I got out a plate and the sandwich stuff, turning my back on the necromancer. 
"So, what now?" I asked, dreading the answer, but wanting to know where we stood. "You're just going to hang out here and eat all our food? That whole bargain thing was just an excuse to get a free meal, wasn't it?"
He crunched through his apple for a while before answering. "Do you always blather on constantly, witch?"
I put the sandwich stuff away and picked up my plate, going to join the necromancer at my kitchen table. "Do you always refuse to actually answer questions? Is that part of the dark and mysterious thing you're going for?"
I nudged one of the sandwiches off my plate and onto a paper towel, then slid it his way. "Peace offering. I'm too damned tired to beat around the bush here. You look like shit. But then again, maybe you always look that way. What do I know?" I shrugged. "Eat it or don't. It's not poisoned."
He narrowed his violet eyes at me, but finally picked up the sandwich. "Poison wouldn't bother me. And looking like shit is an occupational hazard when you play host to the forces of death and darkness."
I rolled my eyes. So emo. 
"I was serious about the bargain," he said around a bite of food. "I cast it and sealed it with magic to make the deal more appealing to the previous Lovell bitch. It was ready to spring into action the moment she decided to take me up on the offer. But instead of that dried up old prune, it was you. I felt it snap into place when I was freed. Apparently, the oath spell didn't doesn't care about the details. You are a Lovell. Your actions triggered it when you fulfilled the Lovell end of the deal." He chewed for a second while I dug into my own food. Then he prompted, "Didn't you feel it?"
I sighed and set my sandwich down in favor of my juice. Sure, I felt a little hint of a magical itch. Now. "Dude. I was a little busy. I had just spent all my magic reserves breaking your binding to the bestiary and fighting off my loving grandmother's death traps. Then someone sent a bunch of corpses after me. Didn't really have any attention to spare for stray background magic."
He scoffed, but his voice was as emotionless as ever. "Being so unobservant can get you in trouble, Lovell. Someone might sneak up on you and stun you, then bind you into the pages of a fucking grimoire, just as an example."
I covered a yawn, then shook my head. "Is that what happened? I'm sorry. My entire family was nothing but a bunch of evil assholes."
He shrugged one skinny shoulder and turned his focus back to his food. "Did you forget what you're talking to? Even the Lovells weren't known as necromancers. Last I checked, even the worst of them were still just run-of-the-mill black witches with no morals. Small fries."
I frowned. So, at least he was aware that he was an abomination of staggering proportions. The kind of things that a witch had to get up to, the taint they had to carry on their magic and their souls…I had no idea what the fuck would tempt someone to go down that road just for a little more power. Creepy power at that. And…it looked like the necromancer suffered physically for his poor decisions as well, the taint of the blackness inside him not limited to his aura and his magic. 
His fingernails were the same blue-black color as his teeth. I couldn't shake the unsettling feeling I got just being in the same room as the guy. Was he just a walking corpse himself? 
"Boo."
I didn't jump, but it was a close thing. I forced myself to bring my gaze up to meet his slowly, as if he hadn't just about made me piss my pants. "Excuse me?"
He stood and went to rummage around in the cupboards, taking out cans and boxes and examining them as if he hadn't seen food packages for a few decades. Again, probably accurate. "I will fulfill my end of the bargain," he said as he frowned at a can of ravioli from the human realm. "I'll keep my creepy germs to myself while I help you with whatever oh-so-important Lovell scheme you're currently up to. Then, once the magic is satisfied, you'll be rid of me." He held the can out to me. "Is this actually edible?"
I shrugged. "It won't kill you. Probably. Just a little bit of manmade chemicals. Humans and regular witches have been known to survive it. And I would really rather you stopped calling me a damned Lovell. I changed my name years ago." I got up and found a can opener, took his raviolis, opened them, and plopped the fake sauce and noodles into a bowl in the microwave. "All I want to do right now is be done with this bestiary bullshit," I informed him as I rinsed out the can at the sink. "You were the last one I needed to free."
Zhong entered the room and I nodded to him as he came to lean his butt against the counter near me, looming. The necromancer ignored the towering block of granite and muscle. Most people would be at least a little intimidated by Zhong's sheer size, not to mention the horns, and the fangs, the wings and claws…. But the necromancer didn't even so much as glance at him. "I will help you destroy the grimoire and be on my way, then," he said evenly. "We'll call that even."
"There's a little more to it than that," I protested, taking the bowl of processed nonsense out of the microwave and setting it and a spoon on the table for him. 
Zhong spoke up, surprising me. "She's right. You're a witch, aren't you?"
The necromancer finally looked up at the gargoyle, raising his dark red eyebrows. His deep, blood red hair color looked jarring against his pale skin with its bluish undertones. "I'm a necromancer, not a witch. Are you defective? I thought all gargoyles read magic." 
There he went again. Taunting, but without any inflection, no heat behind his words. He was as much of an asshole as Aahil, but there was never feeling to his words. No passion. Just flat cold. 
Zhong ran a hand through his tight gray curls, then caught himself and stopped his fidgeting. Yep. The necromancer creeped out the big, strong gargoyle too. At least it wasn't just me. "I can read magic," the gargoyle shot back. "And I think under all that taint, you were once an earth witch like Andy. Am I right?"
I arched my brows at the gargoyle. I had a really bad feeling about what he was implying. 
The necromancer shrugged and went to sit at the table and poke at his ravioli with a spoon. "Perhaps. Once. Long ago."
Zhong nodded. "Then you can teach Andy how to fully use her magic. She freed you from a lifetime of slavery inside that book. We all know how horrible it was being used like that. If you want to repay her, just breaking the book isn't good enough."
I gaped at the audacity of the big, gray idiot. First off, that was an embarrassing thing to ask. And secondly, why would I want to learn magic from the blackest of practitioners you could find? 
"What?" The necromancer said, visibly recoiling, clearly as repulsed by the idea as I was. "Do I look like some sweet little schoolteacher?" His violet eyes swept over me from head to toe. "You're an adult. He can't possibly be implying you never had any formal training. And I'm not teaching you necromancy, no matter how much you beg, Lovell." He spat the last bit like a mouthful of poison.
I rolled my eyes. "As if I'd want to learn magic from you. I'll take my chances with the tutor who offered me lessons in exchange for one of my kidneys first, thanks."
He took a bite of his food and paused, tilting his head. "That's interesting." But then he continued eating. I wasn't sure if he meant my refusal or being propositioned for my kidney. And I didn't want to know.
I shook my head at the absurdity of it all. "Zhong's right about one thing," I told the necromancer who was currently slurping ravioli in my kitchen. I was having a dawning epiphany. "Freeing you was a big deal. And you do probably know a lot more about death, and ghosts, and stuff than I do. I need you to help me save Elijah."
He licked sauce from his pale bluish lips with a slightly blue tongue. "Who is Elijah?" I tried not to stare or shudder.
"He's a ghost, and an angel," I answered. "He's bound to the bestiary. And we're not destroying that book until I know it won't destroy him in the process. So, if you want to remain free and not have to worry about some new witch coming along and snatching the bestiary so they can re-imprison all of you, they you'll help me save him."
The necromancer looked up from his food, his entire posture and body language changing in a way that was subtle, but freaky. The eyes that met mine were no longer violet, but completely black. And the voice that spoke was his, but not his. Like two people speaking at once. "Are you threatening us, witch?" the necromancer said softly, raising all the hairs on my arms. 
I swallowed hard. "Who is 'us?'" 
He stood, and I swear he seemed taller than he had a few minutes ago, even though he was the exact same size. "Dyre," he said, those black eyes boring into my soul. "And me."
Um. Okay. I cleared my throat. "I didn't mean it as a threat, uh…guys…but the potential for the bestiary to be used against you somehow is there as long as the book exists. And I refuse to kill someone I…someone I care for, in the process of destroying the book. He's the one who brought the book to me in the first place. Elijah's the reason you're free right now. All of you." I glanced at Zhong. "We can't just let him fade away, not when he wants to live."
The thing that was wearing the body of a red-headed witch spoke again, making me shiver, those black eyes studying me with cool appraisal. Like a cat sizing up a mouse. "This Elijah is a ghost?"
I nodded. "He is. But that doesn't make him any less alive, any less of a person."
That voice should never laugh. But it did, echoing weirdly in my bones, demanding that we run away now. "If he is a ghost, little witch, that is exactly what it makes him. Dead. Not a person."
The necromancer looked down and away for a heartbeat, and some of the creepy intensity left the room with that other presence. When he looked at me again, his eyes were back to having irises—nice, steady violet ones. And he spoke with only one voice. "I'll do what I can to prevent your ghost's destruction when we destroy the book. But I make no guarantees. That book can't be allowed to exist, and we both know it."
I took in a slow breath, then I nodded. It was the best I could ask for. And I wasn't about to argue with the man after all that. Besides, logically, I knew he was right. Even if another practitioner couldn't find a way to re-use the bestiary, there was always the chance it could inspire them to figure out how to create another one. And Elijah would insist his one un-life was not worth the suffering of untold numbers living, breathing people. 
"Enjoy your almost-food," I said with a wave at the necromancer's bowl. "When you're done eating you can find a room and claim it, as long as no one else already has. Goddess knows there's enough room in this place to house an entire circus." 
I cringed inwardly as I realized I was echoing his earlier sideshow remark. Fuck, he'd be one hell of a sideshow. Just not the kind that made people want to come back for a second viewing. 
"I'll show him around," Zhong said, squeezing my shoulder. "You need to rest after all that spellwork. And…." He gave me an apologetic look. "We'll have to figure out how to clean up the mess."
I let out a tired sigh. "Shit. I almost forgot about that." I just couldn't catch a break. Taking Zhong's advice, I left the creep show in the kitchen and made my way upstairs for a bath and a nap. 




Chapter 37

Ambrose


I wrapped the shadows around myself and stepped into the otherworld, moving through the amorphous land of ghosts, and dreams, and other things beyond most people's perceptions. The presence of the Lovell mansion was distinct, even here, the energy of the place leaving a mark that even shifting realities couldn't entirely erase. 
I returned to the material realm as I flowed through the protections around the massive manor house. They still hadn't put that ward back up to prevent my kind from coming and going. Interesting. 
I flowed through the house, but all the powerful auras of the witch and her harem were clustered out back, behind the house. I took in the strange sight before me as I slowly coalesced beside the strange Lovell woman, keeping myself half in this plane and half in the otherworld, making myself hard to spot while I eavesdropped. 
"The landscaping of the ancestral home has definitely been improved," a tall, skinny red-headed witch with sharp features and a nasty black aura was commenting. I arched my brows as I watched something move under his skin, his aura looking like a tall, hooded shadow to my othersight. I blinked, focusing on material reality so I wouldn't make myself sick by trying to look at both planes at the same time. 
The Lovell witch—Andy, I believe she said her name was—planted her hands on her hips and glared at the man, while her other devoted servants moved around the overgrown grounds, picking up chunks of masonry, bodies, and bones and placing them into the appropriate piles, like sorting children's toys. "Improved?" Andy snarled through clenched teeth. "You call this an improvement?" She was adorable.
The redhead waved a hand and half a dozen corpses stood up and shuffled over to lay down on the body pile. "Well, look at the place," he commented lazily. "What kind of earth witch lives in a place where the gardens are nothing but dead weeds and the ground grows nothing but particularly hardy dandelions?"
Andy squatted down and got hold of a large chunk of masonry that clearly belonged to the collapsed crypt that stood under a nearby towering fir tree. I tilted my head to get a better look at her deliciously round ass. It was so nice to have something to look at other than the empty black prison that had been my home for decades. The Lovell before this one had been afraid to call me out to use my powers after I had almost tricked her into suicide during a particularly well-crafted nightmare. After that they just kept me in the book and siphoned off my magic from there. 
"Well, excuse me for not living up to your expectations, necromancer," the green haired earth witch snapped at the redhead. 
Standing, she heaved the stone chunk up and shuffled it over to the growing pile. It was cute how she sweated and grunted while her gargoyle effortlessly carried over a people-sized hunk of rock under each arm. Why in the two worlds was she even out here, when she had all these servants who were so much stronger? Most witches of her ilk would be inside right now, eating bonbons and planning their next genocide.
She dropped her rock onto the pile and turned, using the hem of her black tank top to wipe her face, oblivious to the way everyone looked at her soft torso, hoping for a glimpse of those generous breasts that were barely contained by the scrap of spandex. 
The necromancer smothered a sour look. Not surprising. That lot tended to be no fun at all. "I'm just surprised an earth witch would let the land carry on like this," he said in an even tone, showing no emotion, even with Andy snapping at him and flashing him. He calmly animated a few more corpses and walked them over to the growing pile. Holy hell, that was a lot of dead Lovells. And pieces of dead Lovells.
Andy shrugged. "It just always felt…wrong. I've never had any desire to try to grow things here. I prefer my garden back in the non-magic world."
The necromancer crossed his arms over his skinny chest and shook his head at her. "My goddess, you really are that inept, aren't you?"
She fumed at him, her face red and her green hair sticking up like Medusa's tails. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
The others didn't comment. They just kept plodding along at their work, casting the occasional curious glance at the two witches as they argued. I wished I had popcorn. Oh…I hadn't had popcorn in at least a century—maybe two? It was hard to keep track of time when I was imprisoned. Hard to keep track of my own mind. 
"The earth here is tainted, oblivious woman," the necromancer informed her. "It feels 'not right' to you because it is not right. It's been sullied by your damned ancestors for hundreds of years. You need to cleanse the earth and restore balance before you try to grow anything." He snorted. "Might improve the feel of the house as well. Even I can sense the darkness and suffering in this place, and I'm a scary necromancer who eats babies and rapes corpses or whatever the newest story is. You're a goody-two-shoes earth witch. You should know all this already."
She stared for a moment, at a loss for words. "I just…I assumed it was all in my head. I thought I just hated it here and didn't want to work with the plants and earth here because of how I felt about my family."
The redhead rolled his eyes, which were mostly black at the moment, with just a thin sliver of violet visible around the iris. "I'm not teaching you magic."
She wrinkled her nose at him. "Good, because I never asked you to."
"Good, because I'm not a fucking earth witch."
"Good."
"Good."
I turned my head back and forth, like watching a tennis match. Then I looked around, wondering if the others found this as amusing as I did. 
"Did you want something, or were you just planning to spy on us all day?" A hollow, wispy voice commented from right in front of me. 
The witches stopped arguing like toddlers and I sighed, stepping fully into the material realm. "Snitch," I accused the ghost. Then I grinned at him. "But I won't hold it against you, mate."
The necromancer glanced at me, then back at Andy as if completely unsurprised by my stunning appearance. "Another one of your sex slaves?"
I chuckled, cutting her off before she could reply. "You must be the last poor sot from that grimoire," I said, sketching a proper bow. "I'm Ambrose. And you are?"
He eyed me but didn't extend a hand. I hadn't expected him to. Necromancers weren't big on physical contact. Thank all the unholy powers that be. I dealt in nightmares and even I didn't want to touch that thing.
"Dyre," he said, voice still cold and emotionless. "And I'm not one of the fuckbuddies, so stop looking at me like that."
My smile deepened, just to be contrary. "I see."
He shook his head and turned away to magic some stray old bones onto the body pile. 
"So, you're back," Andy said, arching her brows at me. "Get tired of terrorizing the neighborhood? Thanks for that, by the way. They complained to the Alliance and sent the magical cops to my door since of course I must be to blame."
I chuckled darkly. "Mmm…their terror was delicious. But I'm well fed now, and I grew bored." I shrugged. "Creatures like me…well, we tend to travel about." A boogeyman never stayed in one place for long. It was a good idea to spread out your feeding if you wanted to keep a low profile. And it wasn't like most people were just dying to play house with one of my kind. Who wanted to live with a walking nightmare? I had fallen for that trap precisely once in my life. I didn't plan to be tricked into a magical book again anytime soon, thank you very much. 
And yet. Here I was. It's just curiosity, I told myself. It wasn't like I had any real reason for returning. 
"Besides," I added after too long a pause. "I had to make sure you got rid of that book. I'll have nightmares until I know it's destroyed."
She narrowed her eyes at me. "I just bet you will. Considering you're the one who makes the nightmares."
I lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. "I can worry. That's close enough, right?"
Andy rolled her eyes, but her insulin pump beeped and she stopped bantering with me to glance at the screen. My feeding had also helped me catch up with the times, so I at least had a general idea of how the technology worked. "I need sugar." Andy glanced at the others. "I'll make lemonade. Sound good?"
The gargoyle stopped to press a kiss to the top of her rumpled head. "Sounds good, Andy." His yellow eyes met mine, and though he seemed a bit wary, I didn't sense any overt hostility. "Glad you're okay."
I pressed a hand over my heart and gave him my best wide-eyed innocent look. As innocent as I could look, what with my red and black eyes and pointed teeth. "You care. About little ol' me?" Even after I had accidentally lashed out at them all with my magic and inflicted unimaginable amounts of terror and mental anguish. It warmed my black little heart.
The massive man readjusted his bat wings and went to lug more chunks of stone out of the yard. But it really was nice of him to say that. It was strange, knowing that I had more in common with these strangers than with anyone in this world. Shared trauma was apparently a pretty strong bond. 
The fae woman nodded to me in passing, her wavy golden-brown hair falling around the sharp prongs of her antlers. I wanted to pet her, just to see her bare her little fangs. But I didn't feel like getting stabbed today. I glanced about. Even the fussy jinn and the ethereal-looking water elemental were out here doing manual labor. The jinn simply dematerialized and reappeared by the piles of refuse with his burdens. The water weaver got distracted by something in the stone they were holding, and the jinn nudged them along. But when the hot little fire elemental went back to his own work, the water weaver's turquoise eyes followed the necromancer, a deep line appearing between their brows. 
Uh-oh, trouble in paradise. It was bad enough knowing people's worst fears. I wouldn't want that one's ability to sense emotions. I shuddered to imagine it. Especially around Mr. Dark and Creepy there. 
"It's not so bad," the water elemental's melodic voice said, those sparkling eyes now pinned on me. "They're all beautiful, in their own way."
Did the weaver mean the people, or their emotions? I didn't want to find out. I arched my brows and backed away slowly. "Sure. I think I'll just go help with the lemonade." Before they poked around in my head any further than that. 
I dematerialized and flowed into the house, coalescing in the kitchen, right behind Andy. Leaning over her shoulder, I whispered, "Can I help?"
She started, then swore, dropping a lemon on the floor to roll away under the table. "What the hell?"
I winked at her and went to retrieve the wayward fruit, handing it back to her with a flourish. "Apologies."
She narrowed her pretty gray eyes at me. It was fascinating to see the Lovell ancestry visible in such a generous, spirited woman. "Somehow," she said dryly. "I get the feeling you're not really sorry."
I smiled. "Maybe not entirely. Even just a little prank gives off this delicious little jolt of fear sometimes. Like a sip of fizzy soda on a hot day."
Her glare dissolved and she laughed. Real laughter. It was something I didn't hear enough in my life—now or before. And I rather liked that I was the one who had caused it. Usually all I garnered were screams and tears. So I grabbed up a couple more lemons from the counter and juggled them, pretending to be about to lose control of the fruits a few times just to hear her suck in a breath or chuckle. 
"Give me those so I can finish what I was doing," she demanded. But a bit of a smile still lingered at the corner of her lips. 
"Truth," I said, handing her the bright yellow fruits so she could slice and squeeze them. "What happened to this place after I left? Necromancer come out of the book swinging?"
She snorted. "You could say that. Although, it still wasn't as bad as the asshole that trapped us all in our heads and tortured us."
I sighed. "Not my best moment," I admitted. "And I am sorry for that. I was…unsettled. It was a natural defensive reaction."
She arched one eyebrow at me. "You mean you were scared and confused, so you lashed out with your magic like a cornered animal. I get it. Niamh almost shot me in the face with an arrow. Aahil set me on fire. And burned up an entire courtyard. And put slave bindings on me. And still thinks I'm his pet."
Our eyes met and we both started laughing. "Sounds like a fire elemental," I said, leaning back against the counter on my elbows. "But you all seem to get along now?"
She nodded as she stirred up a pitcher of lemon, sugar, and water with a big wooden spoon. "Mostly. It's…well, it's really fucking weird, is what it is. I'm not really the kind of person to make friends and start living with a bunch of strangers. Let alone other magic users. But I couldn't just toss them out on their own. You know how it is. They've been trapped in that book for so long that the rest of the world moved on without them. They don't have anywhere else to go."
I shifted uncomfortably, but she kept talking. "But maybe it's different for you. You said you like to move around. You must be used to being a free spirit. And you don't have to deal with these assholes. Let me tell ya. It gets old, real fast."
I took the glass she offered me, sipping at the tart-sweet juice as I scrambled for what to say. "Well," I finally said with a smirk. "I suppose it's never boring around here. I might stick around for a while. Just to pass the time. For amusement."
Her gray eyes met mine and she gave me a wry look that said she saw right through my bullshit. "Of course. Wouldn't want you to get bored." She picked up the pitcher and a stack of cups, then leveled a look at me that was devoid of all playfulness. "You're welcome to stay here as long as you need, like I said before. But if you ever pull that shit you pulled before, I will murder you myself, boogeyman. Got it?"
I gave her a grave look to convey my utter seriousness as I replied. "I'm beginning to see why the others are so eager to fall into your bed. Threaten me again. Please?"
She snorted and walked away with a muttered, "Goddess, not another asshole."
I smiled as I followed after her, still wondering why the hell I was even here, but unable to walk away. "At least I have a sense of humor, dove. Your new pet wouldn't know how to smile if his life depended on it."




Chapter 38

Dyre


"I don't see why we can't just burn them."
I glanced up from the book I was pouring over—one of the coveted ancient Lovell tomes most witches would soil themselves over—to meet the honey-gold eyes of Andy's jinn. 
My witch hostess saved me the trouble of a reply as she threw an agate at him, not even looking up from her own book. "Because it's cruel with their ghosts still here. Freaks them the fuck out."
The slinky elemental braced his hands on the workbench by Oleander and effortlessly lifted himself up to park his ass beside her spell book. The man looked like an expensive genie-themed stripper, since he refused to wear shoes—or a shirt, at the moment. The gold and gemstones of his necklaces, earrings, body piercings, and wrist cuffs glinted in the afternoon sun that streamed through the window, giving me a headache. Those catlike gold eyes slid my way again and he quirked a sensual smile. "The necromancer didn't disagree with me," he purred. "Don't be so squeamish, pet." 
I wasn't falling for his vacant-headed sex toy act. I could sense the deep well of dangerous, simmering elemental magic in the man as easy as breathing. It called to the dark thing inside me. So much life and warmth. I wanted to pull him apart and sink my hands into his being, see what made him tick, what generated such destructive and awe-inspiring light. 
I cleared my throat, shoved the monster down inside me, and put my eyes back on my book, making a slow, deliberate show of turning the page as if I was completely disinterested in the conversation. 
Over the last day and a half, Oleander and I had nearly figured out how to unweave all of the bestiary's protections and destroy the book once and for all. The problem was how to keep the final failsafe from triggering and blowing up the entire mansion. Oh, and how to save the woman's damned ghost friend.
It was ridiculous, a medium getting so attached to a dead person. Bodies were only shells. And ghosts were only remnants. 
But still. 
I interrupted the jinn's poking and prodding, which had moved on from burning things to trying to convince the curvy witch to suck his cock. It must be horrible to have so much of your magic tied up in sensuality. What a waste. 
How does that work? His sex magic? Maybe he would show you? How long has it been since a living person willingly touched you, Dyre?
I ignored the voice in my head that wasn't my own. "It will cause them pain if they still have a moderately strong connection to their bodies," I said without looking up. "Life is suffering, jinn. Why should death be any different."
I flipped another page, still not finding what I wanted, forcing myself to be patient, even though I really wanted to be done with this whole farce so I could leave. 
"They might have been assholes in life," Andy said to her bored flame. "But if I torture what's left of their souls, how am I any different?"
He huffed and slid off the table. "I figured you'd say that. You are two depressing peas in a boring pod. Let me know when something exciting happens." Then he vanished, off to annoy someone else. 
"He's dangerous," I said as I skimmed yet another useless page of cramped writing. "Aura's unstable."
She set her own book aside and stretched before reaching for another. "I know. But he's getting better. You should have seen him when he came out of that book." She let out a low whistle. "Thought I was going to die for real." Then she snorted. "And several times after."
I closed the useless old book with a thump and set it aside. "Then why do you put up with him?"
I wasn't judging. I truly was curious. Normal people's relationships and social interactions were an enigma to me. I lost what few friends I had when I was eighteen years old and my family decided to stuff me full of evil against my will. Now, people mostly just screamed and ran the other way when they saw me. Not much opportunity for making friends.
Oleander didn't take offense, she just chuckled softly to herself. "I have no freaking clue," she answered, running a hand over her face. "I guess I just felt guilty for everything my family has done. People have treated me like I was just another evil Lovell all my life. I guess some part of me believed them and thinks I have something to make up for." She shrugged and shoved her book carelessly aside, pausing to rub a hand over her face again. "Did you mean what you said about death?"
I looked up to find her curious gray eyes studying me. "What I said?"
She nodded. "You said life is pain and so is death. Do we really never get to rest?"
This girl. For all she acted tough, she was incredibly naive. "Not on this plane," I said flatly. The dead didn't belong in this world. Which was why I wasn't thrilled about her trying to keep her ghost friend here when we destroyed the book that anchored him. "Haven't you ever served as a psychopomp?"
The ability was what had made me such a likely candidate for necromancy. I assumed she had a similar talent, since she could see and speak with the spirits. And her family hadn't held her down and forced an undead monster inside her body. So she probably used her skills the way nature intended. 
She looked down at her hands, which rested in her lap, her skin normal and flushed pink with life, oblivious to my dark thoughts. "I've done it a bit," she said softly. "When I could be certain the spirit was ready to cross over."
I nodded. "Then you know there is a chance of peace for them. Somewhere. Just not here."
She pushed a hand through her green hair, shoving the unruly waves back out of her face. "Sorry. I guess it upset me more than I want to admit, coming face to face with all the dead ancestors." She sighed. "And it's giving me a headache keeping them out of my mind. I kind of wish I was the sort of person who could just set them on fire without remorse."
I let out a dry chuckle. "No you don't."
She quirked a wry look at me. "I suppose I should be worried when I have less mercy than a necromancer."
I stared her down, well used to the jabs and the judgements. "Indeed."
The silly witch let her eyes trail over me, then smiled. "Blue's a good color on you."
I arched a brow at her. I had bathed, and borrowed some clothes from the water weaver. The elemental was quite a bit smaller than me, but their clothes were loose fitting and neutral. Better than swimming in the giant gargoyle's things or wearing the female fae's blouses. Goddess knew the jinn's clothes wouldn't cover half of me—even if I wanted to dress like the main event in a harem burlesque show. 
"I'm so glad you approve of my appearance," I snapped. "But I'm still not joining your little poly family." As if she really wanted anything to do with a half-corpse like me.
She scowled at me. "I meant you look better than you did yesterday, dude. Goddess. I don't want to fuck you. I just want to make sure you're not gonna fall over dead before we help Elijah and get rid of the bestiary! You look like a corpse."
Just as I thought. But for some reason it stung a little bit anyway. Absurd.
I saw her jaw clench the moment she uttered those words, but I didn't care about her guilt. "Hosting this thing that lives inside of me is like housing a parasite. It feeds on my lifeforce and my magic. I am a corpse, witch. Or I will be when I finally lose control and he drains me. But thank you for your concern. I'll make sure to wear more blue to make myself more palatable to you."
I won't kill you, the voice inside my head insisted. Then how would I walk the mortal plane? 
Awkward silence stretched between me and my uncomfortable hostess. Her face was red. She wanted to yell at me for being an asshole, but she pitied me too much to say anything. Though it wasn't as common as the screaming and running, it was a reaction I knew all too well.
"Aww, there you both are," a dark, smooth voice called as the boogeyman materialized in the doorway. He was dressed in an immaculate black suit that reminded me of a fairytale butler. It was a nice disguise, for a monster. So was the easygoing smile that crossed his features, despite the sharp teeth he displayed. 
The ghost materialized in the center of the room a beat later. "Andy," his hollow voice said as he worked to form his ball of ethereal matter into a roughly body-shaped wisp. "The—"
"Alliance is on its way," the boogeyman said with a smirk. "I beat you here, spook. Told you I'm faster."
Andy stood, not noticing how her ghost friend wavered when she turned away. I narrowed my eyes. We might not have to worry about destroying the specter when we got rid of the bestiary. It seemed he was fading away all on his own without our interference. Oleander had probably just been a bit too busy with everything else that was going on to notice she was losing her ghost.
"What do you mean the Alliance is on its way?" our witch snapped, yanking her t-shirt straight and raking a hand through her messy green waves. As if the Alliance cared about how she looked. "The freaking Alliance is headed here and you two are playing games? Have you seen my damned back yard?"
"Something is off about their frequent visits," Elijah whispered. "Why would they be visiting you again so soon? You've done nothing wrong."
Andy snorted. "Yeah, nothing but unleash a big surge of magic again. And that ward is still down. So they're probably watching my every move. I hope they got an eyeful this morning when I used the toilet. Fuckers."
"I'm sure they have better things to worry about than your bowel habits, dove," the boogeyman sniped. "I'm surprised they're wasting time on you at all, honestly."
Andy narrowed her eyes at him. "What do you mean?"
He shrugged an elegant shoulder, all insouciant calm. "I heard things while I was out…reacquainting myself with the world. It sounds like our lovely Supernatural Alliance is having some internal issues. Unrest. Corporate uprising. Who knows?"
I rolled my eyes at the man's unhelpful information. But Andy nibbled at her fingernail, her brow furrowed. "Things were weird the last couple times that team came out here to poke around," she mused. Then she shrugged. "But who cares? Unless the whole pain in the ass organization suddenly collapses and decides to leave me alone, how does that help me?"
"It doesn't," Ambrose said, palms up as he shrugged. "I just thought you'd like a bit of warning before they rang the doorbell." His black eyes with the red pupils landed on me and he lifted a black brow. "I can simply slip into the otherworld. But no one will see him and think 'witch.'"
I chuckled darkly. No. If the Alliance people saw me, there'd be a good deal of screaming and throwing around magic with intent to kill. There was a reason necromancers were so rare. Aside from the whole risk of dying of possession and all. The Supernatural Alliance and most clean witches or other supernatural creatures of any power had a "kill on sight" policy where my kind were concerned. Not that I blamed them. 
"Where's your nearest pitchfork closet," I asked the green-haired witch. Some savior she was, releasing me from servitude just to put me in the path of the Alliance. Maybe this was her plan all along. Maybe she had called them herself to get rid of me. Maybe she had just pretended to tolerate me, so she'd be safe until the supe cops came riding in to rescue her. 
You're losing the thread, the voice in my head said. And I felt the cold press of his consciousness asking to take over. I struggled for a moment, then gave up. I trusted him to be rational. Cold. Heartless. Not the least bit understanding of mortal foibles, of course. But rational, at least where our continued aliveness was concerned. 
"Your pitchfork closet?" we said in the voice that made people shudder. 
Andy's pupils dilated and her aura swelled, gathering magic around her instinctively. But she answered. "Um…I don't…."
"You don't have a pitchfork closet?" Ambrose said in shock. "Every witch has one of those. Or twelve."
Pitchfork closets were safe spaces—panic rooms and bolt holes used by witches everywhere to avoid being found when the need arose. The name came from days gone by, before the treaties. When a mob of pitchforks and torches meant no good to a witch, in this world or in any other. 
"Every damned hidey hole in this place is probably booby-trapped," she said, drumming her fingers on her jeans-clad thigh. "I've never used them. And I know I haven't disarmed all the nasties yet. Not by a long shot. If someone without Lovell blood tries to hide under the floorboards, this house is probably going to eat them alive." She shuddered. "I swear sometimes the place is sentient."
"Andy!" Niamh called up the stairs. "Visitors."
"I'll get it!" Aahil called merrily, nearly skipping down the hall from his bedroom toward the stairs, flames flaring up all along his body. "I can't wait to talk to my friend Jacki again."
I frowned in confusion at that, but Andy grabbed my arm, dragging me along after her. "Go hide in the creepy pink room that looks like it belongs to a teenage Victorian girl who somehow found out about boy bands," she bit out. "There's a false back in the closet there. I have no clue where it leads or if there are any traps in there. I only made note of it in case I wanted to use it to store ugly Lovell garbage. Sorry."
When I didn't move fast enough, she grabbed my arm. The monster and I looked down at the witch as she dragged us into an absolute nightmare of a child's room. It was just so…pink. And dusty. Clearly empty in a way that was unsettling. Where was this child now? Had it been Andy's room growing up? Somehow, I thought not.
"We can handle simple Lovell traps," my mouth said. Even though I really wanted to ask what the hell was going on. Maybe spy on the lot of them while they talked to the Alliance.
So mistrustful, the voice in my head said with dark humor. As if he didn't know why I might have trouble trusting people—especially other witches. You know we can simply create some dead and raise them if it comes to that. You already have an army waiting out behind the house. 
So I stepped into the shadowy closet, found the release for the false back, and shut myself in. Claustrophobia immediately settled in when Andy's voice disappeared back down the hallway. This was hardly the first time I'd been shut in a closet. At least this one wasn't locked.
This wasn't the bestiary. And I wasn't a helpless child anymore. I was strong enough now to get out even if it was locked. My monstrous magic made sure of that. But still, I fidgeted. My fingers found a folded slip of paper sticking out of the seam where the wall met the floor, and I worried the edges for a moment before finally giving a frustrated sigh and stuffing the damned thing into my pocket. Necromancers didn't fidget. They didn't panic. I had raised hordes of undead and set them upon my enemies, laughing at their screams of terror. My best friend was a creature so rare and powerful many had forgotten his name, though his legends lived on. I was not about to lose to a fucking closet. 
Crossing my legs under me, I rolled my shoulders back, closed my eyes, and meditated, letting my body recharge and my passenger enjoy the sensations of breathing and having a heartbeat while we waited.  




Chapter 39

Andy


Note to self. Never start a conversation with a necromancer about death. The cold, haunted look in Dyre's eyes and the chill in his voice as he spoke about suffering was still with me as I made my way downstairs. 
Aahil really had answered the door. I nearly tripped over my own feet as I hurried down the stairs so I could salvage the situation before someone got killed. My people or theirs, I could see it going either way. Especially if the Alliance sent a different team this time, people who weren't used to the weirdness around here. 
I let out a sigh of relief when I found the jinn leaning against the doorframe as he sneered at field mage whatever-the-fuck-her-number-was. "Heya, Jacki," I said with a big fake smile. "How's it hanging?"
"Lovell." She went to step past Aahil, into the house, but stopped when the threshold erupted into flames. 
"No one invited you in, mage," my wonderful asshole jinn purred as he crossed his arms over his chest, still lounging in the threshold while the fire burned around and through him. "But by all means, ignore my warning."
Jacki looked even worse than she had last time. The bags under her eyes looked like deep bruises, and her aura spoke of stress and exhaustion. "I'm here to speak to the owner of the house, demon," she bit out, not at all cowed by the dangerous elemental who was toying with her. "Oleander Lovell, I have questions for you regarding a magical surge that occurred late yesterday morning." She grabbed her tablet device from her belt and waved it at me. "I would let you read the official warrant for questioning, but I didn't bring my fire extinguisher."
"Aahil," I said tiredly. "Just let her in. The whole world knows we'd wipe the floor with her and her pathetic team before they even got a shot in."
Aahil grinned. "You do have a point, witch." He put out the fires and held out an arm, gesturing for the Alliance squad to enter. Jacki was followed by the same team who had accompanied her before. And they all looked nearly as stressed as she was. 
I saw Hasumi wander over to the bookshelf just inside the formal sitting room we never used, and my lips twitched as the water weaver pretended to select a book from the dusty row of spell periodicals while they got a read on everyone's emotions. Niamh stood in the center of the entryway with her arms crossed, ass-eyeing every one of them in a way that said she was just looking for a reason to shoot or stab someone. She really didn't care for the Supernatural Alliance. Something about fae hospitality rules and territory. I don't know. Zhong was a little less obvious about his hovering, even though he towered over Niamh and outweighed her by, like, a whole person. 
"What do you need this time?" I asked, waving the Alliance team into the dusty sitting room. If people were going to keep coming inside, I might have to start cleaning this room. But then again, maybe if it was dirty, they'd be less inclined to come back... 
Jacki held up the tablet and I skimmed the notice of intent to inquire about a disturbance. I signed where she indicated, then sank into one of the stiff wingback chairs, smirking when she stiffly collapsed into the chair opposite mine. The chick was about to fall over. The stick up her ass was the only thing holding her up. I thought maybe Ambrose was right about the Alliance falling apart. They were clearly overworking their low-level minions. 
"I'm here to ask about a fluctuation in magic use," she said evenly. 
I shrugged. "You know I'm rehabbing traumatized supes here. You've already noted and investigated the sudden increase in magic use over the last month or so. You confirmed there's no unauthorized demons or other nasties hanging around last time you were here. Nothing new." Nothing new that she needed to know about.
She scrubbed at her face. "What are you really doing, Lovell?"
I kept my face neutral. "What are any of us doing? Just trying my best to get by."
She wasn't amused. "Look. I want to give a good report for you. Do what I can to make the higher-ups stop pestering you and stop wasting my time every time they send me and my crew out here to investigate nonsense. But I need you to be straight with me." She sat up taller, squaring her shoulders as she looked at me. "I need you to agree to a truth charm so there will be no doubt about your motives and what you're getting up to in this creepy old house."
I narrowed my eyes at her. She could probably cast a truth spell on me at any time, or activate a pre-prepped charm to the same effect. It wasn't common magic, but the Alliance had lots of resources. They could afford to outfit their minions with the most effective magic. However, there was the little bit about how casting a truth spell without express permission from the person being spelled was considered mind manipulation and violation of free will and could land you a prison sentence. 
She was right. If I agreed to a spell like that, no one would doubt the truth of what I said. But, there were secrets I did need to keep. I couldn't have the Alliance knowing about Ambrose and Dyre, for one thing. And for another…well there were all kinds of little white (and not so white) lies built into my very existence. Under a truth spell, there was no telling what kind of shit I'd let slip that could be used against me, now or in the future. 
"Sorry, but no," I said, leaning back in my chair and crossing my arms over my chest. "I'm not letting some stranger poke around in my head. I can't risk you asking the wrong question and hearing something out of context. The Alliance is probably more than willing to twist my words however it suits them, if they think it will give them a reason to eliminate the last living Lovell."
She let out a long sigh, her shoulders sagging a little. "That's pretty much what I thought you'd say. But I had to ask."
I hesitated for a second, but fuck it. I sort of liked this woman, for some reason. Whether she believed me or not was on her. "I'm not letting you spell me," I said firmly. "But I'll tell you what truth I can."
She narrowed her hazel eyes at me suspiciously. "Meaning you're going to lie when it's convenient."
I shook my head. "No. It's just that some secrets aren't mine to share. I'm not going to violate confidences and trust just to appease your bosses. Especially when I haven't done anything wrong."
She arched an eyebrow. 
So I did the best I could with the whole truth thing. "I hate my family and how they lived their lives. I've had to spend my whole life—ever since I was a little kid—being judged for the crimes of people I hardly even knew, just because we share genetics. I'm not my parents. Or my grandparents, or crazy old aunt Shady. I don't get off on causing death and destruction. I don't believe in making people suffer just so I can amass more power. I honestly don't understand why that would be someone's life goal, you know?"
She regarded me skeptically. "And yet you've come back to live in the ancestral home after years away. And you're gathering an army of powerful supernatural slaves to do your bidding."
I snorted. "Right. I have mediumship skills, did your files tell you that?"
She nodded reluctantly. 
"Well," I said, bending the truth just enough to hide the existence of the bestiary. "One day I was in an antique shop pawning off things to pay my rent in the human world—where I have chosen to live a magicless human life just to get away from all the annoying judgmental magic users, by the way. Anyway, I picked up a ghost hovering near the stuff I had pawned." I looked away, my gaze finding Elijah, where he hovered as an amorphous blob of smoke no one else could see. "He's been helping me to find some of the people who were badly wronged by my ancestors." I looked at Jacki and hoped she saw the truth in my eyes. "I've been freeing them from entrapment, doing my best to make amends to them for the evil my family has done." That felt a little too close to the truth, so I elaborated. "Um…you know, like the jinn I freed from that lamp I showed you last time?" I straightened my spine and tried to stop sounding so pathetic. It wasn't like I needed the Alliance's sympathy or permission. I just needed them to leave me the hell alone. "Some of them had no other place to go," I told her evenly. "They had lost entire families and ways of living. So they're staying here temporarily until they can find a place for themselves out there."
Jacki stared into my eyes as if she could will me to reveal my secrets. "So you're just a good Samaritan."
I shrugged. "More like a pushover with an annoying soft spot for outcasts."
But of course her faeish looking partner chose that moment to pipe up. "I sense bodies. Corpses."
I stifled the urge to scrub my hands over my face or pull at my hair in irritation. Instead, I just shrugged. "We have a crypt on the grounds. It's been used by the Lovells for hundreds of years."
She pinned me with a suspicious glare, her hand going to her weapons belt. "I didn't sense them the last couple times we were here."
I rolled my eyes. "Because I had the crypt sealed with wards. But I've been doing some remodeling. Tearing out the crypt and moving it further back into the woods." I shrugged. "I'm thinking of building a pool for the water elemental who is currently using this place as sanctuary."
Sure, it was a weird explanation. But not technically illegal.
Jacki stood. "Show me."
I blinked at her. Fuck my life. "Um. Now?"
She and her team all shifted to make sure they had hands on or near their weapons and charms. I really did not want to go to war with the Alliance today. My magic was still recovering from yesterday. And I was physically exhausted from cleaning up Dyre's mess. 
"Fine!" I threw my hands up, then stood. "You can gawk at my mess. Fucking nosey, suspicious assholes."
I lead them out back and waved a hand dramatically to show them the messed up back yard. Let 'em gawk. It wasn't like I had done anything illegal. Just really fucking weird. And the entire magical community already thought I was strange anyway. Might as well give them something to talk about. 
"What the hell happened here?" Jacki demanded, her eyes darting around, face wearing a priceless expression of horror and confusion as she took in the ruined back wall, the half-smashed crypt, and the pile of corpses in various states of decay. Dyre had helped me erect a ward around the stack of bodies to keep them from further decay or other unpleasant consequences until we could banish the ghosts so we could burn them. I sure as shit wasn't keeping them around. But hey, it turned out knowing how to magically preserve bodies came in handy. Score one for the necromancer.
"I tried to do some landscaping," I said dryly. "I've never been trained, since no one wants a Lovell for a student. And the land here is apparently really resistant to growing things. I hear it's tainted by having my ancestors in residence all those years." I waved a hand at the courtyard wall and the crypt. "Backfired. Blew shit up. Made one hell of a mess." I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her. "Happy now? The big, bad Lovell witch can't even use magic and she just blew up the family crypt. I'm sure everyone will have a good laugh at my expense. Nothing new there."
She just blinked at me. "No one is going to believe that's what happened."
Niamh stepped up beside me, her hand on the dagger at her belt. "It's the truth."
Jacki just shook her head. "I don't care if it's true or not, the Alliance will think you were trying to harvest spell ingredients from the dead. It sounds like something a Lovell would do."
I rolled my eyes. "I petitioned the city repeatedly, years ago, to remove the bodies from the property. I don't want the things." I waved at the body pile dismissively. "I'm going to burn them. I just have to get rid of a couple of lingering ghosts first, so I don't traumatize their spirits."
The centaur on her team stepped forward and gave Jacki a wry look. "I know it sounds absurd…but I believe her."
Jacki just scoffed. "Yeah. Worst part is, I kinda do too. No one who was looking to harvest body parts for black magic would be this incompetent and sloppy."
I held out a hand toward her in illustration, looking around at the others to make sure they heard her. "See? Finally someone gets it."
"She really is an incredibly stupid and incompetent witch," Aahil chimed in. "Abysmal. An embarrassment to witches everywhere."
"Thank you," I said between gritted teeth. 
Jacki shook her head. "I don't want to know what you were actually doing out here. Just…I'm happy as long as you aren't harvesting Lovell bodies, or trying to raise the dead or something, okay?"
I huffed. Even though she was way too close to the truth on that one. "Goddess, no. I'll be glad when I can finally burn them and be done with it."
Strange and unpleasant as it was, there was technically no law against my storing or disposing of my dead relatives in any way I chose. Their deaths were already documented. Parts harvesting for certain nasty spells would be illegal. But exhuming them and burning them to ash? Perfectly acceptable. I mean, don't get me wrong, the neighbors probably wouldn't invite me to dinner or poker night after they heard about this. But I wasn't exactly drowning in social invites to begin with. 
Jacki glanced around at the various creatures who had gathered out here to support me, her perceptive eyes taking in jinn, gargoyle, water weaver, and fae. "We talked to you all last time, but…I'd like another word with each of you, if you don't mind. Just to confirm you are all here of your own free will and she's not making you do weird shit…like…with corpses or something."
None of us looked at each other. I had made them do weird shit with corpses. But it was just a little bit of organization, gathering, and stacking. Nothing bad. 
I watched as Jacki and her crew led my people back inside for questioning. Something was definitely weird about this whole interaction. On multiple levels. But I couldn't come up with anything that was an immediate, overt threat to our safety. If Jacki needed to be told they were all free and I wasn't evil one more time, fine. She at least seemed willing to tell the higher ups that I wasn't practicing black magic or necromancy. 
I choked back the hysterical laugh that wanted to bubble up at that. I could just imagine the look on Jacki the field mage's face if she discovered that I had a necromancer hiding in my upstairs closet. 




Chapter 40

Andy


Once the Alliance people finished talking with my houseguests and left, I felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I still had a nagging feeling that there was more going on there than I realized, but for now I could breathe easy knowing I wasn't about to be arrested and that this was the last we'd see of the oh-so-charming field mage number 3765 and her partners. I could get back to more important things. Like destroying the bestiary. And finding a way to save Elijah. 
I had just let Dyre out of his closet hidey-hole. But I got the feeling the necromancer wasn't feeling up to talking about spellwork at the moment. He had looked even paler than usual, and his hands shook when he pushed the dark red hair back off his sweaty brow. I felt kind of bad. I hadn't realized he was quite so scared of the Supernatural Alliance. He looked slightly traumatized. He had brushed past me and muttered something about food and sleep to restore his powers before we got back to work. 
I didn't push him. 
I was headed to the workroom to review what notes we had gathered so far, when a strong arm wrapped around my waist and dragged me to a halt. I gripped Zhong's smooth gray forearm and blew out a puff of air, attempting to get my hair out of my face. "What now?"
He chuckled softly and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. "You were going to go back to work, weren't you?" 
I turned in his arms, relaxing into his embrace a little, even though I knew I should be focused on the bestiary. It was kind of rare for Zhong to assert himself this way. I should enjoy it while I could. "Of course," I answered him honestly. "You'll all be safer once that thing is destroyed."
"I'm sure you're right," the big gargoyle said, slowly dragging me down the hall toward my bedroom. "But you're no use to anyone when you're tired and stressed. Come relax for a bit." His yellow eyes met mine, and I didn't miss the yearning and vulnerability there. "Let me take care of you, Andy. Just for a little while. I'm not as strong magically as the others. And the research you're doing now is way over my head. This is the only way I know how to help."
I laughed as he dragged me into the room and closed the door. But my laughter trailed off when I saw Niamh sitting on the edge of my bed. She gave me a little smirk and I glanced between the two of them. Suspicious? Just a bit. "Hi?" I said warily. 
Niamh's smirk grew into a full-on lusty smile. "Hi." Then she stood and crossed the room to stand in front of me, so I was trapped between her and Zhong. "I knew you'd listen to the big softie here before you'd ever listen to me." Her hands came to rest on my hips. "It's been a while since we spent time together," she said softly. But her voice wasn't sad or pleading, it was the soft purr of a hunter, of a predator with prey in its sights. I had just been expertly trapped.
She slid her hands under my shirt, nimble fingers finding my insertion site and disconnecting my insulin pump. It was touching, how she thought of it in the moment. How she had been eager to learn about this so early on and knew what buttons to press to suspend my insulin deliveries before she set it aside on the nightstand. Her smile this time was softer as she stepped close. 
I returned her smile, tilting my head back to accept her slow, thorough kiss. She molded her lean body to mine, and I pressed into her taller frame, loving the contrast between us, as always. Niamh was beautiful and strong, feminine still, but with that sort of energy you'd expect from a warrior queen, rather than a soft, sweet little thing. At first, I'd been a little intimidated by being with her, since I was so not that kind of woman. But somehow, we fit together, without me ever feeling like my particular brand of womanhood was better or worse than her own. There was no comparison between us. Just mutual appreciation. My arms went around her neck, and I pressed my generous breasts against her pert curves before trailing my lips down the long, graceful line of her neck to nibble at her collarbone. 
Zhong pressed close to my back, a massive, solid wall of granite-like muscle and masculine strength. But he was patient, not pushing us or asking for more. His big hands moved unobtrusively from around my waist, getting out of Niamh's way. Pulling away from my fae, I leaned back into the gargoyle, telling him without words not to leave us. 
Niamh took the opportunity to rid me and herself of our clothes, alternating hot, open-mouthed kisses and sharp nips of her little fae fangs against my skin as she went. Zhong cupped my breasts from behind, caressing and kneading, pressing them upward like an offering to my fae lover as he nuzzled along my neck, his thick erection pressing against my ass through his pants. 
Niamh had never really shown an interest in the men around us, but she didn't shy from Zhong's help, her hands covering his as she bent to suckle at my breasts. I tangled my hands in her soft, wavy golden-brown hair and tilted my head back against Zhong's broad chest, moaning my approval. 
I lifted my head when I felt another presence in the room. Sensing that I had noticed him, Elijah slowly made himself visible, his wispy form barely there. "I'm sorry, Andy," he whispered in his hollow voice. "I only meant to speak with you about the book, but…."
I held out a hand. "Come here, spook. You know you're always welcome."
Zhong lifted his head as the ghost merged with my aura, joining with me in the voluntary possession that was the only way we could touch. "Elijah?" the gargoyle asked, searching my eyes for some sign of the other presence inside me. 
I nodded. "He's here, but I'm still me."
Zhong smiled softly. "You're both so sweet." 
I snorted at that. "I think the word you're looking for is depraved. Kinky maybe?"
Niamh took my hand and drew me to the bed, but I felt Elijah's insecurities and worry rise up inside me. It shouldn't surprise me, the way he always thought of others, but still, he managed to catch me off guard sometimes. Niamh crawled up onto the bed, tossing me a sly look as she half-reclined against the headboard, drawing one strong, graceful hand up the inside of her thigh in invitation. 
I flushed, my skin warming all over at the sight of that beautiful body and the want in those sparkling green eyes. But Elijah's worries were still loud in my head. I sighed, crawling onto the bed to kneel between Niamh's long legs. "Elijah, it's fine," I said aloud.
Niamh tilted her head curiously and I waved a hand. "He doesn't want you to be uncomfortable. Because he's here with me, feeling what I'm feeling. Doing what I'm doing. And he's a man when you're clearly more into women."
Niamh chuckled softly. "You're right, Elijah. I'm not really attracted to dicks. But I have absolutely no objection to watching Andy with the others. I can appreciate beauty when I see it. And watching Andy find her pleasure will never not be hot." She winked, then her voice softened, a bit more serious as she looked through me to Elijah. "You're a good friend, ghost. I respect you and I know you respect me. I'm not repulsed by the idea of making love to you—it's just the physical bits that you don't currently have that I don't find interesting." She chuckled. "You're riding along in a very attractive female body at the moment. You're fine. More than fine. I want to make love to you, Elijah. I just happen to find you far more attractive without a dick."
I felt Elijah's amusement burble up alongside my own. Yeah. Niamh had a different way of looking at the world. Fae in general were more accepting of things that didn't fit into black and white categories. She was a creature who was strongly attuned with nature. And mother nature didn't really care about the how and why of things, only that you lived in harmony with your needs and desires. 
"Told you," I muttered to my ghost hitchhiker. 
Zhong moved to kneel on the bed behind me, sliding one big hand over my ass as he shyly spoke up. "What about you, Elijah?" he asked, his deep, rumbly voice barely a whisper. "Do you prefer women? Is it strange for you when I make love to Andy while you're there, making love with us?"
I turned my head enough to see the faint pink blush that tinged his grey marble cheeks. Zhong might be embarrassed, but he wasn't a coward. As usual, he found a way to push past his fear and say what needed to be said. I felt what Elijah was feeling, and I spoke without needing him to give us words. "I think he has a crush on you, Zhong. Doesn't bother him at all to know what it's like to fuck you."
If Elijah's emotions could be put into actions, he'd be hiding his face in his hands at my bluntness right now. But I wasn't wrong. 
Zhong smiled and touched my face, drawing his fingers along my cheek to cup my jaw as he turned me even further, so he could kiss me. Us. "I've never been with a man before, um…physically. But I like the idea of you with us, Elijah. I liked it when you joined us…before."
Then his lips were covering mine, soft at first, questioning. I kissed him back with all my pent-up passion. Then I pulled back mentally, seeing if I could leave some room….
Elijah's soft surprise and warm joy suffused me as he joined us in the kiss, the three of us working together. I pulled away, breathless and giddy with anticipation. Turning, I slid my hands up Niamh's silky, muscular thighs, leaning forward to kiss her, sharing that same breathless wonder with Elijah again. Her lips were softer on mine, but she caught my bottom lip between her teeth, the points of her fangs digging in, but not breaking the skin. A jolt of pleasure shot through me, and I slid lower, pausing to worship her perfect tits, trailing kisses lower, to the vee of her legs. I braced myself on my knees and elbows, moaning against Niamh's sensitive folds as I felt Zhong's thick fingers stroking me from behind. 
The gargoyle's big fingers stretched me, pumping in and out as he caressed my hip and ass, bending to press a kiss to the center of my back. Niamh's fingers curled into my hair, pulling me closer, her hips arching to meet me as I swirled my tongue around her clit. Then Zhong slowly, steadily pressed his massive cock into my pussy. 
He paused, giving me time to adjust. But I pushed back against him, egging him on, urging him to not be careful and polite, even if I knew he could destroy me with that cock and that gargoyle strength. I felt the rush of air as his wings unfurled, arching outward, then curling in around us as he pressed in deep. I moaned against Niamh's sensitive skin.
Elijah's pleasure was there too, merging with my own, urging me on and driving my own pleasure even higher. I let him in, let his will and my own merge, no longer making any effort to figure out which actions were my own and which were his. We gasped when Zhong pulled out and pressed back in. We reveled in the taste and the musky scent of the beautiful fae woman coming apart under us, elven curses spilling from her beautiful lips as we worked two fingers inside her while still flicking our tongue over her clit. 
The tug of Niamh pulling our hair sent another jolt of pleasure rocketing through us, joined by the ragged sound of Zhong's breathing as he picked up his pace. 
Elijah became enraptured by the way my heavy breasts swung and bounced with Zhong's every deep thrust, the way that thick cock dragged against my g-spot and made me see stars. Niamh was making little mewling sounds now, begging for more. We latched onto her clit and sucked hard, curling our fingers inside her, and she clenched around our fingers, head thrown back and skin flushed as she came. 
The sight and feel of her pleasure made my own walls clench around Zhong and I cried out as my own orgasm burst over me. Zhong rode it out, wringing pleasure from me with long, slow thrusts. Elijah's bliss and my own combined to make me dizzy. 
Then Niamh was pulling away, crawling off the bed. "Stop for a second," she said to the gargoyle behind me. Her wicked smirk was the hottest thing I'd ever seen as she crooked a finger at me. "Come here, Andy."
Zhong wrapped an arm around me and lifted me off the bed with ease, like I weighed nothing, before setting me down on my feet beside the bed. I looked at Niamh in confusion for a second before she drew me into a deep, hot kiss. She cupped my breasts, gently pinching my engorged nipples before pulling away to kneel. 
Oh. 
Yes, please. 
Niamh urged my leg up, guiding my knee to the bed behind her, exposing me, but also letting me support myself. Her green eyes twinkled up at me, full of mischief and lust before she leaned in, dragging her tongue over my aching folds and zeroing in on my clit. 
Zhong moved behind me, wrapping an arm around me and nearly lifting me onto my toes as he teased me, dragging the head of his cock through my folds, and upward to tease my ass. He managed to be patient while Niamh drove me toward another orgasm. But it was obvious that his towering height had ruined the fae's plans. Zhong was too tall to fuck me from behind while we were both standing. 
Niamh pulled back at the last minute, leaving me at the brink panting and cursing. She looked around the room, then pointed to a stool. "Bring that over here by the rug."
Zhong did as he was told, positioning his prop so Naimh could save her knees by staying on the rug by the bed. Then the gargoyle sat and pulled me into his lap, my back to his chest. That huge cock slid inside me, and I scrabbled to keep my feet on the floor. I wasn't small, and I certainly wasn't very bendable. But Zhong was strong enough to support us both. He draped my legs over his thighs, spreading his knees to spread my legs so I was helpless and exposed, impaled on his dick, leaning back against his chest, the front of my body on display. 
Niamh smiled like a cat about to pounce on her prey. "Oh, that's more like it." 
Then, they got back to making me lose my mind. Elijah's gleeful humor and rising lust was palpable inside me as Niamh knelt between our legs and worked my clit with her talented mouth while Zhong thrust up into me from underneath. I couldn't really move, couldn't do anything but cling to Zhong's wrists as he guided my hips, moving me up and down his massive length while Niamh worked my clit with her clever tongue. 
The noises I made were ridiculous. I will blame that on Elijah until my dying day. 
I wasn't used to being so out of control in my sexual encounters, but between this manhandling and the dangerous games I played with Aahil, I was seriously forging some new territory. The pleasure built with every deep thrust and every hot flick of Niamh's tongue. The fae reached up to play with one of my breasts, never stopping her torture while Zhong did his best to split me in half. 
I curled forward, releasing my grip on Zhong's wrists to grasp onto the base of Niamh's antlers to keep her in place as I came so hard I forgot my own name. 
Zhong grunted, the deep, gravely sound so desperate that it sent another pulse of pleasure through me as he slammed me down on his cock and bit my shoulder. I felt him pulsing inside me as he came, and fuck me, if I hadn't been so utterly wrung out, that sensation would have had me ready to go again in an instant. 
Thank the goddess that my gargoyle was strong enough to get us both up, clean, and to the bed, because I was pretty sure my legs wouldn't work. As I stretched out between Zhong and Niamh, Elijah gently detached from my aura, flowing from me reluctantly to hover over me. He was more solid-looking than he had been in a long time, so much that I could make out a hint of his handsome, angelic features as he rippled in the air above me, settling over me like a lover with is head on my solar plexus. 
I reached out a hand impulsively, wishing I could run my fingers through his hair and feel him there, his racing heartbeat slowing alongside my own as we came down from the euphoria of good sex. But almost corporeal as he may be, Elijah was still a ghost. My powers and his allowed me the barest cool sensation of touch as my fingers slid through his translucent essence. Those bright blue orbs of angel magic burned up at me from where his eyes should be. I knew he was thinking the same thing, yearning for touch as much as I yearned to touch. 
And yet he was resigned to fading away. I had to destroy the bestiary to make sure no one ever used it against the others again. But if I did that, his tether would be broken. He'd be gone forever. 
"I'll find a way," I said suddenly. 
Zong and Niamh didn't seem confused or surprised. Niamh squeezed my hand where she was curled up on her side next to me. My head was pillowed on Zhong's shoulder, and he pressed a soft kiss to my temple. "Of course you will," he said at once. 
But Elijah just flickered for a moment before he disappeared entirely. 
He didn't believe I could save him. He had already accepted his fate. 
"That's bullshit," I muttered. "You hear me, Elijah?" I yelled, hoping to reach him wherever he'd gone. "You're not going anywhere! I'm a goddamned Lovell. Death is nothing to us!"
We all ignored my tears as Zhong and Niamh bundled me under the covers and held me until I finally fell asleep. 




Chapter 41

Andy


Dyre seemed fine the next day, though he absolutely refused to talk about the fear I'd seen in him when the Supernatural Alliance had shown up. I left it alone as we dove back into figuring out how to destroy the bestiary. It didn't take us long to figure out how to disable all the protection spells and destroy the book. The necromancer really did know way more about magic than me. And although he continued to refuse to teach me anything, and I continued to refuse to ask…still, I picked up a few things along the way. 
My magic was deep and strong. I had known that since I was a little child. My parents had high hopes of training me up to be the next best thing since sliced bread. They said I might even be more powerful than great aunt Rafflesia. She had been one of the most powerful witches in recorded history. But aunty Raff had died a horrible death when a rot curse she cast on an entire rival family backfired. She had literally putrefied from the inside out. I think I knew, even as a little girl—way before my parents were executed for starting a magical interspecies war—that being a powerful witch wasn't a good thing.
I had never had any desire to hone my magic, not really. Years ago, I'd looked for a tutor just so I could learn enough basic magic to get by in the magical world. I'd had no desire to actually be good at it, or to tap into my full potential. My full potential was pure evil. So, no thanks. 
But now…I had to admit that the others were right. If I knew how to use my magic effectively, I could probably set wards that no one could break. I could cast spells of illusion or protection that would keep me and everyone around me safe. I could gather information from the earth and always know if an enemy approached. I didn't have to be an evil Lovell.
I knew this intellectually. But the fear still clung to me. I wanted to learn. And this strong, experienced witch had just been dropped in my lap. He even admitted he had been an earth witch like me, originally. I had no doubt he could teach me all I needed to know, if he was willing. But at what cost? 
The more time I spent with Dyre, the less convinced I was that society was right about his kind being monsters of pure horror and evil. But…every once in a while, I got a glimpse of whatever lived inside him. And I had to wonder if that grudgingly helpful, somewhat normal Dyre was just a mask he wore to hide his true nature. A Lovell learning magic from a necromancer was a very, very bad idea. 
So I soaked up what I could while we worked on this one problem, but I didn't entertain any hopes of anything more. 
"Here," he said, his long dark red hair brushing my arm as he placed an open book on the desk in front of me and leaned over to point out a passage. "Angels have an affinity for seraphinite. Ghost beads too, I think. Those are just—"
"Juniper berries," I finished for him. "I'm not that ignorant."
He chuckled darkly. "Maybe not. But I figured out what the last bit of the anchor should be. And you're not going to like it."
I turned my head to look up at him, steeling myself not to react to the blackness I'd see staring out at me from his arresting features. His voice had changed there at the end, and I knew it wasn't Dyre speaking anymore. It was unsettling, the way he seemed to shift back and forth between witch and…something else, so fluidly. As if he didn't notice. Or didn't care. Maybe he was just that comfortable with whatever dark thing possessed him. Or maybe he just had no control over it. Not a comforting thought.
"My whole life has been made up of 'you're not gonna like this,'" I informed him dryly. "What did you come up with?"
"Bone," he said, not bothering to straighten, not putting any distance between us as those eerie eyes studied my face. "Preferably from the angel's own corpse, bathed in moonlight and dipped in banshee tears." He shrugged. "Though a wash of virgin blood drawn from the heart of a newborn child might work as well as the tears. It would be easier to come by."
I swallowed hard. He stared me down. "You're teasing me," I said. Hopefully.
One corner of his wide mouth twitched upward, and he smirked at me. Then he blinked, his eyes becoming pure violet once more, his voice just a normal baritone. "Moonlight and banshee tears," he said again, finally standing up straight and getting out of my personal space. "We were joking about the blood."
But were they though? He looked uncomfortable for a second, but soon buried it under that cold mask of indifference. "Between myself and your boogeyman, we can get the banshee tears easily. Real, properly blessed seraphinite will be expensive, but you should be able to find some at that dreadful market you normal witches use."
"That just leaves the bone," I said, my gut clenching. "If it even exists." For all we knew, my ancestors had burned the body or sold it off for spell components after they killed Elijah. 
And I was going to have to ask my ghost lover if he knew where his body was…so we could exhume it and steal a bone. 
What was I just saying about not becoming an evil Lovell? Turns out I was already headed there, no matter how hard I tried to resist. 
"Elijah," I whispered, knowing the task wouldn't get any easier if I put it off. The bestiary was right at my elbow, and Elijah usually came when I called, though it could take him some time if he was lost in the otherworld at the time. 
This time, he materialized after just a minute or two. "Did you call for me, Andy?"
I smiled at him, my guts twisting. Like the last time I carried him inside me during kinky times, he was maintaining a bit more solidity than usual. Sex magic was a powerful thing. Apparently, it even worked on angels. 
"I have a question for you," I said, even as Dyre made a slow circle around my ghost, examining his more opaque form. 
Elijah drifted away from the necromancer, clearly not fond of being studied like a specimen by a dude who could make walking corpses. "I'll do my best to answer, whatever it is," he said in his hollow voice. 
I took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. "Do you know where your body is?"
He fuzzed out of existence for a second, then popped back in. "Why?" His blue eye orbs blazed with fury. "Andy…you would really let a necromancer desecrate my remains?"
I rolled my eyes. "Of course not." Although…it belatedly occurred to me that Dyre was a stranger. And a necromancer who worked black magic. Maybe he had other reasons for wanting to know the location of an angel corpse. Shit.
Dyre crossed his arms over his skinny chest, clearly able to guess exactly what I was thinking. "We only need one bone. For an anchor, since your dear witch won't destroy that fucking grimoire until she knows you're safe. You don't have to tell me where it is. She can fetch it, if it makes you feel better."
Elijah let out a strange moaning sound that was probably his version of a long-suffering sigh. "Andy. You have to accept that it's not possible. And I won't stay here if it means the others are in danger. They've suffered enough. They have their lives to live. My life was already forfeit, long before I knew you."
I glared up at him. "Do you want to fade, Elijah? I won't force you to stay here against your will. You have the right to move on, or cross over, or whatever the hell it is your soul wants. But I won't let you sacrifice yourself just to play martyr because some angel sensibility of yours thinks that's what all the cool kids are doing."
Dyre snorted and lifted one blood red eyebrow, but he didn't say anything. 
Elijah hovered closer to me, reaching out a ghostly hand toward mine, his touch a hint of cool mist. "Andy, I would do anything to remain here with you. But my body is gone. My kind return to the earth faster than humans or witches. Dust to dust, you know." He turned his burning blue gaze on the necromancer. "Even Lovell magic couldn't preserve my corpse for their awful purposes. Sorry to disappoint, necromancer."
Dyre just stared at him, no expression on his face. Then he returned his attention to me. "We can use another bone. It will just make the bonding more difficult. A bone from a strong magic user would be best."
I met his eyes and groaned when I realized where he was going with this. "Not a fucking Lovell." But we did have a bunch of corpses from powerful witches still hanging around in my back yard. Playing escort to their ghosts so they could cross over and let us burn the bodies was on my list of things to do.
Dyre just shrugged. "I don't see why not. They could be useful for once in their cursed existence."
I shook my head. "I'm not attaching Elijah to evil incarnate. Try again."
"Donate a bone?" he suggested. "I could cut off one of your toes, I suppose. One doesn't really need ten toes. But it would work better if the bone came from one who has already departed."
"What?!" Elijah somehow managed to convey horror and disgust pretty well, even with no obvious face to make expressions and with his hollow ghostly whisper of a voice. 
I sighed. "If cutting off a toe means I get to keep you, I'll do it," I said firmly. "Fuck, you can have a whole arm or a leg, if that's what it takes."
Elijah howled. "No! You will not harm yourself and let some stranger practice dark magic on your bones just to save a dead man. I won't allow it."
I opened my mouth to argue, but a sudden sharp pain behind my eye caught me off guard. "Fuck," I muttered. The spell holding back the damned ghost horde was weakening again. Something had them riled up all of the sudden.
"Wait," Elijah said. "I'll see what they want." Then he suddenly popped out of existence. 
I shared a glance with Dyre as we waited. The necromancer just shrugged. 
Then Elijah returned. But he wasn't alone. "Can you let this one speak to you without letting all the others in?" He asked me, gesturing to the translucent outline of what looked like a burly young man. He was more visible to me than Elijah, probably because his ghost wasn't as old. Or because his trauma held him here more firmly. 
I nodded slowly. "For a few minutes, I think," I said curiously, pushing magic into the shield that kept the other ghosts out of my brain. 
The new specter hovered closer to me, and I waved a hand at him in invitation. "I can see you and hear you. What did you want to tell me? If you're just here to yell at me about being a terrible ancestor and a disgrace to the Lovell name, can just save your breath."
"I'm not a Lovell," he said, his voice a cool, faint whisper to my medium senses. "My name is Cory Smith."
I arched my brows at him. "So we were right. Not all those ghosts belong to people buried in the crypt."
"Yes," he said, his outline wavering a little, probably in distress. "I stood up to the Lovells. They tried to get me to join them, but I refused. I tried to tell the magical community what they were up to. But…they made me disappear. My body is under the basement floor." He flickered again. "They liked to laugh about it, every time they walked over me."
I shuddered. "I fucking hate my family."
"They tried to entice you to work with them," Dyre said, clearly tapping into his own spooky abilities. "I can feel you there, beneath us. They wanted you on their side, but when they failed at that they killed you. Because you were a strong witch."
The ghost flinched away from the necromancer, hovering closer to Elijah, as if the dead angel might protect him. "Yes. I heard you. I heard what you're trying to do. The others are in a tizzy. They fear you'll use their bodies for your spells."
"Andy," Elijah said, his voice holding a warning. He already knew where this was going, why this spirit sought me out. 
"If we help you cross over, would you allow us to use one of your bones to keep Elijah here? He wants to stay, but the object he's currently tied to is an awful Lovell creation that I need to get rid of."
"I'd do anything to be free from this place," the spirit whispered. "And the angel is a good soul. You are good. Not like the other Lovells. I would not mind this. As long as you'll promise me the rest of my body will rest in peace."
I glanced at Dyre. He nodded. 
"Well," I said with a fake cheery voice. "Looks like we've got some spirits to escort to the other side, some digging to do, and some bodies to burn, necromancer."
His voice was as even and his face as expressionless as ever. "Sounds thrilling."
Which…is how we ended up spending an entire day shuttling souls—some of them very angry and belligerent—to the great beyond. Once we did Cory, we figured we might as well get the rest of them out of the way too. It was a huge strain on my magic, but so was containing them and keeping them out of my mind. And I couldn't exactly work the magic needed to destroy the bestiary and save Elijah while maintaining those mental shields. 
Cory was easy. I helped him myself. It had been quite a while since I used my medium abilities to play psychopomp, helping lost spirits cross over to wherever they were supposed to go after death, but it came back to me like riding a bike. We performed the healings in the back yard, between the mansion and the crypt, smudging and cleansing ourselves and the entire area. My other guests all sat back and watched curiously as me and Dyre set up shop on opposite ends of the yard so we wouldn't have to talk over one another. 
I sank into a meditative state, calling up power from the earth, entreating the goddess for guidance and power as I mentally and magically took the hand of the young man before me and walked him toward the ethereal light that shone in my mind. He went happily, and I felt his overwhelming gratitude, love, and peace as he left this plane. 
Dyre was right. Things might seem awful here sometimes, for the living and the dead, but there was something better waiting for us all beyond this place, and it was awe-inspiring to get this little glimpse of that peace and love. 
I wondered if Dyre felt it as strongly, now that he was a necromancer. Could he really lead the spirits to that light? Or was he over there leading Lovells someplace darker?
For the life of me, I couldn't see why I should care. But I hoped, for their sake and his, that it was the first option. 
When the last ghost was finally gone, I came out of my meditative state to a silence that was almost too intense to bear. I had grown used to the constant clamoring of angry ghosts. The quiet peeping of crickets and little frogs as the sun set was the most beautiful thing I'd ever heard. 
I stood on shaky legs. That had taken a lot of mental and magical reserves. My found family gathered around me to offer support and I gladly accepted, letting Aahil pet me and tell me I was stupid to exhaust myself for a bunch of ghosts while Zhong held me upright. Dyre pushed to his feet as well. Then he swayed and crumpled, his legs giving out. But he had no one to catch him. 
"Dyre!" I fumbled, trying to get the others to let go of me so I could go help him. But then a chilling dark power rose around him, and he straightened, standing once more with his shoulders back and his posture radiating easy strength. 
I met pure black eyes, and the voice that spoke wasn't Dyre's. "I have him," the thing inside Dyre said, its creepy voice echoing in my bones. "He is mine to protect."
I couldn't look away from that glare. He broke the contact for me, turning and striding into the house. 
I let out a slow breath. "Well, that was a fun way to spend the weekend, don't you think?"
Niamh snorted. Aahil rolled his eyes. Zhong patted my head. But Hasumi was still staring at where the necromancer had disappeared. "So much pain," they muttered to themself. 
I squared my shoulders and tried to pretend I hadn't heard that. 
The last thing I needed to be doing right now was worrying about a monster. 
Ambrose seemed to agree. He materialized from the shadows right in front of me, his dark, suit-clad form looking a lot like a certain anime butler I'd read about once—one who was actually a demon. "Unless you would like me to visit your dreams tonight, I need to go have a wander," he informed me, his dark voice carrying a bit of wry humor. "Kiss me goodbye before I go?"
I huffed a laugh. "No thank you to the nightmares," I said firmly. "But if I kiss you, will you go away faster?" I don't know why I said it. Loopy from brain drain, maybe?
His chiseled lips curled into a decadent smile. "Only one way to find out."
Yep. My braincells were misfiring because of all the hard work I'd done today. That is the only reason I could think of for why I found myself kissing a boogeyman by the corpse pile in my backyard.
He didn't touch me beyond that one point of contact. His cool lips slid over mine in a soft caress that was questioning and a little playful, but surprisingly, he held the rest of himself back. Then he pulled away, winked one eerie red and black eye at me, and disappeared into the night. 
I had asked if it would make him go away faster. But now I was a little disappointed. 
Niamh laughed. "Andy. We need to have a talk about your thing for dangerous men."
I yawned and gave her shoulder a shove as we headed inside. "And women. You tried to shoot me, remember."
She laughed, and the sound lifted the last bit of heaviness in my heart. 
We'd be okay. Tomorrow we'd dig up a body and work some black magic to bind my angel's ghost to this realm before we absolutely trashed my family's most prized grimoire. Then life could go back to normal. Whatever that was. 




Chapter 42

Andy


I never thought I'd say this, but I could now see why some witches got drawn into black magic. Working so closely with Dyre, I saw the power he wielded with such ease. I got used to the visceral fear his presence evoked. And I saw clearly how little chance a normal witch would have against him if it ever came to a real fight. Given the constant power struggles throughout witch history, I could see the allure. I could see why my family wanted to keep his powers at hand in their little book—and why they'd found it difficult to use him. 
And I was incredibly glad I still had the good sense not to want what he wanted. 
Hasumi was right. There was something achingly sad about the redheaded witch. Not to mention his ill coloring and the way he didn't seem to always be fully in control of his body. But even with all that, I couldn't fear him. Healthy respect for his power? Sure. Not fully trust his motives, yeah. But fear him? Not unless that dark thing inside him was in control. Then it was a whole other story. 
"Are you ready?" Dyre broke me out of my wandering thoughts, holding out a hand to me. 
I glanced at the torn-apart basement laboratory and the bit of bone that was arranged in the center of the large worktable. We had drawn so many circles and sigils that my fingers were blistered. I had spent a truly sickening amount of money on ingredients. And I probably wouldn't ever be able to show my face in the market again after I had a goblin jeweler fuse the finger bone and seraphinite together and combine it with the ghost berries to make a macabre little charm—but one glance at Elijah, hovering nervously nearby, was enough to make it all worth it. 
I placed my hand in Dyre's, his cold fingers wrapping around my own in a light grip. He could probably do this on his own, but he said I was more connected to the living plane, and to Elijah, so my magical contribution should help. There was also going to be a bit of multi-tasking involved. I reached my free hand out to Elijah, drawing my fingers through his misty form, through where his own hand would be if he were solid. One last touch. Just in case. 
There was no guarantee that we would be able to successfully transfer his spirit from one anchor to another. It shouldn't be possible at all, but we were hoping the angelic origins that had given his ghost such staying power up until now would help with this as well. 
"It has been a pleasure knowing you, Oleander Lovell," the ghost whispered in his hollow voice. 
I blinked back the stupid tears that wouldn't stop cropping up from time to time. "You're not going anywhere, so don't start that goodbye bullshit," I said around the lump in my throat. 
He drifted closer, merging with me for the briefest instant. Long enough for me to feel his love and longing, hopefully long enough for him to realize I felt the same way. He pulled away to go hover over the bone, and I wiped at my stupid eyes. "Okay," I said to the necromancer at my side. "Let's do some black magic."
His violet eyes went black as his dark power surged to the forefront of his aura. "Close your eyes and concentrate, witch."
I did as he said, nudging my magic toward the circles we had drawn on the worksurface, the floor, and the bestiary. Dyre started chanting incantations, and I echoed him, following along as best I could. 
I felt the magic flowing outward, felt my bright, living magic twining with something older and darker to create something new. Something that spoke to the dead and asked them to live again. It was necromancy. But directed, focused in a different way than when Dyre animated corpses. 
I gripped Dyre's cold hand, feeling his body temperature drop rapidly where my palm pressed to his—the cost of the black magic leaching his lifeforce away. I could feel Elijah's aura fading to almost nothing as we broke his bonds to the bestiary. 
Then, while I was still dismantling the last thread of that bond, Dyre began weaving the new bond to the bit of jewelry we had made from Cory's donated finger bone. It was a delicate balance of timing—I had to work slowly enough to be sure I didn't release Elijah before Dyre was ready. And Dyre had to be sure to be there at the right time to catch Elijah's soul and trap it again before it faded completely. 
We were both shaking a little by the time the spellwork was done. We cast the final binding and protections over the charm in breathless unison, my voice blending with the eerie dual voices that came from the necromancer. 
And then…it was done. There was no bright light. No flashy magical explosions or noise. Just a waning of power as we pulled back to assess our work. 
Elijah was gone, but the bone glowed faintly. I glanced at Dyre for permission, and he nodded, letting me know it was okay to reach through the circles. I scooped up the bone charm, surprised to find it slightly warm to the touch. 
"Elijah?" I whispered. Goddess, please tell me we hadn't just killed him for good.
The bone cooled in my hand as a misty form appeared. The mist slowly formed into the outline of a stunningly beautiful man. One who was still translucent, but detailed enough that I could make out blue eyes and golden hair, broad shoulders, and the undulating branch-like golden light of his wings. 
"Andy? Can you still hear me?"
I gave up and let the damned tears fall. "I hear you. And I see you. Oh, Elijah, you're beautiful."
He tilted his head down and lifted an arm as if trying to see what I saw. "I look different to you?"
I nodded. "Like you looked when you were alive, I think."
Dyre cleared his throat, and his voice when he spoke was his own. "I may have strengthened his connection to this realm while we were at it."
His cold hand slid from mine, and the hint of bashfulness slipped off his features, leaving him emotionless again. 
"Well, that's done," the necromancer said, moving forward to wipe the circles away and salt the place. "Let's head upstairs."
I looped the chain of the finger bone necklace around my neck and helped Dyre clean up. I agreed with him—I did not want to spend one extra second down here in this nasty basement. It was better after lots of cleansings, but the place still held the echoes of every gross, awful experiment the Lovells had conducted here over the years. 
At least it was down one corpse. With Zhong's help, we had removed a section of the stone floor and dug up poor Cory. His remains were currently next to the pile of Lovells in the backyard, awaiting a nice funeral pyre. 
Elijah hovered close behind me as I grabbed the bestiary and headed upstairs. The others had all been banished from the basement in case something went wrong. They were waiting in the backyard of the manor. The large open space had already been set up for our next little magic trick, with Aahil guarding the spell circles to keep them from being smudged or damaged, and Niamh and Zhong seeing to the herbs and crystals we would use for strengthening and stability. We had set wards in case the book decided to react to us removing the last protections on it by exploding or something. 
I carefully set the bestiary in the center of the circle and stepped away, conscious not to smudge or disturb the lines that had been carved into the dirt. 
"Hello, Elijah," Hasumi said, their fluid voice like a happily flowing river. "I'm happy you're still with us." They tilted their head, their silvery hair falling forward to cover one turquoise eye as they cast a speculative glance between Elijah and Dyre. "I can see you more clearly. And feel you. Your joy is beautiful."
Elijah let out a ghostly chuckle and ran a hand through his translucent hair in a gesture that was so lifelike it was eerie. "Thank you, weaver."
Niamh and Zhong both smiled and nodded. 
Ambrose walked a circle around the ghost, moving in and out of the shadows of the in between. "I wonder who moves faster now? Did you get stronger? Or are you just heavier and slower now?"
I rolled my eyes. "Now is not the time for an undead versus monster race."
The dark butler stand-in sketched a bow at me. "Maybe later."
"Can I burn Lovells yet?" Aahil prodded impatiently. 
Dyre ran a hand over his face, then straightened to his full gangly height. "Andy?"
I put my hand in his. This time we were joined by the others, everyone linking hands in a circle so they could lend their magic to destroying the thing that had been the source of their imprisonment and torture for so long. 
"If anyone feels anything that doesn't seem right, speak up," I warned for the millionth time. I had broken their bonds, but as long as the bestiary remained, there would always be a little bit of residual magic there. It was possible it could cause them some damage when we broke it. A backlash spell to kill them all so they couldn't go free if the book was destroyed seemed exactly like something my relatives would create. 
"If this goes sideways—"
Aahil interrupted me. "Oh, for fuck's sake. Do we have to listen to your sappy declarations of undying love now? Break that last spell so we can burn this fucking thing already."
I let out a long sigh. 
"He's just afraid," Hasumi said helpfully. "We all are. And we all care for you too, Andy. But perhaps it's best to just be done with it."
Aahil grumbled about not being afraid. But the ruby at my throat flared with his unsteady power. I met each person's eyes and knew they were all feeling exactly like I was. As if I was standing on the brink of a cliff about to jump. Everything could go horribly wrong, yes. But if everything went just like we planned? Then what? The bestiary would be destroyed. Our reason for being together would be gone. I could return to my life in the human world, and they could all go find their place somewhere else and live their lives without fearing the book. 
That's what I had wanted for so long. But now…now I kind of felt like this was going to end badly no matter what. I was shocked to realize I didn't want to lose them. Any of them.
"Okay," I said, squeezing Dyre's hand on my right and Zhong's on my left. "Let's get this over with."
I did the actual spell breaking, with a power boost from the rest of them, and Dyre's occasionally whispered corrections in my ear. It was about a thousand times harder than breaking the bonds had been when I freed each creature from the book. 
There was one hell of a boobytrap waiting for me at the end. I was right, making everyone explode just out of spite was the last failsafe. Thanks, great Granny. But, with a little push from Dyre, I made it through. 
When the last of the magic faded away, we all let out a collective sigh of exhaustion and relief. 
"It's done," I said, still not quite believing it. 
Then Aahil grinned at me, showing a hint of fang. He lifted one claw-tipped hand and snapped his fingers, and the bestiary that had ruined all their lives burst into fire, consumed by jinn flames. I half expected the damned thing to somehow resist the magic flames. But it burned to nothing in seconds. 
Dyre stepped forward and salted the place where the ashes remained, just in case. 
Then the pile of Lovells behind me also burst into flame. 
"Aahil!" I snapped. "I was going to give them rites and bless them with herbs first!"
He narrowed his gold eyes at me. "Fuck that."
I sighed. But at least he hadn't torched Cory yet. The young man's body was laid out a bit apart from the others. I did the witch funeral rights on him before he was lit up too. "I hope you find peace wherever you are now," I whispered to the darkening night sky as the witch's body burned to ash alongside my ancestors.
We salted and saged everything again when it was done. Thankfully, jinn fire burned so hot and so fast there was nothing left except some scorched grass to say that anything had happened out here. 
Well, and the empty, half destroyed crypt. But whatever. No ghosts (besides Elijah) and no bodies. I was going to call this day a resounding success. 
It was a happy day. And yet, I had a sinking feeling in my gut, and a weird emptiness inside me. I was glad the cursed book was gone. I really was. But…how could I ask them all to stay with me? How could I accept that if they said yes, I would need to fully give up on my plans of returning to a normal human life. I would have to live here, in the magical world, in this awful horror show of an estate filled with chilling childhood memories….
We had just trickled back into the house, and I was having dreams of showering off the smoke and ash and sweat, and maybe asking the others what they wanted to do now, if I could get up my nerve—when something big hit the remaining wards.
I stumbled to a halt in the open space at the foot of the stairs, trying to figure out what the fuck the wards were trying to tell me. Whatever was trying to get inside was powerful, dangerous. But probably not set on killing us, since the wards let it through. 
The front door burst open, bouncing off the wood paneled wall, as a big, bald blue guy in a weird outfit of leggings and long tunic stumbled in and fell down to bleed on the starburst pattern on the floor. 
"A jinn?" I muttered, watching as a bit of ice spread across the floor under him. Ice elemental. Had to be. His aura and magic felt similar to Aahil's, wild and deep, but like polar opposites, burning cold instead of flaring heat. 
"Junaid?" Aahil said, drifting closer to stand with his arms crossed looking down at the bleeding jinn. 
The blue guy pushed himself up to a kneeling position, ignoring what looked like a pretty nasty stab wound in his abdomen. "Aahil. It's true. You're really free? Where is the Lovell girl?"
His searching silver eyes landed on me, and he held out his trembling, bloody hands. "Please. We need your help."
I looked between the two jinn. "With what?"
Aahil's golden eyes were riveted on the jinn, but he looked away at my question, refusing to meet my eyes as he spun and walked away to skulk in the corner. 
"Atropa," the blue jinn told me in a pleading voice. "I failed. They found us and they took her to use against their enemies. I tried to get her back, but I can't do it on my own. You must help her."
I frowned at her. "I think you got the wrong witch. I don't know any Atropa."
But my mind was already spinning, my chest clenching with some intuitive feeling of dread. 
"No," the blue man said. "No, no, we erased your memory." His eyes darted to Aahil, who was leaning against the wall, staying in the shadows and being really quiet, for Aahil. "Brother? Tell her! Make her see. We must go."
I turned my gaze on the asshole fire elemental. "Aahil?" I said, the word a plea and a warning all at once. 
Tell me what's going on. But please, for the love of the goddess don't destroy every bit of trust I ever had in you. 
"Please, we have to do something," the new jinn begged. "They took her to use as bait against the Alliance. They'll kill her when she's served her purpose. Jacki said we could trust you. That you aren't like the others. That you would help her."
I shook my head. "Help who? What are you talking about?"
Aahil stayed in the corner, his posture lazy and his gold eyes flashing with hints of flame. His voice was the old, familiar tone of dismissive scorn that I had stupidly thought hid real feelings. "Your sister. Atropa Belladonna Lovell. I helped him erase her from your mind."





Epilogue

Atropa Belladonna







Twenty-Two Years Ago

I crept back up the stairs, counting to be sure I missed the creaky ones. The Lovell mansion might be hundreds of years old, but nothing here ever showed signs of disrepair. The stairs only creaked so my parents could know when me or Oleander came downstairs. They were spelled. But I had long ago learned how to read the magic. 
My parents liked to brag about how I was going to be the strongest Lovell in an age. But they still underestimated me. I suppose they assumed I was just a stupid kid. But maybe they just had more important things to worry about than their daughter at the moment. Since we were all about to die. 
My stomach was in a twisted knot as I made my way back upstairs toward my room. I glanced into Oleander's bedroom as I passed. My six-year-old sister was sprawled out in a tangle of stuffed creatures and frilly pink, sleeping the way only the truly innocent could. I was only fifteen myself. I should still sleep like that. But I was pretty sure I'd never sleep again after what I'd just overheard. 
I knew my family wasn't filled with good people. Lovells were smart, cunning, crafty, and gifted with incredibly strong magic. We were known for inventing spells and new magics that others couldn't dream of. But I had never once seen anyone use those spells and magics for good. 
My parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles always told me what a bright girl I was. How my magic was going to do my family proud. When I was twelve years old, my parents finally allowed me to participate in a family ritual. I was so excited. I had been training my magic for years, doing my best to exceed the expectations of my tutors—all in an attempt to get my parents to finally look my way, to forget whatever grand scheme they were embroiled in at the time and truly see me. It had worked, or so I thought. I got their attention. Finally, they thought I was grown up enough to do real magic with the family coven. 
I had worn my best black dress, embroidered with blue pentagrams. I had the maid put my hair up in an adult-looking twist secured with great aunt Nightshade's best werewolf bone comb to enhance my power. I looked in the mirror and thought how much I looked like my beautiful, elegant mother when she was getting ready for one of her gatherings. 
But the horror of that night washed away every bit of that pride. I entered the family workroom a little girl eager to please her parents. I left unconscious, drained of my power by my family as they all pulled together to bleed a vampire dry so they could use its blood for spell components. 
Silly me. In all my lessons, I never thought to ask where the spell ingredients came from. I just naively assumed that some ally paranormals had offered up bits of themselves and their magics to the all-powerful Lovell witches. And I had stupidly thought my parents were proud of me for being such a good witch, when really all they wanted was another powerful coven member—someone to use for their rituals and spells. 
By the time I was thirteen, they had forced me to help with nearly a dozen "special projects." I had tried to refuse at first, but I quickly learned that no one said no to my mother if they wanted to continue to live—not even her children. By then I had taken to practicing my magic in secret, away from the prying eyes of my tutors and family. I would steal away to a little glade deep in the forest near the remnants of a long-forgotten shrine. There I would work myself to exhaustion learning everything I could from whichever spell book I had managed to liberate from my family that day. 
Making myself stronger gave them more power to steal from me. But it was also the only way I could see to ever be free of the monsters who called themselves my family. 
When I was fourteen, I managed to summon a powerful elemental—a burly, blue-skinned jinn who answered the summons looking to bargain with an unsuspecting witch. I wanted his power, he wanted to amuse himself at the expense of a stupid witch—we both ended up with an unexpected friend. 
That same year, my family started a war. 
And now, here I was, fifteen years old and my time had just run out. I wasn't legally old enough to live on my own. And my magic wasn't strong enough to defy my family. But it seemed we were all going to die together for their evil deeds. 
The thing is, when you start a war, there's always a chance you will lose. It started with little snippets of overheard conversations. The fae were being uncooperative. The centaurs were too stubborn for their own good. And how soon they would all bow down to witch kind. There had been moments of ecstatic euphoria, when my mother and father were overflowing with smiles and smug satisfaction as the newspapers told of the sudden eradication of rival witch families or dangerous paranormals. But gradually, over the last six months or so, there had been less smiles and more sharp words, more whispered arguments when they thought they were alone. The newspaper told of witch families being arrested for attacks on other magical beings. And how the authorities had sworn to root out the origin of this elitist rebellion against everything moral in our world.
I didn't understand everything that went on. All I knew was my family was horrible. They wanted to be the most powerful witches in the world. And they didn't care what they had to do, who they had to betray, use, torture, or murder to get there. They thought witches were the superior race, and all others were nothing more than animals. Tonight I had crept downstairs to listen in on the adults' coven meeting. And I overheard one of my uncles—who always gave me the creeps in a way I didn't want to examine—talking about "going to ground." They knew, he said. The government was planning to come and arrest the entire family and anyone close to them. 
"Let them try," my mother had said in that cold, haughty voice of hers. "Let them see how powerful we really are and how many of the noblest families stand with us. With our power and our allies, what can they do?"
But I knew. Something deep inside me knew we were all dead. 
I slipped into my room and quietly closed the door. I couldn't feel bad for my family. They deserved this. I wanted them to be stopped. I wanted the world to realize what kinds of things they did behind closed doors and out of sight of people with morals. But I also didn't want to die. 
Taking my spelled mirror out from between my mattress and box spring, I sank to the floor and called to my magic. My parents wouldn't notice me using this little bit of power, not when they were still shouting at the rest of the coven. "Junaid," I whispered. "Can you hear me?"
The mirror's surface rippled, and the image of my best friend's smiling blue face appeared. "Little witch," he said fondly. "Isn't it a bit late for you to want to chat?"
Then his smile slowly morphed into a frown as he probably saw the despair in my own expression. "What is it? Do you need to cancel our outing tomorrow?"
I shook my head. "No. It's happening, Junaid. Like we always said it would. The government is coming for us. I might be in a cell somewhere tomorrow, for all I know. I just…I don't know what to do. And Oleander. She's just a baby, Junaid. What will they do with her?"
He narrowed his eyes. "Don't give up hope, little witch. As you say, we knew this was going to happen one day." He sighed. "Maybe even hoped for it, for the sake of my paranormal brethren. I'm coming for you tonight. But I need you to do something for me. It will be dangerous, but I know you can manage it, little witch. You're more cunning than all your family combined."
His words bolstered my spirits a tiny bit. Junaid had a plan. He was older, wiser, and more magical than me. Surely everything would be okay. "I'll do whatever I need to," I promised him. 
He nodded. "There is a special grimoire your family values above all others. One they use to draw huge amounts of power from other beings. Do you know it?"
I frowned, considering all I had seen in the Lovell mansion. "I think so, yes. But they keep it locked away. I would need to slip past their wards—and I'm sure being a fellow Lovell won't be enough to help me."
That book was one of the ones they wouldn't even let me look at. I only knew of its existence because I'd caught my dad carrying it down to the basement workroom one day. He had done his best to hide it behind his back and told me to mind my own business in that tone that promised severe pain if I disobeyed. 
I worried my bottom lip, my mind already whirring as I tried to figure out how I was going to get that book out from behind the wards in my parents' bedroom. 
*****


I held my breath as I slipped into my parents' bedroom. This was the fifth—and final—thing I was stealing tonight. The first two had been easy. I took some herbs and crystals from the workroom, then I liberated my great, great grandmother's ceremonial athame from its place of honor in the front hall. The adults were still in their coven meeting, which had devolved into shouting and accusations, so no one noticed me skulking about. If I was caught, I could just say I was practicing a spell for my lessons and wanted to get it just right, so I needed the best ingredients and tools. No Lovell would cast an important spell with cheap, subpar things. 
The next two items had been a bit trickier. Have you ever stolen a fingerbone from a dead ancestor in the family crypt at o-dark-thirty at night while hoping your family or the magical police didn't come charging down on you? I wouldn't recommend it. No one needs that kind of stress in their lives. Then there was the eyeball. My other great grandmother, Granny Wolfsbane, had created the grimoire I was about to steal. Her eye was in a jar in the basement. I just had to make it past the carnivorous stairs and the shrieking ghost alarm system. Cousin Delphinium had mediumship abilities, and I knew she would definitely tattle if she heard me sneaking around. She was just barely an adult, and she was dying to impress the rest of the coven, the little suck-up. But I managed. 
With all the ingredients, I formed a temporary ward around myself that should allow me to bypass the wards in my parents' room. I had just enough bits and pieces of all the involved ancestors on my person to make the spells think I was someone who should have access to the grimoire. Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and opened the door to my parents' room. Hadn't they always told me how clever and powerful I was? Time to prove it. 
I crept through the dark room to the bookshelf, using my magic to feel for the powerful wards that would be hiding the book. It was stashed in a secret drawer that I opened by using a locator spell to find the hidden release button. I gingerly lifted the heavy tome from the drawer, bracing for something awful to happen. When nothing did, I let out a sigh of relief. 
Then I tiptoed back to my bedroom, holding my breath all the way. 
Once I was inside, I locked my door and took out my mirror to summon Junaid. This time, I cast a dud sleeping spell to mask the fact that I had just summoned a jinn. Hopefully it would be enough to keep my parents from looking my way too hard, since they were still holed up with the others, planning our great victory, or how to best blame someone else so we could run and hide, or something. 
Junaid wrapped his thick arms around me the moment he appeared, and I leaned into him, sighing in relief. Ever since I met him, he had been the one good, solid, grounding thing in my life. Like the big brother I should have had. I sniffled against his chest, probably ruining his nice shirt. But he didn't seem to care. "Come on, then little witch," he said, gripping my shoulders and holding me at arm's length to look down at me. "Where's all that defiance of yours?"
I wiped the back of my hand under my nose and sniffed again, this time squaring my shoulders. "Why do we need the book?" I pointed at the grimoire lying there on my bed. 
He nodded, silently confirming that he had never had a doubt I would be successful in my heist. "I'm going to teleport you out of here, little witch. I've had it planned for months now. But you wanted to protect your sister, too, right?"
I nodded emphatically. "We'll take Oleander with us when we go."
He just shook his head, and his eye were sad when they met mine. "No, little witch. Where we're going, the way we'll have to live…it wouldn't be good for a six-year-old child." 
Anger welled up at his words, the first time I'd felt that emotion in a long time. I was resigned to pretty much everything in my life. But not this. "We can't leave her here! What if there's an attack? What if the government or some rival witch family decides to hurt her? What if my parents decide to drain her for power? She's little, but she's gifted."
He gripped my shoulders and again, his big hands squeezing. "She's too young to be convicted of anything. And we'll protect her the best we can. She has to stay, Bella. But you can't stay with her. You're fifteen now, little witch, nearly grown by coven standards. And you've participated in their magic rituals. You'll be tried as an adult."
I swallowed hard. "I'll never forgive you for making me leave her behind," I muttered. 
He just nodded, as if he expected nothing less. "And I'd never forgive myself if I didn't get you out of here, even if it means leaving the little one behind. Now, let's get to work. I have a friend who owes me a favor."
The temporary charm I had created to allow me to steal the grimoire also allowed me to access its contents. I flipped through the pages, hating the way the heavy, tainted magic of the book clung to my fingertips. There was too much power in this book, all of it filled with rage and pain. "There," Junaid said, pointing at a listing. "That's the jinn. Call him out but be careful little witch. He's not too fond of your family."
I muttered the incantation, knowing I was pushing it by doing this. I had reinforced the wards on my room to help with hiding how much magic I was doing in here, but summoning a second strong elemental creature was probably going to fry the wards and tip off every witch in the house. 
My dresser burst into flames and a slender figure appeared, sitting atop the chest in a cross-legged position. He was bare-chested, but draped in glittering jewelry, golden eyes watching me from a pretty, dangerous face. "Baby Lovell. Did you decide today was a good day to die?"
Junaid stepped in front of me with his hands up. "Aahil, brother. I've come to cash in the debt you owe me. I need your mind magics."
The fire jinn tilted his head and his lips stretched into a sneer. "What do I care for debts, now that I'm imprisoned for eternity in the pages of this wretched hell? Either free me or let this witch finish draining me. I'm done with this life."
His words made Junaid flinch. "I can't free you. But I can give you vengeance. The Lovells are about to lose the war they started. I need your help saving the only innocent Lovell remaining. 
This Aahil snorted. "Lovells never lose at anything. They'll find a way to wriggle free, probably using torture and black magic. And…an innocent Lovell? Not that I fucking care, but there's no such thing."
I pushed past Junaid to face the demon myself. "Please," I pleaded. "She's my sister and she's only six years old. She doesn't deserve to be punished for the evils of the rest of our family."
The strange jinn's golden eyes flickered with flame as he regarded me. "Are you one of the ones who used my power? Did you stand in the shadows laughing as I was drained and used, just waiting until you were old enough to join in, runt?"
I swallowed hard. "No. But only because they didn't get around to forcing me to help with that yet. Please. Help me make sure my sister doesn't end up just like the rest of us."
He sighed. "It's not like I have a fucking choice. I own this soggy asshole a favor, and among our kind that's a potentially life-threatening condition." He gestured at Junaid. "I'll help your teen witch. But only on one condition."
"Anything," I promised before Junaid could speak. "Anything in my power, I'll give it gladly to help Oleander."
The jinn's golden eyes met mine and I shuddered at the darkness there. "Promise you'll release me from this cursed book and let me go free."
"Aahil—" Junaid started in, but I waved him off. "I promise it. I can't do it now. I'm not strong enough and we haven't got time. But I promise I will come back for the book once my parents are dead. I'll make sure you are freed."
He gave me a sly look, which made my cheeks flush stupidly at the same time it made me want to run for my life. "Bargain accepted, Lovell. Let's hope for your sake you aren't lying."
I glared right back. "I'm not. I'll come back and free you as soon as they are gone."
Junaid didn't look happy. But the other jinn just smiled, slow and dangerous. "Well then," he said, dematerializing before he reappeared standing on the floor. "Whose mind am I destroying tonight?"
Junaid ran a hand over his bald head and gave me a sheepish look. "The little girl's."
I argued in hushed tones as we crept down the hall to Oleander's bedroom. I had the grimoire clutched under my arm, and the fire elemental was trailing along behind us with a bored look on his face that I didn't trust. Junaid simply silenced me by slipping into Oleander's room, leaving me to catch up. The gothic-inspired room would be filled with pink in the daylight, but currently the night and the moon washed everything in shades of blue. 
I joined Junaid at Oleander's bedside and stood staring down at my sweet, innocent, sleeping sister. "You won't hurt her?" I whispered, watching the other jinn, who had come to stand at the other side of her bed. 
He lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug, his voice saying he couldn't care less if he fried my little sister's brain. "Probably not."
Junaid glowered at him, and his low voice was a growl. "Aahil."
The other jinn heaved a tired sigh. "It would be easier if I wasn't drained and half dead, brother. But I'll do my best not to turn the little one's brain to gelatin. Even a Lovell child is still a child."
Then the guy reached out and held one hand over my sister's forehead, his golden eyes slipping closed as his magic flowed around him. In the warm light of his magic, I saw just how drawn and pinched his face was, and how he winced at the pull on his reserves. I held my breath for what felt like an eternity, expecting my family to come bursting through the door at any moment. But finally, the jinn's power faded. He opened his eyes, swaying on his feet. 
"It is done," he said tiredly. "It will be as if you never existed. The girl will not know she ever had a sister." Then he looked to Junaid. "Come bolster me and I'll take care of the others as well."
"Thank you, Aahil," Junaid said on a relieved sigh. "And you swear you'll never tell another Lovell of her existence?"
I hated that I knew what he was thinking. That if my family lived, they might be able to torture the information out of the other jinn. 
Aahil just shrugged. "I swear it. Torture is hardly new to me. And death would be welcome at this point."
Junaid moved around the bed and put his hand in the other jinn's letting pooling their elemental magics together. Aahil's expression twisted into a bitter, smug thing. "Forget, you stupid cunts," he whispered. "Forget her…and forget me too!"
Then he crumpled. Junaid reached to catch him, but before the jinn hit the floor, he disappeared, a thin stream of golden magic flowing into the grimoire I still held. 
"Shit," Junaid muttered. "Just had to try to sneak in something extra, didn't you, Aahil?"
At my questioning look, he explained. "I was going to rely on your family getting wiped out and taking your memory with them. But he just wiped you from the minds of the entire coven downstairs. As of right now you only exist on paper, and we can fix that after we escape this place." He shook his head. "Aahil is an unparalleled mind manipulator. But he tried to erase himself and the grimoire from their minds too, and he wasn't strong enough for that."
I clutched the book. "Is he still alive? In here?"
Junaid nodded. "I think so. I think he just returned to wherever you lot store the creatures."
I gaped in horror. "All of these entries are people?"
He nodded sadly. "I think so. Hurry now, we've got to dump that and get out of here."
"Oleander?" my mother's voice called from the end of the hallway. Damn it, they had felt all of that magic.
Junaid grabbed the grimoire and poofed out of existence. He was back a moment later, looking a bit singed. "Dropped it just inside the doorway and the wards zapped me. They'll think someone tried to steal it and got obliterated." He took my hand and tugged. "Come on, we need to go now, before we're seen."
I took one last look at my sweet little sister. "Forget me," I said as tears started to fall. "Forget all about me, but I'll never forget you."
Then Junaid wrapped a strong arm around my waist and jerked me out of existence, pulling me with him as he dematerialized and reformed somewhere miles away. 
I finally cried then, big, heaving sobs for all I had lost, all I had never had, and the unfairness of it all. I was still crying a few days later when we got the news that the Lovell coven had called up an army of fellow witches and dark paranormal allies and attempted to overthrow the local magical government. Every member of the Lovell coven that had not died in the skirmish just outside their lands had been captured and sentenced to death for crimes against magic kind.
Their one remaining child, a little girl no more than six years old, had been taken into protective custody so she could grow up far away from the Lovell legacy. 
"We gave her the best chance we could," Junaid said softly. Then he took the newspaper from my hands and tossed it into the trash. He ruffled my hair. "Well, kid," he asked. "Where to now? We need to keep moving so no one around here recognizes you and has some sudden realization that they missed a Lovell."
I looked up at him as sadness and hope warred inside me. I was alone now. But I had Junaid. And I might have to be on the run for a while, but I was finally free of my family and their expectations and demands. 
"Can we go someplace warm?" I asked, reaching for the jinn's hand. "Maybe by the ocean? I always wanted to see the ocean, but mother said we had a blood feud with the sirens."
He gave me a knowing look that said he could see every bit of my sadness, but was determined not to mention it if I didn't. "I can handle a few sirens little witch. One tropical adventure, coming up," he said lightly. Then he whisked me away to my new life. 
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Want More?


If you enjoyed this book, please take a moment to leave a review wherever possible. The next book in this series is currently in the works. In the meantime, the original serial, The Bestiary, is currently ongoing on Patreon, and on the Vella platform. 
If you’re interested, you can buy my books directly from the creator over on my website.
Make sure to sign up for my mailing list to get updates on my next book release and get a free copy of my spoof story, Mary Sue and the Petal Pink Curse.
Join me on Patreon, where you can help me create more of what you love. You can also get advance access to books as I write them (including this series), listen to audiobooks before they are available anywhere else, and more.
You can also find me on Facebook and Instagram.
As always, thank you so much for your support and for sharing my quirky little world!
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